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 When I arrive the lawn is empty. The light bulbs strung overhead sway 

dangerously but no one’s there to worry but me. A chill wind whips 
through, lifting the corner of my dress like a sly finger. 

A box of tomatoes – big and beefy, more orange than red – sit in the 
sunny patch on the stage where the band will be. I count them, there’s 
17 in all. Leaning over the box is a microphone. It’s been tilted low. 
There’s no mistaking it: the microphone is tuned to them. Here in the 
middle of the city, down by the sea, the silent whisperings of ripening 
fruit are being broadcast out to an empty lawn. Blades of grass sway and 
nod. The tomatoes bask in the sun. 

A sign says BACON + EGG and there’s heat shimmering off the sides of  
the food truck. I wander towards the comforting smell of chip fat and 
oil. At the coffee cart my hands shake and the contents of my purse 
spill out onto the hard concrete.

“Shit. Sorry,” I say, to no-one in particular. 
“You gotta broke bag?” the coffee cart lady says. 
“Nah,” I say. “I’ve got a bung brain.”
“Oh. Me too,” she says. “Some days are better than others.” 

I want to hug her but instead, I just nod. She gets busy behind the 
machine and I wonder how much I’ll tell her – what happened to my  
head last year and what happens still. But I don’t say a thing. And 
neither does she and we stare at one another for a moment too long 
before I take my coffee and go. 

The band arrives. Four pairs of tight black jeans, walking in jaunty 
formation. Hands full and weighted down –  black amps, black guitar 
cases, black sunnies. Trailing close behind is a beautiful woman and 
a small child. My attention is caught for a moment by the boys on the 
skateboards scraping past and when I look back I’m surprised to see  
the double bass. The silky Roland jacket, the dirty flannel – I took 
them for another kind of band. 

Three teenage girls alight upon the lawn. Their long blonde hair rises 
up with the wind. They pause, their feet caught in midair on the step. 
They look like seagulls cresting on the sky, wings suspended for a 
moment. 

The man in the flannel takes the box of tomatoes and gently lays them to 
the side of the stage, where they can watch.  
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The band starts up.  A man with tight cropped hair and golden orange robes 
wanders in across the lawn. A monk, with brown woolly socks and thick 
rubber jandals. His hands are clasped behind his back. Perhaps in habit, 
perhaps in contemplation. But what do I know? I’m guessing, reaching at 
best. He stares at the stage. The men with the guitars make them shake and 
whine, and then breathe and sing. I realise I have no idea what you call 
this music – Spanish jazz? Something else? It’s fighting music, flirting 
music, and fucking music too. The monk pauses and then, with a clean clear 
stride heads to the back, toward the big red container. The double bass man 
looks up, he’s nodding to the music, a slow grin spreading across his face. 
And then the monk is gone. 

I wander past the echoey voices of the bare breasted women and go looking 
for the man with the Xs on his hands. Last weekend I stood before him and 
stared for a long time into his dark eyes. That was allowed. That was part 
of it. I asked if he was Italian and he said he was. He asked me to make 
a decision. He was very clear about that. The weight of the tattoo needle 
felt good in my hand. I stared down at his hands and nodded. “I just want 
a piece of that brown skin all to myself,” I thought. It went a deep rose 
when I pulled it taught, it was the blood rushing in. 

“Allora, andiamo! (Come on, let’s go!)” I said, impatient to begin, to 
mark a man. 

The moment the needle touched him, I got a sick kind of thrill. I wondered 
about his pain. His hand was bleeding at the knuckles. I used to like pain 
but pretended I didn’t, and now it’s with me all the time I’m not so sure 
anymore. When I was done, my X looked scrappy. It was squabbling for space 
with all the others. The man showed me the one perfect one near the middle 
of his right hand. A very clear, deliberate line. 

“A tattoo artist did that one,” he said. 

It was gorgeous, that tiny perfect score. I was jealous, no mistaking 
that. Outside, his keeper told me the man was suffering for his art. 

“He’s in there all day and hardly eats a thing,” he said. 

Today I wanted to find him and feed him. To hunt for my botched little 
cross and claim it as my own. Or maybe not. Maybe I’d pretend it was 
another one, something more perfect. But now the man is gone. The week  
is new. He’s been supplanted by Americans, other men here to make their 
mark. 

In the cavern of the cowboys a glittery pink line divides all things.  
The rosettes and sequins, the fringes and gilded buttons, the floral in 
all its iterations (appliqué, plastic, silk). A wreath is laid on the 
ground beneath a heavy suit-jacket that hangs, trailing golden strands.  
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In the middle is a majestic saddle, slung atop a hobby horse. Glittery 
shoes adorn its hooves. This is an idol waiting in a golden glitter tomb. 

The wind is making the tinsel sway. It sounds like a tropical breeze.  
I stand underneath it and shut my eyes. I will myself to the kind of place 
you’d see in the front window of a travel agent’s. A dream constructed  
for people to buy at cut rate prices three months ahead. It’s like no 
island I’ve ever been to. But I’ll buy into that dream still. Sometimes I 
can feel the pain in my head like hot spikes, quick and sharp. Afterwards, 
my brain will feel stretched like a balloon about to pop. The pain then 
is like a tight grip, a vice around my skull. In moments like these, I’m 
supposed to take my mind off to one of those tropical dreams. To sit in 
the stillness, to let the pain come and go like a wave upon the sea. 

I open my eyes. One of the cowboys (I can hear him talking in that TV 
drawl) catches me stroking the fringing on the saddle, tracing my finger 
along the indents of the leather. Four of them are sitting out there clad 
in Patagonia and North Face, hoods zipped up around their ears. They’re 
talking logistics and shivering in the cold wind. One of the cowboys says 
the word “garment” and the ‘r’ hangs long and hard in the air. 

A guy on a low-slung bike whips past, his legs bare, his red Doc Martens 
pumping. Something falls from his bike with a sharp metal clunk and the 
slimmest of the cowboys watches where it falls and runs to scoop it up.  
He shouts out at the guy on the bike and holds up his outstretched palm 
with a broad smile. That’s Southern Charm right there, I think. 

The other cowboys nod slowly up at me and I retreat into the box with all 
the breasts, the music calm and lovely like a warm embrace. On the guest 
book someone has carefully threaded a dried sprig of lavender where the 
pen sits. I’m looking at the tan lines and the clavicles, the moles and 
the veins, the slope of the shoulders, the tattoos and the nipple rings. 
I’m scanning, scanning – looking for my own breasts, waiting to find them 
like a lost friend. 

There’s a lot to take in and I’m supposed to see it all. The pink line, 
the boxes, the bands, the breasts, the whitebait fritter, the rough sea 
view. Time is ticking so I cross the broad stretch of concrete and slip 
inside another space. 

Bright lights blink on either side. A deep thrum shakes the ground 
underfoot. This frequency hurts.  A kind of fog is seeping through a 
carved slot in the wood. It makes me think of gas, of concentration camps, 
of death. The sounds in the box are rising, deepening in intensity. I’m 
almost at the limits of what my bung brain can take. Each sound layers 
on top of one another like the patchwork of headaches that sear across 
my crown. I sink down to the floor. The time for golden island dreams has 
past. You’ve gotta catch it in time, you see. Catch it before the real 
pain hits. Maybe she knows – the coffee cart lady. Maybe she knows that 3
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casual terror, the moment just before my brain starts to flip. That’s  
when everything will slip away around me and I won’t be able to pretend 
I’m okay anymore. I thought I could protect myself with the aviators and 
the big black headphones but it hasn’t worked. 
“I can still hear you,” I say, a million times a day. “They just cut  
the top and bottom frequencies. Just the painful parts.” But that’s  
not strictly true. For months now, all the parts are painful. It’s just 
degrees of pain. The lights flicker between blue and pink and white and 
orange and the ground trembles, the treble rises. The steam seeps in 
again, hissing out at me and I can feel a sick wave of coffee start  
to rise in my throat. I step out into the hot white blink of the sun,  
my hands and legs trembling. 
On the ground in chalk, it says:
MINUTE LADDER:
1 Burpee
2 Walk sit + plank
3 20x push up + 20x High knees
4 20x bear crawl, 20x Crab Walk 
5 40 x Frog Squat + 40x Russian Twist. 
I squint down at it. I’m trying hard to understand what this particular art 
is. What it’s saying about the landscape and the people, about you and me. 

A man holding a bottle, laughs. He cocks his head at me. 
“Hey beautiful.” 
I’m still trembling, you see. Some men like it that way. 
“Hey,” I say, giving my voice a tough edge, or at least trying to. 
“How’you?” he says. He’s with the man I’ve seen up in the forest under  
the Lookout. The man with the hands that look like they’ve been plunged  
in dirt, his hair matted, his feet bare. He’s rolling a thin cigarette. 
The man with the bottle sees me looking and laughs again, a big belly sound. 
“Hey lady. I wanna hear the music,” he says, “I wanna dance.” 
“Cool,” I say, voice like ice.
“Wanna dance with me, lady?”
“Not today,” I say and the man winks. And despite what I said, we wander 
over to the lawn together. A lone figure stands in a patch of the fading 
sun. He’s wiggling his hips and giving himself a tight hug. He’s refusing 
to look at the band and stares, instead, out to sea. His face is full of 
longing. 

The swaying lightbulbs switch on and the stage turns pink. The music is 
coy and romantic and the band men smirk, the bottle guy laughs and the 
monk reappears for a moment. The big, block letters of the women’s names 
slowly crawl up the side of the building. Lorde and Janet Frame, Lydia Ko 
and Sister Mary Leo. Other names too, women I don’t recognise. Women who 
have meant something to someone and made their mark that way. The crowd 
are wearing hats and scarves and cuddling up close on the lawn. I sit 
among them, whitebait in my belly, coffee fuzz on my tongue and wait for 
that lovely moment when I can slip my headphones off and be with the world 
again. 


