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SusanBeinart

The Cockroach Lair

6ln Australia,® my mum used to say, O6cockroac
South Africa. Exceptimncleanh ouses. 6 No matter how often Mum
and nodded in chorus. | was theipcei ve t hen, | istening with a ch

tried to roast chickens in our early model microwave oven.

In those days, home was an old pink double storey. It perched on a hill among a cluster of avenues
that ran down to the edge of asgle cliff. North of that cliff, around a bend or two, | used to take
off my shoes, skip down concrete and plunge my toes into sand.

Dad lived elsewhere, in a gaudy suburb that gleamed with silver cars. Whenever | visited him, |
peered out of hiswindodown ont o a restaurantoés patio. The
cigarettes for ladies with lacquered nails. Which one of those ladies, | used to wonder, was currently
bl owing smoke at my fatherdés greying hair?

After Dad | eft, rtdoverdhe fencewhere mywandpit ldy ahdwdrop down the

chi mney of our Italian neighbours. OWhy your
Giussepini once asked me, as she swept leaves off the common footpath. Dressed in a velvet frock
with a bav on the afternoon of my eighth birthday, | gazed down at a redbrown leaf, veined and
brittle, curled as if in anger. | had no answer.

The day before my eighth birthday, cockroache
The slice came from a @yoard drum, iced and packed with fruitcake pieces, which had formed

the layer at the base of her thteared wedding cake. It was one of those-galed slices South
African wedding guests took home andegqdihmced w
cakes are a custom back there, 6 Mum once tol d
counterfeit cake.

Long after she came to Australia, when she considered me old enough, she handed me the slice
shedd kept so | edtoholdidagdinstonik cheek, tremsuring her. gentlenasswhen
she gave it to me.

But cockroaches crawled into my gaping drawer, nibbled at the cellophane and swarmed over its
stale contents. They vV i-thgedwhiedesso Mygechesteédhl eatchedi n g
them until, with a sock protecting my hand, | tipped that piece of cake out of my drawer. | raised
my shoe to punish the cockroaches but they disappeared, escaping into cracks between dusty
floorboards.

O0You canoé6t begetdr.usotEevde roy tMuinmgr ayou get your pav

*

r birthday, d Mum was frowning,



Oleg 6 | corrected. TheT avandnatthey qallitatrschoof ypo okm anwy. 4@ i p

60h, this il TOOI MIC€Hout of place in this cou
with a sigh. 061 candét even speakSuppgr 60owrmel asmg w
flicking sharply t o ihehesam&kadinnarorteaidf €hendj sbawhe
auntie, O6How can | stop feeling so tired, Har
60Dondét exhaust yoursel f, Esther, d Auntie Harr
Herthik mout h smiled at me. ORun upstairs now, 0

gaveyou be extra nice to your mother, d she whi spc¢
off, hating her at that moment, her imposing elbow, the breatisitielted of cigarette smoke.

When | came back, | found Mum placing two white candles into silver candlesticks on the

sideboard. Her huge brown eyes seemed to fill the room. Later, she would light the candles, make
soothing circles in the air, cover her syeith her palms and say a prayer over the flame. As |

lumbered out the front door, | wished | was one of those Friday night candles, lovingly worshipped
by Mumbés fingers. But all the way down the av
sprang backnd forth between her and Auntie Harriet. By the time we reached the walkway, my

wish had extinguished itself.

At the edge of the concrete, | peeled off my pumps. My toes melted into the mountain of sand
below. The velvet dress, thoughthinandslste¢ ved, felt hot and prickl

take it off?6é& | begged, 6l 6ve got my swimmers
Mum chose a spot and stretched her blanket ov
she said, |l owering Ibedmuselsfquantes .t bd tHlsamlud tudnn
terrible cold.d But al/l ar oun d-nakedness toshlneingp e o p |
autumn rays. OWhen you were young, Harriet, o
myasntiebébs direction, 6did your mother worry a

Aunti e Harriet draped her skinniness over the
fingered, as wuswual, i1its rough néaltiy,vée sMeeavsai d.

®Oh,maids 6 Mum smiled. o661 candét i magi nKaticnd@d@w | 6ve
There was no immediate answer. Their glasses twinkled at each other. It was another electric
moment when their memories seemed to be connetite@ plug into a socket, back in those
mystery rooms of their past. OWe should have
was more time to,06 Auntie Harriet said.

ONow here we both are,d Mum cl| etaranmgdelrandrda

|l 6d heard it all before, whether crouching un
feeling sticky, wanting my dilemmas to be rising to the surface instead of the boredom of theirs. But
before | could hang my head and plead anecer e f or r el i ef from velvet
around a more sinister curve. Mum was moaning
your teaching. |l 6ve only my foreign | aw degre
me . 0

Auntie Harriet frowned. She lit a cigarette. Smoke billowed from her nose. She glanced at me sadly,
as if to tell me not to worry since I, as well as the law, roaches and house, had well and truly been



l eft. O6You know, 6 she saw dex am,h eE dtatye ry,oui & itnh ¢
casting all this aside. 0

Then she turned to me with her | ook of conspi
l 61l join you | ater, after your mot heasl and I

waded across sand. | felt even less needed than those vicious cockroaches my father had left behind.

Reaching my favourite boulder, | climbed its rocky staircase. | clambered over rock pools, leaving
the beach ball floating in the slimiest one. {Ba way up, | stubbed my toe and my tears turned into
whimpers. From the top of the boulder, nursing my foot, | could see the ocean lathering. It was
easy, hurting inside and out, to imagine being out there. | would be gobbled by a wave and dashed
to piece against a rock while Mum flapped about like a fish on her blanket. | was sobbing. A gulp
caught in my throat as if 1 6d swall owed that

6Yorui gght, dear?d The quavery voice camer.from 't
My sobs stopped at the sight of a wrinkly face in a plastic beach cap fastened with a buckle under

the chin. | nodded and pointed at my foot, which | dangled over the edge. The woman crinkled her
eyes, shrugged in mute sympatnd went, bathers shinering,on her way. Her leathery skin

wobbled in folds behind her as she marched with vigour towards the sea.

Beyond her, on the side of the bay where teenagers dived and rode surfboard$drspeayl

Murphy, a blond upstart | played withwhenlsva s mal | . The rock she pir
often patted, was crusted all over with drmd periwinkles. A Tshirt, shorts and pair of thongs lay

tossed together at her feet. She was glowing, her blue eyes potentially scathing, her pinkness made
rosy by two dark lycra strips.

Suddenly, her pirouetting stopped. She stretched her arms towards the ocean. The old woman halted
and scratched her swimming cap as she watched that marzipan figure dive into the sea. |,
incongruous in velvet, looked downaym own compar ati ve br-ownness.

skinned, 6 my dad had once said in his medical
type of skin.d As he spoke, he twisted his st
fromhiswor ds. My mumés accent was embarrassing.
Meanwhil e, Terryl ds head rose above the water

spread wide and shoulders surfacing, | remembered my cave at the bottomonfidee. @ here, |
would hide away and fossick in the sand for shells.

Before | slid back down over pools and ledges, | raced to the other side and looked across at the
stepsisters. Auntie Harriet stood sankétMung at
was flicking through a shinpaged magazine, her bushy eyebrows pushed together. When my toes
reached sand, | raised the velvet over my head, knowing | was mocking that crevice between
Mumés eyebrows.

Dropping the dress, trampling the bow ista n d | wal ked up to my cave
narrow mouth in the rock. It seemed impossible to slide through its narrowness. | pulled in my
stomach so | could squeeze through the gap. Sandwiched between its grey sides, knees scraped to a
pinky whiteness, | knew soon | would be too grownup to slither into my hiding place.

Inside it was stuffy. The sand was damp. There was a chimney where sunlight filtered through. |
could only stand in the centre of the space. Its smoothed walls jutted into overHadgesy
Kneeling, | dug, unearthing a length of seaweed and a staring crab shell without pincers.



crab reminded me of a cockroach 1 06d onc
dows made by gr ownup s 4ts féelers #uttering,lwbild Aufitie u n d
rietds voice droned on above thdus withatdview.c |
s pleasant in this beachside suburb, isn

OO0 T o
— — —+

Listening to Mum moaning back, seeing how her fingétk their rings gnawed at her stockings, |
snapped off the cockroachods | eg, delirious ov
heave, the cockroach came back to life. Its remaining back leg vibrated along with her. | tore off

that leg too anddith wings, in case it might fly and beat against me. As | watched over the
cockroach, the kettle hummed and Mumdés sob va
mugs together.

Now | crawled to the middle and reached for my shells, curling d beer an overhanging ledge.

The light from the chimney suddenly dimmed as my hand groped unsuccessfully. My precious shell
collection was missing. In the semi dédrkcould almost see hérl imagined Terryl Murphy

bouncing into my cave, reaching for rslyells, diving out the opening, clutching them. Or maybe it
had been the rising sea, reclaiming jewels lost from its bed.

Light returned. My fingers sank into sand. | dug furiously. At last, | found my first ishdiite,

blue and pink, the coil of a seaail. As | scooped on, evening draped its shadow over that patch of
dampness. |l was wiping the sand from a favour
when | heard a groan echoing through, a bellow of pain from the forgotten outside.

60Omy God. 6 It was Mumdés voice. OHerebs her dr .
Harriet. o

6Dondét jump é to conclusions é Esther. o6 Aunti
hot é hot as hell é ptagtooafFliy.duffocating i

60h my God, Harriet,d Mum said. Olt was that

this morning. o

O0Taht 6 s untrue, d®tsdalher . NAwm otlap witvaeri ng at t he
everybody. 6

But Mum,Ilwndered i f her chest was heaving, was ca
herei herei herei 0

6l &m here in my cave,® | answered silently. |
pain. As | listened, her bellowing became loudee &fared like a sealion. | rose and stretched my
strengthened arms up the craggy chimney, shivered and thought of my velvet dress.

Then | heard a third voice wafting in: the old woman with the swimming cap. | recognised her

interfering quuafvoeurn.d oOhHarv eynebtt, yyoour | i ttl e gir
is the father nearby? Bangkok, did you say?
the best you can. | 6ve asked everyonfeslettn t he
You wait here, dears. I 61 | go have another | o

Angel] 6 Mu mangeldi hed hi ccuped a string of sobs. I
a kitchen tap glinted while she mewed behind it in the same mournful way.

*



Atour ki tchen sink, Dad, before he | eft us, wuse
dry the lenses, rubbing each one separately with a cloth. On the day he left, he threw ties, trousers,
shirts and jackets into new crocodile skin suitcases) tiragged them downstairs to the front door.
Finally, he leaned against the sink and rubbed his glasses over and over. Mum, hugging one of the
Australian law books she studied, wept, shaking, behind his back.

Dad had sai d, OLe

OmMumos Wweepi hg, |l Ehemsame! s
foll owed me down 0

t
t where 16d crept under cov
*

Now | slithered from my cave. With my new power | wanted to hold Mum, soothe her tears away.

Mum sat kneading her browv twilight, legs spread out along the sand. She looked at me, eyebrows
hidden, eyes two lifeless grapes staring out from that bowl of a face. She squealed, her eyes
unchanging, their deadness connected,leftl saw,
behind | aw books, fatigue, Africa, even Aunt.i
world, | was realising, was composed of things other than myself.

| stumbled to her. She covered me with velvet. | saw Auntie Harriet waving from thedbeur 0 s
peak.

Mum halfcarried me up the hill to the house, then hurried me upstairs to the bathroom and into bed.
She fed me chicken soup, | aughed about unl it
as she left my room.

Downstairs, the front dir shut gently behind Auntie Harriet and | heard the strange sound of Mum
humming as she spritzed cockroaches with a messthnelling spray. Finally, she pulled out a chair
and | heard her big blue law book bang open, smelled sweet dark coffee.

The next dy, Mum hummed that same foreign tune to me as | navigated the surf, her body behind
mine. Wading strongly, her palms supported me. Another gesture that heralded a small but
permanent change.

On that same day, as | raced Mum to shore, | glimpsed my secketave nestled on the sand. Its
smooth and ageless face. Sunrays lit up its wide and approving mouth.

First published irKalimatand also ifNew Albury Writingn 2002
WinnerJoseph Furphy Commemorative Literary Awésdshort fiction
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Shadowland

Later,

as long shadows

draw crazy patterns
across polished floorboasd
our breathing slowed,
bodies still,

you notice the rain

has stopped,

that the world is silent.

Somehow the air

that seeps beneath the door
is easier to breathe,
impetuously laundered

by the potent storm,
fragranced by damp earth
and weeping lavender.

You rise from the bed,
reach for the dress
discarded to the floor,
run hesitant fingers
through tangled hair,
and hurry back

to the life you left
earlier.

Gavin Austin

First published irSuburbs of the Mind
A Poetry Anthology
Central Coast Poets Inc, 2004
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Anne Skyvington

Crow

He is waiting for me again this morning, out on the same post, watching me with one eye slanted as
always, my jet black crow. He is out for what he can get, the crow. | give him titbits, a piece of

meat ora worm or two that | dig up in the garden. He sits there and eyes it until | go away. Then
when | come back the meat is gone, and he is still there eyeing me. As if to say:

Orou're a fool, you know. Why wait around in a godforsaken place liketthis?

| wait for the moon to come around again, and then | am satisfied. The moon is like an old friend,
full-blown, expecting, and reminds me of all the love in the world. | wait for the cooling autumn
breezes to come sweeping up across the plains from Antastidaat last it is winter and | am

back to longing for spring and summer once again.

Now | am constantly on my own, with only the blue black crow, the dog and the loaded rifle for my
companions.

| know it is Easter in the world | have come from. hthbf the figure on the cross, the blood
dripping from the wounds to the palms, the gash in the side, and the forehead with the crown of
thorns.

Is Hell really a place of fire, a red place?

Here in this world, | have no way of celebrating or of givingnks. | must live by my wits and, if |
have to eat meat, | must learn to kill.

| know it is the time when | must choose which one of the lambs | should kill. Will it be Rosette or
Anzac or Pascal? The lambs are doing marvellously well, their bodiegp@nd strong. The old

ram that | had to get rid of after the attack has left his spirit behind in these young ones. They will
provide good eating for the cold months ahead. | have at last learnt how to cut the throat of the
animals, quickly and withoutss, and drain the blood onto the ground. | have learnt how to strip
the carcasses and hang them in the room | cal

Pascal is the obvious choice this day.

| have managed to harvest all the walnuts from the trees. They say that if agedo gleep under

one of these he will never wake up again, so treacherous is the poisonous sap that drips from them.
They are the ugliest of trees; their black knotted trunks and dark foliage remind me efpiniad

trolls who have inhabited my spad#ey belong to a different hemisphere, brought here by a
foreigner many years ago. There is nothing redeeming about them apart from their fruit, which I am
learning to pickle.

| till the soil in little patches, then plant seeds in one part and seedlinggih e ot her . | 6v

my garden from the animals and Salome is not allowed to dig there. The breezes have come and
gone and deposited the dead leaves on the ground. These have been crunched into the soil by boots

11



and hooves. | rake them up and defptbem on the garden as mulch. The soil is rich and black
here.

The crow eyes me now and hops one step closer, as | turn and ignore him. | can see his shadow out
of the corner of my eye as | go about my gardening. He follows, at a safe distance, watthing

Always watching and waiting.

*

| look out on a world transformed. All is white about me. Salome is white against white outside in

the cold. Whining and pawing to get in, and the sheep are holed up in the sheds. The branches of the
eucalyptus treeare holding onto the snow like sacrificial giants in penance. | will put on my rubber
boots, coat and hat and go out into the lightly falling snow to check the animals and feed them.
Salome will dance about me in the snow.

It is hard to imagine where dle little throbbing hearts of birds have gone. Where all the stalks of
grass are hiding. | often think of the people that once trod these paths, their black bodies gleaming
in the sun as they hunted fish, spears poised against the backdrop of treandisteThere are none

of them left now. | wonder if the ghosts of these people still haunt this land.

How strange to have watched from the shadows of gum trees, dagedespirits spilled forth
from whitewinged craft onto the sacred shore

Further upin the wilds | know where there are caves. At the base of a giant gum tree that has been
uprooted by natural causes, | once found-tikel instrument§ knives and scrapers in quartz and
ston® remnants of a past culture. | left them there.

Unwise to distirb the spirits of the land.

*
The moon is out. It is a silvery moon. | sit at the window and stare at the wise full face of it. How
can such a pure visage stare down, without flinching, on the evidence of such sorrow and grief as
this poor world catains? | can see the shape of a deer at the edge of the bush and | am afraid for
her. The hunters will surely find her and kill her. | finger the box and take the handgun out of its
holder. It contains blanks, but they will at least serve to frighten awkagver is lurking out there.

| talk to Salome and feed her, the bledripping meat that she so loves, in the bowl that | place
next to her kennel, or the leftovers from my meal in the evening, vegetables included.

Tonight | will bake a leg of lamlmne that | have kept frozen for two months. The names of the
lambs are marked on each bag in the freezer. Which one will it be tonight? | think it will be
Calamity, which makes me feel better, knowing that she might have got herself killed soon anyway,
corsidering the scrapes she managed to get herself into. And | will eat her flesh and give thanks to
God and to her and to her brothers and sisters, for providing for me and for my dog. | throw the dry
logs onto the fire and set it roaring. | play a recordn@nancient gramophone player and set to

work baking bread, knitting and cleaning.

*

There are noises outside from the wind. | go outside and look around. Nothing. Trees like skeletons,
arms outstretched. Swaying. Shadows from the moon.

| am suddenlywaare that | am a woman alone. Out here in the mulga.
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| feel a splinter of fear shoot up my spine.

| go inside.
| wonder what colour fear is? Is it grey |ike
when the courage is drained from them&ajoped colowd like that of purgatory, anmanés | and

caught in between two extremes.
Life and death: Black and white.

If he comes, what shall | do? Shall | resist and put up a fight? Or succumb and die alone here in the
bush? | can feel, already, fiandd a b ut cher 6s hands. They are co
the fur on the animals that he shoots. His hands are clenched tightly around my throat and | can
utter no sound. A shiver of fear runs through my body from top to toe and | stiffen anaiyol

breath. | know this is wrong, holding onto the fear. | think of the way a rabbit first stiffens when

faced with danger, as if smelling it, then shakes its body to release the fear, once the danger has
passed. | try to shake the fear from my body,itigtfirmly lodged between my breast and my rib

plates. My heart is banging like a door in the wind. | imagine him lurking around the house ready to
spring on me. | seem to hear heavy footsteps on the pebbles surrounding the house.

The dog barks.

There is a pounding outside, a banging like a thunderstorm trying to gain entry. The dog has
become a barking tornado, trying to protect me from what it sees as mortal danger.

dNho is thereBl shout in the deepest voice | can muster. There is no fdplyk over the front
steps from the window upstairs. | see a dark form slumped against the side of the house. | run
downstairs, gun in hand. But when | go outside, there is no one there

| return to my bedroom at the top of the stairs. | know | shooltbdped, and sleep and dream, and
forget about my fear. But | sit upright on the bed, my back against the walleyde staring at
the moon out through the window.

It has become a haunted moon. Lost its sbedil into dark.

| sit there for a longime with my shotgun nearby. Outside the moon illuminates the night. | go
outside again and walk around the side of the house and see footprints in thehsigafootprints
made by a hunterds boots. | am folm®wing the
intermingled with spots of blood. He is carrying the deer he shot. | turn the corner of the house and
walk towards the back door. And there it is: a dark furred shape lying in the snow near the wall. A
young deer. The one that | saw at the edge ofdtest. A pool of crimson circling out from

underneath the throat, tongue hanging out. And further on another shape, a crumpled human form,
fallen besi de t he -beadedkfacs, thegk down afjainst the ibespale dnad ¢ k
drained of colour. Thaunter is injured. Blood pours from his wound, changing the pure white of

the snow where he lies into a red red pool.

Like a splotch of colour on a painterds pal et

| drag the heavy body of the hunter away from the house. Many times | think | tuilar@age to
reach the corner of the paddock. | will leave his body there. While I light the fire. His body will
become part of the landscape, of the universe. He will become one with nature, just as | am. His
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remains will supply the fodder and mulch to radke earth, to feed the worms and slugs that the
crow will feed on.

The fire is already licking at his chest, his gently curbing chest with the black hairs, beneath his
shirt.

It is too cold and sad for me outside now, watching the orange tonguamesflicking at the air
and swallowing him up.

The exertion has exhausted me. The moon has shrunk into a blanched almond crescent. | must rest.
| will go inside, wash my hands and face in soapy water in the ceramic basin, and sleep next to my
dog on thesofa a while.

| see the hunterds face flickering in amidst
Letting go. Surrendering. To the flames. Submitting. What must be must be. His features are
disintegrating bit by bit. All aglow now.

Now | must sleep.

Tomorrow | will look for my crow. | will tell him about my find. He will surely know that what |
have done is right. | look forward to seeing my crow once more. He will understand.

My black black crow waiting for me on the post.
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