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Abstra ct

This thesis, titled The Actress and the Look of the Other, comprises a novella and a
dissertation. The thesis consists of a work of fiction and a critically-based literary
dissertation, with the two complementing each other. That is, this is not a practice-based
exegesis where an analysis of a creative component is undertaken. The dissertation
analyses two novelistic representations of actresses—Regina in Simone de Beauvoir’s
All Men Are Mortal (1946) and Sibyl Vane in Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian
Gray (1891)—through relevant aspects of Existentialism. The application of de
Beauvoir’s ideas about female “transcendence” and acting in The Second Sex, and Jean-
Paul Sartre’s existentialist philosophy of the other’s look, draws out and illuminates
themes of objectivation and alienation in the novels, in relation to these hitherto
neglected characters. The thesis addresses the previous neglect of these two figures in
literary analyses and illustrates their relevance to the often inexplicit use of
Existentialism in celebrity studies. It answers the research question: to what extent does
Existentialism inform the actress characters in All Men Are Mortal and The Picture of
Dorian Gray? Further, to what extent has Existentialism informed interpretations of the
actor in celebrity studies?

The research question also informs the creative component of the thesis, which
is titled As Though Floating. Engaging with de Beauvoir’s ideas about acting,
“transcendence”, gender and fame, and Sartre’s ideas about self-estrangement in the
other’s look, the novella explores how these existentialist themes relate to mortality,
insignificance, fame and the acting craft. The novella explores a female actor’s unhappy
pursuit of fame and her realisation that fulfilment may lie elsewhere. Fen is dissatisfied

in her career as an understudy in London’s West End theatres, and is so preoccupied

\



with recognition and success that she forgets her love of acting itself. When she returns
home to Perth for a former lover’s funeral, Fen works through her memories and grief.
In doing so, she reconciles with family and friends, and with her past treatment of the

former lover whose celebrity and death play a key role in the novel.
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One

It was a balmy Friday evening in June. Fen’s dress of delicate gold silk hung loosely
against her skin; she felt it slide across her belly as she stepped back to check her
readiness in the mirror. Her face looked pale, but she found solace in the neatly plucked
arcs of her eyebrows and her grey-blue eyes, outlined with kohl. Her dark hair, thick,
like her mum’s, framed her face, made it elegant.

It had become something of a ritual, studying her reflection in this way. She
sought regular communion with the image in the glass, as though it were the source of
all her power, her humming core. She found it best not to stand too close though,
especially in the harsh light, otherwise she might fixate on the tiny creases and shadows
in her skin, or the gentle sag of her upper eyelids; she might search for signs of illness
or death creeping through her body, cell by unseen cell; might even find another coarse
silver hair, standing straight up, like a direct line to a burnt-out God. She preferred to
avoid those small, disquieting tastes of a future in which that image no longer gave her
power but sapped it.

The magazine she’d bought that morning was still poking out of her bag near the
front door. She’d bought it because Zach Matthews was on the cover, photographed
back home in Australia. He’d left Los Angeles three weeks earlier, to escape paparazzi
scrutiny over his publicly fraying marriage. But it seemed he’d failed because there he
was on the cover, wet from the sea on Cottesloe beach, surfboard under one arm; back
home, but still under close surveillance.

Fen pictured him sitting on the balcony of one of those commanding

architectural marvels in Cottesloe, gazing out to sea, playing his guitar. But then, if he’d



been doing much of that, within such easy reach of all those lenses, there would have
been evidence of it splashed across the tabloid in her hands. No, she thought, he would
be doing his contemplating indoors, in what little privacy he had left.

Fen checked her watch; she was still early. Fetching scissors from the kitchen,
she took the magazine to her room. She had quite a collection of clippings now; it was
the next best thing to staying in touch. She cut out the wetsuit snaps, but didn’t bother
with the old picture of him and his estranged wife, June Berry, looking inseparable in
the first weeks of their relationship. She already had that one. It was entrancing, though,
the way Zach smiled down at June’s fine, upturned face, his dark curls in striking
contrast to her platinum bouffant. Fen envied the unthinking way they draped their arms
around each other. It made her ache for that familiarity again, the knowing that purred
between the bodies of lovers.

But it had been fleeting between Zach and June, the intensity of the highs
matched by the despair of the lows, all of which had been forensically dissected by the
press. Anyway, Fen no longer wanted to belong to one of those sylph-like pairings
wandering around the city. She had trained herself to see only what they would become
one day, just the ghosts of lovers, haunting their crumbling coupledoms, barely
exchanging words much less glances across the table, and never touching one another
except by awkward accident. What could be worse than that kind of loneliness?

Reaching to the top of her wardrobe, Fen pulled a shoebox down and spilled its
contents out on to her rumpled sheets. She loved this stash of Zach clippings. Adding to
it, poring over it, was like running her fingers over a scar, skin thick and raised, old pain
distilled into a faint itch. It was the same when she lay in bed at night sometimes,
imagining Zach’s heartbeat, remembering the muffled throb of it close to her ear. Did he

know she was in London, mediocrity personified, while he lit up screens all over the



world with his bohemian charisma? Did he remember how fiercely he’d once
denounced celebrity? Shallow and absurd, he’d called it; absurdity itself.

Fen picked up a clipping she’d cut from ‘Vanity Fair’: Matthews has been
through it all: heartbreak, addiction, despair and low self-esteem. So what helps him
get out of bed in the morning? As Steph Holloway writes, the answer may lie in the
Australian actor’s aspirations, which include branching out into writing and directing,
and the promise of a break in his busy schedule, so that he can visit home sometime
soon. ‘I keep my eyes on the horizon,’ he told Vanity Fair, ‘I never look back.’

Fen had kept that one because it was empathetic and insightful, giving Zach the
space to reveal what he wanted to reveal. It was a comforting counterpoint to the more
salacious articles, the celebrations of his reckless moments, the shallow attempts to find
meaning in his escapist habits. In Fen’s mind, these fragments of him melded together
into a man who was out of synch with his world, enacting some kind of rebellion that
extended from his professional to his personal life, judging by the abundance of failed
relationships he’d racked up. At least five ‘It girls had hung from his arm at various
times, and he’d drawn several unknowns into the fray as well, two of whom had gone
on to have respectable acting careers. Opportunists, Fen had branded them. He hadn’t
loved any of them. There had always been distance in his eyes when he’d been with
them, a desire to be elsewhere.

But that distance seemed to have folded in on itself when he was with June
Berry. Until, that was, the public arguments and rumours of a miscarriage. There had
been repeated denials of a rift and then, about five months ago, the murmur of
speculation had escalated and they’d conceded their separation. It had played out like
such a cliché that Fen had been almost disappointed in Zach, except that part of her had
been selfishly, childishly elated. So much so, that she’d contemplated flying home;

she’d even browsed flights online. But she’d talked herself out of it, because what



would she have done if she’d found him? Would he have said, ‘Hello, Fenella,’ just like
that, breathing life back into her old name? Or would he have turned and walked away?
Would she have called out to him then, demanding forgiveness?

She brushed her hand over the clippings. There was the benign but manly
romantic comedy physique, followed by the action-man brawn he’d cultivated, and
then, during his extended period in career limbo, a slackening of muscle into flab. There
was a series of pictures showing him stumbling out of nightclubs, looking dishevelled
and trapped. They showed so much, these pictures, and yet they gave Fen so little of
what she really wanted; she wanted a stronger sense of his being in the world; she
wanted the sound of his voice. What they did give her was a gateway to nostalgia, a
portal to an imaginary realm, where their glowing connection had never been severed.
And that had to be enough.

She picked up one of her favourites, taken on the streets of Los Angeles. He was
wearing headphones and watching his feet as he walked, looking happy and unself-
conscious. Fen wondered what he’d been listening to, what soundtrack he might have
been trying to lay over his life. Rage Against the Machine probably, or Pearl Jam;
maybe The Pixies. She used to love seeing him dance to Rage, slamming his body
around as though between invisible walls. His body had known the fury of that music,
known it in a primal way that probably he hadn’t even understood. Where had she
watched him doing that? Maybe that crazy night in a warehouse nightclub in the city.
She’d never been there before, but Zach had been no stranger there, judging by how
many people had acknowledged him with a raised chin, a nod, a lifted eyebrow. Fen
wasn’t sure now, looking back, how much of her memory of the place was real. They’d
taken magic mushrooms that night, so it was possible she’d conjured for herself—out of

something less gothic—the vast space she now remembered, with its dark retreating



ceiling, the rain outside, streaming silently down a sweep of windowpanes, muted by
the otherworldly loudness of the music.

They’d stopped laughing at the madness of everything and were dancing in a
vertical writhe of bodies on the dance floor, the light swinging above their heads
making shadows come to life all around them. It was ‘Golgotha tenement blues’ they
were dancing to, a slow but driving song that built up then dropped back, then built
again. So loud, it took possession of them. When Fenella closed her eyes, the drug took
her away to some other place, into a darkness that turned from a vast embrace to a
scream. She opened them again, to find him, so that he could bring her back, and there
he was, dancing with her, smiling his wasted smile. Streets of gold, he mouthed along
with the song. | am the chosen one, Fenella mouthed back, smiling a smile that started
on her face but travelled down over her body, like warm wax moving slowly over her
skin. He came closer. Yes you are, he whispered in her ear, the warmth of his breath like
a light source on some other plane of consciousness, spreading waves of colour through
every cell of her body, or so it felt as he drew her hands up and placed the tips of his
fingers on the tips of hers.

She hadn’t done hallucinogens after that night. She’d tried other things, but
nothing mind-bending. The unearthly rapture of it had been too frightening, laced with
moments of dispossession that hinted at a bottomless, unnameable horror from which
she might never surface. Zach, on the other hand, if the tabloids were to be believed,
couldn’t get enough of that kind of madness.

Fen shivered and sought anchorage in the full-length mirror across the room. As
a child, she’d resented her slight build, staring mournfully into the mirror, wishing away
her wild black hair, feeling small and peculiar compared to the strapping blonde ideal.
But Zach had replaced small and peculiar in her mind with feline, and exotic. That had

helped. Some of the things he’d said hadn’t helped, but those had come later, towards



the end. She was a traitor in his eyes by then, a disappointment. She had worked hard to
shake that look, to drown it in lighter memories, but somehow, his contempt always

resurfaced.



Two

Fen stepped out into the warm evening, shutting the door on her tiny two-roomed flat. It
was a good little place in Camden, with a floor plan like a capsule cut in half to make a
large bedroom and a living area with a small kitchen. Fen was fond of it, despite its tiny
bathroom and the traces everywhere of a shabby renovation done on the cheap. She’d
been lucky to find anything affordable this close to her work in West End theatres.
Striding beneath a graceful sweep of leafy trees, approaching the intersection of
Agar and Randolph, Fen enjoyed the smiles and bare skin of the people around her,
released at last from winter. Something about the pink and purple hair she passed, and
the piercings and quirky hats, reminded her of her friend Pete; it was probably the hats.
Walking beside the towering red-brick walls, under the train overpass and on to
the hum of life on Camden Road, she was relieved not to have to be at the theatre for a
change. It was good not to have to pass the Cambridge Theatre with its arched doors
and glitzy Chicago facade; good not to feel that familiar stab of resentment when
glancing up at the poster, knowing she could play Roxie Hart in her sleep, even though
it would involve too many itchy hours in a blonde wig and the role of Velma Kelly
would probably suit her better. Either way, the last time they’d held auditions it had
been for the chorus, and she hadn’t heard about them until it had been too late anyway.
Not surprising really. Auditions came and went, and her agent apologised for failing to
tell her about them. It was time for another serious chat, she decided, though it wasn’t
likely to do much good. Tim was too skilled at deflecting her carefully rehearsed
attempts to sack him. Besides which, she’d recently begun to wonder whether her

failure to make a splash on the musical theatre scene had less to do with Tim’s



shortcomings and more to do with her own as a performer; maybe, after all, she lacked
that certain something. Or, if she’d ever had it—even a small bit of it—it had withered
away in the shadows of others who had it in spades.

Her life in London was shaping up to be so different to the way she’d imagined
it. In that fantasy version, things had fallen easily into place. Her talent had parted the
waters to greatness, or had at least made it possible for her to find her niche. Then again,
she thought, maybe ‘eternal understudy’ was her niche. Maybe she just wasn’t leading-
lady material, not in a West-End-musical sense, at any rate. But she loved being on
stage, feeling the nerves and self-consciousness fall away, to return as something else,
something good and sweet; a strange stage alchemy. So she just kept on going, singing
in her understudy voice, hoping that somebody would see or hear more than that, would
spot a potential Julie Andrews or Denise van Outen in her stage presence. They weren’t
in the business of potential though, in the West End; they were in the business of
accomplishment. Maybe she should have gone into film, gone to LA, as Zach had done.
Maybe if she’d done that, she would have been a star by now too, instead of spending
her life lining up for auditions and feigning enthusiasm for bit-parts and understudy
gigs.

Reaching the station, Fen stopped to admire the late afternoon sunlight, the way
it caught the gleaming ox-blood tiles. Once, she would have taken out her sketchbook
and tried to capture the mesmerising contrast between the fine shadows and curves of
the arched windows and the simple glare of the iconic underground sign. Somewhere
along the way, though, she had shed that desire. Probably for the best, she thought, as

she descended into the otherworldly web of tunnels and stale air.
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Three

Fen found the underground unsettling. Once, she’d loved that buzzing network with its
promise of adventures and its posters and its strange winds from far-off places, but now
she had to talk herself down the escalators and along the eerily lit tunnels, and deeper
still, to find her place among the others on the platform, waiting for lights to appear out
of the gloom. It had been nearly four years since the bombs had gone off, the deepest of
them thirty metres down, and she was still haunted by thoughts of the people who had
died down there, their last moments lost in darkness and smoke and screaming. Hurtling
through the blackness with that hot tunnel wind snhaking through the carriages, the eerie
drag of steel on steel, she could too easily imagine herself trapped in airless panic with
them.

She was glad to step off at Charing Cross and be drawn into the surge of people,
heading through the white-tiled labyrinth of tunnels and stairs, making for the sweet
relief of open sky.

Inside the wine bar where she was due to meet them, Fen saw Sam and Gina,
laughing like the harmless hedonists they were, draped across the gleaming ebony bar
as though part of the design concept. lvy, by contrast, looked cold and distracted,
yawning into her hand stripped of its usual false nails. Her fiancé, Drew, was making
little secret of scoping out the talent around him, all the talent but Ivy’s.

Fen tried to remember when last she’d seen Ivy laughing and sure of herself.
Surely it couldn’t have been as long ago as when they’d lived with Henrietta, when Fen
had been new in London, before her so-called big break in the West End? They’d served
pints and flirted for tips, spending them on whiskey after closing time, and Ivy had been
the loudest of them all, hollering and singing and stirring up trouble as they’d strutted

and staggered their way back to their shabby sty of peeling paint and stained ceilings.
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They’d shared the flat with six or seven other expats, and it had been cramped, with a
tiny kitchen overlooking a wasteland of weeds out the back. Only Henrietta had ever
lamented the state of the kitchen. The rest of them had hardly known it was even there,
except as the place where the fridge was.

Sam and Gina yelled ‘Fen!” and drew her close into their scents of vanilla and
tequila. vy gave her a quick hug, and Drew raised his glass in what he no doubt
supposed was manly enigma. Gina stooped to kiss Fen’s cheek again. ‘Long time no
see,” she chastised, ‘a drink? A drink! Sam, my love, a margarita please... nay, two!’
Sam took out his wallet and turned to the bar with mock resignation.

The clientele was noisy, riding on a wave of elation fuelled by conspicuous
wealth and expensive liquor. Henrietta, Louisa and Pete arrived in time for the next
round, and then they all meandered down to the pier where the London Belle awaited
them. The drinks had smoothed the initial clusters into a merry band, and there was
laughter and singing as they boarded the boat.

The glow of the London Eye was close, and reflected lights stretched and
sparkled along the river’s smooth skin. The water seemed an eternity of lapping
darkness as the boat pulled away from the pier. Fen looked away from the growing band
of black water between boat and shore and imagined Zach at the party, standing apart
from the others. Sam and Gina laughed as Henrietta and Louisa distributed beers from
the bar, chain-gang style. Only Zach, leaning against the railing, was looking at Fen. He
drew on a joint in his hand, smiled through the smoke, and held it out towards her.

‘Just have a bloody drink,” Drew hissed at Ivy. Drew was a film producer, tall
and well-built, sporting the perpetually rosy cheeks of the almost-always intoxicated.
Ivy took the glass of champagne, and Fen looked away, over the water. She didn’t like
Drew much, not since walking into a bedroom at a party once, looking for the

bathroom, to find him doing a line of cocaine on the bedside table. He’d been a little too
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welcoming, offering her a line, standing close, making no secret of his appreciation of
what he called her assets, her shapes. He said he wanted to put her in a movie, had just
the thing to make her a star, but she would have to make it worth his while. She’d
smiled coyly and left, never to mention it again, but to her shame, there had been times
when she’d felt so bleak about the stagnation of her career that her finger had hovered
over his number on her phone. And she’d found ways to rationalise guilt away: Ivy
deserved better anyway, and she would be better off if someone did something to show
her Drew was a scoundrel before she tied herself to him for better or worse. Fen decided
she should say something to her about it, but not tonight; tonight, she would be hitting
the booze to distract herself from her steady march toward old age and a life of no
consequence.

Like a mind-reader, Pete approached, carrying two glasses of champagne. He’d
left his unicycle and satchel leaning against the bar, and Fen could smell the kerosene he
used to light his juggling torches; he must have come straight from the Covent Garden
piazza.

‘Fen-star!” he said, handing her a glass, ‘Happy birthday!” His hair was tied back
with a green shoelace, and he still wore his hounds-tooth hat.

‘Thanks Pete,” Fen said, ‘so far so good. Been performing?’

‘Certainly have,” he said, resting a hand against the railing and glancing at the
lights on the far shore. ‘Ironic, right?’ he smiled, ‘I spend a lifetime at drama school,
only to wind up moonlighting as a performing monkey for small change.” He said
moonlighting because his main job was as a dancer in the West End. Like Fen, he had a
string of chorus credits to his name. He looked back over the water, ‘What price
adoration, eh?’

Fen laughed. Pete liked to pretend he was bitter about having to take his craft to

the streets, but she’d seen him at the piazza, revelling in the game of rounding people
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up. Pouring kerosene into a small tin and laying his torches in a row on the ground, he’d
winked at a woman whose lingering betrayed her as a tourist. ‘Ever seen a madman,
Madame?’ he’d flirted, tipping off his hat with a flourish and twirling it to the ground.
“That’s right, a sad crazy Londoner with nothing better to do than make your flaming
day!” Astride the unicycle, he’d begun tossing the unlit torches into the air, one after the
other, until he’d had them in a fluid juggle.

‘Go on, you love it,” Fen said, mimicking his spiel: ‘Roll up folks! In just a
moment I will light these babies, and then you’ll see just how long I can juggle them
before I set myself on fire and go roaring down the street like Tom-Tom the piper’s son,
only on fire and without the stolen pig.’

“You nailed that, accent and all; you should be on the stage.’

‘Oh, don’t get me started.’

‘I don’t know,” Pete said. ‘It sounds pretty sweet to me, this understudy
business. You complain, but to be fair, you get paid while the lovely Gwynn does all the
work.’

‘You can’t imagine how hard it is, learning lines, rehearsing like a demon, only
to face an audience disappointed you’re not the star they paid to see.’

‘Come now, it’s only a matter of time before someone notices how good you
are.

‘Well, I’'m glad my contract is up on this one; saves me having to break it.’

In fact, she was still waiting to hear from Tim whether the producers wanted to
renew it, and wondering what she’d say if they did.

‘Not bitter at all then?’

‘Pete, you mock, but you don’t know what it’s like. You’re out there every
night, doing your thing, getting the love, while I’'m stuck in the dressing room listening

to the distant strains of music and laughter.’
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‘Yeah, the love,” he snorted.

‘Just be glad you’re out there, on stage. The air in my dressing room’s about a
hundred years old. And it’s bloody small. I’'m a reject in a cage—three steps, swivel,
three steps, swivel. Torture.’

She took a swig of the cold champagne.

“They should put you in a cage,” Pete teased, ‘in the foyer or something at
interval; get their money’s worth.’

‘Anything to avoid sitting backstage watching re-runs of Seinfeld, imagining
what else I could be doing with my life.’

‘Anyway,” Pete nodded at her glass, ‘drown your languishing blues in the rest of
that, and spare a thought for me; [ must have ‘chorus candy’ tattooed on my forehead.’

Fen ran a finger down the condensation beading up the glass.

‘Well,” she said, holding it up, ‘here’s to West End mediocrity.’

‘Here’s to escaping it.’

‘Hear, hear.’

‘Speaking of which,” he said, ‘I have something to show you. Not tonight, but
soon.’

‘Go on then, what is it?’

‘It’s a script for a play.’

‘I didn’t know you were writing,” Fen said, though it made sense; she had often
seen him, backstage, scratching a stump of a pencil on a scrappy notebook.

‘I’ve only been at it for five years. | want to take it to Edinburgh Festival ... and
I think you should be in it.’

‘Really?’ she smiled.

‘Of course; You’re perfect for the crone character in Act I11.”

‘Right, the crone.’
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‘I’'m joking, love. I have you in mind for the stunningly witty but deeply flawed
Anna. I’d love you to read it and tell me if you’re even just the tiniest bit interested.’

‘Well, naturally I’m more than a tiny bit interested in reading what you’ve spent
five years writing.’

‘That’s a relief. Otherwise I’d have to throw myself off this boat. Or you.’

‘What does this Anna character get up to then?’

“You’ll find out if you read it. | would have brought it with me tonight—I
considered wrapping it up with a bow, like a gift—>but then | thought you might think |
was dedicating it to you, which might be awkward, since I’'m not. Plus, I didn’t feel like
lugging it around all day. It’s a fat slab of work.” He mimed slapping it down in front of
her. ‘Anyway, I’ll drop it round, tomorrow maybe?’

‘I feel privileged.’

‘And so you should.’

Fen made a little stage bow, which Pete mirrored, adding extra hand flourishes.

‘So,” he said after they’d stopped giggling, ‘do you think you might be up for it?
Touring the fringe circuit, maybe if we’re lucky winding up somewhere like the
Donmar? | could write in a nude scene if you like, a la Nicole Kidman.’

‘I don’t know. What if it’s a backward step, doing fringe stuff again?’ She
recalled the low-brow pub tours, the odours of old beer and tobacco, the technical
hitches, the heckling. But there had been lots of laughs too, not to mention actually
being in front of an audience and meeting, even surpassing, their expectations. She
imagined being on the road with Pete and crew, a van and a convoy of props and
energy. It might be fun. If nothing else, it would be a change from feeling not quite
good enough. And maybe something more could develop between her and Pete; maybe
he could keep her interested. She traced a mental line through the string of lukewarm

relationships she’d had in London. All of them echoed the frolic and gloss of her life in
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West End theatres: shiny and upbeat on the surface, but on the inside, in the end,
profoundly disappointing.

‘I’'m honoured, Pete, really. I’ll have to think about it though. God knows I’'m
over the understudy business, but what if there’s a lead role just around the corner, and
I’m up in Scotland enjoying myself?’

‘God, imagine that, enjoying yourself.’

She smiled. ‘Another drink?’

‘Absolutely. So, when is the karaoke starting? Wasn’t this supposed to be a
karaoke party?’

‘Any moment now, I imagine, if it’s up to Henrietta there.” Henrietta had a
microphone in her hand and was fiddling with her laptop. She’d downloaded some new
karaoke software and had convinced Fen that flooding the night sky over the river
Thames with karaoke magic would be a good way to celebrate her thirty-three years on
the planet.

Watching the barman fill another two champagne flutes, Fen wondered what
Zach would say about her returning to the fringe. She pictured him on the boat again,
but he wasn’t looking at her now; he’d slipped into his own world, gazing out over the

water.
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Founr

Opening the door and taking in the entrance hall of her flat, Fen felt her mood plummet.
At night, the place revealed its true nature. It was just a small, borrowed sliver of the
city, and its damp winter smell had lingered all through spring.

Fen dropped her bag, pressed play on her answering machine and decided to
cook an omelette. Chopping garlic, basil and thyme, taking extra drunken care, she
breathed in deeply, thinking maybe she should take a holiday, head over to France again
for a few weeks, or Italy this time. Maybe Henrietta would want to get away from
Aaron for a bit, join her on a road-trip. Probably not; they were joined at the hip, those
two.

She wondered what Drew was working on. She’d never dared look at the scripts
he’d emailed her over the years; she couldn’t afford to be tempted. And yet, she still had
his number in her phone.

As she chopped, listening to a birthday message from her cousin, the rich blend
of fragrances triggered in her a longing for her mum that surprised her; she was
accustomed to a numbness bordering on contempt when she thought of Carmela. To
combat the longing, she focused on Carmela’s negativity. But it didn’t silence her
mother’s mesmeric voice in her head, singing as she prepared tiramisu or home-made
pasta, or rolled out pizza bases to freeze, or as she boiled, preserved and bottled
everything she’d managed to coax out of the ground. Fen reminded herself that her
mum had never come to London, had never seen her on a West End stage. Instead, she
was content to fritter away her time in her rammed-earth house down south, far away

from people in general, and Fen in particular. She tended the small farm of fruit and
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herbs, vegetables and dogs and sheep, exactly where Fen had left her, and where Frank
had left them both when Fenella was six.

If ever there had been tenderness between her parents, Fen had never seen it. By
the time she’d been old enough to notice, they’d already been a couple in serious
decline. Fen remembered Carmela bristling at Frank’s conciliatory touch, looking at
him witheringly as he tried to liven things up with some music; Frank Zappa, usually, or
Pink Floyd. If Carmela was in a sour mood, he would try Chris de Burgh, but then he
would roll his eyes conspicuously at Fenella, which would send Carmela off in anger.
Fen would have left the marriage too, if she’d been in Frank’s shoes. Who could live
like that? No, she’d blamed her mother entirely when he left; blamed Carmela for the
feeling that her life had imploded, like a house swallowed by a sinkhole. Days had
passed without Frank’s coming home; days, then weeks, swelling into years, and all
because her mother couldn’t get over herself. Get over yourself, Fen remembered
sneering as her mum pleaded with her to care about her future, her education. | do care
Mum, and that’s why I want to get away from you.

Tim’s voice sang out on the answering machine: ‘Have I got a birthday present
for you, Fenelope. Are you listening? Brace yourself.’

Her knife hovered over a small green mound of herbs as Tim continued, ‘Not
only does David want to renew your contract, but a certain director of a certain casting
agency, involved in a certain production you’ve always wanted to be in, was blown
away by you in one of your matinees, and she wants you to please audition for a certain
role. Have I got your attention, birthday girl? Happy birthday by the way.’

Fen could feel the blood pulsing in her temple. The message had run out, but
Tim’s voice returned in the next one. ‘Why do you never answer your mobile,

Fenugreek? This landline nonsense is so nineteen-ninety-four. Anyway, the audition is
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tomorrow at eleven o’ clock. Give me a call. Bye bye! Oh, and it’s only for Elphaba,
baby! Yes! Happy birthday!’

Elphaba: the lead in Wicked. She’d have to paint her face green every day if she
got the part, but she’d be in Wicked. And she’d been invited to audition. Knife in the air,
she did a little dance, dropping bits of basil on the floor. Maybe her time in purgatory
was nearly over and she was about to ascend to some kind of performer heaven. God,
she hoped so, but she knew she had to temper that hope. The more she fed it, the more it

hurt when it was crushed. And it had been crushed many, many times.

Eating her late-night omelette on the couch, with Facebook for company, she read the
birthday messages left by friends on her wall, acknowledging each of them with a ‘like’.
After trawling through status updates while she ate, idly reading comments, she paid a
visit to one of Zach’s fan pages. There were many of them, some automatically
generated, others made by fans, but Fen preferred the official one. It seemed like a real
online presence, even if it was most likely put together by his public relations people.
She knew it was stupid, and probably a little tragic that she persisted with this ritual, but
it was difficult to stop. Looking at his pictures, especially the early publicity shots and
stills, helped her remember him, and herself too, the person she was when he looked at
her the way he now looked out of the frames she scrolled through.

‘Elphaba, Zacharoo,” she whispered.

There were still way too many pictures of June Berry there; June and Zach in
black and white, sharing a milkshake, Zach looking at June backstage after one of her
shows, June basking in his gaze. Fen wondered when he would get his people to take
them down and restore his status as eligible god.

A text came through from Frank: Happy birthday Fenella! Hope you 've given it

horns. Hard to believe it was 33 years ago you came into our lives. Lotsa love, Dad.
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Flowers would probably arrive in the morning. Or next week. He always remembered at
the last minute.

‘Thanks Dad, horns were given! X’

She bypassed Twitter. Zach seldom tweeted, especially now that he was in
hiding in Perth. She shivered to think that he was there, and she was here.

Shut up fool, she told herself, closing her laptop. She sat a while in the semi-
dark, too tired to move, until at last she went to bed, leaving the dishes to soak till the

morning.
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Fen woke late on Saturday morning. There was a light drizzle, but the day felt warm. As
she made her breakfast of coffee and porridge, she imagined croissants and melting
butter and glistening jam. She preferred porridge, she reminded herself, and besides,
there was always a price to pay for pastry joy. Aside from gradual waist expansion,
there was the more immediate threat of her audition being marred by indigestion.

Settling into the couch, she reached for the remote and turned on the TV. After
flicking through reruns and talk shows, she settled on the 24-hour news channel and its
expose on a politician who was still hotly denying any involvement in a white collar
fraud syndicate.

‘Busted,” Fen muttered, reaching for her coffee as the reporter delivered a
searing conclusion before throwing back to the sombre anchorwoman.

In breaking news, the entertainment world is reeling at news of the death of
well-known Hollywood actor Zach Matthews.

Fen spilled coffee on the table cloth. As though from a distance, she watched the
dark liquid spreading through floral swirls. She heard herself breathing, saw her hands
reach for tissues to mop it up.

The Perth-born actor, best known for his Oscar-winning role in British director
Andrew Stewart’s ‘In for a Penny’, was found dead in his Cottesloe home yesterday
morning. There are no details yet as to what killed the 35-year-old star, but police are
not treating his death as suspicious. Recent reports have detailed his impending divorce

and suggested he struggled with alcohol, drugs and depression.

22



Memories rushed in like floodwaters; his voice, his skin, the smell of him; the
coldness in his eyes just before Fen saw him for the last time.

‘I can’t believe it,” she said to the empty room as the news reader moved on to
the next story, snatching away the file photo of Zach.

Fen was glad they hadn’t shown any images of him on his legendary benders.
They would drag them out of the archives soon enough, no doubt, after a so-called
decent interval, but for now Fen was glad not to have to see them again. Not that she
could avoid them parading through her mind anyway, images of him looking brazenly
high on the red carpet, or drunk and angry late at night somewhere. In at least one
regrettably candid interview, he’d said that insomnia was behind his alcohol problem,
though Fen couldn’t remember him having any trouble sleeping when she knew him.
They had just drifted off together, night after night, sleeping late into the next morning.
Or at least she had, and she’d always assumed he had too, but maybe she’d been wrong.
Maybe he’d lain awake, turning things over and over in his mind, in the dark;
tormented, just like in Down Town. She could see him now, slumped against a
corrugated fence, the camera pulling in for an unflinching close-up of the desolation on
his face.

She stood up. Her legs felt weak, but she felt light, as though she were floating
above her body. She needed to be outside.

In the glare of daylight, the membrane of disbelief burst, a silent bursting, silent
as the tears that streamed down her face. She walked, taking corners as they came,
knowing she looked a mess, but not caring. People stared, one even offered her a tissue,
but she kept moving, aware only that the drizzle had lifted, and Zach was dead.

A church, set back from the street, drew her in. She’d never seen it before,

though it must have been there forever. It was empty, with an ancient silence. She sat in
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a pew, looking up at the distant curve of the ceiling overhead and the stained-glass

windows with their tiny, pure fragments of colour.

It was Amy who met Zach first. She found him busking in Fremantle and brought him
home to the rental she shared with Fenella. It was a low, old house in Swanbourne, and
they could only afford it because it was east of the highway and crying out for
demolition.

Fenella was in the kitchen, making papier maché glue to make masks for a
contemporised version of Antigone. Amy stopped at the door and leant against the
frame. Her face was flushed and her hands seemed unusually restless, playing with her
bag strap and twining her hair around a finger.

‘Hi Nella,” she said, ‘how’s the costume?’

Zach appeared behind her, his loose dark curls falling across his face, a guitar
strapped to his back. Fenella had seen him on campus once or twice, although not
recently.

‘Pretty good, I think,” she said, wishing she’d brushed her hair, or at least
changed out of her pyjamas. ‘I’ve got the glue mix right, at least.’

‘Zach and I are going to have a bit of a jam. This is Zach, by the way. Found
him selling his soul in Freo.’

‘Nice to meet you,” Fenella said. ‘Any luck with the soul-peddling?’

‘I made about fifty bucks.’

‘Not bad.’

‘Souls like mine don’t come cheap.’

A dimple creased his left cheek.
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‘Well,” Amy said, ‘good luck with the mask. We’ll just be in my room.’
Zach followed Amy through the kitchen. ‘Cool name,” he said, smiling,

‘Fenella.’

Fenella didn’t hear much music from Amy’s room as she shredded a newspaper and
blew up balloons. But as she began the paper-layering process, she heard a few chords,
and then they launched into a rough version of Sinead O’Connor’s ‘Nothing Compares
to You’. Amy had been playing around with it recently, hoping to expand her set-list.
One guitar lagged behind the other on the changes. After that, they gave a Nirvana track
a go. It was more coherent, but they stopped before it was finished and everything went
quiet. Amy came into the kitchen and grabbed a couple of drinks from the fridge. She
gave Fenella a wink and went back to her room.

Fenella finished her mask and put it out to dry in the breezy evening sunlight
while she had a shower and got dressed. She was on the sofa putting purple polish on
her toenails when they emerged.

‘Good jam?’ she asked.

‘Not bad,” Amy said.

‘Different influences and stuff,” Zach said, ‘but it was fun. We might do it
again.’

Amy nodded then flinched, looking at her watch. ‘Shit, I’d better get going. I’ve

got a gig tonight at Mojos, open mic. You guys fancy coming along, for moral support?’

The barman at Mojos seemed to know Zach; he stowed his guitar behind the bar for him

and shouted them the first round. They drank and played pool and drank some more,

watching Amy’s band gear up for the first set.
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Amy curled her fingers around the microphone and closed her eyes while the
drummer thudded a slow pulse for the bass guitar to echo. The lead guitar melody
slipped over them both like silk, and when Amy opened her mouth to sing, the
whooping and stamping of feet fell away, leaving nothing but the caress of her voice.
Amy herself seemed transformed by it, as though she was channelling it from some
other realm. Fenella saw a sheath of goose bumps spread over her skin, making the
backlit hairs on her arms stand on end, and she wondered if she could do it too, stand on
a stage and sing. She’d love to weave that kind of spell. But she didn’t think she could
get so naked in public. Acting was much safer.

The next band was setting up as Zach lowered another jug of beer on to the table
and took out his rollies. ‘Hey,” he said, sitting down, ‘what are you guys doing
tomorrow afternoon? I’m going to an audition at Murdoch Uni. You should come along,
it’s an open audition.’

‘I have to work,” Amy said. ‘Can I bum one of those?’

‘Sure thing,” he said, working the tobacco into the paper groove.

‘I can be there,” Fenella said.

‘Cool,’ he said, smiling.

The church had become a cold place, suddenly too quiet, but Fen’s tears were gone, and
she headed home through the quiet streets.

There was a parcel on the steps outside her door. It was Pete’s script, with a note
saying he’d waited a while but had to get back to work. Inside, Fen sat down and pulled
it out of the envelope, glancing at its cover before putting it down on the coffee table.

After staring at it for a while, reading its title The End over and over, she got up and
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washed the dishes. Drying her hands, she flicked the kettle on. It groaned and creaked to
life, and she stared at it, her eyes becoming glazed, until it dawned on her that her

Wicked audition had been and gone; she’d missed it.
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Six

Tim was flustered when Fen told him she’d missed the audition, though he managed
sympathy when she told him why. He said he’d do his best to talk the casting agent into
giving her another chance. He also offered to explain the situation to Dave, who was
pushing for an answer about the contract.

‘Thanks, Tim,” Fen said, trying to run her fingers through her knotted hair. ‘I
might go away for a while, but I’ll stay in touch.’

She went to bed with her laptop after that and booked a ticket to Perth. She’d
had no real claim on Zach, she knew that, but even so, his death had torn open that old
scar, and the wound was deep and raw, dragging her into itself like a black hole in deep
space. She had to go home. She wanted to be at Zach’s funeral; she wanted just to exist,
for a while, in the place where he’d spent his last months. It was pitiful, but there it was.

She paid online for a week at the Cottesloe Beach Hotel then shut down the
computer. Lying back on her bed, she stared up at the ceiling. It would be early winter
in Perth; not too cold, she imagined, probably just cold enough for a light coat.

Rolling on to her side, she traced with her eyes the familiar outline of her
bedside table lamp, and checked the dim figures on her digital clock radio. It was past

midnight, but sleep felt far away.

The audition Zach had invited her to was in a rehearsal space next to the Murdoch

campus gym; it had a high ceiling and massive black drapes hiding stored props and
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costumes. About fifteen girls were huddled in small groups or wandering around the
room, finding focus. There were eight or nine guys there too. Zach waved at Fenella and
smiled an easy smile as he ambled over, hands loose by his sides.

‘Hey, you made it.’

“Yeah, wasn’t too hard to find. Seems like a cool campus.’

‘I’ve got a few friends studying here. The tavern’s miles away, but you get that.’

‘I forgot to ask what the play is.’

‘Some kind of myth story, I think, about Narcissus. Not a lot of parts going.’

A tall girl with red hair emerged from a door at the back of the room, a clipboard
in her hand. Clearing her throat, she waited until everyone was quiet and all eyes were
on her.

‘Thanks, all of you, for coming. For those who don’t know, I’'m Lara, a Masters
student here at Murdoch Uni, and I’ve written an adaptation of Ovid’s myth of
Narcissus and Echo, which is what these auditions are for. I’d like to see your
monologues first, and then I’11 get you to pair up and perform a bit of dialogue from the
script.’

She gave a pile of hand-outs to the guy nearest her, saying, ‘take one, pass it on.
Rod will call your number.’

‘What’s your piece?’ Zach asked Fenella.

‘Titania in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. And yours?’

‘Vladimir’s monologue, from Waiting for Godot. We put it on last year as our
final year production: “The air is full of our cries... but habit is a great deadener.” Do
you know it?’

‘No. It’s Beckett though, right?’

“Yeah, you can borrow it if you like. It’s well-thumbed, and I’ve made notes all

over it, but it’s readable. Just.’
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‘Sure you can bear to be parted from it?’

‘For you... maybe.’

He smiled, and held up the dialogue, which had just reached him.

“You want to pair up for this?’ he asked.

‘Sure.’

They went outside, where it was quieter, and read through it together a few
times before Zach’s number was called. Fenella stayed outside to warm up further and
find the zone. When her number was called, she was ready.

In the darkened theatre, she closed her eyes to anchor herself, breathing away
nerves and claiming her space on the small stage. She wore a white dress of cotton,
layered over with softened tulle, and a crown she’d fashioned out of native wisteria.
They helped her become the fairy queen. When she opened her eyes again, she was
there, in the strange magic of portrayal. The forest was lush and humid, and there was
the audacious Oberon, ill met by moonlight, slinging insults her way and demanding she
hand over the changeling boy. The words came freely; she was Titania, queen of the
fairies, pinning epic climatic evils on Oberon’s jealousy.

She removed her crown for the dialogue scene with Zach, but the dress suited
the role well enough, so she kept it on. Lara and Rod had set up a couple of benches on-
stage, one representing the interior of a train, the other, a station. Now, Fenella was

Echo, seated beside Narcissus, waiting for a train.

NARCISSUS looks at his watch, confused. He stands up, and ECHO follows him
as he walks along the platform. Oblivious to her presence, he presses the
information button.

DISEMBODIED VOICE: Your next train departs in 17 minutes.

N: (Mutters) Idiot.
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E: (Fondly) Idiot.
N: (Noticing her) I'm sorry?
E: (Sprung) Sorry...
Raising his eyebrows, but smiling a little, NARCISSUS goes back to his seat and
takes out his phone. ECHO sits down nearby and takes out her phone too. After
a while, NARCISSUS puts his away.
N: Got off at the wrong station as well?
E: Well...
N: (After a moment’s awkward silence, laughs) Is that a yes or a no?
E: A...no.
NARCISSUS raises his eyebrows again and looks away, not sure what to make of her.
He is intrigued, but wary. They sit in silence a while, ECHO stealing glances at
NARCISSUS.
N: So, what are you up to tonight?
E: Tonight?
N: Yeah, you got any plans?
E: (Shakes her head) You got any plans?
N: I'm supposed to be meeting my mates at the next stop. Got off too
soon. They re waiting for me there though, which is cool.
E: Cool.
N: Come out with us if you like.

E: (Smiles) If you like.

Being on stage with Zach was like being underwater with him, as though she could feel

his every movement brushing against her in waves.
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‘Thanks, guys,” Lara said. ‘That was fantastic. Would you mind running through
another scene?’ She brought it down to them. ‘It’s a picnic, later in the play. Take your

time,” she smiled at Zach. ‘Have a read-through first, if you like.’

IN THE WOODS, a sign reads: ‘Sculptures in the Trees: An Exhibition’. There
are a number of unusual sculptures that play with light and sound. Some of them
are on stage, while others, including a fawn surrounded by centaurs, and a giant
twisting curve of stainless steel, are depicted on a backdrop.

NARCISSUS and ECHO wander around, studying the sculptures, one of
which is a large concrete cylinder, on its side, like a storm water drain.

ECHO spreads out a picnic blanket. NARCISSUS pours wine, feeds
ECHO cheese, but he seems bored. When ECHO tries to take his face in her
hands, NARCISSUS stands and wanders around, looking idly at the sculptures
and plants. ECHO shadows him, and when he stops she comes closer, not quite
touching him. Her hands trace the outline of his shoulders. He picks a flower,
puts it behind her ear and considers her briefly before slowly taking her by the
hips. They stand like that for a moment, ECHO hardly breathing.

N: You know I don’t love you.

E: (Whispers, touching his face) ... love you.

N: Though I like the way you touch me.

E: (Closing her eyes as N puts his hand over hers) Touch me.

N: (Removing her hand from his cheek) I wish you wouldn’t do that.

E: Do that?

N: That. Repeat everything. It doesn’t make for great conversation.

E: (Trying a coy look) Conversation?

32



‘Okay, thanks guys,” Lara said, smiling again. ‘That was perfect; I’ll be in touch.’

Fenella waited a few days before telling Amy she’d won the part of Echo. Amy seemed
happy for her, but she looked a little surprised as well, giving her a sideways look later
that Fenella chose not to analyse too closely.

Fenella was early for the first rehearsal. She loved the creaking, haphazard logic
of the Blue Room theatre, the slash of steel steps outside, leading up the eastern wall.
Standing on the tiny landing, near the back entrance through the old diner, she watched
Zach come clanging up those steps, the dark chasm of a construction site between him
and the city lights.

Lara hadn’t arrived yet; they were locked out. Zach sat on the top step and
pulled a tobacco pouch from his pocket. ‘Smoke?’

‘Won’t say no,” Fenella said, sitting down next to him. She watched his fingers
as he worked the tobacco fibres, forming an elongated clump in the crease of paper and
rolling it up with practised precision. He held it up for her, a perfect specimen.
‘Thanks,” she said, leaning close to catch the flame he offered. Things she might say
drifted through her mind while he worked on his own cigarette: things about the play,
about Amy’s band, about getting the hell out of Perth. But she said nothing, just smoked
and enjoyed the warmth of his body so nearly touching hers. He looked up at her as he
licked the glue strip, in his eyes the hint of a smile.

Lara arrived and led them inside, through the bar and the black drapes and into
the dark, windowless theatre. Then she retreated with her script to the back row, leaving
the two of them alone in the dim light of the stage. They were so close to each other that
Fenella could hear Zach breathing and smell the sea on his skin, mingled with sweat and

tobacco. It was easy for her to be at his mercy, as scripted.
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Fen rolled on to her back again and looked up at the ceiling, at the glowing plastic stars
left up there by the previous tenants. She knew it wouldn’t be easy getting on a plane
after all this time avoiding it. That was why she’d booked a flight that left early the next
day. It was like ripping off a band aid: the sooner she boarded the plane, the less time

she’d have to think about it.
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Seven

Fen was nervous at take-off. She felt too much of it in her body, the unnatural pressure,
the feeling that the whole unlikely contraption was going to explode. She closed her
eyes and chewed her gum, gripping the arm rests until the plane had levelled out. After
that, there were magazines to read, people to look at; ways to forget she was 30,000 feet
in the air.

After a while, she felt calm enough to draw up the blind and look out. The
clouds cast shadows on the sea far below. She’d never noticed them before, those dark
echoes on the ocean’s skin.

London was slipping away behind her, and already she missed its architecture,
silent backdrop to so much noise and colour. It was a magnificent place, and so full of
possibilities, even if most of them she had yet to realise. For example, she hadn’t yet
had to lunch behind the stained-glass windows of The lvy in order to escape the stares
and startling shouts of fans. She had never gone to one of the after-parties rumoured to
take place at a certain pub she’d never found, attended only by big stars in the know.
The disappointment was acute, especially now that she was flying home with so little to
show for her time away except a vague sense of failure where once the promise of
greatness had thudded away like a second pulse.

She wondered if Tim had called that casting agent yet.

The drinks trolley reached her. She asked for red wine, and ejected her gum on
to a scrap of paper. Fortunately there was no one meeting her at the airport; no one to
smile sympathetically and say things like, at least you’re working, or, at least you

escaped Dullsville. She’d made sure she would arrive alone and have a chance to gather
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herself together before seeing anyone she knew, and that included her parents. It wasn’t
about them anyway, this trip. They were as peripheral to her life now as guardians could
get, and she liked it that way.

The red wine in its plastic cup made her grimace. She sipped it slowly as she
checked the movie guide, propelled by an unnerving certainty that she would find one
of Zach’s films in there. And there were two: the romantic comedy that had made him
famous and a less successful one made during his low period, when the booze and drugs
had taken a serious toll. She couldn’t watch Down Town again, not now; couldn’t bear
the defeat and despair in the heaviness of his shoulders, in the smallness of his smile. It
suited the character, but Fen suspected there’d been more to it than that; she suspected
the darkness in that performance had been Zach’s own. He’d worked hard to keep it in
check when he was with her, to wash it away with jokes and another round of whatever
it was they were drinking, but sometimes he’d failed. Like the evening they spent
drinking bourbon and cola at Bathers’ Beach in Fremantle, at the mouth of the old
Whaler’s Tunnel.

‘People try to beautify death,” Zach said, and the word death made Fenella’s
stomach lurch. ‘They make it all pretty with flowers and cards and gentle music,” he
ground his heel into the sand, ‘or they just ignore it. But | see it everywhere. Decay,
futility; face after face of it. Everything’s just hollow, really. Don’t you think?’

Fen watched the air hostess demonstrate safety procedures and wondered what
had made Zach so sad, so prone to addiction and self-sabotage. She wondered why his
success hadn’t lifted that darkness. Maybe it was the roles he kept landing. He’d always
talked about making Arthouse films, directing as well as acting in them, and yet he’d
settled for lucrative mass appeal. Maybe he’d ruined himself to undermine that a little,
to win back some credibility, only to find that being the object of mass lust was

preferable to being the object of scorn or pity.
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No, Fen decided, as she finished her wine; she wasn’t up for tormented Zach.
But she could probably handle In for a Penny, she thought, looking at the still of him,
used for the poster, the light tracing the beautiful line of his half-turned face.

She pulled on her headphones and lay back against the pillow. The opening
scene had him reading a book on a park bench. The camera drew in on his face, almost
of its own accord, as though answering its own desire to be closer to him, maybe to
catch a hint of his ocean smell.

The plane was momentarily a plaything to turbulence, but in that moment it was
sadness, not fear, that constricted Fen’s throat.

His love interest appeared on screen, jogging, in Central Park, as did every
female lead in surely every Hollywood film in the early nineties. She was gorgeous,
implausibly so, and it was painful to Fen even to anticipate the love scenes that she
knew were soon to unfold on the screen. And yet she watched, because she knew she’d
be seeing a hand that was an echo of her own, tracing the line of Zach’s jaw in a kiss
and fumbling with the button on his jeans. He’d never lifted her off the ground so she
could wrap her legs around his waist, in that other tired cinematic tradition not
overlooked in this film, but he had kissed her neck as he kissed the imposter’s on the
screen. And he’d looked at her with those same eyes, eyes that really saw her, and really
wanted to see more.

The polish of the film was a world away from his first feature, a small-budget
student film, made in Melbourne and only screened in a handful of cinemas after he
became famous. He’d played a Greek teenager in suburban Melbourne, a boy really,
with a wild imagination kept in check by his strict Orthodox parents and elders. He’d
made it shortly after moving there, late in the same year that Fenella had tried her luck
in that cold, sad city of adventure and culture and lost souls. She’d calculated once that

he must have arrived only a few months after she’d left. She liked to imagine that he’d
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followed her there, to tell her all was forgiven, and they could be the love cats again,
taking Melbourne by storm, together. It made sense, because he’d always talked about
going to Sydney, not Melbourne; why would he have tried his luck in the city of her
dreams, not his own, if he hadn’t been looking for her? She’d spent many hours
imagining what might have happened if he’d found her; so many hours, in fact, that it
was almost a memory in its own right.

But he hadn’t found her, hadn’t called her name as she walked down an old
narrow street with walls covered in posters and drawings plastered over one another in
peeling layers of artful graffiti. They hadn’t sat down and faced each another across a
tiny table under an outdoor gas heater so that he could take her hands and tell her he
forgave her, that he accepted his portion of the blame, and that they could still be
together. Melbourne would not have been so cold if those things had really happened, if
they had found a place together, waited for trams together, wrapped up in each other’s
coats; if they had stayed in, some nights, in front of the heater, drinking wine and
coffee, reading and drawing each other, as before.

But it had been cold there, bitterly, bone-achingly cold, and she’d been
depressed by the desperate homeless, the doomed kids on the streets, and the junkies
down St Kilda way. In the six months she’d endured it, she’d done some minor plays
and a short student film, but she’d grown tired of waiting in the wind straight off some
icecap somewhere for trams that took forever to appear on the horizon then took forever
again to approach, stop by stop by creaking stop. She’d grown tired of waiting for Zach
to materialise, or for some other miracle to happen. So she’d pressed her dad for the
money to give it a go in London instead. If she was going to freeze to death, she’d
thought, it might as well be somewhere significant.

It was only later, when she’d found out that Zach had arrived so soon after she’d

left, that regret had set in and tainted her glorious escape.
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And now he was dead. He was no longer a man whose moments of darkness
could lift at the sight of a full moon or a brush of colour in the sky, who could surrender
his nihilism to a spread of goose bumps as Fenella’s fingers dragged slowly, lightly,
along his skin.

Turbulence rocked the plane again, and it dropped through the air like a morbid
ride at a funfair. For a moment Fen didn’t care. She willed the skies to take hold of it
and throw it at the ground, because Zach was dead. His meaning could no longer
unfold; his existence was fixed now between his birth and his unalterable death. But the

plane was not thrown from the sky. The turbulence subsided, and the film rolled on.
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Cight

Stepping out of the airport’s limbo after a harrowing descent, Fen found herself under a
West Australian sky that was dark and heavy. Rain was in the air, and it was cold.

Stretching her back while the taxi driver put her luggage in the boot, she
watched as cars trawled past idle taxis, their wheels hissing on the gleaming wet tarmac
as the drivers did slow one-way laps to avoid paying for parking.

‘How was your flight?” the driver asked, catching her eye in the rear view
mirror.

‘A little hairy at the end.’

‘Not surprised. Hell of a storm here over the weekend. Roofs off, trees and
power down, you name it. More of it coming in tonight, and tomorrow.’

The smooth motion and impersonal interior of the taxi made her sleepy as they
cruised towards the Graham Farmer tunnel, heading west.

At last they reached Cottesloe and the rise of Grant Street, Fen’s first view of the
ocean. She’d forgotten how magnificent it was, the vast expanse, all grey and choppy
and streaked with white.

Flanked by glass-walled mansions, they approached the coast and turned south
on to the promenade. Fen wanted to ask the driver if he knew which house was Zach’s,
but she didn’t want to sound like a groupie. Besides, she didn’t think she could say his
name without crying; couldn’t even think it without her eyes fogging over. They cruised
along Marine Parade, past the Ocean Beach Hotel, through slow-points and pedestrian
crossings, until they pulled up outside the Cottesloe Beach Hotel with its muted yellow

Art Deco facade.
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At the far end of an airless passage, Fen wrestled open the door to her room on the
hotel’s upper north-west corner. It was a tired, old space, dark and stuffy, but it felt
luxurious all the same, just to be alone after twenty-plus hours in transit.

She threw her bag on the bed, opened the curtains and wrestled the rickety
windows open. The French doors were more cooperative and she stepped out on to the
awkwardly curved balcony. A chipped ashtray, and a plastic table and chairs, seemed
careless and grubby there, unworthy of the view of the Norfolk pines and the grand
teahouse overlooking the ragged sigh of water.

Usually, she’d expect to see people eating picnics and ice cream on the grass
down below, or a half-hearted game of cricket going on between swigs of beer and
banter. But today, there were just a few windswept people, taking advantage of the rain
having eased off for a bit. Fen leaned over the chrome railing and breathed in the wet,
briny air, the great sweep of moody light and space so unlike London.

Yawning, she stretched her weary body, but it was too early to sleep yet. She’d
shower, dress warmly and join the lonely souls out there, if the weather held. Then
she’d try to eat something for dinner, maybe dip a toe in the water. She wouldn’t go to
bed until it was dark, or she’d be up before dawn.

In the bathroom, she turned on the shower then went back out to switch on the
wall-mounted TV while the water warmed up. She found nothing worth watching, but
left it on anyway, listening for more of the accent she hadn’t realise she’d missed.

The hot water was magic, and in the shower she sang | dreamed a dream,
enjoying the resonance of her voice and the steady backdrop of water pelting against the
glass. It was an effort to turn it off and step out, but the towel was thick and soft in
consolation. The whir of the fan was loud as she wiped the condensation off the mirror

and studied her face in the regathering mist. ‘I love you,” she murmured, looking into
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her eyes; an old trick from her first acting workshop. It had felt so irreverent that first
time, saying it to herself in a studio with wall-to-wall mirrors on the upper storey of the
Camelot theatre. She’d felt pathetic, in the beginning, trying to act; a mere plaything of
her nerves. Her voice had seemed a feeble rasp. But the rhythmic focus games and ice-
breaking silliness had worked her body free of its neurotic clench, and after a few
classes, the sound of her own voice filling the room had no longer made her cringe. At
her first performance, with a sea of rapt faces on the periphery of her awareness, she’d
felt like a shaman, captivating her tribe with the strange and wonderful magic of the
underworld.

Wrapping the towel around herself, she left the bathroom with its curling steam
and many shades of white. The weather hadn’t held after all. The rain was coming down
steadily now, and the ocean, not to be outdone, looked dark and severe.

Stretching out on the bed, Fen was glad to be horizontal at last. The blare of
television ads washed over her exhausted body and she began to drift off, only to be
jarred awake by the bombast of a news bulletin. The news reader drew her in with a
voice rich and oozing concern.

‘Good Evening. Tonight: Stormy weather: Scenes of devastation across Perth as
some 17,000 homes lose power.’

There was footage of trees tossed by the wind against a backdrop of heavy skies;
then more trees, uprooted and draped over homes, cars, fences and power lines across
the city. A windswept reporter, with several dark ships on the horizon behind him,
shouted that big seas and high winds meant Fremantle port had suspended work until
morning.

The climatic drama unfolding beyond her small balcony gave Fen a subtle thrill,

but it was melancholy weather, and she felt like Rapunzel in her tower, hiding from
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loneliness blowing in on the wind. At least there was TV, she thought, turning up the
volume.

Stay safe, the newsreader urged, sustaining her sombre tone as she moved on to
the next piece: And now, an update on the Zach Matthews story.

Zach’s face filled the screen, unsmiling, caught off-guard by one of those
photographers who waited until the posed smile faded, or said something cruel to make
sure it did. Zach wore a malevolent expression. Fen knew it well, that look, recognised
it from the last time she saw him. She hadn’t been able to talk her way out of it then,
any more than she could look away from it now.

There was a woman with him, though she’d been cropped out of the frame. It
was June Berry. You could still see her shoulder and a sliver of green satin, and the
cherry blossom tattoo on her neck.

‘The Perth-born actor, whose death on Friday shocked fans around the world, is
believed to have been found dead in his bath, according to a police statement made late
today. Police have refused to release the name of the man who found the body, but have
confirmed that he is not suspected of any involvement in the death.’

File footage followed of Zach on the red carpet, stopping and smiling, serving
himself up to the cameras and the hordes behind them. He posed like the professional
he’d become, giving each lens its due.

‘Police have refused to respond to speculation that alcohol or drugs may have
been a factor in the drowning death. Although he claimed recently to have been sober
for nineteen months, the actor had faced a public battle with alcohol and narcotics,
attending rehabilitation clinics no fewer than five times in the past three years.’

Next was a montage of publicity shots, all archetypal poses: the lover, the

warrior, the beautiful boy.
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‘Mr Matthews’ parents have yet to come forward to make a statement regarding
his death or plans for a funeral, but bereaved Perth fans have held a vigil outside his
Cottesloe home since news of his death broke last week. They paid a spontaneous sunset
tribute to him last night on the beach below the residence. A spokesperson for the group
said Matthews would be remembered long after his death as an actor of tremendous
talent and empathy. His estranged widow, singer June Berry, 24, has declined to
respond to media enquiries.’

The news reader moved on, and Fen found the off switch, pressed it with a
trembling hand. Pulling back the heavy bedding, she dropped her hotel robe to the floor
and climbed in between the cool sheets. She had no appetite for fish and chips anyway.

Wide-eyed, she lay in the fading light, listening to the steady downpour. Zach
had drowned. He’d slid down the ceramic curve of his designer bath and drowned, just
like that, his brain probably too numbed by alcohol and who knew what else to notice
the cessation of air. She imagined him, just below the surface of the water, as though
floating. He was perfectly still with the hint of a smile, his hair swirling at first, then not
anymore.

Such silence, all around him, and within. No blood rush in his ears, just a water-
logged hush, for who knew how long?

His sleep face, that’s the face Fen gave him there, in the water. She’d loved that
face, gazed at it on those rare occasions when she’d woken up first, trying not to breathe
in case he moved, but at the same time hoping he would open his eyes and pull her in

warm against him and his dreams.
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Plne

The next morning, Fen sat on the balcony and watched the greys of rain and sky merge
with the sulking sea. Hunger sent her back in, but she unpacked before going down to
breakfast. She hated living out of a bag, with the endless rummaging it entailed.

Pete’s script looked sullen on the dresser. The front page was still curled from
being rolled up in her hand-luggage too long, and the ink of the title was slightly
smudged. She promised herself she would read it soon. But first, breakfast.

Leaving behind the shabby elegance of her room, she headed downstairs. The
restaurant was almost empty, though many of the tables were still cluttered with
evidence of the breakfast rush. Fen chose a table next to the window, for the view, even
if it was just of cars gliding past, obscured by rain streaking down the glass. She ordered
coffee and a croissant with butter and jam. Ah, pastry, she thought: eat your heart out,
Gwynn Ellis.

Someone had left a newspaper on the table. Zach’s face was on the cover of the
weekend supplement; inside was a reprint of an interview he’d done recently, promoting
his last film. His answers read as though they’d been written by his publicist.

After the buttery sweetness and coffee, Fen wondered how to spend the
morning. The rain wasn’t going to let up any time soon, by the look of it. She decided to
brave it, just to get near the ocean. She hadn’t packed a raincoat, but there was a clutch
of umbrellas looking forlorn in a stand in the lobby. Taking the biggest one, she stepped
outside, hunching her shoulders against the cold wind.

The iconic pines stood dark and moaning against the heavy sky. Fighting the

wind gusts that tried to push her off course, Fen headed down the steep path to the sand
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and made for the shelter of the stately clubhouse. Framed by the dark arches above her
head, rain and white horses jagged across the sea. It seemed fitting that the glare and
glitter of the Cottesloe she remembered had given way to this mournful landscape, as
though the elements too were angry that Zach had gone. She wanted to go out there and
drench herself in it, be part of the fury, but she was cold already, and she hadn’t brought
many warm things from London. Instead, she stayed where it was relatively dry. She

tried to spot Rottnest Island on the horizon, but it was hidden by the sky’s swathes of

grey.

Fenella watched from the bed as Zach pushed a towel into his bag. ‘I don’t see why
Amy and I can’t come with you to Rotto,” she said. ‘You’ll get plenty of time away
from us when you’re surfing.’

‘It’s just not the way these trips are meant to go. We’re meant to be Spartan,
noble in our manly discomfort. If you guys are there tending the fire, fluffing up pillows
and satisfying our most basic urges...’

‘You wish.’

He put his arms around her and rested his forehead on hers. ‘You’re so sweet
when you’re sulking.’

‘I’'m not sulking. I just think Amy and | could give your trip an added dimension
of awesomeness.’

‘I’m sure you would, too, but we like the dimensions as they are. Come on, you
know I spend more time with you than I do with Ant these days.” He jabbed her gently
in the ribs.

‘Okay, stop it!” she laughed, ‘I’ll stop hassling you.’
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Anthony was waiting on his parents’ driveway when they pulled up. As Zach
opened the boot, Fenella heard him tell Anthony that she was only there to drive his car
home.

‘Don’t worry, Ant, I won’t spoil your homo weekend,” she called through the
open hatchback.

‘That’s good,” Zach said, with a wink.

They laughed, but then Fenella started to wonder. She looked at Anthony in the
rearview mirror. He never seemed to have a girlfriend. Their eyes snagged a few
awkward times in the mirror on the way.

When they arrived at the ferry terminal and Zach got out to open the boot,
Anthony leaned forward and said, ‘I am into girls, by the way.’

Fenella turned to look at him. ‘I was only joking,” she said. She hadn’t really
looked at him before, had only been aware of him in a peripheral way as a lanky guy
with too much hair. She noticed then that he had green-brown eyes and a scattering of
freckles, and a salty smell a bit like Zach’s, only mingled with cologne and a faint trace
of last night’s beer.

‘Come on, brother,” Zach said, ‘let’s get moving.’

While Anthony got his bag and board, Zach dropped the car keys into Fenella’s
outstretched palm.

‘You can drive, can’t you?’ He scanned the horizon, as though hoping a valet
driver would materialize and spare him the risk of leaving the car in Fenella’s hands.

‘Of course I can. But if you’d rather pay a million dollars in parking fees to
leave it here in the sun and through the night for vandals, for three whole nights, I'm
happy to take the train.’

‘No no, I trust you.’

‘All right then. Have fun, boys.’
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‘Not too much fun though, right?’ he said, kissing her goodbye. His smell was
better than Anthony’s, undiluted by cologne. ‘I’ll miss you.’

“You will not,” she smiled.

Anthony was ahead, near the terminal already. He shouted back to Zach over his
shoulder, ‘Rottnest will float away before we get there at this rate.’

‘Oh yes I will,” Zach said, hoisting his bag on to his shoulder and picking up his
board ‘and you’d better miss me.’

He smiled and walked away, wind-whipped into the glare.

The rain showed no sign of lifting, so Fen headed back up to the hotel. She stepped into
the road and didn’t notice a dark car sloshing towards her, without its lights on. When
she looked up, it was almost upon her, and she froze, aware that she should step back
before the heap of metal could mow into her and toss her into the air like a flimsy doll,
her white cotton shirt and jacket flailing.

As though in a dream, she stepped back, out of the way.

The driver hooted and cruised on through the wet.

She stood on the kerb, heart thumping, rain pelting on the umbrella above her
head. A second longer and there would have been a quiet thump, then a dense crack of
body on windscreen, a thud of skull on tarmac. She could see the borrowed umbrella,
twisted and broken, sticking out from under a motionless tyre: a morbid still life,
depicting a small, avoidable death.

The rain started to come in sideways. Checking the road was clear, she headed
across to the hotel. Inside the unattended lobby, she shook off the umbrella and slipped

it back into the stand with the others.
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In her room, Fen removed her wet clothes, her heart still thumping, her hands
still trembling. She collapsed on to her bed. After a while, her breathing slowed and she
sank into a fitful sleep heavy with murky dreams. In one of them, a woman narrated a
documentary about Atlantis, using words like apocalyptic and cataclysmic, somewhat
cheerfully. In another, Fen was awake but unable to move, though there were people in
her room, potentially dangerous people, moving around, taking things.

She woke with a headache and a stiff neck. It was early afternoon, and still
raining. Taking Pete’s script outside on to the balcony, she sat down and contemplated
the title page: The End. Some reference to The Doors? Fen didn’t know, and she

couldn’t seem to turn the page to find out.
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Ten

The wind took the morning’s heavy clouds and spread them thin across a blue sky. Fen
set off for a walk on the beach, planning to find Zach’s house.

At the bottom of the ramp, she removed her sandals and sank her feet into the
cool, soft sand. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been barefoot, outside, but it
felt as though her feet had been aching for this feeling ever since.

All morning, she’d been seeing that car approaching in the rain. She’d pictured
herself in a hospital bed, possibly unconscious, her body hopelessly broken. No one
there would have had any idea who she was.

There was a briny chill in the air, and as she trudged toward the water’s edge,
she felt Zach there with her. He was in the solitude, in the sounds of far-off voices, in
the heavy grey glare of the sky. He was there, and yet she couldn’t touch him, just like

in the early days, before she’d been able to take it for granted that she could.

In rehearsals, Lara had asked them to get to know each other better. “You need to be
comfortable around each other,” she’d said. ‘The audience needs to believe you’re
lovers, or could be. Go out, do something together, something unrelated to the play.’
And so there they were, in the park, traipsing through the long grass, trouser
hems soaking up the wet. There’d been a rare thunderstorm and the sky was a dark wash
of grey above white-barked trees; smooth-skinned benevolent creatures, watching.
Fenella looked up, her eyes drawn by a pulse of lightning, far off to the west, probably
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over the sea. Her hand felt cold and stiff, clutching her beer in its brown paper bag. She
changed hands and put her cold fingers in her pocket.

They hadn’t spoken much since leaving the bottle shop, but the silence was
spacious, like the night. The last bird had gone quiet; in its wake, a choir of insects took
up the song, accompanied by a steady drub of frogs.

They sat near a low-walled fountain under one of the park’s aged fig trees, their
backs to the bulging mass of trunk. Zach opened his beer using his lighter, slipped the
top into his jacket pocket then offered to open Fenella’s.

‘Thanks,’ she said, passing it to him, watching him lever it open. He handed it
back, wet with condensation and still icy cold.

‘So,” Fenella said, running her hair behind her ear. ‘Too polite with each other,
are we?’

Zach smiled, ‘Apparently so.’

Their eyes met for a moment, until Fenella looked away. She tore at a few
blades of grass, then wiped her hand on her jeans and drank some more. The beer was
beginning to filter through her, making her feel vast and free.

‘So, how come you want to be an actor?’ Zach asked. ‘Did you always want to?’

‘I think so0,” she said. ‘I just didn’t think I could, until quite recently.’

‘What happened recently?’

‘I moved up from Nannup a couple of years ago to live with my dad.’

She stopped, not wanting to bore him, but he was looking at her, as though he
were interested.

‘I didn’t know anyone,” she continued, ‘and no one knew me, so when | saw an
ad for an acting workshop, | thought, what the hell? Why not? | was so far out of my
comfort zone already. After that | stacked shelves for a while, and then | auditioned for

WAAPA and got in, amazingly enough. And that’s about the story so far.’
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He nodded.

‘What about you?’

‘I just always knew I wanted to do it.’

Fenella was glad he was looking away so she could watch him, the dimple
coming and going from his left cheek as he talked.

‘My parents were all for it,” he said. ‘They sent me to classes and workshops and
took me to auditions from when | was really young. | was in a few ads, which hopefully
you never saw.’

‘We didn’t have a telly back then.’

‘Phew. That’s the problem with starting so young, you have no idea. You’ll do
anything, even DryNites ads... and then really come to regret it. Not that | did one of
them or anything.’

‘Wish I'd seen that.’

‘No you don’t. Trust me.” Another long pause, then he continued. ‘So, ask me
something.’

‘Like what?’

‘Anything. We’re meant to be getting to know each other.’

‘Um,’ Fenella said, ‘okay. Where did you grow up?’

‘Here. Perth. Yawn.’

‘And what’s your favourite season?’

‘Summer. Or any time the surf’s good.’

‘Really? I wouldn’t have picked you for a surfer type.’

‘I don’t do types. Next.’

‘What’s your ideal role?’

‘Stage or screen?’

‘Either. Both.’
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‘Wow, okay, how long have you got? There’s Hamlet, of course, and 1’d love to
do Vladimir from Waiting for Godot again, but in a better production than the one we
threw together last year. And don’t tell anyone, but I wouldn’t mind being Danny from
Grease, with all the leather and hair gel.’

‘And film?’

‘Well, there’s Travis from Taxi Driver, especially if I could do it opposite Cyhill
Shepherd. Then there’s Sam in Dogs in Space, and Edward Scissorhands, obviously.’

He sucked in his cheeks and looked mournfully at his hands.

Fenella laughed. ‘I detect a bit of a “zany hair” theme.’

‘What about you?’

‘Well, I see your Danny and raise you a Sandy, or even a Pygmalion, but that’s
also off the record. Otherwise, any Shakespeare would be good, or maybe turning my
hand to something like Martha in Who'’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?.’

‘Martha, hey? Pretty dark stuff.’

‘Challenging, I guess.’

‘Speaking of Martha, how’s your drink?’

‘Nearly gone.’

‘Mine too,” he said, standing up, ‘and my arse is frigging freezing. This grass is
wet.

Fenella laughed at his grimace.

‘The question is,” he said, slipping his lighter back in his pocket, ‘now what?’

‘Home, I guess.’

‘Oh come on, the night is young, and life is short. Let’s go somewhere.’

He held out his hand to pull her up. It was warm and dry, the same hand she’d

held at rehearsals, and yet not the same at all.
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‘Come on,” he said, not letting go, and Fenella ran behind him, her bag
thumping against her hip and the dregs of her beer sloshing around in its bottle. The air

was fresh and damp on her cheeks like ocean spray.

Fen had made her way quite far north along the beach. Observation City hotel was
visible in the distance, and she could see the Swanbourne lifesaving club just to her
right. She headed up, past tall grasses bending in the wind, and rinsed her feet under the
tap before joining walkers and cyclists on the path.

Any one of the sea-facing mansions she passed could have been Zach’s. She
studied them all as she went. There was Tuscan architecture, some overgrown Art Deco,
and lots of brutal modernism, but she could find no sign that Zach’s place was among
them; no wreaths or huddled fans, no passers-by taking pictures.

She continued south, sure that she would encounter a vigil at any moment, but
before too long she reached the main drag’s pine trees and the tower of the OBH,
having seen nothing. She would have to press on, past the golf course, though she
recalled only blocks of holiday apartments and heritage dumps down that way.

Cars crawled past apartments and kids ran amok on the beach playground. There
was the surf shop she had walked past countless times, without ever going in.
Momentarily tempted by the fish and chip shop, she kept going, not wanting to lose
momentum. She got some water and frozen yoghurt at the gelato shop instead.

The golf course seemed to go on forever. Crossing back to the beach side of the
road, she caught her first sight of the cranes of the Fremantle port up ahead. The ground

fell away sharply to the right, and there were signs strung up on the grey wooden fence,
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warning of unstable slopes. The sea seemed wilder down here, freer. There were fewer
rocky groynes, and just one windswept walker on the beach.

She passed a retirement village, then a vacant block advertising the last of its
narrow subdivisions. There were the units she had expected, a mysterious ramshackle
building, and some humble double-storey houses. It was more subdued than the
northern part of the suburb, much less ostentatious. It started to make sense that Zach
would choose to have a house here.

She was just about to give up though, when she spotted a pile of wilting roses
and wreaths and plastic-wrapped lilies propped up against a gate. A group of teenagers
sat next to it, playing with their phones, and a small media contingent was camped on
the far side of the road. As Fen got closer she saw that three amateurish portraits of
Zach had been taped to the whitewashed wall. They flapped in the wind next to what
looked like poetry scrawled on paper torn from a notepad.

Behind the wall, the house was tall and narrow, also painted white. Fen didn’t
venture over the road to it, but sat on the grass beside the footpath, watching the
reflected sky move across its silent windows. She stayed, trying to imagine the interior,
willing her mind to conjure up an image of Zach on the balcony for her, or returning
from a swim, making wet footprints on the path. But it yielded a memory of his other
place instead, the apartment he’d been renting when Fenella had first met him. They’d
had time to kill between a matinee and an evening performance, and he’d lived just

around the corner from the Blue Room theatre; it had made sense to go there.

Walking behind him along the open corridor to his door, Fenella barely noticed the

early moon or the swirling swallows, or the pot plants that beautified the red-brick
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surroundings, because as usual she was thinking about their onstage kiss. It was always
there, in her mind; the closeness of him. It was such a heady moment that she was not
really performing loss when he, as Narcissus, pulled away.

Zach’s place was small, with all four rooms leading off a tiny entrance hall. He
closed the door to his bedroom, but not before Fenella had noticed how sparsely it was
furnished. There seemed to be little more than a large mattress in the middle of the
room, covered by a sheet and a sleeping bag.

There was more going on in the lounge room though; two low sofas, a guitar on
a stand, a CD player, and some Escher posters on the walls.

‘Have a seat,” he said, opening French doors on to the tiny balcony overlooking
the car park below. The branches of nearby trees brushed against the railings.

Fenella sank into one of the sofas.

‘Tea or coffee? Water?’

‘Got any herbal tea? I can’t do caffeine before a show.’

‘Me neither,” he said from the kitchen, as he flicked on the kettle, ‘and I won’t
roll a spliff either, although I’'m tempted. Throws me right off.” He stuck his head
around the doorframe. ‘Hope that doesn’t shock you?’

‘Oh, no, not at all,” Fenella said, leaning back and closing her eyes. She
wondered if he ever thought about the Kiss.

‘So, what to do,” he said, handing her a chamomile tea, ‘we have two hours.’

‘I could probably sleep,” she said, though she didn’t want to; she might snore or
drool all over his sofa.

‘Feel free.’

She sipped her tea. He’d put honey in it; good for the voice.

Life was loud outside; cars, laughter, sudden pulses of music. Zach got his guitar

and started playing a few chords, nothing Fenella recognised. When she realised she
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wasn’t expected to listen, she pulled her feet up and closed her eyes. The music merged
with the sounds of the city and the cacophony of birds gathering on the tree to mark the
approach of dusk.

When she woke up, it was dark. Zach was on the balcony, talking on the phone.
‘She’s here, with me. Chill out. No, of course we haven’t... you’re paranoid. Just relax,

ok? We’ll be there soon.’

The wind had picked up, and Fen noticed the teenagers and reporters over the road
zipping up coats and wrapping scarves around their necks. Fen thought she should
leave, but couldn’t. Not yet. His house wouldn’t let her.

A reporter crossed the street and introduced himself, asking her if she wanted to
share her thoughts on Zach’s death or talent. For a moment, she was tempted; she
wanted everyone to know that he’d been hers, some small part of him. But she shook
her head and he left. Only when the sun had gone, leaving her cold, did she head back to
the hotel, promising herself she’d come back with flowers. Nasturtiums, if she could

find any. Zach had liked nasturtiums.
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Eleven

Fen lay in bed the next morning, willing herself to get up and make the short trip down
to Fremantle to visit her dad. She visualised it, hoping that would make it easier. She’d
step off the train and make her way south along the coffee-strip, past the markets and
then the hospital, heading for his breezy home on Douro Road. Perhaps she would stop
at a café and spend an age over a cup of coffee, reading a newspaper and taking comfort
in its curling musty smell. She’d gaze at the empty block over the road, where the trees
would shift and rustle like seaweed under slow-moving water, and she’d remind herself
that he was only her dad, that there was no reason to be nervous. Outside his house, she
would stand for a while, listening at the door she’d long since lost the key for. Seeing
herself in the glass, a pathetic creature, both hopeful and reluctant, her garish lipstick
catching the light, she would struggle to lift her finger to the buzzer. Her paralysis

would remind her of living there, her mind a cage-fight between resentment and need.

It was a mild afternoon. Fenella slung her red canvas bag over her shoulder and walked
through the living room. Her dad, in the kitchen, opened the oven door to check on the
roast then turned at the sound of her.

“You going out, love?’

“Yup. Amy’s’

‘Staying over?’

‘Yes.’

“You don’t want any of my spectacular roast lamb first?’
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‘No thanks.’ It smelled good, but she knew he was cooking it for someone else.
Frank ran boat tours of the Swan River, and was always bringing home leggy women
with fresh tans and foreign accents. They always admired his place, these women; no
doubt they were more accustomed to having their affairs in hostels or in unkempt
bachelor pads, where clothes accumulated, unwashed, and things went bad in the fridge.
Not Frank’s style. He had bought the place for its character and careful renovations, and
he had a weekly cleaning lady in to do it justice. Fenella loved its quirky angles and
timber finishes, and the effect of the vaulted ceiling; it was so spacious after living in
her mum’s nest down south, where Fenella had grown up dreaming of being rescued by
Daddy, big brown Daddy with his sea-salt hair and eyes always on the horizon.

That’s how she’d always pictured him, though it must have been a fabrication, a
collage of longing pieced together from memory fragments and the single photograph
he had sent her of himself standing on his boat, leaning on its handrail and gazing out
over the water. When that picture had arrived, Fenella had gone to the town library and
taken out a book on sailing knots. She’d learned as many as she could by heart. For
hours at a time, she’d practised them, imagining how one day he would marvel at her
skill. She’d wished she’d been the one to have taken the photograph of him; a quick
snapshot before a trip out to sea; father and daughter, what a team.

As soon as she came to live at his house, though, the word ‘Daddy’ died on her
lips. ‘Dad’ was as much as she could manage, and even that seemed weird, confronted
with the reality of him and his tentative affection. He was still brown all right, like the
man she remembered—tanned like leather—and his hair looked as salty as the next
ageing surfer, but she wasn’t his ‘little darling” anymore. She couldn’t cling to him and
wet his neck with tears as she’d done the day he left. He’d held her tightly that day, as if
he’d be gone forever, though he said over and over that he’d be back, he’d see her soon.

He loved her so, so much, he’d said, and Fenella had consoled herself with that
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memory, night after suffocating night, when her mother had grown melancholy and put
on her old records, drinking neat gin and singing along in her rich, alto voice.
Sometimes Carmela had danced around the room, eyes half shut, as though she’d
forgotten Fenella was there. And some nights, Fenella had watched her, admiring her
extended feet and her poise. Usually, though, she’d slipped off to her room, to dream of
escape, only to find her solitude even more depressing than her mother’s grief.

She felt freer now, living with Frank at last, away from the gnawing, drowning
feeling that had persisted all through school, a feeling she still couldn’t disentangle from
thoughts of her mum and her life down south. But now, she was studying at the
performing arts academy, and at last her life could take its proper shape.

Still, there were limits to her relief; among them, her dad’s date nights. She lived
in her own wing in the house, but even so she had overheard many drawn-out
seductions and endured many awkward run-ins with the girlish women, who were
always gushing and nervous and wanting to be friends.

“You’re welcome to join us for dinner,” Frank said, stirring the gravy. ‘You
haven’t met Angie yet, have you?’

‘Last one I met was Suzie.’

‘Oh, Suzie, she was gold. Had to go back to New Zealand, more’s the pity. Sure
you won’t join us?’

‘No, thanks. I have plans.’

‘Okay, have fun.” He kissed her on the cheek, shrouding her in scents of
rosemary and wine.

Outside, Fenella breathed in the balmy evening air and walked, admiring her
new boots: snug blue leather to mid-calf. She’d paired them with her silk dress, that slip

of gold sliding against her skin. It was her mum’s dress actually, smuggled out of a box
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in the attic. Fenella had shoved it into her suitcase just before she left, knowing Carmela
wouldn’t miss it.

In her jacket pocket she found the cigarettes she’d lifted from her dad’s carton.
She paused to slip one out and light it up, whipping the match against the air and
dropping it, charred and twisted, on the pavement.

Amy rolled the gold fabric between two fingers and widened her eyes.

‘Sek-sy.’

‘Tell me about it,” Fenella said, cocking one hip and batting her eyelids.

“You’re such a dag,” Amy laughed. ‘Can I have your boots?’

‘No chance.’

They found a table and Amy ordered coffee while Fenella took out her overdue
essay and tried to make sense of it. They were going drinking tonight, and the essay was
due in the morning; it was her last chance to make it half-decent. Amy sat opposite with
a newspaper open to the real estate section.

‘Hey,” she said, looking up at Fenella, ‘I’ve been thinking. You live with your
dad, right, and I live with my mum, and what’s that about? I mean, we’re not at school
anymore. We’re two sharp chicks; we’ve got it going on. We should totally get a place
together. I’'m right, aren’t 17’

Fenella looked up from trying to untangle her introduction. ‘How would we
afford it?’

‘Ever heard of Centrelink? Rent Assistance? Come on, keep up.’

Amy perused the rentals while Fenella gazed out the window and drank her
coffee, half expecting Amy to change her mind. She could hardly believe Amy even
liked her, much less that she wanted to live with her. Amy was so together, so
charismatic, and so talented. She seemed to belong at the performing arts academy,

whereas Fenella was just a girl from down south, entirely unsophisticated. She felt like
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an imposter every day on campus; at any moment, she expected someone might take her
outside and explain as kindly as possible that they’d made a mistake and she was not
meant to be there. She’d told this to Amy, and Amy had insisted that she be more
confident. Even though Fenella was a bit timid, she’d said, there was something in her,

something gleaming beneath the surface, just waiting to be scraped free.

Fen didn’t head down to her Dad’s place. Instead, she had an early lunch and caught the
train to Swanbourne, thinking she’d revisit the house she and Amy once shared, if it was
still there. To her surprise, it was, despite everything else of its vintage having long
since been pulled down. There the old place sat, stubborn and small on its large block,
with the sagging look of a house built quickly and cheaply and with function miles
ahead of form. The garden was green and shaded though, and it was not far from the
beach, or the train station; still a gem of a rental.

On their first night there, Amy set up the hi-fi and they drank cider and danced
around the place like fools in their pyjamas, finding homes for their op-shop gatherings:
funny goblets, odd-shaped vases, dated posters. Amy scrubbed the kitchen and
bathroom while Fenella made a relatively poor effort of cleaning the floors and
windows, and they toasted their independence, and the parties that would surely rage
there. Finally, as the birds had begun to warble outside, they had dragged themselves to
bed.

It looked as though no one was home. There was no car in the driveway, and no
windows were open, at least not at the front of the house. Fen knew she should leave,
but she glanced around and walked up the driveway instead, around the side of the

house, stopping only when she reached the window of her old bedroom. The curtains
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were open and, as her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she was able to make out the
brown built-in wardrobes and the garish carpet. For all its ugliness, that room had been
the first space she’d ever called her own. She’d lain in bed and savoured her solitude,
watching her flickering candles ooze wax and cast leaping shadows on the walls. Zach
had lain there with her sometimes. She remembered the sound and sinew of his body in
the dark, the aliveness of it.

The sun room at the back was just the same, with its deep red carpet and bare
windows instead of walls. The light fell on the floor in the same way and drenched the
room with warmth. The vines still grew wild outside the windows, sending their tendrils
into the gaps and slowly, slowly forcing them open.

Trying the back door, Fen found that the old trick—a particular twist and
pressure at the right moment—qgranted her access to the feel and smell of the place
where she and Zach had spent so many hours together. It was so warm in there, and so
familiar that she could almost see the two of them, running lines. She could see the
script now, as though she was holding it there, in her hands. Her lines were highlighted

in yellow, and she’d jotted Lara’s notes down all over the pages.

NARCISSUS takes hold of ECHO'S hair, pulls her head back so that her throat
and jaw are bared, like prey, and she is frozen, hardly breathing lest he should
stop. He runs his face along her throat, first his cheek and then his lips. Then he
takes her head in his hands and looks into her eyes.

N: Who are you?

E: You.
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He releases one hand to stroke her hair off her face. The breathing is loud
between them. He leans close to her face, as though he might kiss her, but then
he looks away and stands back.

N: This isn’t going to work. I'm sorry.

E: I'm sorry?

N: I tried. | thought maybe I could... love you...

E: I could... love you...

N: I have to go.

E: Go?
ECHO watches NARCISSUS leave, touches her neck where his lips have been,
then turns to look at the picnic blanket. She picks up the bottle of wine and takes
it with her to the concrete cylinder. Sitting there, she drinks from the bottle. The
lights dim on her and come up on NARCISSUS on the other side of the stage.

N: Where’s the bloody car? Piece of shit!

E: (Softly) Piece of shit.

N: (Flinches, then yells his exasperation)

E: (Gives a lonely moan, a soft sound that could be the trees, sighing)

Fen remembered Zach’s face, caught in the stage lights as he walked between the
sculptures she’d helped to make out of wire and plaster. Effortlessly, he commanded the
space, holding the audience spellbound.

Looking for his car, Narcissus passed a sculpture made from broken shards of
mirror hanging from the branches of a plaster tree, which had a larger mirror embedded
within it. Catching sight of his fractured reflection, he became intrigued by his faint

sneer. He smiled at the image, then hesitated, not sure who or which had smiled first.
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He pushed the hanging shards aside and moved closer, wearing an expression the
audience had not yet seen: a look of vulnerability and tenderness, even desire.

As Echo, Fenella trailed her fingers along the damp wall of the cylindrical
sculpture. Humming a tune, she finished the wine, then, holding the bottle in her arms
as though it might bring comfort, she lay down. An audio-track of restful, slowing
breathing played through the sound system.

Narcissus leaned against the tree. Desire was a cruel master, indifferent to grief

and longing.

N: Why?!

E: (Weakly) Why?

N: (Noticing that his reflection has shouted too, puts his hand to the glass)
Captured by my own reflection. There is no hope for me; | will never know love.

E: (Murmuring) No hope... no love.

A second audio-track of breathing began as Narcissus sank to the floor. When Echo’s
breathing stopped, Narcissus’ breath slowed, until the lights dimmed and all was dark
and silent.

Fenella found it a little eerie, pretending to be dead; the unflinching stillness of
it. The applause always came as a relief, a kind of resuscitation.

Zach’s chest was warm against her cheek as they held each other backstage

afterwards, shedding the wretchedness of Echo, the coldness of Narcissus.
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Fen wished they had done more than that one play together. But then, perhaps they
hadn’t wanted to find out any more about each other in that accelerated way. Perhaps
they’d wanted to make the knowing unfurl more slowly.

She looked around the sunroom, noticed the paint pulling away from the walls
and window frames, the wildly overgrown lawn outside; it was also in here that Amy

first saw them together, after the play had finished its season.

Zach’s toenails were blue, and he was painting Fenella’s green when Amy arrived home
with a casserole dish. She looked from Zach to Fenella and back to Zach, before
lowering her bag to the floor.

‘Have you guys eaten?’ she said. ‘My brother gave me some of his home-made
lasagna, loads of'it.

‘Sounds brilliant.’

She took it through to the kitchen, calling, ‘Come and get it,” over her shoulder.
After she’d spooned it on to their plates, they all went in awkward silence to the living
room. Amy chose some music while Zach and Fenella sat on the floor. Then Amy
asked, ‘Do you think the play will run again, or is that it now?’

‘I think that’s it, really.’

They ate the salty, gluggy food, Fenella trying to keep the conversation turning
over, the others seemingly happy to let it drag. Amy didn’t ask, ‘So what’s he doing
here then? If there’s no need for any more rehearsals?’ She didn’t bring any more

lasagna home after that either.
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A dog barked into Fen’s reverie, reminding her that there were cars driving past out
there, lives going on all around her, and she was standing inside someone else’s house.
She didn’t want to find out who was living there now, on top of her memories,
trampling them into the ugly carpet. It was bad enough that the room was furnished
differently, and had gone on so easily without them; that really there was nothing there
of Zach at all.

On the train back to Cottesloe, just one stop, Fen watched cars travelling along
the road beside the track, her mind as empty as the evening sky. As she headed west
from the station, uphill toward the coast, the weather was mild, but she was glad to
reach the hotel, and her room. She lay down to consider her dinner options, but sleep

came quickly instead.
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Twebve

In the morning, the wind picked up again. Seagulls took joyrides on it; white horses
streaked across the sea. Fen strolled toward a rocky groyne, watching her coral toenails
dipping in and out of the sand with each step. Cold water swirled around her feet, then
pulled back to reveal tiny short-lived holes, like little gasps in the wet sand.

She climbed up on to the groyne and headed out to where fishermen were
packing away their gear. At the path’s end, she stood on a large chunk of limestone to
look out to sea. The wind toyed with her there, caught her hair and flung it around her
face. She watched a large, tanned fisherman slowly reel in his line, and realised she
hadn’t given much thought to whether or not she’d get a second chance at Wicked. In
this elemental place, it all seemed a bit small and silly.

What was it that Adrienne had said to her? Adrienne was another West End
actress, much older than Fen. They were sitting next to each other in a dressing room,
removing their makeup, and Fen picked up a flier from a small pile on the desk. Kerry
Ellis had been touring a new album, recorded with Brian May.

‘See this?’ Fen said, holding it up for Adrienne. ‘This is what I want, just to be
on a poster one day. | want to be a drawcard, you know? I’m running out of time, see?’
She’d pointed to the place between her eyebrows where she’d noticed a crease forming.

‘But you are so young,” Adrienne said.

‘I keep hearing that, but I don’t feel it.’

‘Well my darling, you need to try harder, because before long you will say, why
did I waste my youth feeling old? You will say that, once you actually know what it is

to be old. Look at me. | was once young and slender and brilliant too. But now my body
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is slow to respond to the commands of my brain. See how slowly | have to sweep off
the stage, lest I trip? See how slowly I took those stairs?’

Fen laughed at the gleam in her eyes, the feigned outrage.

‘My brain wants its young body back, but it can’t have it. And I refuse to waste
a moment lamenting it. Time and gravity will always win. If | waste my energy crying
about that, I will have none left to get this makeup off and get down to the pub.’

It was true, and wise, and yet, looking out over the vastness of water, Fen knew
she was afraid of getting old, and not just—as she had always claimed—because of
what it meant for her career. She was afraid of dying; afraid there would be nothing
there.

She stepped down from the rock, out of easy reach of the pushing, whipping
cold. A dog cavorted on the shore to the south. A young man threw a stick into the surf
for it, again and again, tugging fondly at the great folds of its neck each time it returned,
dripping and wagging its whole body from the tail.

Fen headed for the path along the road this time, rather than pushing back
through the sand. There, beneath the whispering pines, a rusty blue sedan was parked on
the side of the road. In the back seat, a woman sat reading a story to a young girl who
nibbled on a sandwich. There was a large duffel bag on the passenger seat, opened to
reveal some items of clothing, and a small cooler box below it. The woman caught Fen
looking, and stopped reading for a moment. The child looked up too, her eyes so like
the woman’s, in both shape and uncertainty. The woman looked away quickly, smiled

reassuringly at the girl, who smiled back, and they both looked back down at the book.
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ThiAeen

Fen’s phone was ringing. The hotel room was dark. She’d been asleep, but she wasn’t
anymore.

‘Hello?’

‘Fen? How’s tricks?’

‘Pete?’

‘Got it in one. How’re you doing?’

‘Not asleep anymore, but otherwise fine, thanks.’

‘Lazy. What are you doing sleeping? Too much champers last night?’

‘Not really.’

‘Well, get up. Come have a drink. [ have news.’

‘Um, not possible I'm afraid.’

‘Why?’

‘I’'m in Perth.’

‘Perth, Australia? Why? Are you okay?’

‘Yeah, I'm fine. It’s a long story, but you’re calling international, so you
probably don’t want me to get into it now.’

‘No, you’re right. Inbox me though, I’'m curious.’

‘Okay.’

‘Have you heard about your contract yet?’

‘Not yet,” she lied, too groggy for guilt.

‘Shit, they’re taking their sweet time. So how long will you be there for?’

‘Not sure yet. Probably not all that long.’

‘Good, because... drum-roll... I’ve got funding for the play. Brilliant or what?

Edinburgh here we come.’
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‘That’s awesome Pete, nice one.’

‘So, I need to know if you’re in or out.’

She fumbled for an answer, but her mind was too sleep-fogged.

‘Have you read it yet?’

‘Um, not yet. Sorry.’

“You know, Fen, a fellow might start to think you’re not interested.’

‘No, it’s not that. It’s... it’s a long story.’

‘Okay, well, read it and let me know, won’t you? I’m keen to start rehearsals in
a few weeks. Now, back to sleep with you.’

‘I’ll do my best.’

‘What time is it there?’

‘God knows.’

‘Sorry sugar, sweet dreams.’

Dragging herself up for a drink of water, she checked the time on her phone. Nearly
four o’clock in the afternoon. Sitting back against the headboard, she gulped more water
and turned on the TV, where she watched the eager host of a DIY show build a cubby
house for small children. With vast tracts of enthusiasm, he announced there would be a
segment on urban landscaping coming up, right after the news headlines.

‘Good afternoon. Police have yet to respond to reports that a USB thumb drive
found in a laptop at the home of the late Zach Matthews may hold clues to the actor’s
final moments. The contents of the drive remain a mystery.’

Fen’s heart pounded. Still fragile from her disorienting sleep, she wasn’t ready
for Zach. But there he was. His face filled the screen. It was a portrait emerging as a
favourite on the commercial channels, showing him relaxed, uncomplicated, casually

magnetic.
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‘Matthews is survived by his estranged widow, June Berry, and his parents,
believed to live in the Subiaco area. They have not yet issued statements.’

The news reader went on to announce an earthquake somewhere that had left
thousands dead or missing, and images of raw fear and carnage followed. Fen turned it
off. She should have known better than to turn it on in the first place.

She wondered when Zach’s parents would speak up. Why the silence? They’d
always been a bit of a mystery to Fenella. Aside from that time in the park, Zach had
never mentioned them. When she’d asked which of them he looked like, he’d said his
mum, somewhat curtly, and changed the subject. He’d had no pictures, or none he’d
been prepared to show her.

She had met his grandmother once though, by accident. A tall woman, she’d
approached them one evening while they were loitering in the pedestrian mall in the
city. Zach had introduced her as Valerie, but had barely lifted his eyes from the

pavement to greet her. Fenella, tongue-tied, hadn’t managed much more than, ‘Hello’.

Valerie looked at Zach and held out her hand, but he ignored it, keeping his own
wedged in his pockets. ‘How are you, Zach?’

‘I’'m good, thanks.’

Valerie’s rejected hand joined her other one on the handle of her bag. “You
should come for dinner some time, both of you, if you like.’

‘We’re pretty busy at the moment.’

‘Oh.’

‘We’d better get going.’

‘Look after yourself, my boy,’ she said. ‘Lovely to meet you, Fenella.’
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Fenella felt her watching them as they walked away.

‘Are you ashamed of me, Zach?’

‘What? You?’ He looked at her as though for a moment he didn’t even know
who she was, or what she was doing talking to him. Then he kissed her temple. ‘I don’t

do shame. Let’s eat.’
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Fen got up. The messy bed and jabbering TV had become suffocating. After a shower
and a moment on the balcony, trying to soak up the ocean’s stillness, she put Pete’s
script in her bag and went to the restaurant over the road for an early dinner.

She read while she waited for her soup, but struggled to focus. Her mind felt
shredded, and it was so much easier to just sip her wine and listen to the conversations
around her. Pete had a good way with dialogue, and the opening scene was promising,
but she still hadn’t encountered her character, Anna, by the time her soup arrived.

The toast was rich with garlicky butter. Fen ordered more wine and, as evening
approached, she watched the sun creep steadily along the floor, sliding up peoples’ legs
and along the skin of their faces like the slowest seduction.

She was wondering about the thumb drive found near Zach, trying to imagine
what was on it, what it could possibly reveal about the last moments of his life, when
someone approached her table, a woman, who said: ‘Fenella?’ She was tall and stooped,
her bobbed hair falling across her dark eyes. Fen knew her features, her faltering voice.
She’d been in that acting workshop with her at the Camelot, a pale girl with long, heavy
hair and wary eyes. They’d done a series of improvisation exercises together.

‘Hello,” Fen said, almost pleased to see her, thanks no doubt to the wine. She felt
a smile spread across her face. ‘I’'m sorry, I remember you, but... what was your name
again?’

‘That’s okay. It’s been years. It’s Michelle.” Michelle smelled strongly of
bourbon. ‘You look good.’

‘Thanks, so do you.’

74



‘No, I look like shit. But thanks anyway!” She laughed, a little hysterically, then
silenced herself with a hand over her mouth. ‘Been drinking since lunch,” she giggled.
‘Hey, say no if you like, but if you’re free tomorrow night, my sister’s having an Agatha
Christie party. You should come. She works for Helen now. You remember Helen?’

Fen remembered Helen; a vision in pink vinyl, purple hair off-set by white horn-
rimmed glasses, no lenses.

‘She’ll be there,” Michelle continued, scrawling an address on Fen’s napkin,
‘and some of the others I reckon.’

‘Oh, great, that sounds nice. I'll try to make it.’

‘Okay, well, see you then maybe. Just, you know; cocktail dress, furs, whatever
you like, and a bottle of something for the cocktails.’

‘Okay. Thanks again.’

Michelle leaned forward, as though divulging a great secret, and said, ‘I haven’t
been to even one audition since the workshop, you know? What about you?’

‘Oh, a bit. Here and there. Mostly in London now.’

‘London? Awesome. But you’re back now?’

‘Not really. I’m just visiting.’

‘Oh. Nice. No place like home’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well, it’s great to catch up, but I’d better go. We’re off to the theatre tonight, so
best not hang about.’

Fen watched Michelle return to her seat and lean in close to her companion,
talking animatedly. I’m not going to that party, she thought, but even so she wondered
whether the fancy-dress shop in Claremont was still there, and what they might have in
slinky murderess numbers. She’d need one of those collapsing knives stuck in a garter,

or maybe a small pistol.
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Gulping wine, she checked her watch. It was still early. She’d slept most of the
day away, and tonight, with the wine singing in her blood, she knew television was not
going to cut the mustard. She wondered what Michelle was going to see at the theatre,
and thought briefly how nice it would be to immerse herself in the audience experience
again, for a change. It had been a while since she’d been part of the rustling of programs
and snack wrappings, the whispering and muted laughs of people shifting in their seats.
She enjoyed it, but she loved being in the wings so much more, shaking off the nerves
in preparation for stepping out on stage, in character. There was such magic in that hush
of audience expectation, beyond the glare of hot lights.

As the waiter refilled her glass, Fen thought about the last time she’d been in an

audience in Perth.

The music was loud. They were sitting on the floor, as was the rest of the audience, in a
community hall near the academy. Fenella looked at Zach and took his hand. He smiled
at her, kissed her neck, just below the jaw. The lights and music dropped out and the
audience noises went with them as a man in torn jeans walked out into the middle of the
blacked-out room. He stood perfectly still as the lights lifted and intensified, catching
the bare contours of his torso and illuminating his surroundings: a set furnished like an
inner-city apartment using cool colours, silks and minimalist design. There was the
sound of distortion, and a radio host could be heard listing a string of chilling crimes,
describing them in great detail. The man on stage looked up. There was a cruel gleam in
his eyes, which were ringed with black. His thick, sandy-coloured hair stood up in curls

away from his face.
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The radio host’s voice disappeared into distortion again, and then a song entered
the soundscape. The man’s mouth curved into a half smile, and he began moving one
leg in time to the music. Very subtly, his expression morphed from one of cruelty into
one of pain. Closing his eyes, he began to dance, a strange slow, sensual dance, out of
time with the music, until the music slowed to keep time with him. When he opened his
eyes, he seemed to open them right on Fenella, though with the removed look of
someone deeply focused on his performance. The effect was of someone looking right
into her, and she couldn’t look away.

The play turned out to be based on Brett Easton Ellis> American Psycho, with
the gore detailed through radio broadcasts. The rest of it was too self-consciously
experimental to be as good as those opening moments. But at the pub afterwards Fenella
was only half holding Zach’s hand, only half laughing with their friends. The other half
was engaged in a covert tracking of the actor, Martin, who was playing pool with a
group of friends, several of whom Fenella also recognised from the play. Leaning over
the table, taking aim, he seemed oblivious that she and so many others in the pub had
watched him reveal so much of himself on stage. He took a bow over his pool-cue arm
then went to the bar while his friend began setting up the table again.

At the bar, he pulled his wallet out of his back pocket.

‘Who’s for a drink then?’ Fenella asked Zach and the others. It was a natural
inclination, she told herself, to want to see an actor up close, without his mask. Perfectly
innocent.

‘A round of tequila it is,” she said and worked her way to the bar. She stood next
to Martin, not too close, but close enough to see his eyeliner, still there but faded and
somewhat smeared. He looked at her, gave a fleeting smile and looked back at the

barman taking three beers from a low fridge.
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‘I saw your show,” Fenella said, having to lean fairly close to compete with the
music.

‘Like it?’ he asked, turning to her.

“Yes, I liked the beginning, and the soundtrack.’

‘Cool,” he nodded, smiling again. He looked stoned. ‘That was my department.’

‘Nice one.’

‘Should help me sleep better tonight, knowing you liked it.” His voice was flat,
no trace of the well-trained resonance it had on stage. Fenella smiled, suspecting
sarcasm but not quick enough to counter it.

The barman, a tall guy with a dense five-o’clock shadow, came over with the
beers and Martin’s change.

‘Can I buy you a tequila?’ Fenella asked Martin. ‘I’m getting a round.’

‘Hate the stuff,” he grimaced. ‘Thanks though.” He slid his wallet back in his
pocket and gathered his beers with both hands. ‘See you around.’

‘See you.’

Served her right, Fenella thought, sure that everyone had seen the snub and was
watching her put the lemon and salt in a glass and attempt to carry it with the four
tequilas back to her table. Zach smiled at her then glanced in Martin’s direction with an
expression Fenella didn’t recognise.

A week later, on the grass of the Fremantle Esplanade, Fenella lay in the shade
reading, her head resting on her satchel. A familiar voice drew her up out of the
narrative.

‘Ah, the great Jack Kerouac,’ it said.

Fenella squinted up at the tall figure of Martin, hands in pockets and hair haloed
by the sunlight behind him. He sat down next to her, pulling his knees up and looping

his arms around them loosely.
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‘Hated that book,” he said, looking at a group of girls sauntering past. One of
them waved at him.

Fenella sat up and shut the book, using a leaf to keep her place. ‘Sounds like you
hate everything I like.’

‘It’s called taste.’

Still smarting from his tequila snub, Fenella turned on him angrily, but he was
smiling.

‘Jesting,” he said, nudging her with his elbow.

‘Jesting?’ she said, refusing to smile.

‘My word of the day.’

‘Good for you. Want to hear mine?’

‘No.’

‘Dropkick.’

‘Ooh, dropkick,’ he laughed. ‘Fierce.’

She put the book in her bag, determined to leave first this time.

‘I’'m off,” he said, standing up.

‘Soam [’

They stood awkwardly under the tree.

‘My friend’s having a party tonight by the way, if you want to come,” he said,
taking a folded blue leaflet from his pocket and holding it out to her. ‘Looks like you
need to unwind. Good tunes, good company, lots of alcohol. See you there.’

Fenella snorted and crumpled the invitation in her hand as he walked away, but
already she was wondering what to wear, and what to tell Zach.

‘Girls’ night out tonight,” she told him, casually. ‘I forgot all about it. You don’t

mind, do you?’
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‘No, not really,” Zach said. “We were talking about going to that movie... but no
worries.’

‘I know, sorry. | forgot I’d planned this with Amy a while back.’

The lie made her feel grimy, but she didn’t retract it. They walked to the station
in silence, hand in hand. The sun was nearly gone but the evening air was still warm.
Zach seemed deep in thought, and when he spoke it was more to himself than to her. ‘I
haven’t seen Ant for a while. I might ring him up, see what he’s up to.’

He has no idea, Fenella thought, loving his face, loving the way he watched his
feet as he walked and the lightness of his grip on her hand. She felt a strong, almost
maternal desire to protect him from herself as he shifted the strap of his bag over his
head and on to his other shoulder. She was dismayed by what she was doing, lying to
him, but removed from it too. It was as though Martin had traced an invisible line

around her and cast a voodoo spell, and she was no longer in control.

There was a small queue now at the entrance to the restaurant, and the layers of chatter
and kitchen clamour had grown thick around her. It would be a kindness to vacate her
table, but Fen ordered a coffee instead, to drink while she decided where to go next. She
couldn’t face lying awake in bed, at the mercy of her memories, too scared to turn on

the TV in case Zach was there too.
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Fiffoon

Warmed by the smooth, rich coffee, she decided to take the train down to North
Fremantle. It was time she found Amy, and Mojo’s Bar was as good a place as any to
start looking.

Walking east from the coffee strip to the train station, through the demure
suburb with its wide verges and tall trees, Fen remembered that it was usually at night
that she and Zach had walked together. What had they talked about during all those
accumulated hours spent going places, so many places, so many haunts? The words
eluded Fen now. All that remained was the timbre of his voice in the moments he’d
lapsed into quiet humming, completely relaxed.

One night as they walked, he stopped to light a cigarette, and she waited for him.
He was wearing his latest op-shop acquisition, a navy trench coat, totally unsuitable for
summer, and yet he made it look essential. He wore the angular collar turned up, so that
it cast triangular shadows on his neck; sharp lines against his skin. Standing beside him,
Fenella felt a flood of happiness so potent it scared her. It scared her, because she
couldn’t be sure she could keep it, and for a moment she wanted to shut it down for all
the promise of loss it held.

“You never used to wait for me,” he said, irritated.

Fenella said nothing.

‘Sorry,” he said after a while, reaching for her hand as they walked on, ‘sorry,
there’s nothing wrong with waiting. I just like having to catch you up.” He was trying to
soothe the sting of his words, and Fenella tried to let him. She closed her eyes, rested

her cheek on his shoulder and didn’t say anything, but she couldn’t shake the idea that
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he was going to pull himself away from her, and soon. It wouldn’t be forever that his
eyes would make her float above the world.

Maybe that’s why she did what she did; to ensure that if anyone was going to
pull away first, it would be her.

She hadn’t let herself think about that night for a long time, but on the train,

rocking with the motion of the carriage, she let the memory take her.

It was the night of the party. Fenella and Amy worked their way through a six-pack of
beer, turning the music louder and louder as they drew dark lines around their eyes and
sang into the mirror and raided each other’s wardrobes, trying to approximate their ideal
selves.

The taxi hooted out the front and Amy, ready first as usual, went outside.
Fenella pulled off her black coat and grabbed her blue one, rummaged through the
clothes on her desk looking for her keys, and finally, after taking one last look at herself
in the bathroom mirror, ran out the door, slamming it behind her.

‘Good choice,” Amy said, nodding at the coat as Fenella slid in beside her. ‘The
black was oh-so funereal.’

‘I reckon,” Fenella said as the taxi pulled out into the empty street. ‘Does he
know where we’re going?’

‘I just said somewhere in Mount Hawthorn,” Amy shrugged. Fenella told the
driver the street address, and he nodded. ‘No problem.’

‘No problem,” Amy mouthed, a severe look on her face. Fenella stifled a laugh.

As they d