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Epipelagic

0–200M




Hana

MAY

We found the body in an orange inflatable off the south coast of Lizard Island. Face, limbs and torso had been painted entirely white, and in black letters on the surrounding lip of plastic were the words: This is what it looks like when coral dies. In the days that followed Coral Man’s appearance, I read numerous theories about his demise, and more about his desecration. He was a prophecy, a wake-up call, also an affront. Some claimed he was the work of activists, eco-warriors and the like who had been on the warpath since the beginning of the bleaching crisis. A few right-wing outliers blamed the scientific community, never to be trusted when it came to climate. One tabloid posited a radical form of protest through self-immolation, and then of course there was that singular article, which argued the words were a twisted tribute to the musician and international icon Prince, days after the anniversary of his death at his home in Minnesota.

The man was a stranger to me, but death brings unforeseen intimacy. To look at him was vertigo. Reading that message, I felt as though all the events of the days and months preceding were smashing together: the words I had said to you and withheld, the promises made and the too many I had broken. Something other would be forged in the collision. Molecular structures would split and reconfigure, just as all around us the ecosystems we had depended upon for millennia were melting, mutating, metastasising into unpredictable forms. Reading that message, it was clearer than ever to me that we had reached the brink, were poised on the very edge of the abyss, uncertain if we would fly or fall.

Did you see the story, Tess? All the major news outlets ran it, so you must have caught the headlines at least. Probably you thought of me, and probably you wished you hadn’t. I’m sorry for that – I’m sorry for a lot of things. There’s no reason you should have placed me at the scene, but I did in fact play a role in Coral Man’s discovery. As for the media hyperbole, you’re too astute to have paid much attention to that. The truth, as we both know, lies in the interstitial. To reach it, you must be prepared to go under.

Are you ready?

Then take a deep breath.

*

Aaron and I were out in one of the research station dinghies, assessing the damage to the surrounding reefs after the latest bleaching event. I was already in the water, about to submerge, when we saw the inflatable. It was a hundred metres away, being slowly guided to shore by two divers, masks pushed up from their faces. Inside, we could make out something long and white and inert. Aaron gave the divers a wave and we manoeuvred our dinghy carefully around the bommie to give them a hand with their mysterious cargo. As we drew closer, it became clear that the white object was indisputably human and indisputably dead. I looked to Aaron and saw my alarm mirrored, his eyes widening with incredulity. My gut twisted. The dread that I’d been carrying all morning contracted into something hard and stony.

The first diver, a man, hailed us.

Hey, guys! Do you work here? We found this – this dude—

Just floating! Out past the reef—

The second diver was a woman. They were American – tourists, I assumed, from the island resort. Aaron assured them that we did indeed work here. That was good enough for the Americans. Aaron brought the dinghy close to the beach so I could jump out and I helped the tourists push the inflatable up on the sand. They were both white, heavily tanned, and of my parents’ generation – I guessed them to be in their sixties.

As we wrestled with the inflatable in the surf, the body inside slid to an angle, making all of us swear. The soles of the feet were now pointed towards me. Beneath the paint I could see the hard skin of the heels and the softer curve of the instep, wrinkled by exposure to water. My stomach buckled again. The sand underfoot shifted with the backwash and a surge of dizziness caused me to stumble. The American man grunted, adjusting to the redistribution in mass. I’d always imagined the dead to be light, but the load was greater than you would believe one person could weigh. Sweating in the heat, hampered by the suction of our wetsuits, all three of us were breathless and panting by the time we’d got the inflatable clear of the water.

We stood there on the pristine beach, a narrow strip of sand between turquoise sea and acacia woodlands, flanking the orange inflatable with the corpse inside and the loaded message on its rim. I had to force myself to look beyond the words, to give the dead man the courtesy of acknowledgement. He was broad-shouldered and still muscular, although a degree of thickness around the waist suggested he was losing the battle against middle age. He wore board shorts, the material stiffened with streaks and gullies of white paint, and flecks of it surrounded him in a spattered halo. His eyelids were glued closed. There was no evidence that I could see of physical assault – that is, nothing to indicate murder – but I couldn’t suppress that vestigial sense of foreboding. I leaned in, swallowing back my nausea. Studied the face. Thick eyebrows, neatly trimmed beard and a largish nose, a tinge of sunburn glowing through the paint. Its physiognomy, from above, not unlike the contours of a reef. There was no bloating.

Hana! called Aaron, who was still in the dinghy. It’s not anyone we know?

I looked up, startled. It hadn’t occurred to me that the dead man could be from our community, an acquaintance or colleague from the research station.

I don’t recognise him, I called back.

We should get help, the American woman said nervously.

Of course, there is no mobile phone coverage on Lizard Island.

We were roughly halfway between the resort and the research station. In the end, Aaron had to take the dinghy around the island, and the Americans and I waited with our dead ward, moving a good few metres down the beach before seating ourselves, trying not to dwell upon the question of who he might be and how he had come to be here. Instinctively I checked the skies, but the beautiful day was holding. Our vista eastwards could have been an exact replica of the advertisement that must have brought these tourists halfway across the world: a view that completely belied the destruction Aaron had recorded only this morning. If this was irony on an existential scale, I wanted no part in it.

By now it was approaching midday, and the three of us retreated into the slim shade offered by the acacias. I heard the call of a pheasant coucal, caught a brief glimpse of the bird itself before it took flight inland, unimpressed by this incursion on its territory. The heat bore down. The wetsuit seemed to squeeze my chest ever tighter. I succumbed, peeling off the top half, then the bottom, aware of a crashing relief as the air entered my lungs with greater ease. I sat in my bikini, conscious of being nearly naked in the company of strangers; and of the corpse, which was worse somehow, as though its proximity were contagious. But anything was better than being in that skin at noon in the tropics.

The Americans watched me, then hesitantly they too rolled down the top halves of their wetsuits.

What was your name again? the woman asked.

Hana, I said.

I’m Erica. This is Bruce. We’re staying at the resort.

I nodded.

We’re from California, said Erica.

Brisbane.

I watched her push down the urge to ask where I was from originally. It was hardly the occasion for casual chat, but we needed to distract ourselves from the inflatable. I asked if this was their first trip to Australia. Erica said they’d visited once before, the west coast and Ningaloo.

Most people do it the other way round, I commented.

Bruce wanted to see whale sharks, said Erica. But it’s true the east coast is prettier. Don’t you think, Bruce?

It’s pretty, sure.

How long are you staying on the island? I asked.

Seven nights. We did Cook’s Look yesterday, but really we’re here for the diving. We’ve been all over the world, the Maldives, the Red Sea. . . so we had to come here. It’s terrible what’s happening to the oceans. You know, when we started out, the reefs were pristine. There were so many corals and thousands of fish, literally thousands.

You don’t see groupers and sharks now, said Bruce. Not in numbers. Not like you used to. Tell you what, there’s a ton more jellies out there too.

Gives me the creeps, said Erica.

Cascades, I murmured, more to myself than to the Americans. That was the thing: bleaching was just the start of it. Maybe the Americans knew that, maybe they didn’t. A quarter of all marine species depended on this habitat. When corals died, it wasn’t a death in isolation. The benthos was next – all the lesser loved creatures, the millions of worms and snails and crustaceans that made their home on the reef – then the fish went, and the turtles, then the cartilaginous predators, the sharks and rays. An entire ecosystem collapsed.

But surely your government’s gotta do something? said Bruce. This is gonna hit the tourism industry hard, if nothing else.

Don’t get me started, I said.

There was a pause. Erica said, Anyway, I guess we’re telling you things you already know. If you’re a scientist here?

I don’t work on the island all the time, but yeah. I’m a marine biologist.

This time the pause was longer, and I knew we were all thinking about the message on the orange inflatable. This is what it looks like when coral dies. The palette of a common clownfish, I thought. Orange plastic, white paint, black letters. The reef’s most flaunted icon, for anyone familiar with its inhabitants. Given that it was the Americans who had found Coral Man – as I was already thinking of him, as the media would inevitably dub him – they would surely be suspects for his deceased state. They’d said it themselves, they cared about the oceans. And now that I had revealed my profession, doubtless the same possibility had crossed their minds about me.

I sized up the odds. Me, mid-thirties, average height, in reasonable shape from regular diving and cycling, though I’d let the latter slip more recently. I supposed it was just about conceivable to others that I might take on a hefty fifty-year-old man. The Americans were older, and saggier around the edges, but there were two of them and they were experienced in the water.

I reminded myself that Aaron was a witness, Aaron was fetching help. But now all I could think about was the man, and how he might have died. Drowning, if that were the cause, was a horrific way to go. In a rush, I remembered all the dives where something had almost gone wrong, when I’d lingered a few minutes longer than advisable at depth, or seen the shadow of something large, not yet identified, emerging from the gloom. I imagined my body pulled from the water, laid out on a slab to be named. What had this man been aware of in his final moments?

Don’t think of it. I scanned the shoreline. It would be too easy to see menace in the isolation, the oppressive heat, to give in to the premonitory feeling of the day. A goanna eyed us up from further down the beach and began heading our way, its gait slow but determined. The Americans looked unsettled.

They don’t bite, do they? asked Erica.

I told her the goannas weren’t dangerous. The lizard stopped about fifty metres away from us, observing. Its tongue flickered in and out. Then it turned and lumbered away into the forest. After that, Erica kept checking behind her, as though the lizard might suddenly leap out from the bush.

I wished Aaron would return. My dive watch said he had been gone for twenty minutes. It felt much longer than that. I began worrying about the body in the heat. Should we have dragged it into the shade? Would it start to bloat?

Erica occupied herself with pointing out seabirds to her husband.

Is that a tern? she asked. I think it’s a kind of tern. If we had the app we could check what they are.

We don’t have the app, honey. We don’t have our phones.

I know we don’t have the app. I’m just saying, if we did—

Her gaze veered in my direction, inviting me to be her interpreter. I had no intention of taking on the role, or of telling her she was looking at two species of terns, bridled and lesser crested. The birds were fighting over a catch, their wings stretched into taut arches, talons outstretched.

I switched on the camera, which I’d had on my person when I was about to dive, and flicked through Aaron’s photos. At first I was careful to keep myself oriented towards the Americans, but I quickly became immersed in the photographs. They were like everything else I had seen, from the scientific community and those media with enough of a conscience to report on the environmental crisis: image after image of bleached or dying corals. This reef had already flipped to a macroalgal state. Repeated bleaching had weakened the corals, and there weren’t enough fish to keep the rapid growth of slime in check. The camera was a death memoir. I put it aside, gazed at the glittering ocean before me, the waves washing up and receding from the sand. I thought about the tourists at the extortionate resort, and wondered if they had any awareness of the massacre underwater, because that was how I thought of it: a massacre. A slow and insidious one by carbon dioxide, but a massacre nonetheless.

I was up at Lizard as a favour to Aaron. His research partner had taken ill with appendicitis and been rushed to the mainland for treatment; she wouldn’t be back in the field for a few weeks. Aaron was also the sole friend I had confided in about my breakup with Tess, and doubtless he considered me in need of distractions. He was probably right, but I hadn’t been looking forward to the trip. What I had seen in photographs was devastating enough. While it remained in pixels, I could cling on to delusion, maintain a barrier between the known and the potential for fallacy. I wasn’t sure I had the resilience to see the damage at Lizard in person. But Aaron was focussing on signs of reef recovery, looking at the big boulder corals like porites, and that was how he sold it to me – a grain of hope in a seemingly hopeless catastrophe.

I’d flown up from Townsville the previous afternoon. I managed to pick up a last-minute connection to Cairns, and from there Aaron had booked me on the afternoon charter to Lizard, another fifty-five minutes in the air. I was the only scientist on the flight. The other passengers were visitors to the resort, where the cheapest accommodation cost around two thousand dollars a night, and private lodgings such as The Villa rose to six. Some of the resorters were Australian; the majority were from abroad, and all of them exuded the casual confidence of the rich.

There was a time when I used to enjoy listening to the conversations on these flights. In my PhD days I was shuttling back and forth from Lizard every few months, and I’d relish the excitement of my fellow travellers, their growing anticipation as we headed into the remote northern section of the reef where the islands lay like jewels against the silk of the Pacific, cradling my familiarity with a place they were about to experience for the first, and probably the only, time in their life. This occasion was not like those. I put on my headphones as soon as we were seated, and turned up the volume.

Aaron was waiting to meet me by the tiny airstrip, which spanned half the breadth of the island’s south-west flank. I sank into the air-conditioned Landcruiser with a sigh of relief. Aaron leaned across to give me a hug.

Hana Ishikawa! Long time no see, partner.

Aw, it’s good to see you too, mate.

Flights all good?

I could have done without the tourists.

Aaron laughed.

And how’re you going on campus? Still covering Lou?

She’s back from mat leave in September, thank god. I swear the undergrads get more demanding every year.

We’re getting old, darl.

I shucked him on the arm.

Speak for yourself, darl.

But the reference to Lou’s baby had caught me off guard, and I changed the subject. Aaron didn’t ask about Tess, or how I was more generally, and for that I was grateful. Instead, we exchanged gossip about colleagues while Aaron drove the two kilometres to the research station. The island’s shoulders rose up beyond the airstrip on my left, the track through eucalypts and acacia interspersed with sudden, startling glimpses of an intensely blue Pacific. Twice we stopped while a goanna ambled past, and I let my gaze roam among the forestry, spotting sunbirds and bee-eaters and once the pink cap of a fruit dove, casual harbingers of the spectacular range of wildlife on this island. Being back was dredging up a host of emotions, none of which I knew what to do with.

Aaron showed me the quad-share where I would be staying with three other women. The researchers – another coral biologist, a mantis shrimp expert, and her PhD student – were out in the field for the day. Aaron’s partner’s belongings had been stowed in a box by the bed, presumably awaiting her return. I pushed it into the corner. I’d seen enough of storage lately.

That night it was the weekly communal barbie. I’d already told Aaron I’d skip it. I was too nervous there would be people I knew, dreading the questions that would inevitably be asked and which I couldn’t answer truthfully. Instead I stir-fried some vegetables and tofu. The kitchen had recently been repainted so I ate outside in the shade of the quad, listening to the chatter of the island’s residents. I tried to settle my mind by focussing on the bird calls, picking out individuals from the cacophony. On one of my first stints here I’d been billeted with an ornithologist. I remembered her telling me how the guano from seabirds helped fertilise not only the island soil but the surrounding reefs, feeding the sponges and algae and passing nutrients all the way up the food chain. There was so much interconnection between these habitats. So many links that could be shattered.

Later in the evening I wandered down to the beach, drawn by the desire to observe, if not partake in the social niceties. I could see people milling under lantern light, converging around the grill. I’d had the idea that the barbie would be a sombre affair, almost funereal, but people were talking as usual, laughing at each other’s jokes and enjoying the spread. I felt naive then, intensely aware of a weakness within me that others did not seem to share. What use would it be for the community to wring our hands and surrender to despair? The work went on. It was more important than ever.

I spotted Aaron at the centre of a group, intent on conversation. He’d always had a natural ease around people, the gift of connecting with any audience, regardless of age, culture or creed. In that moment I envied him. I saw a version of my life where I was more like Aaron, and the grief hit me like a monsoon. I watched the group for a while longer before making my way back to the quad. I went straight to bed, lying rigidly in the narrow bunk. Here, at least, there was no hollow on the other side of the mattress, no stray blond hair to find beneath the sheets. An hour or so later, the other occupants of the quad returned, bringing with them the scent of smoke and toothpaste. They moved considerately, trying not to make a noise, and I feigned sleep. The chorus of nocturnal creatures sounded clear and very close through the mosquito slats, a susurrus of insects, bush turkeys rustling in the undergrowth, the occasional squawk or screech. I lay awake until just before dawn.

*

The next morning we took the dinghy out, starting early to steal a march on the midday heat, and fully suited against stingers. Aaron dived first, taking the camera with him. While he was down I sat in the idling boat, watching for the cloud formations which can gather fast in the wet season, but none came, and the mid-morning sun advanced, brazen in its clarity. The wetsuit was uncomfortably hot, but I would burn without sunscreen and I couldn’t dive on vulnerable coral with it on. I counted up in my head. Eight days, fourteen hours and twenty-seven minutes had passed since I had last spoken to Tess. Even now I felt in shock, the tendrils of my mind loose and flailing, a part of me refusing to acknowledge what had passed. What I had done.

When Aaron surfaced I asked him how the coral was looking. He shook his head, and unclipped his gear. I reached down to haul up the tank and he climbed in, throwing his fins into the bottom of the dinghy. We motored to the next bommie. Now it was my turn. I was already apprehensive, and Aaron’s reticence only amplified my nerves. Aaron and I had been coral people all our adult lives. Corals were what we knew, what we loved. They were our future. A future that seemed to shrink with every season. All of this was churning about at the back of my mind as I prepared for the dive.

I pulled on my fins and mask, clipped on my weight belt, and checked the regulator before chucking my own kit into the water. I was afraid to dive. The realisation hit me, terrifying in its alienness and its absolutism. I was afraid of what I was going to find, and afraid of my reaction when I saw it. My right leg started twitching. I struggled to control the tremor, and for a moment I thought I was going to be sick. I could feel Aaron watching me.

You okay? he asked. I nodded, aware that I was very far from okay. I could sense myself growing angry with Aaron for putting me through this, and then my anger turned inwards, at the thought that I would consider leaving him to face the devastation alone. My fear wasn’t merely a betrayal of Aaron, but of generations of my Japanese-Australian father’s family, who had endured disgracefully dangerous conditions in the drive to acquire pearls. A memory came to me of trying on my grandfather’s antique dive helmet, the anticipation as it lowered over my head, the musty weight and enclosure of it, at once claustrophobic and sheltering. Jiiji’s wrinkled face on the other side of the plate, breaking into a slow smile as he tapped the glass.

Do you know your Jiiji went to the bottom of the sea in this helmet?

To look for dragons?

No, Hana-chan. To look for kaki. Oysters.

I lowered myself into the water. I found no relief in the immersion; it was like getting into a warm bath. I shrugged into my dive jacket and was about to dip beneath the waves. When Aaron called to me to wait, I was happier than I would ever admit to be reprieved.

*

Snatches of the Americans’ conversation filtered through my thoughts, gradually pulling me back to the present, to the man in the inflatable. Eventually the Americans, too, fell silent. My gaze flicked to the body, retreated. I imagined the water closing over his head. The inhalation that no longer brought oxygen.

The prow of the yellow dinghy finally appeared around the corner. I felt lightheaded with relief. Aaron had returned with two colleagues from the station, neither of whom recognised the dead man. He’d also had the foresight to borrow a kaftan for me and I pulled the cotton shift gratefully over my sand-crusted torso. It would be a few hours before a police boat arrived to collect statements from us all and take Coral Man to the mainland.

I didn’t dive that day. In the evening, over beer, Aaron and I discussed the inflammatory message on the inflatable and laughed at the notion that Erica and Bruce from California could be murderers. Aaron said he felt bad. He should have been the one to wait with them. I said it wouldn’t have made any difference. I didn’t say that already I felt a connection with the dead man, that I had been pulled into his orbit; that my entanglement was inevitable from the moment I saw his corpse.

We found out later that he was one of a dozen volunteers on a five-day citizen science expedition. With corals bleaching up and down the Great Barrier Reef, the sheer scale of the area involved had made volunteers an essential part of the effort to monitor the crisis. The boat had been moored overnight off Palfrey Island, just south of Lizard. The man had left the boat alone, against crew rules, for an early morning swim, and had not returned. The coroner gave a verdict of accidental death by drowning, but the police interviews turned up nothing, and the inflatable, the black letters, remained unexplained.

*

It’s now three weeks since I went to Lizard Island, four weeks since you left, and I’m sitting in bed writing this in an old notebook. On my third night alone I swapped our pillows, longing for the scent of your hair, your skin – but you had already dissipated. I marvelled then that one person can eradicate themselves so quickly and completely from another. Not in the mind, though. You are as present as ever in the mind.

I continue to wake at five a.m. Our friend the wailing koel has now departed for the dry season, and sulphur-crested cockatoos have monopolised his perch in the fig tree outside the window, their squawks as good an alarm as your phone ever was. There is no bleary-eyed, dream-snagged interlude of respite. My thoughts are instantly full of the knowledge you are gone. Through the open window I hear early traffic, lorikeets chirping; I sense the weight of the day to come. Return to sleep is impossible, and eventually I gave up on the attempt, dug out this notebook, wound the doona around my hips as you used to do for me on grouper days, and began to write.

Around now I can see you shifting your weight to the back of your chair, your immaculate eyebrows contracting and lifting in that all-too-familiar expression of scepticism: you have yet to be convinced by this charade. Why begin here? What does Coral Man have to do with you – with us? Is the reference to Prince not wilfully misleading? We didn’t message one another on the anniversary of his death, and if anything might have broken the tenets of our agreement, it should have been Prince. I might answer: I want your attention. And: I wasn’t sure where to begin. But wait, you have another question. Of course you do, it’s what you do. Why am I writing at all? Did we not agree to uphold detente?

Suffice to say I have a hypothesis, and without recourse to more rigorous methodology, I find myself in the liminal zone of language. Where will it lead me? I have a hunch, and a hope for resolution, one way or another. As with all experiments whose controls are unknown, I am shooting in the dark. That is, this is a gamble. I’m gambling that I will finish. That these meanderings will one day reach you, and if they do, you will continue with me to the close.

I expect you are wondering about my touch of levity in describing Coral Man. Does it sound odd if I say he did not appear like someone who had died? Obscured by paint, bearing that charged message, he was a spectacle. An installation. Something at once larger and more abstract than the sum of a life. If you did miss the story, then I can tell you this much: his name was Jake Kelly. He was fifty-three years old, married for twenty-five, survived by his wife Donna Kelly, a sports physiotherapist, and two daughters aged nineteen and twenty-two. He taught history at a secondary school in Cairns, and looked after the school’s library. The autopsy revealed a fit and healthy male. The media described him as a regular surfer who liked to get involved with local environmental projects, beach clean-ups and citizen science. He was a Lions fan, a registered organ donor, a lover of old-school rock. He was liked and respected by the community, as the prematurely dead must always be, so long as they’re white and safely middle class.

Do you remember a conversation early in our relationship, trading war stories with the carelessness of the newly smitten? I told you about the great-uncle I never knew who drowned diving for pearls. You told me about the car accident when you were very young which killed your mother’s brother. It was a macabre parallel, and we embraced it regardless. For months after the accident, your mother had recurring nightmares. You told me how you would wake, hearing her screams, and you would get up and totter next door and crawl into bed between your parents, putting your arms around your mother as far as they could reach. You narrated this story simply and without emotion. You were not asking for sympathy; the reality was you had very few memories of your uncle, and your sadness was largely for your parents’ loss. But I had a sense, in that moment, of the strength you must have given to your mother in her grief. I always regarded you as a strong woman. Perhaps I allowed your strength to cloud other facets of you. Perhaps I used it as an excuse.

All this talk of death! I’m sorry, it’s hardly appropriate considering the circumstances. I’m afraid you’ll have to suffer these diversions as I make my way through the forest. (See, I gave you a land metaphor. I am striving for balance, just like our house, The Shore.) Be patient with me, as I attempt to order a disordered mind. And yes, I know you were patient for longer than you should have been, and I have no right to ask it of you now.

Did you take the Mackenzie case in the end? Of course you did. I imagine at this hour you are already awake and showered, wrapped in your dressing gown with your face made up, subtle eyeliner and a touch of bronze shadow on the lids. You know the value of appearance, you’ve always been smart that way. You’ve already checked your email and dealt with at least one crisis. Now you’re reading a briefing note over your first decaf coffee of the day. God, what you’d give for a shot of caffeine. Under the table you twine your feet, one big toe wedged between the first and second of the other foot, an unconscious habit that I miss every day.

When we first started dating, some of my friends found you reserved, even a little aloof, upon meeting you. You can come across as earnest, and over the years the formalities of the law have reinforced that exterior shell. I know how important it is to you to be useful. You expect life to have meaning. I see life as a long line of evolutionary adjustments for the singular purpose of survival, so of course we argued about that sometimes. But useful is only one of your selves. More rarely observed is the woman with a giggling laugh and razor wit, the woman who ran naked to the hotel pool after hours, twirling her undies above her head before dive-bombing the deep end. The woman swaying to ‘Purple Rain’, eyes closed in orgiastic bliss. Useful Tess and hedonistic Tess: I love them both, and I believe you loved me because I could reconcile the two.

You hand goes to your abdomen. There is a sensation, not discomfort exactly, but a pulling or tugging. You frown, uncertain. You dislike not knowing. This is the biggest unknowing of all, and now you must face it alone. You get out your phone for a quick google, then relax. Time to blow dry your hair, get dressed, and grab a protein shake or a banana before making your way to the office. You drive carefully, making sure to observe the speed limit. For the last month you have been more wary than usual on the roads.

As for me, I’m on campus to cover one of Lou’s seminar groups, before heading over to the lab this afternoon. Research funding being the nepotistic lottery that it is, five months of teaching is enough to remind me how lucky I am to have this job, but it also tells me how quickly the field has shifted within the last decades. These fresh-faced students are absorbing knowledge from a time when biology was research for the sake of research, when scientists had the luxury of curiosity, before everything became framed in the context of surviving climate breakdown and the sixth extinction. Now we are a community caught between despair and hope, fractured and uncertain of our future. Now we are the triage.

*

Light is creeping behind the curtains. The cockatoos cry, the day awaits.
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“Beautifully written and
compellingly drawn, layering
history, present-day and the
future with brilliancy
and power... Just marvellous.”
ADAM ROBERTS,
author of The Thing Itself





