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(Hark, now I hear them) Ding Dong Bell.                                 

The water is in my eyes now and in my mouth, and as I open my lips in a noiseless 

scream it rolls down into my lungs until I cannot breathe. There is liquid inside me and 

outside me and I float untethered, a swollen albino specimen, jar-less. Staring eyes 

disconnect from my brain in a flash of short circuited electricity. With one final jerk, and 

a twist, I am gone.  

          The light is bright, too bright. I am lifted from warm watery safety by large hands; 

they wrap around my slippery body like kelp, sharpened fingers under armpits, holding 

me firm. Blinking, unable to see clearly, everything is blurred. Mooned faces swim into 

view, swooning down over me, and I press backwards, creating stiff distance.  There 

is a swift covering of rough fabric, and I am swaddled tightly, unable to lift my arms 

and raise my fists. So I cry – opening my mouth in a wide ‘O’, I scream, yell, holler, 

make a noise bigger than me, and I am soothed. 

          Now aged six, on a sunny East Coast beach, I am standing at the water’s edge 

holding the hand of my parent. I do not like to be here as the ocean folds towards me; 

I am frightened of it. Each time it approaches I tighten my grip on the bigger hand, and 

I am ready with my feet. I know that it wants to take me; it tries each time to suck me 

in, starting with my little soles. I stand firm – it only manages to eat the sand from 

around their edges but I am making it angry. I want to go back to my towel island but 

I am compelled to be here, drawn and released by the swelling tide. At last, it has 

waited enough. The rogue wave knocks me clean off balance and at once I am 

underneath, adult hand vanished, alone. Painful sand grit swirls in the mushrooming 

surf as I am bounced and swashed away, my new rashie grinding on the rocks.   
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          The water is in my eyes now and in my mouth, and as I open my lips in a 

noiseless scream it rolls down into my lungs until I cannot breathe. There is liquid 

inside me and outside me and I float untethered, a swollen albino specimen, jar-less. 

Staring eyes disconnect from my brain in a flash of short circuited electricity. With one 

final jerk, and a twist, I am gone. 

          Light, bright sunlight. I am hauled onto the rough edge of a wooden boat; painted 

splinters drawing blood lines on the backs of my thighs as I am laid out. A bowed and 

wetted head presses shadow into view and disappears, hastily, repeatedly. I am 

shaded, sunlit, shaded, sunlit, and there is pressure on my chest, on, off, on, off, and 

all at once I drag in an immense breath from the bottom of the sea, and vomit, spilling 

watery saline and thickening spittle all over the deck causing bare feet to skip 

backwards. Cries of “Hey, hey – you’re ok!” and laughter from seabirds reach my ears 

and I rest my twisted body; my forehead on the sun-warmed planks still marked with 

scuba mask grooves whilst the empty tank stands behind me, glaring. 

          I move to the city for the next decade, aware of the yearning ocean. I live in a 

harder world of tarmac and coffees, glass offices and traffic. Brisbane might be on the 

Gold Coast but I avoid the edges, even the fountains and wishing wells. It will not get 

me; still it searches, but I am smarter. When my daughter is born in the Women’s 

Hospital I follow its name and leave the job solely to the women, only saying that I am 

afraid of the blood, not the birthing pool. Aged six hours old at our first meeting, she is 

wrinkled like a pickle from a jar, and I fall in love with the soft bones of her. We bring 

her home and play with her in the garden all summer, until she is ossified. 

          At six, she has become what people call a surf baby – taking her to Nippers 

every week is the responsibility of my mermaid wife. It’s summer holiday season. She’s 
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on the quay, knees on hot concrete, stones pressing into her shins as the crab line 

sinks to a watery death. All around her child victors swing their shelled prizes, hooking 

and lifting into overflowing clawed buckets, but not ours. She is desperate to snare 

one and lowers the bait over and over. The thought of her childish hand on the line 

warms me; I am a father, and I sigh, satisfied. My wife sighs too, looking first at her 

watch and then out across the harbour, longing.  

          I am safe here back from the edge; I can see our reflection but the water does 

not move to me.  Her twine suddenly tenses, becomes a rod. My daughter stiffens and 

I call for my wife but she is far away with her mermaid friends, unhearing. The line 

pulls again and I step forward, stumbling over little crossed legs on the edge, shouting, 

“Let go”, but I am not talking to my child. My step falters and I see blue sky and broken 

concrete and thickly crusted rungs before my face smacks the surface.  

           The water is in my eyes now and in my mouth, and as I open my lips in a 

noiseless scream it rolls down into my lungs until I cannot breathe. There is liquid 

inside me and outside me and I float untethered, a swollen albino specimen, jar-less. 

Staring eyes disconnect from my brain in a flash of short circuited electricity. With one 

final jerk, and a twist, I am gone.  

          Light, white hospital light. I am on my back; soft tape blinds my eyes but my ears 

are working fine. The rushing of pumped air makes a vacuuming rhythm, inhaling, 

exhaling, swelling, decreasing. Two voices bob above me, carried on waves to each 

other. 

“How long was he under?” 

“I’m not sure, he was just brought in. The crew did their best, brought him round on 

the way here, but he’s still not with us.” 
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“I don’t understand it – the instruments say one thing but he’s presenting another – 

not quite alive but not quite dead; it’s the strangest thing...” 

“Do we know where he’s from?” 

“There’s no records for him yet.” 

“Does he have family?” 

“There’s a little girl, I think.” 

My eyes strain through the white tape and I inhale from the deep. There is movement, 

increased urgency, and my sight is restored. The bedhead is lifted and I look around 

the room, I am here, I am back, and I look at my daughter, and I see it in her eyes. 

* 

          I am sixty-six, in the garden, in sunshine, one of three generations. It is a 

barbeque for all of us, my child’s new child arrived last week and we are celebrating 

together. The sun beats down on the stubby grass and warms the small inflatable pool 

no bigger than my feet – it is all I will allow. I remain far away from it, watch it crouching 

in the grass, but I will not approach. My own daughter, now grown, steps in it when 

she passes, cooling her feet as she holds her new born.  

“Wouldn’t you like to hold him, Grandpa?” she calls over, shifting the baby’s weight 

into her other crooked arm. 

I nod, and watch fearfully as she steps from the water and heads over to see us. As 

she hands me the baby her mother siren calls from the kitchen, and she turns and 

leaves, without words. 
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          I look down at the tiny infant, all screwed up and wrinkled: like Grandpa, like 

Grandson. With a quick glance to the kitchen, I deftly unwrap the bobbled blanket, 

sea-blue and swirled around his tiny feet. His coral eyes remind me of the reef, and I 

rub my ageing fingers over his perfect nails, sighing: so small, so much life to come. 

Breath catches in my throat as I look more closely; the recognition hits hard. With my 

thumb I separate the digits, blinking salt water tears on the barely noticeable webs of 

skin between each toe. Hastily covering him with the blanket, I swaddle him and hold 

him and pray for him. I walk over to the tiny paddling pool, and tip it violently with my 

foot, causing the water to cascade hungrily across the warmed tarmac. As I turn back 

towards the house, I see my wife and my daughter through the blinds, embracing in 

the kitchen.  

 


