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Did I tell you about the nosebleed era? Bloody hell. Every couple of weeks a drop or two, it drove us mad. The doctors couldn’t find anything to work with, to blame it on. MRIs, X-rays, ultrasounds, cameras up the nostrils probing all the way to my arse. The lot. Not cheap either, being in the States and all that. “It will resolve eventually,” that’s all they would say. Ann wouldn’t say much about it either, it’s like she knew all along that there was a straightforward answer to the whole debacle.

I’ve always loved your mum’s nonchalance, her philosophy of not giving a fuck when fucks are not to be given. The bleeding went for months though: two full summers, three full winters of murderous pillowcases, of disturbed sleep. Dreams of streams, rivers, eggs, spurs; something inside me growing behind the left cheek bone. Constant pressure in the space between the eyeball and the sinuses. Rippling, jabbing, flickering in the middle of the night, bulging my eye upwards, blocking my breathing.

In the interest of positivity, young Platt, even though nose bleeds still come to bother me from time to time, for the most part, they stopped soon after your arrival. Also, just so you know: no lingering effects, no issues with my memory—my mind has only become more supple since those days. Ten years so far and no issues with my palate either. Actually… let me think about that. From time to time, when something bothers me—like the other day that I kerbed the damn rim at K-Mart buying frozen dumplings for your mum—my palate flickers and I feel the void inside my face, but apart from niggly afflictions like that and considering that I’m getting long in the tooth, I keep well.

 

To be honest parenthood was never in our plans. Maybe, in retrospect we were selfish and we didn’t appreciate how an offspring could have such pull. It is visceral; whether it grows in a gut or elsewhere, if life is inside, growing for months, whether it takes nine months or three years, whether it develops in a Petri dish or a vial, it’s all the same. It took a while to release all that pressure out into the world though. Bloody oath, it did.

The shock of giving life. Red mucus, scandalous, exaggerated, shiny, messy. The relief and the disquiet of staring at our precious pebble, so tiny. The overreacting, the gushing, the fear.

You came out in April, but I never thought of you as an autumn offspring, don’t let anyone in your troupe tell you that. To me you were, you are, a spring child. It was early spring in Golden when you came into the world and heavy snowmelt from the mountains had not yet flooded Clear Creek. I used to tell Ann that the rivers in the States were made of Curacao (the drink), so perfect that they looked fake—riverbeds made of the lightest gravel imaginable, not a speck of mud, of anything but the most pristine water, pure beauty from up in the high country. Flocks of ospreys circling over the stream, diving like bullets, turning their claws at the last minute, blasting whatever they set their sights on. Percussive fishers. Nasty, nasty things. All around our place the prairie dogs, like periscopes, emerged from the ground, moths fluttered over every light. Herds of bison birthing calves the colour of rust stomped in the night reminding us of how small we were.
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God bless Ann, back in those days she made every effort to maximise the mobility stipend from the firm, ten grand was a lot of money back when we moved to the States, in the 2010s. Any appliance she could find would make it to the front door: immersion blender, Wi-Fi toaster, top-tier rice cooker (a hit, to be fair with her), a spiraliser, whatever that was. Truth is she never used half of the things, and returned the other half. We were on our own in a different country and had to make do with the little pleasures within our reach.

We shouldn’t have had any idea how to deal with birth, but we did. At the time we thought we winged it but all these years later we often talk over dinner that we both knew exactly what to do when we brought new life to this world in the middle of nowhere. Our porous pebble illuminating the whole kitchen. Off-white radiant plum, pale and defenceless, lost among the granite bench top, most of all, so alive.

 

When I told her that we should incubate the egg inside the air fryer she thought I’d lost my shit. It’s not the first time she’s thought I’ve lost it though. I’m sure she doesn’t actually think I’m that mad in the sinister sense of the word, that I am fully crazy or need to be confined in a mental hospital. Across all these years, she has, morning by morning, month by month, developed an ever-growing capacity to cope with my ways.

“Are you mental?”

“It has like five different settings for yogurt y’know.”

“I don’t know mate, this one’s on you. It’s a bloody air fryer. It’s not meant to go that low, I reckon.”

“Well, if it has all those settings, sure it can do lukewarm. Greek yogurt goes down to 90F, what is that in Australian, 32 C?”

I know that sometimes she wonders how having to put up with me is a high price to pay for our little experiment. In any case, I am building an altar to that air fryer designer who pulled off the world’s best makeshift incubator.

Those ten nights, and those ten days were maybe the most we have collaborated in our whole life. When I think about it we came together so quick, we knew exactly what it would take. It would take giving it our all. That week she went all out on buying thermometers, humidifiers, heat blankets, spray bottles, baby cams, the tiniest nursing bottles you could imagine, she thought of everything to get us through it, she even bought a battery-powered yogurt maker with every setting you could imagine. “Tornados are real,” she said. As for me, I was tasked with sealing every crevice in the house, baby proofing, if you will. We never anticipated brooding would be so short though, we gave it a month minimum, she thought two months in the pot. Only ten days though? That’s ridiculous.

When I think about it all, it was meant to be. A few years before, like everybody else during that time, we became obsessed with fermentation: sriracha, kimchi, yogurt, Yakult, sourdough. That must have helped. It’s all life. I never lost a batch of anything alive and I wasn’t about to start with the most precious project of them all. When you think about it, there is a whole universe inside us. A universe that we can’t see with our eyes. Battalions of creatures swimming in an acid pool looking for the next piece of cabbage or milk to feed on. Life goes to great lengths to perpetuate.

The more we huddled around the egg, the quicker we learned that we couldn’t leave it at night, inside a pot on a kitchen bench. Ann couldn’t sleep those ten days, I couldn’t either, so we moved the contraption to our room upstairs. Fryer, heat pads, thermometers, humidifier, blankets. The whole circus gave us some comfort to be fair, but it didn’t help much with our sleep: every creak in the house would wake us up, every click from the pot, any flicker outside became the cause for catastrophe in our heads.

I used to dismiss all the dads at work complaining about not sleeping over a newborn, I am not apologising now, but I confirm it’s real. Paranoia. Deep inside we knew that we could close the lid and it would all be fine—how much oxygen and light could an egg actually need? But we couldn’t get ourselves to do it. The irrationality of parenthood.

The hatching, that was rough. Laying an egg as an adult male with a large nose? That’s the easy part, but to scratch open a sticky, leathery membrane, all the while blind, with a flat beak and desperate to breathe the outside, would be as traumatic an event as I can imagine.

 

It must have been day twenty or thirty after the hatching, when Ann spotted the resident raccoon roaming around the porch and we decided to take shifts. Staying awake in the middle of the night wasn’t that hard, she’d always come to bed at one in the morning and I barely slept past four, but it was the terror of the outside that defined those long hours. The threat of the badgers, the coyotes scouting for an easy hunt. The hatchling would have made a fine meal for pretty much everything back in Golden. It wasn’t that back home it would be a bed of roses either, but no matter how much bad propaganda Australian fauna gets, plovers, and kookas aren’t anywhere near as blood-thirsty as great horned owls. We pretty quickly realised that as soon as you could have a bath we’d need to head home.
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Want to know how much we love you? Try leaving a country in a hurry. Everything truncated to move across the vast ocean to live by a creek. Not a regret. I don’t regret anything, I was ready to take a rest from work. I was getting tired. I am glad that the hatchling forced our hand to head back home. The reality is though, that expat lives are built in twelve, thirty-six and seventy-two month periods, nothing in between. It wasn’t a hard sell to quit work and give half the stipend back, to break every lease we had, to deal with the nasty demand letters from the car dealerships and the landlord. (We are still fighting a fine by the IRS and trying to close a gym membership.)

Then there was the quest of making it home, Denver-Dallas-Sydney-Melbourne. What was that, forty hours? At least, and if it wasn’t, it felt that way. Waterproofing the Samsonite hand carry, two laptops keeping the hatchling warm, wet towels keeping it moist inside a cold and dry cabin. Before breakfast, the dread on her face reading the landing card was something I never want to see again.

Animals, parts of animals, or animal products (including pet food, eggs, biologicals, specimens, birds, fish, insects, shells, bee products)? YES/NO
Soil, or items with soil attached or used in freshwater areas? YES/NO
Have you been in contact with farms, farm animals, wilderness areas, or freshwater streams/lakes etc. in the past 30 days? YES/NO


“We are majestically fucked, he’s all of them! On top of that there is no way we’ll get through the X-ray. Bioluminescent too.” She passed me the card.

Now to be clear, we did have a plan and as far as I thought, it was solid, but there is something about Ann: Unlike me, she is an over-complier, doesn’t lie and is scared shitless of any semi-official looking fill-in form.

“You go ahead, they only care about food and racial profiling. We’ll be fine, we made it this far y’know? Nothing’s gonna happen, you show them the duty-free bag and I’ll follow.”

And so, she clung to the two litres of Woodford, I grabbed the Samsonite and handed over the landing card like a pro.

Animals, parts of animals, or animal products (including pet food, eggs, biologicals, specimens, birds, fish, insects, shells, bee products)? YES
Soil, or items with soil attached or used in freshwater areas? NO
Have you been in contact with farms, farm animals, wilderness areas, or freshwater streams/lakes etc. in the past 30 days? NO


 

“What are you declaring? pork, seeds, anything like that?” said the Sikh quarantine officer with the thick turban, not paying attention to her trembling.

“American sweets, can’t get those in the bush.”

“All good mate, keep moving.”

I am so proud even after ten years for declaring the Reese’s, and I’m just as mystified by how the beagles missed the musk-mud-piss-shrimp combo. I still think about how much the hatchling got exposed that day.
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This morning she made porridge the same way and in the same pot as she has done for ten years (Gala apple, cloves and cinnamon, a fig, honey, yogurt). She maintains that the pot gives the brew a distinct tartness. She is onto something, I’ve always known that. A creature of habit and wisdom. We’re both getting old and have lived with each other for so long that we don’t give much thought to each other’s traits.

At the back of the block, the creek couldn’t be very different than where you were born. Languid, muddy, murky, full of crevices and tiny rivulets for you to hide. Everything is flat, or close to it in Australia, even at the toe of the Grampians where we live now. I can’t believe we call the Grampians mountains what are they? Eight hundred? A thousand metres max? Those really are called mounds where you were born, but it’s the closest to a mountain we had in Victoria for you. We wanted you to experience them, to feel the snowmelt, even if it was for a couple of weeks and in August, even if it wasn’t real snow.

We both knew that we couldn’t keep you in that dam one more day, Platt, no matter how much water we circulated from the creek, how silent we tried to pump to the dam, how many prawns and yabbies you had at your disposal, or how safe the nets were above it to protect you. All of it, we built knowing that one day you would leave, for loneliness does not do any good to the young. Your mum is well, she spends hours at dawn looking at the water from the kitchen window. The creek, the dam, every ripple gets her attention. She doesn’t say much, but on a windless day even the most insignificant reflection on the water gives her hope. She grieves that you’re gone, we both do. It’s been two summers, hot summers in Victoria; this December is turning brutal, bushfires mainly. It’s been two winters too, up until a few months back she worried that you would get spurred for chasing skirt, she hates that. I joke that you’re having the time of your life, but it doesn’t land well, you are her baby, she cannot fathom picturing you breeding away from your burrow. Come back one day, puggle.
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