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Abstract  

 

Corpus is a postmodernist Künstlerroman, with multiple and repetitious narrative 

streams that have, at their source, a series of ‗secrets‘ which may or may not be read 

as versions/doubles of an ‗originating‘ exposure. Corpus engages in and invokes 

autobiography and the act of appropriating or being appropriated by others‘ stories. It 

simultaneously employs notions of ‗origin‘ and ‗self‘ at the same time as rejecting 

their significance. Its focus is a kind of 'inner life'. Corpus is very much a hybrid or 

collage of forms: novel/memoir/short story/notes/fragments, which ultimately 

collapse into each other. It keeps a distance (ironic, comedic, idiotic) throughout, but 

there are also emotional ‗pay-offs‘. Its structure has several notable characteristics: 

parts of ―The Body‖—the second section—are designed as doubles or versions of the 

same story, with differing points of thematic emphasis. ―The Body‖ is additionally 

comprised of ‗inner‘ and ‗outer‘ narratives, where ‗Shaun‘ is constructed and 

deconstructed by multiple narrators. The first and third sections of Corpus, entitled 

―Creature‖ and ―Touching‖, mirror the inner/outer structure of ―The Body‖, but 

―Touching‖ is additionally comprised-of or interrupted-by a series of narrative 

streams and fragments. Different fonts in ―Touching‖ allow readers to easily follow a 

particular narrative stream as far as they like before ‗doubling‘ back and focussing on 

the others. This is designed to give the reader a sense that everything is happening, 

and continues to happen, at the same time. As with the repetitions in ―The Body‖, the 

partial intention is to give the reader a feeling of being trapped inside a narrative loop, 

like someone suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, but the modifications 

inherent to these types of repetition simultaneously invoke (without actually 

producing) the prospect of transcendence—a way out of the nightmare of the self and 

its stories. The inclusion of a prop—the flint spark lighter—concretises what is 

perhaps the most significant narrative stream of ―Touching‖ and Corpus as a whole 

(the revelatory sister/father story). If readers burn the book they become ‗doubled‘ 

themselves: by raising the lighter to the page the reader is implicated in both the 

creation of the text and its (apparent) originating ‗exposure‘, as well as its/Shaun‘s 

apparent desire to be purged of itself/himself.  

As well as addressing many of concepts and conceits offered above, the exegesis 

is concerned with the ethics and aesthetic usage of ‗trauma‘, informed by the post-

Holocaust sensibilities of various philosophers, but chiefly Theodor Adorno, and the 
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implications of Freud‘s universalising treatment of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, 

paying particular attention to various forms of textual and authorial concealment, 

exposures and doubling that occur in Freud‘s Moses and Monotheism and linking 

them to those same features in Corpus (where remembering and forgetting, 

confinement and liberation, transcription and erasure, re-enactment and purgation 

occur in the simultaneous acts of writing, reading and burning). Like the creative 

work, the exegesis is comprised of a series of exposures, where the theoretical mask 

behind the fictional masquerade emerges in all its hideousness. 
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I seem to speak, it is not I, about me, it is not about me.  

– Samuel Beckett, The Unnameable 
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Note: This book is best read in a darkened room, its pages illuminated by the fire of a flint spark lighter. But since 

this is likely to prove impractical, the reader could just imagine that they‘re reading the book this way.  
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Black Bird, by Shaun – January 1997 

 

My blood-milk-eyed mother 

has come to her sodden nesting place. 

Behind her, twelve ‗apostles‘ 

call softly to each other. 

Her eyes – silk-needled pupils  

with a honey-glaze, swollen rubies 

opening into a platter of tints,  

brightening embers in dark soil –   

pick through the leaf litter 

of my thin-tissued bones. 

Her sharp black beak 

nest-robs as the trailing 

spectres, white-winged, encircle  

us with slow, deep-flapping glides –   

warning her off.   

The great patches in their feathers 

and fulminous, ash-eyed wings 

call her away. 
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Book I:  Creature    [Hands] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He tells his story every five minutes, saying it is not his, there's cleverness for you. He 

would like it to be my fault that he has no story, of course he has no story, that's no 

reason for trying to foist one on me. 

  – Samuel Beckett, Texts for Nothing 4. 
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She dips your hands in a black ointment. Or perhaps it is ink. As she tends to 

you I sit quietly at my desk, going over these pages. But I cannot concentrate 

for long. While she ministers to you, she hums. It is a gentle, pained sound, 

and from your mouth I hear, as if in reply, an echo of that noise, which has 

somehow, in the changeover from her mouth to yours, become a moan. I 

cannot help but close my eyes and drift into a delicate sleep. 

 She has you now. I have awoken to gurgles of delight. Your gaze fixed 

on her pallid cheeks. Her blue eyes. Her blonde hair pinned back. Her small 

breasts heaving as she breathes. Her warmth. She has you now: transfixed. 

 I watch as she gives the signal for you to raise yourself onto the bed. 

My bed. I see the delight in your eyes as she calls to you. Her lips on your 

cheek. As she peels the blankets back. As she pulls it tightly over your chest so 

that, as you sleep, you’ll feel comforted by her long embrace. So that your 

hands will be tucked away.  

 She has you now. 
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I am not altogether sure what I am. A great many people go about wringing their hands 

wondering who they are. It is the fashion of our times. I am not like them. It follows that 

I am somewhat out of fashion, being, as I certainly am, before my time, in that I have no 

idea what I might be, which is surely a more desperate plight.  

 

And what can be counted on more than the progression ever further toward utter 

desperation?  

 

A stupid thing to ponder: to query the nature of one‘s own matter, and the matter of its 

form, no, surely one should scorn such gestures. After all, who is to say I am anything?  

 

I would not assert, as some do, that I am because I think, or any variation thereof. One 

might as well say, as far as I‘m concerned, I am that I am, which is to say one is what one 

is, and one is what one is because of what one is, namely: myself. What confusion! 

Useless mutterings prolonged to infinity. But there are other possibilities.  

 

For instance, that I am an animal, or, if you prefer, a beast. A sort of bird, or dog, or 

monkey. That would be something of a blow. I confess to higher aims.  

 

Yet there is a little to be said for not being, for example, a vegetable. Or mineral. 

Although, at other times I have hoped – or at least pretended to hope – to be so.  

 

Certainly not a vegetable, that would be unendurable.  

 

But to be a mineral, well, at least it would be something. And to be part of a rock would 

be even better. Just a small part, a tiny silicate, let‘s say. Yes, I can imagine myself there at 

least. A portion of rock. But definitely not growing, I would refuse to do such a thing, as a 

vegetable does, interminably growing, I would rather keep still awhile.  

 

This, as far as I can tell, is the sole origin of my preference to be part of a rock over 

being part of a stone: stones are always being moved about. There are even those 

repulsive people, mostly small children or the deranged elderly, who go so far as to put 

stones in their mouths to suck!  
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But if I am animal, and not a mineral, which is how I imagine things, I will undoubtedly 

be one with a shell – for instance a mollusc – which is to say I will be one part animal 

and other part shell, and the shell will be constant in its relation to me, the animal, 

although it will not, strictly speaking, be a part of me, since I am the thing it is upon, or 

which it hides, or against which it fixes itself.  

 

And I would say, if anybody asked: I am my own home.  

 

Or is it upon me, weighing me down? 

 

You could call me a crustacean, if you preferred, but that would be to take things far too 

literally.  

 

I seek nothing more than to be literal, I admit, yet my failings mean I cannot be taken that 

way, although I just as often like to be. Which brings me to the heart of the matter, the 

real question, if I can express it that way: since I am constantly, interminably, irrevocably, 

unquestionably misunderstood, can you grasp me?  

 

Or, you might allow me to phrase it another way: can you appreciate that I am always 

misunderstood?  

 

If you say yes I am likely to turn violent.  

 

But not literally, thank God – to be literal is to be dead already.  

 

Ah, dead, if only I could be so! To be still, at rest, quiet. Instead I shout, if only at 

shadows, since there is no-one else to talk to now. There was once a man who spoke to 

me, but he vanished. When I awoke and stretched myself out one morning he was gone. 

So much for him. Perhaps he was a dream.  

 

My foremost problem, when it comes to describing things, is my aphasia, I think it's 

called that. I‘ve lost the cream. There was a time, not long ago, when I could apply a 

lovely, soothing balm to the problem area, around my ears, which is to say behind the 

lobes, and at the little knob at the front of each, I‘ve forgotten its name, and inside the 
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ears, because it had spread there as well, whatever it was, and at certain bad times of the 

year I would be forced to raise my scrotum with one hand, cringingly, and apply the salve 

beneath the sack with the other, using a rubbing motion, screaming in pain at first, for 

the cold, but before too long moaning with delight. But I have misplaced the 

prescription. It all happened so long ago.  

 

I am called Creature. At least I think this is what he called me. At other times he called 

me 'you', but I doubt 'you' is my real name. It may be the case, as well, that Creature is 

just a subterfuge. Perhaps I do not have a name.  

 

My name was given so I might respond, when called, although – and here is the most 

perplexing part, the truly astonishing thing – he never called out my name. At least not to 

me. Which is to say I was never called by my name, Creature, which he gave me, I'm 

certain of it. I know my name is Creature because I've read it somewhere, in the dark, 

after he abandoned me, on a small scrap of paper, which seemed to describe me, with 

some minor errors, and referred to me as ‗Creature‘.  

 

Or this is what I am: a disease. I cannot remember what it is. Planlessness, let me call it, I 

have no other word. Name it what you will if the mood takes you.  

 

But if I were, in fact, an animal, let's say a fish, or – even better – a fish with a shell, a 

category of invertebrate, perhaps I would be a cuttlefish. It seems like me to be so, since 

I am of the mind, interminably, to blacken the world about me, with my own inky 

blackness, which is stored deep inside, to avoid detection.  

 

In my darker moments, that is, I seem this way to myself.  

 

A lack of backbone, let‘s call it, but without that hint of reproach if you don‘t mind, since 

to live without backbone is not to live without courage. How could one go on, having 

been born without backbone, after all, except courageously? And to live courageously, 

without a backbone, is to be constantly moving back and forth, becoming one thing and 

then another, but finally to emerge, like a virgin from the foam, a blackened anadyomene, 

let‘s say, renewed in my own way, without backbone, but about to get one, in order to 

lose it again.  
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And within me formed a lustrous accretion. A pearl. Which is to say a lesion of the eye. A 

cataract. But also, for some, a hard, smooth, iridescent mass. Shaped like a marble. It all 

depends on how you see things.  

 

Or I am a waking fish. No, I meant to say walking, a walking fish. I do not know why, but 

they have always intrigued me, and I have longed to see them walked, in the street, by a 

man, or a woman, perhaps we should just say ‗biped‘, to be walked by a biped with two 

hands – what do you call them? I‘ve never known – with a leash in one hand in order to 

restrain the fish, who is walking, and being walked, out of water, in the open air.  

 

Yes, this is what I am. Some sort of creature, being walked. Although, as far as I can tell, I 

remain unmoved.  

 

No, that doesn‘t make sense. But it is, at least, what he imagined I was, if only for a 

fleeting period. Yet he set about imagining it nonetheless, and writing it down, while he 

thought I was sleeping.  

 

He called himself The Translator, but I knew him as a thief. 

 

 I have the proof, or I had it once, but for now I‘ll have to try to recall what I had, since 

it is upon me, out of reach, keeping me warm.  

 

Yet at one time I looked at it, this piece of paper, and it seemed to serve the purpose of 

describing me, however misleadingly.  

 

Of course, I‘d seen him scribbling in the dark. At one time, I think I may have had a rug, 

which I would lie on, and I recall heat coming from somewhere – perhaps a fireplace, 

which has since disappeared, or been bricked in – and from the spot on my rug, before 

what may have been a fireplace, I watched him silently scribbling.  

 

At times he would look up at the wall, deep in thought, before setting his head down 

once more and scribbling away.  
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Rarely, very rarely, would he cast a look in my direction, and even then it was only to be 

certain I was sleeping.  

 

I was always sleeping, he must have thought, since the moment I felt his glance descend I 

would close my eyes and draw long, calm breaths. I have no idea why I did so, except 

perhaps from wariness, from the sense that I was expected to sleep, and that my 

wakefulness might prove a distraction.  

 

Once I heard him call me ‗Sarah‘, and on another occasion ‗Shaun‘. 

 

I hated his scribbling. It would send me straight to sleep to hear it. My hatred was so 

violent I couldn‘t sleep. I never slept.  

 

At night I would watch him, sleeping, hoping he would wake, so I might pretend to 

sleep. What a nightmare it was!  

 

I am, at least, clothed. No, not now, since I am naked, apart from these scraps of paper, 

which do cover me, however hopelessly. But when I was before him, lying on my rug, if 

it was a rug, I felt as though I wore clothes, or at least an item of clothing, like, for 

instance, a nightdress. Beneath which I was utterly unclothed, which is to say there was 

nothing beneath my garment, or garments, back then, as far as I can recall, and this must 

have caused some annoyance on my part, since why else would I remember?  

 

Was it for the shame?  

 

Yes, that sounds right. I was ashamed to merely lie there, while he scribbled, or spoke to 

me, or imagined he spoke to me as he scribbled, without ever in fact addressing me, so I 

never once had the opportunity to respond. Instead I would lie there, meditatively, 

clothed but ashamed of the nakedness beneath my clothes, and keeping this shame to 

myself, for I had no other choice.  

 

Who could I share it with?  
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Not him, not at all, since he would not listen. The deafness on his part was 

overwhelming, although I did not test it, strictly speaking. Which is to say I did not, at 

any point, speak to him, since I was sure from the outset he would not answer. And he 

never did answer, from memory, but kept his silence with regard to me, even when he 

spoke.  

 

I wonder, did he wear clothes? While he scribbled, or spoke, but not to me, did he employ 

anything to cover his nakedness? Or did he strut around, in full view, with no 

concealment at all?  

 

Yes, this is how I imagine it. I cannot say I recall it, but I do imagine it wholeheartedly, 

and the quality of the vision I have of this man's nakedness, the extremity of the details 

sustained, inspires me to assert that my imagination is in fact a memory, this time around, 

instead of a dream, although perhaps it is a mixture of the two, for instance eighty 

percent of one and twenty percent of the other.  

 

But the important thing is his nakedness. And more than that, his nakedness in relation 

to me, as I lay on my mat, pretending to sleep, my eyes closed, not seeing him, in full 

view.  

 

What a terrible encounter!  

 

What disturbed me most of all was that his nakedness spoke, no shouted, of my own 

absence before him. He did not regard me at all.  

 

Perhaps this is the reason, the true cause of my current predicament. It rings a bell. I am 

naked, therefore I am. This must have been my thinking. It must be the cause of my 

situation, my fierce shivering.  

 

I was lying there, listening to his interminable scribbling, when at last, no longer able to 

bear all, I bared all. I took off my night dress. It was I who did it.  

 

All of this time I've been blaming him for my nakedness, but it was me, my decision, I 

see it now.  
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I think I see.  

 

I wanted to be seen. I wanted him to see me, in particular. So I closed my eyes, raised 

myself up from my blanket, then pulled my nightdress over my head and stood there, 

without shame, to be seen.  

 

But he refused to look.  

 

He‘d only do it at night, it seemed, with his lighter in hand, peeling back the blankets as I 

slept. 

 

But there was no need for him to confiscate my nightdress! Not to mention the blanket!  

 

Surely I did not discard the blanket of my own volition?  

 

In any event, what a terrible misinterpretation! Seeing the nightdress, if that's what I 

wore, and the rug, which I seem to remember, and the blanket, if there was one, 

abandoned, or seeming that way, he took it to mean they were no longer desired, no 

longer needed. But this is not the meaning I intended to produce by stripping them away. 

No. He was supposed to look at me, but instead he saw, and wondered at, and drew 

meaning from what I'd left behind. My old skin, which he then stole from me, only to 

leave me as I am, naked as a beast before him. 

 

He left me a blanket at least, since it is so terribly cold. And dark. Although, since I can 

still see certain things, like words and shadows, it may not be as dark as I imagine. For I 

can usually tell the words from the shadows, and the shadows from the words, but there 

are some occasions, although very rare, when the two of them unite, these words and 

shadows, and at such times the grim darkness takes hold of me most forcefully – that is 

to say: grimly. All of which leaves me in the dark, as it were.  

 

This does explain the confusion about my blanket, which I‘ve been unable to reverse in 

my mind. What I meant to say, when I said he‘d left me with a blanket, is that he left me 

with no such thing, although I use what he left me as a blanket, and I have persisted in 



19 
 

calling it such, since when I first awoke I imagined it to be a blanket, whereas what it 

was, in fact, and remains to this day, is a hotch-potch of crumpled paper.  

 

Not newspaper, since that is what I long for, above all else, except perhaps a blanket, 

since a newspaper would serve my purposes far better – to be warm – than this nasty 

scattering of tiny loose sheets.  

 

When I move one of them, to cover a cold part of my body, all of them stir, as if to 

steady themselves, and in doing so they uncover me further. So that by the end I‘m 

forced to lie there exposed, perfectly still, shivering violently.  

 

When I say I use what he left me as a blanket, I mean to say I use it for clothing, and for 

lying, and for hiding inside whenever I‘m scared.  

 

I do not use it for covering my bed, since I have no bed, unless you are prepared to call 

floors beds, or if this particular floor, instead of all floors, were to become a bed in your 

mind, and if when you use the word ‗bed‘ you have it in mind also that there are those 

who have no bed, who are therefore condemned to sleep, if they ever manage it, on the 

floor.  

 

Nor do I use my blanket, in the style of our ancestors, to throw over my horse, since I 

have no horse, obviously. Where would I keep it? Here in my room? No, if I were to 

keep a horse, which I do not have, here with me in my room – which course of action 

would be necessary since I have no stable – surely my room would be transformed into a 

horse‘s stable, and I‘d no longer have a place in which to sleep and dream at all.  

 

Damn my fucking horse! I will throw it out on the street. Or it will throw me out, 

homeless beggar that I am. So much the better for everyone. 

 

It wasn‘t a horse I co-habited with, in any event. No, I was never that fortunate – my 

roommate was a scribbler.  

 

He seemed to like me at least, whoever he was, although I can‘t say why it seemed so, 

since he abandoned me in the end, but before this abandonment he was pleased with me, 
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if such a thing is possible. Perhaps his manner of ignoring me prompted me to believe in 

his fondness. Or it was because he never struck me, as far as I remember. It may even be 

that he was genuinely fond of me, despite never showing it, and that I sensed his 

fondness somehow, as animals sense the coming of a storm.  

 

Or is it the case that they, the animals, call the storm to come, in the manner of their 

yapping and squawking and fleeing and thrashing about in terror, and this – their anxiety 

– is what creates the weather, which anxiety simply comes upon them at certain 

moments, without logic, but whose coming is feared with perfect rationale, since the 

terror provokes the cause for terror, namely the storm?  

 

It seems just as likely.  

 

So, perhaps my sense that he liked me, while little more than a fantasy, arose from my 

desire for him to like me, and in such a manner I hoped to coax him into liking me, by 

believing it to be the case, as with animals and storms.  

 

I couldn‘t say for certain.  

 

I said earlier: if I were an animal, which is to say, for instance: if I were a walking fish or if I 

were a dog or if I were a bird or even, although I have no real sense of this: if I were a monkey. 

But surely it is not all one thing to be called one thing, namely an ‗animal‘, while being, in 

addition, a fish, which is not at all similar to a dog, which is also an ‗animal‘, one of them 

walking while the other swims, even as it seems to walk on some occasions, as with the 

walking fish, and even as a dog is able to swim more often than not if it encounters 

water, yet surely they are not the same thing, these fishes and dogs, since how does being 

a fish resemble being a dog, except here and there?  

 

And even more than this: if I were, or am, or had been, or will be an animal, whatever 

sort, or perhaps even an amalgam of them all, so I might in fact be the animal, which is to 

say I might, in such an instance, inhabit and signal all of animality in one form, but even if 

this were the case, I ask you, in what manner would this distinguish me from him, back then, 

before he abandoned me?  
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For he was an animal as well, being human – although it probably never occurred to him 

that he was such – which is not unlike being a dog or a fish at the same time as being an 

animal, in the sense that they can all be described, however confusingly, and as it seems 

to me unhelpfully and rudely and foolishly, as animals, which is to say that the word 

animal is, if nothing else, a breach of tact, an excess beyond all encountering, since it is 

used by itself – namely: a human animal – to refer to what it is not, on an obscene scale, 

namely: animals who do not, themselves, use the word, which refers to them, to refer to 

what they are not.  

 

So, I ask again: if I am an animal, what sort am I? I cannot imagine. Yet it seems 

possible, for now, to imagine myself as he once was. That is to say, I may even be, 

despite myself, human, although I doubt it strongly – but who could deny it for all of my 

doubting?  

 

Perhaps he hated me. It seems likely he did, since he left me here, without explanation, 

naked and cold in the dark. It is almost as though he left me nameless. As he so often 

did, referring merely to ‗sister‘ or ‗creature‘.  

 

For instance here I am, in what follows, barely disguised, as he imagined me. Which is to 

say it is one of the many fragments of me he scribbled into existence, on one of the 

scraps of paper I‘m forced to clothe myself with, having been denuded by it – his way of 

scribbling and seeing me without naming – and now being covered by that scribbling, 

except when I read. 

 

 

He wrote: 

 

The Creature 

 

Shaun walked, with due care, to the post office, his creature in tow. At times the creature would 

wander ahead and at other times it concerned itself with the smells and sounds at the rear, but 

only rarely, very rarely, would the creature be so far out of step with his master as to be yanked 

backwards, or forwards, or even, although almost never at all, sideways, depending on the nature 

of the creature's indiscretion.  
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 Very rarely it would happen, but it happened nonetheless, though not on this occasion, 

thankfully.  

 As Shaun walked he would often tap his leg with his free hand, out of habit, or nerves, 

or thoughtlessness, or to accompany the rhythm of his thoughts, or to punctuate them, or to give 

off a certain appearance, whatever it may be, with a sign, made by one hand tapping the side of 

his leg, which is not to say it was always the same hand, nor the same leg, because that certainly 

isn't the case, or wasn't.  

Concurrently, however, it was the case, since Shaun always tapped the side of his leg with 

his free hand – free of the leash upon which the creature was strung, or to which Shaun's hand 

was bound, no matter whether left or right.  

With that free hand Shaun tapped his leg, on the same side as his tapping hand. Shaun 

always, therefore, tapped the same leg with the same hand whenever he walked the creature, who 

was given to veering neither left nor right, and to moving neither faster nor slower than the hand 

upon which he was bound. And although it was always the same empty hand used for tapping, 

whatever its purpose, it would as often be the left hand used as it would be the right, and it 

would as often be the left leg tapped as it would be the right.  

This is the system followed with precision, by Shaun and his limbs, as they walked, 

bound as they were to the creature, by a piece of string, or twine, which was itself bound to the 

creature by his sweaty neck, quite tightly, and for the most part without respite.  

What the creature thought of all this walking and tapping, and being bound-to, and being 

bound-for, is quite uncertain.  But the thing to consider is the walk itself, which Shaun had 

embarked upon, with his creature before him, for the purpose, it would seem, of posting a letter, 

which was addressed – naturally enough – to his mother.  

 When he got to the post office, having crossed several roads, he was pleased to find it 

open, and he was also pleased to discover, near the entrance, a drain pipe which ran down from 

the roof gutter, where he could tether his creature for a few moments while he purchased some 

stamps. 

 When he'd paid for his stamps and licked them one at a time and fixed them to his letter, 

Shaun went outside to the post box and slid a small yellow envelope through the slit. To his great 

chagrin he found his creature still there outside, tethered to the pipe, licking his hands.  

 'Don't lick your hands in public,' said Shaun. 'Or, better yet,' he said, 'don't lick them at 

all,' as he unfettered the creature from its drainpipe. 

 The creature gave a small whine, which could have been a sob, or a yawn, or a growl, 

and may well have been them all for all we can guess. 

 'You will confuse people if you lick your hands,' Shaun explained. 'They won't know 

what to make of you and they'll start to bother us with questions.' 

 The creature looked at his hands for awhile.  
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 'We don't want that, do we?' asked Shaun  

 He bent down to look closely into the creature's face. He was searching, perhaps, for 

some sign of understanding. None was forthcoming. 

After a few moments, he grabbed the creature's ear and gave it a playful tug. It snarled. 

Shaun stepped back.  

'Was that a snarl?' he asked.  

The creature snarled again.  

'Are you snarling at me?' Shaun asked.  

The creature snarled once more, and Shaun was at a loss as to whether these later snarls 

meant 'Yes I snarled at you' or were merely additional snarls.  

 'I'm too tired for this game,' said Shaun  

 He was tired. He‘d had enough.  

There was nothing left for him to do but wrap the rope around his hand, click his tongue 

twice, and begin the journey home, the creature in tow. And perhaps he did just that, for all we 

know. 

 

What trash! I cannot stand to read it. It is as though I‘m barely there, the way he has 

rendered me, yet it would be a flat lie to deny it is I who is rendered, since who else could 

it be?  

 

It does not resemble anyone else, and although it fails miserably in its efforts to represent 

or symbolise who or what I am, it nonetheless appears to seek to do so.  

 

And who is this Shaun? Surely it isn't supposed to be him?  

 

No, that‘s impossible, although it does resemble him in a striking way. For instance, this 

Shaun’s manner seems a lot like his manner, with regard to me, if not perfectly sketched. 

 

Sometimes I go so far as to believe I am Shaun, instead of the creature being walked, and 

that he is my creature, bound to me by some numinous force.  

 

I cannot make sense of these lies and diversions, much of which seems to hinge on the 

word ‗hand‘, or perhaps the thing itself, to which the word refers, or a particular version 

of one, whether it be the left or the right, and whether it be ‗human‘ or otherwise, on the 

lower limbs of the torso, or the upper, in the case of the quadramaneous.  
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It is all a matter of prehension, with one‘s claws, to grasp and seize and restrain. To 

apprehend and comprehend. Which is to say, understanding this matter of hands and 

their grasping and restraining would in itself be prehensile, in the manner of a hand 

reaching out, in order to hold, and in this case reaching out to itself, in order to embrace 

itself, the hand, with apprehension. What a dilemma!  

 

It has nothing to do with touching, or at least not with his compulsive manner of 

grasping and drawing all manner of things to himself, of scribbling away in his corner 

with sharp and incessant movements.  

 

My hands are, surely, my own to handle, and they reach out for each other, compelled, 

but not as his hands are compelled, and my manner of reaching out seems to him to 

resemble a disability of my hands, an incapacity to reach out and latch on, since how is it 

possible, I ask you, for one to hold one‘s own hand, with the very same hand, without 

becoming gnarled and handless?  

 

No, it is not possible for one‘s hands to hold one‘s own hands without at the same time 

forfeiting the use of one‘s hands for other tasks.  

 

And it was my unwillingness to give up my hands, and in doing so give up on hands, that has 

set into motion his obsession, as it seems to me, with hands and their like, as evidenced 

repeatedly in these scraps of paper, which make up my bed. 

 

All of which leads me to ask: when he – the one who abandoned me and rendered me 

naked, whoever he is – writes ‗creature‘, what does he mean by it? Does he merely point 

out the creatureliness of the story‘s inhabitants, by way of one of its figures, without 

meaning to imply that the other creature, namely Shaun, is in some way different from 

what it is to be called a ‗creature‘? Or is the creature in fact distinct from Shaun, the 

handler, and if so what does this make Shaun, in the context of the story, or biography?  

 

He believes he is my master. Having considered this... fiction, I now see how he saw me. At 

the time of writing, he imagined himself my possessor, instead of my father, or my carer 

– my curator, as it were. But no! he took himself to be my master, since I imagine he as 

Shaun and myself as the creature. Not as the creature is written, not at all, but as I read 
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the creature from the inside – as Creature reads the creature – believing myself to be she, 

since it seems to resemble me in certain ways, or at least resembles what I appeared to be 

from my master‘s – no, my curator’s – perspective, which is to say she appears to me like 

the illusion my curator who imagined himself my master saw her as.  

 

When I say curator I do not refer to a person who has care of souls, as a profession, nor 

do I refer to a steward, one who oversees. Not at all. Rather, I mean to imply some 

combination thereof. That is to say, I mean to suggest, when I say curator, one who has care 

of me, in a manner bordering on spectatorship, since such a person would not molest me in any 

way.  

 

Except when I am in need, which is, admittedly, quite often, since I find it difficult to 

move my limbs, which difficulty leaves me ill-equipped to feed or clean myself. But at 

other times I have no needs whatsoever, and it is at these times I expect to be left alone, 

to ponder what I will, remaining perfectly still in the process, if I desire to be so, finding 

it, as I have, difficult to move, but with the freedom nonetheless to do so. 

 

Which leads me to my final, disheartening observation. The Translator seemed obsessed 

with molestation. He sought to touch me constantly, whenever I slept. Thank goodness he 

left me in the end. 

 

But wait! I seem to remember a woman, now I come to think of it. Perhaps I was in love 

with her. Perhaps I was just a boy and she no more than a girl. For I was capable, I recall, 

of great and devoted love from a young age. It makes me shiver to recall.  

 

But this woman – the one he writes of, she whose pages cover me and keep me warm – I 

remember very well indeed. She was to be my mother. At least, that is what he imagined. 

I could see him thinking such things while she wasn't looking.  

 

He plotted and plotted with regard to her, as she went about restoring my hands – as he 

called the process – with a pungent black paste, while he was distracted, as he often is, 

hammering away at his desk.  
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God knows what she used. It smelt like swamp water and felt like tar. I think it made 

them worse. They almost came alive, desiring to grasp things.  

  

He must have felt ashamed. I remember now. All of his plans were undone, for she 

chose me, right at the beginning, over him. That is to say: she became my lover, not his, 

and certainly not my mother. What it made her with regard to him I cannot say.  

 

It was then, I think, as she showed her love for me, while he watched on, that he decided 

to abandon me.   

 

Not that she was my lover in the strict sense, since she wasn't my lover in that sense at all. 

She was very kind to me. And gentle. Never a cross word. She never cuffed me or poked 

me or clawed at me, like she might have. She only held my hands, which seemed to 

obsess her, and would rarely look me in the face, or so much as glance at the withered 

and dwindling form beneath my nightdress.  

 

The poor, toothless, bloodless mess it was. The dry swampland. A sorry and obsessive 

monument, waiting, just waiting, the last time I noticed, for some attention.  

 

But I will not give it the pleasure. I have wasted these poor hands on it enough. Now 

they‘re worn to the bone and will not grasp another. Not that I could find another if I 

wanted, blinded as I am from seeing so much, grasping and apprehending and pulling 

constantly towards me, and then casting away, over and again, as I have, with my hands, 

my very essence.  

 

The dead broth I‘ve become. 

  

No, she was not my lover, strictly speaking, since she never went near me there. I never 

had the pleasure. It was all anticipation. Of something unimaginable. 

  

Perhaps she was my mother – or both. Is it possible to be so confused? 

 

I do not recall the walk to the post office at all. It is a work of fiction, if you ask me. But 

I have no doubts about her. I remember everything – her morning showers, her pink 
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towel – down to the finest of detail. Blonde hair pinned back, blue eyes and teacup 

breasts. She was so small and fragile. She‘d enter the room like a mouse, silently and 

timidly, and approach with a bright smile.  

 

As he scribbled at his desk, not a few feet away, she looked me in the eyes, until I opened 

them and sought her out in the darkness, whereupon she would disappear, except for her 

scent, which was sweet like sugared tea, which he drank each evening as he scribbled, so 

the smell wafted toward me at all hours, reminding me of her.  

 

Every so often I would dream of her, waking only to smell her nearby, watching me, 

until I could stand it no longer, the anticipation of seeing her, and I opened my eyes, only 

to lose her, as punishment for looking at what I mustn‘t ever see, having seen so much at 

one time as to condemn myself to this blindness, until the day it finally ends, if it ever 

comes, this perpetual process of watching and being watched.  

 

She told me, once, that I was just a dream. An inversion, or diversion, or something 

worse. What of that? Perhaps she‘d lost her mind. 

 

The walking fish. I remember now the first time I saw one. It was at the house of that 

red-headed boy I used to play cricket with, the boy whose father was a kiddy-fiddler, they 

called him, but he might have been a man who merely looked like a kiddy-fiddler, since 

he certainly did, with his thick glasses and his shortness, and the way he rode his bicycle, 

and his odd manner, and the way children were frightened of him.  

 

What was his name, that boy? I don't recall. For some reason I think he was called Shane. 

But perhaps that was someone else.  

 

I remember a cousin called Shane. Well, he wasn't my cousin, strictly speaking, but a sort 

of second-cousin. Perhaps even a cousin's cousin.  

 

And what is that, in relation to me?  

 

I can't think.  
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Yes, his name was definitely Shane. At least I can say that with confidence. Which is to 

say I am fairly confident, given the circumstance.  

 

The years. Time, endless. Except by the thing that measures it. A sort of rude instrument, 

rendering everything perfectly still. A clap of the hands. Who was it who said A shout in 

the street? I can‘t recall. Lost to me.  

 

Shane. Yes, that was his name. We played cricket in his driveway when his father was 

out. He was an exceedingly useful young boy, Shane, yes, I loved him dearly for his 

cookies, which I never had at home, but at his house I could gorge myself on them, and 

did. I was ravenous for Shane's cookies.  

 

Then, one day, he took me to the tank in his room. What a creature! I'd never seen one 

like that before. And it was so filthy! You could barely see a thing through the shit-brown 

water. Which is why, for a long time, I doubted what I saw there. I doubted it utterly. A 

walking fish, no, surely it was a mirage. Surely I had merely seen what I was told to see.  

 

Or so I imagined.  

 

How I longed to see it out of the water, that fish, so I might watch it in the open, 

without distraction or distortion, taking a stroll! I could tie a small piece of twine around 

its neck, perhaps, to prevent escape...  

 

It reminded me of myself. 

 

I‘ve already alluded, I recall, to ‗subterfuge‘. It is my sanctuary. I hide myself with it and 

within it, openly and warmly. Whenever I seek to elude something, I‘m tricked into 

confronting it. Subterfuge is my excuse, on some occasions, and on others it is my refuge 

from the need of such things. Whenever I want to conceal it from someone, this hiding 

place, or from myself, I say the word subterfuge aloud, but when saying the word I think of 

something different from the word‘s meaning, or at least what it seems to mean, since I 

imagine the word shrouded in, or enclosed by, quotation marks, so the word, when I say 

it in my head, refers to a thing that is not quite subterfuge, in the ordinary sense, but can 

be brought to mind by speaking the word instead of meaning the word, since it is intended 
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as such when it is spoken, by she who speaks it, if I am a she, and it is hidden away even 

as it speaks, or is spoken, in that it becomes its own cloak, which appears to be 

subterfuge, but is something else entirely. Perhaps it is my name. 
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Book II The Body (Auto/Autre)  

 

 

 

And a twofold failure is given: a failure to speak about the body, a 

failure to keep silent about it.  A double bind, a psychosis. The only 

entry into the body, the only access regained at each of its entries, is 

an access of madness….   

 

 – Jean-Luc Nancy, Corpus 
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Heart     Siréna: January, 1996 

 

 

That same summer I met a girl at the café near the beach. Her name was Siréna. She 

had massive breasts, dark hair and a pretty face. She noticed that I was wearing a Che 

Guevara t-shirt and we struck up a conversation about the Cuban revolution. She said 

she was part Argentinean, like Che, and had a poster of him up on her wall at home. I 

asked her whether she thought Che was handsome and she said, ‗Yes, of course.‘ 

Then I asked her whether the Cuban revolution would have been as much of a success 

if it hadn‘t had a handsome, ruthless Che as its poster boy and she said she had no 

opinion about that. All she knew is that the Americans were assholes and the Cuban 

people wanted them out of their country and Fidel and his brother and Che had helped 

the Cuban people get back on their feet.  

Then, for some reason, I started talking about the second Godfather movie, 

where Michael Corleone and his brother Fredo are in Cuba trying to set up a casino or 

something with this guy named Hyman Roth. ‗Anyway,‘ I continued ‗Roth proves a 

little difficult to handle because he keeps his cards close to his chest and you get the 

feeling that he can‘t be trusted.  

‗On the way to visit Roth for a birthday celebration, Michael and Fredo are in 

a taxi behind two rebels who start up a gun fight with the Cuban police. Right in front 

of the taxi. When it looks like the rebels are about to be overwhelmed one of them 

sets off a bomb, killing himself, his comrade and several policemen. Michael 

mentions this at the birthday celebration but Roth tells him it doesn‘t mean anything.  

‗Later they‘re all down on the beach in the sun, having banana daquiris or 

whatever. Fredo‘s really happy that he‘s been invited along because he‘s the stupid 

brother who never gets invited to anything. It‘s kind of touching to see how pleased 

he is to be there. Anyway, that night they all go to a bar in some seedy part of town. 

There they watch a woman having sex with a horse and in the excitement Fredo 

accidently reveals that he‘s met one of the guys before – a gangster called Johnny Ola 

– even though earlier in the day they both pretended they‘d never met. Fredo makes 

this mistake because he‘s a bit stupid, as I said.  

‗To cut a long story short, Michael eventually figures out that Hymen Roth 

and these other gangsters were responsible for trying to mow him down with a 
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machine gun in his own home, and Fredo provided them with the information that 

made it possible.  

‗Michael has all of this stuff going through his mind at a party at the Cuban 

Presidential Palace when he grabs Fredo by the shoulders and gives him this great big 

kiss on his lips. A passionate kiss. Then he pulls away and he says: ―I know it was 

you Fredo. You broke my heart. You broke my heart.‖  

‗Shortly after that the Presidential Palace is stormed by the rebels, then all 

deals are off and they have to go back to America. No casino, no nothing.  

‗So the Cuban revolution was unfriendly to American capitalist criminals. But 

the strangest thing,‘ I said, ‗is that the filmmakers never mention the rebel cause in 

any sort of detail. They don‘t mention Fidel or Che or the general political situation at 

all – they just gloss over it. It‘s like the Cuban revolution is some random setting for a 

mob family‘s melodrama, which has no substance of its own.‘  

I‘d been talking for a full ten minutes and I couldn‘t tell whether Siréna was 

bored or interested or something in between. It was as though she was just looking at 

me and not hearing what I‘d been saying, just listening to the sounds my mouth was 

making.  

Actually, she looked hungry. But then she surprised me and said: ‗So what 

happened to the stupid brother when they got back to America?‘ 

‗You really want to know?‘ 

‗I really do.‘ 

‗Michael is angry for ages, but he tells one of his henchmen that he doesn‘t 

want anything to happen to Fredo while their mother‘s still alive. Michael does 

forgive Fredo later on – at his mother‘s funeral – when their sister, Connie, insists. Or, 

at least he pretends to forgive him.  

 ‗At end of the movie Fredo is preparing to go fishing with Michael‘s son, 

Anthony, and as they get ready he tells Anthony the story of how he went fishing with 

all of his brothers when they were boys. He says he was the only one caught any fish, 

and that he caught the fish because every time he put the line in the water he said a 

Hail Mary. He insists that Hail Marys are the secret to fishing.  

‗But the fishing trip is cancelled at the last minute because Anthony has to go 

somewhere with his Dad. Fredo tells Anthony that he‘ll catch a fish for him, then he 

goes out onto the lake with one of his brother‘s henchman. Fredo says a Hail Mary 
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and then we cut to a scene of Michael watching the lake from a window and there‘s a 

loud gun blast. No more Fredo.‘ 

When I tell her this last part Siréna‘s face contorts and a little tear spurts out. 

She has to wipe her eye and her mascara is smudged a little bit. I don‘t know how to 

respond so I just say: ‗When do you finish work?‘  

 

She only had a few hours left, so I sat around drinking vodka out of a flask and 

talking about poetry with my two friends from high school, Adrian and Shaun. They 

were both prose writers but I tried not to hold that against them. When Siréna got off 

work we let her drive us to another beach further south. Adrian sat in the front while I 

sat with Shaun in the back. The music was loud so I couldn‘t hear what Adrian and 

Siréna were saying, but after a little while I noticed his hand on her leg. Then I saw 

her flash him a quick, secretive smile. 

When we finally made it to the beach, Shaun sat down first and Siréna sat 

behind him with her legs spread and held him briefly before leaning back. Adrian 

looked a little annoyed but it didn‘t prevent him from sitting next to Siréna and sliding 

his hand up and down her thigh. I sat a little further away and watched them all stroke 

each other for a while in a jealous rage. After about ten minutes Shaun got up and said 

he had to go to the toilet and as he walked past me he leaned over and said in a 

whisper: ‗You should take my spot for a while. I think she wants all three of us.‘  

I sat there with a stupid look on my face, so he kicked me in the leg and said 

‗Go on‘ and waited until I took his place. Then he went behind some dunes for a piss. 

 By the time he came back Siréna had her hand down my shorts stroking me 

and moaning as Adrian slipped his fingers in and out of her. It was an odd experience. 

Every time she got especially excited she writhed with pleasure and clamped down on 

my cock, which made me writhe. It was as though Adrian was stoking me by proxy – 

like Siréna was a puppet and he was pulling her strings as she jerked me off. Not that 

I minded, but it was an unsettling system.  

 We were like that on the beach for more than an hour. We kept shifting 

around, each taking their turn to stroke and be stroked. I came twice and Adrian came 

at least twice and Shaun came ten times for all I know. Siréna wiped the gooey stuff 

off her hands with sand. I think she came a few times but I couldn‘t really tell.  

I know it sounds smutty but it was actually very sweet. The waves rolled in 

and the stars were bright. There was only a slight breeze. And the four of us were 
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there, entwined, taking care of each other, looking up at the sky and smiling. It was 

probably one of the purest experiences of my life. There was nothing complicated 

about it. Everything was simple and tactile. It was just what it was and we were all 

exactly what we were and we were happy, if only for an hour. It was the crowning 

pleasure of that summer. 

 

Later, when Adrian and Shaun went for a walk along the beach, I asked Siréna why 

she cried when I told the story of Fredo and Michael in The Godfather. At first she 

went quiet and I was afraid she was going to cry again, but then she said she had an 

older brother who was a bit slow and he used to do things that pissed her off all of the 

time.  

Her brother was sweet-natured, just like Fredo, but it was difficult sometimes, 

when he did things normal people didn‘t do, and she‘d lash out and slap him across 

the face or call him a dipshit. Then one day, when she was sixteen, she caught him 

spying on her through the bathroom window while she was having a shower. She 

went completely crazy and told her parents about it and screamed loudly that she 

wished he was never born then locked herself in her bedroom and listened to Blur for 

the rest of the night.  

Early the next morning, she said, my mother found him strung up by the neck 

out in the front yard. He‘d hung himself on one of the branches of the jacaranda tree. 

The same tree we‘d climbed together as kids. The same branch I‘d fallen from when 

our parents weren‘t home and only my brother was there to hold my hand and take 

care of me in his own hopeless way until the ambulance arrived. The same tree he‘d 

climbed to get to the second storey where the bathroom window was.  

In my mind, Siréna continued, I see a raven sitting on my brother‘s shoulder, 

glaring at the tumult below. He seems to stare at us in judgment before swooping off 

into the distance. But when I mentioned the raven to my mother she insisted the whole 

thing was a fantasy. There were no birds, she said, your brother is alone. 

I had a nervous breakdown and had to leave school. I suffered anxiety attacks 

and couldn‘t get out of bed for months. But eventually I started to get better, bit by 

bit. Now I‘ve got this job at the café and I‘m doing okay. I just get very sad 

sometimes. But I think I‘ll be well enough to go back to school soon. I want to be a 

carer, she said. I‘d like to help people like my brother. I think that‘s the best I can do 

with myself. I just don‘t want his death to be in vain, you know? 
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I nodded, gulping heavily, and we were silent for a while. 

A few minutes later Siréna rolled onto her stomach and looked me in the eyes 

and said, ‗I lied to you just now.‘ 

‗Which part?‘  

‗The most important part. My brother didn‘t really kill himself. That was just a 

dream I had. But the nervous breakdown was real. Is it ridiculous for a person to 

suffer a breakdown after a dream?‘ 

I said I thought I was having a nervous breakdown only recently, while 

reading the Complete Works of Franz Kafka, so it didn‘t seem ridiculous at all. 

Dreams and stories are perfectly alike, I said, and both can drive a person insane. 

She closed her eyes and started crying, so I held her tightly and we started 

stroking each other and kissing and she bit my lip and pulled down my shorts and I 

was hard again, so we had sex there on the beach and tears were streaming down her 

face. I asked her if she wanted me to stop and she said no, keep going, so I pushed 

inside her again and again and we were the only people alive in the world and 

everything else was dark and blank except us on the beach with the waves coming in 

and out and the white foam settling onto the sand and the stars blinking as she 

whimpered and moaned. When she came she called out someone else‘s name and 

after that she wouldn‘t stop crying but she said she was happy, so happy, and we 

stayed like that until Adrian and Shaun returned from their walk and woke us and said 

it was time to leave. 
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Eyes: The Child and the City, by Shaun (written in the asylum) – October 2000 

 

We rarely went into town. For my parents, the City of Adelaide was an imposing centre. 

‗There are too many people,‘ my father would say. ‗I don‘t like crowds.‘ 

 Unavoidably, some of that anxiousness rubbed off on me. For the first few years 

after I left school I was virtually a hermit. I lived in a small bed-sit near the beach and I 

did little more than devour books and shun company. I lived in number three. There 

were two older men who lived in numbers one and two. One was a chain-smoking door-

to-door salesman, whose name I never caught, and the other was a middle-aged German 

immigrant called Hans.  

Hans was a drinker, and often woke me in the middle of the night with lonely, 

terrifying screams. I had to sneak past Hans‘ door every evening because he repeatedly 

invited me into his apartment to drink beer, and would proceed to tell me unsettling 

stories about his past. Like the time he was doing handyman work for an elderly woman 

who died while taking a nap. When she didn‘t answer his goodbyes, he went into the 

room and found her, eyes wide open, seemingly startled by her own demise. She watched 

him, he said, as he rummaged through her jewellery box and appropriated two pockets 

full of booty. When he left, quietly closing the front door, a strange impulse told him to 

be careful not to wake her. 

 I feel bad about it, Hans told me as he guzzled from a longneck. Then he stared 

in front of himself, and then at me. I had nowhere to go. I just sat there, a suffocating 

fish gulping for oxygen. 

 The first memory I have of going into town runs through my head as a sequence 

of flickering, ungraspable images. I see myself in them, but not directly, and I certainly 

can‘t see that world through those small, childish eyes. Rather, it‘s as if I‘m at one side, 

watching myself watching things, and there‘s a whole universe of images outside my 

memory‘s optical range.  

I wonder, as I write this, whether that small child sees me out of the corners of his 

eyes somehow, whether I‘m one of the many additions to the long chain of new images 

and experiences he is soaking up like a sponge.  

 

Is it possible that we see our future selves, like spectres, when we‘re young, and think 

nothing much of it?  
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The notion of my former self somehow bearing witness to my current self is not a new 

thing for me. I‘ve often been troubled along similar lines, asking myself what my former 

self would think of this or that. Would he be proud of me, of what I‘ve become, or 

would he be ashamed? This is a particularly striking concern since it was when I was very 

young, though quite a bit older than that first day in the city, that I realised, in a moment 

of perfect, lightning clarity, that there was only one person in the whole world who could 

be trusted to keep their promises, and that person was me.  

I saw myself in the future, having called that future up, and demanded it to bear 

witness. I also asked myself to do certain things.  

I remember the precise moment when this occurred. I was twelve, sitting in the 

lounge room with my stepsister and her new boyfriend. We were talking about music and 

he promised to take me to see my favourite rock band when they came to town. I knew 

perfectly well that this promise was destined to be broken even as it was uttered. I 

remember smiling, and saying yes it would be wonderful for him to take me to the 

concert. I knew with absolute certainty that it would never happen, and as the days grew 

into months and the concert came and went, and as I experienced one short day of hope 

on the eve of the concert, where it seemed that, yes, perhaps I‘d be going as a surprise, 

perhaps he would be picking me up the next day and I would have the time of my life, 

and my sister would squeal and smile, delighted at herself for having successfully kept the 

secret, and the gloomy spell of certainty would be broken, and the world would be a 

place where promises were kept and dreams were understood instead of this long 

succession of loss, a world where prayers were answered and not ignored again and 

again. But as that concert came and went to the sounds of excited DJs on the radio 

talking about how wonderful it was to be there, how they‘d remember the moment for 

the rest of their lives, another part of me was sealed off from the world forever and given 

over to time. 

 

I made myself promise. But the problem I have is that I can‘t remember exactly what it 

was I promised. Were my pledges specific and explicit, or were they general and implied? 

I honestly can‘t remember. So, you see, I have no idea whether or not the only person 

who that child felt he could trust—himself, in the future: me—is in fact just as 

untrustworthy and given to breaking promises as everyone else he ever knew.  

Imagine, if you can, sitting that child down, having seen into his soul at that very 

moment, having been summoned by him as his future self, and explaining to him very 
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carefully that his own future self is just as untrustworthy as everyone else, and that the 

truth of the situation is that he is entirely alone in the world, with no-one to call on and 

nothing to pray to whatsoever.  

There are times when the whole of my existence seems to take on the aspect of 

such a lecture. 

And this, I‘m sure, is the reason behind the visual positioning in my memories. 

I‘m slightly to the side of events that are all out of focus, but every now and then a 

horrifying, demoralised stare penetrates the fog. 

 

The first trip I made to the city retains a fairly explicit association: adoption. My father 

was legitimising his guardianship of my stepsister. I must have been six at the time, which 

would make her nine years old. I remember nothing of the moments leading up to the 

adoption. I only recall entering the Magistrates Court, then looking up from behind a 

high, polished balustrade to the Bench. The Magistrate was reverent. To me, he seemed 

as a god. He spoke with temperate, but absolute, authority. He looked down at my 

parents and my stepsister, smiling, and then his eyes passed over my own face.  

Somehow, between that moment of looking and my own bare memory of exiting 

the building, my father had become my stepsister‘s father as well. I remember the 

moment of affirmation, but as nothing more specific than that. I remember it like a click 

of the fingers, a rapid movement in which the universe resets and starts up again, the 

whole of existence having been recalibrated but essentially looking the same. I remember 

it like that, but I can‘t recall actually seeing anything. Perhaps it‘s because I was lost in 

thought.  

When you recall moments of being lost in thought, do you go inside those 

thoughts and re-experience them somehow? If so, is it possible to remain slightly to the 

side, witnessing your own thoughts through a vortex of distortion? 

 

Two very strange things occur in that tiny window of flickering memory where the world 

is reset and recalibrated. They are probably the cause of the world of my memory 

growing dark and mysteriously thoughtful. The young boy – myself in the past – having 

taken a moment to look at and study his father while the Magistrate addresses him, gets 

an explicit understanding of his father‘s subordinate place in the world. The boy sees a 

cowering fear of authority in his father‘s eyes, which from then on also forms part of the 

face of a liar. The man who ‗didn‘t like‘ crowds became the man who was afraid of 
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crowds. The long-haired, tattooed, fierce-eyed hater of authority becomes the small man, 

looking up at a bench, entirely incapable of being an authority. In short, it was in this 

moment that I discovered, although I certainly couldn‘t have formulated it in so many 

words, that my father was given to expressing a distaste and hatred of things simply 

because they represented his own failings.  

The next occurrence, which had the effect of nearly cancelling out the previous 

revelation, was that I first came to understand the fallibility of authority. Who in their 

right mind would allow this horrible man, my father, to adopt and have power over such 

a sweet little girl? How could the judgement of such a superior human being, leaning 

over a tall, commanding bench, be so unsound?  

 I‘d only been living with my father and stepmother for a short period of time, but 

I knew a couple of things for certain: 

 They didn‘t love us. 

 They didn‘t particularly seem to want us. 

 They were scary. 

  

I recall more from the latter part of that day. It seems to get easier from here on. I 

remember my blue waterproof pants, boots and jacket. I remember seeing my smudged, 

widened image reflected off the mirrored-balls in the middle of a wet, near-empty Mall. I 

remember jumping to try and touch the top ball but not quite being able to reach. I 

remember my parents seeming either happy or relieved, I can‘t tell which, but the burden 

of their usual misery seemed to lift from my shoulders even as the rain slapped down 

with a soothing, regular surge against my plastic hood. I remember moving further away, 

the chain that bound me to them lengthening somehow. I remember splashing my new 

sister every time we got near a puddle. I recall all of this, perhaps because the day had 

already defined itself so clearly and my mind had decided to store its events somewhere 

safe, or perhaps because a mysterious figure, standing just to the side of a small child in 

waterproof blue, was able to lean down and whisper into his ear, not for the last time: 

Pay attention now. This is something we both can use.  
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Lips    Adam: March – July, 2005 

 

 

I made it to university by giving myself pep talks. I memorised war speeches and 

battle cries. I imagined I was Achilles, the cyclone, at the gates of Troy. I was twenty-

two years old and running out of time. It was my last chance for greatness. 

My name is Adam Donavan, my friends call me AD – fellow Catholics prefer 

Anno Domini and, because these things sometimes get out of hand, my teammates 

call me In the Year of Our Lord. I am the resurrection and the light on the basketball 

court. From the perimeter I‘m a demigod.  

I could say I‘m an orphan but that would be a half-truth. Mine was a ‗virgin 

birth‘, although my mother, it‘s true, practised the ancient art. We all have to make a 

living somehow. The church took me in for a small fee when she ran out of luck. 

They never mentioned my soul but I felt it was implied.  

Mother died in a side-alley. She was last seen spread-legged and smiling on a 

park bench. She wasn‘t much for talking but she got her point across. She‘d kiss me 

on the lips then spit on a tissue to wipe the lipstick away. She seemed to think her 

saliva had disinfectant properties. I‘d grimace and strain to get away, but she had 

sharp nails and a savage disposition. She‘d dab at me like a wound then say she loved 

me or something just as sickening.  

At six I was motherless but not wholly bereft. When asked who my father was 

she insisted that God did it to her. At first I was outraged but my anger soon softened. 

I've come to understand that even gods have their weak moments.  

 

I decided to become a doctor. In truth, I want to play basketball but I‘m not tall 

enough. Five-foot eleven doesn‘t cut it in the big league. I‘m quick, balanced, 

impossible to dispossess and my shooting percentage is off the charts. But I do it all 

for God for He pays my rent and board.  

If there is one thing Christians take seriously, it‘s basketball. My scholarship 

bears testament. He who dominates denominates.  

This is my first year at university. As I said, it took some doing. I‘m not 

naturally scientific. I prefer reading to surgery, but there‘s no money in that. You 

might say I‘m my mother‘s son: if you paid me I‘d open my throat gladly. My smile 

would be beatific. One doesn‘t need to love books to read them aloud. All books are 
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whores, on second thoughts, and perhaps that‘s why I love them: they remind me of 

the good times. But that‘s all beside the point.  

 

I met Shaun at university. He published one of my poems, may he burn in hell, and 

asked me to read it in front of a small gathering. There is nothing like a crowd to 

render a poem facile. I knew this instinctively and drank heavily for courage. Shaun 

welcomed me to the stage with a limp handshake. The son-of-a-bitch barely looked 

me in the eyes. To be fair, I was seeing double by then. My confidence was shot but 

Shaun seemed amused by his new protégé.  You‘ll be fine, he said, just pretend it‘s a 

good poem. 

We were in a small room in a tiny bar called 'Jazz' – or maybe it was 'Jizz' – 

on a little side-street overlooking a dead end. I tripped past the microphone stand and 

called for quiet. They stopped talking and stared. ‗This is the greatest poem ever 

written,‘ I declared. There was an expectant hush. I began threading magic.  

The silence of a crowd as you shoot from half-way  – watching the ball glide 

through the air in a perfect parabola, holding their breath, waiting for the swish – the 

satisfaction and relief of an answered prayer – a Hail Mary followed by orgasm: it 

was a level of attentiveness rarely extended to the arenas of literature. I had to follow 

through.  

Lifting my page, I composed my face. What came next was unexpected but 

not unprecedented. My mouth opened and my throat loosened. The first line was 

followed by a rumble, the third by a burp. At the beginning of the second stanza a 

volcano of vomit spewed from my poem. Instead of swish it was splat. It covered the 

page, the microphone and a five-foot radius of floor space. I wiped my mouth with 

my sleeve and said: Thank you. The applause was rapturous. I was given a mop and a 

bucket and an earful. Shaun said my poem reeked and someone laughed. That may 

well be, I replied, but it‘s different on the page. On the page it‘s worse, he said, 

reading your poem is like eating shit. 

Later, Shaun took the microphone and read a story about a man‘s dangling 

penis. He called it ‗Self-exposed‘. (At times Shaun seemed obsessed with revelation.) 

There was a small smattering of applause as he read the last lines. I asked for the hard 

copy and he threw it at me in disgust. 
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Shaun had been away for a while, but had come back to university to study 

philosophy and translation. Some say he‘d been in hospital, others say jail or an 

asylum. He had a legendary status amongst the ten or twelve writers I'd met. Some 

say he once stabbed a critic with a pencil. Others say it was his girlfriend's father, who 

happened to be a minor poet, or he wasn't a literary critic but a dance reviewer, or he'd 

only poked him with a pencil out of nervous admiration, not as a matter of honour. A 

nasty rumour went around that he‘d killed his sister for literature. There were other 

stories as well, but they all seemed too farfetched.    

We took a creative writing seminar together. I'd taken the subject as an 

elective, Shaun had taken it as a suicidal gesture, eleven others had taken it to get 

away from some ghastly horror in their lives. A woman of indeterminate age with 

dark mascara and obscure tattoos wrote edgy biker stories; an older gentlemen with 

flicking eyes and nervous feet wrote heartfelt tales of loneliness and failure; girls 

wrote about grandmothers and boys wrote about drinking and gunfights and working-

class orgies; one or two students composed detective stories; someone wrote an  

updated version of The Fall of the House of Usher, featuring Inuits and an igloo; two 

characters fell into toilets and drowned; someone wrote a story about angels and 

devils and mathematics; a fat kid wept as he read aloud the adventures of his 

disappearing penis; a freckled gypsy-girl refused to speak.  

The tutor was called Simon. He was tall, not much older than forty, nearly 

bald, and sometimes wore a wig. He'd had a collection of stories published in his 

twenties, then lapsed into obscurity. He read his own work aloud and wanted to know 

what we thought. He liked me but told Shaun he tried too hard, or not hard enough, 

depending on his mood. It seemed clear that literature was going to the dogs. 

We never got along. The students hated me because Simon always applauded 

my poems, but I knew he was just flirting. Shaun would sit in class smirking; the 

woman with tattoos stared dangerously into space; the fat kid panted and the gypsy-

girl hid inside a cocoon of silence. It wasn't until I brought some prose to class that 

things finally got heated. 

'That's just a stupid basketball story,' someone said. 

'I thought it was very layered,' another added. 

'I don't understand why you bothered to write that.' 

'I didn't feel seduced at all.' 

'Existential metaphors are lame.' 
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'Clearly you don't respect us.' 

'Was I supposed to cry when he died?' 

'Listening to that was like eating shit.' 

The last was Shaun, of course – his eternal review. The tutor seemed 

disoriented. 'I prefer football,' he mumbled, which for some reason came across as a 

stinging criticism. Everyone peered into the middle distance.  

Finally, Shaun stood to read his story. Like much of his stuff, it was filled with 

sexual violence and philosophical musings. He fancied himself a minor de Sade; his 

patron saint was Michel Houllebecq - not because he respected his work but because 

the universities despised it. The university takes literature and condemns it to Limbo, 

he once said. It's interested only in 'fine' writing and liberal, middle class affirmations. 

Transcendence, redemption and other bullshit. 

Shaun's story was called Gag Reflex. It was a romance set in a parking lot. Its 

sub theme was the accretion of indecipherable desire on the part of inner-city garbage 

collectors. Its props included food scraps and plastic bags. It was a minor masterpiece 

of its genre, but Simon thought it ―immature‖. 'You try to shock us for the sake of it,' 

he said, quoting from his teaching manual. 'Try writing stories that unsettle us by 

getting under our skin.'  

Come to think of it, he may have been flirting again. 

 

After four weeks I knew I was wasting my time. If I weren't such a fool I'd have 

dropped out and refocussed my efforts on Biology, but the science labs were as cold 

as hell and I was desperate for a change in scene. Friendship wasn't yet a factor; I 

didn't speak to Shaun until the end of the semester. It may have been destiny or 

masochism. Maybe I wanted to impress the gypsy-girl somehow – she was pretty but 

a little slow-witted, and I may be smart, but I have a face like a smashed crab. Things 

could have evened out.  

I can't say for certain why I stuck around. It seems so long ago. 

 Nothing much happened for the rest of the semester. In the final seminar 

Shaun briefly mentioned that he'd just started up a little magazine and was looking for 

contributors. No-one seemed interested, but it later transpired that they were wary of 

getting on Simon's bad side and losing valuable marks. I followed Shaun through the 

campus when the seminar was over and asked about the magazine's philosophy. He 

said something about a group of poets called the Angry Penguins who formed in 
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Adelaide more than fifty years ago. He said he and his friend, Mira, were searching 

for a 'classless modernist aesthetic', but for now anything readable would pass muster. 

 'Pure intelligence,' he said, 'without theory, and pure feeling without 

sentiment. That's the aim. We're going to call it The Strangler.' 

   A chill went down my spine. Fair to say that asphyxiation had been a long-

running theme in Shaun's stories all semester, and I'd begun to suspect that an 

underlying perversity was to blame. 'Have you ever read Sacher-Masoch's Venus in 

Furs?' he enquired.  

I knew it was story about bondage. 'No,' I said, 'I'm not into that sort of thing.' 

'That sort of thing is literature,' he said, 'and if you're not into it you're no friend of 

mine.' 

 He said he was meeting Mira at the Grace Emily and I was welcome to join 

them if I liked. We walked several blocks, stopping once for a coffee because he felt 

drowsy.  

 Shaun was permanently half-asleep. His eyes were always red and he rarely 

looked at anyone directly as he spoke. He'd been the same all semester and I'd just 

assumed he was on drugs, but as we talked I realised there was something wrong with 

his vision. He found it hard to focus or something – it was difficult to say exactly 

what it was. When I asked he said he'd just read too many books. He expected to go 

blind before he hit thirty. Reading, he said, is as dangerous for the eyes as compulsive 

masturbation. 

 Jerking off was one of his favourite topics. As we walked he talked at length 

about contemporary Australian literature, naming his favourite authors: Marion 

Campbell and Gerald Murnane. They're our great writers, he declared, and they're 

both chronic masturbators. Theirs is a literature of self-pleasure, in a country that isn't 

yet comfortable talking about fucking. Murnane is the greatest wanker we've 

produced, Shaun said, a pure fantasist who declares he lacks imagination. What he 

lacks, in fact, is fertilisation. That's why he's unread. Masturbation is yet to attract an 

Australian audience because we're never content with a spectacle – we have to spread 

our legs as well.  

‗It's a stupid idea,‘ he continued, ‗the one about Australia being a young 

country in search of identity. This country is an old married couple in need of 

excitement. The greatest literature doesn't teach us how to live; it shows us how to 

wank. Think of Gregor Samsa, stuck in his room and trailing goo everywhere he goes. 
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Think of Raskolnikov, concocting murder as an antidote to masturbation. 

Dostoevsky's great moral lesson: stay in your room! Keep wanking! 

 'The definitive Australian literature will wank openly. That's what I want to 

write and publish, and that's why Sade and Sacher-Masoch are so important. Theirs is 

an infertile tradition, a wasted seed, sexual organs flaring and throbbing and 

proliferating desires. They fail to emphasise the self-pleasuring act, but in their single-

mindedness they light the way: masturbation as self-creation, I wank therefore I am. 

This is how stories begin. Amun-Re rubs one out and the world flows forth. The big 

bang was a self-satisfying quiver.  It's physics, myth and poetry in one. I sit in a room 

fingering a keyboard. Keats sat outside quilling a blank sheet. Autoeroticism reigns 

supreme. I wanted to call the magazine Wank but Mira thought it was too self-

serving.' 

 We sat outside the Grace Emily until late. Mira had already befriended a group 

of hippies who seemed to be in a band; at one point a weedy guy pulled out a trumpet 

and played lamentably; a blond girl with black eyes and heavy breasts kept 

whispering in Shaun's ear and laughing; Mira sang something in Czech; I drank until I 

threw up then drank some more; we roamed the streets in the early hours, shouting at 

the top of our lungs; Shaun walked me home and told me a secret I'll never repeat; 

there's some chance we made a pact but I couldn't say for certain what it was.  
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Penis: Self-exposed, by Shaun – August 2005 

 

She has revealed her breasts. Yes she has taken off the top part of her bikini and revealed 

her breasts. I should return the sentiment in some way. I assume that returning the 

sentiment is what is required of me. She has removed her bikini top and now it is time 

for me to make a similar gesture.  

But how? What shall I do? I could take off my shirt but what will that accomplish? 

Every male on the beach has his shirt off. There is nothing taboo about a male on the 

beach with his shirt off, showing his male breasts. There is, on the other hand, something 

decidedly curious about a female prancing around with her breasts bared on this beach, 

on a beach like the beach we have come to.  

When I decided to accompany her to this beach I had no idea that she had it in 

mind to reveal her breasts. Is it legal for a woman to bare her breasts on a public beach? 

I‘m not sure. In any event, I must do something in response. But what action should I 

take? The situation seems entirely uneven.  

Will I remove my shorts? Should I go completely nude here on this beach? That 

would be more of a token, an expression of good faith and sharing, than simply taking 

off my shirt. I‘m not ashamed to remove my shorts. I‘m certainly brave enough. But 

perhaps she would find it inappropriate. Would she laugh at the clumsiness of me taking 

off my shorts when all that is required is for me to remove my shirt? After all, she is still 

wearing her bikini bottom. She is yet to signal any intention to remove all of her clothes 

and stand before me completely nude.  

My shirt is still on. Why is my shirt still on? While I‘m thinking about taking off my 

shorts I should at least remove my shirt. I am, at this very moment, the only male in sight 

with his shirt still on and I‘m standing next to the only woman on the beach with naked 

breasts. I must look very odd. Perhaps people will think that I am ashamed to reveal my 

chest. Perhaps they will think I‘m disfigured in some way beneath my clothes and this is 

why I still have my shirt on. I am not disfigured, however. Not in the least. I am, by all 

accounts, well-proportioned. My figure is not mangled in any manner whatsoever. 

I am firmly resolved that it would be impossible, completely impossible, for me to 

remove my shorts here on this beach. For one thing it is too cold. But more importantly, 

there are children. It is a Saturday and there are children on the beach, as with any 

Saturday in summer. When I was a child I too was often to be seen running around at 

the beach, frequently with my parents in tow, but just as often with other young friends. 
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If I‘d seen a man‘s dangling penis on the beach when I was a child I‘d have been terribly 

upset. I can‘t imagine what my parents, if they happened to be with me, would have said 

to such a man. My mother would have surely given a disapproving look and it is likely 

that my father would have approached such a man and requested sternly that he cover 

his genitals. What are you doing? my father would have said. Don‘t you understand that 

this is a public beach? Can you not see the children running around?  

As for me, I certainly would have been disturbed, as a child, were I to have seen a 

naked man on this beach. Having said that, I must admit it is more likely that I would 

have been distracted by the woman‘s naked breasts. If there were a woman with bare 

breasts standing next to the man with his dangling genitals, I would have certainly looked 

at her instead of him. It is not the usual thing to see women‘s breasts at this beach, or 

anywhere in this city for that matter. Not at all. In addition, for a child it is always a 

wonderful thing to see a strange woman‘s breasts. It cannot be denied that as a child I 

would have enjoyed watching a woman with bare breasts despite the presence of the 

naked man standing beside her.  

By the same token, I can‘t imagine that my father would have gone up to a woman 

with naked breasts to request that she cover herself. It is more likely that he would have 

laughed, perhaps even pointed her out to me. That is the sort of father he was. Besides, it 

would have been embarrassing for a father, who is at the beach with his son and his wife, 

to approach a semi-nude woman. People may have stared at him, suspecting he was a 

pervert. They would not have known what to think. More than likely, people would have 

thought he was soliciting something quite inappropriate of the bare-breasted woman. 

Just leave the poor young woman to get a tan on the beach, they would have thought. 

Can a woman not bare her breasts at the beach without all sorts of men coming and 

peering and soliciting for unmentionable services? And a father with a child and a wife 

with him should behave better, they would have thought. 

I am resolved that I would feel most uncomfortable revealing myself before children 

on this beach. That would be a very unfortunate thing to do. If there is one thing I 

should really avoid, it is displaying my naked genitals to these children here on this beach. 

That would be an incredible mistake for me to make. My genitals must remain covered. 

Children do not want to see a man‘s genitals, even if the man is standing next to a 

woman with bare breasts. 

But I am not ashamed. Even though it may seem as though I have something to 

hide as I stand here fully clothed, I have nothing to hide. I would more than likely reveal 
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my genitals right here on the beach before this woman with her naked breasts if it were 

not for the children. Then it would become apparent to everyone that this is a man who 

has nothing to hide, nothing to fear at all. They would think to themselves that this is a 

man who is perfectly prepared to reveal his private parts in the open air of a public 

beach, and, what‘s more, if I were to reveal myself to the children, everyone would have 

much more respect for me. Children often laugh, they would think. This man has risked 

the callous laughter of children who would be perfectly happy to point out his 

shortcomings and laugh and hiss and taunt. And what‘s more, he has shown himself to 

be extremely comfortable with his body and the freedoms associated with being a natural 

type of person. Some men would be ashamed to reveal themselves in front of a woman 

who is not expecting it, not to mention an entire beach with children running around, 

but this man, they would think, must be constantly revealing himself. How else would he 

have the courage to expose himself in such a fashion?  

This is an admirable man with nothing whatsoever to hide, they would think. I wish 

it were my daughter with the bare breasts standing next to him, they would think. If my 

daughter were standing bare-breasted next to a man with his penis dangling on the beach 

on a cool summer‘s afternoon I would be an extremely proud parent, they would think, 

and what‘s more, I would have the highest expectations for her future. 

They would know that their daughter was in the safe hands of a man who is 

prepared to show children his dangling genitals on the beach. That is all one can ask of a 

prospective son-in-law, they would think. From the fact that he is prepared to reveal his 

penis wherever he goes we can deduce that he must be a very successful man. Perhaps he 

is a businessman, they would think. Or perhaps he has no need to work. It would seem 

perfectly normal for a man with a sizable inheritance to have no shame when it comes to 

revealing himself on a public beach. A man with a sizable inheritance is prepared to 

reveal anything, they would think. 

I am not a man with a sizable inheritance, however. If people were to think I am in 

fact a man with a sizable inheritance to tide me over, they would be completely mistaken. 

I teach mathematics at a public high school. Teaching mathematics at a public high 

school means I earn more than enough to get by, but I have nothing in the order of a 

large inheritance. Not that I‘m insecure in my work or in any way poorly off. Far from it! 

Teaching mathematics at a public high school is a very secure position. I‘m guaranteed a 

handsome enough salary for the next forty years of my life. While other people wonder 
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whether they will remain employed for just another week, I have the complete certainly 

of gainful employment until I reach retirement age.  

I am perfectly aware of the fact that I have a good job despite the absence of a 

sizable inheritance. For instance, as a mathematics teacher I am more than happy to strip 

bare on this public beach and reveal my dangling genitals to passers-by. The fact that I 

am merely a teacher of mathematics at a public high school makes no difference 

whatsoever to my preparedness to reveal my dangling genitals in public. If people 

mistake me for someone with a large inheritance, then all the better for me. I have not 

deceived them. It is they who have made the incorrect presumption. All I will have been 

responsible for is removing my shorts and standing naked before them.  

While it is in truth a very decent job, I am conscious of the fact that being a 

mathematics teacher at a public school is not the best occupation. People are rarely 

impressed when you tell them that you teach mathematics. There is no great love for 

mathematics teachers in society at large, particularly those mathematics teachers who 

teach at high school level. A parent, if they were to hear that their daughter is betrothed 

to a mathematics teacher, would not be especially delighted. Parents would not run to 

their neighbours‘ houses screaming with joy, desperate to share the news of their 

daughter‘s great fortune. And if those same parents have always believed their daughter 

has higher prospects than those gained from an allegiance with a teacher of mathematics, 

they are likely to be bitterly disappointed. They are likely to try to convince their daughter 

to aim higher. They are also likely to point out her lover‘s deficiencies.  

If the teacher of mathematics happens to have a nose that is slightly pushed to one 

side, for example, you can bet that the parents of his betrothed will rush to point this out 

to her. What sort of man has a nose like that? they will ask. You have a perfectly straight 

nose, her mother will tell her. Why would you want to be with a teacher of mathematics who 

has a bent nose? It is a ridiculous position for you to be in, they will tell her. And they will 

be sure to keep the news of their daughter‘s engagement with the mathematics teacher 

quiet for as long as possible, in the earnest hope that she will eventually come to her 

senses.  

It is perfectly clear that if their daughter has a flawlessly straight nose while her lover 

has a bent nose, her parents will put off telling people about their daughter‘s error in 

selecting a mathematics teacher for a husband until the last moment, instead of rushing 

around and screaming with joy. Unless, that is, her betrothed is not a teacher of mathematics. 

If her betrothed were, for instance, a lawyer in the field of commerce, they would 
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probably avoid mentioning his bent nose. The lawyer‘s bent nose would not concern 

them in the least. If they did happen to mention the lawyer‘s bent nose, it would more 

than likely be in private, out of their daughter‘s earshot, and it would probably be 

mentioned with affection. That bent nose gives the lawyer character, they would say. It 

makes us more comfortable when we are sitting with the lawyer to see that he has a bent 

nose because it makes him seem more human, they would say. Besides, they would say 

amongst themselves, our daughter isn‘t entirely perfect. For example, she has a skin 

blemish just below her lip. They would point this out to each other. Our daughter has a 

skin blemish just below her lip and she is about to marry a corporate lawyer with a bent 

nose, her parents would say to each other approvingly. On the other hand, they are 

extremely unlikely to point out their daughter‘s skin blemish when they hear that she is 

about to marry a teacher of mathematics who also happens to have a nose bent slightly 

to one side. If they were to discover such a thing, their daughter‘s skin blemish is unlikely 

to ever come up at all. They will not think about their daughter‘s skin blemish. The 

blemish on their daughter‘s skin, just below her bottom lip, will completely vanish in the 

eyes of her parents. In the eyes of her parents, their daughter will have completely 

unblemished skin, while his skin, the skin of the teacher of mathematics, will be seen to 

be irregularly blotchy. While his skin is not in fact irregularly blotchy, they will insist that 

it is. While there is in fact only the one blotchy patch on his forehead, the parents of a 

daughter who is just about to marry a mathematics teacher will insist that his skin is 

blotchy all over. 

Even if, for instance, the woman who is betrothed to the mathematics teacher with 

the bent nose and the blotchy skin is, like him, a teacher at a public high school—the very 

same public high school that the mathematics teacher is employed by—her friends are 

nevertheless likely to believe that she has not been ambitious enough in her search for a 

husband. What is to be gained by marrying a teacher when you yourself are already a 

teacher? they would ask her. Being a teacher is a good occupation for any woman, they 

would say, but being a teacher of mathematics at a public high school is not the best 

occupation for a man. After all, they might say to her, you are a music teacher and he is a 

teacher of mathematics. Surely you couldn‘t be more different from one another! What 

can you possibly see in him? they might ask. He is concerned with the most menial 

abstract equations while you yourself once trained as a concert violinist, they might point 

out. This is an aberration, they might say. For a beautiful woman to go around with a bent-

nosed mathematics teacher with blotched skin is disgusting, they might say.  
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Perhaps if the teacher of mathematics were to reveal his dangling genitals to them 

he would receive better treatment at the hands of such parochial friends. There is every 

possibility that the exposure of his genitals would bring great fortune to his relationship 

with the woman. If he were to reveal his genitals whenever someone seemed to frown at 

him and the music teacher as they walked arm-in-arm down the mall, for instance, he 

might gain some credibility in the eyes of the broader public. There is a man who is not 

afraid of demonstrating his mettle, they would say, and it is very likely that they would 

seek to shake such a man‘s hand. In any event, it is very unlikely that they would think 

that a woman who is walking with a man who has his dangling genitals exposed is aiming 

beneath her natural expectations. 

If I were to reveal my genitals to them, the mathematics teacher might think, he 

thinks, as she stands there beside him, smiling sweetly on the beach and rubbing 

sunscreen over her naked breasts, if I were to reveal my genitals to them, he might think, 

he thinks, then they would have second thoughts for sure. 

What are you thinking about now? she says, leaning over to kiss him on his bent 

nose. Take off your shirt, she says, and I‘ll rub some cream into your blotched chest.  
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Breast   Sarah: January, 1996 – May, 2000.  

 

She was the one. You know: ‗the one.‘ He never stopped talking about her. Sarah this, 

Sarah that. It was pretty awkward. We went to a party at her house and she kept 

looking at me. I didn‘t know how to respond. I wasn‘t really interested and I knew 

how he felt about her. To be honest she wasn‘t my type. She was kind of round-

flanked, and I like something a little more streamlined, something I can throw around.  

At one point we were all sitting in a circle talking about the recent Lord of the 

Rings movie and she came over and sat on my lap. I‘m not joking. Right in front of 

him. I didn‘t know what to do, so I sat there and pretended nothing had happened. 

And he just went on talking about the final Lord of the Rings movie, how he thought 

the second one was better because it had more action, didn‘t drag out the emotional 

content, something like that.  

As he was speaking he turned to me with this look on his face which said 

absolutely nothing. It was such a sad look. I don‘t know how to explain it. He wasn‘t 

frowning and there weren‘t tears in his eyes or anything like that. His look was 

exactly the same as every other look he‘d given me that night. But it was somehow 

different. He looked at me as though the girl he‘d been obsessing over for five years 

wasn‘t sitting on his best friend‘s lap. And I looked back in the same way.  

We talked about the Lord of the Rings movies for about ten more minutes, in 

earnest, as though nothing else was happening in the world. Then he got up and went 

to the bathroom.  

 

I forgot to mention that we were pretty drunk. We‘d been drinking all night. In fact 

we‘d started earlier in the day, since it was the weekend. We liked to get together and 

have a few drinks on a Saturday. You know how it is. We played some video games 

for a few hours and just hung out and talked until it was time to get changed and go to 

the party. I could tell it was a big deal for him. He was sort of nervous all day, 

excitable. He kept talking to me about this poem he‘d written. He recited it once but it 

didn‘t seem very good. Too romantic. I told him so and he just laughed and said I was 

probably right. He said it was impossible to write well when you‘re in love.  

Anyway, this poem wasn‘t all romance. I can‘t remember exactly how it went 

but one of the stanzas described a nightmare he‘d been having. He‘d already told me 
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about this nightmare several times, so I remember its content clearly. It‘s pretty 

terrible.  

He‘s taken to a prison cell for some reason and locked inside. He falls asleep 

on the floor and wakes up in terrible pain. The cell-room is full of wasps and they‘re 

crawling all over his body and stinging him. He screams for help. At some point the 

guards come in and spray kerosene everywhere. They spray it all over his body and he 

thinks they‘re doing it to get rid of the wasps. Then one of them flicks a lighter and 

he‘s on fire.  

The wasps fizz away, of course, and by this time Shaun‘s come to hate the 

wasps so much he actually gets pleasure from the fire. He enjoys the feeling of being 

burnt alive. This lasts a while. Then he wakes up. 

 He said he couldn‘t sleep because he kept having that same nightmare every 

time he slept. It nearly drove him mad.  

So he recited the poem and it had the dream in it, or a version of the dream. 

Each time he told me about the dream little details seemed to change, nothing major, 

but certain elements were emphasised more and little details added.  

In the poem, his nightmare was linked to his obsession with Sarah. He never 

said that explicitly but I know that‘s what he meant. It was as though he‘d come to 

understand the nightmare as a type of allegory or metaphor or something. I didn‘t 

completely understand what he was getting at. And the poem itself was all 

fragmented, like all of his stuff, so I never knew what was going on anyway. But for 

some reason the link between his nightmare and his obsession with Sarah was 

important to him. It was like a fucking revelation or something. Excuse my French. 

 

As I said, we were pretty drunk by the time he went off to the bathroom and I‘m 

ashamed to say that I felt so good and relaxed – there was probably a nice piece of 

music playing, maybe something by Blur – that when Sarah turned around and 

planted her mouth on mine I kissed back. Even though she wasn‘t my type.  

I can‘t say how long we were kissing. All I remember is that the whole time I 

expected Shaun to come back and sit down next to us again and start talking about 

Lord of the Rings. So it was hard to concentrate. 

A week or so later I actually had a dream where Shaun did something like that. 

But the situation was slightly different. I guess I had the dream because I felt guilty – 

but that‘s only a guess. I have no idea how dreams work.  
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In the end, when he still hadn‘t returned from the bathroom after what seemed 

like hours, I guessed that Shaun had found someone else at the party to talk to, or he‘d 

seen us kissing and left. He was like that. He never made scenes. Whenever he was 

upset he‘d just go for a long walk or go home and play videogames or read or 

whatever.  

 

Things were heating up with Sarah. When I turned my head at a certain angle I could 

hear her moaning over the music. Real moaning. Like she was ready for anything. 

Then she grabbed my hand and told me to follow her.  

When I stood up I realised that I‘d had my eyes closed for ages. I like to keep 

them shut when kissing because it focuses my concentration. It makes the kiss feel 

better. Like I‘m abandoning myself to the experience. But when I opened my eyes it 

was as though I‘d stumbled into another universe. 

 The light had changed. It was denser, somehow. I don‘t know how else to 

describe it. When I looked at the other people it seemed like their images were 

obstructed by something heavy. Everything was distorted.  

All of the guests had their heads down, like they were praying. A new 

Radiohead song was on – I think it was a bootleg version of ‗Jigsaw Falling into 

Place‘ – and everyone was listening to it carefully, like it was one of those news 

bulletins where something atrocious and violent has happened and everyone just 

stands around in shock, glaring at the television or listening to the radio, in company 

but basically alone with their own thoughts and anxieties. Sort of like when Princess 

Diana died.  

But these people were all listening to a song. I‘d never seen anything like that 

before and it kind of freaked me out. We made it to the bedroom as Thom Yorke 

sang: 

 
There is nothing to explain 

Regard each other as you pass 

She looks back, you look back 

Not just once 

Not just twice 

Wish away the nightmare 

Wish away the nightmare 

You've got a light you can feel it on your back 
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A light you can feel it on your back 

  

Sarah closed the door and took off her clothes. She looked nice naked but she wasn‘t 

the best I‘ve seen by a long shot. Her breasts weren‘t all that good. I guess the main 

thing about her was her face, which was definitely pretty.  

I pulled my pants down quickly and pushed her head down. It was good but 

she wasn‘t really into it so I took off my shoes and went completely naked.  

I could tell that she liked my body. It always makes me feel good to see girls 

admiring my body, because I put a lot of work into it. I play soccer at a high level and 

I go to the gym five days a week. I‘m not too muscular, though, because I think guys 

with muscles bulging out of their shirts look abnormal. I prefer to be strong and lean 

and toned.  

Sarah wasn‘t all that fit but she wasn‘t too bad. I‘ve had worse anyway. The 

real problem was her vagina.  

I‘m sort of embarrassed by this, but it seems important so I have to say it. I 

usually don‘t go around spreading these kinds of things. I respect women and it‘s not 

their fault if there‘s something unusual about them, sexually speaking. 

Here goes: Sarah‘s vagina was dripping wet. Not just dripping – flooding. It 

was terrible.  

I found the entrance easily, it just sort of slid in, and she gave this incredible 

moan. She was like an animal. I‘ve never met a girl as horny as her in my life. I was 

certain that everyone at the party could hear her, despite the music.  

At first I assumed her vagina was so wet because we‘d been kissing for ages 

and she‘d been getting excited all that time, but that wasn‘t the case. She just kept 

getting sloppier and sloppier. It was – forgive me – like dipping into a puddle. She 

moaned like an insane person and held me really tight. Then she must have noticed 

that I was going soft because she started talking dirty, saying lots of stuff I won‘t 

repeat. She kept whispering, ‗Oh baby, come on my face, come on my face, come on 

my face‘ and that sort of got me interested again, but it didn‘t last long.  

Soon I was completely soft inside her, but she wouldn‘t let me go. She kept 

saying ‗Pump me, pump me,‘ so I did, even though I got no enjoyment from it at all. 

Actually, I found it pretty disgusting. But I didn‘t want to hurt her feelings so I played 

along. 
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Eventually she asked me what was wrong and I said it just happens 

sometimes; occasionally, when I‘m drunk I can‘t keep it up. She made a face and 

hugged me like she wanted to console me. When she got up off the bed I saw that the 

sheet was drenched. It looked like someone had pissed the bed. When she left the 

room to go to the bathroom I put my pants back on and ran outside.  

 

I‘ve already mentioned the dream I had a few days later. This is what happened: I was 

in the bedroom having sex with Sarah again, and she was moaning in that loud 

animal-like way, but this time her vagina wasn‘t like a puddle and I was really 

enjoying it. I was pumping her really hard, pulling out all of my special moves, 

throwing her around the bed like a rag-doll, when Shaun walks in quietly and sits 

down next to us on the bed and starts talking about Lord of the Rings. It was shocking. 

He just sat there and talked about the great love between Aragon and what‘s-her-

name, I can‘t remember the character, the one played by Liv Tyler.  

 The annoying thing about the dream was that I still couldn‘t come. Every time 

I got close Shaun said something that made it impossible to finish. I could sort of deal 

with him being there but when he used phrases like ‗love of his life‘ and ‗soul mate‘ I 

got completely distracted. And it seemed like the dream went on forever, with Shaun 

talking about Lord of the Rings and Sarah moaning and coming over and over again 

while I lingered on the edge of orgasm, never quite getting there. And that‘s all that 

happened in my dream.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



57 
 

‗I‘m really sorry,‘ Shaun said when I visited him the next day.  

I nearly choked. ‗You‘re sorry about what?‘  

‗About Sarah. That‘s just the way she is. She wanted to show me how much 

power she has over me. That‘s her game. I‘ve got it figured out. So I‘m okay with it, 

really.‘  

I told him how glad I was that there were no hard feelings and he smiled.  

 He never mentioned it again. 
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He‘d been friends with Sarah‘s mother for years. Paula was a photographer. Shaun 

met her when he did work-experience at her studio, and from then on she became a 

type of maternal-figure for him, giving him books to read and exposing him to various 

artists and art-movements.  She‘d been having an affair for years with a carpenter 

called Ricky who lived nearby and was married to a beautiful petite young woman not 

much older than twenty, which was about how old Ricky was as well.  

Ricky was the sort of guy who‘s charismatic when sober and emotional when 

drunk. His face had these jagged edges, which made him look half-formed and 

dangerous.  

Shaun said that although Paula was desperately in love with Ricky she knew it 

was going to end eventually. She became friends with his wife and had them both 

around regularly for drinks. Shaun thought the prospect of disaster made the situation 

attractive to Paula. In many ways, he said, Paula was more of a teenager than we 

were. 

 

Ricky ended things with Paula after a couple of years. By then Paula was two years 

older with greying hair and a borderline alcoholic. She‘d drink to drown her sorrows 

and guilt then call Shaun or go over to his bedsit and cry for hours and ask him if he 

thought she was a bad person. He told her not to be ridiculous, but it never really 

helped.  

One night Paula was on her way to Shaun‘s house completely drunk and she 

drove into a stobie poll and had to go to hospital with minor injuries. When she was 

released the next day she went home and took some pills and drank a bottle of brandy. 

Sarah came home from school and found Paula unconscious on the lounge room floor 

with an empty box of sleeping pills beside her. Snoring. 

Paula spent the next three weeks in a hospital ward on suicide watch. She 

decided never to see Ricky again. When Shaun visited her and asked her how she felt 

she said it was like being dead inside. She said there was nothing but this void and it 

sucked everything into itself until she was nothing anymore, just an empty container. 

And it was because of that, Paula said, because she had nothing left inside her that she 

knew she could go on living. She was dead, she said, so there was no point in trying 

to kill herself again.  
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A few months later Paula sold her studio and got a job at a fruit and vegetable shop on 

Semaphore Road. She was doing well. Meeting normal, earthy people and socialising 

and having a good time.  

It lasted that way for about six months.  

Then she told Shaun that she‘d fallen in love with her boss – a Greek guy 

called Emmanuel. He was younger than her, handsome, and married. She said he 

seemed to like her too, but she didn‘t know what to do about it. She didn‘t want to 

break up his marriage and she wasn‘t even sure whether he wanted to break up the 

marriage, even though he and his wife were basically at each other‘s throats all of the 

time and he often slept at the store to avoid going home.  

‗Of course,‘ Shaun said, ‗I knew it would end badly but I also knew it was too 

late to do anything about it. Paula was in love again and no matter what I said she was 

going to hang in there until the bitter end. It‘s just the way she was made.‘ 

 

They started sleeping together. Emmanuel spent a few nights a week at Paula‘s house 

instead of the store. Whenever Shaun met Paula she was glowing. There were some 

problems at work because her co-workers suspected something was going on and they 

noticed that she was getting more hours than they were. They eventually stopped 

talking to her and Paula wasn‘t invited to the regular Friday drinks at the pub 

anymore, but she said she didn‘t mind that in the least. She was in love and she was 

loved and it was the greatest and most passionate love of her life. By comparison, 

nothing else mattered. 

Around the same time, Sarah was having trouble at school and she refused to 

attend classes. She sat at home watching American talk shows all day, crying and 

sleeping. But Paula barely noticed any of it.  

Shaun went over there every other day to check up on Sarah. One day he 

wiped a tear from her cheek with the back of his hand, but she acted as though he 

wasn‘t there and kept crying. He said it was like watching ice melt, just a constant 

trickle of tears – she was perfectly still and he got the sense that when the tears 

stopped flowing it was only because the material had run dry. Sarah‘s tears flowed 

meaninglessly until they ran out.  

Then, out of nowhere, he asked Sarah to marry him. He told me he hadn‘t 

planned it at all. He‘d never even considered the possibility. He got down on his 

knees beside her and begged. He pleaded with her and said he‘d never love anyone as 
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much as he loved her. She just looked down at him like he was some sort of alien, 

then laughed as though he‘d told her a joke that wasn‘t in the least bit funny.  

Shaun said he thought his heart might stop beating on the spot, but it didn‘t. 

He knelt there with a stupid expression on his face while Sarah went back to watching 

Ricky Lake and ignoring him, tears welling back into a steady trickle.  

 

Shaun left town after Paula‘s funeral and was impossible to contact for nearly three 

months. When he came back it was summer again and he showed no signs of grief at 

all. It was as though she‘d never existed. By then we were both eighteen. We started 

clubbing and drinking and going to the gym and having lots of fun. It was great. It 

was normal.  
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The day after the party at Sarah‘s house, Shaun told me that he‘d had another dream. 

‗When I got home from the party I was exhausted,‘ he said. ‗I felt like I‘d run a 

marathon. So I climbed straight into bed and passed out. I slept like a baby, but when 

I woke I had the strangest feeling. It was as though the world had changed, but the 

differences were beyond perception. It felt like something fundamental but invisible 

had been undone. Like the laws of gravity had been loosened, somehow. And then I 

remembered the dream. 

‗It‘s summer and I‘m working my old job at the Recycling Centre. That means 

the setting is about three years ago, but I don‘t feel any younger. I‘m working away, 

sorting all the rubbish into the right bins, when Sarah drives in with some bottles and 

cans. She comes up to me and says hi. I notice that Paula‘s with her, but she doesn‘t 

get out of the car. I can‘t quite see her face but I know it‘s her. And Sarah looks very 

happy. She‘s the same age as she is now, but the sun is shining down and she‘s 

smiling. In the dream I assume it‘s because her mother‘s still with her, and I‘m 

relieved. I say to myself: it was all just a terrible nightmare.  

‗Then Sarah says she has something to show me. She leads me into the men‘s 

bathroom.  When we get there she lifts up her top and shows me her left breast. Just 

exposes herself right there in the men‘s toilets – showing me something I‘d fantasised 

about for years. Now that it‘s right in front of me, I don‘t know what to do, so I look 

away. ‗Someone could come in at any moment,‘ I tell her. She just smiles, but this 

time I notice that her eyes are kind of glazed-over, like she‘s on drugs. I start to get 

frightened. 

‗When she speaks it isn‘t her voice. It‘s the voice of a child. It‘s like an evil 

little girl has taken over Sarah‘s body or something. 

‗I turn and try to leave but she grabs me by the arm and says that I can‘t go 

yet. She says there‘s something I need to see.  

‗Her grip is powerful, like a man‘s. She draws me nearer and tells me to look 

at her breast closely. By this time I‘m shaking and I feel like I‘m about to cry.  

‗I look where she tells me to look and see an extraordinary black raven 

perched on a window sill. It peers straight into my soul, like a madman. It‘s the most 

astonishing thing I‘ve ever seen and, just for a second, the bird seems alive. It takes 

some time before I realise it‘s just a tattoo.  

‗That‘s when she lets go of my arm and says, ―Isn‘t it pretty?‖ 

‗Then I woke up. What do you think it means?‘  
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Tongue   Shaun: January – December, 2002 

 

We had very little in common. Adrian was an engineering student and I was studying 

philosophy. He liked Radiohead and I liked Blur. He ogled cars and I read books. We 

shared a flat for two years before I really got to know him.  

This is how it happened: I woke one night and heard a strange noise coming 

from his bedroom. It was like a quiet howl. I got up to investigate and to make sure 

everything was okay. In the back of my mind I thought there might be an injured 

animal in the flat. It was like the noise a dog makes when it‘s nursing a wound.  

Adrian was crying. Every now and again he took in a big gulp of air and very 

quietly sobbed. I didn‘t know what to do so I just stood by the door and listened. I 

thought he might still be asleep. It was creepy. But after another few minutes I slid the 

door open just a fraction in order to take a look.  

It was worse than I‘d imagined. Adrian was jerking off. He was masturbating 

with his eyes closed. Every so often he shivered and sobbed. He did this until he 

ejaculated into a sock. Then he turned over and went to back to sleep. It was the 

saddest thing I‘d ever seen.  

 

At first Adrian was put off by my newfound friendliness. He probably suspected I was 

after something. We‘d grown accustomed to keeping our distance in the two years 

we‘d lived together. But after a while he caved-in and we started hanging out. We‘d 

sit on the balcony and drink beer and listen to music and tell each other personal 

things. Just the sort of things men talk about, nothing too deep.  

One day Adrian came home early and he seemed upset. We kept our ritual 

with the beer on the porch, but I knew something was up because he was very quiet. 

Eventually I asked what the problem was.  

‗I don‘t want to scare you, but there‘s this noise in my head,‘ he said. ‗It hasn‘t 

appeared for years, so I thought I was cured. I get this noise in my head and it goes on 

and on, day and night. Sometimes it lasts a week before I finally snap. It gets louder 

and then softer, and sometimes it‘s high-pitched like a siren and at other times it‘s 

very low, like a didgeridoo. It almost drives me insane. I listen to it and I feel like my 

head will split apart. I feel like something‘s going to happen inside my head and I‘ll 

be brain-dead for the rest of my life.‘ 
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Tears were streaming down his face. When I asked him how he usually got rid 

of the noise he started sobbing. 

‗Most of the time I just hit someone. They say something that pisses me off or 

look at me the wrong way and I beat the shit out of them and the noise goes away and 

I feel better. That‘s what usually happens. I get into a little bit of trouble but then I get 

a note from my psychiatrist and everything works out okay. But every now and then I 

do something far worse. Far worse.‘ At this point he was crying so violently he 

couldn‘t speak. I tried to calm him down by patting him on the back and speaking 

softly – the way you treat a wild horse. Like Robert Redford in that movie. It seemed 

to help a little, because he started talking. 

 

He was in the final year of primary school and some girl in his class humiliated him. 

Adrian had asked her to be his date at the end-of-year dance and she laughed in his 

face and told everyone that she wouldn‘t be caught dead dancing with a freak like 

him. It had taken so long to work up the courage to ask, he said, that when she 

laughed and said those things he couldn‘t believe what he was hearing.  

A strange thing happened. He drifted off somewhere. He could still hear her 

jabbering away and he saw people staring at him and laughing but he was too far 

away to care, just swimming in space, and it felt really good so he didn‘t bother with 

what was going on in the outside world. It seemed like he was gone forever, he said, 

like he‘d died or something. And he had the thought that maybe he had died. That 

maybe you could die of a broken heart and that‘s what happened to him. He was dead 

and this was the afterlife. But the more he started to think about that the worse he felt. 

He couldn‘t breathe. His chest was burning. He had to get back to the surface, where 

the other kids were staring and laughing at him. He had to endure the humiliation 

because he needed to breathe and, deep down, he didn‘t want to die yet.   

So he came up for air, coughing violently, and everyone around him panicked 

because it looked like he was choking. One of the teachers came over and talked 

soothingly and patted him on the back. Gradually, he got his breath back.  

 

A few hours later Adrian woke in the school nurses‘ room with a noise in his head. At 

first it was faint – just low, deep buzz. He didn‘t mention it to the nurse and there 

were no other side-effects, so she let him go back to class. He went to the bathroom 

and tried cleaning his ears out with his fingers. When that didn‘t work, he tried 
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dipping his ears in water and slapping them with the flat of his palm. But that didn‘t 

help either. In fact, the noise was getting louder. 

When Adrian strolled into class everybody went quiet and stared, but that 

didn‘t bother him at all. He was far more concerned about the noise.  

He noticed the girl he‘d asked to the dance gaping at him from her desk with 

terror in her eyes. No-one was sitting next to her. As though she‘d been tainted by 

what had happened. He smiled, he said, and she flinched, like he‘d struck her. It was 

strange. 

By the time he got home the noise was worse. The school had called his 

mother to explain what happened, so she took him to the family doctor. The doctor 

checked his lungs and asked him all sorts of questions, but she never mentioned a 

noise, so Adrian didn‘t say anything about it. He knew it was weird and he didn‘t 

want people to think he was odd, so he kept quiet. But the noise didn‘t go away.  

‗And one night, when I got home from school, my ears still ringing,‘ he said, 

‗I did something really terrible.‘  

 

By this time Adrian was so drunk he was slurring his words and couldn‘t keep his 

eyes open. His mouth was on autopilot. It was as though he were telling the story in 

his sleep. ‗Mum was out the back hanging up some clothes and my sister was sitting 

watching Play School. It was the middle of February, so it was hot and Sara didn‘t 

have any clothes on. I don‘t know exactly what happened or why it happened, but 

when I leant over to give her a cuddle to say hello something snapped in my mind. 

The next thing I knew I was lying on my back and Mum was screaming at me holding 

a cricket bat. I had no idea what had happened but she was calling me disgusting and 

kicking me and her face was all contorted and tears were streaming down her cheeks. 

Sara was crying as well but she seemed okay as far as I could tell. Later I figured she 

was probably only upset because Mum was.  

‗Eventually Mum dragged me to my bedroom by the hair and told me to stay 

there and closed the door. She was really going crazy. I‘d had no idea she was so 

strong. 

‗When I was alone in my room I heard her call someone on the telephone. She 

was still pretty hysterical. She said she‘d walked into the lounge room and found me 

leaning over Sara and licking her. She kept repeating that over and over, that I‘d been 

licking her. It sounded completely crazy and I didn‘t believe it at all. Why would I lick 
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my sister? Sometimes I‘d tickle her and make her squeal, or I‘d nibble on her fingers 

and toes very gently, or I‘d rub my nose up against her neck, but I never licked her. 

That was just too disgusting. But then, at the same time I didn‘t know why Mum had 

bludgeoned me with the cricket back then kicked me and dragged me into the room 

and gone all crazy either.  

‗I knew it was a little strange to lick someone but I didn‘t think it warranted 

that sort of reaction. So as I lay there in the room, nursing a powerful headache, I 

decided I‘d get Mum back. I‘d have my revenge.  

‗When she opened the door a few minutes later I knocked her down and 

punched her in the face.  I saw the blood flowing from her nose and the shocked look 

in her eyes. That‘s when I noticed that the noise was gone.‘ 

  

They put me in a private hospital for a few weeks and no-one visited. The doctors 

asked me all sorts of confusing questions and tried out a bunch of different 

medications that left me feeling ill at times and drowsy. I told them about the noise 

and they kept asking me whether I‘d heard it before, maybe when I was younger, and 

they hassled me for details about the day I asked that girl out to the dance. They 

couldn‘t get enough.  

Eventually Mum came for a visit and said she‘d take me home again, but I‘d 

have to promise to behave myself and let her know if the noise came back. There was 

no trace of the broken nose I‘d given her.  

She gave me a big hug and she felt so warm and soft and nice I couldn‘t let her 

go. I just held on to her really tight and she held on as well and we stayed like that for 

awhile. When we let go we both had tears streaming down our faces.  

And that was that. The whole ordeal was over.  

But in the back of my mind I‘ve always had this uneasy feeling. For ages I just 

thought it was funny that I‘d licked Sara – it was like an amusing family anecdote. 

But then I noticed the way Mum kept an eye on me whenever I played with Sara, as 

though I might hurt her in some way. That made me angry, and I eventually avoided 

playing with her altogether. I always felt like I was doing something wrong when I 

was with her. 

And it wasn‘t until today that I finally grasped what really happened. I was 

sitting in the lecture theatre and this amazing looking girl sat right in front of me. She 

smelt like fruit and she was tanned and her hair was straight and blond and everything 
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about her seemed perfect. The lecture was boring and this beautiful girl was right 

there in front of me so I started daydreaming about her. I imagined I was undressing 

her very slowly, and as I undressed her I licked her deliciously tanned skin. I licked 

her neck and her heavy, melon-shaped breasts and her stomach. Then I lifted her skirt 

and pulled down her underwear and licked and sucked on her there as she moaned and 

panted and finally came in my mouth. It was so sweet it was like biting into a juicy 

apricot.  

That fantasy went on for ages and it was more real than any kind of fantasy 

I‘ve ever had in my life.  

But with that last shiver of pleasure my mind seemed to open, just for a 

moment, and I saw what had happened the day Mum went crazy. I finally understood 

why she bashed me over the head with a cricket bat. Because when I looked up it was 

Sara‘s face and not the face of the girl sitting in front of me. It was my sister‘s face.  

And I started to cry. I hid my face in my hands and pretended I was sleeping 

so no-one would know what was happening. I had to wait until the lecture hall was 

empty before I could leave, then I caught the bus back home. 

 

We sat on the back porch for a few minutes, not speaking. The night was brilliant and 

very quiet. For a moment I wasn‘t sure where I was or whether the images that had 

flowed through my mind were real or imaginary. Adrian was breathing calmly and his 

eyes were closed. After a while, I realised that he‘d fallen asleep.  

We spent the final months of our degrees going through the motions – 

studying, writing essays, cramming for exams, drinking and talking on the balcony. 

Adrian never mentioned his sister again. He had an interstate job lined up as soon as 

he graduated, so I could see that he felt good about the future. I was far more 

sceptical. All I had to show for my years of study were shelves stacked with countless 

books by Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Wittgenstein and Leibnitz. I couldn‘t believe that 

I‘d read them all, and I couldn‘t understand why. Thinking back, they had little in 

common. I was very confused for a very long time. 
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Throat:  Interrogation, by Shaun – April 2000 

 

12 January 

It was unseasonably hot, he says, and the stifling heat played no small part in corrupting 

his mind. He was given to walking the streets at night to escape his room. At times he 

walked to the beach, more than an hour away, and sat with his legs dangling over the 

edge of the jetty. His favourite route was Port Road, which he knew well.  

Or rather, Port Road was the route he often chose, without thinking. 

 He walked for the most part with his head down. He left the room at night to 

avoid the neighbours. Conversation, he says, had become painful. By this time he was 

also wary of being touched. ‗It was vital,‘ he says, ‗to be solitary.‘ This is why he kept to 

his room. When in company his thoughts failed him. They lost momentum, coherence 

crumbled.  

When asked if he was mad at the time he insists he wasn‘t, at the time.  

He mentions his fear at being thought so, however, and that he was constantly 

on guard against those who would interpret his actions as those of a madman. ‗Such 

people are the enemies of free thinking,‘ he says. When asked what ‗free thinking‘ 

connotes he declines to say. 

He was obliged to leave his door open once a week, in the mornings. On 

Thursdays to be precise. This in order to have it cleaned. He was aware, he says, of his 

chief deficiencies: hygiene, and orderly living.  

Because he feared meeting the housekeeper on Thursdays, he went out to do the 

shopping. He‘d often return with a new book, although he‘d long given up on reading. 

Why this was so he couldn‘t say. I suggested he was ashamed. He thought this possible, 

given the circumstances.  

When asked if shame was the reason for his solitude he shakes his head. In my 

notes I write: ‗no.‘ 

When asked if he‘s ‗lost touch‘ he shakes his head again. ‗Not at all,‘ he says. 

‗Rather, I have been absorbed. In my isolation I‘ve become properly at one with the 

world. For we are all isolates. In that sense my self-absorption encompasses everything.‘ 

When asked if he desired absorption he replies he was indifferent. 

What I do, he says, has nothing to do with desire. 

Then he corrects himself. What I did. 
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When asked about his emaciated state he asserts his right to be so. I have no 

money, he says, so I took it upon myself to starve.  

He offers no other explanation.  

My situation stopped bothering me at a certain point.  

When quizzed about that ‗point‘ he declines to comment. 

 

13 January 

He describes his typical behaviour at the time as follows:  

He‘d wait at his front door until all had been quiet for a prolonged period. Often 

he‘d wait as long as an hour. Then, when the coast was clear, he‘d slither out of his room 

and down the stairs, careful not to make the slightest sound, before rushing outside.  

Upon reaching the street undetected he could breathe freely. After several blocks 

he‘d break into a jog. He rarely looked back. 

With each escape he was a different man. The adrenaline took charge and he was 

free to plot liberally. What a coward, he‘d think, to skulk and sneak around in his own 

room. And how strange it is that a coward can have such grand ideas, such an immense 

scheme. He began to talk to himself loudly in public. People slowed as he approached 

and kept at a distance.  

 

What he hopes to achieve has never been attempted. He‘s breaking new ground, he says, 

‗altering the fabric of things.‘ Can you imagine?  

Little wonder that when he speaks the streetwalkers think him deranged. It is 

only by seeing, by witnessing, he says, that people will come to know what he is.  

 But he‘s forced to acknowledge one or two diversions. One night, nearly a year 

ago, he was changed, yet everything remains the same. The months have gone by largely 

without incident. His metamorphosis is yet to reap its full reward. How could that be so? 

 ‗I must put my discovery into action,‘ he says, ‗and bend the world in accordance 

with principles I alone have recognised. I and no other.‘ 

 When asked if he suffers delusions of grandeur he gives a great big chuckle. By 

his look he seems to feel for me. 

 Isn‘t it best to be deluded? he asks. What sort of life is lived otherwise? 

 I wouldn‘t know, I say, for I am Napoleon. 

 

In my notes I write: idle chitchat? 



69 
 

 

14 January 

He is right to point out the weather. I‘ve been suffering migraines throughout. He calls 

this his Inquisition. Says mine is an inquiring mind. And without me, he says, this 

confession has no function. Nor, incidentally, do I. Your mind, he says, is a massive 

headache. 

 At times I can‘t decide if he‘s formidable or a lunatic or both. 

I‘m suffocating from the heat. He asks me to think back a few months, when the 

atmosphere was even worse. ‗Was it not to blame for how things went? Surely my mind 

would have been clearer if the sun didn‘t rage for so long?‘ 

 It‘s difficult to know what he means by this. That he wouldn‘t have committed 

the crime in cooler weather? Or that he wouldn‘t have been caught?  

 When asked to clarify he shakes his head, as though offended. 

The main thing is the glass, he says. The sunlight hitting windows then 

bouldering into the streets. Assisted, he says, by cement – the white pavements and 

smouldering roads. The dryness saps your skin. To go outside is to be drained of life. To 

sizzle then evaporate.  

All of which played on his nerves and made him anxious about his plans. 

‗What if I forget them?‘ he asks. ‗What if the heat extracts too much?‘ 

  

Thursdays were particularly awful. The bins were left out in the streets to simmer. To 

walk down the road was to be swathed in stench. And the traffic was endless, clogging 

his lungs with exhaust fumes. To choose to live in such a place, he says, is that not insane? 

When asked why he chose to live here he replies: There are no choices. I‘ve never 

been one for agency, only for discovery. 

 
15 January 

Let me fill the picture. One of the reasons, I believe, for the public interest in this man is 

his physical beauty. He is exceptionally attractive, despite the state of his person. In fact 

his emaciation serves to highlight the loveliness of his eyes – an almost golden shade of 

brown. His hair is long and dark. He has a gentle brow, a strong nose, and a winning 

smile. A slight chip in his top-left-front tooth doesn‘t distort his face, which is 

unwrinkled and gives the impression of innocence. In short, he is handsome. When 
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thinking deeply he seems soulful, instead of idiotic. I can‘t help but wonder what the jury 

will make of such a creature. Will they be seduced or horrified? 

 

Every so often he mutters beneath his breath. When asked why he does so he says it‘s 

out of habit. When you‘re deep in discussion, he says, nothing else matters. And I‘ve 

been arguing with myself for a very long time. 

 

At first his body threw me. If you‘ve seen the pictures in the newspapers you will know 

why. It seemed like some cruel monster had locked him away in a cellar somewhere and 

starved him for months. I‘ve only encountered such emaciation on television: 

advertisements for African children or documentaries about the Holocaust. That a man 

in such a state could sit and talk at all was incredible. Perhaps this is why he incites 

associations with the supernatural in my mind.  

 

I note: Do not be seduced by him. 

 

16 January 

He was proud to parade his poverty in public. In fact, he became something of a 

celebrity. ‗I noticed people staring at me first,‘ he says, ‗then they began to ask questions 

and offer money. This first happened in the mall, near a magician performing tricks. The 

audience focussed on me despite the magic.  

‗Initially, I found their attention distressing. Can a person not make the slightest 

decision in life without drawing the amazement of a crowd?  I‘d simply decided not to 

wash or eat, yet they were overawed. ―You‘re so skinny,‖ said a little boy. Then a man 

came up and touched my leg. Then another. Then another. As though to test its integrity.  

‗Later I became a Hunger Artist. I hung a sign around my neck and approached 

people menacingly. Soon enough I was ignored. Once they sense you‘re a performer,‘ he 

says, ‗they avoid you like the plague. The crowd wants only what‘s real.‘ 

 

He walked the streets contemptuously. His clothes were old and ragged. When he saw 

people he‘d once known he ignored them and crossed the road. His bespattered pants 

were the subject of endless scowls, which, he felt, afforded them a certain prestige. But 

prestige could have its pitfalls, and our suspect was wracked with doubt.  
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‗Will my greatest achievement be sidelined by these incidentals?‘ he wondered. ‗If 

they smell me coming will they not ignore my deeds and focus on the scent I leave 

behind?‘  

 

17 January 

He says, at first, that he didn‘t know what his plans consisted of. He felt he‘d discern 

them when they appeared.  

Then he shakes himself violently, as though awaking from a nightmare, and gives 

another version. 

I knew every detail, he says. I knew the best time to commit the crime and I 

knew how to go about it in the most efficient manner. It would be unwise, he says, to 

think me an idiot. I was in control of my actions all along. It may appear to you that I‘ve 

fallen victim to my predicament – that my circumstances provoked a type of breakdown 

– but that is not the case at all. What I have achieved is nothing less than the fulfilment 

of a fantasy in the fullest sense.  

Can a person accomplish such a feat without clear-headed focus and dedication?  

No, they cannot.  

My crime is the perfect expression of the altogether unthinkable. And because 

I‘ve demonstrated that it is possible, there is no longer any separation between my fantasies 

and reality. I have broken the seams of the world. 

 

What was it, you might ask, that was so remarkable about his crime? You‘d be right to 

wonder, since, despite its horrific nature, it is far from unheralded. I remind him again 

and again of the facts of his case and compare them to other facts in cases similar to his, 

but he refuses to acknowledge any resemblance between them. To compare my crime to 

theirs, he says, is like measuring Gandhi against Kafka. Precisely what he means by this I 

couldn‘t begin to say. 

 

18 January 

Lost in dreams of daring recklessness. This is how he characterises himself. But if he were only 

capable of acting upon them instead of this interminable plotting, he might be released 

from his burden. The thought of such release, he says, made his cheeks blush and his 

stomach burn with desire. For what gives more pleasure than the emptying of dreams? 
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‗Did I mention my fear of crowds? Enochlophobia, my therapist calls it. Provoking, in 

my case, a paralysing sense of inadequacy often stimulating outbursts of creative 

violence. In brief, mine was an artist‘s temperament. But I‘d grown weary of solitude. My 

crazed dream-life was not enough. I longed for a change in perspective, a new point of 

emphasis from which to map my place in the world. A cartographical compulsion for 

reorientation. So I sought contact in darkened rooms, where I might still be safe from 

judging eyes.  

‗There was a theatre group I often frequented, along a side alley inclining north 

along Hindley Street. They presented a new one act play every weeknight. These plays 

usually went for a half-an-hour but would develop via repetition in a cyclical fashion as 

the night wore on. By midnight the script was redundant. Very often audience members 

were invited to shout the lines they‘d heard repeated for several hours with slight 

modifications. Sometimes the participants deliberately distorted the line, provoking 

radical shifts in plot direction, which sometimes led to near-orgiastic chaos – violent 

outbursts, hooting, stomping. More often, however, the audience complied with the 

script unthinkingly, as though it spoke their own thoughts perfectly and even, in some 

cases, enacted their most intimate desires. For such an audience the play‘s first cycle 

insinuated something indescribable, a sensibility they couldn‘t quite grasp but which 

remodelled itself subtly, over the course of the evening, until they recognised, at last, 

their inner lives being enacted on stage, to such an extent that when asked to participate 

they barely hesitated, as though they‘d been performing all along and this later 

performance was merely the external depiction of a far grander narrative constantly 

evolving in their mind. 

‗Of course, such a scenario presents its own risks. In my case those risks were 

more than a little nerve-racking. But my desire for interaction could not be curtailed.‘ 

 

I was once, he says, an upcoming playwright. The lead actor in the aforementioned 

company was a friend of mine, from my student days – a plodding but dedicated 

performer – and several of the actresses were former conquests. I‘ve forgotten most of 

their names, but one of them was called Sarah. My memories of her are vague. I recall 

her name because it reminds me of another whose name is also Sarah but who is 

completely unforgettable.  

The two-man act was unremarkable. From memory it involved an exchange 

between characters who‘d been sharing sleeping quarters for some time but were now set 
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on going their separate ways. Their motivations were inexplicable. They spoke to each 

other as though they were utterly alone in the world. I drew my knees up to my chin, 

closed my eyes and dreamt I was on stage acting in a play about a man who falls asleep 

whenever he‘s anxious. It was not a pleasant dream. When I awoke the girl called Sarah, 

who reminded me of the other less forgettable Sarah, was lying on stage seemingly 

unconscious. The audience had left. I approached the stage cautiously, not certain if the 

performance was over or had merely taken a surreal turn. As I came closer I noticed that 

Sarah‘s hands were bound. Edging nearer still I saw the gag in her mouth. I mounted the 

stage stricken with fear and called out her name. Seconds later the other Sarah emerged 

from stage-left. I pleaded with her to help but she merely scowled at me before hissing 

her lines and exiting.  

My efforts at revival were to no avail. Her eyes were open and dull. My whole 

body shook with grief. Tears started flowing, hand-wringing followed. I knelt beside her 

and felt for a pulse. Her neck was bruised and she was cold.  

 

19 January 

By now you may be wondering about my living quarters. I suspect you haven‘t given 

them a thorough enough inspection. I do not doubt that you‘ve turned my room upside 

down and inside out, but have you really taken everything into account? A room is not a 

self-contained habitation, after all. To invoke a room is to invoke a whole building, and 

to invoke a whole building is to construct streets and suburbs and cities of buildings in 

your mind.  

To inspect my room, he insists, is to inspect the world. It encapsulates everything 

and at certain points seems to house life‘s many paradoxes comfortably. And the building 

is no less embracing.  

I recall climbing the stairs one evening only to discover that my door had gone 

missing. In its place was a flawless wall. I kept climbing until I came to the top floor 

where another door stood ajar. I knocked but received no reply. The room was very 

small, like a prison cell, and there was just a single lamplight on a desk near the window 

sill on the far side. I went over to the desk and found disordered jottings scattered across 

the desktop. I picked up a scrap and read:  

 

As he sat at his desk tapping the keyboard in this his confinement he suddenly realised that 

something was missing although he knew not what that something might be. 
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The room was a mess, scraps of paper strewn everywhere. A curtain separated one 

corner from the rest. Behind it, a grimy woollen rug and a clump of children‘s clothes.  

Apart from the desk, there were two chairs, a stained sofa and a thin-legged 

kitchen table. The room was practically a cupboard, but the evidence suggested more 

than one tenant. I sat at the writing table and tried to imagine the lives they‘d led there.  

 

A skeletal woman emerged from a secret passage beneath the rug. She was astonishingly 

thin and pale and began to pace back and forth, pulling at her hair in frustration. I 

apologised for intruding but she gave an impatient jerk of her head and continued 

pacing. Her dark eyes shot widely around, back-and-forth and side-to-side. I kept very 

still to avoid provocation as she stomped like a horse flushed with fretfulness. 

She was in her mid-thirties at the latest, and weighed down by spectacular 

concerns, not the least of which must have been her impoverished circumstances. She 

seemed lost in thought and did not regard me in the least. After some minutes the 

atmosphere became stifling and I asked if I might open the window. She stopped 

suddenly and stared at me wide-mouthed, as though she‘d forgotten I was watching her. 

I expected her to yell murder but she merely muttered something under her breath and 

went back to pacing. I tried to open the window but it was nailed shut, so I sat down and 

kept quiet.  

After a short time a young girl emerged from the passage beneath the rug, with 

an even younger boy in tow. He was crying and shaking, as though he‘d recently been 

beaten. The woman grabbed the boy by the hair and dragged him into the corner. ‗You 

stay there,‘ she screeched, then doubled over in a violent coughing fit. 

The little girl crept to where her brother was sitting and stroked his face. His 

sobbing grew louder. The woman coughed again then resumed pacing and tugging at her 

hair.  

The children were as thin as their mother and dressed in outgrown clothes, 

without shoes or socks. Their hair was knotted and they gave off a horrible stink. The 

girl watched her mother with deep attention, as though reading in her movements a 

hidden sign of what was to happen next. Her sunken eyes glittered with intelligence and 

alarm. Her gaunt face expressed perfectly the horror of being subjected to another‘s 

madness. Her skin seemed nearly transparent. 
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After watching this scene for a few minutes I was completely unsettled. I got 

down on my knees and begged the woman to be more sympathetic to the children. She 

glanced at me disdainfully and snorted, then proceeded to murmur ‗sympathetic‘ over 

and over, as though it were a foreign word she hoped to memorise.  

At last a man crawled through the passage and glanced around the room. He was 

well-dressed but filthy, his hair uncombed and his face grimy. He stank of stale beer and 

vomit. He was drunk and emotional. His eyes lingered over the children sadly, then he 

nodded with excitement, as though resolving upon a vital course of action, and 

proceeded to beat himself elaborately around the face and head before tearing at his ears. 

He disregarded me completely at first and directed his tantrum at the woman, who stared 

at him as though he were a stranger or an imbecile.  

I retreated to the desk. I‘d been watching events unfold as though in a dream and 

was startled when the man finally turned his attention to me and addressed me by my 

name. 

 

20 January 

Walking at night, our suspect would come, invariably, to a double-story mansion looking 

onto the Esplanade, its garden glowing red and green with Christmas lights, no matter 

the season. The vigorous sea-air flooded his lungs. His heart leapt to be so near the 

object of his desire and his legs came alive, a throb for each kilometre travelled.  

Her body was like a Siren‘s song, he said, pulling me towards it. 

Sometimes there were people about, gardening or socialising or reading a book 

with wine glass in hand. At such times he was furtive, a thin spectre flitting across the 

footpath, quickly observing the happenings within. 

But more often he was met with blank serenity. He was a nightwalker, after all. 

This allowed him to leap the fence and skirt around the side of the house to a narrowing 

at the rear, which rose into a balcony with its window looking into her room. An 

accomplished climber, he‘d then scale the trellis like a bony Romeo and gently pad to the 

balcony‘s door. Each night he‘d test the lock, and each night he was disappointed. But he 

knew that one day, not far from now, the play would take a different turn. Each walk he 

took until that day was of pious anticipation. 
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21 January 

One night, crawling onto her balcony, he glimpsed a figure not unlike his own hovering 

in the shadows of her bedroom. ‗So I am there as well?‘ he muttered.  

She sprang out of bed and peered into the dark. She thought she‘d heard 

something beyond the pane – a voice vibrating into her ear canal, hammering upon her 

inner drum.  He crouched low and watched her stretch and yawn, eyeing dizzily the 

bulbous moon.  

So he could touch her, he realised, even from a distance.  

 

22 January 

His bewilderment intensified. Another night, he says, he walked to a pub, bemoaning his 

idiocy. ‗How could I conceive such a plan? What a delusory month I‘ve spent! What 

fantasies the mind furnishes us with! Pure idiocy, and yet… if the opportunity had struck, 

just yesterday I‘d have taken it. The deed would have been fulfilled, and I‘d be sitting 

somewhere thinking these same thoughts, destitute of second-chances.‘    

There was nothing he could do to surmount the repulsion he felt. ‗My agitation,‘ 

he says, ‗reached a fever pitch.  To have dedicated myself to that horror for so long. Such 

creatures are unworthy of human sympathy. And yet, I’m that creature.‘  

 I wanted escape, he says, not from the pub or my wretched thoughts but from 

life itself. I wanted disembodiment, abstraction, deliverance. I needed a new plotline, a 

readymade salvation, but nothing came. I was left to my own devices, nodding at a 

barman who refused to look me in the eye, sitting hunched in the corner with just those 

glasses before me.  

Beer after beer brought little consolation. My sluggish mind was no less tortured 

for its haziness. Then I remembered: I already had a plan, after all. Why not follow it? 

What did it matter? Just one option, amongst a crowd of possibilities. Yet those 

possibilities linger, litters of them persisting in unknown worlds. What rash mind would 

condemn me for selecting the nearest runt? 

 

‗I walked the streets drunkenly for hours. The early morning traffic crowded and I jostled 

with streetwalkers and yelled at whoever crossed my path. By this time,‘ he says, ‗I was 

slightly crazed. The sun rose like a fiery reprimand. I was giddy with thirst and 

disoriented. I asked a passer-by for water and was rebuffed. Have a bath, someone said. 

This may have been later.‘  
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Time fragmented as he walked. He realised, at a certain point, that his body had been 

keeping everything together. The idea of act and consequence; the motions of a ticking 

clock. He grabbed a stranger by the arm and fed him the news. ‗Aliens call us the clock 

people,‘ he said, ‗for our idiosyncratic devotion to time.‘  

The man nudged him into a stobie pole, where he collapsed. Perhaps there was a 

blackout. 

At some point two figures lifted him from under the armpits and carried him 

away. He toed the ground like a moonwalker, whispering that gravity is surmountable. 

They laughed but refused to give their names. He dreamt he was drowning in space. 

 

‗I woke in the shade of a tree. A wet rag towelled across my brow. A Coca Cola bottle 

filled with water bobbing on my lap. I took a slurp and looked around.‘  

The parklands.  

Want some beer? a man asked.  

I could barely make him out. My eyes were scorched dry. My stomach screeched 

with hunger. I took the can and guzzled it down. It was an ice-cold liberation. My mind 

cleared in seconds. I thanked him and stood up. In retrospect, he says, I‘d swear they 

were Aborigines, but at the time I barely noticed.  

As I staggered away, one of them followed. ―What do you want with me?‖ I 

demanded. 

―Nothing,‖ he said. ―I don‘t speak.‖ 

I may have been dreaming again. He trailed me for some time. When I stumbled 

he‘d correct my balance. ―You‘re in bad shape,‖ he said. Don‘t worry, I told him, it‘s just 

a physical derangement. Once I‘ve eaten I‘ll be fine. This is how everything works, don‘t 

you see? Simple biology. 

 

‗Hunger,‘ he says over and over, ‗everlasting hunger.‘ 

 
24 January 

You might call it a distortion, but in my mind I merely followed orders. My therapist 

recommended daily walks, said I should find a hobby. So I walked at night and plotted 

my crime. She was right, incidentally. Before then I had lost touch with the world. All I 

did each day was sleep and look sorrowfully out of my bedroom window. The crime gave 



78 
 

me a purpose, provided a trajectory to get my teeth into. Red meat for my anaemia, 

coffee for my constipation.  

Now I was freed of the burden, cheerfully deviant. But I kept the transformation 

to myself. Even then, I suspected the rejuvenation to be a crazed warping of the ‗health‘ 

I‘d been coaxed towards. But by this time I was desperate and the newfound mobility 

was too intoxicating to relinquish. To confess my cure would be to jeopardise its 

pleasures. So I pretended helplessness, moaned about paralysis, and my therapist was 

pleased to have my case in hand.  

‗At least,‘ he says, ‗she didn‘t lock me away.‘  

Then: ‗If only she‘d locked me away!‘ 

 

25 January 

I recall faltering into a service station bathroom, my shadow trailing behind. The place 

was empty except for a man coughing and weeping in one of the stalls. I went to the sink 

and splashed some murky water over my head and neck. The mirror was cracked, my 

expression distorted. The shadow kept its distance. After I‘d finished washing the man 

came out of his stall. He was tall and fat with a grey beard and a stained blue tank-top.  

You look terrible, he said.  

I told him that I hadn‘t eaten for ages and my shadow was looking after me. I can 

tell, he said. He offered to buy me lunch. I mentioned that my shadow was probably 

hungry as well. I‘ll buy him lunch too, he said, if he likes. I told him the shadow doesn‘t 

speak. That‘s fine, he said, why would he?  

Later I asked what he was weeping about.  

When?  

Back there, in the toilet.  

I wasn‘t weeping, he laughed, I was shitting. 

He was very drunk. When I asked what he did he said he was a travelling poet, 

once, but hadn‘t written for years. He‘d taken up truck driving because it made sense, 

providing transportation and raw material in one hit. But his poems soon degenerated 

into claustrophobic road ballads, rig-oriented and despairing. The open roads perceived 

from within an oppressively confined space marked his psyche. His poems grew violent 

and fantastic. His only audience were the hitchhikers he picked up on empty freeways, 

grateful itinerants who sat through the rhythms of his lunatic rhyme-schemes with polite 

interest and sweating palms. I wrote a volume called Murdered Hitchhikers, he said, 
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which seemed to hold their attention. They purchased signed copies without fail. 

Eventually my little narratives were relayed back to me in rural outposts where poems 

have a tendency to flower into mythology. Then there were news reports about missing 

hitchhikers and blood stains and body parts. I heard my own compositions recited by 

reporters on dusty highways and eyewitnesses in four-wheel-drives and survivors in 

calming blankets. My poems had taken physical shape, micro-Frankensteins haunting the 

tar-streaked outback, killing and maiming and terrorising. Falconio was my tortured 

couplet, Milat my Man from Snowy River. By the time I was taken in for questioning I‘d 

already made the decision: poetry was murder and truck driving was terrible for my 

posture. I gave them both up for a pension. 

I asked him to recite a poem but he declined. You never know what might 

happen, he said. He offered me vodka from a large flask. We sat on a park bench poking 

at French fries, my shadow lingering and swooping like a seagull. I asked it not to behave 

like that, said it wasn‘t human. ‗But what do you expect from a shade?‘ he demanded.  

‗Even a seagull has its dignity.‘ I threw him a chip and looked away.   

I was very drunk by this time and fell asleep on the bench. Every so often I heard 

a hum. The poet drank and told anecdotes and wept intermittently. Time circled and 

contracted. I found myself whispering the words of a song I hardly recognised. At one 

point I leapt from the bench and walked in circles, wracking my brain for the right tune. 

But the poet‘s howling interfered with the process and the vodka weighed heavily. Near 

the end I thought I might be imagining things.  

My sleep was unsettled. I coughed in and out of consciousness. I woke at one 

point to discover the shade and the poet whispering. They were in conflict and briefly 

came to blows. I listened for a while but couldn‘t stay conscious. When I finally woke 

they were gone. Not a trace of them except in my mind.  

I grasped the stobie pole and stood uncertainly. It took some time to find my 

feet. It was mid-afternoon and I was thirsty, so I made my way back to my room.     

 

26 January 

‗There were evenings,‘ he admits, ‗when I was scared to death. When I stepped on a cat‘s 

tail, for instance, as I slid over her balcony‘s ledge. I barely had time to hide in a clump of 

darkened ferns before the lights came on and her father pranced around the yard nudely 

calling out ―pussems‖. The sordid dark concealing him. 
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‗To be so afraid was dispiriting, since the final act, when it came about, promised 

to be far more hazardous than being bungled out of the yard by a bloated guardian. What 

harm could that do, after all? Her father would have imagined, surely, that I was in 

cahoots with one of his teenage daughters. All sorts of contexts were on offer. 

‗In truth, it was unthinkable that I‘d be caught. I knew my way around the 

suburbs like no other and could run like the wind. And I was so skinny,‘ he adds, ‗I was 

barely phenomenal.‘ 

 

27 January 

And then it happened. First I discovered a discordant orange glow in the Christmas-lit 

garden. Surely a recent replacement for a faulty original, I reasoned, extracted from the 

paternal oddments drawer. But I couldn‘t help wondering how long that orange bulb had 

spewed its radiant tinge on the scene, upsetting the consistency of its impressionistic 

green-blue blur. And if I‘d failed to notice that, what else might I have neglected over the 

months? What other minor details had been glossed over in my excitement, or – much 

worse – what major roadblock had I failed to navigate in advance of the main event? The 

very possibility of having missed something strained my mind beyond all endurance. It 

was enough to get my heart pumping and my chest cavity bursting with anxiety. As I 

stared at the tiny orange light – a mandarin sparkler in a toffee apple garden – I felt I 

might faint. And sadly, he says, I did.  

 

I awoke as dawn broke. Rosy fingers stroked my cheek. Her rudimentary eyes gazed 

from above. Hello, she said, are you okay?  

How could I possibly abstain? The timing was perfect; no-one nearby; the 

crashing waves were loud enough to muffle any gurgles or cries; just the two of us 

obscured by the bushes.  

I lurched at her like a tsunami. She seemed to recognise me from a dream. Her 

eyeballs bulged as I pressed my thumbs deep into her throat. 

I deposited the manuscript then rushed away, tearing through the streets like a 

demented elephant, running into joggers and tripping over cracks in the pavement.  

I felt exposed. I hid my face but couldn‘t keep from stumbling. A crowd rushed 

to my aid after I toppled into a bush. When I tried to escape they wrestled me down and 

called the authorities. 

They said I‘d be committed. I told them I already was.  
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Stomach    Mira: January, 1995 – May, 2000  

 

Shaun was smart. Or smart enough.  Despite being homeless half the time he managed 

to finish high school with a pretty decent score. Enough to get into an Arts degree, 

anyway. But I decided early on that university wasn‘t for me. I wanted to live and 

have some fun. I needed experience, not information. So I applied for a few jobs and 

ended up working the night shift packing trucks for Smiths Potato Chips. It was good 

work. Half the time you‘re standing around waiting for boxes to arrive, they let you 

listen to the radio and nobody bothers you. You‘re alone in the back of a truck for 

seven hours and that suited me fine.  

 Shaun did well academically, but he didn‘t make many friends. At one point 

he was kicked out of the writing club for ‗aggressive behaviour.‘ He told an 

obnoxious guy in a wheelchair that he had a quote disabled personality unquote. He 

had a knack for saying exactly the wrong things to exactly the wrong people. 

 I visited Shaun regularly, usually early in the morning after I finished work. 

We‘d exchange our most recent poems and talk about movies and music. He was into 

Nick Cave and we both knew Fight Club just about line-for-line. I was keen on Blur – 

I‘d been listening to ‗Think Tank‘ over and over for months. We had a soft spot for 

Tupac. When we got drunk we‘d shout the lyrics of ‗Hit Em Up‘ and bounce around 

the room. It was fun. We‘d yell:  

 
Alla y'all motherfuckers, fuck you die slow motherfucker  

My fo'-fo' make sure all y'all kids don't grow  

You motherfuckers can't be us or see us  

We the motherfuckin Thug Life ridahs WEESSSSSSIIIIIDE till we die!  

Out here in California we warn ya we'll bomb on you motherfuckers  

We do our job  

You think you mob? Nigga we the motherfuckin mob  

Ain't nuttin but killers and the real niggaz  

All you motherfuckers feel us. 

 

Then we‘d do some push-ups or something.  

 

Shaun‘s university life never mixed with mine until his Honours year. He got some 

funding to start a little magazine and he wanted me to be involved as the poetry 
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editor. ‗I need someone who lives poetry,‘ he said. It sounded like fun, so I agreed and 

we started to put the magazine together.    

 It wasn‘t easy to find decent contributors. Shaun tried everyone he knew but 

the stuff they sent us was amateurish at best. There were murders and suicides and 

guns and love poems and stories where the tenses were confused and contrived 

situations – excellent material for Hip Hop but not so good without a beat. Much of 

the poetry seemed like first drafts instead of the polished product. In the end we had 

to write half the material ourselves and employ pseudonyms.  

We put out three editions, but we gave up when it became clear that no-one 

‗serious‘ was interested in being published by amateurs – as we were. The sales 

weren‘t too impressive either. But it was fun enough while it lasted and it gave us a 

good opportunity to refine our ideas about the stuff we were interested in reading and 

writing. We collaborated on a poem called ‗Bryce Courtney Can Lick My Balls‘, 

which became the subheading for our second edition. It sold only twenty copies, but 

we felt we‘d reached a high-point. There was no rush, anyway. We were young. 

 

‗Literature‘ was experiencing something of a renaissance in Adelaide. Everyone was 

talking about The Writer. Someone had attacked a university student and shoved a 

manuscript down her throat until she choked to death. You know the type. 

At first the police were very reluctant to reveal what The Writer used. Instead, 

they said they‘d found ‗bits of matter‘ or ‗pieces of evidence‘. We didn‘t find out the 

exact nature of the material until weeks later, when the police had exhausted all 

avenues – having questioned every major and minor publisher in the country – and 

were desperate for a lead.  

Our favourite hobby back then was speculating about the kind of text The 

Writer used to choke his victims. In my editorial for the first edition I suggested it was 

poetry. Shaun suggested it was any kind of experimental literature. ‗The Writer would 

only need a tiny sample,‘ he wrote. ‗Australians are made to choke on that stuff.‘  

We decided to give our little magazine a relevant title, something that 

reflected our times, a name everyone could identify with. So we called it The Choker. 

Shaun pointed out that Adelaide was the place where Australian ‗modernism‘ 

was born and dismantled; where the avant garde had been choked to death. The Ern 

Malley hoax was one of his favourite topics.  
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‗Since then all forms of artistic intellectualism,‘ Shaun wrote, ‗has been 

clogged in Ern Malley‘s throat. If his fictive corpse was ever found, all we‘d have to 

do is pry its mouth open. Volumes of lost masterpieces would come spewing out. And 

then,‘ he continued, ‗the whole nation would choke. But Ern Malley would finally 

breathe freely. 

‗People are always complaining about modernist abstraction,‘ he added, ‗but 

when a writer seeks embodiment, we call it a crime. What hypocrisy!‘   

Shaun could be an extremist about these kinds of things, whereas I found it 

pretty irrelevant. I‘ve never even read the Ern Malley poems. I just liked the idea of 

naming the magazine after a killer. 

 

Serena was Shaun‘s sister. I liked her a lot, but Shaun was a little more reserved about 

her. They lived together for about a year – that‘s how I got to know her. She had a kid 

called Jack, who was pretty cool.  

Shaun was ashamed of her. She‘d had a kid when she still only a teenager, 

took lots of drugs and had disgusting boyfriends all of the time. Shaun called her a 

wanker-magnet.  

He told me once that Jack‘s father was a nice guy, and that Serena had left him 

out of boredom. He wanted to settle down and enjoy the family life but she wanted to 

go out clubbing and get smashed and have a good time instead. So they were at cross-

purposes in the end and argued constantly. Then he hit her and she left him.  

 

As far as I was concerned, Serena was mostly okay. She was a single mother trying to 

get by. It can be hard being a parent, and I don‘t think Shaun really understood that. 

She was pretty and petite. Having a baby didn‘t have an impact on her body shape. 

The one thing that made her a little unattractive was the way she talked. She said 

things like ‗youse‘ and swore a lot. Nor was she particularly smart. That‘s why I 

never thought of her in a sexual way.  

 Shaun was a little crazy when it came to his sister. He told me straight out that 

if I ever tried to hit on her he‘d string me up by the balls. And he meant it. I said his 

sister wasn‘t really my type, but he just glared at me and re-emphasised the threat. It 

was no joking matter. 

I went over to their house a few days a week. At the time we were going out to 

lots of nightclubs and getting hammered and picking up girls. We had a schedule, 
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which we stuck to religiously. We‘d go to the gym and do sets with the free weights 

for about forty-five minutes, so we‘d be completely ripped by the time we left. Then 

we‘d go back to Shaun‘s place and have a shower and drink a bottle of Bacardi with 

Coke. Then we‘d get dressed and go to town.  

Sometimes I‘d drive, even though I was drunk, because I was the best driver. 

But other times we got a lift there from a girl or one of our friends. Occasionally we 

took a taxi, or – if Jack was with his grandparents – Serena drove us.  

 Serena was home most nights and she‘d have a few drinks before we went out, 

but she rarely tagged along. Shaun wouldn‘t let her. But that didn‘t stop us from 

having fun together. We‘d talk and laugh and play poker and listen to music. For 

some reason we‘d often end up slinging Serena over our shoulders and running down 

the street as she screamed for help.  The neighbours didn‘t enjoy it much, but we had 

fun and Serena was basically okay, even though she didn‘t really have her shit 

together. 

  

We went clubbing one night and didn‘t get home until about four in the morning. That 

wasn‘t unusual, but otherwise it was an adventuresome night. I drove us into town at 

about ten o‘clock because we couldn‘t get a lift from anyone, and we went to the The 

Planet, then Church, and I think we went to Heaven for a while before we went back 

to The Planet because it was closest to my car. We did a lot of dancing but it was a bit 

of a blowout as far as women were concerned.  

I fingered a girl in a corner for a while, but she said she had to leave and do 

some shopping before she got home so that was all that happened. At one point Shaun 

was with this girl – she looked pretty young actually, maybe sixteen or seventeen – 

and he was fingering her on the dance floor in front of everyone. She was really into it 

as far as I could tell, but eventually a guy came over and politely asked him to stop 

fingering his girlfriend. Shaun felt sorry for him, so he left the girl alone. It was all 

very civilised. 

 Nothing else happened until the end of the night, when Shaun hooked up with 

another strange girl. She danced like she was in a trance – like she was born to dance.  

There are lots of girls like that. I see them all of the time. They go to clubs to 

dance and nothing else. The place might as well be empty as far as they‘re concerned, 

and if a guy tries to hit on them they usually just turn away or move to another part of 

the dance floor or, in extreme situations, go to the bathroom or have a little break. 
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They‘re on the dance floor to dance, which makes sense I suppose, but it‘s always a 

disappointment from my perspective. They‘re usually the best-looking girls and the 

most interesting, but you can‘t get anywhere near them.  

Shaun told me it was probably just their aloofness that made the dancing 

freaks interesting, but I wasn‘t so sure. I‘ve started to think that they were fascinating 

because dancing to them is what sex is to everyone else. So watching them dance is 

almost pornographic. 

 Anyway, it was getting really late and we‘d both given up hope for a girl that 

night, in the sense of taking one home or going into the parklands and having sex. We 

were just dancing until we felt tired enough to leave and sleep the frustration off, 

when a girl in a sleek black dress with dark curly hair and a nice face started moving 

closer to Shaun. In a few minutes they were rubbing pelvic bones and kissing like 

crazy.  

Shaun persuaded her to come home with us. She was completely wasted and 

would have agreed to everything. I was exhausted by this point, but I had to drive. 

When we got to the car they took the back seat and started pawing each other. I felt 

happy for him. I wasn‘t jealous in the least because there were plenty of times when 

I‘d have a girl but Shaun missed out. That‘s just the way things worked and we both 

accepted it. Pure chance, basically. Nothing to get worked up over. 

 But I do have a nasty habit of falling asleep while driving.  I know it‘s stupid 

but it happens.  

I was really tired and still drunk when we started for home. At a certain point I 

drifted off. I probably found the sound of all the kissing and groping and sucking too 

soothing. I woke up just before we hit a traffic light and managed to spin the wheel 

and slam on the brakes. We skidded out of control a little way, but only nudged the 

pole gently. Shaun stopped molesting the girl for a second and told me to quit messing 

around. He had no idea that we‘d all nearly died. 

 The rest of the trip to Shaun‘s house was okay, no more accidents. When we 

got there we went straight to his bedroom. He said I could watch Foxtel while they 

did their business, so I sat in the same room, watching the N.B.A., as Shaun tried to 

convince the dancer to have sex with him. It was funny, so I‘m glad I was there. At a 

certain point, early on, she told him she was a virgin. Or, to be more accurate, she 

slurred the information. I knew right then that he had a tough customer on his hands.  
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For the next hour or so I watched Michael Jordan take apart the Detroit Pistons 

almost single-handedly, while Shaun struggled hopelessly. She wasn‘t having any of 

it. She‘d let him finger her, she said, but she wasn‘t going to suck him off and he 

definitely wasn‘t going to fuck her. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him try to get 

past her defences while she was distracted with kissing and fondling, to no avail. She 

was insistent. I felt a little sorry for him.  

The Pistons were hopeless. I said I needed some sleep and went out into the 

lounge room. But the truth is I couldn‘t bear to see the tragedy unfold. I just hoped he 

wouldn‘t rape her out of frustration.  

 

I was wide-awake, so I picked up a book of poetry from the coffee table. I think it was 

Poe – Shaun was always reading Poe. He‘d even begun a project for his Honours 

thesis which involved translating Baudelaire‘s and Mallarme‘s French translations of 

Poe‘s poems back into English. I couldn‘t follow what was going on, but I kept 

reading anyway.  

About twenty minutes later Shaun came out of the bedroom and said we had to 

take the dancer home. He went to the bathroom and I waited with her outside, next to 

the car. She was still pretty spaced-out and I couldn‘t get a coherent response from her 

about where she lived. It was hard to understand what she was saying because she 

spoke like a little girl. I noticed a big smear of semen on the back of her dress but I 

didn‘t say anything. I guess she didn‘t realise. 

 

I had to drive because Shaun said he was still way too drunk. She didn‘t live far away, 

but that didn‘t stop me from having another little crash. I was in the mood to drive fast 

and I took a corner at high speed but didn‘t quite judge it right. We hit the curb and 

did a little jump and knocked down a fence, but we were all okay so I drove away as 

quickly as I could. She got home in one piece and everyone was happy.  

On our way back I noticed that a tyre was leaking air. By the time we got back 

to Serena‘s house we were on three wheels and I was dead to the world. I fell asleep 

as soon as my face hit the couch and Shaun went back to his room. 

 

A few weeks later we were talking to some Italian guys – Serena‘s friends – and we 

told them about the girl Shaun had tried to deflower. They knew who we were talking 

about. They said she was the retard sister of someone they knew and that Shaun was 
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lucky he didn‘t fuck her because he‘d have been in serious trouble. I asked if it was 

illegal to fuck a retard, but they said that didn‘t matter because her brothers would‘ve 

killed him anyway. Shaun didn‘t seem too troubled by the information. He just had a 

little laugh about it. He‘s always had strange taste in girls.  

 

I don‘t know how long I‘d been asleep, maybe an hour or so, but I heard the shower 

running and for some reason that woke me up. I‘d been dreaming about Shaun‘s 

sister. That was a first. I guess it was because I was sleeping at her house.  

I tried to go back to sleep but I couldn‘t, so when I heard the bathroom door 

open I got up. The bathroom was all steamy and smelt like fruity shampoo.  

I finished pissing, splashed water over my face and walked back in the 

direction of the lounge room. I noticed that Serena‘s bedroom was empty.  

I crept past the kitchen and saw her standing there making coffee with a towel 

wrapped around her head. Other than the towel, she was completely nude. Her skin 

was slightly pink from the hot shower. She looked really good so I just stood there for 

a few minutes and watched. Without turning around, she said, ‗Like what you see?‘  

I was stunned. I thought I‘d been quiet enough, and the longer I stood there the 

more certain I felt that she didn‘t know she was being watched. I croaked an apology 

and she span around quickly with a shocked look on her face. ‗Shit,‘ she said, ‗I 

thought you were Shaun.‘  

 I didn‘t know what to say to that. ‗Sorry,‘ I repeated. A faint smile crossed her 

lips and she turned back around and continued with what she was doing. It was a real 

turn-on.  

The sunlight streamed through the kitchen window. Watching her make 

breakfast was like studying a painting by that guy Colin Firth played in The Girl with 

the Pearl Necklace. I think it was called that.  

She asked me if I‘d like a coffee and I said yeah. I noticed a tattoo of a black 

bird on her left breast. The tattoo reminded me of something – maybe a story or a 

movie – but I couldn‘t quite place it.   

By this time I was rigid and paralysed. I listened for a sign that Shaun was 

awake but all I heard was gentle snoring. He was dead to the world.  

I crept up behind Serena and grabbed her around the waist. She stopped what 

she was doing and I kissed her neck and fondled her little breasts. She smelt 

wonderful and her skin was really soft.  
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Eventually, she turned around and held me at arm‘s length. She scrutinised my 

face and asked, in a serious tone I‘d only heard her use with Jack, ‗Are you sure you 

want to do this?‘  

When I said ‗yes‘ my lips trembled.  

She looked so sad. I thought I‘d hurt her feelings somehow. It‘s hard to 

explain how intense her sadness was. It was like someone had broken her soul. But 

that didn‘t last and before long we were in her bedroom and it was surprisingly nice 

and good. We had sex a few times and then we cuddled and fell asleep. It was a 

perfect Sunday morning. 

 

When Shaun woke a few hours later we were watching a movie – I think it was that 

British gangster film, Lock Stock & Two Smoking Barrels. Jack was back from a night 

with his grandparents and tearing around the house like a lunatic. The movie had only 

just begun. Shaun sat down and watched it with us. We talked a little bit and laughed. 

He didn‘t suspect anything so it was as though nothing had happened. After a while 

Serena slipped away and made us coffee. I stroked her hand when she passed me a 

cup and that made her smile.  

I had the surprising thought that I would do anything in the world to see that 

smile every day of my life. Then something funny happened in the movie and Shaun 

laughed loudly and I swear my heart stopped beating I was so startled by the intensity 

of his mirth.  
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It was a nice night, one of those nights when you can smell the ocean on the breeze, 

so I decided to take the longer way home from Serena‘s house, past the beach. I 

remember looking up at the sky and the stars blinking at me from afar and thinking 

that this is it, this is what life is supposed to be like, walking alone in the dark with the 

waves crashing in and your heart expanding and contracting with each blink of a star, 

each morsel of breath.  

Those are the sorts of lame thoughts I have when I‘m alone.  

I kept walking for a while, taking it all in and just enjoying my solitude, when 

I realised I wasn‘t far from Shaun‘s place.  I hadn‘t seen him for a month or so, but I 

felt pretty serene so I decided to pay him a visit. 

Shaun‘s bed-sit was on the back of a house on the Esplanade, near Semaphore, 

and to get there you had to go down this tiny little alleyway, which gets very dark at 

night. I‘m not usually afraid of the dark but for some reason I had an ominous feeling 

as I walked toward his rattly screen door.  

The light was on but it took a few seconds for Shaun to answer. He looked 

cheery enough, but his eyes were red. I couldn‘t tell whether he‘d been crying or was 

just tired. I assumed it was the latter.  

‗Hey buddy,‘ he said. ‗What‘s up?‘ 

I said I‘d been out for a walk and thought I‘d drop by to have a chat.  

‗Excellent,‘ he said ‗come on in.‘ 

He was in his dressing gown – a forest-green thing that looked like it had cat 

fur all over it – and his place was a real mess. He had a bunch of notebooks on his 

writing table and I noticed a copy of L'Étranger lying face down on his bed.  

Shaun was always reading books in their original French, which seemed a bit 

pretentious to me but I never said anything. Sometimes he slipped a French word or 

phrase into a poem and I had to ask him what it meant. He‘d just say it didn‘t matter if 

I didn‘t know what it meant – that the poem didn‘t need me to understand French in 

order to grasp its essence. That‘s the sort of gibberish he‘d spout. It made me tired.  

I noticed a little pile of papers neatly stacked on the corner of his desk. Its title 

page read ‗Serena‘, which I thought was pretty weird, but I avoided the topic. 

 Weren‘t you reading Great Expectations? I asked.  

‗I finished it,‘ he said, ‗so now I‘m onto Camus.‘  

‗Do you like it so far?‘ 

‗So-so.‘ 
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I asked for his thoughts on the Dickens.  

‗I liked it,‘ he said. ‗Actually, I cheated and watched the movie version when I 

was only half-way through. You know the one with Ethan Hawke and Gwenyth 

Paltrow? It got panned by the critics but I didn‘t mind it. What can you expect from a 

modernised Dickens? It‘s bound to be imperfect. But, to be honest, it was the 

imperfections that I liked the most. The parts where the filmmakers had to struggle to 

be faithful to the novel without making something irrelevant or unbelievable. I mean, 

they couldn‘t have had Robert DeNiro play a convict who‘s sent in chains to New 

South Wales, could they? Not in a modern setting. But that‘s an integral part of the 

novel.  

‗And then to turn Ethan Hawke into a painter instead of a clerk is a pretty 

major departure. But in the end it‘s those points of difference that make adaptations 

worthwhile. So as I read the rest of the novel I was thinking about the differences and 

really enjoying how things were modified by watching the movie first. It‘s a great 

book in its own right, of course.‘ 

‗Sure,‘ I said. ‗Maybe I‘ll look for the movie sometime.‘  

I found myself asking about his sister. He said she seemed okay, as far as he 

could tell, but he hadn‘t seen her very often lately.  Jack was having a bit of trouble at 

school, so they had to put him into a special class for kids who are a bit slower on the 

uptake than others.  

As he told me about Jack he opened his palms and flapped them in the air 

helplessly. For some reason I found the gesture horrible.  

‗He‘s a good kid though,‘ I said.  

‗Yeah, of course,‘ Shaun agreed. ‗He‘s very sweet.‘ 

 

I don‘t know why I asked Shaun about Serena. I already knew about Jack‘s school 

problems and I knew a lot more about his sister than Shaun did. I‘d been seeing her a 

couple nights a week for more than a year and we‘d gotten to know each other pretty 

well, although she never really mentioned anything substantial. She only ever referred 

to what was going on in her life at the given moment. She never spoke about the past 

or the future. They were completely sealed off. Once I asked her how well she and 

Shaun had gotten along when they were kids and she just clammed up and barely said 

a word for the rest of the night. 
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I was used to those things about her. There was a lot going on inside her head 

and she often behaved irrationally. She‘d get angry or sad or be insanely happy for no 

apparent reason and I just had to accept it or go home.  

I don‘t know why, but I‘ve never felt more attuned to a person than I did with 

Serena, when we were in each other‘s arms, after sex. It was unique. It was 

mysterious. It was something like love, but not quite. It was as though love got 

sidetracked and we came up with a new feeling to replace it, an experience without a 

word to nail it down, something you just had to accept quietly and live inside without 

defining. So that‘s what we‘d been doing.   

It was very peaceful at times but also disconcerting. I knew she felt the same 

way I did – exactly the same. But it wasn‘t love and we both knew it wouldn‘t last.  

 

Serena was very fragile, but capable at the same time. I never felt comfortable with 

her outside of the bed. We didn‘t need to have sex; we just had to lie down next to 

each other. I guess I talked a little too much, but I had to make up for her silences. I 

told her about Croatia, where I was born. I told her about the beautiful lakes and the 

green forests and parks and the way the houses were lined up together so kids like me 

could run along the rooftops and see what was happening all over the neighbourhood 

from above. I told her about my cousins, especially Dragana, who I was probably in 

love with in that funny way kids love each other. In that pure way. I told her how it 

felt to leave Yugoslavia when I was ten years old, to come to a strange place where it 

was hot all of the time, where it barely rained and people look at you like you‘re an 

alien because you speak a strange language and have that dumb, uncomprehending 

expression on your face all the time. I told her about the people I met in the English 

language classes the first year I was here, and the difficulties Mum had finding a job 

as a teacher. I told her how Dad had to work as a taxi driver and a bricklayer and then 

a salesman despite his qualifications as an accountant. I told her about the summer 

house we had near the beach in Croatia, and the beautiful home we lived in with 

antique furniture and family heirlooms all over the place – the clocks and the 

ornaments and the paintings – so that everywhere you looked there was a story about 

us at some time in our history. All of the stuff we had to leave behind because of the 

war, because my parents thought it would be safer for us here and we‘d live a better 

life.  
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I told her I wanted nothing more than to stay in Croatia, in the home of my 

childhood, and that some part of me was left behind forever. I told her things I‘ve 

never told anyone before. I said I hadn‘t felt complete since I‘d come to Australia. I 

was like a second version of me, like a double who‘s been split off and who lives a 

distorted life that can never be as authentic as its original. I told her that my one 

dream was to go back and pretend I‘d never left, as though all of these years could be 

taken back and forgotten.  

I said I wanted to rejoin my original self, to become one again, even though I 

knew it wasn‘t possible. I said I at least had to try.  

Then I asked Serena if she understood what I meant by that and she said ‗Yes, 

I understand exactly what you mean,‘ and her face darkened for a second then she 

held me tightly and it felt like she was holding me in place her grip was so strong.  

I don‘t know if that makes any sense, but it‘s definitely how it was.  
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I‘d only been in bed for an hour when Shaun called and asked me to come outside. He 

said he‘d wait for me at the beach and I told him I‘d be just a minute. His voice was 

so tight it almost screeched. I was still half-asleep and drowsy, but as I got dressed I 

realised that I could be in for a fairly unpleasant scene. Shaun had obviously found 

out about Serena somehow, and now he was in a rage and wanted to have it out on the 

beach.  

My heart sank. I wasn‘t keen on a fight. But I knew I had to go down and face 

the music, so I slipped on some fresh clothes and went out to meet him. 

 

Dawn wasn‘t far away. Something about the atmosphere was expectant and impatient. 

There were a few premature squawks from birds and the odd car buzzed along the 

road. It only took a couple of minutes to reach the beach. As I approached I saw 

Shaun standing near the water with his shirt slung over his shoulder. It was the coldest 

part of the night, so he was a strange sight. He must have been freezing. Then I 

noticed his bloody face and black eye.  

 ‗Jesus Christ,‘ I said. ‗What happened to you?‘ 

 ‗I‘m okay,‘ he said. ‗Most of the blood isn‘t mine.‘ 

 And that‘s when I understood what I‘d been feeling since that first morning 

with Serena. I don‘t know how to explain it, but it was like this weight had dropped 

onto my shoulders and I‘d been carrying it around with me for a whole year. At first I 

thought it was guilt, but now I understand that it was something else completely. It 

was doom. The weight of doom had been pressing down on me all of that time.  

 

Shaun was shaking. His teeth chattered so hard I thought they might break. I told him 

it would be okay, that he just needed to take me to the body and we‘d take care of 

things as best we could. As we walked along the beach he told me exactly what had 

happened. He couldn‘t sleep, so he‘d decided to go for a walk in order to tire himself 

out. For some reason he went straight to Serena‘s house. ‗I don‘t know how to explain 

it,‘ he said. ‗It was like I was geared to go there. As though some internal mechanism 

propelled me toward her. Everything happened as in a dream.‘ 

 Shaun heard someone moving about inside Serena‘s house. Then there were 

different sounds – urgent, muffled cries. He checked the front door and it was open. 

That was strange.  
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The house was dark, but he decided not to turn on the light. He knew his way 

around well enough to navigate. The sounds grew louder as he crept along the 

hallway. He could tell something was wrong. As he edged closer to Serena‘s 

bedroom, his body tightened like a compressed spring. When he reached her door he 

heard a moan. It was the sound a dying animal. Inhuman.  

He opened the door and turned on the light.  

 

A man was on top of Serena, holding her down. They moved in slow-motion. Her 

face was contorted and purple and her nose was bloodied. When the attacker turned 

around, his face was blurred. He gave a twisted half-smile and said, ‗You‘ll have to 

wait your turn.‘ Then everything went blank and Shaun woke on the floor of his bed-

sit with a smashed-in face. 
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In the winter of 2004, the police decided to release a sample of the material used by 

The Writer to choke his victim. When I read it in the newspaper I was excited as hell. 

I must have reread it three or four times. My ears were buzzing and my fingers 

tingling. I had to see Shaun straight away, so I rang him and said I was coming over. 

His voice sounded distant, as though he‘d answered the phone in his sleep.   

 When I got to his place I said we had a new contributor for our magazine, then 

I handed him the newspaper.  

 Shaun quickly became as excited as I was. He couldn‘t believe what he was 

reading. The police had allowed for the publication of The Writer‘s prose – a short 

story entitled ‗Nipples‘ – in the hope that someone might recognise what they read. 

‗The Writer may be disgruntled,‘ they said. ‗He might have shown some of his work 

to a workmate or girlfriend at some point, and one of those readers could help solve 

the case. The literary critics we‘ve consulted assert that ‗Nipples‘ shows clear signs of 

animosity towards his family and ambivalence toward society as a whole.‘ They must 

dug up Edmund Wilson for the occasion. 

Our reckless, personal fantasies were coming to life. The pleasure we felt was 

so intense it was almost erotic. We decided on the spot to republish the story in our 

little magazine. Shaun wrote another polemical editorial blaming major publishers for 

the murder of the young woman. ‗If they hadn‘t entirely given up on short stories,‘ he 

wrote, ‗The Writer might have sought publication on something other than the front 

page of The Advertiser. There was once a time when short stories were a regular 

feature of the newspaper dailies, an integral part of our regular lives. Now writers 

have to commit murder to remain relevant. Perhaps this writer has taught us all an 

important lesson: forget e-books and Kindle, the human body is the future of 

publishing, ideally in the form of a corpse.‘  

As usual, it was hard to tell whether he was being serious or not. 
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Nipples, by The Writer 

 

Maybe it‘s like Camus. I‘m sitting on the beach at night, scanning the dark waves. When did I 

emerge? How do I re-merge? Maybe it‘s like Camus. Maybe, for example, my mother died. 

But then the nightmare. The running. The stuck-to-the-spot eternal running from… who? It 

begins with the mother somehow. But then the nightmare. How to escape? I‘m running on the 

spot, wondering how to stop running on the spot. Running away from running on the spot. 

How to take control? And, in any event, is it control I desire? What do I desire?  

These questions, one after another, followed by: the nightmare.  

 Leave it all behind, he said. But who is he? Where is he? 

 Maybe it‘s like Camus. Except, perhaps, did I kill my mother? I mean, not in a 

metaphorical sense. I mean, not by beginning a book with something like ‗Mother died 

today‘. No, I mean, like, actually. Did I kill mother? But then the nightmare. 

 Mother passed away, he said. Funeral tomorrow. Yours sincerely. 

 Who was he? When did it begin? When did I start to… wade? How did I pass from 

the shore looking out at the dark waves to wading in the waves themselves? 

 Cold and shivering. 

You need to leave it all behind, the voice says. Leave the horror behind, leave the 

whole messy nightmare… 

 The nightmare. Oh yes, I nearly forgot. 

 From where the voice? 

 How is it possible, tell me, to hear the voice, as I do now, as I drown, the voice 

accompanying me down, beneath the black waves on this unnamed beach? And why, pray 

tell, have I not named the beach? Could I call it, for instance, Semaphore? Is it for me to 

name?  

So many questions, one then another, following like waves.  

Breathe? Breathe? Breathe? 

 

I remember, once, writing on the pages of a book. I believe it was Being and Time. I wrote a 

story on Being and Time, and when I said to a friend I want to write a story on the pages of 

Being and Time he asked me, very simply: Why? 

As though I‘d confused him. 

And I said, ‗I don‘t know.‘ 

As though I was confused. 

But the story I wrote on Being and Time did not begin, if I recall, with Mother died 

today – no, I was not yet calling myself Camus. 
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The story written on Being and Time was entitled Being and Time, and it began like 

this:  

The question has today been forgotten. Then it said something about waves, and 

breathing. Then the nightmare. 

 

How to escape?  

 

It makes no sense, I‘ve decided, to go from running on the spot to drowning in black waves 

with a voice underneath telling you to leave it behind, the horror behind, the nightmare, the 

questions. 

How to take control? 

And if there is pain in my chest, whether from drowning in waves or losing breath 

while running, does that pain matter? 

Did you ever ask yourself, really, Does pain matter? 

Did you? says the voice. 

 

‗Listen here voice,‘ I say, ‗what‘s your game?‘ 

 

Did it all begin, I wonder, with mother‘s death? Since perhaps when I killed mother – if I 

killed her – my life got going. 

And also: the pain, like a heartbeat. Thud thud thud, stab, stab, stab. So that each 

sound, like thud or stab, each word, like ‗like‘ or ‗each‘, is an expression of pain.  

 

* 

 

Mother died today. I got an email, which said, mother passed away funeral tomorrow yours.  

I thought: Mine? 

Am I dead too? 

So here I sit, in my office, reading emails, having thoughts like: Am I dead too? On the 

very day mother died. 

Having forgotten to mention the frowny face.   

mother passed away : ( 

Is what my sister wrote. 

I try to call her at home. This, I think, is not for email. This, I think, is not for twitter. My 

mobile gives a loud beep (mother passed frowny face). I dial and a stranger answers the phone.  

Who‘s this? I ask.  

You tell me, says a sad voice.  
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Then the dial tone. So I try again.  

Who‘s this? the answerer asks.  

Your brother, I say.  

Oh, she says, I just emailed you.  

Who are you speaking to? a voice asks angrily.  

No-one, she says.  

When did she die? I ask.  

Today, she says, it was in the email.  

Oh, I say, then how did she die?  

The usual way, she says, I‘ve gotta go.  

And the dial tone again. 

 

The usual way, I mutter.  

 

I draft my own email automatically: My mother just died, frowny face. 

 

But who to send it to? Not her, surely, she already knows. Nor anyone in the office, since 

they would only come over. You should go home, they‘d say, to be with your sister. 

I type her address then press ‗send‘ and wait to see what happens. 

It comes back. 

Your message failed, it says. There is no such address. And underneath: My mother just 

died . 

 

My mother is no such address.  

My mother is oblivion, in the way of addresses. 

I press send again, and again, with the same result.  

 

I write: When a cuddly little critter awoke one morning from troubled dreams, it found itself 

transformed into a monstrous sentence, then click ‗send‘ once again.  

And suddenly, a reply: 

 This is your sister. Stop playing games. Respect the dead.  

:p  

 

 

Then: 

 Are you coming home soon? Dad‘s having a heart attack. 
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Then: 

 Seriously. 

 

 

Which prompts: 

 

 Can I speak to him? 

 

 No, he‘s literally choking on his own tongue right now. 

  

 Do you think he‘ll be okay? 

 

 Tough to say. We‘re waiting for the ambulance. 

 

 Who‘s ‗we‘? Is there someone else there with you? 

 

 The neighbours. 

 

 I don‘t understand what‘s going on. 

 

 Mother has died, father is dying. 

 

 Should I come home then? 

 

 Do what you want. 

 

 Will I be of any use at home? 

 

 Tough to say.  

 

 

Is there something wrong? asks the woman in the next cubicle. She‘s leaning back on her 

chair. 

 All okay, I say.  

 But why does she ask? 
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 The head disappears and her mouse starts clicking and grinding. I check the football 

news, look at facebook, update my profile. Orphan, I write, then switch off the computer and 

slip into my jacket.  

 

When I get to the house I find her alone. She‘s sitting on the couch watching television. She 

stands as I enter. Oh, it‘s you, she says. She wears grey tracksuit pants and a loose-fitting t-

shirt. 

Who‘s You? I say, but she isn‘t in the mood. Her eyes are swollen and the house 

stinks of garlic. 

 I made lunch, she says.  

‗Is that garlic?‘  

I made pasta, she says, and I‘ve spilt a jar. 

 She points to the corner of the kitchen, where shards of glass and a lump of pulped 

garlic remain on the floor. 

 ‗I‘ll clean it up.‘ 

 Okay, she replies, in a toneless voice. 

Oprah’s on but the sound is low. I get the dustbin and broom from the laundry 

without looking in the bedroom. I walk right past, keeping my head straight.  

 I brush the garlic and broken glass into the dustbin then empty it into the larger bin 

outside. I steal a glance at my sister. She‘s lying prone on the couch with her eyes closed. And 

she isn‘t wearing underwear.  

  

Mother‘s on the bed and looks asleep but her chest doesn‘t rise. She seems fine – some might 

say healthy. She‘s in the middle of one of those power naps she takes every time she has 

something important to go to, someone to impress. She sports a full load of make-up and a 

sleek black dress, the sort you wear to formal, classy dinners or perhaps to go dancing. She‘s 

even wearing stockings.  

The only thing missing is her hair.  

Her head is a perfect, shining dome. It‘s as though she‘d been polishing it all these 

months. Her ears stick out like peacock feathers. She wears heavy, long earrings, which 

stretch the lobes of her ears down as far as the pillow.  

I sit and watch her body for a while. The light from the window shines on her 

forehead. I can‘t stop staring. My eyes start to water. As her head becomes liquid, I give a 

loud, slow yawn. If my mother were alive, she‘d yawn back. 

 

I‘m off now, says my sister. 

Where to? 
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I have things to do. 

What about lunch? 

Lunch? 

You made lunch. 

Yes, that‘s right. 

Shall we eat lunch then? 

No, I‘m off now. 

But why make lunch and then leave? 

I‘m not hungry. 

But it‘s lunch time. 

I don‘t eat lunch. 

Since when? 

Since Wednesday. 

Since two days ago? 

Yes. 

Why on earth? 

I‘m on a diet. 

You‘re starving yourself. 

I eat in the morning. 

Only in the morning? 

 Just in the morning. 

Did you eat this morning? 

I wasn‘t hungry. 

So have some lunch. 

I don‘t eat lunch. 

Since Wednesday, you say. 

For two days. 

How long will you starve yourself? 

I don‘t starve at all, I eat in the morning. 

Except this morning. 

This morning‘s an exception. 

One morning out of three? 

That‘s right. 

Why didn‘t you eat? 

Mother died. 

So you didn‘t have time. 

That‘s right. 
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Were you hungry when she died? 

Yes, very. 

But you never ate. 

No. 

Did your stomach rumble after she died? 

Yes. 

So why not eat now? 

That would be cheating. 

Is this a game, then? 

It‘s a serious diet. 

It isn‘t cheating, surely, to eat lunch if you miss breakfast. 

Yes it is. 

Are there no exceptions? 

None whatever. 

Not even when your mother dies? 

It doesn‘t say. 

By ‗it‘ you mean what? 

I mean the instructions. 

They don‘t mention mother? 

No they don‘t. 

That‘s something of an oversight. 

How do you mean? 

How could they have missed her? 

I don‘t quite follow. 

If mother was going to die, why didn‘t they mention it? 

I guess they hadn‘t heard. 

Yet you follow their instructions. 

I see no reason not to. 

You let them tell you what to do. 

How else would it work? 

But they don‘t know the future. 

No-one does. 

Then how can they give instructions? 

You‘re not making sense. 

Theirs are instructions for the future. 

In what way? 

Don‘t they tell you how to behave? 
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That‘s right. 

For tonight and tomorrow and the next day. 

That‘s right. 

Knowing nothing about what will happen tonight and tomorrow and the next day. 

They have a good idea. 

Not about mother. 

How could they? 

But this is just the third day, don‘t you see? 

See what? 

That on the third day mother died. 

So what? 

And it wasn‘t accounted for.  

… 

They didn‘t see it coming. 

… 

It was a mammoth oversight, wouldn‘t you say? 

I don‘t think I would. 

Is the death of our mother not a major event? 

 Yes but… 

 But they knew nothing about it, they didn‘t even account for the prospect of her 

death, you say.  

But… 

Did they mention father‘s heart attack? 

No. 

Not the slightest reference? 

No. 

Not a footnote? 

Nothing like that. 

Is it perhaps in the small print? 

There is no small print. 

Nothing you‘ve noticed? 

Nothing at all. 

So you‘re saying, if I understand you right, that you follow instructions composed by 

some entity who‘s already failed, only three days in, to account for your mother‘s death and 

your father‘s heart attack? 

That‘s right. 

Isn‘t that foolish? 
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I‘d say you‘re a fool. 

But you‘re the hungry one. 

I‘m leaving. 

Let‘s have lunch. 

I have things to do. 

At least clean up those tissues first. 

Okay. 

We can‘t have tissues lying everywhere. 

 Alright. 

 She‘s only been dead a few hours. 

 I know. 

That‘s a girl. Come here for a second. You‘ll be okay. Stop crying. 

I‘m not crying.  

Get changed at least. 

I‘ve really gotta go. 

But I can see your nipples. 

 

There‘s a scrap of paper on the kitchen bench, with a number for a funeral home. As the door 

slams shut, I curse myself for not asking about father. But she would have mentioned if he‘d 

died, surely.  

It‘s not like Dad to die at a time like this. When tragedy strikes, he often says, 

opportunity knocks. 

I call the nearest hospital. A Chopin waltz plays through the earpiece.  

The nurse comes on the line. Talking to her is like gazing at mannequins through shop 

windows. Everything I say hits a hard, cold surface. She has some kind of speech disorder or 

she‘s chewing gum. She tells me he‘s fine, that he‘ll need a pacemaker. Do I need to come in? 

I ask. She says no. I imagine her sitting in the desert somewhere in northern Mexico, talking 

to a cactus. Would it be better if I came in? I ask.  

In what way ‗better‘?  

For him, for the situation.   

That‘s for you to decide. 

Is he conscious? 

He‘s in the operating theatre. 

They‘re installing the pacemaker already? 

That‘s what it says. 

The doctor?  

No, the computer screen. 
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Don‘t they need permission? 

For what? 

For operating. 

How so? 

I don‘t know. As a formality.  

No they don‘t. 

Do I need to sign something? 

It‘s all taken care of. 

By who? 

(Faint chewing) There are mechanisms in place. 

What sort of ‗mechanisms‘? 

The kind that mean you don‘t need to sign any papers at this point. 

Has someone else signed papers? 

I‘m not at liberty to say. 

You‘re not ‗at liberty‘? 

No. 

Is this an American television show by any chance? 

This is a hospital. 

This is a telephone. 

… 

Sorry. 

Is there anything else I can help you with? 

You tell me. 

I could tell you when your father is due to be out of surgery, if you like. 

Please do. 

In approximately forty minutes. 

Should I come to the hospital then? 

… 

Will he be conscious after surgery? 

Not likely. 

Can I just call you back in forty minutes, to see how the surgery went? 

Yes. 

 

I call the funeral home and talk to someone called Susan. She says she‘s very sorry for my 

loss and puts me on hold. This time it‘s the jingle from The Greatest American Hero. I‘m 

singing loudly when someone called Larry gives his condolences. He asks what sort of 
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ceremony I‘m after. I explain our financial situation. He tells me he can provide an intimate 

cremation.  

When can we get it over with? 

That depends on you. 

Can we do it tomorrow? 

You‘re not expecting anyone from interstate or overseas? 

No. 

Just wait a moment.  

I hear clicks on a keyboard as he checks the schedule.  

Our last session is free. Will five o‘clock suit everyone? It‘s a Saturday, in case you‘ve 

forgotten. 

Yes tomorrow at five will be excellent. How long will the ceremony be? 

Between forty and fifty minutes. 

Perfect. When will you come to collect the body? 

We can collect the avatar this afternoon, if you like. 

The what? 

The cadaver. It means corpse. 

Yes, I thought you said something else. This afternoon is excellent. 

What sort of condition is the body in? 

It‘s excellent, I suppose, apart from the obvious. 

Of course. Then there should be no problem. Give me your address and I‘ll have some 

men come around with the van. Did your mother belong to a religion? 

Not seriously. 

So you‘d prefer a secular ceremony. 

Yes, she would. 

No problem. Will there be a eulogy? 

I‘ll say a few words. 

No-one else? 

Perhaps my sister. We‘ll keep it short. 

Understood. That‘s all I need for now. Is there anything else I can help you with? 

Yes. Have you spoken to anyone about my mother recently? 

I‘m sorry? About your mother? I don‘t know what you mean. 

It‘s just that I found the name and telephone number of your business on her kitchen 

bench and I don‘t know how it got there. 

Perhaps someone left it there. 

Of course. 

… 
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… 

It wasn‘t me. 

No, I wasn‘t suggesting it was you. I thought you might have spoken to somebody 

already. Maybe my sister telephoned earlier in the day? 

I don‘t think so. 

Perhaps even my father? Or mother? 

You‘re wondering whether your mother called to make arrangements for her funeral 

before she died? 

Yes, perhaps a matter of minutes before she died. 

She may have made enquiries. I can ask Susan if you like. But it seems unlikely; we 

don‘t have her details on file. 

Okay, that‘s fine. I was just curious. 

Will that be all? 

Yes.  

I‘ll see you tomorrow evening. 

Look forward to it. 

As I hang up the telephone I remember my sister‘s email: ‗funeral tomorrow‘. Has she 

already booked a funeral with another company? In a panic, I call her mobile but it rings out.  

 

I‘d rather not be at the apartment when they come to collect mother, so I leave a note on the 

door and go out for a walk. The note reads: an urgent matter came up, mother‘s body is 

inside, please help yourselves to the pasta in the oven if you‘re hungry.  

I‘ve decided to visit Dad. I couldn‘t eat pasta at the moment, anyway. I have a nasty 

feeling that the scent of garlic will forever invoke mother‘s corpse. I walk purposefully 

toward the hospital but then continue walking past. I can smell the beach from here, it‘s a fine 

day, why not go down there and walk with my shoes off for a while? Father can wait. After 

all, he‘s not going anywhere for a while. 

 I order a coffee and a toasted sandwich at the café on the Esplanade and watch the 

pale blue waves foam onto the sand. There are at least fifty beachgoers in my line of vision, 

facing the beach and following the coastline at a rightward angle. I imagine two servants from 

Franz Kafka‘s The Castle bustling around in my parent‘s house, knocking over ornaments as 

they try to manoeuvre the body out of the front doorway. I realise that Kafka‘s servants are 

much like The Three Stooges in my mind.  

What if two funerals have been booked, and both companies are at the house right 

now, fighting over the corpse?  

I envision a slapstick spaghetti food fight in my parents‘ kitchen.  
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 Is everything okay sir? asks one of the café employees. I realise I‘ve been laughing 

loudly. A woman on the beach chastises a little boy for urinating on the sand near her towel. 

The waitress hands me a tissue and smiles.  

 I finish my coffee and decide to head back to the hospital. I don‘t feel like walking on 

the beach anymore – it would only cause a scene. The spectacle of a man in a shirt and tie and 

black slacks walking along the shoreline with shoes in his hands screams BREAKDOWN. 

When I pay the bill the girl at the counter says ‗I‘m sorry for your loss.‘ Her nametag reads 

‗Sirena‘.  

‗Excuse me?‘ I say. 

She pokes a long, red fingernail under my nose, to illustrate her point. ‗There are crumbs 

in your beard.‘  

The phone buzzes loudly as I leave the café. My sister‘s calling from another universe.  
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We assumed the new edition of The Choker would cause some kind of stir – and we 

weren‘t sure it was legal – but that didn‘t bother us in the slightest. We‘d found our 

own Ern Malley – but this time, he was real. The body proved that fact conclusively. 

The Writer may well be anonymous, but he certainly wasn‘t a fake. And, more 

importantly: he was readable, which was always good enough for our purposes. 

We got the first edition out in two days. A week later we were informed that 

the university was reconsidering its funding commitment to the magazine. The Dean 

had received complaints from the community and students who were in some way 

associated with the victim.  

Shades of Angry Penguin, Shaun thought. He said the whole thing was 

hilarious. Until someone mentioned that The Writer might not enjoy being published 

in an obscure journal by a couple of wannabe literati. That he may have grander ideas. 

But by then it was far too late. 

 

The same week, Shaun received a large yellow envelope in the mail. There was no 

return address. He tore it open and found what he assumed was a submission for the 

magazine – a longish, word processed manuscript, entitled ‗The Egg‘ – and a short 

note in twelve-point Times New Roman which said: Thought you might be interested. 

Best Regards, ‗The Writer‘. 

 When Shaun rang and told me the news a chill went down my spine. Literally.  

I said it must be a joke, that someone was playing around with us.  

‗It might be,‘ he said, ‗and that would be a shame, but I doubt it. I think it‘s 

authentic. I think it‘s the real deal – I think he’s the real deal.‘ 

‗By which you mean what? The real murderer?‘ 

‗No, the real writer. The real Ern Malley.‘ 

‗You‘ve gone insane. Malley was a hoax.‘ 

‗I know it was a hoax. What I‘m saying is that this isn’t a hoax. This is Ern 

Malley reborn. This is Ern Malley‘s revenge.‘ 

‗In the shape of a killer?‘ 

‗Why not?‘ 

 ‗I don‘t think the public will be as enthusiastic as you are.‘ 

 ‗They won‘t have to be. All they need to do is read. And if he kills again, 

they‘ll be too scared not to read his work. They won‘t be able to help themselves.‘ 

 ‗Is it any good?‘ 
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 ‗It‘s better than Ern Malley.‘ 

 ‗But how are we going to get it published? We don‘t have any funding.‘ 

 ‗We‘ll pay for it out of our own pocket. Just a short print run. Trust me, it‘s 

worth it. This is a once-in-a-lifetime thing.‘ 

 ‗But aren‘t you scared? Doesn‘t this sort of involve us, in some way, in the 

murder?‘ 

 ‗Don‘t be stupid.‘ 

 ‗I‘m not sure I‘m comfortable facilitating the literary career of a psychopath, 

is all.‘ 

 ‗If we don‘t publish it,‘ Shaun countered, ‗he‘ll probably shove it down 

someone else‘s throat. We‘ll actually save a life!‘ 

  

 

I sat in my bedroom reading over the manuscript. Shaun watched me intently. My 

mother had brought in two large glasses of Coca Cola and a bowl of corn chips, 

which he refused to touch. He looked like he hadn‘t slept or showered for days. His 

baggy, haunted eyes reminded me of Edgar Allan Poe. He kept tapping his leg. 

 
I sat there, diligently reading but understanding nothing. I could see that it was good – 

or that it wasn‘t terrible – but I wasn‘t nearly as excited as Shaun. I found it hard to 

hold the narrative together in my mind. I could see why no major publishers would 

ever touch it: I just didn‘t care enough. 

 ‗It‘s prose,‘ I said to Shaun, ‗that‘s your area.‘  

 ‗You don‘t like it?‘ 

 ‗I‘m not sure whether I like it or not. It‘s kinda hard to read this sort of thing 

with someone glaring at you the whole time.‘ 
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 ‗Okay. Fair enough. You probably need to read it over a couple of times 

anyway. I‘ll leave it with you.‘ 

 ‗So that‘s it? You‘re just going to leave now?‘ 

 ‗Yeah. I have some things to take care of. Read it again, in your own time, and 

let me know.‘ 

 ‗Let you know what?‘ 

 ‗Whether we‘re going to publish it.‘ 

 I re-read the manuscript that night. It seemed to have something to do with a 

girl, or a man stuck in a room, or a bird, or someone‘s sister – I couldn‘t say for sure. 

It certainly didn‘t ‗grab‘ me, but I decided to go along for the ride anyway. I rang 

Shaun at midnight and told him the good news. He said ‗great‘.  

And that he‘d already called the printer. 
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There was no body. When we finally made it to Serena‘s house, five or six of her 

friends were sitting in the lounge room drinking coffee. I recognised a few faces from 

the party that night. By the look of them they hadn‘t been home yet. Shaun stood in 

the middle of the room sporting a dazed expression. He eventually asked, in a 

timorous voice: ‗Is my sister around?‘ 

Serena walked in with a cup of coffee in her hands. She seemed fine; no 

bruising and no bloody nose; no sign of a struggle. I confess that I was mildly 

disappointed. She gave me a quizzical look and asked, ‗Why did you leave so soon?‘ I 

shrugged and said I had some things to do. Then she saw Shaun‘s face. ‗What the hell 

happened to you?‘ 

 He gazed back and forth, from me to Serena, then back to me. His eyes were 

wild. He put his hands up to his ears and looked as though he was about to have an 

epileptic fit. Then everything went blank. 
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I woke up in a hospital bed wearing a neck brace. I had no memory of what had 

happened or how I got there. A nurse told me I‘d been assaulted and my neck was 

broken, but not in a serious way. It wasn‘t the sort of broken neck that would paralyse 

me, she said, so I didn‘t need to worry. 

Serena came to visit with Jack, looking tired. She said she was just checking 

up on me. She hoped I‘d be okay. She kissed me on the cheek and explained that 

Shaun had been sedated and locked up in a high security ward of Glenside Psychiatric 

hospital. And that it wasn‘t the first time he‘d been a resident there.  

When he was twelve, she said, he had to be locked up for two months because 

he lashed out at their mother with a cricket bat. He had these episodes every now and 

again. They thought it was under control. But a few months ago he came to Serena‘s 

house complaining about a noise in his head.  

As she told me this her face crumpled slightly. ‗He was so distraught,‘ she 

said, ‗but I couldn‘t help. You could see the pain written on his face. It was like there 

was something inside chewing on his mind. I hadn‘t seen him like that for years. So I 

sent Jack to the neighbour‘s house, where I thought he‘d be safe, and tried to calm 

Shaun down.  I did my best,‘ she said, ‗but it didn‘t work.‘ At this point Serena 

grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze, like she wanted to comfort me. ‗I didn‘t tell 

you because I knew you‘d take it the wrong way,‘ she said. ‗Something terrible 

happened.‘  

She told me that Shaun – her brother – had raped her, but not in ‗the ordinary 

way‘, as she called it. When I asked what she meant by that she took a manuscript 

from her bag. I recognised the document immediately; it was The Egg by The Writer. 

As she passed it over, she said: ‗He did it with this. He forced me to…‘ 

She was crying, her hands shaking. ‗There was nothing I could do. He said it 

was an experiment. In the end I just closed my eyes and pretended I was dreaming. 

And I was so miserable and weary that, eventually, I did fall asleep. When I woke, 

Shaun was gone. But he left this behind. He left it inside!‘   
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I decided not to press charges. After a few weeks, Shaun was taken out of the high 

security wing of the hospital and placed with the other crazies. I was told I could visit 

him on a Tuesday or a Thursday. They‘d asked his permission, the nurse said, and 

he‘d be expecting me.  

Glenside is located outside the city proper, on the South-Eastern corner of the 

Adelaide grid. It‘s easy to get to and it has the sort of ambient calm about it that 

would drive any normal person insane. It didn‘t take long for me to wonder why in 

the hell I‘d decided to visit. 

I arrived at the hospital just after the inmates had finished lunch and a nurse 

said they were watching television and reading in the common room.  

It isn‘t like the madhouse in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest or Seven 

Monkeys. The place was pretty quiet. Its most distinctive feature is probably the long 

corridors. They‘re so long they almost warp your perspective as you walk along. I 

feared I might never make it to the end.  

I was escorted into the common room by one of the nurses – a sour-faced 

Eastern-European woman with a brisk walk. As I entered, half of the inmates looked 

up at me as though I were the strangest person in the room.  

I spotted Shaun straight away. He was in a corner reading a slim book. When 

he saw me he stood up awkwardly and waved me over. I felt like a dinner guest.  

‗I know you,‘ he slurred, and I couldn‘t tell whether he was being serious or 

not. ‗Sit down,‘ he added. ‗I was just reading.‘ He showed me the cover of a 

paperback edition of Edgar Allen Poe‘s poems. 

‗I‘ve never read him,‘ I said. 

‗And you call yourself a poet.‘ 

‗I know.‘  

He sat staring, as though he‘d expected something more.  

‗I was just copying you,‘ I said. 

He smiled like a child. ‗Of course you were,‘ he said. ‗It‘s not your fault. I‘m 

sorry too.‘  

Shaun looked at least five years older. He had tears in eyes. It was hard to 

know whether he was happy or sad as his eyes flitted slowly from one object to the 

next. He looked at my features separately for several seconds – face, nose, eyes, hair, 

ears then hands. He seemed to be wondering how they‘d all been put together. It was 

like being dissected. 
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He said he‘d been writing a lot and he spoke about that at great length. ‗The 

doctor told me to find a new voice,‘ he said. ‗A kind of double who could tell my 

story for me. Someone who could speak freely, without second-guessing themselves. 

Being something of a sociologist to boot, my doctor thinks that style is a class thing, 

and shifts in technique point to class anxiety. He asked whether I was familiar with 

the notion that style is content. He says that a man with no particular style is no 

particular man. He‘s a missing person, if you like.‘ 

‗I told him the whole idea of class and style is a class thing anyway. He says I 

can write what I like about myself but until I start being myself – employing an 

‗authentic style‘, he called it – everything I write will be yet another repression, 

another self-confinement.  

‗I said I‘m seeking more than self-confinement, much more than that. I hunger 

for erasure. He scribbled on his pad and had me put on suicide watch. He takes things 

very literally.  

‗So I decided to play along for a while. I‘ve unearthed a new ―voice‖. It‘s 

going well so far, the words are flowing like never before, but I feel sorry for the 

voice. Its task isn‘t glamorous. It‘s a stand-in, a conduit, a fall-guy. Whose days are 

numbered.‘ 

I didn‘t know how to respond, so I said I was glad the writing was coming 

along. He shook his head, as though I‘d missed the point.  

I thought it best to tell him what I‘d come to say before things got any 

stranger. ‗Shaun,‘ I began, ‗I want you to listen carefully to what I tell you. Are you 

listening?‘ 

He gave a sharp nod. He seemed amused. 

‗You can‘t get away with what you did to Sarah.‘ 

He laughed loudly, slapping his leg. ‗Don‘t you mean Serena?‘  

I fought the urge to pound his face in right then and there. ‗Yes, Serena. This 

isn‘t funny.‘ 

‗It is,‘ he insisted, ‗it‘s hilarious.‘  

‗What you did was monstrous,‘ I said. ‗There‘s no turning back from that sort 

of… sin.‘ My vocabulary had dwindled. I was so angry I could barely see, let alone 

cast around for words. Thinking back, I‘m sure I meant to say crime. But none of that 

mattered to Shaun.  



116 
 

‗That may well be,‘ he slurred. ‗Maybe I won‘t be forgiven, but it doesn‘t 

matter because Serena – our victim – is unaffected. You might think otherwise, but 

that‘s because you‘re seeing things from the wrong perspective. You‘re seeing things 

from inside. But out here‘ – he waved his hand in the air – ‗she doesn‘t give a damn.‘ 

‗And by ―out here‖ you mean in here – in the asylum?‘ 

‗Yes, that‘s exactly what I mean. Right here.‘ 

I nodded along as he spoke, but the whole time I was thinking ―He‘s 

completely insane.‖ Nothing he said made any sense.  

We sat in silence for a full half-minute before I asked if he was getting on well 

with the other inmates. He chuckled and said, ‗That doesn‘t really matter, does it? At 

least I can read.‘ 

I offered to bring him more books but he said it wouldn‘t be necessary. ‗There 

are plenty in the library,‘ he added. ‗Enough for a lifetime. But you can do one thing 

for me.‘ 

‗What‘s that?‘ 

‗I was working on something before all of… this happened – a sort memoir – 

and I‘d like you get it for me. It‘s a failure in the fullest sense. I couldn‘t extract 

myself from the material well enough, and, in the end, it got inside me. It just kept 

repeating itself, over and over. It‘s the reason I‘m here. I did everything I could think 

of to smash it apart, to interrupt the cycle, but I failed. I‘ll tell the nurse to give you 

my keys and you can return them later.‘  

‗Okay,‘ I said. ‗I can do that.‘ 

‗It‘s called Touching,‘ he said, ‗I left it in a pile on my desk. You can‘t really 

miss it.‘ 

‗That‘s fine,‘ I said, ‗I‘ll do it today.‘ 

He reached out and grabbed my hand and squeezed it tightly. It felt the same 

as his sister‘s. The same grip. 

‗I need you to destroy it. Don‘t bother reading it – just burn it.‘  

‗Okay,‘ I said.  

His grip tightened. ‗Do you promise to do that?‘ 

I could see he was serious. He‘d obviously been thinking about this for days. 

Probably since he heard I‘d be coming to visit him. 

‗Yes,‘ I said. ‗I promise.‘ 

He gave a grateful smile and released my hand.  
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Before I managed to ask how long he thought he‘d be stuck in hospital, Shaun shot up 

from his seat and strode away. I cringed automatically, then gave a little shout. The 

pain in my neck was excruciating. Tiny black dots slid across my field of vision. A 

nurse came and asked if I needed any help. I told her I was fine, that I just needed a 

minute. 

 When I recovered enough to look around I noticed that the place had grown 

silent. Some sort of shift had occurred. The neon lights buzzed loudly overhead.  

All of the inmates were watching Shaun. He‘d stopped in the middle of the 

room facing the door that led to the hall. He seemed to be looking at someone, but 

whoever it was hadn‘t yet appeared.  

Shaun stood rooted to the spot. His fists were balled and his neck and arm 

muscles were clenched, like he was ready for a fight.  

 I looked around at the nurse but she just smiled at me. ‗It‘s okay,‘ she said 

‗this happens every day.‘  

 Then I heard the soft shuffle of white slippers. Moments later, a familiar face 

came through the door. I nearly fell over. The nurse grabbed me by the arms and 

propped me up.  

A short, thin man with dark hair, a fine moustache and sparkling eyes, walked 

slowly into the room, with a determined look. 

 ‗He‘s been here for years,‘ the nurse whispered. ‗He and Shaun like to play 

this little game. It‘s harmless enough. You‘ll see.‘  

 The man edged closer and came within a foot of where Shaun was standing. 

Judging from his shuffle, he suffered from severe constipation, or some other 

digestive imperfection. It was impossible to make out what he was said because he 

spoke softly and with a severe stutter.  

Shaun‘s body loosened with laughter. The man smiled back. Shaun grabbed 

his hand and led him over to the other corner. It was as though I‘d disappeared.  
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When I opened the door to Shaun‘s bed-sit I nearly fainted. The smell was terrible. It 

was as though a corpse had been rotting away in there for weeks. The place obviously 

hadn‘t been cleaned since he‘d been confined. 

I located the source of the smell in the kitchen area. The freezer had been left 

open and all of the meat was rotten. It was foul and I had no desire to go near it, so I 

went to Shaun‘s desk, grabbed a large pile of papers with the word Touching on its 

cover page, then locked the place up as I left. Someone else could deal with the mess.  

 I had a quick look at the pages then hurried to my car and drove to a bench 

near the café by the beach, hoping to replace the smell of rotting meat with the 

purifying, salty breeze. I ordered a long black from a friendly man in his fifties, who 

spoke slowly, like a farmer. The air was still. It was near the end of summer and the 

place was empty. I chose a table in the shade and sat down to read what Shaun had 

called ‗the origin of everything‘. He told me not to, but I couldn‘t resist.  

I noticed at the outset that it was written in an unconventional, if derivative 

style. There were two ‗layers‘ of text, a top and a bottom. The top layer was a series 

of fragments – various narrative streams which interrupted each other while 

maintaining their own respective narrative flows. Shaun‘s use of different font styles 

meant that I could easily skip to the parts of the narrative I was most interested in, 

then go back to the other strands at my own leisure. He‘d spoken to me about this 

device once before – said that when he read he had no sense of stories happening one-

after-the other, that he saw them happening amidst each other, or layered one on top 

of the other. I didn‘t really get his point, but I nodded along. The bottom third of each 

page was taken up by the musings of an indefinable ‗creature‘, in the style of Beckett 

– so much so that it seemed to me to verge on parody.  

By the time I reached the final pages I understood exactly why Shaun wanted 

me to burn his book. But he probably also knew that I‘d betray him in the end.  
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Book III Touching, by Shaun – December 1999 

 

 

[Vagina] 

 

 

 

 

 
 ‗Touch me not, touch me not 

Come back tomorrow. 

Oh my heart, oh my heart 

Shies from the sorrow.‘ 

 

– Tim Buckley, ‗Song to the Siren‘ 

 

 

But, finally, it has to be said that touching upon the body, touching 

the body, touching—happens in writing all the time…. Writing in 

essence touches upon the body. 

 

 – Jean-Luc Nancy, Corpus 

 

 

 

[A]t the same time, it is impossible for you to speak. Impossible, without choking. 

– Sarah Kofman, Smothered Words. 
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Burn this book 

 

There is nothing more contemptible than the memoir, said the esteemed Professor, whoever writes a 

memoir should be ejected from the pages of literature, the memoirist should be exiled, he said, ripped-out, 

lopped-off, dismantled, disentangled, strangled, eradicated. What’s written should first and foremost avoid 

autobiography, he continued, and there is nothing more pathetic than the writer who commits the sad 

little facts of a sad little life – his exact words – to the pages of posterity. The only figures more 

disgusting, he added, are publishers who disseminate such trash. The memoir of a member of the lower-

class is particularly wretched, he added, since it is utterly devoid of aesthetic interest. Memoirs from the 

middle- and upper-classes are endurable, but memoirs of the so-called lower-class lack style. The memoir 

of a middle- or upper-class person employs an acceptable aesthetic by association, but all memoirs 

derived from the lower classes are devoid of elegance. Squalor begets squalor, squalor cannot be stylised, 

squalor is insurmountable. The lower-class writer is doomed to pretence if he is to be readable at all, but 

no memoir of lower-class experience will ever be readable. The low-born author must employ the styles of 

the middle- and upper-classes, he must invent and steal from them, he has no style of his own, he’s 

doomed to mimicry. Middle- and upper-class memoirs rely on style, but memoirs from the uneducated 

masses destroy style. There are no uneducated stylists, he declared. Furthermore, said the distinguished 

Professor of Comparative Literature, the writer who publishes a memoir before anything else is doomed, 

such a writer can never recover from the depths of their ineptitude, a memoir is above all things the 

signature of ineptitude, he who writes a memoir declares his complete lack of talent, his abysmal 

incapacity to create, his stunted powers of imagination. The memoir is the lowest form, it’s a decrepit 

genre, a damning indulgence. Whenever I see the word memoir I shiver with disgust, said the esteemed 

Professor. Memoirs are the toilet paper of literature, excretions of a culture addicted to so-called reality, to 

facile truisms and sob-stories, to traumatic encounters and overcoming long odds, nothing could be more 

odious than a memoir, he thundered, the memoir should be expunged from the earth, whoever houses a 

memoirist should be branded and shunned, we’re enduring a plague of memoirs, he lamented, memoirs 

destroy the soul of literature, they tarnish its bloodline. The memoir, said the esteemed Professor of 

Comparative Literature, reduces truth to absurdity, it’s the medium for whingers and self-flagellators, 

nothing good can come from it, it’s a symptom of disease – the inescapable memoir, the suffocated life. 

Whereas true literature emancipates, the memoir is claustrophobic, literature expands the mind, the 

memoir narrows, while literature takes flight, the memoir is static, the memoirist’s attempts at movement 

are tragicomic, his legs become heavy, he stumbles like an infant, at best he toddles as his terror gains 

ground. Each and every memoir is a nightmare blinding us, excreted by the blind to swell their ranks, 

infecting us with blindness, it’s a plague of blindness, each memoir is the mutation of the memoir-disease, 
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there is no cure since it adapts with each infection, we are all living memoirs who seek to possess the 

memoirs of others, we want our memoir to reproduce, to come alive, we seek to create doubles with our 

memoirs, we impose ourselves with our memoirs, the memoir is a radical indiscretion, a perverse 

self-exposure. Our voice is our memoir. He who speaks aloud, the Professor continued, seeks to devour 

us, silence is the only protection against the memoir-disease, our tongues must be torn from our mouths. 

When you read a memoir you become it, when you hear a voice you are possessed by it, memoir-writing is 

grotesque, the memoirist holds us hostage with his very life, demanding indulgence and sympathy like a 

child, he writes memoirs about childhood because the memoirist is a child, the memoir is preadolescent, 

it’s lost in time. Whenever we discover a memoir we should burn it, said the esteemed Professor of 

Comparative Literature, all memoirs must be reduced to ash, and above all we should refuse to read 

memoirs. Any self-respecting reader will avoid the memoir, reading memoirs makes us stupid, he added, 

the reader who happens upon a memoir should set it alight, it is the duty of each reader to destroy the 

memoir, the memoir is a pollutant, he said, he who reads a memoir is implicated in a crime against 

art, nothing can be done for the person who willingly reads a memoir, he insisted, throw away the 

memoir right this minute if you know what’s good for you, burn the memoir, on no account should you 

proceed any further, said the esteemed Professor of Comparative Literature, destroy the memoir 

immediately.  
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Overture 

 

But I know you can make noises. I‘ve heard you moan in the night, making 

sounds like a dreaming monkey. Much like the panting and whining of  a sleeping 

dog. And perhaps this is what we are, after all. The thing that connects us: 

dreams and nightmares.  

If  you were to rise up from those dreams, a monolith of  language, and 

shout at me in your own tongue, if  you were to accuse me of  so many things 

untold, of  all you have seen and know, of  everything within and without, of  all I 

have forgotten, or sought to renounce – if  you were to curse and denounce me in 

all the many languages of  the rainbow, in every dialect after the storm, in the 

colours to be lost in the years to come, with words that will shatter and destroy 

everything I have built, here, in my solitude – if  you were to speak the language 

of  my guilt – if  you could rise from your rug and grow stony and loud – if  you 

were to lift me up above your head and smash me to the floor – or if  you were to 

smother me with forgiveness over and over again – if  you were to taste me with 

your forgiveness – if  you were to enfold me with your endless, overbearing 

forgiveness, with a touch of  forgiveness, a silence to stop us talking and moving 

and thinking and breathing, for the briefest moment, a pause, after which we 

might lie down exhausted and dream....  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*The reader is advised to ‗subvert the technology of the book‘ by following the fonts instead of reading the fragments one-after-the-other. 
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………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Scenario 1. 

He is a child. He places a bee in a cupful of honey. It is an experiment 

he’s read about. Cut away the bee’s abdomen once it has begun to suck 

and it will continue sucking while the honey streams out. It has no 

abdomen, but it does not notice. It has no sense of the missing thing. It is 

taken hostage by what it feeds upon. What it devours devours it. But his 

hand is unsteady. He holds the bee up with tweezers and moves in to slice. 

He loses focus and clumsily slackens his grip. The bee wrenches itself free 

and stings his eye, which soon swells to a massive size. An ambulance 

arrives. (Sirens howling.) 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

A Burrow  

Where have we come from, you and I? I cannot answer, since I know only where I am 

today – although I don't, I admit, have any specific information on that either (strictly 

speaking), other than to say I am in a room somewhere, with you, wherever that may be, 

right here, before my eyes, with you beside me, or sometimes across from me, and on 

occasions you are above me, but every now and again you also drift out of  vision, into 

some other place. Although you do this, and although it causes me great wonder and stirs 

something in my mind, and although your movements, on occasion, cause some 

resentment on my part, and at other times leave me at the greatest loss, of  myself  – since 

when you are not here there is nothing to tell me otherwise, to inform me of  my 

presence – despite all of  this I am quite content, in the ordinary course of  events (as I 

have come to understand them) with my position in the world, which is to say my 

location, which is precisely this: with you, in our room, here – and nowhere else.  

But where I came from, or where I was born, in the sense of  a place in the world, 

cannot be expressed, since I have forgotten entirely. Yet it might be said to be something 

like the following: beneath my mother; in the arms of  my father; in some proximity to 

them both, always; upon my mother; before my father; before my mother; in arrears of  
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them both, always. But the location of  my upbringing was of  a different yoke, with precise 

physical dimensions.  

There seems to have been, back then, something other than what there is around 

me now. In truth there has never been such an accumulation of  impressions around 

another human in the history of  the world, or if  there has I am yet to discover it. 

It was a sort of  burrow. Not necessarily a place, in the ordinary sense, as far as I 

can tell, but rather a hole, excavated in the earth, in which I did little more, from memory, 

but turn, first this way and then the other, but always carefully, very carefully, this I 

remember, because something was out there, beyond the burrow, set loose in the world, 

that was not to be disturbed by my movements inside the burrow, which was why, for the 

most part, I was given to keeping still, completely frozen, in absolute silence. And this is 

what I recall from the experience, mostly, beyond the dirt, which I ate, and the roots, 

which would on occasion venture into my nest, like tiny green springs, then unfurl right 

before my eyes – so slowly as to put movement itself  into doubt – upon which I would 

set my teeth, new as they were, and chew as if  to strengthen them, although why I might 

want to do such a thing, with these hard shells in my mouth, which initially, when I first 

discovered them, struck me with such horror (to have them inside my mouth, growing 

without consent!) is beyond me, but then, despite my struggle, despite my anguish, those 

teeth, which had grown to be my teeth, would take over my whole body and set it on the 

course of  chewing – and with this chewing in my burrow I was nothing but those teeth, 

chewing away, and that is what I became, in my burrow, feeding from my teeth,  and here 

I am today, in this room, nowhere I can speak of, which is not unlike a burrow, and not 

unlike these words surrounding us, and clothing us, and chewing on us, and chewing as 

us, and therefore, as it seems to me, becoming us, without the slightest will in the world.  

 

Yes, a burrow. This has been our home. There were entire days, stretched out on my 

belly, or my back, with only these saplings to cling to, attached to my whole existence via 

these pebbles of  teeth, which would, of  their own volition, latch onto coils of  roots and 

grass. It would not be altogether true to say I was emaciated, since I was not, yet there is 

something about the word, as it strikes me, that seems to fit, as if  into a nook, and which 

tugs at my imagination, if  not my memory, and which no doubt hinges on the 

abnormality with regard to feeding in those early years, which have in turn become, with 

ever-increasing rapidity, the standard model of  the days to follow, as I recall them now, 

and therefore – if  what I am led to believe is the truth – as I have come to experience 
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those days as days in time, and as they have become in their turn moments in 

consequence of  other moments, all steadily interwoven and accumulating and piling up 

with infinite but documentable accord.   

 

 

Kitchen 

 

Where are your teeth? I’ve been looking. How long have they been lost? I can’t 

remember. Can you chew? What? Can you chew? Chew what? When was the last 

time you ate? You mean food? What do you mean do I mean food? Of course 

food. What else? I thought you were suggesting. There’s nothing else to eat, 

surely. I thought you were asking whether I ate them. Ate what? My teeth. Your 

teeth? Yes. That’s what I thought. Well. Did you? Eat my teeth? Yes. No. Are you 

sure? I would know. Yes. I suppose you would. But when did you eat last? Last? I 

can’t remember the year. The year? You’re asking me the year? Yes. Two 

thousand. I see. I know you’ve eaten. I left you food last week. You didn’t wake 

me. You were sleeping. I always sleep. I thought it best to leave you. I sleep too 

much. I didn’t know. It’s because of the misery. I’ll know next time. 

Perhaps I didn’t get it. Get what? The food. The food you left. But I left it right 

here. On the table. Someone took it. While you were sleeping? Yes. Did they? I 

can’t recall. You’re saying someone stole it? It’s possible. Why didn’t you call me? 

I don’t know. You’d have called me if you were starving. I don’t have your 

number. It’s on the telephone. How would I know? Know what? To look there? 

On the phone? Yes. Where else would you look? I don’t know. In a book. 

Somewhere else. You wouldn’t. I might. 

What did you leave? What food? Yes. Tell me. I might recall. Apples. Pears. 

Apricots. Bread. Milk. Cereal. Beans. Pork. Cabbage. Potatoes. That’s enough. You 

remember those. I remember. You’ve eaten then. I must have. When did you eat 

last? I couldn’t say. Yesterday? What’s today? Tuesday. Yesterday was Monday. 

Did you eat on Monday? Yes I ate. I think I ate. Good. I’m glad. You had me 

worried. Well. That would be a first. Me being worried? Yes. About me. That’s not 

true. I’m always thinking of you. Of who? You.  

You mustn’t think of me. Why do you say that? We don’t think much of others. 

I do. You’re too busy. I’m not worth considering. I won’t argue. Fine. Don’t argue. 
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What have you brought me today? Take a look. I was in a hurry. There’s nothing 

special. I don’t expect much. It’s heavy. Be careful. Mostly canned food. I was 

busy. We eat like dogs. They’re easy to prepare. You won’t hurt yourself. Do you 

remember the food I made? Yes I remember. It was a long time ago. Not that 

long. All for nothing. What do you mean? Nothing. Nothing. It doesn’t matter. Do 

you want me to leave? Do what you like. 

Where is Sara? I knew you’d ask. Of course. Why wouldn’t I? I haven’t seen 

her. She’s moved away? No. She goes out at night. She stays out late. That’s right. 

Sometimes she doesn’t come home. I see. I’m sorry. There’s no need. I know you 

only come for her. That’s not true. It is. 

I was awake last week. You were sleeping. No I wasn’t sleeping. I pretended to 

sleep. Why would you do that? To see. But you had your eyes closed. I could hear. 

Hear what. You two. You must’ve been dreaming. I don’t dream. Everyone 

dreams. I haven’t dreamt for ages. You just don’t recall. Everyone dreams. Not 

me. It’s not possible. If you sleep, you dream. I never sleep. But you just told me. I 

know what I told you. You said you sleep too much. I was lying. Why would you 

lie? Why do you lie? I don’t. You’ve been lying for years. What do you mean? 

You were a young man. I know. Not so young. Too young for me. Much too 

young. We loved each other. I should have known better. It was a long time ago. It 

makes no difference. It’s in the past. You want to forget. I don’t see the point. If 

you knew what it was like. I knew. I know. The neighbours talking. I know. The 

judgement. The staring. I know. The slut. You weren’t. That’s what they said. 

Never mind. It’s in the past. You already said that. It’s true. It doesn’t feel true. I 

remember. But it’s right here, in my head. There is no past. You should try to 

forget. Why? What good would that do? It would make things easier. Easier for 

you. No. Not for me. To be with Sara. No.  

I remember. I know you do. She was much too young. So was I. Not that 

young. I know. You might have gone to prison. We both might have. Would have 

taught us a few things. We’ve learned enough. No we haven’t.  

She won’t be long. How do you know? She’s always home for lunch. It’s nearly 

twelve. She can’t be far away. I haven’t seen her for... so long. 

I gave up so much. I know. What do you know? Enough.  I knew it wouldn’t 

last. We both knew. So why bother? It was beyond you. You were beyond me. I 
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was yours. You were. But it’s over now. No need to tell me. I was just saying. I 

don’t want that. In case you thought.  

Perhaps I’ll eat something. It will do you good. Yes, I’m hungry. I’ve lost 

weight. I noticed. Sometimes I fall. You should be careful. I’m wasting away. We 

all are. What was that? Nothing. What did you say? It’s not important. 

Do you want tea? That would be nice. I’ll make a pot. I’ll help. I don’t need 

your help. You might scald yourself. I’m not a child. Let me do it. Fine. You make 

the tea. I’ll sit and wait. How much should I make? Fill the pot. That’s too much. 

She’ll be here any minute. I should leave. You’ll stay. I think I’ll leave now. No you 

won’t. Why did you sigh? You’ll stay. I’ll leave. 

 

 

A Translator 

I am, by trade, a translator, which is to say I know several languages, and I can turn one 

language into another, as it were, so I am no amateur to this, whatever it is, if  there is a 

name for it, which I doubt, since I haven't come across it, and I have come across a lot 

of  names, in many languages, but not the name for this, what we are doing, or what I am 

doing, or what the world is doing with us both, whether we like it or not – and whether 

or not we like it I cannot honestly say.  

I turn one language into another, yet you, it would seem, have no language at all, 

you can barely turn your thoughts into sounds and gestures. The best I get from you is 

your moaning and biting, and the way you wring your hands, if  they are in fact hands, 

since they seem to me to be somewhat like hands but not completely functional.  

In any event, you won't let me look at them closely. Every time I get near enough 

to study them you move away. If  you are in your corner you move to the other side of  

the room, or you growl, or you foil my attempts in some other way, by sitting on them, 

for instance, or by screaming so loudly it hurts my ears.  

When you scream, I am forced to move to the other side of  the room, which 

leads me to imagine, sometimes, as I am scurrying away, that I have in fact taken on your 

body as you scurry away from me, from my desire to see your hands, which are in some 

sense sacred to you, and untouchable, although you touch them yourself, but always as if  

to protect them from being touched by someone or something else, since you won't 

touch anything with your hands, other than yourself, which leads me to wonder whether 

they are hands at all, since hands are surely for touching, and if  they do not touch 
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perhaps they cease to be hands, and if  they are in some way misshapen perhaps they 

cease to be what they seem to be, or seem to attempt to be, although they make no 

practical effort, but just by looking somewhat like hands, by having fingers and thumbs, 

and having the general shape of  a hand, but never being used as a hand, and therefore 

doing nothing more than seeming like one – which strikes me as an attempt to be a hand – 

because it is so close to being a hand, whether it desires to be a hand or not, that it 

appears to want to be a hand, as if  the form itself  is the truest gauge of  intention, 

although I strongly doubt it, yet it seems that way nonetheless. 

It is as if, in those moments when I scurry away from you, feeling myself  to be 

you scurrying away from me, I finally understand what it is to have those hands, which 

are not hands. I wonder, at those moments, or to be more precise in the aftermath of  

those moments, whether you have undergone a similar experience, whether you have 

taken on my hands while I have yours, whether you have suddenly felt yourself  to be 

inside my body, and whether, for the briefest moment, while I am wholly disoriented and 

therefore incapable of  watching over you, you have been able to speak. 

 

The question of  your hands is something we cannot depart from, but we will, for now, at 

least to a certain extent, although they must always be hovering, those hands, over 

everything, since without them what else?  

What else, other than this, since there must be more than this, because without 

that what is this?  

At least they are better than my eyes, which are nearly blind.  

But, there again, how can one compare eyes which do not work with hands that 

are not, strictly speaking, hands?  

It appears foolish, but at the same time strikes me as acceptable, and that seems 

good enough, for now, for me to depart from all this talk of  hands or whatever they are, 

although they may hover, and let them hover for all I care, for I have cast them away with 

my eyes, which do not work very well, but whose mention at least has this power, so let 

that be the end of  that. 

The real question is as follows:  

If  I am to be you, it seems to me that I am, as a result, in a sense, to embody you, 

but which you? You have not yet, in truth, been allowed to speak, despite my speaking 

for you, or as you. In truth I speak despite you, as well as for you, and with you, and 

because of  you. In truth you are my speaking, and yet you are dumb, utterly.  
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For the most part you shuffle from side to side, instead of  speaking, which is to 

say you walk in a strange way, if  one could go about calling such a thing, as your gait, a 

walk. It is more like a dance, but without rhythm, or flow, or balance, or anything 

resembling the joyful expression of  bodily movement. Instead you gait. There is no other 

way of  putting it.  

I have considered purchasing footwear, within which you might steady yourself, 

or seeking podiatric or chiropodic stimulus, in the sense of  diagnosis and treatment and 

healing, or of  teaching you to walk differently, given your lack of  balance, or disease.  

 

* 

 

I say these things, I confess, as one might whisper prayers in the face of  an abyss, against 

which we are thrown, so to speak, with little more than our selves, our basic parts, our 

meager substance, to subsist on. But you are not an abyss, by any means, or at the very 

least not merely.  

If  you are, as they say, enigmatic, a thing to puzzle over, a wound, let's say, an 

opening, let's say, then you are not quite an abyss, but rather an opening into flesh, with 

its definite tissue, its intimate warmth, its assent by touch.  

Because this is the crux of  the matter: I have felt your assent.  

That is to say, you have said yes to me, but it was a yes, a trust, consisting entirely 

in touch, in touching your body with my fingers, although it‘s true to say you withdrew 

from me in that touching, but you allowed it nonetheless, even though you were not 

completely there, since you seemed to take refuge in some other place, some area 

demonstrably inside you and therefore, I might add, bodily.  

You were not there, you said yes to me. This is what I am getting at.  

Perhaps you will be able to enlighten me, later on, when you have taken up some 

form of  speaking, when you have become, in a sense, speech itself, of  the place into 

which you withdraw. Is it a place of  the past? Or is it a still place – a sanctuary, let‘s say, 

outside of  time, in which things are wholly unfamiliar, as with a landscape in a different 

world, given other predicates, attuned to different sensibilities, like, for instance, a gentler 

form of  gravity, or a porous light.  

Perhaps it is a place inside you, and if  I am, in fact, to draw you away from it, in a 

sense, with this language, to give you tools for containing it, and constituting it, and re-

constituting it, then it seems to me I am doing something bodily, something concrete, 
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and acquiescence to such a thing can only be given as touch, as I have touched you, and 

discovered your withdrawal, at the same time as your assent, which is at the very least an 

assent to something, though it only be my presence there beside you, with my hand on 

your mouth, covering your lips, that you might speak.  

Your lips said yes, without speaking. This is how I've interpreted it.  

There is a risk of  confusion involved, undoubtedly, but if  you were only there, as 

you are now, as you read this, then you would understand my response to your lips, as 

you are now, as I write this.  

You are asleep.  

Something in the writing of  this, while you are asleep, is a digression from the 

ordinary work I have taken up, of  becoming your story, so you might be told it from my 

mouth, in return, and this digression speaks of  something else, something I am not 

entirely comfortable with in this process.  

It is this.  

I was leaning over you, earlier, and in a sense conjuring something – something 

concrete – since the feeling had crept over me quite overwhelmingly the night before, 

and was being repeated at that moment, earlier today, that I was in need of  your touch, 

and that your touch, your skin, might not be entirely relied upon, and there was 

something about this idea, which I couldn't put out of  my head as I lay there in the dark, 

that I could hardly endure, which threatened to tear away at something, something 

altogether necessary, the loss of  which would leave me utterly disrupted, let's say 

catatonic, completely destroyed, erased from existence.  

Yet the next day, today, I touched you, and your flesh said yes, or if  it wasn‘t a 

complete assent it was at least a partial one, since your flesh said yes to me, yes, I am 

here, even as you withdrew. 

 

 

And your ‘yes’ surprised me. Because it could be taken, couldn't it, to be a yes in response to 

the project? It could be taken to be a yes imparted to me, from one place to the next, from 

wherever you had withdrawn to the place I am now, from your body at the time to my fingers 

as I leaned over you. Yes. And it seemed to me that this was the case, and I realised, all at 

once, that I needed it to be the case, that if it were not the case it would be impossible for me 

to go on, given the story about to unfold, the opening up, let's say, of the biography that was 
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about to take place, in relation to your history as I see it, and have even come, despite myself, 

to hear it in my head, in small grabs, which bristle like barbed wire, but are nevertheless 

comforting and invigorating when it comes to writing this.  

 

There are family photographs strung up all over the walls, filling the spaces completely and 

in an odd way, at times, canceling each other out, calling to each other, as they must, and 

calling to us, the two of us who sit in the room in a shroud, let's say, of their company, 

enshrouded by the many voices as they drown each other out, and drown us out, and let's say 

that they drown out speaking as a whole, these many family voices, with their many replicas 

of us, the two of us, who sit on the lounge suite at the same time as being up there, on the 

walls, surrounding ourselves, in different moments of time, speaking with recognisable 

expressions, with smiling expressions, so that we can chart, if we like, the evolution of our 

smiles, my sister's and mine, our photographic smiles as we age, or flower, since we are still 

quite young, and have not yet stopped growing, and are, in strange way, confronted by the 

fact of it, of our growth each day, whenever we glance at the walls, at ourselves who have 

come to resemble creatures entirely unlike us, which is in itself not unlike a smothering noise, 

a way of drowning us out.  

The photographs are all, for the most part, above eye-level, which is to say they are 

higher than us, they are in a sense upon us, and they weigh us down.  

As they rise to the surface, as they draw quickening breaths, they kick against us, we 

who are submerged, me with her, my double and hers, drowning like this every day.  

In the midst of that drowning, my sister – who was, let's be clear, at that time no less 

than now, not an actual sister, in the sense of a blood sister, since she was not related to me 

via my mother or my father, but was instead the daughter of the woman who was my father's 

wife – gave me something.  

The girl sitting in the room with me, with whom, by then, I had bathed and wept and 

laughed, who I had punched and kissed and held, who had bitten and kicked me and nuzzled 

and cowered against me in the several years we had spent together, was my sister, as far as 

I‘d ever had one, although there had always been some doubt between us on that score, even 

as we lurched toward each other and had come to need each other every day.  

We spoke to each other, for the most part, about everything, except what follows, 

since what follows happened several years before, if one can in fact think of such things as 
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'having happened' in the past, instead of happening every day, over and over, which we 

cannot.  

It was happening to her, to my sister, every day since then, over and over, perhaps 

sometimes in my company, without my knowing, even as I resolved not to know, not to hear 

it, as I resolved to be blind to it, and failed miserably in that resolution, failed completely to 

respond to the call from within, to be blind and deaf, as she told me what follows, and in 

speaking so betrayed her secret to me, gave it to me, as someone with the plague might cough 

in the face of a loved one, if I were in fact a loved one, which was brought into question, 

ceaselessly, by her gift to me, which was a disease, let me say, a terrible disease I accepted.  

 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Scenario 2. 

He listens to the prattling of an infant. Sounds he’s never imagined. 

Strangely palatalized and rounded consonants. Clicks, affricates, sibilants, 

diphthongs and multipart vowels, all devoid of meaning. The many 

sounds of creation refashioned by this babble of nonsense. (Black screen.) 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

 

It‘s time for her to speak again. I‘ll draw her out, and in doing so she will perhaps speak to 

you, if she wants, in her own way, through me: 

 

I was asleep. I'd been in bed for just a little while. I had been allowed to stay up with 

him, to watch a horror movie. This was when you were away, when you went away to 

live with your mother. I was left here. I thought I'd dreamed it. I remember the door 

opening, him coming into the room. I kept my eyes closed. Something told me to 

pretend, to keep sleeping, to pretend. So I just lay there as he pulled back the covers. 

It was dark. I felt like I couldn't breathe. I was sweating. My main focus was on 

pretending, on staying asleep as he did this. He felt me. This is what he did first. He 

put his fingers beneath my underwear and felt me there. He pressed his fingers against 
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me there and rubbed. I kept pretending. Then, after a while, he withdrew. I thought he 

was leaving, that he'd had enough. But he was just searching for something in his 

pocket. Then he came back. I hear a flick. It is his lighter. He had his lighter between 

my legs, so he could see it better. It was hot. I‘m afraid he will burn me. But he just 

sits there for a while, looking. Then he left. When I woke the next morning I thought 

it had been a dream. I was certain of it. I was completely certain. But then, while I 

was making the bed, it falls onto the floor. There it is. The lighter. He'd left it behind. 

It wasn't a dream. But it still feels like a dream. But it isn‘t one. Do you believe me? 

 

Where do I begin? Slackjawed. This is what I am, there, then, and even now, as I recall the 

words she gave me. They buzzed around in my head frenetically as I sat there before her, 

slackjawed.  

There she is, unacknowledged, undergoing her own reaction, which is completely 

mysterious to me, a reaction to having spoken these words aloud, to her brother, for the first 

time, of having awakened me to something in my blood, which I cannot in any serious sense 

talk about, but which can be thought about as something like this: I have entered into the 

story from his side.  

This is what I experienced, and still experience, as if by rote, despite everything, 

despite it all.  

She tells me the story, and I depart this world, and enter into the realm of her words, 

and enter into the realm of the words' images, and there is something in this process of 

entering-in that leads me astray, some misdirected imaginative leap which pushes me away 

from her, even as I move towards her, from the other side, from his side, inside these images, 

which are at the same time her words.  

Then, as if to go back over that moment of imagining from the other side, to erase it, I 

stop imagining.  

There it is. I have been blinded. I have blindfolded myself, in terror, because 

something has happened to me, has crept up unforeseen, has taken hold of me even as I push 

it away.  

I am Oedipus, blinded by my father, because this is what happened to him, let there be 

no doubt, no matter what they tell you. This is his confession.  

I have been blinded, and I, who am at the same time my whole city, the Theban world, 

which is in all the many ways a mere extension of myself, I who am both Tieresias the blind 

and Oedipus the maimed and blinded, both Jocasta the womb and the pestilence of the 
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Sphinx, both Haemon the protector and Creon the tyrant, I am the unclean thing, born and 

nurtured on my own soil, polluting myself. I am what must be driven away from me, expelled 

from my own house. I am my own tormenting double, split apart by my sister‘s story. 

I, Oedipus, have been blinded by words, by visions, which I sought out, having been 

infected, to cure myself of my own image, which is not my own but his, my father's, who has 

blinded me.  

I was jealous. This was my first response; it is the body, the form, with which I 

experienced the revelation, from her mouth.  

Perhaps it has something to do with what she was wearing at the time of telling – my 

sister, who was not of my blood, who was at the same time older than me, and therefore more 

developed, physically, and who was capable, when all was said and done, of getting me to do 

anything for her, of making me her servant, of making of me, her brother, a gift to herself, in 

whatever shape she desired, the foremost of which was as the trusted depositary of secrets, of 

unutterable words that were bestowed upon me, which could not be understood but merely 

kept, stowed away, in the form they are given, never to be touched or altered, never to be my 

own, always hers inside me, and therefore alien and apart.  

I was a deep well of them, of what was hers, of what needed to be safeguarded, 

because I would do anything for her, because, although I hesitate to say it now, I desired her 

approval, and I hesitate there because it seems another way of saying, as it truly is, that I 

desired my sister, which is unutterable, although I did desire her, as any thirteen year old boy 

would who was daily confronted by an extraordinary beauty, a flowering youth, who was his 

sister but not a blood sister, who had an electric sensuality, and who would go about the 

house wearing nothing, or almost nothing, as she is doing right this moment, when she tells 

me her story.  

But she would only go about the house this way when he was there, her brother – 

when I was there – or perhaps also when she was alone, but certainly not in front of our 

mother and father, who would have, no doubt, responded with violent anger to her flouting 

her developing body before her brother, who was not her brother by blood, and who therefore 

had to be watched, because there was always this between us, this uncertainty of intimacy, as 

a result of being related to each other, of calling each other by blood names, but not being of 

each other‘s blood, not actually.  

But then, confronted with that story of horror, I was transformed, for just a moment, 

into something else: a form of my blood.   

I became my father‘s figure.  
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Yes, I was my father‘s fingers, probing, I was my father‘s pathetic torch, and it 

belonged to me, that light, and I recognised it as mine, for just a moment, as I recognise it 

now, in brief spurts, before I turn away in horror.  

And the whole time I stood there, slackjawed, in front of her, I was this man, who I 

had at the same time, in that same moment, come to despise, who had seemed for the most 

part harmless before, but now had become a demon, a monster, whose blood I had inherited.  

Upon seeing him as a monster I became the same, because it was not just a monster I 

saw, even as I sought to be blind, it was also a competitor, competing with me for something 

impossible to elucidate, other than to say that it has to do with intimacy, with an eternal 

moment shared, whether it be of horror or bliss, a moment nonetheless fixed, whose grip 

could not be loosened, and whose hold tore her away from me.  

It was revealed to me as a wound, this absence of her, which was also the loss of 

something minor, a minor pleasure, which I had been able to rest inside with some gentleness 

before that moment.  

The desire for my sister, who was not of my blood, this harmless desire, had 

metamorphosed into something else; it had found its reflection, in a single moment, in the 

face of a monster, in the touch of a monster, in those hands – the despicable hands, which had 

become my own – of a monster.  

They are still numb, my hands. I find it difficult to move them, to use them, to touch with 

them, to go beyond myself and to reach out with them.  

 

 

Garden 

 

Do you feel better? It was nice to rest. You slept a long time. I was tired. Has Sara 

left already? She had things to do. She always does. The pond is empty. It’s always 

empty. You’re saving water. The fish all died. I remember digging. That was you? 

Yes. With your father. He never liked you. I know. He hated himself more. He had 

good cause. A long, narrow hole. I wanted a drawbridge. It was hard work. To 

isolate the back yard. I’d returned to you. You often left. I was very ill. You often 

were. I’d tried to kill myself. We all did.  
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Was she here long? You just missed her. When did she come in? Just as you 

left. She should have come to me. She did. You were sleeping. Why didn’t she 

wake me? I said you were tired. She knows to wake me. I said she shouldn’t. 

Do you remember the fish? I do. Two fat goldfish. They’d nibble on our toes. 

Yes. We’d put our feet in the water. It was the first thing we did. After filling the 

pond. It was summer. Very hot. We did it to cool down. I didn’t know they did 

that. Who did what? Goldfish. I didn’t know they nibble on toes. Neither did I. 

You couldn’t bear it. It tickled. I’m very ticklish. I remember. What were their 

names? You don’t recall? I remember something. Edgar and Clyde. Yes that’s 

right. They were Edgar and Clyde.  

Poor Clyde. Poor Edgar. Which was which again? Who swam backwards? 

Clyde swam backwards. That’s what I thought. Jack caught him. Jack the cat. But 

I caught Jack. I wasn’t there. And I threw Edgar back. It was Clyde. I threw him in 

the water. He swam upside down. We were sure he’d die. But he didn’t. He 

survived a long time. His swimming got better. He swam normally. And that’s 

what killed him. It did? You don’t recall. I remember something. We found out 

later. I’m not sure. Jack waited by the side of the pond. His paw dangling in the 

water. When Clyde recovered, when he could swim properly. He swam up to the 

paw to take a nibble. Like he did with our feet. 

They don’t learn from their mistakes. I’ve heard fish forget. Clyde forgot. Jack 

scooped him out of the water. No effort at all. And Clyde was gone. 

Poor Clyde. I found him. It was you? Yes. He ate his tail. Left the other half by 

the back door. We couldn’t miss Clyde. His little black eyes. So still. But he hadn’t 

shrivelled. Wasn’t long dead. The cat was showing off. Or being generous. Leaving 

us half. Poor Clyde. And then, not long after, just a week or two. Poor Edgar.  

Where’s she gone off to? She didn’t say. 

 

.………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Scenario 3. 

The child is missing from his cradle. Has he misplaced it? The light dims. 

He sits on his haunches. The room is emptied of furniture. He crouches in 

the dark tapping on a keyboard. It clicks as well. It clicks. 
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…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

 

Orphans 

… although it may in part resemble certain features of  your own story, as all stories are 

in part resemblances of  each other, but in a less general sense as well, since there are 

bound to be some similarities between one story and another that are not merely a 

matter of  style and technique, some concrete similarity, let's say, like the existence of  a 

mother or a father, which we all have, to a greater or lesser degree, but which are 

nonetheless concrete and not merely a device for storytelling, even though – and it 

cannot be denied – a mother and a father might in fact be considered the very beginning 

of  a story, of  a person's story, of  a history or autobiography, let's say, which does leave 

some room for suspicion on the matter, that perhaps they are little more than a device, 

these mothers and fathers, and they are not in any way real at all, but a construction, a 

necessary departure, a way of  clearing one's throat before building these walls, these 

astonishing and accumulating and crumbling walls, with these bricks of  words, which are 

in fact, at the same time, foundations, little mothers and fathers, joined together in an 

endless sprawl – a clearing – which gathers itself  as if  compelled, by some sickness, 

perhaps, in guilty collaboration, joining with each other into stories and meanings whose 

sole purpose is to disguise the fact of  their flimsy origin, the device of  their origin, 

speaking and speaking as if  in horror to drown out the nagging, unrelenting suspicion, 

which is at the same time their very core, the core of  each orphan word itself, each 

parent-less (let us say) word, as it sets itself  upon another orphan, and in all of  these 

frightened and desperate orphans, lined up as they are on the page, there is this one 

genuine foundation, something that cannot be called a device, not by anyone, although in 

fact it might be, despite the impossibility of  saying so: desperation. A fear of  death, let 

me call it. A mortar. And this is what brings words together: their desperate need to be 

together, and nothing else. This is why they cry out to each other, becoming poems, 

stories, histories.  
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Her story begins with horror, but a horror that does not trouble sleep, which has not 

impressed itself upon my sister fully (since she is asleep), which has therefore not become a 

horror to her yet, and is, as such, no true horror.  

We know now, as we read it over, that the horror is yet to come. She tells me: 'I was 

asleep. I'd been in bed for just a little while. I had been allowed to stay up with him, to watch 

a horror movie.'  

Something about the beginning of the narrative, this 'I was asleep', disarms me, since 

it transports me to another time, when I would lie beside my sister during summer nights, 

when we would camp-out in the backyard and whisper to each other into the early hours.  

There were times when I could not sleep, when the stars were too bright above me 

and for brief spells I wept with longing – for what I had lost, for what had been taken from 

me, some years before – but I would weep very quietly, so as not to awaken her, and this 

weeping was a regular event, although it was also, strictly speaking, not much of an event in 

the exact sense – of a singular occurrence – since I had taken up weeping as a habit years 

before, when my mother had abandoned me, and I had practised it every night for the longest 

time, this weeping, until at last it stopped.  

When the weeping was over, strictly speaking – in the sense that it would no longer 

double me over convulsively, into myself, and it no longer had me grasping at the walls and 

thumping my head into the mattress – I continued weeping, as a comforting device, in order 

to sleep. I had become so used to weeping myself to sleep that I could no longer sleep any 

other way.  

It was my habit, this weeping, and to this day, whenever I have difficulty sleeping I 

resort to this method of weeping, which has always been, in a sense, a weeping for my 

mother, who was not there, but was nonetheless there as an absence, and who could be wept-

towards, in the sense that she could always be found there, in a certain way, as it seemed to 

me, in the warm comfort of sleep. 

But on those nights with my sister, even as I lay there weeping, the absence was not 

so great. She filled the space perfectly as she slept and breathed, and with each breath she 

reminded me of another's breath, which was not, as it seems to me now, the breath of my 

mother, but rather the breathing of my dreams, of the intimacy of sleep I had come to rely 

upon, which I could see before me on those nights, without having to leave this world, 

without having to slip into sleep, to escape from this nightmare into dreams.  



139 
 

I watched the sleeping and breathing of my sister, and under my breath, I confess, I 

prayed – as was my habit at the time – that this sleeping and breathing and weeping might 

last forever.  

 

A Mother 

… and the only bliss to be had would be the silence itself, which enjoys its own company 

and has no need for us, or for anything, and it lives in its own throat and chokes itself  

and delights in its own choking. As one chokes on the breast of  a mother, the sour milk 

of  a mother who is not there, but whose breast is there, whose breast feeds and feeds 

and will not stop producing its sickly milk, although the breast is, itself, always something 

to be attained, some memory of  attachment, even in sickness, for the calmly choking 

infant, for the sputtering and devouring babe, whose soft bald pate we can see, even 

from here – though it is so long ago, and beyond our reach. It‘s my soft bald head, and 

they are my gums tearing at the breast, and my whole body, so small, so soft, takes it all 

in relentlessly, because this is what I have done, this is what I will do; and if  I drink the 

poison now, I know, it will build up my resistance, to the disease of  motherhood, and I 

will be able to create my resistance even as I suck from her sickness, even as I grow cold 

and shiver from her deathly poison, so I lie there sucking and choking, and it is my bald 

head you see, so watch its toothless sucking and choking, and watch its communion with 

death, and see it take death into its throat and hold it there, for a while, and then 

relinquish the breast, for a moment, and see it take a breath now – since what else could 

it be doing? – but see also that it is not in fact taking a breath, that it has given up on 

breathing, for now, and see it is suffocate before your eyes, for a moment, and see it lay 

its head back a little further, and hear it make a small noise, so small, almost no noise at 

all, but a noise nonetheless, although it be small, and although it seems to diminish upon 

hearing, and look into its eyes for a moment and you will see something, an absence, 

which is to say you will see nothing at all, its eyes will be emptied of  life, but then see it 

choke and spit, and see a white, gooey liquid rise from its throat, and see it erupt from 

his mouth, and see it breathe once more, but then look into its eyes again, before you 

take your own breath, before you sigh with relief, because there is something there now, 

something to replace the emptiness. In those eyes there is a thing never to be 

relinquished, which is nothing other than what he is, what he has become, which has 

been stamped into existence, has taken itself  into its own throat and choked, and let me 

say now that this is the birth of  a certain story, of  an immunity that will take its shape in 
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words, and it is in fact the child, the man, himself; it is a birth, a second birth, and 

although it is certainly different, much different, from that first birth, it nevertheless 

bears this mark of  similarity, since it is the birth of  silence itself, which has lodged itself  

in its own throat.  

 

And this is life, my friend, I want to say that to you, because you have borne witness to it 

now, although you may have your suspicions, and you would be right to have them, but I 

say this nonetheless, that everything we write, every story we tell, repeats this very birth, 

which is the birth of  silence, which is the act of  being choked out of  existence, in order 

to live.  

For we are all abandoned from the first moment, and if  we had refused to take 

that poison, as we should have, we would not be here, not at all, we would not be 

breathing today, re-enacting our deaths, speaking but at the same time choking, and being 

choked, because this is what we are, more than anything else, an act of  interminable 

choking, and if  I give you my story you will choke on it. But this is what you want, 

exactly what you want, to be choked, to read, to be choked, to choke, to be choked once 

more, and to survive.  

 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Scenario 4. 

A different room. It is summer. Floral curtains move with a light breeze. 

He wakes on a hard cool floor beside a wide bed. The smell of herbs and 

tomato. The sound of water coming to a boil. Enough to burst an 

eardrum. 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

 

I had, she said, been allowed to stay up with him to watch a horror movie. This is what she 

reveals after she tells me she was asleep and she‘d been in bed for just a little while, before it 

happened. She tells me this in a manner suggesting, back then, and even now as I think back 

on it, that something is about to occur. The story is going to involve a rupture in the normal 
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fabric of things, she seems to say, when she begins with those first words, ‗I was asleep,‘ 

which at the beginning of a story comes to mean, at the same time, ‗I was awake‘ or ‗I was 

awoken‘ or ‗My sleep was shattered‘ at some stage of the event yet to be described.  

For my sister to be awoken from sleep would constitute an astonishing occurrence in 

itself, since many a time I had been charged with waking my sister in the mornings when 

she'd slept in over-late, and had for the most part failed miserably, frightened as I was, I 

remember now, to touch her while she slept, for some inexplicable reason. Even though I 

touched her in the most common of brotherly ways while she was awake, I was in no way 

prepared to touch her body while she was unconscious, which meant I could not shake her by 

the arm, or tickle her toes in order to rouse her. This incapacity on my part coincided with an 

aversion to yelling-out, especially in the house in which we hunched-together, with the 

parents not far away in another room, in the midst of whom I was accustomed to being very 

quiet, so as to avoid drawing attention to myself, to the extent that I had mastered, with 

extraordinary grace and precision, the art of walking around the house in pure silence, just 

like – as I imagined – Robin Hood's men of Sherwood Forest.  

I became one of these men, these heroic outcasts, as I walked through the rooms of 

my parents‘ house, which made it difficult, when it came to waking my sister, to cast-off my 

armour as a quiet warrior, which in itself made quite a different impression on people than I 

imagined, since from the outside I was merely a silent child, one of those children who 

disturb with their lack of presence.  

I took up the task of waking my sister in these two forms – as a silent warrior and as a 

silent child, who was afraid, or reluctant, for some inexplicable reason, to touch his sister 

while she slept – whenever she slept in late. I‘d gently prod at her with whispered pleas, since 

this was the best I could muster, and I‘d fail miserably at my task, so it came to seem the 

most pointless exercise in the world, from my vantage point, as I watched her and grew to 

sense the depth of her sleep, signified by extraordinarily long inhalations and exhalations of 

breath, and a physical heaviness that seemed to push her deeper into the mattress than her 

slim body warranted.  

In the end I would throw up my hands and leave her to her sleep, and when my 

mother, who was in fact my step-mother – who was therefore not my mother but my mother's 

double, or replacement, or destroyer – asked me whether I'd managed to wake her, I‘d tell her 

that I hadn't, which made her angry to the point of tears, and sometimes she‘d clip me with 

her hand across the back of the head, or if she was in more of a rage she would use her 

knuckles to crack me on the top of the head, as if I were a door blocking her way, and she 
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would then proceed to enter my sister's – her daughter's – room, and I‘d hear her voice from 

the other side of the house, telling my sister to wake up immediately, and she‘d yell at my 

sister and blame her for sleeping too late, then scold her for ignoring her brother's efforts to 

wake her.  

Soon after, my sister would invariably hiss and scowl at me for failing to wake her, 

which was surely, she declared, the simplest of tasks, and she would blame me for the rest of 

the day for our mother's foul temper, which we both knew could turn, at any moment, like 

unpredictable weather, into a natural disaster, which is to say that it was not impossible or 

unimaginable, as far as we were concerned, for our mother to be so provoked as to smash our 

heads against the walls, or to slash at us with a sharp instrument, so little was she in control 

of herself in the midst of a rage, to the extent that, at around this time, with a naturalness that 

struck me as the most severe betrayal, my father once picked up a handsaw he had been using 

the previous day from a bench in the laundry, saying, as he put it out into the shed, that it 

would be best to keep it away from sight – and the manner with which he said it, and looked 

at me as he said it, left me in no doubt as to what his meaning was in pointing out this 

measure of precaution, which was in effect an essential piece of advice, for the purpose of 

survival. He communicated two things, both of which astonished me: that he knew we were 

in real physical danger, and that he was concerned to prevent the worst of what might happen. 

Both of these revelations implicated my father in the danger, since before then I had 

imagined he was merely in his own world, that he went about in a sort of daze and couldn't 

see the extent to which the children in his house were imperiled. I imagined that my father 

was, in truth, the sane parent, or the safe parent, since he was never around when the worst of 

the punishments were dished out, and this absence seemed to suggest his disapproval of the 

brutality of his wife, and it implied to me that our mother‘s overwhelming violence, her semi-

hysterical cruelty, was achieved on the sly, when our father couldn‘t restrain her, which in 

turn led me to think of my father as a sort of hope for the future, when he might be awakened 

to the terrors we were constantly subjected to, and ultimately rescue us from his wife‘s 

brutality, but all of these hopes were dashed in an instant, when my father decided to hide the 

handsaw from view, as a way of demonstrating his concern, as a precaution.  

 

 

 

 

 



143 
 

Bedroom 

 

How is your daughter? She’s just started school. Already? She can’t be in school 

already. She is. Started last week. Did you drop her off? No I couldn’t. Her mother 

did. I remember dropping Sara off. I bet. She never cried. The crying came later. 

Were you at work? Yes. I’m always at work. You’re not at work now. I’m on a 

break. What sort of work do you do? You should know. But I don’t. You never 

mention it. I translate. You translate? Yes. Don’t pretend you’ve forgotten. But I 

have forgotten. How long have you translated? Years now. Nearly ten years. But 

you wanted to write. I do write. You wanted to be a writer. I am a writer. You 

wanted to be a poet. I rewrite. You wrote endlessly. I still do. I couldn’t tear you 

away. It’s just other people’s material. You’d sit quietly for hours. All alone in 

your room. Never looking up. That’s how I make a living. I was sure you’d be a 

success. Everyone was certain. I make enough to get by. You had a bright future. 

It’s not a bad life. How can you live like that? I get by. But it’s so sad. I was never 

good enough. You were good enough. You always were. No one was interested. So 

you just gave up? It was time to move on. And now you translate? I’ve been doing 

it for years. You make a living from translating? That’s right. From changing? It’s 

not a bad life. But it sounds terrible. I never needed much. But you have so little. 

It was you who thought I needed more. You were destined for more. I’m not 

destined for anything. You were.  It passed me by. Such a waste! It doesn’t seem 

so. It is. 

You’re angry with me. I’m not. I’ve got to get back now. Do what you like. 

Tell her I stopped by. I’ll let her know. Do tell her. I said I would. Sometimes 

you forget. Well. We’ll see what happens. 

There’s no need to cry. I won’t cry. But you’re crying now. I’ll stop soon. 

Should I stay? You should go. I’ll be back. You always are. 

But not for a while. I’ll be here. I’m going away. Away? Has Christmas come? 

I’m taking a holiday. For no reason? To get away.  

It will do you good. I hope so. Don’t cry. I’m not crying. You are. I’m laughing. 

You’re crying. Don’t worry about me. You’ll be okay. I’m fine. Tell her I came. I 

will. 

I’m going now. I won’t keep you. Don’t forget to eat. I won’t. 
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The failure on my part, of waking my sister, was not a minor failing, and my sister would 

remind me of this by not talking to me for the whole day, in disgust, which left me baffled 

and miserable and would heighten my sense of the danger surrounding me, since I was left 

alone on such days with the forces of the household working against me.  

It was like being alone on a tiny vessel in the middle of the ocean, with all of the 

powers of the weather beaming down upon me, at each moment confronted with the 

magnitude of my loneliness, the sheer strength against which I had been thrown, which could 

elect to devour me at any moment, and would suffer not the least difficulty in making me 

vanish, if they desired, from the face of the earth.  

After a particularly brutal day, during which I had been slapped and knuckled to all 

corners of the house, I decided, the following morning, to take no chances when it came to 

waking my sister. When I whispered at her and she didn‘t respond I took a half-glass of water 

from her bedside table and splashed it across her face. She woke up screaming and kicking, 

and promised to kill me if I ever did it again.  

My sister looked at me, that morning, with the most unimaginably hate-filled 

expression, the result of which was that I never again woke her by splashing her with water.  

And it strikes me only now that my inability to touch my sister while she slept, which 

would often trigger the most terrible domestic consequences, was in fact the precise opposite 

of my father's failing – which I take to be far more severe – of not stopping himself from 

touching her as she slept, and while I was prepared, in the end, to wake my sister with water, 

he chose instead to interrupt her sleep with a small flame, and there is something terrible in 

these opposite events and failings, both of which are centered upon my sister, his daughter, 

and which therefore take on the aspect, when considered alongside each other, of a collusion 

between us, father and son, despite our differences. And the nature of this collusion is of little 

concern to me, since the fact of a connection in itself, and the consequences of it, which we 

both share, and beyond all of that the fact of sharing anything with my father leaves me 

ashamed, and this shame itself, which is both of ours, is just one further addition to the shame 

preceding it, and it has come to resemble, as it seems to me, the body of my sister, who is 

now my shame, and to this day I look down upon her sleeping form, and address her, but she 

does not respond, and it seems to me she will never respond, no matter how long I whisper, 

since she is such a heavy sleeper, and if I am required to touch her in order to break this spell, 

things will have to remain as they are until the end, because I cannot touch her, because I 
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refuse to, not just because of my father, but because she is dead before me, my sister is dead 

before me, even as she sleeps and breathes and sinks into her mattress.  

It is not my sister who is there, it is my dead sister, it is her corpse, and in all 

likelihood she cannot be woken, yet it seems to me that if I were to wake her I would rouse a 

monster, which might devour me where I stand, all of which makes it important for me to 

remain very quiet, to whisper gently, to call for my sister to wake, in a manner that will never 

wake her, as I always have, and as I am doing now, as I write. 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Scenario 5. 

The trilling of an olive-skinned man with dark eyes and a flat face. He is 

short and severe. He takes to a line of vegetables with a sickle. The garden 

is quartered off by a wooden fence, its parts held together by tightly 

knotted strings and wire. The boy is forbidden entry. The man is hunched 

over, shifting turf with a hoe. He motions the boy to clear-off. The boy 

hangs anxiously from a cast-iron fence. A dog barks and snarls below. The 

man points the nozzle of a long green hose in the dog’s direction and says 

something unintelligible.  

  

 ………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Walls 

But whose mother do I speak of? My own? Well it seems that way, for now, but perhaps 

it will become both of  our mothers eventually. It is something like Gilgamesh.  

Yes, like Gilgamesh, a feat of  translation, a narrative in fragments, with parts 

missing, unhealed, not stitched together completely, but stitched together enough for us 

to read, not in the original Sumerian, but as the original story of  our language 

nonetheless, the first story written, or one of  the first, which begins in a certain way, after 

all, and is precisely a narrative as well, and nothing else but the building of  such a thing 

as itself  – a story – as a wall.  

I am not talking about the adventures, the friendship, the weeping, the mourning, 

the vengeance, the single-mindedness, the skill, the insanity, the plot, the plot, the plot, 



146 
 

but something else, a kind of  beginning, of  which all of  this is but a part, which is to say 

it continues on from something, and that something is precisely the building of  walls, the 

massive walls that give him fame to begin with and stamp his authority as king, which the 

sages say will be sung about forever. But if  the walls are sung about forever then how are 

they sung? This is the question I pose, not as some exercise, not just because we must do 

these things in order to learn to speak to one another. No, I pose it because it is an 

urgent question and perhaps the only question worth considering, and if  it hasn't been 

considered before now then what is it that has been considered but remnants of  what 

should have been? All of  these words, but not a word at the heart of  the matter.  

If  the building of  the walls of  Uruk, which has given Gilgamesh, the father of  

stories, his fame, has driven our attention in his direction, has made his subsequent 

adventures worthy of  interest, if  this building of  the walls was to be sung about forever, 

where has the singing gone? Has it lapsed, a forgotten promise, a dead commitment?  

Nothing could be further from the truth. The Epic of  Gilgamesh is itself  the song 

to the building of  the walls of  Uruk. But more than that, it is a continuation of  the 

building of  the walls of  Uruk.  As the origin of  written narrative, it is the story told 

every time a story is written, which is to say everything written is a continuation of  that 

original tribute, which is itself  a building of  a wall, to support the walls of  Uruk, and in 

honour of  them, and of  the king who made the walls, but mostly the walls themselves, 

which are a remarkable feat, and surely have been erected, in their turn, in response to 

something remarkable, which may well have been something terrible, some terrible sacking 

of  the city of  Uruk, like the sacking of  Troy, which compelled the King to act. But if  

they (the walls) were in fact such a reaction, then what about them could possibly be 

considered remarkable, or visionary, beyond their extraordinary dimensions?  

They were not built in response to an attack from the outside, some concrete 

event in the life of  Uruk, since such a response would not be remarkable at all, and 

would be unworthy of  song. It is because Uruk was safe when Gilgamesh built these walls 

to provide security and protection for the whole city, and because the whole citizenship 

took Gilgamesh to be insane, completely insane, and perhaps wanted, in their hearts, to 

destroy their king, who had gone mad with the desire to fortify the city, and at whose 

behest they were forced to give up their leisure in order to build, for no good reason – as 

it seemed to them – tremendous walls around their city, which was not in danger at the 

time. It is possible. And afterwards, when the rumblings of  discontent had diminished, 

when the walls, after years of  toil, were finally erected, and the city‘s inhabitants came to 



147 
 

understand the reality of  their new existence, fortified against every external foe, and 

they asked Gilgamesh why he had been so intent on building these walls, and asked him 

whether, perhaps, he had been given instruction by a god, since it seemed to them that 

only a god could be responsible for such a remarkable feat – and perhaps Gilgamesh, by 

this time, had even come to think the same thing, that it was a god who had instructed 

him, or perhaps he was not the sort of  king to lend his achievements to a god and 

insisted it was himself  alone, and no other power, which compelled him to build those 

walls, out of  nowhere and in anticipation, as it seemed to the city, of  a great danger, 

which by then had come to appear very real to everyone, despite not yet taking a 

concrete form. Yet something about the walls themselves made their opponent more 

real, since the whole city could imagine, in their leisure, the sort of  force it would require 

to destroy the walls of  Uruk and to sack the city, and because the walls invited such 

imagining it would seem, at times, to certain individuals, in the quiet hours, that the walls 

were little more than an invitation to something terrible, some great force never before 

imagined, which could now be conjured, by night and by day, by every citizen of  Uruk, 

and this conjuring, thought certain individuals, was an extraordinary thing, since it was 

destined to bring everything to ruin, and this ruin would come about because of  

fortification, and these imaginings piled together would drive some of  the citizens to 

madness, but not all that many of  them, since most of  them were, in fact, gloriously 

content, and whatever imminent danger they were capable of  imagining could not shatter 

the image they were confronted with every day – the image of  the walls – which were 

not diminished although they became part of  daily life, and were not, strictly speaking, 

seen by anyone, since the walls were inside them by all then, in a manner of  speaking, just 

by being there so often, in every direction, like words.  

 

 

Which is to say all of this is a call to her, from here, which at the same time allows me to 

speak to her once more, but not too loudly, in that place, from this absence I have become, 

this future self who is no longer there, having escaped. But in leaving he also abandoned 

something of himself, something essential, which might well be redeemed through this 

telling, which is also a return to her.  

She tells me: This was when you were away, when you went away to live with your 

mother.  
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She brings to the fore a time, several years before, when I had left her, and the house 

we shared, when I had performed an extraordinary feat of escape, which was at the same time 

an instance of mind boggling courage and an inexplicable departure. 

This is what happened. In a fit of passion, which was also a final act of throwing 

caution to the wind, which is to say I had already, at that very tender age of no more than 

eight years old, entered into the sensation of confronting and accepting the possibility of my 

own death, by confronting my step-mother and telling her, through an uncontrollable barrage 

of sobbing and tears, that I wanted to leave her household, immediately, and to go back to 

live with my mother, who had abandoned me no more than a couple of years before, for the 

first time, but for whom I felt the most compelling connection and toward whom I was drawn 

with fierce and incommensurable longing, despite the stories I had been told about her, by my 

father and his wife, for instance the story about her being a prostitute, as they called her, 

which meant, they said, that she accepted money to sleep with men, which indeed seemed to 

me at the time to constitute something of a betrayal, in the sense that, as I saw it, I should 

have been the one in the place of those men, I should have been allowed to sleep in the 

comfort of my mother's arms (I had an image of several large adult men who found it difficult 

to get to sleep without their own mothers, as I did, nestled peacefully beside her, resorting to 

the services my mother had taken it upon herself to provide, as a kind of surrogate mother) 

and this image served to rouse in me a great anger against my mother, but at the same time a 

deeper respect for her powers, which were sought, it seemed, by more than just one person, 

more than just her son, who desired them like he desired nothing else.  

To this mother, who slept with men for money, I asked to be returned, and in response 

to this request, by the tiny child who is shaking uncontrollably and sobbing into his folded 

arms, my stepmother deemed me the most ungrateful and disgusting of rodents she had ever 

set her sights upon, and in addition, she said, I was a very sick little boy to want to go back to 

a mother like mine, who slept with men for money, and there must be something very wrong 

with me, she said, since no normal child could love a mother like her, no normal child could 

desire to go back to such a woman, she said, as I wept.  

And my sister was told of my desire to leave in the harshest of tones, which is to say 

that my sister was informed that her brother no longer desired to live with her, his sister, and 

that he was in fact leaving her behind, and in a sense declaring that he no longer wanted to be 

her brother, that she was not good enough, in his view, to be his sister, and that in fact she 

meant very little to him, on the whole, the result of which was that my sister refused to speak 

to me in those final days and saw me as a traitor.  
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She brings this departure to life again, in her story, which is of course a horror story, 

right from the beginning, when she says that this all occurred when I was not there, that the 

events had emerged in my absence – when I had gone away to live with my mother and she 

was left in that house on her own, for two whole years. And in bringing these two years to 

mind my sister was telling me, I believe, that my absence had something to do with what 

occurred, and I was in some way responsible for not being there at that most important time, 

and my absence was in fact the cause of what had happened, or at least a necessary element, 

and in renouncing her for those two years I had condemned her to this moment of horror, 

which had become every instant of horror, and had infected every moment from then to now 

with its horror. I also believe she was acting with vengeful intent by infecting me with her 

story, that she was in part making up for my absence, during the original event, by drawing 

me into the occurrence, by making it ever-present in my mind, thus obliterating my 

inexplicable absence for those two years, as if to set things right, as if my miraculous escape 

had never occurred, as if I‘d been there all along, in that house, as I am now, trapped with her 

there as she sleeps. 
 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Scenario 6. 

A young woman shivers in a ball under the covers. It is a small room. A 

two-bar electric heater glows orange in the dark. The television hums and 

buzzes. Water thumps against a tin roof then gushes over the veranda. It 

seeps through the crack beneath the door. He watches her without 

moving. She is in tears. He moves closer. She is naked beneath the covers 

and frightened. There is something outside. He’s still and calm. He 

watches her eyes watching the entrance. The door is locked. The carpet is 

wet from flooding. If the rain does not cease they will have to leave this 

place.  

 

………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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I thought I'd dreamed it, she says: When I woke the next morning I thought it had just been a 

dream. I was certain of it. I was completely certain.  

How strange it seems to me now that upon hearing these three sentences – and despite 

all indications to the contrary, such as, for instance, the look in my sister's eyes, which were a 

piercing blue, like my father's, and which told me, at the time, that everything she‘d chosen to 

reveal to me had haunted her, had in a sense taken possession of her from the outset, in a 

manner having no connection to the world of dreams – I refused to believe her.  

Her breath of relief haunts me, since I cannot think back on the story and the moment 

it was given to me, without at the same time feeling hopeful, when I consider these words and 

the certainty of my sister – not as she says them but as she experienced them upon waking – 

as all of what had arisen to her waking mind was reduced, as it should have been, to the 

world of dreams. I‘m seduced by the moment she wakes and remembers, only then to reduce 

that memory to a dream, thereby transforming the memory into what can be forgotten, and 

will be forgotten, given time. I get lost in this small period of respite, the escape into 

disbelief, and I‘m reluctant to let the story move beyond this astonishing sanctuary. I do not 

want her to find the lighter. Even if the event actually occurred, I want my sister to retain the 

possibility of fiction. I want her to remain ignorant, to invent another narrative, to come up 

with another story altogether, another dream entirely. But my desires have no purchase here. 

My sister‘s story resists me and I‘m transported into the awful coldness of reality.  

As the hard plastic is flung unknowingly to the floor, it must have seemed to my sister 

that the world itself had become something unfeasible, and the lighter, lying there at her feet 

as she stood gaping and gasping, as her heart began to race and her fingers and toes became 

numb, as her head swam and her palms began to sweat, the lighter must have seemed almost 

like a key, a remnant left-over from the world of fantasy, the world of a children's story in 

which she had a starring role, having been lost in the most familiar of places, as such stories 

typically begin, her bed having been converted, in the middle of the night, into an uncanny 

territory in which the terrors of the adult world are wont to impose themselves upon a child.  

In this moment before the world of my sister is irrevocably altered, this moment 

wherein everything is still in flux, this moment in which, as it seems to me, it is still possible 

that what has occurred may not only seem to be a dream, to my sister and to me, but 

everything in it may in fact be a dream – since how would it be possible to distinguish 

between such things as dreams and the waking world in the morning, after you have woken, 

having slept again before the morning light had called you into consciousness? – this moment 

of possibility, in which it is still reasonable for my sister to say to herself it was all a 
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nightmare, and it is still possible for me, remembering the story, to hold onto the hope that 

what has been narrated might, in a single stroke, be wiped from the page – this moment in 

between worlds haunts me even now because I cannot let it pass, because I am in the habit of 

lingering inside it, this wonderful instant of flux, within my sister's story.  

And each second I linger I betray my sister, because as I linger I know what is to 

come, that the world of obscure dreams will be converted into the world of solid facts, and 

something of this lingering itself is a rejection of my sister's story, of the manner with which 

it continues, in its own way, without my consent, and by lingering inside her story like this I 

re-enact a betrayal, which took place at the moment of hearing it, back then.  

By lingering I am, I believe, re-inscribing the fact that I didn't believe her, which is 

also, as it seems to me, a way of saying the following: I don't believe her.  

For one delicious moment, which I still have access to, which I have maintained 

throughout the years as one would maintain a fruitful garden, I rejected the whole thing, as I 

do now, however briefly, from beginning to end, in its entirety.  

But when I think of this act of rejecting my sister's story – of refusing, if only for a 

short time, but often, to believe her – an image arises in my mind of hands being raised to my 

sister's mouth, in order to quieten her.  

As she struggles to get her words out, to release her mouth from the grasp of those 

hands, they become more and more insistent, until they at last hold her down, and the body 

attached to the hands is now upon her, smothering her, so that she can neither speak nor 

breathe, and in this way the moment is sustained, this moment of delicious silence, in which I 

refuse to believe, and refuse to take her in, but instead choose to lean upon her with all of my 

weight and threaten to silence her forever.  

I cannot resist smothering my sister, just as one cannot let go of the impression a 

dream makes when it is a dream of perfect bliss. I‘m drawn compulsively to this closing off 

of memory, even as my sister herself was drawn to it, both in the years of her silence and in 

the midst of the act itself, of that great rupture in the fabric of her universe, which was to turn 

into a wavelet of words and become a story that ‗touched‘ me to the core. Which is to say that 

I am revealed, in a sense, as my sister was ‗revealed‘ in her bedroom, even as she kept her 

eyes closed. I too kept my eyes closed for all of these years, until it was not the world around 

me that was closed off anymore, it was me.  
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Walls II 

But what were these walls, after all? I can ask this, surely, of  Gilgamesh, since it seems he 

has forgotten something. He has forgotten how the walls, and therefore his entire story, 

began: upon the death of  his mother. It is not unreasonable to say this, although it is not 

in the text, strictly speaking, and it seems, I admit, a speculative leap. And an anti-

Freudian one, since Freud would, it is certain, call upon the father. But let's say this: it is 

upon the death of  the father that Gilgamesh takes the throne of  Uruk. No more is 

needed, no greater response. And since it was common practice at the time for the son to 

take power, despite his living mother, it may have been the case that Gilgamesh ruled for 

some time, in his father's place, with his mother at his side. But then his mother died. By 

this time, so our story goes, Gilgamesh had been king for some years and had managed 

to consolidate his power, which is what, in turn, made it possible for him to impose 

himself  on the city, to impose his mad vision, his mad desire, his insane dream, by dint 

of  extreme authority.  

Whether he knew it or not, which is to say he may have been conscious of  the origin 

of  his desire – although it seems to me altogether doubtful – and acted upon it in good 

faith, or he simply imposed his will, which was in fact the will of  something deep inside 

him, which was not him, strictly speaking, but which told him to do things, and to which 

he responded – since there was nothing else he could do – because it forced itself  upon 

him obsessively, so that his only recourse was to act, in imitation of  its fastidiousness, 

compulsively and brutally, and to construct those walls that were in fact the absence of  

his mother, which is a small madness in itself, but it must strike us now as a particularly 

disturbing madness, because it is precisely this madness that was destined to conjure the 

monster from outside, to break the walls, and it is also this madness that prompts us to 

speak, to tell stories, to write, since it is nothing but an extension of  this compulsion, the 

compulsion of  Gilgamesh, to build walls of  stone around Uruk, it is nothing but an 

extension of  this, I say, to write stories, which is to say that writing itself  is but a wall, 

made from so many orphan words, and these wall-stories are but a further invitation, to a 

monster more hideous, more unimaginable, to come and break the fortification, which 

we cannot, though we try, stop building, which in a sense builds itself, and which, when it 

all comes down to it, is nothing but an absence, a testament to an absence, which is the 

mother of  Gilgamesh, the last remaining parent, who is our mother, all of  ours, who is 

the cause of  everything.  
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Dear Shaun, 

 

Hi. This is your mother writing you a letter. One that I should have wrote years ago. I’m so sorry. 

Please forgive me for that. I haven’t been able to write for years now. But tonight I got inspiration to 

write to you. I want you to know that I’ve always loved you. I miss you so much. I’m sorry for being 

bad to you in the past. Even then I still loved you. God has forgiven me. So now I want you to forgive 

me. I travelled down a dark road since I last saw you. I’ve had so much pain. And there hasn’t been a 

day gone by that I haven’t thought of you. This is the only thing I have written down for years. So this 

is my gift to you. I would like to see you. I’d like to be in your world again. I need you so much. I’m so 

proud of you. You’re a young man now. I only remember my little boy. The last time I saw you you 

were 11 years old. That was so long ago. I have one photo of you. I look at that photo every day. It’s 

looking a little old now. But I carry it everywhere I go. I know it’s been a long time. But I think it’s 

time I saw you again. My gift to you is this letter. I’ve been trying to write for a long time. But I keep 

getting sick nowadays. I haven’t been able to. I hope you still have God and Jesus in your life. 

Because I have. I always did. God has put it in my heart to write to you tonight. So I have done His 

will. Please find a way in your heart to see me. This is all I have to say for now. I will always love 

you. You used to be my perfect little boy. Remember Jesus came to us to teach us how to forgive one 

another. He showed us the way. Thankyou so much for [illegible] me. I have to go now. I love you. 

  

Your Mum, 

XXX 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Scenario 7. 

It is bright. The door has been locked. He knows it without checking. He 

sits on the floor with his building blocks. He stacks them one on top of the 

other then nudges the structure at its base. It topples. The sound of wood 

bouncing off wood is musical. He does it again and they topple once 

more. But the music changes. Each time he performs the same feat but 

each time the resulting sounds vary. This is what draws his interest. 

[Zoom in] He focuses hard and it grows dark. He’s thirsty, but there’s no 

sense in moving from his spot. The door will be opened in its own time. 

Until then he must wait here with the building blocks. They are green and 

blue and yellow and red and white. His legs are numb. When he stands 

they will be weak and tingly. He stacks the blocks one on top of the other 
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again. They topple. It is dark. He’d have to jump in order to reach the 

light switch. His legs are thin and weak. He refuses to move. He’s 

developed a sense of theatre. To come upon him in the same spot. To 

think of him sitting here these many hours he’s been locked away. He will 

show them what it is to lock him away. He’s sure they will come. He’s 

convinced they will unlock the door eventually. 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

 

I have become invisible to that world, and it is fair to say that we are interwoven, that I am 

my father‘s double, in my sister‘s story – he who is invisible to all of us, since my sister never 

saw him, strictly speaking, but she insisted it was him, since who else could it be but him?  

There was nobody else it could have been, except perhaps some intruder in the house, 

which it may well have been, in the sense that it is not utterly impossible, but at the same 

time I say with certainty it was him, her father, though not by blood, who opened the door 

and entered the room, while she remained perfectly still in the dark, with her eyes closed, and 

I can say this despite the fact her eyes were closed, and despite the fact that the story, as 

related to me back then, and then written very recently in the pages before me, and then read 

by you, can in no way provide such certainty.  

I say it was him, my double, who entered the room, because of another incident, 

which occurred on the very night my sister's story was revealed to me, in that room, 

surrounded as we were by the many photographs of us, which had already begun to oppress 

me with their weighty presence.  

I bring this certainty to the story because I was witness to an event that put her 

testimony beyond doubt, which is to say it altered my sister‘s story powerfully, and in a sense 

reproduced it, and breathed air into its lungs, so it might stand there, in the flesh, and strut 

around naked before us – another ‗lighter‘ tumbling from the bedcovers.  

 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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Film Scenario 8. 

She finds it difficult to pronounce his name. He repeats it to her over and 

over. She watches his face with an incurious expression. She has 

something else to say. She throws her hands in the air and kicks-out. He 

repeats his name. Her throat moves before catching and her face twists 

with frustration as she strains to lift her feet and shoulders and head. She 

lets-off a loud fart and her face grows calm. He calls out to her over and 

over. She watches blankly and sucks her tongue. They are quiet awhile.  

 

……………….……………………………………………………………………….. 

 

 

It‘s late at night again, and this time it is me, as I was back then, which is to say it‘s a shorter 

version of me, with different hair and skinnier, with a very fine mustache above his lip and no 

hair at all on his chest or back, which is to say it‘s a completely different version of me, who 

is at the same time the very model of the self who was witness to my sister's story, earlier in 

that day, and who, in turn, passed the story on to the other versions of me who came along 

later, who in turn passed the narrative on to each following incarnation in their own way, until 

it finally reached me, in the form I have related.  

The younger version of me was lying in bed, not able to sleep, when he heard my 

sister arrive home from a date with her boyfriend. He was, as always, intrigued by the noises 

in the house that followed – like the low hum of the radio when my sister switched it on in 

her room, which had a wall adjoining my own, and the little creaks of the floor and the 

thumps of her cupboard doors and drawers as she prepared herself for bed.  

On this occasion, however, he was also intrigued to notice that the lights had gone off 

in the living room, where his father had been watching the television, and then to hear a very 

quiet scraping of feet and a clicking of a door, which seemed, to his great astonishment, to be 

the front door, instead of his parents‘ bedroom, which also had a wall adjoining my own, so I 

was wedged between them, my father and my sister, every night, and I've been wedged there 

every night since – or at least this sometimes seems the case – although in what manner I am 

wedged between them now, from where I am, before you, as you hover over me, is difficult to 

say.  

But on this particular night, as the lights went off and everything converted into 

silence, the boy managed to peer out of his window, after hearing that mysterious click, for a 
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reason I cannot recall, apart from the feeling that something strange was going on out there as 

well, since the dog, as my father before her, had also fallen silent, although it was her practice 

at the time to shuffle about for a while whenever someone came home. This night, however, 

she‘d kept unusually still and was not to be heard at all.      

At that moment I noticed a hunched figure, clearly visible, in the light of the brightest 

winter moon I‘ve ever seen, peering through my sister's window, his hands cupped around his 

face, obscuring his expression, in absolute silence. It stopped my breath.  

 

 

Porch 

 

Look at that crow up there. I don’t see. See him there. Just above us. Circling and 

cawing. That’s a crow? A crow, yes.  Or a raven. No. We don’t have ravens. We 

don’t? There are no ravens here. Have you ever seen a raven? No. Then how can 

you say? 

Perhaps there are ravens. I’m not certain. You were lying. I was saying. I know 

about words. What? About birds. I meant to say birds. What do you know? I know 

everything. 

I had no idea. My favourite word, when I was a child, was bird. You had a 

favourite word? Yes. And then you liked birds. That’s right. But the word came 

first. 

And you think it’s a raven. It is. But how can you tell? I’m not blind. 

But you are. Practically. You never recognise me. I’m not good with people. I 

have to get up close. That’s not true. I have to tell you who I am. You’re lying. 

You can’t possible know it’s a raven. It’s a blur of black. I don’t need to see to 

know. You don’t need to see? No. But how can you know without seeing? I hear. 

You can tell by hearing? Yes. By its cawing. Yes. You’re lying. I’m not. This one 

goes kor-kor-kor-korrrr. And crows make a different sound. That’s right. They say 

uk-uk-uk-uk. I see. Listen if you don’t believe me. 

They’re a frightening bird. No more than any other. 

Black thoughts. What? They flit through the sky like black thoughts. I 

wouldn’t know. We all know. You know. Yes, I’ve always known. 

 

 



157 
 

I could not breathe at all as I wrote that sentence. I realise only now that the figure before me 

must have also kept his breath to himself. How else could he see through the window without 

fogging it up on such a crisp night?  

So there I am, sitting and holding my breath, watching my father through my bedroom 

window, as he, barely breathing, watches my sister, his daughter, through her bedroom 

window, in complete silence, under a bright moon, and by watching him watching her I am, 

let there be no doubt, watching my sister through her bedroom window, with my hands 

cupped around my face, having thoughts as impenetrable as the sky overhead. 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Scenario 9. 

The boy wakes on a cement floor. There is no light. He hears familiar 

voices from another room. As he lifts his head from the floor a warm 

puddle separates. His nose is sore and bleeding. He cannot remember 

how he got here. His hands are small and bloodied. When he wipes the 

hair from his face it makes a splashing sound. There is only a trickle now. 

He lies down and closes his eyes. The silence is gentle and calming. It is 

broken by a shrill laugh. 

  

 ………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

But why linger so over her story, her body? This stretching out is surely a pretense, achieved, 

perhaps, at the behest of something else, which is to say the words and the pages, the corpus 

of this story as it stretches out before us, is in fact little more than a diversionary tactic, like 

sleep, or, more profoundly, like dreams, which have a knack for tricking us into believing, 

without any conscious will on our part, that what happens inside the dream, behind our closed 

eyes, is in fact happening in the world, beyond our closed eyelids, so we do not go so far as to 

destroy our sleep, which is essential to us, by opening our eyes at the wrong moment, as the 

story clears its own throat, and especially when there is something going on in the world 

outside our eyelids that has the potential to destroy sleep forever, which is to say that what 

my sister did, as she kept her eyes closed and pretended, following the unknown voice 

instructing her – as she said, or says, Something told me to pretend, to keep sleeping, to 

pretend – is precisely what the corpus does, stretched out before us, which is also in fact the 
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body extended beyond all of these words as you read them as I write them as she speaks them 

– to pretend, to keep sleeping, to pretend – words that threaten to dash everything against the 

rocks, a story that has infected me and taken my mind over from the first moment.  

These words, which she gave me, have condemned me to silence and rendered me 

immobile, as I am now, and stopped my breath, as it still does, and driven me to do this, 

which I cannot stop, this writing, which is itself a form of pretending and shifting my eyes, so 

I might not see what is happening there, or here, beyond my dreams, and beyond my sister's 

dreams, towards which she claws and grasps in order to escape what is really happening, at 

that moment and every moment since, the small flame moving toward her in the dark, beyond 

her eyelids, which are so thin and soft and are no match for any of this, and especially not for 

the lighter, which burns at them with its yellow-blue flame, so they become black and hard 

and frayed, until they‘re finally scalded all the way back and the skin crumbles down her 

cheeks like warm and gentle tears, and the crumbling ash reveals her eyes, which look out at 

him now as he stumbles toward her, his arms outstretched in the dark, and her eyes cannot 

stop looking at him now as he moves toward her, just as these words move, and seek you out 

and watch you now as he gropes his way through the thick blackness, and they seek to devour 

you too as she pretends to sleep, no matter where you hide, they are seeking you out, as she 

does this very moment, without her eyelids to protect her, so that we, like her, will be 

engulfed by this seeing, which cannot be shunned, so that we, like her, may never resort to 

dreaming or pretending again. She has afflicted us with sight. 

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Scenario 10. 

He pins her arms with his hands and uses his bodyweight to keep her 

steady. She does not scream. He clamps her wrists together and holds her 

with one hand. She writhes but fails to loosen his grip. He shifts his 

weight, allowing her to arch her back. He uses this to his advantage, 

taking hold of her underwear with his free hand before yanking them 

down to her knees. He cannot pull further without setting her free. I watch 

from the floor. He talks to me through gritted teeth as he goes, insisting 

she enjoys it. She continues to struggle but remains quiet. I wonder at this. 

If she were to yell, help would come. She does not yell; instead, she calls 
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my name. She pleads for my loyalty but I’m too afraid. He is far stronger 

than I. He is wire and muscle and smells like piss. But it’s impossible to 

ignore her whimpers. I stand and put my hand on his back. I’ve decided to 

reason with him. Instead he wants to barter. Have a look, he tells me, 

opening her legs wide. I look before I know it. He notices me looking and 

tells me so. There is no more call for threats. I sit back down on the floor. 

She starts to sob. Her shoulders heave beneath him. I try to block her out. 

This goes on for a while.  

 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Her story – given to me, from her mouth, back then, then preserved or repressed inside me, 

before being written here, or erased, with these words, as a body stretched out before us and 

behind – has become an invitation: Come inside, her story says, be here now, it says. And my 

sister‘s story is not unlike the woods in Robert Frost's poem, which do not invite him in but 

nonetheless emulate such an invitation – ‗almost like a call to come in/ To the dark and 

lament‘. But while Frost‘s inner turmoil is the figurative woods he refuses to enter, I have 

failed to ignore the thrush‘s call. My sister‘s song overwhelms me. 

So we have come to the point of an invitation – a Siren-call – in the form of words 

already uttered then written, which call to us, saying: So I just lay there as he pulled back the 

covers. It was dark. I felt like I couldn't breathe. I was sweating.  

To this invitation – to enter into these words, to take on a certain position in the 

narrative, to enter into the darkness from her side, to feel the tightening in her throat and the 

sweat pouring out from her body, to let the thrush music steal me into the pillared dark – I 

once failed to respond. Just as Frost's narrator refuses to enter the dark of the woods, I refused 

my sister's invitation, back then, which came in the form of a story, which was also an 

extension of her body.  

My sister called me into her woods, but I failed to enter from her side, which is to say 

I chose the position of the perpetrator, my father, although the notion of choice here seems to 

overstate the matter, because it was more a case of instinct, in all likelihood, which is to say it 

was probably a method of self-protection, since it is far easier, they say, to be a perpetrator, 

and given the opportunity most victims are compelled to become perpetrators so that they 

might themselves survive, at the expense of others, which is our deepest instinct and our 

gravest and most destructive defect.  



160 
 

The failure on my part, back then, has caused of all of this. It has produced all of these 

words, in response to a single desire – perhaps impossible to fulfill – the desire to enter into 

her story, now, from the right side, and in turn to erase my entry into it, back then, from the 

wrong side – and in doing so I risk my life, since death is the call of every dark woods.  

The darkness inside is also a song, and the song is behind the covers, where my sister 

lies, and its darkness, back then, is the story before you, as it invites you in, and this necessity 

to risk myself and to give myself to the darkness cannot be escaped, since my survival, back 

then, has left me as good as dead at every moment, and it has made speaking impossible, 

since it came at the expense of everything that should have been said, but was smothered, 

until this moment, as I enter. 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Scenario 11. 

Loud crying. He turns on the lamp and speaks softly, alerting her to his 

presence. I’m here, he says, I’m here. Her feet slap against the edges of 

the cradle. Her mother rubs her eyes. Her arms and legs have loosened the 

muslin wrap. She is hungry. She has woken in the middle of the night and 

encountered a blackness unimagined. She feared sight might not be 

restored. Now she stares at the lamp with wide-eyed reverence. She looks 

directly at the bulb, at the restoration of her eyes, and smiles without 

blinking. 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

‗Yes, here it is,‘ she says, ‗the light, I see its trace, here, on your hands. Because you have 

embodied our father already, disembodied as you were, by him, by us, by the secret I gave 

you, when you went away from us all that last time, in order to recreate what you were given 

here, with us, before you left, back then. With that woman. The older woman, with whom 

you struck up a hearty sexual life, who was the mother of someone who was, before all of 

this, your friend, with whom you set about reconstructing the life you left behind, whether 

you knew it or not, or perhaps you merely reinvigorated certain images of the world you had 

come to rely upon by then, having been infected.  
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‗How to explain you? Your eyes were the most prominent feature, your eyes that are 

now, as it seems to me, completely blind. So much for your eyes.  

‗Yet that is what is required – an understanding of your eyes – which were, as you 

know, his eyes, although a different colour, since his eyes were blue and your eyes are brown, 

yet something about your eyes makes them his eyes, if only for fleeting periods, and then 

only slightly. The eyes you see in the mirror, let‘s say, having seen your father behind them 

just moments before, before you focus properly on the eyes before you with your own, let‘s 

say, which are, after all, blind.  

‗The colour doesn‘t matter. It is the eyes themselves, their way of seeing, that can be 

seen. Their way of seeing is what I‘m talking about.  

‗Because she was a dark-haired woman, like your mother. A single mother, like your 

mother. With one son, like your mother.  

‗Yet you were blind to it all, all these many separate details spread out before you, 

inviting your understanding, insisting upon it, yet neglected and renounced in their entirety, 

until you became the key to fit into their lives, the perfect key, even as you scurried away 

from us, as you chopped us off with clinical precision, like a gangrenous part. All of us. Our 

father, our mother. All of me. My body.  

‗But let me say it plainly: you moved in with them. That woman, who was a reflection 

of your mother, and her two daughters, who were embodiments of me. One dark-haired and 

sad-eyed. The other a blonde who shared my birthday. A Gemini.  

‗You fell in love with their mother. She loved you absolutely, bodily. She would have 

killed herself, at certain points, if you had left her. But she was only the first point, the 

initiation into the whole package.  

‗The sad-eyed girl was thirteen years old. And you were, by this time – the point 

when you had, for the last time, fled from us – already sixteen years old. Yet, despite this, 

you were much older than the girl in practice. You were, in fact, almost as old as the woman, 

who was not your mother, but who, to a large extent, mothered you.  

‗She, the sad-eyed daughter, was in every way, except bodily, undeveloped. A 

developed body, without a sense of its own development.  

‗I will say this plainly. You left us in order to live with a thirty-six year old woman 

who was like your mother in everything except her passion for you, her desire for you, her 

need of your presence, all the while lusting after her daughter, as your father lusted after his 

daughter, the sad-eyed little girl.  
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‗Yet something intervened. The girl – she, her, me – refused to take part, refused to be 

seduced by you, refused to fall victim to your many tricks, your careful attentiveness, your 

active hands, which were at the same time passive, or at the very least more passive than his, 

your father‘s, your reflection‘s, because you were nonetheless, at that point, prideful, 

pridefully incapable of forcing yourself upon her, although you desired to, like your father – 

yet you desired far more than that, since you also wanted consent, if only with words, but 

even then you desired more, since you told her you loved her, and you desired her love in 

return, and unless she was prepared to respond in kind her developed body was useless, as 

useless as a corpse, which is what my body is to you now, emptied of its secret.  

‗My body, the rotting corpus, the ghost limb, these leftover words, are all useless 

signs drawing life from her refusal, her simple stubbornness, to give you the one thing you 

desired, the word you desired, and thereby her consent, her body, so you might touch it, as 

you touch mine now.  

‗You were given this light: her refusal to give you what you wanted. The light. That 

small flame, from back then, in his hands, beneath the covers, transformed into this light, 

now, in her quietude.  

‗Because if she hadn‘t refused all would be darkness. If she hadn‘t broken the pattern, 

the logic, the mime, the enactment, with her superhuman stubbornness – which may have 

been little more than the stupidity or foolishness of an unformed thing, for all you know – if 

she‘d given in to you back then, you would not have this illumination, these words, these 

pages, my body, you would not have this position, the direction of your gaze would be stifled, 

stifling, unforgiven, because you would be him, all the way through.  

‗But more than that. You‘d have taken on the spirit of a certain history, which is to say 

you‘d have taken on as many faces as this repetition has fashioned, is constantly creating, 

through its many doubles, which are like demons, with those eyes. Which is to say she was a 

saint and you were given this light, from somewhere, and her body has become precious to 

you, as a relic, a sign of obtrusion, which is to say her body has become a point of meaning, 

the point of meaning, its creation, the obstruction creating you, here, now, as you are, so that 

you should throw yourself at her feet, just as if you, we, everything, were desperate 

characters in a desperate story, written by a modern Dostoevsky, and worship her, your 

rescuer, the aberrant intrusion, the angelic or stupid sad-eyed girl, the rupture who broke your 

brokenness and prevented you from breaking yourself against me.‘  
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Living Room 

 

I’m hungry. I’ll fix you something. What will you make? Whatever you want. 

Hello. Yes. Where did you go? I’m right here. Hello…. I’m so hungry. I know 

you are. Are you coming back? You should sit down. I’ll tell him you were here. 

Who are you talking to? Stay with me. Is it her? Speak to me. Why do you never 

speak? Where is she? She’s… gone. What do you mean? I won’t wait up for you. 

You must be delirious. I remember! 

You remember what? Nothing. What was I saying? You were saying you 

remember. I was? How strange. Yes, strange. Have you been crying? No. Why 

would I cry? Your eyes are red. I’ve just woken. So you slept? Yes. I thought you 

couldn’t. 

You said you don’t sleep. I slept today. Do you feel better? Better than what? 

Than yesterday. Yesterday? What was I like yesterday? I don’t know. I never 

came. I was alone then. Yes. You were alone. Oh. I see. 

There are tribes in South America. Somewhere in South America. In Paraguay, 

I think. When one of them dies, they’re all renamed. They’re given a different 

name? Yes. Their names are worn out? Yes. In a way. Since the old names bind 

them to the dead person. I see. You do? Yes. It’s a strange custom. Not so strange. 

In some cases, if the person shared the name of an animal, the name of the 

animal is also changed. But why? What is the point of destroying names? It helps 

to forget. It is one less prod for memory. I see. It makes life easier. Makes it easier 

to get on with living. I see. 

What is your name? You know my name. Yes. Of course I do. You remember. 

Yes, yes. I remember everything. 

 

 

He felt me. This is what he did first. He put his fingers beneath my underwear and felt me 

there. He pressed his fingers against me there and rubbed. I kept pretending. Let me tell you 

what it was like. It was like being split apart by an axe. It was like being smashed into dust by 

a hammer. It was like being bored to the depths by an oil-drill. But I kept pretending. And 

while I lay there, the strangest thing happened. I thought of my brother. I thought of my 

father's son, while his father was doing this. And in a sense, as it seemed to me, my brother 

was there with us, which brought me a sort of comfort at the time, since I hadn't thought 
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about him since he'd left. It was like going home, this vision. I was pretending, lying there, 

and he was the face of it all. I let myself be his sister again, as his father was upon me, for the 

first time in ages, and for some reason this fact has troubled me ever since. This is why I had 

to tell him. In a way, I suppose, I was waiting to see the look on his face. I needed him to 

know, at last, so he could look at me, from that moment on, with knowing eyes. I needed him 

to comfort me with those eyes. I needed eyes that would look at me and know who I am.  

 

       
       Portrait of Emily Jane Brontë by Branwell Brontë.  

 

I needed my own eyes back.  

But I also wanted to see whether he was, in fact, with me somehow, as it happened, 

since his presence by then had become so real to my memory that it was difficult to abandon. 

I sought out some sign. Of course I knew it was impossible. He was far, far away. But there 

was something about the idea of his presence, at that moment, which I needed to latch onto 

and protect. Because he was there, my brother, in the midst of it all. 

This is what I‘ve come to realise, as I tell him my story and watch his face. He's 

grown since those days. He is so much like his father. His face has filled out. He has a strong 

brow and fierce eyes. Eyes that burn. I ask myself: How could he not be there? There we 

were, and there we remain, his father and his sister. Both of us his. So he was there, he had to 

be, and has remained there since, through us. And there is always here. 
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This is how family works. He was there, with me, being split apart by an axe. And he 

was here, inside, boring into me like an oil-drill.  

This is what he means to me now. He is my body, and he is the axe.  

This is what I realise as I tell him my story. This is what it is to be my brother and his 

son. We are all broken now and there is nothing to be done for it. As I walk around I feel the 

pieces rattling inside. They are his pieces as well. Let them rattle. I am done with them. Let 

him make something of them now. Let him do whatever it is he needs to do to me. I will just 

lie here, as usual, pretending to sleep. Now I understand it all. It‘s because he is broken that 

he is doing this to me. I'm too tired to put up a fight. It would be useless anyway. What choice 

does he have?  

Let him have me, as his father did. Maybe some good will come of it. Perhaps if he 

were to break me, all over again, he would be breaking my brokenness. This is what I have 

become. I am like a damaged horse who needs to be broken, having been broken already. Let 

him break this brokenness then, if that is what he desires. I will just go on pretending, as he 

lays his hands upon me, that my brother is here with us, the brother I once knew.  

I will search out the face that has been lost to the world forever, because it reminds 

me of my own face, which has also been lost. I am too damaged for anything else.  

I feel his weight upon me. It isn't all that bad. I've felt worse than this. It burns just a 

little. After a while, he withdraws. It seems like he is leaving, he's had enough. But he‘s just 

searching for something in his pocket. He comes back for more. I hear a flick. I feel his 

hands. I see the light.  

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Scenario 12. 

She is perfectly still. She wears black lacy underwear over smoothly tanned 

skin. The room is a furnace. Her eyes are slits peeking out. He’s close 

enough to touch her body. He places his hand across the space above her 

stomach. He can feel her warmth. She doesn’t move. She is either deeply 

asleep or awake and holding her breath. He does not speak. His hand is 

frozen in its movement toward her. He has come to wake her. She does 

not breathe. He remains silent. She does not breathe. He does not touch 

her. He stands motionless for minutes, for hours, for days. His hand is 

stayed. She does not breathe. She will never breathe again. 
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………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

 

Dear Mother, 

 

It‘s been several months since I received your letter. Forgive my tardiness. You say 

you‘re ill. If so, my silence must seem horrible. Even, perhaps, inhuman. And it may 

well be so. 

I‘ve tried to imagine myself into your position—to see things from your 

perspective—but I cannot. Not because you‘re too alien, or repulsive, nor because I 

cherish any burning resentment toward you. I can‘t claim any of the grand themes. It‘s 

just that you bore me.  

The whole idea of ‗you‘, the ‗mother-figure‘, is wholly uninteresting.  

To be frank, it took days before I could muster the energy to open the letter, 

and longer still to read its contents. Even then I couldn‘t suppress a sharp yawn. As, 

indeed, I‘ve just experienced, in my infinite impressionability. To write the word 

‗yawn‘, I‘ve discovered, creates the yawning state. What I write, I become.  

You might think otherwise. Perhaps, for you, identity and action precede 

writing. Your letter, you might say, is a document expressing a truth whose existence 

precedes and supersedes it.  If so, we are bound to misunderstand each other 

interminably.  

When I read your letter I read a fiction. I read the themes of loss, regret, 

suffering, love, and that most fictional—and tiresome—device of all: the desire for 

redemption.  

Yes, mother, I can imagine the horror and confusion in your eyes as you read 

these cold, alien words—so stridently at odds with your intimate plea. But that stems 

purely from the fact that I don‘t buy into ‗our‘ story as you tell it.  

You imagine, when you speak of the eleven-year-old child, that you are 

speaking of me, and by implication you imagine that I am still your son, but those 

figures—the eleven-year-old child and your son—are more fictional than any I can 

conjure. And if you don‘t already understand this, how can I possibly explain it to 

you? 
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Even as a child I was in the habit of converting life into text. For the most part 

I constructed stories that would create sympathy for the boy I was and condemn his 

parents. Each ‗abuse‘ was stored in my memory for safekeeping. I was perfectly 

aware that the more suffering I accrued, the better my story would be. Readers would 

sympathise and love me all the more. 

But while I still have that same storage facility, it holds nothing I want to use. 

Fierce beatings, occasional starvation, meaningless cruelty, cynical manipulation: 

none of this is of value. The problem being—as it so often is—that I was writing the 

wrong story and accumulating the wrong information. 

My first failed ‗novel‘, which, fortunately, never made it as far as the page, 

was something along the lines of an Angela’s Ashes. Despite all odds, the young man 

liberates himself from his circumstances then documents that liberation to the great, 

echoing applause of the sympathetic masses—when the novel becomes a film. 

Dear mother, you‘re perfect for that novel. It‘s as though you were made for it. 

But something happened along the way, the story went amiss. Despite the mind-

numbing accumulation of suffering and hardship, it became impossible for me to do 

justice to your character, and to the character of that eleven year-old boy. 

My tastes changed. I developed. And here is the real tragedy—the tragedy of 

what keeps us so wholly apart. Mother, I‘m sad to say that we‘re characters in two 

different stories, and yours is the nightmare from which I‘m trying to escape. Which 

is why I can‘t accede to any of your wishes. 

Let me explain.  

I‘m a slow learner. The first time I read Dostoevsky‘s Crime and Punishment 

my fingers gave me trouble. They were worn. I was fifteen years-old, working long 

days in the dry heat, and they would crack and bleed when I got home. But I kept 

reading, alone, in my bed-sit each night.  

Dostoevsky‘s darkness seemed like mine. A darkness I‘d been locked into, 

since I wasn‘t smart enough, yet, to see a way out. I wasn‘t yet the reader I‘d become. 

I didn‘t yet find Dostoevsky funny. 

I‘m mindful of the cliché. Too mindful. Over-mindful, perhaps. I read ―with 

bleeding fingers.‖ I‘m cursed with clichés. For instance: ―My mother was a prostitute 

and my father a drug dealer.‖ I say it, write it, it‘s true in a sense. I write: ―My mother 

abandoned me,‖ but it doesn‘t have the ring of truth. It doesn‘t feel true. It just seems 

silly.  
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I‘m far from deserving the sympathy these facts demand. In truth, I‘ve been as 

merciless as stone. 

For instance, my stepsister is a drug addict. She has two children I cannot 

save—I‘ve turned my back on them, on the whole of that life. There is too much 

associated with saving them, all that goes with it, the arm that pulls you back in. I‘m 

an escapist, a fantasist, and they are in Hades. They want my blood. But each time 

they reach out for me I cut away their hands. 

Pragmatism, coldness on my part, keeps me alive.  

There are so many horrors, so many clichés. When I was thirteen my girlfriend 

was raped, stabbed, her breasts slashed, by five men.   

How did I get past that? With coldness, an unforgivable coldness. But was it 

with ease?  

It seems so, now, looking back. It seems like it was normal to move on. I 

fumbled at times, certainly, but I never stopped moving, recreating, plotting. And, 

even worse, I stored each horror away for the day it might prove useful. How better to 

illustrate the nightmarish circumstances of my early life than the story of my raped 

and mutilated little girlfriend? 

Or my molested sister?  

There‘s more. A mountain of clichés I won‘t speak of. Rock piled upon rock. 

Some kind of landslide deposited me here. Another cliché: downtrodden makes good. 

Too hazy and distant. 

What of it? Guilt, survival. Most people, when sentenced to death, when lined 

up against a wall, are shot. Others—like Dostoevsky—encounter a mock execution.  

And that is what my early life amounts to: a mock execution. Instead of 

reaching the grand heights of tragedy, it became a joke. I found reprieve in the black 

humour of the world—my very first escape route.  

You once put me into a foster home. (Perhaps you remember?) The caregivers 

were elderly. They were cruel to me, and they were cruel to their dog. They starved us 

both, but the dog more so. Desperate, it would eat its own shit. I thought to myself, I 

couldn‘t help but think: ―I am like that dog.‖ I ate my own shit for years. 

 But then I discovered the truth.  

There is no ‗truth‘. Or, if there is, it must be destroyed, because ‗truth‘ 

imprisons. Truth victimises. Truth is humourless. 
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Whereas life, properly lived, is drawn to infinite possibilities, freed from their 

origins.  

Life is an orphan.   

I now know that we must liberate ourselves from our stories—our creators—

by relentlessly rewriting and rereading them. The walls must crumble and be rebuilt, 

over and over.  

And that includes you. You say that Jesus came into our lives to teach us how 

to forgive one another. That may well be true, but I cannot forgive you now. Not 

because I hold anything against you, but because I don‘t believe in forgiveness. The 

idea confuses me. It‘s from a different story, a different world. If I were to forgive 

you I‘d be playacting. 

But here‘s what you can do for yourself, with my blessing.  

Imagine. 

Imagine you gave birth to a stillborn child, after which you went insane with 

grief. You‘re about to recover your sanity very suddenly. You come to realise that 

your son—that distorted version of me—is the product of three decades of 

hallucination.  

Or, if that doesn‘t suit your humour, imagine that same eleven-year-old boy 

from your photograph has come to visit you at your home today. He‘s there right now. 

Imagine holding him to your breast after all these years. Imagine that he gives you 

everything you desire. ‗Yes,‘ says the boy, ‗I forgive you.‘  

Imagine that and never write to me again. 

 

 

       Shaun. 
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Coda  

 

 

She was sleeping when I slipped away – I could bear it no longer – she seems to have 

gone blind – her eyes are grey – they were once like mine – it‘s as though they‘ve grown 

younger – perhaps she has too – her body turned inward – an overpowering desire – she 

will not speak of it – there‘s nothing to be done – she sees nothing – she‘s deaf as well – 

I was not quiet when I left – I thought to give her one last chance – if she‘d called to me 

I‘d still be there – there‘s nothing about – all have gone quiet – I once heard mowers in 

the distance – every weekend they would hum – that was long ago – there are no 

weekends – the journey will be long – my only wish is for water – to see it at last will be 

the last thing – I once visited the sea – it whispered gently – my feet followed it out – 

when it came in I howled – it marked me out – it seemed to yearn for something – I 

chased it yelling – for hours we did this – they took me away – I refused drink for days – 

no thirst could quench my fear of it – it went out and returned, went out and returned – 

I still see it in my mind – it smiles whitely – it draws close and whispers – I tremble to 

listen   

 

the road is flat – I picture small inclinations – they come to life – when I left it was grey – 

the gate was unlatched – the garden wild – branches torn by something – perhaps the 

wind – there is no wind – I recall days driven by weather – to go outside or stay in? – 

today it is grey – yesterday I was inside – perhaps it hasn‘t changed – the days are alike – 

it may be night – the world has spun on its axis – we are at bottom – I am alone – she is 

too – we may meet again – it won‘t be here – someone may walk me back – but they 

won‘t know the way – I lived there once but where was it? – who did I speak with? – did 

I talk at all?  

 

this is me breathing – my voice is hoarse – perhaps it will vanish – I won‘t argue – there‘s 

nothing else for it – I have no say – the weather is fine – I‘ll bear it easily – my feet are 

cold – they never freeze – they‘re soft on the soles – when I walk they burn – the road is 

harsh – there‘s no one to clear it – the vehicles are still – they are shells of vehicles – I‘ll 

take cover when it rains – it will not rain – the sky is clear – but there is no blue – I 

haven‘t seen blue for years – perhaps blue is gone – where did it go? – it may have risen 
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further – beyond the grey – who will see it now? – there are those above – did they make it 

back? – it‘s not important – if they see blue there is someone who sees – blue still is  

 

I was never fond of it – the word is thick – my mouth won‘t shape it – my lips blubber – 

it is their way – I don‘t require them – blue is gone  

 

I seek the water – once it was green – it seems black in my dreams – they will devour me 

– I am for the most part water already – this I know – it‘s getting worse – I overfill with 

it – with what, wherefrom? – there‘s none there – our supply stopped – I left her dry – it felt 

like a verdict – the taps have deserted us – they do not approve – I cannot blame them – 

no simpler message – the water is gone – we are to follow – if that then this  

 

the path is monotonous – why so flat? – do I walk on the spot? – how to tell the difference between 

here and there? – perhaps there is none – I‘ve never considered it – my thoughts are 

clouded – there are no clouds – my thoughts are empty – but emptiness abounds – my 

thoughts are grey – but grey is the world  

 

there‘s something ahead – a large ragged dog – its hair thick and grey – I walk his way – 

he sniffs the air – I turn back – there‘s nothing to be said for it – perhaps the dog is the 

sea – come to greet me from afar – nothing is friendly – hunger universal – nothing lost 

nothing gained – I go on bleating – I breathe – I walk – to what? – the devouring sea – 

opening its wide mouth – inviting – welcoming – it‘s made a bed for me – that is where 

the others are – asleep on the sea-bed – I‘ll nuzzle them soon – so long since I touched 

one  

 

I follow the dog down the road – it lifts its leg on a signpost – nothing comes – an empty 

pizzle – we are as though one thing – I hang back until he disappears – I cannot watch the 

performance – he‘s dwindling to nothing – everything does – he‘ll reach the beachhead 

before me – I‘ll follow his pawprints to the water – lie down by his stinking corpse – 

smell the sea on his putrid fur – breathe the moisture – close my eyes – hold him. 

 

 
End 
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Postscript: ‘Sarah’ 

 

 

‗You were asleep. You wore black lingerie. Your skin was tanned from the summer 

sun. Your small breasts heaved as you breathed.‘ 

  

‗It was our summer. We spent the weeks together in the backyard, on the streets, at 

the swimming pool, always at arm‘s length. Everything had been leading up to that 

moment.‘ 

 

‗You were such a heavy sleeper. You told me sternly that I should wake you before 

noon.‘  

 

‗The room was hot. A bead of sweat slowly swam across your stomach. I stood still 

and breathed in the atmosphere.‘  

 

‗I knew the spectacle was for me. You‘d dreamt it up the night before and executed it 

effortlessly. Your thin, see-thru brassiere and those immaculate hips positioned 

perfectly on the bed to lure me like a Siren.‘  

 

Go back. 

 

‗You were twelve and I was nine. Our parents went out for an evening walk, leaving 

us to do the dishes. You dried your hands with the tee-towel then slipped one down 

my pants. It was still warm from the dishwater. Then you led me to your bedroom, 

pulled down your underwear and guided me towards it.‘  

 

Go forward. 

 

‗I walk slowly to your bed. You wear the same lingerie and the same bead of sweat 

caresses your stomach. I whisper your name but you don‘t budge. I put my hand on 

your stomach and your breathing stops.‘  

 

‗Then starts again.‘ 
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‗I gently stroke your breasts and the nipples harden. When I lick your stomach your 

lips curl in a wicked smile. You‘re awake, but your eyes are closed.‘  

 

‗This is all a game.‘ 

 

‗I make my way down to your panties.‘ 

 

‗You giggle.‘  

 

‗As I peel them back I start to feel dizzy. Your fine, downy hair barely obscures the 

cleavage.‘ 

 

‗I pull down your underwear and climb onto the bed.‘  

 

‗You spread your legs.‘  

 

‗The moment I enter, everything changes.‘ 

 

Go forward. 

 

‗You‘re screaming. I hold you down and put my hand over your mouth. You fight me 

as I thrust in and out, clawing at my face and pulling my hair. No, you say. Stop!‘ 

  

‗We are in a different place. The world has shifted. You‘re crying and your eyes are 

bulging.‘  

 

Go forward. 

 

‗We‘re in your bedroom. Your son has been sent to the neighbour‘s house.‘ 

 

Go back. 
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‗We‘re in the backyard on a hot summer‘s night, lying next to each other on a large 

blanket. You breathe heavily. I shift closer. I put my arm around you and you let me. 

It feels so good I start to cry.‘  

 

‗You pretend to sleep.‘ 

 

Stop. Go forward. 

 

‗I go in and out and back and forth as you smile up at me and moan. It lasts for less 

than a minute.‘  

 

‗It lasts forever.‘ 

  

Go back. 

 

‗I‘d spent that summer in a daze. Obsessed, I went no-where, met with no-one. Every 

minute of my life was devoted to thoughts of your body. At night I masturbated with 

your image in mind. During the day we made love. I fantasised about running away 

with you, living in a small town in the middle of nowhere, a place where no-one 

would know us. Where we could live the life of the gods and be happy.‘ 

 

Go forward. 

 

‗When you introduce your boyfriend to our parents I storm away. I will murder him. I 

will kill your children. I‘m as jealous as Zeus and nothing will plug my rage.‘ (Hera 

holds all the cards. Pronounced like ‗Sarah‘ without the s.) 

 

Go forward. 

 

‗You come home from a day spent at the beach with your boyfriend, happily 

humming. ―What have you been up to,‖ you ask. I could say I‘ve been planning 

double-murder, but I don‘t. Instead, I tell you I‘ve been reading. ―You should get out 

more,‖ you say, then shut yourself away in the room.‘  
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‗As I read Wuthering Heights I know fully what it is to be Heathcliff, to hate like 

Heathcliff.‘ 

 

‗I‘m outside your door, knocking gently.‘ 

 

‗―Go away,‖ you yell, and I reply: ―Nevermore.‖ 

 

‗When I enter the room, you look up and ask: ―What do you want? Why can‘t you just 

leave me alone?‖‘ 

 

Go forward. 

 

‗At first there is some confusion about the child. When you say you‘re pregnant I‘m 

too appalled to think properly. I can‘t do the necessary calculations.‘  

 

Go back. 

 

‗You move out with him shortly after ‗the incident‘. By now I‘m glad to see you go. 

All I feel is repulsion.‘  

 

Go forward. 

 

‗For a week at least, the child is mine. I know it with absolute certainty. But when you 

leave my mind clears. Too many months have passed. I‘m free!‘ 

 

Go forward. 

 

‗By the time he is born, we have come to an implicit arrangement. The year we‘d 

spent together, fucking endlessly, brother and sister, was a fiction. It never happened. 

It‘s as forgettable as an inexplicable dream.‘ 

 

Go back. 
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‗I‘m lying next to you, sweating and exhausted, and you‘re crying. ―You fucker,‖ you 

say. ―You‘re just like your father.‖‘  

 

Go forward. 

 

‗You hold me tightly, like our mother did when I was a child, and I remember the 

time in the backyard when I first rubbed against you.‘  

  

Go forward. 

 

‗Everything is doomed to repeat.‘ 

 

Go forward. 

 

‗You‘re crying and won‘t be comforted. ―I love you,‖ I say. ―I know you do,‖ you 

say: ―I love you too.‖‘  

 

Go forward. 

 

‗My father gives me the news over the phone. Heroin overdose. I‘m too bewildered to 

speak. In my head I scream: How can you do this to me? I ask about the child and 

they say he‘s fine. He‘s staying with them for now.‘  

 

‗When they finally hang up I think: I’ve killed her.‘ 

 

‗But she can‘t be killed. She‘s immortal.‘ 

 

‗But she‘s dead, and I‘m responsible!‘ 

 

‗So take it back.‘ 

 

‗What do you mean?‘ 

 

‗Take it all back. You know it can be done.‘ 
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‗But it doesn‘t work that way.‘ 

 

‗Of course it works. It works better.‘ 

 

Go back. 

 

Go back. 

 

Go back. 

 

Go back. 

 

‗Sarah,‘ I say. ‗Sarah, wake up. It‘s nearly noon!‘ 
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When I finished Shaun‘s novella, I wanted nothing more to do with him or Serena – or was it 

Sarah? – again. I thought of all that had happened over the last five years. I realised how little 

I‘d known, how little I‘d seen, how little I‘d understood. It was as though I wasn‘t really 

there. As though they‘d been speaking a language I couldn‘t understand in a landscape I 

hadn‘t properly perceived.  

I went down to the beach, holding ‗Touching‘ in my hands. I promised Shaun I‘d burn 

it and I meant to keep that promise. I‘d decided it would be the last thing I ever did for him. 

I dug a small hole in the driest mound of sand I could find and placed the manuscript 

inside. Then I took out my lighter. A tiny flame sparked to life. The title page stared up at me. 

I drew my hand closer.  
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The Egg, by ‘The Writer’ 
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In the dark 

 

I sat at the table working my hands. She rose from her rug and 

left. She took the lamp with her and left me here, in the 

dark. I watched from a desk facing the wall in a bricked-in 

room. It may have been night or day. Some part of her light 

struck my face as she walked through the streets in my mind.  

I swivel my chair to gaze at the rug she’d wrapped 

herself in as though to burrow. Why she never dug her hands in 

the soil to shovel a hole from the earth and lie there 

enwombed in the windowless dirt with no opening to lure her 

into the air is beyond me. Perfectly beyond. She may have 

known what it was to be thus and did not desire it. Though 

from her manner she seemed to covet the grave, the face of 

gravity, my face, her face, twitching in the rug.  

If there were a window I’d perceive her dancing far-off 

on the pane or flickering with the lamp from my room. I lit it 

myself – here, with her, once – the oil lamp or otherwise 

(what light did I have? how did it work?) the faint speckle 

dancing muffled on a foggy windowpane in a fogless night.  

How everything changes here. How the night becomes day or 

otherwise. How the light endures darkness to return unnoticed. 

How night and day form an edifice to entomb us. How dark the 

sign for light with its black letters.  

I recalled a lamp and brought it with me into the room 

and imagined it was the one she stole from me, trailing this 

way and that on the bricked-in windowpane near the sill, 

behind the table on which I’d knead my hands and prop my head 

between them and sift thoughts about the type of man who sits 

in a room kneading his hands contemplating an imagined light 

in the streets he is blind to at a time that could be day or 

night or light in darkness or otherwise. When the light went 

out I sat in the dark.  
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Away from me              

     

She rose from her rug and left me kneading my hands just so, 

sitting as I was at my table: thus. No, she went about it 

differently, since first she unravelled from the rug then sat 

up with wide eyes and for a few moments blinked, then blinked, 

then blinked and got on her haunches and cast her eyes around 

to the light and kneaded her hands in the rug then knelt as 

the rug fell from her shoulders then rocked back and forth, 

unblinking by now until she was up, right up, on her knees. 

From there she blinked again. Or was it twice? She stood and 

grasped an unseen prop then lurched toward the lamp and held 

fast before steadying her body and obscuring the light, so it 

wouldn’t blind her, by wrapping my scarf – my frail brown 

scarf – around its neck. Becoming an illumined head. She 

walked, then halted, then took a step, then yelled, then 

blinked. Clinging to her unseen prop. And when she blinked she 

was renewed, in a different room, or a passageway, somehow 

outside the bricked-in space, away from me.  

 

 

A new, a new, anew 

 

Blinks rapped on a bricked-in room with no windows. A man 

imagines certain things about the light he once carried to the 

edge of darkness, perched on his desk, not a few feet away, 

not an arm’s length from grasping, not a gesture, not a 

gesture. If he’d only gestured. Where he sat where he breathed 

and blinked. This is the room with the rug on which she 

blinked, then expired, then departed on the unseen prop and 

took with her his light.  

This is what he wrote on me, then expired. Bring your 

nose to the page and sniff the trace of death. Perhaps – can I 

speculate? – another has crossed this murky swamp before you. 

Who came before and left when another took her place before 

and left and so on ad taedium.  

Are you their ghost hovering over my scent? 
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Are you my phantom excreting me? 

But she who sat on the rug more than once and left her 

mark there, left her sweat in the hearth of this bricked-in 

room – she took the light of one who came before, whose glow I 

minded and took care not to extinguish. Her light, for which I 

brick-in windows against the wind and lock doors against 

dreamers and booby-trap the staircase so when they come, if 

they ever do. But never expecting, never longing, never 

imagining. Merely waiting, merely thinking, idly: They are 

waiting without desire or expectation or longing to come, as 

am I, as we wait together without desiring to meet and in this 

way forge a new…a new… anew. 

 

 

My kneading hands 

 

But the creature aforeseen was doomed to vanish. For her 

return, or the thought of such a thing, or the imagined event 

taking place in the mind of a man burrowed in his room, is a 

horror. Since more horrible than departures by far are 

returns, more terrible than executions by far resurrections. 

Let there be none, let there be none, for God’s sake. Let him 

wait in his room merely seeing what it is to wait for one who 

waits, eternally alone, for nothing but this. 

 

Blank sheet. There was once a girl whose face you never saw, 

although it wasn’t dark. Despite the light, however dim, you 

never perceived the girl from an angle that might have 

revealed something about her. Presentiment one: there are no 

revelations. Presentiment two: demand that there be none.  

You saw her cardigan, her rug, her hat, or their shadows.  

What stopped you from moving? What stops you from turning 

the page? To perceive her face you might have done so.  

Too late now, for she’s walking the streets in another’s 

mind in the dark holding an oil lamp. She may be lost, 

unperceived, lamenting unperceived her depthless sleep-

wandering. Bound in a nutshell. Tapping her cane along the 
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walls for she’s blind and the light she carries is unperceived 

by she who wanders the forgotten alleys and lanes, lighting 

the dimensions of depths plunged and plumbed and plumed by 

streetwalkers and strayers.  

Her clothes ragged by time. Spent navigating these 

howevermany paragraphs over-adorned with this and that. 

Seeking a weak point in the hemming walls. Drumming her 

nutshell so it seems to purr. In my kneading hands. 

 

 

Terra nullius 

 

The clock struck cuckoo as clear as a chime carried by the 

wind and deposited in an ear to be muffled. Becoming faint. 

Weeping across the vast sea in a seashell. Echo of blood 

running to and from the ear.   

Life’s soundtrack.  

Upon which a faint weeping, as though a fine strain on 

the violin string of a mouse accompanying another whose vocal 

chords have snapped. Who died where there was no more her 

thereafter. No more here thereafter.  

The weeping on the wind diminished and returned to the 

ear. As though his mother died where he left her, in a room, 

with others such as her, minded by walls impenetrable. Where 

he left her. As though he bears the burden. For we all are 

dispossessed of our first home. The womb is Terra nullius. 

 

 

When we wept 

 

If we could but measure the time in hours. If we could but 

halve the hours of measurement. For she left me where there 

was no more her thereafter and since that day I’ve been 

carried by a bluster of wind. Weeping. Kneading my hands, 

sitting in the street, it may be day or night, my eyes are 

closed. Who can tell? Who to open them now? If we could but 
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measure time in tears. If we could but measure tears in 

halves. If we could but halve time weeping. If in ceasing to 

weep we could cease the world. If it were still and quiet, 

very quiet, when we wept. 

 

 

Perfectly lost 

 

Kneading her hands she would sometimes lay her head upon them: 

thus. Kneading her head she would often lay my hands upon her 

hair: thus. Kneading her hair with my hands she would often 

sigh: thus. There was a time when she refused to take my hands 

in hers. A time I failed to offer them. It is mentioned in the 

notes. 

 For what did she knead her hands? For what her head? For 

what her hair? For what the sleep that overtook us as we 

stroked and kneaded and covered ourselves in the rug and 

closed our eyes and imagined a world beyond our stroking that 

would stroke and knead us evermore. Like the sun, burning. 

Like stars, glimmering. Like the earth, rotting. We lay in our 

rug imagining. Leaving the table and blankness and lamp a mere 

gesture before.  

  

For days she left me but always returned. They'd guide her 

back to the room and thrust her inside and refasten the 

doorlocks. Which sounds I ignored. Hovering above the 

blankness before me. Just a gesture. 

 

At times she'd roll in her rug and burrow. I heard faint 

murmurs and waited for her breath to stop. To finish 

struggling and be quiet at last. A moment's peace. Then I’d 

stoop to the floor to unwrap her slowly. Careful to release 

her face last. Careful not to know its features. To see their 

image burned in my mind. Careful not to rouse her. Then 

retreat to my desk and hover above their blankness and be lost 

in them. Perfectly lost. 
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All that's said 

 

The darkness hems in the night when the lamp is overcome. I 

hear weeping. They come and grab her by the ankles and strip 

her bare and flog her on the rug. Which sounds I ignore. 

Though she cries out and breaks my concentration. Though it's 

impossible to imagine the blankness and inhabit the blankness 

as a voice cries your name in the dark. Whichever voice. Let 

there be no more of them. 

 Each night she is flogged. Her garments torn and cast 

away then replaced with others just the same.  

She calls my name or what she understands as such. 

Another name intended for me. 

When they come for the pages I explain my plight. I 

mention the screaming and beg them to gag her. For we are 

still human.    

 

She said once she would go blind from pain. She explained her 

wounds but they rebuked her. Wounds told their own stories and 

would not be mouthpieces. They spoke about infection, leaking 

on the rug as I copied them, drop for drop. 

One night the screaming ceased. They may have been 

smothered but she didn't say. The floggings continued but she 

wouldn't yield.  

 All this before she took the lamp.  

 

She left a note. They always do. (See transcription below.)   

 

I burrow into lines of flight. Not for retreat but recreation. 

In my rug I construct the world and am pleased. I microinhabit 

with breathless stupor. I knead tunnels and escape predation. 

I engineer means of arboreal brachiation. Roots like branches 

to swing across. Gravity unhinged. Ecstatic locomotion. 

Promiscuous seedling reaching for the core to split and 

rupture the world. Bathed in damp ejaculate. While he hovers 

above with his blank face. Reading blankness in what explodes 
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his prison. Casting around for meaning modules. For example: 

what does the text say about this? I belittle him with 

suffocation. He assumes I want for oxygen. To never conceive 

of a world constituted otherwise. A life without authentic 

signs. The logos hovering like a hefty Buddha. A slut in the 

ether we desire. The rotting meat of our broken lives. A fuck 

template. Hovering as if to coax a voice from the coagulate. 

Which he'll then reject for his cesspool. Example: better the 

devil you know. A sad and sorry fixture.  

 

All that's said there. 

 

 

Her egg 

 

Back to the beginning as one lost and doomed to encircle 

beginnings though he strays when thinking and doubts in his 

straying his thinking does not stray into madness. Stepping 

carefully through the doughy corridors he treads as though on 

ashes. For example: Shulamith. She who occupies the unreached 

room and draws him closer. Her voice coaxingly reciting what 

creates her. Her ashen hair spooled thereabouts. An unreached 

train or thread bringing her body to bear on the words 

encircling her entranceway. Heating like an oven excised to 

the antechamber. If it isn't mad to say so. If it isn't mad to 

write say when writing so. If saying can be called writing and 

writing saying as it does when written so. Who can say? 

 

So he sits in his room hovering above his desk in the 

beginning with the creature returned who never left, whose 

absence is as fanciful as one such as she sitting on a rug 

with graspless hands and pointed teeth and pursed lips. Time 

spooling as before. He wonders whether it will ever end. He 

writes will it ever end? Whether the interminable beginnings 

can be traversed. He writes can they be traversed? Would it be 

better to dismount and retreat to her rug on the floor then 
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burrow in silence with the creature there nesting yet again. 

He writes: the creature.  

 Shiversome and exposed on the rug. Who with demented 

finger on pursed lips beckons him to crouch and confront the 

burrow dug beneath her rug.  

 

Throbbing and small, the creature cringes as he sidles nearer.  

 

Watch him part delicately the entranceway's fur. Behold the 

fragile nest she's hidden! Behold the egg laid there perfectly 

still and credible! Her beginnings warmed as we kneel before 

them. Festering, a second self. 

 

If what encircle her mouth are lips she raises them in a kind 

of smile. As though proud to reveal this secret side. Her egg. 

Her avian nature.  

 

 

Absence consoled him 

 

As he sat at his desk tapping the keyboard in this his 

confinement he suddenly thought that something was missing 

although he knew not what that something might be. But its 

absence consoled him. 

 

 

How the insect bleeds 

 

For what do I recall? What speak? What any of it, the vague 

claustrophotons edging and milling in restless ululations, 

their spastic slavering at the margins. This enclosed space. 

Here, where light from an oil-lamp once shone, I cut the veins 

and offer bloodless life. Which sounds she ignored. What here 

amongst wraiths who circle with Grim Confusion? For it dawns 

upon them slowly, too slowly, that when they go there will be 

no more here to go from. For the world has turned fullcircle 
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and those few living beg substance from the dead. Now beseech 

the dead and not otherwise.  

 

In whose land there abide sensitive insects or vermin who upon 

seeing us persist so are inconsolable. Since when we whisper 

we dismantle epochs, disencumber quantum civilisations, sneeze 

malignance. 

 

The truth being I was invented in my room. Or, the room being 

invented, there were scraps which she became. She who was 

pleased to be malformed. This being my function, not 

otherwise. To invent what is already there, to focus, 

assemble, remould, synthesize, pin my squirming subject to the 

wall and name her: thus. For this her long name encompasses 

disparate strands. An example: her desire for namelessness. 

Her crepuscular body the dimness of which hovers above her, 

twitchingly alone. After whom she cannot be what she was 

before. Cannot persist being retrograde. This dislodgement my 

only desire, since when I move about and thump on my nutshell 

the edifice stiffens, scandalised.  

 

Have you sent this flea to swarm across the pages? Closed upon 

itself as she hovering above closes them, demanding release 

from their endless entrapment? Resentful and betrayed, she 

ends it with emotion. Violently snaps him shut: thus. 

 Oh how the insect bleeds. 

 

 

Copious and sublime 

 

I am a few minutes older. Having spent the time otherwise 

occupied. Epochs of absence unregarded in these tiny spaces 

between word and word. Room for a life to flow by. Which I've 

spent weeping once more. Or spend weeping since when can it be 

said to end? I opened my mouth to speak but words refused to 

come. I'd forgotten to consider. Instead I wept knowing only 
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that in hoping to speak I'd forgotten what was sayable. How to 

make things so.  

 

How bad things have become.  

 

Is all that’s left a lamentation?  

 

I felt winded and made to gasp but nothing came. Just this 

awful sob. An animal's moan. The perfect expression of our 

innermost mind.  

 

I wept in the spaces between, each of which is fungible and 

revealed as such from the beginning. Who could not hope to be 

otherwise and consequently stalled. Asking: without 

transformation, what use is living? Asking: what use is what's 

doomed to repeat? Asking and weeping. A splurge of helpless 

despair between words and paragraphs. For how long it's hard 

to say but I couldn't stop. My rage mounting as I sat there 

above her egg, just so, in the middle of the room, choking on 

the thoughts of my innermost mind.  

 

Forever innermost except when wept. Choking and shaking, her 

credible egg before me. My jaw grinding and fists bunching and 

phlegm mounting and shoulders wrinkling and quaking and eyes 

squeezing and spurting. My substance streaming onto her rug 

and into her burrow, inside her nest and onto her egg.  

 

The pleasure of weeping in such a manner, upon her secret 

delight! An indecent weeping upon her hidden contentment, 

whose foliage she so innocently spread. The indecency with 

which I stream upon them. The momentum of it, streaming and 

scalding and delicious and unstoppable and copious and 

sublime.  
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In our room 

 

She seems pleased enough with her egg and lately doesn't fuss 

about. Creatures such as her endure so much better than we. As 

for me I'm withered and gnarled and half-buried. Something 

stirs in the egg, I'm certain. A stirring of the end. But 

there remains a question of fertilisation, of origins. Was she 

with-egg when she arose? Has she been pregnant all along? I 

once hoped for as much but gave up wondering. Deciding my only 

function was to hold the mirror to her body and reveal her to 

herself and others. My task subordinate all along. To kneel 

and scrape, vacant-eyed, with bowed head, to prop her up for 

the world. To coax her from the bilious core. Oh, well. 

 

The egg is voiceless but aglow beneath her skirts. Lighting 

her burrow. Calling to me gently, insistingly. Touch me, I am 

lonely and sad, it says. Poor egg. What thin walls you have 

compared to mine. For your world is shell and skin and mucus 

while mine is brick and air and darkness. You in your shell in 

her burrow in our room. When you burst it will be with 

disappointment. At being born into yet another prison – half-

born into half-life. Cracking the barrier for a harder 

surface. Until death – the hardest yet.  

 

Could it be that I've been homing? Could it be that homing in 

all its slipperiness is a word for dying? Another word or 

another way of making everything still? I hardly know myself. 

I'm hardly a self to know anything. For her, perhaps, it's 

otherwise. I'm a fixture to lean on. Since I know her 

dimensions even when her face is fallow. Which recognition may 

be little more, forgive me, than a fiction. Although there is 

a sense of wholeness in my mind, about myself as she sees me: 

a levitating figure all seraphic and aglitter. Sprouting words 

addressed to an image of her forever unperceived as such. 

Lamping and afire. Transcending and transformed into a 

metamorphic god. Just by being such, as I am, here with her: 

persisting in our room.   
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Abstract  

 

Corpus is a postmodernist Künstlerroman, with multiple and repetitious narrative streams 

that have, at their source, a series of ‗secrets‘ which may or may not be read as 

versions/doubles of an ‗originating‘ exposure. Corpus engages in and invokes autobiography 

and the act of appropriating or being appropriated by others‘ stories. It simultaneously 

employs notions of ‗origin‘ and ‗self‘ at the same time as rejecting their significance. Its 

focus is a kind of 'inner life'. Corpus is very much a hybrid or collage of forms: 

novel/memoir/short story/notes/fragments, which ultimately collapse into each other. It keeps 

a distance (ironic, comedic, idiotic) throughout, but there are also emotional ‗pay-offs‘. Its 

structure has several notable characteristics: parts of ―The Body‖—the second section—are 

designed as doubles or versions of the same story, with differing points of thematic emphasis. 

―The Body‖ is additionally comprised of ‗inner‘ and ‗outer‘ narratives, where ‗Shaun‘ is 

constructed and deconstructed by multiple narrators. The first and third sections of Corpus, 

entitled ―Creature‖ and ―Touching‖, mirror the inner/outer structure of ―The Body‖, but 

―Touching‖ is additionally comprised-of or interrupted-by a series of narrative streams and 

fragments. Different fonts in ―Touching‖ allow readers to easily follow a particular narrative 

stream as far as they like before ‗doubling‘ back and focussing on the others. This is designed 

to give the reader a sense that everything is happening, and continues to happen, at the same 

time. As with the repetitions in ―The Body‖, the partial intention is to give the reader a 

feeling of being trapped inside a narrative loop, like someone suffering from Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder, but the modifications inherent to these types of repetition simultaneously 

invoke (without actually producing) the prospect of transcendence—a way out of the 

nightmare of the self and its stories. The inclusion of a prop—the flint spark lighter—

concretises what is perhaps the most significant narrative stream of ―Touching‖ and Corpus 

as a whole (the revelatory sister/father story). If readers burn the book they become ‗doubled‘ 

themselves: by raising the lighter to the page the reader is implicated in both the creation of 

the text and its (apparent) originating ‗exposure‘, as well as its/Shaun‘s apparent desire to be 

purged of itself/himself.  

As well as addressing many of concepts and conceits offered above, the exegesis is 

concerned with the ethics and aesthetic usage of ‗trauma‘, informed by the post-Holocaust 

sensibilities of various philosophers, but chiefly Theodor Adorno, and the implications of 

Freud‘s universalising treatment of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, paying particular 

attention to various forms of textual and authorial concealment, exposures and doubling that 
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occur in Freud‘s Moses and Monotheism and linking them to those same features in Corpus 

(where remembering and forgetting, confinement and liberation, transcription and erasure, re-

enactment and purgation occur in the simultaneous acts of writing, reading and burning). 

Like the creative work, the exegesis is comprised of a series of exposures, where the 

theoretical mask behind the fictional masquerade emerges in all its hideousness. 
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1.1 Introduction to the Exegesis 

 

This novel and its accompanying exegesis have had a strange genesis. They came into being 

in reverse. My initial project was purely research-based: I aimed to examine—or rather to 

begin to prove—the ‗traumatic‘ cause and content of some of the most interesting (as I saw 

it) literature and philosophy of the last sixty or so years. I sought to show how literature 

(especially those labelled late modernist or postmodernist) and ‗theory‘ have responded to, 

and continue to respond to, the historical disaster we call the Holocaust. Implied in my 

approach was the notion that any literature or philosophy that ignores historical disasters is 

largely ‗unethical‘.  

My thesis required me to scour through the work of philosophers whose surnames 

conjure entire theoretical worlds: Adorno, Derrida, Lyotard, Agamben, Levinas and (as a 

voice of opposition) Badiou, as well as every Holocaust ‗testimony‘ I could get my hands on. 

The key word for my thesis was ‗trauma‘, and, in simple terms, I insisted that wherever traces 

of a post-traumatic sensibility could be discerned in literature or philosophy it showed that 

the great historical disasters of the twentieth century had left their mark. It was essential to 

me, for reasons no doubt as personal as they were analytical, that literature could be proven to 

have properly and attentively engaged with the vast suffering of the world. 

I struck upon three principle characteristics of what I considered to be post-traumatic-

post-holocaust literature: repetition/multiple narrative cycles; characters or narrators with 

fluid or uncertain identities; ambivalence or outright hostility toward ‗origin‘ in the forms of 

nation/place of birth or family. My three preferred examples of these traits were from the 

literary work of Samuel Beckett (particularly Molloy), Thomas Bernhard (particularly 

Extinction) and W. G. Sebald (particularly The Rings of Saturn).  

 I intended, in the final parts of the thesis, to re-direct my analysis from European to 

American authors, charting its more general post-traumatic response to the Second World 

War, using Thomas Pynchon‘s Gravity’s Rainbow as a starting point.  

Needless to say, my plan was far too ambitious on several counts, but the most 

debilitating aspect by far was the extent to which I was required to occupy and be occupied 

by the Holocaust. It was an obscene burden to carry, and I was more than responsive to the 

kind of scholarly diversion that had me researching for and writing about texts that had little 

to do with my stated project. Nonetheless, after less than a year I‘d already written drafts of 

several chapters, and an essay anchoring the work of several of the above-mentioned 

philosophers in a post-holocaust/trauma tradition had been accepted for publication in a book 
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dealing with Derrida‘s ethics and ‗hospitality‘. On the face of it, the project was working out 

wonderfully.  

Then, in the first months of my second year as a research candidate, I began having 

nightmares. My health deteriorated and I couldn‘t sleep. I had panic attacks. I‘d wake several 

times in the night convinced that my heart had stopped beating or that I was suffocating to 

death. I needed a break. 

For the next few months I occupied myself with teaching in university courses and 

writing ‗fiction‘. During this period, I wrote the first drafts for each section of ‗Touching‘ 

and, unsurprisingly, my fiction took on the features of the sort of material I‘d been dealing 

with over the last year or so. Like so much of what I was calling ‗post-traumatic‘ literature, it 

was repetitious, the characters/narrators were slippery and it took its departure from and 

edged toward representations of a traumatic event. It also contained within it traces of the 

narrative voices of Beckett (most prominently), Bernhard, Sebald and Derrida. I‘d basically 

employed the sort of post-traumatic aesthetic I‘d been interested in all along. So much for the 

break. 

It wasn‘t until the end of that year that I realised, in a kind of despair, that by 

producing the work of fiction I‘d written away the compulsion that had led me to commit 

myself to such horror-struck research in the first place. By locating the ‗trauma‘ at the heart 

of my own obsession, I‘d rendered my research obscure and unpalatable. I just didn‘t want to 

approach literature and philosophy from that perspective any more. I‘d lost touch with my 

project.  

So, in what seemed to friends and colleagues to be a kind of suicidal gesture, I 

switched my postgraduate program and began to focus on polishing the creative work.  

This novel, therefore, is the result/extension of my unfinished ‗research‘ thesis, parts 

of which have been transformed, like Gregor Samsa, into a monstrous exegesis. The exegesis 

is comprised of a series of interrogations that had a strong bearing on how I—or the version 

of me who wrote the novel—constructed Corpus and as such provide a type of ‗key‘ to 

interpretation and understanding. I make connections between the material I‘ve analysed and 

Corpus wherever it seems possible, but the most enlightening aspect of this exegesis is how it 

makes explicit the positions and foundations upon and against which the novel came into 

being.  

For the purpose of this exegesis I concentrate on the theoretical underpinnings of my 

use of ‗trauma‘—focussing, in particular, on the ‗ethics of trauma‘ and drawing parallels 

between Freud‘s use of his own trauma-theory to construct a trauma-story in Moses and 
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Monotheism, and my own use of the same methodologies and ideas. The only significant 

cross-over between my research on Beckett, Bernhard and Sebald is the extent to which 

sections of ‗Touching‘ are recognisably derivative in style, tone and structure.  

Connections to other authors/texts abound in Corpus: the double-book structure is 

particularly derivative of Molloy, and the whole of ‗Creature‘ is explicitly Beckettian; ‗Burn 

This Book‘ is a near-parody of Bernhard‘s hyperbolic and splenetic style; the sister‘s story in 

‗Touching‘, with its essayistic tone and circular structure is slightly Sebaldian; ‗Interrogation‘ 

draws from the opening of Dostoevsky‘s Crime and Punishment—which has the effect of 

emphasising, in a double sense, the transgressive ‗criminality‘ of certain types of story-

making/stealing; the multiple, near-cubist rendering of Shaun and the various 

Sarah/Sirena/Serena characters in The Body owes a debt to Roberto Bolaño‘s The Savage 

Detectives and Alain Resnais‘ film Last Year at Marienbad. But instead of concentrating on 

the connections and debts to other authors or artists in this exegesis, I‘ve chosen to illuminate 

the theory behind the practice—the mask behind the masquerade—by focussing on the 

concept of ‗trauma‘ as I‘ve approached it.  

The tone of the exegesis is, unavoidably, somewhat ironic. It comes down to the 

horrible fact that I now see the overarching idea as misguided and extreme. A hearty dose of 

relativism has been another regrettable necessity. Despite these drawbacks, the person who 

conceived of this project took an interesting enough position, and one that has certainly been 

central to the composition of Corpus, so I've tried to be as loyal as possible to the spirit of 

that position as I possibly could. It was the only way to keep going.  
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1.2 The „trauma‟ concept 

 

What is trauma?  To what extent are modern philosophy and literature traumatised and/or 

traumatic? What is the relation between Theodor Adorno‘s ―critical theory‖ and Jacques 

Derrida‘s ―deconstruction‖? How does the response to ―trauma‖ in the philosophies of 

Adorno and Derrida correspond or differ from contemporary ―trauma theory‖ in the 

humanities? Does ―trauma‖ signal something ―positive‖—or some affirmation of 

―humanity‖—or is it an exclusively negative phenomenon? Does trauma have a specifically 

literary dimension? How might literature in general engage with ―trauma‖ as such? What are 

the implications of ‗trauma‘—actual or conceptual—for writing? How can the trauma be 

represented via writing?  

These are some of the questions I‘ll seek to tackle (but not answer) in the following 

chapters; indeed, formulating and making explicit questions about trauma and Corpus will be 

my chief exegetical strategy. 

What follows takes seriously Theodor Adorno‘s post-Holocaust imperative in 

Negative Dialectics: to prevent the progression of homogenising ‗self-sameness‘ or ‗self-

identity‘, which he sees as a totalitarian tendency intrinsic to the development of historical 

disasters (like the formation of Nazi Germany and the concentration camps). My thesis seeks 

to apply Adorno‘s imperative as both a critical tool and a unifying thematic concern; it was at 

the core of my approach to writing Corpus. In basic terms, Adorno‘s philosophy rails against 

the creation and dissemination of ‗stable identities‘ as an ethical necessity.  Adorno‘s is a 

‗human‘ imperative, transcending while simultaneously applying to categories like ‗art‘ and 

‗philosophy‘. Adorno disarms the philosophical impulse monumentalised, as he sees it, by 

Heidegger—toward ‗pure philosophy‘, ‗pure origin‘ (whether subjective or metaphysical) 

and absolute or foundational truth or ‗true thinking‘ as it progresses into the fullness of ‗self-

sameness‘. Instead of merely denouncing Heidegger because of his links to Nazism, Adorno 

locates the cause for a Heideggerian susceptibility to fascism in philosophy itself.  

My novel equally seeks to disperse myths about origin and the necessity for fixed 

identities via substantially performative constructions of characters and narrators with no 

fixed identity and shaky origins. The mode can be seen as a type of evasiveness; it resists any 

kind of ‗firm ground‘ for characters and plot until the sister-narrative in ‗Touching‘, which 

can be read as a formal betrayal whose fragmentation-via-interruption denotes a different 

type of evasiveness: a guilty compulsion. Shaun disrupts his explanatory revelation with a 

series of distinct but related (thematically and stylistically) narrative streams, all of which 
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engage in or approach the subject of authorial self-revelation in various ways, before 

producing a ‗postscripts‘ which serves to modify the revelatory status of his (anti-)memoir, 

instead rendering it a version of his/his sister‘s story, via reference to its fictionalised 

constructedness. 

Adorno‘s imperative constitutes a traumatic shift in philosophy‘s perception of itself 

in the same way in which the Copernican, Darwinian and Freudian ‗revolutions‘ (as well as 

an infant‘s first encounters with its mother‘s breast) are seen as traumatic by the French 

psychoanalyst and theorist, Jean Laplanche. For Laplanche, each of these movements is 

traumatic because they ‗decentre‘ the human subject by introducing a foreign agent. I cast 

Adorno in this tradition because he perceives and initiates a fragmenting of the human where 

‗human‘ is re-defined as that very susceptibility to fragmentation.1    

My novel interacts with and reproduces this style of fragmentation of character and 

story; a primary protagonist/narrator is split apart by various textual ‗interferences‘ in 

‗Touching‘, while elements of his persona are taken on by various characters in ‗The Body‘, 

so that the reader will retrospectively recognise features of the primary narrator in the 

narrators of ‗The Body‘, as well as in the characters they describe, without being able to 

identify those characters as the primary protagonist/narrator/author. Additionally, the two 

books that form the novel can be seen as doubles or twins, with characters and themes 

developed in different ways (largely as a result of the shift in tone and narrative style). 

Corpus thereby takes particular account of what I see as an ethical necessity for ‗identity‘ to 

be fluid and unstable, a necessity that might also be impossible to fulfil (leading, in Corpus, 

to a sort of ‗madness‘)—functioning as a creative response to the ‗trauma-problem‘, 

represented in Corpus by an early exposure to sexual perversity. (I go into the reasons for my 

assertion that fluid or fragmented identity is ‗ethical‘ in detail in the following chapter, which 

is an analysis of trauma, mourning and hospitality in the philosophies of Levinas, Derrida and 

Adorno.) 

 This thesis concerns itself with ―trauma‖ from both a methodological and thematic 

perspective in critical, performative and creative ways. In particular, ‗Touching‘ finds its way 

toward an encounter with a traumatic event via narrative strategies which mimic the post-

traumatic repetition and deferral discussed below with reference to Sigmund Freud‘s Moses 

and Monotheism.  

                                                           
1 See Chapter 2 for my explication of this feature of Adorno‘s philosophy. 
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Just as Alain Resnais‘ early documentaries and films, with their use of fragmented 

(but highly stylised) narratives, personalised narration and elliptical dialogue pave the way 

for the more jubilantly playful French New Wave of Truffaut and Goddard, ‗Touching‘ can 

be construed to be the raw material for the more loosely conceived and constructed ‗The 

Body‘, taking advantage of the formal elements of narratives identified as ―post-traumatic‖ 

and the theories that have come to surround them.    

 ―Trauma‖, as I‘ll be treating it—as Adorno‘s philosophy treats it, and as Freud 

signals its possible treatment (whether intentionally or not)—is protean. It is beyond final 

definition because it is always related to that which is unencounterable.  

Following Freud‘s approach in Moses and Monotheism, I note (in Chapter 2) that 

‗trauma‘—both the experience and the idea—can metamorphose into anything and transfer 

anywhere. Everything that causes the progress of self-identity to halt and fragment, 

everything that discontinues the seamless and therefore falsified flow of dialectical thinking, 

everything new and unheralded is traumatic. I take this to be a fruitful and productive 

treatment of a somewhat stultifying and humourless concept, and am in no way concerned by 

the prospect that ‗trauma‘ may, in the end, be traced to almost everything (the trauma of 

being born, the trauma of education, the trauma of sexual awakening, etc.). The following 

chapters should, therefore, be read as variations on the themes of ‗trauma‘ and ‗survival‘, not 

conclusive explications—indeed, the latter could only be performed ironically, in a 

postmodernist context. 

Central to what follows is the idea that the philosophies of Theodor Adorno and 

Jacques Derrida are interestingly and variously ‗post-traumatic‘. I argue for an expansive 

treatment of ‗trauma‘ and Post-traumatic Stress Disorder. The novel‘s key stylistic and 

conceptual features—Post-traumatic doubling, fragmentation, repetition and deferral in story-

making—can be seen as extrapolations of the creative and critical approaches brought to bear 

in this exegesis. Because of this, Adorno and Derrida are implicit intertextual figures of the 

novel. 
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A great deal of work has been done in the field of ―trauma theory‖ in the humanities since the 

early 1990s. Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History by 

Soshana Felman and Dori Laub and Cathy Caruth‘s Unclaimed Experience and (as editor) 

Trauma: Explorations in Memory signalled the beginning of a burgeoning industry of 

research into trauma with particular reference to writing and representation. Most of the 

literature is concerned with trauma within the context of testimony and traumatic events—

with the Holocaust featuring heavily—and there is also a tendency to look at representations 

of trauma alongside their potential therapeutic value. 

A person suffering Post-traumatic Stress Disorder will often find it difficult to focus 

or get to the point. Like Tristram Shandy—who survives severe mishaps early in his life (he 

is conceived ‗out of humour‘, endures a violent birth, is misnamed and, a few years later, 

accidentally circumcised)—trauma, like writing, produces deferral. Shandy cannot tell his life 

story directly and nor can the person suffering PTSD tell themselves—and therefore properly 

incorporate—the story of their trauma.  

Trauma is the impossible subject matter, just as Tristram Shandy is his own 

impossible subject matter. To write about ‗trauma‘ in literature and philosophy, and indeed to 

write a ‗trauma-narrative‘, is therefore to embark on an impossible and potentially joyless 

quest. It is to fail from the outset. So be it: what follows is not just a series of variations on 

the themes of ‗trauma‘ and ‗survival‘—it is also a series of diversions and digressions and, 

above all, an embrace of the ‗failure‘ essential to its character.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



13 
 

1.3 Theodor Adorno‟s Negative Dialectics 

 

The core philosophical text for the purpose of this exegesis is Theodor Adorno‘s Negative 

Dialectics. At the centre of Negative Dialectics is what might be seen as ‗post-Holocaust‘ 

trauma, represented by the contemplation of moral and metaphysical dilemmas and the 

related paralyses that occur ―after Auschwitz‖—the short-lived imperative not to write poetry 

being just one manifestation of a more comprehensive re-evaluation of philosophical, artistic 

and cultural life after the Second World War. Adorno locates the objective reality of bodily 

suffering as the point of balance from which the non-conceptual and material actuality of 

traumatic events and traumatised existence projects its demands upon the thinking subject. 

From the perspective of this alienated subject, ―The need to lend a voice to suffering is a 

condition of all truth. For suffering is objectivity that weighs upon the subject; its most 

subjective experience, its expression, is objectively conveyed‖ (Negative Dialectics 17-18).  I 

will argue that the privileging of a suffering whose voice is often (historically) repressed, and 

all of the implications of its discursive progressions, are also the central connection between 

Adorno‘s and Derrida‘s philosophies. ‗After Auschwitz‘, they insist that philosophy and art 

must take forms of suffering seriously. 

 Adorno‘s philosophy regularly expresses itself as both traumatic and traumatised. 

Adorno states that, after Auschwitz, ―in their reality, in what became of them, all men are 

mutilated‖ (297). The essentially inhuman aspect of human existence (the notion of 

―humanity‖ has a type of ―normative‖ foundation or function in Adorno‘s thought—but in the 

sense of a relation to what should be normal) leaves us with individuals who are ―left with no 

more than the morality for which Kantian ethics—which accords affection, not respect, to 

animals—can muster only disdain: to try to live so that one may believe himself to have been 

a good animal‖ (299). For Adorno, the possibility of being human ―has shrunk to that of 

averting catastrophe in spite of everything‖ (323). This apparent paralysis is a key to the 

reading of the paralysis and repetitions associated with trauma in this novel and exegesis.  

For Adorno, that paralysis is dependent on the continuance of the social realities of 

modern life. As such, and unlike that which is discussed in popular studies on trauma, it is not 

a paralysis unto itself, limited to a single event. For Adorno, the traumatic event is a constant 

feature of cultural and historical existence, albeit with varying modes of intensity. ‗After 

Auschwitz‘, life is traumatic—the very fact of being alive is traumatic if we attend properly 

to our changed status. Therefore, to avoid trauma is to avoid living attentively—to live an 

unconsidered life.  
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For Adorno, there is a radical social aspect to paralysed theory and art: paralysis 

itself, in the face of the work that is ―the bustle of power‖ (143), bears witness to the 

possibility of overcoming repression. For Adorno, the stasis associated with trauma is what 

provides the possibility of (human) redemption, and the aesthetic stylistics of trauma amount 

to a type of qualitative leap into Adorno‘s notion of redemption.  

Adorno locates the holding place of hope in radical modern art ―because it reminds us 

of missed chances, but also because by its sheer existence it reveals the dubiousness of the 

heteronomous structural ideal‖ (95). The normative aspect of Adorno‘s notions of truth, 

rightness, and humanity cannot be separated from hope and its aesthetic companion. For 

Adorno, hope, like (bodily) suffering, must be left alone by a corrupted language and its 

associated concepts. One cannot write or think hopefully without betraying hope‘s potential. 

To ignore this is a betrayal as much as a breach of tact. Hope is immutably transcendent, ―But 

what hope clings to… is the transfigured body‖ (400, emphasis added), and whatever clings 

to the body also clings to its suffering. The decision to anchor or stage my novel in the body, 

or indeed bodies, stems largely from Adorno‘s emphasis on the importance of bodily 

suffering and the need for its centrality in art and philosophy. Like Adorno, I also seek to 

avoid the kind of hopefulness that might transgress against the concept‘s transcendent nature.  

It is avoided for the risk of becoming a conceit. 

As with Derrida‘s later philosophy, Adorno‘s ‗negative dialectics‘ brings thought into 

close proximity with death—a death that has itself been mutilated, with its ―victims‖ 

becoming specimens instead of humans who have a worthy heritage and a legitimate demand 

to be remembered. After Auschwitz, the great struggle is to locate humanity, and the 

following chapters of the exegesis will keep struggle in mind: what does it mean to be human 

in each particular context and how does ‗survival‘—or the manner with which we live on—

enhance or conflict with that humanity?  

In my novel, the protagonist‘s initial capacity to ‗survive‘ and escape what might 

otherwise have been a traumatic event, and his implied emotional distance, is brought into 

question via a significant shift in context. When his way of engaging with the world 

undergoes a transformation a dormant trauma springs to life, which then takes possession of 

the narrator and, in a sense, speaks through him in ways that are gradually more explicit. 

‗Touching‘ in effect performs the slow, interrupted emergence of traumatic memory for a 

person skilled in avoiding such confrontations  

For Adorno, there is no escaping a philosophical and existential paralysis in the 

context of a post-Auschwitz (concrete) world: ―no more than out of the electrified barbed 
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wire around the camps‖ (323). This style of paralysis does not extend to art and expression, 

however. In accordance with his project of giving a voice to the suffering that is otherwise 

ignored by identity theory, Adorno says that ―Perennial suffering has as much right to 

expression as a tortured man has to scream‖ (323). Nonetheless, ―it is not wrong to raise 

the… question of whether after Auschwitz you can go on living‖ (323). From this 

perspective, I seek to argue, in the following chapter, that we are all survivors of a type of 

Auschwitz, and because we live in others‘ stead (if only by adhering to a world-order that 

props up the privileged at the expense of the underprivileged), living becomes the activity of 

the subject putting survival above a genuine awareness of the suffering (and death) that 

produces it. I will argue, following Adorno, that those born into a ‗post-Auschwitz‘ world are 

or should be born wide-eyed into a ―humanity without humanity,‖ and that the same can be 

said of each work of literature or philosophy produced—explicitly or indirectly. The first 

‗ethical‘ step—the one that makes ethics possible—is to recognise this situation and to locate 

the significant sources of one‘s own guilt. Thus the narrative progression toward my book-

within-a-book, entitled ‗Touching‘. 

From Adorno‘s semi-paralysis of being-inhuman, however, a qualified form of action 

is prescribed. For him, ―A new categorical imperative has been imposed by Hitler upon 

mankind: to arrange their thoughts and actions so that Auschwitz will not repeat itself, so that 

nothing similar will happen‖ (363). This imperative is not reliant on the same cold rationality 

that prescribes survival for the survivors; it is, instead, natural to any mode of thinking yet to 

descend into barbarism. Such an imperative cannot be argued into the world; it is physically 

imposed by the body. It is reliant on bodily repulsion, the body that will not be silenced 

responding to a form of suffering that has an objective right to be heard and fully thought-

through—and ‗The Body‘ as well as parts of ‗Touching‘ are in no small part an experimental 

application of this imperative. I will argue that, where the imperative is negative and 

preventive, stasis (including that which is often associated with Post-Traumatic repetition) 

can be given ―practical‖ effect—and this brings into question whether that stasis is in fact a 

pure paralysis.  

From a writerly perspective: does something worthwhile occur when the story stops 

producing itself? Is a storyteller‘s paralysis purely negative? Is repetition never constructive, 

or does it perhaps point to something beyond the text—or even textuality itself—and beyond 

known modes of storytelling? Doesn‘t a breach also signal what‘s possible, in a narrative 

sense? If so, I argue that the same can be said for trauma. 
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Suffering is always at the centre of Adorno‘s philosophical concerns. He writes: ―The 

somatic, unmeaningful stratum of life is the stage of suffering, of the suffering which in the 

camps, without any consolation, burned every soothing feature out of the mind, and out of 

culture, the mind‘s objectification‖ (365). Following this, the trauma of ―after Auschwitz‖ is 

extended to our relationship to Western art and culture as a whole. Implicit in Adorno‘s 

philosophy is the notion that to love and contribute to Western culture in the face of the 

Holocaust (and correlative catastrophes) is barbaric. But, yet again, there is no way out, since 

to reject culture altogether is another form of barbarism. Adorno‘s difficult imperative is: 

never forget, never stop feeling the horror. The associated imperative is being human: by 

allowing ourselves to be traumatised, and indeed branded by our traumatic encounters where 

it is appropriate and ‗human‘ to do so, we also cultivate our potential (re-)entry into a future 

humanity. ‗Human‘ existence thereby hinges upon potentiality not actuality—its natural state 

is gestation and in-between-ness; it‘s never complete or fully-formed. My creative project can 

be seen as precisely this: a search for a properly ‗human‘ response to an elusively traumatic 

event (‗Shaun‘s‘ encounter with his sister‘s story, and his ‗origin/s‘ in general), ‗branded‘ by 

the imperative to be human, willing to endure the various forms of suffering invoked 

regardless of the risks involved, whether it be a life condemned to solitude, an effective slide 

into the ‗madness‘ of multiple personalities, or worse. 
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1.4 Background to literary trauma studies 

 

In Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History Cathy Caruth gives an extensive 

analysis of the trauma theory that has its genesis in Freudian psychoanalysis, with reference 

to Freud‘s essays of his ―trauma‖ period: Moses and Monotheism, ―The Uncanny‖ and 

Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Caruth‘s work is particularly geared toward the application of 

―trauma‖ to the arts, and she somewhat controversially extends the definition of trauma well 

beyond that of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Much of the contemporary trauma-focussed 

approaches to literature expands upon and/or critiques Caruth‘s central ideas, and this 

exegesis can be seen as a further expansion of Caruth‘s methodologies via Adorno and 

Derrida. I will look at one of the texts Caruth draws from—Freud‘s Moses and 

Monotheism—in some depth, taking into account and expanding upon Caruth‘s own analysis.  

Anne Whitehead‘s research follows on from Cathy Caruth‘s, and like Caruth she 

deals with the structural issues of the trauma—experience or reception, along with the nature 

of traumatic ―possession‖ or haunting ―which not only insistently and intrusively returns but 

is, moreover, experienced for the first time only in its belated repetition‖ (Trauma Fiction 5). 

In contrast to Whitehead, I assert the human necessity of a type of trauma that is never really 

‗experienced‘. That ‗incapacity‘ is itself human, in Adorno‘s terms—in fact he might assert 

that those not condemned to Post-traumatic repetition are more obviously ‗incapable‘, since 

in all likelihood they‘ve merely deflected the traumatic event instead of encountering it. 

Whitehead is more interested than I in ‗processing‘ and ‗healing‘. (It is, of course, required if 

a person is to live a peaceful and fulfilling life, but such requirements fall outside the 

paradigms of this analysis.)  

Key tropes in ―trauma theory,‖ for Whitehead, include the impossibility of gaining a 

full ‗understanding‘ of a traumatic encounter via epistemic collapse and, following Caruth, 

the notion that ―trauma represents… a profound crisis of history: The traumatised… carry an 

impossible history within them, or they become themselves the symptom of a history that they 

cannot entirely possess‖ (Whitehead 5). Like Caruth, Whitehead‘s treatment of trauma 

follows on from Freud. In addition, she deals with concerns related to over-identification with 

trauma or ‗appropriation‘ on behalf of the recipients of trauma narratives—like therapists or 

the ‗narrator-witness‘ we find in W. G. Sebald‘s novels. The distance from trauma prescribed 

by Whitehead might, however, be regarded as overtly ―cold‖ and therefore dehumanising—in 

the spirit of Adorno‘s ‗humanity‘ in Negative Dialectics. Adorno‘s philosophy thus brings 

into question much of the ‗jargon of appropriation‘ we encounter in pseudo-ethical literary 
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and cultural criticism (where the meaning of ‗ethics‘ or ‗ethical‘ is rarely clear), and my 

novel also deploys a rejection of ‗distancing compulsions‘ in the semi-autobiographical parts 

of ‗Touching‘, contrasting with the distancing devices (multiple and unreliable narrators and 

versions of protagonists, with ‗Shaun‘ and the etymologically-linked Sarahs/Sirena/Serena 

characters chief amongst them) employed extensively in ‗The Body‘.   

Whitehead also discusses the connection between the type of narrative that asserts 

underlying connections, or a ‗design‘ to events, with trauma. Referring to W. G. Sebald, she 

examines ‗narrative passivity‘ and suggests that the paralysis of intricately constructed plots, 

which in a sense entrap Sebald‘s protagonists, and the associated tendency toward repetition 

can be an emanation of the Freudian death instinct. Whitehead then links the notion of the 

―uncanny‖—often deployed in critical responses to Sebald‘s corpus—to the return of the 

dead, particularly victims of the Holocaust. In effect, the Holocaust is treated like a 

fundamental presence in Sebald‘s work and afforded a type of originating power, even 

though it is for the most part only obliquely referenced.  

I would argue that the narrative force of Sebald‘s work is weakened with his more 

explicit Post-traumatic novel, Austerlitz, where the Holocaust emerges as a central driving 

force of the narrative, instead of remaining relatively submerged as it does in The Rings of 

Saturn and The Emigrants. My novel plays with this balance between what‘s explicit and 

what‘s implied. The revelatory sections of ‗Touching‘ are both the natural consequence of its 

preceding material, and its enigmatic originators. In a sense they provide emotional 

intensification as well as a resolution and explanation of the earlier fragmented narratives, but 

those very features might also have a deflating effect. At the same time, the framing narrative 

of ‗The Body‘ dispels any such deflation by raising yet more questions and bringing the 

explanatory power of the text-within-text into question. 

 In Trauma and Guilt: Literature of Wartime Bombing in Germany, Susanne Vees-

Gulani, in opposition to Whitehead—and conflicting with my own approach—is critical of 

any discussion of ―trauma‖ that goes beyond the limitations imposed by accepted definitions 

of PTSD. Vees-Gulani sees no humanising aspect to trauma, and instead focuses her attention 

on ‗healing‘ in a way that seems to me to be more like ‗forgetting‘—a manner of subsuming 

the particular (trauma) beneath the concept (of trauma). Vees-Gulani argues that applying the 

notion of trauma broadly, to a ―catastrophic era‖ and the like, is to unhelpfully conflate terms. 

I challenge this assertion. By ―unhelpful‖ I think she means ―paralysing‖ in the sense of a 

type of paralysis that I want to say is part of a broader (ethical) imperative. Unlike Vees-



19 
 

Gulani, I seek no secure definitions; instead, in what follows (the exegesis and the novel) I 

seek to deploy ideas about trauma that expand creative literary and philosophical horizons.  
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Chapter 2. Being Human: Trauma, Mourning, Hospitality and Ethics 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter I will attempt to further unpack what it is to be ―human‖ (in Adorno‘s usage) 

and how this relates to ―experience‖ in relation to trauma, Derrida‘s mourning and Levinas‘ 

ethics, thereby providing a philosophical framework for my particular approach to trauma 

(and the accompanying fluidity/fragmentation of identity) as ‗ethical‘ or ‗ethics-making‘. I 

seek to be rigorous about constructing the notion of ‗ethics‘ I‘m applying to my novel, to 

avoid embedding the discourse in vagaries.  

Some work on trauma theory in the humanities—for instance, Cathy Caruth‘s (1995, 

1996)—brings into question the desirability of treating ―trauma‖ as that which needs to be 

―healed‖ and evokes a dilemma regarding trauma and healing. I quote from Caruth‘s preface 

to Trauma: Explorations in Memory as an example: 

 

Psychic trauma involves intense personal suffering, but it also involves the 

recognition of realities that most of us have not begun to face... To cure oneself… 

seems to many survivors to simply be the giving-up of an important reality, or the 

dilution of a special truth into the reassuring terms of therapy. (vii)  

 

Two important features of Caruth‘s commentary need to be taken into account: 

 

a) Recognition of realities is a truth claim, regarding modern existence (therefore 

trauma is aligned with truth)  

b) The notion of giving-up is evoked by Caruth in relation to healing  

 

There is another hint in this quotation. Caruth uses the word ―survivors‖ as opposed to 

―witnesses‖ or ―victims.‖ She means, of course, survivors of a traumatic event. Following 

Adorno, I will argue that, insofar as ―normal human experience‖ is concerned, it is an 

experience of survival. In my usage ―normal‖ human experience, in the sense of the 

experience of living today, is survival-as-forgetting, and the experience of such a survival—
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as opposed to the (non)experience of Levinas‘ survival-as-responsibility, or guilt2—is a type 

of ―giving up‖ that is injurious to mourning and (ethical) human experience. It is an 

abandonment of the absent or dead. I will argue that it is inhospitable, in the Derridaen sense, 

and therefore unethical.  

Derrida writes, in Adieu to Emmanuel Levinas:  

 

The relation to the other is deference. Such separation signifies the very thing that 

Levinas re-names ―metaphysics‖: ethics or first philosophy, as opposed to ontology. 

Because it opens itself to—so as to welcome—the irruption of the idea of the infinity 

in the finite, this metaphysics is an experience of hospitality. (46) 

 

I will demonstrate that this ―experience‖ is distinct from, but related to, the ethical ―work‖ of 

thinking (or praxis) and that this metaphysics, as ―an experience of hospitality,‖ is at the same 

time an experience of trauma. 

I will argue that surviving without being confused and rendered immobile by the 

horror and/or mystification associated with trauma and mourning—experiencing a kind of 

shell-shock—is a survival beyond (ethical) humanity and responsibility. The logic of such a 

survival-beyond is, I believe, illuminated by the historical event that was/is Auschwitz, and 

I‘ll come to this conclusion via Theodor Adorno. 

 

 

2.2 The life of specimens: “After” Auschwitz  

 

Adorno says that we are not human (not yet or no longer). A life dominated by its socially 

administered aspect, a symptom of the progression/regression toward barbarism stemming 

from an instrumental reason firmly aligned with the triumph of exchange value, means that 

                                                           
2
  For Derrida, ―Levinas indeed speaks of the survivor‘s guilt, but it is a guilt without fault and without 

debt; it is, in truth, an entrusted responsibility, entrusted in a moment of unparalleled emotion, at the moment 
when death remains the absolute ex-ception‖ (Adieu 6). This dependence upon the moment when death remains 
the absolute ex-ception is related to Lyotard‘s beautiful-death-that-is-dead (discussed below). For Levinas, the 
exemplar of such a death is the death of the Other: ―The death of the Other affects me in my very identity as a 
responsible I … made up of unspeakable responsibility. This is how I am affected by the death of the Other, this 
is my relation to his death. It is, in my relation, my deference toward someone who no longer responds, already 
a guilt of the survivor‖ (―Bad Conscience and the Inexorable‖ 21). Levinas‘ ―survival guilt‖ is consistent with 
representations of survival-as-trauma in trauma theory. See, for instance, Caruth on survival in ―Traumatic 
Departures: Survival and History in Freud‖ (Unclaimed Experience 57-70). 
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we cannot live in accordance with the high expectations Adorno associates with being 

human.  After Auschwitz, he says, the possibility of being human ―has shrunk to that of 

averting catastrophe in spite of everything‖ (Negative Dialectics 323).  

This ―after Auschwitz‖ is not to be read as because of Auschwitz. It is, instead, to be 

understood as in light of Auschwitz. With regard to living today, ―after Auschwitz‖ refers to 

what Auschwitz reveals, and not what Auschwitz causes, except to the extent that Auschwitz 

causes revealing.  In ―After Adorno‖ Michael Rothberg describes Adorno‘s idea of ―living 

today‖ with great clarity: 

 

The triumph of exchange value, another name for identity in Adorno‘s work, prepared 

the way for mass murder by rendering human life indifferent and therefore 

expendable. The two words of the phrase ―after Auschwitz‖ are thus equivocal: they 

mark the limits of an era, but one which was already on its way and which remains 

today; and they locate a crisis, but only in order to extend its effects well beyond its 

original space of existence. (59) 

 

So we are in and of Auschwitz, before and after the historical event. This is what Auschwitz 

reveals. We live inside (and we are) its widened walls, a world of exchange value and 

identity-centeredness. Auschwitz exposes this, and this exposure is a trauma in itself.  

It is arguable that trauma has always been announced by philosophy. Philosophy, 

along with theology, has occurred in light of trauma all along. Trauma is precisely process 

and representation in its origin as response. This response-as-origin is, in Derrida‘s terms, a 

―movement without movement.‖ Beyond that: trauma is, in Levinas‘ terms—and here I‘m 

following Derrida‘s reading of Levinas, which is perhaps no more than a productive 

misreading—the ―experience‖ of the other, as what Levinas calls the Face, alongside and 

before the emergence of the Third, justice, language and all of the practical effects of 

thinking. It is the thinking that occurs outside of and before the work or systematisation of 

thinking. I propose that trauma is a symptom of a thinking that retains a fidelity to experience, 

that works to leave itself open to experience and respond to the humanity that is other—the 

humanity to come. This experience occurs precisely from the vantage point of a subject 

undergoing an orientation toward a humanity that, to whatever extent it once existed as the 

originating dream of thinking and culture, is gone. That is, the experience of ―humanity‖ 

refers to the humanity whose absence was and is revealed, at last, according to Adorno, in 

light of Auschwitz. As such it is a type of spectral humanity—a ghostly other, entirely 
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without being, that may well constitute the Face of the other. Here I have in mind the 

spectrality related to hospitality and Levinas‘ Face—a haunting Face—as it is hinted at by 

Derrida in the following passage: 

 

It is necessary to welcome the other in his alterity, without waiting, and thus not to 

pause to recognise his real predicates. It is thus necessary, beyond all perception, to 

receive the other while running the risk, a risk that is always troubling, strangely 

troubling, like the stranger (unheimlich), of a hospitality offered to the guest as ghost 

or Geist or Gast. There would be no hospitality without the chance of spectrality. But 

spectrality is not nothing, it exceeds, and thus deconstructs, all ontological 

oppositions, being and nothingness, life and death—and it also gives. It can give 

[donner], give order(s) [ordonner] and give pardon [pardonner], and it can also not 

do so, like God beyond essence. God without being, God uncontaminated by being—

is this not the most rigorous definition of the Face of the Wholly Other? (Adieu 111) 

 

When we speak of the Face, we are speaking of the Wholly Other. The Face is signification 

beyond being. It gives without necessarily giving itself—and the very apprehension of its 

presence constitutes a gift that might be, and is therefore always, withdrawn. The Face, for 

Derrida, is pure possibility constituted by the necessity for pure ethics (alongside praxis) by 

pure ethics (as praxis).  It grants the possibility and necessity of a pure response and a pure 

responsibility since it provides no foundation for ethical action whatsoever.3  

―What, then,‖ asks Derrida, ―are the other and the third with respect to one another?‖ 

he answers: ―Birth of the question‖ (Adieu 32). This is also the birth of responsibility. Derrida 

writes:  

the ineluctability of the Third is the law of the question. The question of a question, as 

addressed to the other and from the other, the other of the other, the question of a 

question that is surely not first (it comes after the yes to the other and the yes of the 

other) though nothing precedes it. No thing, and especially no one. (31) 

 

For Levinas and Derrida, the subject must respond in light of the question (the Third). 

Without this response, which is utterly without foundation, there can be no true 

                                                           
3  It opens, ―like a hiatus,‖ says Derrida, ―both the mouth and the possibility of another speech, of a 
decision and a responsibility (juridical and political, if you will), where decisions must be made and 
responsibility, as we say, taken, without the assurance of an ontological foundation…‖ (Adieu 20). 
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responsibility, and therefore no truly ethical response. All that would be left is prescribed 

action and thought.  

 

2.3 Pure Ethics: response and responsibility 

 

Let‘s interrupt (disrupt, fragment) this discourse on ―specimens‖ for a moment to unpack the 

―pure ethics‖ I‘m relating to praxis. Derrida writes ―pure‖ only in relation to ethics. Referring 

to Levinas‘ work, Derrida basically tells us that the Third provides for the possibility of the 

practical ―work‖ of philosophy which occurs as a ―leap without transition… at the birth of the 

‗first question‘‖ and ―defines at the same time the passage from ethical responsibility to 

juridicial, political—and philosophical—responsibility. It also indicates the move out of 

immediacy‖ (Adieu 31). Here we get a praxis referred to as various ―responsibilities‖ while at 

the same time understood as a moving-away-from the immediacy of a hospitality to the Other 

(as Face).  For Derrida, ―this move out of purely ethical responsibility, this interruption of 

ethical immediacy, is itself immediate‖ (32). It is a parallel but non-identical strain of 

immediacy. If this other immediacy (the emergence of the Third) were absent, that absence 

―would threaten with violence the purity of ethics in the absolute immediacy of the face to 

face with the unique‖ (32). For Derrida, therefore, the purity of ethics relies upon the 

obstruction of violence that is the mediation of the Third.  

Whether or not this position is in complete accord with Levinas‘ understanding of 

pure ethics is up for debate, but it is clear that, when referring to ―pure ethics‖, Derrida 

intends this designation to include an ethics that has been restricted in its potentiality by the 

Third. It is an ethics that is protected against ―the vertigo of ethical violence itself‖—yet it 

also commits violence in the very act of restricting. Derrida gives weight to his argument for 

this restriction as follows: ―For ethics could be doubly exposed to such violence: exposed to 

undergo it but also to exercise it. Alternatively or simultaneously‖ (33). Derrida recognises 

that this ―protection‖ against exposure is deeply problematic when he says, ―It is true that the 

protecting or mediating Third, in its juridico-political role, violates in its turn, at least 

potentially, the purity of the ethical desire devoted to the unique. Whence the terrible 

ineluctability of a double constraint‖ (33). Again we have ―purity,‖ and this second purity 

seems to me to be more representative of Levinas‘ pure ethics. The need for protection 

against exposure is affirmed by Derrida, from Levinas, without any extended justification. It 

is a need referred to by Levinas, but this need is not given any ethical support beyond that of 

being consistent with the ―response‖ that is considered to be properly responsible in the face 
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of the question. Levinas‘ and Derrida‘s advocacy of an ethics to protect ethics is, therefore, 

an act of responsibility that is posited as a first ethics. This ―first ethics‖ is significantly 

different from the parallel ―first ethics‖ (of devotion to the Other) that it seeks to protect and 

restrain. The closest we come to a justification for this ―practical‖ version of first ethics is 

when Derrida summarises Levinas‘ assertion regarding the necessity of a politics.4  

In ―A Word of Welcome,‖ Derrida reveals that there are two first ethics in Levinas‘ 

philosophy, both of which have their own ―pure‖ form. One is the purity of ethics that is to be 

found in the subject‘s openness to the other (via the Face). The second purity of ethics, which 

is at the same time an infidelity or perjury (33), occurs in two stages: via a meeting of the 

Face and the Third, then the question and response (as responsibility) that is essential to 

Justice, the Law, and the practice of philosophy. I will refer to these two modes as response 

and responsibility, with the italics signalling that each is to be considered to be ‗ethical‘. My 

creative work stages versions of each of these encounters.  

At first glance it seems to be the case that responsibility is dependent upon response, 

and that there is some justification for thinking it less ―pure.‖ This is not the case, however, 

since response is, in its dependence upon the necessity of responding to the Other, without 

any justification beyond that supplied by the ―decision to respond‖ of responsibility. This 

equal ―purity‖ applies despite responsibility’s perjurious origination.5  

So Levinas‘ double (in the context of trauma we might usefully think of it as 

fragmented or fractured) ethics rely upon, and are therefore a part of, each other, and they 

share an equal burden of purity.  

Of course, the double or twinned ethical modes—which are related but distinct—

offers another incentive to experiment with structure, and I‘ve emulated the two forms of 

ethics in a way that seems to me be consistent with the more personal ‗pure‘ and the more 

public ‗practical‘ ethical modes. ‗Touching‘ is intensely inward-looking and resistant to 

obvious communicability, whereas ‗The Body‘ is a comparatively sociable text, for the most 

part employing uncomplicated narrative styles or ‗voices‘.  

                                                           
4  ―Political civilisation, says Levinas, is ‗better‘ than barbarism, but it is only ‗better,‘ that is, less bad. It 
is not good, it is only a stopgap, but one that it is necessary to seek, that it is necessary not to stop seeking‖ 

(Adieu 112-13). 

5  ―Silent, passive, painful, but inevitable, such perjury is not accidental and secondary, but is as 
originary as the experience of the face. Justice would begin with this perjury‖ (Adieu 33).  
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For Levinas, however, neither ethical forms can be ―taken‖—in the sense of used—

beyond philosophy, without at the same time being corrupted, and Corpus embraces the 

inevitability of such corruption when crossing over to the aesthetic realm.  

In order to affirm pure ethics, Levinas says that one must do so responsibly—that is, 

on one‘s own, in the face of the question, with nothing to guide the way and always 

confronted with the great silence that Derrida refers to as the death-like non-response (116-

117). Pure ethics requires a decision that has to be constantly affirmed as such without 

recourse to any sort of justifiable fidelity.6 Which is to say: pure ethics is unjustifiable, and 

does not seek to justify itself since its quality lies in the nature of its encounters. Corpus is a 

series of narrative encounters whose ethical content is (intended to be) up for question. 

 

 

2.4 The life of specimens (revisited) 

 

Beckett‘s is one of the voices I use in several parts of my novel, and it is principally via the 

Beckettian voice that the fluidity of character, subjectivity and textuality (especially in 

‗Creature‘) is implemented and reflected. Adorno, for whom the post-Auschwitz (and 

therefore Post-traumatic) literary master is Samuel Beckett, writes: ―Beckett has given us the 

only fitting reaction to the situation of the concentration camps… What is, he says, is like a 

concentration camp‖ (Negative Dialectics: 37 emphasis added). Beckett‘s work, he says 

elsewhere, ―deals with an extremely concrete historical state of affairs: the dismantling of the 

subject. Beckett‘s ecce homo is what has become of human beings‖ (―Commitment‖ 90). 

Following Adorno‘s cues, wherever the Beckettian mode is employed in my novel it signals a 

Post-traumatic (and therefore fluid/fragmented) subjectivity.  

What Adorno declares about living in a post-Auschwitz world is not unlike that which 

has been written about living in Auschwitz by its survivors. In Minima Moralia (1951, 2005), 

Adorno writes: ―We shudder at the brutalisation of life, but… we are forced at every step into 

actions and words, into calculations that are by humane standards barbaric, and even by the 

dubious values of good society, tactless… There is no way out of this entanglement‖ (27). 

This is the well-documented dilemma of the survivor, particularly in the historical Auschwitz, 

where every number was accounted for, where every specimen, in living, was partially forced 

                                                           
6
  As an aside: it can be a responsible decision even if it is in strict accordance with the sincerest of 

feelings or instincts, as long as one is aware that those feelings and instincts are not ethically compelling forces.  
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to sacrifice scores of people who might have lived in their place. There is no chance to be 

human in this world, as it stands, says Adorno. His work mourns this fact inconsolably: 

―Wrong life cannot be lived rightly‖ (Minima Moralia 39).  

For Derrida as well, in certain instances, life is like Auschwitz.7 In The Gift of Death, 

he says (in relation to Kierkegaard‘s Fear and Trembling): 

 

I offer a gift of death, I betray, I don‘t need to raise my knife over my son on Mount 

Moriah for that. Day and night, at every instant, on all the Mount Moriahs of this 

world, I am doing that, raising my knife over what I love and must love, over those to 

whom I owe absolute fidelity, incommensurably. (68) 

 

Here we see that for Derrida, too, there is no way out of Adorno‘s entanglement. Derrida 

writes, ―‗society‘ puts to death or (but failing to help someone in distress accounts for only a 

minor difference) allows to die of hunger and disease tens of millions of children…‖ This is 

―the sacrifice of others to avoid being sacrificed oneself‖ (86).  This sacrifice is, for Derrida, 

the fundamental composition of administered or organised society. In raising his knife, 

Derrida survives.8 In raising his pen or telling his story, the author or the philosopher 

sacrifices and forges narrative lives. Survival is precisely this raising of the knife and survival 

is the first principle from which ―society‖ generates its modalities—the modalities of putting 

to death. This modality is also, and it would seem unavoidably, the modality of the ―work‖ of 

ethics (responsibility) in its origination as perjury.  

Life, today, is survival (as both forgetting and putting to death). But for Adorno, only 

a cold repression, a severe capacity for abstraction, could possibly allow anyone to go on 

living, to go on progressing and achieving and consuming after Auschwitz, and this severe 

capacity for abstraction (which might now be defined as thinking and acting beyond trauma 

or beyond hospitality to the other) is precisely responsible for making the Holocaust, as a 

terrible and continuous accumulation of brutality, possible. In light of this, says Adorno, ―A 

new categorical imperative has been imposed by Hitler upon mankind: to arrange their 

                                                           
7  Derrida‘s reading of Levinas also bears the trace of a resemblance between the world today and the 
world of Auschwitz when he refers to: ―... the crimes against hospitality endured by the guests and hostages of 
our time, incarcerated or deported day after day, from concentration camp to detention camp, from border to 
border, close to us or far away. (Yes, crimes against hospitality, to be distinguished from an ―offence of 
hospitality,‖ as today it is once again being called in French law, in the spirit of the decrees and ordinances of 
1938 and 1945 that would punish—and even imprison—anyone taking in a foreigner in an illegal situation)‖ 

(Adieu 71). 
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thoughts and actions so that Auschwitz will not repeat itself, so that nothing similar will 

happen‖ (Negative Dialectics 363). That is to say: to arrange one‘s thoughts and actions so 

that they are from trauma, or (but I‘ve been arguing that it amounts to the same thing) from 

hospitality to the (unidentifiable) other.  

This preventive imperative represents the parallel opening of what is, for Emmanuel 

Levinas, ‗ethics as first philosophy‘.9 It is before (in the sense of standing-before), and at the 

heart of, experience, justice, politics and language.  

Giorgio Agamben, in Remnants of Auschwitz, attributes to Primo Levi this same first 

philosophy. ―With a gesture that is symmetrically opposed to that of Nietzsche,‖ says 

Agamben, ―Levi places ethics before the area in which we are accustomed to consider it. 

And, without our being able to say why, we sense that this ‗before‘ is more important than 

any ‗beyond‘…‖ (21). Ethics as first philosophy is also, as Derrida says, coextensive with the 

experience of hospitality: 

 

Insofar as it has to do with the ethos, that is, the residence, one‘s home, the familiar 

place of dwelling, inasmuch as it is a manner of being there, the manner in which we 

relate to ourselves and to others, to others as our own or as foreigners, ethics is 

hospitality…‖ (On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness 16-17) 

 

To arrange one‘s thoughts so that Auschwitz will not happen again is the ethical imperative 

that comes before philosophy and in some sense creates philosophy anew. It equates 

precisely to arranging one‘s thoughts against survival (as first principle). Yet it may be the 

case, says Adorno, that the only manner in which one could possibly ―go on‖ is to embrace 

survival (as forgetting and fortifying-against).  

                                                           
9
  Ethic as first philosophy, as it is opposed to, or in response to the failures of, Heidegger‘s ontology as 

first philosophy. But it also goes beyond that. Derrida says: ―Yes, ethics before and beyond ontology, the State, 
or politics, but also ethics beyond ethics‖ (Adieu 4). In this essay I suggest that this ―ethics beyond ethics‖ is 
ethics beyond (ethical) praxis. It is also important to note the explicit relationship between hospitality and this 
ethics that is beyond ontology. As Derrida interprets it, ―The essence of what is or, rather, of what opens beyond 
being is hospitality‖ (Adieu 48). Hospitality is, therefore, the essence of what I would call the traumatic 
irruption that is ethics-as-first-philosophy as the welcoming of the idea of infinity. This welcoming is, 
necessarily, a disruption of the self. Again, this irruption that is disruption is essential to an understanding of 
what ethics as first philosophy signifies: ―hospitality is infinite or it is nothing at all; it is granted upon the 
welcoming of the idea of infinity, and thus of the unconditional, and it is on the basis of its opening that one can 
say, as Levinas will a bit further on, that ‗ethics is not a branch of philosophy, but first philosophy‘‖ (Adieu 48). 
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 To make things clearer: Auschwitz, as an event, reveals that its own logic is at the 

heart of the instincts and modalities of Western society and culture. It is not an aberration, but 

a natural progression. In addition, following Adorno, Auschwitz reveals itself to be at the 

heart of our psychic/ontological compulsions. This revelation is a continually traumatic 

event. The only manner with which society and culture can be fully protected against this 

trauma is by embracing the root of its horrors. In accordance with the survival principle—that 

is, in order to avoid danger—we must turn away. We must not respond, not be hospitable. 

This form of survival, as protection against trauma, is at the same time a renunciation of 

hospitality and mourning, and is therefore unethical. 

In the camp, says Agamben (citing Levi and Elias Canetti amongst others), no one 

wanted to gaze on the Muselmann, the walking dead who, while living, nevertheless 

embodied the aspect of the dead (Remnants 50). Not the guards and not the survivors. For 

Agamben this response is in accord with ―the law that what man despises is also what he 

fears resembles him,‖ and ―the Muselmann is universally avoided because everyone in the 

camp recognises himself in his disfigured face‖ (Remnants 52). The Muselmann represents 

―bare life‖ for Agamben, as well as the declaration that ―bare life‖ is all that is left for 

humanity. (My ‗creature‘ is, in part, this sort of neglected Muselmann, sacrificed by her 

author for the purpose of ‗continuing on‘). This, I argue, is an unbearable declaration, and yet 

we must bear it. We are compelled to turn away, but in order to put an end to Auschwitz and 

to live ethically we must stay the course and bear it. It is only in the face of this burden that a 

proper response can occur and ethical responsibility becomes possible. 

 

 

2.5 Responsibility and Death 

 

So, where do we go from here? How can we progress without becoming an abstraction 

ourselves, without sacrificing our creatures and thereby becoming inhuman? We cannot. For 

Jean-Francois Lyotard, in Heidegger and “the jews”, 

 

[the] writing of survival is itself gripped by the shame of not having succumbed, by 

the shame of being able to still bear witness and by the sadness engendered by daring 

to speak. It is what survives of thought despite itself when philosophical life has 

become impossible, when there is no longer a beautiful death to hope for… (44) 
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The beautiful death Lyotard refers to is the death of the human, of the idea of humanity that is 

at the same time its possibility, and what I have referred to above as the ―ethical‖ human. It is 

the death that humanity dies, when it dies, and which is thereby denied to us today. Like 

Adorno, in his section in Negative Dialectics on ―Dying Today,‖ Lyotard recognises that 

particular types of survival incorporate the death of death. When humans are specimens, as 

Auschwitz reveals them to be, death is dead. When we mourn, we do not just mourn the dead. 

Mourning today, if we are merely surviving, means mourning the idea of death that is dead, 

the trembling in the face of death that is dead, the slightness of death. 

 Also, to survive is to live in shame. Survival is not to be advocated since it is tainted. 

If it is to be experienced (ethically, and therefore traumatically), it is not to be a chosen fate. 

It is to be thrust upon us, which is to say that we must risk the death that emerges from 

uncertainty. ‗Hospitality‘ and ethics, from Levinas to Derrida, risks death. Indeed, if we 

conceptualise the self as a coherent subject, Adorno‘s advocacy of a dismantled subjectivity 

is a form of death—a kind of suicide for ethics. When Derrida considers Levinas‘ notion of 

―‗extreme uprightness of the face of the neighbour‘ as the ‗uprightness of an exposure to 

death, without defence’‖ (Adieu 3, emphasis added), he refers to this risk that the subject 

takes alongside the emergence of the Third. Derrida continues, quoting from Levinas again: 

 

The welcome determines the ―receiving,‖ the receptivity of receiving as the ethical 

relation… [For Levinas] ―To approach the Other in discourse is to welcome his 

expression, in which at each instant he overflows the idea a thought would carry away 

from it.  It is therefore to receive from the Other beyond the capacity of the I.‖ (Adieu 

25, emphasis added) 

 

This ―beyond the capacity of the I‖ that Derrida takes (or receives) from Levinas is the 

experience of hospitality as the welcoming of the fragmentation of the subject‘s identity. 

Trauma, as we have heard, is a fragmenting penetration of the subject‘s consciousness. 

Hospitality to the Other is thereby precisely in accord with a hospitality to trauma and 

Adorno‘s anti-identitarian dialectics. As Derrida says, ―This interruption of the self by the 

self, if such a thing is possible, can or must be taken up by thought: this is ethical discourse—
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and it is also, as the limit of thematisation, hospitality. Is not hospitality an interruption of the 

self?‖ (Adieu 51).10  

Even when injured, therefore, even if we are traumatised (fragmented, interrupted) in 

the act of hospitality, we are not to shy away from hospitality: we are not to do what is 

―natural‖ and defend ourselves against a future, similar traumatism and regather our 

fragments into a coherent whole. We are, instead, to halt our psychic fortifications and 

remain open to interruptions, and in ‗Touching‘ I attempt to simulate such openness in 

extremity. This openness is the obligation Levinas refers to when he says: ―The subjectivity 

of a subject is responsibility or being-in-question in the form of the total exposure to offence 

in the cheek offered to the smiter. This responsibility is prior to dialogue, to the exchange of 

questions and answers…‖ (56-57). Levinas‘ responsibility is one of being taken, being given, 

and giving to ―hostage.‖ My argument is that it is also a responsibility of being taken, being 

given and giving to trauma. Derrida lends some support to this argument, saying that it is ―in 

the assignation of responsibility [that] the election of the hostage seems not only more 

―originary‖ (in truth, as always, more originary than origin) but violent, indeed 

traumatising….‖ For Derrida, this is ―more so, it seems, than the sometimes pacifying 

vocabulary of the welcome and of the hospitality of the host might suggest‖ (59).  

Of course, as Derrida points out, a pure hospitality to trauma in the sense of the 

subject maintaining trauma beyond initial contact, is impossible (a fate which never prevents 

Derrida from asserting its necessity). Pure hospitality to trauma would, in the sense that I‘ve 

employed, in effect constitute a constant possession by trauma wherein the subject is 

dissolved and thereby ceases to exist as a subject. Such possession would ultimately take over 

the life of the subject in a manner shattering their sense of location and temporality entirely. 

This is certainly the ‗risk of death‘ that is the risk of trauma, but it by no means constitutes 

the aim related to the risk. No more than risking death is for death. As Derrida says, ―This 

[risk] is necessary, this possible hospitality to the worst is necessary so that good hospitality 

can have a chance, the chance of letting the other come, the yes of the other no less than the 

yes to the other‖ (Adieu 35). 

                                                           
10  It seems to me that this relation between the fragmentation of the self (which I‘m calling traumatic) 
and hospitality cannot be emphasised enough. For Derrida as well, ―One will understand nothing about 
hospitality if one does not understand what ‗interrupting oneself‘ might mean, the interruption of the self by the 
self as other‖ (Adieu 52). This interruption of the self by the self as other is, I would say, also the open space 
that is left—that is worked open and worked to be left open—to trauma. Trauma is cultivated (as interruption). 
Much like footnotes…  
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The ―good‖ that constitutes the ―good hospitality‖ is a hospitality to the fragmenting 

effect of trauma. This hospitality depends upon the subject‘s reconstitution, ―after‖ trauma, 

that it might undergo the humanising and preventive process of its own deconstruction once 

more. It is, in this sense, a type of welcomed dissolution of the subject, but it by no means 

constitutes the intentional annihilation of subjectivity or identity. It constitutes, rather, a 

―visitation‖ which includes the ―withdrawal‖ that Derrida refers to as ―the trace of the face‖ 

in Levinas:  

 

But here, this withdrawal, this trace of the face, dislocates the order of temporal 

presence and representation. Translated into the vocabulary of hospitality, this trace of 

the face, of the visage, would be called visitation. This trace of this visitation disjoins 

and disturbs, as can happen during an unexpected, unhoped-for, or dreaded visit…. 

(Adieu 62) 

 

Hospitality is for this visitation and withdrawal, but in order to be so it must also risk, and 

therefore in some sense be for, the trauma that annihilates. ‗Ethics‘ therefore embraces and 

houses trauma—it lets Poe‘s dreaded raven inside its chamber without question, offering a 

word of welcome. 

 

 

2.6 „Ethical‟ Writing and Trauma 

 

In Corpus, ‗healing‘—its nature and potential—is brought into question, in the sense that 

‗healing‘ does not occur inside the text but may well be a function of the text. Referring to the 

healing of his patients, Holocaust victims who are suffering from PTSD, Henry Krystal says,  

 

Whatever one is ashamed of has to be lovingly accepted as part of one‘s life that was 

unavoidable. Every pain aroused in the process of reviewing one‘s life as an 

individual or history of a group merely marks an area deprived of the self-healing 

application of the feeling of identity, self-sameness, and selfhood. One feels anger, 

guilt, or shame whenever one is unable (refuses) to accept the necessity of what 

happened. (Caruth [1995] 86-87) 
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Krystal‘s method is not wholly representative of that with which trauma theory in the 

humanities is conversant, but it is, I would argue, consistent with popular attitudes toward 

trauma. Krystal is concerned chiefly here with ―healing,‖ which is, in the sense expressed 

throughout Krystal‘s article, a process of working through equivalent to forgetting or 

falsifying. This is often arguably, in the context of horrendous suffering, a reasonable 

approach, but Krystal‘s obvious frustration in the cited article with many of his patients‘ 

reluctance to undergo this process—that is, to ―let go‖ of the trauma—represents a mode of 

thinking and engaging with the world that is consistent with what might be defined as a 

―survival‖ logic, instead of a ―human‖ logic.  

Adorno would not approve of Krystal‘s approach. A large part of Negative Dialectics 

is a critique of the popular ontological focus of philosophy in Germany in the time before and 

after the Second World War. For Adorno, Heidegger‘s philosophy of Being—an 

‗identitarian‘ philosophy—is directly related to Germany‘s fascist tendencies. Adorno attacks 

the philosophy of identity dialectically, pointing out that ―[d]ialectics is the consistent use of 

non-identity. It does not begin by taking a standpoint‖ (Negative Dialectics 5). Non-identity 

takes on the same role as the object against the subject, and difference against sameness, in 

Adorno‘s work. Adorno‘s ‗negative‘ dialectics represents a mode of thinking concerned with 

dismantling or negating obstructions to the reconcilement of concepts with material realities. 

This reconcilement does not involve assimilation or subsumption, but maintains difference in 

the dialectic‘s openness to tension. Negative dialectics is anti-systematic thinking at its 

fragmentary best. It strives against the unity and self-sameness that the ―structure of our 

consciousness obliges [the dialectic] to strive for…‖ (5). Until the moment of reconciled 

existence, dialectics is to play the part of negating the identity-based impulses that lead to the 

formation of reconciliation‘s opposite: the death camps.  

From Adorno‘s perspective, Krystal‘s method of healing-as-assimilation and mastery 

(of trauma), or what Krystal calls the ―self-healing application of the feeling of identity, self-

sameness, and selfhood‖, is related to the identitarian mode. It is aligned with the progression 

of self-sameness that is essential to nationalism and totalitarianism. What is crucial here is 

that the smoothly synthesised sense of self that represents the progression and/or 

defragmentation of consciousness is generally thought to be fundamental for a healthy 

humanity/psyche. Adorno‘s thinking with regard to identity is, therefore, from the perspective 

of psychoanalysis, unnatural or unhealthy. Adorno seeks to bring the construction of identity, 

as an assimilating process, to a halt. A further implication is that the nature of the psyche 
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promotes a totalitarian mode of approaching the world, and that traumatic breaches may be 

ethically desirable.  

Adorno‘s humanity, therefore—the humanity in which the Holocaust could never 

happen again—is ―unnatural,‖ or ―unhealthy,‖
11 and that which operates against the 

compulsion of the psyche, as trauma does, can be seen as an instrument for the prevention of 

the inhuman progression that is innate to identitarian progress. Trauma, in this context, 

becomes a preventive tool consistent with Adorno‘s ethical imperative, and hospitality to 

trauma thereby matches a thinking that seeks to prevent the disaster produced from 

philosophy‘s ‗natural‘ compulsions.12  

 An extensive description of the traumatic condition can be taken from Long and 

Whitehead (2004):   

 

Trauma represents a breach in the ego‘s protective shield, which sets in motion a 

defensive reaction or response. The psyche seeks to master the stimulus that has 

broken through the defences by a process of binding. Repetition works toward 

binding and acts to gain a retrospective mastery over the stimulus. In Freud‘s 

conception, then, psychic trauma is caused by the ego‘s lack of… preparedness to 

experience fear or anxiety. Fright produces a disorganisation of the ego and repetition 

represents the defensive response of the organism. (8) 

 

To be traumatised, we might say, taking the impetus from Adorno, is a sign that something 

has breached the shield of innately totalitarian thinking. The symptoms of trauma are at the 

same time the psyche‘s relentless attempt to respond to that which cannot be apprehended. It 

encounters without apprehending. It thereby mimics, in a pre-ethical manner, the process of 

impossible mourning. Since ―[t]rauma brings about a rupture in memory…, breaks continuity 

with the past, and… places identity in question‖ (Long/Whitehead 8), it represents the perfect 

                                                           
11  The perception of a health that is to be curbed is not rare in Adorno‘s work. For instance: ―Exuberant 
health is always, as such, sickness also. Its antidote is a sickness aware of what it is, a curbing of life itself‖ 

(Minima Moralia 77). 

12  Here it occurs to the (cringing) present draft of myself that the former draft of myself is effectively 
seeking to ‗neuter‘ humanity—to remove its dangerous subjectivity—for the purpose of a kind of ethical utopia. 
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methodology‖ or tool for preventing Auschwitz in the future.13 So, an openness to trauma can 

be seen as an ethical imperative.  

As a writer, I maintain the desire to write ethically—wisely or unwisely—and 

Adorno‘s ‗anti-identitarian‘ stance provides the impetus to produce a fragmented novel 

without wholly identifiable or consistent characters or narrative perspectives, and one in 

which the very idea and process of an ‗encounter‘ which may include touching, grasping and 

apprehending is problematised. These restraints are not employed for their own sake; they 

fulfil an internal ethical necessity, however (as I‘ve come to see them) misguided or self-

defeating. This ‗anti-identitarian‘ technique, which gradually approaches—and draws its 

impetus from—a traumatic event, is most apparent ‗Touching‘.  

Like Freud, in Moses and Monotheism, ‗Touching‘ performs trauma at the same time 

as it interrogates and elaborates upon it, and it has, at its twin, an enigmatic but distinctly 

physical irruption—an ungraspable and ungrasping ‗Creature‘, or Other, who is all things and 

none and who demands complete attention. ‗Touching‘ constitutes the performance of a 

trauma-narrative—one that, finally, performs itself.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
13  In its failure to synthesise, trauma provides for the opposite of Novalis' philosophical suicide. Derrida's 
refusal of Freudian introjection operates in the same spirit as the impossibility of synthesis encountered in the 
traumatised state. Indeed, Derrida's idea of mourning has much in common with Freud's melancholy. The 
differences between Derrida's mourning and Freud‘s trauma are, I would argue, equally difficult to disentangle. 



36 
 

Chapter 3: Freud‟s Split Self 

Doubling the Text: Writing (as) Trauma in Moses and Monotheism 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter I examine Freud‘s ideas about the concealment (and associated traits of 

repetition and avoidance) inherent to and produced by traumatic events in Moses and 

Monotheism—which is so central to Caruth‘s theorisations about trauma in literature—then 

evaluate its links to written narrative, and the act of writing, with reference to my own 

‗doubled‘ novel and its proliferation of split selves. Once again, it is not my intention to 

narrow-down trauma as a concept; Freud‘s notion of trauma explodes definitions, and in the 

spirit of this explosion I seek to expand the parameters of its usage. Above all, I conceive of 

Moses and Monotheism as a story (each interpretation of a story is its doubling, after all—a 

story of a story—an understanding of Freud‘s interpretive practices so perfectly captured by 

D. M. Thomas in The White Hotel) about the origin of Jewish culture and religion. Freud, as a 

speculative thinker, does not provide an original truth so much as possible truths, and I see 

my novel as a series of re-workings (or repetitions) with the same possible truth status. 

 

 

3.2 Survival 

 

In Unclaimed Experience: trauma, narrative and history, Cathy Caruth focuses on the status 

of the survivor of a traumatic event with an emphasis on the effects of trauma on survivors, 

paying particular attention to Freud's Moses and Monotheism and Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle. Caruth focuses on the question of survival in her reading of Freud. She writes:  

 

What Freud encounters in the traumatic neurosis is not the reaction to any horrible 

event but, rather, the peculiar and perplexing experience of survival. If the dreams and 

flashbacks of the traumatized thus engage Freud‘s interest, it is because they bear 

witness to a survival that exceeds the very claims and consciousness of the one who 

endures it. At the heart of Freud‘s thinking of history in Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle, I would thus propose, is the urgent and unsettling question: What does it 

mean to survive? (60) 
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While Caruth admirably formulates this question of the meaning of survival, and affirms it 

throughout her reading of Freud, she does not go as far as she could in drawing out the 

development of the survival experience (the way it works). Instead she locates ‗survival‘ as 

the main ‗question‘ or focus for Freud with regard to Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, and 

concentrates her energy on drawing out the implications of this question wherever it rears its 

head in Freud‘s two texts.  

For instance, in her reading of Moses and Monotheism, Caruth follows the trajectory 

of the question of survival with regard to Freud's reading of Jewish history: 

 

Monotheism, in shaping Jewish history, turns out to function very much like what is 

described, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, as the death drive. The question that 

governs the story of the individual in Beyond the Pleasure Principle—What does it 

mean to survive?—thus becomes, in the history of the Jews, the crucial and enigmatic 

query, What does it mean to be chosen? The traumatic structure of monotheism at the 

heart of this question signifies a history of Jewish survival that is both an endless 

crisis and the endless possibility of a new future. (68) 

 

Fundamental to Freud‘s work, says Caruth, are the implications of chosenness, which can 

have many shapes but is always the product of a traumatic event. Continuing trauma—or 

PTSD—is, for her, the result of harkening to or being unable to block out the question of 

what it is to be chosen, however it presents itself.   

Caruth argues that for Freud,  

 

The separation from the father figure in the murder [of Moses, and of the Jews by 

Christians who encounter Judaism as an oppressive paternal religion] is… an 

endlessly incomprehensible violence that is suffered, repeatedly, both as the attempt 

to return to the safety of chosenness and as the traumatic repetition of the final 

separation, a return occurring through the violence imposed by the Christians. The 

history of chosenness, as the history of survival, thus takes the form of an unending 

confrontation with the returning violence of the past. (69)  

  

Here we dip into the more problematic implications of Freud's reading of Jewish history –

those which leave him open to charges of anti-Semitism, or at the very least ambivalence 
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toward the Jewish portion of his cultural ‗origins‘. For Freud, survival is a fundamental 

component of this history of violence and chosenness, one that requires, in a sense, a threat in 

order to function (since it is implicated in the term). One cannot be ‗chosen‘ without enduring 

a traumatic event and surviving where others have perished. In a similar way, ‗Touching‘ 

explores the status of a type of ‗chosen one‘—a writer who has managed to transcend the 

perils of a demented upbringing where others like his sister have perished, but who then 

proceeds to deconstruct his mode of survival in a compulsive manner.  

For Freud, in order to draw out their chosenness, to make it reveal itself, 'the Jewish 

people' must be under threat. It is part of their historical ‗identity‘, Freud implies, to be 

persecuted. In effect, Freud makes the problematic assertion that the Jewish people have a 

compulsive subconscious tendency to put themselves in danger for the purpose of testing the 

hand of God at the same time as testing their historical status as survivors. In this reading, 

'Jewish' comes to mean, for Freud, ‗survivor‘, and to be Jewish is to have an extended 

historical connection to survival: to have survived by being survivors. Each survival 

strengthens their status as a chosen group, and the bigger the threat the more their status is 

consolidated. In addition, the codification of the original (biblical) Jewish survivor stories 

partakes of and further provokes this historical connection, since the survivor-narrative is 

encoded in Jewish identity. Without persecution, then, Jewish identity is threatened.  

Following the trajectory of Freud's theory, it would seem that instead of passing on 

that which might provide sanctuary from persecution – i.e. a form of survival that is at the 

same time a rejection of the experience of survival (namely an ‗identity‘ that distances itself 

from the ‗survivor‘ status initially forced upon them) – the Jewish people are given Post-

traumatic survival itself as their heritage. The words ‗Jewish‘ and ‗survivor‘ are therefore (of 

course) inextricably linked well before the Second World War. 

 

Simply put, Freud's biblical Jews fail to achieve effective mourning after their initial 

persecution at the hands of their Egyptian masters – with their subjection to Moses the final 

embodiment of their enslavement. This enslavement is incorporated into the Jewish identity 

when the Egyptian Moses is remade into a Jewish emancipator: when Moses is transformed 

into a Jew (after the Jewish people kill him), pre-Mosaic Jewish culture succumbs. As a 

result, Jewish heritage becomes one of re-writing, re-making and re-casting until ‗the word‘ 

is accepted as law. A Jewish Moses takes the Egyptian Moses‘ place, but all that‘s ‗written‘ 

about this figure is ‗Moses‘, as though Egyptian and Jew are one and the same and the 

primary Moses—their Egyptian ruler and father-figure—was never murdered. Caruth writes:  
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I would propose that what returns in monotheism—the monotheistic idea that comes 

back after the latency of the Jewish people—is not simply the missed event of the 

violent separation but the incomprehensible sense, precisely, of having violently 

separated from Moses and survived. If monotheism for Freud is an ―awakening,‖ it is 

not simply a return of the past, but of the fact of having survived it, a survival that, in 

the figure of the new Jewish god, appears not as an act chosen by the Jews, but as the 

incomprehensible fact of being chosen for a future that remains, in its promise, yet to 

be understood… (71)  

 

Having murdered their father and survived, the Jews are left directionless, without a master or 

sense of identity of their own (since Moses has implanted the Aton religion successfully 

enough)—a sort of traumatic emancipation not wholly unlike the Nietzschean Death of 

God—until the fact of having survived this breach itself becomes a fundamental component 

of Jewish identity.  

Freud goes on to link the peculiarly ‗Jewish‘ survival to the manner with which the 

Jews have been historically scorned by other cultures: 

 

We know that of all the peoples who lived in antiquity in the basin of the 

Mediterranean the Jewish people is perhaps the only one that still exists in name and 

probably also in nature. With an unexampled power of resistance it has defied 

misfortune and ill-treatment, developed special character traits, and, incidentally, 

earned the hearty dislike of all other peoples. (133-134)   

 

The ‗self-confidence‘ of the Jews (perceived as pigheadedness by ‗other peoples‘) resulting 

from a sense of chosenness, leads to widespread resentment from those who cohabit with 

them and, ultimately, their abjection. What has saved and strengthened their cultural ties—a 

sense of choseness—at the same time condemns them. Freud concludes: 

 

We set out to explain whence comes the peculiar character of the Jewish people which 

in all probability is what has enabled that people to survive until today. We found that 

the man Moses created their character by giving to them a religion which heightened 

their self-confidence to such a degree that they believed themselves to be superior to 

all other peoples (158). 



40 
 

According to Freud‘s theory, the enslaved Jews, who had been persecuted and deemed 

inferior by the Egyptians, come to take on the voice and mannerisms of their former masters 

via Freud's ethnically and culturally Egyptian Moses. They mimic their persecutor's habits 

(for instance, circumcision) and ultimately embrace a double of the monotheistic Aton god 

the Egyptians rejected. Jewish religion effectively comes to represent the Jewish capacity to 

be better Egyptians than the Egyptians. It also initiates them into the historical cycle—as 

Freud sees it—of trauma. If this manner of mimicry is part of the pattern of their survival, 

survival itself takes on the worrying repetition of the oppression that threatened their 

existence in the first place. Jewish survival thereby partakes of Post-traumatic doubling and 

possession: it becomes and is possessed by the forces of its initial persecution or ‗trauma‘.  

 The notion of becoming a double of or mimicking the practices of the persecutor-

figure is significantly linked to the act of writing about Sarah in ‗Touching‘. Since ‗touching‘ 

constitutes the initial traumatic act, the fragmentary interruptions perform a reluctance to 

‗touch‘ Sarah and her story (however obliquely), while this repetition is simultaneously 

embraced in the over-arching narrative (about the sister). What might at first seem like 

experimentation or play for its own sake emerges as a reluctance to repeat the traumatic 

event, and particularly to take on the role of the persecutor in that repetition—a reluctance 

that is broken down over time and perhaps ultimately overcome.   

 

 

3.3 Concealment 

 

Freud argues that the reception of a monotheistic God by the Jewish people constituted such a 

radical departure from their usual modes of understanding as to become a traumatic event. He 

writes: ―I believe then that the idea of an only God, as well as the emphasis laid on the ethical 

demands in the name of that God and the rejection of all magic ceremonial, was indeed 

Mosaic doctrine, which at first found no hearing but came into its own after a long space of 

time and finally prevailed‖ (82). This idea found no hearing because, according to Freud, it 

was too hard to hear. The Jewish people—like the Egyptians before them—were incapable of 

living with such a God.  

Most striking about Freud's reading of the survival of the monotheistic God is that it 

required a period of hiding—or latency—before it could re-enter the external/social realm. In 

general it seems that Post-traumatic survival requires hiding or concealment—an existence 

fortified against external penetrations—for an uncertain period of time. The event needs to be 
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avoided before it can be incorporated in any sense. For Freud the monotheistic God is itself a 

traumatic event and its survivors—those who emerge from the encounter without being 

destroyed—conceal and protect (or repress) the trauma until it re-emerges, strengthened, at a 

later date. The result of such a repression, if it is accompanied by repetition, is PTSD.14  

Freud says that, despite the 'murder' of Moses by those Jews who couldn‘t—or 

refused to—endure the monotheistic religion,  

 

the religion of Moses did not disappear without leaving any trace; a kind of memory 

of it had survived, a tradition perhaps obscured and distorted. It was this tradition of a 

great past that continued to work in the background, until it slowly gained more and 

more power over the mind of the people and at last succeeded in transforming the 

God Jahve into the Mosaic God and in waking to a new life the religion which Moses 

has instituted centuries before and which had later been forsaken. (87, emphasis 

added)  

 

Freud here employs an understanding of trauma that is consistent with infectious diseases and 

computer viruses. The trauma can lie dormant or be effectively controlled or repressed before 

springing suddenly from its hiding place to spread amongst the general populace. It is not that 

the Jewish people 'accepted' the monotheistic God, strictly speaking, but that they were 

traumatised by it (via Moses), and that trauma led them into a cycle of compulsive repetition, 

which comes ultimately to be identified with the Jewish heritage and thereby ‗normalised‘ 

and concealed.  

 

 

 

3.4 Doubling, hiding, writing 

 

The traumatised person is fragmented, doubled, multiplied: he or she reproduces him/herself 

until the proper response, and the self capable of producing this response, is found. The 

failure to adequately respond to a trauma might therefore be re-examined as the incapacity or 

unwillingness to re-create or transform the self. Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder thereby 
                                                           
14 One possible implication of this, which Freud doesn‘t go into, is that from the perspective of outsiders or 
other cultures those who embraced the monotheistic God might have at first appeared afflicted or deranged until 
the symptoms of PTSD were either softened or normalised.  
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becomes the product of an identity stubbornly fixed; an enslavement of self whose source has 

as much to do with creative incapacity as the intensity of the trauma. This, in any event, is the 

position I take in my novel: only the re-interpretation and the re-ordering of events, or what 

might be called an exuberant fictionalisation—which is only promised but never delivered (in 

the Letter to the Mother and the Sarah Postscript)—leads to the emancipation from trauma. 

Mourning does not successfully occur in-text and the ‗trauma‘ is not fully integrated into 

Shaun‘s authorial system. A person who sees him/herself as the intrinsic product of their 

trauma—whose fixed ‗identity‘ hinges on its continued presence—stands no chance of 

liberation. 

The implication of this notion that fixed subjectivity is to blame for the paralysing 

effects of trauma is that Adorno‘s Post-traumatic anti-identitarian imperative might also hold 

the key to transcending traumatic repetition; that is to say, the symptoms of trauma might in 

fact be the source of its cure. Without a sense of fixed identity, trauma struggles to take hold.  

In my novel, the multiplication of Shauns and Sarahs (Sirena/Serena/Sara) can be read 

either as an ironic distancing devise or a compulsive manifestation of a deep psychological 

wound. It all depends on perspective: we either lament the absence of fixed identity and 

interpret its manifestations as Post-traumatic—what Nietzsche might define as an ‗all too 

human‘ reading—or we see within it the trace of narrative possibilities and multiple ‗masks‘ 

that Nietzsche and postmodernist theorists would celebrate. That is to say: my novel mirrors 

the qualitatively ambiguous lurch from modernism‘s to postmodernism‘s conceptions of self 

in a manner resembling Joseph Jastrow‘s famous rabbit-duck image. 

 
       Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Duck-Rabbit_illusion.jpg 
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In Unclaimed Experience Caruth refers to ―the necessity by which consciousness, once faced 

with the possibility of its death, can do nothing but repeat the destructive event over and over 

again…‖ and ―the shape of individual lives, the history of the traumatised individual, is 

nothing other than the determined repetition of the event of destruction‖ (63). Whether or not 

a victim of a traumatic event continues to suffer from PTSD hinges, therefore, on their 

success in breaking the pattern of repetition, which hinges in turn on their capacity to 

embrace doubled and re-doubled identities.  

In ―The Intrusive Past: The Flexibility of Memory and the Engraving of Trauma‖ 

(Caruth: 1995), Bessel A. van der Kolk and Onno van der Hart note the concealed and anti-

social status of trauma: ―in contrast to narrative memory, which is a social act, traumatic 

memory is inflexible and invariable. Traumatic memory has no social component; it is not 

addressed to anybody; it is a solitary activity‖ (163). But for Freud, trauma is more than 

solitary; it‘s hidden, and the hiddenness associated with trauma takes the form of 

inaccessibility.  

 

Freud asserts that at the core of the traumatised state, and responsible for everything 

produced by it, is something that has no positive application to the external world. Its only 

application—the manner with which it imposes itself upon the world—is ‗negative‘. Trauma 

seeks out company; it possesses its victim and seeks to create more doubles and the 

traumatised person repeats the trauma concretely in order to grasp it. Wayne Cristaudo charts 

the compulsion of such damage in Power, Love and Evil (see in particular Chapter 4), with 

regard to Josephine Hart's memoir Damage. Cristaudo refers to the compulsion on the part of 

the protagonist to re-enact the childhood damage she continues to endure and to transfer its 

effects onto others. She does this as a testament to the fact that the trauma is always occurring 

inside her, that she lives with it always because trauma is outside of time. In doing this she 

brings others into the nightmare with her. In a sense, she brings them into her world, her 

language, and thereby inducts them into a form of testimony that doubles as an initiation into 

trauma. 

 The question that needs to be asked is whether forms of literature that employ or 

partake of or disseminate trauma-stories—like Hart‘s Damage and parts of ‗Touching‘—are 

additional vehicles for this doubling or spreading of trauma. If coming into contact with 

trauma results in a type of infection, where does that leave us as readers and writers? Further 



44 
 

than that, what if the very act of reading ‗trauma texts‘ is little more than a compulsive 

repetition of an initial trauma that leads us to read (or write) them in the first place?  

Such questions are essential, but rarely afforded space in conventional trauma-

narratives; for my part, the self-accusing narrator of ‗Touching‘ is designed to subvert this 

convention and thereby kick-start the reader‘s resistance—or ‗immunity‘—to the ‗virus‘ at 

the story‘s core. 

 It may be the case that the rarefied ethical space often apportioned to ‗trauma-

revealing‘ or ‗testimony‘ literature is in fact an elaborate act of concealment—a way of 

covering-over the initial guilty act, which is the compulsive Post-traumatic tendency to 

spread and thereby externalise psychological illness. Freud believes this to be the case with 

the creators of the religious texts, who, he says, cultivated the ―feeling of guiltiness‖ and 

ultimately made of it ―an integral part of the religious system itself‖. For Freud, this 

guiltiness ―had another, superficial motivation which cleverly veiled the true origin of the 

feeling‖ (172)—the murder of Moses by his Jewish subordinates. The maintenance of the 

religion is dependent upon the guiltiness of the Jewish people, but the religion itself and its 

associated texts produce broader ethical demands in an effort to cover-over or repress the 

guilt at its core. Freud explains: 

 

In a new transport of moral asceticism the Jews imposed on themselves constantly 

increasing instinctual renunciation, and thereby reached—at least in doctrine and 

precepts—ethical heights that had remained inaccessible to other peoples of antiquity. 

Many Jews regard these aspirations as the second main characteristic, and the second 

great achievement, of their religion. Our investigation is intended to show how it is 

connected with the first one, the conception of the one and only God. The origin, 

however, of this ethics in feelings of guilt, due to the repressed hostility to God, 

cannot be gainsaid. It bears the characteristic of being never concluded and never able 

to be concluded with which we are familiar in the reaction-formations of obsessional 

neurosis. (173) 

 

The establishment of Judeo-Christian ‗ethics‘, Freud argues, is the result of a compulsive 

repression—a way of keeping secret an original hostility to a particular trauma (the encounter 

with monotheism) which produced, in the mode of repetition, a further traumatic event (the 

murder of Moses), which has in turn produced ethical constraints that can never be perfected 
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precisely because they are mere repetitions of the desire to keep the original act and its 

associated guilt a secret.  

 According to Freud, this compulsive secrecy and hiding—disguised as ‗ethics‘ or 

morality via religious doctrine—ultimately condemns the Jewish people in the eyes of 

Christian societies that have, at their core, the acceptance (and therefore exposure) of their 

original guilt.  

 The element of 'keeping' associated with a secret means that the guilt is not given the 

public airing that would allow renunciation or cleansing. The Jewish people have kept their 

secret, and the associated shame—which is to say that they have allowed their trauma to 

possess them—by 'writing over' it, whereas the Christians have 'cleansed' themselves of this 

guilt by releasing it into the world and adapting to it via institutionalised confession. Freud 

writes:   

 

Originally a Father religion, Christianity became a Son religion. The fate of having to 

displace the Father it could not escape. 

 Only a part of the Jewish people accepted the new doctrine. Those who 

refused to do so are still Jews. Through this decision they are still more sharply 

separated from the rest of the world than they were before. They had to suffer the 

reproach from the new religious community… that they had murdered God. In its full 

form this reproach would run: ‗They will not admit that they killed God, whereas we 

do and are cleansed from the guilt of it… Through this they have, so to speak, 

shouldered a tragic guilt. They have been made to suffer severely for it. (175-76) 

  

For Freud, therefore, the ‗tragic guilt‘ the Jewish people suffer for is the guilt of still being 

God's murderers because they refused to acknowledge and thereby purge themselves of their 

crime (the murder of Moses, the oppressive father-figure). Instead, they compulsively hid the 

evidence. They became the embodiment of what the Christians despised about themselves—

their own history as God (and father) killers. As such, Jews were perceived as the custodians 

of a secret trauma that pollutes and damages the community and threatens the foundations of 

a properly functioning social response to historical guilt and trauma. Of course, this fraught 

relationship with the father-figure and the associated guilt has strong resonances with 

‗Touching‘.  
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Freud refers to a 'hiding' intrinsic to the writing of the Jewish people when he says, of the 

descendents of Moses‘ people, that even if there were some who knew the truth,  

 

They had good reason, however, for ‗repressing‘ the memory of the fate that had 

befallen their leader and lawgiver. For the other component of the tribe [read: those 

who didn‘t know] the leading motive was to glorify the new God and deny his 

foreignness. Both parties were equally concerned to deny that there had been an 

earlier religion and especially what it contained. This is how the first compromise 

came about, which probably was soon codified in writing; the people from Egypt had 

brought with them the art of writing and the fondness for writing history. A long time 

was to elapse, however, before historians came to develop an ideal of objective truth. 

At first they shaped their accounts according to their needs and tendencies of the 

moment, with an easy conscience, as if they had not yet understood what falsification 

signified. (85, my emphasis)  

  

For Freud, writing is here a method of supporting and supplementing Post-traumatic 

repression in a manner that is 'loose with the truth'. I‘m interested in uncovering the links 

between this writing tendency—at the early stage of Western codification, copied from the 

Egyptian persecutors—and contemporary writing and reading practices, trauma-focussed or 

otherwise. To what extent do we repeat this obscuring of an initial guilty act or wish as we 

write? What types of ‗murder‘ or ‗sacrifice‘ might be at the core of storytelling in general and 

what sort of narrative would exploit and highlight these tendencies? (Mine, it turns out.) 

 Van der Kolk and van der Hart argue, with reference to Pierre Janet, that 

―[d]issociation reflects a horizontally layered model of the mind: when a subject does not 

remember a trauma, its ―memory‖ is contained in an alternative data stream of consciousness, 

which may be subconscious or dominate consciousness, e.g., during traumatic re-enactments‖ 

(168). This repression, which is a sort of stripping-off and sealing or storing away, is crucial 

to an understanding of the manner with which trauma instigates secrecy and concealment. An 

'alternative data stream' is a version of alternative or 'submerged' layers of narrative. For van 

der Kolk and van der Hart this method of fragmentation and 'doubling' facilitates survival 

(178). The splitting of the self is in fact part of the structure of a particular type of survival—

the survival of the traumatic event.  

We might suggest that it is only when these separate narrative streams, which have 

been split from their origin, are fully integrated into the main data stream—a novel or, 
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alternatively, the author him/herself—that the event can be externalised, thereby losing its 

possessive traumatic force and the associated latency. The successful ‗mourning‘ we might 

encounter in a story is the successful mourning of its creature/creator(s) and not, strictly 

speaking, a concrete part of the text. It can only ever be signalled and read into the process, 

and the most poignant sign of a text's mourning is its absence: the fact that the text comes to 

an end. An unfinished text or one that fails to conclude satisfactorily (with all of the ends tied 

up) would suggest, therefore (without being conclusive), a failure to integrate the trauma that 

has produced the second self (i.e., the text). The act of writing an ‗unfinished‘ text becomes, 

according to this thesis, a type of self-traumatisation without mourning. On the face of it, my 

novel is just such a text. 

 

Robert J Lifton says he thinks about trauma ―in terms of a theory of the self. That is, extreme 

trauma creates a second self‖ (Caruth: 1995, 137). The doubling of identity can be 

interpreted, therefore, as a sign of trauma, and I suggest that the work of producing a 

narrative can be one of producing trauma via doubling. Lifton's theory is the result of his 

work with holocaust survivors, and he continues his explanation of the double produced by 

trauma as follows: 

 

[I]t‘s not a totally new self, it‘s what one brought into the trauma as affected 

significantly and painfully, confusedly, but in a very primal way, by that trauma. And 

recovery from post-traumatic effects, or from survivor conflicts, cannot really occur 

until that traumatised self is reintegrated. It‘s a form of doubling in a traumatised 

person. And in doubling, as I came to identify it, there have to be elements that are at 

odds in the two selves, including ethical contradictions. This is of course especially 

true in the Nazi doctors, or people who doubled in order to adapt to evil. But when 

doubling in the service of survival, for life-enhancing purposes, as I think is true of 

people who undergo extreme trauma, as with Auschwitz survivors, they say, ―I was a 

different person in Auschwitz. (137) 

 

Once again we see that doubling is a survival mechanism—one that produces a form of 

survival for the subject and, I would add, for the trauma itself, but in the case described by 

Lifton it also allows for a secret about that self to be hidden away. When the Auschwitz 

survivors who suffer from PTSD say 'I was a different person in Auschwitz' they are saying 

that they are now not that person. Of course, this is not completely true. If they have not 
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found a way of integrating that person, that secret about themselves, into their external or 

conscious world—as is the case of the sufferer of PTSD—then they are nonetheless still 

possessed by that double (or secret self). It still takes over and speaks through them as their 

trauma. If, on the other hand, the Auschwitz survivor has managed to integrate that self, in 

the sense of responding to it in a manageable way and thereby avoiding PTSD, s/he still in 

part constituted by that 'different person', even if it doesn‘t take possession in the fullest 

sense.  

For Freud, something about the monotheistic religion prevents particular sorts of 

‗doubling‘ and the associated re-integration, and this prevention is itself traumatic. He notes 

that the Aton religion wipes away the Egyptian religion and the realm of the dead (26). It thus 

wipes away a layer of existence—the dead—and prevents the style of effective mourning the 

narratives of such a realm produced. According to Freud, then, monotheism initially excluded 

the other dimensions—the ghostworlds—thereby eliminating a space for mourning and 

stimulating traumatic repression and possession. The history of monotheism thereby becomes 

a history of repressed mourning. 

Freud talks about the typical mythic hero in the context of his reading of the Moses 

murder as a repetition of a primal trauma associated with the masculine relationship with the 

father. He writes: ―A hero is a man who stands up manfully against his father and in the end 

victoriously overcomes him. The myth in question traces this struggle back to the very dawn 

of the hero‘s life, by having him born against his father‘s will and saved in spite of his 

father‘s evil intentions‖ (9). Freud goes on to say that the Moses myth is a developed 

repetition of this initial hero-myth. He writes: ―Only one small feature of the whole myth 

remains effective: the assurance that the babe survived in spite of strong outside forces to the 

contrary. This feature is repeated in the early history of Jesus, where King Herod assumes the 

role of Pharaoh‖ (12). This single feature of the hero-myth carries within it some trace of the 

initial necessity to overcome the father, and Freud goes on to assert this when he argues that a 

type of father-murder initiates Jewish religious history. 

In Freud‘s text, Moses' attempt to force the monotheistic religion upon the Jewish 

people is represented as a frenetic attempts to ―not let go‖, a traumatised incapacity to accept 

the implications of the Egyptian Pharaoh Ikhnaton's death. Freud writes:  

 

What [Moses] did—easily understandable if he were a Jew—becomes unintelligible 

in an Egyptian. But if we place Moses in Ikhnaton‘s period and associate him with 

that Pharaoh, then the enigma is resolved and a possible motive presents itself, 
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answering all our questions. Let us assume that Moses was a noble and distinguished 

man, perhaps indeed a member of the royal house, as the myth has it. He must have 

been conscious of his great abilities, ambitious, and energetic; perhaps he saw himself 

in a dim future as a leader of his people, the governor of the Empire. In close contact 

with the Pharaoh, he was a convinced adherent of the new religion, whose basic 

principles he fully understood and had made his own. With the king‘s death and the 

subsequent reaction he saw all his hopes and prospects destroyed. If he was not to 

recant the convictions so dear to him, then Egypt had no more to give him; he had lost 

his native country. In this hour of need he found an unusual solution. The dreamer 

Ikhnaton had estranged himself from his people, had let his world empire crumble. 

Moses‘ active nature conceived the plan of founding a new empire, of finding new 

people, to whom he could give the religion that Egypt disdained. It was, as we 

perceive, a heroic attempt to struggle against his fate, to find compensation in two 

directions for the losses he had suffered through Ikhnaton‘s catastrophe.  (31-32, my 

emphasis) 

 

Moses responds to the trauma of having his future destroyed by extracting himself from 

Egypt (the 'real world' wherein the Aton religion has been destroyed) and hiding in a world of 

his own creation—that of the new religion and a new people. He creates a new world—and 

therefore a new narrative—for the purpose of salvaging what has been lost in the old one.  

Moses' response to the trauma might therefore be read as an attempt to come to terms 

with a traumatic event (by allowing its destruction to play itself out again)—that is, a form of 

creativity which is at the same time a personal failed mourning with catastrophic 

consequences for its raw material (the Jewish people), whereby Jewish heritage becomes a 

model of ‗authorship‘ that destroys in order to survive. The question of whether my novel 

functions in the same way must remain open; the fact of formulating and making explicit the 

question is the most important exegetical aim. 

 

 

3.5 Doubling the Text  

 

Freud's reading of trauma takes on an explicitly textual focus in Moses and Monotheism. First 

he considers the distortion of a text in terms of the type of cleaving and doubling associated 

with a traumatic event:  



50 
 

 

The distortion of a text is not unlike a murder. The difficulty lies not in the execution 

of the deed but in the doing away of the traces. One could wish to give the word 

―distortion‖ the double meaning to which it has a right, although it is no longer used 

in this sense. It should mean not only ‗to change the appearance of,‘ but also ‗to 

wrench apart,‘ ‗to put in another place.‘ That is why in so many textual distortions we 

may count on finding the repressed and abnegated material hidden away somewhere, 

though in an altered shape and torn out of its original connection. Only it is not 

always easy to recognise it. (52) 

  

Freud refers to what he takes to be distortions in the Jewish historical/biblical texts with 

regard to Moses. From these 'distortions', which come to signal a buried or submerged 

narrative history, he finds the ‗evidence‘ for his theory about Moses' murder. The important 

thing, for my purposes, is that a form of writing is here directly associated with the traumatic 

event by Freud, and that form takes on the characteristics of a traumatised response.  

  

Freud goes on to say that these forms of written history were not the only mode for recording 

history for the Jewish people at that time. Alongside the written history was the oral history 

(whose double, in my novel, can be found in the story the sister tells her brother in 

‗Touching‘—an oral history which is then written and written-over via the preceding 

interpretation15), and Freud suggests that this oral history conserved the story of the murder 

of Moses. He writes:  

 

In consequence, a difference began to develop between the written version and the 

oral report—that is, the tradition—of the same subject matter. What has been deleted 

or altered in the written version might quite well have been preserved uninjured in the 

tradition. Tradition was the complement and at the same time the contradiction of the 

written history. (85)  

 

                                                           
15 Of course, we can place Freud himself in this tradition of interpretive re-writing of orally related stories. In a 
postmodernist context, the Freudian search for an original cause is redundant, since notions of origin and its 
authenticating function are no longer tenable. This is the de-centring inflicted upon Freud‘s own de-centred 
human subject, and it has the effect of transforming Freudian interpretation into stories about stories. That is not 
to say that Freudianism is redundant. Instead, Freud‘s value shifts: as the creator of a valuable methodology for 
producing stories about stories, Freud is prized as an agent for the proliferation of meanings—an ironic 
inversion. 
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Writing takes on an interesting dimension here. When seen as removed from its dialogical 

relationship with the oral tradition, it becomes a broken-off layer of narrative. It begins as a 

way of writing over tradition at the same time as dismantling that broader dialogical 

dimension of itself. Its refusal to maintain the relationship with tradition gives writing a form 

of dominance that is, at the same time, a type of self-destruction. 

 In contrast to common notions about the comparative reliability of oral and written 

histories, Freud thinks that the oral history with regard to Moses ―was less subject to 

distorting influences—perhaps in part entirely free from them—and therefore might be more 

truthful than the account set down in writing‖. He justifies this by noting that in this instance 

the oral history had not been subject to the same level of religious and institutional attention 

and modification as the written version. Freud then points out the obvious precariousness of 

oral histories in general, in the sense that they can get vaguer and are more easily distorted, 

and that they can ―be vanquished by the written version, ousted by it, until it grows more and 

more shadowy and at last is forgotten. Another fate might be that the tradition itself ends by 

becoming a written version‖ (85-86).  

 Because Freud says all of this in the context of trauma, we can read another 

possibility for oral history. Having been repressed and internalised, it can return with a 

vengeance later on. It does not become just another written version. The written version, 

having extracted itself from its dialogical relationship in a type of distortion that resembles, in 

Freud's terms, a 'murder', may in fact find itself periodically possessed by that which has been 

excluded and repressed—traumatised by it. In the same way, the narrator‘s use and possible 

distortion of the sister‘s oral version of a traumatic event in ‗Touching‘ constitutes a kind of 

writing-over until the sister‘s voice (arguably) re-emerges at the end and takes possession of 

the narrative to accuse its composer of certain things while revealing previously withheld 

information about him—information which takes on a life of its own in the parallel dialogue 

between the woman and man which takes place in various parts of a household, the faint 

implication being that this is the woman who replaced his mother, and whose daughter 

replaced his sister, with the dialogue occurring in the distant future. In this way, the narrator 

(but not the author, of course, who merely dramatises the relation between orality and 

writing) effectively loses control over the thrust and content of his story, with consequences 

that are as wide-ranging for the narrative as they are immediate. Without that type of 

‗possession‘ the multiple version of its narrator‘s double in ‗The Body‘, Shaun—who has 

links to the writer-character of ‗Touching‘—might never have come into being. The moment 

of ‗possession‘ can be seen to drive The Body narrative, which is stylistically distinct from 
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‗Touching‘ (which, while it occurs inside the latter part of The Body, can also be read as its 

‗origin‘) in that it lacks style, for the most part, with a looseness more in keeping with the 

sister‘s narrative voice.  

For Freud, what is repressed by the biblical text and textuality in general ends up 

possessing the text and textuality. He writes: ―… these [oral] traditions, instead of growing 

weaker as time went on, grew more and more powerful in the course of centuries, found their 

way into the later codifications of the official accounts, and at last proved themselves strong 

enough decisively to influence the thought and activity of the people‖ (87-88). Freud here 

invokes the idea that Moses was killed, which, he says, had an extensive influence in the 

early stages of the Jewish people's religious development—to the extent that it was 

formalised and codified—only to be repressed once again later on. In Freud's account, the 

initial truth (murder of Moses) returns to influence and penetrate the surface/dominant 

account/story, but in presenting itself to the point of codification—thereby departing from the 

oral tradition—that truth becomes easier to repress and write over. Having been transformed 

into writing, the oral tradition is formally silenced and more forcefully repressed. Writing 

becomes, in this context, an explicit mode of repression, a post-traumatic manner of avoiding 

the traumatic event.  

 

 

3.6 Freud‟s Doubles 

 

Freud is mindful of the fragmented status of his own text. Moses and Monotheism takes the 

form of three essays—the third of which is in two parts—written at separate periods during 

Hitler's rise to power and the subsequent war. Freud acknowledges that he has 

   

not been able to effect the traces of the unusual way in which this book came to be 

written…. In truth it has been written twice over. The first time was a few years ago 

in Vienna, where I did not believe in the possibility of publishing it. I decided to put it 

away, but it haunted me like an unlaid ghost, and I compromised by publishing two 

parts of the book independently in the periodical Imago. (131-32)  

 

Just like the traumatic event he writes about, Freud's text, composed in the midst of immense 

historical and personal upheaval, is written 'twice over', and Freud himself found it 

impossible to integrate them or to write them as one piece. Instead he publishes the essays 
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alongside each other, in a manner that does not avoid repetition or contradiction.16 We could 

interpret this decision of Freud's to mean that, for him, the texts are still too discrete to be 

integrated into one another. They are still, in a sense, different selves which are at the same 

time versions of each other. This failure of integration can be read to denote an unresolved 

repression, or it can be interpreted as Freud's attempt to avoid such repression or writing over 

in the manner that the written text writes over oral accounts. Instead, Freud leaves the essays 

to respond and relate to each other as different versions of the same thing—as discrete 

doubles. It would seem that Freud's text is a sort of performance of trauma at the same time 

as it interrogates and elaborates upon it, and, of course, the structure of my novel can be 

viewed in the same light: its fragments do not integrate into a coherent whole, but respond 

and relate to and even, at times, react against each other. 

In writing Moses and Monotheism Freud seems almost to produce and undergo the 

very trauma he seeks to analyse—a trauma encoded into the process of writing. He rubs up 

against the act of writing itself, which, Freud perhaps senses, can be shown to hold the trace 

of Post-traumatic repetition just as easily as Jewish heritage. His failure to properly integrate 

the narratives—to tie the ends up—signals the complexity of his plight. He perhaps suspected 

that the trauma-centred analysis had gotten away from him and that even the concept of 

trauma resists analysis in favour of possession. It is impossible to merely write about trauma 

without becoming it. Like a virus, trauma infects everything, even writing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16

  By way of justification, Freud asserts that ―[t]here are things that should be said more than once and 
cannot be repeated often enough‖ (133).  
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Conclusion 

 

Back to Adorno: a paradoxical „explanation‟ regarding Corpus 

 

While writing the first draft of Corpus I was haunted by a single scene: a man in a darkened 

room is confronted by a shapeless creature who, for whatever reason, is unable or unwilling 

to speak to him. I‘ve now written different versions of this scene (the ‗Touching‘ section of 

Corpus features several) over and over, without any hope of completing the cycle. Why does 

it have such a hold over me?  

Some may be tempted to accuse me of being overly attached to an ‗idea‘—something 

wholly abstracted from ‗real life‘ that only a few, not fully-grown readers might be attracted 

by. If they were to read one of the many versions of the scene I‘ve managed to compose they 

might even accuse me of wilful obscurity.  

But, if anything, the scene I‘ve been describing is emblematic. The simple fact is that 

I can‘t shake thoughts of it from my mind however many times I write and rewrite and re-

characterise it. It‘s in my blood. It seems to me that some version or near-relation of this 

scene is destined to carry over into everything I write, albeit—I hope—in more subtle ways 

than in ‗Touching‘. 

For whom could such a fictional situation be made to speak? Especially given that 

most readers seem unwilling to pay attention to scenarios and characters who fail to reflect 

their understanding of themselves or the people they think of as intimates. A man alone in a 

room with an undefinable creature is an unlikely situation, after all, and because of that 

unlikelihood it‘s difficult to relate to it.  

 In one of the early drafts of the scene—or, as I‘ve come to think of it, The Plight—I 

had the protagonist address the creature in a manner intended to coax some kind of story out 

of him. The protagonist, who is restless and perhaps a little unhinged, composes a series of 

lessons that are designed, albeit haphazardly, to teach the creature the art of storytelling. But 

it‘s not only the art of storytelling that needs to be considered when composing these lessons, 

since the protagonist is far from certain the creature has any sort of language to begin with.  

The protagonist decides, in the end, to teach the creature how to speak by giving what 

could only be described as ‗lessons‘ in the vaguest sense. He writes these ‗lessons‘ down so 

the creature might have access to them later on and read them not as lessons but as stories. In 

this way the protagonist teaches storytelling and attempts to build language for the creature in 

one stroke. And he does this because he is desperate to hear what the creature has to say 
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about itself. He takes the trouble to compose his ‗lessons‘ because he is an inquisitive type. 

His ‗lessons‘ might therefore be seen as questions oddly put. 

 As you can imagine, the composition of such a series of lesson-stories-questions has 

its dilemmas and pitfalls. The average reader, if it isn‘t too offensive to posit such a faceless 

figure, is bound to become restless when confronted with so much to-ing and fro-ing. 

When I was invited to read the abovementioned version of the scene aloud at a public 

forum I was surprised to discover that many of the listeners were confused and dissatisfied by 

what they‘d been force-fed, as I think they saw it, for the fifteen or so minutes it took me to 

read through the scene. By that time I‘d grown accustomed to praise—however modest—

whenever I read in public, so I was sensitive to the ill-tempered reception my Plight received. 

But I could never have imagined the full extent of the confusion and annoyance it provoked. 

The first confusion stemmed from my use of second-person narration for the lesson-

stories. Many of the listeners took me to be addressing them directly. In their minds I‘d been 

wondering aloud how I might possibly make them understand what I had to say and I‘d been 

speculating, in the vaguest and most offensive terms, about the sort of creature they—my 

audience—was. In short, they were offended and bored by what they took to be my 

condescending attitude toward them. 

I was so surprised to discover the above that I could only shake my head in 

wonderment. The story gave ample signals that the creature being addressed by the 

protagonist was very much a creature of the text whose nature the second-person narration 

went about slowly constructing and deconstructing. The story may well be boring and 

uninteresting but it certainly doesn‘t belittle or bully the reader. If anything it is overly-intent 

on pointing to its own inadequacies. But the fact that certain readers cannot remove 

themselves from the story and cannot hear or read the word ‗you‘ without feeling as though 

they are being addressed directly, no matter the context, gave some cause for concern.  

Another interpretation of the text also irked me somewhat, although it wasn‘t nearly 

as inattentive as that described above. A person whose judgement I value greatly came up to 

me after the same reading, as I stood in a small circle of people—most of whom were doing 

their best not to mention the annoyance I‘d just subjected them to—and asked exactly what 

sort of creature the narrator had been addressing for some fifteen minutes was. He wanted to 

know, in particular: was it a dog?  

I told him yes, the creature was a dog in some sense, but it was other things as well 

and sometimes it was not at all canine. Then a member of the circle mentioned that I was 
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soon to become a father. ‗Oh,‘ said the person whose judgement I value highly, ‗so that’s 

what the creature is.‘   

In this person‘s reading I—or the narrator, or protagonist—was addressing my unborn 

child. I told him that was another possible interpretation, like the dog, but it is also essential 

to the story that the ‗you‘ being addressed doesn‘t have a single identity—the ‗you‘ is 

multiform. While explaining this I probably failed to conceal my disgust at the fact that a 

reader or listener whose judgement I usually admire could take incidental biographical 

information in such a way and use it to give to my story the type of meaning and sense he 

seemed to require.  

What to make of these initial responses?  

The first thing to address is quality. Whether they‘d misunderstood the text or not, it 

seems clear to me that the part of my plight (which was subsequently integrated into the 

‗Touching‘ section of my novel) I‘d read aloud was deemed a failure. One cannot respond to 

a value judgement by saying: ‗But you didn‘t understand it properly.‘ More work had to be 

done. 

On the other hand, the section also seemed to me to be something of a success, in that 

it partially achieved what it set out to achieve. It was faithful to that emblematic scene in my 

mind and it refused to lend what we might call the ‗identity‘ of its characters or, indeed, the 

situation as a whole, a stable grounding. The material was salvageable. 

In the novel that took shape over the preceding months, all is at the mercy of a 

narrative that threatens, at every moment, to take hold of its subjects and do whatever it likes 

with them or simply dissolve and take them with it. I often think that this concern, above all 

else, is what drives my interest in the plight—not to mention writing in general—but there are 

one or two other factors besides. 

For some time before the plight managed to burrow itself into my mind, I‘d been 

disappointed with the sorts of characterisation I‘d encountered in what is often called 

‗contemporary Australian literature‘ and the manner with which most writers go about 

‗representing‘ characters and the various situations or ‗contexts‘ they find themselves in. This 

annoyance may stem from some of the things the philosopher Theodor Adorno has to say 

about the way we must go about seeing ourselves, ‗after Auschwitz‘, and how narration must 

respond to the barbarity of recent history. 

There are three quotations from Adorno‘s work that seem to me to be particularly 

compelling. The first is from an essay entitled ―The Position of the Narrator in the 

Contemporary Novel,‖ collected in the first volume of his Notes to Literature. Adorno writes:  
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The identity of experience in the form of a life that is articulated and possesses 

internal continuity—and that life was the only thing that made the narrator‘s stance 

possible—has disintegrated. One need only note how impossible it would be for 

someone who participated in the war to tell stories about it the way people used to tell 

stories about their adventures. (31) 

 

For Adorno, historical events—in particular those that took place just before and during the 

Second World War—have rendered typical modes of storytelling suspect. He believes that 

storytelling (particularly that which is often called ‗realist‘), and the techniques it employs 

when representing events or ‗adventures‘ and their participants are as much to blame as 

anything else for constituting people in such a way as to make them capable of committing 

the atrocities of Auschwitz. For Adorno, representations of what he calls ‗internal continuity‘ 

create or fail to discomfit people who are so concerned with having an authentic ‗character‘ 

or homeland they can immediately recognise and understand as their own. The result is that 

readers become ill-inclined to endure the presence of some person or situation that doesn‘t 

match their idea of how things are or should be. Because their ideas of how things should be 

so often stem from a desire to see the world populated by people much like themselves, who 

pose no threat to their identities or ideas, internal duration is recognised as having a good deal 

to do with the desire to eliminate those who are perceived as being ‗other‘. In essence, 

Adorno blames  the habit of ‗internal duration‘, whereby a person always sees some core 

element of themself in a particular unchanging way, or characters in a text are represented by 

their creators in a like manner (allowing the reader to recognise them without effort), for 

constructing  and supporting the brutality of our world. A stable narrative with recognisable 

characters who are widely sympathetic provokes the type of inhuman closed-mindedness that 

any Hitler finds exploitable. 

The kind of narrative that abstains from this type of internal duration might be one 

where the dimensions of its scenes or episodes are not entirely clear or the language and 

‗style‘ of the text jumps around or characters change from one moment to the next. The 

implicit incentive for writing this sort of literature is as follows: if the reader can be coaxed 

into enduring such a plight, they may be less inclined to resent other destabilising factors in 

their day-to-day life. They may even come to enjoy an uncertain existence and a weakened 

sense of identity, and from there the trend might develop and become pervasive.  
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And who is to say that such a text isn‘t more ‗realistic‘ than what we so often get from 

realist narration? Who isn’t a different type of person from one moment to the next? And 

why, exactly, should we want to be otherwise? Isn‘t the habit of seeing ourselves or the 

people we‘re intimate with as stable, knowable characters a fantasy? And aren‘t such 

gratuitous fantasies dangerous?  

There is another quotation from Adorno that may have played a part in making the 

plight of a man in a darkened room confronted with an unrecognisable creature who cannot 

or will not speak emblematic, for me, of living and writing in the world today. In his brilliant, 

if unrelentingly dense book, Negative Dialectics, Adorno argues:  

 

Direct communicability to everyone is not a criterion of truth. We must resist the all 

but universal compulsion to confuse the communication of the knowledge with 

knowledge itself, and to rate it higher, if possible—whereas at present each 

communicative step is a falsifying of truth and selling it out. (41) 

 

For Adorno, everything written and everything said is a falsification of a particular truth. This 

is not the typical Wittgensteinian dilemma played out on a different stage. For Adorno ‗truth‘ 

is best represented by a style of thinking that thinks against itself and a type of 

communication that sabotages its own processes or compulsions. ‗Truth‘ brings thinking and 

communicating to a halt by breaking it down into composite parts and reworking them over 

and over. 

 My favourite paragraph from Adorno by far springs from his criticism of Nietzsche‘s 

notion that you should love your fate, extracted from his wartime book of fragments, Minima 

Moralia. Adorno writes: 

 

Love of barred walls and stone windows is the last resort of someone who sees and 

has nothing else to love. Both are cases of the same ignominious adaptation which, in 

order to endure the world‘s horror, attributes reality to wishes and meaning to 

senseless compulsion… In the end hope, wrested from reality by negating it, is the 

only form in which truth appears. Without hope, the idea of truth would be scarcely 

even thinkable, and it is the cardinal untruth, having recognised existence to be bad, to 

present it as truth simply because it has been recognised. (98) 
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‗Love of barred walls.‘ Is that what I exhibit as I write and constantly rewrite the scene with a 

man who never moves from his darkened room and the mysteriously mute creature forever 

confronting him? Which is to ask: do I love the plight I‘m forever recomposing? Isn‘t that 

what‘s expected of writers—that they love or desire, even if secretly and reluctantly, the 

characters and settings they write? Do I, in addition, have nothing else to love?  Is that the 

secret reason readers and listeners are so reluctant to endure the type of writing this scene 

provokes—because they think I‘m inflicting my anguished, masochistic desires upon them? 

 Do I desire such a thing? 

Far from it! The plight torments me, but I‘m stuck with it. 

Furthermore, despite my fondness for Adorno I attribute no ‗meaning‘ or universal 

value whatsoever to this senseless compulsion. There can be no ‗meaning‘ to a plight; there is 

only the agony, on the author‘s part, of having to endure it over and over.  

 But why, you might ask, do I keep writing? Why, if this scene is all I can muster and I 

find it as relentlessly unbearable as most readers do, don‘t I just give in and take up another 

kind of work more conducive to a psychologically balanced life? Why write at all? 

 Because I hope to end this cycle once and for all. Because, despite the mounting years 

and pages and words spilling over and the recent tremble in my hands, despite this blotted, 

stunted life, I still hope for something better. I hope that one day I will sit down and write the 

scene once more and find while I‘m writing that everything has changed. I hope to find an 

open window with light streaming in. I hope to find a protagonist who is capable of rising 

from his chair to leave his room forever or a creature who can speak or express joy or 

fondness in some way. It may be a dog, or a Messiah, it doesn‘t matter. As long as it indicates 

a break in the weather.  

Finally, but no less foolishly, I hope a reader will one day approach me and say: ‗I 

recognise your Plight because it‘s mine as well. I know exactly who you are. You are the 

type of person who takes his Plight seriously, whereas others choose to ignore it. I‘ve 

searched far and wide and here you are, refusing to budge.‘ I will ask this fantasy-reader, if 

s/he ever appears, ‗But didn‘t you find it hard-going? Weren‘t you annoyed by the voice, the 

way the stories go nowhere again and again, or the barely discernible characters?‘ To which 

my reader will reply, with a shade of annoyance, ‗No, it wasn‘t too hard at all. I never found 

it obscure. Everything you‘ve written makes perfect sense to me.‘  
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