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Man of steel 

 
Somewhat clumsily he opened his backpack and was about to let his bottom 

fall on the bed. As he saw some objects fall out of the backpack onto the floor, which 
did not look very clean, he felt a momentary anger with himself. Weary, he let 
himself down on the bed and intended to ignore the stuff on the floor. But that was 
childish behaviour, so he got off the bed and started to shove the objects back into 
the bag, when his gaze fell on her letter. He tossed the backpack onto the wobbly 
chair and kept her letter in his hand.  

He looked at the paper, which was already somewhat dirty. For months, 
perhaps a year, he had not read it again, but he could almost recite its contents by 
heart. So why open it again? But some impulse pushed him to do so. He lay down 
and carefully unfolded the paper, which had tiny rips along the fold lines. Luckily 
the pillow was high enough, so he could hold the letter and read it with no strain. 
Yes, I do have long legs, he told himself: why they are aching, I have no idea. So 
forget that triviality and read: 

Dear Bruce,  
Believe me, it is not easy to write. It is all the harder because it seems I am writing to a 

stranger that I thought I knew for more than a decade and whose wife I have been for four – 
no, five years. I think I still in a way love you and even admire you, but I cannot for ever play 
the role of the waiting wife whose blood freezes every time she hears in a news broadcast the 
name of the country where her husband happens to be at the moment. 

Todd does not have a father; that is the bitter truth. One day he asked me with childish 
directness: “Mummy, when is that man going to come again?” That you do, in your way, 
love your son, our son, I want to believe. I even believe – though my need to believe it is 
dwindling – that you love me in your way. But I know from many experiences that your 
camera and the warzones and catastrophe areas of the world matter more to you than Todd 
and I do.  

 
Was she correct? He had never been with Todd long enough to do father-son- 

things. And he had to admit he rarely thought of the boy. 
  
Bruce, I believe one incident was a good illustration of how, from my point of view, our 

relationship has become impossible. Perhaps you have forgotten it; we all have our own 
perspective, and what is important to me might be a very minor thing for you – and vice 
versa. But do you remember the day when you came back from the horrors of Gaza? I was so 
pleased you had come back alive, nor even wounded, I wanted to take you in my arms and get 
you to tell me all about it; I could see you were haunted by it all. But you politely kissed me 
on the forehead and went off for several hours to develop the photos and select the best ones 
for Australian Gazette and other magazines whose names I cannot recall. I could not reach 
you. You were in your own tormented universe, the world famous photo journalist, and my 
place in that was zero. I am even afraid that the man I loved – the sensitive, ambitious, 
resolute young man – has become some sort of vulture feeding on the miseries of other people. 
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Oh yes, your photos of screaming widows and children with hideous wounds shock the world, 
but do they touch you? Your accompanying articles are so coldly “objective”.  

 
If only she knew how often I have reproached myself with that possibility … 
  
A few times you asked me whether I felt something for Kevin. Did you want to push me 

in his direction? Well, the truth is that I shall never love Kevin with the passion I once felt for 
you, but with Kevin I can have an easygoing and harmonious relationship, and he will be a 
good father to Todd.  

 
He remembered his first reaction to that paragraph. A flush of wrath that 

Kevin, that unworthy rival, had taken his wife, Annie, the one he had known since 
high school days when their feelings were “platonic”. But when they studied at the 
same university they both felt erotic passion. And at that time it seemed to him that 
the main strength of their relationship was that they could both talk things through 
without hiding anything. 

 
Bruce, I am very sorry that our many years together are ending this way, but I cannot 

be a wife who sees the husband only a few times each year and even then knows that his 
thoughts are elsewhere.  

How can I finish? I hope you will find answers to your questions about the world and 
yourself.  

 With regret, 
 No longer yours, 

 Annie. 
 
Well, Annie was right about many things, he admitted to himself after the 

initial anger and shock. How could he share his tumultuous life, his wanderings 
from one bleeding country to another, with another person? He did not himself 
know what pushed him to expose himself to danger after danger. Yes, he had earned 
well, magazines competed to get his best photos. The world’s most famous war-and-
catastrophe photographer, Newsweek had claimed. He was quite aware of the 
hollowness of that fame: most of the time he was moving in dangerous, stinking 
places, often among corpses and blood. But did he want to change that? Would it not 
be better to sit in the evening in a comfortable sofa with his arm around a lovely 
woman and watch an interesting documentary? Perhaps, but he could not imagine 
that. 

He remembered with a sardonic smile his few attempts to find consolation 
with a prostitute. Each time that had left an even more bitter aftertaste than the 
previous time. 

He was weary, but decided nevertheless to go looking for some food. That 
could be risky in such a cheap little place in a war torn country, but his life was a 
series of risks.  

A pity that in the hotel there was no way of developing his latest photos. That 
would have to wait till he returned to Australia.  

But why did he feel so tired? And the stomach pains were new. 
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^^^ 

 “Welcome home, Bruce!” His father embraced him. ”Good flight?” 
“Okay.” Bruce’s voice had no emotion in it, Alf thought.  
“Have you got only the backpack? No suitcases?” 
“Dad, if you saw the countries I’ve just been in, you’d understand.” 
“Okay, my boy. Let’s go home.” 
“Can we stop on the way at the darkroom?” 
“Of course we can. But wouldn’t you prefer to go home first, have a shower 

and a bite to eat?” 
“It’s not a holiday for me, Dad.” 
“So you’re working.” Alf was silent while they set off for the airport’s car park. 

Then he said, “Son, when are you not working?” 
“I’ll start my holidays when all the wars are over,” Bruce said, almost smiling. 

”By the way, let me off there and go on home. I’ll follow by bus later.” 

^^^ 

 “My God, son, you’ve been a long time in that darkroom! Four hours, at least.” 
“Yes. Don’t forget I have to choose photos for Stern and The Independent too.” 

“Well, in any case I’ll have to heat it up again. I’ve given you your favourite, if 
I remember correctly. I hope you’re hungry.” 

“Yes, I am. A bit. I didn’t eat very well in Guatemala.” 
Alf put the plate into the microwave oven. He really wanted to get his taciturn 

son talking. He should not look as though the cares of the world were all on his 
shoulders.  

When the two of them were seated at the modest table, Alf started. 
”Guatemala. I didn’t know there’s a war going on there.” 

“Few know. That’s why I went.” 
“I do know the Yanks are supporting a far right government. They’d hardly let 

a well-known journalist fly straight from Los Angeles. How did you get there?” 
“Through Mexico.” 
“So how did you know where to go in Guatemala?” 
“Opponents of the regime helped me.” 
“You took photos from the viewpoint of the opposition?” 
“Do you think the government would welcome me? After all, its death squads 

are doing the killing.” 
There was another pause until Alf said, “No doubt you took stomach-turning 

pictures?” 
“Yes.” 
“Son, when you told me you intended taking a course in photography at the 

uni, I didn’t imagine a career like this.” 
“Neither did I. At first.” 
“Your mother had – so it seemed to me – some masochistic tendencies.” 
“And you are implying ...?” 
“Maybe you’re a genuine son of your mother.” 
“Don’t blame her.” Bruce scarcely remembered his mother, who died of cancer 

when he was a small boy. 
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After a short silence he added, “And don’t ask me to explain my motives. I 

don’t understand them either.”  
“And Bruce, I don’t want to exaggerate, but how is your health? Your face tells 

me there’s a lot of tension in you. Did the Central American food have a bad effect 
on you?” 

“Dad, I don’t want to talk about such trifles. My job is full of stress but I’m 
pretty tough, you know.” 

“Son, you’re overestimating your strength, aren’t you? Always being an 
‘objective reporter’ in catastrophic situations. That must be too much for anybody 
after a while.” 

“My colleagues think I’m as tough as steel. And I want to keep that up.” 
In any case Bruce wanted to change the direction of the conversation. He was 

not used to speaking long sentences. Writing reports was a different matter, but even 
then he had evolved a very concise factual style. “Anything new from Palestine? I 
haven’t seen a news broadcast for a week.” 

“So we’ll watch the news at seven, okay? Yesterday there was talk of yet 
another ceasefire.” 

Bruce muttered something unintelligible. Alf asked, “Of course you’re 
welcome to stay here as long as you want. Have you decided where you’ll go to 
next?” 

“No. Maybe I’ll stay with you for a week.” 
“I thought you might go up to Brisbane and spend a few days with Todd.” 
“Hm, yes, I could.” 
“Annie would like that. She rang me a few weeks back and said Todd would 

like to meet his real Dad. I suppose you know that the marriage with that second 
chap … she didn’t even say his name …” 

“Kevin.” 
“Well, it hasn’t worked out. Todd's old enough now to want to know his 

father.” 
“That’s an idea. Maybe I could.” 
They finished eating and Bruce insisted on washing the dishes.  
“Come on, son, the broadcast is starting.” 
“Okay, I’ll wash up later. I’m coming.” 
The first item of the news bulletin was not Palestine. A red box at the bottom of 

the screen informed them of BREAKING NEWS. A tsunami had killed hundreds of 
people on the Pacific Fitzroy Island group. No pictures were available, just crackling 
reports from a radio station in the capital. 

Bruce for some reason nodded, as if to himself. He knew where he was going 
next. This time it would not be a war, but a catastrophe. And he had to get there as 
quickly as possible. Transport to that remote set of islands could be difficult.  

Oh, a pity about Todd. Oh well, there would be other chances. 
Alf glanced at his son and read his thoughts.  

^^^ 
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