1

RebeccaLister

www.rebeccalister.com.au

A project of Rebecca Lister and Support After Suicide
Melbourne Australia
Support After Suicide
is a project of
Jesuit Social Services
Creative Producer Rebecca Lister
Design and layout by Sam Gowing
Printed in Australia by Eureka Printing
ISBN 978-0-9874670-2-7
© 2013
www.rebeccalister.com.au
www.supportaftersuicide.org.au
www.jss.org.au

This project has been assisted by the Australian Government through
the Australia Council, its arts funding and advisory body.

CONTENTS
8
Editorial				
10
Foreword				
						
12
A note for those reading this book

Rebecca Lister
Louise Flynn and
Martin Ryan

Event
14
15
17
18
19
20
21
22
24

The ride of your life			
The news				
It is like this now			
The debate				
The last time				
Haunted				
Child					
Ice					
Suicide interrupted (an extract)

Annette
Lynne
Helen
Nic
Nic
Deborah
Gail
Greg
Tony

Trauma
32
33
34
36
37
38
40

Unity					
Keep my heart				
Day begins				
No you					
Tremors				
Time					
Lilly					

Nic
Anna
Gillian
Nic
Anonymous
Deborah
Nemesia

Hindsight
44
45
46
47
48

Caught					
Bullet time				
The world through my eyes...
Hiding place				
Now I think I understand		

Anne
Greg
Helen
Anonymous
Gail

49
50

Who made those voices?		
Looking back				

Helen
Tony

How to make chicken soup 		
Sisters					
The bird				
Butterflies are free			
The visit				
Messages				
Thank you for listening		
A blessing				
Stuck					
Little sister				
Questions, no answers		
Regent’s Park memorial		
Fight					
Concrete poem			

Nic
Nemesia
Anne
Anna
Gail
Greg
Anna
Deborah
Nicky
Deborah
Nemesia
Penny
Anna
Pamela

Reader					
To my mind, with thanks		
Breath					
Illusive fragments			
Another year				
Thank you				
Duplicity				
Reflections				
One size fits all			
Searching				
The tree of life				
Untitled				
Shadow dancing			

Alexandra
Helen
Marike
Lynne
Deborah
Nic
Gail
Pamela
Nic
Deborah
Gillian
Helen
Pamela

Love
52
53
54
56
57
58
60
61
62
65
66
68
74
75

Self
78
79
80
83
84
85
86
87
88
89
90
92
93

Hope
98
It is always there			
99
Liar liar					
						
102 The unwanted journey		
103 Six haiku				
104 The last day				
105 If I could start today again		
106 Hold on to life				
108 Forty years on				
110 Landmarks				
114
117

Biographies
Acknowledgements

Helen
Marike and
Ruby
Nic
Nicky
Nicky
Helen
Tony
Eric
Alexandra

Thank you for listening - editorial
Rebecca Lister
Throughout history people have chosen to put into words how they feel,
think and view the world, with the hope that their words will provide
knowledge, comfort and solace to both themselves and others. It is rare
for a significant event – be it a wedding, funeral, coming of age party
or graduation, that someone will not share a poem, a quote, or the
words from a song. We frequently use literature to mark time, place and
occasion.
Suicide is not an easy subject to talk or write about. However,
unfortunately it is a reality for many in our community. People choose,
for a myriad of reasons, to take their own lives and it can be painful,
complex and devastating for their loved ones. The Thank you for listening
project was designed as a way to assist people to talk and write about
this subject, to share their experiences and to provide words of comfort
for others. I am honoured that the participants in this project feel both
brave and supported enough to share intimate stories and feelings with
you about their experiences.
This collection of work was prepared by writers from the 2013 New
Writers Group and the 2013 Mentees Writers Group. The members of
this latter group were all participants in the 2011/2012 project Nothing
prepared me for this. It was a privilege to be joined by guests - writer
Cate Kennedy, poet Terry Jaensch and musician Andrew McSweeney to
mentor these writers. The guest mentors were intelligent, thoughtful,
extremely generous and a pleasure to be around. Additionally, the New
Writers Group was very fortunate to be tutored by guest artists Alicia
Sometimes, Mari Lourey and Andrew McSweeney.
Many hours of work goes into preparing an anthology such as this.
Throughout 2013 the project participants spent numerous hours with
me discussing writing, learning the craft and discussing the impact of
writing on their lives. And many hours were spent editing, designing and
making this book. During those hours we shared, talked, ate, laughed
and sometimes cried. My thanks to all the participants who came on the
journey with me, to the editorial committee and to Sam Gowing. It was
8

a privilege to spend time with you.
I am indebted to the support of Martin Ryan and Louise Flynn and
other staff from Support After Suicide throughout the project. They
did not waiver in their belief in the project or the impact that the work
would make.
The work that I make and produce is driven by a belief that words,
language and expression are vital to our understanding of the world; this
belief holds at its core, without words we are nothing.
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Foreword
Louise Flynn and Martin Ryan
Suicide is a devastating tragedy for those left behind. This experience
with its exhausting whirlwind of emotions can be overwhelming. To
make matters worse, there may be less than ideal support provided to
the bereaved as families and friends struggle with what to say and what
to do. Many feel at a loss to make sense of why someone ended their
own life and may resort to simple explanations and clichés as a result.
Suicide is complex with often many factors impacting on an individual’s
decision to take their own life.
The ongoing stigma associated with suicide means that families can
feel blamed for the death; there may also be judgements and criticism
of the person who suicided. This complex interaction may result in
bereaved individuals and families feeling that they are not listened to
and remaining unheard in their grief as they struggle to make sense of
the suicide themselves.
In July 2014, Support After Suicide will have been operating for 10
years. In that time, we have worked with almost 1,500 people bereaved
by suicide to assist them to work out how to live with the tragic, traumatic
and stigmatising experience that is suicide grief. This has been through
counselling, individuals and families, as well as facilitating groups and
education and training programs.
These approaches have been extremely helpful for many, however,
one of the outcomes of the silence around suicide is that there can often
be considerable difficulty in finding words to describe the experience.
For some, writing about their grief and the person who suicided can be a
beneficial and therapeutic experience.
Mindful of this, Support After Suicide working with Rebecca Lister,
undertook the Nothing prepared me for this project in 2011. This project
sought to find words and give expression to the experience of a group
of bereaved people. After a series of writing workshops, the project
resulted in an anthology of their writings and performance of some of
the works at La Mama Courthouse Theatre in Melbourne in May 2012.
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That project was continued in 2013, as the Thank you for listening
project. This new project was made up of three components. Many of
those who had participated in Nothing prepared me for this continued
and met regularly with a writing mentor who assisted them to develop
their writing. A second group of new writers met weekly for many
months and were introduced through a series of workshops to write
about their experiences in various forms from short stories, poetry, and
performance pieces through to creative non-fiction.
The third component of the Thank you for listening project was to
create short films of some of the written works. The project explored
varying aspects of suicide in terms of speaking and not speaking, silence,
listening, being heard and being understood; all from the point of view
and experience of those who know the devastation of this grief.
This work has now culminated in the pieces in this book, including the
short films. We hope in reading and engaging with the films that you will
be enlightened, moved and ultimately come to understand more about
suicide grief from a group of people who are learning how to live with
this experience. Thank you for listening, hearing and responding to the
often unheard and unseen experience of loss to suicide.
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A note for those reading this book
We asked some people who have lost a loved one to suicide to
read this book and to give us some suggestions about how it
could be used by others who are similarly bereaved. The main
recommendation was to read it slowly, and not all at once; that
it may be confronting but it will also be comforting and helpful.
And finally, that there will be some pieces which mean a great
deal to you and others may take time to be understood or feel
relevant.
Most importantly these readers wish you well and hope you
feel some comfort and solace from knowing there are others
who understand and that you are not alone in this experience.
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The news

Annette

Lynne

Fasten your seatbelt, embrace the ride,
sit back, enjoy the show. Travel through
time like the speed of light, dip and drop,
spiral out of control. Dark tunnels come
out of nowhere. Nothing left in sight.
Thoughts are racing. It’s all a blur,
emotions running wild. Peak’s been reached.
Then suddenly stop, the journey’s almost done.
The thrills are lost, the fun’s been had,
not at all what you imagined,
sitting in the silence, unable to stand.
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The ride of your life

I saw my first daffodil today. Immediately, I was transported back to
another garden, holding the trembling bodies of my grandchildren in my
arms as we waited for the news, praying desperately for a miracle.
The morning had been warm but now a cold change had come through
and our clothing was painfully inadequate as we huddled together in the
icy wind. Eight-year-old Sam talked rapidly, trying to make some sense of
the horror sweeping through their lives, but Stella just clutched my hand,
her blue eyes pleading with me to make everything right again.
We clung together desperately, waiting for we knew not what. I made
a nest of blankets and some cushions for my little ones as we cuddled
up on the lawn, my body crouched between them to protect them from
the buffeting cold wind. I was frighteningly conscious of the inadequacy
of my actions, my inability to deal with the situation. Grandparents are
supposed to know how to fix things, yet all I could do was pray for a
miracle while pretending to be in control. Pleas and bargaining with God
gibbered meaninglessly inside my head, begging for a miracle for my
family. Miracles do happen, you only need the faith of a mustard seed;
surely I had so much more than that.
‘Granny, do you think the robbers climbed in that open window?’
asked Sam, his voice trembling. ‘We shouldn’t have left it open when
we went out. I’m afraid they’ll come back and murder my mum, robbers
hurt parents.’
We all turned and gazed upwards at the house where a dormer window
stood ajar. I hugged little Sam tightly in my arms.
‘Nothing else will happen,’ I reassured him. ‘The police are checking
the house. That’s what they’re here for.’
There had been no robber. How could I convince them that they would
be safe without telling them what had really happened inside the house?
It was not my place to explain, only to comfort as best I could. Soon
enough, I knew with an aching heart, they would have to know the truth.
15
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I noticed a fat bee crawling into the cup of a bobbing daffodil and,
desperate for some small distraction, I called them to look. Together
we watched the industrious bee, going about its oblivious business. My
prayers rattled like a silent castanet: please please please no, please God
no as together we watched the furry bee in the flower.
But after a few moments, they turned their troubled gazes back to me.
‘Granny, when can we go inside? I’m freezing!’ I cuddled them closer
in my arms.
‘No darlings, we must stay here while they are busy inside. Mummy will
tell us when we can go in again. The police need to make sure everything
is safe.’
I tried to imagine the activity inside the house, the paramedics and
police going about their business and my daughter-in-law responding to
their requests, forced to control her hysteria, our last gift to the man
whom we both loved so much.
Time slowed to a crawl as we waited. Then I saw her walking towards
us, past the bed of daffodils. I tightened my arms around her children,
bracing myself, shivering with nervous tension in the piercing wind.
Please God!
Our eyes met. She shook her head, and something in me died. There
would be no miracle.

It is like this now
Helen
I hear the words
breathe, breathe, breathe.
The pain is intolerable
breathe, breathe, breathe.
My baby is born.
Excruciating pain,
unparalleled joy.
I hear the words
freeze, freeze, freeze.
It has happened.
My child is dead.
Eruption of agonising pain.
Breathe, breathe, breathe.
Bathe in the horror of it all.

Two years have passed since that day. I am learning to accept that
sometimes the answer to my prayers will be ‘No’.
Yet every year, when the reliable daffodil returns like a golden pennant
of hope after the unrelenting emptiness of winter, I am reminded not
only of that dreadful anniversary, but that the miracle of life does return
anew. Somewhere, underground in the frozen soil, little miracles are
incubating as the earth, undefeated, is busy preparing for the spring.
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Event

The debate

The last time

Nic

Nic

You’re not feeling well. You tell me that now you know for sure that
you’re worthless. Your voice has that thick, dull tone that’s always there
when the darkness sets in. I try to reason with you by giving you tangible
examples: how highly thought of you are at work, how all the young
kids look up to you, how the clients ask for you time and time again.
How special you are to me, to our friends and family. I remind you that
no one thinks you are a worthless burden, except you, and then only
when the fog rolls in. It’s like you can’t hear me, except it’s worse, you
can hear me but you won’t accept it as the truth. The dark cloud poisons
your thoughts, prevents you from seeing what is so obvious. It keeps the
rational you a prisoner.

You’re not feeling well again. Your voice has that thick, dull tone, again.
After I finish getting ready I crawl back into bed, fully clothed and snuggle
up to you. I wait as long as I can before kissing your head, wishing I didn’t
have to leave.
At work, I put on my best smile to show that everything is okay. I call to
see how you are. You’re out of bed and have spoken to a few people. It’s
good to hear your voice.
I desperately want to come home for lunch but I can’t work out the
logistics. I don’t have a car so there isn’t enough time. Besides, I know
you’ll be back in bed, the room dark and abnormally silent.
I try to work out a plan. ‘Tell people it’s a flu not a cold,’ you say, ‘a
cold doesn’t last long enough.’ You’ve been off work and dodging social
occasions for too long now. People are starting to ask questions.
Time crawls through the afternoon. My attempts to call your mobile
and the house are futile. ‘It’ll get worse before it gets better,’ the doctor
told you when he prescribed the medication.
The bus meanders patiently home through the suburbs. I’m pleased to
turn the key and hear the music, to see the empty bed. Then I see the
untouched lunch, the empty rooms, the empty glass. I turn the handle of
the door to the garage and see you for the last time.
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Child

Deborah

Gail

Chorus:		

There’s a train a-coming into the night
there’s a train a-coming.

Feel it getting closer
hear the brakes and the horn
it’s too late now
a mother will mourn.

There’s a train a-coming into the night
there’s a train a-coming.

There’s a train a-coming into the night
there’s a train a-coming.

‘Tell mum I love her.’ The last words said,
bright flame extinguished, darkness forlorn
it’s too late now,
many will mourn.
Chorus:		

I was a child all my life.
Marriage, a beautiful union.
Life of togetherness, making memories,
building a life and a home.
I was a child.
I was a child all my life.
Children of our own.
Love unlimited, joy and living,
growth and knowledge,
nurturing a family.

She walks along faster
light is drawing near.
She turns away quickly
hands to her ears.
Chorus:		

I was a child all my life.
Life was light, childhood sweet,
games and play, friends and fun.
I was a child.
I was a child all my life.
Some fear, teenage years,
change and growth.
Boys that came, boys that went.
I was a child.

See her walking along the tracks
talking into her phone
school dress and handbag
she walks on alone.
Chorus:		

Event

Event

Haunted

There’s a train a-coming into the night
there’s a train a-coming.

Feeling it getting closer
I can still hear the horn.
20

I was a child all my life.
Time flew by, our children grew.
Age crept up.
Life and living go horribly wrong
for a beautiful broken mind.
Time stood still one fateful night.
Death was achingly real and cold,
I was no longer a child.
Now I am alone trying to be stronger,
all alone a little wiser.
You are gone forever more.
I trust one day we’ll be united.
No longer am I a child.
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Greg
Skaters and divers spark to life 						
on iced-over seas.
The going seems harder for some.
Forgoing breath,
they plunge under the ice
to kill their secret selves.
So fine, that line,
that divides fatal steps
from those that live on.
Some skate silently across snow melts.
Others raucous,
huddle like penguins.
All teeter on snowed-over cracks.

thrown to wolves
that once only prowled nightmares.
Now out in full day,
doubt gnaws on what’s left
of their precious waking space.
Sour sweat,
and long,
longing hours.
Having touched ice,
felt the gravity pull,
skaters fight hard
to stay in the air,
in the sun,
to not punch their own way
down, down, down.

Divers freefall
under the weight of colder seasons.
Their final heartbeat soon shadows
their last breath.
This dive irrevocable,
bottomless
sadness awaits skaters
when they learn of the arc,
of their much loved spark.
Skaters go on pleading
with the dead sea divers,
and pray deaf gods intercede.
In early days they’re desperate to breathe.
Plagued by pointless re-imaginings,
confounded and howling,
22
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Event

Ice

Tony

Old man takes chair and sits near them. They cannot see him so do not
respond/react to him.
OLD MAN: 		
			
			

Yes good, let him talk, listen to him, let him
tell his story. He needs help, guidance to sort
things through.

YM: 			
			

Off and on for quite a while now, but especially
for the last few weeks.

P: 			
			
			
			

Well it sounds like you are in a depressive state.
Let me ask you a few questions. Over the
period of the last two weeks has your mood
been as flat as you are now?

YM: 			

Yes.

P: 			
			

Have you felt any pleasure in any activities in
this time?

YM: 			

No, not much.

P: 			

Have you had any changes in appetite?

Young man stands and brings two chairs centre stage. YM sits in one and
P sits in the other.

YM: 			

I’m not really eating much. I don’t feel like it.

YOUNG MAN: 		
			

I don’t know what’s happening to me , but I just
feel so crap all of the time…

OM: 			
			
			

Oh shit, is that gunna be the track you’re going
down? If you tick 5 of these boxes you’ve got
depression?

PSYCHIATRIST:		
			

Why do you think you feel so bad? What sort of
things are happening?

P: 			

How have you been sleeping?

YM: 			
			
			
			
			

Uni is crappy, home is crappy, my friends
are crappy, my grades are slipping, I’m having
trouble concentrating…it’s crap having
to come to see someone to talk about how
crap I feel. I feel like this most of the time.

YM shrugs

P: 			
			
			

That doesn’t sound good. It sounds to me like
you’re really struggling. How long have you
been feeling like this?

YM shrugs

Characters:
ELDER (E): old wise man, well read, compassionate, has a sense of
humour and fun.
PSYCHIATRIST (P): confident/cocky, mid to late 40s, arrogant, good
talker, not good listener.
YOUNG MAN (YM): late teens/early 20s. Troubled, sad.
OLD MAN (OM): ghost – father of YM.
SETTING: Present day
STAGE: Four chairs, one lectern, unless otherwise noted in script.
ACT 1
Scene Three

24

YM: 			

What’s sleeping? (trying to lighten a little)

P: 			

Concentration?

YM: 			
			

I already told you it’s crap! That’s why I’m here.
I can hardly study at all.
25
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Suicide Interrupted (an extract)

What about feelings of self worth?

YM: 			
			

Are you kidding me? What do you think feeling
crap is?

P: 			
			

What about thoughts of death or of harming
yourself?

YM: (quietly, pause)

No.

P:			
			

Well, according to the DSM, our Diagnostic
Manual, you have depression.

OM: 			

So you can use the DSM! Take a bow Einstein!!

YM: (surprised) 		
			
			
			

Depression? That really sounds pretty bad.
Do you really think it’s something that bad?
I said I was a bit miserable and so many things
have happened, but depression?

P: 			
			
			

Well yes, from what you are saying you have
depression. That’s the bad news, but you know,
the good news is, it’s easily treatable.

OM: 			
			
			
			
			

Good, good, give him the positives, help him
draw on his resources, he really wants to know,
he’s just needing some guidance, give him the
good picture, give him some life strategies, give
him hope.

YM: 			

How easily?

P: 			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

It’s all about your brain and the chemicals
your brain produces. These affect your
emotions and behaviour. You have
an imbalance in your brain chemicals. It seems
there are more and more people having the
same sort of problems, so you’re certainly not
alone. And it’s not you, don’t think that,
depression is an illness. It’s about your brain
and the chemical imbalance. That’s how we
can fix this. Thankfully there are a range of
26

			
			

medications that I can prescribe that can correct
this and, voilà, make you feel well again.

OM: 			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

Oh no! What a lot of crap!! What the hell’s a
chemical imbalance in the brain? No-one
has ever found a brain that is chemically
imbalanced except for one that is full of meds,
both prescribed by you guys and others that
you get from the streets. The whole chemical
imbalance thing is a trick, it’s a Big Pharma
con, it’s a marketing exercise! Show me the
science, don’t lay this on the boy, don’t suck
him in with your pseudoscience.

YM: 			
			
			
			
			
			
			

But I don’t feel ‘unwell’. I don’t feel sick, I’m
not sick, I just feel pretty miserable. I’m 		
struggling a bit. A lot of things have happened,
some big things that I don’t think I’ve really
resolved, but also some stuff more recently like
with my girlfriend. It’s all been pretty hard to
manage. I’m just feeling, well, pretty ordinary.

OM: (very agitated)
			

Ask him about his life you narc! Ask him about
me! Don’t just push pills!

P: 			
			
			
			

That’s exactly why you need medication. That’s
what antidepressants were designed to help. It
will lift your mood. That’s why you consulted
me isn’t it?

YM: 			
			
			
			
			

Yeah, I guess. My mum and stepfather
suggested I should, ‘cause my marks have
slipped and I’m spending so much time just in
my room. But I’m not real sure about taking
pills.

P: 			
			
			
			
			
			

Well, thinking like that’s not so uncommon
either, you know, a lot of people don’t
understand how far modern medications have
come. Nowadays the pills aren’t so bad and
they will help correct your depressed mood.
That’s why people consult me. I prescribe
27
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P: 			

medication and it can lift your mood. But, I’m
just the doctor. In the end it’s really up to you.

OM: (still agitated)
			
			
			
			

Yeah it is up to him, but it’s also up to you. This
is about his life, about our life. He’s come to
you for help! Help him understand his life,
don’t just ‘tranq’ him. You’ll surely lose him
this way. This is not what he needs.

YM: (quiet…long reflection)
P: 			
			

We have to finish up now. Would you like me
to write you a script?

YM: (looking very hesitant)
P: (writing)
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

person in our community in their hands.
Bad advice or counsel hurt people, while good
counsel lifted their spirits, everyone’s spirits.
They also knew that everyone affects everyone
and that decisions made by our fathers and
forefathers affected us. Very wise, very, very
wise.

Elder slowly returns to his seat
To read the full script of Suicide Interrupted go to:
http://thankyouforlistening2013.blogspot.com.au/p/tufl-support-after-suicide.html

Here it is. Either way I’ll make another 		
appointment for next week. We can monitor
how things go from there.

Stands up and gives script to YM. YM gets up and slowly returns to other
seat area. P also returns to this area.
Scene Four
Lights up on OM. He sits on the floor.
OM: 			
			
			
			
			
Lights fade

The boy’s trusting you know, he’ll do what
the doc says. Can’t you see this? But it’s not
pills that will heal him. He needs to talk and
he needs to be listened to. He is scared.
Please listen to my boy, please listen …

Scene Five
Elder addresses audience
E: 			
			
			
			

When I was young the first thing we learnt
was to listen to our Elders. But our Elders
had a big responsibility. They had to be
very wise as they held the welfare of every
28
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Keep my heart

Nic

Anna

Name?
Who?
How long ago?
Will this always define me?
Is this how I define myself?
How people can understand?
Tattooed on my head
like the other words on the spectrum
widow, bereaved, suicide, strong, survivor.

long before we knew
he started to leave
now broken and raw
I’m lost into grief
left forever marred
looking to the stars
every choice we make
cuts into the heart

Name?
Who?
How long ago?
We go around the room
complete strangers bonded by loss
telling and retelling our story
defining ourselves by personal tragedy.
To be understood
to know we are normal
to learn to cope
to remember.
Are we marked by the loss?
Or is that just how it feels?
Tired, sad, withdrawn eyes
hunched, scrunched bodies

Trauma

Trauma

Unity

wishing I didn’t
have to think so much
I’m caught in between
hope and giving up
try to drag me forward
yesterday can’t change
need to live myself
one thing I can save
shedding tears at night
for all that is missed
you still keep trying
but it can’t be fixed
keep hold of my heart
until I can see
a purpose for life
the reason for me
wishing I didn’t
have to feel so much
never thought this life
would be quite so tough
how could we have known
why could you not tell?
love can be so rough
it’s heaven and it’s hell

hoping for something better.
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Gillian

the moon invites
the sun in

Trauma

Trauma

		
		
day begins

Day begins

no more
to dream
of what would be
of shattered illusions
of life’s ambitions

the sun allows
the moon in
dreams begin
waiting
for morning
to come

only to be alone
with daydreams
of loneliness
heartache
solitude

cloudy
vague shapes
of memories
long lost to the
deepest crevices
of the mind

‘til the sun
allows
the
moon
in

sleep comes
awake no more
to the sounds
of daylight
night wraps
its blanket
around
comforting
solitude
that only comes
with darkness
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Tremors

Nic

Anonymous

no place

At Esther’s birth my legs shook.

Trauma

Trauma

No you

Relief from pent up tension,

no where

balm for the agonising pain.

no time
I look

I was transfixed by her face.

and look

From that point on
our journey as mother and child

don’t find

began.

any place
any where

At her funeral my legs shook.

any time

The pew on which I sat rattled

you are

like a car on a bumpy country lane
salve for my aching heart,
my empty body.
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Deborah
Life crawls on.
Time, my enemy.
Books left unread, jobs incomplete.
So many plans, empty debris.
Lost in places, longing to meet.
Chorus:		
		
		
		

It is always the same.
A vision so clear,
a technicolour memory,
the essence of you.

It is always the same.
A vision so clear,
a technicolour memory,
the essence of you.

Another year passes
you look the same.
I’m broken, silver grief replaces the grace of age.
Will you still know me?
Have you changed through my pain?
Chorus:		
		
		
		

Will it always be the same?
A vision so clear,
a technicolour memory,
the essence of you.

Treasured moments
become monsters of dark.
Tear at my soul,
grip me with grief.
This is reality, this is life.
Chorus:		
		
		
		

It is always the same.
A vision so clear,
a technicolour memory,
the essence of you.

Plastic by day, sleepless by night,
demons take over.
Dragging me down, false solace of sleep.
Numb dreams, lost hours,
Awaken to coffee, shower, and mask.
38
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Trauma

Trauma

Chorus:		
		
		
		

Time

Trauma

Trauma

Lilly is free from the darkness

Lilly

but the darkness is displaced.

Nemesia

The darkness roams,
looking for a new carrier.

Lilly was speaking clearly.

It doesn’t take long.
There are so many ripe souls

Shouting at the top of her lungs

a gaping chasm in their chests

her shrieks of distress were deafening

just waiting for the darkness.

but no one noticed that she was being crushed

Darkness to fit perfectly into their tear-shaped void.

her bones were shattering, splintering
the weight did not ease

Lilly mourns the lost souls and the loss of her own.

it continued to exert its deadly force
until her body no longer resembled a human form
she was pulverised in the exposed light of day.
Lilly never did mind about the little things.
Lilly could bear the abuse, the loneliness, the shame
but Lilly could not bear the silence.
Lilly could not bear the polite conversations that danced around her pain.
Lilly could not understand their complacency
ignorance in abundance whilst her insides rotted
decaying into a putrid broth of self-loathing and hatred.
Lilly understood that she was not the only one.
She understood that there were others like her,
she could hear their cries
they fed on each other’s grief
but the grief was poison.
Poison only served to destroy them faster.
Now she is free.
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Bullet time

Anne

Greg

I should have known
the seeds were sown,
so angry and aggressive
yet strangely passive.

I’d like to meet with you,						
like this,
time halted.
We stand in our hall,
you look up at me,
smile,
say goodbye,
I love you,
under your breath.

I should have insisted
but you resisted;
a rope wrapped so tight
it shut out the light.

Had I foreseen,
I would meddle with clocks,
what lay ahead,
wrestle to know,
secrets are not solutions.
Fraught connections
bearable.
Vital.

Maybe I would not have changed
the fate that was ranged
against us all,
so black and tall.
But if I could start again
I might remove the stain
your death brought;
a second in time,
caught.

Could I have that flickering
brittle moment endure?
Malleable?
Our hallway.
Our embrace.
Me puzzled by the specialness.
You knowing all this would soon be over.
Standing side by side with feet in such differing worlds.
I leave you for work
and my last normal day.
The clocks speeding up,
the moment is over.
The end of our world
is underway.
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Hindsight

Hindsight

Caught

Hiding place

Helen

Anonymous

I see the world through my eyes.

Deep rivers eddy,
sculpté il simplement,
dans votre bras gauche
en effet, nul de voir.

Limits me really. Makes me myopic.
Listening is part of that myopia.
I thought I was listening to my daughter.

Hindsight

Hindsight

The world through my eyes...

But I was not. I heard what I wanted to hear.
When I tell my story to others, I know
they can only hear what they want to hear.
I feel their struggle
to make sense of it.
We met, she and I, through that myopia.
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Who made those voices?

Gail

Helen

He tossed, turned and sighed,
the tension in his body always there.
By morning his eyes wide with fear.
He would never tell
what he felt inside.

Did she make them

He laughed loudly, joked a lot,
a friend to all, liked by most.
Drank heavily,
argued readily.

exhausted her.

for me to hear,
or purely for herself?
They exhausted me,
they must have certainly
She always looked
exhausted.
Who made the voices?

He was lovable, annoying,
his generosity was legendary.
Risked it all
success, recognition his downfall.

What made the voices?

He cried silently,
hid his fear,
loved deeply
for all his years.
Now I am left with memories and regret.
What could I have done?
What could I have said?
I feel I failed him
I will always love him.
I wish I had understood.
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Hindsight

Hindsight

Now I think I understand

Hindsight

Looking back
Tony
Looking back I see you crying,
what am I to say?
Know you know I think of dying
can see no other way.
Chorus:
		
		
		

And if you truly love me
if you truly care,
you will never judge me
Mother Earth please take me in your arms again.

Thinking of our days of laughter
sweet memories remain.
Know there should be so much after
but nothing stays the same.
So many words unspoken
my world feels so confused.
I feel that life is broken
Mother Earth please take me in your arms again.
Are there answers in my dreaming,
do my visions tell?
Frustration builds, I feel like screaming
surely this is hell.
Chorus:
		
		
		

And if you truly love me
if you truly care,
you will never judge me Love
Mother Earth please take me in your arms again.
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Love

How to make chicken soup

Sisters

Nic

Nemesia

Know when it’s needed
without being asked.

We greet like brothers.
An invisible partition rises to prevent human contact.
I talk about myself.
You listen.
You are always supportive.
I don’t always know what you are thinking.
But I know if it were something important you would tell me.
We are as close as two sisters could be.
We are as close as anyone could be.
You love me unconditionally.
I love you unconditionally but with judgement.
I wish I didn’t judge you.
I wish I didn’t judge myself.
I wish you didn’t know I judge you.
I want you to be the best you can be.
Why are you so dark?
Why are we so different?
I love you.

Gently simmer letting the smell waft
calming, soothing.
Patiently stir
soft creamy perfection.
Gather everyone
without any fuss.
Let the warmth spread
a well needed hug.

We greet like brothers.
I raise an invisible partition to prevent her from getting too close.
I am proud of my role as her confidant.
I need her to need me.
I wish I could let her in.
I wish I could tell her everything.
I wish we could be as close as she wants us to be.
I love her unconditionally.
She loves me but she doesn’t respect me.
She wants me to be someone else.
I want to be someone else.
She wants my tarnishes to simply wash away.
If she knew my pain it would destroy her.
She thinks life is simple.
She will learn, though I wish she never had to.
I hate myself.
I love her.
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Anne
My mobile rang and I pulled over to the side of the road. I was driving to
visit my father.
It was dusk and across the road the huge cypress pines bordering the
railway line towered over me. As I picked up my phone the bird silently
glided from the highest reaches of one of the pine trees. Its wing span
was magnificent. Suddenly it came to rest on a road sign right next to my
car as I turned off my phone. Its huge still eyes locked with mine and I
caught my breath. It was a tawny frogmouth.
A feeling of bright warm joy spread through me. I sat still, hardly
breathing, watching the bird. I was frightened that any sudden move
would scare it away and the moment would be gone forever. Daniel’s
presence was all around me.
The last time I had been this close to a tawny frogmouth was with
Daniel at Healesville Sanctuary almost thirty years ago. We were both
totally absorbed in watching the birds; sad that they were caged, but
absolutely fascinated by their magnificent stillness.
As a child Daniel was obsessed with birds. I recalled the huge books
of birds that my parents bought him as a young child which he would
pore over for hours. While most eight year olds wanted to be firemen or
football players, Daniel told anyone who asked that he wanted to be an
ornithologist.
I found him a year ago in his attic with electrical cord wrapped round
and round his neck. I remember my hands shaking as I unwrapped the
cord, it seemed like it was circled around his neck a thousand times. I
barely remember the call to the ambulance and what happened next.
My only memory is of unwrapping that cord, hoping for a miracle, hoping
that he would draw in a breath.
When I was young I was so sure that death was the end, that there was
nothing more. Daniel agreed. We complained about people knocking
on the door, handing out pamphlets desperately trying to convince
everyone of God’s existence. Atheists didn’t hand out pamphlets or
knock on doors so why did we have to put up with Christian evangelism?
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We both admired Richard Dawkins, seemingly a lone voice surrounded
by Mormons, Scientologists and other weirdos.
But as I got older small doubts crept in. I knew that this experience
with the bird was strange and many of my family and friends would think
I was just a little bit crazy. ‘What are you trying to say about this bird? I’m
not really following you.’ I could see the quizzical faces now, concerned
and sympathetic, worrying that the grief and trauma were causing some
sort of meltdown.
That’s why I had only told a few people. A week after Daniel died my
brother Peter had walked out of his house in Hawthorn and almost
bumped into a tawny frogmouth sitting staring at him at eye level. He
too, had felt Daniel standing next to him, had spoken about it at the
funeral. He too described himself as an atheist and struggled to explain
his feelings when he saw the bird.
A few months later my son Salvador had been followed down the road
for fifteen minutes by the bird. The friend who was with him was quite
unnerved by the whole experience, but Salvador knew what was going
on. Whenever they stopped the bird stopped, as they moved the bird
moved.
I felt pretty jealous at the time. A few people had told me about vivid
dreams of Daniel, but I had none. Peter and Salvador had seen the bird
but not me. Now I sat silently, staring, not wanting the moment to end.
After ten minutes I stupidly decided I had to get closer, try to touch the
bird. As I started to get out of the car the tawny frogmouth opened up its
huge beautiful wings and glided away into the pine tree.
That night I had my only dream about Daniel. He walked through the
gate at my father’s house behind Peter. I shouted out in surprise and
grabbed him and held him as tight as I could, but he slipped through my
arms and disappeared.
I have driven down the road towards my father’s house hundreds of
times since that day. Each time I look up into the tops of the trees hoping
to see the bird again. I have nearly driven off the road a few times staring
up into the night sky. Once I made a u-turn thinking I saw the bird and
drove kilometres out of my way. I knew my behaviour was odd.
It doesn’t matter anyway, once was enough.
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The bird
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Butterflies are free

The visit

Anna

Gail

Looking at your picture, today I realised
it was already written in your eyes.
I write your name in the sand, look up to the sky
I still think if only, I still ask why?

She drives silently into the space.

Chorus:		
So send me butterflies
		
and hold me when I cry
		
I know that you fly
		with angels

Walking up the sloping path she feels relief. The waterfall is trickling,
its never-ending splash, splash as the water hits the rocks. His rock, she
knows, will be there at the top of the path.

It’s terrible how much time’s gone by
since I took for granted I could see your smile.
Little things I wonder like what can you now see?
Are you at peace and are you proud of me?
Chorus:		
So send me butterflies
		
and hold me when I cry
		
I know that you fly
		with angels
The ocean is rising on this grief wave of pain
and I know I will never feel whole again.
And are you happy?
Or are you lonely?
Are you here with me?
Do you fly free?
Chorus:		
So send me butterflies
		
and hold me when I cry
		
I know that you fly
		with angels
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She gets out of her car and sees all that she has seen many times
before. Leaves blown up against the rocks, the half-dead flowers and the
lonely words etched on the tarnished plaques.

The words she has read so many times before make her feel the
same longing for his love. They are her words, words chosen to define a
beautiful man.
You may not remember what he said
You may not remember what he did
But you will always remember
The way he made you feel.
Looking out towards the horizon, the sky is turning crimson as the
sun sets, the trees rustle in the breeze and a nearby magpie warbles his
evening song. The water splashes on and on and she has a sense of life
continuing.
Time has gone by so quickly. Three years is not a long time, but time
stood still the night he took his life, and now time seems irrelevant. She
wonders how many years it will be before she joins him in this place and
if the time will pass as quickly as the last three years.
With a shake of her head she stands and walks back down the hill. She
knows that life is precious and joining her partner of 40 years can wait.
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Greg
I felt you knew 								
my enchantment
at the blood rush of music
seeing clear into our souls.
You understood
painfully exquisite
filaments of being.
You knew
the smell of paint excites.
Why doodling is sublime.

Love

Love

I so much wish
I knew you as well
as you knew me.
I’ve lost something
so, so precious.

Messages

I would have moved heaven and earth.
I would have stuck to you.
I fell for you long ago,
and lost too much,
that horrible day.
I don’t think at that stage
you could remember,
how wide and deep
we’d all fallen for you.
Yes, you.

You took me once
to share a piece
of your own magic space.
‘Dorothy’ penned on a handrail,
by a train line,
down the magic pathway.
Poignant paste-ups
of a Moonrise Kingdom.
A whiff on a breeze,
a salve against dissonance.
Close to your end.
I don’t know why.
No crack let light in.
Blows raining down inside
from the brutal impulses in us all.
You hated the flaws,
the unknowing,
the dogma,
the dumb things people do.
I think perhaps
you feared all this
would be unleashed against you,
if you were not sufficiently small.
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A blessing

Anna

Deborah

I want to thank you for all you do
to carry me and pull me through
for all the times over the years
you have been there to dry my tears

Tiny angel feather falling
twirling past my eye.
I reach out to catch
your message dancing by.
Leap of heart
teardrop of pain.
My darling
are you here with me again?

Chorus:		
		
		
		

Thank you for listening, holding my hand
thank you for trying to understand
all of the feelings I had to say
thank you for loving me anyway

When I was hurt and felt alone
you gave me strength and found me hope
when I was lost in heart’s anguish
your sympathy helped me forgive
Chorus:
		
		
		

Thank you for being my best friend
thank you for waiting for me to mend
steadfast beside me from the beginning
holding my hand, thank you for listening

Love

Love

Thank you for listening

My precious angel feather
gift that is mine.
Tells me you are
in a place so divine.
A blessing
falls from above.
My angel is safe now,
surrounded by love.

And they say that it gets better, you just need to give it time
but time would be much better if it could rewind
and I just needed someone to help me to get through
and I want to say I’m thankful, for me that one was you
Chorus:		
		
		
		

Thank you for listening, holding my hand
thank you for trying to understand
all of the feelings I had to say
thank you for loving me anyway

		
		
		
		

Thank you for being my best friend
thank you for waiting for me to mend
steadfast beside me from the beginning
holding my hand, thank you for listening
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Nicky
It was difficult being stuck in the little house with her. There was barely
any furniture, they were both sleeping on mattresses on the floor, and
the weather was so hot that the clothes she’d brought from England
were sweaty and uncomfortable. Maisie was a high-energy person, used
to racing from one activity to another, always ready to take charge. She
tended to know what she wanted and how to get it. Here was different.
She had left behind a life full of demands, and her daughter, who was
shortly getting married. Her heart told her that being HERE, now, was the
most important thing she had to do. But what exactly did she have to do,
and how should she do it?
It was no use expecting Claire to know the answer. It was barely two
months since Claire’s younger son Matt had walked in front of a train.
The previous month Claire had emigrated to Australia to join her other
children. There had been endless discussions in the family about what
would happen next…none of them including Claire, who simply got up
every day at some point, concentrated on staying upright until nighttime, then vanished to her mattress to cease being upright. All of her
possessions were stuck in a container in Cape Town, and she didn’t give
a stuff.
Maisie had never seen Claire like this. Before Claire married and
divorced Maisie’s brother they had been friends at uni, more than forty
years of ups and downs, irritations, rivalries, hysterical giggles, diets
and non-diets, weddings, births, lovers, separations, the loss of all their
parents, careers taking off or going bung. She actually didn’t know if
Claire would survive this. The heat and the stifling grief in the house
drained even Maisie’s energy, so that she often sat listlessly and made
paper garlands in preparation for her daughter’s wedding, or tried to
think of meals she could cook to cheer them both up. She sensed that
Claire no longer understood appetite. She could eat when the food was
on a plate in front of her, but seemed to have forgotten there was a
process involved.
If you asked Maisie what she remembered about that time, it would
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probably be the claustrophobic dining area under the stairs, dark all day,
but the only place to put a table. Sometimes as they sat there together
with the light on, while outside the sun seared the air to 40 degrees,
Maisie missed her own home, and wondered whether she was helping
at all.
A week after she had arrived there was a call to say the container had
finally reached Australia. It was strange seeing familiar things being
carried into the tiny weatherboard house, so unlike the three-storey
London Victorian terraces they both knew so well. Pieces were wedged
wherever they would go, cupboards filled up with glasses. The first grim
smile from Claire since the suicide was when the removalists gently
brought in a dilapidated box full of old scraps of Christmas paper that
Claire had failed to throw out. ‘Imagine paying to ship that crap over
here’, she said, with a flicker of her old self. There were far too many
boxes to unpack, but the energy in the house shifted once there were
bookcases and books, battered old knives in kitchen drawers, differentcoloured towels, and more of Claire’s summer clothes. Things she didn’t
know she’d missed when she lived in an almost empty house. There
would be things to do. Maisie felt better.
A couple of days later, as Claire was delving into one of the cartons,
she discovered the contents of her desk. Thousands of staples, pens
that no longer worked, sticky labels that apparently were required in the
thousands, a red plastic pencil sharpener. Who sharpened pencils any
more? Or even wrote on paper? And then…a soft grey mound emerged,
leaving her breathless. It was Matt’s little stuffed elephant, the one he
had slept with for years, the one she had reminded him to take when she
was packing up the house. She remembered handing it to him. ‘YOU take
Elly’, she’d said. She thought Matt had put him in the glove-box of his car,
but it seemed that he had simply buried Elly out of sight in the drifts of
superfluous stationery.
Claire squeezed Elly, then rubbed his trunk against her cheek, trying to
isolate the complex smells of wool, dust, paper, airlessness and maybe
washing-powder, longing to believe he still smelled of Matt. When Maisie
came upstairs to the loft, she found Claire rocking silently on the floor,
clutching Elly. She had no need to ask; instinct told her immediately what
Claire felt. She held out her hand, expecting Claire to reach out her own.
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Instead she found herself clutching the little elephant as Claire began to
sob. The energy in the little house swirled around them both.
In the evening, when they didn’t mind sitting at the dark table under
the stairs, Claire quietly asked Maisie to do something for her. Now that
Matt had left Elly to her she must take better care of him. He’d been
patched up before, and had one ear pointing up while the other flopped
down. Not a good look for an elephant. Maisie bundled up the wedding
garlands with a sigh of relief. They could wait. This was finally something
she could do for Claire, and for Matt. She sensed there would still be
years ahead when she didn’t know what to do for her friend, but here
and now this was something she could fix, with needle and thread, love
and patience.
By the time Maisie had elegantly double-stitched both of Elly’s ears,
Claire’s face had transformed from the dreadful mask it had been, and
Maisie’s world-renowned energy had returned. She was glad she had
just simply been there.

Little sister
Deborah
I see your face in her face,
same brown eyes and toss of head.
She smiles your smile.
I hear your voice in her voice,
your expressions, words and sounds.
She says what you said.
I feel your body when we hug,
I hug her tight in my embrace.
She is growing up just like you did.
I brush your hair when I comb hers,
so thick and lush and long.
She wears her hair like yours.
I relive our life through her,
trying to be what I never was.
She nurtures my memories of you.
She hugs me and she holds me.
Two daughters in two places,
only one angel left on earth.
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Nemesia
What was she like
how did she smell
did she ride a bike
did it have a bell?

Chorus:

Were her nails kept
long and neat
was her hair
parted in between?

a cross carved
a rose burned
a cry muffled
too many heads turned

What was she like
how did she smell?
Did she attract…
Destruction.

Did she tarnish
her skin with ink
was it a fad
or more than you think?
Chorus:

Did she attract
the wrong one
did he ignite
a trail of destruction?

Love

Love

Questions, no answers

a cross carved
a rose burned
a cry muffled
too many heads turned

Her breath is the wind
the wind when it blows
sour and slow
through your toes.
Did she make you laugh
did she make you cry
did she act
as your alibi?
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Penny
There are four of them, making their way towards Regent’s Park at four
o’clock in the morning. The iron railings seem higher in the dim light from
the street lamp and they wonder how in the world they will climb over,
with the sausages, the wine, the firelighters and sticks. How will they lift
both Zac and his wheelchair over those spikes?
Zac arrives first, breath steaming from him like a horse’s breath. Cold
weather is a problem for him, more even than for the others. His feet are
dead weights, movable only by an outside force. Before the accident, he’d
been an assistant producer, the one who scoured locations, found props,
set up shoots, who zoomed around the countryside on his motorbike.
When he was lying in hospital wishing himself dead, Jake was the one
who gave him hope.
In Melbourne it’s afternoon already, three o’clock, Mark thinks, as
he hurries towards the meeting place at Hanover Gate. The sun will
be shining on the water outside the chapel by the bay where they are
holding Jake’s funeral service. There will be over 400 people there to
remember him, people who have worked with him on films and docos,
friends, family, none of them able to believe that Jake has done the
unthinkable, and killed himself. Mark wishes he’d had time to fly home
to Melbourne.
Lily arrives in a swoop, cape flying. She’s dressed as Wonder Woman.
She’s been the organiser, checking that everything has been remembered.
She’s brought the wooden steps that Mark will need to help him lift Zac
over the iron spikes. She’s cried for days for Jake with her colleagues
and friends. So many people knew him. This morning, cried out, she’s
determined to give him a good send off.
She sees Barry first, gives him a hug. He doesn’t know the others well,
but he has worked with Jake all over the world and he knew another side
of him that was hidden from the rest of them.
Barry returns the hug. He’s full of aching anger, has been for days. He
wants to smash something. He understands why, but that doesn’t make
it any easier, or stop the anger. Lily feels him tremble, interprets it as
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sadness. She gives him a kiss on the cheek.
‘How mad are we, eh? Wouldn’t Jake have loved this?’
In spite of himself, Barry smiles. It does seem like Jake’s idea. He
remembers Rio and Carnivale, the outrageous costumes, the feathers
and glitter, the promiscuity, the orgies, the frenetic excitement that took
Jake away, beyond the rest of them. He grips his jacket and pulls it in
tight around himself as if it will help to keep the memories away. There’s
a sour taste in his mouth. He needs food, he thinks.
‘Who’s got the bangers?’
‘I have.’ Zac reaches below the seat and brings out the bag.
‘Kosher, are they?’
‘Yeah, right.’ Zac laughs. ‘Tesco Kosher.’
‘Come on,’ Mark urges, ‘it’s getting late. They’ll be starting in half an
hour.’ He takes the steps from Lily. ‘You hop over first, Barry, OK? Use the
stanchion to help you.’
Barry steps up, grasps the top of the stanchion with one hand, grips
the spike with the other. Mark gives him a boost as he hauls himself up,
and over. He pushes himself away from the railings and jumps down.
Lily passes the bottles between the railings then swings the bags over.
Mark holds the steps steady as she climbs up. At the top rail she stands,
clutching the stanchion, red cape twitching in the breeze behind her. She
punches the air, ‘Woo-hoo!’ and jumps down beside Barry.
Now for Zac. Mark moves the wheelchair as close as possible to the
railings, and hauls Zac up and out of the chair. Zac reaches for the railings
and clings on as Mark manoeuvres himself under Zac’s armpits and
knees and steps up.
‘OK, buddy?’
‘Just watch the fucking spikes, mate.’ He gives a short laugh as Mark
eases his body close in behind Zac who sags against his chest and knees.
‘And I love you too, old buddy.’ The others chuckle.
‘The spikes, you maniac! Just watch the spikes!’
Mark staggers up the steps and hoists Zac up and over as Lily and Barry,
reaching up to take his slack body, collapse beneath him. Barry feels the
tension pour out of him as Lily sits up and begins whistling the theme
from Wonder Woman.
‘Bloody hell!’ groans Zac. ‘Next time, can we just walk in the gate like
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He pauses, remembering. ‘You can’t imagine the extent of those
paintings.’
He squats down, starts drawing on the ground with a stick as he talks.
‘Those paintings, they covered every aspect of life, from birth to death.
Totems, animals, birds - you name it. In some of the caves, you had to
crawl right in and lie on your back to see the paintings on the roof, and
the ceilings were low, it was quite claustrophobic.’
He pauses, looks at them, considering.
‘Jake got very quiet. He didn’t like being in those low caves. We didn’t
talk much as we made our way out. But that night as we sat round the
fire, he told me about his dark times. He said that it was as if his mind
closed down, as if he were a bird in a cage that someone had covered. No
light could get in. And he had no control over it. It could last for months.’
‘Yeah,’ says Mark. ‘I saw that once too. I called round to see him one
day after work. He didn’t answer the door but it wasn’t locked, so I just
went in. There was no answer when I called out so I went into the living
room looking for something to write a note on, and there he was, curled
up in a corner of the room. On the floor. And he was writhing.’ His face
closes in pain, remembering. ‘I mean, literally, writhing. And silent. That
was the worst part.’
Tears are running down Lily’s face. ‘When Sally rang me from Australia
I said, Jake’s dead isn’t he. I just knew. I knew he was depressed but
he told me he was going to have a quiet weekend. And I believed him.
Didn’t he take his medication?’
Barry folds up his legs, hunches over. ‘He reckoned he’d beaten it. He
hadn’t had a bad episode for a couple of years. He was full of shit.’
They are all quiet, remembering.
‘And yet,’ says Zac, ‘he could sweep up a room like a world around a
sun. When you were with him you felt you had his whole attention. He
could take you with him.’
‘When he was well.’
‘Yeah. When he was well.’
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Lily begins to sing. Wherever Jake was in the world, a fire was a place
to sit with others and sing, preferably with a guitar, but if there was no
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normal people?’
Then Mark and the wheelchair are safely over and Barry leads the way
to his chosen spot.
Mark imagines the scene in the chapel in St Kilda. He can visualise the
photo of Jake, propped to face the congregation, taken in Cambodia one
month earlier. He looks calm in the photo, the anguish gone from his
face. The face of a man who’s taken a decision. Shafts of red, orange and
yellow light fall on the walls of the chapel from the stained glass windows.
Beside the photo is Jake’s guitar. Instead of hymns, the congregation sings
some of Jake’s favourite songs: Brothers in Arms; Always Trust your Cape;
Hallelujah. The coffin recesses down the aisle to the sound of Smoke on
the Water. There will be legendary stories and memories at the wake,
Mark knows and again he feels an ache to be there. Here in Regent’s Park
though, they are building a fire, threading sausages on sticks, drinking
red wine, telling their own stories and memories; all-night drinking
flights, long shoots. NASA, Indonesia, Morocco.
Zac tells them of the time Jake visited him in hospital when he was
in despair, trying to imagine how he could live his life from now on,
confined to a wheelchair.
‘Jake persuaded them to let me go out to the movies.’
‘What did you see?’
‘Reservoir Dogs.’
‘God, he loved his Tarantino.’
‘It was playing at the Centurion in a revival. After the movie we went
for a drink –‘
‘And don’t tell me - you got pissed!’
‘Man, we were legless!’
‘What, both of you?’
Zac laughs. ‘When we got back to the hospital Jake pushed me up and
down the ramp, doing wheelies.’
They exchange grins. This is the Jake they know.
Barry stands, stretches. Tilts his head back, looking for Orion. He’s
silent for a while, then he says,
‘We were in Australia once, Jake and I. On the smallest cattle station
in Queensland. It was bought to preserve the Aboriginal paintings in the
caves.’

London’s burning, London’s burning
Look yonder, look yonder,
Fire! Fire! Fire! Fire!
Go fetch me some water.

Days later, a letter arrives in Melbourne. Lily has sent two photos to Jake’s
family. One of herself at the Marathon, in her Wonder Woman costume,
the other of four faces, shining in the firelight. Lily is holding a bunch of
daffodils. Mark is holding a photo of Jake taken on set, Zac raises a glass
and Barry looks to the left of the camera, looking at something out of
sight. Behind them, the sun is rising.

The voices weave around each other, Lily’s high voice against the
deeper voices of the men. They have all done this before.
Kookaburra sits in the old gum tree
Merry merry king of the bush is he
Laugh, kookaburra, laugh, kookaburra,
Gay your life must be.
The song fades as Barry drops his head on his knees and Lily puts her
arm around him.
Then she jumps up and looks at the sky. ‘Look, Jake!’ he calls. ‘Undies
on the outside!’
‘You what?’
‘Jake dared me to wear my undies on the outside in the Marathon. He
made you believe you could do anything. You’re a wonder woman, he
said, wear your Wonder Woman costume. And I will.’
She takes the camera from her bag, asks Mark to photograph her as
she runs along the path, her red cape flying behind her. The others raise
their plastic cups.
‘To Lily!’
‘To Jake!’
‘To us!’
‘L’chaim!’
Oh how lovely is the evening, is the evening
When the bells are sweetly ringing sweetly ringing
Ding dong ding dong.
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Love

Love

guitar, just singing would do as well. Folk songs, bawdy songs, simple
songs. Rounds.

Fight

Love

Love

Pamela

Anna
Fog invades at night, hope retreats in grief
regrets chase memory and banish peace and sleep
feel teeth upon your neck, paws pinning you down
hot breath and shaggy hair, weight of devil’s hound
turn and face the gloom, despair calls for the brave
fight until daylight returns, until you are safe
knowledge fights this battle and rallies those beside
to defeat death and the dog, love helps you survive.
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To my mind, with thanks

Alexandra

Helen

You’ve been away so long I’d
forgotten whether it was me who
asked you to leave or if
it was you who just walked
out. Afterwards, I wanted to
pack away everything you
had ever made.

Thank you for listening to me
when my thoughts
were torturous,
when they threatened
to drag me under.
You were the one who
helped me
filter them,
miraculously distil them,
make sense of them.

We didn’t fight, when he
died, I just couldn’t care, turned
my back on words. What was
once loved, scorned, entire shelves
abandoned, standing
awkwardly, out of place.

At times I screamed
directives at you.
All the while you endeavoured
to hold my worst
thoughts at bay.

Grief extinguished the lamps,
took comfort from the chairs.
Kept me awake, alert, insisted
I stay in this world;
force-fed me with morbid facts.
Even then, covers and spines
still caught my eye.

And then
I found myself
gently settling into
the harsh reality
‘my daughter has killed herself.’

Then one day when no one
was watching I took you
down from the shelf and walked
you quietly back into my life.
There are stories within
stories after all. I sit
in the unyielding reality
of a broken chair cradling you illuminated softly by a beloved
secondhand lamp.
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Reader

Marike
Breath was the first sign of life.
It knew instinctively what to do long before I did.
Soft and consistent respiration, in and out, in and out.
Neither deliberate nor forgotten.
In sleep it was the type of breath you had to search for, the teeniest rise
of a tiny chest was met with my mother’s quiet sigh of relief.
Breath was there for all of the firsts.
As I grew, so did breath, forever seeking out the new spaces in my belly,
my chest, my lungs.
Breath was fun. It blew bubbles, put out candles and helped us make
wishes on dandelions and eyelashes.
Breath joined us at story time; huffing and puffing and when tickled to
death, through fits of laughter, breath would gasp out for some relief.
Breath came to my aid at school.
It was with me when reading aloud or performing and ever-present
when floundering in tests and exams.
In front of boys that I fancied, breath would willingly suck itself in and
hold on as I walked past, desperate to be noticed, desperate to be skinny,
desperate to be beautiful.
And always, without asking, breath would step in and soothe my tears
whenever cruel words pierced my heart.
Despite all this I took breath for granted.
Without a thought and without thanks, breath soldiered on assisting me
where it could, offering calm in moments of disquiet, building confidence
in times of doubt.
Breath breathed with me into womanhood and like a fashion-savvy
friend she wore the perfect kind of respiration for every occasion.
Breath left my father’s body.
It lingered in the room waiting until I arrived. Knowing my aloneness and
distress, his expired breath joined mine, hugging my body and holding
me strong.
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When I forgot to take in air
breath persuaded me to keep going.
I remember breath saying, just breathe.
Softly, just breathe...
Calmly, just breathe…
With gentle loving assurance, just breathe...it will be okay, it will be okay,
it will be okay.
When the ambulance came: I breathed in and I breathed out
When the police came: I breathed in and I breathed out
When I left his body behind: I breathed in and I breathed out
When I stood in front of the crowded church: I breathed in and I breathed out
When I said goodbye: I breathed in…and I breathed out…
In the first weeks and months of grief I noticed breath.
She changed from moment to moment, adapting to how I felt.
I began to trust her implicitly and learned that the more I listened to
her and worked with her the easier the massive ocean of loss was to
navigate.
When in despair
she would raise the sails and take a slow and steady path.
She would whisper, just breathe.
Inhale
Exhale
Inhale
Exhale
When drowning in fear
she would batten down the hatches and bark commands, long deep
inhalations right down to the navel; long slow exhalations back through
to the nostrils.
Nostril to navel.
Navel to nostril.
Together we worked this way
making sense of the pain, making sense of life, making sense of death.
Nostril to navel, navel to nostril.
She would lead me back to safety.
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Breath

Breath is a constant I will never forget.
Breath is with us when no one else is,
breath is with us when everyone else is.
Breath is with us when stressed, when angry, when joyful, when sad.
Breath is here and always will be.
Breath is now and always should be.
I carry her gently like an old and dear friend.
Softly and smoothly, deeply and calmly.
Breath was with me for my first and breath will be with me for my last.
Together we will inspire.
Together we will expire.
And for all that comes in between.
I will continue to whisper, breathe, find strength in breath.
I will forever promise, breathe, find peace within.
Nostril to navel, navel to nostril.
Inhale and exhale.
Respire to inspire.
No matter what the day brings, I breathe.
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When I began to smile
breath stayed with me and basked in the sunshine taking deep sighs of
content, taking short moments of respite.

Illusive fragments
Lynne
I watch life pass through chinks in the fence.
A deceptive parade of passing events,
and transient pieces that make no sense.
They taunt me in my crazed intents
to develop the plot to a flawless image
of utter perfection from a passing visage.
I feverishly grapple to connect each part
by purposefully strategising as in chess.
New data readjusts the image as my art
mutates like shifting sand. I sigh, regress
and squint again one eye glued to the chink.
Searching slow, piece by piece and link by link.
‘Til finally I must accept that I will never view
a perfect pageant from some lofty site.
Nor mysteries of life or death construe
while pieces shift
and morph
by piece
by pawn
by knight…
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Another year

Thank you

Deborah

Nic

I lie awake at night
praying the day will go alright.
Happy Birthday candles I must light.

for always being there
for comforting me during the sleepless nights
for providing me with space to fill with words
for not judging or pitying me
for freeing my mind of the clutter
for being patient with the months that passed without words
for helping me break the long silences
for not interrupting my scattered thoughts
for sharing the burden when things got too much
for coming on my journey, through my darkest grief
for helping me to navigate unfamiliar territory
for not being frustrated when paths were retraced
for helping me to grow, to look outward and forward
for reminding me of how far I’ve come.
It’s so easy to forget.

Balloons floating high in flight
I watch until they’re lost to sight.
I try so hard but tears fall in spite.
Blessings I send with all my might
that you are filled with so much light.
There’ll be no birthday cake tonight.
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Reflections

Gail

Pamela

Walk walk
talk talk
smile laugh
a friendly smile,
a cheerful laugh.

1

Self

Self

Duplicity

Reflections in a lily pond
as stillness paints her imagery
shadows mask her sorrow
grieving
a silent child

Was there a time
when I was on the outside
what I feel
on the inside?
A sadness
and reality
equal to the fragility within.

2
A dragonfly creating waves
distorting muddy waters
songbirds sing a lullaby
hope
a curious child

If I was to portray
the way I feel,
if I was to say
the things I think,
would I be seen as
strong, successful or weak?

3
Drifting on a lily pad
life paints a mellow palette
waterlilies gift a bloom
peace
my child

Life can be cruel,
life can be sweet.
Equal sides and
equal times.
How to explain
my feelings inside?
The mask of a smile
is all that I have to protect.
walk walk
talk talk,
smile laugh,
a friendly smile,
a cheerful laugh.
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Searching

Nic

Deborah

It had been just over a year when I was officially told that it was time
to move on. Complex grief, the inability to return to life at an arbitrary
point, had rendered my grief abnormal. My new ‘classification’ came
with some handy pills to put a smile back on my face. The same ones you
took for a few days before you killed yourself.
This unexpected event taught me a lot. Some things I would rather not
have known; how to arrange a funeral, how to live without someone
who had been my life. I questioned what I wanted. I tried to redefine
myself and find a purpose. I passed the time with aimless, unfulfilling
activities; going through the motions because I didn’t know what else to
do. I suddenly felt empty, old, terribly sad and confused. I experienced
anxiety, stress, deep sadness and longing, sleeplessness and suicidal
thoughts. Things that I’d never experienced before.
I built a new life for myself well before I started living it. I moved cities.
Moved away from our old life, our friends and family. I wanted space
to grow, space to find myself. That space made me incredibly lonely.
Eventually something clicked. It seems that finally accepting that you are
gone is what has enabled me to find more pleasure than pain in the past,
truly enjoy the current moment and look towards the future with hope.
I grieved a lot for myself as well as you over the years. I didn’t recognise
myself anymore and wanted the old me back. The carefree one. I’ve
realised that although I’ve changed as a person, the fundamentals
haven’t.
Unfortunately I don’t know a shortcut. Everyone has to take their
own journey. When others are in pain I want to say, take it one day at a
time, try to reach out to people, maintain a positive outlook, be kind to
yourself… The list is long and I know from experience that it isn’t one size
fits all. The one thing we all need is time.

Searching for answers
avoiding the pain
spinning in circles
where to start again?
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One size fits all

Work all day
sleep all night
everything is normal
inside no light.
Looking at pictures
of years gone by
pictures of a life
how quickly time flies!
The sun will rise
a new day to greet
try to stand upright
keep moving my feet!
Sunset is inevitable
like death follows life
over unseen bridges
hope conquers strife.
What lies beyond
this journey, this time?
Seeking soul remnants
it is you I must find.
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Gillian
the women danced around the sacred tree of life
the light of the moon reflected in their eyes
their men at home tilling dry barren soil
children crying hungry for their milk
yet the women danced as if they had no cares
dancing, chanting, newborn naked to the moon
hour after hour they danced under the moon
they did not tire from their dance of life
for no one knew their secret cares
their nakedness hid from spying eyes
glistening breasts, full of lunar milk
they took refuge in the barren soil

who is this woman who shares her milk
who dances and acts as if she cares
who scorns their attempt at new life
leaving their men with barren soil
who dance and prance under the moon
who hide their bodies from spying eyes
the women looked with blinded eyes
wanting men to taste their milk
waiting till the next full moon
spoke to her of troubles and cares
and led her to the barren soil
laid her down and touched her life
she closed her eyes and shared her cares
men drank her milk and touched her soil
under the full moon they took her life

planting seeds of life in infertile soil
under the light of the newborn moon
new life sucking on their breast milk
for it is written in the stars that in this life
they should not hide from others’ eyes
before a woman that shares their cares
who is this woman who shares her cares
and plants her fertility in their soil
stands by and watches with closed eyes
their dancing and prancing to the moon
who chants and plants new life
and bids their children to drink her milk
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The tree of life

Self

Self

Untitled

Shadow dancing

Helen

Pamela

I am immersed in the
swiftly flowing waters
churning viciously inside.

I had known Victor for some years when Tim was still with us, I never
felt the need to build a rapport with him. He was not someone I would
choose to cohabit with, or even share a common thread. We were thrust
together. He was somewhat of a reluctant starter, but very early in our
courtship I discovered that I felt immense anger towards him.
Now it’s that dreaded time again when I need to approach Victor. I
don’t know why I am drawn to him. After all, I could get someone in, I’m
getting past this. Something tells me I have one of life’s lessons to learn.
It’s been three weeks since our last encounter but it seems like
yesterday as I teeter through the side door, a fiery rage is blazing in my
belly as I glare at Victor.
Anger has always been foreign to me, never been able to feel or
express it. At least, not until I struck up with Victor. As a child, anger was
never displayed in our family. We were perfect; a model family. But I’m
furious now. I’m boiling with rage. I drag Victor down the concrete steps
and he lands awkwardly. I pull the rotary starter cord with an unleashing
of womanly power. As Victor stutters and drones to a halt I recall a
childhood memory, the dying seconds of a chook getting ready to join us
for Christmas dinner.

Labour pains burst through
me. The more I resist
the more perilous they become.
Everything prepared me
for this.
My female ancestors
light the way.
Thirty years later the call
comes. I know at once
my daughter is dead.
Again I come face to face
with that deep eruption within.
I know instinctively what to do.

Tim would always mow the lawns. I loved watching his meticulous care
of our garden. He was always patient with the temperamental whipper
snipper. He would thread the cord, mix the fuel and manoeuvre the
machine to make precise contact with the grass growing up the fence.
This was way beyond my capabilities.
I feel my world is stuffed now, and it makes me wonder how I’m going
to creep vaguely forward towards normality. I am beginning to think it’s
time to sell up and get right away. The garden, the house - it’s all too
depressing. Get rid of all this furniture. The Wedgewood, the Waterford
crystal vase Tim gave me. Too many memories.
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Sunday is God’s day of rest for some, but it’s Victor I need to pay homage
to this holy day. With dripping palms I cross-check. Fuel, yes; oil, yes;
catcher, yes. I prime Victor’s fuel. You ninny I tell myself. You didn’t prime
the fuel last time. Victor starts first pull. I discard my sweater as my body
warms.
Now it’s just Victor, me and the back lawn. We are as one. Spring rains
have bestowed lush growth on my hallowed turf. Up with the throttle
to deafening decibels and forward we trudge over the thistles and the
pretty yellow daisies and, to my delight, Bella’s poo. Looking back and
admiring the freshly cut grass, my path resembles the moss green carpet
runner in Aunt Helen’s sitting room. Victor and I do an about turn and
complete the next runner and the going starts to get tough. My back
aches as Victor becomes heavier with each plod in the squelch. My feet
are soggy, my camel desert boots are a misty shade of green, as Victor
falters, coughs and groans to a stop.
My anger moves to a new level. I unleash a flurry of words too
frightening to print as I give his rear wheel an almighty kick. Frustration,
despair, anger, loneliness and sadness fly from my boot. This is crap.
Gotta get away from this hovel, it’s a lifeless existence. Maybe Anglesea,
contemporary design, no clutter. A coastal native garden. Victor-free.
I have a flashback to the emotional dredging I suffered with the sudden
loss of Tim some months earlier. Rejection by so-called friends and
acquaintances who couldn’t mention Tim’s name, let alone say the word
suicide.
I scream my despair to the heavens as Victor lies motionless at my feet.
Bella nuzzles my calf sympathetically. Stroking her gives me comfort. We
sit together on the garden seat and admire the carpet runners. Mowing
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that much was an achievement in itself. I can’t bear to look at Victor so
I focus on Bella and the bond we have. She understands. Her eyes send
a message to me that all will be okay, the future will be bright. I get
Bella her favourite biscuit and a mandarin for myself. We sit together
devouring our sweet treats, then I drop the peel on the lawn and head
once more towards Victor. Maybe the catcher is full. I open it to find it
full of wet mushy grass and the pungent smell of dog poo. After emptying
the catcher, the whole task seems lighter. I unleash the throttle as Victor
roars to an idle and again we work as one; over the mandarine peel to
the finish line, and the task is done.
I am proud of my efforts and don’t even mind the spots I have missed.
‘Job well done Bella. Let’s sit down for a bit.’ Maybe this is a tiny step
forward. ‘Look at all that new growth near the back gate, I think Spring
is on its way.’
As Mr Lamb my old hairdresser in Rowens Road used to say, the
difference between a good and a bad haircut is two weeks. I suppose
you could liken that to grass as well.
Three weeks pass, and a lot happens in that time. A weekend away in
Echuca with the book club girls. Aunt Helen’s eightieth birthday. Bella’s
desexing at Waverley Vets.
Now a beautiful crisp morning greets me. Gentle rain overnight and
sunshine streaming through my window. My thoughts immediately turn
dark. Rain and sunshine, what does that equate to? Friggin’ growth, yes
the lawn. Rain and sunshine together: a deadly mix . Time for you-knowwho.
I drag him down the steps, as Bella disappears behind the lemon tree.
I cross-check Victor, and to my astonishment he starts first pull. I kind of
feel okay about Victor today. The sun is shining on his carburettor; he
even looks like he’s grinning at me, how weird. We set off mowing in neat
little rows. Tim always mowed on the diagonal, reminds me of the MCG
on Grand Final day - perfect. He loved the footy, went for Melbourne.
The grass growing around the fences doesn’t seem to bother me
anymore: I quite like the rustic look. I remember when Tim planted
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I try Victor again with less force and more precision, only to be landed
with another dying chook. My heart pounds to the rhythm of Meat Loaf’s
Bat Out of Hell.
‘One last pull!’ I scream, ‘come on Victor, you bastard.’ Victor fails to
oblige. Dejected, I drag him up the steps and back to the shed. I am
defeated and broken again.

Self

Shadow Dancing irises near the back gate - they always flower in early
Spring. Each year he would place a bunch of the most perfect deep
purple blooms on the kitchen bench, with a note, “I will always love you
mum.” The tragic loss of Tim crushed me. That won’t ever leave me, but
he will always remain in my heart. I sometimes feel alone, but I can catch
up with Sarah and Dave as often as I want. I love book club. I might even
go to Europe in the summer.
Perfect early spring morning, Bella’s awake first and downstairs scratching
at the back door, slippers on with haste to let her out. Opening the door
I can see a few early irises near the back gate covered with morning dew.
‘Time for a long walk Bell.’
As we stroll, we notice our neighbours tending their gardens. We also
notice a man trying to start another Victor. He looks really angry, and I
find myself wondering what might have happened in his world.
Returning home I check the mailbox. There’s only a flyer: Pete’s
Mowing, reasonable rates, prompt and reliable service. Call for a quote.
Inside, I put the kettle on. While it boils I take Tim’s vase from the
sideboard, rinse off the fine film of dust and fill it with water. Arranging
three perfect Shadow Dancing irises in the vase, I proudly place it on the
dining room table to catch the morning sun.
It’s time for me to start living.
‘Where’s that flyer, Bella?
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Liar liar

Helen

Marike and Ruby

It is always there.
When you think
it has passed
it comes back.

A text for two performers
One:

I don’t want to be at work but I don’t want to be at home. I get
to work and I immediately realise I’ve made a mistake. What I
really want is to be at home. Once I get home I realise I don’t
want to be there either, so I stay in the car.
Or I walk.
I swim.
But once I’ve dried off it’s time to go, there isn’t anywhere else
I want to go.

Both:

Liar, liar
Pants on fire!
Nose got caught
on a telephone wire!

Two:

I’ve been awake since 3am, and I don’t really know if I slept
before that. It’s so hard when it’s dark and everyone else is
sleeping. I finally get up around 5 for an hour of yoga before I
walk to the pool.
Pain all the way.
Screaming in my head.
Can’t put my iPod on.
Hear a little voice.

Both:

Liar, liar
Pants on fire!

One:

I feel so much rage in me I just want to smash something. I
want to smash my laptop. I want to smash the copper’s face
when he pulls me over because my registration sticker is out
of date. The voice in my head screams, ‘don’t you know how
fucking hard it was just to get out of the house today? I
actually can’t manage putting on a new sticker. Do you have
any idea how that feels? Cheers…and now I’m late for work’.

It is just a matter
of being ready
for it
when it comes.
I didn’t think
that I would ever
be ready, but I
was, we always are.
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Hope

It is always there
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Liar, liar
Pants on fire!

One:

Two:

I pound up the stairs to work - all the while there’s chattering
in my head. My thoughts are blurred, confused. I have this fake
smile plastered on my face.

Pause

Both:
One:

Two takes a pill from a bottle and swallows it.
Two:

Liar, liar
Pants on fire!

All right. Do it then you big fake. You big phoney. Don’t say
I didn’t warn you.

It came back to me bit by bit.

One takes a pill from the bottle and swallows it.

I sit in front of the computer and stare at the bouncing screen
saver for an hour, two, three. I finally manage to pretend to do
some work.

Both:

Nose got caught
on a telephone wire!

Two:

I wave at my colleagues, I smile my fake smile. I ask questions
like, ‘how are you; big weekend?’, and say, ‘so glad to hear your
wrist’s on the mend.’
But voices are raging in my head, ‘what the fucking fuck am I
going to cook for dinner? How can I navigate that fluorescent-lit
supermarket where I’ll be frozen with indecision in front of
the tinned beans? OH GOD COULD ANYTHING BE MORE AWFUL
THAN TINNED BEANS AGAIN?’

Both:

Something has to change. Something has to change. Something
has to change.

One:

Don’t give in, you’ve got to be strong, you’re not really 		
depressed. It’s weak, weak, weak.

Two:

Liar, liar
Pants on fire!

One:

You’ll get addicted, you’ll be numb, you’ll lose control. You
won’t ever have an orgasm again!

Two:

Nose got caught
on a telephone wire!
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One:

Sleep, a little bit of sleep.

Two:

And then a bit more.

One:

A real smile, a real wave.

Two:

The supermarket wasn’t some angry monster trying to swallow
me up.

One:

I experimented with other tinned goods, chickpeas, lentils.

Two:

After a while I moved on to fresh produce.

One:

I could handle traffic again!

Two:

I could listen to music again!

One:

I felt like having sex again!

Two:

I danced in my room all by myself.

One:

Not every shitty little thing was related to my loss.

Two:

I felt a little hopeful about having a good weekend.

One:

I was curious!

Two:

I had ambition!

Both:

Twinkle, twinkle, little star,
How I wonder what you are.
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Both:

Hope

Hope

The unwanted journey

Six haiku

Nic

Nicky

small

Dark nights bring sadness
too much time to think and grieve.
I light bright candles.

steps
		
frequent
backward
glances
retracing
		
well
		
worn
paths
				
patient
companions
		
encouragement
				
stalling
unfamiliar
terrain
persistence
			
courage

Tell me where you are
gone to darkness young and brave.
What do you see now?

When does this ‘now’ end?
Will it always be like this?
Who knows the answer?

New leaves must regrow,
birth opens its doors to death,
the world absorbs loss.

Winter sun drips warmth
to spread like honey on limbs,
sweetness before cold.

Your cat turns her face
and blinks the sun from her eyes,
alive and content.
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If I could start today again

Nicky

Helen

She wakes that morning from a confused and restless sleep, knowing
that this is the day. She has become so detached from herself that inside
her head she has no name, and is just X. Her parents are going away for
the weekend, and she will have the house to herself. Not for a wild party,
like other teenagers. X has no friends, and her plan is darker. She’s been
saving pills for weeks, and now she also knows where her mother’s stash
of anti-depressants is kept. It will be more than enough. The thought
makes her happy, and she feels strong and in control for the first time in
months.
As her parents leave the house later that morning, her mother calls
out, ‘Don’t forget to feed Joey and take him out for a walk each day.
And phone us in the evening, sweetie! Love you!’ The door bangs, and
now she’s alone. She’s forgotten all about Joey, the family’s Jack Russell
terrier. If she puts enough food out now for two days, he’ll eat it all
instantly, then throw up. Or he will bark day and night and drive the
neighbours mad. Then they’ll come round and let themselves in with
their spare key, and find her. X doesn’t want that. This isn’t going to be
as easy as she thought.
She spends the rest of the morning writing a long note to her parents.
That, too, is much harder than she’s anticipated. Just because they are
always busy and in a rush doesn’t mean they don’t love her. She tries to
tell them in the note that she loves them, but she can’t explain how she
feels inside herself. No-one can understand.
Joey follows her round the house and brings her toys, hoping she will
play with him. She takes him to the park for a run, hoping that after that
he will fall asleep in his basket. This isn’t how X has planned to spend
her last day. The obstacles are beginning to weaken her resolve, so she
makes a bargain with herself. She decides that, while she is out, if a single
person smiles at her or speaks to her pleasantly, or does something kind
and unselfish for another, she will wait another day. She thinks to herself,
the pills will still be there, Hope.

If I could start the day again
I’d have to say it would begin in the very
same way.
Maybe you’d be shocked. You’d probably
surmise,
‘Surely not! After all, it would have been
a ghastly day
when you heard of your loved one’s sad demise.’
It’s impossible for me to explain that
acceptance of life’s fragility and
universal suffering
brings with it a gift, a jewel eerily removed
from the pain.
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The last day

Tony
When everything feels
like you’re in a place
with no windows or doors
and you have no doubt
that you can’t get out
and you’re broken for evermore.
And when every sin
keeps crowding in
and you just can’t feel the sun,
with long grey days
and black dog ways
you think that you’re just about done.
Chorus:		
		
		
		

Still you hold on to life
You’ve got to hold on to your life
No matter how weary
You’ve just got to hold on to life

Hope

Hope

Know you’d leave nothing
but sadness
there’d be nothing left
but pain
so never believe that it’s better
for those who have to remain.

Hold on to life

You know it frightens me
the fragility
of life and love and dreams
but always know
that your beauty shows
no matter how dark it seems.
Chorus:		
		
		
		

So hold on to your life
You’ve just got to hold on to life
No matter what haunts you
You’ve just got to hold on to life

		
		
		
		

So hold on to your life
You’ve just got to hold on to life
You’ve got to keep fighting
And keep holding on to your life

So in the troubled times
you’re in
no matter what the fight
you have to find
the strength within
and you’ve just got to hold on to life.
Chorus:		
		
		
		

So hold on to life
You’ve got to hold on to your life
No matter what haunts you
You’ve just got to hold on to life
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Eric
Two men meet at a college reunion
Characters:
A
		B
		
Waiter (non-speaking)
A:

Jeez, I didn’t expect to see you in this noisy pub. Must be forty
years, but I remember you.

B:

Not that long since I read your essay on Coherence and 		
Continuity.

A:

Ah ha, you’ve been reading my website. Much water under
many bridges since I wrote that. And you? Do you live here?
I’ve been here since I graduated, opened a practice out east,
moved into an old field, boned up on all the recent American
stuff, lived in the States for long enough to get my fill. Came
back and dragged the locals screaming into a new century.
Made lots of noise; money followed. Upset the established old
hands. Slow learners – they could have done it. Preferred
comfortable inertia, I guess.
You look pretty fit, no stents yet? I’ve had five but that’s life on
the treadmill. Heard you lost a brother or was it a nephew?
. . . Tough . . . tough. But life’s tough, I’ve lost a wife along the
way, two actually. Not so much lost, more gone astray – me,
not them. Cost me a packet but worth it. They couldn’t keep
up, even travelling business class. They thought the bed was
getting crowded while I like company, the more the . . . but I
didn’t let it get in the way of work. Freud, y’know, believed
that the two great things in life were sex and work. I reckon
he was right; one trick I’ve learnt is how to combine them. I’m
reading lots of him, for more home-truths. Not that I’ve got
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Waiter offers a plate of finger food. B takes something and eats. A waves
the plate away.
B:

Can I fill your glass?

A:

Nah, don’t need another stent – ha, ha. Where was I? Ah,
yeah, living the high life in my high-rise unit. Can’t cook, don’t
cook, so eat out. Anyway, I’m away much of the time –
meetings, committees, boards – running shows. The boys think
I can, I know I can – expand the profession, keep intruders off
our patch and keep the show on track to the Emerald City for a
bigger pot of gold.

A notices someone across the room
Jeez, there’s . . . errrr . . . what’s ‘is name – remember him?
I thought he was all fat and no brains. Heard he’s now a fast
mover and all money. Must compare notes. Great to see you
again and swap all the news. Talk to you soon.
		
Exit A
B:

Yeah . . . yeah . . . thanks for listening.
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a home these days – five car basement under an entertainment
room under five beds, all AC – don’t need one.

Forty years on

Alexandra
The train cuts a straight line through the landscape of the northern
suburbs. It forges along the tracks, crossing bridges, slicing Merri Creek
and its debris into parts. The windows of the train reveal the neglected
and concealed places that all suburbs and cities hold, the mess of
plants and weeds, the build-up of litter and detritus. The sensation of
movement is conducive to imagining another life in another country.
It is, however, the opposite: the course of this journey is laid in steel
for myself and the fellow passengers. The wheels are committed to the
track, and we are each on course for one destination. You could ride the
trains all day long, choosing where to alight, and hop on to another train.
You remain within the network though, and perhaps the extent of choice
is an illusion.
My journey starts each morning at 8:30 when I pull closed the big
red kindergarten door with the high handle. Letting go of that handle, I
know at least that my daughter is safe on the other side until I return at
nightfall. Moving away from my motherhood, I set a course for the train
station to begin the work commute. At five o’clock it will be the same trip
but in reverse, and the trains will race against each passing minute from
south to north. Like the line, I am stretched between these two places;
the timetable will not yield to any deviations.
I scroll through the identities from the ‘Great Lives’ series on my
iPod. Simone de Beauvoir, Lewis Carroll, Aubrey Beardsley; each name
has a link to someone in my own ‘Life’, husband, sister, friend’s child.
The soundtrack that I then hear to another, separate life through my
headphones makes me more conscious than ever of the physical
closeness I share with the other passengers in the carriage. We all bump
over the same bumps and lean to the left when the train turns a tight
corner to the right.
As the train gives up the safety of its straight line, we turn, in large bold
bends into the city. Swapping trains in the city marks a midway point
in my journey, and I continue by foot to the secret platform at the back
of the station. The train is preceded by that cold whistling wind forced
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out of the tunnel entrance, which lifts hair and agitates loose clothing. I
find myself mid-step through the open doors when my familiar alien, my
unwanted companion, pushes past me to sit in my seat and undermine
my right to go about my day.
I still cannot anticipate its intrusion; it is barbed and painful, and can go
undetected by others. It refuses to be ignored; can I be made to crumble
or will I stand up to it? It makes mischief on my workings, loosening the
screws and coils, and re-calibrating thoughts that are no longer mine.
Today, I wait, bracing myself. Just when I feel that I have been emptied
out, it sneaks away, taking the moment with it. At the next stop, the train
doors close to mark its invisible departure. For now, I’m safe.
I am relieved and vacant, free to concentrate on my landmarks out the
window. The train pulls into the elevated station, and I search for the
cluster of tiny red tiled roofs several kilometers away. I can just make
out the bedroom window under one of those red roofs, and there I see
a pregnant woman resting on the bed. It is four years ago, and she is
propped up on pillows looking out the window, watching a tiny train pull
into the raised station.
‘Incredible,’ she calls to her husband in the other room, ‘did you know
that we could see the train station from here, all that way away?’
With an arresting jolt the train pulls away from the platform and
my thoughts are brought back to the carriage and I am forced to say
goodbye to that woman in the bedroom; her happiness in that moment
and optimism for the future. I am instead moved past the red brickwork,
and knowing that when it ends we will have arrived. My heart rate
is steady and breathing is okay. The stretch of buildings wears a little
graffiti. Bricks give way to the tall wire fence that encloses the invisible
ruins of our future. This is where your journey ended. My lungs take
in air though yours never will again; hold then release. Within microseconds I am carried away. The tracks follow for a time the short course I
can only fantasize you had walked home that night; to the bed under the
red tiled roof, to the woman and the unborn child. The train chug chugs,
insisting that I go on to work.
I am riding a cliché, the rhythmic rocking of the train taunting me with
the truth: There are no shortcuts through grief; you have to go through
it. Travel it each day, a journey that begins even before the childcare
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Landmarks
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drop-off. Again, I am acutely aware that my body is not the only one
in this carriage. Neither is this the only carriage: there is one after the
other. Then, in twenty minutes there will be another train made up of
more carriages running this same line.
This train is moving quickly and jumps a little on the tracks. The shock
ricochets. I turn from the window to look at those beside me whose
bodies felt it also. Strangers consider each other for a moment; who
amongst us forms an invisible community of survivors? Who would
know? Passengers turn to look out their windows once more, and I
continue to think about them. Where are they going and where have
they been, absorbed in negotiating their own landmarks and memorials?
The young man with the green woollen jumper and grey jacket, who
keeps scratching at a mozzie bite on his arm. The woman who flicks her
long false nails, weakening the glue. Perhaps some are not thinking about
it at this moment: the teenager who sits with her two friends chatting
about the film they are going to see that night. Fresh wounds, healing
cuts, deep lacerations, they all scar. Talk, read, or listen to audio; the
human capacity, on this steel-cold journey, to apply oneself to a task and
have a purpose, no matter how small, is reassuring and remarkable. It is
impossible to know if it is woven from something within us or outside
of us, this giant net, which can gently scoop us up when our own inertia
fails. Some fall through the net, however. You did.
Perhaps I can just rest my mind for this last little bit of the journey, take
a break from reading the landscape of bodies and landmarks. Let the
steady rhythmic rocking of the train carry my own body along. Shortly
I will step into my role at work. And when the time comes I will catch
the train back to that red door with the high handle where, without
question, immeasurable purpose, meaning and little open arms will be
waiting for me.
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Gillian: Gillian Coates is the mother of 3 daughters and grandmother
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lost her youngest daughter Siobhan to suicide in 2009.
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Greg: Greg Hammond’s daughter took her own life at age 16 in July
2012. ‘Why Cassie chose ‘nothingness’ when so many good people
dearly loved her ultimately remains a sorrow-filled conundrum. This
anthology project proved to be a way to find words where none
seemed possible.’
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Marike has since been dedicated to helping people better understand
suicide and its wide-ranging effects.
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