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Preface

In researching the life of the Russian poet 
Osip Mandelstam for one of the stories in 
my second book, Someone Else, I came across 
the name of one of his wife’s friends, Anna 
Ivanovna Kuznechikaya. It’s an unusual name 
and I wondered for a time if it was in fact real. 
‘Kuznechik’ is the Russian word for grasshopper, 
and means, literally, ‘little smith’; grasshoppers, 
the language quaintly suggests, are just such tiny 
smiths, working away with hammer and anvil as 
their profession demands. It would be interesting, 
I thought, to take each man apart into his animals 
and then come to a thorough agreement with 
them. Because what an astonishing hierarchy 
there is among animals, and the truth is we see 
them according to how we stole their qualities. 

To live in a place without its language exposes 
the animals of which each man is composed. 
Later, still researching the same book, I was 
sitting in a bar in St Petersburg in a frightful 
cacophony of barks and grunts and growls, and 
it was as if, like a man deaf to my own tongue, 

I could see what to those for whom the tongue 
was eloquent was invisible, the secret animal life 
of this still red and steaming-from-the-forge 
civilised world. Without language it’s as if a film 
is removed from the eyes – the film applied 
on banishment from Paradise – and the whole 
of the social world appears suddenly in its true 
guise, clad like the Emperor in his new clothes. 

That’s what I saw. And it made me think 
that rather than break a man up into his 
animals (which is the natural origin of all 
fables), it might be interesting to write a new 
kind of fable in which the original impulse was 
reversed, in which each animal was broken up 
into its human qualities, the human it might 
become. To write reverse fables (a reversal 
entirely suited to the antipodean context of 
their composition) that cast us back to the flux 
at the beginning of things, inchoate nature, 
the world in a state of formation – Australia, 
the garden and the inferno.

New World stories.

vii
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K aos had never harmed another creature. 
He was born with all the food he 
needed already in his stomach. But 

sometimes food is not enough. And nature is 
never happy with happiness. So Kaos was about 
to learn.

Like all the crocodiles who lurked in the 
ooze among the mangroves of the tidal estuaries, 
Kaos enjoyed the rare distinction of being able 
to live on both land and water. He was afraid 
of nothing: he had never known a crocodile to 
die, and was himself a hundred years old and 
almost ten metres long. Occasionally, in the long 
wet, he would ferry dingoes across the swollen 
waters. Even ten of these dogs standing nose to 
tail could not cover his massive armoured back. 

He would often be seen basking on the mud 
banks, his enormous fourth tooth protruding up 
beyond his closed mouth, a source of beauty, not 
of terror, perfect like weathered stone.

When the sun had heated his cold blood 
through to fire, Kaos would toboggan down 
the slippery river bank, his f lattened tail 
plashing him out to the middle depths where 
he would submerge everything but his eyes and 
grizzled snout and float for hours, watching 
the sun pass through the sky and the animals 
who would smile and call to him as they came 
down to the water’s edge to drink and chat 
and cool o� the day. Life, he thought, was 
enough to make you caw like a crow. If not for 
one small problem.

1

the making of sorrow
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Every day, when the sun was nearing its 
zenith in the sky, and Kaos felt too drowsy 
to escape its heat, he would lie with mouth 
agape, cooling as the heat outflowed. Then in 
a wailful choir swarms of small gnats whorled 
in the warm convections of the airy current 
and clustered sharply on his tongue, almost 
choking the poor crocodile who would cough 
and sneeze until his snout was clear and all 
the calm of his daily sunbath had vanished 
with his tormentors. He had tried for years to 
thwart these tiny torturers; he had even hung 
a cobweb from his teeth, but to no avail. He 
might as well have been trying to trap the light.

Then one day a spurwinged plover alighted 
on a branch above the crocodile’s head and 
called to him in her voice that could wake the 
stones. ‘I’ve been watching you for weeks,’ she 
called as softly as she could, the words sending 
rustles through the leaves. ‘I can help you.’

Kaos raised his enormous gaping snout 
towards the tiny bird and spluttered insects as 
he spoke. ‘How can you help me?’ he asked 
ironically. ‘Look how big I am.’

The plover darted down from the tree. Before 
the crocodile could speak again, she was hopping 
about on his tongue, gobbling up midges and 
gnats with her sharp little beak and startling the 
rest into a mist of flight. Kaos began to quiver 
with delight. The tiny bird was tickling his 
tongue as she danced.

‘All right,’ he gasped, struggling to keep his 
mouth from closing against his body’s shudder. 
‘You’ve made your point. You can help me if 
you want.’

The tiny plover hopped out of the darkness 
of the crocodile’s mouth and smiled at him with 
contentment, her yellow wattles wobbling as 
she stilled. ‘You’ve got yourself a deal,’ she said. 
‘My only condition is that you must promise 
me never to close your mouth while I’m inside 
it. I have to see the sky.’

‘You have your promise.’ Kaos smiled. He 
couldn’t rid his mind of the pleasure the tiny bird 
had given him. The thought of lying undisturbed 
in the sunlight while the plover hopped about in 
his mouth, the sharp points of her claws endlessly 
pricking his tongue, was almost too much to bear. 
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the m aking of sorrow

For the next two weeks in the middle of each 
day the tiny bird would fly into the crocodile’s 
mouth and feed to her heart’s content while 
Kaos pressed himself tight against the warm 
earth and rubbed his stomach and sighed 
with lazy pleasure. If, occasionally, he tired 
of gaping and, forgetting himself, accidentally 
closed his jaws, the plover would remind her 
host of her presence by jabbing his bony palate 
with her spurwing. She had, after all, nothing 
to fear but the closing of the sky.

But, one fateful afternoon, jabbing Kaos 
with her spurwing, the bird tried to fly out 
before his mouth had fully opened and cut 
her breast against his tooth. She rebuked 
him noisily for the mishap but f lew off 
unconcerned to her nest where she rested until 
the bleeding stopped. She didn’t look back 
to see the change that had come like night 
over the giant crocodile. For unknown to her, 
the daylight world had disappeared for Kaos. 
His head was whirling and his body shuddered 
uncontrollably. The taste of the plover’s blood 
upon his tongue had made the crocodile mad.

For the first time in a hundred years he began 
to eat. First the mud in which he wallowed, 
then rocks and sand and blades of grass and tiny 
shrubs and flowers. He mauled great chunks out 
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crocodile crashed into the river. Twisting again 
and again like a coil around his own emptiness, 
he drowned the poor bird and swallowed her 
whole. When he rose to the surface, exhausted 
and fulfilled, he was too delirious to notice the 
mad rush of animals who fled the river bank. 
Kaos had become a monster.

That night, when the tiny plover did 
not return to her nest, her mate flew to the 
river’s edge to discover what had happened.  
He listened to the terrified whisperings of 
brolgas and kangaroos, wombats and dingoes, 
dugong and shy barramundi, and learned that 
his mate had been eaten by the gentlest creature 
of all, the giant crocodile. He refused to believe 
his ears. But as the night wore on he understood 
that his unhatched chicks would never see their 
mother. With great heaviness of heart, as if his 
sorrow were a rock that he had swallowed, he 
moved his leaden wings and flew back to his 
lonely nest where he warmed the three small 
eggs with his tears. 

All through the night, even in his fitful sleep, 
he saw the eggs. But when he woke, the eggs he 

of the trunks of trees with a ravenousness terrible 
to behold and a sound that chilled the blood, 
and he began to look at the other animals in a 
way that made their legs tremble. But nothing 
would satisfy this strange new desire, nothing 
would fill the emptiness he discovered in the 
taste of the small bird’s blood. He had to devour 
her, all of her, or he would die.

The next morning was unbearable. The 
sun seemed to take forever to climb the sky. 
Then he heard it, the shrill cry that announced 
the approach of his tiny friend. It was almost 
impossible, but the crocodile managed to 
behave exactly as he always did. He opened 
his mouth to gape. As the insects swept in 
between his teeth, so too did the bird. The 
hopping on his tongue no longer tickled the 
giant crocodile, but the pain it brought filled 
him with a longing so sharp it made him want 
to weep, and yet he prayed it would last forever. 

It lasted but a second. The terrible jaws 
locked like a jagged trap around the helpless 
little bird who spiked and spiked them with 
her spurs, more frenzied with every stab. The 
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saw in his nest were not the eggs he’d seen in 
his dream. He realised then that his heart would 
not rest again until he found those eggs of sleep.

For weeks he searched the nests of every 
creature he knew but no egg corresponded to 
those he’d seen in his sleep. When he had all but 
given up hope, he caught sight of the crocodile 
hiding in the estuarine murk, his eyes fixed on 
a wombat squelching unsuspectingly towards 
him. The plover was seized by a terrible desire 
to do something, he knew not what, and in 
his frustration shrieked out a warning to the 
bumbling creature who lumbered back to his 
burrow with the speed terror alone can bestow. 
Kaos looked up at the bird, whose wattles still 
burned iridescent with fear, and smiled, opening 
his giant mouth as he sank back into the ooze. 
Only then did the plover realise he hadn’t seen 
the eggs of the monster beneath him.

Everyone knew where the crocodile lived. 
It had been the most popular place on the river 
before he had tasted the blood of his friend. The 
spurwing found his eggs tucked away in their 
dank lair beneath the riverbank and the moment 

he saw them he knew what he had to do. For 
they were indeed the eggs of sleep. The sight of 
them brought the whole dream flooding back.

One by one he carried the eggs away and 
around them built a nest just like his own. His 
task completed, he called out to the lazy monster: 
‘Hey, Kaos,’ he shrilled. ‘Come over here, I’ve 
got something to show you.’

‘What is it?’ the crocodile asked, interested 
but also irritated at being disturbed. ‘This better 
be good. I’m getting hungry again.’

‘How fortunate,’ shrieked the tiny bird as he 
watched the giant shape rise and approach, its 
mouth gaping in a cavernous yawn. ‘What have 
you eaten today?’

Kaos had gorged on the flesh of every 
animal that had crossed his path in the three 
days since that first glorious taste of blood, but 
nothing had aroused in him the same ecstasy 
as his longing for the tiny bird and its ultimate 
satisfaction. He would eat, sometimes all day, 
and still feel empty. It troubled him. Because 
there was in this emptiness an intimation of 
dissatisfaction without end: that he might eat 
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the whole earth and still feel the same. Yet he 
loved this empty feeling even so. His interest 
kindled as his shadow drowned the tiny bird. 
Maybe now he would find fulfilment at last.

‘Everything,’ he whispered menacingly, 
‘except another bird like you.’

‘Not so fast,’ the plover darted and stammered 
as the crocodile’s jaws closed around the space that 
had just been him. ‘It’s not me you want to eat.’ 
He hovered thrillingly above the glaucous snout. 
‘It’s those eggs. They’re no good to me anymore. 
I want you to have them as a gift, to show there’s 
no hard feelings between us. Be my…’

Before the tiny bird had finished speaking 
the crocodile was at the eggs, his tail thrashing 
wildly in the awful frenzy of his feeding.

‘Wait!’ the plover shrieked, reeling with what 
he had done. He hadn’t expected to deceive the 
crocodile so easily. It was a terrible sight. ‘Those 
aren’t my eggs, they’re yours.’

The final egg cracked open in the giant’s 
mouth and fell to the ground. Inside its shattered 
shell a tiny crocodile writhed in silence like a 
worm, but for a thread of sinew sliced neatly in 

two by the hapless jaws of its father, clamped 
shut now in shock, and the horror of disbelief. 
‘What have you done to me?’ Kaos wailed as the 
tiny bird flew o� into the giant sky.

The crocodile began to weep, quietly at first, 
with large tears that seemed to take hours to 
form beneath his eyes, swelling like dew drops 
on his craggy snout and dimpling the earth as 
they fell, then wild and thunderous and full 
of rage, a tempest of tears that lashed the land 
and frothed and welled into an almighty flood 
devouring the armoured beast who sank beneath 
the torrent of himself and choked upon his grief.

Nothing is sheltered from fate.
As the waters subsided, frightened birds and 

animals peered down nervously from treetops 
and rock ledges to behold an upright form in 
robes of pitch, a tiny wattle of white at the 
throat, and shoes of glaucous leather, emerging 
from the mud.

Kaos had become the first man, and in his 
eye was a tear that would never dry.
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