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—his feeble hand a javelin threw,
Which, flutt’ring, seem’d to loiter as it flew:
Just, and but barely, to the mark it held …


—Virgil’s Aeneid
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Spring


IDIDN’T KNOW when I would be ready to write about it until the moment I thought about writing exactly that: I don’t know when I’ll be ready to write about it.


The itch to write that down arose suddenly, from nowhere.


Sensuous feeling of typing my thoughts out the way I used to in the before life. Secret joy of returning to a world that has been closed to me since my son went.


I didn’t know when I’d be ready to write about it.


A literary feeling. I thought it would not return.


That joy feels bitter because I’m here writing and he’s not. My so interesting, so humble, so beautiful son, who left at nineteen, a victim of a hidden war in my country, in my world.


It’s a war I’m not ready to name because I don’t know its name. I may not be ready to write about that or to write about anything other than that. But I can write. He had got to the point of making notes on his phone.


I never saw them. I was going to see them later. Now his phone is in my room, hidden in the cupboard, and in a compartment in my mind, where I can’t see it. When I found it on his bedside table, its battery was already flat. I’m not going to charge it.


The coroner said, we only seek an exact time if there are suspicious circumstances. The best way to know, especially with a young person, is to look at the phone, when he last used it.


Black rectangle of doom, my son called it.


He hated the phone.


The joy of writing might be replaced for now by what they call survivor guilt (how glib and convenient to have a term for such a thing, a term with absolutely no value to me), but the pain and guilt of writing will be worthwhile if I could continue to fight that war on his behalf. That’s what we do. We keep fighting on other people’s behalf.


So I enter this thing called narrative, with pain, unsure if it’s a worthy enterprise. Worthy enterprises look like bad jokes to me. They always did, but now my scales can weigh everything against a human life. Does anyone who has not lost a child know exactly how accurate my scales are? Perhaps not, but I don’t care. I’m in good company.


And so is he. Among the dead are more people and many who are better than those now living, and many we continue with—Yūko Tsushima, Jesus (at least for three days), Muhammad, Socrates, Diotima, Diogenes, Yeats, Simone Weil, Rabia al-Basri, Attar, Jalāl al-Dīn Muhammad Balkhī, Mary, Jacob, Jonah, John the Baptist, Abraham, Joseph, Jonathan, Shakespeare, Seamus Heaney, Julio Cortázar, Borges, Kafka, David Foster Wallace, Moses—add any and all of your own friends or heroes or sparring partners here. These are just a few, named as they arose, and they do arise, often, as I sit here in my bed day after day.


I like them. They are vomited up from whales, they have speech impediments, they invent words, turn tables, interpret dreams, eat honey from the ground, they philosophise alone, they run into the street with a lamp and a water jug, screaming that they will douse the fires of hell and set heaven alight, because they are sick of hypocrites seeking God’s reward or fearing His punishment when they should be seeking His Face alone, and they write innovative short fiction. They do all sorts of things. They fight the distractions of religiosity or art or commerce or what has long been called the world. They tell Alexander the Great to stop blocking the light, a favourite of my son’s. They ask if a human is a featherless biped or something else. They hold their heads in their hands at desks, in the street and in caves. They play. They stutter. They are killed. They weep. And some of them weep for their own lost children.


For instance, Shakespeare lost Hamnet. And Abu al-Qasim Muhammad ibn Abdullah lost six, all of his sons. And God addressed his tears, Verily, I have granted you a spring in paradise / So glorify your Lord, and sacrifice …


In paradise, in the highest heaven, a spring …


And about those who taunted him, those obsessed with male lineage, those people who were sons of sons of, about them God continued, Truly, it is your enemy who is cut off [not you].


I say that now too. Morning and evening, I am saying it, saying it to faceless, innumerable, insensitive, imaginary hordes who are still among the living, those who are intact, who’ve always had it easy, who blame others for their suffering and deprivation, who are capable of ignoring and avoiding and neglecting people to death, those innumerable, insensitive, ableist hordes who—if they bothered—would exonerate themselves. And might, to my face, say I cannot imagine what you are going through (obvious) and who sometimes write on the internet that a person who has lost a child has suffered the very worst thing imaginable (questionable), and who clearly haven’t thought it through when they say, It is not natural.


And I know that—if they bothered—they would pity me because I have not only lost my son but half of a cloth I was cut from, and he has lost his life and both of us have lost this world thereby.


This world.


But—Truly, We have granted you a spring in Paradise … It is your enemy who is cut off.


I say it several times a day. It comforts me to know that just down the road, next to 7-Eleven, they are repeating it too, dusk and dawn. Maybe because it’s one of the shortest ones. But they are saying it.


I don’t walk there. I stay in bed and run between the two hills, and a spring of tears wells up. There will be mercy but not in the way that I want. (We laughed about it just last summer: Kafka: ‘There is hope—but not for us.’) To hold my son again, to be held by him. Now one hundred per cent of my hopes are based in an intangible metaphor: yes, we hold each other even now.


Even now. I can’t say the word ‘still’ because of the traumatic memory it triggers. I can write it. But I don’t like to.


I wanted to tell you that not all helpless love is romantic or sexual. Majnun went mad for Layla, but—


But enough about famous love already.




Grief is love with nowhere to go. Grief is a ceiling as vast as the sky. People who have lost a child are in a glass dome and no one can touch them.





Sounds and smells rise from the street to my upstairs window. I have just spent a long month sitting in my bed looking at the buds on the tree. Hard, cold buds on a tree whose name I don’t know, visible through rented glass. I’ve only been here for a month or two. Another notice to vacate, this time due to the owner’s son will be moving into the premises. Feeling resentful of buds. So mechanical. It’s not real spring. I’m undeluded. I know now Descartes’ disgusting vision: mechanical nature.


My online friends tell me that they felt this way too in the first year.


I write a poem for my son and upload it to a bereavement forum, where I know it will be understood even by the majority, who are older and lost children who were my age, not a son at the springtime of his life like Rimbaud in his poetic zenith prior to the gun running and the gangrene. I write copious ‘poetry’ like this now, when I’m too traumatised or too tired to form full sentences. I call it ‘The first spring’.




So much for the Poets


and their Spring


(spit to the left)


and their Blossoms


and their Bees


I believed in it too


Now the buds


blind and mechanical


don’t burst


they perform


like me


(three times to the left)


Nature gives a convincing performance


when it’s time to get to work,


gets up, puts petals on


but it can’t be a real spring


first since you’ve been gone





But I was wrong. When the buds slowly opened and showed white petals, and then fully opened, it was like magical snow all over the tree. Bunches and bunches of bunchy beautiful blossoms. Bees came. In the night I sat and looked in amazement at the blossoms, brilliant in the streetlight. A vision. Hours passed.


In a week or two the blossoms became loose, relaxed, carefree. Fluttering blossoms drifting into the street. I saw again with the child and poet eye. The truer I. Repented from my cold and ugly vision. I wasn’t wrong before. Love. Spring. A spring in paradise. All that is not only possible but certain.


The voice of a young man rises up, a stranger in the street below. Laughing and talking to a friend as they walk. That other silence. Cigarette smoke suddenly settles on my bed. The smells of a life I don’t know anymore.


The time of the blossoms is already passing. Pale green leaves start to overtake them. Some of the blossoms are losing their whiteness, their wedding dresses look drab now, like they absconded and hitchhiked here. The promise of the leaf. Nature’s first green, etc. I’m so exhausted from all these promises. I want and that appals me.


I want my son back. Sure. Fair enough. But I also want to see what the tree looks like when it’s all leaves. And my body starts to long for the warmth of spring while my young and beloved son is in cold ground. The living body is a traitor. And I want my rug to come, the one I ordered online in the middle of the night. I want to know what it feels like under my feet and see the cats roll around on it. And I want to tell my son all about these things.


This is what I think, as I sit here in my bed at noon, hungrily breathing the cigarette smoke that arose from inside the chest of a young healthy man I never saw, whose laughter and voice and smoke just rose and entered my upstairs window and settled around my bedcovers up here. This is what I think, while the tree competes with the writing, and delivery trucks go by without dropping off my rug. And the wattle branch I put on the grave last week must be wearing dry brown clothes instead of yellow pompoms.


And his twentieth birthday will soon not occur.
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The Long Dream


MY LIFE always used to bear witness to yours. I’d invoke it. We were so similar and I was alive, decades later. So you would be too. I survived my teenage years, my twenties, my thirties. So you’d be alright. Just like I was. You weren’t. Now the loss of your life bears witness to the fragility of mine. Maybe I won’t be alright either. Maybe I never was.


It is the official first day of spring and more plants declare themselves by flowering. Things grow. Herbs protrude from fence gaps and state their business. I touch everything, smell everything. Even if they don’t flower, by their shapes and gestures, they declare themselves. But the flowers … I walk in the night and find dark branches sprinkled sparsely with white. I reach and pull a branch to my face and smell honey. A possum crouches up there, pulling the blossoms to her face as well, and holding each one between two tiny hands and nibbling on it.


My heart flowers with grief. Pain opens out in an endless rose. I declare myself this spring too, for the first time, but no one sees. No one reaches me and pulls me closer to find out my secrets. The scent of earth and flowers comes up from inside me and dissipates into the night. I know that if you were walking beside me now I would die from happiness. God can’t answer my unsaid prayer for your return, because it would harm me. My heart is a cold, damp camellia. I didn’t fall on the ground when I found you gone but if you returned I would perish from too much happiness, I simply could not go on if that much joy were to flood my heart.


Borges wrote about it. Endless rose. Rosa profunda. When I was twelve, the smell of jasmine was indistinguishable from love. In the same hemisphere as Borges, growing up in the suburbs, dreaming of elsewhere. Stars. Pop stars. Ready to give my heart away to anyone. The long dream came. To find someone to walk beside.


It was you. All three of you. My children.


People disparaged me. Middle-class married women tittered to each other, yes, literally, in the streets in 2008 they tittered. It seemed that there weren’t as many single mothers then and certainly not single mothers like me, who were also tertiary students and whose car’s door handles had rusted off, and who did not have time for friends, let alone ‘networks’. Those women didn’t approve. Perhaps, in their world, only some women should have children and those children are first and foremost accessories to marriage. The male–female coupling was an obsession for many of them, valued above mother–child love, which is mostly pathologised. They didn’t know and now—I admit it—I didn’t fully know.


I had it all.
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Plants


IT’S NOT magical thinking—more like painting by numbers. When your creativity is too low to do anything transformative, you can move plants around.




1. Take a piece of a plant from an important place and bring it back to your house and keep it alive in a drinking glass.


2. Look at it by accident.


3. It will remind you that the situation is real and that you are doing things to help yourself to cope with it, even if all you are doing is moving plants around.





Or, in reverse,




1. Take a piece of a plant from where you already are.


2. Take it to a place that you can’t always go and visit. Leave it there. Go home.


3. Then you can think of how it’s there in your stead. Remind yourself you are dealing with it.





This is a very old habit vis-à-vis graveyards. Sometimes the plants might be extra beautiful. These are called flowers.


Flowers help.


I now know a portion of the world’s population who refer disparagingly to another portion as ‘the non-bereaved,’ by which they mean the non-child-bereaved—the only thing bereavement will ever be associated with for them again, no matter how many people they have lost in the past or will lose in the future. They say, for instance, ‘I was talking to a non-bereaved the other day …’ or ‘Non-bereaved will often tell you ….’ In this context, it is a synonym for ‘fool’. Not always. Sometimes they can surprise you. Sometimes it can be both.


Sometimes non-bereaved say things like, ‘I lost my dog, so I know what you’re going through.’


When I finally made it to university in my early thirties, my daughter was just seven months old. I started part time and put her in the childcare centre, thinking it might be good for both, if not all, of us. But I immediately got hooked on the idea of being what had been advertised to me as an adult. I regret that now, even now, while I’m halfway through a PhD, while I feel like a better person with my reading glasses on—I regret all the meals I didn’t cook, how many times we ate toast for dinner, how many times we didn’t have a family night playing a game together, which was every single night. But I was working towards it. Working towards and never arriving.


Later, when you went, I was still a student. It was the only way you ever knew me. Mum: someone who leaves the house and goes to a more impressive building with smarter people than us kids in it. Was it like that?


No. There were archways and ivy and botanic walks between us too. We had our own atrium and our own secret places in invisible libraries. We had our own secret architecture and wisdoms. You and I, we were like two old sages sometimes, sitting in our trashed shed among empty caffeine drink cans—with a tilt of the chin towards the world out past that busted steel door, or with a slight shaking of the head or a small glance we could dismiss the whole world’s folly. Often, it included our own too. That’s how sage we were. Together, we knew it all. I must have taught you that—to know it all.


I was smart because you told me I was smart. If you never told me I was smart, I wouldn’t have been smart.


Sage. When you grew your first beard, you used to stroke it and say ‘hmm …?’, which didn’t mean you were considering something. It was your funny and indirect way of showing your doubt or disapproval.


I soon went to uni full time, unable to resist, though I had two kids at primary school and my baby at the childcare centre. Having found something I could do, it was hard to stop doing it. There had been decades behind me of not being able. Of being unable and disabled. Houses and cars and school jackets and people vanishing, falling away, dishes piling up, falling, smashing. I remember our private joke, based on the Raymond Carver story you never got a chance to read but that I told you about. You’d remind me sometimes, when I struggled anew to articulate my frustration and overwhelm, or when you wanted to express your own: ‘Everything is falling’. Yes, everything had been falling for a long time.


In case anyone is interested, which they never were before, here is an equation I have struggled to solve:


Your child’s classrooms are not heated.


A school jacket costs AU$128 from a family business, whose business is to make your child look smart, and a uniform is democratic and fosters team spirit.


Some children of all ages cannot keep track of a school jacket or any other thing in their possession for a single day, for reasons too complex to put in the equation.


With or without a jacket, but especially without, your child’s effort to exist at school every hour is the equivalent of other people’s effort during an exam.


The average winter temperature is 13 degrees Celsius. It’s windy too. Winter is very long.


No, it will not be in Lost Property.


Soon I was the first at the childcare centre to drop off my daughter and the last to collect, 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. And you were in after-school care every night, at the school that was a fifty-minute round trip. On one occasion, I arrived at childcare at 6.12 p.m., and they were all there shaking their heads, those employees who I called ‘aunties’. One of them, the boss, was furious and shoved my daughter into my arms in open disgust. My daughter couldn’t walk yet. Six o’clock was closing time.


I was always running late, often literally running. I often had to roll-start a car and didn’t have time even to wonder why the battery was so often flat. I was so exhausted sometimes that I had to stop the car on the way home from picking you up from school to vomit. You three were my reason for living, despite my simultaneously hurtling down the one-way street (blind alley?) chasing my intellect.


In one of my first classes, I was told about Plato’s cave. I always sat right up the front, not only on the days when I had the pram in there and had to rock it to and fro with my left hand to settle the crying. I took copious scribbled notes that I never looked at again. On this day, I didn’t have the baby with me. The lecturer, a grey-headed man on tenure, suddenly singled me out when he saw what was on my desk. ‘A mobile phone? You of all people!’ He thought I was too spiritual for that because he had seen what I was reading.


In front of forty people, I just said the first thing that was in my head since that’s all I’ve ever done. ‘It’s my only link to my baby in case childcare needs to ring me.’ I don’t remember what he said. I didn’t know how to articulate our lives then. I was in a situation where I had no one to put for next of kin. I waited till my oldest child was over sixteen and then I put him. Borges said Kafka invented his own literary precursors. I gave birth to my own emergency contacts.


Later, when I asked for more critical feedback on my essay, he said, ‘There are always areas for improvement. We can’t all write like Henry James.’


I looked up Henry James. It wasn’t a case of not having heard of him. Not everyone’s life is that simple and straightforward. It was a case of not having any idea if I’d heard of him, read him or tripped over him. You know when it’s been a few hours between breastfeeds or nappy changes, you don’t just forget. But I didn’t know if I’d read Henry James. In case it might improve my style, I read The Turn of the Screw (again?) and was nonplussed.


I also believed that he’d famously said, A baby carriage in the hallway is the enemy of art.


This statement was an inoculation. My immune system remains on high alert against anything related to this toxic idea. Art that is a baby’s enemy or in competition with a baby is not worth having. Maybe I was tired—I remembered it wrong. It was Cyril Connolly who said that, in Enemies of Promise.


This philosophy is highly quotable but it has no past, no future, and an impoverished present. Not only that, since you can replace the word ‘art’ with the word ‘housekeeping’ in his sentence, I wonder about the sanitised view of art he must have had.


A baby carriage in the hallway is the enemy of housekeeping.


I’d rather scrape Weet-BixTM out of the carpet in front of the gas heater for another twenty years than keep company with this idea. It reminds me of some non-bereaved.


Lacking a certain type of experience and unaware of that fact.


Arrogant, right?


I like to practise it in Received Pronunciation or ‘BBC English’. You can even try rolling the ‘r’ or eliding it.


A baby carrrriage in the hallway is the enemy of arrt.


A baby cawwidge in the hallway is the enemy of aht.


I may be overreacting.


All the same. Must have been a joy to share cigars with Cyril Connolly and a joy to know Henry James, son of Henry James—men of letters.


A decade passed (here we are) and three weeks before I’m about to fall back into the default state of underemployment, I grade a student paper on Henry James. It’s lyrical, personal, delightful. It’s beautiful. It’s brilliant. He can publish it tomorrow.


Will I ever have time to read more Henry James? My son won’t. I don’t know if my son even got a chance to hear of him. He never got the chance to hear me ask him if he had heard of him.
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Nervous Is Mostly Over for Me


A FRIEND CALLS. He is reliable, funny and considerate. I walk outside after curfew and talk to him on the phone while the rain drips from eucalypts and their hundreds of leaves shine white from the dark wet ground. It is like the ground is strewn with silver or like when you find treasure in a dream. Become breathless from walking uphill.


Is this a romance or a grief memoir?


Neither.
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