burning bright
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Written from the South Coast of
Western Australia

Flying over Siberia vast level mapped by black rivers
looping floodplains that hold
their own ancient courses
like a painting of themselves
uninhabited and so flat 'm attracted
to a sense of no walls no shadows
every way clear
the only mountain is sand underfoot
clouds that heap the sky with slate sunsets
and night itself.

Over the deserts of Xin Jiang I stare at thin ruled lines
between habitation and habitation
villages of one glass pane catching the steep sun
and something in those long straights
the necessary travel toward the town
human rub and comfort
then back the other way to stop at last tiny squares
that could be solitude
beckons.

Out over the ocean and there’s an atoll below
abalone shell held just under the water.
Down there every grain of sand every skerrick of green
would be precious
and once explored



would stick in the mind unique brand on the side of the globe
the whole thing held in the palm of a hand

by the smell of one crushed leaf.

I'm flying with my forehead up against the window
fascinated by glimpses
of distance and isolation and wondering
what it would be like living there
deep at the ends of the earth
when someone in the seat next to me asks where do I come from?
As if waking from sleep
Iblink in strong sunlight
seeing the pale trunks of tall karri trees
the small towns and long straight roads
the ocean cliffs that face Antarctica
and realise

I am.



Great Southern

Driving between Lake Grace and Lake King
the land takes on the light or darkness of its sky
so quickly so easily
marginal country
parts of it had to be named ‘lake’ so the rest could be
ploughed and harvested.
Out here in the tail-wind
like a faint leftover tilting of the earth
that blows the thin film of water all one way
and calls it full
then blows it back
I am blown on a millimetre wave of life
between towns inches deep.
I’ve met blokes out here
who will attempt anything and it’s nothing
fix a gate with a piece of wire kill a beast for the table
build a boat.
They are the ones who guide the juddering harvesters
through blistering days dusty nights
till everything they reach for
a glass of beer a dinner plate
is stippled with wheat.
They are the ones who turn to speak in a roadhouse
and bring those paddocks
right up to the counter



and after harvest the hot winds push south
to Hopetoun on the coast to fish and visit grandfathers
retired on three thousand acre
‘hobby farms’.
They are the ones who when I say what I do don’t flinch
but turn the idea over
like an oil sheened tool
and the handing back and forth between us of the warmed metal
is a thesaurus
so that I feel I'm being given a kind of permission
to be out here in my car blown between
Lake Grace Lake King Lake Varley Lake Cam
on the long reflective straights
where life is thinly spread
and words must work.



Lake Grace

I hear myself explaining
how some are salt and some are fresh
but all are shallow
and it sounds as if 'm excusing them.
I feel it foremost in your mind
as it was in mine when I first saw them
wind edged with foam and salt
stilled each evening
spreading their margins a little
to accommodate whole sunsets.
Just now under cloud they recede
thin strips of white and silver
to the horizon.
And then there’s the town
the roadhouse with its take or leave it
fly-specked windows
a few old shops newly painted
one skateboard in the distance of the long main street
but of course
as the girl at the counter rolling her eyes tells us
everybody’s at the footy but her!
and I have to take you there
where the ladies at the gate let us in ‘gratis’
though it feels more like being given

a cup of tea.



We park with the rest of the town facing the wide oval
and there are the teams
the skinny the muscly the hairy the lumpy
ranging over the ground
scuffling at the limits of rules
then using those same rules to work back through each other
touching base
and as the clouds part goalposts cars trees
everything stands out
with an even greater clarity young and urgent.
This is the light we must go in
driving out past the lakes
close and blue now
surrounding us including us
for a few kilometres
in their deep and solid union with the sky.



Stirling Ranges

Driving into the cut-out mountains
their steepness pushes them closer
as if the tops of much younger ranges crowded together.
We peer past each other’s heads and shoulders
as blue thresholds open to reveal
desiccated sides and ridges
weathered tors just high enough
to impede winter clouds.
We can hardly believe these sun-blasted screes
are those elusive slopes ahead
layered gates behind.
Stop. Get out of the car
wind through stunted trees
water where there is none
and up against as close as a tango
the mountain’s shattered stone the smell of stone
the sound of stone.
Their age is their beauty.
It attracts like iron.



Wheat Bins

Such a big feeling to arrive in such a small place
realising not so much we’re here
but that it’s here
as we slow from the speed of the highway
shedding velocity
slipping into the turn-off
the choice to be made so quickly in the face of so little
we could easily say we missed it
but even as we used those words
feel ourselves doubting
knowing we’d sensed
gliding by the long wide Euclid something like
a mother ship.
But there’s nothing strange out here no lights
nothing that has landed or will take off
no need for any ‘other’
than the petrol station pie and sauce shop
asbestos and tin that sits
dependently independent
across the road from the long wind-walls
the angles that have proven
best for support
roof spans that meet just high enough
for the mountain to grow inside

at corresponding degrees.



