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There is another world, but it is in this one.

Paul Eluard

Only part of us is sane.
Only part of us loves pleasure and the longer day of happiness,
wants to live to our nineties and die in peace, in a house that we built,
that shall shelter those who come after us.
The other half of us is nearly mad.
It prefers the disagreeable to the agreeable, loves pain
and its darker night despair,
and wants to die in a catastrophe that will set back life to its 

beginnings
and leave nothing of our house save its blackened foundations.

Rebecca West
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Dark Matters
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Today there is nothing left of Sly Bone; no anorak, no knuckles, 
no dragging feet, no nothing. It’s as if a fire had roared to melt 
him down. The only thing you can see at the Angel Road depot, 
one year after Sly Bone’s death, is the brick signal box breaking 
through the burnt stubble fields like a black shoulder. Sly Bone 
was ‘early retired’ to this sepia scrub. Near Tarago in New 
South Wales, he still lies under the defunct signal box now, like 
some snake baking inside a log. He’s among the sugar ants and 
spiders with their cobweb maps; an empty beer can on its side 
pouring out dried leaves and larvae. 

How did he get there, to his final destination, at RIP Central?
Some bullethead from The Cleaners dragged him from 

the edges of a demonstration on so-called Australia Day. It was 
becoming a ritual. Every year another human sacrifice. They 
thought of it as their contribution to the celebration.

‘Wanna go for a drive?’
‘Dunno.’
‘Get in the fucking van.’
A heavy-eyed Freddy tugged Sly Bone along in a stumbling 

trot to the van by his short dark dreadlocks, ripping the sleeves 
off his anorak.

One of Freddy’s racist Cleaner mates then hit him on the 
back of the head and the dark came down like a camera’s hood. 
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The memory in Sly Bone’s head was abuzz; the fizzing snap of his 
synapses mixed with the recent siren-sound of rapid nocturnal 
transit, the engine’s invisible tap dance, creaking chassis bodies, 
and the click-clack of pneumatic wheels over the tarmac of a 
mutant city. He faded in and out sensing the inside of a van, 
freeway, liquor store (from the rattle of bottles), the drive over 
unsealed roads – just some rough gash through the bush – rows 
of branches passing overhead, a converse sliding which made 
him dizzy, followed by the beep-beep of a reversing vehicle over 
railroad tracks. 

It was as if he had a great fall into another body. As if he 
were simply playing possum as he did as a kid. He tried to play 
dead, to confuse his chasers. Striped hyenas can do it for a 
while, and honey badgers. But possums bluff the best, collapsing 
suddenly during the hunt and letting their eyes glaze over and 
their tongue hang out. They pour their bodyweight down their 
brainstem like slithering sandhills. The face looks beatific as 
they draw inside and steady the pulse to the flatness of the dead 
desert sand. That way the dingos got bored. No fun eating what 
they couldn’t catch. Sly Bone hoped his impassivity told the 
white fella it didn’t matter. At the signal box at Tarago, though, 
Sly Bone’s aggressors didn’t get bored.

Finally, finito, curtains. Before you know it Sly Bone’s taken 
the long dirt nap, as they say in the movies. The sound pulled the 
night out by the roots. Like the crack of a starting pistol. With 
the gun smoke still hanging, blue and silver in the magnesium 
moonlight, time stopped before running counter-clockwise 
down the plughole. And somewhere in some parallel world Sly 
Bone put his Humpty Dumpty world back together again. 

That old body – where yesterday’s lunch would soon poke 
frizzy hair through the scalp – that old body, with its thousands 
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of miles of capillaries, had become like one of those X-rayed 
figures of his people in the Aboriginal bark paintings of Arnhem 
Land. He became the negative of who he used to be, with maybe 
just a bit too much headachy information for his liking. Phrases 
like ‘solid as a rock’ and ‘down to earth’ made less sense in 
this world. And you could really acknowledge that sunlight had 
speed, like a Toyota. So it was the longest and the slowest view 
you could have of life. 

Sly Bone couldn’t bend the course of things. Shit just 
happened, and you could only watch from the sidelines until the 
final whistle blew.

Soon others would be joining him. Sly Bone could see coffin 
after coffin float above the pallbearers: brave cousin Jimmyjim, 
funny newsman Larry Sheridan, and fucking crazyman Cleaner 
Nick Madden with some of his fascist pig thugs. Out the church 
doors, each taking their separate journey into the dark towards 
the same fire. How does he know?

He can hear it as white noise like popping atoms. Satellite 
dreaming: messages echoing across billions of galaxies: 
CQCQ, this is WGOZ. Radio contact with the future, or is it? 
Communication between stations you can’t pick up yet. The 
wind sucking through the scribbly gums and casuarinas like 
billy tea through broken teeth, and the overhead wires humming 
around dusk like the burden of a song. In that sound Sly Bone 
can just about hear the pot smash and the earth spray. 

If he looks up he can see Beth, Nick Madden’s wife, 
hovering with her watering can. There’s Alex Tolman sawing 
the matrimonial table in half. A snap of an attaché case, and 
he can see Christian, Roger’s fancy man, sending an email 
to Lindsay. While in the bathroom, Roger with the bloated 
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face of a drowned Beach Boy, watches his sperm float down 
the shower drain, making shapes like Victorian spirit-photos, 
molten cemetery angels, or eggs when they spill their contents 
in boiling water.

How does he know? Like a boozer collecting his senses.
There’s Little Tony and Big Tony, there’s Sophie, playing at 

putting her finger close to the flame of a candle, then changing 
her mind and quickly pulling away. And there are the two 
remaining brothers, Pepper and Brook, pissing at the corner of 
the road near Matraville. 

Lives crisscrossing like ripples in a pond. 

…
But Sly Bone is jumping the gun. The gun was pointed at Sly 
Bone’s head. Madden, Freddy, Sharpie and a handful of Cleaner 
hopefuls besetting their prey.

‘No good boong motherfuck snake.’
Wingnut, eyes bright and hard, spewing threats of all 

kinds. 
‘What’s ya name?’
‘Sly Bone.’
‘Slow burn?’
‘Sly Bone.’
‘His name is Stevie Wonder.’
‘Small wonder. Wrong turn.’
‘Soul brother?’
‘Sly Bone! My name is…’
‘Slam dunk?’
‘Sorry wrong number.’ 
Nick Madden repeated the name when he heard it, as if it 

were the brand name of some toilet necessity. 
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‘You unclean little shit.’
Sly Bone looked a little cherubic, in a greasy way, with his 

button nose and chubby cheeks.
‘Like his head had been caught in a lift,’ commented 

Sharpie.
Freddy the Pitbull, twisting Sly Bone’s arms like the Chinese 

laundry lady turning a suit jacket arm inside out. Before that he’d 
made Sly Bone’s slightly bowed legs buckle with a headbutt to his 
noggin. A nignog noggin that Freddy thought gave off just a bit 
too much vivacious Indigenous cunning for his liking. 

Freddy was an ugly torpedo of a front-row forward who 
loved to feel himself hard against some other body. ‘If you were 
smart,’ Sharpie would later tell Little Tony, ‘you’d put a whole 
lot of gone between a guy like that and yourself.’ But there was 
something magnetic about that kind of viciousness, just as there 
was something rather chemically intoxicating about a good old 
bloodletting: rousing sluggish roots with spring rain, and that 
sudden whiff of iron oxide in the earth. It was addictive. It 
changed the texture of the air, growing denser and taking on 
a bruised cast. And it attracted a cruising school of bruisers in 
heavy boots, as well as a bunch of sorry grunts following along 
like one-eyed alsatians, bound together in the brotherhood of 
the kill, a rite so unspeakable you couldn’t tell anyone else.

This Abo, Sly Bone, had been spirited out of town by such 
a group: the mark not of a bungled deal, just a coon to be killed. 
Gloved hand over his mouth. Nabbed, bumped off, put in the 
ground and toasted. Somewhere out to buggery in the bush.

It had been a hot afternoon followed by a muggy night, 
some prelude to a semi-tropical Sydney downpour. It was as if 
two weathers were about to collide and in the gap there was this 
rumour that something was going to rip. Barometric pressures 
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on weather maps resembled diagrams of the human ear, straining 
to catch some growly acoustics from the centre of the continent; 
a drone that mixed bushfly and yidaki and sent it vibraphoning 
along the axles and chassis of two vehicles travelling southwest 
in wide-open straight-line blasts of acceleration. 

Traffic had been light out of Wollongong at that hour, just a 
few old loud rattletrap Camiras and Novas. At the turnoff onto 
the coastal road, there were hairpin bends that looped up and 
down the mountains. With all the switchbacks and decreasing 
radius curves the stifling atmosphere intensified, while the 
blackness in the valley was so thick it was hard to tell that any 
progression was taking place, either in space or time. 

All at once The Cleaner’s black panel van, chalky with 
dust, pulled into traffic heading along the southern distributor, 
past all the ventilator shafts and cell phone transmitters nested 
in the outer suburbs of Sydney. For much of the way around 
Dapto the moonlit view outside the window was a battleground 
of felled trees, some already cleared. Beyond it, the red roofs of 
the new housing developments. Unfinished lots sprouted steel 
rebars from the foundations like uncombed hair. New gashes 
of forestry tracks had been made by the woodchip bulldozers 
up the hillsides. Headlights shone onto streams of red clay 
haemorrhaging onto the road. Some of the muddy run-off 
splashed onto the windscreen, and for a moment the wipers 
smeared the view of the road into a bloody mess, with trucks 
disappearing into wiped blobs of red tail-light. Nobody in the 
car talked.

The black panel van had just passed the Big Merino in 
Goulburn, the world’s largest cement sheep. There was a gaol in 
the town too of course, a maximum-security male prison, home 
to some of the most dangerous, and famous, prisoners. 
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‘You know this place,’ said Madden to Freddy and Sharpie. 
‘This is a place you both know.’

Burbong, the Wiradjuri name for Goulburn, indicated it 
was a special Indigenous cultural area. Not that Sharpie, the 
driver of the panel van, had a clue. 

Nick Madden yelled ‘Oi!’ and the cars took a sharp left off 
the Hume Highway and then took the back road to Tarago – 
Aboriginal for ‘tongue’ or ‘spring of water’. This tiny one-street 
town had a solitary pub called The Loaded Dog. They didn’t 
stop at the pub. The dirt rose from the tyres of the rear wheels 
as they took an unsealed route into the darkness.

Madden was team leader, the big-picture guy, a nuts-and-
bolts man. He’d determined the form-up points. He’d set the 
radios to the right channel. ‘At 0205,’ he’d say, and everyone 
would look up at each other and try not to laugh. Sharpie said 
he ruled the roost with an iron rod.

The Cleaners really were a mixed combo platter. Ultra-
nationalists who wrapped themselves around the flag; there 
were one or two knockabout blokes in shorts and thongs, some 
ex-footballers for whom flick-passing and grubber-kicking were 
forms of solemn spiritual exercise, a few xenophobic boneheads 
and the occasional Fancy Dan in a power suit and a Merc, like 
Big Tony Cottrell. Big Tony knew how to massage egos and he 
had the money, some of which had bought him a paddlewheel 
floating restaurant at Sylvania Waters. Big Tony hired and 
fired, handled contracts and parties, and oversaw the affairs of 
a car wash franchise called Ducky’s that could, if it wanted to, 
lose two million bucks a year. His favourite party trick was to 
produce from his wallet a pubic hair that he claimed belonged to 
Mother Teresa. He was neither in team one Ford van, that had 
Sly Bone in the back, nor in team two, the Holden Commodore 
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following. He sent down orders from others higher up, from 
somewhereinredneckcountry.com.

Nick Madden was Big Tony’s next in line and a Nam Vet, 
who had become head of security at the State Library. He 
was a demagogue who championed the return of the White 
Australia Policy. He was dedicated to control, especially the new 
technology of control with its gates, circuits, relays, switches and 
ports. Everyone tiptoed around Madden. He was a hard man. 
He’d been a Special Forces officer, and had done service with 
the Mano Blanco, the ‘White Hand’ death squads of El Salvador. 
On government forms he’d listed his race as Aryan. He was 
given a five-year prison sentence in Long Bay for smuggling C-4 
plastic explosives on a commercial jetliner.

‘Your Honour,’ he had said when the verdict came down, 
‘you should be helped back to your senses.’ His leaden eyes, 
with the lazy air of someone making an inventory, crawled 
over the prosecutor. Madden only served fourteen months of 
that sentence. In view of the two Bronze Stars he received in 
Vietnam, and some legal legerdemain, they reduced his time. 
He beat them out of four years.

Madden stayed out of hot water for a while and then came 
the offer of the job at the library. He became the guardian of 
unlocked doors, intruder lights and scanning CCTV cameras. 
It was also the place where he sharpened his resentment, and 
distilled his bitterness.

Madden saw the combination of the lads, the van and the 
technology as a beautiful machine, a machine for spotting 
scum and taking it off the street: what they called in this 
business ‘the less than dead’; those fuckers nobody would miss. 
It was epic poetry to Madden, poetry in motion, made out of 
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boltcutters, two DVP radios, a jemmy bar, and two pump-
action firearms.

The black panel van had been rumbling at speed over the 
40 kilometres of isolated unsealed road, the vehicle’s suspension 
sucking up the corrugations. The other sedan had kept in 
sight, in radio contact, and was covering blind spots within the 
thickening lianas.

The trilling cicadas suddenly stopped when the two vehicles 
pulled up at Tarago at midnight. It was pitch. After a short 
interval of silence, the insect singers resumed their ear-splitting 
throb in the dry heat.

‘On your right.’ 
‘Are we in Africa yet?’ asked Sly Bone.
‘Shut up.’
‘You da boss, boss.’
He was a plucky blackfella that’s for sure. The penny hadn’t 

dropped. 
Nick Madden was charged. ‘Get in, sit down, shut up.’ 
Sly Bone’s anorak was barely in one piece. He was pitifully 

hesitating his walk. They would later call this the ‘Australia 
Day Murder’. Dateline, 1998. Formerly served twice daily, the 
locomotive and goods depot at Angel Road near Tarago had 
long been abandoned and the tracks bypassed. The platform 
edge sidings had crumbled and the old brick signal box was 
considered too insignificant to be demolished. The clocks on 
the melamine block shelf were covered with dirt. But the red 
and black levers that used to work the points looked as if they 
were moving on their own. The signal box emitted margarine 
light through a red-rimmed door. In that light Madden’s nose 
was hawkish, his mouth a closed fissure.

‘Remote, ain’t it.’
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‘Yeah, nicely cut off.’
With his head bobbing to Black Sabbath through the 

Walkman, Volts was acting like it was fucking open-mike 
night at a Hells Angels chapter. In this dense concentration of 
animal life, the anthem was stand up, stop running, drink piss, taste 
blood, break bones, hear screams, know hate: the ancient wisdom of 
the ‘mate’.

In the slowly fading yellow light, the rest of The Cleaners 
huddled in the signal box around Sly Bone. Whitey and 
Wolfgang were doing a nine-year-olds’ duet:

‘Deadshit.’
‘Dickhead.’
‘Wanker.’
‘Moron.’
Whitey (marksman) and Wolfgang (blew parole for 

aggravated assault) had met in the hole at Long Bay and came 
out as skinheads. With Freddy and Volts they comprised the 
four aces in Nick Madden’s hit squad. Other Cleaners included 
Wingnut (a loose cannon that would kill you, if you let him, 
with his conviviality) and Sharpie (stocky and fast, had been a 
slippery five-eighth for Souths) who was the temporary driver, 
but who wanted a bigger part of the action. And powering it all 
like a pile-driver was the blunt wilfulness of Nick Madden.

‘I’m hungry.’ Sly Bone was believing and not believing what was 
happening to him, at the same time.

‘You’ve got some fucken bottle. Where’s your manners, Mr 
Bone?’

‘No worries pal, you’ll soon be eating a dirt sandwich.’
‘But you’ll have to say “please” first, ya cunt.’
‘Where are you taking me?’
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‘You saying something there pal?’ asked Freddy nicely, 
jerking on Sly Bone’s short dreadlocks.

‘We’re just moving you to upper management,’ said 
Sharpie.

‘In the fertiliser business,’ qualified Volts.
‘Yeah, mate, you’ve been promoted to subterranean.’ 
Sharpie kept his hands in his pockets and bounced up and 

down on the balls of his feet, smirking.
‘Why?’ asked Sly Bone pitiably.
‘Think of it as downtime,’ laughed Freddy.
‘Permanent vacation,’ grinned Wingnut.
‘Pray, kiddo.’
They were playing bad cop/bad cop. 
And yet Sly Bone kept up his comic patter. ‘The stolen 

treasure – is it about some stolen treasure? If I tell you where it 
is, will you let me go?’

‘Kill the clown, he’s playing for time,’ counselled a smiling 
Wingnut, holding the shotgun in combat position.

‘You got ants in ya pants? Chill.’ 
Freddy massaged Sly Bone’s shoulder as if he were a boxer’s 

second before pushing the chump in for the final round.
‘It’s in my cellar, toward the right of the riser on the 

nineteenth step from the floor. You’ll find everything there, 
honest.’ 

There was a lemon lollypop moon, turning the dirt track in 
the middle of nowhere into a dark blueprint on the flared insides 
of Sly Bone’s eyelids. The clouds looked solid, but the ground 
was a fog.

‘Did you hear that click?’ whispered a Cleaner to Sly Bone. 
A shotgun had been snapped back and the shells lifted into the 
loading port of the weapon.
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‘Pardon?’ 
The voice was so close Sly Bone could smell the drink 

on it.
‘Dispose of the problem,’ said Madden in a low controlled 

voice.
‘You can’t pray unless you kneel.’
Madden kicked Sly Bone in his back and he went face first 

in the gravel.
‘Dispose of the problem.’
‘Here’s ya little piece of Australia, mate.’
You could hear him grinding his teeth. ‘Isn’t that what yer 

after – I’ll give ya land rights – yeh fucken boong.’
Sly Bone gave a high-pitched whimper. More involuntary 

than a distress signal. A bullet ripped into his left side and he 
spun like a top. Blood sprayed up his neck and along his arm 
and a hole let everything in his life flow in, as the blood flowed 
out. He heaved himself up and clung to Wingnut’s waist. He 
kept up his patter.

‘The next one who shoots me better kill me.’ 
The voice sounded as if it was coming through a tracheotomy 

tube.
Bang.
Sly Bone dropped to the ground. What can you do? It was 

just the white world with its family objections to him.

The night turned cold. Sharpie turned the black panel van 
around, and team one and team two of The Cleaners headed 
back to Sydney, mission accomplished at 0758.

Madden had a .45 automatic pistol strapped to his belt, and 
a magazine clip with one short of a full load of bullets.

‘That was a piece of piss, wasn’t it?’



part 1

21 to 25 Jan 1999

Embers
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1

The Thursday before the Australia Day holiday, one year later, 
something new was afoot. A column of bobbing heads, rows of 
fluffy overhead microphones. Jimmyjim Noonan, in the middle 
of the throng, announced another march against Australia Day. 

When he broke away from the press he found Nick Madden 
glaring and growling, ‘Whaddya reckon?’ His face angular and 
metallic and so focussed he could have been taking Jimmyjim’s 
picture. ‘No good boong motherfuck snake.’

…
Half an hour later the phone rang in the offices of Australian 
News Network and Larry Sheridan scooped up the receiver. It 
was Jimmyjim. After conversing with him, Larry let the silence 
hang for a moment. Chin to chest, he looked over his reading 
glasses at Alex Tolman who crossed his arms tightly and stared 
at his keyboard.

‘Another racist threat.’
Alex knew Jimmyjim Noonan. Went to school with him. 

Played football together. Even as a kid he understood that 
Jimmyjim and the other Aboriginal kids had been embedded 
in a story so old, and transported inward on a journey so secret, 
there was no light that a young whitey could shine to track them 
or their shadows.

Larry turned and dialled a number known to him but never 
before used. ‘Mr Madden…?’ What would he say next? He hadn’t 
thought this through, he realised. He was getting into deep water 
talking immediately and directly to this dangerous man.

‘Oh, as a matter of fact I’m wanting a word with your 
husband Mrs Madden. Not home? Okay, cheerio.’
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Sheridan relaxed his shoulders.
‘No go.’
Alex took out his tobacco for a rollie, and Larry slipped him 

a tailor-made.

…
The next morning on his way to work Larry Sheridan eased 
his car carefully out of the garage and stopped in the driveway. 
He listened absentmindedly to the gentle purring of the motor. 
Then, as he was turning out onto the street, a V8 engine started 
a bass rumble along the street between the houses. With a 
shriek of tyres it pulled up right in front of Larry’s battered 
green Mazda. Some guy ran out and rolled a car battery down 
the bonnet and onto his windscreen, shattering the glass.

Rude as a handshake buzzer, it left an afterimage in Larry’s 
memory banks. But not as strong as the image of a blackfella 
praying for his life. That was a visual he couldn’t shake.

He called Alex to meet him at the pub around the corner 
from work.

…
That same morning Jimmyjim was moving through the Cross. 
Kings Cross, where no one stands still. The pros stroll, the 
young Greek hawkers bop, knee-sprung and macho, the six-foot 
drag queen in silver fright wig and red satin mini flounces by 
(talking over her shoulder straps to you – ‘Kisskiss Sunshine’ – in 
a dry sibilant bass). Of course the middle-class whites would 
career through. While the old and poor shuffle along, wearing 
down the days till they die.

The heat beat fiercely. On his way to the subway station 
Jimmyjim talked to the homeless with their worldly chattels 



19

Embers

stuffed into an array of dirty plastic bags, the Vets sneaking sips 
from store-bought bottles, the kids in baseball caps freestyling 
to house-music tapes. Vertical sunlight blistered his neck below 
his black hair.

Hovering around the edges, in the dead-end lanes, junkies 
dithered in the backyards of defunct Victorian mansions 
awaiting demolition. Behind the older-style terraces brand new 
high-rises rose, gleaming like flash CD players. 

At a corner, council workers in a cherry picker were already 
mounting surveillance cameras. The object of their unrelenting 
devotion, 24/7, was a small section of a busy street corner where 
hustlers, petty-hoods, chain-snatchers and the odd user slapping 
an arm under the blue light would be running headlong into 
the routine adagio of wage-slaves on their way to work. Now 
everything could be captured on tape, mainlined to a centre with 
a complex array of insect eyes and turned into data streaming in 
at so many terabits per second.

Nearby a junkie sat on a brick fence with a half-open 
wallet full of credit cards. Everything was in slow motion as 
he leaned forward in a heroin stupor, looking as if he might 
topple at any moment, until some inner compass snapped him 
back to upright position, and he resumed his protracted sorting 
of the cards.

At this time of the morning at the Darlinghurst Road 
entrance at Kings Cross station it was the normal commuter 
rush hour. Shoppers and workers were capering their courses 
to the entrance barriers. The underground shuttle arrived on 
time, the iron curtain lifted and the crowds converged, getting 
sucked in echelons left and right onto the escalators, like dust 
into a Hoover. 

Then the crowd stopped abruptly.
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The swell of people snagged on something, like suit jackets 
caught by the edge of furniture. Suddenly there was a hole in 
the flow like a whirlpool in a stream. There was a man on the 
ground. He was having a fit and the crowd gave him room.

People touched their faces lightly as they rushed by, looking 
then averting their eyes. Jimmyjim used his leather vest with 
the Koori colours to cushion the epileptic man’s head. Another 
man pressed a blue comb onto his tongue. The man on the 
ground twitched and shook wildly, body jerking, eyes bulging in 
unconscious disbelief. Some transfixed oglers were shooed away 
by police. The man’s shaking and the chattering soon stopped 
and, like a tweed-coated Lazarus, he slowly rose to his feet. 
His jaw gaped and his eyes strained in confusion. He looked 
at Jimmyjim, who was picking up his vest. He looked at him 
with a distance that unnerved Jimmyjim. It was as if there were 
a question on the man’s face, but he was unseeing. Jimmyjim 
moved slowly on his way.

Jimmyjim Noonan disappeared into the underground, to 
the screech of unoiled wheels and the barked announcements 
from train conductors, and reappeared at Redfern station. The 
escalators were frozen, so he walked. In the tunnels a Koori 
didge player in dreadlocks managed to create what you’d call 
a mood. Until the express roared in. He took his gratuities in 
loose change and small bills dropped into a rumpled brown 
McDonald’s bag. 

The day drew out, the heat continuing. Jimmyjim beat 
down Gibbons Street like a boat going aground. The street to 
his office was unkempt. Wine bottles, solitary shoes, shopping 
trolleys filled with garbage, soiled mattresses. Smoke rose blue 
from a 44-gallon drum. Real-estate economics were levelling 
entire blocks. There was a sense of demolition everywhere, or 
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eviction on what had been the first urban land rights claim in 
Sydney. The state government was rezoning and the effect had 
slowly turned the main intersection of Gibbons Street into the 
kind of corner where people who felt abandoned would linger. 
Cast-offs that negligently gather the way old work-singlets and 
socks pile up in a forgotten corner. The state equivalent, thought 
Jimmyjim, of sweeping dirt under the carpet. Soon they’ll trip 
over it or kick it as they leave.

Time was a heavy hand. Invisible birds were complaining. 
Mothers dandled gurgling babies in soiled pull-ups, and hung 
about. People, half resigned, half curious, were on the stoop 
waiting for a final kindness to put things right; or a final 
unkindness to annihilate it.

A smiling ten-year-old boy in a LONDON – NEW YORK 
– REDFERN T-shirt loped past calling, ‘Yo JJ.’

A ute, with its tailpipe vibrating, rattling a rusty wire fence 
behind it, was loaded with the last of an old lady’s bitsy furniture. 
She sat erect, pillows wedged between her lower back and a wall, 
her bare feet outstretched on the dusty wooden verandah of the 
house she was about to abandon. With gnawed lips she moved 
her crampy left leg. She barked orders like a crusty, ill-tempered 
patient, but her face still had the trustfulness of a child.

Outside the Aboriginal Rights Office a black girl took the 
limbs off her pink-fleshed blue-eyed doll, and sat on a milk 
crate twirling the torso like a baton. Flushed and talkative, her 
mother spoke to others within earshot of Jimmyjim. 

‘Listen to this. I was livin’ with me mum in the housing 
commission. Born there. My daughter went to school there. I 
was pregnant and me mum, before she became sick, worked in 
the neighbourhood day care centre. Everybody knew us. And 
when me mum died everyone told me it’s your mum’s flat. You 
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live in it. It’s yours now. The council asked me for her death 
certificate and other documents showing I lived there. I gave 
them what I had…’

A community in retreat, messed with. Man and woman 
swallowed up in inextinguishable fire. While the woman talked 
Jimmyjim was arranging pebbles in an absent manner with his 
foot. Then he caught sight of a little drop of something shiny 
black on the ground. Strange. He bent down. It was like an 
encounter with his own befuddled stare in the mirror. A beetle 
on its back. Its little legs were going like crazy. He helped it 
right side up. Unkind life not likely to end soon though.

Nothing daunted, the woman continued her tale. 
‘That wasn’t the end of it. They said, “You don’t have enough 

proof you lived there with your mother. So you’re evicted! But 
you can always move into a shelter and apply to Housing for a 
flat. Then we can put you on the list for the Projects.” But this is 
the Projects. My baby was on the way and I was afraid of being 
homeless, so I applied for a flat. They said – get this – “You can’t 
apply for one, you already have one!” ’

‘Did you get yourself a lawyer?’ asked Jimmyjim and handed 
her a card with a phone number.

‘Yes I did, Jimmyjim.’
The eyes that turned on him were dark and liquidy. 
‘I already got myself a legal aid lawyer. I got myself a good 

job, too, meanwhile. But while running back and forth to court, I 
ended up missing so much work the boss let me go. My baby was 
born and the lawyer said, “Sign this and you can stay one more 
year.” Now my time’s up and they’re preparing an eviction.’

Jimmyjim thought he could watch that beetle all day. Where 
were the old gods? Grounded? Where were the clan lands held 
together with songs of grave exultation? The ancestral animal 



23

Embers

hosts and the seven travelling snakes? Once, only a little while 
ago, thought Jimmyjim, everything was sharp and clear – faces, 
bodies, landscapes, even the movement of this small beautiful 
beetle in the dirt. Then suddenly, like a film that loses its shape, 
a film that buckles and crumples under the heat of the white 
light, our world became a turbid mass. 

Little by little in Sydney the Indigenous world was rendered 
non-functional. As if the lights and phenomena of the white fella 
world with its cats, rats, sheep and rabbits, had neutralised the 
power of tjuringas. It was like turning on the lights in a photo 
darkroom. It was like demagnetising a magnet; the circuit of 
meanings had become inert. The belated trails of the Rainbow 
Serpents began to feel like the infinitesimal movement of hair 
and nails on a deceased person. 

Clouds were bellying from the east. Jimmyjim walked inside 
the building and looked at his wide wooden desk. It was piled 
with papers and books, dwarfing the carnation standing in its 
vase. His assistant Mrs Smallwood handed him a long thin box. 

‘Jimmyjim, this just come in.’
Her hands were bones. 
‘What’s the name?’ Jimmyjim asked.
‘I don’t know him. But it’s Australia Day coming up and,’ 

she added gravely, ‘people are getting bombs and such.’
Jimmyjim frowned and said, ‘Put it on the chair.’ 
Picking up a brass letter opener, he stood up and moved 

toward the box.
‘After threats from The Cleaners, you know, Aboriginal 

Affairs says you should check every package, and then, with 
you going to the march in the Domain, who knows what…’ her 
voice trailed off. Mrs Smallwood was staring down sixty-five 
and had seen and heard everything in her life.
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‘Mrs Smallwood, nobody wants to hurt me.’ He poked at 
the box, lifting one edge. ‘It’s heavy. No ticking.’ He stabbed it, 
waited a minute, then slashed the sealing paper and picked open 
the box. ‘It’s jam! Four jars of strawberry jam. See! You have to 
have faith.’

‘Jesus say,’ said Mrs Smallwood recalling her Lutheran 
mission years, ‘I come not to bring peace but a sword.’

Jimmyjim Noonan knew Jesus had healed the sick and still 
he was crucified. Even God himself had forsaken Christ on the 
cross. Other disciples, Peter and Paul, were also killed. Violence 
always visited the oppressed community.

‘Are you scared?’ asked Mrs Smallwood.
Jimmyjim nodded. There was a pause. And then, ‘We’ll be 

alright.’

2

Stuck with the weekend shift, two journo working stiffs – Alex 
and Larry – sat in the Cricketer’s Arms during their lunch break. 
In his Dublin accent, Larry had been shouting over the slot 
machines, with the players pushing their hard-earned in a sea of 
torn-up betting tickets.

On the Sky Channel there were satellite images of smoke 
from the bushfires. January bushfires had been encroaching on 
the outlying suburbs of Sydney. Shots of red-hot embers from 
pine forests were flaying cars in a horizontal shower. Images of 
Canberra showed the air thick with black smoke and an orange 
glow on the horizon. Clay tiles were shattering on roofs and gas 
meters igniting. The cause, the newsreader said, was lightning, 
from a chain of dry storms that were sweeping across southeast 
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