
Campbell      Snap 
 

 TEXT Special Issue 30: Creative Writing as Research IV, October 2015  1 
eds Nigel Krauth, Donna Lee Brien, Ross Watkins, Anthony Lawrence, Dallas Baker and Moya Costello 

Deakin University 

 

Marion May Campbell 

 

 

Snap 

 

 

Biographical note: 

Marion May Campbell has written novels (Lines of flight, Not being Miriam, Prowler 
and Shadow thief, now available as e-books though Wuthering Ink), poetry, theatre and 
criticism. Her cross-genre work, Fragments from a paper witch (Salt 2009), was a 
finalist in the Innovation Category of the 2010 Adelaide Festival Literary Awards and 
her novella konkretion, about failed feminist revolutionaries, appeared in 2013 with 
UWA Publishing. Her critical exploration Poetic revolutionaries: intertextuality & 
subversion appeared 2014 with Rodopi. Marion is Associate Professor in Professional 
and Creative Writing at Deakin University, where she is working on creative and critical 
fronts on the radical tradition of prose poetry and the poetics of the fragment as challenge 
to the heteronormative subject of consumption. 

 

Keywords: 

Creative writing – second person – metafictional romance – Queer desire 

 

  



Campbell      Snap 
 

 TEXT Special Issue 30: Creative Writing as Research IV, October 2015  2 
eds Nigel Krauth, Donna Lee Brien, Ross Watkins, Anthony Lawrence, Dallas Baker and Moya Costello 

As we meet, before we’ve felt each other’s body unfold and reconfigure, I guess there’ll be a 
silence like this – with only our breath lapping ear to ear.  

I’m ready now, as the days fly from the desk calendar and the seasons pulse past. I’m laying 
this down to calm my heart, I think. Why such quickening ... Is it because of the others, all 
the stories that had the wrong tone, the falsetto of ventriloquy or something? Or maybe this 
extreme feeling is more to do with the cumulative relay from story to story – all their 
gathered intensities. The long preparation for you, breathing now just behind the screen, the 
near contact of fingers, lips, breasts, bellies, thighs. It’s not as if I haven’t always looked for 
connection, anywhere, everywhere. And if there had to be an after-you, if the unthinkable 
were to happen and you were to die before me, I don’t suppose that even then I’d give up. I 
like to think that until the last breath, even if it were to be a slow emphysemic drowning, I 
wouldn’t give up on connection. It’s what you show me with the fierce flame of your belief in 
this diminishing life we share.   

The child who runs past my open door, might still, in a brief smile, make a fleeting 
connection and send a luminous backwash over all that I call memory. I used to think, oh 
come on, where’s your imagination, of those teachers in primary school who set us these 
compositions – it was always a composition, never a story – where we had to voice the 
memory of something passed from hand to hand: an old boot, a school satchel, a flute, a 
doll’s house. You had to tell the story of the thing in the first person. But now I’m starting to 
understand these relays, why it never begins or ends with one person, this love story. 

We recognised each other. 

And it was seismic. 

We’ve used all of these: tremor, quake, Vesuvius – like there’s no hyperbole for us. 

But it’s your words arriving in bold that call up your lava lady. 

And everything half rhymes with this laughter of recognition.  

And right now in this dream we’re about to go snap.  

We’re both wearing French sailor’s jumpers. Once they sold for a song in navy surplus 
stores, like in Toulon where Marcel bought us one each, for himself and for me. The coarse 
wool prickled my bare skin but I wanted so much its look and its jaunty, unbuttoned feel on 
my shoulder that I turned that scratchy infuriation to pleasure. He was a dancer; perhaps a bit 
of the thug in his flares of temper, but along with that, he had a feline finesse. You know – 
those exquisite adjustments in free-fall. Oh it’s hardly an oxymoron, the aristocratic thug: a 
father from the Corsican-Marseillais milieu, a mother from Vietnamese royalty – one of 
colonialism’s strangely beautiful fall-outs. He had coarse, blue-black hair, high broad 
cheekbones, a sprinkling of dark freckles. I loved his sailor’s swagger, never questioned its 
authenticity or its affectation – such things didn’t come into our couple, which was quite 
frankly a masquerade. He called forth the sailor in me, the girl whose sexuality was schooled 
in reading Jean Genet and that you recognised in me just now. We licked the lemon sorbet 
cones that we held in our outside hands. We walked like new lovers, my left hand and his 
right, in the back pockets of each other’s jeans. That morning, everyone on the quays of 
Toulon, every sailor, smoker, idler in the old military port, was sexy and complicit, eyeing off 
his androgynous beauty. I was a pale mouse compared with him, but I think I caught his 
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glow. We were young and our animal insouciance masked all our faults. I see now that his 
teeth were already blackening. That morning still breathes its Gauloise smoke through the 
knit of this jumper. That love, as sketchy as it might’ve been, still speaks to this sudden 
possibility now, to this snap of recognition. 

The sailor’s jumper I’m wearing is actually Marcel’s, a bit big, I know, but you can read his 
torso from it. It was moulded to him and now it hangs on me like that old story, like a sort of 
comfort rug. My own I passed on to a girlfriend who found me in the end too insistent, too 
invasive, but with this one, anyhow, I’ve long since overcome the prickling.  

 

It was just after the end of year exams and, exhilarated with the first blast of summer heat, I’d 
walked from Kingsford to Taylor’s Square in Surrey Hills, Sydney, and there in the window 
of this guys’ boutique I saw them, the perfect pair of white sailor’s pants. Their design invited 
the hands to slide into the slanted pockets under the buttoned frontal flap. They were tight-
fitted over the belly, buttocks and thighs, and then widened extravagantly into the bell-
bottoms. I’d had a thing about uniforms, which should shock me now, since I like to see 
myself as small-time subversive, but what you became in a uniform had always fascinated me 
as a kid. When and where I grew up there were no men present but on every mantle piece 
they were framed in uniform, their faces shadowed by peaked Air Force or Navy caps. I 
remember thinking you could just pinch these photos from other people’s albums and say, 
yeah, that’s my dad. I was going be a pilot or a sailor and the uniform would make me the 
beloved of my mother, since this seemed to be what her vague green eyes dreamed of, 
someone in a uniform. So that summer in Sydney, and then in Toulon, I stepped towards the 
sailor whom, decades later, you hail in my dream. 

And I start talking to you, I’ve got to admit, because I guess I’ve come to a halt in my 
imagination. I’ve found nothing in the vault, nothing in the cellar. So I’ve come down to this 
crypt that smells thickly of the warm earth. Following the cat that eludes me, even here in this 
dream, I find a ladder with broken rungs. I have to take the ladder down, down, falling where 
the rungs are missing. Following the cat-shape, cued by her exquisite adjustments in free-fall, 
through the earthy darkness, here, I find myself on the restaurant steps, at another level again, 
in some other country.  

And here you are too, in your French sailor’s jumper – snap. Above its stripes I look into 
your big face, with the straight, declarative nose and jaw, the strong unplucked, black 
eyebrows, the wide spread of the gorgeous mouth, the skin dark in this uncertain night. I can 
only guess at your eyes. I feel them as vast and blackly tidal and I’m not sure if I’ve already 
given myself over to their pull. The flashing, even teeth are an after-image.  

It must be the break in your shift: and under the knit of the sailor’s jumper, your free breasts 
rise and fall, and below, your long thighs are sprawled in the cook’s black-and-white checked 
pants. As you watch me, you balance your fag on the step-edge and pick up this small purse-
shaped clay thing. You blow into it, soft, soft, and it’s a breathy sound, almost like you’re 
Prometheus lighting that first flesh fire. You pat the step next to you without a word and 
again blow into the little clay flute. There’s a smell of decay here, but a good one, like of 
composted vegetation, and I sit down close to you. We’re in some sort of underbelly, fertile 
and secretive. Our silence takes form through your flute. After a long time, you say, thought 
I’d never smoke again, and I didn’t for two months and a bit, but when the news came about 
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these symptoms, I thought fuck all of that, and went straight out to buy tobacco and papers. 
So taking up the fags again, I just wanted, you know, to slow myself down, to stretch time. 
Needed to go slow.  

Now I feel what you mean, feel the word slow applied like a soft palm to my brow, and a 
drugged heaviness takes my limbs. The darkness turns around us, padding the edges of the 
semi-circle of light. Like a big captive cat on a leash, it goes round and round, this slow 
softness. You blow your soft music again. Just one night with you. But it’s the hot darkness 
that has materialised between us and the cat is real, not a figure at all, and her eyes are high-
beam golden and her ribcage ripples the bronze Havana coat and she is purring deeply and 
our hands touch her there, to take in the vibration, and now they are laid each on the other 
and I feel the weight of yours. Her face is a chiselled wedge, swivelling from you to me. 
Your hands open, your fingers mesh and lock under the cat’s belly and raise her up and you 
sling her over your shoulder and she looks back at me and I follow. 

It’s not so much a restaurant as a bar where you do snacks for regulars who stay on. A 
woman with dazzling white hair and olive skin turns smiling to the ragged auburn one with 
nostril diamond, and you say, I had to ask her in because we were, like, you know, snap with 
our sailors’ jumpers. Yeah nah, how could I not? You laugh. 

We see now that there are many ways for us to love, as far-fetched as they might’ve seemed, 
and here we realise something so much larger between our keyboards and our screens. Your 
flute answers in your dream and calls up mine: its breath brings in the encounters, the 
costumes, and the rhymes. These rhymes make new folds where there’ll always be something 
else for the next story, the next time, to make us go snap. 

But my love, perhaps soon, when we finally meet, we’ll have no use for these words. There 
might simply be in this fold, this abeyance – the miracle of our shared breath, of this silence 
lapping ear to ear. 
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Research statement  

 

Research background 

Butler (1990) theorises that some writers explore sexuality as reiteration and performance. 
But how to write the erotic encounter between reciprocal readers whose bodies are caught in 
the lag of longing at the onset of death? Can dream and masquerade be enlisted to the task? 
The second-person address can be manipulative, associated as it is with the didactic. While it 
is kept in reflexive play in some high-modernist metafiction (Calvino 1979), and Wittig 
(1973) deploys the metamorphic potential of the lesbian I-you, how might the second person 
enable intimacy and reflexivity at once?  

 

Research contribution  

‘Snap’ deploys the queer cliché of becoming-sailor as a trope for recognition in the amorous 
encounter and literalises the ‘copycat’ as its catalyst. As Girard argues (1973), the human is 
foremost mimetic: this story makes its claim for originality and authenticity of connection 
through the playful recycling of cliché.  

 

Research significance 

‘Snap’ eschews the relative affectlessness of some metafiction by staging an amorous 
approach under the shadow of mortality. It exploits the liminal moment of modernist short 
fiction to summon the ‘manifold’ of experience. Here, love opens a space of intertextual 
resonance (Costello 2007), including motifs of Genet (masquerade), Duras (haunting) and 
Maurice Blanchot (the infinite approach), by writing the threshold of encounter as the 
intensive silence of wonder. 
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