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And I must borrow every changing shape


To find expression . . . dance, dance


Like a dancing bear,


Cry like a parrot, chatter like an ape.


TS Eliot, ‘Portrait of a Lady’




Whereas in animals fear is a response to signal, in men it is endemic.


John Berger, Why Look at Animals?
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Chapter 1




Stephen stood naked in his living room. He shuffled through the mail on the table, laying this sorting of envelopes and catalogues over the sickly, complicated guilt that had greeted him on waking. It was too hot already, even at seven o’clock, even here in the dark house.


He looked again at the junk mail flyer. stolen: Have you Seen our Ferret?


It was the same as the poster sticky-taped to the telegraph pole between his house and the shopping centre. He had often seen the skinny owner walking the creature on a leash on his way to the centre. The man was tall and pale with a small, delicate face, a black felt trilby and a greasy grey ponytail hanging down his back. He always wore tight, faded black jeans and a leather jacket too small for him, riding high above his narrow hips and short in the sleeves, his long white wrists protruding. In one dangling hand the man held a thin leather leash, and at the end of it the ferret undulated, long and low. Sometimes the ferret clucked in a strange, high stutter as it wafted and rolled. When they reached the shopping centre, just before the automatic doors slid open, the man would bend himself in half, scoop up the ferret and slip it inside his shirt, before straightening and sloping off into the cavern of the Plaza. Each time Stephen saw this he imagined with revulsion the creature’s horribly elastic body, its claws clicking against the man’s studded belt buckle, its fluffed fur against his bony chest.


Why would anyone steal a ferret? But there were the words, handwritten in photocopied black felt pen. Someone has Stolen our Pet Ferret ‘ANGEL’ we miss her Dearly and want Her Back ‘Reward’. A phone number, an email address and a patchily inked photograph of the ferret. Its peaky little face stared out at the camera.




Stephen thought again of the creature’s fur against the man’s chest, the fine filaments rising, breathable and dusty. His own eyes and throat itched, and he rubbed a spread hand upwards over his chest and neck.




In the shower, Stephen scrubbed himself hard all over with the loofah brush Fiona had left here on one of those early visits last year, when she’d got a babysitter to stay over in Longley Point with the girls. They’d eaten dinner at one of Norton’s cheap Vietnamese restaurants, and then gone to a pub to hear a punk country and western band called Big Fat Country. There, full of new middle-aged lust, they drank beer and allowed their hands to roam over each other’s bodies in the crowded, noisy dark.


Stephen could not afford to think of Fiona like this today, but the image came to him anyway from one of those nights, right here in the bathroom: holding her gently against the tiles, gripping her sturdy, muscular bum with both his hands, her urging breath in his ear, the steam.


No. Stephen drew back the shower curtain and tossed the loofah into the handbasin. But one last flicker of sensation came to him, her slippery skin and then in the bed afterwards, her cool, moist hands seizing his hair, the twisting sheets, and now he gave in, leaning with his forehead on the shining tiles, cupping and slicking himself soapily until he came.


He stood beneath the beating water, already defeated by the day ahead. 






The phone rang as he passed through the living room. He lurched, dripping. At this hour it could only be Fiona or his mother. He waited a few rings, breathing evenly, before picking it up.


‘Hello, love,’ said Margaret in a bright, innocuous voice. ‘I know it’s early, I just wanted to catch you.’ This last bit as if she understood he was busy, as if the call would be quick. Stephen knew it wouldn’t.


He held a hand over his groin, surprised by his mother’s voice into guilt about what he had just done. ‘Hi Mum,’ he said, businesslike. Fiona said she could always tell when he was speaking to his mother by the guarded tightness in his voice. But if he relaxed the call would never end; best to pre-empt with a sense of urgency.




He pictured his mother in Rundle, standing in the hallway with the cordless phone, peering furtively out through the narrow pane of yellow frosted glass next to the front door, as she always did while speaking on the telephone. Or gazing at the floor, pointing her toe at the points of flower petals on the carpet, one by one, in a circular, unconscious ritual as she spoke. After their father died Stephen and his sisters insisted Margaret get a cordless phone so she could have one by the bed. But she plugged the charging unit into the same place as the old phone by the front door, and when she answered it she stood by the hall table as she had always done, as if still tethered there by the telephone cord. The only time the handset moved from the hall table was when Stephen or Cathy came to visit for a weekend and left it between the cushions of the couch or on the kitchen bench. The next time it rang Margaret would have to trot blindly through the house, listening, until she found it.


‘Now I’ve just been thinking about the television,’ Margaret said, as if this were a new topic. Her voice was still carefully bright, but there was an anxious note in it that made Stephen close his eyes. Sometimes he had seen her preparing for difficult conversations by writing down what she had to say, nodding to herself, straightening her spine for courage before making the call. He felt a throb of guilt.


‘Right,’ he said. In the past few weeks they had had at least four conversations about the television Margaret had her eye on. The Panasonic Viera 46-inch full-HD Digital Plasma. She was aghast in the first call when, after five minutes of her describing it he’d said, ‘Sounds good, Mum. Why don’t you get it?’


‘It’s too expensive!’ she’d cried.


‘How much?’


Margaret said, as if he was trying to pull the wool over her eyes, ‘I know how much it is, don’t you worry about that. It’s ridiculous.’


He sighed. ‘It’s your money, Mum. You should do what you want with it.’


‘It’s your father’s money,’ Margaret said crisply. ‘Which is your money, and Cathy’s, and Mandy’s. I have no intention of frittering it away on televisions.’ She sniffed. ‘That’s what I said to Robert.’


Robert Bryson-Chan was the salesman at the giant new Good Guys electronics warehouse that had opened out on the highway, on the outskirts of Rundle. Stephen by now knew the life story of Robert Bryson-Chan, because Margaret had told it to him several times. He knew all about the salesman’s parents, his engineering degree, his wife, his mortgage savings plan. His bloody tropical fish.


Stephen heard Margaret riffling pages. He knew the notebook she would be using, the one with little black-and-white cows printed all over the cover. On its blue-lined pages Robert Bryson-Chan had written the features of the Panasonic Viera 46-inch Plasma. Robert Bryson-Chan was clearly a patient young man; as Stephen heard the pages turn he felt a collegiate warmth towards him, in the way that two people sharing a queue with a garrulous bore might exchange sympathetic glances.


Margaret began—again—to read this list aloud. ‘Full HD—that’s high-definition—Plasma Panel,’ she recited. ‘Viera Image Viewer with SD card slot.’


A new thought occurred to Stephen: if she did get the television he could have her old one. It was big. He pulled the towel up into a tight short dress around his ribs and said, ‘Mum, I think you should get the television.’


‘One thousand and twenty-four times seven hundred and sixty-eight resolution,’ Margaret said, as if he had not spoken. Now she had made it over the first hurdle of his conversational reluctance she showed an iron determination to press on.




Stephen pressed a fingertip onto a tiny opalescent shard on the tabletop and inspected it. It was either a bit of fingernail or a grain of rice. Rice, he decided, pressing the grain to his front teeth and nibbling as his mother went on about standby power consumption and energy ratings. He pulled a thread of fluff from his tongue. The tabletop was greasy, it really needed a clean. He swapped the phone to his other hand and pulled the towel from his waist, began wiping the table with it.


He surveyed the whole living room then with new, post-Fiona eyes. Over the past year, as he spent more and more time at her place on the other side of the city, this had become less his home and more a storage unit for his things. His old things, he saw now. Like the couch, a curved blob of Ikea foam covered in dusty black quilted cotton. The other things were mostly cast-offs from his sisters or from garage sales: the small square dining table with the rippling blonde-wood veneer and the three flimsy folding chairs; the low, angular ornamental bookcase where a few Dostoyevsky and Brett Easton Ellis and Camus novels were stuffed in between phone directories and takeaway menus. A corner of one of the girls’ texta drawings poked from between the menus. He bent to draw it out while his mother talked, the phone held between his neck and shoulder. He rubbed dust away from the corner of the page and smoothed it out on the tabletop. It was one of Larry’s mobile phone drawings: the white page empty but for a small line, at the bottom of the page, of lumpen purple oblongs covered in emphatic dots, a crumpled little aerial worming up from each phone. He should throw it away. He should throw all this stuff away. He folded the paper in half and half again, and pushed it back between the books.


His mother’s voice washed over him as he appraised the rest of his living room. There was the nest of swirly-caramel laminated occasional tables that even his sister Cathy had not wanted; the single monumental green armchair with its frayed maroon piping. A lamp or two would help. Although it would mean another set of extension cords, snaking around the skirting boards to the single power point, where an outcrop of double adaptors already bulged from the wall.


It was one of the things that made Fiona’s place so spaciously adult: electrical cords and power points were all invisible, built into walls.


Fiona had stayed over here a few times early on, but only a few. It was soon obvious that her place was the place; her large house by the water had soft, lavish couches and a fridge full of proper food—vegetables, and two types of milk, and cooked chicken legs under plastic wrap. Stephen’s fridge held a block of cracked yellow cheese, an ancient container of leftover takeaway, two six-packs of beer and, for some reason, a heavy jar of flour. Fiona’s place was full of matching crockery, fruit in bowls, glassware, framed paintings. It was part of the problem: her house was a monument to a marriage, even if it was long over.


Of course, at Fiona’s there were also the girls.


His chest tightened at the thought of Ella and Larry. They visited his place occasionally, all of them arriving—with him—as a team, to pick up mail or for some other errand, on the way to somewhere else. Their visits here had the air of an outing, like going to the zoo or some hokey, familiar museum. While he unlocked the front door the girls would flip the heavy lid of the letterbox and pat the faded cement gnome’s head, and Fiona would idly deadhead the few strands of yellowing, woody basil that poked from the front-yard weeds. Once inside, the girls would pelt up the hallway, through the kitchen and out the back door to the toilet in its little shed at the end of the yard, sitting on the huge white throne of it with the door open, gripping the sides of the seat and peering out. Or, they would race to the mantelpiece of op-shop curiosities they loved: the cast-iron figurine Fiona called the Racist Moneybox—a bust of Ella Fitzgerald with whorls of bulging iron hair and big red lips and a cupped monkey-hand on a lever, which fed coins into her mouth when you pressed it—or the smelly little animal-skin drum Stephen’s sister Mandy had sent him from Afghanistan. The girls fought over the big green chair, clambering to end up both squashed in it, shrugged up together against its vast back cushion, their feet only just reaching past the sagging seat.


When they left his house they left as a foursome; the visits were quick and cursory and after those first few lustful weeks he could not remember Fiona ever sitting down in his house.


He decided to be glad of it now, as he looked around. This was his place. After a good clean-up—he had not noticed before how filthy the windows were—he would be glad to be here again, have his life back. He tested the phrase cautiously in his mind—yeah, got my own life back. It would sound right in a few weeks. When he got used to it.


His mother was still talking, and it was almost half-past seven. He went to the bedroom, looking round for clothes. He had to get a birthday present at the shops for Ella and then hit the road. The working day loomed, shadowy and life-sapping, with the deep fryer to be cleaned, the bloody teambuilding event. After that, Ella’s party. And then—he forced it past in one sharp swipe—telling Fiona.


‘I have to get going, Mum,’ he said, dragging underpants up one wet leg.


‘The trouble is,’ said Margaret, ‘that the last time I went, because I wanted to check about the standby consumption, Robert wasn’t there. It was his day off. There was just a girl with a pierced eyebrow, and she said the only thing really to be concerned about was inches for dollars.’ She paused again, and when Stephen gave no reply she said, ‘But I don’t think that’s right.’


He glanced out of his bedroom window. Beyond the council workers unloading gardening gear from a ute, the checkout operators from the supermarket had begun to arrive for work. Pretty Greek and Indian girls in their ugly green uniforms, getting out of large cars driven by their boyfriends. The older, rough-voiced Australian women trudged in from the car park. Stephen knew them all, or at least their faces, and they knew his. But they never acknowledged one another across the black rubber belts of the supermarket counters.




He extracted a t-shirt from the dirty laundry pile and held it to his face to smell, before tossing it on the bed, smoothing with one hand and scanning it for stains. Not too bad.


‘Anyhow, what she did say was they have a special offer.’ Margaret brandished this sentence, showing she did have something new to report. Before he could answer she said, with practised relish: ‘A bonus Wii.’


‘Mum, I have to get to work,’ he said.


His mother sighed in exasperation. ‘Do you know what a Wii is, Stephen?’


‘Not really.’


‘Well it’s a game, that you play on the television, and you can get fit. I think it would be very good for me. The doctor said I need to exercise, especially now.’ She sighed again. ‘I sent you a link about it. Did you even get it? You never reply.’


‘My computer’s broken,’ he lied, glancing at the dusty laptop propped open on the chest of drawers. He had not turned it on for months.


‘What’s wrong with it?’ she demanded, suspicious. ‘Mine’s never had a problem.’


Margaret loved her laptop. At the kitchen table in Rundle she sat before the sleek black machine, a floral cloth on the table, the sun at her back. She would have unzipped it from the padded black computer backpack to which she religiously returned it whenever it was not in use. The optimistic tilt of her chin, the way she adjusted her glasses with her fingers up to her face like blinkers whenever she peered down the screen. All this—the packing and unpacking of the computer four times a day, the careful way she would read and make sure she understood every irritating menu that popped into life on the screen—was both poignant and exasperating. Stephen was unnerved by her growing command of technology.


Before his father died the old cement-coloured monitor and keyboard in his ‘office’—Stephen’s old bedroom—were foreign objects to Margaret. The computer was Geoff’s particular shrine, untouched by Margaret except occasionally with a brush on the nozzle of the vacuum cleaner. It was as inanimate to her as a cricket bat, only coming alive when Geoff sat before it, stabbing at the keyboard with two fingers and scowling at the screen with the suppressed rage he felt whenever he didn’t understand something.


But after he died, Stephen and his sisters bought their mother the laptop, and Cathy set her up with email and Skype accounts, and Margaret went to an Introduction to the Internet course for Seniors at the local library. Where she was astonished to find that the use of technology came to her intuitively, with ease and pleasure. Now she sent Stephen emails by the dozen, and carried her mobile phone everywhere. She used acronyms in conversation—Did you get my SMS? I sent you the URL!—and appeared most of all to enjoy being part of a new era which had left her friends behind. Even the men, she would say smugly, could barely switch a computer on. If Stephen or Cathy visited Rundle their mother would insist on Skyping Mandy, who would wave at them from the screen and then weave her laptop around the room so they were transported—vertiginously, miraculously—into the hotel room in Kabul or Baghdad or Islamabad.


Cathy had told Stephen their mother was even thinking of starting a blog. It would be called Margaret’s Musings, he supposed. Or Rundle Ruminations.


Down the phone line her voice took on a quick, sly tone: ‘I could ask Robert about your laptop,’ she said. ‘You could bring it when you come, and he could have a look at it!’


Fuck.


Margaret was silent for a second. When Stephen did not reply she said evenly, ‘You are coming next weekend, and’—adding this emphatically, as if saying would make it true—‘bringing Fiona-and-the-children. You are, Stephen.’ Warning, plaintive.


Stephen lay back across his bed. He stared at the ceiling. He had forgotten. This, not the television, was the reason for his mother’s call. This was what lay beneath the planned brightness in her voice, the prattling on about Robert Bryson-Chan. It was a circuitous, duplicitous stroll, leading him into this ambush.


Next weekend would have been his father’s birthday. And now, inexplicably, four years after Geoff’s death, Margaret was giving a birthday party. For her dead husband, in Rundle. Mandy, of course, was out of the country (he sent out another spiral of resentment towards her for this), and so Cathy and her new boyfriend Dave, and Stephen and Fiona and the girls—whom Margaret had assiduously tried to fashion mentally into her own grandchildren, despite the fact they didn’t know her name and wouldn’t recognise her in a photograph—must be there.


It was months ago that Cathy bailed Stephen up about this. She had cornered him, and he had agreed. She made him promise. But everything had changed. Cathy didn’t know; nobody but he knew that after today there wouldn’t be any Fiona-and-the-girls to bring.


He felt a panicked flare of fury towards his mother. He could imagine the invitation list, the dwindling set of his mother’s small-town friends boasting of their grandchildren and sons-and-daughters-in-law. He saw his mother’s urgent logic: she must work quickly, this state of affairs could only last so long before Stephen ruined it by losing another girlfriend. He was In A Relationship—it was an endangered condition, must be captured, preserved.


But it was too late.


‘We’ll see, Mum,’ he said, closing his eyes. ‘I don’t know though, actually. I don’t know if we can make it after all.’


 ‘Oh, Stephen!’ Margaret cried. ‘I emailed you, and texted, and you promised Cathy, you said you would!’


He didn’t say anything. He heard her breathing.


‘I don’t think I have ever asked you for very much,’ she said in a small voice.


Oh, there it was. A final push of mutiny rose in him. He stood and looked around for his shoes.


‘I think you should buy the television,’ he said flatly.




She was silent. Was she crying? He strained to listen. In the long moment of her silence he heard the disappointment he had always been to her, and the vain effort she had always made to hide it. His resolve faltered.


‘I’ll let you know,’ he muttered. ‘Fiona can’t make it but I might be able to sort something out.’


She would know he was lying.


‘Okay?’ he said, more gently. More silence. Well, fuck her then. He said curtly, ‘I have to go to work.’


Margaret spoke at last, haughty and wounded. ‘Well. Thank you very much, Stephen.’


Sarcasm did not come naturally to her; her bald attempt at it clutched at him. He began to speak but Margaret interrupted, quite coldly now, that she had the tennis newsletter to do and—with emphasis—she didn’t want to hold him up. She hung up.


Stephen punched the telephone handset into the bedclothes and lay back again, groaning fuck and shit. He hated this obnoxious need of his mother’s for him to be improved, her years of cautious hinting that he could do better if he only tried. Her phases of sending him job advertisements cut out from the newspaper had evolved, of course, into sending him links.




‘You’ve got a lovely mind,’ she wrote in one email a year ago. ‘We just wish you would use it.’ We, as if she was still talking about his father. Who else was meant by we? It was insulting. He replied with four words. I use my mind.


But then, almost as soon as Stephen began seeing Fiona—even despite the strained familial complications—it seemed Margaret had decided this fact was achievement enough. She had adjusted her expectations of him so far downward over the years that even Fiona’s children by another man could somehow be counted as an accomplishment of Stephen’s. Margaret showed photographs of Ella and Larry to her friends—Stephen winced in shame and pity—as if they were her own grandchildren.


He sat up, and now turned his blame to Cathy. She had, without protest, accepted their mother’s pretences about the stupid fucking party. She knew it was nothing to do with their father, that it was simply for Margaret to show off to her friends—and she had talked him into it too. Cathy probably wanted to parade her boyfriend in front of the geriatric Rundle crowd. She was as pathetic as their mother.


He dragged a shoe from beneath his bed with a hooked finger, filling with bitterness. Mothers were supposed to think you were magnificent no matter what. Sisters were supposed to side with you. But instead they kept grasping at him, making him feel guilty, expecting things of him he could not be expected to deliver.


A weariness rose in him as he realised his mother would straightaway call Cathy to complain. He could add another martyred, angry phone call, then, to the troubles that lay ahead. The acres of the day unrolled before him: all the different kinds of disappointment he would be, all the various arenas of his failure.


He turned away from the mirror, and stood to worm first one narrow foot, then another, into his trainers.






The sun was high, relentless in the clear sky as he slammed the door behind him and turned out of his gate. As he stepped from the shade of the house onto the footpath he was stunned motionless for a moment—Christ almighty!—by the white brilliance of the heat. He stood shielding his eyes with his hand—he would have to go back for a hat—when Nerida from up the road called out to him. He hesitated, looking down towards the Plaza. He wished he could pretend he hadn’t seen her, but he was caught.




Neighbourliness made him uneasy. In Stephen’s trudging back and forth to the outdoor toilet over the years he had developed almost without realising it an intricate sonic awareness of his neighbours’ private lives: the wheedling voices they used to talk to pet cats and dogs and birds, their habits with power tools and garbage bin lids (droppers or lowerers). He knew which back doors had aluminium flyscreens and which were sliding glass, he knew whose water pipes banged and filled at strange hours in the night, and he knew who had sat in their courtyards illicitly smoking when their partners or children were in bed. Occasionally, on the night air, came the floating grunts of sex.


But this was backyard knowledge. In the street, at their front gates, Stephen and his neighbours maintained the barest of greetings and he imagined that, like him, they were happiest that way.


Except for Nerida.


Retired Nerida and her girlfriend Jill—he was sure they were gay, though never sure enough to venture any remark that might reveal this—lived two houses from Stephen, on the other side of Bridget and Keith, who had moved out with the new baby while the renovations were done. Today the builders were absent, the house silent.




From her gateway Nerida beckoned at him again with a box of snail pellets. Stephen moved down the pavement and into the shade cast by her verandah. This was necessary—the sun was unbearable—but regrettable, as she took his nearness as a signal that Stephen was waiting for confidences. She beamed, tilting her head towards Bridget and Keith’s.


‘Spending a lot of money in there,’ she said, in a tone that meant fools and gold were soon parted.


‘Right,’ said Stephen. To keep out of the sun he had to lean towards her; it might look eager. He must make it clear he was in a hurry. ‘What’s up?’ he said.


Nerida’s face was square and masculine, like a nun’s, her metallic grey hair swept back from her forehead. She wore short-sleeved floral blouses with the collars ironed flat—today’s was maroon. The cobweb thread of a fine gold chain with a tiny crucifix lay against the sun-damaged skin of her chest.


Nerida said again, nodding at each word: ‘A lot. Of money.’ She still held the snail pellet box aloft. A cartoon snail grinned evilly from the box, showing its white human teeth, raising its villain’s eyebrows. Strange, how poisons were so often labelled with pictures of the pest being schemingly wicked. Stephen supposed it would be harder to kill a snail if you thought it was innocent. If the box had instead, say, a picture of a snail writhing in slimy agony, vomiting blood. If snails had blood.


Nerida was waiting for him to respond, her free hand delving recreationally inside the roomy pocket of her trousers.


He said nothing; he did not want to allow Nerida the pleasure of telling him how much was a lot. She’d once uprooted three little native shrubs Stephen had planted on a whim in the nature strip, and replaced them with another two clumps of agapanthus. He hated agapanthus; they reminded him of Fiona’s parents’ long lawns on the far side of the city. But the agapanthus flourished, and the one grevillea Stephen guarded had neither grown a millimetre nor died since he planted it. It stood twenty centimetres high, atrophied in the shadow of the lush, healthy straps of the agapanthus leaves.


He saw Jill looking down at them from the verandah. The German shepherd, Balzac, was a shadow in the gloom of the hall behind her. Jill had never once, in all the time he had lived here, said hello or spoken to Stephen. Just as his glance met hers now, she averted her eyes as she always did, and stared down the street at the man from the Plaza starting up his leaf blower. Together they watched the leaf-blower man’s slow, zigzagging pursuit of three different leaves. One by one, he escorted each leaf across the footpath into the gutter.


‘I see the beggars have got at your place again,’ called Nerida to Stephen over the noise. She meant the graffiti tags adorning his fence in the back lane. The fence was covered in the squiggles and swearwords and odd, mysterious expressions: Hazfelt is Ace, or Carl Scully is a deadshit. Or in one place, in small black felt pen: forgive me.


With those two words Fiona’s wide, grey eyes last week—her light puzzlement as she asked him if anything was wrong—came into his mind. But he could not allow this scrutiny today, could not bear the steadiness of her gaze. It must be banished.


‘I’ll paint over it,’ he said to Nerida.


Up on the porch Jill stooped to hook a leash to Balzac’s collar. The dog was elderly and losing his sight, with a deep, loosely shaggy coat that to Stephen, with his dander allergy, was even more floatingly hairy than the fur of ordinary dogs. But as always, as soon as Balzac’s cloudy old eyes made out Stephen he strained at the leash, pulling Jill along behind him down the stairs and out of the gate.




Stephen called, ‘Hello Balzac,’ in a weary manner that he hoped might convey to Nerida and Jill just how little he enjoyed what was to come next, and that might even (he knew this was futile) distract the dog. But there was no stopping Balzac doing what he always did—skirting round behind Stephen in a neat side-step, planting his brawny weight on the pavement and lodging his snout firmly up between Stephen’s buttocks. ‘Hellooo,’ said Stephen, trying once again to laugh it off and skipping forward, wriggling to dislodge Balzac’s nose. It made no difference, it never made any difference: the dog merely followed with his own heavy steps, nuzzling his broad snout a little further in. It felt to Stephen that he was balanced on the dog’s nose, legs dangling.


Nerida and Jill gazed fondly down at the dog. ‘He loves to say hello, don’t you boy,’ said Nerida. ‘Donechoo,’ she repeated, in the low, guttural baby talk people used with dogs.


At the sound of Nerida’s voice Balzac gave a shiver of enjoyment and, as always, Stephen was forced to reach down behind himself and push the dog’s snout firmly down and out of his bum. He followed this with a swift half-turn, quickly positioning his backpack at his groin so Balzac couldn’t begin again at the front.




Balzac licked his lips in a dejected way.


‘Sorry,’ Stephen called over the noise of the leaf blower, and then shouted his usual addendum: ‘It’s just that I’m allergic.’ The skin of his fingers that had touched the firm, hairy planes of Balzac’s snout began tingling with allergic activity. He felt an urgent compulsion to wash his hands.


Jill dropped into a crouch, pulling Balzac to her. She put a protective arm around the dog’s broad, shaggy girth to shield him from Stephen’s insulting allergy, and crooned apology into his ear: ‘It’s all right boy, it’s okay.’ She pushed her face close to the dog’s, and closed her eyes. Balzac yawned wide, then extended his long elastic tongue and licked at Jill’s offered mouth and nose and eyes with enthusiastic, probing strokes.


Stephen felt nauseous watching this drooling exploration. ‘Sorry,’ he said again, annoyed with himself for saying it. Behind his back he splayed the fingers of the hand that had touched Balzac’s wet nose. He imagined the sticky paths made for the allergens running all up and down his hand. He pictured them: microscopic cartoonish creatures pricking at his skin with their sharp claws, waiting to spring into his eyes on their tiny chemical feet if his hand strayed to his face. Stephen knew this was silly, but his nose and eyes begin to itch and water anyway.


‘Have you seen this?’ Nerida said, nodding at the telegraph pole where a copy of the lost ferret flyer was sticky-taped. ‘Isn’t that revolting! What kind of a person would keep a ferret! Good riddance, I say.’


Jill murmured in appalled assent.


‘But I suppose they feel like you would if you lost Balzac,’ Stephen said. Jill and Nerida looked at him, then each other. ‘I don’t think so,’ muttered Jill. It was the most direct thing she had ever said to him, but she still didn’t look up. She pursed her lips and went back to letting Balzac lick her face, up and down, in long syrupy strokes, while Nerida peered at the ferret picture, shaking her head.


Something about her stance—that hand over her mouth—brought Stephen’s mother to mind again. I don’t ask you for much. Something else she said had set up a tinny alarm, faint but persistent, in the depths of his mind.


‘I have to get to work,’ he said to the women. He waved his keys and turned away towards the Plaza.


How anyone could let a dog lick their face, their mouth, was beyond Stephen. They could watch a dog happily licking its balls, or worse, and then—he felt sick again as he crossed the street, towards the centre’s entrance. But Nerida and Jill were Dog People. They identified it early in any conversation with someone new. We are dog people. Are you a dog person?


Stephen knew he demonstrated some lack of humanity by not being a Dog Person. This seemed unfair. He was not a cat person either. He was not an animal person in the same way he was not a musical person, or an intellectual person. One was born to these things, like the colour of one’s eyes, or the length of one’s legs. Not to be musical or intellectual was unremarkable and provoked no suspicion. But not to be an animal person somehow meant he wasn’t fully human.


When Stephen told people he worked at the zoo their faces would light up. ‘Oh, I love animals! How wonderful!’ they gushed. How lucky he was, how privileged. They held him in high regard, and waited for tales of giraffe-teeth cleaning or lion-cub nursing. When he told them he worked only in the fast-food kiosk, their faces fell. But then they recovered. Still, to be surrounded by all those beautiful creatures. He usually agreed at this point, to finish the conversation. He did not say he found the zoo depressing. It was not the cages so much as the people—their need to possess, their disappointment, the way they wanted the animals to notice them.


He supposed being an animal person meant you liked to caress animals, be licked by them. That you did not fear them, nor they you. They gave you unconditional love. What was this love? Was it like love between people? He felt this to be impossible, but animal people did not agree. Some claimed their dog’s or cat’s love was greater than human feeling. After Stephen’s father died and he returned to the data entry place where he worked back then, a receptionist made sympathetic noises about his loss. ‘I know just how you feel,’ she said: her dog had died three months before. Stephen had tried to be offended, but found it hard to muster the energy. He could not understand it, but he believed her when she said his grief and hers were parallel. For she was an animal person. She believed her dog chose to love her, could recognise her as special, in the same way a father could love a son.


But Stephen was unnerved by them. He feared the hair of animals, its quivery ability to float towards him and stick to his skin. And then it would begin, as it was beginning now: the watering eyes, the congested nose, the desperate desire to wash himself down. The furious itching in the eyes, then the sides of his nose, forcing him to scratch and rake at his face till it was red. He would have to lean into a bathroom sink and rinse his eyes, but no matter how much he did this, the fierceness of the itching would not abate until he was far away from the creature, and had changed his clothes. Cats were the worst, but dogs too, horses, rabbits, anything with hair or fur. Worst of all was the way they insinuated themselves upon him. It was true, the little jokes people made about cats going to people who didn’t like them. But it was not a joke. Though it would only make things worse, he screwed the heels of his palms into his eye sockets, twisting and gouging at the unbearable itch.


He made himself stop then, and tried to ignore the itch—don’t scratch—along with the low humming anxiety about his mother, and the much more sombre, deeper chord, about Fiona.


At the Plaza entrance the small, tidy woman who sold the Big Issue magazine had already set up next to her camping chair. She wore her red vest and her baseball cap, her long, thick grey ponytail behind. And the man in the wheelchair was there again.


Stephen felt sorry for the Big Issue woman. She was about fifty, small and wiry, with a broad, husky voice that to Stephen evoked a life of hard knocks. She had gaps in her teeth, mostly remembered to keep her mouth shut when she smiled. She stood outside the Plaza every second day or so for hours. Stephen usually bought the magazine, but not always. A stack of unread Big Issues lay on the floor by his couch.


He sometimes wondered where the woman lived, whether she was really homeless. He couldn’t imagine her living on the street—she looked healthy and well-kept, purposeful. Perhaps she was saving up to buy a house. He pondered now, nearing her, whether this was allowed. If you were very successful, at what point did the Big Issue people tell you that you weren’t allowed to keep being a vendor? Once or twice he had pictured the woman in some grotty refuge in the inner city. He imagined she kept her area of a broken-windowed dormitory scrupulously clean, her bed always made, but he worried about her living in such a place, with the junkies and the violence and the filth. He worried about her being robbed, her Big Issue money taken from under her mattress while she slept. But this anxiety only visited him if he had bought a magazine, when he felt some responsibility for her well-being, and it only lasted for a moment. Mostly it was easy not to think of her at all. He had seen her occasionally in civvies buying cigarettes or groceries and looking, without her red vest and cap, like any other shopper. He felt an odd pride for her then. He once said this to Fiona, but she gave him a strange half-smile and said the woman was just like any other shopper.


He passed by them now, the woman and the wheelchair man. The wheelchair man was about thirty, and was often at the Plaza, whizzing along the wide aisles. Stephen had developed a deep dislike of him over the months, with his little crossed feet and his sparse, mousy beard and his thin grey jumpers. The man had a proprietorial air about the Big Issue woman. He always bought a magazine, and then she would have to stand with her awkward smile and listen while he talked at her, and they both knew that this, not the magazine, was what he had paid for. Often the man was still there, berating her, when Stephen came out of the Plaza an hour later; the woman would still be smiling, nodding wearily.


From the fluorescent interior of Jungle Jim’s up ahead came the familiar funky stink of mouse shit and dog biscuits. Stephen had bought a goldfish there once. To him a goldfish seemed the ideal domestic creature. You could sit by and watch its graceful movements through the water. Just the fact of a fish pond, Stephen thought, lent a special Oriental peacefulness to the place. It was a golden thread linking him in his Norton backyard, despite the leaf blowers and the aircraft noise and the abandoned shopping trolleys, to the world’s ancient wisdoms. A goldfish slid through the dark water, dignified, detached and silent, heedless of him.


Also, it was hairless.


But the goldfish had died. He learned later you were first supposed to do things to the water, but he hadn’t known this, and over twenty-four hours the fish swam slower and slower in the water of the big cracked garden pot, and then developed a whitish desiccated coating, and finally floated horribly on its side. He had to scoop it out and bury it beside the old staggery lavender bush.


It came to Stephen suddenly that all his mother’s friends were dying.


First his father, and now their friends, one by one. Every few months his mother had to stand in the Rundle graveyard and watch a friend lowered into the ground. He had never talked to her about this, and she had never mentioned it except in passing. But each time he went to Rundle he saw the growing pile of homemade funeral service booklets on the table by the phone.


The pet shop woman was sorting through the lumpy display of dog-chewing things as he glanced in through the door. A flash of revulsion went through Stephen at the sight of those strange bone-like objects, their seeped-on bandage colour. In the glass compartments of the window were three puppies on the upper level, and one lone guinea pig on the lower floor. The sign on the dogs’ level—no matter what breed was in there—said ‘Pomeranian Maltese X’ and ‘Shi-tzu’ (Stephen remembered his boss Russell’s worn joke about how the zoo had replaced the lions and elephants with one small dog: ‘It’s a shit zoo!’) but the puppies all looked the same to Stephen. They leapt and yapped in their knee-high bed of shredded paper. A sign said do not tap on the glass and had some small print about RSPCA regulations against tapping on pet shop windows. Soon the sun would strike the glass directly and stay there all day until sinking below the Plaza roof peak in the afternoon. The puppies would stop leaping and lie panting in their white forest of shredded documents.


The guinea pig snuffled, a hairy caramel all-sort, forgotten in the far corner of the window.


Stephen’s eyes still itched; he ran his hands down his jeans again to stop himself rubbing at them. He peered into the shop. He supposed a mouse was out of the question for a birthday present. Fiona would kill him.




He shut his mind, once again, on the many things Fiona might be tempted to say to him today.


Anyway, Ella and Larry already had a guinea pig and a rabbit. The first time he went to their house Stephen sat on the back deck, looking down at the view, feeling the great luxury of Fiona’s ex-husband’s wealth lapping over him with the breeze and the sound of the water. Then Larry, the younger daughter, had appeared beside his chair, clutching something long and furred at her chest.


‘Oh!’ he’d said, making a child-greeting smile. ‘Hello!’


His voice was awkward; he had not been ready for this. And then he saw that the column of fur was a live rabbit. Larry held the creature under its forelegs, elbows at her sides, her fingers meeting as she clasped it, as if it were a posy of flowers.


Stephen yelped. Larry and the rabbit both stared at him in silence. He watched the rabbit’s glazed gaze from its brown eyes, its long body dangling down the little girl’s front. It didn’t struggle or shiver, merely hung there, resigned, its soft, pouchy skin bunching up around its neck. Was Stephen supposed to do something? He leaned back, away from its fur. Larry just stared, her jaw set, blinking now and then in the sun. He heard himself babble. ‘What a lovely rabbit! Is it yours?’




She said nothing, but moved her jaw to one side, then nodded. She shifted a little, hitching the rabbit up as though it were a piece of clothing.


‘What’s its name?’ Stephen was worried now, not about his allergy but about the rabbit. Perhaps it was going into some sort of catatonic trauma, its blood supply halted. It hung, like a pelt.


Larry stared at him with her slightly bulging, wide blue eyes, and looked as if she might cry. She said, in a low, gravelly voice: ‘Fluffy.’


‘Hello, Fluffy!’ Stephen said, hearing his woodenness. ‘Do you think he might like to go back to his cage now?’ He looked around for Fiona, but she was nowhere to be seen.


Larry shook her head. ‘Oh,’ said Stephen. ‘It’s a girl,’ croaked Larry.


‘Ah,’ Stephen said. He swallowed. The rabbit swallowed too. Then Larry whirled and ran off down the side of the house, the rabbit’s body stretching and bouncing softly as she ran, the breeze billowing her little purple dress.


Stephen had slumped in his chair, a simmer of unease beginning in him. What was he doing there anyway? Fiona was his ex-brother-in-law’s sister; could there be a more tangled and foolish thing to consider, than what he was considering?
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