
1 
 

LONGDROP 

 

The plane lifted, shuddered and bumped. Marlo, a nervous flyer, said to Bracks, “How much 

longer?” 

 Bracks checked his Swatch, bought duty-free in Singapore. 

 “An hour. Give or take.” 

 Marlo groaned, twisted his body. He closed his eyes, Bracks watching as Marlo’s 

reptilian head sagged, eventually dropping onto the shoulder of the woman next to him. 

 “Please,” she said, not for the first time. 

 “Uh? Sorry.” 

 Marlo straightened. The woman was Hindu, a scarlet dot in the centre of her forehead, 

vegie curry for lunch. Her face was stone with deep vertical lines of erosion that might have 

been scored by centuries of rainfall. 

 “Please,” she’d said, again and again, Bracks wondering if she’d chosen the word 

deliberately or was simply demonstrating the full extent of her English. 

 

The airport was chaos. Guns and gibberish, a saturation of unbreathable heat and a searing 

light, an interrogation of light. Outside was more chaotic; dented cars and buses and sonar 

waves of scooters jostling, tooting and gesticulating. Smoke rose from the city in wreaths and 

plumes before resting as if wedged beneath the weighty sky. Stranded in the sun, unable to 

move, Bracks smelled cooked meat, garbage, sweat, sewerage. He smelled a conflation of dust 

and dying. 

 Kathman-fucken-du, Marlo had called it, then been frisked and scrutinised by two 

officers with long fingers like cigars. 

 Somehow they found the right bus. There were five others, two sisters, a retired couple 

from Port Macquarie and an American who announced, several times, that he had been here 

before. Six seats in the capsule of the bus but the sisters took three, carefully placing their hand-

bags in the centre so Bracks, last on, had to sit up front with the driver. 

 “Our beauty city,” said the driver. He punched the horn repeatedly as he pulled away 

and said, “You will like.” 

 “We already like,” confirmed the American. He turned to Marlo and said, “Great 

people, the Nepalese. Very polite.” 

 The road into the city-centre was a long, uncertain sweep of potholes and dust-pans. 

Bracks, not able to understand the driver’s monologue, gazed out the window. He saw roller-
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doors masquerading as shopfronts, burning piles of rubbish, bent people shuffling or sitting 

cross-legged. Kids playing soccer with an empty Coke bottle, painfully thin dogs scurrying and 

nosing. A line of men settling the dust with their piss, tin rooves, tin walls, rubble, long curving 

lines of faded prayer-flags and what might have been a butchery, with the skinned, fly-blown 

head of a beast out front as a form of direct advertising. 

 His throat was dry and his skin was wet. 

 The Radisson was air-conditioned. They shared the elevator with a German who kept 

saying ‘Ja, ja’ into his cell-phone. There was a message in their room; meet at six o’clock at 

the rooftop bar. Please. 

 

It had been Marlo’s idea. Let’s get away. Bugger off. Had enough. Frigging Jim McEwan at 

work, have I told you about McEwan? Bought the lease off Davies late last year. Quiet at first, 

now he wants to change everything. More aggressive sales strategy, bigger profit-margins. 

Won’t work, I said. People come here for old-fashioned service. That’s us, that’s our rep. But 

he wouldn’t listen, McEwan. Quite liked him at first. Now I think he’s a cunt. 

 “You and me,” said Bracks. Pinpricks on the length of his spine. 

“Yeah. Why not?” 

“A holiday?” 

 “A trek,” Marlo told him. “Always wanted to do that. Tick her off the old bucket-list. 

Come on mate, be a blast. Clear the head, suck in some genuine air, not this filth.” 

What about Lani, he’d argued? What about her? 

“Supportive,” said Marlo quickly. “She thinks I’m depressed. This’ll be therapy, she 

says. Get your poor old head together, mister. Shake off the crisis cliché.” 

A moment, Bracks toying with his coffee, a long black bought by Marlo. Thinking, 

twenty-plus years and still he buys me a long black.  

“Lani’s got someone,” Marlo told him. Slid the sugar-bowl back and forth. “She comes 

home late from work and has a shower. You don’t do that unless you’re fucking someone else.” 

 

They met the guide at the rooftop bar. His name was Dilli. Marlo shook his hand and said, 

“Gday Dilli,” and the guide replied, “Australians are funny.” 

 Bracks bought beers, the glass quickly beading. Dilli drank from a can of lemonade. He 

said, “Where are they?” 



3 
 

 Meaning the sisters, Gareth and Ronnie from Port Macquarie and the American, 

sinewy, cadaverous, wearing a North Face t-shirt. They spilled out from the elevator as friends, 

already talking excitedly, using each other’s names, laughing about a prior comment. 

 Dilli explained: what to pack and what to leave, the flight to Pokhara, the bus up to the 

drop-off point, the Sherpas, the meals.  

 “Best to eat vegetarian,” the American advised. His name was Don.  

 “Thanks Don,” said Marlo. 

 “No problem.” 

 “No, I mean it.” Marlo drained his third beer. “Thanks for the ongoing advice. The 

wisdom. It’s great to have you along, old mate.” 

 Don nodded. He had thin lips that didn’t so much smile as form a partition. 

 “Like I said, no problem.” 

 Candles and lamps but Bracks could see it, the molten steel in Marlo’s eyes. Reminded 

him of school, first time he’d trained with the Opens. Tackling training; I’ll take him, Marlo 

had announced. The shrimp. He’s mine. 

 They drank another beer, headed out to the Thamel and found a bar, a restaurant. Marlo 

ordered the buffalo fillet. That Yank is full of it, he said, eat what I frigging like. The white 

wine was sweet and warm, and it came in small stone cups. Bracks drank quickly and ate little. 

He’d bought a thangka off a man with no teeth, Marlo saying why don’t you barter, they expect 

it, they fucken love it, Bracks nervous and sweating, not able to do so. The pattern of the 

thangka was bewitching. It drew him into an intricate tunnel made of red and gold strangeness. 

 Back at the Radisson they drank gin and went downstairs to the casino. Marlo lost ten 

thousand rupees. I don’t care, he said. Their money has no value. Bracks murmured his 

agreement, always easier. They drank more gin then whisky, then they went to their room and 

hit the mini-bar, laughed at an Indian dating-show on TV, Marlo talking about Punjab pussy, 

wouldn’t be too bad, hey mate?  

Bracks thought, first night and I’m pissed. I’m really pissed. He thought, why am I so 

pathetic? 

 He lay on top of his bed, aircon calming the race beneath his skin, and said, “Is Lani 

really seeing someone?” 

 “Not seeing,” said Marlo with a cruel, biting laugh. “Fucking. As in, having sex with.”  

 He turned out the light. Bracks heard him roll and readjust, then Marlo said, “Whoever 

it is, she won’t be in love. Lani only loves me.” 
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Unnerved by leprous beggars and the hordes of pick-fingered monkeys that waited near the 

funeral pyres at Baghmati River, Bracks was glad to leave Kathmandu. The plane to Pokhara 

was tiny, a Beechworth. Bracks counted thirty-three seats. The American had advised them all 

to sit on the right-side, get a better view of the Annapurna ranges. 

 “Everest, if we’re lucky.” 

 “Thanks Don,” said Marlo, dumping himself left. 

 The mountains tilted and rose before erupting. They looked like solid, carved pieces of 

ocean, blue and cold and strong. Imperial, thought Bracks. He wondered if they might even be 

alive, slowly growing and expanding throughout time’s span. How might they be in a million 

years? He took photos then closed his eyes as the plane bucked between air-pockets. 

 Lani’s voice, the gentlest bell. 

 Love you, she’d said. 

 

* 

 

Two days later they were walking through rhododendrons, wildflowers that formed in bursts 

and terraced fields. Bracks was hungover; near the camp-site in Pokhara they’d found a bar 

staffed by an Australian who called himself Burnsy. The bar had a stock of VB which they’d 

vowed to empty, Marlo saying, what’s a bloke like you doing in a place like this, and listening 

intently as Burnsy trotted out his synopsis; find-myself tour of the continent, failed relationship, 

no money, here I am. 

 “Good place to hide,” Burnsy told them. Expert, casual, he ripped the tops off three 

stubbies. “What about you fellas? Why are you here?” 

 “Therapy,” said Marlo. “Apparently I’ve got depression.” 

 “No good, mate.” 

 “Doesn’t feel any different,” Marlo told him. “Just feels like normal.” 

 Now, fists of heat pounding a thin track, the shoeless Sherpas long departed into the 

pale distance. Don’t walk too fast, Dilli had counselled. But the American had sped to the front 

of the group and Marlo wanted to chase him down, Bracks saying no, no. Let’s ease into it. 

Look at the farms. Look at the villages. Namaste. 

 “Hey Dilli,” called Marlo, “what’s Namaste? What does that mean?” 

 Dilli was puzzled, not really getting the question. Gareth, red-faced with exertion, said 

importantly, “It means hallo, how are you, welcome, good to see you, all rolled into one.” 

 “Such a lovely word,” said his wife. She added, “The Nepalese are very polite people.” 
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 When the breeze replaced his gut-ache, Bracks was surprised to realise that he was 

enjoying the trek. The teahouses were quaint and he liked walking through the ancient villages 

with their leafy vegetable gardens, brooding donkeys and huts with rooves pinned down by 

archipelagos of rock. People waved and he found himself calling out Namaste, as if he’d been 

made privy to some kind of universal code. Like a happiness key; you’d utter the word and it 

would immediately elicit nods and smiles. Imagine, he thought, people from across the world 

joining the Namaste collective, a movement dedicated to welcome. Namaste, Syria. Namaste, 

Sudan. Namaste, Afghanistan. Namaste, refugee – 

 “Look at him.” Marlo spat into the dust. “Fucken Donny-boy.”  

 The American, a speck of iridescent orange, much further along the track. 

 “Don’t worry about him,” Bracks advised. 

 “They have to win,” said Marlo. “Don’t they? Always have to win.” 

 At four o’clock the group stopped on a grassy plain protected by an enclave of knolls 

that blended like fat-rolls into the torso of the mountain. There was a teahouse perched on the 

cusp of the plain, overlooking a deep valley. The pools of darkness scattered amidst the deep 

green of the valley reminded Bracks of oil-spills in the sea, like that famous one, the Exxon 

Valdez. He wondered if there were dead animals below, bodies that had been lost to the slopes 

and elements, a single mewling cry as they tumbled into the sharp crease of the valley. 

 Marlo appeared with a couple of long-necks, Gorkhas. 

 “Reckon we’ve earned these.” 

 They swigged in unison. The air was cooling quickly, the sun bleeding watermelon into 

a distant vee. 

 “Bracksy,” said Marlo. He wiped his lips. “Mate. I don’t think I can go back.” 

 Bracks waited. Marlo would do this. He’d make a significant pronouncement then let 

it sit and spread like gas, maximise impact before bringing in the explanation, the footnotes. 

 “Australia,” said Marlo. 

 “Home,” Bracks reminded him.  

The dwindling light; Marlo’s skin was cement and hessian. He said, “Mate, they’ll do 

me. McEwan’s onto me. The cunt brought in auditors. Irregularities, he said. It happens. People 

make mistakes.” 

He coughed. Bracks said, “You?” and Marlo nodded. 

“Three-quarters of a million,” he said. “Give or take.” 

“Jesus. Where to?” 
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“Casino, mostly.” Marlo’s scrambling smile spoke of the heaviness of self-defeat. “A 

fair bit on the house. You think I could afford that? It was for Lani. Seriously, it was all for 

Lani.” 

They were gazing into the void, didn’t hear the American approach until he said, “Join 

you?” and stood alongside, sipping beer from a glass. Bracks, glancing sideways, saw that the 

American had a turkey-neck, no fat, flesh like parchment folded over masts of gristle. 

Hard bastard, he thought. Corporate hitter. 

“I was up here two years ago,” the American told them, “and the sunrise is special. It’s 

worth getting up for that sunrise.” He pointed to the mountain’s brow, too dark to shape itself 

against the swift onset of night. “The moment when the sunlight touches the snow,” he said, 

“is unforgettable.” 

“Sounds great, Don,” said Marlo, Bracks thinking no, not here, not now – but Marlo 

just smiled, tipped some of his beer into the American’s glass, walked away. 

That night they lay in their tent and Bracks discovered that, apart from the human 

snuffling and occasional whispers around him, the mountains were soundless. The afternoon 

winds had fallen into disuse and a coverlet of chill had frozen noises to their source. He 

wondered if this was a parallel version of drowning; no oxygen at the bottom of the ocean, 

none at the top of the sky either. 

Marlo said softly, “Remember when we were at school?” 

Oh yeah. You gave me hell. You’d push me into a corner and twist my nuts. Sit on my 

head and fart. Walk to class behind me murmuring homo, homo … 

“I was a shit,” said Marlo. 

“You were.” 

“Funny how we became best mates.” 

Met up at a reunion before Marlo built a flash house a couple of streets away, enormous 

house rendered coral-pink, instant garden, lap pool and kidney pool … then it was Saturday 

barbecues with Marlo, Lani and their two girls, Annalise and Jess, happy hours at the local 

tavern and remember-whens that escalated quickly to fiction. 

Lani had said, early on, “You’re not married, Simon?” 

Not married. Not homo. Nothing really. Just a being, an upright animal with a body and 

mind that stayed awake the requisite sixteen hours a day, lived in a normal house, did an okay 

job with a debt collection agency, bought takeaways, watched TV and mowed the patchy lawn 

every weekend because there was fuck-all else to do. 

“I’m tired,” said Bracks. 
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“Don’t forget the sunrise,” Marlo laughed. 

 

* 

 

But when he awoke, Bracks was alone. It took a moment to realise; he missed Marlo’s shape 

and muggy, fishy smell. The physicality of him … he unzipped the tent and poked his head 

through. First light, bitterly cold. The mountains pressing. Silence. 

 Marlo? 

 The other man’s sleeping-bag was smoothed back, his pack zipped and bound. Bracks 

felt it then, the first sap of fear. He struggled into his jacket, fell out of the tent. His body was 

stiff and sore. He heard mule-bells, sniffed smoke. A Sherpa, resuscitating a fire. 

 The edge, twenty metres away. 

 Don’t think I can go back – Bracks ran. He careened. He scraped the chill with his 

throat. He activated his stagnant, slowcoach blood. 

 “Bracksy! Mate!” 

 You prick. You unutterable … Marlo was on the other side, the top knoll. He was 

standing on shale alongside the American, who had a tripod and long-lens camera pointed east. 

Marlo said something and the American laughed then he gestured and they both stared at a 

place that Bracks couldn’t see. 

 

Omelette and rice for breakfast, strong tea. There was always strong tea with four or five 

teaspoons of sugar. The American showed them photos of the sunrise. Diamonds and sapphires 

sprinkled the ridges and made the snow glitter. 

 “So beautiful,” said Ronnie. “Nepal is a beautiful place.” 

 Bracks wanted to smash her in the face. Instead he cut his omelette into tiny pieces and 

ate slowly. 

Dilli said, “Today, dear friends, we go to Landrup.” 

 Marlo, immediately, “Where’s that, old mate?” 

 “Landrup.” 

 “Longdrop.  That’s a good one, Dilli. You blokes are funny.” 

 “Say it again,” said the American to Dilli. 

 “Longdrop, Don. You heard the man. What a great name for a mountain village.” 

 “Landrup,” said Dilli, large-eyed. 

 “Exactly,” said Marlo. 
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More up-and-down, a denser big-leafed forest, slippery rock-steps and a suspension bridge over 

a white river. Children sang as they crossed the river then held out their grubby hands for 

money, Marlo giving five thousand rupees. 

 Bracks being reminded, their money has no value. 

 As the day stretched so did the trekkers, a railway line along the slope of the mountain. 

Alone, Bracks thought of Lani, not the first time when he’d barely realised what they were 

doing nor the most recent but in-between; a sylvan light, her mounded breast and that vegetable 

taste. Her sweat or just her? He’d wondered, but briefly. 

“Gentle,” she’d whispered. 

Bracks, a cry within that he’d never known existed. 

“Love you,” Lani had said. He was sure of it. 

 

Landrup was stone huts and stone roads, ribby dogs, silent citizens and marijuana plants in 

pots, front step of the teahouse. It was late afternoon when they sat inside, stared at the green 

cavernous view and drank Everest beer. Dilli pointed to a lookout a hundred metres further 

along the track, its edge jutting precariously into the space. Bracks listened as Marlo and the 

American chatted amiably about real estate, stocks and shares, the rise and fall of the dollar, 

Obama, refugees and wetbacks, the Gulf war, Afghanistan, Putin’s domination plan, the 

subprime cockup. Bracks was amazed at the depth of Marlo’s knowledge; this from a man 

who’d always preferred the scarlet flash of opinion over substance and fact. 

 “Quiet, Bracksy?” 

 “Tired.” 

 “Great trek, though. Glad you came?” 

 “Yeah,” said Bracks. “Of course I am.” 

 “To therapy,” said the American. He and Marlo clinked glasses, compared conspiracy 

theories. 

 When they lay in their tents, a torch-beam between them, Bracks was drunk and rain 

was falling, prelude to a storm. Marlo was on his back, quiet. 

 Bracks said, “It’s me.” 

“Yeah, it is.” Marlo grunted as he rolled, thin face cast in thin light. He said, “People 

who’ve slept together look at each other differently. The question has become the answer.” 

Bracks couldn’t speak. Marlo said, “Revenge, eh. Must’ve felt good. Let’s face it, I was 

a shit.” 
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Not revenge, thought Bracks. You don’t get an easy excuse like revenge. This was about 

me, not you. Placing something of value into an otherwise valueless life. 

Love you, she’d said. 

“Now you’re a shit,” said Marlo, “like me. Finally, we’re equal. The halfback and the 

hooker, same height, same weight, same level of stupidity.” 

Later, in the deadness of the night, a noise, an animal creeping past their tent. Or it 

might have been weeping, Bracks didn’t know. 

 

Somehow he slept. And awoke to noise, shouting. 

 People outside, a guttural stammering. A scream was followed instantly by a voice, 

Gareth’s. Ronnie, Ronnie, sshh.  

 Bracks on hands and knees, onto the mud and stone. There were people gathered at the 

drop, staring down, others in a tight knot at the lookout. The two sisters were holding each 

other while Ronnie vomited into the dank earth. 

 “What’s going on?” 

 No one answered. He staggered to the edge.  

Below the lookout, far below, a speck of iridescent orange. 

Bracks knew. Somewhere nearby in the gorse and rubble they’d find another body, 

exploded and empty. The Australian and the American would be linked forever in lore, the 

incident deemed an accident, two men who unfortunately leaned too far and overbalanced. Wet 

slippery rocks, inquisitive trekkers unused to conditions … it happens. People makes mistakes. 

 Tackling training, thought Bracks. He’s mine. 

He turned his face to the giant, savage hollowness and wanted to empty his voice but 

knew that it was pointless. The maw of the earth would swallow his cry and swallow the echo 

of his cry and feed off both, as it fed off all that fell between its granite jaws. The mountains 

would stay silent and they would grow. Always, they would grow. 

 


