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Tracey Slaughter
Editorial

In the beginning was the ache. Before a word could be scratched
on the paper, before a vowel sound could be mouthed, the writer
knew the ache, felt its hum under their ribcage, sensed its rhythm
catching in their breath, weighing their steps. And the ache hurt. And
the ache thrilled. It was what they longed to say, lodged and looming
in their body, before it could be said. And the writer learned to open
themselves to the ache — to nurse it in their belly, sleep in its shadow,
blink in its strange glare, yield to its drop in temperature, run with
its spike in heartrate. And the ache started stretching, a fine line, a
thin sentence, joining the page to the solar plexus. It was slow, it was
risky. But it was the point of writing any words at all.

I’m a believer that the ache is what the reader wants to hear,
wants to share in. They don’t want to hear another piece mirroring
the rules, following the formula. They don’t want the stale and
expected and uniform to be placed in an order that their eyes have
travelled many times already, bored before they reach the predictable
place they have always known was coming at the end of the model
sentence. They want the familiar defied, the norm cracked open.
They want their own ache echoed, answered, woken. They want to
be stirred and rocked. Readers crave a little mayhem.

It’s best in the beginning then, as writer Neil Gaiman points out,
not to know the rules.! Rules like to stem the ache, to camouflage it,
cancel it. They like to disavow that the words ever came from that
dark place of yesterday and need under your diaphragm. They do
that by toning down your voice, muting your heartbeat, colouring
your imagery... even by bleaching your skin — as K-T Harrison

1 See Neil Gaiman’s “Make Good Art: Do The Stuff That Only You Can
Do.” http://www.uarts.edu/neil-gaiman-keynote-address-2012
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illustrates so powerfully in her work in this issue. You need to watch
what the rules would have you whitewash, marginalize, take care
what they urge you to forget. Obey instructions to forget —as D. A.
Taylor’s luminous prose-poem that opens this volume demonstrates
— and you’ve erased the raw disordered music of desire, the lush
and painful vocabulary of life that made you thirst for language in
the first place, that drove you to expose the ache by letting loose
words. It’s a piece, along with much else in this issue, which pushes
past limits, past genres, letting the ache overrule, the feel decide the
form. In Mark Anthony Houlahan’s “still life with beer and a karl
maughan painting” the artist remembers the blooms of obsession
“over and over and over and over” letting his impulses swallow vast
canvases that burst beyond containing walls, his paints driven by
the same engulfing ache but “always find[ing] a new way” to flood
the garden. In Alicia Gray’s “The World Is What You See” the artist
tunnels into strange pinpoints of stilled perception to tease and trick
“surprise[s] of existence” from microscopic details. These pieces
refuse to conform to categories: are they poetry? are they prose? Who
cares — they are what the ache has grown. As Renee Boyer’s“Ars
Poetica” testifies, the unruly call to write grips the body, invading
the eardrums in the midst of meetings, welling in the bloodstream
when you’re “running, showering,/fucking, sitting/an exam.” It’s
just as well that readers go on wanting words that speak from the
viscera, words that “bite” and “burrow,” “stroke” and “rake.”

So welcome to another issue of Mayhem, to another sampling
of voices that know how to move and rattle, seduce and haunt. It
is always exciting to present another flush of fresh work from
writers who know, as Mark Ravenhill puts it, that the job of artists
is not “making do with the way things are right now, being nice
and obedient, ticking the boxes that someone else has defined for
you.” The task of artists, Ravenhill insists, is to be “new, a freak,
challenging, disruptive, naughty, angry, irresponsibly playful™ —

2 Mark Ravenhill, “We need to have a Plan B: Edinburgh Festival Speech.”
http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2013/aug/03/mark-ravenhill-
edinburgh-festival-speech-full-text



it’s a pleasure to present another volume of Mayhem packed with
beautiful rebellious work by writers fulfilling the holy misrule of
this calling.
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D.A. Taylor

These are the things I want you to forget

I want you to forget the beginning. Forget the mercurochrome drum,
the long Senecan bath, the first fluorescent aches (as if colour were
all that mattered). Do this for the sake of your brand new bellows.
Sing.

Has all this slipped away?

Good.

Now pour six-by-fours into the void and see yourself bundled
in your mother’s arms, 1:30 frozen on the hospital clock, one hour
old biroed on your backs. Take three or four, Daddy, just in case.
Preserve the sweat and stickly hair, off-white walls, Property of
Waikato Hospital rolled around pale and pink in a hundredth-second.
Here comes Doctor Bowen and the cold aluminium and acetal for
your chest. Look for the buckling faultlines of his forehead, the
how did I miss this before? look. Listen for the following words:
Ventricular; Cardiology; Electrocardiogram; Chambers; Valve;
Septum; Defect. Listen for the thunderstone in your chest muttering
brontide prayers. Diagnosis: benign. Appointments: quinquennial.
Exit Doctor, pursued by a nurse.

You have contributed nine pounds to the surname; you have that
in writing. Let this pickle of gelatin and silver do the work for you.

Do not look back. You cannot afford the salt.

Forget your first memory. You have not made three revolutions.
Daddy made a pomegranate from kitchen water, gave it a knotted
crown. Take it back to the grain, little Proserpino; this is the season
for the big starlight, and we need a little glow. On the front doorstep:
hold the cold and pregnant skin in both hands. Roll it a little too
far to the left; to the right; back; forward; to the bank of the front
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doorstep. Look for summer in mica flashes. Gravity will take it all
away from you. Imagine the first bounce as a surprise; imagine the
vibrating sequels more so. Let it burst and hiss on the path without
any fuss. Enter audient left: Kasi, Weimaraner Vorstehhund (trotting
to the puddle) to taste a little Lethe. Cigarette burn top-right. End of
reel. Ratatatata. Ta ta.

This is a refugee camp. Take Pausanias’ advice. Do not let this
memory wander your bone locker and rattle in the night. Hush.

Forget, for this is of no consequence.

%

Forget Roses. Forget the broken thorns, the licking sticking summer
flesh. One. Two. Three’s a triceratops knocking at the gate with
pricks round his mortal temples. Four. Six. The crown slips when
you crumple your eyes. Five. Do not blink, do not tempt this hollow
delight, do not hiss and blubber over punctuated heels, do not hobble
up the metal driveway. You are not blood-shod. This is not a test.

%

Forget Rosie, Rosanne. She has seen two thousand stars more than
you. She will not live up to her name, but she will symphonise soil
and make her own chutneys from market onions and you will love
her despite the sinister way she holds her ink. She will ache before
the blackboards and she will never keep tiny time upside down on
her breast. Tick lub. Tock dub. No no. No kicking. No wailing.
There, there is the pale blue coffin that looks so small in Mummy
and Daddy’s lounge. A teddy bear, brass gut full of carbon. Wrinkled
pewter arches on the wall. (Do not feel anything when you walk
past this frame. I tell you, do not feel at all.) Seal the cracks before
water heaves its way in and fractures the winter. And after the cakes
and coleslaw, the barbeques and beasts, the words of kindness, the
acres of tea, the light that bothers the window panes, the oh isn’t it
a shame that this is the only time we all meet, the slow drive west
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and the sag of headlights, the loam to clay, you will see one last
time her daughters of lilium and November that she grew among the
strawberries and know that you have done as you were told.

There, there (it can still be new). Frown; it runs in the family.
What wonder; how brave. Do not dwell on high tide while the water
is out. For that matter, do not dwell on high tide when the water is
in. Do not dwell on it at all. No, do not dwell at all.

*

Forget Michael before two decades, and forget Mike after. He knew
them all from Cordelia to Ferdinand before your turn. Character
study: he sits in a gorse yellow pedal car, platinum hair; you, still
in nappies, push him between the ponga log fence and a six foot by
six foot litter box. Show diastema dentals, drunk on vitamin D and
the pollen of suburbia. Pull at his blue ribs just for the fingertip itch.
Unravel him in your temporal lobe. Wind him loose around your
proximals, then fold him into a ball and roll him down the stairs.
Or take the fractured light of December: the garden hose, dish soap
on woven polypropylene. A spring to the groin is brief; a seam over
vermillion lip less so (both parties were at fault, m’lud). Pace out a
year or two; keep going until it slides out of focus (this negative is
no longer printable). Bring him his green, his strawberry third of ice
cream, his whispering grommets, his grimaces and mulligrubs, his
broken little key six weeks slung. Look up to him by three inches. He
is made of perseverance and oak; you are the coward of the family
(you do not need to forget this, it is buried in your coils). Forget
concertina laughter, Mark Knopfler dialled to thirty, the brazening
of forearms, chests bruised and brined from nylon and polystyrene
and the Pacific. Give up on the gossip of his suit, Granddad’s golden
pin in his lapel, the silver of his tie, Dad’s pearlescent cufflinks. If
you must hold on, do so to the hesitations and exhalations of your
best man speech, the truncated dances, the Frangipani of your ex on
the friend of a friend.

Forget how he enpurpled your soft young arms; breathe once (or
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twice), button the white twill, adjust his tie, and close the lid.

%

What do you want for Christmas, Nuncle?
Not nothing. Now. No; not now. More now. More then. Now
then.

Ma mere a dit que je ne devais jamais
Jouer avec les gitans dans le bois.

%

They stole Mummy from you, piecewise. They wore long Latin
names to cover their tracks. First the flittering flies poached her
mantle; they tore at her vitreous humour until the cherry blossoms
lost their plural. Showmen brought out ivory on safari and sold her
china instead. A hungry ghost gave her a peroxide drip and fractured
the colour of her leather. Some came in white and some in red.
They took the respite of dreams, the distant sand bars, an outcrop
of sweet Bridlington rock, Thalassa singing hurrah, hurrah. (Vale,
vale). They stole her radio, station to station, and fined for an ocean
of noise. They scratched and splintered her vinyl. They moved her
shoes, replaced her baking powder with moon dust, sold her belt
holes in back streets. They collected the percussion and moved on
to the brass. They blacked out pages of her dictionary; they swapped
entries in her encyclopaedia.

They left for her an unfine millennium of dimensions. (What did
you put down for tomorrow’s breakfast?)

Dig through camphor for a slice of 1999, you and her triangulated
a thousand metres superbrine, fringes and December in your eyes.
Frame it in the hallway until Janus takes back the kahikatea green.

She will leave you: the Edmonds Cookbook New Revised

12
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Edition (1992); threads of mitochondria (1989); chocolate eyes
(1990); a hollow trifle bowl packed in tea (1968); grey and yellow
polyester sweatshirts, fading elbows, chewed cords (1994-1999).

Let the rest go to the tide. If you know what’s good for you, you
won’t go looking for her (even if you could).

*

Daddy can take the fluff from between goats” horns, blue pohutukawa
flowers, upside-down tui feathers and glow-worm snares and spin
them all together to make story-cloth.

It’s made strong by wide eyes; patched thick by receipts and
medical records; worn tired by the rolling doubt of adolescence. In
some places it’s so thin we daren’t breathe in case it breaks. In others
it’s the strongest stuff in the world. Take Moira’s word on that.

He will pass it to you in great heaps and folds, and on cold nights
it will keep you safe.

If you find a loose thread of cotton on your clothes, keep it safe.

He was felled as quick as a sneeze.

*

You will have a dozen loves:
One for the bad luck of January;
one for Viola, smiling patient on a monument;
one for Mona Tessa, outwearied with the weight of the sun
(My mistress’ eyes are nothing like);
one for the eye of the day (I would be Fool of anything);
one for Mary’s tears (how I envied those willow bells);
one for the dark seas of Diana;
one for the three or four virtues of Carmen Lucia;
one for the long sleep of Flanders;
one for glory of mourning;
one for little weather-glasses;
one for chrysanthemums;
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and one for the Echo,

and blood for the bulbs.

You could do your own bit of drowning, I tell you.

So you knead the waxless midday sea. On a small island on
the southwest coast you see her sitting on the rocks, wet face in
hands. The sea kisses her ankles. She looks up to see your bark of
daisies. And, tired of faces in the water, she adjusts her hair, fixes her
Acheron stare, takes the garnet plumeria from behind her ear, and
smiles across the blue.

While you row past right to left.

%

There are no rocks in the black. There is no wind but slack.
You will think of her that day and know you could go back.

b

And when they see you in the street they will not kill you; they
will knock you down, rifle through your pockets for morphemes
and desserts for two, the hum of car heater set to three-quarters,
the moan of rolling friction. Think of her as you kiss the spaces
between jaw and ear, above belt loops and foreheads, impressions
of lace. Wonder, lightly, if her lips would too taste of cherry and
vain orchids, distant tannins, the burning mound of Jacob’s thunder,
rain. Lose the only photo of you together, dark-eyed at 3 a.m., to
pages sold to second-hand ghosts. Forget her when the street cleaner
scrubs your Babel and ink down the drain.

And at five thousand you shall forget your globes, and at ten
thousand you shall forget your knees, and at twenty thousand you
shall forget the mouse’s ear, and at thirty thousand you shall forget
the little boy blue, at forty thousand you shall forget the storm and
lightning will strike three billion and stop.

You have no more words to play with.

Do not ask more of the thunder.
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Do not speak ill of the living. Do not speak at all.
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Kissing (or the tale of why you shouldn’t be ‘best friends’
with a boy who is in love with you, ever. Let alone twice.)

2010

There was a blender and tequila. A lot of tequila. The cheap kind.
And a drug.

We got the pill from a brick house on Edinburgh street. I don’t
know what drug it was, but they’d been legal up until a month ago.
And he said he’d tried it before.

It was in the top drawer of the big wooden dresser. The room I’d
rented had been furnished: a double bed, a chest of drawers, a desk
and pin-board for study.

I hadn’t put up my purple mosquito net, and the wardrobe
had garbage bags of clothing I hadn’t bothered to hang. The walls
were already plastered with images of BDSM-style fashion and
photocopies of naked, water-colour fairies.

The pill had been old when I'd got it, and had melted and
flattened in its little plastic bag like gum stuck to the underside of
a table. I fiddled with it, pushing it around in the slippery ziplock
pocket. We were outside, on the deck. I’d just ground a cigarette butt
under the toe of my red stiletto.

“I don’t know. What'’s it like?”

I’d been reassured. And I trusted him. He was my friend. The
only one to come and visit after I’d left. “Like a brother,” I told
my boyfriend. Us two would always discuss Fucking, and insult the
other’s current partner.

“Quit bitching and do it,” he smiled.

I smiled back, and he pushed it between my lips. I washed it
down with bitter slushy.

16



Indigo Smith

I asked him, “Can I kiss you?” And he shrugged.

We’d pulled the couch through the ranch slider, put it in the
spotlight on the deck. I straddled him, and kissed him.

“Is that how you always kiss?” he asked.

I felt my eyebrows furrow through the numb haze of booze.

“Use more tongue.”

I took it as a challenge, and lead him down the hallway.

The next morning there was ash floating in my glass of water,
and stains on my sheets.

2012

There was a wine glass, broken at the stem, and a hole burnt in my
new stockings. There was always weed at his house, the curtains
pulled on one side so his mother wouldn’t see the bong from next
door. Mostly, I got smashed on bubbly. I liked the way it gave me
energy, and made everyone else much more fun.

Everyone saw how he looked at me. And touched my skin.
Kissed my shoulders when he was too loose to stand.

When I’d just moved into the grey house with the four boys, he
was the one I had texted the next morning. He’d replied, “Are you
telling me you were raped?” It hadn’t occurred to me to call what
had happened ‘rape’. It hadn’t occurred to me that that is exactly
what happened.

I could text him, when I lived out of town. When I’d been up
at least three times to check the doors were locked, the windows
shut, the curtains overlapped so there was no gap, the lights off,
the switches in the correct position. When any sound would shock
me out of bed, when I couldn’t relax and had nightmares about that
neighbour coming into my bedroom again. I could text him and he’d
talk to me until I fell asleep.

He would hug me when [ was drunk, tell me not to worry. Let me
cry the big, wet tears that come when your whole body shakes. The
tears that come when you’re terrified of the dark and think there’s
evil in the shadows.

17
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“Don’t walk at night, just because it’s happened before doesn’t
mean it won’t happen again.”

He used to tell me he was my BEST friend, my only true friend.
He would text me to remind me that he loved me, and talk me
through my break up.

“You don’t need that guy.” He made me believe that one day the
crack inside would stitch itself up.

The night he met the latest guy I was screwing, his eyes turned
to stone. [ saw his jaw clench and his eyes dart over the body of the
blonde boy with the drug contacts and the black car.

“You’re a slut.”

I tried to not let it hurt, reasoned that the technical definition of
‘slut’ was someone who had a lot of sex. And I did, so he was right.

“Don’t tell me about these guys. I don’t wanna hear about it.”

I'had thought it was just virgin envy. But then the night came when
I'was lonely, I’d had two bottles of Lindauer, and an affectionate hug
turned into a clumsy, heated embrace. I kissed him back.

In the morning his freckles were pressed right up against my
skin, and there was a text from my ex.

18
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An open letter to an old friend

If you knew then what I know now...

You wouldn’t have cared so much about how you looked. You
would have woken up in the morning thrown on some canvas
sneakers, and pulled your wavy black hair into a French plait.

But you groan and swear and curse the four Woodies that you
drunk the night before. You sit up in bed and think about how much
you hate your life, how much everything sucks and you just want to
leave.

You put on your fishnets and hooker-heels, pencil skirt and
push-up bra, red lipstick and mascara.

Then you walk to school.

Across the field you stalk, weight thrown forward, back arched
as your heels stab the ground.

You stomp down the corridor, burst into D4 and hurl your faux
leather bag at the desk. No apologies for lateness, you swear about
the sunrise.

You still think you’re smarter than anyone else, you think you
can trick your boss that you’re vomiting from food poisoning, and
fool your teachers that you missed the test because you had the flu.

If you knew then what I know now, you wouldn’t have written an
essay on The Handmaid’s Tale and called a rape victim “pathetic.”

You feel like you’re stuck. You believe in Candace Bushnell’s
Happily Ever After, where the women are:

beautiful and smart

and mothers and powerful

and rich and sexy

and married and having an affair

and the CEO of their own company,
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and a size 6

and fit enough to run a marathon

and wear bright lipstick and stiletto heels.

You wouldn’t have been a fashion student. You wouldn’t have
been prescribed quetiapine, or fluoxetine. You wouldn’t have thrown
your phone across the room because you didn’t like a text.

If you knew then what I know now...

You would never have cheated on your boyfriend.

You would have dumped him instead.

But you flirt with boys, and bask in male attention. Flick glances
over your shoulder, and smirk through your bleach blonde hair. You
swing your hips as you strut through school, and never have any
female friends.

You read about Monroe’s magnetism, learn the history of
Madonna and Gaultier, and misinterpret Vivienne Westwood’s claim
that “fashion is about sex.”

You talk about fucking with your best mate as he hands you his
cigarette. You fancy yourself as a femme fatale. You leave red marks
around the filter, as you suck the thick smoke into your young lungs.

You text strangers and practice saying slutty things, remember
what Cosmo said about ‘What Men Want.’

You try to start fights with your boyfriend because you’re so
bored of doing the same thing. He’s broke, so whenever you go to
McDonald’s and ask what he wants — “McChicken burger” — you
order a hamburger Happy Meal, just to get him worked up.

You laugh when he looks at you, with those blue eyes that are
telling you to “grow up.”

You wouldn’t have been a temporary lesbian or a topless
waitress.

You wouldn’t have slept with your brother’s slut of a friend.

If you knew then what I know now...

You would never have thrown a door against your mother’s face,
letting the glass pane shatter against the woman who never cries.
You would never have left her to dissolve onto the lino, into a puddle
on the kitchen floor.
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But you do, you leave her alone, and go to the boy in the car with
the bottle of wine.

When you fight, you declare just how independent you are. At
the top of your lungs, standing on the cobblestones your voice rips
through the grapevine, smashes into the sparrows on the wire, and
knocks over the saplings that line the street.

You scream the house down, shriek “I know what the fuck I'm
doing.”

You shout at your mother to “Stop! Stop parenting me.”

Your heart really hurts sometimes, when you think about how
your sister said “I hate you.”

Sometimes you cry because everyone thinks you’re a bitch and
you’re terrified that they might just be right. Your friends joke that
you’re “really hot, but such a bitch that it’s not worth it.”

You can’t stand being around your brother because he shushes
you, closes his eyes and blocks his ears. He laughs with your father
after you’ve stormed down the hall in a whirl of tears. You slam
doors with gale force winds.

But.

If you knew then what I know now...

You wouldn’t have met your short, sassy fashion friend, or your
scarily intelligent fine arts friend.

You wouldn’t have had the chance to be brave enough, proud
that you told your father to fuck off.

You wouldn’t have begun listening to your mother when she
said things like, “This too shall pass.”

You wouldn’t have learnt to be grateful, that change is inevitable.
You wouldn’t have learnt that life is fluid. You wouldn’t have ended
up at University,

and you sure as shit

would not

be writing

this.
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Kay Ramsbottom
Marion, née Gerard

Somewhere in my past you vanished. I wonder if you’re still alive.
I’ve looked for you on Facebook but I only know the name you had
at school. Maybe you shed that identity, like you shed that first baby,
something too difficult to deal with. You were my golden girl, my
Gerry, my bestie. So compact and lively, the one I wanted to be.
Did you know I wanted to kiss you that night at the beach, with the
moonlight on the water and the taste of cigarettes on our lips? But I
didn’t dare; it might have ruined our friendship.

I moved away after school, started work, got engaged. You
partied hard and moved from job to job. We kept in touch, phone
calls and visits. One day a letter from you. You were pregnant, you
weren’t ready, you were broke — could I help? I drove you to the
clinic, held your hand as we passed the hissing women. They called
you whore and baby-killer. I wanted to defend you, told them to
shut up, mind their own business. At the door a big security guard
urged us in. “Don’t argue with them, it only makes them worse.”
Afterwards he let us out the back door. I gave you the money. Five
hundred was a lot back then.

I heard from you less often. You were still the party girl, still
seeing the same guy. If you missed the Pill three days in a row you’d
wash it down with vodkas and hope for the best. You got pregnant
again. You waited too long to go to the clinic and they wouldn’t let
you terminate. You wore baggy clothes and told your mother when
you were two weeks away from due. I visited you and we sat at the
picnic table with the baby playing in the dirt at your feet. His skin
was all red and crusty. You looked at him with nothing in your face
as you flicked ash off your cigarette, and said, “He has eczema. He
cries all the time.” I thought of you drinking and smoking your way
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through the pregnancy. I’'m sure you loved your dog more.

There was another letter. You needed more money, for reasons
I can’t remember. I wrote back explaining why I couldn’t lend you
more. | gave you details: my income, my bills. After Len left me |
was scraping by on $70 a week. Couldn’t you ask your mum, your
boyfriend Greg? What were you doing with your own money, were
you in trouble, on drugs? I probably wasn’t tactful, but I had my own
shit to deal with. I’'m sorry I sent it.

We talked. You understood, you said. Forget it. Come over
and visit me this weekend. When 1 got there, you were out. Forty
minute’s drive, petrol wasted. After it happened again, I learned to
ring your mother first to check you were home.

“Hi Mrs Gerard. It’s Kay here. Can I speak to Marion, please?”

“Hello Kay. I'm sorry dear, she’s at Greg’s today.”

“Oh, she asked me to come over. Do you think she’ll be back
later?”

“I don’t think so, dear. She only just left.”

Maybe you were just forgetful. I cut you lots of slack.

“Hello Kay. Sorry, dear, Marion’s on holiday.”

“On holiday? But... how could she afford that? She, um — this is
embarrassing — she owes me money.”

Mrs Gerard sighed.

“She owes me money too, dear. Quite a lot actually.”

I finally took the hint, and I let you slip away. Over the years |
heard about you through mutual friends. You had four more sons.
Five boys! You married their father Greg. If only I could remember
his last name. I’d love to talk to you again. I don’t understand what
1 did wrong.

I wish I’d risked the kiss on the beach instead.
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Childhood

I remember fear first

opening the letterbox and finding a huge spider inside.

later it ran up my arm and sat on my head in the backseat. I screamed.
My father laughed and shooed it out of the car. I wouldn’t sit in the
backseat for weeks. I hate spiders.

I remember

strange symbols on the bedroom walls and a man’s voice droning
low in a language I couldn’t understand. Then a different bed, cool
dry sheets, a bubbling kettle making steam to soothe my cough.

I remember

sharing chocolates with the boy behind me in the plane, he passed
them through the gap between the seats. Orange-filled chocolate
squares. We ate the whole box. Later he vomited. The smell forever
linked with orange-cream chocolate.

I remember

the attic room in my grandma’s house with a pretty eiderdown,
impression of silk and golden dragons, a magic plant on the
windowsill whose leaves folded up as I stroked them.

I remember
a huge park, an empty nutshell, a squirrel’s neat paws on my white

ankle sock.

I remember
fingers sinking into warm red squishy paint lined up in white buckets
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in the sun patch on the classroom floor.

I remember
icy sweet silky milk from crates, the concrete bunker shaded under
trees, keeping it cold until playtime.

I remember

Lauren and Bob standing over me in class, arguing about what
girls have down there. I lifted my skirt up, pulled my knickers out,
show-and-tell. I showed. Lauren told. Mrs Dodds made me sit in the
corridor. “If someone told you to jump off a bridge, would you?”

I remember

breathing deep enough for two as Mr Kelloway carried me on his
shoulders into the pool where the water was over his head. I really
believed that vital air could pass from my skin to his.

I remember

my brother and his best friend Greg, they were ten years older than
me.

They told me cows were horses, and horses were cows.

They told me fleas lived in my hair and used my nose as a ski ramp.
They smeared Vegemite on my face and pinned me down while the
dog licked it off.

They held me upside-down by the ankles and tickled until I wet
myself.

They pegged my dolly to the washing line and shot her full of holes.
They made sparrows disappear from the garage roof (little puffs of
feathers drifting on the wind).

They showed me a dead rat floating in an ice-cream container of its
own blood.

They put me to bed after telling me monsters lived in the wardrobe
but only came out if the doors were open; they left the doors open.
They closed the bedroom door slowly — “goodnight Kay, sleep
tight” — while one crawled under my bed, then shook the frame and
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made ghost noises; the other investigated and said no-one was there.
They showed me how to climb the big tree.

They took me with them sliding on sheets of cardboard down the
faces of the sand hills.

They taught me to punch like a boy.

I remember

cycling home with plants to make a terrarium for my mum in
hospital. Flash of white car, black tyre. Lying on the road looking
up at the silhouette of trees against the sky. Trying to sit up. Passing
out from the pain.

I remember

reading my brother’s hidden pornography. Such riveting cartoons!
Playing boyfriend and girlfriend with other girls, kissing squeezing
humping throbbing. Boys weren’t as interesting back then.

I remember a feeling too big to name

my mother wracked with waves of pain, tears wetting my hand as
she pressed it to her face, kissing my fingers when the worst had
passed, whispering “thank you, thank you”. Don’t look at her grey
short chemo hair, don’t look at her wasted body, don’t hate her.
Feel nothing, feel nothing, feel nothing.
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Mark Anthony Houlahan

Still life with beer and a karl maughan painting

I’ve never met karl maughan but I chaired a session his wife the
writer emily perkins spoke at once. She might have thought I was a
husband stalker because I talked a lot about karl maughan at lunch
and hardly anything about emily perkins. I loved her first book of
short stories not her real name which sat up right and said hello the
way good stories should. Now that I think of it I can’t find my copy
maybe I lent it to you.

It looks like karl would be a great guy to lunch with perhaps drink
a nice cold beer. He seems friendly for a painter of course I know
painters can be all shapes sizes etceteras but if you didn’t know he
painted you would not guess. He wears trainers jeans t-shirt could
be hallensteins sometimes even a hoodie. He hooks his thumbs in
his jean pockets when he stands proud in front of his large beautiful
paintings.

There are a lot of karl maughan paintings now it’s over twenty years
since he was at art school. He makes the same painting again and
again. This is not boring as he always finds a new way to paint the
same garden and this is why a walk around a karl maughan painting
is something you should do.

One glorious saturday morning at the milford gallery in dunedin
the dealer showed me his backroom with dozens of karl maughan
paintings small ones large ones against the wall on the wall and
suspended from the ceiling in metal storage racks designed to show
large canvases. I realised I would never buy a karl maughan painting
as the best of them are 64,000 plus gst & I would need a new house
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to show them. I only now have one wall big enough in the bedroom
and then I would be sleeping with a nightmare on canvas 2 metres
squared.

The garden in karl maughan’s painting terrifies me but I can’t take
my eyes away. There’s a worn dirt path in the middle that leads from
the bottom of the painting to the top. You can always see blue sky
and a soft thread like a thin string cloud of white light but never sun
or moon so is it early morning or twilight I don’t know. You cannot
get out to the sky as rows of fat round flowers shrubs and conical
trees hem the path on both sides and make a plant wall across the
whole painting.

These are english plants hyacinth hydrangea cypress trees karl
maughan knows more about them than I do his mother taught botany
and when he was a boy she took him to plant nurseries all over
the manawatu. The painting remembers flowers over and over and
over and over. Up close in galleries or in google image petals purple
yellow red open wide I think they might swallow me whole like the
tulips in sylvia plath’s poem. When I finally drink beer with karl
maughan my first question will be karl karl karl karl karl karl karl?
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If this was a Plath Poem

it would rage with spleen. It would claw your brain with hyperbolic,
mythologised imagery. But this is not a Plath poem. This is a found
poem. A Plath poem seeks power within the volcano of the angry
self. A found poem by consent finds language anywhere it may be
lying waiting: on line on a billboard or for instance in the bottom of'a
three drawer office unit where I found these words: school certificate
sixth form certificate university entrance a bursary [three fails in
scholarship I warned my parents this would happen but they wasted
the entry fee anyway], b.a. (history & english), masters (english),
teacher training certificate (social studies & english), doctor of
philosophy (english), a fat brown envelope of accomplishment.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves, sunshine. Your teachers have
some suggestions. Has difficulty with ball handling activities. Needs
to ... mix with others in sports before he can mature fully as a person
[that was my standard three teacher we spent all of 1968 really not
liking each other]. Untidy work doesn’t help [he means it is better
to use a compass to draw circles than a twenty cent piece]. Crayon
work fair [that was in form three]. He could have done better had he
been more constant in his studies particularly in English.
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Karl Guethert

O-Week Eulogy

Rain on
student’s stone.
O-week put to rest.

...rite of passage...
...what he loved...
...it’s just what s done...

Felled before semester’s start
dudes all share a round,
a bitter case.

‘Cos let’s get drunk

Up on the roof.
Or are ya pussy, mate?
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From Me to Me

Write. You need to keep it in your veins. The marrow in your bones is
full of words, full of power, full of everything that makes you. You’re
going to hate your work. A bile that will burn through your pages.
A hatred that will envelop your fingers and dribble out through your
pen. But just keep writing. Write when you have inspiration. Write
when you are punching your head in boredom. Write when you want
to curl into a tight lump of nothing and fade from the world.

Seven years of darkness is the reward for being you. An entire
life condensed into a single day, over and over again. An existence
inside of everyone else’s world. You’ll crave the shushed pity from
your family, but will slap it aside. You’ll keep up appearances and
hide behind the same face daily. A smile held up by invisible fingers.
A lie smothered over layers of nothing. Mint sauce over burnt lamb.
Lean on the kitchen doorframe and convince your parents that you
are fine. Take this lie and work it into myth. Shape it until not even
you can tell the difference. Wear it every day. Those seven years
will pound on you, but never leave. The myth will stay forever. Or,
perhaps, it was always there.

Write yourself to suit the occasion. You’ll know who you are,
and that’s all that matters. But no one else should see this. Give
them the part of you that they need to see. In classrooms, never joke.
In public, stay reserved. There are only a few people you can share
your whole self with. You’ll never share your whole self, because
even you will be ashamed. Even you don’t want to live with the
entirety of who you really are. You’ll sit on a student couch until
3am with a girl you’ll later fall in love with. And you will talk about
this with her. But that’s where it will end. That’s where it will always
end. An acid drop through the heart.
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No one wants to commit to loving you. There will only be that
one time, and it will boil in your throat until you have no more
words. She’ll write a letter, a numbered list, telling you that you’re
not her boyfriend anymore. That there’s nothing you can do about it.
That you’re still friends. Turn from her. Never expect a single thing
in return. Turn off the radio with a thump when it plays that song
that reminds you of her. Or her. Or even her. Play it to yourself when
your fists want to punch the wall. Smi