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      It begins once you awake from that heavy night of sleep, when you slip out from the warmth of the covers and rest your feet on the compartment floor until the cold runs up through your legs. You rise and wipe the sleep from your eyes, open the curtain. Apart from a shadow of reflection, there is nothing to see but darkness.

      You are seated, patiently waiting. A faint outline, resembling a set of hills, appears in the distance, but nothing can be confirmed as closer and more prominent sights also pass by the window: namely, masses of shadows, shapes, and various figures that suddenly appear and almost as quickly vanish, only present long enough to distort somewhat any other sights that may or may not be seen.

      You approach the glass and look for something to fix upon, something in approximate line with your eyes. The reflection of your pupils, the whites of your eyes and your eyebrows, and the lower part of your forehead, together of course with the darkness, prevent any chance of a clearer view. Look for something in line with your nose, or ears, your mouth, chin or neck, shoulders, chest or stomach: not one angle has a view better than any other.

      You return to the bed and sit on the edge and immediately feel the cold bedspring through the thin mattress. You shut your eyes and listen closely to the wind outside speed past and in through the small opening at the top of the window, the one and same wind earlier keeping the compartment cool and fresh all the while you were sleeping, completely dressed, snug under the covers. The curtain rings make the exact same sound each time as they slide back and forth on the railing. Soon other sounds fall within reach, bits and pieces that vary in loudness and clarity. You concentrate on them, follow them, but it is not long before you want to stop and move on to something else, as it grows harder to distinguish the sounds you can hear from the sounds you imagine you can hear so as to further pass the time.

      Your eyes open. One hand rests on the other, knees not far apart. You try to fix upon a thought but fail to do so, the different images pass back and forth too quickly, and then only leave to be replaced by something else just as fleeting. Some snippets from letters or conversations may appear, or perhaps some colours, distinctive smells, different sights, different settings. You wonder how long it will take before you dismiss all distracting images from your mind for something more substantial.

      Your eyes slowly fall and settle on the hills that are now a little clearer in the distance. The shapes, figures, and shadows still appear but they no longer cluster in such a mass and, although the darkness remains, some of the shadows are a shade lighter than others, and others seem lighter than ever before. Looking up at the sky, sure you are facing the east, there is still no sign of the sun.

      Straighten your back. Press your feet flat on the floor. Sit and wait for the break of day. Briefly rise to pull down the window a little farther. The figures and shadows and shapes soon disband to reveal a long empty plain stretching to the foot of the hills. A faint but notable orange glow appears, flickering momentarily, quickly vanishing. Press your face against the glass. The hills overlap behind one another, fold after fold. Since the darkness remains and there is no sign of it changing, you return to the edge of the bed again, and watch the window again, and then rise and see again, somewhere in the darkness between the ground, hills, and sky, a similar faint orange glow. But still nothing happens afterwards, the glow still vanishes, not once does it grow even a little in size.

      Your eyes fall and fix on the stopped watch still strapped to your wrist. There is nothing but silence. An old wooden chair from the corner of your room appears, and it captures your attention, along with the question of how cold the chair would be if it were the only seat available in a damp, abandoned room, situated somewhere in the countryside, where outside one empty plain unfurls after another, leading away to where the ground meets the sky, where the sky hardly changes colour from the ground, a pale bluish grey. There is nothing but silence.

      You close the curtain and return to bed. You prop your head higher up with the coat on the pillow. Then you pull the covers to the bridge of your nose and close your eyes. Amid the masses of shadows, shapes, and various figures that suddenly appear and almost as quickly vanish (the kind so associated with the darkness behind the eyelids), the gradual image of a train appears, until finally the train station from the night before comes to mind. The clock high up on the station wall is about to strike the hour. You board the nearest carriage and pass empty compartment after compartment, catching only a glimpse of the occasional face with tired eyes looking forward to a quiet night of undisturbed rest. The compartment corresponding to the number on your ticket is also empty, and nothing changes from the moment you first close your eyes and once you awake from that heavy night of sleep.

      You unstrap the watch and slide it to the farthest corner under the bed. Then you return to a comfortable position, this time on top of the covers, still facing the window, in particular the small part in the top left-hand corner where the curtain begins and a small section of glass remains visible. When your feet slide up underneath the curtain, resting flat against the glass, the cold is not long in numbing the thickened skin of your soles. The skin of your wrist is soft and white, with little sprouting hairs initially pleasing to the touch. Still the silence remains. Focus on your breathing. Count to ten, then back down to zero. Then count to what you think is a minute, two minutes, three, four, five, and six and so on, until you reach another apparent hour, and you open the curtain, and you pull down the remaining window, and you position yourself so you can lean the whole of your head and part of your body out in the early-morning air. You begin to see through the darkness a wood. You can smell the pines and the bark and the animals hidden inside the wood. The hills, as if in a dream, are more or less covering the sky, and small flickering patches of faint orange light break through the leaves and branches of the trees and onto the side of the train. As the train arches round to the right of the nearest hill, and through the remaining wood, you begin to see the sun shine down through the trees and onto the tracks laid out before you.

    

  


  
    
      Local man receives a letter from the International Society of Pataphysics made from the feathers of wild birds.

      

      Local woman, when she is with her neighbour, has between them all of a sudden a very comfortable silence, and so now is therefore seriously considering packing up and moving next door.

      

      Local man, finally, has memorised enough maps now to make one hundred patches for a quilt cover.

      

       

       

       

       

      

      Visitor is still to this day scornful of logical development.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Here’s to You, Sol of the Earth

          

        

      

    

    
      Awake again, the sun in the mountains was getting ready to sleep, and pictures of women were swimming around inside my head that once again brought back memories of their sweet scent and touch. But I knew all that stuff would have to wait a while longer yet, for downstairs was still dry as a desert. Among the women, there were also words, lengthy swirling snakes of words, within and around the various arms and limbs, the delectable bodies and faces. I could make out partial phrases, here and there, but eventually they blurred into one another, making anything resembling a passage all that more difficult to decipher.

      Pulling in to fill up the tank after taking the old white car a thousand steps higher than the sea, I caught sight of the last of the day’s light on my hand, still holding the steering wheel, shining on the sunless ring curling around my finger, where an engraved band of silver used to sit. We’d called the car Gloria, on account of the song, which had helped fill in the background as our bodies were first starting to get to know each other. No legs now, though, could be seen catching the last of the light on the sedan’s front seat, replaced instead by a bag full of clothes, a few books, and on the floor an extra pair of shoes in place of her feet.

      In a nearby bar, plenty of post-work quenching was going on. Beer in hand, I watched the early evening unfold before it was suddenly some drinks later, and I found myself yapping with a kind-eyed landscaper named Sol, who offered me a job the next morning lugging rock at a property near the town of Katoomba, though the owners preferred to say it was in Leura, when really, said Sol, it was somewhere in between.

      Finishing the job earlier than expected, Sol paid in cash and mentioned a gardener’s job he knew was going at a nearby old people’s home. After jotting down the details, I drove to the edge of the bush again and quickly fell to sleep.

      The next day, the manager hastily explained the relevant duties in between calling out the bingo numbers for the gathered residents in the common room. The duties largely consisted of mowing the lawns and weeding, feeding, and pruning the various garden beds. Since it was Friday, she said it would be best if I came back Monday and showed her what I could do. So I spent some of Saturday scanning the local library shelves for volumes on basic gardening techniques, which at the very least immediately added to my vocabulary, with words like mulch and secateurs.

      

      Duck and dive, she cried.

      On Monday morning, the manager showed me around the grounds, which took at least an hour, for she had a lot to say, and some of it even had to do with the job at hand. Remembering Sol’s tip, I stopped at random places and picked weeds from different garden beds, as if I couldn’t help myself, whipping out the recently acquired secateurs and snipping off the heads from dead or dying flowers, and occasionally rubbing the earth between my fingers, as if to show I was trying to determine the condition of the soil. I also took Sol’s advice when it came to concentrating on the state of the garden bed directly outside the manager’s office before anything else, weeding and feeding and mulching it before the break for lunch, making note of the manager’s nods of appreciation, just as Sol had predicted. Later she showed me into her office and stressed the absolute importance of regularly maintaining every lawn on the property, for inattention in that department, she said, was something the residents would never fail to notice, or even possibly forgive.

      

      Tweak of the thumb, she cried.

      In the warmer months, the lawns needed to be cut at least once every ten days, maybe more during peak season, depending on the amount of rain. The rules of employment stipulated that any stray grass cuttings not caught by the catcher were to be raked and dispersed atop the compost heap, which needed turning through at least once a week with the supplied pitchfork. It was also important not to forget to go back and trim the lawn edges, and afterwards use a leaf blower to clear all the paths again.

      Until seeing it for myself in the shed, I never knew a leaf blower was an actual machine, nor a lawn edger for that matter. As for what the manager called a whipper snipper, a process of elimination helped identify that particular contraption from the rest of its caged companions.

      Fortunately, the manuals for each device were neatly piled in an oil-stained wooden box, beside a collection of chemicals large enough to do serious damage to a herd of elephants, or my wife’s sickeningly sanctimonious, forever interfering friends.

      

      Staying alive, she cried.

      Any doubts about the lawns’ importance to the residents were quickly removed once I started meeting some of the folk on my rounds. Some spoke about my predecessors’ abilities as if comparing the techniques of their favourite tennis players. But it soon became clear that the qualities of my immediate predecessor would not be difficult to surpass, because, rather than regularly attend to the grounds, he apparently ended up preferring weightlifting alone in the garden shed. No doubt this explained the presence of the full-length mirror leaning up against one of the walls, as well as the abandoned dumbbell bar and a small tube of oil featuring the imprint of an overly developed headless torso. Maybe the proximity to so many nearing the end of their lives had reminded my unknown gardening brother of his own mortality. Or maybe he was just vain.

      

      Clean the floor, she cried.

      The ladies in unit numbers 27 and 28 could often be found arguing over the feeding of the cockatoos, who came most afternoons to perch on a nearby railing. Number 27, with a penchant for psychic predictions, one of which included the manager’s premature passing (I give her two years at best), took the position of vehemently opposing the feeding of any bird, and would repeatedly cite the appropriate passage in the handbook of rules and regulations, whereas number 28, with a fondness for Finnish vodka (and the piano sonatas of one Mr. Ludwig van Beethoven, darling) was strongly in favour of the free distribution of birdseed in any amount she deemed suitable and would feign retching at the mere mention of the rules.

      

      Trombones, she cried.

      From what I could tell, the majority of the residents were women, and of the men only a few seemed to be present with wives, the rest either being divorced, widowers, or bachelors from the very beginning. One morning, I met one of the few couples when asked to return a recently repaired kitchen drawer to their flat, number 15. A white-haired woman with glasses half the size of her head answered the door and invited me in. Instantly I was struck by a wave of heat and eucalyptus oil mixed with the unmistakable aroma of bacon and eggs. At first my eyes could only see with a degree of ease while squinting. Across the room, in front of the sliding glass doors, a giant of a man was sitting in an armchair with a blanket covering his lap, a ventilator on the ground beside him. He waved me over with a hand the size of a bear paw and said he used to run a winery, almost single-handedly, before suddenly making me swear swear you’ll look after your knees. Closer, I want to see the whites of your eyes when you say it. After the aromatic onslaught, I doubted whether there would be any white left, but all the same I leaned in closer, looked him straight in the eye, and swore I would look after my knees, no matter what.

      Often the sentences of the couple overlapped, or each simply spoke as if the other were no longer speaking. When he asked me to grab hold of a mighty forearm, I helped him to his feet. He was stooped, yet still a good head-and-a-half higher than me. Then the woman smiled and spoke as if he were no longer even in the room anymore. He was the strongest man I’ve ever known, the absolute strongest, and the kindest you’d ever likely come across. There’s a photograph somewhere of him holding our four children up in the air, one in each arm and one on each shoulder. He was the strongest, without a doubt the strongest.

      

      Stuck in the tree, she cried.

      Before the handyman left for a better paying position working in a state prison, I assisted him in building a railing above an embankment near the main entrance, in case car passengers got confused and took a tumble down to the road below. Anyway, the insurance company insisted. Then he was off to be retrained and I was left to plant a flowerbed to help soften the sight left behind by the construction efforts. During lunch break, I made enquiries at a local nursery to see what plants might be suitable. Later, beginning to turn the soil, I could hear a voice coming from somewhere above, and I looked up to see a short woman looking down from her balcony, the number 17 stencilled on the concrete base beneath her, as she repeated herself. I said now at least I’ll get to see some colour from behind these dreadful iron grilles. Listen, I’ll give you a thousand dollars if you help me break out of here. The offer was tempting, but I decided not to act on it right away, in case it was more urgently needed in the upcoming days or weeks.

      At least you’re trying to make something beautiful, she said. That’s the very least we can do. But unfortunately your flowerbed will only be a small section in an otherwise enormous canvas irreparably damaged by the onslaught of manmade grey. She said it wouldn’t be so bad if the house she’d lived in for the past thirty years wasn’t sitting a mere six-minute drive away, currently uninhabited. Once her husband died, her sons decided that she was no longer in a fit state to be living alone, and so arranged for her to be moved into this old people’s home, that’s what it is, why don’t they just say it? You look like you could use a whiskey. I said maybe later, and meant it. Alone. My sons wouldn’t know what it is to be alone, truly alone.

      In the final years of his life, her husband had retreated more and more into the machinations of his increasingly muddled mind. She’d first noticed the change in him when he would suddenly burst out laughing for no particular reason. Soon he was dancing around in the middle of the street dressed or otherwise and she ended up having to lock the front gate and hide the key, but it never stopped him from trying to climb over. Often she would find him passed out from exhaustion under a nearby tree, impossible to wake and far too large for her to move on her own, so she would sit there with him, whatever the weather, and stare at the tree stump that they had oiled together all those years ago, to help preserve the rings, the rings they knew would outlast them all.

      

      Gateway to heaven, she cried.

      Boris had been living at the home longer than anyone. Securing a place soon after the initial round of construction was completed, he first moved in almost twenty years ago, to unit number 2, having been beaten to number 1 by a whisker. A cat’s whisker, as it turned out, for pets were forbidden in the new establishment, and it took Boris longer than expected to find a home for his moggie, since each of his four children was reluctant to receive a fluffy ginger addition to their household, a daughter finally obliging on condition of a sufficient monthly financial incentive. She’ll still ask for it now one way or another, a cheque here and there. That first day just got the ball rolling. And that cat’s been dead for donkey’s. Though at least I get photos of the kids, and one of them could pass for my wife, she really could.

      Unless the weather was particularly foul, Boris could usually be found somewhere on the grounds working on one of his drystone walls. Modesty prevented him from detailing his achievements, but apparently he had built every wall I came across within the boundaries of the village. He was a chemical engineer before retiring, with no building experience whatsoever, so it was just something he picked up bit by bit as he found all kinds of rock left behind following the construction of the retirement village, and a lot of it he moved bit by bit to the unused cavity beneath his building, and then bit by bit he would start making little walls here and there, something to accentuate a garden bed perhaps, add a little texture to the surrounding environment, or counterbalance the boring mere utility of the tasteless 1980s architecture. Usually he’d settle on a starting point and then begin shifting rocks about. He’d pick a piece, roll it around in his hand, get a good feel for it, and then see where it would lead. He’d familiarise himself with the edges, and in the end he said it was kind of like putting together a giant jigsaw puzzle, except there was always more than one place for any particular piece to go. It soon became a part of his day as important as the washing of his face with cold water first thing on waking. Besides, he didn’t want to agitate himself anymore with the superficialities of the newspapers or the nightly news. The world is always ending, he said. I may as well try building a decent wall in the meantime.

      Often he let the screeching cockatoos late in the afternoon signal the end of his working day. They made him think of the sky tearing open in two, and he would half-imagine the sound of brass horns and bells soon to follow, as if announcing the final meeting of the world above with the world below. Afterwards, if anyone was left behind, he said, they could come and see how his walls had held up under the strain.

      

      All the feathers, she cried.

      Unlike Boris and his cockatoos, for me it was the lawnmower that was starting to sound like the end of the world. Apart from the scent of freshly mown grass, the only upside was how I would notice the slightest utterance once the machine had been shut off, such as a tiny bird foraging under foliage in a nearby garden bed, or during autumn some of the last fallen leaves getting caught in a slight breeze and emitting crunchy dry whispers as they hit up against the corner of a wall and swirled around. One afternoon, through the mist, I could make out Boris seated on a plastic milk crate, rolling a piece of rock around in his hand about the size of a tennis ball, only flatter. I was about to head over to say hello but stopped on seeing him drop the rock, reach into his shirt pocket, and take out a pen and a piece of paper, which he slowly unfolded as if it were a delicate treasure map. Jotting something down, he then repeated the process in reverse, until the rock was once again rolling around in his hand. I decided to leave him alone for a while and went off to finish a herb garden that I’d started mulching earlier. When I returned, he said he’d been thinking of his brother again, specifically remembering the day when they’d met up in London at the train station after some years apart, and how his brother had brought with him the gift of a book, the name of which Boris for the life of me couldn’t remember, and yet he could easily picture his brother walking towards him that day and picture exactly what he was wearing brown jacket, white shirt, red scarf, oxblood boots and even the kind of bags that he had brought with him one beige and leather, the other a dark canvas but nothing about the book except for a random line that would come every now and then and knock upon his consciousness, as if his brother himself were reading aloud to him, softly, from a simultaneously near and far distance.

      

      Key of the door, she cried.

      He looked as if he were sleeping when I found him, but of course he wasn’t sleeping, he was dead. We had only been speaking together a short while earlier, as he went about working on another stone wall. It was the bingo time of the month again, and I had said something along the lines of: Come on, we don’t have to play, we can just sit and have a drink together and listen to the numbers as they get called. They might remind us of old telephone numbers from our glory days, and then who knows what memories might come up?

      He guffawed, harder than I would have expected, cupped my shoulder and nodded and said he would see me later. Now I couldn’t but wonder what he might have read behind my eyes.

      The bingo was getting started and I was stealthily sinking plastic cups of sauvignon blanc before exiting out the back entrance. There was no answer when I knocked on his door. I knew Boris wouldn’t have been outside, as it was getting too late, the sun was setting, a wind was growing, and history showed that he would’ve by now been sitting feet up with a popped-open bottle of stout in hand, watching his favourite early-evening comedy shows. Come on, Boris, open up. So I knocked again and turned the knob and saw him there in his armchair, his hands upturned in his lap as if offering themselves up to be manacled, and between them sat a heavily creased sheet of paper, which I folded and put away in my pocket, without hesitation.

      Back in the lounge area, the manager was in between calling out bingo numbers again, and so I went up and whispered the news in her ear and she nodded and called out the next number and a woman down the back I had never seen before suddenly yelled out bingo!

      

      Man alive, she cried.

      In her office, the manager wanted to know if I was sure. Are you sure? You have to be sure. Are you sure? Her cheeks turned red and the building water in her eyes started to overflow. My hands were about to comfort her, but it only reminded me all the more of my wife, and so I put them down to my side and then insisted they accompany the rest of my body out the door.

      The bingo crowd was beginning to slowly disperse. Boris much preferred the more peaceful climes of the open air, or the simple cushioning comforts of his flat at the end of the day, to ceaseless chat with his fellow tenants. But every second Monday, he would have to make his way into the manager’s office to pay his upkeep fees. It took six weeks after she’d started the manager role for him to realise that the less he saw of her the better. According to Boris, she had the unnerving ability of always referring to herself regardless of what it was you’d said to her. Say, for instance, you had a close friend die in the war: Last night she was watching a movie and the bad guys were the Germans on the North African coast. Or how about your hip’s been playing up and you’re due in soon to have some tests done: Her son hurt his knee playing football and is considering surgery. Your car won’t start and you’re waiting for a taxi to take you to the supermarket: She’s thinking of trading in her hatchback for something sleeker. Some intense personal memories have arisen upon a recent rereading of Henry IV, Part 1? Her roommate in college once had a cat named Ophelia. You just completed a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle depicting Custer’s Last Stand: She’s having curry tonight for dinner.

      

      Now the last of the light was leaving. Leaning against a wall, still warm from the afternoon sun, I unfolded the piece of paper and read what it was Boris had left behind:

      
        
        He knew immediately that I was watching him, loneliness had sharpened his instincts.

      

        

      
        If life has no intention of doing you any favours, I’d rather go out where I can’t be expecting any.

      

        

      
        In a way you look older, and in another way you look younger, first one and then the other.

      

        

      
        It was here that I learned how memory can keep the diseased heart beating.

      

        

      
        It’s the thing hiding inside us that gives us shivers.

      

        

      
        The reality becomes a cruel dream while the dream fades into a tender manmade reality.

      

        

      
        You remain alone, you can’t get inside the rest, they can’t get inside you.

      

      

      It didn’t take long to pack. In fact, I left as light as ever. The few books still in my possession I dropped on the steps of the local library. Then, driving back down the mountains, heading east towards the city, my fingers wouldn’t let the dial settle on any particular station, until eventually the stirrings of a familiar song returned my hand to the steering wheel. I rolled up my sleeves as pictures of my wife started coming through again: her shiny legs in a pretty red dress, her dark hair, her dark mouth, the way the car would smell of her some very early mornings. So at the next set of lights I turned around, headed back west again, and this time kept heading west, farther and farther, following whatever winding tourist drive I came across, before pulling up at the place that somehow called for me to stop.

      Black cockatoos were bickering in the air above the edge of the escarpment. Back at the retirement village, the man in number 12 often saw fit to trim the lawn edges outside his front door with a pair of craft scissors and a purple plastic ruler when he thought I wasn’t watching. Any attempt to meet his exacting standards, I knew right off, would inevitably end in failure. Once, after necking a bottle in front of the muscleman mirror, I went and asked him whether he had ever been married, and he answered: A bachelor knows a woman better than anyone. That’s why he’s a bachelor.

      Occasionally I thought of searching for the book which had led Boris to write down his randomly collected lines, but I doubted I could handle at the moment all the different kinds of noises that would come along with it. I wouldn’t have thought all zeroes and ones could make such a racket, but I was wrong. So I made a paper plane instead and watched it leave its fingertip landing strip, glide out over the cliff’s edge, and away.

      That’s why he’s a bachelor, he said.

      That’s why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Absolutely Albuquerque

          

        

      

    

    
      LA arrives in Sydney reeking from an unexpectedly lengthy layover in London, whiskey- and skunk-themed on the whole, though in the end also liberally peppered with various pills some plonker thought would be a welcome addition to this most recent wild wandering.

      —Silly hillbilly stuff really. The kind of tomfoolery that did Hank Williams in.

      
      It’s only dawn but he’ll certainly be needing sunglasses, and fortunately he can see some up ahead, spinning around a carousel guided by four hands whose bodies seem sewn to one another at the shoulder. He reaches down between two of the black-haired heads and takes a hold of the first pair his fingers can find.

      —So many choices. Domo arigato, Mister Roboto.

      
      Further on a uniform wants to know if he has anything to declare.

      —I don’t think I love you anymore.

      
      On the cab ride into the city his gluttonous grog guts keep giving him grief, made all the worse by the crawl of cars and whine of a nasal dickjock.

      —Hey sir, do they have any whippoorwills here?

      
      In the hotel, following the porter down the hall, one of the replayed travelling tips of LA’s missing wife pops to mind, made all the mightier this time around by her disembodied voice briefly appearing on stage, skipping between the light fittings, trickling out of the air vents.

      —The mark of any decent hotel can often be found in the thread count of its sheets.

      
      After excessively tipping the young porter with what remains of his sterling, LA showers, closes the curtains, and drinks three glasses of water, determined to sleep off the previous months of mourning and mayhem, but now with only the agreeable hum of the air conditioner on full blast for company.

      
      Awake again, LA splashes his face with cold water and looks in the mirror and after some difficulty finally recognises the reflection staring back at him as his own.

      
      Emptying the luggage on the bed, he finds the penknife and unfolds the scissors and starts cutting away the whiskers.

      —Will you look at yourself.

      He cuts the beard until it is short enough to remove the remains with a razor.

      
      He calls down to the front desk for some shaving cream, which is promptly delivered by Omar, who on seeing LA’s now intended goal for his head offers the services of some clippers and his very confident scalp-clearing skills.

      —All right, Omar, but all the way, hey, all the way.

      —Does sir intend on becoming a monk?

      
      In the lobby, LA checks the train timetable with the help of the concierge, declining the offer of a cab, and with a hand supporting himself on the plate-glass window he shakes his legs and rotates his arms in their sockets, then sets off.

      —See you, Omar.

      —The name is Sharif, sir.

      —Of course it is.

      
      In the small mountain town of Katoomba, LA looks at the sign of a fish and chip shop with the same name as a boy he once bunked with during an otherwise eminently forgettable term at an English countryside boarding school: Dominos Theotokopoulos, otherwise known as Greco, the son of a swarthy shipping magnate, who just might nowadays be running a franchise of fast food outlets in the Antipodes.

      Best to ask.

      —Don’t know what you’re talking about, mate. Do you want to order something?

      
      White paper and cardboard packaging in hand, LA sits on a bench in a nearby small park and looks up at the hotel while trying to picture it back in its prime.

      —Carriages and call girls, champagne and cocaine, that sort of fantasy, filtered by reality.

      
      LA waves his stiff fingers in the cold air of Australia in July after days earlier sweating profusely wherever he wandered about in London.

      
      Sitting on an adjacent bench are some scuzzy teens downing a diet of cigs and energy drinks, dolefully staring at their feet as if recently returning from laying to rest a prematurely deceased friend.

      —Would you care for a chip?

      No reply.

      
      At an old white hotel on a hill with an enormous chimney, LA relays what he has read carved into the concrete path below, amid the engraved swirls and curls.

      —Connecting people and places. Maybe the builder got carried away because of penile erectile issues or something, and he just kept laying one brick on top of the other, and no one around had the heart to call him to a halt.
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