The seals do not care about the Senate.

This is the thing Kit tries to hold onto at 9:40 on a Tuesday,
standing at the barrier by the seal pool in a polo shirt one size too
big, holding a bucket of pilchards that has soaked its smell
permanently into the beds of both thumbs. Astrid the Australian
sea lion is doing her morning thing of lying on the concrete like a
discarded duvet, and the harbour is doing its harbour thing,
glittering hard enough to hurt, and the city sits across the water
looking like a postcard of a place where nothing bad has ever been
legislated.

Kit had read the article at 6:15am on the ferry, which was a
choice, and Kit accepts responsibility for that choice.

The senator — and Kit has decided to think of him only as The
Senator, because giving him a name gives him a little apartment in
your head where he can put up shelves — had said that children
were being rushed into decisions. This from a man whose entire
career had probably never included any decisions; he had probably
been shuttled from a private school to a uni college (and
membership to the Young Liberals), and on and on into the present.
The Senator had used the phrase "biological reality" four times in a
ninety-second grab. Kit had counted.

The best part is that the whole thing had been filmed in front
of a bookshelf. Not a real one. One of those bookshelves that
exists exclusively for press conferences, containing the collected
works of Nobody, spines out, uncracked. Kit's whole existence
being adjudicated by someone with a decorative bookshelf and a
haircut he's had since 1994.

Kit can feel exactly where the funny is, like a tooth you can
locate with your tongue but can't quite reach. It's just that under
the funny is the other thing, which is that Kit's dad has taken to
saying "your mother and | are just worried about the timeline," and
there are one hundred and forty thousand people who will read The
Senator's quote today and think, well, he seems reasonable, he's
got a bookshelf.

Astrid rolls over. The sun keeps going.



Then the woman starts shouting. She's maybe thirty-five,
dressed soft and bulky from the suburbs, and she is having what
can only be described as an event, near the churros cart, with two
small children. "l said we are seeing the seals FIRST. We discussed
this. We discussed this in the CAR." One of the children has gone
boneless in the way children do, sliding towards the pavement like
a slow avalanche of Bluey merchandise. "Oh, don't — Marlow, do
not do the floor thing. We do not do the floor thing at the zoo."

Kit watches with specific, delicious contempt. Kit imagines
this woman's life in some hideous suburb, in all its banality and
conformity. Kit imagines this lumpy, boring woman, a woman who
screams at children, reading the Senator's words and nodding
sagely in agreement. Yes, the lefties have got to our kids. We need
to stop the trans virus. This woman doesn't care that the Senator's
bookshelf is without books.

The woman grunts, then hauls Marlow up by the armpits and
turns, and the turning takes about a second and a half.

The T-shirt is old. That's what Kit registers first — it's been
washed so many times the cotton has gone soft and thin at the
shoulders, the print cracked into little dry rivers, the way a shirt
only gets when someone has worn it for years. It says:

PROTECT TRANS KIDS

Kit doesn't say anything. The woman doesn't notice Kit at all.
She wrestles a hat onto the smaller one, says "right, seals, we are
doing seals, we are HAPPY about the seals," in a voice of total
depletion, and drags them both towards the barrier six metres
away.

Kit stands very still with a bucket of pilchards. And here is this
exhausted woman who did not get up this morning intending to be
anybody's evidence of anything, who put on the softest shirt in the
drawer because it was Tuesday and she had to take two kids to the
Z0O0.

Astrid slaps into the water. The children scream, joyfully.

Kit picks up a fish, and finds that his hands are steadly.



