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In memory of Bart, my black and white





Tabua

Serafina lay dying. She caught sight of a young Fijian man from her second-storey bedroom window, digging in the yard next door of Kerpal the Indian taxi driver. He stopped digging, leaned on his shovel, and looked up towards her window. The late afternoon cacophony had begun. Endless jazz licks, barking dogs, buses changing gear, car horns, high-pitched laughter, fireworks and the rolling intonations of deep-voiced Fijians.

Why did he stare at her? Had he paused for a break? From her vantage point, it looked as though he was working on something important for Kerpal, not just ordinary yard work clearing the leaves of the breadfruit tree. She had seen this type of work before when her cousins cleared a site to install a scaffolding structure for a funeral or some such gathering. Typical! Instead of working, he stood like a carving in the middle of the yard leaning on his shovel. He suffered from the national malaise. No wonder nothing ever gets done in this country, she thought. How could anything ever get done with everyone standing around leaning on shovels, or sitting around kava bowls brooding, or loafing on the Suva roadsides as the road workers did, gathered around dusty orange cones?

She had seen how the road workers would labour for weeks filling in cavernous potholes around Suva city. The weather and the regime always thwarted their efforts. They had no equipment to prepare the potholes. No tamper machines to compact the fill. In desperation, they would throw hot black asphalt into a pothole and run a truck tyre over it once. They left the new asphalt jagged around the edges and dipped in the middle, and the next downpour of pounding Suva rain would grind out the black sticky mixture and wash it to the side of the road, leaving the potholes bigger than ever. She would bet money the road workers knew the pointlessness of their efforts. They made a great show of trying to fix the potholes anyway, and everyone suffered the consequences of their shoddy work. They made sure to look the part; to do something, anything, even if it was only standing around leaning on their shovels, before moving on to the next pothole, dragging their feet like a herd of disconsolate donkeys.

With great effort, Serafina dragged her greying body off the bed. She leaned on the windowsill and peered at the man through a gap in the lace curtains: the smooth shirtless contours of his skin, his blue jeans streaked with the red volcanic earth of Viti Levu. He stamped his feet, shaking the mud from his heavy brown army-issue boots. He strutted the length of the yard, stopping and starting, gesturing and nodding with jerky movements as if giving a violent speech. A defiant speech delivered by a cocky man with a shiny muscular chest. He reminded her of the men in Apolosi’s unit: men with ominous intensity, men who either were dead or had fled the country.

Apolosi was always destined to be her husband. That’s what her grandparents had planned. They had told her about the bloodlines tracing back to the ancestors from Lake Tanganyika on the shores of Tanzania, and the importance of keeping her lineage strong. Bubu had insisted she meet Apolosi in the traditional way. Serafina had protested. She already knew him. They had grown up together, played in large bands of ragged school friends and cousins. They had run along the beaches and sung at funerals. She hadn’t seen much of him since he’d joined the army. But she needed no introduction to someone she already knew.

‘You have not been introduced with the correct formality,’ Bubu would say to her in Fijian, sitting cross-legged on her ornate woven mats, her body curled over lengths of pandanus as she scraped the leaves flat with the edge of a mussel shell.

Serafina obliged her grandparents and accompanied them to the army barracks in Kerpal’s taxi. She felt clown-like, clothed in a bright yellow short-sleeved jaba and matching sulu reaching to her ankles and imprinted with neon green airplanes. Bubu had lovingly sewn the outfit for the occasion. Serafina followed Bubu as the old woman walked up the narrow lane to the waiting taxi, bent over at a scoliotic right angle to the ground. Her mind remained nimble, from the constant weaving of intricate patterns held in her vast memory. Serafina believed that weaving kept Bubu alive. She was well into her eighties and the oldest woman in the mataqali. People came to her from many branches of the family to buy her fine woven mats. Every day of her life, weaving. She was dressed in a neat violet sulu and a thin burnt-orange cotton cardigan from New Zealand. Serafina helped her grandmother climb into the back seat of the taxi. Tuwa waited in his black jacket, a bure with a high-pitched roof embroidered on the breast pocket in bright colours, a silken cravat tied nattily at his neck, a fawn sulu va taga fastened over his large stomach and finishing below his knees. He was a tall, old man with a commanding presence, a mata ni vanua, a chief’s herald like Apolosi’s father. He held the door open for Serafina and Bubu, and then he climbed into the front seat with Kerpal. Serafina felt ridiculous, like a character in one of the overwrought Japanese films she liked to watch before the main feature kung fu movies at the cinema in Suva. Farcical films, surprising and tragic and funny all at the same time. She played along for the sake of her grandparents, and she knew Apolosi would follow protocol and do the same.

At the army base she sat at a picnic table beneath a flight of neatly hewn earth steps, waiting, watching as Apolosi bounced and cantered down each laddered measure. The sun at his back cast him into silhouette. He wore army fatigues: khaki combat pants, black boots and a camouflage shirt rolled up over muscled forearms. A dark green velvet beret obscured his face. Serafina could only make out his broad white smile until he moved closer. Then he transformed into soft eyes, a strong regal nose and high cheekbones. He filled the air above her head. She hadn’t looked at him in this way before. Her reaction startled her, and she found to her dismay that she couldn’t breathe. Her senses confounded her feelings. She remembered calling him ‘dummkopf’ when they were at school, a word she had learned from the German nuns.

He sat next to her at the picnic table and thanked Tuwa and Bubu and Serafina for their visit.

Bubu looked at Apolosi across the picnic table. She was dwarfed by the heavy wooden structure and by Tuwa seated at her side. Tuwa sat with both hands cupped over the arc of a carved walking stick. He addressed Apolosi in formal Fijian, and told him of Apolosi’s parents’ great pride when they had told Tuwa how he had joined the Counter Revolutionary Warfare Unit, and could send money to the village. Tuwa said he knew Apolosi was one of the Commodore’s special soldiers, but he said he could not understand why the Commodore ‘did’ the coup.

Serafina found it amusing that no one could think of an appropriate verb to predicate ‘coup’. Staged? Mounted? Perpetrated? He just did it, and we have to suffer the consequences, she thought. She fidgeted and glanced sideways at Apolosi, trying not to laugh at him awkwardly sitting to attention as Tuwa spoke.

Bubu had been watching Serafina, and spoke over the top of Tuwa in her booming bass voice.

‘The girl is laughing,’ she said.

Tuwa chuckled and slapped his knee.

‘Give him the box of food, Serafina.’

Serafina pushed a large banana box across the table towards Apolosi. He opened the box, his muscled arms rippling with unnatural intensity, she thought, as if he gripped it more tightly than necessary for show, for her benefit. The smell of dalo, palusami and barracuda steamed in a hot lovo wafted from the open box. Apolosi spoke to Tuwa in formal Fijian expressing profuse gratitude. Even so, his speech brimmed with nonchalant arrogance, as if he was one who sat at the right-hand side of power. She knew the reality. His was a foot soldier, expendable, like a dog waiting under a table to catch whatever crumbs fell. He stole fleeting glances at Serafina and smiled, his teeth square white blocks against his black skin. The pretence of this whole courtship ritual annoyed Serafina; the pantomime of it all. She remembered her childhood, when she had surpassed him in academic matters. Now he thought he was some kind of big shot in the army. For her part, she felt proud to be on the verge of starting university, and this matchmaking irritated her. Bubu wanted her to get married and have children, and disapproved of Serafina conducting herself like a kaivalagi, wearing trousers to work and drinking cocktails at the yacht club with the Europeans. But she had dreams, and they did not include being an army wife. She wanted to get this charade over with. She wanted out of the bright clothes Bubu had made for the day. She felt sickened to be packaged and presented to Apolosi. But she would perform this duty for her grandparents. On this occasion, family obligation prevailed over her yearning to be modern like women in the movies.

Serafina sat with the required demureness in front of Tuwa and Bubu, listening to Apolosi explain his current military assignment: roadblock duty. Roadblocks had been set up strategically around Suva after the coup, verdant oases of full combat readiness and military show. They gave the city an air of war, unfaithful to its tourist-brochure front to the world. Self-contained battle units with neat tents, army latrines and sandbagged watchtowers. Young men of Apolosi’s age manned the checkpoints wearing full battle fatigues and armed with automatic rifles. For a few days after the coup, they would stop vehicles and search for guns, cutting their eyes at the civilians. Traffic moved at walking pace through the roadblocks, forced to navigate around red and white metal tripod crossbars strewn over the road like giant toys on top of the potholes.

Serafina had driven many times through the checkpoint patrolled by Apolosi. The watchtower was built into the base of a hill, and was surrounded by lush greenery and large flame trees. Apolosi guarded the roadblock with three soldiers also known to Serafina from childhood: Josua, Maekeli and Tevita, each wearing khaki camouflage fatigues with an M16 rifle hanging off his shoulders. After many weeks in the unrelenting heat, the soldiers fell into the national malaise like their road worker brothers. They sat around during the day killing time. Serafina noticed this change at the roadblocks: bored soldiers crouching around kava bowls in tight knots of silence; glum, tired ones sitting along the narrow windows of watchtowers staring darkly at the traffic from under their round metal helmets. The populace drove to and from their homes, their work, their kava sessions, their sport, their lives, manoeuvring their cars with slow caution around the crossbars as if trying not to annoy a petulant elder relative. Serafina had listened to Kerpal railing at the delay such stupid monstrosities caused his taxis. But like everyone else, he grew to accept the inconvenience, and began to call out greetings to the young soldiers. Brash tourists began to stop for photographs beside the men and their impressive machine guns. In the end, everyone took pity on the young soldiers sitting in the heat for days. They tried to placate their simmering menace with forced smiles; tried to curry favour by giving them cassava, dalo, fish, kava and cigarettes.

Tuwa and Bubu listened patiently to Apolosi talking about the roadblock. Serafina found it tedious, and sighed with relief when Kerpal returned in his taxi to take them back home. She helped Bubu into the cab, waving goodbye to Apolosi as an afterthought. Bubu laughed as she clambered into the back seat, and told Serafina to go back and say goodbye to Apolosi in the ceremonial way. But Serafina ignored her, and concentrated on a quick getaway.

After their ceremonial meeting at the barracks, Bubu had instructed Serafina to take food to Apolosi at the roadblock whenever she could. She would ride in the silky yellow-cave back seat of Kerpal’s taxi and listen to lilting Hindi music played through tinny speakers.

Kerpal could not avoid all of the potholes.

‘So many pothole nowadays. Bad for my taxi. They should fix it. Waste time sitting at the road block,’ he said.

Apolosi would wait for her at the foot of the watchtower ladder, standing to attention like a guard of honour. He would help her from the taxi with a warm strong hand: an act of gallantry that made her feel like a queen. Then she had to wait in the watchtower, sometimes for hours, while Apolosi and the other soldiers dismantled and reassembled their weapons repeatedly. They could do it blindfold, reciting each step under their breath.



Press rear take-down pin

Rotate upper receiver

Separate

Cock hammer

Press down buffer retention pin

Turn over upper receiver

Pull back charging handle

Lift out bolt assembly

Push out firing pin

Rotate bolt clockwise

Remove

Hold down extractor

Remove pin

Press down hand guard

Lift off

As time went on Serafina noticed that when she came, Josua, Maekeli and Tevita would withdraw and sit drinking kava on one side of the watchtower, talking in whispers and glancing over at her and Apolosi sitting in the corner. She found it unnerving. She asked Apolosi why they acted so secretively and why they whispered when she arrived. He laughed aloud and shook his head. He told her not to be so defensive; to ignore them, their juvenile ways. He turned his back on the three and positioned himself in front of her, shielding her from their gaze. She found herself confronted with the dark smooth curve of his clavicle. She could not look away, and she sensed the ancient Tanganyikans at work.

One day Josua shouted at Apolosi to take Serafina to the barracks and to bring back some oil for the guns.

‘We’ve run out of oil. And while you’re there show her how we break down a Yankee gun. Remember to place your hammer in the cocked position,’ he said, and he turned to Maekeli and Tevita and laughed.

They laughed along with him.

‘And don’t forget to rotate your bolt clockwise before you remove it,’ he continued, doubling over with laughter.

She marvelled at their lack of decorum. Any semblance of military discipline had evaporated into blue air along with the constant petrol fumes.

‘Hey, don’t be so rude to me. I know you’re plotting something,’ said Apolosi.

‘Why do you let them talk to you like that?’ she said when they were outside the watchtower.

But he hushed her and led her along to the empty army barracks, a weatherboard building made by the Americans in World War II. Its interior was cool. Red hibiscus flowers bordered the perimeter in full bloom. The floors were of polished kauri, and rows of neat bunks lined the walls. The rooms smelled of sun-dried linen. The intoxicating possibility of being caught overwhelmed them.

The man continued to look up at Serafina from Kerpal’s backyard. The clattering, dissonant sounds of the day remained loud, punctuated intermittently by a screaming dog. Serafina hated to think about what happened to the dogs. She had seen several of them hit by cars. They ran about the streets scavenging for food, their ribs showing through mangy coats. She felt as though her own ribs showed through her skin. She tried to pitch her body forward to show her face to the man, to see if he would shout something at her. What would he think of her appearing at the window? Would he see her hovering like an illusion? He showed no sign he could see her. She flopped back onto the bed and followed the path of a bright green moko weaving its way across the ceiling, calling out in familiar clicks. She tried to raise herself again to look at the man. She remembered what Bubu had said to her as the curve of her belly had grown.

‘Your baby has come from a strong bloodline.’

The young Fijian man in Kerpal’s backyard looked like he came from a strong bloodline, a bloodline leading straight back to the Tanganyikan chiefs. An air of resentment tracked the edges of his aura, born of entitlement she guessed. He could be a soldier in Apolosi’s unit. Had he come here to search for Apolosi? But that seemed unlikely. Anyway, the men in Apolosi’s unit would not find him; he’d fled the country.

When she discovered the pregnancy, they had talked about what to do and had decided to get married. Of course, this had given the soldiers at the roadblock new sport, which Serafina saw whenever she visited Apolosi. They teased him and called him an Indian, and joked about his baby-making abilities.

‘Hey Apolosi! How’s your Indian son, Kalash Nikov?’ It was Josua’s favourite jibe, usually followed by Maekeli and Tevita disintegrating into squeals of high-pitched laughter and much juvenile thrashing about.

Josua told Apolosi and Serafina to run away and get married and get out of their way. The three soldiers began to draw into a huddle and stop talking whenever Serafina and Apolosi came near. Apolosi became withdrawn, sullen, and unhappy they’d left him out of their secret discussions. He turned on Serafina; told her not to come to the roadblock any more. She flinched at his unfeeling treatment, and complained about turning into an army wife for him. He reassured her; told her they’d have a good life. After the wedding, she could live on base in the married quarters at QE II Barracks. She knew it would be better for her and the baby to live in the married quarters, where trucks delivered clean water. In built-up Raiwaqa where she lived with Tuwa and Bubu, water stoppages happened frequently, and when the water did flow through the broken clay pipes, it sputtered out of the taps in brown and gritty bursts. Light bulbs and radios flickered on and off because of the intermittent electricity supply. Strange clicks and suspicious echoes during phone calls indicated the presence of regime monitors listening to her conversations with her aunties.

The day of the mutiny coincided with the day of their wedding. In the morning, Serafina had surveyed the stored water. Shelves of old plastic Coke bottles filled with cloudy brown liquid, blooms of sediment gathering in their fat bottoms. She chose the two bottles with the clearest liquid and held them up to the light. Sparkling particles caught the sunlight and danced in suspension before her eyes. She had to boil the water to sterilise it for the marital kava ceremony. She decanted the liquid into a pot suspended over an open fire in the lean-to next to the house. Tuwa lay on his low bed listening to a pocket transistor radio and fanning himself with one of Bubu’s elaborately patterned iri. Bubu sat cross-legged over an intricate ibe tabu kaisi, a chiefly mat she had woven for the wedding. She concentrated on combing the bright-coloured woollen fringe at the edge of the mat, pink and blue and yellow and green. Now and then, she spoke to Tuwa in her sombre bass. When Apolosi appeared in the doorway Serafina’s heart leapt.

‘Did you find a tabua?’ she asked.

He handed her a large old whale’s tooth with a deep yellow patina. She looked at the grooved lines at the base of the tooth, streaked with dark colour, like dried blood, although she knew it couldn’t be blood. The impressive tooth pushed into the palm of her hand, cool and heavy. A looped cord of box-braided sennit threaded through tiny holes drilled at the tip and at the nerve skirt of the old tooth. The intricate woven coconut husk weighed nothing next to the smooth heft of the tabua. Did she sense a cool wind playing along her cheek? She wondered if the spirit of the whale had swum past her face, in languid curves. She knew the spirit of a whale emanated out from a tabua. As if the tooth were still lodged in the whale’s jaw and a whale-shaped aura encompassed anyone within the outline of its ghostly body. She sat within the whale’s phantom shape and felt its gentle spirit and it calmed her.

‘Did you know sperm whales migrate between Antarctica and Levuka?’ said Apolosi.

‘Thank you Mr National Geographic,’ said Serafina.

Apolosi laughed along with her, his eyes velvet brown next to the yellow tabua.

‘They are long-range animals. The tooth you are holding has been under the ice in Antarctica.’

Serafina held the tabua to her cheek, felt its smooth cold dentine surface next to her skin and smiled at Apolosi, amused by him.

‘If this tabua could speak and tell me about Antarctica, what a story that would be,’ she said, smiling at Apolosi, indulging him.

As Serafina unfolded her tapa for the wedding ceremony, she saw Tuwa sit up on the bed, his eyes wide, his fingers turning the volume dial on the transistor radio.



Forces loyal to the military commander Josepha Sanaitalini are trying to put down a mutiny at the Queen Elizabeth Barracks sparked by renegade soldiers who took part in the May putsch led by failed businessman Malo Setonga. The rebel soldiers from the elite Counter Revolutionary Warfare Unit tried to seize the military high command at lunchtime, and are reported to be holding hostages. Nine soldiers are dead and two wounded following a shootout …

Tuwa shook his head and began to cry. He looked over to Apolosi and said, ‘You have to leave’.

Serafina could not believe what she was hearing. Large tears rolled down her cheeks.

Late that night, Apolosi made ready to board an Air New Zealand plane painted with the All Black colours and a silver fern weaving along the empennage. He and Serafina stood and said goodbye through tear-filled eyes, their heads touching. Apolosi held Serafina’s hands to his face.

‘Look after our son. I’ll send for both of you as soon as I can,’ he said.

The people-smuggler from New Zealand, Mr Smith, took Apolosi away. A middle-aged, red-faced man with a fat gut and white legs, Mr Smith laughed at any little thing. Always wearing ill-fitting shorts, he had processed Apolosi through his ‘system’ with glee. Serafina knew Mr Smith. Everyone knew he brought a steady stream of labour from Fiji to work in his orchards in the Bay of Plenty.

‘You’ll be okay with me Apollo mate,’ Mr Smith said, ogling Serafina’s growing breasts.

‘Thank you,’ said Apolosi.

‘Yeah, she’ll be right. You lot, you drink too much kava for my liking but you’ll be right. Lots of money in New Zealand, boy. More than you’ll ever make here.’

That same night, the Commodore’s soldiers searched out the men in Apolosi’s unit, taking to them with batons and machetes. Serafina knew she would not see Apolosi again.

She worried that he had never been out of Fiji in his life. He had never been on a plane. Although he’d had nothing to do with the mutiny, he was a soldier in the CRW, so he’d had no choice but to flee the country. The truth became clear to Serafina. They had kept him out of it, Josua and the others, but they had failed to consider the consequences of their botched attempt at … what? A counter-coup? Mutiny? Revolution? She didn’t know what to call it.

She rang Apolosi the day after he arrived in New Zealand and gave him the bad news. Josua had died in hospital. The Commodore’s men had come to her house looking for Apolosi, but Tuwa had turned them away. She didn’t tell him the truth about what had happened. She didn’t tell him the soldiers had beaten her, and that she had begun haemorrhaging. The sight of so much blood had stopped them. Tuwa had tried to fend them off, but he had failed. One of the soldiers hit him in the face with the butt of a rifle. She didn’t tell Apolosi about the baby. She didn’t tell him that she had passed out and that the whale had swum into her field of vision and swept past in silence. The baby stayed with her for a time in the whale’s outline, lingering in its belly, and then floated away. Serafina listened to the whale singing and followed its plaintive call. She held out her hand and touched the huge triangular tail as it sounded into the depths and led her to safety.

She had taken to her bed. She guarded the tabua under her mattress. Bubu and her cousins gently tended her wounds. She tried to speak to them. But most of the time she lay silent. She had seen Apolosi in her dreams sitting on the whale’s tongue holding onto its teeth and steering it under the ice in Antarctica while she lay safe in the whale’s belly.

The young man looked up at Serafina from Kerpal’s yard. She watched him put on a shirt. Crisp, white, ironed cotton. Why did he wear such a lovely white shirt with his dirty jeans and scuffed boots? She knew after he buttoned his shirt a huge washing machine would swallow him whole and he would magically materialise with clean jeans and shiny new boots. She laughed. Her jeans hung on the wall by her bed, with her dresses and jackets, unworn for many months. She wore a faded and torn nightdress. The ragged material had caught and ripped on her cousin’s engagement ring as she had tugged on the turning sheet and moved Serafina’s legs.

‘Sorry, Fina. So clumsy! Why didn’t I take my ring off? Ridiculous!’

Serafina had stared at the girl, blank. She tried to speak, to tell the girl she could not stop herself floating away.

In the evenings, she lay quiet, imprisoned in sound. Endless loops of syncopated jazz. She knew why the music played so loud. The regime needed the music to mask a military raid on her house. The soldiers had orders to find her. While they skulked under the makosoi tree, she would escape through the window. She lay wide awake in a comforting cocoon of mosquito netting ridged with flounced boarders of intricate lace foliage. The branches of the breadfruit tree outside her window would be her escape route. She lay still, terrified. What if rats ate her in the night? Yes, she would escape down the breadfruit tree. She held the tabua to her face as she did every night, feeling the icy cool smoothness of the cementum and dreaming of the whale swimming in a family pod under the ice in Antarctica. She stowed the tabua into a safe pocket cut into the side of the mattress. The whale, a faithful companion, drifted into her peripheral vision and guided her to sleep, sounding into the yawning darkness. An offbeat jazz piano finished its disturbed rhythm. Serafina wanted to shout at the young man.

“Who are you? When did you arrive? Are you mad?”

A trumpet rose into swinging triplets. She thought the man might talk to her. He lifted his hand in the air and waved, his eyes luminous, his shoulders held back square, and then he turned and walked away, beyond the safe outline of the whale.





Swim Bike Run

With all the challenges it throws at you in so many ways, and in all its myriad forms, I love the race. But I’m dead in the water and so is Karena. We both lived for the race, but it’s over for us, and I’m ready to duck if Ravuyalo tries to club me in the head. I’m too fast for him. This race is a river. This race flows without interruption until its inevitable end. You have three options. In no particular order, they are as follows. One, you drop out early from equipment failure. Two, you crash and burn and explode in a huge collision. Or three, and most desirably, you push and struggle through to the finish line and take whatever prize you are given. For most people the prize is the simple satisfaction of getting to the end, even if they come last. Whatever happens along the way, the end always comes. I took the ‘crash and burn’ option, but I didn’t realise it until now.

Karena drove the car from Wellington to Lake Taupō for the start of the race. On a clear day it’s a five-hour trip on State Highway One, but it took us six hours in the pouring rain. Harrowing, it was. We always talk non-stop on the way to a race, about the course, the food, my run strategy. This time as we talked we strained our eyes looking through the downpour. I cannot leave out the fact that we did have one big barney, and it played havoc with my mental preparation. The rain fell in relentless, thick blankets: it rained the whole way. As we came through the gorge the rain beat on the roof of the car with a deafening rhythm, and the windscreen wipers swept back and forth in exhausting double time. The uncertainty messed with my mind: not knowing if the race would go ahead. What’s the point of training like a bastard if the race is cancelled, right? I kept twiddling the dial on the radio to get updates, but I couldn’t find any signal, just alien squealing in between the frequencies. Karena told me not to worry: the race organiser had too much money wrapped up in it, and wouldn’t cancel at this late stage. I believed her. Over the years I’d come to rely on her: she calmed my busy mind.

Karena says she loves me. But I know she still holds a candle for her ex, Haley. She dodges looking at me when she tells me Haley sent her an email or a text or rang her. Karena thinks I can’t see the bulging in her eyes when she’s talking about Haley, as if her excitement is housed in the back of her brain about to burst. She tells me in a by-the-by way in the middle of doing something mundane, parking the car or walking along the footpath. She will say, ‘You know Haley, she emailed me today; I don’t know why.’ I know why and so does Karena, and I tell her why. In the beginning when I first started going out with Karena she’d have ‘coffee’ with Haley whenever she blew into town, and several times they went drinking together. Can you believe it? My new girlfriend getting drunk with her ex. I felt unhappy about it, and I told her. She didn’t do it again, but I get the impression she wants to.

Karena is a drinker. Because of my intensive training, I don’t have any inclination to drink with her. Alcohol has its place; don’t get me wrong. Beer is a great pre-race carbohydrate load-up, in conjunction with a large plate of pasta. But Karena wants a different type of drinking. She wants the old hoedown, have-a-good-time alcohol session with Haley.

I kind of understand the Haley thing. There are plenty of times when I wonder about my ex, Bianca. Ah, Bianca. When I first met Karena, I would still meet up with Bianca, to get even with Karena. So we would have these meet-ups, and we’d fall about laughing and forget the horrible names we used to call each other, and pretty soon we would be all over each other right there in the bar or wherever. But then we’d remember that I was with Karena, and Bianca would say in a cutting voice, ‘You’re an idiot,’ and I would be hurt all over again, and I’d remember why we’d separated, and Bianca would tell me to go away. And so I stopped seeing her and concentrated on how horrible she is and how I was so much better off with Karena, who is kind. She holds Haley like a secret little stone in her heart, weighing down every thousandth heartbeat. All that weight will add up one day and sink her if she’s not careful. I’ve heard this from a psychologist lecturer on the internet: she talks about a glass of water, but it’s not the glass-half-full scenario. The glass gets heavier the longer you hold it, and she tells you that you need to put the glass down, and the longer you hold it the worse it will be for your arm, because although the glass isn’t getting any heavier your arm is going to get sore if you hold onto it too long. The glass represents your worries and your arm is your mental health, or in Karena’s case her heart. Heart disease runs in her family. If she has a weak point, it’s heart disease. I try to make light of it, to help her dislodge the blockhead from her mind. I mimic Haley’s lisp and do the monkey walk to make Karena laugh. Sometimes she gets angry. But I keep trying to make her laugh, and it works most of the time. Now she automatically laughs when I try to make her laugh and it makes her feel good and it makes me feel good.

My ex Bianca encouraged me to have a go at triathlons. She thought it would be good for my health to do something physical, because I have such a high-stress job, working at the emergency call centre. Bianca understood the pressure I faced. Constantly listening to people in crisis is a stressful way to live. They ring emergency services in a terrible state, saying, ‘There’s a man in my backyard with a gun and I don’t know what to do and I’m so scared – please send the police,’ and then I have to send the police and stay on the line and keep the terrified person calm and ask them questions until the police arrive. Sometimes I hear people beating up other people in the background or beating up the person on the phone. Sometimes they are crying and yelling that there’s a fire or someone is shot or someone isn’t breathing, and I have to talk them through the mouth-to-mouth resuscitation procedure or the cardiopulmonary resuscitation procedure. Bianca said I needed a physical outlet to diffuse the stress in my life caused by listening to drama day in and day out. She suggested triathlons. I could run and swim and bike, so I decided to give it a go, for her and for me. I would do anything to please her. My constant need to please and her inability to feel pleased became the problem, in the end.
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