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  To my family


  Chapter 1

  



  The beach at Tidal River curves far away, a golden boundary between the mountains and the sea. On Little Oberon there are boulders half a hill wide, lifting like shoulders through the grey-green scrub. I could never put a colour to those rocks and still can’t. Tarnished ash, rusted granite, melted bronze?


  I know it must be a beautiful sight. I remember a time when the morning light on those mountains would bring me to a halt with joy, but today I feel nothing at all.


  ‘Look, darling, it’s spectacular,’ says the post-doc’s wife. He’s staring out to sea and I expect he’s pondering some engineering problem. They’re a nice couple but I haven’t had much to do with them while he’s been in the department: we work in different areas.


  I’ve reluctantly taken on the task of bringing them here to famous Wilsons Promontory before they return to London because no one else is free these holidays. But I don’t mind the department owing me a favour, and in my long habit of numbness since Marion’s death I don’t expect this place to move me. Not now.


  The woman turns to me. ‘I heard you were here during the war.’


  To myself I curse the department’s gossipy secretary. ‘Yes.’


  ‘Has it changed much since then?’


  I laugh shortly. ‘The beach hasn’t. The people have.’


  Two good-looking youngsters walk past us with a bag and towels. The girl smiles at us.


  ‘So soldiers actually trained here? Extraordinary.’


  ‘Commandos. We’d swim off this beach –’


  Commandos? Children. I look at the water and see naked bodies, splashing and chiacking in the surf, back from a ten-mile hike. I see Johnny and Alan lying on the sand. Dark-haired Alan face down, a book beside him; golden Johnny, grinning, sprawled on his back, shameless as a god.


  I notice the youngsters shaking out their towels. The girl’s blonde hair swings around her shoulders and I feel a pang of memory.


  ‘Don’t forget the bus leaves at five,’ says the post-doc. ‘How long from here to Foster is it?’


  ‘About an hour. Let’s go.’


  We walk back beside Tidal River, with its tea-brown waters that ebb and flow with the moon. Near the car park the couple divert to have a closer look at the commando memorial. I skirted around it earlier but there’s no avoiding it now. The double-diamond and dagger shape on top looks like a TV aerial. Then I see the dark blue colour patch up high. Must be made of enamel not to fade, I think, trying to ignore the thump in my gut.


  I hang back but can’t help hearing the woman read aloud, ‘“During 1941 and 1942 the 1st to 8th Independent Companies, the colour patches of which appear hereon and two New Zealand Units, were formed and trained in the Darby and Tidal River areas.”’


  ‘That’s appalling,’ the post-doc says. ‘Doesn’t anyone know how to use commas nowadays?’


  His wife turns to me. ‘Was your company one of those?’


  ‘Ah, the 4th.’


  ‘Which colour were they?’


  ‘I don’t remember. Look, we’ve got to get a move on or we’ll be late.’ I set off abruptly for the car. My throat is tight and I wish they weren’t here.


  I take the high road between Fish Creek and Foster to show them the panorama from that spot where the grass is worn away from everyone else stopping, like us, to stare. There’s Wilsons Promontory, mountain after indigo mountain, to the right. To the left, rolling green Strzelecki Hills. Before us, fields dotted with sleek cows, and beyond, wide blue Corner Inlet. As it ever was.


  My passengers are going on a tour for a week before returning home. Their bus is waiting near the park in Foster, engine rumbling softly. They thank me for taking them to see the Prom and the post-doc says how much he enjoyed his time in the department and we shake hands.


  I say, ‘I must go, I’d like to be back on the road to Melbourne before dark, it’s a few hours from here.’ I wave goodbye and get into the car.


  Then I surprise myself by driving down the street and booking in for the night.

  



  I try the Exchange in the middle of town first but the barman says they don’t do rooms anymore, so I go to a nearby motel instead. The walls look as if they haven’t been painted in twenty years, but the bed is comfortable. I hear the occasional car passing outside as the light fades and cool air drifts through the half-open window. I get up, shut the window, put on my jacket and walk over to the Exchange for a meal.


  The steak isn’t bad, nor the beer. Better than back then, anyway. The fire’s a pleasure too, and I have another beer so I can watch the flames through it. I realise the girl serving at the bar is the one I saw at the beach this afternoon. That’s not surprising, Foster’s a very small place. She reminds me a little of Helen. But not really.


  The toilets are inside now, not out in the yard. I suppose the old ones are long since demolished, along with the letters I carved in the wall with a pocket knife that night before leaving for the Prom. M-H. My fingertips tingle with memory.


  I don’t expect to sleep well but I do. Still, I’m alert at first light and lie snug in the warm, hearing the sweet gurgle of magpies in the dawn outside. What will I do today?


  It’s the holidays – Easter 1982 – no reason to rush back to Melbourne. The children have their own lives. Terry’s a teacher, two kids and a nice wife. Sue’s a vet, never married, lives with her friend Gail. The situation was always clear to me but it used to worry Marion. She said a mother shouldn’t ask but, I expect, after everything, she didn’t want to know.


  The bathroom is cold but the shower’s warm and my shoulder gradually loosens up. The face in the mirror, all auburn stubble and rust-grey hair, doesn’t much gladden the heart, but at least I’m still lean. If I squint – a lot – I can almost see the tall young man who used to swim at Tidal River.


  I keep a small bag of essentials in the car so I’ve got the means to civilise myself: that’s what my dad Danny used to say, shaving with his open razor in our humid bathroom in Broome, on the other side of the country. Dad, with the same green eyes as me, dead these ten years now.


  I pay for the room at the desk and buy some apples at a shop. I get into the car and head back to the Prom.


  I’m enjoying the drive, the views from the hills and the low Yanakie fields, looking forward to the rising switchback past Darby River and that breathtaking moment at the top when you come round the corner and there’s Bass Strait right in front of you, with all those rounded rocky islands like the Prom’s baby mountains. I wonder for an instant why I’ve stayed away for so long, but then I remember why.


  I’m almost at the Darby Saddle when I see a car by the side of the road, the rear tyre flat and a girl in jeans looking into the open boot. I pull over, get out and ask if I can help.


  Unsurprised, I realise she’s the girl behind the bar who’d reminded me of Helen: this really is a small place. She looks at me with gratitude, then recognition.


  ‘You were in the Exchange last night,’ she says. ‘Thanks so much. The spare’s flat as well, damn it, I meant to fill it up the other week.’


  ‘That’s no good,’ I say. ‘Can’t use my spare either.’ My car’s one of those little Japanese things – used to be my wife’s – but this is a big old Holden.


  ‘Can you give me a lift to Tidal River? They’ve got a public phone and I can ring my boyfriend.’


  She takes her bag from the front seat and we settle into my car. I’m a little surprised she’s so trusting, but then remember that’s how it is in this part of the country.


  ‘I’m Mike Whalen, by the way,’ I say.


  ‘Lena Erikssen. This is great, you coming along. There’s so little traffic out this way in the mornings. I wanted to grab a swim, won’t be many nice days now before it’s too cold.’ She considers me. ‘Weren’t you at the beach yesterday too?’


  ‘I was showing a couple of tourists around. Thought I’d have a quiet look at the place again today by myself.’


  Her hair is wavy and reddish blonde, I see now, and her eyes turquoise; not the same as Helen’s thick gold hair and sea-blue eyes. But she still looks familiar.


  ‘I used to know an Erikssen family here, oh, forty years ago now,’ I say. ‘Not related to John Erikssen by any chance?’


  ‘He was my grandfather. He died in the war.’


  ‘Good God. You’re Johnny’s granddaughter?’


  At that moment we get to the point in the road where you come round the corner and there in front of you, like a revelation, is the teal of the water and the high soft clouds and the round silvery islands. But this time I see gold, not silver. Just gold and blue.


  ‘So your grandmother … Helen? Is she –?’


  ‘You know my nana?’ Lena says. ‘She’s great. I’m named after her. Well, sort of.’


  Of course. I pull over to look at the view. A pain I cannot believe possible twists my heart for a moment.


  ‘I never get used to the sight either,’ she says, glancing at me.


  We go back onto the road and ten minutes later we’re driving into Tidal River. I point to Mount Oberon rising steeply to the left.


  ‘We had to run up there when we started training. If you couldn’t make it they sent you home.’


  ‘You and my grandfather?’


  ‘Yeah.’ I smile at the thought of Johnny, glorious Johnny, being called a grandfather. But no, he was never a grandfather. He barely got to see his son, let alone this nice young woman.


  I drive slowly along the narrow road past the few blocks left from the war. They took the huts away after they moved the training school to the tropics in 1943. Some bright spark realised, yeah, this place was usefully brutal as hell, but maybe stinking hot and wet, not freezing cold and wet, might better prepare men for island war.


  Stupid idea. Nothing could have prepared us for that.

  



  Lena rings her boyfriend from the public phone and tells me he’ll be at her car in an hour with a new tyre, then he’ll come and pick her up.


  ‘Sounds like a nice bloke,’ I say. We’re eating apples and walking along the track to the beach.


  ‘Pete? He’s fine. But I’m not in any hurry to settle down, I want to travel first. And I’m doing uni – second-year physics.’


  ‘Physics?’ I’m impressed. ‘Which uni?’


  ‘Melbourne.’


  ‘You’re kidding. I lecture in engineering there.’


  ‘What, you’re a real professor?’ she asks teasingly.


  ‘You’d better believe it, young lady,’ I say with mock dignity.


  We’re walking over the sand towards the water. A few people are scattered around but the only sounds come from the hissing surf and the seagulls.


  ‘Nana’s pleased about uni. She hopes I’ll end up teaching at the local high school, but she knows I’m off to see the world first!’ She laughs and suddenly I see her dimples, like Helen’s. She gets her towel from her bag.


  ‘Can you mind my stuff, Mike? I really want a swim.’


  Lena takes off her jeans and T-shirt. Beneath she’s wearing a one-piece blue swimsuit. She walks away towards the water, completely at ease in her youth and beauty. For a moment she’s so much like Helen my eyes sting.


  Since losing Marion, things long forgotten have been rising like wraiths around me, and dear God I wish it would stop. Every fucking moment reminds me of something else, till I’m exhausted with trying not to remember. Or exhausted with remembering. And now this. No wonder I never came back before.


  I sigh and lean back and lie down with my old canvas hat over my face. The air is comfortable in the hazy morning sun. My thoughts gradually slow and I doze.


  After a time I hear Lena come back and lie down on her towel. A while later she gets up and calls out and runs towards the path. I roll over to see. She’s hugging a muscular lad, then they walk hand in hand towards me. As they get closer he stares hard at me for a moment, then grins. He’s clearly reassured I’m no threat to his Lena.


  Funny. That’s how Johnny used to look whenever he saw me with Helen.

  



  We walk back to the car park. On the way Lena stops to gaze at the commando memorial and this time I’m prepared.


  ‘I always wonder what he was like, my grandfather. In the photos he looks sort of fun, always smiling. Was he like that?’


  ‘Yes. Yes, he was a good bloke, laughed a lot, kept everyone amused.’


  When he could, I think, when he wasn’t in pain from dysentery or malaria or tropical ulcers, or no boots and no food and no sleep. When he wasn’t being tortured.


  Lena says, ‘I live with Mum in Foster when I’m not at uni. But Nana’s further out in the hills. You know she remarried after the war? But she’d love to see you.’


  ‘Actually, I have to go back to Melbourne now,’ I say. ‘I don’t think there’s any chance of getting to see her today.’


  Lena borrows my notebook and writes down Helen’s phone number and address.


  ‘Promise me you’ll go and see her sometime?’


  ‘Yes, of course. Give her my best wishes and say I hope she’s well.’


  Lena looks at me, doubt in her eyes. Pete calls, ‘Leen-ah,’ from the car.


  She puts her hand on my arm. ‘Thanks so much, Mike. I’d have been stuffed if you hadn’t come along. You promise?’


  ‘Yes,’ I say. I’m tired.


  She beams and hops into Pete’s car, waving as they pull away. I open my door and sit down heavily. The car park is where the old parade ground was. I can hear magpies again, calling tree to tree. I think of this morning, the first time I’d looked forward to the day in ages.


  Dear God. Why didn’t I go home yesterday?

  



  I drive back along the road through Fish Creek to Meeniyan, avoiding any possibility of Foster, even from a distance. Old Harry O’Brien would take me that way sometimes in the cart. I can smell the big brown horse for a moment, feel her velvet ears, hear her snuffle, as she nibbled grain from my hand. Betty? No, Bessie. Betty was someone else entirely. But her eyes were as brown and her lashes as long: I laugh at my absurdity. Oh, Betty, my dear.


  The O’Briens had been in service with Mum’s family before the Great War, then they bought a small dairy farm here. Sally O’Brien looked as tough as nails but she was kind to me when I was so homesick: only seventeen and soon to attend the great University of Melbourne.


  My parents thought a few months on a farm before starting uni would do me good. They didn’t want me hanging around Broome with nothing to do. Not because they didn’t like having me there – Mum was red-eyed for days before I left – but because of Betty. They worried we might be getting too close, too young.


  No, don’t think about Betty, I scold myself, or Ken. Don’t think about the Egawa kids, friends of my childhood in that red and green and turquoise place, so different from anywhere else in the country. Almost alien. Alien. Funny word. That’s what they used to call Betty and Ken’s dad, Yoshi. And their mum too – Australian-born, but always Japanese. Always alien.


  I sigh. Stop it, you old fool. Concentrate. I’m here now, driving in this rich green and blue countryside, an academic close to the end of his career, an adequate researcher, not a bad teacher. But I’m back there too, a boy yearning for the colours, the smells, the sounds of red-dust Broome, two thousand miles away.


  The O’Briens worked me kindly – harvesting, milking cows, repairing, keeping me busy on the endless tasks around the farm – until it all slowly became familiar. Their small weatherboard farmhouse, off the appropriately named Muddy Lane, was surrounded by green fields running down to Corner Inlet. Across the water was the Prom, and sometimes from my bedroom I’d watch sunlight and shadows dancing over the mountain peaks for hours.


  I turn onto the highway and keep going. The road humming past, I think of young Lena and the first time I met Johnny, her grandfather. Harry brought him to the stable one day when I was feeding the horse.


  ‘The Erikssen lad,’ Harry said, ‘come to give a hand with the harvesting.’


  He was tall and strong, fair-haired with a slow smile. ‘Johnny Erikssen,’ he said, and shook my hand like a man. Johnny was great company, easy to work with, no shirking, no bullshit. I would have been in awe of him except he was so down-to-earth.


  A year older than me, he was as charmed by my life in exotic Broome as I was by his in green-blue Gippsland.


  His family were Swedish, common in this area, and when they weren’t working on their farm they were fishing. Corner Inlet fish were famous, Johnny would say, served in the best of Melbourne’s restaurants. I’d grown up sailing small boats and was happy to offer him a hand.


  Johnny’s family lived not far from Foster on the road to Port Franklin, a little harbour at the mouth of a river, all mangroves and small scuttling crabs. It reminded me pleasingly of Broome. During very low tides Corner Inlet’s blue waters would drain away, revealing acres of seagrass and rippled mud, again like Broome. As a child I would watch the moon rising over Roebuck Bay, the strips of light on the mudflats like a ladder to the sky.


  That summer in Foster was idyllic. I was anchored, safe, harboured by the green hills around me and the Prom across the water. I’d be working with Johnny in the paddocks or out on the boat or milking cows at dawn, and would breathe the scent of mown hay and be filled with a great joy, as if I were about to glimpse something wonderful, something I’d never thought possible, something I’d wanted, without even knowing, all the brief years of my life.


  Chapter 2

  



  Johnny and I stayed mates even after I went away to Melbourne in early 1939, because I’d go back to Foster in the term breaks to help the O’Briens. University wasn’t easy but I’d been at boarding school in Perth and was used to study and keeping my head down in a crowd of lads. In any case, I enjoyed the work.


  In the second semester I started going out with a girl I met in a pub one night. That was Kitty, dark-haired and quiet, a secretary in an insurance company. She’d let me feel her small round breasts through her jumper, no further. But just being allowed to kiss her was a revelation.


  It was a shock that September when war in Europe started. The threat had rumbled on for so long it hardly seemed real. Of course, Britain’s war was Australia’s war and change happened quickly. One of Johnny’s brothers joined the 2nd AIF in October 1939 and was sent to Palestine. Johnny itched to join up too but was needed at home to keep the farm going. I stayed put as well because the government didn’t want recruits from universities or industry, or anywhere vital to the war effort.

  



  I walk quickly along the Carlton street through the wet leaves, hands in my pockets and shoulders hunched, expecting the rain to start again any moment. A colleague is with me who wants to have a chat over lunch about the latest reshuffle in the department. I’ve lived through so many I barely notice them, but he’s young and still thinks it matters.


  We enter the lounge of the Royal Oak as the rain begins and order lunch. As my colleague frets about his future I tell him not to agonise, he’s safe for now. He’s unmollified and goes over the state of play again. I watch the flames in the fireplace and eat my sandwich and nod encouragingly every now and then. He’s a good lad but I wish he’d shut up.


  Looking around, I’m pleased to see the old pub hasn’t much changed over the years. In early 1940 my parents came over to Melbourne for a few weeks, and this was where we’d had lunch one afternoon. I took my girlfriend Kitty along to meet them. When they saw her, Dad got that expression he’d use when he was being careful (something about his eyebrows always gave him away) but Mum – Lucy – was lovely, just as she was to everyone. She must have been in her late forties then, grey streaks in her brown hair and laughter lines around her eyes. I thought she was beautiful, but then I always did. Kitty seemed to enjoy herself, though it was hard for her to keep up with our family jokes and fast-moving gossip.


  The weeks of my parents’ visit passed quickly. We took the train to Foster and visited the O’Briens, who hadn’t seen them since before the Great War. There was a lot of talking about people I’d never heard of, but Mum was so happy it didn’t matter. My parents met Johnny Erikssen too and liked him. That night was the first time I ever stayed at the Exchange. Mum said how nice Kitty was but I shouldn’t rush into anything, I was still studying, shouldn’t tie myself down. Dad just grinned and didn’t say much.


  My parents sailed home to Broome in February 1940. I was a little sad when they left and Kitty took pity on me. One night we went to the cinema to see the Marx Brothers and laughed ourselves silly. I thought Kitty looked a bit like Maureen O’Sullivan and said so. She was pleased and after I’d walked her home to the rooms she shared with her friend Dottie, she asked me up for a cup of tea. When we opened the door we found Dottie was out.


  We were soon lying together on the couch, arms around each other, legs and clothes entwined and hot. I’d assumed it was to be another evening of aching frustration and limited liberties, when Kitty whispered shyly into my neck, ‘Would you like to lie down in my room?’


  I had imagined this moment over and over, breathlessly wanking, but hadn’t thought the details through very precisely. All I could do was nod, get up clumsily and follow her to a neat little bedroom. She undressed, draping her clothes over a chair as if she were by herself, until she was wearing only her white brassiere and panties. She pulled back the cover and lay down on her single bed.


  I somehow got out of my clothes and sat beside her in my underpants, tented by an erection I pretended not to notice. I leant down and kissed her, wriggled into bed and pressed against her. At last, at last, oh, thank you, Lord. After a moment of awkwardness I managed to get the brassiere undone and finally saw those adorable breasts, more beautiful and mysterious than I’d ever imagined.


  I stroked her nipples and thought, how could this be happening? Amazingly, she caressed me with her pretty hands and pulled my underpants off, kissing me all the while. Then she turned away, reaching to her bedside drawer. ‘Mike, we need protection,’ she whispered. She handed me a small rubber object and I managed, awkwardly, to get the thing on.


  I still feel shame today at my shock. Kitty wasn’t a virgin, she knew what to do. She even had a stock of frenchies in her drawer! But the shock certainly wasn’t enough to stop me in my tracks.


  I pulled her panties off and rolled on top of her. She parted her legs and guided me inside to a heat I hadn’t expected. Dazed with smoothness and thighs and belly and breasts I lasted only a minute or two, but in the glorious wave of climax was shocked again to realise she was returning my thrusts, utterly lost in her own pleasure.


  Oh Kitty. What a gift you were.

  



  I’d promised to go down to Gippsland to the O’Briens’ farm after my parents left, so had an excuse to get away a day or so later, part exultant and part ashamed at leaving Kitty so suddenly. As the train drew closer to Foster I imagined Johnny’s look of awe and respect when I told him. I dropped my bag at the farm, kissed Sally and shook Harry’s hand, and rode a rusty bicycle into town to meet Johnny for a drink at the Exchange.


  I told him my wonderful news, trying all the while to pretend it wasn’t so earth-shattering, so marvellous (me, a man of the world). He gave me his slow, affectionate smile and stubbed out his cigarette and I realised, without a word being spoken, that Johnny had done it already, long ago, with half the girls in town.


  He nodded his head towards the barmaid. ‘See her?’


  I’d been so taken with my own news I hadn’t. I looked, and looked again. She was fair, gold-blonde, and even from ten feet away I could see the perfect blue of her eyes and the quick dimples in her pink cheeks as she handed someone a glass. Later I’d see she had a tiny flaw, a dot of brown in one iris, but it only made her all the more fascinating.


  Johnny’s smile was calm, confident. ‘Her name’s Helen, Helen Cunningham. I’m going to get her to go out with me.’


  ‘She’s gorgeous,’ I said, overwhelmed by my own ordinariness. A girl like that; a boy like Johnny. It was only natural. People like me ended up with the everyday Kittys of the world, the secretaries with French letters in their drawer. I got self-pityingly drunk that evening.


  I’m sitting at my desk in the study, trying to mark papers, a half-empty glass of wine to one side. I put my hands over my eyes and groan in horror at my stupidity, my own young, male, heartless stupidity.


  I didn’t even have the conviction of my beliefs. When I went back to Melbourne I kept seeing Kitty, kept accepting the generosity of her sensuality over months of my own pleasure and growing confidence. I didn’t understand for an instant the risks she was taking with her reputation, her health, her future.


  Kitty must have known how superficial my commitment was. When the inevitable happened after about eight months together, when she was late and desperate and came to speak to me, I could see she already knew there would be no reprieve by marriage.


  I had enough in my bank account to pay for an abortion. She refused to meet me afterwards and I never saw her again; although once her friend Dottie passed me in the street and gave me such a look of contempt it still makes me hot with shame today.


  I take a mouthful of wine and think of young, confident Lena – pregnancy sidestepped with a pill, reputation based on character, not sex life. You’re getting maudlin, I tell myself; even now, in the early eighties, it’s not easy for women. But it’s better. At least it’s better than it was for Kitty. Isn’t it?

  



  In that odd way thinking of someone seems to make them appear, the next day I’m flipping through something in the Union bookshop and Lena’s there across a stack of texts. Our eyes meet at the same time and she’s delighted. I’m feeling unsociable but she insists we have a cup of coffee next door.


  ‘I was hoping I’d run into you, Mike,’ she says, spooning sugar into her cup. ‘I’m having such a great time, second semester’s amazing! We’re doing electromagnetism –’


  ‘You didn’t do it last year?’


  ‘Not in this detail. We had to really concentrate. Equation after equation on the blackboard, but it all went together so incredibly. Then at the end, like magic –’


  ‘I know … E equals MC squared?’


  ‘How did you know?’


  ‘It happened to me too, a long time ago. Amazing moment.’


  ‘Did your class applaud too?’


  ‘Lena, it was just after the war. We all knew nuclear bombs had been dropped on living people. I think we sat there stunned that something so … beautiful … could do that. No, we didn’t applaud.’


  I can see I’ve hurt her a little. She says coolly, finding a flaw in my story, ‘Nana said you were at university before the war, not after.’


  Oh, Nana said, did she?


  ‘I started before but didn’t finish till afterwards. A serviceman’s grant – the Commonwealth Reconstruction Training Scheme,’ I say with bureaucratic precision.


  She looks at me and I notice for the first time she has the same little brown dot in her left iris as Helen. I tell her so.


  She’s silent for a moment. ‘A boy at school used to tease me about it.’


  ‘But it’s lovely. I remember –’ I stop. ‘It’s good to have something special like that.’


  She smiles a little. A thought hits me.


  ‘My God, we’ve been talking about you and your grandmother. But what about your dad? Johnny’s son, what’s his name? Is he in Foster too?’ I suddenly recall she’d said she lived with her mother and pray I haven’t screwed up again.


  ‘He’s called Ian. He lives in Hong Kong.’ She looks up and sees the surprise on my face. ‘He and Mum divorced when I was ten. But now she lives with Mitch. He’s really nice.’ She sighs. ‘Dad was in the navy in Vietnam and when he came home he was different. Horrible. That happened to my friend at school’s dad too.’


  I can’t speak for shock and nausea. Johnny dead in the Pacific War and they send his son to fight in that disgusting, evil, arselick of a war? All the way with those shits who learnt nothing, nothing, from what we went through?


  I take a breath. ‘Lena, I’m sorry about your dad. That’s … Jesus, I’m so sorry.’


  ‘He visits every year,’ she says lightly. ‘And always brings me nice things. He’s happier nowadays, he doesn’t get so angry. Or sad. He’s captain of a boat. I think he likes that.’


  Ian. Ian Erikssen. Oh Johnny, how did we let them get away with it again? I feel an agony of responsibility. We tried to stop them, Johnny. Argued, joined anti-war groups, marched in demos. Dear God, your son – Helen’s baby – in Vietnam.


  ‘Mike, it’s all right,’ says Lena hesitantly. She can’t know why my face twists with pain, but it doesn’t scare her. She’s a kind girl.


  ‘We honestly thought war wouldn’t happen again,’ I try to explain. ‘But it did and it steamrolled right over you and your family, again. It’s … wrong. Wrong.’


  She looks at me, her head slightly to one side. ‘What about your family, Mike?’


  ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Well, my wife Marion died about three years ago now. I’ve got a daughter who’s a vet and a son, a teacher. They’re my stepchildren really, but I’ve raised them since they were small.’


  After a moment she says, ‘Why don’t you come down in the September holidays and see Nana? She said she’d like that.’


  No, Lena, I don’t think she would. And I’m absolutely certain I wouldn’t.


  ‘I’m afraid I’ve got another commitment,’ I say, trying to think of something plausible.


  Lena looks at me sceptically. ‘Uh-huh. What about the Christmas break, then? Three months of it?’


  I open my mouth but can’t think of anything, so shut it again.


  She smiles. ‘I told you Nana remarried, yeah?’


  ‘Yes.’ My expression is under control.


  ‘They divorced, ages ago. She’s by herself, Mike. She’d really like to see an old friend.’


  ‘That’s very thoughtful of you, Lena. I’ll certainly try to get away for a visit,’ I lie.


  Chapter 3

  



  In April 1940 the Germans invaded Denmark and Norway. In May, they walked into Holland, Belgium and France. In September, Japan signed a treaty with Germany and Italy and officially joined the Axis.


  Dad sent me a letter, as strict as he ever got, insisting I finish my education. An engineer would always be more useful than a foot soldier, he said. In the Great War he’d been captain of a steel sailing ship that was torpedoed by a submarine. As a child it sounded like a marvellous adventure, but when I grew older I noticed he rarely mentioned it, and if he did I could see the memory distressed him.


  So I stayed at uni. In any case, for much of second year I was still bedazzled by Kitty and sex, but not so much I suffered too deeply when our affair ended. My exams went well.


  At the end of 1940 I went home to Broome for the first time in two years. It was a journey of a few weeks in those days: steamer from Melbourne to Perth, then another ship for the twelve hundred miles from Perth to Broome. We stopped at all the small ports going north, the air hotter and dustier every day. Approaching Broome I remember the orange bluffs, the luminous bay, the shimmering heat pouring from the sky.


  I look up at a small painting on the wall and smile to myself. Dashes of turquoise water and rust-red sand and ruffled green mangroves, the familiar sweet lines of a lugger winging off into the distance. One of my brother Liam’s painting. Well, half-brother really, but the distinction was pointless. He was ten when I was born, and always my protector and best friend.


  Liam and I had a sister too, Anna. She was only a year older than me so we were rivals in childhood, but almost friends by the time I went away to university. She was in Perth at secretarial college. Anna was happy, her scribbled letters told me, caught up in the thrill of war and the glamour of young warriors.


  My parents had a small lugger-building business in Broome. Luggers were sailing boats especially designed for pearl-shell fishing. But the industry was hit hard by the Depression so we didn’t have much money when I was young, at least not until my parents received a legacy that made life a lot easier. It came from my English godfather, but I don’t remember him.


  I do remember his wife though, my godmother Min-lu, because she came back to live in Perth after he died and we’d go to visit her every year when the summer got too hot in Broome. She was small and fine-featured, with kind eyes and beautiful cheekbones, and silver hair pulled up on her head with golden combs that fascinated me as a child.


  She’d lived in this country for many years before going to England, and I remember her saying in her precise, beautiful voice, ‘Oh, I’m so happy to be home at last and to forget that appalling weather.’ She’d gained her Australian residency before Federation in 1901, which was a good thing, as otherwise she’d have been barred from the country.


  You see, my godmother was Chinese. Her son Sam had been a sailor with my father and a close friend of my parents – they gave me the middle name of Samuel. When Mum’s own mother died when she was only fifteen it was Min-lu who’d taken care of her.


  Brought up in Broome, I didn’t realise having Japanese friends or a Chinese godmother was odd, at least not until I went to boarding school in Perth. Then boys would pull up the corners of their eyes and chant imbecilities that were nothing at all like the gentle murmurings I’d known since I was a child. But I learnt a lot at boarding school; when to lie low and when to attack, and after a while I had to do neither. I was stronger and more savage than anyone had realised, and wisely they left me alone.


  As I said, Broome was a very different place from the rest of the country.

  



  Mum and Dad met me off the steamer and with the other passengers we took the little tram along the jetty to shore. Dad put my bags in the boot of his new car parked under a tree, saying, to my delight, he’d give me driving lessons.


  As we passed along the foreshore I looked out at the lugger camps. It was the lay-up season but there were fewer boats drawn onto the beach than I had ever seen.


  ‘Are some of them still working outside?’ I asked.


  ‘No, love,’ said Mum. ‘That’s all that’s left. There’s only about sixty luggers in Broome now.’


  ‘Sixty!’


  ‘There’s maybe another fifteen or so at Onslow and Cape Leveque,’ said Dad, ‘and Captain Gregory’s taken ten or twelve to Darwin over the last few years. But that’d be all.’ ‘There used to be hundreds,’ I said, astonished. It was the first time I’d realised what I’d assumed from childhood to be unchanging was nothing of the kind.


  Thankfully the house was much as I remembered, with its shady latticed verandahs and white paths of crushed pearl shell winding around the garden, but even then I noticed the trees had grown and there was new furniture in the lounge. Still, the usual ritual of tea and cake on the verandah was comforting, followed by the familiar afternoon doze: in midsummer Broome, a siesta was a necessity.


  That evening a storm in the distance blew cool breezes as we ate at the table on the verandah and gossiped about friends and family. I heard my sister Anna had a new boyfriend, an RAAF pilot. ‘She got sick of last month’s sailor then?’ I said.


  Mum said, ‘She should concentrate on her studies.’ Dad touched her hand and she smiled wryly and a look passed between them. They’d always been intensely close, playing fiddle music together, seeming to understand each other’s thoughts, laughing at the same time without a word. As a child I hated being excluded that way, but Mum would say they’d been together for so long they could read each other’s minds. I didn’t understand, then, how rare their bond was.


  ‘And Liam’s having his first big exhibition in Perth next month,’ said Mum. She adored my brother Liam, even though he was actually my dad’s son from before they got married. A boy at school said Liam was a bastard so I beat him up, but not too much because it was true.


  ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting to hear about the Egawas now?’ said Dad in his soft Irish accent, carving the roast for the main course.


  ‘How are they?’


  ‘Old man Egawa’s still at the boat repairs, though he must be over seventy. And Yoshi and Mary had their twenty-fifth anniversary a few weeks ago. And a very good party it was too.’


  ‘Dad.’


  He chuckled. ‘Oh, you mean the youngsters?’


  ‘Dad.’


  ‘They’re both around.’ His smile faded and I saw concern in his eyes. ‘But not for long. They’re going to Japan in a few weeks. Ken wants to join the army. Betty’s going because Yoshi thinks she’ll be safer there.’


  ‘Safer?’


  Dad sighed. ‘Ah, son, the odds of war with Japan are getting greater every day. If it came to that, what do you suppose would happen to the Egawas?’


  ‘Nothing! Mary and the kids are Australian, not Japanese. You don’t think anyone would hurt them?’


  ‘Not in Broome. But governments usually lock up enemy citizens in time of war. That’s what Yoshi’s afraid of.’


  I was silent with shock.


  Mum leant towards me. ‘Sweetheart, Betty hasn’t changed. But Ken … he fell in with some nationalists and now his head’s full of rubbish. He wants to fight the Koreans, the Chinese, anyone, everyone, for the glory of that awful emperor.’


  I looked at her, amazed. Even before I’d gone away to university I’d heard of the horrors the Japanese army had inflicted on China. My old friend Ken wanted to be part of something like that?

  



  I’m sitting in the Union cafe, avoiding colleagues and trying to catch up on a research paper I should have read a week ago. I look around and think how it would have shocked my grandparents’ generation: young people from every country under the sun together, queuing, eating, laughing. A group of animated Asian kids are at the table next to me. I notice a ray of light refracting into tiny spectra on one girl’s glossy black hair.


  I used to see that iridescence in Betty’s hair too, though I didn’t have the words then to understand it: it was just some magical thing that happened in the sunlight. I remember her sitting beside me on a seat near Town Beach, facing onto quiet Roebuck Bay. We were waiting for Ken, who was splashing in the water with friends.


  ‘I don’t want to go to Japan, Mike,’ she said, looking down – that’s when I noticed those little rainbows. ‘But my father is determined I should experience some Japanese civilisation, he calls it, with his family. At least until the threat of war has passed.’


  ‘That could be a long time, Betty,’ I said, unable to keep the dismay out of my voice.


  After my affair with Kitty I saw Betty with new eyes. Still the gentle, amusing friend she’d always been, but different too; she’d grown up while I was away. She looked at me. Gleams of light turned the brown of her eyes into velvet and her lashes and eyebrows were like charcoal feather strokes against her skin.


  ‘You’ve been away a long time, Mike. Everything has changed. Ken became friends last year with a new diver who used to be in the Japanese army. Now all the time he talks about empires and conquests and subservient races – it’s terrible.’


  Betty had always been stoic. I’d never seen her cry, not when she scraped her knees in childhood games, not even the time she broke her arm in a fall. I was shaken to see tears in her eyes now. I held her slim hand and we sat quietly side by side for a time. She blinked and sniffed and took a breath.


  ‘I’m so afraid, Mike. What if war does come? I’ll be stuck in Japan, away from my friends. And Ken is determined to join the Japanese army. He could get killed, it would destroy my family. I can’t see any way out of a terrible future.’


  ‘The Americans might still get involved in the war, and if they do the Japanese would never try to go up against them,’ I said with more confidence than I felt. ‘They’d have to be insane.’


  Betty looked at me steadily. ‘I think they are, Mike, I think –’ She let go of my hand. Ken was walking towards us, a towel around his waist, water droplets sparkling on his black hair and brown shoulders.


  ‘Mike! You’re here!’ I stood and he slapped my back and shook my hand. He laughed and said, ‘Look at you, so big and strong. Why aren’t you in the army, man?’


  ‘Got to finish my studies first, mate,’ I said, happy. Despite Betty’s words he still looked just like my friend Ken. As tall as me now, healthy and handsome as always.


  ‘So what’s this sorry tale I hear about you going off to join the Japanese army?’ I said jokingly.


  His face became serious. ‘Mike, it’s not a game. Japan is destined to have its own empire, like Britain. It’s the natural progress of civilisation. The stronger races always win out over the weaker ones.’


  ‘But most of the spare real estate was colonised ages ago,’ I said. ‘It’s already taken.’


  ‘Then we’ll just have to take it back,’ he said, and for the first time he looked like a stranger. ‘It’s my duty to support my country.’


  ‘This is your country, Ken. You were born here, for God’s sake.’


  He laughed cynically. ‘Really, Mike? I’m an alien, a bloody Jap, and will be forever. And Japs can’t join the Australian army, so there’s not much alternative. But the Japanese Imperial Army is very keen on recruits who speak English.’


  ‘Ken.’ I looked at him in amazement. ‘That’s so you can translate when they invade us.’


  ‘No,’ he laughed. ‘Not here, Mike. What do you take me for? No, it’s those Asian colonies – Dutch, Portuguese, British – that’ve made a hash of it, and now we’re going to show them how it’s done.’


  ‘What about China?’ I said. ‘That invasion didn’t do much for the Chinese. Rape of Nanking mean anything to you, Ken?’


  ‘Chinese? Decadents. Stupid pigtails and crippled feet. Come on, Mike. The Emperor’s doing them a favour.’


  ‘Is Billy Wing a decadent?’ Betty burst out. ‘You were happy enough to eat lollies from his shop and play with Eddy Wing at school. Are they decadents too, Ken?’


  His face became dismissive. ‘Girls don’t understand important things like this.’


  There was a shout and he turned. A muscular, hard-faced Japanese man was calling him from the water. I knew enough of the language to understand Ken was being summoned, crudely, by a superior.


  ‘See you later, Mike,’ he said, and ran back to the water. In the end we only met a couple of times during my stay. He was usually too busy.


  When the time came to return to Melbourne in February 1941, Betty and I went for one last walk in the warm evening. There wasn’t much to say at this point; we’d talked the problem over and over and couldn’t figure out a way to keep her in Broome and save Ken from himself.


  We ambled slowly back to her house and stopped outside the door. No one was around. I looked at her in misery, convinced I’d never see her again. Betty put her hand to my head and drew me down towards her, kissing me gently, then with a passion that surprised me. Despite all the time we’d spent together, it was our first kiss (if you don’t count an experiment under a frangipani tree when we were eight).


  She moved away and murmured, ‘Goodbye, Mike.’


  ‘We’ll meet up again, Betty, I promise you,’ I said, my heart thumping.


  She smiled sadly and closed the door.


  Four weeks later Mum sent a letter saying Betty and Ken had sailed for Japan.


  Chapter 4

  



  ‘I thought I’d see you here,’ says Lena. ‘I notice you don’t go to the staff cafeteria very often.’


  I look up in surprise. ‘Too much chance of running into someone who wants to chat academic politics. How are you, then?’


  ‘Very well, thanks. This is James, my study buddy.’


  A tall skinny boy is beside her, holding a tray of food. I recognise him from one of my tutorials.


  ‘Mr Kingston, welcome. How’s that assignment in electronics going?’


  He blushes. ‘Um, okay. I finally worked it out, Professor Whalen. Submitted it yesterday.’


  ‘Good. You two want this table? I’m about to go.’


  ‘You didn’t choose the curry, did you?’ says Lena. ‘There’s looking for trouble.’


  I smile, hearing one of Helen’s turns of speech. ‘I know it now. I’ll never make that mistake again.’


  Lena pushes back her hair, pulls out a chair and motions James to sit too. ‘It’s all right, James. He’s practically a member of my family.’


  ‘Hardly that, young lady,’ I say as I stand up. ‘I think I’d be safer as an orphan.’


  She laughs. ‘Hey, do you want to come to my Christmas party? James is coming.’ Her study buddy goes red. ‘It’s at my mum’s place in Foster. She said you’d be very welcome.’ I look at her aqua eyes, enthusiastic and warm, and feel exhausted. ‘Lena, I really can’t. It’s very kind of you and your mum but … I can’t.’


  After a moment she nods and says quietly, ‘Okay, Mike. Some other time.’


  I feel like a complete shit. ‘Perhaps I can drop in, I don’t know, maybe in the new year.’


  She grins. ‘That’d be good. I’ll be working in the bar at the Exchange again. You can always find me there.’

  



  In March 1941 Johnny’s brother Richard came home from Tobruk. He’d lost his left hand and been discharged from the army. Grimly he took up work on the farm again, fitted with a metal and rubber contraption. Sometimes I’d see him look at it in puzzlement, as if he couldn’t quite comprehend how it came to be there on the end of his arm. I thought it was the saddest thing I’d ever seen: I still had a lot to learn.


  Johnny was desperate to join up, his mother equally desperate he shouldn’t. In a way I found it hard to understand his fervour because he had at last landed the glorious Helen. It had taken him well over a year and I’d witnessed every phase of the campaign.


  At first she was only an ambition. His blue eyes calculating, he said, ‘Mike, she’s so gorgeous, she’s going to be my girl. That’d show everyone.’ This would hardly have been my main concern if I’d had a chance with someone like Helen, but I’d started to understand a little more about the vulnerability behind Johnny’s beautiful facade.


  One drunken evening he’d revealed to me how unhappy he’d been at school. Because of his looks some of the boys had called him ‘queer’ and ‘poof’. In revenge he’d charmed away their girls. It hadn’t made him any new friends but at least it had stopped the jibes.


  Then he hit his first obstacle, indignant: ‘Mike, she won’t go out with me. She wants to be a school teacher and says it could harm her reputation.’


  ‘And that surprises you?’ I said and he chuckled and threw something at me.


  A few months later, worried: ‘Mike, her mother’s really sick, in the hospital. She lets me drive her there and back. Won’t let me touch her though.’


  Then her mother died and Johnny found he cared more for Helen than he’d realised. ‘She was so brave at the funeral. She let me kiss her afterwards. God, it was amazing. I don’t understand, she’s just a girl.’


  ‘Maybe you’re falling in love with her,’ I said and he scoffed unconvincingly and punched my arm.


  Helen’s father did not recover from the loss of his wife. He started drinking heavily, let their small farm go to ruin and drank away Helen’s chances of going to teachers’ college, Johnny told me angrily. By now we both knew he cared deeply for her.


  For nearly a year he flirted and cajoled and tried to persuade her to become involved with him. Finally, once Helen had accepted her hopes of teacher training were gone, she let him into her life. Within a few months she was passionately in love and they became engaged early in 1941, while I was away in Broome.


  Because of my studies I had come and gone from Foster and had never had more than a passing chat with Helen. That changed during the following holidays, when we sat beside each other at a farewell party for one of the local boys who’d signed up.


  She didn’t know how much I already knew about her, so she told me a little about the loss of her mother and her failed hopes of teacher training. She wasn’t bitter or even sad at her lost opportunity. She missed her mother terribly and had only pity for her father.


  It was so easy to be dazzled by Helen’s looks, it took time to recognise the calm depths of her mind, her wit, her kindness. And she was certainly dazzling: tall for a woman, her brows well shaped, her lips pink, her blonde hair caught back into waves. She was rather like Lauren Bacall, but to my eyes Helen was prettier. I see her now, dimples deepening as she smiled, in a floral cotton dress that brought out the warm sea-blue of her eyes.


  Johnny’s eyes were blue too, a pure light blue, and with his slow smile he had charm to burn. His fair hair, falling over his forehead, was almost platinum blond. With his height and build he would have been startling enough by himself, but beside Helen the two of them were as if made for each other.


  Over time Helen became close to Johnny’s family, especially his mother, Inge. Inge was religious but Helen’s mother had been devout too: Helen often wore her mother’s small gold cross at her throat. Her father was now staying at a local boarding house, so Helen went to live with the Erikssen family.


  There she was chaperoned, but she and Johnny had waited a long time and the old customs had lost their power before the urgency of war. As we sat talking over drinks at our friend’s farewell party I could see Helen’s contentment: she was loving and loved.

  



  Harry O’Brien had an old truck. He let me use it to practise for my licence and then to drive friends around when he didn’t need it. One day Johnny was busy with the farm so Helen asked me if I’d take her to her parents’ place, to pick up belongings she’d left behind when she moved to the Erikssens’.


  We still didn’t know each other well then, so I was feeling shy as we drove the narrow winding dirt road up to Mount Best, about half an hour from Foster. I was slowly negotiating a sharp bend when she cried, ‘Stop!’ so I did.


  She jumped out of the car and ran to a large lizard in the middle of the road. I followed, assuming it was dead. It wasn’t. Helen tried to make it get off the road but it would only back away a little, stick out its wide blue tongue and hiss, ludicrously, attempting to be fearsome. By scuffling the gravel beside it, giggling, we persuaded it to the edge of the road. It stalked away indignantly through the grass, head held high, as if getting off the road had been its own idea all along.


  We were almost hysterical with the absurdity of it by then. As we set off again I glanced at Helen with new respect. No one else gave a damn about what they ran over as they dashed around the old dirt roads in their new motor cars. I liked that she cared enough to save even an unbeautiful lizard; it was something my mother might have done.


  The small place near the top of the mountain looked south beyond rolling green and gold fields to a steep, astonishing view of Corner Inlet and the Prom, a different perspective from my now-familiar view from the O’Brien farm. I stood at the window, enchanted at the sight, while Helen busied herself packing books and clothes and odd things she wanted into a suitcase.


  ‘How could you possibly leave this place?’


  Helen looked around the small room, with its cold fireplace and empty kitchen and said wryly, ‘I didn’t have a lot of choice in the matter.’


  ‘Oh I’m sorry. I didn’t mean –’


  ‘It’s all right. Yes. This is lovely but it’s brutally cold in winter, and getting down to Toora or Foster for groceries used to be quite an expedition.’


  ‘It must have been lonely.’


  ‘No, it only seems isolated, there are more farms around than you’d think. I went to that little school down the road. There were maybe thirty or forty of us, all ages. I loved it. I had some good teachers too. That’s why I wanted to be one.’


  She trailed her fingers over the old kitchen table, looked around once more, then picked up the suitcase with a small sigh.


  ‘Come here. I’ll take that,’ I said. She smiled and handed it over.


  By the time we’d chatted our way down the mountain we knew we were becoming friends. After that I worked hard at throttling back my response to her as a female, happy to be around someone with the same sly sense of absurdity; someone, man or woman, I could talk to with such ease.


  But all too soon I was back at university and work was intense, concentration difficult. There was so much going on in the world and I yearned to take part, not sit in stuffy libraries.

  



  I returned to Foster in the middle of 1941 and met Johnny in the lounge at the Exchange. A couple of months beforehand he’d finally overridden his mother’s objections and enlisted in the AIF.


  ‘So what’s it like in the army, soldier? I asked, putting beers down in front of him and Alan, a friend of his from basic training.


  ‘I didn’t expect to enjoy it so much, Mike. The parades and saluting are bullshit but training wasn’t bad at all. I was already a good shot from the farm, but demolition,’ he said, smiling slowly, ‘now that’s fun.’


  ‘I can imagine you enjoying blowing things up. I remember you making the rabbits pretty unhappy with gelignite that time. But how come you’ve been given leave so soon?’


  ‘I’ve volunteered for secret and hazardous duties,’ he said, raising his eyebrows as he looked at me over the top of his glass. ‘The leave was a bribe but I’d have done it anyway.’ He leant closer. ‘I had this hunch. You know the base at the Prom?’


  The Wilsons Promontory road had been closed off by armed guards at the start of the year. The locals had to pretend they knew nothing, but well-behaved and well-built young men were billeted with families for meals before the football or the pictures on Saturdays. They said they were from the 7th Infantry Training Centre, which seemed curious because everyone knew there were only five of the centres.


  ‘I’m sure that’s where we’re going,’ said Johnny. ‘Report for training, go to Foster and get on a truck at the station. Got to be it. We’ve been told on the quiet they learn all sorts of irregular tactics down there.’ His eyes brimmed with satisfaction.


  ‘Irregular tactics?’


  ‘Unarmed combat, explosives, commando fieldcraft,’ said Alan. ‘Serving in small independent companies, nothing at all like the regular army.’ He too was a volunteer for the secret duties and, like Johnny, had been promoted to corporal.


  ‘And those natty stripes?’ I said. ‘Part of the bribe too, I bet.’


  ‘Nah, just sheer virtue and all-round brilliance,’ said Alan. He had curly black hair, grey eyes and white teeth, and would have been annoyingly good-looking if he hadn’t been so funny.


  ‘Al’s an engineer like you, Mike,’ said Johnny.


  ‘A tiny cog in the great machine of the Postmaster-General’s Department,’ said Alan. ‘Electrical engineer – that is, until a few months ago. What about you?’


  ‘Halfway through third year. Yeah, I love electronics. What’s it like as a job?’


  Alan bent close to my ear. ‘Bloody amazing. There’s stuff happening I can’t even talk about, they’d have to shoot me. But that’s the place to be in the war, Mike, signals, communications.’


  Johnny scoffed. ‘Signals, mate? Jesus, you sigs’ll be up the back fiddling with wires while us he-men are out in front saving your bacon.’


  ‘Yeah, and us sigs’ll be warning you he-men about the thugs round the next bend so you don’t waltz straight into their arms whistling “Poor Blind Nell”.’


  They looked at each other laughing and Johnny punched Alan’s shoulder affectionately. It didn’t seem to bother him, but I knew from experience how much heft Johnny could put behind a jovial thump. The three of us chatted easily over the next few drinks. Alan told me more about his work and what he hoped to do in the army, teased by Johnny all the while but giving as good as he got. He was a lot of fun.


  A little later Helen arrived and my heart leapt. She was with a friend, Delia, a nurse, who was my occasional date for the pictures. But Delia was as little interested in me as I was in her, and after a brief greeting she quickly turned her attention to Johnny and Alan.


  ‘Are you with us for long this time, Mike?’ said Helen, sitting down beside me.


  ‘Two weeks, then back to the grind. How’s Mrs Erikssen taking Johnny’s recruitment?’


  Her dimples deepened. ‘Plates were thrown, Swedish curses cast, Mr Erikssen took to the woodshed and I think the cows stopped milking. Other than that she took it well.’


  When I stopped laughing I said, ‘Hey, I managed to find that book for you in a second-hand store.’ I passed over an old leather-bound book of poetry she’d wanted. She flushed with pleasure and we had a brief argument about her paying for it and me refusing because it had cost so little.


  She flipped through the pages, occasionally murmuring a line to herself, then looked at me. ‘You’re so kind, Mike. I really –’ She stopped and swallowed.


  ‘Helen?’ I was surprised. ‘Are you okay?’


  She nodded and smiled reassuringly and moved her chair slightly to join in the general conversation. When she looked at Johnny she glowed as she always had, but I had an odd feeling there was a thread of … what? Was it yearning? But she had him, he adored her.


  I watched Johnny, as did everyone else. He was compelling – handsome and electric with happiness. A real man’s man. He turned to Alan and said something quietly that made them both chuckle. Poor Helen: she must have been worried about him going away to war. I saw him grin over the table at her, reaching out his hand to stroke hers for a moment. Helen smiled, then turned the pages of her book.


  Chapter 5

  



  There’s a knock, and a grey curly head appears around my office door.


  ‘Alan, you old bastard! I was just thinking about you. Come in and sit down.’


  I meet him halfway and we hug. He’s still handsome, grey eyes and white teeth, but he wears glasses now.


  ‘I’m here for a client meeting this afternoon, back to Sydney first thing tomorrow,’ he says. ‘I’ve been to see Sue already. She doesn’t stop, does she, my little girl? And dinner with Terry and the family tonight.’


  ‘Come on then, you’re stuck with me for lunch,’ I say, ‘I’m fed up with marking papers.’


  We walk over to Lygon Street in the December humidity, not talking much because Alan’s partly deaf – lost an eardrum in an explosion – and the street’s too noisy. Finally we’re settled with some drinks in a cool corner at my favourite Italian place.


  I see he’s near exhausted and say, ‘How’s Jan?’


  He looks away. ‘Mike. I don’t know. It’s spread everywhere. Liver, lungs. There’s nothing the doctors can do. It looks like it’s only a matter of time.’ He picks at the fingertips of his left hand, the ones without any nails.


  ‘I’m sorry, old mate. That’s awful.’ There’s not much more to be said.


  Alan was a great support to me when Marion died; I hope I can help him as much in return when the inevitable happens to him. In middle age, Marion forgave him for leaving her so many years before. You see, Alan was my stepchildren’s natural father.


  He hadn’t been around much when they were small but later he’d helped a lot with them (and Sue was such a tearaway, I’d needed the moral support). We’d joke about the two of us adding up to one real father, but I know and he knows I’ve done a pretty good job with the family he left behind.


  Our meals arrive and we don’t speak for a while. Then Alan says, ‘So you were thinking about me? What particular misdeed? And it wasn’t me, sir, it was bloody Erikssen.’


  ‘Funny you should say that. Found myself down at Tidal River earlier this year. Of all people, I run into Johnny’s granddaughter and, even worse, she’s a student here. And she wants me to visit her nana and won’t take no for an answer.’


  ‘Unthinkable. Beautiful Helen a nana? But why don’t you want to see her?’


  ‘No. I can’t. I don’t know. It took so long to get over those dreadful years. Marion rescued me and I don’t want to go back.’


  Alan looks at me. ‘I knew you were mad for Helen, but I sometimes wondered. There was something else, wasn’t there? Something you won’t, what, forgive each other for?’


  I put down my fork and can’t say anything for a while.


  ‘Yes. There was. And she’d be as disinclined to see me as I am to see her. And that’s all I’ll ever say.’ I take another mouthful but the flavour is cardboard.


  ‘Oh Mike, you were always such a drongo! Life’s too short, it really is. Whatever might have happened with Helen was so long ago. Johnny can’t care now, and he didn’t care then. Trust me, I know.’


  ‘It’s between her and me, not Johnny and me, Al. Sorry, look, you’re right, of course you are. But Christ, it was hard enough being at Tidal River, that bloody commando memorial. Too many memories.’


  He nods. ‘Yeah. Too many.’ He thinks for a moment. ‘Do you ever go to the reunions?’


  ‘No. I get the newsletter but just flip through it. I don’t want to see anyone.’


  ‘A few years ago I went, but there was no way on earth I could talk about my life to the blokes, much as I love them. Not possible.’


  I nod in agreement. ‘Yep.’

  



  Betty Egawa wrote to me twice in 1941 after she went to Japan. The first time was a postcard after they’d arrived in April. It didn’t say anything much beyond conventional greetings: I had the feeling she’d written it with someone looking over her shoulder, checking she wasn’t writing anything inappropriate to the Aussie boy she’d left behind.


  The other, in early September, was a real letter. She told me where she was living – Hatsukaichi, on the Inland Sea. She was learning calligraphy and had a language teacher to improve her Japanese. She was sometimes bored but she liked her relatives. Ken had joined the army as he’d hoped and had been quickly promoted. His training camp was a long way away so they didn’t see him very often.


  I miss speaking English, Mike. And laughing at jokes, especially with you! It’s very green and mountainous here, either misty cold or boiling hot. I miss Broome terribly too, but there’s no question of me returning. My Great-Aunt Kiyo, who’s a darling, cries if I say anything about going home. There’s so much talk here about the steel and oil embargo, they call it an act of aggression by the Americans, British, Chinese and Dutch – the ABCD encirclement! The papers talk about war all the time. Oh, how I wish I could come home.


  Poor Betty, it was such a strange time of suspense. The Germans had recently attacked Russia, successfully at first, but now they were faltering and everyone hoped they’d taken on more than they could handle. But Japan was still itching for a fight and no one knew where or when – or even if – it would ever happen.


  I went down to Foster in the September holidays and met Helen for a drink at the Exchange. She told me Johnny and Alan were immersed in their training at the Prom but were due for some leave soon.


  She was wearing something green and pink, I recall, and I couldn’t believe how lovely she was. But as we spoke, I started to feel an edge of concern. There were faint smudges under her eyes and she was drinking more than I remembered was usual.


  ‘Is everything all right, Helen?’ I asked.


  ‘Yes. Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?’ she said, looking out the window.


  ‘I’m not sure. You don’t seem very happy, gorgeous girl,’ I said in a Clark Gable growl.


  Despite my best intentions, my feelings for Helen had not only refused to stay throttled, they had deepened. I took refuge in leading-man imitations. A Bogart-drawled ‘sweetheart’ or a gravelly Gable endearment were safe outlets for inadmissable yearnings.


  She didn’t smile at our old joke. ‘It’s not an easy time to be happy, Mike.’


  ‘That’s true.’ I shut up. She didn’t want to talk about herself. We changed the subject to friends. Delia had fallen hard for Alan, who wasn’t the slightest bit interested; Johnny’s other brother had joined up too and Mrs Erikssen was furious. I told her about Betty’s recent letter from Japan and my fears for her. Helen looked sympathetically at me for the first time, and suddenly the easy flow of affection between us returned.


  ‘Mike, I’m so sorry for being snooty,’ she said shaking her head, light glancing off the gold cross at her throat. ‘I’ve been low. And lonely. Johnny hasn’t had more than a few moments spare for me the last few months.’ She looked at her hand with his modest engagement ring. ‘I’m not even sure he wants to get married now.’


  ‘Are you joking? He’s crazy about you.’


  ‘He was until he got me,’ she said quietly. ‘I mean, I know he loves me, but other interests, other people, are more important now. Even when we have the chance to be together he’s always with Alan, drinking, hiking, fishing –’


  ‘It may seem that way, Helen,’ I said, ‘but they’re training to be soldiers. They have to spend time together, learn to trust each other in all sorts of dangerous situations. The same thing happened to some people I know in Melbourne. Once Johnny settles in properly he’ll be all right again.’


  ‘I understand that, I really do. And I know there’s a war on and we all have to make sacrifices,’ she said bitterly, twisting a hank of hair around her beautiful long fingers. She closed her eyes for a moment. ‘Dear God, I sound horrible. Can I say sorry again, Mike?’


  ‘Any time, sweetheart.’


  She dimpled and I knew we were at ease with each other again. After a moment she looked down and said softly, ‘Can I ask you a question? I don’t have anyone else to talk to and I’m worried.’


  I waited and after a few moments she said, ‘Mike, you’ve had girlfriends …’


  ‘Only one real one,’ I said with honesty.


  She looked around. No one was near.


  ‘When you spent time … together …’ She put her face in her hands. ‘Oh, God, I’m so embarrassed.’


  ‘It’s all right. My mother was a nurse once, you know,’ I said. ‘You couldn’t imagine the things I used to hear over the dinner table.’


  Helen chuckled. She took her hands away from her face and looked at me.


  ‘Mike, how long does it last, usually, for a man, you know?’


  I thought for a moment. ‘It depends how new … being together is. A few minutes at the start. Later, ten, twenty minutes? I didn’t use a stopwatch.’


  She said shyly, ‘And the woman, is she supposed to feel something … pleasant too?’


  ‘Well, yes, of course. I thought women – again we’re talking a very small sample here – usually enjoy it as much as men. Don’t they?’


  She shook her head. ‘I want to be close to Johnny so much when we’re together, but it’s over so quickly and I’m left feeling … disappointed. I don’t understand.’


  ‘The two of you haven’t had a chance yet,’ I said. ‘You need more time to get used to each other. I guess that’s the point of marriage.’


  ‘But you weren’t married to – what was her name – Kitty?’ (I’d been indiscreet at a party a few months ago.)


  ‘No, true. But that was rather overwhelming.’


  ‘I’d like overwhelming. I don’t much like perfunctory.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t understand how fierce my feelings have become and I can hardly ask at church.’


  I said gently, my heart aching, ‘Perhaps you and Johnny should wait a while before getting married.’


  ‘No, Mike, I love him! I don’t want to wait. He’s such a wonderful man, we’re perfect together.’ She shook her head firmly, the light catching the swing of her golden hair. ‘No. It must be the training making too many demands on him. I’m sure we’ll work it out.’


  I nodded, hoping to offer her comfort. ‘It’ll be fine, Helen. Just give yourselves some time.’


  A few days later I met Johnny and Alan in town on leave. They were tanned, muscular, hard. They told me tales, quietly and confidentially, of new skills: fieldcraft, stealth, silent death. They laughed about endurance marches, impossible loads, foodless days, sleepless nights; they glowed with private jokes and shared memories.


  I found myself wondering if Helen – if any woman – could compete with that.

  



  Everyone was on edge. Japanese aggression had reached the point of no return; a matter of when, not if, now. Rumours kept flying about where their great naval fleet was heading. The Philippines, Hawaii, Singapore? No one knew. All we knew was that Japan had to grab some other nation’s oil and wealth soon or it would grind to a halt.


  I returned to Foster at the end of November 1941 after my third-year exams. It was glorious Gippsland weather, hot in the afternoon, brilliantly clear at night.


  I saw Helen behind the bar at the Exchange. We chatted between orders and she told me the secret base at the Prom had been suddenly closed a month before. Johnny and Alan’s group were to be the trainers for a fourth independent company, but the brass couldn’t decide how to use irregular-warfare soldiers: some felt their sheer existence was an affront to military tradition.


  ‘To Johnny’s disgust, they’ve sent them all off to New South Wales to join a light tank regiment,’ said Helen, smiling.


  ‘Poor Johnny,’ I said. ‘He was having so much fun blowing things up.’


  As Helen moved away to take someone’s order she pushed her hair back. I noticed she had a small red mark above her right eyebrow. I pointed at it enquiringly as she was getting a glass and she mimed running into something. ‘Oh, darlin’, let me kiss it better!’ called one of the lads. She rolled her eyes.


  The local policeman Frank, a nice bloke, dropped in to make sure the pub closed at six (there’d been a complaint about stragglers). The regulars drifted off. Frank and I had a chat, then I helped Helen clean up. The other girl said goodbye and left with a pleased Frank. By the time we’d finished wiping down and sweeping up it was almost dark. I carried the heavy bag of takings into the office so Helen could put it in the safe. She shut the safe door and sat on the edge of the desk.


  ‘Oh, my feet are sore,’ she said. ‘I’m glad the day’s over.’


  Suddenly I realised how quiet it was. For want of something better I said, ‘Did you see Johnny before they had to go away?’


  ‘Yes, he had a couple of days off.’ She looked at her hand and turned her ring. Her face was still.


  I didn’t understand the tension in her voice. Feeling awkward, I said, ‘So, tell me, how did that happen?’ pointing to her eyebrow.


  She looked away. She was silent for a few moments, then stood and moved to the window. She looked out and said, ‘You can see so many stars tonight.’


  Her voice caught and it took me a moment to see she was trembling slightly. I moved towards her and realised she was crying. Without thinking, I put my arm around her shoulder and said, ‘Helen? What’s wrong?’


  She put her hands to her eyes. I held her lightly and murmured ‘There, there,’ against her hair. It was all I could think of.


  She took a deep breath and pulled away. She found her handbag and a handkerchief and blew her nose. She sat again on the edge of the desk, her head bent. I perched beside her in silence, stunned, my body tingling where we’d touched.


  She lifted her head and I noticed the small brown dot in her blue eye I’d grown to love. Then she looked away from me, at the window.


  ‘When Johnny was on leave we had a disagreement. He was so miserable about the base closing, I shouldn’t have kept on at him. He was furious and punched the wall and one of his mother’s ornamental plates fell on me. She was so cross with him.’


  ‘Oh, Helen. Why was Johnny angry?’


  She sighed. ‘I wanted him to try to take more time with me. You know, Mike. What we talked about. Johnny was always rushing off somewhere. I wanted him to take some more time.’ She laughed sadly. ‘I wanted overwhelming. I suppose that’s what I got, but not quite how I’d expected.’


  I put my arm gently around her. Afterwards, I asked myself whether it was pity or calculation, knowing how vulnerable she was. She turned to me – of course she did – and kissed me. In seconds that kiss exploded into taste, texture, salt, colour, heat.


  Nothing I had felt before compared. Nothing I had known prepared me, could have prepared me. Even today, indelible fragments of memory still shock. A wave of hair, a seam of fabric, a crease of flesh. A scent, a texture, an incomparable joy.


  I stood, pressing myself against her, kissing her neck and face, pushing between her legs. I stroked her breasts and undid the buttons down her dress, kissing her all the while. She whimpered in the back of her throat as I caressed her thighs.


  She met my every move with her own. Laughing quietly, she wriggled out of her panties and undid my belt and fly buttons. She touched me, looking up, her eyes wide. I pulled her towards me and kissed her again and again. She raised her hips and took me in, murmuring with pleasure.


  I managed to hold on for a time but it took every anti-erotic image I could summon. Helen was clinging, moving against me, then she groaned and arched her back. Heat flushed through her body and I couldn’t wait a moment longer. Dear God, dear God.


  She lay back on the desk, breathing heavily. I leant on her, my head on her breasts, her knees around me. Our gasps, our sighing slowed. She kissed the top of my head and I nuzzled the round of her breast. I had never felt such joy. I think we dozed for a moment or two, then I lifted my head, grinning.


  She pushed back her tangled hair and raised herself on her elbows. ‘Mike,’ she said, half-laughing. ‘Darling Mike. Oh, how wonderful –’ She kissed me again, then somehow we got ourselves vertical, giggling, adjusting clothes, doing up buttons and belts, smoothing hair into place.


  We stood, respectable again, facing each other. She said breathlessly, ‘Well. I’d definitely call that overwhelming.’ I hugged her, laughing, burying my face in her golden hair.


  Then a thought struck me and I drew back, worried. ‘Helen, we didn’t use any protection –’


  She shook her head. ‘No, it’s all right. It’s a safe time. Delia’s a nurse, she told me how to work it out.’


  ‘All right.’ I looked at her, content, amazed. ‘Helen, sweetheart –’


  She put her fingers against my lips and shook her head slightly, smiling. ‘Shh. We’ve stayed here too long already. Time for you to go home.’


  ‘Oh God. I’ve got to cycle to the O’Briens’ and that cold single bed. Wish we could stay together tonight. Wish we could every night.’


  She looked at me, her face gentle. ‘Oh, Mike, darling Mike. We can’t. Not ever. This doesn’t change anything. It was wonderful, amazing, but I’m still going to marry Johnny. We’re going to get over our problem.’


  ‘But Helen,’ I said, ‘he doesn’t treat you properly. He doesn’t know how to make love to you.’


  ‘Then he’ll have to learn,’ she said, moving away from me. ‘People can. I’ll teach him. Mike, I’m sorry. You’re my dearest friend. I don’t understand how …’ She was puzzled, hesitant. ‘But I’m crazy about Johnny. The more complicated he is, the more I want him. I know we’ll be happy once we’re married.’


  I looked at her and felt like weeping. ‘That’s infatuation, Helen. I don’t think he loves you, not the way you need –’


  ‘You can’t be sure of that, Mike. You don’t know how he is when we’re together. We’ve had a few problems, but the rest of the time he’s wonderful. Nothing, no one else matters. I can’t let this … Oh dear God, what a fool I am, I shouldn’t have …’


  She put a hand on my chest and looked at me pleadingly. ‘This has to be a secret, always. Promise me, Mike. Please. Promise. You must never, never tell anyone.’


  I was suddenly exhausted, heartbroken, angry. I nodded slowly.


  ‘All right. All right, Helen. I’ll do that. I’ll just piss off. Thanks for giving me a good time, darlin’. Our little secret.’


  I hurt her and it was a cheap shot and I left before I could feel even more humiliated. But later I lay awake for hours, reliving every extraordinary moment.


  Chapter 6

  



  I kept myself busy on the farm for the following week or so and didn’t see Helen at all. Then, on the morning of 8th December 1941, everything changed. In the kitchen I found Harry listening intently to the radio. He held his finger to his lips to tell me to be quiet. I sat down on a chair beside Sally, who was twisting a tea towel in her hands.


  The Japanese had just attacked Pearl Harbor and Hong Kong and Malaya and Thailand: the Pacific War had begun. I returned to Melbourne, put my belongings into storage and volunteered for the 2nd AIF. I was sent to a camp at Bacchus Marsh for a few confusing weeks of marching and saluting, then a recruiting officer came to address us.


  He asked for volunteers for special service in an independent company, to undergo extremely hard training in trying circumstances, he said. Oh yes, I thought to myself and stepped forward.


  Later, I wondered why: perhaps I wanted to be like Johnny, a hero in Helen’s eyes. But in my heart I knew I’d been fascinated by the stories I’d heard. I understood I had a hardness, a savagery of my own that owed nothing to my kind parents and happy childhood. I thought I might suit an independent company.


  The base at the Prom was reopened after Pearl Harbor, so with a handful of others I took the familiar train from Melbourne to Foster in early January 1942. We stopped overnight at the Exchange but I didn’t see Helen. That night, sitting in the toilet, I carved M-H, Mike-Helen, on the wall. It felt as if I was carving goodbye.


  Next day I joined twenty or so men at the station and we climbed into the backs of trucks. It was a long ride on the dusty road to Wilsons Promontory, through the hills and bush around Foster, over the flatlands of Yanakie and into miles of low, dense coastal vegetation which cut off the view around us. It was frustrating as I’d never been right out to the Prom itself before.


  Then we reached a small rise where the vegetation suddenly opened up. For the first time, ahead of us, we saw the mountains of Wilsons Promontory. They were steep and wide and tall. They rose abruptly from the low land, covered in grey-emerald scrub and gigantic half-exposed boulders. They filled our field of view from left to right. Clouds on their peaks were rolling in slow motion over the ridges, and the temperature was plummeting with the clouds.


  ‘Oh, shit,’ said someone reverently.


  As we drove over the Darby River Bridge I saw the cluster of headquarters buildings, then the truck shifted to low gear to take the steep rise to Darby Saddle, which was inside the cloud. Over the top, then we descended, the sea ahead grey and half-hidden by drizzle. A couple of miles further and we reached No. 1 Camp, north of Tidal River. The other camp, No. 2, was at Tidal River itself.


  We unloaded our tired bodies from the truck at No. 1 Camp, then lined up. Luckily the drizzle had stopped. The commanding officer addressed us. He said he expected a very high attrition rate from the hundreds arriving for this intake. By the end of training the 4th Independent Company would have just under three hundred men, he said, making up three infantry platoons and a headquarters platoon, with Medical, Engineering and Signals sections.


  He said commandos specialised in sabotage, quick kills and fast retreats, not traditional military actions. They worked in small groups, aiming to confuse and harass the enemy and get away without casualties. When he got to the part about prisoners being a handicap to be eliminated without mercy – so commandos in turn would probably face the same fate – a number of blokes decided they weren’t much interested and went back to the trucks.


  It all barely registered with me. I could see Johnny and Alan with some of the other non-commissioned officers to one side. They’d already returned to the Prom to train us. Johnny lifted his eyebrows in mock surprise, Alan gave me a wink and I grinned back.


  I was puzzled I felt no guilt at all about Helen. But she wanted me to forget what had happened between us, so, with resignation, that’s what I did. In any case, I barely had a single moment for reflection over the next couple of months.

  



  We spent the first few weeks of January 1942 in lectures and demonstrations at No. 1 Camp, then moved to No. 2 Camp for section and platoon exercises. We learnt weapons, explosives, equipment, fieldcraft, lethal hand-to-hand combat. We practised observation, concealment, ambush, infiltration: the arts of guerrilla warfare.


  Every morning at dawn we jogged up mountains or along sandhills, ending with a swim in the icy breakers, all before breakfast. We went on forced marches day and night, long ones with fifty pounds or more of gear on our backs, over muddy tracks, up and down mountains. We stripped and reassembled our weapons blindfolded, over and over, faster and faster. Sometimes our instructors would throw in a few spare bits to confuse us, but after a time it didn’t.


  We’d hike vast distances, then our rations would be confiscated and we’d have to spend a few days living off the land, eating fish we’d killed with gelignite and wallabies we’d shot. Sometimes we went hungry.


  The place was infested with mosquitoes, blowflies and march flies: a plate of food would be covered in pests before you got a mouthful. We had insect bites everywhere and blisters on top of blisters. The wind never stopped and sand got into everything; it was technically summer, but a bitterly cold, rainy one. There were only a few golden days, one of them the moment I’d so vividly remembered, Johnny and Alan on the beach at Tidal River.


  The Engineering section had sounded interesting until I found out it mostly involved demolition, so I decided to specialise in Signals – communications – instead. Alan was also in Signals, and Johnny was in the infantry, C Platoon. They were corporals, of course, and I was a mere signalman, but we were always friends; formal when required, mates when we could be.


  I didn’t take leave. It was only the occasional day anyway and I dreaded the thought of running into Helen. I stayed in camp, reading or going for hikes in the hills. I might have been a hardworking farm boy, at least some of the time, but this kind of physical demand was something else. I was now as fit as I’d ever be in my life.


  There was a kid called Davo who’d come hiking with me sometimes. He had a big brother in the 2nd Independent Company. His family was in Sydney and he wasn’t a drinker, so he didn’t care much about leave either. What he did care about was shooting. Davo would spend hours practising with a sniper’s rifle and was frighteningly accurate. In his life before the army he’d worked for a fashionable interior designer. ‘He used to say I had a good eye,’ Davo told me shyly. I wasn’t convinced that’s what made him such a coolly lethal shooter but I wasn’t going to argue.


  Another bloke who’d hang around was called Whippet. He was a sharp-faced young spiv from a Collingwood gang. Nice enough but I wouldn’t have wanted to face him in a poker game. The story was that someone was gunning for him if he went home, so he didn’t.


  When the brass were recruiting for the first few independent companies they’d deliberately chosen men from the outback who were used to shooting and living off the land. They were supposed to become commandos in the eccentric mountain-climbing, Tibet-exploring style of their British trainers. But come the Pacific War, they were willing to give a go to whoever volunteered, from clerks to hard-eyed criminals. The boys from the outback were fine but, as it happened, rat cunning and quick reflexes made for rather good commandos too.


  It was supposed to be a secret but Davo knew from his brother that the 2nd Independents had gone to Timor in December, soon after Pearl Harbor. Then we heard in late January the Japanese had swamped New Britain, where the 1st Independents were deployed. It was hard not to wonder: had they fought and, given the appalling successes of the Japanese so far, had they survived?


  By the end of January, Singapore itself was under siege and by mid-February the British had surrendered their ‘impregnable fortress’. On 19 February 1942, Darwin – Australian soil! – was bombed. It was announced that fewer than twenty people had died, but word of mouth said the real toll was hundreds.


  Our training was almost complete. When would we get to use it?

  



  Johnny came back from leave in Foster and flung himself down on my bunk laughing, throwing his hat at me. I ducked. Alan followed calmly behind.


  ‘Jesus. Mike, oh Jesus, Jesus.’


  ‘What’s with him?’ I said to Alan.


  He sat down on the next bunk, his hands clasped, and said mildly, ‘Our young Johnny’s decided to move on from mere engagement and plunge into the state of holy matrimony.’


  It took a moment for the realisation to hit and I could feel Alan’s eyes on me.


  ‘Really, Johnny?’ My throat was dry. ‘And how’s the lucky lady taking it?’


  ‘Running around, getting a dress. You know women.’ He laughed with happiness. ‘The CO’s given me permission. Next week, and we get two days’ honeymoon. You’ll come, you bastard, won’t you?’


  ‘The honeymoon or the wedding?’ I said.


  He laughed again, then jumped up and grabbed his hat. ‘Gotta fix things with the quartermaster.’


  Alan and I were left in the quiet and I was glad when he got up to go too. He gave me a half-smile. I noticed his eyes weren’t happy. I knew he and Helen always got on well but surely he wasn’t in love with her too? Join the bloody queue, mate. I felt sick with misery.


  I didn’t have time to wallow because that evening about twenty of us were due to leave on an exercise. With a curse I loaded up my gear and assembled. We hiked away from camp for about four miles, then were told to hand over our compasses, navigate by the stars and get back to camp. Once there, we were supposed to go into strict concealment around the mess hut and at a signal ‘ambush’ it. It would have been fun if I’d been in a happier mood.


  When we were told to get going I moved away impatiently and soon left the others behind. One benefit of my hikes was knowing the area well, including a useful shortcut to camp. I found it and by the time I got back I estimated I was probably fifteen minutes ahead of everyone else.


  I took up a position hidden in the bushes near the mess hut and got comfortable against a tree. Window blinds stopped any light shining from inside, but in the moonlight I could clearly see the rear of the building. After a few minutes I heard a murmur of voices and footsteps and two men came around the corner of the hut, perhaps twenty feet away from me.


  I grinned as I recognised Johnny and Alan but held back from calling out, partly from concealment discipline and partly surprise, because I suddenly realised Alan was saying something angrily to Johnny.


  Johnny stopped and lit a cigarette. I could see him looking – sadly? – at Alan in the light of the match. He took a long draw of the cigarette, then gave it to Alan. Alan smoked for a moment then dropped the butt and ground it out with his boot.


  He didn’t seem angry now. He didn’t say anything, just looked at Johnny. He put out his hand and rested it on Johnny’s chest. Johnny took it and kissed the knuckles. Alan touched the side of Johnny’s head and gently pulled it towards him and kissed him on the mouth. They embraced for a long moment, then slowly moved apart, looking at each other.


  I could see Johnny’s face clearly, lit up with his slow smile. He shrugged ruefully and Alan shook his head, tenderly, in resignation. They turned and walked back the way they’d come.

  



  I’d lived through five years of boys’ boarding school. I knew what happened between the big boys and the smaller, prettier ones. Once or twice a prefect had tried to bend me to his will, getting into my bed at night or backing me up in the bathroom, and had discovered how vicious I was, how agile I could be. When I was one of the big boys myself there were those who said I was mad not to take advantage of the eager lads. It wasn’t strong will or virtue on my behalf: I just didn’t want to.


  At the same time it didn’t bother me. It was part of that secret male world – the one women were shielded from – of tossing off in public toilets, blow jobs behind trees, games of buttocks and bum holes, pricks and balls. Games of quick relief, easing for a moment the aching lust that animates young men, and quite a few older ones too. They didn’t care whose mouth was around their knob, they said. It was probably true most of the time too.


  When I first joined the army I thought how like a gigantic boarding school it was – the lack of privacy, the hierarchies, the nakedness, the endless, anxious jokes about cocks. And of course, in the organised absence of women, did anyone but me wonder if the military was the ideal of a poofs’ paradise? Apparently not.


  What I mean is this: I’d seen sex often enough between men. It was a given, an insistent driver of male guffaws, from dirty ditties to secret practices.


  But how rarely, if at all, had I seen love between men. And I knew without the slightest doubt what I’d seen between Johnny and Alan was love.


  Chapter 7

  



  As a reward for my success at getting back to camp so quickly that night I was given a day’s leave. I sat in the back of the truck bouncing over the dirt road to Foster and wondered what on earth I should tell Helen.


  Perhaps nothing at all. If I’d seen Johnny with another woman, would I have told her? Probably not if it wasn’t serious. But would I tell her if I thought Johnny’s heart was pledged to someone else? Yes, I would. Or I should. Probably.


  Jesus. That was something else again. Why was he marrying Helen now? I’d already realised Johnny’s reputation as a great lover had more to do with image than substance. Clearly he was attracted enough to Helen to play the part, if not entirely to her satisfaction, but could he keep the pretence going for a lifetime?


  And dear God. I put my head in my hands and groaned. We were off to bloody war in a matter of weeks. What kind of mess was Johnny dragging Helen into? Oh shit, I had to tell her. I just didn’t have the faintest idea how.


  I borrowed Harry’s truck and waited, leaning on the bonnet, till she’d finished her afternoon shift. She hugged me, smiling shyly, and my heart turned over. We hadn’t spoken since that astonishing moment of passion almost three months ago.


  ‘Mike, oh Mike. They’ve finally let you out of camp! Johnny told me you were always being kept back for some wickedness or another. It’s so lovely to see you.’


  I laughed with relief. Good old Johnny, covering for me, even though he’d been puzzled why I never wanted to take leave. (I’d made up some story about avoiding Delia but he wasn’t taken in.)


  ‘Come for a drive, gorgeous girl,’ I said, ‘and we can catch up with everything.’


  We drove onto the highway and up the steep hill a few miles back towards Melbourne, to the place with a panorama of the Prom and Corner Inlet. I stopped the truck and Helen sighed, looking at the view.


  ‘Oh, I never get tired of that,’ she said. She turned to me, her cheeks dimpled. ‘Dear Mike. I’ve so missed talking to you. How are you? What’s training like?’


  ‘I’ve missed you too. Training? Good fun. Bloody hard work but good. I’ve run up and down too many damned mountains but I’ve learnt a lot. Can lay wires and demolish things with the best of them now.’


  ‘I can see you’re looking very brown and healthy.’ She hesitated, toying with a glass button on her jumper. ‘Did Johnny tell you our news?’


  ‘Yes. Congratulations.’ I felt like banging my head on the steering wheel. I took a deep breath.


  ‘Helen. I have to ask you something. We’re being deployed soon. Are you certain? Don’t you think perhaps you should wait? Not rush into anything? Especially after you and me …’


  ‘Mike, no, stop it.’ She was staring out the window. ‘I’m marrying Johnny.’


  ‘Look, I know you’ve always had your heart set on him, but Helen, what if … what if he’s in love with someone else?’


  There was a terrible silence.


  ‘What do you mean?’ she said slowly.


  Oh, Jesus. ‘I think … Johnny is in love with someone else.’


  To my surprise she laughed. ‘Oh come off it, Mike. Who could that be? Delia, perhaps?’


  ‘No.’


  She looked at me. ‘Are you serious? Johnny’s in love with someone else? Mike, this isn’t funny.’


  ‘It’s not meant to be.’


  ‘Then tell me who, damn it,’ she said, her eyes furious, ‘Tell me!’


  ‘Helen –’


  ‘You liar. It’s not true at all, is it? You’d do anything to come between us, wouldn’t you?’ She turned away, folding her arms around herself.


  I looked at her in despair. ‘All I’m saying is, for God’s sake, wait a bit. Don’t rush into this, Helen. Don’t marry Johnny, at least not now.’


  She was very still. ‘We’re getting married.’


  ‘Jesus, Helen, haven’t you heard a word –?’


  ‘You listen. We must. I’m pregnant.’


  I was speechless. My mind was a jumble of confusion, then suddenly it hit me.


  ‘It could be my baby –’


  She shook her head. ‘No. There’s no chance of that.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  She faced me, her eyes gentle again. ‘After that night … my monthlies began a few days later. It’s simply not possible for it to be your baby, Mike. Then Johnny came home and we were careless. My monthlies stopped, I’ve been sick, and soon I’m going to show and I must get married. Now do you understand?’


  ‘Yes.’ I could hardly breathe for sorrow.


  She looked at her hands and slowly straightened her ring.


  ‘I don’t understand how you could say such a thing about Johnny. I can’t imagine why you’d stoop as low as that, Mike. You’re usually so kind.’


  ‘I wanted to save you –’


  ‘From what? Johnny loves me. We’re getting married, we’re having a baby.’


  She looked at me sadly, firmly. ‘Take me home. Don’t come to the wedding. Don’t tell me lies about the man I love. Please, don’t ever mention that foolish mistake I made with you. Stay out of my life, Mike.’ She turned away.

  



  I got blind drunk that night and went back to camp next day. Then I picked a fight with the nicest, most inoffensive bloke in the unit, but he wasn’t called Bullock for nothing. I got in one lucky punch that opened my hand and his eyebrow, but otherwise he beat me half-senseless, apologising all the while. I didn’t mind. It gave me something to think about and it meant I was confined to camp and had a good excuse for missing the wedding.


  On Sundays there was usually a brief service, then we had free time for a few hours. I mooched around aimlessly then went down to the beach and sat in the shade of a bush and watched the surf. My wounds hurt, especially my knuckles. Jesus, if this hurt, how would a bullet hole feel?


  A shadow fell over me and I looked up. Alan was there, holding two bottles of beer.


  ‘Sunday treat,’ he said. ‘You need a bit of anaesthesia by the look of it.’


  I smiled. Part of my punishment had been no beer ration for a fortnight. ‘Al, you’re a godsend.’


  He sat down and handed me a bottle, blessedly cold. ‘We should toast the happy couple.’


  ‘It went off all right, then?’ In my heart I’d been hoping someone would jump up and object to the marriage but clearly no such luck.


  ‘Oh, yes. They’re on honeymoon at Port Albert for two days now.’


  I grunted and took a swig, then we sat in silence, watching the waves. Despite what I’d seen that night I didn’t feel uncomfortable. Alan was such a familiar presence to me.


  ‘Mike,’ he said thoughtfully after a while, ‘something we need to clear up.’


  ‘Yeah?’


  ‘Yeah. Look. I know you saw me and Johnny the other night.’


  I nearly dropped my bottle. ‘Oh. Yeah? How?’


  He looked at me half-exasperated. ‘You were awarded leave for getting back to the mess hut before anyone else. You’re pretty good at concealment but I sensed – unfortunately too late – that someone was watching. It must have been you.’


  I tried desperately to be casual. ‘Jeez, mate. None of my business.’ Then my pain and indignation boiled over. ‘But why the hell is Johnny getting married when you two … He bloody shouldn’t be!’


  Alan took a swig. ‘Buggered if I know.’ I caught his eye in amazement and we both burst out laughing.


  ‘Okay. Poor choice of words,’ said Alan. ‘Listen, Mike. It’s different for me. I’ve always been this way. I fancy women, I fancy men. Bisexual, they call it. I never meant to fall so hard for Johnny but I’m not ashamed. I yam what I yam,’ he said in a Popeye growl.


  ‘Women and men?’ I said, astonished. ‘Both?’


  ‘Well, not at the same time, mate. Don’t start giving me ideas.’ He drank again. ‘But it’s different for Johnny. He likes women well enough but he really wants men. He’s terrified of anyone knowing and he needs to hide behind marriage.’ He shook his head. ‘There’s more blokes like him around than you’d imagine. And she’s pregnant too – changes everything.’


  ‘Yeah. She told me. Round about when she was telling me to piss off out of her life forever.’


  ‘Yeah?’


  I sighed. ‘I tried to suggest Johnny might’ve had a broader range of interests than just her.’


  He chuckled. ‘One way to put it.’ Then he shook his head regretfully. ‘You poor bastard, caught in the middle. Sorry it got so messed up. But my prospects don’t look too bright either, don’t forget.’


  I drained the last of the beer. ‘Yeah, that’s true. Sorry, Al. Sorry for both of us.’


  We mournfully contemplated the waves.


  After a time, Alan sighed. ‘Anyway, we’re soon going to have a lot more than this to worry about. You busy now? Come over to the signals shed. I want to show you what I figured out about the gain on that new aerial.’


  I looked at him sideways, mock suspicious. ‘Yeah?’


  ‘Think you’re God’s gift?’ he said laughing as we got up from the sand. ‘Not even my type, fella.’


  ‘No one’s type, by the look of it,’ I said gloomily.


  He slapped my back and we wandered away to work on an equipment problem.

  



  On 23rd February we heard the Allies in Dutch Timor had surrendered to the Japanese. We knew the 2nd Independents were in Timor too, but there was no news of them, though rumour had it they were in Portuguese Timor, the neutral half of the small island.


  The most intensive part of our training was over. We – the newly formed 4th Independents – were desperate to get going, but were held up waiting on essential equipment. The word going around was we’d be away in early March.


  Johnny came back from his honeymoon, the envy of anyone who’d ever set eyes on Helen. But although he was as professional as always, I could see a tension in him that only eased when he was around Alan. I found to my surprise I was almost sorry for him: I understood now how painful it was to live with a secret love. When we had a moment together I shook his hand in congratulations.


  ‘It’s been something of a whirlwind to be honest,’ Johnny said, half-embarrassed, ‘and marriage is a bit trickier than I’d expected. But, well, I guess we can’t hide it for long – Helen’s going to have a baby. Not that we wouldn’t have done it anyway,’ he added. ‘But you’ve got to hurry up when there’s a bun in the oven, eh?’


  ‘That’s good news, Johnny,’ I said.


  ‘Oh shit, Mike. Look, I always knew you were carrying a torch for her. You’re a great bloke, I’m sorry it couldn’t work out – you know.’


  ‘Torch? Try a bloody bonfire, mate. Yeah, I know. I’ll have to be the godfather to make up for it.’ Not that Helen would have me within a mile, but I could pretend.


  A day or so later I was called in to see the commanding officer. He gazed at my yellow and purple bruises, courtesy of Bullock, then said, ‘Apart from this recent stunning imbecility, Signalman Whalen, you’ve done well. How would you like a little more responsibility?’


  I had no idea what he meant but said, ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘See the quartermaster and pick up what you require. And understand that from now on it’s not only yourself you have to protect in battle, but your men too. That’s a burden heavier than you might imagine.’


  It was slowly dawning on me. ‘Yes, sir,’ I said.


  He stood and shook my hand. ‘Congratulations, Corporal Whalen.’


  Old men, young men. I don’t know why that nod across the generations is so moving, but for a moment there I worshipped him.


  Chapter 8

  



  In my dream I’m sewing stripes onto a shirt, surrounded by mates teasing me about the promotion. Happiness changes to a terrible ache in my throat and chest as I gaze at their brilliant young faces. Some of them have only months to live.


  I come suddenly awake, groaning, tears in my eyes, and realise the phone beside my bed is ringing. I glance at the clock – 6 a.m. Who the hell’s ringing me at this hour? Then adrenaline kicks in as I lift the handpiece and I know.


  ‘Mike? Alan.’


  ‘Old mate. What is it?’


  ‘Jan. An hour ago.’


  ‘Jesus. Where are you?’


  ‘The hospital. I’ve been helping his parents fill out forms, next of kin. Twenty-six years together but I’m nothing. No forms for me. No fucking forms.’


  ‘Is someone there to take you home?’


  ‘I’ll get a taxi.’


  ‘Oh God, Al. I’m so sorry.’ I wipe my eyes. ‘Look, I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’ll fly up this morning.’


  ‘Yes. Please, Mike. I don’t understand what to do. No idea. You know?’


  ‘Yeah. I know. I’ll see you soon, fella, just be careful.’


  ‘Why?’ he says and puts down the phone.

  



  I take the ten-thirty Ansett flight to Sydney. It’s the start of the new year, 1983, so the plane is half-empty. A few hours later I’m at Alan and Jan’s house in Balmain, a nice old terrace they bought for pennies when no one else wanted to live in the working-class suburb. It’s not far from a big park with a harbour swimming pool and it’s worth a lot more these days.


  Alan opens the door. His eyes are exhausted. We hug and I bring in my bag and drop it in the familiar guestroom. I go through to the kitchen where he’s putting on the kettle.


  ‘I’ll do that,’ I say. ‘You take it easy.’


  ‘Sit down, you stupid prick. I’m not disabled.’ He puts two mugs of tea on the table.


  ‘You’ve been up all night. You need a rest.’


  ‘Later. The doc prescribed me some sleeping pills.’


  ‘Now don’t you take too many, young man,’ I say, mimicking a medic we’d known who’d stupidly given a bottle of pills to a suicidal recruit.


  Alan chuckles, deep, raw. ‘No. I won’t do that. Jan made me promise.’


  ‘Good on him.’ I drink some tea. ‘What needs to happen now? I can stay three weeks, help you get everything sorted out.’


  ‘Three weeks? I thought you had a real job, mate.’


  ‘Long vacation, mate. Gives me an excuse, too –’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Now I don’t have to think about going down to Foster to see Nana Helen. I’d half-promised. Good of Jan to get me out of it.’


  Alan chuckles again. ‘He’s a thoughtful fella.’ His cup stops halfway to his lips and tears well in his eyes. ‘Was.’


  I squeeze his hand. ‘The best. The best.’


  Alan rubs his face. ‘I should try to get some sleep. There’s a lot to do.’


  ‘I can tidy up a bit. Else you’ll never win housewife of the month.’


  Alan stands and looks around. ‘Jeez, it is squalid, isn’t it? Haven’t had much time lately –’


  ‘Go to bed. Go on.’


  I wash the piles of dishes and wipe down the dusty surfaces and sweep the kitchen floor. I do some vacuuming, put a load of washing in the machine and hang it to dry in the small backyard. Alan loves plants: there’s wonderful ferny things there I can’t name and cheerful flowers and a wisteria (I know that at least) over a pergola.


  I sit in the shade and read the paper, then go and have a snooze. A few hours later I get up and some time after that Alan comes to the kitchen door, rubbing his eyes.


  ‘I’ve made a stew for dinner and found a nice red in the cupboard,’ I say. ‘Hope you weren’t saving it for a special occasion.’


  ‘This’ll do. Special enough,’ he says. I pour us both a glass.


  After dinner and a few more glasses we go for a walk around the park in the long twilight, then have coffee and watch some telly. We keep it casual – we’re good at that. And by next morning Alan is rested, and ready to face the slog of obligations of the newly bereaved.


  Jan’s funeral is a few days later. He was a doctor and a lot of people are there – male, female, young, old, straight, gay – who thought the world of him. Alan bears up well, dignified and handsome. It’s not fair, I think. He’s lost a lot over the years, and now Jan too. Still, they had a couple of good decades together. Does anyone get much more?


  Terry’s standing on one side of Alan, Sue the other. She’s a lovely girl – well, woman – with Marion’s dark auburn hair and Alan’s long legs. And Terry’s a good man, thoughtful, with Alan’s grey eyes.


  Alan’s children. My stepchildren. How lucky we are to have them. I suddenly think of Lena’s merry turquoise eyes and feel a pang of shame. I haven’t treated her well, Johnny’s granddaughter. For his sake at least I owe her honesty, an explanation of why I’ve been so elusive. A limited honesty, of course, but she should know that Helen and I don’t really want to dredge up the past.


  Johnny, Alan, me. A generation of loss, with more, inescapably, to come. Our wonderful kids, bright and loving and brave: until their turn arrives, of course. But even a passing thought of their non-existence is almost unendurable. Marion once said all she asked of life was for her children to outlive her. Dear Marion, you got your wish.


  I think, Golden lads and girls all must, as chimney-sweepers, come to dust. To dust, to dust: millions of mounds of beloved dust. Now Jan too. I weep like a child.

  



  On 2nd March 1942, the 4th Independent Company finally left Tidal River in convoy. We camped overnight at Foster, and despite orders men quietly disappeared to say goodbyes or have a last beer. I stayed in the tent wondering about the future. We’d played at combat for months now, though it hadn’t been a game at all – one poor bloke had even got blown up. What would the real thing be like?


  Next morning we assembled at the station to take the train to Melbourne. In the hubbub I heard Johnny calling my name. I turned and pushed my way over to him through the soldiers and parents and friends and sweethearts – because of his height he was always easy to find in a crowd. As I reached him I realised Helen was by his side, his arm around her.


  ‘Mike, I couldn’t let you leave without saying goodbye to the prettiest girl in Gippsland,’ he said. ‘Come on, I know you two had a tiff. You’ve got to kiss and make up before we go.’


  Helen looked at me, tears in her eyes. To my surprise she whispered, ‘Mike darling, I’m so sorry.’ She hugged me fiercely and kissed my cheek. ‘Take care of yourself. Take care of Johnny. Come back to us safely.’


  The stationmaster blew his whistle. The company sergeant roared, ‘Men, aboard, now.’


  Moist-eyed, we parted. Johnny and I grabbed our packs and rifles and climbed into a carriage. Looking through the window we could see Helen waving. The train tooted and slowly pulled away.


  Neither of us said much in the next few hours, preoccupied with our own thoughts. My slouch hat sat on my lap with its brand-new colour patch, the dark blue double diamond of the 4th Independents. It made me proud. And afraid. Could I live up to it?


  When the train reached Melbourne, some of the blokes, wild with high spirits, let off a smoke bomb and shot up some fire buckets. We headed north, sleeping despite the overcrowding; stopped in Newcastle for a few hours’ leave, then after another uncomfortable night reached Brisbane.


  Rockhampton the following day, Townsville the next. The train turned west for Mount Isa where we had our first shower in ages. Afterwards we climbed into trucks and left for the Northern Territory. I remember one glorious overnight camp, but I couldn’t sleep for gazing at the sweep of stars above us.


  Two long days later we were going north up the Stuart Highway, red hills and scrub all around. A stream of cars and trucks was heading the opposite way. Another day, overnight at Larrimah, then next morning we climbed into rail trucks all too recently vacated by cattle. Any high spirits we’d had were long since crushed.


  We finally reached Katherine, two hundred miles southeast of Darwin: deserted houses, four pubs and some Chinese shops. We’d been travelling nonstop for nine stinking days.


  We hoped we’d be there only a short while. We were superbly trained troops but we knew that, even now, the brass found it hard to fit the concept of independent companies into their Great War style of thinking. But surely they wouldn’t waste us. Would they?

  



  The Japanese raids had continued while we were on the move. I was distressed to hear Broome had recently been bombed. Twenty-odd flying boats bringing evacuees from the Dutch East Indies had been destroyed on serene Roebuck Bay, and perhaps one hundred people – many of them women and children – had died.


  A few people came over to chat about the bombings with me. Because we already had one red-haired ‘Blue’ in the unit, I had to be called something else. My nickname became ‘Broome’ because I never shut up about the place, they joked. Well, I hoped it was a joke.


  I also heard the navy was taking up the best of the pearling luggers and burning those they couldn’t use. I knew my parents would be heartsick at that. They both loved the luggers. Dad had built quite a few and Mum even owned one. Thankfully they’d left for Perth some weeks before, so I knew they were safe. Mum had sent me a letter while we were still at the Prom but I’d just skimmed it. Now I found it at the bottom of my pack and read it properly.

  



  24th January 1942

  Dearest Mike,


  You wouldn’t recognise Broome today. For the last few weeks they’ve been rounding up the Japanese seamen, cramming them into the gaol, but it was hopeless: two hundred in that little place! Then they had to let them out so they could bed down the luggers and go shopping for dinner. It was ridiculous.


  Well, indentured sailors are one thing because you can’t really be certain where their sympathies lie, but then the police started arresting the town Japanese, some of whom have been here forty years, completely loyal to the Empire. Darling, they took old man Egawa and Yoshi and Mary. I couldn’t believe it. They’re residents, free Asiatics. Mary was born here!


  Then last week they sent them all away on the Koolinda. The scene on the wharf was terrible, everyone crying. I don’t know where they’ll take them. It’s simply unthinkable.


  Most people are leaving Broome now. Your father and I are sailing to Perth in a few days. We’ll stay with Auntie Rosa and Uncle Anton – write to me there. If nothing else we’ll see more of Liam.


  All my love, Mum

  



  There was bugger-all at Katherine. No preparations – food, camp, storage, transport – for over two hundred and fifty men. We were marched to a spot covered with seven-foot high cane grass and told to cut it down with bayonets and machetes. So we did.


  We dug trenches and latrines, scrounged for food, fished in the river and waited. The Japanese bombed us about ten days after we got there but they missed. After a couple of weeks the brass decided we should go and patrol pretty much the entire Northern Territory.


  Company headquarters remained near Katherine, while A Platoon went west to Victoria River; B went north-west to Daly River and C to Roper River in the east. No one knew if the Japanese would land, but they’d landed everywhere else in Asia and the great river systems were the obvious places. Our job was to harass any invading forces, but with only sixty to seventy men per platoon, even that was a fairly ambitious task.


  The job was made harder by the terrain. We’d trained on cold, wet mountains; here it was endless heat and hilly plains. Instead of mosquitoes and march flies we had mosquitoes and crocodiles for company, as well as unknown insects: one poor fellow died in a day from a bite.


  Small wounds that healed easily in the south turned into bone-deep tropical ulcers here. We picked up ear infections from the rivers, dengue fever and malaria from the mosquitoes, and weeping skin lesions in armpits and toes and crotches.


  But despite the discomforts we still had fun. We mapped unmapped areas, planned for contingencies, set up equipment dumps. We hiked and patrolled and happily pushed our training as far as possible. But sometimes we’d complain all we did was dig holes and carry heavy weights long distances. Let us at them, we’d say bitterly at night. Let us at them. We’re not defenders. We’re hunters.


  Day after day we watched for aircraft, reported unusual events, worked on evacuation plans. Once we rescued a downed pilot, one of ours. We patrolled, we surveyed, we pulled guns apart, we reassembled them, we played poker, we drank beer, we hunted wildlife, we wanked, we slept, we exercised, we fought, we read, we got sick, we recovered, and over and over we wondered – when?


  Groups of signalmen would rotate between the sections and headquarters, so I got to see a lot of the Territory. I especially liked a stay with C Platoon on the Roper River, going out on a launch into the Gulf of Carpentaria and patrolling the river. Johnny was in C, too, so we had a couple of great evenings catching up. As we drank and joked, it felt like our old easy friendship had returned: the rivalry over Helen no longer mattered. I still felt pain when I thought of her married and forever out of my reach, but I didn’t envy Johnny’s predicament either.


  While I was at Roper River, Alan came in on rotation for a few weeks. Johnny and I never spoke of their bond: for his sake I kept up the pretence. The two of them were always discreet but they were able to have a few days out of camp together on patrol.


  I could see how content they were when they returned. Was Johnny a poof, a hypocrite, an unfaithful husband? Was Alan a queer, a pervert, someone not sure if he was Arthur or Martha? I didn’t know and, really, I didn’t care. They were simply my good friends, then and always.


  Late one night in April, back at Katherine, I was thinking about turning in. The mosquitoes were awful, I was dripping sweat and I’d had enough. Alan was there in the corner, working on something with a soldering-iron. I gently turned the dial and through the static came the dit-dah of Morse. I grabbed the pen and jotted down the letters.


  Alan lifted his head and said, ‘What was that?’


  ‘Give us the book and I’ll see.’


  I decrypted it carefully, then sat staring at the paper.


  ‘Come on,’ said Alan.


  ‘It’s from Signals at Darwin. They’ve finally got a message from the 2nd Independents in Timor: FORCE INTACT STILL FIGHTING STOP BADLY NEED BOOTS QUININE MONEY TOMMY GUN AMMUNITION STOP.’


  We looked at each other. A chill ran up my sweaty spine.


  ‘Still fighting by themselves, poor bastards,’ said Alan. ‘And we’re stuck here counting crocodiles.’


  At last a new regiment moved in to relieve us, and in late August the 4th Independent Company reassembled at Adelaide River, sixty miles south of Darwin. I met Johnny at the mess for the first time in months. Hardly before we’d sat down he proudly handed me a photograph. My breath caught in my throat. It was Helen, tired, happy, holding a bundle with a small crinkled face.


  ‘Congratulations, mate, well done!’ I said.


  ‘She did all the work, poor cow. A bit early but she said it was pretty easy. Jesus, look at that beautiful little fella.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m a lucky bastard, aren’t I? More than a bloke deserves.’


  You are a lucky bastard, Johnny, I thought. You have no idea.


  Bullock leant over. ‘What are you going to call him, Snow?’


  ‘Ian. Ian John Eriksson.’


  My half-closed eyes open wide in surprise. I did know, after all! I’m sitting here at my desk, lost in memory, and I realise I’ve known the name of Johnny’s son all these years. I didn’t need Lena to tell me.


  Oh, hell. Lena.


  Chapter 9

  



  The academic year of 1983 has begun and the golden lads and girls are streaming back to their studies. I’m pretty busy but I keep an eye out for Lena. She’s in another department so we won’t necessarily run into each other, but the union’s always a good bet.


  And there she is, at a corner table, reading. I go up with my tray and say – awful joke – ‘May I join you, Miss Erikssen? Or would that be Ms nowadays?’


  She gives me a look of disgust.


  ‘All right, I’m sorry, Lena. Yes, I said I’d visit but it wasn’t possible.’


  ‘Yeah?’ she says. ‘I’m sure you had more important things to do. Wash your hair. Go to the dentist. Fun things.’


  I sit down. ‘A friend died, Lena. I had to go to Sydney for a few weeks to support his partner.’


  ‘Oh … That’s awful. It was nice of you to help her.’


  ‘Him, Alan. My oldest friend. And the father of my stepchildren.’


  She’s surprised. ‘His partner was a man, a homosexual? And the father of your kids too?’


  ‘Bisexual. He was married to my wife Marion for seven years. Then he fell in love with Jan, the man who just died. They were together for, oh, twenty-six years after that.’


  ‘Like normal people?’


  ‘Exactly like normal people,’ I say wryly, putting sugar in my coffee.


  ‘Did he die of that new thing, the “gay plague”?’


  ‘No. It was just good old cancer.’ I gaze at her. ‘Jan was a doctor, Lena. Balding, ordinary. He probably saved hundreds of people’s lives. He loved reading, jazz, good food. Totally ordinary, totally special.’ My throat closes for a moment.


  ‘I’m sorry, Mike. You must miss him.’


  ‘Yes.’


  There’s a pause.


  She leans her head on one hand, considering me, and says gently, ‘Are you gay too, Mike? Is that why you don’t want to see Nana – she’ll find out your terrible secret?’


  I half-choke on my coffee. ‘No. Your nana already knows most of my terrible secrets and that’s not one of them.’


  ‘Then why don’t you want to meet her again after all these years? Do you think she’ll be shocked you’re older now?’


  ‘Sadly, that’s a given, young lady. I say “dignified” but the mirror says something else.’


  She smiles. ‘You’re not that bad for a hundred years old, Mike.’


  ‘Hey, I’m only ninety-nine and don’t you forget it.’ I gather my thoughts and take a breath.


  ‘Look, Lena. After the war your nana and I had a terrible argument and it ended our friendship. I was hurt more than I can explain. I’m certain she doesn’t want to see me and I honestly don’t think I could bear seeing her. Not even now. That’s all there is to it.’


  She gazes at me. ‘Is it because you argued about my grandfather?’


  I say carefully, ‘Your grandfather?’


  ‘Nana told me, when you didn’t visit. We’re very close. I lived with her when my parents were breaking up. She’d tell me almost anything I asked.’


  ‘And what did you ask?’


  ‘What you two argued about.’


  ‘What did she say?’


  ‘That you’d tried to explain something about my grandfather that upset her.’


  I close my eyes for a moment.


  ‘What was it, Mike?’


  I rub my face. ‘That’s enough revelations for one day. It didn’t matter in the long run.’


  I catch sight of the time on her wristwatch. ‘I’ve got to give a lecture at one-thirty. Look, Lena, I’ll talk to you later.’


  ‘Yeah. Sure, Mike,’ she says, rolling her eyes just like Helen.

  



  At dawn on 22nd September 1942 we climbed into trucks with all our gear and were driven to Darwin. Some brass told us we were going somewhere special to do something important, then we were marched up the gangway onto HMAS Voyager, an old destroyer. The crowded ship sailed that evening.


  I leant on the bulwark beside Johnny and Alan and watched Darwin Harbour recede in the sunset. I knew they were wondering, like me, if we’d ever see it again. Later that night we all bedded down on the deck in moonlight. The sea was calm, the air warm. We had to zigzag to avoid a submarine, but otherwise the night was quiet. Next morning was beautiful blue-sky weather and by midafternoon we could see land on the horizon.


  Gradually the mountains of Timor emerged through the haze: range after distant blue range receding high into the clouds. The closer we got, the taller they were: Wilsons Prom was a bunch of hillocks in comparison.


  Johnny and I looked at each other in awe. ‘Jesus,’ he said.


  Voyager anchored off Betano Beach, on the southern side of long narrow Timor. We scrambled down nets into canvas boats and got ashore easily. Gaunt, sunburnt, bearded soldiers surrounded us and, with hundreds of native Timorese helping, we loaded supplies onto strings of small ponies.


  At the same time the ship started drifting. They couldn’t use the engines: too many boats were near the propellers. We watched in amazement as Voyager grounded, quivering. The sailors did everything they could but the tide was dropping. Soon she was completely stranded and the word was she’d have to be destroyed.


  After midnight we were assembled and moved away from the beach. From a distance we heard demolition charges exploding. It was unnerving to think of our recent safe refuge – and what might have been our future transport out of here – being transformed into scrap metal.


  Two days later we heard that corvettes had come to take the stranded sailors back to Darwin. In the meantime we were finding out what lay ahead in Timor.

  



  Unable to sleep at 4 a.m., my eyes tracing the familiar curves of plasterwork on the ceiling, I think, I can’t reconcile it, I can’t, I’ve tried over and over, for years. But maybe, somehow, this time I’ll understand.


  There was the glamour of our beautiful young selves united in common cause, the ecstasy of action after such long anticipation, the sense that our own sweet lives – whatever might happen to others – would continue inviolate, invulnerable.


  There was the callousness of the top brass who dumped us on a thousand-mile chessboard without enough food or medicine or boots or armaments, and all the while were busy as red ants building their own little empires at home.


  And there was the swarming enemy of our nightmares, kicking away the scaffolding of a century of white man’s certainty, and raping and murdering and pillaging its way across a hemisphere.


  Were we brave, pathetic cannon fodder? Yes. Were our commanders self-serving armchair warriors? Yes. Were we facing an appalling, implacable enemy? Yes.


  Fuck, fuck, fuck. My mind reels in familiar grief and disbelief. I turn over and try to sleep again.


  

  



  I was surprised to find Timor was rather like the outback. Red and ochre soils, familiar gum trees and low scrub, nothing at all like the jungle I’d expected. The few days since we’d landed had been hell – climbing, carrying, moving. Legs that had coped easily with Prom peaks now had to climb mountains five times higher. Timor might have been in the tropics but it was freezing once you got into the hills. At night, under the stars, we’d sit around small hidden fires.


  We’d thought ourselves hard men, but we looked like spoilt, plump children next to the 2nd Company men. Gazing at faces in the smoky firelight, I thought about the nicknames we all seemed to pick up. I was Broome, fair Johnny was Snow, handsome Alan was Flynn (as in Errol). Animal names were popular too: we had Bullock, Kanga, Whippet and Brumby.


  But the boys of the 2nd? All I could think was: Wolf. A pack of human wolves – sharp-faced, filthy, cruel-eyed, savage. I’d see them curl up on the dirt and fall instantly asleep, then at a sound come wide awake, snarling, rifles ready. Most were ill too, tropical ulcers the least of it. Malaria was common, but they’d keep going, shivering, sweating, collapsing for a few days. Many had dysentery, and we were already coming down with that. The pain was shocking, and afterwards you could hardly walk for trembling. But the veterans just kept moving, and in time we did too.


  When we arrived there were only four hundred Australians on Timor – the 2nd Company and some other soldiers who hadn’t surrendered. But even after we joined them we were still less than seven hundred all up. At least the brass had changed our name: Sparrow Force had become Lancer Force. They must have thought it’d be good for morale.


  Each of our sections was sent on patrol with the equivalent unit in the 2nd, to learn what we could as fast as possible. But I soon realised they wanted to keep their distance: our inexperience meant higher odds of them getting killed because some drongo got heroic.


  Independent companies had no room for heroics. They were supposed to harass, sabotage, terrify and disappear. Hit and run, shoot and shoot through, knacker ’em and nick off. To be fair, we in the 4th weren’t very good to begin with. Ambushes are moments of screaming noisy confusion, and out of sheer necessity we did a bit more nicking off than knackering.


  Still, we quickly improved. We had superb allies among the East Timorese. Cheerful boys and men lined up to carry gear, load ponies, gather intelligence and find desperately needed food. We gave them silver coins when Darwin sent us money, but many remained unpaid despite what we owed them.


  And, by God, we owed them everything. Without the Timorese, quite simply, we would have died. They called themselves criados, a beautiful word to my ears. To the Portuguese it meant ‘servants’. To us it meant ‘saviours’.


  Food was the biggest problem. There were occasional drops in storpedoes – parachuted containers – and supplies ferried from Darwin in small ships, but getting it to the outposts, on strings of ponies along narrow mountain tracks, was an endless struggle. Many of us depended on whatever the criados could scrounge.


  Things had been simpler for the 2nd: at first only a few thousand Japanese had invaded, so it was easier then to practise the art of knackering. By the time we arrived there were perhaps ten thousand of the enemy, and the stranding of Voyager had stirred them up like wasps.


  Our main task was to locate planes, ships and installations so Darwin could bomb them. We signalmen went wherever we were needed, and in early October a few of us were sent to help set up the East Observation Post overlooking the capital, Dili.


  On the way there we stopped for the night in a village where a 2nd Company patrol was camped. One of their boys was Jacka, brother of our sniper, Davo. Sitting around the small fire that night, Davo said he couldn’t figure out why the Portuguese weren’t fighting beside us.


  Jacka looked amazed. ‘Davo, what did they tell you about this place before they sent you here?’


  Davo said, ‘Bugger-all.’


  ‘Babes at arms,’ said Jacka, shaking his head. ‘Listen, kiddies, you need to know this. It was us who screwed the Portuguese by coming here in the first place. Sure, the Dutch wanted us to stop the Nips nicking West Timor. But the Portos own the East and they’ve been neutral ever since Adolf got unfriendly. They didn’t want a bar of us.’


  ‘So what happened, Jacka?’ said Davo.


  ‘The brass sent us to Dili and just about held a gun to the Porto governor’s head, saying we’d help whether he liked it or not. But then that drew in the Japs.’


  ‘What, they wouldn’t have invaded East Timor if we hadn’t been here first?’ I asked, shaken.


  ‘You got it in one. They already had all the Dutch East Indies. They didn’t need this godforsaken place. Not till we stumbled into the china shop.’


  ‘Shit,’ said Davo thoughtfully.


  ‘Okay. Lesson two, my little chickadees,’ said Jacka grimly. ‘The Timorese have spent forever hacking off one another’s heads, stealing chooks and women and burning down huts. National sport. Keeps them happy, spears, bow-and-arrow stuff.’


  He started rolling up a cigarette. ‘But the Dutch treated them like dogs. And the Portos made them work in their plantations. Now the Japs are saying they’ll free the natives from all that colonialism and some think it’s a cracker of an idea.’


  ‘But don’t the criados support us?’ I said.


  ‘Oh yeah, plenty hate the Japs as much as we do. And things weren’t too bad till about six or eight weeks ago. Then it all went tits-up.’


  He lit his little smoke and stared at the glowing end, rubbing his thin face. I realised how desperately tired he was.


  ‘About a month before you boys got here, the Nips armed a horde of West Timorese and sent them east to hunt us and our criados. They haven’t stopped since. Burning villages, taking heads, all the rest. Only now they’ve got guns, not spears.’


  ‘But can’t the East Timorese fight back?’ asked Davo.


  ‘With what? Our brass doesn’t want them to have guns. They might turn them on their colonial masters, mightn’t they?’


  ‘So,’ I said, ‘they stick with us and die. Or they go over to the Japs and get left alone.’


  Jacka sighed. No one spoke.


  Chapter 10

  



  Late March 1983 – Palm Sunday – and I’m in an antinuclear demonstration marching up Swanson Street, one hundred thousand strong. President Reagan, the senile film star, has restarted the nuclear arms race after it seemed for a blessed year or two that mutually assured destruction was winding down.


  I did my share of Vietnam demos, but now we’ve got to get out there again. The thought of nuclear weapons is monstrous, agonising. I walk in the crowd but don’t have a placard. I’m only there to show there’s more of us who care about this than the power-crazed madmen can ever imagine.


  I look around the crowd – people holding children by the hand or carrying them in slings. Posters, placards, anti-nuke symbols everywhere. Young people, middle-aged, old. Children, parents, grandparents. Above all, sane, intelligent, generous people, up against global bloodlust.


  Betty, oh, Betty. Your feathered brows, your teasing eyes, the sweet silk of your skin. I miss you so terribly. I wish you were here to see this, to know people are trying to stop the madness even today.


  I notice a cluster of my students and wave politely. They wave back, surprised: their professor? Demonstrating? Wow, that’s weird. A little later I see Lena’s red-gold hair. She’s with a girl and boy in hippie gear and one of the engineering post-grads I vaguely know. They’re older kids, more sophisticated than Lena, and I’m surprised she’s hanging around with them.


  She sees me and comes over.


  ‘Isn’t this fantastic, Mike? So many people. The government’s got to pay attention now.’


  ‘I hope so. But don’t expect it.’


  ‘You irredeemable optimist,’ she says, laughing.


  ‘Lena? The people you’re with. Have you known them long?’


  ‘Not long. I met Steve at a concert the other night. He’s really nice. He’s in engineering.’


  ‘Yes, I know.’


  ‘And Angel’s doing biology, she’s amazingly cool. Not sure about Greg, though. He just hangs around.’


  ‘Yes. Well. Look after yourself.’


  ‘Okay, Mike. See you later.’ She returns to her friends.


  The crowd comes to a ragged halt. There are a few speeches through an unreliable amplifier but the sense is clear. We cheer and applaud and pray that these demonstrations by millions of people all over the world on this special day will somehow tilt the scales towards sanity and away from premeditated genocide.


  I remember the grey wastelands of Hiroshima and feel sick with sorrow.

  



  We set up the Dili observation post in a good spot where we could easily see ship, plane and troop movements. I’d cipher the information into groups of letters, then transmit it to Darwin in Morse code. But we hadn’t gone unnoticed. In mid-October our ridge was buzzed by a Zero, then next day bombed and machine-gunned by three planes. Luckily they missed us. It was the first time I’d been bombed. It was over in seconds but the noise was appalling, the terror unspeakable.


  A few days later we could see a lot of troop activity around Dili, then suddenly realised it was heading in our direction. We quickly dispersed into small groups, to rendezvous later. About six hundred Japanese arrived on the mountain with mortars and spread out.


  At one stage there were units on ridges either side of us. We – me, Davo and two other blokes – were huddled behind and half-under some fallen trees and I could clearly hear and see the Japanese closest to us. I kept very, very still, my heart pounding.


  I could understand most of their conversation – the usual ‘Watch it’, ‘What’s over there?’, ‘Move over’, ‘Be quiet’ (from the corporal), exclamations and swearing. But it was the sight of them surprised me. We’d been told they were tiny men with dreadful eyesight, yet some of these soldiers were far from short and only a few had glasses. I should have realised it was just propaganda. Some of the men I saw against the skyline were so well built they reminded me of my old friend Ken.


  As we lay there, hardly breathing, my mind raced. I hadn’t given Ken a thought for ages; too much had been happening. In any case, I still couldn’t imagine him as one of the enemy, not like these men. But dear God, I hoped we’d never meet.


  And Betty, an Australian-Japanese girl, trapped in a country at war with her homeland. If the Allies won – and the odds of them doing so were improving daily as the Americans landed staggering numbers of men and weapons – what punishment would then descend upon Japan? Upon gentle Betty?


  Finally the soldiers passed beyond us. We could see their progress from the smoke of the native huts they casually set on fire. When they’d had enough fun they withdrew and returned to Dili. We went back to the observation post and kept reporting.

  



  My criado was named Jorges. He said he was twelve but ten was more likely. He was small, sturdy, happy, able to carry his own body weight in gear without breaking into a sweat. And loyal. Frighteningly loyal.


  I knew we’d have to be withdrawn eventually. We were holding regiments of Japanese back from New Guinea battlefronts where they could be doing serious damage. We were mosquitoes – irritating, infuriating – and if we hung around for too long we’d be crushed.


  The brass had to withdraw us. And then what would happen to Jorges? To his friends who’d thrown in their lot with us because we didn’t treat them like dogs, because we didn’t force ourselves upon their women?


  The Japanese raped without mercy, imprisoning Timorese girls in their ‘comfort stations’, to be violated day after day until they couldn’t walk. Australians were far from perfect but at least we were officially ordered to be respectful: survival depended on it. This was not to say there were no women. Some of the Portuguese administrators had demure dark-eyed daughters, but they were untouchable except by officers.


  Still, a few of us got lucky too: Timorese women were independent and friendly and some made their interest obvious. Once we were camped overnight at a village and I met a young woman with lovely cheekbones and a teasing smile. Her black hair was in a glossy knot and she was wearing a traditional sarong.


  Her name was Aida; a tiny thing, hardly came up to my shoulder. She took my hand and led me quietly into the bush. She spread a cloth on the ground and when we lay down nothing else mattered. She gave me a moment of sweet pleasure, unique in those months of desperate effort.


  I wanted to give her something in return. All I could find in my pack was a small mirror, but it seemed to please her. When we left the village Aida waved at me. I waved back, hoping fervently she’d grow old in her own land, with children and grandchildren and a good life, and never, never be hurt by the Japanese. But all I could give her was a mirror.


  

  



  In late October I was sent to fix a C Platoon radio in Atsabe, an outpost in the mountains. Bullock came with me as escort. We’d been great friends since our fight at the Prom. He’d often joke about the terrible scar I’d inflicted on his brow, which was almost invisible, unlike the one on my poor knuckles.


  Our criados, Jorges and Lilimo, came along too. We had a pony to carry our gear, and after a day of mountain-bashing we trudged into camp in the late afternoon. It was outside Atsabe village, halfway up a rocky hill.


  I was chuffed to find Johnny there, sitting against a tree, smoking some of the foul Timorese tobacco we used for lack of anything else. We hadn’t met up since the landing, so had a good time rabbiting to each other about actions and patrols and what had happened to various friends. Johnny told me Alan was over at Alsai, a platoon HQ only a few miles away.


  Later we sat in a thatched hut eating a scanty meal of maize and a few small pieces of chicken. Johnny’s fair hair was longer now and he had a smooth golden beard. Mine was all russet curls (which gave joy to the blokes who thought comparing it to pubic hair was a real stroke of insight). His smile was easy and he looked well; thinner, like all of us, but not struck down by illness so far.


  Sadly, the same couldn’t be said about me. For two months I’d been fairly lucky: I’d had dysentery of course, fleas and lice and a few small tropical ulcers, but I’d avoided anything worse. That night I began to feel light-headed, then painfully cold.


  Johnny got me a mug of hot tea but soon I was shivering so much I couldn’t hold it steady. I got into my sleeping bag and he found more blankets but they didn’t help. My bones throbbed, I couldn’t think, the cold was agonising.


  ‘It’s okay, Mike. Malaria, I reckon,’ Johnny said. ‘I’ve see a lot of men with it. You’ll be all right in a few days.’


  ‘But, Jesus. Johnny. This is. Hell. What if. Japs come?’


  ‘Don’t worry, just rest. I’ll look after you.’


  A few hours later the cold ebbed but then I got hotter and hotter. I threw off the blankets and lay on top of the sleeping bag, trying to mop up my drenching sweat with a towel. Gradually everything faded away into heat and pain.


  Seemingly moments afterwards, though it was really the early hours a day later, I heard a loud noise. Then more loud noises. Johnny leapt out of the hut. More noises. I slowly sat up and fumbled my boots on.


  Johnny dashed back and pulled me to my feet. My knees gave way but he threw my arm over his shoulder and we somehow hobbled from the hut and started up the hill in the pre-dawn greyness. There was running nearby, voices, firing.


  I heard Bullock say, ‘Got him, Snow?’ and somehow I was half-walking, half being dragged up a path behind boulders. Guns were firing, whining noises whipping past my ears, chips of rock flying. The sky to the east was white-pink and gold.


  We collapsed behind a large boulder. The firing eased off. Someone threw a couple of grenades down the hill. Explosions. A few more bullets. Silence. I heard Bullock breathing heavily near me. His big good-natured face was creased with laughter. ‘Jeez, Broome, don’t think your feet hit the ground once.’


  I tried to say something but Johnny said crisply, ‘Quiet, everyone.’ I leant back against him, noted with interest the sky was now an attractive shade of blue, and lost consciousness.


  I came to a day later in the hut again. I drank some water and lay there, weak as the proverbial kitten. I could hear people moving about outside. Johnny came in.


  ‘Good, you’re awake.’


  ‘What happened?’


  ‘Just a stupid little raid, nuisance value. The Japs burnt part of the village further down. A few shots came this way. They ran off when we shot back.’


  ‘Thanks for getting me out, Johnny.’


  ‘Nah, you practically trotted up the hill by yourself.’


  ‘Bullshit,’ I said. ‘How much longer? Can hardly move. Feel like a piece of paper. All ripped up.’


  He smiled. ‘Probably another day. Sleep if you can. Don’t worry, there won’t be any more trouble.’


  ‘You said that last time.’


  ‘Call that trouble? You must’ve led a sheltered life. Go to sleep.’

  



  Next day Alan arrived from Alsai with a sig I hadn’t seen for ages, little sharp-faced Whippet.


  ‘Heard you brought the wrath of Nippon down on everyone’s heads,’ Alan said. ‘Trouble just follows you round, doesn’t it, mate?’


  ‘Johnny tells me that wasn’t trouble. You must have led a sheltered life too, mate.’


  I was sitting back against a tree, enjoying the sun. Alan grinned and squatted down beside me. With his dark beard he looked like a thoughtful pirate.


  ‘Show us your eyes,’ he said. ‘Okay, no jaundice. If you start pissing black, say something straightaway, we’ll need to get you down to the doc.’


  ‘When did you become such a malaria expert?’ I said.


  ‘Since the day I got to this bloody island.’


  ‘Well I’m feeling much better today, Dr Flynn,’ I said. ‘Going to have a look at that broken radio in a minute, brought plenty of spare parts.’


  ‘Great. Anything left over we can use. Whippet’ll help, he’s good with that model.’


  He stood up and looked at me, a half-smile on his face. ‘Corporal Erikssen and I are going up the track for a lookout. Back in a while.’


  ‘You be careful, young man,’ I said, waving an admonishing finger. ‘There’s nasty little men with guns out there.’


  He grinned. ‘Jeez, Mike, your jokes are awful. Glad you’re okay, you silly bastard.’


  Whippet and I worked on the radio set for half an hour. We were lucky because it was only a broken component and could have been a lot worse. Afterwards, over cups of tea, I looked at him and said, ‘Whippet, you’re so scary now anyone gunning for you’d run a mile. Don’t think you’ll be in much danger back in Collingwood.’


  He almost blushed, which didn’t quite suit the scraggy black beard. He wanted to play two-up then but I knew I’d lose and couldn’t afford it. He just smiled. He’d find some other bunny.


  Later that afternoon Johnny and Alan came back along the track, alert, professional, rifles over their shoulders. They reported a number of Japanese moving west away from us, otherwise nothing to worry about.


  Next morning, Alan and Whippet left for Alsai. Jorges and I went with them to help carry the radio spares – poor Bullock was out for the count that day with dysentery. We had a quiet trek to Alsai, A Platoon’s headquarters.


  On the way back in the afternoon, Jorges and I stopped near the top of a mountain for a breather. In the sudden quiet we heard the murmur of voices and the clank of metal. We clambered our way to the high side of the track and found a hiding place behind trees.


  After a few moments a group of about twelve Japanese passed below us in single file. Breathing slowly, silently, I lifted my Tommy gun and waited until they were almost all past and we could take them by surprise.


  My finger tightened, tightened: then noise was everywhere. I saw the last two men fall, horribly damaged, and the man in front of them collapse, screaming. Then we took off.


  I thanked all the gods I knew (and we’d got to know quite a few in Timor by then) as we reached the top of the mountain and galloped through the bush down the other side. For a time there was the noise of pursuit, then it faded away. Jorges and I stopped for a moment, gasping for breath.


  He was grinning fiercely, delighted by the attack. ‘Tuan Mike, we kill Japs, good, good!’


  I grinned too. Yes, it was good, good; my first blood. I felt nothing more than intense relief my training had come into play when I’d needed it. And although I searched my heart for guilt I had taken someone’s life, it simply wasn’t there.


  

  



  That night Johnny and I were lying in our sleeping bags in the hut.


  ‘Do you get to spend time with Alan often?’ I said. I’d decided I wasn’t going to be coy anymore.


  ‘Not often enough,’ said Johnny with a small sigh. So he’d decided not to be coy either. He turned over to face me.


  ‘Mike. Thanks for – I dunno – not giving me a hard time about it. I used to be scared of anyone finding out, but now? I don’t give a damn. Either of us could be dead tomorrow.’


  ‘Have the other blokes given you a hard time?’


  ‘Funny, most know but couldn’t care less. The brass whinge about immorality, bad for morale, that bullshit, but the fighting men just want mates who’ll keep ’em alive. They don’t care if you fuck pumpkins.’


  ‘You fuck pumpkins, then?’


  He aimed a thump at my arm.


  ‘Johnny,’ I said. ‘You and Al, pumpkin-fuckers or not, you’re the best mates a man could have. I don’t care what you do behind the woodshed.’


  ‘Thanks, fella.’


  I added thoughtfully, ‘Come to think of it, what do you do behind the woodshed?’


  He laughed. ‘Ah, that’s between us.’


  ‘I’ll say it is,’ I said salaciously.


  ‘Broome, get your mind out of the gutter. Nah … hard to explain. It’s like nothing else matters, it’s Alan, it’s just him. And me. It feels so good, so easy to be together. Not like with Helen.’


  A long silence descended.


  He sighed. ‘Mike, I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have got married. But she was pregnant. I had to do the right thing.’


  ‘I know.’


  ‘But you want to know something else? The baby, when I saw his face in that photo . . . I dunno, I just loved him. No matter what happens to me, he’s there now. He’s beautiful.’ Johnny shifted onto his back. ‘Mike?’


  ‘Hmm?’ I said. I was tired.


  ‘If anything happens to me, you’ll look after them, won’t you?’


  ‘Don’t say that, Johnny. Bad luck.’


  ‘Come on, Mike. I’m serious.’


  I gazed towards him in the darkness. ‘Johnny, I promise. Whatever happens, I’ll look after them.’


  He sighed, long and slow. ‘Thanks.’


  Chapter 11

  



  It’s the day after the anti-nuclear march. Lena comes up beside me as I walk into the union and I feel a grim sense of inevitability.


  ‘Want coffee, Mike?’


  I’d prefer intravenous alcohol, but coffee sounds all right.


  We go into the cafe. She orders and I pay.


  ‘You can’t purchase my favours, young lady,’ I say.


  ‘You’re not actually in my department, it’s a waste of time.’


  ‘God, your jokes are awful, Mike.’


  ‘I’ve heard that once or twice before,’ I say.


  We sit down. She stirs sugar into her cup and looks at me, determined. ‘This is the last time I’ll ask, Mike.’


  I wait.


  ‘My dad Ian’s visiting. I told him about you, how you were a soldier with his father. He’d like to meet you, say hello.’


  I gaze at her, unable to think of an answer.


  She looks at me, exasperated. ‘Nana’s gone away. Camping at Alice Springs.’


  ‘Camping? Helen?’


  She laughs. ‘Yes, camping. She’s a painter. She likes to go painting in the outback, with some old Aboriginal ladies. They paint together. And she camps there, she’s got a van.’


  ‘She drives a van, herself, to Alice Springs?’


  ‘Mike. It’s the 1980s, for heaven’s sake. Yes, she drives a van. A good one. To Alice Springs.’


  ‘Oh,’ I say.


  ‘The point is, she won’t be there. We’re having a big barbecue this Saturday. You can come along without any fear of having to face your dark past.’


  I feel trapped, furious, overwhelmed. She can’t imagine the dark past that torments me.


  ‘Jesus, Lena. Why? What is this? Why do you keep doing this to me?’


  ‘Mike, you feel like part of my family, I can’t explain it.’


  ‘But I’m bloody not.’


  ‘No. You’re not,’ she says sadly. ‘You’re not part of anyone’s family.’


  I’m incredulous. ‘I’ve got a family. The kids are grown up, my wife’s dead, but … I’ve …’ I can’t speak.


  She looks at me, her eyes gentle. ‘Mike, you’re the loneliest man I ever met.’


  I stand, carefully, and leave.


  

  



  At first I’m outraged. She’s a twenty-year-old kid, for God’s sake. What does she know about life, about people? About me? I walk and walk, up and down the streets near my house. My teeth are clenched. Occasionally I pass someone and they keep their distance.


  Gradually my fury eases. My hands loosen. My throat opens. I start trembling. I make it to my front door and get inside. I lean my forehead against the wall: that seems to help, a point of stability.


  From the centre of my chest a groan forces itself up through my aching throat. Great choking sobs follow, one upon the next. I fall to my knees, and slowly to my side, and then to the welcoming floor; toppled by grief.


  All storms pass.


  A long time later I open my eyes. I see dust and the skirting board. I’m cold, the floor is hard. Slowly I get up, find some tissues, mop my face, put the kettle on.


  I sit on the couch holding the warm brew, my mind empty. I can’t focus on a single skittering thought, but then, I don’t want to. They all hurt. Later, I go to bed and sleep, grateful for the grace of unconsciousness.


  In the morning I have tea and toast in bed. I’m hypnotised by the sunlight on the sheets. My face is tight, my eyes swollen, my head sore.


  It’s Tuesday. I don’t have to give any lectures. There’s a class I can postpone and a faculty meeting I’d love to escape. I ring the department and take a sickie, then roll over and fall asleep again.

  



  That evening I get up and make a sandwich and pour a glass of wine. I sit in the courtyard. The last of the day’s light is high on the walls, the air is mild. I eat my sandwich and sip my wine. I haven’t had anything since this morning so it all tastes good. I look at the creeper Marion planted that’s spread all over the back wall, its leaves going gold and red.


  I can’t avoid thinking anymore.


  I’d promised Johnny. How could I have buried that under layers of memory?


  I sigh. It hasn’t been a simple life. There was a lot I wanted to forget. But the easy wartime promise – yes, I’ll look after your people – I’d given it and I’d forgotten, until Lena came along and forced me to remember.


  And there’s the other thing. She’s right. I am lonely. Terribly lonely.


  I love my kids but they aren’t really mine. They have their own contented lives: at best I’m an affectionate obligation.


  Betty? Gone so long there’s only fragments now. Golden skin, teasing eyes, blossoms on a glorious, dreadful day.


  Marion? I miss her terribly. It was almost a marriage of convenience, but we grew together for twenty-two years. She was the scaffolding of my life and I’m gutless, spineless, without her.


  And Helen: who am I kidding? We had a fling forty-two – dear God, forty-two – years ago. We had a bitter, agonising parting. Today she wouldn’t know me in the street and I wouldn’t know her.


  I put my head in my hands and groan.


  A long time later, resolution emerges. I need to keep my promise to Johnny. And I need to accept the hand of friendship when it’s offered.


  I track Lena down next day and say, to her surprise, I’ll come to the big barbecue.

  



  The Japanese brought in more reinforcements: by November 1942, a mere seven hundred commandos had thousands of the enemy committed to Timor. But it couldn’t last. The boys in the 2nd Company were on their last legs, horribly thin and sick, and we were going the same way.


  Timorese tribal warfare was an ever-mounting horror. Darwin finally sent us some rifles to arm our criados, but it was too late. We kept finding rotting bodies scattered in the ruins of razed villages, beautiful spots where once we’d been welcomed. I started waking up with nightmares.


  The Japanese controlled most of the country now, forcing us back to the south coast. They’d ordered the Portuguese to assemble at camps in special areas but we all knew what that meant. The 2nd Independents and the remaining Europeans had to get away, but it was clear the 4th wouldn’t be going with them: we had to mind the shop while everyone else scarpered.


  On 30th November 1942 a little ship called Kuru picked up eighty Portuguese women and children, and a few days later the destroyer Tjerk Hiddes took hundreds more to Darwin. Tjerk Hiddes came back for the 2nd Independents, but their criados were strictly forbidden to go with them. There’d been ugly words from Darwin about letting even ‘half-caste’ Portuguese into White Australia.


  Tjerk Hiddes returned a third time and over those few weeks carried a thousand people to safety. But when the corvettes Castlemaine and Armidale tried to save more refugees and bring us Dutch troops as reinforcements, Armidale was bombed and sunk with massive losses.


  In the end, a mere twenty extra soldiers were landed. Just three hundred of us were left to carry on the fight against twelve thousand Japanese.


  Tjerk Hiddes also brought mail from home. It took time to pass along the pony trail, but before Christmas 1942 I held the first letters I’d seen in a long time. Their writers, of course, had no idea where we were or what we were doing. I carefully opened the envelopes and read gentle, innocuous reports of family and friends: no one wanted to send bad news to the front, so I had to read between the lines.


  Mum and Dad were well, living in Perth with Mum’s sister Rosa and her husband Anton, who were artists too, like Liam. (Could be trouble – Dad and Auntie Rosa had never been fond of each other and it wasn’t a large house.) My sister Anna had taken up nursing (that’d be a surprise for someone so disorganised), while Liam’s flat feet had kept him out of the army so he’d become an ambulance driver instead (good, my gentle brother didn’t belong in any army).


  There was also a letter from the O’Briens in Foster. They were well. The Erikssens were well. Helen and her baby, four months old by now, were well. That was it. Just about everyone on the continent of Australia was well.


  Even if it were possible to send letters home, I couldn’t imagine what I’d write. That I’d lost two stone I could barely afford to lose? That I didn’t even notice my fleas and lice anymore? That my boots were so worn through it was like going barefoot? That every few weeks I’d collapse, delirious? That tribes of mad natives were after me, aided and abetted by regiments of homicidal Japanese?


  That night I lay in my sleeping bag, thinking of Helen. Exhaustion and illness and fear of sudden carnage left little time for erotic fantasies, even of lovely, unobtainable Helen. But I remembered our astonishing moment of passion, her fury when she thought I was lying, her sadness the day we went to war, her contented face with her tiny baby, Ian.


  Helen was my first love and I still yearned for her. But young as I was, and trapped on that sad island, I wondered for the first time if I might find other joys in my life. I felt a feather touch of hope.

  



  I was sent to the East Observation Post again because their signalman was sick. Even though the 2nd Independents had gone, accurate bombing told the Japanese they were still being watched and their raids around the countryside had become breathtakingly vicious.


  After a few days the sig recovered and I was sent back to B Platoon headquarters at Fatu-Maquerec. I had Bullock as escort again and was pleased; he was good company. We had our criados and a pony and didn’t run into any trouble, but most of the villages we saw on the way were ruins.


  It was monsoon season, strange weather. Glorious mornings, then on cue at noon clouds would roll in and the rain would start bucketing down. On the second day, all pink dawn and blue sky, we set off early. It would have been lovely except I could feel a bout of malaria creeping up on me.


  The path was narrow and steep and there was no avoiding a burnt-out native village to one side. Even if we hadn’t seen it we would have smelt it. I was feeling weaker every minute. I almost tripped. At my feet was the rotting corpse of a woman, her black hair in a knot. She was clutching a dead child.


  I hallucinated she was Aida, but thought wildly, it couldn’t be, she didn’t have a child. Then it hit me: how would I even know? I stumbled to one side and vomited. Bullock got me onto the pony and I don’t remember much more until we reached Fatu-Maquerec that evening. This bout of malaria wasn’t as intense as the first, although I was still weak two days later. My nightmares got worse.


  At least it was almost Christmas and we knew we had a few parcels dropped by storpedo to look forward to. But at dawn we were woken suddenly by bullets, whining like wasps, thwacking the sides of our hut. I dragged on my pathetic excuse for boots – Bullock had slept in his – and we rolled out the door with our guns. Two huts were already alight.


  Out lieutenant roared the name of the rendezvous point and we scattered. Our packs, radio gear and precious parcels were abandoned; our criados, wisely, headed for the hills. Bullock and I followed another two men along a track, then they drew ahead as the malaria slowed me down. Bullock stayed with me.


  We came around a bend in the track and a Japanese soldier was there, aiming. He shot Bullock, who simply dropped. As I leapt sideways I felt the second shot, a blow to my left shoulder as if Johnny had thumped it harder than I could imagine. But I’d already lifted my gun and fired at the same time. The man’s chest exploded red and he fell back. I saw his ordinary little face looking at me, surprised, dead.


  My ears were ringing, my knees gave way. I sat down in the mud and leant against a tree, astonished. Then I looked at Bullock and moaned in horror. The bottom half of his amiable face was destroyed and he was staring at me, beseeching. I tried to rise, to get help, but I was too weak to stand.


  I ripped off my shirt and tried to stem the red bubbling from his neck but it didn’t work. Bullock moved his arm and I took his hand and held it desperately and said something, anything, to comfort, to keep him alive; and he looked into my eyes and faded and died.


  I could see the small scar on his brow I’d given him so long ago at the Prom. It had healed easily, the flesh knitting itself together magically; such a small, perfect scar. And below it, the great gaping wound; surely it could heal too, could knit itself together, could re-create that good man?


  I was half-mad from shock and blood loss and malaria. We were there for a long time. Finally some men came cautiously back along the track and found us. It was dark soon after.


  They buried Bullock on the side of a mountain. They did what they could with my shoulder and put me on a pony. Jorges and three other criados, gentle as doves, took me up and down mountains and through rivers, and got me to company headquarters and the small hospital.


  Chapter 12

  



  I’m sitting in an honours tutorial and one of the students is reading out a paper. There’s a couple of nice lads in the class – Jiro from Kyoto and Shane from Brunswick. Best friends.


  When Shane’s dad died, Jiro took him home for the holidays and he came back a lot happier. When Jiro had his heart broken by some girl, Shane teased him and got drunk with him till he got over it.


  I know for a fact they help each other with assignments, but I reckon they’re both learning something. They’ve got a friendship that’ll remain a warm memory all their lives, as it should be.


  I look at Jiro and imagine him in Japanese uniform; Shane, across from him, in Australian greens. I think of them both, sick, exhausted, terrified, in the Timor mountains, meeting around a corner. (My money’d be on Jiro: great reflexes.)


  Two fine young men. An orgy of death. A tutorial in Room 327. No. It’ll never make sense. I sigh and try to concentrate.

  



  They bound up my shoulder and I got a week or so in the hospital. That wasn’t as comfortable as it might sound, just some huts and stretchers under the trees. But they had medicines and gave me quinine and sulphanilamide and I started healing fairly quickly – I was only twenty-one, for Christ’s sake.


  Alan was stationed at company headquarters now, a cushy job. He came to visit. He said he was sorry about Bullock, he’d liked him, everyone did. I was in a foul mood and said something rude about Alan’s job.


  ‘Jeez, you’re a cranky bastard, Mike. Here, check this for cushy.’ Alan sat down on a stool and unwound a grubby bandage on his calf. There was a hole in the flesh the size of an egg. A horrible, pus-filled egg.


  ‘Oh shit, I’m sorry, Al. That’s awful.’


  ‘It’s looking good now. You should have seen it last week. So do you want to shut your gob and hear a bit about what’s going on, or would you rather sulk?’


  ‘Gob shut, sah.’


  ‘It’s clear the Japs are everywhere now. They moved into Atsabe and Alsai in December, so A Platoon had to leave and come east. They’re around here at the moment.’


  ‘Where’s C gone?’


  ‘They left Atsabe earlier. Now they’re mainly south, around Alas and the road to Samé.’


  ‘Have you seen Johnny?’


  ‘Yeah, a few weeks ago. The dysentery’s knocked him sideways. Not our glamour boy anymore. Skinny as a rake, cranky he hasn’t managed to kill any Japs himself and pretty miserable.’


  ‘Poor sod,’ I said with feeling. ‘And what about B? How’s the Dili observation post going?’


  ‘It’s finished, Mike,’ Alan said gently. He knew I’d sweated blood over it. ‘A few days after Christmas the Japs moved in en masse and now they’ve put a garrison there. But all the boys got away safely.’


  ‘So that’s it then, isn’t it?’ I said, slowly. ‘We came here to monitor Dili and now the posts are closed down. No reason to stay.’


  Alan nodded. ‘Depends what the brass want. Maybe they think a permanent presence will uphold the white man’s bloody prestige.’


  We looked at each other in despair.


  ‘You know what’s been driving me mad the last couple of days?’ I said. ‘I’m sick with rage at the Japs, incoherent with it. Who are these mongrels? Start a war, invade Asia, come all the way from Nippon to shoot a great bloke like Bullock. Who the fuck do they think they are?’


  ‘Search me, fella.’ He shook his head. ‘And think what we’d have now if they’d stayed in Japan. Food. Beds. Boots. Jobs.’ He grinned wolfishly. ‘Women. Men. Sky’s the limit.’


  ‘Put it away, Flynn, you’re terrifying,’ I said. ‘But listen, another thing driving me crazy – you know how I’m from Broome?’


  ‘You’ve mentioned it once or twice, yes.’


  ‘Growing up, my two best friends were Japanese, born in Australia. Look, Al, I couldn’t be happier I got to kill that shit who murdered Bullock, but my friend Ken joined the Jap army and now I’m waking up at night wondering if one day I’ll have to shoot him too.’


  ‘Pretty slim odds of you meeting up, Mike. But if he was stupid enough to join the Japs he’ll get what he deserves.’


  ‘Yeah. But I’ve known his mum all my life and it’s her who doesn’t deserve it.’ After a moment I added, ‘And there’s his sister. Betty. Sent off to Japan before the war but she’s as Australian as you and me, Al. I worry about her.’


  He smiled. ‘Is she pretty?’


  ‘Yeah. Stop grinning, you drongo.’


  ‘Mike, you and women. You’re just a hopeless romantic.’


  ‘Just hopeless, I reckon. Woozy as shit, too.’


  Alan said, ‘Okay, you poor sod, here’s something funny to think about. At Christmas, A Platoon got their parcels and gorged themselves stupid, then were sick as dogs for days.’


  ‘That’s funny?’


  ‘Well, the Japs got hold of your unit’s parcels. They’re even hungrier than us. They’d have gone through them like locusts and they’re not used to our food. Whenever you’re feeling gloomy, think about how sick and sorry your parcels have made the Japs.’


  ‘Nah. No comfort at all.’ But I definitely felt better.

  



  Next day Alan came by my stretcher again. He sat quietly on the stool and after a while he said, ‘There’s something driving me crazy, too. And it’s not the Japs.’


  ‘Not the Japs?’


  ‘Look, Mike. Strong countries always take whatever they want from the weak, even dear old Mother England – hell, especially dear old Mother England. And with smarter politicians and better defences we might have stopped this whole madness before it even started. No, it’s not them.’


  ‘So what is it?’


  ‘It’s us, fella. Us.’


  I was puzzled.


  ‘Look around. This place, it’s bloody paradise. Or it used to be. You can see from the villages they haven’t destroyed how lovely it once was – friendly people, nice huts, little gardens, pretty white Porto churches everywhere. What did we do?’


  ‘I thought we defended it.’


  ‘No, Mike. We drew the Japs in like a honey pot. So they started bombing and murdering and raping and torturing and setting the tribes at one another’s throats.’


  ‘That’s not our fault.’


  ‘Bullshit it isn’t. There was no reason to fight here, but our brass panicked. They don’t give a damn about the Porto and Timorese deaths. Or ours. Hell, Mike, three hundred of us left against twelve thousand Japs? You reckon they’re taking bets on whether or not we get home?’


  ‘But it’s all part of the bigger picture. Remember we’ve got a couple of Jap regiments tied up here, men they could be using anywhere. They might have invaded Australia, for God’s sake.’


  He shook his head. ‘They were never going to do that, Mike. Propaganda, our propaganda. The Japs said they only wanted to grab the Asian oil and rubber and force the Allies to armistice. We don’t have what they need. The Japs know it and our pollies know it, too.’


  I looked at him, stunned.


  ‘Mike, I’m a commando, I’m going to fight these bastards to the death,’ Alan said. ‘But I’m not going to forget it didn’t have to be like this. We’ve bombed Dili Cathedral, shops, peaceful little towns. And what we didn’t destroy, the Japs soon will.’


  He sighed. ‘We owe the Timorese so much. Not just the criados, God bless them, but the thousands of poor bastards who’ll die horribly once we’ve pissed off.’ His face was haggard. ‘Sorry, Mike. This is what keeps me awake at night. I don’t know why I feel so responsible, but I do.’


  ‘You’re a good bloke, Al, that’s why. You see more than the rest of us.’


  He smiled wryly, then said, ‘Oh, by the way, you stretcher-bashing bastard, Happy New Year.’


  ‘Happy New Year! Already? What’s the date?’


  ‘Second of January. Year of Our Lord 1943. And Lord knows what it’ll bring us.’


  ‘More of the same, I suppose.’ I noticed the look on his face. ‘Why, what do you reckon?’


  Alan looked around briefly and murmured, ‘A few days ago HQ told Darwin we’ve only got a few weeks before the Japs do us all in and they’ve got to get us away. Haven’t had a reply yet so they must still be arguing.’


  I stared at him and whispered, ‘Arguing? You mean some lunatic thinks it’s worth leaving us here?’

  



  A day or so later I was resting in the sun outside the hospital hut and Alan stopped by for a moment. He said softly, ‘Answer’s in. Secret message sent to all outposts. All sections to rendezvous at Cledik in four days. Tell everyone it’s just a company operation, nothing special.’


  We stared at each other. Cledik was only about ten miles from the sea. He nodded, grinning. ‘Yeah. I reckon so.’


  After a day of turmoil the hospital got on the move. Although my shoulder was bandaged I could walk and carry a light pack, and Jorges helped me when it got too much. Other criados carried the sickest men on stretchers. We finally got to Cledik camp on the night of 8th January.


  There they confirmed what we’d all hardly dared hope. We were going to be evacuated to Australia the next day. It seemed unreal, impossible. I felt as if I was holding my breath all the time. I ran across Alan that night at the camp, looking worried. He’d been checking if C Platoon and Johnny had turned up, but so far they hadn’t.


  At four the next morning we were assembled. The platoon leaders told us grimly, almost embarrassed, that Darwin was now expecting an officer, six other-ranks and four signallers to volunteer to stay here on Timor, to continue passing on intelligence.


  Some of the blokes laughed at first, thinking it was a sarcastic joke, then horror descended as they realised it wasn’t. But after a time men volunteered: they always did, fearful of the weight of not standing by their mates. It was something the brass knew well.


  My wounded shoulder counted me out, for which I was profoundly grateful. Alan volunteered with the rest but four other sigs were selected. That made me profoundly grateful too.


  We left Cledik before dawn on a fairly easy march to Quicras, a clump of huts near the sea. We were there by midmorning. We still had a couple of miles to go to the beach and they were the worst of the lot, through streams and mud and swamps up to our waists. Hours later we emerged, exhausted, onto the beach.


  Gradually through the day the rest of the company gathered in the scrub beside the beach, along with hundreds of criados and Portuguese, plus wives, mistresses and children. There were the half-caste Portuguese too, the civil servants who’d kept the colony running, hoping to be rescued with their masters and allowed into White Australia. Poor bastards.


  The monsoon storms hit at noon, darkening the sky, flinging around the trees and hiding us from Japanese planes. As night was falling Alan and I saw some C Platoon boys arrive. A little further up the beach we finally found Johnny.


  He was horribly thin, heavily bearded, in ragged clothes. Alan said, ‘Corporal Erikssen, you’re a disgrace to the company,’ and hugged him, groaning with joy. It was such a relief we were all there, safe, together. Going home.


  Before midnight, three signal fires were lit on the beach. It seemed like a long time before we saw faint flashes out at sea. The storm was still raging, the surf pounding on the beach.


  Jorges flung his arms around me crying, ‘Tuan Mike, do not leave me!’ I cried too. Dear God, he was just a little boy. His village was burnt, his family dead. I couldn’t imagine what he’d do now. Apart from my shorts I gave him everything I had: money, clothes, pack. I tried to tell him in a mix of Tetum and English and sign language that if he saw any Japanese to throw my things away, never to be caught with them. I prayed he understood.


  I could see the same thing – tears, regret, farewells – all over the beach. Alan was right. We’d brought nothing but destruction to this quiet place, these generous people.


  At about one in the morning the first boats arrived, flimsy, unstable canvas things. The sickest were loaded first and somehow pushed beyond the breakers, where motorboats towed them to the ship, destroyer Arunta. Getting the little boats through the thundering breakers in faint moonlight was slow, hard work and time was running out: there were hundreds of commandos waiting in suspense on the beach.


  Johnny and I were helped into one of the boats with about twenty others, and a group of men pushed it out. We didn’t capsize but came pretty close. It was frightening. I only had one working arm and Johnny was so frail he couldn’t have kept afloat in a bathtub.


  Finally they manhandled us up the nets and we were safe on the ship. By now perhaps two hundred others were aboard, but eighty men, Alan among them, were still on the beach. It was almost dawn and we had to leave, urgently, before the morning spotter flights.


  The captain signalled the shore, ‘Sending final lot of boats with orders to stand-to outside breakers. Swim for it.’


  On the ship Johnny and I waited, side by side, watching desperately for the boats. The sky kept getting lighter and every moment we expected to hear the engines start. Suddenly there they were, the last boats!


  Alan and the others were still halfway up the nets when the engines roared into life and we took off like a rocket: it was 6.30 a.m. and the sun had risen twenty minutes ago. We could hear the drone of Jap planes above, but God-given cloud cover protected us.


  The sailors gave us clothes and blankets and offered far too much food, but Alan said to eat sparingly or we’d find ourselves hanging over the side bringing it back up. As Arunta thrashed at high speed through the storm the three of us found a half-dry corner and sat huddled with cups of tea.


  ‘At the end, most of the men couldn’t swim but they still helped each other through the breakers,’ Alan said, exhausted. ‘And finally one boat came back for the very last of us. I’d almost reconciled myself to joining the stay-behind party, but oh, Jesus, Jesus.’ He closed his eyes. ‘We got off.’


  ‘I heard a lot of the Portos didn’t,’ said Johnny wearily. ‘And none of the half-castes. The Japs’ll put them in camps now.’


  ‘A few of them shot themselves, right there on the beach, rather than face that,’ said Alan. ‘Poor terrified bastards.’


  I thought of little Jorges and kind Aida and felt sick with despair.


  Johnny put his head on Alan’s shoulder and fell asleep in moments. I ignored the warnings and ate something delicious I shouldn’t have. I went to hang over the side with the others.


  Ten hours after leaving Timor we stood and watched the Australian coastline growing on the horizon. In the late afternoon sunshine, Arunta entered Darwin Harbour and moved slowly to her berth.


  Chapter 13

  



  Lena meets me at the door, a simple brick house in Pioneer Street, lots of trees.


  ‘Mike! I didn’t believe you’d come.’


  ‘I said I would.’


  ‘Yeah, well you’ve said that before now.’


  ‘Here’s some flowers for your mother.’


  ‘They’re gorgeous! Oh Mike, I’m so glad you’re here.’


  I can’t help smiling, she’s such a nice kid.


  ‘It’s Mike, Mum. Mike, this is my mother, Liz.’


  And what a nice woman Lena’s mum is too! Within about thirty seconds she’s got me a drink and introduced me to her nice partner Mitch and a bunch of nice guests. I look around warily for a moment to be certain Helen is not here, then think, I can do this. I can meet people and ease my loneliness and help Johnny’s family too. Easy as pie.


  I say hello to Lena’s boyfriend Pete, who I met that day at Tidal River, and greet her study buddy James, who’s a good lad. In the living room are Steve and Angel and Greg, the older students I’d seen with Lena at the march. They’re standing, glasses in hand, apparently frozen at the horror of attending a social function without dope.


  ‘Lena,’ I murmur as she passes by. ‘What are they doing here?’


  ‘Don’t be mean, Mike. They’re my friends. I wanted them to come.’


  ‘They clearly didn’t.’


  ‘Come and meet my dad,’ Lena says shyly.


  Outside the back door is a long, leafy garden that runs down to Stockyard Creek. There’s a barbecue sizzling and a cluster of blokes around it, loudly talking football. To one side is a man looking away down the garden, holding a can of beer as if it’s his best friend.


  He’s a good-looking bloke of about forty. His cheekbones remind me of Helen. Sandy hair, rangy, tanned. Green eyes like Lena’s turquoise, but they’re hard, not merry, as he gazes at me.


  ‘Dad, this is your father Johnny’s old friend, Mike. Mike, this is my dad, Ian. I’m sure you’ve got lots to talk about.’ She dashes away.


  Ian drinks from his can. After a pause he says, ‘So you’re the professor taking such an interest in my daughter.’


  ‘I have hundreds of students I’m responsible for. Perhaps it’s more accurate to say she’s taking an interest in me.’ (I get a bit academic under pressure.)


  ‘So why would that be, mate?’


  ‘Dunno, mate. Maybe she needs a father figure,’ I say, watching his knuckles go white on the can.


  He looks at me levelly. ‘You old bastard. What would you know about it?’


  I’m suddenly sick of jousting. ‘Not a lot. I’ve only got stepchildren.’


  He takes a long slow breath. ‘Yeah. Well. They don’t come with an instruction book.’


  ‘Would’ve helped. I had no idea.’


  His face eases. ‘Nor me.’ I realise he’s tired, not angry.


  ‘She’s a good kid,’ I say.


  ‘You can thank Liz for that,’ he says. ‘I wasn’t around much. Navy. Vietnam.’


  ‘How long all up?’


  He looks at me. ‘Four years on and off, ’66 to ’69.’


  He must see in my eyes what I see in his. ‘You?’ he says.


  ‘Four as well. Too bloody long.’


  After a moment he says, ‘You knew my father, Lena tells me.’


  ‘Yeah. He was a great bloke.’


  ‘Don’t bullshit me. What was he like, really?’


  ‘He was,’ I say. ‘Johnny was someone special. Always had a joke, helped blokes when they got sick. Worked like a demon. Cool-headed in a fight. Never complained. Just … always there. Fair, professional. Good friend. Good man.’ My eyes sting.


  ‘I knew someone like that once,’ he says, looking down. ‘Would have died without him.’


  ‘Yeah.’ After a moment I say, ‘Meeting Lena’s brought back a lot of memories. Another friend of mine died recently. Left me a bit on edge, you know?’


  ‘I know. Jesus, I know.’ He smiles wryly. Suddenly he’s overwhelmingly familiar. Ah, Johnny, there you are.


  ‘So,’ he says. ‘Lena. How’s she doing? Is she all right?’ He seems to be asking about more than academic achievement but I answer the easy part first.


  ‘She’s doing very well. First class, second class honours.’ ‘Yeah, but physics? What kind of training is that for a girl?’


  ‘You’d be surprised. Lot of openings, especially in the medical field.’


  ‘What do you think about those dickheads?’ He jerks his thumb in the direction of the lounge room.


  I can’t help laughing. ‘Dunno. I think she’s just met them. Probably a passing phase.’


  ‘Hope so.’ He looks at me. ‘You’ll keep an eye on her, then?’


  ‘Yes. She’s a great girl. Kind, smart, determined. You can be proud of her.’


  ‘I am. I wish …’ He shakes his head. ‘Okay. Let’s get another drink.’

  



  After the enjoyable barbecue, Ian and I are sitting on a bench in the garden, the evening mild, most of the guests gone. I can see Lena and her mum Liz through the kitchen window, washing up. Liz is slim and chestnut-haired, lovely smile.


  Ian sees me looking at them. ‘Sometimes I can’t believe how I screwed up,’ he says.


  There’s nothing I can say to that so I don’t. I think he’s had a bit too much to drink.


  He looks at the sky. ‘They were two really different wars, you know,’ he says philosophically. ‘Yours was the honourable one. You had a bastard of an enemy that had to be beaten. Ours? Most of the time we weren’t even sure who the enemy was.’


  ‘You did your best, what was asked of you.’


  He laughs cynically. ‘When we came home, everyone ignored us.’


  ‘Are you kidding? They ignored us too. They ignore every soldier once a war’s over. They don’t want to know what you’ve really done.’


  ‘At least you didn’t have bloody demos going on against you. You had support at home.’


  ‘Support at home?’ I say in disbelief. ‘Words, mate. Empty words. Not support. Not boots. Not weapons. Not anything to keep us alive.’


  ‘But they called us murderers to our faces,’ he says bitterly.


  ‘Yeah. Well, you were.’ I’m getting cranky. Vietnam vets seem to think they’re the only ones who ever went to war. ‘Look. We were all murderers,’ I say. ‘I was. Johnny was. That’s what we were trained to be. Sent to do a filthy job, left with scars and rage and guilt. But in the end, we were the murderers. Us. No one else.’


  ‘But we did it for our country.’ He’s puzzled.


  ‘And Jesus, weren’t we naive and patriotic and stupid. But that wouldn’t be much of a defence if you killed a bloke down at the pub.’


  ‘It’s not the same thing,’ he says, standing up, angry.


  ‘Mate,’ I say. ‘The only way I’ve retained my sanity these long years, is by seeing that it is the same thing. By not covering it up with clichés and self-justifying bullshit.’


  ‘Fuck you.’ He strides off down to the end of the garden in the gloom.


  That went well, didn’t it, Johnny?

  



  At Darwin we disembarked from Arunta – gaunt, bearded, half-naked and mostly barefoot. Some men were carried straight into ambulances. The rest of us lined up, gave a ragged cheer for the ship’s brave crew, then climbed slowly into trucks.


  They took us for a meal and showers. They incinerated our lice-ridden clothes and gave us fresh shorts and boots and blankets, then put us on a train for Larrimah and medical isolation. I heard one-third of us had malaria. Almost everyone had tropical ulcers and dysentery and weighed two or three stone less than before.


  We rested. Most men slowly recovered but a surprising number left the company because they didn’t. Whippet had a nervous breakdown and was discharged. Davo the sniper walked out of camp one day and went AWOL. Johnny stayed in bed for three weeks. Alan’s egg-deep tropical ulcer needed serious treatment and I had another bout of malaria.


  After about a month Johnny was healthier, though he still tired easily. Alan’s leg had a cratered scar and I’d swallowed a lot of exotic drugs. We were shaven and clean and gaining weight. We had nothing to do but sleep, eat, drink and play cards. In Timor we would have given anything to be here: now we were almost bored.


  Johnny was changed too, perhaps the most of us. He was quiet and sometimes grim, angry because he never got to fight the Japanese properly. The brass had thrown his section into tribal wars between pro- and anti-Jap Timorese until they’d flatly refused to take part anymore in the bloody score-settling. Although he didn’t say much, he’d often wake us, groaning in his nightmares.


  We heard the company would soon be reinforced with a lot of raw recruits, so some of us more experienced blokes got a shove up the ladder. Johnny and I were promoted to lance sergeant and Alan to sergeant, a step above us.


  ‘They’ll be sending you off to officers training school soon, mate,’ said Johnny. ‘You’ll be so exalted we won’t be able to look you in the eye when we’re tying your shoelaces.’ ‘How it should be, fella,’ said Alan lazily. We were lying around the tent after enjoying the benefits of the sergeants’ mess for the first time. Outside, someone said, ‘Knock-knock’ at the tent flap. It was Kanga, a wild-haired, pointy-nosed young sig, fond of silly noises.


  ‘Come in, Kanga, you drongo,’ I said.


  Kanga poked his head through the flap and said, ‘We’ve just heard. Leave! We’ve got twenty-one days’ leave. Brmmbrmm!’


  In late February 1943 we started on the four-day truck drive to Alice Springs, followed by two days on the Ghan to Adelaide. From there I was going to Perth, Johnny to Foster and Alan to Sydney.


  In Adelaide we marched in formation through the main street, proud as roosters in our uniforms – glamorous, blooded young warriors. Pretty women in the crowd smiled at us and we thought, Oh yes, girlie. What we’ve seen, what we’ve done. We could show a smart little piece like you a thing or two.


  That’s what I thought, at least. Can’t vouch for anyone else.


  We sat for official company photographs, our hats at the right rakish angle, tanned and handsome, stern and boyish, arms folded, side by side, row after row. The dead and the sick were out of the picture in more ways than one.


  It was exactly a year since we’d left the Prom. It felt like five.


  Chapter 14

  



  I walked along the familiar suburban street. I could see Mum in the front garden of Auntie Rosa’s house, cutting flowers. She looked up and smiled as if to a stranger, then her face stopped in shock and she dropped everything.


  I opened the gate and hugged her tightly.


  ‘Mike, Mike, darling –’ She was crying.


  Dad wasn’t far away. ‘Oh, lad,’ was all he could say, in a gruff voice.


  We somehow got inside and sat down in the lounge room. We hadn’t seen each other for two years. Mum was greyer but still as beautiful; Dad had lost some of his hair. Mum sat beside me, holding my hand, laughing, touching my face every now and then.


  ‘Sweetheart, I didn’t recognise you! I thought, Who’s that soldier coming down the street, must be Mrs Watson’s son. But it was you. You look so different.’


  ‘Well, I’ve done a lot of exercise since joining up.’


  She faltered. ‘Darling, you look so unwell, I mean.’


  ‘I’m the picture of health now, Mum. Should have seen me a few weeks ago.’


  Dad was horrified. ‘What was wrong, son?’


  ‘Malaria. Not much food or sleep.’ I hesitated. ‘I was shot in the left shoulder, but it’s much better now,’ I added hastily. (It actually hurt quite a lot from all the hugging.)


  Now they both looked horrified. Luckily Auntie Rosa and Uncle Anton came in. They must have been painting in the studio, they were wearing their old smocks.


  More embraces. ‘Gently!’ said Mum. ‘His shoulder’s hurt.’


  More concern, more explanations. It was getting exhausting. I’d just done a couple of days on the Adelaide to Perth train.


  ‘I think I’d like to have a lie-down now, if I could,’ I said politely.


  My room was cool and smelt of fresh linen and roses. I was unconscious within moments.

  



  I slept half the day then got up in the late afternoon, feeling brighter. Mum cooked a roast for dinner that tasted better than anything in my life. Anna and Liam were there too, sitting across from me. We ate by candlelight – Mum was old-fashioned that way.


  I was amazed at the sight of my sister Anna. Gone was the flighty young secretary: now her chestnut hair was pulled neatly back, her face thoughtful, her voice calm. On the other hand, my brother Liam looked as he always did – his dark hair needing a trim, his smile as open as a child’s. He was wearing his ambulance driver’s uniform.


  ‘I’ve got a shift later tonight. They bring a lot of the wounded into Fremantle,’ he said. ‘India, Africa, Europe. We never seem to stop.’ He said to me gently, ‘How’s it been, Mikey?’


  The childhood name made my throat ache.


  ‘Oh Lee, it’s been hard, bloody hard. It’s not what you think it’s going to be.’


  Auntie Rosa, passing vegetables around, said, ‘Mike, dear, we don’t even know where you’ve been or what you’ve been doing. They were terribly mysterious about it.’


  I always had a soft spot for Rosa. She was Mum’s older sister, once a red-haired beauty and even in her fifties still plump and pretty and, I’m embarrassed to admit, an occasional focus for my younger fantasies. She was ruthlessly devoted to her art.


  ‘We were sent to Timor, Auntie Rosa. We’ve been fighting the Japanese.’


  Uncle Anton, white-haired, austere and kind, said, ‘Timor, where’s that? Does it have jungle, Michael?’ When I was a child he’d done his best to encourage a flicker of artistic talent in me without the slightest success, but we’d stayed friends anyway.


  ‘Dutch East Indies, Anton,’ said Dad. ‘Five hundred miles from Darwin.’ Everyone from Broome knew where Timor was: after the Japanese, the best lugger sailors were the Koepangers.


  ‘No, not jungle,’ I said. ‘Mountains – a lot of them. Gum trees, little thatched huts, white churches. God, it’s beautiful.’ I was suddenly struck with memories.


  ‘That Dutch ship – Tjerk something – brought hundreds of people here from Timor last year,’ said Anna. ‘I nursed quite a few. They were in a dreadful state. Were they friends from your unit, Mike?’


  ‘Friends, but from another unit,’ I said. ‘Were they all right? Did they recover?’


  Her eyes were soft. ‘Some did. Some didn’t.’


  Anton said, ‘And how are the Japanese at trench warfare?’


  ‘There’s no trench warfare, we use guerrilla tactics,’ I said, cutting into a potato. ‘Attack suddenly in small groups, then disappear. It demoralises, weakens the enemy.’


  ‘What an extraordinary concept,’ said Anton thoughtfully.


  ‘It was necessary. There were thirty or forty Japs to each one of us.’


  I looked up from my plate. My parents’ faces were stricken.


  ‘Let’s talk about something else,’ I said. ‘Dad, Mum, what’s happened to the luggers?’


  ‘Oh, son,’ said Dad, recovering. ‘The navy decided to sail about forty boats to Fremantle and managed to wreck about a third of them on the way. Not very good sailors, the old navy.’


  ‘Only forty? What about the others?’


  ‘They burnt them, Mike, on the foreshore.’ Mum was still outraged. ‘Good boats, some worth over a thousand pounds, nothing the owners could do. As if the Japanese would want a few old luggers.’


  ‘Not your Sparrow!’


  ‘No, darling, she’s here, tied up in Fremantle, thank God. But now they’ve got the luggers they don’t know what to do with them.’


  Sparrow had been rebuilt so many times in her long life there probably wasn’t an original piece of timber left, but Mum had owned the boat since before the Great War and loved her with a passion. I decided on a new topic.


  ‘And how’s everyone else? Where’s Min-lu?’


  Mum said quietly, ‘She died last September, Mike.’


  ‘Oh Mum, no! What happened?’


  ‘Pneumonia. There was a long cold snap. She was eighty-one, so I suppose it wasn’t …’ Mum looked down. ‘It was quick. But I didn’t want to tell you in a letter.’


  So much had changed everywhere else, I’d believed – or hoped – nothing would change here at home. I gently squeezed Mum’s hand.

  



  Next day I was sitting on a bench in the back garden enjoying the sun, when Anna dropped by. I was pleased: we hadn’t had much chance to talk at dinner.


  ‘Can’t believe the change in you, sis, so calm and wise,’ I teased. ‘Where’s that silly secretary gone?’


  ‘Once they gave me responsibility I had to live up to it. You’d be surprised at what comes out under pressure, bub,’ she said.


  ‘No I wouldn’t, not now.’


  ‘No.’ She sighed. ‘Those friends of yours I nursed, from Timor. They’d talk to me sometimes when they couldn’t sleep. Sounds like it was bad.’


  ‘It was. They were there longer than us but they had more local support. It was harder in different ways for us. More hopeless, maybe.’


  She nodded, her shiny chestnut hair loose today. She tucked it firmly behind her ears and said, ‘Show us your shoulder, Signalman Whalen.’


  ‘That’s Lance Sergeant Whalen to you, missy.’


  ‘That’s Nurse Whalen to you, soldier. Do what you’re told.’


  I laughed and undid my shirt.


  She looked carefully at the scars on the front and back of my shoulder and gently probed them.


  ‘Ow, careful.’


  She sat back. ‘You were lucky,’ she said thoughtfully.


  ‘Why?’ I didn’t know much anatomy.


  ‘A bit lower and the damage would have been very nasty, maybe fatal. At least once the bone’s completely knitted it should be fairly good again.’


  ‘Just fairly?’


  ‘Mike, what kind of game do you think war is? A bullet’s an explosion, not tidy or clean –’ She bit her lip and took a breath. ‘It’s damaged. Could be a lot worse. Thank God it’s not. At least it might keep you out of trouble now.’


  I shook my head. ‘Not likely. No idea what they’ve got planned, but it won’t be a holiday by the sea.’


  ‘What, they’d send you back into action after this?’


  ‘Yes, of course,’ I said, doing up my shirt again.


  ‘Oh, shit, Mike, that’s not fair.’


  ‘I didn’t know girls swore,’ I said, surprised.


  When she’d finished laughing Anna said, ‘Mike, you innocent. With what we have to handle every day, swearing’s the least of it. Anyway, it helps, when things are too much. You must know what that’s like.’


  ‘I’ll say.’ I looked at her, pleased. ‘Oh Anna. It’s great to see you again. To see everyone. But it’s terrible about Min-lu. How’s Mum taken it?’


  ‘She was sad but she’s gradually getting over it. Min-lu had a good long life and Mum knew it had to happen sometime. I think her deepest worries are about you.’


  I sighed. What my family might feel had been the last thing on my mind when I’d signed up.


  ‘At least Liam’s flat feet have kept him out of the army,’ I said. ‘I was glad about that.’


  Anna looked at me steadily. ‘Liam doesn’t have flat feet.’


  ‘But Mum’s letter –’


  ‘I know. That’s what he told her the recruiting officer said. He didn’t want to upset her.’


  ‘Then what was it?’


  ‘There was a boy from Broome in the group, one of those nasty Richards kids. He told the officer Liam was a Binghi and shouldn’t be allowed to join up.’


  She nodded at my amazement. ‘Yes. Didn’t you know? There’s a government directive excluding Aboriginal men from the military.’


  ‘But what utter stupidity. And Jesus, they’re talking about – what? – a few drops of blood from a great-grandmother, dead last century? What about his Irish father? That doesn’t count?’


  She shook her head. ‘Not in this case. They closed their minds and sent him away. Liam was hurt, but driving an ambulance is just as important and it suits him better. He’s too … I don’t know … gentle, otherworldly, for the army.’


  ‘Not like the rest of us ruffians,’ I said wryly.


  She didn’t smile. ‘I’m not so sure about you, either.’ She turned to me. ‘Mike, you’ve done enough. If you get the chance for some job that’s away from the front line, please take it. For Mum and Dad’s sake.’


  ‘We all have to do our bit, sis.’


  ‘Yeah?’ she said cynically. ‘I’ve seen a lot of blokes who haven’t done a fraction of what you have, let alone their bit, getting rich and fat at home.’


  She shook my arm, luckily not the sore one.


  ‘Mike, you’re in signals, for heaven’s sake. Communications, not the infantry –’


  ‘But I can’t let my mates down, Anna.’


  She looked at me in pity and sorrow. ‘I understand. But if you’d seen what I have, horror piled upon horror – your mates, Mike, crying out for their mothers, begging for death.’ She stopped, her hand over her mouth.


  I put out my arms and hugged her.

  



  When I was young, Mum told me Liam’s dead mother had been very beautiful, but because of her trace of Binghi blood some official had stopped her from marrying Dad. She abandoned Liam then and went away, and Mum cared for him from when he was little.


  Liam was a dark-haired, handsome version of Dad. He didn’t look Aboriginal, but sometimes he’d gaze into the distance, his brows drawn down over his long eyelashes, and I’d see something ancient and fascinating in his face. But today he was just being his usual annoying philosophical self.


  ‘It was probably for the best, Mikey. You know I hate taking orders.’


  ‘Still, it was bloody unfair.’


  He smiled. ‘Remember when you beat that boy up at school for calling me a Binghi?’


  ‘Well you were nothing like those ones around Broome, all sad and defeated.’


  ‘But it was still true, you dope.’


  ‘If you’re a Binghi because your great-grandmother was, then that makes me … I don’t even know … Wait on, yes I do, Mum’s father’s mother was a German, a Kraut! There! You see? That makes me one of the enemy. Seems I’m fighting on the wrong side.’


  He was laughing. ‘Oh, I’ve missed you. You’ve been away too long, little brother. But, hey, I hope you listened to what Anna said yesterday.’


  ‘She told you?’


  ‘Too right. United front here, Mikey. I couldn’t agree with her more.’


  I nodded. ‘I’m thinking hard about it, Lee. It’s true what Anna said. I’m trained in signals and I’m not too bad at it. Maybe I can still be useful without being shot at.’


  He grinned. ‘Good man. Hey, I did a new painting. Want to see it?’ We ambled around the corner to his place, a flat in a house divided into four. He liked being near the family but he liked his independence too. I noticed a woman’s hair comb lying on the floor.


  His living room was chaotic – canvases, paint tubes, brushes and old plates clumped with pigment everywhere, and pervading it all a strong smell of turps. Liam’s hard work and lovely paintings brought him in just enough money to live on.


  ‘Here,’ he said, handing it to me. ‘Don’t touch the surface, still wet. Called Mike in Timor. I did it after dinner the other night.’


  I stared. It was abstract, with lines of green slopes and gum trees, wriggles of huts and white churches, just as I’d described. But I hadn’t said anything about Bullock, and here, sketched in a few sweeping lines, were his eyes; no longer beseeching me, but part of the mountains now and blessedly at peace.


  I sat down in shock and looked at my brother. ‘How did you know?’


  He shrugged and shook his head. ‘I heard it in your voice. It seemed right. Is it right?’


  ‘Yes. God, yes, it is. Can I have it? Will you keep it for me till after the war?’


  ‘Of course. It’s yours. But you’ve got to pay me.’


  I looked up in surprise. Liam was as generous as sunlight with his art and his family.


  ‘You’ve got to pay me by looking after yourself, Mikey.’

  



  I was sitting at the kitchen table, helping Mum by peeling the potatoes. She was chopping carrots at the bench, a familiar old blue apron over her dress.


  ‘Did you ever hear what happened to the Egawas after they were taken away from Broome?’ I said.


  She nodded. ‘They went to a prisoner-of-war camp in Tatura, northern Victoria. They’re allowed to write occasionally. It’s pretty basic by the sound of it, but Egawasan’s on the block committee, Yoshi’s got a vegetable garden going and Mary’s helping teach school for the kids there.’


  ‘And Betty and Ken? Have they said anything about them?’


  ‘Only what we already know, darling. Betty’s in Japan. Ken’s God knows where, fighting for the enemy.’ She put the knife down and turned to me. ‘Are you afraid you’ll run into him one day?’


  I nodded. ‘It haunts me, Mum. We have to be ruthless, act without even thinking. But if I knew it was him, I’m not sure I could.’


  ‘And that would put you in terrible danger, wouldn’t it?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But if you did act ruthlessly, you don’t know how you’d bear it afterwards.’


  ‘Yes.’


  After a moment she said, ‘Have you … had to …’


  ‘Yes,’ I said quietly. I looked up from the potatoes. She’d turned her head away from me.


  ‘Mum, they’re not like our friends, the Japanese we knew. They’re a different generation, brought up like beasts. They act like beasts too. You wouldn’t, couldn’t believe …’


  ‘Dear God, Mike, you’re a child, killing other children,’ she said. ‘That’s what I can’t believe.’


  ‘Mum, we’ve got to do it.’


  She groaned at the back of her throat. ‘All I know is you got shot in your shoulder, Mike, your beautiful, perfect baby’s shoulder.’ She began to cry.


  Dad came in and put his arms around her. He looked at me helplessly and led her out of the room.


  Later, when Mum was in bed, Dad and I sat in the lounge. He was in his usual grey trousers and white shirt, sleeves rolled, braces loose at his sides. He was lighting his pipe.


  ‘Did you kill anyone in the Great War, Dad?’


  He looked at me in surprise. ‘Jesus no, son. And thank the Lord, too. I wasn’t in the navy, I was master of a merchant vessel, a steel windjammer. We were carrying scrap metal to America and a submarine caught us off Ireland. Men died, but it was the sea and the Germans did it, not me.’


  ‘I don’t feel anything about it,’ I said. ‘I’ve killed three, perhaps four men, and it’s just something that happened. Will I care about it later, when I get older?’


  His face was still. ‘I’ve seen such regrets catch up to others, Mike, and take them by surprise. It’s a cruel thing for anyone to bear, but trying to forget it sometimes makes things worse.’


  ‘But we’re doing our duty for the country, Dad. Why should we have to regret it?’


  ‘I have no idea, son. But perhaps “doing it for your country” isn’t a concept that stands up very well to a bit of critical scrutiny.’


  He arched an eyebrow at me. Dad was always a bit of a radical on the quiet.


  ‘Your country’s only a bit of dirt,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you’re doing it for your government, or your friends, or your family. And if it’s your family, quite frankly, I’d prefer you didn’t.’


  ‘Come on, Dad,’ I said, half-laughing.


  ‘I mean it, son. Listen. The Japanese navy’s broken. Their army’s not going any further. The Americans have the equipment, the men and, by God, they’ve got the lust for revenge. The tide’s turned for the Japanese.’


  ‘But I’ve a responsibility –’


  ‘I know you have, Mike. But don’t take any risks you don’t have to. Your mother’s the bravest person I ever met. She’s had more than her fair share of sorrow but she’s never lost her humour, her kindness. She’s your responsibility too.’


  ‘You’re not allowed to put your family before your country.’


  ‘Why not?’


  I had no answer then. Now I can see how wise he was.


  Chapter 15

  



  It was time to go. The farewells were painful and I left with a sense of relief they were over, haunted by my mother’s face. As well as my pack I had a bag of food and six pairs of knitted socks. It was like returning to boarding school.


  I had to report to the leave and transport depot in Perth, where they said we were off to Canungra in south Queensland. Five days later the train pulled into Melbourne and I was delighted to see Johnny’s fair head on the platform. I found us a couple of seats together.


  He looked a lot healthier now. We settled in for the long trip north, talking over what had happened on leave. I told him about my kind parents, my smart sister, my perceptive brother. He loved the story of Liam painting my unspoken memories. In return I heard all about Foster and our friends and Johnny’s baby son Ian, seven months old, infant perfection in every way. Finally, late at night, he spoke about Helen.


  ‘She’s working hard, too hard. My father’s failing and my mother has to spend a lot of time with him, so running the farm’s up to Helen and my brother Richard.’


  ‘Losing his hand’s not looking so much of a tragedy now, is it?’ I said.


  ‘No, and he thinks the same, too. A friend of his lost his legs. And two others didn’t come back at all.’


  ‘It must be difficult for Helen, the farm and the baby too.’


  ‘Yeah.’ He was silent for a moment. ‘It was a bloody nightmare, Mike. When we got married it was all right between us – you know – but we’ve been apart so long. And I’ve changed.’ He hesitated. ‘I’m not lying to myself about Alan anymore.’


  ‘Did you tell her about him?’


  ‘I wasn’t quite that brave.’ He grimaced. ‘But I couldn’t play the loving husband either and she was pretty hurt. I said it was because I was still unwell from Timor. It was half-true.’


  He nudged me in the ribs. ‘I put in a good word for you, though. Told her how noble and courageous you were. Once she’d got up off the floor from laughing she sent you her love.’


  ‘Thanks buddy. With friends like you, the Japs look pretty good.’


  After a long silence he shook his head wistfully. ‘I don’t know what we’ll do. I don’t think we can ever live together, not now. Maybe it’d be better if I don’t come back at all.’


  ‘Are you crazy? Don’t say that. Don’t even think it.’ I shook his arm. ‘I mean it, you stupid bastard. You and Helen can work it out. You can get divorced if you have to. For God’s sake, Johnny.’


  He sighed. ‘Yeah. You’re right,’ he said. ‘Thanks Mike. I’ll stop being a drongo.’


  ‘Is that even possible?’


  He pretended to punch me, very gently. But his eyes were sad.


  Alan joined us at Sydney, plus a bunch of the boys with plenty to tell about their recent exploits, erotic and alcoholic. As the train trundled north for a couple more days, I had time to notice Johnny wasn’t as recovered as he’d first appeared. His mood was darker, angrier, and he was irritated now by things that would once have made him laugh. Alan noticed it too.


  Johnny saw my face when he almost thumped a man who’d accidentally bumped him with the swaying of the train.


  ‘Shit, Broome, don’t look at me like that. I’m feeling a bit black, that’s all. Couldn’t sleep last night.’


  ‘Me neither, fella. You were groaning and flinging your arms around for hours.’


  He rubbed his hands over his face and sighed. ‘Nightmares. Still getting them. Those bastard native raids, Japs urging them on. The things they’d do. If only I’d had a real crack at them.’


  ‘You couldn’t help being so sick, Johnny. You did all right just to get out alive.’


  ‘But if I’d had a kill, even one, I could feel better about it all. I want to go back to Timor so badly, I want to make them pay.’


  ‘Jesus, Johnny,’ I said, appalled, ‘killing Japs doesn’t make you feel any better.’


  ‘Easy for you to say,’ he said bitterly.


  I looked helplessly at Alan. ‘Al, you wouldn’t go back, would you? By choice, I mean.’


  He thought for a moment. ‘You know how I feel about Timor. Yeah. If I had the chance I’d go back, help push out the Japs. It’s the least we could do.’


  I shook my head. ‘Look. I have nightmares myself about what’s happened to the Timorese, but we got away by the skin of our teeth. We can’t do anything to help them now.’


  Johnny’s jaw was rigid. ‘I’m going back, Mike, somehow. Scores to settle.’


  It was a rare moment of discord between us. This wasn’t the Johnny I used to know, but then, we’d all changed. We were quieter now, our laughter grimmer, our eyes harder. War was no longer a game we could win with youth and skill and cunning. We’d seen some of the best fall victim to trivial mishaps, the worst fumble unscathed through pitched battles. Luck, not skill, was the only shield. And you couldn’t train for luck.

  



  We arrived at Canungra in April 1943. A jungle warfare centre had opened there the previous year, and a few months ago they’d moved the Prom commando school to the same site. It was comfortable enough, but we found our independent company was now attached to an army corps, which meant a bit too much toy-soldiering. The much-vaunted jungle training consisted of swinging on ropes over creeks and the odd obstacle course. To blooded commandos it was something of a joke.


  Johnny, Alan and I attended NCO training courses but we were bored. Almost half our boys now were reinforcements. Although most were good blokes, it was hard to get used to the new faces. But one old face I was glad to see was young Davo, who’d gone AWOL. He’d had enough of civilian life, he said, and wanted to come back to the unit. He was given a symbolic week in detention, then slotted back in as if he’d never left.


  In mid-May we were sitting around a tent having a smoko when Kanga bounced up calling ‘Yee-ha, pardners!’ He poked his pointy nose in the tent and said, ‘Have you heard?’


  ‘I’m sure we’re about to,’ said Johnny.


  ‘We’re not going to be independent companies anymore. They’re putting us in the 7th Cavalry Regiment!’


  ‘Don’t be absurd, Kanga, you idiot,’ said Alan kindly. ‘We can’t drive tanks.’


  ‘Too right, tanks are useless against Japs. That’s why the 7th got kicked around in Papua. So they’re not going to re-form, they’ll be administration for us and the 2nd and the 6th. We’re going to become the 7th Cavalry Commando Regiment. The Commando bit is in brackets,’ he added helpfully.


  Davo groaned and pulled a pillow over his head. ‘I didn’t come back for this,’ he said sadly. ‘I want to be an Independent. Not part of a bloody regiment.’


  ‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Are you sure, Kanga?’


  ‘Come on, Broome. It’s me telling you,’ said Kanga with justifiable confidence. ‘And another thing –’


  ‘Please no, I can’t stand anymore,’ said Johnny.


  ‘We’re taking the choo-choo to a new base in the Atherton Tablelands in a week.’


  ‘Where’s that?’ said Davo.


  ‘Near Cairns, I think,’ Alan said.


  ‘We knew we’d be moving soon,’ said Johnny. ‘But you’re sure about the timing?’


  ‘Yeah. It’s on, fellas. Whacko!’


  ‘Thanks, Kanga. Piss off and ruin someone else’s day, will you?’ said Davo gloomily.


  We looked at each other. A move might be more interesting than hanging around here, but the thought of our fierce little independent company being merged into a large, clumsy regiment was depressing.

  



  In the mess next day I realised the curly-haired bloke standing in line beside me was someone I knew, a brilliant Tetum-speaking sig who’d volunteered for the stay-behind party in Timor.


  ‘Alfy, is that really you?’


  He grinned and said, ‘Hello, Broome. I’m back.’


  ‘How the hell? Jesus. Last time I saw you –’


  ‘Yeah. The beach at Quicras.’


  ‘Come over here and tell us about it.’


  Alan jumped up to shake his hand and Johnny pulled out a seat for him.


  ‘Well, tell us all about it, Alf,’ I said.


  He chewed a mouthful of food, then said, ‘You know it wasn’t only us there, the stay-behind party? There were a few men who hadn’t made it to the beach on time, and later we ran into twelve more blokes from Z Special Unit. Been there seven months, they said – sabotage, intelligence, training natives. So we all dodged the Japs for a few weeks, half-starving, then the Yanks, God bless them, rescued us by sub.’


  ‘Z Special Unit?’ said Alan. ‘Sounds like a bunch of cowboys.’


  ‘Yeah, not far wrong. Run from Melbourne by SRD, Services Reconnaissance Department. Small special ops all over the place – got a base at Darwin they call the Lugger Maintenance Section.’


  ‘Luggers?’


  He smiled at my sudden interest. ‘No, Broome, no real luggers there. Fair few Timorese and Portos, though, itching to get back and harass the Japs.’


  ‘Jeez, it’s great you got home in one piece, Alf,’ I said. ‘None of us would have put money on it, I can tell you. Hope you can have a breather now.’


  ‘Yeah.’ He smiled shyly. ‘Getting married in a few weeks.’


  We congratulated him, then he said with a small frown, ‘But the bastards won’t leave me alone.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘SRD. They want me to go back again, help some Portos start a resistance movement. They’re dangling a promotion, which means more pay. I could use it, that’s for sure.’


  ‘But you wouldn’t go back to Timor, would you?’ I said, surprised.


  ‘Well, I’m going to get shot at wherever I am, and at least I speak the lingo and know the place. Could be worse.’


  Then he paused and said, ‘Sorry, Broome, but I may have dropped you in it.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘When they were talking to me I said, look, there’s even sigs in the unit who speak Japanese. What do you want me for? They got bloody interested in that. I said I forgot your name, but it won’t be hard for them to find you.’


  ‘Oh.’ I wasn’t sure what I felt.


  Johnny said thoughtfully, ‘Special ops. Real commandos, not bloody tank drivers without tanks.’


  Alan said, ‘I heard they’ve been quietly asking some of the 2nd and 4th boys with Timor experience if they feel like transferring over to SRD. There’s a few interested, as well.’


  He gazed at me with a half-smile. ‘You wouldn’t let us go by ourselves, would you, Mike?’


  Chapter 16

  



  The phone rings in my office. The departmental secretary says I have a visitor in the foyer, Captain Something. I’m puzzling over this as I go downstairs because I don’t know anyone in the army anymore. Then I see it’s Ian Erikssen and think, Of course, he’s a captain, a ship’s master. Not in uniform though, just a grey shirt and tidy jeans.


  We shake hands then he says, surprisingly, ‘Look, I’m sorry for being such a prick the other day.’


  ‘Me too,’ I say. ‘I mean, not about you being a prick, I was one too.’


  He nods. ‘Can we try again? Something I wanted to talk to you about.’


  ‘Okay. Lunch?’ We take the familiar path over to Lygon Street without saying much. It’s a calm blue autumn day.


  We settle at a table. He doesn’t want a drink. I don’t have one either, I’m lecturing later.


  We chat a bit, waiting for our meals. I notice the green of his eyes, the familiar line of his cheek; the unfamiliar frown. He takes a breath.


  ‘Okay, Mike. Something I wanted to ask you about.’ He thinks for a moment. ‘Liz and I’ve been divorced for a long time now. I’ve had a girlfriend in Hong Kong for a while. We got married and recently had a baby.’


  ‘Well, congratulations.’


  ‘Thanks. She’s a good woman. Stood by me when I wasn’t handling things very well.’ He loses his train of thought for a moment, then carries on. ‘She’s Chinese, name’s Suyin –’


  ‘Oh? My godmother was Chinese.’


  ‘How did that happen?’


  ‘Long story, another time … go on.’


  ‘So I haven’t told anyone here about it. Didn’t seem right to announce it in a letter, and this is the first time I’ve seen Lena in a year. But now I don’t know where to begin.’


  ‘How old’s the baby?’


  ‘Two months. Name’s Jessica. I was pretty cranky the other night because I haven’t had much sleep.’


  ‘Should have realised you weren’t a prick naturally.’


  He smiles wryly. ‘You see, Lena’s changed, grown up, and sometimes it’s like I hardly know her. I thought you might have some idea how she’ll handle it.’


  ‘Are you worried she might not take to a Chinese stepmother? Kids are a lot easier with other cultures nowadays.’


  ‘No, it’s not Suyin, she gets on with everyone. It’s Jessie. I’m afraid Lena’ll feel she’s – I don’t know – been displaced.’


  I thought for a moment. ‘Are your wife and baby around?’


  ‘Yeah. We’re staying at a hotel in the city.’


  ‘Babies are nice. Why not just introduce everyone? Lena’d probably find a new little sister interesting. Cute, even.’ I laugh at myself. ‘Jesus, what would I know? I’m sorry, I think you’re on your own here. But you should tell her soon. The longer you wait …’


  He nods thoughtfully. The waiter brings our meals.


  ‘But I do know one thing,’ I say, tucking in. ‘She’s a good-hearted girl.’ I suddenly feel certain. ‘I think it’ll be all right, Ian. I really do.’


  ‘Oh, hell.’ He puts his fork down. ‘I’ve realised something.’


  I look up. He’s flushed, embarrassed, seems younger.


  ‘What is it?’ I ask, puzzled.


  ‘I’m an idiot. Sorry.’ He’s annoyed at himself. ‘It’s not Lena feeling displaced. It’s me. Lately all I’ve heard is Mike this and Mike that. As if you’re – I don’t know – her father now.’


  ‘Nah. It’s the other way round,’ I say. ‘Lena’s adopted me. Treats me like a sparrow that’s fallen out of the nest onto its head, so it’s not very bright.’


  He laughs aloud. ‘That’d be her.’


  It’s easy after that, and as we’re leaving at the end of the meal Ian shakes my hand.


  ‘Mike. Could I ask a favour?’ he says. ‘Would you be there when Lena meets the baby? So she doesn’t feel outnumbered. You can tell us about your godmother too, Suyin’d like that.’


  ‘Dunno, I’m famous for boring people half to death with reminiscences.’


  Then I think: (1) Help Johnny’s family. (2) Accept hand of friendship.


  I add, ‘But, yeah, suppose I could come along.’


  ‘I’ll talk to her first so it’s not too much of a shock. Then later we can all go to dinner with Suyin and the baby. Here’s the address. Seven sharp tomorrow?’


  I almost go, ‘Yes, sir,’ and salute. He’s a lad used to command.

  



  After interviews at Canungra with a couple of blokes who seemed to take themselves very seriously, Johnny, Alan and me, plus the irrepressible Kanga, started on the long dusty trip back to Darwin in June 1943: train to Mount Isa and truck for interminable days through the Territory.


  We’d been assigned to the Lugger Maintenance Section, which we soon discovered was a godforsaken outpost south of Darwin. It was not much more than a cluster of army huts in the mangroves, with a few jetties and slipways. By the time we’d had a look around even Kanga was subdued.


  The Services Reconnaissance Department, part of the Allied Intelligence Bureau, was under the control of General MacArthur, Supreme Commander Southwest Pacific Area, and our own General Blamey. It sounded impressive but we slowly realised it was a breathtakingly inept exercise, run mainly for the benefit of the empire builders in Melbourne.


  Alf had been right. To my disappointment there were no luggers at the LMS, though there were a number of good boats laid up around Darwin Harbour. Typically, SRD had turned its back on the real thing and decided to build its own armed ‘native craft’ for twenty times the cost.


  We settled in. There was nothing much to do but work or lie around. The sandflies left excruciating itches, the mangroves were full of crocodiles and in the wet season the beautiful harbour swarmed with invisible jellyfish that could kill a man in minutes.


  We’d only been there a few months when we saw Alf again. He was leaving for Timor with a Portuguese guerrilla group on a mission called Lagarto. That name would haunt me for years.


  Soon afterwards SRD carried out the Jaywick raid, in which commandos from an old boat called Krait sank seven cargo ships in Singapore. The success sent a thrill of optimism through the LMS. But to Alan and Johnny’s disgust we were kept well out of those front-line ops, instead put to training Timorese and Portuguese guerrillas. We helped some of the other missions – native soldiers, coastwatchers, island operatives – but very few of them were as successful as Jaywick. The mood at LMS slowly became less optimistic.


  My Japanese-speaking abilities turned out to be of little use after all, except to question the occasional downed Japanese pilot for a few days before they sent him on to the prison camp at Cowra. I never found out anything very interesting.


  A second mission, codenamed Cobra, left for Timor. Kanga was friends with Dosh, one of the men. We were relieved to be told transmissions were coming in from both Lagarto and Cobra, but we didn’t see the messages themselves as they were sent directly to Harbury, the Melbourne mansion that was SRD operations headquarters.


  

  



  In early 1944, Kanga and I were told out of the blue we were being reassigned to SRD in Melbourne. I was sorry to leave Alan and Johnny behind, and they were furiously envious of my good luck, but after seven tedious months in Darwin I was desperate for a change.


  In Melbourne I was at last able to use my Japanese for translating intercepts, which I thoroughly enjoyed. I thought of visiting Foster but couldn’t face the idea of lying to Helen about Johnny, so didn’t. I started going out with a girl called Rita, one of the intercepts operators. We had fun but it was nothing serious.


  In Melbourne too, Kanga dropped the silly noises, combed his hair and developed an amazing facility for getting promotions. It went very well with his skill of discovering what was happening before anyone else even suspected.


  In May 1944, Timor section staff called Kanga and me to their office. They wanted us to confirm whether transmissions coming from Timor were being sent by Alf and Dosh themselves. This wasn’t as hard as it might sound – Morse code hands were as unique as fingerprints – and after we’d listened to the tapes we agreed, our boys were definitely sending the messages.


  But later in the mess I said to Kanga, ‘Something didn’t seem right about Alf’s messages. Did you pick that up?’


  ‘Yeah. Why was he going on about some village festival? And always sending from the same place, not moving around. That doesn’t make sense if the Japs are chasing them.’


  ‘Alf told me they’d promised to get him out after three months. He’d just got married. But here it is – what? – nine months after insertion? And he’s not asking to come home? I don’t like it, Kanga.’


  ‘Another thing: Dosh was always a stickler about using the authenticator every transmission. But this was random, and only when SRD reminded him to use it. That’s not like him.’


  We looked at each other. ‘We’d better say something,’ I said.


  The head of the Timor section was a civilian, a prickly old Asia hand. We told him what was making us uneasy about the messages we’d heard. He gazed coolly at us then burst into laughter.


  ‘Look, boys,’ he said gently, ‘SRD’s hit a few bumps lately. This intelligence, from our two most successful missions behind enemy lines, is something we’ve badly needed. I’d go so far as to say it’s our finest achievement; certainly mine. I’m very proud of those brave lads. Nothing wrong with them.’


  ‘Sir, but what if they’re compromised?’


  He looked at me with growing dislike. ‘I said, Lance Sergeant Whalen, there’s no problem here. Right?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  I stupidly told another officer my worries over lunch one day. Kanga came to see me that afternoon.


  ‘Bad news, Broome. They’ve decided you’ll be more use to the war effort back in Darwin. You leave tomorrow.’


  ‘You’re joking!’ I said.


  ‘Sorry, fella. I’ll try to keep an eye on this bloody mess, but it’s clearly not a wise career move to go up against SRD Holy Writ.’


  I hardly had time to say goodbye to Rita before starting on the long, boring trek back to Darwin. Wise Kanga, bounding over the political minefields, stayed behind in comfortable Melbourne.


  Once I was back at the Lugger Maintenance Section in mid-1944, I only had a short time to catch up with Alan and Johnny. Their hopes of commando ops in Timor had gone by the wayside over the last sandfly-ridden year in Darwin, so instead they’d wangled assignments as trainers at the Z Special Unit school on Fraser Island.


  ‘Nice work if you can get it,’ I grumbled. ‘Tropical islands, Great Barrier Reef, the worst thing you’ll have to worry about is sunburn.’


  Johnny stopped packing for a moment to throw something at me. ‘Jeez, we deserve it. You wouldn’t believe what it’s been like here while you’ve been swanning around South Yarra. Hey, did you go down to Foster at all?’


  ‘Nah. Thought about it, but I was too busy winning the war from an armchair in the drawing room.’


  When I told them how I’d run afoul of official complacency about the security of the Timor missions, Alan shook his head in amazement.


  ‘When I joined up I knew there were a few idiots in command,’ he said, ‘but give or take, I assumed they knew what they were doing. Now I’m thinking I’ve never seen such self-interested, incompetent officers, and the longer the war goes on the more of them there are. What the hell’s going on, Mike?’


  ‘I dunno. Guess the main thing now is to shut up and survive. It may all be over soon. The Japs are in shit everywhere.’


  ‘Not enough shit, the bastards,’ said Johnny. ‘And they’re clinging on like grim death. Jeez I’d love another crack at ’em.’


  Alan nodded in agreement.


  ‘Look, you two thugs, you’re going somewhere a lot more pleasant than here. Make the best of it. Don’t go asking for trouble.’


  ‘Just one more crack,’ said Johnny.


  ‘Idiots,’ I said. Lovingly.


  Alan and Johnny left and I settled back into LMS life. I heard shortly afterwards that the obnoxious Timor head who’d got rid of me had been bumped sideways. There were whispers of a stunning breach of intelligence but no details.


  SRD sent another mission to Timor, codenamed Adder, which seemed to disappear without a trace. Then they went ahead with Rimau, a large raid on Singapore shipping, but twenty-three good men simply vanished. After that SRD pulled in its horns for a time.


  Then, at last, something interesting happened. SRD began building a powerful new radio station for traffic from all over Asia. The receivers were based at Leanyer, outside Darwin. I was in a small group assigned to help set up and operate the equipment and it fascinated me. My suggestions on technical improvements helped me get a promotion to sergeant.

  



  At the end of 1944 I had a week’s leave with my family in Perth. I could see my parents were much happier now I wasn’t on the front line. They’d always loved playing Irish fiddle music together but last time I’d been home they hadn’t touched their instruments. Now in the evenings I’d hear the lilt of tunes from my childhood and my parents laughing together and I’d feel safe. Harboured.


  Liam was happy too. Wartime wasn’t easy for an artist but he was always able to make the best of it. Anna was the one who worried me. There were lines of fatigue around her eyes and a bitter turn to her mouth. She was a nursing sister now, carrying a weight of responsibility: the flow of casualties never ended. When she had a rare day off, I took her to dinner at a restaurant as a treat.


  She looked pretty, in a blue velvet dress with a neat little hat, and I said, ‘That table of blokes near the door can’t take their eyes off you.’


  She smiled wryly and said, ‘Do I care? I’ve had it with men.’


  ‘Why, some swine steal your heart?’ I teased.


  She looked down. ‘You could say that. There was a man, a patient, who recovered. We were pretty serious. But he hadn’t recovered after all. Got a secondary infection and died within hours.’


  ‘Oh Anna, I’m so sorry.’


  She blinked and took a breath. ‘That wasn’t really the worst of it. A lot of the girls have lost someone.’ She shrugged. ‘But about six months later I met another man. A doctor, so at least he was healthy.’ She smiled crookedly. ‘Trouble was, he was a bastard. Strung me along, wife back home, the old story.’


  ‘Sis. That’s rotten,’ I said.


  ‘Yes. Couldn’t work for a few weeks. Matron was good, gave me sick leave. I’m all right now, but, you see, not really in the mood for romance.’


  Half-joking, I said, ‘I’ll beat him up for you if you’d like.’


  She looked at me in amazement. ‘God no. But you would, wouldn’t you?’


  I thought for a moment. ‘Guess so. I’ve learnt a lot of heavy-arm stuff, comes easily now.’


  ‘Do you think that’ll always be with you?’


  ‘I hope not. There’s a lot of memories I’d like to jettison, especially from Timor. It’s odd, but it’s getting harder as time goes by, not easier.’


  ‘Nightmares?’


  ‘They come and go.’ I hesitated. ‘A little boy, my criado, and a woman I knew. They’re on a beach at night and there’s something terrifying coming up behind them, but I can’t get a sound out of my throat. The other men say I wake them up yelling.’


  ‘Oh Mike, I’m so sorry.’ She shook her head slowly. ‘I don’t think our generation will ever recover from this … this … obscenity.’


  ‘Maybe after enough time has passed –’


  ‘No. I see men Dad’s age still suffering from the Great War. Not physically, though there’s enough of them too.’ She said suddenly, furiously, ‘I’ll never forgive them, never.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘The Japanese. What they’ve done to us, to half the world.’


  ‘It’s not all of them, Anna. The ones we knew in Broome were different.’


  ‘All of them, Mike.’ She closed her eyes for a moment. ‘What I’ve seen. You could not imagine. Damn all of them to hell.’ She took a deep breath and smiled coldly. ‘Now you understand why I don’t get invited to dinner parties anymore.’


  ‘Oh, sis.’ I took her hand. ‘You need to stop work for a while. Have a rest.’


  She shook her head. ‘I can’t. Too much to do and not enough shoulders to carry the load.’


  The waiter brought our plates to the table.


  Anna smiled at me. ‘Ah, come on Mike. Don’t worry about your bitter old sister. Eat, drink, be merry. This steak looks damned good.’


  I was twenty-three. My bitter old sister was all of twenty-four.


  Chapter 17

  



  I’m nervous about being late to the restaurant, so I’m exactly on time. Lena’s there already. She gives me a smile but it’s a little more subdued than usual.


  ‘Hi, Mike. Dad said you were coming along to talk some more about my grandfather. I’m glad you two are getting on.’


  ‘Well it was touch and go. I feared for my life at one point,’ I say.


  She laughs. ‘He scares everyone like that. It’s because he’s a skipper, they have to be in charge all the time.’


  ‘Really? I think it’s natural talent. So. How are you?’


  Her eyes flicker to mine. ‘I see you’ve already heard.’ She takes a breath. ‘I’m okay, I think. It’s funny, I had a feeling he was being evasive about something, so it’s a relief to know why.’


  ‘I guess it probably means forgoing any hopes your parents will get back together again.’


  ‘I wasn’t the kind of kid who spent years wishing for that, Mike.’ She gives me a small smile. ‘But I was the kind of kid who hated being an only child. So it might be nice to have a little sister.’


  Just then Ian and a pretty Chinese woman come into the restaurant with a baby in a carrier. They sit down with us, bustling, apologising for being late.


  Ian clears his throat and says, ‘Lena, Mike, this is my wife Suyin and baby Jessica. Suyin, this is my daughter Lena, and a family friend Mike.’


  ‘You’ve been practising that in front of the mirror for hours, haven’t you, Dad?’


  ‘Sprung,’ says Ian, with a grin. ‘But wouldn’t you? Sweetie, I’m nervous.’


  ‘Don’t be, Dad.’ Lena looks at Suyin. ‘Can I see her, please?’


  ‘Of course,’ says Suyin. She lifts the small gurgling bundle from the basket and passes her carefully to Lena.


  Lena holds her in the crook of her arm, looking down. I see her face go from polite interest to intrigue to fascination in a few seconds. She says softly, ‘Oh … oh, Jessica. Little Jess. Yes, there you are. You’re Jessie.’


  Suyin and I catch each other’s eyes and smile. She’s older than I’d imagined, late thirties, gentle-faced. She’s in an elegant suit, hair in a loose bun.


  ‘I for one cannot comprehend how babies eat up so much time,’ says Ian in mock despair.


  ‘Don’t worry, Dad, when she’s a deckhand you’ll be able to hurry her along.’


  ‘As if I’d ever be allowed to take her to sea,’ says Ian, and Suyin laughs quietly.


  I ask, ‘Are you involved with Ian’s ship, Suyin?’


  ‘No, not at all, Mike. I had never been to sea until I met Ian. I’m a medical researcher.’


  ‘Are you?’ says Lena. ‘I’m studying physics. I’d love to do research one day. What’s your field?’


  ‘The effects of low-level radiation,’ says Suyin.


  My heart thumps painfully and I find myself staring at her.


  ‘Really? Dad, why didn’t you tell me?’


  ‘Well, I’ve hardly had time,’ Ian protests.


  Lena looks down at the dozing baby.


  She says thoughtfully, ‘Wow. A new sister and a medical researcher stepmother. That is so cool.’


  She laughs. ‘Okay, Dad. I’m totally won over. We can all relax now.’


  We pick up the menus and start discussing entrees and luckily no one seems to notice my hand is shaking.

  



  At the start of 1945 the Lugger Maintenance Section was in a state of excitement. Services Reconnaissance Department had been split up into groups, one with direct responsibility for Timor. And instead of working from a mansion in Melbourne, the new head was based here at the LMS and operations were again in the pipeline.


  I was helping get some of the boxes of papers from Melbourne organised into filing cabinets at the LMS when I heard familiar chuckles. Looking up I saw Johnny and Alan at the door, enjoying my struggle to shut a bursting drawer.


  ‘Glad to see we’ve got something to really frighten the Japs now,’ said Alan. ‘Paper’s the new secret weapon, I hear.’ ‘You bastards!’ I said. ‘Where’d you come from?’ We hugged, laughing and pounding each other’s backs. They told me they’d just arrived by aeroplane from Brisbane.


  ‘We’ve got a mission, Mike, at last,’ said Johnny.


  He looked good – healthy, brown, hair bleached silver by the sun. Alan, too, was solid and muscular and tanned. Over a beer at the mess they told me about their time training hundreds of agents in the glorious Queensland tropics.


  ‘So what’s this mission you’ve got yourselves tangled up in? Why not stay in paradise?’


  ‘Even paradise has its limits,’ said Johnny. ‘I’m itching to get back into action. Mike, we’ve learnt so much since the Prom. That was kids’ stuff. You wouldn’t believe what we know now.’ He and Alan grinned at each other.


  ‘Will it stop bullets?’ I said.


  Johnny shook his head. ‘Oh ye of little faith. Open another bottle, for God’s sake.’


  ‘So when do you leave?’ I said, refilling our glasses.


  ‘Tomorrow night. Operation Viper,’ said Alan. ‘We’re going in to relieve the Lagarto blokes.’


  ‘So soon?’ I was shocked. ‘Jesus, be careful. You remember I told you I was worried about Lagarto.’


  ‘But they’ve been reporting back for a good nine months since then,’ said Alan. ‘Surely if there was something wrong, SRD would’ve noticed by now. They aren’t total fools.’


  ‘Keep in mind I’ve actually met the Melbourne crowd, mate, and I’d beg to differ.’


  He chuckled and we darted off onto other topics, drinking and laughing. But as the night drew on I sensed painful undercurrents: Johnny’s mood became bitter and he left for his bunk.


  ‘Flynn, what’s wrong with him?’ I asked. ‘I thought you’d just had six months in paradise.’


  ‘It would have been, except there was this bastard lieutenant who took a dislike to Johnny. One of those mean little thin-moustache types, terrified someone might realise he had a boyfriend back in Brisbane. So to prove what a galloping he-man he was, he made a point of harassing Johnny, needling him, dropping insinuations.’


  ‘And he’s still alive to tell the tale?’


  ‘I don’t know how! Our Johnny restrained himself until I thought he’d have a stroke. But it’s done his state of mind no good. He got more and more furious, more set on going back to Timor to get his revenge on the Japs, on someone, on anyone.’ Alan sighed. ‘When this mission came up he insisted on volunteering. I’d have been happy to stay out of it but … couldn’t let him go off by himself. God knows what kind of strife he’d get himself into.’


  Next day they had forms and papers to complete at the office. I watched them quietly as they wrote, sunlight slanting golden in through the windows. I was suddenly reminded of one evening on leave, with my parents in the lamplight, Mum knitting, Dad reading the paper; their love and understanding and the peace of the moment.


  I smiled to myself, and Alan, looking up, asked me why. I tried to explain but they started laughing.


  ‘So you’re sitting there, telling two of the meanest, most lethal commandos in the country they remind you of Mum and Dad having a quiet night at home,’ said Alan. ‘Jesus, you live dangerously, fella.’


  ‘Oh Mike, Mike,’ said Johnny, wiping his eyes. ‘You’re priceless. God, I’m glad we saw you again before, you know …’


  ‘Yeah.’ There was a silence.


  ‘Come on,’ said Alan. ‘Got to get these done, then check out what we need from the armoury.’ We looked at each other, suddenly sober.


  At sunset we walked over to the jetty where the Fairmile launch was moored, engines quietly rumbling. She was a tough, fast little vessel with twenty crewmen and armaments to spare. Two hard-looking Timorese were waiting to go with them.


  Alan said quietly, ‘I was thinking. We’ve got the authenticator to say everything’s all right. But what about something to tell you privately if it’s not? Mike, what word?’


  ‘“Lugger”,’ Johnny said. ‘That’d make him pay attention.’


  ‘I’ll pay attention anyway, you drongos. But yeah. If I see “lugger” I’ll raise the roof.’


  ‘Okay. Well.’ Alan shook my hand. ‘See you then, fella.’


  Johnny shook my hand too. ‘Bye, Mike.’


  ‘Take care of yourselves, lads,’ I said with studied calm.


  They jumped aboard. I could hardly breathe. I wanted to call them back and beg them not to go.


  The Fairmile’s hawsers were released without ceremony, the engines revved like a racing car and the ship seemed to leap away from the jetty. The last thing I could see was the light on Johnny’s pale hair.

  



  A day after Operation Viper left for Timor I ran into Kanga at the LMS. Even in the steamy tropics he looked perfectly turned out. He’d just arrived from Melbourne, escorting the last of the SRD files. I took him for a cup of tea in the mess.


  ‘How are you finding the new commanding officer?’ he asked.


  ‘Getting busy very quickly,’ I said. ‘A Timor mission’s gone in already.’


  ‘Who went this time?’


  ‘Alan and Johnny.’


  ‘Oh.’ He looked worried.


  ‘Kanga? What is it?’


  He drew his chair closer to me.


  ‘Broome, when I was packing up in Melbourne I went to collect the Lagarto and Cobra files. I was told in no uncertain terms they weren’t to come here, they had to stay in Melbourne. At the back of a locked cupboard.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘That’s what I wondered. So I had a look.’


  ‘I thought it was a locked cupboard.’


  He smiled gently and said, ‘Broome. Me, right?’ He took a breath. ‘Anyway. It was a lot of reading. And not pleasant either.’


  ‘Tell me, Kanga.’


  ‘It’s what we thought. They’re kidding themselves, pretending it’s okay. Ridiculous reports, authenticators screwed. You’d have to be a gullible fool to keep trusting them. But there was more, made my hair stand on end.’


  His voice dropped even lower. ‘Some breathtaking fool sent Lagarto a message about something they’d read in a Japanese intercept.’


  I looked at him in amazement: that we could decipher Japanese transmissions was one of the greatest secrets of the war. ‘Oh Jesus. That’d be why heads rolled recently.’


  He nodded. ‘But even worse, Broome, they’ve informed Lagarto about other insertions.’ He spread his hands in disbelief. ‘It’s the first rule of guerrilla war: the less an op knows about any other op, the better. But some imbecile told Lagarto where Adder was landing last August.’


  ‘God, no.’ A shiver ran up my spine. ‘Did you ever get anything back from them at all?’


  ‘Not a whisper. What’s this latest mission called?’


  ‘Viper.’


  He looked at me in horror. ‘That was the most recent signal. Telling Lagarto about insertion of the Viper party.’


  I jumped up and raced outside. We used motorcycles to get quickly between LMS and the Leanyer radio base and, blessedly, one was free. I was there in ten minutes. I dashed in and found the duty officer.


  ‘Any word from Viper yet?’


  ‘You’re in a bit of a lather, lad. No, not yet. But you can’t expect anything for a while, they’ve got to find a secure base, set up, transmit. All takes time.’


  I sat on a chair in the corner. They’d left yesterday evening. Ten hours to Timor, hopefully ashore before dawn. It was only noon now. They’d have needed time to get away from the shore, find a safe place inland. Yeah. Maybe they saw a patrol, had to hide, move somewhere else. Maybe they had to avoid a swamp, ford a river, climb a mountain. All took time.


  I pretended to be busy with a circuit board and they left me alone. I stayed all day and then all night. I found a storeroom and had a quick snooze; grabbed some coffee at the mess.


  The duty officer gave me a curious look but I stayed again during the day. That night he ordered me back to quarters to rest.


  I woke up the following morning sick with misery. There was no reason to hang around waiting for word from Viper. It was never going to come.

  



  We’d lost a surprising number of friends. The 4th Independents, now part of the 7th Cavalry (Commando) Regiment, had been deployed to Papua in August 1943. One of the ships carrying them into Lae was bombed and twenty good men I knew died in the wreck. Ashore, another mate was killed by a mortar from our own side. Even when the Japs weren’t shooting at you, fatal accidents still happened: men and equipment and high pressure made a dangerous mix.


  But with good friends, close friends, you protected yourself from the realisation of loss, the same way you protected yourself from acknowledging the men you’d killed. Somehow I kept going.


  Then five weeks later, long after I’d given up all hope, a message arrived from Viper. They called me in to give me the good news, everyone in the ops room beaming and my own knees weak with relief. The duty officer, grinning, showed me the transcript. It said:


  RADIO DAMAGED FIXED NOW STOP MOVING SOUTH EVERYTHING SHIPSHAPE RPT SHIPSHAPE STOP DROP SUPPLIES SOONEST DONT SEND BY LUGGER STOP


  ‘There’s the authenticator, lad. “Shipshape”. Everything’s all right. What a relief, eh?’


  A sick sweat broke out on my forehead. ‘No. No, it’s not all right. We agreed a private authenticator, to tell me if they were in trouble – “lugger” – there it is!’


  He looked surprised. ‘No need for private codes, Sergeant. Look. There’s the official authenticator. They need the supplies in a hurry, don’t want to mess around with slow old boats, eh boys?’ he asked as the others clustered around. They nodded.


  ‘Broome,’ said one, ‘It’s all right. They’re fine. This is the Lugger Maintenance Section, for Christ’s sake.’


  ‘No. You don’t understand. Oh Jesus. I’m going to be sick.’


  They looked at me in surprise as I ran out. I barely got to the latrine before vomiting. I went back, mopping my face with a wet handkerchief.


  ‘Sir,’ I said to the duty officer, ‘it’s not all right. They’re in trouble, the message says so.’


  He looked at me with kindness.


  ‘Sergeant, it’s been a hard wait and I know they’re your friends. But I think the heat’s got to you. You need a rest, take two days off. That’s an order.’


  I looked at him in horror but could say nothing more. I returned to barracks and lay down and stayed there for two days, staring at the ceiling. It was true I had a touch of malaria – it still hit me every few months – but I knew Alan wouldn’t have transmitted that word unless something was terribly wrong.


  I tried for an interview with the CO but he wouldn’t see me. I was persona non grata. The gossip was I’d gone troppo, off the deep end, imagining secret codes in the transmissions. I heard there was another message from Viper but they wouldn’t let me see it. They reassured me it had the authenticator, everything was fine and I just needed to rest.


  Oddly enough, a few of the men believed me, but the CO didn’t. He was all gung-ho about sending in relief missions for Lagarto and Cobra. They needed relieving, God knows: Alf and the other blokes had been on Timor for over twenty months now, without once asking to come home. But couldn’t the brass see how unlikely that was?


  Others were starting to have their doubts too, so to check up, a small party called Sunlag was parachuted into Timor two days before the date they’d told Lagarto. They hid and a couple of days later were appalled to see Japanese soldiers turning up at their meeting point with Alf, clearly a prisoner. But their radio was damaged and they weren’t able to warn Darwin for several days.


  Amazingly, the CO didn’t bother waiting to hear from them: he sent in yet another group, which promptly disappeared. Once Sunlag finally got the word through about Alf’s capture, the brass at last acknowledged the Timor missions were compromised. But by then it was far too late.


  By then, too, it was barely days before the end of the war. The idea of an ending had become a perpetually receding mirage. We knew men were fighting island to island, that Japan was being firebombed night after night, but who could truly imagine an ending after so long? The Japanese themselves swore they’d fight to the last man standing.


  Then we awoke one glorious day in August to read about a bomb, a secret bomb of unimaginable power that had devastated the city of Hiroshima. The Japanese were still defiant, then a second bomb annihilated Nagasaki. Six days later, on 15 August 1945, they surrendered. It was all over.


  But of course it wasn’t.

  



  We sent transmissions to the islands to tell the Japanese to lay down their arms, to release prisoners unharmed, but it wasn’t until early October that an army plane brought the Timor prisoners home to Australia. We waited at Darwin airport one humid morning, not certain who would disembark. First I saw Alf and Dosh and a few other men I knew coming down the steps. They were all terribly thin.


  Then I saw Alan. He was limping a little and I could see bandages on his head and left hand. As he approached our welcome party I looked beyond him, but there was no one else. I didn’t ask; couldn’t ask. As the group dispersed, Alan and I were left. We looked at each other. His eyes were black with despair and he shook his head. We walked in silence to the waiting car.


  A grenade explosion when they were captured had burst one of Alan’s eardrums. It had leaked pus for months and his hearing on that side was destroyed. The nails on his left hand had been ripped out over days of torture. They didn’t hurt the right so he could still key messages to Darwin. He joked about needing fewer manicures but he’d wince at almost any touch.


  He told me Johnny had been shot one night by a crazy Japanese lieutenant and had died instantly. He didn’t say anything more, and I didn’t have the heart to press him. He was soon demobilised and went back to his parents’ place in Sydney to recuperate.


  The Lugger Maintenance Section was quickly closed down. Kanga told me he’d stumbled across senior officers burning stacks of papers from the Timor operations files. They said the order to destroy them had come from the highest level, General Blamey himself.


  Trials were held in Darwin for the Japanese guards who had murdered and tortured the SRD men in Timor. But the brass refused to take the prisoners’ statements into evidence on what looked like an arse-covering technicality, and without that evidence the longest sentence handed out was only three months in gaol.


  So SRD’s multiple debacles were swept under the carpet. The armchair warriors were issued decorations citing the Jaywick raid, and those responsible for the tragic, avoidable deaths in Timor erased their roles from the records.


  Heartily sick of it all, I took up a servicemen’s grant in 1946 and went back to my engineering studies.


  Chapter 18

  



  Dinner with Lena and Ian and Suyin is excellent. We talk about Suyin’s work and Ian’s ships and Lena’s studies, then Suyin says, ‘Your turn, Mike. Please tell us about your godmother.’


  ‘All right,’ I say. ‘Well. When my mother was fifteen her family sailed to Australia, late 1906. Two of the sailors were friends – my father Danny and Sam Lee, who was half-Chinese. Sam and my mother’s sister Rosa fell in love. Then the ship ran onto a reef near Cape Otway and was wrecked.’


  ‘Not Willowmere?’ says Ian. ‘February 1907?’


  ‘Yes,’ I say, surprised.


  ‘Thought so. I was mad about shipwrecks as a kid, especially those on the Victorian coast. Can quote you chapter and verse.’


  ‘He can, too,’ says Lena. ‘But not now, Dad.’


  ‘Did many survive, Mike?’ asks Suyin.


  ‘I think most did, but Mum’s mother died soon afterwards of pneumonia. Anyway, Sam and Rosa eloped, which would have been a great scandal, except Sam’s mother Min-lu was a wealthy merchant and very influential in Melbourne.’


  ‘But wasn’t that when White Australia was a big deal?’ asks Lena.


  ‘It was, but my mother used to say that even then money trumped race.’


  ‘And what happened?’ says Lena.


  ‘Well, Min-lu took care of my mother. Taught her the trade in Broome pearl shell, a big industry at the time. Mum ended up in Broome and married Dad after the Great War. I was born there in 1921 and Min-lu became my godmother. There you have it.’


  ‘So, you lied, Mike,’ says Lena. ‘You’re not actually ninety-nine after all.’


  ‘Got me there, kid.’


  ‘That’s a bloody good story, Mike,’ says Ian. ‘What a place Broome must have been back then.’


  ‘My great-uncle and his family lived there,’ says Suyin. ‘Our family name is Wing.’


  ‘Not Billy Wing!’


  ‘That’s right.’


  ‘He was a lovely bloke, had a small shop, always nice to us kids. I went to school with his son, Eddy. Is he still around?’


  ‘They were in Singapore when the Japanese invaded,’ says Suyin quietly. ‘Billy did not survive, nor Eddy, nor the rest of his family. The Chinese suffered greatly at that time.’


  ‘Yes. That’s true,’ I say. ‘I hadn’t heard about Billy’s family. I’m so sorry.’


  ‘I think everyone in my parents’ generation lost relatives,’ says Suyin. ‘It was a terrible period.’


  Ian nods reflectively. ‘For so many people.’ He thinks for a moment then looks at me. ‘When was the last time you saw my father, Mike?’


  ‘On a jetty at a secret base in Darwin, early 1945. Boarding a ship for Timor.’


  ‘To do what?’ says Lena.


  ‘God knows,’ I sigh. ‘Relieve an earlier mission. Give the Japanese someone to chase up and down mountains.’


  ‘What happened?’ says Ian.


  ‘The enemy had captured a friend of ours. Tortured him till he’d work the Morse transmitter. They had the cipher codes, they only needed his hand.’


  Lena looks puzzled.


  ‘All radio operators have their own distinctive timing, Lena. We could hear it was our man’s hand on the key and that was all the brass wanted to know. So they kept telling him – and the Japanese – whenever new missions were being inserted.’


  ‘Good God! How long did that go on for?’ says Ian.


  ‘Nearly two years. Operation after operation was compromised, dozens of servicemen lost. Not forgetting hundreds of locals as well.’


  ‘And my father’s mission?’


  ‘Caught as soon as they landed. Johnny and two Timorese died in captivity. Alan was tortured but survived.’


  ‘Alan?’ says Ian.


  ‘Alan Guildford. Johnny’s best friend. And mine. You might like to meet him one day.’


  ‘Is he the one whose partner died recently and you had to go to Sydney?’ says Lena.


  ‘Mmm, yes.’


  ‘The one who’s the father of your stepchildren?’ Lena says. Suyin glances at me with interest.


  ‘Yeah.’ Stop now, Lena.


  She doesn’t.


  ‘The one who’s gay?’


  Ian’s eyebrows go up.


  ‘Uh-huh.’


  She ponders. No, Lena, no more.


  There’s more.


  ‘That’s why you and Nana argued, wasn’t it, Mike?’


  ‘Lena –’


  ‘Johnny and Alan were lovers.’ She’s pleased at having worked out the puzzle.


  I try a red herring. ‘Lena, your logical processes are a credit to your tutors, but they don’t necessarily apply in real life.’


  She looks at me with that gentle turquoise gaze. ‘It’s all right, Mike. Things are different nowadays. You don’t have to protect your friends anymore.’


  Ian takes a deep, unsteady breath. ‘Are you saying my father was a poof?’


  ‘No. I’m saying your father was a good man, a great soldier, a true friend.’


  ‘And this … Alan was his … bit of fluff?’


  ‘Ian –’ says Suyin.


  I look directly at him. ‘No, Ian. I’m saying they loved each other, deeply, unshakeably. They had a relationship as solid as a marriage.’


  He stands suddenly, the chair scraping on the floor.


  ‘Okay, that’s enough,’ he says. ‘I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing, you bastard, but smearing a dead man is beyond contempt. Suyin, come on. We’re leaving. You too, Lena.’


  Suyin gives me an apologetic smile. ‘Goodnight, Mike. It was lovely to meet you,’ she says and picks up the baby carrier.


  Lena stands slowly. ‘Dad …’


  ‘I mean now, Lena.’ He turns back to me. ‘And you stay right away from her in future, Professor, or I’ll make an official complaint.’


  Lena looks back at me wide-eyed as they stop briefly at the cashier, then leave.


  I contemplate the ruins of the meal we’d enjoyed. Sorry, Johnny. Even I can’t pretend that went well.

  



  Before returning to university in 1946 I went home to Perth for a week, a glorious carefree week of drinks and parties and music and, best of all, my happy family. Even Anna was lighthearted, the weight of responsibility lifted from her shoulders.


  One night in the sitting room, Mum put her fiddle down after playing an intricate sweet air. She said with a sigh, ‘It’s hard to believe it’s over, even now. But at least you never had to fight Ken Egawa, darling.’


  ‘No, thank God. I wonder whether he made it through the war.’


  ‘That reminds me, I found a lovely photo the other day when I was tidying up,’ said Mum. ‘There, under that book to your right.’


  I moved the book and found the photo. I remembered it, from when I’d visited Broome in early 1941. Dad had taken it, so there was Mum, me, Yoshi, Betty, Ken and Mary, standing in front of some trees in our yard, laughing at some silly joke of Dad’s as he clicked the shutter.


  ‘We were so young and happy,’ I said. ‘It’s hard to take in how much has changed since then.’ I looked up. ‘What’s happened to the Egawas now?’


  ‘Old man Egawa died of pneumonia a year ago in the camp, son,’ said Dad, tightening a string on his fiddle. ‘Then when the war ended they put most of the prisoners on leaky old cargo boats and sent them to Japan, didn’t matter how long they’d lived here.’


  ‘Mary too? But she was born here.’


  ‘It made no difference. They sent us a Red Cross card,’ said Mum. ‘Mary wrote that they had hardly any money and were going to be landed in Japan in midwinter.’


  ‘Yoshi had family somewhere in the south, where Betty was staying,’ I said. ‘I’m not sure where it was.’


  ‘South?’ said Dad. We glanced at each other. I used to worry what would happen to Betty when the war finally came to Japan, but over the last year I’d barely given her a thought. It was as if I’d lost the ability to care about her, or even about Helen. Too much had happened and nothing seemed real.


  ‘I’ll have a look in my old things,’ I said. I found Betty’s letter easily and brought it back to the sitting room.


  ‘Hatsukaichi, on the Inland Sea, she says. Where’s the atlas?’


  Dad and I sat on the lounge, flipped through the old family atlas. ‘There it is, the Inland Sea, and Hatsukaichi, there,’ I said, pointing.


  Dad put his large wrinkled finger on a nearby dot and said slowly, ‘And Hiroshima, there.’

  



  One evening in mid-1946 I heard a knock on the door of my room at my lodgings. I was surprised and pleased to see Alan. Apart from his thinness he was looking well, his scarred hand healed, his limp gone.


  I took him to dinner in a small cafe but he couldn’t eat much. He said his stomach was still oversensitive to food after so long on watery rice. He was able to laugh a little, though I could see a deep sadness in him.


  ‘I’m going back to work soon,’ he said. ‘Postmaster-General’s Department found they couldn’t do without me. Are you happy back at university?’


  ‘Yes. It’s strange being five years older than most of the class, but the perspective helps too. My work’s better, more focused.’


  He sipped from his glass of water. ‘Have you been down to Foster, seen Helen?’


  I shook my head. ‘What could I say?’


  ‘Perhaps now, with Johnny gone, you and she …?’


  ‘No. She made it clear long ago I’m no more than a friend.’


  He nodded. ‘There’s something I wanted to tell you. Couldn’t when we got back, didn’t have the words.’


  I waited.


  He took a breath. ‘They tortured us. Well, you knew that. But we both held out for weeks. Then in the end this mad lieutenant held a gun to Johnny’s head and said he’d shoot unless I sent a message. So I did. I was almost ready to give in anyway, there’s a point after so much pain … but I couldn’t refuse once they’d threatened Johnny. I warned you with “lugger”. The messages were stupid. I thought Darwin’d be smart enough to know they were fake.’


  ‘I tried to tell them but they ignored me.’


  He nodded slowly. ‘They let us stay together so long as I cooperated. And not all the guards were shits. There was one man, the interpreter. Tall, nice-looking bloke. One night he told us quietly he’d grown up in Australia, in Broome, friends with a soldier called Mike Whalen. Did we know him?’


  ‘Good God, not Ken Egawa?’


  ‘We thought it was a trap so didn’t give anything away. Then he asked again, another night. Johnny said, “So what’s this Mike’s main characteristic?”’ Alan chuckled. ‘Ken thought for a bit then he said, “He tells terrible jokes.”’


  ‘That’s not my main characteristic,’ I protested.


  ‘It was good enough for us,’ said Alan, grinning. ‘So from then on we’d talk a little each night. He’d bring us food. He wanted us to tell you that you were right. He should never have joined the Japanese army. He was sickened by what he’d seen, desperate for the war to end. He wasn’t a bad bloke at all.’


  Alan looked down for a time, then said, ‘One night we were quietly talking. This crazy lieutenant barrelled into the cell waving his pistol, screaming, “Traitor!” He was about to shoot Ken, when Johnny, the bloody fool, leapt up yelling, “No!” So the madman shot Johnny instead. The noise …’ Alan swallowed. ‘He turned on me but Ken tried to stop him, so he shot him too. Then he gave me a pistol-whipping and laughed and left.’


  ‘Oh, Al, no.’


  ‘Ken died straightaway. Johnny held on for a few minutes. He said my name and touched my face and died. In a few moments, just a few moments,’ Alan shook his head in despair, ‘I couldn’t believe it, couldn’t think, Johnny gone, in an instant.’


  He put his hand over his eyes. ‘I helped dig their graves, then went to my cell and refused to move. I was hoping the madman would finish me off too, but he found it more amusing to let me suffer.’


  I couldn’t speak.


  ‘Barely a few days later the war ended. The guards gave everyone clothes and food and bowed every now and then. It was just … incomprehensible. Then we came home.’


  He took a shuddering breath. ‘Johnny died trying to save your friend and your friend died trying to save me. Fucking, fucking, fucking pointless waste. At the trials they wouldn’t admit my evidence, and the mongrel who’d shot them, they gave him all of three months in gaol. Three months.’


  He gave me a sad smile. ‘So, you see, you could tell Helen that, at least. Our Johnny died something of a hero. She might like his little boy to know one day.’


  

  



  I watched the bush sliding past the train window and wondered if Helen had changed. I knew I had. Looking in the mirror that morning I’d compared what I saw with the lad I’d been before the war. I was wearing a suit. My russet hair was swept neatly to one side, my brows and eyes were dark, my skin tanned, my shoulders broad. Imperceptibly, over the lost years of war, I’d become a man.


  I took a taxi from the station at Foster to the O’Briens’. I’d sent them a telegram to say I was arriving and Sally had afternoon tea ready. They were both now in their seventies, but still well, I was glad to see. Harry gave me the keys to his truck so I could visit Helen.


  I drove to the Erikssen farm. Mrs Erikssen, Inge, met me at the door. Her eyes were deeply lined from tears shed and unshed, but she welcomed me with affection. Mr Erikssen was in an armchair by the fire and grunted and waved his pipe. Helen came out of the kitchen wearing a blue apron.


  We hugged, laughing, for a moment, and I had to retreat and sit quickly before my instant physical response to her became obvious. She was as beautiful – more beautiful – than I remembered. Even in that brief moment she felt like everything I had ever wanted in my life.


  A small fair-haired boy ran into the room. He looked shockingly familiar and it brought tears to my eyes. ‘How old are you, little man?’ I said.


  ‘I’m nearly four,’ he said confidently. ‘You’re my daddy’s friend, aren’t you?’


  ‘Yes. Yes I am.’


  They insisted I stay for dinner, a simple country meal with all the fresh potatoes and carrots and roast beef I’d yearned for over the grim years of army rations. Afterwards, when little Ian had gone to bed, we sat around the fire with cups of tea and slices of Inge’s famous fruitcake.


  ‘Tell us now what happened,’ said Inge. ‘The letter from the army explained so little. You must know more.’


  I nodded. ‘I’ve recently seen Alan – you remember, Johnny’s best friend?’


  ‘Of course,’ said Inge. ‘Such a fine man.’


  ‘He told me the full story. He and Johnny went on a secret mission to Timor. They were captured and Alan was forced to radio false reports back to Darwin, saying everything was going well, when of course it wasn’t.’


  ‘How was he forced?’ grunted Mr Erikssen. ‘He was a big strong boy.’


  I’d hoped they wouldn’t ask that. I said as gently as I could, ‘They were hurt and threatened. Alan put secret codes in the messages to warn Darwin. They did their best.’


  ‘Then what happened?’ said Helen quietly.


  ‘One night a Japanese officer threatened them with a gun. Johnny tried to protect someone else, and the officer shot him. He died almost instantly, without suffering. It was over in a moment.’


  Tears rolled down Inge’s face. ‘My baby,’ she said. ‘My baby.’ Mr Erikssen put his hand over his eyes.


  There were tears on Helen’s cheeks too. She rubbed her face and stood.


  ‘I’ll get my coat, Mike. Can we go for a drive somewhere?’


  We drove to the lookout high above Foster with the lovely view over the Prom and Corner Inlet. The moon was almost full, the hills and mountains outlined against the night. Lights glimmered from the town and the scattered farms and one or two boats out on the water.


  ‘Was it all true, Mike, the things you said?’ asked Helen.


  ‘Yes.’ I took a breath. ‘They were hurt more than I let on, they were tortured. But they yielded, wisely, when they had to. And Johnny did a brave thing, he tried to stop someone else getting shot, and he died quickly. Yes, it was all true.’


  Helen sat quietly for a time then said, ‘We were told he was going on a mission, but when month after month passed with no word, I started to know I’d never see him again. It wasn’t a surprise when we got the news.’


  She turned and looked at me and gently touched my face and said, ‘Thank you, Mike.’


  To my joy she rested her head on my shoulder, her hand cupping my cheek, and sighed deeply. I put my arms around her and held her, at peace, smelling her hair, feeling her warmth.


  ‘Oh, Helen, it’s been such a long, horrible time,’ I said quietly.


  I felt her nod slowly. ‘It was boring and sad here,’ she whispered. ‘Year after year, worrying, wondering.’


  She lifted her head and kissed me softly on the mouth. I kissed her back, content, delighted. There was passion too, but this time no haste. Something wonderful lay ahead of us, something slowly unfolding.


  Leaning her head on my shoulder again, she sighed. ‘Oh, Mike, I’ve missed you. I’ve been alone for so long. No one to talk to who understands me. Even when Johnny had leave, he wasn’t really here with me.’


  ‘Sweetheart,’ I murmured, kissing her hair, ‘I’m sorry it’s been so hard. I’ll do anything I can to make it better now.’


  After a moment she said softly, ‘Tell me this then, Mike. A long time ago you said Johnny loved someone else and I didn’t believe you. But now I do and it’s been eating away at me. Please, tell me the truth.’


  ‘No, no, you were right. I was jealous, just trying to stop you getting married. That’s all it was.’


  She looked up, smiling wryly. ‘You’re loyal to him, if nothing else. But what about loyalty to me? That night we were together … I thought you cared …’


  ‘Cared? I would have crawled over broken glass for you, but all you could see was Johnny. I knew he couldn’t love you the way you needed, not physically, not emotionally. It was madness you two getting married, of course I wanted to stop you.’


  ‘I tried so hard to please him, you know. I couldn’t make sense of it. He’d swear so often he loved me but he’d never touch me,’ she said. ‘There must have been someone else. Mike, I need the truth.’ She gently put her hands on my face and turned me to look at her.


  I took her narrow wrists and kissed them and held them against my chest. ‘Helen, love. What good would it do now? He’s gone. It doesn’t matter anymore. It’s over.’


  ‘But it’s not over, not for me,’ she cried softly. ‘Do you know how long I’ve been agonising over this? I think I’ll go mad if I don’t understand it.’


  ‘Perhaps some things aren’t that easy to understand,’ I said helplessly.


  ‘I understand people can’t change who they love. I want to let it go but I must know what Johnny was hiding from me.’


  I groaned in anguish. ‘Darling –’


  ‘Please.’


  I closed my eyes. After a long silence I sighed.


  ‘Oh, what does it matter now?’ I took a breath. ‘Yes. Johnny was in love with someone else.’


  ‘Who? Dear God, who?’


  ‘Alan. He was in love with Alan.’


  She gasped. ‘Don’t be absurd. Alan’s a man. Men don’t fall in love. Not unless they’re queer.’ Tears trembled in her eyes.


  ‘It’s not that simple. Men are … complicated. They have secrets. I’m sorry, Helen. Johnny and Alan loved each other completely. That’s why he couldn’t love you the way you deserved.’


  She gasped and turned away, folding her arms around herself. She whispered, ‘Oh, God. It’s true. He never wanted me. I tried so hard and he never wanted me.’ She looked up, her eyes anguished. ‘Mike, how could you know something like that and not warn me?’


  ‘I did my best to stop you marrying.’


  ‘You didn’t say why. You let me go ahead –’


  ‘Helen, you were pregnant, desperate. And you didn’t give me a chance. You were so certain I was lying you wouldn’t listen, you told me to get lost, remember?’


  ‘You didn’t try hard enough, Mike. You let me walk innocently into something like that –’


  ‘I was just a kid, I was innocent too! But they were my friends, I couldn’t betray them. And they loved each other to the last moment they had, to the moment Johnny died.’


  ‘How noble. True love in a Japanese prison. In the mud and slime and disease.’


  ‘Stop it. It wasn’t like that.’


  Her voice despairing, she said, ‘No. No, I suppose it wasn’t. Poor Johnny. All that pretending.’


  After a long silence she took a shuddering breath. ‘God, I feel such a fool. So stupid. So humiliated. By Johnny. By you. I trusted you, Mike, but I mattered less to you than your mate.’ She put her hands over her face. ‘You betrayed me, both of you.’


  ‘Helen, that’s not fair! You wouldn’t listen then, you’re not listening now. You took me and rejected me and broke my heart. I was floundering. I tried to tell you! I didn’t succeed. What more could I do?’


  She looked up at me, her face a mask of pain. ‘Something more than you did, Mike. Something more than you bloody well did.’


  She turned and looked out the window. Her voice catching, she said, ‘Take me home now. Please. Take me home. Don’t say another word. I trusted you. And I never want to see you again as long as I live.’


  She wept silently beside me as we drove. When we stopped at the farm I said her name, pleading, but she shook her head and got out of the car. She closed the door, very gently, and walked away without looking back.


  I drove to a quiet spot on Corner Inlet. The tide was out, the lovely cover stripped back. Moonlight glinted on the spikes of mangrove roots. I could see now what the waters obscured – reeking mudflats as sly as quicksand, shattered glass, old tyres, broken trash. Debris as discarded as me.


  I put my head on the steering wheel and cried for Helen and Johnny and Alan and Ken. I wept for my friends and our innocence and our hopes, come to nothing in the charnel-house of war. And I wept for myself and my love, lost to me now forever.


  Chapter 19


  I have a visitor, a Dr Wing. I head downstairs from my office and find it’s Suyin, waiting in the foyer. She shakes my hand and asks if we can have a chat.


  ‘Yes, of course. Um, not the union, we might run into Lena.’


  ‘Lygon Street would be fine, Mike.’


  We chat about nothing much till our coffees are served.


  ‘Does Ian know you’re here?’ I ask.


  Suyin smiles. ‘He told Lena not to see you, he didn’t say anything about me.’


  ‘So. Why?’


  ‘I was curious. I could see you were sincere about Ian’s father, you weren’t trying to hurt him. But what interested me most,’ she says, leaning forward, ‘was why you got such a shock when you heard I do research on the effects of radiation.’


  I look at her, surprised. So she noticed. After a time I say, ‘I was in Japan after the war. I saw something of those effects. It left a powerful impression.’


  ‘Ah. Of course.’ She takes a sip of coffee and gazes at me thoughtfully. ‘It must have been a dreadful time.’


  ‘Yes it was.’ I almost tell her more but don’t know where to begin, so I divert the conversation instead. ‘Are you going to tell Ian you saw me today?’


  She smiles wryly. ‘Eventually. I’m having some small success in getting him to see his response to you was unfair, but I think it may take time.’


  ‘How’s Lena? Is she all right?’


  ‘She’s angry at her father, for being so old-fashioned, she calls it,’ Suyin says, ‘and I think she’s hurt at being treated like a child. To be honest I’m a little worried, she’s spending too much time with a group of older students.’


  ‘Not called Steve and Angel and, oh, Greg, I think?’


  ‘Yes, that’s them. She’s probably just being rebellious.’


  ‘I expect so. But I hope she and her father can be reconciled before you go back to Hong Kong.’


  ‘Oh, I’ve some news about that,’ says Suyin, pleased. ‘Ian was offered a good job with a maritime company at Port Welshpool. We’re going to move to Foster to live.’


  ‘That’ll be wonderful, especially for Lena. I hope the change goes well.’


  ‘Perhaps, one day, when Ian sees how silly he’s being, we’ll see you in Foster?’


  ‘I doubt it, Suyin,’ I say.


  

  



  It was cold and lonely that winter and spring of 1946, but I finally finished my engineering degree. I had no job prospects and couldn’t bring myself to search for any. One day, wandering aimlessly in Collins Street, I saw a sleek, prosperous-looking figure in uniform coming towards me.


  ‘Kanga!’ I said, surprised.


  ‘That’s Captain Kanga now, mate,’ he said, laughing. ‘Broome, how are you? Come and have a drink and a chinwag.’


  After we sat down with our beers in the pub, I said, ‘So you stayed in the army? I’m surprised, Kanga. I thought you’d be prime minister by now.’


  He chuckled. ‘I looked at what was happening to the boys going home, no work, no jobs, and decided to stay put for a while. At least it was a pay packet. Then I saw a call for volunteers to join the British Commonwealth Occupation Force and thought, That’s for me.’


  ‘Occupation, where?’


  ‘Japan, where else? A joint op – Aussies, Poms, Kiwis, Indians. Demilitarisation, repatriation, munitions disposal, that sort of stuff.’


  ‘I thought the Yanks did all that,’ I said, taking a slug of beer.


  ‘They run the military government but we do the lion’s share of cleaning up. Our brass wanted to show the flag, make sure we didn’t get overlooked after the war. We’re in charge of the west of Japan while the Yanks hang round Tokyo having fun.’


  ‘And why have you got that great grin on your face, Kanga?’


  ‘It just so happens, my lad, I’m back here looking for men to help us in our noble task of beating swords into ploughshares and bringing democracy to the Sons of Heaven.’


  ‘What sort of men?’


  ‘Specifically, we need translators, Broome. Odd bods who for some reason have mastered the godless intricacies of the Japanese tongue. Chappies like your good self.’


  ‘Me?’


  ‘You’ve got something better to do?’


  ‘As a matter of fact, no. But I wouldn’t precisely say I’ve mastered Japanese.’


  ‘Even if all you can talk about is those bloody loggers, you’d still be more useful than most.’


  ‘Luggers, Kanga.’


  He laughed. ‘Ah, Broome, you always bite.’


  ‘But join up again?’ I said slowly. ‘I’m not sure about that.’


  ‘It’s interesting work. You’d get a commission too – you’d be Lieutenant Whalen.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘And Japan’s like nowhere else on earth. Almost conquered half the world but it’s like a bunch of medieval villages. An enigma. You’d love it.’


  ‘Where’s the force based?’


  ‘Around Kure. About fifteen miles from Hiroshima.’


  ‘Hiroshima! What about the radiation?’ Oh, Betty, I thought.


  ‘The boffins say it’s mostly gone.’ He wasn’t smiling anymore. ‘Yeah, Hiroshima’s horrible. A giant garbage dump for miles and miles. But trams are running, streets are usable, houses are being built. Still, it’s grim … you see so many burn victims. Orphaned kids, scavenging. And the hospitals barely cope. People still falling sick.’ He laughed abruptly. ‘Jesus, Broome. Not doing a very good job of selling you on the place, am I?’


  ‘Nah, you’ve always had the gift of the gab, Kanga, you know that. Look. I’m at a loose end and it sounds more interesting than anything going here. When do I need to decide about it?’


  ‘Now. Come on. Finish your beer, go home and pack your bags.’

  



  Rugged up against flurries of winter sleet, Kanga and I leant on the bulwark as our ship steamed into broken-down Kure Harbour. It was January 1947.


  ‘You think this is bad?’ he said. ‘Should have seen it when we arrived last year. The largest naval dockyard in the country and the Yanks bombed the shit out of it. Flattened warehouses, burnt-out factories, sunken ships – there was even a wrecked aircraft carrier over there.’


  ‘So this is the place on a good day? Jesus.’


  ‘It’s better than it looks,’ said Kanga seriously. ‘You wouldn’t believe the stuff we’ve already cleaned up – mines, torpedoes, drums of poison gas.’


  ‘Poison gas?’


  ‘We reckon there’s thousands of tons of it in secret tunnels all round Hiroshima, maybe ten thousand tons of explosives. The local mayors are very helpful, give you the keys to the tunnels and stand well back. We’ve lost half-a-dozen bomb-disposal men in the last six months.’


  ‘I hope that’s not my job. I was always lousy at demolitions.’


  He grinned. ‘You’ll be teaching basic Japanese to the men, translating newspapers, going in as interpreter for police operations, helping the bigwigs when they’re in town.’


  ‘Do I get much time off? Fact is, some friends of mine are somewhere here – if they survived – old friends from Broome. I want to look around for them.’


  ‘Yeah, plenty of time off. Japanese friends? Okay, but be careful. You know there are stupid no-fraternisation rules, for us at least,’ he said. ‘The Yanks can do what they like.’


  ‘How are we supposed to bring democracy to the place if we can’t fraternise?’


  ‘Search me. But it doesn’t really stop anyone. Just don’t get caught.’


  ‘All right.’ I looked along the damaged wharves of the shore. ‘Are the headquarters here?’


  ‘No. Over there on Edajima Island, but there are camps all around. Edajima’s got the good facilities – offices, mess, dormitories. The outlying posts are a bit less comfortable.’


  ‘And where are all those enigmatic medieval villages you promised me?’


  ‘In the countryside. You’ll get to see them. If you’re looking for your friends, all you can do is tramp through the towns and ask people. In Hiroshima there are no full records of who died, and no neighbourhoods left in the city to ask around.’


  I nodded soberly. I’d set myself quite a task. I hadn’t had time to go home before leaving Melbourne but had written to my family. Mum and Dad were glad I had interesting work to do and said they hoped I’d find Betty, but my sister was furious with me for helping the Japanese in any way. Anna’s hatred of Japan had only grown as the horrors of the prison camps were revealed after the war. And her views, it must be said, were no more extreme than those of most other Australians.


  After we’d disembarked I was driven to Hiroshima. From a road in the hills above the city I could see a delta, with rivers carving the landscape into islands. I squinted through the haze but couldn’t make out any details. I suddenly realised that was because I wasn’t seeing a city at all, just a vast shattered wasteland. Kanga hadn’t exaggerated.


  As we drew closer I could see twisted steel skeletons and rows of shacks and a few brick buildings, with acres of ash-greyness all around instead of little paper and timber houses. Rubble lined the edges of a dusty grid of cleared roads. I could see small memorials – boards with calligraphy, tiny cairns of stones and flowers – in the foundations of what must once have been welcoming homes.


  I’d been assigned to the camp at Ujina, the port of Hiroshima (Kanga, of course, was at headquarters, comfortably making hay). Ujina was a sad place. I never grew used to the sight of the small gangs of thin orphaned children, some horribly scarred, who would gather, silent and large-eyed, outside the back door of the mess at night. I was glad our cook was generous with the leftovers. The children would eat the scraps, and bow, and disappear again into the dark.


  Ujina’s Hall of Victorious Return had been the last sight of home for thousands of soldiers. On their less than victorious return it was where we plied them with disinfectants, searches, inoculations and forms. By now, eighteen months after the war’s end, the flood of the defeated passing through Ujina was a trickle and I had time to gaze at my old enemies: I hadn’t expected them to be such tough, dignified men. I wondered what they thought of us, the victors, and of their tragic city turned to dust.


  When I first went into the countryside around Hiroshima, Kanga insisted I have a driver. She was a sensible corporal called Enid, engaged to a sergeant stationed at Kure. She spent ten minutes telling me about the problems of getting married in Japan, but fortunately soon realised I didn’t want to talk. After that she concentrated on driving, which was good: the roads were busy with Allied traffic and street signs were non-existent. We had to find our way to the far side of the city, to the town of Hatsukaichi, where Betty had written her long-ago letter to me.


  We were soon on twisting, narrow roads among leafless winter trees. After an hour or so we reached Hatsukaichi, on the coast south-west of Hiroshima. It was a largish town with a few modern buildings, but I could see traces of the old villages Kanga had promised, narrow streets of handsome wooden houses. It seemed to have suffered little damage. Perhaps distance from Hiroshima had protected it.


  I had an introduction to the headmaster of the local high school. When I spoke to him in Japanese he was as surprised as Enid was (‘How do you do that?’ she said under her breath). The headmaster told me he’d only been home for one year, but perhaps his secretary might know something of the Egawa family. He was young and I thought, You came back a year ago? I wonder what island you were on, fella.


  We walked down the corridor to his secretary’s office. She was a smartly dressed middle-aged woman who thought the Egawa name was familiar but couldn’t place it. She suggested we ask Shizuko the cleaner, who knew everyone. We found Shizuko in a room full of mops. She was tiny and thin and smoking a pipe.


  ‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘I remember the Egawas. Always talking about their rich relatives in Australia. Those relatives didn’t look so rich when they turned up last year. They’d been in an Australian prison camp, they said.’


  The headmaster shook his head. ‘Barbaric to treat people that way.’


  I snapped, ‘At least they weren’t starved or tortured or shot.’


  He looked at me, his eyes unguarded. I thought, Poor bugger, you probably have the same nightmares I do. He bowed and said, ‘I hope you find your friends,’ and left us. I felt bad for a moment but then turned back to Shizuko.


  ‘Where do they live?’


  ‘Oh, the Egawas went away, let me see, I think it was four years ago. That’s what I told those sorry relatives too.’


  ‘Where did they go?’


  ‘To Koi. They bought a new farm.’


  ‘Where’s Koi?’


  ‘West of Hiroshima. Up in the hills.’


  I asked, ‘Can you tell us the address, any other details?’


  She shook her head and suddenly her eyes narrowed. ‘You’re looking for that girl from Australia, aren’t you?’


  ‘Was she with the Egawas when they left here?’


  ‘Don’t know. No friends of mine.’ She turned away with finality.


  Enid and I drove back to Hiroshima through the Koi region and its scattered settlements. We stopped at small villages asking people about the Egawas, showing them the photograph I had, but no one knew them. It was evening by the time we’d returned to Ujina. I thanked Enid and said I could find my own way to Koi next time.


  I returned to the region as often as I could. I asked at small towns and farms far enough from Hiroshima for life to have continued much as it always had. After one fruitless search I decided to stop overnight at a tiny inn. The proprietor was astonished to have a Japanese-speaking barbarian seeking accommodation, but he led me to a small tatami-mat room warmed by a brazier. His wife brought me a bowl of noodles, and when I showed her the photo said perhaps the older woman was from a farm a few miles away.


  Next morning I followed her directions. The area was closer to Hiroshima than the places I’d been searching so far, on a hill looking over the ruined city. But I saw no one who looked like the Egawas and no one I asked could help me.


  I went searching for Betty’s family almost every weekend. At the same time I settled in at Ujina camp. Despite the grimness of the shattered city there was fascination in the old dock buildings and the lapping water, and when spring came the Hiroshima greyness gave way to greenery, as vines and vegetables and flowers grew from the earth and softened the rubble.


  It wasn’t far to cycle, like the locals, to the giant black market outside the train station. It had all kinds of rubbish for sale, plus beautiful things – scrolls, silks, statuettes – being sold at absurdly low prices by desperate Japanese. It also offered vast quantities of tobacco, biscuits and chocolate, clearly lifted from Allied stores.


  Part of my job was to accompany military police in raids on Japanese black marketeers, which was ironic as the busiest black marketeers were our own troops. Food was currency for a long time in ravaged Hiroshima: the whole of Japan had been starving by the end of the war and supplies took a long time to recover.


  As usual, women bore the brunt. Thousands had lost the modest wealth of their family homes; thousands more were widows or supporting children or aged parents, and thousands were simply destitute. They were available for the taking; for a bar of chocolate, a few yen, a packet of biscuits, even just a promise.


  The soldiers had never had it so good: sex, comfort, food and drink. But drunkenness grew rife. Most appalling, given the availability of Japanese women and the politeness of Japanese men, were the rapes and beatings inflicted by their conquerors. Gangs of loutish diggers behaved as if they’d recently arrived with Genghis Khan. While some were prosecuted, I was horrified to find out that few were seriously punished.

  



  By mid-1947 I was losing hope. I’d been in the country for five months and seemed to have stopped at every farm and driven every dirt road in the Koi region, up mountains and along valleys, without success. One afternoon I stopped, tired, at a junction on a hill overlooking Hiroshima and realised I was back near the place the innkeeper’s wife had sent me months ago.


  Looking around I saw a small track off the road I hadn’t noticed before. Without much hope I turned the jeep into it and bumped along under a canopy of green. After driving for several miles, I was about to give up and go back when ahead I saw a small timber farmhouse with a market garden beside it. I could see a woman digging the soil. She was in Japanese dress but, I realised with mounting excitement, she seemed familiar.


  She lifted her head as I stopped the jeep. I got out. ‘Mary?’ I said, approaching, ‘Mary Egawa?’


  Amazement came over her broad, kind face. ‘My goodness, young Mike Whalen! What are you doing here?’


  ‘Looking for you,’ I said, laughing, and shook her hand.


  She took me into the house and called Yoshi; spry, grey-haired, his black eyebrows as mobile as ever. I saw he now walked with a limp, but he shook my hand energetically. ‘Maiku, man! Oh, so good to see you!’


  ‘And your parents are well, Mike?’ said Mary.


  ‘Very well. They said if I managed to find you to give you their best regards.’


  Mary brought us tea and we sat on the tatami, drinking from tiny cups.


  ‘Is this your brother’s farm?’ I asked Yoshi. ‘I went to Hatsukaichi and they said your brother’s family moved to this area four years ago.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Yoshi quietly. ‘It was his farm. He died with wife in atomic bomb.’


  I felt sick. ‘And …?’ I simply could not say her name.


  Mary said, smiling, ‘When we got here we found Betty and Yoshi’s aunt were alive.’


  ‘Oh God. Alive.’ I felt faint with relief.


  Yoshi cleared his throat. ‘They both have burns. Betty was teacher. She was with children, in the city. She will tell you the story.’


  ‘Mike,’ said Mary hesitantly, ‘it’s been very hard for her. She may not want to see you. She has scars, it worries her a lot.’


  ‘That doesn’t matter as long as she’s alive. I just want to see her again.’


  I heard a noise and looked up but it was a tiny sweet-faced old woman. Yoshi introduced me to his aunt Kiyo, Betty’s great-aunt, the one she’d called a ‘darling’ in her letter to me. I could see she had ridged red weals on her hands.


  When I greeted her, Kiyo giggled at my Japanese accent, or simply my sheer bizarreness. Then I heard another noise at the door. This time it was Betty, in Japanese dress, with a scarf around her head. My heart leapt.


  ‘Betty!’ I said. I saw her eyes go large at the sight of me. She turned abruptly and I heard her running away.


  Mary put her hand on my arm in sympathy. ‘Give her some time, Mike. I’ll talk to her. Come back and see us next weekend.’

  



  I was euphoric, driving back to Ujina that night. I’d found the Egawas. I’d found Betty. It sounded as if she’d been through a terrible time, no wonder she was jumpy. But it would be all right, I thought. Suddenly it occurred to me they hadn’t mentioned Ken. Surely they knew he’d died?


  The Japanese army usually sent telegrams announcing their soldiers’ glorious deaths, but I’d heard of grieving families who’d seen their sons walk through the door and others who’d waited fruitlessly for years with never an official word. I thought anxiously that perhaps his parents didn’t know, at least not for sure.


  My feelings swung between joy and concern all week. My heart was thumping by the time I pulled up at the farm, early in the morning on the following Saturday. Mary met me at the door, smiling.


  ‘Hello Mike. Everything is fine. It took time to persuade her but Betty’s finally agreed to talk to you. Come in here.’


  I could see Betty kneeling, side-on, in a dimly lit room. Again, she had a scarf around her head. Mary slid the screen shut behind me as I entered and sat on the tatami.


  ‘Hello, Betty,’ I said softly, overjoyed.


  Her head down, she said, ‘Hello, Mike. You found us.’


  ‘Yes, thank God. I wasn’t sure if I could … whether you were even …’


  She nodded. ‘Great-Aunt and I were very lucky. My uncle and aunt were not so fortunate.’


  ‘Your mother said you were burnt. She said you didn’t want me to see you now. Oh, Betty, it doesn’t matter. However you’re scarred, you’re still you, my old friend.’


  She shook her head. ‘I’m not the Betty you used to know. I’ve been changed forever.’


  ‘I’m not the same Mike either. I was a soldier. Dear God, I’ve seen terrible things. But it’s over now.’


  ‘It’s my life that’s over, Mike. Do you know what they call us? Genbaku-otome. Atomic maidens. Young women ruined by the bomb, who’ll never marry, never have normal lives.’


  ‘That’s only a phrase to sell newspapers. You’re you, you’re lovely. Of course you’ll have a normal life.’


  She sighed and slowly lifted her head. She took off her scarf and turned towards me. The left side of her face and ear and neck were marked with twisted, raised scars.


  ‘If you’re wondering … yes, the scars continue all the way down my arm, my breast, my waist, my hip, my leg. I don’t think anyone would want half a woman.’


  Tears stung my eyes. ‘How you must have suffered,’ I said.


  She nodded slowly. ‘At times I envied my aunt and uncle.’


  ‘What happened, Betty? Please tell me.’


  After a few moments she sighed and said, ‘We were content here, Mike. Hiroshima wasn’t bombed much, no incendiaries, not like Tokyo. We knew we’d get attacked at some time, but really, we felt safe.’


  She took a breath. ‘That day, my aunt and uncle took a cartload of vegetables to sell at the markets and my great-aunt went to visit a friend near the city. It was a beautiful summer day, hot, clear blue skies.’


  She pulled a floor cushion towards herself and sat on it, bending her leg with a wince.


  ‘I was a teacher, instructed to take a group of ten year olds to help clear houses destroyed for firebreaks. Everyone, young or old, had to volunteer for this duty. We knew what would happen if they dropped incendiaries but we could not imagine …’


  After a moment she continued. ‘We were there early that morning, the children were cheerful, working away. I went to sit beside a stone shed while I cut up some fruit I had for them. I was partly in the shade.’


  She looked at me, her eyes dark and distant. ‘Suddenly there was light, blue-white light, like millions of flashbulbs everywhere, and terrible heat down my side.’


  She touched the scars on her neck, gazing beyond me. ‘I jumped up and looked towards the centre of the city. I saw a cloud, a gigantic white cloud, then a great column of red and black erupting beneath it. It rolled up and up and curled over at the top. It blotted out the whole sky, it was everything. In the cloud I could see rainbows of colour, flashes of lightning. I thought I’d died and gone to another world.’ She shook her head slowly. ‘But not heaven, of course.’


  There was a tap at the door and Mary brought in a tray with teacups, then left. Betty passed one to me. I felt chilled and its warmth was comforting. She took a sip of her tea and said, ‘Then a great noise came. It went on and on and a wind threw me to the ground and I heard glass shattering and buildings collapsing in dust clouds, everywhere.’


  She was silent for a time. ‘I heard the children screaming. I ran to get them. There were nine with me that day. Two had been crushed by a fallen building and I could see, quite clearly, they were dead. I got the others behind the stone shed. One had been cut by flying glass. I couldn’t stop her bleeding and she died there. The rest, like me, seemed to be all right.’


  ‘I told them, we must get back to the Koi hills. I could see fires in the city, getting bigger. The children were crying. I couldn’t recognise the streets. Houses were gone, timbers were blocking the roads. People were calling and screaming in the wrecked houses, others were trying to get them out. I had to keep going with the children, we had to get away.’


  She rubbed her face with her hands. ‘After we’d walked for a while I noticed I was hot and sore on my left side, where my blouse and work pants had disintegrated. Some of the children were crying for their mothers, saying their faces hurt, their arms hurt. Some were vomiting. No one could help us, everyone was as dazed and burnt as we were. There were many, many, charred bodies. Bleeding bodies.’ She was quiet for a long time.


  ‘Betty,’ I said, ‘you don’t have to tell me everything now. It must be so hard to talk about.’


  A smile flickered over her face. ‘It was harder to go through it, Mike. I want to tell you. I’ve told you in my thoughts, over and over, so many times. I need you to understand.’


  She gazed at her teacup and sighed. ‘It rained for a time, oily black drops of rain. By then most of the children couldn’t walk. I found some shade where they could lie. I kept going, to a farm where I knew the owner. He brought his cart back to get the children. Two of them had died while I was gone. They were swollen and red, their skin peeling off. We took the last four back to the farm. I was so tired, in such pain.’


  She moved her legs again, in obvious discomfort.


  ‘Later, we asked everyone about my aunt and uncle, but no one knew. The markets were near the city centre and they must have died instantly. We simply never saw them again. My great-aunt burnt her arms trying to save her friend, trapped under the beams of her house. Great-Aunt had to leave her there, to watch her friend burn to death, screaming, when the fires spread.’


  I shook my head in despair. All I could say was, ‘Betty. I’m so sorry.’


  She finished her tea. ‘I was grateful I was rarely conscious for the next few weeks. The farmer and his wife were kind. They looked after me. They took the living children back to their parents and told the less fortunate parents where to find their children’s bodies.’


  She stopped and took a long breath. ‘It’s strange. What I find hardest to forget was the night of that dreadful day. I was sleeping outside on the verandah trying to cool down. I woke up. I wish I hadn’t. The sky was brilliant, full of stars … and below I could see Hiroshima burning, like hell itself. It was so magnificent. So terrible. I still dream about it.’


  She brushed her eyes with the heel of her hand and looked at me.


  ‘So that’s what happened, Mike. Our lives changed in an instant, the famous dawn of the Atomic Age.’ She laughed in despair. ‘If only they could have dropped the bomb on the admirals and generals who started the war, not on my family. Not on me.’


  I reached out my hand and took hers, holding it gently. ‘Anything I can do to help you, anything, tell me. I’ve got access to food, medicines, transport –’


  ‘There wasn’t much food around last year but things are better for us now, thank you, Mike.’


  We sat in silence for a time, then she smiled gently. ‘But, oh dear, I’d love some Vegemite. Haven’t had it for years.’

  



  Later, Mary and Yoshi asked me to stay for lunch. I’d brought them a box of supplies and made Betty laugh when I ceremoniously presented her with the jar of Vegemite I’d packed that morning.


  We ate and chatted, but I was feeling uneasy until Mary said, ‘Mike, you’re probably wondering about Ken.’


  ‘Yes,’ I said, relieved. ‘What have you heard?’


  ‘We had a telegram after the war. Egawa died an honourable death in Timor,’ said Yoshi bitterly.


  Mary’s eyes were on me, puzzled. She said, ‘But I have a feeling you knew he was dead already. Did you, Mike?’


  I couldn’t look at her. She gasped. ‘Please, you must tell us the truth. Anything is better than not knowing.’


  I lifted my head. ‘I’m so sorry, Mary. Yes, friends of mine were there when he died.’


  ‘How could that be, Maiku?’ said Yoshi, shocked.


  ‘Men from my unit – Alan and Johnny – were prisoners on Timor, where Ken was an interpreter.’


  Betty nodded. ‘His last letters to us were from Dili.’


  ‘Ken would sometimes speak to them. He’d bring them food and talk about Broome, about how unhappy he was in the army.’


  My throat was dry and I took a sip of tea.


  ‘One night an officer found them together. He went crazy. He shot Johnny, then Ken stopped him from killing Alan but was hit himself.’ I sighed. ‘Alan lived to tell me this. He said Ken was a hero and he’d died instantly.’


  Mary’s eyes were large with sadness. She said, ‘Thank you, Mike.’ She stood up. ‘I had thought it would be less painful to know but I was wrong. Excuse me.’ She left the room.


  Yoshi took a deep breath. ‘You say he died instantly. Maiku, is that true? Or are you trying to spare us?’


  ‘It’s true, Yoshi. Immediately, without pain.’


  Yoshi’s face was twisted with grief. He stood and bowed and left.


  Betty’s hands were over her face. I moved close to her and put my arms around her. She laid her head on my shoulder and wept.


  Chapter 20

  



  I’m just putting some papers in my briefcase, finished for the afternoon, when there’s a knock on my office door. I’m surprised to see Ian there, grim-faced.


  ‘If you’ve come to yell at me again I really can’t be bothered,’ I say.


  ‘No, no. That stuff – my father – doesn’t matter. Something’s happened.’


  I look up. ‘Lena?’


  ‘We had an argument. She said she was going back to her room at the Hall of Residence. When I tried to ring she was never there, so I dropped by. But the other students say they haven’t seen her for two days.’


  ‘Ian, she’s going on twenty-one, almost an adult. She’s probably met a boy. I know it’s hard for a father to accept –’


  ‘It’s not that. She usually rings her mother or grandmother every day, but she hasn’t. She wouldn’t not contact them, she just wouldn’t do it. Not Lena.’


  I nod in agreement. Of course she wouldn’t.


  ‘Those friends of hers,’ says Ian, ‘can you find out their addresses?’


  ‘Technically no, but I can bend the rules. Sit down, give me a few minutes.’


  I ring a couple of departmental secretaries and explain the situation, and they give me Steve and Angel’s addresses.


  ‘Will you come with me?’ asks Ian gruffly. ‘You know them.’


  ‘But you’ll make an official complaint if I go near Lena,’ I say coolly.


  ‘Fuck it, Mike. All right, I was a bad-tempered bastard. Is that enough of an apology?’


  ‘I think your grasp of the concept “apology” is pretty tenuous, but what the hell. Let’s go. My car’s downstairs.’


  When we’re on the road I say, ‘You’re sure you’re not just overreacting?’


  Ian shrugs. ‘I know kids today are pretty sophisticated, but Lena’s not a city girl. Never went out much at school, always had her head in a book. Thinks the best of everyone. Innocent, too – didn’t even realise what a bombshell she was dropping at the restaurant.’


  ‘Yeah,’ I say dryly.


  We get to Steve’s place, an old terrace house like mine. Unlike mine, his tiny front lawn has knee-deep grass and there’s a couple of over-full garbage bags on the veranda. I bang on the door.


  Steve opens it, dressed only in underpants. He’s yawning, surprised. ‘Professor Whalen?’


  Ian steps forward. ‘Where’s my daughter, where’s Lena?’


  ‘Lena? She’s not here. I don’t –’


  ‘Steve? What’s happening?’ a female voice says.


  Ian pushes Steve out of the way and barges into the house. I follow.


  There’s a girl at the end of the hall with a sheet wrapped around her. It isn’t Lena. We come to a halt, make apologies and leave. Steve is standing open-mouthed as we go.


  ‘Where’s that Angel girl’s place? Angel, I ask you. What a bloody stupid name!’ Ian fumes.


  ‘Next suburb. Not far.’


  Angel’s house is another student terrace. It has a string of Tibetan prayer flags across the veranda and Legalise It posters in the windows.


  ‘Legalise what?’ asks Ian, puzzled.


  ‘Dope, mate. Surely you ran across it in Vietnam. Partook of it, even.’


  ‘Well. Yeah. But that was different.’


  ‘Hypocrisy, thy name is fatherhood.’


  Ian chuckles. ‘Bloody right.’


  He knocks loudly on the door. Angel, in an embroidered gown, opens it and doesn’t have time to say anything before Ian pushes his way in, calling ‘Lena!’


  Down the hall I see a door open and Angel’s friend Greg pokes his head out for a moment. He slams the door shut but Ian slams it open again without breaking his stride.


  Lena is sitting up in bed, unfocused and confused. ‘Dad? Oh, Mike? What …’


  ‘Are you all right, honey?’ asks Ian sitting beside her.


  ‘I’m fine, Dad. I was just too sleepy to get up.’


  ‘Lena, you’ve been gone for two days,’ I say.


  She shakes her head in astonishment. Ian turns and sees Greg trying to blend with the wallpaper. He’s on him in an instant.


  ‘Okay, you creep. What have you done to her? What did you give her?’


  ‘Don’t push him round like that, you fascist!’ says Angel.


  Ian ignores Angel and shakes Greg like a toy. ‘Tell me,’ he says with menace.


  ‘It was her fault,’ whispers Greg in terror. ‘I said, go ahead, have a brownie, then the phone rang. By the time I got back she’d eaten three. Three! Half an ounce of hash just like that.’


  ‘You let my daughter eat three hash brownies?’ says Ian. The temperature in the room drops several degrees.


  ‘She’s all right now,’ squeaks Greg. ‘She’s only been sleeping. I didn’t touch her. Really, I wouldn’t, Angel’s my Shakti.’


  ‘Your what?’ asks Ian, incredulous.


  ‘His divine feminine inspiration,’ says Angel smugly.


  ‘Okay, let’s get Lena out of here,’ I say calmly. ‘We can take her to a doctor to see if she’s all right.’


  Ian abruptly drops Greg, who slumps to the floor, horrified. Angel goes to his side, glaring at Ian. ‘Pig,’ she mutters.


  ‘Dad, it’s okay. It was my fault,’ says Lena, yawning. ‘I was cranky because you carry on as if you don’t trust me, so I thought I’d just try some dope and see what all the fuss is about.’ She smiles sleepily. ‘And the brownies were great. Sorry, Greg.’


  ‘Let’s go, Lena,’ I say. ‘Can you walk?’


  She gets up slowly. She’s dressed in rumpled jeans and a T-shirt. Greg says defiantly, ‘See, I didn’t touch her,’ but I stare at him coldly and he shuts up.


  Ian helps Lena tenderly out of the room.


  I look at Greg and Angel. I say, flatly, ‘Stay away from her. Now. Next week. Next year. Forever. Do you understand?’


  ‘What if she wants to see us?’ says Angel, flinging her hair back.


  ‘Then I’ll dob you in to the police. Okay?’


  Angel goes to say ‘Pig’ again but thinks better of it.


  I drive them to a doctor, who says Lena should recover with no ill effects, then I take them to my house to give them time to talk before Lena goes back to the Hall of Residence. I busy myself in the kitchen making coffee, while they murmur together in the lounge room. When I take the coffee in, Lena has tears on her cheeks and Ian is damp-eyed.


  ‘All right. You’ve sorted yourselves out, then?’ I say. ‘Here, have some coffee and choccy biscuits.’


  ‘Mmm,’ says Lena passionately. ‘Oh, that tastes wonderful. Have you got more biscuits? Or cheese? Or anything. My goodness, I could eat anything at all.’ She gets up and drifts serenely to the kitchen.


  ‘Young lady, you’ve got the munchies,’ Ian says with mock severity. Then he grins at me. ‘Ah, sweet memories.’

  



  There’d been one further surprise for me at the farm. As I was about to leave I heard a child cry and Mary left the room. She came back with a baby in her arms and said, ‘We’ve had so much to talk about I forgot to introduce you to Betty’s little brother.’


  At my startled look, she said shyly, ‘I became pregnant just after we arrived in Japan. I had thought my childbearing days were over, but it was not so.’


  ‘Oh Mary, that’s wonderful!’ I said. ‘Congratulations. A new life in the family.’


  ‘He cannot replace Ken, of course,’ she said, ‘but he is a great comfort.’


  ‘What’s his name? My goodness, he’s smiling at me.’


  ‘Tomeo. He can be Tom for English speakers, as Kentaro was Ken. It makes it easier.’


  I looked at Betty, puzzled. ‘But you don’t have a Japanese name.’


  ‘Of course I do.’


  ‘When she was small she decided she would be Betty and that was it,’ said Mary. ‘She refused to answer to her real name – Miyoko.’


  ‘Miyoko?’ I said to Betty. ‘That’s lovely.’


  She smiled. ‘That’s what my great-aunt calls me. My parents are too used to Betty to change now.’


  As we were speaking Tomeo wrapped his tiny hand around my index finger and started chewing it. He had a couple of teeth so this was painful, but I was too charmed by his shiny button eyes and cheerful grin to care.


  Whenever I could get away from camp I’d go to Yoshi and Mary’s farm. I helped with the harvest and any jobs that needed doing. Yoshi’s years as a pearl-shell diver had damaged his joints so he was glad of some help, and I enjoyed being a farmhand again. There was a bit of mockery at the camp about me fraternising, but my language skills were essential so it didn’t go any further.


  Betty became more confident as time went by. It was almost two years now since the bombing and her scars had begun to fade, but in any case I barely noticed them. They were part of her; my friend, my companion and, gradually, my sweet love. If my feelings for Helen had been a magnetic compulsion, those for Betty were as gentle as a summer evening. I enjoyed the peace of it, the quiet certainty.


  We’d kiss and caress of course, but we weren’t lovers. On weekends I’d stay at the farmhouse, but traditional Japanese rooms are separated only by sliding paper screens. The minimal privacy meant I had little hope of anything more.


  One late-summer day after hay-cutting, we were walking back to the house in the warm twilight when Betty laughed her delicious laugh at some foolish comment of mine, and in a flush of joy I asked her to marry me.


  She stopped walking and looked at me in consternation. ‘Mike, we can’t get married.’


  ‘I don’t care about your scars, Betty, they don’t matter. I love you.’


  ‘Oh Mike, that’s easy for you to say when you haven’t seen them all. But there’s something else, something worse. I didn’t talk about it before, but you need to know.’


  ‘Tell me then,’ I said gently.


  She folded her arms around herself. ‘After the bombing … I had terrible bleeding. It went on for weeks. Then it stopped and I’ve never had a monthly again. This happened to many of the atomic maidens, it means something inside is damaged. I cannot have children. I cannot marry.’


  ‘Betty, this isn’t the Middle Ages! I don’t care if you can’t have children. It’s unfortunate, but it’s you I want to marry, not your child-bearing hips.’


  She laughed sadly and shook her head. ‘You may say that today, Mike, but one day you’ll regret it.’


  I put my hands on her shoulders and drew her close. ‘Betty, sweet Betty. Marry me. Who knows what will happen in the future? Let’s just be happy today.’


  She wrapped her arms around me. ‘Mike, I want to believe you. I want to be happy with you –’


  ‘Then be happy. Marry me, Betty.’


  She chuckled and nestled her head in my shoulder. ‘Let me think about it.’


  ‘Don’t think too long. Dear God, Betty, I’d love us to be able to be together.’


  She laughed again. ‘Dearest Mike. We’ll see.’

  



  Late that night I lay in my room at the rear of the farmhouse, unable to sleep. I saw a candle flickering in the corridor outside my room, then the screen slowly, quietly slid back. Betty entered and shut it behind her.


  She turned and I could see her smile in the candlelight. Her black hair was long and loose and she was wearing a light sleeping kimono. She put the candle in a safe spot and knelt at my side and, with her finger to her lips, said ‘Shh’, very quietly.


  I whispered, ‘Your parents?’


  She murmured, ‘Fast asleep.’


  She lifted my light bedcovers and lay down beside me. She put her head on my shoulder and her arms around me. I drew her close and kissed her mouth, her forehead, her cheeks, her neck. She was sighing, then she sat up, looking at me.


  I whispered, ‘Is it all right? Did I hurt you?’


  She grinned. ‘No, you silly,’ she breathed. ‘But I want you to see. Before. You must see first.’


  She opened the kimono, sliding it down one shoulder, then the other. I stared, transfixed, at the golden curves of her dainty breasts, her brown erect nipples. I whispered, ‘God, yes I see.’


  She laughed silently. ‘Mike, not them. This.’ She undid the kimono completely and touched her scarred side.


  I sat up beside her and kissed her wounded shoulder, the wrinkled curve of one perfect breast, the rippled swell of her hip; the scars themselves smooth and lightly ridged under my tongue.


  ‘Yes, I see, I do, Betty,’ I whispered. ‘Lie down now.’


  She did and I kept kissing: her hip, her belly, her rounded mound feathered with fine hair. I ran my tongue over and between, again and again, and she opened her thighs and held my head against her, moving her hips. After a time I sat up and threw off my own sleeping kimono and lay beside her.


  ‘It may hurt a little,’ I whispered. ‘Just at first.’


  She nodded. ‘Please,’ she murmured, ‘now.’


  I leant on my elbows and lay between her thighs and entered her very slowly. She moved against me, eager, and I had to hold back. I reached a point of tightness, then she gasped and I was full and deep inside. She started to move her hips in slow rhythm with me.


  I bent my head and sucked her nipples and kissed her neck and mouth. She moved more quickly, her breathing fast, pressing hard against me, her hands on my hips, urging me against her. Then she whimpered, quivering, and tried to hold back a moan. I put my hand over her mouth to muffle the noise, then was caught up in my own pulsing pleasure and had to bury my head in the pillow to silence my groans.


  We lay there, damp, hot, breathing deeply. Suddenly I could feel her sobbing against my chest. I sat up, horrified, then realised she was shaking with laughter, not tears. I lay down and put my head against her neck and laughed silently too, and kissed her over and over.


  Later she whispered, ‘If we get married, can we do that every night?’


  I replied, ‘Every night for as long as we live, my love.’


  ‘All right then,’ she murmured, ‘I think I’d like that.’

  



  ‘Are you out of your fucking mind, Broome?’ said Kanga. ‘It’s one thing to go searching for your little Madame Butterfly, but marriage? To a Japanese?’


  ‘She’s Australian, Kanga,’ I said.


  ‘And her passport?’


  ‘Well, that’s a problem. She lost her papers the day of the bombing.’


  ‘Very convenient.’


  ‘Jesus, Kanga, you’ve only got to speak to her to know she’s Australian.’


  ‘Or a good mimic, that’s what they’ll say. And windbag Minister Calwell’s announced no Japanese women will ever be allowed into the country again.’


  ‘She’s Australian, you drongo.’


  ‘You can’t prove it, Broome. Look, the government’s getting a lot of mileage out of the Japanese. The more they keep people whipped up hating the Japs, the less they notice the government’s shortcomings. Very useful.’


  ‘You’re a cynical bastard.’


  He shook his head. ‘Nah. Realistic. Our government and the Yanks and Brits are putting a lot of money and effort into dragging this country into the twentieth century. They think it’s worth it. But they’re not going to tell the electorate that. They want blood, not rebuilding.’


  ‘It’s understandable, though. Come on, Kanga. They were animals in the war.’


  ‘And we weren’t? The Yanks weren’t? I was in the East Indies after the surrender and couldn’t believe what our boys did to the Jap prisoners – new recruits who’d never even been to war! Some of them were barely this side of sane and I saw enough – I bet you did too – that still makes me wake up sweating.’


  It was true. There were things I tried never to think about, things I’d seen, or heard from other soldiers late at night when they couldn’t keep it in anymore. And those at home like my sister, who loathed the enemy, had no idea what some of our brave little diggers were capable of; like the Japanese who, in turn, could not comprehend what we claimed their heroic lads had done in Asia.


  I nodded slowly. ‘And the bombs as well. Nice and clean from up in the sky, but what people suffered on the ground … nothing we went through could compare with that.’


  ‘Better not let anyone hear you, Broome. They’ll think you’re a commie. Or worse, you’ve gone native. Oh, wait a minute, you have gone native. Silly me.’


  ‘That’s not helping, Kanga.’


  He smiled. ‘I love the way I can say anything to you and you don’t give a damn. Look, if you won’t change your mind, here’s what you should do. Marry Madame Butterfly. You’ll be able to find a priest or whatever. Just keep quiet about it and no one will care. If you tell anyone, you could get punished or even sent back to Australia.’


  ‘I’ll take the risk.’


  ‘But don’t forget, you won’t be able to take her home with you, not for years, maybe not ever. You’ve got to be prepared to make Japan your home.’


  I nodded. ‘I can do that too.’


  ‘Yeah. I think you can. You’re a strange one, Mike. Always were. Can I come to the wedding?’


  Chapter 21

  



  Ian Erikssen rings and asks if he can buy me a drink after work. I agree to meet him at the Royal Oak. I’m thinking as I walk, What kind of mood will he be in tonight? Johnny’s boy is a fiery lad, no question, but despite everything he makes me laugh and I find I’m liking him more and more. I wonder, not for the first time, how it must have affected him, growing up without a father.


  He’s in the lounge in one of a pair of comfortable chairs near the fire. On a small table are two whisky glasses. I sit down and Ian hands me one.


  ‘Since words appear to fail me, I thought this might do as an apology instead,’ he says.


  I say, ‘Cheers,’ and swallow, tasting silky fruit, spices, smoky oak. I close my eyes as the warmth spreads through my chest.


  ‘Mmm. That’s the nicest thing I’ve tasted in years. Apology accepted, with pleasure.’


  ‘I asked for their best single malt. Not bad.’


  ‘Here’s to – what? – young Lena. How is she?’


  ‘Fine. Bit shaken at the time, knows it might have been worse. But fine now. Thanks.’


  I take another sip. It really is good stuff. ‘Have you moved to Foster yet?’


  ‘In a few weeks. Still got some loose ends to tie up in Hong Kong.’


  ‘I suppose little Jessie makes moving a bit of an endurance test.’


  He chuckles and says, ‘Aye, there’s that.’


  ‘You know, you sound just like my old Irish dad. You’ve even got the eyebrow wiggle to go with it.’


  ‘I had an Irish mate once. Probably learnt it from him.’


  The light has gone from his eyes.


  ‘Dead?’


  He nods. ‘Our ship was shelled. Friendly fire.’ He laughs mirthlessly. ‘A Yank F4 Phantom somehow thought a three-thousand-ton destroyer in the Gulf of Tonkin was an enemy helicopter. No one knows why or how. All swept under the carpet.’


  He takes a gulp of whisky. ‘Two men were killed. A friend of mine was one of the wounded. He was evacuated, hospital, medical discharge, lost his hearing. Three months later, perfect weather, he rides his motorcycle off a bridge. I checked it out when I was on leave. No way it was an accident.’


  ‘Probably not,’ I say. ‘And what happened to you?’


  ‘Oh … woken by an incredible noise, a million windows shattering at once. Jumped up, raced to battle stations. Then the second and third shells hit. Noise so loud you could hardly hear it, if that makes any sense. I was lucky, nicked by shrapnel, nothing more. But the noise – couldn’t get it out of my head for years and years. Any sudden sound would trigger …’ He takes a deep breath. ‘Anyway. My time was up and I was glad to go. Didn’t realise at the time what it had done to me. But Liz and little Lena realised. I was so bloody angry.’


  My eyebrows lift.


  ‘No, Mike,’ he shakes his head. ‘Didn’t hit them, not ever. But I’d get into fights in the pub, gamble money away, snarl, slam doors, give everyone the silent treatment. I don’t know how Liz coped for so long. Then one day she didn’t.’


  I nod. There’s nothing I can say.


  ‘So I went to a shrink. She was good, really helped, saved my life.’


  ‘A female shrink? I’m having to revise my views of you on a moment-to-moment basis here.’


  ‘I’m not a total fucking dinosaur, Mike.’ He laughs. ‘Challenged my assumptions big-time for a while there, though.’


  I drink some more of the excellent whisky, smiling, watching the fire.


  ‘Anyway, the shrink did me good but by then years had passed. Liz had another partner, Lena was happy.’ He shrugs. ‘I was already spending a lot of time working in Hong Kong, so I settled there, met Suyin and you know the rest.’


  He looks at me. ‘What about you, Mike? Did your blokes get that kind of post-traumatic something –’


  ‘Stress,’ I say. ‘I think so, but it was hidden away better. There were so many of us, it was practically normal behaviour. Drinking too much, depression, not talking about it. It hit Alan, a mate of mine. After a seven-year marriage and two great kids, he just took off.’


  ‘Not your poofy friend Alan?’


  ‘Ian,’ I say patiently. ‘Are we going to go another cycle of you being a fuckwit, then apologising, then being civil, then being a fuckwit again? I’d really like to enjoy the civil phase, and this excellent dram, for a little while longer.’


  After a long pause he says quietly, ‘I can’t get my head around it, that’s all. He was my father, for Christ’s sake.’ He swallows. ‘I asked Mum – Helen – if it was true.’


  ‘And?’ I hold my breath.


  ‘She said she thought it was, but when you tried to explain it to her she got angry at you.’


  I grin wryly. ‘Angry? I reckon they measured it at 9.5 on the Richter scale.’


  ‘But he was a commando, Mike, not some pansy. A real man.’


  ‘Did you know, in the greatest regiments of ancient Thebes the soldiers were required to be lovers? So they’d protect each other on the battlefield.’


  ‘Come on. You’re kidding me.’


  ‘Look it up.’


  ‘What, in some journal of psychopathology?’


  ‘Just history, mate,’ I say. ‘History for grown-ups.’


  ‘But I can’t believe he’d do those things … you know … with another man.’


  ‘Whatever they did, it was their business. The same way it’s no one’s business what goes on between any couple. Between you and Suyin, say.’


  He’s surprised and says slowly, ‘Too bloody right.’


  He thinks for a while, looking at the fire through his glass, then says, ‘But what about discipline? Morale?’


  ‘Johnny once told me his fighting men just wanted mates who’d keep them alive, they didn’t care if he fucked pumpkins. I told him he was a good mate even if he was a pumpkin-fucker.’


  ‘What did he do?’


  ‘Tried to thump me. In a friendly sort of way.’


  Ian laughs aloud. After a moment he says hesitantly, ‘You said it was like they were married …’


  ‘They couldn’t show openly what they felt. But sometimes I’d see a look between them, like people who’ve been together for years, trusting, intimate.’


  He sighs and drains his glass.


  ‘Ian,’ I say gently, ‘it wasn’t easy for me to understand either. But they were my friends. We were in mortal danger and all we had was each other. Believe me, they were real men.’

  



  Yoshi’s religion was Shinto, Mary and Betty’s, Catholic. There were a few Catholic priests in Hiroshima who’d survived the bombing. I asked one to marry us but he refused, not wanting to antagonise the Allied authorities.


  Yoshi’s Shinto priest was horrified at the prospect of a good Japanese girl marrying a barbarian. (‘She’s Australian,’ I said through clenched teeth.) When Japanese people married, he said, the woman’s name was erased from her family’s register and entered in her husband’s. That was the official requirement. As a barbarian I had no family register to be able to legalise Betty as my wife. I could not marry her.


  We seemed to have hit a wall, until a few weeks later Betty and I were driving past one of the many small temples dotted around the countryside.


  ‘Stop the car,’ she said. ‘I’ve had an idea.’


  I pulled over. ‘But the Shinto priest says we can’t marry.’


  She smiled. ‘Oh Mike. It’s a Buddhist temple. Can’t you tell the difference yet?’


  I couldn’t, but followed her through a courtyard into a dim hall with a gold and red statue of Buddha at the end.


  ‘Okay, I see now, but won’t a Buddhist be as unhelpful as a Shinto priest?’


  She shook her head. ‘They’re different, not so nationalistic. Let’s ask.’


  There were only a few people in the hall – two elderly women praying in front of the Buddha and a man kneeling on a cushion to one side. A shaven-headed monk in black robes over a white kimono was near the altar. He was middle-aged, with long grooves around his mouth. He approached us and bowed and we bowed in return.


  Betty said quietly, ‘Sensei-san, this man and I have been friends since we were children and now we wish to be married, but we cannot find a priest willing to marry us. Will you help us?’


  He looked from Betty to me and back to her again, his eyebrows thoughtfully raised. Then he said, ‘Yes, of course. Are your witnesses here?’


  ‘Not today,’ said Betty. ‘May we come back next week?’


  He nodded gravely and we thanked him, delighted.

  



  We were married in the autumn of 1947, when the trees around the temple were aflame with red and gold and copper. Betty’s mother Mary looked elegant in traditional dress, as did her tiny, dignified great-aunt, Kiyo. Yoshi, too, was impressive in his formal clothes. I felt absurdly honoured.


  Betty wore an embroidered silk kimono – a family heirloom – her hair ornamented, her lips red, her face classically pale, her scars smoothed by makeup. I wore full-dress uniform and had Kanga along as my witness. Yoshi brought the head of the local farmers’ cooperative, Mr Tanaka, as Betty’s witness. This seemed an odd choice but I was too distracted to think much about it.


  Before the Buddha we made our vows and lit incense. We drank water purified by the monk and we sipped three times from three tiny cups of ritual wine as our pledge. I put a ring on Betty’s finger and the monk gave each of us a set of prayer beads made of polished wood with tiny silken tassels.


  We held a small reception at an inn – the one I’d stayed in at the start of the year, where the wife had helped me find Betty’s family. Kanga got happily drunk. He said, ‘You never told me what a stunner Madame Butterfly is. Finally, something you’ve done makes sense, Broome.’


  ‘That’s Madame Whalen to you now, mate, but yeah,’ I said, nodding. ‘Makes a lot of sense to me too.’


  Yoshi and the head of the farmers’ cooperative had more than a few cheerful cups of rice wine, then disappeared. They came back an hour later, walking unsteadily, and Yoshi handed me a document.


  ‘Maiku, we went to see the mayor,’ said Yoshi, laughing. ‘He is Tanaka-san’s brother-in-law.’


  The head of the farmers’ cooperative nodded. ‘We have registered your marriage. After all, I witnessed it, there could be no question. My brother-in-law has issued you, as head of your household, with a new family register.’


  I opened the scroll: the legal document of the family Weiran, Miyoko and Maikeru. I hugged Yoshi and Tanaka-san and anyone I could reach, even Kanga. Maybe I’d had a bit too much to drink too.


  They waved us off at the station in the afternoon. We were going into the mountains, to an inn. Betty and I settled in our seats with a sigh; it had been a long day. I took her hand and said, ‘So how are you feeling, Mrs Weiran?’


  She chuckled and snuggled against my shoulder. After a couple of hours we reached a town then took a bus up the mountain. It was dark when we arrived at the inn but I could see it was old and timbered. Our room was upstairs with a balcony looking out into the night.


  We went to the communal bathhouse and scrubbed each other clean before getting into the near-boiling water. I knew by now a bathhouse was not the place for erotic play, but I couldn’t take my eyes off my wife. My beautiful wife.


  Now, warmed up and with our feet comfortable in the room’s brazier pit, the innkeeper brought us a fine meal. Afterwards he cleared it, then said goodnight. We were alone.


  Betty rose and went to the cupboard. She pulled down the bedding and arranged it on the floor. She lit candles and turned off the ancient electric light. She loosened her dark hair and undid her kimono and slipped under the bedcovers.


  She said, her eyes sparkling in the candlelight, ‘Maiku, my husband. You are required, here. Now.’


  I obeyed my wife.

  



  We had three glorious days at the inn. From our balcony we could see a small lake between the pine trees, and in the quiet lovely night, moonlight rippled on the water.


  I returned to work at Ujina but spent weekends at the farm with Betty. A few in my unit guessed I had a woman stashed away, as did some of them, but I kept the news of my marriage to myself.


  In early 1948, after a hard winter, Yoshi and Mary said they’d decided to sell the farm and move into Hiroshima. An elderly aunt of Mary’s had died and left her some money, so they thought, after a lifetime of labour, they could retire.


  The farm sold quickly and I helped them move in spring. Their new house was solid, newly built and close to the camp at Ujina. Betty and I were given a bedroom a good distance from anyone else, which was thoughtful of her parents.


  Soon it became clear the British–Commonwealth occupation mission was winding down, unlike that of the Americans, who were happily settled in and changing the face of Tokyo. (Not to say they hadn’t already changed it pretty permanently with incendiaries, said Kanga. He had a Japanese girlfriend now, a nice woman who’d been a teacher with Betty.)


  The British, who hadn’t much wanted the mission in the first place, would soon be gone, along with the Indians and New Zealanders. Twelve thousand Australians had been there when I’d arrived, but by mid-1948 they were down to half that, with fewer every month. Still, my job was safe for now, which was a relief. I often worried how I’d support myself in Japan without the army – Betty and I couldn’t return to Australia as the ban on Japanese wives continued.


  I’d written to my family, of course, when we got married. My parents were pleased for us both: our closeness had worried them when I was too young to settle down, but they’d always liked her. They’d understood, too, when I left for Japan, that if I found her we wouldn’t be parted again. In contrast, Anna’s letters were brief and cold, even though she and Betty had grown up together. I felt we were drifting apart and wondered if it would be permanent.


  Good old Liam was simply happy and sent us an exquisite painting. It seemed to depict a marriage without containing a single identifiable marital element. I couldn’t figure out how he’d done that but I loved it anyway.


  The next few years with Betty drifted by in contentment. Hiroshima itself was being rebuilt by the resilient Japanese. Trees were growing, fewer people were dying. Food supplies were expanding, children were being born.


  Sometimes I’d feel a surge of optimism. After so much suffering, life was back on track: the war was behind us. But I was strangely grateful, too, at having lived through it. I understood the fragility of life now. I knew I could never take anything for granted again. Every day was a gift.

  



  I’d kept in contact with Alan, now working at an engineering firm in Melbourne. My marriage didn’t come as a surprise to him but he was touchingly pleased for me. Some time ago he’d written to say that after losing Johnny he’d discovered he wasn’t interested in men anymore. He was going to find a nice woman, settle down and forget the past.


  I was glad he was looking to the future and had no doubt plenty of nice women would jump at the chance of settling down with him. But I wondered if Alan would really be able to forget the past, forget the man he’d been with Johnny.


  In late 1949 he sent me a letter telling me about a new girlfriend in Melbourne named Marion. He wrote:


  She’s stylish and funny and smart. She runs an art gallery, knows everyone in Melbourne’s little art world, throws amazing parties. She’s brought me out of my shell and I’m having fun for the first time in years. I’ve told her about you and Betty and I think you’d be friends (if they ever let you darken Australia’s doorstep again). I’ve told her about Johnny too, no secrets between us. She’s a sophisticated woman. I feel very lucky.


  He enclosed a snapshot of them both at the beach. I was pleased to see how well Alan looked, happy and tanned. Marion was petite beside him, curvaceous, wavy-haired. She was very pretty, like the young Elizabeth Taylor. Another letter arrived a few months later: Alan and Marion had married on the spur of the moment and were on their honeymoon.


  Betty and I sent them gifts and congratulations and promised to visit if ever we could. I wondered often about that. Surely the government could start to ease the restrictions: it was almost 1950, for God’s sake, and there were now hundreds of Japanese women married to Australian men, permanently in exile.


  About this time the plight of Korea hit the headlines. Under Japanese rule for decades, it had been promised its postwar independence; instead it was split into two by Cold War manoeuvring. Skirmishes between the Koreas became common, and in June 1950 the north invaded the south in the first proxy war of the great powers.


  The Australian occupation mission was committed to Japan until the official peace treaty was signed, but it was taking forever. The troops were restless and a war was their idea of a godsend. Within weeks they’d been redeployed to Korea on a United Nations mission.


  Less than five years after the horror had stopped, the army cheerfully threw itself back into another war. I was sickened and wanted out, even if it meant no job. After Betty and I had talked it over I left the occupation forces. To my surprise, Kanga – ambitious Kanga – did the same thing; but unlike me, he was free to return to Australia.


  We had a drink before he went home. I was amused to see he wasn’t as sleek and well groomed as usual. He was leaving his Japanese girlfriend too, and was unusually down in the dumps.


  ‘Well, stay then,’ I told him. ‘She’s a great girl, you could marry her.’


  ‘What would I do, Broome?’ he said gloomily. ‘Ten years in the army doesn’t make you fit for anything, let alone somewhere you don’t even speak the lingo.’


  ‘Should have paid more bloody attention in my language classes, then,’ I said. ‘But I guess you could go home and become a politician, no skills required – or brains or heart by the look of it.’


  ‘The pollies’ll relax the restrictions eventually,’ he said. ‘Got to. But I didn’t realise you wanted to go back that much.’


  ‘I don’t. I love it here. But I’d love to see my family too, take Betty home for a while.’


  His shoulders slumped, he sighed theatrically and sniffled and took another drink. ‘I just don’t bloody know, Broome.’


  I shook my head sympathetically. ‘Not like you, Kanga, not like you at all.’


  He slowly grinned. ‘I’ll miss you, you cheeky bastard. But yeah, maybe I will become a politician. Good pay, easy work, sounds all right.’


  He took out a handkerchief, blew his nose, smoothed back his hair and straightened his shoulders and proceeded to tell me some surprisingly scurrilous – and true – story about one of our dear leaders. He was Kanga, himself, once again.


  Instead of being jobless when I left the army, I was amazed at the work that came my way. Japan was leaping ahead into the modern English-speaking world and translators were in demand. I’d improved my skills over the last three years and my Broome divers’ Japanese had gained subtlety and breadth.


  Betty was happy too. She’d returned to teaching and we’d become almost prosperous. But we still lived with her parents and great-aunt Kiyo. The house was large and I enjoyed the flow of family life.


  Betty adored her little brother Tomeo too. She seemed accepting of her own childlessness and I saw her sad only once: the day we had a joyful letter in late 1950 from Alan and Marion, reporting the birth of their daughter Susan. I told Betty again how content I was with her alone, and it was perfectly true.


  Chapter 22

  



  I meet Lena walking across to the union cafeteria.


  ‘Want a coffee?’ she says. ‘I’ll pay this time.’


  ‘Am I actually permitted to talk to you, young lady?’


  ‘Yeah,’ she says confidently. ‘You are totally in Dad’s good books now.’


  ‘That’s a relief. Have they moved house yet?’


  ‘Finally, what a soap opera. But their place is nice, outside Foster a bit, lots of trees. Suyin is crazy about trees. Don’t think they have them in Hong Kong.’


  ‘Maybe not among the skyscrapers, no.’


  We get our coffees and sit down.


  ‘So how are you feeling after your walk on the wild side?’ I say.


  ‘I ate so much,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘Unbelievable. And I had a headache afterwards.’


  I nod. ‘Planning to take up dope professionally or just keep to the amateur listings?’


  ‘Mike, it wasn’t funny. You know the worst bit? I felt so helpless. Like a baby. Couldn’t move, didn’t want to, didn’t care. It was horrible.’ Suddenly a dimple appears. ‘Not to say I mightn’t have a toke at a party sometime in the future.’


  She looks at me innocently with her turquoise eyes, then grins. ‘No, I won’t. Just wanted to see your face.’


  ‘Oh, okay,’ I say. ‘Run into Angel and Greg lately?’


  ‘No. And I don’t want to either. But, oddly, they seem to be avoiding me too.’


  ‘Really.’


  Her head to one side she says, ‘Did you threaten them, Mike?’


  ‘Me? A mild-mannered professor?’


  ‘So you did.’


  ‘I told them to stay away from you, that’s all. With a certain air of menace.’


  She gazes at me thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Thanks Mike. I think I was getting a bit out of my depth there.’


  ‘I suspect Angel is out of anyone’s depth. Or shallows.’


  She laughs. ‘I’m really glad you and Dad are friends now, too.’


  ‘I’m not sure I’d call it friends. Armed neutrality perhaps.’


  ‘No, I mean it. He doesn’t have many male friends. He does the blokey thing but it’s not really him. And he’s awful with older men.’


  ‘That’s pretty clear. I’ll carry the scars forever.’


  ‘Mike. Please.’


  ‘All right. Sorry, Lena. He’s a prickly kind of lad but I like him a lot,’ I say. ‘Do you think it’s because he grew up without his father?’


  ‘No. Not his father.’ She hesitates. ‘Mike, this is between us, all right?’


  I nod.


  ‘I told you before how Nana remarried a year or two after the war. He was called Frank something, a local policeman –’


  ‘Frank? Good God. Yes, I knew him. He seemed a nice bloke.’


  ‘Yeah, that’s what Nana thought, too. But he wasn’t. He drank too much, he was jealous of Nana’s dead husband because he didn’t go to war himself, and he used to hurt my dad when he was little. Hurt him secretly.’


  ‘Jesus. Did Helen tell you all this?’


  ‘Yes. She found out by accident after they’d been married a year. She left him straightaway and got a divorce. I asked Dad and he says he hardly remembers, but he thinks Frank used to poke these spots called pressure points. They’d hurt but not leave bruises.’


  I nod. ‘We learnt them in commando training. The sort of thing you use against a deadly enemy, not a kid. How could anyone do that?’


  ‘Don’t know. Poor Dad. He says he doesn’t remember but I think he does.’


  We’re both silent for a moment or two.


  ‘Something else I wanted to ask,’ Lena says. ‘I turn twenty-one next month but because of exams I’m postponing the party till December. I know it’s only August but Mum loves to plan ahead. Do you think maybe –?’


  ‘Yes, of course I’ll come.’


  She beams. ‘That’s great. I was worried you’d go all funny again. And at last, you can meet up with Nana. Oh dear. You have gone all funny again.’


  ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’


  She says gently, ‘I know you go sort of pale whenever I say her name –’


  ‘Do I?’


  ‘Yes, you do. Even the very first time we met.’


  ‘Oh, you noticed?’ I say, surprised.


  She gives me her patient look. ‘Yes, of course. But you can’t go on avoiding each other forever.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Were you in love with her, Mike?’


  I’m unable to answer for a moment. Then I say, ‘Half of South Gippsland was in love with her, Lena. She was kind, smart, gorgeous. I was a quivering bundle of hormones – of course I was too. But that was a long time ago.’


  ‘Well if you’re over her, there’s no problem, is there?’


  I sigh, trapped. ‘Suppose not.’

  



  Betty was twenty-nine and I was thirty in October 1951, when we celebrated our fourth wedding anniversary. That night I came slowly awake, as I often did, astonished at my own joy. In the moonlight I could see Betty’s sleeping face, her feathered eyebrows, the sweep of her hair, the curve of her lips, and I thought – as I often did – how lucky I was.


  In the morning, lying sleepily together, I stroked her hair, her face, her neck. My fingers felt … what? A lump, a soft lump. And a second on the other side of her throat. I’d lived in Hiroshima long enough to feel a chill of fear.


  ‘What is it?’ she said, then felt her neck for herself and became silent.


  ‘Have you had … any bruising, love?’ I said, hardly daring to breathe.


  She was silent. I slowly pushed back the covers. On her creamy belly were tiny bruises, scattered like rice grains.


  ‘I’ve been tired lately, terribly tired,’ she said quietly, ‘but I didn’t want to think –’


  ‘No,’ I said. ‘It could be lots of things, anyway. You had a cold last week, remember. And even if … there’s treatments, the Americans have got new drugs.’


  ‘They didn’t help Mrs Tanaka.’


  The plump, kindly wife of the man who’d helped us be legally married had died, pale and thin, within a few months of becoming ill. There were others we knew, too – someone’s child, an aunt, a schoolboy. All had experienced the bombing, the oily black rain.


  Years afterwards I read that the incidence of leukaemia in bombed Hiroshima and Nagasaki was many, many times higher than the rest of the country, the rest of the world. But statistics would come later. First there had to be the desperate struggle to live, one human being at a time.


  So the era of darkness began. Sometimes I think it never quite ended.


  What can I say? My beautiful wife received transfusions of blood, one after the other. They helped for a while. She had drugs that made her ill but gave her a few precious weeks of remission.


  She had injections until she was blue with bruises; sometimes she would weep, exhausted, when she heard the nurse’s cart approaching yet again. Her satin-gold skin became dry and pale. Her glossy black hair became dull. Her rounded cheekbones became ridges. She had to spend longer and longer periods in hospital.


  Still, her flame burnt. One week after a transfusion she seemed surprisingly well. She’d put on a little weight, she had some energy. The doctor said she could come home for a time.


  By then, months had passed and it was the start of spring. As we drove to the house she asked me to stop at a park she loved. The trees, ruffles of white and pink, were in full bloom. Her face glowed and we sat on a bench holding hands in silence.


  That night in bed she turned to me and whispered our old joke, ‘Maiku, my husband, you are required.’


  ‘Sweetheart, you’re fragile as a sparrow, I’d crush you –’


  ‘Shh. You be quiet and lie there.’


  She eased herself above me, and onto me, and gently we brought each other to pleasure with the skill of long, shared experience. Afterwards, we cuddled and whispered endearments. She was flushed and warm and happy as we fell into sleep together.


  And she was pale and cool and quite beyond feeling anything when I awoke alone.

  



  In a breathtaking backhander of irony, the peace treaty was signed a week later, in April 1952, and the exclusion of Japanese wives came to an end. If treatment in an Australian hospital could have helped Betty, I’d never know.


  The doctor told us she’d died suddenly from a clot, probably from the most recent transfusion. It was clear he thought she was fortunate to have avoided the drawn-out deaths of his other patients. I was glad for her. In my mind, bereft, I howled like an animal.


  Betty had taught me the rites of marriage, and now she led me through the ceremonies of death. Her body was laid in a casket on the altar at the Buddhist temple where we’d married. She was made up as perfectly as on that day, and she was dressed in a white kimono with the right side over the left, as only the dead may wear.


  I was moved by the number of people who attended the wake. The monk chanted prayers and with her family I offered incense three times. The monk prayed again, then I endured the kindness of sympathisers, weeping or grim with sorrow, for what seemed a very long time.


  The next day we attended the temple for more prayers. Betty was given a new Buddhist name so she would not return if her life-name was spoken. We laid flowers around her head in the casket, then it was sealed. We accompanied it to a modern crematorium, of which Hiroshima had many, and witnessed it enter the flames on a large steel tray.


  Later we returned for the final ceremony. With chopsticks we lifted fragments of bone from the steel tray into a funerary urn, starting at the ruins of Betty’s dainty feet and moving to her shattered skull. I was mindless with horror.


  I remembered something that had puzzled me when I first came to Hiroshima: people painstakingly picking through the charred ruins of houses with chopsticks, seeking, I now understood, the fragments of their loved ones for true burial.


  We took Betty’s urn to the cemetery, to the new family grave with its memorial stones for her brother Ken and her aunt and uncle. It was a small carved monument with a ledge for incense and flowers and a chamber beneath for urns.


  Prayers were chanted again and again through the following weeks, until a full forty-nine days had passed and Betty’s spirit was assured of being at peace.


  How I envied her.

  



  Even from my abyss of loss I could still recognise the great sorrow Mary and Yoshi were suffering, with two of their three children gone. I was grateful they had six-year-old Tomeo as an incentive to endure.


  Bewildered little Tomeo didn’t understand where his beautiful big sister had gone. To tell the truth, neither did I. But I helped Yoshi and Mary and Great-Aunt Kiyo as best I could through that cruel spring and the long sad summer that followed.


  When autumn came again, when, in a kinder world, Betty and I might have celebrated our fifth anniversary, I found I could no longer stay. I loved my small family by marriage, but I yearned to see my own people again.


  Yoshi and Mary took me to the small airport. Mary took my hand. ‘Mike, we were so grateful Betty had you,’ she said softly. ‘It helped her live far longer than we ever expected.’


  ‘You knew she was going to die?’ I was astonished. Mary had never said anything like this before.


  She looked at me with pity. ‘She was doomed from that dreadful day onwards. Of course we did. Didn’t you?’


  ‘No,’ I said. ‘I thought we’d live forever.’


  Chapter 23

  



  I turn down the heat in the oven and check the dining table. The doorbell rings and Alan’s there with his kids Sue and Terry; my stepchildren. There are welcomes and hugs as we manoeuvre the long narrow hall of my house.


  Alan’s in Melbourne for a conference, so we’ve grabbed the chance to catch up, and I can’t remember the last time I’ve been with the kids without their families around. I’m looking forward to the evening.


  It’s late August 1983 and I haven’t seen any of them since Jan’s funeral eight months ago. Alan seems well, though his eyes are puffy; I think he’s drinking a lot. Sue looks smart in black jeans and high boots, her auburn hair pulled into a ponytail, and Terry’s his usual calm school-teacher self.


  I bring the wine and pour for everyone and we sit in the lounge chatting, the small fire crackling. After a time we move into the dining room and I serve salads and lasagne. I pour more wine and we eat. Everyone seems to enjoy it but I feel an odd sense of tension in the room.


  Alan hasn’t much to say, I can see he’s still pretty knocked about by losing Jan. But I get to hear about the exploits of Terry’s youngsters and his wife Robyn’s new part-time job. And Sue’s partner Gail, a fashion designer, is stressed from preparing for a big show. I think they want to say something else. I wait.


  After dessert (my own tiramisu, of which I’m rather proud), we sit with coffee in the lounge room. I look from Sue to Terry. ‘Okay. What’s up? Is there something you’d like to talk about?’


  ‘Well,’ says Sue slowly, ‘we wanted to discuss the house, Mike. You remember how Terry and I inherited Mum’s half ... I mean it was fine to leave things as they were after she died but, you see, we both need the money now.’


  ‘We don’t want to turf you out, Mike. You and Mum lived here for years,’ says Terry, his grey eyes gentle. ‘But the market’s not bad at the moment, we’d all get good money and you could go somewhere smaller, easier to look after.’


  I sit thinking for a moment, surprised, then say, ‘Wow. That’s a great idea. I didn’t realise it, but I think I do need a change. There’ll be a lot to organise, but yeah.’ I smile. ‘Brilliant idea. Let’s do it.’


  ‘Oh, Mike, I’m so relieved,’ says Sue. ‘I didn’t know how you’d feel.’


  I look at her with affection. She’s never understood me, has always kept her distance. Of course she didn’t know how I’d feel. To both the kids, Alan was always Dad. Though he only saw them once a year it was as if Santa Claus had turned up. I knew they never stopped yearning for him, hoping he’d come back to Marion. I couldn’t match him in their eyes; I was always just Mike to them. They told me over and over that I wasn’t their real dad, till I could have wept with frustration.


  No, I wasn’t their real dad. I was the man who stood by their mother and looked after their household and applauded at their play nights and attended those God-awful parent–teacher meetings that always seemed to demand excruciating scrutiny of Sue’s delinquency and Terry’s idleness. They were affectionate enough in an offhand way, but they were always and ever Alan’s children, not mine.


  How odd, I think. As if bonds like similar looks and sense of humour were more meaningful than years of nurturing.


  I stop pondering and say briskly, ‘Well, I’ll talk to an agent tomorrow and get it on the market. And if there’s any furniture you want, any of Marion’s things, tell me and they’re yours. I’ll only need the minimum. And both of you should share out her collection.’


  ‘Really? That’s almost too generous, Mike,’ says Terry. ‘There’s nothing you’d want to keep?’


  ‘I’ve got a lot of pictures of my own – don’t forget my famous brother. Maybe a couple, let’s see. But I reckon Marion would like you two to have most of them. And what about you, fella?’


  Alan says, ‘Me?’


  ‘Yeah. Those pictures you two bought together. You should have something, a memento of Marion. The Arthur Boyd, for instance.’


  ‘That’s a pretty valuable work, fella. Are you sure?’


  ‘Yes. She’d have wanted you to have it,’ I say.


  ‘I have my doubts about that,’ he grins. ‘But thanks, Mike. We got it in the early days and I’ve always loved it.’


  We spend a little time working through the logistics and timing, then the kids have to leave. Alan says he’ll stay for a nightcap and get a taxi later. So I hug Sue and Terry goodbye and close the door after them. I look around at the high ceilings, the intricate plasterwork, the polished timber floors, and say to Alan, ‘I love this house, had wonderful times here. But I didn’t realise what a dead weight it’s become. Was it your idea, you old bastard?’


  Alan grins. ‘Me do something altruistic? Got the wrong bloke there.’


  ‘Altruistic? Cheeky sod. You’ve scored an Arthur Boyd out of it.’


  ‘Ah well. I might have suggested it to the kids. But I had my reasons.’


  ‘Which were?’ I say, pouring us brandies and handing him one.


  ‘I’m moving, myself,’ Alan says.


  ‘What? But you love that house.’


  ‘Too many memories. And I could see what hanging around this place was doing to you.’


  I look up, surprised. He was right.


  ‘Of course I don’t want to break apart what Jan and I built up over so many years …’ He sighs, looks at the brandy for a moment, then takes a sip. ‘But, Mike, I’ve got to do it or I’ll go mad.’


  ‘Where are you moving to?’


  ‘Not too far. A modern unit in Balmain.’


  ‘That’ll cost you,’ I say.


  ‘I’ve got a Victorian terrace to sell, reckon I can afford it.’


  I laugh. ‘Well, congratulations, Al. Invite me to the house-warming.’


  ‘I will. Here’s to us. Old bastards, new houses.’

  



  The day I returned from Japan, Liam met me at Perth airport and took me to his place to freshen up. In his early forties now with silver in his hair, he still looked like a handsome version of Dad, his presence as comforting as ever.


  We drove to my parents’ place at the port of Fremantle, about ten miles from the city. They’d moved there from Rosa and Anton’s after the war, deciding not to return to Broome, now almost a ghost town, the luggers gone and the pearl-shell trade ended.


  The house was an old sandstone terrace near the harbour. The door opened moments after we’d rung the bell and Mum flung her arms around me, followed by Dad. Later, after we’d composed ourselves, we talked about the Egawas – Mum and Mary had always been close – but I couldn’t discuss Betty. My throat kept closing in anguish. I could see Mum’s eyes were worried for me.


  I had gifts for them of antique silk kimonos, which lightened the mood. Liam’s was in dark red, Dad’s in steel-blue and Mum’s had sprays of green and pink chrysanthemums. Mum modelled hers, posing and smiling, and I felt a pang of sadness. Mum’s fine bones, Dad’s stoop – how had they grown so fragile, my parents? She was sixty-one and he’d soon be sixty-nine, and I’d gone away for years without a second thought. I’d make it up to them now, I decided.


  They showed me my room, upstairs with a view of the water across roofs, and left me in peace for a rest. Later, at dinner, no one commented on my sister Anna’s absence.


  Next morning my parents went to get groceries. About ten minutes later I heard a knock and, when I answered it, Anna was on the doorstep. Her eyes widened when she saw me.


  ‘Hello, Mike. Good to see you.’


  It patently wasn’t but I hugged her lightly.


  ‘Hello, sis. Come into the kitchen. Excuse the mess, I haven’t cleaned up from our dinner party last night,’ I said with false innocence; the place was perfectly tidy.


  ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t attend,’ Anna said. ‘I had another appointment.’


  ‘Let’s have a cup of tea and you can tell me all about it.’


  ‘It was nothing.’


  ‘Uh-huh. But it kept you away.’


  She flushed. ‘Mike, I’m sorry. I didn’t feel up to it.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘You know why.’


  ‘No I don’t. Why, Anna?’


  She turned away from me to look out through the window into the small back garden. I put the kettle on and sat down at the table.


  ‘Because I married Betty?’ I said. ‘You can’t bear to see me because I married my oldest friend?’


  ‘Because you married a Japanese,’ she said bitterly, looking at me. ‘Because you went over there to help them get back on their feet so they’re free to make war on us again as soon as they can.’


  I was incredulous. I knew she had bad memories but surely by now she’d come to terms with them, like most of us.


  ‘Anna, their soldiers did terrible things but we did terrible things too. Unforgivable, appalling things. And in the end: Hiroshima, Nagasaki.’ I shook my head. ‘Nobody – I swear to you, Anna – nobody deserved what happened. Then or afterwards. To innocents. To Betty.’


  Anna didn’t say a word. She sat down and put her hands over her face.


  The kettle whistled and I stood, spooned fresh tea into the teapot and filled it with hot water. I put one of Mum’s bright knitted cosies over the pot and brought it to the table with the milk and cups and saucers. I sat down again.


  After a minute or two I poured the tea. ‘Milk?’ I said politely.


  ‘You’d think I’d learn,’ she said from behind her hands. ‘You’d think I’d get it right, just once.’


  ‘Get what right?’ I said gently. I put milk in both our teas – I knew perfectly well she always drank it white – and pushed a cup towards her.


  She took a breath and took her hands away, wiping her eyes impatiently. She tucked her chestnut hair behind her ears.


  ‘I did it again, Mike. I wasn’t going to care about another man, not for a long time and certainly not a patient.’ She blew on her tea and sipped it and sighed. ‘He’d been a prisoner of war. In Burma. Sick as a dog with beri-beri and ulcers you could fit a tennis ball into. Malnutrition of course. All of it.’


  I nodded.


  ‘He got better, it was a miracle; we hadn’t expected him to make it.’


  ‘This was ’46, was it, when I’d gone back to uni?’


  ‘Yes, that’s right. Once he was discharged we started seeing each other. We fell in love slowly. Mike, I was so careful. I wasn’t going to let myself get hurt again.’


  ‘But?’


  ‘No buts. It was wonderful. He was such a good, funny, loving man. We had three glorious months, long enough for me to start believing …’ She took a deep breath. ‘Then it began. He became horribly sad but couldn’t, wouldn’t, say why. Nightmares got worse and worse, he’d babble in prison-camp Japanese. Our future crumbled away in only a few weeks. And then it ended.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘An overdose.’


  ‘Oh God, Anna,’ I said, appalled. ‘You weren’t the one to find him, were you?’


  She grimaced. ‘Oh yes. Lying on his bed with his war souvenir – a stinking samurai sword – beside him. Maybe he imagined it would protect him. I don’t know.’


  ‘So all you could think about was what the Japanese had taken from you.’


  She nodded, her head down. ‘I couldn’t reach him, Mike. All my love, my passion, wasn’t enough to help him, to save him from what they’d done to him. I was so, so angry.’


  She finished her tea and picked up the teapot with a sigh. ‘More?’ I nodded and she poured us both fresh cups.


  ‘Then we got your letter.’ She smiled bitterly. ‘So pleased about going over there, helping with reconstruction, searching for your Japanese friends. I think I went almost mad for a while. I don’t remember much about it now.’


  ‘Didn’t anyone help, did you see doctors?’


  ‘They’d heard my story a thousand times and far worse than mine. They gave me pills that made me sleepy. But then I had to wake up, I had to go to work.’


  ‘Mum and Dad?’


  ‘I kept it from them as much as I could. They tried but there was nothing they could do. Hatred was the only thing that gave me the energy to keep going. And then we got the letter about your marriage.’


  ‘But it was Betty I was marrying. You used to play dolls together, for God’s sake.’


  ‘It didn’t matter. I was implacable. Year after year. Then we heard from you how ill she was and instantly I wanted to see her again, desperately, to say I was sorry for being so stupid. And then it was too late.’ She put her hands over her face again and wept.


  I pulled my chair closer and put my arm around her shoulders. ‘It didn’t matter to Betty. We talked about it and she said she believed you’d been terribly hurt in some way. She knew you.’


  Anna took a breath and wiped her face. She sat up straight. ‘And I didn’t even have the guts to come and see you last night, I was so ashamed. I’m sorry, Mike.’


  ‘You’re here now. It’s all right,’ I said. ‘Really, sis, it’s all right. Betty understood. She loved you.’ To my surprise, I was suddenly helpless, sobbing.


  Chapter 24

  



  In January 1953 I got a job with a small civil engineering firm in Perth. It was dull but it was work. There was no question of selling my interpreting skills: Australians had not the slightest interest in communicating with anyone who spoke Japanese.


  I felt numb. There were moments of anguish, usually in the middle of the night, but I kept my sorrow to myself. Liam tried to help. He set me up with a nice woman and we went out to dinner. She was pretty but I didn’t see her again. I feared if I touched another woman I’d forget how Betty had felt.


  At work I developed my own interests. After the war, semiconductors and transistors had started revolutionising electronics. It was an exciting period and I began to feel real intellectual curiosity for the first time in years.


  I kept in touch with Alan and Marion in Melbourne. They’d had a son, Terry, early in 1953 and seemed happy. Alan said I’d almost certainly get a job with the firm he worked for if I went to Melbourne, but I felt too much of an obligation to my family to go away again.


  Mum was happy. Her beloved lugger Sparrow had been returned after the war, so she had leased it to a fisherman. When Sparrow was at the Fremantle wharves for her annual lay-up, Mum would go and sit under an umbrella and supervise, content that all was well.


  South of the Fremantle wharves were some nice little beaches where Anna, Liam and I would go swimming and sunbaking over the summer of 1953. Liam sometimes brought a girlfriend along, a different one each time. One day he brought Jenny, a friendly dark-haired woman who hailed from Broome.


  We chatted about mutual acquaintances and familiar places and the town’s slow decline. Jenny was in her thirties, older than most of Liam’s girls, and Anna, chuckling, said to me under her breath, ‘Good heavens, he’s going out with a grown-up.’


  Liam and Jenny went for a swim. When they returned and lay down on their towels I nudged Liam’s wet back with my toe and said, ‘You’ve put on a bit of weight, my lad.’


  ‘No I haven’t,’ he said. ‘Pure muscle, Mikey.’


  Anna laughed. ‘Your flying jib looks like more a spanker now, Lee.’


  Jenny was puzzled.


  ‘It’s the family stigmata,’ I said. ‘We’ve all got it, courtesy of Dad.’


  ‘A birthmark, Jen,’ said Liam. ‘Look, that little brown triangle in the small of my back. Mum and Dad always joked it was like a flying jib.’


  ‘But what’s that?’ said Jenny. ‘And a spanker? Sounds a bit perverted.’


  ‘They’re both sails, but one’s considerably larger than the other,’ I said pointedly to Liam.


  ‘Did Mum ever tell you the story behind it?’ he said.


  ‘No,’ said Anna, ‘but they’d always start smiling and go off for a siesta whenever it was mentioned. Who needs a siesta in winter? I didn’t understand why for years.’


  ‘Really? I always thought they were just sleepy,’ I said.


  ‘Oh Mikey!’ Anna and Liam said in unison. ‘Such an innocent,’ Anna confided to Jenny.


  ‘Okay, tell us, Lee,’ I said, laughing.


  ‘Well, they were separated for a long time, by the Great War and afterwards too. Apparently things weren’t going very smoothly when they met up, but talking about me and the birthmark broke the ice and got them back together again.’


  ‘I didn’t know that,’ I said, surprised.


  ‘Nor me,’ said Anna. ‘Fancy them never telling us.’


  ‘Well, I was the oldest kid, the responsible one, so of course they’d tell me,’ said Liam, grinning, and Anna and I laughed in derision and kicked sand at him.


  ‘Your family sounds lovely,’ said Jenny. ‘You’re lucky kids.’


  ‘Yes, we are,’ said Anna thoughtfully. She looked from me to Liam. ‘Something I was going to tell you. I’ve made a decision.’ She took a breath. ‘I want children. I never did before and now I do. But soon I’ll be thirty-three. I can’t keep waiting for some marvellous man to come along. I’m going to find a nice ordinary bloke and have a bunch of kids as soon as I can.’


  ‘Oh, sis,’ I said. ‘You’ll be a great mother.’


  ‘Have you someone in mind?’ said Liam.


  Anna said shyly, ‘There’s a chap, an accountant in the hospital office. I’m not sure, but,’ she smiled to herself, ‘I think he likes me. He’s nothing flash but I have a feeling he’ll do.’

  



  Anna’s grand plan came to fruition. Her quiet accountant bloke, Andrew, turned out to be a gem: a passionate sailor and swimmer, a lover of books and conversation. He wanted children and, by God, he wanted Anna. They decided to marry in November 1953, six months after their first date, in an old stone church at Fremantle.


  My sister looked beautiful. Her dark hair piled up under a veil, she wore a long white lace dress with a narrow waist and flared skirt. Mum was lovely too, in an elegant olive-green silk dress, and Dad in a formal suit was a revelation to us all. He was so proud of Anna as he walked her down the aisle.


  Liam brought Jenny, pretty in blue. They sat to one side of me holding hands and I was glad he seemed to have settled down with her. On the other side was Auntie Rosa and dignified Uncle Anton. Rosa’s red-gold curls might have turned to silver but half the men in church still couldn’t take their eyes off her.


  I didn’t look too bad myself, neatly groomed and in a new suit: the only thing missing, of course, was Betty by my side. My eyes stung. I diverted my thoughts to the letter I’d just received from Alan. His firm was expanding, they were desperate for someone like me and the salary was excellent; would I go to Melbourne? You’re needed here, I told myself firmly.


  Later at the reception I went to sit beside Mum. We drank champagne and as she watched Anna and Andrew, laughing as they danced, she said quietly to me, ‘Darling, sometimes the first person we love isn’t necessarily the only one. You’ll have love again in your life, I’m sure of it.’


  ‘Perhaps,’ I said.


  ‘You know Rosa married several times, don’t you? Sam Lee was her great passion, but I don’t think she’d ever have been as happy as she is without dear Anton. He gave her the balance and freedom she needed.’


  I thought, I had balance and freedom with Betty, I wanted nothing more. I said aloud, ‘Several marriages? Who else was there?’


  ‘Oh, some dreadful man after Sam, made everyone’s life a misery. But he died in the flu epidemic,’ she said with what seemed to be satisfaction, if that hadn’t been so unlike my gentle mother.


  ‘I’ve had a letter from Alan,’ I said hesitantly. ‘Offering me a good job in Melbourne.’


  ‘Darling, that’s wonderful! When will you go?’


  ‘I can’t go, Mum. You and Dad need your family here.’


  Mum laughed softly. ‘Is that holding you back? Oh, my darling boy. You’re not staying in Perth to keep us company, are you?’


  ‘I spent so long away before …’


  She turned to me and took my hand. ‘Your Dad and I … you might think we’re old and over it, but we’re not. We love our time together. We’re happy you children have your own lives, it’s how it should be.’ She smiled to herself. ‘But we do rather like being by ourselves.’


  Dad came over and Mum said, ‘Mike’s going to take a job in Melbourne, Danny. Isn’t it wonderful?’


  Dad’s eyebrows went up and he gazed at me in delight.

  



  In early 1954 I moved to Melbourne and took up a position with Alan’s firm. They were expanding into areas of the new electronics and I loved it, especially the way it pushed me to develop skills beyond any I’d used before. One of the managers said that if I went back to uni and did some postgraduate work I’d probably reach the top of my field. I was pleased at the compliment but didn’t have the slightest interest in academic study.


  I met Marion for the first time at a poolside barbecue at a house she and Alan were renting in Kew. She was small and curvaceous and as pretty as she’d looked in the black and white photo. Now I could see she had thick, medium-length auburn hair, freckled shoulders and large green eyes. She was wearing a sarong over her swimsuit and a stylish broad-brimmed hat.


  Alan introduced me, saying, ‘This is my old mate Mike. He tells the worst jokes in half of Asia.’


  ‘Only half?’ I protested. ‘Jeez, Al, you know how to hurt a guy. Hello, Marion.’


  ‘Hello, darling,’ she said and kissed me on the cheek. ‘White or red?’


  She poured me a glass of wine and offered me a cigarette. I took the wine but not the cigarette. I’d never got hooked in the war like a lot of the other blokes.


  ‘Now, you’re Alan’s clever commando friend, the one from Japan,’ she said, then looked past me and yelled, ‘Susan! Do not drop your brother in the deep end.’


  I saw a small, scowling red-haired girl holding a baby over the pool. I quickly put down my glass and grabbed the baby. The little girl gave me a look of hatred and jumped in the water, splashing me. The baby stared at me with large grey eyes and burst into tears.


  ‘Bloody children,’ said Marion, taking the baby, cooing, ‘Come on, sweetie, let’s go have a bottle.’ Aside to me she said, ‘I should fill it with gin.’


  Alan handed me my glass of wine again. ‘Welcome to family life,’ he said, grinning. ‘Come here, Susie. Come and say hello to your Uncle Mike.’


  The little girl – she must be over three by now, I calculated – wrapped herself in a towel and regarded me with suspicion.


  ‘He’s not my uncle,’ she said.


  ‘Well, he’s like a brother to me, young lady, so what do you think of that?’ He swept her up in the air and she screamed with delight.


  Susan’s mood improved and the baby slept, so things were a little quieter, on the child front at any rate. Some of the other guests got pretty loud as the afternoon wore on, but by then I was enjoying myself loudly too.


  Marion was wickedly funny, a chain-smoker who swore like a sailor. She mothered everyone at the barbecue, from wealthy clients to a small paint-speckled crew of artists, insisting they drink and eat everything in sight as she darted around, cigarette in hand.


  ‘Her gallery’s doing well,’ said Alan, biting into a piece of steak. ‘She’s got a superb eye, doesn’t give a damn about the old boys of the art scene.’


  I shook my head in boozy contentment and finished a sausage. ‘You seem to have landed on your feet, Flynn,’ I said. ‘They’re a great family. Congratulations.’


  He nodded. ‘Yeah. It’s good. Not easy, mind, but good.’


  ‘And now, what, nine years after Johnny, you’ve been able to leave that all behind?’ I was wondering how long I’d go on aching for Betty.


  Alan gave a tired laugh. ‘It’s never gone away, Broome, yearning for him. But I was someone different then. All in the past, it’s got to be.’


  He sighed, then looked at me and ruffled my hair affectionately. ‘There’ll be someone new for you too, one day.’


  I nodded. ‘Hope so. Don’t want to go on, half-dead like this.’


  ‘Marion’s got some nice friends. We’ll get you dating again.’


  He was as good as his word. I had some of the best meals of my life in their dining room, partnered with a stream of attractive, amusing women. The first time in someone else’s bed I mentally apologised to Betty, but it was two years since her death and celibacy had become a burden. To my relief I found touching another woman didn’t make me forget her.


  At parties I’d look at Alan and Marion and feel happy for them. With his dark curls and grey eyes, Alan looked as well as I’d ever seen him. Quite a few women seemed to think as much too, but apart from gallant flirtation he was faithful to his wife.


  Marion was always stylish, from high fashion to bohemian, and a generous, energetic hostess. She put the same passion into her art gallery, hanging pictures, reassuring artists, holding opening nights, cultivating buyers. She was witty and kind and I became fond of her. I wasn’t sexually attracted, but I could see how warm and sensuous she was and how much she loved Alan, and I liked her for that. Over the next couple of years our friendship grew deeper.


  I rented a flat and enjoyed my work and social life. I did a lot of swimming, which was good for my scarred shoulder. Time passed in what was almost contentment. Then, about two years after I’d gone to Melbourne, everything began to change.


  I started to notice Alan wasn’t his usual lighthearted self. He said he wanted to leave the company we both worked for, branch out on his own, but he and Marion didn’t have the money to do that. He’d never liked the company as much as I did and I saw him growing increasingly dissatisfied.


  His home life wasn’t as easy as before either. Marion’s mother, known to all as Gran, used to look after the kids while Marion worked, but now she wasn’t well, so various babysitters started coming and going. The topic of money seemed to be a sore point, but I started to wonder if there was more to it than that.


  At a party one night it became obvious something was not right between them. Alan was drinking a lot and when Marion put an affectionate hand on his shoulder he shrugged it off. She made a small joke about it but he turned away. I saw confusion in her eyes.


  Little Susie came out in her pyjamas to say goodnight and he hugged her till she scolded, ‘Daddy, you’re squishing me.’ He kissed the top of her head and watched her walk away as if he’d never see her again.


  Finally, at another party, I asked him what was wrong. He looked at his glass (yes, we drank a lot in those days) and sighed.


  ‘Dunno. I’m bored with work. I can’t seem to please Marion. I feel like a failure and keep thinking, Is this it? All that training and excitement a decade ago and now this … greyness. I’m sick of myself, I’m scared, I feel like I’m drying up and quietly dying.’ He laughed bitterly. ‘Apart from that I’m fine. Nothing at all to complain about. I’ve got a life anyone would envy. You envy me, don’t you, Broome?’


  ‘You’ve got a great woman, you’ve built a life together for seven years. Yes, I envy you. I only had a short time and I’d give my right arm to have it all over again.’


  He shook his head in despair. ‘Sorry. Sorry. No idea what’s wrong with me. I hate this.’


  ‘Maybe you should see a doctor.’


  He shook his head slowly. ‘Come on, Mike. How could I tell a doc the truth about my life? How could he possibly understand? Sometimes …’ He hesitated. ‘Sometimes I wonder how you could. Didn’t Johnny and I appal you?’


  ‘Well, I was pretty amazed at first, couldn’t see the fun in it at all. But after a while I knew it was honest, whatever it was. And I liked you both, you were such crazy bastards.’ I shook my head. ‘Now, the lieutenant’s bad breath, that was appalling. But not you, old mate. Not Johnny.’


  Alan put his hand over his eyes. His voice ragged, he said, ‘Thanks, Mike. I don’t feel like myself anymore. I don’t know who I am. When I was with Johnny I knew. But not anymore.’

  



  As Alan’s attentions became cooler I saw Marion becoming more insecure, desperate for the love he’d once offered so freely. They never fought openly but parties were tense, with barbed comments laughed off as jokes. The baby, Terry, cried a lot. Susie was wary and disobedient.


  I worried for them all but believed they’d come through it. Once Alan found more satisfying work, once Marion’s whirlwind career stabilised, once the kids were older and less demanding, they’d find peace and comfort in each other again. Wouldn’t they?


  After some months they seemed to reach a point of reconciliation and I started to believe they’d survived the marital bumpy patch. Then one cold winter evening in mid-1956 I went to a dinner party at their place for someone who was visiting from Sydney. He arrived a little late but Marion greeted him with her usual zest and introduced him around the table.


  ‘This is Jan Dudek – that’s Yaaan, everyone – a doctor from Sydney. He’s friends with James and Elsa, here for a week’s holiday, and I promised we’d show him how Melbourne’s all nice and cosy in the winter. Welcome, darling.’


  We raised our glasses in greeting and Marion sat him between me and a rather attractive woman I’d been hoping to talk to. Over the main course we chatted and I discovered he ran a medical practice in Balmain – he had to explain to me where the suburb was – and within minutes I was completely fascinated.


  His parents were Polish, he told me, and they’d come to Australia when he was young. He was slim, mid-thirties, brown hair, pleasant face, high cheekbones. He was utterly ordinary apart from his intense blue eyes, focused upon me calmly and with complete attention as we spoke.


  His voice was deep, with the faintest trace of accent, his words hesitant but precise. He was clearly listening, considering, thinking with great care. We discovered a mutual love of jazz and were happily dissecting the latest Charles Mingus album when Marion clapped her hands and pointed.


  ‘You, you and you, move two places to the left before I serve dessert, so you’ve all got a chance to enjoy the latest slander. Come on, darlings.’


  Jan grinned, charming and impish. ‘I think our hostess leaves nothing to chance.’


  He nodded and moved away. Over dessert I was able to make the acquaintance of the rather attractive lady and quite forgot about Jan, now deep in conversation with Alan.

  



  After work next day, Alan said, ‘Come for a drink? Maybe a bite as well. A couple of the boys are going, that Jan fella from last night, too. Marion’s a bit worn out so she’s staying home.’


  We sat in an upstairs room at one of the excellent Italian restaurants in Lygon Street. The red wine flowed, the pasta was delicious, the noise of other happy diners surrounded us. Two other blokes I liked from work were there and the conversation was scurrilous and funny.


  Jan fitted in easily, his humour wry, his observations sharp, and Alan was as happy as I’d seen him, drunk or sober, for a year. It was a great evening and we didn’t stumble onto the footpath until the restaurant closed.


  The boys from work wandered merrily down the road to catch a bus, ignoring the rain flitting down past the streetlights. Jan and Alan and I stood under the awning, leaning on each other’s shoulders, discussing the statistical probabilities of rain cessation versus taxi arrival. It was stupidly hilarious – we were drunk after all – but I felt as if I were in the presence of a great joy, my heart open with hope.


  I wandered into the rain, barely feeling it on my raised hands, and yelled that it was stopping and we didn’t have to wait for a five-sigma event after all. Jan and Alan laughed, turning towards each other.


  I suddenly felt absurdly disoriented. Where was I? When was it? With silent clarity I was in another era, long ago, and I recognised the look on Alan’s face. And on Jan’s in return.


  Chapter 25

  



  I can’t believe the prices in the real estate agent’s window. The wind is whistling down Lygon Street – spring is technically here, but not really – and I put my cold hands in the pockets of my coat, thinking they couldn’t seriously expect people to pay that kind of money.


  ‘Buying or selling?’ says a familiar voice. Lena’s rugged up with a red woolly scarf and looks a lot warmer than me.


  ‘Both. But I think I’m on the wrong planet. There seems to be an extra zero on the end of those numbers.’


  ‘When did you last buy a house?’ she says.


  ‘Nineteen fifty-seven.’


  ‘That might explain it.’


  ‘But ten times greater? I’ll never afford it.’


  ‘Are you selling your nice old house?’


  I nod.


  ‘What are you buying?’


  ‘Something smaller, more modern.’


  She laughs. ‘You can afford it.’


  ‘I’ll only have half the proceeds. The rest’s going to my stepchildren.’


  ‘Well, you might have to compromise a bit,’ she says, ‘but old houses like yours are top of the market now, everyone wants them. You could still get something like, oh, that.’


  I peer at the agent’s display. ‘A bit ugly.’


  ‘Look closer. See the big windows? Light, lots of it. You can easily get rid of the flocked wallpaper.’


  ‘Is that what it is? I thought it was mould. And that yellow carpet –’


  ‘Rip it up. Polish the floorboards. Paint the walls something pale, hang some nice curtains and you’re set.’


  ‘How come you know all this?’ I ask.


  ‘I spent a couple of months helping Suyin buy the house for her and Dad in Foster. He was away most of the time and she was busy with the baby, so I read magazines, talked to agents.’


  I look at her with interest. ‘You understand the jargon, then?’


  ‘For buying a house, more or less. Not for selling one. But I’d quite like to find out how that side of it goes.’ She looks at me hopefully. ‘Let’s go in and see what they say.’


  I open the door and a bell jangles. A tubby young salesman in a suit emerges from an office, smiling like a crocodile.


  I tell him I have a four-bedroom Edwardian house I want to sell. Seemingly moments after mentioning the name of the street it’s on, Lena and I are seated in great comfort being plied, obsequiously, with brochures.


  ‘Business is a bit quiet at the moment, I take it,’ she says.


  ‘The spring surge is just around the corner,’ says the agent, with a tiny hint of desperation. ‘A property like this would do very well. We could expect something like –’


  The amount of money he mentions seems so obscenely large I can only stare.


  ‘Granddad’s been out of the market for a while, so that’s probably a bit of a shock,’ says Lena kindly. ‘He’s also looking to buy something smaller. What do you have on your books at the moment?’


  The agent bustles away to get more literature and I say, ‘Granddad?’


  ‘I don’t want him to think you’re an old perve,’ she says, ‘hanging round with a young girl.’


  ‘I thought it was you’d attached yourself limpet-like to me, not vice versa.’


  ‘Details. Shh. He’s back.’


  She takes out a notebook and jots down the agent’s stream of unfamiliar terms – section 32s, covenants, easements, titles, zonings – and I look at pictures of places they have for sale. She’s right, I think, mentally replacing walls and floor coverings; you could make them look quite reasonable.


  Lena closes her notebook and says, ‘Thank you, we’ll take a copy of your standard sales contract and talk to our solicitor.’


  I arrange for the young man to come and see the house and exit with an armload of brochures.


  ‘Well,’ she says, as we pass the cafe next door, ‘you definitely owe me a coffee this time. And the cakes are pretty good here too.’

  



  ‘The bastard can’t do this to me, to us,’ cried Marion, more in despair than rage. She strode from the window, dark with reflections, to the table, bright under the pendant light. She picked up her empty glass and filled it and drank again.


  ‘Marion, slow down,’ I said. ‘Getting blotto won’t help.’


  ‘Did you know? I bet you did. I bet you helped them. Men always stick together, even bloody queers. Especially bloody queers. And bloody queers who were in the army together, they’re the worst of the bloody lot.’


  I had to stop myself laughing. ‘Marion, I didn’t know. Honestly. They didn’t tell me they were going. It’s as much a surprise to me as you.’


  Perhaps not, I thought. I’d realised something was happening with Alan, but I couldn’t have imagined he’d simply leave with Jan for Sydney, a mere week after meeting him. He’d left a note for Marion – she’d shown me, waving it, outraged – and it lay on the table now, crumpled and stained with wine.

  



  Marion, I’m desperately sorry, I can’t stay any longer. I’ve taken a few of my things, you can throw the rest away. It’s not that I don’t love you – I truly do. But I know who I am again with Jan. It’s overwhelming, I have to be with him. I’ll continue supporting the children. Give my love to them and say I’ll see them often, that I’ll never, never stop loving them. But I must go. Alan.


  ‘Rotten, stupid idiot. I know who I am again with Jan? What the hell is he talking about? Can’t they just have homo sex and get it out of their systems?’


  ‘Marion, it’s not that simple. He can feel deeply for a man, it’s not just the sex.’


  She looked at me, her nostrils flaring in rage. ‘Did he fuck you too? Is that why you’re so forgiving?’


  I shook my head. ‘We’re just friends. But he told me he’d explained all about Johnny to you. Didn’t you understand how much he’d meant to him?’


  She sat down, her head in her hands. ‘He said it was in the past, said he wasn’t attracted to men anymore, said he loved me …’ Her voice broke and she sobbed.


  ‘He did, I know he did, Marion.’


  She took a long breath. ‘But I didn’t stand a chance, did I? Up against glamorous lost love, warriors in arms – fantasies, bloody male fantasies. Cranky wife, demanding kids: how could we possibly compete with that?’


  ‘Domestic life sounds pretty good to me,’ I said. ‘But perhaps it wasn’t right for Alan.’


  She groaned in pain and frustration. ‘That bastard.’ Then she gasped. ‘Oh Jesus, what will I do? How will we survive? How can I work, pay the rent, look after the kids? I’ve got hardly any money and he’s thrown in his job to run off to Sydney with his … his … boyfriend. Oh Jesus.’


  ‘I’ll help you, however I can,’ I said.


  She looked at me, furious. ‘Did he set you up to comfort me after he’d gone, to soothe the poor lonely wife? To slip into my bed like I’m one of your floozies?’


  ‘It’s a bit unfair to accuse me of screwing Alan then get cross because I’ve slept with the occasional woman,’ I said. ‘But no. I wasn’t set up to do anything. I just offered to help. I thought you and I were friends at least.’


  She put her head on her arms and wept.

  



  Marion was a brave woman. A day later she was back at work, busy and generous as ever. Her household continued to function despite the aching absence at its core.


  Her mother, who’d never much liked Alan in the first place, recovered from her illness and started to mind the children again. Marion carried on, her zest apparently unflagging, but I could see the sorrow in her eyes.


  She asked me for advice about the business. Her accountant was careless and Marion’s financial problems were mounting. I was able to recommend a man who started to put her accounts into a healthier state. Slowly her money worries eased.


  She held a small dinner party two months after Alan had left her. It was quieter than in the past. Some friends had simply dropped her once she was no longer part of a marriage. I noticed she drank less than usual and gently teased her about it when helping tidy up afterwards.


  ‘I have to be so careful, Mike,’ she said. ‘Feels like a tightrope sometimes. I’ve discovered the hard way I can’t drink like I used to.’ She shrugged. ‘I have to be with the kids more, I have to be, God help me, both father and mother. It’s bloody, bloody hard.’


  She struggled through a cold winter and rainy spring. She went out with a chap for a while but he informed her – after they’d slept together – he had no intention of being roped into rearing another man’s brats. She told me this on the first sunny day of the summer, her voice shaking, as we sat beside the pool drinking tea, watching the children splash each other, screaming.


  ‘And you wouldn’t believe the creeps coming around now,’ she said bitterly. ‘Husbands of my oldest friends who drop by with bottles of vodka, hoping to sweet-talk me into bed behind their wives’ backs. The utter shits.’


  I was sometimes temped to put my arm around her when she needed comfort, but I didn’t want her to think I was a creep too. In any case, I had my own life – a nice girlfriend named Fran, interesting work and my comfortable bachelor flat.


  There was nothing much I could do but sit and listen when she wanted to talk. On the more practical side I was able to assist her with organising a couple of exhibitions, cutting mats, fitting pictures in frames, lifting, mounting and adjusting them on the walls.


  ‘Who usually helps you do this?’ I said. ‘It’s bloody hard.’


  ‘No one. Only me.’


  You stupid, selfish bastard, Alan, I thought, surprised. Swamped in your own misery, you didn’t have time for your wife when she was doing something so important for all of you. Not a good show, fella.


  Alan visited Melbourne briefly. He took the kids out for the day to a circus and they came home almost hysterical with overload. Alan wasn’t much better, pale and tense.


  ‘How’s it going then?’ I said coolly as we waited outside for the taxi he’d ordered to take him to the airport.


  ‘With Jan? Wonderful, completely wonderful. Everything I ever wanted,’ he said slowly. ‘But seeing the children … They’ve grown so much, just a couple of months and I’ve missed it. Missed it forever.’ He cleared his throat.


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘I didn’t mean Marion and the kids to suffer so horribly, Mike. I know it’s not fair.’ He sighed. ‘But I had to go – in my heart, in my guts, I had to go. Like there were Japs round the next corner. You must understand. I ran to save my life. It was that instinctive.’


  ‘You’d do it all over again, though, wouldn’t you?’ I said.


  He looked at me and nodded slowly. ‘It’s worth that much to me. One day you’ll have love like it. Then you’ll understand.’


  I grunted cynically. ‘Doubt it. Jan’s a nice bloke but it looks like he’s taken.’


  Alan laughed, tired. ‘You know what I mean, you sarcastic prick.’


  ‘I had it once, Al, but it’s gone now. And I’d settle in a minute for what you threw away without a second thought.’


  He grasped my arm. ‘It wasn’t without a second thought, it bloody wasn’t.’ There were tears in his eyes. ‘But it’s done and I had to do it. I’m so sorry, sorry for everyone. And for leaving you to pick up the pieces, Mike, I’m sorry for that too.’


  There was silence for a long time then the taxi stopped beside us in a crunch of gravel.


  I looked at Alan and wearily held out my arms. ‘Come on, you old bastard. Give us a hug and fuck off back to your love nest.’


  

  



  The end of 1956 arrived. Fran got sick of me spending so much time with Marion and, despite my protests it was just platonic, threw me over.


  I was starting to wonder if it really was just platonic; lately I was finding Marion surprisingly attractive. I told myself she wasn’t my type – my type being Betty – but with less and less conviction. I liked the scent of her; I liked her springy auburn hair and her freckled hands and her courageous laugh.


  She held a small Christmas party. Now that her social circle had been reduced to her true friends it was all the better for it. The party was easy and amusing; we got gently tipsy instead of raucously drunk and I was content to see Marion so happy.


  Afterwards I stayed to help her clean up as usual. She went to put a bowl away on the top of a cupboard, standing on tiptoes, giggling, and said, ‘I give up, can’t bloody reach. Mike, help?’


  I stood behind her and lifted the bowl into place. I could smell her perfume and when my arms came down I put my hands lightly on her shoulders. She leant her head to the side and sighed and moved her cheek slowly against my hand. I folded my arms around her from behind and held her quietly against me, my face on her hair.


  ‘Did I tell you Fran’s dropped me because she believes we’re having an affair?’ I said.


  She laughed quietly. ‘My friends do too. They think that’s why you stay behind to clean up.’


  ‘Don’t they know I’m just naturally tidy?’ I said, turning her around.


  Her eyes were half-closed. She put her hand on my face and caressed it. ‘I told them over and over and they just wouldn’t listen,’ she whispered.


  She drew me hard against her and kissed me and my knees buckled with pleasure. She murmured, ‘I think my bedroom needs a good tidy. Anyone you’d recommend?’


  Chapter 26

  



  Waiting for our orders in the cafe, I say to Lena, ‘My stepson’s only thirty. I could have had a daughter your age. Granddad.’ I shake my head in mock disgust.


  ‘Why didn’t you, then?’


  ‘What, have more kids? Oh, flat out with Marion’s two, I suppose. And in our mid-thirties by then, bit too much to take on. Second marriage was hard enough as it was.’


  ‘What happened to the first marriage?’


  I hesitate. ‘My wife died.’


  ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Mike. I didn’t know.’


  ‘No. I don’t mention it very often. My wife, Betty, was Australian-born Japanese. She was in Hiroshima when they bombed it. She died seven years later. Leukaemia.’


  Lena nods slowly. ‘We’ve been doing radiation physics and physiology. It’s amazing, but very different when you run across someone who’s suffered in real life. I’m awfully sorry, Mike.’


  I say gruffly, ‘Speaking of studies, young lady, what are you doing hanging around estate agents’ offices when your third-year exams are looming?’


  ‘Oh, they’re under control. Appearances to the contrary, I spend a fair bit of time studying. And, anyway, I’m going to get a job in the holidays with one of the Foster agents, so there’s method in my madness.’


  The waiter brings our coffees and cakes.


  Lena says, ‘Wow, they look sensational.’


  After a few minutes I say, through the crumbs, ‘Have you thought about what you’re doing next year?’


  She nods. ‘I’ll do Honours. I think I’d like to do some postgrad studies then, but I’ll wait and see.’


  ‘You don’t necessarily have to jump into it straightaway, though it’s sometimes better if you do. Different in my day. I had, oh, twelve years between my degree and doctorate.’


  ‘What was your topic?’


  ‘Hybrid Integrated Circuits Utilising Transistor Voltage Amplification and Vacuum Tube Output. If you ever need a good night’s sleep, the introduction’ll do it. The rest of it’s suitable for general anaesthesia.’


  She chuckles and says, ‘You remember I said you tell terrible jokes?’


  ‘That’s the usual consensus, yes.’


  ‘No. You’re just too quick for most. Definitely not terrible.’


  ‘Good God, you’re alone in that opinion, kid. But come to think of it, Betty always liked my sense of humour.’


  ‘And my dad. He says you’re, quote, a funny bastard.’


  ‘That’s an improvement.’


  ‘Actually, it is,’ she says. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so content.’ She looks at her watch. ‘I’ve got to go, lecture in ten minutes. Here, you take these,’ handing me the brochures, ‘and find your dream home. And there’s the sales contract, see what your solicitor thinks.’


  ‘All right. Thanks, Lena, you’ve been a big help. I’d still be sitting in the agent’s like a stunned mullet otherwise.’


  ‘I thought that’s how you always looked,’ she says, dimpling, flinging her red scarf over her shoulder. ‘Granddad.’

  



  The reason Marion and I hadn’t had children wasn’t quite as I’d implied to Lena. The habit of concealment was always strong in me and my training at the Prom had only amplified it. Sometimes I wondered if I’d ever tell another human being all the truths of my life: whether I was capable of it, whether there was anyone I’d trust enough to tell.


  Marion and Alan were divorced on the grounds of adultery. They arranged for him to be discovered with a woman in a hotel room. It was, of course, out of the question he be discovered with a man. Marion and I married in late 1957, when Susie was six and Terry four. We were earning good money so we bought the house in Carlton. We were both thirty-six then and, though we’d never discussed it, I assumed we’d try to have a child of our own.


  To my surprise, Marion insisted we keep using contraception. But after a bottle of wine one night we fell into bed with careless lust, and a few weeks after that she was frantic. I was surprised. Didn’t she want a baby? I knew by now it was something I’d like but Marion refused to talk about it. I thought, given time, she’d probably come around; she was an extravagantly affectionate mother to Susie and Terry.


  One night she said she was going to visit an old schoolfriend in the country for the weekend; she was exhausted and needed a break. The kids and I had a good time, lighthearted meals, games in the park, a trip to the beach in the mild spring weather.


  Coming home from work on Monday evening I bought Marion a great bouquet of flowers. Her mother was there, minding the children. We got along well, but the look she gave me was puzzling. Not unfriendly, I thought, bounding up the stairs, bouquet in hand. But odd.


  Marion was in bed, the curtains drawn, her back to me. I sat down, put the flowers on the bedside table and stroked her arm.


  ‘Hello, sweetheart,’ I said. ‘Feeling better now?’


  There was silence. She rolled over towards me and turned on the bedside light. There were dark rings under her eyes, her freckles stark against her pallor.


  ‘Marion, what’s wrong?’ I said, shocked.


  She pushed herself up, carefully, against the pillows.


  ‘The baby,’ she said. ‘It’s gone. I’ve been in hospital. I had my tubes tied.’


  I stared, confused. ‘You lost the baby? Oh, darling.’ But it didn’t make any sense. ‘Why did you have your tubes tied? I don’t understand. We could have tried for another.’


  She looked at me, expressionless. ‘No, Mike. I can’t have another. I don’t want another. I had to do it.’


  ‘You had … an abortion?’


  She nodded slightly.


  ‘But we’re married. We can have a baby if we want.’


  ‘But I don’t want, Mike. I told you. I don’t want.’


  Part of me thought, so that’s what they mean by a stab to the heart. I shook my head. ‘But it was my baby. Our baby. You didn’t talk to me …’ I couldn’t finish.


  She looked at me with pity. ‘I’m sorry, Mike, but I had to. I couldn’t, not again.’


  I stood, stiffly. I took the bouquet and said, ‘I’ll put these in water.’


  Downstairs I found a vase, filled it and arranged the flowers. They were beautiful.


  I said to Gran, ‘I’m going out now,’ and took my coat and keys and left. I got into the car and couldn’t think where to go. I sat there, in the cool night, watching leafy branches moving against the streetlights, trying to make sense, any sense, of it. After a while I stopped trying. Later I saw Gran drive away.


  Much later I got out of the car, locked it and went inside. Marion was sleeping, the bedside lamp still on. I lay beside her and stared at the ornate plaster on the ceiling until it was almost dawn.

  



  I dressed quickly and left next morning while Marion pretended to be asleep. When I entered the house that evening I was shocked to see her, pale, serving the children’s dinner.


  ‘Go back to bed, for God’s sake,’ I said. ‘You need to rest. I’ll do that.’


  I took the plate from her and ushered her to the hall. She looked at me, large-eyed, then slowly climbed the stairs.


  ‘Is Mummy sick from the relaxing holiday, Mike?’ said Susie.


  ‘Yes, she’s not well. Keep the noise down tonight, kids.’


  Later I took her some sandwiches. I put the tray beside her, then, suddenly exhausted, sat down heavily on the end of the bed.


  She leant up against the pillows and after a long silence said, ‘I’ve never told you much about my childhood, have I, Mike?’


  I shook my head, wordless.


  ‘My father left us when I was ten. Abandoned my mother with five kids. She cleaned, worked her heart out every day and still we went hungry.’


  ‘Didn’t know. Sorry.’


  ‘I got a job with an art dealer, built a career. When I was twenty-eight I met Alan and at last I felt safe. We told each other everything, I thought I understood about Johnny. Our marriage was a joy.’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘Then, in an instant, it was gone. I felt like a terrified child again.’


  ‘What’s that got to do with our baby?’


  She looked at me, her eyes despairing. ‘Life was back on track, our marriage good. I didn’t think what would happen if I became pregnant …’


  ‘But I’d have helped with another child.’


  ‘And if you’d left me too, Mike?’ she burst out. ‘Everyone else had. Why not you? How could I survive, how could I bring up three children by myself?’


  ‘I married you, Marion. I wasn’t going to leave.’


  ‘Alan married me too. It didn’t stop him leaving.’


  ‘I’m not bloody Alan!’


  ‘I couldn’t take the risk. I felt like a beast in a trap chewing off its paw. I had to do a terrible thing to escape.’


  ‘Terrible. And brutally unfair.’ I looked at her, suddenly furious. ‘Jesus, Marion. I can almost understand the abortion, but getting sterilised? I just can’t understand that.’ ‘No, I don’t expect any man could,’ she said quietly. ‘Men can’t understand. Periods, pregnancy, birth … exhaustion, pain, unending, unbelievably hard work. Mere words to a man, not real. But they’re real enough to me.’


  ‘Every other woman seems to cope!’


  She looked at me, appalled. ‘No they don’t. They don’t at all. They simply endure because they know no one – no man – is going to hear what they say. But I’m fed up with enduring. I’m not a machine to make babies.’ She took a deep breath. ‘So I made certain I couldn’t anymore.’


  ‘But I wanted a family with you. I wanted our child.’


  ‘Mike, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise until this happened what I’d feel. What I’d need to do.’


  ‘No. Nor me,’ I said.

  



  Between the demands of children and home and work, the rift in our marriage slowly scarred over. I began to observe the women in couples we knew, couples I’d believed happy, and saw their situations with wiser eyes.


  After losing Betty I knew even the most extreme sorrows could eventually heal, or at least be sealed away enough from everyday life to make it worth living.


  Sometimes I’d look at Susie and Terry playing and think, they’re enough. Who knows what sort of complications another baby would have brought us? But it’s an irrational thing, wanting a child. The yearning had quietly grown in me, until this shock, but now it was fading away. As a result, perhaps, the marriage no longer held my entire focus.


  The idea of further study surprisingly took root in my mind and after working through our finances I decided to take the leap. I applied to enrol in a postgraduate course at the university. Marion was supportive. Perhaps she felt she owed it to me.


  It was almost unheard-of then for someone as old as me – thirty-six – to return to study. Some of the staff were horrified and said I’d never stand the pace of new ideas. Others pointed out my years of experience as a bonus. I was asked to sit an entrance examination and after that there were no more arguments. I can say, without self-flattery, they were delighted to have me.


  A few years passed in contentment. It was a joy to withdraw from the world, to ignore politics and gossip and history, to simply explore and assemble a small part of a vast and beautiful puzzle. After my doctorate was awarded I worked at a research institute for several years, then returned to the university in a junior teaching position.


  Fiercely focused on my work, I still played my part in Marion’s household, but in some primitive way I no longer thought of it as mine: I was, after all, just the stepfather.


  Chapter 27

  



  The plump agent visits and loves the house, so I go to see my solicitor about the contract. I climb a steep flight of stairs off Sydney Road, then sit in the waiting room as trams rattle past outside. He shakes my hand and we go into his office and sit down. He reads through the contract then looks up.


  ‘Pretty straightforward, no nasty surprises. So you’re moving on. Where to?’


  ‘Not sure. I’ve been looking at other places near the uni but nothing much interests me so far.’


  ‘You could always rent for a while. Keep your options open.’


  ‘Yes. Starting to think that might be best, too.’


  ‘You realise one condition is you have to leave in sixty days if the buyer wants?’


  ‘Sixty? Jesus. I’ll have to get busy with packing. But it won’t go that fast, will it?’


  ‘In that street?’ He laughs. ‘I’d buy it myself tomorrow if I could. Look, we can change the clause, make it a longer settlement.’


  ‘No. I want to get moving. Itchy feet.’


  And he’s spot on. The house sells in two weeks and I’ve got sixty days to pack and get out. I courier off the good furniture and books to the children and organise a second-hand dealer to take the rest when I move. I pack the paintings, sending the Arthur Boyd to Alan and Marion’s collection to the kids for them to argue about.


  I pack my own paintings too and find myself sitting on the floor, gazing at the one Liam gave me years ago, the one he called Mike in Timor. My eyes follow the lines of white buildings, sweeping green hills, the suggestion of peaceful eyes. Poor old Bullock, I think with a sigh.


  I marvel again at Liam’s perception and talent. I might be Professor Whalen around the uni, but everywhere else I’m simply Liam Whalen’s brother and proud of it. He eventually moved back to Broome with Jenny and was living there, still hale at seventy-one. It turned out Jenny had Aboriginal relatives and they’d helped him understand his own heritage. It had illuminated his art.


  I pick up another of his paintings, a flurry of pink and orange flowers with glimpses of turquoise sea between the leaves, and think, That’d be a nice gift for Lena’s birthday. I put it to one side and tape the packing carton shut. Oh, God, still so much to do. I make a cup of tea and ponder what’s next.


  I rinse the cup then go upstairs and stand for a moment outside the smallest bedroom, Marion’s office. It was where I found her, over four years ago now. I’d come home with a funny bit of news about some friends and bounded up the stairs saying, ‘Darling, you won’t believe …’


  She was lying near her chair, unconscious, and died a few hours later in the hospital. It was a stroke, probably from her smoking, the doctor said dourly. She’d always planned to give up, I said, dazed. I sat for hours that night in the lounge room, wanting to tell her about this strange and terrible day but, shockingly, she wasn’t there to tell.


  Once we sorted Marion’s legal papers I never needed to go inside the office again. Now I open the door. The room is musty and I lift the old window to get some fresh air. I look around. There’s only a desk and chair and a couple of bookshelves with a few lever files. Her business was bought out, so most of the work-related material has gone.


  I start opening the old files and throwing papers into a garbage bag I’ve brought upstairs with me. Then I tackle the desk drawers. I’m halted for a moment by the sight of a comb she’d use to hold back her thick auburn hair, then sigh and put it in the bag. There are pens and pencils and paperclips, which go in a small box for Terry’s school.


  The second drawer, manila folders and writing pads, into the box. The third drawer, packs of envelopes, into the box too. Then I feel something else jammed at the back of the drawer.


  Bending over, I wriggle it loose and sit down on the chair to see what it is: a big envelope full of papers. I pull them out. They’re letters sent to Marion at her business address. I recognise the writer’s name and sit for a long time gazing at them.


  I know I’m suddenly at one of those moments when the future and the past meet and pivot irrevocably. I spread the letters and notice the dates on the stamps: from the months before Marion died. I feel as if I’ve been punched in the gut.

  



  I’d kept in touch over the years with Betty’s family in Japan and was pleased when her young brother Tomeo came to Melbourne in the 1960s to do postgraduate studies in biology. He was a lovely kid and stayed with us often. Marion was welcoming, but I knew any reminder of my first wife caused her pain.


  She was a passionate woman, inventive and playful, and loved my erotic response to her. Yet she needed constant reassurance about her desirability, her hold on me, her hold on any man. She was fiercely jealous of my interest in anyone else, no matter how harmless, yet I often sensed she had her own intense fantasy life that had nothing to do with me.


  It wasn’t the easiest of marriages but there were plenty of good times too. Marion and I tickled each other’s senses of humour, we had a family to raise, a household to run and careers to relish. Throughout the sixties we partied and made friends and watched society go wild and hemlines rise and, yes, we inhaled and dropped the occasional tab and enjoyed every minute of it.


  But eventually the children grew up, the parties became fewer and our friends turned away to their own lives. I was always a hard worker and became even more so, spending a lot of time in my office. Susie left home in 1971 and Terry was poised to go too. That year Marion and I both turned fifty. It didn’t much bother me, but Marion became insecure, convinced it was the end of her femininity.


  There was a man, an art buyer – let’s call him the Prick – who started pursuing her, flirting with her, complimenting her. It wasn’t that I didn’t flirt or compliment, but he had the advantage of novelty. Still, she remained faithful, I believe, at that time.


  In the middle of 1972 we went to Perth for a few weeks. It was wonderful to see my parents, who still seemed extraordinarily well – Mum was eighty-one and Dad eighty-nine. They’d still play music together, and every day they’d slowly stroll to the shops or down to the foreshore, content in each other’s company.


  While we were visiting, Dad became ill with a chest infection. All of our concern was for him until, shockingly, one night at dinner, Mum stood up to get something from the kitchen and collapsed beside her chair. She died from a heart attack within a few hours: even now I can’t dwell on the memory. Although grateful we’d been there at the time, I was sick with anguish.


  Dad seemed to recover from his illness and a few days after the funeral I spoke to him, wondering what he wanted to do.


  ‘I’ll stay here, son,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to go anywhere.’


  ‘But I hate to think of you by yourself, Dad,’ I said, a knot of pain in my throat.


  ‘I see your sister and her family often enough. The youngsters are always a pleasure.’ He nodded. ‘Don’t worry, my boy. Things are as I’d hoped.’


  I’m stunned. ‘As you hoped? You wanted Mum to …’


  He shook his head. ‘I wanted her to go before I did.’ He smiled gently at me. ‘Mike, a long time ago I left her alone, unfairly, for far too long. I never wanted that to happen again, to leave her by herself.’


  I was shaken but it made a kind of tragic sense. Then, only a few days later, Dad went to sleep one night and never woke up, as if he simply could not remain alive without Mum. I found the two bereavements, one after the other, an unbearable blow.


  Perhaps it was a little easier on Anna, with her big family, or Liam, whose essential nature seemed to comprehend love and loss without despair. But I was knocked sideways. When Marion and I returned to Melbourne I fell into a depression without the slightest understanding of what was happening.


  Everything seemed to reinforce my feeling that the world was a grim, sad place. It was midwinter, which didn’t help, but events around me – bombs in Northern Ireland, napalm in Vietnam, genocide in Burundi – seemed to crowd in and weigh me down and, finally, crush me.


  Almost anything could move me to tears, even a greeting from a cashier in a shop. Nothing gave me joy or hope. I could no longer make love to Marion, no longer make her laugh. I could barely speak to her or to anyone. I had to take leave from work.


  Death seemed all around me. I relived the pathetic waste of Johnny’s life, the tragedies of the Timorese, the torments of Hiroshima, the catastrophe of losing Betty. In the peaceful twenty years since then I’d almost forgotten. Now I understood we were balanced, always, on a razor’s edge.


  Liam wrote, ‘Mikey, for every death there’s life, there couldn’t be new life without the old passing away. It’s just a cycle like the tides. It’s sad but not a disaster. Please come out of these depths, little brother, and see what beauty there is around you.’ But I could see no beauty.


  Marion energetically canvassed everyone she knew and found a psychiatrist who specialised in depression. I saw him often and told him some of my waking nightmares and slowly, slowly began to recover.


  It took close to two years to emerge, and during that time Marion suffered too. She sympathised with my ordeal but could not stop herself feeling abandoned and unbeautiful and unloved. The Prick circled like a shark and took her when she was most vulnerable.


  Then, even from my depths, I could see the light in her face and the joy in her body. I didn’t begrudge her that happiness, I could bring her none. I ached, impotently, but it was simply another pain among the multitude.


  But slowly I surfaced. I began to talk, to work, to smile and, finally, to make love once again. One agonising night Marion confessed her affair but said it was over. I could see her light was now diminished. Yes, it was over. We’d both suffered, but we promised each other we’d rebuild our life together.


  And we did. We worked, we travelled, we took holidays. But deep in my heart I felt superseded, and deep in her heart Marion felt abandoned. A caution grew between us, a middle-aged coolness. I knew it didn’t have to be that way – I’d seen a lifetime of passion between my parents – but there seemed nothing I could do to change it.


  I spent too much time working. Our lovemaking became less frequent, the occasional failure on my behalf making us both even more insecure. And that was the state of our marriage – careful kindness – when Marion died.

  



  I’m shaking, looking at these hidden letters from Marion’s old lover. They were sent in the months before her death, a time I thought she was completely my wife again. What the hell was going on?


  Part of me cries Don’t as I open the first, but I can’t stop. I try not to read too closely but affectionate, obscene phrases leap out at me. Another letter, responding to one from Marion, urging her to meet him. Another, post-coital and content. Another, more sly teasing, begging her to come and live with him, to leave her empty life behind.


  And the last: I look at it with loathing. How persuasive, how erotic, how delighted he is she’s agreed to go away with him. The date is only a few days before her death and now I know. If Marion had lived, she would have left me.


  I crumple the letters and throw them into the garbage bag. I go downstairs and pour a large glass of red. I drink, rage growing slowly, viciously inside, and suddenly slam my fist against the wall. It hurts, satisfyingly. Fucking women. Fucking bitches.


  I was a good, faithful husband but still not good enough for Marion. I loved Helen to the depths of my soul but she wanted someone else. I left everything behind to be with Betty but she abandoned me to loneliness. I rage in agony to myself: I’m not enough of a man for any woman to love, to share her life with. I’m a fool. Betrayed. Humiliated. Alone.


  Next morning I recover my wits enough to feel shame at my tantrum of self-pity. Betty had no say in her dreadful fate. Helen, and even Marion, had their own heartfelt reasons for whatever they did. In the end I was simply not the man for them.


  Not the man for anyone, I think. There seems to be a rock in my chest. I feel cold to the core.

  



  I move from the old house in late November, into a nice, white, rented apartment not far from the uni. Most of my things, apart from a few pictures and books, are in storage. It’s a relief to be surrounded by so little.


  Life goes on: exams to mark and end-of-year functions. At a departmental party I’m grimly amused to see a woman I once rather fancied making it clear she rather fancies me in return. No way, I think. No way.


  Still, I’m relieved to find I can still care for friends, for Lena and Ian and Suyin. I’m not completely cold. I’ll go to Lena’s birthday party as promised. My fear of meeting Helen again is gone: I see the whole ludicrous situation clearly now and know it won’t be a problem.


  In mid-December I drive the familiar route down the South Gippsland Highway to Foster and book into the motel. Later that evening I shower and dress, then put Lena’s present under my arm and start on the short walk over to her mother’s house. Near the Exchange a ute pulls up and I see Ian getting out.


  He gives me the big familiar grin and says, ‘Heya Mike. I’m just going to the bottle shop for drinks for the party.’


  I put Lena’s present in the ute and say, ‘I’ll give you a hand.’


  Ian pays for the order. ‘Didn’t think there’d be so much. Good thing you’re here,’ he says, hoisting a carton of beer onto his shoulder and grabbing a plastic bag of clinking soft drinks. I pick up a box of wine and another bag of bottles and there’s still more waiting on the counter.


  We load up the ute then go back to the shop for the rest. Coming out with the last carton, I hear someone call my name. There’s a bloke by the bar door, wrinkled, scruffy, drunk.


  ‘It’s you, Whalen, isn’t it?’ he says.


  ‘Yeah, that’s me. Sorry, I’m not sure –’


  ‘Oh, come on. You haven’t forgotten your old mate Frank, have you?’


  I stare. He’s decrepit, not the young policeman I remembered, the man who’d gone on to marry Helen and torment vulnerable little Ian.


  I hear Ian coming back from the ute and he stops beside me as he sees Frank. I sense his stillness, his shock.


  ‘Okay, mate. We’ve got to go, sorry,’ I say.


  Frank steps forward. ‘And young Ian! I haven’t seen you for so long and now you’re all grown up, not a little sook anymore. How’s your mum going?’


  I see Ian’s shoulders tense and I offer him the carton I’m holding. ‘Can you grab this? It’s a bit heavy for me.’


  Ian takes it, staring at Frank. Frank looks from him to me and back again.


  ‘Fuck me,’ he snickers. He reeks of beer and fags. ‘I always knew she was a cow but I didn’t know she was a slut, too. You been gettin’ some, Whalen?’


  Ian’s eyes narrow in fury and I grab his arm and murmur, ‘Listen. Take the booze to the ute. I’ll handle this. I promise. Go on.’ I gently move him in the direction of the car.


  Breathing heavily, looking over his shoulder, Ian walks quickly back to the ute.


  I step towards Frank. He smells even worse close up.


  ‘Look, fella …’ I say, putting my hand on his shoulder in a matey sort of way. Then I shift my thumb to a spot I learnt more than forty years ago and press hard against the nerve. It’s a paralysis point and he’s puzzled and tries to twist away, his mouth open in outrage. But my hold is too strong.


  ‘Jesus, Whalen,’ he gasps. ‘Oh, Jesus, stop it.’


  ‘Frank. Go back to the rock you’ve been hiding under all these years. Don’t ever come round here again.’


  ‘You bastard! What do you care?’


  ‘That’s enough, Frank,’ I say, as I shift my hand to a point near the first one.


  ‘That stinking little kid –’


  I press on the second point. It’s a cripplingly painful spot, probably one of the ones he used on the small boy. It’s so painful he can’t speak, just a long keening moan. He falls to his knees.


  I keep up the pressure. ‘Shut your mouth, Frank. Go away again. Not another word. Or there’ll be worse than this, I swear.’


  A groan of terror comes from his ragged mouth and he looks at me through tears of pain.


  ‘Say you’ll never come back, Frank,’ I continue, sick with rage.


  ‘Yeah, never, never … stop, stop …’


  I stop and he topples over, whimpering. I want to kick him but somehow, appalled at myself, I hold back. Blood pounds in my head. I take a deep breath and watch him scramble to his feet and limp away. I turn and Ian is standing there, fists clenched.


  ‘You should have let me do that, Mike.’


  ‘No. That’d be revenge. This was punishment.’


  ‘What’s the difference?’


  My knees suddenly start shaking. I move to the open door of the ute and sit down heavily in the front seat. ‘Fucked if I know, Ian. Fucked if I know. But it was better me than you.’


  ‘Lena told you about him, didn’t she? And me.’


  I nod.


  He laughs bitterly. ‘I’d probably’ve bawled like a baby anyway.’


  ‘No. No, you wouldn’t have. But it was a cruel thing to do, even to scum like him, and you don’t need it on your conscience.’


  ‘What about your conscience?’


  ‘Soiled, mate. Soiled beyond salvation,’ I say, tired. Then I smile a little. ‘Always wanted to try those points, see if they worked. Never had a chance to in the war.’


  ‘They work, Mike. Believe me, they bloody work.’


  Shaken, we look at each other for a moment.


  I settle back into the car seat. ‘Was going to walk over but reckon I deserve a lift now.’


  ‘Reckon so.’ He half-grins. ‘Anyway, I need a hand with the booze at the other end.’


  

  



  There’s an air of panic at the house. Mitch is vigorously vacuuming something white off the carpet. In the background Jessie is wailing and Suyin is cuddling her.


  Suyin looks up and I kiss her cheek. ‘In the wars?’ I say.


  ‘Oh, Mike, lovely to see you. Yes, she knocked over a bag of flour and bumped her head.’


  ‘Give her here,’ says Ian. ‘What’s up, little girl?’


  Suyin hands the baby over gratefully, then says something about fixing her hair and disappears.


  Lena’s mother Liz emerges from the kitchen, spatula in hand, red-cheeked. I kiss her too and she says, ‘Hello Mike. Oh God, we’ve got a crisis.’


  ‘What’s wrong?’


  ‘You remember Lena’s boyfriend, Pete?’


  ‘Yeah. Came to get her at Tidal River.’


  ‘Well, it’s been a bit rocky for them lately. He’s never been happy about her doing uni. He’s got no ambition and doesn’t want her to have any.’


  ‘So –?’


  ‘He rang this afternoon and broke it off, today of all days. She’s had her doubts about it, I know, but she’s devastated. Nothing I say seems to help. Would you see how she’s going? She’s in the sunroom. Oh, bugger.’


  The smoke alarm has started beeping and Liz turns and dashes back to the kitchen.


  I find the sunroom at the rear of the house. Lena’s sitting by herself in a corner of the lounge, knees drawn up.


  ‘Hey, kid. I hear you’ve had a rotten day,’ I say, sitting down at the other end of the lounge.


  She nods, head bent. A tear trickles down her nose. She dabs at it with a tissue.


  ‘I sort of expected it,’ she whispered. ‘And I knew it had to happen.’ She takes a tremulous breath. ‘But not now. All our friends are coming tonight. I just wanted to have fun like we used to.’


  I shake my head regretfully. ‘I’m sorry, Lena.’


  There’s a silence.


  ‘Is that it?’ she says. ‘Bit of a pathetic effort. I thought you were here to cheer me up, send me back to greet everyone in about – oh hell – ten minutes.’


  ‘I don’t think I’m the one to cheer anyone up. I’ve had a bad few weeks too.’


  She turns and considers me for a moment. ‘Yes, I can see.’ She blows her nose and clears her throat. ‘So how’s your new place?’


  ‘It’s good. Blank, empty. I like it.’


  She smiles fleetingly. ‘I can imagine that. You seemed weighed down by the old place.’


  ‘Wish you’d told me before. I’d have got rid of it earlier.’


  ‘Would you have listened?’


  I laugh. ‘Perhaps, to you, I might have.’


  She sighs. ‘God, I must look a mess.’


  She’s utterly beautiful.


  ‘Yeah, you do,’ I say. ‘Better go and fix yourself up. Everyone’ll be here soon.’


  She rolls her eyes. ‘Okay, mission accomplished. I’ve stopped feeling sorry for myself.’


  When she stands I see she has ribbons in her hair and long necklaces and her skirt flounces from a bodice like a 1950s corset, and I say, ‘Wow! Wasn’t Madonna wearing that the other day?’


  She laughs. ‘Mike, I bet you hardly know who Madonna is.’


  ‘Well, she’s got serious competition now, kid. Happy birthday.’


  Chapter 28

  



  The noise level at the party is rising. I’m standing to one side of the crowded lounge room and take a sip of my drink. I notice Lena’s nice study buddy James near her. He’s filled out and doesn’t seem so shy anymore and I imagine she won’t be lonely for long.


  I hear Lena squeal with pleasure as she hugs a woman who’s just arrived. With a shock I realise it’s Helen. I feel disoriented. She’s young and lighthearted, mature and calm, all at the same time. Ian brings her a glass and kisses her. She hugs Suyin and greets several people as she moves through the crowd.


  Her wavy golden hair has glints of silver now. She’s slim, wearing something elegant, not a floral cotton dress. She gazes around, smiling, then sees me. Her eyes are still that wonderful sea-blue.


  I suppose she’s experiencing the same trick of memory – tough russet-haired Mike overlaid with tired grey Mike. I doubt her vision is as pleasing as mine, but she comes towards me and we kiss each other lightly on the cheek. It’s good to see her but part of me is exultant: she’s only a nice middle-aged lady now, thank God, no longer my heart’s lodestone.


  ‘Lovely to see you, Mike,’ she says.


  ‘You’re looking well, Helen,’ I say.


  ‘Thank you for all your help with Lena. Ian told me there’s been a few complicated moments.’


  ‘It’s my job. A lot of kids go off the tracks in their uni years. Lena’s been pretty good, all things considered.’


  She nods politely.


  ‘It must be good having Ian living back here,’ I say. ‘And a new granddaughter, too. Congratulations.’


  ‘Suyin and Ian seem very happy,’ she says. ‘I’m glad for them.’


  I nod politely.


  There’s an awkward silence, thankfully broken by Ian dinging a spoon on his glass to get everyone’s attention. He gives a brief speech about Lena’s coming of age, with Lena, embarrassed, saying, ‘Dad’ every now and then. Mitch dims the lights and Liz brings in a birthday cake with twenty-one candles. Lena blows them out and makes a wish and we all sing Happy Birthday.


  Lena starts opening the mound of gifts on the table. Her friends joke as she opens presents of books and music and makeup and jewellery. There’s a vase from an elderly aunt, saucepans from a cousin, a set of towels from someone else, a card from her mother and Mitch with a cheque and the same from Ian and Suyin. She hugs them in pleasure.


  Helen’s gift is a jacket in soft green silk, which makes Lena gasp, ‘Nana, incredible!’ as she kisses Helen. She opens my parcel and I worry for a moment whether she’ll like it. She stares at the small painting with its glowing colours, then looks at me in wonder.


  ‘Mike. Oh, that’s beautiful, I love it.’


  I smile with relief. She kisses my cheek and shows the painting to Helen. ‘Look, Nana, isn’t it gorgeous?’


  ‘Sweetheart, it’s lovely. Oh good heavens!’ She looks at me in surprise. ‘That’s a Liam Whalen. And not a reproduction.’


  Lena looks closely at the signature. ‘Is he related to you, Mike?’


  ‘My brother.’


  ‘I remember now,’ says Helen. ‘You used to mention him. But I never connected him, years later, with the famous artist. Heavens – Liam Whalen.’


  ‘Yes, that’s the usual response,’ I say.


  ‘Lena, you’ll need to take special care of it,’ says Helen. ‘I’ll speak to your parents about insuring it.’


  ‘Is it valuable, Nana?’ says Lena.


  ‘Yes, very. What a kind gift, Mike.’


  ‘I just hope Lena enjoys it. And if she’s ever destitute it’ll buy her dinner once or twice.’


  ‘More than once or twice,’ says Helen, laughing. I’m pleased to see her smile, but I’m pleased even more to feel nothing for her.

  



  I stay five days at Foster. I drive to Tidal River and feel a certain peace now, no longer overwhelmed by memories. I stand at the commando memorial for a long time, looking and thinking.


  On the way back, on a whim, I divert down the overgrown lane that used to lead to the O’Briens’ farmhouse. I heard most of the land was sold to the dairy next door. It’s pretty obvious where the boundary is: neatly cropped pasture on one side of the fence, knee-high weeds the other. The overgrowth surrounds the house and shed and smothers the old vegetable garden.


  The curtains behind the grimy windows are askew and the paint is peeling, but beyond the house I can see the lovely view of sloping green fields and the water and the Prom. As I take a step to get a better view I kick something in the grass. A small real estate agent’s sign. ‘For Sale’, it says. I look and think some more.


  I drop into the agency and find Lena busy behind the desk.


  ‘Oh, that’s right,’ I say. ‘You were going to get a job here for the holidays, weren’t you? How’s it going?’


  ‘Good fun.’ Her boss pokes his head out of his office. ‘And is there anything we can help you with, Professor Whalen?’ she says politely. The boss nods at me and disappears down the hall.


  ‘In fact, Miss Erikssen, there is. The old farmhouse on about an acre at the end of Muddy Lane. This agency has it for sale, I believe.’


  ‘Ooh. Do we? Wait a minute.’ She flips through a folder and eventually finds the property listed right at the back. It has clearly been for sale a long time. She tells me the price.


  I say, ‘Lena, your real estate maths is awful. Now you’ve dropped a zero instead of adding one.’


  ‘No, I haven’t, Mike. Real estate is cheap around here.’


  ‘That cheap? Wow. Can I have a copy of the contract?’


  She finds the papers and photocopies them for me.


  ‘Are you really interested in buying it?’ she says, puzzled.


  ‘I used to stay there with friends of my parents when I first came to Foster. I liked it better than almost anywhere I’ve ever lived.’


  ‘And now you don’t have a place of your own in Melbourne …’


  ‘Yeah. Could fix it up as a holiday house. A nice project.’


  ‘I’ll find the keys. You’d better have a good look over it first, though, before jumping in the deep end,’ she says cautiously.


  ‘I thought your motto was supposed to be “Sell, sell, sell”. You don’t make a very convincing estate agent.’


  She grins. ‘Reverse psychology, see? You’re already feeling keener, I can tell.’


  I sign the papers that afternoon.

  



  The old farmhouse becomes mine in early 1984. I’m able to spend most of the summer vacation working on it – painting rooms, hanging curtains, throwing away mouldy carpet, polishing floors, fixing the hot-water system and tackling lots of small repairs. By the end of February, when I’m almost due to return to work, it’s comfortable. For the first time in many years I feel settled. Anchored.


  The day before I have to go back to Melbourne I set out a couple of old chairs and a rickety table in the garden. It’s a lovely blue-sky day. I go inside to make a cup of tea and get the scones I bought at the bakery, and hear a knock at the door.


  It’s Helen. I’ve seen her on and off since Lena’s party, at Erikssen events and around the town, without awkwardness, or warmth, between us. She’s wearing a light dress and sandals, her hair loosely drawn back with a scarf.


  ‘Hello, Mike,’ she says. ‘Lena told me you’ve done a wonderful job here, so I thought I’d bring you a housewarming present.’


  She hands me a potted crimson geranium in full bloom.


  ‘Thank you,’ I say, pleased. ‘I’ve got the right spot for it in the garden too. Come in and have a look around.’


  I show her over the house and she seems to like it. In the kitchen she says, ‘I used to bring Ian to visit the O’Briens during the war, sit and have a cup of tea here with Sally. She worried about you.’


  ‘What happened to the O’Briens?’ I ask. ‘I’m ashamed to admit I lost touch in the later years, though Mum always used to exchange Christmas cards with them.’


  ‘They went into a nursing home, I think. Long gone now.’


  ‘I guess it comes to all of us eventually,’ I say. ‘But given the war, even getting to be this ancient is something of a bonus.’


  She smiles ruefully. ‘It seems such a short time ago we were all so young. And now we’re not.’


  ‘You still brush up pretty well. I’m afraid the years haven’t been quite so kind to me.’


  ‘No. There was a moment when I first saw you when I could see a young Mike and an older one, but suddenly it was just you, the same as ever.’


  ‘I felt that too, with you. Strange, isn’t it? But then I suppose it’s inside we’ve really changed. Utterly in some respects.’


  She nods. ‘Yes. I can see that.’


  There’s a silence.


  I say, ‘I was about to boil the kettle, would you like a cuppa? I’ve got scones and jam and cream on offer as well.’ ‘Thank you. Here, I’ll give you a hand.’


  We sit in the garden in the fresh air, shaded by an apple tree, looking over the soft green fields curving down to the water, little white clouds floating above the blue Prom peaks.


  As I’m pouring the tea Helen says, ‘Ian told me what happened when you met up with Frank, the evening of Lena’s party.’


  ‘After I heard what he did to Ian as a lad, he’s lucky he got to walk away,’ I say lightly.


  She’s silent for a moment, then says, ‘He used to hurt me too. But I didn’t realise he was doing the same to Ian. As soon as I did, I left him.’


  ‘I’m sorry. I would have hurt him a lot more if I’d known he’d lain a finger on you.’


  She looks at me. ‘Mike, I thought I was doing the right thing, giving Ian a father. But I realise now, stepfathers aren’t necessarily good fathers.’


  I raise an eyebrow. ‘I was stepfather to Marion’s kids for twenty-two years and gave them my all. Never raised a hand to them, treated them as my own. I did my best.’


  She nods. ‘I said, not necessarily, Mike. You were always going to be a good father, it was obvious from how much you loved your own family. Are your parents still around?’


  ‘No. Gone, oh, going on twelve years ago now.’


  ‘You still miss them.’


  ‘Horribly.’


  We sit in silence for a time, cutting open the scones, spreading jam and cream, and eating them with murmurs of pleasure.


  Helen has a sip of tea and says, ‘Marion was your second wife, I take it?’


  ‘Yes. The first was my old friend from Broome, Betty. We married in Japan, but she died.’


  ‘I remember you telling me about Betty before you went away to war. Your mother kept Sally O’Brien up to date with your news. I wasn’t surprised to hear you’d gone to Japan. It was obvious how much you loved her in the old days.’


  ‘Oh? Well, there are different kinds of love. With Betty it was a very easy, gentle marriage.’


  ‘And Marion?’


  I say wryly, ‘Harder. Much harder.’ I look at Helen. ‘What about you? Did you remarry after Frank?’


  ‘God, no. After two dreadful marriages – Johnny, Frank – I wasn’t going to risk another. I knew my judgement regarding men wasn’t the best.’


  ‘You must have had some lonely times.’


  ‘Yes. And you?’


  ‘In the later years of our marriage,’ I say. ‘Marion and I tried, but things had … well, we’d grown apart.’ I laugh mirthlessly. ‘I found out only a few months ago she’d been having an affair. If she hadn’t died so suddenly she was going to leave me anyway.’


  ‘Oh, Mike.’ Helen touches my hand lightly. ‘I’m sorry.’


  I pick up my tea.


  ‘It’s all right, Helen. You see, I’m done. I’m finished,’ I say. ‘I’ve spent a lifetime offering my love and no one’s wanted it apart from Betty, and death stole her away from me. Yet – it’s almost amusing – after this final blow I don’t feel a thing for any woman now. It’s wonderful. Liberating. I can’t tell you how grateful I am to be this way at last.’


  Helen is staring at me. She drains her cup and says, ‘Thank you for the tea, Mike. I hope you’ll find some peace of mind here, it’s a lovely place.’


  She stands and leaves. I spread some jam and cream on half a scone and eat it, my mind calm, and gaze at the green fields and indigo mountains.

  



  That evening I’m reading a new Dorothy Dunnett and working my way through a bottle of red, ABC radio on in the background. Perfect.


  Again there’s a knock on the door and again it’s Helen. A cool breeze has come up so she’s in jeans and boots and a light coat. Her fair hair is loose on her shoulders.


  She says, ‘I’ve been thinking over what you said. There’s something I want to tell you.’


  ‘Look, I’m sorry, Helen, I wasn’t very nice today, a bit cranky. You don’t have to tell me anything, it’s fine. Really.’


  ‘No,’ she says firmly and walks past me into the small lounge room. I turn the radio down and pour her a glass of red.


  ‘Okay, have a seat,’ I say. I hand her the glass. ‘Here. It’s good stuff.’


  I sit on the lounge and she sits across from me on an armchair, her long legs crossed. She sips the wine. ‘Thanks, that’s nice.’


  She considers me, her head a little to one side, rather like Lena. ‘Mike,’ she says, ‘you said today you’d spent a lifetime offering your love and it was never wanted by anyone. That’s not true.’


  ‘Helen, it was only self-pity talking. Don’t worry about it.’


  ‘No. Please listen. Remember how innocent we once were? My mother was so religious I knew nothing, really, about men and women. Then Johnny courted me and we made such a handsome couple. I simply assumed we were meant for each other.’


  ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘So did everyone else.’


  ‘But I wanted Johnny like I wanted a pretty toy. I thought that was love!’ She laughs sadly. ‘He was so elusive. I dreamed if we married he’d be mine and I wouldn’t have to yearn anymore.’


  She takes a sip of wine. ‘So we got engaged. Then I met you. You made me laugh and protected me and confided in me. I had no name for what I felt for you. I didn’t know what it was, except I knew I wasn’t supposed to feel it.’


  ‘What you felt for me?’ I scoff. ‘We were friends, that’s all. Once, just once, I came in handy for scratching an itch, then I was tossed aside as fast as possible.’


  She shakes her head. ‘Mike, that night, it didn’t happen because I was sad about Johnny. I wanted you. I pretended to myself I didn’t, the same way I pretended I didn’t plan it. But I did. I wanted you.’


  I’m stunned.


  ‘But it terrified me. I’d never felt that way, acted that way before. I’d never known pleasure like that before. I was an animal, I could hear my mother saying. With contempt.’


  She looks at me. ‘So I thought I’d done something horribly wrong. I had to run away from it, back to my life with Johnny. And suddenly I was pregnant to him, so there wasn’t even a choice left.’


  ‘You could have told me,’ I say, ‘just a little, what you really felt.’


  ‘I could see you were in love with Betty. And you were always teasing me, calling me “gorgeous girl”, “sweetheart”. I knew I was only a friend. Nothing more.’


  I take a drink and sigh, exhausted. ‘Oh, Jesus, Helen. I meant every word. I used to love you, long ago, like an utter fool.’


  ‘But I didn’t know, Mike!’ she says, distressed. ‘You were so good at hiding your feelings.’


  ‘Too damned good,’ I say bitterly. ‘Anyway, you married Johnny and there was nothing I could do. And the next few years, well, feelings didn’t seem very relevant.’ I’m suddenly curious. ‘But why didn’t you say something when I came back after Johnny was gone?’


  She shrugs helplessly. ‘I felt so angry, so humiliated, when you told me the truth. That Johnny never loved me, he’d loved someone else. That it was you who’d kept it a secret from me. It seemed like betrayal on top of betrayal. I hated you. I couldn’t trust you then.’


  ‘I just didn’t know how to explain,’ I say regretfully. ‘I was so young. I’m sorry, Helen.’


  ‘I finally realised how unfair I’d been but it was too late. I couldn’t even apologise. You’d gone to Japan and married Betty and I knew I’d never see you again. So I fell into that dreadful marriage with Frank. And the years after that, raising Ian by myself, took all my strength.’


  She drains her glass and puts it down. ‘Anyway. That’s the past. But I had to tell you, it’s not true your love was never wanted. I would have wanted it if I’d understood you. If I’d understood myself. If I’d given you a chance and hadn’t made such a stupid bloody mess of everything.’


  I feel deep sorrow for both of us. ‘Helen, I don’t know what to say. Thank you for telling me.’


  ‘I realise it doesn’t change anything.’


  ‘No,’ I say. ‘It doesn’t.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I’ve been through too much. Not only us, many things. The war, losing Betty, losing Marion. Something’s closed down in me. I feel utterly cold. I don’t – can’t – care anymore. The best I can offer is a sort of friendship.’


  She nods, her eyes regretful. ‘Yes. That’s what I felt at Lena’s party. Don’t worry, I have no illusions. But I wanted to tell you the truth. I didn’t know the name of what I felt for you so long ago, but I know now it was love.’


  She stands and goes to the door. ‘Goodnight, Mike. I’m glad we could clear that up at last.’


  I walk over and kiss her lightly on the cheek. ‘Thank you.’


  I close the door after her then sit down and pick up my book again.


  Chapter 29

  



  I haven’t heard much from Alan lately, then I get a letter. It’s an invitation to a house-warming at his new place in Sydney in the Easter holidays. I’m intrigued by the rest of it:


  I ran into some blokes from the 4th Independents a few weeks ago. I haven’t paid much attention to what the association’s been up to, but a small group visited Timor about ten years ago, raising funds for the locals. I had a vague idea about it all from the newsletter but they told me some pretty hair-raising things about what’s happened there since the 1975 sellout. Anyway, they’re dying to catch up with you again, so it should be a good party.


  On the plane to Sydney I lean my head against the window and watch the clouds and think about 1975. I’d been struggling with periods of depression, focused on a research project and worrying about the latest departmental reshuffle.


  I hadn’t paid a lot of attention to East Timor. I knew it had pottered along since the war under the Portuguese, but then they’d had a revolution and their colonies were suddenly an embarrassment. When was that? 1974? Yeah, that’d be right. Then in ’75 the Timorese declared independence. But the Yanks, booted out of Vietnam, had decided that their new best friends were the Indonesians; and their new best friends wanted East Timor.


  The poor locals were labelled the latest communist threat, and in late ’75 the Indonesians invaded, armed to the teeth with American hardware. They massacred the Timorese with startling creativity, in quantities that made the Japanese seem almost benign.


  I groan quietly to myself. And our spineless, stupid, Yank-arse-licking government said it was all for the best. They wanted Timorese oil and fancied our neighbourhood bullies had the right market-driven attitudes, unlike the dirt-poor Timorese who might use it for, oh, communistic facilities like schools and roads and hospitals.


  I feel gut-sick. That’s why I don’t think too much about present-day Timor, it makes me so angry. And, I realise suddenly, guilty too. Guilty at our own long-ago enticing of the Japanese to that neutral land, guilty at the devastation our ignorance had triggered and, most of all, guilty at the fate of the brave Timorese who’d saved our skins in those hopeless days and been repaid with a kick in the teeth.


  



  Alan picks me up from the airport. He’s looking much better than last time I saw him. I tell him so as we’re driving along, and he chuckles.


  ‘As it happens I’ve met someone. Elise. She lives in the same street.’


  ‘She? Jesus, Flynn,’ I say, ‘you are breathtakingly versatile.’


  ‘Life goes on, Broome. Fifteen months since I lost Jan. I mourn him every single day, but life goes on.’


  ‘Yeah. So what’s your new place like?’


  ‘Top floor of an old house in East Balmain. You can see the harbour from the verandah and walk down the hill to catch the ferry into the city. It’s good. But what about you? Did you find another place?’


  ‘Not in the city,’ I say. ‘I’m just renting now. But I bought an old farmhouse near Foster. You remember the O’Briens I used to stay with back then?’


  ‘Yeah, vaguely. A farmhouse? Hope you’re not going all country kitsch on me, lad.’


  I laugh a little. ‘The views are nice. The house is basic but comfortable. It’s peaceful.’


  He glances at me. ‘You need to spend more time there, then. You’re looking a bit wound up.’


  ‘Am I?’


  He nods and I murmur about it having been a hard semester. I don’t think I convince him but we’re there now and he’s parking the car in a tree-lined street.


  His place is stunningly modern, but it’s still got the old timber floors and high ceilings and decorative plaster. There are two bedrooms at the rear of the flat and a vast kitchen and living room at the front, with a nice old iron-lace verandah and a small table and chairs.


  Alan makes coffee with a fancy machine, the sort you’d see in a cafe. I tease him about it, but the coffee’s fantastic. We sit on the little veranda drinking cup after cup and eating European biscuits baked by Alan’s new girlfriend. Just as I’m picturing a Fräulein with yellow plaits, Elise arrives.


  She’s slim, with silver hair, dark eyes, elegant clothes. In her early sixties I think, my age, her face a little severe. Then she smiles and she’s simply gorgeous. She only stays briefly for introductions then has to leave for an appointment.


  I toast Alan with my coffee cup. ‘I never cease to be amazed at the quality of women misled by your film-star looks, mate. Congratulations.’


  He chuckles. ‘I’m really hoping this one works out. She’s nice, Broome, and she’s bi, too. We understand each other.’ ‘Bisexual?’ I throw my hands up in mock horror. ‘No more, too mind-boggling. But best of luck to you both.’


  He says, grinning, ‘What about you, spending so much time in Foster – seeing anything of Helen?’


  ‘Not really. A few chats, that’s all. Fact is,’ I clear my throat, ‘you were saying I looked a bit wound up. I had something of a shock late last year. Cleaning up the old house I found some letters to Marion. From a lover. If not for the stroke, she was going to leave me.’


  ‘Jesus. Are you sure?’


  I nod. ‘We’d grown apart in the previous few years. I wasn’t that surprised – it had nearly happened once before. But I couldn’t give her the support she wanted. Could hardly find my own way to the door most days.’


  ‘I knew it was bad but I didn’t realise how bad. Sorry, fella.’


  ‘But leaving me? That was the last thing … The shock seems to have …’ I shake my head. ‘I don’t understand. I’ve gone cold, Al, cold. I don’t trust anyone now, don’t trust myself. It’s all tangled up in my head with the war, with what happened to Betty. What I did. What I didn’t do. What I screwed up.’ I shrug hopelessly.


  ‘Christ, Mike. You weren’t to blame for what happened to Betty.’


  ‘Sometimes I think it was all my fault. If I’d realised what was going to happen I’d have given her a better life, been a better husband. Done something. Saved her somehow.’


  ‘How could you have given her a better life? Mike, your letters from those days – happiness seemed to glow from the pages. You gave her joy. If you hadn’t found her, what sort of God-awful loneliness would she have faced for years before dying? Silly bastard, loving Betty was the best thing you ever did in your life.’


  I can’t speak. I put a hand over my stinging eyes.


  Alan sighs. ‘You poor bugger. No one could have saved her, Mike, that’s the honest truth. Look, I think this sounds more like post-traumatic stress, what do you reckon?’


  My voice husky, I say, ‘Come on, Al. It’s been forty years since the war. Nothing lasts that long. I’ve had nightmares – jeez, we all have them – but I’ve never felt that aggro they talk about.’


  ‘Jan studied it. He thought it was different for our blokes, we had less anger than the Vietnam boys, we had it easier getting back to normal life. But he was seeing a lot of men our age who’d been fine for years, then something would trigger depression, numbness …’


  I nod, rub my eyes. ‘Sounds about right. But what the hell can I do about it?’


  ‘He said sometimes talking about it, getting a different view helps. Or there’s a sort of key, a resolution. The thing is to face it, not blame yourself.’


  ‘I’d bloody face it if I knew what it bloody was.’


  He murmurs sympathetically. ‘Come on, old mate. Go and have a sleep. The party isn’t for hours yet and you really look like you need a rest.’

  



  I wake in the evening some hours later, feeling calmer. I get up, have a quick wash and shave and change my clothes. I can hear voices along the corridor and glasses clinking. When I enter the lounge room, already half-full of people, the first person I see is Kanga.


  ‘Broome,’ he roars. ‘Come and get a drink, you old bastard.’


  He gives me a beer and I say, ‘Kanga. You’re looking good.’ He is too. Prosperous, portly, silver-haired, the same long nose.


  ‘That’s Judge Kanga to you, mate,’ he says.


  ‘And Professor Broome to you, mate,’ and we laugh at the old joke.


  ‘But really, Kanga – judge?’ I say.


  ‘Too bloody right. Went into law when I got back. I was going have a crack at politics but, dunno, I just loved that legal deviousness.’


  I laugh in baffled admiration. Kanga puts his arm around a thin, dark man and pushes him forward. ‘And you won’t guess who this is.’


  ‘Jesus. It’s not … Whippet?’ I say. ‘Whippet, mate, how are you? What are you doing with yourself nowadays?’


  Whippet shakes hands shyly. ‘On the wharves, Broome. Union rep, Painters and Dockers.’


  I look from Kanga to Whippet. ‘Hope you didn’t meet up again in professional circumstances.’


  Kanga guffaws. ‘We did, actually. Bit of the usual waterfront mayhem. Whippet was a witness, he didn’t do it – well, I don’t think he did. You didn’t, did you, mate?’


  Whippet grins with tobacco-brown teeth. ‘Hey Broome,’ he says. ‘Davo’s over there.’


  And he was too, nice little Davo, the sniper. More handshakes and back slaps of welcome. Davo, bald now, is a famous interior designer. And there’s Bill the cook, with his own restaurant, and signalman Jake, who works a camera for the ABC.


  It’s a wonderful night. We all get pleasantly drunk and end the evening in Alan’s glossy white kitchen, eating grilled cheese on toast.


  Looking contentedly up from his plate, Kanga says, ‘You heard a bunch of us went back to East Timor, Broome?’


  ‘Flynn mentioned it. So when was that?’


  ‘Oh, ’73. Amazing time but hard work. Those mountains were twice as high as I remembered, the old knees could barely cope. Later on we raised money, sent tools, clothes, useful stuff. Can’t go there now of course, fucking Indonesians.’


  There’s a grumble of agreement around the room.


  ‘Did you know, Broome, in ’44 the brass dropped leaflets all over the place?’ says Davo. ‘They said, Your friends do not forget you. Can you believe it? Look at the craven pollies today. Can’t forget ’em fast enough.’


  There’s another grumble of agreement.


  ‘Did you find anyone from back then still alive?’ I ask.


  ‘My oath we did,’ says Whippet. ‘Met up with some of our criados again.’


  ‘What, they survived?’


  ‘They certainly did,’ says Davo. ‘Clever little sods. My lad Alfredo, he’s done well, village chief now. Big fifty-year-old for Christ’s sake. I used to be able to lift him with one hand.’


  ‘I met your boy Jorges, too, Broome,’ says Whippet, rolling tobacco expertly into a cigarette.


  ‘Jorges?’


  ‘Yeah. He did well for himself after the war. Got into the Porto administration, worked as a translator.’


  ‘You’re kidding.’


  ‘Honest to God,’ says Whippet, lighting his roll-up. ‘Said the English he learnt from you got him his first job. Mind you, he had it hard in the war, they all did. But he survived, doing well. Nice wife and a couple of grown-up kids.’


  ‘Jorges,’ I say in wonder. ‘He was an orphan, a helpless child. Had nothing. I was certain I’d left him to die. My God. Thanks Whippet. That’s bloody good news.’


  ‘We met a hell of a lot who remembered us,’ says Kanga. ‘They’d come along the roads to meet us, talk about the old battles, ask us what happened to our boys. Heard some amazing stories.’


  I sit there as tales are swapped and memories recalled, the chatter fading for a moment as I think, Jorges, you brilliant little kid. I didn’t destroy your life after all. I’m weak with relief, as if I’d been holding my breath ever since I’d left him behind on that beach.


  I come back to attention as someone mentions my name.


  ‘It wasn’t Broome, couldn’t be, too goody-goody,’ says Jake.


  ‘Yeah, I reckon it was,’ says Davo. ‘Broome, did you have a girlfriend in one of the villages?’


  ‘A girlfriend?’ I laugh. ‘Only in my dreams.’


  ‘No, come on, one of the native women. Name of Ada.’


  ‘Ada? Ada? Oh … You mean Aida? Tiny, just up to my shoulder?’


  There’s a chorus of lewd guffaws and I say, ‘Wait, wait, shut up, you noisy bastards. Davo? Tell me.’


  ‘Ah Broome, you sly fucker,’ Davo says with satisfaction. ‘She’s a pretty little middle-aged lady now, very respectable, kids, grandkids, husband an official. But I got this through the translator – she said Tuan Mike gave her a mirror, saved her life.’


  ‘Yeah, I gave Aida a mirror,’ I say, puzzled. ‘But I didn’t save her life.’


  ‘She said when the Japs came, one was going to kill her. She showed him the mirror and he was looking at it and she shoved a knife in him and escaped. She’s still got the mirror, she says.’


  ‘You’ve got to be kidding, Davo, that’s unbelievable,’ I say, laughing.


  ‘Telling you, Broome. That’s what she said. You saved her life.’


  I stop laughing, my breath catching, and I’m suddenly sobbing, my head in my hands. In my mind, Aida had ended up as the tragic little corpse I’d seen that dreadful day with Bullock. But she’d lived and prospered, exactly as I’d hoped.


  Alan gives me a handkerchief and I blow my nose. I shake my head in astonishment. ‘That’s a shitload of good news. Jorges all right. Aida all right. You blokes keep going this way, we’ll soon have world peace.’


  There’s laughter and kindness. They’ve all broken down some time or another, there’s no shame in it. Then there are more stories and reminiscences but it all washes over me in a hum. I can’t think, can’t speak. I’ve woken so often through the years sobbing from nightmares, helpless to protect those good people from unspeakable horrors. But knowing me was what saved them, not doomed them. I’m overwhelmed with joy.

  



  Turns out Alan’s girlfriend Elise is a therapist. She explains this isn’t the end of it, that there’s probably a few more hard times ahead. But I seem to have brought to the surface a few things from Timor I’d been quietly agonising over for decades. She gives me the name of a bloke in Melbourne I can go and see later on if I want. Think I will. I’m surprised at how good it feels to talk to someone about it at last.


  The last morning of my visit I lie on my side in bed and stare out the window at the tops of the trees outlined against the blue sky. I awoke puzzling over Alan’s words from the day I arrived. It’s strange, for all the memories of Betty that have haunted me over the years, I’ve never seen our time together the way he does.


  ‘If you hadn’t found her, what sort of God-awful loneliness would she have faced for years before dying? Silly bastard, loving Betty was the best thing you ever did in your life.’


  Oh, my darling. I remember the sorrow in your velvet brown eyes as you told me about the day that changed, and ultimately took, your life. I’ve never thought deeply about the suffering you would have faced if I hadn’t gone to Japan to find you. You’d have known only pain, lovelessness, the humiliations of an atomic maiden. And you would have met your end in a lonely hospital cot, not the embrace of our warm bed.


  I clench my fists. But I did go to find you and give you happiness and a home and, by God, I loved you truly, Betty. Heart, body and soul. I didn’t let you down after all. Your life may not have been long, but I gave you the best one I possibly could.


  I roll onto my back, staring at the ceiling, and for a moment I seem to hear her laughing softly at me, the way she used to, saying, ‘Oh Maiku my love, of course that’s how it was.’ It’s as if a great weight lifts from my chest. I take a long, deep breath, suddenly at peace. Of course that’s how it was.


  I lie there, my mind crystal clear, and slowly a thought emerges. Marion. With brutal clarity I see for the first time that Marion never failed me: it was I who failed her. After losing Betty I couldn’t let myself love deeply again, and Marion knew it right from the start, as I did not.


  That kind, quick-witted woman understood how constrained my feelings were, yet still she gave me decades of her life. And then, after so long unnourished, she turned to someone who could love her fully, free from my unseen ghosts. The betrayal in our marriage went far beyond infidelity. The betrayal was entirely my own.


  After a time I drift into deep, dreamless sleep. When I awake I feel astonished, untethered. Not healed, of course, but as if something has shifted. Something fits that never fitted before in the great curving stream of my experience.


  Chapter 30

  



  After I get back from Sydney I go down to Foster. Next day I’m standing in front of Helen’s door with a big bouquet of flowers. She lives a few minutes out of town, up a steep road with a view of the Prom.


  Helen answers my knock, wiping her hands with a cloth that smells of turps.


  ‘What lovely flowers,’ she says. ‘Come in, along here, I’m cleaning some brushes in the studio and can’t leave them half-done.’


  I follow her to a large bright room with windows on the north showing rounded green hills lined with trees, and more on the south looking down towards the Prom.


  ‘Wow,’ I say. ‘Must be an artist’s paradise, all that light.’


  ‘Did you know I ended up teaching, after all?’ Helen says, looking over her shoulder as she’s swirling brushes in jars of turps. ‘Once Ian was old enough I did my training and taught art at the high school for twenty years.’


  ‘I’m glad to hear that. You liked it?’


  ‘Very much. But I wanted some time to myself, so I took early retirement.’


  ‘Lena said you go camping at Alice Springs each year, painting with Aboriginal women. Are you teaching them new techniques?’


  ‘Oh Lord, no. There’s nothing I could ever teach them! I go there so they can teach me. They’re very tolerant of my shortcomings.’


  ‘I’ll introduce you some time to my brother Liam,’ I say. ‘I think you’d get along well.’


  I look around the room. Paintings stacked along the wall vibrate with colour; semi-abstract landscapes, still lifes. The canvas on her easel has the sense of an early-morning scene, in green and lilac and blue.


  ‘That’s beautiful,’ I say. ‘Is it for sale?’


  ‘I’m having an exhibition in a couple of months. It will be.’


  ‘Good.’


  She dries her hands and rubs cream on them. It’s a warm day and she’s barefoot, her hair in a ponytail, wisps around her face. She’s wearing jeans and a big paint-daubed man’s shirt with the sleeves rolled up.


  I realise I’m still holding the flowers. ‘Have you got a vase for these?’ I say.


  ‘Come into the kitchen. Want a cup of tea?’


  Soon the flowers are in a vase on the kitchen table and we’re seated holding mugs, looking out onto another spectacular view of the Prom.


  ‘This place is higher up than mine,’ I say. ‘Feels like you’re swooping down. You can see more of the inlet too.’


  ‘You house has a more enclosed feel about it,’ says Helen. ‘Grounded, safe.’


  ‘They’re both nice. I guess anywhere you can see the Prom’s got something good going for it.’


  She gazes at me. ‘Mike, what on earth’s happened? I haven’t seen you like this since, oh, a long time ago. You’re almost radiating light.’


  ‘I’ve just returned from a visit to Alan in Sydney. You remember, Johnny’s Alan.’


  ‘How could I ever forget?’ she says dryly. ‘Lena told me he was still around – some odd story about him fathering your stepchildren. Heavens, there’s such a lot we haven’t talked about yet.’


  ‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘We will.’


  She looks surprised and I laugh. ‘We will, I promise. But I’m happy right now because I’ve had some wonderful news. In Sydney I met a few of the boys from the old days in Timor. And they told me about some of the locals – people I’d thought were long since dead, and dead because of me, well, it turns out they’re not.’


  ‘Heavens. Alive and well after all?’


  I nod. ‘And prospering. It’s amazing. I can’t express it. I’ve carried round the sense of having let them down for forty years. Didn’t even realise. And now it’s like a weight off my shoulders.’


  ‘I can see that.’


  I look at her. ‘And there’s something else. I was so eaten up with regret at having failed Betty, bitterness about losing Marion, I couldn’t think straight. But Alan said something out of the blue, changed my view completely.’


  ‘What was that?’


  ‘He said I didn’t fail Betty at all, I brought her joy in those few years we had, joy when she would have had none. I couldn’t see it then, but that’s exactly what I did. And it’s as if I can hear her now, laughing and agreeing. Does that sound crazy?’


  Helen shakes her head slowly. ‘No, not at all.’ She adds quietly, ‘And Marion?’


  ‘I was a stupid, selfish, work-obsessed fool. I didn’t put nearly enough into the marriage, I just took her for granted.’ I grimace. ‘She should have left me years before, found someone who deserved her. It was I who betrayed her. I have nothing to be bitter about. Nothing.’


  ‘It sounds like you’ve been through a rather extraordinary time,’ Helen says. ‘And do you still feel cold and uncaring?’


  ‘I feel like a newborn baby. I nearly wept with joy at the post office when someone said, “Lovely day.”’


  Helen smiles politely. ‘That’s wonderful, Mike. I’m very pleased for you.’ She uncrosses her legs and I see her toenails are painted pearly pink. They make me feel like weeping with joy too. She drinks the last of her tea and stands.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, ‘but I’d better get back to work.’


  ‘I haven’t finished yet. Please …’


  She remains standing and gazes at me. The tiny brown dot in her blue eye may be the loveliest thing I’ve ever seen.


  ‘You said I was so good at hiding my feelings. Well, I’m not anymore. I’m going to tell you the truth.’ I take a breath. ‘When we spoke that evening, I said I used to love you long ago. But I was lying.’


  ‘Oh,’ she says, flinching a little.


  ‘Jesus, no, I mean, the long ago bit!’


  She puts her head to one side.


  I stand up, looking desperately for inspiration at the shimmering waters of Corner Inlet. I turn to her. ‘I’ve been so lucky, Helen, with marriages to two amazing women. And I gave myself to them as best I could, I wasn’t looking for anyone else. But always, deep in the background, like a heartbeat, like my own pulse, there was you. Always you.’


  She slowly takes hold of the back of her chair and stands very still.


  ‘I loved you long ago, Helen. I love you now. Whatever’s happened in my life I never stopped loving you.’


  She’s staring at the vase of flowers. A long silence follows. She takes a deep breath. ‘I lied too. I said I would have loved you if I’d understood. But after I’d sent you away I understood. Too well, too late. I loved you then, Mike. Then and always.’


  I stand there, shocked with happiness, speechless. Her face is calm but her eyes are slowly brimming with delight. I reach out and take her hands in mine.


  ‘Oh sweetheart, for God’s sake, come here and let me kiss you.’


  I gently draw her close and put my arms around her and nuzzle her hair. ‘There,’ I sigh. She looks up and whispers ‘There,’ and pulls my face slowly down to meet her mouth.


  I breathe the scent of her skin and am filled with a great joy, as if I were about to glimpse something wonderful, something I’d never thought possible, something I’d wanted, without even knowing, all the long years of my life.


  I murmur, ‘You don’t happen to have a large desk handy? We could find out what we’ve both learnt since 1941.’


  

  



  Barely a week after that amazing day, Helen and I are still discovering everything about each other: our desires, our responses, our fears. She likes to have the bedroom in dimness, afraid I won’t find her beautiful now she’s older. She’s wrong, of course. I can see her in her swimsuit lying now beside me and she couldn’t be more wrong.


  It’s one of those final, hot glorious days of autumn and we’ve all come to the beach at Tidal River for a swim. I’m in the shade of an umbrella, with a T-shirt on. My skin can’t take the sun like it used to. Doesn’t seem to bother Ian, Suyin and Lena, splashing in the water. Yesterday we shyly told them we’re together, but our relationship seems to have been accepted, even anticipated, by everyone. Only Helen and I are surprised.


  I’m leaning back against a boulder and little Jessie is sleeping on my lap. She’s over a year old now, a sweet kid. I gaze at her small round face, her fine dark hair, her faint eyebrows like feather strokes, as Betty’s once were.


  If Betty and I had ever had a child, she might have been like Jessie: two worlds united in one small body. I gaze at her petal-soft skin and tiny hands and quietly sigh. My life has played out as it had to, Lord knows, but I think I’ll always secretly wish I’d had a child of my own.


  I hear Lena call out in glee as she’s playing in the waves. It’s been two years since I first met that darling girl, two years since we first walked together along this beach. I smile, thinking of how she teases me and trusts me as if we’ve known each other all our lives. Such a spirit of curiosity, wit, kindness. She’s like my mother that way.


  I see Ian swirling Suyin around in the water and hugging her. He’s a bloody good lad. Been through a lot these last two years, like me. But his frown is gone now; he’s reassembled his fractured life, repaired his bonds with Lena, created a new family.


  Baby Jessie stirs on my lap and rolls onto her tummy, murmuring. I think of her father when he was a small fair boy and I must say I’m unashamedly glad I was able to mete out a little justice to his tormentor.


  I look up at the great boulders of Little Oberon lifting through the scrub. My mates always called me Broome, but really, ever since I first saw blue-green South Gippsland, I’ve loved it. Of course I love Broome too – who wouldn’t? – but this is my home now. I’ll live all my days here, and if I have any choice in the matter this is where I’ll die.


  But one day, sometime soon, I’ll take Helen to meet Liam in Broome and Anna in Perth. It’s been too long since we’ve seen each other and I know they’ll like her. And I’ll catch up with Sue and Terry too. I’ve been a fool letting us all drift apart.


  The water shimmers. I remember the boys, splashing and chiacking in the surf so long ago. Such beautiful, heedless, glittering creatures we were, blinded by our own youth and optimism. And pathetically ignorant, too, of the forces poised to use us as pawns in their contemptible games.


  But those of us who survived their special hells are a lot less ignorant now. Before I left Sydney, the boys and I made a pact: we won’t abandon the East Timorese. The latest bunch of invaders can’t hold that land forever. We’ll put pressure on the government and we’ll tell the world what we owe those brave people. Your friends do not forget you.


  Jessie murmurs again and I gaze at the sleeping child. Her singlet has slipped up and I ease it down again, over her tiny shoulderblades and a scattering of freckles and, in the small of her back, a faint brown triangular birthmark.


  That’s rather like a sail, I think. The stars of the universe wheel around me and come to a halt.

  



  Suyin comes back from her swim and sits down, rubbing herself dry with a towel.


  ‘Oh good, she’s still asleep,’ she says. ‘Thanks for minding her, Mike.’


  ‘No trouble at all,’ I say calmly. ‘Suyin, may I ask you a medical question?’


  ‘Yes, of course.’


  ‘What are the odds a woman could become pregnant, then have a period, then carry the child to term? Surely it’s impossible, isn’t it?’


  ‘Good heavens, no, Mike. It’s not common, but sometimes hormones have prepared the body for a period, so it can still happen in the first month, despite conception.’


  ‘Oh. Thank you.’


  Helen sits up slowly, taking off her sunhat with a puzzled look. ‘I’ve never heard of that before.’


  ‘It’s a fairly recent understanding,’ Suyin says. ‘Everyone used to assume women had simply got their dates wrong. Mike, why –?’


  ‘Would you take the baby, Suyin?’ I pass over a yawning Jessie.


  ‘Oh dear, you need a change, young lady,’ says her mother. ‘We’ll just go up to the car and get a fresh nappy.’


  When Suyin has gone, Helen says, ‘Mike?’


  ‘Sweetheart,’ I say, at peace with the world, ‘When Ian was little did you ever notice a birthmark on his back, a small triangular one?’


  She nods. ‘And on Lena too. I used to wonder if it came from my family or Johnny’s.’


  Sorry, Johnny old mate, it’s got to be said. ‘Might be neither.’


  She laughs. ‘What on earth –?’


  ‘This may help.’ I take off my T-shirt. ‘See my back? Almost the same.’


  Helen stares at me, eyes wide. ‘Does that mean you … and Ian …?’


  She puts her hands to her face. After a time she makes an odd noise, her shoulders heaving.


  ‘Oh, love,’ I say, reaching over to her. Then a thought hits me. ‘Helen, are you laughing or crying?’


  She looks up, tears on her cheeks, but she’s laughing and shaking her head.


  ‘Both. I’ve never seen your back properly, I didn’t know something like this was even possible.’ She pauses, then whispers, ‘Oh, Mike, I’m so sorry. Ian was yours all along and I didn’t know! And now you’ve both missed out. Oh …’


  She begins to cry and I put my arms around her.


  ‘We can’t know for sure, love,’ I say. ‘We probably never will.’


  ‘But if only –’


  ‘No if onlys. No regrets. It’s just a smudge of pigment after all, could be a pure coincidence.’


  She wipes her eyes and kisses me. ‘Do you believe that?’ she asks.


  ‘I don’t know. When I met Frank that evening at the bottle shop he kept snickering, looking from Ian to me. I thought he was just being a creep, but now …’


  We sit, holding each other, dazed with wonder.


  After a time Helen sighs deeply and says, ‘Oh, Lord. How could we have been so amazingly stupid? Ian is yours, of course he is. That smile, the green eyes. The red in Lena’s hair. Of course.’


  I nod slowly. ‘I think I’ve loved them both since I met them.’


  ‘And they you.’ She laughs softly. ‘Mike, how are we going to tell them what really happened?’


  ‘Don’t know, sweetheart,’ I say, content. ‘But here they come. I reckon it’ll be all right.’


  I see them running towards us across the sand: a son with the teasing grin of my father, a granddaughter with my mother’s curiosity and grace, and I wonder, could anyone on earth be as blessed as I am today?
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