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Foreword 
 

Welcome to the fourth volume of Read These Lips. 

I’ve never been so pleased to be able to say that. Read These Lips started on an 

idea and an inspiration in 2007, and since then we’ve provided for and, hopefully, 

inspired readers and writers around the world. We’ve given away thousands of cop-

ies of our books that are still making their way, online and by hand, into our com-

munities. And we couldn’t be happier.  

Our success is built on the foundation of a strong lesbian literary network that 

is still expanding. New sites, new writers, new interests and new talent continue to 

sprout, especially on the internet. We support all initiatives that reinforce and re-

new links for lesbians seeking other lesbians. Lesbian presses—unwitting archi-

vists—act as signposts marking the issues and fashions of a period. From the pub-

lishers that started it all decades ago to the literary media of the future,  we are 

proud to be among them.  

In 4Play, once again Read These Lips presents stories and poetry to whet your 

appetite and to feed your mind. The brilliant Janis Spehr shares a glimpse of rural 

Australia life you hadn’t expected; Amy McDonald pens a spicy other-worldly tale. 

Feast on the charismatic poetry of Natasha Carthew, the bittersweet denial in Joan 

Annsfire’s ‘trip,’ and the soulful passion from Robinet Christian. See the world un-

folding through young eyes in stories by R.G. Emanuelle and J.E. Knowles. Read on 

to Jessica Mason McFadden’s take on loving a woman and partake 

of a breakfast chat with a twist from Rachel Green, before ending on a lover’s sere-

nade by Tamara Klinger. 

For even more stories in our previous volumes and a beautiful bibliography of 

lesbian anthologies, visit us at ReadTheseLips.com for links to the wide world of 

lesbian fiction. 

This collection is brought to you by the creative team at 

www.readtheselips.com. 4Play is for fun, for life, and for our readers. 

 
 
 
 

Editor-in-Chief, June 2010 
4 my darling Carol, my inspiration. 







     The Town Where There Was No Campari 

Janis Spehr 
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‘STOP HERE!’ 

‘Here?’ Elizabeth wore wraparound sunglasses beneath a green-tipped mohawk; she 

had the look of a bulbous-headed insect, blankly staring. ‘You sure you want to stop here?’ 

‘Yes, here. It’s half way. It’ll be all right for one night.’ The sign out the front of the 

low, L-shaped pink building with grey stucco trim read Tuckerbox Motel. A few palm trees 

struggled for survival in the strip of garden set back from the footpath. Without waiting for 

an answer, Sarah got out of the car, slammed the door, and headed for the part of the 

building marked Office. Elizabeth sighed, took off her shades and followed her. 

‘We’d like a double room, please.’ 

‘A double?’ The man behind the reception desk looked confused. He was short and 

slight and shiny-domed except for a dark fringe above his ears. ‘You want a room with a 

double bed?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Elizabeth. ‘A room with a double bed.’ 

‘A double,’ repeated the man. 

‘If it’s not too much trouble.’ Sarah smiled. 

The walls of the office were painted a fussy brilliant pink and trimmed with 

burgundy. Surely he could not have had anything to do with it: Elizabeth detected the 

wishes of some busily managing ‘little woman’. She watched Sarah push back the blond 
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hair other women were always telling her to cut off and smile at him again. 

‘Is there a room available?’ 

‘Oh, sure, sure!’ Tiny beads of water oozed from his forehead as he flipped through 

the book open on the desk. 

‘That’s the wrong date,’ said Sarah sweetly, pointing. ‘It’s the nineteenth today.’ 

‘Oh, so it is.’ The little man turned back a page. ‘Now,’ he went on in a determinedly 

businesslike tone, ‘you girls want a double.’ 

‘Yes, please.’ Sarah smiled. She handed over money and commandeered the keys. 

‘Well, that was interesting,’ she remarked a few minutes later, as Elizabeth dumped 

the suitcases inside the door. 

‘Not as interesting as this.’ Elizabeth bounced experimentally on the bed clothed in 

bilious mustard chenille. ‘Nice and firm. You want to try?’ 

‘No, thanks.’ 

‘Oh, come on.’ 

‘No!’ Sarah took out bottles of Clinique and an eyeliner pencil and disappeared into 

the bathroom. The toilet flushed; when she came out she was shiny-faced and kohl-

rimmed. ‘We should find somewhere to eat.’ 

‘It’s a bit early to get a feed.’ 

‘I’m hungry.’ She picked up her bag and started for the door. Elizabeth groaned and 

followed. This weekend had been a mistake. Sarah’s family had been bad enough, but then 

there had been the drive from Sydney in the old Holden, the hot air stretched taut by 

scratchy silences. They had forced her off the highway into this dusty sheep town, with its 
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streets wrapped in pale autumn light and carrying the scent of tedium. Two boys kicked a 

footy on a vacant lot and the words of a Cold Chisel song drifted plaintively on the air. ‘…

one nurse to hold her, one nurse to wheel her down the corridors of healing…’ 

‘Isn’t that a song about abortion?’ 

‘I thought it was about drugs.’ 

‘They were a good band. I was sorry when they broke up.’ Elizabeth peered through 

the dirty windscreen as a group of hoons in a hotted-up Monaro drove past shouting. 

‘Piss off, you bloody galahs!’ She gave them the finger, then stopped at a flat-roofed, 

brown oblong; the sign out the front read Tuckerbox Inn. ‘Will here do?’ 

‘It looks a bit tacky…’ 

‘Well, you can’t expect the Ritz in a town like this.’ 

‘…and what’s this tuckerbox thing?’ 

Elizabeth turned and stared. ‘It’s what the town’s famous for: The dog sat on the 

tuckerbox…remember?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘You’re joking.’ 

‘No.’ 

‘You’re unbelievable.’ Elizabeth took the shades off and wiped her forehead. ‘I can’t 

believe you don’t know. The Dog’s an Australian icon.’ 

‘Well, I’m very sorry. Obviously an important aspect of my education has been 

overlooked.’ Sarah got out and slammed the car door. The lounge bar was deserted except 

for the intermittent bleepings and spittings from a bank of poker machines. ‘Is it too early 
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for counter teas?’ she called. 

‘No, love, you’re right.’ A heavy-busted, middle-aged woman stood behind the bar 

polishing glasses. ‘What’ll it be?’ 

‘Shandy,’ said Elizabeth.  

‘Do you have Campari and soda?’ asked Sarah. 

‘Campari…what’s that, love?’ 

‘It’s an Italian wine, sort of pinkish-red, in a tall slender bottle…’ 

‘A tall slender bottle…’ said the woman doubtfully. ‘No, I don’t think we’ve got it. Just 

a tick…’ She stood perusing the row of bottles along the top shelf of the bar. ‘There’s ouzo,’ 

she said at last. ‘That’s Italian, isn’t it?’ 

‘Ouzo!’ echoed Sarah, rolling her eyes. 

‘Don’t be such a bitch,’ whispered Elizabeth. ‘She’s only trying to help.’ 

The woman finished her search, picked up a tea towel and wiped her hands. 

‘No, sorry, love. We haven’t got it.’ 

‘Gin, then. Gin and tonic, please.’ While she waited for the drinks, Sarah stood at the 

bar and watched Elizabeth wander over to the juke-box. She looked completely at home in 

this barn-like expanse of cheap chairs and mottled carpet; she must have often come to 

places like this when she was a kid. 

‘Just don’t choose any Cold Chisel!’ 

 

Sarah’s family were in business; she’d been raised to wear pearls. ‘Well, even if you 

don’t do anything with your degree, perhaps you’ll meet someone nice,’ her mother had 
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said when Sarah went off to university. Sarah had met several nice boys and might have 

settled down with one, but six months ago, at an Amnesty International fund-raiser, she’d 

met this generous-thighed woman wearing a denim jacket with cut-off sleeves over a shirt 

from army disposals. Elizabeth liked to wear denim, slightly grubby and too tight and 

sometimes she’d go for two or three days without washing. Sarah loved the gamey smell 

and taste of her then, the wild wrestling which was a prelude to more delicate complex 

games. There had been less and less of these lately and she wanted to know why. When 

she put the drinks down, she lit a cigarette and blew smoke across the table. 

‘So…what’s going on between you and Biscuit?’ 

‘Not a lot.’ Elizabeth picked up the coaster advertising a local plumbing business. 

‘Do you want something to be going on?’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘You know what I mean.’ 

‘Well…there is nothing going on.’ 

‘Biscuit,’ murmured Sarah. ‘Jesus, fuck!’ 

‘I know, I know,’ agreed Elizabeth, although secretly she quite liked the name and 

thought it suited its owner. Biscuit, who had been baptised Anne, had creamy beige skin 

and hair of a thick wheaten gold. She had several currant-sized beauty marks on her belly. 

She even had one on her clitoris as Elizabeth had recently discovered. There had been a lot 

of jokes about eating going around when Biscuit changed her name, but she didn’t seem to 

mind. She worked at one of the women’s refuges, was good with the kids there and wore 

floaty, severely out-of-date cheesecloth dresses. 
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‘Oh…,’ crooned Sarah. ‘Sweet Biscuit!’ 

‘Cut it out. Let’s order.’ 

 

It was over the Steak Diane and grilled flounder with chips that they decided to visit 

the Dog. 

‘You really want to go there?’ 

‘Well, it is famous. It is an Australian icon.’ 

‘Yeah, all right, don’t take the piss.’ 

‘No, I’m serious. I’d like to see it.’ 

‘Yeah, something to laugh about with your colleagues at the gallery. D’you want 

another one?’ 

They had another one, then another. By the time they left the Tuckerbox Inn they 

were both rather drunk. When she opened the car door, the collection of plastic dinosaurs 

Elizabeth had blu-tacked to the dashboard lit up eerily. The car lurched forwards then 

backwards then forwards again.  

‘We could walk.’ 

‘No, it’s on the edge of the town.’ Elizabeth dug her nails into the flesh of her other 

arm; the pain helped her focus as she trundled the Holden onto the highway. A truck big as 

a ship sailed past and they saw dark eyes in dark faces pressed behind metal bars. 

‘There’s a track winding back to an old-fashioned shack…’ 

‘I don’t think there’s anything wrong with monogamy,’ Sarah said. 

‘…along the road to Gundagai…’ 
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‘Lots of people live quite happily with just one other person…’ 

‘…where my mummy and daddy are waiting for me…’ 

‘Stop that! What is that?’ 

‘The Road to Gundagai, as sung once-upon-a-time by Peter Dawson.’ 

‘Who’s he?’ 

‘He was a famous Australian tenor, around in the thirties, forties and fifties…’ 

‘Another icon?’ 

‘Dad had a record of his. He used to play it when he got on the piss. …so no more will 

I roam…ah, here it is.’ 

‘Oh, it’s like a little shrine,’ whispered Sarah. The dog squatted on its sturdy metallic 

haunches under floodlights which illuminated the inscription from Banjo Paterson’s poem. 

‘What kind of dog is it?’ 

‘I think it’s meant to be a kelpie.’ 

‘They herd sheep, don’t they?’ 

‘Yes, fantastic dogs.’ Near the statue was a shop advertising all kinds of Dog on the 

Tuckerbox merchandise. There was complete silence except for the distant hoosh of cars 

along the highway. 

‘Let’s graffiti it,’ said Elizabeth suddenly. 

‘What?’ 

‘Let’s graffiti it!’ 

‘Why? I mean, it’s kind of kitsch but it’s quite nice, really, I think we should leave it 

alone.’ 
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‘No, I want to do it!’ Elizabeth ran to the car, rummaged in the boot and came back 

holding a can of spray paint. 

‘Where’d you get that?’ 

‘I’ve got all kinds of shit in there.’ Actually, it was left over from last week, when she 

had helped Biscuit make a banner for the rally the refuge workers were attending. 

‘What about video surveillance?’ 

‘It might be 1984, but this is Gundagai, not Checkpoint Charlie.’ Elizabeth climbed 

over the low mesh fence. Soon the Dog was covered in a fine red film. ‘What’ll we write?’ 

‘How about Die, Doggy, Die?’ 

‘No, it needs to be something political.’ 

‘Political?’ 

‘Yeah, it should say something.’ 

‘We haven’t got time. Someone might come!’ 

‘Wait a minute…’ 

‘No, come on!’ 

In the end Elizabeth just sprayed Free Abortions around the brick base of the statue. 

She drove off, tyres squealing, hooting with laughter. 

‘What a stupid thing to write! As though you’re ever going to need an abortion!’ 

‘That’s not the point.’ Elizabeth steered the car down a side street. ‘Let’s take the long 

way home—don’t want some country pig picking me up.’ That didn’t seem likely. 

Everything had shut and there was no sound except for some distant barking. They were 

weaving sedately past a row of darkened shopfronts when they came to the Greek Café 
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floating in its pool of light like an asp in amber. 

‘Oh, stop, stop, let’s stop here! Oh, look at it!’ Sarah lurched from the car and  

stood staring at the stippled Bakelite, the tall glasses frilled like ballerinas and the 

name of the place spelt out in a squiggle of pink neon. She ran to the door but the sign said 

Closed. ‘Oh, it’s straight out of the thirties! We should have gone here!’ 

‘Yeah, they probably would have had Campari, too.’ But the place had Elizabeth 

under its spell: she gazed at the gleaming, leather-cushioned booths and art deco mirrors 

and saw a jade-green satin doll on the arm of a handsome tuxedoed butch.  

They belonged in a place like this. ‘Dance with me.’ She took Sarah’s hand and 

together they twirled slowly beneath the stars.  

‘There’s the Southern Cross,’ said Sarah dreamily. 

‘Oh, yeah…’ Elizabeth looked up and grinned. ‘So it is.’ 

‘I would have liked to have met both your parents. Would they have liked me?’ 

‘My dad would have liked you. He would have called you a classy sheila. My mum 

would say you were a snobby bitch.’ 

‘One out of two’s not bad.’ Sarah laughed. 

‘Better than I did with yours. Are your family always so polite?’ 

‘My family,’ said Sarah—and her tone hardly changed from its dreamy unconcern—

’my family are a photo ripped in half. They’re an old shawl left in the corner and pissed on. 

Cattle trucks leaving in the middle of the night. You don’t know anything about my 

family.’ 

‘Ohhh,’ said Elizabeth, stopping and staring. ‘Ohhh…I knew…I mean, I knew you 
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were…you never talk about it.’ 

‘No,’ said Sarah. ‘Years of practice.’ 

‘Oh,’ said Elizabeth. She put her hand on Sarah’s waist and resumed their slow 

waltz. ‘Do you want to talk about it now?’ 

‘No,’ said Sarah. ‘I don’t know how to, really.’ And it was true. She read books and 

saw films, had tried to make sense of them, but all the images and words had bled together 

into one great amorphous river. There should have been a word she could have plucked 

which would have unraveled a sentence and led her into her own story, but all her life she 

had only heard, ‘lucky’, ‘pretty’, ‘gifted’, ‘lucky’… Never speak of these things. She glanced 

down at her linen slacks and silk shirt. ‘I’m cold.’ She shivered. ‘I’m cold. Let’s go.’ 

‘That can be arranged.’  

 

Neither said anything on the way back. When they reached the motel, Sarah went 

straight to bed, but Elizabeth sprawled on the other side cradling a Scotch. She thought 

about Sarah’s parents. Hadn’t people like that had numbers tattooed on their wrists or 

their arms? Perhaps she had missed something. Perhaps they had had them removed. 

That was possible, wasn’t it? They hadn’t seemed very shattered, although they were 

obviously having a bit of trouble coming to terms with the changes to Sarah’s ‘lifestyle’ as 

her father called it. He had tried to draw Elizabeth out about her job, but there was a 

limited amount you could say about half a journalism degree and a part-time job on a 

community newspaper. Sarah’s mother had just kept staring at Elizabeth’s hair, which had 

given Elizabeth a certain satisfaction. Not many people got past the mohawk, she thought, 
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as she fell blearily asleep. 

 

When she woke she was still in her clothes. Her mouth was gritty and her whole body 

felt sour. Sarah sat at the table, scrubbed and brushed, slowly turning the pages of the 

National Times and eating a poached egg.  

‘Where did you get that?’ 

‘Mabel brought it.’ 

‘Mabel?’ 

‘I assume she’s the better half of our little friend from yesterday.’ 

‘Oh.’ Elizabeth staggered to the bathroom and ran the shower. Pieces of the night 

came back to her while the cold water pocked her skin. ‘Let’s go and look at the Dog,’ she 

said as she stiffened the mohawk with gel. 

‘Again? Why?’ 

‘Because I want to.’ 

Sarah put down the paper and looked at her. ‘All right,’ she said at last. 

 

When they got to the Dog there was a large bus parked in front of the shop and a 

group of Japanese tourists stood around wearing cameras and bemused expressions. 

‘What do you think they’re saying?’ 

‘Something like: “What an inherently beautiful and complex culture these 

Australians have.” Come on, let’s have a look.’ But as they got closer they saw that except 

for a few reddish flakes around its paws and tail the Dog was completely clean. 
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‘It’s been scrubbed!’ 

‘It’s easy to rub off…’ Sarah stared at the Dog’s gleaming bronze ears and was glad 

the paint was gone. ‘I found the poem from Biscuit,’ she murmured. ‘The one where she 

likens your vulva to a ripe mango and your nipples to pearls.’ 

‘You’ve waited till now to tell me?’ 

‘I’ve been testing you…waiting to see if you’d tell me.’ 

‘Obviously.’ Elizabeth indicated the shop. ‘Do you want to go in? Buy a few fridge 

magnets or pencil sharpeners?’ 

‘No. I want to get out of here.’ 

‘All right, then.’ They crossed to the car, but when Elizabeth went to turn the ignition 

she abruptly opened the door and swung her body out, head between her knees. ‘Can you 

drive? I’m maggotted.’ 

‘You didn’t have that much to drink.’ 

‘No, it must be the heat.’ 

She should have cleaned, Elizabeth thought as she sank into the passenger seat. She 

lost track of things because she didn’t clean up. She had been hoping to juggle both 

relationships until she made a decision—if she needed to make one. Biscuit didn’t mind—

she’d shrugged her shoulders easily when Elizabeth told her she was involved with 

someone else—but Sarah was different. At first Elizabeth had found these differences 

exciting, exotic.‘Where did you find her?’ Renée, one of the women who made up Elizabeth’s 

group household, asked incredulously. ‘Is she some closet case you picked up in a bar?’ 

‘She has to dress like that to keep her job.’ Elizabeth couldn’t admit she found the 
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nail polish a turn-on or how much she liked putting her hands up the skirts of the neat 

little suits. But this testing, this setting a trap; there was something devious about it, 

something wheedling and manipulative. And the stuff about Sarah’s family: Elizabeth 

didn’t really want to cope with that. Biscuit would be easier. As the town receded like a 

bad postcard, grainy and slightly out-of-register, Elizabeth thought longingly of Biscuit’s 

soothing hands and clever tongue. She was studying massage part-time and liked to 

practise on Elizabeth, adding a few little embellishments of her own. Would things have 

worked out differently if she and Sarah had gone to the Greek Café, Elizabeth wondered: 

possibly, but who could tell. This place unsettled her. The city had given her a life, but this 

bleached and anaemic landscape brought back her childhood, people she hadn’t seen for 

ten years… Memories can come back and float in the mind like islands of bruises or clots of 

fear. She didn’t want that. No, she didn’t want that stuff. Biscuit would be much easier. 

She let out a soft moan which Sarah mistook for contrition or at least continued 

indisposition. She had been feeling squashed and miserable but driving gave her a 

renewed sense of control and now she looked calmly across. 

‘You’re nearly twenty-five. You’re getting too old to be a feminist vandal.’ 

‘I know, I know,’ murmured Elizabeth as her hands beat out a rapid tattoo on the 

dash. She did feel slightly ashamed of her behaviour, but as the car reached the highway 

all she could think of were the raised spots of velvet on Biscuit’s belly which followed the 

formation of the Southern Cross. 
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       Sing If You’re Glad 

Rachel Green 
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‘THANK GOD WE AREN’T GAY,’ said Linda, pulling a day’s worth of wet laundry 

out of the washing machine and letting it pile like a nest of twisted tapeworms in the 

laundry basket. ‘Them poor buggers at number sixteen got egged again last night. I saw 

him trying to wash down the walls with an ‘osepipe an’ broom this morning.’ 

‘Him?’ Melanie –or ‘Mel’ for short – dropped her paper to 45 degrees and pulled her 

spectacles down to focus on her partner. 

‘The tall one with a bald head.’ Linda huffed as she stood upright and crossed to the 

tiny room next to the back door. She raised her voice. ‘He was in his dressing gown an’ 

slippers. Terry, funnily enough. I always imagined him in satin.’ 

‘It surprises me that you imagine him at all,’ said Mel softly. She raised her voice. 

‘Jonathan, his name is. The heavy one is called Peter.’ She used the interruption to pour 

herself another cup of tea. A rarity on a weekday since it generally became too strong in 

the pot for her taste. She added extra milk and retreated behind the paper again. The 

sound of the tumble drier starting up drowned the radio. It was probably a mercy killing. 

‘How do you know what their names are?’  Linda came back into the kitchen and 

pulled two pieces of hard, black bread out of the toaster. ‘Remind me to get a new toaster 

next time we go shopping.’ She put in another two slices and crossed to the fridge, pulling 

out a plastic carton of pretend butter and pots of Marmite and marmalade. 
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Mel sighed, folding her paper and putting it to one side. She leaned back as Linda put 

a plate with the two pieces of toast in front of her, then removed her glasses and reached 

for the butter. ‘I did something quite radical,’ she said, scooping a knob of the milky-yellow 

margarine onto her knife. ‘I talked to him.’ 

‘When? You didn’t mention this to me.’ The two fresh pieces of toast popped up and 

Linda put them on another plate. ‘When was this?’ 

‘Ooh, a few days ago at the library,’ said Mel. She pressed too hard with the butter 

knife and the toast shattered into several pieces. She scowled at it briefly and reached for 

the second piece. ‘We had quite a chat over the new Patricia Kingston.’ 

‘I thought you didn’t like murder mysteries?’ 

‘I don’t. There was of pile of the dreadful things on one of those display tables. He’s 

an interior designer, you know. He did that new Italian restaurant on the High Street.’ 

‘I haven’t been in,’ said Linda. ‘It’s out of my price range.’ She touched the side of the 

teapot. ‘Shall I make a fresh?’ 

‘Please do.’ Mel handed her the cup as well. ‘It’s stewed and ghastly. I wouldn’t give it 

to a builder’s mate.’ 

‘Not that you’d ever see one. It’s always me that looks after the builders.’ Linda 

emptied the tea into the sink and the leaves into a red plastic bucket she kept by the back 

door. ‘What about the other one, then? The big one with the beard.’ 

‘Pete? What about him?’ 

‘What does he do? Did Jonathan say?’ 

‘He’s in catering, I think. A chef, perhaps. We should invite them over for dinner.’ 

16 
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‘If he’s a chef they should invite us.’ Linda grinned and put the kettle back on to boil.  

‘I honestly don’t know why you don’t get an electric kettle,’ said Mel. Having 

successfully managed to spread margarine on her toast, she reached for the Marmite. 

‘Honestly, they’re cheap enough in the supermarket.’ 

‘This was my aunt Hilda’s,’ said Linda, ‘as you know very well.’ 

‘You should keep it for best, then,’ said Mel. ‘Afternoon tea and Earl Grey on a 

summer afternoon in the garden. I’m sure an electric one would boil faster.’ 

‘You’re probably right.’ Linda measured two spoons of tea into the pot. ‘We could buy 

tea bags, too.’ 

‘Nonsense.’ Mel bit into her toast, chewed, swallowed, and dabbed at her lips with a 

napkin. ‘One has to have some standards.’ 

‘Does one?’ Linda grinned and began spreading her toast with butter substitute.  

‘Anyway, you can talk,’ said Mel. ‘“Thank God we aren’t gay” indeed. What are we, if 

not gay?’ 

‘We’re lesbians, Melanie. It’s different.’ The kettle began to boil and she hurried to 

take it off the stove. She was lost in a cloud of steam for a moment until she’d finished 

filling the teapot. 

‘How is being a lesbian different. We still fornicate just like they do.’ 

‘But our fornication is socially acceptable.’ Linda stirred the tea and put the pot on 

the table before taking a seat. ‘People think lesbians are sweet. Our kind, anyway.’ 

Mel spooned marmalade onto her plate and dipped. ‘What other kinds are there?’ She 

began dipping pieces of broken toast into the condiment. ‘I don’t want to hear anything 

17 
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about the butch/femme dichotomy, either.’ 

‘Militant lesbians,’ said Linda. ‘Dykes. People get frightened by the spiky haircuts 

and political slogans. It’s all in your face then. People like us are looked upon as spinsters 

who don’t have husbands.’ 

‘And nor will I.’ Mel poured herself a replacement tea. ‘Useless articles, men. Tried 

one once, didn’t like it.’ 

‘Don’t let your new best friend hear you say that,’ said Linda, cutting her toast into 

quarters and picking one up. 

‘New best friend?’ 

‘Jonathan the interior designer.’ 

‘Ah!’ Mel took a sip of the tea, grimaced and added sugar. ‘I’ve spoken to him twice. 

That hardly counts as “BFF forever”, does it?’ 

‘You tell me.’ Linda dusted the edge of her mouth. ‘All I’m saying is that we have it 

easy compared to the blokes. Your average chav on the street thinks it’s sexy when two 

girls snog, as if they might be in with the chance of a threesome. When he sees two guys 

going at it he picks up an ‘ammer. That’s not even counting the social leprosy. How many 

years have we lived here?’  

Mel narrowed her eyes. ‘Between five and six.’ 

‘Right, and how many times have we had eggs thrown at our windows and “poofters” 

spray-painted on the door in the night?’ 

‘We got egged last year.’ 

‘That was because you wouldn’t give those kids any sweets at Halloween.’ 

18 
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‘I didn’t count wearing hoodies with the hoods up as any effort at a costume.’ 

‘You’re lucky you weren’t knifed. You’re missing the point, though. We have it easy. 

We don’t get shops turning us away and churches telling us we’ll burn in Hell.’ 

Mel put her tea cup down. ‘We don’t go to church on account of its obsolete 

patriarchal dogma.’ 

‘But we could if we wanted.’ Linda stood and collected up the plates. ‘All they’d say 

would be “Look! There’s those two girls who share a house on Bechdel Terrace”. They 

wouldn’t actually stop the service until we left.’ 

‘That didn’t really happen, did it? Not at St Jude’s?’ 

‘No. St. Pity’s.’ 

‘Ah! Catholics.’ Mel’s fingers strayed to the paper again. ‘We all know what they’re 

like.’ 

‘That doesn’t make it right though. And they can’t be done for discrimination because 

religions are exempt.’ 

‘Which is all tied in with the freedom of speech.’ Mel picked up the paper and folded it 

in two. ‘Look,  however you feel, you can’t stop the bigotry that’s endemic to this right-wing 

society. Ever since Thatcher there’s been a bigger and bigger backlash against the liberal 

left and trying to stop the tide is like Canute standing on the beach shouting at the sea.’ 

Linda shook her head. ‘You’ve changed your tune. When I met you, you were all 

equality for women and gay pride. Now you can’t fight the establishment because you are 

the establishment.’ 

‘We all have our imperfect pasts, Linda. You used to smoke dope and let mink into 
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the wild where they destabilised the local ecology. Nobody called you up for that, did they?’ 

‘Animal testing was wrong and still is. I’d do the same again.’ 

‘The laws are stricter now. Pull that kind of stunt these days and you’d be branded a 

domestic terrorist and be remanded without trial. Where would your moral high ground be 

then? Sinking into the morass of political lobbying, that’s where.’ Mel glanced at her 

mobile phone. ‘I’ll have to go and get dressed or I’ll be late for work.’ She stood, pulling her 

dressing gown tighter. 

‘Right. Sorry.’ Linda put the dishes in the sink and turned back, scooping up a napkin 

to dab at the edges of her partner’s mouth before kissing her. ‘I laid out a fresh uniform for 

you, though there was a button missing on the blouse that I’ve had to replace. It doesn’t 

quite match so I swapped it with the one on the left cuff.’ 

‘Thanks.’ Mel smiled and wrapped the slighter woman in her arms. ‘What would I do 

without you?’ 

‘Pick up some tart with a better house who’s just lost her husband.’ Linda grinned 

and leaned in for a kiss. ‘You were never a girl to let the grass grow under your feet.’ 

Mel laughed and released her. ‘Now let me be,’ she said. ‘I have to be out the door in 

five minutes flat.’ 

‘Right.’ Linda stepped back and watched as Mel dashed upstairs. It had become a 

habit to take breakfast in her dressing gown since the incident with the blackcurrant jam 

and the only clean blouse. She cleared off the table and opened the back door to let the cat 

inside, filling its bowl with dry food. It was such a cliché for lesbians to have a cat but she’d 

had it when Mel moved in with her, and the older woman had elected not to make her 
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choose between them. Even after seven years together the cat might still win.  

She’d hardly even filled the washing bowl before Mel came back down in her freshly 

ironed uniform, stopping at the hall mirror to make certain she looked professional. Linda 

dried her hands on a tea towel and picked up the clothes brush, removing any stray hairs 

from the heavy serge of her partner’s jacket. 

‘I’ll drop in on Jonathan after work,’ said Mel, straightening the line of her shirt as 

Linda worked. ‘See if I can work out who’s been giving them trouble.’  

‘Then you can go ‘round their house and give them a kicking. It’s the only thing they 

understand sometimes.’ 

‘I wish it were otherwise. It depends how old they are as to what course of action I 

can take. I will try to get Jonathan to make an official complaint if I can.’ 

‘Proper channels?’ Linda put down the clothes brush and dry kissed Mel on the cheek.  

‘Most of the police won’t do anything about it bar a shake of the ‘ead and a “what’s the 

world coming to”. I wouldn’t put it past a couple of them to have egged the place 

themselves.’ 

‘Go easy.’ Mel picked up her handbag. ‘Those are my colleagues you’re making 

inferences about.’ She picked up her policewoman’s hat and set it perfectly on her pinned-

back hair. ‘Not that I disagree, mind, unofficially of course.’ 

‘Of course.’  Linda picked up the cat, who was about to rub itself on Mel’s legs, 

shedding as much fur as felinely possible in the process. 

‘If I get any leads I’ll try to pursue an arrest, but I can’t promise anything. Hate 

crime is low priority, after missing cats and  little old ladies dodging bus tickets.’ 
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‘Figures. Will you pick up something for dinner tonight?’ 

‘Sure.’  Mel picked up her car keys and opened the front door. Her smile faded as 

suddenly as it had come. ‘What were you saying about not getting victimised by the local 

youth?’ 

‘What do you mean?’ Linda stepped forward as Mel opened the door fully, allowing 

her to see the two words in blue spray-paint, ‘Filth’ and ‘Pig’, and the dried-on egg stains. 
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WHEN HE CLIMBED OUT OF THE TRUCK, the man was older than I had 

imagined. Sixtyish. I picked up my backpack, dusted off my shorts and walked over. 

There was yelling from behind. The little brown man from the store was fussing, 

pointing at my Pepsi. 

‘What? I paid.’ 

He kept ranting and reached out for the bottle. 

‘Look, mate, I’ve paid you already.’ 

‘Hang on,’ the tall man said, coming up behind me. ‘He wants you to finish it here.’ 

His accent was Australian but had a tired, dry quality to it. His eyes were green with 

flecks of yellow. 

I sucked down the rest of the warm Pepsi and handed the store keeper the bottle. 

When he smiled his remaining teeth were brown. 

‘Come on,’ said the Australian. He took my backpack by one strap and hauled it into 

the back of the truck. ‘Sawat’s in the front, so you can ride in the back.’ He tilted his head 

in the direction of my bag. 

‘Is it far?’ 

‘Couple of hours.’ 

‘I thought Ubon was the closest airport?’ I said as he stamped out a cigarette and 
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opened his door. 

‘It is,’ came the reply through the window. 

Town after tiny, dusty town whizzed by. In between were paddies of rice, plantations 

of cassava, fields of buffalo. Wind pounded my ears until my brain rang like a temple bell 

and I had to tie my jumper around my head for protection. 

The Australian pulled the orange truck off the highway and it bumped down a dirt 

road. Another turn and we approached a lake. On the far bank was a peaked pile of rocks. 

As we crossed the bridge I watched a large white bird pull a fish from the water. 

‘So, here we are.’ The Australian let down the tray and I slithered out. ‘You’re over 

there,’ he said, pointing across a courtyard to a small wooden hut on stilts. ‘It’s the old rice 

barn. Now it’s the Guest House.’ 

I felt a hand on my shoulder. ‘Sawatdee Kaa.’ The Thai woman was noticeably 

younger than her Australian husband. ‘Sawat,’ she said. 

‘Sawatdee Kaa,’ I replied. ‘I’m Meghan.’ We shook hands. 

She took my bag from the truck and set off for the guest house. 

‘Hey, what was that pile of rocks over by the lake?’ I asked the Australian. 

‘It’s a grave.’ He butted his cigarette with his heel. 

The rice barn was one small room. There was a bed, a wooden desk and a chair. 

Someone had placed a vase of dried flowers and some candles in one corner. Sawat lifted a 

wooden shutter and propped it open with a stick. She pointed to the mosquito net and 

spoke to me in Thai. 

‘Yes, okay,’ I said, guessing her meaning. ‘What are they for?’ I pointed at the candles 
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and the pile of dried flowers. 

‘Phi,’ she said. She paused, thinking, then added, ‘Ghosts.’ She smiled and left. 

Through the open window I watched the sun sink, orange and fierce, down into the 

lake. Music started up nearby. Heavy bass, drumming, a gong and a man wailing gently. 

When the mosquitoes started humming, I shut the window, pulled down the net and 

retreated under it. 

 

The sounds of crickets. Frogs. A far away bass beat and someone at the door. I sat up, 

pulled the sheet up over my chest. ‘Who’s there?’ 

A face appeared, lit by a candle. ‘Sorry, did I frighten you?’ The stranger didn’t wait 

for an answer. She pulled the door closed and ducked in under the net. ‘The mozzies are a 

killer,’ she said. She had long blond hair and green eyes that glowed in the candlelight. ‘I’m 

Anna.’ 

‘Meghan,’ I said, trying to remember if I’d booked a private room. As I reached for my 

singlet, Anna pulled off her own T-shirt and slithered out of her shorts. 

‘Bloody hot, eh?’ She licked her fingers and pinched the candle wick. There was a hiss 

in the darkness and then the smell of sulfur. ‘You can come closer,’ she whispered. ‘I 

promise I won’t bite.’ 

 

Anna had left when I woke in the morning. The rice barn was already heating up. I 

dressed and walked over to the main house. 

‘Good morning!’ The Australian grinned around his cigarette. ‘Sleep well?’ 
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‘Yeah, great.’ I wondered if they’d heard us. I wanted to grin back, but also to keep 

the pleasure of the night before to myself. I looked away. 

Sawat handed me a bowl of boiled rice and an egg. 

‘What’s the plans for today?’ the Australian asked. 

‘Might take a walk out to the lake.’ 

He nodded. ‘Good idea. But be back by dark.’ 

‘Why?’ I asked as I peeled my egg. 

‘Sawat here has a big night ahead of her. Didn’t you hear the band practicing last 

night?’ 

A flashback of our candle-lit hips rocking in time to the bass made me blush. ‘Oh, 

yeah. So, a party then?’ 

‘Sort of.’ The Australian lit a cigarette from the one already between his lips. ‘Sawat 

is set to join the village elder. Show the old crones what she’s made of. We’re having a 

ghosting.’ 

‘Ghosting?’ 

‘Hm. Her mother’—he nodded to his wife—‘is the town medium. Apparently the skill 

is passed down the maternal line. I’ve got to go into town and buy a heap of crap—booze 

mostly—so she can prove that she’s got what it takes too.’ 

‘So she can see ghosts?’ 

‘Find out tonight, I guess.’ 

‘Is it a good thing if she can?’ 

He snorted. ‘Bloody oath. Great little money earner. Real competitive too. Only one 
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per village. Mei’s really cornered the market.’ He chuckled. ‘Of course, they all reckon it’s 

the real deal. Far be it for me to get my Western sensitivities in a knot.’ We both watched a 

woman herd three buffalos and a calf down the road. ‘So, come watch. You can decide if I’m 

being a crotchety old bastard or not!’ 

An ancient woman dragged a bag of cassava into the kitchen, squatted and began 

sorting and peeling. 

I watched her work as I finished my rice. Sawat pointed at a pile of dirty dishes and I 

balanced my plate on the stack. On the wall above was a framed photograph. The 

Australian had his arm around a younger woman. 

‘Anna,’ I said, pointing to the photo. 

The old woman flicked her face to me. She squinted and chatted at her daughter. 

Sawat nodded and watched me. 

‘What is it?’  

Sawat smiled. ‘Mei,’ she said, pointing at the old woman. ‘Phi.’ 

‘Yeah, I know,’ I said. ‘Your mother sees ghosts.’ 

Sawat smiled, pleased at our transaction. 

But as I left I could feel Mei’s eyes on my back. 

 

By the time I’d made my way around the lake it was already getting dark. The dusty 

road back to the village was lit sporadically with street lights, incongruous in the jungle 

and swarmed by flying insects. The sound of the band grew. The smell of curry made my 

mouth water. 
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The courtyard was packed. Scores of people sat on grass mats surrounding the band, 

Sawat, and Mei. Both women wore traditional clothing, red silk skirts and fabric draped 

over one shoulder. Pots of incense, plates of tiny green oranges, and animals made of folded 

palm fronds were scattered about. 

A woman handed me a plate of curry. 

‘Glad you could make it,’ the Australian said, offering me a bottle of rice whiskey. 

‘Get that into you.’ His eyes were glassy. 

‘Thanks,’ I said, juggling the bottle and my plate. 

He tipped an imaginary hat. ‘You know, you remind me a bit of my daughter.’ 

‘Really?’ The whiskey tasted like acetone. I struggled to swallow. ‘Is she still in Oz?’ 

‘No.’ 

I looked up at him, interested now. ‘So she lives here in Thailand?’ 

It was his turn to swig whiskey. ‘She did. That’s her grave, over by the lake.’ 

‘Fuck. I’m so so—’ 

‘Ah, I shouldn’t have brought it up. It’s this stuff.’ He clinked his bottle to mine. 

‘Bloody rocket fuel gets me all sentimental.’ 

We watched the musicians while the moment passed. 

‘Hear Mei doesn’t like you much,’ he said. 

 ‘Hm. I’m not sure why.’ 

‘She’s a crazy old bat but normally alright with the tourists. Don’t worry, though.’ He 

took another mouthful. ‘Enjoy!’ 

I saw Anna sitting in a shadow on the other side of the courtyard. She waved me 
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over. 

‘Hey,’ I said. ‘You got up early this morning.’ 

‘Did I wake you?’ 

‘No. I slept like a log,’ I said. I spooned rice into my mouth. ‘You must have worn me 

out.’ 

Anna giggled and the candles flashed yellow flecks across her eyes. 

In the centre of the circle old women stood and began to dance. They moved their 

hands like fans, flicking and twisting. The music became more frantic and people clapped 

in time. Some men started chanting. 

When Mei rose from the floor the chanting quietened. She threw fistfuls of uncooked 

rice out into the crowd as she repeated a mantra I couldn’t understand. Her voice was 

reedy and soft. She scanned every face. When she got to Anna and me she paused and 

raised a hand. 

‘Looks like we’re in trouble.’ I felt a little fogged already from the whiskey. 

Mei’s voice became louder, accusatory. Everyone turned to face our direction. Mei was 

yelling now, walking closer to us, her finger pointed like a wand. 

‘Hey, Meghan.’ It was the Australian, watching from across the courtyard. ‘Maybe 

you’d better call it a night, eh?’ 

‘We were just going,’ I said, turning. But Anna had already left. 

I picked my way back over to the rice barn. When I pushed the door open I heard a 

match strike. Anna lay on her stomach on top of the sheet, touching the flame to the wick. 

Her naked skin glowed. ‘You took your time,’ she teased over her shoulder. 
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Next morning I woke alone again and dressed. Mei squatted in the courtyard, 

smashing betel-nut with a pestle. She hissed at me. When she spat, it landed, red and 

shiny, just short of my foot. 

The Australian and his wife were eating omelettes in the kitchen. 

‘I think I might head off today,’ I said and sat opposite them. 

‘Don’t like it out here?’ 

‘No, it’s Mei. I think I’ve upset her. Something just doesn’t feel right.’ 

The Australian set down his fork. ‘I’ll go and have a talk with her if you like.’ 

‘Nah. Would you be able to drive me back to Ubon?’ 

‘Not a drama,’ he said. ‘Shame we can’t tempt you, though. I liked having you 

around.’ 

Sawat handed me a plate of eggs sprinkled with coriander. ‘Coffee?’ she offered. 

I nodded. ‘Please.’ It was thick with sugar and condensed milk. 

The Australian stacked his plate and walked to the door. ‘I’ve got a few things to do 

now. We’ll leave in an hour or so. 

Sawat began washing the dishes in a plastic tub on the floor. 

‘Do you know where Anna is?’ I asked her, handing her my empty plate. 

She looked confused again. 

‘Anna?’ I repeated. 

‘Chai. Anna.’ She nodded now, pointing in the direction of the lake. 

 

The waterlilies were still opening in the morning sun. Men with shiny torsos swung 
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nets out into the water and gently pulled them back in. I couldn’t see Anna anywhere. 

I swatted flies with a branch and walked to the grave stones. There was a tiny plaque 

set into one side of the monument. 

‘Lucksow,’ I read under my breath. I touched the stones, felt their warmth. 

A horn tooted and I looked up to see the orange truck. The Australian stuck his head 

out the window. ‘You ready?’ From the distance I could make out the shape of my backpack 

in the tray. 

I jogged over. ‘I haven’t had a chance to say goodbye,’ I said. 

‘Problem?’ 

The passenger seat was empty, so I heaved open the door. ‘I guess not.’ 

 

We drove back along the bridge, the dirt road, then hit the highway. The drive was 

different watching it as it came, rather than as it went. Like seeing everything before 

rather than after. 

‘I had another look at the grave today. I hadn’t noticed the plaque before.’ I kept my 

eyes on the road and could sense he did too. ‘Was that your daughter’s name?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Lucksow? Was that her name?’ 

‘Lucksow is Thai for daughter,’ he said. ‘Her name was Anna.’ 
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Clinging onto every word 

a girl two stools tall 

teetering 

breaks down 

mouths me a come on 

from the bottom of her glass 

sucks me a lemon 

a sour back-lash crash 

outside 

sitting pretty middle of a sun shower 

LA hot 

she unbuttons her shirt 

too far gone 

licks her bitter lipstick 

biting hold until it hurts 

she is sodium numb 

hanging onto the bar 

her dear life eludes her 

sets them up 

slammers a row of good friends 

a wink 

a kiss 

a mumbled promise 

unsatisfactory fumble 

and she’s gone. 

Barfly 
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Four Journeys 

Four journeys 

the girl with her face pressed tight 

against a frosted pane 

stuck in one lockdown moment 

in the stark moonlit night. 

 

Four journeys 

kisses the cross goodnight 

turns into the bed that already lies like a memory 

a damp distance creates and resonates 

dark to dusk. 

 

Four journeys 

first up before the cockerel crows 

the ghost of her former self 

stepping stones throughout the house 

tiny graves of sentiment 

first this then that then this. 

 

Four journeys 

starts with the first stumble forward 

the girl with her winter wardrobe 

tied tight to her hands and back 

clicks the latch and stands tiny mighty to a cold wind 

just sixteen 

and ready for anything. 
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Hands 

The most beautiful hands 

pulling the page towards you 

drawing it in 

captivating in ink. 

 

Tattooist to the virgin 

writing memos and stick-it notes 

when you should hold court to the king 

turning lists into love notes. 

 

A woman’s touch 

stitching letters into meanings of not much 

a painting of words 

the world could read you all day through 

and your beautiful hands 

pulling me towards you. 
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Laid 

Animals get laid 

in the cold and the dark 

wandering warriors 

taking it all in 

what’s on offer at the thrift store 

animals don’t play 

at side-step mind games 

don’t skirt about 

wooing at the crossroads 

to get her into bed 

animals don’t pray 

for ‘the one’ to come round spinning 

love at the door 

pan-handling for compliments 

sentiment in a bowed up wrapper 

animals don’t suffer 

the mercy of others 

animals just get laid 

leave no clues 

and fade. 
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Gun Shot Wound 

You blow my mind 

every time 

your face shines 

up and out 

dazzling the stars 

into blasts of earth 

missed 

you are the keeper of heart 

cutter opener 

this love hurts 

a kiss that lies waiting 

across thin skin 

burnt through flesh 

like fresh Sunday morning food 

you are my safe and my danger 

lover and stranger 

marking me out from the crowd 

barely breathing when you’re around 

gun shot wound. 
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