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EDITORIAL

IN 2004, I claimed I would never watch a movie on 
a laptop computer. When I first started The Suburban 
Review it was a stapled-together pamphlet and at 
every launch a part of me would pine for a spine, 
a perfectly bound glossy cover, a feeling of weight. 

To have it in my hands, I radically transformed 
the structure of the magazine, rolling together print 
budgets into one annual issue and spending the rest 
of the year concentrating on publishing content 
on our website. Contributors praised me for my 
commitment to print in an industry that was in-
creasingly turning digital. Any mention of e-books 
or e-journals was most often met with a vaguely 
disgusted sneer.

The thing about website content is that it’s 
free. Without funding or advertising dollars, we 
spent two years publishing writing online, paying 
nothing and earning nothing. We judged the success 
of the writing by how many clicks and shares we 
received on social media. And we paid the social 
media giants to promote that content, to get more 
clicks and shares. 
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Our fully paid print issues came out each year, 
funded mostly by Pozible campaigns. I was invited 
to speak about the future of print at the NGV art 
book fair. When the panel was asked ‘Why print?’ 
my esteemed colleagues had wonderful, relevant 
answers. Me? The only answer I could think of was 
prestige. When I got home I opened my bedroom 
wardrobe and was confronted by boxes and boxes 
of prestige. 

So, I called a staff meeting. We decided to 
never give away anything for free and to pay every 
contributor we will ever publish. 

It’s 2017 and I have signed up to four different 
movie-streaming services. The Suburban Review is 
now a quarterly e-journal. 

 
—T. J. ROBINSON

CO-EDITOR
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I Was the Lookout
LAURA STORTENBEKER



YOU ALWAYS SAID you were a saint so when you 
died first we shouldn’t have been surprised. Truly 
thought of you illuminated like that and then, like 
that, you went from someone—blood pumping, 
mean mouth, biting your lip with that one baby 
tooth that never fell, working electric jobs out past 
the coal terminal, fucking around, getting your dick 
out often as a joke or just to fuck—to an effigy. A 
man prefaced by words, down eyes, remember when 
P was with us or before Parry died. People say passed 
away, passed on. I’m done lying to myself. 

I was on my way to work when Ray rang, said 
it’s happened again and killed the call. By the time I 
got up there the machines were off. Red light unlit, 
tubes out, wires away. I saw the lipstick mark on 
your cheek from your step-mum, Ray wiping it 
away with the side of his finger. Your dad was on 
the phone to your brother. He couldn’t make the 
right words.

Seemed like it should have felt familiar. I was 
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a cleaner at that hospital. I’d mopped blood from 
vinyl floors, seen the dark colour it turned when 
it’d been left too long, seen bodies with half-shut 
eyes wheeled in and out of rooms. I’d cleaned things 
that came from the depths of people’s guts. Made 
unclean things new. But I’d never touched a dead 
body before. I thought you’d be colder. I didn’t 
know where to touch you.

They’d shaved your hair for surgery. The stitches 
were ugly, holding together a rough cut that curved 
over half your head. You didn’t look like yourself. 
Someone had tucked you in, arms above the sheet 
and hands flat. Does anyone die with their fingers 
pressed perfect together or did a nurse arrange yours 
that way? I saw a patch of dark hair they’d missed, 
slicked down with grease. No one had bathed you. 
It was turning full summer and the air conditioner 
thrummed in the room.

///

Everyone who didn’t know you close thought you 
overdosed and that’s a fair assumption. When I say 
you had a stroke, that you lived for six days before 
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your brain bled again, people’s faces change. I guess 
it’s a death that warrants pity. 

The doctor said it just happens sometimes, that 
she understood our frustration. We all want answers 
so we can understand, it’s best to remain calm, we’ll 
look after him. She said big things, hypoxic, partially 
and wholly damaged, intracerebral, there isn’t always 
a definite reason.

 You had a habit of cycling home drunk and 
we thought maybe you’d had an accident, spilled 
onto the street or run into a telegraph pole, fallen 
and hit your head. We couldn’t see any external 
injuries, just knew something was swollen in there. 
A fresh knot of blood in the centre of your brain. 

Here are the things I’ve seen when I did cleaning in 
the ICU: a man stabbed with a screwdriver by young 
boys, late-night trouble, vital organs nicked but not 
punctured; a girl with a snapped spinal cord, horse 
riding, wheelchair bound at best; another younger 
man who’d stroked out, arm that kept falling over 
the side of the bed; a woman with a wound to 
her eye so brutal that the nurses hesitated before 
they undid the dressing. Then you. Your big body 
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stretched the full length of the bed. You in a stale 
room that I’d cleaned before. A strange terror. 

They said you’d wake up. That good news 
buoyed us. I went back to work, some days I mopped 
past your room in tight circles but I couldn’t go 
inside, didn’t want to spread bacteria, smelled like 
sweat from working, was afraid of you. I was the 
lookout. I stood in the doorway. 

Your family spoke to me out there, eating the 
complimentary biscuits, making calls. Parry’s had 
an accident, a stroke. We don’t know enough yet. It’s 
bad. It’s no good. Your step-mum with a hand on 
my back. Come in and see him for a minute, come 
hold his hand. She tugged my arm, let it go.

There was the second stroke, a clot somewhere 
no one could find. The doctors came back with more 
big words, non-responsive, arteriovenous malforma-
tion. Your dad decided it wasn’t a life you’d want to 
be around for. No chance of recovery, bonded to that 
fucking bed, he’s not even in there anymore, he’s my son. 
It was unexpected. We learned that a quiet death is 
still violent. We had no time. It ripped through us. 

What the fuck do you do after something like 
that? We didn’t know. Go home alone, chapel, RSL. 
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You’d have been the first to say I need a drink, fuck 
me. 

We were burnt out from days of vigil, sat far 
back from the bar, talked about how we’d come to 
know you, dumb shit you’d done to make us laugh, 
times you’d fucked us over with money. How you 
worked at the IGA for three months before they 
caught on to you giving people their smokes for 
free, stealing vegetables for your housemates. You 
were always flipping the collar of your work polo, 
that bad blue colour that doesn’t look good on 
many people. You loved to leave without paying 
for your dinner. You were the worst driver but the 
best at fixing cars. 

No one wanted to go for more drinks, meant 
walking to the bar, five minutes alone looking back 
at all the friends, the mass of us. I could see how 
ugly we were. Fred trying not to lose it, drawing on 
a Keno ticket; Teddy with an arm around the back 
of Sari’s chair, squeezing at her shoulder. We tried 
to act how we thought we were meant to, keep it 
quiet, keep that grief small. Ended up red-faced 
all-out drunk. 
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///

I think the worst part of a funeral is that strangers 
have permission to touch each other, the gentle, 
cold way men pat backs, women with reaching 
limbs, hands gripping upper arms, we’re so sorry 
about your friend, we’re so sad for his family and you, 
he was a good boy. You weren’t. The only person you 
didn’t fuck over was your brother and even then, 
the two of you had regular brawls in the backyard. 
You’d broken his jaw a few years ago. A constant 
click in it to remind him now. I saw him hunched 
in the front row. Your step-mum had her hand in 
his hair. Ray sat next to me, crushed the funeral 
program with both hands. He had his eyes shut, 
swell of the lids, gripped by a childhood prayer he 
remembered. I know I shouldn’t have, but I kept 
thinking you’d have your eyes shut in there too, 
that’s how it worked. 

The picture they picked for the front of the little 
booklet looked a bit like a mugshot. We thought 
you’d have found it funny. You were piled high 
with flowers, didn’t know your favourite kind but 
piled them all the same. Who was it crouched in 
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the aisle weeping, a relative from down the coast? 
Up from the valley? I only gave myself permission 
to cry when I saw your family leave. 

Wake was at the bowling club, walked there 
from the church. I felt strange and stiff. Pressed 
my thumb in the sand of those ashtray bins that 
line the little field. It rained early that morning 
and the sky was mirrored on the green, the clearing 
clouds. We drank watery beer and held party pies 
in outstretched hands. Noticed most of the boys in 
the suits they usually wore to the races, ill-fitting 
trousers, jackets slung over shoulders, then the back 
of chairs. Black work-wear for the women, a few 
grey pencil skirts, all tucked in blouses and high 
necklines, didn’t matter how you looked, funerals 
make people want to fuck anyway. I told everyone 
I’d already put in for a transfer. Couldn’t work in 
the place you died, bad luck.

You’d been seeing a few girls and they all turned 
up, all thinking they’d been closest to you, that you’d 
shared a secret bit of yourself with them. Kelsey 
had a red flower pinned to her dress. At the end 
of the night all that was left was that pollen bit in 
the centre. 
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///

I didn’t get to tell you sorry for not finding you 
sooner. If I’d come earlier that morning, if that’d 
fix it up, I’d change it. When I saw you on the 
floor, said don’t play like that, thought you were 
making another dumb joke. I was stupid enough 
to drive you to the hospital instead of calling an 
ambulance. Thought it’d be minor. I’d help. You 
were conscious, still slurring, mouth slack and wet. 
Your brother lifted you to the car. I buckled you in 
like a child.  

I’m still having a hard time with that feeling. 
The one that came when I understood that you’d lost 
control of your limbs, that you knew you were in 
trouble and that I couldn’t help you enough. Were 
you trying to tell us something from back there, 
can’t stop thinking that too. Give me some time. 

After they turned off your life support I asked one 
of the nurses about it. The one who flicked you off, 
Morgan, she said it was the worst and best part of 
her job. 
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‘The control you have, I don’t want to say it’s 
like playing God because really it’s already been 
decided, but it’s very odd to know you have that 
power.’

‘And why is it the best part?’ 
‘Because you know the suffering is going to 

end. For the family, too. There has to be an end 
point. I’d go mad waiting.’

///

We had a party a few weeks after you died, it had 
been enough time, we had to try go back to the 
old way. February was almost over, that heat still 
stripping the colour from our lawns. I’d never been 
to your parents’ place without you. Your step-mum 
had propped your funeral photo against the front 
window, facing the street. She’d draped plastic flow-
ers in front of the frame. It was an ugly shrine. 

I stayed in the front yard a while, looked in 
the other window and found out your brother had 
moved into your room. Saw him sitting with his 
back to the side of your bed, your hat on his head, 
a slow shake, probably crying, massaging that tight 
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spot on his jaw. I don’t feel bad for seeing it. We’ve 
all been doing fucked things. Ray was bringing case 
after case of beer into the house and saying you 
would have wanted it this way, you would have 
wanted it all. 

Had to go out back eventually, down to the 
rest of the women. They were sitting close on white 
chairs, upper arms touching, too tight for me, made 
a place for myself on the grass. We started talking 
about how most of us had some kind of intimate 
encounter with you. Everyone had wanted you, you 
knew that. Teddy said she’d let you come on her back 
a few times. Said you were a sweetheart. Said you’d 
call late at night, that you had your hard times too. 
I saw those nods of sympathy synchronise. They’re 
my friends, but they felt far off. Told myself to stop 
thinking what we’d never know about you. Couldn’t 
say can’t cope, with this. Said we never fucked, almost 
though. I wanted to be part of the conversation, but 
my mind was deep on you, again, still now. 

I’d only kissed you once. We were both sev-
enteen, water tower party on Grandview, smoking 
stuff we stole from your brother. You touched my 
breasts, I felt for your dick in your jeans, fake shy 
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movements. I knew you. I still remember the string 
of saliva that extended between us when I pulled 
away, was sure you’d say I was repulsive, but you 
just brushed your hand between us, broke the band 
of spit, and said it happens sometimes. n 
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Sea ’N’ Better Days
MICHAEL FARRELL

Pretend you are a pelican. Pretend thou art   Pre-
tend now that the pelican is a clothesline

Take a sheet from it—Pretend thy soul is a 
sheet—Wrap your body in it   You are now 
inside your

own soul like a pelican inside its beak. If the
bread on the table is gone   if the names of the 

seaside cafés are cringe-worthy or lacklustre
you are oblivious   Outside time   Pretend that
buried alive as you are—that the sheet provides 

walls for pictures   or perhaps a pirate clock   
It

is time out. You are young, you are old: beneath
the sheet it makes little difference   Can you fly   

can you dry clothes in the wind? Pretend you
are one of a group of Australian Impression-

ist painters—gone into the bush to collect 
ticks—to later dab your thigh with kerosene   
and paint
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Take a spoonful of nineteenth-century granola 
(basically cold rice) from your knapsack

Pretend that it’s a variety of religious experience
or   that the group of poets(?) in the shack nearby 

think that you are a hot drover—You are—
you

really are   Pretend that the canvas   or square of 
linen sheet) is a country singer from the twen-
tieth century   of the crossover calibre of Glen 
Campbell. The world of the mind, of the 
displace-

ment of metaphor is a divine trap   like cheap 
rent or an interesting job—how many salmon 
can

a pelican catch and hold in its linen beak? Pre-
tend a hundred. We might want fried rice and 

duck
eggs after surfing   After thinking of surf-
ing and drinking coffee instead of washing pow-
der   Pretend that you have really sore shoulders 

from painting—and the rhetoric of your 
shrug

that creates wings   that seems to ripple the air
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like a sheet in the wind, bring the ratbags from 
their dwelling   with plates of salmon scones

and offers of rubdowns, and you walk steadily 
backwards from your group of friends   that’ve 

sustained you thus far—and into the eros of a 
new

milieu or triangle or square   Where you now are



How to Be a Penguin
ELENA TJANDRA

MY FRIENDS SHANTI, Camille, and I invented pen-
guining during school break times outside. With 
daytime temperatures teetering on negative num-
bers, it was some cruel fate that kids in our town 
were forced to enter the tormenting chill at lunch 
and recess. Penguining involves huddling together 
with feet pressed and shoulders touching. There are 
numerous variations: penguining for twos, threes, 
arms linked, lifted, the emperor penguin version 
with straight backs and slightly curved, elongated 
necks. Shanti, Camille, and I would sometimes 
catch each other’s eyes during our class before lunch, 
mouthing the word ‘penguin’ with a silent question 
mark, to indicate our later intentions.

We penguined all the way through the winter 
of 2001. At lunch and recess, we saw pairs and 
small groups of our classmates bunched together, 
shoulders arched and hands in their pockets. Like 



us, they moved as a single unit, shuffling across the 
school grounds; almost one whole grade, a flock of 
child-penguins.

We had never turned heads, had never had 
influence in our school before. For a few weeks, 
we were the authors of a cool new fad. I remember 
vividly when one Billy S left a lunchtime soccer 
game to stand with Louise W. Camille, who had a 
crush on Billy, was deeply jealous. But, we weren’t 
to know that our fad-based popularity would shortly 
dissolve.

Shona M, in the year above, was tall, sporty, 
and smart. Her long blonde ponytail swished in 
revolutions as she played soccer every lunchbreak 
on the oval. Shona was the most popular girl in 
school, and our penguining bothered her. Her soccer 
teams shrank each day as kids started to penguin 
instead. Camille, Shanti, and I looked on during 
a game with only four a side. At half-time, Shona 
ran up to Billy S to deliver five damning words: 
‘Penguining is kind of dumb.’

Her words haunted us for the next week. Of 
course, we probably knew that huddling together 
generated much less heat than playing a game of 



22

HOW TO BE A PENGUIN

soccer, but we were not really athletically inclined 
and we were much too proud to abandon the source 
of our—rapidly dissipating—popularity. As Shona 
M’s comments reverberated around Whitman Pri-
mary, Shanti, Camille, and I were determined to 
defend our practice.

Within a week, doing the penguin ballooned 
out to a much bigger pursuit than keeping warm. 
We would well and truly claim this trend and bring 
it to a creative new level. We were aiming for au-
thenticity.

You never realise how children’s obsessions can 
be quite so laughable, until after the moment. We 
visited the two-dollar shop and bought thin plastic 
penguin magnets to pin to our school pullovers. 
These were paired with black and white streamers 
attached to our hair ties. At lunchtime we cut out 
paper penguin beaks, pulled on elastics, willed them 
to go over our heads. We balanced AFL balls across 
the front of our runners. They became particular-
ly unruly eggs, never to hatch in real life as they 
tumbled off our feet in the penguin shuffle. During 
one recess in that very long week we took off our 
windbreakers to embrace a full Antarctic reality: 
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shivering on purpose.
We were committed to the penguin. At that 

stage, I’m not sure how much attention and how 
many fans of penguining were left, so consumed 
were we in bringing the penguin to life that we 
didn’t notice. There was, however, one particular 
occasion that was not easily ignored.

We decided to re-enact a penguin feeding ritual. 
Choosing who would feed and who would receive 
the regurgitated muck was difficult in a group of 
three. One of us would sit out. One of us would be 
the penguin chick, the other would be the penguin 
mother. In the end we decided by two rounds of 
paper-scissors-rock. Shanti was defeated twice and 
she became the unfortunate penguin chick. I was 
to cough up partially digested food into her mouth. 
Camille, who seemed somewhat relieved at the 
outcome, would find a way to make this work.

Try as I may, I did not know how to throw 
up at will. Camille’s idea was to improvise with 
resources we had on hand. She opened her fist 
and flipped it over proudly. A pink, finger-length 
earthworm sat on her equally rosy palm. By this 
point, the penguin theme was muddled with soil, 
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earthworms, and flying birds. Logic, shame, and 
limit had become imperceptible. I gritted my teeth. 
Shanti would not like this.

That afternoon we sat Shanti down on the 
basketball court in the middle of the playground for 
maximum viewing. Shanti’s body trembled as she sat 
cross-legged, Camille’s pudgy hands over her eyes. 
We hadn’t told Shanti what we were feeding her.

The paper-scissors-rock deal was starting to 
feel slightly unfair. I held the little worm we dug 
up a few minutes earlier, looking out at the small 
crowd that had gathered. Even Shona M had left 
the oval. There was no commentary, no speech 
about the importance of our act. I simply suspend-
ed the worm between my thumb and forefinger, 
at arm’s length. It dangled over Shanti’s face. Ca-
mille counted down, ‘Three, two, one,’ and took 
her hands away, stumbling back clumsily. Shanti’s 
eyes grew big as the writhing pink worm filled her 
gaze. Her mouth clamped shut before it burst open 
again for an outpouring of the entire contents of 
her stomach. I moved too slowly for the projectile 
vomit. White, light pink, greyish green, and creamy 
yellow dripped from my uniform, seeping into the 
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pullover and my inner layers. In my shock, I had 
flung the worm a metre, where it had flopped onto 
Camille’s tracksuit and then fallen pathetically into 
the pool of Shanti’s insides.

Small pieces of carrot and raisin swam in the 
creamy and now frothing soup. One by one, the 
crowd began to say, ‘Ewww’ and ‘Gross’ and ‘Shanti 
P chucked up! Come see!’ Tears forged clear paths 
down Shanti’s vomit-smeared cheeks.

I could feel the guilt rising. I didn’t know what 
to do with the swelling occurring in my own belly. 
Before I could think, I opened my own mouth—out 
came a bellow deep from the pits of my little body.

‘Yearghhhhh! Penguins!’ I yelled.
Camille looked at me. I looked back at her, 

then at poor Shanti, clutching tissues to her mouth. 
Camille and I huddled together. We turned to face 
the crowd.

Conjuring a deep breath: ‘PENGUINS!’ we 
screamed.

I don’t know what we were expecting from 
our cheer and neither did our classmates, who were 
amused by the whole penguin affair. The bell rang, 
striking down our bizarre aquatic ice world. The 
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numbers dwindled as everyone ran for class, leav-
ing us cold and covered in vomit; the undisputed 
penguins of Grade Three Whitman Primary.n
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Fourteen
SAMANTHA LÊ

Because I could, I ate a boy for fun.
Coiled toes with gaping mouth; don’t care. I’m 

bored.
Hard plastic doll parts. Fire conch hoop lungs. 
Rose nipple barbell and lobe gauge. Sweet Lord!
The feasting causes indigestion. Confused 
passion becomes obsession. Lines blurred 
and throat tightens. Salt-licked wrists. Taped an-

kles. Bruised. 
I’ll sit down and start this thing over. But 
ceramic plates once dropped won’t bounce back 

round, 
the broken chair won’t spring back into shape, 
and heart pieces won’t return to how they’re 

found. 
We keep the secrets of electrical tapes; 
but hearts don’t know the forms bad love can 

take 
and parting purple lips can’t speak of taste.
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NEW
ANGELA MEYER

We are pneumatic 
We smile pixelated gold
We are pools of sunlight, not yet earthed
Our realm is
roses through phone cords & skin 
slicking screens & 
even sweeter words 
So this 
is what I have been seeking
To be responded to in like and light
To pitch myself as a goddess
to your equal form
& be received
We have made plans 
to join hands
Turn airstrings to fine hairs



The Day I Sat with Janis in 
the Garden and She Gave 

Me Her White Fur Hat
LAURA MCPHEE-BROWNE

for Gloria Sawai



I WAS HOME for the day because I didn’t have a shift 
on a Tuesday. The sun was shining on the little gar-
den out back so I was sitting there with my morning 
coffee letting my shoulders brown and my toes curl 
up. I’d been out late at a show the evening before 
and hadn’t got home till after two in the morning 
so I sure was tired. I was letting my eyes almost 
close in that delicious way you can do when you 
have nothing to answer for, when I heard a voice 
near me. The voice was sweet and dry like honey 
on toast, and the sun and the stickiness combined 
made it hard for me to open my eyes—though I 
had to—because I sure didn’t know who the voice 
belonged to and I sure didn’t expect someone to be 
near me in my garden when I thought I was sitting 
all alone.

When I opened my eyes, creaking my eyelids 
upwards like twin garage doors, there was a woman 
sitting across from me. She was all beads and long 
groovy hair covered at the top by a white fluffy hat, 
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square and tall and moulting. She was so familiar, 
like an angel from my dreams or above my crib as 
a wee one, but I couldn’t quite place her beyond 
the garden chair with the wobbly leg until she said 
her name. 

‘Well, hey there. I’m Janis.’
My insides whooshed and I jumped a little in 

my seat, parts of me dancing like streamers. It was 
Janis Joplin, the heroine of my little life. I should’ve 
known her, I should’ve known her straight away.

‘Well! Are you okay there? Have I scared you, 
bless? I sure didn’t mean to! But I can have that 
way about me.’

Her voice was like burnt condensed milk. I 
didn’t know what would come out if I opened my 
mouth but it sure wouldn’t be as pretty.

‘Janis!’
She smiled again then, and giggled, and moved 

around a little on the wobbly chair.
‘That chair’s wobbly, by the way, Janis! You 

might wanna try another one. I wouldn’t want 
you to fall here in my garden!’ I couldn’t stop from 
wanting to make her feel special. And if she fell 
from a broken chair on my account, well I’d be 
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mortified, I would.
‘Thank you sweetie. I just might do that. This 

outfit isn’t meant for the grass.’
Janis laughed as she said that and her mouth 

went as wide as no mouth I’d ever seen. She looked 
like that famous black and white photo where she’s 
pointing at the camera, as if she’s saying you cheeky 
thing. The difference was she was in colour, with 
dark reds and pale blues, and dirty bits of rainbow 
ribbon coming down from her fur hat like the day 
after a birthday party.

She chose another chair and sat again, pulling 
a cigarette packet out of her bra

 and lighting one with a match that came out 
afterwards. I wanted to look real close at her—maybe 
even touch her arm to see if it felt like skin—but 
she was looking at me like she wanted me to ask 
her something.

‘But why are you here, Janis? I mean, it’s so 
wonderful that you are and all, I mean I’ve loved 
you since forever. But why me?’ I asked, trying not 
to race my voice up and down and get all out of 
breath. My heart was beating so fast in my chest I 
thought it must have shown through my shirt, but 
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Janis was looking at my eyes.
She took a big breath and sighed it out as if 

that breath was a really good one and she wanted to 
savour it, wanted to sink it down low in her abdomen 
before she let it back out into the air around her.

‘Because you get it, babe.’
I did get it. I knew that. Whatever it was she 

was talking about, I agreed with her, I did.
‘You get that I’m just a woman and I can’t be 

anything more than that. You get that they expect 
so much more.’

This was big. Janis and me talking about being 
women.

‘Yeah. Yeah, I get that!’
She smiled again, gee that smile was infec-

tious—like the strawberry jam you can’t stop piling 
on your toast.

‘I’m only really still a girl, you see.’ She was 
still a girl, I knew that. I knew that now because 
being near her I could see she had bitten off all her 
nails and her legs tapped against the side of nothing 
much.

‘And I don’t want to be a spokesperson for 
anyone. I can barely do that for myself.’
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We both laughed—Janis with her head back, 
her neck smooth and long, me with my eyes open 
and staring. There was so much I wanted to say, so 
many thank yous. I hoped maybe we could sing 
‘To Love Somebody’ together. I had a harmony I 
did when I played it on the stereo that I thought 
maybe Janis would dig.

‘Say babe, d’ya have anything to drink?’ Janis 
asked.

 Maybe we could get drunk together. Getting 
drunk with Janis would be a thing. A real thing.

I wanted to ask Janis what it was like to have 
died. To have died so young, even though she was 
right here and looked as alive as me. More alive, 
actually, like an oyster pearl. I had a bottle of good 
whiskey my dad had given me for Christmas. I’d 
get it and we’d get drunk and I’d ask her how she’d 
survived all the death and tragedy and heartbreak. 
I wanted her to know I admired her.

 ‘It’s better than smack, drink is, so I don’t 
worry too much.’

I nodded. Smack was how she’d died, too early, 
in that hotel room in Hollywood Heights with only 
greasy carpet to touch her.
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‘Yeah,’ I said, nodding. ‘I’ll get us something 
to drink. Do you like whiskey, Janis?’ I watched as 
her eyes became even brighter. I could see she was 
like me with the drink, that we would get drunk 
together because we both knew how. 

‘I love whiskey! Whiskey is my girl,’ she grinned.
‘Whiskey in the morning!’ I sang, not knowing 

I was going to, but feeling like it was just right the 
way it burst out of me. Janis laughed her smokey 
glass laugh. She liked me, maybe. I felt like a new-
born bird beginning to know the way it can fly.

I left her there in the sun and ran inside. My 
stomach was rolling about inside me because I knew 
I was going to get real drunk and I was nervous and 
excited. I could almost already feel the beautiful 
burn in my chest from the whiskey and taste my 
sweet chemical lips.

When I got back to the garden with the bottle, 
Janis was lying on the grass with her skirt around 
her hips and her pale legs lifted up towards the sky. 
I could see the hair between her legs. I suppose if 
you’d asked whether Janis Joplin would have worn 
underpants I would have said no, but it was still a 
surprise to suddenly get to see her vagina.



LAURA MCPHEE-BROWNE

38

She heard me drop the bottle on the grass 
beside my chair and lifted herself up so she was 
sitting with her skirt draped across her.

‘Oh wow—did you see my clam?’
I nodded my head, wanting to say it was okay—

which it was—but my mouth wasn’t opening the 
way it usually would.

‘Oh wow! I should’ve kept my legs together! 
See I don’t wear knickers—they make me itch. But 
I should’ve remembered not all women want to see 
other women’s sugar scoops just staring out at them! 
Oh I’m sorry, I sure am!’

I found my voice again, pulling it back up to 
my throat from where it had run off down towards 
my toes. I told her it was totally fine, that I was 
so cool with it, and poured us two medium-sized 
glasses of the stuff. We cheersed and gulped it down 
together just the same, like we were twins or sisters 
or something.

‘Yum!’
‘Yum!’
Now that I’d had a chance to look at Janis 

properly, to see her face close up, I noticed that her 
eyes were a little wetter than eyes usually were, unless 
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someone was about to start crying. Janis seemed so 
happy that I’d forgotten she was probably actually 
pretty sad. I wanted to ask her about it, because I 
got sad too sometimes. Before I could work out how 
to bring it up—the tears I could see she needed to 
shed—Janis began to tell me a story.

‘You know I was never popular with other 
girls,’ she said, looking at me real hard like I was a 
girl, but maybe a different kind of girl. Or it could 
have been the whiskey and the sun glints coming 
off the glasses.

‘I like flirting, and getting to feel like I’m pret-
ty, and that happens mostly with boys—except for 
Peggy—though I know it’s mostly because I’m fun, 
not pretty, that they wanna be with me in bed. But 
that’s okay, sure, right? Do you like boys?’

I liked boys. Boys were my three older brothers 
and the bear hugs they used to give me and how 
they’d tickle me until they knew I was really about 
to drench my pants and have a heart attack from the 
funny scariness of it. Boys were the other stackers at 
work at the factory, where the girls mostly worked 
in the packing area, but not me because I preferred 
to be deep down where the machines were.
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‘Yeah, I like boys!’
‘Yeah. I thought you might. And boys don’t 

expect you to be there—you know? If you can’t be 
there? That’s what I think, anyway. They let you 
go free.’ Janis threw her hair off her shoulders and 
down her back with both her hands and stretched 
out a big sigh as if she had swallowed everything 
gorgeous there had ever been in the whole big world 
and now she was letting it all free. I could smell 
petunias, or gold-labelled perfume with the sticker 
coming off just a little.

Peggy. I wanted to ask Janis about her, that 
girl who was always by her side in photos, wearing 
outfits that told me she knew she was supreme.

‘Peggy was there for me and I was there for 
her, but it was only because we were girls and felt 
like we had to be. Until the end, when she wasn’t.’

The end when she died, I thought, in my liq-
uefying head.

‘What does it feel like to be dead, Janis?’
I knew I shouldn’t have asked her that, before 

I said it and afterwards. It was rude, and weird, to 
talk about the end of someone’s life right in front 
of them.
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She looked at me long and wide, like a Texas 
road.

‘Fuck, babe.’
I’d done it. I was out of control from the brown 

stuff and the perfume and maybe even had heat 
stroke from that beating down sun. I’d blown it 
with the one lady I thought was truly divine.

‘I’m sorry… I’m so sorry… You really don’t 
have to answer that, I mean—forget I ever said it!’

Janis laughed, her throat making a sound like 
dry leaves on concrete.

‘No, no! I mean, fuck babe—it’s a fucking wild 
ride, death is. It’s not even death, like we think it 
is when we’re living, though they do have it right 
about that floating up bit that happens straight 
afterwards and the white light and the tunnel and 
everything,’ she told me, pulling out another cig-
arette and lighting it slowly with a yellow flame.

‘That sounds so wild,’ I replied, and added, 
‘but what is it if it’s not death?’ because the whiskey 
was egging me on.

Janis paused then. She suddenly looked a little 
pale to me, and she took her white fur hat off to 
wipe her brow.
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‘Oh, honey. I’m feeling a little funny.’
I got worried then. Her hands on her dress 

were see-through all of a sudden. I could see her 
veins through the pearl-shine, tracing-paper skin. 
She stopped smoking her cigarette, stopped bringing 
the smoke in and out of her lungs, and sat there 
still and breathless, looking nowhere in particular. 
I kept watching her as her hair turned to fluff, then 
became golden smoke circling.

‘Here,’ she said, thrusting the white fur hat 
towards me. ‘I want you to have this.’

‘Gosh Janis. Are you alright?’ I asked, taking 
the hat from her and her hand in mine and feeling 
the regular, real, alive skin she had. The skin that 
was disappearing.

‘I shouldn’t have brought it up. I don’t take it 
seriously enough, they say,’ Janis said, coughing on 
the last word and smiling weakly at me.

‘Brought up what?’
‘Death,’ she said, coughing again and holding 

her almost-gone hand against her fading stomach. 
‘I guess I should say goodbye then, oh boy.’

I wanted to save her, get her back to what she 
was just before. She couldn’t die, she already had! 
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But she was disappearing and I never had been 
taught how to help someone stay whole and true 
and breathing.

I picked up the bottle, took a swig and hand-
ed it to her. Her fingers were gone and the bottle 
slipped through and to the grass—thudded back 
down there as if it had never left. I could see the 
fence behind her now, through her. She was almost 
gone.

‘I’ve had plenty of last words, but you’re the 
only one I’ve known what to say to,’ I heard the ends 
of her say, the gasping ends shimmering in the sun.

‘Oh Janis!’ I yelled. I was fearless.
‘Be a girl, if you want, honey. But you don’t 

have to be a girl.’ I heard her cackle somewhere, 
her body gone and the smoke retreating. ‘You can 
be anything you want to be.’n



BIOS

MICHAEL FARRELL
has a PhD from the University of Melbourne: a ver-
sion of his thesis was published as Writing Australian 
Unsettlement: Modes of Poetic Invention 1796-1945. 
His recent poetry books are Cocky’s Joy (Giramondo) 
and A Lyrebird: Selected Poems (Blazevox). He edits 
Flash Cove magazine with designer Wendy Cooper. 
Contact: flashcovemag@gmail.com

SAMANTHA LÊ
Born in Sadec, Vietnam in the aftermath of war, 
Samantha Lê immigrated to San Francisco when 
she was nine. She now lives amongst the foothills 
and vineyards of California’s central coast where 
she paints, hikes, and reinvents old, family reci-
pes. A recipient of the James D. Phelan Literary 
Award and the Donor Circle for the Arts Grant, Lê 
holds an MFA in Creative Writing from San José 
State University. Her publications include Corridors 
and Little Sister Left Behind. Her poetry has appeared 

mailto:flashcovemag@gmail.com


in Borderlands: Texas Poetry Review, Hypertrophic 
Literary, Reed Magazine, Two Thirds North and other 
fine literary journals.

DAVID C. MAHLER
is a Melbourne based cartoonist and filmmaker.

LAURA MCPHEE-BROWNE
is a writer and social worker from Melbourne, Aus-
tralia. She is currently working on two things at once: 
a novel about two young women from Melbourne 
living in Toronto, and a collection of ‘homage’ or 
‘echo’ stories inspired by the short fiction of her 
favourite female writers. You can find her at laura-
mcpheebrowne.com

ANGELA MEYER
has been published widely, including in Best Aus-
tralian Stories, Island, Cordite, The Australian, The 
Lifted Brow, and Killings. She is the author of Cap-
tives (Inkerman & Blunt). She is also a commission-
ing editor for Echo (Bonnier Publishing Australia). 
She has published Emma Viskic, Gary Kemble, 
Alison Evans, L.J.M. Owen, and many others, and 

https://lauramcpheebrowne.com/
https://lauramcpheebrowne.com/


acquired The Tattooist of Auschwitz by Heather Mor-
ris, currently selling into multiple territories around 
the world. literaryminded.com.au / @literaryminded

MAX NIE
is a Chinese-Australian comics artist, zine writer, and 
ex-poet living in Melbourne. Their comics work is 
soon to be published in Pencilled In and Castles in 
the Sky, and they self-publish a series, Little Magic. 
One time, they were nominated for a Rhysling 
Award for speculative and science-fiction poetry. 
They do not write either of those things. Follow on 
Instagram: @brvtus and on Twitter: @90sboyfriend

JESS PARKER
is an illustrator and comic maker working out of 
Squishface Comic Studio in Brunswick. You can see 
more of her work on Instagram: @jesskittyparker

LAURA STORTENBEKER 
is a writer and editor. Her work has been published 
in Overland, Meanjin, Chart Collective and Kill 
Your Darlings. In 2016, she was the recipient of a 
Wheeler Centre Hot Desk Fellowship. In 2017, she 

http://literaryminded.com.au/
https://twitter.com/LiteraryMinded
https://www.instagram.com/brvtus/
https://twitter.com/90sboyfriend
https://www.instagram.com/jesskittyparker


was shortlisted for the Victorian Premier’s Literary 
Award for an Unpublished Manuscript. Her Twitter 
is @andsoyousaid

ELENA TJANDRA
is a Melbourne-based writer, hailing from Canberra. 
Her work has been published in Scum Mag, rip pub-
lishing, The Writers Bloc, and Pencilled In. She was 
formerly a print editor for Woroni, the Australian 
National University’s student publication.

https://twitter.com/andsoyousaid

	Credits
	Contact
	Editorial
	I Was the Lookout by Laura Stortenbeker
	How Do You Know? by David Mahler
	Sea ’N’ Better Days Michael Farrell
	How to Be a Penguin by Elena Tjandra
	Fourteen by Samantha Lê
	Roses Rest by Max Nie
	New by Angela Meyer
	The Day I Sat with Janis in the Garden and She Gave Me Her White Fur Hat by Laura McPhee-Browne
	Bios



