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    ‘Now, did I tell Mel the Yip? Think so, Yip and the Piano, but it won’t be late enough yet, if not’s not a worry. Yip yip yahoo. Might not even have got off. A huh, a huh-huh… shit what a clown, bugger me if it isn’t.’




    That was the form of words. It made small print tracks across street crossings, under the historic Coke sign, threaded in block-square letters through and around the solid metallic joints of scaffolding at the fag-end of the Strip past the King’s Cross club and bar signs. Where the light died yielding to light. Cracked neon, red and specious yellow. Fail light, fall light; where the night draws down its brow. Beetly-nighto. Hey yeah good one.




    ‘What did you say your name was?’ the girl Neeomi had asked.




    ‘Yehune.’




    ‘Oh. Um, I’m sorry, can you say that again?’




    ‘Yehune.’




    ‘Oh, right. What sort of a name is that?’




    ‘It’s of Hebraic origin,’ he’d said to her, face held enigmatic under the strip-lights of the bar before: yip-yip.




    ‘Ah…’




    Print Shop Tony put in in a stage whisper, ‘He means he’s Jewish, dumbo.’




    ‘Oh, Jewish? Why didn’t you say so? No need to be embarrassed, we love the Jews over here. This is a civilised country.’




    Thees eez a see-vilised country. Seev, a seev-a. Words appeared to him again like shark’s teeth carried on the many-lustred air, just as the tail of his eye was drawn to an unusual shape lying down in the gutter. What looked like the broken-off snout of a shark moulded in iridescent plastic. Why not? he thought for a moment incoherently: says he’s Jewish.




    Past the angles of pipes, the busker he’d seen took on line and detail, bobbing and ducking in the face of a small crowd. He was cadaverous in an orange raincoat, with a clown’s deep-red mouth, working to a beat in the middle of a bombsite of strewn cups and paper plates and fragments of old food. A huh, a huh-huh; rubbish of a street-fest; Sydney Lighting Association. Banners hung from the trees. Just as Yehune drew in, the clown was making a show of offering kids the limp prophylactics of burst balloons.




    Sucks, wouldn’t you say? And: kids, so there are kids in fucking King’s Cross, this hour; but those could be the parents just over there. Not those others. Three taller ladies stood off to one side, done up in careful plumage.




    Unhesitatingly, Yehune broke formation. His workmate Tony was just then gassing discoursing print print on about something, the girls caught in different attitudes behind them. His first trip was to the gutterside to pick up the shark-end, then he had a job matching the soughing splintered edges roughly to the borders of his face. Got it – there – but can’t see fuck. Next, he bore down, bore in, making a sort of noise in the back of his throat, mm-ooiiinn, mm-ooiiinn, which made for a strange discordancy with the tin-blip beat of the ghetto blaster. Shark warning; out of the water. Better get a wriggle on. A voice from behind him, Tony’s voice, ‘Ah… Yehune?’ was lost in the logic of moments streaming back behind him, and broken into by a far louder shrilling from one of the transvestites,




    ‘Owwwm, look what’s comin’ our way darlings.’




    Near the last moment, the clown met his eye through a gap, and before the crescendo of his throat-noise turned to words Yehune was able to see just one time the sad apprehensive brow under grease paint, the eyes, the chin too long under the ruby smile: a real person, flawed and fallible, life not artifice.




    He roared into the shark-mask,




    ‘I – eat – clowns.’




    The busker registered hesitancy. Well you might, after all, balloon burst… whaddaya. It wasn’t possible to think too much in the moment-to-moment stringing of event, in the rattling on of moments. When the busker picked another scrap of balloon out of the small sprig under his left arm and held it out, his attacker could only think, got you now anus-head. He tossed the headpiece savagely, bracing the movement over the short even stubs of his legs. The clown retreated, toe over toe. And from the ragged collection of bystanders was shouted,




    ‘Hey! Whyn’t cha leave ’eem alone?’




    ‘Yeah. The keedies were liking ’eem.’




    Resistance; but in the lull the shark had found a weak point, and he stooped to menace the velvet ruffle-hat that had been stood on the pavement to catch coins. The clown did confusion. I’ll confuse you, sucker. But just then, a tall someone in tight lycra put her weight behind a cleverly-angled elbow. Oouwff, fuck it; he stumbled, shark-head dropped; though he managed to clutch it down to his side with a wrench of defeated plastic.




    ‘C’mon now big-dong, give the artiste a chance,’ sang out razor-edged like the cry of an Australian parrot over the cacks and gestures of the rest of the sidewalk flock.




    So now he was in retreat, edging back from what seemed an army of advancing lady-men, and came up against the lowest transverse strut of the metal scaffolding behind him. He scrambled up, and managed to stay there, hanging on one stout arm. The clown-man dashed in to spend a few moments in loving reunion with his fluffy hat. Something, he couldn’t have said what, moved Yehune just then to set his face jaw-out and jig-jig like an ape – ‘Hoo! hoo!’ – and he pumped his right arm twice and sent the shark-head flying in a long arc nearly into the stream of cars beyond. The tallest of the transvestites fluttered and cowered back.




    But already, the fun was over; he could see a purposeful figure walking out of the dark of the restaurant premises next in line; Tony and the girl from the aquarium moved in around him, and it wasn’t long before he was being force-walked, to all appearances, between them on along the sidewalk, still hearing from the corner behind a voice that boomed out whining flexible spectra of vowels… ‘gooiiiin ooouurrn’… over the sand-whoosh racket of the cars. God, yeah, good one, just like old times. Freemans Bay. Pissing over the walls. Ruth the aquarium presently dropped back to join her friend, and Neeomi as well held herself on the edge of association, just to underline the fact that though she was there with Tony she wasn’t actually, you know, with him; unvalent lattice; piss relations; and they were on their way to the Piano Bar, and whaddaya think will Mel be there or will he not be because well he might not even have got off the ferry yet


    





    There was Tony, Tony from the Print Shop, with whom was associated Neeomi; and then there were the two girls or rather one he’d met at the aquarium, but two because she’d brought another friend to replace the friend he’d met her with; and himself; and Mel, who wasn’t there yet. Yehune let figures and relations skim across the surface of his overactive mind while the first manoeuvring for position went on around the side tables. Neeomi’s eyes were bright glowing pegs, always lighting on his, and she kept making pointed use of his name as if she was trying to make up for it… ‘What’re you all having?’ he said, ‘Oh, thanks… Yehune… um, mine’s a margarita?’ The others, he had to say, had gone a bit subdued since that thing with the clown. Even here; semidark; blue-light… even safe in the textured smudge-world of the Piano Bar, half a street and a perpendicular corner off Darlinghurst Road, they were self-shrunk units in a moving Chinese pegboard – Ruth a floating of eyelashes seen from the side, Guddie not much more than a hollow of shimmer-grey.




    The bar. He’d said The Bar. He was sure he had. He could feel his lips move, saying it: Yip, and the Piano Bar. But as a matter of fact the Piano Bar wasn’t even its name, it was just the way he’d always heard everyone talking about it. He could half-remember seeing a sign outside; must have; saying… what? Hohner’s, Joe’s, Frankie’s? Just now he was out on his own again, making his way without a hitch through crowds of bar-goers, jostling when he had to, hearing someone’s fingers cracking patterns of schmaltzed-up jazz out into the general noise. There was a clunky old upright with candle-holders standing in the corner nearest the street, which he could see from where he was, as well as the fingers of the amateur wombat-buggerer driving in at an angle of 45. A tinkly-tinka-tonkle-tonkle-crash… a whoooeeeee… shit me, Gershwin, don’t forget to lick your finger when you do that or you’ll be getting labourer’s fingernail.




    Tony nudged him, coming up behind with his revised drinks order. Yeah – OK – righto. Not going so well for you, is it mate? You need your spritzer. As if from another angle bearing out of the crowd came Neeomi, Tony’s pickup, determined to keep herself aloof. It wasn’t until Tony turned back that she sidled in alongside, ready to help with drinks.




    He was at the barside, reeling off drink names… margarita? -arita?… having succeeded in catching a barman’s attention against a chorus of competing shouts; he played with the ice-tongs; considered names for the figure in an outsize check shirt who was bending to pick a bottle out of a low fridge… Thomas? Goes all right, Thomas the bar. He asked him, butting in across, whether the piano was free for all. The massive shoulders shrugged. Then came the price, wheedled high in an Australian accent.




    A fag. A fag. Nothing for it, mates, since I can’t see Mel anywhere. What’s that? Friend of mine, darling. Oh yeah? You see someone you know?




    He took an inconsequent moment to reflect, coming back with the drinks with Neeomi, that it was a funny thing, how those currents set up in the blood, energies, twitching scarlet ribbons, lingered on in you; or took, you know, a while to run out to the end. Funny thing, that. Neeomi seemed to have it too. Cocked an eye at the piano stool: no-one. The bar to him was still a strut over a street side edging with cracked toy plastic while the head of a lorikeet fell arc-slipped to car level.




    Neeomi asked him: ‘So what was with all that with the clown?’




    ‘Tryin’ to make a point.’




    But she seemed to be expecting something more. He lipped out,




    ‘Us Jews have got a lot more militaristic since, you know, 1948.’




    Negotiations were still going on around a long board to the side by the wall, draped with coats and fabric handbags, where a small party was either just leaving or not, and appeared to be sensitive about who crowded in on them. Neeomi collared someone hovering nearby even while she set down drinks: ‘Is that you Brett? Gorrd, I mean to say…’ Yehune’s hands were free; he adjusted the cigarette, which had been held clenched between two rows of teeth. He took another sighting. Still empty, shitboys, do me a favour. Well then, let’s go for it.




    That was how it happened that Yehune Trent, 22, lately of Auckland, New Zealand, came to ease his broad flat buttocks down over the well-compacted piano stool in a bar in King’s Cross, somewhere in Australia; take the fag out of his mouth and consider positions for it, up there above the high notes, wedged into a joint of the swingdown music stand… then stretch back for a moment to get the feel of the atmosphere before moving his hands over and essaying a confident half-scale. God-damn, what’s that noise. Chinese gongs behind a plaster wall. And how about that funny smell, oh it’s my own fucking… gotta have your fag. Can’t do without it. Well now, how’s about a few popular favourites….




    He launched into ‘Click Go the Shears Boys’, picking it for a crowd-pleaser, laying it on thick as you please with fingers that powered down into the keyboard like panel-beaters’ hammers. Cross-cultural reference. Click – cli-click, he went as far as syncopation of the medial clickery; don’t fool yourself, couldn’t be bad enough. He was beginning to woo his public, he could tell; he could feel his eyes watering strangely, and associated it with the thread of smoke like a savage whisker of reminiscence hanging there between uneven struts. He intuited rather than saw a drift of the standing part of the crowd towards the source of noise. Fag toppled – oy my Marlboro – and tried to get itself involved in the agile spider-march of fingers. Bug, just missed it. Squash the fucker. Lost it down? People were craning around him, apparently just to get a look at someone doing that, making noises with his fingers on a piannah. Some were vaguely moaning, trying to sing. He finished with a few scintillating arpeggios, half-referring to the old jazz-masher before him, and only paused to reinsert his fag before beginning the next number… ah, what… ‘Woolloomooloo Choo-choo’, something like that? Hit it. Choo-choo choo-se me baby. And: shit God can you believe it, they’re actually loving it; loving me; loving and loving and loving….


    


    





    Lip-light love on the underhouse of oldish Sydney loves. Curling of smoke up above, into the continental gap, forking just above the woolly-haired blunt of the top of the pianist’s head, so that it seemed it might have seemed to any observer among the bodies from about four metres away in the direction of the tables and barside that two branches stuck out, flagging, indeterminate, like aerials protruding from a point above each temple, sending quick glowing tags of thought and music, analogue waves, in lightning cavalries into the upper darkness.




    Y-fork. Yip Yehune


    


    





    The fork was on a beach, fork was in my mind, hesitancy of sun-blazed electricity, crackle across of worlds, while I felt the settling of my heels into the backed-up sand of each step down a stone seawall and trailed across a level surface to the tideline and the beginning of the rocks, sudden rippling tear of hemisphere across to hemisphere, with a glance up across the cut of the wind to see the white-painted iron bench at the top of the wall. And when I looked down at that rock that could have been home in Maeraki, it was like the mudstone back home sectioned by traced lightning-lines of a harder rock, primitive sedimentary, volcanic crystalline glint, couldn’t help but feel the uninterrupted force of it through all the afternoons of my childhood playing in the sand and across endlessly-migrating streams from the sewerage outlets, but there are beaches and beaches, this one spread like a long scythe ground by the wind to a stinging flatness out in front of my eyes and as far as the minute heads with tussock and parked cars. Wandering, that was it, without any aim in mind, come down from the big house beyond the golf course and the road. And I kept thinking I could see him walking up there, above the bank with the harsh yellow grasses like flax and the concrete blocks collapsed in places set there to shore it up, taking tracks that I couldn’t see from down here on the flat, walking and running in and out so that I saw him now and the next moment didn’t, saw him racing in and out of the paths like a monkey-shape at the head and the tops of the shoulders; that crux, that branching, companion in dissidence, old Yehune. Which brought it back to my mind




    Games on the beach. Thompsons. Rotted remains of old jetties. Up where the rocks had been resculptured. Concrete creek outlet already undermined. Making cities; a double-handed squeeze for a tower of sand. Different, that sand; it was finer, whiter, fracturing in sharp cliffs. Cities of the Dog Sand they were called and the Driers were the ones that stoned them, dry sand that was, names drawn out of mind and memory like a quick inventive slipway flight of that tongue, of the child’s first jabber, of me and my brother and Mandy too in the end when she was finally allowed in the game, smaller version, dress hanging wet and dirty from the last level invasion of the waves up onto the sand. A boy as well. One of those from over Weimar Road, in the games even before Mandy was, can’t remember the name, and he was nothing like him really, long straight eyebrows like two dashes, some reminder I suppose in that quickness of movement in a broad frame. He was nothing like him, to me he looks the same, as if all the faces were in the beach already, as if he was really there at a time before I’d ever met him or got in with him, even before the fights, when we were still playing games of damming the creek and building cityscapes across the dams and the buildings crept up the rocks as a kind of protection against flurries of pebble artillery


    


    





    ‘God, Yehune…. I didn’t know you could really play.’




    That was Ruth. Ruth, Ruthie; right. He had to bring himself back to himself, from a sort of irrelevant dream, built on the association of the fag the old coffin-nail with stout wooden boxes and from there to cabinet-making in the outback and then to the discoloured wooden panel in front of his eyes, migrating sideways over a cloud, so that it had seemed to him, sitting there working his hands, as if the bar and the people had gone and there was only the piano brown and cracking at the sides, the one real object, superimposed on the lower right-hand corner of a relief map of the Australian continent.




    … So Ruth had drifted up, where was her mate? Not there. He looked down. Estimated the progress of a white link. Picked another out of the packet in his shirt pocket, and took his time to light it from the glowing stub.




    ‘Tell you what Ruth,’ he said, addressing her in a low tone in the face of all those bystanders, ‘… here’s a little something I wrote myself.’




    Now for it. Yeah, yeah, yeah, giv’em a bit of fucking… motorism… but first, better rest it, virgin piece, lovely long light stick, different technique, see, calls for a different approach with the old inhaler… up there on the wood, that’s it; right.




    The first, or fugal section of Yehune’s own three-part composition ‘Œcophony for an Invaded Sphere’, for piano and harsh whisper, had the effect of making the crowd disperse fairly quickly, building out of the deep bowels of the instrument, introducing rhythmic lines into the pub air like a new and questionable smell. In F, A, and C flat. Go, go, go: bibble a donk a, donk a, bibble a; fourth finger’s lazy, no it’s their bloody sticky E. Go on, huh, huh, huh, God, yeah man… that’s just so good. The audience were unsure at first, only recognising that the singalong had turned a corner of taste where they couldn’t follow; they milled around, readdressed their friends, and looked for places at tables again. It wasn’t until the second section, this one unlimited by the keyboard, where the pianist seemed to have gone mad, forsaking his tools, indulging in free verbal imitations of water-buffalo or the Sydney Harbour container-machinery, that unrest began to show itself. Loud Australian catcalls broke in, so that the harsh whisper called for by the score came out as more of a breathy shout. But that section was a short one. The third was more a, sort of, spherical evocation, by means of huge fat rounded chords, dropped with the full weight of the arm, rests of unpredictable lengths here and there, time signatures all shaved or eked out to fit, a-cruuuuuuuunnnnnngge! a-crooooooowwfff! Jeez Christ what a poxy tone this old joanna’s got, but that’s OK, feel the old tide rising, poise the arm, full-weight drop, whhhhoooouuuffff. Sounds like an anvil playing tiggy with a biscuit tin, but who the hell cares, what I’m saying is, Hey! Listen, Aussos! Get a load of the fucking culture mate….




    For a while it had been the presence of Ruth there at the piano side that had kept the crowd in check. Some unassailable bar-chic; the general Aussie rightness of her turnout. But still, there was something unstable, a flutter in the higher aether… people come here to drink, eh… and a few of the others, Neeomi, Brett, not without their own pub weather-sense, had taken the time to move up to the front just as a precaution. An older man with a younger woman in tow were standing one side of Ruth now, trying to reason with her, apparently reluctant to be first to interrupt the, er, the, mm….




    Tony leaned in to put a hand on Yehune’s shoulder, and before any popular movement could get off the ground he was induced to stand up – damn, so cool; eyes watering; half-chuffing, half-bent over – regretfully before the work had had time to wind down to its end.




    Bugger it, so much left, so much to do, eh, so little fucking… yeah. Hey, wait, my cigarette! Na, OK, leave it.


    





    And so, even in the artificial twilight of a King’s Cross pub, a small light might begin to dawn. Crowd-rouser, self-advertiser, commentator by a kind of involuted jokiness on the affairs of the world around him, this man of parts, solid parts but none too high, under a curly crown of hair, was something else as well – a capable pianist, in his own eyes a composer, not without a claim to some seriousness of intention under the burlesque. His nose went before him, unexceptionable and straight as a woodchip, not seeming (though possibly you couldn’t tell from that alone) to confirm anything like the racial history he claimed for himself. His eyes were lively but small, jaw scratchy, lines of the face growing fleshier as they proceeded downwards towards the neck, where despite the loss of definition they still managed to give an impression of fuzzy muscularity. And why stop there? You could go further, picking up indications as your eye drifted downwards, from the loose-necked well-ironed shirt with the cigarette packet in one pocket, the thickness at waist and hip, the preference for fashionably-cut trousers over shorts… all surely a wrong direction, all inessential, when what we really want is an outward tendency, the way the man projected himself through claims, lies, conversation, as the evening built in tone and burden there around their heads….




    At the moment, it seemed to have entered a quieter phase. Behind a long side table on the opposite wing of the bar’s L-shape, Neeomi’s acquaintance Brett, there before any of them, had managed to wangle them a few seats together. Yehune was wedged in, then, either by accident or some subtle engineering on the part of Tony and the others, somewhere near the middle of the bench, with Ruth on his right and Neeomi on his left. Not one of those friends or acquaintances referred to his last performance, taking care to use language for other things entirely;




    (though that turned out in the end to be something Yehune wouldn’t stand for, so that later, Mel still not having arrived, he made a careful reference to his musical efforts… Ruth asked him whether he’d been making the last bit up as he went along, to which he replied,




    ‘Mm – no. Seems that way sometimes though. That’s polytonalism, you see, Milhaud and the greats. But I’m taking it a bit further than he does, I’m trying to give an impression of, you know, a kind of, ah… bipartite structure… for the universe…’




    Neeomi on his left side, intent on picking a toothpick out of her drink, came back with,




    ‘Oa, Ye-hooooon. Stop bollocksing us.’)




    in the meantime he had a Bacardi and Coke to contemplate, and Guddie, diagonally opposite beside a couple he didn’t know, and the ice-blue backdrop of the drinks cooler behind the bar. There were bodies in continuous shuffle across the light, and the planes of faces, forever fading or shock-lit. Guddie’s. … Was dreamy, self-effacing, when you could see it clearly; with a haze of short hair over the right upper quarter and her right eye. Nice eyes, though. Could say the nose was a bit big. Guddie, what could that be short for? Gud, gud… Godiva? Godot? …or a female version, Godette? Music was piped in, hate piped fucking music; a shicker-shicker invading the sub-recesses of the mind while voices surged and rumbled above it; Neeomi’s chatting to Brett, who leaned in with a glass, Ruth’s calling across to someone.




    Now, a perception like Yehune’s couldn’t fail to be aware of the two separate bulges of female hip so close to his; one side and the other. Neeomi’s was pressed in the closer, while her upper body leant away. To him, it was true, the necessity for action had faded for the moment, giving way to a private vegetative underpath of experience in time, tinted with cold blue, persistently irritated by the shicker-shicker shit they thought was music. A sort of objective occurred to him, with time on his hands, in the absence of Mel… with one girl, he thought it might be possible. But two? Two at the same time?… Everything fell together into the form of a whole mandala of priorities, dares, revisable on the point of a moment. Both Ruth and Neeomi, you could have said, had shown at one time or another what might (Ruth shifted here, white skirt interestingly articulating) – be called – an interest.




    So then maybe…?




    Ruth’s response to the large but agile hand that took a position on her right hip was to stiffen a little bit, sit up straighter, falter in her conversation; unless it was that it had just then reached a lull. Neeomi, on the other hand, moved closer in. She was a taker of opportunities, Yehune could see it. Brett had turned to address someone else; even so, bloody hell – thank Go- Go- for the tableside. His left fingertips sensitively probed the loose folds of her dress, red with Turkish patterning of gold. That was the first site for an invasion, though of course both hands were supposed to go in together; only had one… brain… mm. There’s something, he could feel some part of her thigh, and, what was that? Cloth on cloth, it was hard to tell; but his right hand in the meantime was trying to negotiate what was a more difficult entrance-way, where the white skirt happened to be pulled tight under Ruth’s lower region.




    What’s that?… caught it. Ah, now… that’s what we’re looking for.




    The first to strike panties; and to do it he’d had to pull the skirt. A small pile of fabric, bags and a coat, was all that shielded him from Tony himself, the next in line. Something silk-like. Elusive fringe of scallops. On the other side, he found Neeomi’s higher up, which gave him more territory to cover before the discovery; there was a soft but apparently muscular surface before the elastic strip: your classic, ah, sports-panties; couldn’t imagine the colour ­– Ruth’s by contrast were a sort of French style, he could see them grey like the soft grey radiance of Guddie’s dress across the table….




    Neeomi turned and looked him straight in the face, eyebrows lifted. It was disconcerting, when you’d just grabbed hold of her most private undergarment with some sort of he supposed unstated romantic intention… just us kikes don’worry… so you can imagine. He looked back at her, blandly aware, meeting the accusation with as bald a face as he could.




    ‘Hmm,’ said Neeomi, just audibly, and accepted an answer or an attitude, moulding herself into him in a way that might be almost too obvious to someone able to see more clearly than the darkness allowed, or, worse still, make a guess at what his other hand was doing.




    Now Brett was off and making contacts, some group of hard-boys in shorts it looked like; and what’s-his-name… Dennis. Good one. Left Neem-, left us free. In a private corner of time Yehune experienced a phenomenon where figures and dapples of colour and the sharp-edged bar furniture seemed to fall together into one neglectable screen; his vision wandered away; all his attention was gathered into the tiny sensory trigger-points in broad square fingers. Down across the lines of Neeomi, he searched, particularly insistent on and around the creases where fabric joined to flesh. And the flesh to flesh?… that’s another thing…. While at the same time his right hand was savouring a slimmer softer kind of thigh, moving upwards for some reason, to challenge the unyielding stiffness that had come over Ruth. Amazing, the skin, how it was actually smoother than the silk… or silky-stuff. Why didn’t she look round? Know your luck, you never, he drawled or jabbered inwardly; but Yehune did know it. It was that nervous reaction of Ruth’s – trying to pretend it wasn’t happening? Maybe even hoping he wouldn’t stop? – that held the whole precarious moment up.




    He couldn’t leave it, he just couldn’t be content. It was in the nature of a Yehune to find out how far he could go. He began to snake his right hand further round, experimentally, frontwards across the delicate structure of Ruth’s hip, towards that fascinating tuck of the silk (as he saw it in his mind’s eye, character-lit in darkness) between the legs and under. Some barrier in the intricacies of cloth gave way; did she relax there a bit?… can’t be sure; either way he was going there; he was… in there, surely; almost round….




    Now, in direct contrast to Ruth, Neeomi had let herself fall into a dreamy and languorous state of pure enjoyment, expressed mainly in motions of the body, realignments, cooing gestures of the lips up towards the nearer of Yehune’s ears. She had a tendency to let her eyes rove freely, over bags and scattered gear, and even as far as the crotches of companions male or female. That was how she became aware. Something in a moving bulge towards the tightened front of Ruth’s skirt, which was a white shape in the gloom, must have caused her to look again and hesitate for an explanation and make a scan of the exact set of Yehune’s shoulders; and then she rose.




    ‘Shit!’ she said.




    She upset coats and jackets, bumped the arm of a girl on the bench to her left, as she skipped sideways and along, trying to get clear of the seat and out onto the floor.




    ‘You bloody bastard!’ she called at Yehune. Her voice was loud. With one clean jerk, he swept his hand clear of the central regions of Ruth.




    ‘Whatizza mumble mumble…’ Brett turned to her where he stood not far away, and she addressed the world in a high clear voice,




    ‘He’s got his fucking hand under that bitch’s… fucking… skirt!’




    People were already beginning to collect. Some were smiling. Yehune quickly put both hands up above the table, displaying them; not that that really convinced anyone, or had any effect on the uglier expressions that were beginning to appear on faces here and there. Especially Brett’s own. Tony had actually stood up and forged into the crowd, with an intention that will unfortunately never be known, because Brett had got away from him and was trying to rejoin his laddish friends in the back-depths of the room where the crowd and the levels of noise came to a local climax. Dennis; oh yeah.




    Yehune chanced a look at Ruth beside him, sitting there deprived of the support she’d, you know, grown to…. Loosened up by the run of events, she let her head turn and consider him.




    Further out on the floor, Neeomi seemed to be on the point of delivering some terrific speech. She looked around, possibly for Brett, didn’t find him, and saw something might be Tony bearing down might be something else she saw; but she took one look and turned, elasticated haunches, flag waving, red with gold. Yehune could make out buttocks moving under cloth, then the standing ranks.




    Piano behind that. Time to move, yeah, do something. Barside? No no, gotta extricate, extrapulate. Give ’em a chance to, you know, cool off, let it all blow over….




    There were currents in motion, people swaying to and fro, and the stubby pianist as he launched himself out sensed rather than saw a jostling for position somewhere over in the other direction. Meantime he made a sort of pretence of trying to follow after Neeomi. ‘Neeomi,’ he even said. It was the work of a moment to shoulder aside the circles gathered to talk around the stool, gently, everything gently, and sit himself down there; nothing’s happening here and nothing’s ever even going to….




    Whaddaya think? Something calming, Rachmaninoff, something… not the C sharp minor. Avoid the big noise, that’s for sure. Try the Elegie, op three number one? OK, take it, let’s see if this old clanger’ll sustain a note….




    The introduction slipped in softly, line of deadened individual banjo-plucks; until the first notes of the theme came sounding, cantando, downward-falling, défaillant. As a mark of defiance someone at the bar had turned up the canned music, coming in a rush. Then lilted, shaped and jangling, poignantly off the beat, those, several, clangs. Oh Ruthie Ruthie Roo. Soft double-notes went rising to a spire, falling again. Now see if we… who’s that, was it Ruth and then to join her Guddie stood and working their way out over the floor, going up to Thomas, Tom? Could be, probably, hard to see; because by the time the theme came in stronger again or was it just a bit afterwards the noise in competition for a wonder died, or at least dropped down a lot. Great, good girls, gi’s a chance. And – yipso, missed a couple there –




    The pegs, the mask, the inter intertwig of Rachmaninoff’s broad romantic tirade swelled out over the barside modern-blue and the clumping of human forms to drink and talk, oh voices tower’d, immense recursion, immemorially meandering march! and march! and ripple, clatter down! – with all the singing Yehune with his years of training on the instrument could shoehorn into it. Given that the scaly old goanna wasn’t even remotely up to it; so you go out, drop away; or even easier try and imagine it’s a piano you’re playing. There was an effect, though, as if the air was altered in pitch or velvet consistency of darkness; currents in the crowd-drift smoothed away; even though the number of people must have been the same there seemed more of them seated, fewer to blunder and disturb each other out on the floor. Taint in the air of organism… oh yeah. A Russian onion dome in nineteenth-century coattails. Take care on those bloody doubles. Hey, I know; it’s Classical, eh, background music, so you keep to your seats and talk. Well, good enough. Neither he nor anybody there could have denied it, the atmosphere there in that venue was growing again on the spot, some plant-effect; or could be he was just applying a bit of antifungus to mushrooms that were waiting in the murk to bloom again….




    And time passed, time passed, past the central catastrophe, with a nice poised – locked – rubato on those uppers, and a fall, like turgid flopdown under pedal stacc and down right-thundering-down-into-the-depths; then three mighty notes to end it – wink… wink-wink.




    Shit what a travesty. Hope I didn’t break something there.




    There was something missing; something white, light, long, with orange tidemark. Bug me, never did get a chance to light one. The instinctive twitch of the hand towards his upper pocket had to be restrained, no point now. Yehune swivelled instead with an energetic straddling movement of both legs to look out on the space he’d held for the odd few moments under his sway. There was a change, to him; a subtle difference in the shading and coloration and the clothes that struck his eye from this direction or that. Cutback. Static display. He stood up now, no need to be hustled off the stool, and threaded his way back in again.




    On the lookout. Darling Harbour aquarium. … Little darlings; met ’em at Darling.




    The fag was already pulled out and lit, the canned music turned up above the twitter, when he spotted Guddie turned back-on to him, a chair or two along now. He cruised up puffing, to take a space beside Ruth on the wall bench.




    She mumbled something; didn’t catch. But he began to apologise, just on the off chance, in case she still mightn’t be aware of his simultaneous approach to Neeomi in the underbasis; or, you could say, where she lived. Why not eh? Give it a burl.




    He was saying: ‘I’m really sorry about that, Ruth. It was just Neeomi, she was sort of jealous… I guess she must have got this idea into her head…’




    Ruth passed a significant glance to Guddie, who passed it back to Ruth. The falling half-curtain of her hair was dark and streaked with orange, yielding suddenly to that unbelievably soft texture of skin (skin; remember skin). And a contained little orange-crimson mouth, not like Neeomi’s big snapper. Ruth. She reached up, then, to just touch Yehune’s shoulder.




    ‘That was so nice – what you were playing there.’




    ‘Oh, right. The Elegie. Rachmaninoff. Famous, ah, Russian guy, from a while ago…’




    ‘I wish I could…’




    Just like that, he thought. Just like that, he was re-established, though maybe not with all his faculties intact. A famous Russian guy, right…. Careful with the hands now, careful. Just gently, no skin, back of the shoulder, like that. And he leaned back, taking a long draw on his fag.




    My God though. I’d never’ve thought the Late Romantics were such a chick-magnet.




    And he put it to them, ‘What would you think about moving on, about now?’




    Guddie put in a word from across the table,




    ‘I’m easy.’




    ‘Oh – but what about that Friend of Yours that’s supposed to come?’




    Ruth almost looked anxious, as if considerate for that unknown person. He had, Yehune might have admitted, become a bit of an icon, talking-point, and so inevitably was making his bloody presence felt even when he wasn’t even present like just that time before when Neeomi was asking about




    (Neeomi had said:




    ‘Oh no, he sounds like a real wet blanket. You mean he crashes early and never ever goes out?’




    ‘No, no, just tonight, I thought he might have, you know. He works till quite late. Then he has to get the ferry or something.’




    ‘Fffff. I bet he’s tall and got little weaky blue eyes.’




    That had made Yehune shift radially from the waistband up. But being Yehune, he was ready with the persuasive spiel,




    ‘Hell no, you’ve got him wrong. Mel’s an absolute prince. At least, girls always think so. Something in his face, God knows, it always beats me. But as a guy, I mean – he’s the best. … Shit, would I be flatting with him otherwise?’




    Neeomi mocked and laughed and mocked again, but he’d been able to observe the face of Guddie across the table with an expression of serious interest, taking it all in – silver-wafting, twilit lily. Contemplative, literal, tentative. And he thought, remembered thinking, ‘That’s for Mel,’ as just then again now in the crowd )




    The crowd Mosaicly parted in front to admit a sort of deputation, tightly meshed. People shuffled to make room. OK – could be Brett? Or Dennis, is that, standing shorter and bent bullishly forwards, with a black moustache like two bits of charcoal stuck to his upper lip.




    Dennis came out with,




    ‘Are you satisfied?’




    That, as Yehune had learned over his years in various pubs and situations, was a proposition not worth answering. Are you satisfied. Oh no laddie boy. His experience was that you could sometimes turn away a fair amount of wrath by refusing to believe you could possibly be the person spoken to.




    ‘Are you fucking satisfied?’ the one with the moustache repeated louder. He was isolated in the front, the others hanging silent behind him. Brett was in there somewhere, doing nothing; but we’re here – gotta hand it to us – back up our mate.




    ‘Shit, I mean, what are ya?’ Dennis prosecuted. ‘Fucking old hoaries, coming over here, stealing our woomin…’




    ‘Thinks he can play the piano…’ someone added.




    ‘And you shut your drain,’ Dennis reacted, turning at head and shoulders and talking into the murk.




    Now was the time to move, if ever there was one. Are you satisfied. Yep, sure am, thanks, armful of girl like yours isn’t; but I can see how I might not be when you and your mates have corrected the situation. He glanced over towards the front way. Not much hope there….




    ‘Well, what about it?’ The spokesman’s patience was nearly at an end; he barked again,




    ‘Hey, you! Ki! I’m talking to you.’




    Tony had come up, forming a sort of end-of-bench rearguard. Yehune made little whispers to Ruth, seeming self-involved, but always scanning the currents of movement. Was there a side-entrance somewhere? Yeah, surely….




    And as it sometimes will, a complicating factor happened to intrude at just that point of a moment in time in the form of a chubby little guy about seventeen or eighteen who probably shouldn’t have been in a pub anyway, skipping in from the direction of the shadowy rear doors, crucially dividing the challenger’s attention,




    ‘Den! Ah… Joicob sez he wants to talk to ya abeart the bee - .’




    Or something, bee-oo, bull, bayo… not that it mattered, because Yehune was already on his feet, not minding the girls or the hands on drinks that might have interrupted the smoothness of his progress over Ruth almost and inboards of Tony, leaving them to find their own way after him, thrusting himself along past wall candles, boozers, and something oversized like a lit-up papier-mâché mask. To the deeper, the shadier wall, is it this…?




    Yes. Out into darkness. A self-contained street, with small white tables. Doorman hanging there. The girls should be coming out. C’mon. Hear anything? The sound of a ruckus growing from inside, a breakout, maybe, of what? Equivalent of rednecks: brownface, brickiebum. He could catch more-or-less distinctly out of the layers of interior clamour,




    ‘Where’s the?… Shit, can’t have…’




    ‘Come on, we’ll teach ’eem…’




    And he had to wait. Was that them? No, damn and bugger. The feeling of a division of worlds came down on him again; once in; then out; which brought to his mind the white humming machines of the Print Shop, set here and there in the vast sky past street walls; and surprising isolated pictures from Greville’s motorcycle repair shop. Old Grev, he’d… well, fuck…




    There was a guttural shout. Here they are now. Something like,




    ‘Fucking Ooree!’




    And passing the scattered white of tables he heard already dwindling behind him a casual interchange of strangers,




    ‘What’s that, Ooree?’




    ‘You know. … A Maori dick.’




    ‘Oh, OK.’




    Then he was with Ruth, with Guddie, Tony a bit behind, making their way back into the larger street while Yehune thought about, remembered, swinging with the shark-head off a bar, Piano Bar, I did say the Piano. Coming after? Blue-dog muzzle sabre teeth not once. Lights were up against the blank of lightlessness, some breeze in the functions of man on sidewalks, and he balanced straight and upwards like a rail, a scaffold-piece, seeing a moment out of Sydney Zoo a crowd of schoolkids, ‘what a gross monkey’




    And feeling Ruth’s fingers tight against his side like a little clutching parcel of mice.




    Hearing


    





    ba-boon ba. Ba-boon ba. A huh a huh-huh


    





    the warpaint face of an adult male baboon screeching full-voice and the grace of the limbs in intersymmetric arcs that thrash up and down in loose-to-vagrant motion follow motion arms thrown further than the legs a harrrnk a harr-harrrnnnk where something catch something in the irrecoverably-foreign creases around eye and temple age-old knowing and enraged white rage and rage and rage


    





    the catastrophic roar of an open-throat Harley 1200 from one set of lights to the next. Congratulations, boys, you made it. Funny how I once. More Greville’s cup of tea, or, I don’t know, fucking mescaline, chuck up and start, chuck up and start. Now would you say that was one of them coming


    





    ba


    





    and shrunk down planed back like a computer simulation the face that huge schematic flatrun of the Australian continent out yellow like a map goes antitelescoped down and down and referenced under a frame of white serrations until there’s nothing nothing boys but a postage stamp with a tiny wink at Sydney commemorating float to curl in an album god jeezyboys Our Nation


    





    or not, got shorts just like them


    





    piano’s a floating box in the sea in oilpoint patterns lift of the w w


    





    sampled just


    


    





    with the sand in streaks slopes up from the low-tide and the shunt of the wind that nudges me on from behind, wandering this way out to the heads, where I took a quick glance back and was nearly blinded by the glare of the sun where that turreted effigy burned like a paling with the radiance green-pale and fading to red at the sides, like a fairy palace; oh yeah, the power station; two thin chimneys up to the sky. Turned back with a spectral rotor in the edge of my focus that clashed with the ripple of wet sand in the lee of the rocks there coated with green slime. Slime was the slime I used to see on the concrete pathway from Thompsons round to Piri where Mandy slipped one day and couldn’t get up and I stayed with her while Geoff ran for help, how old, she must only have been three or four. So many of those, scattering of scraps along the way like strewn bits of rubbish in the runs of seaweed here half-dried and separating one colour of sand from another; there’s splinters of wood I can see in there and shells and cardboard lolly-sticks and foam packing bits and red plastic ties washed up on the lift of waves. I can remember white foam pieces that we took for floating soldiers and played with all one Christmas holiday afternoon, and the next day they were nearly all gone and we scratched around finding one here and a cluster of three there trying to start the game again, and Geoff said he should have thought of collecting some together and putting them in a cleft in the rock above the tidemark. That’s the difference. That’s all the difference, the cut, the lightning cut, when you suddenly look back and see out of another time the moment of thinking that’s divisional irreconcilable. Or maybe it’s something that happens when you step into a plane on one side of the world and sit and sleep and wake up and trail out at airports and don’t sleep and get in another and get out again and in the end you walk out somewhere else, another world, another planet, not having seen anything in between, ripple across of static, something missing in the head. So we decided to do it the other way instead, place to place to place, and in the end it’s still the same. Sand sinks leaving footprints, one, another, sampled just. One one one, then another, one beach and another, Thompsons in Maeraki to Longniddry, Bents, never just now without that nagging movement past the wind to the right of me and a bit above of the guy that I can see thrusting on taking paths parallel and opposed through tussock up over the shoulder of the bank. Running man. Keeping up, Yehune the old and best, and I wish I could see what’s going through his head, crackle of galvanic fires through slight horns out above the temples, I keep wondering what it was and can’t help thinking about it here where there are no cliffs towering up into headlands but only the furze and leafless trees leaning away out of the shock of the wind


  




  

    The Bondi House


    


    


    





    He came through the shimmering, beast-infested Aussie darkness (not that dark really), through a shadowy crosscut of light effects from streetlamps and house windows and the October sky, in a seething whisper from the bushes and unmown grass, off the sidewalk, up the cracked concrete of a path, to the place where treeheads gave way to the shape of a Colonial-style roof. He was walking fast, nearly running. A stray flap of his shirt appeared behind him now and then, surprisingly, like the tail of a rooster startled in retreat. It billowed again as he flew up the two wooden steps in one, past the white verandah railing, and pulled himself up at the front door.




    A dum-dum de da. Now who’s left the fucking… oh right, Mel must be. About Jesus time too; um… my f’ck’n keys. Keys. Keys.




    This house, which had been his dossing-place for three months now, was an ungainly hat and verandah in West Bondi crowded round with a maze of other temporary dwelling places, on a hillside that fell through the twists and turns of residential streets all the way down to Campbell Parade and the Beach. It was a thing of layers, of generations; leased by Kiwis, run by Kiwis, for an endless line of Kiwi travellers past and future, occasionally fixed or adjusted or (most often) repainted by the people who happened to be staying in it at the time, but in a way that was always makeshift, never seeing beyond the next few weeks of occupation. To keep any mental picture of it, to think of it in any way as home, you had to hold a lot of unmanageable detail in mind – reworked piping on the wall by the shed, the little touched-up patches in the paint around the door, incursions of jasmine and nasturtiums into the front path with paspalum and dock towering up behind it – which the pianist brought off without the need for conscious thought. He paused in front of the door, solid on his large feet, his shirttail dangling. He registered the halo of small insects around the outside light; different levels of grey in the shed wall; and most especially the difficulty of getting his hand in through the trapdoor forwards and then turning the key backwards while all the rest of the keys did their best to bugger up on something.




    He saw the details, caught, processed and discarded them, as separate events in his progress through the maze of streets; the way back, back to number 24. He came poised on a headlong rush of movement, out of the Sydney traffic and the streets and bars of King’s Cross, singing under his breath, ‘Ape-man, ape-, ape-a man.’ He had absolutely no claim to being a Jew. Yehune was not his real name.




    His loud voice intersected with the crash of the screen door back on its moorings,




    ‘Mel! … Mel!’




    and a moment later he was clomping along the bare boards of the hall. Without bothering with the doorhandle, he punched his way through the third door on the left, and was carried on by pure momentum. But he changed direction, turned away into the doorside ­– why? It could have been out of a kind of belated respect.




    A body was lying supine on the counterpane of the bed; and he had a lightning association with bodies flung in dark earth ditches in South America, Nicaragua, El Salvador. Leavings of the death-squads. Only there the smell and the surroundings might be different – flies, and a dirt ridge, and another dozen or so bodies scattered around. Here he saw a piled-up shelf, a window propped open, and a pack on the floor from which all sorts of small possessions fanned outwards.




    ‘Oh, hi,’ said Yehune in a quieter voice.




    What was on the bed stirred fitfully, struggling for life and movement. After about a second it managed to bring up its head.




    ‘Shit, man…’ it rasped, ‘… was asleep.’ Then immediately afterwards, ‘Was I asleep? Dunno.’




    Over the face in the artificial light ­– small blue eyes, a nose broad at the base – came a look of disarmed self-study. For a moment; then gone.




    ‘So where were you?’ Yehune asked, leaning more easily against the wall beyond the open door. He was already drawing a cigarette out of the packet from his shirt pocket and fiddling around for matches.




    ‘Oh yeah… I said I’d meet you, didn’t I? At the – Yitz or the Bluegum or something.’




    ‘Yip. It’s a bar.’




    ‘Uh- huuuhhh.’




    That seemed to be all the body could manage; what strength it had ever had was already exhausted. Its head flopped back on the pillow. Yehune – the one who called himself Yehune – went through the deliberately calming routine of lighting his cigarette from a match wedged just above his palm, shaking the match out and replacing it carefully in the box. He enjoyed his first, deep, flavourful puff. With the easy detachment his higher energy level gave him, he cast an eye over the thing on the bed.


    





    There was no barrier between them. Or at least, that was the ancient wisdom, formulated in a time when time itself was blindingly open to the long, long sunlight in the sky over the north-of-Auckland bays, when none of them knew anything, nobody knew anything, except whatever small items might have filtered in through the moribund grey curtain of their courses at Montgomery Secondary. It was surprising what massive, sometimes indelible misconceptions could arise between two school-age people, in the atmosphere of the small coastal district of Maeraki, out of haphazard talk and the desire to be – some word, some -ism – which then had to be mentally constructed on the spot out of bits and pieces of things they’d read. There were similarities between them, that was true, this Mel Seuchar and the self-proclaimed Yehune; they spoke alike, sometimes accidentally thought alike, or at least with the same external result, making the same dint or imprint on the earth’s great busily-connecting fabric of scratches. On the other hand, they were fundamentally different. Mel – tall and slim and lightly detached at the head, with hair the colour of dry tussock in an early Southland twilight, no great physique, but a mind that was able to stretch out of itself so far as to write good essays, pass exams – Mel was both straightforward and a little bit shrinking in his approach to the world, and would get involved in small clashes and arguments wherever he went. Yehune, as we know already, a solid five foot five with a thatch of dark curling hair, was an extrovert, a funny-man, with an unusual amount of moral courage single-mindedly devoted to not giving a holy shit; and yet he was always sliding away from you, difficult to analyse or confront, as if his real self was set in some unguessable shape about two micrometres behind the exterior.




    Mel had never been anything but Mel, born to a Scottish father and a fifth-generation New Zealand mother in the old National Women’s Hospital in Auckland (since demolished), and had stayed in the same place being the same Mel Seuchar without swerve or apology throughout his school life and university years. Yehune, by contrast, had origins that were complex, overlayered, having come out of some mid-North Island small town at the age of ten, then through a succession of schools as his socially-ambitious parents had followed their star through the different areas of Auckland. It was in the last of those schools, Montgomery, that the two boys had met, broken apart, joined up again on the accident of their classes and the social mix, and an association had developed that was founded on – what? On some long-running legend of a similarity in aspirations. On music, on random clutter, books, motorcycles (not, yet, to mention their big mistake, that central sin against society that, knowing nothing, they’d managed to fall into before they realised how much it would end up setting them apart) – on a certain long talk between them and another boy on the muddy floor of E Block, on a later moment in a University Student Union refectory… an association that was allowed to grow as far as an actual mirroring of gestures and mannerisms between one and the other, a chiming of the timbres of the voice, at least to people who didn’t know them too well, in the years after school. They ‘thought together’. That was the easy phrase, those were the words, repeated without effort in the mind of Yehune behind the swirls and haloes the smoke made in the breeze from the open window, as he looked his friend up and down.




    Thinking,




    Jeez, Mel. Lying there covered in mud and shit. Gidday mate, I’m Joe Bloggs from the estuary, ’scusee, just crapped me waders. Can just see him walking into the Yip like that, doubt if he’d have turned a hair, hi Yehune, sorry, didn’t have time to change. Rufus! Outski. Oh, but….




    At the same time, he was remembering scraps of a more recent history: him and Mel, their plans to leave, the selling of bikes, the actual moment of buying tickets in Hueffer’s Travel in the Bay. All of which hadn’t done much in the end, it seemed, but drop them here, into urban Bondi – what he might call a far more Aussie variation on the fucking plot. Sourly he let his eyes brush over the shapes of two unmuscular lower legs, ending in khaki socks.




    And launched himself away from the wall, taking a fierce sharp draw on the fag. A bag on the littered floor containing notebooks and more bags got in his way, and he turned, still moving his arms in gestures.




    ‘Well, anyway, listen: this is what we’ve got to do,’ he said. ‘There’s two girls I met tonight, they’re at home, I mean, one of their homes, and we’re going out to meet them again. One’s just right for you. Guddie, her name is. Really nice, ash-blonde hair, nose is a bit big but excellent little eyes, ah…’




    ‘Oh, right. Yeah.’ The words came heavily. ‘Thing is, I don’t know, I seem to be utterly crashed out just now. Happened to me on the bus coming back. It’s like, this punch-drunk boxer just came in and slogged me out of the sky. Chuuu-uuf. Dead…. Muh.’




    ‘No no no. Shit, these are girls. Have you forgotten what those are? … Anyway I thought you came on the ferry.’




    ‘Oh no. Not for a… working up round South Head.’




    Mel’s voice was already weakening; he was settling more comfortably into his new position, turned onto one side on the rucked bamboo-printed coverlet, so that fragments of dried something-or-other on his left jeans leg began to flake off and trickle away across the cloth.




    ‘Don’t go to sleep! I’ve been telling them all about you.’




    It was painful how long the answer took to come. ‘Oh, yeah. I seem to remember I did have some kind of intention of getting there… remember that distinctly… but it just seemed to dissolve into those pictures along the way, little red-brick hinterlands, watertanks, different coloured glows in the sky. Hit me.’




    ‘You got tired. – Is that your workboots on the cover?’




    ‘I’ve got newspaper.’




    It was true, there were three double sheets of the Sydney Herald pulled up and distorted under the mud-caked pair of boots. Nor, really, was it any concern of Yehune’s, when this room belonged to Mel at least temporarily, he himself having shifted across into the couples’ room the month before when Gibby and Sheil moved out. Still, Yehune looked down at the bed again with a secret irritation, smoothed over the line of his own clothes, and discovered the untucked shirttail, which he began with precise movements to feed back under his waistband. Thinking: Time for a shower. Could do with a piss as well. I know who goes first though. Fucking scruffy bastard, but, I dunno, you never know….




    Girls occurred in his head again – a bedroom, with a plastic stereo and some dim boy-wonder posters. It brought back his crowning moment, palpation of curves, intensest curves, under what looked like a bright-pink wallflower. He laughed.




    ‘What?’ Mel mumbled.




    ‘Oh… nothing. Just, you know… stuff that happened.’




    ‘What?’




    Yehune squelched down on the side of the bed, feeling the springs give under his weight. He made a quick scan of the room; bike hung askew on two hooks hammered into the wall, Mel’s books and notebooks piled on the bedside prop.




    ‘Well – at one point I managed to get my hands up two girls’ skirts at once.’




    ‘Aah, huh. Good-good. … Anything else?’




    ‘Well, it wasn’t that bad ­– that chaotic. If that’s what you mean. Ah, let’s see… I played the piano a bit in this bar, that was good for a laugh. Then I managed that with the girls – not your one, don’ worry, it was a new one, someone old Tony’s trying to wangle a job for. Then, you know, some of the Australians seemed to take a bit of offence at that, so we had these Aussie weight-lifter types after us…’




    ‘Sounds about typical. Glad I wasn’t there, I would’ve been the one who got hit by that bottle that flew past your head.’




    ‘Anyway, this girl Ruth took me over to her place… not far from here to there.’ And recalling the ride out, the brief side-run into Bondi, he added laconically, ‘Shit, we need to buy a car though. Can’t run a life without one, in Sydney.’




    ‘A car…?’




    Mel had half-risen by this time, holding himself up on his elbows. He seemed to be listening well enough. But his tone just then was deadening, as if he was trying to kill a concept by nothing more than a determined resistance to all vibration.




    So fucking




    ‘So anyway – mmf – you want to come out?’




    ‘Oh, yeah… I mean, I would have.’




    The words came slowly, in snatches, nasally drawling, then falling back to silence.




    ‘… If not for this… you know, been building walkways all day. This guy there, Chris… knows all about the way to build them, knows all the Aus native timbers, or I don’t know if they’re native, all grow around here though. I mean, he was telling me quite a lot.’ Mel shifted his weight, held up now by only one elbow. ‘Poor bastard has this girlfriend with expensive tastes, he’s thinking of quitting and getting a proper job somewhere. Rache, her name is. Fucking pain. You know, all that… expertise… just getting lost. Knows every bark, every bud. I’d like to talk to him again. But that’s the way of it.’




    There was a pause, as they both considered the way of it.




    ‘The others,’ Mel went on, ‘… they’d be quite happy to stay there till doomsday. I can see into their heads. They’re, I mean… we could’ve met them in New Zealand. Easily. There’s this Maori guy there, came over a month before us…’




    ‘Old stick-in-the-muds, huh? Go off working in Sydney parks.’




    ‘Yeah yeah, I know. Me, if I’ve got a job, I’ve got a job. You seem to fly around like a, um, bloody chalk-fight, bike mechanic here, Print Shop there…’




    ‘Hm. So what about the Maori guy?’




    ‘Oh, yeah… excuse me, brain’s off on its travels. Peter, his name is. He’s a real laugh, he keeps talking about the kind of plants and trees and all that, but he always uses the New Zealand name… I mean, you know, he takes some New Zealand native that’s sort of remotely like it and calls it that. Gods, it’s hilarious. Pisses the others off untold. I mean, I don’t know what he’s talking about half the time either.’




    ‘Shit God. It sounds just like Matamata.’




    Saying that, absently, not with the sort of commitment that would go to seem to make it true or not true, just exactly as if he was thinking of something else, Yehune stood up from the bedside again. He considered the fag, nearly burned away to nothing. Gasp or two to go. Looked down again at Mel.




    Who’d just finished saying,




    ‘Now that’s an awful thing to say about anything. What makes you reckon?’




    ‘… You’re not referring to Australian trees in Maori yourself yet?’




    ‘Yeah, I’ve picked it up a bit. Just for devilment. Or maybe ’cause I can see how his brain’s working. I think he gets a bit of stick here. And it’s work work work, for who, for what, and we’re not even all that far away…’




    Yehune felt no impatience. But the fag was finished, time for another, and he didn’t especially want to break into the store in his breast pocket. Better his own room. … Quick piss, then, and off to get ’em.




    ‘Shall I ring those girls?’ he said briskly. ‘I’ve got Ruth’s number.’




    ‘Yeah… better ring and tell them.’




    ‘Tell them. So you’re not up for it?’




    ‘No… sorry… swimming. Couldn’t bolt another log. See the heads of trees… gum trees. Bark up close.’




    Mel had fallen back again. His eyes were closed, and you could see the delicate but in no way feeble structuring in his face and head; bones there all right, the three dimensions picked out in light and shade. Without moving anything but his mouth, he began a strange and wandering monologue, not without spirit, not without the sort of mistracked concentration you might expect in a dream,




    ‘You know, I came across this leaf, held it up to the light and you could see through it; go to skeletons; there’s usually quite a few on the ground after the… skip it. But it makes, I don’t know how to say it. A picture in your head. Something you can suddenly understand, like the spark in a plug. And there are so many, millions on millions. So I thought, you know, they’re like pages, you could do something with that – an angling of the light. You’d have to draw, I don’t know, cartoons… have to use something more than just text. But the sunlight, spilling across it all. That’s the continuity. The swim, something that joins one indelible… thing… to another. That’s what we’re missing, something that’s over and above the pages. Nothing like the black… block… texts in your Print Shop. It’s like water, something flowing across it all. If you could only get that, what we’re missing…’




    His eyes twitched open, looked away to the side,




    ‘because, you know that thing, we’re always divided away from ourselves, moods come in and make us forget what we were feeling two minutes ago… pfauuugh…’




    and closed, giving it up,




    ‘Oh, shit… just tired.’




    …




    Through all this, Yehune hadn’t made a noise, nor had he been really watching his friend or listening to the words he was saying; it was too far removed from what he’d call real to make any dent in his own way of perceiving the world. Instead, he was looking fixedly in another direction. He glared with something like intensity, something like suspicion, a contraction of the whole head and face that wasn’t flattering to the set of his fleshy neck. … At what? The wall, under the rear derailleur of a hanging racing-bike complete with decals and what he would have called the best tyres money could buy, flat as they were just then. There he was, standing in Sydney, staring at a wall. The Sydney, that is, of the casual layabout, labourer or bush-valet, the drifting backpacker whose aim was to get out into the burned interior or up and down the coast, see Surfers and the Reef, then bounce away to some other country. Not the cutthroat business Sydney; not the home of Sydney’s residents. What was more, in Bondi, where Kiwis were known to rent houses on-and-off for months or years. Looking at nothing, at a tyre scuffmark on a pink-blancmange-coloured stretch of plaster. Something was beginning to creep up on him; an objective realisation, an abstract assessment, something that wasn’t natural to his way of thinking at all, if you ignored what he said about himself and looked at his actual mental habits. It was moving up beside him, gaining ground. It was something about the two of them – something to do with Mel.




    Yehune already knew that the choice of Bondi, West Bondi in particular, and of this house – who’d chosen that? – was something stereotypical. A sort of public declaration of the will to move. Because this was the direction everybody always went in, at least in Yehune and Mel’s perspective, when they began the classic world adventure tour of the young Kiwi. Of which there were several versions they knew of – you might begin with the Trans-Australian, but from there the direction had to be upwards, for the run of South East Asia or the sub-Asian Spice Trail; either that or the big one, the major hoof, north through China to the Soviet Union and all the way west across the world’s largest continent to break in on Europe through the back door. Consequently, there were Kiwis everywhere in Bondi, in that house, in the neighbouring houses, walking through the streets sporting equipment labelled Macpac and Fairydown, leaning together swapping notes in pubs, or even laughably trying to avoid meeting other Kiwis in an area that had reached something like saturation point, where the shopkeepers or lifeguards or rubbish collectors were as likely as not to have originated two hundred metres down the road from them in their own country.




    OK so far. (Decals said Hi-Sprite, Trundlegear, Shimano.) … But there was another West Bondi tradition, what you might call people-exchange. This was generally known to be the place where groups broke up, the die-hards left and blazed their trails in some direction while those who were more easily contented held down a job, got tired of it and drifted back across the Tasman, or else settled down with some Aussie guy or girl and converted to what you might call a common-law Australian. The red-faced guy who ran the corner milkbar, Larry, was it – he was a Kiwi; his two friends and his girlfriend had run on for Bali a year and a half ago and he was still making hopeful noises about catching them up… no. No. How could that be relevant? That was – someone else.




    But what was it that made Yehune, fagless, pinned there under the monologue, begin to have suspicions of his friend? Mel hadn’t wanted to change his unambitious Sydney job since he got it. He just plodded in every day. But more than that, some impression of pure fixation, an imaginative self-involvement growing free in the drift of all those words, as if, possibly, their speaker felt comfortable enough where he was, had begun to paint him in Yehune’s eyes in the colours of a stayer – someone who against all expectation might turn out to be lacking in the real spirit of adventure.




    He pushed himself away from the bed. He didn’t see the hanging bike; only the swing past, to a window open on the insectile night.




    ‘Fuck it,’ he said.




    Mel didn’t react. So Yehune followed through; he squatted down, pulled open the lowest drawer of a chipped blue-painted chest of drawers, and began to root around among wads of loose papers.




    ‘Fuck it,’ he said again more harshly.




    If he’d taken the time to glance to his left, he might have noticed Mel lift his head again and watch him with something around the lips that was… amused? Enigmatic. Prow-lipped in the light.




    ‘You know,’ Yehune was saying, ‘it’s about time we left. I mean, left Oz. We can get tickets to Hong Kong, should give ourselves a week or so though. Whaddaya think? Getting out of here?’




    He didn’t pause long enough to allow an answer, nor look up from his busy shuffling and sorting of what looked like sheaves of out-of-date junk mail,




    ‘I was talking to a guy in the shop who reckons you can still get it all done in Hong Kong, but you have to go through the travel agents instead of the individual embassies now. Something Student Travel, it was. – Cas’ll have something in that letter of his. – Said the advantage is they speak English there, you can get all your visas together in about a week… two at the most. So we’d have to budget for a couple of weeks there.’ His large, efficient fingers were picking out shiny foldovers, throwing aside bills and sheets of typescript. ‘I don’t know that it’s all that expensive.’ With a loud rattle, he pulled the drawer out whole and deposited it on the floor. ‘Feeuuh – fuck-k-kin’. There’s a sort of backpacker’s place, isn’t there, what’s it called, Chongching Mansions? – We’d have to chart our route beforehand, get all the dates. Think there’s a brochure round here somewhere. Got it back in Hueffer’s, so it’s probably all changed…’ He pulled out a piece of printout, ‘Shit, will you take a look at all these bloody currencies…’ But the words had begun to run down, wind away to nothing, giving way to mumbled phrases with the occasional punctuating curse.




    In the meantime, the other one in the room lay propped there on the crook of an arm. For lack of a free shoulder to shrug, he barely inclined his head to the upwards side.




    ‘Yeah. All right.’


  




  

    First Steps


    


    


    





    Yehune appeared walking purposefully, his red Macpac on his back and a sleek black airline bag in one hand. Behind him towered and hesitated the fairer-topped head of Mel, upright at least, and committed enough to hold up an ex-army pack and a smaller backpack in the face of the crowds; but somehow questing, loose-jointed, as if he were being pulled along on an invisible elastic string.




    The leader stopped for a moment to consider signs. The other, drawn up level, took it as an opportunity for conversation,




    ‘Airport. Hilarious.’




    ‘Yep. First and last flight though.’




    ‘We hope.’




    Ignoring him, Yehune slid off to his right, sifting and processing information, Qant-inental-El Al, peering through racks, terraces, human figures draped in cloth, searching for the right direction. Mel stood for a moment, then followed. Since they’d carried their loads through the self-actuating sliding doors, it was as if they’d been in some way personally negated, reduced to the level of the generic space they moved in, ground down, maybe, to small stipples in the texture of those perfect partition units that stood everywhere arranged by need. But of course, it meant nothing. None of this was real. It was a sort of in-between world, like something in a fairy tale; a space behind reality that was the same everywhere you went, that you only had to step into (and be worthy – have the money) to be magically conveyed to the corresponding space in Bombay, Belgrade, Hong Kong, anywhere.




    They stood in a long untidy queue to check in for their flight, CX110. Another metre or two and there was no-one; here, instant ghetto. Mel was only half-committed to the business of waiting. He’d tend to straggle off looking at something else, relying on Yehune and his propped-up pack to keep the place for him.




    Yehune said,




    ‘Hey, don’t leave your.… Wait. Mel. You don’t leave your passport lying on top of your bag. Come on man, fucking use it.’




    Mel came back and picked up a little dark-blue booklet with the coat-of-arms. He held it up in the air, presenting it back and front, as if to say, Who could be bothered stealing a New Zealand passport?




    ‘C’mon, we’re moving up,’ Yehune said.




    They came eventually to the bench-side, where they met a woman, old-young, with fair straight hair in a wigwam. What seemed young about her was her voice, which piped out formulas in the chirpy accents of recorded messages everywhere. To Mel,




    ‘Did you pack your own bags, sir?’




    ‘Uh-huh.’




    ‘Did you leave your luggage unattended at any time?’




    ‘Ah…’




    Yehune told him, ‘Right answer: no.’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Do your bags contain any poisonous or explosive substances or anything occurring on the list of forbidden items posted on the left side of the hall as you entered?’




    ‘No.’




    Here Yehune saw fit to add, ‘Um, what about that little black thing I saw you slipping in this morning, man, could’ve been a bomb or something?’




    ‘Yeah, right, thanks,’ said Mel.




    And after the woman had looked at Yehune’s ticket and accepted his pack on the mini-conveyor under the bench, to both:




    ‘Would you prefer seats in Smoking or No Smoking?’




    ‘Smoking,’ said Yehune, and ‘No Smoking,’ said Mel, at about the same time, and looked at each other.




    ‘Oh… bbbb,’ Yehune commented, not being able for that moment to come up with just the right swearword – ‘OK, No Smoking.’




    Mel put in, ‘Can I get a window seat, by the way?’




    ‘There are no window seats left at present in the No Smoking area, but we could accommodate you in Smoking.’




    ‘Hm. Ah…’




    ‘C’mon man, a bit of smoke never hurt anyone.’




    ‘Except for that line of lungless half-corpses along the side of one wall in every hospital in the known world.’




    ‘Still, it’s nice to be able to look out the window.’




    ‘I know. Ah… damn.’




    ‘C’mon man, aesthetics or health?’




    ‘Gotta suffer.’




    ‘I know. Specially someone else.’




    ‘I know. You bastard. What sort of seat do you want, anyway, could be there’s none available in Smoking.’




    ‘Don’t care, mate.’




    Yehune noticed that the lady had a human side: she was looking from one to the other of them, bemused, as if she’d suddenly been presented with an extempore cross-talk act. It wasn’t the first time he’d caught that expression on the faces of people listening to them.




    Mel was still considering the problem,




    ‘Ah, I suppose… if we did get a seat in No Smoking we might be able to persuade someone to swap?’




    They had two whole hours before takeoff time to look and look again at the sterile glittering shops, and consider and reject snacks at cafés, and think of things they hadn’t done that it was far too late to worry about now; because once they were checked and passed and x-rayed there was no going back, they were in for the long corridors to their even barer amenity-free corral in that great human stockyard before the Gates. A number: 23, hmm. ’S what I thought. And the status? OK. And where’s… shit not again….




    Time and event were moving slowly in circles, persistently repeating themselves. Mel had been left behind again at a Books And Magazines partitioned mini-space, where he gazed at the rows of paperbacks someone had decided were suitable for people to read on aeroplanes, as if out of un-self conscious habit, searching glumly for what couldn’t possibly be there.




    Yehune called back,




    ‘Mel, come on,’




    while a family of voluble Greeks arranged and rearranged their bags around a row of seats, tripping him, forcing a change of direction, for what seemed the fourth or the fifth time.




    Funny. Guy just drags on behind, like a…? Mouse, not quite wound up. Taller, head’s away. Not like in school, he was whaddaya call, directional? Had, you know, determination, like a little dark shady bit round the eyes. … Squint back, what do you see? nothing; just a wall-eyed slope away from the upper nose. Abstracted. Behind it, the run down of light from a corner of the wall open on the glass roof, starkly points out the faceline. … But his mum. Ah yeah well.




    After passing through a portal flanked by guys in shorts, they trailed on, ignoring the mobile walkways, watching people, people pass; people who even here in this behind-the-city limbo still looked comfortable and big-boned and spoke to each other often enough like Australians. Which is home, which is still here – screens just over there, a cig machine. It’s hard to believe. All that’s cut off. Greville and his Harleys and Tony and Corley at the Print Shop, Bondi, lapping sun-glaze, chop-chop – run out into Asia. For something, what? … Oh wow, will you look at that. Tight white semitranslucent trousers, bearing hip structure, plump-filled, what a darling. Must be comfortable for travelling in. Nice things you see. And looking back she’ll see a pair of ignorant Auckland apes with unexpensive bags, fatty and skinny, short and tall. Deary me. Looks up at her hairy-goat pornstar boyfriend. Little does she know we’re actually artists; one day she’ll recognise our picture off a cover, tell her mum about it. Ooh, she’ll say. If not mumless.




    There’s a rack: Flightways, Beastways, Heavy Neck, ’zines.




    ‘You got something to read for the plane?’




    ‘Thing or two, yeah.’




    Yehune glanced down at the blocky weight of Mel’s bag.




    ‘Bet you do. … They sometimes give you newspapers, don’t they?’




    ‘Oh, yeah. It’ll be in Cantonese, though.’




    ‘No prob. I’ll get my friend Mel to translate it.’




    ‘Mm. Don’t speak it. But I’ll give you my best guess. For a small fee.’




    ‘Mingy bastard.’




    ‘… That’s not the plane, I suppose?’




    ‘Are you mad? It’ll be at least four times the size of that with a colossal Cathy Pacific logo on the tail.’




    ‘Must be somewhere. … Cathay Pacific, what does that look like?’




    Look like, look like. Something reminded Yehune for a moment of the exotic patterning on the dress of that girl Neeomi; panties elasticated at the sides; and the stippled heads of people sprawled there with nothing to do suddenly fell away with the swift meander upwards of his vision into the green….




    ‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Flight’s delayed.’




    There in the bare lounge, strewn with bags and limbs and clothing, dominated by an overscreen, giving out on a huge field of runways where nothing much was happening to concern them, Yehune had the impression that the future ahead of him was reduced to a great inverted funnel of indeterminacy. An empty belling hollowness, in which the vision found nothing to focus on, no crease in the roiling uneventful smoke to fasten on and rest. They were neither properly in Australia nor out of it; Mel was uninvolved, going through the motions; all the sunny filmstrip of life and jobs in Sydney was cut off like a guillotined page. In whatever came next, whatever the two disaffected and very opinionated artists were throwing themselves into, he must have been aware that it was himself who would be the mover and shaker, arguer with officials, the source of energy and untier of knots; and like a physical weight that vision of future labour fell back to exhaust him before he could even start. Of course, it was true – he laughed at all that. Hassles? he loved ’em. But everything in the human psyche has a positive and a negative face: it’s hardly possible to say anything about a person of which the opposite isn’t equally true. Crushed, he enjoyed it. Teeth gritted, he throve on it. And hunting, careless, reaching out desperately for a side of anything to grapple on for purchase, he tried to think ahead through the series of blanks that could still be sifted and manipulated: to Hong Kong, Guangzhou, the train to Beijing, from there by the Russian or Chinese train through Manchuria or Mongolia to join up with the Trans-Siberian Railway at Irkutsk, and through to the Moscow they’d never seen and the eastern precincts of Europe… pulling currency rules out of his memory, the dos and don’ts of travel guides, but seeing for all his functional reductionism nothing real in it, nothing yet, but that slender reed-throat open on a titanic recess, on a roaring and evacuate hollowness.


    


    





    A change in the engine note. An air-host, or whaddaya call them, steward, stumbled past on the way to his hideout under curtains. It was hours later (flight was 3:10, delayed to 4:45, eight hours forty minutes) when the entire floor-surface dipped away to the right like a boat capsizing, and out of windows open on the dark Yehune saw, Mel craned past to see, a dazzling constellation of richly-compacted lights.




    Good old pilot, that’ll be, giving us a look. Or no, idiot, he’s only turning. Going for… whaddaya call it, Kai Tak, in Kowloon Bay. $30 American. And you take the airport bus to Tsim Sha Tsui….




    ‘Hey man, that’s cool – they must be showing us,’ Mel said. A book and three sheets of scribbled-on paper were carefully laid out on his tray.




    ‘Don’t be a dick. We’re turning right.’




    ‘Oh, right. … Hey look, there are guys actually closing their windows over there. Must not have a fucking shred.’




    ‘Yeah. They could at least let other people… um…’




    Again, inexorably, the floor or deck was tilting, this time the other way, while one woman in the centre aisle groaned out loud, and suddenly the cold black air just past Mel’s head was printed with the vast complexity of Hong Kong, like crumpled newspaper barely out of the incinerator. It was Yehune’s turn to crane past Mel. Who’d reached up, who was trying to force his window sash higher than it could possibly go, muttering,




    ‘Fucking undeads.’


    





    At the bus stop in the hot dark where they stood waiting for the airport coach that never came, Yehune was able to recall in a series of short shutter-bursts the dragon’s breath or wind from an open blast-furnace that had met them when they came out of the plane; the thrust and crush of people in the big wide bus over the runway surface to the nineteen solidly-packed queues at Immigration; standing there in line, and standing, and standing, along with a huge variety of travellers of all races and nationalities dressed in what seemed to him every possible style of clothing; the official’s dismissive wave when they got to him; baggage-carousels; Chinese faces; confusion; a waft of exotic smokes. Now, having taken the plunge, immersed themselves from the head downwards in this strange half-Western Orient, they watched anxiously every way around the cordoned-off access road, where taxis swung in and out, pedestrians were sparse by contrast, and the lower sky held a great eye-deceiving halo of refracted light; whether an atmospheric effect or some unthinkable sky-written exhalation from a city. ‘Take the airport bus to Tsim Sha Tsui,’ Cas had written. And here they were, under the yellow-and-white sign obligingly written in Latin letters as well as Chinese, TSIM SHA TSUI, along with a single lank backpacker who looked worn by hard usage, with raddled features, life-blasted hair, who was quick to introduce himself as Mickey from Ohio.




    ‘No bus, eh?’ Yehune said eventually.




    ‘No,’ said this Mickey. ‘And it don’t look like it’s going to come now.’




    ‘Might have left early?’




    ‘Might have.’




    Their letter, the 21-pages-long compendium of everything they needed to know to do the Trans-Siberian that had been sent to Mel by their one-time classmate Timothy Castor, turned out to be somewhere at the bottom of Mel’s pack. Actual guidebooks (again on the advice of the oracle Cas) had been judged too heavy to take along. This Mickey, though, talked as though he’d been there before; he was holding a pamphlet folded open at a tourist map.




    He announced, ‘Me, I’m going for public transport.’




    ‘Goodoh. Us too. Y’on for that, Mel?’




    Mel said nothing, but his face reflected changing lights that must have been flashing somewhere in the heat-rashed distance.




    The streets of the real Hong Kong were paved with people, people in perpetual motion, in vehicles and out of them, hurrying past or squatting in doorways or cooking up sizzling food in black woks in stands on the street, all walled around by the high towers of buildings and character signs like ornamental geegaws, as if this out-of-doors were one huge brightly-coloured sitting room in which any number of humans could feel completely at their ease. The two New Zealanders, with Mickey a little in advance of them, tramped along the footpaths with their packs, Yehune compact and super-alert, never letting an opportunity pass, jumping up to buses barely stopped and trying to talk to the drivers. They turned out a bit resistant to foreign-language conversation. He mentioned taxis; Mel reminded him of their financial limitations. Again and again, a Chinese gentleman of a certain age, one time a lady, would come up and stop them, ask where they were going and offer to help. That was how out of place they were. Once, in a progress so confused and alien as to become a legend in the memory, of which any precise detail was hard to pin down afterwards, they did get on a bus, paying with the smallest of the bills from their money exchange at the airport, though they never managed to work out whether that short hop took them any nearer to their goal. Mickey was the expert; he had the map; it was just three miles, round about, he drawled back at them, from Kai Tak to Chungking Mansions.




    A block or so before they got there, walking southwards down Nathan Road, Mickey came up against a cadaverous dog-like tout, who took him by the arm, barking again and again a few phrases in English,




    ‘Nice room, TV, you come see.’




    ‘How much?’ Mickey asked him, and again, ‘How much?’




    ‘You come, nice room, come see. TV. TV.’




    Thus claimed, tugboated, they came to Chungking.




    The Mansions turned out to be nothing but a towerblock, or rather four towers in one, squalid and threatening, in which a number of tiny backpacker-accommodators plied their trade, without any central organisation except by whatever shady operators they must have paid off for the right to be there. Seeing it, any illusions he might have built out of the name ‘Chungking Mansions’ swept away on the spot, Yehune actually smiled, baring his teeth in a kind of self-lacerating satisfaction. Two more touts had peeled off from the crews that cruised or loitered around the bare floor of the shaft, facing up to him and Mel,




    ‘So good room, so good, TV.’




    Straight away the first tout, the dog-like one, was at them, shouting furiously in Cantonese. In the argument that followed Yehune couldn’t, of course, understand any of the words, but some of the gestures were expressive enough. He and Mel were separated from Mickey by a scattering of bodies in short-sleeved shirts. At a certain moment when he must have thought the tourists’ eyes were somewhere else, the dog-tout made a very quick upward swipe of the hand into an opponent’s face, so that the boy bent away with his hands over his eyes.




    Mickey put an end to it. He just walked towards them, and the canine spokesman had to face him with a smile and go through his whole spiel again. This time, Mickey refused to be led,




    ‘How much?’




    Someone moved between, their faces were lost, and Yehune could only hear, ‘Too much’. By then he himself was beginning to negotiate with the second group, the so-goods; who it turned out wouldn’t give him any prices at all until everyone had seen everything. But Mickey stepped up and divided their attention. He talked to the one furthest from Yehune – there was a mumbling back and forth – Mickey was satisfied. Their whole escort left the two New Zealanders flat while they bustled their new client away to a lift.




    Ah, right. There’s a chance gone. And good old Mick, God, I knew him more than half an hour.




    And here comes dog-tout sniffing around again. Fuck this, eh. Where’s




    ‘Where’s Traveller Hostel?’




    ‘No’ open. No’ open.’




    Not open. But




    ‘But where is it?’




    ‘No Travel’ Hostel. No’ open.’ And he added with a broad grin of satisfaction, ‘No place open now.’




    Yehune’s inner demon, embracing action and the sense of difficulty, mirrored that nod with an implicit facial expression not far different. Looked down. What’s it, zero something – a bit past midnight.




    ‘OK, man,’ he said to Mel. ‘You guard the packs. Stay right here, I’m off to look. Don’t let any of these vampires shift you one inch.’




    But Mel’s whole attitude displayed his lack of intention of doing anything at all; he could have been staring from a pole, Yehune thought, still a bit surprised from when the axe had come down.




    Pack off. To the lifts, A, B, C and D. Traveller Hostel? Taking its time. No, get off me, don’t wanna know. Mel’s still there, Mel’s right.




    On the strength of guesswork and blind instinct he managed to make his way to the long glass shopfront with its sign, Traveller Hostel, the one Cas had mentioned. He knocked, then pounded, then shouted, but no-one would come out. Scraps, dusters, noticeboards, all behind glass. A big operation. Side-door? No. Right, go down again. Everywhere he went, he passed ‘Guest Houses’, Happy Guest House, Lucky Guest House, London Guest House, each with its locked door and usually a portcullis of security steel.




    So back he went, to find Mel practically besieged, though another group had arrived as well by now (nattier, with fat airline bags) and several of the agents had been siphoned off to work them. Yehune reported,




    ‘Nothin’ doin’, the guy’s right. Where is he now?’




    Mel gave a shrug-like upturn of a hand, and Yehune went to find that snub-snouted jackal of the ground floor centre shaft. Then, by instants, away and up, to whatever luxury suite he was advertising. Mel came too. Dog-tout was sullener, drawn from other prey. But he led them right up to the high C’s and into a nameless grotto, all got up to imitate the glitz of a real hotel, but badly, veneer peeling away from walls weeping with residual scunge, the TV, TV, in an ancient fishbowl-screened style. How much? was finally answered: 140 Hong Kong dollars for the night, which is… bugger. I don’t know. ‘Too much,’ he said aloud. Lists in Cas’s letter recurred in his mind, the details sharp-etched: $20 for a dorm? He left, pulling Mel on; the tout wouldn’t let them go, he was arguing every step of the way and making up other propositions as they all rode down in the lift, in what sounded like half-English half-Chinese,




    ‘En teu teng mong. You come me. Uh? En teu.’




    It meant nothing to Yehune. But later a random mumble from Mel went some way to explaining it, as they were shuffling around their bags back down on the common floor:




    ‘Couldn’t afford his bloody entertainment.’




    Calmer now and almost self-possessed, Yehune organised Mel. Each of them would take one shaft and get prices from whoever was awake enough to give them, and at one or earlier they’d meet here, right here, in the central tout-hall. The difficulty was they had to lug both bags and packs along with them. Mel chose A, with a level of equanimity that made Yehune doubt he’d even listened to what he had to do; so he explained it one more time. Then he waited for the D lift, but changed his mind when the C one opened its doors a few metres across the floor.




    Endless landings – bizarre effects of graffiti painted out – High Guest House, Swallow Guest House – so many that two people couldn’t cover them all in a night; and what was more they really were all closed. He had to batter and thunder, yell ‘Open up!’; he was targeting the smaller houses with slighter grilles for their effect of amateurishness, defencelessness, though he told himself it was for the lower prices. He did eventually bring people out of some of them. Tightly-drawn Chinese faces, anything but reserved, inscrutable, kept shouting ‘Closed!’ at him. If ever he was let in, he had to do the full tour, hall, appointments, the room itself, answer all their questions, before he was allowed to know a price. It took so long. Twenty to already. Something in the low combat and brutality of the process did leave him obscurely enjoying it, in his own head kicking, kicking at doors, as if splintering all the obstacles in his way. He could imagine how Mel was doing; probably hadn’t got in a single door. Scared he might wake someone.




    Now what’s this…? – Gerard Guest House, pinkish-grey and lime of a mouldy fish, not a single iron bar….




    The lady in charge was small, with hair cut brush-style, and seemed anxious to please, once he got her past the ‘Closed’ routine. Ha, he thought, you don’t know. Keep a Yehune out, when you can’t even afford a grille? They walked past a row of doors along a hall pungent with a smell of old frying; she took him into a room so small that it could only fit the double bed (twin singles were unthought-of in Chungking) and the indispensable TV, miniaturised, on a high perch. A tinny coughing roar from the air conditioner. Squalid, but OK. The price surprised him: $70. That was 35 each, which was cheaper than some far less liveable-in places. On the spot, guessing that Mel wouldn’t have got much further, he said he’d take it. Stood looking while she went to collect receipts, forms, whatever it might be. An inscription in ballpoint on the wall. ‘Timothy and Meikle spent a wonderful night in this room.’ On a shelf by the TV, Chinese for Travellers. Outside the window, the perpetual all-night charge of traffic up and down, the shouts of people, hurrying head to tail, in their thousands, their millions, boisterous, unsleeping….


    


    





    Possibly tired, he had the impression of a rush of sand-grains, and behind or across them the enormous hollowness that opened up blank to the feelers of the mind. Trying to picture a future – a night spent in this room, in this bed, the day after that – he found himself groping in the unpainted, that vast and limitless torus of the undefined that seemed to bell out around him, broadly, irreducibly. Mel’s still on the hunt, he recited carefully to himself. Hope he guards his money belt. And tomorrow we have to go and find out about visas, do the camera thing, look for. Ghetto blaster. Maybe a stereo. With plodding deliberate words, the application of limits, he tried again to reduce that overbearing blind recess, which was somehow built on the sense of their frustrated aspiration, on all the unforeseeable struggles to come; or maybe on the feeling that his life was on hold, all normal activity suspended, girls, work, music, while this trip wore out its way under their feet and was finally sent back used and scratched and delimited into the past. He stood over the red pack leant against one wall, and watched the grey smokes rolling, forever receding backwards out ahead. Held off, held back, till… what? Till. Till something – he might have picked out of the very vanishing point of vagueness – a pickup. Pickup by something larger. The beyond-quotidian, which was what? … a tentative straining in the shrillest part of his hearing: a person? then, surely, a girl? his young mind rationalised… or something. Or something. Roar of universal noise. And time tracked by in gleaming droplets, trip-points on the surface of the vast; the commotion of the Hong Kong night out there beyond the window bars never flagged; and it seemed he was leaning far out against nothing, poised in the face of unknowing, straining, straining against the receiving hollowness, like a boy launched off a tree-branch, or a diver frozen in the perfect empty moment between the board’s end and the air.


  




  

    Yehune in Matamata


    


    


    





    Somewhere near the beginning of his life, he saw down, far down into a network of diverging colours, lapped internal frieze of the cascading sunlight and trembling twigs and leaves casting spotlights of green, and was able to imagine that diminutive avenue laid open to admit his mummy and Brett and Aunty Clar and himself, like dolls or insects moving, held all together in a perfect bowl of time suspended. Though the location was immediately forgotten (where had it been? Not in the bush-walk behind their house, not in the park, maybe at one of the picnic sites further towards Tirau their father was always driving them to in the car), the experience was vivid enough to be looked for again and again, the same quality of vision repeated, random thickets and messes of undergrowth or even hedges picked out to look down into, deeply, with concentration and purpose, through the years that followed. It built a magic pause for him, an utter freshness for a few moments, when whatever apprehensions he might have been forming about life were smoothed away in the face of some fragile luminous power. He caught it again most often near the mottled trunk of a sycamore in the yard, less so in selected spots of the park area on Centennial Drive round the corner; and as the years went by he continued to apply the same process of vision to places further removed. The concrete drive of their house became a cityscape in miniature, the clipped lawn a forest. Even the corner of a brown-stained paling fence (on Tainui Street where he waited for the school bus) was a place where, if he happened to be alone, he could lean down, droop his broad head, and lose himself in a self-forgetful study of what was smallest.




    That, the secret self built up in him in moments of diminution, never named, hardly ever thought about, had nothing to do with the course of his real life. It went on on another level altogether. An episode of crying and flailing his arms at the breakfast table. Coming to the house with his mummy, leaving the house with his mummy. Airfix model parts left by his far older brother, Brett, on flat surfaces that he was always wanting to use himself. Brett retreating into his room. Some saw-edged, pervasive colour printed across it all, across the natural air and blue domelike sky of the small town that he didn’t see yet as a small town: something that his inner processes uneasily identified with a kind of bright orange. What was that? He didn’t know. He could only hear his own name repeated in his head, Johann, Yo-hann, Yo, Yo, in the inescapable tones of his mother’s voice,




    ‘Johann. Are you going to eat your egg? Yo-hann.’




    At breakfast time, there were so many other things to think of. There were the scuffles with Brett, who usually managed to be somewhere else after a while; the familiarity of the colours of the plastic tablecloth and the shape of the dining-room window; and conversations that seemed to go on and on in the limitless spaces above that slice of the world he inhabited alone:




    ‘Could you just step quietly, please, my head… Andrew. Quietly. … How’s your study going?’




    ‘Oh, as usual.’




    ‘As usual. That doesn’t sound quite good enough; as usual. Considering how we have to sweat and slave, considering how every moment of my time’s taken up…’




    ‘What? Looking after the kids?’




    ‘Well, you don’t do it.’




    ‘Someone’s got to bring home the bacon. I mean, when I’m…’




    ‘Bring home the bacon. If only you did. Sometimes I wish I’d stayed on full-time and just hired somebody in. I could make more than you’re doing now.’




    ‘Which is why the exams, you see. I don’t intend to do this forever.’




    ‘But can’t you see how it puts everything else onto me? I just can’t see the point… could you please stop clicking and clicking that spoon like that; I can’t see the point, when there are all sorts of opportunities for a legal executive in the city.’




    His father had a squiggle in his nose. Usually he was pale-faced, not symmetrical, shifting back and forward like a stocky ghost through the door to the study and out again. When the nose moved, the squiggle changed, and so the boy looked interestedly over at the window, source of that intense mid-North Island bale of light that lit up every surface down to the bare rough grains.




    ‘All right, that’s enough. I just came out for a weetbix or two, then it’s back to durance vile.’




    ‘You’re not answering me. And will you stop clicking that… Andrew.’




    The loud rattle of a spoon. ‘There, finished. Have a good day at school, Johann.’




    ‘And who’s got to get him ready for school? … Johann, haven’t you eaten that egg yet? … Yo-hann. Are you listening? No toys or treats today if you don’t. Do you hear me, Yo-hann? Yo-hann.’




    But the egg was funny, though he couldn’t say that to his mother. On his plate it looked like a mountain of coagulated grease, barely tinted with the plastic orange-and-white that allowed it to imitate a fried egg. The impossibility of actually trying to fold that glistering object, that bulb of yolk, inside his body was something beyond him even to understand, let alone express; and so he fixed his eye instead on temporary details of the crockery and furniture. His old Winnie-the-Pooh plate for breakfast cereal. Flakes of dry weetbix that must have been tracked over by his father from the box there, which you could fold into robots. Brett’s ‘dollar scholar’ diploma. A plywood frame for modelling on the sideboard, and a picture he’d done himself and his brother had defaced later on. He ticked it off, none of it implying much emotion to him. But there was an ill feeling still, a hateful thing, kept far enough away that it never actively engaged him; the Yo, Yo, that rising, cawing commotion of the air that blushed into harsh colours like a confusion of all oranges and scarlets, high over the air of the room, the town; a mysterious coloration; and more, an unsolid sense of nausea, building in back-waves out of the sound of that syllable, Yo – the yolk – first sound of his own name.
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