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Alexandra Smithers

Angelic Symphony

Emma was conceived on the 25th September at 9.25pm and arrived
267 days, 14 hours and 26 minutes later. She was not an easy labour.

From the corner of the hospital room, a beautiful naked figure with long
white wings waited patiently; her name was Gabrielle. She watched intently
as the midwife dragged Emma from her mother’s loins. Plum purple and
covered in blood, Emma had her umbilical cord wrapped treacherously
around her neck. She lay limp on the sterile table for nearly a minute while
frantic medics tried to revive her. Gabrielle moved forward and gently
placed her hand on the newborn’s chest. After a few moments, a
satisfactory wail filled the room. A smile broke across Gabrielle’s face as
she gazed down upon her new charge. Rarely was someone born with such
a clear destiny.

Protecting Emma’s future was Gabrielle’s duty. Gabrielle never left
Emma’s side. By day, she stood guard over her crib. At night, she would
cradle the infant against her bare bosom, enfolding her pure white wings
around them both. Emma was a delightful baby, always smiling, her
beautiful blue eyes constantly alert, occasionally falling upon her invisible
guardian. Emma’s inquisitive gaze always made Gabrielle wonder.

Emma grew quickly and before long, she was taking her first steps,
speaking her first words, tying her first shoelace. Gabrielle cherished every
second. When the time came for Emma to start school, Gabrielle stood
beside her on the school steps as she bravely waved goodbye to her mother.
She slipped her hand into Emma’s and gave a reassuring squeeze. For a
moment, Gabrielle thought Emma had squeezed back. In class, from the
beginning, Emma was a keen student. Clever and witty, she made friends
easily. Gabrielle watched on with great interest. Emma’s destiny was
following the path to perfection.

Sadly, Emma’s childhood passed all too quickly, but out of it emerged
a beautiful young woman, bright and charming, tall and slim, yet with the
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curves of an artist’s muse. Always brilliant, Emma took up a position at
medschool. She moved out of home, rented a room on campus and found
a part time job. Like most young women, Emma had hopes and dreams,
secrets and insecurities; Gabrielle knew them all.

Inevitably, over time, Gabrielle’s devotion to her charge evolved, and
she found herself falling in love. Captivated, Gabrielle spent hours
pondering Emma’s beauty, the way she stretched when she woke, how
she fixed her hair, her every movement, her every expression was a delight.
Above all things, Gabrielle loved to sit on the edge of the bath and watch
Emma run her soapy fingers over her beautiful, smooth skin. The bubbles
on the surface of the water were no barrier to Gabrielle’s admiring gaze.

On the morning of Emma’s 21st birthday, she stopped to regard herself
naked in the mirror. She raised her arms over her head to admire her
breasts. Gabrielle, overcome with desire, stood behind her, kissed her
elegant neck and tenderly slid her hands down Emma’s underarms, over
the swell of her breasts and caressed her lovely flat tummy. The mirror’s
reflection revealed only a small portion of Emma’s true beauty and nothing
of Gabrielle.

As Emma’s destiny quickened, Gabrielle’s devotion deepened. Most
nights, Gabrielle lay by Emma’s side worshipping her beautiful feminine
form. She would caress Emma’s breasts and thighs, running her hands
between Emma’s legs, then slip her fingers deep inside. Emma responded
with indistinct mutterings and soft groans in her sleep. Emma’s orgasms
warmed Gabrielle’s virgin soul. Once, Emma even kissed Gabrielle back,
releasing a symphony of divine emotions that Gabrielle had never
experienced before.

One autumn day, Emma’s lecture ended 10 minutes early and she
decided to walk to Tyndale’s second hand bookstore before going to work;
a text on neuroscience had caught her eye. A few blocks away, a mother,
driving a white 4WD, was hurrying to pick up her daughter from school.
In her handbag, which was sitting on the seat beside her, her mobile phone
began to ring. Instinctively, her left hand shot out and rifled through the
overladen bag while she focussed on the road ahead. She knew it would
be her young daughter in a panic.

Emma, not far from Tyndale’s, smiled at a small boy perched on a low
brick fence up ahead. The boy scowled back. Emma heard the 4WD before
she saw it. As it came around the corner, Emma realised that the woman
behind the wheel had lost control. For one brief moment, Emma thought
the vehicle was heading her way, but the 4WD bounced over the curb and
targeted the boy; Emma’s destiny was finally at hand. Gabrielle, forbidden
to intervene, held her breath as Emma instinctively dove toward the small
boy, pushing him off the fence.

The 4WD hit Emma and then the brick fence, depositing them metres
away. Gabrielle was quickly at her side. Emma’s body lay twisted and
motionless amongst the debris. Gabrielle bent over her fallen hero and
gently lifted her to her feet. She brushed Emma’s hair away from her eyes
and smiled.
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Emma, seeming confused, looked at Gabrielle and then down at the
lifeless body beside her. She paused for a moment and then said in a
whisper, ‘Am I dead?’

‘Yes,’ said Gabrielle.
Emma surveyed the accident scene. Already a crowd had started to

gather. The woman who had been driving the 4WD was shaking and
sobbing loudly in the arms of a bystander.

‘Is the boy okay?’ asked Emma.
‘Yes,’ said Gabrielle. ‘He has run home to his mother.’
Emma released a small sigh. ‘So, what happens now?’
‘You have fulfilled your destiny,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Now you are free.’
‘Free?’
‘Your future, what you do with it, is up to you.’
Emma pondered for a moment and then said, ‘Will you stay with me?’
‘If that is what you desire.’
‘You have been with me my whole life; I don’t want you to leave me

now.’
Gabrielle looked surprised. ‘You could see me?’
‘No,’ said Emma, shaking her head, ‘but I could feel you – my first day

of school when you held my hand, the time I broke my arm falling out of
that tree, at the mirror on my 21st birthday, even in my sleep – I could
feel you were always there, and I loved you for it. I was never alone. You
made me brave.’

Gabrielle smiled and opened her arms wide.
Emma gratefully stepped into her welcome embrace.
Gabrielle’s wings enfolded around them and then they disappeared.

©2012 Alexandra Smithers

Alex Smithers is 43 years old and lives in the upper Blue Mountains. She was a science
teacher for a very long time, but now tutors Indigenous students at university. She
loves the work and finds it very rewarding. She also loves reading and writing fiction
in her spare time. About six years ago, she started writing a Scifi novel for young
adults and finally finished it this year. Needless to say, she is now looking for an agent
or publisher. Alex has had a few short stories published, including The Sudden End of
Anne Lid, The Narrator, and Tasmanian Massacre, ZineWest 2010.
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Amy McDonald

Punch

Will the priest be there?’ I push earrings through stubborn holes.

Sarah’s head appears around the wardrobe door. She looks like someone
else when she wears mascara.

‘Clare, it’s expriest. Okay? And because it’s a family thing, yes, he’ll
be there.’ She says ‘he’ll’ like she’s commanding a dog. Coat hangers squeal
as they are evaluated and dismissed.

Flick, flick, flick.
Sarah searches.
I hold a skirt—still attached to its special hanger—to my hips. ‘What

do you think about plaid?’
No response.
‘Do you think they’ll like me?’
Sarah’s head pops back. ‘Of course. Just be yourself.’
I rummage through the top drawer for a pair of black opaque tights.

My hand pushes through one leg and then the other, searching for ladders.
They smell like drawer liners. I check the clock. ‘It’s almost five.’

‘Hmm,’ from the wardrobe. A discarded shirt flutters down to our bed.
Tugging at her collar, she appears. Her face says ‘Well?’

I move to hold her and say, ‘Perfect. You look amazing!’ Instead I pick
up the gold crucifix at her neck. ‘What’s this?’

But she says, ‘Shit, Clare. Not now, Okay?’ Then she’s out the door,
downstairs and collecting keys.

‘Hey!’
‘Hey yourself!’ We’ve arrived. Sarah is pushing through the front door

into a hot, full family room.
‘Long time no see, stranger.’ An older man—an uncle?—pulls her into

an embrace.

‘
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Across the room someone says, ‘Sarah, what’s happened to all your
hair?’ The man releases her and thumps her back.

She coughs. ‘Hey, Uncle Kevin.’ She holds my hand tightly and drags
me across the threshold. My cheeks burn. I’m smiling but it’s forced.

At least twenty people watch with happy, curious eyes. And I know I
wasn’t expected. Sarah coughs again and drops my hand. I search for
something that’s nothing to look at. The tights are crawling up my legs,
itching.

Uncle Kevin says, ‘So, who’s this you’ve brought?’
Sarah manoeuvres me to stand in front of her. ‘Uncle Kevin, this is

Clare.’ She leaves off the second part.
We both wait for it, but instead she moves deeper into the room calling

back something about drinks.
‘Well, anyway,’—the big man takes my sweating hand, pumps it and

beats my shoulder—‘good to meet you, Clare.’
‘You too.’ I smile more and bob slightly to take up less space.
Still holding my hand, Kevin says, ‘Come on, love. I’ll introduce you.’

‘Well, I told her not to bother in the end.’ Sarah’s grandmother shakes
her head and clicks her tongue. Another uncle, Ollie, nods sympathetically.
Stuck between them I sip warm punch. Under my skirt, sweat is running
between my skin and its synthetic wrapping. I press my legs together to
blot.

‘So, Clare,’—Uncle Ollie fishes a strawberry from his punch and looks
to me—‘where did you and Sarah meet?’

‘At a recital in town.’ Another mouthful of punch.
‘You play?’
‘Cello.’
A break in the crowd shows Sarah bending to take a sandwich from a

plate on a coffee table. She has her back to me.
‘Wonderful,’ Ollie is saying, but I’m watching Sarah’s ass, the bony

curve of it showing through her trousers. It’s such a different ass to the
one that was pressed warmly against my belly only hours ago.

The tights tighten.
Ollie is asking, ‘So you live in town, too?’
My mouth makes a noise like it’s waiting for a tongue depressor.
I focus on the bobbing cherry in my drink. ‘I live with Sarah.’ Quiet.
‘Housemates,’ he replies without a question mark.
The flush on my cheeks feels like hives.
It’s Grandma’s turn. ‘Do you have a boyfriend, too, Clare?’ She doesn’t

wait for an answer, but scans the crowd. ‘Where is Sarah’s boyfriend? He
sounds like such a nice fellow.’

My wrist slackens as my mouth opens. The cup tips, punch splashes
over my exposed knees. I stand and splutter, ‘Where is the bathroom?’ But
I turn sideways on my ankle, lurch and hit another occasional table. A
cloud of peanuts rains out over the carpet.

‘Ooh, steady there.’ Kevin is back, behind me, hands on my hips,
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righting me like a mannequin. He spins me, winks, and says, ‘Not too sure
on those heels, eh?’

Whatever I think to say comes out as empty mouthfuls of air.
The flush on my cheeks spreads down my neck and out to my ears. I

squat and start scavenging for the peanuts, returning them to their plastic
dish.

I’m shaking.
‘What the hell are you doing?’ Sarah is hissing at my ear. She pulls me

to my feet and confiscates the halfrefilled dish. ‘Everyone is looking at
you.’

The flush spreads to my throat and breasts. It burns. I claw the skirt
back down my thighs. My eyes are hot.

Sarah pushes another plastic cup of punch at me. ‘Just try to be normal,
Clare. Okay?’ Pineapple bobs.

Blink.
Nod.
Blink.
Just please don’t leave me here.
But she is reabsorbed into the family mass.

Sarah reaches to turn down the car radio. ‘Did I tell you about St
Anthony’s on Wednesday? I was just lying there, on a pew, listening to
the organ, and someone draped a coat over me. Must have thought I was
homeless. Didn’t have the heart to tell them.’

Sarah’s words have worked their way through the heat of my ears.
They hang like mist in the emptiness of my skull.

‘Clare?’ Sarah, at the wheel, glances at me.
My cheeks are deflating. The hairs on my legs, released, are righting

themselves.
‘Clare, are you listening to me?’
The mist solidifies and settles. ‘That was him, wasn’t it?’
‘Who?’ The lights up ahead change and Sarah eases on the brakes. She

turns to me. Her face is finally my girlfriend’s.
‘Him. Ollie. That was your former priest uncle, right?’
‘Yes, that was him.’ Her last word is all exhaustion.
‘So these’—I squeeze the tights—‘were for him?’
The lights change and Sarah accelerates. ‘Shit, Clare. Can you just drop

it?’

We reach the driveway and I say it. ‘None of them know, do they?’
Sarah slows and pulls into the carport. She looks straight ahead and I

watch the muscles in her jaw pump. ‘I love you, Clare.’ As she says it she
is turning her head slowly, so slowly, to face me. ‘But you just don’t know
what they’re like.’

The gold crucifix catches the light.
I remember the warm room, the laughing. I look at my lap. A drop

lands on the ridiculous plaid skirt. I bat another drop away with the back
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of my hand. My breath, lurching, smells like ginger beer and tinned fruit
cocktail.

Sarah wipes her hand over her wet face and inhales. ‘I’ll see you inside,
okay?’ she says.

As she gathers her things from the back seat I look up. ‘Did you tell
them your boyfriend looks like me?’ I say it softly and hide the grimace
that shows I know I shouldn’t have said it.

‘Fuck you, Clare.’ She slams the car door.
The balledup tights are wet from tears and snot. I throw them at the

windscreen.
Sarah is across the garden, opening the door and turning on the lights

to our house.

©2012 Amy McDonald

‘Punch’ was first published in Sweet Afters (Read These Lips, 2009)

Amy lives with her dog Stephen Gordon in Victoria's Goldfields in their
crumbling cottage surrounded by blackberries. She loves to write, teach
and practice yoga, and watch the kangaroos in her garden from her
cushionfilled bed. Amy's work has appeared in numerous anthologies, e
books and magazines, as well as winning the occasional prize. You can find
more of Amy's work at www.amymcdonald.com.au
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Bronwyn Winter

Arrows of Desire

From the grounds of the hotel you can see the wall. Some tanks. One
day they open fire. This is normal. And not. Everything and nothing

is always never normal here.

In a break in talking, arguing, debating, we venture out to watch the
tanks.

Below us and around us the city goes about its chaotic business,
speaking in its many accents. Strangely multicultural, most people would
not have thought. That it could be so… That it could be… That it could.

That the razor had so many edges.

Women not yet twenty in khaki carrying guns. Guarding. Everything
is guarded. Searched. Anyone is a terrorist. Bareheaded women with their
headscarved daughters. Bearded men with watchful eyes, their passport
not proof enough. Stern blackly dressed men with their orange ribbons.
They do not want the settlers out. And us with our blue. We do. And pink.
We’re already out ... Out and ashamed.

We walk alongside the wall. With our banners and Tshirts. We think
to be gaily visible. We stand holding our signs, in English Hebrew Arabic.
Speaking English Hebrew Arabic. Italian French Spanish. Serbian. We
think to be gaily audible. Some cast us glances, some insult, some applaud.
Most ignore. They are used to foreigners here. Even the peaceniks.
Especially the peaceniks. Just occasionally, one of our pinkonblack T
shirts captures attention. Attracting smiles or blushes or glares. But mostly
not. Sandwiched between checkpoint guards and barbed wire and tanks,
we hand messages of peace to soldiers to truckdrivers to passersby to street
hawkers to any extended palm. The soldiers look away, keep their hands
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on their guns. Some with their heads in the air, righteous perhaps,
condescending, uncomfortable, others looking down, hiding the desperate
resignation in their eyes. Avoidance either way.

We are extraordinary and ordinary. They are used to foreigners here.

With all their reasons. Lugging around all their baggage. Tourism.
Religion. Making aliyah. Returning.

To an as yet unknown place. To a history told over and over, imagined
over and over. Invasion. Resisting invasion. Making claims. Curiosity.
Wanting to know. No… Not to know. Wanting to imagine. Lives depending
on it. Memory fragile in its painful reconstructions.

We live in a giant refugee camp, don’t you see? Is refugeehood forever?
Does it stop at some point, or is it an enduring quality of being a who and
at some time a where. Something collectively endemic.

Protest. Making statements if not peace. Although we believe we hold
it within us somewhere. Peace. Its power. Its irrefutable logic.

We will not cease from Mental Fight.

We are rebuilding Jerusalem.

Nava said they called them traitors. That’s when they knew. We knew
something was shifting then.

Faiza sits in the shadows. Tears and anger. Next to her Samia sells T
shirts. We all buy one. Two. Three. For presents. Voices to become visible
elsewhere, on a friend’s or lover’s chest.

But not here, we can’t talk about that right now. Later. We can deal with
it later. Right now, this thing is divisive. We cannot be divided right now.
There is a greater goal.

It is not the right time to talk about this now.

First things first: we need to rebuild Jerusalem.

Bring me my bow of burning gold.

We cannot talk about this now. So of course we talk about nothing else.
Tears and anger. How can we do this to ourselves. How can we do this to
each other.

Samia says. Do you think we can slice ourselves into pieces. Palestinian
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today, lesbian tomorrow.

They ask Faiza to speak. Damage control. You want me to salve your
consciences now? So we all speak instead. Of damage. Of healing. Of self
silencing.

It has to be fixed. There is no other choice.

In the evening we walk around removing orange ribbons from cars.
Someone puts on some pink ones. We argue about counterdemonstrations.
Pink against orange. The locals sigh. You don’t fool around with these guys.
Machine guns and bombs are not the only dangers here. Stay calm. This
is not the battle to choose now.

You can make your heroic point and walk away. We will still be here with
this mess tomorrow.

Still…
Still.

Improbably, we watch drag kings perform in the Old City. Breaking up
is hard to do, sings the khaki soldier to the orange settler.

We sit up late in the bar. Speaking Hebrew Arabic English. Serbian.
French. Souad Massi sings through the speakers. In Arabic English French.
We laugh. What else is there to do.

We laugh. We wait and watch in this beyond beyond of a place. Beyond
end beyond time. Beyond help. Beyond hope.

It has to be fixed. Hope and hopelessness are beside the point.
This is not a choice you make. It has to be. Fixed.

So we ride our chariots of pink and purple fire through the streets of
Jerusalem. We mess with these guys all the same. Because. Not someone
else today, not parts of someone. All.

Because it has to be fixed. All of it.

And for an uncharacteristically carefree moment, Jerusalem rocks.

©2012 Bronwyn Winter
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Bronwyn Winter

Cheese

The reblochon let her know of its presence as she approached it. Ripe,
soft and strong. A seductive smell. Something very womanly about

it if truth be told. In the supermarket aisle facing the refrigerated rows of
packaged cheeses these qualities were of course more discernable in
anticipation than in any material sense. But she knew they were there.
She knew that once she had selected her reblochon that it would fill her
shopping bag with the expectation of its future delight. It would call softly
to her, asking for its baguette pas trop cuite… not overcooked, the bread
soft and pale and spongy like the reblochon itself, its sweet faint smell
complementing the stronger presence of the cheese.

If she went to the most wonderful but even more most expensive cheese
shop around the corner then the reblochon’s qualities would have no need
of such imagination, they would be almost palpable. The cheese would sit
there resplendent in large rounds, competing for attention with the sheep’s
cheese, the multiple varieties of tomme, the roquefort, and of course the
bries and camemberts. And the goat’s cheese with figs. Let us not forget
the goat’s cheese with figs. She would come away with a large quantity of
individually wrapped and more most expensive slivers, much poorer but
lighthearted in the knowledge of the cheese tastings awaiting her. There
were of course other perfectly good cheese shops, possibly even better. But
rue de Bretagne was The One, it had courted her long ago and now she
was a faithful lover. Nestled in among the fresh food shops, just a little
before one reached the Marché des Enfants Rouges, or a little after,
depending if you were coming from the boulevard du Temple or the rue
du Temple side. Either way one could go broke before making it from one
end to the other of la rue de Bretagne. But my, one would eat well.

But rue de Bretagne was too far to walk. And she was too tired. And
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too broke. Frequently tired, even more most frequently broke...

So she contemplated the neat rows on the refrigerated shelves. Perhaps
a roquefort Société as well. An elderly woman was feeling up the
camemberts to her left. Opening the outer balsawood casing, inspecting
and squeezing the wrappedup cheese within. Testing to see if they were
too forts or too faits: not yet done, their centre hard and rough textured, or
overdone, too soft and brown around the edges. The woman was working
on the Présidents. Personally she did not like the Présidents, she found them
bland. Plus they were more expensive than some. But they were a
household name. The elderly woman nonetheless abandoned them and
moved on to squeezing the Rustiques, inspecting the price labels as she did.

She had better hurry, or she would miss the best of the baguettes and
have to settle for half a hard overcooked one, rushing in just before the
baker’s wife closed the door for the evening. Bonsoir madame. Bonsoir
madame, une demie baguette pas trop cuite s’il vous plaît. The artificial smiles,
or perhaps genuine, she no longer knew the difference, the baker’s butcher’s
fishmonger’s fruiterer’s charcutier’s wives all seemed to have the same one,
the same highpitched overbright voice. The same makeup, the same
overdyed hair. Perhaps there was a Wives School where they learned these
patterns. Perhaps it was their small daily battle against the tiring monotony
of life as a bakersbutchersfishmongersfruitererscharcutiers wife. They may
only be a bakersbutchersfishmongersfruitererscharcutiers wife but
goddammit they were the heartland of la vieille France and they were each
of them queens in their tiny kingdoms. One day they would sell the
business—perhaps to the soninlaw in the absence of a son (or of a son
who had any desire to inherit the family business, how times have
changed)—sell up and retire to the house in the country they had worked
hard to pay off, the little rustic house they spent their months of August
renovating, watch their grandchildren grow up, and say that after all, they
had a good life.

In the supermarket noone pretended. The African and south Asian
and pasty white faces blinked tiredly at you (or not, in fact mostly they did
not look at you at all and did not speak beyond a routinely mumbled
B’soir—they obviously had not been to Wives School), as they shoved your
shopping from one side of the checkout to the other, the machine beeping
as it read the barcodes. At least their glumness was real. The only one who
ever talked to her and smiled was not there this evening. A pity. No
singsong Bonsoir Madame, not even she a WivesSchool graduate (her smile
was nowhere near fake enough), but she would laugh and make
conversation, the dreadful weather suddenly became a fascinating topic
and she made supermarkets almost seem like fun. Impossibly. She
wondered what this checkout worker found to be so joyful about. It was
winter, it was cold, the looming election was a choice between the truly
repugnantly awful and the only slightly dire, and there was a transport
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strike as of course there always is when it’s cold, preferably when there’s
snow. Or sleet. Or ice. She was cold. Her apartment was cold. The whole
world and life in it was cold. What on earth did this woman find to laugh
about? Who was that author who wrote that laughter is more difficult than
tears? Or is it easier? Well one or the other. She wrote something about
the relative difficulties of the two.

In the absence of accurate memory, let’s just flip a coin to choose the
more difficult. One extremity of emotion as standin for another.

Perhaps she should emigrate. Find a nice girl to marry and settle down
somewhere far far away. Now one can do that, one may as well put it to
some good use. But then where would she get her reblochon if she changed
countries. Not to mention a suitable wife in the first place. A thoroughly
unschooled one.

She grabbed a butter lettuce and a bottle of 3 euro Muscadet on the way
out, hugging them close along with her Petit reblochon. Ah yes, reblochon.
If nothing else, there was always reblochon to be found even in the iciest
and Bonsoirmadameest of winter evenings. Despair would be staved off
for another evening.

She suddenly turned and hurried back to the cheese shelves to grab a
roquefort to add to the reblochon. Despair was a powerful force, she would
need as much strongsmelling reinforcement as she could get.

Perhaps a pretested camembert as well?

©2012 Bronwyn Winter

Bronwyn Winter has been writing all her life but finds that her job in
academe, and the sort of writing required there, now leaves little time for
writing of the more creative kind. She is thus grateful to opportunities such
as Flaunt to shake the cobwebs off the creativity.
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Clement Wood

The Beach at Windang

Gentle reader, I sometimes wonder if my life consists of nothing but
going to meetings and conferences; I probably go to more than my

fair share, being free of family ties and fond of travel.
The Windang experience came out of the blue.
Sandra, my boss, rang me late in the middle of a busy week and asked

how I would feel about going away for the next few days to a ‘conference’.
Call it a holiday, she said.

I presume this won’t be one of the black suit and makeup jobs?
No, no, this will definitely be jeans and Tshirt country. Just a few

group sessions.
Hey, is this that mad encounter group thing that some left over hippie

in Head Office dreamed up?
Hardly, the boss chortled. You may have to organise your own lovein.
Next morning, driving south on a fine spring day, I felt relaxed. In my

luggage were a couple of juicy detective stories, binoculars, a fishing rod
and a few other aids to relaxation. From a brief glance the agenda for the
weekend seemed pretty innocuous. Of the attendees there were a few
people I knew slightly, noone I detested and noone I fancied.

The event was being held at an older resorttype place close to the coast.
In the reception hall I was pleased to see lots of jeans and faded Tshirts.
However my gaze rested on a tall dark headed woman who stood with
her back to me. She was wearing a tailored pink pants suit, highheeled
navy sandals and an armful of bracelets. Mmmm, perhaps no one had told
her about the dress code.

At the first briefing session, it turned out that we had already been
allocated to groups and we were to remain in these for the entire
conference. I groaned inwardly – this could be hell if one’s group were
tedious. We were even supposed to eat together. Talk about bonding. Mon
Dieu!
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The team leader announced that we were now to meet our other team
members and be allocated our meeting room. Our leader was looking round
the room. We’re short of one – where is Kate Everard? – she was here
before.

The woman in pink emerged from a hallway, and apologising, came up
to be introduced. When my turn came, I found myself looking up into a
pale pleasant face with dark eyes which looked down into mine.

Hmm, I thought, as we trailed off to our meeting room, I wonder…
I listened just enough to keep track of what was going on during a brief

chat about where we had come from, what we did, why we were here,
what the rules of the game were and what we expected to get out of this
session. The Kate person turned out to be some senior doctor from the
country.

At lunch Kate and I migrated to the same end of the table and exchanged
a few cheerful words. I noticed her hands were free of wedding rings, as
mine were. I learned she loved beaches and fishing and that whenever she
got a chance she would drive down to the beach in her station wagon with
her dog and spend the weekend fishing. I expressed a passion for the beach
and a moderate interest in fishing. By the time lunch was over we had
made a tentative plan for an early morning swim at the beach at Windang.

The afternoon sessions wore on. I was aware of where Kate was in the
room, what she was doing, who she was talking to. She was now wearing
a loose pink check shirt and shorts. The long legs and the loosely buttoned
top – made it very hard to keep my eyes off her. So I gazed relentlessly at
the nondescript fellow next to her. He began to shift uneasily in his seat
and I had to shift my eyes elsewhere.

In one sense the afternoon was endlessly boring – at best I find this
process stuff mindnumbing. But the presence of Kate in the room provided
me with a fascinating point of interest. By dint of sidelong glances whenever
she said a word or gave an occasional reply, I took in every piece of personal
information that she let fall. I also had the impression that she was keeping
an eye on me. Our very rare exchanges across the room shimmered, had
meaning.

When the last session ended, Kate and I migrated to each other’s sides
like homing pigeons. For me the need to touch her had become achingly
physical. I sensed the same in her as we walked down the corridor talking
on, heads bent in together, walking slightly closer than was necessary and
bumping into each other ever so softly at every second step.

It was a foregone conclusion that we would eat dinner together. Kate
said she couldn’t take another minute of those boring people. I said, with
no conviction, but it’s part of the process to eat together… To hell with the
process, let’s have dinner in town.

As we drove into town, Kate lounged back, laughing as she patted me
on the shoulder. We both laughed as I negotiated a series of bends and I
hoped she might need to put a steadying hand on my thigh. But no…

We found a restaurant, chose a dark quiet corner, gave our order and
relaxed. Our chatter ceased as we drank in each other’s details, frankly and
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unashamedly.
At length, she leaned forward and said simply: you are nice – are you

married?
I looked at her with a flicker of puzzlement as I shook my head. Hadn’t

she picked up yet that I was gay?
No, I’m not in a relationship just now. You?
Kate laughed, no, no, and my last divorce was a while back.
I’ll admit to being baffled – I had become increasingly sure that she was

a lesbian  and resolved to keep my mouth shut about my sexuality until I
was on firmer ground. After another short silence, I led the conversation
onto family and childhood stuff. She came from a grazier family, minor
squattocracy, had been to boarding school, had older and younger brothers
and very traditional parents who expected her to marry a local farmer. Her
marriage had been disastrous – she said musingly – I think he was gay –
you know, only married me for protective cover. My parents were horrified
about the divorce. Anyway I was sick of nursing and being bossed around
by male doctors so I used a small legacy from my great aunt and put myself
through medicine.

I said tentatively – you haven’t thought of marrying again?
Nooo, she said dismissively. I just don’t find any of the available blokes

interesting. My mother keeps harping about my age. I’m 35, by the way (I
had guessed she was a little older than me) and she already has
grandchildren from the boys.

Yes, it’s always as issue – luckily my younger sister has produced a few
nice little ones. Aunty suits me fine.

Well, what about you, she said. I ducked away from anything too close
to the bone about relationships.

We made our way through a quite passable dinner and a bottle of red.
We were now nicely relaxed and joking about anything that came into our
heads – the conference, films, books, holidays.

It was getting close to the time to pay the bill and depart but things were
unresolved and I was quite reluctant to make a move. Kate said, why don’t
we open that last bottle, I’m not ready to go yet.

I pulled a face. I'd love to, but I can’t risk a drinkdrive fine in the office
car.

Over cheese and the last of the wine she leaned towards me and said,
I do like you very much, I find you very attractive…

I looked into her appealing eyes and opened my mouth slightly, for a
moment at a loss for what to say. Taking a deep breath, Kate, I also find
you really attractive. Far too attractive, in fact.

She looked surprised, puzzled.I hesitated whether to go on and decided
I couldn’t stand the uncertainty any longer. Kate, hasn’t it occurred to you
that I might be gay?

Her response crushed me.You can’t be, I’m not you know, I can’t be…
She was looking at me with tears welling up in her eyes – Chris, I like you
so much, but I know I’m not gay.

Hey, you don’t have to be, I faltered, making a great effort to keep my
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feelings in check. What to do? I made soothing noises and refrained from
asking any of the hard questions about what place women had in her life
up till now, about crushes on girls.

I said several times, hey, it’s not written anywhere that you have to be
gay, you know, I just happen to be that’s all. Because we have got to be
rather close rather quickly, I felt that I couldn’t be friends with you under
false pretenses. And, I must say, I wasn’t sure where you were coming
from…

That’s just the trouble, Kate explained. I was always quite a tomboy
when I was young and my mother was very negative about my best friend
from school – we were very close and Mother was very cold to her, almost
rude. Perhaps she thought our friendship was a little too close.I was really
devastated when her parents took her overseas to live.

Look Kate, close friendships between girls are very common – you know
that – in fact it’s a quite normal.

Well, Kate went on, I was so hurt when she left that I really didn’t let
anyone get close to me after that, and since then I’ve had a hopeless
marriage and a few boyfriends. I quite like sleeping with men, she said
with a grin.

Well, I’ve had the odd encounter with men myself, but for me it’s really
about who you fall in love with, and I just happen to fall in love with
women.

She looked at me sharply. How do you feel about me?
I took a breath. Look, I find you very interesting and attractive, that’s

fairly obvious, isn’t it? She nodded. And I guess I’d like us to be friends –
I do have quite a few women friends who aren’t gay, you know.

Kate looked at me closely. It’s years since I met a woman that I have
found so attractive. Tears welled again, that’s what upsets me so much, I
really want to touch you and hold you.What does that say about me?

That you’re affectionate, I responded lamely and insincerely.
She gave me a hard look. You know what I mean.
Indeed I did. But at this point I simply had to let her work through her

feelings. We sat in silence.
Eventually I asked for the bill. Time to go home, I suppose. I don’t know

about you, but I’m feeling tired. Early to bed, early swim. I said this with
complete lack of enthusiasm or conviction.

She nodded slowly and even sadly, OK let’s go.
Back at the resort she said, Chris, do you mind if we sit around and talk

about this for a while when we get back?
I swallowed, Kate, I don’t know whether I’m up to that – I think you

need to do a bit of thinking by yourself and to be absolutely honest, I do
fancy you quite a lot and having you up close in my little room could be
quite uncomfortable. I think I just need to sleep it off.

Give me a kiss goodnight, she said, and thanks for being so
understanding. I went to give her a peck on the cheek but she grabbed me
and kissed me very hard. Every hormone in me jangled wonderfully, but
I carefully detached myself. Good night, sleep tight. I’ll knock on your door
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at seven. And I went into my room and closed the door.
The alarm went off at 6.45. I splashed cold water on my face, threw

on my costume, tracksuit and sneakers, grabbed a towel and very
nervously went down to Kate’s room. I knocked gently and the door was
opened at once. Come in, she said very softly. I’m not quite ready. She
stood close to me in her pink flannelette pyjamas, her dark hair tousled.
It was a major effort not to take her in my arms and I was sure she wanted
me to. She moved slowly away saying – I just have to find my swimmers.
I nodded and looked out to sea as she stripped off and wriggled into her
costume.

So, off to the beach at Windang. It was a long unspoiled beach with
parking behind the sand hills. We followed the path through the dunes
and onto the beach. We dumped our gear in the lee of the dunes and stood
side by side looking at the surf. We turned as one to say, the surf looks
good and, too close for comfort, we looked into each other’s eyes. She
turned into me, her hand restraining mine low down and kissed me full
on the lips. The moment was engraved on the clouds for me.

I broke away and giving her a sharp slap on the bum said: beat you in
and we raced headlong into the water. We both surfed hard. Bracing cold
and exercise was what we both needed. At last, with time running out we
towelled ourselves down on the beach.

I needed that, she panted.
I gasped, me too.
A dash back to the resort, a shower and then down to breakfast. I had

resolved to keep a little more distance from Kate today, for my own self
preservation – but she came and sat next to me at breakfast. At lunch I
sat between two other people and at the end of the final session she came
over and said – you’re avoiding me.

No, I rejoined, just making a little space for myself.
What do you mean by that?
Look, I said softly, I don’t think we should talk about it here.
How about coming downtown for a drink before we leave. You’re going

back tonight, aren’t you?
Yes, I have to work tomorrow. Let’s meet at the cafe in about half an

hour.
With a couple of coffees in front of us, Kate again asked, Why have

you been avoiding me?
Look, Kate, I’ve told you. I do find you very attractive and if you were

gay I would love to be closer to you. But we both know that you aren’t gay
or perhaps you’re a little confused about where you’re at. Now, to be blunt,
I’ve had my share of women coming on to me who are basically straight,
experimenting, confused and this can be very unsettling.

I don’t know what to say. I suppose it is clear to both of us that how I
feel about you goes beyond the desire to be friends. You know that last
night I stood outside your door for ages. I was on the verge of asking to
come in. What would you have done if I had knocked?

Probably pretended to be asleep – I’m in selfprotection mode just now.
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I have recently come out of a long and difficult relationship and to fall in
love or even lust with the wrong person is not what I need.

Oh, well, I can’t blame you, she sighed, but we can be friends, can’t we?
Would you like to have a quick dinner before we head off?

We were both unwilling to part so we ate quickly and embraced before
leaving.

On the drive home I replayed our conversations in my head. I now had
four precious days off but all I really wanted was to be with her.

Time passed. Back at work, I was more than busy. I had decided to let
Kate make the first move. After a few weeks she got in touch – how are
you, how’s work, what have you been doing? Then she said: I’ve met some
people who know you. It seems to me if I was seen around town with you,
I’d be a marked woman.

I ground my teeth. Hear this, Kate. I’m a lesbian not a leper. And no,
I’m not in the closet. Now I don’t wear a Tshirt with ‘I am a dyke’
plastered all over it but nor do I make any secret of who and what I am.And
if you find that too hard, bad luck. With that, I slammed the phone down.

Some weeks later she rang again to apologise. I said:that’s OK. I was
probably a bit hasty but I find your attitudes really difficult.

I understand, I am sorry. Look, look, any chance of you coming up here
for a weekend?

Really, I said sharply, but someone might see us.
Not out here on the farm they won’t. I’m looking after my parents’ farm

while they are away.
She still fascinated me. I was free, so I said yes.
Kate had given me detailed instructions about where the place was as

country properties can be hard to find. As I drove in the gates I saw two
cars, one of them Kate’s, the other a venerable Jaguar.

Visitors, I wondered, as I knocked with the huge front door knocker.
Kate came bounding to the door. Breathless, she pulled a face saying in

a low voice, I’m really sorry, the parents haven’t left yet.
Apparently they were late leaving because a delivery of cattle had been

late and then they had stayed on to have lunch and meet me. Thanks very
much I thought, saying instead, how nice of you, as I felt the mother’s
gimlet eyes on my quite butch gear, the sort I usually wore for a weekend
in the country.

By way of conversation she asked a lot of pointed questions about my
family background, school and marital status – all of which I replied to as
briefly as possible and followed up quickly with questions about her family
and the property. I was about to launch onto acreage and carrying capacity,
when she fixed me with a steely gaze and asked, ‘Are you a professional
friend of Kate’s?’ I matched steel with steel and said that we’d met at a
conference and had professional interests in common. Are you a doctor?
she said.

No, actually I trained as a lawyer, I smiled with what I hoped was
offensive cheerfulness.

At last they departed.
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Kate came over, master of her own domain, and took me in her arms.
Looking down into my eyes she asked, Would you like a drive around the
place while the sun is still out? I nodded and she kissed me gently on the
corner of my mouth.

From high on one of the hills she showed me the extent of their
property. Then she kissed me long and hard – it felt so free with the wind
in our hair and the warm sun on our backs. My impression was that she
had made up her mind about us so I let her make the running – I was past
caring about the outcome.

Back at the ranch she showed me round and dumped my gear in the
guestroom before settling down for drinks. It was wonderful having the
place to ourselves. Kate had put on a roast for long slow cooking and lit
the fire. I floated along, chatting easily – the tension gone from our
exchanges but not out of my body. She was wearing a dark red clingy silk
shirt and tight black jeans, so ravishing. We settled down to a long night
in front of the fire.

I expected her to be a good cook, and she was. The wines were fine –
spoils of her father’s cellar, she said. After finishing the fruit and cheese,
chocolates and some very mellow old port, she came and sat close to me
on the large old lounge in front of the fire.

Leaning over and taking the glass from my hand, she turned to take me
in her arms. No holding back now, she kissed me long and deep ... till I
gasped for breath. She lay on my half reclining body, my legs fell apart to
welcome her, as she slid her hand gently round the curve of my breast, and
said with her mouth close to mine, would you like me to undress you here
in front of the fire?

No, wait, as I kissed her with tiny kisses all the way from her full wet
lips to the swelling upper curves of her breasts. With one hand I slipped
loose the buttons of her shirt and all the time with my face buried in her
cleavage I slipped the catch and released her breasts from captivity. What
a feast, two hands were barely enough to contain the weight, one tongue
was not enough for two ripe nipples. She sighed with pleasure and slid her
hand under my polo shirt to find me naked underneath. My breasts leaped
with pleasure as she played ever so gently with my nipples. Let’s finish the
job she said and we pulled down those confining zippers and slipped
exploring fingers into each other’s cunts. She eased her body on top of
mine and kissed me long and slow and teasing. We lay on the furry mat
for a long time, stroking, exploring and kissing, making up for lost time.

For a woman supposed to be inexperienced she was a natural sensualist.
I whispered in between kisses, have you been taking lessons, Mmmm, she
said, slipping her tongue way way down, and then, tell you later.

The fire gradually died down, and she said, let’s go to bed. All the pent
up emotion and the frustration took hold and we fell on each other with
ferocity and passion. Bruising kisses, probing fingers. She came so easily,
like a dream. I have never been so responsive, she had only to brush my
nipple and my whole body arched with pleasure. I buried my face in her
cunt and used all my skills to make her come as never before. And freed
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Clement Wood, who has just turned 75, having been born in the era when discussion
of sex was a complete taboo, began quite early to try and find out all she could about
this forbidden subject. Some of the results are before you in this story which is based
on true events.

from care about being heard, she made me scream for more. Worn out at
last we curled up in each other’s arms and slept till dawn.

She dashed from the warm bed to the cold kitchen to make us tea and
toast but we soon threw breakfast aside and began to make love again. We
were bathed in each other’s juices. I licked her all over. She ate from me
as if she could never get enough.

At last satiated, we threw ourselves into the pool. The contrast between
the warm and reeking bed and the icy clear pool was breathtaking,
exhilarating.

Lunch was farmhouse bacon and eggs and French pastries which we
ate on the terrace with a lovely crisp white wine liberated from the cellar.
Totally relaxed we chatted on and I learned that she had indeed garnered
a little experience since last I saw her. However she was still determined
to stay in the closet. My parents …

Ah, well, I said, I’ve really enjoyed being with you. Ring me again.
But I knew she wouldn’t. That weekend had not been a beginning, but

an end, and deep down we both knew it.

We exchanged the odd phone call after that and then there was a long
silence.

I later heard from a colleague that she had been killed in a car accident
on one of those winding country roads.

I was devastated for weeks, paralyzed. On an impulse I ordered a wreath
of pink flowers and drove down to the beach at Windang.

I stood on the beach at the place where we had stood and then carried
the wreath down to the water and cast it into the surf.

©2012 Clement Wood
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Diane Wood

Music Makes the Soldiers
Dance

I heard a song today. And it brought back memories, so many
memories—such distant memories.

I was only sixteen. She was older by ten years.
She’d been my first—my first everything.
First female lover, first person to satisfy me emotionally as well as

physically, first person who made me question myself, my motives, my
commitment to another human being.

She’d made me look outward as well as inward.
She’d opened new worlds of music, art, politics, and current affairs.
She’d forced me to share, to compromise and to grow.
She was the first person I truly liked, respected and loved.
She’d been my introduction to my own sexuality and relationships

between Women, with Women.
And I believed I’d mated for life.

Then two years on and it was over.
I was cast aside.
Lost in the shuffle of a new interest—someone more exciting, persuasive

and charming, someone less young, and with less baggage.
It came on the heels of family tragedy, and left me isolated, stunned and

fragile.
So I did what any confused young lesbian abandoned and alone would

do. I joined the Army.
It is the early 70s, and England is at war in Northern Ireland, and

although women perform the same duties as men, their basic training is
done separately—in their own barracks.

And I’m at Guildford in a compound overflowing with young athletic
women at the peak of their sexuality. A place where woman live, work
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and sleep together 24 hours a day in what, to me, was lesbian
Valhalla—complete with a smorgasbord of opportunities.

My overriding impression of the camp is not the heavily guarded and
gated enclosure, nor the enormous parade ground, nor even the confusion
of immaculately uniformed young things.

Those sights impressed me, yes indeed, but nowhere near as much as
my introduction to our platoon Sergeant.

She silenced the room. Gay or straight, everyone was stunned.
Beautiful, slim, dark, feminine, immaculate, intelligent, strong willed

and incredibly flirtatious—or was the flirtatious part just wishful thinking?
But who cared?
She had our undivided attention and there was excitement in just

watching her purposeful movements, listening to her silky smooth voice
and revelling in the glow of her interest when she ordered each of us to
introduce ourselves, and tell our story.

Long hard days and even longer nights, uniforms ironed and ironed
again, boots shining like mirrors, forced marches, tests of leadership,
courage and athleticism, the camaraderie of learning new skills well outside
our comfort zones, and the uncertainty of whether we’d ever see each
other again at the end of our basic training—a temporary nest of lust and
love, jealousies, passion and intrigue.

Who had bedded whom? Was she gay? Was she straight? Would she
turn?

Pushing boundaries; grabbing the moment and willing to wear the
consequences—young and passionate and gay and loving it.

And still, everpresent—our training Sergeant—that gorgeous,
enigmatic dominating force in our lives—the one who took us body and
soul and moulded us to the Army way. A submissive’s dream and a
dominator’s challenge—the focus of so many erotic dreams and fantasies,
yet so out of our reach.

And her girlfriend—a Sergeant in a different platoon, the soft butch
with eyes as hard as marbles and a body to match. Ever watchful, never
too far away, and with good reason to harbour possessive thoughts—yet
viewed by many as just an obstacle on the road to passion.

Was she really singling me out—sometimes for praise, sometimes for
punishment? Or was it just wishful thinking? Why was I picked to stay
back after training, to assist, to improve a particular skill or sometimes just
to talk? Others noticed...and were jealous.

It was her job, she told me, to train a recruit, no matter what it
took—shine those shoes, iron that uniform, maintain those records or
practice with a weapon, and all of it alone—with her. Her closeness beside
me on the weapons range, leaning across to steady the rifle, her body heat
and the subtlety of her presence, her face next to mine—a tension so sexual
it hurt.

In the land of the new recruit the training Sergeant is God—someone
to be feared, revered and obeyed, someone totally untouchable.
Homosexuality is illegal—a cause for dishonourable discharge. Even a
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‘suspected’ offence is enough to warrant investigation by the morally
correct and ever vigilant Military Police.

There were other women happy to share my bed—many of them. And
I never refused an offer from those I found interesting. After all, why refuse
the steak just because the lobster is unobtainable—it still fills the need,
even though not nearly as satisfying.

Oh, the callousness of youth.
But, back to the music that began this reverie—such a huge part of our

lives at the barracks. Music to eat by, music to study with, music to party
to, music that said, “Live for today and to hell with tomorrow,” music that
spoke of revolution and love, music to invoke thoughts far deeper than
our actual experience—the music of the seventies, the music of every
Woman in that place.

And memories of my Sergeant.
So, do I make a move? Do I run the risk that I’ve misconstrued her

motives? And even if I haven’t, even if she really likes me… do I possess
the confidence to make an advance?

Do I take a chance on destroying both our careers?
But the attraction is palpable and the temptation so strong, and I’m

young, and I’m weak.
And then it is out of my hands—not unexpected—yet so spontaneous.
Crouched on the floor together, picking up spilled paperwork, shoulders

almost touching, faces close, lips even closer, Roberta Flack crooning in
the background.

And then the kiss—soft, warm lips and exploring tongues
No instigator, just a natural progression and a melding of sexuality,

attraction and emotion; the heat, the passion, the need—no longer to be
denied.

But first we danced.
Slow sensual movements to the beat of the music flooding from the

portable radio. Two women in uniform, revelling in the nearness and the
pleasure we knew would come, revelling in our own daring and the joy of
touch.

Then... exploding and demanding, Woman on Woman, no turning back
now, no time for practicalities or selfprotection, just pure unadulterated
desire. In two days I graduate and transfer to another barracks, and another
Sergeant, in another part of the country. Yet now is now and she’s in my
arms, and riding and touching and demanding, and we’re both
satisfied—holding and talking.

Then she’s touching me again, allowing me to touch her, our bodies,
naked, moving together, our passion laid out for both to see.

BUT WAIT… someone trying the door?
Panic—her—not me!
A voice, the voice of the butch with the marble eyes—calling her

name—demanding she open the door.
Now I panic!
Clothes thrown at me, while letting me know with one look that I
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should not speak, should make no sound. The overwhelming urge to
laugh—the absurdity, the comic book stupidity of the situation as, naked
and clutching my clothes, I seek refuge in the cleaning cupboard.

The door tried a second time, the voice tinged with irritation, my object
of love struggling into clothing as silently as humanly possible... her dash
to the toilet to flush, as the excuse for delay, before opening the door with
protestations of innocence and confusion as to why it would be locked.

How the urge to giggle rises and struggles to break free. Is it my fear
trying to disguise itself, or is it genuine amusement at the ridiculousness
of it all? No time for analysis as I try to hear the conversation.

The obvious question of why the door was locked, followed by an
unheard explanation that very doubtfully satisfied, before the sound of a
door closing and a lock turning in the tumbler.

It is smelly and dark and just a little cold and I need to pee… but is it
clear?

The voices sound distant, but are they on the other side of the outer
door or still in the room?

Getting colder, getting more desperate, yet afraid to make a decision...
until I can wait no longer.

Oh, the memories, how they flood me.
I thought it was love, and to lose her as quickly as I’d found her left me

filled with juvenile angst and delusions of what might have been.
It also left me with the problem of getting out of the room after the door

was locked from the outside. Not easy in an area unlawful to unescorted
recruits.

So now my life has gone from longing and desire, to stolen moments
alone, to a kiss, to dancing, to making love, to a broom cupboard, to
climbing out of a secondstorey window—the pure excitement, glory and
adventure of it all.

We were never alone again—except to say goodbye with the touch of
a hand and a guilty smile, but I never forgot my beautiful Sergeant, and
those days of youthful adoration and abandon.

And now, as I listen to my iPod and hear those songs, I relive the
feelings, the excitement and the memories of a time... when music made
two soldiers dance.

©2012 Diane Wood

After a hiatus, sixtyone year old Diane is still working toward making a living at writing.
She has completed two lesbian mystery/crime driven novels, and has about 60,000
words written of a third. Diane has recently signed with Bella Books to publish one
novel, with the option for a second.
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Fiona Thurn

describe her

she is movement
change
thought
feeling

she is the point
my unfocused eyes rest on
the destination
my aimless feet seek
the mystery
my mind ponders

she is fever
and goose bumps
the smile on my lips
the blush on my cheek
the warm dampness
the quickening of my pulse
the arching of my back
the sweat on my brow

the soft place my mind rests

the mere thought of her
a laser beam
reaching in
setting my heart on fire

©2012 Fiona Thurn
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Fiona Thurn

Evil Twin

It's true,
I dated my evil twin.
I didn't recognise her immediately,
but she recognised me,
recognised and immediately
considered seducing me;
her only hesitance
our striking physical resemblance
and multiple peculiar similarities.

Despite my initial broader hesitance,
I quickly moved beyond it
to recognition
and then fascination.
She was unsurprisingly
macabre
as an evil twin should be.

Vampire eyes looked out from porcelain skin.
Dark tendril curls a mass about her face,
From which there came an oddly elfish grin,
Full of well studied and often indulged malice.

She was also appropriately evil,
proudly perverted
and possessed an old fashioned lust
for blood.
Wishing to learn more
I surrendered to her tutelage.
As you can imagine
it involved collars and whips,
cling film and clothes pegs.
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And so I came to feel her sadist's glee;
My bottom beaten bruised and made to shine.
At every blow suppressing the urge to flee;
Her power and poise intoxicating as wine.

Strange as it may seem
I became quite smitten,
despite the fact
I am neither pain slut nor would be slave.
If I want to make excuses for the infatuation 
and I often do 
I plead only the drama of it all;
it took me unawares
and suddenly my life was a Jacobean play,
albeit by Webster.

Cower, consume, engulf, enrapture, capture;
Burst, blow, blast the last of me;
Wither, tear, smother, drown and rupture;
Chain me to your side to set me free.

Unfortunately
unlike a Jacobean character
my evil twin was mundanely on the rebound.
My ardour was neither sought nor appreciated
and I was dumped.
I found this hard to accept,
after all I was the nice one;
she was the evil twin,
and therein lay the answer.
What bold evil twin
having achieved such a level of cool perversity
could be fascinated by the well intentioned vanilla love
of her pastel counterpart?

Sadly I'm still occasionally mistaken for her.

Freedom came abruptly. At a pace
Stealing away, she left everything but my face.

©2012 Fiona Thurn
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Fiona Thurn

Lavender Romance

Life on the Lavender Settee – an internet dating site – was peculiar.
Lorna was the first to admit that. She was deeply ambivalent about it.

It wasn’t so very different to the early days of personals in the local gay
press. The protocol was the same, meet in public places; be cautious; do all
you can to be safe; never go to the private home of someone you’ve never
met; tell a friend where you’re going. These were simple rules to follow,
only sensible really.

Lorna had met an assortment of women. She’d been on the Settee so
long she knew the traps. Never flirt in messages before you meet. It can
make an awkward moment deeply embarrassing. Never assume you’ll get
on with someone just because you have a lot to say to one another in
writing. Until you meet in the flesh nothing is certain. Even if the woman
isn’t 10 to 30 years older than her profile picture; even if she doesn’t have
a wrong picture of you in her head and her face doesn’t drop as she lays
eyes on you, even if she isn’t a pouncer or a lunger or a clearly not quite
right woman, sometimes it was simply a case of really bad chemistry.

Lorna had, she felt, experienced it all. She had spent evenings with all
manner of women being perfectly polite, though painfully aware it was all
terribly wrong. She had even, on occasion, opened her heart to the terribly
wrong and attempted to ignore the obvious awkwardness and persevere;
it was never a good idea.

Lorna was, she admitted, too keen on women. She was always frankly
half in love with every woman she knew. Loving women, even terribly
wrong women, was her super power. She could hold onto an infatuation
against all odds. She knew this was a dubious super power at best, but it
was the only one she had. Well next to optimism in the face of crushing
defeat, but she hoped most people would appreciate that as a necessary
survival mechanism. There were worse super powers she could have, or
so she told herself.
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As Lorna prepared to meet yet another Settee woman, she pondered
the colourful array of past experiences. There were lively evenings spent
with Alcoholic #1 and #2, Bum Sex Girl and Stoner Chick. There were
more sedate evening spent with Po Face and a succession of Pining Exes
#1 through #4. There were even fabulous evenings spent with glorious
women, Lorna would of course adore, and who would inevitably "friend"
her in a headspinning trice after their first or second meeting. Still Lorna
was nothing if not persistent. True, her disappointments gave her pause.
She was sane enough to doubt both her sanity and her personal appeal.
She had never been aware of a glaring personal hygiene issue, but checked
with her friends just in case. She wasn’t a pouncer or a lunger and was,
she was told, an attentive listener. She listened to many stories. She shared
her own stories over and over again with women who ranged from warm
and interested to drunkenly oblivious. True she had made some good
friends but she seemed never destined to make more than new friends.

There were certain recognisable patterns to these Settee meetings. There
were the talkers. They would launch into their stories, not come up for air
all evening, or indeed show any interest in Lorna from start to finish of
the meeting. There were the creeper talkers who would start by making
polite conversation and ask Lorna a few questions about herself, but soon
Lorna would realise she’d been left behind as the creeper talker gained
momentum, often fueled by alcohol, and often in an over sharing fashion.
These were some of the most disappointing encounters as Lorna’s hopes
would rise with what she mistook for interest, only to be slowly left behind,
like a small figure waving from the shore at the great ocean liner trailing
its streamers behind it. There were other lingering evenings where Lorna
saw the expression of her companion drop at the sight of her, but for some
reason they would press on, exchanging a few pointless laughs over an
evening Lorna knew was leading nowhere. Then there were the creepy
ones, strangely silent, awkward, furtive, potential stalkers, Lorna would
make her excuses to and abandon as quickly as possible.

As she prepared for yet another likely disappointment, Lorna pondered
her experiences as though somewhere among them were the answer to
the riddle of why there was never the right chemistry, why the women
she met were so unenthusiastic, why she had a knack for meeting women
just before or just after they’d met the woman of their dreams. A gypsy
curse, Lorna thought, a run of bad luck; poor judgement; unusually rotten
taste in women? Was she just too picky? That didn’t seem right. She had
noted several women she would have happily picked for more intimate
acquaintance, but those ones never picked her back. The willing ones,
more often than not, furtive last minute lungers, she’d learnt to faint away
from to dodge their grabbings. These were not the sort she would ever
pick. Perhaps, Lorna thought, she was just not desperate enough. Perhaps
she was too comfortable being single, though she knew it would be very
awkward for her were she not so comfortable, having no actual choice in
the matter of her solitude. No, perhaps this was just how life was going to
be, and yet she prepared in hopeful fashion, put on her face as though
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meeting someone with whom she was confident things would go well.
Lorna walked down King Street looking at the myriad happy dyke

couples of a Saturday night. They came in all shapes and sizes, all
combinations, roles and dynamics. There was someone for everyone she
thought. “Everyone but me,” she muttered as she pushed on the side door
of the pub.

Lorna made her way through the chatty Saturday night crowd to the
stairs and up to the designated meeting place. The roof was also busy, but
in the far corner she saw a figure smile and wave. She returned the
greeting, happy there had not at least been one of those icky moments of
falling faces and disappointed shuffling, but perhaps she was too far away
to see that happen.

As Lorna approached MaryAnne, she was struck by something very
familiar about her. Had it not been on the list of unusable phrases her first
words would certainly have been “Haven’t I seen you somewhere?” The
question was not simply a worn out line, but also redundant in lesbian
Sydney where everyone had at some point seen everyone else. Even with
the modern influx of late bloomers – middle aged women who had married
early, raised families and realised as they pondered the brevity of life, they
would only be truly happy in the arms of another woman – it was rare to
see new faces. Familiarity was commonplace, and so Lorna suppressed her
urge to inquire where she had met MaryAnne before. She had seen her
picture online and not recognised her, but something in her movements
and her smile lit a dark, quiet corner of Lorna’s mind, like a light going on
in a dusty attic filled with old junk. Lorna ignored this and didn’t attempt
to sift through the boxes at this point. MaryAnne had beautiful brown
eyes and a warm, welcoming smile. Lorna wasn’t interested in the past.
She was in the moment and ready to give it her full attention.

She greeted MaryAnne with a friendly peck. This was the customary
salutation and prevented onlookers from clocking a blind date by a business
like handshake. Drinks were bought and the couple settled into their
corner. Lorna was nervous, but encouraged by MaryAnne’s ability to cut
through the awkwardness and put them both at their ease. Lorna began
ticking boxes unwittingly in her head. Nice manners; tick. Friendly; tick.
Showing interest in me; tick. Not hogging the conversation; tick. Laughing
at my jokes; tick, tick. Casual physical contact to help build intimacy and
trust; tick, tick, tick! Lorna found herself actively enjoying the evening.
She went to buy more drinks and noted there was no sign MaryAnne had
started the party before she arrived. She wasn’t slurring her speech or over
sharing. Of course Lorna was suspicious. Experience had taught her to be
wary of the good times. Nothing was ever easy, and the easier it seemed
the more wary Lorna felt.

“She’s attractive, warm, smart, funny and interested,” thought Lorna.
“What’s the catch?” yet as she returned to MaryAnne with the drinks her
fears melted away and the evening flew pleasantly by. MaryAnne was
clear about her interest. She was flirtatious without being creepy or lungy.
She didn’t over share or go into minute detail about her exes. Lorna
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discerned no glaring pathology whatsoever. MaryAnne batted her brown
eyes at Lorna and Lorna batted her hazel ones back. There was a casual
intimacy that was neither over eager nor desperate. It felt good. It felt above
all else, hopeful. Lorna was happy.

It was 1:00am when Lorna and MaryAnne were preparing to part.
They giggled as they tripped lightly back onto King Street. There was a
gentle hesitance as Lorna stood ready to hail a taxi. MaryAnne walked up
to her, grazed her cheek with her hand and placed one soft kiss on her lips.
It shot through Lorna, a happy cliché as it went off like a fire cracker in all
the right places. MaryAnne stepped back and smiled at her. The night
turned into that smile and Lorna knew she was in trouble. She waved
down a taxi and MaryAnne stepped in. Lorna pushed the door shut and
kept her eyes on MaryAnne as she beamed back at her. MaryAnne raised
one hand in a strange cat like salute, then winked as the taxi pulled away.

One gesture was all it took. The memory bounced into Lorna’s
consciousness in high definition 3D. Twenty years ago, the last day of year
12; the Tabby Sisterhood – a fanciful adolescent group known for reading
T.S. Eliot’s cat poems under tables in the library during study periods –
was making its final farewells on the front lawn of Lorna’s school. Lorna
was mewing her own farewell as a member of the sisterhood and making
the paw like salute to her sisters, when she suddenly saw the pretty young
teacher of the lower years in the corner of her eye; Mrs Forsyth, young,
blonde, buxom. Lorna turned to her and all the teacher did was offer Lorna
the salute, said “Meow” and winked so sexily at her, Lorna turned bright
glowing red. Back on King Street Lorna exclaimed breathlessly “Oh my
god, Mrs Forsyth!” Her phone vibrated. Lorna pulled it from her pocket
to read MaryAnne’s message, “Meow. XXX.”

©2012 Fiona Thurn
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Fiona Thurn

Place Setting

I like your bottle he said

hmmm I thought

I really like your bottle he elaborated

that’s not the point I replied
you haven’t even tasted the wine

I don’t care he said
I have the perfect cork

indeed I thought
he may well have a cork
a collector of such things would long for

it would be an exciting fit he said

I’m not interested I said
I know a main meal
my bouquet would compliment
we would enrich one another

oh he said but the cork?

I wish to let the wine breathe
thank you all the same I replied

he slunk away defeated

of course
I hadn’t thought it important
to mention the fact
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this fine main meal
was a woman
currently involved
with an entrée
a friend of mine
quite sweet
but lacking the subtlety
to bring out the best
of what could be
a magnificent meal
if served the right wine.

©2012 Fiona Thurn

Fiona is a cat loving, geek, dyke, emerging poet, burlesque enthusiast and show tune
hummer; her work has previously appeared in 2Flaunt and 3Flaunt.
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Jacqueline Buswell

I’m tickled pink…

because the birds are singing and so am I
because the weather’s cooler
and the pine trees smell exquisite after rain

because the meal was good, the water cool, the conversation stimulating
because you talk as if you cared, you tell me things I did not know
because you are here with me
because you exist
because I dreamed that I could live forever.

but none of this is true, I am not dancing with the tickled pink

because you tell me nothing,
because you are not here with me
because the food barely passed as a nutritional requirement
the water was tepid, the conversation bland

because there has been no rain and the oak tree is covered in dust
because no singing can be heard in this din of yapping dogs and sirens
because the weather was suddenly cold, and I caught a chill
because I dreamed I nearly topped myself

don’t even think of tickling me, there is no colour, there is no funny bone
and the mind is fragile like the greataunt’s femur.

©2012 Jacqueline Buswell
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Jacqueline Buswell

song of a journeywoman

Shortcuts across parking lots
the pacing of railway platforms on the daily commute –
this is now the path
The urban walk boasts its trees and perfumes
cats sleeping on porches
seasons passing
In summer I shade my face against the lowering sun
and lengthen my stride
In winter I pull a beanie over my ears
and it’s dark when I leave work
My boots wear out on concrete
This is not the terrible exhilarating winter
on the great whale acre
nor the mountain climb for a shaman’s blessing
but the footpath ever rising to meet me
The adventurer’s trail today leads to
the dollar earned and the bringing home of groceries
Milestones are marked by hospital visits
and tombstones casting closer shadows
The dust of this track is made of vehicle exhaust
the steepest ascent is the town hall escalator
the greenest pasture a square of park
This is my song of the bitumen
Here too is the journeywoman tallied

©2012 Jacqueline Buswell

Jacqueline Buswell has lived in Australia, Europe and Mexico. Loves writing and music,
trees and stars. She has had little work published.
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Jacqueline Craigie

Golden Lotus

Heather was the kind of person who was bored with life. It was as if
one day she awoke and realised that there could be no more than

what she had. Unfulfilled, she dropped out of law school and became a
landscape gardener. Fingers deep in the dirt, she controlled her life and
manipulated the seasons. It was never any surprise to find tulips in January
or orchids in summer.

She used to categorise people as differing varieties of flowers. “You’d
be a golden lotus,” she would say. I’d never seen a golden lotus so I was
half afraid that I’d been either complimented or ridiculed. When I asked
over and over again what a golden lotus was like, she’d smile and tell me
that there was no point asking a banksia.

I thought of her after that as a beautiful banksia. Even to this day when
I smell the pungent scent of the banksia blossom, or when I see the gnarled
branches elbowing the sky, I imagine Heather. “The banksia is
fascinating,” she would say. She said it so often that when I think of her
saying it, it is her voice I hear. I don’t think that she was conceited enough
to think of herself as fascinating, rather I think she chose it to represent
herself because it only ever flowered after it had been set alight. The pod
that encases the seeds needs the ravages of fire and the singeing of heat to
make it give forth. I imagined her as the phoenix of flowers, barren, burnt;
fertile, born again.

We argued about politics, writing, music and animals. She believed in
creation, I believed in me. Her grandfather was a poet and politician who
hanged himself in his office chamber. We read his poetry in the warm
womb of her house. Each lamp was adorned with thin material draped
across the globe to create her atmosphere.

She had skin the colour of earth and chocolate yet she smelt like the
ocean. Always I would find flower petals, leaves and bark in the web of
her fine hair. I dreamt one night that I married her and we danced on a
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riverbed surrounded by plants and stars. In the dream I kissed her deeply,
knowing as I always knew, that’s she’d taste like honey and jasmine. Her
skin was salty on my tongue, her mouth hungry.

I awoke on my birthday to a garden bed full of sunflowers, giant heads
nodding in the breeze. They seemed to be greeting me, smiling hello. I
walked across to her back door (we were neighbours) with the intention
of thanking her, of slipping my hands up the length of her back and into
her hair. I was determined to feel her hips pressed into mine. She came to
the door and reduced me to nerves with her smile and I couldn’t bear to
bare my soul to her. She offered me tea and we planned a night watching
a meteorite shower.

Sometimes I could hear her music drifting into my bedroom. Other
times I could hear her in the depths of night making love to someone from
a nightclub somewhere.

In summer we walked to the Botanical Gardens in the city so she could
show me her passions. I knew her more than anyone but I humoured her.
On the way there she described the first time she saw me as I moved in
next door. By the number of white goods that came out of the removalist
van, she guessed I was either a young corporate yuppie type, or a single
mother. She was horrified at sharing a driveway with a banker or
accountant. Then she saw my car. It was a beat up Cortina, so holey that
I began raising daisies in the back seat. I loved opening the car door to a
sea of flowers. She nicknamed my car “DaisyChain”.

Whenever we walked anywhere she would reel off the names of any
Australian natives that we passed. That’s a leptospermum flavescens, (a
lemon teatree), she would say as she pulled off a few leaves, slowly
grinding them into the palm of her hand before offering me their smell.
The tangy lemon was fresh and sweet. She would drop the leaves and rub
the oil over her neck. Later in the day when we shared hot chips by the
Brisbane River, I could smell the fine tincture of lemon in the air.

After Anzac Day, we lay in King George Square as the litter from a
thousand marigolds lay about us. As I drifted off from exhaustion and
peace I heard her whisper “How beautiful.” Then she threw great handfuls
of orange and yellow into the air. The riot of broken marigolds snowed
down, settling like dust over our bodies. She laughed at my deep sighs.
“Kiss me,” I thought over and over again. My mantra fell on deaf ears. She
rolled on her side and talked of nature and beauty. I only saw her.

In winter we went jogging in the evenings. Running beside me I could
hear her breathe. I could hear her steady pace. Sometimes our sweaty arms
would collide and slip and glide against one another. It set my heart racing
and a slow ache would seep out from my core but she never seemed to
notice.

Heather was vegan and only drank soymilk. At six a.m. on my back
deck; she would come over emptyhanded and ask if I wanted to go to the
shops with her for soymilk. We always drove because the only twenty
four hour organic shop was in Red Hill. When we got there it was coffee
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first at the café next door. Talk came later, and milk was last. She was
sensual in a coffee shop and I felt embarrassed at the eroticism of her
movements. Her wet mouth, the way her tongue greeted the thick rim of
the mug and the slow and deliberate licking of her lips. I ordered
chamomile tea. She would inevitably take a sip of mine as well. I remained
calm. She always forgot the milk.

When the chill lifted and winter bled into spring, we sat on the front
deck and drank peppermint tea. Heather took hers with a dash of cold
water; I preferred mine steaming hot. I enjoyed the torturous pleasure of
waiting for it in its own time. I would even prolong the drink because she
was polite enough to stay in my company until I was finished. We left the
teabags in with the tabs dangling over the edge. They were little lifelines
between our minty Brisbane and fields of tea sweating on the other side
of the globe. Peppermint Patty starred in one of our conversations. What
a wonderful heroine you thought she was, a feminist poster child.

We planted a herb garden after turning up the soil. I could smell the
earth between my fingers. Coriander, mint, parsley and lemongrass rubbed
shoulders with one another, crowding for position. She surprised me with
rosemary and basil cuttings from her own garden, a little piece of her in
my front yard.

We knelt by each other as we planted, dirty knees, sunburnt foreheads.
I rocked back on my heels and admired her dedication. She made deliberate
holes in the ground before carefully tapping the herbs out of their pots.
Ever so gently her fingers teased and tickled out the roots, freeing them
to explore their new homes. When she turned on the hose, the water came
out thick and warm, smelling like rubber. The clayrich soil swelled and
pulsated with water, pooling at the base of each plant where she had dug
tiny moats to trap goodness. The water percolated and bubbled, like the
coffee Heather loved so much, then drained suddenly away leaving a sledge
of disarrayed leaves and twigs on the black surface.

She found another lover so I tended to the garden by myself. She was
so consumed by passion and overwhelmed by lust that her cat,
Necromancer, came to me neglected. At night I heard her, happy and
fulfilled. The reek of jasmine scented the air. I tortured myself by placing
bunches of it throughout the house.

I came home one day to find Heather in my kitchen, looking for
Necromancer, crying. I held her while she sobbed and I made peppermint
tea to soothe her soul. It didn’t work because she was changed. Nothing
was the same for her anymore. She had the taste of bitterness in her veins
and everything was sour. I asked her what plant her lover had been and
she told me that no plant would do, that she had been her fire. I held my
breath because it hurt to see her so upset.

She slept in my arms that night and I sinned against her mourning and
loss by wanting her more than ever. I couldn’t sleep for the fear that my
dreams would sneak out of my control and creep their sordid way into
reality. I watched her as sleep took her to a restless place. I held her hand
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tentatively and drifted off nervously sometime before sunrise.
We sat that morning out the back of the house as summer walked up

the driveway to greet us. Small beads of sweat gathered on her top lip,
threatening to escape but remaining vigilantly on guard.

“I love summer.” she exclaimed.
“Me too,” I answered.
“Of course we do,” she said, “Because you are a golden lotus and I am

a banksia. We want for the same things.”
I wondered why she didn’t think of me as a daisy, like the ones growing

in my car, masters of opportunity, or as the sunflowers that she planted
for me, bright faced and eternally optimistic. I planned to research the
golden lotus that day in the library. I knew it would feel good to be
surrounded by cool concrete, dust and dank books on such a hot day. I
wanted to ask her why I was a lotus but was still afraid of the answer.
Either way, it seem exotic, something I feared I was not.

The library was my garden; beds of books lined up, but not on that
particular day. Instead Heather insisted that we should spend the day at
the beach. Because of my daisy chain issue, we took her car.

Her car seemed none other than an extension of herself. It was a
Valiant, and I thought her so, valiant that is. Courageous, brave, sensual.
What else could she drive? Maybe a Lanos (the Greek word for beautiful)
but without the classic feel, it would never have suited her. She had used
her own hands to massage that car into shape. We argued over the colour.
She said it was white, I saw pale tints of green. We surveyed friends and
mechanics, adding to our arguments. Eventually she acquiesced when the
registration papers proclaimed that it was coloured palegreen. She brought
them to me, evidence that she was honest.

We drove with music blaring, windows down. The wind buffeted our
faces and whipped our hair into knots. She rolled cigarettes with one hand,
the other on the steering wheel. The small pink of her tongue darted out
to wet the paper. I looked away. The vinyl seats grew sweaty and hot
beneath our skin. An image of her in slow motion remains etched in my
mind. She is driving and concentrating. I say something and almost
languidly she turns her face to me and smiles; a flash of brilliance. She
drives straight backed, leaning slightly forward in her seat so that her body
never quite touches the seat.

The sand is hot, blistering in fact. Heather tells me to bring my towel
closer to hers. Touch me, I beg silently, touch me. She runs her hand
through her hair and lies back. Her body is contoured and strong from
gardening and sport. Her skin is the colour of caramel. We enter the water
laughing at the possibility of sharks. As she dips under a wave, I see pale
white edging out beneath her bathers and a thrill goes through me.
Embarrassed I wet my hair and let the tiny shards of icy water trickle
torturously down my hot back.

On the beach, salt dries on her eyelashes in miniature sparkling
crystals. “Shall we go?” she asks as the sun begins to feel as if it might
scold us. I want to stay, I want the possibility. Beneath my fingers there
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are a million tiny spiral shells. I grab a handful and let them slip out like
an hourglass. I tell her that I think that they are amazingly perfect, just
like this summer day. She picks one up and studies it. “Yes, they are
magnificent,” she says and then she swallows one. The beach becomes a
part of her.

We track slowly up the sand, towels and feet dragging. She places a
spare towel over the boiling vinyl seat so that we won’t burn our tender
skin. On the silent drive back, we stop at the strawberry farm and buy a
sundae each. It tastes like a strawberry daiquiri, without the sin. I want
the sin.

Every Saturday of summer we make the pilgrimage to the sea.
Summer then smudges into autumn and she comes across to my house.
“I’m going to Canada,” she announces casually. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

she asks without looking at me. The air sucks out of the room and the
brilliance of autumn fades. Her girlfriend wants her back and has bought
her a ticket to jet her to the other side of the world, into her arms.

“Yes of course I will take care of Necromancer. No problem.” I say.
Even through the pain of it I smile and think: At least this way I know I
will see her again. She will come back to me.

She doesn’t write me letters. Instead she sends me postcards depicting
flowers and plants from different parts of the world. I pin them up on my
kitchen wall and look at her travelling garden each morning as I burn my
toast and sip my single tea. It too becomes my new garden. I neglect the
herbs the way she neglected me. I find pale versions of Heather all over
Brisbane. I date them, I sleep with them. I remember.

Necromancer runs away, so I ring and tell her. She doesn’t seem upset.
She acts as if she knew it was inevitable. She doesn’t care the way she
should. So I move to London.

In my first winter, ice coats everything, including my heart. Various
women chip away at it but it keeps layering upon me, thicker and more
comforting than before. I think of Heather’s banksia and its need of fire
to survive. I stay in icy London. I stay isolated.

Eventually I hear through friends that they broke up, that Heather is
back in Australia. I hear she is back studying law, she wears a suit, her
garden is overgrown, and I can’t imagine it. I send her postcards of the
flowers and plants of the UK. She sends one back and writes; even amidst
the most fierce flames, the golden lotus can be planted. My heart blooms.
I want to burn, to ignite.

I reply that I am missing a huge part of myself, my fire. She never
replies – her silence deafening.

I am left tending my garden of memories.

©2012 Jacqueline Craigie
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Jacqueline Craigie

Judith Wright Stopped Me

J udith Wright stopped Sascha from ever truly loving anyone. She took
her into her building and showed her the world in a glimpse, a glimpse

Sascha can’t get out of her head. She has a space in her building for art,
to show case art, but today they are having the poetry festival there. Judith
doesn’t know this building is named after her, but she would like it, Sascha
thinks. She would like the rough traffic sliding behind glass doors, the
happenstance entry, that is really an espresso bar for the likeminded. She
would quietly appreciate the upright slabs of concrete, the corners of dark
possibilities and the shadows of light on the walls. She would even like
the gingery carpet.

Sascha has walked hotly down from the mall, parking in an impossible
position, only to find herself in another impossible position. She has
forgotten her wallet and intended on shopping before meeting her sister
Sarina. So suddenly she has free Saturday time to look around and notice
the advertisements on bus shelters, the jacaranda litter, purple underfoot,
and the small insecurities in the manner in which young girls walk.
Because of this, she notices a sticky piece of paper flapping on a pole,
announcing a poetry reading in ten minutes at the Judith Wright Centre.
She city slick rushes, and suddenly she is in; she is travelling in the stuffy
mirrored lift up and up to the art space, reserved for poets.

The room is stark, not wanting to take away from the art she supposes.
Good idea. The stark room is intimate; chairs are mangled closely together,
making movement a small idea. Sascha sits at the back, so she can watch
the others, watch their reactions, try and understand if they too have free
sudden Saturday time, or if they know one of the poets. New people that
are spat out of the elevator panic at the wide white mouth of the room,
they hover outside unsure; they don’t want to be gulped down by the big
intimate white space. They hover. They wait. Sascha wants them inside
before the poets come on, she wants them to feel at home like she does,
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but they hover until the lights dim. A cranky young girl taps away at the
microphone until the hoverers seep in. It’s started.

In the dark, the poet’s voice ebbs. Sascha listens to the cool words; they
wash over her like a balm to the heat of the day. She is caught in the lane
way of the poem, travelling alone down her own path. She’s thinking of
how she’d like to stay here, to miss her coffee with Sarina, her chats about
the boredom of her life, their trawling through second hand shops and
market stalls, looking for things they’ve never wanted but always dreamed
of. Sarina would be wearing her usual gothic black, angry with her
boyfriend, and sad about the world. Last week after their coffee, they’d
shopped until Sarina found a purple dress she’d wanted to buy, excited
about it not being black. “Everybody knows purple is the sneaky black of
summer,” she’d said. Sarina bought it anyway. She’d be wearing it today,
and late because of the baby, tired because of life.

A break in the reading startles her back into the room. She wonders
why everyone else seems able to follow along without getting lost in their
own thoughts. Sascha doesn’t want to be lost in a poem; she came to this
reading to be found.

The woman beside her has been lulled into a hush, her breathing heavy
with contemplation and relaxation. Her blue woollen shawl is tickling
Sascha’s arm as the airconditioning rubs over her. This little thing annoys
her, allows her to become distracted when she doesn’t want to be.
Concentrate. The poet has stopped speaking; he is taking a sip of water
and has bought the glass up to the microphone for all to hear the water
lapped into his paperyparched mouth.

She sees a girl sneak in, not out of the lift like everyone else, but coming
up the emergency exit, kind of like an emergency entrance. She finds a
seat quickly, one she was always going to find by walking straight in, not
hovering like the others. Her bag is lumped on her lap; she is not breathless,
but breathtaking. The girl looks around to see if she is noticed. Their eyes
lock over the heads of the greedy audience, smiling angelquick, and then
glancing away.

Sascha leans back against the concrete wall, a tiny bit of her scalp cools
beneath it as she sneaks a better look at the woman with dark hair. She is
sitting, tilted head, a long finger gently resting on her bottom lip. She feels
Sascha’s thick gaze and turns, Sascha does not look away in time and is
seen, again they smile.

The next poet blacks out the room and beams pictures of friends onto
the white wall. Her friends are smiling and serious, happily sad. They
watch the poet in silence. Her words lick at their insides, tickle their
stomachs with sex and coffee, with the everydayness of them. Sascha sees
the freckles on the girl’s shoulder, three of them in a row, little coco pops
lined up. They wait for the break.

A blast of light and they’re back in the lift, this time she enters the
moving room, and stands close to Sascha so that they are almost wedged
into the corner. The mirrors make them eight, eight echoes, eight splinters;
eight possibilities. Sascha would be happy with one. One moment, one



46
4flaunt

www.lesbianebooks.com.au

touch, one kiss, one life. She smells like musk.
Over finger food; they orbit one another, waiting for a chance to eclipse,

to collide. The room is dark and low. The hovering people now mill and
wander. They chatter. Sascha does not speak, she watches, she lets the
poets speak. She stands still for a while, as the others flurry about casually.
There is an empty fullness to it all. The poets are in their own
conversation, they know one another. They are in it together.

The wine lubricates them and the shyness is lost in conversation. Music
happens, by chance, to drift into the darkened cube from the café above.
Sascha watches her. Her throat is creamy and long, a vein enlarging as
she rages passionately about her thoughts. Her bag hangs lifelessly at her
side. Then she is talking to a poet, smiling and charming her. She reaches
forward and touches the poet’s arm, laughing, heads drawn together
conspiratorially. She looks up. Another bolt between their eyes, hot edged;
a spark.

At the back of the room, thick curtains block off the stage. They are in
Judith’s performance space and the curtains kiss the floor, brushing back
and forth. From one side of the room you can see the guts behind them,
the wings of the stage, exposed, over exposed. Sascha slips behind them
and they cut out the hum of the wandering millers. She is surrounded by
an echoic silence, a dusty stillness. Sascha is in the slip between the stage
and curtain; she walks up to the wall, forehead resting on the coolness.
Her drink stilettoclinks as she places it on the stage while she waits.

The girl presses into her from behind, one hand under her shirt, one
under her skirt. Thin fingers slip inside her legs, gliding up and up. Sascha
hugs the tilting wall, pushes back with her weight, allows.

Later, over coffee with Sarina, she remembers the thrill, the darkness,
the wet. She borrows money and drives home to her apartment. Inside
she sits down and her marmalade cat, Jam, spreads itself on her lap, happy,
milk happy.

©2012 Jacqueline Craigie
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Jacqueline Craigie

Mother Tongue

Since the accident, she had little memory of what her life had been like
before. When the accident took place, she was a French student

studying in Brisbane, she had a boyfriend called Thea and English was her
second language only spoken in order to study or communicate. She was
told that her name had been Marionette. To a degree, it made some sense
that she had a French name, but little of her believed it. It was strange now
that although she felt like a marionette, she did not feel that the name suited
her.

Since the accident, three remarkable things had taken place, none of
which Marionette felt were remarkable since they had happened to her
and she could not marvel at their strangeness from within. To her, what
other people saw as fascinating, she held as ordinary and largely
unimpressive.

The first unremarkable, remarkable thing was that after the accident,
she was no longer able to speak her mother tongue. This of course posed
many problems. She couldn’t conjure any of her memories as they were
encrypted in a language she didn’t understand. She dreamt in sequences
but had no idea what was taking place, only feeling raw emotions in her
heart. It devastated her to be so lost in language, because with no voice,
she had no memory. The doctors assured her that over time she would
probably learn French again, that fluency would not elude her and with it
her memories would float to the surface of her consciousness.

Although she never did recover her French, it ceased to matter as
Marionette made Australia her new home and invented a past for herself
through words and dreams. In fact, Marionette thought she remembered
being a child on a day trip to the snow, a time AnneMaree went with her
family and built snow women with breasts. She had homework to do for
school; she had to use the word soap in a sentence. She was unsure of the
words, the way a child is unsure of their body, so she asked AnneMaree
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to help her. The sentence was recorded as “When I go to the snow, I eat
hot soap for lunch.” The shame when her work came back with the red
scrawl of “Soap is what you wash with,” ran deep. But of course this was
only one of her strange mangled memories, because she had no friend
called AnneMaree from childhood and the words were in English.

Even Marionette’s dreams taunted her to the point that she could
hardly stand it. She went to a friend that had been blind from birth to try
and comprehend how she could understand dreams she couldn’t see, and
was startled to learn that her blind friend’s dreams were never visual, only
voices and sounds in a landscape of darkness. So between them they could
have had successful dreams, but alone they had fragmented sections of a
full story.

The second unremarkable, remarkable thing was that Marionette was
no longer able to feel attracted to men. This led to great confusion for
Marionette, for when Thea turned up at her bedside with proposals of
love and marriage, she felt nothing for him, the same way a stone cares
little for flowers. And this hurt him greatly. However, the beautiful nurse
that wore little white slipon shoes that muffled along the floors triggered
in her a great interest. Thea noticed this quickly and realised that
Marionette would never be the same, and told her she was not his
Marionette. She had changed too much for him to bear. Since she felt
already that the name didn’t suit her, she decided to change it and went
in search of something more fitting. She flirted with the name Gay but it
seemed too obvious.

It was then that the last unremarkable remarkable thing occurred to
her, she realised that she suddenly saw patterns in everything, especially
in words, English words. In fact, this coincided with her realising that
Thea’s name could be rearranged as heat, or hate – two things she could
definitely do without at the time. As Thea left her hospital bed for the last
time, his red eyes brimming with tears, he declared that she was ruthless.
Wanting to be completely the opposite, she renamed herself Ruth, and
like The Book of Ruth, she too said goodbye to the possibility of a husband.
It also was no coincidence that Ruth was an anagram of hurt. And so her
affair with words began and her obsession with rearranging words and
names to suit herself.

She realised all the oddities of English, and that contradictions were
inherent in the words of her new language, such as phonetically not being
spelt phonetically, and of onomatopoeia being anything but what it stood
for. Who was stupid enough to make palindrome nothing of the sort, or
make wind be something you feel on your skin, or something you do to a
music box? She became discombobulated over words that only appeared
in some dictionaries and not others (such as discombobulated, which only
served to discombobulate her further). And she became disillusioned with
the sound of words that she could not tie down to one meaning. She never
understood quite what people were talking about because there were
multiple hidden meanings in everything. You could be poor, pour
something, have a paw, or a pore. Or words that had the same
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constructions and used the same combinations of letters never sounded
the same. “Ou” could sound like Ouija, through, cough, and frustratingly
back to the confusing pour. The thing that seemed the most unlikely was
how similar in sound yet far in meaning the words adore and abhor were.
It seemed like an easy mistake to make if one was not careful.

Her frustration became palpable; she devoured words with every meal.
Someone told her once that if a person made fine pancakes, they made a
fine lover. So she began to stack her words together like pancakes. Writing
them down helped and she felt that each comma was importantly placed
in each sentence. She imagined her words as a journey down a path. She
meant for each comma she drew, to act as a resting place, a park bench of
sorts for rest and contemplation. Everything was deliberate. Eventually
her new words tasted fine on her tongue after she’d flipped them about
and coated them in meaning. Her new language began feeding her insatiable
hunger for understanding.

Words meant so much to her, not because she knew a lot of them, but
because they began to know her. Words found her in dark alleyways and
cornered her in truth. She wrote them down, because if she did not learn
to control them, they crowded her brain and seeped out between her teeth,
slicing up the hearts of many.

So too, Ruth began her love of women and their ways.
Her original sin went by the name of Eve and was complete with all

the connotations and Ruth couldn’t tell if she was coming or going. You
could say her name either way; it didn’t matter as it meant the same thing.

Eve was an artist of images. She absorbed the world through her eyes
and found little time for talking unless it was about how she saw the world.
It became obvious to Ruth that Eve did not see the world how it was, but
rather, how she was. As a result, colours had meanings and textures had
personalities and Eve made statements like, “The flower is the sexual organ
of the plant.” Ruth learned to read the world through art in the same way
that she was trying to write art. Blue meant holy, like the Virgin Mary.
White was pure but tainted with the faint stain of every other colour. Black,
much like white, was not really a colour, but a void of nothingness. Red
was passion and yellow, jealousy. It was no mistake then, that every bunch
of roses Eve ever sent her was yellow petalled and flushed red at the ends.

Eve had an unfortunate name, as it seemed that she was always about
to embark on something, but never really did. Being with her was like
waiting for Christmas in China, knowing it would never arrive. As an
artist, this proved to be quite a hindrance, as Eve spent such a long time
leading up to things, being on the brink of something bigger, but never
getting past the fact that she was the prelude to something more universal.
It reminded her of da Vinci’s clever words, “Facil cosa e farsi universale,”
meaning that “It is easy to make oneself universal,” but Ruth thought that
although it may well be true, it was hard to find the one within the universe.
One is such a lonely number. It is not a prime, and composed of only itself,
it is left with the full responsibility of being the basic unit of everything
else. Eve suffered the same problem. What Eve would need to solve this
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was a Garden of Eden and someone that would build a dam (Adam) to
house her, a mad man, a madam. She would be forever searching for that
snake that would sneak away with her heart, her art.

Eve knew that the heart was a blank canvas, on which every lover
leaves a stroke, so she left Ruth at the stroke of noon. It’s no wonder with
a palindrome for a name. She’d leave during another palindrome as well.
Wow! Yay! What else could she say? Eve believed she would meet her
soul mate on the twelfth of November 2021 because it too was a
palindrome (12.11.21) but neglected to note that she met Ruth on the
10.11.01. It was no coincidence that Eve would be 44 at the time. Her
destiny could have been Ruth, but Eve was blinded by lust and Ruth knew
how lust could turn woman into a slut. She kissed Eve goodbye with a full
stop.

After that, Ruth was unable to escape a palindrome. She was told that
the longest discovered palindrome was, “A man, a plan, a canal. Panama,”
but she knew that was untrue, because next there was Hannah, and
although she wasn’t backwards in coming forwards and neither here nor
there, she was the longest running palindrome in Ruth’s life. She wore
her smile like an uncomfortable pair of shoes and met jokes with distain.

Hannah had skin like an Italian field, smooth and free, yet a heart of
steel. Hannah taught Ruth how not to love someone.

Ruth spent an inordinate amount of time wanting another bang on the
head so that she could forget about loving women all together and naturally
that is when she met Olive. Olive was a florist and spent all her time
arranging flowers to suit an occasion, so in one respect, they weren’t that
different. Before they began dating, it did not escape Ruth’s attention that
Olive’s name could be rearranged more suitably into “i love”. For the first
time since the unfortunate accident, Ruth felt fortunate, and Olive seemed
remarkable. Olive lived up to her name and loved more passionately than
Ruth could have imagined. Ruth wanted to tattoo the word love into the
inside of her eyelids so that she would never lose sight of it. She wanted
to find the perfect word to describe love because she was not content with
the simplistic version in the English language of “love”. Love as a word
seemed overworked and clichéd. How could a single word used for a
million different things encapsulate what two people felt for one another?
In short, Ruth didn’t believe it could, and so began the search for the
perfect word.

She firstly tried words that already existed and seemed to be similar to
love, and since Olive was a florist, “rose” seemed fitting. And “rose” was
also chosen because it could become the original Greek word for love,
“Eros”, but it too obviously also became “sore”. A good attempt none the
less.

When that was exhausted completely, Ruth settled on creating her
own word, a word that was regal and fitting, and somehow only for them.
Then it struck her like a bolt of lightning, or a conversation with God, that
the word she must use was Terodacia. Perhaps it was a French word out
of the murky depths of her mind, maybe it was a word from some other
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forgotten language, in any case, since she felt as if the word had been sent
to her, she began to use it. The irony being, that later, she was to discover
that it can be rearranged to mean “race to her aid”, so instead of a message
from God, she had her very own Jesus complex and the need to save others
over herself.

So that relationship ended and Ruth felt the pain and hurt she was
named after. When arranging flowers, it amazed Ruth that grief was
represented in such a subtle way, when it was one of the greatest explosions
of emotion. Grief in western culture is measured by restraint, of which
Olive had plenty and Ruth had none. It was with extreme sadness, when
crying into her pillow, that Ruth realised that she had been blinded by love,
because Olive could also be rearranged as “o evil”.

In order to have more conversations with God, Ruth bought a dog and
named it Mirror. Mirror spent all of her time confused until Ruth was
walking her in a park and she took off to greet a stranger as if she were
someone she knew. That stranger was called Lee, a beautiful whip of a
thing, lovelee in fact. And so Ruth found what she was looking for at last
and managed to look past the fact that her name spelt out eel. Thankfully
Lee never lived up to her name, although it served to confuse and upset
Ruth as she felt like it was the calm before the storm. She undulated
between loving Lee and pushing her away. So much so that eventually Lee
wanted answers to Ruth’s strange behaviour. Lee was afraid of being
ruthless in her confusion and ending up unhappy.

So Ruth gave her a stack of words about France, men, loss and
meanings. She explained that she’d lost her tongue and had no real sense
of language. She told of how an eel is still an eel even if it is backwards. It
was then that Ruth found out that true to human nature, Lee’s friends
were no different to Ruth, and had given Lee her nickname. It was born
out of laziness as her real name was Melody. Indeed she turned out to be
music to Ruth’s soul, a tune she could dance to.

Then Melody gave Ruth a different language altogether, a language
without words. She taught her the language of the body and soul, the
language of love, the original mother tongue. They communicated without
words, and soon she realised that bare and intimate thoughts became lost
in the spoken form, human words a poor translator of passion, whereas
the human body was the perfect vehicle for truth. What Ruth had been
scared of, scarred by, soon became a sacred truth between them. Ruth
learned to throw away words, to burn and eat them, to waste them ruth
lesslee, as she had found her interpreter.

©2012 Jacqueline Craigie
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Jas Shenstone

Four months

I don’t want to do it on that.’

‘What? Why not?’
She was sitting on the end of the bed. She was looking over her

shoulder.
‘Because. Why did we have to come here anyway? We’ve got a bed at

home.’
‘Because babe, it’s our anniversary and I thought it would be romantic.’
‘But you know this stuff makes me uncomfortable.’
‘What stuff? Having sex with me?’
‘No. Just sex in general. And now we’re in this place with this bed, this

room. They only have these places so people can have sex; to have affairs.’
‘And some people come here on their anniversaries to get out of the

house, to get away from the same bed they wake up in every day and sleep
in every night and never fuck in.’

‘You said you would be patient with me.’
‘I have been patient. For four months. I haven’t pressured you about

it once.’
‘So why did you bring me here then? Because this sure feels like

pressure.’
‘I have an idea. If it’s the bed that’s bothering you we’ll just put the

blanket on the floor, we’ll move the pillows and we’ll camp it out down
here. Grab some beer from the fridge while I do this.’

She was ripping at the blanket and the sheets. They were ironed and
crisp, tucked deep under the mattress. She was grunting and pulling. I
looked at the menu.

‘Beer’s expensive.’
‘So what?’
‘What do you want?’
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‘I don’t care.’
She spread the sheets and blanket on the floor. There wasn’t a lot of

room to move, I was standing in the corner by the fridge holding the beers.
With a sigh she sat down on our new bed. I handed her a beer and sat
beside her.

‘Well, this is an idea.’
She laughed and tipped the beer back into her mouth. I did the same.
‘Wanna see what’s on?’
She reached for the remote and switched on the television. She searched

through the channels. We decided on a film. After my third beer I finally
felt relaxed. The room didn’t seem so sterile. We stood on the balcony and
looked over at the park across the street. Cars and trams went by.

‘I could go a cigarette.’
‘Yeah but it’d taste like shit.’
‘Four months. Has it really been that long?’
‘Yes. Trust me I would know.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘I know.’

This was how it went. Every few months we would have this
conversation. Birthdays and anniversaries were the worst. There is an
unspoken expectation that you will have sex on these occasions. Our sex
wasn’t the problem. Our sex was good, when it occurred. It was everything
before it. Even the mention of it made me want to leave the room. I couldn’t
explain it. She would sit beside me, tears running down her face, her palms
raised to the ceiling. Still, I’d sit there saying the same thing over and over.
I didn’t know why. And she was more patient with me than anyone else
had been. My relationships only lasted a few months, just long enough to
realise my problem and then they’d leave with questions and accusations.
But she was different. She waited silently on the other side of the bed,
waiting for my hand, waiting for my face near hers, my breath, my lips.
Most nights there was a gap between us big enough to fit all the questions
of the world.

‘What do you need? You know you can tell me, if it’s some fetish you
have or you want to experiment. We can have a threesome, not that I like
the idea of seeing someone else touching you, actually, no, we can’t have
a threesome because if we did you might like her better and then you’d
leave me. But we can do other things.’

‘Babe, it’s not a fetish. I don’t want anyone else. Maybe I just don’t need
it as much as you. You know? I read that somewhere, one person in a
relationship usually has a higher libido.’

‘I don’t think it’s your libido. You like having sex. I think it’s that you
still don’t trust me. You haven’t been able to trust anyone. Especially not
your previous girlfriends, you didn’t even like them.’

‘That’s true.’
‘Which freaks me out. Who’s to say you’re not doing that with me? You
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stayed with those girls when you didn’t even like them, you weren’t
attracted to them, but you stayed.’

‘It’s not the same.’
‘How do I know that?’
‘Because it was pretty obvious I didn’t want to be with them. Why do

you think they left?’
She was looking down the street at a couple walking hand in hand.

They walked toward a tram, got in and disappeared into the night.
‘How about another beer? Cheer up baby. Here have another.’
I handed her the beer, throwing the cap over the balcony, she gave me

a disapproving look and then sipped at her drink. I held out my bottle, she
did the same.

‘Here’s to three years.’
‘Here’s to four months.’
‘Ouch, I guess I deserved that.’
‘I can’t keep waiting. You know that right?’
‘I know.’

We both stared at the empty black sky. The occasional tram rolled by
ringing its bell, the doors opening and closing like a sigh.

In the rooms above and below us there were people having sex, people
who were married, people who were in a relationship, some who were
not, some who were cheating, some were making money; some slept in
silence, the kind of silence that could choke you in the night, with an
emptiness between them that was deep enough to fall into and never crawl
back out of.

I looked over my shoulder at the makeshift bed on the floor and took
a long drink of the beer. The television lit the room with muted blues.
There was only the sound of trams in the distance.

©2012 Jas Shenstone
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Jenni Nixon

submerged

something has been broken
and i feel fine
– mark knopfler

songs on a gramophone
spin meaning for two
haunted by thoughts of you

you took another lover
i was in the wrong
happened years ago

lost in the dark
unable to surface
swimming underground

gasp for air
reaching forward
emerge in clear water

shake off tangled reeds
only dragged me down
lessons learnt at depth

find my muse in you

©2012 Jenni Nixon
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Jenni Nixon

Scratch the Surface

Announcing the highly anticipated Mardi Gras Short Story Competition: A
national competition for members and friends of the lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer and intersex community (LGBTQI), now in its seventh
year.
Theme: Heroes

Are you okay?” She sounds anxious inquiring about my health. I am
ill at times, mobility issues, and the heart, broken. I’m joking. IT was

a blood clot, and my heart going at three different speeds, racing as if in a
marathon. I’m ok now, just need to rest more than most.

My friend rang about the Mardi Gras short story competition, said how
I should enter and would I look at her entry on heroes. Give advice, and if
she won, it would give “lunch all year to her homeless women,” she said
and added, “Not that I will win.”

I’m not so good at remembering where we met, or even when − was
years ago. Isolated, with money going quicker than the southerly buster, I
don’t have a great social life. Solitary, I’m grateful for her calls, and sharing
films on an occasional outing when often she will burst into tears, sobbing
into soggy tissues at what I think utter sentimentality. Meeting at the
Belvoir Theatre’s “free for the unwaged” days, I remember she carried a
big exercise book stuffed with notes, dialogue, who said what, who was
there and what they wore. Not so superficial; wanting to hold on to the
memories, writing down an actor’s best lines to quote later, more
annoyingly taking notes as I spoke, “to remind her.”

Even when I’m likely to cancel at the last minute with lame excuses
she still asks if I’ll attend events. I let her legs do the walking. Reclaim the
Night, Mardi Gras (thirty times she has marched), or against the wars;
there she is bristling with badges. I admire her ability to organise: a visit
by the Dalai Lama, a grand event at the Sydney Opera House − the
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Lesbians in the House concert, or a smallscale birthday party with her
partner for their son.

She makes time to look after “her prison girls,” helps keep them sober
and drug free, gives them support after serving their time. At Christmas
she is Ms. Claus at Mulawa Women’s Prison kid’s party with two hundred
wrapped presents.

“Ask all your friends, twenty dollars will go a long way toward helping
to provide sleeping bags for homeless women, or fruit and soap baskets.”
She buys lunch for them every Monday. Little gifts, like plastic lemons
for poets at a lesbian poetry reading she had me organise. Plastic Lemons!
She is good at that too, delegating. It is her skill in handling disputes I
really admire. If only I could resolve disputes without sulking, yelling or
stomping off with my walking stick banging away in a brisk rhythm of
disapproval.

Only my friend would have her birthday celebrations in a cemetery in
Newtown! We shared funny or poignant poems and anecdotes. Personally,
I wouldn’t be seen dead in a cemetery! Called it her last grand party, kids
running around with painted faces, guests in canvas chairs scoffing back
sandwiches, cake and fruit, she said, “At fifty, well, you never know after
that . . .” Right! These days anything can happen, terrorists on a train,
bombers on a bus, too much sugar − you could suddenly keel over in a
diabetic coma.

An active and heroic life; details spill out in our conversations over the
years, her trip solo through Afghanistan, or working with Mother Teresa
in the slums of Calcutta, adventure in USA at the Michigan Women’s
Music Festival, or organising another Sydney Summer Spiritfest, the next
her tenth, the theme, “gratitude”. A volunteer in the Cat Protection Society
opshop, at birthdays, and Christmas her famous trivia night fundraisers
provide women in a village in Tanzania with a school, HIV clinic, and a
well. The men died; women send photos of what they achieve with the
$5000 my friend raises each year. Founder and producer with her partner
of the Creative Womyn Down Under, together they continue to inspire
our community with their enthusiasm.

She is a celebrant; don’t know if she will still do that, not with the
strident call for church marriages for lesbians and gays. It is not for me,
but to deny others equality is unfair. She may want a “legal” marriage
with their second child on the way. Could they soon have the choice?

Scratch the surface of anyone, and you may find an amazing story.
Aweinspiring in this Age of Greed, “Out and Proud” lesbian, what a
dynamo! Thanks for being in my life selfless Georgina you are, as Oprah
would say, my Shero!

* * *

I wrote my entry Scratch the Surface to competition guidelines and sent
it off with the payment fee, crossed my fingers and toes, hoped and waited.

Georgina rings every few weeks. “Have you heard yet?” Even before
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the competition has closed! We wait, mentally spend the money we would
win, if we do win. Such grand plans, mine include the homeless women
at 15%, then 10%, then not at all. I am no hero!

I read my piece over the phone to a friend who is soon cracking up in
laughter, as if I am telling her a great joke. I play up to that, make scratch
the surface broader, less real. She finds it all very, very funny until about
midway when she mutters, “Oh god, this is about your friend. I thought
you made it up, that it was all a satire. No one could do all that! Look, don’t
tell anyone else that it’s her. Only tell me that it’s true.”

Fact or fiction? “All writing is a fiction,” a poet friend said sardonically,
or was she just being intense?

We didn’t win. The $2000 first prize went to Aunt Ruby by James May,
a story of loss and redemption with help in adolescence from an eccentric
streetwise friend. (see online @ http://www.gayebooks.com.au/)

Wonder did I write too many words? I check again – nope, 750 words
include the title, wasn’t that. Words tumblewash my brain in doubts. My
failure to measure up to unknown expectations, a more balanced view,
would that have won? My friend is human after all, has flaws like anyone.
I try to make a list of her faults, things that anger me.

The ‘rescue’ cat she left with me arrived in a cardboard box with plop
plops. Kat has driven me crazy: old, scratching, she has allergies and has
howled in my ear at 5am for many years now. That is Georgina’s fault. I
can’t sleep in, ever! I love the cat.

Should I have mentioned The Lesbian Space Project? An unhappy
controversy; women born without wombs were unwelcome to separatist
lesbians, and for a long time divided the coconveners’ Georgina and Sand,
and the community. Lot of money raised, sadly hopes and plans abandoned.

Maybe I should have taken another tack, told more how she helps me
as she honours, inspires and encourages me. Allows space for me to grow
when so many other people don’t. I am surprised by kindness. Setbacks
pass. Doubts subside.

Georgina and her partner Gabe celebrate the birth of their baby, Sofara,
with eighty friends and eleven children, in speeches, songs, poems, and
drumming, laughter and gelato cake. Isn’t until the next day I register there
were no drugs, no booze, no meats, or aggression; there was love. Love for
the children, partners, friends and the community. I wrote their daughter
Sofara a poem.

Sofara

rainbow girl
float lightly
on the water
as a lily does
above a green pad
leave undisturbed
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muddy depths
journey long
celebrate mystery
follow the flow
in words
as yet unwritten

No more will I wear suits of words to fit another’s cut, or jump
through hoops on someone else’s theme.

©2012 Jenni Nixon

Jenni Nixon is a Sydney poet and performer. Published Café Boogie (Interactive Press
2004.) Agenda! (Picaro Press, 2009.) Poems appeared in Best Australian Poems: 2009,
2010 (Black Ink,) Out of the Box (Contemporary Australian Gay and Lesbian Poets,)
Harbour City Poems (Sydney in Verse l7882008) – (Puncher & Wattman.) DotdotDash,
Summer, Semaphore Dancing, Newcastle, 2009. Off the Path, Central Coast Poets Inc,
2009. Appeared in readings with Harbour City Poets at the Sydney Writers Festival, and
Anzac Week Benefit Concert for victims of Agent Orange. Thinking outside the book she is
busy making short films of her poetry.
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Kate O’Brien

The Mermaid

She has gone off with the others to catch prawns.

Left alone with the glitter of the water and the skyed calling of the
Coorong birds, I can revel in the incandescence of our last kiss. We didn't
know we were going to fall in love when we set out on this camping trip.
This place of sand dunes and wild blues has entranced us, and spellbound,
we have succumbed.

I want to make something. Out of this place. Something wonderful that
will blow away with time and the wind. A present nevertheless for her.

I take the trenching tool and go down to where the sand is damp and
cool.

I dig a big ovalshaped trench, mounding the dugup sand into the centre
of the oval. Whimsy, perhaps, but I want a mermaid, voluptuous, firmly
muscled, fabulously finned and tailed. Her hair will stretch to the water’s
edge, and her mother of pearl gaze will reach beyond the horizon.

The sand is soft, damp and workable. It feels cool and compliant under
my hands. My mermaid will be lying on one elbow, facing the water. Her
tail will curve abandoned, luxurious and with myriad shells for scales. She
will be jewelled with kelp and bubble weed and there will be a diadem for
her head fashioned from feathers and spider’s silk.

And she will snare the wind for her song even as she melts away beneath
it.

She is taking shape. Is bigger than I imagined at first. A giantess. Her
upper arm falls gracefully along her flank, exposing her breasts, her head
rests on her hand which is supported by the folded arm beneath her head.
I pat and smoothe the sand, giving her wide eyes and a vital smiling mouth.
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Her shoulder and breasts are rounded now, firm and potent. I shape and
smoothe her waist and the curve of her hip where the tail begins. I give
her a long elegant back, and strong slim hands. It seems she is coming into
being almost of her own accord.

Broad vigorous sweep of tail. I kneel beside her, running my hands the
length of it, smoothing and fining. I coax the sand into a tailpiece that
could be translucent, that might stand and perform a finny dance if I sing
a sweet enough tune.

And now for the hair. There will be long tendrils looping out and
around and down to the water; flowing like rivulets, pouring into the sea.

There was another mermaid in my life. Once. Long ago. Her hair
cascading, watery somehow; her scales like halfdissolved coins of greenish
ice. Those were pearls that were her eyes and her breasts were covered
with creamy scallop shells. She had a key in her back and when you wound
her up, she sang a haunting little tune which as a child I thought was the
saddest thing I could ever imagine.

One night I wound her up and held her to my ear under the bedclothes,
wanting the song to soak into my being, to take me over. To drown out
the low implacable voices coming under my door, stealing around my bed,
under the bedclothes. Two voices locked in steely battle, neither giving
ground, each with inexhaustible resources to go on and on. And on.

My sand sculpture is finished. In her back there is no key I can wind
for solace and escape. She is after all, just a pile of sand, crudely fashioned
and draped with scrags of seaweed and oddments of shell. A coldblooded
creature with a fishtail instead of legs and sex. In the fairy story if she
wanted to lose her fish tail and gain legs and human female sexuality, she
had to pay with agony when she walked and presumably, when she fucked.
Not that she ever did fuck. The prince for whom she’d risked everything
and on whom she doted, did not love her as a woman, and her sacrifice
was in vain.

Deliberately, slowly, I reshape the tail into two legs ending in a rounded,
voluminous bottom. And at her pubis I cut a deep cleft topped with a foam
of limegreen seaweed. She is complete. The elements can have her back.

From the shade of the sunshelter I will watch her dry out and drift
back to beach and wrack and randomness.

Voices. They are returning from the prawning expedition. I find myself
strangely nervous. I have made a gift for her. And I am horrified to realise
that her response will decide everything.

©2012 Kate O'Brien
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Mij Tanith

Kelly expounds her theory that
dogs help hold communities
together
“You know how when you walk your dog on streets or in the park
On hot still nights, in morning fog, in daylight or in dark?
When your dog meets another dog, they do the Dance of Leads?
Then that dog’s owner says to you ‘Now tell me, what’s his breed?’
And ‘What’s his name?’ And ‘Is he friendly? Can we let them play?’
And you very quickly learn the names of all the dogs this way.
But though you know the canine names, it’s usually months before
You think to ask the human beings what they might be called.
Well, Chico played with Toby, for weeks and weeks on end
Before I thought to ask the name of Toby’s human friend.
But when I did we talked a lot and so I got to know
That Mij and Sue like nothing better than to plant and grow
Their veggies in a good rich soil, to garden with their hands,
And the garden that they love the most is in the South Parklands.”

and Judy relates another story, one that
begins with dogs and ends with chickens

Then Judy, all excited said, “I know just what you mean;
I was walking near the garden with my Sappho and Eileen.
When I stopped to let them play with Tobes, we naturally got talking
Of this and that, and, as I watched a young man who was forking
Compost from a tub, I asked if anybody knew
If anyone could give a home to chickens – just the two.
One was Gertrude, one was Alice, and as I said their names
Mij raised her eyebrows, smiled and said ‘They must be very tame!’
She had me sussed, and I had her, but she just took out her phone
And made a call, then smiled and said ‘Your chooks have got their home!
A family who are Congolese would love Gertrude and Alice.
They can join their other pampered chooks in their very own Chook Palace!”

©2012 Mij Tanith
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Mij Tanith

the night shepherd

The night shepherd
removes my face
cracks open my head
with a crooked stick
and hooks my dreams out
through the holes in my skull.

The night shepherd
takes his crook
to my dreams
scatters the fragments
spins a hank of yarn
and cobbles them back together
willynilly
into a dark and puckered landscape
where sightless creatures howl
confused
all night long.

In the morning
the night shepherd
collects the bones of the dead
buries them deep
herds the living into a holding pen
counts and sorts them
then stretches the skin back over the bones
and holds up a red mirror
to show the mask is in place.

©2012 Mij Tanith©
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Mij Tanith

Jo is encouraged by Angus
to tell her story

“My story is a different one, so while the flames are high
And while the stars still somersault across the midnight sky...”
She faltered then, and looked around as if to get permission;
As if to get the goahead for telling us her vision.
She bent and scratched her cattle dog, sleeping at her feet,
She turned her face away from the fire’s sudden heat,
Procrastinated painfully, till Angus gave a shout
And said “We’re bloody listening, Jo, so bloody spit it out!”
He smiled a gentle smile to take the sting out of his words,
He filled her glass and handed her a tart with lemon curds.
Jo looked at all the faces, some in light, and some in shadow,
And murmured “I can tell you, while the night and I are mellow.

Jo’s story takes the company to an
emotionally challenging place

Have you ever spent a mongrel night when the Black Dog has his jaws
So tight around your aching throat, his sharp tormenting claws
So deep embedded in your guts he’s tearing you apart
And your only option is to stick a knife in your own heart?
Have you ever felt your hold on living bleed away so fast
You hope that every darkening hour will be your very last?
And the thought of a tomorrow fills your soul with so much dread
That the fear alone can vapourise the contents of your head?

It was one of those – the latest in a hard, relentless line,
When every night was darker than the one it left behind.
I’d squandered time in city streets, I’d made my final plans,
And eventually I found myself within the South Parklands.
It was that still and magic moment that just precedes the dawn
When the first light of the morning floods across the lawn.
And in the middle of its wide expanse, a quickening of the air;
A kind of vibrant energy that made me stop and stare.
I noticed all these garden beds, some raised, and some quite flat
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With capsicums, and kale, and tomatoes red and fat
And tepees for the climbing beans, tender lettuce heads,
And the rising sun was making stripy shadows on the beds.
And then that vibrant energy flooded through my soul,
And what had been in fragments, suddenly was whole.

I sat there, for a long time, on the silver toolbox lid
Aware that all around me the shadows formed and slid;
Aware, too, of the magpies’ clear and thrilling call,
And the fluting of the parrots, and the soft and silent fall
Of a single perfect feather from a tiny Welcome Swallow –
And there grew in me a vision of a plausible tomorrow.”

©2012 Mij Tanith

Mij Tanith lives in Adelaide, where she devotes a lot of time to writing, gardening and
community activism. Over the years she has written plays, poetry, short stories and an
enovel, Three seasons, which is still available on the lesbianebooks web site. Her latest
work, Stories from a Garden, can be purchased by emailing the writer at
mij.tanith@hotkey.net.au



66
4flaunt

www.lesbianebooks.com.au

Ray Tyndale

Sappho at Sixty

Sappho was a cool woman:
a woman after my own heart,
wordsmith and womanlover.
In my rebellious mind
she is always young and beautiful.
I, on the other hand, was young
too long ago and beauty is in the eye
of the beholder and no one
ever called me beautiful. What’s more
in youth, I never had time
to be poetic nor loll about
in sunny fields with waftily clad maidens.
So all comparison is thwarted.

Sappho was a cool woman but
here is Sappho at sixty
with all that living and loving
under her belt, a boxfile
overflowing with reviews
life threats and fan mail, a hard
edge of cynicism driving
her still prodigious outpourings.
Gone the garlands and flowing gown,
the Anne of Green Gables’ hair,
bosom pals, the lolling about in meadows;
banished by creaking knees.
Less quill onto papyrus as well:
tendonitis limits the bons mots
to crisp epigrams.
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Sappho was a cool woman
but at sixty
she’s more within my grasp.
Spending more time than she used to
marching to keep women safe
on the streets at night; producing
that witty erudite lesbian quarterly.
Here she is holding the floor
at the forum on social services
for ageing dykes, arguing
for the education of women and girls,
for women’s Olympics, for greater
community awareness of incest
and clitoridectomy and violence
against women.
Here she is in a contented
longterm relationship
with the light of her life,
a woman with short silver hair and
twinkling eyes belying her years.
Here she is writing still Sapphic,
still erotic mature poetry for
a wellestablished market beyond
the island; well, worldwide, really.
Sappho at sixty is still cool.
Oh yes.

©2012 Ray Tyndale

Sappho at Sixty was first published in meanjin, Vol 60
No.4, 2001; and later was the title poem for her collection,
Sappho at Sixty, Picaro Press, 2007.
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Ray Tyndale

all is not lost

Sappho at sixty was a cool woman
oh yes
but now seventy is looming
and the light of her life
is into her eighties

all of her ‘out’ friends
are reaching that time
when they talk of
having a fall rather than
falling over and start
to think of compatible
care in the home
or even a place in a
lesbian retirement home

as if
but all is not lost

dances and bars
tats and leather
fade from memory
but passion burns
slowly but surely
the touch of skin
is even softer
but just as electric
fingernails are still
kept short and smooth
and new erogenous zones
surprise and delight
so all is not lost

Sappho still writes
poems to lost loves©
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eulogies too many
the quirky mind
keeps jogging along
constantly fed
by loving companionship

all is not lost
no not at all
Sappho’s still cool
oh yes

©2012 Ray Tyndale

Ray Tyndale started writing poetry and literary fiction in the 1990’s when studying for
her MA in Creative Writing and has continued to publish all manner of words while
gaining her doctorate. There are always women in her writing, although they are rarely
young. And she manages to do amazingly erotic things with food. Like many lesbians,
Ray is multiskilled and has led many lives, all of which enrich her several books.
Farmwoman and Sappho at Sixty are her recent works, both published in 2008. Café Poet
is in production at the moment, for publication in early 2013.
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Rebecca Langham

Iras

The thunderous thumping of the battering ram on the door continued.
Hauntingly rhythmic thud’s echoed throughout the great mausoleum

like waves crashing into a cavernous abyss. Iras’ shoulders slumped
involuntarily with each hit, the reverberating noise travelling through the
hallway breaking her usual servile reserve. She turned to Charmion,
searching the handmaiden’s familiar face for some sort of comfort, some
sign that this would soon be over and they would be back in the palace
where they belonged. Nothing. Charmion was as terrified as she was,
perhaps more so. Tears were streaming down the Nubian’s duststained
face. Only champagne streaks adorned the faces of these once beautifully
madeup women now. The Romans were not a new threat in the land of
Egypt, but this was the first time they had felt truly cornered by these
earthly conquerors.

“Bring me the basket,” Cleopatra commanded. Iras had, for all the years
she had served the Queen of Egypt, always been amazed at the way that
Cleopatra could both command and plead at the same time. Her voice was
that of a lyrebird – unforgettable, incomparable and unfailingly beautiful.
Though, Cleopatra could be as silent as the Sacred Ibis and still somehow
send waves of music through the atmosphere. Charmion lifted the wheat
coloured basket from its resting place on the top step leading to the altar.
She held it at arms length, knowing that a servant of Ra, the sungod, lived
inside. Iras watched its movement across the room, transfixed. A simple,
ordinary basket weaved by some nameless Egyptian tradesman of
Alexandria. Iras wondered if this man could have possibly known that
his workmanship, the flawless weaving of Nile reeds and skilful
manipulation of ageold techniques, would lead his creation here – to this
place – the place where it would bring forth the saviour of Cleopatra.
Flickering candles threw menacing shadows against the walls. Gold and
blue faience images appeared and disappeared like the moon on a stormy
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night. Horus stood watch over them, his strong and noble body protecting
them until the time came for the jackalheaded Anubis to take over. Anubis
– who lay in wait until it was time to lead his sister back to the gods from
whence she came – remained, somehow, untouched by the wavering lights.

Iras understood, as any Egyptian would, that this was the only path left
for her Queen. Marc Antony lay on the altar already, barely dead, his ka
waiting patiently in the ether for he knew that his beloved would soon join
him. No doubt Antony knew that it was best to wait for her as his own
knowledge of how to navigate through the underworld to his place among
the gods was certainly inferior to that of Cleopatra. Cleopatra lay down
beside him. She would not allow Octavian, successor of Caesar, the
opportunity to parade her through Rome as some kind of symbol for his
superiority. Charmion placed the crook and flail, eternal and widely
recognised symbols of the ruler of Egypt, in the nubile hands of her queen.
Iras could only watch. She knew she ought to be helping – perhaps she
ought to bring the Asp out of hiding so that it might find Cleopatra sooner
rather than later. But she couldn’t. She stood there, as frozen as the
anthropomorphic gods that had been immortalised on the walls of the
chamber, unable to do anything but shake.

Iras and Charmion had served Cleopatra since all three women were
but children. Their position in life was not to be questioned, nor resented,
nor revered. But Iras had questioned. She had resented. She had revered.
She had questioned the nature of her love for the queen of Egypt. She had
resented that she were not born a man and a Roman. She had revered
Cleopatra. Now she stood in an airless room watching as a black asp
slithered up the thigh, stomach and breast of the queen of Egypt. These
were all places that Iras had touched in her duties as a handmaiden, but
not in the way that this snake, this creature, was now allowed to touch
them. It caressed. It searched. It loved. When it found what it was looking
for, the vein that pulsated beneath the delicate skin on her forearm, it
attacked too fast for Iras to even see. Two small punctures bled as Cleopatra
gasped for air. Charmion followed her queen to the afterlife out of duty.
Iras followed her because, though she couldn’t quite understand it,
Cleopatra was her home.

©2012 Rebecca Langham
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Rebbeca Langham

in waiting

You're neither unnatural, nor abominable, nor mad; you're as much a part
of what people call nature as anyone else; only you're unexplained as yet
 you've not got your niche in creation.
Radclyffe Hall (The Well of Loneliness, 1928)

Her gaze was hypnotic. Her eyes weren’t like any others; a faint line
of black surrounded the inner brown, perhaps it was this line that

intoxicated, so that it was difficult to look away. Or perhaps it was her
form, slender, but not the overly gaunt that had become so popular. No,
this woman’s salient feature was not bones coming through her peasant
top, nor was it marks indicative of spending too much time trying to brown
her skin. Instead, what drew attention to this woman, this person, were
those hypnotic eyes, those eyes that rested above a oncebroken nose, well
rounded lips and a perfectly long but natural looking chin.

She had bright dyed blonde hair when Julia first saw her. Julia had been
standing in line waiting to submit her enrolment form during the first
week of university, wearing dark sunglasses, as the glare of the overhead
lighting was painful to her hungover eyes.

That first week was nothing more than seven days of drinking, dancing
and derisions of all kinds. Though, technically, Julia was still underage,
three months away from turning 18, but there were always friendly souls
around college willing to solve that problem. The result was sneaking in
behind some older girls so that she could dance, rather ungraciously, for
four hours, swallowing rum after rum until the bus came to take them
home. On that particular night, Jules, as some called her, had her share of
adventure on the bus home as well. Greg lived on her floor, he was from
Narrabri, he was drunk, he was sleazy and he was so fucking easy.

“So Jules, how did you go tonight?”
“Yeah, not to baad. Shit, I think I’m sort of drunk though.” Julia twisted
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her head to look back at Greg sitting on the seat behind her, her movements
overcompensating for her lack of coordination.

“Yep, you get that. But I mean did you pick up?”
“Me? Pick up? That’s fucking hilarious. Do I look like the sort of girl

guys just want to jump on?”
“Oh don’t be like that, you’re not that bad. Yeah you’re not a fucking

twig like the rest of the girls at this college but you’ve got character.”
“Character? What do you mean by that?”
“Well, big tits.”
“Great, my life is complete because Greg from Mid C has ogled my ‘tits’.

Now I can die happy.”
She hadn’t picked up at all actually. She didn’t admit it, but she had

never so much as kissed a guy. She was embarrassed, seventeen years old
and never done anything particularly interesting. Well, not anything those
country boys wanted to hear about. Though that isn’t to say she had never
had a boyfriend. Julia had been with Trevor, first when she was 11, then
13, then 15, then 16. Each and every time he had disappeared without
telling her where he was going or giving her any clue as to what he was
doing in between (though usually it had something to do with marijuana).
Every time she took him back. And every time she told her friends at
school, with ‘their fake smiles and plastic boyfriends’, as she thought of
some of them for years, that she was one of them, that she had her own
guy, that she was one of the group. They always smiled with approval,
they always wanted to hear details, and Julia always gave them. She was
a great inventor … when she needed to be.

They wrote letters to each other, pages and pages, endless words.
Trevor always talked about their future as though it were written in a
book or painted in a picture, “Then we’ll move to a big house and then
we’ll have a boy, and then we’ll have a girl,” always another ‘then’ to add
to the list. Julia always wrote pages in reply too, telling him how she wished
she could be near him, how she wanted so much to kiss him and be held
by him and feel him protect her. She told him that they would be together
forever, that’s why she always waited for him when he went on one of his
benders, because he was the only one for her and she was the only one for
him. He was so convenient, they never saw each other and she could tell
herself whatever she liked about how she felt. Not to mention the
possibilities of what she could tell everyone else. Perfect.

Greg told her he was twentyone, four years older than her. It made
her feel as though she had finally entered the world of the giants, finally
arrived at university, and out of that school that made her feel naked and
confined, somehow always exposed and judged. He was a bigger man, he
had large teeth, his gums always showed when he smiled. But he was
friendly and he was paying attention to her. She was in an entirely new
place where she could show people any side to herself that she wanted.
Greg moved over onto her seat and put his arm around her, his breath
smelled of beer but Julia was too drunk herself to notice.

“Well to tell you the truth Rosie, I’ve only picked up once this week
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myself.”
“Once isn’t bad, it’s only Tuesday. I haven’t picked up at all. And my

name’s Julia, remember Greg?”
Greg had covered her mouth with his before she had even fully realised

he was sitting next to her. The stubble surrounding his face shocked her,
it was unpleasant, coarse, it stabbed at her skin. His taste was … to her
… not what she expected. At least she was kissing a guy, and there were
at least fifteen other people from her college on the bus to witness it. His
hands moved over her body, it made her feel uncomfortable, as though
she was suddenly twice as big, as even she thought of herself to be. He
moved his mouth over her neck and began to nibble at her skin; she reacted
by wrapping her arms tightly around his neck, though, there was no other
real reaction worth mentioning. He led her off the bus, asking her if she
wanted to sleep in his room that night, noting how convenient it was he
only lived three doors away from her. Two other boys from the college
came out from behind the bus, throwing a football around and urging Greg
to try and get it away from them. He was distracted, and Julia walked
briskly to her room, making sure to lock the door.

The next morning an OWeek committee member pounded on her
door at 7am, waking her from a peaceful and dreamless sleep that she
hadn’t experienced before. Her eyes opened slowly, they were met by a
pointed stinging as the sunshine streamed in through her windows. She
shut her eyes quickly, pulled her knees up under her body, turning around
to close the thick curtains before reopening her eyes. She still wasn’t
comfortable walking to the shared showers in just her towel as the rest of
the people on her floor were, so she assembled her clothes, toiletries and
makeup and headed down the hallway. The water felt holy; as though it
was cleansing her, taking away the traces of her actions the night before,
taking it all away, even the cramps in her legs and the stale taste in her
mouth.

Now she was talking to a mature age student named Helena who
seemed to be signing up for the same subjects as she was. She took off her
sunglasses for a moment to rub her eyes and tuck a stray piece of hair
behind her ear. It was in that awkward stage, she had cut it six months
ago and it was still only just past her ears, she never styled it, it just was.
As she slid them back on she noticed the woman standing behind Helena
in the line. She stood out in a crowd of people wearing blue jeans and
button up shirts. She had blonde hair, brown eyes and wore a long leather
jacket, a peasant top and black pants. It was boiling – but that jacket
seemed to fit her as well as her own skin. Her eyelashes were thick, covered
with carefully applied mascara; her eyes were accentuated by dark eyeliner.
Her overall style was almost gothic, but somehow far more interesting.
Shit. What the hell are you looking at? Idiot.

“Fuck! Would they hurry it up? This line hasn’t moved in five fucking
minutes, I’ve gotta get home, one of my kids has the measles, one of the
others is on suspension and my husband needs to get up here at some
point to do his enrolment as well. These uni people are slow as fucking
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shit.” Helena was somewhat wiry, she had long mousy brown hair and
her accent gave away her lowermiddle class country origins. But she was
interesting and she was studying to be a high school teacher too, even the
same subjects.

“Yeah, I get that. Hey, go ahead of me if you want.”
“Hey, fuck are yar fucking serious?”
“Yeah, shit, I haven’t got anywhere to be but back in bed with a big

bar of chocolate.”
“Hey, thanks matey. We’ll have to try and get into some of the same

tutorial groups.”
Julia stepped to the side to allow Helena to pass her. She already liked

Helena, she seemed open, willing to swear away in front of strangers,
happy to take someone’s place in the line, for sure, she was destined to be
a friend. As Helena passed her Julia stepped back into the line, just ahead
of the girl she had been trying so hard not to look at. She stood rigid, quiet,
trying not to think about how close the woman with the hypnotic eyes
was to her. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to slow her heart.
Then she felt it. The girl, well, the woman, had put her hand on Julia’s
shoulder, letting her know the line had moved a bit while her eyes had
been closed. Julia turned her head and smiled at the woman, this time
noticing the detail of that black line around the brown, and seeing just
how pale, and perfect, she was.

The woman smiled back and said, “You’re welcome.”

©2012 Rebecca Langham
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Rebecca Langham

The Poisoner

Locusta sat anxiously awaiting the arrival of the Emperor’s wife.
Locusta had been both shocked and relieved when Seneca, tutor of

the young prince Nero, had come to her bringing news that she had been
pardoned. Locusta had spent the last few weeks of her life believing that
the end was near, that she would soon be executed in a very public
statement about women and treachery. It seemed, however, that the skills
imparted to her by her deceased father – which had landed her in trouble
in the first place, were now the same skills that would ensure her survival.
Seneca and a young female slave (albeit a rather liberated one, being a
member of the house of Claudius) had visited her in her confinement. At
first Seneca would not say what exactly it was he wanted with her, but his
questions about the nature of various mushrooms available throughout
the Roman Empire made it clear, quite quickly, that she was about to be
employed by yet another rich nobleman of Rome – or rather, a
noblewoman.

A soft tapping came at the door. It was at least an hour after midnight
– the hour originally agreed upon for their meeting. Locusta’s workshop
was but a stone’s throw from the Forum Romanum, a hub which never
truly slept, and so it must have been difficult for the Empress and her
entourage to move anonymously throughout the city, even at this time of
night. Agrippina’s face was well known. Her father, the great Germanicus,
was still beloved of the people on account of his noble blood and his noble
conduct. Many believed that had he not been killed all those years ago
(most likely a result of royal assassination, as was the custom for Julio
Claudian emperor’s who felt their authority was being flouted) then his
son, Caligula, would not have become the sadistic monster that history
would remember him as. Caligula’s sister, Agrippina, the now wife of the
emperor Claudius, was as beloved by the people as her father was. Many
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Romans hoped that her son Nero would become the next Princeps and that
he, having the lineage of a great family and a mother such as Agrippina,
would bring some sanity and strength back to an empire that was still
recovering from the madness of Caligula and still reeling from the
ridiculousness that was Claudius, an emperor who could not even stand
straight due to his physical deformities. Claudius, who was found snivelling
in a corner of the palace after Caligula’s people finally deposed their
emperor through most brutal means, had become Emperor really only by
chance, his incessant drooling a source of much musing for the Praetorian
Guard who had affirmed his position of power.

Stories of the royals kept most Romans entertained on a daily basis.
Street corner performances of their sex lives all the way to formal
governmental announcements delivered at the regalia. It didn’t matter what
form it took, all anybody could talk about in Rome was each other. The
more money and power you had, the more lips would hum gleefully
whenever you achieved something or, even more so, should you make a
mistake.

This latenight visit to the home of a known criminal would send gossip
powered vibrations through the brickwork that held the city together should
anybody find out about it.

Locusta smiled to herself at the thought that a rumour like that would
make it possible for the gods to see the roads light on fire from the heavens
because there was no possibility of a local waiting until morning to share
such a delicious morsel of information with the man who lived next to him.

It came as no surprise to Locusta that Agrippina might seek her
assistance. Like most women of any true intelligence in Rome, Agrippina
had been limited by the nature of her sex. This woman had been the sister
of a mad emperor, the niece (and now wife) of an infirm emperor and no
doubt she intended to be the mother, at last, of an effective emperor.
Agrippina entered Locusta’s workshop with her adolescent son, Nero, a
slave girl (the very same who had visited Locusta previously), and the tutor
Seneca. Locusta felt the air itself move so that Agrippina might make her
way into the room. Candles flickered as the group made their way from the
broad doorway to the rear room where Locusta had indicated for them to
go. Shadows crawled cautiously along the stone walls, eager to discover
what would unfold here.

All of Locusta’s transactions were conducted back here so that, should
an official enquire, her potions and poisons could be quickly hidden before
they had a chance to get behind the curtain and discover her illegal wares.

Without a word, Agrippina and Nero went about the room looking at
various bottles and containers. The first she picked up was a square blue
bottle made of glass. These were reserved for the most deadly poisons that
Locusta had.

“Sandarach. Can be both a poison and a cure, depending on how it is
administered,” Locusta told her.

Agrippina’s sharp and pointed gaze rested on the poisoner for only a
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moment before she put the bottle in her hand back on the bench and picked
up another. Still the Emperor’s wife remained silent. Locusta stepped up
next to her – she felt the eyes of the slave girl moving over her – lifting a
thin purple vial she told Agrippina, “This is what you want. It comes from
mushrooms. At first it will do nothing. But then the victim will begin to
have trouble breathing – his chest will be heavy and thick with fluid. Then
his bowels will start to stir – it will appear that he has food poisoning and
nothing more. Then comes a sensation of vertigo and, after a fever sets in,
he will die. If it happens too fast it would be apparent that the death was
unnatural. This way, however, suspicion is diluted by the nature of the
symptoms.”

Nero took hold of the vial in her hand. He held it up to a candle to look
more closely at the sticky substance inside. The boy, almost a man, looked
at the bottle the way a person his age should look at a woman. He wanted
to caress it, hold it, stroke it. At that moment, Nero loved that bottle. He
craved it. Agrippina snatched the bottle back from him a little too zealously
and put it back on the shelf. The empress then nodded to her slave girl,
looked to Seneca and left the workshop through the same door from which
they had entered, leaving only Locusta and the slave girl in the damp
confines of the workshop.

“What is your name, girl?” asked Locusta.
“Aurelia – slave to the Empress of Rome. Do not call me girl. I am a

woman of eighteen years.”
Speaking like that to a free citizen of Rome could have been enough

to have the girl beaten. She was brazen, dangerously so. Aurelia’s hair was
far curlier than most Roman women, which led Locusta to believe that
she was descended from a conquered people, perhaps Spaniard or even
those from Gaul. Aurelia’s eyes were widely set, largely round and as black
as the sea in the middle of the night. Locusta felt as though she could have
dived into them at any moment.

“My apologies, young Aurelia. You are here to complete the
transaction?”

“Yes. My Lady would prefer to purchase the source of this extract. Do
you have the mushrooms?”

“I do not. But I can get them easily enough. Most of my clients want
the liquid from within, to be mixed in with wine.”

“Agrippina is not most people. She is to be ruler of Rome, if not in name
then in nature.”

“You admire her?” Locusta had been intrigued by Aurelia from the
first time they met. It was only now she’d revealed her name. Aurelia spoke
more confidently than most Senators and more boldly than the great Julia
herself might have. She held her chin high; her small frame was exacerbated
by her abundant breasts that could be seen quite clearly through the white
chiffon she was wearing.

“I do. I admire any woman who operates as she does.”
“But she operates in the darkness, young Aurelia. As do I.” Locusta

couldn’t withhold the smile forming at the side of her mouth. This young
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woman lusted for her mistress, it was as clear as the glass her deadly square
bottles were made from. The poisons within them could kill most mortals,
but the irony of each was that, given they were applied correctly and in
the right dose, each also had the potential to improve or save life. Some
could even be aphrodisiacs.

“So then, how do you… wish to complete this transaction?” asked
Locusta when it seemed the dark youth had no response to her previous
statement.

“My mistress had heard much about you Locusta. She had you
pardoned when she learned that you might serve several purposes. The
most obvious, of course, is that you would provide her with what she
needs.”

“I have provided her with the poison she will need to despatch
Claudius. It will work.” Aurelia’s eyelids twitched at the mention of the
Emperor’s name. Perhaps Locusta had overstepped some invisible
boundary by assuming who the poison was for. It had not been difficult
to discern – it never was when one came to her seeking retribution, justice
or wealth. A person’s motives for murder usually fell under at least one
of those categories. Sometimes it could be about love, but by the time
someone found their way into her ghostly back room, love had already
blackened into an obsession with retribution.

“It does seem to me, though, that you could have returned with the
payment during daylight hours.”

“Yes, I could – but I believe you have more remedies to offer, poisoner.”
Locusta smiled coyly at Aurelia before taking her hand. She caressed

it softly with the back of her middle and index fingers. “The Empress is
very kind for allowing you some time to yourself.” Aurelia’s arm became
rigid at Locusta’s touch – goose bumps rising like ants from a hill desperate
to escape an earthquake. “I apologise. I have made you nervous? I spend
most of my time with plants – not people.”

“I live in the household of an Emperor and his depraved sons – you’d
be surprised by how much it takes to make me nervous. Perhaps, if the
Empress is satisfied with your performance, she will enlist you again.”
Aurelia looked Locusta directly in the eyes. She saw the independence and
the strength that lived inside of Locusta. The poisoner, like most people,
had pain hiding behind her eyes. The cobalt blue, stunning as it was,
distracted you from the slivers of silver swimming behind the blue. Blue
eyes contrasted by hair the colour of Spanish wine were the perfect cover
for someone who had experienced horror in her life time. If Aurelia could
understand anything in Locusta’s eyes, it was the way that beauty was
used to conceal atrocity.

Aurelia stepped into Locusta’s body. The poisoner must have been at
least a decade older than she, but in this light, no one could have ever been
able to tell.

Aurelia could feel that Locusta’s frame was a strong one before even
putting her arms about her. She was older than Aurelia yes, but far more
toned and much softer than the overindulgent men who had used Aurelia
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as their personal entertainment in the empirical household. Locusta
released Aurelia’s hand, but rather than letting it drop, the slave lifted it
to Locusta’s hair, twirling her index finger around a stray curl which had
fallen out of place. The distance between them was minimal now. Aurelia
could feel the poisoner’s breath on her neck, warm. When Locusta’s hand
found Aurelia’s lips, the pace of the poisoner’s breathing changed. Where
a moment ago Aurelia felt a constant and timed burst of air, now the
woman’s breath attacked her skin in unpredictable bursts. The slave girl
raised her heels to match Locusta’s height. She could barely see now as
several candles were flickering their way to a final death. Aurelia’s lips
found Locusta’s. The discovery was such a pleasant one that both women
felt as though they’d hungered for it the way a lost sailor craves the sight
of land. They knew they wanted it, but couldn’t have realised how much
until it actually happened. Locusta pulled back just enough to speak to
Aurelia. Her body remained firmly pressed against the 18yearold.

“Let’s hope that your mistress has need of many more poisons in the
near future.”

Aurelia smiled, sending waves of light through the dark room. “Let’s.”

©2012 Rebecca Langham
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Rebecca Langham

Quicksand

One of the truest and most challenging battles to be fought within
one’s own mind is that which is waged between what we know and

what we feel. I feel like I must be in love. That has to be what this horrible
burning inside my chest is. What I know, however, is that this fiery
parasite chars my ribcage every time I see Cynthia Trummel. Cynthia
Trummel – who is a girl. As am I. Perhaps I should backtrack though. I’m
a terrible narrator. I never seem to know what would be considered the
beginning of something and I certainly have no affinity for knowing when
something has reached a conclusion. Give me a break though, I’m only
fifteen.

English. Period Two. Monday. That seems like a logical place to begin.
Let’s call my English teacher Mrs. X. It isn’t really a nickname that makes
sense, seeing her surname begins with a K and she is definitely not married
– but it will have to do. Mrs. X, you see, is usually referred to as ‘that gay
teacher’ most of the time. She was doomed to such a fate the moment she
walked into the school grounds, a fresh transfer from another school. Her
gelled, spikey hair reached for the heavens like dried tree limbs. And then
there was the vest. It was black, with thin white pin stripes running in
vertical lines. It had three buttons. Come on! A vest, gelled hair,
comfortable shoes even? No one needed to ask her name. Dyke would do
nicely. I don’t mind Mrs. X though. She has difficulty telling a funny story
without laughing at herself before reaching the end, and the number of
Lady Gaga posters in the classroom is somewhat concerning, but overall
she seems like a decent human being.

English. Period Two. Monday. Yes, that’s when it was. Mrs. X had
pretty much had enough of my class. Chatty even for Year Ten kids, they
couldn’t seem to shut up long enough for her to say “Hi, human being at
the front of the room, a little acknowledgment please.” So, she spoke those
eternally dreaded words. Words that sent socially manufactured venom
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down your spine: seating plan. Adults may wonder why this is such a
painful prospect for us teenagers. Let me try to explain. In this kind of
arrangement, you could end up next to ANYONE. Yes, anyone. If you had
ever met George Crogan, or Elicia Manch, you might understand. George
is the same size as the classroom door and the smell he brings with him
can be detected long before he walks through it. Elicia? She’s just a bitch.
If you even breathe too loudly she updates her Facebook status in such a
way as to ensure public humiliation. She’s the kind of girl who would tweet
about the hilarity of watching you fall down the stairs before actually
checking to see if you’d snapped your neck. It could be worse though. You
could be stuck next to Leslie. He seemed determined to prove his
heterosexuality – a side effect of growing up with a name which often had
him mistaken for a girl. I see two words in this guy’s future: sexual
harassment. It mightn’t be so bad if the guy ever cleaned under his
fingernails. Having some moron try to grope your thigh is bad enough, let
alone when the substances encrusted under his nails leave you wandering
just what the hell he’d been doing that morning.

I was one of the first to be assigned a seat. Front right hand corner, near
the ‘breaking the silence about homophobia in sport’ and ‘Indiana Jones’
posters. If I’d been paying more attention I would have seen who else was
sitting at that group of desks, but I’d become somewhat transfixed by
orange and red hues on the Indiana Jones pinup. They seemed to melt
into each other, creating a backdrop that made me imagine what it would
be like for a sunset to fall into a volcano. Mrs. X was back at the front,
muttering something about poetry and protest, when I left the world of
Steven Spielberg and rejoined the world of Year Ten English studies.

It’s hard to remember now, but I think I smelled her before I saw that
she was there. Gucci Rush. That’s the perfume. I know the scent because
my older sister was obsessed with wearing it for about six months. She’d
drenched her clothes in it and probably would have bathed in it if she
could. On Cynthia though, it took on a new personality. The scent danced
across the air. It pirouetted, it pranced, it piqued. I looked at her. She smiled
effortlessly and raised her eyebrows for just a moment. I’m pretty sure it
was one of those “so, we’re stuck here” type looks. She could have done
worse, I suppose. She could be next to Elicia, or George, or, perish the
thought, Leslie the groper. Instead she was next to me. Uninteresting, eerily
quiet and unperfumed me. After I’d stopped fixating on the whole dancing
perfume thing, I started to get a little paranoid. Who hasn’t done that?
Really? I tried to think of a way to check on the state of my own body
odour without appearing obvious. Pretending to wipe something off my
cheek with my arm reassured me that I wasn’t going to be the cause of any
onion tears. I tried to remember what I’d eaten that morning and if any of
it had the potential to turn my breath toxic. Pure, unadulterated panic
surged through me like a trapped rat that could smell daylight pouring in
through the other end of the maze. That was it. I don’t know why, but that
was the moment. It wasn’t the first time I’d had this kind of reaction to a
girl before, but it was the first time that I realised what it meant. I was so
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nervous about sitting near Cynthia because my general idolatry of her over
the last four years of school had not exactly been platonic. It was not envy.
It was not unexplainable. Shit. I’m such a lesbian.

That was on Monday, like I said before. Today is Friday. I’ve been
sitting next to Cynthia for one full hour every day for five days in a row.
I’ve perhaps managed eight words in total. Five of them were used up with
“Can I borrow your ruler?” and that took me about fifteen minutes to get
enough courage to ask. Falling for someone is like sinking into quicksand;
the more you struggle against the feelings the more the weight of them
suffocates you. I thought not talking to her very much would stop me from
feeling like there was a woodpecker using my spinal cord as a snack.
Instead I just feel like even more of an idiot. Look at her. She has curly
black hair that drapes across her shoulders. Blue eyes, porcelain skin and
black hair – utter perfection. I can’t be the only one to have noticed her
quiet reticence. I can’t be the only one to have noticed how everything she
says reveals intelligence far beyond that of anyone else in our class. So
here I am. I feel this intense, fiery drug burning its way through my veins
every time I walk into English. I know, however, that she probably has
half the school after her, the male half who actually has a chance.

“Hey, Aurora, did you get that last sentence written down? I missed it
before Mrs. X. changed the slide.” Cynthia. She spoke to me. Just now.
She didn’t even mispronounce my name. I think that’s the first time I’ve
heard her use it. A name that I usually despise for its clunky syllables and
constant misspelling has somehow taken on the celestial beauty and
serenity my mother always claimed it to have. Oh, she asked for something.

“Yeah, I got it. Here you go.” Six words. That takes my total to fourteen
this week. I’m on a roll today. I turn my English book toward Cynthia so
that she can copy the last line.

“It’s just a sad frakking poem, isn’t it?” She just said frak. If I was in
love before, I’m hopelessly devoted now. Gorgeous, intelligent and a scifi
nerd?

“Yeah. It really is. Not that half the people in this class could care.”
I’ve lost count now. That was at least two sentences though, I think. It

hits me. We’re having a conversation. There is a sense of backandforth
dialogue, surely that constitutes a conversation. What’s more – we are
discussing a poem about homophobia and she is showing care and concern.
Now I at least know she doesn’t hate gay people. I’m not even sure how I
feel about them. I’m saying ‘them’ but I’m gay, aren’t I? Should I be using
‘we’ or ‘us’ when I think about all this? That seems frightening somehow.
It reminds me of that line from RENT: “Here’s…to being an us for once,
instead of a them.” I love scifi and as far as I’m concerned Maureen
Johnson is the coolest fictional character in a musical ever (well, closely
tied with Elphaba Thropp). I’m so gay.

“I know. I don’t get why people waste so much time saying things that
hurt or offend people. I wonder if they even realise that this stuff is real.
That there are people who can’t help who they are, that there really are
people, yes, even in Western Sydney, who aren’t straight.” There’s that
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quicksand again. She is incredible. My legs are so deeply entrenched in the
inescapable pit that I can no longer sense them. My waist is glued in. My
hands are pointed downward. I’m in this now. I’m fifteen. I’m gay. I
haven’t told anyone. I really only just told myself. I wish that Cynthia
would just ask me. If she just asked me then I could turn away suspiciously,
or raise an eyebrow, or bite my lip, and she’d know the answer without
me having to say it out loud. Oh, please, just ask me! I could say something
that might lead into such a question, but I can’t think of anything. The
woodpecker clawing into my spine seems to have disconnected my brain
from my mouth. So I’m just nodding. Like an idiot, I’m nodding.

“So, you’re into Battlestar? I was going to rewatch The Plan on
Saturday, my mum bought this massive new TV.” Oh shit. Was that too
obvious? Did I just ask her out? Will she see it like that? Will she kick me
under the table and hide behind a wellplaced hand in order to avoid
answering me?

“Hells yeah! I’m a massive BSG nerd. I haven’t watched The Plan in
ages though. Do you think I could come over and watch it with you?”

“Yeah. I think that’d be okay. More than okay, even.” Suddenly, the
woodpecker stops. I breath out as though for the first time in a week. Oh
crap, how’s my breath?

©2012 Rebecca Langham
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Uma Kali Shakti

Two Spirited? Too Spirited!

She asks me
to write something
about
lesbians and spirituality

Should I tell her
I like to worship
at the Temple of Parvati
On my knees
for the Yoni?
Or is that too
Blatant?

I remembered years ago
when another woman
maybe searching
for her own sexuality
chose me,
the only one
in a
sari
in a
roomful of us lesbians/dykes
to ask
privately
“Why do you
make love
with women?”

Without hesitation
I replied
“Because
when I touch
the cervix©
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I am
immensely strong.
invincible,
tender, gentle
and vulnerable!”

The woman was stunned
and uncertain.
I thought about it
for days.
I too had been amazed
at my own response.
I was uncertain
of chakras
and
ancient
female knowledge.

So when she asks me
to write something
about lesbians
and spirituality,
I wonder
“Can she deal
with my reply?”

Or does she
want what
the gora/pakeha/gubba
girls
expect?
A romanticism
merely an appropriation
of our goddesses
“far away...
onceuponatime”

Instead of
here
and now
Kali
Saraswati
Lakshmi
Parvati
Durgama . . .

Goddesses
for which
we search
and find
at last
within
each other
and
ourselves...

©2012 Uma Kali Shakti

Note: gora (Hindi) / pakeha (Maori) / gubba
(NSW Australian Aboriginal) = white people
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Uma Kali Shakti

my mother never told me
the story...

About the Rani of Jhanse
a Queen of such courage and integrity
that she became a part of India’s Herstory !
Yet Mum demonstrated to me
her own courage and integrity
that she become part of my herstory.

My mother never told me the story
about the classic love manual written so long ago
illustrating the mechanics of heterosexual coupling
Yet she taught me to take care
of my precious body and mind
and not allow anyone to violate me.

My mother never told me the story
about the graphic carvings on ancient Mandir
depicting women celebrating sexual desires with each other
Yet she helped me to recognise
women’s strength, beauty
and our ability to survive independently.

No, my mother never told me the stories
about Shamakami, perhaps
she simply didn’t know because her mother didn’t tell her...
But she still gave me strength,
pride and belief in myself,
the tools for my own liberation

You see, my mother never told me not
to share sensuality, affection
and intensity with other women
Thus she enabled me to have
the freedom to explore
the potential of loving women.

I am
immensely strong.
invincible,
tender, gentle
and vulnerable!”

The woman was stunned
and uncertain.
I thought about it
for days.
I too had been amazed
at my own response.
I was uncertain
of chakras
and
ancient
female knowledge.

So when she asks me
to write something
about lesbians
and spirituality,
I wonder
“Can she deal
with my reply?”

Or does she
want what
the gora/pakeha/gubba
girls
expect?
A romanticism
merely an appropriation
of our goddesses
“far away...
onceuponatime”

Instead of
here
and now
Kali
Saraswati
Lakshmi
Parvati
Durgama . . .

Goddesses
for which
we search
and find
at last
within
each other
and
ourselves...
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And now there will no longer be
such hidden herstory and loss
For I do tell the stories of our love for each other
to my sisters, daughters, nieces,
and other women
so that we can celebrate together
in joy, honour, and laughter forever and ever
and ever….

©2012 Uma Kali Shakti
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commitment is to Human Rights and Social Justice particularly the liberation and self
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Currently she is involved in various Theatre Festivals including Short & Sweet and
Director of the Older Women's Network Theatre Group while trying to continue
writing. She enjoys being a Great Grandmother and is an Elder in various communities.
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