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Editor’s note


The first slim Meanjin volume slipped from the presses in December of 1940. Its entire contents: eight poems over twelve pages, two of them from the pen of its editor, Clem Christesen.


‘We still strive to talk poetry,’ Clem wrote in his first editorial, a conversation that he hoped would help preserve the nation’s ‘mental life’ in a time of war.


We believe that it would be a grave error to suppose the nation can drop its mental life, its intellectual and aesthetic activities for three or five or more years, neglecting them and those trained to minister to them, and then pick everything up again as though nothing had happened.


Meanjin pushed on, never losing its commitment to poetry, but slowly and surely adding other literary colours to its palette.


The first piece of fiction was published in the autumn issue of 1943, guaranteeing a special place in Australian literary history for Margaret Trist and her story ‘Kiss Your Father Goodbye’:


Go kiss your father goodbye, they said to me. He was dead—quite dead—stretched out stiff and quiet in a long black coffin. But I wouldn’t.


It would be a disservice to future readers of Ms Trist’s story to reveal more, other than to say that two pages later, ‘The candles had flickered out.’


By 1943 Trist was already what we might today call an ‘emerging writer’ bordering perhaps on ‘mid-career’. The Bulletin had published her story ‘New Year’s Day’ in 1936, and would print more. She had stories in two 1942 editions of Southerly, the journal that pips Meanjin by a matter of months for the title of Australia’s most senior literary journal still in print. She also had stories in ABC Weekly, Australian New Writing, Young Australia, Home, Daily Mirror and The Sydney Morning Herald. Trist would publish two novels and two collections of short fiction. She died in 1986, leaving drafts of three unpublished novels among the papers now held by the National Library.


It’s a small snapshot of an almost-vanished literary culture, one that placed short fiction squarely in the mainstream of Australian mass-market magazine and newspaper publishing. Short fiction has of course survived all manner of social transitions, from war to peace, to the arrival of the internet, and it’s safe to assume that the likes of Margaret Trist would still find opportunities to be published in this new millennium, though they would more than likely be in the various niches reserved for the work of emerging authors, to be read by and large by enthusiasts, and by their colleagues and admirers.


Short fiction is no longer much the stuff of mainstream entertainment, a space globalised, trivialised and visualised, tooled to a shortening attention span, stripped of complexity and risk. Books still sell, fiction barely and short fiction sells less. All of which is something of a pity, and leads you to wonder at the sort of national ‘mental life’ invoked in 1940 by Clem Christesen. Have we left it behind in our rush to be entertained? Would it have included an elevated sense of the Australian self, one enhanced by broad contact with the local literary imagination?


It would have had its shortcomings in 1940, whitely post-colonial perhaps, and that is a key strength of the modern literary moment: that it gradually attempts inclusivity, and admits the broadest possibility of voices, voices that now also insist on being heard.


In this collection, sampling from more than three decades of Meanjin short fiction, we see evidence of that literary persistence and the slow growth of a diverse voice in Australian letters. We see names and voices that would swell in power, tone and range over the years, beside some that are just beginning to be heard. Here is a complex sketching of Australian life, thought and feeling, a broad canvas that ranges from Bruce Pascoe to Tim Winton, from Ruby Murray to Jennifer Mills.


The point is one of determined longevity, of Meanjin’s continuing project: attempting to talk poetry, whether it be through verse or prose; of attempting to set our Australian selves down in words, to explore our changing self through the gimlet eye of the Australian writer.







Spring, 2009


Intelligence Quotient


Georgia Blain


Just before I turned forty, my mother, who was the only other member of my family still alive, died from a stroke. She left me a small amount of money, enough for a deposit on a semi in a suburb that was not too far from the city, a place where the streets were hilly and treeless, and the houses that hadn’t been knocked down to build huge brick villas remained unrenovated.


I’d never had my own place, nor had I lived by myself, and when I first received the key, I held it tight, hesitant for a moment about putting it on the ring with the others. And then I slotted it through the steel loop, its bright, shiny newness marking it out as different from the rest.


I had no work at the time, and so I stacked most of the little furniture I owned into one room and began slowly to remove the remnants of the lives that had lived here before me. I lifted carpets weighed down by years of dust; I pulled back linoleum, finding faded patterns of flowers on tiles that were cracked with age. I scrubbed down walls and painted. I listened to the radio as I worked, hours of music and talk that wafted over me as the days passed.


One morning, when I was out on the street putting undercoat on the front fence, a car pulled over, the engine rattling as it idled. A woman leant across the passenger seat, winding down the window.


‘I heard you were in the neighbourhood.’ Her blonde hair was pulled back in a scrappy ponytail and her tanned skin was lined. As she pushed her sunglasses up on her head, I could see that her eyes were pale green, a startling colour beneath lashes that were brittle with clumps of mascara. She smiled at me; her front tooth was slightly chipped. ‘You don’t remember me.’


Balancing the paintbrush on the edge of the can, I took a step towards the car, shaking my head as I did so. ‘I’m sorry.’ At first I’d thought she might have recognised me from one of the occasional ads I’d done. Most of these were now old repeats that rarely aired, but I’d recently played a teller in a bank commercial and I’d seen it only the other night. Commercials brought in money, a lot more than I managed to make from directing, and I took them when I got them.


‘It’s Juliette.’ She rested her hand on the top of the open window, a ring on each of her fingers, three or four heavy silver bangles jangling on her wrist. ‘Juliette Acott.’


I wiped my hair from my forehead, breathing in the acrid paint on my skin. ‘I used to babysit you.’


I smiled. ‘Really?’ And I leant a little closer.


‘The Acott sisters. There were five of us. You sometimes played with Susie, the youngest.’


I could sense something tugging at the thick shroud that always cloaked the past: a house on the corner, the sandstone wall covered in jasmine, and Juliette—was it her sunbaking in our garden and smoking cigarettes, while she supposedly looked after us?


‘How strange,’ I shook my head. ‘Do you live around here too?’


She did. Up the road and next to Alison, the only person I knew in the neighbourhood.


‘No, I didn’t just recognise you,’ she explained as I began to ask how she’d known it was me. ‘Although I read about that film you made, and told people that I used to babysit you.’ Her voice was husky, deep and cracked.


I asked her how Susie was, and she told me she was living in New York. ‘An investment banker, earning a shitload of money.’


‘And the others?’


‘All doing their thing,’ she said, and then, inevitably: ‘Your brother? Eddie?’


‘He died,’ and, because I thought she would probably ask me how, I had to expand. ‘Killed himself, actually.’


‘Jesus,’ she shook her head. ‘Wouldn’t have picked it.’ She looked at me with those pale, green eyes. ‘You always seemed the one headed for trouble.’


I was uncertain how to respond. ‘I’d ask you in,’ I eventually said, glancing down at the paint tin and the half-finished fence.


She had already pulled the car over and switched off the engine. ‘I’ll make us a cup of tea.’ As she stepped out into the bright glare of the day, I searched for something familiar, a reminder of the girl she’d once been. She was tall and lean, her jeans close-fitting, and her cotton shirt a delicate print of soft blues and crimsons. The fine bones in her face and the remarkable colour of her eyes marked her out as a one-time beauty. Close up, she smelt of cigarette smoke, the stale odour faintly masked by a lemony perfume.


‘Milk in yours?’ she asked as she made her way through the open front door.


I watched her disappear down the cool darkness of the hallway and then put the brush in a bucket of water and closed the lid on the paint tin.


When I bought my house, Jono had assumed he was coming with me. I guess I did too. But as he began to talk about building a studio out the back for home recording, I looked at him, standing in my kitchen, surveying it all with plans in his eyes, and I wasn’t so sure. I was tired of waiting for him to agree to having a child, of waking in the middle of the night, hollowed out by the heaviness of realising I was kidding myself when I thought he would change his mind. I would look at him sleeping, peaceful, and I would hate him.


He was shocked when I told him I was going to live on my own. He didn’t want me to go. We could work it out.


It was hard breaking the habit of trying to believe in him, I confessed to Juliette, surprised at how readily I was talking to her about my life.


She leant back against the wall of the house, stretching her legs out in front of her, her bangles clanking as she lit a cigarette. ‘I’ve met the type.’


Jono never gave much to the people he supposedly loved. He was the kind of man who’s closer to his ex-partners than his current girlfriend, I explained.


‘I saw him the other day.’ I reached for the milk, smelling it to check it hadn’t gone sour. ‘He wanted to see a movie together. Afterwards we had dinner. He told me he was with a woman called Sally. Just a casual thing, he said. She wanted a lot more, but he wasn’t ready.’


I looked out across the street at the neighbour’s cat lying in the warmth of the sun, her sleek body stretched out on top of the wall. ‘I suddenly realised that was probably how he’d described our relationship to each of his old girlfriends when we were together.’ I pinched my teabag between my thumb and forefinger, wanting to wring the last moisture from it before I let it fall into the old paint tin lid now filled with cigarette ash.


Juliette was squinting in the brightness of the day. ‘Never known a man who was worth it. Sounds like you’re better off without him.’


Maybe, I agreed, although I wasn’t entirely sure. My desire for a child crippled me at times, particularly now I was completely alone. At least with Jono there’d been some hope, no matter how false. Now I spent a lot of time trying to face the strong likelihood it wouldn’t be fulfilled.


‘But I like it here,’ I said, looking at my house behind me. And I did. After years of drifting from place to place, I felt comfort and relief at this sense of ownership. I am home, I would tell myself, at last I am home.


Juliette was a painter. Before that she’d been a cook, a nurse and a childcare worker. There’d been a few men, but none had really stayed around. She’d lived for the last ten years by herself in a semi not that dissimilar to mine. ‘I’m better off that way,’ she laughed throatily. ‘People like us,’ and I was surprised at how readily she grouped us together, ‘we never really learnt how to play the game. You know, not like them.’ She waved her arm in a sweeping gesture that took in the rows of streets and houses in a suburb peopled by families. ‘But it’s not all bad,’ she tightened the knot in her hair as it threatened to come loose. ‘Swimming against the tide.’


A few days later I saw her again, out on the street. She was walking briskly down the hill towards the station, one hand clutching a cigarette, the other pressing a phone to her ear. As I raised an arm in greeting she stopped for a moment. ‘I never said I’d be ready by then,’ she told the caller, and then she held the phone away as she mouthed the words: ‘Beer, my place tonight?’ I could only nod as she returned to her conversation. ‘Listen. It’s not possible.’ She kept walking, without even looking to see whether I’d agreed to the invitation, dropping her cigarette on the pavement and leaving it smouldering behind her.


That night, Juliette told me she had a great idea for a film.


We were sitting in her courtyard, slapping at mosquitoes as they whined close to our ankles and arms before alighting for the kill. I was only on my second beer but I felt drunk.


‘Five sisters.’ She tilted her head back, blowing out a thin plume of smoke that was swallowed by the darkness and then, resting her cigarette on the edge of the ashtray, she took the last swig of ale. ‘Arsehole father. Starts with each one of them on her twelfth birthday, until finally, when he gets to the youngest, the other four are all there hiding in her room that night, ready to stop him.’


I didn’t know what to say. Looking at her illuminated in the glow from the inside lights, I was about to open my mouth and express some puny form of sympathy, when she laughed again.


‘It’s not my family,’ and then she began to cough. ‘Jesus. You remember what my dad was like. Mr Meek and Mild. Wouldn’t hurt a fly.’


I didn’t. I remembered very little.


I asked her if she had some photos.


‘Somewhere,’ she replied. Was I interested in her film idea?


I tried to explain that I didn’t really work like that. I only ever wrote when it was my own idea; otherwise, I was a director for hire on other people’s scripts. If she had written something, I could look at it. Alternatively, if she wanted someone to write the story, she’d need to find a scriptwriter; they’d have to raise money. As my words amassed she got up to go to the kitchen.


She brought a couple more beers out, along with half a frozen pizza that had been reheated. I took a slice. She didn’t touch it.


‘I told Suze about bumping into you again,’ and she prised the top from the bottle, letting it clatter to the ground. ‘She remembered you and Eddie doing Mum’s IQ test.’


I smiled as the first clear memory slotted into place, casting light on others that clung to the edges of our conversation: Susie, Juliette, all the sisters, and that house on the corner, the one I had vaguely recalled with the high stone wall that stopped you from seeing into the garden, although you could still make out the top storey and the slate roof from the street. The bedrooms had been upstairs. Camille and Juliette shared, and then there was Deborah (who had been in Eddie’s year at school) and Amanda and lastly Susie, in a room on her own.


It was Camille who’d looked after us most often. She, too, had long blonde hair, loose and silky smooth. When she babysat us during the day, she’d strip down to a string bikini and sunbake lying on her back, and then her side, and then her front, lifting the edges of the crochet to check on the progress of her tan. Sometimes her boyfriend came with her, and Eddie and I would spy on them as their bodies tangled around each other, his hands working their way into her bikini bottoms, until she pushed him off and sat up again, leaning across him to grope for her pack of St Moritz cigarettes in the grass.


He would roll joints, carefully spreading a fine line of tobacco and dope along one edge of the paper, rolling it between his thumb and first two fingers of one hand.


‘Want some?’ he once asked Eddie, who, at a couple of years older than me, was just twelve—almost too old for a babysitter really, but because he and I had a tendency to argue, our parents didn’t like to leave us alone.


Cross-legged on the emerald green lawn, Eddie tried to measure up to the adult status that was being offered. Voice cracking slightly as he reached out a hand and told the boyfriend (whose name I couldn’t remember) that yeah, sure, a toke’d be good, Eddie didn’t dare look at me watching him. Breathing deep, he held the smoke in, holding it, holding it, until unable to bear it any longer, he bent forward, coughing out a choking cloud, while the joint kept burning.


‘Don’t waste it,’ the boyfriend scolded and I could see Eddie was mortified.


‘What about me?’ I asked, sure I could do a better job than my brother.


‘Like this,’ and pinching the end of the joint between his thumb and forefinger, Camille’s boyfriend drew back, a sharp intake of breath, holding it for a moment, before finally letting the air out.


Eddie watched.


‘I wouldn’t give him any more,’ Camille half-protested, standing slowly. ‘And I definitely wouldn’t give her any.’ She looked at me. We all kept our eyes on her as she walked, languorous, long-limbed and lazy, across the brilliant expanse of grass and down to the house, the sunlight cutting through the slender poplars that marked the border between us and next door.


She was the ideal woman, Eddie told me later. He drew pictures of her, sketches on the back of school notes and in exercise books, line drawings that never quite caught the perfect symmetry of her features. He wrote her name over and over again, scribbling it out as soon as he completed it. He even took a photograph of her, keeping it, crumpled, under his pillow.


Once, he and his friends had followed her and the other fourth-formers to the dank marshy ground under the Gladesville bridge, where magic mushrooms grew in the clotted dirt near the concrete pylons. It was Camille who discovered Eddie hiding in the sticky asthma weed and her boyfriend who gave him a mushroom to try.


‘You didn’t,’ I said.


Eddie just rolled his eyes, and although I didn’t want to ask him what it was like, I wanted to know.


‘Amazing.’ His long hair fell across his face, and he pushed it aside. ‘We took it in turns to kiss her.’


‘Who?’


‘Camille.’


I knew then he was lying.


‘Ask her.’


I told him I would. Then he’d look like an idiot. Then he’d be embarrassed. As I went to pick up the phone, he finally confessed. He hadn’t kissed her after all. But he had taken the mushrooms, and he grabbed my arm in a final attempt to convince me.


Sitting out in Juliette’s courtyard, the last piece of reheated pizza cold between us, and me now feeling well and truly drunk on my fourth beer, I asked how Camille was.


‘Married money,’ Juliette told me.


‘Eddie was in love with her,’ I smiled.


‘Everyone was in love with Camille,’ Juliette grinned, picking at a fleck of tobacco caught near her chipped front tooth. ‘All my own boyfriends included.’


She looked at me, pale eyes narrowing as she leant forward. ‘So when did he do it?’ she asked and I knew she was referring to Eddie.


It was when he was seventeen. A couple of years after my father lost all his money and we moved away from our stone house by the river to a red brick flat on the other side of the overpass.


‘But it wasn’t that,’ I told her. ‘When you’re a kid you don’t care about money, or your house, or any of that. It wasn’t even the fights between my parents. He was just one of those people.’ I could see her looking at me. ‘He never fitted in and because he wanted to be liked so badly, other kids were cruel.’


I remembered one of them taking Eddie’s school shorts and leaving him, knees together, hands trying to cover himself as he walked home. And then there was the time he was bashed, nose broken and bloody, weeping as my mother asked him who had done this to him.


‘And then later on there were the drugs. We all took them. But they messed with him.’


It was easy now to provide a list of possible reasons, all I should have seen at the time, and probably did see, but I always felt that somehow, in the tangle of isolated incidents, I had never really grasped the larger whole, the truth of what had taken him further than he should ever have gone.


Juliette shook her head. ‘You know he lost his virginity to me.’ She leant back in her seat, and looked out at the black limbs of the trees that grew behind the collapsed paling fence. ‘One of those times I looked after you, and he came home, later.’


‘Well that would have made him happy.’ I smiled and looked across at Juliette, who was standing now, beer in one hand.


‘Want to see my paintings?’ She nodded in the direction of the sunroom at the back of the house.


I had noticed the canvases stacked against the wall when I came in, and I’d been curious, wanting to pull one out, unable to imagine how Juliette would paint. Something unfinished, I thought. I followed her now into the small narrow room, lit only by a single bulb hanging from the ceiling. She turned the first of the paintings around, and then stepped back so that she, too, could have a look.


It was difficult to see it properly, there on the ground, the light too dim to really show the depths of soft darkness. There was a bridge spanning the night and a low cloud, barely visible, pressing down, heavy and sombre on the earth below.


‘Can you hold it up?’ I asked her.


Resting her cigarette on the window ledge, she obliged, stepping back, head cocked to one side as she watched me, observing.


In the distance I could see a light, only small, illuminating one corner of the canvas a little more brightly than the other. I leant closer and, having drunk too much, almost knocked the painting out of her grasp. She steadied herself, never taking her eyes off me as she waited for my reaction.


‘God it’s good,’ I told her.


She turned another around and then another, and I sat on the floor in the middle of her sunroom as she held them up for me one by one, each a world of darkness, a blackness that made you want to lean right in to see what you felt was there but was never quite discernible.


I was about eight when Sarah Acott gave Eddie and me the IQ test. Sarah was studying psychology at university and she must have asked my mother if she could use us as her subjects. We went, not entirely sure what we were expected to do, just wanting a break in the monotony of a weekend that had entailed more bickering than usual.


We let ourselves in through the tall wooden gate, and walked up the path to the open front door. The Acott house was one of the largest in the neighbourhood, surrounded by an overgrown garden, the grass knee-high, the trees pressing against the windows, and the weeds tall and sticky. In the darkness of the hall, it was quiet. Everyone seemed to be out. Eddie called out, his voice uncertain. I shouted a little louder, and Sarah appeared, her footsteps soft as she came out of the lounge and into the hall. She was a thin woman, her hair streaked with grey, her eyes cloudy and her skin smeared with pale freckles. She was wearing glasses, which made the occasion much more serious than I had thought it was. She pushed them down to the end of her nose.


‘Now, who first?’ she asked. ‘Eddie or Lena?’


I was surprised she knew our names, because although I had been there to play a few times and her daughters had babysat us, she’d never seemed to register who we were. This was a house in which the adults had little presence. The children did as they pleased, helping themselves to the food they wanted, leaving the mess they made, fighting without intervention, turning on the television whenever they desired; it was chaotic and loud. But on that day it was quiet.


‘Is Susie home?’ I asked, once it had been determined that Eddie would go first and I would be left to wait.


Sarah wasn’t really sure where she was, and she looked at me for an instant, uncertain whether she should trouble herself with finding me an amusement.


There was nothing at hand, so she left me to sit on a sofa in the lounge.


With big windows that let in the northern light, it was the only sunny room in the house. The couch was soft, and I stretched out my legs on the cushions, looking at all the cuts and scratches I had accumulated. Then, bored with this, I wandered around: picking up a vase and putting it back, a family photo in a small frame, a soft piece of fruit in a bowl on a table next to one of the armchairs. This was a room for grown-ups, one where there really wasn’t much for me to do. I would have gone upstairs to the girls’ bedrooms or out to the family room at the back of the house, but I wasn’t sure when Sarah would be calling me.


I went to the kitchen instead, and opened the fridge. Dinners had been left in casserole dishes, the food crusty now. Cheese was unwrapped and hard at the edge. There was a glass bowl with jelly and I ran my finger through the middle, cutting a line that wobbled through the raspberry, hastily licking it off when I heard the door to the lounge open, followed by Sarah’s voice saying my name.


‘There you are.’


I looked around for Eddie and she told me he’d headed home. ‘I won’t keep you long,’ she promised.


The small room off the lounge (which was, I suppose, a breakfast room) had bookshelves around two of the walls, dog-eared paperbacks stuffed into each shelf. The floor was covered with papers, stacked in piles that threatened to topple at any instant. Under the window, there was a round table, with four wooden shapes on top of it: a circle, a square, a triangle and a hexagon.


We were going to play a game, Sarah explained as she pulled out a seat for me. ‘It’s called: Find the Smartie. I want you to close your eyes when I tell you and then pick the shape that has the Smartie underneath it.’


It seemed both easy and pointless.


‘You can eat any Smarties you find,’ Sarah said. ‘Or save them to take them home.’


I shrugged my shoulders. ‘Sure.’


The game must have lasted about fifteen minutes, maybe less. I closed my eyes when I was instructed. Sometimes Sarah asked me questions while I waited for her to choose her hiding place, strange questions that I attempted to answer. When I was allowed to look, I picked shapes randomly, never thinking there could be a pattern. I had mixed success. The few Smarties I won, I ate immediately. I was thirsty, and didn’t really want them but didn’t know how I was going to carry them home on my bike.


Eventually we finished.


‘Thank you, Lena,’ and she smiled at me, letting her glasses fall to the tip of her nose again. She scratched at the side of her neck absentmindedly, her skin red and flaky beneath her nails. We stood at the front door together, the day bright outside the gloom of the hallway, and she told me she would see me soon.


At home, Eddie’s Smarties were in a bowl. I didn’t know how he’d got so many.


‘I won them.’ He looked at me with an icy triumph that was unfamiliar. ‘It was an IQ test.’


I had no idea what he was talking about.


‘A test to see how smart we are. How quickly we could figure out the pattern and find the Smarties.’


‘No it wasn’t.’


Eddie began to count his out—slowly, loudly.


‘You’re lying.’


He ate one, looking across at me as he did so.


‘It was just a game.’


‘Was it?’


His smirk made me want to punch him.


‘She never said it was a test.’


‘Yes she did.’ He ate another Smartie. ‘Besides, it was obvious. To those of us with high IQs.’


‘What a load of crap.’ I tried to hit him but I only succeeded in sending all the Smarties scattering to the floor.


Eddie seized me in a headlock and I kicked him. We rolled onto the ground, crushing the Smarties beneath our body weight. When I bit him, he screamed.


In the cool of the late afternoon, I rode my bike along the narrow backstreets that led to Susie’s house. It was almost evening and the lights were on in the upstairs windows. The front door was open and I could hear the TV inside and music coming from one of the bedrooms. I had crept out of our house and ridden over there because I had thought I wanted to talk to Sarah. I hadn’t envisaged encountering the rest of the family, and now that this seemed possible, I was less certain of my mission.


I stood for a moment at the front door, and then feeling foolish and embarrassed, decided to go home. As I picked up my bike from where I had dropped it at the entrance, Sarah peered out from the light of the house into the oncoming evening.


‘It wasn’t fair,’ I told her, when she realised it was only me standing there, hesitant, eyes still red from crying after being punished for the fight with Eddie.


We sat together on the cold sandstone paving that surrounded the house, our backs against the wall as she tried to understand.


‘What were our marks?’ I wiped at my nose, smearing grease from my bike across my cheek.


They were both high, she told me.


Was Eddie a genius?


According to the test, he was certainly in the upper levels.


And me? Was I a genius, too?


She looked at me directly, her pale eyes watery and blinking nervously as she tried to explain that the test was just one measure of intelligence.


‘It was wrong,’ I said.


She waited for me to continue. At only eight years old, it wasn’t easy to explain why I felt there had been an injustice.


The garden was in darkness now, only the camellia bushes that grew near the house were visible. At my feet a few bruised heavy heads had fallen onto the sandstone, the petals crushed underfoot, their thick perfume sweet against the smell of mud, dirt and leaves. I picked one up and pulled it apart, the bloom silky to the touch.


She would take me home. My mother would be worried. And she stood slowly, reaching down for me. I didn’t take her hand. Lifting my bike up from where I had let it fall, I told her I would be fine.


‘It’s just around the corner.’


It was too dark. She would get her keys and we could put the bike in the boot. ‘I won’t be a second,’ she told me.


But I didn’t wait. Swinging my leg over the crossbar, I rode down the garden path and out onto the street, the coolness of the night soothing as I pedalled faster, the wind in my hair and the rush of air against my skin as I turned down the steep hill that led to the river.


At home, they didn’t hear me; my parents, sitting in the kitchen and discussing Eddie’s test results, while in the sunroom, Eddie watched television, holding a bloodied piece of meat to the black eye I had given him.


‘I worry about Lena,’ my mother told my father. ‘She is so angry.’


‘You worry about Lena?’ My father was surprised.


I stayed perfectly quiet.


‘Maybe she is jealous of him?’


I could tell my mother didn’t really believe her own words.


‘Maybe we don’t give her enough attention?’


With my ear pressed against the door, I clenched my fingers in the palm of my hand, white-knuckled and silent. They had got it so wrong. But I stayed where I was, listening to them searching, fumbling for an understanding, while I remained unable to explain what it was that had upset me.


As I sat on the edge of my bed, having left Juliette still drinking beer in her sunroom, I could articulate why I felt there had been an injustice with a concise clarity that had eluded me then.


You see, I would say if I could inhabit my eight-year-old self, I thought it was just a matter of random chance. I should have been told that there was a predetermined pattern for me to decipher, and rules to follow.


But at the time, when it had mattered so much, I had been unable to find words for all I felt.


I got into bed. Somewhere, in a suburb nearby, Jono would be lying next to his new girlfriend, one arm half-draped across her body. Up and down my street, people slept in pairs, children dreamt, and dogs and cats curled up in baskets. And then there were the others, houses with people like us. At the time, I had backed away from Juliette’s casual grouping of the two of us. But perhaps she was right. Like her, I was alone. My work was barely happening, and it was choices and accidents, and my own doings and the doings of others, that had brought me to this place. Sometimes I thought of it as freedom, but I had come to be less sure now that I was here in an empty house I called home, a place where the wind was liable to rush through the gaps under the doors, as sudden and cold as the fear of having once again missed what matters.


Georgia Blain (1964–2016) was an Australian novelist, journalist and biographer.




Winter, 1989


Malka


Lily Brett


For ten years Malka had not been able to mix with Jews. For ten years, even to walk along Acland Street, past the Scheherezade Restaurant, past the Benedykt Brothers Delicatessen, caused Malka anxiety.


She knew, from her childhood, most of the people who stood in small clusters on the footpath, talking. ‘Malkala, hello, what’s happened to you? Last time I saw you, you were thin, now look.’ Malka didn’t have to say much in these encounters. ‘Good morning, Malka, I heard you got divorced and now I heard you got another husband.’


This second husband, this second non-Jewish husband, Garth, loved Acland Street. He always greeted Tivele, who had Parkinson’s disease and shook dangerously as he drank his lemon tea, with a pat on the back and a handshake. He asked Abe how the hosiery business was going. He smiled like a benign parent while Adek, Edek and Isaac talked. They talked and talked. Over the top of each other. At the same time. What energy they had, this gang of elderly men, thought Malka. Everything mattered. Everything was important.


Malka went into the Scheherezade. She sat at a table near the counter. She ordered a glass of borscht and a plate of boiled potatoes. She watched Mr Krongold, who was at the back of the restaurant, eating his latkes in his parka and his peaked cap. He had already had schnitzel and boiled potatoes. Mr Krongold was a slightly built, finely boned man. He ate vigorously.


Malka often ate bent over the rubbish bin. She tore clumps of bread from a loaf. One piece of bread into her mouth, one piece into the bin, some more for her, and a few crusty pieces for the rubbish bin. Malka had to finish the loaf. It would have been damaging evidence. Another couple of bites, and the last piece could go into the bin.


Malka could evacuate any thoughts that disturbed her. She blinked them out of her head. Three blinks and all bothering thoughts vanished. The only problem was that most of anything else that was in Malka’s head was also blinked out.


Malka had been born to Mr and Mrs Spatt, fifteen months after Mrs Spatt was freed from Stutthof concentration camp and Mr Spatt from Bergen-Belsen. For Malka, this gift of life was a burden. She had difficulty feeling the life in her. She often breathed herself dead. Her breathing would become slow and shallow. She could sit in one spot for hours. She could be with her three children, she could be in the middle of a group of people and appear enchanted by the conversation, but she was somewhere else, and she was dead. If she was not as dead as all the dead, then she was almost as dead.


Mr Lipnowski, who often ate at the Scheherezade, came up to Malka. ‘I did see the wonderful drawing Garth did do in the newspaper. Such a beautiful drawing. You can see the suffering of the whole world in the eyes. The way he drawed those eyes. Beautiful.’


‘What about my article?’ said Malka. ‘Too short,’ said Mr Lipnowski. ‘Too short, and I didn’t learn anything from it.’
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