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The title of this thesis - mingled with all kinds of colours — draws on Sappho’s Fragment 152, as
translated by Anne Carson (2002, pp. 306-307). This fragment has been interpreted in various
ways; Diana Collecott notes that the key adjective poikilus can be translated as ‘many-coloured’
or ‘rainbow-hued’, but the fragments central idea is about the ‘play of light and texture, what is

shining, artful, variegated” (1999, pp. 17-18).

This thesis is about just such a ‘play’ with colour, light, texture, variations, genres and female
artistry. It consists of two equal parts, Lunation and The Book of Ambiguity, which could be called
the creative and the academic components respectively. Ultimately, however, they have

mingled into each other, as only colours can.



ABSTRACT

The Book of Ambiguity is a term I use to define texts that exist outside formal genres and
categories created by market forces. The Book of Ambiguity takes reader and writer outside
familiar narrative structures, outside traditional positioning of gender, sanity, and sexuality, to
an ambiguous meeting place of ecstasy. In this liminal space there is a merging of writer, reader
and character, until the sense of a third person, or uninvolved narrator, is challenged. There is a
mingling of writer as reader, reader as writer, writer as character, reader as character, reader
as book, writer as book, and the book itself ‘as one of its own characters’ (Cixous 2002). The
Book of Ambiguity has a transformative power to take reader and writer outside the limiting
binds of society, character, subjectivity and form momentarily, to highlight the ethical
ambiguity of our individual freedom and responsibility. In this sense, The Book of Ambiguity is
a political book that embraces Simone de Beauvoir’s key principles from her 1947 philosophical

text, The Ethics of Ambiguity.

Although both men and women write Books of Ambiguity, the increasing freedom afforded to
women writers has enabled them to explore previously taboo subjects: to place themselves
within their own narratives as ‘mad’, sexually adventurous, or passionate, without the fear of
involuntary incarceration that haunted them until the late 1970s. This liberation in content has
led to a liberation of form, away from linear narratives and towards an embracing of a feminine
style of writing, écriture féminine, as championed by Helene Cixous. I term this writing, post-
Madwoman writing, as there has been a marked shift in writing by women since Gilbert and

Gubar’s 1979 study of Victorian Women’s writings, The Madwoman in the Attic.

This thesis is in two discrete, but related parts: the first is a creative work titled Lunation, an
original written example of a Book of Ambiguity, and the second is an essay titled The Book of
Ambiguity. The essay employs case studies of three specific Books of Ambiguity written by post-
Madwoman writers; Dorothy Porter’s Akhenaten (1992), Siri Hustvedt’s The Shaking Woman

(2010) and Anne Carson’s Decreation (2006).
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PREFACE

The relationship between reader and writer is one of silent, private dialogue: an intimate
exchange, perhaps best explored metaphorically, by comparing the tacit contract a reader
enters into with a writer when reading their book, to the more primal and basic form of

communication: eye contact.

The average length of continuous direct eye contact varies from culture to culture, but in
general, a mutual gaze becomes something more if it is held for over 1.5 seconds. Public
speakers are often taught to direct their gaze into the metaphorical third eye (thought to be
located in the centre of the forehead) to avoid the confrontation and potential cultural problems
of gazing straight into someone else’s eyes. Apparently Japanese children are told to lower their
gaze to their teacher’s bellybutton as a sign of respect. A friend, who worked as Assistant
Director on Mission Impossible II in Sydney in the nineties, told me that Tom Cruise made
everyone on set sign a contract that forbid them to look him directly in the eyes. In Tantric
Yoga, according to devotees, you can keep your clothes on, and eye contact alone will produce

an orgasm.

Making eye contact with certain animals can spell catastrophe, while with others, it might save
your life. Eye contact can cross the species divide and make us question human sovereignty,
taking us back to a primitive time of hunter and hunted. Speaking of hunted, who could forget
the stare of Anthony Hopkins as Hannibal Lector when he first meets Jodie Foster as Clarice
Starling in the 1991 film The Silence of the Lambs? He orders her closer and closer to the clear
glass that separates them, without once blinking or taking his eyes off her, while Clarice
stumbles to find her I.D card. Then the shot changes, framing Hannibal alone, looking directly
into the camera, and into the viewers’ eyes - the viewer as Clarice. The glass and the screen
that separate the fictional characters and the audience from the action are removed for a brief
moment, and we are locking eyes with a killer. We are in the movie. The eyes of the mad and
the haunted have fascinated artists from Artaud to Avedon. Eye contact is essential for flirtation
and seduction. People that hold eye contact for too long can be frightening, challenging,
powerfully seductive, or all three at the same time, as Hopkins demonstrated in his portrayal of

Hannibal Lector. Adolf Hitler prided himself on his hypnotic gaze.



The meeting of eyes strips us of our clothes, our gender, our species, our guises, and protective
layers. It equalises. Christos Tsiolkas talks about this when he writes of his need to avoid eye
contact with a group of refugees he walked past in his essay ‘Strangers at the Gate’:

The first day I visit the ASRC, I notice a group of five men, all young, all Middle Eastern,
sitting outside the Centre chatting. I tense up. I am astonished at my response. Their gaze
falls on me and then very quickly they turn away. Walking past them, I do my best not to
look these young men in the eye. Nothing they do is threatening. They are a group of
good-looking young men enjoying a brief break of sunshine in the middle of a Melbourne
winter. Nevertheless I am intimidated and, if T am honest, this sparks feelings of
resentment. It is an ugly, ungenerous moment but it makes me aware that I am not
untouched by the shame and fear that is my country’s dominant response to asylum
seekers. (2013, pp. 24-25)

Perhaps this example from Tsiolkas comes closest to addressing human fear and avoidance of
the direct gaze. By looking deeply into someone else’s eyes gender, race, class, and any other
borders can disappear. What is left? The ambiguity of our free existence as individuals bound to
a body, a time and an earthly world? The construct of self we create? In Tom Cruise’s case, a
man, just like any other man, though perhaps a bit shorter? Pure connection? Energy? Souls? Of
course this is where it can start to get weirdly esoteric and I am aware that this is the preface to
an academic thesis, and at least one part of it needs to be a linear structured argument. I do
believe, however, like many others before me, and particularly in relation to this thesis, Simone
de Beauvoir and Helene Cixous, that creative writing can take away the borders of difference

between individuals.

Creative writing allows the reader, for a brief moment, to connect directly with another
person’s inner experience. In doing so, the writer of the book needs to tread carefully, as the
intensity of first and second person narratives can mirror the power of the direct gaze, and if
used without real skill, risk alienating the reader, or, arguably worse, just being plain
indulgent. The Book of Ambiguity, however, challenges the traditional third person narrative
by crossing the threshold of constructed character. Metaphorically, I see these books as holding
eye contact that little bit too long, or playing with eye contact in ways the reader is not used to,
in order to provoke a sense of fusion between reader, writer and character. I see these as books
that question the construct of the book itself: unstable books that challenge the reader, like the
book Bastian curls up with in the 1984 film, The Neverending Story. The beautiful, leather bound
book confronts Bastian to the point he has to throw it down for fear it is speaking directly to
him. The artifice of book, reader, character and writer are thus exposed. It becomes Bastian’s
responsibility to save the world within the book. Bastian is the central character, the reader and

the writer. This dissolution of the third person can be terrifying, for, like Bastian, the reader



relies on its construction, in both fiction and real life, to distance us from the other, and to
create an illusion of individual freedom. Literature can expose this freedom to be a construct,
and as a freedom that is dependent on another person’s lack of freedom. It is creative writing’s
ability to humanise another perspective that has led me to write the creative component of this

DCA thesis, Lunation.

Lunation was written out of a sense of outrage at the government’s silencing of any real
discussion of Australia’s treatment of refugees, in particular around the issue of children in
detention. Whilst working as Artistic Director for Mainstreet Theatre Company in Mount
Gambier, I was subject to endless phone calls from the Department of Immigration (DIMMIA),
to remove a scene from a play that simply had a young child in a detention centre dreaming of a
life outside. The company I worked for was threatened with cessation of its funding if the play
mentioned children in detention at all. This was is 2002, and the Board of the company made
the decision, over my head, to cut the scene, rather than risk losing their triennial Australia
Council funding. The Australian government were terrified of the power of a scene depicting a
child dreaming of freedom. Why? I believe because it held eye contact too long. It forced the
reader/viewer to dissolve the borders between ‘us’ and ‘them’. The audience was forced to
inhabit that ambiguous space of connection between people, to interact directly in a borderless

story, where character and audience merged.

This censorship in Australia at the time was widespread. Paul Toohey, in his Quarterly Essay
‘That Sinking Feeling’, writes about the steady increase of control over what the media could
report on this same issue, revealing that the government asked for any journalist ‘who visited an
asylum detention centre to submit photos and their final story to the immigration department
for approval’ (2014, p. 34). In 2005, I took up the role of Artistic Director of Playworks in
Sydney, at that time one of the two national script development organisations in the country,
and 1 started to see the extent of the censorship around the issue of refugees within the
government funded arts organisations. I wrote a report outlining the censorship and was forced
by the Chair of the Board of Playworks to remove it from the website, as she believed it could
be harmful to the company’s fragile Australia Council funding. Again I was silenced, this time
by the very organisation that was supposed to represent diverse voices in Australian theatre.

The paralysis I felt over this national censorship, led to the need to write this thesis.



As I do not reference Lunation within this thesis directly, I believe it important to lay out within
this Preface, as I have done, the real life background to the fictional world I have created. I am
not Bella, the protagonist in Lunation. She is a fictional character, and the events too are
fictitious; however, my own experiences inform her actions and the world of the book.
Through Bella, and the other characters in the book, I have many things I want to say to the
reader. This is why I wanted to do a doctorate in creative writing - I had things to say. Things, as
Cixous calls, ‘these residues of nocturnal earthquakes and convulsions. Living speaking
frightening things. Untitled lava flow, spread by cracks in the soul’ (2002, p. 403). Things that
in other roles in my working life had been silenced, by a government very aware of the power

of creative writing to provoke social change.



LUNATION

A novel in 72 frames
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for those we lock up
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A lunation is the mean time for one lunar phase cycle.

It is on average 29.530589 days.
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The brain and eyes are equal partners in vision. A human eye can process 10-12 separate images per
second, perceiving them individually. Persistence of vision creates an illusion of continuity, allowing a
sequence of still images to give the impression of motion. Cinema relies on this persistence to give the viewer
a sense of action. As the film rolls through a projector frame by frame the viewer creates a moving story from
individual information. Generally 24 separate frames per second (fps) are needed to create non-jerky
movement; however, to not see the film rolling, the picture needs to be made black while the film rolls on.
But 24 black moments are too visible, so the eyes see smooth motion - but also flicker. To avoid the flicker
many modern film projectors use three-blade shutters to show each frame three times and make the screen
black three times per frame. This makes the black moments shorter and more frequent. The reasons for this

are qfterimages.

Bright light creates an afterimage in the eye. This after-light makes it possible to see what was there seconds
ago. The brightness of the cinema canvas produces such afterimages, and eats the blackness, thus making
the movie flicker-free. Some pathological conditions such as Palinopsia, amplify the number and intensity

ofqﬁen’mages, and can mean objects that are not moving present as if in motion.

In the cinema you generally see 72 fps, where three consecutive frames are the same. However, single frames
can be renegades and pass subliminal messages to the brain through the visual system, even though the
stimuli are below the threshold of perception. The human visual system depends on psychological and
biological cues, and can perform tasks that are impossible for computers to recreate. What we see and what

we perceive are very different things, and individual to each human visual system.
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Lunation presents 72 frames, or structural systems, and asks you, the reader, to build them into a
continuous narrative. Some of these frames are deliberately blank allowing you to interpret the void they

represent — some may be renegades.

Lunation may or may not be fiction. The stories we are told and the stories we create are dependent on the
frames of information we are given and are as much to do with what is outside the frame as what is within.

Story is always story.
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And yet, 1 did say to myself, when I was mad, was I myself or not myself?

When does one person become another?

Siri Hustvedt

The Summer Without Men
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[1]

Beyond that which I am is a glass box,

a soft frame through which a black triangular fish
stares at me. Within this rectangular prism lie the hands of a man fingering an old newspaper
clipping. Behind him a beautiful lady floats in the water. Her black hair singing to the ghosts of
the old shipwreck her clothes are caught in. I can read bubbles. I see ghost upon ghost of
women in the green light at the edge of the mirrored back of the tank, their fingerprints on the

walls.

Could I jump into that fish tank?

The thought comes, without feeling, without logic.

Would you notice?

The foyer is expensive, not at all as I had imagined a psychiatric hospital, more like a boutique
hotel. A glamorous anorexic sits coltishly beside me. She has been here before. Her father too
knows the drill. They flirt and giggle as if in on a private joke in the principal’s office. I would
hate them if I felt anything, but by this stage in my void they are just noise. I thought of all the
ghosts of confinement I had read about, as I handed over my credit card to cover my stay. Out

of mind, out of sight. Out of sight can send you very much out of mind.

Am [ inside the fish tank?

No. I am in the pool of a flashy Sydney artist’s cousin. All freckles, skinny 11-year-old legs,

peeling sun burnt shoulders, and dry lemon juiced hair. Watching myself. Watching herself.
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Above self. Out of body. Floating above blue chlorine and strangers. First sip of wine, first

immaculate conception, first fictional moment. A soaking baptism of water.

‘Take me somewhere where I can’t hurt myself.’

I had managed to get these words out just in time, as if I had breached the water that called me

into its blackness with seal tales, toy treasure chests and song.

The fish is still staring at me with his black skin, different words tumbling out of his gulping
mouth. Locked up like Luna, my moon girl dreamer. The fish understands my need for a small
world, where all there is to do is wait to be fed. Then I see a new man reflected through the
glass of the tank. I watch as this man takes notes. His words leave their ink on my skin and
within the grooves of his hands. This man wears a tie. He wears a tic for no reason except that

once he had to. Like the fish, my veins shine through my skin.

So this moment is without structure. It sits in time and I float with it. Like Bella Chagall I hover
in love on a sea of coffee. I have never looked so good, however, I am starving, and my brain

chemistry has started to malfunction.
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[2]

Come to me, come to mefaizy sprite!

Free this soul from harm tonight.

Invisible hands all over my flesh. A man is looking on outside the stained frame I inhabit.

According to old lore he can’t come in.

He that enters a fairy ring,

where a woman has sought haven.
Will be forced to his head forever cling,

and dance till he is ravin’.

‘So what is your story?’

The man who is sitting on the end of my bed in a tiny room speaks to me. I must have moved
here somehow from the foyer. The anorexic girl and her father have gone. I am in a new scene.

New location.

‘Where am 1?7’ I ask.

“This is your room in ICU’. The man explains without giving anything away.

I see. I begin. I am a journalist after all, I can spin a tale, add a punch line, package it up for a
deadline. Dead line. So I tell this stranger at the end of my bed (or at the end of eternity) my

story. Funny how quickly transference starts.

I talk about my years in Politics for the Sydney Herald, then my move to Lifestyle, after writing
stories that were seen as too partisan for the Political Editor. I had not taken the move well. 1
liked being in the hotbed of politics, knowing the game plan, the speed of it all. I knew the

players. There had been drugs, sex, late nights and small planes to outback towns for a few

20



hours with your team. Flying above commitments, broken relationships, body clocks and
Sydneysiders’ mortgage conversations. You could drink every night of the week, type up your
story, make the right calls to get the quotes you needed, and then finesse, finesse before falling

into a numb, white wine slumber.

‘Even inanimate objects have eyes, Bella.’

Who just spoke?

Not the doctor: he is still taking notes.

[ feel soft, cold hands on my neck, slowly caressing my emaciated form. I turn and find the
palest young woman [ have ever seen smiling into my eyes, while straddling her long, sporty

legs around my hips.

‘Can I draw you?’ She says, seducing me with every part of her she can.

[ stare at this shape wrapping itself around me, coiling white limbs in some structural modern
dance pose. From deep in her embrace I catch the sight of a dark haired little girl turn her eyes

away from me and run out of the room.

‘Luna?’

I shout, shaking the woman off me.

‘Lunal’

There is no sight of her, just the floating Australian flag against grey loneliness outside my

window. The strange woman in my bed has disappeared too.

‘Isabella, what is going around in your head, what thoughts?’
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The man at the end of my bed is talking to me again, but I am busy. Searching for love, hunting
for a man inside a rectangle, writing my profile, creating my face, breaking the whitewash,

crashing the Buddhism, chanting the therapy, smashing the prose.

Reader, you are not in the self-help section. I have more questions than answers. I am the anti-
muse. Artists run from me in case I devour them, consume their creeds and mountainous
creations. I sit atop history. Straddle her. While our protagonist meets random men she picks

up from the computer in her spare time.

‘Are you hearing voices, Bella?’

The man I now presume to be my doctor is asking again.

‘No, I am not hearing voices. These are real people.’

I tell him firmly as ‘Bella in the Psychiatric Hospital’.

[ 'am back in this room again, I note, a strange man at the end of my bed. He continues talking

to me but [ cannot hear the words anymore, I am entranced by a girl running past the window.

22



[3]

I cannot hear his words anymore, as I am the girl running past the window, merely
glancing in at the tinted dark world on the other side. Not knowing ‘Bella in the Psychiatric

Hospital’ can see me during her first meeting with her psychiatrist.

I run on as ‘Bella the Girl’, past non-descript buildings with mirrored walls, endless sushi bars,
banks, beauty salons and bargain shops. I feel tainted, as cheap as the trinkets in those shops, as
disposable. Each encounter with a new stranger stains my soul more. Fat, white and obsolete in
this new Asian paradise. If this girl doesn’t work out, go online, buy a new one, a younger,
shinier one and throw that old one out. I become terrified that I will be left with the dregs in

this new world — the murderers, the liars, the broken.

Running to escape the overwhelming noise and colour of the new world, I make the train just
before the door closes. I sit down inside a warm carriage. For a moment I feel safe, I reach into
my bag for a novel, but as I turn I see a woman with eyes like solar eclipses seated beside me.

This woman has a message.

“You will have a little girl. I see her dark eyes. They will try to lock the moon from her.’

I can’t speak.

‘Bella in the Psychiatric Hospital’ watches this version of herself through the frame of her
memory. She replays the facts in third person, a distancing tool that journalism has prepared

her for.

This woman knows she is pregnant. How? She hasn’t told anyone. She suddenly feels sick. She
can’t keep this baby, not now, not with all that has happened. She launches herself from her

seat and moves outside to get air. Standing in the place between two carriages, the hot air of the
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afternoon rushing through her. Unable to move backwards or forwards, ‘Bella the Girl” stands
one leg on each carriage, like a seesaw.

Woman + Abortion =

Woman + Woman =

Woman - Man =

Woman + Man =

Woman + (Man + Woman) =

Woman + Baby =

Woman + Occupation — Baby =

Woman + Baby — Occupation =

Woman + Passion =

Woman — Passion =

Woman —+ Passions =
To be beautiful or faithful? Translations cannot be trusted. The space in-between the meaning
of titles. The Between. The cold, windy space between two carriages. Raw space before the
creation of names, or flags. The challenge of the untranslatable. The provocation of Joan of
Arc’s voices - voices that will not be translated into conventional narrative. The void. Before
the origin of anything. Sense of Snow. Feeling for Snow. Just by way of simple equations, no pure
mathematics here. It is women that meet in this in-between space. The unfaithful beauties. The

real meaning of translation. The shadow of words. This is where I am now.

I, Isabella Luce, repeat after me’, a nurse called Anna is saying, ‘am in a psychiatric hospital.’

‘I would have liked to write a piece on the translations of book titles.’

I am thinking, or am I telling this tough old nurse?
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‘Stop thinking you can make plans for tomorrow.” Anna orders back.

So I must be telling her I think?

But I really would have liked to go to Greenland, to cover that story for the paper about tipping
points. Be like Miss Smilla, make perfect cold white snow poetry, while hunting a killer. But
how can I write about snow domes from the outside? I need to be inside the story, hunting the
killer. And meanwhile the sea levels rise, the ice shields collapse, and I am caught up in middle
class literary fantasies while having a breakdown. Why does everything I experience feel like it
is on mute? Why can’t I get inside that snow dome and feel something? Why do I cither feel

numb, or the flip side of numbness - stabbing ice-cold pain?

[ want to explain to Anna what I mean by the problem of translation, the Chinese Whisper of
error that drives us along from birth, from the very names we are given. The meanings and
titles we give ourselves. I remember a passage from Miss Smilla’s Feeling for Snow about the
origin of names to illustrate my point. A good journalist always finds a source to back up their

main points.

‘In the novel.... | begin to tell nurse Anna:

‘... Smilla's Greenlandic mother had heard the name Millaaraq in West Greenland. The name
reminded Smilla's Danish father of the Danish word mild, and because his daughter had smiled
to him they changed the name to Smillaaraq. The short form of that is Smilla. But you see the
original Greenlandic meaning of the name was apparently related to the word millalaarpoq

which means the humming of an insect.’

I continue on to Anna, who seems totally uninterested in this fact, or the origins of names in

general .
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‘Think about where you are and repeat after me,” she continues.

Grounding me in the geographical moment.

‘I am in a psychiatric hospital.’

‘I am in a psychiatric hospital.’

Art is in the repetition.
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[4]

Al the heat and fear has purged itself,

poems the blonde after ECT.

[ know that they don’t know. Yet they say they know, for it is not conceivable that they cannot
know. If they don’t know, they will conquer it, zap it, drug it, entrap it, isolate it, study it and
then write about it. Throwing words, statistics and case studies at you. Sometimes you need
certainty. Sometimes you need them not to know. Sometimes you watch a snail sleeping on a

green leaf in the sun. Sometimes you squash it between bare toes on a rainy night.

So down,
down,
down a hole to the black condition under the creator. To the skin under my
nails. I sit in front of a wide screen television with a hot chocolate and medication in my hand.
My fish in the foyer downstairs swims serenely. Pain balm. Water, bubbles, repetition. A
simple enclosed world; where your food is served at the same time each day. Medicine at the

first hint of anxiety.

upping the dosage till
Upping and decisions about the outside world

fade away.

An artificial bubbling harmony [ sign myself up for. So this means I meet myself through the
haunted eyes of an intake photo. It is through these eyes I meet other women. See them one
after another in the smoky green edges. But I digress. There must be plot, there must be

conflict and there must be research. Abstraction and form. A theoretical stance. There must be
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references. There must be murder, lust, beauty and climax. Take your medicine cold and
straight. Let nurse Anna lead you back to your bed to see your doctor. This is a tour of duty.

You are safe here. You can close your eyes. You can dream your way out of this place.

‘Bella, you do know where you are?’

Anna the nurse with heavily made up blue eyes and an accent I can’t place is patient with me.

‘I am in a psychiatric hospital.’

We say it together. It is a fact that [ do not deny. I am a journalist. I seek facts.

‘Now Bella, you said to me last time that you are not hearing voices, these are real people.

Who is following you, messaging you?’

It is my doctor again.

‘The Australian Government.’

‘Isee.’

‘No, look, I know how that sounds — *

I didn’t believe it either when I started getting phone calls about the stories I was writing,
emails and letters to the editor, refuting my facts, slandering my ethics. I just thought it was

some nutcase stalker. Maybe I am crazy?

‘So why do you think the government would do this?’

The psychiatrist is sticking with me, or just playing along. Who knows?
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‘They started saying that I was sleeping with people from the detention centre where I was

researching astory. That I was pregnant to one of them.’

‘And were you?’

‘No!”

What is happening to me? I feel nothing, Am I disassociating?

‘Am | having a nervous breakdown or what?’ I demand of him.

‘Well 'm not sure we know what a nervous breakdown actually is.’

The psychiatrist is explaining, in what seemed like slow motion.

‘There are many ideas about it; personally I don’t think they exist. Just literary terminology,

sells books.’

[ seem to be able to have ten conversations and flashbacks to his one sentence. In this abstracted
time I am ‘Bella the Writer” being asked a question on a literary panel. I feel like Achilles, all
dressed up for battle. My men are chanting my name but they are separated from me by the
colour of my armor. Like the yolk without its layer of white flesh. I answer the question with

yellow blood.

‘I wrote that book when I was being stalked by a poet,’

‘Bella the Writer’ begins.

I have told this story before, countless times, countless panels, countless lovers. It has become
the story of creation. My creation story. Born as it was through retaliation in the only way I

knew how — words.
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‘ - everywhere I turned I found his words — newspapers, bottles washed up on the beach,
birdsongs, nests and electricity itself. In the blackouts. I was cornered and floored by his

poems.’

Time abstracts again. I have stopped talking. Thinking my fifteen minutes is up on this literary
panel. There were others on my table with their stories to tell. Their fame to claim. Then I saw
him, clearly. Sitting smiling at me from the back row. Medicated intensity. So he was curious?
Typical, typical male poet. I feel no fear. Anything he could have taken from me he already has.

The slow pace of nature calls. Sanitarium. Repose. Asylum. How many words for respite?

‘Isabella, can you read us something you have been working on?’

The male poet is persistent, challenging me to break from the back of the room with his legs
spread. How dare he call me Isabellal I am suddenly terrified. Is he a plant? Have the
government spoken to him? He would, or course, do anything for money. Male poets are

always, always broke.

Has my doctor finished his sentence yet?

[ try to go back to ICU, but the translucent blonde woman is back in my bed.

I am stuck. Stuck on a literary panel where they expect me to read in front of this monster.
Hell really is murky! How do I make sure my words are being interpreted accurately? Are we

being recorded?

Maybe.

I have started to take out all punctuation, I am writing in code. Do they really want to hear me,

‘Bella the Writer’, read? Or do they want to see my flesh burn? Can they smell how close to
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breakdown I am? Is that why I am suddenly popular? They want to see me in the flesh, before I

burn at the stake?

The silence is too much. I will have to read.

‘Well, there is something I wrote about innocence and our relationship to China, *

[ stumble as the words on my page dance in auras of light. I continue,

‘....though due to the current censorship crisis in this country I have disguised the key players
in a human parable, that of a mother, effectively killing off her child. I think of our leaders in

this country and the way they are selling the ground from under us.’

My writer persona puts on her glasses and reads in her husky, lispy monotone,

so when she swaddles her in herfavourite blanket & puts her to the breastfor afina]feed she

sings sqft]y to her newborn watching china’s bright supremacy out the windows through the rain

she kisses each e)/e]id & every moment qfherface bgfore gent])/ tucking this much loved package

into her little cot on a blue vinyl seat under tbeﬂuorescent lights (y(tbe guard’s carriage and

runs through the shutting doors to the wet p]agform leaving her baby girl on the train.
The eyes of my stalker, rivals, fellow literary panellists, and lovers fade, and I see the
fluorescent glow of the ICU nurses’ station. I am walking to the sounds of my thoughts. I am
running from the baby I have left on the train. NO, NO. I was safe. It was a dream, a piece of

ficto-journalism I had written because we were not supposed to talk openly about the mining

deals we had with China. I had not left my baby on the train. Do I still have my ....?

There is no baby. Bella. There is no baby. Another refrain to memorise.
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[ am pacing to the sounds of the feel-good happy movies they play twenty-four hours a day in
the psychiatric ward. I hear a little girl laughing so I follow the sound, thinking it might be
Luna. Most of the other patients seem half asleep, apart from a tiny black-haired young woman
who is laughing. Not Luna after all. A Japanese doll, sitting cross-legged in the corner, reading
a book. She looks up for a moment, looks right through me, taking in my shape from all angles

before going back to her book, bored. I have been summarised and dismissed.

I keep Walking.

I can tell the nurses are concerned about my lack of response to the sedatives. They are
whispering, observing and note-taking. I am walking the city. I could walk the earth. I could
walk this room for the rest of my life. My body is heavy and sweating, until finally, like a

tossing fish at last smashed out of its misery with a rock, I became an imprint on a white sheet.

Letters on a blank page.

The window frames the last image I see, before tiny black dots merge together into a Yayoi
Kusama painting. Into searing barbed wire coiling itself around my heart, my lungs. I can’t

breathe fuck, I can’t. I am burning from the inside. I can’t,

can’t,

can’t

breathe, can’t......

I wake. Wet and dripping. A torch in my face. A new stranger’s voice, telling me it is ok. She
hands me more tablets. Red, pink, white, red, pink, white. Writing the numbers and dosages

on her chart. [ am just another broken lover on a clipboard to her in the end.
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‘What time is it?” I whisper.

‘11:10pm.’ The stranger says with the facts at her fingertips.

God, I'had only slept for forty-five minutes. This night, this night. How long can one night be?
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[>]

‘Hold me. Hold me.’

I whisper in my head. Picturing Luna’s black bob and brown skin wound around and around
me, her father looking on. There was always something wrong with that picture. Where was

Luna’s mother?

‘Take this book?’

I had encouraged her. I always gave people I loved books. It was a compulsion.

‘I don’t know how to read.’

‘Just look at the pictures till I come back, they are very powerful. Images can tell us many,

many stories.’

[ look into her dark black eyes and feel I am drowning. I imagine her mother staring into those
wide eyes on the way over to Australia, on a boat falling apart in rough seas. I try to imagine
what her mother would have said to reassure her daughter. Would she have prayed with her,

and would that be something I should do, if ever I was lucky enough to....

No. It was too early to say it.

Instead I want to tell her she is beautiful, and that I saw her. I really saw her in a way I had not

seen anyone for years, apart from maybe her father.

‘I wish I could give you a camera to start taking photos. I wish I could take a photo of you to

show you how beautiful you are.’

‘No cameras’, she shrugged, simply.

34



As I left the detention centre my bones sang to the guard through the x-ray scanner,
There is more to her than bones,
than sticks and stones.
She wants to make them heard,
wants to give them words.
Warm, professional hands move me back towards my room.
‘Bella I have re-made your bed, got you some fresh sheets. Were you too hot?’

This nurse says to me, noting the sweat-ridden sheets on the floor.

‘No, I was freezing.” I whisper to the wall, to the pillow, to the 10pm-8am-shift worker who I

will never see again, though she shares the darkest point of my life with me.

She shuts the door.

How did I end up here? Think Bella, think back. I demand of myself.

Who was following you? Think in terms of facts, the story.

You had met up with him on a dating site, but he knew too much about you already. He had
warned you to stay away from Luna. Not to write about their situation. He had said that we
were no longer free to speak about divisive issues in the public media. He had said this while
holding your hips firmly and fucking you. Then holding your breasts, then your neck. You

scream,

yes I said yes I will yes
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He thought he had silenced you through his poetry and sex, but he didn’t get the allusion to
Molly Bloom. You lost respect for him there and then. You looked at him with challenging

eyes. Eyes that said,

‘What kind of a poor excuse for a writer are you?’

You thought he was going to kill you then. He flirted with it didn’t he? Or did you?

FUCK! HOW CAN I STOP MY FUCKING HEAD?

[ yell through all the storylines, to whatever nurse is on duty.

Taking a deep breath I force mysclf to remember somcthing from that night

The sun shines for you.

He had whispered afterwards. So he did get the Ulysses reference.

And again this notion of contentment. In the now. Mindful, mind full.

‘Bella -’

I whisper to myself, trying to stop myself from splintering into second person, into past tense.

‘- try to stay in this room. There is the bed, your books, your suitcase, your cupboard, and

your timetable. Remember where you are. There is only this moment.’

In crisis meditation laughs at you and it is too late. You are outside yourself again, like you were
when you heard the news about the fire and your parents. Obsessively replaying the worst

times of your life in vivid detail, the anti-meditation soundtrack of your head mocking you.
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You had blocked out this encounter with literature, as usual. Trying to appreciate the small
details, the portholes that art provided. You thought you had escaped but then they started
emailing you at work, threatening to send copies of emails you had written to men with your
fantasies. They said they had copies of your every thought, your diaries, your blogs, your notes
of whimsy and pain, the chat sessions you had for the last five years, the legal threats, your tax
evasions from the nineties, your drug history, your medical records, your abortion. Think
Bella, could they really have access to all this? How did they know you had been pregnant? Did

they know whose baby it was?

Breathe. Breathe.

‘Why do you look so white Bella?’

Luna was asking me, her eyes driving the truth out of me. Her lips were pink, and she held
them between her teeth in concern. I want to tell her my secret. She was safe surely? No one
would come asking for information from her? However in forming the words I was useless. I
kept thinking in lines of verse, in curses and spells. In foam. She nods as if she knows what I
mean, and maybe she does. I watch a fire-haired lady move towards us from the dayroom, her

face desperate and pale.

Hark, do you hear the sea?

This woman, who looks like Janet Frame, demands of me. She had come to share nonsense.
Luna keeps her eyes fixed on me as I try to shake this madwoman off, but I can feel myself
running from her, and all the other madwomen around me. I want to get out of there, I don’t
want to see or hear the truth anymore. I don’t want their madness to run onto me. I am
beginning to lose perspective on the story. A story line was always something that grounded

me, but now the fictional characters were blurring into my reality.
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[ run back to my life as ‘Bella the Journalist’ where I am too busy caught up in the newspaper
world to give it much thought. As ‘Bella the Journalist’ I ignore the words and threats. Ignore
the dead birds out the front of the door, the strange blackouts that only affect your apartment,
the poetry serialised in the alternative paper that describes every scar on your body. Just read

more, drink more and talk to more late night strangers online.

‘I am fine. [ am fine,” you chant. Blocking the image of Luna out. Secking decreation through a

created self. Trying to keep everyone in their carefully constructed frames.

‘You ignored Luna when she needed you most!” Your head screams at you.

STOP. Challenge that thought.

You had given her a book after all. She was learning to read. Books can be your friends, can’t

they? Challenge the, challenge the, the, the....

‘Lunal!’

You grab at a book, breathe in its pages, its words. Find the theory. Find the essence, the
symbol, the moment where you can jump out of real time and notice small details. Notice the
calm you feel in bookshops. Celebrate it, like Nabokov celebrates the moist reflection of a
street lamp. The same street lamp you visualise as the children came out of the wardrobe
entering Narnia for the first time. I meet my Minotaur in the snow at night, under a street
lamp, in a snow dome of transfictive memory. We kiss. I swear that is all. And it is snowing.
Snowing Chagall lovers, goats and fiddlers. And the night nurse gives you more medication and

turns on a meditation tape for you to try to listen to in the dark.

Press Play.

38



[6]

I wake. For a second I feel like me, me before I started this whole damn investigation of
detention centres. When I was happily writing my stories, oblivious to Luna or her father.
Drinking after filing, with whoever had knocked off. Then it hits me where I am again, and I
run gasping to the nurses’ station for someone who is in the real world. The ghosts of my
dreams keep willing me back to my little bed. I read too much, I can’t even tell anymore what

is dream, what is real or what is in a book. I don’t trust words anymore. Just what I can hold.

[ left, without another word, without a glance to the strong, quiet man I loved. Could I call him
mine? His hands and lips felt like they were always over my body. The time for fantasy and
reality has long since blended. I am in this romance even without the lover. I am a character in a
book, and books are my blood. I made a promise in blood to Luna but I didn’t keep it. I never

came back.

‘Isabella, you are up again?’

It is Anna, my favourite nurse who calls me Isabella like my mother used to, and I like it. She
looks at me kindly and starts, with prodding, to talk about her marriage break-up. How she felt
she would not be able to go on when her husband left her for a younger woman. How she took
sleeping tablets, anti-depressants, anything she could to get through it. I ask her questions, I am
good at interviewing, I want the story. Even there, close to death, I could hunt the heart out of

a story. There was life after wanting to die. There was not—wanting—to—die after wanting-to-die.

‘Can you try to sleep again Isabella? It is still early, not even midnight. Would you like a

sleeping tablet?’

‘Anything. Anything.’ Ibeg.
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‘You will get through this.’

Why is it a rope of cliches is what I need most? I had spent a lifetime avoiding them and now
they were keeping me afloat. I didn’t want to hear anything original or new, because even the

cliche was slippery to me in this state.

‘Words are so fucking unfaithful!’ I cry into my pillow.

I reach for them anyway. The novel a shape I grab like a raft, to stop me sinking. I am reading
the same line from my Jeanette Winterson book again and again, waiting for the words to form
a sentence, for sentences to form meaning in my chemically- adjusted brain. Waiting and

praying for some miraculous thing like sleep.

Is happiness always a compromise?

Winterson’s protagonist Louise asks.

Is this sleep, or am I reading a book? Is every thought written on my body? I don’t even know
anymore. And who is Louise? Winterson’s real life lover or Julian Barnes’ late wife? Both? Are
writers always after literary muses to devour? Once devoured, then what? Is the muse real or
fictional? In-between? The character of Louise, who may, or may not be real, is wet and sated
after a weekend with her married lover. I seem to be able to understand the meaning of the
words in my sleep only. The words form a sentence now and I can read deeper into the
meaning. A starfish coming out of her cunt. The sea, the sea. In me. The sea and me. Take me

to the sea. To be. Me.

40



[7]

A little brown bird is curled up asleep outside my window ledge. Is it a swallow? What is a
swallow doing on its own in the cold I wonder? I can’t tell if it is asleep or dead, the wind is
ruffling its brown feathers giving the illusion of life. It reminds me of Swallow in The Happy
Prince. I am up high. I have no idea how high up. I don’t remember coming up here, and I have
no intention of going back down again. I watch the bird from the dim light of the nurses’
station, shining into my little room. It gives me something. Not peace. I don’t remember what

peace is. It gives me an image of something called life.
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[8]

[ sit with Luna, stroking the exposed skin between her sock and jeans. I curve my fingers under

her white sock, wanting to be closer to her, to get inside her head.

I wait.

‘Why did Prince not make Swallow to fly to where it be warmer, to be with his friends Bella?’

She is talking about Oscar Wilde’s The Happy Prince.

‘He tried but the swallow would not leave him.’ I answer.

‘So better to stay and die with someone you love than leave them?’

‘I think Swallow loved the Prince so much that he could not leave him alone.’

‘I wanted to go with Mamma, but she made me to stay on the boat. She didn’t love me?’

‘She loved you.’

‘So why the Prince not make Swallow to fly to Egypt? Not loved him?’

‘In the end I don’t think one could live without the other. Swallow could not bare to think of

the Prince suffering, so he hid the fact that he was dying.’

Iam reasoning in dangerous waters.

I do not tell Luna that I feel as cold as that dying swallow did. I have been pushing myself too
hard with work and forgetting to eat again. I am able to see without eyes. I do not tell Luna that
storylines can be parables and that The Happy Prince is creative writing. [ do not tell her to

question the printed word, even the printed words I had given her. I do not tell this wide-eyed
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girl that there is as much danger in fiction as there is in fact, and that in the end no one can tell

where one bleeds into the other. So much I did not tell her.

Luna stays curled in a ball around the book.

‘I have to get going now Luna. | will bring you another book next Tuesday.’

She looks at me with her black eyes and challenges me,

‘They stay together. Even when they tried to throw Swallow on the rubbish and melt the

Prince heart of lead metal what happened?’

‘They couldn’t separate them.’

I say, playing right into her hands, wishing I had never given her the book.

‘The book is symbolic Luna.’

[ fail to elaborate what symbolic means. I am desperate to leave, I can’t stop moving in my state
of severe agitation, all that matters is me. I am always the centre of my own fucking narrative. I
sit with her for a little while longer saying very little. This seven year old girl who has taught
herself another language while she waits to be held by a father who has started starving himself,

in the same country, but a world away.

We are all cold. We are all hungry.

I jump in my car and drive back to the newspaper that preferred I didn’t have eyes or a mouth.
A newspaper that makes sure your heart is leaden before they offer you a contract. I was still
free and I could still write. I ignore the man who looks Vaguely familiar sitting in the main

office. Is he familiar because he works at the paper? Is he someone from a dating site? Both?
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lignore the look on his face when I walk into the room and catch him with his pants down with
a porn site blinking on screen. Images for pleasure, words for pleasure. Images for pain, words
for pain. The tortured face of arousal. The Rapture. He is old news and not in this story, or so
tell myself, as I begin typing up another piece on - The State of The Immigration Department’s

Detention Centres. Until I feel a knife at my throat.

Metaphorical or real? Living on the edge of a storyline was starting to take its toll. ‘Bella the

Journalist” would call in sick tomorrow she decided. First time for everything.
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[9]
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[10]

So imagine this is a book about a young novelist learning to write a novel? All of this is research;
you are undercover. Only problem is, this young novelist can’t write a novel. This journalist
can’t finish a sentence, she has been stripped of her job and her government has shut down her
newspaper. Her freedom of speech laughs at her through weather reports, the one thing they
can’t lie about. All she can do is get distracted by the moments that life throws up to her. She is
in love with character, but lost at sea. Remembering one of the first novels to change her life,
Somerset Maugham’s Of Human Bondage. What was it that affected her so much in this book?
She was sixteen, a virgin, in love with her English teacher, reading Donne’s poetry and
dreaming of Paris. She was ripe for words to break her heart, her heart that had not yet turned

to lead.

So is this novel you are reading completely real, or completely unreal? Is the young novelist
‘Bella the Writer’, or is she a construct of various authorial selves? Or am I, the author, neither
young nor a novelist? And what about you, the reader? What do you want from reading this
book you have dipped into? What was the first novel that changed your life? Do you believe
stories can take you out of yourself? Are they Neverending Stories? It is a stormy night, we
could say a dark and stormy night, if we wanted to add an adjective here or there, give or take,
attach the stormy night to its place in particularity. You, the reader, are curled into bed with
me, the writer. This: the situation. That: the moment of touch. Something passes between us
that can’t be undone. We latch together, like adjectives, for a precise moment in the world.
The frame leaps out at our visual system, stopping the relentless motion for a micro-second,

before blackness eats it up.

Let’s go back a step again. To our right is a young woman, first day in hospital, let’s call her

Fanny, in honour of Maugham who protests:
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This is a novel, not an autobiography, though much in it is autobiographical, more is pure invention.

Poor real or invented Fanny Price did kill herself. Alone, poverty stricken in Paris. Starving. An

artistic failure. She hung herself by a nail in the ceiling.

Just a footnote, just an Icarus.

In a detention centre in Australia a man sews his lips together.
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[11]

‘Aghhhhhh. ..’

I wake to find myself screaming through the thick deep waveless sea of medication and drugs

they have given me to stop from feeling,

‘No, please. I killed her, I gave her that book to read, and I taught her to read, asked her to
dream. Luna, don’t read it! Don’t read anything. Just wait, wait please, we will wake up, this

must be a dream, we must be sleeping.”’

‘Bella, Bella.’

I hear my name through the storyline. The voice is caring, but harsh, I remember a name,

Anna, and I remember I can trust her.

“You need to stick with where we are now. In this moment, in ICU.’

Anna is feeding me the clichés I need while taking my pulse and my blood pressure.

‘You are just avoiding the pain if you do not see where you are now. You are strong, you can
get through this, but you have to face what has happened, not think you can reverse things.
None of us are God, and horrific things happen to everyone. I have seen it believe me. Now let
me change these sheets and your shirt. You are sweating a lot, that is normal when you first

start taking the meds.’

But the pale woman is whispering to me from inside my bed again, telling me that her name is
Lucia. Telling me a story about how she found a man’s hands, stumbling through the folds of
wool in her dress towards her breasts. About how, having cut her breasts off long ago in a fit of

rage, she awaited his revulsion once he discovered this, this lack. Instead, she tells me, his
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hands, when they got to the space where her breasts should have been, spread their rough
coldness over the scar tissue. He sighed with pleasure, and with sympathy at the same time She

was confused, she asks me: ‘Was this love?’

Can she not see I am almost dead myself? That I have never understood love, and was the last

person she should ask. I am a journalist, I gasp.

‘Just give me facts.’

She refuses and whispers the dangerous tongue of poetry to me.
Did you miss me?
Come and kiss me,

Never mind my bruises,

Hug me, kiss me, suck my juices.

Lucia nestles further into me asking and wanting impossible answers, while reciting Christina
Rossetti. I am hugging her and singing softly, or am I hugging Anna and Anna singing softly to

me?

‘You are in the best place now, you are lucky’.

‘But Anna, my hands are not clean.” I cry, as I try to black out the case note I had read on Luna
Solnick’s last days, just before I had left the real world. I will not accept those words. I will

never accept those words. I will keep moving.

Anna soothed me to sleep. All the ghosts of confinement slept with me.
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[12]

[ start shedding my journalist skin in hospital and it feels terrifyingly good. I watch it scrape off
me in the shower. It’s continuous voyeurism unable to not report on its own deconstruction.
The tablets the nurses are feeding me give an imitation of something called sleep. The images in

my head approximate dreams in the shape of poems.

In the shape of mad, bad, sad women.

Wanting deep prose sleep I only get short, disturbing poetry in my dreams, as I think about

Vivien Leigh and ECT.
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[13]

2009. Melbourne heat wave.

A mum and a dad at hand-over,

scared children in the back of the car.

The Time Ball Tower, Williamstown.

He grabs her temples screaming,

You and your mad, mad eyes.

She looks into his eyes and feels unsure

as to who is mad, or to turn the word

the other way: who is dammed?

The ghost of a girl beneath the Westgate Bridge knows the truth.
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[14]

Something was hitting home. ‘Bella the Journalist’ has written this story before. What is
happening? Am I dreaming? Am I writing a story? Do I need to meet a deadline? What date was

the story due on that girl who had been thrown to her death?

It is so hot, is there a fire? Please, call 000.

[ feel myself snap into character as ‘Bella the Journalist’. I am safe as her. I know what to say. I

watch myself above body; hear the dialogue come out of my mouth.

The scene plays out —

‘Now tell me, who was the last one to see the girl move? Is that his photo?’

‘Bella the Journalist” is saying.

She stops breathing. She knew him.

‘Is that the murderer?’

She demands of her photographer, Samson.

She couldn’t file the story. Fuck.

She replays the scene.

She had met up with him out of guﬂt in the end.

‘They tell me [ am a bad man.’

He had said as a way of introduction.

52



‘Who?’

She’d asked while watching him cooking raw meat in the restaurant he had chosen. He
wanted to give her a lift to their date in his car but she’d insisted she meet him on

neutral territory. Looking at him now she was relieved she had.

‘Friends of hers. She told them I’d raped her. Complete crap she was spinning.’ He

muttered.

‘I see.

She didn’t want this story, but he wanted her to have it. Since when were first

dates confessionals?

‘I mean if I wanted to rape someone I would have raped a supermodel not my

fucking ex-wife.’

She finished cooking her meat, nodding in agreement, while running through her head
any information this maniac really knew about her. Her first name, mobile phone

number, and suburb. Too much. But not enough.

‘Well I know I would like to see you again. .. ’

He was saying while looking at her chest. She was aware of being a woman in a way
that only men who could kill could make you aware of it. She felt no different to the
meat he had cooked in front of her. The meat he had asked the waiter for a sharper

knife to cut.

‘I tend to need to think over these things a bit....’
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She stammered putting her coat on and buttoning it up to the neck.

‘Are you cold?” He said with cold eyes.

“Yes.’

‘You sure I can’t give you a lift to the train station?’

‘No. It is just up there. I'm fine.’

‘But I could drive you to a closer station to where you are going?’

‘No. I'have a plan.’

‘Oh no. A woman with a plan.’

He joked with dead eyes.

Yes, she thought, an escape plan.

She deleted her profile. She was going to be quiet now and observe. If there was no

activity from her, no words published, she was safe.

She was momentarily deleted.

‘She’ was ‘I” again.

- end of scene.
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My memory was splintering as | sat in that tiny room with my fingers locked between my
purple-coated toes. I watched these versions of myself merge into and out of the frames of each

other.

[ pick up a book. I disappear into a lightness of being. I disappear into character.
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II

A Lightness of Being
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A novel is a meditation on existence, seen through imaginary characters.

The form is unlimited freedom.

Milan Kundera
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[15]

So we meet here, at this particular point, in between these words, this sentence.

This breath.

If you think you can follow your head, Reader, think again. For we are not in a logical, head
driven narrative, I am asking you, as ‘Bella the Writer’, to step into my head and get under my
skin. To dive into the formless ocean, so we can go somewhere that is not from A to B. I can’t
do that. I don’t care about that anymore. I only want totality. Not the lead up or the point

after. I only want climax. Isn’t that what we all want?

Black Out.

If you are here, at this point, you never will be again. Not as we are now. We only have it like
this, now. It is a moment, a fleeting image, not designed to be anything but what it is. The
words may haunt you again, or they may not. The afterimages may be prolonged in your visual
cortex, or not. The protagonist may get under your skin, or she may not. The book might
mean something to you, or be one of those long forgotten experiences. There will be another

total eclipse, but not at this time, in this place, with these weather conditions, ever again.

Each of us creates our own relationships with the characters in the books that haunt us. I don’t
dream of Kundera, but I do dream of Tereza. She has become a part of me, ‘Bella the Writer’

)

and I want to share her with you.
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[16]

Tereza
Tereza’s name is the Bulgarian, Czech, Romanian and Portuguese form of Teresa.

The name is derived from the Greek verb ‘therizein’, meaning, ‘to harvest’.

Tereza is all fresh strawberry cheeks, thick thighs and tight skirts. A dark bob and naive
personality. Tereza falls in love with the wrong man. Or is he? This man is the doctor, Tomas.
Tomas makes love with all his nurses, between patients. Tomas keeps an artist lover, Sabina.
Sabina is Tereza’s antithesis, all sex and fire and independence. Strong beauty and adventure
versus homely, simple innocence. Tereza is a beautiful child who cries, and holds on too tight.
She cannot play cool, cannot be false, and can do nothing but love Tomas. Tereza wants Tomas
in a standard narrative way, which is, to have a family with him, to love him and be with him
whenever she can. The simple beauty of that devotion is something she can’t tell him, she only

knows she cries if she thinks of not seeing him every day.

We watch Tereza through the lens of the book, or through the filter of Juliette Binoche playing
Tereza in the film version of her. We can only resonate with her devotion to the purity of love

if we are separate from her innocence. There will be a break up. There will be a death.

Tereza is a photographer. She is only comfortable behind the lens. Tereza is a voyeur of direct
sexuality, yet she is a part of it. She can reach and touch you through the lens. And you too,
Reader, are a voyeur, sitting safely behind the pages. You are almost with the characters. With
them, but apart. The lens, like the book, is the third party, a delicate membrane, and there is
always something ‘ungettable’ about the subject through the lens, or the page. We can see
texture and movement but there is always something in-between, untranslatable, leaving you

wanting but also allowing you to be other than you are.

If we put a thin lens between you, Reader, and me, Writer, we can take a character into us,
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into our experience, without tainting it. We see them and experience them like we experience

our dreams.

Behind the camera Tereza is able to imagine herself as invisible. Just as a reader is invisible to

the characters they inhabit through the pages. Or are they? Are we ever invisible?

You, Reader, are not invisible to me. I will not give you that safety net. If I am putting my
words together for you, I have imagined you. I have longed for you to hold me, to discuss ideas
with me, to read these words on my body. I will not make you the silent mass that the
newspaper editor chooses to view you as, the consumer without a voice or the ability to filter
facts from fiction. I can’t write that shit anymore. I expect more of you. I know you, because I
have been you many times. I have been you to the point where I am not sure I know who I am

anymore .

I should have just written the story of a refugee girl and not got involved with the real life,
Luna. I could have then remained an artist, a journalist, a voyeur, a knitter of tales; a writer

who constructs a story, frame by frame.

The film editor who looks deep into the face of the actress playing Tereza, an actress he will not
meet, but in many ways will know better than she knows herself. He will see that special way
she holds her face to the side when she is unsure. He will use the outtakes of when she was
searching for a line for a different moment entirely, in the constructed story of Tereza. We are

all just story.

The same film editor will work with this actress again in another film, a decade later, secing her
framed in his dark room, watching the sadness inside her eyes for hours, and wondering what is
its source. His wife will have made him dinner and he will look with love at her, but it is the

face of Tereza always in his soul. A face that does not exist, as she is only an illusion. A creation
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inside a frame. Do we all just love characters we create? Who do we really lie next to?

An editor works in the world of illusions. It is their job to create a story out of a desert. To
plant life where there are fragments. To cut the actor out of the frame and service the character
only. That is why the editor of the film The Unbearable Lightness of Being will never meet Juliette
Binoche. He remains true to the character. He remains loyal to the purity of the relationship

between reader and character. There is no room for another layer.

There was no room for the real seven-year-old Luna in the Sydney Herald. There was only
room for her character. And after I filed the story of ‘Luna the Character’, ‘Bella the Journalist’
should have just gone and met ‘Samson the Photographer’ and had sex. Or discussed the people
we worked with, while flirting over overpriced Sydney food and wine. To remain true to the
overall vision of the world and its reflection in the media, this is what I should have done, but
that was before the line between character and person blurred for me. That was before the

words on the page became sinking sand and I could no longer keep life between pages of paper.

Sometimes all that it is left is poetry and a longing for a reader to hear your shouts.

61



[17]

How long can the base measurement of time last? And we look at the clock. And we look at the
clock. The second hand moves in weighted motion. A second hand experience, this bed, this

room, this terror. The ghosts of all the souls who haunted this bed, line the walls and sheets.

Our frames of vision are splintering into afterimages and stories that we no longer know to be
true or false. Why do we hold on to one image for the usual one-fifteenth of a second, while
the other image forever marks our soul? And like writers and filmmakers, we are the editors of
our own illusions of continuity, creating a sequence of images and stories that we call life. The
smooth, sometimes rocky motion of life, are just frames sent ten or twelve per second from
our human eye to our brain, and unless it starts to falter, we keep going until the cold end and

even then our images flash on our visual cortex beyond our last breath. Too old for the shelf.

And the sun, that giant orange thing we orbit around in our ephemeral time, is slowing down
so imperceptibly, as are you, with your chemical tears and chemical speed. ‘Bella the

Journalist’ is covering the story of the solar eclipse.

I am going to let you observe her as a character in a book. A character in a book within a book.

Let’s call this book Palinopsia.
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Palinop sia
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Palinopsia (Greek: palin for ‘again’ and opsia for ‘seeing’) is a visual disturbance that causes images to

persist to some extent even dfter their corresponding stimulus has left.

These images are known as afterimages and occur in persons with normal vision. However, a person with
Palinopsia experiences them to a significantly greater degree, to the point where they become difficult or

impossible to ignore, often causing anxiety or depression.
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[18]

So, ‘Bella the Lifestyle Journalist’ is sent anywhere she cannot cause political waves. What can
she say about such a concrete fact as an eclipse? There is a sun, there is a moon and the dates are
fixed for when they align. It is at that precise moment when she turns to her photographer

Samson and sings:

C’mon baby, let’s lay down here and make love.

She was quoting a Cruel Sea song they had played in the car on the way here, always his play list
setting the mood of the job. Men are equipped with the music for the occasion she had learnt.

Leave that part to them, and sing along when it felt right,

Because the moon is full, and the stars are out.

She sung softly into his ear while unbuckling his belt and plunging her cold hand inside his

trousers. Watching the clouds part on cue.

They lay on that old highway, in the sped up twilight, alongside Turkish astronomers and
termite mounds. They grabbed facts and photos from those around them, oblivious to the
importance of the precious minutes of connection. Bella thought of Luna as she saw the moon
take centre stage across Earth’s sun. A haunted, fragile wind descended on the gathered
chasers, something else was with them, connecting them to the past and the future. Venus

winked slowly at them all, she knew, she knew.

A swallow looked down from her branch in the blackened morning.

They had seen the heavens align.
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If the paper wanted to send her on safe assignments, she would make them unsafe. She had
decided that if this structure she worked for was about creating secure narratives, it was her job

to provoke, to poke. She took Samson’s penis in her mouth and closed her eyes.

Journalism 101: Poke and Prod out the Story.

Tasting Samson was comforting, and she even forgot that he had told her she sucked at giving
blow-jobs, while she closed her eyes and went through the facts. What did they want her for?
They blocked her story on the plane hijack, they blocked her story on the timing of the troops
been sent to Afghanistan. They blocked anyone with a personality, and cut their stories into
something unrecognisable and then packaged them safely in a section that no one would read.
The document that was fast losing its currency was the locked off newspaper, and if they were
expanding this form to incorporate other spheres, ‘Bella the Journalist” would lie on the grass,
under the blacked out sunrise and fuck ‘Samson the Photographer’. Fuck it! She pulled Samson
down on top of her, his mouth on hers, and then he was instantly deep inside her, just black

silence above.

The story is not what is printed. The story is in the provocation, the actions inspired by the
event. The before, the after. The layers of unwritten ink that are not seen, but stain our souls
red in the black of night. The invisible imprint of bodies on top of bodies, and the phantoms

they create in between them. That which is outside the frame. The life that can’t be styled.

Bella’s editor will pick up her pen later; knitting is a woman’s job, weaving together moments
and connections. Taking the eye here, so it will not see there. Bella imagines herself editing her
own stories, letting the floodgates fall open on the real stories, before they are sanitised for
consumption. She imagines binding her editor to her chair and gagging her. Silencing the same

woman who always told her, in her annoyingly faux humble way, that she didn’t have any
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original ideas of her own, and that was why she had become an editor. The same woman who
turned a blind eye on corruption and dirty journalism for a story; who asked questions only if
she had to; who had sold her soul for total control. Bella was always suspicious of these people;
the ones that said they didn’t want any accolades but made sure that they were at the centre of
the action; the non-drinkers who claimed the head of the table and sat themselves right next to
the main character. Maybe she was just always suspicious of non-drinkers? She remembered the
Last Supper; more because of the page-turner about the Da-Vinci code that had forever forged
itself into her psyche, than her catholic school education. With twelve people at any table,
someone could not be trusted. If she were to meet twelve men a week off the internet, one
would be a bad seed. If she were to attend every solar eclipse, she would have structure in her
life. Dot the dot towards the creation of a self, the creation of a story that is called life. A life
that was now enclosed within the walls of a book called Palinopsia, and a self she called, ‘Bella in

the Psychiatric Hospital’.

She removed the sweat soaked sheets, made her bed again and hid her head under the bleached
sheets. Within moments she realised she was not alone, someone else was in the bed with her,
wrapping legs around her, choking her in dance, whispering in her ear. There were two pale,

ghostly women now contorting themselves around her in dialogue.

Lucia, the pale woman she had met before was saying:

‘Zelda can you hear me? I am sinking.’

Zelda answered in waves. Waves of words. To herself? To Lucia? Or both of them?

‘Joan of Arc. Witch at the stake. A filly. Bob. Bobbed. Too close for comfort. Too sprawling
on lawns. Too sipping light drinks. Too shooting the breeze. Too literary lover, for my

brother. Can I lock you away and just write letters to you? Can [ find another muse now you
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have exploded, imploded? Can I still publish your diary verbatim in my novel? Drink with me.
Drink with me. Dance with me. Dance with me. Am I drunk or am I dancing?

Scottieeeeeeceeeecee Wheeeeeehhhhh.
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[19]

Without life-blood these characters explode into art, outside the walls of time. Zelda is pacing
your room with you; days upon years she paces, and even when still, she paces. She creates,
inspires, and sets fire. Do you burn out Reader, at half past three, after unbearable lightness of

being sex?

Where are your words sacred? Could Bella have read too much? Is she to blame as much as
Madame Bovary for her fate? Does reading novels send the fragile over the edge? Could Bella’s

flashbacks be a side effect of immersing herself in books as lovers?

Lucia and Zelda dance with us through the clouds of memory and haze of flashback. Ghosts are

only called ghosts because others can’t see them.

‘Why are we always so scared of what we cannot see?’

‘Bella the Journalist’” thought out loud one day, on yet another assignment where she had been

sent by the paper to be ‘the eyes of the world’, to ‘give voice’.

She answers her own question a little later in her life. Like we all do in the end. Or maybe we

just add to the same questions?

It is much more terrifying to have the ghosts in the same frame as you; to have them sit at your

table, haunt your bed at night.

Sex is always a good segue into anything.

Fifty-six minutes and seven seconds of sex, as we segue into the next frame, your mouth

Reader, on my neck.
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[20]

Bella was flying through low dark clouds in a small airplane. She had downed three gin and
tonics and felt ok. Samson, her photographer was asleep beside her. Sleeping through

turbulence.

‘Turbulence is created by the airplane flying through clouds. It’s just part of flying, completely
safe.” Samson had said in between snores, as she tried to use facts to calm her before reaching

for alcohol.

‘So why is it called turbulence?’ She asked to the window. It stared back at her.

Silent.

She pulled out the file on the people she was about to talk to at the detention centre and studied
their faces. Common denominator? Scared eyes. She sketched out a draft structure for her
profile piece, to fill in the air miles. A pen in hand, a drink in the other and she was generally
steady. She looked into the eyes of the photo of the man who had agreed to talk to her. As her

sleeping companion had told her:

‘The eyes tell us everything. Look for the eyes in objects, the eyes in the photo.’

Can the scars of a rough crossing, losing a wife, then being separated from your daughter show
in an admission photo? She started piecing together the details of Salem Solnick’s life. Getting
access to intake photos and documents relating to illegal migrants or refugees is a difficult
process. She had spent months organising this visit, having being channeled from one

department to the other. Waited through transition period, inoculation period.

Period.
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Suddenly Bella felt nauseous. Unable to get out of her seat in the rough, tiny world of the small
plane, she reached for the paper bag, and vomited again and again. This was the third morning
she had felt like this. She pushed the reality of what might be going on with her to the side, her
concentration back to Salem. When in doubt - write. She looked back at the last word she had
written, it terrified her. When did she last have her period? Her mind struggled to remember.
She had been talking at a writer’s festival somewhere, she remembered having to think about
what she was wearing, there had been a light rain, was that in August? Early August..... Surely

she was forgetting something. Think. Think.

It started to rain on the little window beside her. Her tears, she thought. She didn’t want to
remember the last night of that trip. She had thought the fact that it was on the other side of the

world was enough to distance her from such a terrible mistake.

As the plane hit the ground, she put on her sunglasses and let her own eyes moisten. She was
out of the sky; at least she hadn’t died in the air. That was a good start to the day. As Bella
gathered her belongings she remembered a quick sketch of a rose an old lover had left on her

bed with the words,

Baby I miss you already. Stop working so hard and smell this damn rose xxx.

‘What ever happened to him?’

She wondered the Wonderings of all the childless singles who have discarded good people along

the way to pursue a thing called a career.

‘Probably happily married with two beautiful children....” She mumbled under her breath, but

Samson picked it up anyway and prodded her in the ribs.

‘Talking to yourself again, lonely heart.” He joked.

71



She continued to agonise over missed moments for love and happiness while she walked out
into the tiny, makeshift airport, got in the waiting car and allowed Samson to negotiate their
way to the detention centre. She was still nauseous and fragile as they searched her bag and

clothes upon entry.

‘Any chance you might be pregnant?’ Said a large female guard.

‘What?’ Bella jumped.

‘Just because you will be going through an x-ray scan, so it is best if you tell us if there is any

chance you might be.’

‘Why would you need to use an x-ray scan?’ Bella asked.

‘It is a condition of entry; you would have signed the forms before your visit was ok’d.’

‘It seems a bit extreme, that’s all’

‘You would be amazed at what people smuggle in, up their anus, in their stomachs, their teeth,

nostrils, vaginas’

‘Alright, alright. No, no chance I could be pregnant.’

Bella spoke, almost like a mantra. Samson snorted with a smug laugh.

‘What the hell was that for?” Bella demanded.

‘Nothing.’

So they went through, their insides photographed, the unanswered prayers of their hearts the

only things left unviewed.
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They were inside. Inside.

She scanned the faces sitting in the common room. Looking straight into her eyes, no time or
reason to look anywhere else. She saw him. His eyes told her everything: and even though
there were words, there was dialogue, a scene or a chapter, it could not be reported. To write
this on paper was to make it just another refugee story, just another column in a newspaper.
She wanted every reader to look into his eyes as they told her about his wife drowning, his six-
year-old daughter getting ripped away from him, and see directly what was happening to this
man’s heart. What use were her words now? Samson could take a photo of his eyes, but try as
he might, with his photographer’s arrogance; he knew he could not communicate this pain with

his art form either.

As they left the centre that afternoon, too late for the only flight out, they went to their own
motel rooms and closed the door. A year before they would have drank into the early hours to
kill the reality of the story they were covering, maybe kiss, maybe just keep each other warm.

Tonight neither of them felt they deserved the warmth of another body.

Bella sat in the motel room that smelt of disinfected old sex. If she closed her eyes she could
hear the ghosts of the lonely, desperate men and women who had slept in this bed, unable to
rest under the brown and orange weight of the walls. The neon lights showed all the ugliness of
their life, on their souls. She was haunted by Salem’s eyes, as he, without words, begged her to

find his daughter, Luna.

‘Just bring me the fucking moon!’

She scoffed to the battered wives, to the drunken miners who fucked the bi-polar motel
owner’s wife when she was on a manic high, to the infidels, the desperate politicians, and truck

drivers who had slept in the bed before her. But even as she lay down amongst them all, she
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knew that she had no other choice. Every broken, lonely heart that had ever slept in that room

was looking for the moon. She fell into a dream.
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[21]

Bella woke, her hands were shaking, she was holding onto something. A passport. The night
started to flash through her head. She had finished her reading and was listening to others read
their work, lull around in their own personality for as long as they could. Fifty-year-old woman
after fifty-year-old woman, who surrounded themselves by the safety of books at home, had
ventured out for something wild. To meet a living, breathing author. The one who was reading
now had them all hot at the collar, flushing in their menopausal juices. She knew his reputation;
gout ridden egotist, womaniser, player, alcoholic. The Picasso type. The man who just has to

stand there, with his fat stomach hanging out, and women will come running. A poet. A poet.

So why did she go to bed with him that night? There had been the fact of alcohol. There had
been the fact that they were put up in the same hotel, and the same driver took them back from
the opening night party, at the same time. Who was she to go against the narrative arc? She was
lonely but sparkly. She asked him what his new book was called, he had said, in that throaty

poet way -

‘Forlorn.’

‘Ohhhhhhh, I am really into grief’,’

she had drawled.

That had been the extent of it. She invited him into her room for a glass of wine, and had
woken up the next day naked, with the poet’s passport in her hands. But the poet had gone.
Left the festival, his headline events cancelled, his fifty-year old groupies holding their unsigned

copy of his book—forlorn.

She tried to remember the evening, lots of alcohol, a discussion on Virginia Woolf, and I
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suppose you could call it, sex? Pretty average really, his years of drinking meant he was

incapable of getting an erection. Or so she had thought?

Bella awoke again, eight weeks later in a strange smelling motel room, the sound of morning
television coming through the walls. Her mind went into location confirmation mode. It
flashed back to her in images, the images she had seen on Samson’s camera while they were

waiting to be let through into the detention centre.

This town, this place, the hills hoist, the barbwire, the colourbond fences, the landscape of life,

until death.

‘Start taking photos from as soon as we get out of the airport,” she had instructed.

‘I want to get as many photos as possible of this town where they have placed this centre.

Sydneysiders have no bloody idea sometimes.’

Samson had been in his element. The ugly brilliance of the outback town. The shed. The small
business. The dog. The pub. The overweight young mothers and kids. The men in their utes.
The images kept coming at her from the motel bed. His lens had narrowed his focus to only the
art in what he was seeing. If you frame anything the right way you can call it art. This was not

art. This town, this life, this story, was not art.

What had Yoko Ono said? Something like - we are all artists but the best art comes from the
necessity to create for survival, to not dry-up. How long could the necessity to write keep up
with the thoughts in her head? It wasn’t that she would dry up, she thought, she would
explode! Yoko and all of us have no idea, as we sit there, or sit here, have our coffees and make

our artworks, our constructs, our prose sculptures.

‘Bella the Writer’ sits in the bed of the heart of Australia, and it is old, smelly and dead. It has
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no room for art, and no room for the moon.

‘Bella as Yoko’ stretched out naked over the bed, her hair dangled down to the floor, as she
pictured Salem on top of her. She longed to hold him. Maybe it was maternal? To kiss his

scared eyes closed, tell him he was safe, and that she would find his daughter.

The stark white sheets of the hospital bed, where ‘Bella in the Psychiatric Hospital” lay, were
changed daily. Her nighttime visitors still came hourly to her bed. A nurse still checked her
every fifteen minutes for self-harm, but there was talk from the doctor of letting her out of ICU

and into the general ward.

The words on the page formed sentences again.

In a book club somewhere in middle class Sydney a few months earlier, Bella had cursed the
forty-year-old mothers, out for the night with their Pinot Noir and flourless chocolate cake, as
they cried out in suburban rage at the mother who killed herself, leaving her son alive, in
Cormac McCarthy’s The Road. As they finish the evening, suitably smashed, the mothers choose
the next book, they decide on a classic love story after so much pain. They decide on Wuthering
Heights. Then smoke a joint before crawling home to their sexless marriage beds. They will

always have books they think, as their fantasies lie smashed and fat beside them.

And what is the collective noun for all that?
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[22]

Bella’s stomach was thick now, her hips were gone, and her black clothes, that were her
uniform anyway, could still hide a child. She was skinny, no one would notice, except perhaps
the fact that she wasn’t drinking as much. Though she still had moments of wanting to

obliterate everything.

Obliterating the moment. Jackson Pollock, perched within his canvas on the floor, deep in
harmony with the rhythm of paint. There is no centre. The whole painting is the centre. There
is no moment, the whole is the moment. There is no individual, everything is interrelated.
Take today, when the paper had sent ‘Bella the Journalist’ to cover a story about a murder in
Melbourne; a father had thrown his five-year-old daughter off a bridge in peak hour traffic. The
story was going to need interviews with friends and witnesses. She had read her notes on his
history of mental illness, had a quick look at the family court system, and done her research on
the failure of safety fences on bridges. All in heat wave Melbourne, all too close to home. A

story has to be created out of moments that the journalist must bring together.

Bella had rung her brother to see if he wanted to catch up for a drink while she was in
Melbourne, but he was busy. A fellow workaholic, but with children now. She decided to visit

her parents alone.

There was a deep blue haze to the day when she arrived at her parent’s home. Bella
remembered this driveway, that rock, that tree. Or were they memories of photographs of her?

Not the moments themselves?

No photos remained.
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One image in particular impressed her visual cortex, of her, nude in a bouncing crib, red faced
and happy? Each frame of her childhood seemed like a ghost story. Every happy time covered in
the paint of fear and anxiety. The dark memories seemed the only honest ones. She recalled
with horror finding a dead rat in a bucket of water at the place where she now stood. In silence,
she pulled it out by the tail and threw it into the bush, only to find left in the water, ten little
baby mice. Curled into the fetal position like tiny, water soaked, black-eyed beans. She ran,
dry-retching from the terrible scene, and hid in the sandpit with the duck for the rest of the
day. Why would the mother rat give birth in a bucket full of water? It still puzzled her thirty
years later, as she sat there looking at the overgrown garden. Then she shuddered with sudden

realisation — the mother had been trying to keep her babies safe from the heat, and in doing so,

had killed them.

It had been her vision, she had steered her brother towards it.

‘We can’t sell it.” She stated.

The fact was undeniable.

‘This was our home, their home. No amount of money can replace the connection they

wanted us to have to this place, to the Australian bush.’

‘The goddamned Australian bush. ...’

Her brother’s voice faded away in the anger of the non-forgiving.

Their parents had taught them to respect the bush, the beauty of the land and the roughness of
the landscape. Almost rainforest in its dampness, except for one tiny part of the year, and then

it was insatiable in its dryness. In the end they died. They were part of the bush they loved, and
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this house would be a wild garden in their memory. It may have seemed black to view it that

way, but again Bella states for the record:

‘Tam a journalist. I seck facts.’

The intensity of the obsession for detail in the reports of the deaths of mothers with newborns,
bodies found in baths or in cars, drove her further towards numbness. Bella had to make the

story of her parents’ deaths that day, and it was as simple as,

‘My parents have been returned to the bush they loved. They are together. I can visit them in

the garden we have built in their memory.’

Bella had seen enough tragedy, watched fatal errors kill children, innocence smashed again and
again against a sea of newsprint and hungry readers. She wanted to remember love and things
growing, not fire and Black Death. It is a choice, just like it is a choice to read a tabloid paper

over a more respected news journal. She praised high journalism and surrounded herself in

tabloid froth and bubble.

‘Bella the Journalist’ walked around the back of what had been her home to see the old tree that
had withstood the fire. Even the engraved heart with her initials and his, with the date and the
word, Forever was intact. What the hell did forever mean? She thought, furious. How dare he
have engraved that on her tree, like the cuts on the face given by the men to their women in

Naples?

‘He branded me!” She exclaimed. Carved his name on my path to the sky.

Where was he now? She thought, and again a picture of a happily married man with children

flashed into her visual cortex. Forever, was as long as a moment lasted. Till death do us part?
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Anyway what is freedom and what is forever? She was pretty sure freedom was overrated. As

for forever? She was standing in it.

Driving down the mountain she cursed herself for her need to create fiction. She knew, that in
her head and heart, she hadn’t let them go, they were still living down in Victoria, up that little
mountain road, on that windy street. There would be no peace without that myth. She was a

self, created out of myths.

A kangaroo leapt out from the side of the road. She slowed and stared into its clear eyes.
Another survivor of this Australian bush, she thought, and of the kangaroo meat she had eaten
last night. She realised everything was based on mythology now, and a deep complicit hiding
from the harshness of Australian truth. I killed and ate that kangaroo’s brother. My parents
burnt to a painful death in terror, and we lock up innocent children in detention centres and
turn a blind eye. The road kill she passed further down the mountain was the real truth —

rotten, maggot ridden, forgotten and dead, dead, dead.
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At some party, some night, a weekday, Bella was drinking white wine between vodkas. It was a
field of couples she was used to. The opinions were flowing fast and the meal was cooking
slowly. She had no babies. She thought of this fact, as she would see a sentence on a page in
black and white, while she watched other people’s children run around and around the

rectangle suburban backyard. Making noise and breaking things. How did she miss out on this?

The rain was falling lightly, but she stayed outside and lay down on the trampoline with her
glass, tasting the drops as they fell on her face. Smelling the dry earth released from its thirst.
Looking up into the stars, she imagined herself floating in space, a lone star, with all the other
stars representing families in their houses. Their lights shining out at those like her, alone in the
cold black of infinity. Countless stars, countless families, happy or sad, but forever separate
from the space they floated in. This floating world of warm safety. Someone’s child climbed on
top of her on the trampoline and started bouncing her towards the night sky. Children don’t
understand the demarcation of worlds and property, their love is as infinite as space. They are

intrinsically communal and nomadic. What does that tell us, Bella mused?

It was at this point she caught sight of Stuart, her date for the evening, sidling up to the
trampoline with his glass and a fresh bottle of wine. She had avoided him all night. She always
hated bringing someone with her to social functions, they either spoke too much, or not
enough, and either way was awkward. She could see all her friends assessing their likelihood as
a couple. He would be treated with reverence, while being silently picked apart. She realised
her friends couldn’t imagine her with a partner any more than she could. Could they imagine
her with a child though? These monogamous havens that her friends lived within, always with
two sets of eyes and ears to advise? Even if you wanted one opinion, you got two. No wonder

she had taken up the anonymous cold relationships the internet could provide. They were not
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stars. They would not burn up. There was an endless supply of narratives to create online

without even having to leave the comfort of the written word.

Stuart lay down next to her on the trampoline, looked up at the sky, and started talking about
brain chemistry, and how the very act of conversation could make a permanent change on us at
a cellular level. That he realised women had known this intrinsically and yet men were only just
starting to find out the importance of talking. He went on and on, leaving Bella unsure if he had
ever doubted the importance of his own voice, let alone talking per se. Watching for falling
stars, and then feeling guilty about her alcohol soaked baby, she asked him where testosterone
levels fitted into all this talking. Where did marriage fit into online dating? And how much of a
narrative was he after anyway, or did he just want to fuck her? Her tolerance for smart
conversation was at an all-time low since meeting Salem. She could find out what she wanted
about someone without ever having been in the same room as them. If she wanted to know
more than that it had nothing to do with what came out of their mouths, it was how she felt
lying next to them. She did not feel good next to Stuart. He was good for online chat, very
good, but this moment, this night, this star gazing precious quiet time, was not something she

wanted to share with him. She needed to get out.

‘’'m sorry Stuart, I should have told you. I'm pregnant. I feel really sick and have to go home

now or I am pretty sure | will vomit.’

She jumped off the trampoline, bouncing Stuart’s body to the stars as he grabbed for the bottle
and spilt his wine all over himself. She ran out of the party, leaving the company of her friends
who married early, before relationship pornography was readily available. Before love was

disposable, consumable and could be bought online. She ran into cold, starless, vast loneliness.
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Bella had lost her brother in the pool. Her parents were deep in conversation with another set
of adults, and the sounds of laughter and the cries of Marco Polo from the kids in the water, was
almost deafening. She had been playing with the older boys and girls, jumping and slipping over
the edges then hiding under the water, and now she had lost track of him. She seemed to
remember someone tugging her legs not that long ago, she thought that must have been Eric
under the water, trying to let her know that he was hiding. He hadn’t played Marco Polo before,
and everything he did, he did with total dedication. So if, as she had explained, the rules of the
game were to hide under water, he would have interpreted this to mean - stay under water
until it was clear to come out. She hadn’t qualified her instructions by reminding him that he
had to come up to breathe of course. Eric looked up to her and did everything she said. She

started to panic.

Eleven-year-old Bella did not understand that the body had its own will to live, and this will for
self-preservation would have overridden Eric’s desire to please her. His body would have taken
him to the top of the pool for air, no matter how much he wanted to stay hiding or do what his
older sister said. She dived under water, searching frantically for her little brother, around the
floating devices, legs and pool cleaner. She was crying and lonely for him in this world of
Sydney poolside kids. She wanted to play just with him in the bush like they always did, making
up stories and then swimming in the waterholes near their house. She did not understand this
water-saturated city, where people built swimming pools around the corner from beaches, and
sprinklers sprayed endlessly over green mowed grass. In her town they couldn’t water their
plants or have baths because of the drought. She pushed past tanned girls bodies in Ken Done
bikinis, and bronzed boys in fluorescent flowered board shorts, searching for Eric’s pale

scrawny legs in his old grey school trunks. She suddenly realised how much she loved those pale
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scrawny legs and how much bigger the world was than the small Victorian town she came from,

when she felt a solid weight smash down on her back and then,

blackness.

She was all of a sudden lightheaded and very tired, she forgot about Eric now as she watched
the party from above the pool. Watched her own body curled around the Kreepy-Krawly pool
cleaner in the far corner. The other kids jumping and laughing around her. Beautiful,
privileged, oblivious. She watched her parents deep in conversation with these strange over-
blonded women and oversized men, and then she saw Eric lying beside the dog kennel, patting

the white poodle and talking animatedly away to it.

She watched this world and her own body for a long time, until she heard a scream from
someone that sounded like her mother, like her mother was underwater screaming her name.
All she could feel was the coldness of that sound. It ached into her bones and muscles. It ate

into blackness.

She loved to swim like a dolphin, dive out into the freshwater reservoir and swim to the other
side where her brother couldn’t reach. She played this game where she was the last survivor of
a shipwreck, washed up on a deserted island in the middle of nowhere. She built a house of
sticks and set up wood for a fire, she lay down and closed her eyes till the sun had toasted all
her skin, then she finally called out to Eric that she was coming home and to get ready to count

how many seconds it took her to swim to him.

1, 2, 3, 5...... 29, 40, 41, 42....49, 30.... and so it was never accurate, but it got her
powering through the water leaving the eels, sharks and giant octopuses for dead in that

freshwater pool of dreams.
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Who was counting now though? It wasn’t Eric. Different voices, fast, reliable counting.

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21

Then she could feel hands pumping on her chest, fingers in her throat, pressure on her jaw.

She lost track of the counting as now she was tumbling around and around in the curve of the
sand and a wave. Banging her knees on her forchead, her swimmers tied in knots, and full of
sand, as she resurfaced just in time to be pounded by another wave, then another. She laughed
cach time she got up again to see a bigger wave than the last, but the laughter was just to hide
the fear until she could get to shore. She wasn’t used to Sydney’s beaches, she liked her quiet,
calm reservoir and wanted to go home as soon as she could, away from the cousins and their
surfboards and surf clothes. She wanted to disappear into a place where what you wore didn’t

matter, where what you dreamt in your heart was the most important thing.

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21

She heard the counting again coming through the pain in her chest, then she lost track of the
numbers and she was back on a beach waving to her father and mother as they were pulled
further and further out to sea. She was too embarrassed to call for help as she watched them
struggle and get weaker and more desperate as they fought the rip they were caught in. Finally
two boys with surfboards had appeared from the half-light looking like Greek gods and took
matters into their own hands. Paddling out to her drowning parents, they put them over their
boards and took them to shore. Too exhausted to be angry with her, her parents hugged her
again and again, but that night, and every night for a month, she would have nightmares of

waving back to her parents as they drowned. She stood on the beach while everyone else she
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knew went in the water to try to save them, each person getting stuck in the rip until it was just

Bella on the beach, waving to the whole world getting sucked out and under the sea.

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21

Then Bella felt someone alongside her, and words gushing into her with the force of the sea.
Peace melted through the pain in her chest, and she was floating through silence, and words the

colour of water.

‘Isabella! Isabella baby, baby.’

She heard her mother calling her name. She watched from above herself as her mother held her
in her worn blue and white, stripes and star bathers. Rocking her like a little baby. She could
taste her mother’s tears, salty sweet on her tongue, and she was looking into her mother’s
beautiful brown eyes. Then she felt suddenly cold to the bone and started to shake and cry
uncontrollably as people piled blankets and towels on top of her while they waited for an
ambulance to take her to hospital. Water bubbling out of her mouth, like a fish with round

scared eyes. She stared up at a little swallow ﬂying slowly above her.

‘They just need to observe her for a while to make sure she doesn’t have any water on the lungs

I think Mrs. Luce.’” One of her cousin’s mates Jase was saying.

Jase was the hero of the moment, a newly trained lifeguard at Manly Beach, and he had saved
her. Right place at the right time was how he saw it. First time he had stuck his tongue down
anyone’s throat since he did the Bronze Medallion exam on a dummy. Bella’s parents bought
him a car for his eighteenth birthday the next year. He never looked back, couldn’t stop kissing
the girls by then. He had the taste for it. The taste of life was ripe on him. The surfer girls were

addicted and got them to save him again and again.
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[26]

‘You’ve changed my story.” Bella was furious as she confronted her editor.

‘You take me off politics and then give me the soft, soppy, family gigs and expect me to not
investigate the whole story. How can you remove the death of his wife and the fact that his

daughter is in a separate detention centre!’

‘Look, Bella, the thrust of the story is still in there, you talk about the difficulties of the

refugee, their struggle with leaving their family behind.’

‘He didn’t leave his family, his wife was possibly thrown into the water to drown, and his six

year old daughter was sent to the other side of the country and put in a PRISON!

‘Look Bella, I feel the same way as you about it, but the Board is not going to allow the story to
go ahead with those angles. There are bigger stories and the readership is not interested in

refugees. They don’t want to know’.

‘I’ll take the story to another paper then.’

She left the offices into the hot air of the real world. Ran across to the pub and rang her friend
in radio, then another friend in television. She had a quick few drinks then took her laptop to
the library and sat there watching a fluorescent light flicker again and again in the aisle, strobe

lighting the books.

She emailed everyone she knew about Salem and Luna’s story and waited for the reaction.

Then she received her first reply.

Are you sleeping with him?
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She didn’t recognise the email address. What kind of a sick joke was that?

She emailed back.

Who is this?

No response.

Unable to go back to work, she wrote Salem a poem, her first poem in twenty years. She was
no Anne Sexton or Sylvia Plath, but she liked her men, and she liked her drink. And when the
two got to her at once, she was moved to write. The firm self she had structured with
journalism and facts was starting to fracture. She was dreaming poetry again and channeling e e
cummings, and she hated herself for it. Why were dead art forms the only ones that kept her

alive?

He was getting to her.
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and i’'m not going to tell you

how every letter i write wants to be to you
but i do

and i don’t want to tell you what i feel

(as i am sick of feelings)

only how the wood smells like paint as it burns
and i don’t want to tell you what i dream

(as dreams bore me lately too)

only how the water tastes like lime from the tap
and i don’t want to give you any more words
(as you can’t want what you have yet to hold)
but here they are

so on your cool waters

i will meet you

for i trade in ordinary men for fantastic ones

91



[28]

‘Bella! Bella, it’s me, Anna. Wake up.’

She felt herself falling deeper into the sea. Water dripping off her body.

Anna Karenina was calling to her.

No! It wasn’t Anna Karenina, it was the nurse, Anna. She was in a psychiatric hospital, Luna
was dead, characters were coming out of their books at her and she had very little energy left to
distinguish between those who were real or those who were in between pages. She didn’t want
to live with the truth anymore, she wanted to block out Luna and just read her story in the
paper in the third person. She closed her eyes again and felt the hard sheets of ice drowning her,
pushing her deeper away from the pain and the light. No, she could still help Luna. The facts
can lie. She of all people knew that, the government was just trying to stop her from speaking
out. The words are not real. Something smashed the beautiful pale blue squares in front of her

vision and she realised it was her own hand that was now grasping Anna’s blue uniform.

‘I'have to find Luna. I have to talk to her.” She heard herself say.

‘Bella, you need to get well yourself first, you can’t help anyone until you are well.’

Enough of the popular psychology, she was drowning in that too. Is that the flip side of alcohol

and hard work?

She could feel the eyes of the other patients on her now, her visions, or ‘disassociations’ as her
doctor called them, were becoming less frequent, her characters were staying in their pages.

This was real, Luna was in trouble and she needed to find her.

‘Please Anna, can [ use your computer?’
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‘Patients are not allowed to use the computers, ok Bella?’

‘Can you search for me then if I give you the details? Ring and see if she is all right?’

Anna walked away with Luna’s name and the details of the detention centre where she lived.
Her eyes were sad as she scrunched the paper up, and put in her pocket. Humoring patients

was at least half of her job.

Bella closed her eyes and lay down on the bed. She remembered the first time she saw Luna.
She’d searched through every record of every child that had been brought into the country by
boat. She felt like she was reading the OId Testament; of lost babies murdered by Herod. She
wanted to send a satire into the paper about this fearful, barbarian infanticide that was going on,
but instead she sought out the happy story, the story of a real growing, beautiful girl who relied
on her and looked up to her. A girl who needed a mother. She thought she would choose life

over words.

Again, this headache of breakdown. She thought about Salem and how thrown she had been
after that first meeting. She had been used to grabbing some stranger for comfort, drinking
with them, and then kicking them out the next morning, so she could make her story deadline.

But she couldn’t let go of Salem.

She started writing him letters and poems, holding his responses close to her. Waiting for them
was like waiting for a fix, and she couldn’t bear to think of living without them. He wrote to
her about his life as a fisherman on the Gaza Sea, about his wife, and her dream of being a
writer. He told her how he had been shot on his boat in Basra for fishing outside the Gaza
shoreline, where Palestinian fishermen were forbidden to fish, and how in the hospital he had
met his wife, who was training to be a nurse. They were not able to speak to each other alone

for months while they were getting to know each other. Her honour was something that he was
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very nervous about protecting, as he had seen what had happened to her aunt. The whole town
knew about that. Instead they would write letters to each other and this is how he saw her real
skill in storytelling, and started to understand what sort of a life he would have if he asked her

to marry him.

Salem’s wife haunted Bella, it seemed she was calling to her, through Salem, to find her
daughter. There was something stronger than the man she saw in front of her that day in that
small town. Salem was haunted by his wife too, as he had been since he first met her. Bella
realised that Salem was the vessel for her freedom, just as the boat over had been for that small
family. His letters were taking her towards feeling something again. It was not the words on the
pages that affected her, but what was in-between and under the words. It was all that
surrounded the marks. It was the untranslatable that stole her heart and made her cry and want

again .
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Trying to get past endless circumnavigating whirlpools of voices to reach a real person who
worked at the detention centre was a government strategy. They count on you giving up. You
could waste a day trying to find a real person, and then that real person seems to be paid to
hang up on you. Bella was sedated now. She could listen to the loop of recorded voices all day,
but the hospital needed the phone line. She needed to reach Luna. She closed her eyes and tried
to talk to her through the mutiny of sound. Now and then the voice recording would stop, and

she would wait for a real person on the other end.

‘Hello?’

More silence, then it would start again. The chain of noise, the advertising, the interior
monologue of salesmanship. A world made for confident extroverts who knew the system.

Finally she got through to a human being, she asked if she could speak to Luna Solnick.

‘There is no one called Luna Solnick here’, a cold voice answered back.

She felt the pain tighten in her chest. Of course there was no Luna Solnick there.

‘Are you hearing voices Bella?’

Her doctor had asked her.

‘No!’

There are voices all over this country. I pick up a phone, voices. I sit on a train, voices. I sit in

front of my desk, voices.

So Isabella Luce can you stateyourfu]] namefor the court?
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Can _you recount your current medications?

Objection

Can you state your relationship with the alleged refugee Salem Solnick?

Why did you make contact with Luna Solnick?

At what stage did you enter into a romantic relationship with her father?

Objection

Why were you asked to step down in your role as Political Editor of the newspaper you worked for?

How much alcohol do you drink each day Ms Luce?

Objection

I believe both your parents died in a bushfire Ms Luce, the psychiatrist we asked you to talk to,

outlined this has, in his opinion, left you with an attachment disorder?

Are you aware of the potential side effects of mixing alcohol and the medication you are on Ms Luce?

Objection.

Are you currently in a stable relationship Ms Luce?

Objection. Irrelevant

What sort of stable environment would you be able to provide for the child, Luna Solnick, Ms Luce?

Then a solid, loud voice slammed down the verdict.

‘I don’t believe a word this young woman says. Her lifestyle and work practices do not provide

the best environment for a young girl from a very conservative background who has undergone
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extreme trauma and loss. The child, Luna Solnick, will be placed in state care until her father’s
case is heard, and there is a decision on whether they return to Iraq or stay in Australia. I
recommend Isabella Luce take an extended break from her place of work in order to address
her issues with substances and relationships, so that her opinions are not bled into the wider

community when she is clearly in such a vulnerable state.’

Bella watched the hidden smiles, the furious pens, the recording devices shut down, as the

reporters ran off to file in their story.

‘The papers are dead anyway’, she spat under her breath, ‘soon they will be able to get inside

your head to microchip a story. You will all be out of work, you bastards.’

She wanted to scratch the eyes out of that conservative, pompous judge who thought he could

judge her lifestyle. Wasn’t she the fucking Lifestyle Editor?

That same judge would later be caught out for possessing child internet pornography. His
hotshot lawyer would appeal the charges, of course, and try to argue for the artistic merit of the
images - the photographer in question was an artist friend etc, etc. - in the end money is the law
in this town. It is a game, which the rich and savvy can win with the right publicists. The
Sydney Herald’s pin-up boys and girls are drug dealers, models and murderers, but they look
good and go out to the right venues. They own the venues. They own the media. Nothing in

Sydney is too shallow and nobody is too rich.

The judge was exonerated but the slime stuck like glue. But right now, handing down his
verdict on Isabella, he was oblivious of his future. Over his morning tea of Milk Arrowroot
biscuits and cappuccino he flicked over the stories of children in detention to decide what film

he would see that evening in his favourite art house cinema.
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Bella have)/ou spoken to Mum & Dad? I can’t get through to them?

Eric’s voice, message after message.

They are missing, Bella. No one knows where they are?

Bella can you call me at Jamie’s - 544 3121

Bella can you call me, we can’t get in to see the house but it is not looking good.

Bella I need you, please can you come down here?

Bella answer the phone for fuck sake?

She was working three jobs, saving money to go overseas, serving coffees; reheating focaccia,
or whipping cream for an iced coffee. What the fuck was she doing while they were burning? It
would torment her for years. Was she making iced coffee or scalding herself on the coffee

machine? She longed for the latter.

Bella what is the name (fthe cqfé)/ou work in?

Bella this is your Aunt Josephine. .....

Just hope everything is ok with you all, have not been able to get through to your mother?

Bella, Trudi hereﬂom Beat Magazine, you were supposed to come in at three, to the Qﬁqce, to

interview Sandra Bernhardt, she is pretty pissed now, so hope everything is ok with you, have heard

about the fires. ... ..

She wiped the messages by holding the red button down. Gone. Panic, fear, hope, uncertainty,

trust, and excitement. All gone.
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A few years later in India, as Bella propped her boyfriend up with pillows in the bath, unable to
move his legs or arms, paralysed from some cocktail of mosquito born flu and heavy drugs, she
started to think about her mum and dad. She pictured them crouched together in the bathtub
she had played in since she was a baby, cold water slowly bubbling in the heat of the fire, their
bodies locked together in terror. She remembered then, in that long night in India holding her
lover’s hands by the bath. She had been making iced coffees that shift. She couldn’t even claim

to be a stigmatic.
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‘Bella you are doing very well and we are moving you out of ICU today.’

She froze.

‘Can’t I stay here a little while longer?’

The response was negative.

She felt every imprint on the walls of this room and she could not bear to leave them. She had
no fight though; it wasn’t like complaining to the paper about the substandard motel they had
put her up in, the hospital was six thousand dollars a week and beds were scarce. She gathered
her things and moved in slow motion into the wider ward. A larger home for the terrified. Her
ghostly bedmates watched her leave, another agonising separation for the coiled lovers. Lucia
stayed in the corner for days, heartbroken against the floor. Zelda numbed herself with parties,
literary incarnations, constant mobility, unadulterated gaiety and sweating life. She threw off

her black lace panties as a gift to her departing friend, saying: “What are words!’

Bella’s books and clothes now took up residence in a small box in her shared room. She pulled
the curtains around her bed and sat there for four hours in silence. Is this my dust jacket? Bella
thought. Am I the words inside these curtains? The curtains were pale pink; she stared at them
until she could make out the slow rise of cigarette smoke staining them. They made her feel
like a blonde. She wanted to go out and buy peroxide. It was the first thing she had wanted in
months, and it felt so intensely useless. She was putting on weight, she looked like a human
being again, her ribs were not so pronounced, and the cold had eased. She was no longer

terrified to look at herself in the shower.

Cleopatra was so bloody strong, Bella mused, putting that asp to her breast. Or was it just the
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ancient equivalent of taking too many prescription tablets? The women in her ward were
cutting, overdosing, smoking, eating and shocking themselves; as they lay around watching
television until the med line would signify the end of the day. The ceremonial coming together
of patients and staff. The communion. Outside of ICU they made you line up for your meds.

Bella was just one of many, many, many sad, bad, women.

‘Bella, you can have visitors here between 3pm and 6pm and we ask you to limit it to family

members.’

‘Well that is easy. There is one and he is in Melbourne.’

Her parents were dead. Her brother, who she had put down as her next of kin, did not know
what to say to her. He rang each day, and she said less and less. Her friends were terrified about
what might happen to them by their association with her. They made themselves scarce. They
all worked for the paper, the radio, or the government. Her world of free thinkers was a
desperate joke she realised as she turned to meet her tough, new nurse who gave nothing away
through her streaked blonde yoga body and tight smile. Bella forgave her the front, she would
put up a wall to this world too if she was in her line of work. She herself had put up a wall of
alcohol and drugs to survive working as a journalist, and the work itself was just another wall
on top of that. All she could see were her walls falling down around her. The walls of her
childhood home burnt to the ground and her hands black with ash that she never wanted to
wipe off. She was covered in dust. Her mother and father’s bodies were dust. Burnt energy,
holding hands. And then what? Then where? She remembered a moment as a child in the streets

of Melbourne clutching her mother’s hand and asking:

‘But Mum where was I before I was in your tummy?’

Again Bella closed her eyes, swimming in Dick Divers, childhood memories and tender black
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nights. Again Bella swallowed the pink and white tablets and waited for a moment of peace, but
each time she caught a glimpse of a little girl with a dark bob she ran in desperation, following a
hand, an ankle, or a smile. Outside her window the moon wanes. Bella remembers a children’s
book she read, Moon Man, about the man in the moon who came down to earth. Humans had
tried to lock him up because he was different, but when the moon waned he escaped by sliding
out of his ankle chains and through the bars in his prison cell. There was hope. They can’t lock
up the moon? Suddenly Bella thinks she has solved it, the real reason why the government was
locking up young children. She wanted get Moon Man to Luna right away. The Happy Prince was
too sad, what the hell was she thinking giving her that to read? Words are dangerous if people
want to interpret them literally. Her favourite stories and her sadness were not necessary to
give a girl who had seen more pain and loss than she could ever imagine. Luna didn’t choose to
be locked up, but Bella did. All her stories, all her role models, all her climbing lovers and jobs

were for what?

She stared at the letters tattooed on the back of this blonde nurse’s neck: LUKE. She liked the
letters L and K in that old style lettering. She suddenly felt happy to see that the nurse had
sealed her love in ink and was proudly showing it while changing her sheets and writing up her

notes.

‘I like your tattoo.” Bella complimented the nurse.

“Thanks, it is not literal, it is kind of a code’

‘I write in code too,” Bella replied, wondering what could possibly be coded in the word Luke.
Maybe she loved Mathew or Mark or John? Suddenly she was furious at the ignorance of
everyone. Those you love, die. They burn, they drown. The skin falls off you, it bubbles and

melts, it gets nibbled by fish, washed away by salt, soaked and bloated. Some fucking code
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cracking forensic scientist will find out what the letters LUKE mean on your dead body—if you
are lucky. And you are lucky Bella, as you contemplate dying your hair blonde and check out
other women’s tattoos, while a little refugee girl is locked away for no reason except ignorance

and fear.

Bella remembers the colour of the sun she had tried to describe in a poem in early high school.
Her English teacher accused her of copying it from someone, or getting a grown up to help her.
It was only many years later that she worked out this was a compliment. At the time she had
thought she was in trouble again, just for being who she was. A different teacher in a different

school graffittied her best work in red pen declaring,

This is not a poem!

So, Bella thought in her soft pink world of hard black.

This is not a prison!

The sun will meet the moon; each is on their respective path, irrespective of us.
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Driving every Tuesday to visit Luna was the easy part. The hopelessness she felt on the way
home was harder. At night she would switch on the computer and take herself into a mindless
world of destructive, lonely chat sessions with people, if people is what they were. She consoled
herself by living in a space in between the tangible flesh of a real relationship. She stopped
writing to Salem. She hunted for the bad men, the ones that reinforced her loneliness. It was

another type of bloodletting, her thirst for despots.

What is it about the despot? They live outside others’ restraints. Their appetites for sex and
food are encouraged and admired. If this man wants a woman, we will find him one. We will
package up a blonde, troubled sex symbol in Chanel and glass beads, and bring her to him to
devour. Make her high, make her low, make her sing Happy Birthday and run naked in front of

the beach. Feed her wine. Feed her to the sharks.

The despot craves beauty in order to crush it. The despot is the man you want because he won’t
try to please you, or spoil you in an insipid, clinging way. The despot will try to crush you with
his power and strength, and it is that masculine force that you want in a world of female
equality. There is always the desire to be overwhelmed by a powerful personality. Is it

biological?

Safe choices are for fools, and only fools are satisfied. That is the reason Bella went into his
hotel room and spent the night with him. Her erstwhile boyfriend left cloying messages through
his marijuana stupor of love and mothering care. Her despot held her by the neck and fucked
her, came inside her, then threw her away like meat. Yes they were related to bonobos, but
they were equally related to chimpanzees. And for every woman run collective Bella still valued

the silverback, the honeybee. The queen. What hope was there?
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Tonight she saw that the sweet side of her was always a myth. The sugar needed the lemon to

taste right. The breath in requires the breath out.
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[33]

Waiting at that desolate in between space of Wolli Creek Train Station in Sydney, Bella told
Samson she had written the story about the eclipse before they had left to cover the event. He
was furious and accused her of trying to mastermind an art-imitating-life experience, with him

as one of the key players.

‘You can’t write about something before it happens. That’s not journalism Bella. That is
fucking creative writing! That is like me taking photos of other eclipses before this one and
submitting them as the eclipse that we just witnessed. It is fucked and it is lying to the public

and to me.’

Bella sat there unsure of herself for a moment, she had not wanted to implicate Samson, she
was sick of everyone around her ending up getting hurt. She didn’t have a whole lot of friends

left. Yet her pride stopped her apologising as she began her spiel on truth and censorship;

‘The public are lied to all the time, Samson, they don’t give a fuck. They don’t want the truth.
They want softly packaged lifestyle stories. They want things to be romantic, not real. They

want stories to have a beginning, a middle and an end.’

‘You used me Bella. I am the only person who thinks you are still worth keeping at the paper
and you set me up. You can’t just have me as the romantic subplot in your story. I am real, this

world is fucking real too, and like it or not the paper is paying you to write about reality.’

They both stared at the train pulling into the platform. It was raining and cold after tropical
Queensland but neither of them minded the change in temperature. Bella shuddered as she felt

eyes on her from everywhere; she leaned in to Samson and whispered;

‘You and I both know that this paper is paid by others to write about anything but reality. You
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know that I am being silenced and stalked; yet you hide behind that lens of yours and don’t
allow yourself to really comprehend what that means. I have been doing that too, I have been
fucking hiding behind this role of journalist, it is an easy, safe place to position yourself while
you watch people torture others, starve, fry and betray for profit. I can’t do it anymore. If they
want to keep paying me to write about bullshit, I will serve them fucking bullshit. If that is

what the country wants to read, so be it.’

Samson looked at her and his eyes looked past the anger and words, deep into the water of her
irises as they shined with rain and sadness. He saw her heart, exposed and frightened. He
wanted to pick up his camera and capture it, but he resisted the urge. Instead he kissed the pain

from her eyes, held her close, and wished her luck.
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[34]

Bella curved herself around a book, as she had always done, to feel safe. The words on the page
and the smell of the paper held her tight. She had sat around scenes of darkness and sexual rage
before, behind the book. She had watched for the moonlight that night when she first met
Salem, nearly a year ago now. She looked out at the walls of the detention centre and hungered

for what it was hiding.

She lunged back into the pages of Wide Sargasso Sea, totally removed from the cheap motel room
and small town Australia she was bunkered up in. Like Madam Bovary, she was dangerously
drunk on the pages of fiction. She had felt herself read passages and then take them into her
body, and before she knew it she was acting out of desire. She heard Samson in the motel room
next door, moving around. She was thirsty for something, for someone who had not had
unfathomable trauma like Salem or Luna. She wanted someone to block out this feeling of love
that threatened her carefully controlled world. She closed her eyes, drank vodka to quench the
fever and fell asleep. She could not open up that chapter again. She had begged him to come
and take these photos for her. Samson was the last one on her side at the paper and besides that,

he had a new girlfriend.

The fever sent her from one side of the bed to the darkness of the night sea. She heard screams
and felt seaweed twisting around her. Through it all there was a girl whispering to her,
whispering that she wanted to show her something, whispering to her that she knew where the
true story was. She passed figures of women, mermaids, figureheads and scenes out of books
that had remained frozen in time under the sea. Shipwrecked stories and submerged fictions

that smiled at her to join them.

Bella woke, struggled out of the wet sheets that clung to her and got up to get some Panadol.
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She had none. She could still hear Samson next door, or at least his television. It sounded like a

porn channel. She knocked on the wall, loudly. The sound turned off. Silence.

She waited. She thought about asking him for some painkillers or sleeping tablets. She hated
having to show him her weakness, she hated getting sick. She made her way to his door and

knocked, it was freezing and her shirt clung to her. Her body was burning up.

Samson opened the door and led her into the room, he took her wet clothes off and put her in
his bed; cooled her down with cold towels. Funny how sexy she was like this, he thought, quiet
and needy for a change. It turned him on. He asked if he could photograph her, just like she was

now, so she could see how beautiful she was.

‘I am not beautiful Samson. No one has ever called me beautiful.’

‘I am not calling you anything. I want to show you, so it could be a fact that you could hold in

your hands.’

Bella could feel lost seas of tears about to break her to pieces. She turned away from him.

‘You are beautiful Bella Luce and I am proud of your fight on this issue but I think you need to

see what it is doing to you, you are wasting away.’

‘That’s because I can’t eat.’

‘Well whatever it is, you are in the half-world, the in-between. Don’t lose yourself. It is a
dangerous place. I have photographed lots of starving models before I got out of fashion. It is an
alluring place to dwell, but dangerously close to somewhere you can’t control. You don’t want

to end up where they do.’

‘I can control this if I just can get inside the detention centre, spend more time with Luna, see
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how they are treating her. Find out what they are trying to hide all the time.’

‘You need to take some time off. Forget about it, you can’t get past all the burcaucracy. Write

the story, I'll take some pictures and the tide will turn when it is ready.’

‘Don’t you fucking change on me too Samson! Don’t just get married, buy a house, have kids

and wait for the fucking tide to turn. Just don’t.’

She was crying, he was seeing her cry, Goddamn it.

Bella, tried to blink her tears away through the fever, but her body would not listen to her. She
was grabbing him, scratching and biting him, he was holding her tight not sure if they were
going to have sex or fight. Neither of them knew. And then they did. The thirst of fever was in
both of them. They were free. Yet not so very far away were hundreds of bodies locked away,

shut away, and the whole fucking country was indifferent to it. So what else could they do?

‘I hate poets now, and poetry.’

She had read that line somewhere, but she flung it at him.

He grabbed her arm and twisted her to her knees, she continued.

‘T hate photographers also and the voyeurs who pay so much to see a fucking picture of

someone else’s pain.’

He grabbed her fever pulsing body by the neck and fucked her,

‘T hate this fucking newspaper we work for and the cunts who run it and the cunts who read it.’

He rammed his fist into her mouth to shut her up. She bit down on his fingers and clamped

them in her mouth. All she could taste was blood. Then she slept.
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[35]

Bella woke in the motel bed.

Bella woke in the psychiatric hospital bed.

Bella woke in the hotel bed at the writer’s festival.

Bella woke. Looked out at the blue night, at the moon.

Bella through her bruises and fog reaches for a novel.

Bella through her fog and hangover reaches for her lover.

Bella through her pain and anguish reaches for her nurse.

She reaches for something to hold and to hold her up.

She feels the wetness between her legs, is it the sea?

No, it is red, red. Red like she has never seen before.

No limits to the time you can getfever

It was a line from Wide Saragossa Sea. Who was deciding which storyline she should follow? Her
reading was no longer pure so how could she rely on novels to steer her through anymore? They

won, she thinks. They won.

She holds her legs together, she holds her baby in, and dials the operator methodically. She

speaks to the women’s hospital. They tell her to come straight in. She rings a taxi.
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[37]

You think you know whose baby this is Reader?

Are you close to owning what you did that night you curled up with me? Let yourself remember
that night. We were alone in bed, you held me. You thought it was safe to be with me. Thought I
would keep quiet if you closed the pages of me, threw me aside. Is my body not warm enough to
hold a baby? Is it because I am cold, that I can’t hold something warm and pure? Can I not protect
the words that might come out of a child’s mouth? Am I too close to the fire that took my

parents? Am I too full of fire?

‘Bella the Journalist” closes her eyes in the back of the taxi and remembers that windy, hot night
when the flames had taken her parents. She tried to protect them, but the heat was too much, she
felt it on her skin, felt the layers of time and women and haunted dreams, moist around her
heart. She looks into the eyes of the stranger who is driving the taxi tonight. She wishes he were a
she, as he drives her through the suburbs of Adelaide, talking about the weather. The wind, the
drought, the fires. She sits on her coat, toilet paper stuffed into her underpants and stares at her
phone for answers. Who to call if she couldn’t make the interview, if she couldn’t be ‘Bella the

Journalist’ anymore? Couldn’t hold the story inside her anymore?

Bella stares out the window at You.

You who are in the street, in your beds, reading the paper. You who are in the moon itself,

looking over the walls of pain, into the hearts of starving, cold children who need love.

Is there blood on your hands? On my hands, Reader? Are we all playing Lady Macbeth?

If I printed that it was your appetite for words, for love, for desire, that caused this lady to bleed,

and that child to die, could you trust my sources? If you followed one storyline to the end, what
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would you choose? Could you be faithful to just one novel?

As life seeped out of Bella, she thought numbly about the story she should have written
tomorrow, about the date on the newspaper that it would have appeared. She rang Samson to say
she couldn’t do the interview and asked him to call the paper for her, get himself another writer?
She thought of the date she had circled that would have been when her baby would have been
born. She thought about these numbers and tried to keep them in her head as she walked around
and around the hospital looking for the reception. Numbers didn’t lie like words. While waiting
to see a doctor Bella watched the fingers of a man reading the paper. She could see the words
dipping in and out of him as he waited for his part of a baby to be brought into the world - or
not. Another life. Next to life is death. Next to freedom is imprisonment. Next to water is fire.
Next to her dead baby were old lovers. None of them could create life. The sea had its own
force. Its own way of drowning. The sea washed her broken body down in a swirl of mad
women, before it spat her out. In the end it is no more ‘Bella the Writer’ or ‘Bella the
Journalist’s” story, than it is my story, or your story. It is after all, all story. All ink, all blood, to
be washed away in history, by those who know how to write, and those who can pay those who

write.

Bella lay there with numbers and mathematical equations in her head while they did an
ultrasound of her uterus and told her they could not see a fetus. She walked numbly around her
room for hours before she collapsed with more blood pouring out of her. The empty
contractions shook her body as she was taken into a bed where she lay for days that seemed to
belong to another person. She was unable to listen to her voicemails, or write, or read. Eating
seemed unnecessary, and her commitment to fighting for Luna died with the story of the baby.
Luna herself had stopped eating weeks ago, and having not heard from Bella or her father, had

slowly wasted away. When Samson came to the hospital to see if Bella was all right, he told her
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about Luna and she collapsed:

‘Take me somewhere where I can’t hurt myself.” Bella murmured.

Samson didn’t have to look far to find the right place for her, his years of working in fashion with
drug addled anorexic models fresh out of private psychiatric clinics, meant he knew the places for
those who had money. He made the necessary calls, and only after securing Bella a bed did he

realise he loved her. He’d always loved her.

Bella stayed in hospital alone until the miscarriage was completed. The remains of a fairytale

scraped away and the bleeding stopped.

Then she quietly left the page.
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A Book of Names
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More Women.
Oh, I have enough on my plate!
They’ll have to play

With each other.

Dorothy Porter
Akhenaten
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[38]

Prologue

Novels are like dreams. Either we are able to throw ourselves into their pages with body and
soul, or not. Believe they are written just for us. These words have your name on them.
Breathe life just for you. Come, Reader, let me, ‘Bella the Writer’, take your hand. Let me

lead.

Your hand is warm but hesitant, it curls into mine and when this happens my feet curl up too.
But you can’t see them, only read the words telling you they do. What sort of dance befits this
occasion? What blot on your dance card could I be? Turning your hand over I see your lines.

Life. A short line, but strong. So I ask you, small, small talk,

‘Would you rather live a short passionate life, or a long stable one?’

I know what you will answer. Fate is dealing you a short lifespan. Use it well. Use it boldly.

So we are dancing. ‘Bella the Writer’ and ‘You the Reader’. Me and You. Or are we one and
the same? Dancing off the pages, out of the locked rooms of form and meaning. Above the
clouds, above the novel. We can see the beginning, the middle and the end. In one stretched
out line, of life. Of lives. Of your life, her life, my life. Life, that thing you read about that

happens to other people.

Reader, I know your future and you trust me with your heat. I am letting you into my head,
into the women that share my bed. Some are real some are fictional. They have all left scars on
my soul and haunt me in this limbo of plot and sanity. If we are to be lovers, let’s make poetry

for the next series of moments.
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[39]

Table of Contents

and frances is kicking and screaming

in human bondage

and zelda is reading madam bovary

and yayoi is painting moments

and virginia is reading anna karenina

and lucia is dancing words

and marilyn is reading ulysses

and yoko is reading miss smilla’s feeling for snow

and sylvia is reading anne

and anne is reading sylvia

and vivien is reading macbeth

and janet is reading wuthering heights

and you are both reader and protagonist

while bella the writer dances between you all
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Frances

OfLatin origin, meaning :from France’.
‘I hate making movies Mama!’

You down scotch. You get angry.
You are not a good drinker.

You get too, too .....

what’s the word,

confident.

‘I hate making movies Mama but oh
how you love being a Movie Star’s Mamma!’
And they hate you in Hollywood.
The frosted, up its ass,
sugar coated Hollywood of the forties.
‘Arrest me baby, again and again!”’
So they do. Arrest you.
They arrest you at the Knickerbocker Hotel.
Take you to hell

from the Knickbocker Hotel to

the Santa Monica Jail to

the Asylum

in four easy days.
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They straddle you,

wrestle you.

They straightjacket you,
buckle you in.

In.

All in front of your Mamma’s
precious neighbors.

Oh, and the papers!

Tough Mamma love.

They gag your rough words,

‘You Godaaaamned Bitch!’

You were revoltingly aggressive.
Mamma hated it.

Mamma hated it.

Eaten alive with ambition.

Impossible to live with.

Madly in love with the pain of theatre,
not the gloss of Hollywood.

Method Actor. You were real baby.
You felt, and explored

every woman you played.

If your characters slept together,
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you slept together

If your character drank,

you drank.

You acted and reacted.

A deadly game of self-destruction.

You watched your best friend kill herself,
so you could play the part with truth.
You studied pain, weakness and love.
You wanted to be a part of The Group.
Stanislavski worshipping, confused talents.
Live theatre cannot fit into a frame

of screen time.

Oh but you try.

Yep, this life, this death,

makes for a good story.

Scrubbing your face clean of make-up every day.
Thick caked on forties make-up.

Where are you under that? Who are you?
Photographed. Eyed.

Told to walk. To sit. To lie down.

Lights! Camera! Action!
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You hated everything about Hollywood,
except the money.

Skyrocketing through depression

with a hot weekly paycheck.

Tedious long waits,

camera angles on a face you didn’t recognise
and no hope of grasping onto the spine

of a character.

You look in the mirror and snarl,
‘Yeah, I am a bad girl. A real bad girl.

[ will do bad things, I will like them.’

You smile in the mirror before the angry self you can’t see beyond,
your face blotchy with tears and old make-up as you whisper,
‘You lock me up in a crazy house and then tell me

I'm not acting normal!’

So you chew on your own shit and smile up at your tormentor -
who hammers you in the nose.
Oh — Prose!!!

You could always watch from outside, you were as much you, as Frances Farmer. The reader

and the protagonist. Always able to submerge yourself into a role. In the end you can’t tell or
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separate your personality from theirs. An occupational hazard for the reader or the actor. What

came first, the mad girl or the art?
Back to the script.
The WARDEN throws FRANCES to the floor and rapes her.
Then gets to her feet and throws down a notebook to FRANCES.
WARDEN: Can I have your autograph?
FRANCES smiles sweetly from her bloody nose and picks up the notebook.
FRANCES: What is your name?
WARDEN: Marian Foster
FRANCES writes
Dear Marian Foster,
Fuck You!
Sincerely,

Frances Farmer

Look in the mirror again.

A face you don’t recognise,

brutal and cut stares back at you.
Powder and curling wands
covering your lust. Just.

You don’t recognise the sleek,
poised creature in the movie frame

- Frances Farmer.
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You take out a cigarette,
as it is the forties,
and you are still,
maybe always will be,
a movie star.
You hold the match to the cigarette, and inhale
the smoke deep into you,
through the narrow paths of materiality

and over the soul.

You exhale into the next life.
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Fanny

A pet name derived from Frances

You want to eat and sleep and dream in freedom.
You want to be an artist not a statistic.

You are notorious.

You are fiction.

Those months, those years, are in black-out.
The in-between, the left-out.

The Fanny Price.

The Paris years.

The Arrival.

The Detention.

The Human in Bondage.

Insane one day, competent the next.

A refugee one day. A terrorist the next.
‘On the matter of the insanity of

(- insert name - )’
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Zelda

A nickname for the feminine name Griselda, which means ‘dark battle’, and also the feminine form of the

yiddish name Selig, meaning ‘blessed’, ‘happy’.

Surrounded by fire today you burn in silence,

until silence is replaced by that rare combination;

beauty, madness & talent. You make perfect biography.

Like a dancing whirligig you breakdown once, twice,
three times a lady. Insanity gripping your beauty,
hardening your eyes & mouth. Born to burn out
like a lucky star so the papers could say Zelda Sayre

died today, aged forty-eight in a fire.

Surrounded by bush today I write in silence,
until silence is split open by that rare crashing
echo of an old tree splitting & grounding itself.
Like a shooting star’s violent blazing finale
across my lonely southern night’s sky.
[ want to cry out to the star, to the tree.

Hola! I see you! I hear you! Adieu!

I want to share these small deaths with you.
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[44]

Emma

A given female name, derived from the Germanic word ‘ermen’, meaning ‘whole’ or’ universal’.

Madame Bovary, c’est moi!

Cries Flaubert refusing to stay in the margin.

You, Emma Bovary, fight him for this right.

You fight Zelda too, who, like all your readers,

wants to be you. Play you. Become you.

You are the great individual of fiction.

You are desperate with the rage of unsatisfied desire.
You, unlike Zelda, did not die in fire.

You are the writer of the character as much as Flaubert.
Becoming her. You inhabit her. You see yourself as her.
Just like all the young women in Napoleonic Normandy,
who want to be you. Dance with you.

Dance through the pages of your life.

Madame Bovary, c’est moi!

You flick Charles’s constant hands off your neck,

your shoulder, your breasts, your thighs.

Before the wedding you had believed yourself, in love.

You start to wonder about the meaning of the words,
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bliss, passion & ecstasy. Words that looked so beautiful
in books. In books. You are in the book.

You love the sea, only for its storms.

You search for emotions, not scenery.

You remember emotions, not names.

Madame Bovary, c’est moi!

You luxuriate in angels, in gondoliers, in nightingales.
You overdo the theatrics in confessional booths.

You make love to fantasies rather than Charles.

You start to detach yourself from him, your husband.

Your husband who you bring so much happiness.

Your husband who had no desire to go to the theatre in Paris.
Your husband who couldn’t fence, or swim, or fire a pistol.

Your husband who can’t explain the terms you come across

in novels. In the novel. You are in the novel.

Madame Bovary c’est moi!

You want a man who knows about everything.
You want a man to introduce you to passion,

to life and all its mysteries. You don’t want a man
who has nothing to teach and wants nothing.

You want, you want, you want. You are Wanting.
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You want the life that might have been.

The different life, the unknown husband.

Paris swims before your eyes as Flaubert creates it,
a shifting ocean glimmering through a rose-coloured haze.
You spend all your time in your room reading.

You enter into the characters,

till your own heart beats with theirs.

Madame Bovary c’est moi!

You watch with curiosity your own death.

You feel an icy coldness reaching your heart.
The arsenic. The asp. The fall from the window.
The flames, the starvation, the four walls.

You begin to scream, you curse the poison.

Your death shakes your fading frame.

131



[45]

Yayoi

A Japanese name meaning: ‘extensive; full; fill; complete’ (ya) & ‘life; genuine; birth’ (yoi).
She begins by blocking out the moonlight.

Standing with her hair over her white breasts.

She takes one roll of black cardboard, smoothes it out across the glass.

Origami love. Paper wraps rock.

Art can be in the ordinary. Art can be in the repetition.

Art can be in the ordinary. Art can be in the repetition.

So by now, Reader, you think we are talking about art. I hope you don’t think I am singling out
certain artists. In fact I believe you are also the artist. I am just the journalist, the writer, the
editor, the spinner-of-tales. I am the channel for these haunted names to take shape and talk to

you, through me, through books, through words on pages.

Can you believe the facts you read? The stories I create. What the biographies or newspapers

tell you?

There is always a reason behind art—making. There is always a reason behind love—making:
therapy, ego, creation, ambition, primal instinct, need, production, boredom. Why single out

one reason from another? It is either bad art or good art. Bad love or good love.

So, like Sibui beauty, I invite you into this little tea ceremony. I invite you to take off

something: your pride, shirt, or preconception of what a piece of prose needs to look like.

Close your eyes.
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Now I want you to imagine yourself, Reader, as a beautiful young Japanese artist, who

unintentionally makes eye contact with a young man in the street.

Your vision starts to wave and spiral. To steady yourself you hold on to this stranger. A
connection is made that you do not need words to interpret. Without talking he takes you over
to his bike, puts the spare helmet over your head. Strokes your face and hair till you are numb

to anything but following this to its conclusion.......

Yayoi herself is looking back at her younger self, from the walls of the psychiatric hospital she
calls her home, as if she was a character in a book. As a much older woman now stroking the
paper against her studio wall she remembered this day as if it was one of her many yesterdays.
A yesterday that belonged to one of the versions of herself she no longer recognised outside her

history........

Riding pillion against this stranger, Yayoi’s vision surrendered and her other senses intensified.
She held her tongue to the back of his neck. She started to create a landscape from this taste that
would become her next art installation - the audience would need to be momentarily blinded to

be able to take part in the work. They too would need to black out their world.

So that was how the New York happenings started, from a moment of sensory deprivation that
led to a meeting of bodies. In Japan this could never have happened, the tradition of discipline
ran too deep, so many of her friends from college folded their desires again and again, as a
sword-smith would fold hot metal into perfect deadly form. Underneath what they really

craved was more like the ritual suicide of the Samurai.

Without saying a word she walked in front of him, up countless stairs to his Chelsea apartment.

She felt his eyes on her the whole way. His hand lightly on the skin below her skirt as he
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whispered words in Spanish. Their breathing shorter and more intense until they reached his

door and entered into a ﬂoating world.

When interviewed by those fawning sixties radio presenters she realised how far away America
was from where she felt art needed to take them. This was New York, the street frisson, the
hidden violence, the intensity of purpose in this city was crying out to the people. Why call this
woman a hooker? This woman a superstar? This man a pornographer? This man an artist? High
or low, rich or poor, black or white, what is there beyond this moment? If you can get down on
your knees in the snow to assist the cab driver you hailed down wrestle a Christmas tree from
under his wheel? If you can hold a tub of ice-cream to your cheek without gloves, imagining the
pink capillaries in your face dancing, then, America, you are not numb, you are not yet wanting

numbness.

Certain men, she had noticed, in this new adopted home of hers, had a predilection for Asian
women. In fact the larger the man, the more they enjoyed a doll, and, well, Spanish men just

liked women.

Then later she decided to surround herself with men that just liked men. It was safer to hide
there, as she didn’t want men. She only wanted peace and to make art, and yet this world she

was in only wanted sex.

She contemplated this after he had lifted her casily and thrown her onto his bed, she looked out
at New York’s Mount Fuji, those twin towers of crowning glory. She enjoyed his silence
fucking her. She did not like men’s penises, she thought, as she watched his go in and out of
her. They scared her. She decided one day she would work on a giant sculpture of penises to

alleviate this fear.

Exposure.
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Yayoi carried Hiroshima inside her; she did not need the city of New York to add to this inner
darkness. Indeed, she craved beauty, safety and stillness in order to build picture poems out of
bodies. She felt that in order to live her life as close to the principles of abstraction as she could,
she would need to go deep into the void. Disappear into the place where her visionless periods

willed her to go.

Later as they talked in broken English over tea and cantaloupe, she realised they had met before
at a party. He was a friend of Andy Warhol’s, of course. She liked the way they could talk
about ideas and his interest in her culture. He was a musician from Valencia; he cut her melon
up into little boats for her and placed them on her thigh like a small fleet. He said he had a
rehearsal downtown, that she could stay if she liked and maybe they could eat dinner together.
That was it: she moved in the next day and New York and that white room became her home.

Her silence.

Naked, white and in a bed in a little studio apartment in New York.

Your new lover is leaving for the street below and is soon lost in its beat.

You have just made love, let’s call it good love.

This is a beginning.

Everything comes down to polka dots, fragments, moments.
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[46]

Lucia

A girl's name of Italian origin. Variant of Lucy, (Latin), meaning ‘Tight’.

)

‘First I want you to imagine your toes’

lulls the voice from the dark.

Nothing like a relaxation session, ‘Bella in the Psychiatric Hospital’, understands the drill from

head to toe.

‘I am rolling them in my hands like a boiled egg. I am sitting in front of a bowl of
boiled eggs, my sleeves rolled up, ready to take the shell off. I can’t speak your language, but I

can smile and [ have hands. The line, the dot. The dash. The abstraction of notation in music.’

Crotchet, crotchet, semibreve Breathe. Self-obliteration.

Surrender. Lose yourself in my world of hallucinations.

This is the 1930s. This is a gorgeous orgy. Naked fashion. Or is this the meditation tape I had
asked the night nurse for to try to stop the soundtrack in my head? A fragment of voice and
character I am largely shell through which to hear other voices, other selves, as you put me to

your ear and hear my words.

‘Your toes and feet are warming against my touch. The layers of skin beneath your shell are
fraying into my fingers. I take a warm cloth, almost hot, to your feet. I move the cotton
between each toe, one by one, rolling them in my palm till your foot is pink, warm and raw. I
take it in my mouth. All of it. Toe by toe. I will eat where you have trod. I will take your

words.’
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As Lucia now, I contort my body into Ancient Greek statues.

[ find the pulse in a vase, my lazy eye pointing off

into another world.

Draped in linen, roped in perfume and framed in Beckett’s dialogue,

[ am commissioned illumination.

I lie on a chaise.

My brother signs my legal rights away

for throwing a chair.

You are just too much too much too much.

A possibly fictional moment.

Paris in the 1930s.

Lucia’s Irishness long since bred out of her.

She danced for him while her father took notes.

That was how it began.

I do not know if my soul has had as many brides as my body.

Beckett states while Lucia hangs

on his every word.
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He then writes Dream, where three women are vying for his attention; Smerladina-Rima, Syra-

Cusa and Alba. Lucia, You and Me. Turn it into art. The girl is just a name. Stained in ink on

yOLll" page .

Beckett didn’t want her, he wanted her father. He wanted to escape his words by destroying

their source. Bed the source. Beat the patriarch. Behead the impulse to imitate. Find his voice,

outside Joyce. Lucia is just a moveable feast, too much but not enough.

May these hands n’er be clean.

Again Reader, jump into the starring role. I invite you out on the night prowl with me and

Lucia the cat. What do you think about that?

You, as Lucia, rub yourself up against sailors,

like a prowling ship cat down by the docks.

The undiagnosed heat of illness drives you there each night.

If the man you love will not touch you,

you will quench your longing with strangers,

with Spanish sailors.

Your senses sated by a man.

Your heat calmed.

Shape shifted.

Crawling out of the storm grey sea you attach yourself to seamen.

In their eyes sits loneliness.
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In their bodies,

the roughness of ropes.

You believe your mermaid dance could quench their souls.

Your art would be bodies and tails.

Talk to me, talk to me, talk to me

you would whisper

Take me to your room. Give me land legs for a night.

Sex, dockyards, fish and the sea.

Bring this body back to ground.

Take this soul and place it in a room.

The mermaid Lucia led her rough man upstairs to a room on top of the bar.

One hundred years later this room would be home to a tired academic, her lust spent on
philosophy not skin. One night she sees a tail of Lucia, or did she read the tale of Lucia. It was a

long time ago now. She thinks over Russian Caravan tea, looking out at the sea.

Your skin smells so sweet.

You, Reader, as Lucia, whisper, as the hot, ale breathe of him reaches your breasts.

Wrap me up in your arms,
P p 1y

you long.
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Wrap me up in your legs,

he teases.

We flap, we suck, we dive.

I see the sea in me. You think, as you taste his salt. He thinks he tastes your soul. Your tail
alludes pleasure. You are only an object of desire. A muse, a temptress. We can only lie

enchanted in words and sex for so long. One room is, even with ocean glimpses, one room.

And the lighthouse sends its message out to the sailors. The room is lit up by a searching light,

crossing your face and heavy body.

Hold this flesh on the land, Landlock me,

is your silent plea to the sleeping sailor.

You cannot stay. Lucia the mermaid can only ever be the fantasy.

The dance of the dream.

You, Reader, step out of the role and leave Lucia alone in her fictionalised history. Leaving her
body to watch it from your safe place up on high, outside the pages of the novel, above the
pool, up on high. It is so easy to observe the world from outside it rather than rollick deeply in
it. I forgot about that when I started writing. The characters stay in me, wash themselves onto
my skin, and when you leave me, Reader, I must stay with them like a lover, or sometimes like

a mother.

That is my role. I stand by my responsibilities and hold them close.

That is love.
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[47]

Marilyn
Of Hebrew origin, meaning bitter.

Flesh coloured sequins knotted around breasts,
the bottom at the front, the front at the bottom.
White, white hair and white, white flesh.

An angel of the bottle, needing men,

needing art, needing need.

‘Bella the Writer” had written about her before,
You, I can safely say, have read about her before.
Everyone had written about her.

Everyone had slept with her

Every pill she took did something.

Every opinion and every piece of love or lust

made its mark. Took its toll.

Powder and paint.

Ms Monroe sits down in front of the mirror,
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sees this face, her face.

The black roots coming through her hair.

Scalp full of volcanic welts from the endless

peroxide burning it into blonde submission.

Picking up her Chanel Bus Stop lipstick,

made just for her, she draws endless circles

around and around the mirror

till the lipstick was a red stub and Bus Stop

red, blocked out her face.

She phoned someone to phone someone to phone in sick for her,

she went back to bed,

taking more pills than the morning before.

Hoping to get knocked out faster and for longer.

1962. Santa Monica beach alone,

she is framed and framed again and again.

Messy hair, pink sky, orange bikini and yellow scarves

draped around her body, her curves fading.
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A fisherman’s cardigan, wrapped around her sadness,

her legs play in the sand and frolic for the camera.

She is the sea.

She is effortless in changeable beauty and emotion.

You and I stand with her in the waves.

A brown swallow that should be in warmer parts,

flies overhead.

Brentwood housekeeper’s troubled girl-woman,

no furniture, just the sex she could put into a still symbol.

A thing. A wild thing making hearts sing.

As she skips to the microphone in Korea,

hair curled, ears ringed. Wanting love.

She caged herself between her acting coach and her publicist,

till she couldn’t make a move without someone saying she could.

She frees herself from herself between the sheets,

away from the eyes of these mothers,

with men who want her body.

143



Not your soul Marilyn, and not your baby, baby.

The baby you carry inside you.

The baby we all carry inside us.

She frees herself from herself between the pages

of books written by the great men.

The Arthur Millers, the James Joyces,

Curled up in created character she is wanted.

In books there is that greatest of things,

structure.

A beginning, a middle and an end.

Without this we are all at sea.

Without this we are unframed.

Without this we are mad women.

As Marilyn, I cry in the hospital,

wanting a mother, wanting a baby.

As Marilyn, you slide under my sheets,

you lie next to me in my single bed.
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‘Mummy’ you cry in the night.

You are a child again,

Norma Jean in a foster home,

pushing off the hands of an older boy,

your mummy ina psychiatric institute.

Then you are alone again,

an adult in the Payne-Whitney Hospital

behind bars, with glass walls,

where your every move is watched by nurses

transfixed by the movie star in you.

In interviews you say -

My mamma had mental disturbances and she was taken away.

Taking an orange texta, you cross out

all the images you hate on the proof sheet.

Of you as Marilyn. Of you as you.

Of me as you. Of you as her.

As the years add on the crosses are bigger,

there are more of them, until one day
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you cross yourself out entirely.

37.22.25

You Weigh in.

They ask you what you weigh.

They ask you if you are happy.

Are you happy?

That question. Who is happy?

As you say, you are generally miserable.

The play of Ms. Monroe,

the one that needs alcohol and barbiturates.

Give me. Give me chemical sleep.

Seconal, Miltown, Equanil, Librium.

Give me, give me Nembutal.

Sometimes it seems so normal

to take one pill to go to sleep

and another to get up.

And Miss Monroe thinks to herself,
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after her third husband runs from her -

All I do is take drives around the block until the drugs get me to a place where I can stand going

on set in front of the cameras and crew, to be framed up for men who want to fuck me over

And yet again [ have written about her,

and yet again you have read about her,

and are we happy, or generally miserable?

Am [ closer to understanding her?

To inhabiting her?

Am I ‘Bella the Writer’?

‘Bella in the Psychiatric Hospital’?

The character in my own novel?

Am [ any closer to understanding how it feels to be you?

Or you, me?

And sometimes I want to shake you, Reader, so you get me.

Then I remember you won’t take me seriously,

because I am only in a book of fiction.

A created persona, a Marilyn Monroe.

Looking for a home, but destined to be alone.
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[48]

Molly
A Hebrew baby name, a pet form of Mary, meaning bitter.

If T could tattoo words on my body,

it would be the words of Molly Bloom,
it would be the soft snowfall I missed
this morning as I lay lazily in my bed,
it would be the kicks and flagellations
I give myself for all the things
I didn’t do.
I would tattoo Molly’s fleshiness
all over my neck,
my feet, my throat.
I would have my body
a walking piece
of literature and desire.
I would order you to ‘undress’.
I would slowly take my layers off,

the layers I wear after I missed that snowfall,
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that rare snowfall that I wrote about in fiction

seven years ago and yet

I still missed it.

Glove by sleeve by jacket by dress by stocking by shoe,

till all you see is words in blue ink,

the pain of stigmata still fresh.

yes I said yes I will

Imprinted by Joyce’s letters I let you read me.

[ am the performer, you the audience.

I am breathless since the punctuation went

consume my words and then consume me close your eyes breathe me in are you inside or
outside my body now my body of words i am urgent i will speak over and over again to you i
am earthy i am starry i am milky i am fat i am sleepy i am fantasy i am lazy drift through my
dreams drift through my tongue in sanskrit in oh la la lala i am cannibal in form of durga i am a
mantra a chanter i am a stream of conscious powered dream of molly i am the snow that you
missed the options you didn’t take the magic you slept through the miracle at your doorstep the
love of your life you knocked back the child you aborted the call home you never made the last

words of love you slammed the door on the epiphany you never had the guru you walked past
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the letter you never sent the one that got away the call from the sea the casting you didn’t go

for the path you didn’t see the bloomsday you didn’t quit smoking the kiss you

pause

the kiss you. ..

pause

the kiss you. ..

fuck it

the kiss you miss

oh and the sea the sea....
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[49]

151



[50]

Virginia

Blossoming; Chaste; virginal.

The wolf is at the door. The wave is at the shore.

Vanessa holds Virginia’s sanity tight,

with handwritten responses

to this emotion, this success, this failing.

She could love Vita, she could love the lion.

Her pen would forever bear children.

Her heart held by the midnight society.

Her voice a combination of sensations

and the sea, the sea.

She longs to strip prose of anything

but the poetry.

She writes,

Let me then create you. ..

in wood block print, in octopus ink.
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You lie on the spot of the old ice-cream shop,

in this lonely, in this fading,

September day.

Watching boat after boat float,

)/Oll hear someone SCI)/,

‘Everyone says I love you too much’.