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Bound	

	

One	day	before,	a	delicate	phasmidae	showed	up	in	the	dustpan,	its	

legs	and	wings	bound	by	cobweb	and	 lint,	by	miniscule	 fibres	 from	

mats	and	blankets	and	from	the	cat;	the	lightest	things	in	the	world	of	

matter,	had	bound	to	the	ground	a	creature	of	flight.		

	

I	didn’t	recognise	it,	there	in	the	litter,	an	elongated	clump	pushed	out	

from	under	something,	into	the	open,	to	be	included	in	the	waste.	But	

this	clump	revealed	a	symmetry	where	other	scraps	have	none,	and	

after	I	noticed	that,	a	form	appeared.	It	appeared	first	as	form	from	

the	dust,	and	moments	later	as	a	very	particular	creature	in	trouble	

and	 so	 our	 paths	 crossed	 and	 it	 came	 to	 fall	 under	 my	 inexpert	

attention.		

	

I	applied	what	I	thought	to	be	great	care,	though	possibly	its	greatness	

made	it	cumbersome.	I	tugged	at	the	dainty	tethers	and	each	judicious	

pull	in	the	oversized	instrument	of	my	fingers	sent	a	quiver	through	

its	limbs;	I	felt	it	flinch,	a	scarcely	perceptible	twinge,	but	this	twinge,	



an	indication	of	nervous	life,	felt	like	the	most	valuable	secret	ever	to	

have	risen	from	the	dust.		

	

Once	released	I	assessed	the	damage:	four	legs	not	six.	but	outside,	

on	the	back	of	my	wrist,	air	touched	its	newly	unbound	wings,	then	it	

knew	just	what	to	do.		

	

*	

	

a	similar	thing	occurred		

once		

many	years	ago.		

In	my	rambling	half-earth	home,	I	came	across	a	small	grey	mass	of	

felted	 matter,	 lumbering	 blindly	 across	 the	 floor.	 It	 was	 the	

movement,	 caught	 my	 attention	 this	 time.	 The	 thing	 advanced	 an	

inch,	 then	 stopped,	 then	 advanced	 again,	 achieving	 nothing	 but	 to	

assemble	more	layers	of	encumbering	fibre,	adding	to	the	bulk	of	this	

grim	 heap,	 while	 its	 silent	 tenant	 disappeared	 further	 towards	 the	

matted,	 dark	 interior.	 I	 watched	 from	 above,	 this	 primitive	

automaton,	then	bowed	down	to	curiosity.	A	narrow	window	opened	

in	 the	matting,	enough	to	see	that	 the	animating	 force	was	a	small	

brown	frog	that	had	made	its	way	up	twenty-five	steps	to	lodge	in	the		

aged	 recesses,	 behind	 drapes	 and	 empty	 frames,	 and	 squat	 in	 the	

legendry	dust	deposits	of	my	upper	mezzanine.		

	

Accidental	knotting	is	the	most	perplexing	of	all	the	string	arts.	There	

is	no	way	of	tracing	its	origins;	there	is	no	pattern	or	order.	Pulling	on	

one	fibre	tightens	somewhere	else,	for	instance,	around	the	limbs	or	

belly,	so	the	operation	of	disentangling	the	frog	was	at	first	nothing	

more	 than	 binding	 it	 up	 in	 different	ways.	 Then	 the	 first	 fibres	 fell	

away	and	other	bits	followed,	and	a	kind	of	elation,	as	though	I	had	

cracked	 an	 important	 code,	 came	 over	 me.	 	 A	 tiny	 heart	 patted	

beneath	my	hand;	a	smoothness	emerged	and	particular	features	that	

identified	the	hidden	frog	as	this	frog	and	no	other.	

	

Impatience,	beware,	 is	misplaced	 in	 the	 fastidious	unwrapping	of	 a	

small	 frog	 from	dust.	 The	 remaining	mesh,	 once	 the	 bulk	 of	 it	was	

gone,	was	clingy	and	difficult,	so	I	took	some	water	to	wash	away	the	

matted	matter,	but	water,	while	fluid,	is	adhesive	too.	It	flattens	the	

fibre	to	the	skin	and	then	it	is	impossible	to	get	a	hold	on	it.	Do	not	

use	water,	whatever	you	do!	And	the	bits	around	the	bead-tipped	toes	

required	 the	 delicate	 handling	 of	 a	 lace	 maker	 which	 I	 am	 not.	

Someone	 cautioned	 me	 not	 to	 touch	 the	 skin.	 Human	 hands	 are	

harmful	to	frog	skin.	They	would	just	as	soon	be	dead,	they	told	me,	

as	touch	human	skin.	But	despite	these	inadequacies	in	my	approach,	



I	did	my	best	and	once	disencumbered,	more	or	less,	returned	the	frog	

outside,	down	by	the	running	creek.		

	

Frogs	live	a	surprisingly	long	time,	some	for	up	to	twenty	years	if	they	

can	 avoid	 too	many	 encounters	 with	 human	 dwellings	 and	 human	

hands.	So	although	this	thing	with	the	frog	in	the	dust	happened	over	

fifteen	years	ago	 there	 is	 a	 slender	 chance	 it	 lives	down	 there	 still,	

down	 between	 the	 deep	 bamboo	 slopes	 of	 the	wet	 gully	with	 the	

running	 creek,	where	 cows	 go	 to	 drink;	where	 yabbies	 pick	 at	 soft	

mud,	 and	 the	 platypus	 shies	 in	 the	 bank;	 down	 amongst	 the	 black	

beans	and	camphor	laurels,	where,	in	the	arching	canopy,	thousands	

of	bats	screech	all	morning	and	stir	the	air	in	evening	departures.		

	

All	these	layers	of	the	world,	from	earth	and	water	to	trees	and	sky	

wrapping	up	a	tiny	being	in	a	sensible,	non-meddlesome	order,	yet	an	

order	that	will,	for	the	most	part,	resist	being	plied	away	like	dust,	an	

order	that	binds	but	does	not	tighten;	enfolding	without	troublesome	

knotting.	 Somewhere	 in	 those	 layers,	 I	 shared	a	place	momentarily	

then	 fell	 away,	 to	 return	 to	my	own	 family	of	 folds	and	sometimes	

knots.	These	layers	and	foldings	amass	on	the	outside	and	continue	

within,	 so	 that	 I	am	not	 just	held	within	 them	but	also	encase,	and	

cover,	without	ever	knowing	precisely	where	or	whether	there	is	an	

“I”	situated	within	them	at	all.	Yet	I	am	alerted	by	the	sometimes	ache	

to	get	out	and,	like	the	frog,	hop	and	lumber	in	forbidden	realms,	until	

help	arrives.		

	

Still,	of	all	the	imponderable	questions,	I	have	long	wondered	why	the	

frog	 climbed	 the	 twenty-five	 stairs	 to	 drag	 itself	 through	 those	

inhospitable	rooms,	further	into	the	dust	and	fibrous	entanglements,	

further	away	from	familiar	layers,	as	if	instinct	had	abandoned	it,	or	

found	 the	 limits	 that	make	of	 instinct	 a	 free-wheeling	path	 to	 self-

destruction.	But	the	other	way	of	 looking	at	 it	 is	that	 instinct	finally	

gets	handed	over	to	another,	once	it	is	exhausted	in	a	creature.	That	

is,	where	one	thing	–	a	frog,	a	phasmidae,	a	person	–	bumps	up	against	

its	limits,	instinct	for	its	survival	may	be	taken	up	by	another,	whose	

own	instinct	or	accident	brings	them	near.	

	

***	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



	
	

Binder	

Tilly	was	a	 cat	of	prodigious	 fur.	 She	had	 long	 tresses	of	 it,	 creamy	

white	 and	 tousled	 just	 like	 a	 flokati,	 but	 softer,	 and	with	 pale	 grey	

points	 as	 if,	 both	 faded	 and	 frayed,	 she	 was	 the	 unravelling	 of	 a	

Siamese.	She	was	no	Siamese	though,	so	they	told	us,	but	Himalayan.	

National	 identity	 ascribed	 to	 animals	 persuades	 us	 to	 see	 them	 in	

ways	they	do	not	see	themselves.	Where	were	these	Himalayas	from	

which	 she	borrowed	her	 identity?	Had	 she	come	so	 far?	Tilly	 knew	

nothing	 but	 the	 sprawl	 of	 rooves	 that	 undulated	 for	 vast	 acres	

overhead,	joining	five	separate	buildings,	and	ending	on	the	low	side		

by	a	forest	of	coffee	trees	and	on	the	high	side	by	the	mulberry.	Up	

there	she	idled	about	with	the	possums	and	carpet	snakes;	up	there	

she	found	out	about	the	warm	north	face	 in	the	Winter,	and	 in	the	

Summer,	she	would	abandon	herself	to	hours	of	shaded	crevices	and	

sometimes	you	would	not	see	her	for	days	on	end.	When	her	people	

left	and	 failed	 to	 take	her	with	 them,	she	passed	 into	our	care	and	

slowly	regained	trust	and	the	ground,	came	in	for	tea	and	hung	about	

in	the	fernery.	For	a	one	who	had	experienced	the	cruel	withdrawal	

of	 human	 affection,	 she	 resumed	 her	 place	 in	 it	 willingly	 and	

immediately,	but	with	a	slouched	indifference.		

	

This	fur	of	hers	was	the	thing.	It	knotted	first	at	the	ends	but	then	the	

knots	made	their	way	closer	to	the	body	and	pulled	in	so	insistently,	

mostly	on	her	underside,	that	they	became	thicker	than	flesh.	They	

were	 beyond	 combing,	 though	 comb	 them	 I	 tried,	 then	 cut	 them,	

though	it	was	not	possible	to	bring	the	scissors	that	close	to	the	root	

of	 the	 knots	without	 risking	 a	more	 serious	 incision.	 To	 complicate	

these	 felted	 wads	 still	 further,	 small	 sticks	 and	 grasses	 would	 get	

caught	up	in	them,	and	the	knots	would	seize	them	with	great	ardour	

and	 clinch	 them	 to	 her	 torso.	 As	 I	 delved	 in	 there	 to	 disencumber	

them,	I	 learned	how	small	this	round,	floating	cloud	of	a	Himalayan	

she	really	was.	The	outer	halo	of	white	formed	a	soft	casing	almost	

three	inches	deep.	Inside	was	a	diminutive,	sleek	and	shapely	creature	



not	 a	 Himalayan	 at	 all,	 but	 a	 stealthy,	 smart	 shape,	 another	 cat	

altogether	and	not	the	one	we	dimly	knew;	two	cats	in	one.		

	

Meeting	the	body	half	way,	somewhere	between	outer	halo	and	inner	

substance,	was	where	things	got	caught	up	and	the	strangest	object	I	

ever	 found	 there	was	a	dried	up	 frog	carcass.	There	were	no	other	

clues	so	I	got	to	thinking	how	this	situation	might	have	come	about.	

Worst	of	all,	a	live	frog	had	got	ensnared	after	being	sat	upon,	or	had	

hopped	 and	 landed	 on	 Tilly	 as	 it	 was	 making	 a	 getaway	 from	 a	

different	predator.	 Years	 after	 this,	 I	wondered	whether	 it	was	 the	

same	 frog	 I	 had	pulled	 from	 the	dust,	 but	 could	not	be	 sure	which	

event	came	first.	It	took	some	work	to	pull	the	mummified	amphibian	

from	its	felted	tomb,	and	some	fine	instruments	that	would	not	snip	

the	tender	flesh	of	Tilly.	This	time,	the	potential	victim	was	the	captor,	

the	fibrous	and	hairy	one,	who	was	oblivious	to	the	appalling	content	

that	threatened	to	make	of	her	a	museum	of	the	macabre!	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Cicadidae		

	

Cicadas	 live	 their	 first	 ten	 to	 seventeen	 years	 of	 life	 underground,	

comfortably	snug	beside	a	favourable	root,	where	they	will	not	notice	

the	 passing	 of	 that	 expanse	 of	 time,	 during	 which,	 above	 ground,	

multitudes	of	other	things	flourish	and	expire.		

	

They	get	to	be	there	because	their	mother	has	deposited	her	eggs	into	

grooves	she	cuts	into	a	tree,	and	from	which,	after	seven	months,	the	

eggs	hatch	and	the	cicada	nymphs	drop	out,	fall	to	the	ground,	and	

that	is	how	they	get	to	head	for	the	underworld.	A	fall	develops	into	

an	ongoing	downward	motion.		

	

Unlike	people,	they	spend	most	of	their	lives	as	nymphs,	in	the	womb	

of	 the	earth,	 and	only	a	 very	 short	episode	as	adults,	during	which	

they	 undergo	 a	 series	 of	 casing	 changes	 to	 accommodate	 growth.	

People,	 on	 the	other	hand	 spend	most	 of	 their	 lives	 as	 adults,	 and	

generally	forget	that	they	ever	were	anything	as	fragile	and	dreamy	

as	a	nymph.	Humans	move	from	the	darkness	to	the	open,	but	in	the	

open	seek	 to	be	bound,	as	Rousseau	noticed.	Cicadas	on	 the	other	

hand,	know	the	difference	and	do	not	confuse	the	chthonic	life	with	

the	terrestrial.	During	their	brief	time	in	the	open	they	make	a	huge	

amount	of	noise!	



Unbound	

	

In	the	garden	while	no	one	was	about	I	slipped	out	of	my	clothes	and	

into	the	empty	exuvium	carapace	of	a	cicada	clinging	to	the	bark	of	a	

fibrous	bloodwood.	The	delicate	armoury	was	tight	and	brittle	and	I	

bent	 and	 folded	 in	 ways	 that	 were	 unfamiliar	 and	 awkward,	 to	

accommodate	myself	to	this	unusual	suit.	My	elbows	ploughed	into	

my	ribs	and	my	knees	knocked	against	my	ears	but	I	eventually	got	to	

fit	and	soon	enough	I	was	becoming	accustomed	to	this	new	position,	

and	felt	more	or	less	at	ease.		

	

I	 spent	 hours	 practicing	 useful	 movements	 and	 became	 adept	 at	

turning	left	and	right	and	advancing	in	a	straight	line.	I	made	myself	

known	in	this	new	casing,	and	people	got	used	to	seeing	me	in	it,	and	

sometimes	 stopped	 to	 have	 a	 closer	 look	 and	 ask	 questions	 of	 the	

mechanical	kind,	the	way	you	see	people	hovering	over	a	new	car	or	

bicycle.	Here	on	the	 island,	you	find	a	healthy	respect	 for	economy	

and	innovation.	Soon	others	wanted	to	know	how	to	get	into	a	cicada	

carapace,	and	so	I	agreed	to	instruct	them.	

	

	

	

	 	



Not	surprisingly,	the	most	important	lesson	is	patience	and	then	being	

methodical	about	 it,	not	haphazard.	How	many	delicate	shells	were	

ripped	 to	 shreds	 because	 of	 over-eagerness	 to	 get	 in	 without	 any	

thought	for	strategy?	How	could	a	large	human	so	quickly	forget	that	

it	was	not	a	small	insect!	This	was	not	just	another	pair	of	trousers,	or	

a	diving	suit.	It	required	thinking	about	accommodation	in	an	entirely	

different	way.	It	required	nothing	less	than	a	reordering	of	the	body,	

a	 renaming	of	parts,	a	 reorienting	of	 form.	What	was	up	had	 to	go	

down,	left	needed	to	make	way	for	right,	feet	occupied	a	place	behind	

the	neck	and	fingered	hands	took	up	a	position	between	the	legs	then	

up	alongside	the	ears.	Children	before	the	age	of	two	are	familiar	with	

these	gymnastics.	However,	because	quite	often	enthusiasm	was	 ill	

matched	by	the	flexibility	required	to	make	it	work,	many	turned	away	

in	a	temper,	crushing	the	brittle	hollow	casings	under	big,	heavy	feet	

and	driving	away	in	trucks	and	utilities.	This	was	not	to	be	a	sport	for	

everyone.	But	those	who	were	prepared	to	take	care,	and	who	had	a	

natural	sort	of	flex,	were,	before	too	long,	able	to	master	this	obscure	

craft,	usually	without	splitting	the	casing.		

	

As	well	as	using	our	new	found	constrictions	to	get	around	in	a	general	

way,	we	would	also	meet	on	Tuesdays	in	the	melaleuca	forest		

	

adjoining	the	sports	field	on	the	south	side	of	the	island.	We	each	had	

our	own	particular	carapace	that	we	would	bring	with	us,	the	way	

	golfers	 bring	 their	 clubs,	 tennis	 players	 their	 racquets	 and	 cyclists	

their	 bicycles.	 We	 would	 polish	 and	 oil	 them	 regularly	 as	 good	

maintenance	proved	to	be	the	very	thing	that	would	prevent	splitting,	

shrinking	and	decay.	And	there,	over	fallen	branches,	through	the	long	

grasses	 and	 sand	 bogs,	 we	 would	 conduct	 races	 through	 an	 ever	

changing	obstacle	course.	We	were	small	and	big	at	the	same	time,	

tight	bound	but	manoeuvrable.	We	were	quite	a	thing	for	a	while,	and	

spent	more	and	more	time	in	our	shells,	abandoning	other	cares	and	

responsibilities	to	pursue	this	strange	sport	with	increasing	aptitude	

and	an	attitude	of	Olympic	focus.			

	

But	 it	 never	 became	 an	 Olympic	 event.	 Nearly	 all	 of	 us	 developed	

crippling	pain	in	the	back	and	limbs,	not	whilst	in	the	contraption,	but	

getting	out	of	it	and	taking	up	the	usual	posture	for	daily	work.	This	

would	afford	hours	of	profound	pain	against	which	 there	was	 little	

asylum	 except	 to	 get	 back	 in	 again.	 Some	 abandoned	 the	 sport	

altogether	 and	 attended	 physiotherapy	 up	 to	 three	 times	 a	 week	

which	was	costly	and	became	the	cause	of	certain	tensions	in	some	

households,	 whose	 others	 had	 argued	 against	 the	 ludicrous	 sport	

from	the	start.	There	was	one	misfortune	involving	a	motor	vehicle,	

which	attracted	the	interest	of	the	police,	who	were	unsure	how	to	



classify	the	incident.	In	the	end,	they	found	a	way	to	ban	us	from	using	

the	 road,	 and	 confined	 us	 to	 paths	 and	 tracks	 which	 annoyed	

pedestrians	and	excited	dogs.	 Several	of	us	moved	 further	 into	 the	

bush	and	spent	longer	periods	of	time	on	manoeuvres.	We	would	go	

away	for	weekends	and,	at	each	day’s	fading	light,	tired	out	from	our	

games,	did	not	bother,	in	the	end,	to	get	out	of	the	casings	but	slept	

and	ate	in	them	and	came	to	know	each	other	by	the	particularities	of	

each	carapace,	before	the	features	of	a	face.		

	

One	Spring,	three	of	us	went	for	a	weekend	into	the	bush	but	when	

Sunday	came,	we	stayed	on.	And	on	we	stayed	through	the	following	

week,	exhausting	ourselves	in	races	and	courses.	But	what	we	really	

enjoyed	most	of	all	was	this	sensation	of	the	body	pushing	out	on	the	

casing,	 pushing	 in.	 No	 longer	 restriction,	 it	 now	 was	 a	 kind	 of	

equilibrium	 between	 outside	 and	 inside,	 a	 settling	 of	 forces,	 a	

cauldron	 of	 potential	 and	 actual	 energy	 that	 seemed	 to	 have	 its	

apotheosis	in	something	as	yet	unknown.		

	

that	is,	until	

one	morning,		

much	later	on,		

we	awoke,	clinging	 to	 the	 fibrous	bark	of	a	bloodwood,	 three	of	us	

lined	up	on	this	huge	trunk,	with	something	stirring	inside.	It	took	an	

hour,	 just	one	hour,	 for	 the	armour	 to	 fully	break	open,	across	 the	

back,	 slowly	 splitting	without	pain	or	 surprise.	And	 then	with	 some	

pleasant	effort,	we	released	our	arms,	that	unfolded	as	thin,	gleaming,	

wing-like	 sheaths	 slowly	marshalling	 all	 the	 strength	 from	our	 long	

sequestration.	And	 then	we	were	gone,	 like	a	phasmidae,	 released	

from	string.		

	



	 	

	

	

	

	


