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LAYLA

The guy formerly known as youami33 told me he’d be 
wearing a red Strokes t-shirt. I see him from the train as 
it pulls in at Newcastle. He’s not bad enough to make me 
run away. But he’s older than I thought. Old enough to be 
my … maybe. He looks average but also kinda sweet when 
he spots me. He’s got a pretty hot bod. His smile lights me 
up. I can feel him framing me. Sizing me up as I swing 
towards him. I’m in my poxy school uniform. As I always 
am when mum drops me off at the station heading to 
granny’s. Mum doesn’t handle change. She gets suspicious. 
I went to put on my jeans and boots in the train toilet. 
But I opened the door to the puddles and stench and just 
thought, fuck it. At least he already knows.

He takes my hand. Kisses me on the cheek. Laughs and 
we’re away. He’s just as funny in real life. I relax and sit on 
the wharf and he buys hot chips. We check into a hotel 
down on the water at Honeysuckle. The concierge asks if 
he requires an extra trundle bed for me. He says, Yes thanks, 
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that’s what I asked for when I booked originally. I do my best 
to look young and innocent. No probs there. Cross my 
t-barred feet and perch my elbows on the counter. In the 
lift I notice his boots are pointed. Sharp like his one-liners. 

When he puts the keycard in the slot and the lights come 
on I think I’m in love. The hotel room has a kitchenette, a 
mini-bar and a spa. I open all the cupboards. Find the in-
house movie guide and the free bath condiments and the 
sanitary bags and sewing kit and the complimentary herbal 
tea and the room service menu. He watches me move. Lies 
on the doona, hands behind his head, crosschecking. He 
gets out his wallet and shows me a picture of his two cats. 
He and the Burmese have red and green reindeer horns 
on. My mum always puts them on my dog Rusty too 
at christmas. Happy snaps. Even though he hates it and 
spends the day trying to shake them off.

—  Are you still hungry? Want to order something to 
eat? 

I’m starvin marvin but I don’t answer. Just sit on the 
edge of the bed and start reading the Special Tourist Guide 
to Newcastle. All two pages of it. He heads to the fridge.

—  I’d just like a beer.
He chinks the lids off and we loll on the bed. Bouncing 

the bubbles in our mouths. I put my head on his shoulder 
and let him touch my hair. He turns the TV onto the 
cricket. The commentator’s nasally voice drifts in. He 
waits for the score before switching it off.

—  You smell like vanilla. 
He reaches down and flattens my tartan. He smells 

sweet, too, old sweat. Rough but good. Juicy. He rolls 
me away from him as he strokes my neck. Starts to play 
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with my ears. He begins to unpeel me. He traces a finger 
around the elastic of my undies. I shed my skin like a pod 
of peas. I am naked except for my socks and shoes. But he 
is still fully clothed and it feels uneven. Ironing-board flat 
and pressed onto my back. He leans over to kiss the side of 
my forehead, considering me. His hands reach around to 
weigh me. He traces my hips and the spiky hair between 
my legs. His finger curls up. He stops.

—  You’re quite mature for your age, Layla. Not exactly 
what I was expecting.

—  Mmm? 
I’m beyond talk. I roll over onto him and I tease him. 

Darting, biting his lips. Going in for the kill. I reach down. 
But he holds my wrists.

—  Hey, whoah there, girl. There’s no rush, we’ve got all 
night. I love the name Layla. I bet your parents named you 
after that Eric Clapton song. 

He smiles at me. Hums the tune as he jockeys down 
and puts his head between my bent knees. He pulls my 
legs straight, wide apart. Pins my ankles and peers. He’s 
strong but I’m not scared of him. I grab a pillow and hold 
on for the ride. I can’t believe someone is finally going to 
do this to me. I free my legs and squirm them around his 
neck. I wait for the angling tip of his tongue. 

But it doesn’t come. He’s still, he looks like he’s 
searching for something.

I really want you inside me, I say. Because it’s sexy and I’ve 
heard that’s what you say. 

My body is tight and electric. 
He moves at last but it’s up and towards the bathroom. 

I hear the stream of piddle right near my ear. When he 
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comes out he grabs his wallet. Heads straight for the door. 
My legs groan before the rest of my body catches up. I roll 
over.

—  Hey Layla, why don’t you start filling up the spa for 
us? I’m sorry, I forgot to buy condoms and I didn’t want 
you to think I was being presumptuous. I wasn’t sure if 
you’d be ready for it. I’ll be back in a tick. 

He smiles before the door clicks and he heads off, 
singing. 

—  Layla …
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TADASHI

As he sat on the train and watched eucalypts straggle by, 
the gentle light of dawn hitting their leaves, he thought 
of his mother, how she had loved this part of the train 
ride. He liked to ride the mountains train when it was 
quiet: on the weekends, late night, early morning, free 
from the noisy school kids and loud drunks. Today, he 
had packed his battered suitcase with food, rice balls filled 
with umeboshi and green tea, like his mother used to do 
when they travelled together.

They had always shared a love of nature and she was 
happiest when she discovered the bush and rainforest on 
the fringes of Sydney, the ferns and trickling streams, 
certain spots she believed were sacred. For her birthday 
each year they would catch the train out to Glenbrook 
in the Blue Mountains, and walk to the Blue Pool, a 
quiet waterhole where he forced himself to swim in 
the freezing water after those first icy steps. She would 
sit on the sun-warmed rocks with her shoes by her, eyes 
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closed. Afterwards they would travel to lunch in Leura, 
big stodgy meals of potatoes and overcooked lamb that 
neither enjoyed, and would then walk the streets arm in 
arm, where the blossoms were beginning to come out, 
and she would be melancholy on the trip home, talking 
about beauty and the way it never lasts, her parents, his 
father, and the swift passing of their lives.

In all the days spent together, his mother never missed 
the daily rituals. She was obsessed with water, would make 
him take a bath every day after dinner, even if it meant he 
was late for bed. Early each morning she would wash her 
hands and rinse out her mouth before perching to look up 
at her kamidanaa shelf lined with precious objects: tall 
vases, bottles of sake, a bowl of washed rice and a small 
plate of salt. She’d also collected a number of dolls, ones 
she’d loved as a girl, and a pair of prince and princess 
dolls, still side by side in their original glass case, the bright 
colours of their kimonos gradually fading. She’d treasured 
this wedding present most of all, worshipped the dolls to 
protect her from harm; they’d become witnesses to her 
years of joy and heartbreak. He’d guessed that caring for 
the dolls was her way of remembering her family and 
husband, a connection to Japan in this strange culture that 
she never really got used to. 

As a child Tadashi had made friends with these dolls, 
creating other worlds that he looked forward to entering 
when he came home from school, hiding away, always 
careful to return the dolls to their case as he was not 
supposed to touch them. When his mother died Tadashi 
created his own altar on a high shelf, unable to throw away 
the pair of dolls she had loved so much, remembering that 
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she had always said that to give them away would bring 
down a curse. 

Next to the dolls was a statue of a pair of koma-inu, 
lion-dogs, guarding her. He had always thought that her 
ancestral spirit would be strong but he never had a sense 
of her in this stainless-steel apartment, its surfaces polished 
and always clean. Perhaps it was too slippery for her to 
settle here. Perhaps he was lucky because she had reached 
the other side.

His mother had told him about his first shrine visit. 
How each newborn child was taken to the Shinto shrine, 
to be placed under the protection of the kami. The shrine 
was on the island of Hokkaido, where his mother was born. 
It was the first of his initiation ceremonies, she said, and his 
grandmother took him, 32 days after the birth, because he 
was a boy. If you were a girl it would have been 33 days, she said. 
He’d always wondered about the extra day for girls. But 
his mother did not welcome questions so he never asked.

Like his mother, he could sense a strong kami whenever 
he went walking in the mountains. He’d always felt this 
way. It was rare that something was only an object to him. 
As a child, trees had come alive, whispered quietly to him. 
Like in The Wizard of Oz, the first film he’d seen on video 
at school. He’d always had a huge love of robots, too, their 
sad metallic faces and eagerness to help humans out with 
mundane tasks. His favourite cartoon had been Astro Boy, 
the sweet faced little android who would fight monsters 
high up in the sky. He remembered clearly the professor, 
a father so driven to grief by the death of his son, that he 
preserved his son’s image in the form of a super robot who 
could live forever. He’d imagined this man as his own father. 
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His other favourite story was the one his mother 
told him whenever he had been naughty or when she 
didn’t want him to go swimming. It was about the evil 
Kappa, a spirit that lives in rivers and streams and ponds. 
She described a frightening monster, with a head like 
a monkey, a body like a tortoise carrying a shell on its 
back, long hair, and limbs like a lizard, wet and slippery, 
with yellow-green skin. And best of all, he stank like old 
fish. Sometimes this creature could change colour like 
a chameleon so you could never see it in the depths of 
the water, so strong, his mother told him in a whisper, 
that it could pull horses and cattle and grown men off 
river banks, suck the blood out of them and pull out their 
entrails. But most of all, the Kappa liked to drown little 
children while they played by the river. 

She explained that the Kappa had a cavity like a saucer 
on its head and when you poured water into it, it became 
stronger and stronger, and liked to challenge humans to 
a sumo wrestle. But there were clever ways to beat this 
spirit. The Kappa really loved cucumbers and could be 
made happy if you gave him cucumber sushi. Also, if you 
were really polite when you first came across a Kappa and 
bowed low to him, like when you respected your ancestral 
spirits, the Kappa would bow back and spill the water out 
of his cavity. This made his power weaker and he would 
have to return to his water kingdom. 

It had taken Tadashi years after hearing Kappa stories to 
find the courage to learn to swim. His mother would not 
get into the water so he taught himself at the local pool. 
Floating, floating, on his back then front, then with arms 
and legs splashing, with her sitting on the grass conspicuous 



39

under her umbrella, fully clothed in the blinding sun, 
nervous behind sunglasses. After the swim he’d go to the 
canteen and buy a Splice, it’s sharp pineapple mingling 
with creamy vanilla. 

He still had to muster all his courage to take those first 
steps into a murky ocean or deep waterhole where he 
couldn’t see below the surface, waiting for the camouflaged 
Kappa to appear out of the depths. 
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LAYLA

Mum’s dropped me off early at Springwood. So I can get 
the express train. I’m tired of always running. To catch the 
bus at the other end. And I want to go over my assignment. 
Practise it in my head. I’ve got to give my talk today. On 
Long Island Lolita. I’ve done a lot of work on it. But I’m 
not sure how it’s gonna go down with Mrs CoCKburn. 

There’s always this question mark in her voice. And she 
wrinkles her nose up. When she doesn’t like an answer. Like 
it’s a bad smell right in front of her. So passive aggressive. 
We all copy her when she turns her back. Sniffing at each 
other like insane rabbits. 

I sit on the concrete and go over my notes. Hum the 
words to myself down the page. Last night I read it to 
Rusty. He wagged his tail at the end of each paragraph. 
We’ve got history in the demountables. No aircon. I’ve 
got to stand up in class. I’m worried I’m gonna get a sweat 
stain. I packed on the deodorant. Then let it air-dry and 
finished off. Under my arms with the hairdryer. Maybe I 
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won’t take off my jumper. But the classroom is so hot. It 
stinks like someone’s pissed around the walls. Sometimes 
I feel like doing it myself. Because it’s so far to get to the 
girls’ toilets. It’d be easier just to do the big squat.

I get really nervous before these talks. I find it hard 
to deal with the reality. My mind is swamped and I can’t 
think what to say. I hope there are no questions. But Mrs 
Cockburn always makes the class ask questions. And if 
they don’t she launches in. Usually with something totally 
off topic. Trying to throw you completely. I once saw 
a guy in class, Bilal. He went into complete meltdown. 
Literally. He started to pour with sweat. His English wasn’t 
so great. Sheets of rain were coming out from under his 
hair. Down his neck. Torrents down his face. We all tried 
not to look at him. But it was a slow car wreck. Because 
it happened at the beginning of his talk. And there was 
no going back then. He had to keep going. Pretending it 
wasn’t happening. Trying to quietly stem the flow. With 
quick moves of the back of his hand. It probably would 
have been better if he just got a tissue out and started to 
mop up. I can’t remember a single thing he said. We all 
hoped it would end soon. Or that he would die and put us 
out of our misery. 

At least I won’t be that bad. Maybe I’ll just try to think 
of him. It’ll make me feel better. 

Some people can just get up and public speak. They 
don’t even need notes. They just treat it like they’re talking 
to a friend. Dad’s like that. I saw him once, cooking in 
front of a hall full of people. He was just relaxed. Even 
making jokes. His hands didn’t shake like mine do. I wish 
now I’d asked him for some tips. 
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Mum says, Just imagine everyone in their underwear. 
Fuckadoodle, how original is that. But I tried it before 
and it doesn’t work. It just makes me curious. And stare at 
everyone for too long. What would they all be wearing? 
I mean, what if Mrs Cockburn wears a thong? I think 
I would die on the spot. That’s just so wrong. I wish I 
had my talk first period. And then I could get it over 
with. But it’s last period. So I’ve got to try not to sweat. 
All day. 

The train pulls in and I run. The front carriage is 
usually the quietest. I’ve got a double seat to myself. There 
are no other school kids. Except the posh uniforms who 
go to grammar in town. But there’s a weird smell in the 
air. Like a rubbish bin that hasn’t been emptied. Full 
of rotting rockmelon. I peer over the back of my chair. 
There’s an old guy sleeping behind me. He’s sprawled out 
along both seats. His matted hair covers his face. Like a 
cat’s sitting backwards on his head. I think about moving. 
Whether it’s worth losing my double seat. He must have 
caught the train back from Lithgow. Homeless people 
often sleep on the late train. Stay at Lithgow station. Then 
catch an early train in the morning. I guess it’s safer than 
a night on the street. And you can probably get some 
sleep. Because these green seats are quite comfy. Unlike 
the bloody Tangara. So hard your arse has gone to sleep 
on its own by Penrith. But not the rest of you. I decide to 
put up with the smell. 

I’ve just started rehearsing Long Island Lolita when I 
see it. 

Fuckadoodle, not again. 
This is something I just can’t deal with right now. 
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The flickering gets closer. Maybe if I don’t look it’ll 
go away. The smelly guy swats it with his newspaper. He 
starts muttering to a guy across the aisle. Who’s looking 
out the window pretending he can’t hear. He turns to me 
and his face lights up. If I could just grab the bugger … He’s 
standing on the seat now trying to catch the moth with 
his hoodie. They’re good tucker, lots of fat. The Aborigines 
used to have big feasts where they’d roast ’em in the fire, eat ’em 
whole. Come here, you little bugger.

The moth lands on the chair of his seat before stumbling 
onto the window ledge. He swoops on it. See how they’re 
drawn to the light. They think it’s the sun coming up and so 
they’re trying to find some place to hide. You can’t eat ’em now, 
though. Got arsenic in ’em.

The moth is moving towards me. Capturing the corner 
of my eye. Bouncing against the light. Hopefully someone 
else will get rid of it. 

A woman screams and jabs at it with her umbrella. 
Now it’s stuck up against the rounded windows. Trying 

to crawl up. In a dance of death. It keeps falling towards 
me. I hold my school folder up to cover my head. Ready 
to swat the moth away. It’s so soft and ugly. The big brown 
wings never stop. 

It happens every year. Sometimes the carriage is full 
of them. You’ll open a door and they’ll rush at you from 
a corner. Like a squadron of jetfighters in formation. I’m 
scared it’s going to touch me. It rains bits of stuff from 
its own body. As it launches into the glass. Brown wing 
and dirt shudder onto my uniform. I’m nearly completely 
horizontal in my seat now. 

I Will. Not. Let. It. Near. Me. 
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Oh fuckadoodle, just give up and die will you. 
It’s on the seat behind me now. It has furry wings like 

a vampire bat. I try not to look at it. But on the wings are 
these light circles. Little eyes that just sit there staring at 
me. But then it’s up again. Ramming against the window. 
Desperately getting into the groove and clambering 
upwards. 

I’m just stuck here unable to move. I’ve given up on not 
looking ridiculous. 

How could anyone eat them? It would be like putting 
a cat’s tail in your mouth. All fuzzy or crunchy if cooked. 
Its wings are as big as my hand. I’m thinking I might have 
to get off at the next station. Even though it’s not Penrith. 

It’s like it’s attracted to me. And it still keeps staggering 
and falling. Up and down the window. The way it beats 
against the light. The way it opens its wings like that. 
How it stumbles about as if it’s blind. I want to grab it and 
crush it. Quick. Put it out of its misery. But that would 
involve touching it. 

Feeling the soft wings of death. 
And then from the corner a man steps up. 
He calmly cups the creature in his hand. He returns to 

his seat and sits very still. I sit up and pretend to read. But 
I secretly watch his face. 

It’s the man I like to look at. He zones out into the early 
morning light. Like he’s meditating. He has a big battered 
suitcase that he rests one hand on. Holds the bogong moth 
delicately on his knee as if calming it down. The whole 
way he just sits there with it. Letting it quietly flutter. 

When we get to Penrith he follows me down the train 
aisle. I open the door and he gently lets the moth fly out 
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through his fingers. I say Thank you and he smiles. A small 
smile that doesn’t reveal his teeth. I feel like I should give 
him an offering of some kind. The only thing I can think 
of is my name. Hi, I’m Layla, I say. 

He stands back as I step outside the carriage. I turn 
to see his response but he’s gone. Back to reach his little 
corner. 

The moth flutters helplessly and does a big loop. Straight 
back into the carriage. As the doors shut and the train 
pulls out and away from me. 
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MARGOT

Praise the Lord for at last bringing on the rain, we’re still on water 
restrictions here, and now I won’t need to carry buckets for a while 
but the thunder has made all the dogs bark and I can’t get to sleep, 
and I’ve let Rusty in, otherwise he stands at the flywire door with 
his nose resting for hours, passive resistance, the Gandhi of dogs, 
so he is keeping me company in my bedroom as the rain slams 
in sideways, and he’s curled like a cashew on his favourite pouffe 
that we brought back from Marrakech, it’s made from camel hide, 
is camel coloured and has camels on it, and he loves the smell and 
sits with his nose gently touching different spots, with one eye on 
me, and does that slow blink that dogs do when they’re happy, 
and I do the slow blink back because it’s always catching, and say 
Good boy every now and then and I feel sorry for him because 
he’s meant to be Layla’s dog but she doesn’t really play with him 
any more, and it would be good if the human race was more like 
dogs, because they are so grateful for every little thing.

When I look at that pouffe it always reminds me of Geoff 
and Morocco and that camel burger we had, it was like lamb but 
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surprisingly fattier, you wouldn’t think there’d be much but skin 
and bones on a camel, and they fried it up in bread for us and the 
little butcher had a camel’s head sitting on the bench advertising 
the type of meat he sold and its face was elongated and looked 
friendly as if it might start talking, like something out of Sesame 
Street, and I found it hard to eat while it watched me.

It was a time when I thought I was in love, and waking up 
in Marrakech to eat figs with Geoff when we were dreaming 
of making a baby, and then the stirrings of Layla on the plane 
home and moving into this house when I was pregnant and every 
box was a mammoth effort, and I thought the baby would come 
early with all the bending and twisting and turning, and we 
arrived with all my furniture and nothing much of Geoff’s, except 
his cooking utensils, and he was so tender back then he made 
me chicken soup during those months of constant gagging, and 
he even took some time off until I was back on my feet and I 
remember thinking that all you really need to be happy is time 
together with no pressures, so now I can’t help wondering when 
that love of ours started to leak out and why I didn’t notice until 
it was almost gone, almost gone, and when I lift my head from 
the pillows I can smell the beautiful lemon myrtle in the garden, 
and I miss him most when it rains.
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LAYLA

The room’s still dark next morning. Industrial strength 
curtains. A knock on the door brings sad wrinkly croissants 
and bitter orange juice. The bed is warm on only one side. 
He left singing my name. Fuckadoodle, what’s the story. 

I leave crumbs in the sheets and shove on my jeans. 
Slouching down the lift and through the lobby. Past 
receptionists too fake to even smile. No-one notices me. 
The fugitive.

Out on the boulevard the river looks grey. The fisher-
men crouch hovering between land and water. A family 
of four wiggles on bikes to the cafe. A Saturday morning 
routine. For scrambled eggs with bacon and vegemite toast 
and babyccinos and double shot soy lattes. 

I walk along past the boarded up shops. Heading for 
Newcastle station to get a taxi. The walk is longer than 
I remember. Newcastle is a city of stomped-on dreams. 
The main pub juts into the water. So drunks can fall in on 
Friday nights. Everything here is about routine. Chinese 
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on the lazy susan with granny at the Swan Lake. It’s honey 
prawns every visit. Sticky, sickly, sweet. Smothered in 
sesame seeds. Or Saturday lunch of watery vegie soup. 
Buttered bread in halves. Potatoes and cold roast lamb. 
Heading down to the Sporties at 2 pm to play the pokies.

Dad hates routine. It’s because he grew up here. He 
says he likes to change the order he does things every 
day. It helps him feel alive. He never works exactly from 
recipes. So that each dish is always different each time he 
makes it.

It’s quiet at the rank until a driver chucks a U-ey. Taxi 
drivers love me. I don’t know whether I remind them 
of daughters or first girlfriends or what. I used to like 
it when drivers were stuck in those little plastic booths. 
That protected them from crazies with knives. It meant 
I didn’t have to talk to them. But no such luck now. My 
cabbie’s face haunts his rear-vision mirror to see if I’m 
listening. Eyes on me, eyes on the road. Back to me. The 
whole way he doesn’t take a breath. Pretty much a one-
sided conversation. Like he’s doing his own podcast to the 
universe. 

— Have you ever been to Google Earth on the World 
Wide Web? 

He says World Wide Web like he’s the first person to 
use those words. With big capital letters as if he discovered 
it. I stare out the window. At the parade of furniture shops 
and DIY outlets. Harvey Norman as big as the moon.

— It’s amazing, you can look down at any house in the 
world. Right down into people’s backyards! My son put 
me onto it. You type in the place like Hamilton, see, and 
then you fly to it, zooming in down to street level. It’s all 
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out of focus and then you’re right in there. Have you been 
to that website? 

He waits.
— No. 
It’s all I can manage to say those two letters. I watch 

the locals queuing for the burger drive-thru. Obese kids 
play in the yellow and red playground while parents order 
fries for breakfast. Mum never takes me to get fast food. So 
I grab the chance whenever I can. I think about stopping 
the cab for a hashbrown. My stomach growls but granny 
will have made porridge. 

— I could even spy on you, you know. You can see 
people in their backyards, having a barbie, hanging out the 
washing, watering their gardens, feeding the dog. I looked 
up all the addresses of houses I’ve lived in over the years, 
and there have been lots. Some aren’t even there any more. 
It was amazing. Next left?

— Yep.
We drift past the new retirement village at the end of 

granny’s street. The block used to be bush when I was a 
kid. I would ride my BMX grinding the dirt. Or try to 
find tadpoles in the creek. Now there are 60 brick cottages. 
And granny makes us promise that we’ll never send her 
there. Ever. She talks about the old people who live there 
as if she’s not old herself.

— Say you’re going to a particular street in Belmont, as 
we are. I could type that street right into my computer 
and get it up. And with the new GPS navigation systems 
you’re never lost because you can type in any street name 
in the world and the computer will tell you how to get 
there. What number are you? 34? So never sunbathe nude 
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in your backyard or people might be able to zoom in and 
spy on you! That’s 45 dollars thanks. 

The thought of him peering at me in my backyard. I 
just don’t want to go there. I hand over all the money I’ve 
been saving for christmas holidays. 

Before I even knock granny welcomes me. With the 
usual cuggle. She exclaims that I’m taller than her. I have 
been since I was 10. She’s made me porridge with salt and 
lots of brown sugar even though it’s hours since she’s had 
breakfast. We sit in the small sunroom that granddad built 
out the back. It’s granny’s favourite spot in the house. It 
gets so hot even in spring I can hardly breathe. But she 
doesn’t seem to notice. She’s always wearing a thin cardigan. 
When dad calls on warm days he gets her to hand the 
phone to me. Says, Make sure she’s got the airconditioner on. 
But she turns it off again when I’m not looking. Every 
day she works her way through the stack of magazines 
she gets from the library. We look out over the rosemary 
and lavender bushes. Planted to cover the graves of various 
pets. Granddad’s ashes are buried out there too. He has a 
yellow rose bush that continues to fight the drought. In 
soil as dry and cracked as his skin the day he died. 

Granny starts yacking to me about her maltese terrier 
Buffy. Who sits on my lap. Panting in the sun. Ears all 
perky. As if she understands the conversation. 

But I need space to hear my thoughts today and don’t 
listen. I’ve heard this one before. I look down at sparkly 
blue toenails and wonder about my youami. I didn’t even 
find out his real name. Why did he just leave me there 
like that?

Was there something not quite right about me?
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Did I do something to scare him away? 
Was I too tall, too fat, too thin, too smart, too hairy, 

too sweet, too knowing, too sexy, too talkative, too self-
conscious, too angry?

Too fucking alive? 
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MARGOT

It’s Baptism Now! at the church this week and I was hoping 
Layla might come along, you know, she’s never been baptised 
and it’s one of the best days of the year to come to Church with 
all the singing and they’ve got this beautiful new baptismal pool 
down the front so people can just wade in and everyone can watch, 
and they’re all filmed now and put up on YouTube, and Chelsea 
sings I will rise up as they emerge. 

It’s quite different to when it was my turn, you know, there 
weren’t many attending the Church back then and it was in the 
backyard pool of one of the congregation, and I remember it was 
freezing cold even though it was January and the new millennium 
had just clicked in, and we were all glad to still be standing there, 
and I had put myself forward to be baptised but when I saw how 
deep the pool was my legs started to shake because Violet had 
never taught me how to swim, I don’t remember ever seeing her 
in bathers, and so I waited while everyone else had their turn, 
the couples together and the teenagers throwing their arms up 
to the Lord with wild abandon, and when they came out they 
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looked renewed and their families gathered around them with 
fluffy towels and held them tight as they laughed and sobbed, 
and the longer it went on the more I didn’t want to go down 
the steps into the water, not with all those people watching me, 
but then Pastor Bevan caught my eye with a question mark and 
beckoned me over, and Layla was standing behind me and she 
gave me a little push, and I sat on the edge of the pool and 
couldn’t go any further and he leant into me and I whispered, I 
can’t swim, so he whispered back that it only came up to his 
waist, we didn’t have to go deep at all and that he’d be holding 
onto me tight the whole time, and he went in to demonstrate 
with his black t-shirt clinging to his chest, and as I waded into 
the water I wondered why I had worn a skirt because it floated 
around me like a fan and I had to keep trying to flatten it down 
by holding it between my legs.

But when my feet at last touched the bottom the crowd became 
a blur and all I could see was Pastor Bevan, one arm around my 
neck and the other holding me close, and I felt calm and silent 
and peaceful, and I was overcome with this sudden desire to let 
it all go, let go of the fear, leave my selfish nature and sins at the 
bottom of the pool, make this commitment to God and carry him 
in my heart, and just then I saw a pigeon flutter above my head 
and land at Layla’s feet and she bent down to feed it some of her 
sandwich, and the pigeon started cooing so loudly that I couldn’t 
hear Pastor Bevan’s words, and I wanted to become brand new, 
and then I heard the question, Is Jesus Christ your Lord and 
Saviour?, and I whispered, Yes, and Pastor Bevan asked me to 
cross my hands over my heart, and then he tenderly dipped me 
backwards like we were doing a wonderful dance, and the water 
no longer felt cold, and when I came up I felt light and glowing, 
as if I was a new person coming to the surface, and Pastor Bevan 
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hugged me and cried and led me to where Layla was waiting with 
a towel, and I bent down to squeeze her tight and she said in a 
small voice, Mum, I’m bored, can we go home now? 
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LAYLA

Running to Central up Broadway, my silver heels dangling 
from my hand. Marco’s arm in my back propelling me 
forward. We just make the last train to Lithgow. In the 
carriage Marco’s all soft hands and hard eyes. He kisses 
like he’s never been kissed. I kiss like I’ve always been 
kissed. We sink into the green two-seater. His legs brace 
and mine dangle between his. The sweat’s making a 
puddle in the groove above my lip. I try not to stick my 
tongue out to taste the salt. In the end our tongues mingle 
all sweet and sour. Wedges and sweet chilli sauce with 
vodka, lime and soda. 

The carriage is empty except for a group of businessmen 
who’ve been to the footy. They cram hamburgers from 
paper bags and watch us as we kiss. As we head towards 
that point of no return. They pretend not to look but 
their eyes keep flickering. A mixture of envy and disgust. 
Wishing they were Marco but glad they’re past that stage. 
Of having to do it in public spaces. Wherever the mood 
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suits. I’m nearly past that stage too. I want to be in a bed. 
In my own bed. I could keep going. This might be the 
right time. But Marco has his own point. And it’s like a 
full stop and he’s already reached it. My mum would say 
his mother brought him up well. 

The train always gets scary at night from Parramatta 
to Emu Plains. Then it’s safe again once you round the 
bend at Glenbrook. You’ve got to watch out for those 
crazies especially at Penrith. It’s like all the psychos inhabit 
this particular radius. As if they can only travel a certain 
distance before they ping back in like a slingshot. Maybe 
it’s the exact diameter between their house and their 
dealer. So I’ve learnt to pump up this inflatable jumping 
castle around me. Extra thick padding if it’s at night. I 
sit near the emergency button. But I also know that if a 
guy attacks me no-one will help. I’ve seen it all before. 
It’s like in those movies where everything freezes in the 
background. The only thing that moves is what’s in focus 
around the main action. So I’ve learnt to read between the 
eyes. And right now after Purple Sneakers I’m glad Marco 
is beside me. And he’s built like a side of beef. 

We sit sharing the earpieces of his iPod. Taking turns to 
choose songs. I laugh at his collection and pick the lamest 
tracks. He pretends he’s cool and eclectic and old school. I 
close my eyes and start to spiral off. I wish we’d had an E 
instead of drinking. It’s so hard to keep awake. At Penrith 
a group of guys gets on and sit in the seats the businessmen 
have left. The other end of the carriage. Within seconds 
they take turns to jump from seat to seat like chimps. 

Marco and I snuggle and sink lower into it but we’re 
ready to pounce or run. Alert to the possibilities. The guys 
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show no interest in us. One is filming with his phone. 
They stage a mock fight. Or a cockfight more like. All 
strutting and circling. No punches landing. One pulls out 
a bong and lights it. They sit in a circle like wise monkeys. 
Marco and I are now busting for the toilet.

We move through the rubbery connector doors. Marco 
lets me go first. I stand wobbling on the balls of my feet. 
So I don’t have to touch the seat. There’s no toilet paper 
so I find a tissue in my bag. I head back to the seat to wait 
for him. The monkeys are stretched out on their backs 
and quiet. Ready for a tummy tickle. I circle into jumpy 
alcohol sleep. My eyelids all jittery as the train comes 
around the mountain. 

But I need to stay focused. I feel the energy in the 
carriage change. I wish I had my book to read. I’m loving 
this Murakami now. I imagine the character in the book as 
the suitcase guy. All neat on the outside. But having lots of 
dark adventures. You never know where he’s gonna end up.

We’re just braking into Glenbrook when a monkey 
talks to me. Then there’s the whole barrel of them. They 
start to hassle and fidget. I hope Marco is on his way. I 
stay still as if I’m invisible and they can’t see me. So much 
for Bionic Layla. A boy tries to get my attention. He asks 
where I’m getting off. I don’t answer. He calls me a lesbian. 
So lame. I keep pretending I’m asleep. 

But then the side of my head hits the window. He’s 
smashed me from behind. A blinding ache stalls between 
my eyes. I don’t want to open them. Now he’s behind me 
on the seat. He whacks my head the other way. I wonder 
if I’m bleeding yet. He jumps around and laughs into my 
face. I have to open my eyes now. His are hash demon red. 
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His mate is filming me. The train pulls into a station. One 
screams through the closing doors, Take that you dumb bitch. 

I look around for Marco. I see him outside on the 
platform. My superhero the invisible man. I feel the blood 
start to pulse in my head. The dull throb of a crimson 
bruise. 

—–

The boy hit me. I can’t seem to move. My legs won’t stand 
up. All I want to do is shut my eyes. 

I lean against the window. 
But then a quiet voice says, No. He’s there in double 

vision. A blurred kind face leaning in to me. He’s holding 
my head. And there’s the suitcase. Like an old, worn out, 
friend. 

The boy hit me. The man is silent. He holds my hand 
and checks my head carefully. He moves a finger in front 
of my eyes. I wait for the torch. 

The boy hit me. This time he nods. But still doesn’t 
speak. My eyes hurt so I close them. I let my head fall into 
his shoulder. 

The boy hit me. I want to sleep. The lights are so bright 
on the carriage. Ugly lights. I want to keep my eyes closed. 
I just want to block everything out. No noise. No lights. 

The boy hit me. He reaches down and puts my arms 
around his neck. 

The boy hit me. He lifts me and steps out of the carriage.
The boy hit me. I am ready for sleep. And the sound of 

his footsteps is soothing. I need to open my eyes. But he 
lays me down gently. The tiled floor is cold. And I hear a 
loud click click.
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I am bumping, bumping, bumping. Enclosed. It is very 
dark. I am curled up to the edges. I can’t move my arms 
or legs. My hand touches something soft and sticky. Like 
rubber. I grab it. Fingers curling around me. Like I’m 
holding my own hand.
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MARGOT

It feels like there’s a huge chasm dividing us, I mean, first Layla 
was out all night and won’t talk about what happened, except 
I get a text the next morning saying they both fell asleep on the 
train and that Marco’s mum picked them up from the station, 
but I don’t really believe it because Layla’s been hiding from me 
this past week, always out, I haven’t seen her for days, and she’s 
meant to be studying for exams and says she’s at the library but 
she never takes her computer, and it was blinking at me on the 
kitchen bench so I turned it on and had a bit of a scroll through, 
looking at her internet history, Dr Phil says it’s okay to keep an 
eye on what your children are accessing, that you have to be the 
boss of their online world, and as a parent you have every right to 
invade their internet privacy, and then I came across this link on 
YouTube that she’d been watching, and when it started I felt like 
I would die on the spot.

So there Layla is on the screen and she’s sitting on the train 
listening to music with her eyes closed, and she’s dressed up and 
it’s dark outside, and these boys keep trying to get her attention 
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leaning on the back of her seat and she’s pretending to ignore 
them like I’ve taught her but I can tell she’s really scared, because 
her face goes hard as if she’s trying to hide inside, and this one 
boy keeps pestering her, and licks the camera and then one of 
the boys swings and hits her hard on the side of her face, and 
her head bounces against the window, and she arches her back 
in shock and it feels like it’s my head, my skull throbbing, and 
then the camera turns away to a boy laughing and someone yells 
in the background, I got it!, as they run off the train and the 
video cuts out. 

In my mind I see my poor girl continuing her train journey 
home, afraid to close her eyes to listen to her music, in case they 
come back and do it again or something worse, and I can’t stand 
the thought that this video is up there, my daughter being hit 
again and again for the world to see, and I don’t know who 
else I can talk to or how I can get it taken down, but the worst 
thing is Layla never told me, but I know she’s seen it up there, 
been living with it these past days, and she might even have had 
bruises but she wears her hair so long over her face I probably 
never noticed them and I don’t understand those kids, how they 
can think that bashing someone and filming it is funny, but this 
has been a real wake-up call, I think the Lord put her computer 
there so I would find it.
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LAYLA

I’ve been waiting for my bruises to calm down. Hiding 
behind my fringe and foundation. I’ve got exams next 
week. I haven’t made it to school much. But I know 
how to sign my mum’s signature. Can write a sick note 
on my computer. The key is not too much or too little 
information to give you away.

I’ve been going to Leura and sitting. Outside the house 
to see if he returns. But there’s never anyone there. Only 
a small cat who rubs against my legs. Skinny and begging 
for food. I wait for the cat to talk to me. But there’s no 
conversation happening. The suitcase has gone from the 
verandah. I wonder if she’s with him. Or being carried by 
a stranger. I hope they found each other.

The video is all over YouTube. That’s another reason 
I’m avoiding school. Even Mr C has seen it. He wants to 
meet me for a chat. 

And I need to talk to someone.
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So I sneak off to church to see him praise the lord. 
In front of thousands up on stage. Action man for Jesus. 
Mum doesn’t know I’m there. He’s a preacher to the new 
nation. I want to reveal who he really is. To show her 
there is more than one true path. But I can’t reveal his 
face. God doesn’t really interest me and Mr C knows that. 
Sometimes I think he even agrees because he never pushes 
it. I thought he would always be evangelical offstage. But 
he only is when we’re mucking around under the covers. 
When he comes he speaks in strange tongues. In my ear 
he cries out for Jesus. It makes him soft somehow. Mr C 
might say, Cherish and adore your beautiful and precious wife. 
But where is she when he tucks me in.

Mum always sits in the same seat. Tunnel vision to the 
stage. A place where he can see her. Where everyone can 
fucking see her. As if god’s got her number stored as the 
first on his speed dial. That’s the beauty of a superchurch. 
She won’t see me in the stadium. It’s all the same pussyrock. 
Boys with floppy fringes. Guitars slung low, slackers for 
Jesus. Girls in the front row crane their necks like baby 
birds in a nest. Arching in the direction of their mother 
as she flies in. And the boys will shag their groupies after 
the gig. Just like any other band. Just because you’re 
spirit-filled doesn’t mean you’re not a sinner. A battle 
for that kerching of cash registers. Download the latest 
Riverlay hit.

It’s like being at a gig with 15,000 of your best friends. 
It’s not about religion it’s about loving god. There’s 
nothing complicated about it. My mum doesn’t want to 
know there are as many truths as people. Her only reason 
for living comes from god. And she thinks he saved her 
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life after dad left. At the altar she was called. She wanted 
a commitment and he was the best thing going. At least 
he wouldn’t cheat on her. Not with another man. He 
had a path laid out and she was too tired to walk on her 
own. She says having depression just proved she was under 
attack from satan. She dropped all her friends who weren’t 
christians. I can’t think of anyone who’s less full of spirit 
now than her. She’s sinking back down. I can feel it. But I 
don’t know how to hold her up.

Mum’s never accepted that I’m a backslider. She’s 
waiting for the day. My feet will fall again on his path. I 
can’t miss the pity in her face when she sees me sad. You’re 
leading a quarter of the life you could. The world is full of sin. 
All you have to do is choose to walk in God’s light. Free of 
the pressures of the world to be cool. Free of the need to 
be popular. That’s what she thinks. And the funny thing 
is I’m here. Just like her basking in his house. But we’re 
both here for the wrong reasons. And she’s the one who’s 
sliding back.

The chorus lifts to I’m a new creation. Hands touch out 
to god. To pick them up. Their bodies suck up his love 
like vacuum cleaners. And as I watch them I remember. 
I’ve never been able to do this. To raise my arms into the 
air. When my mum was next to me watching I would 
try hard to lift them. But they would get stuck halfway 
up. Arms stiff at right angles. I just couldn’t raise them 
higher. Like it was my last chance to hold onto myself 
before caving in. I couldn’t open up. My arms just stayed 
there crooked as if to stop me falling. I wanted to shoot 
bullets out of my fingers. Watch the crowds scatter and 
fall. I didn’t need god’s touch. 
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But now I have what she wants but can’t reach. The 
fingers and lips of Mr C always teaching me a lesson. I see 
my mum below. Pretending she’s so sure of her place in 
the light. But I watch her. And I know. She’s fumbling her 
way around in the dark.
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TADASHI

When he walked to the Three Sisters carpark he was 
disappointed to find it already full of Chinese tourists. 
They stared at him. He felt hot in his suit and the suitcase 
was suddenly heavy and out of place. He had thought it 
would be quiet so early on a Sunday morning. He wanted 
to find a shady spot where he could picnic alone with 
Mika.

He sat in the cafe and ordered an iced tea and the 
waitress with a sad face talked him into a piece of carrot 
cake he didn’t really want. It was cooler inside. The 
suitcase sat quietly under the table and he fingered its little 
keys in his pocket, teasing himself with the possibilities 
of opening it soon. A small silver cat ring sat on the 
table in front of him. He’d found it under a pillow in 
the cottage after the girl from the train had left. He 
wanted to give it back but was unsure where she lived. 
He might be able to find her. But he didn’t know her 
last name. Just Layla.
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He put the ring in his pocket, paid his bill and left a 
large tip before walking quickly past the carpark, wielding 
the suitcase as if it was an extension of his own body. 
There were too many people. When he reached the bush 
fringe he ducked in and started going cross-country, using 
the suitcase to bash his way through. Sorry Mika, hope 
you’re not getting thrown about too much. 

He kept going off-track, heading down steep inclines, 
hoping to create some distance between them and the 
noisy crowds. He looked down and noted his suit was 
getting torn and dirty. He hoped Mika wouldn’t be 
embarrassed to be with him; he had dressed carefully 
for her. After what felt like a marathon he reached a 
clearing where tall fronds of ferns framed a river, still 
deep from a few weeks of recent rain. Nearby a small 
cave offered protection from the heat and a perfect place 
to picnic.

He opened the suitcase and straightened Mika out, 
elegant in her blue summery dress. She looked hungry 
so he lay the picnic rug on the cave floor and set up his 
camera on the tripod next to them, keen to capture her 
reactions. He poured her a cup of tea and every now and 
then snapped her photo. She seemed content and dreamy 
in the images. He could see she was at last happy to be 
out in the open air and not hidden away. 

He put out food on the rug, giving her small tastes. 
From a tupperware container he had some tuna sushi 
rolls. He got out a small bowl and used chopsticks to 
mix the wasabi and soy sauce. In his measured, well-
rehearsed movements were the memories of his mother’s 
hands, doing the same things daily. From a thermos he 
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poured soft noodles, the smell of ginger filled the cave. 
Itadakimasu. He smiled at Mika and slurped his noodles 
loudly. He offered her some but she didn’t want any. Are 
you still on your diet, he laughed. It was the first time he’d 
felt relaxed in months.

When he’d finished and tidied up, he walked slowly 
down to the river on his own. His mother would have 
loved this place. He could see her here, sipping her tea 
in the cool dark of the cave. He often wondered if she 
and Mika would have got along, bonded was the term they 
always used at work. They were both self-contained and 
quiet but with strong opinions. He secretly liked the idea 
that they would have fussed over him, out-manoeuvring 
each other to make him happy.

He had brought the wooden cup that his mother 
had always used, elegantly tapered at the end of a long 
handle, and he dipped it into the water to wash his hands. 
His mother had shown him what to do when visiting a 
Shinto shrine. It was like a dance, the slow movements of 
scooping the water, first with his left hand, then his right. 
He poured water again into his left hand then lifted it to 
his mouth. He gargled and spat the water out, then slowly 
scooped and trickled water over his feet. He turned the 
cup over and washed it one last time.

He peered into the river. The Kappa was always on 
his mind, lurking in the shadows. He bowed twice as 
if meeting someone on the other side. Then he clapped 
twice, but not too loudly as he saw that Mika was asleep, 
resting against her suitcase. He bowed once again, then 
found some coins in his pocket and threw them carefully 
in the river one by one.
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The sun’s rays pounded through the scrubby brush, just 
touching the water. The cicadas screamed as he took his 
clothes off and folded them carefully on a rock. He looked 
down at his body, thin like a gecko’s. Peering out into the 
milky darkness of water, he felt suddenly numb. It took 
him a long time to wade in, never able to jump and take 
the plunge like his schoolmates used to. He waded waist-
deep and stood still, splashing his body quickly, the water 
thrashing his back and legs, icy whippings over body heat.

Mika seemed to call for him and he sprinted naked 
back to the cave, grabbing his baked clothes in passing, 
but when he got there she was curled on her side facing 
away from him. She was so still, and he wished he could 
simply pick her up as she slept and carry her back to their 
accommodation, like a husband in the movies lifts his 
bride over the threshold, leaving the suitcase behind.

She stirred and he again offered her soup and sushi and 
told her of his mother’s plate and his family history. It was 
soothing to finally have someone listening to his stories. 
The plate was soft green decorated with beautiful cherry 
blossom. He cuddled his cup of tea. It had the warm, 
creamy taste of barley. He had brought along a small 
thermos of sake and took a mouthful. Sharp like needles, 
as it reached his belly it became a cosy fire, warming 
his naked skin from inside out. Like a bed of silk in his 
stomach.

He lay down beside Mika and touched her cool forehead. 
He closed his eyes and the words came to him with the 
ease of a lullaby. He chanted with the soft rhythms of a 
drum. 
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I humbly beseech the kami to cleanse me of all impurities I humbly 
beseech the kami to cleanse me of all impurities I humbly beseech 
the kami to cleanse me of all impurities 

As he lay on his back to sleep, holding Mika’s hand, he 
saw them surround him, from beneath his half-opened 
eyelids they glistened, the cave walls covered in a thick 
layer, the ceiling above smothered like a blanket, bogong 
moths huddled in the soft light, their wings fluttering 
gently around one other.




