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for the believers


What was it that drew you into the cage,
gently shooing the quails away from sitting,
studying their small ground-hollow nests
and speckled eggs with care and patience,
canaries and finches crazy overhead –
churning hot air and driving dust
into pores, through hair,
swirling up into noses
and scouring throats?

After your clothes were washed,
Mum scrubbing hard at the stains,
the man repeated over and over,
‘They were prize birds,
not just any old eggs!’
with Mum’s coda:
‘Prize birds or no prize birds
you shouldn’t have done it.’

You still fear the moment
when you reached down
and grabbed a handful of those
beautiful and delicate eggs –
ignoring the frantic quails at your feet –
and hurled them at the hollow world,
without knowing why.
You can’t forget. Can’t
forget the world’s reply.


Preamble

Which he is it, is it he we’re talking about? Whose I think? Whose unconscious are we delving into, ladling out, scooping to fill with forest run-off, or toxic tailings from the mining operation that is deleting the forest? Whose history of dammaking and inheritances? The engineering that shows us the way through to what came before the now?

What the hammer? what the chain, 
In what furnace was thy brain? 
What the anvil? what dread grasp, 
Dare its deadly terrors clasp!

This intuition that will become, as he shovels aside the black sand to make a dam in the back garden – a garden of hedges and creepers, of saplings where great and ancient trees whose hollows had housed possums and owls have been removed – but the sand can’t hold the water in its cradle as it is just sand with no vegetable matter in between particles, no cohesion no repellence, and the water soaks through deeper than the bottom, soaks through like the earth is hollow, waiting to be filled.

But running the hose for hours, draining the reservoir’s scarce supply in such a dry place, he couldn’t get his dam to hold. Then he found some plastic sheeting in the garden shed and lined the sand dam and filled it and the water brimmed and overflowed, and downriver the empire of cars and dirt and twig buildings was washed away.

But whose early childhood development are we talking about? Truth is not always experience, is it? Whose, and when? Not now, but it seems eternally present. He did it and does it, the water soaking through. Into the hollow. The scarecrow head. Later in life he will drive past a hay shed every day and see it empty then filled with lozenges of frayed grass, dried yellow and glassy. An architectural paradox, picked away at to feed the stock whose paddocks have been emptied. Whose paddocks, as if owning their prison. He will think this, on a road notorious for accidents, for car smashes leaving many dead, the injured flown out in helicopters. The authorities call it a Black Spot. Make hay while the sun shines, the surface burning, all red on the maps now, the old pink recolonised by the horror of scorched earth.

Manfred – for that is one of his names, and the name we will most and mostly know him by – needs the female to understand why he has been made. Mother. His neighbours. Zest and Ari. At eleven he is wandering bushland and wheatfields, city blocks and the long silver beaches of the west coast, uttering his Fall, his confusion, his desperation:

I ach’d to see what things the hollow brain 
Behind enwombed: what high tragedy 
In the dark secret chambers of her skull 
Was acting, that could give so dread a stress 
To her cold lips, and fill with such a light 
Her planetary eyes, and touch her voice

Suddenly, he can hear a voice through the fence pickets. He knows who possesses the voice but he won’t turn around, nahhu! She likes him because she told him so and it’s embarrassing. He calls over his shoulder, Go away, I’m making! You are making a great big mess! she says, indignant. On the other side of the yard, from over the peaks of that new fence – the new house, the new fence, the new people – another she is thinking out loud. That she might be talking to the other girl all that way away across, over his head but at an angle, as one girl is high and one is low or level with him, with him and his dam, bursting down, the walls breaking down with the pressure on the plastic, the rapid flow through the hose nozzle, Do you want to come over and play? the new girl is thinking and scaling her side of the fence ... He’s boring and stupid. And then he yells, with a vehemence that makes both onlookers shudder, the girl perched on the fence gripping harder, If I don’t concentrate all the water will soak through and drown the world that is under us. They believed him as much as they believed immateriality, incorruptibility and personality gift us spirituality. All three children were beings of substance, and none could escape the other, for the time being.

*

There was a family friend. That family friend had built dams – hydro-electric dams. He subscribed to Scientific American and took them – who? mother and son? – for drives in The Hills where the reservoirs intercepted the creeks and streams and rivers. He told them about his conversion to another religion, he told them about being in a prisoner-of-war camp, he told them about digging holes that had to be filled in again.

It was nice in the hills with the jarrah trees and red-capped parrots. The dam walls felt funny as he walked over them, like they were wobbling. He heard motorbike frogs revving up around the slipway. Sometimes the dam overflowed and the old river ran again, but not often. Inside the turret on the dam wall was the machinery that ran the gates. The wall is mostly solid, but not entirely, he thought.

The man who said he was a good friend of the boy’s (Manfred? or someone else, someone with engineering skills as vision for a constructive future?) father, who was somewhere else, said, Your mother says you’ve been digging tunnels in the sand in your back garden. You shouldn’t do that – they’ll collapse on you and you’ll drown. Like if I jumped into the water here? he asked. Yes, you can drown in sand too, said the man. It’s all suffocation. I use props and make walls inside my tunnels, said the boy – I have studied tunnelling. I like ambition in a lad, said the man. Then he lost the boy when he said, You like it when I give you my old Scientific Americans – though you won’t be able to understand them for a few years yet, they’ll give you the feel of science. An investment in the future. The boy resented it. This man didn’t know either. He wouldn’t tell him about hollow earth. He wouldn’t tell him about his dams in the back garden that collapsed or let the water through to hollow earth if he didn’t line them with plastic.

*

Each of their fathers went ‘up north’ to the mines, though not each of the fathers was intimate with his family at the same time. One of the fathers was long gone; another had just arrived. It wasn’t straightforward, and behind new and older doors, all sorts of stuff was going on. Three houses in a row, where until recently there’d been two and a vacant block, then two and a building block, then two and a house without occupants, then three houses with bits and pieces of families. Three fathers who had been, at one time or another, in extraction industries hundreds and hundreds of kilometres away. Over a thousand kilometres away. This combination of experience didn’t mean like minds. At school, the girls were best friends, as they were out of school. At school, they never spoke to the boy. Never, not once. One father mined asbestos, one father mined iron ore, and one father worked at a salt mine. The salt grew in pans and ponds. Their mothers met up in each other’s houses for cuppas and ate slices of Swiss roll and Madeira cake. None of them wanted to live in the others’ pockets, but needs must.

*

What is a church? A place with an underground vault. If it doesn’t have a vault and a crypt it’s not a church. Who told him that, when he said he went to the local church that looked like a suburban house? But none of the houses around here have basements, he said. But you know about basements? Without vaults and crypts there are no dead to support the living, said the man, who had a vicious streak. The man was talking to boys from the church group down by the river. He stood there in his blue paisley Speedos – budgie smugglers – on one leg, propping himself up with a water ski. His speedboat was just off the river beach, with his mate idling the engine. Smoke billowed, and spume spat from the boat’s rear. You church boys should come out with us and give skiing a burl, he said. The budgie seemed to be trying to escape. There was an osprey overhead – it had been flying across from the marri trees and banksia bushland on the limestone promontory on the far side of the river for years. When he was a toddler, paddling at the dirty river’s edge, a man, maybe his father, had hauled in a grey nurse shark on a long bamboo fishing pole. It was such a noticeable catch it made page five of the newspaper. And to think, where toddlers splashed and swimmers swam. And to think, he would dig into the white sand and hit layers of black and grey and water would flood in and he’d cut his fingers on mussel shells and pipis and razorshells and cockles. A refrain for life, a refrain to run through all the writing he would do. The need to articulate.

*

The girls. The girls are with him down at The Nexus. That’s what he calls it, being slightly older now. He reads sci-fi bought from the second-hand bookshop down near The Bridge – a second-hand bookshop many narratives are familiar with. The Nexus is the murky bit of the river where a creek runs through swamp and joins an inlet, a dead end of the river full of reeds and black silt that will suck you down. It will make a bog mummy of you if you wade out there – it will never let go, he says to the girls, trying to terrify those who cannot be terrified. Who terrify him. They have shared their secrets and he has shared his, and they have all laughed and vowed never to do so again. But he says, Come down and see the egret in his breeding plumage – his gape is green – see, see the beak – and he’s firing on all cylinders, luring the females to his qualities. They watch on in amazement. It is far more interesting than their own bodies. In the same place they light a cigarette butt and each inhales and coughs and vows never again. One of the girls says, My dad is coming down from Wittenoom and he’ll be taking us on a holiday down south. We’re going to visit the caves. The other two know envy but don’t know how to deal with it. The boy and one of the girls share something deeper than the girls had shared together up to this point. It destabilises. Upsets the equilibrium. Makes for desire.

*

He didn’t like the girls ignoring him at school, but knew there was nothing to be done about it. It was like he was invisible. Even getting together at The Nexus and other special places, he had to go there separately, winding his way down via another route, and meet them there. All the planning was done through or over the fence. It was a fragile alliance that had to break down. We have to keep up appearances, a she said to he. And then the secret society broke up, one moving away, the other two lost, disorientated.

1
As complete as absolute can appear 
the holes in ourselves others have dug 
and we dig ourselves hoping each other will fill

2
We divide absolute 
parts of his 
or her one and only self 
appearing 
to each other

3
An absolute sunset 
arising cavity 
appears as mine site 
river clauses or dams 
in The Hills

4
All these completed memories 
depend on our moving apart
so it appears we were never together.

*

The invaders cart pathogens around on their wheels and boots, he told the girls. They hadn’t seen each other for two years. He had visited one mum with his mum and the two girls had been in the one house. He went to a bedroom he’d never seen before. There was a poster of Leif Garrett on the wall and lots of biology books on the shelves. Both girls wore mascara and had spiky gelled hair. He said, The dieback is spreading through the jarrah forests of The Hills. David Bowie’s ‘The Man Who Sold the World’ is on the cassette player and he’s telling them about Phytophthora cinnamomi, that’s what’s happening. That’s it. He is lonely, deadly lonely. But he shares what he knows. Don’t you want to ride scramble bikes too, says the she whose room it isn’t. Nah, they’re wankers. They don’t give a shit about anything but adrenaline. Adrenaline is getting off, says the she whose room it is. Their mothers are eating slices of cinnamon cake and having cuppas, but there are no subtexts, there’s no diminishing of female solidarity, which is the only hope in the face of the horror. The only hope. Men have abdicated responsibility since their pillaging. He knows, and the shes know. They still have stuff in common, in the room, not messing about. They circle each other sitting at far points of the room. They ripple in the face of adversities. One of them has pills and shows and tells but one of them doesn’t sample, doesn’t commit to the experiment. Remnants and decayed orbits.

*

They are building a new rail line under the city. The tunnelling machine is called Sisyphus. He (Manfred?) knows someone who is working with the machine, in an unqualified capacity. A labourer, really. But not marvelling at the technology – just doing something so s/he can do something else. He or she, tunnelling out from under the city, now tunnelling under the river. The river of black swans. The river so bullied and pummelled. But the river, run-off meeting tidal push, then flowing down with its red tides. Its cockles and mussels and fizzing nutrients from ag-chemical run-offs up in the wheatbelt catchment, up where the paddocks are enslaved to wheat and canola. Up where hay sheds line and buckle under the fiery eye of the sun.

*

All these precedents, all these motives, all these initiations. All these stepped leaders. All these lightning events over The Scarp. All these wheatbelt summer extreme weather events. The smell of induction and electricity down in the car-heavy city, storm warnings. All of this, and inland seas and caves and workings in the limestone warrens and labyrinths and US military bases and British atomic tests and Australian government desperation to collude with the Apocalypse part of the mix of personality traits, the little cults, the folie à trois that leads to revelation and exploitation and the newest colonialism. That’s commentary, that’s marginalia spread out like an undersheet, the mattress cover to catch the spillings, the stains. The gross fallout, the hail that dents an insurance company’s faith in absolute profits. Smell the charge in the air. Gunpowder, load your own ammo. All of that too in the background. And peace marches. The grand narratives of the outer edges of known worlds. Sites of trade. And unlikely friends – the peace marcher chatting to the technician who will welcome the submarines when they take over the harbour of the garden island, will open themselves up for a refit. How to find common ground, listening to Pink Floyd? The weaponry of percussion on the airfield. All wanting peace. Working that into the future as well? In the contradictions Manfred says to his new friend, I feel more like a robber baron than a poet, more like an invader than a pacifist. It’s as if I have been splayed open like a piece of fruit and my cyanide and arsenic truths have been released from the seed. I go down into my hollow self, straw man, and then strain to prevent what I find getting out, strain to prevent anyone else seeing what’s inside. His new friend says, Let’s go and listen to the Push Rods down at the Swan Inn – when the crowd is pumping, who gives a shit? No one can tell what you’re thinking when the band is going off.


1.

The future: the invasion of Hollow Earth by the colonisers: the Underworlders

Underworld tunnels inevitably went deeper and when they broke through into Hollow Earth the game plan changed. This new space had been opened to colonisation, to exploitation, and The Robber Baron (aka Hume Locke Hobbes – or HLH as he was known to his mates) was there at the point of contact, raring to go. An instigator. A Big Australian with strong interests in the American resources industries. He had long conjectured that deep earth surveys were showing what they were meant to show us – that is, myriad false images that perpetuated the solid earth, molten outer core sun hot sold core diagnostics of the planet – and that this was the effect or result of a technology far in advance of our own. Mantle pulled over our eyes. He argued for a Bletchley Park configuration of cryptographers to break the enemy’s Enigma machine code – for already he had painted these unknown and unseen and imagined thwarters as antagonists of cult-like proportions and intention, greedy to keep the fleshy and luscious parts of the planet for themselves. The code for keeping the wealth of an ‘Underworld’, as the Robber Baron and his code breakers called it, from surface dwellers. A manipulation of the materials of earth itself. It’s a form of state totalitarianism, the Robber Baron warned, gathering his corporate cronies to the cause.

Strangely, for such a go-getter, the Robber Baron had a battery of Old Professors supporting him, who argued the evidence had long been in the literature – they called the conjectured forbidden space Hollow Earth, and said agents from below had come to the surface as prophets over the millennia to ward off surface dwellers and warn them not to pry too deep. They have infiltrated our religions, our literature, and hoodwinked our science, they warned. Revenge was in the air, the beautiful polluted air of the surface. And they appreciated and admired a mega capitalist like HLH, who donated such vast amounts of money to their universities, who should speak warmly of them in public and subscribe to their social views. They saw themselves as part of the Underworld-to-be. They would be the brains behind the invasion. And with the surface so distressing to life, the concept of an underworld had become elaborate with the cultural treasures of civilising, and the underworld universities the jewels in the crown of artificial life. In this future, it would be a case of those who dwelt on the surface being nothing more than barbarians, or up-and-down (the future fly-in, fly-out) miners who would only spend one week up for every three weeks back down in the safer, cleaner and more profitable realms of the underworld. But this is far in the future, when the surface is so eroded by climate change that the beast capitalists went out to the moon and Mars and down into the earth itself to extract what they could at the death. Our tale concerns a slightly earlier period, when Manfred acted on a deeply ingrained belief that there was a way through into the truths of the earth and found an entry point – one of a number scattered around the globe – into Hollow Earth.



 

2.
Hollow Earth

The Hollow Earthers, as they came to be called by the Underworlders, were far fewer in number, but otherwise much the same in body and mind as surface dwellers. Their religions were different, but not so different (with the stunning exception that Hollow Earthers overtly eschewed violence and persecution in any form); they had fewer languages, which were largely shared and known by all from an early age. The one major difference was their shorter and thicker bodies (as a general rule, because there were actually many exceptions). Underworlders attributed this to Hollow Earthers being closer to the core of the planet. And it was the molten core (which did really exist) that was the monotheistic point in common among the various religions practised by Hollow Earthers. Their life expectancy was roughly the same, and they were actually at a similar level of technological awareness, though their existent material technology did minimal damage to their natural environment. All waste went into ‘black holes’ and all materials used for making were taken from hills that were naturally bare of vegetation and even microscopic animal life and were in a constant state of renewal.

Hollow Earthers had long been aware of the surface-dwelling ages of the human, and the damage they’d inflicted on the biosphere of surface earth. Early on, rather than warfare, the technological impetus of the Hollow Earthers went towards masking their existence and the existence of the Hollow Earth from the topsiders, the surface-dwellers.



 

3.

The Underworlders were brutal colonists. How much of Manfred’s knowledge, how much of the intelligence from the interrogations of Zest and Ari by immigration authorities around the world – mocked and disbelieved though their accounts were at the time – were used as part of the Underworlders’ preparation, their invasion plans? It’s difficult to tell, because at the time the responses given by Zest and Ari – who other than a green tinge looked like surface dwellers, being tall and ‘willowy’ by Hollow Earth standards – were taken as signs of psychological disturbance or as attempts to undermine the authorities. But the Robber Baron’s minions, the Old Professors, were highly adept at tracking down records of such conversations and data.



 

4.

As a child Manfred suffered from severe headaches. He spent a lot of time in the sick room of one particular school. He did not like its white walls and antiseptic smell, but it was safer in there. Through the vents, which had little fans that clacked away to keep the place from being too restful, he could hear birds making lives between buildings and kids. Magpies, especially, which swooped at nesting time. Once, the school had a magpie euthanased and Manfred, though thirteen, cried. He was given Chinese burns and ended up back in the sick room, where the nurse told him to toughen up.



 

5.

The Robber Baron was influenced by Citizen Kane.



 

6.

Manfred went to many schools in many countries. In Mount Vernon, Ohio, he listened to a pileated woodpecker knocking holes through the bark and wondered if he might crawl through the openings. In Schull, West Cork, he stopped at the corner outside the church and looked out over the harbour, and watched the seabirds twisting and turning. There is a cave down there, an old man told him, where swallows nested for half a century. They are gone now. The old man often sat outside the church, on the concrete wall, talking to the children about his own childhood. Remember what I tell you, he said. And to Manfred: You have a strange accent, where are you from? I am from here, said Manfred. You haven’t been here long. My mother is doing research – we will be here for six months. What year are you in at school? I am in Fifth Year, said Manfred. The old man picked at the perished rubber at the top of his gumboots and said, Up there where the radar domes are, up on Mount Gabriel – they call those domes Gabriel’s Balls – there’s a cave, a Neolithic mine, that’s a path through to the other world. But it’s only one-way – they can only come out that way. Are those birds skuas? asked Manfred, wanting to move on.



 

7.

Truth be told. The first entry into Hollow Earth from above was actually through a Neolithic copper mine on Mount Gabriel near the village of Schull in 2014. Manfred Thomas Murphy, alone and miserable without his long-lost Aisling, staggered around the cow fields and into peat drifts and made his bare arms bloody with staggering and scraping against the old red sandstone, lifted his noggin to watch the dark storm clouds clotting overhead and then out to Fastnet lighthouse on its rock hurled there millennia ago, Fastnet still in rays of sun but with a white lace of wave action encircling it, and yelled his pain so loud it was heard down on Schull pier.



 

8.

This is the story of Manfred’s journey into Hollow Earth, or rather, the consequences of his being back on the surface again. He once said (to Boog): Hollow Earthers are connected to surface dwellers, and not just an evolutionary inevitability as mirror. [Boog came back with: What a fucking mouthful, Manfred! but Manfred warbled on and on ... ] But the fundamental differences of ontology and conservation indicate to me a coincidence of evolution, of progress. That we are much the same physically is as the case may be, [he paused at this point, as if confused, but then, looking sure of himself, launched back into his disquisition ... ] for all other creatures of Hollow Earth are different. And the souls of Hollow Earth humans, the Hollow Earthers as I call them, are certainly different. But Manfred was addled when he said this, falling back into drugs and dissolute behaviours.



 

9.

Kaleidoscope is the telescope of Hollow Earth

There was depth to Hollow Earth, as the molten wave flux around the solid core of the world was still thousands of kilometres down from the lowest point of its habitable zones, and even the bottoms of its watery places. Mines had penetrated to ten kilometres below the surface in the zones of the regrowing hills, and drills had gone much deeper, but the rock got hot. The volcanoes were not as large nor as active as on the surface, but there were many ‘magma lakes’ and ‘magma springs’ that fed fronts of sulphurous air, which had sculpted life in so many ways. But fresh air vented from the sky above, from the ‘roof’, and the vast ocean lakes made air in conjunction with algae and forests. In fact, the air was generally fresher than Manfred had ever experienced ‘above’, though the water tasted acidic and, indeed, was often drunk in conjunction with a powder of lime to make it more neutral.

The roof, or the night sky – for translations equate with ‘sky’ – was alive with colour. To look through a telescope was to look through a kaleidoscope. Manfred spent many a lonely and fretful evening thinking of the universe, which in Hollow Earth was as expansive as the micro world, as expansive as imagination, as expansive as the coming and going of life, thinking of the night sky of the surface world. One ‘star’ he noted on one of his exploratory journeys across Hollow Earth geo-located with the Great Pyramid of the surface, a geographical centre he transcribed into his personal mythology of presence.

But Manfred found solace in the world of Hollow Earth weather forecasting. Reading the papers, he delighted in their maps and charts of rain plumes, wind erosion, stillness, and colour showers. Sulphur clouds and electrical storms on a scale beyond anything the surface world offered, although the lightning conducted through the copper seams of the Mizen and Beara peninsulas of West Cork that fused electrics and made the sky a circuit board erupting in its death knell was his point of reference. Electrical storms in Hollow Earth were so intense because the roof connected with the ground. It was like the laser beam security systems of surface military installations – there was no getting through without being zapped. It was said that electrical storms had kept the population of Hollow Earth suppressed, and technology was in their thrall. There were long periods, sometimes years, without such storms, but when they came they came in bouts and changed everything.

I have always been a weather person, Manfred told Zest, his Hollow Earth significant other. Zest thought his stories of the surface were delusion, and as a state-of-mind therapist thought she might make her career out of recording every word he said. She didn’t think him mad, just elaborate in whatever it was he was smoke-screening. But Manfred, we are the surface, we are not kwedges! [Kwedges were mole-like creatures common in Hollow-Earth and often referred to as ‘burrowers of the soul’.]

Zest was a Demi-Extrovert. Manfred was a Total Introvert, she said. Cross-relationships were common, but the divisions held in both society and legally. Manfred couldn’t be bothered with them, didn’t get them, and rarely referred to them. This in itself fascinated Zest, who beneath it all (her joke referring to his delusion, not this joke referring to her inability to see the truth) was quite conservative.

Manfred pondered, There’s nothing bizarre about Hollow Earth. Nothing steampunk or even unexpected. It is what it is. The differences are because there is difference. And the people of Hollow Earth find the unfamiliar of their own world as odd or bizarre as I find the peculiarities of different zones and cultures and personal desires and wants on the surface. Hollow Earth is not entertainment for the surface; reports back from an alien world to excite and entice potential colonists. No way, not happening. I speak to myself. The people of Hollow Earth don’t crave the surface, and when they send emissaries it is to sidetrack potential colonists, to thwart miners and Exploiters, to keep Hollow Earth intact, safe, immune. But they generally don’t return. Their job done, they are absorbed into the excesses of the surface and adapt, feeling taller, lighter. As if the limb of Hollow Earth dwindles and drops off, the only memory a phantom.



 

10.

Manfred reflected over the months in Schull before he submerged, before he went subterranean. Back in late May he had sat on the pier watching Harvey, the resident seal, dive and resurface, a flotilla of leisure yachts bobbing at their moorings. He had endured the tourist summer, being of Schull and not, an insider-outsider. In trying to piece his early life into some sort of picture, he only came up with a jigsaw puzzle that wouldn’t add up. Country after country, his mother searching for pieces of a code she believed would unlock communications with ‘the aliens’. He still didn’t understand how she’d supported them, made ends meet. It bothered him. Yes, yes … when he passed through that mine, that cave on Mount Gabriel, it was the 31st of October and the town was frenetic with ghosts and death, a desire for fear. Yes, it was close to the time when the membrane between worlds was at its thinnest, wasn’t it? Yes yes yes. And the streets were full of witches and demons, and ghouls were roaming the streets. Yes yes yes.



 

11.

Emerald Island – another entry point (from the surface down into) that was closed by the Guardians of Hollow Earth. It had been detected by the Emerald sealing ship (the horror) in 1821, and was still there (as seen) as late as 1890, but vanished some time between that and the search by Captain Davis and the crew of the Nimrod in 1908. Manfred was intrigued by the mention of this in the closed archives he was given access to – a funnel to the cold heat of the surface world, through which birds flew and thus many waterbirds of the massive salt lakes were in common with those of the surface. As Manfred researched, Ari, another Extrovert and sometime lover of Zest, came and placed her hand on his shoulder and said, I would like to hear the birds of the surface world.



 

12.

Being inside Hollow Earth might bring you fear, like having to be inside your own head. It’s not weird being inside your own head, but if it is, weird is good. All constructive moments of connection seem to me, said Manfred, to happen inside the head first before they can happen without causing damage in the outside world. So some of us have long envisaged Hollow Earth – we were born with Hollow Earth inside our heads. My mother, said Manfred, said the aliens were within us but we had to find the code to break through to them. I remember sitting next to her in the old Holden station wagon, bumping along a firebreak on my uncle’s farm late at night, chasing a light in the sky. She said, The mothership has arrived. As she swerved into the paddock we hit a burnt-out stump – my uncle was planning to grub it out that winter – and the vehicle rolled. Neither of us was hurt beyond a few scratches. My mother crawled out, helped me out through the broken windscreen, and pointed to the light in the sky and said, No matter what happens, never give up on the search. I think she loved me.



 

13.

Plato’s Cave was a bar in Newark, Licking County. You could see the golden dome of the town hall from there, and the Gothic aspirations of local industry fused with the sky during thunderstorms as lightning strikes the rod. I went looking for my mother in there one weekend when we were on an ‘excursion’. She was deep in discussion with an old man, hunched over beers. He said, Here’s a couple of quarters, son, go and pick something on the jukebox. I played an Elvis number, I can’t remember which one, but I remember him saying, That’s a strange choice for a kid your age – now get out of here, you shouldn’t be in a saloon! I waited outside for Mum, and when she emerged she was excited and shaking and a week later we were back in Australia.



 

14.

Patriotic fervour is alien to Hollow Earth. They do not have missile silos, but they do have grain silos. ‘Gathering areas’ are a major part of their farming – areas left as close to natural as possible, where people can forage for plant food. No animals are eaten by the humans of Hollow Earth. There are fewer animals than on the surface, but greater diversity. All the vitamin D needed for healthy life is fed from the ‘roof’ of the world: a regular showering of life-enhancing products. It is not the Truman Show. Algae, laden with B12 and found in lakes and ‘oceans’, is a major part of all diets across cultures.



 

15.

Appropriate mockery of masculinity and the counter-response for what it’s worth. Zest says of her sometimes partner, Ari (as it translates into something we surface readers can get hold off – a truism for all translations in this book of record) …



 

16.

Looking to the future, when refugees from the surface began filtering through before the final push and consolidation of the Big Miners (and the internment camps for Hollow Earthers and ‘aberrant’ surface dwellers they created), driven from Ireland where they were refugees from conflict in the Middle East, and then driven through a conduit opened briefly on the Nullarbor Plain – a water cave that collapsed and gaped and attracted the abused and put-upon to find a way down and away from the surface ... Zest and Ari, who had some influence on their local life enhancement committee, asked Manfred if he’d act as liaison officer to help house and clothe the new arrivals. No, that can’t be correct – this happened after, long after Manfred was in Hollow Earth. But narratives loop, surely, and who can say which ends we’re working with? It’s possible, really, isn’t it?

As language was instant, with the rock properties of the sky roof imbuing a telekinetic empathy that made all speech universal and all differences cherished, there were fewer problems than imagined. They understood Manfred, Manfred understood them. Something that would irritate the Underworlders, who brought linguists to collect, collate, preserve and display. To make recordings, to open wormholes in the slippages. But all was clear and understood while maintaining difference and integrity. We have our own, they said, but we perfectly understand you. The one-sidedness sent the invaders into a fury, especially as Hollow Earthers never spoke their own languages [it all came out as ‘translationese’, of course] in front of the invaders, in front of the(ir) linguists. And because the air had not been made violent with the pollution of acquisitiveness and power, nor even the industrial fallout of the surface, religious and cultural differences could be accommodated without engendering hate or suspicion. The Hollow Earthers were fully accepting of new gods, new ways, as long as they left Hollow Earth’s substance itself undamaged. Nor did the beliefs of the new arrivals create a sense of threat, for whatever their religion, the fact of Hollow Earth shifted even the most entrenched beliefs. The absence of sun and the presence of sunlight stirred an understanding in the cells of the bodies themselves. They thought with their presence, increasingly. And though they had spent millennia trying to keep the invaders out, once the new arrivals were there, especially those seeking refuge, the Hollow Earthers accommodated them. They even communed with the miners, trying to reason with them. But soon they were rounded up and their cultures attacked and crushed.



 

17.

Ari said to Manfred, This book you’ve rewritten from memory, Totem and Taboo by Freud … you’ve gotta be joking! Zest added: We have had our conflicts here in this world, and there’s nothing you surface people seem to have thought or experienced that we haven’t. Manfred wanted to say, The sun, the stars, the rest of the universe, but he held his tongue. He admitted to himself that it was hard to get around the fact that a people who lived so differently with such a different history, could know what was being talked about. He did say, Foolish it is, but you lack the referents to critique it. More fool you, said Ari, whom Manfred knew was displaying distinct qualities of a jealous personality. He held on to this.



 

18.

Before travelling back to Schull, Manfred admitted to his friends and family that the car accident had changed him in fundamental ways. To have emerged basically unscathed from the wreckage was disturbing in ways he couldn’t explain. Ontologically scarred, was all he could say. He suffered from the effects of shock for weeks. His previous life seemed irrelevant. Obvious to everyone. I am not the first or the last but a symptom. As clichéd as it sounds, he told them, I am an obvious outcome. But there was more than one accident in more than one country. He tried hard to remember to which he was referring.



 

19.

Our bodies function the same way yours do. Skin colour – you object to our skin being the colour of leaves, of grass? Of soil? Of rock? Of water? What is it with you, that you are so out of tune with your surroundings that you differentiate between a person and the world they are part of? Racism, as you describe it, is alien to us. But we have our bigotries, truth be told, and you will become more aware of them as your time here lengthens and stretches, when you understand what it is that makes night and day and the half-light that fills in most of our living life.



 

20.

I will take you both to the surface – there is a way, back through Mount Gabriel, into the ancient copper mine; it used to be one of the routes you sent your people through to influence surface discourse of the underworld. Come with me and see my world. I have made a hot air balloon. We can fly to the chamber in the sky, the coal sack of your glittering phosphorescent night sky. I have worked out a way of getting from basket to opening. I have planned it. Come, look at my sketches. Why have you never flown to the roof? You have? And accepted its limits? Why? Technology here goes against curiosity. Your aeroplaneless world! No, we have the answers, Manfred. We already know. I will talk with Ari and see if she wants to come with us. But I warn you, if people find out they will try to stop us. And maybe Ari will betray us. Betrayal is not unknown here. It is no utopia.



 

21.

Zest, Ari and Manfred emerged from the side of Mount Gabriel and climbed out of the pit and down into Barnancleeve Gap, the sky heavily clouded above them. Doesn’t look much different from home, said Ari, shaking the damp from her clothes. Wait till the clouds clear, said Manfred, filling his lungs with the surface air. And then the sun appeared in the heavens and Ari and Zest felt the bare skin of the face and neck and hands start to burn and they cried out in fear and made their way back to the pit to return to Hollow Earth, to be called back by Manfred, who said, You cannot return that way … the balloon will have been blown away and there is no way from the roof to the surface other than falling, and having survived my first wingless plunge into the ocean-lake and the long swim to the shore, I am not keen to repeat the experience. And, what’s more, the membrane is too thick at this time of the year to get back through from the outside in. We need to go to Australia, to what the colonials called Mount Bakewell – Walwalinj to its people, the Ballardong Noongars – to find a way back. I know this because my mother always said, Go to the extinct volcano to find a way through. She said this in hospital in Perth, as her sickness took her away, opened the doors she’d been searching for. I am sure that’s what she meant. That is an entry close to the surface of Hollow Earth and we can climb down from there. But for now, let’s experience the surface together! For the duration, you will adjust to the sun and learn to love it, I’m sure. But it will make us sick, said Zest, And you can’t know what it will do to our biology. That’s true, said Manfred, but there’s no choice. He did not add, I told you so, because he only half had, really, and it would have been spiteful, wouldn’t it? Ari spoke in one of her languages, and for the first and only time, Manfred, sans the translationese properties of the Hollow Earth atmosphere, didn’t understand what she was saying. So he recited to the mountains to the west and north, to the rocky coastline and the islands and the lighthouse flashing through daylight out on its thrown crag of rock:

(i) Grotesque Love: Minotaur

From Euboean Cumae sea-looking people
watch Crete and shudder: the perfume of Pasiphaë,
the odour of bull. Blood in its stone veins,
Minotaur hungry as light in dark corridors.

(ii) A Hundred Mouths, a Hundred Voices: Sibyl 
Prophesies from her Cavern

The rocks of the Point recognised boats

of all sizes. And their sailors. A single oarsman,

a shipwreck in the making. Rough seas shape

in their own image. And the wind works

in tandem, a hundred mouths, a hundred voices.

(iii) Deconsecrating: Secular Worship

In the forums of religion they grow heated

over the right and wrong way to unbless

a church, a temple. To sell a building

closes the matter for some, to say a blessing

for its undoing is enough for others.

The word ‘curse’ might surface if consecration 
is undone by the opposition. The church, 
the temple: theatre, restaurant, community 
hall. As long as souls are safe. Safe as houses.1




 

22.

York by E.Y. Hendersen – ‘from an original sketch, 1857’. The sublime dislocation of reality. It came to Manfred’s mind as they made inroads into the Cork City underworld, where Manfred had a few tenuous connections. Passports. Irish–EU, and Australian. Oh, and American. Costly. Dangerous.



 

23.

Zest took a liking to codeine, Ari to ephedrine.



 

24.

Talk to the wrong people and we’ll be suspected of a folie à trois. Saturated in the imagery of the surface – though with Manfred still affected by the subpar lighting (from his point of view) and the mannerisms of the geography, topography and demography of Hollow Earth – they made a frightening crew to some encountering their dysphoric reactions to stimuli, and an amusing crew to others ... Either manifestation carrying the potential of personally catastrophic outcomes, of misunderstandings and eruptive interactions. Don’t let the systems of the surface get hold of you, Manfred warned. They will chew you up and not spit you out. Never. The joke of permanent records should be taken seriously. The what?



 

25.

It’s a version of Georgism you have operating in sections of Hollow Earth, and as Marx – one of our political philosophers of the surface, whose work I can clearly see now was infiltrated textually by one of your Hollow Earth missionaries – said, to paraphrase in the context of a socialism with an underpinning capitalism: Georgism is ‘the last ditch of capitalism’, or something like that.



 

26.

Manfred tells them he was attracted to confined spaces as a child. He feared and loved them at once. He’d been locked in cupboards among broad bean seedlings nestled in cotton wool and starved of light, pale sprouts reaching through the airless dark and into his bare arms and legs, where they took root. He’d always considered himself part plant, carrying the ghosts of dead seedlings in his flesh. He hungered for broad beans, which he would swallow raw in the hope they’d take root in his gut, sprout, Jack and the Bean Stalk–like, and take him to a higher power. Instead, he went down to Hollow Earth. He went where the roots went. He went to the realm where broad beans had never grown, though he went with seed in his pockets, as always. He planted them in Zest and Ari’s allotment, and they grew into stunted but vigorous bushes that yielded no seed. He paid no thought to possible pathogens on his shoes, clothes, skin, hair, or on the broad bean seeds. He should have. The plunge into the ocean-lake had washed nothing away.



 

27.

Crossing the River Lee, which had been in flood only a few weeks earlier, mute swans loud in their whiteness, an enforcer at his side, an enforcer whose grandfather had been part of the first moments of the civil war, hurling a policeman from a cliff, Manfred thought back to the coming out of the hole on Mount Gabriel. But now he noticed the price of diesel, he wondered about the ornate facade of the madhouse, the Victorian edifice that exploited the gift of the gab, made it ghostly mad. The loop in his head, their emergence, their birth. Hollow Earth was a world of algae, the building blocks of human life. Climbing down the sheep- and horse-manured slopes of Mount Gabriel, over the old red sandstone, over dry walls that were wet and enmossed, through the whitegoods rubbish pit in the scoop out of the peat from which a stream began, through bogs and over bog cotton wisping late as if seasons had been entirely disregarded, he’d thought of the world of meat he was entering. Those animals, he said, pointing to the sheep and cows that Zest and Ari were standing watching in awe. They are bred to be eaten or to give milk and then be slaughtered when they’re old and ‘unproductive’. This is a world of war against all life. And the English ate swans. In the here and now, doing the deal, obtaining the clutch of passports, always climbing down the muddy slopes to Schull where they’d temporarily base themselves (again and again, temporarily, just for the time being, a temporary measure ... ), plotting their expedition to Australia, to the entry point back into Hollow Earth, plotting while looking up to the exit point on Mount Gabriel, looking out over Roaring Water Bay, fixating on Cape Clear Island, thinking about seabirds. Up to Cork City to do more deals, then back to Schull (temporarily a temporary measure ... a step and a step again on the way on the way home) via the Michael Collins ambush point. Mouth of flowers, not far beyond the bend of the river, where the bluebells delight. And that’s what we have. That’s why we sell you these gifts of travel, this diaspora for The Others.



 

28.

The sins of Hollow Earth were psychological but devastating. He realised that only a few days after arriving. There are no utopias possible, he told himself. They quizzed him about the concept of day and night, the impossibility of orbit, of solar systems, galaxies and the universe. The Big Bang they found believable, but laughable. That was the difficulty – they didn’t refuse to accept other possible truths, not at all; rather, they just found them amusing. A closed cosmology was in evidence, and the steady-state theory appealed greatly. All things can be translated, he found, and Manfred’s misery increased with their acceptance of things they had few reference points for. But they tormented each other with the possibility that there was no purpose for existence, and played elaborate games of stirring up feelings of hope and then trashing them. An ontological horror. They so craved purpose, and with no sense of ever leaving the world they were part of in a physical sense, this was purely conceptual — they believed in the ‘mole soul’, but had no aspirations for what Manfred imposed as a ‘cosmology’, of a stratified movement of spirit ... but was this something Manfred was imposing on them, misinterpreting? He wasn’t sure — maybe he couldn’t see beyond his star sign? He clung to that — having a star sign, and this brooded as arrogance. Though there were Hollow Earthers who believed in the caverns below ground (and underworld?), where gravity was devastating, other dimensional possibilities lurked. There were surely parallel Hollow Earths, and much more, they were convinced. But they refused to allow the ground to be penetrated beyond a depth of one kilometre, and none thought of violating that law. For if you do, Hollow Earth will collapse, came the warning. There were ancient tales of what amounted to a singularity opening and a great lake being lost – just gone. Ari climbed stone walls and hugged cows, if they would let her. I will tell you about The Táin, said Manfred. And he did.



 

29.

The Underworlders were particularly interested in hearing the accounts of Zest and Ari’s first contact with the villagers of Schull – somehow legends are made in the horror. Of course, these came via digital communications and later interviews, and had to be retrieved from shadow backups of the old-world World Wide Web, and it was accepted there was much scope for corruption of data over the decades before the ‘bizarre’ stories had become useful, but fortunately, conspiracy sites had logged a lot of it and they had persisted since the switch to telekinetic means of communication and data storage in the contemporary era, and were more readily retrieved from the memory cores of the zealots. Brain-mining was commonplace and cheap, and the conspiracists were mostly incarcerated by the time of the Underworlders.



 

30.

This is called Ardmanagh Road, he told the others. High place of the priests. Priests? They were walking three abreast, having broached a gate and been barked at by a dog, when a tractor with a slurry tanker burst around the corner and bore down upon them. The wind was blowing from behind the beast, with dark clouds gathering again, swallowing the sun, and the stench reached them at the same time as the sound of the machine. Woooo! cried Ari, always sensitive to smells. What on Hollow Earth is that? That, dear Ari, is shit of cows and pigs being used to feed the grass to grow cows so they can shit.



 

31.

What does the expression They don’t care what you do behind closed doors mean, Manfred? asked Ari, rubbing at skin already raw from the brief flashes of sun she’d been exposed to. It means Don’t rub your business in our faces – keep it to yourselves. Is it implying deviant sexual acts? she continued, both amused and bothered. Something like that, Ari. So they are uncomfortable with us all sharing the same hotel room? Yes, I think so. This hotel reopened only a few weeks before I climbed down and splashed into Hollow Earth, reopened after years in the financial doldrums – a husk of a building battered by the Atlantic and Celtic sea winds. Its opening was new hope after the country’s economy crashed, and now it’s been, well … I was down in Hollow Earth for, looking at dates now, almost a year and a half of surface time – one orbit of the sun around the earth plus some months – and I guess they’re still feeling delicate as they’re located near the church. Not that this community is as bothered by the church as some. The sun, said Ari, is vicious and not to be trusted. Ari, you rely on it as much as the surface dwellers do. Though unseen, it is the force your scientists conjecture is ‘beyond’, and it creates your seasons and tides and weather and life as much as it does on the surface. It’s just different. After all, our biologies are essentially the same, though for you having male or female body parts is acceptable while up here it’s a slow process of understanding and acceptance. That is disturbing, isn’t it, Zest? Do we have anything to fear? A little, answered Manfred as honestly as he could, a little but so do all surface dwellers. Surface dwellers obsess over their own bodies, and others’ bodies even more. It’s deep-seated.



 

32.

Zest and Ari enjoyed hearing Manfred’s childhood stories. They often asked him to repeat ones they’d heard before and to augment them with any missed details, hoping he might remember a lost smell or taste or sound. Their senses were alive to narrative. For the fifth or sixth time he recounted his first clear memories. Sitting on the hotel double bed, with the single bed pressed alongside so Ari’s leg didn’t hang out, and looking down onto the park and the cordylines waving sharply at the few boats moored in the harbour, and the snub brutal fishing boats pretending to be benign by the pier, Manfred, an arm around the shoulders of each of his companions, told his tale again, adding a few extra details but losing a few as well – quickly augmented by Ari or Zest so nothing was lost, but rather only gained in the retelling.



 

33.

Alcohol, not manufactured but manifested through natural processes of fermentation, was not part of Hollow Earth’s sensual register, for it had no effect beyond poisoning if taken in excess and was only used as a preservative. Manfred had warned them that consuming alcohol on the surface would affect them, and would have consequences. So when they found the minibar, the temptation proved too much and Ari and Zest swallowed three miniature bottles of scotch and vodka (he wasn’t sure who ended up with which) in rapid succession, which set off a chain reaction that had farreaching consequences for their sense of self-worth and their understanding of their own ontologies. They didn’t act drunk, in a surface sense, but had deep crises of purpose, belonging and identity. There was nothing uplifting and then depressing about it – it was all depressing and depression.



 

34.

The internet and its attendant devices were of unending if ironic amusement and bemusement to them. Most fascinating was the Wikipedia entry ‘Hollow Earth’. Is this where you got your name for us, Manfred? No, no, he laughed. Look at this map, Ari, it’s hilarious! And look at these concentric circles! They roared with laughter, with Roaring Water Bay behind them. Problem is, said Ari, combined, they sort of approach a frightening truth, seen from up here, don’t you think? No, surely not. Then he showed them the phantom island and they paled to green. They were always slightly green, which had brought quips from the woman in the supermarket, who said, Been eating the nettles, dearies? You’re surely a shade of green. The woman didn’t laugh and they realised she wasn’t being humorous, as she had been when they first entered the shop and she was joking about flatulence. I do my fair share and keep the anemometer circling! she’d said. And Manfred said as they went out, You are a tinge green enough for them to notice, but don’t worry, the sun will burn it off. And then he felt guilty and said, Sorry … and then he told them of the famine pits and the depression went deeper. There is nothing to laugh about on the surface, they thought. It is a world written with disturbance. Their affect was out; they couldn’t know how to behave. They wanted to know how intimations of Hollow Earth had reached the surface – why it had to exist in the imaginations of surface dwellers [Ah, those missionaries who went ‘up’ and never returned.] Why surface dwellers had starved each other to death. They continue to do so across the surface of the globe, Manfred admitted. It’s lousy with cruelty.

You have been selective in telling your stories, Manfred. You have lured us here with promises of insights that would help other Hollow Earthers on our return. But you can belong here, said Manfred – through you, humanity can realise it does not hold exclusive rights over existence. So you’re using us? No, sorry … people can never know where you come from. The learning has to start in Hollow Earth and gradually emanate out. It makes little sense to us, Manfred, but I think I also speak for Ari in saying we feel compelled to follow you in this expedition. We want to take nothing back but our learning, nothing back home from this realm of lies and the sun.



 

35.

Utopian fantasies made our mission more achievable – the notion that we are bad and they good engendered a lust for intrusion against the grain. Like the ecologists who in the time of the catastrophic climate change flew around the world studying the evil, and flew around the world speaking of the evil, plus went to conferences and allowed themselves family holidays in remaining beauty spots, who fed our purpose as effectively as any mining redneck they belittled for denying what was happening around them. Those who believed it was happening, as it was, appeased their consciences by trying to bring light to the unconverted. THUS SPAKE THE UNDERWORLDERS, relishing the slippage between Robber Baron and activists, the confusion of roles when in the end the Robber Baron and his crews would reap the profits. The irony fed the boom – the more the collapse was obvious, the more the mining technologists were able to exploit the remaining resources to bring the promise of a secure future against the odds. The world was signed off on, for good. And for the idealists remaining, intimations of Hollow Earth’s purity compelled them to search it out, to plunge where they once had flown, to act as a vanguard in opening the underworld for their missionary zeal, their purpose of saving, as opposed to the Underworlders mission of destruction. Could they see a difference in consequences of their intrusions? Were the Hollow Earthers real beyond being mirrors to their own salvation? Concentric circles, the echoes of Narcissus’s reflection breaking up. You’ve got to love that prefix ‘eco’! The house that God knows who built!



 

36.

We will walk to Mizen Head. Watch out for the machines on the road. Cars. Trucks. Tractors. There is little space when walls are close, have to be wary. Cows. Old red sandstone. Bog. Fields. Cow shit. Plethora of experience. A colonial template aches across the hedgerows. Time to move on. Look, said Ari, that cow is out of the field and trying to get off the road, trying to climb a wall it can’t climb. We must help it. It serves the plates, it serves the language, it serves the gossip, it serves the tourists, it serves the economy, it serves the bull, it tries to serve itself. We must help it go where it needs to go. It returns to the zone of death, Ari.



 

37.

Barleycove – where bales of cocaine washed up on the beach formed by a great quake off the coast of Portugal. Reshaped. And not far from here Marconi signalling a ship. And not far the last sight of Ireland before heading across the depths where lost atomic weapons nestled close to the roof of Hollow Earth. Eager to facilitate the opening, the pouring of the Atlantic into the world below. I have a friend, a boy I briefly went to school with in Schull, said Manfred, who had made a documentary about that cocaine bust. I would like to see the pods being harvested, said Ari. That’s on another continent, Ari. We will go there if our search suggests a need. One day. Soon, said Ari, who loved the high.



 

38.

We are bereft of devices, said Manfred. I must acquire a phone so you can connect with this world. We need to get to Bantry. I will ask the bookshop owner, another old schoolfriend, if he will drive us there. I am sure it will happen. I will catch the bus to Cork City and hire the car again. The order of things. We need to plan more – we are stumbling from day to day, walking in the soft rain, the mists. We are never warm, we are always damp. I speak like this because I am recalling William R. Bradshaw’s The Goddess of Atvatabar, which as soon as we have a phone you can enjoy, speaking and reading English and all other surface languages as you do! I know you’re sick of hearing me recite from that and Journey to the Centre of the Earth, and I know I transcribed large tracts from memory for you to entertain yourselves with down in Hollow Earth, but soon you will encounter the texts extant! We will wear witch hats and dress up in Halloween costumes and toy with the veneer between worlds. The new imperialism? Manfred explained nothing and mocked everything. The coincidences of existence were wonderful to him. He did not feel compelled to explain the leaps in the narrative of their encounter with the surface, any more than Zest and Ari had explained the disjunctions of his encounters in Hollow Earth. Then he said, But we will need wheels – I’m sick of cadging lifts and catching buses. Then I can drive you around to see the sights. I have to get to the bank as well. My credit card still works, but my other accounts have seized up – so long inactive. Mind you, we could get that done in Bantry or Skibbereen. I’ve still got some of my mother’s inheritance money left. We’ll manage for a few months without working. You see, without such explanations we can’t progress forward, and ultimately without them we can’t get back to Hollow Earth. Up here, there is no story without moolah, dosh, cash, money. The leader of the expedition remains ever mindful of mountains of gold to be discovered and plundered. Disgusting, ain’t it? Zest and Ari rolled on the bed and pleasured themselves. We feel so lightweight here, they said. Gravity is such a drag. Well, said Manfred, according to Bradshaw, Hollow Earth being attracting gravity-wise from both sides of the shell makes you ‘light as a feather’ and you can bounce around to your heart’s content. And there’s a red sun that never gives night that hovers some three and a half thousand miles or so overhead. Life in the round. Life between gravities. So what do you think of that?! Zest and Ari were disturbed by his odd way of speaking. Is he a machine? their eyes asked each other. He is filling in the gaps as he goes, he is making the progress of our souls function in his reality. And as if on cue, Manfred recited a favourite bit from Bradshaw: ‘‘The whole thing,’ said Flathootly, ‘is as clear as mud. I’m glad to know, sorr, I haven’t lost me entire constitution at all evints, an’ if I can only carry home what weight I’ve got lift I’ll make a fortune in a dime museum.’’ And then Manfred’s eyes began rolling and he frothed, All hail to Plutusia! Glorious interior world where such exploitations await the surfacedwelling capitalists, where they can forget about land rights and refugees, where all inhabitants are the other. Us and them!



 

39.

We thought what a cry of joy would electrify both planets when through our instrumentality they first knew of each other’s existence. We alone possessed the tremendous secret! Then, what possibilities of commerce! What keen and glorious revelations of art! What unfolding of the secrets of nature each world would find in the other! What inventions rival nations would discover in either world, and here for the outer world what possible mountains of gold, what quarries of jewels! What means of empire and joy and love! But such thoughts were too vast for wearied souls. We were stunned by such conceptions, and, yielding to nature, sank into a dreamless sleep.2




 

38.

What is that language, Manfred? That’s Irish – strange that you can’t understand it when English, French, German, Italian and Chinese present no problems. Nor any problems for my understanding your speech. I’ve just taken it for granted we could speak anywhere with anyone. But clearly not Irish. Hmmm, I recall this passage from Bradshaw – maybe Irish is one step too far: Again the stranger smote his breast, exclaiming: ‘Plothoy, wayleal ar Atvatabar.’

‘Well, of all the lingoes I iver heard,’ said Flathootly, ‘this is the worst case yet. It bates Irish, which is the toughest langwidge to larn undher the sun. What langwidge do you call that, sorr?’3




 

40.

Yes, as all Romans must have been white according to the critics of Professor Mary Beard, so too we have English as the core from which, through time and space, meaning emanates. All languages, you say, are transpositions of the colonial language. I will teach you of hybridity, I will teach you of transposition. It all templates into place – no excuse for speaking jibber jabber. This colonial oomph is to be validated by the evidence of Bradshaw again. Note: ‘It seems to me to be a miraculous transposition of the English language …’:

Professor Goldrock, besides being a naturalist, was an adept in language. He stated that our captive appeared to be either a soldier or courier or coastguard of his country, which was evidently indicated by the last word, Atvatabar. ‘Let us take for granted,’ said he, ‘that “Plothoy” is his name and “Atvatabar” his country. We have left the two words “wayleal ar.” Now the pronunciation and grouping of the letters leads me to think that the words resemble the English language more nearly than any other tongue. The word “wayleal” has the same number of letters as “soldier” and “courier,” and I note that the fourth and last letters are identical in both “courier” and “wayleal.” On the supposition that both words are identical we might compare them thus:

c is w

o “ a

u “ y

r “ l

i “ e

e “ i or a

r “ 1

The word “waylei”’ or “wayleal” means to us leal or strong – by the way, a very good name for a soldier.’ At this moment our mysterious friend yelled out: ‘Plothoy, wayleal ar Atvatabar, em Bilbimtesirol!’4

So, you see, there is no language problem, ever, when the imperialist urge overwhelms us. All is made clear. Except for Irish, which my distant relatives gave up to approximate being English in the colonies, in the colonies … another story, but we’ll get back to it, told already in so many different ways.




 

41.

Collecting hail from buffalo grass at the age of nine, Manfred learned that the moment is eternity if you wish it so. He knew the hail would become water – no being disappointed or bemused by the melting. What mattered was that he collected it and it lasted a moment, congealing into a lump – a crystal ball, an oracle. His superstitions were practical, and he crossed knives to see if a fight would eventuate, though he didn’t want or like fights to happen. He decided he needed just enough science, and no more. He wished, really, to become a mountain climber, all the more because he lived on a coastal plain with a scarp which only rose a few hundred metres and even then at a reasonably gradual rate. A bit of rock climbing around brooks in the hills, but no mountains to speak of. He considered mountain climbing as an extension of walking under a ladder, an extension ladder. Fury was possible beneath, on top, falling. He said to his mother, The proposition of circles in a sun rising over K2. His mother asked him how many suns there were. He said, I cannot tell the time properly on a hand clock, Mum. That doesn’t matter, said his mum. Those clocks lie. The aliens made those clocks – their gift of certainty. Time is anomalous. She drew him a different sort of clock, a clock driven by melting hail, not a spring.



 

42.

By principal of transposition, Zest was a firebug of a ‘minor sort’. The furze fires excited her. She said, As a child I would have lit them without a second thought. Received pronunciation. The textures of burn. And ash. We too have the marks on our foreheads, she told the priest, but under her breath as his robes flapped in the wind … like … like … she was making similes apropos already … gulls. I burnt my fingers touching what I shouldn’t touch, she said. You are an arsonist, said the teacher of the place without religion. I set fire to my own hopes, she said. But Ari was a quencher, and she doused my ardour, though she liked to think of herself as a go-getter. You’ve got to remember, Manfred, we don’t have ‘experiences’, per se … All is what you call a dynamic equivalence. You forgot so easily so easily our ways our ways so easily, now you’re back in your ways, the where you come from, the effort fading. We fit your shape? We transpose to English? The polar swill through the hole. Interior sun. Bloody red waste?



 

43.

A dialectics of family, that’s what, said Manfred to the bookshop proprietor. You have a wife and five children, and your mother’s father lives with you, too, and you have three dogs. You made your family fast – we’re the same age. My wife had triplets, his friend replied. Yes, and wonderful they are. And I have Ari and Zest. They are my family now. I had another family once, but they disowned me after my mother passed. Why? Is that rhetorical, or do you seriously want the goss? The answers are to be found in gleaning the walls of fiction you have here. You’d never censor a novel – a work of art – so why pry into my past? It would only serve the censorship board that is the town. You remember my mother? She was a strange lady, said his friend. My mother never wanted to be understood after her death, she wanted to be heard while she was alive. She was onto something. Are you saying this? asked Manfred, or did I just say it? She always said, There’s more to Ireland than booze, Manfred.



 

44.

A train once ran through Ballydehob, across the estuarial river mouth, over the narrow bridge, over the clusters of mute swans with their secrets they could share but choose not to – good self-protection. To climb away up into the low, boggy mountains, enveloped by clouds. Not the train though, it never went that way, rather taking the coast. Unprofitable, like the waves of English hippies that arrived late sixties early seventies, an imploding recolonising. But heading towards Schull past the rubbish tip hacked into the bog, snippet of protected Derreennatra Bog urging slender cottongrass to speak out against the toxins. Manfred wandered the hills and rocky places. He found standing stones on their sides, he sought out their roots, the reaching down, the transference of sunlight into the depths. Subterranean lives. The passage through when the sun was perfectly positioned.



 

45.

We feel we will be flung outwards, looking at the night sky, said Zest. Those are suns and planets like earth? Mainly stars, Zest, and there’s an infinite number in terms of the kind of numbers we can comprehend. Meaning there’s a finite number, said Ari. Yes, said Manfred, feeling his face flush and his toes wriggle against the constraints of new shoes bought in the village shop, which didn’t have a range of deck shoes extending to his size thirteen – he was squeezing into equivalent twelves. Always equivalents. So many different scales. On Hollow Earth he was, in equivalent terms, a size Z.



 

46.

Why are they – you – so stuck on chronology, Manfred? Because when they destroy a forest, or attack a city or drive a car into a crowd, it affects the future present. Yes, and as you know we don’t deny the movement of time, but a belief in the absolute nature of cause and effect impels such destructive acts. Why don’t they, Ari chipped in, believe that consequences pre-exist the crime? Why do they always have to be going somewhere, to be acquiring? Knowledge is always there, and pre-exists and post-exists. It’s just access, and openness – receptivity. Because, said Manfred, surface dwellers see shooting stars and know entire histories have died long before they see them die, and it impels them to force things along. Crisis as epiphany. Well, said Zest, I refuse to participate. Yesterday we saw an island full of birds and flowering hedges, and now we look across the harbour, out to the island, and it is burning all over. Now we hear those fires are out of control. Are we in your ‘summer’ now? You said it wasn’t legal. You make rules you don’t live by?



 

47.

Ari and Zest felt compelled to use the ‘accessible’ toilets when out in public. As an expression of solidarity and resistance. Manfred told them about satire, God, and keeping a journal. He said, Up here, science and existence are at odds.



 

48.

They are pacifists, Manfred told the farmer visiting Schull from Australia as he eyed off Ari and Zest, rubbing his crotch in an aggressive manner. Well, I’m not, mate, he said. I have guns at home, but I keep them in a steel cabinet. Furthermore, I am a knight of faith. I am a patriot, too.



 

49.

There were no brochures showing the beauty of Hollow Earth.



 

50.

Every atomic weapon detonation was felt in Hollow Earth, and if a chronology existed in any real form it was the marking of these in a new temporality. The first explosions were marked as the beginning of what transposes as ‘time’.



 

51.

Film festival time – they watch a long film along with selections of shorts. François Truffaut’s Jules et Jim – Ari taps her own head and says, too loud, Is this supposed to be hollow? And Zest says, too loud, Ari, there is always something in a sphere.



 

52.

We don’t expect our excess labour given for the wellbeing of the community to mean excess leisure or material gain for ourselves, Ari told the dealer, who snarled and said, Well, darl, a packet will still cost you thirty euro.



 

53.

We need more money, Manfred. This drug makes us receptive. Not for long, said Manfred – soon it will make you chaotic and slow. Your connection with nature will short-circuit. We don’t know how to connect with nature up here, Manfred. None of the creatures or the earth or the water speak to us, and the sky yells at us, especially at night. It is hard to cope with. Zest suggests that we use the computer and show ourselves naked and making love – with you too, if you like – and charge for it. Zest has picked up computers and the web really fast, in case you haven’t noticed. She feels sad for those forced into pornography, but what else can we do? You’re biologically a little different, Ari, and that will draw attention to you … to us. Only different if you want to think like that, Manfred. We are learning that to be human is to be many biologies. That’s the only positive we’re discovering in the ‘human condition’ – the surface world so shaped and abused by you. In the end, all fair notions will subside under the weight of the drug, Ari. But it’s so light, Manfred, and its crystals catch the light like the sky of Hollow Earth. We yearn for the return you promise, but we fear it will never come.



 

54.

Manfred was shaking. His heart felt arrhythmic. He was fast, very fast, and he wasn’t using the drug. Something is wrong with my thyroid, he said. It happened years ago but it was pulled back into line – I know it’s coming back. I am entering thyrotoxicosis! he said, none too calmly. Ari and Zest were angry and excited and feeling on top of the situation. Ari said: Fuck, Manfred, we’re on top of the world! You’re just out of kilter because you have no understanding of the shifts, the magnetic weather of the outer core. You’re racing against direction and, ‘time’, as you call it.



 

55.

They were – it seemed too sudden but it wasn’t, not really – in a house in Fremantle, Western Australia, pooling their money to head out to South Lake to score. There are flights via Dubai from Dublin now. They were at the house of an Irish guy who had been in Western Australia for a decade. He was a smalltime dealer but was out of gear and was going in on a packet, but was ensuring he’d get the better of it – being the only one allowed to go into the house of the next up the ladder to pick it up. He would, of course, cut it again before coming back. But what else could they do? They were all hanging out. Zest, Ari, Boog and his wife, Nina, had decided Manfred would go with Boog to keep an eye out, because Manfred was sober but hyperactive with thyrotoxicosis. We’ll cook up a feed for youse, said Nina, who was excited and aggressive and love-saturated all at once. She hugged and kissed and stroked Ari and Zest, and then sat at the kitchen table with her head in her hands, sighing and saying, I’ve gotta get out of this, gotta get away, gotta get clean. Then she leapt up and said, Come on, everyone, let’s get peeling and washing and dicing and cookin’! And picking out a few spuds from a cupboard, she said, Boog won’t let me go to the pick-ups because the big dealers are a racist couple with white supremacy shit all round the house and the one time I went there they kept asking me where I was from. I’m from here, I said, and they said, Nah, Boog is from here. No, I said, he’s from Ireland. And you’re from Ooga Booga Land, they laughed. Seriously, they were the exact words. I mean, they got a racist insult, a pun on Boog’s name, and a salacious suggestion in there re us as a couple, all at once. I mean, man, thinkers! He’s got tatts that went septic and she’s picked the pimples on her face so bad she has holes. They donate money to the Australian Patriots and One Nation. So we’re aiding and abetting by scoring. Manfred said to me once ... when was that? anyways, he said, Your addiction is everyone’s suffering. That guy! Anyway, Manfred has always been weird and antisocial, continued Nina, adding, randomly, and almost sadly,Well, Boog is hung like a horse, and Manfred’s, well, different. As if that has anything to do with anything, really. It’s a complex pathology. I’m a mass of contradictions, said Nina, crying onto the potatoes which were naked and uncomfortable and blueish in the late afternoon light streaming in over the South Beach dunes, the sun a school of hardy heads erupting in the half-depths, and a set of ship mast pines worrying the foreshore.



 

56.

The dinner was growing cold and the mood was desolate and agitated as Boog and Manfred were taking forever and Boog was not calling or answering his phone. Chess. No concentration. Let’s try. And then Boog was there, powderless, crystal-less … But I have a sheet of trips – Green Dragons! Manfred was everywhere at once.



 

57.

Hallucination in Hollow Earth was as close to religion as it got. You treat us as one, Manfred, which is reductive – we are two, at least, often many more. You and your personal subjectivity and your orgasm-driven spirituality.



 

58.

I suppose we’d say Hesk was similar to Basho, really, said Manfred to Ari who was Zest and maybe even Nina. Boog was painting the wall with fingers of colour.



 

59.

Why do they always send the Tactical Response Group? yelled Boog.



 

60.

Over the back fence, the trio vaulted into a world of cacti. And the apple tree from the Newton Institute hovered over the heated swimming pool where Mrs Dressel swam naked. Manfred went to the edge and called her a mermaid, and looked past her down into the reef world of St Georges Beach, Geraldton. My mum used to swim there too, lamented Manfred. And here am I, at the altar of authority, so full of doubt! He saw a sea snake swimming close to the shore – it looked like a tilde. He thought of the Batavia wrecked on the Abrolhos, and the killing spree that ensued. That was my mother’s name, he said to himself. Lucretia. She resisted them all.



 

61.

The hole – as wide a piece of poly pipe – he discovered in his grandparents’ garden was the first sign that access to an interior world might be literally possible. He was deep in the corner block’s back garden, and had been watching other children playing games on the Quiet Road from his hiding place in the mulberry tree, when he climbed down and thought, I will ask if I can play with them, but his shyness got the better of him, and he retreated across Gravel World, past the vegetable garden and behind the Big Shadehouse. It was among ferns dappled with shadows but wilting where the sun made contact that he saw the opening. A hole that went down down into an old bomb shelter from the war. He went inside to his bedroom and got a pencil torch and went out and shone it down. It went down beyond the reach of the beam. Then he got a roll of fishing line from his grandfather’s tackle box in the garden shed, attached a sinker, and went back to the hole, lowered it down down and it went and went and used metres and metres of line. He was excited! Who needed other kids – here was an entry to another world, here was something to get lost in. He feared getting lost, and desired it. A crow landed in the lemon tree – a massive crow that looked like it had come down from over the hills where his old home on the farm had been, his home burnt to the ground when lightning lit the paddocks and the fire rolled so fast at the height of summer in a roaring northerly and ate everything. He has been staying with his grandparents, who said, Your father will never return and your mother has lost her marbles. She has mentally perished. Perished. That’s the word the papers used. He went to school there, near his grandparents’ house, the hole, the bomb shelter, as well. His grandparents owned the farm where his uncle lived, and Manfred knew the crow came from there. He often talked with the crow. Crow, I have found a secret place and one day I will work out how to get down there. Down there is where the miners go to destroy the world. I will go there first and shut them out, block the way. There will be no life down there for them. It is nowlife, not afterlife. He recited to the crow in Latin that his mother had taught him, that he would remember on the edge of his life in a different way. His older self would translate:

Through the tepid world of detachment 
we trudge towards a fork in the road; 
beneath those impressive walls of Dis runs 
the road to Elysium, but breaking left 
the road rushes down to the fortress 
of Tartarus, where Phlegethon boils lust 
against rock in a fury of fevered blood, 
its gates watched over by that grotesque 
insomniac, Tisiphone, internalising chain-
gang supreme punishment beyond imagination – 
the sisterhood of the lash doesn’t play nice 
with rules in there and vengeance swings 
wicked gates agape so the Hydra’s sixty 
throats can suck you down. And within, 
O how the mighty have fallen: magnates 
of iron and uranium, lead and gold, polluted 
rivers and armament factories: all their owners, 
even those who paid their workers well, repeat 
names of weapons they’ve helped manufacture: 
Thunderbolt, Exocet, Patriot are just a few 
you recognise. Complexes spread far further 
than nine acres. Measure up from the low point 
of manufacture, streamlined with pain.



 

62.

A year after he discovered that too-narrow entry to Hollow Earth in his grandparents’ garden – his garden, too – his grandfather shared ‘details’ about the bomb shelter under the fern bed near the lemon tree. I dug it early in 1941, he said, and filled it in after the war. I filled it in with the sand I’d dug out of it, and we buried all sorts of rubbish in there as well – broken cupboards, a dressmaker’s dummy that had gone too long in the tooth, broken clay garden pots … that kind of thing. Oh, and maybe a few gasmasks still in their boxes. Manfred grew obsessed and wanted to dig it up. It’s like an ancient Egyptian tomb, he said. Grandpa joked, If you dug down there you’d just about come out in Egypt, maybe at the Great Pyramid. But you’d hit the Bunker World first, said Manfred. No, no … no digging around, Manfred, leave your nanna’s ferns where they are. Manfred knew he could never get away with digging it out yet; Grandpa said he’d inherit the place one day and then he could dig to his heart’s content. Manfred didn’t want his grandparents to die so he discovered the glories of delayed gratification, but this didn’t stop him going through potential future scenarios with Crow or drawing maps and cross-sections and profiles which grew more and more sophisticated as the years went by. It was his narrative. The gasmasks haunted him as much as the filled-in hollow space enticed him.



 

63.

Both Ari and Zest had suffered colds and now they were lingering. Bacterial infections set in readily – even a minor cut became infected and would take weeks to heal. They were frequently unwell, though persisted as if they weren’t, caught up in a swirl of polydrug use, self-medicating. Ari pushed Manfred about family, and about his family in particular. They seem to all be dead and yet alive, she said. And alive and dead at the same time. That’s true, said Manfred. In the northern hemisphere, there are nettles around the tombs, but here there are everlastings.



 

64.

Zest focused on climate change. She was astonished that surface people destroyed their world and by extension the world of Hollow Earth. She had to get back to warn her world. It would listen – it always listened. That was the difference. That and militarism and industrial capitalism and fascism and environmental destruction. They invent notions of utopias up here, she said, to ward off facing responsibilities. Ours is no utopia – it just is. The surface world is a psychosis.



 

65.

At one of his many and various schools, he had two half-friends who were male and two half-friends who were called female and were made to play sports with the girls and had to use the girls’ toilets, but dressed like boys and were given shit for it. They didn’t really like Manfred but appreciated that he didn’t verbally or physically abuse them. Actually, he fantasised over them, and masturbated to their pictures in the yearbook from the preceding year, though he wasn’t in any of their classes then. But they managed to work together, to sit together, to be together – teachers had tried separating them, but they had no good reason and eventually reason was seen and they were let be. Manfred was intrigued as to why reason had been seen, as he could discern no reason at all operating in any capacity at school among teachers, students or parents. So May and Nina (a different Nina, he insisted, not the Nina married to Boog) were half-friends who acknowledged his existence but found him uninteresting. Darryl and Brett were half-friends who had invited him to their houses on one occasion each, and had gone to his place on two occasions each. They swapped postage stamps, information on astronomy, and dirty jokes on an irregular basis. Darryl and Brett were full friends who suffered for having undescended testicles throughout lower high school.



 

66.

Nanna took him to church because his mother and father had. But she was doubtful, and Grandpa called it a ‘load of hogwash’. May and Nina had different surnames and no one knew they were legally sisters, because they told no one and their parents never showed themselves at the school, but they were. The teachers seemed to be unware as well.



 

67.

The truth be told, Hollow Earth could only be portrayed in isometric projection. Manfred’s attempts at creating a 3D model fell flat. It resisted holographic projections entirely.



 

68.

It’s a folie à trois, the mental health services people concluded, but legal, so what could they do? They’ve committed no crime outside drug usage, and they’ve never been caught in possession. And even the blood tests for the two non-binary subjects are inconclusive. Their white blood cell count is out of this world.



 

69.

When wallflower boys gather together and get drunk in a one-off show of solidarity, all hell will let loose, and no matter the catastrophe, in the light of day it will seem impossible that it ever happened – the evidence of their failed, recessive characters stands them in good stead in the court of blame. They are just too insignificant, too irrelevant to be held responsible. Though a guilty verdict would rid local society of them once and for all – the irritants – it would also bestow on them a rebelliousness that would exceed all the hard work of the cooler boys, all the adequate marks and star-status football playing while drinking and fucking, the insider-outsider status the acceptable rebels had worked so hard for through high school. And this is how, after such an extreme set of events, the wallflower boys got off scot-free. But Manfred – who had managed to convince May and Nina to go with him to the school dance, against all the odds and against his own strong desire not to attend – didn’t even rate as a wallflower and his mere presence meant utter condemnation from all sides, all parties. A boy with two females, as the ‘one night in a lifetime’ girls and the ‘we’re gonna get some tonight’ boys and the wallflower boys and the wallflower girls all said, was just weird! Even the goth kids looked on suspiciously, and they travelled in degendering packs.



 

70.

I would like to go back to the farm, he said, maybe even run it. His grandparents, so old now, looked askance and then walked off in different directions – Nanna to her small shadehouse and Grandpa to study the camellias. And Auntie said, Uncle doesn’t want you there, Manfred, sorry. He thinks you have ‘issues’ – that you take after his sister, your mum. Sorry. Manfred appreciated their frankness.



 

71.

Wells on the farm had largely been filled in, but one was still active if a little saline – just within potable limits. He sat on its unstable rim and stared down at his filmic reflection: an oily tinge formed from the needle-fall of she-oaks which spoke a language he couldn’t understand but felt deep inside was someone else’s and that he was intruding. But he felt this in the city as well, as if the ferns planted over the bomb shelter were telling him the land had been disturbed and compensation was needed. The well burnt his sight when the sun came high overhead, shining right through the back of his head, his long, matted hair forming a Medusa reply of snakes. Over the months of being back on the farm, living in his caravan, he’d seen a gwarder and two dugites, which he’d identified from the Reptiles of Western Australia book. Where the old house had burnt there stood a chimney and some asbestos sheeting and little else. It was grown over with dead creepers, as if the creepers had never been alive. They’d taken the remains of the body from in there, risking asbestosis. The whole houseyard area had then been left, though the many paddocks had been leased to a neighbouring family, who had cropped them to dust and ghosts.



 

72.

They watch Truffaut’s Les Deux Anglaises et le Continent – Ann Brown, Claud Roc, Muriel Brown. Ari asked, Are they breaking down the barriers and crossing the boundaries or reinforcing them from another set of angles? The pun on angles had Manfred in hysterics.



 

73.

Wearing a floppy pink hat and shiny gold knickers, Manfred walked crisply down the river suburb street overhung with jacaranda blossom. He did not swan and he tried to ignore the shouts of derision from ladies in BMWs. One ute with a cement mixer in the back slowed down, and someone wolf-whistled, but he didn’t look. He stopped on a street corner, and recited from memory, with the comedy of death resonating below the surface, Théophile Gautier’s ‘A une robe rose’:

Que tu me plais dans cette robe 
Qui te déshabille si bien,
Faisant jaillir ta gorge en globe,
Montrant tout nu ton bras païen!

Frêle comme une aile d’abeille,
Frais comme un coeur de rose-thé,
Son tissu, caresse vermeille,
Voltige autour de ta beauté.

De l’épiderme sur la soie 
Glissent des frissons argentés,
Et l’étoffe à la chair renvoie 
Ses éclairs roses reflétés.

D’où te vient cette robe étrange 
Qui semble faite de ta chair,
Trame vivante qui mélange 
Avec ta peau son rose clair?

Est-ce à la rougeur de l’aurore,
A la coquille de Vénus,
Au bouton de sein près d’éclore,
Que sont pris ces tons inconnus?

Ou bien l’étoffe est-elle teinte 
Dans les roses de ta pudeur?
Non; vingt fois modelée et peinte,
Ta forme connaît sa splendeur.

Jetant le voile qui te pèse,
Réalité que l’art rêva,
Comme la princesse Borghèse 
Tu poserais pour Canova.

Et ces plis roses sont les lèvres 
De mes désirs inapaisés,
Mettant au corps dont tu les sèvres 
Une tunique de baisers.

He was twenty, in manifest pain, which was detected in his voice by the girl watching through the window as she studied for her TEE, her mother making her a hot chocolate and calling from the kitchen, It’s a warm day but this will give you a boost. The girl wrestled her jeans into comfort, pushed a strand of errant hair back off her face and thought, I’ve had enough of physics, I will focus on my French exam.



 

74.

Ari and Zest had arrived in Australia on EU passports with Irish heritage. The passports were excellent forgeries. As intimated, they had been bought in Cork City, using up most of Manfred’s remaining savings. The rest of the money bought tickets to Western Australia for the three of them. Flying changed Ari’s and Zest’s skin colour from a lime-green tinge to a hazy emerald. They looked off-colour but not alien. They were quizzed passing through Customs, though, as they possessed very little baggage – only what they’d scaped in second-hand shops over their time in West Cork, plus their original clothing, which looked remarkably like early Swinging Sixties London get-up. They attracted attention, but not too much. They were asked if they spoke English, and Zest replied, Almost all Irish people speak English, though we prefer Irish. Speaking all surface languages inherently and a priori with the exception of Irish, they both broke into Irish with the pride of having ‘picked it up quickly’, and did a little stepdance. We are of the Celtic twilight, they said. Have you been among farm animals? the Customs officer asked.



 

75.

Racial profiling.



 

76.

Though there were no religions in Hollow Earth per se, all living things were seen as gods and respected as such. As noted, plants were eaten, but not animals. On the surface, Ari and Zest constantly recoiled in horror. Manfred protected them from the brutality as much as he could, but they smelt a slaughter house when passing one day and went to investigate, never having truly made the connection between butcher’s shop windows, people’s plates, and the creatures they saw contained behind fences. I have been trying to tell you about the cows, said Manfred.



 

77.

The threat of nuclear conflagration obsessed them and they couldn’t understand how people went about their daily business, the actuality reduced to a few flashes on mobile phone screens. Communications in Hollow Earth were quite sophisticated – all done via a crystallography that inflected off the sky’s roof – so the rapid dispersal of news wasn’t news to them. But the bullying, cajoling and ultimate ineffectuality of social media were bemusing. They became news junkies, but only because they couldn’t assimilate their fate and the fate of Hollow Earth with the cascading stupidities of the surface. So all events in their own journeys were consciously broadcast into the events of the surface world. They had a revelation of horror building like an accumulation of lead or mercury in body tissue, and no doubt in them, too.



 

78.

‘Bomb’. Onomatopoeia. Imitative origins. Really, how hard is horror to translate?



 

79.

A bomb falls on the forest and kills animals and people and trees. Houses and machinery are destroyed. Everything is destroyed and in the destruction are many noises. Aftertaste of emptiness but death. Paradox. And a rendering of a state of unbeing into language. How, they wonder. Ari says: Gitaigo. And Zest says, as a consequence: Giseigo and giongo. Is that a question? asks Manfred, who, as always, tries to follow.



 

80.

People are not interested if the event doesn’t involve some human agency, which, being presented as event must at least involve observation, mediation and presentation. Therefore, all events contain or reflect human agency? Even one of your so-called shooting stars or the moon having a face? Yes, even those. So Boog said in one of his rare cogent moments, calling on his university years and showing his ‘double major’ knowledge catchment. He added, smirking, I am a biological determinist, especially when I’m tripping. Manfred laughed. What a load of bullshit, Boog. You’re better when you’re yelling at the footy on the telly! Boog stared and seemed to grind a few cogs. What do you mean, your so-called shooting stars? Nothing, said Zest, nothing – I just meant yours specifically because you’re the centre of the Freo drug universe. I am, aren’t I? said Boog, I’m cock of the walk! Boog was happy, even if his body was almost giving up the ghost.



 

81.

It’s humorous watching someone being confronted with something they’ve never seen or experienced before, when all around them are over-familiar with that experience. That was Boog’s level of humour. It’s normal for them, strange and alienating for the stranger. But you, Zest and Ari, both seem to adapt almost immediately and don’t show much wonder. It’s disheartening, said Manfred in a bleak and selfish moment. He had many such moments, even if he couldn’t recognise them for what they were. Sorry, I accept that ‘humorous’ is a red rag to a bull, which is a bullfighting metaphor, and I am sorry for that too. I’m too stoned, said Manfred, who was rapidly losing his way and his self-imposed code of conduct, and in doing so complying more and more with the code of conduct of the society around him. He didn’t even recognise the ‘him’, and never really had, so he could see he was going to the dogs. Boog was in stitches – a far more compliant citizen than the police and the courts might like to think.



 

82.

Zest went off on her own, a rare thing, after she discovered Ari was keeping a secret diary. This wasn’t as shocking as being confronted with the industrial-military complexes of the surface, but shocking nonetheless. No showing their shock: Hollow Earthers tended to vacate their social circle and go off alone to build the spirits. Zest’s way was to study a small patch of ground intensely for a lengthy stretch without eating, drinking, sleeping or abluting. Her-his-their body would be contained, and would experience the shifts of the earth. But even this was never seen as a private act in Hollow Earth. She-he-they was deeply disturbed. It flashed across her mind – the liberation of the language of cliché – she knew what it meant, flashed across the mind, really knew, down deep: maybe Ari was having sex with others without her. She found this terrifying, even horrific. Ari could betray, could sell her out. Zest had always known it was possible.



 

83.

There was no concept of Hell in Hollow Earth, though there was a plant whose name equated with Hell – a hallucinogen whose leaves produced intensely confronting and sensory disruptive effects. It was consumed only a few times in a lifetime, but by most people: as a coming-of-age experience, as a change-of-life stimulant to altering paths, and, for those who were aware, as a prelude to impending death.



 

84.

It was the clouds. That’s why they were in Tübingen. Flying made Ari and Zest vomit. They couldn’t eat or sleep, and watching movies made them agitated. Movies. Television. Concepts and materialisms they’d never adjust to. And the entry through Walwalinj had denied them – closed over so long ago, the volcano would not yield. They had gone there and been swarmed by paragliders and hang-gliders. These intrepids had so damaged the rare flora that the codes of entry had been obscured and lost. My mother could read the alpine wheatbelt orchids, said Manfred, and only up here do they grow, and the leisurists have killed them off. The people’s whose land this is would know how to translate the rocks, the country, but landowners of impeccable whiteness have prevented their return. One day the way will open, but not now, and not in time for us. The destruction around them made them weep. Manfred, operating by torchlight: All can see us, we are a beacon, he said. This would configure their days to come and will feature large in the narrative. We will be back. But for now, Tübingen and the clouds. The horrific history of Germany and the ability of the state to facilitate expressions of the evil in the human soul, and the fact that so many who were not Nazis went along silently, letting it happen, including visitors to the country in the late 1930s, and Australian writers who were affiliated with the Hitler Youth with it all forgotten in their new Australian quirkiness, so celebrated by critics, compelled them to seek out openings to truth, to the integrity of Hollow Earth.



 

85.

Fasnet was a Hell Zest and Ari could recognise. We verge on it sometimes in Hollow Earth ... Zest knew something indissoluble and irreconcilable was taking place within. We come close to this, she said, but it is not systemised. But it’s those in positions of power – not that surface dwellers would even be able to detect differences in power, as all seemed treated the same and treating each other the same; not even Manfred after a year could sense who was and wasn’t ‘in power’ in any particular capacity. But there were nuances, even if they were in constant flux so power couldn’t consolidate, but people did anticipate elevation and loss and there were adrenaline and endorphin rushes associated with such movements. So when the Dreege came upon them, they knew it was because the power was gaining momentum and many of them acted the fool and did what they would never do, treating others as inferiors and gloating over their own personal accomplishments. It was a hideous time that many thought necessary, though Zest never did. Manfred experienced one such ‘celebration’ and was urinated and defecated on by both Ari and Zest (who only urinated, in truth – defecation was where she pulled up short), and it couldn’t be said he enjoyed it. He told them of a scene in Portnoy’s Complaint and why it undid the author. Both had read the book at Boog’s place. Boog had a good book collection. He liked literature.



 

86.

The clouds were grammar and a hook and a mirror. They stayed constant while the rest of the sky changed. They hovered around the Swabian Jura and over deep fields of wheat moving towards harvest — the beheading. Over the town square the clouds attracted the cameras of tourists and locals alike. A rain shower passed and blotted the Schloss out a little, but the clouds – those clouds – stayed the same. It’s a different world up there, said Zest. It’s just a phenomenon, said Manfred. Like Hollow Earth? said Ari.



 

87.

The Old Professors gathered outside the Hölderlinturm, pressed against the wall looking over the river, as the student galleys battered the river gods into submission. On the Neckar’s island families strolled under the plane trees and thought of peace. It happens, even in places of such violent history and thinking. The Old Professors weren’t going to let Manfred and his hangers-on into the sacred tower to speak their foolery. Manfred had volunteered to talk about Hölderlin’s influence on his life as an ‘adventurer’. I carried his works to the top of K2, he told them. He had never climbed K2, though he had been close-ish in a plane that flew out of Kathmandu on one of those final journeys with his mother. Maybe he was sixteen at the time – it was during a Christmas school holiday. But he carried those Hölderlin texts in translation! screamed the professors, worried about their standing among the Klansmen of the frat houses and their little wreaths of Nazism, lingering lingering. ‘Concordia firmat fortes!’ they shrieked into the lantern-lit night, and stood as one against the oncoming tide.



 

88.

About now – diagetically and in our own relative times – the trio became aware they were being stalked. Whatever they did echoed and came back as slightly rewritten. It was uncanny and unnerving. Ari had been reading Freud – and enjoying him. Ari desperately wanted to understand, to comprehend ‘the phallus’, finding the concept and it humorous, sad, infuriating, threatening, ridiculous and fascinating. It was around then she felt something forcing her to identify as ‘she’ – beyond the passport tricks and the need to choose a public toilet. Manfred had felt such relief when he was absorbed into the community of Ari and Zest, where gender was an alien concept. So Ari became she when she wasn’t, and Zest was forced to follow suit. They were no more she than he, and both had T-shirts made up (which caught on quick): DENY PERSONAL PRONOUNS. But this was by the by, as they were all being stalked, and though they never saw more than shadows, shadows so exemplified and personified and were driven by the solar enslavement of the surface, they felt they knew their persecutor-worshippers by name: Django and Jezebel and Lucida. But they never mentioned this to each other, and were not sure how they came across those names for their doppelgangers.



 

89.

–But courage! gentle reader!–I scorn it–’tis enough to have thee in my power–but to make use of the advantage which the fortune of the pen has now gained over thee, would be too much–No–! by that all-powerful fire which warms the visionary brain, and lights the spirits through unworldly tracts! ere I would force a helpless creature upon this hard service, and make thee pay, poor soul! for fifty pages, which I have no right to sell thee,–naked as I am, I would browse upon the mountains, and smile that the north wind brought me neither my tent nor my supper.

–So put on, my brave boy! and make the best of thy way to Boulogne.5




 

90.

Boulogne appeals, but there’s no hint in anything I can find of there being an entry point through to Hollow Earth, said Manfred, as ‘the girls’ (they are not girls) browsed travel brochures. Pity, they said as one, given every entry point we’ve pursued so far has been a dead end. And as for that caving adventure holiday, it was a mockery of home. All of them were feeling narky with each other and with the surface world. Places were becoming names and GPS coordinates, which repulsed Ari and Zest, whose objection to satellites was fundamental – a haunting that empowered their doppelgangers, becoming a fate far worse than gravity. They took their readings off the core – unpredictable as they might be. Place was emptied of its contents and culture became a costume incandescent on screens they more and more defiantly refused to embrace. It’s sad, said Manfred, that things are reduced to what we do and don’t like.



 

91.

I want to go where snow is, said Zest. I want to be free of the hate and the pain, I want to be a snowflake. But if we don’t do something about the horror on the surface it’s just a matter of time before it impinges on Hollow Earth, Ari. We are part of the trigger warnings. A premonition of Underworlders breaking into Hollow Earth. Of Vermin – the bullied becoming the bully, the Chief Bully. Of the intrusions. Of the Compliance – the flow of materials and culture out of Hollow Earth and up to the surface in the name of the sun and its righteousness. Of no safe space anywhere. That was to come, though it was becoming now.



 

92.

The destruction of species is the destruction of the individual creature, said Ari. Why do you let it happen?



 

93.

Vermin loved the irony of his name as he exterminated the ‘vermin’ of Hollow Earth. The rules imposed by the oligarchy of Underworlders were and are or will be:

1. Material profit flows to the surface.

2. Colonisers can move freely between worlds, but Hollow Earthers can never visit the surface.

3. Hollow Earth is a resource.

4. Hollow Earth is a repository for the wastes of the surface.

5. Hollow Earthers are to be kept in reserves. On these reserves they may practise their beliefs where this is not to the detriment of the company, colonists, or the wellbeing of the surface. To prevent perversion of those from the surface, contact with those in the reserves can only be made with a permit.

6. Interbreeding is not encouraged, but the company recognises the sexual needs of employees and colonisers. Where there are offspring, they will be separated and kept in special compounds. Each offspring’s fate will be adjudicated on a case-by-case basis.

7. Proper documentation of habitat is to be made by company scientists, with a Museum of Hollow Earth to be established in the capital city of every country on the surface (in perpetuity). We are a caring company that believes in the preservation of knowledge.



 

94.

An old flame. Really, said Manfred, there weren’t many – I guess I wasn’t very appealing, and I guess I didn’t know how to convey my feelings. I never wanted to seem intrusive. But this woman was, I guess, or is, an old flame. We only last three months and I lived with her in her nest by the river, from which she administered her cleaning business empire. She exploited her workers, and she kept me in drugs. It watered down the effectiveness of my criticisms.

So that’s her, over there? asked Ari as they stood in the supermarket, waiting their turn at the checkout. Though five or six self-checkouts were free, Manfred refused to use them because they put people out of work. Yes, that’s her, moving towards the fruit and veg section. She hasn’t recognised you? No, she won’t. I don’t look the same now. Why, Manfred? Because I am a shadow of my former self.



 

95.

No visible means of support, said the copper. Are you pimping, selling drugs, or hacking? None of the above, officer.



 

96.

They needed money and they hated money. There was selling, but not drugs: blood and semen. Ari and Zest could sell no body fluids, for obvious reasons. There was pornography. There was labouring for Manfred’s old flame. It seemed the most just way to earn. The cleaning products peeled the green of the Hollow Earthers’ skin and made their noses run yellow snot. They had horrific nightmares. Manfred’s old flame didn’t ask for sex or make any overtures and she exploited them all just the same as she did her other workers. She showed no surprise when he came asking for a job, though doubted him when he claimed they’d been in a relationship for three months. Really? she said, I’m sure I don’t know you. They stayed on Boog’s floor and spent all their income on drugs. Boog and Nina loved to hit Ari and Zest up – their blood was bluish when pulled back into the syringe. Trippy, said Nina, who liked to think of herself as looking (and behaving) like Rosanna Arquette in Pulp Fiction. It’s ichor, said Boog, who probably did a classics degree before taking to the street. They needed to be other places. They resorted to other methods. They got where they needed to go.



 

97.

‘Intruder alert!’ I love the exclamatory and the emphatic and the imperative, said Zest. But what do we do with it once it happens? Hide? Where? The caves of Hollow Earth are relatively shallow and will easily be scanned and penetrated by the technology of the surface. Is this where the Freethinking Fundamentalists lurk? the Inquisitors will demand.



 

98.

Love? No, we do not ‘love’, Manfred, you know that! Yes, we do understand what it means – now, after exposure to many of its forms. And we know there’re more, but we are sure we do not ‘love’, Manfred. We do not love you. We do not love each other. We do not love ourselves. We are lovers who don't love the way you want love to be. We can 'love' something and not love. Maybe you'll never get it.



 

99.

Havoc and hagiography. Zest compared mutual aid, as it manifested in human and animal communities of Hollow Earth, with evolutionary theory and its application on the surface.



 

100.

Nina hung a dress she’d picked up in Denpasar across the doorway and put a red bulb in the ceiling socket. She littered crystals around the shelves and had a pack of tarot cards in the middle of the card table she’d pulled out of the back shed. Amazing, she said, amazing this was never hocked. Not amazing, said Boog, it wouldn’t have got five bucks at the pawn shop, and not getting five bucks means it wouldn’t have got anything. I find that reassuring, said Nina. Send in Zest first, I’m going to read her – I’m going to get to the truth, look into her past, her future, her soul. I want the nitty-gritty. She’s not a her, Nina – why do you keep insisting? She’s a sister, Boog, a sister with a secret. And if I can’t get anything out of her, I’ll work on Ari. Manfred’s a dead loss.



 

101.

Manfred said: My great-great-grandmother was removed from her mother, who’d been abandoned by her father, a sailor. She was removed in Melbourne and fostered out to a family in Ballarat. A mining family. A gold family. Her path was to domestic service. Her path was to the Western Australian goldfields. She was a displaced person they called ‘Australian’. She searched out an entry through a mine shaft in the drylands beyond Kalgoorlie and was lost. She knew there was a better way, a Hollow Earth. Walking the mining town streets, she talked about her father sailing over the equator. The line never ends, she said. Her skirts were filthy with ancient dust. The sea was hundreds and hundreds of miles away. As the shafts beneath the desert filled with water they mocked the reality. Mocked wealth. It’s the sea, she said. The salt, too, will come. We are returning from whence we came. All of these lives in the blasted rock. The gold myths, the gold stories, the gold fever. For decades later, whenever there was an accident in a mine within a hundred-mile radius, they said it was the Lady trying to break through to the Underworld. But she would only have been there as a comfort to those trapped or injured in mines – never wishing to drag them under with her.



 

102.

Drag them under? asked Zest.



 

103.

Nina told Ari that Manfred had inherited a fair bit of cash after his father’s death. Ari said, I knew his mother had died and left him money, but I thought his father had vanished from his life? He had, said Nina, but then he went and carked it wherever and the money – a lot of money – found its way, eventually, to Manfred. He’s probably still sitting on a pile. Ari kinked an eyebrowless eyebrow and said, Nah, I think he’ll have gone through that by now – he looks and sounds too desperate for it to be otherwise. Inside, she prided herself on her mastery of idiom. Language might be easy come, easy go, but she loved its bullshit, nonetheless. Well, said Nina, when he hit paydirt all those years ago, Boog was quick to get in on the act and help him invest it in his veins. She laughed. But Manfred checked himself into rehab after six months and got straight and went off God knows where for ages … really, till you guys surfaced. Ari was increasingly interested in economics, and commerce, and specifically money. She said, tripping one night, It’s a pity we never had heaps of money in this manifestation where money so matters – how much more interesting it would have made us. I mean, it makes for such difference in people, doesn’t it? All that covetousness, all that crime. I mean, it’s a real turn-on, isn’t it? I just like it so we can score, said Nina. Don’t tell Zest I said all that, said Ari when she’d come down. But Nina and Boog thought Ari was totally fucked up from poly(glot/phonous/morphous) drug abuse, and just rearranged her words in their own heads till it made sense. Yeah, they said. Yeah.



 

104.

When Ari had sex with Boog and Nina she made sure both were so off their faces – and that took some doing – that they wouldn’t remember it. Ari was slipping up, but she still had some grip on her identity and the vulnerability of herself and Zest and Hollow Earth. Boog asked why there was so much green discharge in the morning – the sheets ‘all slimy’, but Ari produced a pot of green slime (a sound investment) and said, We just got a bit messy last night, Boog, don’t you remember anything? Yeah, sure, it was great … we’ve gotta do it again! Sorry, said Ari, but we’re off this afternoon – Manfred has got the wanderlust again. Ah, lust! drooled Boog. I love things when they get primal. Ari loved joke shops. And costume shops. Party hire.



 

105.

I will miss watching football matches on Saturday arvo, said Ari. I will miss the red-tailed black cockatoos, said Zest. I will miss the crowds raging at the umpires, said Ari. I will miss the vacant blocks with their hardy plants, said Zest. You have polarised, said Manfred with a worried look.



 

106.

I just heard the third hammer blow from Mahler’s 6th! said Manfred, disturbed. It has reinserted itself, fought its deletion. There are issues of respect involved in this. I’ve never seen you look so worried, said Zest, but Ari got off on his distress.



 

107.

I want to visit some of the houses and temples of religion, said Zest. I am bothered by God, said Ari. They both said to Manfred, in a now rare moment of single-voicedness: You are a wild colonial boy, Manfred, and that’s no compliment – we see now that you actually came to Hollow Earth to plunder us psychically and to take us to the surface as mental specimens. Your mother left you with no choice. It was the first and only time in his existence that Manfred felt like ending himself, because he was so ashamed that they would think this. It shortcircuited his sense of a moral self. He couldn’t see himself that way, and this inability or clarity or whatever pulled him through. He needed to throw himself into the volcano to absolve himself, but not as part of a death wish. The volcano meant life.



 

108.

The Robber Baron spirited his followers, his Underworlders, a message of immanence. Spiriting was only just replacing the web in its faux multidimensional version, but HLH was at the cutting edge of it all. The colonisation of the spirit world was the prelude to the conquest of Hollow Earth. Manfred was an old man when he returned to the surface for the second time, and had no idea that unless he opted out, his spirit could be read – legal in all countries other than the micro nation of Kangaroo Island. Ignorance is no defence, noted HLH, as Manfred’s spiritual readings came loud with protest and confusion. HLH’s partner, Fling, was particularly skilled at spiriting, and decorated the incoming effluvia with stunning calligraphic designs. In many ways they were an old-fashioned couple – ‘old-fashioned’ being deployed in the exponentially knowing way all such recycled expressions of the era were. You had to be on your guard in the spiriting world, for nothing was surer than the spirit crowd holding you up for abuse if you betrayed the codes of the zeitgeist. The old colonisations were put in their place by the newest decolonising of digital encodings. Having your product and eating it too. The tasty yum-yum sensation of ectoplasm.



 

109.

How do you simply stumble into a war zone? Manfred asked himself, but loud enough to be heard by Ari and Zest, also huddling behind the embankment, shrapnel fizzing into the soil. The sound of artillery was deafening, but still they picked up his words as a loud, painful irony out of tune with the ecology of the moment. They were surrounded by bloody body parts trailing bits of cloth, like Halloween decorations, but couldn’t put them together mentally to make them into human bodies.



 

110.

Manfred had to collect wood from the shed. He’d been off school for two months with his ‘illness’ – his loneliness his difficulty his ‘anti-social disposition’. Piling the cut limbs into the wheelbarrow, he reflected on the assault on his imagination that had made him ill. You cannot turn a science class into an episode in a fiction, his teacher had said, punching him in the chest. And you do not bring your own semen in to study under the microscope to see if you are fertile yet! And you don’t cover your textbook in doodles of dragons. And you do not destroy the marks book to make everyone equal! He didn’t need to count the pieces of wood in the barrow. He knew, and he remembered the journey of every piece from the pile to the embrace of the rusty metal hollow.



 

111.

The fumes enveloped them and they started to vomit and cough and their eyes burnt. Their bodies convulsing. Manfred knew they were on the diluted end of a gas attack. Poison for all biologies. That’s illegal, he would say later. And Zest would say, Legal and illegal war. That will never translate in Hollow Earth. They will not be looking to the surface for deliverance – they will see it as the flat above whose overflowing toilet is going to spill down through the ceiling and pollute theirs.



 

112.

Before. Before they’d left Fremantle. Again. Before they’d left, Ari had gone groupie, besottedly following the punk revival band Goody Two Shoes from gig to gig, astonished that they paid her no attention whatsoever. I have a right to be noticed, she said, hurling herself around the house – a fixture now that they were all at Nina and Boog’s and she was occupying the big bed in the back sleep-out with Manfred and Zest. One night, the lead singer of the band dropped Ari on the front doorstep and banged on the door, calling Boog out, saying, What the fuck, man? Keep your pets at home! Next day, as they all found each other in the kitchen, Ari’s and Zest’s faces were stained with glitter tears. Boog said, What the fuck! and showed them a hundred photos of Ari topless, breasts odd-angled and recessed-nippled. (The nipples of Hollow Earthers only activate and emerge during lactation, which happens outside the male–female binary; all Hollow Earthers have the capacity to feed nestlings, should they choose to, which Ari never would.) You’re a social media hit, Ari! You are becoming, said Manfred. I am sad, said Zest. And Nina added, So am I. Boog packed a cone for Ari, handed it over, and said, Just because I am not described, my drooping features unravelled and not epitomised, doesn’t mean I’m just a cipher, Ari. I have grey hairs on my chest, I have a hole in my left lung, I have poor hearing in my left ear, and my hair is matted because it doesn’t matter. My body is my testament.



 

113.

Zest studied the pressed flower that had been between the pages of the The Gideons’ Bible she’d taken from the motel. Why would they do that to a flower, and why would they place it in Isaiah? she asked. It has lost dimensions, it has lost the light. She’d really taken to flowers and bees and birds and the Tanakh and the Old Testament and the Bhagavad Gita and the Koran and the Upanishads and and and.



 

114.

Manfred was at Glastonbury, 1995, and the skies were hazy. It is dry, he thought, and Veruca Salt hit the stage. He applied his mental universal translator to ‘Seether’. English defaulted and boiled his skull, as he throbbed with the mass, nimble and frenetic on mushrooms. He screamed to his dead mother and the clouds let loose. For him, it was the eternal sunshine. The crowd roared with laughter. I am Isaac, I have not lost my faith, he cried.



 

115.

When Manfred was starting university his grandfather passed and his grandmother invited her friend Beryl to share the house with her. Beryl had been a family friend for fifty years, and had often stayed over while Manfred was living in the front room and attending the local school. Beryl usually stayed in the sleep-out. Was this how Manfred had told the story to Zest and Ari the first time, down in Hollow Earth, or had he rearranged the details? His face heated with embarrassment that he might have got the facts wrong. But he was convinced he was right. One weekend – he was maybe fourteen (or was it nine?) at the time – his grandfather went down south on a job, and Beryl came over to stay. Grandpa had offered to take Manfred with him, but Manfred had the sulks and didn’t want to leave the garden or his room. Manfred often sulked, unable to penetrate the bunker in the way he wanted. Grandpa left on the Friday afternoon, and Beryl arrived that evening in time for dinner. She helped Grandma with the dishes, and they both sat down to watch a video while Manfred didn’t do his homework but sat in his room doing sketches of the bunker. He had acquired a bottle of sherry for ten dollars from an associate at school, smuggled it into his locker and then home to his room in his schoolbag. Little sips. He didn’t want to lose control, he didn’t want to get caught out, though Beryl knew he ‘nipped’, as she’d confronted him over the ‘stench on his breath’ once when he’d done it before, and then demanded the bottle, which she took to the sleep-out and demolished. Our little secret! she said to Manfred. On the Saturday morning, with a sore head, Manfred scrubbed his teeth and blew his breath into his palm to smell it, then went out into the garden and sat under the lemon tree, staring at the conduit to Hollow Earth. He felt horrendously depressed and no birds went near him, though magpies sharpened territorial beaks on his misery. Then he wandered back inside to make himself some toast. Grandma and Beryl hadn’t shown their heads. The sleep-out was near the kitchen, and when he heard his grandmother call out from behind the door, Mercy, O mercy! he rushed to the door and threw it open, to see his grandmother arched naked over the naked body of Beryl. Grandma just looked up and said, Oh, Manfred, she’s dead, my love is dead. She died in her sleep. But when was it she passed? It certainly wasn’t then because she moved in permanently with Grandma after Grandpa died. No, Manfred had seen Beryl naked and dead then suddenly alive, springing up in the bed and colliding with his Grandma — like an electric shock had run through her. And as soon as she realised she was naked, and that Manfred was standing there, Beryl had screamed and said, Get out of here Manfred! Grandma had looked so lost and bewildered.



 

116.

Manfred was aware his life seemed to stream alongside history, trying hard not to truly intersect with it. I have no social circle, he said to himself. I have no real interests. I have sores on my penis from masturbating. My sheets embarrass me but Grandma says nothing. I keep a journal in which I record what I see in the garden – birds, insects, flowers opening, and impressions of what’s happening below ground.



 

117.

Manfred developed an aversion to overhearing people toileting. Their pissing and flatulence upset his sense of personal intactness – if he could hear them, they could hear him. He toileted in out-of-the-way places, whenever possible. And then in Hollow Earth, he discovered toileting was a public act accruing much social cachet. He warned Ari and Zest that on the surface they must do so in private, though realising they would emit their wastes together and expect him to be part of it, whenever possible. When Zest was arrested for urinating in public, on one of those beloved vacant suburban blocks, Manfred, meeting bail, told the police that Zest was born ‘elsewhere’. They nodded with a kind of prurient disgust. A fine with no recorded conviction. Zest took up urinating in Nina and Boog’s rental back garden – not even stoned would they tolerate the digging of holes and shit-fertilising, even with the covering-up. In Ireland both Zest and Ari – Ari adapting more earnestly to surface ways – bogged in bogs.



 

118.

Zest and Ari could see ultraviolet and hear frequencies well beyond the range of surface human ears.



 

119.

The forest was dying, smashed to smithereens by the ‘workers’ operating on behalf of the ‘bosses’. Zest said, It’s all bullshit – and as for those investigative journalists who shit in their sleeping bags and report both sides, being balanced, well, they’re at the core of the death. They feed the public the middle ground in order to maintain the status quo business as usual stuff. This is why they’ll soon break through to Hollow Earth and suck it dry and make excuses for it while being righteous, and as the few protest, those journos will feed it back to shift opinion just enough to preserve a few patches till those patches are ‘needed’ too and it serves the ‘common good’, and the universal translator into the primacy of English collapses and no one understands Russian or Chinese or Brazilian or Hindi and the actual languages of Hollow Earth sound like ‘flatulence’ [she said this with such irony!] to the refined artsconscious ear. At least the forest ferals defecate and piss in their trees, from their protest platforms! The wastes.



 

120.

Zest fell sick in London and they worried over how she could be treated without drawing attention. Zest left the hotel room late at night to try to find the moon through the London haze and light pollution, a moon she’d grown fond of, almost to rely on. It was the moon she’d miss most when they eventually found their way back down to Hollow Earth. Stumbling by the Occupy tents outside St Paul’s, she collapsed on the steps. Young people rushed to her aid, and a clergyman who’d been silently watching them came down also. The protestors and the clergyman argued over the tilting body of Zest, before fully turning their attention to her. Pulling out a phone, the clergyman was going to call an ambulance before Zest reached up and held his hand and said, Please, no … Are you on drugs? he asked. Are you afraid of the police? Fuck the police, said one of the young people, we’ll look after her. I’m okay, said Zest. Would you like to come and sit in the church? asked the clergyman guiltily. Another argument over the collapsed body of Zest. And then she was going through an opening in wood and stone and she was seated on a pew in a poorly lit cavern of God. Is this where you hide, God? asked Zest, only semi-deliriously. I’ll admit, said the clergyman, who was accompanied (uncomfortably) by two of the protesters, He’s hard to find if you don’t know how to look. He’s, scoffed one of the young protesters. And then the clergyman, in his public-school accent, said, I hate capitalism as much as you do, or more! We are all pulling words apart, adding spaces the internet can’t handle.6




 

121.

It was unclear who gave Zest the injection of ichor. Manfred worried about dirty needles – they were all pretty careful, even at Nina and Boog’s place. But it certainly gave her a boost. But something was different. As they say, as they say.



 

122.

Multi-pronged infiltration.



 

123.

They were at the York agricultural show. Tomorrow they would climb Walwalinj and search out the entry point through the extinct volcano. They were wandering the showgrounds and split up, arranging to find each other however it happened. Randomly. It’s not a large event, we’ll cross each other’s paths numerous times, said Manfred. When was this on the timeline of their time together on the surface? They did not know and nor do we. We might be flashing back, or jumping ahead of ourselves. But I think we are there now, with them. Knowing little, but enough to satisfy ourselves that we know something. Ari circled back to examine the quilting, and Zest found herself sitting in the petting zoo as small children jumped at the rabbits and the bantams, scaring them senseless. She tried to talk to the children about being gentle but was yelled at by one of the mothers, who said, Mind your own business! Is there sumpin wrong with you, gettin’ in there with the kiddies? No, said Zest, I am feeling quite well at the moment, thank you. And then the mother called to her husband and said, There’s a real weirdo in here and she makes me feel uncomfortable. And the hubby came over and leaned over the wall of the pen as his daughter did star jumps over the creatures, pinning feathers and feet to the ground. You get outta there, lady, or I’ll call the cops. And then he added, You’re disgusting – shouldn’t be allowed. Manfred heard this as he was talking to a Clydesdale horse held in a small pen. He came over and said, Sorry, I’ll look after her, and opened the pen and took Zest by the hand and led her out. But then Zest caught sight of a barn owl perched on a man’s wrist, and she went straight over to it, and looked into its moon face and asked the man if the daylight was hurting the night bird’s eyes. No, not at all, said the man. This one has an injured wing – we are rehabilitating it and will eventually let it go, back into the wild. Where is the wild? asked Zest. Everywhere, said the man. Up on the mountain? asked Zest. Yes, said the man, but many think it’s too wild up there and they want to build a restaurant for the paraglider people. A business opportunity. That’s devastating, said Zest. It is, said the man, it’s already festooned with communications towers and aerials. The devil’s legs, said Manfred quietly. Where I come from, said Zest, owls are the main birds. They thrive in day and night. That sounds like a fascinating place, said the man. I am not a woman, said Zest. That’s okay, said the man. According to some, I’m not much of a man!
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They were in a place of lemon trees. Look, there’s one there, dropping its fruit to the ground. And there’s another, also full of fruit but holding on to them. And another, and another. That one is leaning over a fence, one of the last wooden picket fences. A massive tree. There was silence regarding the buildings and the changes to the place. But there were birds, silent birds. Throughout, there were birds. Manfred recalled the magpies on the lawn, early morning, and there was dew and it was not embarrassing to say ‘on the dewy lawn’. Spider webs glistened between spikes of grass. That warbling, that imitation of other birds’ songs, of the world’s noise, the surface noise. The lemons are loud like the sun, and are bending towards us. They are compelling us down, down to their roots. To look where the lights of the lemon guide us. They are and we are in the place of lemons, soon to take our leave. A departure. It is an issue of duration and sourness. Pick up the offered, the dropped lemons ... and suck.
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The hydrogen bomb squeezed into a lemon fell through the drillhole deep through the mantle to shake the skin, to shuffle off its mortal coil. The earthquake showed up on the Geological Survey (centralised but privatised by HLH) at 6.3, but in Hollow Earth the sky fell and children’s picture books lost all credibility.
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Annihilation. No equivalent of that word exists in the human or animal languages of Hollow Earth.



 

127.

OMO DEI – privileged neo-Platonist theological scholars seeing Latin in the God in the face in the recognition and filtering the non-conservative worshippers out of the peasant flock. The Underworlders had all been scanned, with Scientology’s groundbreaking techniques drawn into the algorithm.
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Manfred was breaking away into plain view but alone. He dwelt as a straw man in the hollow of self. He regretted. And there were plenty out there who didn’t know him who would let him know it. Vilified, he wandered the streets of Fremantle till he came to the front of the town hall, where some kind of gathering was taking place. On the ground, two wasps were violently mating. People stepped around them, exclaiming, and filed in. Manfred eyed off the piles of vegan food being served, looked at books being sold, and walked into the hall to see a woman standing in the central aisle yelling at the people on the stage. She was extremely upset. People were trying to coax her out. She was having none of it. She was uttering a warning and a protest at once: about land and belonging and the right to speak. Manfred knew he could add nothing, could say nothing. It wasn’t his right to do so. The audience hung their heads low, and someone said, Be careful, don’t hurt her! Manfred walked out, inhaling the odour of vegan green curry, resisted, then went on through the front doors. The wasps were still mating. He was astounded someone hadn’t stamped on them, claiming threat, claiming proper conduct in public. He could smell a sheep ship being loaded in the harbour. He could smell the terror, the sheep-knowledge of fate.
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Zest, do you remember when Manfred got called a foreigner in Bantry and he took it badly? It was the most upset I’ve ever seen him. It’s the St Brendan the Navigator’s shipwreck scenario, Ari. Remember how central the flotsam and jetsam of a Hollow Earth wreck make themselves, swirling about us all, making navels where you and I don’t have them. But we know of the navels, Zest, we know of the axis mundi because we are the concretion of their mythologies, their dreams of ambivalence and ambiguity and it might go either way. And choice? No, that’s just them reassuring themselves. But there is a Heaven and a Hell as we’ve been taught, also. Yes, but we are never between. We are certain. But the Underworlders will say that our cultures are unstable, that they never settle, that our facts are inclined to slippage. They will, as they interfere with their own disciples, as they rouse up storms of vilification to distract from their own grand designs. The death of their biosphere, this biosphere, is a vehicle for their personal liberations. Which of us is saying this? I think it’s a good sign we can’t work it out – we must be getting back on track to returning home. To go further than Down Under, in making the clichés do their work. Smokescreen. Not here, the metaphor fails: too much burns, and so much of it because ‘controlled burns’ run riot. Also near Bantry, the furze fires running rampant with hypocrisy. Whiddy Island is hanging low. There is a fog. No, there is smoke. The centre of town is shifting. The seals will have to move on. The drinking water has been tainted by the bog. The treatment has gone awry. The slight forest around Bantry House is aching and the treasures of the house make history ache. The treasures. See that tapestry, hear Captain Richard White being born wailing on Whiddy Island. Hear the rooks about the wisteria. Watch the footsteps lost to the hundred steps. Should we follow? Manfred LOVES us, Ari. It’s all we have. His mix-up mix-up love. But we are here, now, searching for Manfred who is lost on the curved surface of his world. In Freo where the drugs arrive smuggled in containers, bobbing on great ships of the watery surface, the liquid of Heaven whose truth we have come to know. Can we ever tell them back home, Zest, I mean really tell them? Yes and no – we must warn them, we must prepare them. We must show them how devastating an accent or lack of accent can be for those who do and don’t have it. Manfred was buying organic fruit at the health-food shop under English smiles and West Cork belonging when he received the accusation, when he was labelled, when the magic went out of the solstice. That’s how we’ll warn them, Ari. That’s how we’ll warn them, Zest. There is a machine called the solstice, it goes both ways and is extreme in its manifestations, its implorings, its cycle of consequence. Ari assured Zest that she too was drug-free. Zest knew Ari lied. Ari never knew Zest could lie too.
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Without the exercise of wit, what is harvest? Can you gain no centre without reference to an icon of the internet? Do we need to deploy the brand names à la HTML to make it real for you – the flowers on the cake, the ergonomics of Tom Foodery? The harvest at night over the hill. We hear the header biting off the heads of the wheat. The GM canola which is death has been taken in already – a special point in the grain receival zone, the altered seed spilling out. But now it’s wheat and the header eats and spits into the chaser bin, the water truck hovering, for on such a hot night a spark might still take us all out. Take us all out. This limited bag of tricks, this Iraq wheat scandal, this food on war footing, this market at all costs, this foreign policy, this placate the farmers who have us over their barrels and still die in droves from abandonment, aloneness and depression. How to unravel – a sutra I bring from Hollow Earth where harvest damages none and is happiness. It’s true – only up here can such an outcome be seen as dubious, worth mocking. Harvesting between the native vegetation, coexisting in the weirding light which is comfort inside the ball, the shell.
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Manfred is a ghost, says an old schoolfriend when asked what had become of him. A ghost is real, but it’s so evasive it amounts to nothing. I cannot describe him, though I know he still exists. But where in Proust is memory honed by encountering text, or is this a fugitive intervention? Where on earth does Manfred dwell? I saw him in flesh and blood some time ago, then he was gone as if the earth had swallowed him up. Yes, I was a close friend, though I know he never mentioned me. But I am here, and have been all along, in the unknowing bits of the narrative. Unsettling? Hard to pick one voice from another? Inside your head it’s always like that, thinking one package of memory belongs entirely to you when that can never be the case. You lay claim, you put up ramparts, you defend your intellectual property. But you can’t. None of it is a possession. None of it will last as a marking on a headstone. It is all our singularity, and remains so in the eternal present where Manfred is and isn’t, where he ghosts my reply, signs off and on like any other phantom. Who am I? I am the entry point, I am the conduit, I am the interface between. I am the crossover. I am I am I am.
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Byzantium. They couldn’t stop the ship of fleece making its way through the straits. The school of. Manfred’s mum despised The Cosmic Conspiracy and Chariots of the Gods? Distractions, she said, to placate. To make money by exploiting our genuine need, or awareness.
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Manfred declared the poet C.J. Brennan to be a fantasy writer of the ilk of Tolkien. And as he described the world the poet had created, barely analogous to our own, he was laughed off the stage and the door was forever closed on his academic career. But Lilith in succubus scrubs remained to haunt him, to jar his gender aphasia into distressed shadow shapes, a travesty of light that might have led him out of the aimlessness, out of the forest maze, all the more horrific because the forest had long since been chopped down by a building firm wanting to claim the world for apartment developments. He couldn’t remain in Sydney, where he’d gone to find the essence of his hero, because he could detect the leakage from Lucas Heights reactor and none would heed or even hear his warnings. And that makes I am – I am – the narrator, really. Beneath it all, reading the plaques of writers around the Quay, swooning over the mysticism of the ferries, aching for the Heads, reconfiguring the coathanger and the shells that parody Hollow Earth so knowingly (I, thinks Manfred, narrating himself, I saw a Beckett play in there once – well, under under, Ruth Cracknell Winnie Winnie half above half below), I — we — ticked the boxes of presence, of participation, and Brennan being a homophobe drunk on red wine in the Cross, hocking his books. I watched the snow fall inside the dome of his humungous head and heard the bells ring, prinkt with the desire for Valvins in the Antipodes. And now, in the now of then, I acknowledge that the chair at the university was destined to end up in the hands of a Greek scholar, a certain Enoch Powell who will go on to further bloody the empire’s blood-saturated waters and lay the foundations of Brexit. I am caught in the phantasm, caught in the treeless forest of twilight, the yob millionaires on the harbour feeding on bare flesh and laughing at Hollywood for stuffing up their mega goodthing, their dissolution of the divide between slavery and wealth, consumerism and exploitation, their love of dossiers and publicists. I fan the fallout over me. I think of the politician of the right and his cronies who want a waste dump near Kimba on the Eyre Peninsula. The Kimba residents tilt towards contamination, and tilt towards the patriotic fervour that makes the monsters of the woodless forest rise in decibels, that roaring wind of annihilation. So far from Sydney, or halfway there crossing the country from Fremantle Port, from Mount Bakewell and its paraglider fighter pilots, from the desecration of law and country and orchids. That’s one history that can’t be called history that connects with the openings through to Hollow Earth, I’ve heard it thought by Zest. Yes, I have access. And I believe she thought it with respect, quickly feeling kinship though claiming no rights. Can I say the same of Ari? What I do know (as narrator, as Manfred’s proxy) and we all might realise is that as with the reality of the Big Galah, as with the reality of hitchhiking across to the Sydney Opera House, to C.J. Brennan’s hangouts, Manfred knew, as we all know, that the nuclear waste dump so desired by fascists at Kimba would block the portal and thus block our seeing, but also to hijack this interface and operate it as the perfect conduit for the risings of the future, for the coming of the Underworlders with their brains trust and policymakers, their One Nations and Trump First (under)groundworkers.
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Funnily enough, as has been noted by some (in the future, even now), the Music of the Spheres is a Hollow Earth paradigm. All music, even the most radically innovative, derives from that basic structure. It is the shape of the inner ear, the bell curve of perception. The sentssilts – so long, surface bluebells – gently encouraged by the air drifts that come between pressure events, such as they are, ring in counterpoint, a squabble that’s harmonious. And that’s why, we might conjecture, there is nothing we can equate with total war. Conflict being of a different order, and non-damaging. That’s the version I have to hand, anyway. A translation where no translation is possible or desirable, really: gyttynnm haster berrt larr larr larr rest haster larr larr larr haster gyttynnm, as it’s so beautifully sung according to the laws of spheres where no outside of the globe exists, only insides. So, imagine the interior and the flower and you’ll find a way through. It’s a pity what the drugs are doing to Ari. Such a dreadful pity. And they treat her like dirt in the hospital wards, saying her biology is her own fault, and what a waste of taxpayers’ money. They say that with a snarl.
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They never really get inside the land they describe. Sure, they scape it, these colonial novelists and poets who think they’re decolonising the text, but they skate over the top and appropriate a few sentiments and observations made by others whose land it is, or who accept the wanting of the land for them and their respect. A protest is easy made from a space that has already been rearranged, the habitat deleted – to go home to the kitchen, to a drink from a fridge. All these photos, all these images we drink and drench ourselves in. I am, and I know in reading the mental images, the screen projections, the magic sketchbook of exposure from drug addiction – I know that whatever Manfred imagined he saw and experienced, there’s no photography in Hollow Earth, no mechanical images, no capturings in such lights. The Underworlders documented so they could filter and alter images, to sell a different seeing. That was the first photography – the grand lie, the undoing of all the pictures, the makings of representations that compelled Hollow Earthers to communicate by gesture and thought, to make their ‘paintings’ in the minds of friends and families. Telepathy is a notion, a desire of advertisers and PhD students of the surface. Surface-wise. It is the technology back-engineered from Roswell, and that is all. No, full picture transference – drawn by hand to display in another’s thought processes. And thus the images Manfred saw and will always see. Their biggest gift but he can never really understand. The Australian film renaissance fed on what we might hope to see: those landscapes battered into submission, the eerie haunting rocks and desperate trees, clinging on, markers of an abundance they don’t want us to see was there, and is there to some who know how to look beyond ‘landscape’.



 

136.

The Robber Baron had this jealousy thing going on from an early age. He smiled at those whose lives he coveted, and smirked behind their backs. He quickly understood the value of gossip, especially non– social media gossip that could then be converted into social media gossip – he was adept at this from the moment he could operate a phone. His family facilitated his every ambition, and crushed his enemies without his having to ask. But he was everybody’s friend, and inculcated, infused and inserted himself into every social group he thought might be of use. And he loved to eat. To eat ‘fine things’. He wasn’t much of a reader, but he did adore cookbooks with lush photos of dead animals partway through the cooking cycle – that withering, almost still alive stage, but becoming translated into something less offensive. Might he have been the child Zest came across in the last bookshop in the city when, walking past the cooking section, she heard him yell to his mother browsing the tattoo books, Mother, I want this book and I want it now! And that picture is what I wanna see on the table tonight. But the Robber Baron never did grow up in that part of the world. Though with the spatial-temporals all awry, Zest might wonder or did wonder or would wonder. The Robber Baron’s fondest childhood memories were of killing and gutting and cooking big fish with his father – they used the Weber. It was a man thing, which his father told him to cling to in a time of shifting allegiances. You can’t trust a man to be a man, boy. I advise you to be sympathetic on the outside to the gender realignments, but inside know that power is yours for the taking. The Robber Baron, wherever and whenever he was, took this advice to heart. The inside of the world would be made very different from the outside of the world.
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Did Ari half-think of taking a kilo of crystal meth back down to Hollow Earth? Of taking the chemistry with her? All necessary ingredients being obtainable with a little small-scale industrial application? She said to Zest, The crystals are so murky beautiful. The clarity, Zest. And Zest worried not because of what she heard said and thought-read, but because of the blank in Ari’s mind that followed. A blocking-out, then a deletion. But it would not come to pass, the crossing back over, the going down through the mouth – the reverse polarity would prevent it. A return will wipe the slate clean, Zest reassured any who could listen. And indeed, a hundred mediums within 100 kilometres of the surface curve did pick up something along those lines, attributing the fragments and sibilance to the lost loved ones of their respective customers. We must find a cave of quartz, said Ari, that will be the true way back. A pipe of crystals, like the one on display in the fossil shop in Tübingen. Is that where they were now? Ari had done yet another deal via Boog, and they were travelling (again) on the profits. It’s filthy money, said Zest. Manfred just smiled his supercilious smile, going along for the ride.
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Why are they wearing horned helmets and singing that upsetting song?

It is Fasnet and the neo-Nazis have come out. It inspires them, calls them back.

Back from what?

From biding their time, from watching refugees with eyes of hate. It makes them proactive. They gather strength in the rowdy gathering.

And look at the witches and ghouls. I prefer them. Maybe they know a way through, a way back.

Yes, they are preferable, but demons will never offer the way through readily.

I think they have noticed us – all the parade. If we don’t move they will encircle us. Quick!

No, wait, wait. They may open a portal back home. This might be the way through.

It’s not us they’re surrounding, it’s these fountains. Fountains of the White Rose –

they are hope. They are deliverance. They are a portal through a history of massacre and hatred.
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Mahler’s 3rd Symphony and we are walking in the woods, wandering the surface world, wandering the environs of my imagination with caveats and disclaimers provided by Ari and Zest, thought Manfred. It has propelled and compelled us there – here. In our minuscule community of three. Trees marked with plastic ribbons for extraction, this working over of the myth. And over there, the firing squad shot the last of those they hated. Then there were only them. The trees witnessed, and now they must be removed, turned to dwellings in which the witnessing is nurtured and made absorbable around the smoking hearth. Brute reality. The harbingers of the Underworld, not a way through for us. Listen to the great tits singing on low branches, hear the hunters breathe heavy-quiet in their smug hides on the edges, waiting for the pigs to emerge in this early morning light into the open fields, snouting the ground, turning over their fates. It is almost summer now, and Fasnet so far back, Candlemas having been and gone, and other sacred and festive days. The gondolas are on the river around the island, and the fraternities are vomiting up their beer. Genitals are itching and developers pulling off little coup on little coup to keep the expansion going. Medieval timbers are struggling to comply. A juggler pauses before the Rathaus, strangely trips on the cobbles, and then moves on to his spot, slightly but persistently embarrassed, alongside the Stiftskirche. Today, despite the promise of sunshine and a balmy temperature, will not be a good day for juggling. Mistakes will be made, and the flowing audience will not laugh, or will laugh at the wrong moments. The juggler’s name is Peter. Peter von Koblenz. He is a refugee from Syria who has been beaten, spat upon and ridiculed for taking the job of a ‘true German’. He says, in proficient German learned over a single year, that he is not Syrian but German and that his name is Peter and that he is over six hundred years old and has seen the horrors of history. He has the audacity to say that he is not proud of being German, that to confess to such a thing is purely to acknowledge that he shares the collective guilt of the Volk, that he too should be held responsible for the descent into murderous hatred. But I know we should start from now, he says, throwing red balls out of shadow into light, the balls suspended like spheres that cannot be compared to suns or planets, but objects forged by internal forces. I have seen the death squads, I have seen the bad murdering and the good murdering and I am here to juggle for you. I have been silent in the Black Forest, I have yelled from the Lemberg in the Swabian Jura, I am thorough, I am a part of the classical thrust of the poets, a thrust into mystical lands of conquest. I am a German Muslim, and this church tower smiles down on me. I designed it as a gift to you. An opening to the ways of God. Listen, listen to it speak. I do not worship there, but you should. And not have your ministers supply the death squads with alibis. Hear my juggle, watch me move my hands with nothing in them. Nothing is within my grasp. And that is the truth. And yet, and yet, our trio think at once, we are still here.
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Et quacumque viam dederit fortuna sequamur.
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There are no earlier surface layers or levels or relevant or comparative stratigraphies in Hollow Earth that correlate to the geology of the surface with its thin-crust perceptions. You would understand its interiority as Hadean, which means you’d understand little of its life and the actual correlations that arose. The human influx is later, and the clock, if we go by that, has gaps measuring in the billions never mind the millions of years. No ascents or descents are vertical, as said. To force that is to force the drill psychology of the Underworlders. Inevitable? Manfred was gaining clarity, and convincing himself that he was speaking with authority. He lectured to the mirror in the hotel room. He quoted sources. He quoted from journals. He debated with himself over the beauty of Cordelia – ‘impossible to describe’ – and believed himself original, or, at the very least, channelling his mother.7




 

142.

Hi-vis accountability blurred in the dust storm kicked up by the ammonium nitrate fuel(led) explosion, a chunk of the mountain converted to chunks the groundeaters could spit into the haulpaks. This is the way through to the essence of time, said the owner, visiting to gloat and get his/her rocks off. In the flush of scrapers and wheel loaders, the crushers and bucket loaders, the hammers and rippers, flesh seems so optional. But the urine-tested workers, all off their faces on opportunity, handled the machinery their own production had helped make with a love that was of the cradle, of the grave, of the smallest particles (yet to be defined) of the cosmos. They were opening the singularity and dreams of four-wheeler thrills merged with ‘just paying the bills’, and made the destruction so human. Elsewhere in the mined land, a pit had been dug so deep that even the desert looked like the Flood in its lower reaches, the water never stopping, the effluvia the ectoplasm. And did the community of Zest and Ari, so shallow in their surface manifestations, so characterless, so without the depths and heights of the human condition, sense an almost breaking through? The crust of the sore lifted? The powder monkey hopped with glee and presented to the boss, the big enormous bloated engulfing BOSS, muttered gratitude for the opportunity to express herself, to be one with the Big Bang. To which the boss uttered, We are all cosmologists in the mining industry – the sky hears our works and shudders.
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Manfred was a rock hound as a kid – he relocated and geolocated via geology. His rock-hounding was vigorous, though he had to leave behind each collection in the country of its origin (largely). Like his schoolfriend in the coastal town in Western Australia – Django – Manfred for a time slept next to lumps of blue asbestos and was exposed to enriched yellowcake. Red lead was (also) part of his dust mote imagination, and he tested gold and talc rock with his teeth. Both loved fool’s gold, pyrites, more than anything else. Both had amethyst pipes in their collections, both polished rocks in tumblers making glorious gems. Both gave girls polished tiger’s eye, hoping it would launch their love lives, but it didn’t. Both had had written on their school reports on more than one occasion: ‘vivid imagination’. It was not intended, in either case, as a compliment. One difference: Manfred was far more obsessed with old red sandstone than Django was. A relative had given him a slice, inherited from an ancestor who had travelled from Schull to Busselton, in the colony of Western Australia, in the time after the Great Famine. Manfred thought it was petrified blood that had flowed in sheets, accreting over the centuries of English occupation, and even further back to the annihilation of the others. It bothered him – he kept it in a drawer, out of the light. He feared the light would activate something he couldn’t manage. As he was an orderly child, everything was in its place with a label, and such a force let loose would lead to a mental collapse. But the mental collapse/s came anyway, the old red sandstone still in the drawer out of the light. He was sure it wasn’t the cause, ever. Once, in England maybe, an old man gave him a lump of stalagmite broken away from a deep cave where water had stopped running. It was smooth and Manfred thought he could see some kind of creature buried deep inside it. He resisted smashing it open with a hammer. He carried it in his pocket from country to country, for which he later felt guilty.
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Hjyterspectal fasperryt castsit crysstel pasiblid, ø pesyhü lossést ≠ gyttynnm haster berrt larr larr larr rest haster larr larr larr haster gyttynnm ø gyttynnm haster berrt larr larr larr rest haster larr larr larr haster gyttynnm = ‘Immanis pecoris custos, immanior ipse’, which is not to say such an image cannot be cast, because it can. But it has no relationship to a reality. Manfred laughed out loud when he read it, then chastised himself for being so knowing. You cannot walk into the circle and be part of it without being invited, he reminded himself.
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Photography and reciprocity bothered Zest. She couldn’t connect the life she was experiencing with the images she was being shown. Colour is the vaguest aspect of truth, she said. Even with the potential for infra-red, I so often choose not to go there. It just creates more ambiguity. I like the tactile edges of things, the inside curves.
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When the men working on the roof of the new house next door wolf-whistled Manfred’s mother he clapped his hands. Did you hear that, Mum? he asked. His mother had her back to the men, hanging clothes on the Hills hoist. Yes, darling, she said. They sounded like swamp birds, he said. It’s called a wolf-whistle, his mother said. Is it a nice whistle? he asked. Well, it’s complicated, Manfred. Then one of the men yelled out, Hey, lady, your kid can come through that hole in the fence and play in the pile of yellow sand we’ve got out the back of this build, if you like. She pegged a sheet at one end and ran her fingers to the centre to add another peg. She said quietly to Manfred, You stay in our yard, Manfred. Why can’t I play in the sand, Mum? I have to ask your father, she said.

*

The yellow sand had gone hard, and it took him a while to excavate a hole in the side of the small mountain to insert his Matchbox cars. Mrrrrmmmm … rrrrrrr. He used a Ferrari to dig another hole – a second garage. He carved a road between the two, a cliff-top highway. Vrrrrrrr … arghhhh … the car plunged down the yellow mountainside. Hey, boy, what’s your name? yelled a sandy-haired bloke – one of the swamp birds – from the half-completed roof. I’m Manfred, he said, what’s yours? I’m Joe and my mate here is Terry. Manfred looked at them, thought over their names, half smiled, and went back to his cars, which weren’t part of a game. It was serious. Accidents could happen so easily. Then he heard another swamp bird whistle – he looked up, and Terry and Joe were looking over the fence from up their tree. Manfred looked through the large hole in the fence and saw his mother unpegging washing from the line and dropping it in the basket on the rough buffalo grass lawn that made him itch. It wasn’t the same washing, it was different washing. Today’s washing. She was washing everything in the house – spring cleaning, she called it. It wasn’t a game, it was serious, and as a garage caved in a bit he felt a little sick in his stomach for the misery the drivers of his Matchbox cars would be feeling. Sand all over the place, the roof of their world falling in.

*

Hey, lady, yelled Joe. We’ve gotta gift for your boy. Can we give it to him? She’d never seen them off the roof, but the roof was finished and they were at the hole in the fence. She’d been doing a lot of washing so she could keep an eye on Manfred playing on the sand pile, without seeming as if she was keeping an eye on them. She unconsciously brushed her dress down, one she’d made herself – there wasn’t much money spare and she saved by making clothes for herself and the boy. She walked halfway to the fence and saw Terry down below Joe’s elbow, looking through at her, his poorly shaved face like a chewed toy. Behind them, in glimpses and fragments, she could see the sand pile, Manfred, and the flash of a golden Lamborghini, a car that had been lost and found in the excavated and collapsing mountain a dozen times over the last few days. She said, I guess not … I should ask my husband but he won’t be in till six. We know, lady, we see him go off … but never come home, said Joe, without anything dodgy really intended. He just said it, not really knowing why, but he didn’t regret it. Nah, you can decide, lady, you don’t need his permission. We don’t bite. But you whistle, she said, quick fast. No disrespect meant, lady, you just look good from up there. We don’t mean nothin’ by it. It’s just part of the trade – you know, we’re kind of trained in it. A bird’s-eye view, added Terry. Shoosh, said Joe. Joe here reckons you’ve got character, lady. A bit of spark, out there hanging the washing – like you won’t take no rubbish from anyone. He’s a real joker, is my mate Terry – take no notice of him, lady, said Joe, who went on seamlessly, We’ve bought this space gun for him – it makes pulsing sounds, and if any spacemen come after him, he’ll be able to deal with them. I don’t like guns – toy guns, any guns, she said. Nah, this isn’t a gun gun, said Joe, it’s just a space toy. Make-believe. Manfred was making gasping noises as another Matchbox plunged to its doom on a crumbling mountain road. Well, I suppose it’s okay, she said. And then Terry was by Manfred handing him a plastic weapon that looked like bubbles joined together. He was pulling the red trigger and it was going wooyoowooyoowooyoo … There, gotcha, said Terry. Manfred stared at him, then past Joe through the hole in the fence to his mum, who was standing on the itchy green lawn, hands on her hips, studying him. Is it okay, Mum? he asked. Yes, it’s okay, said his mum. But she had that look on her face she had when his father was too kind to her and she knew it would only get worse, get bad, from there on in. Down in the swamp where the birds are loud and can’t be seen, down in the swamp where Manfred and Mum go when Dad is angry, where they go to feed the ducks which make quacking noises that can get a bit ‘shirty’ if they don’t get enough bread but are never frightening, down in the swamp where the spacemen are, where Daddy said, If you leave me, Dora, I’ll drown myself down there and they’ll never find me.
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Twenty-two years old. Escaping to London, to Bloomsbury, to a ten-pound-a-night room. To the other side of the sphere – other sides, in so many ways. He’d been through rehab, gone to a brothel, started a relationship with the girl he’d hooked up with, been dumped after a week, started on the hard stuff again when he received a small inheritance from an auntie (his second of four inheritances), gone back into rehab, come out and caught a flight to London, to ‘break the chain’. And he would walk from near Russell Square station, down via the theatres to Trafalgar Square and the galleries. He’d lost five stone during his addiction and now weighed seven and a half. His walk took him past a leather and PVC bar where strong men had their feet up on table rungs, drinking pints. It was summer. It was summer but he was cold and walked around rugged up, but sober. He greeted the fellas each time he passed. He found them interesting enough and felt like having a chat. He said, G’day, but they just watched him and looked out past him into the crowd of passers-by. This went on for three weeks until one day he woke in his tiny room, pissed in the handbasin, felt the sun come in on his penis, and said, I am alive. He left the hotel in a T-shirt and jeans for his walk. It was eleven in the morning. He felt good. He walked past the bar, thinking, today I will join them!, and said, G’day, and one of the fellas said in a low, disturbed voice, Get a long-sleeved shirt on, mate, you look disgusting. And then he felt his bones sticking out, his collapsed body. And then he fell through into Hollow Earth. Hard to hear a story over and over again. But from a single folktale so many versions come. And we make do with them as we will.
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Zest had begun to understand, or to think she understood. The absent father. Out the door one day, then never seen again, only heard over the telephone three or four times over three years then silence. Why are we performing a role for him, Ari? Ari, who had become addicted to the agitation prompted by rubbish films on aeroplanes, said, You mean like Nicholas Cage always jerking his neck to one side to command a sense of imminent lunacy mixed with commitment, of anger mixed with high dudgeon, of zeal mixed with unpredictability, of emotion mixed with I don’t give a damn so watch out? Sort of, said Zest, who was beginning to appreciate the loose saying, the open reply.
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Manfred, I have connected with a hacker who calls himself HLH (aka Mendacious) – have you heard of him? asked Ari. I have visited him in ‘the embassy’ where he is holed up, surrounded by the palace guards. He is very fond of looking at my breasts – he likes their colour, the way the nipples look inward. He says the only way a tyrant can be beaten is by inserting a greater tyrant in a position of absolute power. He goes on about deep mines of information, and says that at the core is the truth that will set him free and allow him to rule in a justice in his own image over all the world which he calls information. He is very quick on the keyboard and it doesn’t have to be qwerty. ‘Förlorad’ is out of copyright, I know, but even if it wasn’t he wouldn’t hesitate to free it to the world. He knows the deepest secrets. Might he be a useful ally in our search?

Well, HLH is selective. He will hand over info to save his own skin, and then he will bust open the corrupt reservoir all at once. He looks at things askew and likes his own skin a lot. His skin is very white, and I’m being figurative here. He enjoys wielding power and has an insatiable curiosity and he likes to win. He also prefers not to be executed and is certainly not a watertight container. He could be the tool of annihilation and the tool of resurrection all in one. His ego blindsides his ego and he steps where he will incite. We are grateful for many of his revelations, but he is selective and will serve the thieves and the oligarchy where it suits him. He is pragmatic and ambitious; women seem to be no more than avatars to him.

Easy to set up, readily sets up others, has nuclear compulsions which he sees as egalitarianism. If he taps into our Hollow Earth code the path will be found, but a floodgate will open and the interior world will be drowned. It has to be in his own image, above and beyond.

Well, Manfred, he suggests they’re onto us. Watching us, listening in. There are files. He will arrange to leak them.

Then, Ari, their liberty will become Hollow Earth’s doom. A fatal conundrum.

He says, On the other hand, if they’ll let me out for a round of links golf I’ll lose the files.

Hmm, twenty years ago I bought crack from a young lord who now sits on one of the defence committees. I’ll make contact. Keep visiting, keep sharing your breasts with him.

He is quite primal, Manfred. I have to make the limits very clear or he goes to town. Ari, too, was taking to easy sayings. She smiled as she said it.
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What am I trying to build then rebuild out of so few pieces with so few characters with so few experiences? Manfred asked himself. Zest and Ari were gone, and for how long he had no idea. He stood outside the Tate Modern watching a juggler near the wall that held down the flat flowing Thames. It is controlled now, he thought. And St Paul’s beckoned him. I was there for Occupy, he said, but nobody heard him. The art inside was too assertive for that – his activisms were as nothing.
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Making his escape from the Front National he scrambled through the mountains, taking shelter in a goat shed after two days and nights without rest. Nearby, a mine of torbernite crystals – a tiny aperture, and crystals that belonged to both worlds.
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A pregnancy. A birth. Responsibility.

Sharing a triple room always meant three in the bed the little one said. As he pulled at the sheet and blankets to cover his chest, Manfred’s hand slipped free and whacked him in the jaw. Ari was in the bathroom and he could hear her spluttering him out into the toilet bowl, and Zest was asleep on her stomach next to him, sub-stirring with the blanket movement. She didn’t wake when Ari called out, I am going to sleep in the single bed tonight. Manfred was suddenly dozy, or knocked out, and let it drift, thinking as he went to sleep that they all spent too much time in hotel rooms and on people’s couches; that for people who in their different acclimatisations loved being outside and in familiar places – the wheatbelt and Hollow Earth both so far away – it was strange to make of such places a semi-permanence. But he did not subscribe to the deluded anthropologist’s notion that they were ‘non-places’ – no, not at all. They too were conduits and their sameness was deceptive. On this warming thought, with a sore jaw, he did a proverbial fall into unconsciousness. He dreamt of interiors and exteriors. The smell of banana skins, hollowed avocado shells and the powder of corn chips left on the table – the remnants of the quickest of evening meals – permeated his dreams. Strangely, it was the smell of Hollow Earth. This ‘non-place’ was alive with possibilities, and itself as well. It was all places.

*

Hollow Earthers cannot get pregnant unless they want to get pregnant. If they desire a baby, fertility is triggered and a female (or a male who has changed by choice, their body converting over a few years without surgical intervention; diet and ‘desire’ – no surface usage of the word equates – are adequate stimulus) produces a lining in ‘her’ womb and releases a series of fertile eggs until one catches hold of an offered sperm. Ari was aware Zest had made herself receptive in this way, that she was leaving the drugs alone, that she wanted to be pregnant. Ari was happy to step aside. Ari also knew that the birth would likely help in finding the true path to returning to Hollow Earth as it would create a fusion, a synthesis of the two worlds. The baby would be a transitional object. That seemed harsh, but Ari knew Zest would adore... no, love... the child in its own right (she paused before letting ‘thing in itself’ slip through), so there seemed little danger of moral compromise.

*

We’re no closer to finding a way back, Zest! Every opening closes before we can complete the transition, every hole fills itself before we can pass through. You should have discussed becoming pregnant with me first. But why, Manfred? You know how it’s done in Hollow Earth and you know the decision is the bearer of the child’s alone. Why do I need to ask you? It will be difficult, Zest. We have little money left and I don’t want anything more to do with the drug world, especially now. We have to settle in one place for a year or two, we have to arrange for you to see a doctor on a regular basis, and we need to prepare. Ari will look after everything. Ari is more obsessed with drugs than ever. She will keep us, nurse me, and be there. She has synced with me and with the foetus. Our baby – and it’s all our baby – will guide us back home. As the orbs of its eyes form, they will see the inside of me is Hollow Earth – they will see it entire and complete, and they will be born into this world with a vision of the other world. Already I can sense its developing awareness, and Ari and I will dream it with knowledge, with its traditions and history. And you will provide it with the knowledge of this world after it’s born. It will understand very fast – faster than surface children. It will absorb and process and reprocess all you tell it, all you think. As parent, you will provide it access to who you are and what you have been. You make it sound like a Messiah, Zest. No, I am not saying that. Not at all – the baby will be of both worlds, that is all. Axis mundi.

*

A birth in a clean room by a river, with the city, Cowtown, glimmering nearby. The football stadium central to all, a game on, and cars being turned over, burnt. State versus state. Everything was blown with light – the walls were like mirrors but weren’t mirrors. Time had folded and space fed Escher-like on itself. The baby learned of Escher as soon as it saw its surface parent, Manfred. It was born eyes wide open, seeing all – no time of adjustment, of coming into sight. Ari, The Deliverer, sticky with green afterbirth, cut the double cord and tied the twin centres of the universe. Already they leered like distended eyes. It’s a girl-boy, said Ari. Wonderful, said an exhausted Zest, who gathered the child to her breast immediately. Born in America, Manfred said. It will be an American citizen. It’s a good thing Hollow Earth isn’t on the banned country list yet. Levity as an addiction in itself, Manfred, quipped a jubilant Ari, who was off her face but fully functional. The IRS will pursue this kid forever wherever he goes.



 

153.

Manfred is digging a hole down in the sandy creek that runs through the salt. He is tunnelling to the other side of the earth, his uncle’s .22 rifle leaning against the remnants of a chimney and a fireplace, the last standing pieces of a house abandoned to the salt fifty years earlier. Salt crystals climb everywhere but not out of the sandy creek. Digging, he hits water, and there’s salt there, but liquid salt. Phhwooottttt. Phhhwooottt. Airforce trainer jets zap past overhead. They will see him digging, finding a way through. He digs visions, the sun an arc welder joining the metal of the rifle with a piece of iron sticking out from the chimney – a hook of sorts. He has a bucket and is trying to bucket the salty water out onto the downstream of the glinting, searing creekbed. But the sides of the hole collapse. It is cool around his hands, he takes them gloved with silt out of the excavation and they dry and stick. They itch. The contents of the world are irritants, irritating. He hears a truck in the distance – he knows Kevin will be in the truck with his dad, carting the last of the harvest to the bins. Harvest finished three days ago for Manfred’s family. A good year. Kevin will want to ‘do things’ when their harvest is finished, but Manfred prefers his own company, much to his uncle’s bemusement. But mainly Manfred is afraid of his feelings for Kevin, who he thinks he might love. But Manfred can’t love anyone but his absent mum, who is searching for the key, searching for both of them. Manfred is staying with his uncle for six months. He catches the school bus from the old turned-on-its-side rainwater tank that was used by his uncle’s daughter, Manfred’s cousin, before she drowned in a dam.

Kevin catches the same bus – they secretly held hands once though they risked being beaten to a pulp by the footie boys, who were always grabbing each other anyway. Manfred was afraid at the school with York gums all around, but said little. His mother was far away, searching for something she promised to bring back from Easter Island or Greece or Guatemala. A way out of it for us, Manfred, please trust me. He did. He only trusted her, though he quite liked his uncle as well. Two blokes in a house, said his uncle, is a messy business. Manfred had no idea what he meant. Manfred’s auntie, had ended up in hospital after the loss of her daughter. A hospital by the river down in the city. It’s a glorious old building with wonderful views, said his uncle. It’s a good harvest this year, Manfred.

Then the dry comes.

Long-range forecasts said the dry would go on and on. And, in fact, it would be years before another good harvest. And through all the dry, the saline water burbled beneath the dry creek bed, and salt crystals latticed the old chimney. Manfred didn’t fire his uncle’s .22 that day, or any other day after. The salt latticed the butt, the trigger, the barrel. It staunched the powder, incapacitated the detonators. Between the drying world and the other side of the curve, the sphere, was a salty silty water working its way round granites and ancient rocks that would disturb biologies if released.
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But Manfred’s mother was in Egypt, not Europe or the Pacific or Central America. She was far up the Nile, searching for a stone she’d read about in a popular book about extraterrestrials influencing earth cultures. She had worked for two years in a town library to save the money to make the trip, which she was doing on a shoestring. With a scarf covering her head, and in long skirts, she made her way to where she’d been advised not to go. She got messages home when she could.
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Piton de la Fournaise. The Cocos–Keeling island atoll. Entry points, but difficult. Like digging in the dry creek bed of the salt paddock? Holding the baby and walking to and fro trying to ease its colic, he thought back to being in those Indian Ocean places. A hint of a way through? How much money do we have? he called gently over his shoulder to Ari, who was drawing with crayons – pictures of her childhood places. Twenty thousand left from my last deal. Ari had not given up – in fact, she had become thoroughly entrenched. She was always strung out – aggressive and constantly threatening to undo them all, to contact the Big Miners, give them the inside running on Hollow Earth. Then she’d get paranoid and contrite and swear off the drugs and the drug trade forever. Zest and Manfred insisted that if she was to stay with them (this infuriated Ari), she was to stop. Not much money but enough – and I notice you’re willing to spend such dirty money. And that’s it if your ban on things continues – not that you’ve got any say over what I do! But you’re happier being out of that world, aren’t you, Ari? I mean, you’re looking a lot better now you’re off it. It’s true that the crap in my head is easier to handle, Ari has to agree. And you’ll continue to agree, Ari – it’s fucking immoral to sell that shit. I wouldn’t say too much, Manfred, and if Zest hears you swearing in front of the baby there’ll be trouble. The baby wailed and Manfred sang ‘Ten Green Bottles’ all the way through, moving up and down, to and fro till it calmed. So, Manfred, what are we going to do about money? We need to go to Australia where I can get work, he said. That will take all our money – and it proved a dead end before and we’ll be right back in the scene. Australia is a big place, Ari. Doesn’t matter, the threads run all the way through. Things will find us. You mean that you’ll find them, Ari. Or we could fly to La Réunion and plunge into the volcano and hope we find ourselves back in Hollow Earth, said Manfred. Or we could return to Ireland and wait till the thinnest time of the year and see if the passageway on Mount Gabriel opens and if it does splash down with baby! Now, said Manfred, studying the baby’s pulsing fontanelle, that’s a plan. And I know a few farmers around there who’ll give me work picking stones from their fields and pay me cash in hand. And we all have friends there. It wasn’t such a bad time after our emergence into the surface world, was it? We could manage if we’re frugal and stay away from the shit.
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There was a zone of Hollow Earth known as the vacuum, which was considered mystical yet dangerous. Anything that went too close was sucked into it. From a rocky outcrop at a safe distance, you could look in: it was like the other side of a mirror. The black of the reflective surface. All the wastes of that part of Hollow Earth were pushed to the periphery of its influence, and were gradually drawn in. The storytellers said, The land recycles everything and gives it back in ways we don’t completely understand.
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Godzilla! Mothra fought with ... ? Gamera? Which atomic weapon awoke the monsters? Manfred worried about this at his grandparents’ place. He worried about it a lot. Which alien cut through Gamera’s shell? Mothra come again from the egg left over? He went over it with Ari and Zest again and again. Stoned or straight, he told them. Even after the birth. Why are you saying all this? asked Zest, sleepy with the baby at her breast, turned in to the centre of the bed, it being fiercely cold beyond the warmth of the blankets and their bodies. I’m testing my memory – I’m worried my brain is dissolving. I am trying to remember because I thought about it so much when I was young — I fear I am losing contact with who I was, what occupied my thoughts. And then, trance-like, a doggerel look of self-parody entered Manfred’s eyes, swirling like whirligigs, and he started chanting (almost) something from the slush pile of his memory, his past life:

Emerging from the amniotic fluid, folks, the ultimate dentata,

The beast with glands on fire, folks, it’s the very last Godzilla.

Like Ash in Evil Dead, folks, fighting the archetypal mother,

divide and conquer fear, folks, it’s the very last Godzilla ...

Attacking Hong Kong, folks, who’d barrack for the monster?

It’s better red than dead, folks, it’s the very last Godzilla.

If history repeats itself, folks, can the director be a killer?

Encouraging cultural mayhem, folks, it’s the very last Godzilla.

It’s no use hanging out on the beach, folks, the red sky’s turned nuclear,

And lifestyle is losing relevance, folks, it’s the very last Godzilla.

So what if the critics tell us, folks, we’re sure to get something better,

It will never be the same, folks, it’s the very last Godzilla.
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Red tape. The enemy of development. Bureaucracy. The enemy of the citizen’s personal freedom. So say the developers, the Big Miners. The slippage – torment of the (radical) artist. How to stop the exploiters and not be exploited. But it’s not a paradox, said Zest. They want us out of the country and yet we cannot leave. That block of forest was cleared for a new development before permission was granted. The developer said, It will come through, I was assured it would. Verbally. What more do you need? So the only wrong was not waiting for the final stamp, the signing-off? Not because the forest should have been conserved in itself, that it was the home of a woodpecker that has no other home. Of insects rarely seen. And yet our baby is called An American and our opinion is unwanted. We can be imprisoned for overstaying, for being seen to create an American where Americans already are. The monuments legislation is bulldozed and the companies can love the government and all can traffic in soil and cells. It’s a cell-off.
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Given their abhorrence for ‘money’, the Robber Baron would introduce cryptocurrency to the internment camps of Hollow Earth. They have to be able to pay for their own necessities, he said. He received many likes, including from internees.
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Ari couldn’t quit, and she couldn’t help augmenting their meagre kitty with ‘earnings’. Manfred and Zest demanded she seek help, and when they refused her financial offerings, she felt an embarrassment no Hollow Earther had ever felt before. So strong and disturbing was it that Zest felt shaken in her own psyche, and their shared psyche fractured. She sensed that others from their community in Hollow Earth would know something was seriously wrong.

*

The rehab program, being voluntary and anonymous, attracted those who wished to slip through the planks. Ari sat next to a woman who wore a hijab and said that meth was destroying her and her family. She said she did not believe in jihad, but when she was angry she screamed psychotically aggressive things in His name, and she was ashamed of this. Mostly, she wanted to believe and live the way her mother had lived but the wider community wouldn’t allow it. They suspect me, she said, and when I’m high I want to take them on, to destroy it all. It’s not me. He does not want that of me. Who is He? asked a woman who was scratching furiously, and looked asleep vivid awake strung out. Another woman in the group who was a devout Catholic said she’d covered up for an abusive priest because he’d nurtured her addiction through sympathetic confessions. Her problem was booze, and she couldn’t afford it. Another woman said to Ari, Why, dear, you’re shaking like a leaf … and you’re slightly green – are you withdrawing? I don’t know, said Ari, I think it’s because I fear the violence I have become part of. I have sold drugs as a vengeance against the brutality of this world and in doing so I have made it more brutal, more lost. The older woman who steered the group said, That’s it, Ari – admitting you have a problem and have done wrong is going a long way to moving on and fixing up the damage you have done. Ari didn’t say so, but she doubted everything she was hearing, including what was coming from her own mouth. But she knew there was no way out. I need to dissolve myself, she said too loudly, making those around her shudder and then reassure her. Do you have faith? asked the Catholic woman. I don’t know, not really, said Ari. I just have what was gifted to me when I was made. When the only woman in the group who had not yet spoken did so in a language few would ever have heard even in fragments, Ari responded: I too have latched on to the only thing I could find that made me feel like I belonged and yet sent me as far away from this earth, this place, as I could manage. You understand me? said the woman. Of course, said Ari, all languages are one and the same to me [Other than Irish?]– it’s an insensitivity I developed in this superficial existence that renders me capable of profiting from the misery of others. There are no tools available for me to pity you or for you to pity me. The woman asked Ari what psychiatric drugs she was taking, and she did so without sarcasm. And then she said, all the other women staring at her: In here, people only tell as much as they want to tell, and often more than they wish. The woman paused, smiled, then added, I think you are neither male nor female, of here and not of here. And Ari said, Whatever I am, I can still fuck up real easy. Yep, same here, said the woman in her special language. Rue∂wøy ey–oûz twestta, said Ari, and the woman knew, and smiled, and she and Ari were both saved, and some of the others in the group were too.
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Un-American. Un-Australian. Un-Irish. Un-German. Un-British. Un-Danish. Activities. Lead-poisoned American condor.
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What’s the worst embarrassment you’ve ever suffered, Manfred? asked Ari. Why do you ask, Ari? Because I want to understand what powers work behind making someone feel so vulnerable. It’s merciless out there, Ari. I know, said Ari. I do not like my sobriety. She picked at the frayed denim of her jeans, bending her leg so the white strands yawned and then closed the lips over her knee. These jeans, she said, they were torment for someone – I have understood this much about capitalism. It doesn’t add up – the rich seem not to profit enough if someone hasn’t suffered in their making! They are old jeans, Ari. They were new once. Well, I suffered embarrassment constantly at school, right from my first day. My skin burnt with shame. How so? The teacher asked me if I needed the toilet within a half-hour of my starting school. In front of the other kids. I said, No, Mrs S. [who would become the great-grandmother of a prominent Antipodean Underworlder], no thank you. Well, you’re a funny colour, boy. I don’t want you wetting the chair and making my nice clean classroom smelly.
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Why is Ari asking me to piece my life together for her, Zest?

It’s her way of finding a place here in case we can’t go back. It helps keep her away from the drugs.

She needs a hobby.

We are her hobby.

I can’t believe I said that. We will start growing organic vegetables and selling them to local businesses wherever we eventually settle.

The baby will show us the way back – I haven’t lost hope.

Of course not. Nor have I. Just good to have a back-up plan and one that doubles as a hobby and life support. I have developed an amoeba-like character. Do you know, there are actually scientists who eat swans and call themselves creative?

Why would they do that?

Because it’s privilege and it makes them feel special. Head on a plate as proof, with the Queen’s approval.

Dead mute swans ingested make them vocal? And here in Ireland?

Many English came here in the seventies seeking an alternative life. Some of them remember. A guidebook writer – an English migrant of the decolonised – ate a dead swan just to see what it was like, to connect with his origins. All of these parts, except for the heights, the mountains, where their influence was diluted with rain and dustings of snow. They just wanted the copper and the language.

I love birds, said Manfred, and yet, when I was a small child, after my father left, I destroyed a clutch of quail eggs. I don’t know why. I didn’t want to hurt anything. There was a man who liked my mum and I didn’t like him. I didn’t want another dad. He’d been a friend of my father’s, I remember that. Mum talked about it later, even years later, and I blocked me ears and said, Nahnahnahnahnahnah! really loud for a long, long time. Even after Mum had left the room. There was Rick and my father. And there was Mum.
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the hollow ways

– Thou would’st have said chronology, Trim, said my uncle Toby; for as for geography, ’tis of absolute use to him; he must be acquainted intimately with every country and its boundaries where his profession carries him; he should know every town and city, and village and hamlet, with the canals, the roads, and hollow ways which lead up to them; there is not a river or a rivulet he passes, Trim, but he should be able at first sight to tell thee what is its name – in what mountains it takes its rise – what is its course – how far it is navigable – where fordable – where not; he should know the fertility of every valley, as well as the hind who ploughs it; and be able to describe, or, if it is required, to give thee an exact map of all the plains and defiles, the forts, the acclivities, the woods and morasses, thro’ and by which his army is to march; he should know their produce, their plants, their minerals, their waters, their animals, their seasons, their climates, their heats and cold, their inhabitants, their customs, their language, their policy, and even their religion.8
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Manfred loved birds. He’d loved them since he could remember first seeing them. And that was in his playpen – cuddly birds orbiting overhead. And now he was seven and visiting a man – a ‘family friend’ – who had birds in a cage. Birds that flew and also birds that ran on the ground. Their wings don’t work very well, said the man. They are quail – different types of quail. Those ones over there in the corner of the aviary are sitting on eggs. White eggs speckled with chocolate. The boy liked chocolate a lot. And see, they can share a cage with budgies and finches and canaries. Blue budgies perched overhead. Now, I’m going in to put seed in the feeders and to change their water. You can watch. First I go through the outer door, then I close it, and then I go through the next door. That’s like an airlock in a submarine. The boy looked at him and blinked. It’s so if a bird escapes, it only escapes into the space between the doors. It’s a safeguard. The boy knew not to blink again, so he nodded as the man disappeared inside the first door, becoming chequered with light through the wire squares, like the beautiful birds that were all flapping or running around. The man was filling the cage now and saying soothing things to the birds up and down which were ignoring his words but angry and frightened by his being in there with them. In the little world without sky. Then the man was finished, and outside, and speaking to him like he was four, not six, almost seven. He could read and he knew plenty of big – substantial – words. I will go back up to the house to talk with your mother now, and you can stay and talk to the quail.

*

But the boy carefully let himself out of the aviary, doing the same as the man had done, and saying, Goodbye, birds! and waiting till he was out of sight, followed the man to the house, opened the flywire door carefully, went into the kitchen, and listened. The man and his mother were in the next room, the lounge room. That’s where Mum had been when they’d gone out, Manfred and the man, to see the birds. She was drinking a ‘cuppa’. That tea must be cold by now, thought Manfred.

It would be a sensible arrangement – the boy needs a father, said the man. Oh, how’s your cuppa?

It’s fine – I made myself a second cup while you were showing Manfred the aviary. No, he doesn’t need another father. He has one.

I don’t think so. You know he looks at people funny-like.

What do you mean?

I mean, I could help him through these difficult times.

He’s fine. You just say that because you can see his father in him. How can you be so jealous? I mean, Rick, he’s been gone two years and you hadn’t seen him for three years before that – you didn’t know him anymore, not really. He hasn’t called you and we’ve barely heard. He’s gone. He doesn’t care. He’s a bastard, but he’s still Manfred’s father.

I was his best friend. I guess I’m still his best friend.

Yeah, at school. And I was your girlfriend before I was his girlfriend, and so on and so on. Same old, same old, Rick. I want to make it clear, I’m not going back to you, and we’re all grown up now, and you’ve been through a marriage and divorced and ‘water under the bridge’ hardly works as a metaphor in these circumstances. You managed marriage for two years, Rick – it hardly instils faith in your ability to commit.

Never liked the way you tried to make spells with words. Always something of the witch in you.

No, Rick, just not the basketball team.

Well, anyway, I am there – here – if you need me.

As long as you don’t try the ‘And you’re still a beautiful woman’ bit you used at Hilda’s party last week. I’m here because I want the boy to meet his father’s old friend. To help him find out who his father was.

Well, happy to be of service. I’ll tell the boy he looks strapping for his age, that he’ll likely end up as tall as his old man.

*

The boy walked out backwards, his hand going to the latch of the flywire door as if he had eyes in the back of his head. He kept creeping backwards down the steps and through the yard without missing a beat. He turned and jogged to the aviary. Nothing will get out if I close one door, then the other door. We’ll all be inside – me, the quail and the budgies and all, all inside the big nest, the hollow. We will be inside the world. With water and seed, with air and dirt. We’ll be together, said the boy. Said the boy unto himself. And then he saw the nest within the nest as the quail was off, nervous, bailed up in a corner, fretting and head bobbing, angling to get back to the eggs. Eggs are empty, said the boy, there’s nothing in them and nothing can come out. You should forget about your nest and your eggs, yell-cried the boy. And feathers rained up around him.
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Zest hadn’t slept properly for days and was irritable. Her nipples were cracked and sore, and the sight of Ari was too much for her. Manfred was going on about eco-friendly nappies, and this and that about the baby, but she could tell he’d rather be anywhere but there. We’re all stuck with each other in this ghastly world, she repeated over and over. They eat animals, they kill each other, they wreck their environment, and think they care for their children. Christ almighty! she said. Zest was taking a great interest in Christ, but also in other spiritual figures. Late at night when Manfred had fallen into a stupor of tiredness, she’d wake him and say, In one of those religious texts will be the answer, the way out, the way back. I doubt it, said Manfred, who’d been rock-picking in farmers’ paddocks of late for less than the minimum wage. I’m feeling as if gender is forcing its hand, he said to Zest, simultaneously wishing Ari were still sharing the bed so he could roll over and, permission being granted, climb onto her.
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When the rooks called down the chimney he thought he was falling through the vent to Hollow Earth. Today, when I am rock-picking, I will climb to the portal on Mount Gabriel, as I do every couple of days, and see if it’s showing signs of giving way. That membrane. His boss, always suspicious, asked if Ari was Zest’s sister. Neither of them look very well. And is the baby baptised? And, Is it a boy or a girl? Nobody knows. You haven’t taken it in for its check-up. And, Where was it born? At home? Was there a registered midwife? It was born in America? Really, said the man, I have a brother in America – in Milwaukee – he’s a scientist. He says climate change is a trick designed by the EU to stop the Irish farming cows.
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Before being evicted from Ireland for overstaying their three-month tourist visas by four months, they were interviewed by the local immigration officer at the Gardaí station. Have you spent time with the puffins during the warm weather at the end of the Sheep’s Head Peninsula? Have you drunk water that’s seeped out of the turf? Have you witnessed the giant rising up from its sleep? Have you read the poet’s lines carved into stone and looked out on Bantry Bay? Have you slipped down Knockboy in icy weather, driven vertically – almost – to Barley Lake and seen bog cotton antlering out of the cut turf? Have you see choughs? Are you responsible for the spread of rhododendron? Are you rhododendrons, rootstock and flowers? Are you to be grubbed out and burnt? Are you economic migrants? Are you threatening the Irish way of life? We’ve been colonised already, thanks. And now our diaspora is different – they all look home. Contradictions? I don’t think so. We are too witty for that. Blowbacks? Rebels of the Wicklow Mountains? What’s with the green skin? That baby looks peaky – not getting anything out of our medical services. Yes, I do have a son and a daughter living in Australia. And another in Canada. Why do you ask?
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The publican looked out for them, even though they’d stopped drinking. They were waiting to hear the result of their appeal to stay. We are not claiming refugee status, though if we were it should be respected. Why do you want to turn everyone away? It’s to do with whiteness and Irish dancing, and the Rose of Tralee, said the publican. We just have nowhere else to go. You’re welcome here, said the publican, with half an eye on a World Cup rugby match in which the Australians were playing the English. What happened to those Irish–EU passports I hooked you up with those years ago? Manfred, who trusted the man who made jokes at his own expense and did not see dairy farming as the be all and end all, said, Ari sold them ages back. Ari has her ways – she gets things. Indeed she does, said the barman, winking – not out of sleaze but admiration. She’s one of the aes sídhe, she is. I have seen her on Knockaphuca, three hundred and thirty seven metres above the waves. I have seen her there from in here, in the bar, with the wild weather coming off the Celtic Sea over Clear Island, over The Calves. Well, anyway, I’ll have a pint of lemonade, said Manfred, tired from rock-picking. The weather was warming up a little and it was muggy. Soon the tourists will pour into town, said the publican. I know, said Manfred. You forget we spent the season here some years back. I never forget, said the publican, used to pointless, repetitive and obvious conversation and semi-enjoying it. I threw O’Regan out again last night because he came in stinking of the cow shit. He can drink at home.
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The portal has moved, said Manfred. At the thin time of the year we must be at the top of Knockaphuca, not Mount Gabriel.

But that’s months away still, and we have to leave before they deport us.

Not if we officially apply for residency. It will take months before we’re refused and thrown out.

Passports are a problem — always a problem! Why don’t I sort something else and we’ll leave.

No, Ari, I know it’s the way back. We’ll be there at the thinnest time of the year when the ghouls and witches are in the town street and the memory of famine is dragging its bones into people’s homes.

How much unchange of God do you have in your pocket? I’m on my last cent.
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Zftelø, the low-flyers of Hollow Earth, were very like surface quail. Their little wings beat rapid truths as the birds ran across grasslands.
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Manfred had known Hollow Earth was close long before he broke through, long before he encountered Zest and Ari and took them back with him to the surface. Caves had intrigued him. A special auntie who had stayed with his mother after his father went away was a speleologist in Britain. She gave him a caving book. His mum and his auntie took him to Crystal Cave at Yanchep, to Jewel Cave and Lake Cave ‘down south’. And when the water in Crystal Cave was sucked away by suburbia and refilled by the same machinery that had denuded it, he foresaw the coming of the Underworlders but had no words for it.

*

Crystal Cave

I have been reading Aquatic Root Mat Community of Caves of the Swan Coastal Plain, and The Crystal Cave Crangonyctoid Interim Recovery Plan 2003–2008 by Val English, Edyta Jasinska and John Blyth on behalf of the Aquatic Root Mat Community of Caves of the Swan Coastal Plain; what lured me to this was revisiting Crystal Cave at Yanchep over the weekend and being traumatised by the trauma of extinction. I could twist this into a lyric, but line length becomes the gauge of rendering, root hairs sniffing out water deeper, deeper, until the ghost flits, crosses over: the underworld is never truly deeply under. There’s no mystery or intangible extraction to illuminate an ontology. But personal history is part of a stimulus to delve deep, yet not so deep because the Crystal Cave, like the other Yanchep caves, is not that deep: maybe stretching down to fourteen metres (and no more than twenty metres for others) below the surface. I have visited the cave at roughly ten-year intervals since I was three and Mum took me with Julia and her daughter, Ginny (same age as me), to see the subterranean ponds lit up by glittering lights, the tarnish we tasted as raw fear, representational stalagmites and stalactites (guides reincarnate and say, ‘Remember, stalactites hold tight to the roof’). Last time we visited – another ‘we’; I always think of visits as part of groups – there was still water in the cave fed by a stream through karst, caverns of limestone-collapse fed by the great Gnangara Mound. That last visit but one will always be my point of comparison, as the crangonyctoids, invisible to our stares, question their belief in a steady state of the universe, now hanging on by a thread, the hair’s breadth of a root mat kept alive by water pumped in, we visitors looking on, expanding our vistas.

*

In the Redcliffe Caves Auntie had fused with the sand and made a memory. They were started back in medieval times, she told Manfred. He slowly turned the pages of the book she’d given him. They are not mentioned in that book, Manfred. The Three Counties system is an entire world, though when the book was written, all those networks of caves that have been shown to join up wasn’t called that. It was fully grown, of course, but hadn’t been declared, hadn’t been fully ‘explored’ – it had been there so long, his special auntie insisted. She said, Robber barons will sail across the pond – or, should I say, back across the pond, because many of them came from where I came from in the first place … quick for their dissenter’s release on the Mayflower … will sail across and exploit the system, for that’s what it will be called eventually. She was a mixed-up prophet who went to church every Sunday to tell the minister when she took communion that she didn’t believe – people tried to avoid kneeling next to her, and the minister always said, You will soon. One day you will see Lost John’s Cave and Ireby Fell Cavern and know fully what you have been made for. I believe in destiny, said Auntie enigmatically. Your father was a bastard, Manfred, he messed up your mother inside.
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On the day of his fifth separate school IQ test, Manfred was drunk on green ginger wine and had a migraine headache. He has no future, said his teachers when the [confidential] results came back, and leaked them to his enemies. He was the top in all his classes, and they intimated he’d got there through subterfuge. His enemies, sporty boys, gloried in his disgrace. Red tape is what mining companies and developers want to eradicate, he wrote in an essay on Kafka, to free themselves. That way they can wipe our slate clean and sit on a big pile of waste. You are mixing your metaphors, Manfred, and failing to understand the faceless tyranny of the state. You will never make a libertarian! On the same day that his essay on Kafka was given a five out of ten, he was assaulted in the school change rooms with a relay baton. That’s a fact, too, but there’s no official record of it.
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Manfred acquired a friend when his mother moved them to a country town on the coast, about two hundred k’s from her brother’s farm, where Manfred had spent six months when she was in Egypt, trying to unravel the truth of alien visitation and its impact on the development of humanity.

This friend had a massive pile of pornos given to him by an older brother who had been in the Vietnam War and then gone to central Africa as a mercenary. It was old but good porn, as Alex, his new friend, said. Alex had a dirty mind and enjoyed stirring Manfred up. Manfred didn’t mind because he never had many friends and had no desire to keep this one so he preferred to dislike him deep down. Alex said, I’ll teach you how to have a laugh, mate – there’s something wrong with you. Everyone reckons you’re a weirdo.

Alex and Manfred wandered the quasi-suburban bushland edge of the country town together most days after school. In searching through a bunch of stuff dumped at the vacant bush block down the road from the street they both lived on, the boys found a box with a weird picture on it and the words The Blake-O Enlargement Method. As they fought over the box, the contents spilled onto the sand – a huge, clear tube with an opening at one end and a pipe at the other with a hand squeeze pump attached. What the fuck is that? Neither wanted to touch it, but they poked it with sticks and threw small rocks at it. Then they poked at the box and flipping it over saw there were instructions pasted on the back at a slight angle – a picture of a little cock and the tube over it and then a second picture of some guy squeezing and squeezing and lines showing air being sucked out and then a third image of the guy holding the tube in one hand and a massive bulging whopper cock – his measly little cock made fucking enormous – on the other. They stared and stared, then one of them said, Wow … and then they burst into laughter. Dirty bastard! Shee-eet! Some dirty bastard has stuck his prick in that tube and pumped and pumped till a vacuum has sucked it out into space! Urgh, yuck … I reckon that’s his gunk stuck on the inside … look at that, er, smear … They cacked themselves laughing, though Manfred worried about germs and didn’t find it particularly funny. Still, he thought, I can’t go through life not finding funny what others find funny. Participation is important, he thought.

*

Alex and Manfred made a bomb. The explosion that maimed Alex for life wasn’t meant to happen. It was the joke that could never be made. Extreme distress, Manfred was told by the psychologist he was forced to see at the town hospital, can cause affect problems. Laughing at inappropriate times. Saying offensive things that humiliate the person being spoken about, and the person speaking. You need to be conscious that what seems normal to you in your mannerisms might not seem normal to others. That you need to react in appropriate ways, especially at times of distress or crisis.

Manfred accepted he’d behaved oddly, but he’d had no malicious intent when he’d said to Alex, then in hospital with his parents and a doctor also standing at his bedside, It looks like you’ll be needing the Blake-O Enlargement Method. Manfred had actually thought this immediately after the explosion, as Alex was writhing in agony on the ground, clutching what was left of his genitals. Manfred hadn’t said it then, but had said it once Alex was safe and being looked after. Manfred thought Alex would appreciate the joke because he had – well, he’d had – such a big cock and Manfred’s was, well, so mediocre, as Alex had told him at the piss tray at school on more than one occasion, and quite a few times when they’d gone for leaks together in the bush.

But their friendship survived Manfred’s faux pas, at least in a vague sort of way. And in their early twenties, when he was finishing his university degree and his mate was the largest pot dealer in Perth, they spent most of their days together smoking from a glazed clay penis bong. It was Alex who said, Mate, you should go and find yourself – you know, do something other than sit around here pulling cones. Sitting around stoned all day with me watching The Mike Walsh Show and Here’s Lucy and Days of Our Lives ain’t gonna help you or me – I mean, it’s not like you’re paying for your smoke, is it? You’re not a good business proposition. Alex also said, Keep away from Boog and Nina, they’re rubbish. Now fuck off, and go and fill that aching hollow inside you, mate. You’re a sponge and you’re giving me the shits!

Manfred was thinking about all this as the baby was crying and Zest and Ari were arguing about her buying a bag of pot after being clean for so many months. DON’T SMOKE IT AROUND THE BABY, ARI!
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Zest wakes, the baby is in its cot, and Manfred is studying her face. She says, I dreamt I was swimming in a deep cave. Manfred had been telling her of the caves of his childhood, how close he must have been to her at the time. In Hollow Earth, he’d never visited the caves of Zest and Ari’s land. There are deep caves, said Zest, much deeper than any of the surface world. We too have our interior life. Manfred flopped back on the pillow and said, Yesterday, as I was reading a book, the lines of print started wavering and buckling like railway track in an earthquake. Zest was crying green tears. I also dreamt, Manfred, that they bored a hole through the floor of the Pacific Ocean, through all the plastic rubbish, bored a hole right through to Hollow Earth, and all the ocean poured in and drowned my people and all interior life. It was terrible!
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As HLH and the Underworlders-to-be broke through into Hollow Earth, they were accompanied by the massiveness of Mahler’s 8th, which was an insult to the music and its composer. The music of Hollow Earth had always been small-scale and quiet, with the largest gathering of musicians being no more than a dozen. Instruments were simple, if not rudimentary, and primarily woodwind and strings. Singing was (and in the camps remains) the highest art form but one without hierarchy. Anyone singing was respected. Skills were not taught, they were acquired. I most want to sing again, Zest had said to Manfred. On the surface, Ari and Zest could not sing as they wished. Something to do with the density of the air, they said. Our syrinxes just don’t pipe properly. Sometimes Manfred sang spirituals taught to him by his mother, which Ari and Zest enjoyed, placing their hands on his chest to feel the vibrations. Though he spoke in a tenor, he sang in a bass. He could hold a tune.
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We are the haunting to the dead whose world it truly is, Zest had told Manfred not long after he met her. Where I come from, said Manfred, the living are constantly trying to track down the dead. Do they fear them? asked Zest.
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A poster on the wall of the supermarket a few days before Halloween, seen by Ari, who is worrying about their immanent deportation from Ireland to nowhere:

Lucida, Diva of Bitcoin, Resolves to take you all Into her nest, to share Her wealth and vision. Join her. You know Where to find her 100 million likes Tell the story!!!!!!
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It’s these little grotesqueries that will lead to our doom, said Zest with gravitas.

I regret that many strange things have been left unsaid. Many extraordinary experiences have been omitted, because I am desirous that this brief history of the happiness that befell me and my devoted sailors in Atvatabar should be published without delay, to allay the natural curiosity excited in the outer world by the story of our discovery of Plutusia.9

We must watch no one tries to follow us through. We must hope, said Ari.
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It’s a letter – no, a card – from Boog and Nina. How on earth did it find us? It was sent six months ago. It has been to Germany, Britain, the USA, Ireland … But how? Nobody knows how to find us aside from the Irish authorities. What’s it say? Before you read it, take a look at the picture. What?! It’s a fjftw¬øwer! How did this happen? What? called Manfred from the kitchen, where he was bouncing the baby in the kick-and-play with one foot while peeling potatoes at the splintered kitchen table. Let me have a look. That’s a night parrot! he said. No, Zest and Ari said in sync, it’s a fjftw¬øwer, a bird of the Xentter Island out in the Great Water. We have only seen painted images, but it’s Hollow Earth’s most revered creature. It burrows and flies on evening light to small pools of fresh water. It knows not to test the sky. It’s a night parrot, once thought extinct but not so. It suffers all over again now there’s an explorer industry around finding it, fetishising it. On my uncle’s farm I always thought I’d see a pair and their young out on the salt. Farmers hate the salt – they see it as worthless, though they themselves nurtured it. Creatures have a hope of survival out there. I hear them singing Ding ding dingaling ding, or Ding dong, dell, Pussy’s in the well … over and over. They are always noisy at night in my head – it is always evening or night in my head. A cause célèbre, its rediscovery by the world hungry for newness from the old will be its end. What does the card say? Well, it’s written in minuscule letters – it’s hard to read. I think there’s a magnifying glass in the drawer of the hallway table. Thanks. Okay, it says:

Dear Aliens

We are sober, we are clean, and we’ve taken to the desert. We have found the inland sea, though the only water around is that we draw from a deep well, brackish but potable when boiled. We are writing to invite you to join us, to make a family with us. To be part of our little commune of two, well, five with you. Maybe over the years the commune will grow. Even out here, where it is bloody red dust, the good fortune of a well means we can grow our own vegetables. Sacks of rice, flour and lentils are the basis of our diet. We eat only plant matter and we converse with the night birds. Every few weeks we go into Kal for supplies. We are both painting again. Though you probably don’t even know we are painters. Not a skerrick of our old lives was evident in our swill pit in Freo. We only worshipped drugs. We only cared about amusing ourselves at the expense of others. We had become glib, even terminal. Your leaving woke us, then we looked into the hollows we had created in each other, then turned into ourselves. Sounds quaint, doesn’t it? Don’t worry, we still think all such sentimental shit is, well, shit. But it’s true, too. True shit. And now we’re painting apocalyptic paintings of birds that know where to find water in a desert. And now we’re making contact with the people whose land this really is. And now we’re looking into the eye of the well for some kind of truth. Mining start-ups send their teams around looking for uranium, but we have plans for those bloodsuckers, those poisoners, those new colonists. We are colonists too, but we want to fix that. We have plans for restitution. We have plans. We are learning how to be artists again. Come to us. There’s an old guy living on the far side of the lake we call an inland sea and he’s an artist as well. Nina reckons he’s more dead than alive. He gets water tanked in. No well over there. But that’s light years away and we want the company. Come to us come to us come to us!

Love,

Boog and Nina

That’s it. There’s no address on the card but the back of the envelope has Poste Restante, Kalgoorlie Post Office, Western Australia.
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We should take up Boog and Nina’s offer, said Ari. We can sort the travel, we can sort the documentation.

No, Ari, I know we should go to the top of the mountain – the path back will open, said Manfred. We must take the baby to Hollow Earth – the surface is putrid.

Zest, who was nursing a six-month-old baby starting to teethe, and whose nipples were raw and who felt alone for all the fussing of the other two, said, We will go to the top of the mountain, and if the way back doesn’t open somehow we will get to Australia and make a new life on the surface, on the edge of the inland sea.
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The Outback is an official zone. You don’t need papers to enter, but you need a state of mind. To be hit by a truck is a definitive experience. And being hit in the ‘middle of nowhere’ is to be lost, to be undone by the most brutal realities of existentialism. That snap decision you make. That either or, that either or. Ee or ee or. Split second. Reaction time to survive. Life flash. By and bye. Slow motion slo mo, ee or. Or either. Never distracted by Mahler’s 9th, first movement, or a feadán calling up the dog, only companion on a cold thin day. Or Yothu Yindi just loud enough to follow but not distract – ‘Djat’pa’. And the truck from nowhere, Roadmaster, slam dunk. Sliced white bread. Bull bar paring knife. High up on a stack of power. Whose picture of whose harp you saw, ‘Far Away in Australia’. Assaults in the mosh pit, a colonial Viagra. Such conversations just before impact. And the truck driver, all the way from Federal Territory, prime mover released from its responsibility, the mining machinery, the Robber Baron’s incipient company – he will butt it out, he will start somewhere. To dig deeper, deeper, past where the subterranean waters rush and flood the desert minds, way past the asbestos fibres stirred into the desiccated air. Past the colour bands of a stinking hot Marble Bar, where gold drew cold people to excessive heat, driving off the acclimatised, claiming whatever. Grasping EXPLOSION of impact. Cut of metal. The contents of the car long sober, entirely clean. No trace of drugs or alcohol. Strange blood types. Unique. Every man, woman and child. Each category ticked. The truck driver, once chased by those he almost ran down in Port Augusta, travelling over and over. The driver. The either or, the either or. What bird is heard just before – not distracting, but preparing to offer a way out of the cave, the burrow. And there she was, swimming the limestone cave’s water, still as a glow-worm on the roof, the roots of great trees reaching down as hairs, as straws, stalagmites and stalactites joining, shoals of the order she might turn to if the baby no longer breathes. Breathe, baby, in your pod, your capsule, hardened against impact, cocoon against the tonnage of the truck. These vehicles that sign the endgame of the surface, internal combustion fossil fuel looking down to the hollow, the burrow. Which birds dig in banks so vulnerable to cats, what do you hear? Do you hear the rainbow bird, the rainbow bee-eater coming in to nest in banks behind the shack, in the tussocked mounds that hold floodwaters in when cyclones claw their way inland to change topographies in ways that become the stories the peoples whose land it is sing and tell by. Own their own stories by? The rain figures. Listen to the birds. Either or, think of love, think of blood, think of martyrs, think of what you cannot love and those who think love is beyond you. Paraphrase. The ownership, the social media deities so worshipped, but there, even now, outside the range. Just the old CB of the truck to say, There’s been an accident. And yes, he admits, he does do that, and that is his redemption, his hope: I have hit a car and I am not sure who is dead or alive, there’s a baby on board. The car is wrecked. Come quick, by land and air. The earth trembled from deep beneath with the impact. I couldn’t see them: they weren’t there, then they were. I ... Dr Exstaticus knows the page number, knows this carload of entities must have love, must love each other, so entwined. I am no great reader, but I can read the verses of love on the metal, the road, the unbroken bits of glass – the back windscreen survived. I had a love, her name was Regine, why do I think of this as I pick through this wreck? One breathes, two breathe. The baby seems intact, but silent. What will the newspapers carry where there is no phone signal? Tweets will have to wait, the encapsulations. The images. How can my loves, my divorces, my love of web porn at roadhouses relieve this anguish? I read ahead: they will call me eel and monkey, without a thought to the thousands, the tens of thousands of roos and emus and wombats, even camels that have died on my bull bar. And bulls. And cows. They will filter the truth. I will become part of the history of roadkill. This history of a curved surface, this rolling over a ball, this roll-on part. Sometimes, when thundering across the Nullarbor, I think of the caves beneath, inside the karst, the histories and truths they contain. I think of rumours of aliens and machinery. You’d think a long-haul truckie with a beer gut wouldn’t care or wouldn’t know. But I have loved trucks since I was a child and sat beside my father up high crossing the country. I was once an owner-driver who had to sell and join a company. The owner collects paintings and lives in a Harbour-side mansion. He will leave small fortunes to the offspring of his mistresses. I know enough to know this era is made up of other eras, and this place of other places, and in these dying moments I am as absent as the narratives of my victims. I could have loved them. I do. We are kin. I was distracted. I was driving fast. I saw the eagles and heard the crows. I wanted to get back to my beginnings. I hear the core of the earth shift like a ball bearing in mercury struggling to retain cohesion, an explosion of wakefulness, ice in the burning places. I struggle to sleep, exhausted after days on the road. To sleep, to go deep into myself, find a way through where the others are going, have gone.
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Hollow Earthers believe in an afterlife because they have seen the beyond-science of the vacuums, the black holes of their world. All goes in and yet the mass of their world remains fairly constant, as far as their diviners can tell. Science is, for them, a spirituality, and a commentary on what is, not what can be changed to make more of it. An equilibrium is maintained through faith. All that is essential, as well as all the waste and rubbish of Hollow Earth, finds its way into the suckholes, into the back of the mirrors. And even from the surface world, all that is essential will find its way through the porous crust – the infinitesimally small apertures that only atoms can find their way through, to the hollowness that is at the core of all life, all esse: ‘Who is to say?’ being their favourite cliché, and the truth they live by.



CODA: The Great Pacific Garbage Patch

‘haec tum nomina erunt, nunc sunt sine nomine terrae’10

Swirl of plastic particulate fills 
a need; to sail through, we establish new 
colonies on the leftovers of beachheads, 
the waste and packaging. Place sans name 
is now named infamously, so all names 
gather synonyms to their whirlpools. 
Swords crossed on a map or the sinking 
ship to show a battle, a wreck; salt air 
to strip away the grime of history 
we leave behind, or clean as desert dust 
we’d replace with lush lands, regular 
legends and symbols, compass 
skills; navigation of bathymetric 
features: collision course, astrolabe 
sounding datum unsurveyed; overland 
route: walking on water believable 
if visionary. Always ahead of its time.



Amendments

Sisyphus by choice 
he bobcats ‘shitloads of dirt’: 
up/down then down/up.


First Amendment: It Gives Me Something to Do

from Job, Chapter 30:

5 They were driven forth from among men, (they cried after them 
as after a thief;)

6 To dwell in the cliffs of the valleys, in caves of the earth, and in 
the rocks.

7 Among the bushes they brayed; under the nettles they were 
gathered together.

Ari, late in her addiction, channelling Aphra Behn and lashing out:

GIVE me the Man that’s hollow

The machinery is hard at it, driven day and night. The opening is growing but is also being covered over so none can tell it’s really there. It’s there and not there. The noise is getting to the ‘neighbours’ scattered down the valley – to block it out, one turns on a stereo loud, which carries further down to double-afflict the next in line. Then sneeze loudly, bringing a response from further down the valley – a double sneeze. Call and response. And so the noise of the surface builds, searching for ways out, above and below. The dam near bursting. The tension of dryness.

A rufous whistler – the thunderbird – responds. It is hot and the vegetation volatile. Clouds build and the barometer drops to ‘storm’. All of this in the mix. Caution: a trail of oil on the road curving into the reserve. The bush-bashers are down there, spotlights glaring, hunting out roos. All hell breaking loose. Noise builds and builds. Architecture of strife.

Inside the houses it is like being inside a molar being hollowed by a slow drill, bits of decay flaking off the cavity walls into the mouth. Below the earth, the digestive system recoils and pushes against its plates, against its form. A goitred thyroid pulsates.

A rabbit – a massive buck – hops past the window. His window. He’s separated off from the other hises. His aloneness, his memorialising of his earliest self. Listening to the machinery, thinking of the hers, his neighbours from way way back. He wrote fictions of their quests, but he never told them. And after a long separation, a reconnection would bring embarrassment and never the strength to say, You are with me every day, I write you both. Into me. My entire life has been lived in the shadow of our childhoods – the three of us, and our secret ways. They wouldn’t appreciate it, and why should they? The rabbit is large and angry and going in a straight line, but it is heavy-eyed. Myxomatosis? It is moving towards the node. What else can it do? Hop onwards till it starves, till infection takes it down? Face rotting? Remember it first showing its face in Uruguay. Lab rabbits. It had hoped for inoculation but it’s too late, the vector has found its mark. It is inside the tunnels of veins, in the body’s cavities, around the eyes.

He says – that is, the neighbour with the digging desire, Maker of Holes – I have to keep busy. I believe. It is a right to move shitloads of dirt. I find focus, digging and dozing, pushing aside, gouging. It’s better than drinking liquor. When drinking I dug the earth anyway, but without faith, without belief. Now I know its purpose. His name is Simon Macherey and he has a vision of dirt. A shitload of dirt.


Second Amendment: ‘Supermarionation’/Captain Scarlet

Retro-metabolism brought him back from his 2nd OD. Destiny Angel told them to hit him with adrenaline. Captain Blue had shot him up. That’s the noise that totally busts up the valley’s concentration. The high-powered rifle let loose. Percussion. Sound barriers. Impacts. Manfred had been a fan since early childhood, and also knew the plot of every episode of UFO, and could still mimic the sounds of the UFOs themselves.

In Hollow Earth a game is played with heavy feathers – feathers fallen and gathered from the low winds. The game entailed writing the future of fellow players in the earthy air. Manfred never got the hang of it and couldn’t elucidate much more than this if asked. He had no idea why the shooting reminded him of this peaceful game. A peaceful game that might reveal a tragic future. He said to no one in particular, I covered the balloon in papier-mâché, let it set, and then popped the balloon. A planet remained. I was eight. I painted it red and green. Painted over the crisscrossed strips of newspaper.


Third Amendment

The Underworlders ignored the order to stay out of the dwellings of Hollow Earthers, inviting themselves in on dancing jackboots, flashing their company logos (not to be mistaken as being a plural of logo), making themselves welcome.

And now, still on the surface, neighbours at his door after the disaster, who was Manfred to turn them away? He imagined himself into this future. He could see it coming. Alone now, since the accident, he was surface-bound, bereft of Ari and Zest. Briefly, he had returned to Hollow Earth and seen the ravaging that would come of him via him that would follow. The wreckers and the diggers, the shooters and the bigots, all needed shelter after the Incident. The catastrophe. The result of the Newest Cold War outcome – the need to look Under. He opened the door then, and would open it in time to come, and he opened the door right now, welcoming them in. Sleeping with the enemy. You are one of us, they said, even though everyone in the district thinks you’re a weirdo. Is it true you’re in therapy? A person like you shouldn’t have a house like this all to himself. I agree, said Manfred, But I am never really alone.

Water was in short supply. The Great Rain Water Tank was running low. The bobcat man suggested digging a dam for when the rain came. A dam on the hillside. A gouge that would collect. Forward planning. The others voted yes. He was outvoted, but didn’t make a song and a dance about it. I quite like dams, he said, for all the damage they do. Nobody heard that remark, which was all to the best.


Fourth Amendment

The seizure of non-property left the Hollow Earthers bereft. Here are the lies on a plate that none of you own, said one of the execs wearing a hard hat and hi-vis vest over his suit jacket. ‘When David surprized Saul sleeping in the cave, and cut off the skirt of his robe – we read his heart smote him for what he had done …’11

In this brute body, thought Manfred, I can only become the Robber Baron – it started as a child, it began with smashing quail eggs and making dams and playing secret games with the girls next door and next door. I have the skill set, I have the DNA, I have the gender requirements still sitting on the top shelf, to be brought down and unpacked. I will breed and produce technicians. I will populate the future with operatives.

The Den of Cruelty.

A Den where Tygers make the passage good, 
And all attempting Lovers make their Food; 
I’th’ hollow of a mighty Rock ’tis plac’d, 
Which by the angry Sea is still imbrac’d: 
Whose frightful surface constant Tempest wears, 
Which strikes the bold Adventurers with Fears.12

And then he puts on Nine Inch Nails – Pretty Hate Machine – and he remembers seeing Trent Reznor’s maybe ex, Tori Amos, at Cork Airport. And then he remembers Ari and Zest saying, Why do you link her to him in a bodily way? You don’t know. They had both taken to Tori Amos’s work and life in big ways since surfacing. She is her. She is she, without him. And Manfred sees Tori Amos, diminutive, walk under his arm as he reaches over to lean against a pillar. She has come off an Aer Lingus flight and is talking to a tallish thin man, but not as tall and thin as he is. Ari and Zest watch her and hold back. They are – were – on the move. And Manfred calls across the airport,

Happiness is under our feet, and Amos looks back weirdly, her eyes spiralling, and nods in affirmation. Manfred knows he should remember her hair colour, what she was wearing, and other such accoutrements to personality, but he doesn’t. The expression, though … and the eyes. He remembers them as well as he remembers the lost visages of Ari and Zest, the strangeness of his childhood.

1 Try the opening of Book 6, Virgil’s Aeneid

2. Bradshaw, William R.. The Goddess Of Atvatabar (illustrated), Kindle edition, p. 48.

3. Bradshaw, William R., The Goddess of Atvatabar (illustrated), p. 53.

4. Bradshaw, William R., The Goddess of Atvatabar (illustrated), pp. 53–4.

5. Do we really have to footnote this? Is the commodification and desire for ownership so far gone that our every path through the trace has to be marked? More fool you, says Manfred, lonely as he is. So out of sync with your temporality (as he was)!

6. Yes, that letter to Regine does come to mind. Those typesetters!

7. Yes, yes, ‘A Soul After Death’.

8. You Know Who.

9. Bradshaw, William R., The Goddess of Atvatabar (illustrated), p. 278.

10. Virgil, the Aeneid, Book 6, line 776.

11. Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, Chapter 1, XLII. See also: ‘Indeed there is one thing to be considered, that in Nova Zembla, North Lapland, and in all those cold and dreary tracks of the globe, which lie more directly under the arctick and antartick circles, where the whole province of a man’s concernments lies for near nine months together within the narrow compass of his cave – where the spirits are compressed almost to nothing – and where the passions of a man, with every thing which belongs to them, are as frigid as the zone itself – there the least quantity of judgment imaginable does the business – and of wit – there is a total and an absolute saving – for as not one spark is wanted – so not one spark is given. Angels and ministers of grace defend us! what a dismal thing would it have been to have governed a kingdom, to have fought a battle, or made a treaty, or run a match, or wrote a book, or got a child, or held a provincial chapter there, with so plentiful a lack of wit and judgment about us!’ (Chapter 2, XIII.) And also, for good measure: ‘– That provision should be made for continuing the race of so great, so exalted and godlike a Being as man – I am far from denying – but philosophy speaks freely of every thing; and therefore I still think and do maintain it to be a pity, that it should be done by means of a passion which bends down the faculties, and turns all the wisdom, contemplations, and operations of the soul backwards – a passion, my dear, continued my father, addressing himself to my mother, which couples and equals wise men with fools, and makes us come out of our caverns and hiding-places more like satyrs and four-footed beasts than men.’ (Chapter 4, XCII.)

12. Aphra Behn
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