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FOR MARLOWE 


* *

Transferred out of ICU into a vulcanised-smelling green-lit thrumming chamber of competing soap operas

—certain trains of thoughts are a death sentence and watching television is like holding pressure on a wound—

My roommate, ¾ of a guy named Dan, is being executed piecemeal. He lies on his bed folded like shirts. We have our differences:

he oozes, I clot.

His wife presents him with memorabilia from home.

(Tins of biscuits. Mug. Photos. A football banner. Surfing posters.)

Who knows how deep those saliva threads go? He says to the doctor, Just when you finally have time to stop and smell the flowers, your nose is bandaged. He says, What did you come across in my trenches and ravines? And: Keep it to yourself if you’ve found larvae! And: Don’t tell me the surgeon left his keys in the bladder with the engine running?

It is well known in the medical profession that some patients desire nothing but a jocular relationship with their doctors and if during the course of the session they share one good quip that patient is satisfied with his care.

The doctor enters: Presto! We had to remove your

whirligig.

On the upside: We’ve cured your

sleepwalking.

And you’re safe from bodysnatchers.

I say, Don’t name a disease after me. Name one before me and see

if I run into it. I say, I’ve racked my narrative

for signs of hubris.

And I realise this is not a period of convalescence. I took my death drive

on a death drive and now my legs can’t wait to wither

and my IV arm is thinner. Why they don’t alternate I have no idea.

I think they prefer the one that’s closer to the door, says ¾ of a guy

named Dan, pupating there on hospital sheets.

He doesn’t understand that medicine makes you sick like psychiatry makes you crazy, that one should not be afraid of your persecutors but be terrified of saviours with butter fingers, of grave, life-threatening miscommunication blunders between departments or the inexperience of trainee nurses learning on the job, often between English classes—don’t hate me for not understanding in my haste to be afraid!

(Thinking of that serial-killing nurse on 60 Minutes, those contaminated French

blood transfusions, those poor Quaid kids!)

They use a crane to wrench me out of bed for reasons of occupational health and safety, the crane moves too slowly and shit drops out of me onto the floor. A doctor comes in and says, Try and only sneeze on the toilet if you can. Your sphincter muscle is no match for hiccups. I wince: Sounds like a practical life. He leaves with: Someone will be in shortly to discuss poor sperm motility.

Can I have post-traumatic stress disorder

when the trauma is ongoing?

I’m not just post-operative but post-clawed and whored out to student nurses. Do you mind if she watches? I do. I fucking do.

Camera-ready catheters on fact-finding jaunts, green froth from orifices you don’t want to know about, mouth flooded with metal.

Childhood-summer-length moments between painkillers wearing off and coming on,

Excavators in hospital couture with divining needles predisposed to miss

the artery.

I dwell on poor Tantalus

the God of Clinical Frustration.

I fire like a gun with a cork in the barrel.

In the face of my twice-sliced-laterally amigo’s corn-fed guffaws I growl, You too belong in the shop of your maker.

Where did my sense of humour go?

He’s laughing now but ¾ of a guy named Dan never mentions when he didn’t want to be pruned of a sprig here or there,

he wanted to die but they wheeled him howling into the operating theatre anyway.

Together we can almost cobble together

a single shadow.

* *

Short-staffed hospital called in a local seamstress to close you up. She did terrific work. What embroidery! (A nightmare) I wake to see

¾ of a guy named Dan listening to the Sermon on the Mount on his iPod read by James Earl Jones. The tannic yellow of the wound through the bandages is making me sick, Dan Wethercot says. Morrell brings me Baudelaire: I felt all the beaks and all the jaws. Maria Hamilton prays to God to wipe the hard drive and restore me to my original settings. Clive sings ‘Humpty Dumpty’. It’s so zeitgeisty to be disabled right now, Louise Bozowic says. Disabled is the new gay, Marc Jeffrey agrees. This slew of awestruck next-of-kin carried in on gusts of pity don’t shrink back but press their faces close and look at me as if I’d died long ago, sometime in prehistory. I thought I was disfigured beyond recognition but everybody calls me by name. Tells me how brave I’m being. Meaning I am not clutching at their shirtsleeves begging them to smother me with a pillow. Stella’s head on my lap, Mimi holding my hand, Liam smiling kindly, Doc Castle jabbering, Morrell patting my foot, Dee Franklin drawing a picture that Morrell compares to Géricault’s portraits of the insane. Mimi stands on a chair, taking photos. I tell her it’s dangerous in a hospital lest the flash go off in a surgeon’s eyes. Elliot phones: Genesis 9:2. The fear of you and the dread of you shall be upon every beast of the earth. Stella helps Clive make a papier-mâché leg for ¾ of a guy named Dan. I’d love to use you in an installation, Frank Rubinstein says. One day we will grow a kidney from your own cells and transplant it without fear that your body will reject it, Doc Castle assures me. He seems to think a person won’t reject himself. I shout, Doc, you don’t know me like I do!

Morrell brings me Kafka’s Metamorphosis. I have never so identified with a fictional character. Elliot calls: Now she has to look after you too? Tell her you never want to see her again. She can’t take on any more. Stella’s uncle Howard talks bedside about thetans and engrams. I just had déjà vu of you sitting up in the bed, Mimi says, not understanding there’s nothing more underwhelming than being in someone else’s déjà vu. Elliot calls: Freud spoke of the ‘other mouth’, the Vedic of the ‘third eye’. Nobody speaks of a second spine.

The ward psychologist says, Sorry that fully functioning human-life thing fell through. What’s next? I wonder. Other than the angrier child of happenstance, who am I now? This is my after-event. Who would this new me be?

Mimi says, Be grateful for what you have. I say, What I have isn’t what it used to be. Mimi says, You need to transcend your suffering. I say, But I can’t transcend his, and that’s what’s killing me. ¾ of a guy named Dan says, Leave me out of it. Stella says, Be in the present then. I say, The present hurts like mad. Morrell says, The only antidote to mental suffering is physical pain, quoting Marx. I ask everyone to leave. Now Morrell is crying, not about leaving me, but about Iris Murdoch watching Teletubbies at the end.

Even when you’re lying there in agony people come to you with their problems. You don’t get a break. The patience of the patient needs to be elastic, huge. You can’t judge people because their problems are minor! Stella was in a funk—she and Craig split up. But should she be ignored until she’s diagnosed with cancer? Should she shut up until all her children die? What if nothing else ever truly tragic happens to her? What then?

Wouldn’t it be amazing if the stranger I became after my horrific life event was compatible with the stranger Stella became after hers?

* *

Each night I am turned like sausages, manhandled in the murk of sleep. Hairy hands, enhanced interrogation techniques. I wake midroll screaming

for amnesty. One night at the hour when shadows take their furlough, the nurse came in with a look of flustered helplessness you don’t want to see on

the face of your care-giver. At my slanted angle I hinted for painkillers and she obliged: the morphine opened a door and I fell through to the very

equator of sleep yet still anchored by fishhooks to the crinkled skin of pain. I couldn’t breathe, as if someone with unspeakable strength had put a hillside

over my face. I woke to see a moving tent of gloom, a figure slipping out. Hospital rooms (unlike prison cells) are never locked and anyone can unfold

and drip anything onto the charred or mouldering bedridden oxen. Who slunk into the room to cudgel the patient? What ghosts are in a holding pattern above my

bed? Was ¾ of a guy named Dan groping the beige walls trying out his prosthetic leg? (Yesterday he was hobbling around the room with a dry mouthful of pills

looking for a glass of water. Unbearable.) Or was it Leila’s clenched ghost or the bat-caved voice that I heard in the car or old enemies,

disgruntled investors who have me finally where they want me? Or was it my mysterious visitor, the old woman with bright orange hair who came the

previous day? She smelled like baked goods and reminded me of my old dog Sooty (some said she barked herself to death—I think she overdosed on

ladybugs). She said, I brought you some flowers. I asked, Are you here visiting someone? She said, Are you happy with your care? I said, They

keep a hygienic cemetery here. She said, The surgeons have a good reputation. Yes, I said, they have their fingers in a number of pies. She

frowned—she didn’t quite know what I meant. I didn’t either. Unlike Japanese soldiers, doctors rarely fall on their own syringes, I clarified. Are

you in any pain? she asked. Yes, I said, but it’s of no clinical significance. She nodded wearily, as if she’d heard that one before. Maybe she had. Well,

can I bring you anything? Some gossip magazines? I said, Oh yes, what are the rich and beautiful people up to? She ghosted and never returned.

Now harassed at night by a murderer with no follow-through, call buttons and squeak of sneakers on the ammoniac shine, medieval groans that start up

like zephyrs and waft along corridors, harrowing nightmares of trees reconsidering their upright position and of surgeons using the ribcage for a

xylophone or bringing bones home for the family dog or even the terrible green glaze of a parachute soldier whirling gyroscopically to the earth.

With morning light years away I think: The worst thing in the world isn’t suffering or loneliness at all. It’s a combination: suffering alone.

All I want is the old waking daydream, to kiss the patron saint of brain death, rise up into the star-strewn skies, be a voiceless

faceless thoughtless drifting eye ringing out like plucked strings and taper off or just frankly dissolve in an orange flash and be a traceless nothing, never more to

wake startled wishing I could sleep the sleep of a child, when all my nightmares were merely instinctual and my monsters standard-issue.

* *


Dining-room electric chairs that beep like

Smoke detectors with dying batteries,

A strange hum and squeak of foot tray to back wheel,

Queue of the paralysed, the cerebrovascularly

Down on their luck, amputees wearing last season’s

Prosthetics, those with hip disarticulation and

Hemipelvectomies, neurodegeneratives with

Claymation faces, stroke victims whose speech

Is all ellipses and who wouldn’t last two minutes

In Hitler’s Germany. This is where the falling stones

Fell and stay fallen. The feet you see! The legs!

Nurse, fumigate the patient! Nurse, pulp that man!

Twisted torsos, veritable cubes, 18- to 24-year-old

Gregarious debacles screeching around corridors

At four in the morning. (Masculinity was their disease.

They’d still put you in a headlock if they could.

They’re already pimping their rides and zipping

Through corridors like cannonballs.)

Or moving spiderlike or crabwise in the sob of night,

These wearying all-or-nothing personalities, clientele

Who are bad for business, for whom there was

Never enough plenitude, mostly football and motorcycle

Accidents (in less-developed countries falling from

Trees is aetiologically more common.) One begins

To believe a man with children who gets on a motorbike

Is not a loving father.

The patients complain about larcenous

Nurses or sticky-fingered visitors; froth about peakless

Futures, the inaccessibility of tree houses and being

Wheelbound wallflowers waiting for fetishists to

Rustle our dark foliage. These are not our bodies but

Our scorched-earth policies. We are obscene gestures

Raving into bedpans. I’d prefer back-to-back awkward

Silence marathons. We’ve gone headfirst into our heads.

We weren’t without our faults, OK; still, we didn’t deserve

To be pulled up by the roots like that. If you believe that

Determination allows a man to walk again, and anyone who

Doesn’t get to their feet simply hasn’t the willpower to do it,

And that your God miracles so indiscriminately, then you

Are frankly a cunt. That other people are likewise suffering

Is the coldest comfort there is.

This you understand is pure economics: the redistribution

Of health. Hands changing hands. We had plans.

Places to go, fertility rites to wrong, but you can’t

Go home again. You can’t even get back into

Plato’s cave. Let’s face it. We are separated from the

Truly sick, we are not diseased, not even ill! Just broken.

The luck of the cancerous is, they have options:

Get better or die. We just keep on keeping on,

Symbolising injustice, and FYI:

Atheists are everywhere. Clearly we don’t

Frequent the same foxholes.



* *

¾ of a guy named Dan has suppurating blisters and bedsores. His hips gurgle. He looks

like a vase left too long in a kiln.

His avocado-green crater forever opening on his bone. Premonitions of septicaemia come true.

He is dying. His death won’t be cathartic for anyone.

¾ of a guy named Dan says, Promise me something. Turn over a new leaf,

escape yourself, start again, redraw the map, go to a time-management consultant, keep proper documentation, find pleasure in a ray of sunlight or die trying, get in touch with the ocean, live every day like it’s your last.

I say, I’ve never understood that. If this was my last earth day I’d shoot

heroin and have unprotected sex with multiple strangers. He says, Stop, it hurts to laugh. I say, It hurts to do a lot of things. It hurts.

It’s my turn is all, he says. It’s like jury duty. I say, Don’t worry. Your

doctor is so famous he can drop his own name. He dedicates each operation to a different lover.

We were not quite right, like we’d been homeschooled in a cave with Wiccans.

Before they take him for surgery he says, When I get back let’s break

quarantine and prowl the halls with kerosene lanterns like caretakers in a storm.

I kiss his hand. It wasn’t just my complete turnaround that was shocking to me,

given the frenetic heat of fear and anxiety in that sickbed, the poisonous atmosphere of the spinal ward where camaraderie is scarce and each injured man jealous of his brother’s recovery. It is madness that a friendship blossomed at all.

* *

Heart operation interrupted by a mobile phone. The surgeon waits until the embarrassed intern can silence it. He is too slow, the patient bleeds out. ‘We’re sorry for your loss.’ (A nightmare)

Just when I’d almost forgotten about them the police enter like spies whose codenames

are the same as their actual names.

I sit up, preparing to help with their enquiries, obliging though enigmatic. You know how it is. We are forever in our trailer, waiting to be called to set.

Witnesses say you drove straight into the wall without turning and without trying to stop.

I did? Christ. How embarrassing. Wait. I wasn’t even driving!

Or was I?

You weren’t on the phone, were you? Sending a text message? Eating a sandwich? Smoking a cigarette? Or did you—he stops midspeech

and puts his finger to his forehead as if marking a place—fall asleep? My feet are cold. I reach for the blanket,

it falls on the floor. The other detective picks it up, drapes it over me. Under the sheets I clench my fists. Tucked in by

my interrogators. The indignities never end. So, were you depressed or something? the detective pressed. You didn’t swerve.

Officer, Mimi says, surely half the human race has been killed in a car accident by now. What do you care if my client

drove into a brick wall? The policeman says, Because there was a kid on the other side of it. I am an iceberg

breaking free from the mainland. The policeman continues, He was writing graffiti. And you dropped a brick wall

on his head. I ask, Is he …? Mimi asks, Is he …? Stella asks, Is he …? The policeman leans over me

and shakes his head. It’s not looking good. He is a crumpled mess yet to surface. The doctors

are dragging his lakes, separating the flesh from the bones. He’s tangled as headphones.

Now the police keep me under surveillance, the doctors keep me under observation. I spend the remainder of my time in hospital

under the threat of prison.

* *

Mimi’s three photographs: ‘An Intriguing New Entry in God’s Bestiary’, ‘An Incident at the Assembly Line Where He Was Made’, and ‘Something That Once Existed But Has Since Disappeared From Fossil Records’. All feature in this month’s edition of Australian Photography magazine. Mimi’s new exhibition: Waiting for an Accident Waiting to Happen. Morrell tells me to leave my body, not to science, but to art—why have a funeral when you could have an exhibition?—and campaigns for himself to encourage the artists in the residency to start a new movement, not on form, not on representation, not on process, not on aesthetics, not on theoretical concepts or ideas, but the first art movement in history to focus on the subject, a single subject, so as to free the form. Creativity is at its most unleashed with limitations—and what could be more limiting than having to depict the same sad sack. He calls it Aldoism. While Morrell is blowing hard about it, Mimi asks if she can include my CT scans in her portfolio. Stella has her guitar and plays a new song based on something I asked the hospital psychologist: Is it still necrophilia/if the corpse fucks you? Neither woman you want around for locked-in syndrome.

* *

In the morning, my two free-floating women glisten at the foot of my bed, a

bovine nurse beside them. I know you’re upset, she coos, but there’s

still a remote chance he’s going to pull through. He’s here? Upstairs, in the palaeontology ward, the nurse says, or something like it. Stella and Mimi are

swelling hypnotically. The nurse transports out. The air spreads shadows across the room. I hold tight to nothing. I think you should go see the kid, Mimi

says. It’ll drive you crazy otherwise, Stella adds.

They crouch down sorting their hooks and baits trying grimly to start a hive

mind—I bare my teeth. I say, I’m sick of buying a bulletproof

vest only to be stabbed by the vest salesman. Mimi says, Are you coming

or not? I say, Fuck! Oil my wheel so I can equivalently

tiptoe—and help me up.

Stella and Mimi lower me into my wheelchair, and with my head dizzy

at high altitude, we prowl the hospital followed by the eerie hum of vending

machines, the nurse at her desk ignoring the buzzings

and their sad subtexts. Some patients want water or fatal morphine drips.

We charge through the hospital’s obvious lack of cartwheels,

headquarters of Population Control, we pass the burns ward where oilfields, haystacks & the

disproportionately caramelised are shucked from their clothes, pass visitors who

look like hitchhikers dropped unexpectedly at a

turnpike, pass the torn-asunder, the tactical errors, the system bugs,

the design faults, the triple in size, the prised open, the

unresponsive to vocal commands, pass the operating theatre, a room haunted by the memory of entrails, the smell of gloved hands, a man

in a mask with a high wrinkled forehead who leans over me smiling as if his smile is for the good of mankind, and a voice—I’m your anaesthetist,

here to make sure you don’t let out a scream and give away our position—before his features became fuzzy and indistinct

like the face on Mars.

We share an elevator with a pregnant woman about to hack up an infant to

the sixth floor where a few whole-bodied visitors make way for me I must have looked that bad.

At the door of 608 (of all the turnstiles I’d been caught in, all the revolving

doors that pushed back, the automatic doors mistimed, the stage doors mistaken for back doors,

this was the worst) my women nudge me ruthlessly into

a small dimly lit room oppressively filled with murmuring

bodies, crowding the bed. There is only one light on, above the sink.

At first no one seems to notice us. Then a voice

in the green darkness: Aldo.

My blood goes into a holding pattern. My mysterious visitor! The old woman with the bright

orange hair. (His grandmother?) Thank you for coming, she says, keeping her eyes low. My impulse is to return at magic hour. How is he? I ask. Roll credits, she answers, gesturing to the vivarium.

The visitors turn on like runway lights and clear a path to the centrepiece, the capsized boy. I

have never seen so puzzling a configuration of puzzle pieces. Such an imperfect likeness of a human

shape. His wrung-out pale body spread ceaseless on the bed, a tree split by lightning. Through the cold rail his hand falls down like dangled

bait. The visitors don’t take their eyes off, engraving upon me their malice aforethought. Fear is deafening with gusto. I lurch closer.

So that’s what a larynx looks like. So this is the failure to reconcile a brain to its stem. So this is the syrupy ruckus that intubated lungs make.

His sink is clogged—I don’t know the medical term—his dark streams have frozen over. This greeny backlit mode of sinking makes me sicker, my nausea nauseating me.

If death is peace then sleep is terror. His mother cries (almost) headlessly. Their little boy is all jugular. He will never again look into the

lens and not smile.

Stella is making vague sounds. Mimi hardens. The old woman sizzles at

me with quiet eyes. I am a source of fascination. Behind us, visitors from other rooms have heard the murderer has come to

visit his victim. Nurses, burly orderlies, men and women trailing fluids and held together with tape crowd the door. This is

an event in their hospital lives. Other than the tired human drama of living and dying, not much happens. This is something

different.

His parents peck and claw. Their pupils are like glowworms in a foetal position. They say, The hospital asked us if we want to pull the plug. And: We won’t. And: He’s brain-damaged. And: A vegetable. And: At best. This isn’t news. Doctors rate survival highly, never how many resuscitated patients go on to dance in the rain. The human respiratory system gets pride of place.

Falling through gusts of hate, hauling their violence down from their attics,

In the thrall of their tragedy, they had struck oil:

a face of evil to pin the blame on. Poor kid. He was paying for

being in a family, for being locked in a binding contract with a bunch of people whose set of beliefs had demagnetised their moral

compass. Fucker, someone says. Leave him alone. He’s come here asking forgiveness, after all. Actually, I’m here

simply to survey the damage and get an estimate of the accident

I’ve only an anti-memory of. Maybe it wasn’t me, maybe he came in here

for a hygiene check and the surgeon cut the red wire instead of the green.

To think that this kid might suffer in an indefinite vegetative state because

his tribe couldn’t put two and two together is intolerable. His endless suffering is on my head. They prefer their son to be a slug. They

believe in a God who prefers living slugs to dead sons. Poor kid. Now that you’re a slug, they’ll keep you on a tight budget.

I say, Take him to a farm so he can run around in the sunshine. For

those slow on the uptake, I say, Have his organs authenticated and certificated ready for transfer. Pull the proverbial plug. Survival isn’t

everything!

The family plot my windpipe in their crosshairs. Their shadows arch over me.

Stella squeezes my hand. Having finally arrived at the horrible apex of my

horrible life, and sharing this grotesque scene, once again Stella and I are bonded

for life. I love her

for standing smack bang in the middle of my catastrophe.

Their indignity steps ashore. Murder signals me to go. No one can be bored at

their own

execution, but what if you were standing on the gallows for months, waiting for the executioner to return from his vacation?

Shall we? I say as if suggesting a moonlight stroll. With a tremble and grimace Stella wheels me out, Mimi stays inside to see if there’s anything

she can do.

Stella takes the reins and loses

balance several times, knocked off her feet by the contaminated energy of disease, the ruthless force of sorrow and

desperation. We are heading towards the children’s ward where ingénues of agony play in quicksand pits & yellow-tinctured babies

bask in sunbeds. Without speaking, Stella does a 180-degree turn and pushes me the other way. Cutting paths through ethereal ick, a scrimmage of organs. I feel not removed from life so much as injected into it for the first time. Hospital corridors are the authentic streets of man.

¾ of a guy named Dan’s bed is empty. Sheets stained clean. He died,

Chelsea says. They took him for an autopsy and deboning.

Stella says, Let’s get some air. We share the elevator with four doctors

with penlights, their voices trombone-deep and galactic. They say, I know him laparoscopically. And: When I thrust my thumb into that

fontanelle … And: Abdominal retractors are a dime a dozen. Not worth going back in for it. And: It was the fifth case of friendly fire I diagnosed this week. We escape at reception. The automatic doors open. We aren’t ghosts, after all. This old technology proves we exist.

Outside, the air is surprisingly warm. We’d been kept

on ice. Under the awning stubborn smokers defiantly suck their cigarettes next to bins full of butts. The sky seems

fresh, feverish. We loiter next to a man with a kebab obstructing his airway, down near the hospital garbage bins containing

bloody smocks, foreskins and a flock of breasts. Neither of us stop trembling.

Stella walks over to the smokers

and comes back with two cigarettes and a lighter. It’s been a decade. The mutiny an emphatic

success. We suction nicotine and release trapped anecdotes into the wild, forage for old feelings. Ex-husband and wife, two

old lovers, two old friends. The nucleus is intact. The problem with having a new lease on life is it is a non-binding

contract. Neither of us changed

by our life-changing experiences—our lost baby, my lost mobility.

The stubbornness of personality will win out as it always does and

whoever we were before we would always remain, yet

I still have the feeling that at last, at last,

at last my formative years have

finally begun.

XXVII

As you know, it’s a classic ploy to wait until three days after you’ve been profoundly institutionalised before depriving you of the institution, Your Honour. When the hospital administrator strode in beside one of my doctors and congratulated me on being stable enough to leave, I delayed. I was not eager. In my prior life I’d grown comfortable with my fears, of death, of sexually transmitted diseases, of public speaking, of train derailments. But now my terrors included being left alone in the street. A puncture in my tyre. Not to mention fear of my own body—I distrusted each organ equally. I feared spasms, blood clots, embolisms, bedsores, autonomic dysreflexia. One gets used to having experts on call in case of emergencies. An allergic reaction, haemorrhaging, unexpected drug contraindication. I wondered: Who will interpret my faeces? Reduce the swelling? Stop the bleeding? Who will resuscitate me? I was already dreading Sundays and public holidays when emergencies invariably arise. I thought: If my doctor plans a vacation I will know the universe is scheduling a life-threatening episode during that exact period, from which without urgent medical attention I will emerge further crippled. In truth, I felt a monumental timidity, terrified of taking this flimsy version of myself anywhere outside the most sterile and well staffed of environments. Problem was, I had to make room for the constant stream of incoming paraplegics and quadriplegics, but where would I go? My old apartment, with its narrow hallways and standing-room-only kitchen was out of the question, so social workers had found me an acceptable one-bedroom with the requisite ramps and handles, yet it was at the moment of my departure, having hyperventilated adios to the ghost of my truncated roommate, and being unable to bid the nurses a special farewell as they were all busy with ambulance-loads of unpleasant arrivals, that the thought of suffering alone, my new bugbear, became overwhelming. This led me to accept last minute, against my better judgement, Mimi and Morrell’s invitation to live in the residence, at least until my reckless-driving-resulting-in-bodily-injury trial. I wheeled myself outside and into Liam’s squad car. The only upside I could think of: Anyone fucks with me now, it’s a hate crime.

He turned the siren on for me. An incompetent policeman/artistic failure and a failed businessman/paraplegic, two divorcées, two old friends, set off. I wanted him to drive us back to our youths.

– 1990 and step on it, I said.

As we threaded through the city, my eyes could not compute. Everything was hyper-real. The unpalsied populace smug in their pace. Bored faces in stuck cars. Buildings under construction, as if a freeze-frame of collapse. I did not open my mouth for fear of whimpering. Neither did Liam, though at traffic lights he took my hand and squeezed it, as if in an attempt to transfer power from his body to mine. When we hit the meandering coastal road, the horrific number of wreaths and service-station flowers on what seemed like every third telegraph pole spoke of split-second tragedies and ghastly second acts. Liam told me he’d been out to the residence a couple more times to see Morrell. The thought that they were still entangled in some sort of protégé–mentor tango was patently absurd.

Morrell, a bearded stranger to shampoo, was standing at the door as we arrived.

– When you have a serious medical problem, depending on the prognosis, you either quit smoking or take it up, he said, dropping a carton of cigarettes in my lap.

The residence was overflowing with artists who seemed even more like sulky adolescents than I’d remembered. I felt the sting of Darwinism, an innately inferior specimen with no evolutionary purpose.

– And I have a nice surprise for you, Morrell added. Let me introduce our newest artist.

Standing with her beautiful smile and wind-chime earrings was Stella!

– I live here now, she said, beaming.

– Then you’ll be breaking your own restraining order on a 24/7 basis, Liam said.

Her sweet laughter wafted over like perfume. I used to see the light side of everything too.

– Where’s Clive? I asked.

– With Craig, she said, her smile tightening.

– Would you like to see how my exhibition is shaping up? Morrell asked, crouching down in front of me as if before a child. I’ll give you a tour of my latest works.

– Not before he eats something, Mimi interrupted, whisking me into the kitchen where we ate cold meats and bread and cheese and Liam and Stella and Mimi and Morrell all spoke as if divided by soundproof partitions they couldn’t see; there was a hush at least as loud as the conversations. I experienced such hostility towards everybody, I didn’t quite know how to orient myself. I felt like a grown-up ward of the state facing his old abusers.

Mimi and Stella helped me into my north-facing room—I was frankly relieved not to have to stare at that ocean—where someone had made the en suite accessible by taking a mallet to the doorframe, leaving jagged edges, exposed wire and sediments of plaster. Ten minutes of swallowing medications later, I undressed and Mimi and Stella helped me onto the most incredibly depressing piece of plastic furniture invented, the shower chair, where I sat under a stream of water that was in turns scalding and freezing, without being able to move quickly out of the way, while the women were silent and solemn and even a tad annoyed, and it made me imagine disciples come to wash the feet of Christ who have to settle for Judas in a wig. This I thought mainly to distract myself from the two loves of my life pretending not to stare at the suprapubic catheter entering an actual hole in my actual stomach and at what is now accurately called ‘my junk’. They were thinking the same sad thing: Could he ever again? And would he ever again? I had spent many months wondering the same thing.

Later, Morrell carried me in his arms downstairs into his bright studio to see his oil paintings, all vaguely sexualised interiors of domestic spaces: erotic chairs, curvaceous couches, labial curtains with picture-window views of period-red skies with the nippled sun and moon as interlocking spheres. They seemed perfectly fine if not exceptional works—or maybe they were masterpieces. What do I know? Morrell was haunted by the spectre of no red dots—of an utterly dotless opening night. He was trying to decide if, due to his age and experience, he should refer to himself as a promising beginner or a mid-career artist, a late starter or a late bloomer. I predicted I’d be forced to accept invitations to Morrell’s studio, meaning I’d have to regularly acquiesce to being carried in the bastard’s arms to this den of frustration. He had, at last count, fourteen pieces in total. The room could bear twenty but he feared he had too many already.

– In the art world, less is not only more, it’s much much more.

– They’re good.

– The enemy of the great, he responded bitterly, and threw the closest painting over the balcony to the beach below.

Around midnight, the artists had moved from boisterous dinner into a combat-zone level of debauchery and it occurred to me I’d made a terrible mistake moving back into the residence, what with the conversations that played on a loop and the sexual hijinks and the attendant miseries and jealousies. I wheeled myself out onto the balcony and stared at the pointless magnificence of the ocean and the derelict moon orbiting nothing of value.

– Would you mind if I draw you? Dee Franklin asked.

She wanted me naked, covered in gold and silver body paint. I declined. More artists gathered around me with cheery, fascinated faces. Though I’d recently lost a vast array of abilities I’d previously considered indispensable to a basic human existence and felt ghastly about it every picosecond of every day, nobody seemed to notice my despair. Everybody weighed in. Everyone looks on the bright side for you. They’re really positive about your situation. Nobody feels underqualified to offer medical advice. The preposterous suggestions they’re not ashamed to make! Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, to torture someone with an incurable illness or a permanent disability is easy. Name the most ludicrous and disreputable remedy imaginable—e.g. bamboo under the fingernail therapy—and swear it fixed a friend of yours. The dying or disabled patient, sick in heart and soul with the desperate feeling that he hasn’t tried everything to restore himself, will quicksmart reach for the bamboo.

They will also tell you about exceptional individuals who did exceptional things even with exceptional limitations. This in no way felt relevant to my case.

That night, I sat in bed more frightened than I’d ever been in my life. I had developed, through the wonders of neuropathic pain, an extreme sensitivity to fabrics, so that I couldn’t bear the sheets upon my skin, and this was coupled with the intolerable sensation that my toes were squashed painfully together as if into a child’s shoe. After an abortive attempt to wiggle them, I wanted to hit the call button, I wanted to go where other grotesques congregated, I wanted out. In the distance I heard a beeping sound that I assumed was existence backing over me.

Stella was at the door, loitering with intent.

– Zip up my dress?

Her failsafe beauty, the way she moved like windblown leaves, still managed to take the air out of whatever room I was in. I soon understood that she was colliding with herself, fretting that her new songs were self-plagiarism, the first sign of irreversible artistic decline (some were about the cumulative toxic energy of the competing artists in the residence and how she was working so much she often ‘forgot to eat’, something I never fathomed because I hadn’t missed a meal since 1993, but most were about her separation from Craig, who had taken temporary custody of Clive so she could concentrate on her music, an agreement she now experienced as guilt-ridden torture). Listening to her with familiar fascination made me think: Christ, will I ever stop falling in love with the same woman over and over again? I thought how Stella had been sewn into the fabric of my existence, followed by the realisation I didn’t have the legs to run away with her, that I couldn’t carry her once more across a threshold. All of a sudden something heavy and dull hit me in the face, a vague pain spread over my cheek. Frown lines crowded Stella’s forehead. Don’t do that, she said, kissing me on the head. It was my own fist. I had hit myself.

Stella lay next to me tickling and scratching her left arm—my old job!—then we reminisced for hours, huddling close, admitting that nobody else would ever know either of us in the same way. That’s why couples stick together, Stella said, neither wants to be rendered unknown. Her face was turned to mine, a glimmer of tears in her eyes.

– I’m proud of how you’re dealing with everything, she whispered. You’re a survivor.

That annoyed me.

– I am not a survivor, I said. That is not even a human character trait I admire. I like it when a person says, ‘Blech,’ then rolls over and literally dies.

As soon as I said that her sullen face brightened and she leaped up and sprinted out of the room and re-entered with her guitar. For two hours I delighted in the nourishing vision of the moonlight trembling on her gleaming, dark-honey limbs as she wrote pages of nonsense lyrics and plucked a cute little melody out of thin air that she first whistled, then sang—a lovely, silly song that drifted over me, and sailed through me, and I felt the fleeting contentment of reliving old times.

– I will always love you unconditionally, I said, on two conditions.

– Go ahead, she said.

– One. That you never give up the guitar ever again.

A smile, a sigh. Gratitude and relief at feeling deeply understood.

– What’s the second?

– That you hire someone to kill me.

– Get the fuck.

– Please.

– Aldo!

She buried her head in her hands and cried. They were tears of despair, for the abominable reality that reinserted itself into our moment, and tears of anger, for the grave crime of abusing our mutual devotion. Stella seized her guitar by the neck and stormed out.

In the morning, I woke to find Mimi cleansing an unremembered bowel movement, moisturising the skin, then expertly turning me. Her knowledge of a paraplegic’s arcana seemed innate.

– Are you still sleeping with Mr Morrell?

– Call him Angus, for Christ’s sake.

– So, are you?

Mimi swivelled her head and stared catatonically out the window at the brushed-steel sky. She turned back with a compact smile, airtight.

– Once a week. Wednesday afternoons. Three o’clock.

I bit my lip. That was the time we used to have detention.

– There’s something else wrong, I said. What is it?

– It’s Elliot.

She explained. About a month ago she went to Silverwater to visit him but he refused to see her. Then he started leaving messages that made no sense at all, antagonistic and incoherent messages about Jesus Christ not being Yahweh’s only betrayed child.

– It was Elliot, I said, who stuck those posters of you around the city, wasn’t it?

She nodded and told me how over the past weeks her phone would ring at night, like it used to, but there was just silence on the other end. The disturbing part was, she had the oddest feeling that Elliot was actually talking, but had become inaudible. That he was standing there on the phone with his mouth moving and nothing coming out. The calls came every night for a week until five nights ago. Now Elliot had ceased all communication, she said, running tearfully to her room.

Between the fretful Morrell, the restless Stella, the anxious Mimi, all clear-cut cases of clinical frustration, the environment in the residence was downright toxic—I was thinking this when Morrell entered my room and sat beside me and clutched my shoulder, a supremely unwelcome gesture I hadn’t the energy to shrug off.

– Aldo, the average person has an intrinsic value, but you have, in addition, a symbolic value, and one day I predict you will make a great work of art.

I didn’t understand his use of the word ‘make’. Did he mean, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, that I would produce a great work of art, or that I would become one?
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Time slowed down again to childhood-summer pace. The days were long. Sleeping pills got me through the night. Soon they got me through the day too. And I was adjusting to life wheelchair-bound. I was learning to separate the worst-case scenarios that resulted in deep humiliation, such as shitting or pissing my pants, from the worst-case scenarios that resulted in life-threatening damage, such as bedsores or a fatal blood-pressure spike. I hated transferring, feared falling out of the chair, or falling out of the chair and it tipping on top of me. I hated being estranged from my own body, trapped in enemy territory. I hated needing help to get into the foetal position. I wanted to teleport daily into oblivion.

The only thing that helped me slightly was seeing myself represented, decontextualised, recontextualised, bent over, in pain, and solidified in that chair by Morrell’s artistic movement—that he personally seemed to want nothing to do with—called (clumsily, in my opinion) Aldoism, which at least transitioned me through the denial phase relatively quickly, even though only two artists had signed up so far (Dee Franklin who did ink-wash drawings of me slumped in my chair and Lynne Bishop whose mixed-media installation of me in hospital, laughing under the influence of morphine, hung in the living room of the residence). Despite my vociferous protestations, and my offering up alternate subjects—Stella (for her beauty) and Frank Rubinstein (for his ugliness)—they pestered me endlessly to pose for their craptastic artworks.

Regardless, furious resentment was my default setting. When the manic are shackled, expect problems. I had been out of the residence once or twice, wheeled down the road to the shops before getting caught in a sudden downpour, felt the agony of unexpected jolts—not until you are confined to a wheelchair do you realise there is practically no purely flat or even or obstructionless surface anywhere in the city, no pavement without dips or cracks or breaks or holes or raised edges. Your Honour, some people like to be the centre of attention. They’re the ones nobody notices. Other people can’t abide a single eyeball trained in their direction. They’re invariably centrestage—the overly fat, the impossibly ugly, the horribly scarred. For us, it seems the maximum level of open glaring is permitted. I had to endure the cretinous stares of bewildered citizens, as if I were the Big Pineapple on wheels. Or bear those who had the temerity to ask, Shit. What happened to you? Or the crushing laughter of children. Or the sight of a woman’s hourglass figure. Or a human running, or traversing a flight of stairs. Or the easy spotting of a hundred people glad they’re not you. Then I would return home only to be castigated for wheeling mud into the house, or to be ignored, or scrutinised, or laughed at when arose unpredictable and unwanted reflex erections that I was totally unaware of and that were triggered by the folds of my baggy jeans, or by a book in my lap. I became utterly unable to make small talk, or worse, any conversation that did not deal directly with my own precipitous decline and suffering. Or with the declines and sufferings of others: the parents of birth defectees; children with psychiatric conditions; people with chromosomal or metabolic disorders; alien limb syndromees; the battered and raped; the cutting and self-harmed; the deaf and the blind; the burnt and the disfigured; babies with foetal alcohol syndrome. Any other conversation seemed so beside the point as to be heinously offensive. Nobody was talking about amyotrophic lateral sclerosis or fibromyalgia—but why should they? And who was I, the patron worrywart of degenerative disease? And I had only just begun to appreciate the significance of statistics. Even if the likelihood of contracting some rare ailment is so numerically insignificant as to be classified negligible, it isn’t actually zero, and even 0.1 percent equates to millions of people suffering the torments of hell. This, according to doctors, is negligible. Why did that infuriate me so? And why did I wake each morning fretting about parents who accidentally flattened their own toddlers in driveways? And about co-sleeping mothers who suffocated their babies? And the secret lovers of recently deceased adulterers? Or the unacknowledged love children of adulterers in permanent vegetative states? Or those people who get no sex because of unkissable mouths? Or family members who die in improper sequence? Or what the neighbours hear the morning of cot death discoveries? Who cries for these lives? It was overwhelming and I felt fragile and anxious every moment of the day.

One evening, Stella was telling everyone about the time we were swimming in a rockpool and I was sucked into a pipe, sucked right out to sea. I didn’t like hearing these stories about the old me. I was jealous of that guy, how easy he’d had it. Liam had come by and brought Sonja, apparently so we could see the top of her head while she texted. At dinner, my wheelchair was a few centimetres shorter than the dining chairs, so I felt back at the kiddies’ table at a grown-up party. Liam was getting into it with his old mentor. Following a boisterous argument about fiction, about whether or not being tarred and feathered is a poetic act—they both seemed to be gesturing towards me when they said it—Morrell said, Damn it, Liam, a writer is not merely a man who sits in a room trying to use the word pusillanimous in a sentence, obviously referring to something Liam had sent him. Afterwards, Liam confessed that he’d really come by to give me bad news. The kid in the hospital had died, and the charge was being upped from reckless driving resulting in bodily injury to manslaughter. A guilty verdict would necessitate significant jail time.

I rolled out to the balcony, and thought about the dead boy, his family’s pain. The silhouette of the battered cliffs looked like ruins of an old castle. Down at the ocean, the white foam was still bright under the slip of moon, and I began thinking about that old impossible yet irresistible idea of my immortality, and I wrung my hands at the idea of no exit ever. The sea wind set the weathervane spinning and I was thinking that life is basic training for an even more brutal heaven, when I overheard through the open window Stella and Mimi fighting over who would turn me at three in the morning. I thought: That’s sweet, my two women are fighting over me, until I realised that neither wanted to. I had to get out. I needed a single night off from this perpetual nightmare. Where could I go? I only knew one place.

If it pleases the court, I will now recount a sexual experience so shocking it turned my pubic hair white overnight.
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As a strengthening of appetite coincides with a diminishing ability to satiate it, and just as sexual problems require sexual solutions, and as I was horny as a train conductor—that’s an amusing reference to Freud’s Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality regarding mechanical agitation and sexual excitation—never mind. Let me try again. As being burdened with a sexual longing that neither peaks nor dissipates needs treating like any other physical ailment, and as it is every faulty carcass’s right to seek at least a simulacrum of relief lest they go insane, I steeled myself for what I imagined would be one of the more humiliating Saturdays in memory. In any case, one prostitute per month for medicinal purposes is hardly excessive.

The taxi ramp lowered with agonising slowness outside The Enigma Variations; at those rude motherfuckers on the street watching me disembark I arched my eyebrows as if we had just made a supernatural transaction and they were next. As I paid the driver, he gave me a look that contained profound apology for my plight, a gesture I appreciated and resented in equal measure. I didn’t tip him.

A gentle rain fell. I wheeled over a cracked, slanted pavement to the open front door, and immediately ran up against an insurmountable obstacle—the interior frame of the doorway was too narrow. This brothel wasn’t wheelchair-accessible. I banged my chair against the frame. The women inside on couches turned their heads to look yet didn’t move to assist me. I felt facial flushing and a spreading headache.

– Hello! Some help?

The women were immobile, as if they were under orders to remain seated. Before it had even begun, I’d managed to find myself at misadventure’s end. On second thoughts, best reverse, and fast. The last thing I needed was some local with a camera phone sending my mortification viral. The Korean madam came running out waving her hands.

– Are you going to make a complain?

I said that I wouldn’t make a complain.

– Come inside. We’ll carry you! Girls! Girls!

– Please no, don’t call —

It was too late. A half-dozen negligeed prostitutes surrounded me, the brothel bulb casting their faces in a smouldering red glow.

– Ferry gentleman into salon, the madam commanded.

– No, really, I protested.

The laughing women scooped me up.

– Wait! My wheelchair! It’ll get stolen!

– We put bike chain on it. Tiffany! Get bike chain from office.

Now I was being held aloft by eight prostitutes in the rain, their cleavages pressed tight against me. To keep myself upright I grasped onto one’s bony track-marked arms with egg-blue veins.

– Is Gretel here?

– Who?

– Gretel. Saffron.

– No, she doesn’t work here anymore.

My disappointment was intense.

– I’m here, though, the woman holding my head said. I grimaced. The inside of her mouth looked carcinogenic.

A prostitute with lopsided breasts chained the chair up to a telegraph pole against which, a moment later, an oblivious drunk man began to urinate. I gazed at the madam with genuine loathing and demanded to be let go as they carried me inside that old wet cheek of a room and gently set me down on a pink settee.

– What’s that?

My shirt had risen up and one of the prostitutes was pointing to my suprapubic catheter and its attached bag of urine.

– Oh my God, that’s gross!

They turned their gazes anywhere other than at my face. I was losing novelty value fast. They couldn’t understand how sex with me was supposed to work. Frankly, who could blame the poor girls, with their rotten job whoring and their children, at least two, at home to support and their understanding or abusive husbands waiting for them at the end of the day, four a.m. probably, in their vans or motorcycles. The eight prostitutes told me their noms de coitus (Helena, Selena, Tiffany, etc.) and now looked gently upon my face but avoided my eyes.

– Choose girl, the madam said.

They shrank into themselves. The disintegrating penis of an old mummy would rate higher. Nobody wanted to be the chosen one. I assumed a steely determination to seem impervious to humiliation yet I could not bear the thought of crawling down the corridor of the brothel to the exit. I pointed at each prostitute one by one and made my vengeful evaluation.

– Too old. Too masculine. Too upholstered in tattoos. Bad wig day. Bad heroin day. Bad face day. Stilts for legs. Hasn’t kept down solids this decade.

That was my only ploy to get myself thrown out, but they could see through my proud swagger—the hot tears in my eyes gave me away. The women refused to be offended, no matter what I said. The bouncer became alert though insultingly made no move to silence me, finding me harmless and unthreatening. When I had run through them all, I demanded they take me to my chair. After an agonising silence the women came upon me with their powerful smells and lifted me in their arms and carried me back outside.

– There are other places you can go, that cater specifically for people in your situation.

– Get me the fuck out of here.

– I can’t remember the code for the bicycle lock, said the madam.

Her plot was immediately apparent. She was going to charge me for the code. Meanwhile, the prostitutes’ arms were getting tired.

– Can we put him down?

– No! Not yet!

– Give me the code! I shouted.

They were piling up, these worst moments. The madam put her hand on her chin.

– Two hundred dollars.

– Go fuck yourself.

– Put him back inside.

– Fuck!

The prostitutes staggered back inside and down the hallway, this time dropping me ungently on the couch. As they consulted amongst themselves I used the opportunity to call Liam.

– I need some fucking help ASAP please.

– Chair broken down?

I explained that I was being held hostage in a brothel on Sussex Street, The Enigma Variations.

– That sounds like some pickle. Only thing is, I’m on a boat on the harbour. I’ll tell you what. I’ll send over some of the boys.

At that moment the prostitutes hurled themselves on my helpless body for the third time, lifting me up, and I thought of The Fussy Corpse as they carried me upstairs and down the hallway and left me alone on the bed in Gretel’s old room. There it was, the little desk with the wobbly leg. Out the broken window, the drainpipe. It was going to be OK. The madam stuck her hand in my face.

– Two hundred dollars. Up front.

Even though I had lost 99.9 percent of my sexual desire, I paid up and the odious madam took her leave. Two minutes later a negligeed willowy Thai woman entered as if shouldering an invisible coffin and approached the bed in a wide arc, and sat wordlessly on the edge of the mattress, stock-still and staring with large pitchdark eyes. She seemed to be timidly waiting for some gesture from me, but isn’t initiative what one ultimately pays for in a brothel, freedom from that dreadful first move, the anticipation of rejection? In truth, I felt like telling her not to bother, but thought she would feel rejected.

– What’s your name?

– Jin. What do you want to do?

– Nothing unusual.

Let the court know that I was never perverse—at least, not in behaviour; I was perverse by appearance, but that couldn’t be helped. Her jaw was clenched, her left eye twitching. The bedroom’s shadows were not doing either of us any favours. She reached out and touched my hair as one tests fabric you fear will itch. She removed her stockings, the kind women were frequently strangled with in the old days, and took off my shirt, revealing the bag. My embarrassment was now total, almost fatal. She tackled the belt, as if all the trouble resided in the belt. I was now inarticulate and self-conscious, hoping for some kind of conspiratorial wink, like we were in this together, or at least a gesture of consummate professionalism. I felt irritated that I couldn’t endear myself to her. It was an ordeal, her terrible silence and kind smile. I wanted my mental activity to cease. I wondered what her interior monologue was like. I thought: I’ll just fuck you and be on my way. (Though this wasn’t a fait accompli—that sustainable erections might occur indiscriminately and at the most unwanted of times, not when needed, was frankly my greatest fear. That and the failure of sex altogether.) I kissed her breasts hurriedly, fiendishly, with evident stress. Her nasally inhalations were distracting and did nothing to mollify my anxiety. She still hadn’t spoken by the time my pants were on the floor. Manually, what I managed was not exactly a periscope but respectable and lifelike, and she climbed onto the bed as if onto a scaffold and nimbly mounted me. Penetration. I was in—I think. Yes. Relief was the overwhelming emotion. This was just like sex! An unambiguous success! Yet why I fucked her with a heavy heart I could not say. This was my rechristening ceremony; it should have been a joyous occasion. It wasn’t. Maybe because Jin was making weird off-putting mouth motions as if trying to make her ears pop during an airplane’s descent.

– Are you all right?

At that moment, angry hollering came from the hallway. Doors fist-battered and kicked open. A commotion, just like the last time I was here. A voice: Police!

This time, I’d called them. I’d almost forgotten. Oh well, fine. Rescued at last! Jin remained frozen on top of me.

– Maybe you’d best get off, I said.

She heaved a sharp sigh and the door burst open. A bearded policeman’s head loitered in the greasy light. Jin’s stupefaction dissolved into fear. Another entered and yanked Jin off me then led her by the wrist out of the room. My jeans were within reach so I dressed myself, but otherwise couldn’t make a move to go.

– Get up, grub, he said.

I said that I couldn’t. He grabbed me by the hand. I fell to the floor.

– I’m technically a paraplegic, I said. My chair’s outside chained to a pole.

Now I, the perennial fussy corpse, was being carried in the arms of a junior detective down the stairs where the girls were showing their identification and being arrested.

– Aren’t brothels totally legal in this country? Everyone is over eighteen. Too over, if you ask me.

– Shut up, grub, the junior detective said.

– I called this in! I called you! I’m Liam’s friend. Constable Liam Wilder. Did Liam send you?

The police couldn’t fit me and the wheelchair in their squad car but the station was only six blocks away so they navigated the chair through the Saturday-night streets, running me over styrofoam takeaway containers and shattered beer bottles while groups of drunk men gawked and even the city’s sprawled and king-hit sat up to witness our passing. The policemen were expertly whispering and I couldn’t make out a single coherent syllable. They wheeled me through the reception area of the station into the same small airless room where I’d been interrogated by Liam nearly two years before. They searched my chair, taking my little medical kit with them, and left me alone with my branching headache and berserk spasms. Half an hour passed. This was no ticking-bomb scenario. Around the hour mark I had difficulty swallowing. Several of my medications caused the most hideous dry mouth, but the police had confiscated my saliva-replacement gels. This was intolerable. Not to mention I was completely confused; I didn’t mind getting caught in a whorehouse—in fact it was quite a manly place to get caught—but what law had I broken?

Eventually three detectives sidled in. One was nearly bald, his remaining hair slicked back with gel. He gave me a glass of water. I washed my face with it. One with shaggy eyebrows took a seat opposite me while the third man leaned against the wall. I angled myself to keep all three in view. They made sidelong glances at my emergency survival kit which they’d brought back with them into the room, at the preposterous number of pills, the enema kits, etc. Their faces were calm, even apologetic. I felt their sympathy and waited as it crossed the border into pity. This new interrogation technique—good cop, better cop, best cop—thoroughly confounded me and I was reminded of my time in the garment business in India, of the genuine hospitality of con artists. Yet when they spoke, it was clear they were all blazing against me.

– Why do you go to brothels?

– For non-reproductive sex.

– Can’t you get a woman without paying for it?

– Not on short notice.

At that moment my phone beeped. I took it out of my pocket and saw two text messages from Liam. One said: Deny. The other: This could only happen to you. That familiar phrase friends and family had been amusedly plying me with for years now carried with it a force of intense dread; already surfeited with bad luck, I found myself bracing for an additional slice.

The balding detective slid across the table a photo of Jin, not an old photo but one taken earlier that evening. I recognised the negligee. Well, who wouldn’t look sad and fragile in that lighting?

– You probably can’t even have sex.

– Is that a question? I asked.

– No, said the detective with shaggy eyebrows. This is: You got a limp dick?

– Could you have fucked this woman? asked the third man. Or any woman?

Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I have to admit I’ve never understood the whole idea of masculinity. OK, guys competing and tackling and one-upping each other when vying for a particular woman or women is evolutionarily understandable, but men trying to outdo each other in pubs or street fights or locker rooms with nary a breast in sight is something I’ve always found weird and somewhat suspicious—admit it, it’s super-gay—yet here I was, these fuckers clearly trying to goad me, and maybe because the neurosurgeon’s warning that sexual intercourse might not be possible had made me disproportionately proud of my tenuous boudoir success, the overly macho posturing by the pantomime squad got the better of me. I thrust my finger at the photo of Jin, forgetting that a gentleman never tells.

– Yes, actually. I did fuck her. Twice.

– Are you sure?

– Yes I’m sure.

There was now a long pause and a frightening businesslike demeanour settled on all three faces at once.

– Aldo Benjamin, the detective said, you are under arrest on the charge of rape.

Wait, what? Rape?

Your Honour, I know what you’re thinking. Who in the history of rape has paid two hundred dollars for it? Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I know what you’re thinking: Aldo, you went to a legal establishment and procured the professional services of a sex worker, so how in the hell was this rape? Here’s how. Jin had been trafficked.

Yes, trafficked!

The madam was charged with one count of possessing a slave and of using the slave. Jin had been kept in debt bondage in the room at the end of the corridor, the padlocked and windowless room, where she lived out the horrors of sexual servitude. That sinister padlocked room!

Due to the ballooning sex industry in the Asia-Pacific region, the burgeoning sex market in Australia, and the increasing incidence of sex slavery, a human rights group had lobbied for a new law, enacted just thirty days previous; it was modelled after a Swedish law in which clients are liable to criminal prosecution. It was just my fucking luck to be saddled with the ignominy of being the very first case.

– Haven’t you heard about this law? Liam asked me afterwards. It was in all the papers.

– It’s two thousand and something! I shouted, weeping. Who reads the papers?
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The manslaughter trial’s start date was still pending, but the rape trial was fast-tracked. They wouldn’t combine them to reduce travel time. The judge (for the rape trial) looked like one of those old Eastern Bloc corrupt officials who used to commit suicide during press conferences. On Liam’s advice, I used a manual wheelchair so as not to let them see me ‘coast in on that electric number as if on a golden hovercraft while their own seats just sit there’. It was sage advice. Unlike the nice folks of my present jury, that jury already seemed alert for any scrap of evidence in my demeanour that showed me as a bad person; a mean-hearted cripple was almost as good to them as a black racist.

Liam chaperoned me through the process.

– Try not to look post-coital.

– What are these cameras?

– All criminal trials are live-streamed now.

– Who’s watching?

– Depends on the level of public interest. This one being a test case, a lot of eyes are on it.

And eyes there were. An open courtroom is the best place for a reunion. Anybody who knows you shows up, anybody you owe thousands of dollars to, or who wants to show their support, but the kind of support that will spice up their own anecdoteless lives, that will give them some kind of majestic travesty of justice to talk about on the way home.

The prosecutor told the court that Jin—her real name, incidentally; she didn’t even get a fantasy hooker one—was promised work as a nanny, then when she arrived in Australia, her passport was taken and she was told she had a 45-thousand-dollar debt that she would need to repay by sleeping with seven hundred men, often unprotected, sometimes fifteen to twenty a day, sixteen hours a day before being taken back to a locked room to sleep. I bit my lip, thinking of my own role in this horror story. It was easy to find the Korean madam and her husband disgusting, but after the prosecutor gave a general overview—twenty million slaves in the world now, sixty percent of them in the Asia-Pacific region, a 32-billion-dollar industry—he said, Aldo Benjamin is a human rights abuser. He wondered aloud what made me evil. I wondered the same thing. This is a test case, he said, and it is up to you to send a message to others. As in all rape cases, the prosecutor went on to say, a rape kit was used that scraped the vagina for semen, and while the defence will assert that of the four traces of semen found, either inside Jin or in the discarded condoms discovered at the scene, none were the defendant’s, it was common, the prosecutor took great pains to point out, for men with spinal cord injuries to experience a retrograde ejaculation whereupon the semen returns into the bladder. That didn’t seem worth objecting to.

My character witnesses, Mimi and Stella and Liam and Morrell, took the stand and all said more or less the same thing, that I was kind and gentle and nonviolent, always helping people with their problems and offering insightful advice. To tell you the truth, I thought I sounded insufferable. The last witness was Gretel (Saffron) who told how I was sweet and tender and had fast become one of her favourite clients. I was grateful, but the obliterating gaze of juror number seven during her testimony—as if he couldn’t believe he’d schlepped all the way over for this—put me in a black mood. Interestingly, I felt the jury hardened their hearts every time I winced
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