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Sweet water meets salt in a time of plague.

The creek has a beginning but no end. From its source it finds and obeys the exigencies of

landscape, the nerve of gravity, and in increments smooths away the streambed and the banks

on bends till it meets the salt water and its memory of land and its journey dissolves in the

flat forever plain that is no plain and which has no real edge. The ocean, accepting this

waterway like so many others, has neither beginning nor end, just volume and depth. It lends

its endlessness to the story of beginnings.

+

By the end of 2022 I’d had enough of social enterprise.

In 2006 my partner Ludmila and I founded a specialist business training company, Edgeware.

We came to this circuitously (a not uncommon trajectory for us) because of various

experiences in our preceding community cultural development work, especially with

Indigenous young people and communities. We would fly in to a community, so to speak,

deliver a cultural program of some kind – say, a visarts program for young women – and then

fly out. Our participants wanted to know whether – or how – they might be able to continue

and sustain the art work. Short of ‘let’s chase another grant’ we didn’t have a suggestion,

until it occurred that one response was, ‘make it a livelihood’, like, start a gallery or art

centre, arrange to hang your works in the local café, create an online shop or use existing

ones’ and so on. Start something, start a business.

We assumed that any education or training had to be designed to align with existing

Indigenous pedagogies, so at the outset the Edgeware program stressed project based
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learning, ‘just in time’ learning, relationship, mutuality, trust, goodwill, action then reflection,

visual rather than literary metaphors and symbols, cross-generational exchanges and support,

and a good feed.

It worked, and it worked for some years with hundreds of startups and change-arounds,

Indigenous and non. But after a while I’d had enough of it. Social Enterprise had become (has

become) something of a club – I pay attention when people begin using the word ‘sector’!

Like Groucho, I didn’t want to be in a club that accepts someone like me as a member.

So I found myself between, as they say, jobs.

+

I sit at this point and consider. Here I am, in the broad span along the creek bank where the

fresh disappears and the ocean becomes, just becomes. At this point I’m between worlds, not

only the world with beginning but no end, but the world of no-beginning, no-end. I wake into

this place from a world of cause and effect, from the lives bounded by a sleep. Here in the

dusk-dawn there’s no way to ask the questions that create a story that fits the world. Here in

the dusk-dawn stories must be told differently, their shape corresponding to another drifting

place which is not one thing or another, nothing and everything.

+

During the pandemic lockdowns I was told it could be useful for mental stability to create

regular habits to punctuate and parse the passing of time, lest it end up an undifferentiated

temporal soup. On the advice of Twyla Tharp, an old woman living across the water, I

recalled an early mentor and role model, Beryl Muspratt, my Year 7 teacher, who took me

under her wing and told me I was an artist, a writer, and took me to the theatre and galleries.

My own mother called Beryl my ‘arts Mum’. In Twyla’s terms, in doing this I made Beryl a

‘pledge’ all those years ago, a promise to become an artist.

This circumambiated for years, then landed and stuck. Did I owe it to Beryl, now long gone

and ever present, to just write, just write, just write for the sake and the joy of the writing and
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what it revealed for me, perhaps for others? What if I created a habit of walking for 30

minutes daily down to Cabbage Tree Creek, which runs along the edge of my suburb and

empties into the northern end of Moreton Bay, to write? What if I sat there for an hour or two

and just did that.

What came out wasn’t fiction, as I’d expected. It was kind of observational and ironic,

non-fictional and yet flecked with little poetries. The pieces seem to resolve at about 500 to a

thousand words.

+

I walk down to Cabbage Tree Creek in the late morning. The air is crisp and fresh, silhouettes

define light and shade like scalpels, this and that, me and not-me, precise and clean. In the

sun it is warm, in the shadows cold.

An old man, wrapped in layers of years mapped in fabrics, noodles along the shore. He

carries a common supermarket shopping bag, swollen with what might have been fishing

gear, perhaps his lunch. Occasionally he stops, still, and stares at something at his feet. More

occasionally he stops, still, and gazes out across the creek mouth into the seascape.

It isn’t fishing gear or his lunch. Inside the bag he carries the last of his wife’s possessions,

the few last things he’d no time or inclination to give away or throw away, after the children

had taken what they wanted. She’d been gone for months and these few things had eventually

swept up in the edge of their living room, now just his living room, like flotsam after a tide.

He is looking for a place to throw it all away, to lose it.

In the bag is a broken Swiss watch, given her by the family of a onetime employer after the

matriarch’s death and which she’d never had fixed. There are two long scarves, one

hand-spun wool, one cashmere, one snow-white and the other scarlet as new blood. There is a

shoe box crammed with old photographs, the ones the children saw as duplicates, duds or

devoid of memory.
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I know this because he tells me. Noodling along the creek bank, his path crosses my gaze and

his eyes rise to meet mine. A moment, and he turns from the water and calls to me on my

bench.

‘Morning,’ he says.

‘Beautiful day,’ I say.

+

Chronicles of betweennesses, essencelessnesses.

Over the years I’d stayed in touch with a friend from undergrad days, PW, who as it happens

had worked recently with another friend of the same vintage, PM – Sydney in the 70s! – and

PW told me that PM was now working at RMIT University in, among other things, creative

non-fiction. That’s the form that seemed to be presenting itself to me! I sent PM a

hello-remember-me? and a few texts, and she said something like, you know how you write

about ageing? There’s an agenda here, in fact there’s a new grant about ‘ageing in and

through data’ which might fit with where you’re at. There’s a scholarship.

Circuitously, the world offered me a project.

+

The old man and I fall into the loose and inconsequential small talk of such meetings, mostly

to do with weather and colour. Our talk turns to his story, his recent loss, the contents of the

shopping bag and the stories of these objects, and his sadness all bundled up in his stomach.

We talk about how loss fills him and drains him, except not in those words; we find ways of

discussing these things in a language of weather and colour. We know in that place what we

were talking about, for I too have lost something, and like the old man I have no clear sense

of what it is that has been lost, just the conviction that it is lost and lost forever.

And I also know, standing there with him where the fresh water meets the salt, that nothing is

lost until it is named as lost.
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+

Nine months in, the PhD research (‘me-search’!) finds focus on people ‘ageing in and

through data’, and I’ll be collaborating with RMIT colleagues and members of Melbourne’s

University of the Third Age until 2026.

Now Cabbage Tree Creek is illuminated from within by what I assume is the spirit of the old

people who sat and storied here, who found refuge and succour in that motherspace and

watched as generations swept in and out in the tides. I have a sense they approve. I hope they

sense in me a calling-back, a lesser lostness.
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