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Nich olas Kok inidis

H e arts k indre d
I w as only jok ing w h en I poste d th at I’d s e ll m y virginity to th e  h igh e st 
online  bidde r. It’s  m y w e bs ite  anyw ay so I can do w h ate ve r I w ant. 
Th e re ’s  straigh t m ate rial – m y draw ings  – on th e re  too, so th e  s ite ’s  
not a com ple te  broth e l. So w h at if I put som e  nude  ph otos  of m e  on 
th e re  too. At le ast I’ve  draw n a fig le af ove r m y “paintbrus h ” – so to 
spe ak . More  or le s s . But now  I’m  stark e rs , and ge tting painte d by Mr 
Fam ous  Artist. I can’t m ove  so I’m  going th rough  m y ow n 
re trospe ctive  in m y h e ad.

I k now  I w as  unde r-age . Still am . I just th ough t s ince  I w as  putting 
in all th is  h ard slog for m y H SC m ajor w ork  I m igh t as  w e ll ge t th e  
m ost out of it. So th at’s  w h e n I cre ate d m y ow n w e bs ite . I didn’t just 
post th e  offe r to s e ll m y virginity (h om os e xual virginity – m y 
h e te ros e xual virginity w e nt fre e -of-ch arge  ye ars  ago). I put m y H SC 
stuff up th e re  too. I uploade d ye ars  of s k e tch e s . I’ve  alw ays  draw n, 
and now  finally you can vie w  m y stuff online . And m y as s  as  w e ll.
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Lik e  I said I’ve  alw ays  draw n. Eve n as  a 
nippe r. W h e n I discove re d girls I w ork e d out you 
could e xch ange  th e ir portraits  for k is s e s . About a 
ye ar ago I discove re d boys  so I’m  w onde ring 
w h at I’ll be  e xch anging m y portraits  for th is  
tim e ?

Eve ryone  th ink s  I’m  curre ntly going th rough  a 
sci-fi pe riod but th at’s  just a cove r. Actually, I’ve  
h ad m ore  pe riods  th an m oth e rfuck in’ Picas so. In 
m y h igh  sch ool th e re ’s  a h ardcore  group of sci-fi 
ne rds  so I’ve  be e n trading m y m aste r-s k e tch e s  
of Im pe rial Cruis e rs  – be tte r th an th e  one s  in 
Star W ars  – and Ente rpris e s  – w ith  m ore  e xtras  
th an th e  one  in Star Tre k  – for som e one  e lse  to 
finis h  m y Ph ys ics  h om e w ork . To all budding 
artists  out th e re  som e  w ords  of advice : h ave  
som e  sci-fi trick s  in your ars e nal. I re m e m be r 
back  in Prim ary I w as  trading m y draw ings  for 
Storm troope r figurine s . O r m aybe  I w as  just a 
pe rv back  th e n too and w as  scam m ing to ge t m y 
h ands  on a re al life  figure  – fuck  th e  figurine . 
Man, w as  I pre cocious! I gue s s  w h at I’m  trying to 
say is : Sci-Fi e q uals loyal custom e r bas e .

Straigh t boys  com e  w ith  th e ir ow n pe riods  
too. Th e y’ll alw ays  be  a m ark e t for cars , all 
th ings  m ilitary – th at’s  je tplane s , tank s  and 
s e am e n. Th e y’ll alw ays  be  a m ark e t for Muscle  
Marys  and fe m ale  nude s . Straigh t boys  lik e  both . 
Maste r th e s e  form s  and you’re  flying. If you 
draw  th e m  th e y w ill com e !

For one  boy I’ve  h ad a “Lord of th e  R ings” 
ph as e . You don’t h ave  to be  m oth e rfuck in’ 
Fre ud to s e e  th at th e re ’s  a h om o e le m e nt to all 
th at Tolk ie n. Anyw ay to cut a long story s h ort I 
w as  afte r th e  ring of th is  boy th at w as  obs e s s e d 
w ith  Lord of th e  R ings . To th ink  all th e  K nigh ts  
and Elve s , H obbits  and Dragons  I ch urne d out to 
im pre s s  th at guy, and all I got for m y e fforts  w as  
a drunk e n grope . Th at re ally w asn’t a cost-
e ffe ctive  tim e  in m y care e r.

I’ve  h ad a Black  pe riod too. It turne d out as  
stuffe d as  m y Lord of th e  R ings  pe riod. At th e  
tim e  I w as  ch as ing th is  w og-ch ick  (w og-ch ick  is  
h ow  s h e  de scribe d h e rs e lf). It ain’t rascist if I’m  
just re pe ating it, is  it? I did th is  s e rie s  of portraits  

for h e r. Class ic stuff: Biggy, Tupac, Jay-Z . But it 
just w asn’t to be . 

So I w as  th ink ing back  to safe  old sci-fi w h e n I 
launch e d m y w e bs ite . Now  I’ve  e nde d up as  th e  
art obje ct inste ad of th e  artist. Just in tim e  too. 
My cruis ing w as  ge tting a bit out of control. 
About a w e e k  be fore  I launch e d th e  w e bs ite  I 
discove re d th is  ne w  cruis ing are a. I k now , I 
k now , cruis ing but still a virgin. But if oral s e x 
isn’t s e x for Bill Clinton w h y s h ould it be  s e x for 
m e ? But lik e  I said th e  cruis ing w as  ge tting out of 
control. I’d s e e  all th e s e  guys  in th e ir cars  and all 
I’d s e e  w as  th e  Ene m y. I’d s e e  Im pe rial Cruis e rs . 
I’d s e e  Storm troope rs . Afte r all w e re n’t th e y just 
w h ite  guys  patrolling th e  oute r-province s  too? I 
k ne w  I w as  in trouble  w h e n afte r a nigh t of bad 
oral in th e  back  of a D e ath  Star –sorry m e ant 
car, w ith  a baby s e at and all – I first as k e d for 
m one y. “Can I h ave  som e  cas h  Daddy?” Th e  
grave l didn’t h urt th at m uch  w h e n Daddy th re w  
m e  out. I k ne w  I w as  in trouble  and starting to 
lose  th e  plot too w h e n I w asn’t com ing up w ith  
th e  righ t answ e rs  to th e  q ue stions . For e xam ple ., 
an Im pe rial Storm troope r – sorry a Gay m an – 
h as  a standard q ue stion: “W h e re  do you com e  
from ?” Th e  answ e r is  th e  country th e  Gay-
storm troope r finds  ‘h ot’. Th e  answ e r to “W h e re  
do you com e  from ?” is  not “W e ll I’ve  just com e  
from  th e  Se ve n Ele ve n”.

So Mr Fam ous  Artist discove re d m y w e bs ite  
just in tim e . I th ough t I’d h ad to te ll h im  I w as  
only jok ing w h e n I poste d th at m y anal-ch e rry 
w as  up for sale . So I w as  blow n ove r w h e n h e  
said h e  w ante d to paint m e . H e ’s  painting m e  
now .

“H e y can w e  tak e  a bre ak  I’m  h ungry?”
“O h  not now  darling, I’m  on a run.”
“Just som e  McSh it or som e th ing I’m  h ungry.”
“Th e  m us e  is  flying. Not now  de ar. Th ough  

your gutte r m outh  is  com ple te ly tantalis ing. 
You’re  m y suburban boy are n’t you?”

“Fuck  you faggot. Don’t ste re otype  m e . I’m  
e ve ry type  of boy.” 

You s h ould h ave  s e e n th e  food at th e  party. 
H e  th re w  m e  a party w h e n I acce pte d h is  offe r to 

Nicolas Kok inidis H e arts k indre d
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m ode l. It took  som e  tim e  for m e  to say ye s  
be caus e  h e  w ante d to pay m e  afte r th e  painting 
w as  finis h e d. I th ough t “As  if, as s h ole .” I adm it I 
w as  aim ing for a rath e r am bitious  figure  for e ach  
s e s s ion but I le t th e  as s h ole  talk  m e  dow n. Th e  
th ings  I do for art. Anyw ay, back  to th e  party. H e  
cook e d gum bo. H e  m ade  a spe e ch  of cours e : 
“Joh n O lse n h as  h is  pae lla. I h ave  m y gum bo. 
Th e  re cipe ’s  from  pre -apocalypse  Ne w  O rle ans . 
It’s  th e  k e y to m y w h ole  oe uvre .” Th at w asn’t 
th e  last Fre nch  w ord I h ad to look  up th at nigh t. 
Th e re  w as  ‘roux’ – it w as  brow n and th ick  – it’s  
also Fre nch  for your m um s  stock  cube s  from  
Contine ntal. Th e  slabs  of pork  and crab w e re  th e  
pink  of baby fle s h . Strips  of ch ick e n w e re  ge tting 
a tan. “W h at’s  th at sw im m ing in th e re ?” “Doll, 
th at’s  ok ra.” Th e  onions  staye d Spanis h -purple  
and th e  pe ppe rs  w e re  th e  s h iny traffic-ligh ts  of a 
City w h e re  you could do anyth ing you w ant. 
Re d. Stop. Am be r. W ait. Gre e n Go. All-at-once . 
Th e re  w e re  tube s  of dark  sausage  and ‘all th e  
rice  in Ch ina’ too. I th ink  I w as  ge tting drunk  on 
th e  gum bo be caus e  m ore  and m ore  pe ople  k e pt 
joining th e  party and I th ough t I k ne w  th e m . I 
th ough t I’d s e e n th e m  on th e  TV. Talk ing h e ad 
art e xpe rts . I w as  ge tting s e riously im pre s s e d 
and th e n th is  lady introduce d h e rs e lf to m e . 
“H e llo I’m  Sasch a Ros e . I’m  th e  biograph e r.”

Th is  is  w h at W ik ipe dia h as  to say about 
Sasch a Ros e . ‘Sasch a Ros e . Cult w rite r. Activist. 
Born 19 52, London, UK . Be st k now n for h e r s ix-
nove l scie nce  fiction s e rie s  of th e  19 80’s  “H e arts  
K indre d” w h ich  fe ature s  ge nde r-fluid ch aracte rs  
w ith  e xotic body type s  and s e xualitie s . 
O utspok e n critic of Th atch e rism  and m ilitarism  
and cam paigne r for Pale stinian state h ood.’ And 
th is  is  w h at W ik ipe dia doe sn’t say about Sasch a 
Ros e  but w h at Sasch a Ros e  told m e  (in h e r funny 
acce nt w h ich  w as  as  th ick  as  th at gum bo stock ). 
Sh e  told m e  th at th e  fact th at s h e  w as  Englis h , a 
Je w  and a love r of w om e n playe d som e  role  in 
h e r “s e ns ibility” but it w as  im pos s ible  to 
q uantify. Sh e  told m e  th at s h e  fe ll in love  w ith  an 
Aus s ie  and discove re d Australian painting all at 
th e  sam e  tim e . H e r care e r took  a com ple te  about 

face . Sh e  e m igrate d about five  ye ars  ago. “I just 
h ad to s e e  th e  place  th at gave  th e  w orld 
W h ite le y’s  w om e n.”

Sh e  also som e h ow  score d th e  gig of be ing Mr 
Fam ous  Artist’s  biograph e r. Th e  sci-fi stuff 
launch e d our frie nds h ip th at gum bo-nigh t and 
I’ve  e ve n starte d re ading h e r s e rie s  of nove ls. 
O ops  sorry, h e r oe uvre . Th e  be st tim e  I’ve  h ad 
w ith  h e r w as  w h e n w e  h ad a ‘date ’. Th is  w as  
be tw e e n s e s s ion five  and s e s s ion s ix w ith  Mr 
Fam ous  Artist. W e  h ad just gone  to th e  Galle ry 
and s e e n som e  of th e  m ae stro’s  olde r w ork s . 
Th os e  boys  m ust be  m e atle s s  bone s  and s ix fe e t 
unde r by now . W e  w e re  w alk ing in th e  Park . 
Sasch a w as  raving on and on. Sh e  w as  cove ring 
e ve ryth ing th at day: paintings , Virginia W oolf’s  
O rlando, Margare t ‘bloody’ Th atch e r, going on 
and on. Sh e  m ust h ave  spie d a slice  of th e  
h arbour be caus e  th e n s h e  said, “Th is  city, it’s  
Utopia.” I just th ough t w h at th e  fuck  are  you 
going on about. Se e  w h e re  I’m  living, it ain’t 
utopia. I didn’t say any of th is , but m ust h ave  
give n h e r th e  filth ie st look  be caus e  s h e  lost it for 
a s e cond and w e nt to s it dow n. I re m e m be r th at 
garde n s e at be caus e  th e re  w e re  th e s e  w inge d 
h ors e s  carve d into it. I gue s s  our re sting place  
along w ith  w h at s h e  said le ft th e  im pre s s ion. 
Sh e  said, “Don’t trade  w ith  your h e art.” 

Man, I’m  starving. But w e  h ave  to w ait for th e  
m aste r’s  m ale  m us e  of inspiration to pas s . 
Alth ough  I can talk  tough  I k now  not to pus h  it. 
So I go back  to be ing th e  s ile nt m ode l. But I’ve  
le arnt you can le arn in s ile nce . I s k e tch  m e ntal 
note s . Note s  on h ow  to talk  for e xam ple . I m e an 
I lik e  cock  but be caus e  I’m  young and a no-one  I 
can’t afford to talk  lik e  a fag. My artist lik e s  cock  
too but be caus e  h e ’s  rich  and a som e -one  h e  can 
talk  all faggy – w ith  all th at Darling and D e ar 
s h it. W h at e lse  h ave  I le arnt? H ow  h e  m ixe s  h is  
colours  for a start. I’m  le arning h is  m ove s  as  
w e ll. I could copy th e m  if I h ad to. I k now  w h at 
h is  body doe s  around a canvas . I k now  w h at h is  
face  doe s  de pe nding on if it’s  going w e ll or not. 

I’ve  also le arnt about h is  past. Th ank  God, 

Nich olas Kok inidis H e arts k indre d
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(also k now n as  Caravaggio) for s e arch  e ngine s  
be caus e  m y h igh  sch ool art book s  le ave  so m uch  
out. I m e an from  th e  te xtbook s  you can trace  th e  
fact th at th e re  h ave  alw ays  be e n boys  in h is  
body of w ork . But th e y don’t te ll you anyth ing 
about Th e  Scandal. H e  le ft th e  country afte r Th e  
Scandal. Th at’s  w h e n h is  odys s e y be gan: Bali, 
th e  Gre e k  Isle s , Sri Lank a – I’ve  te as e d h im : “Be t 
it w as  calle d Ce ylon in your day” – and Ne w  
O rle ans . O ne  s ite  says  h e  e nde d up on Th e  Gold 
Coast – appare ntly th at’s  in Africa not 
Que e nsland. Suburban-boy can’t k now  
e ve ryth ing can h e ? I h ave  m y lapse s . But back  to 
Th e  Scandal. I th ough t I’d ge t h im  on th is  and 
w as  k e e n to as  w e ll, e spe cially afte r all h is  sm art-
as s  dis s ing. “H e y is  it true  w h at th e  pape rs  said 
about you? W as  th at w h y you le ft th e  country 
Grandad?” I sw e ar h is  e ye s  actually lit up w h e n I 
as k e d h im . I w as  e xpe cting h im  to cow e r in 
h um iliation or som e th ing. But inste ad, you 
w ould th ink  h e  cre ate d Th e  Scandal h im s e lf. 
Grandad said: “My boy, you’re  not an artist 
unle s s  th e  Vice  Sq uad is  inte re ste d.” 

Le t’s  give  h im  som e  vice  righ t now . I’m  s ick  
of just s itting h e re . I’m  m ak ing m y m ove . H ow  
m uch  do you th ink  I’ll ge t for m y ripe  ch e rry? 
H ow  m uch  do you th ink  I can ge t for prodding 
h is  drie d-up prune ? Th e  m ode l is  m oving. Th e  
statue ’s  alive . Can you s e e  m e  m as sage  m y 
th igh . Can you s e e  m e  tak e  a ste p forw ard. Se e  
m e  lick  m y low e r lip. I’m  pre paring a k is s…

W h e n h e  ge ts  th e re  I’m  not sure  w h at h e ’s  
going to do. I’ve  h ad to inve nt th is  sce nario by 
pie cing toge th e r th e  clue s  I s e e  around m e . All 
th is  is  just fictional conje cture . Th e  artist doe s  
h ave  a ne w  m ode l but no one  is  sure  w h at 
th e y’re  doing toge th e r. H e  is  rath e r old th ough . 
You m ay h ave  w ork e d out by now  th at th is  
h asn’t be e n th e  voice  of a boy from  th e  w rong 
s ide  of th e  track s . Ple as e  de ar. Th e y don’t h ave  
th at k ind of vocabulary not e ve n in th e ir stre am -
of-consciousne s s . Th is  is  th e  voice  of th e  
biograph e r. It’s  Sasch a Ros e  h e re . Ye s , I am  th e  
Englis h  w rite r and activist. I did e ve ryth ing to 
dism e m be r Th atch e rism  w h ile  cre ating ge nde r-

fre e  plane ts . Now , I’m  just trying to fill in th e  
gaps  in th is  Aus s ie  artist’s  biograph y. I’ve  be e n 
follow ing h im  around – h e  says  trailing – but still 
I’m  no close r. I’m  not sure  h ow  ce rtain m e m be rs  
of m y q ue e r audie nce  is  going to tak e  th is  
pe doph illic turn of e ve nts . I’m  not sure  h ow  I’m  
tak ing it. W h at k ind of th rill am  I ge tting from  
im agining th is  m an-boy trade -off. Pe rh aps  I just 
w ant to trade  m y alie n acce nt for th e  local lingo. 
Pe rh aps  th is  is  a fig le af cove ring m y de s ire s . I 
fe e l lik e  one  of th os e  Japane s e  w om e n w h o 
‘h ack ’ – as  th e y say – Star Tre k . Appare ntly, th e y 
cre ate  e ntire  com ic nove ls and w e bite s  w h e re  
Captain K irk  and Mr Spock  snog till bugge ry. But 
m y tale  is  a bit m ore  ris k y. Th e n again, w h at 
doe s  Star Tre k ’s  ope ning line s  say anyw ay. 
Sh ouldn’t I be  going boldly forth ? And pe rh aps  
th e re ’s  m ore  fam e  in gay porn th an in h igh  art.

Nich olas Kok inidis H e arts k indre d

Knick e rs (a.k .a Nich olas Kok inidis) w rite s all th e  
tim e . H e  h as w ork e d as a postie , store m an, printe r, 
cle rk , m ark e t re se arch e r, inte rpre te r, care r and 
se xual h e alth  counse llor. Knick e rs  \ Nich olas acts in 
h is part-tim e  w ith  Tak e aw ay and Bulldog Th e atre  
com panie s.



7 

Que e r H e arts | w w w .gay–ebook s.com .au | De c 2007 | 

Pete r Mitch ell

Eve ry Friday nigh t
Every Friday nigh t, Joh n escapes th e  abse nce  of laugh te r in h is th re e -store y, 
te rrace  h ouse . H e  w alk s to Ash  Park , alw ays sitting on th e  sam e  se at. 
Be h ind it, a jacaranda tre e , its th ick , k notte d trunk  th e  colour of ash , casts a 
prote ctive  sh adow  ove r h im . Occasionally h e  re calle d th e  first m e e ting w ith  
th e  love  of h is life . Vulne rability e tch e d h is facial fe ature s. A strand of black  
h air fram e d h is face  as h e  h alf-sm ile d. On th is Friday nigh t, Joh n spre ads h is 
le gs in a ve e -sh ape , le ans forw ard and re sts h is e lbow s on h is th igh s, h is 
ch in in th e  cup of h is h ands. H e  stare s into th e  m iddle  distance , h is e ye s 
glazing, h is im agination lost in th e  h azy w arm th  of re m inisce s. 

 
It is  th e  e nd of sum m e r. Th e  air is  lik e  m olass e s , stick y and h e avy 

w ith  h um idity. Th e  daytim e  s k ie s  are  dom e s  of w re n-blue  brilliance  
and rainstorm s  s k itte r acros s  th e  blue -black  of e ve ning.

Rays  of ye llow  ligh t arc th rough  th e  nigh t s k y. In O xford Stre e t, 
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Joh n and h is  love r, Mark  w alk  w ith  th ousands  of 
tins e lle d, tulle d and le ath e r-clad bodie s , w rith ing 
and cavorting to th e  th um p-th um p-bum p of 
disco and te ch no m us ic. Th e  m e n’s  ch e sts  s h ine  
w ith  s ilve r glitte r, th e ir m inds  a fus ion of 
te ch nicolour, th e ir fe e t gliding on a laye r of cool 
air. In th e  m iddle  of Taylor Sq uare , th e  
m andarins  on a drag q ue e n’s  gre e n lam e  frock  
w ink  at th e m .

Late r in Moore  Park , som e  re ve lle rs  carry 
spark le rs  and loop th e m  th rough  th e  air, le aving 
trails of stars  th at h ang suspe nde d for a fe w  
s e conds  th e n disappe ar. Th e  love rs  w alk  arm -in-
arm  acros s  th e  h ard-pack e d ground, w e nding 
th e ir w ay to th e  party at th e  s h ow ground.

Joh n’s  re colle ctions  e nd. H is  e ye s  focus  on 
th e  s ilh oue tte s  of oth e r m e n cavorting in th e  
distant s h adow s . For s e ve ral m inute s , h e  th ink s  
about th e ir s ignificance  in h is  w e e k ly 
w ande rings  th rough  th e  park . H e  cons ide rs  th e m  
com pany, th e ir s e xual play life -affirm ing in 
contrast to th e  de solation of h is  h ous e . H e  
stands  and stre tch e s  h is  arm s , turns  and w alk s  
h om e .

Joh n k ne e ls on th e  e dge  of a raft. Le aning 
ove r, h is  finge rs  splaye d in th e  s h ape  of a fan, h e  
re ach e s  for Mark . For te n s e conds , th e ir finge rs  
inte rtw ine  as  if form ing a bridge , and th e n slip 
apart. Mark  s ink s  furth e r unde r th e  gre y-gre e n 
algae  floating on th e  ink -coloure d w ate r lik e  
dam p rags . Joh n notice s  a m ove m e nt on th e  
pe riph e ry of h is  s igh t. H e  look s  up and s e e s  a 
dorsal fin slicing th rough  th e  algae . Tw e nty 
s e conds  late r, th e  s h ark  surface s , its  m outh  
ope n, s h ow ing row s  of s h arp, jagge d te e th  lik e  
pick e t fe nce s .

A loud groan re ve rbe rate s  th rough out Joh n’s  
be droom . H e  w ak e s  on th e  oth e r s ide  of th e  be d. 
H e  close s  h is  e ye s , im agining Mark ’s  th ough ts  as  
h e  w ok e  to th at sce ne  e ve ry m orning. H is  
atte m pt fails, h is  proje ctions  only picturing 
jagge d te e th . Th e  be dcloth e s  suffocate  h im . H e  
k ick s  th e m  off and look s  out th e  door, im agining 
th e  coldne s s  from  th e  s ilh oue tte s  of th e  furniture  
spre ading to th e  oth e r room s . H e  sw itch e s  th e  

lam p on, its  ligh t form ing a pock e t of w arm th  in 
th e  black  of th e  nigh t. R e ach ing ove r to th e  sm all 
be ds ide  table , h e  pick s  up a nove l and re sum e s  
re ading.

Joh n stands  and w alk s  to th e  ce ntre  of th e  
park . H e  pas s e s  a s q uare -s h ape d garde n be d 
w ith  ground-h ugging bus h e s . Be nding dow n, h e  
bre ak s  off a sprig and s q ue e ze s  a sm all, oval-
s h ape d le af. H e  stands  up, sniffs  a punge nt 
arom a and look s  to h is  righ t, obs e rving s e ve ral 
m e n in th e  distant s h adow s .

W e aving be tw e e n gh ost gum s , h e  re ach e s  a 
s e at and s its  dow n. Ne arby is  a w ar m e m orial, 
th e  stone  facade  fade d from  age  and th e  natural 
e le m e nts . O n th e  s ide  of it, th e  nam e s  of th e  
m e n and w om e n k ille d in W orld W ar O ne  are  
e ngrave d. H e  re gards  th e  nam e s , w onde ring 
about th e  live s  of th e  young m e n and w om e n. 
H e  h as  alw ays  w onde re d w h y it is  calle d th e  
Gre at W ar. W h at is  th e  diffe re nce  be tw e e n it and 
oth e r w ars? H e  stands , tak e s  a fe w  ste ps  and 
stops , a w ave  of m e m orie s  forcing h im  to s it 
back  dow n.

In W ard 17 South , th e  nigh t is q uie t and still. In 
e ach  room , th e  be ds are  in ne at row s, one  m e tre  
apart and flush  against th e  w alls. Th e  bluish  glow  
from  a lam p above  e ach  be d arcs upw ards. In Be d 
3, Mark  bre ath e s w ith  difficulty. In h is le ft-arm , 
bactrim  course s th rough  a cannula in a slow  rh yth m .

Joh n s its  ne xt to th e  be d and h olds  Mark ’s  
h and, liste ning to h is  gurgle d bre ath . 
O ccas ionally, Joh n gaze s  out th e  w indow  at th e  
stre e t ligh ts  of Paddington as  if th e  e le ctrical 
e ne rgy from  th e m  w ill give  h is  love r life . H e  
face s  th e  be d again, s e ns e s  a s h adow  in h is  
pe riph e ral vis ion and s h ive rs  w ith  fe ar.

A cre am  Volvo park s  in th e  tre e -line d stre e t 
borde ring th e  south e rn boundary of th e  park . 
For s e ve ral m inute s , th e  e ngine  idle s , gre y 
sm ok e  com ing from  th e  e xh aust pipe . Th e  drive r 
turns  th e  e ngine  off, th e  brigh t re d park ing ligh ts  
fading. H e  h ops  out, lock s  th e  car and s h rugs  on 
h is  black , le ath e r jack e t. Ligh ting a cigare tte , h e  
stride s  q uick ly into th e  park . H e  re ach e s  th e  

Pete r Mitch ell Eve ry Friday nigh t
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ce ntre  of it and stops , h is  e ye s  surve ying th e  
distant s h adow s . H e  ch uck s  th e  cigare tte  on th e  
ground and w alk s  to th e  oth e r s ide . 

Joh n notice s  th e  m an as  a distant s ilh oue tte  
am ong a grove  of tre e s . H e  picture s  th e  s ingle  
coffe e  cup on th e  k itch e n table  at h om e . H e  h alf-
turns  and stare s  at th e  grove  of tre e s . H e  stands  
slow ly, close s  h is  h ands  into fists  and slide s  
th e m  into h is  je ans  pock e ts . 

As  h e  am ble s  tow ards  th e  m an, Joh n notice s  
h e  is  still at th e  sam e  spot, sm ok ing le isure ly on 
a cigare tte . H e  re ach e s  th e  e dge  of th e  grove , 
stops  a s h ort distance  from  h im  and 
im m e diate ly turns  aw ay as  if dis inte re ste d.

Th e  Volvo drive r blow s  a colum n of sm ok e  
into th e  air. H e  tak e s  anoth e r drag, glance s  at 
Joh n and m ove s  a fe w  ste ps  furth e r into th e  
dim ne s s .

Joh n notice s  h is  m ove m e nt. For tw e nty 
s e conds , h e  cons ide rs  h is  options . Move  close r? 
O r re m ain still? H e  de cide s  to re m ain still. 

Th e  Volvo drive r le ans  on a tre e  trunk . H e  
stubs  out th e  cigare tte  w ith  th e  toe  of h is  righ t 
Re e bok . H e  glance s  at Joh n, th e n aw ay as  if 
fe igning dis inte re st too.

Joh n turns  around, h is  back  to th e  oth e r m an. 
For a s e cond tim e , h e  th ink s  about h is  options . 
Sh ould h e  w alk  aw ay? Th e  picture  of th e  coffe e  
cup cros s e s  h is  m ind again. H e  de cide s  to stay, 
turns  around, and for a m inute , disre gards  th e  
Volvo drive r.

Th e  tw o m e n m ove  close r to e ach  oth e r by 
de gre e s . Th e ir e ye s  play cat-and-m ous e  gam e s : 
look ing at e ach  oth e r, glancing aw ay, look ing 
back , th e ir e xpre s s ions  s im ultane ously 
suspicious , e xpe ctant and h ope ful.

Joh n w is h e s  th e  Volvo drive r w ould m ak e  a 
m ove . H e  stare s  in th e  dire ction of th e  w ar 
m e m orial. At th e  sam e  tim e , th e  Volvo drive r 
ligh ts  a cigare tte , tak e s  a fe w  final ste ps  and 
says , “H ow ’s  it going, m ate ?”

“Um ,” says  Joh n sw allow ing h ard, “um , 
pre tty good.”

“It’s  cold tonigh t, m ate ,” says  th e  Volvo 
drive r, pulling h is  jack e t tigh tly around h im .

“Um ,” says  Joh n, “ye ah , it is .”
“It’d fre e ze  th e  balls off a bras s  m onk e y.” H e  

offe rs  th e  pack e t of cigare tte s  to Joh n w h o 
re fus e s  th e m . “Ya s e ns ible  m ate ,” says  th e  oth e r 
m an, “it’s  a bloody aw ful h abit.” For tw e nty 
s e conds , h e  re gards  Joh n and says , “By th e  w ay, 
w h at’s  ya nam e , m ate ?”

“Ah ,” says  Joh n. H e  is  surpris e d by th e  
une xpe cte d q ue stion. Many m e n in th e  s h adow s  
pre fe r anonym ity. “Um , Joh n,” h e  says  faintly. 
H e  cle ars  h is  th roat. “Joh n,” h e  re pe ats  m ore  
confide ntly.

“Ple ase d to m e e t ya Joh n,” says  th e  Volvo 
drive r, s h ak ing Joh n’s  h and vigorously. “M ine ’s  
Paul. Paulo to m e  m ate s ,” h e  e xplains  w ith  a 
w ide  sm ile .

Joh n look s  into Paul’s  e ye s . Th e y appe ar blue -
gre y and coloure d w ith  a h idde n stre ngth . H e  
appre ciate s  th e  stre ngth  of th e  h ands h ak e , 
im agining Paul’s  strong arm  acros s  h is  ch e st. H e  
s h uffle s  h is  fe e t. For tw e nty s e conds , h e  
s e arch e s  for w ords , w anting th e  conve rsation to 
continue . O nly pre dictable  q ue stions  cros s  h is  
m ind. “Um ,” h e  says  finally, “do you com e  h e re  
ofte n?”

“O h , about once  a m onth ,” says  Paulo, 
h oping th e  answ e r give s  th e  corre ct im pre s s ion. 
H e  doe sn’t w ant Joh n th ink ing h e  us e s  th e  be at 
too ofte n. “Ye ah , about once  a m onth ,” h e  
re pe ats , fe e ling satisfie d w ith  h is  answ e r. “Ya 
w anna s it ove r th e re ?” h e  as k s , pointing to a s e at 
a s h ort distance  aw ay.

“Ye ah , sure ,” says  Joh n, re m inding h im s e lf 
about h aving unre alistic h ope s . 

Th e  tw o m e n w alk  to th e  s e at, s itting at 
oppos ite  e nds  of it.

“Be e n busy in th e  park  tonigh t?” says  Paulo, 
gazing around.

“Not re ally,” says  Joh n look ing around th e  
park  too. “A couple  of guys . Th at’s  all.”

“H ow  long h ave  ya be e n h e re ?”
“Since  about e igh t o’clock ,” says  Joh n.
“Uh -h uh .” 
For a m inute , th e  tw o m e n are  s ile nt. Paulo 

sm ok e s  anoth e r cigare tte  and gaze s  around th e  
park . “Ya k now  w h at give s  m e  th e  s h its?” says  
Paulo, turning to Joh n.

Joh n s h ak e s  h is  h e ad.
“Th e  guys  w h o drive  around and around and 
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around all bloody nigh t.”
“Ye ah ,” says  Joh n sm iling. H e  le ans  back  on 

th e  park  be nch . “Th e y can’t m ak e  up th e ir m inds  
if th e y w ant a fuck  or not. And th e y bring 
unne ce s sary atte ntion to th e  be at.”

“Ya said it, m ate . Bloody prince s s e s , th e y 
are .” 

Joh n m ove s  fractionally close r to h im . 
“Th e  park ’s  gre at on a full m oon,” says  Paulo, 

sw e e ping h is  righ t-arm  in front of h im . “It’s  
aw e som e .”

“Ye ah ,” says  Joh n. “Ye ah ,” h e  re pe ats , a 
ne rvous  e dge  to h is  voice . H e  m ove s  along th e  
s e at. For a th ird tim e , h e  picture s  h is  k itch e n, th e  
large , w oode n table  w ith  th e  coffe e  m ug, a ring 
of dark  grains  e dging th e  bottom  of it. “Th e  park  
is  be autiful on full m oon nigh ts . Alth ough  
som e tim e s , th e  play of ligh t and s h adow  is  
spook y.”

Paulo nods  in agre e m e nt. “And sum m e r too, 
m ate ,” h e  says . “Som e  nigh ts , I com e  h e re  and 
s it for h ours .” 

Joh n nods , re m oving h is  le ft-h and from  h is  
pock e t th e n re turning it. H e  glance s  at Paulo, at 
th e  ground and th e n into th e  m iddle  distance .

‘W e ll, h e re  w e  are  s ittin in th e  park  on a 
Friday nigh t,” says  Paulo, m ore  to th e  air in front 
of h im , th an to Joh n. H e  tak e s  a last drag on th e  
cigare tte  and stubs  it out.

Joh n glance s  at Paulo and w onde rs  if h e ’s  
le aving. H e  e dge s  h is  foot along th e  ground, h is  
s h oe  re ach ing Paulo’s  le ft foot. Paulo glance s  at 
Joh n and h alf-sm ile s . Joh n m ove s  h is  foot up-and-
dow n th e  e dge  of Paulo’s  Re e bok  and stre tch e s  
h is  arm  along th e  back  of th e  s e at. “W h at do you 
lik e  doing?” as k s  Joh n, look ing at Paulo.

“W e ll, if I h ad about th re e  h ours , m ate , I’d te ll 
ya,” says  Paulo rais ing h is  e ye -brow s .

Joh n sm irk s  w ith  ne rvousne s s . H e  is  unce rtain 
about Paulo’s  answ e r. “Um , w e ll, w h at do you 
lik e  doing in be d?”

Paulo s igh s  h e avily. “I h ate  q ue stions  lik e  th at, 
m ate ,” h e  says  s h ak ing h is  h e ad. “Th at’s  all 
th e y,” h e  points  to th e  distant m e n in th e  
s h adow s , “e ve r w anta k now .” H e  stands , pus h e s  
h is  h ands  into h is  jack e t pock e ts  and w alk s  aw ay.

Joh n s h rugs  h is  s h oulde rs . H e  stands  too, h is  

fists  still bunch e d tigh tly in h is  pock e ts  and w alk s  
back  to th e  s ile nce  of h is  h ous e .

Joh n s its  on th e  s e at of h is  grie ving. H e  w arm s  
to th e  sm ile  on Mark ’s  face  and fe e ls th e  w arm th  
of h is  body in be d. During th e s e  tim e s  of 
re m e m be ring, th e re  are  instance s  w h e n th e  
m om e nt stills and Joh n’s  im aginary scre e n 
be com e s  blinding w h ite  as  Mark  is  re m ove d 
from  Be d 3. 

O n th e  oth e r s ide  of th e  park , Paulo park s  h is  
Volvo be h ind a gre y Paje ro ute . Se ve ral m inute s  
late r, h e  am ble s  acros s  th e  w e ll-k e pt law ns  to h is  
favourite  grove  of tre e s , s its  dow n and ligh ts  a 
cigare tte .

Joh n notice s  Paulo cros s  th e  park . H e  s h ive rs  
sligh tly, re m e m be ring th e  re buff from  s e ve ral 
w e e k s  ago. H e  frow ns , scratch e s  h is  h e ad and 
w onde rs  if h e  s h ould approach  h im . H e  s its  up 
straigh t, staring at Paulo s itting in th e  s h adow s . 
Se ve ral m inute s  late r, h e  stands  and at first, 
w alk s  te ntative ly, th e n stride s  tow ards  th e  grove  
of tre e s . At th e  w ar m e m orial, h e  stops  for a 
m om e nt, pre te nding to re ad th e  nam e s  of th e  
falle n. H e  re sum e s  w alk ing, still ne rvous  about 
Paulo’s  re action.

Joh n stops  s e ve ral m e tre s  from  h im . Paulo 
re cognis e s  h im  and nods . Joh n s igh s  w ith  re lie f, 
w alk s  to th e  s e at and as k s , “Do you m ind if I s it 
dow n?”

“Nah , not at all, m ate ,” says  Paulo, pointing to 
th e  e m pty h alf of th e  s e at w ith  h is  cigare tte .

“I w asn’t sure  h ow  you’d fe e l afte r th e  oth e r 
w e e k ,” says  Joh n.

“O h  th at,” says  Paulo s h rugging h is  s h oulde rs . 
“I got pis s e d off w ith  ya w anting to k now  w h at I 
did in th e  cot. Th at q ue stion s h its  m e .”

“H m m , I k now ,” agre e s  Joh n. “I w as  ne rvous . 
I w as  just m ak ing conve rsation. I w asn’t re ally…” 
H is  w ords  fade  into th e  nigh t.

Paulo nods  h is  h e ad. H e  th row s  th e  cigare tte  
to th e  ground, s q uas h ing it. “Do ya com e  h e re  
e ve ry Friday nigh t?” h e  as k s  sudde nly.

Joh n look s  at h im  q uizzically.
“I drove  past h e re  tw o Friday nigh ts  ago and 

saw  ya s ittin on th e  s e at ove r th e re ,” says  Paulo, 
pointing acros s  th e  park . “And you w e re  s ittin 
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th e re  as  if in a dre am . And th e n th e  follow ing 
Friday nigh t, I drove  past on m e  w ay into th e  city 
and saw  ya again. Just s ittin th e re .”

“H m m ,” says  Joh n. For tw e nty s e conds , h e  
re m ains  s ile nt, th ink ing. W h at w ill I say? 
“H m m ,” h e  says  for a s e cond tim e . “I do com e  
h e re  e ve ry Friday nigh t,” h e  says  blus h ing as  if 
confe s s ing a s e cre t, “and just s it on th e  s e at. I 
find it com forting.” H e  paus e s  th e n says , “I 
suppose  th at sounds  a bit strange .”

Paulo s h rugs  h is  s h oulde rs . 
“But e ve r s ince  m y e x-…”. H is  w ords  fade  as  

h e  stare s  into th e  m iddle  distance .
Paulo look s  at Joh n and frow ns . For a m inute , 

th e re  is  a long, draw n-out s ile nce  be tw e e n th e m . 
Paulo s e ns e s  a sadne s s  e nve loping Joh n.

“Eve r s ince  m y e x-love r, Mark , die d about a 
ye ar ago,” says  Joh n look ing at Paulo. “Maybe  a 
ye ar and a h alf. Th e  w e e k s  and m onth s  fly by. 
Th is  w as  w h e re  w e  m e t,” continue s  Joh n 
pointing to h is  righ t. “Th e  first tim e  w e  m e t, w e  
fuck e d on th e  s e at th at I w as  s itting on e arlie r 
tonigh t.”

“Do ya com e  h e re  to re m e m be r, m ate ?” says  
Paulo.

“H m m m ,” says  Joh n, draw ing out th e  w ord. 
For th irty s e conds , h e  cons ide rs  th e  q ue stion. “I 
suppose  I do. I lik e  to re m e m be r. I lik e  th ink ing 
about th e  good tim e s  and th e  h appine s s  w e  h ad 
toge th e r.”

“Doe s  it h e lp?” says  Paulo, th ink ing h e  sounds  
lik e  a social w ork e r.

“Maybe  it’s  a part of m y grie ving,” says  Joh n. 
H e  s h rugs  h is  s h oulde rs . “I don’t re ally k now .” 
H e  gaze s  acros s  th e  park . “At first, I as k e d 
m ys e lf th at q ue stion and couldn’t com e  up w ith  
an answ e r. So afte r a w h ile , I didn’t both e r 
as k ing it any m ore .”

“Fair e nough ,” says  Paulo nodding.
“Do you alw ays  as k  such  de e p and 

m e aningful q ue stions  at a be at?” as k s  Joh n.
“Nah , not alw ays ,” says  Paulo sm irk ing. “At 

le ast, it’s  be tte r th an as k in guys  w h at th e y do in 
th e  sack .” A m om e nt late r, h e  s h ive rs  and pulls 
h is  jack e t around h im . “Ph e w , it’s  ge tting cold 
out h e re ,” h e  says , h is  bre ath  w h ite ning th e  air. 

Joh n nods  in agre e m e nt.

“Do you h ave  cups  and sauce rs  at your 
place ?” as k s  Paulo.

“Ye s ,” says  Joh n frow ning. “W h y?”
“And te a? And sugar?”
For a s e cond tim e , Joh n nods  h is  h e ad to both  

q ue stions .
“W e ll m ate , w h y don’t w e  go to your place  for 

a good old-fas h ione d cuppa te a?” says  Paulo, 
“and continue  talk in th e re .”

For a m om e nt, Joh n th ink s  about Paulo’s  
sugge stion. H e  de cide s  it’s  a gre at ide a and says , 
“O k ay, le t’s  go.” 

Th e  tw o m e n w alk  acros s  th e  park  to Paulo’s  
Volvo. Joh n ope ns  th e  pas s e nge r’s  door and 
le ans  on th e  roof of th e  car. “Do you lik e  m ilk  in 
your te a?” h e  says , picturing tw o m ugs  on th e  
k itch e n table .

Paulo nods  h is  h e ad.
“W e ll, w e ’d be tte r ge t m ilk  on th e  w ay to m y 

place  th e n.” 

Pete r Mitch ell Eve ry Friday nigh t

Pe te r Mitch e ll live s in th e  Rainbow  Re gion, w riting 
poe try, fiction, a range  of journalism  and lite rary 
criticism . H e  h as be e n publish e d in ne w spape rs and 
journals, including Australian Literary Studie s, 
Cam paign, New  England Review  and Sydney Star 
Observer. From  March  to August 2007, h e  w as 
m e ntore d by Dr David Re ite r (Inte ractive  Pre ss), 
w ork ing on poe try. Pre se ntly, h e  is w riting a 
colle ction of poe try, Th ese  Scarlet M om ents, m e m oir 
and lite rary criticism .   
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Ph il Scott

A cre ature  of h abit

I h ave alw ays been a creature  of h abit. I plan m y days and nigh ts w e ll 
ah e ad, and, lik e  m any gay m e n, I can e asily ge t sh itty if m y plans are  
th row n out of k ilte r by circum stance s be yond m y control. Sim on h as ofte n 
h ad to spe ak  to m e  about it. H e ’s just th e  opposite  of course . “Le t’s drive  
som e w h e re ,” h e ’ll say out of th e  blue . “Le t’s call in and visit so and so.” 
Opposite s attract, I can ce rtainly vouch  for th at. Mostly I go along w ith  h is 
w h im s – afte r com plaining first – but I still pre fe r th ings to be  planne d, so I 
can a) ge t e xcite d or b) w orry about arrange m e nts in advance .

One  cool m orning tow ards th e  e nd of w inte r I h ad a m id-w e e k  fle xi-day. 
I’d planne d it dow n to th e  last se cond: gym , bre ak fast, ne w spape r, w ork  on 
tax, cook  m ush room  risotto and w atch  a DVD. I’d line d up se ve ral ch oice s 
of m ovie , to give  Sim on th e  im pre ssion h e  h ad som e  say in it. As long as h e  
didn’t de cide  all of a sudde n w e  sh ould e at out, w h ich  h e  could w e ll do, 
th e n th e  w h ole  day w ould be  pe rfe ct.
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I se t off w alk ing at a brisk  pace , but I k ne w  e ve n 
be fore  I re ach e d th e  gym  th at th ings w e re  going to 
go w rong. For a start I h ad a close  call crossing th e  
road w ith  som e  P-plate  drive r, stupid idiot. You tak e  
your life  in your h ands, h one stly! I w as totally in th e  
righ t, crossing w ith  th e  ligh ts. Th e n th e  w e ath e r, 
w h ich  h ad be e n fre sh  and bracing, ch ange d its 
m ind and de cide d to cloud ove r. I h adn’t factore d in 
rain – th e  re port h ad pre dicte d fine  w e ath e r – so I’d 
brough t no um bre lla w ith  m e . A bloody nuisance : 
w h at if I h ad to buy one ? Th e  day instantly be cam e  
w arm e r too, and sort of m uggy. It w as ve ry 
pe culiar, an e arly w arning sign of our clim ate  
ch ange  proble m s no doubt.

But th e  gym  w as just as I lik e  it, th ank  h e ave ns: 
practically e m pty. Th e  busine ssm e n h ad be e n and 
gone , and th e  young m um s w e re  ye t to arrive  for 
th e ir ae robics class. I ch ange d cloth e s and plunge d 
into m y structure d, unvarying routine . I spotte d a 
guy I ofte n ch at to in th e  ch ange  room ; I w ave d, but 
h e  w as so e ngrosse d in h is e xe rcise s h e  didn’t w ave  
back . 

So I got on w ith  m y program , finding e ve ryth ing 
te rrifically e asy for once . I e ve n incre ase d th e  
w e igh ts I use d – double d th e m  in fact – w ith  no 
trouble  at all. W ay to go! I fe lt so ple ase d w ith  
m yse lf. Re gular gym  w ork  w as e vide ntly paying off 
afte r m onth s of slogging aw ay. I look e d e xactly th e  
sam e , but fe lt a good te n ye ars younge r. 

On top of th e  w orld, I h it th e  sh ow e rs for a 
fie rce , se lf-indulge nt scrub. I w ould ne ve r do th is at 
h om e , but w h e n you’re  not paying th e  w ate r bill 
yourse lf it’s diffe re nt, don’t you th ink ? God k now s 
h ow  long I sh ow e re d; it m ust h ave  be e n age s 
be cause  m y m ind drifte d off into dre am land. I 
th ough t about all k inds of th ings. For instance , I 
th ough t about th e  ove rse as trip w e ’re  planning, and 
about m y pare nts (!), about Sim on, e ve n about se x. 
W e ll, th at one ’s not so unusual unde r th e  sh ow e r.

A young guy I’d ne ve r se e n at th e  gym  be fore  

w as ch anging w h e n I cam e  back  to th e  dre ssing 
room . Pale , th in but tone d, w ith  a m op of fine  
blonde  h air, h e  sat th e re  in a pair of w h ite  
unde rpants, slow ly re m oving h is sock s. I look e d 
w ith out staring, if you k now  w h at I m e an. W e  didn’t 
m ak e  e ye  contact; it’s a silly unspok e n rule  in 
ch ange  room s. Afte r a w h ile , it daw ne d on m e  th at 
w e ’d m e t be fore , but I couldn’t th ink  w h e re . I’m  
finding it m uch  h arde r to “place ” pe ople  th e se  days. 

Th e  boy didn’t se e m  to be  going anyw h e re . I 
could not e ve n te ll if h e  w as about to start h is 
e xe rcise s or w h e th e r h e ’d finish e d. I w as dre sse d 
and all re ady to go, but fe lt a com pulsive  de sire  to 
bre ak  th e  golde n rule  and spe ak  out loud. “H i,” I 
said. “Look s lik e  a ch ange  com ing in th e  w e ath e r.” 
H is re action w as w e ird, to say th e  le ast. H e  didn’t 
look  up, just sh rugge d sligh tly and sigh e d. And th e n 
q uie tly, alm ost to h im se lf, h e  said, “Joh n.” My nam e !

“Sorry, do you k now  m e ?” I ask e d. “It’s funny, I 
th ough t you look e d fam iliar. W h e re  did w e …?” My 
q ue stion w as le ft h anging in th e  air, be cause  w ith  an 
une xpe cte d spurt of e ne rgy h e  stood up, w h ippe d 
off h is unde rpants, and strode  aw ay nak e d (and 
rath e r be autiful) in th e  dire ction of th e  sh ow e rs. I 
sim ply stood th e re , ope n-m outh e d. W as I suppose d 
to follow ? I’m  h ope le ss in th e se  random  cruisy 
situations, com ple te ly at a loss w ith out a ground 
plan. I w aite d – th e re  w as no sound of a sh ow e r 
running – th e n th ough t ‘to h e ll w ith  it’, grabbe d m y 
bag and le ft.

Bre ak fast w as ne xt on th e  age nda. Unlik e  th e  
gym , m y favourite  café w as pack e d but I found a 
table  for one  in a dark , cram pe d corne r. As I cast m y 
e ye  ove r th e  m e nu (w h ich  I alre ady k ne w  by h e art, 
but still re ad anyw ay) I m e ntally k ick e d m yse lf for 
not going w ith  th e  gym  boy. H e  k ne w  m y nam e ; w e  
m ust h ave  m e t at a party, or a w ork  function m ore  
lik e ly, and flirte d a bit. I’m  com ple te ly faith ful to 
Sim on, but once  in a w h ile  your e ye  w ande rs. 
Noth ing w rong w ith  th at, it m e ans you’re  still alive ! 

Ph il Scott A cre ature  of h abit
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And a bit of spice  can do a re lationsh ip good, I 
re ally be lie ve  th at. Th e  odd th ing w as, th e  m ore  I 
trie d to pin h im  dow n, th e  m ore  I th ough t I’d m e t 
th is blonde  guy a long tim e  ago. Ye ars ago, e ve n. 
But th at m ust h ave  be e n som e body e lse ; h e  w as no 
m ore  th an 21. 

I w as brough t back  to re ality w h e n I notice d a 
w h ole  ne w  table  of four h ad com e  in and be e n 
se rve d since  I’d be e n sitting th e re . Don’t you h ate  
th at? H ow  disorganise d m ust a café be  to se rve  
th e ir custom e rs out of orde r? If I w e re  running th e  
place  it w ould ne ve r h appe n. I sm ile d and w ave d 
discre e tly at th e  ne are st w aitre ss. I suppose  sh e  
m ust h ave  se e n m e , but pre te nde d lik e  sh e  h adn’t 
be cause  sh e  w asn’t re ady to de al w ith  m e . I saw  
re d: th is w as th e  last straw . “Fuck  it!” I said loudly, 
and w ith  a conspicuous sh ow  of grum pine ss, I 
scrape d m y ch air back , got up and w alk e d out. No 
doubt I m ade  a bit of a fool of m yse lf, but I didn’t 
care . W aitpe rsons ignore  m e  at th e ir pe ril. 

I could h ave  trie d som e  oth e r place  but de cide d 
inste ad to h e ad h om e , m ainly be cause  th e  sk y w as 
dark e r th an e ve r. It w as good to ge t h om e , too: h e re  
w as I, on m y day off, and I h adn’t m anage d to re lax 
ye t. I put out som e  cat food for Piddle s (an 
unfortunate  but apt nam e  for our old puss), turne d 
th e  radio on and bre w e d m yse lf a strong e spre sso. 
It w as absolute ly taste le ss. H ad Sim on bough t som e  
diffe re nt type  of coffe e  be ans re ce ntly? It w ould be  
just lik e  h im , e ve n th ough  it took  m e  fore ve r to find 
th e  one s I lik e  be st. Th e  m ore  I drank  th e  stuff, th e  
m ore  I h ate d it. In fact, I spat it out. Th e n I be gan to 
fe e l ill, and incre dibly tire d. So th is w as w h y th e  day 
w as w ork ing out so badly: I w as ge tting sick . 
Typical, as soon as you h ave  som e  fre e  tim e  it 
h appe ns. And afte r fe e ling so h e alth y at th e  gym , 
too. I’d lost all m y pre vious e ne rgy and could h ardly 
drag m yse lf upstairs to flop dow n on th e  be d.

I only inte nde d to h ave  a nanna nap – h alf an 
h our, tops – but w h e n I w ok e  up and glance d 

casually out th e  w indow , I could se e  th e  pale  rays of 
a se tting sun. At le ast it w asn’t raining. I ch e ck e d th e  
alarm  clock : 5.30! I h ad be e n asle e p all day. W e ll, I 
th ough t to m yse lf, I m ust h ave  ne e de d it. Probably 
e xe rcise d a bit too h ard on an e m pty stom ach . It 
w as still e m pty, I re m e m be re d, but I w asn’t th e  le ast 
bit h ungry. Eve n so, it w as tim e  to start pre paring 
dinne r: Sim on w ould be  back  around 7.

I ne arly jum pe d out of m y sk in w h e n I w alk e d 
into th e  lounge  room  and th e re  h e  w as! “O h , you’re  
h om e  e arly,” I e xclaim e d. “Th ank s for not w ak ing 
m e . You k now , I’ve  sle pt th e  w h ole  bloody day 
aw ay. Didn’t do m y tax or anyth ing. I be tte r ge t 
starte d on dinne r. Pick  out a DVD. Th e re ’s a pile  to 
ch oose  from  on th e  coffe e  table .” 

Sim on didn’t answ e r m e . H e  w as sitting on th e  
couch  w ith  h is h ands in h is lap, just staring at th e  
floor, m ile s aw ay. H e  look e d aw ful. 

“Is som e th ing w rong?” I ask e d. “Baby, w h at is it?”
H e  didn’t m ove . O h  God, I couldn’t de al w ith  th is 

on top of e ve ryth ing e lse .
“Is anyth ing both e ring you?” I snappe d. No re ply. 

“W e ’re  not spe ak ing, is th at it? Re ally, darling, I w ish  
you w ould grow  up. I don’t k now  w h at I’m  
suppose d to h ave  done . W as it th at boy in th e  gym ? 
I didn’t touch  h im ! Fuck  it, I w ish  I h ad, if you’re  
going to carry on lik e  th is.” Such  be h aviour w as so 
unlik e  h im ; if anyth ing, I’m  th e  sook y one . 

“H e y,” I said, in a m ore  te nde r tone  of voice . 
“Stop it. If som e th ing’s th e  m atte r, te ll m e . H e llo? It’s 
m e !” I pulle d h im  to h is fe e t and put m y arm s 
around h im . H e  starte d sh ak ing. “Sim on, w h at is it? 
H as som e th ing h appe ne d to Piddle s? I didn’t se e  h e r 
around anyw h e re . H as sh e  e ate n h e r food? Th at’s 
th e  only th ing I m anage d to ge t done  today. 
Unbe lie vable .” 

H is m obile  rang.
“O h  le ave  it,” I said. “Don’t answ e r it now .”
But h e  did, afte r ch e ck ing th e  nam e  on th e  

scre e n. “H i,” h e  w h ispe re d in a th roaty voice . 

Ph il Scott A cre ature  of h abit
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“Look … th ank s for calling. I just w ante d to le t you 
k now … Joh n die d th is m orning.”

W h at? W h at on e arth  w as h e  doing? Playing 
som e  m e an practical jok e ? I w as spe e ch le ss. 

“H it by a car,” h e  continue d, tak ing a de e p 
bre ath . “In a fuck ing pe de strian crossing… I k now … 
I can’t re ally talk  now , I just w ante d to le t you… no, 
I’ll be  OK , re ally. I’ll call tom orrow … you too… ye s, 
no, I’m  sure , but th ank s.” 

Now  w e  both  just stood th e re . I w as look ing 
straigh t at h im , but h e  w asn’t se e ing m e . I still 
couldn’t w ork  out w h at w as going on, but I k ne w  I 
w ante d h im . I’d ne ve r w ante d anyone  or anyth ing 
so m uch  in m y e ntire  life . “I love  you,” I said, and 
h ugge d h im  as tigh tly as I could. I strok e d h is h air 
and h is ne ck , and ran one  h and up and dow n h is 
back , ne ve r re laxing m y grip w ith  th e  oth e r. I 
rubbe d m yse lf up against h im  and fe lt h im  ge t h ard. 
Th e n I le d h im  back  to th e  couch , laid h im  dow n 
ge ntly and sort of le vitate d ove r h im  (w h ich  fe lt 
am azing). W h ile  I k e pt on k issing and strok ing h im , 
h e  ope ne d h is pants and slow ly starte d to bring 
h im se lf to a clim ax. I conce ntrate d as h ard as I 
could, cle aring e ve ryth ing e lse  out of m y m ind. “Us, 
you and m e , Sim on and Joh n,” I w h ispe re d, ove r 
and ove r and ove r again. W ave s of som e th ing lik e  a 
low -le ve l e le ctric pulse  ripple d th rough  m y body. 
Now  I w as alm ost floating aw ay, but I grabbe d onto 
h is sh oulde rs to anch or m e , and I fe lt th e  w e ird 
e le ctric pulse  surging th rough  h im  too. W h e n h e  
be gan m oaning, I k ne w  h e  w as re ady to com e . I 
pre sse d m y lips h ard into h is ne ck  and k e pt th e m  
th e re .

H e  lurch e d, and cum  fle w  e ve ryw h e re . (One  of 
m y favourite  m om e nts; h e ’s alw ays so sw e e t and 
vulne rable  just th e n!) H is body w e nt lim p. Sink ing 
back  into th e  cush ions, h e  took  a bre ath  and burst 
into te ars, grim acing and w h im pe ring in a w ay I h ad 
ne ve r se e n be fore . I h e ld h is h and and strok e d h im  
ligh tly. “I love  you,” I re pe ate d. “You’ll be  all righ t, 

baby. Don’t cry. H e y! I love  you.”
Afte r a w h ile  th e  te ars stoppe d, at le ast 

te m porarily. H e  close d h is e ye s. H e  m ust h ave  be e n 
ve ry tire d.

I trie d to stand. My fe e t w ouldn’t touch  th e  floor 
prope rly and I couldn’t se e  ve ry w e ll e ith e r. 
Som e th ing w as radically w rong but it didn’t se e m  to 
m atte r. “Look , I th ink  I’ll tak e  a nap,” I said to h im . 
“Don’t le t m e  sle e p too long, OK?” And w ith  a fair 
de gre e  of difficulty I w ande re d upstairs, slippe d into 
be d, and black e d out. 

Ph illip Scott is a m usician and actor, as w e ll as 
w rite r. H e  h as h ad four nove ls publish e d: One Dead 
Diva, Gay Resort M urder Sh ock , Get Over It (re nam e d 
M ardi Gras M urders in th e  US), and It's About Your 
Friend. H e  curre ntly w rite s a w e e k ly colum n for 
Sydne y's gay pape r SX. 
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Mal Path

Th e  fit of th e  stre tch

Sam  stare s at th e  television. Five  h undre d ch anne ls and noth ing to 
w atch , and h e  h ate s  th at; h e  k now s  it’s  a clich é, and th at m ak e s  h im  
h ate  it e ve n m ore . H e  click s  it off, s e ts  th e  re m ote  control dow n on 
th e  arm  of th e  sofa, and continue s  to stare  at th e  te le vis ion. Forlornly, 
h e  re sts  h is  h e ad against th e  sofa’s  arm . Th e  top of h is  h e ad bum ps  
th e  re m ote , w h ich  brus h e s  back  and forth  once  against h is  h air be fore  
it clatte rs  to th e  floor and s k itte rs  acros s  th e  floorboards . Sam  rais e s  
h is  h e ad to re gard it. H e  re ach e s  for it, but e ve n stre tch ing, it’s  too far 
aw ay.

A k nock  at th e  door inte rrupts  h is  m e ditation on th e  inade q uacy of 
h is  m utant pow e rs , th e  stubborn re fusal of th e  cosm os  to bring th e  
re m ote  to h im  th rough  th e  force  of h is  ow n m ind and de s ire .

Sam  glance s  at th e  door. Stare s  at it a m om e nt.
Pe rve rs e ly, th e  door de cline s  h is  invitation to ope n.
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W ith  a s igh , Sam  sw ings  h is  sock -s h od fe e t 
onto th e  floor, w raps  th e  com forte r around h im  
as  h e  stands , and pads  ove r to th e  door. H e  
close s  one  e ye , puts  th e  oth e r to th e  pe e ph ole , 
and finds  h im s e lf w ink ing be h ind th e  close d 
door at Aidan.

W ink ing, actually, at Aidan’s  e ye . W h ich  is  
flus h  up against th e  pe e ph ole  from  th e  oth e r 
s ide . Too close  to s e e , alm ost; Sam  k now s  m ore  
th an s e e s  th at it’s  Aidan.

H e  undoe s th e  ch ain, slide s back  th e  de adbolt 
w ith  an audible  click , turns th e  k nob to crack  th e  
door ope n, and pads back  to th e  sofa. H e  curls up 
and look s at som e th ing be tte r th an te le vision – 
Aidan is standing in th e  doorw ay, h aloge n ligh ting 
m e lting into th e  sh e e n of sw e at on h is torso, 
m ak ing h im  sort of glow .

Sam 's  gaze  trave ls up Aidan’s  body to h is  
face , linge ring on th e  ge ntle  curve  of lips , 
flick e ring up to be  caugh t and h e ld in Aidan's  
e ye s .

“Saw  your ligh t on,” Aidan says  at last. 
“Th ough t I’d drop in.”

“Ye ah ,” Sam  says , and w onde rs  w h y h e  said 
anyth ing at all, and can't th ink  w h at e lse  to say.

Aidan doe sn’t say anyth ing, e ith e r. H e  runs  
h is  h and th rough  h is  h air, s h aping and 
re s h aping th e  dam p curls abs e ntly; Sam  follow s  
h is  h and as  it drops  dow n to re st on h is  
w aistband, th um b h ook ing ins ide , dragging it 
dow n a little  m ore , th e  curle d lizard on h is  h ip 
alm ost fully re ve ale d.

Aidan is  glow ing so m uch , it is  alm ost 
obsce ne .

Sam  w ould lik e  to m ak e  Aidan’s  glow  
com ple te ly obsce ne .

H is  e ye s  m ove  back  to Aidan’s , and h e  still 
doe sn’t k now  w h at to say.

Aidan still doe sn’t k now  w h at to say, e ith e r. 
But h e  doe sn’t ne e d w ords  as  h e  k ick s  off h is  
sandals to com e  bare foot acros s  th e  bare  
floorboards  to Sam .

Sam  tuck s  up h is  fe e t, k ne e s  be nt, arm s  
w rappe d around th e m , to m ak e  room  on th e  
sofa for Aidan.

Aidan look s  at th e  e m pty space  th at Sam  h as  
just m ade  for h im  on th e  sofa. Th e n h e  look s  at 
Sam .

And sm ile s .
Sam ’s  caugh t in Aidan again, in Aidan’s  sm ile  

and Aidan’s  e ye s , and Aidan’s  h ands , unw rap-
ping th e  blank e t. Aidan’s  h ands  adjusting th e  
curve  of Sam ’s  body, not straigh te ning h im  but 
s h ifting h im , so th at Aidan can fit w ith  Sam  on 
th e  sofa.

Aidan w raps  th e  blank e t around th e m , w raps  
h im s e lf around Sam . Aidan’s  foot nudge s  unde r 
th e  bottom  h e m  of Sam ’s  je ans . Aidan’s  toe s  
slide  up ove r Sam ’s  sock s , try to h ook  ins ide  
th e m  lik e  Aidan's  th um b in Aidan’s  je ans .

Sam  close s  h is  e ye s , pre te nds  th at Aidan's  
toe  is  Aidan’s  th um b, and Sam ’s  sock  is  Aidan’s  
je ans , and doe s  th at m ak e  Sam ’s  foot Aidan’s  
cock ? Sam  isn’t sure , but it m ak e s  h im  laugh  a 
little .

“Doe s  th at tick le ?” Aidan as k s , h is  bre ath  
w arm  against Sam ’s  e ar.

Sam  isn’t sure  w h e th e r Aidan w ants  it to 
tick le  or not; h e  ste e ls h im s e lf for a tick le  figh t 
as  h e  answ e rs , “No ...”

Aidan’s  bre ath  is  still w arm  against Sam ’s  
e ar; Aidan’s  bre ath ing w ith out spe ak ing, and h is  
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toe  w orm s  unde r th e  e lastic of Sam ’s  sock , 
h ook s  in and pulls dow n. Aidan's  foot lose s  its  
h old a couple  of tim e s , slips  out and Aidan 
grunts  softly e ach  tim e , h ook s  in again. K e e ps  at 
it until h e ’s  w ork e d Sam ’s  sock  dow n to h is  
ank le , all of Aidan's  toe s  h ook e d in now  to pull 
Sam 's  sock  ove r h is  h e e l.

Sam ’s  toe s  w iggle  w h e n Aidan’s  s e t th e m  fre e .
Aidan’s  toe s  s k im  ove r Sam ’s  foot, th e  callus 

on th e  unde rs ide  of h is  b ig toe  abrading 
ple asantly; Sam  is  on th e  e dge  of a purr w h e n 
Aidan’s  toe s  touch  h is , nudge  and w e dge  
be tw e e n th e m , fitting th e ir toe s  toge th e r.

It’s  not a pe rfe ct fit. Aidan’s  fe e t are  bigge r, 
and h e ’s  stre tch ing Sam .

But th e  im pe rfe ction, th e  stre tch , th e  fullne s s  
of it all m ak e s  Sam  purr.

It’s  Aidan’s  turn to laugh  a little  now : h e  
laugh s , and lick s  h is  laugh te r onto Sam ’s  purr, 
care s s ing Sam ’s  th roat w ith  h is  tongue .

Sam  tilts  h is  h e ad back , le ts  Aidan’s  tongue  
e licit m ore  purrs  until Sam  is  m oaning, w iggling 
h is  toe s  w ith  and against Aidan’s , h ook ing h is  
finge rs  into Aidan’s  w aistband lik e  h is  finge rs  are  
Aidan’s  toe s  and Aidan’s  je ans  are  Sam ’s  sock , 
and Aidan’s  cock  is  som e th ing th at m ay not fit 
pe rfe ctly, but it’s  th e  im pe rfe ction and th e  
stre tch  and th e  fullne s s  th at Sam  w ants .

Born in Manh attan, Mallory Path  h as live d in and 
around Los Ange le s since  e arning a Maste r’s in Film  
&  Te le vision Studie s from  UCLA. Mal's fiction h as 
se e n ligh t of day w ith  Forbidden Fruit m agazine , and 
is forth com ing from  Torq ue re  Pre ss and Iris Print’s 
*Que e r Magic*. Em ail is m ost w e lcom e :
m allory.path @ gm ail.com .
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Joh n Bartlett

Th e  m an I love

“one  day h e ’ll com e   along, th e  m an I love…”

Th ings w e ren’t alw ays lik e  th is, you k now . I us e d to h ave  a norm al 
h om e  w ith  tw o pare nts  (and th at w as  pre tty unusual cons ide ring m ost 
of m y frie nds), tw o s iste rs  and all th at stuff, but it all droppe d in a h ole  
th e  nigh t m y old m an plough e d h is  car into th e  back  of a garbo truck  
w ith  no ligh ts  on h is  w ay h om e  late  from  w ork .

Ye ah  h e  sold life  insurance  so w e  use d to h ave  loads of cash  and a good 
h ouse  and I w as doing se cond ye ar m e dia studie s. Can you im agine  th e  silly 
bugge r sold life  insurance  but h e  forgot to pay h is ow n pre m ium ? Basically 
w e  w e re  stuffe d w ith  no incom e . Mum ’d ne ve r w ork e d in h e r life , and Dad 
h ad alw ays done  e ve ryth ing for h e r, and anyw ay sh e  w as pre tty out of it. I 
h ad to le ave  Uni and ge t th e  first job I could to k e e p th ings going and th e n 
th e re  w as Je nny and Be th y m y tw o siste rs to put th rough  sch ool. H e re  I w as 
sudde nly ch opping up fuck ing carrots in a k itch e n, up to m y e lbow s in 
stink ing gre asy sauce pans and trying not to liste n to th e  ranting ch e f w h ose  
brain m ust h ave  be e n cook e d by be ing so close  to th e  stove  all th e  tim e . 
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Carrots julie nne  sure  as h e ll w e re n’t going to pay all 
th e  bills. I k ne w  I h ad to ge t a be tte r job e ve ntually 
or find som e  m one y.

Ne xt th ing I k now — it m ust h ave  be e n only a 
couple  of m onth s  and Mum ’s  ge tting th e s e  vis its  
from  one  of Dad’s  m ate s , a re al prick  h e  w as , 
h e ’d alw ays  h ad h is  e ye  on h e r if you as k  m e . 
H e  h ad a pointy nos e  and big h airy e ye brow s  
and m e  and th e  girls calle d h im  th e  W e re w olf. I 
re m e m be r w h e n h e  us e d to call by to pick  up 
Dad for a drink , h e ’d com e  ove r all sw e e t and 
soppy to Mum  w h ile  Dad w as  out of th e  room . 
H e  us e d to look  at h e r as  if h e  w ante d to gobble  
h e r up. It us e d to m ak e  m e  s ick  and afte r Dad 
die d h e  k e pt calling in, bringing re d ros e s , h ow  
bloody clich éd can you ge t? Rom antic crap. I 
couldn’t stand it.

W e ll e ve ntually w e  h ad to s e ll th e  h ous e — it 
h ad a h uge  m ortgage — and ne xt th ing w e ’ve  
m ove d in w ith  th e  w e re w olf and h is  tw o sons . I 
th ink  h is  w ife ’d le ft h im  ye ars  ago. W ould you 
blam e  h e r?

W h y did I go w ith  th e m ? I gue s s  I th ough t I 
h ad to k e e p an e ye  on Mum , didn’t trust th e  
prick  and th at’s  w h e n our trouble s  starte d. Th is  
prick ’s  sons  w e re  little  prick s  too, a fe w  ye ars  
younge r th an m e  but th e y still tre ate d m e  lik e  
s h it. Th e y both  w e nt to Trinity Colle ge  so th e y 
w e re  so far up th e m s e lve s  it’s  a w onde r th e y 
could s e e  dayligh t.

I w as  just th e  fuck ing ste pbroth e r to th e m . 
W h e n Mum  w asn’t around th e y’d call m e  th e  
k itch e n slut e spe cially w h e n I cam e  h om e  from  
Giovanni’s  re staurant afte r scrubbing filth y 
sauce pans  all day, sm e lling of gre as e  and m y 
h ands  re d and bloate d from  be ing in h ot w ate r 
for h ours . 

Th e y’d le ave  th e  k itch e n look ing lik e  s h it 
de libe rate ly be caus e  th e y k ne w  I’d cle an it up. 

Mum  w as  still space d out, drink ing a bit and 
didn’t s e e m  to notice  th e  m e s s . Som e body h ad 
to do it.

W h y didn’t I sort th e m  out? I gue s s  I didn’t 
w ant to m ak e  th ings  w ors e  for Mum  and th e  
girls. I’m  a bit of a pe ace k e e pe r lik e  m y old m an 
w as . I’d lik e  to h ave  be e n lik e  h im  but now  th at 
h e  w asn’t around it w as  a bit h ard to k now  th e  
be st th ing to do from  day to day.

Som e tim e s  I us e d to go and s it on h is  grave  
and just talk  to h im  about h ow  stuffe d up it all 
w as  and w h at I s h ould do. I prom is e d h im  I’d 
look  afte r Mum  and told h im  w h at a fuck ing 
idiot h e  w as  for not paying th e  insurance  w h e n 
h e  s h ould h ave  and saving us  all from  h aving to 
live  in th e  prick  h ous e . O f cours e  h e  ne ve r said 
anyth ing back , lik e  h e  ne ve r did anyw ay w h e n 
h e  w as  alive .

I us e d to go out for a bit of fun th ough  w h e n I 
could. I w asn’t just th e  good little  h ous e boy. 
Mostly I’d go dow n to th e  Purple  Pum pk in and 
dance  a bit h ave  a fe w  drink s  and drop a couple  
of ‘e ’s  if I could score  som e . Som e tim e s  you 
could e ve n h ave  a re al conve rsation. O ccas ion-
ally th e re  w e re  a fe w  m ate s  from  Uni th e re  and I 
didn’t w ant to lose  contact w ith  th at part of m y 
life . I k ne w  one  day I w ante d to go back  and 
finis h  uni, e ve n m aybe  transfe r to ph ilosoph y. 
Life  h ad sudde nly turne d m e  into a bit of a 
ph ilosoph e r and m aybe  I’d be  able  to m ak e  a 
living out of it.

W e ll I w as  dow n at th e  Pum pk in a fe w  w e e k s  
ago and h aving a pre tty h ot nigh t. I’d droppe d 
an e  and I w as  out of it, sort of dancing on m y 
ow n and e ve ry now  and th e n som e body’d join 
in, a guy or a w om an, it didn’t re ally m atte r. Th e  
Pum pk in w as  pre tty w obbly lik e  th at. You’d be  
dancing w ith  som e  ch ick  th at h ad be e n giving 
you th e  e ye  and th e n ne xt m inute  s h e  w as  a h e . 
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I didn’t care . I just k e pt dancing and w aiting for 
th e  m iracle  th at’d ge t m e  outa th e  s h it m y life  
w as  in.

Anyw ay, I w as  dancing w ith  m y e ye s  close d, 
re ally out of it and w h e n I ope ne d th e m  th e re  
w as  th is  guy dancing up re al close  to m e  and 
look ing at m e  sort of funny. I didn’t give  a stuff 
re ally. I’m  one  for trying e ve ryth ing once  and h e  
w as  a pre tty h ot look ing guy too. Afte r a w h ile  
w e  both  took  a bre ak  and h e  w ante d to buy m e  
a drink . W e  sat in one  of th os e  dark  little  
corne rs  and nurs e d a couple  of drink s . Turns  out 
h e  w as  a pre tty inte re sting guy. H is  nam e  w as  
Prince  (clich éd isn’t it?). H e ’d droppe d out of 
Uni ye ars  ago too and starte d m ak ing sm all 
docos  on anyth ing th at inte re ste d h im  —  rave  
partie s , rock  bands , black  m agic and som e  oth e r 
pre tty w e ird stuff. Se e m s  th e re  w as  m one y to 
be  m ade  if you found th e  m ark e t and h e  h ad. I 
w as  blow n aw ay by h is  storie s . W e  dance d a bit 
m ore  and h e  s e e m e d to be  pre tty k e e n to m e e t 
up again. I w asn’t sure . Th is  w as  ne w  te rritory 
for m e  and m aybe  I w as  ge tting into som e th ing 
I couldn’t m anage . I’m  a bit of a control fre ak  
and I panick e d. I said I h ad to go to th e  bog for 
a pis s  and bolte d inste ad. H ad to w ait h alf an 
h our dow n th e  road for a taxi and I k e pt 
th ink ing h e  w as  going to cruis e  by and s e e  m e . 

I fe lt a bit of a h e e l re ally. H e  w as  a nice  
blok e , inte re sting and lik e  h e ’d alre ady done  
m ore  th an m ost of th e  pe ople  I k ne w  m y age . 
W h y h ad I done  a runne r? H e  w as  on m y m ind 
all w e e k  w h ile  I ch oppe d th e  ve gie s  and trie d 
not to liste n to th e  ch e f calling m e  a scum bag 
be caus e  th e  carrot julie nne  w e re  cut too big or 
to m y prick  of a ste pfath e r te lling m e  I ough t to 
ge t a de ce nt job th at paid be tte r (and h im  ‘in 
be tw e e n jobs ’ as  h e  us e d to say, us e le s s  
bastard) and Mum  look ing guilty all th e  tim e  

be caus e  s h e  couldn’t unde rstand h ow  s h e ’d got 
h e rs e lf into such  a s h itty s ituation. It w as  true  
th ough . If I got a be tte r job, m aybe  w e  could all 
m ove  out and le ave  th e  prick  fam ily to 
th e m s e lve s .

I w e nt back  to th e  Purple  Pum pk in. I couldn’t 
stay aw ay. It w as  th e  only tim e  th e  w h ole  w e e k  I 
h ad to m ys e lf. O f cours e  Prince  w as  th e re  and I 
th ough t h e ’d call m e  an ars e -h ole  for pis s ing off 
th e  last tim e . W e  just dance d toge th e r m ost of 
th e  nigh t and if anybody e lse  trie d to m uscle  in, 
h e ’d just say: ‘Pis s  off m ate , h e ’s  w ith  m e .’ W e  
didn’t say m uch  th at nigh t but I fe lt pre tty good 
be ing around h im . Maybe  som e th ing w as  
h appe ning to m e . I’ve  alw ays  lik e d ch ick s  but 
m aybe  guys  did it for m e  too. W e  staye d til 
clos ing tim e  and Prince  w ante d to drive  m e  
h om e . I didn’t w ant h im  to k now  w h e re  I live d 
or m e e t up w ith  any of th e  prick  fam ily. Th e s e  
w e re  tw o com ple te ly diffe re nt parts  of m y life  
and I w ante d to k e e p th e m  s e parate . Th e re  w as  
a spe cial rave  party h appe ning late r in th e  w e e k  
and I agre e d to m e e t h im  th e re .

W h e n I th ough t about it w h ile  I w as  scraping 
burnt tom atoe s  off a tray, I de cide d I m ust be  
crazy. H ow  could a nice  guy lik e  h im  w ant to be  
involve d w ith  som e one  lik e  m e  and m y stuffe d 
up fam ily? But I couldn’t stop m ys e lf going back . 
I e ve n us e d som e  of m y w e e k ’s  w age s  to buy 
m ys e lf a ne w  s h irt w ith  th is  gold and s ilve r 
th re ad w ork e d into it, w h ich  spark le d w h e n it 
caugh t th e  ligh t. I th ough t I look e d pre tty cool.

‘Trying to score  are  you?’ sne e re d one  of th e  
ste pbroth e r prick s . ‘K e e p to th e  k itch e n slags . 
Th e y’ll scre w  anyth ing not bolte d dow n, e ve n 
you.’ I s h ould h ave  punch e d out h is  ligh ts  th e n 
but th ough t I’d bide  m y tim e . My ch ance  w ould 
com e  and I didn’t w ant to m ak e  th ings  h arde r 
for Mum .
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Th is  w as  a m as s ive  rave  w ith  s ix DJs  and th e  
m us ic w as  fantastic. Prince  and I dance d 
toge th e r all nigh t, til m y ne w  s h irt w as  soak ing 
w ith  sw e at and h e  m ade  m e  tak e  it off. W e ’d 
both  droppe d som e  good ge ar and w e re  riding 
h igh . Th at nigh t I th ough t I could tak e  ove r th e  
w orld and de al w ith  all th e  prick s , no w orrie s  
and look  afte r m y m um  and s iste rs  too. 
Som e h ow  th at’s  h ow  I fe lt w h e n I w as  w ith  
Prince . W h e n th e  drugs  w ore  off th ough  I fe lt 
diffe re nt. H ow  could an inte llige nt, good-look ing 
guy lik e  Prince  be  inte re ste d in a de ad-be at lik e  
m e ? I lost it again and w h e n h e  w as  buying m e  
a drink  I h igh taile d it out of th e re . Sh it! I’d got 
h alfw ay h om e  w h e n I re alis e d I’d le ft m y ne w  
s h irt be h ind w ith  m y ID  in th e  pock e t. Th e  s h irt 
h ad cost m e  forty buck s  but I didn’t w ant to go 
back . I couldn’t face  Prince  afte r running out on 
h im  alre ady once  be fore . H e ’d th ink  I w as  a 
w e ak  bastard. But now  h e  h ad m y ph one  
num be r and starte d te xting m e , saying h e  h ad 
m y s h irt and w alle t and could drop th e m  off at 
m y place . I w ante d to s e e  h im  but it all s e e m e d 
too h ard so I pik e d out and didn’t re ply. I ne ve r 
w e nt back  to th e  Pum pk in e ith e r but all I could 
th ink  of m ost of th e  tim e  w as  Prince  and h ow  
I’d le t h im  dow n. I’d ge t ove r it I th ough t.

Th e n one  day a couple  of w e e k s  late r, I cam e  
h om e  from  w ork  and Je nny w as  in th e  lounge  
re ading som e  te e nyboppe r m agazine . Sh e  
look e d up as  soon as  I cam e  in and said: ‘Your 
boyfrie nd w as  h e re  but th e  W e re w olf told h im  
you don’t live  h e re  any m ore .’ Sh e  w e nt back  to 
h e r m agazine  as  if s h e ’d just said th e  m ost 
norm al th ing in th e  w orld. Sh e ’s  only th irte e n 
but I re alis e d s h e ’d just said som e th ing I h adn’t 
be e n able  to say to m ys e lf th e  w h ole  tim e . 
Prince  and I did h ave  som e th ing going and I’d 
lose  it if I didn’t do som e th ing about it. Be ing 
th e  strong s ile nt type  lik e  m y fath e r w asn’t 
going to ge t m e  anyw h e re .

I w e nt dow n to th e  Pum pk in th at nigh t and 
th e re  h e  w as  w aiting as  if h e  e xpe cte d m e . ‘I’ve  

got your ID  m ate . Do you w ant it?’ h e  says  lik e  
I’d just w alk e d out th e  door five  m inute s  be fore .

I h ave n’t m ove d in w ith  h im  ye t and I’m  still 
look ing out for m y Mum  but w e ’ve  got plans  for 
ne xt ye ar w h e n I go back  to finis h  m e dia 
studie s . I k now  it’s  not e xactly a h appily e ve r 
afte r e nding but m ate  th is  is  th e  tw e nty-first 
ce ntury afte r all. W h at do you e xpe ct?

Joh n Bartle tt te ach e s profe ssional w riting at De ak in 
Unive rsity and w ork s as a fre e lance  e ditor and 
m anuscript asse ssor. W h e n h e  ge ts tim e  h e  lik e s to 
w rite  sh ort storie s and is addicte d to ch ocolate . H is 
first nove l ‘Tow ards a Distant Se a’ w as re le ase d in 
2005.
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Trevor Ball

Discre tion 
“Discretion, th at’s th e secret to th is busine ss, you h ave  to be  discre te ,” 
proclaim e d th e  boy in th e  suit, as h e  sat dow n and h e lpe d h im se lf to m y 
W h oppe r Burge r and frie s.

W e  h ad playe d e ye  tag for only a lim ite d tim e , tak ing turns  at 
th row ing look s  and catch ing stare s . Fe e ling fre e , and w ith  noth ing e lse  
to do, I invite d h im  ove r w ith  m y coy, com e  h ith e r look . Alth ough  
pe rple xe d by th e  boy’s  ope ning line , and h is  intrus ion into m y M e al 
D e al, m y e go soare d, as sure d th at e ve n in an unw as h e d, dis h e ve lle d 
state , I could still catch  a m an.

“R igh t, I’ll re m e m be r th at,” I re plie d, unsure  of w h at e lse  to say, to 
m y pre tty strange r.  H e  w as  a couple  of ye ars  younge r th an I, w e ll 
built, and m ade  in Scotland, as  far as  I could te ll. H e  w as  a h andsom e  
talk e r and I lik e d th e  sound of h is  voice .

“W h at’s  your nam e  lad?” h e  as k e d, sounding lik e  inspe ctor Plod.
“Tre vor,” spilling th e  first nam e  I could inve nt, and as  th e  fate s  
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w ould h ave  it, w as  no alias , “And yours?”
“Sim on, lik e  in ‘Sim on Says ’, but I’m  saying 

now t,” h e  de clare d, as  h e  slurpe d m y Ch e rry 
Cola, “’cos  I k now  h ow  to be  discre e t.” H e  fille d 
h is  face  w ith  frie s , “You don’t te ll nobody your 
bus ine s s , you can’t trust no one  th e s e  days .” 

“O bviously,” I agre e d, am aze d at h ow  q uick ly 
th is  grinning im p h ad de voure d m ost of m y 
lunch . I w as  m ute d by h unge r and disbe lie f. 

Afte r a ve ry pre gnant and laboure d paus e , h e  
gave  birth  to a q ue stion. “Do you lik e  m y suit 
jack e t?” h e  as k e d w ith  h is  w h ole  face . H e  w as  so 
e age r to be  ple as e d.

“Ye ah , I lik e  navy blue ,” I lie d. 
“It’s  Italian, unnatural fibre s , not ch e ap,” h e  

said w ith  obvious  pride , “I’m  ve ry m e tropolitan 
you k now .” 

“M e tropolitan?”
“Ve ry inte rnational m e , stylis h ."
“Re ally?”
“Aye , look  at m e  s h oe s , be st le ath e r, it’s  

ge nuine  panda, from  Ch ina, one  of a k ind.”
“Re ally!” atte m pting to sound im pre s s e d.
“Th e  s h irt’s  s ilk , do you lik e  it?" 
“Ye s , ve ry stylis h .”
“Re al nice , cost m ore  th an 20 q uid! It fe e ls 

nice  too,” care s s ing h is  w h ite  s h irt, “Do you 
w ant to h ave  a fe e l?” h e  invite d w ith  a 
m isch ie vous  grin.

“No, no th ank s  m ate , s h e ’ll be  righ t,” I 
re plie d w ith  as  m uch  antipode an m asculinity 
th at I could m uste r on a e m pty be lly. Alth ough  
m y curios ity w as   arous e d, th e  puritan q ue e n in 
m e  scre am e d caution. “Th is  boy is  N.Q.R, h e ’s  
Not Quite  R igh t!” 

“You’re  an Aus s ie  are n’t you? I’m  good w ith  
acce nts , I w atch  Ne igh bours , ne ve r m is s  it. I lik e  
th at K ylie . I can do th e  locom otion.” H e  starte d 
m oving to th e  m us ic in h is  h e ad and th e n burst 
into song, “Com e  on, com e  on, do th e  
locom otion w ith  m e , com e  on baby do th e  
loco…” I q uick ly inte rrupte d h is  little  k are ok e  
num be r.

“Actually, I’m  a K iw i,” I said w ith  subdue d 
dignity as  I look e d around to s e e  if h is  
pe rform ance  h ad draw n atte ntion, h ope fully by 
som e one  w ith  food.

“W h at, lik e  th e  fruit, sm all, fury and gre e n?” 
“Ye ah , som e th ing lik e  th at.” H e  e ye d m y 

large , gre e n, back pack , re sting afte r s e ve ral 
w e e k s  around Europe .  

“Nah , w ith  a bag lik e  th at on your back , 
you're  m ore  lik e  one  th os e  Ninja turtle s . I h ope  
you didn't go to Gre e ce , th e y e at turtle s  ove r 
th e re  you k now .” 

Th is  boy m ay be  m ad and a junk  food h og, 
but I de cide d th at h e  w as  fre e  e nte rtainm e nt 
and I re laxe d to e njoy th e  s h ow

“D id I te ll you th at I w as  in th e  building 
trade ?”

“No.”
“W e ll I’m  not. I’m  not an arch ite ct or 

anyth ing lik e  th at.”
“R igh t,” atte m pting to h ide  m y be m us e d 

confus ion.
“I m e t one  once , nice  blok e , I h e lpe d h im  

out.”
“W ith  h is  e tch ings , no doubt,” I offe re d as  th e  

pe nny th unde re d to th e  ground.
“Do you w ant to k now  w h at I re ally do? Do 

you? I w ouldn’t usually te ll strange rs  m y 
bus ine s s , but you look  lik e  you've  got an ope n 
m ind. You’ve  got a nice  face , h one st lik e ,” h e  
le ane d forw ard as  if to w h ispe r, “I’m  s e lf 
e m ploye d, I’m  a bus ine s sm an, I h e lp blok e s  out, 
I’m  in stre s s  m anage m e nt, I provide  re cre ational 
and re laxation s e rvice s .” 

I sm ile d w ith  m y re ne w e d inte re st.
“I ch arge  a nom inal fe e  de pe nding on th e  

re q uire d s e rvice …you k now  w h at I m e an? It’s  
good m one y, but you’ve  gotta be …”

“D iscre e t,” I volunte e re d.
“Aye ! D iscre e t!”
Afte r a paus e  of no re al tim e  h e  as k e d 

e xpe ctantly, “Are  you gay pal?”
“Ye ah  m ate , I am .”
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“Th ough t you w e re , you w e re  look ing at m e  
funny.”

“Ye ah , I do th at som e tim e s .”
“I’m  not gay,” h e  de clare d w ith  an e arne st 

conviction, “It’s  just m y job. I’d rath e r do 
w om an but blok e s  are  just e as ie r and th e y’ve  
alw ays  got m one y.”

 I k e pt on sm iling w ith  m y h one st lik e  face . 
“Must be  ve ry inte re sting w ork , e h ?”

“Ye ah , not e ve ry punte rs  th e  sam e , lik e  doing 
diffe re nt th ings , varie ty is  th e  spice  of life , and 
I’m  allspice . So w h at do you do?”

“Sorry, w h at?”
“To e arn your crust?” 
“O h , I’m  a dis h  w as h e r.”
“Re ally, w h e re  do th e y plug you in?” H e  as k e d 

w ith  a w ick e d laugh .
“Actually, I h ave n’t be e n plugge d for a w h ile ,” 

I re plie d, be ginning to e njoy th e  bante r.
“You’re  k ind of cute ,” h e  said as  h e  finge re d 

m y onions  rings , “You could e arn a bit of m one y 
w ith  look s  lik e  th at.”

I w e nt coy and ch ange d colour.
“Th e  punte rs  lik e  th e m  young, h ow  old are  

you pal? Se ve nte e n, e igh te e n?"
“A w e e  bit olde r th an th at.”
“Re ally, you m ust be  a m idge t th e n.”
“Th ank s!”
“I could te ach  you a fe w  trick s , e arn a q uid or 

tw o, you only ne e d to do a fe w  punte rs  a w e e k  
and you’re  loade d. It’s  be tte r th an cle aning up 
for som e  fat bastard in a dirty k itch e n.”

“Ye ah , w e ll, h ow  m any fat bastards  w ould I 
h ave  to do, e h ?”

“It’s  all in th e  adve rtis ing suns h ine , I do w e ll 
’cos  I tak e  pride  in m y appe arance . I look  classy, 
don’t I?” 

“Ye ah , re al classy.” My tongue  surfe d th e  
ins ide  of m y ch e e k s .  

“W e ll,” w ith  de sponde ncy in h is  voice , “At 
le ast I’m  not lik e  som e  of th os e  dirty junk ie s  on 
th e  stre e t. Sm e lly slags . Th e y’d do anyth ing and 
anyone  for a pack e t of sm ok e s  and a h it of 

som e th ing nasty. I look  afte r m ys e lf, m ak e  sure  
I look  good, I s h ow e r and s h ave  and I don’t do 
drugs . No, I don’t s h oot up, I suit up!”

“Ye ah , be st to stay aw ay from  drugs , e h .” I 
agre e d, [unle s s  pre scribe d by a q ualifie d 
psych iatrist]. I surve ye d th e  re staurant and 
w onde re d if Burge r K ing h ad a doctor in th e  
h ous e , drugs  for m y strange r and frie s  for m e ! 

 “Com e  on,” h e  said, pulling at m y w oolly 
jum pe r, “I can give  you a fre e  de m onstration on 
h ow  to pick  up a punte r.”

I ponde re d h is  curious  invitation for a 
m om e nt, and be fore  th e  puritan q ue e n in m e  
could stam p out any fun I m igh t h ave , I h ad 
pick e d up m y pack  and follow e d th is  strange  
boy, out of Burge r K ing and onto th e  Piccadilly 
parade .

* * * *

“O k ay, now  re m e m be r, you gotta be  
discre e t,” h e  said loudly to be at th e  nois e  of th e  
pige ons , and th e  pas s ing pe ople , “If you look  
lik e  you’re  on th e  gam e , you’ll scare  th e  punte rs  
off. R igh t, now  you stand ove r th e re .” H e  
pointe d lik e  som e  H ollyw ood dire ctor to a spot 
som e  distance  aw ay. “Now  you just w atch  m e .”

I look e d on as  h e  le ane d against th e  dirty 
glass  front of Burge r K ing, ne xt to th e  poste r 
adve rtis ing Double  W h oppe r Burge rs  w ith  e xtra 
ch e e s e . H e  struck  a fam iliar pos e , th at 
nonch alant Jam e s  D e an stance , w ith  one  le g 
be nt touch ing th e  w all, w h ile  th e  oth e r h e ld 
ground. H is  pe lvis  m ove d back  and forth  
gyrating, no doubt to som e  K ylie  track  still 
playing in h is  h e ad. H e  h ad a s e riously s e xual 
look  on h is  face , lips  pronounce d, h is  e ye s  fixe d 
on th e  pas s ing parade  lik e  a h unte r in a zoo, no 
flick e r of h um our in h is  w e ll practis e d sm ile .

My e ye s , distracte d for a m om e nt, caugh t th e  
city crow d. Alm ost running, in black  and w h ite  
and dirty gre ye d colours , as  if e scaping from  th e  
falling s k y and clos ing tim e  in London. I look e d 
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h ard for th e  punte rs , re je cting th e  odd sm ile  
from  th e  pas s ing m e n I cons ide re d too 
h andsom e  to be  paying trade . Th e  crazine s s  of 
th is  adve nture  fille d m y brain w ith  e uph oria. 
W h o ne e ds  s k iing in th e  Sw is s  Alps w h e n you 
can h ave  a sle azy afte rnoon in Piccadilly. 

“O i, you, look  at m e , I’m  ove r h e re ,” ye lle d 
m y instructor, obviously annoye d at m y loss  of 
conce ntration. In m om e nts , no m ore  th an 
s e conds , th is  discre te  boy h ad attracte d som e  
atte ntion. I look e d on, h e ld back  m y m anic urge  
to laugh , as  th e  pige ons  h ad surrounde d h im  lik e  
som e  old statue . “Com e  ove r h e re , it’s  your 
turn,” h e  de m ande d. I stum ble d forw ard, 
clutch ing m y pack . “Now , did you ge t th e  look  
on m e  face , did you?”

“Ye ah , th at k ind of s e xy, constipate d look ,” I 
said grinning as  I re laxe d m y guard som e  w h at.

“W h a… you tak ing th e  M ick e y?” h e  
ch alle nge d w ith  a disturbe d look  on h is  face , 
th rust too close  to m ine  for com ple te  com fort.

“Sorry it's  just a…”
“A jok e , righ t. W e ll le ave  th e  jok e s  to m e , 

ok ay? Th is  is  de ad s e rious  pal, you got to ge t th e  
look  righ t, or e lse  you’ll starve , not th at it w ould 
do you any h arm  to lose  a bit!”

“Th ank s!”
“Now  do you th ink  you can do th e  face ?”
“Not sure  but I’ll give  it a go.” I h e ld m y h e ad 

back , sallow e d m y ch e e k s  to e xpos e  th e  bone s  
and pre s s e d m y lips  tigh t as  if suck ing on a 
bitte r fruit. It w as  a face  w orth y of a Vogue  
cove r.

“Th at’s  not ve ry s e xy,” h e  said w ith  cle ar 
disdain, “Put your te e th  back  in pal, you look  
lik e  m e  gran in th e  m orning and s h e ’s  be e n 
de ad for ye ars . To look  s e xy, you gotta th ink  
s e xy, righ t?”

“Righ t,” I re plie d, be ginning to fe e l lik e  an 
appre ntice  in a w h ore  factory.

“You gotta th ink  suck ing, you gotta th ink  …”
“Ye ah  I ge t th e  ide a,” I blurte d out. Th e  puritan 

q ue e n h ad put a h alt on th e  e nsuing le w d de tails. 

Sh e  h ad agre e d to play along but ple ase  no 
vulgaritie s. “O k ay, I’ll give  it anoth e r go,” I re laxe d 
th e  look  and th ough t about se x – m y dark , sordid, 
se xual h istory, of h ot e ncounte rs and drunk e n 
e scapade s w ith  strange rs. I re m e m be re d m om e nts 
of aw k w ard m anoe uvre s, of flinging arm s and le gs 
and failing m e ch anism s and too m any m issions, 
bloody  im possible . I th ough t about th e  le ssons 
valuably le arnt, lik e  th at De e p H e at is a crap 
lubricant and th at cre am e d h one y in pubic h air is 
not ve ry se xy. 

Th e  th ings  I h ad done  just to h ave  an orgasm  
w ould e ve n m ak e  th e  Pope  laugh  out loud. Th e  
m ore  I th ough t of m y m isadve nture s , th e  m ore  
of a giggling m e s s  I be cam e . Th e  pige ons  
critiq ue d m y pe rform ance , bitch e d and 
scatte re d. 

“Stop laugh ing, you nob,” ye lle d th e  boy, “s e x 
is  s e rious!”

“Sorry, but I don’t th ink  I can do th is  sobe r,” I 
answ e re d, re cove ring as  th e  m e m orie s  of m y far 
from  s e rious  s e x life  be gan to fade .

“W e ll, do you w ant to go for a pint th e n?”
“Be e r!”
“Aye , w e  could go to th e  W h ite  Lion, it’s  not 

far, m igh t be  a fe w  punte rs  th e re  and drink s  are  
fre e  if you play th e  gam e  righ t.”

My taste  buds , too dry for too long, jum pe d 
ins ide  m y th roat, “Be e r, Be e r, Be e r,” th e y 
ch ante d, “say ye s ,” th e y ye lle d, de afe ning th e  
m um bling doubts  of th e  ove r cautious  puritan 
q ue e n.

“Ye ah  I could do w ith  a be e r.” I agre e d, 
h iding m y e xcite m e nt of future  intoxication. I 
th re w  m y pack  onto m y back , los ing balance  for 
a m om e nt.

“Do you w ant m e  carry your pack  for you, 
fre e  of ch arge  lik e ,” h e  offe re d. I q uick ly 
de cline d and succe e de d in m y th ird atte m pt. 
Look ing and fe e ling lik e  a turtle , I ve nture d 
forw ard. 

* *  * *
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My s e ns e s  suck e d in th e  frantic surroundings  
and fue lle d m y craze d e uph oria. D ie s e l and dirt 
invade d m y nostrils, scre am ing cars  and a 
th ousand conve rsations  all m e rge d in m y e ars , 
as  som e  grand sym ph ony, w h ile  th e  
sch izoph re nic ne on ligh ts  dance d in th e  tw iligh t, 
for m e  alone . 

My guide  le d th e  w ay. H e  said h e  h ad a 
pre fe re nce  for back  alle ys  and so afte r w alk ing 
against th e  curre nt of th e  e ve r e xpanding m as s  
of pe ople , w e  h it upon a dark  and dubious  lane .

“It’s  just dow n th e re  and a bit to th e  le ft.” H is  
voice  gave  aw ay a lack  of confide nce  in h is  
navigation s k ills.

“Are  you sure , ’cos  you k now , any be e r w ill 
do!” My  taste  buds  h ad tak e n ove r m y vocal 
ch ords .

“Ye s ,” snappe d th e  boy in de fe nce , “W e ll, 
m aybe  it’s  a little  furth e r dow n to th e  righ t.”

W e  w alk e d dow n th e  lane , past graffiti 
staine d w alls and vacant cardboard h om e s , 
w ith out spe ak ing for a tim e .

“Doe s  your m oth e r k now ?” h e  as k e d as  I 
cautiously follow e d be h ind. 

“K now  w h at?” 
“You k now , about you be ing…”
“In London?”
“No, you be ing a q ue e r and all.”
“Ye ah , s h e  k now s , I told h e r just be fore  I le ft 

h om e .”
“H ow  did s h e  tak e  it?"
“Don’t k now , I boarde d th e  plane  straigh t 

afte r.” 
“My m um  w ould s k in m e  alive  if s h e  k ne w  

th at I…”
“W as  a q ue e r?” I ch alle nge d.
“No!” h e  prote ste d loudly,” I’m  no q ue e r, 

O K ?” 
“Sure .” I slow e d dow n m y pace .
“It’s  just m e  job, it’s  just h ow  I ge t to live  in 

London, O K ?”
“Absolute ly.”
W e  carrie d on in an aw k w ard  s ile nce , lik e  

som e  old m arrie d couple  afte r a tizzy fit. Maybe  
it w as  not so w is e  to rais e  such  is sue s  w ith  a 
strange  m an, dow n a dark  alle y, on a late  
afte rnoon in London. I k e pt a little  distance  in 
cas e  s e rious  running aw ay w as  re q uire d. I h ad 
be com e  som e w h at lost in m y orie ntation and 
obviously so w as  m y guide . 

“Are  w e  th e re  ye t?” I ch irpe d, trying 
de spe rate ly to bring back  th e  com ic bante r.

“NO !”
“Are  w e  are  th e re  ye t?”
“NO !”
“Are  w e  th e re  ye t?”
“No.”
“Are  w e …”
“No, but it’s  not so far,” Sim on re plie d w ith  a 

sm ile .

*  *  * *

Th e  bar w as  dark , dingy and e m pty, acce pt 
for a fe w   pis s e d pe ns ione rs  and a h ostile  
look ing barm an. It stank  of dis infe ctant, tobacco 
sm ok e  and old m e n's  pe e . Th e  juk e box w ith  it’s  
e xploding ligh ts  and ble aring be at of “I’m  too 
s e xy”, struggle d to cre ate  anyth ing re m ote ly 
s e xy. In th e  corne r a m an in a pink  stripe d s h irt, 
th at bare ly cove re d h is  e xpanding gut, dance d a 
little , and sm ile d as  h e  le e re d at m e  th rough  h is  
th ick  rim m e d glass e s . 

“Are  you sure  th at th is  is  th e  place ?” I as k e d 
ne rvously. It w as  difficult not to h ide  m y 
disappointm e nt. It w as  not th e  private  
ge ntle m an's  club w ith  Victorian décor, th at h ad 
form e d in m y h e ad. It w as  not th e  e lite  
e stablis h m e nt th at cate re d only for th e  s e le ct, 
w e alth y h om os e xual ge ntle m an. No, it w as  just 
anoth e r pub and at th is  tim e  in th e  afte rnoon, it 
w as  ve ry tragic.

“Aye ,” said Sim on, “It’s  e arly ye t.” 
I w e nt straigh t to th e  bar and orde re d m y 

be e r, guzzling th e  am be r liq uid righ t dow n. My 
taste  buds , w e t w ith  th e  stuff, crie d out for m ore .
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“O i, w h e re ’s  m ine ? Mak e  it a Guinne s s , a 
pint,” de m ande d th e  boy.

“A Guinne s s!” My h and w e nt dow n to m y 
pock e t and starte d counting coins . Enough  for a 
h alf- pint for m e  and a w h ole  pint for h im . It is  a 
crue l w orld som e  days . 

“Aye , cons ide r it th e  cost of your tuition.”
“Righ t, tuition.” O bviously m y burge r, ch ips and 

onion rings did not go far tow ards tuition fe e s. 
Th e  barm an k e pt m e  w aiting for our s e cond 

round. H e  h ad no oth e r custom e rs . I suspe cte d 
th at h e  w as  pe rfe cting h is  s h ite  s e rvice , be fore  
th e  im m ine nt rus h . 

“Th e  punte rs  w ill start ge tting h e re  soon,” 
said Sim on as  h e  surve ye d th e  dim ne s s  w h ile  
de licate ly s ipping h is  stout. “Aye , any tim e  now . 
Us  boys , w e  s it upstairs , in th e  m e zzanine  bar, 
w h ile  th e  punte rs  stay dow n h e re . It ge ts  re al 
bitch y up th e re , us  boys  figh ting ove r th e  
punte rs . Som e  are  big tippe rs  and live  in big 
fancy h ous e s . Som e  are  righ t vicious  w ank e rs . 
You gotta be  ch oosy now  days .”

“I’ll re m e m be r th at.” My s e cond be e r w e nt 
dow n filling m y be lly w ith  a w e t w arm th . My 
m ind w e nt into a com fortable  h aze  and I w as  
lost in th ough t, re laxe d in th e  ove r fam iliar 
trage dy of ye t anoth e r gay bar. Afte r four w e e k s  
around Europe , th is  w as  alm ost a h om e  com ing. 
I look e d at m y ne w  com panion, still surve ying 
th e  room  e xpe ctantly, and w onde re d w h at place  
h e  calle d h om e . 

“You lik e  m e , don’t you,” Sim on announce d 
as  h e  caugh t m e  look ing. H e  m ove d close r and 
alm ost touch e d m y stray h and.  

“Ye ah , w e  ge t on ok ay,” I cautiously re plie d.
“W e ll, I lik e  you too, I could e ve n fall for 

you!” It m ay h ave  be e n th e  be e r w h ich  m ade  
Sim on s q ue al affe ction but h is  inte ntions  w e re  
cle ar.

“I th ough t you w e re n’t q ue e r!”
“I’m  not, but I m igh t m ak e  an e xce ption.” 
“Th ank s , you k now  h ow  to m ak e  a boy fe e l 

spe cial.”

H e  look e d re fle ctive  for a m om e nt.
“W e  could ge t a place .”
“A place , for w h at?”
“Aye , a place , m e  and you, a little  s e m i 

de tach e d in th e  suburbs .”
“Um , righ t,” I h ad th ough t th at h e  w as  

offe ring som e th ing q uick  and e asy and 
forge ttable , but som e w h e re  th is  boy h ad m ade  
giant ste ps  into Gaga Land. I suspe cte d th at it 
w as  h e  th at w as  a little  s e m i-de tach e d and h ad 
re ce ntly e scape d from  som e  Scottis h  suburb. 

“W e  can look  afte r e ach  oth e r, w e  could tak e  
turns!” 

“W h at?” I doubte d ve ry m uch  th at it h ad 
anyth ing to do w ith  h ous e h old ch ore s .

“Aye , tak e  turns  w ith  th e  bus ine s s , one  w e e k  
on, one  w e e k  off lik e . W ork  from  h om e , it’s  
s h ite  out on th e  stre e ts  in w inte r, it ge ts  re al 
nasty.”

“You m e an doing…”
“Aye  I m e an doing th e  bus ine s s , in th e  

privacy of our ow n little  palace .”
“O h .”
“I lik e  you, and you lik e  m e . I’ll e ve n le t you 

do m e  for fre e .”
“Be tw e e n th e  punte rs?” W h at an offe r.
“Aye  w e  can k e e p e ach  oth e r w arm  in th e  

frosty m ornings .”
 “Um , ye ah , th at’s  an ide a.” W ith  h ot 

porridge  for afte rs  no doubt. Alth ough  only 
sligh tly affe cte d, th e  w ild adve nture r in m e , 
bow e d and e xite d, as  th e  ove r cautious  puritan 
q ue e n pus h e d forw ard, scre am ing, “e nough  is  
e nough  is  e nough !”

“I’ll h ave  to th ink  about th at,” I said w ith  a 
force d sm ile .

“W e  could go s h opping at Mark s  and 
Spe nce rs , and ...”

“Sim on.”
“W e  could go dancing or just stay h om e  and 

w atch  th e  box.”
“Sim on!” 
“Aye ?” 
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“Sim on, I ne e d to go to th e  loo.”
“W e ll I’m  not stopping you, it’s  ove r th e re .” 

h e  pointe d tow ards  th e  Ge nts  in th e  dark ne s s . I 
pick e d up m y pack  and starte d to m ove . 

“Eh , I can look  afte r your pack ,” h e  invite d.
“No, s h e ’ll be  righ t m ate , s h e ’ll be  righ t.”
I ne ve r m ade  it to th e  Ge nts , w ith  it’s  

grinning, top h atte d, s ilh oue tte  on th e  door. It 
gave  m e  a w ink  as  I took  th e  e xit inste ad and 
le ft th e  W h ite  Lion and Sim on be h ind. I w asn’t 
q uite  re ady to play h is  gam e  of Sim on Says . 
W alk ing q uick ly, I stoppe d only for a m om e nt to 
look  back . H ad m y little  adve nture  com e  to an 
e nd? Ye s , th e  boy w as  not in h ot pursuit. I 
laugh e d out loud, w h at a w ay to w aste  a Friday 
afte rnoon.

*  *  * *

Six m onth s late r, in th e  Ge nts of th e  Blue  Oyste r 
Club, a notoriously q ue e r nigh t club in Edinburgh , I 
h e ard a strange  and ye t fam iliar Scottish  voice  
calling out from  be h ind m e , “Eh , K iw i!”

I turne d to find Sim on standing th e re , in front 
of th e  e xit door. Stunne d for a m om e nt, w ith  
slow ly ris ing anxie ty, I as k e d loudly, in m y ow n 
h e ad, “H as  h e  follow ed m e  afte r all, s e cretly 
stalk ing m e , all th e  w ay to Edinburgh !”  

“Sim on, isn't it?” I re plie d in cautious  tone s .
“Aye , but th e  nam e ’s  Stuart, actually. Sim on 

w as  m y alias , it w as  just a nam e  th at w e nt be tte r 
w ith  th e  suit.” 

Gone  w as  th e  navy blue  blaze r and th e  s ilk  
s h irt. Inste ad h e  w ore  tigh t fitting blue  je ans , a 
th ick  black  be lt, big black  boots , and a w h ite  te e  
s h irt w h ich  s h ow e d off h is  m any attribute s , 
w h ich  I h adn't fully value d w h e n w e  first m e t. 

“So w h at brings  you to Edinburgh ?” I as k e d 
suspiciously.

“Th is  is  m y h om e  tow n. I am  Scottis h  you 
k now !”

“O h  ye s , of cours e , Sim on.” I w as  be ginning 
to fe e l e m barras s e d about m y q uick  e xit.

“It’s  Stuart.”
“Stuart, sorry. Sorry  about le aving w ith out 

saying goodbye , it w as  just …” 
“O ch , forge t it,” h e  said firm ly, “Ple ase , just 

forge t about it. W as  all s h ite  anyw ay.”
“Th e  th ing is  …”
“I told you to forge t about it. It w as  all s h ite . I 

w asn't on th e  gam e  at all, so don't te ll m e  m ate s  
th at I w as , alrigh t?”

“Righ t,” I q uick ly re plie d.
Th is w as not to be  a frie ndly re union. H e  m ove d 

aw ay from  th e  door so as to le t m e  th rough  and as 
w e  passe d e ach  oth e r w ith  our bodie s close , e ye s 
fixe d on th e  oth e r, I ge ntly touch e d h im  on th e  
sh oulde r and w h ispe re d, “No proble m  Stuart, I 
k now  h ow  to be  discre e t.”

Tre vor Ball is a Me lbournite , originally from  th e  land 
of th e  long lost vow e l, Ne w  Z e aland. Ove r th e  ye ars, 
h e  h as be e n a re gular pe rform e r at Midsum m e r 
spok e n w ord e ve nts  and in 2005 w on th e  sh ort 
story com pe tition w ith  ‘Th e  w orld w on't liste n’. H e  
h as dabble d in stand up com e dy for a num be r of 
ye ars until h e  w as re scue d by h is partne r from  an 
angry audie nce . H e  draw s m ostly from  h is ow n 
e xpe rie nce s and h as a re al fascination w ith  th e
m e e ting of strange rs and th e ir m om e nt by m om e nt 
inte ractions. Tre vor e arns  h is crust and th e  occas -
ional be e r as a social w ork e r in adult m e ntal
h e alth .
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Me nk e n w as  a q ue e r cunt. I don’t m e an in th at all-e ncom passing w e -are -
fam ily ne w  age  de finition sh it. No, I m e an in th at pre -PC w ay – be nt, 
oddball, dow nrigh t de viant. Lots of pe ople  said so. Not m e  th ough . I th ough t 
it. But ne ve r out loud. Afte r all, Me nk e n’s m e  m ate . 

Th e  proble m , if you can call it th at, cam e  to a h e ad w ith  th e  
appe arance  on bus  s h e lte rs  of th e  Calvin K le in ads  for yuppie  m e n’s  
unde rw e ar. You k now , th e  im pos s ibly good look ing guys  w ith  
stom ach s  th at m ak e  w as h boards  puk e  w ith  e nvy. Im pos s ibly good 
look ing and im pos s ibly up th e m s e lve s .

- I re ck on I could h ave  h im , M e nk e n said one  nigh t w h e n w e  w e re  
fuck ing about w aiting for th e  bus  to tak e  us  into th e  city. 

- No w ay! Som e tim e s  M e nk e n w e nt too far e ve n for m e , th ough  in 
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all th e  ye ars  I’ve  k now n h im  I’ve  ne ve r be e n able  
to prove  h im  w rong.

W e  w e nt to sch ool toge th e r. Ne ar city h igh , 
once  a slum , now  yuppifie d and fuck in’ tre ndy. 
D idn’t m ak e  our live s  any th e  be tte r e xce pt 
som e  of th e  rich  dude s  m oving into th e  are a 
lik e d rough  trade  and M e nk e n us e d to ge t h is  
cock  suck e d for pock e t m one y. H e  h ad m ore  
re ady cas h  at sch ool th an any of us .

Som e tim e s  h e ’d tak e  m e  along and som e  old 
guy w ould ch ow  dow n on m y unq ue nch able  
te e nage  h ard-on w h ile  h is  m ate  trie d to tam e  
M e nk e n’s . All I e ve r w ante d to do w as  ge t dow n 
on m y k ne e s  and tak e  care  of M e nk e n m ys e lf.

I broach e d th e  subje ct. O nce .
- Nah , m ate , h e  said. W e ’re  m ate s . And m ate s  

don’t do th at sort of th ing.
Alth ough  tim e  did not le s s e n m y ardour for 

M e nk e n, m y drive  for gratification gre w  le s s  
re le ntle s s  and, pe rh aps , m ore  disce rning. Not so, 
M e nk e n. H is  s ingle -m inde d pursuit of orgasm  
le ft fe w  orifice s  unplante d w ith  h is  s e e d. It 
s e e m e d only m ine  w ould re m ain fallow .

I’d e ve n atte m pte d subte rfuge  by linge ring at 
one  of th e  s e x s h ops  h e  fre q ue nte d in th e  h ope  
h is  fragrant cock  w ould be  pus h e d th rough  th e  
glory h ole  th at a cons ide rate  m anage m e nt h ad 
cut in th e  w alls of its  vide o booth s .

But w ouldn’t you k now  it? Me nk e n h e ars  
about a gre at ne w  h ot spot and de cide s  for th e  
first tim e  in a m ille nnium  to bre ak  h is  routine . I 
console d m ys e lf by suctioning dry th e  ove r-
flow ing gonads  of a good h alf doze n or m ore  
th at w e re  pok e d m y w ay.

Ne ve r point a cock  at m e  unle s s  you inte nd to 
us e  it.

So, I gue s s  you could say M e nk e n and m e  
e xube rantly ce le brate d our youth ful s e xuality. 
O nly diffe re nce  be ing I w as  on th e  look out for 
love  w h ich  h ad scrupulously avoide d m e  up to 
th at point. And M e nk e n th ough t love  w as  
irre le vant. O bs e s s ion w as  ok ay but th at w asn’t 
love  in h is  book . It w as  a pe rfum e . Anyw ay, 

M e nk e n’s  obs e s s ions  laste d only as  long as  it 
took  h im  to im pale  th e m  on h is  dick . Usually 
clos ing tim e . Som e tim e s  h e ’d stay ove r but h e  
w ould alw ays  le ave  be fore  bre ak fast.

- I h ate  all th at k is s ing and s h it be fore  th e y’ve  
cle ane d th e  stale  com e  off th e ir te e th , w as  h is  
e xcus e .

Th e  only e xce ption I’d e ve r k now  h im  to 
m ak e  w as  Ada, th e  Aboriginal trany w h o w as  
partial to M e nk e n. M e nk e n h ad gone  ove r to 
Ada’s  and staye d not only for bre ak fast but for 
lunch  as  w e ll. Th at w as  w h e n th ings  h ad be e n 
rotte n at h om e . H is  old m an spe w e d out th is  
filth  about M e nk e n’s  “life style ” w h ich  h e ’d 
found out about afte r som e  le s s  th an discre e t 
yuppie  poofte rs  in th e  are a be gan turning up at 
th e  door to be  s e rvice d or le ft unam biguous  
m one tary m e s sage s  on h is  old m an’s  answ e ring 
m ach ine . I told Me nk e n to ge t a fuck in’ m obile .

H is  m um  h ad long s ince  de parte d w ith  th e  
local H alal butch e r and th e  final s h re ds  of h is  
dad’s  s e lf-re spe ct. 

M e nk e n spe nt th e  occas ional nigh t ove r at 
m y place  w h e n h is  dad w as  particularly bad and 
Ada w as  unavailable . Mum  w asn’t ple as e d and 
said h e ’d h ave  to sle e p in m y be d as  s h e  didn’t 
w ant h im  disgracing h e r ne w  lounge , e ve n 
th ough  it w as  a good five  ye ars  old by th e n. 
H e ll, w e  didn’t m ind. W e  love d th e  ide a but 
e ve n th ough  w e ’d both  s e e n e ach  oth e r’s  dick s , 
s h it, h ad s e e n th e m  pum ping th e ir juice  dow n 
paying th roats  and up th e  occas ional slack -
sph incte re d as s , w e  m ode stly w ore  our not-
q uite -as -upm ark e t-as -Calvin BVDs to be d. W e ’d 
w atch  a Dolph  Lundgre n or Th e  Rock  DVD on 
m y pis s -w e ak  ble ach e d-out-colour te lly, supe r-
m ark e t DVD playe r pe rch e d pre cariously on m y 
old-fas h ione d dre s s ing table . But e ve n w as h e d-
out colour w as  e nough  to fe e d our im aginations  
and in no tim e  our BVDs w e re  dow n around our 
ank le s  and w e ’d be  strok ing ours e lve s  as  Dolph  
or Th e  Rock  fle xe d th e ir pe cs  and ge ne rally be at 
th e  s h it out of th e  bad guys . Th e y h ad w h at I 
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badly lack e d - ATTITO O D .
W e ’d s h oot our appre ciation into w ads  of 

tis sue s  th at I’d sniff and suck  w h ile  M e nk e n h ad 
h is  m orning s h ow e r. Th e n I’d s e cre te  h is  at th e  
back  of m y sock s  draw e r to tak e  out and fe rtilis e  
m y fantasy until th e  ste nch  be cam e  too m uch  
and m y m oth e r com plaine d.

Th e  one  tim e  I ve nture d to touch  h is  balls 
w h ile  h e  w as  e jaculating to an old Billy Idol 
m us ic vide o h e  just re m ove d th e  offe nding 
intrus ion w ith  h is  fre e  h and w ith out m is s ing a 
strok e . H e  did it k indly but polite ly and I w as  not 
offe nde d. I ne ve r trie d it again.

Now  h e re  h e  w as  te lling m e  h e  could h ave  th e  
guy in th e  Calvin K le in com m e rcial.

- No, you fuck h e ad, h e  prote ste d. Not th e  guy 
in th e  ad.

- W e ll, w h at th e n?
- I can h ave  th e  Calvin K le in ad its e lf, h e  

roare d.
- W h at’s  so original about th at? I said. Anyone  

can h ave  th at ad. All you gotta do is  sm as h  th e  
glass  in front and tak e  out th e  poste r. Sh it, it’s  
h appe ne d all ove r th e  place  alre ady.

- I m e an h ave  in th e  biblical s e ns e , h e  said.
- You’re  gonna fuck  th e  poste r?
- Doe sn’t tak e  you long to ge t it w h e n you 

tak e  your brain out of ne utral.
I told you M e nk e n w as  a q ue e r cunt.
H e  w h ips out h is old fe lla and rubs it ne ar th e  

m ode l’s bulge  and lizards h is tongue  across th e  glass 
about th e  h e igh t of th e  m ode l’s face . I ne arly sh it 
m yse lf w ith  laugh ing but slow ly Me nk e n’s dick ’s 
ge tting h ard as h e  sm e ars it across th at rippling 
stom ach  and ... sh it, I’ve  got a h ard-on just 
w atch ing. Me nk e n doe sn’t stop for anybody not 
e ve n th e  cars th at w h iz past sh ock e d yobbos 
scre am ing “faggot” be fore  scre e ch ing aw ay for fe ar 
of catch ing w h ate ve r it is Me nk e n h as. H e ’s lost in 
h is fantasy w orld w h ile  m e , jack sh it scare d, atte nd 
to m y ow n ne e ds w ith  m uch  le ss upfront h one sty 
by stick ing m y h and dow n th e  front of m y je ans.

H e  s h oots  h is  conte m pt acros s  th e  “typical 

e xam ple  of Am e rican cultural h e ge m ony”, I 
don’t k now  w h e re  h e  ge ts  th e s e  e xpre s s ions  
from  som e tim e s , and h is  ange r ooze s  its  w ay to 
th e  footpath  le aving a snail’s  sm e ar acros s  th e  
glass . I s h oot m y frustration into m y unde rw e ar 
and m y h and.

- Com e  on, m ate , M e nk e n says  as  h e  flick s  h is  
last dribble s  against th e  s h e lte r s e at and s ignals 
th e  oncom ing bus  w ith  h is  fre e  h and. H e ’s  still 
zipping up as  h e  pays  th e  drive r and from  th e  
ce nsorious  glare s  of th e  pas s e nge rs . I’m  
paranoid th e y can sm e ll th e  stick ine s s  th at is  
starch ing into m y boxe r s h orts  and th e  fle ck s  
I’ve  w ipe d off m y h ands  onto th e  s e at of m y 
je ans .

- Fuck in’ poofte r w ank e r bullsh it, M e nk e n 
says  in a voice  too loud as  h e  ope ns  th e  bus  
w indow  and spits  viciously at th e  de file d 
inanim ate  adve rtis e m e nt. Pe ople  cringe  and I’m  
fuck in’ stok e d th at M e nk e n h as  th is  e ffe ct. And 
th at I’m  h is  be st m ate .

- Don’t e ve r s e ll out to th e  bastards , h e  says . 
Prom is e  m e  th at.

I re adily agre e  w ith out h aving any ide a w h at 
it is  I’m  agre e ing to. Late r, in a dark e ne d back  
lane , I re m ove  th e  dam p BVDs and discard th e m  
in a ne arby garbage  bin.

- Don’t you k now  anyth ing? h e  says  as  h e  
q uick ly re trie ve s  th e m . Som e one ’ll pay big buck s  
for th os e .

H e  stuffs  th e m  in h is  back  pock e t. Late r at th e  
pub h e  parlays  m y stink ing undie s  into a large  
cas h  advance  from  som e  gullible  stock brok e r-
type  punte r w h o th ink s  th e y’re  M e nk e n’s  and 
w h o goe s  ape s h it ove r h ow  fre s h  th e  de pos it is . 

Th e  punte r disappe ars  out back  tow ard th e  
s h ith ous e  to savour h is  blue  ribbon stock  and w e  
lose  track  of h im  until late r th at nigh t w h e n, 
pis s e d to th e  gills from  our sudde n e xce s s  of 
w e alth  and its  e q ually sudde n de m is e , and 
scrounging for e nough  to ge t us  into th e  Taxi 
Club to w ile  aw ay th e  boring e arly m orning 
h ours , Mr Gullible  turns  up at M e nk e n’s  s ide  w ith  
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a s h ite ating, scrub th at ... w ith  a com e -suck ing 
grin, and m ak e s  h im  a tak e -ove r offe r w h ich  in 
our curre nt financial state  is  m uch  too good to 
re je ct. W ith  a bit of le s s -th an-subtle  m anoe uvring 
and a s h are h olde rs  m e e ting it’s  de cide d, a little  
re luctantly I can’t h e lp but notice , th at m y fe w  
w orth le s s  as s e ts  are  also include d in th e  bid.

Th at’s  h ow  I e nd up in th is  fuck in’ aw e som e  
BMW  acce le rating along th e  back  stre e ts  w ith  a 
fre nzie d (unlice ns e d) M e nk e n at th e  w h e e l and 
Th e  Gullible  O ne  strappe d in be s ide  h im  w ith  a 
paine d grin strappe d to h is  face . At th e  Point 
Pipe r pe nth ous e  I do m y duty and fuck  th e  
ancie nt ars e h ole  but th e  m ore  angrily and 
e nviously I do it th e  m ore  h e  w ants . It tak e s  
fore ve r in m y booze -fuck e d state  and h e  grunts  
out h is  satisfaction th at h e ’s  ge tting h is  m one y’s  
w orth . M e nk e n w atch e s  TV on th e  oth e r s ide  of 
th e  h uge  be d w h ile  Gullible  and m e  go th rough  
th e  m otions . 

At th e  conclus ion of th e  de al m y stock s  are  
found w anting and as  M e nk e n com ple te s  th e  
tak e ove r I w ande r off to th e  bath room  w h e re  I 
soak  off th e  ste nch  of ge ntility and w e alth . Th e n 
finding th e  door to th e  be droom  lock e d, I can 
tak e  a h int, dripping m y ne w ly m inte d w ork ing 
class  arom a onto th e  plus h  carpe t I w ande r 
nak e d around th e  pe nth ous e  m arve lling th at 
anyone  could pos s ibly w ant, le t alone  us e , all th e  
conspicuous  consum ption stre w n about th e  
place .

I try w atch ing a bit of TV but finding th at too 
stupe fying I opt for a pas s ionle s s  w ank , re alis ing 
m y cock  w ill not be  calle d upon again tonigh t. I 
dum p m y sne e ring load in th e  crack  at th e  back  
of th e  sum ptuous  ve lve t lounge . Sle e p avoids  
m e , h aving gone  h om e  e arly or e lse  still partying 
at th e  Taxi Club. Fuck  it! Th at’s  w h e re  I w ant to 
be  now . Th e  ste nch  of prospe rity is  suffocating 
m e . As , I gue s s , it m ust be  suffocating M e nk e n. 
But w h e n h e  h asn’t e m e rge d an h our late r I ge t 
dre s s e d and pock e t a fe w  of th e  artistically 
scatte re d trink e ts  th at Gullible  w ould ne ve r m is s  

and e nough  sm all ch ange  for a taxi. 
M e nk e n doe sn’t ge t in touch  for ove r a w e e k . 

I call round to h is  old m an’s  but h e  doe sn’t give  
a stuff w h e re  h is  son is  and is  ple as e d h e  h asn’t 
be e n h om e . I te ll h im  to pas s  on a m e s sage  and 
le ave . Ple asantrie s  are  not som e th ing you sw ap 
w ith  M e nk e n’s  dad. 

W h e n M e nk e n doe s  finally turn up at m y 
door I punch  h im  playfully on th e  arm  and 
ch iack  about. To no e ffe ct. 

- Are n’t ya com in’ in, m ate ? 
H e  just h olds  out h is  h and. I re alis e  h e  w ants  

h is  cut.
- H e y, you’re  not angry about th at? I w as  

gonna s h are . It’s  just I h ave n’t s e e n ya and I 
didn’t w ant to le ave  it w ith  ...

- All of it, h e  says  coldly.
I give  e ve ryth ing to h im  and h e  stands  th e re  

w e igh ing up th e  e xte nt of m y th ie ve ry. I’m  
ple as e d w ith  m ys e lf and e xpe cting som e  sort of 
ack now le dgm e nt of m y ach ie ve m e nt.

- You stupid cunt, h e  says  and turns  aw ay.
- M e nk e n. Mate , I w h ine  afte r h im .
H e  com e s  back , th rusts  a h andful of note s  in 

m y dire ction.
- Your s h are  from  th e  nigh t, h e  says  and for a 

s e cond I s e e  th e  old Me nk e n. Th e n h e ’s  s h ut off 
as  sure ly as  som e one  pulling th e ir ve ne tian 
blinds  against a fam ily s e cre t.

M e nk e n disappe are d from  m y life  afte r th at 
and e ve ryth ing be cam e  rath e r lam e  and 
aim le s s . I e ve n applie d for a job as  a brick ie ’s  
appre ntice  but th e  h ours  w e re  fuck e d, th e  
m one y w as  s h it and th e  blok e s  on th e  job w e re  
cunts . I pack e d it in afte r a fortnigh t. Mone y 
h adn’t be e n th e  proble m , s h it I could ge t 
e nough  to tak e  care  of m ys e lf flogging m e  as s  
or m e  dick . Nah , it w as  th e  bore dom . W ith out 
M e nk e n ...

I just sort of drifte d into it full-tim e , I gue s s . 
O ne  day you’re  doing it in th e  back  alle ys  for 
pock e t m one y th e  rain be ating against your as s  
w h ile  you’re  burie d up som e  old ge e ze rs  
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sph incte r th at’s  got about as  m uch  tre ad as  an 
old fan be lt and, w e ll, th e  broth e l and h om e  
vis its  look  ve ry inviting afte r th at and I could 
w ork  th e  h ours  th at suite d.

I e ve n starte d going to th e  gym  be caus e  I 
figure d e arly th at a fuck in’ trim , taut and te rrific 
body w as  a goldm ine  in th is  bus ine s s . O k ay I 
w asn’t th e  be st look ing dude  at Th e  Ranch , as  
th e  e stablis h m e nt w as  nam e d, w e  h ad m ore  
h e ife rs  th an bulls, but I h ad th e  be st fuck in’ 
body and m y abs  and pe cs  look e d just as  good, 
in fact be tte r, tow ard th e  e nd of a long nigh t 
th an th e  drug and s e x-fuck e d face s  of th e  
be autie s . 

I w as  doing all righ t. I h ad ne w  frie nds , and 
ne w  inte re sts , alth ough  an ad for Calvin K le ins  
at a bus  s h e lte r w as  e nough  to give  m e  an 
instant sm ile  and a s im ultane ous  h ard-on.

It w as  an “out call.” I k ne w  th at addre s s . 
Afte r I’d ph one d th e  age ncy to re port in th at I 
h ad arrive d safe ly I notice d a taste ful bus ine s s  
card, w h ich  h ad be e n us e d for doodling 
m e s sage s , w ith  M e nk e n’s  nam e  on it. Unde r it, 
in e m bos s e d le tte rs , w as  th e  nam e  of one  of th e  
city’s  prim e  stock brok e rs . At le ast now  I k ne w  
h e  h ad a care e r.

I re cognis e d h im  im m e diate ly alth ough  good 
food and e xpe ns ive  drink  h ad gone  to h is  face  
as  w e ll as  h is  w aistline . H e  w as  still, h ow e ve r, an 
attractive  m an. H e  stare d at m e  as  if struggling 
for a m om e nt, th e n sm ile d. 

But th e re  w as  no tim e  for re m iniscing as  th e  
m an w e  h ad dubbe d Mr Gullible  all th os e  ye ars  
ago w ante d to ge t dow n to bus ine s s . H e  sat 
nak e d, lik e  an ins idious  spide r, in a large  ch air. 
H e  w ould dire ct th e  action from  th e re  and join 
in as  soon as  h e  h ad be e n sufficie ntly e xcite d. 
Th is  w as  not th e  w ay I h ad e ve r e nvisage d 
m ak ing it w ith  M e nk e n. 

M e nk e n w as  about to e xcus e  m ys e lf from  th e  
fraugh t arrange m e nt w h e n Mr Gullible  snappe d 
out instructions  and for an instant be fore  h e  
obe ye d I saw  th e  h um iliation in h is  e ye s . I w as  

orde re d to m y k ne e s  be fore  th e  god of a m an I 
(h ad once ) love d. And idolis e d.

I w as  orde re d by th e  arach nid to unzip 
M e nk e n’s  fly. Re ach ing up to unbuck le  th e  be lt 
and pull dow n h is  trous e rs  I glim ps e d th e  source  
of M e nk e n’s  m ortification: th e  inde lible  Calvin 
K le in e m blazone d on th e  w aist band of h is  
boxe rs . Th e  sym bol of all h e  h ad once  de spis e d.

I sm irk e d at th e  m e m ory of h is  naive  te e nage  
pontifications . As  re ve nge  M e nk e n brutally us e d 
m y m outh , spurting h is  store d loath ing acros s  
m y face  to drip conte m ptuously from  m y ch e e k s  
and m y h air as  it did from  th at de file d billboard 
five  ye ars  be fore .  

But I don’t h old grudge s  and it w as  a 
profitable  e ve ning for m e . All I pinch e d th is  tim e  
w as  M e nk e n’s  bus ine s s  card. I’ve  got a lot of 
m one y lying around doing fuck  all, s e e m s  such  a 
w aste , and for a w h ile  now  I’ve  be e n th ink ing 
about inve sting. If I could e ve r find th e  righ t sort 
of brok e r

Barry Low e  w rite s a w e e k ly colum n about th e  
m yriad pe rm utations of se xual activity for th e  
Sydne y bar rag, SX, as w e ll as plays including 
H om m e Fatale: Th e  Joey Stefano Story, Th e  
Extraordinary Annual General M eeting of th e  Size -
Queen Club, Th e  Death  of Peter Pan, See ing Th ings, 
and Reh earsing th e  Sh ow er Scene  from  ‘Psych o.’ H e  
also co-w rote  th e  scre e nplay to Violet’s Visit. H is 
sh ort storie s h ave  appe are d in h ard, Cargo, 
M am m oth  Book  of New  Gay Erotica, Flesh  and th e  
W ord, Best Date Ever, Boys M eets Boy, and oth e rs.
Atom ic Blonde, h is biograph y of 19 50s blonde  
bom bsh e ll, Mam ie  Van Dore n, w ill be  publish e d by 
McFarland in th e  U.S. in 2008.
h ttp://w w w .barrylow e .ne t/
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Sh aun O’Dow d

De spe ration

H ugh  Evans w as datele ss and de spe rate . 
H e ’d s e nt out four m e s sage s  on GayO nline  and th re e  on Man-

Action and h ad re ce ive d a grand total of ze ro in re ply. 
Z ilch . 
Th ursday nigh t and not a s ign of s e x on th e  h orizon.
Frie nds  h ad told H ugh  to be  patie nt. Pe ople  turne d on th e s e  h ook -

up s ite s  and le ft th e m  running w h ile  th e y did oth e r th ings . W h y did 
guys  go online  to m e e t up, H ugh  w onde re d, if th e y w e re  all busy 
e lse w h e re ?

H e  s igh e d, stood up, h e ade d into th e  k itch e n and poure d h im s e lf 
anoth e r glass  of w ine . Se e ing h is  re fle ction in th e  w indow , H ugh  
th ough t h e  w asn’t ugly. H e  w as  sure  h is  face  w as  nice  and s e ns itive . 
Th e re  w as  ple nty of h air but pe rh aps  h is  body w as  a little  too slim . 
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Maybe  h e  s h ould e xe rcis e  m ore . H e  k ne w  th at 
h is  b igge st w orry, th ough , w as  h is  age . 
Approach ing 40, H ugh ’s  w orry th at h e  h ad 
ne ve r h ad a coh e re nt re lations h ip niggle d h is  
m ind lik e  a dog w orrying a bone . 

All th e  olde r guys  h e  k ne w  w e re  e ith e r 
partne re d off or, if s ingle , h ad tale s  of s ignificant 
past re lations h ips  to re late .

H e ’d h ad a couple  of brie f re lations h ips  som e  
ye ars  ago. And th e re  h ad be e n th e  occas ional 
fuck  buddy h e re  and th e re , all of th e m  long 
s ince  gone .

Now  h e  fe lt lik e  tim e  w as  running out and 
th at th e  be st ye ars  of h is  life  h ad gone . Th e  
num be r of guys  w h o put “no ove r-35s" on th e ir 
profile s  w orrie d h im . H is  ow n said 35. But H ugh  
fe lt th at h e  could ge t aw ay w ith  33. Ple nty of 
pe ople  h ad told h im  th at. Th at w as  som e th ing.

H e  s ippe d h is  w ine , sat dow n and fire d off 
tw o m ore  m e s sage s . “H i, h ow ’s  ur nite  going?” 

Noth ing ve nture d... 
Th e  TV burble d aw ay in th e  corne r lik e  a 

ch atty aunt. 
H ugh  w onde re d if h e  w as  caugh t in som e  

k ind of de spe ration fe e dback  loop. H e ’d re ad 
h ow  h appy and confide nt pe ople  alw ays  
attracte d atte ntion. O th e rs  w e re  draw n to th e m  
no m atte r w h at th e y look e d lik e , 

Maybe  guys  could sm e ll de spe ration and 
staye d aw ay. And th e  m ore  th e y staye d aw ay, 
th e  m ore  de spe rate  you be cam e . 

Th e  de spe ration fe e dback  loop. 
H ugh  w onde re d if h e  w as  trappe d w ith in its  

e nfolds , lik e  day old pizza in Glad W rap.
A “ne w  m e s sage ” icon flas h e d up on th e  Man-

Action scre e n.
H ugh  click e d it. It w as  from  som e one  calle d 

“pigspray”:

H e y, nice  pic. U look  h ot. Me  9 " Top. I lik e  pig play, 
bb, fe lch in, w ate rsports n fistin. W at u in 2? Give  
m e  a h olle r.

H ugh  stare d at th e  m e s sage . W h at w as  pig 
play? And did “bb” m e an bare -back ing? And th is  
guy lik e d fisting? Ge e z. H ugh  k ne w  h e  got 
ne rvous  w h e n e ve n a m e dium -s ize d cock  
approach e d h is  ars e  (h e  suspe cte d th is  w as  
anoth e r is sue  h e  h ad to de al w ith ). 

H e  click e d on pigspray’s  profile . It said pre tty 
m uch  th e  sam e  th ing as  th e  m e s sage . In h is  pic, 
pigspray didn’t look  too bad. H is  cock  w as  h uge . 
Nice  face . But th e re  w as  som e th ing sublim ably 
unh e alth y-look ing about h im .

H ugh  tappe d a re ply: “Sorry, only look ing 
around, m aybe  som e  oth e r tim e .”

H ugh  w onde re d h ow  h is  frie nd Puk i did it. 
Puk i rule d th e  w e b w ave s  lik e  a Que e n of Que e r 
s ite s . H e  de voure d m e n lik e  footballe rs  de voure d 
a Sunday afte rnoon barbe cue . H ugh  suspe cte d 
Puk i h ad be e n fuck e d by 30 m e n th is  ye ar alone . 
H ow  Puk i’s  body took  such  constant 
punis h m e nt, H ugh  could not unde rstand.

Th e re  w as  no doubt Puk i w as  e xotic-look ing, 
th ough . Malays ian by birth , h is  annoyingly 
sm ooth , brow n body w as  acce ntuate d by 
m uscular bulk  from  constant w ork ing out. H is  
s h irtle s s  profile -pics  w e re , q uite  s im ply, 
dynam ite . Th e y ofte n lit a fus e  of inte re st in m e n 
th at, on consum m ation of th e  de al, m ade  th e ir 
loads  e xplode .

 Actually, Puk i w ould be  pe rform ing at Th e  
Club tonigh t. Th at’s  w h y H ugh  h adn’t s e e n h im  
on MSN th is  e ve ning. H ugh  th ough t m aybe  h e  
s h ould h e ad into Surfe rs . Maybe  h e ’d m e e t 
som e one , e ve n if h e  h adn’t pick e d up at Th e  
Club for m ore  th an a ye ar.

H e  w as  pouring anoth e r drink  w h e n h is  frie nd 
O w e n rang. 

“H e y H ugh -boy. W h at are  you up to? H ad a 
good one  up you today?”

H ugh  ch uck le d. “No, afraid not. I’m  not doing 
m uch . Just be ing ram pantly ignore d on th e  
dating s ite s .”

“Th at’s  no good. W e ’ll h ave  to fix th at. W ant 
to go and prow l for tale nt at th e  usual h ole ?”
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“Um m , I don’t k now . I h ave  to w ork  
tom orrow .”

“It’s  ch e ap drink s . Th e  place  w ill be  
pum ping.”

“O h , w e ll, fuck . W h y th e  h e ll not? Alrigh t.”
“Don’t e ve r be  a h ostage ,” O w e n said. 

“You’ll fold faste r th an a drag w ith  no h airspray. 
I’ll s e e  you th e re  in about h alf-an-h our.”

“O k ay.”
H ugh  ch ange d and rang for a taxi. As  it 

pulle d into th e  drive w ay unde r h is  unit, h e  
sw itch e d off MSN but le ft th e  h ook -up w e bs ite s  
running. If all th e  guys  online  w e re  aw ay doing 
som e th ing e lse , h e  m igh t as  w e ll do th e  sam e .

Fifte e n m inute s  late r, H ugh  e nte re d Th e  
Club. A sw e e ping staircas e  le d dow n from  th e  
Surfe rs  Paradis e  glitte r strip into th e  bas e m e nt 
le ve l nigh tclub, offe ring a full vie w  of e ve ryone  
as  you cam e  dow n. O f cours e , if th e  club w as  a 
bit q uie t, e ve ryone  dow n th e re  look e d up to s e e  
w h o w as  arriving.

Th is  w as  not th e  cas e  tonigh t. Pe ople  
cluste re d around th e  bar, e age r to ge t th e ir $2 
drink s .

H ugh  saw  O w e n and strolle d ove r. O w e n 
lounge d lank ily on a dry bar proppe d against 
th e  w all, coolly e ying off pe ople  in th e  club. H e  
sm ile d and said h e llo as  H ugh  approach e d.

“W h at did you do today?” H ugh  as k e d h im .
“Not m uch . I w ork e d th is  m orning. 

Som e th ing funny h appe ne d, th ough . Th is  lady 
and h e r h usband cam e  in for lunch . I sat th e m  
dow n and got th e ir orde rs  and m e als all righ t. 
But w h e n I cam e  ove r w ith  th e  crack e d pe ppe r, 
I h ad a slip of th e  tongue . I as k e d th e m  if th e y 
w ante d ’s h it’ pe ppe r.”

H e  and H ugh  laugh e d. 
“Not m uch  e lse  h appe ne d. O h , I w e nt round 

and gave  Travis  one  th is  afte rnoon.”
O w e n’s  re gular fuck  buddy.
H ugh  le t h is  re s e ntm e nt out. “Am  I th e  only 

one  around h e re  not ge tting any s e x at th e  
m om e nt?”

O w e n ch uck le d. “W e ll, th e re  are  ple nty of 
bods  h e re . W h o k now s  w h at w ill h appe n. Go and 
ge t yours e lf a drink .”

“You w ant one ?”
“Ye ah , th ank s .”
H ugh  w aite d patie ntly for a gaggle  of gays  to 

cle ar out of th e  w ay and th e n orde re d th e  drink s . 
Vodk a for h im s e lf. M igh t as  w e ll h it th e  h ard 
stuff w h ile  it w as  ch e ap. O w e n h ad m ove d to 
th e ir usual pos ition by th e  rail th at e ncircle d th e  
dance  floor. 

H ugh  took  ove r th e  drink s . 
“Anyone  inte re sting around?”
“It look s  lik e  th e  usual sluts .”
H ugh  notice d th e y w e re  all k ind of fam iliar. 

H e  suppose d h e ’d s e e n m ost of th e m  be fore .
Th e re  w e re  som e  tw ink s  in a booth  acros s  th e  

dance  floor, a group of le sbians  w as  gath e re d 
ne ar th e  bar, a couple  of couple s  lounge d on th e  
couch e s  and th e re  w as  a tok e n lone r h e re  and 
th e re . H ugh  re fle cte d th at, on th e  odd nigh t 
w h e n h e  cam e  in by h im s e lf, h e  w as  th e  tok e n 
lone r. 

H e  didn’t s e e  anyone  particularly e nticing.
“H e y,” O w e n said. “Th at little  guy look s  nice .”
Standing by h im s e lf at th e  far e nd of th e  club 

w as  a young guy, s h orte r th an th e  re st. H is  body 
w as  lith e  and s h ort blonde  h air toppe d a boyis h  
face .

“O w e n, h e  h ardly look s  out of h is  te e ns .”
“H e ’s  so sm all,” O w e n said. “H e  look s  lik e  a 

jock e y.”
“Maybe  h e  lik e s  riding.”
“Ye ah , lik e  riding m y cock .”
Th e y both  giggle d.
“O h  look ,” H ugh  said. “It’s  Puk i.”
Guys  glance d at Puk i’s  sm ooth , m uscular 

body as  h e  w e ave d tow ards  th e m . 
“H e llo Nana, h e llo O w e n.”
Puk i alw ays  calle d H ugh  ‘Nana’, e ve n th ough  

th e y w e re  practically th e  sam e  age .
“H i love ,” H ugh  said. “Sh ouldn’t you be  re ady 

now ?”
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“Ye s , Nana, but I score d a tradie  th is  
afte rnoon. H e  k e pt Puk i’s  pus sy occupie d till 
late .” Puk i giggle d. “But you k now  m e , I can 
w h ip up Fak  Toi in a flas h .”

“W h o w as  th e  tradie ?”
“Just a re gular.”
Puk i’s  e ye s  w e re  dive rte d. “O o, Nana, h e ’s  a 

bit h ot.”
A stock y m an le ane d against th e  bar. Puk i 

lik e d h is  tradie s .
“W h y don’t you go and talk  to h im ?”
“O h , no, Nana. I’m  too s h y. M e e  Fak  Toi 

m igh t late r.”
 “O h , h on. Just go up to h im  and say, ‘h e llo, 

I’m  Puk i Mak . W h at’s  your nam e ? W ould you 
lik e  a drink ?’.”

“No, Nana.”
H ugh  and O w e n e xch ange d glance s .
“O k , Nana, O w e n. I h ave  to ge t re ady. You 

are  staying for th e  s h ow ?”
“Ye s , h on.”
“Good.”
Puk i h e ade d off tow ards  th e  dre s s ing room .
“I can’t be lie ve  h e ’s  such  a s h y boy,” H ugh  

said. “Ye t w h e n h e ’s  Fak  Toi or online , h e ’s  
fe arle s s .”

“I m igh t buy th e  jock e y a drink .”
“W h at? W h e re  is  h e ?”
“H e ’s  just bough t a drink . I th ink  h e ’s  

drink ing Bacardi. I’ll w ait till h e ’s  re ady for 
anoth e r one .”

“I suppose d h e  is  k ind of cute . I w onde r if h e  
h as  a riding crop.”

O w e n, sm iling, w e nt and bough t th e  ne xt 
round.

H ugh  glance d around th e  club. Th at guy ove r 
th e re  w as  a bit cute  but h e  w asn’t q uite  righ t. 
Th e  angle  of h is  ne ck  w as  all w rong. H ugh  
som e tim e s  w onde re d if h e  sabotage d h im s e lf by 
be ing too fus sy.

Soon, th e  dance  floor w as  cle are d for th e  
s h ow .

Th e  DJ’s  voice  boom e d. “And now , w e lcom e  

to th e  stage , your e xotic As ian prince s s  - M e e  
Fak  Toi!”

 M e e  Fak  Toi strode  fluidly onto th e  dance  
floor.

H ugh  w as  alw ays  im pre s s e d by Puk i’s  
transform ation into M e e  Fak  Toi. H is  stock y 
fram e  w as  cors e te d into s h e -curve s  th at w ould 
h ave  m ade  a Victorian-e ra w om an w ince . Th e re  
w as  no doubt Fak  Toi h ad gre at le gs  and, w ith  
e as e , pe rform e d in m ile -h igh  stile ttos  th at w ould 
h ave  s h ock e d a stilt-w alk e r. Sh e  w ore  e nough  
bling to m ak e  a m irror ball blus h . 

Fak  Toi launch e d into an e xube rant re ndition 
of Nicole  K idm an’s  ve rs ion of ‘D iam onds  are  a 
girl’s  be st frie nd’. W h irling around th e  dance  
floor in one  instant, s h e  m ade  love  to a load 
be aring colum n th e  ne xt. Th e  h air on h e r long, 
auburn w ig flick e d and fle w . 

W ith  a com plicate d flouris h  th at im plie d th e  
pe rform ance  of s e ve ral s e x acts  at once , s h e  
finis h e d th e  num be r. Th e  crow d ch e e re d.

“You’ve  got to adm it,” H ugh  said to O w e n. 
“Sh e ’s  got style .”

“Ye ah , s h e  can re ally fle x th at As ian ars e . I 
w as  w aiting for th e  ping-pong balls to start 
flying.”

Fak  Toi sm ile d at th e  audie nce , bow e d 
grace fully and glide d off th e  stage .

“Fuck ,” O w e n said, “W h e re ’s  th e  jock e y 
gone ? I’ve  lost h im .”

“H e ’s  ove r th e re  - just com e  out of th e  toile t. 
H e  look s  lik e  h e ’s  going to th e  bar.”

“Cool, I’ll s e e  you in a m inute .”
“Good luck . I h ope  h e ’s  not a bare back  ride r.”
“No ch ance , I’ll be  saddling h im  w ith  late x.”
O w e n strode  tow ards  th e  bar. Th e  jock e y 

look e d up as  h e  approach e d, stare d at h im  for a 
s e cond, and th e n sm ile d.

H ugh  saw  M e e  Fak  Toi floating th rough  th e  
crow d - a vis ion in burle sq ue . Sh e  sm ile d at 
pe ople  as  s h e  pas s e d, w ink e d at H ugh , and 
glide d up to th e  bar, righ t ne xt to th e  bulk y 
tradie . Sh e  sm ile d and flick e d h e r h air at h im . 
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Th e  tradie  sw igge d h is  be e r and grinne d. W ith in 
a m inute , h e  h ad bough t h e r som e  spark ly stuff 
in a long-ste m m e d glass .

H ugh  k ne w  it w as  only m ine ral w ate r. Fak  Toi 
didn’t drink . But s h e  lik e d to cultivate  a pe rsona.

O w e n s e e m e d to be  doing w e ll w ith  th e  
jock e y. Th e y sm ile d and ch atte d. 

H ugh  trie d to stifle  a fe e ling h e  w as  be ing le ft 
be h ind. H e  gulpe d h is  drink  lik e  som e one  
gagging for cock . Th e  vodk a s e e pe d into h is  
blood and h e  fe lt h im s e lf starting to re lax. H e  le t 
h is  body sw ay sligh tly to th e  m us ic.

 Th e  tradie  h ad a h and on Fak  Toi’s  th igh . Sh e  
giggle d and w iggle d h e r h ips . Th e n s h e  
straigh te ne d, pulle d a ph one  from  h e r little  
diam ante -e ncruste d h andbag and spok e  into it.

 O w e n brough t th e  jock e y ove r to H ugh .
 “H ugh , th is  is  Conrad. Conrad, th is  is  H ugh . 

I’ll be  righ t back . I h ave  to tak e  a slas h .”
“H i H ugh ,” Conrad said and sm ile d s h yly.
“H e llo, h ow ’s  your nigh t going?”
“Good, and yours?”
“Good.”
“So,” Conrad said and h e s itate d sligh tly. 

“W h at do you do?” 
“Um , I’m  a prope rty w rite r for th e  South port 

Sun.”
“O h , th at’s  cool.”
“Th ank s . It’s  ok ay. W h at do you do?”
“I’m  an appre ntice  jock e y.”
“O h ! Um , re ally?”
Conrad stare d at H ugh . “You k now , O w e n 

look e d lik e  th at w h e n I told h im , too.”
“O h , um , I th ink  it’s  only be caus e  it’s  a cool 

job. You w ant a drink ? It’s  m y turn to buy a 
round.”

H ugh  w e nt to th e  bar and allow e d h im s e lf 
som e  giggle s .

M e e  Fak  Toi h ad h e r h and on th e  tradie ’s  
s h oulde r and w as  te lling h im  som e th ing. Th e n 
s h e  spotte d H ugh  and cam e  ove r.

“Nana, did you lik e  m y s h ow ?”
“Brilliant as  alw ays , h on.”

“Th ank  you.”
“H ow ’s  it going w ith  th e  tradie ?”
“H e  nice . H e  w ill com e  and s e e  Fak  Toi’s  

s h ow  on Saturday.” 
“Saturday? I th ough t you w e re  h ook ing up 

w ith  h im  tonigh t.”
“No, Ste w art w as  on ph one  be fore . I m e e ting 

h im  tonigh t.”
“As  M e e  Fak  Toi?”
“No, as  Puk i.”
“W h at?”
“Nana, you ge t so confus e d. Fak  Toi h as  h e r 

tradie s  and Puk i h as  h is .”
“H uh ?”
Fak  Toi giggle d. “Puk i ge t h is  m an-pus sy fille d 

w ith  tradie  cock . Fak  Toi fills tradie  m an-pus sy 
w ith  h e r s h e -cock . Th at’s  th e  rule s . Tonigh t is  
Puk i’s  turn.”

“I can’t ge t ove r all th e  s e x you ge t. H ow  do 
you do it?”

H ugh  saw  Puk i’s  s h yne s s  appe ar unde r Fak  
Toi’s  sas sy m ak e up, lik e  som e one  unm as k ing at 
a m asq ue rade  ball.

“I h ide  be h ind Fak  Toi and th e  com pute r 
scre e n, Nana.”

“I th ink  I’m  je alous  at all th e  s e x you’re  
ge tting. I ge t none .”

“No, Nana. Don’t th ink  lik e  th at. You h ave  
lots  of frie nds . I h ave  no frie nds  on th e  coast. 
You and m aybe  O w e n. I alw ays  th ink  pe ople  
don’t lik e  m e .” A little  sm ile  lit Puk i’s  lips . “All I 
th ink  about is  fuck ing. I th ink  I’m  addicte d. I 
w ant a h um an life , not a nym ph o life .”

H ugh  th ough t about th is  for a m om e nt and 
said, “W e ll, if you e njoy w h at you do, m aybe  
th at is  a life .”

“Maybe , Nana. I lik e  it. but I don’t w ant 
fuck ing to tak e  ove r m y life .”

Th e re  w as  a be e ping from  Fak  Toi’s  bag. Sh e  
pulle d out h e r ph one .

“M e s sage  from  Ste w art. Got to go, Nana. You 
h ave  a good nigh t. Talk  to you tom orrow .”

H ugh  gave  h e r a ligh t k is s  on th e  ch e e k . 
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“O k ay, h on.”
H e  took  th e  drink s  ove r to Conrad and O w e n.
Conrad soon w e nt to th e  toile t.
“So, do you lik e  h im ?” H ugh  as k e d O w e n. “H e  

s e e m s  ve ry cute .”
“H e ’s  nice . But ve ry young. I th ink  h e ’s  

gagging for a re lations h ip.”
“And you?”
“I w ant to fe e d th at h ot ars e  w ith  a good 

inje ction.”
O w e n look e d at H ugh ’s  e xpre s s ion and 

laugh e d. “I don’t k now . Se e  h ow  it goe s .”
Th e y h ad a fe w  m ore  drink s  and th e n, h and 

in h and, O w e n announce d h e  and Conrad w e re  
off.  

H ugh  de cline d a lift h om e  and fe lt a burning 
pain in h is  ch e st as  h e  w atch e d th e m  go. Th e  
de spe ration fe e dback  loop circle d in h is  h e ad.

H e  sculle d h is  drink  and bough t anoth e r. Th e n 
anoth e r. And anoth e r.

Th e  nigh t blurre d into s e rie s  of re m e m be re d 
m om e nts , lik e  fading picture s  in an old ph oto 
album .

Dancing m indle s sly on th e  dance  floor. 
H anging out w ith  a cute  Maori boy (h ow  th e y 
m e t w as  curiously abs e nt from  th e  ph oto 
album ). Le aving th e  club. W aving at th e  
doorm an. W alk ing dow n a stre e t. Th e  Maori boy 
saying, “And th e n m y aunt said it w as  an 
e le ph ant.” A gras sy, s e m i-lit h ollow  be h ind th e  
be ach . Black  s e a. W h ite  line s  of surf. Th e  Maori 
boy’s  cock  in h is  m outh , th rusting. H ugh ’s  th roat 
involuntarily gagging. Th e  Maori boy’s  h ands  on 
h is  h e ad. A s igh ing m oan. A pe riod of blank ne s s . 
W ak ing up on th e  cold gras s . Th e  Maori boy 
gone . A brie f stab of loss . Sitting up. A m om e nt 
of panic. No w alle t in h is  pock e t. Th at Maori 
cunt. A m om e nt of re lie f. Finding th e  w alle t in 
th e  gras s . Standing up. Auto-pilot to th e  taxi 
rank ....

Th e  ne xt m orning, H ugh  vom ite d tw ice  
be fore  h e  w e nt to w ork . H e  h ad a ve ry s e e dy 
day. During th e  odd q uie t m om e nt, h e  fe lt little  

stabs  of bitte rne s s . W h y h adn’t h e  th ough t to ge t 
th e  Maori boy’s  num be r? H e  w asn’t e ve n sure  of 
h is  nam e . H ugh  suppose d th e re  w as  no ch ance  
of anyth ing h appe ning. Th e  Maori boy h ad 
de s e rte d h im .

In th e  e ve ning, H ugh  h e ade d h om e  and w as  
de te rm ine d not to sw itch  on th e  dating w e bs ite s . 
Maybe  h e  w as  be com ing addicte d to th e m .

H is  de te rm ination laste d a full h alf h our. Th e  
de spe ration fe e dback  loop playe d soundle s sly in 
th e  room .

H is  m obile  ph one  be e pe d. Probably O w e n.
Th e  num be r w as  unfam iliar. H ugh  ope ne d th e  

m e s sage .

H e y H ugh , its Aaron. H ow  r u? Cldnt w ak e  u. Didnt 
w ant to le ave  u by be ach . W e nt to ge t frie nd but u 
gone  w h e n i got back . Passe d out in h is car n sle pt 
all day lol. H ad a gr8 nite . W at u up 2?

A sm ile  on h is  face , H ugh  starte d te xting a 
re ply.

Sh aun O ’Dow d be gan h is care e r as a journalist for a 
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trave l w rite r, touring th e  state  and w riting nice  
th ings about it. By nigh t, h e  could be  found at th e  
Sportsm an H ote l e ith e r propping up th e  bar or 
pe rform ing re tro drag num be rs at be m use d 
patrons. Afte r be ing unce re m oniously dum pe d by 
h is day job, Sh aun now  w ork s for a Gold Coast 
online  inve stm e nt m agazine  w h e re  h e  spe nds h is 
days in a pe rpe tual state  of confusion..
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Jarred Connors

And th e n h e  k isse d m e

After six h ours spinning, th e  dj re sorte d to an anth e m  or tw o to pum p 
up our flagging e nth us iasm  and to w arn us  th at th e  nigh t w as  ne arly 
ove r. W e  took  h is  cue , and once  m ore  re turne d to th e  dance  floor to 
sw e at and spin, w h oop and h olle r – look ing s im ply fabulous  (of 
cours e ) in w h at fe w  cloth e s  w e  w e re  w e aring th at ye ar. Som e  got a 
little  de spe rate  as  th e  e  starte d to w e ar off and Mr R igh t faile d to 
e m e rge  from  th e  dance  floor h aze  but m ostly w e  furiously dance d and 
dance d until th e  daw n ligh t slow ly starte d to appe ar in th e  big bay 
w indow s . O n a nigh t lik e  th is , K ylie  toppe d out th e  s e t, and w e  
collapse d on th e  floor – am ongst th e  sw e at, cast-off glitte r, w ate r 
bottle s  and rubbis h  – as  th e  m us ic die d. Afte r tw e lve  h ours  of 
loudne s s , w e  w e re  sudde nly able  to h e ar ours e lve s  spe ak , and bante r 
e rupte d from  e ve ryone . W e  w e re  all h igh ; tire d, w aste d, s h ot – still 
tingling but not ye t bugge re d. 
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Th e  dj found som e  Cole  Porte r; sm ooth  tune s  
to e as e  th e  void le ft by th e  w ith draw al of th e  
boom ing bas s  line . As  th e  lus h  orch e strations  
w as h e d ove r us  th e  h ous e  ligh ts  slow ly re turne d 
and w e  all saw  e ach  oth e r in a ne w  guis e , th e  
s h atte re d/up-all-nigh t/party-boys -at-8am  look . 
Ph illip h ad m ade  a ne w  frie nd, M ik e  (I th ink ); 
th e y look e d lik e  th e y w e re n’t com ple te ly 
appalle d w ith  e ach  oth e r now  th e  drugs  h ad 
e as e d and th e y could actually s e e  w h o it w as  
th e y’d pick e d up from  th e  dance  floor m e lange . 
It w as  Ph illip's  first big party but it w as  M ik e  
w h o look e d lik e  h e  s h ouldn’t be  out afte r 10pm . 
As  th e  m orning ligh t stre ngth e ne d, th e y s e e m e d 
to be com e  e ve n m ore  anim ate d and h appy; 
th e y h ad a glow  about th e m  as  th e y plotte d 
today; I w onde re d, could th is  be  an actual 
rom ance ? Sure ly not, a fe w  h ours  w as  all bit 
q uick , e ve n for m ode rn boys . 

I w as  th e re  w ith  Tre vor, m y partne r of a fe w  
ye ars  now ; th is  th ough , w as  probably our last 
dance  party as  Tre vor's  big 4-0 loom e d close  
and w e  w e re  bas ically th ink ing de corum  and 
discre tion. W e ’d only agre e d to com e  to th is  
one  at th e  last m inute ; m ostly, on m y part 
anyw ay, to k e e p an e ye  on Ph illip, to m ak e  sure  
h e  didn’t do anyth ing s illy, but in re trospe ct I’m  
not sure  I’m  ye t grow n up e nough  to be  a 
ch ape ron, and anyw ay h e ’s  h ardly foolis h  and 
no doubt w e ll able  to m ak e  h is  ow n m istak e s , if 
h e  w ants  to.

So as  w e  all de cide d it w as  tim e  to face  th e  
dayligh t (and sle e p), anoth e r dance  party 
be cam e  le ge ndary for its  (unsucce s sful) 
conq ue sts , (unre alis e d) drugs , and 
(unbe lie vable ) dance  track s; abe tte d no doubt 
by our (m ostly unre liable ) m e m orie s  of w h at 
actually h appe ne d. 

My broth e r R ich ard, w h o doe sn’t norm ally 
both e r to spe ak  to m e , rang to say dad w as  in St 
Vinnie s .

“Th e y’re  doing scans  and saying it’s  s e rious  

but not critical. H e  w as  as k ing for you, so I’m  
le tting you k now .”

“Th ank s .” Th e re  w asn’t m uch  I could add to 
th at.

“H e le n and I are  going up tonigh t, but you 
can vis it th is  afte rnoon... If you w ant, I m e an. 
Vis iting h ours  are  from  2.30.”

“Th ank s , I’ll ge t aw ay from  w ork  e arly and 
go th is  afte rnoon.”

Th e  w as  an e ve n longe r paus e  on th e  line .
“Are  you doing ok ?” Th is  is  m y broth e r, 

as k ing m e  if I’m  doing ok . Th e  sam e  broth e r 
w h o w as  m ak ing jok e s  about m e  at a fam ily 
w e dding re ce ption last ye ar. ‘And h e  said, Don’t 
you dare  touch  m e  w ith  th at big th ing,’ ove r-
loud, to h is  m ate s , in a lisping cam p voice , and 
th e  group brok e  into raucous  laugh te r. I w as  
s itting w ith  Aunty Flo, w h o also h e ard at le ast 
th e  punch  line , and trie d to ch ange  th e  subje ct, 
ble s s  h e r. I got up, w alk e d ove r and stood toe -to-
toe , face  to face , and said, in m y be st butch  
voice , ‘Infantile  de ad-s h it. Grow  up som e day... 
ple as e !’ It w as  all I could th ink  up at th e  
m om e nt. I turne d and le ft be fore  it got e ve n 
uglie r.

“I’m  fine . W orrie d about dad, of cours e . D id 
th e y say h ow  long h e ’d be  th e re ?” 

“A fe w  days  only, if it all goe s  to plan.” 
Sile nce  re turne d.

“O K , th ank s  for th e  call. Ple ase  le t m e  k now  
if th e re ’s  any m ore  ne w s . I’d appre ciate  it.” 

“O k , s e e  you soon. Say h i to Tre vor.” Th e  
line  w e nt de ad be fore  I could re act to h is  first 
e ve r m e ntion of m y boyfrie nd of s ix ye ars .

Tre vor: our first date  w as  at a rock  conce rt; th e  
Blue  Ange ls w e re  particular favorite s  of ours . 
W e 'd forgone  s e ats  to stand in th e  pit righ t up 
front and h ad got th e re  e arly to try and h old 
som e  space ; but it w as  alre ady pack e d, at le ast 
dow n th e re . O n tim e , th e  crow d surge d tow ards  
th e  stage  as  th e  band m ade  th e ir e ntrance ; a 
busy roadie  or tw o, follow e d by Cosm o, th e  
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drum m e r, and Rosti, th e  pe rcus s ionist, all in 
ne ar dark ne s s . Th e re  w as  a fe w  drum  runs , 
som e  guitar ch ords , and th e n ligh ts  as  th e y 
starte d in w ith  ‘No s h am e ’; an inspire d ch oice  
w ith  its  long instrum e ntal intro. So th e  band w as  
w e ll w arm e d up w h e n Vince  cam e  on stage  
about 10 bars  be fore  h e  h ad to s ing. Th e  crow d, 
sudde nly in full voice , w e lcom e d h im  on. Be ing 
so close  to th e  stage  m e ant w e  could fe e l th e  
bas s  pus h ing on our ch e sts , and as  th e  band 
w e nt into th e  vocal part of th e  song, I look e d 
dow n to ch e ck  on Tre vor. H e  w as  po-going 
be s ide  m e , h is  e ye s  close d. I tappe d h im  on th e  
s h oulde r and gave  h im  a th um bs  up and a yay.

Th e  band m ove d into ‘Jam e stow n rock ’ and 
on to ‘Little  Joe ’. Th e  k e yboard playe r (Siste r 
M itch ) w as  doing w ick e d w ork  tonigh t. But w h e n 
I ne xt ch e ck e d Tre vor it occurre d to m e  th at h e  
probably couldn’t re ally s e e  ve ry m uch  of w h at 
w as  h appe ning on stage . H e  w as  h e igh t 
ch alle nge d (don't say ‘s h ort’ to h is  face ) and I 
doubt h e  could e ve n s e e  th e  band (only fe w  
m e tre s  aw ay from  us) de spite  th e  m us ic be ing 
absolute ly ove rw h e lm ing. 

I le ane d ove r to h im , and ye lle d, “Can you s e e  
anyth ing?” It w as  also ve ry pos s ible  h e  couldn’t 
h e ar w h at I w as  s h outing righ t into h is  e ar.

H e  sm ile d and ye lle d som e th ing back  to m e ; I 
th ough t I h e ard a ‘not a proble m ’ or som e th ing 
lik e  th at, but it m igh t just h ave  be e n th e  s h rug of 
h is  s h oulde rs  th at gave  m e  th at im pre s s ion. H e  
w e nt back  to trying to s e e  th rough  th e  crow d but 
I w as  th ink ing th at th is  w asn’t fair. I w ante d h im  
to h ave  a gre at tim e  too, e spe cially be caus e  it 
w as  h is  ide a th at got us  h e re  tonigh t.

About te n pe ople  aw ay from  us , a girl h ad 
clim be d up on h e r guy’s  s h oulde rs  and I 
w onde re d about ge tting Tre vor up on m ine . I 
trie d to point to th e  s h oulde re d girl, but it w as  
unlik e ly h e  could s e e  th e m  e ith e r so I s q uatte d 
dow n a bit and pointe d to m y th igh s  and m y 
s h oulde rs . H e  didn’t ge t it at first, th e n a big 
sm ile  w e nt acros s  h is  face  as  h e  finally 

unde rstood. H e  w as  so dam ne d cute  w h e n h e  
sm ile d lik e  th at. 

H e  look e d q uizzically at m e , “Are  you sure ?” I 
im agine d h e  w as  saying. I nodde d m y h e ad and 
w ave d m y arm s  tow ards  m y ch e st. Th e  m us ic 
th unde re d around us  non-stop as  th e  crow d 
sw aye d and dance d in tim e .

“Com e  on, ge t up h e re !” I ye lle d vainly into 
th e  cre sce ndo th at e nds  ‘Joh nny's  h om e ’. 
Ne ith e r of us  w e re  at all sure  about h ow  to ge t 
h im  up on m y s h oulde rs , but afte r one  faile d 
atte m pt, h e  ste ppe d on m y be nt th igh  w ith  one  
le g and m anage d to sw ing h is  oth e r le g acros s  
m y s h oulde rs . H e  w asn’t re ally h e avy, and I 
stood up w ith  e as e . H e  w rappe d h is  le gs  around 
m y ch e st, le aving m y arm s  fre e , and trie d to 
balance  h im s e lf w ith  h is  h ands  on m y h e ad. I 
grabbe d h is  le gs  to h old h im  th e re . It w ork e d ok .

Th e  band h ad finis h e d ‘Joh nny’s  h om e ’, and 
Vince  w as  m outh ing off th os e  pe ace  and 
goodw ill inanitie s  th at h e  som e tim e s  doe s  in 
be tw e e n songs . I gue s s  h e ’s  ok , but som e tim e s  
h is  rubbis h  is  just th at. Cosm o, on drum s , 
pre m ature ly tappe d in th e  ne xt song, ‘O nly on 
Th ursday’, th e ir curre nt h it and an absolute  
favorite  of Tre vor and m e  at th e  tim e . 

Tre vor h alf stood up w h e n h e  ide ntifie d th e  
song; and h e  w ave d h is  h ands  above  h is  h e ad 
w ith  gle e . I w as  th ink ing, h e ’d be tte r not try po-
going on m y s h oulde rs , but I h e ld h is  s h ins  and 
it s e e m e d safe  e nough .

H e  be nt dow n and said som e th ing in m y e ar. 
“Th ank s ,” I th ink  I caugh t, be fore  h e  follow e d 
th e  band by m outh ing th e  ope ning vocals to th e  
song. H is  k ne e s  w e re  about th e  h e igh t of m y 
s h oulde rs  and h is  th igh s  about m y e ars . Be ing 
th is  close  to our favorite  band w h ile  th e y playe d 
our favorite  song w as  ve ry m uch  lik e  h e ave n for 
m e ; h e lpe d in big part by m y re ce nt de s ire  to 
spe nd any tim e  w ith  Tre vor, w ith  or w ith out 
m us ic.

Th e  ne xt song w as  a slow e r ballad, ‘Safe  from  
h arm ’. Tre vor sat furth e r back  for m ost of th is  
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song, and th e  balance  w asn’t as  good. I m ove d 
m y h ands  up to h is  k ne e s  and h e ld on a bit, just 
in cas e . It fe lt w rong and I w as  a little  conce rne d 
h e  m igh t fall; not th at w e  could go ve ry far, th e  
crow d crus h  h adn’t le t up th at m uch  and it w as  
still ve ry pack e d at th e  front of th e  stage . H e  
s q ue e ze d m y h and w h ich  I took  as  a confirm -
ation th at all w as  ok  and th at h e  w as  h aving a 
good tim e . I trie d to look  up and s e e  h is  face  but 
couldn’t turn m y h e ad around far e nough .

As  I turne d back , m y h e ad brus h e d h is  crotch  
and re alis e d h e  could h ave  a h ard on. Pe rh aps  
th at's  w h y h e ’d be e n s itting back , so I couldn’t 
notice . Initially, I didn’t k now  w h at to do (if 
anyth ing) but I w as  am aze d to th ink  h e ’d got a 
h ard on w h ile  on m y s h oulde rs; it s e e m e d a 
ve ry intim ate  th ing to h appe n, e spe cially in 
m iddle  of a crow d lik e  th is . W as  it just th e  
m us ic, or it could be  us , be ing close  lik e  th is? 

Th e  band m ove d into ‘W e  are  now ’, and th e  
m us ic soak e d into and th rough  us . I w as  still so 
pum pe d w ith  h ow  gre at th e  nigh t w as . Tre vor 
w as  still s itting back , so I re ach e d back  
som e h ow  and grabbe d h is  bum  and pus h /pulle d 
h im  forw ard. H is  th igh s  cam e  ah e ad and I could 
fe e l h is  crotch  pre s s ing into th e  back  of m y h e ad 
again. I gave  h im  a th um bs  up, to re as sure  h im  
th is  pos ition w as  be tte r for m e , and w e  w e nt 
back  to liste ning to th e  band. Afte r a w h ile  I 
k ne w  I could fe e l h is  h ard on pre s s ing against 
m e . As  I nodde d m y h e ad in tim e  w ith  th e  
m us ic I k ne w  I w as  bum ping h is  cock . 

H e  s e e m e d to be  e njoying it as  h e  w rappe d 
h im s e lf around m e . I m ove d m y h and h igh e r on 
h is  th igh s . H e  w as  bouncing about fre e ly, and 
w e  w e re  both  be cam e  ve ry im m e rs e d in th e  
m us ic. I got a h ard on too, but no-one  in th e  
crow d w ould h ave  k now n be caus e  e ve ryone  
w as  m oving and dancing about. Tre vor m igh t 
h ave  s e e n it, but h e  w ouldn’t be  look ing dow n; 
it w as  dark  th e re  anyw ay.

During th e  band’s  last num be r (‘Crusade r’) 
Tre vor's  m ove m e nts  w e re  close  and slow  and 

de libe rate  and h e  w as  pe rfe ctly in tim e  w ith  th e  
song. As  th e  song finis h e d, h e  collapse d 
surrounding m y h e ad and I re ach e d up to h old 
h im . Th e  band w e nt s ile nt, th e  crow d w e nt ape -
s h it, and Tre vor ye lle d in m y e ar, “Th at w as  th e  
be st I’ve  h ad e ve r!” I turne d, sm iling, and 
caugh t h is  face , w h ich  w as  som e w h e re  be tw e e n 
naugh ty and sm olde ring. And so I’m  th ink ing, 
‘H ow  can I w ork  th is  so I can stay w ith  h im  
tonigh t?’ Fantastic m us ic, pe rfe ct conce rt and a 
s e xy m an all at once . Blis s .

As  w e  drove  aw ay from  th e  car park  w e  w e re  
both  s inging conce rt songs . Ne ith e r of us  could 
s ing in tune , but th at w asn't im portant. As  w e  
stoppe d at th e  ligh ts  on th e  Conrod Road, I 
w onde re d out loud on w h at now .

“I’m  still pre tty h ype d. W h at w ould you lik e  
to do? I th ink  I’ve  got be e r at m y place .”

“W h o’ll be  th e re ?” Tre vor h ad de ve lope d a 
strong dislik e  of Martin, an ove rw e igh t Englis h  
back pack e r, curre ntly bunk e d dow n w ith  us  
s h ort te rm . 

“Th e y w e re  all going to Rosalie s  but th e y’re  
probably back  by now ,” ch e ck ing m y w atch . I 
adde d, “Unle s s  th e y score d!”

“Martin w ouldn’t k now  a fuck  in a broth e l! 
Th at’s  if h e 's  e ve r m e t h is  dick , w h ich  I doubt!”

W e  both  giggle d at th at th ough t as  w e  
trave le d on th rough  e ve r m ore  dark e r suburbs .

“W h y don’t w e  sw ing past m y place , I’ll grab 
th e  be e rs , and w e  can go som e w h e re ... Aw , I 
don’t k now . Th e  m ountain, or dow n to th e  
be ach . A sw im ?”

Th e  th ing about h ospitals is , w e ll, th e y’re  
th e re  for th e  s ick . And th at brings  its  ow n 
baggage . Dad w as  68, and h ad be e n h aving 
trouble  w ith  h is  ch e st for som e  ye ars . H e ’d 
found a good GP w h o ins iste d on h aving it fully 
ch e ck e d out and finally diagnose d  le ft m ain 
syndrom e ; tre atable  m ostly, but it’ll probably 
ge t h im  in th e  e nd. 

H e  w as  sm all. I ne ve r re alis e d h ow  sm all 
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until I saw  h im  in th at h ospital be d. H is  s k in w as  
gray and slack  about h is  face , h is  arm s  look e d 
th in, w aste d. Gone  w as  th e  h e alth y, fit fath e r of 
m y ch ildh ood. H e  w as  conne cte d to a gre e n 
glow ing m onitor w ith  s e ve ral w ire s  and pads; a 
patte rn m ove d string-lik e  acros s  th e  scre e n, 
ge ne rating m e aningful inform ation for 
som e one , I h ope d. Th e  m onitoring 
paraph e rnalia m ade  it look  lik e  h e  w as  in a 
spide r's  w e b; lik e  a capture d ins e ct.

Th e re  didn’t s e e m  to be  ve ry m any blank e ts , 
and w h at h e  h ad w as  drape d to one  s ide  
h e ading for th e  floor. It sudde nly occurre d to m e  
th at h e  w as  alone  (m um  h ad gone  2 ye ars  ago) 
and th at h e  w as  ve ry vulne rable  h e re , in th is  
place . I stood at th e  e ntrance  of th e  w ard for a 
fe w  s e conds , m aybe  a m inute  or tw o, com ing to 
te rm s  w ith  h im , h e re  and captive . Nurs e s  and 
oth e rs  bustle d about th e  w ard, doing im portant 
th ings . My h e art sank  as  I re alis e d h is  fragility, 
trappe d h e re  in h ospital. Se e ing h im  lik e  th at 
s e e m e d to m ak e  m ost oth e r is sue s  rath e r pe tty. 
I took  a big bre ath  and approach e d h im  in a 
m uch  m ore  ge ne rous  fram e  of m ind.

“H i, dad. H ow  are  you?” H e  look e d up and 
saw  m e . Som e th ing pas s e d ove r h is  face , I 
couldn’t te ll w h at.

“Moss . Good of you to com e . I as k e d R ich ard 
to call you. W e  s h ould talk  about som e  th ings .”

“Th at sounds  ve ry dram atic. I spok e  w ith  th e  
doctor on th e  w ay in, h e  says  you’ll be  back  
h om e  tom orrow  or W e dne sday.”

“Sure , th at’s  w h at th e y say. Still, I’m  not 
doing m uch  w h ile  I’m  h e re  and I ne e d to sort 
out th ings  soone r or late r.”

“You s h ouldn’t w orry about anyth ing but 
ge tting your stre ngth  back . No-one  w ants  you to 
do anyth ing e lse .” I re ach e d ove r to touch  h is  
s h oulde r in re as surance . Eve n now  h e  didn’t lik e  
be ing touch e d, or pe rh aps  m ore  accurate ly h e  
still didn’t lik e  m e  touch ing h im . I som e h ow  
doubt R ich ard w ould’ve  e ve r put h is  h ands  on 
h im . 

At th e  be d ne xt door, w ith  m ore  th an th e  
re gulation 2 vis itors , laugh te r e rupte d, and th e  
patie nt brok e  into a cough ing fit. W e  all w e nt 
q uie t for a bit w h ile  h e  w ork e d it th rough  and 
calm e d dow n.

“So are  th e y tre ating you ok ?” I did w ant to 
k now . “Pre tty nurs e s , w aiting on you h and and 
foot, e ve ry m om e nt of th e  day and nigh t, good 
food... I am  jok ing. Is  it sort of alrigh t?”

“Ye ah , ye ah . Th e re 's  no proble m s ,” h e  
th ough t a bit, “But now , I ne e d to ge t m y affairs  
in orde r. I ne e d to k now  w h at you’d lik e  afte r 
I’ve  gone .”

“Noth ing. I’ve  got e ve ryth ing I w ant, and 
som e . I don't ne e d anyth ing, dad.” 

“I do w ant to le ave  som e th ing for you, 
som e th ing you'd lik e  to h ave ,” h is  e ye s  w e re  
sudde nly de e p and cle ar; s e rious . “I k now  I 
h ave n’t be e n as  good to you as  your m oth e r 
w as , but...”

“Dad, I’m  ok . Th e re  are  oth e rs  w h o h ave  
ne e ds  m ore  th an I. W h at about th e  grandk ids?”

“True . Th e re ’ll be  som e  m one y, I’m  s e nding 
it to Vane s sa’s  k ids  for th e ir sch ooling. Is  th at 
ok ? Th e re  w on’t be  a lot anyw ay I im agine . Not 
afte r th e  m e dical stuff. But I do h ave  an ide a to 
le ave  you som e th ing. ”

“Dad, ple as e  don’t w orry about it. But you 
m ust te ll us  if you run s h ort. W e  can all h e lp if 
you ne e d cas h . Ge tting be tte r is  th e  only is sue , 
and th at’s  up to you, alone . It’s  th e  only th ing 
you ne e d to do. I m e an it.”

“W h ate ve r,” h e  said, “I’ve  talk e d to Frank  (h is  
broth e r, m y uncle ), and h e ’s  agre e d th at I can 
pas s  on granddad’s  library to you. W ould you 
tak e  care  of it?”

“O f cours e , dad. But only if you w ant to. 
Th e y’re  som e  ve ry be autiful book s  th e re . I’ve  
alw ays  lik e d th e m .” My grandfath e r h ad 
obs e s s ive ly colle cte d for m any ye ars; som e  
w ould now  be  antiq ue  and m aybe  e ve n valuable .

Th e re  w as  a paus e  as  w e  both  th ough t 
th rough  th e  conve rsation. H e  ch ange d th e  
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subje ct. “Ne xt tim e  bring Tre vor.” And th e n, an 
afte rth ough t, “But not w h ile  R ich ard’s  h e re  
th ough . I don’t ne e d a w ar righ t at th is  tim e .” 

I re acte d. “W h at is  going on h e re ? First 
R ich ard, and now  you, are  sudde nly 
ack now le dging Tre vor. For ye ars  you’ve  all 
ignore d h im .” It w as  sort of out th e re  be fore  I 
re alis e d. I didn’t k now  h e  e ve n k ne w  Tre vor’s  
nam e  – le t alone  w ant to invite  h im  ove r for a 
fam ily vis it.

Dad look e d alarm e d, “No, no. Noth ing’s  
h appe ne d. W e  w e re  all talk ing about th ings  
ye ste rday and Tre vor did com e  up. You tw o 
h ave  be e n toge th e r for a w h ile . It’s  tim e  w e  
face d it prope rly.” At last, w e ’re  an ‘it’.

And th at’s  w h e n I re alis e d h ow  m uch  
e ve ryone  w as  s h ak e n by th is  h ospitalisation. 
Th is  is  th e  sam e  m an w h o said, on le arning h is  
m iddle  son w as  a nancy boy, ‘W e ll as  long as  h e  
stays  out of s igh t in Sydne y, it doe sn’t m atte r.’ 
No longe r out of s igh t, m y boyfrie nd and I w e re  
sudde nly be ing w e lcom e d into th e  h e art of m y 
fam ily.

As  w e  cam e  around th e  final curve , th e  city 
stre tch e d out in front of us . W e ’d de cide d on th e  
m ountain look out.

I park e d, unlatch e d m y s e at to give  m e  m ore  
le g room , and tilte d it h alf w ay back . Th e  city 
glitte re d th rough  th e  w indscre e n; it’s  lik e  w e  
w e re  in lounge  ch airs  at a panoram a w indow . 
Tre vor got out for a pis s , and cam e  back  to th e  
car, s h ive ring and rubbing h is  h ands . H e  tilte d 
h is  s e at back  too. 

W e  talk e d about conce rts , footy, and oth e r 
inanitie s  w h ile  ch ugging back  th e  be e rs .

Afte r a s ile nce  of a fe w  m inute s , “Gre at ide a, 
le tting m e  ge t up on your s h oulde rs . W asn’t too 
h e avy?”

“Nah .”
“I got to s e e  Vince , close  up, in all h is  glory, 

re d le ath e r pack e d lunch  and all! Boy, doe s  h e  
put it out th e re ?” H e  w as  laid back , re laxe d, h is  

h ands  be h ind h is  h e ad.
“You did s e e m  to be  e njoying it.” I w as  

alluding to h is  stiff conce rt cock , w ould h e  pick  
th at up?

“I did, th e  clim ax w as  unbe lie vable !” Now  
w h o's  alluding? Caugh t in m y ow n trap.

Th e  m oonligh t, th e  city, th is  m an; ne ar 
pe rfe ct. I w ante d h im  to k is s  m e , righ t now .

I look e d around to stare  into h is  e ye s . Tw o 
can play th at gam e ; h e  stare d back  and h e ld m y 
gaze .

“If I k is s e d you now  w ould you be  offe nde d?” 
My h e art race d at h is  proposal. 

“I’d be  ve ry disappointe d if you didn’t,” I 
said, th row ing e ve ryth ing ove rboard. “And now  
w ould be  a ve ry good tim e  to do it.”

“Com e  h e re ,” h e  said. And I did. 
And th e n h e  k is s e d m e .

Jarre d Connors  th e s e  days  h ails from  country 
Tasm ania, if th e re  is  such  a place . H is  oth e rw is e  
une xciting life  h as  re ce ntly be e n ove rturne d by 
an e pisode  w ith  a large  ne igh bourly (in th at's  
w h e re  it cam e  from ) bull be nt on h e te ros e xual 
procre ation w ith  Mabe l, h is  h ous e  m ilk ing cow . 
Th e  bull, Se lw yn Ge orge  Ch arle s  III, score d and 
Jarre d is  now  cons ide ring w ith e r pink  or blue  for 
th e  ne w  h ous e h old nurs e ry.
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Jam e s May

PCP 2006

It’s strange , w atch ing yourself fade  aw ay; it starte d tw o m onth s  ago 
w ith  a dry cough . It w as  noth ing suspicious , it just ne ve r w e nt aw ay. 
Th e n th e  fatigue  s e t in. I w as  too tire d to cle an th e  h ous e , do th e  
dis h e s , clim b th e  stairs . Eve ntually it w as  too h ard to ge t to th e  s h op; it 
w as  lik e  w e aring concre te  s h oe s . I w as  too e xh auste d to cook  so I 
as k e d a frie nd to bring food to th e  h ous e . My appe tite  w as  fading fast; 
e ve ryth ing turne d m y stom ach . I spe nt m ost of th e  tim e  on th e  lounge  
w ith  a h ot w ate r bottle  and th e  h e ate r turne d up; it w as  so cold th at 
W inte r. I couldn’t sle e p at nigh t; I w ok e  e ve ry fe w  h ours , dre nch e d in 
sw e at. I h ad to tow e l m ys e lf dry, ch ange  th e  s h e e ts . I told m ys e lf it 
w ouldn’t last, th e re  w as  noth ing to w orry about.

Now  I’m  standing in a h ospital room . It s e nds  s h ive rs  up m y spine  
w h e n I look  in th e  m irror. A cluste r of cold sore s  fe ste rs  ove r m y low e r 
lip. It crack s  and ble e ds  w h e n I sm ile , so I don’t. I’ve  lost te n k ilos , m y 
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fram e  h as  s h runk . I look  lik e  an e lde rly m an 
trappe d in a ch ild’s  body. Th e re ’s  no tone , no 
curve s; th e  bone s  are  jutting out of anore xic 
lim bs , th e  ribs  pus h  tigh t against w orn laye rs  of 
s k in. I turn around in th e  m irror lik e  a de form e d 
m anne q uin in a s h op of h orrors . From  be h ind, 
th e re  appe ars  to be  no buttock s; just tw o stick  
th in le gs  and a de flate d m ound of fle s h  – it h urts  
to s it dow n. I w e ar tw o pairs  of unde rw e ar to 
h old m y pants  up. 

Th e  taste  of ch e m ical re flux ris e s  and falls in 
m y th roat, burning m y ch e st as  it slide s  th rough  
th e  w indpipe . Th e  naus e a e rupts  w h e n it h its  m y 
stom ach ; lik e  drink ing a bottle  of scotch  and 
sm ok ing a h undre d cigare tte s . I re m e m be r a 
Louis e  H ay book ; ‘You Can H e al Your Life .’ I 
re pe at one  of th e  m antras  ove r and ove r. ‘I love  
you, Jim . I love  you. I love  you, Jim , I love  you.’ 
It fe e ls ridiculous  but I carry on. ‘Fak e  it till you 
m ak e  it’, th e  auth or says . I im agine  th e  scabs  on 
m y m outh  s h rink ing and falling off, th e  ce lls of 
m y im m une  syste m  ge tting h e alth ie r, stronge r – 
m y ch e e k s  filling out, e ye s  w ide  w ith  vitality. 

W h e n I’m  out of bre ath , I cle nch  m y te e th  
and re pe at a diffe re nt m antra. I say th e  w ords  
‘Fuck  you’ ove r and ove r, th ink ing of th e  fam ily 
I’m  e strange d from , junk ie  frie nds  w aving 
ne e dle s  lik e  m agic w ands , th e  sle azy m e n I 
sw indle d drink s  from  in gloom y bars  – th e  m e n 
w h o slobbe re d ove r m y w re tch e d body, 
w h ispe ring vacuous  com plim e nts  and h ollow  
prom is e s . 

I fall to th e  floor and th row  up th e  m e dication 
– th e  drugs  th at m igh t ‘save ’ m e  if I can k e e p 
th e m  dow n. Se e m s  to m e , th e  naus e a and 
vom iting is  th e  rage  ch urning ins ide , scre am ing 
to be  h e ard. Th e re ’s  no privacy to scre am  in th is  
place . I w as h  m y face  in th e  s ink  and re sum e  
th e  m antras  till I’m  too w e ak  to stand and th e  
nurs e  w h e e ls  a trolle y th rough  th e  door. 

I h ave  a private  room  h e re  at Th e  Austin; m y 
ow n Infe ctious  D is e as e  unit. I w as  in th e  e aste rn 
suburbs  w h e n th e  pne um onia took  h old – th e  
am bulance  drive rs  pluck e d m e  off a frie nd’s  
k itch e n floor; de lirious , h allucinating s e aring 
flam e s  and raging infe rnos . Th e y th ough t I w as  
drugge d or psych otic. I w as  dum pe d on th e  

doorste p of th e  e m e rge ncy room  and th e  nurs e s  
tie d m e  dow n w ith  re straints . Anoth e r 
m e th am ph e tam ine  casualty, th e y pre sum e d. It 
took  th e m  a fe w  h ours  to re alize  it w as  PCP; an 
AIDS re late d infe ction.

Th e  Austin is  a m ode rn h ospital w ith  state  of 
th e  art facilitie s , all th e  cre ature  com forts  of th e  
m iddle  class . Sunligh t stre am s  th rough  th e  fifth  
floor w indow s . Th e  room  is  polis h e d w h ite , 
spark ling cle an; just lik e  a w aiting room  in 
H e ave n. A vie w  of th e  afflue nt suburban spraw l 
stre tch e s  be fore  m e ; le afy stre e ts , re novate d 
h om e s , ne atly pave d roads . I’m  afraid to le ave  
th is  h ospital ye t de spe rate  for fre e dom . It’s  a 
m yste rious  ne w  w orld out th e re  – th e  old one  is  
lost in a fog of fe ve rs  and sw e ats . 

I’m  too w e ak  to le ave  th e  room ; I can bare ly 
tak e  a pis s  on m y ow n. Tim e  pas s e s  q uick ly 
unde r s e dation. Day transform s  to nigh t so 
ge ntly; I h ave  no ide a w h at th e  h our is . I close  
m y e ye s  and re tre at be ne ath  th e  cove rs , 
clutch ing picture s  of Ch rist, ange ls, Je sus  and 
Mary. I h old th e m  ove r m y body as  m y 
te m pe rature  ris e s  and I th row  th e  blank e ts  off, 
saturate d from  h e ad to toe . I calm  m ys e lf w ith  
praye rs  and de e p bre ath s . I’m  not th e  only one  
h e re , it s e e m s . I’m  w atch e d ove r by som e th ing; I 
s e e  flas h e s  of ligh t, s h adow s  in th e  corne r of m y 
e ye . Th e  room  tak e s  on a m ystical q uality. An 
e ne rgy fills th e  space ; w e  m ak e  contact – it 
frigh te ns  and inspire s  m e  all at once . 

Th e  am bie nce  is  disrupte d by th e  e ntry of a 
nurs e ; re ady to draw  blood, adm iniste r drugs , 
tak e  blood pre s sure . I don’t te ll h e r about m y 
s e cre t e ncounte rs , s h e ’d h ave  th e  s h rink s  up 
h e re  in a s e cond. I fe e l s ick  w h e n th e  ne e dle  
plunge s  into m y ve in – I turn aw ay, cringing. A 
w ound appe ars  on th e  s k in, a bandage  is  paste d 
ove r th e  bruis e . It te ars  th e  s k in w h e n I pe e l it 
off. I w onde r w h e re  all th e  blood goe s , h ow  
m any ch e m icals are  sw im m ing th rough  m y 
ve ins , w h at it’s  doing to m y m ind, body, spirit? I 
don’t fe e l th e  sam e  s ince  th e y put m e  on th is  
stuff. My m oods  are  out of control; pins  and 
ne e dle s  are  biting m y fe e t, m y s k in is  so itch y I 
could scratch  till it ble e ds . It’s  claustroph obic; I 
could clim b th e  w alls, te ar som e one  apart. Th is  
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is  w h at I w as  afraid of; I sw allow  a valium  and 
slip into th e  s ile nce .

I w ak e  to th e  sm e ll of antis e ptic; a cle ane r 
drags  a m op back  and forth  acros s  th e  tile s . It’s  
6.30 am , s h e  close s  th e  door. Th e  day starts  
e arly in h ospital. I scan th e  room  w ith  m e dicate d 
vis ion. It look s  lik e  h om e  now ; s h oe s  and cloth e s  
are  stre w n acros s  th e  furniture , th e  table  is  a 
m e s s  w ith  ph otograph s , m agazine s  and 
ch ocolate  w rappe rs . Th e  flow e rs  in th e  vase  are  
starting to w ilt; th e  w ate r h asn’t be e n ch ange d 
for days . It sm e lls lik e  a s e w e r. A nurs e  barge s  in 
brie fly, introduce s  h e rs e lf in a fore ign language  
and le ave s . Most of th e m  are  fore ign casuals 
pas s ing th rough . I try to m ak e  conve rsation – 
as k  w h e re  th e y’re  from , h ow  th e y cam e  to be  
h e re , h ow  th e y find nurs ing. Som e tim e s  th e y’re  
frie ndly, som e tim e s  th e y’re  rude , som e tim e s  I 
fe e l too vile  to de al w ith  th e m . I roll ove r and 
pre te nd to be  asle e p.

Th e  bre ak fast ne ve r inspire s  m e . W e  ge t 
re gular m ilk , conce ntrate d orange  juice , stone  
cold w h ite  toast, cornflak e s , w e e tbix and instant 
coffe e . It’s  h ard to sw allow  afte r a dos e  of 15 
table ts  e ach  m orning – it taste s  lik e  cle aning 
fluid. Appare ntly th e  virus  be com e s  re s istant 
unle s s  you tak e  e ve ry table t on tim e  e ach  day. 
Th e  nurs e  w atch e s  so I don’t flus h  th e m  dow n 
th e  toile t. Th e  table ts  com e  in diffe re nt colours  
to m ak e  th e m  appe aling lik e  je lly be ans; re d, 
orange , purple , ye llow . Som e  are  tiny, th e y ge t 
lost unde r your tongue . Th e  big one s  ge t stuck  in 
your th roat. I le t th e m  tak e  th e  food aw ay; I 
can’t stand th e  th ough t of vom iting again. It’s  
savage  vom iting – it fe e ls lik e  your stom ach  
lining’s  be ing rippe d out. Th e  spasm s  continue  
long afte r you stop h e aving. I fe ar ne ve r e ating 
again. 

W inte r turns  to Spring and I can m ak e  it 
dow nstairs  to th e  cafe te ria. I’m  in H e ave n – 
latte s , foccacias , fre s h ly s q ue e ze d juice s . I orde r 
sandw ich e s , cak e s , m ilk s h ak e s; anyth ing to put 
w e igh t on. Th e  custom e rs  baulk  at m y scabby 
fe ature s; a scare crow  ph ys iq ue , bare  foot and 
drape d in an ove rs ize  gow n. Som e tim e s  a frie nd 
w h e e ls  m e  in a ch air, just to look  th e  part. W e  
roll out to th e  garde n, w e aving th rough  traffic 

and sm ok e rs; soak ing up th e  sun, th e  jasm ine  
blossom s , ye llow  w attle , be e s  h ove ring ove r 
sprouting dande lions . Vis itors  grie ve  private ly 
about s ick  re lative s , nurs e s  ligh t cigare tte s , 
laugh ing about doctors  and drink s  at th e  pub on 
th e  w e e k e nd. Life  goe s  on.

I’m  h e ale d by e ve ry ray of suns h ine , e ve ry 
m om e nt flat on m y back  in th e  gras s  be ne ath  a 
s h ady gum  tre e  – a stark  appre ciation for life . Is  
th at w h at I’m  m e ant to le arn from  th is  – h ow  
pre cious  life  is? I prom is e  th e  unive rs e  I’ll ne ve r 
tak e  it for grante d. Th e  sce ne  sw irls about lik e  a 
daydre am  – as  th ough  m y h e ad is  spinning from  
a w allop or th e  m e dication sw im m ing th rough  
m y syste m ; four s e dative s  a day; all is  calm , all is  
q uie t. I look  up to th e  s k y and drift aw ay on a 
cloud, floating th rough  space . I im agine  running 
aw ay from  h e re  – th e  h ospital, th e  drugs , th e  
te sts , but I’m  too scare d to run; th is  is  h om e  
now . 

I s h ould ge t back ; Dam ie n w ill be  h e re  soon. 
H e  said h e  bak e d a ch ocolate  cak e  – m y 
favourite  re cipe . It’s  a ble s s ing in disguis e , th e  
w ay th ings  turne d out. H e  w as  about to le ave  
be fore  th e  pne um onia. H e  h ad e nough  of th e  
confus ion, th e  gue s s ing, th e  w aiting, unfulfille d 
e xpe ctations  – h e  h ad e nough  of us . H e  w as  still 
at m y be d s ide  as  soon as  I w ok e  – re ady to give  
it anoth e r ch ance . 

W e ’re  close r th an e ve r now , s h aring th e  cak e ; 
th e  rich  ch ocolate  sauce , th e  de licate  cre am  - 
laugh ing, s igh ing. H e  h as  so m any q ualitie s  I 
couldn’t s e e  be fore . I w as  blind, s e lf absorbe d, 
de pre s s e d. W e  talk  about AIDS, m e dication, s ide  
e ffe cts . W e  us e d to talk  about w h e th e r AIDS w as  
a conspiracy; did H IV re ally e xist, w h o w as  
m ak ing all th e  profit? 

H e  can’t face  m e  for long. H e  s e e m s  ne rvous , 
distracte d. I as k  w h at’s  w rong; I say I can h andle  
it. H e  saw  th e  doctor today; h e  only h as  fifty T 
Ce lls. H e  h as  to de cide  w h e th e r to tak e  th e  
cock tail – a de cis ion h e  ne ve r w ante d to m ak e . 

You can w ait till you ne arly k ark  it and le t 
th e m  de cide  for you, I jok e . 

H e  turns  aw ay; h e  doe sn’t w ant to e nd up lik e  
m e , th at’s  for sure . O nce  upon a tim e  w e  w e re  
h e alth y, w e  w e re  H IV pos itive , th at’s  all. Now  I 
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h ave  AIDS and h e  doe sn’t. H e  us e d to find m e  
attractive , now  h e ’s  re pulse d. I’m  offe nde d but I 
put on a brave  face  as  w e  s it in s ile nce . I te ll h im  
h e  s h ouldn’t com e  to th e  h ospital if it m ak e s  h im  
uncom fortable . H e  doe sn’t offe r a re spons e  but I 
k now  it’s  w h at h e  w ants . 

H e ’s  only h e re  th rough  obligation, I re alize . 
W e  w e re  about to part com pany, re m e m be r? H e  
says  h e ’s  e xh auste d w ith  fam ily trouble , h e alth , 
e m otions  – h e ’ll be  back  in a fe w  days . H e  
le ave s  m e  w ith  an article  h e  w as  give n by a 
th e rapist. I fe e l sm ack e d in th e  m outh  as  I re ad. 
It’s  about a young w om an from  an alcoh olic 
h om e  w h o h asn’t le arne d to give  or re ce ive  
intim acy. Sh e  can’t le t h e r barrie rs  dow n, s h e  
can’t s e e  th e  conne ction. Sh e ’s  de stine d to a life  
of solitude . 

I lay th e re , trying to pin m y fe e lings  dow n. 
Do I love  h im , do I just care  for h im ? Is  it 
frie nds h ip, som e th ing m ore ? I don’t w ant to 
h old on be caus e  I h ave  AIDS. H ow  doe s  h e  fe e l? 
It’s  h ard to te ll, I’m  not a m ind re ade r. I don’t 
w ant to lose  h im  but I gue s s  it w on’t k ill m e . I’m  
ove r th e  e m otional struggle , th e  aw k w ard 
s ile nce , be ing tak e n for grante d. O ne  m inute  I’m  
in love , th e n I fe e l noth ing. 

Th e  ne xt fe w  days  I’m  tak e n for te sts; 
w h e e le d about th e  h ospital on trolle ys , s q uinting 
at fluore sce nt ligh ts , rolling in and out of 
e le vators  - so m any inje ctions , de lirious; in and 
out of consciousne s s . Cat scans , MRIs , 
Ultrasounds; it fe e ls lik e  an e xpe rim e nt in a 
scie nce  fiction m ovie . I fe e l trappe d - tak e n 
h ostage  by pe ople  I don’t trust. Th e re ’s  too 
m any vis itors  to k e e p up w ith  in be tw e e n; 
s h rink s , die ticians , stude nts , ph ys ios . Th e  
doctors  vis it re gularly to ch e ck  m y adh e re nce  to 
th e  m e dication. Th e y te ll m e  h ow  s illy I’ve  be e n; 
re fus ing pills, avoiding blood te sts . I’m  only alive  
th ank s  to a ph arm ace utical com pany. Th e y 
stand at th e  foot of th e  be d, arm s  folde d lik e  
m afia h itm e n, te lling m e  h orror storie s  about th e  
AIDS virus . 

Th e re ’s  no tim e  to re st. I’m  going m ad, 
ge tting s ick e r in th is  place . I can’t sle e p, I can’t 
e at, th e  ph one  w on’t stop ringing; re lative s  I 
h ave n’t s e e n for ye ars , offe ring condole nce s . I’m  

so tire d I h old th e  re ce ive r w ith  m y e ye s  close d. I 
h ave  a dialogue  w ith  m ys e lf w h ile  th e y talk  
about ne ph e w s , nie ce s , aunts  and uncle s . Do 
you k now  w h o I am ? Do you k now  I’m  a faggot? 
Do you k now  I h ave  AIDS?

I e scape  to th e  garde n w h e n I can; m y s e cre t 
place  - rolling about th e  w e e dy gras s , th e  clove rs . 
A Fath e r Ch ristm as  floats  by, a dragonfly h ove rs  
close  and darts  aw ay, a ge ntle  bre e ze  care s s e s  
m y face . I close  m y e ye s  and th ink  of th at nigh t, 
s e ve n ye ars  ago w h e n I w as  fuck e d w ith out a 
condom ; th e  ple asure , th e  pain, th e  s e ro 
conve rs ion. Th e  flu laste d tw o w e e k s; I brok e  out 
in h ive s , m y bre ath  sm e lle d of de ath . I k ne w  
th ings  w ould ch ange ; I w as  contam inate d, alone  
fore ve r. Th e n I m e t Dam ie n, m y first pos itive  
frie nd. Dam ie n w as  diffe re nt to th e  oth e rs; h e  
w as  k ind and s e ns itive . H e  w as  ge ntle , ange lic. 
H is  voice  w as  te nde r, h one st. It didn’t turn m e  
on for som e  re ason. Maybe  h e  w as  too nice . 

My e ye s  ope n and I face  re ality – is  h e  
com ing back ? Is  it too late ? H ave  I acte d too 
slow ly, stifle d by a fe ar of intim acy? I panic for a 
s e cond, fe e ling e m pty, abandone d. W h at if h e ’s  
gone ? I craw l to m y k ne e s , w iping th e  gras s  from  
m y gow n. I lift m ys e lf lik e  a cripple d m an, 
fe e ling lik e  I’ve  be e n h it by a truck . I clim b 
upstairs , stopping at th e  ch ape l. I’m  alone  as ide  
from  a w om an s itting q uie tly in th e  corne r w ith  
h e r face  burie d in h e r h ands . I flip th rough  th e  
page s  of a praye r book , re ading m e s sage s  of 
love , ble s s ings  of h ope . Th e  w ind w h istle s  
outs ide , th e  branch  of a tre e  scrape s  th e  w indow  
lik e  a spirit trying to claw  its  w ay in. I fe e l lik e  I 
don’t be long, I don’t de s e rve  to h e al, no one  w ill 
h e ar m y ple as  for h e lp. I close  th e  book  and fle e  
th e  room  lik e  a banis h e d le pe r. 

Back  on th e  w ard, m y m oth e r w aits , s itting in 
th e  corne r w ith  a book . Sh e  fle w  in from  Sydne y 
th e  oth e r day. I can te ll s h e ’s  be e n sm ok ing; th e  
sm e ll linge rs  in th e  air. Sh e ’s  h ad too m uch  
coffe e , h e r ye llow  finge rs  tre m ble . Th e  
conve rsation is  stifle d, m as k e d w ith  casual 
com m e nts  about th e  vie w , th e  w e ath e r, th e  
public transport. I’m  too tire d to pay atte ntion or 
be  ch e e rful. I ne e d pe ace , w h ich  is  h ard to say – 
s h e  offe nds  so e as ily and h olds  a grudge  for 
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days . I te ll h e r I’m  not be ing rude , I’m  just 
e xh auste d. Sh e  turns  aw ay, w ounde d. I re as sure  
h e r; I don’t blam e  you for th is . I‘m  glad you’re  
h e re .

Sh e  w ants  to k now  w h y I’m  unh appy, w h at 
did s h e  do? I te ll h e r s h e  didn’t do anyth ing; it’s  
not about h e r. 

I k now  you’re  angry, s h e  says , I can fe e l 
it…you th ink  I’m  a te rrible  m oth e r, don’t you?

I te ll h e r again, s h e ’s  not to blam e . It’s  not 
your fault I h ave  AIDS, it’s  just…

Just w h at, s h e  de m ands? 
I spe ak  calm ly, cautiously. It’s  not your fault, 

but th e  life  th at le d m e  h e re  – th e  h om oph obia, 
th e  alcoh olism , dom e stic viole nce , all th os e  
ye ars; th e  pe rs e cution, th e  ne gle ct; w h e re  w e re  
you, do you re m e m be r? Sh e  re coils in h e r s e at. I 
go on – th e  stre s s  of be ing ‘th e  pare nt’, ph one  
calls all day long, th e  insults , th e  abus e , th e  
m anipulation. 

I’m  not an alcoh olic, s h e  prote sts . 
H e re  w e  go again. Am  I a liar? D id I im agine  

it all? H e r de nial confus e s  m e . I fe e l lik e  I’m  
going m ad. Sh e ’ll ne ve r acce pt th e  truth , it’s  lik e  
talk ing to a brick  w all. W e  re ach  anoth e r stand 
off. Sh e  scow ls as  th ough  s h e  can’t stand th e  
s igh t of m e . I’m  not th e  son s h e  love s; I’m  ugly 
and m is e rable . Sh e  w ants  m e  to le ave  and com e  
back  th e  w ay I w as; h andsom e , h e alth y, full of 
vitality. 

I’m  going for a sm ok e , s h e  says , th row ing 
h e r book  dow n. 

I fe e l angry, dism is s e d. Sh e  alw ays  m ak e s  
m e  angry. W h y both e r? I w ant som e one  I can 
talk  to, som e one  I can trust, I ne e d a pare nt. I 
try to re lax but I can’t le t go. W e  ne e d to face  
th is; I can’t be  w e ll until it’s  out of m y syste m . I 
w on’t be  s ick  for h e r or anybody. I s it up 
de fiantly, ch e st tigh t, s h ort of bre ath . I’ll te ll h e r 
e ve ryth ing; it’ll e as e  th e  te ns ion, w e  can w ipe  
th e  slate  cle an. 

Th e  sun goe s  dow n ove r th e  city, th e  ligh ts  
s h im m e r in th e  stre e ts  be low . Th e  traffic flow s  
s ile ntly lik e  space  s h ips  glow ing in th e  dark . Th e  
m oon is  h igh  in th e  s k y. Nigh t h as  falle n. My 

m ind is  still busy. I re h e ars e  w h at I ne e d to say, 
anticipating h e r re spons e . Th e  w ard is  q uie t, th e  
room  is  cold, lone ly; s h e ’s  still not th e re . I roll 
ove r and slide  be ne ath  th e  cove rs . Tim e  pas s e s , 
th e  corridors  are  e m pty. It’s  late ; I drift in and 
out of sle e p. Sh e ’s  not com ing, I re alize . Sh e  
can’t de al w ith  it. O ur conve rsation w ill h ave  to 
w ait; som e  th ings  ne ve r ch ange .

Jam e s May PCP 2006
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Tim  Mile s

Fligh t

A dish eveled m oth er dragged a scream ing ch ild along th e  aisle . H arold 
sigh e d w ith  re lie f w h e n th e y scurrie d past. Th e y w e re  th e  last passe nge rs. 
Th e  w indow  se at ne xt to h is aisle  se at re m aine d e m pty. H e  care fully laid 
out h is note s on th e  spare  se at. Th e  tw o-h our fligh t from  Sydne y to 
Me lbourne  w ould give  h im  th e  ch ance  to pre pare  for th e  inte rvie w . But just 
as th e  fligh t atte ndant com m e nce d th e  safe ty routine  a young m an 
e m e rge d from  th e  toile t and h e ade d in H arold’s dire ction. 

H arold pre te nde d to re ad th e  note s  w h ile  e ye ing th e  s h oulde r 
le ngth  h air, sle e ve le s s  w h ite  te e  s h irt and black  le ath e r pants .

‘O h  no. Ple as e  le t h im  k e e p w alk ing.’ th ough t H arold just as  th e  
young m an lifte d h is  sunglass e s , look e d at h is  boarding pas s  and th e n 
at H arold.

‘Sorry, m ate . M ind if I jum p ove r?’
H arold just m anage d to grab h is  note s  be fore  th e  young m an 
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slum pe d in th e  adjoining s e at and turne d 
tow ards  h im . 

‘Je sus . Sle pt in. D idn’t e ve n h ave  tim e  for a 
crap till I got on th e  plane .’

H arold polite ly sm ile d w h ile  look ing around 
for an e m pty s e at. Th e re  w as  none . H e  fe lt 
q ue asy in th e  stom ach . Not so m uch  at th e  
th ough t of th e  young m an’s  bow e l m ove m e nts  – 
but th at anyone  could h ave  a large  re d h e art -
s h ape d tattoo on h is  le ft bice p w ith  a black  
arrow  pie rcing th e  m iddle . 

‘Dying for a sm ok e . No bar s e rvice  on th e s e  
e arly fligh ts , I gue s s .’ Th e  young m an k e pt 
talk ing as  if H arold w as  a fe llow  trave ling 
com panion. D idn’t s e e m  to notice  th at H arold’s  
black  suit, w h ite  s h irt and stripe d tie  be longe d to 
a diffe re nt spe cie s  – th e  profe s s ional class .

‘God, th at w as  som e  gig. Fuck e d m y brains  
out.’

H arold w onde re d h ow  som e  pe ople  w e nt 
th rough  life  w ith out caring about w h o th e y 
talk e d to and w h at th e y said. At th irty-five , 
H arold w as  a m e asure d m an w h o couldn’t 
unde rstand w h at it w as  lik e  to be  som e one  
oth e r th an h im s e lf.

Th e  young m an stare d at th e  gray clouds  
outs ide  th e  w indow  and close d h is  e ye s . H is  
h e ad fe ll on H arold’s  s h oulde r, le aving H arold in 
a pre dicam e nt - to touch  th e  h air s e e m e d too 
intim ate . So h e  le t th e  h e ad stay th e re . And 
lifte d up h is  note s  and pre te nde d to re ad w h ile  
e njoying th e  th e  fe e l of h is  th ick  s ilk y h air 
against h is  s h oulde r. Surpris ingly fe lt com forte d. 

Look ing at th e  h e art tattoo, H arold de cide d to 
call h im  Mr Cupid. Mr Cupid re m inde d h im  of 
Florian w h e n th e y first m e t. But no longe r. 
Som e h ow  th e  s ix-ye ar re lations h ip h ad 
de stroye d th e  first blus h e s  of attraction. Mr 
Cupid stirre d and lifte d h is  h e ad from  H arold’s  
s h oulde r, caus ing h im  to drop h is  note s  on th e  
floor. 

‘Sorry, m ate . Must be  fuck in’ h ard to re ad on 
th e s e  plane s .’ 

H e  look e d at H arold’s  pe rfe ctly irone d Ralph  
Laure n s h irt and Arm ani tie . 

‘O ff to M e lbourne  on bus ine s s? You look  lik e  
a law ye r.’

‘Close . Accountant.’ 
‘Be an counte r. All th at pape rw ork  – stuck  in 

an office  all day. Not m y bag.’ 
‘And you?’
‘Le ft h igh  sch ool afte r four ye ars  and h ave  

w ork e d for m y dad e ve r s ince . H e ’s  m ade  a 
m otse r building crap units . Doe sn’t pay m e . All in 
th e  fam ily bus ine s s .’ Mr Cupid stre tch e d h is  le gs 
and k ne e d th e  s e at in front. Took  no notice  w h e n 
th e  w om an in front turne d around and glare d. 

‘But I’ve  h ad it. W ant to m ak e  m y ow n 
m one y. Do it on m y ow n. Just lik e  dad did w h e n 
h e  cam e  to O z w ith out a ce nt to h is  nam e .’

‘So w h at are  you going to do?’
‘Start a bus ine s s  in M e lbourne . Not sure  w h at 

ye t. Figure d I h ad to ge t aw ay from  Sydne y to do 
it. Dad’s  s iste r is  going to put m e  up till I ge t 
e stablis h e d. But w h ate ve r I do it h as  to h ave  
som e th ing to do w ith  pe ople  – h e lping th e m  in 
som e  w ay. Brick s  and m ortar give  you m uscle s  
in th e  arm s  but noth ing in th e  h e art. Say ... do 
you h e lp pe ople  w ith  your be an counting?’

‘I h e lp th e m  w ith  th e ir tax re turns . Doe s  th at 
count?’ 

H arold look e d at Mr Cupid’s  boyis h  face  and 
w aite d for a sm ile . Th e  de e p brow n e ye s  s e e m e d 
incapable  of irony.

‘Do you h e lp th e m  to ch e at – lik e  claim  th e  
airfare  as  a tax de duction w h e n th e y’re  re ally 
going to s e e  a footie  m atch ?’

‘Not re ally. Just a little  tw e ak ing of th e  facts  – 
w h e n th e re ’s  a looph ole .’

H arold th ough t about th e  w h ite  lie . Th e  tw o-
day trip w as  for an inte rvie w  w ith  a re cruitm e nt 
age ncy for a job bas e d in M e lbourne  but h e ’d 
told Florian h e  h ad a m e e ting w ith  an inte rstate  
clie nt. A ne w  job in a diffe re nt city w ould be  an 
e xcus e  to e nd a re lations h ip th at h ad turne d 
sour.

Tim  Mile s Fligh t
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‘Say, you m arrie d?’ 
Mr Cupid pointe d to th e  w e dding ring on 

H arold’s  le ft h and.
‘Ye s .’ 
H arold re m e m be re d th e  com m itm e nt 

ce re m ony w h e n th e  civil ce le brant’s  w ords  
about e nduring love  m atch e d th e  fe e ling de e p in 
h is  h e art.

‘K ids?’
‘O ne . A boy.’ 
Anoth e r w h ite  lie . W e ll! Louis  w as  a substitute  

ch ild.
‘You planning on m arriage ?’ 
D e spite  th e  stubble  on h is  ch e e k s , H arold 

gue s s e d Mr Cupid w as  in h is  e arly tw e ntie s  – 
and too young to be  m arrie d.

‘O f cours e . I’m  Gre e k , are n’t I?’
H arold starte d to re ad h is  pape rs  again. Mr 

Cupid fe ll asle e p – th is  tim e  w ith  h is  h e ad 
against th e  w indow . H e  w as  still asle e p w h e n th e  
plane  lande d and taxie d to th e  te rm inal. As  soon 
as  th e  ‘tigh te n s e at be lt’ s ign w e nt off H arold 
stood up and took  h is  brie fcas e  dow n from  th e  
ove rh e ad lock e r. 

Mr Cupid w as  still asle e p. H arold w as  not 
us e d to h e lping oth e r pe ople  w ith  sm all ge sture s . 
But th e  young m an s e e m e d so h e lple s s . A w ave  
of pity ove rcam e  H arold as  h e  re m e m be re d th e  
tim e s  w h e n h e  too w as  at th e  m e rcy of a 
strange r afte r a nigh t’s  de bauch e ry. H e  touch e d 
Mr Cupid on th e  s h oulde r.

Th e  e ye s  slow ly ope ne d and h e  look e d at 
H arold lik e  a sch oolboy w h o h ad be e n buste d for 
sle e ping in class .

‘Uh . Th ank s  m ate .’
W aiting at th e  taxi rank  H arold look e d 

be h ind. H e  h ad be ate n m ost of th e  pas s e nge rs  
to th e  front of th e  q ue ue . H e  ch e ck e d h is  m obile . 
No m e s sage  from  Florian. And ple nty of tim e  to 
go to th e  h ote l to fre s h e n up be fore  th e  
inte rvie w . 

Just as  h e  w as  about to ge t into th e  taxi h e  
saw  Mr Cupid dragging a suitcas e  and look ing 

be w ilde re d at th e  le ngth  of th e  q ue ue .‘Fuck  – I’ll 
ne ve r m ak e  it.’ 

H e  spotte d H arold and as k e d.
‘H e y, m ate  can I s h are  your cab?’ 
H arold th ough t th at Mr Cupid’s  outfit, now  

e nh ance d by a bas e ball cap, be longe d m ore  to a 
rock  conce rt th an th e  city. 

‘Sorry, but I’m  going to th e  city.’ 
‘Th at’ll do.’ 
W ith out as k ing Mr Cupid ope ne d th e  back  

door, th re w  in th e  suitcas e  and jum pe d in. 
H arold told th e  drive r th e  h ote l’s  Collins  Stre e t 
addre s s . Turne d around and as k e d Mr Cupid 
w h e re  h e  w ante d to ge t off.

‘I’ll ge t out w ith  you.’ 
O uts ide  th e  h ote l H arold paid th e  drive r and 

look e d at Mr Cupid, w aiting for h im  to say 
‘th ank  you’ and h e ad h is  s e parate  w ay.

‘Say m ate , do you m ind if I m ak e  a call from  
your room . Forgot to re ch arge  th e  m obile .’

H arold h e s itate d. But w as  sw aye d by th e  
innoce nce  of young adulth ood th at crie d out for 
prote ction. 

In th e  bath room , H arold cle ane d h is  te e th , 
straigh te ne d h is  tie  and com be d h is  h air, w h ile  
liste ning to th e  ph one  call: 

‘Tw o? O k  I’ll be  th e re . Now  w h at’s  th e  
addre s s  again?’

H arold cam e  out from  th e  bath room  to find 
Mr Cupid w riting th e  addre s s  on th e  h ote l 
statione ry.

‘W ould you lik e  a cup of te a? I’m  going to 
m ak e  one  for m ys e lf.’ 

‘No, th ank s  m ate . But do you th ink  I could 
h ave  a s h ow e r? Big as k  but I’ll be  q uick . I’ve  an 
inte rvie w  at Carlton and I can’t go to m y aunty’s  
h ous e  until s h e  ge ts  h om e  from  w ork  th is  arvo.’

H arold trie d to im agine  w h at k ind of 
inte rvie w . And re m e m be re d h is  ow n. H e  w as  
pre pare d but h ad inte nde d to go ove r h is  
re spons e s  to th e  s e le ction crite ria one  m ore  
tim e .‘O h  w e ll! O k  but don’t tak e  too long. By th e  
w ay, m y nam e ’s  H arold.’ 

Tim  Mile s Fligh t
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H arold e xte nde d h is  righ t h and. Mr Cupid’s  
h ands h ak e  w as  rath e r lim p, re m inding H arold 
th at h e  w as  no bus ine s s  pe rson.

‘Ste ve . Th ank s  m ate .’
At last th e  re al nam e . H e  w ould h ave  to drop 

th e  ‘Mr Cupid’
Ste ve  didn’t both e r to undre s s  in th e  

be droom . Just took  h is  cloth e s  off, th re w  th e m  
on th e  lounge  and strode  into th e  bath room . 
H arold pre te nde d not to look  but pe e k e d at th e  
bubble  butt and fine ly s h ape d ch e st, arm s  and 
le gs . Th e  k ind of body th at com e s  from  h ard 
building w ork  rath e r th an gym  w ork -outs . 

H arold turne d on th e  radio. Liste ne d to th e  
ne w s  w h ile  th e  running w ate r from  th e  
bath room  laste d a fe w  m inute s  th e n stoppe d. 
H e  w aite d for th e  door to ope n but it s e e m e d to 
tak e  an e te rnity. H e  ope ne d th e  door sligh tly 
and pok e d h is  h e ad th rough  th e  ope ning. Ste ve  
w as  lying nak e d on th e  be d.

‘Com e  ove r h e re , m ate .’ 
Ste ve  m otione d w ith  one  h and w h ile  playing 

w ith  h is  cock  w ith  th e  oth e r. H arold stood ne xt 
to th e  be d. 

‘Tak e  your cloth e s  off.’
Mr Cupid s e e m e d to h ave  transform e d into 

an auth oritative  adult. W h ile  ave rting h is  e ye s  
from  Ste ve , H arold slow ly took  off h is  cloth e s  
and continue d to stand. Ste ve  patte d th e  e m pty 
s ide  of th e  be d and H arold cautiously slippe d 
dow n w ith  h is  back  to Ste ve . 

‘W h at do you lik e  doing?’ Ste ve  w h ispe re d 
into H arold’s  e ar.

H arold didn’t h ave  to answ e r. H e  groane d at 
th e  touch  of th e  h ard cock  against h is  ars e . 
Stre tch e d h is  h and be h ind and w as  re lie ve d to 
fe e l th e  cock  w as  cove re d w ith  a rubbe r. But 
probably w ould h ave  continue d, rubbe r or no 
rubbe r. By now  h e  w as  w e ll on th e  path  to 
w h ate ve r dange r and e xcite m e nt a strange r 
could offe r. 

W h e n it w as  ove r Ste ve  k is s e d h im  on th e  
back  of th e  ne ck . 

‘H e ’s  a good love r.’ th ough t H arold. ‘And it’s  
be e n a long tim e  s ince  ...’

‘You O K ?’ Th e  voice  w as  m ore  cons ide rate  
and caring th an th at of th e  Mr Cupid H arold le ft 
be h ind on th e  plane .

‘Ye s  just surpris e d. You s e e m e d so straigh t.’
‘I lik e  to ple as e  ... girls or boys . It’s  all th e  

sam e .’ H e  turne d H arold around and k is s e d h im  
on th e  lips .

‘Cuddle  m e . I alw ays  lik e  a h ug afte r s e x.’
H arold w as  cautious  about th e  intim acy. A 

k is s  and a h ug w e re  m ore  lik e  th e  com fort of a 
frie nd th an casual s e x w ith  a strange r.

‘I’ll ge t your cloth e s .’ 
H arold w e nt into th e  lounge  room  and pick e d 

up Ste ve ’s  cloth e s . Pre s s e d th e m  to h is  face  and 
savoure d th e  sm e ll of youth ful sw e at. Th e n 
re turne d to th e  be droom  and h ande d Ste ve  h is  
cloth e s .

As  Ste ve  pulle d on th e  le ath e r pants , h e  
w ink e d at H arold.

‘Sh it, I ne e de d th at. H ow  do you th ink  I’ll go?’
‘Go?’
‘I’m  applying for a job at an e scort age ncy. 

Couldn’t do it in Sydne y – you k now  w h at Gre e k  
fam ilie s  are  lik e . My dad e xpe cts  m e  to w ork  in 
h is  building trade  fore ve r and m y m um  to m arry 
a nice  Gre e k  girl.’

‘Sh ould I pay you?’
‘No. Th at w as  practice . And m ak e s  up for th e  

cab fare . So w as  I all righ t? Anyth ing I ne e d to 
ch ange . I’m  m ore  us e d to ch ick s .’

H arold w as  about to te ll h im  to cut h is  h air 
and s h ave  but stoppe d. Th at w as  th e  k ind of 
th ing h e  w ould h ave  once  said to Florian. A fe w  
m onth s  afte r th e y first m e t. 

‘No noth ing at all.’
‘Cool. Th e y told m e  in th e  age ncy th at m ost 

of th e ir clie nts  are  m arrie d m e n.’
H arold w onde re d w h e th e r to te ll h im  th e  

truth  - but th e n again anoth e r w h ite  lie  w ouldn’t 
h urt. 

‘I’ve  got to ge t m oving.’ 

Tim  Mile s Fligh t
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‘Sure , m ate .’ Ste ve  grabbe d h is  suitcas e  and 
H arold ope ne d th e  front door..

‘Tak e  care . Th ank s  for th e  taxi drive .’ K is s e d 
H arold on th e  m outh  and patte d h is  nak e d bum .

H arold w e nt to re ciprocate  but e xte nde d h is  
h and inste ad.

‘Nice  to m e e t you, Ste ve .’
‘Ch e e rs , m ate ’ said Ste ve  and h e ade d dow n 

th e  stairs .
H arold close d th e  door. Notice d for th e  first 

tim e  h ow  loud th e  traffic in Collins  Stre e t 
sounde d. Sat on th e  lounge  and sm ile d. 
Strange ly fe lt so re juve nate d th at h e  w ante d to 
s h are  h is  good spirits  w ith  Florian. Florian 
answ e re d th e  ph one  by te lling h im  th e  
dis h w as h e r h ad brok e n dow n and Louis  h ad 
pe e d on th e  carpe t. Sam e  old routine , th ough t 
H arold. “Love ” w as  no longe r in th e ir 
vocabulary. At le ast Florian as k e d about th e  
fligh t.

‘Ye s , th e  fligh t w as  fine . H ad th e  ne xt s e at to 
m ys e lf. Gave  m e  to tim e  to pre pare  for th e  
m e e ting.’

H e  didn’t both e r to s h ow e r. Som e h ow  th e  
linge ring sm e ll of s e x on h is  body gave  h im  a 
bravado to face  th e  inte rvie w  pane l. H e  w alk e d 
out into Collins  Stre e t. Pe de strians  scuttle d by in 
diffe re nt dire ctions . H arold trie d to invite  e ye  
contact – just to e ncourage  a sm ile  but no one  
s e e m e d pre pare d to e ngage  w ith  a strange r. 

W alk ing tow ards  th e  re cruitm e nt age ncy, h e  
re h e ars e d in h is  m ind th e  w e ll-pre pare d answ e r 
to th e  e xpe cte d inte rvie w  q ue stion:

‘W h at do you th ink  you w ill be  doing in five  
ye ars  tim e ?’

H e  could rattle  off ple nty of buzz-w ords  such  
as  be ing proactive  in im ple m e nting strate gie s  to 
prom ote  th e  com pany’s  core  value s  but de e p 
ins ide  h is  h e art h e  k ne w  th is  w as  crap. For a 
m om e nt th e  m e m ory of a h e art-s h ape d tattoo 
flas h e d be fore  h is  e ye s  and th e  w ords  of a 
young Gre e k  boy e ch oe d in h is  m ind:

‘H e lping pe ople  – and doing som e th ing w ith  

Tim  Mile s Fligh t

a bit of h e art. 
Eve n an accountant ne e ds  to s h ow  som e  

pas s ion, H arold th ough t. H e  took  th e  m obile  out 
of h is  pock e t and calle d th e  re cruitm e nt age ncy. 
An apology for cance ling w as  be tte r th an giving 
a h alf-h e arte d inte rvie w  for a job h e  no longe r 
w ante d. Th e n h e  calle d Florian and told h im  h e ’d 
alre ady done  w h at h e  h ad to do in M e lbourne  
and w ould be  h om e  th at nigh t inste ad of 
tom orrow . 

W h e n th e  plane  took  off, th e  s e at be s ide  h im  
re m aine d e m pty. Th is  tim e  no one  e m e rge d 
from  th e  toile t at th e  last m om e nt. H e  re cline d 
h is  s e at and close d h is  e ye s . Th ough t about 
Florian w h o w ould be  w aiting for h im  at th e  
airport te rm inal carpark  – liste ning to th e  car 
radio w h ile  Louis  sle pt in th e  back  s e at. And 
planne d on giving Louis  a big h ug and Florian a 
pas s ionate  k is s , inste ad of th e  custom ary pe ck  
on th e  ch e e k . 

Louis ’s  re action w as  pre dictable  – h e  w ould 
slobbe r all ove r h im . But as  for Florian – H arold 
h ope d to re -aw ak e n a love  th at th at com e s  w ith  
long – lasting frie nds h ip. W h at h e  w ould now  
give  h im  w as  th e  com fort th at h e  h ad le arne d 
from  a strange r – som e  w ould call it s e x but for 
H arold th e  h e art-s h ape d tattoo on a bice p 
re m inde d h im  th at Cupid’s  arrow  can strik e  
ins ide  th e  h e art as  e as ily as  th e  s k in.

Tim  Mile s w ork s as a pre ce de nts law ye r. H is non-
le gal (but not ille gal) activitie s include  w riting sh ort 
storie s, playing te nnis, tick ling th e  ivorie s and 
spoiling h is dog, FoxyLoxy. Tim  w as a finalist in th e  
2000 and 2001 Sydne y W rite rs ’ Fe stival pitch ing 
com pe titions and h as h ad se ve ral article s publish e d 
in SMH 's H e ck le r colum n. H is storie s h ave  also 
appe are d in th e  Boys Sum m er Collection 2006, and 
M y boyfriend's back .  
tim .m ile s@ bigpond.com
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Ian MacNe ill
Le  baise r de  la fée

Dinne r w ith  Patrick  W h ite

After th e  Musica Viva conce rt (th e  Am ade us  Quarte t) I stood be s ide  th e  
uni acq uaintance  w h o now  w ork e d for th e  Council for th e  Arts  w h ile  
h e  sch m ooze d and w as  sch m ooze d by Maria Pre raue r. Th e  Mus ica 
Viva crow d still h ad a sprink ling of th e  astrak h an collare d and coate d. 
It w as  a fre e zing w inte r’s  nigh t in th e  days  w h e n w e  still h ad such  
th ings  and astrak h an h ad not ye t be com e  e xtinct in Sydne y. 

I e nde d up giving Mrs  Pre raue r a lift h om e  and be ing invite d in for 
coffe e . I acce pte d out of a confus ion of th ink ing I ne e de d to k now  
such  pe ople  (s h e  w as  a m us ic critic w h o w rote  for Th e  Sydne y M orning 
H e rald), inte re st and fe ar th at it w ould be  bad m anne rs  not to.

It transpire d I w as  re q uire d to liste n to a diatribe  principally against 
th e  Nazi Elizabe th  Sch w arzk opf, M istre s s  of a Kom m andant of a 
conce ntration cam p, but also against som e  oth e rs .

I h e ld m ys e lf ve ry still during th is , as  I w as , for s e ve ral re asons , 
appalle d. O ne  of th e m  w as  th at I adore d Elizabe th  Sch w arzk opf and 
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w as  ‘one  of th at type  of young m an – you k now  
w h at I m e an? – w h o ch e e rs  afte r e ve ry song and 
som e  e ve n run to th e  stage  and th row  flow e rs ’. I 
h ad h ad no ide a Elizabe th  Sch w arzk opf h ad 
be e n th e  M istre s s  of anyone , m uch  le s s  th e  
Kom m andant of a conce ntration cam p. Also I 
k ne w  I w as  ‘one  of th at type  of young m an’ and 
w as  w onde ring just h ow  m any oth e rs  k ne w  – 
you k now  w h at I m e an? I w as  far too stitch e d up 
to ch e e r and th row  flow e rs .

I didn’t k now  w h at to say, so I nodde d and 
upon le aving gave  Maria Pre raue r a k is s  in 
consolation, of faux rapport. Sh e  re e le d back  
th e n look e d rath e r th rille d. 

A fe w  w e e k s  late r I w as  astonis h e d to re ce ive  
a ph one  call from  h e r. I w as  to com e  to ‘a s im ple  
m e al’ and talk  to Patrick  W h ite  about Australian 
lite rature . I late r le arne d m y Australia Council 
frie nd couldn’t m ak e  it so h e  h ad give n Mrs  
Pre raue r m y ph one  num be r.

It w as just th e  four of us (th ough  Mr Pre raue r 
te nde d to stay out of h is w ife ’s action) and k e pt 
sim ple  for m e . Mrs Pre raue r th im ble d out m y w ine  
(Patrick  W h ite  got a w h isk y) and w e  ate  lik e  
aristocratic nuns (a slice  of sm ok e d salm on, in th ose  
days a rarity, and a slice  of roast ve al). De spite  m y 
h oste ss’s e fforts (sh e  h ad probably be e n w arne d) I 
got drunk  but staye d se ale d in polite ne ss and 
pre dictable  re sponse s. My m om e nt of dange r w as 
w h e n W h ite , w h o h ad all but pointe dly ignore d m e , 
sudde nly turne d and de m ande d, ‘And w h at do you 
th ink  of Barbara Baynton?’ 

My s e lf h ad be e n racing around its  inne rscape  
de ligh ting in re fle ctions on th e  s ituation it found 
itse lf trappe d in and fantas ie s  of be ing e lse w h e re , 
or scintillating in th is  one . So w h ile  I fe lt th e  
s e arch ing ligh t of inte rrogation h ad sudde nly be e n 
s h one  into m y e ye s , I w as too drunk  w ith  th e  
th im ble s of w ine  and by th is  stage  bore dom  and 
insult to be  paralyse d in its  glare . 

I cam e  to th e  re alisation I h ad not th ough t of 
Barbara Baynton ve ry m uch  but h e re  w as  som e  
sort of opportunity to ste p forth  in th is  room  at 
th is  table  as  m ys e lf for a m om e nt. It w as  a 
m om e nt m ore  dange rous  th an m y com panions  

and to a le s s e r e xte nt I re alis e d. I s e arch e d m y 
m ind for m e m orie s  of Barbara Baynton. Noth ing.

Th e  paus e  m ust h ave  e xte nde d alm ost into 
th e  dram atic. Th e n an as sociation cam e  to m e  
w ith  ‘Th e  D rove r’s  W ife ’ and a tram p w ith  a 
butch e r’s  k nife  circling a h um py back  o’ Bourk e  
one  dark  nigh t in th e  189 0s . Just as  Patrick  
W h ite  ope ne d h is  m outh  to sw e e p on in utte r 
dism is sal of m y e xiste nce  I said, ‘Grue som e .’

Mrs  Pre raue r, Patrick  W h ite , Mr Pre raue r 
stare d at m e . I slice d som e  ve al on m y plate . 
W h e n I look e d up to ch e w , Mr Pre raue r (w h o I 
suspe ct w as  subtle ) h ad just be gun to sm ile , Mrs  
Pre raue r’s  astonis h m e nt w as  transform ing its e lf 
for th e  be ne fit of Patrick  W h ite  into angry 
conte m pt and h is  astonis h m e nt w as  
transform ing its e lf into inte re st. ‘Quite  righ t,’ h e  
said. Mrs  Pre raue r’s  glance  s h ot from  one  to th e  
oth e r of us  as  if at a te nnis  m atch  th e n s h e  
be am e d at m e . Th rough  th e  re st of th e  s im ple  
m e al s h e  k e pt darting as s e s s ing, puzzle d glance s  
at m e  and trying to draw  m e  out. But I, w h o h ad 
ne ve r re ally spok e n to h e r, ne ve r re ally did so. 
In th is  w ay th e  re st of th e  e ve ning pas s e d 
w ith out incide nt.

In a fe w  m ore  w e e k s  I re ce ive d anoth e r 
astonis h ing ph one  call. ‘H e llo,’ it said, ‘th is  is  
Manoly Lascaris  spe ak ing. Patrick  w ants  you to 
com e  to dinne r.’

Along w ith  e ve ryone  e lse  w h o re ad or 
pre te nde d to, I k ne w  w h o Manoly Lascaris  w as  – 
Patrick  W h ite ’s  … W e  h ad not give n ‘partne r’ its  
curre nt connotations , it still fe lt lik e  a 
e uph e m ism  for ‘boyfrie nd’. And ‘boyfrie nd’ w as  
obviously not righ t for Patrick  W h ite ’s  … Th e y 
h ad be e n toge th e r for ye ars . And ye ars .

‘O h  th ank  you,’ I re plie d. 
I w as  told w h e n and w h e re .
I h ad acce pte d in tre pidation: I k ne w  I m ust 

ine vitably disappoint. W ith  e ve ryone  e lse  w h o 
re ad or pre te nde d to, I k ne w  ne xt to noth ing 
about Australian lite rature  and I could not be  
w itty and te ll ane cdote s  in th e  approve d th e atre  
bound m anne r of th e  e ra and I w as  dre adfully 
s h y. Sile nce : brooding, calculating, critical, 
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satiric w as  m y m e dium  and de fe nce . Most 
pe ople  took  m e  for ‘q uie t’. And I w as  a good 
audie nce . H e  th ough , w ould s e e  th rough  m e  at 
once . Still, one  could not re fus e  th e  ch alle nge .

In th e  inte rve ning te n days  I fantas is e d about 
com ing into m y ow n, Patrick ’s  be autiful h ous e , 
th e  w onde rful food and th e  abundant gin or 
vodk a and re ally good w ine , th e  dazzling 
com pany, m y e ntrée  into a w orld – a w orld 
w h e re  I w ould tak e  m y place . I w ould no doubt 
m ove  into th e  Easte rn suburbs .

I drove . W ith  e ve ry inte ntion of ge tting 
stonk e re d, I drove . W e  did in th os e  days . 

I took  a bottle  of Pouilly Fum é I h ad found in 
m y de spe ration in David Jone s  (th e  old Ge orge  
Stre e t store , now  gone ). It w as  astonis h ingly 
ch e ap. Maybe  it w as  too old, m aybe  it w as  not a 
good w ine , m aybe  th e y h ad m isprice d it (th ings  
w e re  laxe r th e n) m ost lik e ly it h ad sne ak e d in 
during a h iatus  in our tariff re strictions .

I clim be d th e  ste ps  in th e  dark , Ce nte nnial 
Park  w h ispe ring and rustling as  if to footfalls 
be h ind m e . I note d th at I could tak e  re fuge  in it if 
th ings  got com ple te ly aw ful.

Afte r a w h ile  th e  door w as ope ne d and Manoly 
in alm ost ludicrously h e avy black  fram e d glasse s  
stood th e re  inspe cting m e . I e xplaine d m yse lf and 
h e  s ile ntly stood as ide  to le t m e  e nte r. 

I e nte re d a room  full of pe ople . Th e re  w as  
anoth e r inspe ction. Be h ind m e  Manoly said, 
‘Patrick ’s  in th e  k itch e n. W ould you lik e  a drink ?’

‘O h  ye s .’
Som e one  sm ile d at m y tone  and w e nt back  to 

h e r conve rsation. 
I h ande d m y w ine  ove r; it w as  instantly 

w h is k e d aw ay.
I s e ttle d m ys e lf ne ar som e one  about m y ow n 

age  w h o I k ne w  w as  blossom ing in th e  th e atre . 
Maybe  Patrick  h ad invite d m e  to k e e p h im  
com pany. H is  pare nts  w e re  also th e re , a m an of 
th e  ope ra, a w om an of th e  th e atre , a young 
law ye r and a not young art de ale r. I k ne w  I could 
h ide  in th e  crow d. Manoly pus h e d a drink  into 
m y h and. Re d w ine . Ugh . Th e re  w e re  th os e  
black  olive s  sw e ating th e ir oil in a crude  dis h  and 

taram asalata w aiting to be  scoope d up on rags  
of th at Le bane s e  bre ad stuff. I s e ttle d for 
anore xia and th e  re d w ine  (it w as  q uite  rough  to 
m y taste  but w h at did I k now  and poure d from  a 
crude  jug).

Th e  first of m y fantas ie s  h ad h it th e  dust. I 
h ad dre am t of be ing in a k ind of H ollyw ood art 
de co inte rior, all s h ining ch rom e , table  lam ps  
th row ing soft ligh ts  up, bare  w ood floors  
focus s e d by a strik ing rug, picture s  (pe rh aps  
ide alis e d portraits  of th e  occupants , a m ajor 
Margare t Pre ston, a Nolan to s h ow  h ow  th e y 
k ne w ) w ith  th e ir ow n little  ne on lam ps  craning 
to ge t a be tte r look  at w h at th e y lit, Laliq ue  
vase s  h olding sprays  of cym bidium  orch ids , 
Ch ine s e  plante rs  h olding cyclam e n (th e s e  w e re  
not ye t tire som e ), cock tails – m artinis  catch ing 
th e  w onde rful ligh ts . 

H e  w as  ah e ad of th e  h ippy e arth y pack , I’ll 
say th at for h im . Soon e ve ryone  w as  to be  
pouring rough  re d (w h ich  th e s e  days  w ould not 
s e e m  rough  at all) from  e arth y jugs  into e arth y 
goble ts . Alie nate d th ough  I alre ady w as , furth e r 
ye ars  de e pe r in th e  claye y w ilde rne s s  w e re  
ah e ad of m e .

Th e  pare nts  of th e  prom is ing young m an in 
th e  th e atre  spok e  to m e  in lie u of h im . I h ad 
alm ost be gun to forge t m ys e lf in th e ir k indly 
inte re st (obviously th e y w e re  th e  only one s  in 
th e  room  w h o w ould forgive  m e  for be ing such  a 
none ntity) and th e  first e ffe cts  of th e  w ine  w h e n 
Patrick  W h ite  sw e pt e norm ous  into th e  room  
ove n-m itte d h ands  clasping a sm ok ing trough  of 
som e th ing. H e  th re w  it onto th e  table , orde re d 
Manoly to s e at us  and ch arge d off.

Manoly (for a m om e nt I saw  h im  as  a dutiful 
but pote ntially vicious Borde r Collie  – not a good 
om e n for m y future  be h aviour) q uick ly fuss e d us  
to our place s . I w as at th e  bottom  of th e  table  on 
h is  le ft. Me rcifully th e  pare nts of th e  young m an 
of th e  th e atre  w e re  ne xt and oppos ite  to m e . Th e  
m an of th e  ope ra w as ne xt to th e  m oth e r; h e  h ad 
a ge ntle , be m use d, be ne vole nt glow  in h is  e ye . 

Patrick  w as  back  w ith  a glass  of w h is k y and a 
fe rocious  de m e anour. Fortunate ly, by now  th e  
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re d w ine  I h ad be e n s k olling h ad m ade  m e  bold: 
I w ante d to laugh . H ow e ve r th e  appalling m e s s  
h e  s e rve d w ipe d any inclination to sm ile  off m y 
face . I could not e at it. It w as  all sorts  of 
dis solving th ings  sw im m ing in oil – w e re  th os e  
carrots? No caps icum . Th at is  e ggplant. H unk s  of 
onion. A clove  of garlic surface d and sank  again. 
More  of th os e  bloody black  olive s . O re gano 
billow e d off th e  surface  of th e  ugly te rracotta 
bow l to furth e r naus e ating e ffe ct. 

W h e re  w e re  th e  slice s  of boile d e gg, th e  caviar 
s e rve d in crystal bow ls ne stling in ice , th e ir tiny 
s ilve r spoons  gle am ing in th e  candle ligh t? W h e re  
w as  th e  soft w h ite  bre ad roll from  Sch le de re r’s  
Bak e ry, th e  curl of fragrant fre s h  butte r, th e  
m iraculously th in slice  of le m on? 

A w oode n platte r on w h ich  sat a loaf and its  
slice s  w as  th rust at m e . I took  a slice  to h e lp m e  
to pre te nd to e at th e  oth e r th ing. Saw dust is  no 
doubt softe r. I th ink  it w as  m ade  out of corn cobs  
pre s s e d once  all th e  k e rne ls h ad be e n e ate n th e n 
not fine ly ground pum ice  sprink le d on top. 
Patrick  glare d at us  to s e e  w h o w as  not e ating. 
Eve ryone  w as  trying. Th e  s ile nce  w as  
m onum e ntal. ‘Ve ry nice ,’ I contribute d and 
m anfully de m onstrate d lifting a fork  to m y 
m outh . Th e n I took  a tiny bite  of th e  cornboard. 
Th e re  w as  no butte r, pre sum ably as  a conce s s ion 
to th e  oil sliding around our plate s . ‘Is  it a Gre e k  
dis h ?’ th e  m oth e r of th e  young m an of th e  
th e atre  inq uire d, sm iling at Manoly.

O h  w e ll, th e re  w e re  tw o of us . 
O th e rs  be nt ove r th e ir pe nance  w ith  th e  s e lf-

absorbe d sm ile s  of th e  supe rcilious . 
I k ne w  I w as  suburban. So I took  a de e p 

draugh t of th e  w ine . I w is h e d h e  w ould bring on 
anoth e r – a w h ite . Sure ly h e  w ould s e rve  
som e th ing th at w e nt w ith  w h ite  afte r th is? 
Som e th ing de licate . Ph e asant m aybe , if ph e asant 
w as  de licate  – didn’t th e y h ave  to h ang it or 
som e th ing? Ple ase  god, not ph e asant th e n.

H e  continue d to s ip w h is k y and glare . Th e n h e  
h oe d into th e  stuff, de nture s  clack ing. I ave rte d 
m y atte ntion. Manoly w as  sm iling at m e  in w h at 
I took  to be  a m alicious  m anne r. 

Th e  ne xt I k ne w  th e re  w as  anoth e r 
com m otion. Act I w as  rung dow n w ith  crie s  of, 
‘Supe rb!’ ‘R e al food!’ ‘I could fe e l it doing m e  
good.’ Th is  latte r e arne d th e  w om an of th e  
th e atre  a s h arp glance  from  th e  m ine ral blue  
e ye s  but s h e  playe d out h e r tone  (w h ate ve r it 
h ad be e n) re solute ly. Th e  te rracotta bow ls and 
trough  w e re  w h is k e d aw ay. More  w ine  w as  
poure d. I as k e d for w h ite .

Th e  s e cond cours e  w as  a be e f daube  and 
e dible  th ough  th e re  w e re  not re ally e nough  
potatoe s  (boile d w h ole  in th e ir s k ins). My re q ue st 
for w h ite  h ad be e n pate ntly ove rlook e d. Anyw ay 
I e njoye d th e  daube . It stre ngth e ne d m e  and I 
w as  able  to be  m ore  part of th e  occas ion.

Th e  w h is k y m ust h ave  m ade  its  w ay to 
W h ite ’s  lim bic syste m  for h e  w as  now  w aving 
h is  e arth y goble t and inte rrogating in orde r to 
m uste r subje ct m atte r for h is  diatribe .

It be cam e  cle ar to m e  w h at th e  dinne r w as  
about: audie nce . W e  w e re  m e re ly an audie nce  
for th e  Sybil of Ce nte nnial Park . I fe lt h uge ly 
re lie ve d. 

‘And I suppose  you’ve  be e n fe e ding th at 
w om an afte r h e r pe rform ance s?’ h e  scre e ch e d at 
th e  m an of th e  ope ra.

‘Ye s , Patrick . Dam e  Joan h as  k indly 
cons e nte d to com e  ove r for suppe r afte r a 
pe rform ance  or tw o. W e  k e e p it ve ry s im ple , as  
you k now . Sh e  w ants  to re lax afte r a – ‘

‘Saw  h e r in Th e  Carm elite s , didn’t w e  Manoly?’
‘Ye s  Patrick .’
‘Dreadful. Utte rly unconvincing. Th e  com placency!’
I cannot conve y in print w h at h e  m ade  of th at 

w ord. In ge ne ral if m igh t be  note d th at h e  w ould 
h ave  be e n a gre at s inge r h im s e lf, if h e  could 
s ing. In any cas e  h e  did not le t h is  unfortunate  
voice  stop h im  from  pe rform ing m iracle s  of 
e xpre s s ion. 

I laugh e d for s h e e r ple asure  at h is  
th e atricality, h is  audacity, h is  outrage ousne s s .

H e  glance d m e  into subm is s ion. ‘I w as  not 
m ove d, not for a m om e nt. H ow  could I be  if I 
w e re  not convince d?’

H e  did a w onde rful th ing w ith  ‘convince d’ 
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also. Som e w h e re  in it th e re  w as  a snak e  h is s ing. 
Poss ibly Satan as  h e  h ad be e n w h e n h e  
approach e d Eve . 

‘A Strath fie ld h ous e w ife  in a ch urch  h all 
production. No unde rstanding.’

‘I th ink  s h e ’s  a Darling Point girl, Patrick ,’ th e  
young law ye r said.

‘I th ough t it w as  Vaucluse  – it’s  som e w h e re  in 
th e  Easte rn Suburbs , m aybe  Point Pipe r but I 
don’t th ink  so.’

Th e s e  e xam ple s  of lite ral m inde dne s s  w e re  – 
it w as  som e th ing stronge r th an dism is s e d ye t 
m ilde r th an oblite rate d – inte ns e ly ove rlook e d 
w ith  a sw e e p of th e  pale  blue  e ye s . 

‘A Prote stant dre s s ing up as  a Carm e lite  for a 
fancy dre s s  dance .’ (Again, no alph abe t could 
conve y w h at h e  did w ith  th at final w ord).

‘I th ink  s h e  m igh t be  Cath olic, Patrick .’
‘Th e  Singing H ous e w ife !’ 
‘Now  Patrick ,’ th e  m an of th e  ope ra ge ntly 

intone d.
‘Sh e ’d be  noth ing w ith out h im .’ H e re  

follow e d an e ntire ly unre pe atable  analys is  of 
R ich ard Bonynge , about w h om  W h ite  appe are d 
to k now  e ve ryth ing. H e  re late d Bonynge ’s  
bre e ding and pe rsonality to h is  w ork  in m us ic. 
To m y young e ars  it w as  brilliant be yond 
cre diting. I w as  re ady to s it at th e  fe e t fore ve r.

H ow e ve r th is  w as  not to be .
Be fore  de s s e rt and afte r R ich ard Bonynge  

Bob H aw k e  w as  circum spe ctly q uarte re d.
D e s s e rt w as  a clafoutis  aux pom m e s , a good 

contrast to w h at h ad pre ce de d but dry and th e  
apple s  (Granny Sm ith ) far too tart. M e rcifully no 
w ine  w as  s e rve d w ith  it.

W e  adjourne d to th e  lounge  for Act III.
W h ite  h ad re turne d to w h is k y. I w as  planning 

m y e scape , cons ide ring w h e th e r I could s e nd a 
note  rath e r th an ringing to th ank  th e m . 

‘And you, young m an, w e  h e ar you are  
le cture d by Profe s sor K ram e r.’

I adm itte d th at I w as  in one  of h e r tutorials. 
But h aste ne d to add th e re  w as  anoth e r tutor as  
w e ll. My m ind h ad re e le d ove r th e  pos s ibilitie s  
of saying som e th ing cle ve r about h e r but 

noth ing arrive d. 
Eve ryone  w as staring at m e ; m ore  w as re q uire d.
‘Sh e  plays  h e r gam e  ve ry subtly.’ Som e th ing 

h ad arrive d. I h ad no ide a w h at I m e ant.
‘Ah a! Th at is  not our im pre s s ion. Profe s sor 

K ram e r,’ h e  state d.
I k ne w  I h ad noth ing furth e r to add.
‘Sh e ’s  a frie nd of Jam e s  McAule y,’ th e  

w om an of th e  th e atre  save d m e .
‘Th e y‘re  all in it toge th e r, th e  profupials!’
‘Th e  profupials’, w as  re pe ate d by s e ve ral 

w ith  th os e  spirit annih ilating trod-th e -boards  
laugh s . Th e  fath e r of th e  boy w onde r of th e  
Australian Th e atre  polite ly w agge d h is  h e ad in 
distant tribute  to am us e m e nt.

I w as  de spe rate  to ge t aw ay.
Th e  Platonic m onologue  h ad turne d on 

Profe s sor A D  H ope  w h os e  w ork  I found 
re puls ive  but I w as  too far gone  in fe ar th at 
som e th ing furth e r w ould be  re q uire d of m y 
inade q uacy to e njoy th e  butch e ry … ‘Th e  
gre ate st e igh te e nth  ce ntury w rite r w ork ing in 
th e  tw e ntie th . H uh !’ W h ich  h ad be com e  
care le s s . Som e th ing h ad gone  te rribly w rong 
w ith  th e  e ve ning. 

I h ad to m ove . I rose  to e xam ine  th e  paintings.
Th e s e  w e re , m y s e cre t inne r voice  

sugge ste d, ‘dre ary’ (th is  w ord w as  m uch  us e d 
in th os e  days  by th os e  w h o w is h e d to be  
sm art). I re cognis e d a Godfre y M ille r, an Ian 
Fairw e ath e r, both  e ith e r be yond m e  or too 
de spe rate ly s e e k ing w h at w ould fore ve r e vade  
h im  in th e  cas e  of th e  form e r or addle d in th e  
latte r. To m y h orror I found W h ite  standing 
be s ide  m e . ‘W h at do you th ink ?’ h e  de m ande d.

‘Patrick  (I took  th at ris k ), I m ust go.’
‘Quite  righ t,’ h e  said for th e  se cond tim e  to m e , 

only th is  tim e  I w as not at all suse  of th e  tone .
As  I w as  trave rs ing th e  h uge  stage  of th e  

lounge  room  Manoly e nte re d from  th e  w ings  
be aring a J C W illiam sons  w oode n tray lade n 
w ith  th e  accustom e d glaze d m uddy ve s s e ls. H e  
paus e d w onde rfully to tak e  in m y de parture  
be fore  going to a s ide board to lay th e  salving 
jugs  and ch alice s  dow n. ‘O h , you are  not 
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le aving? So soon.’ H e  th us  turne d th e  production 
into Th e  M ik ado w ith  its  h ints  of re al e xe cution in 
m ost unple asant m anne rs . ‘W e  are  all just about 
to h ave  te a. Coffe e  is  so bad for you. Patrick  
forbids  it.’

‘Quite  righ t,’ I said. And q uick ly to th e  
re pe rtory e ns e m ble  pois e d to carry on th e  re al 
dram a afte r th e  ne ce s sary bit playe r h ad 
us h e re d h im s e lf off, ‘Good nigh t, it’s  be e n love ly 
talk ing to you.’

I w ill re gre t th at for th e  re st of m y life . 
‘D id you h ave  a coat?’ Patrick  de m ande d of 

m e  as  I w as  about to e nte r th e  dark  w ing from  
w h ich  no playe r re turns .

‘I’m  w e aring it.’
‘It’s  cold out th e re .’
Not as  cold as  in h e re , m y inne r voice  said.
I s h ut th e  front door be h ind m e .
I h e ard a pe e l of laugh te r. A conce rte d stagy 

be llow  as  I pick e d m y w ay dow n th e  te sting 
front path  to th e  gate .

I stoppe d be fore  I got into m y car to bre ath e  
th e  sw e e t air of fre e dom . A tang of Ce nte nnial 
Park  h it m y nostrils. Th e  s ile nce  of th e  park  
pre vaile d ove r th e  occas ional distant m urm ur of 
car, th e  roar of a bus . I longe d to w ande r 
tow ards  its  unk now able  de pth s  to re nde r null 
th e  aw ful fool I h ad m ade  of m ys e lf, to im m e rs e  
m ys e lf in sw e e t oblivion. Th e  k e y found th e  lock .

To m y h orror I h e ard Manoly’s  voice . Patrick  
w ould lik e  m e  to com e  to dinne r, again.

I h e ard m y ow n go h igh  and ligh t as  I lie d, ‘I 
w ould love  to.’

During th e  follow ing days  I rack e d m y m ind 
for e xcus e s . None  w ould be  m ore  th an th at; I 
h ad to go, ‘ch ick e ning out’ w as  against m y 
re ligion. But I prom is e d m ys e lf th at th is  w ould 
be  th e  last tim e . 

I w as  ste e le d for th e  orde al but w h at w ould I 
tak e ? It w as  also against m y re ligion to turn up 
e m pty-h ande d. And I h ad to m ak e  a spe cial 
e ffort in orde r to com pe nsate  for m y inade q uacy 
and aw k w ardne s s . Th e re  w as  no m ore  Fre nch  
w ine  at ridiculously ch e ap price s  in D  Js , I 

be lie ve d flow e rs  w e re  an e ncum brance  to h osts , 
th e  Manoly-W h ite s  did not s e e m  ch ocolate  type  
of pe ople  th ough  one  of th os e  w oode n boxe s  
from  Pe rsonality Ch ocolate s  m igh t be  
pre s e ntable  – but no, I could fe e l h is  conte m pt 
… O h , I’d just tak e  a re asonably e xpe ns ive  
bottle  of re d. Th e n I re m e m be re d Bill May’s  
Ch arcute rie  in M ille r Stre e t – dare  I? Living w ay 
ove r th e re  in Ce nte nnial Park  th e y h ad probably 
not sam ple d h is  de licacie s  th ough  th e y w ould 
h ave  h e ard of h im . I bough t a slice  of h is  duck  
live r pâté and one  of h is  pâté de  cam pagne . Th e y 
look e d m e agre  so I bough t a pot of h is  béarnais e  
sauce  for th e m  too. 

Th us  arm e d, I trod up th e  tre ach e rous  path . 
It w as  anoth e r cold nigh t. Th e  dogs  bark e d 

out th e  back . I sm ile d at th e  m e m ory of a girl 
com plaining in a tutorial about th e  dogs  in … 
w as  it Th e  Solid M andala, R ide rs  in th e  Ch ariot? 
lick ing th e ir balls or som e th ing. Th e  tutors  h ad 
e xch ange d sm ile s . Som e one  e lse  h ad 
e xclaim e d, ‘But Ange la, th at’s  w h at dogs  do!’ 
Ange la h ad th ough t it ‘unne ce s sary’.

Th e  door w as  ope n and th e re  w as  th e  e te rnal 
Manoly tacitly snick e ring. I w as  dre s s e d in a 
rath e r dram atic Arm y Store s  navy tre nch  coat. 
H e  m ade  sure  h e  le d m e  in for inspe ction be fore  
h e lping m e  to dive st m ys e lf of m y inte re st. 
Patrick  w as  w aiting, s e m i re cline d on th e  couch , 
baile d up in a h uge  arm ch air w as  a late  m iddle -
age d w om an. Sh e  w as  staring into som e  
m yste ry or torm e nt. 

‘Ah , you’re  am ongst us  again,’ Patrick  said, 
‘h ave  you be e n drafte d?’

No, m y nam e  h adn’t be e n draw n in th e  
ballot to go to Vie tnam , I apologis e d.

‘W e ll Ph illip is  am ong us  to e scape  it.’ Ph illip, 
it transpire d, w as  a draft-dodging Am e rican of 
lite rary training. 

Th e  ne arly e lde rly w om an w as  Ch ristina 
Ste ad. I w as  curs ing m ys e lf for not h aving re ad 
Th e  M an w h o Loved Ch ildren. 

Sh e  look e d lik e  an e lde rly zoo lion w h o 
w ould h ave  be e n rath e r m angy but for th e  fact 
h e  h ad h ad h is  m ane  s e ve re ly trim m e d and ve ry 
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tigh tly pe rm e d. It w as  e vide nt h e  h ad ne ve r 
accustom e d h im s e lf to captivity and th ough  
pos s ibly arth ritic w ould crouch  and spring w h e n 
it w as  le ast e xpe cte d. Sh e  h ad just finis h e d a 
w h is k y and cle arly w ante d anoth e r. Manoly saw  
to it and to Patrick ’s . I w as  again give n w ine  (re d 
also again) and m y offe rings  w h is k e d aw ay.

Patrick  w as  going on about W ar. H is  w ar. Th e  
de s e rt, th e  bore dom , be ing straffe d by th e  W adi 
som e th ing or anoth e r. Manoly cam e  in w ith  
plate s  w ith  th ings  on th e m . ‘W e ’re  bivouack ing,’ 
h e  said. I notice d m y pâté de  cam pagne  on one  
of th e m .

M is s  Ste ad said, ‘No th ank  you, not at th e  
m om e nt,’ w h e n offe re d som e th ing (black  olive s  
ne e dle s s  to say, th os e  stupid dolm ade s , salam i 
and m y contribution w h ich  w e re  appare ntly to 
be  aligne d w ith  slice s  of th at bre ad). H e r voice  
w as  cle ar, pre cis e  and h e r ve ry Australian acce nt 
in th e  proce s s  of be com ing antiq uate d. Sh e  
de libe rate ly lit a cigare tte  th e n drank . I am  sorry 
to say I cannot re m e m be r all th at s h e  said th at 
nigh t but w ill carry to m y grave  an im pre s s ion 
of h uge  stre ngth  of som e  ve ry unusual k ind and 
of a re gard w h ich  w as  w ith out com pass ion or 
m alice , ne ith e r gim le t, calculating nor 
unfocus s e d; I Am  a Cam e ra com e s  to m ind. 
Ch ristina Ste ad w as  th e  antith e s is  of w h im s ical 
and s e lf-re garding. Sh e  w as  not s ile nt, s h e  w as  
not loq uacious , s h e  did h e r duty by th e  
conve rsation and be lie ve  m e  h e r cle ar and 
strong voice  be traye d no doubt as  to h e r 
opinions . I w as  te rrifie d Patrick  w ould de m and 
w h at I th ough t of Th e  M an W h o … or e ve n if it 
w e re  studie d in th e  Unive rs ity. Girls of m y 
acq uaintance  h ad be e n le d to re ad it by th e ir 
H igh  Sch ool Englis h  H onours  te ach e rs . Se ve ral, 
w h o k ne w  m y h om e  life , h ad told m e  I ough t to 
re ad it. Th e  tone  in th e ir voice  m ade  th e  
prospe ct of th e  book ’s  re ve lations  te rrifying to 
m e  and w h e n I h ad pe e pe d be tw e e n its  cove rs  I 
h ad found its  style  daunting. As  w as  its  auth or.

Ph illip, unlik e  th e  gre asy th e atricals, w as  
unim pre s s e d by be ing in th e  Pre s e nce . H e  
ch atte d on, blith e ly. H e  w as  ve ry nice  in h is  

im pos s ible  innoce nt Am e rican m anne r.
Th e  oth e r gue sts  w e re  th e  Duttons , ove r from  

Ade laide . Ge off w as  all gle am ing w ith  som e  joy 
h e  w as  ill-e q uippe d to disguis e , Nin w as  not. Sh e  
w as  re stle s s  and e dgy. Sh e  w as  w onde rful to 
look  at it; th e  e pitom e  of fortie s  be auty and s h e  
spok e  w ith  w arm th  and vivacity. I w as  ve ry 
sorry s h e  w as  so unh appy. 

D e spite  be ing de nie d th e  gin or vodk a I 
crave d, I got intoxicate d on th e  pre  dinne r glass  
of re d (it w as  glass e s  th is  tim e ; th e  dinne r 
s e rvice  w as  again e arth y but sm ooth  th is  tim e  – 
Arabia w are  I w ould gue s s , popular at th e  tim e ). 
I w as  fine  (th at is  to say I w as  dull and polite ) 
th rough  th e  soup (ce le ry w ith  w h ich  I w as  
allow e d a w h ite ) but by th e  tim e  th e  rabbit (!) 
w as  borne  in (au m outarde  and garlic, garlic, 
garlick y s e rve d w ith  th e s e  coars e  large  w h ite  
boile d be an th ings  – th e  Manoly-W h ite s  could 
not, it w ould s e e m , abide  a fine  te xture ) I w as  
aw ay. Mrs  Dutton be cam e  a pum a about to slice  
som e one ’s  face  ope n w ith  h e r claw s  and 
obviously it w ould not be  th e  pe rm e d lion’s , nor 
th e  Sage  of Ce nte nnial Park ’s; Manoly’s  de fe nce  
of sw e e tne s s  w as  com ple te , th at le ft th e  
Am e rican and m e  and h e r h usband. 

Th e  w ine  h ad lifte d m y spirits , I w as  look ing 
again at th e  paintings  glow ing from  th e  w alls. 
O ne  w as  of a biplane  just h atch e d from  an e gg. 
‘I love  surre alism , don’t you?’ I announce d.

Ph illip as k e d w h at m ade  m e  say th at and I 
e xplaine d. Eve ryone  look e d at th e  painting th e n 
at m e . Ph illip as k e d M is s  Ste ad if it w e re  true  s h e  
h ad atte nde d th e  First Inte rnational Congre s s  of 
W rite rs . Sh e  nodde d and s ippe d h e r w ine . ‘In 
Paris?’ M is s  Ste ad nodde d and s ippe d h e r w ine . 
Nin as k e d h e r if s h e  w e re  w riting at th e  m om e nt 
and s h e  nodde d and s ippe d h e r w ine . I th ough t I 
h ad h e ard of th e  First Inte rnational Congre s s  of 
W rite rs  – som e  le ft w ing/Com m unist th ing, th e y 
w e re  us ing glass e s  and plate s  w ith  te xture s  
w h ich  w e re n’t sandy and h e re  I w as  w ith  
Ch ristina Ste ad and Ge offre y Dutton, ow ne r of 
Sun Book s  and h is  love ly, e le gant vivacious  w ife  
and Ph illip from  Am e rica w h o s e e m e d to be  
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cam p and Patrick  W h ite  and h is  …. Manoly. 
‘Isn’t it good Th e a Astle y w on th e  M ile s  Frank lin 
again?’ I contribute d to a lull in th is  labouring 
e ve ning.

Th e  dorm ant Patrick  now  e rupte d, ‘Th at 
w ick e d, back -biting bitch ! Sh e  w as  a sure  th ing. 
M is s  Be atrice  Davis  B A runs  th e  th ing. Sh e ’s  h e r 
e ditor at Angus  and Robe rtson’s . Sh e  m ak e s  sure  
h e r h ors e s  com e  in. It’s  fixe d, it’s  fixe d! Th e ir 
tiny little  sapph ic circle s  run Lily Lite rature  in 
th is  state .’

‘I th ough t Th e a Astle y w as m arrie d. I m e t h e r 
h usband in Ade laide ,’ Nin Dutton said. Sh e  w as 
s itting ne xt to Patrick . Sh e  laid h e r h and across h is .

I notice d Ch ristina Ste ad’s  gaze  tak e  th is  in, 
th e n Ge off Dutton th e n m e . So I said, ‘Sh e ’s  such  
a soph isticate d w rite r. Sure ly s h e ’s  th e  m ost 
satiric of our w rite rs? Sh e ’s  brilliant, w ith out 
be ing gre at pe rh aps , as  you are .’ I look e d at th e  
tw o gre ats . Patrick  look e d m ollifie d, M is s  Ste ad 
w ave d a h and as  if languidly indicating an 
infinity to h e r le ft and s ippe d h e r w ine . Ph illip 
stare d at m e . Manoly h ad de cide d w e  h ad 
finis h e d w ith  th e  rabbit.

H e  re turne d to th e  table  w ith  ph otograph s . H e  
h ove re d ove r m e . ‘Th is  is  Patrick  on h oliday w ith  
Ge offre y on h is  island,’ h e  said placing th e  rath e r 
good black  and w h ite  ph otograph  in front of m e . 
It w as  of Ge off and Patrick  w ith  fis h ing ge ar. 
Th e y w e re  tanne d. Ge offre y look e d re laxe d and 
h appy, Patrick  look e d satisfie d. Manoly’s  finge r 
re ste d on Ge off. I look e d at h im , I look e d at 
Ge off’s  im age . ‘D id you catch  anyth ing?’ I as k e d 
Patrick . H is  pale  blue  e ye s  flick e re d. I sm ile d up 
at Manoly. Manoly w h is k e d th e  ph otograph  
aw ay. H e  cam e  back  w ith  anoth e r, fram e d. It 
w as  of a m uch  younge r h im  in arm y uniform . 
H e  place d it in front of m e . I w as  puzzle d. ‘W h at 
a be autiful ph otograph . O f you,’ I said. ‘W as  it 
tak e n out h e re ?’ ‘Ne ar Ale xandria,’ Manoly said 
and took  th at ph otograph  aw ay. I k ne w  
som e th ing w as  going on but I h ad only dim  
notions  of w h at. 

D e s s e rt w as  crêpe s  suzette . Th e y w e re  not 
done  at th e  table . Th e ir te xture  w as  fine  and 

rubbe ry. 
W e  adjourne d. I as k e d for a gin and w as  

give n brandy.
‘H ow  h as  Australia influe nce d your w ork ?’ 

Ph illip as k e d M is s  Ste ad.
‘You ough t to be  w riting! Not running th is  

foolh ardy publis h ing conce rn,’ Patrick  plos ive d 
at Ge offre y Dutton. ‘It’ll burn you up and tak e  all 
your m one y.’

‘I fe e l Sun Book s  h ad an im portant 
contribution to m ak e . To Australia. Now  is  th e  
tim e ,’ Ge off re plie d.

‘W h at are  you publis h ing?’ I as k e d.
‘Picture  book s!’ Patrick  answ e re d.
‘Th e re  is  a m ark e t for colourful – cre ative  

book s , de s igne d by … W e  h ave  to tak e  th e  
opportunity now  you can ge t th e  colour w ork  
done  so ch e aply in H ong K ong.’

‘Le ave  it to th at s h yste r Gordon Barton! You 
h ave  your ow n w ork  to do.’

‘Do you fe e l you m is s e d out on … be caus e  
you le ft Australia?’ Ph illip pe rs iste d w ith  M is s  
Ste ad. W as  h e  just polite ?

Mis s  Ste ad s ippe d h e r w h is k y and appe are d 
to be  cons ide ring re turning h e r conscious  
atte ntion to th is  room  and pe rh aps  e ve n th e  
q ue stion. Sh e  did so. ‘I am  not sure  th e re  w as  
anyth ing to m is s  out on, one  alw ays  m is s e s  out 
on som e th ing by be ing som e w h e re  e lse . I w as  
som e w h e re  e lse .’

Patrick  W h ite  said som e th ing (no doubt 
w onde rful) in Fre nch  and M is s  Ste ad re plie d (no 
doubt w onde rfully). H e r Fre nch  sounde d ve ry 
good to m e  (h is  h ad not). No doubt s h e  spok e  
Ge rm an, Italian and Spanis h  as  w e ll. H adn’t s h e  
be e n in th e  Spanis h  Civil W ar?

‘Ye s  but,’ Ph illip said, ‘you’re  back  now . So 
m uch  m ust h ave  ch ange d, I w onde re d if … you 
fe lt you … Australia – w h at doe s  Australia h ave  
to offe r?’

Th e  room  w as  inte ntly focus s e d on th is  
re turne d e xpatriate , th is  ne ar ruin.

M is s  Ste ad w as  not alarm e d by atte ntion. H e r 
pale  blue  furious  e ye s  re taine d th e ir lim pid 
q uality. Sh e  and Patrick  could h ave  be e n 
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s iblings . Blue  e ye s , furious , tall … s h e  w as  m ore  
e le m e ntal th an h e .

As  s h e  appe are d not to be  answ e ring, Patrick  
de claim e d, ‘O ne  runs  but alw ays  carrie s  th is  
drie d sponge  of a country w ith  one . It w ill suck  
you up (oh  th at k ind of sponge ) but w ill fill you 
w ith  its  dull colours  and sw irling dust (h e re  h e  
w h e e ze d) – O pals! Bloody opals w ith  th e ir slim y 
ph osph ore sce nt gre e ns  and cataract w h ite s , 
th e ir w h oris h  m auve s .’ H e  appe are d to be  
struggling for bre ath , w ildly batte d Manoly’s  
m inistrations  aw ay, suck e d on a w h is k y and 
glare d at th e  ange ls liste ning in th e ir tie rs  just 
above  th e  slate  tile s  of th e  ste e p roof.

‘Th e  Spring tide s  at W atson’s  Bay spoile d m e  
for anyth ing e lse , pe rh aps ,’ M is s  Ste ad 
announce d to Ph illip.

W e  all sat stunne d.
I fe lt it w as  m y duty to save  th e  e ve ning. 
‘I k now  w h at you m e an,’ I w ors e  th an 

dre adfully pre sum e d, ‘you can sw im  – glide  
ove r th e  rock s  you h ave  to clam be r ove r and 
oyste r cuts  alw ays  fe ste r. No-one  e ats  th e m  now  
be caus e  you ge t h e patitis ,’ I w arne d M is s  Ste ad.

Be fore  s h e  could ack now le dge  th is  k indne s s  
th e  Ce nte nnial Park  ge ys e r ble w . ‘W e  k now  
about you!’ h e  de clare d. ‘Th e  m e at industry.’

As  it w as  dire cte d at m e  I fe lt oblige d to 
re spond in som e  w ay. ‘M e at industry’ m ust be  
som e  jargon of soph isticate s  for … it w as  
usually s e xual. So I nodde d.

‘W h e re  did you ge t th at w ine ? Th e  Pouilly 
Fum é?’

Th e  brandy h ad give n m e  som e  k ind of 
clarity. ‘La collection de  m on père ,’ I said and w as  
astonis h e d by th e  pe rfe ction of m y sch ool 
acce nt. My fath e r h ad be e n de ad for ye ars  and I 
h ad ne ve r k now n h im  to drink  w ine .

‘Ah a! W e  th ough t so. And w h at are  th e y 
running th e s e  days  - Sh orth orns?’

‘Th e y’ve  h ad a bit of trouble  in th e  Gulf 
Country so th e y’re  trying out Brah m an cros s e s .’ 
I h ad s e e n a te le vis ion program  about th is  so if 
w e  w e re  talk ing about th e  m e at industry, 
pe rh aps  th is  w ould do. ‘Th e y’re  re puls ive ,’ I 

adde d in cas e  w e  w e re n’t and it w ouldn’t.
‘Th e y pay for Fre nch  w ine .’ W ith  th is  

as s e ve ration I w as  m ore  or le s s  dism is s e d 
th ough  I could s e e  h e  w ante d to add m ore  in th e  
w ay of th e  re proach ful. 

H e  turne d on Ge off Dutton and h is  failure  to 
apply h im s e lf to th e  Gre at Proje ct, th e  nature  of 
w h ich  w as  not re ve ale d. Ph illip as k e d and w as  
inform e d th e  tim e  w as  not ripe  for re ve lations  
and w as  as k e d w h at h e  inte nde d to do w ith  
h im s e lf w h ile  h e  dallie d out th e  w ar Dow nunde r. 

Manoly disappe are d, to bring in th e  te a, I 
h ope d. Th e y w e re  talk ing now  of M ile s  Frank lin 
and h ow  s h e  h ad blossom e d at s ixte e n and h e r 
blossom s  h ad th us  s e t for th e  re st of h e r life . I 
gath e re d th e re  w as  m uch  Patrick  approve d 
about h e r. 

Manoly appe are d, not w ith  th e  tray but w ith  
m ore  ph otos . ‘Sidne y Nolan.’

‘I k now ,’ I said th ough  I didn’t.
‘Joh n Tas k e r. H e  dire cte d som e  of Patrick ’s  

plays .’ 
‘O h ,’ I said.
‘David Foste r.’
I e xam ine d th e  ph otos . Th e y w e re  all th e  one  

pe rson and I w as  in th e re  w ith  th e m . Th e y w e re  
a type . I h ad a re ve lation – oh , th is  is  w h at th e y 
m e ant w h e n th e y said ‘s/h e ’s  h is  type ’. I got it. I 
w as  Patrick ’s  type  – th in, straigh t brow n h air, 
artistick y and q uie tis h . 

Manoly saw  I h ad got it, took  th e  ph otos  and 
e xite d to pre pare  for h is  ne xt e ntrance . 

I look e d around. All w e re  e ngage d in Ph illip’s  
de fe nce  of h is  fle e ing th e  draft to Australia 
e xce pt M is s  Ste ad. H e r ste ady gaze  absorbe d m e  
w h ile  I cam e  to th e  conclus ion th at I h ad be e n 
invite d to th e s e  m adm e n’s  h ous e , not be caus e  I 
h ad h idde n, astonis h ing de pth s , w onde rful 
pote ntial, w as  inte re sting in som e  w ay not 
appare nt to m e  but be caus e  I w as  W h ite ’s  type . 
Sh e  saw , s ippe d h e r w h is k y and turne d h e r 
atte ntion to Ph illip at bay.

Th e  room  be cam e  s q ualid; s e lf-pos s e s s ion 
be gan ch e lating in m e .

I w e nt to th e  k itch e n. Manoly w as  doing h is  J 
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C W illiam sons  w oode n tray.
I th ank e d h im .
H e  said h e  w ould s e e  m e  out.
‘Good nigh t!’ I de claim e d as  I re -e nte re d th e  

lounge .
No-one  said ‘O h  you’re  not going?’ of cours e , 

th e y just stare d at m e  s h adow e d by Manoly. 
Som e th ing sw e pt m e : I m ust gain som e th ing 

from  th is  abas ing e ncounte r. I strode  to M is s  
Ste ad and aligne d one  ch e e k  and th e n anoth e r 
in form al intim acy w ith  h e rs . H e r re spons e  w as  
e xpe rt and m aybe  te rribly k ind. I turne d and 
bore  dow n on Patrick  W h ite . H e  w as  glaring 
ah e ad th e n foolis h ly look e d up into m y face . I 
k is s e d h im  on th e  fore h e ad and sm iling, 
cons ide re d h im . H is  flinty e ye s  k ale idoscope d 
re solving into ve lve t softne s s; m ine  turne d 
adam antine . 

‘Good nigh t,’ I said to th e  oth e rs  as  I trod 
calm ly off, s h adow e d by Manoly.

As  I ste ppe d into th e  stinging fre s h ne s s  of 
fre e dom  h e  calle d from  th e  doorw ay, ‘Patrick  
finds  you a little  inte re sting, h e  calls you our 
farouch e  young frie nd.’

As  m y fe e t h it Martin Road I re alis e d I w as  
te rribly drunk . I couldn’t drive  acros s  th e  Bridge  
in th is  state . I w alk e d to m y m oth e r’s  car and 
sat in th e  front pas s e nge r s e at. I couldn’t drive  
and I fe are d e ncounte ring again th e  oth e r gue sts  
as  th e y m ade  th e ir e scape s . Th e n I notice d a 
gate  into th e  dark ne s s  of Ce nte nnial Park ; it w as  
sligh tly ajar. 

I k ne w  I w ould pas s  out soon if I didn’t w ak e  
up so I ve nture d th rough  th e  gate  – a w alk  could 
only h e lp, e ve n if I h ad to w alk  for h ours . 

I plunge d dow n a law n gully into furth e r 
dark ne s s . Th e  cold inte ns ifie d and th e  gras s  
be gan to crack le ; frost. I th ough t th e  cold w ould 
h e lp m e  to sobe r up. I w as  s h ak ing.

I re ach e d th e  bottom  of th e  gully. Th e re  w as  
a h uge  log. I sat on it and doze d off. A nois e  – a 
gurgling – brough t m e  back  to consciousne s s . 
W h at w as  it? Moonligh t now  illum inate d th e  
fre e zing gully. I could still not s e e  th e  source  of 
th e  strange  nois e  so I got up to s e arch . 

It w as  a tap of a ve ry old k ind and w ate r 
spark le d and ran w h itis h  w ith  m yriad tiny 
bubble s  from  it. It w as  th e  m ilk  of Paradis e  and 
I drank . It w as  w onde rfully cold and pure .

It w as  th e  only m iracle  I h ave  e ve r 
e xpe rie nce d: I w as  instantly sobe r, dre adfully 
tire d but cle ar of s igh t and ste ady of h and and 
foot. 

I m ade  m y w ay out of th e  gully and drove  
h om e .

In th e  tw o days  of rage  and re m ors e  w h ich  
follow e d I de cide d th os e  tw o w e re  appalling, 
th at th e y e nte rtaine d ch ie fly in orde r to indulge  
in Ge t th e  Gue st, th at Patrick  W h ite  w as  m ad 
and Manoly bad, th at M is s  Ste ad h ad said th at 
th ing about th e  Spring tide s  at W atson’s  Bay 
m e re ly as  som e th ing to say and th at it h ad be e n 
rath e r fe e ble .

O ve r th e  follow ing ye ars  I saw  Patrick  W h ite  
s e ve ral tim e s  and w e  k e pt our distance . Th e  last 
w as  on Ce ntral Station. H e  w as  w e aring a ligh t 
k h ak i tre nch  coat and h e ading w e st. It w as  an 
odd tim e  of nigh t, nine  o’clock . 

Se ve ral de cade s  late r I re ad For Love  Alone  
and re alis e d M is s  Ste ad h ad not be e n rath e r 
fe e ble ; th e  Spring tide s  at W atson’s  Bay 
probably h ad unfitte d h e r for life  e lse w h e re , 
th ough  th at s h e  h ad to h ave .

Ian MacNe ill can h ardly be lie ve  it's th irty ye ars 
since  th e  first Mardi Gras, still h ope s Patrick  W h ite , 
Ch ristina Ste ad and Th e a Astle y w ill w rite  m ore  
book s, w as unsurprise d w h e n je ans sank  be low  th e  
nave l again and give s th ick  w h ite -fram e d sunglasse s 
le ss th an six m onth s.

Ian MacNe ill Le  baise r de  la fée  Dinne r w ith  Patrick  W h ite  
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