G'day

We touch down at 6 am in Melbourne. Australia! Australia, mate.

I feel I ought to kiss the runway or break open a beer or sing the
out-of-tune version of ‘Advance Australia Fair’ as patented by the
Australian rugby team.

The airport lobby is relatively small and homely. A young woman
with pigtails that have a springy life of their own is driving a baggage
buggy, and smiles and giggles as she weaves in and out of flat-footed
travellers in a new game she’s just invented for herself. Already I feel
sunny, carefree, lucky.

Outside the terminal there’s a vast pink sky stretched across a
long flat horizon. I've shrunk in size, like Alice, and I'm standing
upright on the bottom of the Antipathies.

The space of Australia
opens
the s oul

I am soon brought down to earth by my Greek taxi driver, who
tells me his life story in broken English. And not just that. He insists
on telling me the foibles of taxi drivers of different nationalities, and
none too complimentary. I'm too excited-exhausted-sleepy to take
much in.

I arrive in Fitzroy with its streets of single-storeyed Victorian ter-
raced houses, which look small and neat on the outside but, as I
will find out, stretch backwards into substantial dwellings. Bushy
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trees and creepers spill over the picket fence of ‘my’ house, shielding
most of it from the quiet road. I should be nervous, but I'm too jet-
lagged. I knock and David answers, as shinily bald as me but slightly
taller, smiley, glasses, wearing shorts; then Yolande pops up, slender,
dark-haired, short pony tail, Mediterranean-looking. Both of them
welcoming and humorous.

We sit and have coffee. Yolande, it turns out, is interested in an-
cient Greece and archaeology, while David in history and English
literature. Everything, mirabile dictu, that I like. Their living room is
soulful with its wood panelling and shelves of books that I have either
read or, mainly, would want to read; the whole canon of Western
culture, in fact. As we are chatting away, I hear a plaintive meow and
there is Sappho! my new housemate, creaking towards me. I give her
a stroke and a pat, the first of many in the next few weeks, and make
endearing noises. She looks at me as if she’s thinking, ‘Cut the crap.
Already I suppose it will be a wrench to leave her at the end of my
stay.

I don’t consider myself a natural cat person. I always thought of them
as being too groomed, sly, murderous, self-interested ... until I met
Eileen’s cat Toots. A delicate tortoiseshell, Toots had wandered into
Eileen’s life when she was living in her first flat in Acton, London, in
a ramshackle extension to a crumbly old church. At first I ignored
Toots as best I could, but before long I was hooked. The beauty, the
capriciousness, the adorable idiosyncrasies. When Eileen decided to
return to Australia in the mid-1990s I was heartbroken. I knew I
would be in contact with Eileen, but the spectre of her taking Toots
off to a new owner was too much. To think of strangers stroking her,
feeding her, dangling her toy mouse ... In a fit of commemoration
I wrote my first cat poem, written after the style of ‘My Cat Jeoffrey’
by the eighteenth-century English poet Christopher Smart. Perhaps
I'll be composing another poem in honour of Sappho?
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Eileen’s Cat Toots
(After Christopher Smart)

I will praise Eileen’s cat Toots

For she is chieftain of the pussy race

For she wears her tartan ribbon round her neck

For she bears the markings of a tortoise

For her snowy feet are soft as thistledown

For her cheeks are plump like pin-cushions

For her tail is a feather boa

For she concertinas out to be a draught excluder by the door

For she lies like the sphinx and folds her mitts into her winter muffler

For her back leg is like a rabbit’s and as biteable

For when she sees the movement of a sparrow she twitches forward,
red alert

For she is a wicked puss, an eater of God’s creatures,

For she is a blesséd puss, and knows not what she doeth

For when she leaps she stretches like a caterpillar and alights
as softly as a butterfly

For she tiptoes like a ballerina through the table’s bric-a-brac

For she gets her artificial tan beneath the angle-poise

For her eyes are moss-green marbles of light

For her wee head fills her bowl of food when she crunches up her
fish-meal beans

For she eats her blobs of porridge from your finger

For she is a waif with a look of desolation when she cries out for more
food

For her tongue laps the vase’s water like a tiny darting goldfish

For her teeth are sleek and creamy like bone needles

For she biffs her mouse of silver foil and lays in ambush below
the table

For she can’t resist an interest in the drumming of the fingers

For on bonfire night she creeps two millimetres from the floor
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For when it thunders she seeks out an air-raid shelter in the
washing basket

For when she arches up her back she is a Chinese bridge

For she looks so innocent when told shed make a nice fur hat

For she settles on the window sill to greet you home from work

For she steams in from the cat flap: entry pursued by a Tom

For at night she is a furry-covered water-bottle at your feet

For when she wakes she lifts a sultry peeper and yawns out
her claws

For she sits in backyard sunlight and lifts a drumstick leg to lick
her fur

For she’s a tiger in her jungle of lupins and gladioli

For she is a wee angel, Agnus Dei, and brings light to people’s eyes

For she makes me think of Eileen, wherever she may roam, on
this side, or on that side, of the world

As I go off for a jet-lag siesta, David warns me I might be woken by
a possum crashing down on the roof. I realise I have no idea what a
possum is. Is it something like a raccoon? Mind you, I'm not even
sure what a raccoon is—something like a lemur? As if I knew what
alemur was ... David also says that the newspaper boy tends to hurl
the rolled-up newspaper at the bedroom window early in the morn-
ing. Perhaps he'll scare off the kamikaze possum.

I emerge blinkingly in the early evening and am led like Samson to
the temple of a tapas bar up the main road. Fitzroy on first blurry
inspection is bohemian and chic, every shop a vegetarian café, or
Vietnamese bistro, or craft beer shop, and the pavements full of tanned
good-looking carefree youths; everyone seems to be on holiday.

The tapas bar is called ‘Naked for Satan’ Time to Mel and Time to
Sin? The name in fact derives from a time when the building in its
early history was a gin distillery and workers in the basement had
to strip off because of the heat. Thus it was said they were ‘naked for
Satan.
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