ADAM OUSTON

The Chaos of Life Beyond Death in the Outback

You decide to fake your own death. To wipe yourself from the face of the earth
and start again. The thing to remember when writing your own obituary is to
take it easy on the adjectives. This is what you tell yourself as you sit at your
kitchen table: don’t get carried away. The people who know you—the people
you’re trying to trick—will see right through it. Stick to the clichés. Get in and
get out. And, you say to yourself, make sure you don’t sign it with a name your
loved ones will recognise. This is where the genius lies. Not in the glowing
evocation of your life and achievements, but in who you choose to pen it. It has
to be believable, but foreign. So that when your family and friends see it they’ll
think you had a double life. This in turn will make your death more convincing.
You don’t want anyone thinking it’s a hoax. You don’t want anyone coming
after you. In the eyes of the world you want to be gone. So you agonise for
hours. Male or female? Modern name or old school name? Is there a difference
anymore? You decide female. This will add intrigue. You take it easy on the
adjectives. And you are clever enough to stick to the other rule of obits: don’t
show your face after the fact. You vanish. You head for the desert. Because you
are from the inner city and haven’t hitchhiked before, it takes a while to get the
knack. But soon you find it surprisingly simple. Your rides come from truck
drivers mainly. You fall asleep and when you wake up you’re not in the Red
Centre at all. You’re in Kalgoorlie where a filmmaker starts talking to you at the
roadhouse. Says he can take you further into the desert. You get into the rented
van and there’s a cameraman and a few actors. They have limited equipment, no
budget and have been driving west for two days. Normally you’d care about the
smell but now you don’t know what things you care about and what things you

don’t. It’s as if you’re in shock, but you are not in shock. You choose to enjoy



the smell. The two actresses are pretty. As the van whips through the blinding
zero they tell you they’re taking two weeks to scout a location and shoot.
They’re making a zombie movie called The Chaos of Life Beyond Death in the
Outback set in one of Western Australia’s abandoned gold rush towns. Some
are too far gone to be useable (so they tell you), and some are still inhabited
despite being known as ghost towns. They’ll know the right one when they find
it. You lie about where you come from. And you lie about your name. Within an
hour you’re in Coolgardie, and although the Marvel Hotel looks promising, you
are soon heading north to Goongarrie. But there is nothing in Goongarrie except
an old homestead and a sea of red dirt and tussock. You stop in Menzies for
lunch and later stretch your legs at Lake Ballard. The salt flats are vast and
desolate, a desert within a desert or anguish on top of anguish. If it wasn’t for
the birds the landscape would seem anathema to life. In the distance you see
what appear to be human figures shimmering in the heat haze. An army of them,
as skeletal and grotesque as the survivors of any number of atrocities. Statues.
Everyone piles out and stands among them. One of the actresses, Djia, calls out
your new name. The cameraman takes some wide shots. The director says they
can make the statues look like zombies. You say that shouldn’t be hard. You
continue north. By sunset you are in Kookynie. Before the light fades you tour
the silent ruins: the only remaining wall of a municipal building; a crumbling
chimney; a decrepit cottage beneath the corpse of an ironbark; an abandoned
cemetery and the infinite dust. The most eerie thing for you are the Chinese
names on the headstones. The guy at the hotel says there are thirteen people
living in Kookynie. Nineteen tonight, says the director. He also says that this
might be the place. You take three of the six rooms. Two in each. The director
and the cameraman want to plan the next few days, so they take one of the
rooms. And the lead actors want to go over their lines. That leaves you and Djia.
You tell her you’ll help with her lines if she wants. You haven’t had sex in

almost a year and the thought of it makes you panic. At least that’s something.



Before the obituary you’d even stopped jerking off. Djia says she doesn’t need
help with her lines. But she needs to test her products in this heat. She’s doing
makeup as well as acting. With a shrug of your shoulders, you agree. She gets
out her kit and does you up. You sit in front of the small, chipped mirror that
seems to be stained with tea, and watch your skin turn purple and your eyes
yellow and your teeth grey. She’s worked on slasher flicks before but she’s
never done zombies. You can hear the others practicing through the walls. And
there are footsteps outside, going up and down along the dusty concrete. They
sound like boots, heavy-heeled boots grinding into glass. Heel-toe, heel-toe,
heel-toe. Play dead, Djia says when she’s finished. You lie down on the bed and
you are surprised that you are relaxed and you are even more surprised that she
fucks you like the devil without removing any of her handiwork. When she goes
to shower you see a vertical scar running between her breasts from the base of
her throat to her navel. That night you lie in the dark thinking about your friends
and family. About faking your own death. What did the great writer say: What
begins as comedy ends as tragedy. Still, you don’t feel anything. Kookynie
turns bad. The director gets punched in the face by one of the thirteen locals.
The next few days are spent in the van with everyone’s hopes rising and falling
at each new town. South to Israelite Bay, through Kanowna, Dundas,
Norseman, Buldania and Princess Royal. All deserted but unusable. Some don’t
even have structures, just street signs and dirt tracks that once might have been
roads. Then there’s an argument between the director and the cameraman and
you retrace your steps north and further west through 14 Mile, 42 Mile, 45 Mile
and Black Flag. Nothing. It’s all just red earth and the leftovers of life. There’s a
day when no one speaks, not even you and Djia despite the fact that you’ve
been making love non-stop. You get out of the van at Gwalia in the Great
Victoria Desert, a pinprick of a settlement perched on the lip of a gigantic pit.
It’s like a gateway to less than nothing. Hell of hells. As if the moon could fall
right through it. But the Shire keeps the buildings in peak condition for tourists



so it’s no good for filming. Every night you hear those heavy boots pacing back
and forth outside whatever hotel room you happen to be staying in. You’ve
stopped sleeping and the footsteps appear to be getting louder. When you ask
Djia about her scar she says car accident in a way that makes you not believe
her. You head south-west toward Mount Magnet. The director is certain you’ll
have some luck there. The area is basically a Hollywood set, abandoned towns
every few clicks. Everyone is brimming with hope. The van practically
levitates. You stop at Kunanalling and manage to do a few scenes around the
ruin of the old hotel. The director says he saw you in makeup. He asks you to
play the zombie instead of him. With a shrug of your shoulders, you agree.
Between takes Djia holds your hand. Late in the day she whispers that it wasn’t
a car accident: she was a child prostitute in Lombok and the scar was a gift from
her pimp. She asks you if it bothers you. You say of course not, but to be honest
you don’t know what bothers you and what doesn’t. She calls you by your new
name. At 71 Mile there’s a broken down tin shed and the bones of a windmill.
The leading couple and cameraman go into the shed while the rest of you wail
on the walls to signify approaching doom. The screams make you feel uneasy.
By night they get a few shots of you stumbling through the darkness, cutting
through the van’s headlights. It’s after midnight and freezing by the time you’re
done. Any accommodation is hours away so you huddle together in the van and
sleep as best you can. You lie awake listening to the footsteps. A few hours later
everyone is woken by a series of wallops on the roof. Possums from the gum
under which the van is parked. No one sleeps after that. So the next day you’re
all zombies and the cameraman is driving when the van strikes a kangaroo
which goes spinning off the highway and into the dust. It isn’t quite dead and
you can’t leave it in pain. The director finds a large rock and brings it down on
the animal’s head. He has to do it repeatedly because you can still hear it
breathing harder after each blow. There’s blood everywhere and the director is

overly enthusiastic. There’s no question in your mind that he’s a spoiled child



from a wealthy suburb. At the Granites they do a long shot of you under the
escarpment feasting at the skull of a silhouette, which in reality is the director. It
is always the director, though once or twice it is Djia. Don’t worry, you won’t
hurt me, she says. Be as rough as you like, she says. And then, after another day
of empty highways, you strike gold: the intact and abandoned hotel at Big Bell.
Red brick and grey concrete. A big old pub like an inland ghostship. Two
storeys. Left to crumble, so the sign says, in 1955, by which time the town was
completely deserted. Once again you sleep in the van and get to work at dawn.
Djia does you up and by midday, when according to the cameraman it’s almost
fifty degrees, everyone is ready. The landscape is vibrating with heat and the
white noise of insects. The flies are a menace but they leave you alone. Maybe
it’s the makeup. The sign says keep out, but despite the cyclone fence and the
boarded-up windows you fight your way inside. The sign also says that the
pub’s bar was once the longest in the land. This is the first room you find.
Broken, dusty furniture and fallen beams checker the floor. The bar has
collapsed and lies about the place in chunks. There’s an old Fosters sign, barely
visible through the dust, still fixed to the wall behind the bar. With the scraps
the cameraman builds a ladder because the stairs are lethal. You go up to the
second level where the bedrooms are. You try to float. The floor could give way
any second. The director makes a few passes up and down the hall, bouncing
softly as he goes. It’s OK, he says. It won’t collapse. And when he calls action
all your fear evaporates, all your concerns for safety, all your self-consciousness
in front of the camera, but also all the blankness, depression and guilt. After all
this: the flood. Your rampage begins. You bust doors from hinges, smash what
furniture remains, break glass and mirrors and rip down cupboards. You are
glad that you’ve spent time with these people. You’ve grown close. But you are
hungry for blood and brains. And so you murder the leading man. And you
murder the director. And you murder Djia in a way that makes you feel both sad

and happy. And you chase the leading lady in and out of bedrooms, down



corridors and through bathrooms. She’s good: she has real fear in her eyes. And
breaking from convention you get her too. And breaking the fourth wall you
turn to the camera and tear its operator limb from limb and feast on the contents
of his skull. Months later, when they find the camera on the floor and realise
your death notice was a hoax, the last thing they see is your undead figure
disappearing downstairs leaving behind a ruined set and the sound of your boots

grinding through the chaos.



