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Praise for Extinctions by Josephine Wilson

Josephine Wilson’s novel, Extinctions, is whip-smart, full of unex-
pected moves and a wonderful cast of characters. From its first 
sentence, the prose exhibits an unselfconscious beauty, while the 
voice remains both compassionate and uncompromising. A powerful, 
memorable read.
KAREN JOY FOWLER

A novel as beautifully and intricately designed as the iconic struc-
tures retired Australian engineer, Fred Lothian, admires. An intel-
lectual but deeply flawed man, he can’t see he may be preserving the 
artifacts of his family’s past while letting his family wither away. A 
masterful meditation on love, loss and the carelessness of extinction. 
HELEN SIMONSON

Not that Wilson is ever at a loss for words. She wields the English 
language sometimes like a surgical instrument, sometimes like a 
weapon, but always with complete mastery of allusion and resonance.
GILLIAN DOOLEY, AUSTRALIAN BOOK REVIEW 

Josephine Wilson’s paragraphs and sentences have a rounded shape, 
in contrast to the currently fashionable way of writing, which tends 
to jagged, broken sentences. Her style encourages readers to savour 
each image and insight as it is revealed, without feeling that the 
narrative is constantly rushing forward to the next piece of “action”. 
Some would call this style old-fashioned; in my view it has a lot 
going for it.
DOROTHY JOHNSTON, SYDNEY MORNING HERALD

There is great sensitivity and heart in this story of redemption and 
Wilson can be blackly funny.
THE SATURDAY PAPER 
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There was nothing missing. Nothing was wrong. It was simply this: the 
world had turned ever so slightly. We could see only the crescent edge of 
the moon, the tip of a bird’s wing; hear only the dry rustle of wind in 
the paperbark. A car was reduced to a faraway horn. A dog to a bark. 
Life to the moment we lived.

You wanted a beginning, but I don’t know where that is. So I will start 
with arrival.

Just a little bit of the truth, you said, the rest you can make up. 
I thought that to tell this story I first had to leave you behind, 

and then leave myself behind. I was afraid that all I had to offer were 
glimpses from the ground, when you always loved the view from the 
air — the Hindu Kush from a plane at night, the lush green of open 
fields seen from the eye of a bird.

I was wrong, because this is your story, too. Not the whole story, 
not the full story. Just a bit of the truth.

As for endings, I cannot write them.
I read in a book I admired that longing on a large scale is what 

makes history. Do you think that is true? We are all filled with  longing, 
so is what makes history simply a question of scale? If that were true, 
there would be no history here.

And I just can’t believe that.
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Lena Hawkins stared out the window at the rivets studding the 
length of the silver wing. How strong was a rivet? Beads of con-
densation shivered on the seams of the metal plates. She studied 
the clouds. You imagine that the air is empty, she thought, but 
it’s like a traffic jam up here. The sky is thick with meaning and 
messages. Invisible transmissions are dispatched to satellites 
and relayed to pilots. Their receivers comb and sift through the 
clouds. How do they ever find each other?

Lena knew that the most tenuous of threads held everything 
together. At home she was known as the girl who lost things. 
Books, pens, wallets, her mother’s jewellery — the more precious 
the thing, the more likely she would lose it. She rifled through 
the pouch in front of her in search of her notebook. In New 
York she had learnt to take herself seriously, to believe that her 
thoughts and ideas mattered. I am no longer the person that I 
was, she incanted. I am different now. Coming home changes 
nothing.

But she had taken precautions, taping up her belongings 
in heavy boxes in her apartment, with strict instructions to the 
woman subletting her place in Manhattan: Do Not Touch.

Lena now understood that her fear of losing things was not 
without its consequences. For one thing, she tended to hold on 
to everything long after its use-by date. After a year and a half in 
New York she had realised that this was not necessarily a good 
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thing. She thought of her cache of books and papers stuffed in 
the garage at her mother’s house. If she hasn’t thrown them out, 
she thought darkly. Her mother was ruthless.

But she had to admit, the thought of all those boxes waiting 
at home for her was depressing.

Her difficulty letting go extended well beyond objects to 
people. She thought of Blair. She had come to understand that 
it was almost impossible for her to end a friendship or a rela-
tionship, no matter how one-sided, abusive, damaging or plain 
boring it turned out to be. She wondered whether her notorious 
forgetfulness could be traced to this turn of character: perhaps 
forgetting was the only means she had of getting rid of anything.

She found her notebook. I am no longer the person that I was, 
she wrote. I am different now.

A steward leant over and released the little white table 
tucked into the back of the chair. She placed a cardboard coaster 
on the table, and dropped a small square of silver foil on a 
 shallow white plastic dish.

‘Nuts?’
‘Thank you so much.’
Lena was grateful for the ritual of in-flight food. Each meal, 

each cup of bitter coffee, each oily little peanut simulated what 
was absent in the air: seconds, time as she knew it. She inhaled 
deeply and felt her stomach turn. I am enormous, she thought. 
I’ve got thirty hours of food inside me. They’re trying to force-
feed us so we will have to buy two seats for the return trip.

New York – LA.
LA–Sydney.

Sydney–Perth.
Each stop was like descending a staircase. She ran her 

hand over her face. She felt barely human. Her skin was like 
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 parchment. There is a vampiric quality to flight, she thought. 
Soon I will be emptied of all bodily fluids. All that will remain 
on seat 27C will be a neat pile of dust. Oh my God! Mavis will 
scream as they hand her the plastic bag. Is this all that is left of 
my only daughter?

Lena fidgeted with her peanuts and then ate them one by 
one. It was her mother’s fault she had to leave New York. But 
after the business with the Warhols, she desperately needed a 
break. Susanne had been fantastic, but Lena couldn’t help feeling 
responsible. She was glad to put some distance between her and 
New York — not that she was going to let her mother know. The 
thought of Mavis made her anxious. It seemed she was not so 
much returning as going backwards, like an eraser over pencil, 
effacing everything she had become.

A massive shoulder of white cumulus nimbus came into 
view. It was not far now. The first time she had arrived in Perth 
she had been an English child. She had held her mother’s hand 
as she crossed the tarmac to the grey, flat airport buildings. She 
thought she remembered a whiff of eucalyptus, but that could 
just be her memory, desperate to fill in the gaps.

The past could be an unreliable place.

Her father led her towards the pair of mangy black swans 
that lived in a concrete enclosure behind the terminal. She 
held her dad’s hand and watched the swans heave themselves 
up out of the tepid brown water, sweeping aside ice-cream 
wrappers, dutifully re-enacting in short frustrated kicks their 
maiden  voyage towards a dirty little principality in the middle 
of the pond. They disembarked in a scramble, snapping at 
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each other, before slumping on the sand in the shade of a 
single grasstree.

There the two birds sat, oblivious to the arrival and depar-
ture of engineers in tweed jackets, women with swollen ankles 
in high-heeled sling-backs, mining men in safari suits and their 
pale little English children.

The birds remained in state for years, until two troubled 
youths straddled the cyclone fence around the terminal and har-
pooned the hobbled icons right through their feathery breasts.

Lena pushed the button for some water. How hot would it be 
in Perth? Forty, fifty degrees Celsius? Anything was possible in 
February. If only it would be raining, if only there would be no 
long drive past dead grass and John Deere tractor dealerships 
and Holden car yards and Red Rooster and salmon-brick 
motels. She looked around for the steward, wanting some 
water but hating to push the button. She felt empathy for 
stewards — after all, her mother had been one. But why did 
they give you salted peanuts if they didn’t want you to ask 
for water? Or maybe they were about to bring water, and 
they gave you the nuts first so you’d be really grateful. Lena 
thought about the landing and felt sick. Why did they always 
put airports in the worst possible locations? Tourists should 
not be subjected to the worst a city has to offer. They should 
do what they did in Bangkok — or was it Bangladesh? — when 
the Pope visited, and line both sides of the highway with gaily 
painted hoardings.

Lena picked up her pen and stared at the page. Three months 
and I’ll be back in New York, she wrote.
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She had never been able to strike the right note with her 
diary. Take the sentence in front of her; its jaunty optimism 
failed to convince. What is the purpose of a diary? Exactly who 
is a diary? A faithful friend who refuses point-blank to tell you 
anything you might not want to hear? Or a cruel bitch, remind-
ing you of things you would rather forget? Lena was aware that 
she was both the writer and the intended reader of her late-night 
entries, but found she either treated herself with harsh disdain or 
engaged in massive cover-ups on behalf of her client.

The diary was a traitorous double agent.
She closed her eyes, trying to see New York. ‘Please don’t 

go,’ she whispered. It was still there but it was warping, as if she 
were sinking to the bottom of a pool and straining up through 
water to look at a stranger standing above, waving goodbye.

She had been asleep when the phone rang. She knew it was 
her mother even before she answered. Who else would ring at 
seven o’clock in the morning? Time differences were beyond 
her mother.

‘Lena? It’s me. How are you?’
Lena didn’t bother to hide her irritation. ‘Tired,’ she 

replied.
‘I didn’t wake you up, did I? What time is it there?’
‘It’s early, but it’s fine, Mum,’ replied Lena, making sure her 

mother knew it wasn’t fine at all.
‘You’re not sick, are you? You’d tell me if you were, wouldn’t 

you?’
‘I’m not sick, Mum.’ Lena had a terrible hangover after a 

salsa party at her Colombian friends’ place, but she wasn’t going 
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to tell Mavis. She had learnt long ago to give her life a clean edit 
before presenting it to her mother.

‘Lena, I want you to come home.’
Lena could have resisted. There were millions of reasons not 

to go home. But she was tired to the bone. Life without a Green 
Card was precarious. Every week she assumed her other identity 
and went to the bank to collect her pay. ‘Good morning, Miss 
Casper,’ the teller would say as he cashed Susanne’s cheque. Ms 
Casper, the friendly ghost. And her job with Susanne was looking 
shaky. If the art market picked up, perhaps she would hold her 
 position, but she doubted it. She had begun to obsess about what 
would happen to her if she ever got sick in America. Who would 
look after her? How would she pay for medical care? And then 
there was Blair. She really didn’t want to be around for the fallout. 
And she had to admit, the thought of being cooked for and cleaned 
for and coddled and fussed over at home had its abstract  attractions.

‘I’ll think about it,’ she told her mother, knowing then that 
she would be going home.

Twenty-four hours later she rang Mavis.
‘It’s just a visit, you know, Mum. I’ll be coming back. I’ve 

made a new life for myself here.’
‘Of course,’ said Mavis, barely hiding her irritation. ‘And 

Lena, can you come soon? Can you manage that? There are 
special prices for flights at the moment. I’ve put nine hundred 
dollars on your Visa card.’

What would her mother know about flights these days? ‘I’ll 
get the ticket this end, Mum, but it might take me weeks to get 
organised.’

‘Try and make it two at the most. And Lena? Pack up 
properly, just in case a good job comes up. Or you meet a man. 
Or something.’
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The phone call had disturbed Lena. She lay on her futon, 
unable to move. Her mother had sounded strange. Her voice 
was bright and glassy, as if she were selling something on 
tele vision. Lena studied the ceiling. The paint on the roof 
was flaking and falling on her doona like rain. What with the 
floorboards sagging and the damp in the bathroom walls, she 
wouldn’t be surprised if the whole apartment slid right out 
the window onto the street. It took a certain bravado and a 
degree of denial to live in New York. You had to be grateful 
for what you got. It is a state of mind, she told herself firmly. 
She turned on the television and flicked aimlessly between 
channels.

Two little girls were interviewing President George Bush. 
They had plaits and ponytails and ran a cable TV program from 
school. Mr President patted them on the head and declared 
them the leaders of tomorrow.

‘Can I ask you, Mr President, about your views on 
 abortion?’

Mr President removed his hand from the head of young 
Veronica.

‘How would you feel if I was your daughter and I was raped 
and became pregnant? I am only twelve years old. Mr President, 
would you still want me to have that baby?’

The President looked out beyond the frame.

‘I’ll be back in April,’ Lena told her friends.
One of them offered to have a going-away party — ‘Just in 

case we don’t ever see you again, Lena. Australia is such a long 
way away.’
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‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Lena. ‘Of course I’ll see you 
again.’

That night Lena sat up watching television. She had bought 
the set for twenty dollars off the Puerto Ricans downstairs, 
and the picture was poor. It was cold outside, and the central 
heating was turned off at midnight, so she wrapped herself in 
blankets. A bomb had destroyed a group of houses in Ramallah, 
killing a family of seven. She watched the old women beat 
the ground with their open palms. Outside, Lena heard bells 
ascending the avenues. There was a fire in the neighbourhood. 
At the window high above the street, she gripped the key to the 
security grille. The bells grew louder and louder, until the lights 
passed over her face like a swab. She opened the door to the 
apartment and stepped into the stairwell, in case it was she who 
was burning, she who was in need of rescue. The bells stopped. 
Somewhere a building was on fire, somewhere doors were being 
pounded, neighbours were calling for their neighbours. Inside, 
terrified people were grabbing a single armful of everything 
they loved — children, dogs, letters. Life should not be lived 
according to the principle of triage, thought Lena.

She sublet her sublet. For the trip home she packed only a 
small case, and a box, to simulate the stop-over. I will come back, 
she told herself. I will pick up where I left off. Find out what 
might have been. I will.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, we will shortly be arriving at Perth 
International Airport. Please ensure that your seats are placed 
in an upright position, and your hand luggage is in the overhead 
locker.’
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There was a queue for the toilet. Inside the cubicle, 
Lena changed into a clean shirt. The stink was terrible. Men 
were misguided, misdirected things. She applied her lipstick 
carefully. Chanel Rouge No. 5, for the girl in need of some 
definition. In New York she had taken to lipstick with a 
vengeance, and now her mother would think she was doing 
it just for her.

When she returned to her seat, she saw they were showing 
a montage of the 1980s. The eruption of Mt St Helens. The 
inauguration of Ronald Reagan. The release of the hostages 
in Iran. The marriage of Charles and Di. The opening of 
Maya Lin’s Vietnam Memorial. The gas leak in Bhopal. The 
winter Olympics in Sarajevo. The death of Rock Hudson. The 
explosion of the Challenger shuttle. Chernobyl. Oliver North at 
the Congressional Inquiry. The stock market crash. Lockerbie. 
The election of Bush. Salman Rushdie. Exxon Valdez. The fall of 
the Berlin Wall. Tiananmen Square. Gorbachev. Lena put on 
her headphones and caught the tail-end of Soul II Soul’s ‘Back 
to Life’.

A hostess came and checked her seat. The 1980s ended 
as quickly as they had started. There was just time for ‘Recent 
News’. Tom Brokaw announced the surrender of Noriega: ‘The 
pineapple’s in the can.’ Nelson Mandela left prison with his 
wife’s hand held in his. Winnie thrust a clenched fist in the air 
and gave the ANC salute.

Lena closed her eyes. These were events she had felt in her 
body. She had sucked them in off the radio and the television, 
from the crowds in the street, from people in the shops. These 
things had happened around her, to her, to people she knew. 
They had caused human beings to weep with outrage and 
happiness.
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Twenty-seven years in captivity.
And yet, now that she was returning, this world — that 

world — was dropping away, shrinking in stature and impact 
right down to the size of a small monitor on an aircraft bound 
for home.

Lena felt her chest tighten. She scrambled in her handbag 
for her Evian face spray.

‘Please, Madam, all bags must be placed under the seat in 
front of you.’

The video stopped. Lena checked her buckle, rehearsed 
the crash position, and re-read the location of the exit doors. 
Were there really oxygen masks in the compartments above 
her? She imagined herself standing up calmly and filing down 
the smoke-filled cabin, following the beads of light studding 
the aisle. She would step aside for children and women with 
babies, and smile bravely at the steward making efficient 
 sweeping movements while mouthing soothing words: ‘This 
way, ladies and gentlemen, this way.’ Lena would line up 
and slip down a pale blue blow-up water slide, all the while 
 clutching a bright yellow whistle dangling from the left side 
of her orange self-inflating life jacket. She would hit the water 
gently, be surprised at how warm and flat it was for the middle 
of the Indian Ocean, inflate her jacket, locate the wet whistle, 
purse her lips and blow hard.

The old man next to her sat bolt upright as a gush of air 
escaped her lips.

‘I’m so sorry,’ stammered Lena. ‘I don’t know where that 
came from.’

‘Nothing to worry about, dear,’ he said, taking hold of her 
hand. ‘Just a little cri de coeur.’

The plane lurched. Lena felt her stomach turn.
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‘What was that?’ she said desperately. ‘I think I’m going to 
be sick.’

‘Clear air turbulence,’ he said matter-of-factly.
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Invisible drop in air pressure. Not a cloud in the sky, and 

then voom! It hits you. Is this your first time?’ He was missing 
all of his top teeth. ‘Never you mind, darlin’, we’ll get through 
this together.’

‘I’m fine now,’ Lena said stiffly, struggling to reclaim her 
hand.

‘You know,’ he continued, his grip tightening, ‘I was just like 
you until I joined the air force. And then I was shot down over 
France by the Jerries.’

‘Really?’ she said weakly. His hand was scaly and claw-like.
‘Yes siree, it’s quite a story.’ He stopped and squeezed.
‘I’m sure it is.’
‘It was a filthy night, we were flying blind, and the boss was 

in no mood for mistakes.’
Lena pressed her back into the seat. In thirty hours the old 

man had barely opened his mouth except to chew, swallow and 
burp.

‘But this is no time for stories,’ said the man.
Thank God, thought Lena.
‘There’s only one thing for a situation like this, love.’ He 

puckered up his sunken lips.
For an old man he had a hell of a whistle. It must be the 

absence of teeth, thought Lena. Soon he was well into ‘It’s a 
Long Way to Tipperary’, the other claw beating time on the 
nylon arm of the seat. Passengers leant forwards into the aisles 
and strained their necks back over their seats. Any moment, she 
thought, heads will begin to nod in time, someone will start 
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clapping, and a symphony of tuneless whistles will rise up above 
the grinding of the undercarriage and the rending of metal. 
Hundreds of exhausted but brave passengers whistling in unison, 
like a division of cocky young fools on their way to Anzac Cove.

‘Please stop,’ Lena pleaded.
The undercarriage strained. Lena felt the resistance of the 

machine against her back. She closed her eyes, breathing deeply. 
As the back wheels hit the ground she began to cry, her sobs 
muffled by four thousand horsepower and a hell of a whistle. 
The machine acquiesced and taxied meekly down the tarmac. 
Her breathing returned to normal. The old man released her 
hand. She was home.


