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	The question has its uses. It’s not unreasonable, a person can admit. That kind of question could be expected, whether put directly by an official, stipulated in a lengthy document or asked by a fellow detainee. Again and again an answer was sought to, Where are you from? 

	It was the country of origin they’d been after. Since first hearing the question he’d asked each time why the interest in origins. Officials didn’t take well to it, to the answering of questions with a question. Though just the same they’d shown not anger but instead only a barely perceptible annoyance. Before them sat but one piece of business among many.

	Yet understandable any irritation. Job to do and all and they needed a return address for the despatching. Their task was not easy. A look provided only so much. Skin and features might have given some idea although not nearly enough to clear the way for return. Clothes at times gave clues but nothing certain, not of native land. The interviewers could go by only a voice. But with these exchanges not in their first language the sound of speech was of little use to them, again wasn’t enough, not for narrowing things down to even a probable origin. And most work done at immigration detention turned on origins.

	To fetch up unbidden at the offices of a country’s immigration department and make known possession of no passport or any identifying papers whatsoever, then declare oneself not, as would be more likely, an asylum seeker but rather a nonperson seeking protection from – oneself? no, that would have gummed up matters a little early – not protection then but simply detention, to turn up and to propose detention and wilfully submit to it proved, as a proposal, more difficult than anticipated.

	When the question seeking his birth country was first put, it elicited no words, not so much as a bodily movement. The unresponsiveness and torpidity stirred the three officials in the room to the point of their regarding him as perhaps a detainee stricken by heat. One of them asked if he’d like a glass of water.

	After that, water drunk, an immediate conundrum arose. He was obliged to prove he did not have what he said he did not possess.

	Each of the three had questions appertaining to his passport: Where is his passport? What is his passport number? Did he have a copy of the title page? Had he lost the passport? Had it been by some means damaged? With a resounding thump on the office’s large desk the man behind it asked if perhaps he hadn’t sold the passport and, if he had, now was a good time to say who was using it, to tell them who was getting something from it.

	Which surely would have been himself, he thought to say, despite his no longer accompanying the document. As long as he hadn’t torn through all the money right away, as long as some of the sale price was still to hand, it would have been himself benefitting, in addition, that is, to the purchaser, the current document bearer. Normally a point worth making but on this day he let it go.

	In fact to any of it, no answers. No facts. Nor did he elaborate and provide what might have been important detail. For instance that he’d had two passports, unalike but both usable. That would have been more gumming up. Best to refer to all papers as a single thing gone. And very much to that regard, he had not arrived to report a loss. He had come to make an absence known. He was not here to prove a prior state but to acknowledge a present condition. And the condition did not require a prior state connected by paper trail to the present. Indeed the prior state did no more than paper over the present. The present condition, likewise, was an unfolding one, although the unfolding was itself a conundrum and an oddity for it opened to a condition that blotted what had earlier been a clear and ascertainable fact.

	Would he like another glass of water?

	The immigration officials appeared to recognise as fruitless their line of questioning. The middle-aged man behind the large desk along with the two others, a young woman and a young man similarly uniformed and who sat aside in padded metal-framed chairs, the three of them, they needed a new approach. The younger two leant in, the older man leant over, and as a trio they consulted. They spoke in their language for a time, never moving their hands, before easing back into position and staring just around the detainee’s head.

	The man behind the desk addressed him, though in a way that suggested the detainee wasn’t in the room. ‘There is the problem,’ the man said, speaking to different points on walls, hands spired. ‘There was the passport when entering the country, and with right visa you say, valid visa, but now there is not the passport. Or that is what is said. From last entry stamp and now, today, something happened. And whatever happened, there is some problem.’

	In part the man as good as restated what the foreigner had just told him – ‘I had a passport, I don’t have one now’ – yet it was not done in such manner to indicate the immigration official was elucidating on what the detainee had meant to communicate but not done very well, had not done in sufficient detail. Rather, elaborating on matters aloud and in the language of the one involved seemed to help the official better understand the situation and all its myriad possibilities.

	The man and the others consulted more.

	However, when discussion with him resumed, no more than a standard run of questions began again, each question leading to a repeated call for origin. He answered none to their liking.

	That he did not appear indigent flummoxed them. The woman beside the desk betrayed it and seemed to speak for everyone when she said, ‘You not look same,’ and asked why he was doing what he was doing.

	The rhyme threw him for an instant. Was flat affect, as the head mechanics liked to call it, suggesting madness? Self-assessment wasn’t always reliable but he felt sane enough.

	She quickly clarified things however with a finger drawn up and down and transversely in the direction of his form, a cross-signing that apparently gave her blessings to his clothes.

	To be sure, she and others at immigration were used to the insolvent visa overstayers, the illegal workers, the types whose attempts to get by often meant living rough and making do with shabby clothes. He instead was well turned out. He was most days. He had got used to dressing well so as to receive markedly improved treatment from a native population, treatment which often veered into ingratiating and sometimes verged on cloying depending almost solely on press of shirt, cut of trouser, make of shoe. A stratagem at once deplorable and enjoyable in equal measure.

	But he came to see that being well turned out today was a mistake. For the purpose and the setting, he should have dressed down. At lack of demonstrable violation and with only the claim of not having something, he could have benefited from appearing to be one without much of anything in order to make plausible a request for detention. Obviously it was a case of having nothing towards getting something. But the obvious, in its forms, had proved elusive throughout that first day’s encounters in a small screening and interview room at the country’s department of immigration. 

	Despite his not appearing the worst of the common mud, when a foreign national reports to the department of immigration and acknowledges no ticket for onward journey and no money to buy one, cites no serviceable life story, and furthermore has not sought and does not intend to seek assistance from the relevant embassy, which in this case had gone not only unsought but unnamed, officials have little to do but detain the figure in their charge, self-submitted or otherwise.

	By late afternoon, officials seemed to lose interest for the most and put off until later anything more in the way of confirming an offence. They would descend to particulars tomorrow, or a following day, any day. When didn’t matter. It was all the same to them.

	He supposed procedures and protocols made matters so straightforward, made officials’ aspect so bland, only slightly less so than his own. He supposed they’d seen a lot.

	Such indifference however could be reassuring. If for them his circumstance was not so notable then sooner or later nullification will have been done to the assent of at least someone in the room.

	In any event, though non-event, he had to think this was incurious treatment by officials, given they were contending with an indweller, of a kind, one who’d arrived at the department of immigration and gone to the trouble of declaring himself a nonperson so that nobody else would have to do it for him.

	 

	 

	 

	A kind of entente ensued. In the days since his arrival, warders had been plucking him from a cell and sitting him in an office for what would become regular rounds of placid albeit unrewarding exchanges with officials, their collective patience maybe wearing thinner but not so that anyone could see.

	Some officials, older ones by the by, seemed almost to appreciate what they saw as an effort at beating the system, came near to complimenting him on his method of effacement, though they tended to darken the mood by asking what crime he had committed and whereabouts things had gone wrong. Or, they might ask if maybe it wasn’t the case that something bad had happened to him, and if so whereabouts had that happened? But nothing bad had happened. There had been jolting events that moved him along but those were to be expected. And besides, if looked at in a certain way, they were in fact opportunities. Not necessarily for advancement but they’d got him going. And now he was here, because he wanted to be here. Nothing bad had happened and nothing had gone wrong. Indeed things were going right. Right to plan.

	Nonetheless for all the matter-of-fact ways at immigration, these few officials wanted to know more. They wanted to know what happened. Perhaps if they knew what happened they could, if only for their own enjoyment, draw a line connecting then to now. But he could give them only that something happened. That he’d been somewhere else and now he was here. That would have to be enough for now, if not well into later.

	Yet always, given time, their regard for emergence.

	Where are you from?

	If anything was plain it was that he was not from here, otherwise he would not be here, and every time they started their sounding out he wondered if that shouldn’t be enough for now. To the contrary. They would plod on, insist on a place declared outright, nation in addition to province or district, state or territory or what have you and write it down here, they would say pointing, on this page and on this one, on that one too. The same requests every day, the procedure largely unvaried every time. 

	Eventually they would give up on origins, maybe shift to an account of recent movements. They’d ask questions that contained terms such as embarkation and disembarkation.

	‘Do you mean where am I going? Where been?’

	The responses invoked only more probing, chiefly pertaining to occupation along with a reason or reasons for entering the country. He remained uninformative.

	They never got anywhere. An outcome true to their talks and which at times drew out more expansive arguments. 

	‘We’ll never get anywhere like this, will we? Any of us.’

	No, they’d say, yet for their part unconcerned with wider implications. 

	At one sitting, and after their having forgone talk of origins for a time, officials mentioned again that they must have a place to send him.

	‘I’m not interested in destinations either.’

	Which was more news received poorly, office-bearers and functionaries alike making clear such unhelpful responses had to be considered a lack of cooperation and nothing less than a problem.

	Fair enough, he could allow. Where have you been? Where are you going? They had their questions.

	Not yet though had they asked him who he was. He’d been spared that.

	Nothing beyond a name at any rate. However to the extent he was his name, during interviews immigration staff often seemed satisfied with a fake one, whatever it happened to be at the time. An assortment had come to light so far, the designations similar but with adequate variation on the actual. A different first, middle or last now and then, or changes to one name in the form of a rhyming replacement. All proper names, but empty names. That and other word play, which only he appeared to value. Not all the names could be right but the department of immigration wasn’t especially bothered. Officials here often dealt with those trying to pass off a fraudulent self in the form of some made-up name or two, maybe three, sometimes more. As with visa overstayers and their common characteristics, the severally named were, on the face of it, just another type. It was understood such detainees were doing what they had to do inasmuch as multiple selves were an important part of transnational crime. It was nothing unusual here.

	Even so a detainee purporting to have no self at all did seem to count as a new kind of occurrence at the department. It was perhaps something officials had not seen before. By anyone’s book their reactions strongly suggested this might have been a first.

	Still they weren’t much bothered, immigration officials. Not yet. For their purposes the nameless detainee in a chair, genial enough though by no means forthcoming, was unclassified at present if not eternally so. While in the meantime something had to fill the fields.

	Nor had they asked him what he was. Or asked him why he was, not in a sense other than why he was doing what he was doing, a question they kept on asking. In this case, they could have asked him why he was and done it in an altogether different spirit, in a way more along lines of, What’s the point of you? But here again they did not, had not. Those questions stood well beyond their remit, safely apart from either professional or personal interest.

	What did seem clear was that immigration officials needed first to make certain of the violator in order to make certain of the violation. Although outside the law by his own admission, any specific wrongdoing had yet to be determined, for instance an attempt to reside in the country indefinitely and without detection. But, once named, he will have been what they thought him to be and done what was thought to have been done. He will have been what their guidelines and handbooks said he first must be in order for these affairs to continue. A person. Natural, normal, the rest of it. He will have been assigned an appreciable self.

	‘I had a passport. I don’t have one now.’

	It was never enough.

	Granted, he’d relented with a natural fact on occasion. Something attestable. For these parleys to mean much the known was duty-bound to intrude every so often. The rented room, for example, although it was mentioned with knowledge no useful biography could be found in there.

	On a later day, however, one week after arrival, they happened to summon him and without any prelude affirmed they had what they needed for the time being.

	‘We know enough about who you are,’ said an immigration officer.

	The ambiguity left unclear if this revealed continued annoyance or triumphant fact finding. Whatever it was, in the face of it he attempted to appear thoughtful.

	‘Hang on, if you don’t know where I’m from, how can you know who I am?’ A response at odds with his unconcern for origins but such an announcement seemed to call for dialogue of one type or another.

	‘We ask people at your apartment,’ said the immigration officer. ‘They say you stay in that place most of the time, that you order the room service food every day. And when the office reception did not have the documents for you, we know you pay bribe to the owner to have this room without passport. He is not happy for that now. Maybe a problem for him.’

	‘Right. Well, just reward. Or should that be deserts? Whichever, can’t say I liked the man. The owner. And bribe is your word. He called it an additional deposit. “Special deposit” was his term. And even if it were a bribe it can’t be much of a problem for anyone here, can it? Not in these parts, as they say.’

	‘And the name you gave for the room, this is not–’

	‘Of course not.’

	The uniformed immigration officer wrote on a pad, unperturbed and with diligence as though he’d just confirmed something worthwhile. Bent to the task, the man appeared in deep concentration, his pursed lips losing all color. His hand went knobby and his forearm flexed. Thoughts seemed to be pouring.

	It was the third time in two days he’d sat with this immigration employee, an impassive young man of undeviating focus.

	Outside, nearby, a two-stroke engine gnarled past. Inside, the room’s air conditioning unit was set to swing and draughts of pleasantly cool air came and went from above. He counted off the time it took each draught to reach him, at front then on return when air struck the top of his head. Rather noticeable on the pate. Maybe losing something up there. All the while the unit’s directional fin sent out a constant rubbery screech.

	The immigration officer looked up from his desk. ‘We also know the reception opened mobile account with your name.’

	‘Did she tell you that?’

	‘Why? Why does this thing matter? This one thing. A phone only and what she tells.’ The officer’s eyes widened. ‘Why do you want to know? And the record for telephone, for mobile, this is very easy–’

	‘Then why do you want to know? If you already know?’

	‘I want to know because … we want to know–’

	‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘The phone. It doesn’t. Lovely woman.’

	‘Who is?’

	‘Who is what?’

	‘Who is the lovely?’ asked the officer. ‘Lovely woman. You mean reception? At apartment?’

	‘Yes, the receptionist. At the apartment. And perfectly legal the phone account, as best I understand. Can say too that that apartment block had a nice little restaurant. No need to go out for food. Why not take advantage of it?’

	‘Yes but point is what must be put–’

	‘The point is, really, you know of a bribe payer without proper papers. And one who kept to himself but liked to stay in touch. Somebody who wanted to ring up now and then and say hello. I’d like to think there was something more. Anything else?’

	‘Anything else for what?’

	‘Is there anything else you know.’

	‘About what?’

	‘Anything. About me, to be specific.’      

	‘Not at this time.’

	‘Nothing at all then?’

	‘Not at this time.’

	‘Right.’

	There was something closed-in about immigration detention that goaded him into unintelligibility. Though there would have to be that something. No one could leave. Immigration detention was closed-in with aforethought. This and other actualities were hitting him late.

	The immigration officer looked up from the pad. ‘We would like to take the photograph. We must make the photograph.’

	‘You already have.’

	‘Again. Make again. Better, official.’

	‘That should help, I suppose. Help you that is.’

	‘And you cannot wear hat.’

	He touched his head. ‘I’m not wearing one.’

	‘If you had hat. Cannot.’

	‘Ah. Understood.’

	The officer said the photograph would be made later, after lunch.

	‘Something to look forward to then. The little things always. But, I’m guessing we’re not allowed to smile. In the photograph.’

	‘No, cannot.’

	‘That’s usually the way it is.’

	‘Yes, way is – but no. What you say, no, cannot. In other picture you smile too much. Smile is not allowed. Must be not happy, not sad. In the middle.’

	‘Understood.’

	The officer returned to the pad, kept at it, again hard at his task, a steady scoring as if he knew exactly where every line would lead. He must have known. Today’s interview had been little different from others he’d conducted with this reliably unhelpful foreigner.

	‘You can go to cell.’

	‘What?’

	‘To main cell. You must go back now.’

	‘Oh. All right.’ Again a rhyme had thrown him.

	Still writing, the officer called loudly to a guard outside the door. The guard entered, received instructions and delivered again a familiar charge to immigration detention’s main holding cell.

	The country had a reputation for operating one of the world’s most miserable immigration detention facilities. While in it the past week, he’d come to realise that rare were mentions of the world’s most agreeable detention facilities, or for all that, congenial prison systems or salutary psychiatric remands. Such estimations tended towards bad news. Where were the good facilities, systems and remands? Maybe if he had known where to find an agreeable immigration detention facility he might have gone to one. But it was best he had not. If he had gone to a better one, he would have been proceeding at cross purposes, for he would have been declaring himself a nonperson at a place where he was expecting to be treated more like a person, a reasonable person, not like the cipher in a cage among an inordinate number of other detainees wedged into a small space that he had become in this country with the bad reputation.

	He took a spot on the concrete floor, arms around knees, and weighed up the past few days. He hadn’t meant to make a game of it, much less merely have a laugh. If this was comedy it was free from hilarity. There were no jokes at the end of the line. And this had every look of a line’s sure end. Nor had he hoped to be interesting. That was something else from which to be spared. 

	Mental maundering, hour upon hour of it, occupied him early during detention, when sensations were new and fatigue had yet to set in. Nothing more could be accomplished. The country with a bad reputation would have to be the holder for now and he would have to be the held; both had little choice. In the meantime, he adapted to the factors of detention. He stayed aware, observed and resisted any further conclusions.

	 

	[]   []   []

	 


Now and again comes time to leave.

	Months ago, year nearly, a return after stretch away and into emptied-out apartment where blank walls seemed almost to throb. Nor did the floor hold much. From an area carpet emanated outline of preserved color in the shape of a sofa bottom and two neat squares of clean where floor speakers had been. Against one wall the room’s only surviving décor, a clear plastic bin bag left sagging off a nail. Very large and tall, the bag. The kind for grass clippings and garden waste. Why would she leave that? And where did she get it? There was no lawn, there was no garden.

	He snatched the bag, turned, and took in the room. The setting reminded of snipe hunts from youth and of holding the bag. Those were some times, dark and lonely yet strangely exhilarating. Reminded too of being the only patron in a restaurant, dismal though in an intriguing kind of way. Or maybe of a night alone in a new shirt. Like in all those times he looked around, for nothing more than sensations. There did not appear to be many.

	He drifted like a dead moon to the useless kitchen. On the counter sat a hammer, one of sundry tools left behind and now closest to any utensil in there. It was his hammer so fair play to her. Exchanging bag for hammer, a rubber-handled and well-balanced claw type, he directly found himself moved back to the apartment’s main living space. The letting agent had called it that. Later they would laugh about it, he and the now-vanished woman, the agent having defined for them life or space or both. Something substantial was meant to occur here. It would be the main site of notable living.

	Athwart a whitish wall, hammer dangling aside. Across the vertical at roughly eye level protruded more picture-hanging nails and some anchored screws. He slotted a nail and for no clear reason started to prise, bringing the nail’s head several millimeters closer to the middle of the room, to the downtown rental property’s main living area. But quickly he stopped, instead sliding the claw away to pass over the wall, lightly tapping with hammer’s head as if testing for reflexes. In a trice with opposite foot forward he wound up and with three-quarter overhand deliveries of the hammer unto them he buried all the exposed nails and screws, singly and with force, by so pocking and cratering layers of paint with small, perfectly round depressions containing a nearly centered metal dot. A few misses here and there but what’s an extra crater.

	Into a bedroom with no bed and a look through fitted wardrobe. Remaining were only his few clothes, shoes, odd trappings, broken mobile phone, canvas satchel and large wheeled holdall. He filled and zipped the holdall, retracted its handle, rolled it to the main living area and parked it near the door. Empty satchel slung on shoulder, he made to the street and a bank for withdrawal.

	A longer while ago there’d been a death and then some money. It had been a good enough amount but when collected seemed to low funereally, Any kind of effort to witness my dissolve, lad, and maybe this would have been more. 

	He had phoned in condolences to relations on site. They’d said they understood, he couldn’t make it, yes it was far and he was busy. They said though they wished he could have been there to help. They told him of troubles they were having. Troubles with the body. They’d had to get it off the island then onto the mainland. Then from that country to this one. They knew how things worked down there but they couldn’t understand why it was taking so long, why so many people had to be involved. Yes they could understand a coroner and local police, but no, not federal police and those people from government agencies in the capital. It was obvious he’d killed himself. It was an island and he was the only one on it at the time. He’d had a ruddy watchtower built to hang himself from, said one relation. And besides anyone who knew him couldn’t have been surprised.

	They were right. The man’s dissolve had been years in the making. In the undoing. A parody of matter he’d become. At a glance in fine fettle but a closer look would have revealed a spirit in poor trim. He had exhausted all possibilities and had undone all that could be undone. The man had reached an endpoint and was thankful insofar as he had long wanted to arrive there. That the point and its attendant processes kept extending seemed to enrage him. Earlier in the course of it there’d been the mid-life projects and ventures, which would become late-life projects and ventures, all either failed or abandoned. Latterly the island holiday spot, intended for people strikingly younger than he as well as of a more gladsome temper. A destination whose mood of fun and exuberance did not coincide with his own. A heap of funds from which to draw for the place, saved in steadier days, but ever dwindling.

	The body made its ramble from one country to another. He phoned in once more after send off. His relations said again they wished he could have been there, had been there to help. They’d had trouble with the funeral director, with the undertaking. They’d been unhappy with arrangements. With the arrangement of features it was. They said what lay there appeared almost to scowl. The director said it shouldn’t have been open-casket anyhow after a hanging and that morticians had done all they could. You should have seen the rope burn and my god he’d swung for two days in hot sun.

	It wasn’t enough though and the undeparted had asked the director to fix him with a smile. It’s not what he’d have wanted, they said, but there’s no preference in the will and we’re paying. We want a smile. Give us a smile, please.

	His relations seemed not to understand a corpse’s disposition. Which most supposed is neither upbeat nor downcast. A general look of indifference should be its set expression. The morticians are good at providing one, he wanted to say. They know what to do with a corpse. Let them do their job. And he wasn’t a smiley dad anyhow, not around me.

	Instead he said sorry to hear about all the trouble and asked of policy exclusion clauses and gave bank details.

	Despite feeling mildly undeserving of the windfall he meant to spend it with alacrity. And for that matter the year itself had been nearly zeroed out back then, there’d been parties everywhere, which somehow made profligacy seem right for the times.

	Nearly five years later however on an afternoon given to withdrawing what remained, a still substantial sum, he learned how difficult it was to do as much. Different rules now on the movement of money over a certain amount explained the bank teller, her sorrowful look alluding to atrocity.

	Thus it happened he was directed from the counter to a cubicle and made to wait for retrieval of all but the coins in his account.

	The bank was quiet inside, like most, this one especially so. An older, smallish branch and carpeted throughout. Didn’t see that kind of floor covering much any more, not in banks. Alongside a desk he sat on an office chair whose casters made no detectable sound in contact with the short-pile surface, though when he spun round a faint squeak emitted from the seating’s spindle. On the desk stood a picture frame. He leant in for a look.

	After quite a time, a bank employee arrived.

	It was the same person in the picture. He couldn’t help leaning in once more for confirmation, which otherwise would have been an odd movement but she took no notice.

	One and the same all right, person and picture. Conceivably she required assurance of her own presence whenever here. Yes, it’s me again. Elsewise it might have been mere policy, a company quirk, the gold-rimmed image serving as inspiration and reminder. A stilled, ideal reflection forever smiling back. Yes, it’s you again.

	The account representative placed a corrugated plastic bin atop the desk and lifted out several stacks of bundled bills – he’d requested a distribution favoring smaller denominations – along with roughly half a dozen large gusset envelopes, before dropping the emptied bin to the floor. She sat and quickly began the process of removing the currency wrapper from each bundle and loading notes into a counting machine atop a low table next to her desk, making sure he saw the machine’s digital readout each time. Once the machine had riffled through all cash, she made to replace the wrappers around what were now very many bundles almost covering her desk, but he raised a hand and told her not to worry. She said okay, and he instead helped her pile his money into the envelopes. Neither at the desk spoke of it, but a security guard standing nearby looked over at what might have been an abnormality.

	The guard stepped in. ‘Everything all right here?’

	‘Sure, sure. It’s fine,’ said the rep. ‘He’s making a large cash withdrawal.’

	The guard looked at him uncertainly.

	He spoke while stuffing cash. ‘That’s right, we’re fine. Thanks very much.’

	There were a number of documents to sign. She pointed where, he signed. When the account representative said that was all, he gathered the envelopes and stood. She asked if he’d be closing his account. He spoke lightly of wanting to keep things open. The woman saw no mirth but only the good sense of it and thanked him for his continued custom.

	Cash in hand, he inquired of further bank services and was directed back to the counter, where a teller converted for him a third of the money into traveller’s cheques, which like institutional carpets were on the way out but still held purpose for now.

	Back to the street and a humid summer noon, cash and cheques within canvas satchel. Restless, he took a long walk about the city, seeing many things in a different light. Though not contented, he nonetheless felt enlivened. He had a large sum of money in a bag.

	On a crowded avenue he thought of dipping into a bar but decided that would not be right for the moment. Happiness called for enhancements; the bad times went better straight up. Instead, he bought a city-edition tabloid for the classifieds, sat on a park bench and turned straight to Buy and Sell. 

	While he read, fat birds trilled near his feet. The dun-colored nuisances, wingèd vermin, looked nearly flightless. If he and the birds amounted to nature in the city then one or both were maladapted to existence, inadequate to its world. The birds lived on snack foods and displayed an unresponsiveness to thrusting shoes. They looked like gleeful imbeciles enjoying an afternoon. Not the worst way to pass the time.

	He continued his scrutiny of sale items, the search narrowed to transport. Throughout, an unusual number of prams disappeared behind one edge of newsprint and reappeared from behind the other. He wondered if the paper’s local news section might not contain a report of higher birth rates. They kept rolling by, one infant after another.

	He stayed with the adverts. It wasn’t the latest way to find second-hand goods and wares, but he supposed anyone who bothered with hard-copy flogging these days must be somehow in higher repute. There was no credible reason to suppose it, but in times of economic retooling best to stand by the old ways until you become farcical or at least unproductive.

	In a short while, he tore out a classified and went solemnly to find a phone.

	A calm had descended. The grim calm of bad times but a calm just the same. He headed uptown and watched as if from afar the city’s abundant people while they passed, the many figures coming and going, reckoning himself to be not so much a someone any longer, as were the pram drivers and other sure-striding people on pavements, but rather something else by stages. All told he walked for hours, with one interruption, before returning to the empty apartment. When he got back he’d bought an airplane.

	It was a twenty-year-old, high-wing four-seater belonging recently to a surgeon. The ad had mentioned where it was kept, at a small airport outside the city, a privately owned facility he knew of for its easy-going ambience and reliable indifference to documentation. In a thirtieth-floor apartment the surgeon had produced some photographs, maintenance records, engine logs. The man held clear title and quickly they reached agreement. A cash sale made things simple. The surgeon said he’d let them know of the sale at the airport and for the airport manager to top the tanks. The plane’s new owner took the keys, the records and logs, thanked the surgeon and said no more.

	

	 

	 

	A surprisingly restful night on the area rug, canvas satchel with remaining cash and cheques as pillow. Up with the sun and in the shower. All towels gone so he air dried. Promptly a quick gathering of wheeled holdall and satchel and out the door. He returned the key to its place atop the door frame without throwing the bolt.

	Then a long taxi ride to the airport. The driver said this’ll be an hour at least, likewise apologising for the bounce, explaining the shocks had failed. Right you are he thought. They weren’t doing what they used to.

	Out the window passed tremulous scenery. A ride like most others: the ferry passages through brown channels and rough sounds, subway rides during off-peak hours, general commuter rail mundanity. All meant the same sightless stares and exemption from half-forgotten obligation. There was something there but not seen, there was something to do but now it did not have to be done.

	The taxi came to the airport, more airfield than otherwise. Almost surprising the runway wasn’t grass. Half a dozen planes scattered about. No hangar. Only an apron with self-service fuel pumps and a single pre-fab building as office that kept the manager out of the elements.

	He squared with the driver, a colossal fare, pulled holdall towards the apron, passed through a low fence’s gateless opening. A brief word with the airport manager who had emerged from the office saying he indeed knew of the sale and pointed to the plane saying the tanks were topped. At an airport any larger, or at least more by the book, and he might have been obliged to produce a valid licence if not proof of recent flying experience.

	He crossed the apron. From straight on the plane’s cowling and intake seemed to form a sardonic smile. He heaved holdall onto rear seats, walked around the plane, an inspection of sorts although his eyes barely rested. At the plane’s front he held with both hands a tip of the propeller assembly, moved the blade to horizontal and gave it a pull, slide-stepped to the other tip and pulled again. With fingertips he traced edges and felt no cracks or nicks. Under a wing he pushed a vial into the fuel overflow valve and checked for contaminants, emptied vial on the apron. He untied ropes off each wing and at the tail. Then he settled into the cabin. More than a year gone since any of this, so outside official recency requirements, but things felt familiar enough.

	He set throttle and pulled at the starter. With little delay he taxied across the apron and made to a run-up area. Stopping short of the runway he held toe brakes and throttled up enough RPMs to check oil pressure. Into the radio’s microphone he announced intentions, so much as they were, and rolled out.

	Soon the plane shuddered down the runway, gained speed. It stayed aligned with the dashed center stripe and when metal wing surfaces got a bite of air he pulled gently on control wheel and eased away from the ground. The shuddering stopped. He vaulted over a threshold of large numbers and broad stripes at runway’s end and lighted out.

	A climb, a turn, a pass along the farthest range of tall buildings. Off to one side stretched a fading skyline view. The city’s rim of heavy industry roiled in the foreground, whole blocks smoldering ahead a river, liquid flames shooting from open pipes, sooted-down factories burning off remains. Across the river in distant relief the city itself appeared cut off, beset, unreachable. All bridges behind were on fire. He looked forward, before turning once more to glance at a rising white haze. Harsh morning sun lit the gauzy scrim and a metropolis flashed away.

	At altitude and fixed in for a lengthy first leg. Below, a thick deposit of coastal settlement took shape, a long strand of cities and towns, some few of them looking in parts scabbed over. He continued down the seaboard. A corridor it was called. To left, a cool advance of ocean – to right, spare reach of inland beyond. 

	He sat more or less still in the metal fastness of a tiny cabin, peering through bend of glass streaked with insect remains that made the view for the moment seem mostly tragic.

	The engine droned. Minutes, hours passed. Inattention set in. He willed an attentive state by glancing at oil pressure and fuel level, checking heading, performing some mental mathematics and adjusting for declination, agonic lines and the like.

	That completed, the inattention returned. Was it like this last time? The tedium, the routine?

	More miles went by, a relentless passing underneath. Miles as generally known but flight allowed for an assortment of ways to measure what passes. The ground miles, air miles, statute miles, nautical miles. Pick one. Any one. Choose a preferred way to think about what’s happened.

	 

	 

	 

	In late afternoon a stop amid mountains, at a small rural airport, several hundred miles covered at one measure or another.

	Aside fuel pumps he stepped down from the cabin, reached back in for the holdall, took out flattened satchel, added to it smalls and shaving kit, shut the case and returned it to the cabin.

	He waited in a tiny office. It was barely more than a shed. Outside, the airport manager filled wing tanks then pulled the plane to a tie-down area. When the man returned, an affable and talkative fellow, he asked him about a motel.

	The manager said there was something two or three miles towards town. A good little place. Said he would be shutting down here at dark and could give him a ride if he could wait.

	‘I can wait.’

	In the moment it took him to compose a bill the manager succeeded in telling a lot of himself, beginning with the fact he’d lived here all his life.

	He didn’t know what kind of response the manager’s disclosure required. It was neither inevitable nor inconceivable.

	He said, ‘All your life then.’ 

	Out the office and some time passed meandering about the airport grounds, twice walking the runway’s length, allowed at small uncontrolled airports, during which time no planes took off or landed. On one pass he stood at the grey tarmac’s midpoint and discerned a column of air extending indefinitely above. Low grasses alongside both edges bent in a breeze. Quiet here, muted, the runway like duct tape across a mouth.

	He walked back to the apron and had a look inside the airport’s single hangar. No planes. Only what had to be the manager’s ground transport, an old van of many dents and scaling paint whose side panels bore faint images of what must have been defunct commercial travail.

	In the van and on the way to accommodation, he listened to the airport manager speak mainly of ailment, one of a bodily type. The man spoke with the ersatz expertise of the afflicted, with an extent of medical knowledge and anatomical detail that otherwise would have remained inaccessible to him had not an organ been besieged by mutinous cells. The man was at a stage though doctors were unsure precisely which one.

	‘Sorry to hear that.’

	There was a small clipboard adhered to the steering wheel’s horn shroud, pencil pushed behind the clip, and to that fastened an index card containing rows of numbers some of which looked to be mileage calculations. Other lone figures had no manifest application but were triple underlined.

	They rode a winding two-lane where occasionally a passing driver would lift a slow wave but the airport manager had nothing for them, his attention maybe deflected today towards a passenger who listened but rarely spoke. 

	Through an underpass then off the two-lane and a hard left onto frontage road.

	‘Always liked the frontage road,’ said the airport manager. ‘It’s like being on the road but not really on it. Or, you know that thing, of the road but not in it. Or is it, in it but not of it? Never could get those straight. In and of, of and in, something or other. The world I think. Which is it, do you know?’

	‘No. I don’t.’

	Off the frontage and onto four lanes divided by a grassy swale and any waving by other motorists stopped.

	It was just getting dark when they approached a small motel of individual cottages each with its own birdbath before a mullioned front window, not one of the baths’ basins sitting level over its post but instead all tilting diversely skyward as though to catch a signal. If there were other guests they weren’t around.

	The airport manager pointed out the office, a matching cottage except for signage, and said, ‘I guess you’re on your way tomorrow, is that right?’

	‘I guess I am.’

	‘What time you leaving?’

	‘Not too early. What time you get in?’

	‘Same for me,’ said the manager, ‘not too early. Usually roll in about nine or so. Unless somebody needs something earlier.’

	‘Well no worries here. Nothing needed. So see you sometime after nine.’

	‘All right, all right. See you then.’

	A night of fitful sleep and he left the motel before dawn, was in air and away by seven. He made the peninsula by middle afternoon.

	 

	 

	 

	Ahead lay land between ocean and gulf. Halfway down the peninsula a turn to the east and in the direction of ocean coast. The water drew up gradually, depths beyond the shoreline shading to an expanse of dark-green naugahyde. A turn south. Below spread marsh near-island connected tenuously to the mainland by thin strip of barrier island high and isthmus low, the island angling towards the peninsular mainland and the isthmus towards a pair of nearby capes.

	He pulled south for a time, shut down the engine for some quiet, listened in the stillness to air flowing past the fuselage’s rounded corners and the wings’ cambered edges. The propeller windmilled. In the stream’s relative quiet he glided more. The onrush produced a slight whistling sound. Whistling people could enrage but this machine-meets-air trill wasn’t so bad. In the glide he lost altitude and airspeed but had a bit to spare. He kept on until quite without either to spare and restarted the engine.

	A clear late afternoon with miles on view. In the distance on the near-island lay scattered buildings and large car parks. Aside one building stood a cluster of old rockets, hollowed-out exhibits he remembered, bolted fast into concrete squares. Past the rockets rose a tall white building, a lone monolith in marsh. Faint launch pads stood about, one fallen into disuse, a recent ruin amid futurity, a once flammable site now encroached by greenery. He banked away from the whole of it, levelled and went straight for a nearby airport. 

	Unlike the rural mountain airfield, this transport facility had a control tower and so something like intentions were once again required. He provided them.

	Just landed, he walked past a sheet-metal hangar, here a structure filled with planes, and into the regional airport’s office. He paid for tie-down and asked the woman behind the counter for a taxi. She looked to the front window and said there was nothing at the moment, said he’d have to wait. But the airport had car hire if he couldn’t. He waited.

	Once in a taxi he took the front seat. The driver insisted on shaking hands and even gave his name. They were beyond airport grounds before the driver asked which way he was heading.

	‘Down the coast. No place in particular. A weekly rental if I can find one.’

	The driver said, ‘I’m on the beach as a matter of fact. I know a place down that way. A guest house. I’d say they’re sure to have a vacancy this time of year. Want to give it a look?’

	‘I do.’

	They were soon past town traffic and heading along a coastal road.

	Having begun gregariously at the airport the driver didn’t let up.

	‘What brings you here?’

	‘Nothing as far as I know. Except that I used to live here. Or not here as in here. Around here.’

	‘Hear! Hear!’ shouted the driver, smiling and half-turning towards him.

	‘What’s that?’

	‘You know, old-timey thing. Hear! Hear!’

	‘Oh. Yeah.’

	The driver yelled again but this time at a fellow motorist’s indiscreet maneuver, before recomposing himself and saying, ‘So, you’re not from around here?’

	‘No. I’m not.’

	The driver went quiet for a time, as though other of his available information had just gone unusable, maybe services of a kind intended only for locals, said little until they reached a sparser stretch of beach road, where at one point the man took to reading aloud a string of closely spaced signs:

	‘Last Beach Approach.

	‘No Outlet To Mainland.

	‘Road Ends at Seashore Park.’ 

	The driver confirmed things. ‘You’ll have to go back to keep going. I mean if you want to go south you have to go north. And around. Then go back again. Restricted area and all. It’s the launch pads.’

	‘Ah, right. Isn’t it always. I see, I will then. Go back to keep going.’

	One-half mile passed in silence. At that point it seemed time to ask the taxi driver, ‘Been driving long?’

	‘No. Came on just before I picked you up.’

	‘Uh, no. Not today. I mean in general. How long have you been at it?’

	The driver cleared an intersection before answering. ‘Long enough. You?’

	‘Me? What, driving?’

	‘That’s right.’

	‘Driving what? Not a cab. I don’t drive a cab.’

	‘No, just driving.’

	‘Ah. All right. The same then, I suppose.’

	‘The same what?’

	‘The same. Driving. Long enough.’

	The two continued along the coastal road. A few miles on they came to a clapboard-sided, gambrel-roofed home divided into rooms for rent. The driver pulled over, parked between the road and a well-tended front lawn bordered by pinwheels. Plastic wading birds and a lantern-bearing jockey stood in grass.

	‘They’ll have something for you here,’ said the driver, and released the trunk.

	‘Good.’

	‘You want me to wait though?’

	‘No. No need.’

	‘You sure? There isn’t much down this way, nothing to rent short-term I don’t think. And it’s a long walk back. Just in case.’

	He paid the driver and opened the door. ‘The place looks pretty quiet. I’ll chance it.’ 

	He pulled the holdall between tall palms curving above grounds where live oaks dripped moss. A short wooden foot bridge spanned a pond. Children threw in gobbets of greasy fat that splashed and left iridescent slicks on the surface. Carp popped at the chum, shiny vectors of hunger.

	The upstairs corner room faced inland, towards a lagoon. Most furniture looked bought the same day. Fittings too, all at once. The place was sold as ‘Your home’. Signage at the entrance had affirmed it, though if a case of mistaken wording the sentiment could be taken variedly, as either possession or position. Whichever, he couldn’t remember doing things that way. Everything at once, like these furnishings and fittings. Why make decisions needlessly big? Better to spread them out, decisions. More room for error that way. He laughed at the near-joke of it, a room for error, loud enough almost for any neighbor to suppose he wasn’t a solo traveller. There was a wardrobe with safe inside, happily. A bathroom of fiberglass tub and faintly pringing fluorescence.

	The room’s sliding-glass door led to a small screened-in terrace. He slid the door, stood atop raised aluminium runners and massaged his feet for a time. He stepped onto the terrace and sat in a white wooden chair. Down below across the rear grounds, a patch of just-thrown sod grass formed an imprecise puzzle of rectangular pieces. External air conditioner units whirred all around, compressors clicking on and off, trying to get things right. Conditions it was. Stasis the aim.

	From this view the latest of things, screened in, implausibility taking hold. An airplane bought almost on a lark. Then to a town of no acquaintances, little reason to stay but one week’s rent just paid and with notice there’d be at least another. He leant back, the chair creaked. Automatic sprinklers switched on and hissed, a muffled gurgle from underground as water filled the hollows of plastic pipes until flowing smoothly in fine mists and long bows that shot out variously and never touched. 

	 


[]   []   []

	 

	Whenever interviewed by department of immigration officials he kept clear of any voice and talk that might place him. Instead he used words and sounds that could have come from anywhere, from one of various locales where the language in use abided. While there was no hiding an accent by putting on another, or by performing as some person or another, there was a way of smoothing things out and rounding things off. And, withal, he was no good at mimicry. 

	Just the same he could admit his interviewee tactic did amount to a kind of performance. It was certainly before an audience of strangers. Until then he’d had no interest in performing, in providing a performance of his own. He’d been content to watch others make a show of things. Many are good at such spectacle. Sometimes entire societies prove good at it, albeit of necessity. Be spectacular or else. Nevertheless, seeing the shows and spectacles made by others somehow absolved him of having to do so himself.

	Yet now it happened he found himself performing. Playing his part, of sorts. In a room at a table he spoke with an immigration official, a new one this time. Bit older than others. The man seemed of considerable rank in the department, on this floor at least.

	They sat without speaking for a time, the air conditioner’s breathy flow averting a more uncomfortable lull, while the official studied documents, pen in hand. The quietude went on a full two minutes.

	At last the official looked up.

	‘Your documents, that you make for our information, they don’t have occupation, something about your work. You always put there’ – the man held up a page and pointed – ‘like put here. It says, “None”. Always none.’

	‘That’s right.’

	‘You have no occupation?’

	‘For the most. Although I consider myself a businessman.’

	The ‘consider’ had no effect on the official who set right away to telling the detainee that business could not be conducted by a foreigner without a business visa. Nor could a foreigner own a business in the country without a business visa. These were things everyone knew. 

	‘Do you have the business visa?’ the man asked. ‘Did you have one when you had passport?’

	‘No, I do not. And I did not.’

	‘Then you work illegally. The foreigner cannot work or own the business if not have business visa.’

	‘Again, I wasn’t working. I didn’t work.’

	‘But even if you have business and not do work yourself, if local people do work, owner must have right visa and permit.’

	‘I didn’t do work or have a business. I was neither worker nor owner. In fact I’ve never had a business. Not here or anywhere.’

	‘How can someone be businessman and never have a business?’

	‘It’s easier than you think.’

	The official refocused on documents, clicked the ballpoint and wrote briefly, only a mark or two, before looking up.

	‘You say you are businessman. Why you say that if you are not?’

	‘I said I consider myself a businessman. Important difference. And still do by the way.’

	Back to documents, with a sigh this time.

	The immigration official spoke into a page. ‘You are businessman without business?’

	‘That’s right.’

	The official nodded, gathered all loose pages into a neat pile, clicked the ballpoint and put it atop the pile. Something like the session’s first smile appeared. 

	‘You do not take this serious, do you? You are not serious person.’

	‘Au contraire mon frère. I take this quite seriously. Most of it. Though not being a serious person, a person in all seriousness, is something I’ll have to concede. In fact you could say that’s the very reason I’m here, why it’s come to this.’

	‘Yes, why you are here,’ said the official, again unaffected by elaboration that another might have judged apposite. ‘Why you are in this place. That is what we want to know. That is the question we ask.’

	The official straightened in his chair, leant forward and put some volume to the topic at hand.

	‘Why are you here?’ the man asked. ‘People here, in this place, they want to know. Why are you doing what you are doing?’

	‘On the subject, that subject, since you mention it, while I’m here, I have a question of my own. While I’m being … not sure the word. Am I being detained? Can it be called that?’

	‘Can call what? Be what? What do you say?’

	‘I’m saying this situation. My being here. Can it be called being detained?’

	‘It is the immigration detention center. You are detained until arrangements for deportation are made. Or until we find the problem.’

	‘All right. So I’m being detained. I’m the detained. I am detained.’

	‘And as we have told to you, the foreigner here can contact the embassy. That is something I recommend you do. Do soon.’

	‘I got that.’

	The official picked up the ballpoint, clicked rapidly a few times, twirled it deftly and looked out a window, the view a twin building five meters away.

	‘You seem like nice person,’ said the man, ‘not like some people here. But what you do is not nice. Not nice for many people kept here and for people who work here.’

	‘People who work here? Wouldn’t think it matters to them. To you. Soon as I’m out of your hair another foreign entanglement will arrive. Surely. But thanks for the “nice person”. Very kind.’

	‘Maybe nice but not serious person, like I say. Why you not serious, about serious thing?’

	‘Oh, I don’t know. Never seemed worthwhile I suppose.’

	‘I don’t under–’ the officer began before turning abruptly to the detainee. ‘You said you had a question. Did you have question?’

	‘Did I?’

	‘Yes. You said you had question.’

	‘So I did. I had a question. What was it? Let me … it was.... No. Gone. I can’t remember.’

	‘You said about while you are here. You had question.’

	‘Ah yes, while I’m here. While I am here.... But, no. Doesn’t matter. I’ve forgotten.’

	They were forbearing, the many employees of paper jail, and not unpleasant, though neither were they pleasant in any usual sense. They maintained a learned neutrality. But in doing so and by refusing to recognise his reinvention as a nonperson they evinced a failure of the imagination and largely denied one in him. Still though he couldn’t see them as jobsworths. They weren’t sticklers for rules. They just wanted problems to go away. And he was a problem. Not one of their worst, but a problem. And one not going away either, not any time soon. His lack of locatable origin made sure of that. Both were dealing in predicaments at the moment, he and staff at the department of immigration. Which was a realisation that rankled even so. The keeper and the kept and their having much in common. All this way to slough a self only to make good an old chestnut. And to get mired in your own contrivance for good measure. He asked for a glass of water.

	‘No water in this room,’ said the official. ‘Finish soon. But, I recommend you tell us where you are from so that we can speak to your embassy. They will help you. You do not want to stay in the jail with the many people. Do you?’

	‘How can an embassy help?’

	‘They will help you to leave. And help you to send your property, if you have to do this. But I don’t think you have to.’ A half-smile from the man.

	‘So you’ve been in my room.’

	‘We had another to look.’

	‘The owner?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘That can’t be. I don’t think. He’s away for a long time.’

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
NElTHER -{
















