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Jane Downing TEXT Vol 22 No 2

TEXT prose

Jane Downing

Seize the Liar and Let the Strings Resound

On the next instance of the New South Whales making an appearance in the
assignment, she hesitated, then typed out a pithy question. Because a third
mention surely deserved sarcasm. She tapped it out two-fingered on her laptop.
‘Are these related to the Southern Right Whale?’

Was she undermining the student’s self-esteem by pointing out he didn’t
know how to smell the name of his home state? More to the point, had she been
teaching too long? It was supposed to be a heart and soul job, a vacation like
being a nun. She wanted to do the right thing but increasingly felt she was
losing the plot and not just of the students’ convoluted assignments. It was like
an illness, this feeling stalking her.

The bus lurched to a stop and she was jostled by the outflow of
passengers spelling of body odour and expensive perfumes and daily grind. She
stared blankly at the swelling cityscape beyond the window. Sighed. Not her
stop. Dropped her eyes back to the coldface.

The hall was deserted. She sometimes doubted students existed in three-
dimensional space. The laminated A4 on the Professor’s door announced
Consolation times, handily colour coded on a timetable. No one had introduced
him to the vagaries of autocorrect, nor his students to the futility of expecting
anything soothing when they came to consult behind that particular door.

She arrived just in time, a skerrick before the nick, in a case of hurrying
up to get somewhere to sit still. The school meeting dragged, its soul-purpose,
it seemed, to prepare them for hell. The diminutive sessional tutor alone did not
partake of the neatly triangular sandwiches and cut fruit provided as incentive
to get them there. This woman had long subsided on next-to-nothing at all.

As the clock on the far wall itched its way closer to the advertised
conclusion, she found herself drowning. She woke as her chin hit her chest. ‘1
meant drowsing,” she apologised. The Head droned on, having made a slightly
more complex spelling mistake: perusing agenda items took so much longer
than pursuing them.

The list of mistakes in the afternoon marking grew. The baddie had another
think coming. A ballerina was frilled when she won the Eisteddfod. Some boys
went surging. The versus of a song were eluded to.
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She pouted over the assignments conscientiously until she could take no
more. She shut down all her devices and rubbed her forehead as if this would
clear her head. The words lodged there swam in schools of near-twins. How
hard could it be to for students to identify the correct one each time? Even the
Horse Stud she passed daily on the outskirts of town had a sign up advertising
SPELLING AVAILABLE. Surely the students couldn’t be reprehensive of the
entire population.

“You shouldn’t tarnish them all with the same brush,’ her partner warned that
afternoon when they came to swapping stories about their workday.

She looked away to disguise her astonishment. The infection was
spreading! She feared the fault was hers in bringing her work into the house. A
flap distracted her. ‘We’d better get the washing in.’

They stared, as long-term partners oft do, at the next chore. Her partner
made no move. Said, ‘It’s almost poetic, the sheets gloating on the breeze.’

A mere shift on the keyboard, a fall from fto g. One note in an otherwise
mellifluous melody. There was no reason for it to make her feel so murderous.
She ordered the pegs in the basket by colour to regain her composure. Breathe
held. Breath deep.

A list of die dates popped up in her in-box. To make her life easier, explained
the subject coordinator. No new marking deadlines for a fortnight: Hallelujah.
She could escape student shirt stories for a while. She got back to some of her
own writhing that evening. But everything she was nothing down in her
notebook looked like nonsense. Her mentor would be dying in her grave. She
hardly slept for the horror, the horror.

She planned to take her partner out. Made all the arrangements. There was no
one reason, she’d simply come to the realisation it was beyond the cope of one
individual to stem the tide of language abuse. She’d decoded she could only do
what she could do.

The relief at making a decision was utter. She whistled happily as she
walked home from the bus stop.

But there was a note on the kitchen bench in her partner’s handwriting:
Real Estate Agent called. Says our neighbourhood is much sort after.

The words were a death bell sounding in her head. ‘I’ll sought you out,’
she thought. She didn’t hear her partner come up behind her.

“You’re doing this on purpose. You’ve made this up, you lyre,” she spat.

‘I’m no bird,” her partner grinned. ‘Come on, we have to draw a line
under the sand.’

She saw fifty shades of red. Her partner refused to owe up to any perfidy.

The smile, the hand on her cheek: this was all a tactic. Her partner was praying
on her goodwill.
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She was angry but she would have to be blond not to see that the disease
she’d bought home was overwhelming them both. The implications caught in
her throat as her partner collapsed in front of her, unable to take another breath.
Her partner was lying on the tiles, unable to speak as their actual due date was
reached.

‘This was not what I planned,’ she sobbed. She was no monster. She tried
to resuscitate her partner by word-of-mouth. She rang 000, delaying only to call
and cancel the restaurant booking first.

The paramedic — airlifted in — pulled her away, breaking apart the scene
that was something out of Love and Let Die. Something reassembling life in all

its gory.

News had gone around by mouth-to-mouth. The reception area was full, the
flags were half-masked when she arrived at the funeral home. She hadn’t
wanted such a pubic display. But she hadn’t been able to say so. She was mute.
No word had passed her lips since her partner’s last evening: this was the only
way she could think of to stop the spread of the infection.

In the face of her silence, the undertaker had undertaken to have the
copse of the much lived personality cared for and transported and the minister
was ready to administer the last sacraments, commending her partner’s sole,
and the rest of the body, to God who was in Haven. The neat fit of occupation
to action pairings did nothing to reassure her that the rules of language had
fallen back into place. So she loitered at the door into the funeral parlour.

The coroner had ruled heart attack. She had not contributed, at least not
directly, to the death. She should not fear the next step inside.

But it was so unfair, her heart whaled. Either love or live — why couldn’t
they have done both?

She gilded her loins and stepped slowly over the threshold.

Jane Downing has had prose and poetry published in journals

including Griffith Review, Island, Southerly, Westerly, Overland, The Big
Issue, Antipodes, Best Australian Poems 2004 and 2015 and previously

in TEXT. Her two novels — The Trickster (2003) and The Lost Tribe (2005) —
were published by Pandanus Books at the Australian National University. She
has a Doctor of Creative Arts degree from the University of Technology,
Sydney, and she has been a sessional academic for many years. She can be
found at www.janedowning. wordpress.com
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TEXT prose

Luna Mrozik Gawler

Strata

Lean into it — the cool lip of the rock — and listen. These are the sounds it
makes:

The taste of breath in the morning; the comfort a cog feels in clunking into its
mate; the colour of a duck feather after a deep dive; the way silk moves on the
back of a bedroom door left swinging; the smell of eucalypt bark, crushed.

Procedure 01

Patient 0001

Base line measurements recorded. Psychological evaluation confirms
suitability of candidate for the program.

Any beginning will do, but it’s not easy to start when it seems so obviously
redundant and predictable. There’s something in that: the challenge of
articulation. I don’t suppose it’s a two-way issue, but for the sake of clarity
perhaps you could consume this as a set of suggestions, and know that these
things I say are so much more than letters, or sounds. I’ll do my best to
articulate the borders of my meaning and in turn perhaps you could see them
just peripherally, as the soft cloudy seeds they are, caught in the wind and
tracing the coastline of my meaning. And however blustery that might get,
hopefully you’ll catch my drift. Can we try that? So, I’ll begin:

Dear —

We’ve met of course, it’s a requirement of the program, but it was brief. I know
the way the air sits in the dark of your mornings, heavy against the damp soil
and coiled in the red gum roots. I know how it holds the sort of purity that
tastes cold, and how it feels to have it charge the lungs, rupturing sleep from
the warm bastion of the throat. Were you oblivious to me? I wonder if you were
with your many eyes and faces. Was that wind a conscious contribution? I want
to introduce myself, beyond the restrictions of this language. I'll get better, this
is the first step and I want to make sure to do as they ask as we go along.
Although, whether this part is for you or me is difficult to know. We’ll find out
eventually, but of course, by then it won’t matter will it, the you or the me?
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Pistachio, Emerald, Fern Green, Brunswick Green, Malachite, Persian Green,
Midnight Green, Dark Green, Sage, Asparagus, Kelly Green, Juniper, Hunter
Green, Moss Olive, Office Green, Reseda, Phthalo, Laurel Green, Dartmouth,
Crocodile, Seaweed, Avocado, Pine Bottle Green.

Procedure 02
Patient 0001
Primary tasks successfully commenced:

+ botanical categorisation
+ landscape spectrum identification

Patient displays no indications of transmutation.

I am spending more time outside. I breathe the cold air deeply, tasting leaf and
rain on the back of my throat. It is easier to consider a location alive in the wet;
the smell heightened, the birds singing. It seems ardent, as though it has all
drawn closer to itself: the trees knotting roots more tightly to the clay, holding
birds and branches close in the lowing afternoon light. Maybe it’s that rain
seems to drive the human away, such a swift reclamation to wildness. A little
water and suddenly a space is washed clean again. We’re supposed to remain
separate until later, but I think I’'ll come visit you. Would you like that? Perhaps
you won’t notice I’m there.

Night is a reminder of chaos, a stucco box with electricity is enough to hold out
the darkness, but not the knowledge of its creeping. Something fell against the
roof, cracked my dream open and shot my body up in the dark in a panic. I
waited for the safety of sun before leaving the safety of sheets. Do you dream
of weather, the way I run old conversations over in my head? Do you feel the
bend of a branch, long since snapped, and think, ‘Why didn’t I come up with
that at the time?’

I go in regularly, sit in the dazzle flash of the steel lab, play machine with tubes
suctioned, plugged, injected and slid. They watching me as I watch you. Note
your movements, what I think is a rhythm that I don’t have the sensitivity to
detect. A bird swoops, and a cricket lulls, the wind picks up and gasps. It’s
quiet, never silent. I go through the exercise: Amber, Russet, Terracotta, Raw
Umber, Rosy Brown, Apricot, Marigold, Bronze, Honey, Ginger, Carrot, Fire,
Tuscan Sun, Hickory, Titian, Coral, Tangerine, Mustard, Lemon, Gold, Saffron,
Flax, Canary, Butter, Bumblebee, Daffodil.

It’s a practice in familiarity, muscle memory, like saying a sibling’s name again
and again. Eventually this might feel familial, naming you like this, which is
the only way I know how. When they came with the lens, you would have
watched back with your many eyes. But a skink, or a possum, couldn’t know
that portable eye swallows you with the intention of spitting you onto a sterile
clinic wall. Your colors are an offense here. Too enthusiastic. Hard to decipher.
My palms flex in the cold light, you would be better as braille. I wonder if there
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are boot prints on you from this invasion, if low branches were snapped for the
ease of equipment and bodies. It will be winter soon, I wonder if you have
wattle trees.

Procedure 03
Patient 0001
Assimilation processes commenced:

+ elemental submersion
+ tactile response
+ vocal mimetics

Preliminary markers for transmutationary activity have been observed.

When I arrive, it is dark, but I can find my way by running finger tips over the
first fallen trees, where there is a pathway apparent. Between the sliding
clouds, the moon does its part enough to stain the blacks to silver. I can make a
way from this. Practicing shadows, I find a familiar rock and demonstrate
balance by pushing the tender curve of my belly into its certain wall. Yoko Ono
has a piece of music called Hide, where the lights are turned out in a concert
hall and the performers slowly hide behind objects. I slide slowly behind the
boulder, let myself become shadows, so that the running of my heart quietens
to a harmony with the hoot and breeze of darkness. Even If I'm still not sure
what I’m hearing in the push, sing, drizzle, sigh of you — it’s easier to listen like
this. If you look at it in the stream in the right light, it is the feeling of lips
brushing the neck, the cool of dawn breeze caught in a small white sail, the
sound of lorikeet song as it dives past the open window, the eruption of cherry
tomato between the teeth on the first day of summer.

Craspedia — Ovum. Telopea — Medulla Oblongata. Acacia — Pulmonarius.
Banksia Coccinea — Myocardium. I am more than the sum of my parts. I feel it
on occasion, standing in the trance white bright of the supermarket checkout,
beep, and finding I’ve dropped out between my skin cells and off towards some
other distant place, beep, to the tilt sway of a tram where I’'m chatting to a
manic man, beep, to the soft fall of a velvet armchair in front of the fire at a
holiday rental last autumn, beep, to the front curb where I need to drag the bins
out when I get home. Beep. These pieces, places, extensions snagged beyond
the boundaries of body, hooked into the world. I am some amalgamation of
these moments; some imprint of me echoes in those places. I am them as much
as [ am liver and pancreas. It’s the sort of knowledge that politely lurks in
corners, so it’s confronting to find it standing out in the open like it is here —
with the headphones on in the lab, listening to spill of water over rocks, hearing
echoes of some long gone and wind-rushed thunder. I am this too. My insides
lean like a curl of fern dripped on under rainy canopies. The weight of a drop
drives me down, then sends me high as it slips off my neck to splat the soil. I
feel it in a place of me that is beyond my blood and bone. That’s what tips me
off, we’re meeting in the middle somewhere, beyond the process. Your stream
pours in my ears and twists between my collarbones, swallows the outskirts of
my memory. You are more than the sum of your parts. And then the timer goes
off, and you rush out of the headphones, over the table and slip between the
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lino cracks of the lab floor. You changed the shape of my tongue on your way
out.

In the afternoon light, you are a complexity of shapes unfamiliar — angular and
sharp, ready to pierce the arch of a sole, addled and many-faced, soiled and
stony. There are capsules of noise here, contained, suspended until they
suddenly rupture, peeling the air with their edges. A shudder of yellow-tipped
cockatoos fall away from the earth, I know their call well now, and whistle
high, then higher: high then higher, until one peels from the flock and swoops
low to me, rears and comes to stop on a paperbark branch. We eye one another,
but 'm embarrassed, uncertain of what more to say. That first call is all the
language I know.

Their hope is we’ll get to know each other well enough to transcend possibility
— or is it more like belief? Are we more alike than different? That is their
expectation, why I was approached. A cellular revolution is kicking through
my organs, rewriting paradigms. My pieces are becoming palimpsest, codes
rewritten, meanings remade, timelines atrophied. I’'m host to a signifier of
consumption. You would understand that, metastasis, an unending perversion
and destruction. We have that in common.

Perhaps it is enough that I am flesh, and you are soil. Enough that the veins of
your leaves move water while mine push blood. Then it’s just a question of
fluid — and this vessel is so much liquid. [ am my own swamp, shore and
stream — you only have to watch the boggy cycles of menstruation to know
how much lava and rain I can become. Old science counted on that, water in
the body. Too much water in the body of a woman makes it hard for her to
maintain sanity. Makes the womb wander. Causes madness. At the moment,
I’m feeling like too much rain has got in through my cracks, like my organs are
wandering, like nothing is fixed. I'm used to flooding, to my flesh folding in
excess water and sloshing for a few days a month, but this is different.
Hysterical. It’s too strong a word for what I’m trying to say. I want to say
Naiad. Not banshee. I want to say reed, rock pool, slippery, gush, rush, eddy,
deep-slow and thin-quick. I want to say ease, wash, cool-bright, flick-cold. I
think you know what I’'m saying.

It seems strange that one thing can have so much meaning. The same shade that
contracts into miniature fingers of mouth, crowding the mouth of a fallen log,
somehow pushed back the horizon at the top of long horizon-washed hills.
Green becomes a contradiction with too much company. The skeleton of trees
grasp one another and pockets of sky, the branches are stripping their bark,
making tiger stripes of white trunk and browning skin; it makes for a deceptive
canopy, half bone, half cloud. And around it: growth, in every size and stage
and style. All the same. All completely different. I don’t have the names for all
of this green. I am trying to look at your faces, without only seeing how unlike
my own they are. The shape of your trunks, your moss and rot and mud-waters
work so quickly to carve the shape of the human. Your other. There must be
space for you outside of this, the limitations of my categorization. [1]
Chocolate, Cocoa, Desert Sand, dizzy, Bistr, Cinnamon, whisper, Sable, numb,
Sienna, Carob, wet, Forest Brown, Wheat, Chestnut, Fawn, nausea, Umber,
sweat, Tawny, Ochre, Nut, Dust, Coffee, Ecru, Beige, Sepia, shudder, Walnut,
Cedar, Camel, Liver, breathless.
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Procedure 05

Patient 0001

Patient displays heightened responses to natural stimuli. Minor
disruptions to categorisation and identification tasks. Unexpected
linguistic anomalies observed. Psychological evaluation revealed
preliminary notions of kinship. Some moss behind knee noted.

Summer is a fly droning, sticky and endless, some long days feel like the
endless head-butting of a pane, a meaningless use of time, counting the minutes
until the sun succumbs to star and the cannibal heat abates. Am I like this to
you? An endless buzz of dumb activity, too fast to be meaningful? A tree lives
only a beat in the life of a mountain, and my blood runs thinner than sap, is
gone so much sooner. I hike the peaks and valleys of you, but maybe I am in
too much of a rush to move on to the next spot, moving too quickly to really
observe. Some primal groups didn’t have words for wilderness, but you
wouldn’t know yourself by that label anyway. [2] They use it in the white
rooms, and while they record and question, note and measure. Between scans I
am finding new names for you that they won’t hear. Dense, heavy, dark,
hollow, patient, cool, anchored, reaching, crevice, tightening, knotted, spacious,
still. I’'m trying to think like a mountain. [3]

I drop in and out of the throat of a cave I’ve found. Or rather, just a cave. [4]
An entrance into your stillness. The silence eddies here. Even the wind stays
quiet so as to best allow for the easing of time. This slowing colonises the
body, passes the damp air between the pores and cells as though it has nothing
to do with lungs. The speed of a human heart seems incongruous in the
suspension of this space. I push my chest to the chill stone of your walls —
cavity to cavity — and quiet. Is there a heart beating somewhere, just more
slowly than I have life to listen? I wait, just in case. It might be this is just an
artery stretching long and wide into the deep of you, off to some centre far off
over the mountains. But there I go again, making it about myself, and that’s
hardly the point, is it? After all, I do as I’'m told. Show up on time, follow
instructions — sit down, strap in. But you are your own telling, a narrative
unfolding uninstructed. A decompression of a cellular expression, unfurling in
microcosmic blossoming. Eruptions. Curves. It’s getting easier to play
cartographer with those lines of meaning, to let you speak through your folds
and thrusts, winds and waves. You articulate yourself differently. [5] The stone
face on the chest is a grandfather clock unwinding, the heel snapping off a pair
of stilettos, the acrid smell of moth caught in a lamp shade, the momentum road
train passing through the heavy dark of the desert, the certainty of string, as it
draws in the middle and meets itself in knots.

Procedure 08

Patient 0001

Secondary markers for cellular transmutation observed. Patient
displaying linguistic deterioration. Patient expressing some reluctance to
engage in procedures. Psychological evaluation revealed increased non-
human preferences and behavioural disruptions.

Granite grows intuitively, dependent on simultaneous occurrence and
strengthened by its proximity to receptive difference, to a formation that
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recognizes need. [6] My belly is receptive to your shapes, drawing and
puckering to make space for sharp edges, unspooling into divots and hollows. It
has taken some time to find a patch where we mirror one another in peak and
valley. More than a question of strength, my memories drive against one
another in sheer layers, fortifying. Temple against the crush wet of dead leaf I
am listening for your movements below the muck and stone and clay — are you
stronger with or without me? I am lengthening, pieces of me are forming
plateaus and ridges, driving against one another, entwining with the broad flesh
of the earth. [7] It is an eruption, a cellular vociferation and there are moments
when I could swear I feel the way a metaphor must.

Words are insufficient. They fail at demonstrating innocence, at removing me
from the horror we’re facing. [8] The fate we are sharing. I had thought this
process would allow me to speak with you, to have them hear you through me.
Instead I feel less like articulating our excuses, or passing on your needs. I can
admit I blamed you for the silence initially. As though you were unable to
speak, as though I had to reach through space and teach you a language to
articulate yourself. You’re absent in this process; the more I hear you the more
obvious it is how alone I am in the rooms at the clinic. Humans testing humans
and hoping to induce the presence of another. There isn’t any room for your
buzzing biosphere in the clinic, just the gurgle of my own. You’ve been
excluded, as though you haven’t anything to say. [9] It doesn’t seem logical to
have you locked out and me locked in. There’s too much of the problem in this
attempt at solution — human measuring human, human speaking human, human
changing human. It’s enough. When a spider pushes out from under my
fingernail, I keep it to myself.

Hope is a human season. As you shift, fade, fall, rot, seed, burst, grow and
bloom again and again, we fear and hope. There is so much to fear now. I see it
in the eyes of the white coats administering the tests. A desperation. A despair.
I’m frightened of dependency. As though the likelihood of being felled is
greater for the forest than the lone pine. It isn’t a surprise to consider this a life
or death situation and it’s hard to believe there is a way through other than
alone. Hard to consider the passing of time as something other than a
competition. An eye shot sideways on an end game. On a winner. And it’s the
two legs, for sure. Top of the chain, king of the beast, one ear cocked to be
closer to God basking in the back of the firmament. The illusion of
independence has been a challenge, to pull the steak from the cow and keep the
flesh in the mouth but not the mind. It gets easier over time. I'm feeling less
plastic wrapped these days — it’s affecting my perspective. The empty aisles of
dominance are getting crowded with hooves and nettles, standing on the toes of
my certainty. The human form is so obvious when removed from the order of
right angles and neon bulbs, defined by so much absence. No flight, no deep-
dive, no tree-top leap. But then, so quick with a blade. There’s the red herring —
separation might be a convenience, but it’s also a fiction. [10] A myth, and a
good one — easy to agree to draw a chalk outline around the wild places and
declare them absent. Easy to evoke solitude. An echo chamber only takes a few
hundred years to construct if you do it right, and how lonely we are, to sound
into the dark and hear only our voices thrown back upon themselves. [11] I
want to reinstate a season of hope here, but the blades of the spear grass
tussling in my arm pits are leaning away from this process, pushing me towards
the place I know you are waiting. I’ve stuffed my ears with feathers so I can
hear you properly now. I’m listening.
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I dreamt of you last night. The ceiling folding into a grey smudge of sky, your
riotous silence cascading down the walls, every quiet rub of beetle leg, every
wing beat, every drop of dew sighing from the wet palm of one leaf to the next.
It seemed obvious suddenly, stepping in the shifting mist and chill between the
trees, to speak to you in the way you spoke to me — the rough edge message of
twigs in the arch of my foot, the leaves slipping into notches between fingers. I
lay down, let my soft places fall into the bristling damp of undergrowth, moved
my limbs against the rocks, moved my torso over divots and mounds, until we
met, neatly. As though the spot I lay were the antithesis of my flesh, had been
holding a ghost, an invitation in absence, and I had finally brought the pieces to
fill it. The soil pushed its gentle grain into my lips, parted them, so that the heat
of breath forged down to mix with the roots and rot below. And it seemed so
obvious, lying there, that you could hear me, and I you. But not as a voice.
More like an echo, the half-caught tail of a dream swimming in the cells of a
morning. [ heard you, but in no-way I’ve heard before, instead you just
sounded somewhere, deep in the canyon of me. And I finally understood.

Procedure 13

Patient 0001

Psychological evaluation revealed cognitive dissonance, with patient
demonstrating disordered representations of identity. Vocal testing
confirmed an excess of thunder. Patient no longer able to complete
categorisation and identification tasks. Analysis of physiological data
indicates significant cellular restructuring.

I don’t go to the lab now. They come to my home and lay cables through the
hallway, up to the bedroom door, under the kitchen bench. When they leave,
they leave you with me, braying from speakers perched on one another in the
corners. But you were already here, and I’ve stopped coming to you so often,
now we are learning to meet in the middle. I am more surprised to hear myself
cough than I am to hear a magpie singing from the broom cupboard. The
sounds I make are starting to sound ... abrupt.

Trace the edge with your own — the dark swallow of trunk, gaping — these are
the textures it makes: the rush a gum-nut feels when falling in the dark; the
sound of bees heading home at twilight; the swift peace between inhale and an
exhale; the way tea stains a bright cloth; the hollow sound of dirt hitting the lid
of a wooden coffin.

It doesn’t hurt to keep some things between us. I’m getting used to finding
snails stuck behind my ear, or the rough of pebbles forming under my tongue.
On the right angle my forearm resembles an unclimbable ridge. It is peaceful,
this undoing. Our becoming. I am reluctant to share it. This can be our story,
together. [12] It has to be. But you knew that. Perhaps it will be the sort of
story people need, just big enough to gather up the complexities, but keep the
edges open. [13] It was never a question of a singular conclusion, was it?
You’re more diverse than that. When they suggest blood tests, I stall. 'm
starting to suspect they might find more eel than white cell. It seems we are
deciding the next step together, you and 1. Us. This won’t be for them.
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Despair is easy. It’s composing with hope requires work. [14] I know you
understand what comes next. This dismay is not ours to hold in our expanse,
there are so many certainties in cycles, and in diversity. There isn’t anything to
be afraid of. In the distance of periphery, I sense the wheels on the tar. But
moving through the air is the slide of a leaf over the top of the waterfall, it’s the
first breath on just-dried butterfly wing, it’s the space between stars in the
milky way. The first sight of you is tadpoles sprouting legs, is galahs swooping,
is gum-tree dropping a branch in the heat. This will be more familiar to you but
then, you’ve had practice, and I’ll just have the one chance. The wattle tree is a
sigh blooming, flushing into the clearing here, the sharp crag of crunch-bark
catches my thigh, carves its fingers into my flesh. I lean into it and listen. Here
will do. It’s simple now.

Breath.
Flesh.
Topple.

wind.

Procedure 21

Patient 0001

Patient absent from residence at time of attendance. Examination revealed
native flora established throughout the interior (Craspedia, Telopea,
Acacia, Banksia Coccinea). Evidence of extreme weather phenomena
observed in bedroom and hallway. Wildlife removal recommended before
further data collection. Search for patient unsuccessful at time of report.

NOTES
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Moderna Sprak Vol 105. pg 62 return to text
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text

[3] John, S. (1988) Beyond Anthropocentrism, Ecophilosophy vol. 5, Sierra
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[5] Opperman, S, Tovino, S. (2014) Stories Come to Matter, Material
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TEXT poetry

Dugald Williamson

Poems

Elegy: The studio’s true colours

Start with the sky, you would say.

Clouds shift across a series of sketches.
Improvise gulls, the way they turn.

Airy impulse fills sails, baffles kites.

You didn’t harp on it, just mentioned one day
That rheumatics and oils don’t mix.

Still, you kept your hand in. Shadow laid
For the table, and a jest of summer spoils.
So what, as we say, is unfinished?
Through your light-blue curtains

The light comes in like a drifter,

Circles a canvas or two, pauses,

And makes riotous jars hold their poses,
Then go quiet as vases without flowers.

Three haiku

Window muse Carlton
streets are dumb with metal tracks
and a few locked cars

A moon Giotto
could have put there cypress casts
in rounded shadow
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The fields in winter
the sky a lace-maker
the earth a quilter

Night walk from the library

A book of student days,
Cancelled thirty years.
On a path to the river,

A fray in pines subsides.

A pin drops in the dark.

I feared their angelic
Lexicon. Bow of memory.
Stars’ more fragile volume.

Dugald Williamson has published poetry in Australian Poetry Journal, Meanjin,
Southerly, Social Alternatives and Westerly. He is professor in film and writing
at the University of New England.
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TEXT prose

Amy T Matthews

Graduation

He had been hers for four — almost five — years. She knew every tightly curled
wire of grey on his ruffled chestnut head; she knew the tiny crescent-shaped
dent in his upper lip, and the way his wedding band shone dull gold in the late
afternoon light. His eyes were brown, with red lights like a sprinkling of
paprika. He had a mole under his left earlobe and his nails were bitten to the
quick.

She had time to notice these things because he was a man of sudden
silences. Mid-sentence he would stop, the last word hanging like a cliff-edge
between them, and she would unconsciously hold her breath, waiting for him to
resume. Sometimes he took so long that white spots would bloom before her
eyes. Once or twice, when her lizard-brain survival instinct kicked in, the
silence was rent with her gulping at air, like someone drowning.

The worst silences happened when he was reading her work. He’d stop
suddenly, lift the pages he’d scrawled all over with his leaking fountain pen,
and stare at them, as though (she often thought in fits of paranoia) they were
written in ancient Macedonian, as though he couldn’t make heads or tails of
them. At those moments she couldn’t help herself, the babble burst out of her,
rushing through the silence like floodwater, muddy and dangerous with debris.
Her brain was always a beat or two behind her tongue and she was wide-eyed
with horror at what she was saying.

1t’s a strategy, a female colleague had said, loose-tongued herself at an
after-conference dinner. It gives him power. You re always kept off-balance,
wondering what he’s thinking, where he stands. It’s our natural instinct to want
to fill the silence. It’s what we re trained to do — socially.

Kate thought she was right, as she found herself beginning every meeting
with a clumsy flurry of small talk, which he never answered. For a while she
toyed with the idea that he was shy — but she didn’t really think he was. There
was a confidence in his squarely-held shoulders, in his carelessly mismatched
socks, and the low timbre of his voice, which belied shyness. Ultimately, he
just wasn’t a social animal — he was happiest alone with his books (his books
which made her feel as panicked as his silences — how could she ever catch

up?).

For four — almost five — years she grappled with her PhD and sweated
through his sudden silences, wondered at who he was, and mapped his
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crescents and colours and moles. Near the end they saw one another every day

and the silences grew fewer, more clipped: staccato. Now and then he gave her
a look — surprise? admiration? wonder? — and she felt herself blaze, her heart a

red coal in her chest, her palms sweating. It was something akin to love.

And then it was over. Finished in the thirty seconds it took him to hug
her after the graduation ceremony. It was the first time they’d ever touched.
She registered the warmth of his cheek against her forehead, the firmness of his
hands on her back. Their robes slid together; it was difficult to tell where his
ended and hers began.

Everyone told her that she would cry.

It was just like my divorce, Jen said of her graduation. All of a sudden 1
was alone. There we were, traveling together, and then we weren’t. I was just
older, and all alone. But it gets better, you know — you learn to live alone.

Kate didn’t cry. Not until almost a year later, when she saw him at a
conference full of Deleuzeians. She went to his paper and felt the word desire
curl around her like a scarlet ribbon. For a moment she was sitting again in the
shadow of his bookshelves, and he was talking only to her. The feeling was so
strong that she almost heard the creak of his old vinyl chair, saw the splatters of
black ink on her thesis, and the little red lights in his eyes.

She went to speak to him afterwards but found him surrounded, and once
again she was holding her breath, not because he was silent, but because his
silence was no longer directed at her. She heard the babble of his postgrads —
the waters churning as their floodwater collided — and something broke.

She cried all night, lining up the empty bottles from the mini-bar — tallest
to smallest, with the fat-bellied Baileys last.

And in the morning, when they found themselves alone in the elevator,
they nodded at one another, genially, and in silence.

Amy T Matthews is an award-winning novelist and a Senior Lecturer in
Creative Writing at Flinders University. She is the Chair of Writers SA and also
publishes under the name Tess LeSue.
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TEXT prose

Natalie Harman

Samsara

You are now breathing manually.

In through your nose and out through your mouth in through your nose
and out through your mouth in through your nose and out through your mouth
... keep going, keep going, keep going...

Listen to the wild, hummingbird-thrum of your heart. You’re working
together to set the rhythm — in and out — badum-badum-badum — in and out —
you’re laying the foundations for the story yet to come.

Now, take in my story: in through your ears, from out of my mouth — no,
wait wait wait wait — put that junk away, the only things you ever need to
record what passes you by are your eyes and mind — why don’t you borrow
mine?

Awright, now we’ve gotten through all of that, I’ll keep the story itself
wishbone-thin:

Upstream, in Mississippi, mothers unknowingly sing their children to
sleep through their womb. Downstream, bodies cram themselves into the
mouth of the river, gagging it, silencing its endless story: onward, onward,
onward...

You’re not the first one coming here armed with endless, quiet
interrogations. I’ll tell you the one you’ll eventually rehearse in your sleep... it
goes something like this...

‘What happened to you that night, madam?’

‘I sang Nancy to sleep.’

‘And then?’

‘I put her down.’

‘To sleep?’

‘To sleep.’

I mean, what else is there to say, y’know? It’s still the truth. We aren’t
killers. I been told to die in your sleep is the easiest way to go. So, if anything,
we’re doing these bubs a favour. All those men cooped up in the factories on
the hills have it backward; I’m the one doing an honest day of work, with not a
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clink of money to show for it, and you don’t see me pointing the finger at any
old so-and-so —

Hm ... limbs ... yeah, I could tell you about the limbs, I s’pose, that’s
pretty ’sential, actually. There are lots of limbs in there. Some interlock. Others
make like twigs and stick out. It’s a tangle of tumbleweed in the distance, but
up close, it’s a human dyke — of males, of females, of you-don’t-wanna-know —
heavy with sleep. Some are still sucking their thumbs, even. Don’t ask me why.
I guess they just want to get comfy for the journey.

One-way ticket ... uh-huh, that’s a good one. Yeah.

Nup. I don’t see how it’s a paradox. Nothing new can ever enter here,
that’s the law.

But it’s not murder, you see, ’cause things are still growing. Look at me.
Look at you. Look at all of the trees; anorexic conifers filled with silent
screams.

I don’t know why nobody wants to keep the babies, either. They’re
adorable.

But nothing new can ever enter the village. That’s just the way it is, as
I’ve already told you. Everything has to go. There isn’t anybody saving bodies
from going over the cliff here.

’stead, I’ve been making the cliff. The only time I help the babies is when
two of ’em are all tangled up from the current. That’s when I shake myself out
of the sawdust like a light wind and do my job: pick them apart, break their
limbs, put the bodies down, and arrange them as neatly as possible.

Just ’cause they don’t come in a basket of reeds, don’t make it wrong.
I have to do it, and that’s all there is to it.

Sometimes things just are what they are.

...well, most of the time.

Aw, why do y’all always have to know what happens in between? Does it
really matter? They’re dead. Why can’t you just admire how sweet they are, as
[ do?

Oh, fine then ... let me give it to you straight:
Shut up and listen.

The reason why things are the way they are is in the faint draw of breath
before the mother’s words flow out, and in the thick, honeyed air catching and
carrying them. In those foetuses blistering and disfiguring from sunburn, all
them rotten apple cores far from the tree. All you visitors keep telling me the
youth is the future and all I wanna do is ask if you want your money back,
because there isn’t no future, it’s coming and dying by the second, and these,
these are all the by-products, them Beloveds choking the river.

If you’re not killing you’re dying and that’s all there is to life, the end.

What do you mean, that’s ‘too bleak’? Novel, you say. But what does
novel mean?
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Novel (adjective)
1. Pleasantly new or different.

Aw, look around. Nothing’s pleasant. Nothing’s new. Nothing’s different.
Everywhere I’ve seen looks like God got lazy, got bored with making
everything, so he made do with what little he already had. ‘Arrange whatever
pieces come your way,’ as someone once said.

Don’t ask me who.
I don’t know.
I don’t need to know.

Well, if you’re after something novel, I guess we could try lyrical,
bordering on surreal — for example, you could try dipping into the river with
the carp, your cheeks bulging with the burden of gills. Scratch the itch fever-
stuck in your gut on the bottom, you lazy dog. Stay still. Hold your breath.
Wriggle in close. Press your ear against the miniature mountain of bodies, like
blown glass — no, like pearls as big as a man’s head and twice as slippery from
all the moss. Flesh against flesh. Listen to them sing. Is that your heart in your
throat, or their heart? Or is it a heart at all?

Count the beats regardless. Listen to them sing.

What? This is getting kinda stuffy, is it? Hm, ’kay ... let’s see what I can
do...

Change the backdrop, then. Make it a rainforest.

Ah, any forest you like, I don’t care, what difference does it make, as
long as it makes you feel better?

’kay. Go find your forest, and then come back here. Don’t rush it.

Is that better now? Hm. ’kay ... well, that’s not too bad. You did well.
Got yourself a little Amazonian utopia there, I see.

Not bad.
Too bad.

The setting can’t be a rainforest, because I don’t want it to be one. This is
my country, my landscape. I make the rules; you follow them. Besides, they
say to carry a scar is to carry a story. [ want you to carry a scar, a story. [ don’t
care if your jaw is aching, and your cheeks are ripe like the women’s pregnant
bellies, waiting to burst. Bear it; wear it, let it whip your back until a tree grows
there.

But I guess we could keep moving around. Keep things exciting. Go
somewhere new. Tell a new story. Even I’m tired of catching babies. As you
do. By you, I mean the ‘general you’. Sorry, made you feel a bit displaced
there, didn’t I?

Anyhow ... myself, I’ve always wanted to see the ocean, you know, just
a salt-sprinkled bay out there somewhere. Why ruin it with a name? Let’s just
call it the special place. Somewhere where mounds of mud poke out of the
shallow water like stubble; yet are slick and smooth, pleasant to run your hands
over, to compare to your legs; your head. You could crouch there, stuck in a
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rhythmic trance, while the waves rise and fall behind you like unsure greetings.
Dances. Rituals. Allegories of life.

I go there every time I hold a dead newborn, though, so what’s the point
of leaving this place? When I press them against my chest, I swear I can feel
that final, forgotten memory of a breath oozing from them, trickling like
seconds. If you could bottle either of those, you’d have something far more
valuable than moonshine in all its meanings.

First time I felt a baby’s pulse flicker and fade against mine, I didn’t
sleep for days, even when I wanted to. ’stead, I floated through blank stretches
of time, in and out of consciousness, unable to be anchored; an astronaut in my
own space. You’ll know the feeling eventually, kiddo. Soon you’ll know
something that’s worth knowing, other than the sensation of being full.

Hm? What happens to the women? Well, I guess they’re important, too...

Yes, it’s awright to guess they’d go mad ... but nah, not really. They
don’t go mad. At least, I don’t think that they do. They appear fine to me. Then
again, | haven’t seen another woman for a while now.

You never know with people though, do you? Some people look like
they’re right there in front of you, they got a schedule, got a purpose, got a
hope, but they’re long gone, they got no schedule, got no purpose, got no hope.
They go around collecting scars, letting life carve fissures into them. But then
somewhere along the way something cracks at just the wrong angle, slips and
falls, and then it all leaks away until only their husk remains. Still, they go on,
collecting more scars, carving more fissures. That’s a real hero, isn’t it, to live
on without a life, building a dam wall of your own inside you, by yourself?

The catcher stopped talking then. She took out a cracked mirror and glanced at
her face as though it was a routine reminder.

Eventually, she filled the silence with her lopsided gaze. Her eyes flicked
from your left eye, to your right eye, and back again, over and over and over.
You still remember how her lazy eye struggled to keep up with the more active
one while she spoke.

‘Will you stay with me?’
‘Okay,” you responded.
‘Will you?’

“Yes. I’ll stay with you.’

The seasons soon become one, but you learn to discern winter from the other
seasons, because that’s when you watch the carp die of an unapparent cause,
and every time, as if on cue, the catcher crows that they’re ‘passing through the
gate’ to go to ‘the better place’.

And every time, as if on cue, you search for the gate, but you can’t see it.
You search for the better place, but you can’t see it. You search for
understanding, but you can’t find it.
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Yet.

‘All of them: from Bighead, to Asian, to Silver, to...” she notates in a
single breath.

Regardless of their species, the carps’ bodies turn into driftwood the
moment they hit the surface, but you can still see life brimming underneath the
instantaneous rigor mortis, glinting in their carved scales, whittled in their eyes.

As soon as your eyes take this snapshot, the carp are netted by the current
and dragged to the horizon, the only one happy to accept nature’s scraps.

Initially, the infantile bodies that come to a standstill at the catcher’s feet
appear to be identical to the carp. But the catcher shows you otherwise when
her calloused hands cradle the corpse, gripping the feet, the legs, as though they
are the last sweet potatoes pushed out of the land. She whispers to each corpse
about the better place, and sends them sailing without much thought. Above all,
she’s taught you that thinking is inhibitive, prohibited.

Then, one day, she hands one of them to you, and you forget. You gaze
down at the foetus cupped in your inadequate hands. A girl? A boy? You can’t
tell, but this Lacanian mirror stirs something deep in you, something outside of
language. There are no wounds, but lifeblood stains your hands, seeps under
your skin.

The catcher notices your uncertainty, and says, ‘She’s going to the better
place.” She turns around, whistling, scuffing the reddish dirt. Plucks some bark
off a nearby tree, and chews it while singing under her breath about picking
bales of cotton.

How could something like this go anywhere?

With that question, you find that you can cope with what you must do.
You wonder if that’s how the women have coped, and continue to cope ...
that’s if they cope at all.

You just never know with some people.

A snap, sharper than an epiphany; the transformative thud.

Natalie Harman’s work has been featured in Writing from Below, Gargouille,
Social Alternatives and other journals and magazines. Natalie read one of her
short stories, ‘The Transfiguration’, at Late Night Lit: GUTS during the 2017
Emerging Writers’ Festival in Melbourne, Victoria. She has judged writing
competitions and read submissions for various literary journals. Her website
is: http://neharmanauthor.weebly.com/
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TEXT prose

Jake Sandtner

July 24, 1974

Joey paused on the groin and lifted his gaze from down the line. A spray of
droplets from Cooly side sprinkled his face, the waves beneath him reaching
high enough to soak the rocks, yet not so high as to dampen him through. The
groin jutted into the waves sweeping by — an ideal place for surf photography —
but still he wished he was out there, to be hustling a section free of the kooks,
of the skis, the sweep. But he had a job to do, god damn it. His turn would
come.

The moon was still out, but the sun had begun its slow rise. Its face
broke through the low-set summer clouds, and Joey shaded his eyes with a salt-
cracked hand. That warm glow made him feel nothing but joy. A week ago he
would have prayed for its kiss, just a sliver of a golden peck. Now, however,
Joey couldn’t help but smile. The clouds were a nuisance. Didn’t make the
waves any better, of course, but shit me dead it made for a better story, a better
picture. A stronger frame.

He couldn’t really tell from here on the Kirra wall, but he thought he
recognised a few of the figures bobbing in the line-up. He went closer to the
edge, fraction by fraction on the algae-stained rocks. It was fucking alphabet
soup out there, but sure as all hell the man he was looking for was among it.
All you had to do was look for his style, the way he put his shoulders into the
paddle.

Joey scanned, and yep, he was out there all right. And Joey would be
watching, waiting for whatever it was Michael would pull off this time.

Joey looked down. Eleven, that’s all he had left. Eleven frames and five
hundred words. He noticed the blinking light in the corner of the screen too.
Eleven frames, five hundred words and ten minutes of battery. And get them all
back to whatshisface by three. God, he wished he was out there. He drew back
the shutter.

Behind him, on shore where he’d left his bag and bike, would be the
pitch he wrote and the spare batteries for his battered Nikon. No, why would he
bring his bag with him to the water’s edge where he’d actually be working?
Joey shot a look over his shoulder at the white sand. Another burst of spray
fanned his face and a hollow roar breathed from the sea. He looked up and
caught the final moments of the barrel. Who knew if anyone survived its maw?
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‘Doing it without the notes, then,” Joey said, for the set was relentless as
another gaping to-be-tube began its rise. His eye fixed its stare through the
glass of the peripheral lens, and for a moment the rest of the world spilled
away. ‘First I need something for the intro, something to sit squat at the head of
it all.” He slid his left index finger and drew the entire line-up into focus. ‘Not
yet.” The second of the set rolled through, a man was swallowed, his board sent
into the depths to greet the crashing weight of the barrel’s slap. The spray
swept over him. Then the third wave was dawning. It peaked and ... click.

He re-wound. The film rolled.

Now where was Michael? Somewhere straight out, for sure, out past the
aspect of this damned rock wall. Someone needs to extend this thing one day. If
he stared long enough he’d spot him. Yep. There he was. Right where Joey
thought he’d be. The deepest and gnarliest bloke in the line-up. How could
Joey tell it was MP? Never sat back on his board, that’s how. And who else was
crazy enough to paddle deeper than the King of Kirra? No-one wanting to surf
the joint ever again, that’s who.

Perched on the balls of his feet, Joey tightened his stance by squeezing
his toes in a monkey grip on the rocks that built up the groin. He felt the jagged
edges grind into the wrinkled under-flesh of his wide feet. The band-aids were
in the bag next to the batteries, of course.

The Kirra line-up was thinning out because the set was lulling. So it
was now or never. Joey drew the camera back up, cradling the base of the lens
like a trophy. He swept the lens across the water, flowing over the bumps and
triads of the ocean in smooth strokes. Then he trained the viewfinder crosshair
on Michael. The magnified surfer had his back turned and his curls flicked
behind his ears. If he weren’t so far behind the point no-one’d know who it
was. Joey let fly a couple of trigger-happy frames. Click, click.

And then the infamous sweep brought some new contenders into frame,
and Joey held his breath pulling back from the lens momentarily. ‘Ah, fa-fuck’s
sake, Michael. I can’t put that in there, can I!” MP went and done an MP. Click.

With the camera’s added scope, Joey witnessed a new pair drift over
from Cooly side and press their chests out of the water as they paddled deeper
into the section. Michael’s head perked up like a hound with the taint of blood
in his nostrils. Click.

The two other fellas paddled out, approaching Michael’s territory, and
Joey zoomed as far in as it would go. If only he could make out who it was
that’d dare do such a thing. Click. He hadn’t a clue but ... oh shit, Michael. MP
turned his back on the horizon and paddled toward the two new blokes. They
kinda hesitated. One look at MP, and the anger that boiled behind those
calculating eyes, and you’d shit yourself too.

Click.

Michael grabbed the nose of the first guy’s board, buried it, dunked it
like a rag, and sent it flying out between the unsuspecting guy’s legs. The
second man was in shock, first dodging his buddy’s board as it landed fin up
and spun north in the sweep, second as Michael turned his gaze on him.

Click.

Together, they fled. Wrong time too, here came the next set.
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Joey never saw whether the dude who lost his board made it back, nor
whether they cleared the section in time to get over the rise of the first wave.
He did witness MP paddle further out, reading something no-one else could,
like a foreshadowed prediction. He was out a good hundred metres now off the
groin, and then drew his board back and sling-shotted himself with those
leather-tanned arms towards Joey. Click. The second of the set surged and lifted
the back of Michael’s board high on the water, feet kicking desperate as. He
looked good, exactly like the model surf hero everyone thought him to be.
Click.

Joey pulled back from the camera lens. That’s why no-one fucked with
Michael’s position. That’s why the agro. It wasn’t perfect in the sense of moral
perfection, but in the ideology of a surfer, and the pages of a washed-up surf
mag, it was. And that swell was firing. And there’s no-one deep enough to get
the damned thing except for MP. Not that it’s the set of the day or anything.

Joey returned to the viewfinder. He crouched, and trained the crosshair
somewhere off-centre of Michael as he pulled into the growing wave, five-foot,
six, one hand dragging the face while the other gripped rail. Michael’s front
toes bounced atop the wax, atop the signature paint-job Joey knew would be
there. And Michael hovered low as the wave hollowed out, grew vertical before
crashing. The sound was deafening, a sucking vortex as the barrel completed
and began to close its jaw with Michael inside. Joey held the frame, followed it
as the wave neared its natural prerogative to meet land. But Michael wasn’t
sitting deep enough for it to be anything too special. C’mon, Michael, stomp
your foot down. Slow it up a bit. But he was having none of it.

“Turn. Do something!” Joey sprayed as the barrel spat, shooting
Michael from its hollow embrace. ‘Shit.” Click. ‘That won’t do.” And Joey
knew it, not just the shot but the damn wave, the story. He’d have to
sensationalise the entire thing. His conscience wavered. Or what? Write that
MP sat deeper than anyone, prolonged set after set for an average-sized
monster and then went straight on the damn thing? Nah, Joey liked his job too
much. Not to mention, if Michael ever caught wind of it then Joey may as well
kiss surfing Kirra goodbye. Nah, better not let oI’ MP crack the shits with him
again.

Speaking of... Michael was still going. Joey raced to tail him. He still
needed another shot. The others just would not do. He stood upright. Angle
won’t do. Shit.

After a moment, Joey marched, chasing along the opposite side of the
wall now, and was taunted by the slick rocks with every step. He knew the
rocks wanted him to go arse over foot, even a bit of himself wanted it, shit
that’d be a laugh. Would make for a good story. Halfway back down the groin
he dropped a knee, water seeping up into the cotton of his pants, and, once
more, drew back the hammer for a snap.

Clunk.

And that’s the problem with those damn film cameras, isn’t it? You
gotta count the clicks. Now where was that notepad again? He had to come up
with something.

Michael was paddling in.

kook sk
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THE SURFING JOURNAL

It’s happened again but this time
the surf’s just getting bigger and
better. Perfect, even. As the sun
finally cleared, Rab and crew
joined the monstrous break, but
it was all for nothing. The grace
and love that MP showed for
these beasts was unbelievable.

Y ou should have seen how deep
he got in this thing. Something
you’ll just have to witness on
your own to know what we’re
talking about.

Con’t page 12
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TEXT poetry

Christi Terry

My Exczema-gesis

Not a skin disease as such, it fails to respond
to cortisone’s touch — and will that brainy itch
ever die? It’s more than one can bare, and I swear

if I have to write another one

I will curl up tightly, head tucked, ham-fisted,

twisted into the foetal position, before flinging my arms wide
free-styling through spinal fluid to the finish line.

“This is the practitioner coughing up the creative process.’

‘This is a joyful exorcism of self-reflection and artistic contemplation.’
Putting it out there, I throw a joyful tantrum,

a frenetic toddler having seizures on the academic floor, where

my fists beat a throbbing exegetical drum solo.

Academics give a collective gasp,

roaring lusty approval of my bravado, my foaming lathered spectacle
sets the bar, of course, and

a low whine of swarming discontent arises

in the quivering bee hive.

I use big words like esoteric and Machiavellian, incorporating gender theory,
queer theory

post-modern theory and non-theory theory.

I’m so carried away I even throw in the Big Bang Theory.

I’m on a roll, both figuratively and literally, as I tumble

down the tunnel of the exegetical funhouse, past the distortionist’s mirror
where I look too fat and then too thin,

it’s the Adventures of Vela all over again.

Make your point! they all cry at once. But I'm spinning on the dance floor
making mad love to the lectern, I’m really putting on a Ricky Martin show
and it’s all about ME, about MY creative flow, what’s in store,

what  INTENDED ... my exczema-gesis ... and what’s more,
a reference list of academic peer-reviewed journal articles ... minimum of four.
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