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Praise for Boy Swallows Universe

‘The best Australian novel I have read in more than a decade … The last 100 pages of Boy Swallows Universe propel you like an express train to a conclusion that is profound and complex and unashamedly commercial … A rollicking ride, rich in philosophy, wit, truth and pathos’ Sydney Morning Herald

‘Boy Swallows Universe is a wonderful surprise: sharp as a drawer full of knives in terms of subject matter; unrepentantly joyous in its child’s-eye view of the world; the best literary debut in a month of Sundays’ The Australian

‘The book is plotted like a murder mystery, with the requisite twists and turns providing illuminating surprises right to the last page. Scenes are rendered in intimate detail, the characters are as real as your family and the writing is glorious’ The Advertiser

‘A towering achievement. It is the Cloudstreet of the Australian suburban criminal underworld’ Herald Sun

‘One of the best Australian novels I’ve ever read … The characters are human and complex, the writing is fast-paced and heartfelt, and every sentence is surprising … This book will stay with me for a long time’ The Guardian

‘Boy Swallows Universe hypnotizes you with wonder, and then hammers you with heartbreak’ Washington Post

‘Filled with beautifully lyric prose … the characterization, too, is universally memorable, especially of Eli and August. At one point Eli wonders if he is good. The answer is “yes,” every bit as good as this exceptional novel’ Booklist (USA)



   
Praise for All Our Shimmering Skies

‘I think All Our Shimmering Skies is even better than Boy Swallows Universe … There’s a whiff of southern gothic here, with Molly reminding me of Scout Finch from To Kill A Mockingbird’ Stephen Romei, The Australian

‘A work of shimmering originality and energy, with extraordinary characters and a clever, thrilling plot … unputdownable’ Toni Jordan, Sydney Morning Herald/The Age

‘His keen eye for detail and vivid sense of place take us on another tumultuous and ultimately beautiful Australian journey. It is a novel Molly Hook herself would hail poetic and full of grace’ Herald Sun

‘A spellbinding saga of survival and transformation in WWII Australia … This is a wonder’ Publishers Weekly (starred review)

‘Achingly beautiful and poetic in its melancholy, All Our Shimmering Skies is a majestic and riveting tale of curses and the true meaning of treasure’ Booklist (starred review)

‘The book is alight with joyous candour, extravagantly beautiful writing and a series of intriguing jungle-set pieces’ The Advertiser

‘A magical realist epic grounded by a vividly evoked sense of place and a cheeky sense of humour’ West Australian




Dedication

For anyone who didn’t jump in the river.

And for anyone who did.
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Author’s note

Many of the events in this novel were inspired by stories told to me by people I met in the streets of my city across seventeen years of social affairs journalism. Some of these events involve violence, addiction and self-harm, which some readers may find distressing. Those same people I met in the street also spoke of community, hope and love, and that’s why I wrote this book.
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The Tyrannosaurus Waltz

April 2022

Pen and ink on paper

One of the artist’s earliest sketches and also one of her most celebrated, drawn on the night of her seventeenth birthday. The artist was still living with her mother in an orange 1987 Toyota HiAce van with four flat tyres. Note the dinosaur head the artist has placed upon the suited man’s body. Little is known of his identity, but common opinion suggests he represents the artist’s father. Quite possibly the earliest example of the artist’s wildly popular and globally acclaimed Girls on the Lam Period. Completed less than two years before she was shot by the banks of the Brisbane River.






 

 

 

My mother danced the Tyrannosaurus Waltz. It is the dance of mothers and their monsters. The Tyrannosaurus Waltz is traditionally performed in the kitchen of any ordinary home, anywhere in Australia. The dance requires a young mother to hold her baby to her chest and stand before the monster who pretends to love them.

‘Please let me go,’ says the mother.

‘Not with my daughter,’ says the monster. ‘I will kill you first.’

And then the waltz can begin. Mother leads, monster follows. She takes one step to her left and the monster takes one step to his right to block her. The mother then takes one step to her right and the monster takes one step to his left. And now they are dancing.

Mum says I will never dance the Tyrannosaurus Waltz. ‘You will not dance with monsters,’ she says. ‘But one day you will dance with a prince.’

The Tyrannosaurus Waltz can end in any number of ways, but the most shocking and spectacular way to end the dance requires the mother to take a paring knife from the dish rack beside the kitchen sink and thrust it into the soft flesh beneath the monster’s Adam’s apple. Mother and baby must then run for their lives. And never stop running.

This is how you dance the Tyrannosaurus Waltz.
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Temple & Webster Mirror Propped Against a Brick Wall in a West End Panel Beater’s Scrapyard

September 2022

Pen and ink on paper

A haunting, dream-like image and the first illustrated appearance of the artist’s famed full-length mirror. The titular ‘West End panel beater’s scrapyard’ refers to the home the artist shared with her mother, an orphaned boy who was her best friend, a former military tank driver, a nurse, the nurse’s mute son, and a toothless woman managing an addiction to Pascall Clinkers. Sketched some eighteen months before the artist met her one true love, Danny Collins.






 

 

 

‘Mirror, mirror, on the grass, what’s my future? What’s my past?’

People think magic mirrors are found only in fairytales. I found mine last summer on Lime Street, Highgate Hill, in a Brisbane City Council kerbside collection.

‘Mirror, mirror, please don’t lie. Tell me who you are. Tell me, who am I?’

My magic mirror was resting on a mouldy ping-pong table beside a Cavendish banana box full of baby dolls with limbs and eyeballs missing. My mirror has a matte-gold frame, arched at the top like the entrance to an Arabian princess’s bedroom. The family at 36 Lime dumped the mirror because there was a thick diagonal crack across the middle of it. There was a sales sticker on the back: Temple & Webster: Amina Arched Mirror, $299. At first I thought that was a bit much, dropping three avocadoes on some place to look when you’re brushing your mop, but now, in the thick of this lilac jacaranda spring of my seventeenth year on earth, I consider this mirror that I stare at in the dawn light – the best light for staring into a magic mirror – the second most valuable thing in my life.

It’s all the places I’ve seen inside it. The pyramids of Egypt. Ornamental gardens in Shanghai. That little bar three blocks from Alexanderplatz in Berlin. That Hindu prayer spot by the banks of the Ganges River. And now this cream pink-sky place I see in there this morning. Darned if that ain’t Paris, France. Round green metal coffee table in a public square at the base of the Eiffel Tower. The square is empty because magic mirrors pay no mind to time zones and it’s dawn there, too. And there she sits. The girl in the red dress, at the coffee table. Same woman who turns up in all those exotic places in my mirror. Back turned away from me like always. Sipping coffee. Impossibly poised. Effortlessly cool. My faceless friend. My muse.

I get how screwy it all sounds. But this here is the truth of my youth. And if I am to properly document these difficult early years of what is sure to be a wild and long and ground-breaking life as an international artist, then I am compelled to document the big screwy in all its shaky wonder and peril. These moments at dawn in the Tinman’s scrapyard are as relevant to my art as all the dark, real stuff that presents itself later in the day: the girls on the lam stuff, the hunger stuff, the bad smells, the violence, the fear, the work, Mum’s drug slinging for Lady Flo. And these notes on the screwy are just as valid as anything I can tell you about the running. Sometimes it’s the screwy that pulls a girl through.

Before I found my magic mirror, I used the side mirrors on the HiAce to see myself. Never needed any reflection bigger than that. Sometimes it’s good to settle for the side-mirror view of life. Sometimes we don’t want to see the full picture.

It wasn’t always a magic mirror. For months it was just another way for me to see all the freckles on my cheeks, my button nose with the small sunburn scab at the tip, and my cracked lips. Plain ol’ mirror it was, for the longest time. Then, at 3 p.m. on 23 April 2022 – my seventeenth birthday – Mum finally decided that I was old enough and hard enough to hear all the gory details about why we’d legged it across the country. She told me the whole blood-curdling story while we shared a round green metal coffee table at Starbucks, beneath the Myer Centre on the corner of Albert and Elizabeth streets. She drank iced tea and I guzzled a strawberry frappé so quickly my brain froze.

She said my father was a good man on the outside, but it had taken her too long to see his insides. She said you gotta be married to a man at least five years before you really see his insides. She said sometimes you can find a light inside a feller that burns so bright that it starts to burn inside you, too. But all my mum found inside my dad was black monster blood. That’s the shit that bubbles because it’s hot and troubled. Acid monster blood. My dad’s blood coulda cleaned your oven. You could pour that stuff on the bonnet of your Subaru Forester (best car I ever slept in: ample leg room, good high interior with plenty of space for changing your dacks) and it would burn a steaming hole right down to the engine block.

‘Do I have the monster blood in me, Mum?’ I asked.

‘Nah,’ she replied.

‘But he’s my father,’ I said. ‘You said I got my gentle art side from you. What if I got a monster side from him?’

‘Nah,’ Mum said, ‘you got more Monet blood than monster blood.’

‘Do you have any monster blood, Mum?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, I think I got some,’ she said. ‘How do you think I did what I did to your father?’

But that’s just the thing. I know for certain she hasn’t got a trace of monster blood in her. I swear it. So how does a woman with not a drop of monster inside her do something so – what’s the word for it? – monstrous.

*

Mum never told me where she was born or how, or who her parents were. The past is dangerous for girls on the lam. I think she was born from a rock fertilised by a rainbow. One half of her is black stone and the other half is pink and purple and yellow and orange tricks of light. Never heard her raise her voice once. Don’t mean she’s meek or unwilling to go full gorilla mama. The one and only time I ever saw her come close to violence was when we were at the bar of the only pub in Cracow, a gold-mining town almost five hundred clicks north-west of Brisbane. We were eating a bowl of chips and gravy and there was this drunk woman sitting next to us wearing snakeskin boots and skinny blue jeans who kept saying the words ‘silly cunt’ to her boyfriend as she ate a T-bone steak with jacket potatoes and vegetables. Mum rightly thought such language was inappropriate for me to hear because I was only nine back then and twice she asked Snakeskin Boots to stop swearing and twice she was ignored. Making her third request, Mum tapped Snakeskin Boots on the shoulder to get her attention and an angry Snakeskin pushed Mum away without even looking at her. ‘Fuck off,’ she spat. This prompted Mum to grip Snakeskin’s neck in her fingers and bring her head close to her dinner plate, from beside which Mum took a gravy-stained steak knife and pointed it directly at Snakeskin’s wide-open left eye. ‘Say that once more,’ Mum whispered.

Now I didn’t think that was monstrous of Mum. I just thought it was gangster as fuck. Five minutes later, as we sped through the night on the road to Theodore in a red 1989 Holden Camira that had no right to still be operating in the dust of western Queensland, I told Mum that I was proud of her for being so brave but wished she hadn’t reacted like that.

‘Why?’ Mum asked.

‘We had to leave half a bowl of chips and gravy on the bar,’ I replied.

‘I’m sorry,’ Mum said. ‘That is, indeed, a tragedy. What kind of animal forces a woman to abandon a bowl of chips and gravy?’

*

When Mum told me about the monster blood and how it felt to stick a paring knife in the throat of her husband in order to save her life and mine, the words landed inside my head like breaking glass. I swear I felt a crack running across my brain, just like the crack in my magic mirror. On one side of that brain crack was everything I knew for certain about the world. Bubblegum. Spaghetti bolognese. The songs of Taylor Swift. Bells on bicycles. On the other side was everything that I saw coming for me. Truth. Adulthood. Hurt and pain and art. So much art. And so many questions. Who was my mother before she ran? Where did we live? Who was I? Who am I?

I went home to the scrapyard that afternoon and I stared so close into my broken mirror that I could see the pores in the skin on my nose. Could see the emerald green of my eyes. Felt like I could see to the end of the universe. But nowhere could I find the monster I was trying to see inside myself.

Then I took a step back and that’s when I saw her. Below the crack in the mirror were the old cut-off denim shorts I was wearing and my bare, fire-kindling legs sticking out of a pair of green and white Slazenger sneakers I’d got from Big W. But in the space above the crack I saw a woman in a red dress with her back to me. It was like she was right there beyond the glass, moving inside it, as if I was watching her through a bedroom window.

It was a red knee-length cocktail dress she wore, with cross-straps at the back that exposed her well-formed shoulder blades. She was standing in a city street. In a city that looked much bigger than my city. Her hair was thick and brown and high and rolled into curls that seemed as natural and wondrous as seashells. She raised her left arm and I glimpsed a long white cigarette between her forefinger and middle finger. I could see only a flash of her jawline as she turned to take a deep drag on that cigarette, leaving a ring of vivid red lipstick on the end of the butt.

‘Mirror, mirror, in this panel beater’s place,’ I whispered, ‘please show me who you are, please show me your face.’

But the woman in the red dress said nothing. And then she walked away from me. I could see where she was going. Up a wide white stone staircase to what looked like a European castle. But then a yellow cab drove across my frame of view and I realised the scene was unfolding in the city of New York and I knew the building from documentaries Mum and me had watched on the telly. It was no castle she was walking into; it was the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

She does things like that, this woman in the red dress. Because she’s international. And she’s wanted, not unwanted. She’s valuable, not worthless.

*

This morning she sits alone in Paris beneath the most famous tower in the world. Sips a black coffee. Pure white cigarette raised to her lips with her left hand. And then a man in a vintage brown suit with a face I cannot see enters the scene from the left side of the mirror frame and kisses the woman in the red dress for twelve long seconds, square on the lips. Romance in it. Passion in it. Art.

But then a voice from beside me says, ‘What the hell are you staring at?’

And the woman in the mirror whips her head to the side to find out who has interrupted her private Parisian kiss.

And I whip my head to the same side to see a woman with her arms folded, looking at me like she’s trying to figure how deep my screwy goes.

My rock, fertilised by a rainbow. The first most valuable thing in my life.

Mum.
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Mum in the Jumper That Covers Her Scars, Walking Silently by the Brisbane River

February 2023

Pen and ink on paper

A revealing and tender reflection on the most significant day in the artist’s highly complex youth. The artist was two months away from celebrating her eighteenth birthday and experimenting, evidently, with anthropomorphic representations of the ones she loved the most. It is almost certainly the artist’s mother – the proud lioness – in the foreground of the sketch, but critics and admirers alike have spent decades furiously debating the significance of the creature emerging slowly from the water behind her. Is it ‘the hand of fate’, as some have called it? Or does the hand, in fact, represent eighteen years of a mother’s running and a past that finally caught up with this lion on the lam?






 

 

 

Who am I? In a world of eight billion people, I’m the seventeen-year-old girl with no name lying on a mattress beside her sleeping mum in a van beside the Brisbane River. I’m the girl with two legs, two arms, short brown hair, a rose-coloured birthmark shaped like a picnic basket on her arse, and a sketchbook in her hands. I’m the girl with a sore neck because her pillow is a washing machine delicates bag filled with increasingly indelicate socks and undies. I’m the girl with a circle of morning sunlight shining on her belly. A single ray of sunshine made for me, admitted by a rust hole in the roof of the van. I’m the girl putting her thumb and forefinger to the circle that’s fixed like a spotlight on her night shirt. How wide is the circle of light this morning? Wide as a can of Mortein.

I’m the girl sketching an image of a beautiful woman in a red dress waiting for a train at night in Berlin. The woman’s looking up at a full moon. I place the sketch beneath the circle of light and that real-life light lands precisely on the moon in my drawing and the moon over Berlin lights up like a bedside lamp.

Light, the artist remembered, wasn’t really drawn on the page. Light came from shade on the page. The light of our lives, she told herself, is formed by the darkness we place around it.

I scribble a title beneath the sketch: Woman in Red Dress under Yellow Moon in Berlin. And I think of names to call myself. Potential names for the artist to scribble beneath her sketches.

‘Selena?’ I whisper. Selena means ‘moon’.

‘Vera?’ I whisper. Vera means ‘true’.

‘Wendy?’ I whisper. Wendy means ‘friend’.

Names are dangerous for girls on the lam. Names could get you busted on the run. If Mum ever blabbed my real name to me, and I then blabbed my real name to someone, and then someone blabbed to the wrong someone else, then my mysterious ol’ mum could go to jail for what she did to my dad. I try to tell myself I don’t need a name. Plenty of things in this world don’t get names. Most rocks don’t get names and most rocks have been here longer than all of us. Dogs and cats have names, but South Brisbane fruit bats don’t. A possum named Merlin comes to our yard at night for a feed on the scraps from my yard neighbour Roslyn’s fruit salads, but most creatures round this river couldn’t get a passport to save themselves. Cyclones get names but storms don’t. Nor do snails or green ants or earthworms or rainbows. The moon is just called ‘the moon’. It’s not called Andromeda or something cool and galactic like that. It’s just known as ‘the moon’ because people didn’t know back in the day that there were other moons in our solar system. Far as they knew, there was only one of those coin-shaped silver things floating in the night.

Only one of me here, too. That’s why people just call me ‘the girl in the van’ or ‘the runaway girl’ or ‘the daughter of the mother who ran away’ or ‘the kid with no name in the van’ or ‘the girl with no home’ or ‘that homeless girl from West End with dirt on her face’. None of those things say anything about who I really am or who I really wanna be. For a start, I ain’t homeless, I’m just houseless. Those two things are about as different as resting your head on a silk pillowcase and resting your head on a brick. And if you really wanna call me anything, then I’d love it if you called me ‘the artist’. The artist with no name in the van by the river in West End with the dirt on her face and the hope in her heart and the ache in her neck. Or is that the ache in her heart and the hope in her neck?

I’m not the only one down here by the river struggling to prove who she is. I know floaters right across the city who can’t get into houses, can’t get on the JobSeeker list, can’t get out of the deep black hole in the night because they got no identification. Got no licence. Got no passport. Got no mum to say, ‘Hey, that’s my son.’ Got no son to say, ‘Hey, that’s my mum.’ Some got no order in the marble bag of their mind; some have just forgotten how to scream across a Centrelink desk, ‘I exist, goddammit, just gimme a second!’ I know floaters who lost their names when they lost their hope. Know one old bloke who just calls himself Tea Leaf. First name, Tea. Last name, Leaf. He can’t remember the name his mother gave him. He drank that name away. Pissed his whole identity off the rocks lining the Brisbane River. Been two decades since he’s even needed it. Not a single identifying factor on his person outside of a tattoo hand-scrawled on the inside of his left forearm: Marilyn. You ever tried to get some identification without some identification? It’s like trying to go to sleep with your eyes open.

In truth, I’ve got a dozen names and none. ‘Sweetie’ and ‘love’ and ‘hon’ and ‘you’ are what Mum calls me. My neighbour Roslyn calls me ‘kid’. I have a friend named Esther Inthehole, she of the Kangaroo Point Intheholes. I’ve never seen Esther’s face because she’s a recluse who lives in a hole under the St Peter the Apostle Church in Canoe Street. Esther Inthehole calls me ‘Liv Bytheriver’ because I live in an orange van with no wheels beside the Brisbane River. My best friend, Charlie Mould, aka Prince Charles, calls me ‘Princess Diana’, aka ‘Di Bytheriver’, and I always remind Charlie that I’d rather live by the river than die by the river. The Nigerian priest at the St Peter the Apostle Church, Father Joseph Kikelomo, calls me ‘Sputnik’ because he says I’m always shooting for stars that are too high in my sky. My friend Evelyn Bragg – she’s the manager at The Well drop-in centre on Moon Street, the same street where you can find me and mum in our van – always calls me ‘Patsy’ because I sang one night at a fundraising karaoke event in the drop-in centre rec room and she said I sounded sad but pretty, just like Patsy Cline. Mum’s boss, Flora Box, calls me ‘Brooke’ because I used to let my hair grow out long so that it hung like curtains over my shoulders and that reminded Flo of some actress she loved who starred in some old movie about two kids who got stuck on a tropical island and ate coconuts and bumped uglies all day. Mum’s most loyal day-job customer, an old man named George Stringer, calls me ‘Laura’ because Mum told him my name is Laura Branigan, which is the name of the singer of Mum’s all-time favourite name song, ‘Gloria’. Mum loves a good name song: ‘Jolene’, ‘Layla’, ‘Angie’, ‘Cecilia’, ‘Beth’, ‘Rhiannon’. I did a sketch once for Mum that featured all the subjects of her favourite name songs gathered for a reunion in the function room of the Story Bridge Hotel. Runaround Sue and Barbara Ann sipping punch in the corner with Jack and Diane. Billie Jean makin’ out with Bobbie McGee. Poor Eleanor Rigby on clean-up duties.

Yeah, I try to tell myself that I don’t need a real name. But I reckon I do. I think it’s important to know who you really are and who you really want to be. I guess what I’m trying to tell you is that I’m not a rock. And I sure as hell ain’t no rainbow.

*

I’m the girl with too many things to draw and too little ink in her pen. Drawings everywhere I look. Images in matte-gold frames. A dozen potential sketches right here in this cramped van this morning. Dirt on my toes at the end of the mattress. Mum’s curtains pulled across the van’s rear window. The Artist’s Feet with Purple Curtains.

Mum gets the right wall of the van, the one covered in all the pictures of me growing up that she printed out in the Milton Officeworks. The left wall is mine. A Harry Styles Rolling Stone cover pinned there and next to it three pencil sketches that turned out how I wanted. Portrait of the Artist with Exploding Watermelon Head. That’s me in a sundress with my seeded watermelon head exploding into chunks of mushy pink flesh. Dom’s Dad Died. I play nine-ball down at The Well with a fifty-six-year-old floater named Dominique Ferrera. This is the moment when Dom dropped the seven-ball on a jump shot then told me her father, Rhyl, died choking on a piece of steak gristle in the Kedron Park Hotel. Dom shrugged her shoulders and sank the eight-ball with a cushion shot that rolled so cleanly along the rail that I suspected witchcraft. Our Home in Monte Carlo. A sketch of Mum and me standing beside a ‘For Sale’ sign in front of a two-storey house made entirely of Arnott’s Monte Carlo biscuits.

Footsteps beyond the sliding van door. Roslyn rustling around the yard, fixing breakfast. ‘Scram, Justice Cavanagh,’ she barks. A stubborn one-legged West End ibis has been joining us for breakfast. Roslyn says the bird acts all superior, like a judge she once encountered in the Brisbane Mags Court. ‘No grub for you this mornin’, your honour.’

Roslyn means ‘gentle horse’. Her voice stirs Mum, who is lying beside me with her belly down on the mattress and her head turned sideways on the pillow towards me.

‘Sleep all right?’ she asks, eyes still closed.

‘I dreamed Pablo Picasso was painting a mural beneath the William Jolly Bridge.’

‘You say hi?’

‘I did. And he said hola. He was painting a great big red blob on the wall beneath the bridge. The blob was scary, like it was alive somehow, throbbing, with all these drippy dark red lines coming from it, like tendrils made of old black blood.’

‘Did you ask him what it was?’

‘I did. He said, “This is Maria. This is my heart.”’

‘Who’s Maria?’

‘I don’t know. Then I asked him why he had come all the way to Brisbane, Australia, just to paint beneath the William Jolly Bridge, and he said he had come to tell me my sketches weren’t good enough to turn into paintings yet. And then I told him that one day my sketches are gonna hang in New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art and he said that was a dangerous dream and then I asked him how a young artist from Brisbane, Australia, might make it all the way to the Met in New York and he said there’s only one way to make it that far. And then he threw a tub of red paint in my face and said, “You must weep.”’

‘Then what happened?’

‘I started sobbin’ like an idiot.’

Mum sits up and yawns, rubs her eyes. ‘That’s an awful dream.’

‘No way, Mum,’ I say, turning the page of my sketchbook to another blank white page filled with nothing but the whole world. ‘It was beautiful.’

*

Home is where the throbbing red blob is. The size of a tennis court, our scrapyard is bordered by a high barbed-wire fence and backs onto the Riverside Drive walking and cycling track that twists along the smelly mangroves lining the Brisbane River behind the West End industrial precinct.

Mum’s standing on the dewy scrapyard grass by the van’s open door. Right arm down the front of her pyjama bottoms, cleaning her minky with a Huggies baby wipe. In full view of Roslyn by the breakfast campfire two or three metres from us and the early morning riverside joggers running by the fence. She scrunches up the wipe and tosses it into the campfire. Reaches for another wipe from the pack resting on the van’s passenger-door sill. Cleans her face with this one then her underarms. Nods at me. Nods at the wipes. ‘C’mon, clean up,’ she says.

‘I’ll shower this afternoon at The Well,’ I say.

Mum leans in, sniffs my night shirt. ‘You sweated last night,’ she says. ‘You fancy another infection down there?’

I roll my eyes. Roslyn has heard our conversation from the fire. She’s seventy-two years old and lives two vehicles along from us in a blue 2002 Honda Jazz. ‘She’s a bit of a fixer-upper,’ Ros always says when she’s giving new friends a tour of her four-wheeled home. She has six shirts in her boot, two head torches in her glovebox, eight teeth in her mouth and one forty-seven-year-old daughter in Manly, Sydney. Ros is scribbling notes this morning in a book she calls The Battle of Good ’n’ Bad Shit. It’s a lifelong ledger in which she documents the ups and downs of her days, attempting to establish, before she dies, the ultimate value of human life:


	The Good Shit	The Bad Shit

	Harvested strawberries	Poss carcinoma getting bigger on scalp

	Rescued a rosella crossing Montague Road with a crook wing	Road rage incident on Peel Street

	Back rub from Kasey D	Earthquake in Peru killed 1100

	Hokey pokey ice cream before bed	Left boob still vastly bigger than right

	Ben H returned my nail clippers	Bananas won’t ripen

	Daryl Braithwaite in the hot-tub dream	Still no letter back from Zoey



‘It’s the vulva ya gotta worry about,’ Ros calls across the yard, no suggestion of modulating her voice for the nature of the conversation. ‘The vaginal canal is a self-cleaning miracle of hygiene, but you should always be aware of germs and foreign bodies around the clitoral hood.’

Mum nods knowingly. ‘Best listen to Ros – she’s had her share of foreign bodies around her clitoral hood.’

Ros howls like a goat impaled on a fence post. Mum snatches another wipe from the pack. ‘Or maybe you want Mum to clean it for you, like old times?’ Ros suggests.

Mum turns to Ros. ‘Hey, you remember cleaning up your girl’s bits when she was a bub?’

‘Loved it,’ Ros says, turning a metal toast rack over the fire. ‘Miss it. Wiping my little Zoey’s noo noo. Her dumps always looked like chickpea dip.’

Mum nods her head in earnest. ‘I never once regretted changing a nappy for you,’ she says.

I look at her eyes. I shall call such eyes ‘the memory eyes’.

‘Mum, are you crying?’

‘That was the deal,’ she says, fighting a tear before breakfast. ‘I did the nursin’, the bathin’, the mashin’, the huggin’. And all you had to do was the shittin’. Every time you shat yourself in those early days was a sigh of relief for me. It meant all your parts were workin’ right.’

‘Crapple a day keeps the doctor away,’ Ros confirms from afar.

I turn to Mum. ‘Please stop,’ I whisper, reluctantly taking two baby wipes from the pack.

*

Our neighbours June and her son, Sully, pad across the grass to join me, Mum and Ros for breakfast around the yard’s corner fire. June and Sully live next to Ros in a ten-foot 1972 red and white Newlands Campmaster caravan.

‘What’s on the menu, Ros?’ June asks.

‘Sardines on toast,’ Ros replies. ‘One or two slices, Sully?’

Sully whispers in his mum’s ear. Sully’s twenty-two and he’s never spoken to me in the two years he’s shared our yard. I’ve never seen him speak to anyone but his mum. People say he’s got some kind of disability, but June says her son is nothing but gentle and only in a place as hard as Queensland would gentleness be considered a disability.

June listens to Sully then asks Ros another question. ‘Are they the Seacrown sardines from Coles or the Northern Catch sardines from Aldi?’

Ros inspects a can resting on a white tin plate down by her purple Crocs.

‘Woolworths Essentials, I’m afraid, Sully,’ Ros says.

Sully nods, whispers to his mum again.

‘He’ll just have toast, and I’ll take two slices with the sardines, thanks, Ros,’ June says, sitting on an upturned blue milk crate that I found two months ago behind the Parmalat milk factory on Boundary





















































































































































































































































































































































[image: Start of image description, Woman running from giant hand, with the words ‘Stay Here, I Love You’, end of image description]






Stay Here, I Love You

February 2023

Pen and ink on paper

A startling image, more famous for what the artist has omitted from the scene than for what she has so darkly and unsettlingly included. This is a work of disseverment and dislocation. The artist depicts a child lost in the woods, like something from a Brothers Grimm fairytale, but there are pieces to this story that are missing. The viewer is not granted all of the necessary information. Things have fallen through the cracks in the sketch. The image is broken, almost like a mirror cracked. The title would suggest a work of love and devotion, but few would suggest this is anything but a reflection on fear.






[image: Start of image description, Old woman sitting beside a car and an elephant, with the words ‘Roslyn in the Scrapyard, with Elephant’, end of image description]





Roslyn in the Scrapyard, with Elephant

February 2023

Pen and ink on paper

One of several portraits the artist sketched of her long-time scrapyard neighbour Roslyn. Here, an ageing Roslyn appears to share a loving, almost maternal relationship with the unlikely elephant sitting casually to her left. Note the elephant’s trunk resting warmly, protectively even, upon Roslyn’s right shoulder. For reasons that are not always apparent, the artist features elephants regularly in her work. Perhaps the elephant is being used here to imbue her subject with a sense of power and strength. Or, more likely, to speak to the power of a good memory, a key element to any elephant’s survival in the wild.






[image: Start of image description, Boot of a car with the galaxy inside, with the words ‘Holden Gemini Car Boot Filled with Planets, Stars and Interstellar Dust’, end of image description]






Holden Gemini Car Boot Filled with Planets, Stars and Interstellar Dust

February 2023

Pen and ink on paper

The artist was seventeen years old and heartbroken, though evidently moved by something she had seen inside the boot of an abandoned and worthless 1978 Holden Gemini automobile. The piece is seen by many as a tribute to discovery, or what the esteemed Metropolitan Museum of Art curator E.P. Buckle once called ‘the luminescence of truth’.






[image: Start of image description, Tyrannosaurus man in a suit and skeleton bride at a wedding with an audience of monsters, with the words ‘Mr and Mrs Finlay’, end of image description]






Mr and Mrs Finlay

February 2023

Pen and ink on paper

One of the artist’s most haunting and macabre works. The artist is almost inviting the viewer to attend a wedding between two lovers in hell. It feels like something one would expect from the mind of Francis Bacon or Hieronymus Bosch. ‘Please join us,’ the artist seems to be asking. ‘Please come and witness this horrifying union for yourself.’






[image: Start of image description, Man dressed as Santa Claus, with the words ‘Santa Claus with Sore Head’, end of image description]






Santa Claus with Sore Head

December 2023

Pen and ink on paper

An extremely rare piece, acquired by the museum through an anonymous donor. Believed to have been sketched when the artist was eighteen years old and riding a train to Nundah, northern Brisbane. It is through this period that we begin to see the inherent optimism in the artist’s sketches continually infused – some might say infected – with distinct notes of melancholia and unprecedented late-teen rage.






[image: Start of image description, A group of half-men/half-wolves, with the words ‘Big Dumb Fuckin’ Cocaine Meathead Boy Monster Idiot’, end of image description]






Big Dumb Fuckin’ Cocaine Meathead Boy Monster Idiot

December 2023

Pen and ink on paper

The artist was furious and wondering if she should ask her boss’s accountant, Ephraim Wall, to dissolve four wealthy and foolish university students in a bath of potassium hydroxide. Museum visitors who have purchased the audio accompaniment to this exhibition should now tap on the tile marked ‘“Till Death Do Us Part”, Madonna’.






[image: Start of image description, Woman constricted by a large snake, with the words ‘The Long Arm of the Law’, end of image description]






The Long Arm of the Law

December 2023

Pen and ink on paper

The figurative long arm of a Queensland police officer wraps, suffocating and inescapable, around the waist, the chest and, finally, the eyes of our beleaguered artist. It appears as though the snake is squeezing something out of the artist, forcing something out of her chest and into her throat. But what exactly? The past? The future? Or maybe just the truth?






[image: Start of image description, Man with syringe and fish, with the words ‘The Worst Eating Fish in South East Queensland’, end of image description]






The Worst Eating Fish in South East Queensland

December 2023

Pen and ink on paper

It is believed that the artist worked for a time for the Ebb ’n’ Flo seafood wholesalers, owned and operated by the notorious ‘Lady’ Flora Box, a widowed mother with suspected ties to several Australian underworld crime networks. The artist once said that the best eating fish in South East Queensland was white in flesh, flaky on the fork, tasted like the ocean and should be cooked simply with butter, salt and pepper. The artist once said that the worst eating fish in South East Queensland was caught and gutted overseas, its belly lined with concealed quantities of black tar heroin, and imported in iceboxes to the rear entrance of the Ebb ’n’ Flo shed at 6 Moon Street, West End.






[image: Start of image description, Bear-headed man in boat proffering rope to a girl in the water, with the words ‘Detective Sergeant Topping in a Boat in a Storm with a Life Rope’, end of image description]






Detective Sergeant Topping in a Boat in a Storm with a Life Rope

December 2023

Pen and ink on paper

Note the bear’s head the artist has placed upon Detective Sergeant Geoff Topping’s body. Critics have long maintained the bear was a representation of Officer Topping’s deep protective instincts. Or possibly a comment on his reluctance to go outside during winter. The artist was mere weeks away from meeting Danny Collins on the Victoria Bridge.






[image: Start of image description, Two girls in a river beside a city, with the words ‘Christina and the Lion’, end of image description]






Christina and the Lion

December 2023

Pen and ink on paper

Swimming in a river of troubles, the artist clings to her sketchbook as though it’s a lifebuoy keeping her afloat. She finds a beacon, of a kind, in the unlikely form of a young girl standing on a suburban letterbox. Few subjects have ever been rendered by the artist with such care and devotion, and it is clear she shared some form of profound connection with the young girl. Little is known of the girl’s identity, but we can at least assume she is the titular Christina.






[image: Start of image description, Girl wearing a long dress and holding a notebook and pen, with the words ‘But One Day You Will Dance with a Prince’, end of image description]






But One Day You Will Dance with a Prince

December 2023

Pen and ink on paper

Note the staining on the left edge of the paper. Analysts first believed these stains had been caused by white wine, most likely from a glass held by the notorious young lush Charlie Mould. However, after significant chemical analysis, it has since been established that they were caused by drops of chlorinated water. One of the most optimistic works in the artist’s oeuvre and clearly the product of a young woman who was beginning to believe in love, fate and the value of horrific mistakes.






[image: Start of image description, Dinosaur man, with the words ‘I Don’t Need You to Let Me’, end of image description]






I Don’t Need You to Let Me

January 2024

Pen and ink on paper

The artist was eighteen and working in debt collections for the famed Brisbane criminal underworld figure Flora Box. The fear in the work is palpable. The artistic choices on display seem very deliberate, as though the artist invested much time and effort in conveying the obvious menace to be found within her subject. Critics consider this piece to be part of the artist’s renowned Beleaguered Girl Balances on the Edge of Good and Evil Period.






[image: Start of image description, A man and woman sitting on a large fish in a body of water, with the words ‘Two Lovers in a Boat, Floating Towards the Light’, end of image description]






Two Lovers in a Boat, Floating Towards the Light

January 2024

Pen and ink on paper

At first glance, one of the most hopeful of the artist’s early works. Two young lovers floating on a beam of silver light formed by a full moon shining over the Brisbane River. Look closer and one can’t help but notice that their ‘vessel’ – a rare Queensland lungfish – has no motor and our lovestruck passengers grip no paddles. They are floating inextricably and irreversibly towards their fate. Look closer again and one discovers that the light in this image is not coming from the moon. It is torchlight that illuminates our lovers. But who is holding the torch?






[image: Start of image description, Skull and a half-built city, with the words ‘Things That Go Bump in the Night’, end of image description]






Things That Go Bump in the Night

January 2024

Pen and ink on paper

There is often an overriding sense of distrust in the artist’s work, especially when depicting her home city. Here, a simple road bridge extends into the all-seeing eye of the dead. She is, one suspects, speaking to the darkness inherent in any city, even one as bright as the capital of Australia’s Sunshine State.






[image: Start of image description, Large hand reaching out to grab two people on a bike, with the words ‘The Girl on the Lam’, end of image description]






The Girl on the Lam

January 2024

Pen and ink on paper

Perhaps the artist’s most celebrated image, sketched in darkness while she was on the run from Flora Box and a collection of dangerous men hell-bent on ending her life and, in turn, destroying a certain career as a world-famous artist. The creature from previous works has now grown. The creature has revealed itself. Monstrous and malevolent. Unavoidable and, as far as the viewer can tell, unbeatable.






[image: Start of image description, Shattered mirror reflecting the image of a woman and buildings, with the words ‘The Hunter and the Prey’, end of image description]






The Hunter and the Prey

January 2024

Pen and ink on paper

The closest the artist comes to a genuine self-portrait, and it’s broken into the twelve pieces of a shattered mirror. The intention of the work might be found within its title, a clear nod to the philosophical notion that likens the act of looking into the mirror to a predatorial hunt, a search for self-knowledge in which the looker is both the hunter and the prey. The title may also refer to the time the artist was chased through Brisbane by a group of ruthless underworld criminals.






[image: Start of image description, Wounded woman on the ground in front of a building, with the words ‘Portrait of the Artist Lying Flat on Concrete, Apparently Stone-Cold Dead’, end of image description]






Portrait of the Artist Lying Flat on Concrete, Apparently Stone-Cold Dead

Date unknown

Pen and ink on paper

A puzzling anomaly, a sketch almost out of place among the works included in our exhibition. Opinions have varied regarding the date of its creation, giving rise to likely apocryphal theories that this was, in fact, an act of presentiment and the artist was exploring intuitions of a future she could not possibly see. Note the clear evidence of blood gathering around the artist’s abdomen. And, as always, the suffocating city stands above her, unmoved and uncaring, the Brisbane City Hall’s towering clock face being the only witness to the artist’s seemingly inevitable demise.






[image: Start of image description, Monster grabbing someone’s leg, with the words ‘River Monster’, end of image description]






River Monster

January 2024

Pen and ink on paper

At once the most fantastical sketch in the artist’s oeuvre and the most truthful. It’s almost as if, at last, the artist has removed her rose-coloured glasses and seen her troubled world for exactly what it is. Deadly. Violent. Monstrous.






[image: Start of image description, A couple sitting on a tree branch at night, with the words ‘Two Lovers Sitting on a Branch Watching a Pterodactyl Fly Across a Full Moon’, end of image description]






Two Lovers Sitting on a Branch Watching a Pterodactyl Fly Across a Full Moon

January 2024

Pen and ink on paper

Reportedly sketched while the artist was recovering from a near-fatal bullet wound in hospital. An image of unashamed romance, deliberately sentimental. Two lovers – presumably the artist and her one true love, Danny Collins – perched on a branch overlooking a city that no longer seems so menacing. Little is known of why the artist chose to capture the pterodactyl flying across the face of the moon, but many believe this to be a representation of the artist’s hard-won acceptance of the past.






[image: Start of image description, Girl standing in front of a painting frame, with the words ‘Girl in Yellow Peacoat’, end of image description]






Girl in Yellow Peacoat

February 2024

Pen and ink on paper

Little is known about this work beyond the fact it was the artist’s favourite of all her early ink sketches. A tribute to you, the viewer, the person who makes all art possible.






[image: Start of image description, Woman standing in a kitchen, with the words ‘Who Are You?’, end of image description]






Who Are You?

March 2024

Pen and ink on paper

The last great black and white sketch of the artist’s early Girls on the Lam Period. She transitioned to oils on canvas soon after this image, moving into her blindingly colourful Rainbow Period. A magazine journalist once asked the artist about the origins of this sketch, suggesting it was a mirror image to the very sketch that opens this exhibition, The Tyrannosaurus Waltz.

‘It’s the same scene, but the monster is missing,’ the journalist noted.

‘That’s right,’ the artist said.

‘You destroyed the monster?’ the journalist asked.

‘Yes, I did.’

‘How did you do it?’ the journalist probed.

‘With a pen,’ the artist replied.




OPS/images/title.jpg
o TRENT ™
DALTON

ILLUSTRATIONS BY PAUL HEPPELL





OPS/images/half.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg
S e





OPS/images/img_004.jpg





OPS/images/img_003.jpg





OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Praise for Boy Swallows Universe


		Praise for All Our Shimmering Skies


		Dedication


		Contents


		Author’s Note


		The Tyrannosaurus Waltz


		Temple & Webster Mirror Propped Against a Brick Wall in a West End Panel Beater’s Scrapyard


		Mum in the Jumper That Covers Her Scars, Walking Silently by the Brisbane River


		Stay Here, I Love You


		Roslyn in the Scrapyard, with Elephant


		Holden Gemini Car Boot Filled with Planets, Stars and Interstellar Dust


		Mr and Mrs Finlay


		Santa Claus with Sore Head


		Big Dumb Fuckin’ Cocaine Meathead Boy Monster Idiot


		The Long Arm of the Law


		The Worst Eating Fish in South East Queensland


		Detective Sergeant Topping in a Boat in a Storm with a Life Rope


		Christina and the Lion


		But One Day You Will Dance with a Prince


		I Don’t Need You to Let Me


		Two Lovers in a Boat, Floating Towards the Light


		Things That Go Bump in the Night


		The Girl on the Lam


		The Hunter and the Prey


		Portrait of the Artist Lying Flat on Concrete, Apparently Stone-Cold Dead


		River Monster


		Two Lovers Sitting on a Branch Watching a Pterodactyl Fly Across a Full Moon


		Girl in Yellow Peacoat


		Who Are You?


		Acknowledgements


		A Note from the Illustrator, Paul Heppell


		About the Author


		Also by Trent Dalton


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








		iii


		iv


		v


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		457


		458


		459


		460


		461


		462


		463


		464


		465


		466


		467


		468


		469


		470


		471


		472


		473


		474


		475


		476


		477


		478


		479


		480


		481


		482


		483


		484


		485


		486


		487


		488


		489


		490


		491


		492


		493


		494


		495


		496


		497


		498


		i








OPS/images/img_002.jpg





OPS/images/img_001.jpg





OPS/images/img_009.jpg





OPS/images/img_008.jpg





OPS/images/img_007.jpg





OPS/images/img_006.jpg





OPS/images/img_005.jpg





OPS/images/cover.png





OPS/images/img_015.jpg





OPS/images/img_014.jpg





OPS/images/img_013.jpg





OPS/images/img_012.jpg





OPS/images/img_011.jpg





OPS/images/img_010.jpg





OPS/images/img_019.jpg





OPS/images/img_018.jpg





OPS/images/img_017.jpg





OPS/images/img_016.jpg





OPS/images/img_024.jpg





OPS/images/img_023.jpg





OPS/images/img_022.jpg





OPS/images/img_021.jpg





OPS/images/img_020.jpg





