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For Marg, for all the women misplaced.









What destiny awaits our younger sisters, and in which direction should we point them?


Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex









DROWNING IN THICK AIR


SHE STANDS IN the doorway, her body already pear-shaped and her breasts starting to fall with weight. She stands alone, watches as bodies move in front of a large screen playing pop songs. In the corner she sees a group of beautiful girls flick their hair to the ceiling.


Outside in the walkway, underneath the full moon of summer, he stands and rolls a cigarette, drinks cheap vodka from a plastic bottle that once held lemonade. She hears his laughter holding in a circle of admirers, hears the scratch of his lighter strike twice.


Last week she had found herself on his patio, lying on the hard wooden floor, naming faint clouds into shapes and images. She had told him that she kept seeing the nose of a dog. He told her that he always saw his mother’s face, that the faint tips of the clouds that hurried across the sky reminded him of the smoke she would exhale, her throat making small hissing sounds each time, worn and tired. In the late afternoon sun, as he touched her hand, he told her to stay.


She knew he didn’t find her beautiful, no one ever had, and she felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment as his housemates whispered about the shape of her face, about the small hairs that escaped the skin on her chin, about the weight on her rump. As they walked inside towards his bedroom, she felt his hand reach up and high five one of them. He closed the door in his room behind them and she heard the low echo of his voice tell her to lie down. His hands reached for her stained underwear. She couldn’t see her reflection in his bedside mirror.


Standing in the doorway tonight, she feels him watching her, hears his friend call her a whore, ugly and unwanted, his laughter loud and spilling onto the walls around them. She wonders to herself if she has become invisible, feels herself unable to breathe and grasps at her chest for fear of drowning in thick air.


Her chest bends slightly towards the ground and her hands fall to her sides. Beside her, a boy she has never seen before tells her he has wine hidden in the bushes in the park across the road, asks her if she wants to go with him, to drink, to watch the bats in the fruit trees, tells her she looks like she needs it. He reaches his hand towards the side of her face and touches the hibiscus flower she has placed behind her ear. She asks him if he knows what it feels like to be unseen by others. He takes her hand.


She sits with him in the park and passes the bottle of wine back to him. In the dark, on the edge of another’s groggy high, she is beautiful she thinks. When he gets up and pulls another bottle from a hole in a tree, she laughs at him. When he comes towards her and starts to grab at her breasts, roll the full bottle up against her groin, she pulls away. As he starts to tease her skin with the end of his lit cigarette, she tells him to stop. As he places his lips hard up against hers, as the sound of the disco starts to rise, as he hitches up her skirt, he tells her to lie still. He rips open her shirt, makes small grunting noises into her hair and makes her despair disappear into the night. She is quietened by his violence. She is, she thinks, in this moment, the furthest thing from noticed beauty. She feels his heat and the weight of his left knee on her pelvis as he pulls his pants up and tells her not to talk. She gets up, her back aching, and fumbles with her clothes, grabs at his hand as they walk across the street to the low lights of the disco. She rests her hip up against his as they walk, asks him if they should dance once they get inside.


They reach the back door of the disco and she sees his friend standing with one foot folded against the brick wall, smiling at them both. The boy who has just made small bruises start to rise on her chest tells his friend that she is all his, that he’s glad he went first, tells him to have fun. He walks back into the disco and she speaks, her voice low and quietly shameful in her sudden longing. She tells the boy with his hand now around her waist that she just wants to go home.


Ignoring her, he walks her to the baseball field, bright lights shining down on each corner net as he softly pushes her to the ground. She brings her knees up against her chest as protection. He sits beside her and starts to talk about his day, about his favourite band playing earlier on the big screen inside. He tells her that he doesn’t even know her name but has seen her around. She starts to tell him her name, but he speaks over her, tells her that he knows what kind of girl she is, that plain girls always do the dirtiest things, that girls like her never complain.


Under the bright light he pulls at her, rips open her thighs, undoes his jeans. As she starts to scream at the night sky, he clenches his left hand over her mouth, silences her, laughs down at her. The sound of her body tearing brings warm tears to her eyes. Under the bright light he slams into her, pushes her elbows into the gravel, the smell of blood reaching her nose. Out on the street, a group of men she has seen before walk past, cheer him on like he’s a sporting hero. Under the bright light as he holds down her open mouth to the dirt, she is but veiled in his wanting. She begins to choke, to fit, to gasp. The watching crowd quietens. The watching crowd moves on.


Under the bright light she is left alone and half naked. She lies still in the quiet and thinks about all the women like her. She thinks about the voids that they sit in, the places they are pushed into. She thinks of the unwashed, the unkempt, the large and the sullen, of the women ignored and raped in the dark. She thinks of all those before her, their collective anger and sadness pounding with their feet on the ground where she now lies. She thinks of being held in place for the comfort of others.


She hears a group singing near the corner of the field and she rises and pulls up her pants, walks slowly towards the street and hails a taxi. She gets in and sits on the cold back seat, quietly buckles herself in. The taxi driver ignores the blood on her arms, turns the radio up.


She stands in her underwear before her mother two days later, the bruises on her chest, the large handprints on her inner thighs howling against her skin. She presses on each bruise and puts her hands to her head to break open the thin scar forming over each elbow. She wants her mother to know that she has been loved. But her mother changes the channels on the TV with the remote, asks her to make a cup of tea, doesn’t look up when she sighs. The volume of the TV rises, its noise drowning out with the soft closing of the door behind her.


Weeks later, when the bruises have become light brown stains on her skin and the memory of being wanted has begun to wane, she starts to feel sick in the mornings, to cramp in class, starts to wonder if the whisperings from the older girls at school about how to tell if you’re pregnant means that she might be. She begins to feel the heaviness of her breasts, the summer heat catching under them as sour sweat. She begins to feel on the very edge of being noticed.


She walks the aisles of the chemist just before it closes with her head down low and grabs at the test with the brightest label. She stands at the counter and hands money to the man who is serving her, watches him look through her, beyond her, sees him smile at the blonde woman behind her whose breasts are heaving with the rhythm of her breath. He doesn’t notice as her coins fall to the floor, doesn’t place the test in a paper bag for her private comfort.


At home that night, while her mother eats a microwave meal and watches game shows hosted by small neat men, she takes a small mixing bowl from the top cupboard in the kitchen, walks with it to her room and places it on her bed. As her mother yells out answers to a quiz, she squats above the bowl with her underwear pulled to one side and pisses on the small plastic stick. As her mother coughs with food in her mouth, she sits back on her bed and places the wet stick in her hand. As her mother changes the channel to the nightly news, she stares at the two lines now visible, feels her chest lurching, her throat tighten, gasps out at the soft evening breeze through her window.


The next morning, her mother sits at the kitchen table eating toast and she places the stick in front of her. Her mother stares at it, slowly takes another bite of her toast, doesn’t notice as the kettle starts to hiss near the kitchen sink, doesn’t notice when the butter on her toast starts to run down her palms. She starts to tell her about the night it happened, but her mother doesn’t hear. She talks about the redness on her elbows and watches her mother stare at her own reflection, touch the thick grey hair that falls to her shoulders. She is lost in memory and regret, she thinks, lost in the remembering of her youth cut short by her own wanting.


Her mother tells her that she is too young to have a child, that others will notice her on the street. Tears start to roll down her chin, a pleading to her mother to be seen, to show the world that she was once wanted. Her mother gets up and leaves the table, her shallow breaths bounce off the walls as she walks out the front door.


On the Monday before her sixteenth birthday, the woman behind the counter grunts at her as she introduces herself and her appointment time. Her mother stands waiting beside her, her fingernails tapping on her purse, and motions for her to go and wait by the window. When the woman looks up from her desk, her mother starts talking in low tones, nodding and blowing her nose on a pale pink tissue. She sits and watches them together, hears the large pause between each turn of the clock hands above her. Moments later, a young nurse stands at the door and calls her name, ignores her when she says hello.


In a small pale room the nurse hands her a gown with an open back and tells her to take her clothes off, to lie down until the doctor is ready to see her. She nods and takes her shoes off, folds her socks neatly into squares beside them. In the distance, the faint sounds of suctioned air and gutted moans move slowly over the partition walls. She looks down at the speckled sun sitting on the tips of her toes, looks up as the doctor walks in and sits at her feet. Without greeting or warning, the doctor spreads her legs open and inserts his cold fingers into her, taps his feet as if impatient. He starts to talk to the nurse, and she feels a sudden warmth in her upper chest, feels the harsh opening of her with thick metal, the hardness of a tube pressing in on her, feels the pressure of suction between her legs.


Over the noise of removal and forgetting, the doctor starts to talk to the nurse about his holiday house for the summer. She hears her giggle like a school girl, hears the phone ring, hears cars out the windows, hears a young child in the waiting room crying, hears her mother sniffing loudly and dragging in all the sad air around her. She is the only thing that doesn’t make noise.


As the machine stops, the doctor rises from her and pats her knee with a heavy hand, walks towards the door and asks the nurse when his next appointment is due. Her legs still wide open and now numb, they both ignore her and start to busy themselves with paperwork, then walk out the door together.


Ten minutes later, as she begins to fight off tears because others will never know that for one brief moment she felt like she was placed and discoverable, the nurse walks back in and tells her to close her legs, to dress and meet her mother in the waiting room. She tells her that the bleeding will stop in a few days. Her breath stills.


Her mother takes her home in silence, and the large sanitary pad sitting between her legs captures small blood clots that feel like her body knows its loss already. They do not speak to one another. Her mother goes to the kitchen and turns the radio on to drown out the day. With her hands on her stomach she slowly walks up the stairs to her bedroom.


She lies down on her bed, her head pounding, her fingertips tingling like they contain fireworks ready to explode, and she feels lighter than she ever has. She looks down at her body, sees a thin pool of blood staining the sheets below her, slowly expanding around the sides of her hips. As she tries to get up she hears her mother’s car start, hears it reverse out the driveway and drive up the street. She is alone. She bends to the floor and slowly crawls to the bathroom. The heat of the shower has always brought her relief.


In the bathroom she pulls herself up against the toilet and stands with uneven feet, steps into the shower and turns it on. Steam fills the room. In the mirror above the basin, she cannot see her own reflection and wonders if she even exists, wonders if her missed beauty will become her tragedy.


Below her, her blood starts to flood and move in circles beneath her feet, starts to clog the drain with its thickness, starts to make her weak with its forsaking. As she leans on the heated wall, she feels the collective sadness of all the invisible women before her and all of those yet to come, hears their sadness in her own heavy breath.


She grabs for the plastic curtain beside her and starts to gasp, hot air filling her lungs. She tries to call for help, tries to scream for her wanting disgrace. As she looks to the mirror one last time, she doesn’t see her body fall, doesn’t see the soft beauty in her eyes, the way her body forms its last soft shapes. She is perfect in this place. The room quietens. The story moves on.









THE SPACE BETWEEN


SHE COULD SMELL the sour scent of her bra. When was the last time she had washed it, when was the last time she had even had a shower? A hand towel and a basin of water had been her go-to for the last few months, and she had mastered undressing without her clothes touching the putrid floors that were inevitable in truck stop toilets. In the last week she had started to only wash her face and under her arms. It seemed that the closer she got to the centre of this country, the less women, the less toilet paper, the less lockable doors there were. It had been easier to just do the basics. She’d taken to pissing beside the car, standing like a man and aiming at the dry sand, making small dark yellow shapes as she looked out at the landscape, beautiful and unrelenting. There was no reprieve from the sun, no hiding in shaded spots. Above her the sky a brilliant blue, the land rusted brown, endless.


As she pulled the keys out of the ignition, the old seat sucked at her skin, made noises as she got out of the car and started to walk towards the pub. She’d read the week before that it was the only pub for days. Once a year, thousands of tourists would descend upon it as a pilgrimage to horse-racing. For two days the town would swell, and together they’d all watch the sun rise over thousands of dunes in the desert. In the quiet of this midday, the red dust floated around her knees as she walked, and she wondered about the edges of this town, about the nothingness and silence beyond it. She wondered if each person heard silence differently, or if collectively silence was the same. If she walked out far enough into that desert would she be able to hear the vibrations of her own body, the soft murmurs of the land? She walked into the bar and saw two men sitting and watching the first horserace of the day. At this time of year, in this heat, there was only this.


The younger of the two men raised his head and looked at her, his mouth itching to talk. She looked back at him, watched as his hands touched his legs, smiled at him when she realised that his words were lost in his fourth beer of the day and the memory of his wife’s berating tone. She walked to the bar as he put his head back to his beer and mumbled something to his mate. She stood at the bar, silently.


The bartender leant in towards her, his voice impatient at this time of year when tourists weren’t expected, and asked what she wanted. He started to tap his fingers on the glasses as she looked at the wall full of spirits, sighed at the ceiling and told her the cook wasn’t in when she asked him if they had food. She settled on beer and thanked him as he put it down on the bar. Behind her, the two men stood up as their horse took the final stretch, grunted at the television as it fell in the last moments. She took her beer and walked to the seat near the window, felt the movement of dry heat on her shoulders as the fan above her rotated at slow intervals. She sat and watched a boy on his bike ride up and down the street looking in for her. She thought she may have been the only stranger he had seen in weeks, and she waved at him. She thought of the sweat running down her back, of washing her bra in the bar’s bathroom sink.


Long into the afternoon she sat and drank, the barman pouring her beers and the two men leaving before dark, their heads turned towards each other as they passed her. She sat alone, liking the fact that no one wanted to know her story or her next destination, liked that, as she sat there on the edge of a desert so large that only a few dared to cross it in this season, she became no one in a nowhere place. She had been searching for this since she’d left home a year earlier.


She’d grown up in a small costal town, her mother and her living in a run-down house on the beach, her school just a short walk away and her mother the local bartender. Her father had left soon after he had found out her mother was pregnant, and her mother would always say to her that a woman needed a man like a fish needed a bicycle. She would tell her that she saw this scribbled on a wall when she was young; it made sense to her then, made even more sense now. Her mother was always full of wisdom and one-line preaching, and she mused to the men who would sit at her bar each night, her low-cut top and cheap perfume a distraction from their lives beyond those walls. She remembers hearing these men fumble and whisper in their home late at night, seeing their shoes at the back door and their jackets hung over the couch. Her mother didn’t need or love these men. She always knew that. Her mother was made of more than others.


Each night before her mother left for her shift at the pub, she would watch her applying pinks, blues, shades of silver to her face, press her hair with irons. She’d watch her paint her nails bright red and press perfume into her wrists, her hands always shaking for the next drink, her breath a fiery wind as she kissed her on the cheek. Her mother was glorious, monstrous in her wonder and spirit in that small town, misunderstood by those confined and firm in their biography.


She would often hear women on the street talk about her mother as a whore, as the supplier of the diseases that their husbands brought home. She saw mothers walk their children to the other side of the street when passing their home, heard the butcher laugh one day as he held up the cock of a bull, saying to his waiting customers that her mother would be the only one who would know what to do with it.


To her, her mother was glory, was grandeur, was awe. She was the untouchable, the wild and the free. Her mother smoked dope in the bathroom with the exhaust fan on. Her mother sang along to Dylan early in the morning. Her mother wore tight clothes and hung her underwear over the heater in winter. Her mother did not want for anything but each day as a miracle.


Her mother died a year ago, her liver finally giving out. No one came to her funeral. No men visited. The day after her funeral, she packed all the things that mattered into her mother’s car and drove. She turned the stereo on and listened to her mother’s cassettes. She drove from place to place, staying for a night then moving on. She had become no place and no time. She was not here, she was not there. She moved in and out of memory.


It had become dark now outside the bar, and groups of men had started to arrive. Some sat and talked quietly, some sat alone, their faces in their beers or form guides, praying on a win. She stood up and went to the toilet, its clean floors different from the ones she had been used to for the last few weeks, and took off her bra. Naked from the waist up she looked at herself, at her mother’s features, at the hairs growing from her armpits. She started to wash her bra with hand soap, hung it to dry on the toilet stall door. She put her shirt back on and walked out into the street, into the vast land beyond it. She walked until the lights of the pub sat as small fireflies on the horizon, walked until she was one small shape in the landscape’s infinite grandeur. She stood between two large dunes and listened to silence.


The spinifex cracked under her weight. Her breath became short. The metallic taste of hunger sat in her mouth. She focused on filling the space, stretching all the way to her mother. The space between stories was often the best place to belong she thought, as her arms opened wide, as she heard her wild heart beat through her chest, felt the universe expanding and exhaling with her, perfect and limitless.









DEATH IN THE AFTERNOON


MY MOTHER’S VOICE echoed out into the hallway of our home. It cracked open the silence as my father smoked his cigarettes and silently watched his television in the back room; his sound long ago hushed in her search for perfection, his loud history sitting small in the corners of every room like settled ash after a great fire.


Our house was one of the first to be built in the cul-de-sac, and the once poor suburb that my parents bought into had started to boom as I reached my teenage years. With its new canals and a local shopping centre that housed two pizza shops and a surf brand clothing store, our new neighbours started to arrive. At school I’d sit alone at lunchtime with a Vegemite sandwich and a small bottle of water (my mother’s voice in my head telling me how many calories were in white bread), and I’d watch these new strangers opening up containers of plastic-wrapped cheese snacks and those biscuits that you could pull apart and share the cream with others.


One summer morning, as my mother laid out my school uniform on my bed, I heard trucks and the yelling of men outside on the street. I looked out my bedroom window and saw a group of tradesmen standing in a circle in the long grass on the vacant block across the road, all looking at a large piece of paper and directing a truck to start dumping tonnes of soil onto the land.


Each morning for nearly six months they came, building a house made of concrete and wire. The driveway, large and able to take three cars, was finally painted at the beginning of winter in the brightest white, and my mother began to complain that the sun reflected off the driveway and straight into her bedroom. Each time she’d tell me this, the veins in her neck showed themselves, and I’d sit in silence, listening to her small anxious breaths, until one day, a family with dark hair and the look of a thousand pasta-sauced meals in their stomachs, drove up that driveway and into their new home.


Luke and Casey, who I met in the middle of the street a week later, had every board game and new toy that money could buy. Their kitchen cupboard, with large wooden doors, was a deep hole that we could close ourselves into. It held packets of sugared biscuits, large tins of chocolate, small jellied lollies covered in sugar, pure white plates and cups that reminded me of the mostly unused plates in our kitchen cupboard at home, the ones that sat next to packets of jelly crystals that my mother bought in bulk and ate as her one main meal. The only other food in our house, the food that she’d make for my father and me once a day with gloves and a pair of sunglasses on, sat in a high cupboard with a padlock on it. As if what was held inside was some kind of poison that would bring us great sorrow. The key to its unlocking sat around her long slender neck (her neck always smelt of warm cotton wool), and each morning I’d sit on the top steps of the hallway as she’d run on her treadmill in the lounge room, feel the warmth in my groin as the key would bounce up and down against the hollow of her tanned breasts.


Often when Casey, Luke and I would be sitting on their lounge room floor watching movies or playing board games, I’d ask them if we could go into their kitchen cupboard. Each time I’d ask, Casey would look up at me and giggle, grab hold of my hand and run me towards the kitchen, push me into the cupboard with her large body as Luke would follow like a lost puppy dog, his eyes wide at sharing their secret treasures with me.


We’d slam the door behind us, and Casey would sit down on the lowest shelf and grab her favourite custard-filled sweet. Her uneven teeth would rip into the individually wrapped packets, and her legs would spread wider each time another packet popped open. I’d hear her desperate chewing, her fat legs sucking against the cold floor tiles, and I’d think of pulling her towards me, pulling her up by her hair and onto her knees to touch me. I’d imagine the custard filling sitting in her mouth, her lips sugar-glossy and touching the base of my balls that were heavy with the idea of her.


When I’d arrive home to my mother, the smells of warm chocolate cake or fresh oranges sat in the fabric of my neatly pressed shirt, and she’d walk towards me in all her perfect beauty and place her small thin hands onto the sides of my hips. With her face like a grouping of dangerous storms, she’d squeeze the sides of my hips and look down at me, tell me in a voice that meant she loved me, that I needed to learn how to control my want, that I’d only ever survive without her when I learnt this. And she’d frown down at me. I felt I could crush her small body under the weight of my smallest finger, and I knew that I’d never be able to hold on without her.


Luke’s room was a treasure trove of games and porn magazines that he would steal from the letterbox of Dr Johnson across the road, keeping them with his sugared sweets in a box handmade long ago by his father. Musk sticks, sour strips, liquorice in the darkest of chocolate, watermelon lollipops that would stain his lips, and the strong mint of candy bars covered in silver and green raced up to my nose as he’d open up the box in the late afternoon sun and grab at them with the great force of his want. His hands. His fingers. His lips. His mouth. His sugary high. His tongue out and glistening before me. His great delight.


Luke and I spent most hours out of school together, playing games and sitting on the small couch beside his bed as he ate his sweets in front of me and we jacked off together to a shared Jugs magazine. We’d never look at each other when we had our dicks in our hands, and never make a sound when we blew our loads into the toilet paper. Our system worked well for months and I’d often find myself sneaking a look at his face when I heard his breath start to heavy, ready to cum. I’d watch him close his eyes, grab the edge of his lip with his teeth and clench the muscles in his throat. He’d always cum silently and, as he cleaned himself up, he’d sneakily touch his pinky finger in the tissue and lift it to his mouth.


Together, Luke and I would spy on Casey. At thirteen, she’d started to plump up, and her face became greasy and full of white, thick, ready-to-burst-all-over-the-bathroom-mirror infection. She would spend hours in her room trying on clothes and listening to music, putting henna colour through her hair and talking on the phone to her girlfriends about boys named Rick and Simon and John. She played netball on Saturday mornings, walking through the house before she left with small shorts on that just covered the edges of her glorious arse.
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