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Author’s Note

This book, from start to finish, is a joyous, heart-on-the-sleeve tribute to the wonder of love. But it also contains brief references to suicide, racism, homophobia and institutional abuse that some readers may find distressing. Some names have been changed for legal reasons. Deepest thanks to the storytellers herein who gently opened the window on their dark in order to blind me with their light.





 

 

 

Dear Kath,

I got your gift. Might be the most beautiful gift I ever got.

I’m looking at your face in the funeral booklet as I write this letter. Kathleen Kelly 15.01.1931 – 25.12.2020. You look like an angel, Kath, some strange Irish cross between early Kate Hepburn and every star in the Milky Way.

You bowed out on Christmas Day. We all thought that was kinda perfect. The memorial was beautiful and true. Lakeview Chapel, Albany Creek Memorial Park. You were so loved, Kath. You must have done it right. Life, I mean. You must have known the point of it all: live a life so full and selfless that latecomers struggle to find a spare seat at your funeral.

The January heat outside the chapel broke the airconditioner and the photo montage broke me in two. All tears and no tissues. Funeral photo montages get me every time. The journey of it all. You as a kid. You as a mum. You as a grandmother to all those grandkids who did you so proud in that chapel.

Judy and Greg, those beautiful children of yours, said the most beautiful things about you. True-love things. Maybe that’s the trick to parenting: just love your kids so hard and so fully that when you go they won’t be able to spit out a single word about you without trembling.

They told the love story of you and Jim. They told the love story of you and the sixty-seven years you spent in the Jack Street house, how much you loved the people in your neighbourhood, how you listened to all their stories for hours until the hours turned into years and the years turned into decades. You knew the secret to it all, how the greatest gift we can give to the world is to shut up and listen to it.

Greg spoke of you and your beloved Olivetti Studio 44 typewriter, the sky-blue one that you’d been tapping away on since the early 1970s, writing fiery letters about women’s rights and human rights and doing life right to politicians and principals and popes. He spoke about the letter you wrote to the Catholic Leader in 1970, railing against Canon Law demanding the covering of women’s heads in church. You were so furious and brilliant. ‘I cannot see anything disrespectful about a woman’s bare head,’ you wrote. ‘Surely it is what is in the heart, not the scrap of fabric on the head, that counts.’ I turned to my daughter Beth beside me when Greg read that bit out. She’s fourteen now, Kath, and she nodded at me because she heard every word you said.

After the memorial service, as per your instructions, we all went out to Greg’s car in the parking lot and he pulled out an Esky filled with the thirty stubbies of XXXX Gold that were still chilling in your fridge the day you were rushed to hospital. We gladly sank those stubbies like you wanted, Kath, and we toasted your good name. I told Greg some things he didn’t know about you, like how you wrote me those beautiful and tender emails when Dad was finally killed by the durries. ‘He’s not dead while his name is still spoken,’ you reminded me.

Then Greg told me some things I didn’t know about you, how you cut my journo stuff out of the paper and glued the clippings into those sacred scrapbooks that documented your life and all that you cared for. I was so touched that a mate’s mum would take the time to do such a thing. ‘Well, wait till you see this,’ Greg said. And he leaned into the boot of his car and pulled out your sky-blue Olivetti Studio 44 typewriter. ‘She wanted you to have it,’ he said.

I told Greg that I’d write something special on your typewriter. I said I would write something filled with love and depth and truth and frankness and heart because you were loving and deep and true and frank and heartfelt. I said it wouldn’t be cynical and glib, Kath, because I can’t do cynical and glib anymore. The global market for cynical and glib has been flooded. The cynics bob up in your cornflakes, pop out of your toaster in the morning like a burnt slice of mouldy Tip-Top. Some four million people and counting are dead from a virus and, hell no, I don’t feel like being sarcastic. I feel like being open and true and right flippin’ here, right flippin’ now.

I told Greg I wanted to walk through the streets of Brisbane’s CBD for two months asking random strangers to tell me love stories. I told him I then wanted to sit for two straight weeks with the Olivetti on the corner of Adelaide and Albert streets, on the edge of King George Square, and ask random strangers to stop and tell me more love stories, and then I wanted to write about all those love stories on your beautiful Olivetti. ‘I don’t know, man, something inside me is telling me I need to do this,’ I said. And maybe it’s this awful arse-boil of a pandemic that refuses to be lanced. And maybe it’s just me and maybe it’s just something I need to do. ‘I know Kath would say it sounds cheesy as hell,’ I said to Greg. ‘But do ya reckon she’d mind if I did something like that with her typewriter?’

He didn’t hesitate, Kath. I can’t remember when your son was ever hesitant. ‘I think she’d love nothing more,’ he said.

So here I am, Kath. I’m writing this letter to you on the Olivetti as I sit on the corner of Adelaide and Albert streets at a small fold-up table that I bought from BCF for $50 and will use as my writing desk. I’ve just spent two months walking through the streets of Brisbane, asking random strangers to tell me love stories. I’ve been shutting up and listening to the world. Back and forth through the city streets for sixty days, talking to people about love and what it means and what it is and where it comes from and what it feels like to find it, lose it, keep it and cherish it in the good years and the bad years and the arse-boil years like these ones we’re living in now. Back and forth from the Orient Hotel at the end of Queen Street and down to the brown Brisbane River that rises every fifteen or thirty years to remind us we’re only ever three steps away from the mop and the bucket.

And here I am now, spending two weeks sitting on this corner on a $15 fold-up blue chair I bought at Big W on Edward Street, with another $15 chair beside me that random strangers keep sitting in as they kindly, gently, wildly, courageously, beautifully tell me the love stories of their lives. Between the stories I’m tapping out letters to the people I love, inspired by the stories I’ve just heard. Just yesterday I wrote a letter to Joni Mitchell. This morning I wrote a letter to Whitney Houston.

The Olivetti is working like a dream, Kath. I took it to Garry Hill, the typewriter repairer in Everton Hills. He put a new ribbon in it and cleaned the letter hammers. Garry worked for Olivetti from 1974 to 1991 and he was so impressed by the way you’d looked after your typewriter, Kath. ‘Beautiful machine,’ Garry whispered. He dated the Olivetti to the mid-to-late 1960s. ‘There’s no parts available for this, but I don’t think you’re going to need any,’ he said. ‘What are you using it for?’

‘I’m gonna sit with it on the corner of Adelaide and Albert streets for two weeks and listen to complete strangers tell me love stories. It’s my gentle middle finger to eighteen months of global pandemic.’

Garry smiled. ‘Good for you,’ he said. Garry said my ‘o’ letter hammer on the typebar might get clogged with ink, but I can clean that ink out with a pin. I told Garry that was good to know: I needed that ‘o’ hammer in good working order because I was about to type the word ‘love’ maybe two thousand times.

It really is a beautiful machine, Kath. This machine kills fascists. This machine needs no power beyond stories and ideas. It carries no emails, no internet connection, no Spotify, but it carries my dreams.

There’s a sign resting against my desk: ‘Sentimental writer collecting love stories. Do you have one to share?’ You would not believe the things people will tell you when you take the time to shut the hell up and listen. The wisdoms, the secrets and the stories so heartbreaking, triumphant, romantic, exhilarating, hilarious, tragic and wondrous, just like life. Sometimes people say things so perfect and true that it feels like they’ve been wanting to say those things all their life but the timing was never right. Maybe the timing is right now and maybe it’s this awful pandemic that’s been making us all think so damn hard about what we care about, about what we love.

I’ve already made some friends on my corner, Kath. Three metres to the left of my writing desk are the ladies from the anti–Chinese Communist Party petition group. They’re tough as nails but caring, always giving me snacks and advice on being sunsmart when working on the street. Five metres to my right is Reuben Vui, a kind-hearted Kiwi who’s signing people up to child sponsorship programs. Some days I’m joined at my desk by Tony Dee, a crooner living with spina bifida, who sings note-perfect Sinatra love songs from his wheelchair at the entry to King George Square. Sometimes I’m joined by my new Belgian busker mate, Jean-Benoit Lagarmitte, who plays drums on an upturned empty Osmocote fertiliser tub. Jean-Benoit was born during the Rwandan Civil War and left for dead under a tree as a baby, and he might be the happiest man I’ve ever met.

And now here’s another friend, a woman named Helen Clark, standing in front of my writing desk. ‘I’ve got a love story,’ she says. And that means I’ve gotta go, Kath, because that’s how it always begins and I’ll never know how it ends if I don’t shut the hell up and listen. I’ll write again, soon. I know I said I just wanted to tell you I got your gift. But what I really wanted to tell you was thanks. Thanks for the stories, Kath. And thanks for the love.

Trent




TWO BELIEVERS

I believe we are not alone in the universe, teachers are underpaid, Harold Holt drowned, the Big Mac still has a role to play on earth, Connery was the best Bond, there is no best Beatle, Vegemite never goes out of date, preventions and cures are equally valid, injecting rooms work, Test cricket is not dead but Elvis is. I believe that somewhere in the world is a woman who has tattooed the true meaning of life on the upper inside of her left thigh. I believe I’ll die before I see peace in the Middle East but my daughters won’t because I believe in them. I believe in dancing badly, farting politely, kissing sloppily, hoping realistically, grieving openly, fishing silently, dreaming wildly, making up quickly, making love slowly, writing daily, whistling hourly, weeping freely, singing loudly, screaming internally, thanking everybody and failing at least once a week. I believe it is good to whisper to plants as long as nobody gets hurt. I believe in forty-plus sunscreen and sixty-plus bus drivers. I believe in standing up to bullies, sitting down with nuns, jogging in Dunlop KT26 runners, drinking in immoderation every once in a while and that lawn mowing cures a hangover. I believe redback spiders chill my bones, seeing Jodie Foster happy warms my heart and the onion belongs on top of the sausage. I believe the change you’ve been seeking all this time is sock-sock-shoe-shoe instead of sock-shoe-sock-shoe and the tomato goes on top of the beetroot. I believe Colonel Mustard did it, there is still good in Morrissey, quixotism is more than a useful Scrabble word, there are lessons to be learned from soldier crabs, Russell Crowe is Australian, revenge is a dish best served to people who double park, the truth will send you to prison, nurses are underpaid, living room rugs are good, living room drugs are bad, Murray was the most gifted Wiggle, pineapple belongs on only one kind of pizza, sky-diving will kill us, Kylie Minogue will save us, black lives matter, slow-motion replays will ruin rugby league, women’s rights are human rights, normal people don’t exist, Die Hard is not a Christmas movie, only the lawyers ever truly win, Brokeback Mountain should have won Best Picture and I still have time to fix all the things in my life that need fixing. I believe in duck-diving under waves at Burleigh Heads, laughing until your ribs hurt in the Birdsville Hotel, talking to the sky on the steps of the Sydney Opera House, leaving the poo rope in a Christmas prawn, tracing shapes in the stars and making a wish before you blow out the candles. I believe in the songs of Barry Gibb and text messages from family and friends. I believe there’s not a train that ever passes that I don’t want to jump on. I believe in standing your ground, running for your life, working, trying, attempting, struggling, losing, healing, winning, ending and always beginning.

‘I believe in love,’ I say to the woman sitting in the blue fold-up chair beside me on the corner of Adelaide and Albert streets. 

‘Oh, me too,’ says Helen Clark.

And she tells me a love story about believing. She’s always believed in love as affection, the smitten kind of love, the one that swells the heart and a couple of other body parts besides. She’s always believed in the blood kind of love, the one that means we’d die for that person sleeping across the hallway. But the older she gets, the more she believes in the existence of a kind of love that’s pulling the strings of our lives. The star-crossed kind of love, the one that’s harder for us to believe in but the kind she must trust in if she’s to believe the whole wild and improbable love story that was Norm and Helen Clark.

She’s seventy-nine years old. Lives in Enmore, inner-west Sydney, but she’s in Brisbane today visiting one of her two sons and her seven-year-old granddaughter, Dimity, the light of her twilight life.

‘I’m not the former New Zealand prime minister Helen Clark,’ she says, just in case I was wondering. She’s the Helen Clark from Gunnedah, north-eastern New South Wales.

‘That’s Gunnedah, not Gundagai,’ she says.

‘I know Gunnedah,’ I say. ‘Once had to write a magazine profile of Miranda Kerr.’ I share the brief and tragic history of Miranda Kerr’s connection to Gunnedah, a love story I can recall in surprising detail. Kerr grew up there. Loved the place. Her sacred space as a girl was lying in the grass at her grandmother’s house beneath a sprawling weeping willow. She fell in love with a local boy named Christopher, but then Christopher died in a car accident at the age of fifteen and Kerr’s heart snapped in two. She always found it hard to go back to Gunnedah because it always reminded her of Christopher. But then time did what it does so gracefully – ticked forward – and the further Kerr was spirited away from thoughts of Christopher and Gunnedah by the pull of fashion and fame, through New York and Paris and London, the more she found comfort in thoughts of both. Today, her oldest child carries Christopher’s name and she returns to Gunnedah precisely because it reminds her of her first true love.

‘Hmmmm,’ Helen says, with a puzzled look that suggests she thought Miranda Kerr was the woman who ran the Gunnedah hot bread shop.

Helen was raised by Greek parents who could never understand how two people with dark hair and brown eyes made a fair-haired girl with bright blue eyes.

‘Greek girls back then in Gunnedah were supposed to be virgins when they married,’ Helen says. ‘So the Greek boys were always on the search for foreign women because they thought they might have a bit more luck. I had the blue eyes and the fair hair, so they thought I wasn’t Greek and so they were always’ – she thinks on the right word for it – ‘persistent.’

Gunnedah was where she started smoking and she tells me to listen carefully now because the durries play a major part in the love story of Norm and Helen Clark. She doesn’t smoke anymore but she might consider it if you’re offering after a roast dinner. She wishes she’d never smoked at all and that’s more to do with true love than good health. ‘When I was seventeen, I was old enough to smoke and I used to go to the Greek cafés and sit out back at the tables and I drank Greek coffee and sat for hours and smoked my cigarettes.’

Her parents wanted her to marry a good Greek boy in a good Greek Orthodox church, but that star-crossed kind of love wasn’t having it. True love pulled her strings, she says, all the way to the University of New England, Armidale, where she studied education and met a girl named Carolyn Muir who, she realises now, as she sits on this bustling corner in the heart of Brisbane city, was the precise friend she had to meet in order to meet Norm Clark. After uni, Helen and Carolyn moved into an apartment in Bondi, Sydney, and it was there that Carolyn put to Helen what now seems to her a truly absurd question: ‘Would you like to come to a fencing class with me?’

Fencing the sport, not the farm job. And she smiles and shakes her head at this memory because she can’t grasp the laughably long odds of any human on earth ever being asked such a question. Who is ever asked such a thing? Would you like to come to a fencing class with me? A string-pull if ever there was one.

‘It’s incredible when I think about it now, the chances of it,’ she says. ‘Carolyn wanted to do fencing and I just went along to fencing class with her and that’s how I met Norm. That’s where it all began.’ 

No fencing class equals no Norm equals no sons equals no Dimity and that’s a thought more terrifying to Helen than climate change. She sits back in the blue chair and she watches people pass. Hundreds of Brisbane lovers, coming and going. Eastern lovers. Western lovers. Lovers going north. Lovers headed south. A man in olive-green slacks and old brown leather boots like the ones my grandfather slipped over his wooden leg. There’s a young man in a suit carrying three black takeaway bowls of Korean beef. Here’s an older man who looks like Barry Humphries in a white silk slip dress. Lips covered in smudged red lipstick, his long black hair pulled roughly into a ponytail. He reads my sign and talks aloud. ‘Sentimental writer collecting love stories,’ he says. He runs a hand over Kath’s typewriter and his interest causes Helen Clark to smile warmly at him.

‘The politicians believe in an educated world, but I don’t think they have a clue what that is,’ he says, apropos of diddly-squat.

‘I think you’re right,’ Helen says, nodding in her chair. 

‘You know the biggest problem we’ve got in the world?’

‘What?’ Helen asks.

‘Lack of education.’ The man in the white dress shakes his head furiously. ‘Sorry,’ he says, the way people say sorry when they really mean ‘Don’t get me fuckin’ started.’

‘Don’t be sorry,’ Helen says. She spent her life in education; she couldn’t agree more. But the man in the white silk slip seems painfully sad now.

‘No, I am sorry for interrupting,’ he says, admonishing himself, and he waves at us both before he walks on down Adelaide Street towards Central railway station.

Helen scratches her chin, still studying the man as he walks. ‘Fascinating,’ she says. She turns to me, assesses my cheap writing desk, my cheap sign, my costly motivations. ‘So, what, you just sit here all day talking to people about love?’

‘Yeah, that’s pretty much it,’ I say. ‘I also look at things.’ Tiny leaves spinning as they fall from the sky and land on my writing hat. Junkie couples threatening to bash each other with tuna cans. A man staring at the sky through a telescope fashioned from an Australia Post mailing tube.

‘I think it could turn out to be the most fulfilling work I’ve done in my life,’ I say. ‘Just sitting here.’

Helen sinks deep into her chair, arms resting on her thighs. She scans the street. ‘I think you could be right,’ she says.

‘It’s the pandemic,’ I say. ‘People seem to want to talk a bit more than usual. Go a bit deeper, maybe.’

‘People have always wanted to talk,’ Helen says. ‘People haven’t always wanted to listen.’

Norm Clark listened. Norm Clark was enthusiastic. When he fenced, he leaped across the floor, slashing his foil like Errol Flynn bouncing on the taffrails of a pirate ship. Norm was a listener and a talker, too. Norm was a thinker. He was a man of science who would one day devote his life to research into acoustics and vibrations at the CSIRO. He absorbed. He sensed. He felt. Helen says he was instrumental in creating materials for the lining of motorcycle helmets in Australia that protected the brain in moments of high impact. Norm was a member of an exclusive cheap living room club of rapier-witted conversationalists and coffee guzzlers who called themselves the Dawn-Busting Phantoms. ‘The deal with being a member of the Dawn-Busting Phantoms was that you talked all night at someone’s house and you weren’t allowed to go home until the break of dawn.’ Helen was welcomed into the thought-provoking sanctum of the Dawn-Busting Phantoms and for two years Norm kindly drove her home from club gatherings through the empty sunrise streets of Sydney and for two years Helen secretly hoped her kind friend, Norm, would end one such trip by switching the ignition off and slowly leaning across to the passenger seat and planting a kiss on the lips of a girl who would have planted a longer one right back.

‘We were just friends, for so long I thought, Is this man even interested in me?’ Helen says. ‘Then, after two long years, he finally gives me a kiss.’

A perfect kiss, a soft lip-lock filled with anticipation and expectation, filled with the past and all the gloriousness of the future. A star-crossed kind of kiss.

‘Why did it take so long for you to kiss me?’ Helen whispered. 

‘I never got a chance,’ Norm said. ‘You always had a cigarette hangin’ from your mouth.’

And Helen slaps her knees in the small blue Big W chair beside my desk. ‘He was right, I bloody chain-smoked back then,’ she says, shaking her head in disgust.

Marriage was complicated. Too many expectations from parents. Too much tradition and religion. Too much discussion about what they were supposed to do and not what their hearts were telling them to do.

‘So, we eloped,’ Helen says. ‘We married in the registry office in Sydney. That must have been 1972.’

She wore a pink dress and a petticoat she’d sewn herself.

‘I was a high school English teacher by then,’ she says. ‘I sewed that petticoat in class while the students were doing their reading. One day a student stood up. “Excuse me, Miss, but are you sewing that petticoat for anything special?” And I didn’t tell them.’

‘Pretty beautiful secret,’ I say. ‘Just for you and Norm.’ 

‘Yep.’

‘You knew exactly what it was for.’

‘Yep,’ she says. ‘Took a day off on the Friday, we got ourselves married, and I came back into class on the Monday as Mrs Clark.’ 

Helen’s parents took the elopement hard. She wonders if her mum and dad ever truly forgave Norm for it. ‘It was very sad because my father expected to walk me down the aisle,’ she says. ‘He wanted to give me away at the Greek Orthodox church and have all that comes with that. That was tough. But I remember one day we all went to a function, and my father had died by then and my mother had no partner, so Norm took me by the arm on one side and my mother by the arm on his other side and he proudly walked us both into that function. After that, I think Mum realised what a good man he was.’

Helen pauses for a moment to think about her husband. And she looks painfully sad now, just like the man in the white slip who was standing at the typewriter only minutes ago. ‘Norm died ten years ago,’ she says, softly. She misses him every day but she’s grateful for the forty-plus years she got to spend by his side. 

‘Were you able to tell Norm how much you loved him before he went?’ I ask. ‘Did you get it all out?’

‘Yeah, he knew,’ Helen says. ‘He always knew.’

She has only one regret about all that time. She regrets the chain-smoking, she says, and that’s more about true love than good health. If she could go back and do it all over again she’d spit all those dawn sunrise darts out of her mouth without a second thought. ‘Two years with a cigarette in my mouth,’ she says. ‘Can you believe that?’

‘I think it’s all kinda sweet how it happened like that,’ I say. ‘I reckon Norm was just being chivalrous.’

‘Yes, but what a waste of time!’ Helen insists. She needs me to fully understand what got wasted. She clenches her fist. A fistful of the time she can’t get back. ‘Don’t you understand? You must understand!’ And she shudders with the ache of the thought in her head and she reaches out to grab my hand. ‘I missed out on two whole years of being kissed by him,’ she says.

And she rests back in her chair with the deflation of that sentence, and now I know what love is. Love is two years of not being kissed by Norm Clark.


Love is a fistful of the time you can’t get back.



I believe in Helen Clark, the one from Waikato, New Zealand, and the one from Gunnedah, New South Wales. I believe supermodels have feelings, too. I believe in curried egg sandwiches for lunch, staring through telescopes at midnight, flipping through World War II diaries, bunny-hopping on a Mongoose BMX and the never-say-die attitudes of bathroom-tile cockroaches stuck on their backs. I believe in frying barramundi in butter and cracked pepper and I believe we should be comforted by the fact that whales have hip bones. I believe in the smell of 5 p.m. summer rain hitting bitumen and the sound my girls make when they laugh at Jennifer Aniston being funny on Friends. I believe in earnest Christening toasts, off-colour wedding speeches and sad eulogies. I believe in hailstorms, rainbows, forked lightning splitting the night sky, sleight-of-hand magic tricks, fever dreams, gravestone poems, cheap beer, expensive shiraz, birdsong, wishful thinking, and Neapolitan ice cream for the young. I believe in welfare, taxes, death, fate, chance, destiny, happenstance, dumb luck, talking, smelling, seeing, touching, hearing, listening, belonging, holding on, letting go and letting rip. I believe white silk slips look good on anyone and I believe in love.




LOVE IS BLINDNESS

Only two of us gathered on the street in this small circle of five are lucky enough to see each other clearly. Me with the typewriter and Cassie, the black Labrador guide dog with the sloppy kisses. Cassie’s owner, Rene Crawley, leans down and wraps her arms around her neck. ‘I dooooo love yooooouuuuu,’ Rene coos.

Rene is sixty-one years old. When she was thirty-six she was diagnosed with retinitis pigmentosa, an inherited eye disease that causes her light-sensitive retina cells to degenerate slowly. Rene’s been listing the great loves of her life and after Cassie she comes to her daughter and her grandson.

‘I could see my daughter clearly until she was about twelve years old,’ Rene says. ‘By about the time she was fourteen, I’d started to have real problems.’

But she committed that face she loves so much to memory – every contour of her daughter’s cheekbones, what her lips do when she smiles, the colours in her eyes – that it doesn’t hurt so bad not being able to see her daughter’s face at the age of sixty-one. ‘But I would love to be able to see my grandson,’ she says, sorrowfully. ‘He was born on Mother’s Day. He’ll be eleven in two weeks.’

If, by some quirk of the universe, Rene was granted five bittersweet minutes of perfect sight, she would, without doubt, spend all of them staring at her grandson. No sunsets required. No starry night skies. No dazzling displays of light and colour. Just the perfect face of the boy she loves most in this world.

Two of her best friends and coffee mates, who are standing beside her in our small circle, nod their heads in understanding. Graeme Ferguson is fully blind and his wife, Dianne, is legally blind. They met thirty years ago, when Graeme was forty-six, and he and Dianne, then a single mother of three kids from a previous marriage, were starting up the Queensland branch of what would become Retina Australia, a sight-loss support network and research charity.

Graeme had been raised in a house in Yeronga, south Brisbane, with a family that had no fewer than seven members living with retinitis pigmentosa. He and his siblings leaned on each other through early life and their teen years in a way that most clear-sighted people could never comprehend. To get even a small measure of the kind of love he has for his siblings, you’d have to sit in a room in darkness for five unbroken years. When it came time for Graeme to help others through his support work with Retina Australia, he simply decided to treat every person with the same love and care he’d given his siblings.

‘He tries to get them to see not what they can’t do but what they still can do,’ Dianne says. ‘He’s been there for so many people and I know for a fact he’s talked people out of ending their lives.’

Graeme nods slowly, mournfully. ‘And unfortunately there’s been a couple we haven’t been able to save,’ he says.

I ask Graeme if he’s ever entertained those useless thoughts about what he’d do with five miracle minutes of clear sight, apologising at the same time for all the clumsy, clear-sighted privilege inherent in my question.

‘Oh, I’ve thought about that a lot,’ he says. He switches his walking stick to his left hand so his right hand’s free to wrap around Dianne’s shoulders. ‘What I’d like to see is my wife,’ he says. ‘I’ve never seen her.’

Water wells in his eyes and Dianne rests her head on his shoulder. And he pushes another sentence out of his mouth while he fights back tears. Same sentence as the last. ‘I’ve never seen her,’ he says.

And I wipe a tear away from my own eye, relieved that he can’t see me doing that, and then I can’t help myself from saying something that feels sentimental and dumb and awkward and maybe more than a little insensitive, but I have to say it because I just saw the amount of love in Dianne’s eyes that she has for her husband. ‘She’s beautiful, Graeme,’ I say.

‘I know,’ he says, warmly and softly, gently nodding his head, more tears welling in his broken eyes. ‘I don’t have to see her to know that.’




IT FOLLOWS

Cold morning wind pushing through the city and a large McDonald’s soft drink lid sliding along Adelaide Street. The clear plastic disc seems to roll for a magic-trick moment on its side like a wagon wheel. These are the John Lennon mornings of our lives. Just watching the wheels go round and round. We all love to watch them roll, but where do we find the sacred time? I guess that’s what writing the White Album buys you. The time.

Robert McCulley can take his time because he bought it with a lifetime of work. He sips a takeaway coffee at a bench seat in Albert Street, waiting for his 10.30 a.m. appointment at the skin cancer clinic. ‘I’ve got a little thing here,’ he says, pointing to the top of his nose, where some skin’s peeling away. ‘It’ll be all right. They’ll burn it off.’

Monday. First day of Robert’s retirement. He spent the previous eight years of his sixty-six years on earth delivering letters across Brisbane on a remarkably reliable motorcycle serviced regularly by his employer, Australia Post. He loved being the messenger. He loved nothing more than handing a letter marked ‘To Grandma’ to a lonely old woman waiting by her letterbox. The letters of love were the best. All those ones marked ‘To Dad’, ‘To Mum’, ‘To Pop’.

‘One of the sad things I started noticing towards the end was that nobody seemed to be sending meaningful letters anymore,’ Robert says. ‘You would occasionally see a letter addressed to “Dear Dad” and you would think about the whole journey of that relationship between sender and receiver, the lives they’ve shared.’

Robert shrugs his shoulders inside his grey T-shirt. His hair is white and his eyebrows are black and bushy. ‘But all you see now are bills and corporate letters,’ he says. ‘The romance is gone.’

Yet the messenger still knows a thing or two about love.

It’s essential to Robert that his skin cancer clinic appointment goes smoothly today because it’s essential to Robert that he spends every day of his retired life in good health beside his wife of thirty-one years, Julia McCulley. He says I would understand how essential this is to him were I ever fortunate enough to meet Julia McCulley.

‘She’s special,’ he says. 

‘How so?’ I ask.

‘Love follows her around,’ he says.

I smile at this unusual line and Robert the retired postman knows from the way I squint my eyes and bite my top lip and nod my head that I don’t fully understand what he means.

‘If you have a lot of love in your life, if you put a lot of love out into the world, then love follows you around,’ he says, with a knowing smile. ‘It follows.’

I like this notion. What if love was less an idea than a physical thing, as real as air and just as visible? And then I see in my head Robert’s version of love as something that floats above us all like the cartoon scent cloud following Pepé Le Pew through the woods. We all walk in our invisible clouds and some clouds are bigger than others; our clouds expand when they brush against or chemically blend with other clouds.

That’s how Robert and Julia ended up together. He saw her face. She walked ahead. He followed her cloud.

‘Caring people have this sphere around them,’ Robert says. ‘People feel it and they want to be a part of that sphere. That’s how it works. That’s how caring people move through the world. That’s how Julia moves through the world.’

*

Robert was born in Wrexham, North Wales. His mother and father had met on a Wrexham dance floor. His father was a leather trader. Robert was in school when he met a classmate who was part of an amateur dramatics society. Robert thought he wanted to be a physical education teacher, but he soon realised he wanted to act. He later landed a place at London’s prestigious Guildhall School of Music and Drama.

‘You know Julia Ormond?’ Robert asks. 

‘I frickin’ love Julia Ormond.’

‘She’s a friend,’ he says. 

‘You know Alfred Molina?’

‘I frickin’ love Alfred Molina.’

‘I met them through drama school,’ Robert says. ‘You know Art Malik?’

‘You kidding me?’ I say. ‘Brilliant. The villain in True Lies. Gets strapped to that missile when Arnie shoots it through the sky.’ And now my best Arnold accent: ‘“You’re fired!”’

‘Art’s one of my best friends,’ Robert says with a smile.

He landed some great acting roles over the years. He once trod the boards with the late Alan Rickman. He starred in the first episode of the BBC science fiction show Red Dwarf. But the best gig he ever landed through acting was a lifetime loving Julia McCulley.

It was the late 1980s and Robert was performing in a production of Much Ado About Nothing in Williamson Park, Lancaster, north-west England. Julia was singing in the theatre company’s choir. At post-performance drinks in a nearby pub called The Gregson, Robert stood transfixed as he watched Julia enter through the bar door and breeze like a crimson-brown autumn leaf up the pub stairwell to the second-storey dance hall. Her hair flamed red with an ancient Irish fire and Robert had to summon every sweaty hour of his Guildhall School acting study just to play it cool.

‘She went up the stairs and I followed,’ he says.

They had two kids together. Boy and girl. They came to Australia via New Zealand, where Robert spent five years juggling part-time acting jobs with full-time postman work.

Nowadays, Julia’s one of more than three hundred Teachers of the Deaf working in Australia. Dedicated and tireless, she brings every ounce of her love to her job and her students. Robert remembers the love she gave to their son during an early battle he eventually won against childhood cancer.

Damn, now he wishes he hadn’t mentioned the C-word. Pancreatic cancer took his father’s life at the age of fifty-six. Robert’s mum died in the UK last year and it was hell for him because he couldn’t be there to oversee the burial and funeral arrangements; he couldn’t be there for her. All her possessions were sent to Australia and currently reside in boxes inside a Kennards storage shed in Coorparoo, south Brisbane, that he can’t bring himself to open.

‘I’ll open all those boxes up and I’ll see my mum’s whole life,’ he says. ‘The mixture of all those feelings. The past, the present and the possible futures.’

But all possible futures are bright enough for Robert and Julia. They just sold their home in East Brisbane. They’re making a new start on a hectare of land at Boonah, in Queensland’s rural Scenic Rim. And true love will be the central theme of their coming months. Their son is about to marry. It was the darndest thing, Robert says. His son fell in love with a woman he literally bumped into while walking down the street. ‘Imagine the chances,’ Robert says. The terrifyingly long odds of true love. His son stumbling into love like that. The miracle of timing. It’s almost as if love was there just waiting to be found, or had been following him around like a cloud the whole time.

Robert nods his head. ‘It follows,’ he says.




SAKURA TOMII AND THE GOOD THINGS

Part 1

Sakura Tomii wears a love-heart pendant on a necklace she found in Portugal. She likes eating almond croissants for breakfast and trimming her rosemary bush. She often stares for ten minutes at the caterpillars crawling along her lemon tree.

She carries a diary in her shoulder bag, in which she dutifully documents at least three good things she has observed in any given day. It was the advice of a friend named Robyn: ‘Sakura, you must find three good things about each day of your life.’ A blue butterfly flying through a crowded restaurant. An elderly couple kissing for forty seconds beneath the Story Bridge. A man whistling a Beatles song while he waits for a Boost Juice. The good things.


Rescued a stray dog. Harvested two pumpkins, one got rotten. Made risotto.

Cool but sunny winter day. Sewing. New laundry detergent smells good.

White chocolate. Eggplant for dinner. Lift from Pilates, thank you Hazel.

British murder doco, scary, lots of blood. Caterpillars survived. An email from Dad in Japan.



There is so much she wants to say about love and the human heart. She sees love as a thing that is expanding like the universe and if love is a universe then she’s travelled to the very edge of it. She has stood on the edge of love and looked over the side and stared into the abyss of it, and she has seen death down there, then rebirth and death again.

But first, coffee. Her favourite coffee shop is a short walk from my writing desk on Adelaide Street. She likes the café, Coffee Iconic, for its coffee menu and because it has a laneway that customers can walk down off George Street that expands into a lush secret garden of ferns and potted plants that makes her feel like she’s stepping out of one world – the one with car horns and concrete and deadlines – into another world – one of conversation and dreams and bottomless cups of black Brazilian coffee. She’s a freelance English-to-Japanese translator with qualifications in IT and cybersecurity. She writes blogs about the cafés she visits across Brisbane. She’s been coming to Coffee Iconic for seven years and she knows the manager, David, well enough to let him choose her coffee based on her tastes and what’s new on the menu. She takes her coffee sugarless and black. I order a flat white.

‘Ninety per cent of Australians drink flat whites,’ she says.

‘Does that make me boring?’ I ask.

‘No!’ she insists. ‘And there’s nothing wrong with boring.’

Boring is safe. Boring is manageable. People who have led extraordinarily eventful lives such as Sakura Tomii always have a soft spot for boring.

She takes two sips of what she recognises as Market Lane coffee from Melbourne and she determines it to be some of the best coffee she’s tasted in Australia.

Love is an imported Brazilian coffee bean that tastes like toasted almonds with notes of red apple and brown sugar. But, a word to the wise, love can also be an eight-dollar tin of International Roast that should have stayed in the back of the pantry.

One more sip and she’s ready to tell me the long and eventful story of how her mother, Masumi, and father, Keisuke, followed their hearts and fell in love.

*

They were raised in a town that was slowly dying. ‘A very rough mining town,’ Sakura says. It’s called Yubari, in the Sorachi Subprefecture of Hokkaido, the northernmost island of Japan. Yubari is Japan’s ‘greyest’ city. One in every two citizens is older than sixty-five. The city was founded in 1943 as the country’s coal-mining capital, but then the collieries closed and the town population plummeted from 120,000 in 1960 to roughly 9000 today. The town declared bankruptcy in 2007. It’s ice-cold and snowbound most of the year, and large areas of Yubari have been ‘rewilded’, with local deer roaming freely through shopping strips and wild bush reclaiming concreted land where schools and coal mines once stood.

‘Masumi is a male name in Japan,’ Sakura says. ‘My mum was really kind of’ – she searches for the right word in English – ‘weak. She tended to get very sick as a girl. That’s why her parents gave her a male name, to make her stronger, to give her courage.’

Masumi’s parents ran a successful restaurant. The family was rich enough to have a maid. ‘But my mother’s parents kept all their savings in cash inside a safe,’ Sakura says, and I wince because I know where this is going. ‘Then one day someone took all the money from the safe and the family went bankrupt. My mother was sixteen years old at the time. She had seven sisters and one brother and two of her sisters were younger than her. All of the older sisters and her brother got married. Her parents took care of the youngest girl, but insisted Masumi look after her other little sister.’

Life soon proved that Masumi had an inner strength, stemming from a source far deeper than her strong male birth name. ‘She raised that younger sister by herself from the age of sixteen, in a very rough mining town,’ Sakura says. ‘She never talked about how she and her sister survived those years and I think that’s because it was too traumatic for her to talk about.’


Lime marmalade. Sealed the shower cubicle after seeing ants coming through the gap. Watched The Great Escape.



*

Masumi met Keisuke in school. They went to primary and high school together, then Masumi moved seventy kilometres from Yubari to the city of Sapporo, the largest city in Hokkaido, to begin her training as a nurse. She chose nursing because the job came with free food and free clothing.

While Masumi was making plans to become a nurse, Keisuke was by his mother’s bedside, nursing her through the cancer battle that eventually killed her. When
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