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Voiceworks B A N G 
is bursting at the seams with more of the best fiction, nonfiction, poetry and visual 
art by Australian writers and artists under the age of twenty-five. This issue will take 
you from backyards to intimate corners of Shanghai. It will miss the train to the 
aquarium and leave you stranded on what, at first glance, seems to be a Ferris wheel, 
giving you too much time to reflect on family, snap judgements and on what makes a 
tree a tree.  Don’t forget your hat.

Artwork on page one and one hundred and twenty eight is by Louise Tate (23), a contemporary artist 

based in Melbourne. She is currently studying a Bachelor of Fine Art (Honours), and works in painting, 

‘Let me!’ He says, tiers streaming, fingers messy from mud pies pressing on plate 
glass. A stranger pinches the child’s cheeks, saying ‘I could just eat you up!’ and 

does. She waddles home to sleep it off, hand on her back like 8½ months, footsteps 
so heavy overhead that the plaster breaks. Mix some more out of flour and water. He 
slathers it on with a trowel, layer upon layer, and tacks up your band poster with the 

stems of candied violets. Kitchen eyes like Nigella Lawson. 

Oven hinge creaks open and your glasses fog up. Moist, cut? The knife comes out 
dirty with 100s & 1000s, trails rainbows as you kiss the nearest boy. Icing spattered 
clothes, cheeks. White and viscous -it makes the pages stick together. Excuse the 

fingers, lick the beater, Stiff Peaks. Wrapped in plastic you slip it under your pillow 
and dream of your future husband. In the dream your fitting is at the patisserie and 

they cover you with meringue, dripping cream. 

You wake up staring at the ceiling, and don’t know why you’re craving cake.

– Voiceworks #104 C A K E

(Winter 2016)
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Voiceworks is published quarterly by 
Express Media, a national non-profit 
organisation that provides support and 
development opportunities for young 
Australians in writing and media. We 
present an annual artistic program that 
aims to develop creative skill and build 
capacity among young people through 
our publications, awards, training and 
development opportunities and resources. 
Our values are artistic diversity, opportunity 
for development, professional excellence 
and accessibility through engagement. Find 
out more about our projects, mentorships 
and workshops at expressmedia.org.au. 
 
Voiceworks Subscriptions
Ensure you don’t miss a single issue by 
signing up as a subscriber to Australia’s 
premiere youth literary journal. A one year 
subscription is $60 and includes a print 
edition delivered to your door each quarter, 
a PDF edition, a subscription to the monthly 
Express Post enewsletter, and a bonus 
subscriber offer.

The views and ideas expressed in 
Voiceworks are not necessarily those held 
by the management committee, staff or 
volunteers of Express Media Inc. Every effort 
is made to substantiate statements of fact 
made in Voiceworks.

Express Media are proud to acknowledge 
this magazine was produced and edited 
on the traditional lands of the Wurundjeri 
people of the Kulin nation. As a national 
magazine, we also pay our respects to the 
traditional custodians of all the lands from 
which the stories and artwork in this issue 
was sourced.
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First book by 
director Lee 
is a hit (4)
— E L I Z A B E T H  F L U X

There was a brief period of my life where 
at 2PM on a Sunday you could always 
find me at the local pub getting a little 
bit too competitive at trivia. Over this 
time I learned a lot of things: that if you 
put “Pavarotti” as the answer to every 
question you’ll eventually be right, that 
Edgar Rice Burroughs wrote Tarzan, 
and, most importantly, that the person 
who sounds the most confident in 
their answers might actually be talking 
complete crap. 

“Back yourself” our team captain 
would say every time someone would 
dither and self-deprecate over their 
answer. “If you think you’re right, back 
yourself.” Eventually, as a team we 
got to a point where if someone said 
they backed themselves, we would 
automatically go with their gut instinct.  

‘Bang’ is my final issue of 
Voiceworks, having had the privilege of 
being editor for the last two years. Over 
that time I’ve seen a lot of people step 
up, find confidence and build skills. It’s 
easy to look at a magazine and think 

that what you see is what you get — 
after all, the Voiceworks you can hold 
in your hands is pretty excellent in my 
completely unbiased view. But behind 
those 128 pages lie hours of work, from 
writers, artists, editors and designers. 
For every piece of writing and art you see 
published, there are submissions that 
didn’t make it in this time. 

As editor, you get to see all of 
this from an almost unique vantage 
point — and in every area, there are 
people doubting themselves and 
talking down their abilities. Published 
writers and artists diminish their 
accomplishments through their 
descriptions of themselves, saying 
things like “somehow managed” or 
“attempts to”. Editors and designers 
compare themselves to those around 
them, and let any mistake overshadow 
their other achievements. Writers 
receiving a rejection on a single piece 
of work take this as an indication of 
their overall ability. I’ve occupied all 
of these shoes, and it isn’t fun and it 
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isn’t constructive. Everyone has a bit of 
imposter syndrome.

It took me a really long time to 
call myself a writer or an editor, and 
even now when I say it, I find the words 
come out fighting off a question mark. 
Pursuing your goals is tough, no matter 
what they are. Everyone who has sent 
in work to Voiceworks has backed 
themselves, and that is huge. Same to 
everyone who has sat at an editorial 
committee meeting or proofreading 
session and offered a contrary view or 
controversial opinion. 

I said earlier that it has been a 
privilege to edit Voiceworks, and the 
main reason is that it has allowed me 
to be part of a space that gives people 
room to experiment and grow. You don’t 
need to have a completed checklist of 
hypothetical “musts” to get involved. If 
you’re thinking of sending in work — do 
it. Back yourself.

Though, when you do send it in, 
please address it to our new editor, Lucy 
Adams, who I am beyond excited to hand 
over the reins to. She is an excellent 

human being and a top notch editor, and 
I cannot wait to see what she does over 
the next two years. 

Voiceworks is a team effort and 
there is a whole lot of team, all who 
deserve a thanking that extends beyond 
having their names on this page. Thank 
you to Connor Tomas O’Brien, talented 
designer and best person you could ever 
hope to pull an overnighter before print 
deadline with. Thank you to everyone 
who was generous with their time and 
advice. Thank you for those of you who 
made work a joy to come in to every day. 
Thank you to those of you not involved 
in the magazine but who were there for 
me outside of office hours. Thank you 
to our editorial committee, who are 
aggressively thanked again on page 124, 
as they should be. Finally, thank you 
to my parents, who have always taught 
me to back myself, and to Richard, for 
everything.

 
V W

Thank you:  
– Adolfo Aranjuez   ἲ  Alexia Brehas  �  Amy Gray  …  Amy Poonian    
.  Ben Riley   8  Brigid Mullane   V  Clementine Ford   ?  Connor Tomas O’Brien   
L  Craig Garrett   j  David Flux   ¡  David Ryding   9  Dexter Gillman   
0  Dominic Billings   2  Else Fitzgerald   /  Fiona Dunne   -  Harry Thompson    
ὒ�  Helen Withycombe   u  Joe Toohey   ⛿  Johannes Jakob   ἰ�  Kate Callingham   
!  Kat Muscat   ἰ�  Lefa Singleton-Norton   ⛮  Lawrence Leung   e  Liam Pieper   
i  Liam Runnalls  V  Lucy Adams   ἱ�  Maja Brydevall   ὒ  Max Kernich   
⚐  Michaela McGuire  ἰ�  Peggy Flux  !  Pippa Bainbridge   
(  Richard Seglenieks  f  Sam Cooney   7  Sam Twyford-Moore   
q  Steve Lamattina  t  Tom Doig 
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Tiny explosions
— C O N N O R  T O M A S  O ’ B R I E N

About a year into our Voiceworks 
tenure, Elizabeth Flux and I found 
ourselves sitting in Carlton’s St Jude’s 
Church, sharing a romantic dinner and 
deconstructing every tiny thing that was 
wrong with our relationship. Despite 
the fact that I was un-wed — and Liz was 
married to somebody else (hi, Richard!) 
— we’d found ourselves enrolled in a 
multi-week couples counseling course, 
funded by the federal government’s 
marriage voucher program. 

We were there only partly because 
our relationship was dysfunctional 
(love you, Liz!). Mainly, we had found 
ourselves there because we were writers, 
and our curiosity had somehow — over 
the space of few hours absent-mindedly 
concocting pitches — led to us writing 
ourselves into a fake marriage.

The argument that you should write 
what you know is a curious one. It can be 
interpreted to suggest that you shouldn’t 
appropriate the experiences of others, 
which makes sense; instead of speaking 
for — or over — somebody else, after 

all, it’s almost always better to hand 
over the keyboard so they can speak for 
themselves. 

Read another way, the rule can 
imply that we’re deeper than we realise. 
The temptation to find the stories ‘out 
there’ more interesting that the stories 
we hold inside ourselves is strong. Our 
own most interesting stories become 
the background noise of our lives, and it 
requires serious excavation work to draw 
them out from the babel — and some 
complex technical work to figure out 
how to amplify the signal.

There’s yet another way to 
understand the rule, though, which 
is to recognise that writing is, at its 
best, a process of rigging up many tiny 
explosions, each one propelling us in 
a direction we can only half control. 
Writing, in other words, can launch us 
into knowledge. A pitch can serve as an 
excuse to leap down any rabbit hole for 
days or weeks or months, waiting for the 
words to emerge out of active curiosity, 
and editors can let us know that they’ll 
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be waiting for us at the other end — 
wherever that might be, and no matter 
how scraped and bruised we might be 
when we happen to reappear. 

It doesn’t matter what we write, or 
how we do it — it’s all a product of tiny 
explosions. In fiction, we can write our 
characters into situations that force 
them — and us — to make the very 
decisions we’ve been avoiding our entire 
lives. In nonfiction, in side-stepping the 
explosions that detonate around us as 
we try to write, we end up setting foot 
on parts of the world that we’d never 
otherwise get close to. When fiction and 
non-fiction meet, the explosions only 
multiply, and things can get even more 
interesting.

Writing is ostensibly about control 
— selecting a part of life and ordering 
and bounding it. Sometimes, it’s this 

illusion of control that draws us to 
writing in the first place, but it doesn’t 
last for long. Usually, we quickly 
realise that the explosions — and the 
uncertainty about where we might land 
— are the point of it all.

We can avoid the explosions, of 
course, if we try hard enough. We can 
craft work that doesn’t put us at risk, 
and that doesn’t threaten to change 
us as we write. But the explosions are 
addictive — and good editors are experts 
at making sure you never land too hard. 
You can’t usually see the blasts that a 
writer dodges and is flung around by, but 
they’re there. 

This issue of Voiceworks, and every 
other, is the product of explosions.

 
V W

Connor Tomas O’Brien is the departing designer of Voiceworks.

You can find him at connortomas.com.
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Flux
— L U C Y  A D A M S

I didn’t want the theme of this issue to 
be ‘Bang’. There’s a sense of finality that 
didn’t sit right with me. It’s the sound of 
something ending.

I’ve always struggled to come to 
terms with endings — of relationships, 
of hummus tubs, of novels. There’s 
a certain kind of sadness that 
accompanies finishing a book. A sense 
of loss. When I finished reading Harry 
Potter and the Deathly Hallows, after a 
solid stint of crying and hugging the 
book to my chest, I followed the usual 
steps in an attempt to fill the emptiness 
left behind by this ten-year relationship. 
I had unsuccessful dalliances with 
other fantasy series, I sought comfort 
in re-reading and binged on Stephen 
Fry audiobooks and, as with all things, 
I ultimately turned to the Internet, 
winding up in deep, dark corners of fan-
fiction I dare not mention. There should 
be a German word for this phenomenon, 
and quite frankly I’m shocked there isn’t 
one already, perhaps Buchendenschmerz 
(‘book end pain’).

For writers, the trouble with endings 
is that they’re notoriously difficult to 
execute. Some of the most historically 

lauded novels in the Western literary 
canon have disappointing endings. Not 
least because, more often than not, they 
saddle our heroine with a spectacular 
bell-end. Hemingway rewrote the ending 
of Farewell to Arms over forty times. But 
then again, he also slapped a critic in 
the face for comparing his literary style 
to “wearing false chest hair”, so let’s 
not use him as a behavioural model for 
healthy writing practice.

While sticking the ending is a tricky 
wicket, harder still is the prospect of 
relinquishing control over your work. 
We’re resistant to finishing things 
because once a work is finalised, it 
is sealed off from from us. Infinite 
narrative possibilities are trampled 
by one definitive end point. Unable to 
subject our work to perpetual tweaking, 
we might have no other choice but to 
share it with another human being or 
submit it to Voiceworks.

Two years ago, when Kat told me 
her editorship was coming to an end, 
I wouldn’t have a bar of it. What had 
possessed her to select me — limping 
into the interview like Igor, a mad 
scientist’s assistant, sporting a moon-
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boot for the second summer in a row and 
sweating profusely — as her intern, I’ll 
never quite understand. I was reluctant 
to part with her mentorship and our 
moments sat spread-legged on the 
Wheeler Centre floor, shoelaces tangling 
lazily on the carpet, as we stapled 
submissions (and debated whether all 
Harry Potter characters are, in fact, on 
some level, secretly queer). I was all but 
prepared to boobytrap the new editor’s 
chair with pinecones and contaminate 
her tea with non-lactose-free milk.

Within the first minute of meeting 
her, Elizabeth Flux had folded the word 
‘Horcrux’ into a sentence, served up the 
most exquisite pun in living memory and 
tripped over an obstacle so tiny it was 
invisible to the naked eye. I would go on 
to have the privilege of sitting beside this 
person every Monday and Tuesday for a 
year.

I wanted the theme of this issue 
to be ‘Flux’. It’s the perfect Voiceworks 
theme that never was, perhaps too 
perfect, bordering on trite. Voiceworks, 
by its very nature, exists in a state of 
continuous change, with young writers 
and editors flowing in and flowing out in 
a constant stream of overlapping lives. 
Liz kiboshed my campaign immediately. 
Seeing through my cunning plan to 
theme the issue in honour of her, she 
cemented her reputation as a buzzkill 

and refused to be raging narcissist. 
Textbook Flux move.

I don’t want Liz to go out with a 
bang. I haven’t come to terms with her 
going out at all. It took an inordinate 
amount of self-control to resist treating 
this EdCommitorial as a love letter to 
Liz. If I were to detail the qualities that 
make her an extraordinary editor, leader 
and friend, her extreme discomfort 
levels would likely set the magazine 
ablaze, ruining the fun for everyone. 
So I’ll limit myself to just one. Liz has 
a capacity for caring that I’m yet to 
encounter in another human being. 
She knows when you need help before 
you’re aware of it yourself. I have long 
suspected this Flux-sense comes from 
second tiny brain in the middle of her 
forehead, hidden behind her fringe, or 
bangs, if you will.

When the apocalypse arrives, the 
first message you receive will be from 
Liz asking about your end-of-days and 
offering to take on your hellfire. She 
will go on to write a bestselling post-
apocalyptic young adult fantasy series 
based on subsequent events. And boy, 
will you struggle to detach from it when 
it ends.

 
V W

Lucy Adams (24) is an avid crypto-cruciverbalist, an unashamed dip hogger 

and, in case it wasn’t already evident, a diehard Elizabeth Flux enthusiast.



−  1 0  V O I C E W O R K S



F I C T I O NF I C T I O N

V O I C E W O R K S  11  −

We packed up our last job and jumped 
in the car and drove down the Canning 
highway, across the river into North 
Freo. The girl lived in a small, salty 
weatherboard on a plot of land worth 
twenty times the house that was built 
on it. The suburb was full of yuppies 
in massive mansions, all curved roofs 
and infinity pools, taking advantage 
of the killer spot smack-bang between 
river and sea. But her street itself was 
unchanged, a cheap gash of rotting 
wood and peeling paint. 

Her housemates were out when we 
rocked up in the truck. To the left of the 
house was an out-of-control grapevine 
twined around a white wooden frame, 

over an empty car space. The heavy 
front door was open. Just the flyscreen 
protected the murky inside of the house 
from vicious summer bugs. 

Dennis rapped on the flyscreen and 
we heard a voice calling us from deep in 
the house. We walked through a dark, 
sunken living room that smelled of 
perfume and cooking grease. Instead of 
a screen the old wooden TV held a fish 
tank. The kitchen was large, lit from 
outside through French doors, and 
messy. Books, papers and a fat, dusty 
laptop lay scattered over the kitchen 
table’s scarred surface.

The bathroom was connected to the 
rest of the house by a cement-floored 

Paler, older;  
darker, younger

M I R A N D A  D E B E L J A K O V I C

I was a month out of school, two weeks into my 
apprenticeship. My boss, Dennis, had got a call. Some 
girl’s toilet was spewing up instead of flushing down, 
and she was ‘frantic’, he said. 

↫ ‘Absent’ is by Brigit Annie Lambert (22), a Melbourne-based visual artist. 

Her work uses a range of mediums such as photography, video and illustration.
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Paler, older; darker, younger
M I R A N D A  D E B E L J A K O V I C

walkway with a green plastic roof. The 
light made us look sick as we walked 
through it. 

The girl was kneeling on the wet 
white tiles in front of the toilet. Her dirty 
blonde hair was scraped back into a 
ponytail and she was elbow-deep in the 
toilet bowl. She bounced up and down 
on her knees, forcing the plunger deeper 
into the bowl each time before tugging it 
out again. 

“G’day,” said Dennis. 
She turned around, smiled and 

stood up. The front of her shirt was wet 
through and stuck to the outline of her 
bra underneath. Her tits were round and 
soft. 

“Hey,” she said. 
“Thought you’d sort it yourself 

didya?” Dennis asked.
She laughed. The plunger hung in 

her hand. She wasn’t wearing gloves.
“Yeah. I’ve fixed it before so I 

thought I’d give it a go.”
“Didn’t go so well but?” Dennis put 

his toolbox down and knelt next to the 
toilet. 

“Nup. No luck.”
“No worries darl, we’ll give the auger 

a go,” said Dennis. “Benno, grab it for 
me will ya?”

She smiled as I moved past her, and 
wiped a hand across her forehead. 

“Thanks for coming,” she said. “Do 
you guys want a coffee?”  

!
It took us an hour to unblock the toilet 
with the auger. She made us a coffee out 

of one of those pod machines and stayed 
and talked to Dennis for a bit. It turned 
out her mum knew his wife from school. 

I asked Dennis if I could go for a 
smoke and he said yes. She followed me 
out. Her veranda was a slab of hot red 
concrete. I sat down, my boots resting on 
the scrappy buffalo grass. She sat next to 
me and crossed her legs. Her feet were 
bare and the bottoms of her toes were 
hard and yellow. I rolled her a cigarette. 
She had a scab on her arm that she 
picked at while she smoked. 

“You studying?” I asked.
She blew smoke out the corner of her 

mouth. “Yeah. English lit,” she said.
“Books.”
“Pretty much.” She laughed. “How 

much longer have you got of your 
apprenticeship?” 

“All of it. I just started.”
“How old are you?” 
“Seventeen.” 
“Such a baby. You look older.” 
“People always tell me that. How old 

are you?”
“Twenty.”
“So you’re nearly done?”
“Nah,’ she said. ‘I took two years off.”
“What did you do?”
“Fucked off.” She scrubbed her 

cigarette out on the cement and flicked 
it into the garden bed. “Went to Europe, 
drank a shitload, smoked a shitload, 
realised I was wasting my time and came 
home.” 

“What’s your name?” 
“Tilly.” She got up and walked to the 

front door. 
“I’m Ben.”
She smiled, and went back inside. 
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I memorised their address and looked it 
up in the phonebook on the off chance 
that they had a landline. I called it until 
she picked up. She laughed at me, gave 
me her mobile number. We met up. She 
teased me. We hung out. Did kid stuff, 
like bombing the jellyfish off the jetty 
at Harvey Beach, or eating hot chips 
from the kiosk at Leeuwin Chewin and 
chucking them at the seagulls. 

We’d walk back after, feet burning 
on the hot road, and lie on the grass 
under the umbrella tree in her front 
yard. She sucked on the ends of her hair 
and talked about the guys she was seeing 
or fucking. I’d tell her I was fucking girls 
too. One weekend, just after I turned 
eighteen, I went out and actually did it. 

Three months after we met Tilly had 
a twenty-first. We both got shitfaced and 
she kissed me in her kitchen. I ripped 
her party dress when I took it off her. 
Her lipstick went all over me and all 
over the dress shirt I’d bought. We had 
sex that she didn’t remember in the 
morning, and in the morning we had sex 
again. I couldn’t stop kissing her. She 
showed me how to make her come but I 
couldn’t do it. 

?
A month after we started sleeping 
together, she told me she loved me. We 
were on the dance floor at the Ocean 
Beach Hotel. We’d been drinking pints 
with her housemates in the afternoon 

sun and we’d stayed on because we were 
drunk. She stuck close to me all night 
and she stank of sweat and raspberry. 
She told me her parents had met there.

She was looking out the window 
when she said it. She turned to me and 
kissed me and her mouth was cold. 
When she pulled away she kept her 
hands on my face even though her eyes 
were looking past me and said, “Hey, I 
love you.” 

–
Three months after we started sleeping 
together, I went to uni with her. I had the 
day off, stayed at hers the night before. 
We’d had sex. I loved the face she made 
when I was fucking her. It was the only 
time she seemed out of control. I’d 
caught her watching us in the mirrored 
built-ins that lined the wall next to her 
bed. She had her head turned to the side, 
one hand reaching in between her legs. 

I hated it. I thought our reflections 
highlighted the differences between us. 
I looked younger, darker; she looked 
paler, and older. 

Sometimes a part of me liked 
fucking her so hard that she whimpered. 

She woke me up early in the 
morning. We ate Sultana Bran with 
banana slices in the kitchen before 
we left and she didn’t speak. She spilt 
her leftover milk on her chin when she 
tipped the bowl up to drink it. I wiped it 
off and she wouldn’t look at me. 

We drove there, and I remember 
that her hands were tense. I traced 
circles on the denim on her thigh, and 
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tried to work my fingers in between 
her legs. She pulled into a parking 
spot, slammed the gearstick in to park 
and ripped the handbrake back with a 
screech. 

She picked my hand up and put it 
back on my side, and climbed out of the 
car. 

“Just, don’t.” 

.
We went straight to a café on campus 
to meet her mates for a coffee. The café 
was dark, its torn velvet sofas lit with 
soft pink and gold lights. Plants hung in 
pots on the walls and there were mirrors 
everywhere. We ordered flat whites and 
waited for her friends. 

Their names were Chloe and 
Mike. Chloe had black curly hair dyed 
red at the ends, and wore glasses and 
brogues. Mike wore a black felt hat and 
sandals. They talked about books and 
a writer called Shabon. Mike talked 
about everyone’s sexuality being on a 
scale. Tilly agreed with him. I asked 
Mike if some people weren’t just plain 
old straight and he snorted. He said 
there were always exceptions to your 
heterosexuality, and then he smiled and 
said, “Isn’t that right Tilly?”

8
In the car on the way home Tilly let me 
drive. I made her tell me about when 
she’d been with a girl. She blew it off 
and laughed and told me about one time 

when she and her housemate were really 
bored and so they got drunk and thought 
it’d be fun to fuck each other. I asked her 
if she liked it. 

She said it was okay. She said that 
her housemate wasn’t as good as me, 
but then, she hadn’t had the chance to 
train her. She looked out the window 
and tapped it with the back of her finger. 
She asked if I wanted to get lunch, said I 
owed her for Thai last Friday. 

f
Seven months after me and Tilly started 
sleeping together, my Auntie Ronnie 
estranged herself from the family. She 
and her girlfriend, Annie, bought a 
caravan and took off for Alice Springs. 
They left the keys to their apartment in 
my parents’ letterbox. 

I packed up my stuff and Tilly 
packed up hers and we trucked it over in 
her second hand Corolla. 

The apartment stank of Ronnie’s 
sweat and Annie’s perfume, and the 
sweet and sour fug of marijuana. Mum 
and Dad had tried to tell me that Ronnie 
and Annie were addicts. I just knew that 
they were generous on birthdays, and 
always the drunkest at get-togethers. 

For the first fortnight it was like 
me and Tilly were playing. We ate pizza 
sitting on the floorboards. We made 
forts and cubbies out of the old removal 
boxes. We strung up sheets between the 
different structures to make a kingdom. 

But after two weeks, she broke down 
the boxes and took them out to the skip 
we shared with the rest of the complex. 

Paler, older; darker, younger
M I R A N D A  D E B E L J A K O V I C
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She started talking about TV units and 
side tables and venetian blinds. We 
bought a vacuum cleaner and a mop 
and bucket. She got me a matching 
set of stainless steel saucepans for my 
birthday. 

In the third week we put up curtains 
in the living room. We left the windows 
in the bedroom bare. Tilly said she liked 
looking out when she was up high, liked 
feeling as though she could take flight at 
any time. 

I’d wake up some nights and she’d 
be standing at the window, elbows 
tucked up on either side of her, staring 
at the lights — the city in the distance, 
river shifting between it and us. I’d wake 
up some nights and she’d be sitting on 
the floor next to the bed, papers and 
books spread out across the boards, 
staring at the dusty screen of her laptop, 
picking at the skin on her feet. 

In that apartment she was 
everywhere: empty strips of her pills 
on the bedside table, smears of brown 
blood on the back of the toilet seat. 
There was the thick layer of trimmings 
she left in the bath when she shaved 
her legs, and the dense whorls of hair 
she pasted on the shower screen when 
she washed her hair. And she smelled, 
especially on hot days. Something thick, 
so sweaty and heavy.

9
Nine months after we started sleeping 
together, I wanted Tilly to meet my 
parents. I wanted us to drive out to 
Kwinana, go to the beach, let Mum cook 

for us, see my baby brother and sister, 
my aunt and uncle. But Tilly had an 
exam the Monday after the weekend I’d 
picked out to go. She didn’t want to take 
that long out of study. Mum and Dad 
drove up early on Saturday and we went 
to the Fremantle markets.

The whole place stank of them, so 
Tilly and I shared chips with chicken 
salt. She ate more than half the serve. 
Grease shone around her mouth, and 
she had sore-looking purple pimples 
in clusters near her nose, and I hadn’t 
noticed until then how tired she was. 

Mum and I walked behind Tilly and 
Dad as they discussed the footy. Dockers 
had finally made the prelims. Tilly was a 
diehard, had all the merchandise. Mum 
asked me if we were using protection 
and I remembered the pills on the 
bedside table and how Tilly made me 
pull out every time. She’d rather muck 
up the sheets she said. 

I looked ahead of me at Tilly with 
her hand on my Dad’s arm, laughing, 
her bag strung across her body. Her bra 
made thick pockets of fat on her back. 
I told Mum we were using protection. 
I didn’t tell her that before we’d even 
started sleeping together, Tilly had told 
me how much she wanted a baby. 

Mum and Dad weren’t that keen on 
the food at the markets, so we went to 
Fast Eddy’s for a burger afterwards. We 
got a beer. When they left, Dad hugged 
Tilly and gave her a kiss and then shook 
my hand. Mum hugged me and gave me 
a kiss and then shook Tilly’s hand. Tilly 
laughed.
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On the train on the way home I sat next 
to the window, my head against the 
glass. Tilly sat next to me with her legs 
over mine. 

“You and your Dad don’t hug?” 
I looked at her. “Yeah, I dunno. 

Can’t remember the last time we 
hugged.”

“Why?” 
I rubbed my face with the back of 

my hand, picked at the skin around my 
nails. 

“We just don’t.” 
We sped along the bridge across 

the river and I looked at the big houses 
wedged into the cliffside. I turned down 
to look at Tilly’s head as it drooped 
forward and rested on my shoulder. I 
said her name but she didn’t look up. 
When I pulled her head back it lolled on 
her neck and her mouth fell open. She 
was asleep. 

/
Ten months after we started sleeping 
together, I woke up to piss and Tilly 
was spewing in the bathroom. She was 

knelt in front of the toilet, her blonde 
hair hanging forward, almost in the 
bowl. When she saw me she reached 
behind her and touched her bum and 
held up a hand that was covered in 
blood. Something alien, dark and gooey 
stretched from her hand back to where 
the blood was coming from. It looked 
vital, like something that shouldn’t be 
outside of her body. 

I wanted to tell her to shove it back in. 

7
When we got home from the 

hospital she stared out the window, 
didn’t move. Then she tucked her arms 
up on either side of her, and put her face 
in her hands.  I watched her shoulders 
heave up and down slowly. I went over to 
her and put my hands on her back. Her 
muscles were tight and hard. She shook 
me off and turned around and took her 
hands off her face. 

“I think we should get curtains.”

 
V W

Miranda Debeljakovic (22) lives in Brisbane and is undertaking her honours in 

creative writing this year. She likes to write about strong women, identity and sex.

Paler, older; darker, younger
M I R A N D A  D E B E L J A K O V I C
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Flood
after Rimbaud
P H O E B E  C H E N

It’s a flyby as expected but in passing the planet plays 
with our water, our light. Rain like I’ve never seen sings 
down as Sunday cracks along the shore. I remember the 
Great Emptying of ’87, as now forests lose their birds 
to a new sky, cliffs crumble like they want to hide. Wind 
blows in the wrong direction. Ashes fly back from the 
sea and I smell pine. We look for your gran by the lilies: 
large, round, reminding you of warmth. A piano 
breathes somewhere far in the mountains. We swim 
above the house where you were born. And you say. 
Things surface over time, like I don’t know. I know why 
you’re so frightened of glaciers shaped like hands, 
drifting on black water. Long ago a woman read all this 
in my palm, pulled me through slow tides into so many 
days.

Phoebe Chen (21): reluctant law student, victim 

of strange and untimely events, cheese fiend.
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It’s 6pm. A grey sky hangs over our heads, 
spitting raindrops down on us at random. 
During the Stockholm summer, the sun 
doesn’t set till near midnight, and even 
then the sky doesn’t turn black like it 
does at home  — just a dark greyish-blue 
light washing over silhouettes, like the sun 
never really sleeps. It’s hiding just below 
the hills, pretending.

My eyelids grow heavy; they’re closed 
a little longer each time I blink. Jetlagged 

from a twenty-hour flight, our group 
of students follows the tour guide, an 
enthusiastic middle-aged woman named 
Helena, along a road to a cemetery called 
Skogskyrkogården — literally, ‘forest 
cemetery’, or the Woodland Cemetery.

A rolling wave of grass paints the 
hills green up to the horizon, where it 
meets a small gathering of trees standing 
against the sky. A grey gravel path leads 
up to a lookout furnished with a few 

A Silence in 
Stockholm 

,
J O S H U A  B A I R D

After a five-minute train ride out of the city, we’re met 
with a harsh chill as we step out onto the platform and 
into the quiet district of Enskededalen. Surrounded by 
concrete and greenery, it’s a stark contrast to the inner 

city of Stockholm that watches from a distance.

↫ ‘Getting Paid For What You Love’ is by Georgina Chadderton (24), an 

Adelaide comics-creator who eats too much pizza, doesn’t get enough sunlight 

and watches too much television. She’d love to be your BFF.
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stone benches. The stairs that lead up 
to it become smaller as you go along, 
designed to prevent exhaustion. They 
call the lookout ‘Almhöjden’: an area for 
meditation and peace where people go to 
sit and enjoy the serenity before groups of 
whispering tourists disrupt the silence.    

From there you can look across the 
open green paddock, a couple of cream-
coloured buildings and a tall granite cross 
standing at the other side, breaking up 
the almost-bare picture of nature. Look 
further beyond, and you see the woods, 
a forest of brown and green drawing a 
line where the living collides with death. 
The graves are lined up in rows, concrete 
soldiers hiding among the trees. Each is 
roughly similar in size and shape — some 
graves are marked by a small tombstone, 
some by a cross, others by a plaque in the 
ground. There are no tombs that tower 
over the others — the idea is that death is 
the great equaliser. In death, we are the 
same.

The word ‘Fred’ is inscribed on some of 
the graves. Swedish for ‘Peace’.

I shut my eyes and listen to the 
nothingness. It’s hard to imagine a more 
peaceful resting place. 

!
 

Helena tells us that mourners are not 
allowed to decorate the graves here. 
No buried person should be favoured 
over another. “But sometimes they allow 
the graves to be decorated for a short 
period of time,” she says, gesturing to a 
grave decorated with balloons, flowers 
and teddy bears. “That was a particularly 

recent and tragic case. She was very 
young.” On one of the balloons, a child 
had written a message in Swedish: “Happy 
ninth birthday Therese”.

Look up. The roof of leaves is dizzying. 
The tops of the trees stretch towards the 
clouds, away from the dead.

e
In 1915, Stockholm City Council held a 
competition — open to anyone with a 
passion for architecture — to design a 
cemetery. The challenge was to make 
use of the hundred hectares of vacant 
land without altering its natural contours, 
and create a cemetery that blends the 
greenery with graveyards and chapels. 
Helena tells us that there were many 
submissions that were expensive and 
complex, filling the open areas with 
architecture and attractions. They 
focussed on buildings and statues 
rather than the abundant natural beauty 
available to them. The winning design 
was submitted by two 30-year-old 
architects: Gunnar Asplund, who had 
a taste for minimalism and went on to 
design many famous buildings, including 
the Stockholm City Library; and Sigurd 
Lewerentz, whose strange and wonderful 
designs eventually included Malmo 
Opera and Music Theatre, as well as the 
Stockholm International Exhibition, which 
he also designed with Asplund. The 
Woodland Cemetery was a breakthrough 
for both men, who went on to become 
two of the most internationally 
recognised and celebrated architects in 
Swedish history.
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Their collaborative design embraced 
the woodlands and the site’s bareness; 
Asplund’s designs are simple and 
minimalistic, entwining the cemetery 
with nature, whilst Lewerentz’s designs 
are bizarre and provocative, using eerie 
images and themes to simultaneously 
evoke dread and amusement. The forest 
forms part of the cemetery’s architecture, 
as if it, too, was designed according to 
a blueprint. The seemingly untouched 
landscape and forestation provide their 
beauty, and the cemetery is constructed 
around it.

The idea, Helena says, is that life goes 
on around us. So much life surrounds the 
dead. Much of the plants, the trees, and 
the nature here will live on long after we 
die. Trees and grass continue to grow 
above bodies lying six feet below the 
ground.

While Sigurd Lewerentz moved on to 
focus on other projects, Gunnar Asplund 
returned to Skogskyrkogården, designing 
new buildings and features to adapt the 
cemetery to changing times and booming 
popularity, right up until his death in 
1940. Asplund’s body rests near the main 
chapel. Like the others, his grave is simple 
and almost bare, reflecting his minimalist 
style. The inscription on a memorial stone 
bears his name, and a quote: ‘His work 
lives on.’

�
There are some parts of the Woodland 
Cemetery that seem to deliberately 
comfort you, where benches are designed 
with a kink in the middle, so that when 

you sit among the graves you face the 
other visitors around you. It lets you 
know that there are others here in your 
time of mourning, experiencing a grief 
that is — in its uniqueness and personal 
incommunicability — similar to your own. 
You are not alone. Other parts of the 
cemetery bask in their own beauty: the 
wide open areas; the forest where the sun 
gleams in between the trees; the lake that 
boasts the reflection of the picturesque 
Holy Cross Chapel. 

Then there are those parts of 
Skogskyrkogården that seem to embrace 
and celebrate death in all its tragic glory. 
On the way to the Woodland Chapel, 
we come to a gate. A young man and a 
woman come walking through it, arm in 
arm. They look up and see us: a large 
group of tourists with journals and pens in 
our hands. The man gives a shy wave and 
says, “Hej”: the Swedish greeting, sounding 
very similar to the casual English ‘hey’. 
It’s difficult to tell whether they’re here 
to mourn the passing of a loved one, or if 
they’re also temporary visitors, here for 
the beauty and the experience.

Above the gate is an engraved picture 
of a person being lifted into the sky — an 
angel. He’s saying something to the person 
pictured on the ground below. He warns, 
‘Today, me. Tomorrow, you.’

This reminder from the dead to the 
living — you may mourn my death now, 
but one day people will mourn yours 
— also constitutes our introduction to 
the Woodland Chapel. It is perhaps the 
most confronting part of the cemetery, 
asserting the haunting and inevitable 
reality of our individual deaths. It forces 
us to reckon with it, to think of everything 



−  2 2  V O I C E W O R K S−  2 2  V O I C E W O R K S

A Silence In Stockholm
J O S H U A  B A I R D

around us — the graves, the chapels — in 
terms of our own impending departures 
from life.

The chapel is a small, modest building, 
hidden like a secret in the woods. It’s 
wide with a triangular roof that juts out 
far from the entrance, hanging over your 
head like doom as you enter. Above 
the entrance, sitting on the edge of the 
building’s roof, is a small angel. She is the 
only decoration, a golden statuette cast 
against a dark roof.

According to Helena, it is the Angel of 
Death. Looking down at us, wings spread, 
she welcomes us with her arms held out 
wide. She tells us that, at the time of the 
cemetery’s construction, the inclusion 
of the angel was debated and highly 
controversial. It is difficult to tell whether 
it would be more acceptable then or 
now. Has death become more, or less, 
politically correct? 

Before opening the door to the chapel, 
Helena stops and draws our attention to 
the lock — a small but frightening skull. 
To unlock the door, she inserts a key into 
the skull’s eye and turns it. It feels almost 
cartoonish, like yet another taunt. The 
interior is tiny; our group of thirty was 
enough to make the building feel full. 
Despite the square look of the building 
from the outside, inside the chapel is 
a dome. A glass roof lets natural light 
shine in, but not enough to stop the room 
from being bleakly dim. We sit in chairs 
arranged opposite each other in a curved 
fashion, like parentheses. We sit around 
the elevated space where the coffin 
would normally be. None of the seats 
are directed towards the priest. Instead, 
they are arranged so that, in times of 

mourning, you can look across and see 
the faces of other loved ones. The coffin 
would occupy the foreground.

Below the coffin is the burial vault, 
sinking below the floor like a root cellar. 
We are told that the lowering of the coffin 
into the vault is a symbol of the dead 
becoming one with the earth.

6
At one stage in our trip, we had to 
cross the border from Denmark back to 
Sweden. We stopped at a Burger King, 
and, having fallen asleep on the bus, I had 
lost track of which country we were in. 
But as soon as the girl behind the counter 
talked to me, I knew. Not because of the 
language, or the accent, or the currency, 
but because of the girl. All smiles and 
manners. We were back in Sweden.

You get used to the joy and politeness 
of the people in Sweden. You notice 
your mood lifting with each encounter. 
A cheerful “Hej hej!” when you walk into 
a souvenir shop can brighten your day. 
There’s a sense of peacefulness. 

In some ways, Skogskyrkogården 
seems completely separate from the 
world around it. When you walk through 
the gates, you still feel Sweden’s sense 
of harmony. The country’s togetherness 
spills over into the cemetery, and 
somewhere among the graves you can 
find comfort.

The approximately 100,000 graves 
in the cemetery are split into sections 
according to the religion of the deceased; 
the Christian section is the largest, while 
there are also sections for Muslim and 
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Catholic graves, among others. Although 
the sections are separate, the paths 
to each section intersect and overlap, 
momentarily bringing the visitors together 
on their respective journeys.

1
Around the corner from the main chapel 
near the entrance, before you reach the 
woods, there are cement tiles in the grass. 
The stepping-stones form a path to a 
long red flowerbed that stretches to the 
end. A crimson gravestone stands tall in 
the middle. Written on the grave in gold 
cursive letters — a signature — is the name 
Greta Garbo.

In Sweden, Greta Garbo is more than 
just an actress. You get off the plane in 
Sweden, you see Greta Garbo on the 
walls. You shop at a convenience store, 
you see Greta on DVD covers set aside, 
along with ABBA and Ingrid Bergman, on a 
special stand dedicated to country’s best-
loved cultural icons. You see clips of her 
in silent films, the subtle face expressions 
and the themes of loneliness and 
independence in her roles. She gave few 
interviews, not caring for the media. Like 
the characters in her films, she preferred 
to be alone.

A couple of years before she passed 
away in 1990, and after over a decade 
of avoiding her home country for her 
hatred of the press, Garbo said, “I want 
to go home to Sweden. I want to lie in 
Swedish soil.” In 1999, nine years after her 
death, her ashes were finally interred, 
her legacy immortalised in silent films 
and a golden signature. She would go 

back home to Sweden, where she would 
rest in Skogskyrkogården. The ceremony 
in Woodland Chapel was broadcast on 
national television.

(
We come to Seven Springs Way, a gravel 
path nearly a kilometre long lined by trees 
and leading to the Chapel of Resurrection. 
The path is like a hallway, the woods like 
walls on each side. The chapel stands tall 
at the end, as foreboding as it is inevitable. 
Our destination.

Helena points at the trees. We’re 
walking past the birches. Further up the 
corridor would be the pines, and then as 
we reach the end we would walk past the 
spruces. The colour of the different types 
of trees mean that the path will grow 
darker and darker as we go along, and 
mourners’ will feel a sharper melancholy 
as the light changes, as if in anticipation 
of the path’s end at the Chapel of 
Resurrection.

In 1925, after the Woodland Chapel 
was found to be too small, construction 
was completed on the Chapel of 
Resurrection, which was also designed by 
Sigurd Lewerentz. It towers magnificently 
at the end of the kilometre-long path. 
We’re dwarfed by the monstrous 
columns that hold the portico before the 
entrance. When inside, we’re met with an 
inexplicably uneasy feeling. The design 
of the rectangular interior is strange, like 
being inside Lewerentz’s mind.

The pattern of the mosaic-tiled floor 
resembles water, the lines like waves 
under our feet. An ambiguous symbol, 
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appearing to suggest the cleansing of the 
spirit before it is handed over as much as 
it does the temporary nature of life. 

The chairs are arranged in two groups, 
sitting apart from each other, facing the 
front and organised into diagonal rows. 
The solitary coffin is positioned in front 
of the onlookers, with the podium where 
the priest would stand in the background. 
The room is lit by ceiling-mounted lights, 
but the coffin is also bathed in the natural 
light that streams in through the room’s 
one window, as if heaven itself were 
shining down upon the deceased. For all 
its serenity, there is also an unevenness 
about the room, as the single window on 
one side seems to throw off the symmetry. 
The chapel is like another world: you step 
into the unfamiliar, a skewed reflection 
of reality in which the passing of life is 
elevated out of the shadows and explicitly 
acknowledged.

When we leave the Chapel of 

Resurrection, we exit through a different 
door from the one through which we came 
in. Once again, like so many other aspects 
of the cemetery’s design, this is a symbol: 
it is the end of the journey, and we are 
returning to our lives. We go in one way 
and come out another.

As I walk back with the group, hood on 
my head, my face buried into the collar of 
my jacket to shield it from the cold, I feel 
I’ve come face to face with death and the 
afterlife. A cemetery bathed in seemingly 
endless light. A silent world of its own, 
separated from the outside. It’s 10pm. A 
grey sky looks down on the Woodland 
Cemetery. We spot a deer in between 
the trees, eating the grass. It looks up 
and sees us. It seems at home in nature, 
gravestones and all.

 
V W

Joshua Baird (23) lives in regional Victoria and is currently completing his PhD thesis, 

a collection of short stories dealing with unreliable narration and failures of masculinity.
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I’m thinking of a word: 
inscription.

I write your name
   down.

I name you.
I trace petty cryptograms, toying
figures on the skin of your back,
broadsheet, quantum state.

You are half-woken, nascent
and clasping the hand of Sunday
morning. I watch you move,
still in my arms. I breathe twice.

I open  the floodgate,
and let out
  the
  physicality of thoughts,
 not
etheric now, but
sculpted by the mouth.
Made real, material,
as in sea foam to glass,
convex into concave, 
line and 
  cadence.
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 One week to the next,
   parallel bodies
  modulated,  now-embracing. Coupled,
 casting off some soft light, like a
variable star.

Who 
could have  foreseen
such violent reality in a 
constellation of glances?

I remember 
 getting lost 
  on that 
  nanosecond bridge
  between   
   saccades

   —

  how could I 
   have overlooked
    an 
     unraveling 
  cosmology?

A Young Man’s Body
M I C H A E L  S T R A T F O R D  H U T C H
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I see now 
 that you are like 
all other cataclysms—remarkable as 
insects now stirring beyond our window, 
pitching a night song, protesting 
the illusion of stars.

From this point  forward,
enable my smallest of bodies, a vessel,
the record of your living hands.

I write your name
  down.

I name you.

Michael Stratford Hutch (19) is an emerging artist living and working in 

Hobart, Tasmania. They know a crossroads when they see one.

P O E T R Y
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The Laundromat
E M I L Y  P A E S L E R

The laundromat near Lucy’s house 
smelled of mould. There was a faulty 
coin machine at the entrance and a 
noticeboard above with handwritten 
flyers. The walls had been painted a 
vivid lime-green some time ago, and 
the cracked, grey tiles felt gritty under 
her shoes. A row of small tables lined 
the middle, trying to coerce you to 
stay and relax while your clothes 
twisted and turned in the ancient 
machines. The thumping of the wash 
cycles made the floor feel like it was 
moving beneath you.

 Lucy had been sitting at one 
of the tables forcing herself to read 
her book. But the words had blurred 
together and she had kept checking 
how many pages she had left until she 
would finish the story. She had given 
up and rested her head on her arms, 
trying not to fall asleep. 

“Murakami,” a man’s voice said, 
jerking her awake. 

Lucy lifted her head up from 
her arms. The man stood next to her 
table, a laundry basket under his arm, 
weighing her book in his hand. She 
looked up at him, wondering if she 
had seen him before.

“Do you study?” he said, still 

balancing his basket under his arm, 
looking between her and her book.

“Yep.” She sat upright and rolled 
her shoulders back. She tried to 
stretch her arms out in front of her, 
but felt she couldn’t stretch her limbs 
far enough; they ached out from the 
center of her body. He held up the 
cover as if to show it to her. 

“English?” He turned it over in 
his hand and held it with an ease that 
made her unsteady.

“Literature.” She shifted back, 
pulling her skirt down over her thighs. 

“Oh yeah, where?” He moved 
to sit on the other side of her table, 
placing his basket on the floor and 
pushing his glasses back up the 
bridge of his nose. He was tall, even 
slouching in his seat. Her stomach 
tightened and she felt her weight 
through her shoes sinking into 
the floor. Her woolen jumper sat 
uncomfortably across her chest.

“Melbourne Uni.” 
“Oh yeah.” 
She didn’t respond. She didn’t 

understand why he was still holding 
her book. 

“I studied media and I did a little 
bit of literature.” 
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She looked down and pressed the 
home button on her phone.

“Do you know Kevin Johnson?” 
“No,” she said, not making any 

eye contact. 
“Don’t know him?” He flicked 

through the book, letting the pages 
fall between his fingers. She shook 
her head. The fabric of her jumper 
felt very itchy. She regretted wearing 
wool.

“That’s strange. I had him for a 
class. He teaches second year. Are you 
sure?” 

His eyes rested on her, she 
nodded. 

He shrugged. Lucy didn’t have 
anything to say to this, but his 
expectant glare was still sitting on her 
cheeks. 

“What’s your name?”
“Emma,” she faltered. 
“John,” he said, extending his 

hand. She looked at it for a moment 
before extended a limp, sweaty 
palm into his. Her heartbeat echoed 
around the room from underneath 
her jumper.

Lucy looked over at her machine 
and stood up. She was almost sure it 
only had a few minutes to go. She felt 
him watching her from behind, but 
she faced away until it beeped and 
thumped to a stop. She took her bag 
and placed it to the side. She removed 
her clean clothes and put them in 
the bag beside her second load of 
dirty clothes. He was still sitting at 
the table behind her, tapping his 
feet on the tiles, his basket of dirty 
washing forgotten on the floor. His 

gaze continued to fall on her as she 
loaded more clothes, his eyes moving 
between her body and the clothes she 
placed into her bag. She tried to hide 
them, push them down flat. She knew 
he was watching her shoulders as 
she breathed in and out. Sweat grew 
under her arms, the wool agitating 
her skin. She added detergent to her 
next load and set the machine. 

“So, Murakami,” he said. She 
stayed staring ahead, holding her 
clothes. 

“I really like this one story,” he 
said.

She turned around, but stayed 
standing back against the machine.

“So, there is this guy and his wife 
dies and he hires some woman to 
wear all her clothes and it just gets 
really confusing and is one big mess 
and he doesn’t really know what to 
do. His wife had so many clothes. She 
had coats and shoes and so many 
dresses. So many she couldn’t even 
wear them all. Do you know the one I 
am talking about?”

She didn’t say anything, but 
moved forward and sat back down 
on her side of the table, picking up 
her phone. He leaned on the table, 
planting his elbows forward and 
crossing his hands over his arms.

“It’s really good. So he meets 
this woman. She is twenty-two years 
old and he thinks she is beautiful. 
But she is a lot younger than him. 
He thinks that she is really beautiful, 
mainly the way she wears her clothes. 
Clothes just, I don’t know,” he clicked 
his hand in the air, “they just fit her 



V A N I T Y  P L A T E S

T O M  G L A S S E Y

−  3 0  V O I C E W O R K S

The Laundromat
E M I L Y  P A E S L E R

well.” He put his arms down. “So 
anyway, they date for a while, not very 
long, and then he asks her to marry 
him. And she says yes. And so they get 
married and the wife continues to buy 
a lot of clothes. Closets and closets full 
of clothes. They are living their lives 
together, normally, but she continues 
to buy more clothes.” He motioned 
with his arms a large amount. “He 
tells her that maybe she should slow 
down you know, maybe she doesn’t 
need so many clothes. And you know, 
she has a little think about it and she 
says maybe you’re right. I don’t need 
any more clothes. So this happens.” 
He paused. “But then she dies. She 
gets hit by a truck. Gone. The husband 
is distraught. So the husband has 
all of these clothes and he doesn’t 
really know what to do with them. His 
wife has just died and he isn’t really 
ready to part with them. So he hires 
this girl, to do like, basic paperwork, 
but mainly to wear his wife’s clothes. 
When the husband sees the other 
woman wearing the clothes he goes a 
little bit mad and he basically fires the 
girl and tells her to keep the clothes 
she took.”

Lucy sat still.
“But he does an amazing job at 

describing the clothes and the way 
the clothes fit the man’s wife. He does 
a really good job of it.” He sighed. 
“In the end, he sells all her clothes. 
Which I guess makes a lot of sense. He 
doesn’t really have anything to do with 
them, you know.”

Lucy didn’t know what to say.
“And his name! His name is 

Tony something. It’s starts with a ‘t”. 
Dammit.’

There was a long pause; he looked 
at her.

“Takitani,” Lucy said flatly. She 
couldn’t help it. “His name was Tony 
Takitani.”

“Right!” He stood up and began 
pacing down the length of the 
laundromat, sliding his hand across 
the washing machines. “Ta-ki-ta-ni” 
he sounded out, tapping the machines 
with his hand. “Yeah! Takitani.” He 
stopped at Lucy’s, picked up her clean 
laundry and sat on the machine. It 
continued to shake and groan under 
his weight, only now it echoed louder 
against his body. He held her clothes 
on his lap.     

“You already read it?”
“Yes.” She looked at her bag in 

his lap.
“Oh, right,” he said. He looked 

down.
“So what else are you reading?” 

he asked.
“Nothing.”
“Nothing else recently?” His eyes 

searched over the contents of the bag.   
Lucy shook her head and he 

shrugged.
He put her laundry back on 

her machine and jumped down. He 
walked over and picked up his basket 
from the floor and then walked over 
to the end of the row and started 
unloading his washing. Lucy watched 
him from where she sat; he unloaded 
shirts, some pants and shook the rest 
of his basket, socks falling out. He 
placed his basket on the ground and 
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walked back over to where she was 
sitting. He stayed standing, but put his 
hands down on the table.

“You look really good in your 
clothes, you know.”

Lucy clung to her seat.
“Like, you know the lady in the 

story, the wife.”
She tried to breathe. 
“I really like your jumper. It’s a 

nice colour. What’s it made of?” He 
leant forward and stroked her arm. 
“Do you buy a lot of clothes? They 
can be expensive, but I mean, a good 
quality piece is worth it.”

Lucy felt her throat closing up; 
she tried to swallow but she couldn’t.

There was silence. He stood up 
and stretched his arms out in front 
of him; he connected his fingers 
and cracked them loudly. He moved 
his hand over his mouth and gave a 
comfortable yawn, then rapped his 
knuckles on the table.

“Strange little tables.”
“Yes, they are strange.” The sweat 

on her chest beaded down underneath 
her jumper. 

He sat down opposite her again. 
“What are you doing here by yourself 
anyway?”

“What?”
“By yourself?”
‘Um, washing?
“Right, but by yourself?”
Lucy kept her eyes down on the 

table and breathed in deep. “I’m just 

here to do my washing.” 
“Fair enough.” He rapped his 

knuckles on the table again and stood 
up.

“Bathroom anywhere?”
“There is one at the back.” She 

put her hand on her chest and tried to 
cough. 

!
Once he was through the door Lucy 
stopped the machine. She pulled 
out her wet clothes and stuffed them 
into her bag, the water dripping 
through the thin cotton onto the 
dirty tiles. Pulling the bag close to 
her, she made a break for the exit. As 
she reached for the glass door she 
realised that she had left her book 
behind on the table. She froze with 
her hand above the handle; aware of 
his movement behind her, she was 
no longer alone. She turned around 
and without looking up, stepped back 
and picked up her book. She opened 
the door and almost slipped onto the 
footpath. Her face felt damp. As she 
tried to walk, she realised that she 
was crying, and that it was not just 
the wet clothes in the bag dripping 
out onto the cracked pavement. 

 
V W

Emily Paesler (23) 

hopes you had an okay day.
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Thirteen ways of looking at 
a hairbrush

J E M I M A H  H A L B E R T

I.
Every morning I see my hairbrush
and it, in turn, sees me.

II.
Of the Seven Wonders of the World, none is a hairbrush.

III.
He went about his day
trying to forget the foreign red hair tangled
in his wife’s hairbrush.

IV.
Only after travelling for thirteen hours
did I realise I’d mislaid my hairbrush.

V.
A hairbrush is the opiate of the masses: a comfort
in a comfortless world.

↫ ‘Personal Growth’ is by Jaimeson Gilders — aged 

for 19 years in Brisbane. Neat, no good on ice.
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VI.
The summer slap of pool water on tile
is the winter slap of a hairbrush on my brother’s arm. 

VII.
“No-one has ever asked for my secret,” thought Midas’ hairbrush. 

VIII.
For ten minutes the hairbrush was you
in my petite mort.

IX.
She felt a bad thought tugging at her mind, but it was only her hairbrush.

X.
A man and a woman are one.
A man and a woman and a hairbrush are perfect travel companions.

XI.
A bang in the night is unlikely to be a burglar 
attempting to rob you with a hairbrush.

XII.
If you count to ninety-nine hairbrushes a fairy will not appear to take you to Disneyland.

XIII.
She cried when, in a wardrobe, she found her mother’s hairbrush
hatched and crumbling, cygnets honking gently.

‘Seed’ is by Jack Lowe, who is currently studying chemical engineering and biotechnology at 

Adelaide University, and relaxes by drawing and regularly illustrating for On Dit. ↬

Thirteen ways of looking at a hairbrush
J E M I M A H  H A L B E R T

Jemimah Halbert (24) is a Melbourne-based reader, writer and editor. Find her 

@oddfeatheredit or oddfeather.co; if you’re nice she might even edit for you.
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A Country 
for Old Men

A L E X  G R I F F I N 

Like embarrassing first email addresses, most of us 
have superannuation, but if you’re under twenty-five 
in Australia, chances are yours has been cooked for 

a while now. When we talk about future planning, the 
idea of super being our ‘safety net’ is thrown around a 
lot, something as taken-for-granted as Harold Bishop. 
However, despite being designed to replace the old 
age pension as our soft place to land when we retire, 

our superannuation system is a more complex and 
skewed beast than most of us might realise, and we’re 

already paying for not knowing how it works. As it 
stands, super is built to benefit the old and rich at 

the expense of everyone else, seeing youth, women 
and the already-disadvantaged disempowered 
significantly by the system that’s meant to be 

protecting them. 
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To rewind a bit, superannuation is 
basically a policy guaranteeing that 
as you progress through your working 
life, a proportion of your income is set 
aside for your retirement. Originating 
in American businesses as a way of 
retaining employees, it quickly became 
a preferred solution to the problem 
of exploding old age pension bills 
in Western countries with greying 
populations. Basically, instead of the 
government having to foot the bill 
for everyone retiring, the burden is 
outsourced; in Australia, employers are 
made to contribute 9.5 per cent of your 
wages into a superannuation fund on 
your behalf (that’s set to increase to 12 
per cent by 2025.) 

And what happens from there? 
When John Howard used to natter 
about wanting Australia to be a nation 
of shareholders, this is what he was 
talking about; if you’ve got super funds, 
you’re already an investor in, well, lots 
of stuff. The super funds that hold 
onto your money work to manage and 
invest it in profitable stuff, so your pile 
will be bigger by the time in 2060 you 
hang up the Macbook Infinite or your 
e-boots or whatever. Funds invest not 
only in properties and other assets, 
but in the stock market, futures, bonds, 
derivatives, debentures — the whole 
eye-rolling kit and caboodle of financial 
products that most people never go 
near with a ten foot pole. (One of the 
few places super legally can’t go is gun 
running, by the way.)  And since the egg 
is meant to last your whole retirement, 
including costs of healthcare, you 
can’t access it until you retire or pass 

sixty, barring death or very special 
circumstances. 

Like a Whovian explaining Russell T 
Davies to a nonbeliever, it’s impossible 
to truly overstate the significance of 
super funds in influencing how the 
financial world works now. It’s growing 
daily, not only in size, but in the 
proportion of things owned, invested 
in and owned by super funds; super 
assets globally are around $30 trillion, 
and in Australia alone the figure is 
around $2.05 trillion, including half of 
all the shares on the Australian Stock 
Exchange, which is massive. Super 
flows aren’t just a slice of all the money 
zipping around the world; they’re 
becoming the lion’s share.

In theory, super is great for 
everyone. If you’ve seen those Industry 
Super Fund ads with the hijinks on 
the elevators (one goes up, one goes 
down), you might feel safe in thinking 
that all we really need to do is pick 
the right fund and stick with it to make 
sure we’ll be sitting pretty down the 
line. Yet, superannuation in Australia 
is scarily complex, so much so that 
even the Wikipedia page covers itself 
in disclaimers trying to nut it out, 
and the impacts of where our money 
is invested or how it flows to us is 
already changing the world we’re living 
in. If you’re not savvy economically, 
or don’t have the time and money to 
pay people to do it all for you, you’re 
already at a disadvantage; all this new 
economic power and control over the 
future is skewed towards those with 
more information, stable employment, 
money, time and access to control and 

A Country for Old Men
A L E X  G R I F F I N
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understand their holdings — that is, 
privilege, in whatever form you cut it. 

For example, if you took a 
Voiceworks straw poll of your buddies 
under twenty-five, there’d be a pretty 
good chance some didn’t have as much 
as they thought, everyone had lost 
some money via super, and a chance a 
few had lost all of theirs accumulated 
from a previous job. This isn’t really 
an accident, as there are a fair few 
rules geared into super that make it 
easier for high-income earners at the 
expense of everybody else. Firstly, not 
all incomes are built equal. Unlike Tom 
at ANZ who’ll get $9500 put aside on 
top of his $100,000 annual income, 
those with Centrelink payments, 
cash incomes, self-employment, and 
those working in the shadow economy 
all don’t get super contributions.  
Employers aren’t required to contribute 
for employees who earn less than $450 
per month in earnings or work fewer 
than thirteen hours a week, nor for 
employees under eighteen. For young 
people juggling a few casual jobs, that 
means they are caught short, even 
if they’re working 40 hours a week 
across the board. If you’ve ever found 
yourself suddenly down to five or six 
hours a week at a casual job, chances 
are your employer has found a way to 
skip paying the super contribution, and 
it’s by sharing your hours around. What 
follows is that the most vulnerable in 
the economy are the least likely to 
benefit from super, which seems pretty 
bloody counterproductive. 

Like heading to McDonalds at 2am 
on what just ceased to be a Friday, 

there’s a natural gravity towards time 
poor, unbusiness savvy and casually 
employed young folk ending up 
sprawled across four or five different 
super funds. If you start a new job, 
pick up a new super fund by default 
and don’t roll your money over pronto, 
it’s likely your cash will be eaten up 
doublequick by the numerous account 
fees involved in having a fund, which 
see little trickles from casual workers 
form an unearned revenue boon for 
super funds. For those of us between 
18 and 35, 45 per cent have more than 
one super fund, and the proportion 
is most likely higher for 18-25 year 
olds. Considering that median fees 
and charges paid by Australians for a 
low cost account sit at $532 per year, 
it gets heinous rather quickly.1 The 
ATO reckons there’s $5.8 billion lying 
unclaimed in accounts due to address 
changes, multiple funds or people plain 
ol’ forgetting about them.2 The ATO 
website has recently made it possible 
to consolidate your super and find any 
lost money at the click of a button (do it 
now, pal), but if you’ve already lost your 
money, tough luck; it’s not coming back.

Another drain on the funds of 
young and low-income earners is 
the mandatory minimum level of 
insurance cover that has to come with 

1  Australian Taxation Office 2015. 
‘Young workers encouraged to save 
money on super fees’.

2  Ibid.
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all superannuation. The 2013 reforms 
stipulated that all funds had to offer 
life-insurance, and most funds charge 
annual fees for the service, which is 
awfully kind of them. If a fund is left 
open and unconsolidated, fees for 
insurance you didn’t want and might 
not need will continue to be deducted 
until the pool of cash hits zero, which is 
often the time you next hear from your 
fund manager.

"
On the other side of the ‘seeing 
M*A*S*H the first time round’ scale, 
the benefits available to the old and 
wealthy are huge. The recent Murray 
review into super found that only $1 
in every $200 of the cost of super 
concessions goes to the bottom 20 per 
cent of income earners, whereas 60 per 
cent goes to the top 20 per cent, which 
costs about $18 billion a year in tax by 
itself.3 For example, if you’re earning 
enough, you can tip extra income into 
your super without it being taxed, 
which isn’t capped until you’re earning 
$300,000, at which point the tax rate 
becomes 30 per cent — way lower than 
the tax rate at that level of income. 
Pretty nifty, but not so available to an 
apprentice, someone still flinching at 
the thought of their HECS, or without 
the info to act on this loophole. Super 
concessions are expected to cost $50.7 

3  The Australia Institute 2016. Tax 
White Paper. 

billion over the next financial year, up 
12 per cent on last year, and it’s not low 
income earners benefiting.4  

9
Unsuprisingly, the impacts go wider 
than individual and intergenerational 
inequality. For example, women are 
particularly vulnerable to the regressive 
nature of the policy, as the still-yawning 
gender pay gap is the kind of thing that 
gets pretty fiercely entrenched over a 
lifetime of 10 per cent contributions; 
on average, women at retirement so 
far have cashed out $105,000 each, 
compared to $197,000 for men.5 Paid 
parental leave doesn’t have super, 
and current laws about divorce 
settlements relating to superannuation 
tend to radically disadvantage the 
lower-earning partner, as super assets 
aren’t readily split. Being frozen out of 
superannuation, or locked into lower-
earning employment, disadvantages 
and disproportionately impacts 
disability pensioners refugees, migrants, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 
and other groups, populations who are 
already more likely to suffer adverse 
health outcomes and require greater 
levels of health and aged care.

4  Kenny M 2014. ‘It’s super tax 
concessions, not pensions, that are 
killing the budget’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, April 21.

5  Super Guru 2016. ‘Women and Super’. 

A Country for Old Men
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Like a Where’s Wally picture, the 
more you zoom out, the more you 
see, and it’s a dark picture. After all, 
investment and consumption choices 
are always political decisions — free 
range or cage eggs, Paul Dano or 
Mel Gibson — since what each of us 
chooses has a ripple, and where our 
super flows isn’t just a big player in the 
international investment market, but 
increasingly, the key mover in what 
gets produced and when. Consider 
super and your carbon footprint. It 
may not matter how much you’re 
cycling or how solid your sharehouse’s 
compost antics are, because most of 
us who have had a super fund have 
been funding fossil fuels in one way 
or another since our first paycheck. It 
has been estimated that over 55 per 
cent of the world’s super is invested 
in fossil fuels and in the Australian 
context, over 12 per cent of our funds 
are in “risky, high-carbon” assets, and 
1.6 per cent in low-carbon “solutions” to 
environmental degradation.6 Moreover, 
a 2011 survey by the Australian Institute 
of Superannuation Trustees and The 
Climate Institute suggested that up to 
83 per cent of fund managers do not 
price climate change risk enough when 
it comes to selecting investments; that 
is, they’re just not really thinking about 
it.7

With your regular savings account 

6  The Climate Institute 2013. Climate 
Smart Super.

7  Ibid.

it’s easy to shift away from the fossil-
fuel-funding Big Four towards one 
of the many fossil-free banks going 
around. However, funds in Australia 
incredibly still aren’t legally obliged to 
disclose where your money is going.  
At the moment in Australia, there are 
only a few funds that are transparent in 
their investments, and only one fund, 
Future Super, which is entirely divested. 
The 2013 Smarter Super reforms were 
supposed to compel funds to report 
their portfolios, but that still hasn’t 
come to pass. If you’re asking, the short 
answer is, yep, you probably invested in 
coal today. 

This whole super sitch compounds 
the whole snafu we’re stuck in, climate 
wise; like, the flows of our super 
funds — our money — that we wouldn’t 
ordinarily be opting to invest in fossil 
fuels are heading that way, which 
enables the continued profitability of 
coal, which in turn gives conservative 
governments an excuse to avoid taking 
action on climate change. And of 
course, when super funds continue to 
be invested into yesterday’s carbon 
intensive industries, the money that 
renewable energy tech needs to get 
funded doesn’t wind up there. In a 
political climate where the Clean 
Energy Finance Corporation has only 
recently been permitted to invest in 
wind power again, we’re missing our 
window here something severe.

The Climate Institute, who tend to 
know a fair bit about this kind of thing, 
have suggested that a ‘tipping point’ is 
not far off; basically, if the three trillion 
dollars worldwide currently invested 
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in high-carbon assets were instead 
invested in low-carbon solutions, then 
the amount of confidence in fossil 
fuels might fall to the point that green 
energy becomes more profitable, and 
therefore fossil fuels would be naturally 
phased out.8 This trend towards 
divestment has been gaining ground, 
but until super funds are compelled to 
tell us what they’re doing we can’t vote 
with our cash for our convictions. With 
the share prices of coal companies 
falling through the floor, it even makes 
financial sense to go green with your 
super; the squeaky-clean Ethical Super 
and Future Super both returned higher 
than average returns in 2015, and fossil-
free investment strategies as a whole 
returned 4.96 per cent next to the 
2.12 per cent the whole sharemarket 
gained.9 Makes you think. 

The little we do know about their 
investments doesn’t make for fun 
reading. The big banks are often 
using your money to prop themselves 
up; research suggests that the 
Commonwealth Bank’s FirstChoice 
Personal Super product sees 30 per 
cent of all money go directly into CBA-
owned funds and assets. 55 per cent 
of the AMP Flexitime Lifetime Super 
fund (currently worth $18.4 billion) is 

8  Ibid.

9  Slezak, M 2016. ‘Fossil fuel 
investments damaging Australians’ 
retirement savings, research shows’, 
The Guardian, Jan 20. <http://www.
theguardian.com>

reportedly ploughed directly back into 
AMP managed funds, with 28 per cent 
going to AMP’s fund of funds, which 
tend to invest back into their own AMP 
funds.10 If your head rejected those last 
few words, don’t stress; this is actually 
ridiculous. They mightn’t back the 
right horses, either. During the GFC, 
AustralianSuper and Unisuper alone 
lost 18 per cent and 16 per cent of their 
members’ money respectively over the 
2008 and 2009 financial years, due to 
overtly risky investments, and it took 
until late 2012 to restore members’ cash 
to mid-2007 levels.11 What we might not 
realise is that with super, our futures 
are well and truly floating on the stock 
market, basically, if you don’t know 
what’s going on, or what’s being done 
with your money, you’re that closer to 
losing it.

Like I said earlier, super funds have 
to achieve two things to keep the whole 
hamster wheel of finance in a happy 
spin: returns that’ll keep up with the 
rate of inflation so your nest egg isn’t 
losing value over time, and returns on 
top of that so it’s growing. What the 
fund managers have to do is continue 
finding profitable things to invest in. The 
problem here is that this assumes that 
economic growth is infinite, when in a 
rapidly greying, resources-dependent 
society like ours, that’s anything but 

10  Joyce, C 2013. ‘The Great Super 
Scam’, Australian Financial Review, 
April 13. 

11  Ibid.
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assured at the moment.  
If growth rates of super funds can’t 
be maintained, then today’s youth are 
facing a net loss compared to those 
who cash in first. And the thing about 
wealth held by the elderly is that it 
tends to be passed down to their 
progeny, which entrenches inequality 
further, as those in the know game 
the system. Super as we have it is not 
only going to make the young poor 
relatively poorer; it’ll make the young 
rich richer. With many retirees opting 
to spend super windfalls on investment 
properties at the moment, we’re 
already feeling the squeeze.  

V
At the bottom of it all, what’s scariest 
about super is how it changes not just 
what we have, but who we are. Like, 
the logic behind pensions is totally 
about community and collective 
responsibility; a pension says that if 
you’re an Australian citizen, you’ll be 
looked after by your fellow Australians, 
that there’s a safety net set for you 
that we’re all weaving together. With 
super, it’s all about numero uno; you’re 
meant to focus on your own pile of 
money based on what you’ve earned 
and who you’re paying to expand it, 
regardless of differences in opportunity, 

access and good luck. From there, so 
many layers of anonymity are involved 
that it’s pretty much the .tor browser 
of future planning, from not knowing 
where your money goes or why, or what 
it’s building, or whose wages you’re 
paying by choosing a particular fund. 
The money whorls away on the stock 
exchange, as you hope you’re heading 
up the escalator. If superannuation 
was trying to talk to us, it would be 
telling us our task is to add value to the 
economy, and then reap the rewards of 
doing so once we’ve passed an arbitrary 
age, and not much else. As a result, 
the idea of being part of ‘A Society’, of 
our lives being tied not just to our own 
wellbeing, but to that of other people, 
is kinda fracturing. I mean, why would 
someone retiring soon, and getting a 
rosy super deal out of it, protest about 
the system? If you’re under twenty-
five, you’re locked into a system that 
won’t teach you to vote with your cash 
before it evaporates, leads you to 
invest in things you don’t believe in, and 
subsidises other people’s retirements at 
the expense of your own. The only thing 
left to do is to grab the reins, as soon as 
you can. 

 
V W

Alex Griffin (23) is a failed call centre employee. 

He writes about Australian marginalia and labour history.
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Our apartment in 
Shanghai has three 

rooms
E L L A  J E F F R E Y

1.
Asleep again in your long sleeves,
scorched through, Sunday morning spent
ducking sun. 
 
Practicing sleep by your side, 
I lie, chew tongue-muscle, 
cheek and jaw, 
eye off dawn.

Split curtains where the white-rust sky 
saws through. 
Long hours of half-light;  
thirteen ways of
staring at a blank screen.
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2.
I eat strawberries, throw tops
onto neighbours’ roofs 
while you read Basho 
in a spoonful of sun. 

Lines on palms, a handful 
of scratches from plants
someone before us
left dead in their pots. 

3.
You dig dumb holes under shrubs,
stub your cigarette 
on scrambled roots. 

I clear the crowd 
of beer bottles and honey-crisp crusts
stuck to yesterday’s paper.

Scraps of a day spent
trawling these floorboards,
which my father told me  
are rare, haven’t been used
in apartments
for years.
 
I start hammering 
back to before we lived here. 

Ella Jeffery (24) is a writer and editor from northern New South Wales. Her 

poems have appeared in Best Australian Poems 2013, Cordite and elsewhere.
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The Lady Who 
Walks

A N N  J A C K S O N

I was never particularly nice to my mother. I 
guess I found it hard to forgive her for being 
Chinese. We lived together with my dad, who 
never saw a foreign shore in his life, in a flat that 
was really only meant for two people.

I’m not sure exactly when the 
walking started. It was just 
something that happened naturally, 
like fruit coming into season. Ma 
would be up at six thirty and out 
the door in ten minutes. I knew 
because the walls were so thin you 
could always tell what everyone else 
was up to. After I heard the front 
door click shut, sometimes I would 
push the curtain aside and watch as 
she set off down the street.

These days when I think about 

Ma, the funny thing is that I can’t 
picture her face properly. But I can 
see her tiny figure as she marches 
down the footpath, pumping her 
arms back and forth with a fierce 
determination.

One morning — I reckon I 
must’ve been eight or so — a boy 
came and spoke to me at recess. 
“That lady who walks all the time, 
she’s your mum, right?” When I 
didn’t reply he went on: “My uncle 
saw her this morning.” 

↫ ‘Even Ravel’ is by Julia Trybala (23), an artist based in Melbourne whose work 

has been exhibited around Australia through various solo and group exhibitions.



V A N I T Y  P L A T E S

T O M  G L A S S E Y

−  5 0  V O I C E W O R K S

The Lady Who Walks
A N N  J A C K S O N

I said: “Is he okay? He’d better 
wash his eyes out quick!” 

That was the first time I’d 
ever gotten a laugh out of my 
classmates. It gave me a warm 
shiver in my belly.

That very same day, a girl I’d 
never spoken to sat next to me at 
lunch. She had a brown ponytail 
and freckles on her nose. She told 
me I was lucky, being able to eat 
Chinese food whenever I wanted. I 
wasn’t sure how to reply to that so I 
offered her some of my chicken rice 
instead and we ended up trading 
lunches.

When I got home I told Dad 
I’d made a new friend. I pretended 
it was no big deal but he could tell 
how pleased I was. Ma was busy in 
the kitchen and I didn’t think she’d 
even heard. But at dinnertime when 
she clunked the bowl down in front 
of me, there was an extra fried egg 
sitting on top of my noodles.

¡
I was ten when I first joined Ma 

for one of her walks. I remember 
because that year she’d insisted 
on a big birthday celebration, as if 
reaching double digits was some 
kind of momentous occasion. This 
particular morning Dad urged me 
to tag along with her. “Go on. She’d 
be stoked,” he said. It wasn’t exactly 
my idea of a morning pick-me-up. 
But for once I didn’t whinge, just 
slipped on a pair of thongs and 

followed Ma out the door, slapping 
away flies.

It was the middle of summer 
and even at this hour, the air was 
warm and sluggish. My shirt was 
sticky with sweat and I knew my 
ears were bright red.

This was the first time I’d 
walked Ma’s route: past the IGA, 
through the park, around the 
school and back again. I must’ve 
been afraid someone would see us 
together as we passed the school, 
because I began talking to Ma in 
a short, stiff manner so as to not 
appear too close. She didn’t seem 
to notice.

We’d just reached the park 
when Ma grabbed my arm with a 
gasp. “Mei, look!”

I looked. A fly was tickling the 
back of my neck and Ma’s fingers 
were pressing into my arm. She was 
pointing to a cluster of small red 
apples, smiling like she’d stumbled 
across some buried treasure. Before 
I could say anything, she began 
to rip the fruit off the branch and 
stash them in the green recyclable 
bag she was carrying.

The fly buzzed in my ear, 
making me jump violently. “Ma,” 
I hissed, glancing up and down 
the street to make sure no-one 
was around. “Are you sure that’s 
allowed?”

Ma shrugged and reached for 
another apple. “But no-one has 
taken them. They’ll be wasted.”

Maybe it was the heat — I’ve 
never had much of a tolerance for 
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hot weather — but, all of a sudden, I 
felt hugely irritated with Ma. 

“Stop it!” 
I pushed the bag out of her 

hand.
Apples rolled across the dirt. 

Ma squinted at me for a moment, as 
if I were an odd word she couldn’t 
quite figure out. Then she shook 
her head and made a clucking noise 
— like I was the one who was loopy 
— and squatted to gather the fallen 
apples.

I hesitated. I think I’d 
expected her to snap back at me 
or something. But now there was 
no easy way to make things right. I 
muttered something about heading 
home. The words dangled stupidly 
in the air, and after a few seconds I 
marched off.

When I reached the edge of 
the park I looked back. Ma was 
down on all fours, snatching up the 
dusty apples and shovelling them 
into that old green bag as if her life 
depended on it.

!
One morning I woke up and 

there was no porridge waiting. Dad 
made Vegemite on toast. It tasted 
dry and stuck in my throat. Dad said 
he’d wait a couple more minutes 
then take the car out to look for Ma. 
He told me not to worry.

When the phone rang he leapt 
up like he’d been shot. Only once 
we were heading down the road did 

Dad tell me that Ma had tried to 
enter someone else’s flat. “Maybe it 
looked sort of like ours,” I said, and 
mumbled something about having 
seen plenty of dingy white buildings 
around. It was the first time I’d 
heard of Ma being, you know, not 
quite right up there. So I wasn’t 
exactly sure what to say.

When we got to the police 
station Ma was smaller than I 
remembered, like she’d shrunk 
into herself. There was a trickle of 
dried blood from her nostril. The 
cop was chewing gum. He said Ma 
had become violent when he’d tried 
to get her to leave the block of flats. 
It seemed unbelievable. Dad was 
the one who smacked me when I 
was mucking about. I’d never even 
seen Ma hit a fly with a rolled-up 
newspaper.

e
Dad said one of us had to 

accompany Ma every time she 
left the house. On Saturdays, that 
unlucky person was me. I set my 
alarm to six. If Ma went off by 
herself, Dad would yell at me later. It 
was like the more patience he spent 
on her, the less was left for me.

When Ma saw me coming her 
face lit up with a smile. She kept 
patting my arm with her small hand 
as we trudged down the footpath. 
“Mei,” she’d say, “look at that lovely 
big fruit. Like youzi. You know 
youzi? Can feed a whole family.”
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I spoke as little as possible. I 
guess I was still a bit scared that 
somebody might see us together. At 
first Ma didn’t seem to mind, but 
slowly, our conversations shrivelled 
and died. She still liked to point 
things out — maybe an early plum 
blossom, or a blackbird startled 
into flight — but it was as if she’d 
lost the words to say how beautiful 
they were. And for me, it seemed 
like far too much effort to do 
anything other than nod and keep 
walking.

Dad was awfully patient with 
Ma, always ready with a smile and 
the old dictionary so she could 
point to the words she couldn’t 
pronounce. Somehow he managed 
to figure out exactly what she 
wanted each time; I never bothered.

It took me several months 
to realise she’d stopped talking 
altogether. I’m not proud of it. I 
assumed Ma had simply accepted 
that I wasn’t interested in making 
conversation. It was only when 
she began to speak Chinese that I 
realised just how much her English 
had been chewed away.

I suppose I should make it clear 
that Ma had never spoken to me 
in Chinese before. Dad said it was 
because she’d wanted me to speak 
English like a native. Of course, I’d 
heard the rapid-fire string of swear 
words that spilled out when she 
broke a plate or burned herself on 
the kettle, so I wasn’t completely 
ignorant of the language. But the 
first time she turned to me and 

spoke in Chinese, the best reply I 
could give her was a blank stare.

Dad bought me a couple of 
textbooks but I never found the 
time to get very far. Weeks bled into 
months. Ma would step outside 
with dried porridge crusted on 
her upper lip and her shoelaces 
undone. When I bent down to help 
her, I could smell her stale sweat — 
she’d forgotten to wash again.

She would often reach a corner 
and head down the wrong street 
without the slightest hesitation. On 
the particular morning I’m thinking 
of, we’d just circled the primary 
school when she paused at the edge 
of the park. When I pointed her in 
the right direction she nodded and 
said something to me in Chinese.

It took a few moments to 
register. I knew very little of the 
language, but the words were 
straight off the first page of the 
textbook. The translation: “Thank 
you, miss.” And underneath, in 
fine black print: Used to address a 
stranger.

'
The year I turned thirteen, Ma 

stopped walking. 
She slept a lot and when she 

woke she was always irritable, so I 
preferred it when she was asleep. If 
there were roadworks in the street 
or the neighbours were having a 
party we would suddenly hear this 
bellowing, and Dad would jump out 

The Lady Who Walks
A N N  J A C K S O N
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of his seat and run to Ma’s room. 
Only he could calm her down. 
Afterwards he’d apologise to the 
neighbours, as if what Ma did were 
his fault.

We never talked much about 
our feelings, but I could tell Dad 
was pretty cut up about everything 
that happened to Ma. After she 
passed he kind of let himself go. It 
was like he’d been holding together 
all these years for her sake. Dad’s 
sister Julie moved in to give us a 
hand. She had a prickly temper, but 
she could tell when I needed space 
and knew how to cook a fine roast 
lamb.

By then I was in high school so 
it was a while before I went back to 
the park and saw that the apple tree 
— you know, the one Ma’d been 
nicking fruit from — wasn’t there 
anymore. Maybe it’d been pulled 
out or maybe it just died, I don’t 
know. But it was a bit of a shock. 
It kind of made me realise that Ma 
was gone. Like, really gone.

7
Sometimes I jolt awake at six. 
It’s actually a bit creepy. Not that 
I believe Ma’s spirit is hanging 
about or anything like that. Still, I 

pull on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt 
and head off into the cold crisp 
morning.

I take Ma’s route just out 
of habit. The IGA’s bigger now. 
There’s a bunch of new shops, with 
some of the stuff you could only buy 
at the city market before. They’ve 
even got sticky rice cakes out for the 
New Year. I picked up a packet the 
other day, thinking I’d share them 
with Julie and Dad. I’d just stashed 
them in one of my bags along with 
the dried noodles and the rest 
of the groceries when I heard a 
woman say: “Look, isn’t that her? 
You know, the lady who walks in 
the mornings.” My bags fell with a 
thump; one of them burst open and 
apples tumbled across the floor. I 
scanned the aisles desperately for 
the shrunken form of my mother. 
Finally I caught sight of the woman 
who’d spoken and realised she’d 
been pointing at me.

My ears burned with 
embarrassment but I managed a 
smile. She came over to help me 
gather the bruised apples. Together 
we knelt on the floor and packed 
them into my bag — gently, as if 
each one was a treasure.

 
V W

Ann Jackson (19) is a freelance writer who haunts op shops and hoards stationery. 

She wishes her heart were as unbreakable as her Nokia.
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Dad did eventually let go of the idea, 
but only let me enjoy a few seconds 
of relief before he announced we 
were going on a double date with the 
Colombian and some guy called Pedro 
that evening. Thankfully Pedro did 
not turn up to my birthday dinner, but 
Dad’s boyfriend did. The whole night 
was a record-breaking two hours and 
forty minutes of uncomfortable silence, 
occasionally interspersed with attempts 

at starting a substantial conversation. 
It was the most painfully awkward 
experience of my life, including the time 
I walked in on Dad sitting stark naked in 
the living room with gay porn playing on 
his desktop. 

When my dad first came out I 
remember being enthusiastic about 
him being gay. Back then everything I 
knew about gay fathers came entirely 
from Blair Waldorf’s experience on 

Calamity Jack
 

Surviving my father’s boyfriends 
and other disasters

M A D D Y  D U N N

I once had to talk my father out of eloping to Europe with a guy he 
had known for less than a week. It was early in the morning on my 
twenty-second birthday when Dad launched into a very elaborate 
wedding plan that was to take place in Milan the following month. 

From what I can remember, it mostly involved an exorbitant amount 
of Moët, Calvin Harris, and flying all forty-seven of the boyfriend’s 

relatives over from Colombia. 
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Calamity Jack
M A D D Y  D U N N

‘Gossip Girl’, so naturally I assumed 
Dad was going to go live in a château 
with some banal middle-aged life 
partner where they’d bake pumpkin 
pies together in matching sweater vests. 
Instead I got Roberto, the 22-year-old 
bartender from Brazil, followed by 
a slew of barely legal boy-toys who 
came and went with all the fanfare of 
a gay pride parade. So while Dad was 
enjoying his previously untapped game, 
I was busy being ignored by the male 
population in its entirety and becoming 
increasingly frustrated with the reality 
of Dad’s coming out. It wasn’t fair. I was 
supposed to be reaping the fruits of 
some heteronormative gay stereotype 
and instead all I got was an inferiority 
complex. 

…
The worst part about Dad openly 
enjoying his sex life is having to 
acknowledge he has one. Before he 
came out I could feasibly delude myself 
into pretending Dad was something 
sexless or asexual, never having done 
anything remotely promiscuous in his 
life. Even his role in my conception 
was debatable — I’d never seen a birth 
certificate; maybe I was adopted. Now 
nowhere is safe. I can’t even get in his 
car without being confronted by his 
libido. One time I found myself stuck 
in the backseat with his flavour of that 
particular week commandeering the 
front. A sudden wave of nausea hit 
me when Dad grasped David’s hand 
and whispered, “baby, it’s our song!” 

as Rihanna’s ‘We Found Love’ played 
on the radio. Another time he picked 
me up with ‘Sex on the Beach’ blaring 
through his sound system. It was a track 
from a new playlist on his iPod, which 
only made the whole ordeal more 
horrifying. ‘A gift,’ he cheerfully told 
me, ‘from José, the Argentinean marine 
biologist I’m dating.’ 

Between Rihanna and Spankers, I 
found myself constantly confronted 
with a version of my father that didn’t 
align with the laws of sexuality as I had 
known them. At eighteen, my sense of 
sexual orientation was dictated by an 
unspoken social rule that said there 
were clear categories people fell into, 
leaving no room for deviation. I didn’t 
understand how my father could be gay 
and have had a genuine relationship 
with my mother for fourteen years of 
marriage, or how it took another eight 
years of separation for him to have his 
big epiphany. Some growing up has 
taught me that sexuality is a lot more 
fluid than we generally believe it to be, 
but at the time I struggled to reconcile 
much of what I thought I knew with 
what my dad was telling me. 

These revelations weren’t restricted 
to his dating life either. Since coming 
out, Dad’s tastes have changed 
drastically in just about every domain. 
I never thought I’d miss Simon & 
Garfunkel as much as I do now that 
they’ve been replaced by David Guetta. 
The only thing marginally worse is 
his newfound appreciation for the E! 
channel and all things Kardashian. His 
wardrobe reads like a Calibre catalogue 
when it once looked like a Mambo 
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store. His bathroom is now cluttered 
with enough beauty products to rival 
mine, and the amount of money he 
spends on waxing has skyrocketed from 
zero to obscene. 

In a lot of ways, his new interests 
have brought us closer together. Last 
weekend he took me on a shopping 
trip because everything I own is “awful” 
and he wanted to “buy me something 
he could stand to look at”. It was a 
fairly strange experience to be Queer-
Eye-for-the-Straight-Guy-ed by my 
own father, especially considering 
he once thought Gucci was a type of 
gelato. Nevertheless, I was surprised 
to discover we were very compatible 
shopping partners — I even helped him 
pick out a new brow liner in Mecca. 

Although his lifestyle had become 
unrecognisable, Dad himself was 
relatively the same man I had grown 
up with. The best way I can describe 
him during my childhood is Homer 
Simpson on crack: incredibly lovable 
but unwittingly calamitous and a little 
bit dim. His antics could be trusted to 
turn every school play, netball game, 
ballet concert and birthday party 
into a cataclysmic disaster. One of 
his most notorious escapades was my 
parents’ European honeymoon during 
which Dad managed to insult someone 
in every country on their itinerary. 
He made the concierge cry in Paris, 
started a brawl with a German tour 
guide, caused a small fire at a world 
heritage site in Austria and hijacked 
a seat on a train in Venice from an 
elderly nun. Even his upbringing on my 
grandparents’ farm was riddled with 

catastrophe. Dad was so much of a 
liability that my grandfather banned 
him from chores after he managed to 
bog eleven tractors and a ute in one 
afternoon. 

With these stories in mind it’s hard 
to differentiate the man my father 
is now from who he was before he 
came out, although I am often asked 
to. I am constantly questioned about 
the differences between his straight 
and gay personas, as if his coming out 
caused a divide between the two. The 
only differences I can pinpoint are 
trivial at best and more often a result of 
his embracing gay culture rather than a 
symptom of being gay itself. Sometimes 
I catch myself faced with the distinction 
when Dad does something he never 
would have done in the past, like when 
he treats himself to a mani-pedi or 
goes clubbing in Newtown. But then of 
course he’ll do something astoundingly 
stupid and I’ll remember he’s the same 
idiot he’s always been, which brings me 
to a boyfriend I call ‘The Colombian’. 

?
It was midway through 2013 when my 
dad told me he was in love. Andréas 
was twenty-eight, from somewhere in 
South America, and therefore my dad’s 
type. He was also in Australia on a 
student visa taking a beginners course 
in English, despite being fluent in the 
language. They met online via God 
knows what kind of niche dating site, 
and after six weeks of correspondence, 
decided to meet in person. This wasn’t 
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anything out of the ordinary for Dad so 
I didn’t have much cause for alarm until 
he announced that he’d asked Andréas 
to move in with him after their first 
date. 

I have no clue why he thought 
inviting someone he’d known for the 
span of a weekend to live with him was 
a good idea, or why he thought I would 
be on board with this stellar decision. 
Realistically, there probably wasn’t 
a lot of thinking involved. I certainly 
didn’t have to think too hard about 
whether or not to stick around for the 
impending shitstorm, and moved out 
the same week hurricane Andréas 
arrived. For the brief period we lived 
together, I learned Andréas ate Coco 
Pops, drank orange juice and had no 
cooking skills whatsoever. His hobbies 
included skipping class, quitting his 
job, Australia’s Next Top Model, and 
freeloading.   

Weirdly enough, we got along rather 
well and, against my will, I found myself 
liking him. But not so much that I could 
overlook the fact he was an overgrown 
child. Thankfully, like all not-so-good 
things, student exchanges come to an 
end, and I’ve never been so ecstatic as 
I was the day Andréas got deported. 
Unfortunately, my joy was short-lived. 
Soon after his departure, Dad started 
forking out a small fortune to secure 
Andréas a new visa, this time one that 
came with the threat of permanent 
residency. 

The prospect of having to endure 
Andréas on an indefinite basis was 
something akin to eternal damnation. 
Family gatherings were already 

awkward enough, having to watch 
Dad gush about his boyfriends to my 
90-year-old aunt; now we were facing 
the threat of integrating one of them 
into our existing dynamic. I was also 
selfish. My father had been separated 
from my mother for over a decade, 
but no period of adjustment prepares 
a child to accept someone new. Some 
part of me didn’t want to lose him. 

During the year it took to bring 
Andréas back, I treated my time with 
Dad as something precious and finite. 
The humorous incidents I would 
laughingly recount to my friends 
became interspersed with quiet 
conversations about aspects of his life I 
had previously dismissed or overlooked. 
Theoretically, I knew certain stigmas 
were far more omnipresent during his 
upbringing, but listening to him recount 
my grandfather’s offhand remarks about 
purging the planet of homosexuals 
brought deeper understanding with 
profound sadness. My insight into 
the man who marched through the 
world with haphazard calamity grew 
marginally less superficial every time 
he opened up in his own small way. 
His little confessions taught me to 
respect the jagged history people 
conceal under smooth surfaces and 
prepared me to accept, unconditionally, 
whomever my father wanted to bring 
into our lives. Above all my misgivings, I 
wanted Dad to be happy.

Of course, as soon as Andréas set 
foot on Australian soil, Dad inexplicably 
decided he didn’t like him anymore, 
tricked him into returning to Colombia 
and then dumped him over the phone. 

Calamity Jack
M A D D Y  D U N N
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It was so bizarre and leftfield — so 
markedly Dad — that I felt like I should 
have seen it coming. By some happy 
accident, he had managed to save 
us from himself, but I like to think my 
hard-won lessons haven’t lost their 
significance in spite of the outcome. 

¡
By the time Dad had recovered from 
his breakup, I’d started to feel as if he 
could do nothing to shock me anymore. 
But then again, sometimes he still 
manages to jolt me a little, like the time 
he went to a fortune teller who told 
him he was a prostitute in a past life, 
or when I found his penis pump in the 
bathroom while looking for q-tips. It’s 
slightly depressing to admit that stuff 
like this now feels normal, but some of 
it still causes a small degree of trauma. 
Last year at my brother’s 21st birthday 
I made the mistake of checking the 
photos Dad had been taking all night 
on his phone. Like many technologically 
challenged baby-boomers, he has a 
proclivity for flash photography, one 
I’ve never despised as much as I did 
the moment I swiped right and was 
assaulted with the most confronting 
dick pic I’ve ever seen. After dying a 

little inside, I managed to get back to 
a safe place on his iCloud stream, but 
not before the unfortunate image of 
my dad’s dick had seared itself into my 
brain with all the violence of a branding 
iron. 

j
If there is a lesson in all this, it’s ‘don’t 
try to make sense of someone who 
doesn’t have any’. I love my dad, but 
dealing with him is often like trying to 
defuse a bomb that won’t stop going off. 
I go from day to day trying to anticipate 
the unexpected, fearing the answer to 
questions like ‘what did you do today?’ 
because ‘I married a guy I met this 
morning’ is a perfectly plausible thing 
for him to tell me. Sometimes I still 
fantasise about the stepdad who comes 
with a château and sweater vests, 
mostly because I imagine he manages 
to render Dad boring. But ‘boring’ my 
father certainly is not and despite all 
the drama, I love Dad for who he is. At 
least he makes life interesting. 

 
V W

Maddy Dunn (24) is a collector of vintage science-fiction monthlies and likes 

to daydream about space. This is her first time writing.
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No City Fun
A L E X A N D E R  B E N N E T T S

I hadn’t left my unit in close to a week. I 
woke up just before PM, did my best to 
shake off the feeling of silt that collected 
in my skull, and walked the ten metres 
to my car. The clouds were out like pack 
animals, huddled and stalking me — still 
no sun on my shoulders. I drove to Costco 
to stock up. 

Out of the window, I could see the 
Melbourne Star across the road. I thought 
about the promise Ferris wheels make of 
revolution. We’re not carried up or down, 
just temporarily suspended, like a satellite 
in orbit. When we disembark, we hope to 
have changed in some way: reinvigorated 
by the view, by the switch in perspective. 
That’s the promise, anyway. 

The spotty man at the checkout 
asked me for my membership card, so I 
handed him Heidi’s. I’d been meaning 
to give it back, but she hadn’t wanted to 
see me. By the time she decided she did, 
she was travelling through Italy. Timing 
wasn’t one of our strong points. I took 
my bags (bulging with, among other 
things, Sultana Bran, several individually 

packed containers of hummus and a box 
of canned tuna) and walked across the 
Costco forecourt. 

Then the sun washed in. My bare 
arms prickled with electricity, the way 
good memories feel. I walked across the 
road, towards the giant white Ferris wheel. 
Why not? I told myself. Why not?

7
I’d been stuck in elevators before. Twice, 
actually.

As a kid, maybe eight years old, out 
shopping with Mum — it was just after 
we’d driven across the country, had a little 
flat out in Preston, just the two of us. Mum 
said we needed new clothes, but what kid 
gets excited about clothes? I wandered 
off, deciding to look at the toys and bikes 
on the next floor. But the elevator just…
didn’t go anywhere. The doors closed; 
the elevator didn’t elevate. I sat there 
crying until the door finally opened and a 
stranger helped me find Mum.

↫ ‘‘Untitled (I say we take off and nuke the entire site from orbit)’, 2016, C-4 explosive and 

detonator, dimensions variable’ is by Steven Christie (23), who is blowing up right now.
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That’s not how it happened according 
to the way my mum tells it, though: I just 
sat in there for almost ten minutes, not 
pressing any of the buttons, thinking it 
was broken. It was fine all along. Would a 
kid really do that?

:
Across from Costco was Harbour Town, 
the breezily named outlet mall that 
housed the Ferris wheel. Harbour Town 
was all open air and discount Sportsgirl. I 
walked past an empty shell of a building, 
sitting disused. All the fittings of a 
restaurant had been installed, but there 
was nothing else inside it — nothing, that 
is, except a dead pigeon. I watched it from 
behind the glass, a museum piece. First 
I watched it hoping that it would shuffle 
back into life, and then I watched it out 
of simple, morbid curiosity. How long 
does a dead bird have to sit there before 
someone moves it? I looked around, but 
the landing was empty. Just the bird and 
me. 

I walked over to the entrance to the 
Star and paid for my ticket. The ascent 
was gentle, like the state between having 
drunk one beer and two. I watched as 
the city — the business district, with the 
people, the fun — crept into view. I never 
knew why you’d build a Ferris wheel in a 
place so lifeless. The cusp of the city sits, 
invitingly, just over there, but the outer 
ring of high-rises form a kind of palisade. 
You can see it but you can’t see into it. 

They built this land on a swamp. 
Why would you do that? When I think of 
swamps I think of crocodiles, mud up 

to my knees. Or maybe it’s alligators. I 
always get them mixed up. After it was 
a swamp it was an industrial estate, a 
shipping port. A lynchpin in the city’s 
logistical empire, where so much of the 
food came in. But even the dockworkers 
didn’t like the place. Then they decided its 
proximity to the city destined it to be an 
upmarket residential space — so they laid 
out the concrete, put up the towers, then 
the rent. 

The council wondered why no-one 
was coming. Was it its past? Its future? 
They built monuments to tourism. Still 
no-one came.

But I turned up, evidently. I looked 
down, into the outlet mall. It was a 
sunny day, good for it, but the bodies 
were scattered and few. The only people 
who seemed to be out were tourists: you 
could spot them by their backpacks, the 
way they moved in slow clusters, curious 
about shops that no-one should be 
curious about. At the centre of the outlet 
mall, hidden from the view of shoppers, 
was a small apartment complex, with a 
courtyard situated between the flats. Each 
apartment was painted in salmon, with a 
balcony that looked out onto the mall.

In the Star, the speakers rattled 
with a man’s voice. He called the trip 
an experience, and promised that I’d 
see the city with a new perspective. Each 
time I thought he was about to stop to 
let me contemplate what he’d just said, 
he launched into another spiel about 
the world-class qualities of the city. The 
café culture. The art galleries. The sports 
stadiums. Did you know that Australian 
Rules Football is one of the oldest codified 
sports in the world? He sounded so smug 
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with his dime store trivia. What a real 
cool guy. I raised my middle finger to the 
bulbous security camera watching me –
and hey! It worked. The haughty narrator 
stopped talking mid-sentence, and all was 
peaceful inside the pod, hanging in the 
sky.

And then it all went to fuck.
This is the order that it happened, as 

I remember it. The voiceover dropped out 
first; then the air-conditioning cut out too. 
It took me a minute to realise we weren’t 
moving — in fact, we were swaying ever 
so slightly backwards, like the Star was 
about to reverse its rotation. I pressed the 
emergency button, and then again when 
there was no answer, and then again. No 
answer. I looked across to the capsule 
down from mine, where a woman with a 
sunhat had pressed herself against the 
glass as if to survey the dock.

That’s when it happened. A 
hyperyellow light gushed over the horizon, 
and then flickered like a strobe. I cupped 
my palms over my face and laid down 
on the floor of the capsule. There was no 
sound to match the light — lightning? 
With no thunder? Except within a minute 
it was all sound, every sound. Sirens, 
horns, yelling, eruptions, sirens, sirens. 

When I stood up, all the bodies below 
me were moving. Not in any particular 
direction, but with a pace uncommon 
for tourists buying clearance-sale Levi’s. 
Behind us, the railway bottlenecked, the 
screech of emergency brakes. People lined 
up against the balustrade of the upper 
floor of the mall, tried to peek over the 
horizon.

I slammed my fists into the hardened 
glass exterior. I felt a ball inside me, 

a marble of panic rising like the fizz 
in draught beer. I looked up at the 
infrastructure that held this Star in the 
sky. Around it hung a metal ladder, the 
whole three hundred and sixty degrees. I 
wondered: could you climb that? I pressed 
my hand against the glass door; it was 
bolted from the outside.

And then the people started to file 
out. The emergency button still didn’t 
work; nobody seemed to be watching 
through the fish-eye camera. I sat down on 
the island bench with my bulging plastic 
bags. The highways to the south spilled 
over with cars, all trying to exit the city at 
once. My phone was getting no reception, 
no internet. Even the motor yachts set sail. 
What do you call an empty dock? A basin?

Eventually the sun went down, over 
that same horizon, and the glass of the 
window became cool to the touch. I 
looked at my bags of food, and then across 
at the woman in the sunhat, alone in her 
capsule.

¡
The second time I got stuck in an elevator, 
I was in Christchurch, New Zealand. I was 
there for a conference; so was Heidi. At 
the time, I thought she was a Kiwi, but 
apparently her voice just does that when 
she’s anxious. We were stuck for two 
hours, oxygen thinning. She was the first 
person that I’d cried in front of in almost 
a decade. It’s going to be OK, she said, a 
hand on my arm. I enjoyed her touch; I 
gripped it for strength. You’re not alone, 
you know. That’s what I remember. I’m 
sure she used other words, but’s that how 

No City Fun
A L E X A N D E R  B E N N E T T S
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I remember it. 
We had looked at buying an 

apartment together, right by the wharf. 
From where my capsule stopped, I can 
almost see the building. It’s hiding just 
behind a block mid-construction, a sky 
blue canvas hiding its innards. I try to 
remember the interior of the place: the 
cream leather couch, the fake plants 
draped from the curtain rods. Even most 
of the light was artificial — one of the 
windows looked straight out onto another 
high-rise, a trap of shadows and glazing. 
She led me to the balcony, held her arms 
wide as if to encompass the dock before 
us. Don’t you just want to wake up to this? 
She’d recently been promoted to a new 
office, not a few hundred metres from 
the apartment block. Lines of motor 
yachts bobbed on the water like toys in a 
bathtub. It did look pretty, from up there – 
you couldn’t see anyone’s expressions. I 
think that’s what did it.

I’ve been on the Melbourne Star for 
days now. A nearby apartment building — 
a twenty-storey thing, wharf views — just 
started burning, in the middle of a sunless 
day. It was curved like a speedboat, 
because of course it was: when you are this 
close to the water, why would you want 
to remain docked? Even so: spontaneous 
combustion. Boom.

I don’t know how it started. Maybe 
it had just hit its expiry date — I’d 
heard stories, from before, about these 
apartments being built too quickly and 
cheaply. Firetraps. I don’t know if this is 
true, because as with everything about 
the Docklands it came through rumour 
or hearsay, but I’d seen a news item once, 
about how a landowner had overcrowded 

a building with international students, 
and one of the upper floors just went up in 
flames. Too many shoulders rubbing up 
against each other, I suppose.

5
A week. The Woman and I have started 
revealing our bodies to each other. We 
strip down, press our skin against the 
glass. I did this as a small kid, with 
a family friend. We snuck off into a 
bathroom, I’ll show you mine and all that. 
We were still friends for years after until 
we both independently realised what our 
bodies were actually for. 

At first I love it — being seen by 
another human. It’s affirmation, you 
know: you still exist. Except she has 
binoculars, and I don’t, and she’s been 
watching me more often than not. Like 
I’m an endangered animal that needs 
to be studied. Maybe she just got bored 
of the view, or maybe she’s mouthing 
something, hoping I’m a lip-reader. I’m 
not a lip-reader. She puts her clothes back 
on and slaps at the curved glass.

But I have food, and she doesn’t. I try 
not to think about it. A construction crane 
snaps and sends a colony of birds into the 
sky. It brings down telephone wires and 
makes a fissure in the tram tracks.

8
I don’t think the Woman can hear me, 
even when I scream at her. My teeth are 
beginning to hurt. Heidi always berated 
me for never going to the dentist. Except I 
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don’t think this is a dentist thing, a tooth-
care thing. More likely it’s just the decay 
setting in.

There’s a fibreglass tyrannosaurus 
below us, cabled off in red like a visiting 
king. There’s no internal logic to any of 
this — is the Docklands just the recycling 
grounds of the city? I imagine the 
dinosaur once sat in the middle of Myer, 
where families with small children would 
flock to take photos with the display, 
before buying LEGO and moving on.

Air comes straight off the sea, so that 
wind tunnels form in the gaps between 
each high-rise building. Heidi told me 
that. That’s why you could get blown over 
just walking down the street, she said, a 
thrill in her voice. Well, that and the fact 
that the concrete never heats up because 
it’s always in something else’s shadow, I 
reckon. But there are no schools around 
here. She liked that about the place, 
actually. It implies it’s for adults, she’d 
said. For grownups. For partying. For 
whatever. 

Maybe my eyes are playing up, but I 
think I’ve seen helicopters. In the early 
mornings, they float over the distant city 
before disappearing again. There must 
be people in the city. The Woman in the 
other capsule has stopped playing our 
game. She mustn’t have eaten anything 
since we stopped moving. I wave at her 
but she doesn’t respond. 

The next morning, she’s not there at 
all. It’s an empty pod. Did she find a way 
out? I look to the ground below us, and 
there’s nothing there either, no clues. I 
gaze into her capsule, and notice there’s 
something behind one end of the wide 
island bench — a boot? A knot of hair? A 

dress? Whatever it is, it never moves. 
How did she escape?

y
I think I’ve been stuck up here for two and 
a half, maybe three weeks now. I lost track 
after my phone died. How long ago was 
that? What does three weeks feel like?  

7
The blown-ins, who have been taking 
shelter in the gauche pink apartment 
complex nested inside the outlet mall, 
have divided into two groups. Watching 
them split has been like watching an 
amoeba forcing itself to evolve — except 
both sides are armed and voracious. The 
courtyards fill with waste, and then with 
people, all branding makeshift weapons 
above their heads.

I can’t tell if they’ve divided 
themselves along lines of class, race, 
age, ideals, or something else. Maybe it’s 
meat-eaters against vegetarians. But it’s 
difficult, from my position, to discern 
any division in physical appearance or 
etiquette. How does one side tell the other 
apart? Maybe they don’t; maybe that’s the 
point. By afternoon, their numbers have 
halved. The survivors stoop back to their 
apartments. I don’t see them again. 

I have to remember to stand up. If I 
don’t stand up and walk my circles, my 
legs get numb. I have bruises all along my 
torso. There’s a discomfort behind my 
eyeballs, too. It’s been raining nonstop. 
When I’m not sleeping, I press my palm 

No City Fun
A L E X A N D E R  B E N N E T T S
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against the window and the coldness feels 
healthy and natural. I lick the perspiration 
off the glass.

I feel like I’m living in a space shuttle 
that someone forgot to launch. And now 
I’ve run out of Sultana Bran.

2
A fly has found its way into my cabin. It’s 
found its way behind my ear, where it 
sleeps, where it buzzes, where it keeps me 
awake.

The fly has stopped. It must be dead, 
now. It must be dead. The silence is even 
worse than the buzzing.

I don’t think the view was worth it.

?
A man’s voice echoes around my head. I 
think he’s talking about laneways. About 
shopping destinations, and a vibrant 
creative culture. I just want to sleep. Time 
to go exploring, the man says. Is it my 
father’s voice? What did he sound like? 
Thank you, he says. Please disembark 
safely. 

Then: a breeze. I follow it and I 
stumble out onto a steel platform. I lie on 
my back and let the wheel spin before me. 
The breeze gets in my eyes and into my 
skin. It’s dusk by the time I’ve groped my 
way to the ground. Solid ground, concrete. 

Lying on my side — away from the wheel, 
towards the shops of the outlet mall and 
the fortified apartment complex within its 
walls — I try to make out the shapes that 
flit past the windows. Just birds, I think.

I manage to gather my limbs and 
stumble to the mouth of the mall. I walk 
along what’s left of the tram tracks, trying 
to not think about the state of my head, 
my guts. Through the gap between two 
office towers, I see the apartment building 
that, several months ago, we inspected 
together. I try to recall the details. The 
plastic fern you surreptitiously brushed 
a hand against as you passed by. The 
kitchen taps that lit up, LEDs, and 
someone laughing. The back of your 
head as you slid the balcony doors open. 
How, with self-conscious amusement, 
you pointed out the Ferris wheel just over 
there: we could go on that someday.

The breeze dies down; I turn back 
to the road. A lion strolls through the 
main street, like he’s done this dozens 
of times before, a flâneur of a rubbled 
kingdom. His mane is caked in mud, and 
I can only imagine he’s escaped from the 
zoo. Below me churns what’s left of the 
swamp, unsteady, uncertain. I sit down, 
my legs crossing as I turn to glance at the 
wheel behind me, rotating ever so slowly, 
spinning, spinning. 

 
V W

Alexander Bennetts (24) is a blunt pocketknife. 

His work can be found in The Lifted Brow, Stilts, and The Grapple Annual.
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You’re English 
is Fab!
S A L M A  Z A R O O K

You must get scared,

wearing that in the street.

You can take it off,

this is the West.

Freedom, love, VB,

All of the things.

So where are you from?

You were born here?

No wonder. 

So you can talk like us,

then join us
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C’mon hun,

enjoy life.

It’s meant to be fun!

This is all there is

so live it up.

I get it.

You have things ingrained,

since birth probably.

But trust me, I know

You can’t always believe

what other people say.

You’re so beautiful.

No, exotic!

So different, rare

It’s a shame that you — 

But then it’s for — 

What is it for again?

Salma Zarook (21) has been inventing stories since she was a fetus. Upon graduating university, she 

embarked on a journey to the USA and allowed her love of travel to shape a novel in progress.
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Living there in the swamp, three units 
down from the fish and chip shop, 
did not go without its problems. 
Crocodiles are not known for their 
accommodating or pleasant nature. 
The first issue I faced when I decided 
to move in with the beast was 
keeping my dog out of his greedy 
jaws. He informed me the last pet 

he had owned was over-loved and 
overfed with such intensity that she 
died of heart failure at the early age 
of two. I was unsure whether or not 
to believe this and felt like I would 
never begin to understand his true 
nature. I took his words with a grain 
of salt. I mean, at least he always pays 
the rent.  

I had been living with a crocodile for about twelve 
weeks before I decided it was time to leave.  

       
This arrangement was one of no particular 

preference, nor great pleasure of mine, but it was  
one that was not entirely foreign to me either. After 
being kicked out of school and landing hard on my 

arse without a cent or any sense, the idea of moving 
back home was absurd. So to the crocodile’s lair is 

where I stumbled.

Croccy
L A U R E N  E L L E N  P E C K

↫ ‘Arcadia, Florida’ is byD’Arcy Ellis (23), a student, 

part time artist and day labourer living in Darwin.
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The crocodile originally swam to the 
desert across two oceans looking 
for adventure and reprieve from his 
anxious mind. On his back he had 
brought a small family who were 
quickly forgotten at the border as 
he was drawn in and swallowed up 
by the big cities. Late nights and 
leather skirts were an addiction for 
a particularly handsome young croc, 
yet he was promptly stolen away 
by the regretfully overwhelming 
responsibility of two more hatchlings, 
myself included. This dragged him 
unwillingly to the suburbs where 
he found himself playing out the 
matrimonial dream of watching lawns 
becoming overgrown and fixing 
bed sheets to window ledges as a 
substitute for curtains. He would 
spend most of the time in this space 
slithering around in the small inflatable 
pool he had found, disallowing anyone 
else to partake in the ritual, until one 
day it disappeared, and so did he. 
There were no questions asked and 
no explanations given as to either’s 
location. I knew that Croccy was well 
and truly gone, and I also believed 
I would never see the pool again. 
That is, until my most recent acts 
of rebellion found me staring at its 
deflated carcass through the blue 
frame of my curtainless bedroom 
window.

!
Everything in his house is blue. The 
walls are blue, the furniture is blue, 

the appliances are blue and it is all 
topped off with a tiny little blue car 
which hangs out the front. He has a 
genuine lack of taste, but also the 
intelligence to know better. The 
rust on the fridge has been covered 
up with glittering butterfly stickers 
and he’s painted what could only be 
described as an amateur mirage of a 
palm tree on the brick wall outside. I 
myself found it hard to stomach some 
of these stylistic decisions. He doesn’t 
know the difference between ‘boat 
shoes’ and ‘wetsuit boots’, a situation 
whose red-faced reality didn’t quite 
rear in my mind until years after he 
had ceased to wear shoes at all. He 
takes particular care of the garden 
and nothing else. It’s a patient project 
of greenery and growth that requires 
dedication and care, neither of which 
are traits that I had seen him apply 
to any other aspect of his life. When 
questioned about the particularly 
odd checkerboard patterned lawn, 
he let me in on his secret of stealing 
metre by metre of grass patches from 
various bowling clubs around the 
town.  

Croccy is available at a pinch if you 
ever feel a knot in your back or if you 
need a particularly honest comment 
about what you’re wearing. A cautious 
goodbye said while heading through 
the front door usually winds up in a 
salty lecture of how slutty women had 
become. Instances like this had forced 
me to take precaution by packing 
overnight bags of makeup and skirts 
whilst departing the blue house in 
something much more prudent.

Croccy
L A U R E N  E L L E N  P E C K
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I spent some time with him when I 
was very young, not allowing him to 
grace me with anything too precious or 
wise lest I find myself too emotionally 
attached to the frequently fleeting 
creature. These years were wrought 
with uncertainties and confusion, 
often attributed to his serrated 
breathing and shuffling around the 
house, effectively mute. Paranoia 
set in when my sister and I realised 
neither had dreamt those instances of 
a shadow watching us sleep from the 
doorway, cigarette in hand, murmuring 
something in a far too chiding tone 
for such tired hours of early lives. I 
quickly figured out why crocodiles and 
alligators rarely cohabitate. For some 
reason, I always envisage the strange 
and unlikely image of rogue peas on 
the kitchen floor when I turn my mind 
to this time. Wearing stained cricket 
whites and carrying a particularly 
overwhelming stench of mouldy carpet, 
he would return home way too far 
past a reasonable hour in a far less 
reasonable state. I know there was 
yelling and bloodshot eyes and both 
plates and accusations thrown that day, 
but it is the cold green peas and my 
mother’s shaky attempt to sweep them 
away that have embedded themselves 
in my memories. I guess I was a lot 
closer to the ground back then. After 
this we were swept to my aunties’ 
house for our own protection and he 
was forced to cook his own dinner.

There were more visits later on, 
when he cohabitated with similar 
animals. Nine or ten years after we first 
met, our visits consisted of Wednesday 

night dinners at cheap and depressing 
chain restaurants and birthdays spent 
accepting fifty dollar bills in place of 
actual care and thoughtfulness. He 
would wear ridiculous shirts and tell 
the most inappropriate jokes to people 
who would probably be deemed 
unfit to hear them. The humour of 
jokes about Cleopatra turning down 
sex because she was on her monthly 
‘pyramid’ would soar far beyond the 
head of any prepubescent child. To 
those who knew him well, he was 
infamous for a few things particularly. 
He would often situate himself 
somewhere uncomfortably public and 
burp loudly, followed by the usual 
rhetoric “Excuse me, I usually vomit.” 
Back when his armoured skin wasn’t so 
thick and rugged he would just sit and 
bask in the sun of his actions and allow 
his stubby, overhanging teeth to erupt 
into a smile, with no abashment, at 
their own leisure.

 

4
Despite his initial appearance of being 
good-natured, he was always intolerant 
about things he did not know. Once 
he found a pair of blood-stained 
underwear and matching shorts 
soaking in the more private, extra 
bathroom. His anger in response to 
this totally natural finding was irrational 
to me. He threw them dramatically 
into the centre of the kitchen floor 
and announced to my sister and I that 
we ought to be reduced to wearing 
diapers. How on earth do you begin 
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Croccy
L A U R E N  E L L E N  P E C K

to explain this seemingly awful and 
sensitive topic to such a creature? 
What does a teenager know about 
the logistics of losing a child even 
they didn’t know was growing inside 
of them? How does a young girl 
approach a letching predator and ask 
him to sympathise? The following day, 
I found a packet of maxi pads mixed 
up in a bag of groceries left out on the 
bench.

Nowadays he is seen as truly 
prehistoric and has a big problem with 
telling tall tales. During a recent New 
Year’s trip down the coast, he told me 
about his first experience of smoking a 
joint as a small hatchling. It resulted in 
him acquiring a tattoo on his forearm, 
affirming the name of the ‘love of his 
life’.  Not only has the name of the 
woman escaped him, but apparently 
the scar from the experience has 
also. He had lost all contact with 
his family as a result of drunken 
rambling, reckless behaviour and 
outrageous conversations over the 
phone. Fleeting conversations about 
him fighting wildfires in a helicopter 
or having organs removed occurred 
specifically on nights when the moon 
was at its fullest. I had overheard 
each episode; his stories were neither 
well crafted nor believable of a 
creature with so many ailments. I was 
embarrassed. 

Back then, his family had told him 
he needed help. He told them they 
didn’t know shit. 

�

He lives off cheap deli meats, 
mayonnaise and toast, and jeers at me 
when I bring home anything green or 
living. 

e
His behaviour was always inexplicable 
to me until the day I found his diary. 
I was painfully curious and yet 
comforted by the discovery. I felt as if I 
was holding the world’s most complete 
and detailed encyclopedia of his life. 
It contained tiny scribbled notes 
about his money troubles and angry 
accusations about his first and second 
wives being “cheating whores”. He 
wrote about his father. These particular 
reptiles have an innate sense of hearing 
but he goes on to explain how his 
father suffered from what he deemed 
“selective deafness”. He surmised 
that the now deceased man would 
go unaware of the cries that plagued 
his sons in the night, but could hear a 
five dollar note fall to the floor in the 
next room. These scribbles were a 
trail of breadcrumbs that led me to his 
little blue bread box, full of little blue 
pills. And there were big white ones, 
and long yellow ones, and two-toned 
capsules, all prescribed by different 
doctors. It was becoming apparent 
to me that my own dysfunction was 
perhaps centred in genetics and I 
ought to keep this is mind. Fighting the 
tears for both our sakes, I cringed at 
the discovery and the dark reality of 
our history as I replaced the book and 
started packing.
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g
I had begun to think I’d enjoyed these 
past twelve weeks. I used to love that 
he ignored me as I filled my life with 
socialising, piercings, absurd hairdos 
and my own brand of freedom without 
question. Upon request, he would allow 
sensible parties to occur in the house 
that he would only usurp if it affected 
his hibernation. 

He sleeps with his door open 
though, a nocturnal hunter, something 
that never quite sat right with me. 
The last of these soirees I held was 
interrupted with a ferocity that I had 
only heard stories about. He had 
roared at us with such explosiveness 
that my guests and I stood open-
mouthed as we watched the blood 
trickle down his face. The sheer force 
of his growling had burst a capillary 
in his leathery skin and the effect of 
this image was enough to terrorise 
everyone, too scared to move but 
desperate to leave. With a bite quicker 
than the eye, the ambush predator 
doesn’t go out in search of its prey but 
waits until it is painfully close before 
consuming it, membrane and all. 

j

Alongside some self-help pamphlets 
and a short handwritten note I have 
left an envelope full of fifty-dollar bills 
inscribed ‘Dad’ on the bench. I have 
left behind little, but perhaps enough 
for him to busy his mind for at least 
a couple of weeks. Solitude must be 
hard for someone like that, but it is a 
decision I am now informed is riddled 
with selfishness. I am the last of five 
lodgers to leave his little blue house 
and I suddenly have sympathy in my 
heart for those relatives who I once 
judged so heavily. I pick up my dog, 
whom I now feel has almost doubled in 
weight, and load us both into the car 
without looking back. As I drive past 
the pub on my old street, I see the 
crocodiles sitting in their usual spots 
along the bar, probably reeling off their 
usual tales and complaining about their 
awful offspring. They are not social 
creatures, but they tolerate each other 
because they have left themselves with 
no other choice. With his claws around 
a pint glass, asking the bartender to 
put on some Roy Orbison, Croccy will 
stumble home soon only to find himself 
alone. I know he will be fine.

 
V W

Lauren Ellen Peck (24) is a student teacher and painfully optimistic waitress by day, beer-

drinking storyteller by night. This is her first submission to any publication.
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Phillip the Kraken
J O E L  P E R L G U T

The apartment I share with Serena is filled 
with depictions of undersea monsters. I am 
always excusing the décor to houseguests. 
Explaining the vintage origins of the 
graphic Cthulu: Ruiner of Worlds poster. 
Insisting that it is not a real two-headed 
seal, but a taxidermy; not a fluorescent 
dildo, but a sea cucumber.

“Don’t complain about my interior 
design choices. You’re a big boy, if you want 
to change something, change it.”

“I told you I’m aesthetically retarded.”
“Don’t let that stop you. Read a blog. 

Start a Pinterest.”
“I will kill myself before I start a 

Pinterest.”
That afternoon I started a Pinterest. 

I bought some scented candles for the 
bathroom.  I left one burning overnight and 
in the morning the wax formed the shape of 
a narwhal.

1

It’s raining and I’m soaked by the time I 
reach the address. The guy at the door has a 
thin smile and a huge beard. It is threaded 
with metal balls and tied into plaits with 
black leather.  He is wearing denim overalls 
and a floral kerchief. He looks like the kind 
of guy who would list a kraken on Gumtree.

“Are you here to see Phillip?”
“I contacted you on Gumtree, I’m here 

to buy a kraken.”
“The kraken’s name is Phillip.”
The guy leads me up the stairs to the 

bedroom and lifts a red sarong off the 
aquarium. Phillip is much smaller than 
I imagined. Maybe six inches long.  I am 
underwhelmed. The guy with the beard can 
tell that I am underwhelmed. 

“He’s a miniature. Only one in 
Australia, as far as I know.”

I try to stay positive.  It’s difficult. 
What’s the difference between a miniature 
kraken and a squid? The creature flares 
its tentacles, lets out a silent underwater 

↫ ‘Not Just Yet’ is by Gabby Loo (GLWORKS) (19), a Fine Arts student at UWA. She is a multidisciplinary 

artist whose practice consists of figurative works that contain an acute surreal aspect.
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scream. I can’t tell if Phillip’s black gaze is 
menacing or empty. 

Since Serena got the job at the Institute 
for Crypto-zoological Marine Research 
in Botany Bay we’ve been spending less 
time together. She leaves before sunrise 
to investigate a toxic spill in the harbour. 
She gets home late, tells me about how she 
dissected a luminescent barramundi,  and 
passes out. 

…
Today is Serena’s birthday. The first we’ll 
spend together. I’ve planned a dinner party. 
Nautical theme. No seafood of course, she’s 
a vegetarian. Her friends will judge me for 
not having a proper job and for taking too 
much MDMA. I will judge her friends for 
having proper jobs and watching ‘The Big 
Bang Theory’. After we’ve all downed half 
a dozen bottles of ALDI wine I’ll unveil 
Phillip the kraken. Rapturous applause. 

“You really didn’t have to.”
“Please. I wanted to.”
“I’m sorry I’ve been so distant lately.”
“It’s fine. I’m sorry I slept with your 

best friend Kate and didn’t tell you.”
“It’s fine. Also I’m not just living with 

you to keep the rent down even though 
that’s what my best friend Kate told you 
after you prematurely ejaculated.”

Our friends shuffle out the door. I lead 
her to the bedroom for drunken but tame 
sex. Fade to black.

a
Without asking, the kraken guy makes me a 
cup of Nespresso from a golden pod. 

“I hope you don’t mind but I’ve only got 

almond milk.”
I don’t mind. I’m in no position to 

refuse a free coffee. My boss at Easy Video 
has stopped giving me shifts. I think he 
had a nervous breakdown after reading an 
article in the Herald about Netflix.

“I know I listed it for 200 but I like you 
so I’m willing to go as low as 150.”

“How about a hundred?”
“Sold.”
I open my wallet.
“I’ve only got seventy,” I lie. 
“That’s fine.”
The coffee tastes awful. Somehow 

worse than instant, despite the futuristic 
packaging and the organic AlmoBlend. 
Maybe I can distract him and pour it in a 
pot plant.

“So are you a current pet owner?” he 
asks.

“No. Growing up we had a golden 
retriever,” another lie. “But she died when I 
turned thirteen.”

We’re talking loudly, making ourselves 
heard over the sound of rain hitting the 
roof. I wonder if there’s a way to drop the 
mug on the tiles without breaking it.

“It was two days after my Bar Mitzvah 
actually. Run over by an ice cream truck.”

I picture the invented scene: 
‘Greensleeves’, matted fur under a tyre, 
the overweight driver weeping into the 
pavement. I feel like an ice cream. The 
kraken guy passes me a chocolate-coated 
digestive biscuit. 

 “We also had a golden retriever. 
Pinkie. I named him. My dad was a dancer 
and my mum was a choreographer. Their 
love always seemed conditional on me 
winning prizes at the interschool ballet 
eisteddfod. Pinkie loved me no matter 

Phillip the Kraken
J O E L  P E R L G U T
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what. We were very close.”
I doubt that the biscuit aids digestion. 

It must be an archaic form of branding. 
From an era when Coca-Cola contained 
cocaine. He eats his biscuit in one huge 
bite, chasing it with the coffee. He talks 
through a mouth half full of dark sludge 
and wheat.

“The company my parents worked for 
was touring Europe so I was left alone for a 
couple weeks. This was just after my HSC 
exams so I took Pinkie up the coast for 
schoolies even though my parents told me 
not to.”

Outside, the rain is getting heavier. The 
gutters are overflowing and small fish are 
spilling out onto the road. The kraken guy 
says “belly up on the ground” and “juices 
ferment” but his voice is fading into the 
sound of the rain. 

V
It was raining when I met Serena. We sat 
on a friend’s balcony, watching an open 
esky fill with rainwater.  Serena said that 
everyone’s obsessed with outer space but 
we know more about Mars than we do 
about the deepest reaches of the ocean. She 
talked about rising sea levels and algae and 
tectonic plates and I thought “this girl is 
maybe fifty per cent smarter than me” and 
“this time I’m not gonna fuck it up”. When 
the esky was full we looked inside and the 
water was glowing.

“Phosphorescence,” she said.
I smiled and made a mental note to 

Google that once I got home.

L

The kraken guy is talking but I’m not 
listening. 

I get a text from Kate in which she 
calls me, amongst other things, “limp-
dicked” and “solipsistic”. There are other 
notifications. Emails, tweets, news alerts. I 
read half a BBC News article on the Syrian 
refugee crisis. There’s a photo of Budapest 
Keleti train station, a mass of people 
pushing their way past security guards. 
The photo’s context isn’t clear and I want 
to know if these people are angry or sad or 
relieved but I can’t zoom in and it’s hard to 
see what’s happening on my iPhone screen.

When I look up, the kraken guy is 
crying and holding his mug with both 
hands. I’d almost forgotten he was there. 
I wonder what happened to Pinkie on 
schoolies.

“I lied. I told my parents Pinkie ran 
away. Last Christmas I stayed up late 
drinking with my dad and the truth came 
out. It was humiliating, not because I’d lied 
but because I was angry. I realised I’d been 
angry at my parents for turning their love 
into a commodity. Something that I needed 
to earn and never quite could. No matter 
how good a dancer I was, no matter how 
much I needed it.”

I excuse myself and go to the 
bathroom. 

I pour the Nespresso into the toilet. I 
flush but the coffee won’t go down, it just 
swirls around the bowl. I flush again and 
still nothing. 

I don’t know why but I start touching 
myself. I think about Serena. I think about 
the last time we had sex, maybe a week 
ago. The memory is hazy. I can’t remember 
anything, only that the new season of 
‘Arrested Development’ had been released 
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and that it hadn’t lived up to the first three.
I think about Kate and the passionless 

evenings we spent together. She is sighing 
and looking apathetic in a way that turns me 
on.

“What the fuck are you doing? Jerking 
off in a stranger’s bathroom. Are you trying 
to be edgy?”

I’m nearly there.
“It’s pathetic. Embarrassing. You’ll look 

back on this and hate yourself.”
Kate sprawled naked on the IKEA 

lounge Serena’s mum bought for our 
housewarming. Kate ashing her cigarette 
on my pot plant. President Bashar Al-Assad 
holed up in a Damascus compound. Kraken 
guy, crying, grabbing me by my hair, biting 
my lip. Kraken guy, crying, pulling my hand 
into his denim overalls, over his crotch. 
Pinkie, the golden retriever, chasing his tail. 

I come onto the back of the bowl and 
use some toilet paper to wipe it clean. I flush, 
and the coffee and semen go down the drain.

6
The rain is torrential now. The water is up to 
my knees. Stingrays and jellyfish swim past. 
I walk down Australia Street carrying the 
kraken in a small plastic tank.  I text Serena: 
“I am human and I need to be loved.” 
Morrissey always knows what to say. 

?
Kate and Dominic are in the kitchen 
julienne-ing some zucchini. They stop 
talking when I open the door. Neither of 
them offer to help as I struggle to lift the 

tank onto the dresser, water splashing onto 
the floor. 

“What is that?”
Kate gives me a look that says “fuck you” 

or maybe “let’s fuck.”
“It’s a kraken. A miniature. Only one in 

Australia.”
“Looks more like a squid.”
Kate is opening all of our cupboards. 

“This kitchen is barren. No turmeric, no 
cracked pepper. It’s pre-‘Masterchef’.”

“The water’s really dirty.” Dominic taps 
on the plastic tank. “Hey fam. What’s going 
on? Hustling hard?”

Kate takes out her phone to take a 
photo. Dominic grabs a whisk covered in 
batter, presses his face up against the tank, 
sticks out his tongue and gives Kate the 
finger. Camera shutter sound effect.

Kate and Dominic are a real millennial 
power couple. Connected, highly-strung, 
vaguely sexless and unattainably attractive. 
They work at BANG!, a digital agency in Surry 
Hills. The place is an adult playground. 
People wearing VR headsets, bouncing 
basketballs. A board meeting in a ball pit. 
Every surface converted into a touch screen. 
They talk romantically about their personal 
brand and intimately about their personal 
relationship with brands. I find it impossible 
to imagine them having sex. 

“How many likes?”
“Have you guys heard from Serena?”
“Nine. Wait. Ten.”
“Let’s get things for the salad. Pine nuts. 

Capers. Water chestnuts.”
“I think I got an unfollow. Fuck.”
After they leave I realise I’m holding 

Dominic’s whisk, batter dripping onto my 
hand.

Phillip the Kraken
J O E L  P E R L G U T
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f
The kraken guy adds me on Facebook. 
His name is probably not really Leopold, 
and he is holding a mandolin in all of 
his photos. He likes the Greens and the 
Hoodoo Gurus. He’s playing an open mic 
tomorrow and I should definitely come 
along.

I put Phillip the kraken on the 
fireplace, next to the framed photo of 
Serena and me at Sea World. I drape 
the tank with metallic blue bunting 
shaped like anchors. I remember that 
I’m aesthetically retarded and remove 
it. The kraken opens its huge mouth 
and screams. This time I can hear it, the 
sound echoes around the room, a dull 
roar, like a motorbike.

Serena still hasn’t texted back.
Outside our building the water is 

rising. It uproots trees and lifts cars off 
the street. A humpback whale jumps over 
a streetlight. I think I spot Kate’s Hyundai 
Lantra floating down the road. I think I 
hear her yell the words “limp-dicked”. 

I decide to message Leopold the 
kraken guy:

“Sometimes I feel less like a lover 
and more like part of Serena’s collection. 

A low maintenance domestication. A 
taxidermy boy. Her love seems like a 
commodity. Something I need to earn 
and can never get enough of.”

It feels good to open up to him. 
Make a meaningful connection. Even 
though I didn’t listen to his story about 
Pinkie the golden retriever. Even though 
I jerked off in his bathroom. Even 
though there are nine million refugees 
fleeing the Syrian conflict. Even though I 
am a solipsistic piece of shit.

A shark swims past the window. The 
room starts to fill with water. I take off 
my socks, hold my breath and soon I’m 
completely submerged. It’s cold at first 
but I quickly get used to it.

I wonder whether or not I’m a 
miniature kraken or a squid.

I flare my tentacles, open my huge 
mouth and scream. The sound echoes 
around the room, a dull roar, air bubbles 
rising to the surface. The impact knocks 
a photo off the mantelpiece, the one 
of Serena and me at Sea World. For a 
moment I’m afraid it’ll fall and the glass 
will crack but it doesn’t. It just floats, 
suspended in water.

 
V W
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We’re looking for the best 
nonfiction writing in Australia

Entries are now open for the 2016 Scribe Nonfiction 
Prize for Young Writers

Winner: $3000, an editorial mentorship, a Scribe 
book subscription tailored to your reading interests

Longlist : a book pack, detailed feedback on your 
entry, an invitation to an exclusive masterclass

Now in its fourth year, the Scribe Nonfiction Prize 
is a developmental award for writers 30 or under 
working on a longform or book-length nonfiction 
work. Previous winners include Oliver Mol, 
Briohny Doyle, Robbie Arnott and Patrick Mullins.

We welcome entries of between 5000 and 10,000 
words from any area of nonfiction, including memoir, 
journalism, biography, essay and creative nonfiction.

Entries close 9.00 a.m. Monday 2 May. 
Visit expressmedia.org.au/scribe for more details.
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There’s a deadline at six. It’s the lack 
of weight in my shoes that makes it 
hard to breathe. I’m leather stretched 
over blood sanded to the splint. I 
drink bleach every morning with rice, 
till there’s nothing left but splintered 
organs, and there’s a hollow where my 
stomach should be. When I strip the 
paint off my skin, there’s nothing left. 
Just a sharp tasting space and maybe 
a cunt or a hollow dick, but mostly a 
space. Inverted. Nothing.  

It’s five oh five and if I make this 

deadline I can pay the rent. I work in 
grooves for god particles — show them 
white smiles, bullet holes in black, 
freaks selling sodomy — I am the horn 
to their gramophone. But the mandible 
hangs loose, muscles dither, torn. Work 
my jaw or never work it again. I go for 
a fag anyway, stick my neck out the 
window, forehead resting on the glass 
angled away from the sill. Half in, half 
out. Cigarette smoke curling from my 
pores.

Five floors down isn’t much of 

six oh oh:  
junkyard race war

Y U K I  I W A M A

I’m a yellow bitch who paints their skin white. At 
dawn, I move through the streets like a zipper lining. 
At dusk, I piss blood. The magazines tell me gasoline 
wrecks the liver, but I suck it up through a hose 
anyway. There’s old newspapers on the floor when 
I trample in — dog shit on the soles again — and 
when I call for X, I remember she’s not here (she 
used to sit on the ground, bare ass sticking to the 
tiles, reading the paper with a fag between her teeth).
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a jump, but it’s what separates the 
sugar cubes from the ants. There’s 
a stretched disturbance underfoot. 
Shrieking, sometimes warbling. Black 
men jaundiced through the throat. 
Yellow girls validated with their baby 
bald cunts. Brown queers, dirty queers, 
shit-strewn queers in stockades down 
Swanston. And when it rains, it rains 
white. Pressure cooker slants in the 
East have cracked, laughed, run, till 
there’s nothing but white and coloured 
bodies crushed between gears. In the 
West, whites are taken hostage and 
browns are shot down. Five floors 
down isn’t much of a jump, but it’s a 
shock to the boys skidding along tram 
lines in skate shoes. I see X through 
the ember — great stone face, grateful 
hate — as I tumble, spin, down, down, 
down. And as I crack the concrete, 
snap my neck, there’s an ember of 
white-fanged spite. It’s raining. 

Five fifteen and a knock at the 
door. I’m certain it’s the police. But 
it’s the black kid, errand boy, down 
from the newsroom. There’s a riot 
down at the junkyard and won’t I come 
and check the scene for tomorrow’s 
deadline? I don’t tell him I’ll be five 
floors down at six. But it’s what I do — 
paint the whites as heroes, paint them 
god. It’s liquid propaganda to bolster 
the gears. I colour myself white, grab 
my notepad, and follow him out the 
door. There’s a noose around his neck 
whenever he passes a white man, but 
the kid doesn’t seem to notice. A chink 
in my paint is a chink for the rape — 
for a moment I stop, hand out, steady, 
breathe, waver. Down the lift and the 

kid’s already outside, watching skate 
shoes yelp against the slick lines. A 
car is waiting, door open, and the kid 
wants me to go in first. The junkyard is 
down the road, to the left, not ten steps 
away. But it’s raining. 

Five thirty, the rain eases up, and 
the junkyard’s on fire. The kid’s off, 
sprinting into the fight. He skips along 
the way, grabs a broken bottle, and 
slides into the filth with a warbling war 
cry. There will be hell to pay if he ends 
up dead before tomorrow’s deadline. 
The driver turns back to the wheel and 
starts up the engine. I’m out, into the 
heat. Five mountains of shit, churning 
in piss and blood. There’s the smell 
of burning hair, not quite human — 
there’s more than junk melting in the 
fire. Fifty blacks, browns, and yellows, 
throwing bottles and scrap metal into 
the gears. Twice as many whites, oiling 
the cogs. Bevels groan and helicals 
splinter. If it goes on much longer, the 
earth will stop spinning. 

Five thirty-five and the kid’s lost 
his arms — chewed up by the gears 
just beneath the soil. He lands against 
a broken washing machine. No paint 
could save the stain. The guns are out, 
both sides, blacks throwing wrenches 
and dogs into the gears, whites 
throwing girls to slicken up the spurs. 
Canisters explode somewhere, deep in 
the valley. I’m left standing in the tire 
tracks. The paper’s too wet to write on. 
The rain’s started up again.

Five fifty-seven and I see X in the 
ember. Screaming bitch, skin on fire. 
She used to play dress up, drunk at 
three. Sock down her pants, black 

six oh oh: junkyard race war
Y U K I  I W A M A
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on her skin, heeled boots up to her 
thigh. X wasn’t X unless she had a 
second skin. To be a one, you have 
be consistent, she’d say, and as she 
swung her hips, the fag between her 
teeth went bobble, bobble, bobble. 
But I’m not one, she’d say, I’m zero 
and a hundred. And there’s that laugh, 
almost like a groan, a sad little groan, 
from the embers of her teeth. But when 
she saw the splashes of white against 
sidewalks in the city, the markings on 
the walls, the colour of salvation, her 
cunt cleaned from the inside out, once, 
twice, three times — five floors down 
wasn’t much of a jump. It was a cruelty. 
No rain that day. It was warm, beautiful 
and sunny. 

Six oh oh comes with the most 
frightening kind of violence. The 
quiet desperation of being trapped 
in the bubble before death. The 
kid’s splashed across the washing 
machine, still searching for his 
arms. He’s breathing like a shot 
rabbit, impossible, stunned, but still 
searching. Blacks, browns, yellows. 
They’ve seen me now. Paint stripped. 
Naked space. Inverted. Nothing. Heels 
come down, sunk in gore. There’s 
wavering, an expectation, well? Well? 
Aren’t you coming down? The rain, the 

rain just keeps on coming. Oblivious. 
Dirty. The gears are almost dead. 
There’s a rise in the air as the earth 
slows to a stop. 

They keep looking at me. Waiting. 
Steeped in ignorance, wrest from god 
like wounded animals. They have the 
same proud savagery in their jaws. 
Mute enough to burn their own homes 
to the ground. X would say otherwise. 
But she was cleaned from the inside 
out, once, twice, three times and every 
time I looked at her there was nothing 
but white. Dirty white. And though 
the window was angled that day, I ask 
myself if I pushed her out of jealousy or 
disgust. And as the kid convulses, I see 
X in his triumphant, ragged breaths. 

It’s not until I throw a wrench 
into his head that I realise he’s seen 
god, not here on earth, but in his own 
blood. He’s zero and a hundred. I can 
never be. When I walk away, the earth 
slowly, slowly, begins to turn again. I 
follow the tracks back home. 

Six oh one. I’ve missed the 
deadline. The rain keeps on coming. 

 
V W

Yuki Iwama (23) has been published in Literati Magazine and Needle in the Hay. 

Check out their other work @ yukiiwama.wordpress.com.
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Feminism, NASCAR 
and The Italian 

Billionaire’s 
Secret Baby

Defending the Romance Genre 
S A R A H   G A T E S

Romance novels are widely considered frivolous, trashy 
and vacuous. They aren’t reviewed in mainstream 
publications like the New York Times Book Review, 

nominated for literary awards, or well represented at 
literary festivals. They have been called ‘mummy porn’. 

When I tell people that I write romance, I get raised 
eyebrows and the topic is quickly shifted — like I’ve 
confessed to something embarrassing or shameful. 

Because when you admit to reading romance, the most 
common question is ‘How can you read that crap?’

↫ ‘Creation’ is by Sarah Neilson (21), a Brisbane-based 

artist and creative writing student who enjoys tragedy, 

bad puns and long walks on the beach.
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So, really, what is a romance novel? 
The genre is defined by two basics: 
a love story is central to the plot 
and there must be an emotionally 
satisfying, optimistic ending — either 
a Happily Ever After (HEA) or 
Happy For Now (HFN). Then you 
also have the two forms: category 
or single title. Category romances 
are shorter (around 40,000-50,000 
words) and have a set of ‘rules’ 
attached. They’re your typical Mills 
& Boon type romance, whereas 
single title are generally longer and 
have no rules beyond the HEA or 
HFN ending. Neither type has to 
include sex. In fact, romance ranges 
from some light handholding to full-
blown erotica, with many publishers 
using ‘heat levels’ to indicate what 
readers can expect. If you don’t 
want to read sex, or you like the 
characters to have sex but you’d like 
the door ‘closed’ (i.e. the scene cuts 
out before they get down and dirty), 
it’s easy to avoid. Because the genre 
is so broad, there are hundreds 
of subgenres — from paranormal 
or historical romance to the more 
obscure NASCAR or time travel 
romance. 

The same week I signed a 
contract for my romance novel I 
was discussing with a writer friend 
my dilemma over which project to 
start next — the romance idea I had 
a year ago, the exciting YA novel 
I plotted out that month, or more 
articles? He told me to go with the 
romance. Not because I should build 
an audience in one market before 

jumping around, or because I have 
a foot in the door with Harlequin. 
No. Because I had discovered ‘the 
formula’. I could now pump out 
romance novel after romance novel 
with the ease of an automated 
machine. When I challenged the 
idea — telling him that there is no 
formula and that romance writing is 
as hard as any other type — I could 
tell that he was just humouring me. 

The criticism that romance novels 
are predictable is an easy one, and 
not just because of the guaranteed 
happy ending. Romance can also be 
trope-driven, with readers choosing 
their next book by plot type, 
whether it be secret baby, arranged 
wedding, Sheikh hero, friends to 
lovers or one of the many other 
options. But they are not ‘all the 
same’. They have a structure, layers 
and expectations as with any other 
genre or art form, like ballet, opera, 
or onions. Because romance readers 
are guaranteed a HEA or HFN, they 
are safe to emotionally invest in 
the story. It is no different than the 
resolution of a ‘whodunit’ novel. As 
the cliché goes: it’s the journey that 
counts. 

Romance writing is a billion dollar 
industry. According to Romance 
Writers of America (RWA) statistics, 
the genre is read by one in five 
people; it is the single best selling 
genre in America, probably Australia 
too. In the first class of one of my 
English topics, we went around 
the table and listed our guilty 
pleasures. About half of the class 

Feminism, NASCAR and The Italian Billionaire’s Secret Baby
S A R A H   G A T E S
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listed reading romance novels. I 
find it perpetually baffling that this 
overwhelming majority of readers 
act like a minority. The perception 
of romance readers is that they are 
a niche made up of sex deprived 
housewives or lonely cat ladies 
— not that being either should be 
looked down upon. The truth is, 
romance readers are as varied as 
the novels they love. They are also 
a smart bunch. A Nielsen survey 
commissioned by the RWA in 2014 
found that 42 per cent of romance 
readers in America have a bachelor’s 
degree. Add to that another 15 per 
cent with a postgraduate degree. 
When Romance Writers of Australia 
authors have a technical question, 
they post it on their Facebook group 
— whether they need answers on a 
police procedure, medical operation 
or how to fly a plane without an 
engine. Because romance readers 
and writers have a range of exciting 
careers and life experiences, they 
can produce detailed and well-
informed answers. Plus the romance 
industry is surprisingly supportive 
and generous, since reader 
consumption is so high that authors 
don’t need to compete. 

So why is romance shit upon 
so frequently and consistently? 
Romance novels are written 
predominately by women, for 
women and usually contain women. 
They prioritise women’s stories in 
a patriarchal society; they privilege 
love and emotion in a society 
that still thinks these things are 

weaknesses; they value female 
pleasure where entertainment, 
art and culture orbit around the 
male gaze. Traditional roles of the 
lover and mother are celebrated, 
while heroines continue to push 
boundaries with their careers, 
beliefs and personalities, just as 
they did in Mills & Boon novels 
from the 1920s. The genre works 
with the current status of women, 
while simultaneously advocating 
for equality. Some feminist critics 
believe that romance novels are 
a way for women to deal with a 
patriarchal society, with the HEA 
and HFN ending providing a safe 
space for the exploration of issues 
like traditional gender roles. Early 
Mills & Boon novels included 
heroine-desired divorce as a plot 
device before women had the 
power to leave their husbands. In 
the 1970s, a generation of Mills & 
Boon demanded that men change 
and learn something that women 
have always known — coinciding 
with second wave feminism. In this 
way, romance responds to current 
sociopolitical climates, while also 
framing a desired world where the 
heroine gets what she wants. 

Even if they aren’t always 
realistic, even if women can’t 
expect a fairytale in real life and 
the immediate orgasm upon 
nipple suck or the prevalence of 
simultaneous orgasms is overstated, 
romance novels are instructive. 
They shape women’s views on 
what they deserve: happiness and 
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love. They expose the variety of 
sexual relationships available and 
encourage women to ask for, and 
demand, what they want. I’ve been 
using heteronormative terms like 
‘hero’ and ‘heroine’ because that’s 
what I like to read and write, but 
romance relationships in novels are 
varied in gender identity, sexuality 
and number of partners. 

Some feminist critics believe 
that some men are threatened by 
romance novels because knowledge 
is power and romance teaches 
women about sex (among other 
things). Generally, women are still 
considered sluts if they have many 
sexual experiences while the same 
is not true for men. This places men 
in a position of power and sexual 
superiority that is undermined by 
women reading romance. What is 
more powerfully feminist than the 
female orgasm? In The Case of the 
Female Orgasm Elisabeth Lloyd 
analysed thirty-three studies on 
the topic, concluding that just 25 
per cent of women consistently 
orgasm during sex. Half of the 
women surveyed sometimes have 
orgasms, 20 per cent seldom have 
orgasms and 5 per cent never have 
orgasms during sex. In romance 
novels female pleasure is not only 
guaranteed, it is all important. Men 
strive for and desire the female 
orgasm. In sex, women are equal to 
men. Even in novels where there is 
a power disparity — like billionaire 
boss and the secretary — his love for 
her is the ultimate equaliser and in 

their relationship, they are partners. 
Romance novels are both a 

reflection of our culture and a push 
for feminism. Did you know that 
modern romance novels always 
mention contraception? It’s an 
unwritten rule. Either one of the 
participants pulls out a condom, 
or they discuss the measures the 
woman has taken (the pill or birth 
control implant). If it’s not stated, it’s 
probably a plot device: the reader 
knows to expect a pregnancy or 
some other consequence. There 
are also far fewer virgin heroines 
in modern romance novels, with 
heroines having far greater sexual 
freedom and bodily autonomy. 

Where romance novels involve 
sex, it is crucial and precious. It 
serves a function that goes beyond 
the story. As a consequence it is 
labelled ‘pornography’ and women 
are ridiculed for reading it. It’s 
just another way that women 
are undermined by language. In 
its form, romance builds to an 
emotional climax — whereas porn 
often has a repetitious, cyclical 
structure. Further, sex is intrinsic 
to love, relationships and emotion. 
Demisexuality is common for 
heroines, and is usually ‘caught’ 
by the hero as their relationship 
develops. That is, the heroine has 
sexual feelings only for the hero 
and (usually) once they have sex, 
the hero is unable to feel attraction 
for anyone else. Sex is part of the 
relationship between the characters, 
as well as the cultural importance of 

Feminism, NASCAR and The Italian Billionaire’s Secret Baby
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the genre. It is not about titillation 
even if a small percentage of 
readers use erotic romance — just 
one subgenre of romance — for 
this purpose, just as people use 
photos or film or television for visual 
stimulation. And so what if some 
women use it to get off? 

The idea of ‘emotional porn’ 
is even worse: the idea that 
women who read the genre are 
compensating for a lack of romance 
in their lives. We know from the 
diversity of readers that this is not 
the case. The term ‘emotional porn’ 
serves to further demean the genre 
for prioritising emotion, just as our 
culture is still uncomfortable with 
men crying and boys who are openly 
affectionate toward their partners 
may be called ‘whipped.’ 

For some people the stigma 
is simply a regurgitation of what 
they hear about romance novels: 
mostly that they’re written badly. 
A lot of the time, the people that 
dismiss romance as trash are the 
people who have never read one. 
The men I talk to at parties still 
have plenty of opinions and scoff 
when I mention that I’m a romance 
author. A friend recently told me 
that I wouldn’t believe how many 
‘old women’ go to his workplace and 
buy dozens of romance books at a 
time. ‘Disgusting’ was the word he 
used. Worse, he raised his eyebrows 
and looked at me expectantly. He 
was waiting for me to agree — to 
chime in and complain about crappy 
category romances and the women 

who read them. I was so shocked 
that I couldn’t even articulate how 
offended I was. Had he ever tried 
one? No. He’d never gotten past the 
covers. There’s as much of a taboo 
against men picking up romance as 
there is a boy playing with Barbie 
dolls. 

Let’s be honest, romance book 
covers don’t do their contents any 
favours. They are laughable. Easily 
mocked. What you need to know, 
though, is that the stereotypical 
romance cover has never appealed 
to its audience. Women didn’t 
want to see the ridiculous poses. 
But the male book wholesalers 
and distributors thought they did. 
Now the Fabio look-a-likes and 
the shirtless men with swooning 
women in their arms have become 
a staple of the genre. They promise 
a certain type of book and that is 
what romance readers want. Mills 
& Boon is one such publishing 
house that has its current branding 
approach deeply rooted in the 
history of romance, maintaining the 
outdated cover style. What is more 
important in Mills & Boon is the 
colour branding, setting readers up 
to expect a certain type of romance 
story. Take the light blue ‘Medical’ 
line, for example. Readers can 
expect a medical love story — where 
at least one character is a medical 
professional and an illness is central 
to the plot. Meanwhile, the light pink 
indicates a sweet story that is low on 
the heat scale (read: no sex, maybe 
some handholding or a chaste peck); 
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you’re also unlikely to encounter 
high powered heroes like billionaires 
or Sheikhs in these books. 

The titles, similarly, are often 
about keywords to indicate the plot 
type — which, according to RWA’s 
survey of American readers, is the 
top thing readers consider when 
choosing what to read next. So 
while The Italian Billionaire’s Secret 
Baby may not be the most original 
or flattering title, readers know 
immediately that it features:

a) An Italian hero (read: foreign, 
sexy, cultured man)

b) A mega rich hero (read: lots of 
glamour)

c) A secret baby plot (read: 
themes of motherhood, family, fear 
for an uncertain future)

d) Probably a woman with less 
power than the hero

The problem is some romance 
novels reflect their shonky covers. 
There are plenty of terrible romance 
novels out there, as with any other 
genre — maybe more, since romance 
is huge in self-publishing and the 
turnover for new novels is massive, 
as romance works well for quick 
and binge-worthy consumption. But 
every genre has its poorly written 
novels. 

Romance novels also have 
codified writing, which is sometimes 
seen as lazy writing for the 
uninitiated. Codified writing is the 
phrases and keywords that indicate 
emotional depth, a trope or another 
element common to romance novels. 
This can be hard for those unfamiliar 

to the genre to understand. Just 
like sometimes you can just say a 
character’s stomach grumbled to 
indicate they are hungry, shorthand 
phrases are used to indicate an 
emotional or physical state. It 
doesn’t always need an original, 
standout metaphor or description. 
Romance readers will often come 
across penises referred to as 
‘shafts’ or the build before orgasm 
as a ‘heat’ or ‘fire,’ though you will 
notice that flowery descriptions and 
allusions to ‘swords’ or ‘quivering 
members’ are rapidly becoming 
extinct. Sometimes you just need 
to know the character is excited 
or getting their sex on, and then 
move on. It’s genre fiction. It’s about 
accessibility and enjoyment first 
and foremost. That does not mean 
the writing is crap or there’s no 
intellectual depth. 

There are different ways to 
approach a romance novel. There’s 
the story: the pleasurable, happy 
experience of the hero and heroine 
falling in love and getting their 
emotionally satisfying conclusion. It’s 
fun, or escapism, or a tiny injection 
of endorphins — whatever explains 
the things we enjoy. Or it can be a 
critical literary experience, as with 
any other genre. 

Romance fascinates me. The 
way that we can track social shifts 
through its history and storylines. 
The way that Mills & Boon, which 
receives so much contempt for 
its ridiculous covers and the 
flowery prose of its past, has been 

Feminism, NASCAR and The Italian Billionaire’s Secret Baby
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so extraordinarily innovative — 
selling books through newsagents, 
supermarkets, serialised stories 
in women’s magazines and 
subscription services for readers; 
publicising a catalogue rather than 
individual books or authors; and 
even maintaining paper rations to 
boost morale of working women 
during World War II. I love that 
the ethos of the romance industry 
is the power of hope and love. I 
know that in reading romance, I am 
safe to explore a fantasy: anything 
from finding ‘the One’ to trying 
a new sex trend. But I’m pretty 
sick of people thinking romance 

novels are trash, without realising 
that these perceptions stem from 
patriarchal ideas of women reading 
being ‘dangerous’ or ‘inappropriate’. 
This is a genre that is rich and 
complex; its history is closely 
linked to the changes in the role 
of women in society. To disregard 
it is to dismiss a multibillion dollar 
industry, wonderful women writers 
and readers, and publishers that 
continue to innovate.

 
V W

Sarah Gates (22) is an Adelaide-based romance writer and reader. Her novel, Love 

Elimination, will be published by Harlequin MIRA in 2016.
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For Eurydice.
C H A R L O T T E  G U E S T

The naturalist amid
her ground-truthing 
turns the sand and 
gives it

a knowing look. 
A bobbing desert bird 
picking her way up 
the tan slope, 

she is attuned to the electric pop
of cicadas
and a sense of wrongness:
the sacrificial giving of

her skin
to the sun. 

↫ ‘Bang of the Cosmos’ is by Lucy Hunter (19), an illustrator/creator 

who lives by the sea, inspired by her European childhood and incessant 

day dreams, she loves sweet treats and endless adventures.

Charlotte Guest (23) is a Western Australian poet and 

Publishing Officer at UWA Publishing.
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Always Wear A Hat
J E S S I E  P E R R I N

While all this happened the not-
quite-fish would hide behind the 
colourful under-the-sea trees that 
were not-quite trees.

If she had got there, then 
those not-quite fish might have 
unhidden.

And she hadn’t even managed 
to finish the raking.

Not quite.

!
Sometimes when she was little she 
put on brown shorts and a brown 
T-shirt and a green headband 

so that she could be a tree. Her 
mother wouldn’t let her dye her 
hair green.

“Just you try it and that’ll be 
the only colour on your dinner 
plate for the next month.”

Thinking of her favourite 
plate way up the top of the kitchen 
cupboard — the one with the 
picture of the green tree frog in 
an even greener tree — she felt 
like there wasn’t really much to 
lose. She nicked the dishwashing 
liquid from the cupboard under 
the sink and gabbled it all around 
on her hands and then into her 
hair hoping, hoping, hoping...this 

If she hadn’t spent so long raking in her backyard 
she would have caught that train and the last tour at 
the aquarium. She’d have seen big-and-small-fish 
(with lots of colours) who swam around everywhere. 
She would also have seen the other things that were 
(less colourful) not-quite-fish. Someone of the many 
someones who wore a name badge would have 
explained away the fishness of the not-quite-fish 
until they were just “not-quites”.
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made her mum scream at her. Just 
a normal scream. It had no lasting 
effects.

It’s not one of those stories.
The scream made her cry at 

the time but it also got her two 
years off doing the dishes.

Her mother let her have 
an ice-cream and asked if she 
wanted to go to the park. She 
went clothed brownly and stood 
still in the grass. She was not a 
tree though. She was not even a 
tree trunk. Nobody sat at her feet. 
Nobody climbed her. Nobody hid 
behind her. Nobody tore bark off 
her and threw it at his little sister. 
So she was a tree to nobody and 
to nobody a tree. Being chopped 
down, she became a log and 
nobody sat on her and no moss 
grew on her (though she only gave 
it three minutes). Her mum saw 
what she was doing. She was lying 
on the ground. She came over to 
her and asked her why she was 
lying on the ground like this:

“What are you doing?”
“Being a log.”
Then she asked her what she 

was doing like this:
“Why?”
“Can’t be a tree.”
“Why don’t you go and play on 

the playground instead of lying on 
the ground being a log?”

“Not lying on the ground 
being a log. Being a log.”

“Jimmy and Esther are on the 
playground. I thought you liked 
Jimmy and Esther. Why don’t 

you want to play with Jimmy and 
Esther?”

Later, when she was not 
a log, her mother would ask 
another ‘why’ question and she’d 
remember how tiring it was to 
have her mother ask ‘Why?” all the 
time. Why? Not because. ‘Because’ 
only ever handed her more words 
to hold. She’d rather hold a hand.

So she didn’t answer. She 
saw a piece of bark hit Esther’s 
face and then a hand hit Jimmy’s. 
Then careful as she could not to 
perjinker with her barky eyebrows, 
directed her eyes towards her 
mother. She in turn directed her 
own eyes towards her daughter–
eyebrows running more closely 
parallel to jawline than normal. 
Then she took a breath in and, 
seemingly regretting this, got rid 
of it as loudly and quickly as she 
could.

“Well you just let me know 
when you get bored being a log 
and we’ll go home.”

She did not get bored of 
being a log — but she also did not 
feel like a log ten more minutes 
later. Maybe she wasn’t brown 
enough, branchy enough, wrinkly 
enough. So sprouting up from 
the ground, she waited as the 
last of her bark fell inwards and 
her clothing outwards and then 
walked up to her bench-sat, arms-
folded mother. She followed her 
mother’s eyes. They seemed to 
have run off to Jimmy and Esther. 
She thought about chasing after 
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them but decided against it. She’d 
never catch them.

“I’m bored being a log.”
This was easier than 

explaining these things.
Sometimes she worried about 

growing up.
Maybe what happened was 

that all the bones in your body got 
longer and pushed part of your 
brain out of your head.

She would definitely start 
wearing a hat.

Maybe even a helmet.
When she got home she went 

to her room and decided not to 
talk to her mother.

Because she’d probably just 
rather talk to Jimmy and Esther 
anyway.

She drew a picture of her 
mother’s face in her own head, 
imagining the moment her 
mother realised that she was 
deliberately not talking to her, 
rather than merely happening to 
not to be talking to her. She felt it 
clearly for a moment and then, as 
she looked at her thought, she saw 
words dribble out of its mouth.

And then the mouth got so big 
it nearly swallowed thought.

Then it got so small she 
couldn’t even fit a grain of salt 
through it.

It got so wide it went out her 
ears and pushed her bedroom 
door closed.

Got so thin she thought she 
might tightrope walk on it.

So low that she had to find a 

shovel and dig to get it back up.
So high that it shot straight 

past a nose.
Not her mother’s nose though. 

She let the mouth fly away while 
she flicked through all the noses 
in her head. She couldn’t seem to 
find one traceable or copiable and 
by this time the mouth was out 
far higher than any chair or step 
ladder would allow her to reach 
and out of sight completely. Giving 
up, she went looking for both of 
them in the kitchen. She saw only 
her mother’s back, but her front 
was making sandwiches.

“Do you want tuna and cheese 
or just tuna?”

“Cheese or just tuna?”
“Heavens above, if you’re not 

going to answer me you’re just 
getting cheese.”

Her mother’s front stopped 
for a moment and put down 
the cheese and the knife it was 
holding. She watched a breath 
pick her mother’s shoulders up. 
But rather than dropping them, it 
cradled them gently down — not 
letting them go until they were 
completely settled. She watched 
this happen twice more and then 
walked back to her room and 
closed the door.

She still hadn’t found her 
mother’s mouth.

Knock Knock.
“Bridget?” her mother asked 

the door gently — so as not to 
accidentally push it open.

“  ” came the reply.

Always Wear A Hat
J E S S I E  P E R R I N
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“Bridget?” her mother asked 
the carpet at her feet.

Knock Knock.
“Bridget, I made one with 

cheese and one with cheese and 
tuna. You just pick which one 
you want. I’m leaving them at the 
door.”

She waited until she heard 
her mother’s feet cart her off, then 
opened her door and turned to the 
carpet in front of it.

Two crustless, tree-shaped 
sandwiches.

She felt a smile behind her 
own.

?
She leant her forehead against the 
train timetable to see if she could 
read the printed black shapes 
with her eyes so close to them. 
She could, but not the times. So 
she stepped back, squashed the 
station under ‘Nunawading’ with 
her index and middle finger and 
pitter pattered them along until 
they jumped together underneath 
4:37.

Five more minutes.

Leaving the black print where 
it was, she took off her cap and 
dropped the numbers she needed 
into her head. Then recapping, 
she leant her back up against the 
bricks.

Just like the timetable.
A man walked in front of her 

and his finger made the same 
movement as hers had in the 
same place that hers had. His 
eyes fell onto his watch. Four 
more minutes. Without bothering 
to pick themselves up and dust 
themselves off, his eyes tumbled 
down further until they hit the 
platform floor. His left and right 
foot turned and then competed 
half-heartedly for the front 
position. His body, apparently also 
indifferent, let itself be carried to 
the head of the platform.

She looked at the timetable 
again. She thought the black print 
seemed a little dimmer.

She also thought it would 
be nice to have gills — ones that 
nobody could see.

 
V W

Jessie Perrin (24) has studied literature and taught English in Austin, Buenos Aires and 

Melbourne. She currently lives and works in Melbourne and writes for Asylum Insight.
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The Beautiful Dead
Beauticians in the death care 

industry 
R E B E C C A  L E  B A S

I watch as the sculptor plays with the Plaster of Paris, 
twirling the white, thick paste in her hands. The mixture 
will hold the bones in place, avoiding displacement and 
tearage. She takes a cherry red Revlon lipstick and using 

a thin paintbrush, delicately applies it onto the dead 
woman’s clammy lips. Using photographs and information 
from the family, she knows it’s her signature look, one she 
never left home without wearing. Before stepping back to 
assess her handiwork, the artist checks the Tan Glo that 
was sprayed on 20 minutes ago to liven up the skin with 
a healthy summertime finish. She refines her handiwork, 

plucking hairs from the eyebrows to give them the perfect 
arch. Once she’s satisfied with her work, she shows me 

the photograph of the lady alongside the life-sized doll. I 
can’t believe how realistic the lady’s face looks. It’s almost 

as if she’s alive, except she isn’t.
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Throughout history, mortuary beauticians 
have worked to preserve, embalm and 
cremate the bodies of the deceased. 
I’m fascinated by their work, how 
they make the deceased beautiful 
despite the tragedy of death. They’re 
responsible for the final salute for the 
grieving family, especially so in an open 
casket funeral. Whatever the instance 
of death is, whether it is old age or 
suicide, how a mortuary beautician 
makes the deceased presentable varies 
and the effect it has on their family as a 
farewell will forever stay in their hearts 
and minds.

There’s a chill in the air even though 
the sun is in full display on this early 
autumn Tuesday morning. I make my 
way up a gravel driveway to a cluster 
of industrial buildings, looking for 
the Hills Family Funeral warehouse. 
When I spoke to funeral director and 
owner Richard Spiteri on the phone, I 
expected to visit the lavish showroom 
in Sydney’s Castle Hill but instead I’ve 
been sent to the industrial warehouse 
on Quarry Road in Seven Hills. It’s 
one thing to see display coffins and 
the flashy commercialised side of the 
death care industry but it’s another to 
remember that dead people are at its 
heart.

As I head towards the reception 
desk, I’m surprised to see a bright array 
of daisies sitting up in a clear glass vase 
on an oak table. I can just make out 
the fuzzy shadow of a woman from a 
distance that soon comes into focus, an 
image more than a little bit out of place. 
With scarlet rouge cheeks and mascara 
coated eyelashes, she greets me with a 

firm handshake and I read her nametag 
that says “Pina”. She’s wearing dark blue 
scrubs: a navy blue single-breasted 
top and matching pants. It finally hits 
me that I’m in a funeral home as she 
takes me through to the warehouse 
where to my left are two 2 metre black 
hearses with the words “Hills Family 
Funerals” printed on the right side. In 
the room next to us is a man putting 
on his suit jacket and black tie, getting 
ready to drive the hearse. Before I’ve 
even started interviewing Pina, I’ve 
been inundated with information that I 
quickly scrawl into my notebook.

We make our way through the 
clammy mortuary as goosebumps form 
on my arms. Five rows of coffins line the 
two back walls made of plywood, wood, 
cardboard and timber. I feel like I’m 
furniture shopping as Pina lists off the 
coffins for sale. Prices range anywhere 
from $1200-$6000. Out of the corner of 
my eye I notice a white porcelain coffin 
called Lady Linden. It’s beautiful.

In early 2014, I talk to Steve of WM 
Bull Funerals in Newtown. He discusses 
the process of embalmment and 
cremation that’s been a commonplace 
practice for centuries. The purpose, 
Steve explains, is to both preserve the 
bodies and allow for viewings. Anybody 
that wants to be above the ground 
in a crypt, vault or tomb has to be 
embalmed by NSW law. Interestingly, 
viewings have increased in popularity 
over the last decade. Even if families 
aren’t exactly sure about having a 
viewing, sometimes they can often 
regret it later. Steve explains that 
there are lots of ways around viewings. 
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The family may be encouraged to 
share memorabilia in the form of 
letters or sometimes a photograph 
as a comforting memory. Sometimes 
in the person’s coffin, the mould of a 
mothers hand might be created by the 
mortuary beautician. Whilst facemasks 
aren’t commonly made, if it’s an infant 
who has died, the mortuary beautician 
might make moulds of footprints or 
handprints. Sometimes closure is the 
ingredient needed to make losing a 
family member that bit easier. Pina says, 
“For the grieving family, sometimes the 
closure someone needs after losing a 
loved one could be through holding the 
hand of the deceased person.”

In the mortuary, I see a huge 
industrial silver fridge and freezer. The 
fridge reminds me of one you’d use in a 
commercial kitchen. There’s a flycatcher 
above the freezer and Pina tells me 
maggots get in if the corpses are left 
out. The female fly likes to lay her eggs 
in moist, warm areas: the angle of the 
mouth, the groin, the armpits. They 
make a feast of the body before rigor 
mortis sets in and the skin desiccates 
to a deep, leathery brown consistency. 
Strict environmental measures are in 
place to ensure preservation of the 
body. For viewings, Pina tells me that 
the bodies will look better if they’re 
temporarily preserved. “They don’t 
always have to be but some don’t 
look too good. You might get a few 
days of hot weather so the body will 
deteriorate quickly but with the colder 
weather, they could be out for a couple 
of weeks and it’s not as bad.” Just like 
a hospital patient, all corpses have an 

ID band placed around their wrist. To 
the left side of the fridge are silver 
body trays that look like ones you put 
slabs of meat on. I’m told the bodies are 
placed on there and wheeled into the 
preparation room. There’s also a church 
trolley and scissor lift which both carry 
coffins into the preparation room if the 
body’s too big to be carried on the tray.

There are only 200 qualified 
embalmers in Australia, sixty of whom 
are in NSW. The mortuary business 
is undervalued and unrecognised by 
the Australian Government as a health 
care industry. Mortuary beauticians 
are not regulated under the Australian 
Government, nor do they receive 
funding or support. Due to privacy 
laws, mortuary beauticians aren’t to be 
notified of the deceased’s contagious 
diseases. Pina sees this as wrong 
and takes safety measures as she is 
breathing in gases and touching bodily 
fluids. As a rule of thumb, Pina treats 
everybody as contaminated and is fully 
gowned with a mask and gloves. One 
time, Pina had a health scare when she 
pricked herself with a needle and had 
to do a blood test to make sure she 
hadn’t contracted anything from it.

The mortuary field is more than just 
putting some makeup on a skeleton. It’s 
an artistry of its own; combining grief 
psychology, human emotions and the 
very essence of life. It goes beyond 
the clinical, connecting with the hearts 
of the deceased’s loved ones. Pina 
says, “You’ve got to have compassion 
and empathy in this industry, if you’ve 
lost that then it’s time for you to go.” 
Providing grief therapy is paramount 

The Beautiful Dead
R E B E C C A  L E  B A S
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to calming human emotions and a 
counselor is readily available. Some 
people, however, rely on their own 
immediate family to get through the 
grief. Pina says her main focus is not so 
much on the deceased but the family, 
“I focus on the family and how they’re 
going to cope with that presence left 
behind.”

Having a real desire to care helps a 
mortuary beautician to flourish in their 
specialised field. As part of getting the 
family comfortable and giving their 
loved one the best showing, Pina goes 
above and beyond the call of duty. “If 
they’re old ladies, I like to curl their 
hair. I bring my daughter in, she’s a 
hairdresser.” Usually, the beautician 
doesn’t know the cause of death but 
are given a photograph of the person. 
Pina remembers an Italian woman 
whose husband used to have an Elvis 
haircut. The woman said, “you couldn’t 
organise that” but Pina brought her 
daughter in and did his hair just how he 
liked it. “Little things like that mean a 
lot to people,” she says.

There are everyday makeup 
tools as well as specific treatments 
mortuary beauticians use to make their 
customers beautiful. Steve explains his 
view on makeup, using it sparingly, “I 
don’t tend to use makeup on the body 
unless there’s a symbolic representation 
like a woman who always wore her red 
lippy. The family sometimes supply me 
with rouge and face powder but I tend 
to not use makeup because I don’t 
want them to look like a doll. My idea 
is that the person should look natural.” 
Pina’s view as a woman is different to 

Steve’s, as she explains, “I use makeup 
like we would, I put foundation on. But 
embalming puts chemicals into the 
arteries. They make you look pinker and 
give you more colour and a more dewy 
complexion.” Therefore less makeup is 
needed.

The average duration of working on 
each body varies, if the death is of a 
natural cause, the process can take four 
hours. If it’s from a coroner or autopsy, 
that’s a longer process. Steve says, “I 
usually do two to three embalmments a 
day, however scientific teams can spend 
three to five hours on a body, especially 
if maggots eat through the embalmed 
flesh. It can be very messy. We’ve found 
people deceased after thirty years; 
it’s not a pleasant sight. If cancer ate a 
person’s body away, we want to bring 
people back to the old way they were 
before they got sick.” A car crash is also 
tricky, it involves reconstruction and 
depending upon the damage, the face 
takes the longest to fix. Whilst in other 
jobs you have a second chance to do a 
better job, mortuary beauticians only 
have one chance. There is a pressure 
to leave a good lasting impression to 
the loved one’s family and Steve has 
learnt to “not promise something you 
can’t deliver”. In horrific circumstances 
like a car crash or a terminal illness, like 
cancer that’s eaten away the body, the 
embalmer will recommend no view.

If a mortuary beautician is to send 
a deceased overseas, they must be 
embalmed and then placed in a sink 
liner in the coffin. The sink liner has to 
be welded shut and that will slow the 
body’s deterioration down. Pina says, 
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“Embalming enhances the quality of 
the person. If they had a withdrawn 
face, we want the person to be in a 
peaceful, natural looking expression.” 
Cultural traditions, however, dictate 
the scientific processes mortuary 
beauticians undertake on the body. For 
some families, they want the body of 
the deceased at home overnight or for 
twenty-four hours. The Pacific Islanders 
and Maoris don’t sleep for twenty-four 
hours and then have the deceased 
with them. They sing and pray with the 
body so the mortuary beauticians have 
to embalm the body before it is taken 
to the family’s house because that will 
keep the body preserved. Then they 
may be buried. Sometimes a body 
might be temporarily embalmed if the 
family are overseas and say they’re not 
going to be back for 2 weeks. Fewer 
chemicals are used but it still slows 
down the process.

Whilst the media has explored the 
taboo field of the funeral business in 
the hit show ‘Six Feet Under’, it’s still a 
confronting topic. I certainly couldn’t 
handle being surrounded by more dead 
bodies than living. Pina says, “Some 
people can’t even cope with a hearse 
driving past their place. I have friends 
who say, when are you going to get out 
of it?” For Steve, being surrounded by 

15 deceased people at night doesn’t 
scare him. He tells me, “I’m more 
comforted by death. In learning aspects 
of the funeral industry, I can help 
people — a friend or family that’s lost 
a loved one, I can comfort them a lot 
better.” Pina agrees with Steve, “Being 
a mortician has made me less fearful of 
death, I wouldn’t even go to a cemetery 
before my father died because I was 
always afraid. When the family found 
out this is what I’ve got myself into as a 
career, no one else thought I’d handle it. 
But I do because I’ve lost people close 
to me, I think that’s what makes me 
more comforted, I’m not as afraid.”

For Pina, the industry puts life in 
perspective saying, “It makes me see 
how trivial some things are, makes 
me less highly strung.” As I leave the 
mortuary two hours later with Pina’s 
parting words ringing in my ears, I 
realise how much work mortuary 
beauticians do in making the dead 
beautiful again. It’s so much more than 
the carcass of a loved one at the end of 
the day. It’s preserving the memory of 
people’s lives and allowing their family 
to say a final farewell.

 
V W

The Beautiful Dead
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Rebecca Le Bas (22) is a writer for her blog whattheheckbec.com.

She is interested in writing about topics that are a little out of the ordinary.
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Water Birth
T O B Y  G R A H A M

a new human,
a broken finger on a withered hand

amputate

you’re safe now,
wait the stigma out
 
i think
               there’s love i know there’s love please fear won’t 19.5 Million Refugees help you 
won’t help anyone peel it away there’s love
uh

i think deliberate repetition 19.5 Million Refugees is an effective friend
i think port wine birthmarks are so hot

i think Dransfield would have been better 6000 Visas if he’d lived longer 
i think the loss of a loved one is a miscarriage
 
natural
 
but wrong

(in Australia, 25 per cent of pregnancies miscarry and there’s not much we can do)

‘Undertow’ is by Madeleine Karutz (24), a freelance 

comic and animation artist. ↬

Toby Graham (20) is a kitten of strange proportions: ten centimetres tall when legs are 

furled, two metres when they are not.  She may look like a tabby, but the pattern is fake. 
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Fiction
Miranda Debeljakovic 
Paler, Older; Darker, Younger 
–11 
‘Paler, Older; Darker, Younger’ is 

about a relationship that is born out of 

need, between two people who don’t 

really understand each other. I wrote 

it because I wanted to explore the 

reasons why we attach ourselves to 

other people, and why the experience 

can so often be distressing.

Behind the 
Curtain

“What inspired your work?”
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Emily Paesler
The Laundromat – 28
I wrote this story to express my dread 

of talking to people in public and to 

demonstrate how invasive people are 

when they think they are ‘just being 

nice’. 

Ann Jackson
The Lady Who Walks –  49
When I set out to write ‘The Lady 

Who Walks’ I think I was trying to 

make some kind of grand statement 

about family and race and culture and 

identity. But instead, the piece turned 

out to be the simple story of a parent-

child relationship. And I’m glad it did.

Alexander Bennetts
No City Fun  – 64
The result of a prank Christmas gift—an 

annual pass to a sleek Ferris wheel at 

the dead part of town—and the unwise 

decision to make continual use of same 

gift. Google STARGAZING SCUM for the 

real deal, see here for the fantasy.

Joel Perlgut
Phillip the Kraken – 79
‘Phillip the Kraken’ is about loneliness, 

rising sea levels and Gumtree. I wanted 

to subvert the myth of the ‘pining 

white boy.’ I wanted something bad 

to happen to this boy. He’s a guy who 

doesn’t listen. He is cloaked in irony 

and self-awareness. He is definitely, I 

promise, not based on me.

Yuki Iwama
six oh oh: junkyard race war – 89
As a queer-gendered POC, I am yet 

to fully accept myself since I am still 

trapped by fear. This piece is about the 

critical decision those of us discovering 

ourselves and feminism have to make. 

Are we courageous enough to dive into 

the junkyard to join in the fight?

Jessie Perrin
Always Wear A Hat  – 104
The story started as a piece about 

people needing acknowledgment 

of their qualities to feel that they 

actually possess them. It turned into 

one about understanding, and trying 

to understand, and understanding if 

someone is trying to understand or not 

understand. I also really like the idea of 

wearing a hat to stop your brain being 

pushed out as you grow. I wish hats fit 

my head better.

Poetry
Phoebe Chen 
Flood – 17
I recently rewatched Melancholia and 

it made me think of Rimbaud. Quiet 

apocalypses and the world whimpering 

all the way back to T.S. Eliot.

Michael Stratford Hutch 
A Young Man’s Body – 25
Some people are immediately, 

tangibly beautiful. Something about 

the freckles on their arms, or the way 

their face seems familiar. Something 

about them grabs you by your gut and 

really, really knows how to tug. My 

poem is about that feeling, that pull 

that seems cosmological. Bigger than 

big.
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Poetry (cont.)

Jemimah Halbert
13 Ways Of Looking At A 
Hairbrush – 33
‘Thirteen Ways Of Looking At A 

Hairbrush’ was inspired by Wallace 

Stevens’ poem ‘Thirteen Ways Of 

Looking At A Blackbird’ and is written in 

a similar vignette style. I am fascinated 

and inspired by mythology and magic 

realism and I have incorporated these 

elements to make the poem my own.

Ella Jeffrey
Our Apartment In Shanghai Has 
Three Rooms – 46
This piece will eventually be part of 

my PhD thesis on the interrelations 

between poetry and domestic space. 

It’s about the connections and 

contrasts that appear in space and 

self; intimacy and isolation; everyday, 

domestic practices and the experience 

of being a stranger in a strange place. 

Salma Zarook 
You’re English is Fab – 70
As an Australian born Muslim, I wanted 

to share the kind of reactions many 

Muslim women who wear the hijab, 

like myself, are often confronted with. 

This poem explores the common 

misconception that the hijab is a 

symbol of oppression – an assumption 

that I feel could be erased if only 

people had a conversation with me.

Hannah Dawn Harvie Morris 
Repeat Repeat Repeat – 92
The idea came to me whilst I was 

waiting in line to get into a club. 

Repeating the same thing each 

weekend, but wanting more from 

life. Only ever slightly changing but 

expecting more. I gazed upon my 

gurning peers and carried on gurning. 

Charlotte Guest 
For Eurydice – 103
‘For Eurydice’ was written in 

response to the grounds of the 

Katharine Susannah Prichard Writers’ 

Centre where I was undertaking a 

residency. Writing poems as a reply 

to a place always feels like a form of 

mythologising, but I am careful to write 

myself into these poems so it doesn’t 

appear I am speaking in the voice or on 

behalf of a landscape. 

Toby Graham 
Water Birth – 113
Australia processes asylum seekers 

by imprisoning them indefinitely.  This 

violates international law. Over 400 

hundred people have been detained 

on Nauru for more than 730 days, 

including children, some of whom have 

been assaulted by the guards. No one 

should be treated like that.
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Joshua Baird 
Silence In Stockholm – 19
I visited The Woodland Cemetery on a 

university trip to Sweden, and I feel as 

if the cemetery complemented the way 

I try to write—evoking the beauty in 

tragedy. I hope to revisit one day.

Alex Griffin 
A Country For Old Men – 39
After the umpteenth conversation with 

a friend about how they didn’t know 

what was happening with their super, 

it finally twigged with me that no news 

was probably awful news. And once I 

started digging, it turned out it was all 

unmitigated carnage.

Maddy Dunn 
Calamity Jack – 57
‘Calamity Jack’ is about my dad coming 

out and the multiple distasters he 

causes on a near daily basis. Writing 

this story was an exercise in catharsis 

and a cheaper alternative to therapy. 

Lauren Ellen Peck 
Croccy – 73
‘Croccy’ provides a snapshot of the 

complicated relationship between 

father and daughter. Forced 

to cohabitate after a history of 

bemusement and discontent, the story 

follows a young girl’s experiences with 

a certain crocodile and the discoveries 

she makes that allow her to understand 

how he came to be. The story was 

initially inspired simply by the idea of 

describing a day in the life of a person 

living with a crocodile, however, I soon 

discovered that I knew this creature all 

too well. 

Sarah Gates 
Feminism, NASCAR and The 
Italian Billionaire’s Secret Baby 
– 95
This piece is about the romance genre 

and its rich history, cultural importance, 

under-represented complexity, and 

sense of fun. If just one romance 

reader or writer is supported instead of 

shamed, it will do its job. 

Rebecca Le Bas 
The Beautiful Dead – 108
In year 12, I researched the topic 

‘females in the funeral industry’ for my 

Society and Culture Personal Interest 

Project (PIP) Since then, the idea of 

people whose bread and butter is 

based off tragedy in making the dead 

beautiful has intrigued me.
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Visual Art
Louise Tate   
Irrational (A Love Of Virginia 
Woolf) – 1
Water-worn Wood – 128
The works are a meditation both 

on the enormity of the universe 

and the beauty of the small and the 

insignificant. Each piece draws upon 

found objects in natural landscapes—

fallen banksias, fire-blackened lumber, 

a tyre-flattened orange peel—to be 

reimagined in loosely applied paint as 

gently unravelling forms.

Brigit Annie Lambert 
Absent – 10
In this piece of work a figure stares 

off seemingly oblivious to the chaos 

happening around them. This is 

somewhat representative of how when 

faced with overbearing stress it’s easy 

to want to be oblivious to it.

Jaimeson Gilders  
Personal Growth – 32
I think most people have stuff they 

don’t love about themselves but they’re 

usually the things that set us apart from 

the crowd. Learning to love the weird 

bits takes time and courage but it’s an 

exciting kind of growth. I think it’s kind 

of beautiful.

Julia Trybala
Even Ravel – 48
This work titled ‘Even Ravel’ uses 

fragmented imagery as a way of 

translating certain memories. This work 

was an initial drawing for a body of 

pieces I developed for a solo exhibition 

at Boom Gallery in late February of this 

year. 

D’Arcy Ellis  
Arcadia, Florida – 72
In 1917 the U.S. Air Corps set up a 

headquarters 13 miles away from the 

town of Arcadia, Florida on Dorr Fields. 

Its name sake Flying Cadet Stephen 

H. Dorr, like many early pilots, died in 

training. After WWII the land was sold 

on and became an asylum, then later 

a State Prison. Arcadia in the Greek 

tradition is understood as a Utopia or 

‘No Place’, meaning never attainable.

Gabby Loo  
Not Just Yet – 78
‘Not Just Yet’, made in ink, pencil, 

digital, opens a window into a 

sustained moment of retaliation. 

Representing the power of the pointed 

finger in equivalence to a gun.  

Sarah Neilson  
Creation – 94
The universe was created with a bang. 

We are born like the stars; we live, we 

age and we die. Our mothers created 

us out of space dust.  
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Visual Art (cont.)
Lucy Hunter 
Bang of the Cosmos – 102
‘Bang of the Cosmos’ is an illustration 

about everything. It is a piece 

expressing my imagination about 

the world. I wanted the illustration 

to express the crazy beauty of the 

universe and how it is similar to a bang. 

I was particularly inspired by Chinese 

folklore, shadow puppets and creation 

myths.

Comics

Georgina Chadderton 
Getting Paid For What You Love 
– 18
As I’m sure anyone who works or 

would really like to work in a creative 

field but has the dreaded ‘day job’ 

would know, it’s a constant struggle 

to balance creating the work that you 

love and want to share with the world 

and the work that helps pay the bills. 

Sometimes you just have to get it down 

on paper. 

Jack Lowe 
Seed – 35
‘Seed’ is my attempt to create a 

comic representing the struggle to 

achieve goals in our lives, despite 

eventual failure.  I interpreted 

‘bang’ as signifying the start of 

a series of uncontrollable events 

and consequences. This notion is 

personified through the growth and 

inevitable demise of a surreal plant 

being.

Jennifer Reuter 
Circumvention Symptoms – 84
I do not blame the fellow in the comic 

for his anxious behaviour; when 

something is on your mind, you are 

bound to…leap and bound at every 

small misfortune. A ‘bang’ marks a 

sudden change of state, usually with 

negative connotations. But it can also 

mark a new beginning.

Madeleine Karutz 
Undertow – 115
In this comic I’m looking at 

displacement. Like how even through 

struggle and adversity, you can 

sometimes recapture a sense of place 

and belonging.
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A Brief EdComment

Voiceworks could not exist without the tireless work 
of our Editorial Committee, a team of editors under 

the age of twenty-five from across Australia who help 
to read, select, and edit content for the magazine—
and give feedback to everyone who sends in work. 

Over the past two years we’ve been lucky to have 
worked with so many talented and dedicated 

EdCommers who have given their time, energy and 
brainpower to making the magazine what it is. 
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To:

Thank you for everything!
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Alan Weedon 

Broede Carmody 

Cathy Tran 

Claire Nashar 

Dan Ryder 

Ella Jeffery 

Eric Butler 

Finbah Neill 

Fiona Line 

Francis Thompson 

Izzy Roberts-Orr 

Jeremy Poxon 

Jonno Revanche 

Joshua Barnes 

Katerina Bryant 

Kat Gillespie 

Kelsey Oldham 

Khalid Warsame 

Kimberley Thomson 

Laura Woollett 

Lily Mei 

Lucy Adams 

Lynley Eavis 

Michelle Li 

Rafael SW 

Sean Watson 

Susie Anderson 

Vince Ruston



−  1 2 6  V O I C E W O R K S

About Voiceworks

Voiceworks is published quarterly by Express Media, a national non-profit organisation 
that provides support and development opportunities for young Australians in writing 
and media. We present an annual artistic program that aims to develop creative skills 
and build capacity among young people through our publications, awards, training and 
development opportunities and resources. Our values are artist diversity, innovation and 
creativity, accessibility and opportunity, excellence and professionalism, engagement and 
development.

C O N T R I B U T E

Voiceworks is a national, quarterly 
magazine that features exciting new 
writing and art by young Australians. It is 
a unique opportunity for people (under 
twenty-five) to publish their poetry, short 
stories, nonfiction, comics, illustrations, 
drawings and photography. Voiceworks is 
produced entirely by individuals yet to hit 
the quarter century mark, and relies totally 
on contributions from the readers to make 
up its content. You are the driving force 
behind the magazine.

Think laterally, experiment, have fun. Tell 
us your thoughts, stories, philosophies. The 
theme for our Winter 2016 issue is ‘Cake’. 
But you don’t have to stick to it — our 
motto is: 
— themed work: good
— good work: better
— good themed work: BEST

Voiceworks is proud to provide feedback 
for each and every submission, pounded 
out quarterly by the dedicated and word 
savvy Editorial Committee.  

For submission guidelines and information 
on how to knock our socks right off, check 
out  
voiceworksmag.com.au/contribute

R A T E S  O F  P A Y

Short stories, nonfiction and poetry: $100 
Graphics, photography, drawings, comics  
and illustrations: $100 ($150 per suite)

O N L I N E

Four issues of the magazine a year is a lot 
of good fun — but what about the time 
in between? That’s where the internet 
comes in. Check out our website, featuring 
Virgule the Voiceworks blog, to keep 
your wordnerd gears turning with writing 
exercises, interviews and the latest literary 
miscellany. We also have Voix, an ongoing 
video interview series with industry 
insiders and interesting people.
voiceworksmag.com.au
 
Also drop by the Express Media website 
for a full list of other publication 
opportunities and competitions, along with 
information about workshops, launches, 
panels, prizes, internship and volunteer 
opportunities. Express Media membership 
is free and you can join on our website.

You can like Express Media and  
Voiceworks on Facebook, or follow  
us on Twitter @VoiceworksMag.

expressmedia.org.au
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+  
one of five Industry Insider 
packs for the 
Emerging Writers’ Festival 2016 

Granting free entry to the Industry Insider 
events (valued at $75 each). These are 
particularly geared twards gaining insight 
into the professional side of writing, 
networking within the industry and getting 
the inside scoop.

Courtesy of the Emerging Writers’ Festival 

+ 
a copy of 
Welcome to Orphancorp
by Marlee Jane Ward
 
Welcome to Orphancorp is a Viva La 
Novella Winner for 2015 and won the 2016 
Victorian Premiers Literary Award for 
Young Adult Fiction.
 
“Harrowing, scarily real, and ultimately 
super moving.’ — Charlie Jane Anders (i09)

Courtesy of Seizure

Ensure you don’t miss a single issue by signing up as a 
subscriber to Australia’s premier youth literary journal. 

An annual subscription costs just $60 and includes:

• A print edition of Voiceworks delivered to your door each quarter
• A PDF edition of Voiceworks delivered to your email inbox 
• A subscription to the monthly Express Post eNewsletter packed full 

of the latest writing and publication opportunities
• A personal invitation to Voiceworks launches and special events 

throughout the year
• One of the bonus subscriber offers above.  

For more information and to subscribe online head to 

expressmedia.org.au/membership 

Subscribe to Voiceworks, Australia’s premier youth 
literary magazine, in Autumn 2016 and take advantage of 
one of our current subscriber offers:





Voiceworks B A N G 
is bursting at the seams with more of the best fiction, nonfiction, poetry and visual 
art by Australian writers and artists under the age of twenty-five. This issue will take 
you from backyards to intimate corners of Shanghai. It will miss the train to the 
aquarium and leave you stranded on what, at first glance, seems to be a Ferris wheel, 
giving you too much time to reflect on family, snap judgements and on what makes a 
tree a tree.  Don’t forget your hat.

Artwork on page one and one hundred and twenty eight is by Louise Tate (23), a contemporary artist 

based in Melbourne. She is currently studying a Bachelor of Fine Art (Honours), and works in painting, 

‘Let me!’ He says, tiers streaming, fingers messy from mud pies pressing on plate 
glass. A stranger pinches the child’s cheeks, saying ‘I could just eat you up!’ and 

does. She waddles home to sleep it off, hand on her back like 8½ months, footsteps 
so heavy overhead that the plaster breaks. Mix some more out of flour and water. He 
slathers it on with a trowel, layer upon layer, and tacks up your band poster with the 

stems of candied violets. Kitchen eyes like Nigella Lawson. 

Oven hinge creaks open and your glasses fog up. Moist, cut? The knife comes out 
dirty with 100s & 1000s, trails rainbows as you kiss the nearest boy. Icing spattered 
clothes, cheeks. White and viscous -it makes the pages stick together. Excuse the 

fingers, lick the beater, Stiff Peaks. Wrapped in plastic you slip it under your pillow 
and dream of your future husband. In the dream your fitting is at the patisserie and 

they cover you with meringue, dripping cream. 

You wake up staring at the ceiling, and don’t know why you’re craving cake.

– Voiceworks #104 C A K E

(Winter 2016)
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Voiceworks BANG 
is bursting at the seams with more of the best fiction, nonfiction, poetry and visual 
art by Australian writers and artists under the age of twenty-five. This issue will take 
you from backyards to intimate corners of Shanghai. It will miss the train to the 
aquarium and leave you stranded on what, at first glance, seems to be a Ferris wheel, 
giving you too much time to reflect on family, snap judgements and on what makes a 
tree a tree.  Don’t forget your hat.


