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The heat crowds out the town, kids melting all over the kerb. It pushes down and under the roofs of the sheep yards, suffocating the men and women in drench packs, working their way down the line.

I walk in loops because the only other option is open road. Grunting, sweating, I push the bulky pram up the gravel hill. I am on maternity leave, which I seem to have taken to with the spirit of an angsty chihuahua.

‘Just join the program – you get free membership!’ Nick keeps encouraging. He is a marketing advisor for an online exercise program aimed at rural women. The point is that I want to actually leave our house.

I loop past a stationary tractor, a rotting floral couch – specific loops to avoid the aggressive Rottweiler loose on the top road (a miracle it hasn’t been put down already) and the old observatory a few out-of-towners have recently decided to call home. Past the small paint-chipped place on Plymouth Street, surrounded by stiff yellow thigh-high lawn. There are not many abandoned houses in the town because there are not all that many houses. If there’s a wind up, the grass moves in unison like a flock of birds – swirling, darting, enough to get lost in. Just don’t think too hard and you’ll be fine.

While walking, I listen to a podcast about a child who’s been missing in Canada for thirty years. It’s filled with theories. Was Adrien taken by a bear? The host asks an expert who says it’s unlikely, and they then spend the whole episode exploring that scenario anyway. Three episodes focus on deploying cadaver dogs at a lake, only to come up with the rubber end of a shoe that can’t be tested. There’s a tooth and much is made of the tooth. The tooth turns out to have belonged to an animal.

I’m still listening to what might have happened to this small boy, but I’m out of breath, panting, and I stop in the shade of a tall iron fence. A large piece of polystyrene is lying in the Colliers’ garden. The polystyrene is shaped as though it once held a TV screen in place, except it’s cut in a way that makes it look like a headstone. I can see death in anything.

‘Someone knows something,’ the guy on the podcast keeps saying. Could have fooled me.

* * *

In a novel I read before having my babies, a woman wanted to escape her life and ran away to the mountains.

But I live under a mountain. I am already here.

A stationary tractor. A rotting floral couch.

* * *

Back when we were nearly babies ourselves, Nick and I would kiss in front of his flat, where his record shelf was taller than me. I would stand on the raised edge of the garden bed, Nick on the path, and I’d link my arms around his shoulders. I think about how to get back there. I think about it a lot.

I think about it in the dark small hours when it feels like I might be the only person on the planet still awake. My phone glows behind my daughter’s head. An ad for an app pops up on the screen – Love Match – free to download with in-app purchases. What will your future be? it poses. I know it’s stupid, I know that, but based on the compatibility of our names, Nick and I score 26 percent, and suddenly this app feels like a divine source. I diligently search for answers. How to renew your relationship after kids. How to reconnect. Here is a whole list of other demands on my physical body.


And when I say my physical body, I mean my children’s, my husband’s, the man who sat next to me yesterday in the dentist’s waiting room, his thigh clearly rubbing against mine.




Figure 1. (The Figure)
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Figure 2. (Fable)

the wife had successfully given birth to their baby but the husband now wanted her body back /

he had made a written list /

and

read this aloud /

like a sermon /

    an assembly /

she said she

couldn’t /

wouldn’t /

have him /

so he went outside and

retrieved his axe /

struck a blow on her crown /

and continued

until /

the two halves were many pieces until /

the pieces were

confetti of flesh




In the dark small hours, memories play, flashing like an old film. Nick had been so proud of me back then, acing my study each year. After graduating, I went after large-animal work. There was something that felt freeing about the work outside, the physical labour, the time we are able to spend with our clients. There are things that smallies vets don’t even have to consider – where to castrate a horse so that it doesn’t run into something when the anaesthetic wears off.

Nick and I had been drawn to the idea of semi-rural living; we just hadn’t planned on being quite this rural. We enjoyed it for what it was though, this building of a life together from scratch. And then, we started trying for a baby, thinking it might take much longer than it did. For two smart people, we can be pretty stupid.

Once upon a time, we travelled to Buenos Aires, ate plump empanadas washed down with ice-cold, late-evening beer.

Then we decided to go in for a second child in quick succession, to get it all out of the way.



Figure 3. (Catastrophising)

What is it that worries you about giving everything?

What is it

that worries you about your body caving in?

What is it that

worries you about black holes?

What is it that worries you about

the ocean /

the world /

 the universe?




When it gets bad, I end up screaming at Nick – how I feel alone and there are things he could be doing differently to help me. All sorts of names come out of my mouth. All sorts of names come back at me, from his. After that he is a tree / the wind /

a whisper. /

And there are children who still need to be cleaned and fed.

When a cow has a bacterial infection, you inject it with a long-acting antibiotic. When you’ve tried everything, but a bull has still ended up completely lame, you ask the farmer to get their gun – it’s a kindness.

* * *

There are of course the marvels.

Sometimes the whole house is quiet.

Sometimes, I lean my head on Nick’s shoulder on the couch and stroke Lucy’s cheek as she sleeps in my arms. Fine threads of soft blonde hair run from Lucy’s temple. Sometimes I look at Nick playing with Eli, Eli in fits of laughter at their game, and think, my god, that small human came from my body, made of the two of us.

* * *

I have seen a man sing to his horse after I administered a sedative. He rested his forehead on the horse’s muzzle, their eyes locked together. He gently stroked the horse’s mane and sang softly in what might have been Italian. The eventual thoomp on the ground as the horse toppled to its side.

That is how heavy love feels.



Figure 4. (Morning)

wake eli stirs wakes milkonthebed! he says goodmorningmama i direct goodmorningmama he laughs feedgetupboiljug sitheremama! sit talk to toy sheep go to room pick out clothes bring them out to lounge grindcoffeepickupelibreadintoaster pop! eli opens butter helphimbuttertoomuchbutterpeanutbutter okaynowthisonejam eli up at table bringcoffeewater eat toast turnaround sitdown get cloth to wipe hands help eli with water lucy feed lucy wipe eli’s mouth wipe water off floor get down from table grab eli’s clothes throw in bathroom okayelitimetochangeyournappy moreplay! onemoreminuteandi’mgoingtodoacountdown . . .changelucydirtynappyinbagnappybaginbin dress lucy into highchair dress myself throw pjs in bedroom 5 . . . 4 . . . 3 . . . 2 . . . 1! carry eli screaming to bathroom try to brush his teeth (fail) pjs off clothes on moisturiserconcealerfoundation back to kitchen heymybabyareyouokay? heat apple feed lucy butter crackers feedbutterfeedbutter milkonthebeanbag! eli says notrightnowelii’mjust getting . . . milkonthebeanbag!!!!!! (crying) lucy on playmat eli on beanbag feed shoes everything in bag eliouttothecarnow lucy in capsule scent of . . . shit check eli’s nappy will change when we get there bagsineliincapsulealltheclips me in trainsong! beltt u r n o n c a r t u r n o n t r a i n s o n g h a n d b a c k c r a c k e rdrive









2

Our neighbour, Lani, is also having a morning.

‘Shelby! Shel-by!’ she yells at her terrier, bounding away down the road, while trying to load her youngest into the car.

‘Patdoggie!’ says Eli.

‘Not right now, bubba,’ I say, slowing the car, approaching the runaway Shelby.

‘Shel-byyyyyy!’ Lani wails, still buckling the carseat, but with her head poking up out of the door. I crawl past Lani with the window down.

‘Faaaaaark!’ I shout, in solidarity. Eli is flailing his limbs and shrieking in the back, craning his neck, desperate to see the action. Lucy is singing to herself, playing with her fingers in the air, not much clue what her brother is going on about, but also glancing over at him, intrigued and startled, like she might be seconds away from joining in.

‘Faaaaaark!’ Lani screams back, waving, then slamming the back door shut, ready to round up the dog.

Lani looks like a beautiful siren, singing – warning me away from the rocks.

We drive, shouting ‘mixer!’ or ‘digger!’ whenever we see one. The road winds around the river that runs alongside us. Its name means the line from which you’ve come. I fall outside of that line. I have nowhere to stand and the mountain tells me so – its sheer sides and exposed rock. I’m no victim, of course. People prefer not to mention the reasons we’re still here.

* * *

When I get to the clinic after dropping off the kids, I flick on all the lights, collect the paperwork from Reuben’s tray, put the pile on my desk and sit. I’ve been called in to help cover his leave because they had no one else. What an absolute honour. I take a sip from my hot coffee. Work, I think. Another sip, work.

Work is a holiday and I smile into the beautiful quiet.

* * *

Mark is talking about plans for pregnancy-testing the local herds. I’d forgotten I would be present for the weekly meeting. I notice green playdoh trapped under my fingernails and I start to work on scraping that out. In my head, I list all the errands I need to run after work: bread, milk, Lucy and Eli from Nick’s mum’s, feed Tania’s cats, who need feeding because Tania is busy, staying with her mum who’s just had knee surgery. Tania’s mum, who was kind of like my mum when I didn’t have one anymore. Who showed me how to be a mum when my own mum couldn’t. It’s always too long since I’ve last seen her, and I feel guilty every time she pops into my head.

Still picking at the playdoh, I think of my uni holiday visits. Tania would often invite me back to her place to stay, knowing I didn’t have many other options. The house smelt of incense sticks, their smoke trails rising on the windowsill. The lorikeets would be squawking from their cage in the lounge, shitting on the carpet. I fell in love with my idea of Tania’s family – generations upon generations, a deep connection to the land, the mountain as their constant, the certainty that must bring. I was an idiot because I could afford to be. And I’ve seen something in Tania occasionally flash like lightning, a mix of anger and pain.

* * *

I arrive at a new client’s station and he says, ‘When does the real vet get here?’

Another comedian on the books. I remind myself we need clients and I offer a polite laugh that tails off quickly.

‘Point me to the yards?’

He smells like salt water and not in a fresh way.

I get to work palpating rams, feeling the sacs for lumps, burying my head lower in the race to insulate myself from further banter.

* * *

The next farm call for Reuben is just past the outskirts of town. I try to listen to an audiobook on the way. But it’s about a father, a priest, I don’t know – somehow I’ve lost my place. I turn it off and arrive at a long driveway. There’s a flatbed growing moss in its windshield, under a huge elm. A metal gate is set over the bottom of an old agitator – a makeshift grill is my guess. A woman is weeding at the side of the drive and looks up as I bring the ute to a stop.

‘Hi, I’m here to see
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