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  Praise for Book of Lost Threads


  ‘. . . charming, full of tenderness and compassion and gentle humour . . .’ Adelaide Advertiser


  ‘There is genuine care, concern and love between the four main characters and when each of their problems comes to a head they all band together in support . . . a strong and intricate plot . . .’ Good Reading


  ‘In this highly engaging and compassionate novel, [Tess Evans] successfully realises her evident ambition to salute the bravery of the small souls of this world.’ The Age


  ‘There are many layers to this engaging debut—all expertly woven together. One to pass on to your friends.’ Who Weekly


  ‘Tess Evans has written a charming novel, bringing together, in a small country town, four disparate characters . . . their combined strength, their reliance upon each other, their warm friendship and their thoughtfulness had given them the wisdom to weave those lost threads back into the tapestry of their lives.’ Ballarat Courier


  ‘All their stories are told with skilful flashbacks, and a warm understanding of hopes, dreams and kindness. Make friends with these special people.’ Woman’s Day


  ‘Evans wants to show the best of humanity . . . Book of Lost Threads deserves to be enjoyed by many readers.’ Sydney Morning Herald


  ‘. . . wonderfully written, creating a complexity and sense of place that makes this journey toward redemption an enjoyable one.’ Bookseller &Publisher


  ‘. . . storytelling at its most adept.’ Canberra Times


  ‘Told with tenderness and humour it’s a book to make you laugh and cry.’ Pittwater Life
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  To a much loved lady,

  my mother, Alice Websdale


  


  O chestnut-tree, great-rooted blossomer, Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole?O body swayed to music, O brightening glance, How can we know the dancer from the dance?


  —W.B. Yeats, ‘Among School Children’
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  Genesis


  IN A CENTRE OF STILLNESS, the magnolia.


  And around the twilit garden, there are lanterns in the trees—Chinese lanterns, glowing a secret, Oriental orange, and perfume from the trellis-climbing jasmine—white and yellow stars that fill the dusky corners of the garden, heady with scent and promise. And interlaced with the music, the disembodied cicada song, proclaiming the heat-to-come; and the thick summer air, like fog, like will-o’-the-wisp, envelopingthe figures on the lawn, drawing beads of sweat on foreheads and breasts, staining cotton shirts and silk dresses, as the dancers sway and drink and sing and sway and drink and sing until, with a soft exhalation, they fall gracefully, one by one, onto the lawn and the scattered wicker chairs.


  And all the while Sealie sees herself from afar, part of the crowd but a distant spectator. How beautiful they all are. How beautiful is she, in her flowing yellow silk with her storm-cloud hair and lustrous grey eyes.


  Sealie sees it all again from the front window of the old house. Sees it all and remembers how even then, that night, she had sensed herself watching and knows now that this was that moment, frozen in time, spanning the years between young, hopeful, full of hope Sealie and the unhappy woman she’d become. She wants to close her eyes, to leave, but the phantom figures continue their dance and she’s compelled to stay and finally to weep, not in sorrow, not in remorse, but in anger and frustration.


  I regard her, my poor Aunt Sealie, as she remembers her youthful self and weeps. To be honest, I have more to weep about than she does, but I do pity her. How could I not?


  As the last spirit slips away, Sealie absently strokes the silk of a phantom yellow dress, then stands, straightens her shoulders and goes to the kitchen to prepare my father’s medication. He’s on Zoloft at the moment. She warms some milk and adds a jam biscuit to the saucer—child food for a grown man, but he likes his bedtime milk. It helps him sleep.


  ‘Here’s your milk, Zav,’ she says, and watches him take the pill. My poor dad; melancholy, gaunt, once-handsome Zav, sitting up in bed, in his striped jammies, watching another episode of Law and Order. My poor aunt, her narrow hips beginning to spread in her easy-fit jeans, hovering, hands twisting, is ensuring that he won’t hide the pill under his tongue. He can only do that for so long until it dissolves, so she always waits a finely calibrated number of minutes. It’s a game they play. He knows why she’s waiting, so he swallows, opens his mouth, lifts his tongue and turns back to the television.


  She pauses at the door. ‘Zav?’


  ‘Mmm?’ He doesn’t want to talk. The show’s at a crucial point.


  ‘Today, do you remember what . . .’ He’s engrossed in the flickering screen. ‘Today . . .’ She doesn’t complete her sentence. She didn’t really intend to.


  What she was going to say, of course, was that it’s his wedding anniversary. She stops herself in time. She always does. The problem is that this day, so painful to him now, was the highlight of her life.
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  Despite their exotic names, Selina and Xavier Rodriguez, asfourth-generation Australians, inevitably became known as Sealie and Zav. They were born into a well-off, even rich family, who had migrated from Peru seeking gold in the rush of the 1850s, but found their El Dorado in the growing of fine wool. Their father’s given name was Heraldo, but this was quickly shortened to the less pretentious Hal. He was an only child, inheriting a significant fortune from his father who had diversified into textiles and printing. Their mother, Paulina, a fragile beauty, had been in the corps de ballet when Hal swept her off her tiny, accomplished and oh-so-painful feet, to life in a leafy Melbourne suburb. There, with the help of ahousekeeper, she made a charming home for Hal and their two pretty children.


  Teeth like pearls another saying goes, but it was Paulina’s eyes that were like grey pearls. Large and luminescent, they stared back at her from her children’s faces, so that sometimes the extravagant Hal would call them, his family, his precious string of pearls. The first thing Grandfather Hal said when he saw me was, She has eyes just like Paulina. My mother wasn’t much pleased. Fair enough, too. After nine months of pregnancy and a difficult labour, she felt she was entitled to first dibs on my genetic makeup.


  The Rodriguez family was blessed. Everyone said so. Zav was the first born, a bonny babe who grew into a handsome, smiling five-year-old, with long, straight limbs and a natural niceness and charm that won over women of all ages. But don’t infer from this that my father was a ‘mummy’s boy’. Oh no. He was good at sport and a natural leader, with a sense of adventure. More’s the pity, really, considering where it led. Their lives, as I said, were blessed, and just when Hal and Paulina had given up on a sibling for Zav, Sealie was conceived.


  Hal and Paulina were delighted to find that their second child was a girl.


  ‘A pigeon pair,’ cooed their housekeeper, Mrs McLennon. ‘What more could anyone ask?’


  What more, indeed?


  Paulina was a woman who kissed and hugged her children at every opportunity. In fact, she couldn’t bear to be near them without touching them. She stroked their hair with absent-minded fondness; she squeezed their shoulders; she cupped their chins and kissed the tips of their noses. She’d dance and sing with them or tickle them until they all fell into a giggling heap on the sofa.


  As Zav became a serious young boy, no longer a little boy, Hal began to have misgivings. He saw it as his job to protect his son’s maleness. He was, after all, surrounded by doting women. ‘We have to be careful not to turn the boy into a sissy,’ he said.


  Paulina’s grey eyes darkened and she held his gaze with a fierceness he had never experienced before. ‘Children need to know they’re loved,’ she said.


  Hal flinched at the reproach and never mentioned the subject again. He simply couldn’t bear the thought of quarrelling with Paulina.


  Despite her response, Paulina was aware that Zav could not be her baby forever, but she continued her tactile mothering in subtle ways: brushing the hair from his eyes, hugging him briefly after straightening his collar, holding his shoulders as she looked over his homework. And she always expected (and got) a goodnight or goodbye kiss.


  Those were happy years. Productive years. Hal grew his various businesses and after the children were in bed, he’d sit with Paulina as they listened to the wireless or read the newspapers. He always made her evening cup of tea.


  ‘What do we pay Mrs McLennon for?’ she sometimes said as Hal came in with the tray.


  ‘I like to make you tea,’ Hal would respond, crestfallen. ‘Ijust like doing things for you.’


  ‘Silly boy,’ she’d say, pulling him to her and kissing his ear. ‘Now, if you insist on being a skivvy, what about a biscuit?’ And Hal would hurry out to the kitchen where Mrs Mac was preparing to go home.


  ‘Thanks for making the tea, Mr R,’ the housekeeper had called out once, but seeing Hal’s embarrassment, never mentioned it again. Mrs R liked everyone in their place and Mrs McLennon, a widow not much older than her employers, took to her role with a hausfrau demeanour and sober responsibility that belied her age.


  Saturdays were for Sealie’s ballet lessons and Zav’s sport, and on Sundays the family went to church before sitting down to roast lamb with all the trimmings. Hal loved carving the roast, using the finely honed knife his father had given him when they were first married. It sliced through the tender meat as though it were butter.


  Hal’s father, Paolo, had been a severe man, with very firm ideas about the discipline of children. Children should be seen and not heard, he’d roar. And I’m not even sure they should be seen.


  The first time he said this, Hal’s mother snickered, thinking it was a joke.


  She was soon put right. ‘I’ll thank you not to undermine me, Elizabeth,’ he said. And sensible to the reprimand, she fell silent.


  She was mostly silent. Hal remembered his mother as a timid woman who looked to her husband for direction in everything. For instance, there was the last time she hugged him. His unfading memory was of himself, maybe four or five years old—a small boy with huge brown eyes and an impish grin which soon disappeared as his father entered the room.


  ‘It’s time you stopped mollycoddling the boy,’ he said. ‘He must kiss you on the cheek. No more.’ From then on, Elizabeth silently presented her cheek at bedtime and Hal gave her a dutiful peck. He never knew if it hurt her, this cold facsimile of affection. But then, as he always said, he grew up alright in the end.


  One good outcome of his father’s child-rearing theories was that Hal was free to trawl the neighbourhood for fun and adventure. His imagination was fertile and he led a motley gang of children who climbed trees, made cubbyhouses, billycarts and canoes; who stole fruit from neighbours’ trees and terrorised the local cats, wielding their shanghais with deadly accuracy. The gang were all boys, of course. With a mother who was a cipher, no sisters, and no female friends, Hal grew up with the idea that women were mysterious creatures, too delicate for the rough and tumble of the real world.


  When Hal turned twenty-one, his father took out his knife and showed him how to sharpen the blade and carve the roast. He saw it as a rite of passage.


  They sat on the back porch and Hal watched while his father whetted the knife.


  ‘Long, easy strokes,’ the older man said. ‘There’s a rhythm, you see.’


  Hal’s eyes were fixed on his father’s hands. The long, strong fingers. The hair on his head is turning grey, but the hairs on his hands are still black. Funny. He’d never noticed the ropey veins either.


  ‘Now,’ Paolo was saying. ‘Now I’ll show you how to carve.’


  The joint was brown and juicy and the knife revealed its tender pink centre. Paolo cut delicately, with almost surgical precision, until the white bone was neatly exposed.


  Hal watched, fascinated and fearful, feeling his own body’s kinship with meat and bone. He ran his tongue over dry lips and shook off the thought.


  ‘. . . so you can have a go next time,’ his father was saying. ‘You’re a man now and when you have a family of your own, you’ll be prepared.’


  Hal accepted this—but really, what an odd thing to say!


  Mrs Mac reckons you shouldn’t give a knife as a gift. That it cuts through the friendship. To be honest, I don’t think my grandfather and great-grandfather had a friendship to cut through. Nevertheless, Hal was quite moved when Paolo gave him the knife. It was the first and only present his father ever gave him.


  When he carved the roast for his own family, Hal looked forward to the time when he would pass on the skill to his own son. Continuity is so important. And family is the ultimate in continuity. He always counted his blessings at these moments. Across the table sat his strong, handsome son and beside him, that merry-eyed little girl, his daughter, often giggling at something her brother had said. And by his side, always by his side, his beautiful wife, smiling at her children before turning to him with that secret, loving look. Hal’s happiness was complete. That look was for him alone.


  So there you have it. My forebears—and the beginning of my tale. How much, I wonder, is buried in our genes and how much are we shaped by our experiences? As far as I can see, we are dealt our cards at birth and our task is to play them as best we can. The cards dealt to my family were a mixture of good and bad—but I guess that’s the way things usually work.


  Me? I’m an observer, trying to make sense of the game, to explain why some cards were played well and others so badly. I’ll try to be dispassionate, but if I sometimes lapse into personal commentary, you’ll have to forgive me. It’s the story of my family, after all. And I’m only human.
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  Even as a young man, Hal’s behaviour could sometimes be described as slightly manic. No-one called it that at the time, although with hindsight, everyone had instances they could recall. At the time, they spoke only of his enthusiasms, his amusing obsessions, his spontaneity. All rather endearing. All quite harmless. And it was Paulina, calm and sweet, who came to provide the grounding he needed.


  They met at a party—a commonplace beginning for such a golden pair. Hal called himself Heraldo, then—he thought it sounded swashbuckling. But Hal or Heraldo, he always said it was love at first sight. Another cliché, but I can’t be held responsible for my grandfather’s linguistic failures.


  Hal was slightly drunk, and in his uninhibited way, wasdemonstrating variations of a dance that in later years was called the Limbo, when he fell flat on his back and looked up to see two disapproving grey eyes looking down at him.


  ‘She tells me that it wasn’t that I was drunk, just that I was clumsy,’ he would say, looking fondly at his smiling wife. ‘How did my graceful little swan end up with a big lumbering fellow like me?’ he’d go on to ask, knowing that she loved to feel herself safe in his huge embrace, safe in his huge love for her.


  At this first meeting, though, he found her stare disconcerting and challenged her to do better. Smiling, she obliged, bending her supple body back so that her head almost touched the floor. The other party goers cheered and jeered, but Hal didn’t hear them. In his impulsive way, he’d already fallen head over heels in love. Literally, was his rueful thought as he rubbed his bruised backside and graciously acknowledged defeat.


  Leaving the theatre the next evening, the young dancer found a coat flung gallantly over a puddle that had accumulated at the foot of the steps. She tried to ignore the crooked grin of the crazy young man attached to the coat, but felt her lips twitch in response. Encouraged by this ghost of a smile, Hal next trundled a portable record player to her flat and played ‘Zing! Went the Strings of My Heart’ at full volume. He got as far as I still recall the thrill before abuse drowned out the music as Paulina cringed under the bedclothes. The next morning she was embarassed to find a record player abandoned in a wheelbarrow under her window.


  ‘You couldn’t even serenade me yourself?’ she asked, outraged, when he met her at the stage door that night.


  ‘Not good enough,’ he explained. ‘And I didn’t want to put you off.’


  ‘Put me off! It was lucky they didn’t put me out on the street in my nightdress!’


  But she was speaking to him, he thought happily. It would only be a matter of time. Master of the grand gesture, he took every lover’s cliché and presented it with a frenetic kind of courtliness that both embarrassed and charmed her.


  Red roses, yellow roses, pink roses, white carnations, purple irises, white lilies, silky orange poppies, Chanel No 5, Chypre, Midnight in Paris, Black Magic chocolates, Haigh’s peppermint creams, even a pair of silk stockings—gifts appeared at her door every day. As you can see, my grandmother was wooed in style.


  ‘I’m in love,’ Hal told his friends. ‘And in the end, she won’t be able to resist me.’ And his warm brown eyes would crinkle with delight.


  Every night, he went to the ballet—he, Hal, whose idea of entertainment was an afternoon at the footy or a game of cards with the boys. He, Hal, who was mesmerised by the graceful sweep of her slim arms, her pale oval face and the dark hair in a prim little bun at the nape of her neck. He loved the way she held her head and marvelled at the straightness of her back. He watched the twinkling little satin shoes and longed to caress her feet. Most of all, he wondered at the lightness with which she touched the earth and felt that such an ethereal creature must surely float away. He felt gross and fleshy and unworthy, but despite this and despite his quixotic behaviour, he wasn’t playing at love. He had never heard the term ‘soulmate’ but believed utterly that this woman was the one he was meant to be with.


  Barely six months after their first meeting, Hal proposed. He had spent the last month scouring the jewellers’ shops. She won’t want a fancy ring, he told the long-suffering salesmen. Iwant something classic and beautiful. Finally he chose a simple sapphire-cut diamond, set in platinum, which he placed in a box with a string of matched pearls. Every night he’d come home and gloat over the open box before falling into despair. What if she says no? He was going to wait for her birthday, but in the end couldn’t stand the tension.


  For once, Hal denied himself the dramatic gesture. This was about Paulina and he had become aware that he sometimes embarrassed her. So one Sunday in September, when the trees were draped in fresh green lace, he took her for a walk in the Fitzroy Gardens. They sat on the seat under the Fairy Tree and he took her hand. ‘I love you,’ he said. ‘Will you be my wife?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said and kissed him.


  It was as simple and profound as that.


  Though their love is central to my story, this golden time was no more than a prelude to the main act. Nevertheless, they are my grandparents and I like to imagine them as young lovers: holding hands in the park, kissing under the Fairy Tree, laughing as they ran back to the tram in a sudden spring shower.


  


  Book I


  Hal and Paulina married on a clear, frosty day in May and lived in the beautiful house by the river that he built her for a wedding present. They don’t pay much in the corps de ballet, and Paulina’s gift to Hal was a jumper she knitted; a jumper so large that they could both fit into it at the same time, and often did, cuddling before the open fire.


  This is the house that Hal built.


  This is the wife, all loving and warm


  Who lived in the house that Hal built.


  This is the son so handsome and tall


  Born of the mother all loving and warm


  Who lived in the house that Hal built.


  This is the daughter with no life at all


  Who watches the son who was handsome and tall


  Who was born of the woman now wrapped in her pall


  Who lived in the house that Hal built.


  And then there was me.


  Now, Hal is coming home. After all these years, he’s returning to the house he built with so much hope, in 1945.


  


  1


  WHEN ZAV WAS TWELVE AND Sealie seven, Paulina died. She was—and then she was not. So swift. So cruel. How can children possibly understand such a thing? One moment their beloved mother was gliding, dancing around the house on her magic ballerina-feet, the next minute she was a graceful heap on the floor.


  Sealie was there when it happened. Paulina liked to listen to the music of the great ballets, and holding her daughter’s hand she would pirouette, glissade and arabesque, all the while la-laa-ing or humming the tune. She died to Les Sylphides. Her last dance was the Pas de Deux Waltz. Sealie was her partner, giggling and leaping awkwardly about, when Paulina suddenly fell to the floor. Still giggling, the little girl began to tickle her mother.


  ‘Wake up, Mummy.’ Busy little fingers working at her mother’s ribs. ‘Come on, Mummy.’ More impatiently now. Shaking the still figure by the shoulders. ‘Come on!’


  Sealie swears she remembers the moment when she sensed her mother’s dying. The Waltz had finished and in the space of a breath, between its final notes and the first bar of the following Grand Waltz, she saw Paulina’s spirit execute a grande jeté into the unknown, while her body lay on its side, arms arranged in the classic fourth position.


  She knew then that her mother had gone.


  ‘Mummy’s gone away!’ she screamed in terror. This was verified by Mrs McLennon, who told the story over and over to whoever would listen.


  ‘She knew, young Sealie did. She said her mother had gone away. Not that she wouldn’t wake up, like you might expect. The body was still there, right in front of her, for pity’s sake! How could she know her mother had gone? Blessed if I know.’ And she’d shake her head in wonderment at the child’s intuition, or knowledge or perception or whatever it was that had precipitated that cry. All Mrs McLennon could do at the time was cradle the frightened child whose face was grubby with tears and snot.


  ‘Shh, sweetheart. We’ll ring Daddy. You come out here with me.’ Sealie began to shiver violently as Mrs McLennon ushered her into the hallway. ‘Poor little mite. You just pop into the kitchen and we’ll have a nice cup of cocoa. I’ll be with you in a jiffy.’


  A desolate little figure, Sealie sat at the kitchen table and sipped her cocoa, while Mrs Mac hovered uncertainly, wondering what had become of Zav. She took a step towards the door then stopped. I’ll have to find him—but I can’t just leave my poor baby. When Sealie was born, Mrs Mac had moved in with the family, and watched with pride as the little girl learned to smile, to sit, to crawl. When Sealie was fifteen months old she said ‘Mac’ (or something that sounded very like) and Mrs Mac felt real joy for the first time since she received the dreaded telegram from the army.


  Zav had been older, of course, but he treated her with an artless affection that she returned threefold. But where is he? He had come running into the room at Sealie’s cry and saw his mother, of this much she was sure. But she had no recollection of what he did next. He had just disappeared. She hovered between the passageway and the kitchen where her little girl was still hiccuping her distress.


  Poor Mrs Mac! She was cruelly torn by the need to help both her children.


  She knelt down beside Sealie and held her close. The child was still shivering, even though it was a hot January day. ‘Wait here, sweetheart. I won’t be long. Mrs Mac has to go and find Zav.’ She stood up and hesitated in the doorway. ‘You wait here like a good girl and drink your cocoa.’


  Sealie’s big eyes followed Mrs Mac out the door and then she slipped from the chair and padded down the hall.


  ‘Zav?’ Sealie stood outside the closed door of the cupboard under the stairs. ‘Let me in.’ She rattled the handle, but Zav had made a barricade. She stopped rattling and listened. There was a muffled sound followed by a loud sniff.


  ‘Go away,’ came a voice from the cupboard. ‘This is my place.’


  Sealie gave a forlorn little whimper. ‘It’s my place too. I need a cuddle.’ And she continued to snuffle into her skirt until she heard a scraping sound. The door opened slightly.


  ‘Come on in, then. Hurry.’ His voice, unwieldy with adolescence, seemed a thing apart. He grabbed his sister’s hand, closed the door and put his arm around her shoulder. ‘It’s okay for you to cry,’ he said gruffly.


  Sealie felt safe in the cupboard under the stairs. No-one ever came there and it was where she and Zav hid when they didn’t want to be found. She looked at the dim shape beside her. Zav was sitting against the wall with his knees drawn up under his chin. His eyes glowed darkly.


  ‘When’s Mummy coming back?’ she whispered.


  ‘She’s in heaven,’ he said. ‘People don’t come back from heaven.’


  ‘Why did she go?’


  ‘She was sick.’


  Sealie remembered times when she had been sick. Once, she had felt hot all over and her head hurt. She coughed and her nose ran too, and Daddy had taught her how to blow it on a handkerchief. Another time she had felt sick in her tummy and she’d vomited all over Teddy. Vomited had been an interesting new word and while vomiting was nasty, she felt better afterwards—especially when Mrs McLennon cleaned up Teddy.


  It just didn’t make sense. ‘I’ve been sick lots of times. You don’t have to die just because you’re sick.’


  Zav groaned. ‘It was a different sort of sick, Sealie. She didn’t want to die—it just happened.’ His voice wobbled dangerously. ‘If you can’t stop yapping, you can just get out.’ And to the little girl’s dismay, he began to sob. Her big, tough brother was sobbing in her arms.


  She patted him on the back ‘Don’t cry, Zavvie,’ she said. ‘Please don’t cry.’ She was only seven and frightened by the violence of his grief, but she already had a dim sense of his need for her strength, a need that lay dormant until it emerged, fully grown, many years into their future.
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  When Hal received Mrs McLennon’s frantic phone call, he came home in a taxi to find the doctor’s car in the drive. He saw it with relief rather than alarm. Surely the presence of the doctor suggested illness or an accident, not death. Mrs McLennon is a drama queen, he consoled himself as the cab pulled into the kerb. Paulina’s had a fall and lost consciousness. That’ll be it. He was worried, though, and the cab had barely stopped before he flung himself out, thrusting a five pound note into the surprised driver’s hand.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ the doctor said, as Hal rushed through the door. ‘It was instantaneous. She would have felt no pain.’


  Hal stared at him wildly. What was he saying? Why wasn’t he taking care of Paulina? Why wasn’t she in bed? She wasn’t well. Any fool could see that.


  ‘Mrs Mac, please make my wife a cup of tea,’ he said, ‘while the doctor and I help her to her bed . . . Mrs McLennon . . .?’


  But the housekeeper’s face was soggy, her eyes red slits from which moisture oozed until her features seemed to be sliding away. She tried unsuccessfully to arrest the slide with her apron.


  ‘Oh, poor Mrs Rodriguez!’ was all she could say before running from the astonished Hal, who turned his bewilderment onto the doctor.


  ‘She is okay, Keith.’ This was a statement. He was beginning to fear asking the question.


  ‘She’s not okay, Hal.’ A doctor never becomes accustomed to pronouncing death and he bowed his head, unwilling to look his friend in the eye.


  Hal was on the floor now, calling to his wife, entreating her, but she was becoming colder, becoming something other, as her warm, supple body gradually turned to marble in his appalled hands.


  [image: 9781742694580txt_0030_001]


  Meanwhile, his children clung to each other in the cupboard under the stairs, waiting for someone to tell them that the world was still a safe place. That person was not their father, as you might expect, but Mrs McLennon. Realising that Hal had forgotten his children, she washed her face, smoothed her apron and stopped to think. Of course! The cupboard! She went straight to their hidey-hole.


  ‘Xavier. Selina.’ She used their given names, as they all did when things were serious. ‘Xavier. Selina. Can I come in?’ The scraping noise indicated that the barriers were down, so she opened the door to reveal the huddled figures inside.


  ‘Come on, now,’ she said, holding out her hand to Sealie. ‘We’ll go outside and I’ll find you a treat.’ Her mind searched frantically through her cupboards, seeking for something to give them. ‘Your dad’s got a few things to do right now and I have to make a phone call.’ She hugged them so hard that Sealie yelped. ‘I’ll be back in a jiffy.’ She turned to Zav. ‘You look after your little sister.’


  Relieved to have an adult take charge, the children followed her meekly and Zav, feeling the weight of responsibility, tried to distract Sealie with a game of hide-and-seek. ‘You hide. I’ll count to a hundred.’ He gave her an embarrassed hug. ‘Come on. You can hide anywhere in the garden. One, two, three . . .’ Zav’s voice was muffled and his throat tight, but he did the best he could.


  Mrs Mac dialled the local presbytery. ‘You must come, Father. Mr Rodriguez is all overcome, and I don’t know what to do with the children.’ The priest rang a parish member who contacted Paulina’s sister and before long, the children were engulfed in perfume, talcum powder and motherly breasts as a flood of warm-hearted women swept in to comfort them. But they clung fiercely to Mrs McLennon. She was the closest connection they had to their mother, now that their father had deserted them.


  We might blame Hal for the neglect of his children at this tragic time in their young lives. Many did. In later years he blamed himself, but at the time, his grief was so overwhelming that he was barely able to attend the funeral. He lay motionless on his bed as Paulina, a shimmering wraith, danced before his dry, grainy eyes. Unconnected to the earth, she danced, while he felt the remorseless pull of gravity that prevented him from dancing along with her.


  Hal always had energy to spare but now, as grief held him in thrall, he felt himself sliding into a dangerous lethargy. For nearly two weeks he drifted in a twilight that muted the pain he knew would cripple him once he returned to the everyday. Mrs Mac brought his meals to his room and put them on the table with increasing exasperation. She loved the children but Mr R was their father and they belonged with him. There was something less than manly in this wallowing.


  ‘Mr R,’ she said, finally plucking up the courage. ‘You’ll have to get up. The children need you. I’m not bringing your meals anymore.’


  Hal just looked at her and turned his back, burrowing further into the bed. He was hiding his shame. Mrs Mac was right, of course—Paulina would never forgive him. He didn’t go down for dinner, but knew he couldn’t stay in bed forever. He’d resume his life tomorrow and bury his grief in the day-to-day.


  Poor Grandad. He did try.


  That night, Paulina failed to come, and Hal lay staring at the ceiling. Why had she left him? It felt as though his soul had been sliced in two, and grief had dissolved the better half. He trembled at the mere thought of returning to what was left of his life. This room, this house, even their children, were now sources of pain. Absence had invaded every corner—a void that was somehow a presence. There was a malign spirit abroad and it afforded him no rest.


  Hal turned feverishly in the bed and looked across at the space beside him. He usually woke up before his wife and loved to lie beside her, listening to her quiet breathing. She plaited her long hair before coming to bed, but by morning there were always loose strands on the pillow. (He had looked in vain for even one of those long, dark hairs only yesterday.) In the dawn light, the curves of her face were luminous and her cheek was usually cradled in one hand.


  Hal choked back a sob as another vision interposed. The last time he had seen her, those curves had sharpened and her hands were quietly crossed on her breast. She looks like a sleeping princess, Mrs Mac had mourned. But there is a vast chasm between death and sleep, and Hal saw that the living spirit had gone. ‘Please come back,’ he whispered—the same words he had used at what is crassly called the ‘viewing’. ‘Please. I can’t live without you. You’re my soul.’ Murmuring these words like an incantation, he finally fell into an uneasy sleep.


  The next day he awoke, weary beyond imagining, but for the first time in many days, sat down to breakfast with his children. His first words to them were, ‘Not too much sugar on your cornflakes,’ thus arresting Zav’s second scoop mid-air.


  ‘Mrs Mac lets us,’ the boy responded sullenly.


  ‘Mrs Mac lets us,’ echoed Sealie.


  Looking into his children’s wounded grey eyes, Hal’s body sagged.


  ‘Come here.’ And he opened his arms. Sealie tucked herself into his chest, feeling the rough wool like a blessing on her cheek. Zav, older and more awkward, stood at his father’s side and placed a tentative hand on his shoulder.


  ‘We miss her, don’t we?’ Hal said. The children nodded dumbly. ‘And . . .’


  At that moment, Hal realised that he could think of nothing else to say. How could he tell them that he had loved their mother more than he loved them? How could he tell them that he felt guilty—that he should have ensured that Paulina was tethered more firmly to the earth? How could he tell them that he thought if anything would keep her, it was not him, but her children—that, in some obscure way, these children too, had failed to keep her spirit from straying? Of course he could never tell them such terrible things. He looked at Zav who was fighting back tears. He felt Sealie’s trusting little head on his chest.


  I’ll watch over them, Paulina, he promised silently. I’ll love them and keep them safe, just as you would have done. He tightened his grasp on his children and the elusive words came.


  ‘We’re still a family,’ he said, ‘and we all love each other. Mum wouldn’t want us to be sad all the time, would she? Now what we’ll do is finish breakfast and go and buy a tree. We’ll plant it in the garden. It’ll be Mum’s tree and whenever we need to, we can go there and think of her. What do you say to that?’


  The children brightened. Here was their father, taking action, taking control. Despite the aching gap, the world was returning to something like normal. They devoured their cereal with greater appetite, and toast in hand ran out to wait impatiently at the car.


  They finally chose a magnolia. Its soft blooms and curved limbs offered both comfort and grace. They dug and mulched with a will and stood back to admire the little tree.


  ‘It will grow up along with you,’ Hal said.


  And it did. Each year the tree grew taller as Sealie and Zav outgrew their shoes and their shirts and their pants; as Sealie outgrew her dolls and her skipping rope and her best friend, Angie; as Zav outgrew his Lego and his comics and his footy cards. The tree grew wide and tall, and every year bloomed with even more splendour. It watched over the house as the children grew to adulthood, as Hal grew more and more strange. It watched benignly as my mother and father were married under its branches.


  It’s still out there in the garden, its flowers glowing like pale moons. What Hal had neglected to say that day was that the tree would also witness their ageing. Unlike them, it would retain its beauty, just as their mother did. In their collectivememories, and therefore in mine, she remains a beautiful young woman.
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  Mrs Mac stayed on with them, providing a home as well as she could. She loved them, you see. What to others seemed like a sacrifice of her own life, an over-wrought sense of duty, was in fact an act of love. Even Hal, who, as we have seen, could be really obtuse—even Hal was sensible to the value of this woman.


  When she turned thirty-five, the second birthday after Paulina’s death, he told her not to cook anything for dinner. ‘You take the day off and I’ll provide the meal,’ he said grandly before remembering he couldn’t cook. Hal naturally assumed he needed a woman for the task and the only woman he knew well enough to ask was Rose, the wife of his old friend and business partner. Assuming a similar enthusiasm in Rose he scurried around the corner to her house and, bubbling with glee, announced his plan.


  ‘I want to cook a nice roast,’ he said. ‘And an apple roly-poly—and a cake. A fruit cake, I think. I just need a few tips.’


  When she realised the meal was to be cooked that night, Rose was exasperated. ‘You mean you want me to cook,’ she said. ‘Honestly, Hal, I don’t mind cooking for Mrs Mac, but honestly!’ She was lost for words, she said, and Hal grinned back at her sheepishly.


  ‘If you could just put on the roast,’ he said. ‘You and Bob are invited, of course.’


  He took the afternoon off to help and ate more peas than he shelled as Rose prepared the potatoes, pumpkin, carrots and cauliflower cheese, all the while making an apple roly-poly, a fruit cake and occasionally slapping Hal’s hand as it dipped into the peas. They call it multi-tasking now—women seem to be very good at it.


  Mrs Mac was both delighted and embarrassed. Zav gave her a string of fake pearls. He’d saved up. They were nice for fakes.


  ‘Hope you have a happy birthday,’ he said gruffly, handing her the parcel. ‘They’re not real, but the man said they would fool anybody.’


  ‘They’re just lovely,’ she said. ‘Can you help me put themon?’


  Zav wrestled with the clasp and Mrs Mac admired them in the hall mirror. ‘They must be real,’ she said. ‘They look real to me.’ She hugged him and a pleased flush suffused his face.


  ‘Yeah. Well. Happy birthday.’


  Sealie, who didn’t have as much pocket money, gave her a homemade vase with a bunch of flowers. She had spent all of the evening before decorating a nicely shaped jam jar and was pleased to see it as the centrepiece for the table.


  Hal (as suggested by the helpful Rose) had bought her a marcasite brooch.


  ‘I’ll only wear it on special occasions,’ she said, admiring its intricate filigree. Hal gave her a peck on the cheek. He had another surprise and stood up to make a toast.


  ‘We want to wish Mrs Mac many happy returns of the day,’ he said. ‘But first, I have a limerick.’


  Sealie shot a delighted look at Zav who folded his arms, sat back in his chair and grinned indulgently.


  Three cheers for our own Mrs Mac


  Who keeps all the household on track


  A genius with cooking


  And also good-looking


  There’s nothing this woman does lack.


  Hal sat down, modestly deflecting their praise. ‘I’m not too happy with the last line. I reckon it’s a bit clumsy.’


  ‘I love it. Last line and all.’ Mrs Mac spoke softly, but her moist eyes met Hal’s and he knew she meant it.


  


  2


  AUNT SEALIE ALWAYS RISES EARLY. She likes to have a small part of the day to herself. This morning, though, she’s agitated, drinking her coffee and buttering her toast with scant attention. She begins to read the letter again, aware that despite her best efforts, the words she sees are irrevocable.


  Dear Ms Rodriguez,


  I regret to inform you that your appeal against your father’s return to the community has been rejected on the grounds summarised in Attachment 1. A full medical report is enclosed in Attachment 2. As you have been informed, there are no further grounds for appeal.


  At our meeting in November, you were informed that this Facility will cease operations on 25 August and all residents are required to find alternative accommodation by 30 May.


  We understand that your father still owns the house at 17Fyffe St, Yarra Falls. As no other arrangement has been made, he will be released to your care on 18 April.


  Please complete Attachment 3 and return to us for processing at least four weeks prior to that date.


  Further enquiries can be made through Ms Adrienne Suitor, Regional Coordinator.


  Yours sincerely,


  Graham B. Winters


  Chief Medical Officer


  Aradale Hospital


  Sealie folds the letter and glances at the stairs. Zav is still asleep. He sleeps badly at night and finds rest only as the sun rises. She gets up, toast in one hand, coffee mug in the other. I’ve done my best, she tells the magnolia tree. I can only do my best. Your husband. Your son, she adds with sudden hostility. What about your daughter?


  When the government’s deinstitutionalisation policy was first mooted, Sealie hardly noticed. It never occurred to her that it might apply to Hal. Young wards of the state and people with Down Syndrome were moved back with their families or into small group homes. No-one regretted the large, impersonal and sometimes abusive institutions that were closed, and if Sealie thought about it at all, she approved of such measures.


  She continued to visit her father on the first Saturday of every month, for several years taking the Friday evening train and staying overnight at Ararat. The train journey was dull but pleasant, and if she looked up from her book, she saw the flat paddocks stretching out to both horizons. Green, yellow or a fallow brown, their cycle was somehow reassuring. She would lean her forehead against the cool train window and wish that the journey would never end—that she could ride forever in a state of suspension. But Ararat station always came into view and she always alighted with the farmers’ wives, the businessmen and the schoolchildren coming home from boarding school for the weekend. She envied the excited chatter of the children as they ran up to their parents and followed them to waiting cars. Sighing, Sealie would turn away up Main Street to her hotel. She always stayed at the Railway Hotel where she enjoyed the hospitality of Ron and Cheryl Forrester. They were discreet—sympathetic, but never nosey, and when she wasn’t busy, Cheryl came and chatted with Sealie after dinner.


  How’s it going, now? Cheryl would ask, leaning her ample arms on the table. Could do with a bit of rain, she’d say. Or, Ron’s done his back again. Or, The grandkiddies are coming to stay for a couple of days. All safe topics. But her bright, sympathetic eyes saw the strain in Sealie’s face. Even with the passing of nearly twenty years, she always thought of Sealie as the nineteen year old with the sad eyes who, with her head high, had told them on that first day that she was here to visit her father.


  ‘Poor little bugger,’ she’d say to her husband, as they wiped down the bar or stacked the dishes. ‘She must be a saint to visit him after what he done.’ Ron could only nod in agreement. It was a small town and there were very few secrets.


  On these Saturdays, while Hal was still in J-Ward, Sealie had a late breakfast and then walked up the road to the grim, stone building which started life as a jail but was now a ward of the Aradale Psychiatric Hospital. If the weather was warm, she’d stroll and look at the trees and take some pleasure in the blue outline of the Pyrenees and the Grampians. If it was cold, she’d walk faster, but take the long way. Her feet, like her heart, were reluctant, and she’d often pause to tie her shoelace or check her shopping bag. She usually brought small treats for Hal—a new science fiction novel, some toiletries, cigarettes, a store of Cherry Ripes—always the cigarettes and Cherry Ripes. On his birthday she’d bring a sponge cake and later, when hewas able to wear them, a gift of silk pyjamas. Hal was soothed by the feeling of silk against his skin, and when he was moved to the main campus of the hospital, he occasionally directed her to buy a silk dressing gown to replace the old, ratty one that he liked to wear all the time. He hated the government issue clothes he was obliged to wear in J-Ward.


  As the blue-stone walls loomed closer, Sealie would feel her heart beat quicken and taste the bitterness of bile in her mouth. Sometimes, in the early days, she retched violently, and stood by the roadside, dazed and mortified, mopping her mouth with a tissue.


  Hal was well enough treated in J-Ward. It housed many violent patients with severe mental illness, but was staffed by nurses, not warders. The inmates were not convicted felons. They had been found unfit to plead, and a system struggling with concepts of mental illness and criminal behaviour did what it could.


  In these early days she’d sometimes find her father sitting with his hands between his knees, and was stricken to see saliva running unchecked down his chin. At other times his limbs were restless and jittery or worse, his eyes rolled way back in his head. The first time she experienced this, she thought he was having a stroke and screamed for help.


  ‘It’s a reaction to the medication,’ a nurse assured her. ‘No harm done.’


  Sealie nodded dumbly. Why didn’t they tell me what to expect? She felt herself trembling, and despite the fact that she wanted, more than anything, to get away, she sat frozen in her seat as the nurse wiped her father’s chin and hurried on to other duties.


  She saw little of his violence. If he were going through a period of distress or instability, the charge nurse phoned to tell her not to come. This policy was to spare the relatives and friends and to avoid exacerbating the problem behaviour. There were a couple of visits, however, when Hal’s mood changed with savage swiftness, and she was forced to retreat before a barrage of obscenities and curses. Nurses moved in to restrain him, but not before the young woman was seared by the madness in her father’s eyes.


  As time went by, Sealie began to wonder if the chemically restrained Hal were not more distressing. She could shut herself off from the violent stranger who looked so much like her father. But when his mood was sombre and perplexed, when he dribbled like a baby and his eyes rolled back, when he cried out for understanding, there was no refuge.


  ‘I did what I had to do,’ he’d explain with weary insistence. ‘I had no choice.’ Then in a voice filled with anguish, he’d murmur over and over, Christ’s words from the cross, ‘My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?’


  And his slow tears, coming from some desolate place, fell without check, while Sealie’s throat swelled painfully.


  How much longer can I do this? she often wondered. No-one would blame me if I never set foot in the place again. Then she’d remember being hoisted onto her father’s broad shoulders when she was too tired to walk. Or sharing the chocolate milkshake they both loved. She’d remember his clumsy efforts at tying her hair ribbons in Mrs Mac’s absence and his shy presentation of the watch she no longer had any use for.


  Despite her delicate features and slender figure, despite her revulsion and fear, Aunt Sealie was a strong woman; steadfast and loyal. Family was central to her just as it had been to Hal. For better or worse, he was her dad and she would never abandon him.
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  Sealie drains the last of her coffee and busies herself with Zav’s breakfast. She will have to get ready for work soon, and knows if she doesn’t wake him, Zav will remain in his cocoon all day. She poaches an egg, puts some bread in the toaster and makes a pot of tea, arranging it all on a tray with a glass of orange juice and the newspaper. At the last moment, she adds a pen, hoping he might while away some time on the crossword or the sudoku. It drives her crazy to think of him sitting there all day, doing nothing.


  ‘Wakey, wakey,’ she sings, opening the blinds. ‘Rise and shine.’


  Zav’s sleep-tousled head appears from under the bedclothes.


  ‘For God’s sake, Sealie, do you have to be so cheerful in the morning?’


  She indicates his breakfast on the bedside table. ‘You can always make your own breakfast,’ she snaps. They both know that this is an empty threat. It’s part of the fabric of their lives. He grumbles. She responds. He complies. They are like an old married couple. They share too much history to imagine life any other way.


  Zav is the first to back down. Arguments take too much energy. ‘I might go down to the library this morning,’ he offers. ‘Can I pick anything up at the shops?’


  Sealie can think of nothing she needs, but won’t let the opportunity pass. She tries to encourage Zav when he’s in a conciliatory mood.


  Especially when he makes an effort.


  ‘You could pick up some Granny Smiths. I might make an apple pie for the weekend.’


  ‘Sounds good.’ Zav attacks the egg with something like an appetite, then lays down his fork.


  ‘Seal?’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Why can’t we go to the Minister? They reckon she can overrule the Department.’


  Sealie sighs. ‘I’ve done that. Don’t you remember?’


  She remembers only too well—the assistant, grave and sympathetic on the phone, the letter it was suggested she send. The pain of writing it.


  Dear Minister, (she wrote)


  I wish to appeal the Department’s decision in the matter of the release of my father, Heraldo Juan Rodriguez. As you can see in the enclosed file, I am already taking care of my brother, a Vietnam veteran suffering from depression. I cannot be expected to care for my father and my brother in the same house.


  While the doctors insist that my father is no longer a danger to himself or the community, I cannot be sure that returning home will not awaken old memories for both ofthem.


  I cannot be held responsible for the consequences.


  I have power of attorney for my father, but have always left the house in his name. It was his wedding gift to my mother and I could never bring myself to change the title deeds. Now this sentimental gesture means that the Department refuses to find him alternative accommodation as he already owns a house.


  My brother is dependent upon me, and looks on the house as his home. He, too, is fragile and must not be allowed to live alone.


  I make this one last appeal to you to revoke the Department’s decision and find a place for my father where he can be watched and cared for.


  Yours sincerely,


  Selina Rodriguez


  She never got to meet with the Minister. The response to her letter was brisk.


  Dear Ms Rodriguez,


  The Minister has advised me to express her sympathy at your situation, but due to a shortage of suitable places, she is unable to overturn the Department’s decision conveyed in the letter of 14 December.


  She also advises me that the Department will continue to monitor your father’s condition. You are entitled to a full review of his situation twelve months after his release from care.


  The Government is grateful to the family members, like yourself, who have enabled this enlightened policy to be so successfully activated.


  Yours sincerely,


  Marco Torino


  For Judith Torvey, Minister for Social Services


  Sealie’s hand, still holding the letter, had dropped into her lap. She had to read it twice before she was able to fully comprehend its meaning. It’s too much. Don’t let it happen.Please, God—it’s not fair. Her thoughts, as always, turned to her brother. At least spare him. Hasn’t he suffered enough? But she was pleading with a God she had long since ceased to believe in.


  Zav was reading the newspaper when she came in with the letter. She handed it to him without preamble and watched his face as he read it. He swore softly and crumpled it in hand. ‘I won’t let it happen. I won’t.’ His voice began to rise. ‘Do you hear me? I won’t fucking allow it.’


  I can’t take much more of this. Sealie fought to control her anger. ‘For God’s sake, Zav—can’t you see? We have no choice. None. None at all.’


  She moved towards her brother but stopped when he looked directly at her—something he did only rarely. The old panic was in his eyes. ‘We’ll stick together, won’t we, Seal? We’ve always stuck together.’ In an awkward gesture, he put his arm around her shoulder. ‘I don’t want to make things any harder for you—but I’m not sure I . . . how . . .’ His grip became tighter. ‘I’m just . . . I don’t . . .’


  Sealie felt her anger drain away. ‘We’ll manage,’ she said. ‘I promise.’


  So my father and aunt repeat a conversation they’ve had so many times that it feels like a formula.


  ‘We’ve got no choice, Zav. We can’t just turn him out onto the street.’


  ‘I won’t speak to him.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘I won’t have anything to do with him.’


  ‘I understand.’


  ‘Don’t expect me to eat with him.’


  ‘I never said you’d have to eat with him.’


  ‘He always loved you better.’


  ‘It was Mum he loved best of all.’


  ‘I know—Sealie, I don’t really feel up to the library. Can you get me the new Wilbur Smith on your way home?’


  ‘Alright. If you really can’t go out. I’ve got to get ready for work. Make sure you get up today.’


  He nods. But she’s unconvinced.


  I’m not convinced either.
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  Sealie works for the local council as an accounts payable clerk. Dreary work for one who used to dream of a life in the theatre. She still does. Dream, I mean. She always sees herself as the prima ballerina. She listens to the soft swish of her slippers on the boards, feels the tickle of tulle as she brushes it with her arm. She points her toe and curtsies into the warm darkness that swells with applause. There are always flowers—roses, frangipani and pale green orchids. She accepts them gracefully and glides away to her dressing room where she smiles tenderly at her pale, oval face in the mirror.


  She’d be embarrassed to think anyone knew about these daydreams, but I say good luck to her. They do no harm to anyone else and I’m absolutely certain that they make her life easier.


  She did attend classes as a child. Two years before Paulina died, Sealie was wobbling her way through kindy-class.


  ‘You can never start too soon,’ her mother said to the doubtful Mrs McLennon. ‘We don’t want her bones to set wrong.’


  They all went to see her perform in her first Christmas concert. She danced onto the stage in sequinned, blue satin pyjamas, as she and her class lustily sang, ‘Santa’s coming, off to sleep. With toys into our house he’ll creep.’ After interval, she donned a pink tutu with wings and flitted happily around the stage, grinning down at her family. They all thought she was wonderful, but families are like that. Madame, an old friend of her mother’s, watched her more critically. She may have something of her mother’s talent, she mused. Time only will tell.


  Sealie sighs and boots up her computer. It’s the end of the month, so there’s plenty to keep her occupied. She has always had the ability to direct her mind and focus away from painful thoughts. She does this either by daydreaming or by work. Today the figures on her computer take her through to lunchtime when her friend Cassie joins her in the coffee shop next door. They do this every Friday, two partnerless, childless women, the approach of menopause ready to strike a line through the second option. Cassie doesn’t really care. Unlike Sealie, she has little instinct for motherhood and the way her life is organised, very little time.


  Sealie would have been a wonderful mother. How do I know? Because she held me with so much tenderness. She was only seventeen, but she loved me from the moment I was born. She used to hold me and dance, humming little lullabies. That’s when she was still a dancer. She never became a professional ballerina; she grew too tall. But in those days dance was her centre.


  Cassie has always tried to make time for Sealie. She’s the only one at work who knows her story and the friendship goes back to their schooldays.


  ‘So, that’s it then. No more appeals?’


  ‘That’s it. I’ve got five weeks to prepare the . . . well, to prepare the house—and Zav, of course.’


  Cassie stirs her coffee and looks at her friend shrewdly. ‘And what about you? Are you prepared?’


  Sealie has two close friends and she tries to be honest with them. It’s her way of being honest with herself. She pauses before speaking.


  ‘I truly don’t know. I’ve been visiting him all these years, but home . . . That’s different.’


  [image: 9781742694580txt_0049_001]


  Back at her computer, Sealie tries to understand her feelings. One part of her is horrified at the thought of Hal’s homecoming, another part longs to have a father again. How wonderful it would be, if, when Hal came home, things returned to the way they used to be.


  Even after Paulina’s death, the house remained a home. Sealie thought gratefully of Mrs Mac and the cooking smells that welcomed her after school. She had loved nothing more than when she and Zav sat in the kitchen eating freshly baked scones for afternoon tea. She remembers one such time when Hal came in, spattered with the cold rain that was falling outside. He grabbed a scone in each hand and looked at Mrs Mac with his crooked grin. ‘One for meand one for Ron,’ he said unrepentantly as she glared her disapproval.


  ‘Who’s Ron, Daddy?’ Sealie asked.


  Zav looked smug. He knew.


  ‘Later Ron.’ Hal roared with laughter and Sealie nearly choked on her scone. Daddy was so funny.
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  After Paulina’s death, the dance lessons continued. Hal made sure of that. Every Saturday morning, Mrs McLennon would twist Sealie’s hair into the regulation bun before Hal drove her to her class. At the same time, Zav’s friends would pick him up to take him to his football or cricket or tennis. Hal waited for Sealie in the car, reading the paper, until she came out, flushed and excited, to tell him her news.


  One morning, about a year after her mother’s death, she flung herself into the car.


  ‘Daddy, we’re doing colour fairies and I’m going to be centre front! At the Town Hall. I need a red tutu and red shoes. Guess which colour fairy I am. Can we stop at the ballet shop on the way home?’ Unable to contain her excitement, she bounced up and down in her seat.


  ‘I reckon we can manage that.’ Responding to his daughter’s excitement, Hal’s mood became buoyant. He grinned widely. ‘Then we’ll go for a milkshake to celebrate.’


  They ordered the dress and shoes, drank their milkshakes and arrived home to find Zav cleaning mud off his football boots.


  ‘How did it go this morning?’ Hal asked.


  ‘We won. I kicked two goals,’ the boy replied.


  ‘Well done, son. Guess what? Sealie’s going to be centre front for her item at the Town Hall concert.’


  Mrs McLennon frowned. ‘Two goals,’ she said. ‘Good for you, Zav.’ But Zav ducked his head and concentrated on his boots.
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  It wasn’t always like this. Mrs McLennon could remember a time when Hal and Paulina would come home after the match, eyes shining, rubbing their cold hands and a mud-spattered Zav and toddler Sealie rushing in before them, shouting their news.


  ‘What a match,’ Hal would say, unwinding his scarf. Sometimes he lifted his son’s hand in the victory gesture favoured by boxers. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the cham-peen footballer of the world. Xavier Rodriguez!’ He’d ruffle his son’s hair. ‘Five kicks!’ he’d say, or, ‘you should have seen the mark he almost took!’ There was always something to praise, and Hal’s enthusiasm was infectious. He had a flair for limericks, and Mrs Mac never forgot Zav’s.


  Young Zav was a footballing kid


  A cham-peen in all that he did


  When he ran on the ground


  With a leap and a bound


  The other team ran off and hid.


  When Hal recited his rhyme, they would all fall about laughing. It didn’t matter how often they heard it, they laughed. Not because it was funny, but because they were happy.
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  While Sealie deals with exigencies of rubbish removal, parks maintenance and chlorine for the local pool, Zav has no such distraction. He lingers in bed and stares out at a shabby grey sky. The crossword lies half-finished on the floor and the breakfast dishes pile in dirty disarray on the bedside table. At eleven o’clock, he feels the need for a coffee and reluctantly struggles into his dressing gown. Bending down to find his slippers, he feels the familiar pain behind his eyes and stands up wearily. He has only been up a few minutes and is already considering a return to the unmade bed. A moment later, he straightens his back. No, coffee will help to clear the headache and he wants to surprise Sealie by cleaning the house and having her meal ready when she comes home. Zav is well aware of the sacrifices Sealie makes on his behalf, and on his good days, tries to show this in small, manageable ways. After finishing his coffee and washing the dishes, he wishes he hadn’t asked her to pick up his library book. He could have done it himself, he now thinks, bored with the day already. It’s several hours before he needs to start the meal.


  There is something about a sensitive tooth that impels you to test it with the tip of your tongue. Despite your resolve, you delicately probe the cavity. Despite the exquisite shaft of pain, despite all evidence against such an action, you return to the sensitive source as Zav does now.


  Would things have been different if Hal had shown him the affection he had shown Sealie after Paulina’s death? In response to Hal’s apparent indifference, Zav had made an extraordinary effort to excel. He had to be, and was, top in everything—dux of his class, captain of his sporting teams. He sought out the prettiest, most popular girls and with his dark good looks, charmed every one of them. At each success, he looked to Hal for approval but had to make do with the handshake and the familiar Well done, son.


  He confronted his father only once, a few days before his graduation from high school.


  ‘I’m getting the maths and chemistry prizes as well as dux and the all-round sporting cup,’ he announced after dinner. He and Hal were alone that night. Sealie was staying with a friend and Mrs McLennon had gone to the cinema.


  ‘Well done, son,’ came the familiar response.


  Zav wanted to shout, but his voice was subdued. ‘Is that all you can fucking well say?’


  ‘No need to swear,’ Hal admonished. ‘It’s a sign of lazy thinking.’


  Hal was an old-fashioned sort of father who doted on his daughter. The motherless little girl with her cloud of dark hair and soulful grey eyes, inspired the gentle chivalry with which he had treated his wife. He expended his softer sentiments on Sealie, his daughter, his baby. It was okay to kiss your daughter goodnight, to hug her when congratulations were due, but your son . . .? That was a different matter altogether.


  Of course Hal was proud of Zav’s academic success and considerable sporting achievements, but as his son grew older, the best Hal could do by way of acknowledgement was a gruff well done and sometimes a handshake or manly punch to the shoulder. Without Paulina, who encouraged physical contact, he reverted to his own upbringing and kept himself in check. In this, he was not so different from many of his contemporaries. Fathers just didn’t hug their sons in the fifties and sixties. More’s the pity, if you ask me.
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  Zav emerges from his reverie and looks at the clock. He’ll make a casserole. That will fill in some time. As he chops the onion, he’s visited by an image of his daughter. Me. Grace. Amazing Grace. His face is pensive as he reaches for the carrots.


  Perhaps that’s why I was so pleased when they told me the baby was a girl. I had a model for being a good father to a daughter. Ason would have been very problematic.


  It takes some willpower, but he turns away from that thought and resists further probing. He scrapes the carrot almost to oblivion.


  That evening, Sealie is heartened to see that Zav is dressed and to smell the comforting aroma coming from the kitchen. She kisses him affectionately.


  ‘Smells yummy, Zav. I might have a glass of wine after I get changed.’ She goes upstairs and returns, her suit jacket replaced with a bulky jumper. Zav pours her some wine. He pours himself a Coke. He can’t risk mixing his medication with alcohol. They watch the news in companionable silence. Sealie was going to remind her brother that she was driving up to Ararat the next day, but the years have taught her caution. Zav seems okay right now. Why not enjoy the moment?


  As he prepares to say goodnight, Sealie reluctantly mentions her trip tomorrow. He frowns and tells her not to wake him, so she indicates that she has set the table for breakfast.


  ‘Everything’s there ready for you,’ she fusses.


  ‘I know. Thanks.’


  ‘You will get up?’


  ‘I won’t starve to death, for Christ’s sake.’ He sees the hurt flash across his sister’s face. ‘Joke, Seal,’ he says hastily. He kisses her lightly and heads for his room.


  ‘You’re sure you locked the doors?’


  ‘You saw me.’


  ‘Won’t hurt to check again.’ And she sighs as he prowls around, pushing doors, rattling locks. She hears him return to his room and begin his nightly ritual: peering into the wardrobe, looking under the bed, testing the window locks, tapping the walls and finally his voice calling down the stairs.


  ‘Okay. I’m in bed now.’


  She has perfected the timing, and hurries upstairs with his tray.
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  Sealie climbs into her little blue Corolla. It’s her first car and she has had it for fourteen years. She knows she should replace it soon, but it’s comfortable, like an old shoe. Apart from some wear in the driver’s seat which she has concealed with a sheepskin cover, the old car is still respectable. She knows she’ll drive it till it falls apart. Undeniably middle-aged, Sealie has become set in her ways. A new car would be too radical a step to contemplate with any seriousness. So how, she wonders, can she possibly cope with the massive change she must now confront? She and Zav have made a life. Not much of a life, it’s true. But it’s their life and it’s predictable and safe. A sharp toot tells her she’s blocking the fast lane and she moves over to let the other car pass. She must concentrate on her driving. Leave the future to the future.


  Hal is sitting meekly in his silk dressing-gown when Sealie arrives. She’s still uneasy with this passivity, his customary demeanour for the last few years. The medical staff have all assured her that time and treatment have rendered him harmless but she senses a small burning coal behind his mild regard. She’s not sure what it means. She can only hope it’s remorse.


  ‘Dad? How are you today?’ Sealie fidgets a little with her packages, giving Hal the Cherry Ripe but retaining the wrapping as the rules demand.


  Hal accepts the sweet, biting thoughtfully into the rich, dark chocolate, savouring the taste and poking around with his tongue for an errant flake of coconut. ‘Zav not here then?’


  Sealie swallows and checks a rising impatience. Zav is never there. ‘No,’ she says shortly. She won’t make excuses for Zav. And why should she? It would be a betrayal. She sits down and accepts a cup of tea from the trolley. Stirs her sugar long after it has dissolved. Clears her throat.


  ‘Dad. This is the last time I’ll be visiting before you come home.’ She glances at him in an effort to detect his response. He merely nods. Probably doped to the eyeballs, thinks Sealie. She can’t resist the question. ‘Are you looking forward to coming home?’


  Hal’s eyes flare for a moment. His voice is petulant. ‘Home? This is home.’


  Sealie sighs. ‘I’ve explained it all before, Dad. They’re closing this place down. You have to come home. There’s nowhere else to go.’


  ‘Will Zav be there?’ The same question—over and over and over.


  ‘Of course Zav will be there.’


  ‘Poor Zav. Is he still angry? I need to explain.’


  Sealie looks at her father. Despite herself, she pities the gaunt frame, the lost eyes, the vulnerable, naked skull. Her hands twist and tear at the red sweet wrapper.


  ‘Is he still angry, Sealie?’ Hal asks the question humbly, fearfully.


  She shrugs. It’s better that he knows. ‘Zav hasn’t forgiven you. He never will.’


  ‘No. Of course not. Why should he?’ He grabs her arm. ‘If only I could explain . . . He might . . .’ Hal slumps in his chair. His need for absolution bleeds from every pore and Sealie looks at him with pity and horror. He has never asked if she has forgiven him. It’s a question she doesn’t want to explore.


  Hal straightens suddenly, with a curious dignity. ‘Tell him he needn’t worry. I’m in the habit of keeping myself to myself.’


  ‘Yes. That would be best, I think.’


  When Sealie goes, I linger beside my grandfather as he catches his breath in a sob or perhaps it’s just a sigh. He picks up the book Sealie has brought and flicks through the pages. He pats his pocket for his reading glasses and perches them on his nose. The book is by a new author. It looks alright, but these new writers aren’t a patch on Asimov or his old favourite, Fred Hoyle. After scanning a few pages he puts the book down and looks out beyond the wall to a cloud that hangs like a greasy dish rag above the grey bulk of the Grampians.


  


  3


  MY GRANDFATHER BUILT HIS HOUSE of brick. No fragile wood or straw for him. He built his house of brick on a large block that faced the river. While his contemporaries were looking at their environment and employing architects like Robin Boyd, Hal settled on a hybrid of deco and thirties modernism, a strange mish-mash of curved walls and windows piled in a seemingly random fashion, one upon the other. He had it rendered and painted white, and spent some time and effort creating an English garden, with extensive lawns, roses, lavender and some fine deciduous trees. The effect was not unpleasing and at night, when the lights were turned on, the house was transmogrified into an ocean liner setting sail through dark seas. I like to think of Hal as captain of that ship and Paulina its guiding spirit, standing at the wheel beside him.


  Inside, the house was large and rambling, with generous rooms and high ceilings. Because of its singular shape, there were odd little nooks and crannies and when they were young, the children made these their own. There were rules of ownership—no less rigorous for the fact that they were unwritten.


  Sealie’s bedroom was at the bottom of a staircase that led up to a strange little tower attic. This room at the top of the stairs was her private place and she often spent time there with her secret treasure boxes.


  ‘How would you like this?’ Paulina asked one morning when Sealie came into her mother’s room to have her hair brushed. ‘The lock’s broken but it’s still very pretty, don’t you think?’


  Sealie held the box in her hands. It was black and shiny with a picture of a beautiful lady in a long dressing-gown. There was a tree with trailing branches and a funny little curved bridge. Inside, the box was lined with shiny red fabric and there were three small shelves, like steps.


  ‘What can I put in it?’ she asked. Did she have anything beautiful enough to put in such a wonderful box?


  ‘Your hair ribbons, maybe? And the little Scottie dog brooch Nana gave you?’


  ‘And the blue feather I found? And my best shells?’


  Paulina laughed. ‘It’s a treasure box, Sealie. You can keep all your treasures in it.’


  So began Sealie’s lifelong habit of keeping everything in boxes. The attic room gradually filled with shoe boxes, chocolate boxes, cigar boxes, biscuit tins, toffee tins, jewellery boxes, hat boxes, dress boxes and two large trunks, all containing some treasure, some secret, some part of Sealie’s life. As she grew older, she put her favourite out-grown dresses there in one trunk, her ballet costumes in the other. When the young woman turned sixteen, Mrs McLennon thought it was time to start a hope chest or glory box for her, and gave her an embroidered tablecloth and a set of six dinner napkins. Her father gave her a camphor wood chest and thus began a new collection of towels, embroidered sheets, tray cloths, table cloths and satin nightgowns laid away in readiness for her wedded bliss. She expected bliss of course. Why else would the chest be dedicated to hope and glory?


  That first box was always her favourite, though. Whenever she held it, she could feel a soft brush stroking her hair and smell her mother’s perfume.


  There’s another box in that attic. It’s a cream, embossed cardboard box, lined with pink tissue paper. Inside are my baby photos. Me with my mother, my father, with Grandad, with Mrs McLennon and a tall black man. Me with seventeen-year-old Sealie, my pretty young aunt. She hasn’t opened this box in a very long time.


  The round room was my father’s. It wasn’t exactly round, but it had a curved outside wall and was known from the beginning as the round room. It was on the house’s ‘off-side’, and the window looked out onto the neighbour’s fence so it was a gloomy room even in summer. Paulina first used it to store an old sofa, a table and some broken chairs and then left it to itself, airing it a couple of times a month. Zav found this room ideal, providing him with a place to play with his mates on rainy days. In later years, they gathered there to smoke forbidden cigarettes and discuss girls and football.


  Like Sealie, Zav used his room to store his ‘stuff’ as he called it. Unlike his sister, however, his stuff could not be contained. The floor, the table, the chairs were festooned with books, jumpers, meccano pieces, flashlights, toy cars, footy cards, toffee papers and comics, while the walls were home to cricket bats, tennis racquets, camping equipment, bike parts and a large, unidentified metal ‘thing’ that he had rescued from a neighbour’s hard rubbish collection. You never know when something like this might come in handy, he explained when Hal saw him struggling with it up the path.


  And Hal? His place, his space was at Paulina’s side. After she died, he tossed in their bed, embracing the nightgown she left under her pillow. Her perfume lingered for a few precious nights, gradually dispersing into the darkest corners of their room before it dissolved into nothingness. When he was sure that Paulina’s spirit had gone, Hal left the cold bed, took his clothes from the wardrobe and went out, shutting the door. He padded softly to the guest bedroom and slid under the covers of the single bed, pulling the quilt up to his chin. The bed was too small for his large frame, but from then on, he slept in it every night until the day they took him away.


  The room was austere, with a wardrobe, a chest of drawers, an armchair and a side table with a reading lamp. He asked Mrs McLennon to tidy the other bedroom, but not to move any of Paulina’s things. She looked doubtful, but did as he asked. Hal kept the door shut and visited the room occasionally as one might visit a shrine. On their wedding anniversary, and on Paulina’s birthday, he filled the room with flowers. But he steadfastly refused to commemorate her death and was at pains to treat that day as ordinary.


  For the first few years, Mrs McLennon took the children to Mass on their mother’s anniversary. There they would pray for the repose of her soul, travelling afterwards on the bus and train to place flowers on her grave. Sealie made little gifts for her mother—a drawing, a plasticine statue and in the third year, a matchbox covered in Easter egg foil. With impulsivegenerosity, she put her blue feather inside on a nest of cotton wool and tied it with a yellow hair-ribbon.


  Looking at her handiwork with pride, she skipped up to the grave.


  Mrs Mac was shocked. ‘Selina! Show a little respect. This is no place for leaping about like a jumping jack!’


  Sealie stopped short. It was the best present she’d ever given her mother. She couldn’t understand why Mrs Mac sounded so cross. Her lip trembled and her joy evaporated.


  An appalled Mrs Mac hugged and petted her. ‘I felt that ashamed,’ she confessed to her sister, Alice, later. ‘Poor little thing. She put her present down all quiet and guilty looking— and she’d been really happy.’ Mrs Mac’s own face fell. ‘I try that hard to do the right thing, but you can’t replace a mother.’


  The truth was that Sealie’s memory of her mother was fading. The little girl knew from photographs that Paulina had been a beautiful woman, and her own memory was of them dancing together, her mother borne on air, like a cloud-wisp or a spiralling autumn leaf. Sealie remembered Paulina in a pale blue evening gown, dark hair brushing her shoulders. She remembered her in a shiny red coat, laughing as they ran hand-in-hand in the rain. And she remembered her mother’s perfume as she came in to say goodnight. As the years went by, these memories became more stylised, like illustrations in a book of fairytales. As she matured, Sealie wondered what her mother was really like. She had no memory of scoldings or being forced to eat her vegetables or to clean up her room, although she knew these things must have occurred. Having a saint for a mother was all very well, but she would have given anything to be the daughter of a real, live, fallible, flesh-and-blood woman.


  Zav was older, and his mother more established in his memory. Unlike his sister, he missed a real woman. His mother was like everyone else’s, but special—not because she was a saint or a beauty, but because she was his.


  As for me, I find it difficult to call Paulina grandmother. I can only think of her as a beautiful, young ballerina. Poor woman. I idealise her too.


  


  4


  MY GRANDFATHER HAL WAS OBSESSIVE by nature and Paulina had been his grand passion. Her death left him bereft, and he couldn’t let her go. He had been raised in a Catholic family, and while turning to the church in his initial sorrow and loneliness, he soon detected a hollow ring in the formulas. What was the church up to? All this praying for her soul would not bring his wife back. They were lying. If Paulina’s death was God’s will, then God was not the loving Father they all pretended he was. This so-called God had taken his wife, the mother of his children, and expected to be repaid with love and veneration. What a joke that was! A sinister, evil joke; a lie created by the church and perpetuated by mendacious priests who refused to hold their God accountable. In his anger, Hal challenged the hapless Father Murphy.


  ‘You’re in pain, now,’ the priest reasoned. ‘We can’t hope to understand God’s ways in this life. Open your heart and you’ll find comfort in Jesus and His Blessed Mother.’


  Hal looked at the old man with contempt. ‘It’s easy for you to say. What would a priest know about losing a wife?’


  ‘I understand human pain, Hal. I grew up in a family. The love between a husband and a wife is . . .’


  ‘Nothing to you.’


  The priest bridled. ‘I’m sorry, but that attitude is uncalled for. If you can’t accept the consolation of the church, then I’ll say no more.’ He gathered up his cassock and stalked away. ‘I’ll pray that you find peace,’ he said grudgingly over his shoulder.


  ‘Don’t waste your time on me,’ Hal shouted after him. ‘Save your prayers for the poor buggers who believe in all that crap.’


  Hal’s knuckles were white as he gripped the wheel and the drive home from church was charged with his anger. The children sat very still, not daring to speak. Their dad had been arguing with a priest! They turned to Mrs Mac for help, but she appeared to be focused on her gloves.


  She looked up just in time. ‘Red light!’


  Hal braked, the tyres squealing. He drove more carefully then, and when they were safely parked at home, they all dispersed to avoid further embarrassment.


  Sealie stopped her big brother as he bolted towards the round room. ‘Why was Daddy so cross?’


  ‘Because he’s an idiot. That’s why.’ And Zav slammed the door to his private space before Sealie could follow him.
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  Hal had had enough. Sealie and Zav were squabbling again about whose turn it was to do the dishes.


  ‘Keep it down,’ he roared. ‘I’m listening to the news.’


  ‘Zav pushed me,’ Sealie whined.


  ‘Did not.’


  ‘Did so.’


  ‘Did you push your sister?’


  ‘She pushed me first.’


  Hal’s head began to throb. I can’t take much more of this. ‘She’s five years younger than you. Can’t you at least try to be more mature?’


  Hal banged the door to his room and sat on the bed, fuming. All he wanted was a little peace. Not too much to ask, surely?


  A day few days later, when Mrs McLennon went to clean his room, she found a new lock on the door. That evening, she asked for the key. So I can finish the cleaning and change your sheets, she explained unnecessarily.


  Hal frowned. ‘I’ll clean my own room from now on,’ he said. ‘That way I can keep everything in its place.’


  Mrs McLennon stared at him in disbelief. His room was so bare. How could she leave anything out of its place? His dressing-gown hung behind the door. His hairbrush and library book were aligned on his bedside table, along with his wallet and keys. His slippers were under the bed. That was it—apart from his clothes hanging in the wardrobe. And you couldn’t count those. After laundering, Mrs McLennon had always hung them herself. With some justice, she bristled at Hal’s implication.


  ‘I’m sorry if my work is unsatisfactory, Mr R. I can only do my best.’


  Hal was contrite but firm. ‘You have enough to do, Mrs Mac. What with the children and all. I’m just trying to—pull my weight.’ He smiled what he hoped was a conciliatory smile.


  ‘I’ve never heard of a man doing for himself,’ said the housekeeper in a huff. ‘But if that’s what you want—just make sure you leave the laundry out on Tuesdays.’


  Every Monday she’d leave fresh clothes and linen in a basket outside his door. And every Tuesday she would find clothes and used sheets folded neatly in the same basket. OnSaturdays, Hal disappeared into the room with duster and vacuum cleaner, emerging after a period of whirring and banging to return each to its proper place.


  ‘It seems to be working out,’ Mrs McLennon told her sister as they sat over their weekly afternoon tea. ‘What with the children and all . . .’ She sounded less than convinced.


  Alice shook her head. ‘You’re a saint, Eileen. An honest to God saint.’


  ‘We all do our bit,’ her sister replied. ‘But I think the world of those kids. And I feel that sorry for poor Mr R.’
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  Meanwhile, ‘Poor Mr R’ was deceiving his loyal housekeeper. He may have called his former faith crap but he had old religion buried deep in his genes. In his mind Paulina merged with the Catholic Mary to become a sort of female deity. He sent his children to expensive schools and made sure they were well cared for. He went to parent–teacher interviews and acted like anyone else’s father. He ran his several businesses with competence and just enough flair. But underneath all this, he became more and more convinced that it was his quest in life to find a true religion that would return his wife to him.


  This was confirmed when he was visited by a messenger from God.


  A Voice spoke out of the darkness of his grief. At first it was no more than an indistinct murmur and Hal could sometimes be seen to shake his head, as if to dislodge an insect from his ear. When he moved from the marital bed, the murmur became a whisper, but the words were still beyond his reach.


  ‘I can’t hear you. Speak up.’ Even as he said this, Hal was wondering if he were imagining the presence.


  One night, however, as he was turning down his bed, the Voice spoke with clarity and purpose. You have lost your wife. It is your task to bring her back.


  This was, without a doubt, the voice of a separate entity. It was as real as a voice he might hear on the radio.


  ‘How? How can I bring her back?’


  You must find a way or you’ll never be free. Acknowledge your evil and bring her back.


  Acknowledge your evil and bring her back. The Voice returned every night, pounding at him until he despaired of ever finding a way. Hal became withdrawn, and took to sitting alone in his study, staring out at the magnolia.


  ‘I’m sure I don’t know what to do,’ Mrs Mac told Eileen. ‘He goes through the motions, but it’s as though we’re not really there.’


  Zav pretended there was nothing wrong, but Sealie, so much younger, seemed to sense his need. In the twilight before dinner, she’d patter into the study and climb up on his knee, leaning her head into his chest. Sometimes she’d pat his arm with a comforting little hand.


  Despite his withdrawal from the world, Hal always put his arm around her so she wouldn’t fall. He felt the butterfly pats brush the ragged edges of his pain and a lump came to his throat. He’d give her a kiss before she slid down and somehow, briefly they both felt a little safer.


  At the moment of his deepest despair, he suddenly understood what he must do. Paulina was a spirit now and he had to call to her in a special way. All at once, the shadow lifted and he set about gathering as many photographs of Paulina as he could find. Next he sought images of the Virgin Mary.


  I have to admit that his taste was eclectic. He was especially fond of Raphael prints, but interspersed them with cheap, saccharine images he found in church supply shops. He set a plaster statue with a blue cloak and a gormless smile beside a valuable old wood carving of the Madonna and Child that his great-grandmother brought with her from Peru.


  He worked furiously, banging in nails and smoothing down sticky tape and when one wall was completely covered, he stepped back and grinned. How’s that? He addressed the Voice but it remained silent.


  I’ll show you!


  Poor Grandad. At that stage he believed the Voice could be placated.


  The next time he sat back to review his work, every wall in that room, every spare shelf, even the windowsill, displayed an image of Paulina or Mary. Central to it all was a large poster of the Melbourne Ballet with a black-and-white photograph of a scene from Swan Lake. Paulina was there, but from a distance it was impossible to tell one swan from another. To Hal though, they were all multiples of his Paulina. Every swan, every Madonna, was a portrait of his lost wife.


  After dinner each night, he would talk for a while with the children and then retire to his room, ostensibly to read. The book soon fell from his hand and he’d stare at the wall, immersing himself in the images, willing Paulina to come to him. He wanted to see her dance just one more time. To hold her. To tell her he loved her. But the images stared back at him with blank eyes.


  Hal became impatient. He needed to do more. He had to somehow invoke her presence. In the pearl-covered prayer book she carried on their wedding day, he found the beginnings of his liturgy. He carefully copied passages from the Litany of Mary—Mirror of Justice, Throne of Wisdom, Cause ofour Joy, Mystical Rose, House of Gold, Morning Star, Queen of Peace . . . what richness to describe a woman beyond compare!


  He feverishly turned the pages of the Bible until he found Solomon’s Song of Songs—Who is she who cometh forth as the morning rising, bright as the sun, fair as the moon, terrible as an army in battle array. He baulked at the army reference. He couldn’t envision Paulina in army fatigues. Not to worry. It was his liturgy. He’d just leave the battle bit out. Finally, in the beautiful Canticles he found the words of invocation. Draw me . . . that is with thy grace: otherwise I should not be able to come to thee. Show me, O thou whom my soul loveth, where thou feedest, where thou liest in the midday . . .


  On Sunday mornings, when Mrs McLennon and the children went to Mass, Hal began to perform his own ritual in the room behind the locked door. He lit the candles and the incense; he spoke the words; he knelt before the poster. Finally he offered libation from a bottle of good quality claret.He never really understood why he did this, but it felt right. He was careful not to pour it all away and finished the bottle with his Sunday roast. With his new cunning, he always smoked a couple of cigarettes before the family returned. He had to mask the smell of incense that lingered so inconveniently around the doorway.


  Hal managed to keep his secret for a few weeks before Mrs McLennon found him out. She was inclined to stand and talk after church, but this Sunday it was raining and she came straight home in time to hear the end of Hal’s ritual. She couldn’t make out the words but he seemed to be talking to someone in his room. There was a strangely familiar smell, too.


  When he came out for lunch, she asked casually if he’d had a visitor.


  ‘No. Why do you ask?’


  ‘Just thought I heard you talking to someone.’


  ‘Must’ve been the radio,’ Hal mumbled. And the subject wasn’t mentioned again.


  Mrs McLennon was only human and she began to wonder about the locked room. Finally, with the pretext of cleaning the windows she climbed a ladder and worked her way along to Hal’s retreat. The curtains were not drawn, and after staring in disbelief, she climbed back down, her face puckered.


  ‘Pictures of her everywhere. And holy pictures. All of Mary.’ Mrs McLennon appealed to her sister. ‘What should I do, Alice? It’s not natural.’


  Alice poured the tea thoughtfully. ‘He’s in mourning, remember. I’ve heard of other people doing the same sort of thing. Remember when the Morgans lost Ben in that car accident? Maura was telling me that they left his room exactly the way it was. Just closed the door and left it. Didn’t even tidy up first.’ She bit into her vanilla slice. ‘People do funny things when they’re grieving.’


  ‘So you don’t think I should say anything?’


  Alice was the pragmatic one. ‘It’s his business, Eil. You’ve got a good job there. And what about the kids? If he thinks you’ve been snooping around . . .’


  So Mrs McLennon said nothing and Hal became haggard as he sat in his chair each night, waiting for his wife. The Madonnas, the photos of Paulina, all were remote. Indifferent. They looked down at him with empty eyes, mocking his grief. One night, he couldn’t stand it any longer. He leaped to his feet and began to pull down the pictures, clear away the statues. One by one, he flung them into a cardboard carton. Finally, he reached up to the poster, but his hand fell to his side. No. He couldn’t bring himself to take that down. That picture held Paulina’s essence.


  ‘I’m sorry, Paulina. I meant to keep you safe.’


  In less than an hour, the room was back to its original austerity, but when he left for work the next morning, he decided to keep it locked. It was the one place in his rambling house he could find the solitude he increasingly craved.


  But he couldn’t give up on Paulina.


  You must try harder, the Voice said. Your efforts are pathetic.


  I just need time, Hal pleaded. Give me more time.


  After dinner one night, he sat down heavily on the bed. What had he been thinking? As he had said to Father Murphy, no prayers, no ritual would bring her back. He had not looked after her properly and she’d left him. And well she might. It was the nature of things. Sin entails penance.


  Over the next few weeks, Hal read all he could find on penance. Like the Inquisitors, he favoured physical punishment. A few Hail Marys was a penance for children and the faint-hearted. He finally settled on fasting or flagellation. He still needed to operate in the world, so fasting wasn’t a long-term option. So by default, flagellation became his penance of choice.


  He slipped into Handee Hardware and examined the range of ropes. The Carmelites suggested a soft rope that wouldn’t break the skin. He took it home and knotted it; he wanted to feel pain. Then he waited. The following Monday, while Mrs McLennon was at bingo and the children were doing their homework, Hal began his penance. He sat with the rope on his knees and wondered how it was done.


  ‘Shirt off,’ he mumbled to himself. ‘Singlet.’ He looked at the little pile of clothes on the floor, decided he felt a bit silly in his shoes and removed those as well. He peeled off his socks, and stared for a bit at his long, bony feet. He left his Y-fronts on. That was a blessing, at least.


  ‘Okay, then.’ He swung the rope experimentally over his shoulder. It grazed his ear and fell limply down his back. Try again. His bursitis was hurting more than the rope. Best to try the other hand. Maybe if he swung under his arm and aimed for his lower back . . . That was a bit better but he was sure that pictures he had seen of saints had them doing it the other way. He changed hands and tried over the shoulder once more.


  Swish! Swipe! The rope tangled itself around the bedpost. That night he went to bed early and took a Bex for the pain in his shoulder. His back remained smooth and unmarked.


  A coarser rope. That would solve the problem. Hal went to the hardware store at lunchtime and found just the thing. That night he could hardly wait to finish dinner and rushed off to his room. He rolled his shoulder a few times before attempting to apply the new rope. No point in doing any real damage. Swish! Swipe! Nothing. The problem was now obvious. The rope was too light. He needed something heavier to give it sufficient momentum. For someone who barely recognised the working end of a screwdriver, he was spending a lot of time in Handee Hardware. The new rope wasn’t very pliable and he spent a frustrating half-hour before knotting it to his satisfaction. He took off his shirt, shoes and socks.


  ‘Here we go!’ Swish! Swipe! He groaned. It was no good. He had always been uncoordinated. With sudden, and I have to say, rare insight, he imagined what Paulina would have said. How they would have laughed. He grinned, despite himself. He must look a right idiot sitting on a chenille bedspread, trying to scourge himself with a rope.


  At that moment, there was an urgent banging on the door.


  ‘Open up, Hal. It’s me, Bob.’


  ‘Please come out, Mr R. It’s me—Mrs McLennon.’


  ‘What’s wrong? Just a mo’.’ Hal tucked the rope under hispillow. Still buttoning his shirt, he opened the door. ‘What’s up?’


  ‘You’re safe. Thank you, Jesus.’ Mrs McLennon crossed herself in relief.


  ‘Safe? Jesus? What’s going on?’


  Bob pushed his way into the room. ‘Mrs Miles from Handee Hardware rang her. Said you were buying rope.’ He cleared his throat. ‘She thought you might have been—you know . . .’


  Hal looked puzzled. ‘What? I might have been what?’


  ‘Going to do away with yourself,’ said Mrs Mac, her words tumbling over one another. ‘And then what would happen to those poor children?’
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  They would have been better off. That’s what. Because it wasn’t long after this small drama that Hal met Godown Moses as he walked past the discreet doorway of The Perfumed Garden in Purdy Street.
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  IT WOULD HAVE BEEN HARD to miss Godown Moses, as he swept the steps leading up to the club. For a start, he was so large. And black. A huge, muscular man with exuberant hair and dark, humid eyes. His manner belied his wild appearance.


  ‘Pardon me, Sir,’ he said as Hal walked by. Hal, lost in thought, was startled to hear himself addressed in a voice at once deep and harmonious. ‘Pardon me, Sir. Could I interest you to the company of a pretty lady?’ Godown Moses leaned on his broom and waited courteously for a reply.


  Hal stopped, despite himself. The demeanour of this man made him impossible to ignore. ‘Er—thank you, no,’ Hal said finally. ‘Family man, actually.’ And made to hurry away.


  ‘Good for you, Sir,’ said the man, following him a little down the street. ‘Then may I invite you and your family to the Church of the Divine Conflagration this Sunday?’ He handed Hal a leaflet and then turned to another passer-by.


  ‘Pardon me, Sir. Could I interest you in a pretty lady?’


  Hal thrust the leaflet into his pocket and continued on his way. What an odd character. Touting women on one hand and church on the other.


  A couple of days later, as he emptied his pockets prior to loading the laundry basket, Hal found the leaflet.


  Church of the Divine Conflagration, he read. Services Sundays at ten am. Rear Safouris’ Electrical Repairs and Dry Cleaning, 52 Horton St, Yarra Falls. Acknowledge your evil and lay down your burden at the feet of the Lord, the text advised, just above the PTO. Hal turned the paper. There he saw a hand-drawn map with a cross marking the location of the church, under a letterhead for The Perfumed Garden faintly visible beneath the pencil lines that were meant to obliterate it. Smiling, he prepared to toss it in the wastepaper basket but hesitated and slipped it into the drawer instead.


  The leaflet was amateurish, he knew, but Hal felt its call. He took it out and studied it again. Was this a message? The burden. Did this refer to his quest for connection to Paulina? Acknowledge your evil. The Voice had intoned those very words over and over. And here it was in black and white on a leaflet for the Church of the Divine Conflagration. Hal’s eyes took on a feverish light as he sought to confirm what he wanted to believe.


  Apart from the words on the leaflet, there was the man who had given it to him. Along with the strange courtesy and distinguished bearing, Hal sensed a quiet force. Perhaps knowledge. Even if their meeting were a coincidence, Hal was compelled to follow it up. His intellectual scepticism was counterbalanced by his very real need to believe in something beyond the material world that, without Paulina, was simply insufficient.


  While to me, the Church of the Divine Conflagration was a joke, I have to admit that there was something about that large black man—his eyes, his voice, I don’t know. But I can see why my grandfather was intrigued.


  Hal found the leaflet in his hand again the next night. Heread the details more carefully. So the church was behind Safouris’ shop. He knew it well. He took his suits there to be dry-cleaned and had exchanged pleasantries with the Greek couple who ran the business. The shop was divided in two by means of a red line painted on the floor. This line continued over the counter and up the back wall and Spiros and his wife defended their separate territories with military fervour. As a dry-cleaning customer, Hal had to stand on the right side of the line. Should he stray a little, Spiros would look up from under dark brows and clear his throat.


  ‘Would you mind stepping this way, Mr Rodriguez,’ Helena would sigh. ‘My husband is a pig, you understand.’ And she would flash a triumphant smile across the line. One successful battle in a long campaign.


  When Hal arrived on Sunday morning, he hoped to see Spiros and Helena, but the shop was shut. He stood uncertainly on the footpath and was relieved to see the man who had given him the leaflet striding down the street.


  ‘Is this the church?’ Hal asked.


  The man stopped in surprise.


  ‘Indeed it is, Sir.’ He held out his hand. ‘I am Pastor Moses B. Washbourne, formerly Sergeant Moses B. Washbourne, of the Armed Forces of the United States of America.’


  Hal’s hands were large, but they were entirely lost in the mighty grip of Moses B. Washbourne. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Pastor—Sergeant.’


  ‘Only Pastor when church is in session. Rest of the time people call me Godown Moses or just Godown.’ He began to sing in a fine baritone Go down Moses, way down in Egypt land . . . The singing stopped abruptly. ‘That’s how I got my name.’ He shuffled his feet and managed to look both shifty and repentant. ‘Well, to be honest,’ he sighed, ‘I was a bad man with the women before I returned to the Lord and my army buddies gave me that name, but it means somethin’ different now.’ All the while he was fiddling with the padlock on a side gate as Hal stood by, silent and bemused.


  ‘This way.’ Godown Moses led his flock of one down a narrow path to a large backyard, where a fibro-cement shed stood under the shelter of two large flowering gums. He stepped in, switched on a light and motioned for Hal to enter.


  The dimly lit interior of the shed was dominated by a large wooden cross. In front of this was a lectern supporting an open book. There were several chairs facing the cross and the side walls were lined with neatly labelled cartons. ½ inch cable, Hal read. Duct tape, switches (mixed), coat hangers, ledgers 1952–58 . . .


  Godown busied himself at the lectern and took a stole from one of his ample pockets. He draped it around his neck and raised his hands, palms out.


  ‘Give thanks unto the Lord,’ he intoned. ‘For he is good; for his mercy endureth forever.’


  Hal looked around. Where was the rest of the congregation? ‘Give thanks unto the God of gods; for his mercy endureth forever.


  ‘Give thanks to the Lord of lords; for his mercy endureth forever.’


  The pastor looked meaningfully at Hal. ‘For his mercy endureth forever. That’s the response, brother.’


  ‘For his mercy endureth forever,’ Hal mumbled, shuffling his feet.


  ‘To him who alone doth great . . .’ Godown shut the book. ‘It’s no good,’ he said. ‘I can’t preach the Word to just one person. Still, it’s a startin’ point. In His own good time, the Lord will send us companions in worship.’


  Hal, used to stained-glass windows and marble altars, was unable to imagine why anyone would want to worship in a shed full of junk. He looked at the cardboard cartons, the cobwebs and the battered lectern. Then he looked at the pastor who was eagerly scanning his Bible for next week’s text.


  ‘What do you think of this one? “Come to me all ye who labour and are heavy burdened?” I do so enjoy preachin’ to a text like that. Showin’ the Lord’s mercy and compassion and all.’ Meanwhile, he bustled about, tidying up his meagre belongings, planning his sermon and humming an unfamiliar but haunting tune.


  Hal recognised simple goodness in the other man’s face and understood, that it was the pastor himself who would draw people to this church, just as he, Hal had been drawn. He turned to leave but felt the sharp realisation of impending loss. He was sure now that this man had access to the knowledge he craved.


  So Hal, rather than risk losing this opportunity, fell back on the banal. ‘Come over to my place for a beer,’ he said, ‘and you might as well stay for lunch.’


  The pastor shook his head and sighed. ‘A beer? Get thee behind me, Satan.’ But he was ready enough to jump at the offer, especially if it came with a family meal.


  Mrs McLennon and the children were more than a little surprised to find an exceptionally large, black man, wearing a purple stole, drinking beer in their lounge room. At first, Zav thought that their visitor was the coolest person he had ever seen, but Sealie hung behind her brother. She was even more alarmed when a large, albeit gentle hand was placed on her head and a loud voice entreated the Lord to bless and keep her. She backed out of the room, her eyes large with fright while her oblivious father asked Mrs McLennon to put a few more veggies in the oven.


  Over their Sunday roast lamb, the family listened to Godown’s story. He was born and raised in Washington DC, he told them and his father was a driver for a US senator. His mother was a dressmaker, ‘a God-fearin’ woman, who sang in the church choir. I was workin’ on buildin’ sites when Pearl Harbor was bombed so, quick as you like, I joined up in one of them Negro regiments.’


  ‘How did you find yourself in Australia?’ Hal asked. ‘Did you come here on leave?’


  ‘I surely did. Came here on furlough in forty-five and married a girl from Brisbane. She was a sweet girl, but it didn’t last. Those parents of hers didn’t want no coloured grandchildren. They poisoned my little Judy against me.’


  Mrs McLennon looked at him doubtfully. Underneath the courteous exterior, she sensed something—energy? Fervour, maybe? She couldn’t put her finger on it, she told Alice later. But it was there. Maybe the girl’s parents felt that too, she thought, although she was realistic enough to acknowledge that black skin was probably more than enough to alarm them.


  After lunch, Hal took his guest back into the lounge room and quizzed him some more over coffee. There was a question he couldn’t ask at the table.


  ‘How is it that you work in a brothel? I mean, with your religious convictions, it’s a strange choice of career.’


  Godown snorted. ‘Choice of career? Choice? Don’t you see I’m black? What choice you think I got?’ He held Hal’s embarrassed gaze in his own. ‘Even at the Garden, they only want me for my muscles.’


  Hal turned away and began to poke at the fire. ‘I’m sorry . . . didn’t think,’ he mumbled. What Hal meant was, he didn’t notice. He saw that Godown was black of course, but it made no difference to him at all and it pained him that it might make a difference to others. My grandfather was a straightforward man, genuinely unable to imagine why skin colour should be an issue. He listened courteously as Godown continued.


  ‘You know why I can’t do the Lord’s work properly? One— I’m a lone black man in a white city. And two—I work in a brothel.’


  Hal was intrigued. ‘But you invite the punters in. How can you square that with God?’


  ‘The Lord tells me to give to Caesar that which is Caesar’s. The Garden pays me, and I owe it to them to do a good job.’ He grinned conspiratorially. ‘Don’t stop me from tryin’ to convert some of them girls, though.’


  They sat in companionable silence for some moments, then Godown looked shrewdly at his host. ‘I’m sensin’ somethin’ sad in your life, friend,’ he said. ‘Offer your sorrows to the Lord. He’s a truly lovin’ Father.’


  ‘So they say,’ said Hal drily. ‘I can’t say I’ve noticed it myself.’


  ‘You can’t say that. Let me help you, friend.’


  ‘Hal. Please. Hal.’


  ‘Hal. Let me show you the ways of the Lord. Let me unlock the springs of your sorrow.’


  Hal had never heard anyone speak this way in normal conversation. It was so rhythmic and soothing it sounded like poetry. Or a song. The resonance of Godown’s voice made his words a song.


  From that moment, Hal placed his trust in Pastor Godown Moses. He told him how he had built this house for his bride. How they had two precious children. How they had lived happily, but not ever after.


  ‘I’ve tried to reach her—I’ve tried to reconcile with God. But she moves further away every day. I’ve let her down and she’s moving further away from me.’


  ‘She’s waitin’ for you, Hal. When your time in this vale of tears has passed, she’ll be there, waitin’ to lead you to glory.’


  This notion of a kindly God. Hal knew it was all rubbish, of course. No different from Father Murphy when you thought about it. But he had seen faith and hope in this man’s eyes. What if it wasn’t rubbish? What if this stranger knew, really knew that the universe made sense? That the loss of a loved one was a temporary state? What if he actually knew the one thing that Hal wanted to believe?


  Hal’s voice was low, so low that Godown had to lean forward to hear him. ‘How can I know? What can I do?’


  The pastor’s eyes shone. ‘You have to know the Lord to understand his ways.’


  ‘Tell me about him.’


  Godown could recite whole passages of the Bible by heart. ‘In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth . . . Now what does that tell you, friend?’


  Hal had never thought much about the meaning of the scriptures and was largely unfamiliar with the Old Testament.


  ‘A bit more,’ he said. ‘I can’t get anything out of a few words.’


  Leaning forward, Godown grasped his hands. ‘But you can. Just think. First there was nothin’ and no-one ’cept God. And what did he do? He created places—homes for us, Hal. For you and me. God created heaven and earth.’


  ‘How do we know he created them for us? Maybe he wanted them for Himself.’


  ‘Because He didn’t need no place for Himself. He was already there. Logic, Hal. He created them places for somethin’ outside of Himself. Us.’ He emphasised his words by tapping his own then Hal’s chest. ‘Me ’n’ you, Hal. Me ’n’ you.’


  Hal was impressed by the other man’s certainty. He refused to question the spurious argument because he wanted so much to believe. If there was earth, which there obviously was, then there must be a heaven and if there was a heaven, well, Paulina still existed and one day . . . As Godown said— logic. Hal had moved right to the edge of his chair. ‘Yes. I see. Go on.’


  ‘And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.


  ‘And God said “Let there be light”; and there was light.’


  The beauty of the words. Hal had no idea that the Bible was so beautiful. He felt he could have closed his eyes and listened to Godown’s voice forever.


  ‘And God saw the light, that it was good: and God divided the light from the darkness . . . do you see, Hal? It don’t just mean night and day, it means light and dark in our souls— good and evil, Hal. We got to reach for the light and refrain from enterin’ the dark.’ The pastor paused and sat back. ‘You have to work at this, friend. Where is the light and dark in your life?’


  Hal searched for an answer. Light. Let’s see. Light . . . Paulina, of course. But she wasn’t actually in his life anymore. Or was memory enough to call it light? Maybe she belonged with darkness because her death was the source of his sorrow? Paulina and darkness? His face twitched with anxiety. Perhaps he should move on and return to Paulina later. Light . . . Sealie and Zav. That went without saying. His businesses? Mundane. Yes. But true. Mrs Mac’s roast dinners. The magnolia. MrsMac herself, now he thought about it. Cold beer in summer, the Lions winning the premiership. He was on a roll. Slim Dusty. Elvis Presley. The beach. Ballet . . . no. Not anymore. Ballet. That had disappeared into the dark.


  So Hal, for all his melancholy, found light easier than dark. When he tried to shine a light into the far corners of his mind, he discerned amorphous shadows but averted his eyes before they solidified into the real shapes. Finally, because Godown was waiting, he whispered the two words that huddled there in the dark—loss and fear.


  ‘Tell me about loss, Hal.’ Godown’s voice was gentle, like he was speaking to an invalid.


  ‘Loss. I lost Paulina. She was the brightest light of all.’ Hal stared out the window at the magnolia. ‘When she died I lost something of myself. I’m different, now. Even the children . . .’


  ‘The children. A great blessing, Hal. And part of her, too.’


  ‘I know that. But I fear losing them. I try to be a good father. I really do. But there’s always a terrible hole . . .’ Hal was struggling. ‘I’ve been reading this book—it’s science fiction, but the author’s a real scientist. He talks about the death of a sun and how matter finally falls into this black hole—I don’t really understand it, but that’s like the darkness I feel . . .’ He grappled for an explanation, his hands coming together to demonstrate the collapse of the sun. ‘This matter is so dense, so heavy . . . it was a sun—alive and warm and then . . . do you understand what I’m saying? It—troubles me. It drags my spirit down.’


  Hal had never spoken like this before. There had been no-one to listen. Father Murphy would have admonished him for the sin of despair. The children were too young. Mrs Mac, good woman though she was, was a very literal person and Bob was more comfortable with ledgers and sales figures. His other mates were happy to discuss the football and cricket but not their feelings. Now, here he was, ranting like a madman to someone he hardly knew.


  The pastor’s response was so kind that Hal wanted to cry. ‘I don’t know nothin’ about black holes, friend. But I do know that even the Lord knew despair, and somewhere in the blackest of holes, there’s a light and lovin’ arms waitin’ for us all.’ He bowed his head. ‘Let us pray that we can find that light.’


  For the first time in a long while, Hal began to feel some hope.
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  That night, the night they spoke of light and dark, was one Hal never forgot, and when his guest stood up to go, he felt a rising panic. There was so much to know. He had to keep this man by his side. And with little reflection, he plunged headlong into a friendship that would stoke the embers of his incipient madness.


  ‘Tell you what,’ he said, clutching his guest’s arm excitedly. ‘Tell you what. You can live here, in one of the spare rooms. I’ll give you a job at the printing factory and then you can run your church with a free conscience.’


  ‘My conscience is already free,’ said Godown with dignity. ‘But I accept your kind offer on behalf of the Lord, who is indeed mysterious in His ways.’
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  ‘You did what?’ Mrs McLennon had been part of the family long enough to question Hal when he made what she considered silly decisions, but this, as she told Alice, really took the cake.


  ‘He just came in, calm as you like and told me that this complete stranger was coming to live with us. “Please prepare the back bedroom, Mrs Mac”, he says. “I have asked Mr Washbourne to stay with us.”’


  ‘Just like that?’


  ‘Exactly like that. I told him. Mr R, I said. You hardly know this man. You can’t just ask him to stay. What about the children?’


  ‘You couldn’t speak plainer than that.’


  ‘Much good it did. He’s bringing his things tomorrow. Will I be expected to do for him too? I asked Mr R that very question.’


  ‘And?’


  ‘And he said Mr Washbourne can do his own cleaning and laundry. I have to cook for one extra, though.’
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  Godown Moses Washbourne proved to be an exemplary house guest. He kept his room with military neatness and washed and ironed his own clothes. He even offered to help Mrs McLennon with the family ironing, but that was her domain, thank you very much. Still, she allowed him to chop the wood for the open fire they still used and enjoyed his company in the kitchen as she prepared the meals.


  She found herself waiting for him to poke his head through the doorway around five thirty.


  ‘What dee-licious treat do you have for us tonight, Mrs Mac-Lennon?’ He always said her name as though it were two separate words. ‘Mind if I come in and sit awhile?’ Soon he’d be peeling potatoes or shelling peas, telling her about his home or his hopes of preaching the Word in his own church.


  ‘My momma was a small woman but, Lord, could she sing! We used to sing together when we doin’ the chores. On my last night at home before military trainin’, the neighbours came in and we sang till I left for the train station at dawn.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘Momma didn’t sing that night.’


  ‘You can sing now, if you like.’ Mrs McLennon loved to hear him sing. His hymns sounded a bit Protestant, she thought, but you couldn’t deny their beauty. ‘Sing the one about the troubles you’ve seen.’


  Godown began with a humming deep in his chest, then began to sing. Nobody knows the trouble I seen, Nobody knows but Jesus . . . Honestly, it brought tears to her eyes. She found herself looking forward to his booming voice, his large presence in her kitchen.


  When it came to religion, they agreed to disagree. After all, he was a foreigner and no-one can help the way they were brought up.


  He was gentle with Sealie. Called her Little Miss Twinkle-toes. She loved to hear his stories of far-away America and of the beautiful flowers and butterflies he saw on the Pacific Islands.


  ‘There were butterflies with wings this big,’ and he’d stretch his hands wide. ‘They were a shiny green with gold and black. Like jewels, they were. Called birdwings. You can guess why.’


  ‘Tell me about the one that landed on the man’s nose.’ Sealie giggled in anticipation.


  ‘Well, we were all sittin’ quietly. We’d stopped for a rest, see—and suddenly one of them big butterflies came and landed on my buddy’s nose and—’


  ‘And its wings covered his whole face!’


  ‘They surely did. He looked like a man with a butterfly head.’ And the little girl and her big, black friend roared with laughter every time.


  It was two years since her mother had died and Sealie’s naturally happy disposition had reasserted itself. She had her friends, her ballet, her secret collection of boxes (well, Cassie knew about them, and Jenny and Angela, but no-one else). She had the doting attention of her father, of Mrs McLennon and now Godown, who sang songs and told funny stories. Life was good for Sealie then.


  Zav was nearly fifteen and while Godown tried to win him over, he was met with an increasingly hard core of resistance.


  ‘Would you like to listen to my new Louis Armstrong record, Zav?’ Godown asked one evening after dinner.


  ‘Got better things to do,’ came the sullen reply.


  ‘Zav, how dare you speak like that!’ Hal was tired of his son’s open dislike of their guest. ‘Go to your room.’


  ‘I was going anyway.’ Zav slammed the door, and immediately regretted it as Hal let out a roar.


  ‘Xavier! I will not allow such rudeness. Do you hear me? Iwon’t have it.’ Hal flung the door open, and as he fled up the stairs, Zav heard Godown’s soothing tones, drawing his father back from the anger that abated as swiftly as it had come. ‘Sorry, Godown,’ Hal muttered. ‘I don’t know what’s come over him lately.’


  ‘Just growin’ pains, I guess. We’ll pray for his safe passage through the turbulent seas of youth.’


  Meanwhile, Zav simmered in his room. His father paid more attention to that man than he did to his own son. Zav didn’t want Godown as a friend or mentor or whatever he thought he was. Sealie could giggle and dance all she liked, but Zav wasn’t going to perform tricks for anyone’s attention. He was popular at school, smart, a good athlete—what more could a father want? Zav punched the wall. Hal wanted his son to be baptised into their crazy church; that’s what.


  ‘What about Sealie?’ Zav asked when his father first broached the matter. ‘Why don’t you ask her to join you and Holy Moses?’


  ‘Sealie hasn’t reached the age of reason, yet, Zav. You have. That’s why I’m inviting you to the waters of baptism. No-one’s forcing you.’ Hal’s heart lurched with love as he looked at the beautiful boy, tall and graceful in his coming manhood. ‘You see . . .’ He stopped himself and frowned. ‘Don’t let me hear you being disrespectful to Godown. He’s a good man.’
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  Was Godown Moses a good man? If good relates to intention, then he certainly was. But the cosmos is perverse. And the way to hell is paved with good intentions.
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  GODOWN’S THEOLOGY HAD TAKEN a few turns before he met Hal. As a child he had attended a neighbourhood church as notable for its preaching as it was for its music. The church was the centre of the community and Godown’s religious education began when he was a baby, lulled to sleep by the old spirituals.


  Before I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave . . . his mother would croon to her little Moses. I’m troubled, I’m troubled, I’m troubled in mind. They were so sad, those songs, and although little Moses was imbued with that sadness, it was tempered, even conquered by his belief in the verities of a lived faith.


  The preaching in his childhood church was thrilling. Great, purple-hued voices called upon the congregation to be saved. To confess their evil ways. To open their hearts. The boy sensed the terror and grandeur of the sweeping phrases long before he grasped their meaning.


  As he grew older, he began to understand that the Elect would be saved and the rest would be cast asunder. That teeth gnashing would not be out of the question. It wasn’t difficult, this idea of Election. In his narrow circle of acquaintance, it was obvious that the Elect were those who attended his church. The outsiders included Red Lafayette the Communist, George Jones the publican (and his customers), Tom Burt who beat his wife and children and Grandma Wilkes who drank and cussed like a man, boasting, furthermore, that she was the great-great-niece of John Wilkes Booth. Every Tuesday, regular as clockwork, she’d threaten to shoot the President. Empirical evidence like this is not to be ignored, and when the Spirit finally moved in him, Moses felt a smug satisfaction that he was forever set apart from assassins, wife-beaters and drunkards.


  In 1942, at the age of nineteen, he joined the army, finding among his buddies not only Catholics and Mormons, but outright heathens. What was worse, he wondered—to follow the wrong religion or to have no religion at all? He began to worry. So many of these young men were kind. They loved their parents, wives, children. Gabriel Mortimer, a Catholic, actually went out of his way to help Moses when he was sick.


  ‘Get back to work, you fuckin’ freeloader,’ the corporal shouted to the feverish Moses. ‘Them latrines don’t clean themselves.’


  Dazed, Moses staggered over to the ablution block and found Gabriel by his side. ‘You set down over here,’ he said to Moses. ‘I’ll get ’em done in double-quick time.’ He winked. ‘Just have a mop in your hands in case that pain-in-the-ass corporal comes by.’


  Moses sank gratefully onto the seat and watched as Gabriel set about his task. It was things like this that made him think. Here was a good man, who, likely as not, was going to hell. It didn’t make sense.


  ‘What do you guys believe?’ he asked Gabriel one day. ‘Like about church and stuff.’


  ‘Well, we believe in God, of course. And Jesus. And we get to go to heaven if we live a good life. We sort of stock up on grace, you know, by doin’ good stuff.’


  Moses was intrigued. ‘So what you do makes a difference? Not like us. We say grace is a gift. Ain’t nothin’ we can do to earn it.’ But he went away and thought some more and decided that the idea of Election was a bit tough. He would much rather believe that his buddy Gabriel could join his angelic namesake in heaven. Or even that Grandma Wilkes could withstand the clamour of her genes and earn enough grace to slide into Paradise.


  An aside here on grace. Our family seems swamped with it—there was Paulina’s and Aunt Sealie’s grace of movement; there was my grandfather and his strange guest, seeking grace from God; and there was me, Paulina Grace Rodriguez. With all this grace abounding, you would think we might have done better, been luckier, warded off the evil eye. As it turned out, all the grace in the world made not one scrap of difference.


  Incrementally, Moses’ faith was becoming modified, customised to what he saw and experienced. It was just another step to adapt his beliefs to what he wanted to believe. Everyone around him was having fun. That’s how it seemed, anyway. He had led a sheltered life, what with his religion and all, so apart from some adolescent fumblings and a wholesome courtship with a girl called Delia, the pleasures of sex had passed him by. He meditated upon the injunction to go forth and multiply and found that it slid smoothly into his new canon. This promised to make life a good deal more pleasant.


  He was well liked in the corps, and his army buddies took it upon themselves to see to the missing links in his education. They took him to Texas Nell’s and asked the madam herself to instruct him. Nell, a woman who enjoyed sex, taught him not only how to enjoy himself, but how to give pleasure to a woman. He was a quick and enthusiastic learner. A natural, she used to say. Soon he was so popular with women that his buddies gave him the name that had stuck ever since.


  This was an exciting time for the newly named Godown. It was as though he were making up for all his youthful yearnings, all those years of self-denial in a matter of weeks. He was lean and muscular then, with the energy and poise of an athlete and a poet’s soulful gaze. He was an ardent and skilful lover. And he was soon to go into battle. This confluence of elements was irresistible, and in the last months before embarkation, Godown spent most of his spare time in the company of women. Slender lily-women, women with child-bearing hips and feather-bed breasts; mulatto, white and black women; women gentle, fierce, cool, passionate, joyful, melancholy; and one huge woman with overflowing flesh, whose laughter ricocheted around the small room where he licked honey from her breasts and belly. Godown laughed along with her before he began to cry. She mothered him then, sheltering him in the warmth of her breasts where he wailed like a baby. I don’t want to die.


  ‘Course you don’t sweetling. God will take care of you. He’s a loving Father to all his lost children.’ But Moses was now painfully aware that his God, the God of the Bible, was not best pleased with scarlet women and he took his Bible seriously. Flee fornication. It was there in black and white and what he was doing certainly wasn’t multiplying as exhorted in Genesis. Having lost confidence in his own predestined salvation, he suddenly saw that this meant he had work to do. In the face of death, his new belief in grace and salvation by merit was confirmed. Truly fearful of dying in a state of sin, he sank to his knees and prayed. He prayed especially hard the night before they left for their unknown Pacific destination. Lord, if it please thee to save my miserable body from Japanese guns and bayonets, from malaria, from the temptations of the tropics— just to be safe, he added, and friendly fire—I will leave aside lascivious thoughts and dedicate my life to Your Will.


  The Lord was pleased to save him from these perils and that’s how he became founder and Pastor of the Church of the Divine Conflagration and cleaner/security at The Perfumed Garden where he was often sorely tempted to break his promise.


  When he came to live with Hal, Godown was a lonely man, striving to fulfil his promise to the Lord. His former wife had moved on, and any tenuous social links he had in Australia were friends of hers. He could have gone home, buthe felt that the Lord had placed him in this Egypt so that he might lead its people to the Promised Land. Why else washe called Moses?


  The Safouris felt vaguely sorry for him, but their own battles absorbed most of their time. Apart from the whores, they were the only people he knew.


  The day he met Hal had been a trial. Business was slow, and when he returned with the broom he was greeted by three of the whores draped suggestively over the sofa.


  ‘Want a good time, black man?’ Lila purred. ‘Three times the fun for the price of one.’ His body responded as strongly as his mind resisted and he stood in agony, holding the broom.


  ‘Can’t get it up, big guy? Let me help,’ Lila winked at the others. ‘Even god-botherers need some fun.’


  Godown closed his eyes and groaned. Lord, help me resist temptation. He wasn’t aware that he had spoken aloud.


  The girls laughed, shrugged on their robes and sauntered off.


  ‘Tell the Lord not to worry,’ Lila sneered over her shoulder. ‘You don’t think we’d let a dirty nigger touch us.’


  The big man clutched his broom with both hands and bent his head. He was sick with fury and humiliation. Wearily he put away the broom. What sort of life was this? He was overwhelmed by a terrible longing for home and, for the first time in many years, wondered what happened to Delia, the girl he had kissed so chastely as he left on the early morning train on his way to serve his country.


  His meeting with Hal, then, was a means to friendship and family and he thanked God every day for his good fortune. How to repay Hal’s kindness? Godown Moses had only one gift to share—he would save Hal and his family; teach them the Word of God; show them how to earn the Lord’s Saving Grace.


  He began with Hal, of course. Hal was clearly a man who needed direction in his life, solace in his sorrow. Hal’s spirit was haemorrhaging and Godown, as God’s agent, would heal the wound and make his friend whole. That first night, as they sat by the fire, when Godown offered to unlock the springs of Hal’s sorrow, he had no idea that he was embarking on the work of a lifetime.
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  Hal went to bed, impatient for his new life to begin. His new life, however, was rooted in the old. From childhood, he had been indoctrinated with the faith of his forefathers and mothers. He had come to doubt God’s goodness, His wisdom, His power, but never questioned His existence. He had accepted that his own church had failed him, but now Godown was personally wrestling for his soul on behalf of a God living in a heaven where the faithful found their true home. If there was an afterlife, and again, this was something Hal had never doubted, then Paulina would be there. He just had to find the right path. The Voice exhorting him to find a way was silent for now, and Hal took this as a sign that the answer lay in the Church of the Divine Conflagration and its pastor, Godown Moses.
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  While continuing with their Bible readings, Godown and Hal began to plan for a wider group, a genuine congregation for their church.


  Hal thought conflagration was too grand for the locals. ‘Most of them wouldn’t have a clue what it means. Why don’t we just say Divine Fire?’ But Godown was adamant. He had found the word in a dictionary and liked the sound of it.


  ‘Gives us class, Hal, a nice long word like that.’


  They decided to start their ministry in the Treasury Gardens and one Saturday afternoon, they loaded Hal’s station wagon with a wooden crate, a cardboard sign signalling the presence of the Church of the Divine Conflagration, a box of flyers (professionally produced after hours in the printing factory), a small Bible, a megaphone (not necessary with Godown’s voice), a thermos of coffee and some ham and cheese sandwiches packed by a doubtful Mrs Mac.


  ‘That Godown is nice as pie to me and the kids, but he’s a bad influence on Mr R. I mean to say, whoever heard of preaching in public gardens?’


  Alice shook her head. ‘He always was a bit loony, that MrR of yours. Remember when he decided to dig a bomb shelter in the backyard?’


  ‘I was that worried. But Mrs R, she just said, “Hal. I don’t think they’ll waste a perfectly good bomb on Yarra Falls.” And he gave it up, meek as you like.’


  ‘Well, there’s no-one to tell him now,’ her sister responded grimly. ‘Who knows where it will all lead?’


  Where indeed?
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  A few curious passers-by stopped as Godown and Hal set up their pulpit. The businessman in Hal had looked at marketing strategies, and while Godown organised his notes, Hal handed around the bag of licorice allsorts he had secreted in his coat pocket. Godown had been very negative about the licorice allsorts but Hal felt it was only reasonable. They needed a hook, he explained. Why else would anyone stop?


  ‘Brothers and sister,’ Godown began, scanning the crowd of four. ‘Brothers and sister, I am here to show you the way to salvation.’ The sister’s hand shot out to grab a fistful of licorice allsorts before she melted away through the trees. Two of the men, who disappeared a moment later, glanced regretfully at the proffered bag before sheepishly shaking their heads. Undeterred, Godown continued while Hal handed out sweets and flyers to passers-by. Most shoved the flyers in their pockets or handbags and continued on, studiously avoiding his eye. Two lingered until the sweets were finished and Hal offered them a coffee. If he was to find salvation through bringing others to the Lord, it might take a while.


  ‘Not much joy, here,’ he said as he helped Godown pack the car.


  Unperturbed, Godown grinned. ‘Plenty of time, Hal. God—He’s got all the time in the world.’


  While they waited for God’s good time, Hal had a brilliant idea. It came to him in the middle of the night. There was more than one way to skin a cat. While his spare time was spent in Bible study and church work, he still had a business to run. This gave him a rare opportunity to spread the Word. He could hardly wait till morning. At ten o’clock on the dot, his secretary would come in to take dictation. The morning after the Brilliant Idea, he waited for her in gleeful anticipation.


  ‘To Mr Jarrod Paxton,’ he said. ‘Paxton Pacific Shipping. Dear Sir, The consignment arranged for the 25th inst. has been unavoidably delayed. We estimate that it will arrive for lading on 27th, which we believe is within the time frame required. Should there be any further delay, we understand that the consignment will be too late for the Penzance and that the usual penalties will apply. Paragraph.’ Sonia looked up, pencil poised as Hal continued. ‘They that go down to the sea in ships, that do business in great waters . . .’


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘Great waters.’


  ‘Great waters.’


  ‘Yes. Paragraph. These see the works of the Lord and his wonders in the deep.’


  ‘Works of the Lord. Are you sure that’s right?’


  ‘Absolutely. It’s exactly right. Oh. Add Psalm 107, verses 25–30. Yours faithfully, etc.’


  Sonia turned to a new page. Perhaps this was Mr Rodriguez’s idea of a joke, although everyone knew, that like so many driven people, Hal had no sense of humour at all. Two more letters followed. The one to his solicitor regarding council permits ended with the exhortation, ‘Judge me, O God, and plead my cause against an ungodly nation: O deliver me from the deceitful and unjust man.’ The other, to the Victorian Farmers’ Federation, sternly advised, ‘Let thine eyes be on the field that they do reap.’


  Sonia took the remainder of the dictation without further comment, typed the letters and went straight to Bob who read them in disbelief. He knew that Hal had become involved with some religious nutter, but this was too much. This was business. He strode down the corridor to Hal’s office.


  ‘These letters, Hal . . .’


  Hal looked up. ‘What letters?’


  ‘The one to Paxton’s, for instance. What’s all this about doing business in deep waters?’


  ‘That’s what they do—business in deep waters.’ Hal looked offended. ‘I thought it was absolutely the right text. They’re not easy to find, you know.’


  ‘But is it appropriate to put religious texts into business correspondence? Not everyone’s religious.’


  Hal sighed. That was the whole point. If everyone were religious, he wouldn’t have to go to all this trouble. With some patience he explained it to Bob who left, telling Sonia on the way out that if this continued, she would need to type up two letters—one with the text for Hal to sign and another without, for Bob’s signature. They couldn’t risk the business becoming a laughing stock.


  Meanwhile, Hal pored over his Bible each night to ensure that the next day’s texts were apt. It was a challenge he enjoyed and refused to give up, even when Godown said he might be going a bit too far. Bob had rung Godown and pointed out that the lifestyle he so obviously enjoyed in Hal’s home was dependent upon the business. The children were also dependent, an uneasy Godown reasoned with Hal.


  ‘We can praise the Lord by bein’ honest in business, Hal,’ he said. ‘Don’t need no Bible texts in our letters.’


  ‘We can do both,’ Hal responded, and continued to leaf through his Bible.


  When Sonia began to complain about the extra workload, Bob found a solution. He suggested that Hal find exemplary texts for each of the businesses they dealt with and have them printed up on fine card to be enclosed with the correspondence. It would be a simple matter for Sonia to ensure that the texts never found their way into an envelope. Hal agreed, attracted by the thought of all those little cards he could distribute elsewhere.


  ‘Brilliant idea, Bob,’ he beamed as he set about calling the printer. ‘Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path,’ he added kindly as Bob headed for the comfort of the whisky bottle he kept in his desk drawer.


  Every Sunday, Godown and Hal walked around to the Safouris’ shop and opened up the shed. For weeks, they saw no-one else, and Hal fretted as they waited to start the service, dashing from door to gate and back again in the dwindling hope of finding even one other worshipper. Arranging the hymn books, Godown reiterated his mantra, all in God’s good time, Hal. All in God’s good time.


  Then one week, Spiros joined them. ‘Too many women in our church,’ he explained. ‘I sneak out.’ After the service he opened a bottle of ouzo and sat down at the table. ‘I teach you prefa,’ he said, shuffling a pack of cards. In the weeks that followed, more escapees from the local Orthodox Church arrived and the smell of cigarettes and black coffee and the shouts of the bidders drove Godown and Hal back onto the street.


  ‘The Lord’s testin’ us, brother,’ Godown told Hal. ‘But Sergeant Moses B. Washbourne ain’t never backed away from a fight.’


  As it turned out, no fighting was necessary. When Helena and the other women discovered why their men were sneaking out of church early, the Sunday card games came to an abrupt end.


  Helena apologised to Hal. ‘My husband, the pig, has no right to take your church for his filthy card games with his filthy friends. It is yours. Your friend has a lease for another two years. That will cook his chicken.’


  ‘Goose.’


  ‘That will goose his chicken.’


  ‘They were the only congregation we had,’ Hal said sadly. ‘But then I’m not sure they were real converts.’


  Hal and Godown continued evangelising in the gardens and after many months their congregation swelled to seven.


  Godown was jubilant. ‘We’re over halfway,’ he crowed. ‘The Lord himself had to make do with twelve.’


  Apart from Spiros, who continued to attend the church of the Divine Conflagration to annoy his wife, the first real convert had been Fred ‘Jockey’ Winthrop. After the scandal that wrecked his career, Jockey had been warned off every racetrack in Australia and had begun to repent when he read an article about himself in the Australasian Post while waiting at the barbers. The headline pointed a reproachful finger. Shame, Jockey Winthrop! Jockeys who pull horses, the article went on to say, were simply stealing money from poor folk who wagered their last shilling in the hope of feeding their families. Jockey felt so bad about this that he left the barbers and gave his haircut money to the Sally Army lass at the pub. He declined to join the Salvos when he was told they frowned on alcohol and gambling. ‘Un-Australian,’ he pointed out to Hal. ‘So I heard you in the park and thought I’d give it a fly.’


  Jockey Winthrop was quickly followed by his neighbour, Beryl Toomey, and her mother Ada. These two good souls had been slighted by the minister of their local Methodist church who had been heard to say that Beryl’s sponges weren’t a patch on his wife’s.


  ‘The sponges we’ve made for that church. Every fete, every Ladies’ Guild, every Christmas party . . .’ Beryl’s skinny bosom heaved with indignation as her mother, who often forgot her teeth, echoed her words with some difficulty. ‘Ery Crishmsh Pa-y.’ They looked at Hal and Godown expectantly.


  ‘The Lord is pleased to accept you and your sponges,’ Godown assured them. ‘And I’m sure they are dee-licious.’ After such a welcome, Beryl prevailed upon her husband, Bert, to come to the Sunday services. He sat and stood morosely, joining neither the singing nor the responses. He was as present and as animated as the storage boxes stacked against walls.


  The little congregation settled into a routine of Bible readings, prayers, blessings and hymns, followed, on the first Sunday of the month, by a cup of tea and a slice of Beryl’s cream sponge. No-one said much at these social gatherings (Fellowship, Beryl called it) and after the shortest possible time, they all scuttled away to their own concerns.


  After some months of this, the advent of the Barrett twins completed the membership. They arrived without warning, just as the service was about to begin. Godown saw them first from the vantage point of the lectern. It seemed that two Pre-Raphaelite angels stood in the doorway, dressed incongruously in blue, spotted dresses and wide straw hats. It was sunny outside and the church was dark, so it seemed to Godown that they were floating in light.


  The pastor found his voice. ‘Welcome, sisters,’ he boomed, causing one of the women to jump at the sound. ‘Spiros, please find the ladies a seat.’ This wasn’t hard, given that there were twice as many seats as people, but Spiros guided them to two of the folding chairs, where they sat, slender as willow wands, demurely smiling their thanks.


  It was Fellowship Sunday, and the congregation could hardly wait for the closing hymn. Jockey beat Spiros by a noseas he galloped up to offer the newcomers a cup of tea. Spiros countered with sponge and even Bert beat Hal to the sugar. The twins accepted the attention gracefully and sipped their tea, regarding their surroundings with equanimity. Up close, the twins were not as young as Godown had originally imagined. Nor were they old. They seemed ageless, he thought. It was also evident that they were mirror images of each other. Chloe was left and Ariadne right-handed. Chloe’s dimple was on her left cheek, her sister’s on her right. Each had one green and one blue eye, a slightly disconcerting attribute that, together with their abundant greenish-blonde hair, reminded Hal of mermaids rather than angels.


  Most astonishing of all was that fact (explained by Chloe in her carefully enunciated vowels) that she was deaf while her sister was mute. ‘We manage quite nicely,’ she assured them. ‘Ariadne does the listening and I do the talking.’


  Jockey asked the question the others were all too polite to ask. ‘How do you know what to say, if you can’t hear?’


  ‘We don’t know how,’ answered Chloe. ‘It’s always been like this, hasn’t it Ariadne?’ Ariadne nodded and turned gravely to listen to Godown’s introductions.


  ‘We’re so pleased to meet you,’ Chloe said as she and her sister shook hands with each of them in turn. In all the time Hal and Godown knew them, she never used the pronoun ‘I’.


  On that first morning, Godown had looked at them in dismay. There, in the door to his church was temptation on a scale he had never experienced before. Spiros, Jockey and Bert, felt the same surge of lust at first sight, but they soon understood that the twins were untouchable. ‘Way above our class,’ as Jockey said. Why then had they come to the strange little church?


  ‘We are believers in search of a home,’ Chloe said. ‘Large groups distress us.’ Godown felt he was drowning in the strange, sea-water eyes.


  ‘You’re safe here,’ he said gently.


  ‘They’re mighty unusual women,’ he ruminated as he shelled the peas with Mrs Mac the following evening. ‘It’s like when you hear Chloe speak, you’re hearin’ Ariadne as well.’


  ‘They’re very beautiful, you say,’ she responded wistfully.


  ‘They are that.’
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  For Hal, however, the twins were more than beautiful. There was something elemental about them and they were connected to him in a way he couldn’t quite determine. They seemed so virginal, complete in themselves—day and night, life and death. He pondered, speculated, and just when he thought he could grasp their essence, it trickled through his fingers like water.


  Nevertheless, his life had taken on a steadying rhythm. From Monday to Friday he went to work and came home to share the news of the day with the family. On Thursdays before dinner he took Sealie to ballet classes and on Mondays after dinner he studied scripture with Godown. On Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays, he, Godown and sometimes MrsMac would play cards for an hour or so before he went tohis room for his own private Bible study. On Saturday mornings there was more ballet and Zav’s sport, followed byan afternoon of preaching in the Gardens.


  In that first year, as the football season approached, Hal was torn between his beloved Fitzroy Lions and his divine mission to spread the Word.


  ‘Maybe I could go to one or two matches,’ he said to an impatient Mrs Mac. (He didn’t feel up to broaching the subject with Godown.) ‘That would be okay, surely.’


  Mrs Mac banged down the saucepans rather more loudly than necessary. ‘The Lord’s day is Sunday,’ she said. ‘Saturday is the working man’s day. You know that. I know that and God knows that. The only person who doesn’t know is that Yankee preacher.’


  So Hal sloped off and waited for Godown at the front gate. ‘I was wondering,’ he said, ‘if we might go to the footy one Saturday—you know, take a break.’


  Godown had been in Melbourne long enough to understand the role football had to play in that city. He had watched it on television a couple of times but couldn’t make it out. He had to admire the fact that the players didn’t wear helmets or padding, but as for the rest . . . He looked at Hal’s face, all anxious and guilty like a little boy. The preacher’s time in the army had softened the edges of his hard-line beliefs and he knew that men needed to belong. The tribal nature of football couldn’t be denied. At that moment, Hal belonged to the Fitzroy Football Club as much as he belonged to the church. Maybe in time . . . but for now Godown was willing to give football his blessing.


  ‘The Lord likes to see us enjoy innocent pleasures,’ he said. ‘I might even come along with you.’


  So began the years when Hal and Godown (who was soon converted to the game) roared with the crowd on cold, wet Saturday afternoons, wearing the maroon and blue scarves Mrs Mac reluctantly knitted.


  ‘I’m a loyal Magpie supporter,’ she said, as she wound the new scarf around Hal’s neck. ‘You’re very lucky to get these.’ She reached up to do the same for Godown, but with an embarrassed little cough, handed it to him instead. ‘It’s good to see you following a real game. Pity about the team.’


  But no matter what happened on a Saturday, Hal treasured his Sunday mornings when he helped Godown prepare for the service before settling down to listen, rapt, while the pastor read from scripture and preached his sermons. Sometimes when they came home, Hal prevailed upon Godown to sing some more, and was transported as the great voice overflowed into the quiet Sunday streets.


  Godown’s sermons were things of beauty, but his theology was simple. We are children of God. We must obey His word. We can know His word only through the Bible. The Bible tells us to love God, to pray, to keep the Sabbath holy and to love one another. This was the teaching that Hal listened to each week until it pulsed through his blood with every heartbeat. If he did as God commanded, he would earn sufficient grace to enter the Kingdom, where, he had no doubt now, Paulina would greet him with that secret smile.


  Hal’s heart was brimming with gratitude and he decided to give Godown a gift. It had to be a worthy gift, he told MrsMac. An appropriate gift.


  ‘A Bible?’


  ‘His father gave him his Bible when he joined the army.’


  ‘Candlesticks? A crucifix?’ Mrs Mac racked her brain. Whatwould a Protestant pastor need? ‘I know! What about a stole? He wears a stole when he preaches. He showed it to me.’ Her nose crinkled. ‘Very old and tatty.’


  Hal kissed her cheek. ‘You’re a genius!’


  Never one to do things by halves, Hal went to a church supply shop and ordered a whole set of stoles to be hand embroidered by the Carmelite nuns. He chose green for hope, violet for penance, black for mourning, white for innocence and red for the fire of the Holy Spirit. Red also symbolised the blood of martyrs, but Hal ignored this. Fiery red was the perfect symbol for the Church of the Divine Conflagration.


  He presented his gift one Sunday at Fellowship. Godown was greatly moved and his voice was husky as he thanked Hal for ‘his kind and generous gift that will heighten our worship’.


  Beryl and Ada grudgingly admired the nuns’ handiwork while Spiros, Jockey and Bert, after a perfunctory look, tucked into the passionfruit cream sponge. Chloe picked up the black stole and Ariadne the violet. Their eyes met but they said nothing.


  Black for mourning. Violet for penance. Both would be required in abundance.
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  DESPITE HIS MANY NORMAL ACTIVITIES, Hal’s state of mind was far from normal. Godown’s presence seemed to keep the Voice at bay, but Hal took to the new religion with a wide-eyed enthusiasm that lead to more incidents, mortifying his children and disturbing his friends.


  Sealie’s ninth birthday, for instance. Hal planned a party in the Gardens. ‘You can invite all your friends,’ he said. ‘The more the merrier.’ He looked at Mrs Mac. She only came up to his chest and weighed little more than a feather, but she could be firm when she wanted to be.


  ‘I can organise food for eight children plus the family. That’s it.’


  Hal submitted meekly enough. ‘You’re the cook,’ he said.


  The day was fine, and as the children arrived, Hal assured their parents that there was plenty of adult supervision.


  ‘We’ll see you in a couple of hours,’ he said. He was in top form and gave each of them a cheery wave as they left.


  Zav loitered at a distance, not wanting to be seen anywhere near a kid’s party.


  ‘Now,’ said Hal, when they were all gathered, ‘I have a little surprise.’ Zav winced and moved further away to stare at the city skyline.


  ‘Mrs Mac has prepared a lovely party for you all. You’re so lucky to have lots of food and a nice bed to go home to every night.’ Mrs Mac stole a sideways glance at Godown who shook his head. He had no idea where all this was leading.


  ‘So,’ Hal beamed, ‘I’ve asked some people who don’t have a home to share the party with us. Do unto others, the Lord said. That means share,’ he explained to the uncomprehending little faces.


  Shabby men and women appeared from among the trees and began to converge on the table as Mrs Mac, Godown and Zav looked on in horror.


  ‘Will there be enough cake?’ Patty Simpson had done a quick estimation and things didn’t look too good.


  Anne-Marie gave a little squeal. ‘My mum won’t let me talk to strangers,’ she said, thus inciting the small guests to flee the table and huddle around Mrs Mac who seemed to be the safest person to run to. Sealie cried in Godown’s arms, her lovely party ruined. The vagrants eyed the food.


  ‘The little girl seems a bit upset,’ one observed. ‘Don’t cry, love. We won’t hurt you.’


  A dismayed Hal looked helplessly at Godown. He had tried to give Sealie the gift of giving, but something had gone wrong.


  Godown released the birthday girl, giving her a reassuring hug. ‘You wait here,’ he said. ‘Hal—’ His voice sharpened. ‘Give me five pounds.’


  Hal fished out his wallet and did as he was told.


  ‘I’m taking these people for a feed of fish ’n’ chips at Greasy Joe’s.’ Hal stared blankly. ‘Do you hear me, Hal? I’ll feed these people and you go on with the party.’


  ‘Thank you,’ Mrs Mac mouthed. Godown was such an admirable man. Smart too. She was embarrassed to think of how she had once resented his joining the family.


  Seven of the eight parents complained. Hal took against them all. Sealie was lucky that Cassie’s parents were a bit more compassionate, although they did reiterate the message about strangers.


  After the party, Hal again fell into a depression. He had failed his little girl. He was worthless as a father. He sat at his study window, bearing the magnolia’s reproach. ‘I’m so sorry, Paulina. I meant well.’


  Sealie took a long time to forgive him. Her friends all laughed for days about her crazy father.


  ‘He’s not crazy, is he?’ she asked.


  ‘Crazy as a coot,’ Zav said glumly.


  Mrs Mac and Godown remained loyal.


  ‘He’s not crazy,’ Godown told her. ‘He’s just kinder than most folk.’


  ‘A kind, kind man,’ Mrs Mac confirmed.


  It was only then that Sealie forgave her father and took her old place on his knee.
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  Hal’s manic episodes were managed by the family and a few close friends. His depressions were seen as understandable. ‘He’s having a bad spell,’ they’d say and try to devise methods for cheering him up. But while on the surface he just appeared quieter than usual, inside he was howling with despair. At those times he was truly in a desert, a cold, arid place where an icy wind blew and no-one but Sealie could reach him.


  As she grew older, and was too big to climb onto his knee, she just sat with him and held his hand. Because she wasn’t trying to cheer him up, because she never spoke, she provided a small, quiet place within the roaring of the winds that raked his consciousness.


  When her father wandered that bleak terrain, Sealie needed to feel that she wasn’t alone. Mrs Mac was always there to offer comfort, but kind as she was, she had no solution. ‘He’s just in one of his moods,’ she’d say. ‘He’ll be his old self in no time.’ So Sealie turned to Godown because she understood that he could influence Hal in a way none of the rest of them could. They never talked about the issue, but from the time of her birthday party, she felt that Godown was able to control Hal’s more manic behaviour. His depressions required watchfulness, rather than control, and eventually Sealie understood that Godown always watched out for his friend.


  When she was in grade six, Cassie’s mother rang Hal to ask if she could take his daughter away for a few days in the coming school holidays.


  ‘A trip around Gippsland,’ she said. ‘Walhalla, Buchan Caves, Ninety Mile Beach. We’ll take them out on my brother’s boat at Lakes Entrance.’


  ‘Sounds terrific.’ Hal was pleased for Sealie. ‘Just the thing,’ he told Mrs Mac. ‘Better see what she needs to take.’


  Each night, Sealie came home with new information. ‘Walhalla is a ghost town,’ she informed them. ‘Cassie and I are going to learn how to steer the boat. Mrs Pearce says I can bring a game for quiet time.’


  ‘Quiet time,’ Hal chuckled. ‘You and Cassie? Can’t imagine that!’


  Then, two days before she was due to leave, Hal became quiet himself. She was dismayed when her news about panning for gold was met with an absent smile, ‘Gold. Yes.’


  As usual, Hal operated reasonably well at one level. He went to the office, subdued but competent enough. After work, he greeted the family briefly and headed for his study. Godown exchanged a glance with Mrs Mac as Sealie followed her father and closed the door.


  The next morning she came down to breakfast in her pyjamas. ‘I don’t feel very well this morning,’ she told Mrs Mac, who was rinsing the men’s breakfast dishes. ‘I think Ishould stay home.’


  Drying her hands, Mrs Mac felt Sealie’s forehead. ‘You don’t seem to have a fever,’ she said. ‘What’s wrong? A tummy bug? A headache?’


  ‘A headache,’ Sealie decided. ‘And it hurts to swallow.’


  ‘You’re going away tomorrow. Perhaps you’d better stay home and see if you can shake it off.’


  But Mrs Mac wasn’t convinced. When Godown came home from work, she met him at the door. ‘Sealie didn’t go to school today,’ she whispered. ‘Said she’s sick, but I’m not sure. It’s so unlike her . . .’


  ‘Hal home yet?’


  ‘No. You don’t think . . .?’


  ‘Yes I do. That poor little girl thinks she has to be with her daddy.’


  Godown knocked on Sealie’s door and went in to find her reading in the chair by the window. ‘Not too well today?’


  Sealie affected a raspy throat. ‘Might have to miss the holiday,’ she said, refusing to meet his eye.


  ‘That’s too bad. I was going to tell you I’d keep an eye on your daddy while you’re gone. But if you don’t need me . . .’


  ‘I might feel better in the morning.’


  ‘You very well might.’
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  AS MY FATHER NEGOTIATED THE perilous footbridge between childhood and manhood, a new face began to emerge from the rounded boy-features. His jaw lengthened, and sharp cheekbones and a slightly aquiline nose arranged themselves in uncompromising angles and planes. He was tall, vigorous and fit, but for those who cared to notice, his eyes would sometimes betray the twelve-year-old child who had wept in the cupboard under the stairs.


  Not many people did notice. Godown did, but Zav resisted his efforts to help. Mrs Mac did, but then she had all but been his mother since Paulina died. To his friends, he was a leader— to girls, a charming and loyal daredevil.


  And what of Sealie? She who once knew him best? Well Sealie was busy growing up herself and the age difference meant that she had become something of a nuisance.


  ‘Why can’t I come with you and Lisa (or Natalie or Belinda)?’ she’d whine. ‘Mrs Mac, (Dad,) Zav’s being mean.’


  Mrs Mac would give her short shrift but Hal would try to explain. ‘Zav is much older than you are. He has to be abletosee his friends without his little sister tagging along. Tell you what. This afternoon we’ll go to the museum (or the cinema or to buy a milkshake).’


  ‘No,’ she’d pout. ‘I want to go with Zav.’ And Hal would promise her an outing on Zav’s behalf.


  Zav found this insufferable and refused to cooperate. ‘She’s got plenty of friends of her own. I don’t ask to go out with them.’


  Hal would sigh then, and shake his head. ‘Very disappointing, Zav. That’s all I can say.’


  Zav had been a boy of bruises and scabby knees. He had a scar where he split his chin in a fall from his bike and among a pile of junk in the round room he kept a signed plaster cast from when his arm was broken in a rollerskating accident. A twice-broken right collarbone left one shoulder slightly higher than the other and he’d once been concussed after diving into a roiling pack of under-twelve footballers. All these incidents may suggest that he was clumsy, but this was far from the truth. Rather, he was always pushing boundaries, trying to be the best, the fastest, the most daring.


  It was this attitude that nearly cost him his life. When he was sixteen, he attended a school bush-camp in the mountains. Zav relished the thought of a new physical challenge. Not to mention a whole week without books.


  Camp activities included orienteering, abseiling and white-water rafting. The last two particularly appealed to Zav. The adrenalin rush from swinging out into space or hurtling through the rapids had left him on a high that culminated in a solo attempt to climb the nearby escarpment known locally as Satan’s Slide.


  Formal activities finished at three o’clock and while his mates kept watch, Zav prepared for his climb. Mozzie Morris looked up at the small cloud in the otherwise pristine blue sky then doubtfully at Zav. ‘My gran lives around here,’ he said. ‘Weather sets in pretty quick. Might be better to wait till morning.’


  Squinting, hands on hips, Zav appraised the steep ascent.


  ‘Looking for an excuse to pike out, Rodriguez,’ Bill Packard sneered.


  ‘Go! Go! Go!’ the pack chanted. ‘Go! Go! Go!’


  So Zav went.


  He set out along a clearly marked track and made good time before stopping for a drink. He was round the corner from the camp site now and the path had become more difficult, with steep steps carved into the rock and places where he had to scramble up on his hands and knees. He reached a wide, flat outcrop that overlooked the valley and searched in vain for the continuation of the track. Shit. From now on he had to find his own way but he’d need to hurry if he was to make it back before rollcall.


  By his reckoning, he wasn’t far from the top and he grinned as he imagined the teachers’ reaction when they saw the school flag and Packard’s underpants planted on the ultimate ridge. Replacing his water bottle, he set off along a narrow ledge that became suddenly steeper. He reached up and grabbed a tree-branch, testing its strength gingerly as he pulled himself across to a wider shelf of rock. It held firm and he stretched for a sturdy-looking shrub with more confidence. Holding it tightly, he found a foothold and began to pull himself up to the next outcrop. A small clod of earth hit his upturned face, but his other hand was working its way to a cleft in the rock.


  Soil and stones rained on him as the shrub gave way. His feet scrambled to find a foothold but found only air. He was sliding now, hands clawing, at one with the crumbling face of the escarpment. He heard a scream that stretched thinner and thinner, and his eyes, filled with grit, had a brief glimpse of the sky before he was knocked unconscious by the rock that arrested his fall.


  A currawong perched on the rock and looked at the prone body with bright eyes. Wandering beetles, scuttled over and around him. The mountain swallowed the sun and in a short time, the mountain itself was swallowed by the mist. By the time Zav regained consciousness, there was nothing to be seen but white.
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  Back at the camp, the boys were uneasy. There was no flag yet and a curtain of clouds obscured the rapidly falling sun. When the mist began to roll in, Mozzie made a decision.


  ‘He what?’ Tom Franklin, the physical education coordinator, stared at Mozzie in disbelief. ‘Where is he now?’


  ‘He hasn’t come back, sir,’ the boy replied.


  By the time they were able to contact Zav’s family, the escarpment was shrouded in mist and the damp air was heavy with cold.


  Meanwhile, Hal and Bob were speeding through the gathering night, Bob doing his best to comfort his distraught friend. ‘The SES are there. They’ve probably found him already.’


  Hal ignored him, so Bob tried another tack. ‘Zav’s a sensible young bloke. He’ll find shelter.’ He glanced over at his friend. ‘What the—’


  Hal was gabbling into the night. ‘Out of the depths I have cried unto thee, O Lord. Lord, hear my voice . . .’


  ‘What was that, Hal?’


  ‘Nothing. Nothing.’ Hal’s head sank into his hands. ‘Let thine ears be attentive to the voice of my supplication . . .’


  ‘Hal! That’s the prayer for the dead! For God’s sake, man— pull yourself together.’


  Hal shook a weary head. He did everything for God’s sake. And he was asking God for just one thing.
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  Zav knew better than to attempt a descent. He felt blood on the back of his head and a sharp pain in his side. He tried to move but the pain bit at him with a savagery that took his breath away. He knew that cold was his greatest enemy, so he pulled down his beanie and adjusted the hood of his parka. Checking his backpack, he found that he had an apple, a near whole block of chocolate, half a bottle of water and three cigarettes. He’d have to ration everything. There was no hope of rescue before morning. Propping himself against the rock, he draped himself in the flag for extra warmth and with grim resolution, wrapped his gloved hands in Bill Packard’s underpants.


  The night rolled out a cold, black curtain. There was not one star to show where the earth finished and the sky began. Zav tried to stay awake so that he could keep his blood circulating. He rotated his feet and rubbed his arms and swore that if he came out of this alive, he’d never be so stupid again. To his horror, he found himself snivelling like the frightened child he was. What if he died here, on the mountain? He tried to picture himself dead but imagination failed him. Would his father mourn a dead Zav? There was some comfort in the thought of Hal weeping over the loss of his son. The boy saw Hal and Sealie planting another tree. It’s not enough. A tree is not enough. He didn’t want to be a tree, rooted in one place forever. He wanted to see the world, do things. His things. Like captaining the school football team. Playing for the Magpies. Taking Suzanne Downing to the school formal. Owning an MG. He began to cry again at the unfairness of it all.


  Zav wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. What was happening down at the camp? If help was on its way, there’d be a light. His eyes strained to pierce the blackness and he felt himself choking on the viscous air. Was this what it was like to be buried in the ground? He returned to thoughts of death, but this time, it was not how other people might feel, nor the life he would miss out on, but the moment itself. Would there be pain? They said his mother felt no pain. But he would feel everything—the creeping cold, the hunger, the thirst. How long did it take to die of thirst? His tested his mouth and throat. They felt ominously dry, and panicking, he swigged at his water bottle, regretting it immediately.


  Have to stay awake and keep moving as much as I can. I could drift off to sleep and never wake up. His mind, which a few minutes before had begun to think rationally, spiralled once more into fear. Never wake up. He saw the school chapel and the sad faces of his mates. What would they say about him? He began to compose his own eulogy. It was exceptionally flattering (and why not?). He felt a bit more cheerful as phrases like ‘fearless adventurer’ and ‘sporting hero’ presented themselves. But what then? When the service and the songs and the eulogies were finished, they would go back to their lives, and he would face the blackness alone. He felt his dick harden as this realisation sent an unexpected thrill through his body—an orgasm born of fear. At sixteen, Zav experienced the awful seduction of oblivion.


  Now he was almost depleted—his body infinitely weary and his mind, tested to the limit, sagged like a deflated balloon. Curling up under his rock, he finally fell into an uneasy sleep.


  In his catalogue of the future, Zav didn’t mention a child. IsupposeI should be hurt by that oversight, but as you probably know by now, I don’t bear grudges. Even so, it’s a bit confronting to think that if my father had died on that mountain, I would never have existed. That one sperm required to meet with that one ovum would never have been produced. And the Rodriguez story would have been quite different from the one I’m bound to witness.
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  Not long after dawn, the SES located Zav, and wrapping him in a thermal blanket, they radioed for a helicopter to winch him to safety. He was taken straight to the base hospital where they stitched his head, treated him for moderate hypothermia and diagnosed cracked ribs.


  ‘We’ll keep him under observation for another twenty-four hours,’ the doctor told Hal. ‘He may be concussed.’


  ‘Thank you doctor,’ Hal said. Thank you, Lord, he prayed. He was so tired he could barely stand up. He stumbled into Zav’s room, where the boy lay sleeping, his bruised face exhausted and vulnerable on the hospital-white pillow.


  ‘You’re safe,’ Hal said, kissing Zav’s cheek before sinking into a chair and taking the boy’s hand.


  Hal spent an uneasy night alternately dozing and thinking. What if Zav had died? At sixteen. So much promise. He felt a knot in his gut as he fought back tears. Had he been too hard on the boy, he wondered. He had seen so little of him, really. He took his turn driving the boys to sporting events, but how many times had he stayed to cheer like other parents? Would it have hurt to be more supportive? To be there? On the other hand, maybe he hadn’t been hard enough. Zav obviously didn’t care if he got into trouble. What he did was unforgivable. That boy was always in trouble (this wasn’t strictly true, but Hal was tired and not thinking clearly).


  He looked at his son’s hand. It was almost as big as his own. He touched the bruises and scratches, stroked the fingers with their torn nails. The fingers were long and shapely. Rodriguez hands, Hal realised. Zav had Paulina’s eyes, but he was a Rodriguez, alright. A stubborn bugger. When he wakes up, I’ll tell him I love him, Hal promised himself. In unwitting imitation of Zav’s long-gone mother, he brushed back his son’s hair and continued to hold his wounded hand, until he also found respite in sleep.


  They were both wakened by the nurse who came to perform the standard observations. At the sight of the pretty young woman, Zav snatched his hand away from his father’s.


  ‘What are you doing here, Dad?’ he mumbled through his bruises.


  Hal looked at his son. ‘You nearly kill yourself and you ask why I’m here? I’m here because you’re a selfish little prick. Ican’t believe you could be so stupid! I could kill you myself right now.’ The nurse’s disapproval was palpable. Hal reddened and lowered his eyes. ‘Well. You’re safe now, I suppose. Is there anything you need? To eat? Or read?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘I might get a coffee then.’


  ‘I’m okay. You don’t have to stay.’


  Hal paused at the door. ‘Zav. I . . .’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  Poor Daddy. Poor Grandad.
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  After periods of equilibrium or depression, Hal would become energised with one of his schemes. After the party, there was his plan to hire the Melbourne Town Hall for a prayer meeting. ‘Or maybe the Melbourne Cricket Ground. Billy Graham did very well there.’


  Reasoned argument didn’t work. Hal could be cunning and would go ahead anyway. Godown, who knew him so well, convinced the others that the best way to proceed was to go along with the scheme, and while appearing to cooperate, delay it long enough for Hal to snap out of it. This caused Godown some anguish. What if he were thwarting God? What if Hal, for all his apparent eccentricity, was an agent of God’s will? Godown prayed about it, but couldn’t bring himself to allow Hal full rein.


  Not long after Zav’s escapade on the mountain, Hal began to plan a pilgrimage. He called the family to gather round the dining-room table where he had spread a large map.


  ‘I think it’s pretty clear that we need to find a way to give thanks for the miracle of Zav’s rescue,’ he said. ‘What we’re going to do is fast in the desert for twenty-one days.’


  ‘Twenty-one days!’ At sixteen Zav could hardly last twenty-one minutes without food.


  ‘I’m sorry, Zav,’ Hal said with gentle regret. ‘I know the Lord went forty days, but I have to be responsible about this.’


  ‘Dad. We’ll die if we don’t eat.’


  ‘The Lord will take care of us.’


  Godown stepped in. ‘A fine idea. But the Lord expects you to do it right. We need to go into trainin’. Like a boxer or one of them marathon runners. Need to find out what to do. Can’t be sloppy if we’re doin’ it for Him.’


  The others looked doubtful, but Godown pressed on. ‘We’ll start tonight by not havin’ biscuits with our supper. We need to do it gradual-like.’ He exchanged a glance with Mrs Mac who had been about to demur.


  ‘A good idea,’ she said with sudden insight. ‘The very plan we need.’


  Godown set Hal the task of plotting routes and findingsuitable texts for fasting and desert living and Mrs Mac managed to make the meals look smaller by using larger plates.


  Two weeks went by. Hal had decided upon the Simpson Desert and spent time at the army disposal store looking for camping gear. Godown was right. The Lord would expect them to be properly prepared. He also continued to trawl both Old and New Testaments. There’s a lot of desert wandering in the Bible. Then a Gospel story scuttled the plan more comprehensively than Godown could ever have done. Hal read it with appalled eyes.


  ‘Godown, come here. I’d forgotten this bit.’ He held out the open book like an offering. ‘Look. Luke 4, 1–13.’


  Godown read,


  And Jesus being full of the Holy Ghost returned from Jordan, and was led by the Spirit into the wilderness, Being forty days tempted of the devil.


  ‘Could we withstand temptation, Godown? Even for twenty-one days?’


  ‘The Lord did. But us, well . . .’


  ‘I can’t put myself in temptation’s way. I can’t lead my family into temptation.’


  ‘The Lord’s prayer, Hal. Lead us not into temptation. Tells us straight.’


  ‘Exactly. What sort of man would do that?’


  ‘A proud man might.’


  ‘The sin of pride. The Bible has rescued me from the sin of pride.’


  ‘Let us give thanks.’ As they bowed their heads, Godown’s gratitude was very real indeed.


  Mine too. It was bad enough that my father almost killed himself on the mountain without my grandfather starving him to death in the desert.
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  WHEN SEALIE STARTED HIGH SCHOOL at the age of twelve, she was five foot three. By third form she was five foot nine. Madame Wodzinski, her ballet teacher, had watched her grow with increasing disquiet and even suggested to Hal that it was possible to take hormones to prevent further damage. Hal went straight to the family doctor. Much as he wanted another ballerina in the family, he was no fool, and when Dr Plunket talked to him about the possible side effects of the hormone treatment, he refused to countenance any further discussion.


  ‘I’m sorry, Madame. And I would appreciate it if you said nothing of this treatment to my daughter.’ Madame sighed. Sealie was easily the best pupil she had, and she had been hoping to prepare her for a scholarship to the Victoria Ballet School. Instead, she had to tell her that she would never be a ballerina.


  ‘It has nothing to do with talent, you understand,’ she told the weeping girl. ‘You can still dance for pleasure—’ shelooked down at her hands ‘—and teaching is not such a bad profession.’


  Sealie stared at her. Teaching! Watching others aspire to something she could never have? Not in a million years. She wiped her eyes. She couldn’t go out into the street looking like this. ‘I’m sorry, Madame. Can I stay a while? I’ll lock up.’


  Sealie watched as the elderly woman left the room. Madame needed a stick now, but she walked with a dignity that the young girl had always admired. Sealie shuddered. Teaching! That was for old women whose careers were over. Madame herself had danced with the Prague Ballet before coming to Australia. And she, Sealie, would never achieve more than centre front at the Collingwood Town Hall. It was so unfair.


  Alone in the practice studio, Sealie found that her previously ready tears had inexplicably dried up. She felt hollowed out. Her dream, her passion, what she had called her vocation, had been scooped up and disposed of with devastating efficiency. If she couldn’t dance, she was left with nothing.


  She looked around the once familiar surroundings as though she were lost. Except for a shaft of light from the west window, the room was in shadow but the air was still warm with a faint smell of sweat and rosin. Sealie smoothed her practice skirt and turned to the mirrored wall. Saw a slender figure with a straight back, a neatly coiffed head and slippered feet placed in the third position. She and the figure in the mirror curtsied gravely to each other and stood poised, as music, with the fragility of smoke, insinuated itself into the room. It was so soft at first. So soft, that she sensed rather than heard it. It was as though the sound were travelling over immense distances. She began to follow the dancer in the mirror; arabesque, glissade, pirouette . . . She—they, were dancing, with exquisite precision and grace, the Pas de Deux Waltz from Les Sylphides.


  And when the dance was over, there was a final grave curtsy, both before and within the dimly lit mirror.


  Sealie leaned against the wall and wept for her loss with hard, dry sobs.
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  Swollen-eyed, she left the studio that evening to find Hal, waiting for her as usual.


  She got into the car and he put his arm around her shoulders. ‘Okay, love?’


  Sealie concentrated on tying her scarf.


  ‘I guess a milkshake won’t fix this one?’


  She gave him a watery smile. ‘Grew out of those a while ago.’


  ‘You can still dance. Nothing to stop you dancing.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘No, what?’


  ‘Just no.’


  At home, no-one knew quite what to do. Sealie barely noticed that Mrs Mac had made her favourite apple sponge or that Zav offered her first go at the leftover slice. She went to her room straight after dinner.


  ‘Homework,’ she muttered. They looked at each other. Sealie was not usually so conscientious.


  ‘I’ll go,’ said Mrs Mac, brushing down her skirt. ‘She might need a woman.’ Poor Mrs Mac. She felt the hurt as if Sealie were her own child.


  She stood outside the door with her hand on the knob. ‘Sealie? Can I come in?’ Because Mrs Mac was not their mother, because she had tried so hard to make up for their lack, the teenaged children treated her with more consideration than they might have their real mother. So instead of ‘go away’ or a sulky silence, Mrs Mac was invited, albeit not welcomed, in. She sat on the bed, where Sealie was curled, back to the door.


  ‘It’s not fair.’


  ‘No, it’s not fair.’ Mrs Mac stroked the tangled curls. ‘I can’t make it better, darling. I would if I could.’


  ‘Mummy would know. Mummy would know what to do.’ At that moment Sealie wanted so much to believe this.


  Mrs Mac sighed. What would Paulina have said? ‘She was a lovely woman, your mother, but some things—’ She had no idea how to finish this sentence without diminishing Paulina. She patted Sealie’s hand. ‘It’ll be better in the morning.’ Feeling helpless, she left the room followed by Sealie’s disbelieving glare.


  Downstairs, Godown and Hal sat down for their regular Bible discussion.


  ‘Don’t feel much like talking tonight,’ Hal said. ‘I know we saw it coming, but . . .’


  ‘Don’t have to talk, Hal.’


  And they sat together in silence until Mrs Mac came in with their coffee.


  ‘We’re in for a few bad weeks,’ Hal said, as he stirred in his sugar.


  ‘She might be stronger than you think,’ the housekeeper replied. ‘But we’ll all have to keep an eye on her.’ She remembered the rhyme Hal made for his five-year-old daughter. Even then, it was clear that Sealie had a practical streak.


  There once was a girlie called Sealie


  A princess, I promise you. Really


  She danced off to Mars


  And on to the stars


  But came home in time for her mealie.
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  Mrs Mac was right. There was something in Sealie’s essence that was strong and durable; something more than the resilience of youth. Over time, she had constructed a coping mechanism, a shield against contingencies. While Hal indulged his daughter, she also had to cope with his strangeness. During periods of depression when he was silent and withdrawn, it seemed as though he occupied a whole different country. Almost as disconcerting were times when his high spirits and feverish activity had her on edge, waiting for the plunge. Then, Sealie longed for the return of the person she thought of as her real father, the kind, funny, loving, ordinary Hal. The little girl had seen her mother die; she had lived with a good but unstable father. And she had learned to cope.


  She did this by packing her feelings out of sight, the way she did the objects in the boxes that crowded the room at the top of the stairs. In the attic of her mind lay a box into which she folded and lay the terrible, wrenching loss of her dream of the ballet. Then, with a grim sort of courage, she continued to attend classes, continued to dance because her body willed it.


  Her friends enjoyed the drama. They shrieked, they clutched at their heads in disbelief, they hugged her solemnly and spoke about her in hushed tones. They offered complicated advice, none of which was at all useful. Their inevitable schadenfreude and love of theatrics, however, was mingled with genuine sympathy, and after a week of high excitement, they contrived to leave her alone with Cassie, who they all agreed, was Sealie’s best friend.


  ‘I knew I was getting too tall,’ Sealie confided as they ate their lunchtime sandwiches. ‘I just didn’t face it till she told me straight.’


  ‘Old bat,’ Cassie sympathised.


  ‘Not really. She had to do it. I almost feel sorry for her.’


  Cassie tucked up her skirt and stretched her plump, freckled legs out into the sun. She looked at her friend. ‘What’ll you do now?’


  ‘Don’t want to think about it.’


  ‘You could go to uni like Zav.’


  ‘You’ve got to be joking. I’m not exactly a star student.’ She stretched out her own legs, causing a pang of jealousy in Cassie’s loyal breast. ‘I can’t think of anything else I want to do.’


  Sealie looked so truly miserable that Cassie was at a loss. Then she smiled. Of course! ‘Remember those books we used to read?’


  ‘The Sadlers’ Wells books?’


  ‘No. Cherry Ames—the nurse books. You used to say if you couldn’t be a dancer you’d be a nurse.’ Cassie thought she detected a spark of interest. ‘We could be nurses together.’


  ‘Don’t be silly. You’ve always wanted to be a nurse. People don’t decide to be nurses just like that.’


  ‘You’ve got to do something.’


  ‘Mmmm.’ Sealie’s shut face forbade further discussion.


  Despite her unenthusiastic response, the idea of nursing fitted Sealie’s current mood, her own sense of theatre. She couldn’t be a ballerina. Once she accepted that, why not nursing? It was a noble calling. Despite her personal tragedy, she’d sacrifice her life to the care of others. She saw herself, stern and beautiful, gliding through darkened wards, lifting a glass to parched lips, holding the hands of the fearful, bringing balloons to a sick child. She has had some great sadness in her life, the other nurses would say. She has dedicated her life to others. Sealie felt tears of sympathy for her martyred self as she pictured her gentle rejection of the handsome surgeon who saw not only her external beauty, but the beauty of her soul.


  ‘If I can’t be a ballerina, I’ll be a nurse,’ she said a few weeks later. And began to look at what might be required.


  I have to say that my aunt Sealie was and still is, a gutsy girl. Just as well, really, given what followed.


  [image: 9781742694580txt_0136_001]


  ‘Poor little thing,’ said Alice. Mrs Mac and her sister were coming home on the tram after an afternoon of shopping. ‘What will she do now?’


  ‘Says she wants to be a nurse. She’d make a good one, too.’


  Alice raised her eyebrows. ‘Sounds as though she’s a bit spoilt for nursing.’


  ‘I don’t know. She’s patient with Mr R, I have to give herthat.’


  ‘How’s he at the moment?’


  ‘Pretty normal—well, except for the religious bit.’
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  The religious bit was always there—sometimes quiescent, but always there. In the fabric of Hal’s life, it had become the warp thread, the basic structure of the pattern of his days. He had settled into a faith that accommodated his highs and lows, his hopes and fears with texts, the wisdom of which he believed in utterly.


  Godown, the instigator of this fervour, admired the depth of his friend’s faith, but was sometimes uneasy with its intensity. He said as much to Chloe and Ariadne, whose sibylline demeanour invited confidences.


  ‘Hal’s not at ease with himself,’ Godown said. ‘He finds no lastin’ peace in the Lord.’


  ‘Poor Hal. There is no peace for him.’


  So Godown attempted to lighten the burden of knowledge. ‘Bible’s true, every word,’ he’d say. ‘But we need to pray so we can understand just what the Lord’s tellin’ us.’


  ‘Of course,’ Hal would respond irritably. ‘What do you take me for?’ But he was secretly shocked at Godown’s apostasy.
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  ZAV MET MY MOTHER IN his first year at university where he was studying biochemistry. She came from an outer suburb and was boarding with an aunt in Clifton Hill while she completed her Arts degree. There was something soft about Kate. Something exposed. It wasn’t just her blonde prettiness or her petite figure. There was no guardedness in her eyes. No protective carapace. Like his father, Zav chose a delicate beauty to make his own.


  From the first moment, my grandfather adored her and became gallant and charming in her presence. Whenever she visited, he’d cut her a long-stemmed rose or a daffodil or whatever bloomed in his carefully cultivated garden.


  ‘A rose for a rose,’ he’d say. Or ‘A rose by any other name . . .’


  ‘For God’s sake, Dad,’ Zav would mutter.


  Sealie, sweet sixteen, found my mother quite wonderful and fretted over her own black curls.


  ‘Her hair’s that soft baby-blonde,’ she told her friends enviously. ‘And I don’t think she’s ever had a pimple in her life.’ Her friends, all a little in love with Sealie’s handsome brother, took a more critical view.


  Godown treated her with wary respect. Pretty women were still a temptation to him, and this was Zav’s girlfriend, after all. He half-heartedly invited her to join his congregation, but wasn’t surprised or even disappointed when she declined, explaining that she and her family had always attended the Methodist church.


  ‘Not that I don’t respect your church,’ she told him seriously. She was terrified of seeming to be racist, but found the big black man unsettling. He wasn’t the sort of person you’d expect to find in a middle-class Melbourne suburb.


  For Zav, Mrs Mac’s approval was all-important. He loved this woman who had raised him and Sealie as though they were her own. He was also aware of her down-to-earth wisdom, and respected and sometimes feared her judgement.


  ‘Kate, I’d like you to meet Mrs Mac. She’s been here for us since Mum died.’ And he hugged the plain skinny woman who had dressed for the occasion in her new apricot twin-set. She’d had her hair done, too, but that was her weekly treat and nothing to do with meeting Kate. Nevertheless, she unconsciously patted the sculpted, grey helmet as she reached out the other hand to greet the girl.


  Kate’s hair was a silky curtain that shadowed her face. ‘It’s so nice to meet you at last, Mrs McLennon,’ she said, equally anxious to make a good impression.


  ‘Mrs Mac, dear. Everyone calls me Mrs Mac. Now what do you say to a cup of tea?’


  Kate was a coffee drinker, but accepted the tea and sipped it graciously, murmuring in reply to the other woman’s chatter.


  ‘She’s a quiet little thing,’ Mrs Mac told her sister later. ‘Very pretty, of course. All Zav’s girlfriends have been pretty. But I haven’t, you know, really warmed to her.’


  Alice looked at the other woman shrewdly. ‘Sure it’s not a case of the green-eyed monster? Zav’s always been your darling boy. Don’t be like Marjorie. You’ll only lose him.’ Alice was referring to her own mother-in-law who was now thankfully dead and presumed to be harassing the denizens of heaven. ‘God rest her soul,’ Alice added with venomous piety.


  From then on, Mrs Mac made an effort, and as my mother was as harmless as she was pretty, soon became quite fond of the girl she thought of secretly as her future daughter-in-law.


  That future came sooner than they all expected. Australia had entered the Vietnam War and supplemented their regular armed forces with conscripts. The young men were conscripted by lot, with birthdates drawn from a barrel. Zav’s number came up in 1966. He deferred a year to finish his undergraduate degree but instead of deferring further to complete his honours year, he opted to go into the army. They had made it pretty clear that he’d be sent for officer training and he began to think that maybe he’d make the army his career. He was ripe for adventure and this was the ultimate opportunity.


  Hal tried to talk him out of it. ‘You’re crazy not to do your honours year first,’ he argued. ‘The war could be over by then.’ Hal sounded like any other concerned father, but the possibility of losing his son preyed on his mind and momentarily, the Voice slid back, smooth and threatening. So begins your time of travail, it said. Your enemies are growing in strength.


  But an end to the war was the very thing my father wanted to avoid. Like so many young men before him, the idea of fighting for his country stirred him with excitement and dread. The fear of death is a powerful aphrodisiac and on the day my parents married, I was already secure in the fastness of my mother’s womb.


  In those days, ‘nice’ girls didn’t go all the way. At least not until they were fairly sure of their man. Zav had suffered tortures as Kate primly allowed him to fondle her breasts and even kiss her firm pink nipples. Thus far and no further. No further for me either. After all, these are my parents.


  It all changed when Zav simultaneously decided to join the army and marry Kate. I can’t help but think that the first was more important to him. That he would have married his girlfriend at the time, whoever she was. Was the choice my father made one of timing? Or was it, as he believed, true love? Whatever. We do know that he liked a drama andcan imagine that the thought of saying goodbye to a dewy young bride as he marched off to war appealed to him on all fronts.


  When he went to tell Hal of his decision, he was annoyed to see Godown sitting with his father reading from the Bible. Hal was frowning, nodding his head every now and then and muttering an Amen or Praise the Lord with an intensity that Zav always found both irritating and embarrassing. He cleared his throat and the two men looked up.


  ‘Dad, I need to speak to you.’


  ‘What is it, son?’


  Zav looked meaningfully at Godown. ‘It’s private.’


  Hal was puzzled. ‘There’s only us here.’


  Godown closed the Bible and stood up. ‘Father–son thing, I think, Hal.’ And with a wink at the fuming Zav, he ambled out the door.


  Despite his annoyance at the interruption, Hal was intrigued. Zav never confided in him. ‘Beer?’ He topped up his own glass and handed another to Zav who took a sip before speaking.


  ‘I’ve got my papers. I have to report for basic training in July.’


  Hal’s heart sank. ‘So soon?’ He had begun to look older, recently. There was a good sprinkling of grey in his still-thick hair and the lines down the sides of his mouth had deepened. ‘Ihope you know what you’re doing.’


  ‘We’ve been through all that before, Dad. And there’s something else. Kate and I have decided to get married before I go.’


  ‘Married!’ Hal looked at his son with tears in his eyes. ‘Ican’t tell you how happy I am,’ he said, pumping the young man’s hand. ‘She’s a great girl, our little Kate. A great girl.’


  Our little Kate. Zav had never felt so close to his father. ‘She is a great girl isn’t she?’ he said almost shyly.


  But Hal was off on a wave of enthusiasm. ‘Sealie,’ he called. ‘Mrs . . .’ He stopped and looked at Zav. ‘We can tell the others?’


  Zav hesitated a second before replying. This made it all so real. So terrifyingly real. He pulled himself up sharply. He and Kate loved each other. Of course they did. Why waste time? ‘Call them in. Let me tell them, though.’ He saw that Hal was almost dancing in an effort to contain his excitement.


  ‘We can have the wedding here. I’ll get a marquee. Let’s see . . . we can fit about a hundred and forty, maybe a hundred and fifty people comfortably . . .’ Sealie and Mrs Mac came in, followed by Godown. ‘Guess what?’


  ‘My news, Dad.’


  Hal muttered a sorry as the others looked at Zav. ‘What?’ said Sealie. ‘What?’


  No-one was more excited that day than Hal. He rushed off for more glasses and a bottle of champagne as the other three gathered around Zav, all talking at once.


  Sealie was delighted. ‘A wedding? Fab! When? Have you set a date?’


  ‘We thought March. I’m off to Pucka on the third of July.’


  In one gulp, all sound was swallowed up. Off to Puckapunyal. To become a soldier. What do you say to news like that? Mrs Mac had to restrain herself. She remembered the last war: the telegrams, the lists in the newspapers, the grieving parents. Her own loss, the one she had tried so hard to suppress, came back with a sharpness that almost took her breath. Don’t go, Zav. It’s not our war. She heard the words in her head, but they couldn’t or wouldn’t break through. She gave him a hug and a watery smile then hid her trembling hands in her cardigan pockets. She looked helplessly at Godown.


  He, too, looked grave. He had experienced three years of war and knew that even if you survived, the price was high. He had never told Sealie the end of the story about his buddy and the butterfly. That the beauty of the butterfly and light in Gabriel’s face had been extinguished in the same instant by a sniper’s bullet. He laughed about the butterfly because if he cried, he wasn’t sure he could ever stop.


  It was Sealie, a romantic almost-seventeen, who broke the silence. ‘What a shame you can’t get married after you go in. You could wear your uniform!’


  The first time he held me he was in uniform. And very handsome he was too.
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  Godown followed Mrs Mac out to the kitchen, where she stood at the window, dabbing at her eyes with her apron.


  ‘Hey, Mrs Mac-Lennon, you okay?’


  She nodded without turning her head.


  Godown stood beside her and touched her wet cheek. ‘Notears. Our boy—he’ll be just fine.’


  ‘Of course he will. I’m just a silly, sentimental woman.’


  ‘Never that. You’re never that.’
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  Bob wasn’t sure how to approach Hal on the subject of money. This wedding thing was getting way out of hand. Kate’s father had deserted the family many years ago, leaving her mother to struggle with bringing up three children on a shop assistant’s wages.


  ‘Not to worry, Betty,’ Hal had told her when they met. ‘It’ll be my pleasure to pay for the wedding. My way of welcoming little Kate into the family. We’re very fond of her, you know.’


  Kate’s mother acquiesced with some relief and Hal set about spending with a gleeful indifference to the rapidly rising cost. He and Kate could be seen with their heads together discussing food, flowers, music—all the things that she might normally have discussed with her mother. Because of her background, Kate was quite frugal, but she was caught up in Hal’s disregard for cost and found that she only had to mention orchids and orchids appeared on the ever-growing list. Silk, she said and her gown became silk. Hal liked to think of himself as Kate’s—well, not exactly fairy godmother, but something along those lines.


  Finally, Bob felt he had to say something. None of the others knew Hal’s financial situation, and he felt responsible for his friend’s welfare. He’d seen these spending sprees a couple of times before and managed to pull Hal out before too much damage was done, but when it came to Zav’s wedding— Bob feared he might sound niggardly if he demurred about the cost. Nevertheless, he steeled himself to speak.


  ‘So you see, Hal,’ he concluded, as the two men sat over a beer. ‘You’re beginning to deplete your capital. Perhaps if you gave up a couple of things—the full choir, for instance and the horse and carriage—cut down the guest list a bit . . . It would still be a great wedding.’


  Hal waved a dismissive hand. ‘My son. My money.’ He paused for emphasis. ‘My business.’


  By now, Bob was able to read the stubborn set of Hal’s jaw. ‘As long as you know what you’re doing.’


  But Hal was looking back at the other man with disquiet. Here was someone whom he had believed was his friend, but who was brazenly trying to sabotage the wedding. The one thing he knew would hurt Hal most. As the Voice had predicted, the forces arraigned against him were beginning to come into the open. Well, forewarned was forearmed. Hal knew what he had to do.


  Bob was surprised when he didn’t receive an invitation to the wedding but assumed it had been lost in the mail. He said as much to Mrs Mac, who reddened as she explained.


  ‘Mr R has sort of taken against you since you talked about the money.’


  ‘Taken against me?’


  ‘Like he took against Father Murphy. Sometimes he just— takes against people.’


  Sometimes he did—often without reason. It had begun to affect their business. Bob saw his concern reflected in MrsMac’s eyes.


  ‘You, his oldest friend. It doesn’t make sense.’


  But they both understood that this was true of much of Hal’s behaviour.


  ‘Has he seen anyone yet?’


  In those days mental illness was a source of shame. DrPlunket had tried to advise Hal and his family that he needed help, but found a stubborn resistance on all sides. That he appeared normal most of the time allowed them to argue that there was nothing wrong with him. He was just prone to occasional moods. They called them his highs and lows. Your father’s a bit low today or Watch out. Dad’s on a high. Keith Plunket prescribed sleeping pills, but knew he was out of his depth.


  ‘Dr Plunket tried to get him to see a psychiatrist, but then Mr R took against the doctor.’ Mrs Mac was indignant. ‘I don’t blame him for that. It’s not as though Mr R is mad or something. He just needs a tonic and a good holiday.’


  Bob thought differently, but kept his counsel.
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  I guess Hal should have been born forty, fifty years later. Things might have turned out differently but there’s not much point in wondering. That’s the card he was dealt.
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  At first, Zav was delighted to have his father take so much interest in him and his wedding, but even he began to worry about the cost. He joined Hal and Kate one night as they pored over their list. ‘Do we really need to hire a grand piano? Can’t we use our upright?’


  ‘Silly old Zav.’ Kate had agreed to the grand piano. Hal’s extravagance was infectious.


  ‘What about the catering? Do we really need five courses?’ Hal swatted away this concern as though it were a fly.


  Zav was firm on one thing and Hal agreed. Kate had wanted to be married in church, but Zav insisted they be married under the magnolia tree. ‘It’s the one thing I’m asking for,’ he said. ‘We can have a priest or a minister—I don’t care. As long as it’s someone who’ll do it from home.’


  ‘Of course, darling.’ Kate was having the time of her life and could afford to be generous. ‘I’d like to have Sealie as my bridesmaid, too—if that’s alright with you, of course.’


  As the spending continued, Zav decided it was best to tackle Kate alone and was mortified when she burst into tears. ‘Your father’s so kind. I don’t want to disappoint him. Please.’ So Zav gave up.


  Three days before the wedding, Sealie was looking for her brother and some instinct led her to the cupboard under the stairs. ‘Zav?’ She pushed the door and heard the familiar scraping sound. ‘Zav, are you okay?’


  ‘Just getting away from the wedding for a bit,’ he said glumly. ‘You’d think Kate was his daughter the way he’s carrying on.’


  Sealie felt a little stab of jealousy. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so, so—taken over by anything.’ She patted his shoulder in an awkward gesture. ‘Don’t worry, Big Bro. You’ll be off on your honeymoon before you know it.’


  ‘Might as well take Dad. It’s his money.’


  The young couple had decided upon a week at Coolangatta. It was the best Zav could afford with his part-time job at the brewery. While he was working extra shifts, he thought bitterly, his father was convincing Kate to accept a honeymoon on Hayman Island. When Hal announced that he had booked the flights and accommodation, he looked so happy that Zav felt it churlish to object. Even so, it made him feel less of a man.


  ‘You don’t mind, do you Zavvie?’ Kate said later. Her eyes were big and anxious. ‘Your dad was so pleased and—I didn’t know how to tell him we had our own plans.’
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  Sealie had been excited about the marriage and had paid little attention to Hal’s obsessive behaviour. It was her first experience of a wedding and as far as she knew, it could have been normal. Now she thought about it, though, Hal had taken responsibility for everything. She was not concerned about the money. They had always lived comfortably and she trusted that her father would continue to provide. But he had even chosen the colour for her bridesmaid’s dress. ‘Yellow,’ he said, head on one side. ‘A buttery yellow.’ She had to admit that it suited her beautifully, but surely clothes were women’s business. Poor Daddy, she thought with sudden insight. He’s trying to be mother and father.


  While it arose from her anxiety to please, Kate’s choice of tall, dark Sealie for bridesmaid created a charming foil to her petite, blonde prettiness. They spent a good deal of time together choosing material and patterns; shopping for nightgowns and negligees; twirling with self-conscious beauty as acolytes knelt at their feet with mouths full of pins.


  In the three months leading up to the wedding, Zav felt he hardly saw his future bride. ‘They’re off again,’ he complained to Mrs Mac, who was ironing a large pile of shirts. ‘If it’s not dresses, it’s caterers or florists or bloody hairdressers.’ What could a hairdresser do to improve Kate’s hair? He loved it long and straight and loose around her face. He didn’t even like to see it in a ponytail.


  He was on edge—fidgety, as Mrs Mac used to say. She looked up and bit her lip. ‘Weddings are like that, Zav. There’s lots to do and most of it is women’s work.’


  ‘Or father’s.’


  Mrs Mac sighed. She had never approved of Hal’s apparent preference for Sealie. While she knew that Hal loved his son dearly, she wished he were able to demonstrate this more openly. There were times when her heart ached for both of them, but now she was impatient with Zav’s surliness.


  ‘Your father just wants the day to be special,’ she said. ‘You should be grateful. He’s spending a fortune . . .’


  ‘He’s always found that easier.’


  ‘Easier than what?’ She knew, of course.


  ‘Nothing.’ Zav was uncomfortable with her probing. ‘Now—what are you wearing to my wedding? I reckon a miniskirt’s the go.’


  She flicked him with a freshly ironed shirt. ‘Cheeky young devil. Let me remind you my legs are pretty good for an old girl.’ Zav kissed the top of her head. She barely came up to his shoulder. ‘I’m decorating the cake tomorrow,’ she said. ‘You can help, if you like.’ Mrs Mac’s gift was a four-tiered, homemade fruitcake. She’d been attending a cake-decorating course and was looking forward to putting her new skills into practice.


  ‘Can I lick out the icing bowl?’


  ‘Silly boy. When will you ever grow up?’


  ‘I’m not sure I want to.’
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  Sealie had never developed the teenage slouch. At sixteen, she carried her five foot nine lightly. Her back was straight and her head set gracefully above long, deep collarbones. Unfashionably curly hair caused her some grief, but it provided a perfect frame for her serious, oval face. She was already beautiful, but with an unattainable, ‘don’t-touch-me’ air that scared most of her male contemporaries. They hung around behind their Beatle fringes, sniggering and calling out to girls whose prettiness was safe and ordinary. One by one, pairs formed and reformed but none of them included Sealie. From her girlfriends, she had to endure hours of chatter and speculation about their love-lives.


  At that age they failed to understand why such an amazingly good-looking girl was not asked out by every boy she met.


  The wedding changed her status. She was to be the only bridesmaid and got to go shopping for clothes with the incredibly cool Kate. Better still, the best man was to be James Willis, who looked almost exactly like Paul McCartney. And he was twenty-two, with glossy brown hair and not a pimple in sight.


  You’re soooo lucky, Sealie.


  He’ll have to hold your hand.


  Dance with you.


  You look older than sixteen. I wonder if he’ll try anything?


  Clare! Not at her brother’s wedding!


  Why not? Anyway, what are you wearing?


  Sealie was wearing a yellow, silk chiffon dress draped like the statues she’d seen of ancient goddesses. Aphrodite? Diana? She got her mythologies confused but knew what she meant. In the V-neck she was to wear the pearls that the young Hal had given her mother. She was even able to wear heels, as James was over six foot tall.


  ‘Cream rosebuds,’ said Kate, as she flicked through the florist’s catalogue. ‘We’ll both wear a circlet of cream rosebuds in our hair. Only I’ll have a short veil.’


  ‘Perfect,’ sighed her young bridesmaid.


  Sealie was earning pocket money taking the Saturday beginners’ classes at the studio. As soon as Zav told her about the wedding she began an unaccustomed savings campaign. While Hal gave her a generous allowance, she wanted her gift to be from her, not her father. She prowled through the shops in her spare time, regretfully rejecting many beautiful items as beyond her means.


  ‘What would you and Kate like?’ she asked her brother. ‘Iwant to buy you something really nice.’


  Zav ruffled her hair. ‘Don’t worry about a gift, Seal. We don’t expect you to spend your hard-earned on us.’


  But Sealie did worry and was finally pleased to find a cream leather photograph album with gold embossing on the cover. She had it engraved: Xavier and Kate Rodriguez, 22 February 1967. It came in a handsome cream box which she lined with tissue paper and tied with a pink ribbon.
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  AND AROUND THE TWILIT GARDEN, there are lanterns in the trees—Chinese lanterns, glowing a secret, Oriental orange, and perfume from the trellis-climbing jasmine—white and yellow stars that fill the dusky corners of the garden, heady with scent and promise. And interlaced with the music, the disembodied cicada song, proclaiming the heat-to-come; and the thick summer air, like fog, like will-o’-the-wisp, enveloping the figures on the lawn, drawing beads of sweat on foreheads and breasts, staining cotton shirts and silk dresses, as the dancers sway and drink and sing and sway and drink and sing until, with a soft exhalation, they fall gracefully, one by one, onto the lawn and the scattered wicker chairs.


  The day had been perfect. From the moment Sealie awoke (just after six—an hour earlier than usual) the summer sky was awash with blessings. Sealie felt the anticipation she still remembered, of her child-self waking up on Christmas morning. Now, as then, she lay a moment with her eyes closed, savouring the thought of the day to come before bounding out of bed with a kind of energising joy.


  ‘Happy’s the bride the sun shines on,’ beamed Hal as she joined him for breakfast.


  ‘Happy’s the bride the sun shines on,’ echoed Mrs Mac as she came in a few minutes later.


  ‘Happy’s the . . .’


  ‘Already been said, Godown.’


  Godown, who was escorting Mrs Mac to the wedding, winked at Hal in glee. ‘I hope my shirt’s ironed properly.’


  ‘Of course it is.’ The cheek of him! Mrs Mac had spent a good deal of time pressing its snowy splendour. She hoped he’d like the smart silk suit she’d chosen for herself.


  Sealie spent the day in a kind of ecstasy. Hairdresser, florist, hurried snacks, makeup. Perfume dabbed on wrists, behind ears, and covertly, on breasts. She and Kate, sisterly, perched on the bed in their slips, toasting their faith in the future. Passers-by pointing. Neighbours clapping the wedding car with its uniformed chauffeur. The short drive from Aunty Mae’s house to Yarra Falls where Zav waited under the magnolia.


  In sickness and in health, my mother and father promised. For richer or for poorer, for better or for worse, they pledged lifelong fidelity.


  Godown sang ‘O Perfect Love’ and Mrs Mac felt her throat swell as she touched the corsage Zav had given her. All these people she loved—they’d been given a new start.


  Godown wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.


  Mrs Mac caught him in the act. ‘You’re an old softie, Godown Moses,’ she said.


  Sealie sat beside James at the wedding supper.


  ‘You look fabulous,’ he said. ‘Zav, how come I’ve never met your gorgeous sister before?’


  ‘Hands off, James. She’s still at school.’


  Sealie spluttered in her soup. Zav could be so embarrassing. ‘Shut up, pig,’ she said inelegantly and groaned at her own gaucheness.


  James grinned. ‘I can wait,’ he said. He put his hand dramatically over his heart. ‘I could wait forever for someone so beautiful.’


  To her dismay, Sealie could think of nothing to say. Later, a number of clever and witty ripostes presented themselves, but here, now, she could only grin feebly. She was grateful to James who continued to chat easily until the dancing started and the need for conversation thankfully diminished.


  As Sealie whirled in James’ arms, she saw Zav and Kate, holding each other close as they swayed in the gathering dusk. Her brother’s dark head was bent over his bride’s, which nestled lightly on his chest. They looked more than happy. There was a kind of quiet joy in that moment that brought tears to her eyes. Let them always be as happy as this, she prayed, before the moment passed and the band struck a new tempo. The bridal couple held hands and swung wide, laughing as more of their friends joined them.


  The music slowed yet again. ‘Yesterday . . .’ the singer began, and Hal, in a kind of trance, moved onto the floor.


  ‘May I?’ He tapped James on the shoulder and held his daughter in the awkward embrace of a man not used to dancing. Sealie took the lead and guided him as he fumbled the steps. She looked up at him and smiled with affectionate amusement at his clumsiness. Hal looked at the dark hair, the smiling eyes, the pearls at her throat.


  ‘I’ll learn to dance one day,’ he said. ‘I’ll never forget how beautiful you were the first night I saw you dance . . .’


  Before he could finish his sentence, Zav swept Sealie away. ‘My turn,’ he said, uncharacteristically flushed from excitement and champagne. ‘You do look gorgeous, Little Sis.’
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  As the night drew to a close, Sealie sank into a chair in a haze of happiness. It was all far beyond her expectations. She had danced all night, not only with James, but a multitude of others, all of whom told her she was beautiful. One young man had whirled her behind the shrubbery and kissed her, his mouth tasting, not unpleasantly of whisky. Another had whispered suggestively about what they might do later in the evening, sending small shivers of excitement through her body, even though she had no intention of taking up his offer. For now, it was enough to be admired and desired—she had her whole life ahead of her for the rest. Nevertheless, tonight she felt she had left the last vestiges of her childhood behind. The shadowy path to the future was suddenly drenched in moonlight.


  A puff of cold air caused her to pull her shawl around her shoulders. She started from her reverie and found herself looking at the wedding guests as from a great distance. The music stopped suddenly, replaced by an uncanny silence. Shesaw Kate in a swirl of white. She saw the twins, alertlike sentinels, standing alone, their green silk dresses fluttering likeflags. She saw herself, dressed in yellow, sitting in the chair as though frozen in a photograph. She saw herself, not in her imagination, but from a vantage point somewhere behind her. Sealie shivered, and turned her head to see a blurred figure looking out from the sitting-room window. In an instant, it was gone, leaving a trail of sadness that gave her pause before she brushed it aside as the crowd assembled to say goodbye to the bride and groom.


  For they are jolly good fellows, they sang lustily. And so say all of us.


  As the newlyweds drove away, I, but ten days in my mother’s womb, was waiting for the moment of discovery. The moment when my parents became aware of my existence. The momentI could feel loved and safe. When my few cells would have mutiplied many thousands of times and Ibecame that which Iwas meant to be.
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  Sealie had caught the carefully aimed bouquet and as the car disappeared down the drive, she looked around the crowd. Where was Hal? She hadn’t seen him since their dance. ‘Where is he?’ she asked Godown.


  ‘Over there.’ He indicated a lone figure under the magnolia. ‘He’s already said his goodbyes. Guess he’s just goin’ to miss Zav.’


  Sealie was less certain, but as she moved towards her father, he returned to the waving crowd and the moment of doubt was gone.


  Unusually for him, however, Godown had seriously misread Hal’s mood.
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  For Hal, the wedding was the turning point. If he’d had a chance to finish his sentence as he danced with Sealie, this is what he would have said. I’ll never forget how beautiful you were when I saw you dance Swan Lake. Bewitched by her shining grey eyes, the dark cloud of her hair, the pearls circling her lightly tanned throat, he believed himself to be dancing with Paulina. Overwhelmed with joy, he marvelled at the gift which, until now, had been beyond his grasp.


  The moment was shattered almost as soon as it began. When Zav claimed his partner, Hal realised he was dancing, not with his wife, but with his daughter.


  The Voice, silent for so long, returned to sneer at his distress. What sort of husband are you? You shit. She wouldn’t even dance with you. Worthless, stinking shit.


  


  12


  NINETEEN SIXTY-SEVEN WAS A PIVOTAL year in many ways. Dr Christiaan Barnard performed the world’s first heart transplant; the Israelis won the Six-Day War and the first episode of Sesame Street was aired. A million or more young people celebrated the Summer of Love in the Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco. And Penny Lane became as familiar as the local high street.


  Here, in Australia, there was a ‘yes’ vote in a referendum to give full citizenship to Indigenous people, and the Prime Minister was drowned while swimming alone off a beach very few of his constituents had ever heard of.


  The Rodriguez family also experienced a year of change. Firstly, there was my unplanned residence in my mother’s womb; then the wedding; then, in July, the beginning of my father’s short-lived army career.


  By that time, the pregnancy had been confirmed and I was judged to be around four months in utero. Kate’s small breasts had swollen, her slim waist had thickened and there was even a little bump to announce my presence. I was a restless baby and my mother felt movement quite early.


  ‘It’s kicking. Feel. No. Here.’ Kate guided my father’s hand as he felt with wonder the rippling movement under her smooth skin.


  At first, he was horrified. ‘We can’t have a baby now. Not with me in the army for two years. How will you manage?’


  ‘Other women do,’ she said. ‘Please say you’re happy. It’s a baby. Our baby.’


  Zav kissed her upturned face. ‘Of course you’ll manage. I just want to be there for you.’ But he was still concerned, and before leaving for basic training, he spoke to his sister in a voice as casual as he could make it.


  ‘Hey, Little Sis. Can you keep an eye on Kate for me? She’ll be lonely in that pokey flat.’ Zav had never been responsible for others before. Now there was not only Kate but a baby. The thought of me still frightened him. He didn’t feel ready. ‘I wish I’d taken up Dad’s offer for her to live with you guys.’


  Sealie knew better. ‘You did the right thing. I’m not sure Dad is the best . . . You know what he’s like.’


  Zav nodded glumly. ‘Yeah. If you could, you know, just drop round once in a while.’


  ‘Of course I will. Stop worrying. And don’t forget to take care of yourself.’ She punched his arm in a comradely way, unwilling to betray her emotion. ‘Take good care, Big Bro.’


  Sealie kept her word. She liked Kate and liked the thought of the baby.


  ‘I might specialise in midwifery,’ she told her sister-in-law as they flicked though racks of maternity clothes. ‘Yuk! Imagine wearing this!’


  They finally found some soft cotton caftans at Indian Bazaar. ‘Much better.’ Sealie herself had taken to the hippy look and was wearing a cheesecloth top and bandana with flared jeans and sandals. With her golden skin and dark curls, she looked quite exotic. Like a gypsy, Mrs Mac mourned more than once. What would her mother think!
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  Since Hal had danced with his daughter, the Voice was never far away. Days of silence would end with another torrent of abuse so that even on the quiet days, Hal, sensing that it was biding its time, never felt safe.


  He said goodbye to his son at home because in this fragile state, he didn’t trust himself in public. He had not seen service in the Second World War, failing the medical when they discovered he had only one functioning kidney. Appearing able-bodied, he went through the war years feeling that he was despised by those he passed in the street. He could feel their thoughts. Look at that fit young man in civvies. When my husband, son, grandson, is away fighting a war.


  Now Zav was redeeming the family name. A stint in the army was a good thing for young men. Taught them discipline, a trait Hal felt his son lacked. So, despite the fact that his stomach was churning with fear, Hal sent Zav on his way without visible emotion.


  ‘The army will make a man out of you,’ he said, shaking Zav’s hand. ‘You always liked adventure. Now you’ve got one ready-made.’ He put the other hand on his son’s shoulder—almost hugged him, then stepped back. ‘Keep your head down.’ He hung his own head so that Zav couldn’t see the tears in his eyes.


  ‘I’ll miss you, too, Dad,’ Zav said, but the irony was lost on his father. The boy must know how much he’d be missed.


  Hal waved until the car disappeared down the drive, then turned and went inside. There was a heaviness about the house that seemed to swallow up his footfall. Mrs Mac and Godown had driven with Zav back to his flat, so Hal was alone. He sat down and stared out the window, feeling dull and weary. Soon both his children would be gone, Sealie to such grown-up responsibilities and Zav . . . Panic rose in his throat at the thought of Zav. My beautiful boy fighting a war. I should have been able to talk him into staying on at uni. But Zav never listened to me. We’ve never been close. My fault, Hal thought. My fault.


  All your fault, Hal. The Voice was quite soft at first and he had to strain to hear. Children always leave bad fathers. Zav would rather face the Viet Cong than live one more day with you. First your wife, now your son. Hal spun around. Unable to breathe, he ran into the garden, but the bodiless Voice continued, its volume rising to a scream. You’ve let Paulina down. You’re nothing but a dirty piece of shit. Hal pressed his hands over his ears but the Voice went on and on. Filthy. Evil. Scum. Finally, it subsided into mutterings as Hal struggled to control his trembling. The Voice that had spoken to him after Paulina’s death had been firm but polite. Now itshouted abuse. It frightened him. Hal shook his head, desperately trying to dislodge the last of the mutterings. Butfrom then on he sensed it was always there, coiled and venomous, ready to strike.


  The episode was short, but left him fearful and depressed. He had tried to appease the Voice, but it wasn’t enough. He didn’t for one moment doubt its authority and dreaded its return. He told no-one. You’ll be punished if you tell, the Voice said. If you love Zav, you won’t tell a soul.


  Poor Grandad. It’s not nice, this hearing of voices. To him the Voice was as real as Godown’s or Mrs Mac’s. And it knew things about him. Bad things. Hal was a good man, but the Voice told him he was bad. A good man tries to be good, no matter what. And he did try.


  But having said that, I firmly believe that my birth was good for him. A good thing that happened to a good but unhappy man. That’s the way I see it. And I don’t care what anyone says.
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  Zav and Kate kissed goodbye at the gates of the Southern Cross Army Barracks and she watched as he merged with other young men who all exhibited a touching bravado. For Zav, it was his first experience of living away from family and he saw no-one he knew among the others who boarded the bus for the Puckapunyal training camp. For a moment he was overwhelmed with loneliness. Wanted to turn and run back to his real life before it was too late. He didn’t, of course. Like all the other young conscripts, he boarded the bus, eyes downcast. He swung his bag into the overhead locker and thumped down next to a skinny, fair-haired boy who looked no more than fifteen. They shook hands.


  ‘Zav Rodriguez.’


  ‘Bernard Montgomery. Blokes call me Monty.’


  ‘Any relation to . . .?’


  ‘Nah. Not that I know of . . . He was a bit of a hero of my dad’s.’


  At the first rollcall, Warrant Officer Parsons called the blond boy ‘Field Marshal’. It was a baptism born of contempt, but his new mates picked it up and used it as a term of rough affection. So the name stuck until young Bernard Montgomery was sent home from Vietnam with a head wound, and from then on, he was never quite sure who he was.


  Before Vietnam, there was basic training. With his qualifications, Zav should have been selected for officer school, but the rebel streak that sent him up the Satan’s Slide and put him at odds with his father caused him to question the authority of those he didn’t respect. And he didn’t respect Corporal Hinkler, a leather-faced, little tyrant who was called Corporal Hitler behind his back.


  Hinkler took a special dislike to Monty and tormented and bullied the boy because he could. For this reason, Monty was extra careful to make no mistakes and kept himself and his belongings as neat as a pin.


  The platoon returned to their hut one morning to find Monty’s bed in disarray and a red-faced Corporal Hinkler standing triumphantly at its foot. Zav, who had entered first, was just in time to see the corporal throwing a towel to the floor. Was there no limit to this man’s vindictiveness? Just as Hinkler opened his mouth to roar, Zav stepped forward.


  ‘Corporal. I wish to report an instance of vandalism.’


  The little man glared at the tall young soldier whose face was blank as he stared just over the corporal’s head.


  ‘Vandalism, Recruit Rodriguez?’


  ‘Yes, Corporal. Someone has vandalised Recruit Montgomery’s bed. I saw him make it before we left for Parade.’ He continued to stare straight ahead, as a quickly restrained snigger burst from one of the men behind him.


  ‘Request that you investigate, Corporal.’


  Ignoring Zav, the corporal turned to Monty. ‘Make your bed, soldier, and don’t let me find it in this state again.’ He swung around and marched out, grinding his teeth as the laughter exploded behind him.


  Zav became a hero to his mates, but from then on, found his name on the list for all the worst jobs. At the Passing Out Parade, he was not called for officer training.
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  A few months after Zav went into the army, Sealie also left home, being part of the September intake of nurses. Before going, though, she climbed the steps to the attic carrying a small cloth bag. She stood in the doorway and looked at the carefully labelled boxes. Each of them contained something of her life. Fleeting things, like her shell collection, which started and ended in the two weeks of their summer holiday at Rosebud in 1956. Past treasures, like her favourite party dresses and ballet costumes. Books she had enjoyed: The Faraway Tree was there, Cherry Ames and the whole series of Sadlers’ Wells. The glory box was almost overflowing with its growing collection of linen and silk. She had added a pale blue nightgown only last week—a birthday gift from Kate. The Japanese jewellery box was in its place on the windowseat. She sat down and opened it. The Scottie Dog brooch was still there. And her gold baby bracelet and her mother’s pearls. Hal had given her the pearls for her sixteenth birthday. She ran her fingers over their smoothness. The only time she had worn them was at Zav’s wedding. Sealie’s taste ran to Indian love-beads and silver rings and bangles. Pearls were for old ladies, but she kept these in the box her mother had given her and liked to look at them sometimes. They glowed now, like little moons in the palm of her hand.


  She stood up and straightened her shoulders. There was something else she had to do. She crossed the room and knelt in front of a small blanket box that she had once used as a toy chest. Placing her bundle on the floor, she opened the lid and picked up a pair of small, black ballet slippers, tied together by their ribbons. She dangled them from her finger and smiled. Her first pair of ballet shoes. Sealie had wanted pink, but her mother had said black for practice. Along with these, there were several pairs of character shoes, tap shoes and numerous ballet slippers, all in different colours and sizes. Some of the larger ones were blocked for dancing en pointe. Right at the bottom of the box, there was a tissue-wrapped parcel, which she opened carefully. For a moment, she cradled the contents against her cheek. These slippers were white satin. Paulina had worn them the last time she danced in public. The toes were grubby and frayed—little threads of satin and stage-dust. Sealie held them against her own long feet and grimaced. Her mother’s feet had been so tiny; these shoes looked like a child’s.


  Replacing the parcel, Sealie opened the cloth bag and took out her last pair of ballet shoes, a serviceable black for practice. She ran the ribbons through her fingers. New life now, she whispered and shed a few, private tears.


  [image: 9781742694580txt_0167_001]


  The next day, Sealie left her father’s house to make her home in the nurses’ quarters of St Vincent’s Hospital. As they turned from Punt Road into Victoria Parade, Hal glanced at his daughter. She was sitting next to him, with that straight back of hers, looking so composed. He, on the other hand, was having difficulty keeping up their polite conversation.


  Is this my daughter? The little girl who used to dance into our bedroom and tuck herself in between us? The child who loved milkshakes? Is this the red fairy who danced centre front at the Collingwood Town Hall? Who grinned that gap-toothed smile as she flitted about on the gigantic stage?


  Sealie was dressed in a short navy-blue skirt, with a powder-blue, rollneck jumper, her unruly hair tied back with a neat scarf. In the car boot was her case packed with her uniforms, her books, nightwear, underwear and some clothes for her rare days off. There was also a satchel with text books, lecture pads and assorted writing implements.


  For what seemed like the hundredth time Hal said, ‘Don’t get me wrong. Being a nurse is great. But why can’t you live at home? We’re only a few minutes away from the hospital.’ He didn’t look at her but stared over the steering wheel, which he clenched with white-knuckled hands.


  His daughter was becoming impatient. ‘I’ve told you, Dad. It’s the rules.’


  ‘I know. I know. It’s just that with Zav gone . . .’


  Sealie changed the subject, ‘We haven’t had a letter for a while.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Kate rang this morning,’ Sealie continued. ‘She got three letters all at once. He’s good. Still hot there. Humid. He’ll hate that.’


  The hospital loomed before them and they joined the girls and their parents in the foyer where the bust of a large woman stared down with disapproval at the bold display of legs and the nervous giggles of this new batch of would-be nurses.


  ‘Mother Aikenhead. Founder of the Sisters of Charity,’ whispered one knowledgeable young woman. ‘My sister’s been here for four years. Nearly got caught putting a bra on the old dragon,’ she said with pride. Sealie was glad to have someone to speak to. Cassie, despite her repeated intention to become a nurse, left school a year before and had just completed a secretarial course.


  They were led to a large hall where the Director of Nurse Education told them what to expect as trainees. Her audience looked at each other, daunted. So many rules!


  ‘You are embarking upon a truly worthwhile career,’ Sister Michael concluded. ‘If you are not up to the responsibility, you should leave now. Because you’ll need total commitment, girls. That, along with energy, toughness and compassion. Not everyone has these qualities.’ She stared down at the fresh young faces. Her own was smooth and angular under her white veil. A handsome face, Sealie thought, as the speaker introduced another sister who was to show them to their rooms.


  Sealie’s room was small and cell-like, but it was hers. She looked around with satisfaction at the single bed with its green, chenille cover; the stout wardrobe, the plain chair and the desk with its goose-necked lamp; the small, chipped mirror on the far wall. The window, framed with green-and-white striped curtains, overlooked Victoria Parade where she could see Melbourne’s first skyscraper, the ICI building. She felt excited and energised by its bold statement of modernity. While her father stood miserably in the doorway, she was busy making plans. A little jug. A Birko would be nice. Mugs. And a tin for biscuits. A couple of posters on the wall . . .


  ‘Sealie.’


  She turned as though surprised he was still there. ‘Dad! How do you like the room?’


  Hal, thinking of her spacious, well-furnished bedroom at home, saw something resembling a large cupboard. ‘Oh. Nice—I’ll be off, then.’


  ‘There’s afternoon tea for our guests.’


  ‘Not my sort of thing—won’t stay,’ he mumbled, pecking her on the cheek. ‘I hope it all goes well. If you find you don’t like it . . .’


  ‘I know, Dad. Thanks. I’ll miss you.’


  ‘Me too.’


  


  13


  I AM BORN ON 21 October 1967, a micro-blip in the history of civilisation. The Zodiac makes me a Libran and it is the Chinese Year of the Sheep. That makes me a fire-sign. The Vedic calendar reveals my Moon Sign to be Aries, my Ascendant Planet Jupiter and my birth star Krittika. Krittika? What kind of person has a birth star called Krittika? Numerologically speaking, my birth number is 3. Poor me! Iam encumbered with a destiny before I’m one minute old.


  Poor Kate. I take my time coming. Perhaps I’m waiting for my father who is given urgent compassionate leave from his jungle training in Queensland. I arrive just as he is pushing the button in the lift. ‘Delivery Suites’, it says. ‘Fourth Floor’.


  He can only see me through glass. They are very strong on hygiene and infection control. Can I really remember the tall handsome figure in uniform beaming down on me as the nurse tilts the crib to display my crinkled, newborn face? Unlikely. It’s probably a vision I have conjured since. It’s one I treasure, though. I have so few real memories of my own to treasure. My father has only one week’s leave, and as the circumstances are unusual, he is able to hold me briefly, his mouth and nose covered with a surgical mask. I can only see his eyes. They look down at me with something like awe. He is tentative, unpractised, and I sense that he doesn’t feel comfortable holding me. He doesn’t have much opportunity to learn.


  In that first week, I feel the bliss. I’m bathing in it as I feed dreamily at my mother’s breast. Loving faces stare through the glass as they exclaim at my dark hair and large eyes. Special faces include Aunt Sealie, Mrs Mac, Godown, my Grandmother Betty and her sister, Mae. Two women, mirror images, draw me into the ocean of their eyes. It’s like a return to the womb where I swim, a tiny fish, safe from predators.


  Then there is my grandfather, Hal. He comes every day and is the one to drive me home when I leave the hospital. Zav’s unit is preparing for a tour of Vietnam and he is recalled after six days. My mother wraps me in a shawl and cradles me on the way home in the car. The law is different in 1967.


  Mrs Mac takes me in her arms at the door and looks into my eyes. I stare back, unblinking and unsurprised. ‘Look at those eyes—an old soul, this one,’ she says.


  They name me Paulina Grace, but from the first I am called Grace. My grandfather loves my name, invoking as it does the memory of his wife combined with the divine gift of grace, which he prays that I have in abundance. He rocks me sometimes and sings me to sleep with my special song, ‘Amazing Grace’. When he is with me, he feels blessed, truly blessed, for the first time since Paulina died. He holds me gently, for such a large man.
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  Despite her youth, my mother proved to be very competent. She handled me with calm efficiency and grew used to changing nappies, or feeding me while keeping one eye on the television news. When the opening story was Vietnam, she would pause, safety pin in mouth, poised over the nappy fold, and listen intently. Zav had shipped out in early December.


  The post usually came around ten, and if there was a letter, she’d make a cup of tea before opening it. She’d scan it quickly, then read it more slowly, finally folding it before leaning over my crib.


  ‘Daddy sends a big kiss to his beautiful little girl.’ And she’d kiss my forehead or cheek with the lightest of butterfly kisses.


  At first, Aunt Sealie would call in after school and take me for a walk in the pram. We’d go to the park and she’d lift me out and show me the flowers, the birdies, the puppies. She’d blurt on my tummy and whisper ‘I could eat you, you’re so beautiful.’ Back home, if I became fractious, she’d dance me around the room, so lightly that I felt I was flying. She bought me a pair of fairy wings.


  ‘I know she’s a bit young, Kate,’ she said. ‘But I couldn’t resist them.’ They sat me up with cushions, and arranged the wings behind me while Kate took a photo to send to Zav.


  ‘There. Nearly finished the roll.’ There were numerous photos of me. Kate wanted to ensure that my absent father would recognise me when he returned.


  Not long after my birth, Aunt Sealie left to go nursing and, consequently, my mother was lonely. Kate was the first of her friends to be married and the only one to have a child. She resented the pitying looks the other girls gave her while talking about their increasingly free lifestyles.


  ‘Of course’, they conceded. ‘You’re so lucky to have Zav and your gorgeous baby girl.’ Kiss. Kiss. They were very kissy, those girls. It’s a wonder I didn’t develop an allergy to lipstick. They didn’t stay long. There was a whole new world out there and Kate’s place was so domestic.


  After her initial six weeks of training, when Sealie got days off, she’d always come to see me first.


  ‘I think she knows me. Look at that smile.’ And she’d nuzzle my face. Sealie’s kisses were warm and loving and after she began her training she smelled faintly of disinfectant. As Isaid, she’d have made a lovely mother.


  For a short while, she made a lovely nurse. Looking demure in her blue-and-white checked uniform, her neat waist belted, she worked on her studies more conscientiously than she ever had at school. Small, neat handwriting flowed across her lined pads—anatomy, physiology, infection control. Bedmaking, bandaging, observations. The correct way to address the charge nurse.


  ‘Never,’ said Sister Maines, ‘never interrupt Sister when she is otherwise occupied. You must stand with your hands behind your back, eyes lowered, until she’s free to talk to you.’


  Marilyn’s hand shot up. ‘How will she know we want tospeak with her?’ The others were grateful. They had alreadygleaned that challenging questions weren’t always welcome.


  ‘Because she will see you waiting.’ Sister rolled her eyes. ‘Lord spare me from foolish questions. Is that clear to all of you?’ Of course it was. No-one dared to ask another question.


  Sealie and Marilyn had become good friends and studied together as the preliminary exams approached. As time went by, Marilyn was recognised as a top student and could ask questions with impunity. Sealie struggled, especially with physiology, but after six weeks, both were delighted to pass and finally be posted to the wards.


  Sealie had two days off after the exams and Mrs Mac prepared a family dinner to celebrate her success.


  ‘I’m on men’s surgical and Marilyn is on the children’s ward,’ she explained, tucking into one of Mrs Mac’s famous lamb roasts. ‘We can hardly wait to get started. I’ve got Sister Una as my charge sister. She’s one of the nuns. They say she’s strict, but quite nice if you do the right thing.’ As Sealie chattered on, Mrs Mac nodded to herself. I was right, she thought. She’ll do well, our young Sealie.


  In an odd way, Sealie’s dancing background was good preparation for many aspects of nursing. She was used to discipline, to practising to perfection, to dedication and concentration. Her body was supple and her back strong. She followed direction without question. When her first roster was completed, Sister Una was more than happy with her new recruit.


  As she checked Sealie’s procedure book, she noted with approval the neatly written name and the impressive number of signatures denoting procedures completed.


  ‘A very good start, Nurse Rodriguez.’ Sealie felt a little buzz of pleasure. ‘But you’ll have to try to tame that hair of yours.’ It wouldn’t do for young probationers to become too confident.


  ‘She says I might be ready to change a dressing next time,’ Sealie told Marilyn as she practised bandaging on her friend’s plump arm. ‘I hope I don’t forget any of the steps.’


  Marilyn looked gloomily at her bandaged arm. ‘You’re sooooo lucky to have Sister Una. Old Iron-Knickers is on my back the whole time.’ She tried to flex her hand. ‘This is too tight, Nurse Rodriguez. My fingers are starting to turn blue.’
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  Zav, with his mates Scottie and Monty, jumped out of the chopper and looked around at the sprawling camp.


  ‘Welcome to Nui Dat, brothers,’ said a young man, wearing shorts and boots, dog tags swinging on his bare chest. ‘Boozer’s over there.’ He swaggered on by, an old hand after three months.


  They reported to a fox-faced sergeant who directed them to their tents where there were four stretchers, each with a thin mattress and mosquito net.


  ‘This will be home for the next twelve months,’ the sergeant told them. ‘You’ve done the training but you fuckers ain’t seen nothing yet.’


  The three young men put their bags down uncertainly.


  ‘Who do you think’s in the other bunk?’ Monty asked.


  ‘Me, boys. Give us some fuckin’ room, will ya?’


  A large pale face topped with white-blond hair preceded a wrestler’s body into the small space. A huge paw was extended. ‘Steve Kowolski. Mates call me the Snowman.’ He flung his gear onto one of the stretchers. ‘Wha-cher waitin’ for? A written invitation? Boozer’s open.’


  They were in high spirits when they left the boozer that night, but in an instant, were suddenly and awfully sober. What were those lights? There. Through the trees. Enemy torches? Fireflies, they were told. The sound of mortars. Enemy fire? Ours, the laconic assessment. Zav wished fervently that he could be so casual in the heavy threat of night.


  They went out on patrol, through rubber plantations, rice paddies. Took part in village searches. They seldom engaged with the enemy and it all seemed like an elaborate game. One day, when Zav was on patrol, they came across a young woman, sitting by the road, arms wrapped around her knees. She was rocking hypnotically but jumped to her feet when she saw the patrol approach and ran forward, hands in the air. ‘Úc dai loi,’ she called, pointing to the long grass where she’d been sitting. ‘Úc dai loi. Help.’


  Zav approached cautiously, as he’d been told. The others covered him, their rifles at the ready. An old woman—who knows how old?—lay on the ground. She had a grey plait and her finely wrinkled face was contorted with pain. Each rasping breath clearly depleted her already fading strength. The younger woman looked up at Zav and he saw she could have been no more than twelve or thirteen. The granddaughter, perhaps.


  ‘You help?’


  Zav wasn’t a medic, but he knelt and bent over the old woman, lightly touching her hand. Was she wounded? Was she ill? He recoiled as a gob of spit hit his face. The old woman’s eyes were dark with venom. She croaked a few words to the girl at her side.


  ‘She no want help from you.’ Tears streaked the granddaughter’s grubby face. ‘She die. No help.’ And she sank to the ground again, rocking her body in silent grief.


  As the weeks passed, Zav came to dread looking into the eyes of the villagers. Some were friendly, some openly hostile, but most were cautious. In a war, who can you trust? The children were more open. ‘Úc dai loi,’ they would say, capering about as the Australians handed them sweets. ‘Úc dai loi number one.’ Sometimes Zav would pause to watch them play, marvelling at their resilience, fearing for their safety.


  Christmas saw the boozer decorated with streamers and tinsel and the Snowman, dressed in shorts and a red hat and with cotton wool he’d lifted from the medics, handed out extra rations of beer and some ice-cream he had somehow appropriated from the Americans. Channel 15 had come a few days earlier and they all made messages for their loved ones.


  Hi, Mum, Dad. I’m okay. Happy Christmas.


  G’day Chooka. Have a beer for us, will ya.


  Miss you darlin’. What about a letter?


  Hope Santa left you lots of good stuff, little matey.


  Back home the family watched as a grainy image of Zav filled the screen. My father’s message, like the others was awkward. None of them were used to being on television.


  ‘Merry Christmas,’ he said. ‘Miss you all. Especially you, Kate.’ There was no special message for me. He could have blown me a kiss. It’s not so much to ask. One more thing happened in nineteen sixty-seven. Not two weeks before Christmas, Mrs Mac left.


  Can you imagine life in that house without the kind, steady presence of Mrs Mac? Sealie was outraged and wrote to Zav:


  Dad’s gone too far this time. How could he send her away?


  Itruly wonder if he’s not completely mad. I mean that seriously.


  This is too much.


  Zav, sweating in the tropical heat, feared not only the enemy, but the deadly scorpions and the spiders as big as dinner plates. He missed his family dreadfully, but the centre had moved from his former home, to a small flat in Carlton. He could only endure so much fear. He pushed the matter of Hal and Mrs Mac to the back of his mind after writing to Sealie:


  He’ll come round. Tell Mrs Mac to be patient. I’ll be home on leave in a couple of months and I’ll sort it out then if it isn’t already sorted. Kiss Grace for me.


  After so many years, Mrs Mac looked on the Rodriguez house as her home. The family were her family, and Hal broke her heart. It started simply enough. Hal forgot to leave out his washing. He had done this before, of course, but Mrs Mac had Christmas shopping to do and needed to keep to her schedule. For the first time in all those years, washing basket under her arm, she used her spare key to enter the locked room. She looked at the tattered ballet poster on the wall and sighed as she replaced the full basket with the empty one. She moved closer and peered at the poster. Was Mrs R actually among those white swans gazing out at her with black-rimmed eyes? She lifted her glasses and squinted at the dancing figures. Come to think of it, the third one from the end might . . .


  ‘What are you doing here?’ Hal was looking at her with thunderous eyes. He stood in the doorway, fists clenched, taking in the poster, the laundry basket, the frightened woman. One step. Two. He was closer now, and his voice, suddenly softer, was all the more threatening. ‘You don’t have to tell me. I know. Nothing is hidden from me. I always know in the end.’ He pointed an accusing finger. ‘You’re here to steal Paulina’s soul,’ he said. ‘Who told you her soul is in the poster? Who?’


  Mrs Mac froze. ‘Mr R—’


  ‘Don’t you Mr R me.’ His voice came thick and knotted from his throat. ‘I’ve always felt there was a traitor close to home. But you! I trusted you, and you’ve been plotting against me.’ Pain registered on his face and contorted his whole body, right down to the clenched fists. He backed up to the bedside table and felt around with desperate fingers. ‘Go! Leave Paulina’s soul in peace,’ he shouted, flourishing the Bible like a weapon.


  Mrs Mac ran from the room, the washing basket still under her arm. She tripped on the mat sending shirts, singlets, socks flying in mad disarray all over the floor. She fled down the stairs and out into the garden where the magnolia spread its leafy arms. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, help me. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, help me.’ She clung to the unyielding tree trunk, sounding like a madwoman herself.


  It was mid-afternoon and the air was warm and still. She became aware of the familiar smell of cut grass. And the English lavender. Each year, she would collect all its sweetness to make her much-admired lavender bags for the church fête. And the rose petals too, for potpourri. She knelt before a lavender bush and crumbled the flowers between her fingers, inhaling deeply. The lavender calmed her. Suddenly, she was immeasurably weary. The fear still pulsed, but her dominant emotion was sadness. She couldn’t stay. Mr R had taken against her now too and this was no longer her home. Still wearing her apron, she trudged the two kilometres to her sister’s house.


  Three cheers for our own Mrs Mac


  Who keeps all the household on track


  A genius with cooking


  And also good-looking


  There’s nothing this woman does lack.
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  ‘Hey, Mrs Mac. What dee-licious treat do you have for us tonight?’ Godown slammed the back door behind him as he boomed his usual greeting. He sniffed. No cooking smells. The kitchen was empty. ‘Hal! Where’s Mrs Mac. Is she sick?’


  Hal appeared in the doorway. His shirt was only half tucked in and he was clutching his Bible to his chest. ‘She’s sicker than you could ever imagine,’ he said. ‘She’s sick beyond repair.’


  Godown stared in disbelief. ‘My God, Hal. Is she in hospital? Why didn’t you ring me?’ The pastor valued his long-standing friendship with Eileen McLennon. Here was a woman he could really respect and now—‘Hal? Where is she?’


  ‘I had to send her away. The Lord has exposed her as a daughter of darkness.’ He motioned urgently to the other man. ‘We must pray in every room. This house must be cleansed or we risk Paulina’s soul.’


  Godown looked at Hal in horror. ‘Hal! Mrs Mac is one of the best, most Christian women I’ve ever met.’ He tried to be tactical. ‘The devil must be feedin’ you falsehoods. Father of Lies, Hal. That’s what they call the devil.’ Lord, help me, he prayed. Help me to help this sick man.


  There were hectic patches on Hal’s cheeks and his eyes were dark and febrile. Alarmed but unwilling to disturb him further, Godown went with him from room to room, reciting prayers to cleanse the house. They prayed in the kitchen, the dining room, the living room. They prayed in the laundry, theround room, the attic room. They prayed in all the bedrooms, the study and finally in Hal’s own room. They didn’t pray in the cupboard under the stairs. Godown was curiously grateful for this one small haven. Their prayers were ridding the house of a power for good.
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  Godown had never met Alice, but knew her house. He had dropped Mrs Mac off there many times over the years. Eileen McLennon liked to keep one part of her life for herself and Godown had understood. Now, in this crisis, he found himself invited into the neat Californian bungalow by an older, plumper version of his friend.


  ‘Eileen is through there in the front room,’ she said, indicating a door at the head of the passageway. ‘I’ll get some tea, while you two have a chat.’


  Although it was a bright morning, there wasn’t much natural light in the room, and what there was was supplemented by two table lamps. Nevertheless, Godown still had to peer a little to orient himself.


  A figure rose from an armchair. ‘Godown. It’s so good to see you. Thank you for coming.’ Her voice quavered. ‘I never expected Mr R to take against me.’


  Godown put a tentative arm around her shoulder. He meant to say, the ways of the Lord are indeed mysterious. Instead, feeling the frail shoulders under his large hands, he said, ‘He had no right. Why would he take against you, Mrs Mac? You been the best of friends to that family.’


  ‘Eileen,’ she said. ‘My name is Eileen.’


  ‘Mine is Moses.’


  Caught off-guard, they looked at each other as Alice bustled in with the tea and fruitcake. ‘Now,’ said Alice. ‘What’s to be done?’


  Mrs Mac and Godown looked at each other uncomfortably. For some time now, there had been an unspoken acknowledgement that Hal had got beyond needing a tonic and a good holiday. But who was to make a decision? Hal himself was incapable. Zav was in Vietnam, facing God knows what, and Sealie—well, they had always protected Sealie and now she was starting a new career, could they burden her with this? Hal had fallen out with Bob who was the only other person who had been close enough. Now, with Mrs Mac’s eviction, that left only Godown.


  ‘I blame myself,’ the big man mourned. ‘He was more hurt than I understood and there I was preachin’ at him.’


  ‘But it calmed him down for a long time. I know he’s done some strange things, but it did help. He was that depressed before you came.’


  Godown looked at Mrs Mac gratefully. ‘Well, that wasn’t me. I’d like to think it was the Lord’s doin’. I was just a tool in His hands.’


  Alice snorted. ‘Whatever happened in the past, it’s now we have to worry about.’


  They were grateful for the strained light. It’s hard to look someone in the eyes when you are talking about the consequences of insanity. People could be put away in those beautiful Victorian buildings with mad people.


  ‘Can’t do it,’ Godown finally said. ‘Don’t even have the right. I’m not family’ (this admission saddened him more than he could say). ‘It’s really up to Zav and Sealie. I can’t seethem putting their father into one of them institutions.’ He pronounced it institooshuns. He had never lost his Americandrawl.


  ‘What can we do? Sealie will want to know where I am.’ Mrs Mac fretted and picked at her cake. She looked even thinner than usual.


  They sat in silence for a moment and finally Godown spoke. ‘How about we just tell the kids that their father has took against Mrs—Eileen here, but, you know, play down how it happened and what he said. I’ll keep an eye on him for the next little bit and maybe Eileen and me can meet sometimes to discuss things.’


  Mrs Mac was relieved. ‘Good idea,’ she said. ‘We don’t have to do anything right away. He’s turned against people before today. Just because it’s me, we’re making it a big deal. Bigger than it really is.’


  ‘You may be right, but he sounds pretty far gone to me.’Alice was appalled at the treatment meted out to her sister. ‘The sooner he’s in the loony bin, the better, if you askme.’


  ‘We didn’t ask you,’ her sister replied. ‘You don’t know him. He was fine until Mrs R died.’


  Godown sensed an argument brewing and tried to change the subject. ‘His wife, Paulina—what was she like?’


  The sisters exchanged glances. ‘She was a beautiful woman—face like the Madonna and so graceful . . .’


  ‘As a person. What was she like as a person?’


  ‘A wonderful wife and mother. She adored them all.’ MrsMac hesitated slightly. ‘She had a bit of a temper.’


  ‘Eileen seemed to be the main target,’ said Alice. ‘Mrs R could be pretty high-handed.’ If she hadn’t been a lady, Alice would have said up-herself.


  ‘High-handed?’


  ‘Well, most other women called their housekeepers by theirfirst name, but when Eileen started with her she insisted on being called “Mrs Rodriguez” and calling Eil “Mrs McLennon”. Said that way everyone knew where they stood.’


  ‘What about Hal?’


  ‘Well, he said, “Call me Hal,” but Mrs R wouldn’t have a bar of it.’


  Mrs Mac interrupted her sister, feeling like a traitor. ‘After a while it became Mrs Mac and Mrs R. Much more friendly. She just had to get to know me.’


  Godown had heard nothing but good of Paulina. Now it seemed that she was a snob. He wasn’t sure how to feel about that. At least it made her more human.


  As he walked back to the house, Godown prayed for guidance. He had just taken on a task of daunting responsibility. He needed a plan; a way of proceeding that would keep Hal subdued but not depressed. Let me find the right path, Lord. Hal is a good man. Let this chalice pass from him.


  The twins’ faces were grave when he told them about MrsMac. ‘We can only pray for him,’ Chloe said. ‘We know you’ll stand by him, Pastor.’


  Ariadne had to lean forward to hear his reply. ‘You can be sure of that, dear friends,’ he promised. ‘You can be real sure of that.’
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  HAL’S INCREASING ISOLATION FED HIS paranoia and he clung to Godown as though he were drowning. He couldn’t bear to be alone for a minute. Sometimes, his head was filled with noise; shrill, inhuman screams that pierced his very marrow; mocking voices that snickered and sniggered as he attempted the most ordinary of things. Look at him, they sneered. He can’t even shave without cutting himself. Cut deeper, other voices whispered. Cut deeper. Wordless chittering and chattering. Witch cackles. Radio static. Angel-song. Gunfire from distant Phuoc Tuy. A cacophony pushing and jostling inside his ever-expanding skull. He felt the bony plates strain and crack under the pressure. He could feel little hairline fractures picking their way delicately through the bone, tracing a fine, dark web like lines on a map. There was colour, too, for some of the noises. Angel-song, that one soothing sound, was blue and rippling like the summer sea. Loud noises flickered red and orange. Sniggers were purple. A blue–purple, unlike the witch-cackles, which were puce. He had to identify the colours and match them with their sounds, but they slipped away as soon as he attempted to grasp them. He tried writing them down. Blue angel-song. Red for shouting. Puce witch-cackles . . . He never got further than that, and fretted that he was being punished for failing to grasp their meaning. He’d throw down his pen and put his hands over his ears but the noises went on. Braying, roaring, panting. Sobbing, raging, whining. More colours—green, brown, silver and inky grey.


  Why are you torturing me? What do you want? Hal’s face became haggard. He felt little electric shocks under his feet and on the palms of his hands.


  Sometimes, through the bewilderment of sounds, the Voice, smooth, like black marble, warning Hal of dire events, of secret enemies he could neither see nor hear. This Voice, this entity, with its clear enunciation, its rounded vowels, was oddly reassuring. Hal clung to that Voice as the inarticulate sounds and swirling colours threatened to send him down a vertiginous chasm where his hold on sanity would be smashed beyond repair.


  Then the silence. The void that became more frightening than the sounds. When the noises were gone, when the Voice was gone, Hal was alone in a huge, unknowable universe. He saw himself crouched in the corner of his mind, a small, cowering figure. He washed his hands over and over, convinced they were covered in shit. They became so raw that he took to wearing cotton gardening gloves.


  Godown watched him in dismay but though Hal was depressed, twitchy, irritable and obsessive, his behaviour was not markedly more extreme than in other depressive episodes. Hal’s paranoia made him cunning and the Voice demanded both control and secrecy.


  If he had told someone about the voices, who knows? Maybe his family and friends might have finally faced the truth. ‘If’ is such a little word but it punches way above its weight.


  Despite his internal terrors, Hal was still reachable, and Godown tried to get him to focus on reality. There were long periods, days, sometimes, when the tortured look left Hal’s face and they discussed the weather, the progress of the war, the garden, Sealie’s next day off. They never mentioned Mrs Mac. Godown quietly packed her belongings and took them to Alice’s. Bob had assisted her to claim the generous annuity Hal had provided for her retirement. She was nearly fifty now and couldn’t bring herself to start again.


  ‘Alice has asked me to live with her,’ she said to Godown at the first of their regular meetings in the park. ‘Mr R . . .’ her voice broke. ‘Mr R has provided very well for me. He’s a good man, Moses.’


  ‘He is that, Eileen. But a mighty troubled one.’


  Godown was conflicted. Religion, once a solace to Hal, had become part of the torment. He discussed this with MrsMac every time they met.


  ‘I just don’t know what to do, Eileen. There’s my promise to the Lord to spread the Word. But with Hal, I done more harm than good.’


  ‘Does he still go to your church?’


  ‘Yes. The music soothes him, I think. And I try to preach God’s goodness ’stead of His wrath.’ He looked into the distance where the spire of St Theresa’s soared above the trees. ‘Maybe he should go back. To your church, I mean.’


  ‘Too late,’ said Mrs Mac. ‘He walked away from the church a long time ago. I’d slow down the Bible studies, though. That man has always lived in his head too much.’ She changed tack suddenly. ‘Do you still play cards?’ She had often joined them in a game of cribbage or made a fourth for five hundred when Bob’s wife went to her pottery class.


  ‘Sometimes. He can’t concentrate like he used to.’


  ‘Pity. He needs some sort of hobby to get him out of himself.’


  Get him out of himself. An odd term, that, when you apply it to someone like my grandfather. It seemed that more and more he was being inhabited by someone other than himself.


  Eileen had taken to bringing sandwiches and a thermos of coffee when they met in the park and as they sorted the ham and pickle from the egg and lettuce, Godown thought about what she had said. ‘You could be right,’ he responded, demolishing a sandwich in one satisfying bite. ‘He’s got too much time on his hands.’


  So Godown suggested that they take a break from Bible study and was surprised to find Hal meekly amenable to the suggestion. They watched television or listened to music in theevenings instead. That left the whole day free now that Hal was as good as retired. Bob was relieved when he stopped coming to the office, and continued to keep Godown on the payroll as an unofficial carer.


  ‘It’s Hal’s business, too. Might as well spend some of the money we make on looking after him.’ He grinned. ‘It’ll keep him out of my hair.’ Bob took pains to sound casual, but was deeply worried by his friend’s decline and resolved to speak to Zav when he returned.


  Godown investigated lawn bowls, golf, tennis, ten-pin bowling, bocce. He had read somewhere that exercise is good for depression. Lawn bowls and bocce were discarded first. He couldn’t see Hal involved in team sports. Tennis was a possibility, but was Hal fit enough? In the end, golf seemed like the best solution. He and Hal could play together. No necessity for other people to be involved at all.


  ‘Golf?’ Hal would have none of it. ‘Do you know how many people are struck by lightning on a golf course?’


  ‘Only those stupid enough to play in a storm.’


  ‘Lightning can come out of the blue. Literally. They won’t get me on a golf course.’


  ‘Who? Who won’t get you?’


  Hal placed a warning finger on the side of his nose. ‘You’d be surprised, my friend.’


  As it turned out, Hal found his own occupation. The local gym had installed a swimming pool and he found the flyer while sorting through the mail. Fun and fitness at the YMCA. Come and swim in our new salt water, heated pool. Pool membershiponly also available. Hal had been a strong swimmer at school; his long, smooth strokes earning him numerous medals and, once, a place in the interstate school swim team. He decided in an instant. Godown had been on at him about fitness and here was the perfect solution. They could swim together every morning.


  ‘Not me,’ said Godown. ‘Can’t swim. Never could . . .’ Anticipating Hal’s argument, he added, ‘and I never will.’


  So Hal swam laps. He started with six and was soon swimming twenty-five in the fast lane. In the water, the noises abated. Mostly they stopped altogether, if you didn’t count that little dark-blue buzzing. Fifty laps. Twice a day sometimes. He got out of the water, prune-skinned but invigorated, and saw the middle-aged flab replaced by increasingly defined muscle. He looked healthier and ate better. Godown’s reports to Mrs Mac, Bob and Sealie were all positive.


  ‘Apparently he’s looking much healthier,’ Eileen reported as she and Alice ate their chops and veg. ‘Mr R was good to Moses in the past, but I don’t know what he’d do without him now.’


  ‘You neither.’


  ‘Me?’


  Alice just smiled.
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  This period was a welcome respite from the worst of the voices and Hal swam as though his life depended on it. I suppose it did, in a way. He went to the pool in the mornings and often in the afternoons he and Godown drove to Carlton to give my mother a break for an hour or two. If the day was fine, they’d tuck me into my pram and take me to the park. We saw ducks, aeroplanes and one day, a kite.


  ‘When you’re older, little Gracie, we’ll make a kite and fly it all the way up to the moon.’ Grandad was always making promises like that.


  If the weather was too hot or too wet, we’d stay inside and play This Little Piggy and Round and Round the Garden. My mother was grateful for these interludes. It’s sad to think now that she enjoyed this time away from me. Natural, I know; but sad.


  Yet while Hal swam and played grandfather, while he wrote to Zav and worried that Sealie was working too hard, he had a secret. When the late news was over, he’d say goodnight to Godown and head for his room, unlocking the door and locking it again behind him. After putting on his pyjamas and dressing-gown, he’d sit in his chair and open his Bible at random. But now he understood that the texts on the page were not at all random. God was guiding his finger.
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  Sealie’s first days off coincided with one of Hal’s better periods. She wanted to tackle him about Mrs Mac, but Godown advised her not to.


  ‘He had a bad patch back there, but the swimmin’s good for him. Give it time. He’s still a bit down but lookin’ forward to you comin’ home. He always cheers up when you’re around.’


  Sealie was full of news about her nursing and her eyes sparkled as she told them about Sister Iron-Knickers and the Great Bedpan Scam (the upper case was obvious from the tone of her voice). ‘Marilyn and I had been caught sneaking in late one night. Only twenty minutes, Dad,’ she said, noting Hal’s frown. ‘The second-years leave this window open and Marilyn’s a bit plump so she got stuck. I was trying to pull her through and we were killing ourselves trying not to laugh aloud. Then old Iron-Knickers came in and switched on the light. She had curlers in her hair!’ Sealie chortled at the memory of the sight. ‘And face cream!’


  ‘Your mother used face cream.’


  Sealie corrected herself. ‘Nothing wrong with face cream or curlers. It’s just that she was trying to look dignified.’


  ‘Hard to look dignified in curlers and face cream,’ Hal agreed.


  ‘So we had bedpan cleaning duty for a week! I think it was more for laughing than for being late.’


  ‘Serves you right,’ Hal grinned.


  ‘No. Wait. Marilyn had this idea. We don’t have enough money for bets, so if we want to make a bet with someone, we bet “slaveries”.’


  Godown looked uncomfortable but held his peace.


  ‘Annie, you know, the one I told you about last time. She owed me enough slaveries to cover most of the week.’ Sealie was enjoying herself. ‘So poor old Annie had almost finished the week, when Iron-Knickers found out. She called us all in to her office and bawled us out AND we all got another week on bedpans.’


  They knew they should have disapproved, but Sealie’s high spirits were such that they laughed along with her.


  They were proud to hear that she was posted to a ward and admired the photo Marilyn took of her in her nurse’s uniform.


  ‘You look just like a real nurse,’ Hal marvelled, and they all had another laugh. It was so much like it should be that Sealie returned to the hospital with little inkling of the extent of her father’s deterioration.


  Busy to the point of exhaustion, she didn’t spend all her days off with Hal. She spent a lot of time with Kate and me. She met with Mrs Mac, and sometimes she slept. She was rostered on over Christmas and on her first day off in the New Year, she decided to visit her father.


  ‘I feel a bit guilty,’ she explained to Marilyn, who was anxious to introduce her brother to her good-looking new friend. ‘I haven’t seen Dad properly for ages.’


  She found Hal in his study, looking out onto the garden. His Bible was open on the desk, but his mind was obviously elsewhere. Pulling up a chair she took his hand and sat with him the way she used to.


  ‘Penny for your thoughts, Daddy.’


  Hal took her hand between both of his. ‘I don’t like the way this war’s going. Zav’s just as likely to try to be a bloody hero.’ Sealie was surprised. She had never heard her father use even a mild swear word.


  ‘Zav is the world’s greatest escape artist—always on the edge but always ends up okay. Anyway, you haven’t asked mehow I’m going.’ She affected a pout. ‘Sister Iron-Knickers is more dangerous than any Viet Cong.’


  ‘You’re as good as a tonic, Sealie. I miss you both.’


  Sealie looked at him shrewdly. ‘Are you keeping yourself occupied? You’re a bit young to be retired.’


  ‘Nothing to do with age. Just finding work all a bit boring.’ They both knew that he hadn’t been to work regularly since falling out with Bob over the wedding plans. Hal had tried unsuccessfully to communicate through their secretary, and the truth was that he found it increasingly difficult to concentrate. It had, in fact, been many weeks since he’d been to the office.


  ‘I can help Kate with Grace,’ he told her, his face softening. ‘She’s a great little girl, our Grace. She recognises her old grandad, you know. Loves it when I take her out in the pram.’


  I did, too.


  This was a period of relative peace for Hal. No witch cackles, no radio static, no sniggering and snickering. No jeering. The Voice was gone too as, one by one, the noises in his head fell silent. The last to go were the angel-songs, the cool, blue rivers of sound that washed away all other colours before themselves fading into a blank white. Hal’s mind was a tabula rasa: scoured, cleansed, pure, ready for the voice of God.


  He didn’t know this, of course. All he felt was a blessed relief in the silence that was no longer a void. Now it was comforting and warm. He found enjoyment in simple things— his swimming, the sun and rain on his face, the smell of roast lamb.


  In his newfound fitness, he’d run along the path with my pram. ‘Brrrrmm. We’re in a racing car.’ He’d scoop me up and fly me around. ‘You’re superbaby. Up, up and away!’ When he was in the right mood, my grandfather certainly knew how to have fun.
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  But Hal’s obsession with scripture hadn’t abated. If anything, it was worse. He no longer sought Godown’s reasoned interpretation and he read the texts in the lurid light of his delusions. One evening, feigning a yawn, he headed to his room. Godown sighed as he heard the key turn in the lock.


  Now! Hal let the Bible fall open on his lap and saw it was opened at Genesis, chapter 22. He peered at the page through his recently acquired reading glasses. God said unto Abraham ‘Behold, here I am.’


  ‘Yes, Lord. I’m here to know your will.’ Hal returned to the text.


  Then God said unto Abraham ‘Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac whom thou lovest and get thee to the land of Moriah and offer him there for a burnt offering...’


  ‘No!’ It was too horrifying to even think about. But this was God’s sacred word. Who was he to deny God? Hal began to pace the room, running his hands through thinning hair. Ican’t. Not Zav. Not my only son. He stopped, feeling a flood of relief. He’s not even here, Lord. He’s in your keeping, not mine.


  And the voice of God was momentarily silenced and Hal was reprieved. But he was trembling uncontrollably and his shirt was drenched in a cold sweat.
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  ON 31 JANUARY 1968, ZAV came off picket at ten o’clock, ready to roll into his foxhole. Every cell in his body screamed for sleep, but before entering that dark space, he stopped and listened as he always did. Hearing a sinister scraping sound, he groaned. ‘Hey, Scottie. Can you give us a hand? Scorpion invasion.’


  Scottie came over and sheltered the light of the torch while Zav chopped at the deadly visitors with his machete.


  ‘No peace for the fuckin’ wicked,’ Scottie said amiably as he returned to his own tent. ‘Mine’s clear.’


  ‘See you in four hours.’


  ‘We should be so lucky.’


  Zav returned to the tent and lowered himself into the foxhole. Once inside, he lay on his back, fully clothed, smelling his own stale sweat. It was surprising what you got used to. He said a silent goodnight to Kate and then, as usual, strove to recall my face. As my baby features swam uncertainly towards him through the moisture-laden air, he fell, all at once, into a profound sleep.
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  In the men’s surgical ward, Sealie was attempting her first unassisted dressing. The wound was abdominal, from a simple hernia repair. She had washed her hands and unwrapped the dressing tray, careful not to contaminate it. She unpacked thesterile gloves and poured disinfectant into the bowl. So far, so good. She double-checked. Everything was in place. She never thought she’d miss Sister looking over her shoulder and glanced automatically to where she usually stood.


  ‘What are you waiting for, girlie?’ Mr Stanley was not her favourite patient. Rude one minute, sleazy the next, he wore an aggrieved air as though the staff were personally responsible for his plight.


  ‘Won’t be long, Mr Stanley,’ Sealie chirruped though gritted teeth. ‘Hold still while I remove your bandage.’ She was gratified to note that she did this with considerable skill and smiled to herself before putting the soiled dressing into the rubbish bag.


  She turned on the tap and washed her hands again. The gloves slid over her fingers like a second skin. Now. Her brows drew together as she picked up the swab, using the forceps as she’d been taught.
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  Hal and Godown were minding me while my mother went to the hairdresser’s. She planned to have her hair cut short and feathery, like the model, Twiggy. She found long hair a nuisance with me to care for.


  ‘Zav likes your hair the way it is,’ complained Hal. ‘So do I.’


  ‘Takes too long to dry,’ she replied. ‘I shouldn’t be more than two hours.’ She gave him the nappy bag and the bottle, while Godown got me out of the car in my basket. He was tickled when he found out that it was called a Moses basket and always sang a little tune when he carried me in it. Here comes old man Moses, carryin’ the Moses basket. He managed to fit the words, more or less, to the tune of ‘Go Tell It on the Mountain’. He held back on the power of his voice when he sang to me and it had a sweetness then, that fell softly on my ears.


  Hal came back from seeing Kate off. ‘How about we have a bite to eat and then take the little one for a walk by the river?’
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  In 1968, Tet, the lunar New Year, fell on 31 January, and Zav andhis mates looked forward to the traditional ceasefire. Not for long. Under the cover of Tet the enemy began a major offensive. In the early hours of 1 February, the Australian troops came under sustained attack. Zav and Scottie had barely slept three hours.


  When stand-to was called they ran to the perimeter, throwing themselves into their bunkers, eyes straining to pierce the darkness beyond. Rubber trees? Viet Cong? Shadows? How can you tell?


  ‘Do you hear something?’ Zav whispered. He was painfully aware of the fear that had begun to crawl from that visceral place where it always lay in wait. Now it settled on his skin; cold and clammy, despite the humidity of the tropical night. His thoughts returned briefly to Satan’s Slide. The cold. The fear that trembled on the brink of ecstasy. That experience had been silent and solitary. But this . . .


  ‘Choppers . . . what the . . .!’


  Zav looked at Scottie in horror as the night splintered into a thousand shards. Flares lit the base, creating a lurid, deceitful daylight in which, unaccountably, they could see tracer bullets carving a path through the sky. Staccato volleys of gunfire, helicopters and mortars assailed their ears in a terrifying cacophony. It was as though the air itself was exploding and the earth a manifestation of pure sound. The noise swelled like some monstrous, dissonant orchestra and assaulted not only their ears but their bodies and minds.


  ‘Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!’ Zav wasn’t sure if it were his voice or Scottie’s. Or maybe it was all of them.


  It seemed as though they were suspended in time and space, but in fact the call to fire came within less than a minute. Suddenly, they were soldiers. Grim-faced and efficient, the young men did as they were trained to do.


  Chloe and Ariadne cried out in their sleep.
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  While Zav fought through that terrible day, his sister went efficiently about her duties.


  Mr Stanley flinched as Sealie began to clean his wound, moving the swab across the line of the incision as she had been taught. She looked up annoyed, as he made a hissing sound through his teeth.


  ‘I’m sorry, Mr Stanley,’ she lied. ‘This shouldn’t take long.’ She picked up a fresh swab, repeating the procedure several times until she was sure the wound was completely clean. Choosing to ignore the hissing that continued unabated, she applied a clean dressing and taped it down firmly, eliciting a triumphant yelp from the patient.


  ‘Finished now, Mr Stanley,’ she announced and returned to the wet room where she disposed of the waste, washed her hands and cleaned the dressing tray and instruments ready for sterilisation. Rhonda, a second-year nurse, grinned as Sealie scrubbed viciously over the surface of the tray.


  ‘Male surgicals. All sooks. Old Stanley’s one of the worst.’


  ‘You know what gets me?’ Sealie responded. ‘He spent half an hour last night telling everyone what a good idea conscription is.’ She affected Stanley’s self-righteous tone. ‘The army turns boys into men. That’s what he said. And then he bleats when I change his dressing!’


  Rhonda put a sympathetic arm around Sealie’s shoulder. ‘Don’t let that old fart get to you.’


  ‘My brother’s over there. His wife’s just had a baby . . .’ Sealie turned away but not before the other girl saw the tears in her eyes.
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  ‘This little piggie went to market . . .’ My grandfather and I are playing our favourite game as he changes my nappy on the picnic rug they brought down to the river. I’ve been crying and Godown has returned to the house for my bottle. It’s a hot day and my grandfather decides to take my singlet off. He hesitates before replacing my little blue-and-white sun-dress. He does this carefully, knowing how I hate having things pulled over my head.


  ‘There, little princess,’ he says, smiling. He picks me up and holds me close, as he sings.


  Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound


  That saved a wretch like me


  I once was lost, but now I’m found


  Was blind but now I see.


  The air is hot and humid as the sun sucks up the moisture left by last night’s summer storm. I can hear a bee droning, and a truck on the road above. Later, we are going to feed the ducks, but it’s a lazy, blue day and just now I’m content to drift off to sleep in my grandfather’s arms. He sits on the riverbank holding me, humming to himself. It’s the last really happy moment of his life.


  The day has deceived us. A putrid yellow seeps into Hal’s drowsing head and insinuates itself like smoke along the synapses into the temporal cortex, the frontal lobe. Behold, here I am. Hal holds me tighter, cradling my head with his large hand. The soft down tickles his lips as he kisses my sleeping face.


  Behold, here I am. Take the child . . .


  Hal shields me with his own body. ‘I can’t. I won’t.’


  This is no test, Hal. Grace is needed.


  It’s Paulina’s voice now, soft and pleading. Send her to me, Hal. My beautiful granddaughter . . . Send her to me.


  ‘Paulina. Please. Don’t ask me to do this.’ Hal’s tears fall like rain on my sleeping face.


  I’m so lonely here, Hal. I’ll love her. Care for her . . . She’s a pure soul, a soul without sin, too good for the evil world.


  ‘You don’t know what you’re asking.’ Hal’s face, looking down at me, is a thousand years old. ‘I’ll do anything for you. Not this. Not this.’


  The voice of God is mighty and terrible. Will you deny your wife this one thing? If you ever loved her, if you love this child, if you love Me, your Lord and Creator, bring them together as I have ordained. This is your one chance, Heraldo. Your one chance at salvation.


  ‘I promised Zav I’d care for her.’


  You failed to care for your wife.


  Paulina’s voice holds infinite hope and sweetness. She’ll be an angel of God. In my care . . . In my care . . .


  Hal smoothes my little sun-dress with shaking hands. He runs clumsy fingers over the delicate lace edging at the neck and hem and marvels at the angel-song blueness of theflowers. He takes my hands, kisses each finger, then sings some more of my song. His voice is quavering. An old man’s voice.


  ’Twas Grace that taught my heart to fear


  And Grace my fears relieved


  How precious did that Grace appear


  The hour I first believed.


  Hal steps into the storm-swollen stream and walks with careful steps. The river flows swiftly at this point and he staggers a little. The cold seeps through his shoes, his socks, his trousers. The water is above his knees and the wet fabric, heavy and cold, clings to his legs. He is chest-high now, and holds me tightly, resting his head lightly on mine. He kisses my cheek and we look deep, deep into each other’s eyes. ‘Don’t be afraid, little princess.’ He takes a final step and lays me—Oh! Gently, lovingly, upon the breast of the wide, brown river.
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  When Godown returns with my bottle, my exhausted grandfather is pulling himself up onto the bank. His face is composed and his eyes are quiet.


  ‘I have heard the Word of the Lord,’ Hal says, ‘and I have obeyed.’


  Godown looks at my blanket, then in my basket. ‘Hal . . .’


  ‘She’s gone, Moses.’ He indicates the fast-flowing waters.


  Godown backs away, his hands raised to ward off the dawning realisation. His groan is deep, terrible, like a woman in labour. ‘Hal. You must tell me.’ He seizes the wet shirt with both hands and screams into the bewildered face. ‘Hal, tell me! Tell me now!’ He pauses a moment to steel himself. ‘Hal, for God’s sake—what have you done?’


  


  Book II


  


  And all of those people who loved me—what they were doing when I drowned? If we could freeze the moment, we would see Godown testing the temperature of my milk on the inside of his wrist, my mother’s hand raised to her new haircut and Mrs McLennon skimming through her Women’s Weekly as she waited to be served at the corner shop. We would see my Aunt Sealie slipping on the rubber gloves to begin her second dressing change for the day. And my father? We would see him sweating, grimy and exhausted, peeling back the paper on his ‘C’ rations chocolate bar while the world disintegrated all around him. Hal, of course, was with me, watching till I was safely on my way. He even waved goodbye, as though he were seeing me off on a train.


  Chloe and Ariadne held each other and wept.


  


  1


  GODOWN WADES MIDSTREAM, FRANTICALLY SEEKING some sign of me, while Hal sits on the bank, composed and dreamy. Seeing nothing but muddy brown water, Godown splashes ashore and runs up the embankment to the nearest house, before returning to his clumsy, panic-stricken search. Neighbours arrive, and then the police and ambulance as Hal, kneeling now, lifts his arms in a wide, prophetic gesture.


  Kindly women attempt to place a blanket around his shoulders (he is shivering violently). He thrusts them off and continues to embrace the sky, as people in the crowd whisper to each other. Poor soul. It was his granddaughter.


  It isn’t long before those murmurs of pity become a swell of horror and anger. They say he drowned her. A helpless little baby. Put her in the river. How could he do it? His own granddaughter! He’s a monster. An evil monster. The crowd moves forward, but is intercepted by the police.


  It takes four of the policemen to restrain Hal. ‘I am an instrument of the Lord,’ he shouts, struggling with his captors, ‘and I sit at His right hand. I have surpassed the strength of Abraham. My sacrifice is infinitely pure.’


  It is clear that there is no point in questioning him in his current state. Tranquilised, limp, his energy depleted, Hal is taken to a locked ward where he is put on suicide watch.


  ‘If he becomes violent again, use the restraining jacket,’ the duty psychiatrist orders.


  Godown, hands hanging loosely by his side, watches as Hal is taken away. Two police cars have gone to collect Kate and Sealie. Rubber-clad figures are diving from a boat. There is nothing he can do. Looking up at the empty sky, he releases a great roar of pain. Primitive, abandoned, it rides the river current right down to the sea. Onlookers shuffle in embarrassment. They have no reference for such a sound and watch, helpless and voyeur-like, as the big man sinks to his knees, sobbing with unrestrained grief.


  ‘Godown.’ Sealie leaps out to the police car and runs to his side.


  Godown stands up, swaying, as they clutch each other in terror. Neither of them wants to look at the river where I lie on a bed of debris, not far from where they are standing.


  Only minutes later, an arm rises from the water, signalling that they have found me. Hearing the commotion, Sealie runs forward and folds me in her arms.


  A man in uniform tries to take me from her. ‘Are you its mother?’


  ‘Her mother! Her mother! No. I’m her auntie. You can’t have her. I’m keeping her safe for her father. I promised.’ She looks around wildly. ‘Her mother should be here. Where’s Kate? Why hasn’t anyone told Kate?’


  At that moment, my ashen-faced mother comes running, sliding down the embankment to snatch me from Aunt Sealie’s arms. She calls my name. Begs me to wake up. And finally whispers terrible, loving words that are mine alone.


  The man approaches again. ‘We need to take her,’ he says, but makes no move.


  My mother’s face is ravaged. She is an old, old woman. She challenges the man in uniform; defies his outstretched hands. ‘Wherever she goes, I go. She’s too little to go with strangers.’


  The man opens a car door and I ride in my mother’s arms towards the awful formalities that await me. Aunt Sealie slips in beside us. Her lips are bloodless and there are deep shadows around her eyes. ‘Kate,’ she says. ‘How can you ever forgive us?’
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  Hal wakes up in a strange room on a narrow bed. The sun filters through a grille over the window, making little diamond patterns on the slightly grubby wall. He looks at these for a while, then tries to count them. There are twelve across, or maybe fourteen. There are at least as many down, although it isn’t a square. Twelve across, fourteen down? He feels a minor wave of irritation when he attempts to get out of bed to check. The bedclothes are tight and he can’t move his arms. He struggles a bit and then falls back and stares at the heavy door. Ha! He knew it! There is someone watching him. Just on the other side of that door. Eyes that penetrate the wood. He realises that his skull is glass and they can see right though to his brain. He tries to call out, but his throat hurts and all he can manage is a croak. God, he’s so thirsty! And so very tired. He struggles, but fails to resist the overwhelming desire for sleep.


  A few hours later, when Hal drifts into consciousness, there’s a new voice in his head. A lead-coloured voice, with traces of bright, poisonous green. They think you are defeated. The sound oozes slug-like through the soft tissues of his brain. But you have the power to break free.


  ‘You bastards.’ Hal screams. ‘I know what you’re up to.’ He spits in the face of his carers, bucking and thrashing against the restraints, until his exhausted body refuses to move another muscle.
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  There is some difficulty finding the right dosage, but eventually the medication calms Hal to a degree that he is deemed fit to be interrogated. His questioners find that he can remember the events of the day in vivid detail.


  ‘Why did you go down to the river in the first place?’


  ‘All rivers flow to the Jordan. There were little yellow daisies in the grass. The ones the girls make into those necklace things.’


  ‘Anything else?’


  ‘A boat went past. With a girl and a boy. We waved to them. The boy was rowing. He’d taken off his shirt.’


  ‘That doesn’t tell us why you went there that particular day.’


  ‘I was instructed.’


  ‘Who? Who instructed you?’


  ‘God. He said. “Take the child to the river.” ’ ‘Did you know what you were going to do then?’


  ‘No. Not then.’


  ‘When did you know?’


  ‘When the Lord spoke again. I took off her singlet. It was very hot. Then the Lord commanded me and I obeyed.’


  ‘Did you want to do it?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Did you want to drown the baby Grace?’


  ‘No. I loved—love her. I miss her. We used to sing together.’


  Hal began to cry.


  ‘Enough for today. Take him back.’
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  ‘Why do you think God wanted you to drown the baby Grace?’


  ‘She was a sacrifice. A pure sacrifice. Paulina told me. Grace was too good for this world.’


  ‘Who’s Paulina?’


  ‘My wife. My wife’s name is Paulina.’


  ‘Your wife was there? Aren’t you a widower, Mr Rodriguez?’


  ‘My wife is taking care of Grace. God promised me that.’


  ‘Do you regret what you have done, Mr Rodriguez?’


  ‘I am the Lord’s faithful servant. An instrument of his power. You are weak and evil men. Followers of the Enemy. God alone guides my hand. You can lock me away and tie me down but you won’t break me. I am the last of His prophets.’
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  The police need to question Godown. Apart from Hal, he’s the last person to have seen me alive. The torrent of weeping has drained him and he answers the questions in a low, flat voice. The sergeant sounds brisk, but Godown notices that his hand shakes as he writes the brief story of my life.


  After this painful ordeal, Godown staggers out of the police station as though he is drunk. It has been agreed with the news services that the details of the drowning will not be disseminated until Zav can be informed. Meanwhile, there’s Mrs Mac.


  Godown stands looking left and right, his large hands opening and closing at his side. He has never felt so unsure, so insecure. How can he possibly tell Eileen? Together they had agreed to do nothing. To wait to see how things developed. And this indecision—the big man corrects himself—this cowardice, this moral failure has had consequences beyond anything they might have imagined.


  The sun is setting and the promise of another hot day hangs in the still, dry air. The bitumen looks ready to bubble, its spongy depths reminding Godown of that black hole that Hal had described in the early days of their friendship. They’d shared so much since then and Hal is dearer to him now than his own sister and brothers. Godown has achieved contentment, a sense of belonging, in Hal’s house and in Hal’s company. He remembers his exhausted friend returning home with Zav after the escapade on the mountain. He remembers the night Sealie’s hopes for the ballet were dashed. On these occasions and on many others, he and Hal sat down with a beer. Sometimes they talked quietly. Other times they just kept each other company. And it wasn’t just in times of adversity. They shared a good few laughs, too, and little family jokes. They always referred to Spiros as ‘my husband, the pig’ and Zav’s room as ‘the tip’. Football, too. At first Godown couldn’t understand this strange game, but now he followed Fitzroy as though he’dbeen born to it and he and Hal were both proud to wear Mrs Mac’s hand-knitted scarves. Zav followed Collingwood. He always managed to be at odds with his father.


  Zav. Standing on the footpath outside the bland suburban police station, Godown becomes aware of a crisis of faith. The religion he has preached all these years, the God he has prayed to, worshipped, is distant and impersonal. No amount of praying had prevented this terrible event. All he had wanted to do was to help Hal through his dark hours and he had failed. He wipes away the tears with a crumpled handkerchief, suddenly aware that a woman is looking at him curiously. She steps forward, as if to speak, then turns away abruptly.


  He stumbles down the street and hails a taxi.


  ‘Where to, mate?’ There’s a patch of sweat on the driver’s blue shirt and the upholstery stinks of stale cigarettes. Godown opens the window. He may vomit at any moment. ‘I said— where to, mate?’ And Godown finds himself giving an address two suburbs away. He isn’t ready to face Eileen McLennon. Not yet.


  The journey takes about twenty minutes, and as he pays the driver, Godown wonders what has made him come. He looks at the two-storey terrace with its iron fence and tiny cottage garden. He has never been here before and isn’t sure how he’d remembered the address. He hesitates, then rings the bell. Its chime seems to echo in an empty house, but the door opens even before the sound dies away.


  ‘Poor dear Pastor, come in,’ says Chloe, and he’s drawn into the cool interior where she indicates a sofa. Sinking into its softness, he closes his eyes. Chloe and Ariadne watch him, their brows furrowed, their faces troubled. With some effort, he opens his eyes and attempts to focus. The two women swim before his vision in their flowing, grey silk dresses. ‘I don’t know what to do,’ he says. He is confused and unable to continue for a moment. He has to remember how to move his lips, his tongue, so that he can form the words. The sounds he makes coagulate in the humid air. ‘It’s Hal. He—he drowned little Grace and I don’t know what to do.’


  The twins sit beside him, stroke his bowed head. He can feel their pain throbbing through their fingers. Chloe leads them in prayer. They pray for me, for my grandfather, for the strength to face the coming days. Godown is too shattered to form the words, but the twins hold his hands as they pray and he is momentarily calmed.


  When his hands are released, he returns reluctantly to the present, to the little room that, he now sees, is crowded with strange objects such as a sailor might collect. He hadn’t noticed them earlier and strangely, wants to stay to look more closely at the shells, pieces of coral, driftwood—and pebbles, smooth as pearls. He wants to handle them, glean their meaning.


  ‘You must go now, Pastor Moses,’ Chloe says, drawing him towards the door. ‘You have work to do.’ They regard him gravely. ‘We will be here when you need us.’


  ‘The church,’ he says. ‘I’ll see you at . . .’


  ‘The church is lost. We’ll be here.’ And they close the door, leaving him alone at the gate. The address he gives to the next taxi driver is Eileen McLennon’s.
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  Alice answers the door, wiping her hands on a tea towel. ‘It’s Moses,’ she calls over her shoulder. She turns back to Godown. ‘Come on in, Moses. We’re out the back. It’s cooler there.’


  Godown follows her down the passage and onto the back verandah. It is overhung with Boston ivy, already showing flashes of red as it clambers over the railings and up the posts. A large liquidambar filters the sun’s last rays through its thick green foliage. Eileen is sitting on the lawn in a deckchair and struggles to her feet as Moses approaches.


  ‘Sit down, Eileen.’ He glances at Alice, who is going back into the house. ‘Stay, please, Alice—if you don’t mind.’ The two women look at each other in alarm. Something is very wrong. They can hear it in his voice.


  Godown kneels beside the deckchair and takes Mrs Mac’s hand in both of his. He feels its bones; fine, like those of a small bird. He strokes her fingers, which he notices are slightly puffy from the heat. He’s just nervous. Then an unbidden thought— Dear God! He’s going to ask me to marry him! Why is Alice hanging around? Honestly! She tries to look meaningfully at her sister to no avail. Well I might just say yes. He’s a good man.


  ‘Eileen?’


  ‘Yes. Yes, Moses.’


  ‘I have something to tell you—something about Hal.’


  A twinge of disappointment, then—‘Hal? What’s wrong with Hal?’


  ‘He’s done something terrible. Something so terrible I can’t hardly say it.’


  Alice moves to her sister’s side and puts a protective hand on her shoulder. ‘I’m here, Eil.’ She looks at Godown. ‘Just say it,’ she says. ‘Tell her straight, whatever it is.’


  Godown holds Mrs Mac’s hand as the last of the sun burnishes the ivy. He smells the drifting scent of jasmine. Hears the harsh music of hidden cicadas. All is as it should be on a peaceful suburban summer’s evening. The very ordinariness of the beauty pierces him with a deep melancholy. For the first time in many years he regrets leaving his own country, his own people, to throw in his lot with strangers. He wants, more than anything, to be a boy again, sitting on the front stoop, feeling the smouldering heat of the dying day rising from the pavement. He wants to hear his mother’s voice, singing the old songs, and see Martha Brown, flour-covered arms leaning on her windowsill, calling to her eleven children. ‘Matthias, Luke. Time for dinner. Missy, Jonah, Aaron, Sarah, Micah. You come home. You hear? Sherman, Tecumseh, Bubby. Right now, I say. You too, Lorilee. You leave that no-good boy of yours and come home right now.’ Where were they all now? He’d been sweet on Lorilee once, but she said he was just a kid. And so he was. So he was . . . Now . . . Now he is an ageing man, on the other side of the world, bringing a sack full of heartache to an old and dear friend.


  ‘Eileen. Mrs Mac. Hal has . . .’ He couldn’t say drowned. ‘Hal has put little Grace in the river. He . . .’


  ‘In the river? She’s alright. Surely she’s alright.’ Eileen looks from Godown to her sister and back.


  ‘She’s not alright, is she?’ Alice says quietly.


  ‘She drowned, Alice. That little girl drowned in the river.’


  Godown begins to cry and Mrs Mac puts a tentative arm around his shoulder. She has still not fully comprehended his message. ‘She’ll need dry clothes,’ she says. Then ‘Oh my God! Merciful Father. No!’
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  The three of them sit on the verandah, oblivious to the passing of time, until Alice becomes aware that the sun has slipped below the horizon, and they are immersed a soft, sad twilight.


  She stands up. Shakes herself a little. ‘I’ll make us a cup of tea.’


  Godown stirs. ‘Sealie will need me,’ he says. ‘I have to go.’


  ‘I’ll come with you.’ Mrs Mac makes the offer but when she tries to stand, she sinks back into the chair. ‘My legs won’t let me,’ she tells them, ashamed. ‘I should go with you, but my legs won’t let me.’


  Godown looks at her with pity in his eyes. ‘Come tomorrow,’ he says. ‘You’ll need all your strength.’


  Alice flashes him a look of gratitude and sees him to the door. ‘Take care,’ she says. She puts the kettle on and helps her sister inside.


  Sitting motionless at the kitchen table, Mrs Mac thinks of all the other times she has drunk tea with her sister; all those conversations over the years—about Mrs R, Sealie and Zav. About the arrival of the stranger, Godown Moses Washbourne. About her employer—poor Mr R, who, until he had taken against her, had given her a home long after she was actually needed. ‘If only I’d done something earlier,’ she says, her voice struggling in her throat. ‘Deep down, I knew. And it only got worse. You were right all along. I should’ve done something.’


  ‘You can’t blame yourself. How could anyone have known something like this would happen?’


  ‘You did. You said—’


  Alice interrupts her. ‘Eileen—stop. I’ll call Father Thomas, if you like.’ She covers her sister’s hand with her own. ‘Or maybe Dr Mason. You’ve had a terrible shock.’


  ‘No. No doctor. No priest.’


  Alice goes to the sideboard, takes a bottle from a silver tray and pours two brandies. ‘Come on. It’ll do you good.’


  Mrs Mac gulps the brandy, and closing her eyes, feels its mellowness spread through her body. Wordlessly, she holds out her glass.


  ‘Eil, you don’t usually . . .’ Alice shrugs and pours them both another measure. ‘If you’re going to get drunk, we’ll do it together.’


  ‘That poor little mite. Such a beautiful baby. Just like her dad and her aunt Sealie. Same big grey eyes, same dark hair. I think she was beginning to recognise me. I read to her, you know—she’s only a baby but I swear she loves that book about the puppy. Remember? The one we bought at the newsagents?’


  Alice sighs. ‘I know. You said she cries—used to cry—when you put it down.’


  Eileen pours herself a third brandy and with one movement, drains the glass. ‘Do you know what I had put away forher? For her sixshth birthday. You know what? The Faraway Tree books, that’s what. She’ll never know Moonfashe, or Shilkie,’ she mourned. ‘Or the Angry Pixshie.’ She looks into her sister’s face and tries to focus, but the familiar features are strangely fuzzy. ‘I can’t bear it. It’s too much to bear.’


  I like the sound of the Angry Pixshie. He (or is it she?) sounds a lot more interesting than a Moonfashe. But then Icould be wrong. I don’t have a whole lot to go on.


  


  3


  MEANWHILE, WHAT OF MY FATHER? Since my death, he had endured three more days of enemy bombardment. There was no pause in the Tet offensive to mourn one small, faraway loss. They were in death’s own territory, and couldn’t afford to give ground.


  It was decided that Zav should be flown to the base at Nui Dat before he was told. The officers couldn’t predict his reaction, and didn’t want to take unnecessary risks in the midst of battle. When it was deemed safe, when there was space in a chopper, they explained that he was needed as an escort for the walking wounded.


  Zav had mixed feelings as he watched the Medevac team strap stretchers to the sides of the helicopter. To be out of this hellhole, even for a day . . . But how could he leave his mates? He couldn’t. Not in the middle of all this.


  ‘Request permission to stay, Sir,’ he asked the officer in charge.


  ‘Permission denied.’


  ‘But, Sir. They need me here.’


  ‘The war will continue regardless of your presence, soldier. Board now.’


  Zav was wedged between a young man with his arm in a splint and an older man with a bandage covering one eye. They both appeared to be drugged, the young man looking like he was suffering from a hangover and the older one slumped so that his head was on Zav’s shoulder. It was cramped enough in the chopper but when Zav tried to move to a more comfortable position, the older man groaned. At the sound, Zav froze and sat immobile, hardly daring to breathe for the forty-five minutes it took to reach Nui Dat.


  The chopper was met by a medical team who quickly assessed their patients and bore them off for treatment. Zav, after assisting with the stretchers, was told to report to Captain Woods. Woods was not his commanding officer, but he had a good reputation among the ranks and Zav knew him by sight.


  The Captain was sitting off the canteen in a partitioned room that served as his office. He was clean-shaven and his uniform fitted his small neat frame surprisingly well. Nevertheless, his face was dripping with perspiration, and there were dark patches on his shirt. Another officer, a plump, shy-lookingyoung man, a few years older than Zav, stood a little to one side, the crosses on his collar signifying his calling.


  They want me to go with the padre to the hospital, Zav thought, standing to attention.


  ‘At ease, soldier.’ The Captain’s voice was kind and he looked at Zav through slightly misty glasses. ‘Sit down, son. Ihave something to tell you.’


  Puzzled, Zav sat in the chair that was hastily thrust at him by the padre. ‘Sir?’


  After telling the tragic story, Captain Woods stood up and placed his hand on my father’s shoulder. ‘Take all the time you need, son.’ He was concerned at the young soldier’s lack of emotion. ‘You’re in shock, right now. I’ll leave you with the padre.’


  Zav turned to stare at the pudgy face. ‘Would you like to say a prayer?’ the padre asked, evading the unblinking regard of those strange, grey corpse-eyes. He was just out of the seminary, and had not been prepared for this.


  Zav continued to stare, now at his trembling hands which he could not control. He held one with the other as though trying to keep it from falling apart. The young padre began to pray, then stopped. ‘We’ll get you out, mate. Soon. Get you home to your family.’


  A shadow of irony passed over my father’s grimy face. ‘Family. Let’s see. Would that include my daughter? My murdering father, perhaps?’


  ‘I’ll get you a beer.’ The padre returned with two cans of Victoria Bitter and they sat in silence as Zav felt the familiar sensation of the cold liquid sliding down his throat. He drained the last of the beer and looked thoughtfully at the empty can. ‘I think I’d better get drunk,’ he said after some consideration. He measured the other man with his eyes. ‘I don’t want to get drunk alone.’
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  As he and the padre drank steadily into the night, Zav reeled back and forth from disbelief to anger, from grief to guilt and finally, into blessed oblivion. But the Zav that was given this terrible news was not the Zav who had left Australia, fit, strong and full of youthful optimism. It wasn’t the Zav who had felt the familiar thrill of adventure as he boarded theplane to South-east Asia. He, Monty, Scottie and the others had cracked nervous jokes, speculated with black humour, but despite their training, they had little concept of their fate.


  When they were drunk enough, the padre helped Zav to a bed, before falling into his own. He had forgotten his night prayers, but there are many ways of praying.


  It took Zav three days to get home. The airport at Tan Son Nhat had been under fire and the wounded were first to be evacuated. He finally found himself on a Hercules transport plane, sitting uncomfortably against the wall of its hollowed-out body. No matter how he sat, he could feel the hard metal at his back, the straps cutting into his shoulders. The noise was deafening. His whole body vibrated and his thoughts churned, thick and heavy, like concrete in a mixer.


  Unspeakably weary, he waited an hour in the tropical heat of Darwin for a commercial flight to Melbourne. After the Hercules, his seat in the 707 was like an armchair, and he finally fell into a deep but troubled sleep.


  Disembarking at Essendon airport, his senses were assaulted by normality. The sky was his home sky, the air clean and dry. Voices around him spoke English in pleasant, conversational tones. The floors were mopped and the windows wide and shiny. Lightly tanned girls wore long skirts or skimpy summer dresses. Their pale lipstick enhanced their kohl-ringed eyes and they tossed long, clean hair and strode through the airport as though they owned the world. Families off on holiday smiled at each other and ate ice-creams in the ignorance of peace. A well-dressed man with a briefcase murmured an apology as he bumped into Zav who stood staring around him with a frightening sense of unreality. How could all these people act as if the world were a good, safe place? As if, only hours away, there were no mortars or broken villages or wasteful death? His gaze alighted upon two lovers, honeymooners, perhaps, looking at each other with delight. As though they had a right to be happy. Zav could see himself and Kate in their demeanour, but couldn’t reconnect with the feeling. He had imagined this scene so often and now the imagined joy was nowhere to be found. All he felt was weariness and nausea. He understood that he was rooted to this spot forever, having neither the will nor the capacity to move. Resigned to his fate, he stood, clinging to his bag, unaware that his uniform was drawing both pity and contempt.


  A middle-aged woman approached him. ‘Murderer,’ she hissed, thrusting a pamphlet into his hands.


  ‘Thank you,’ he said, accepting the pamphlet with innate courtesy. ‘You must have mistaken me for my father.’


  ‘Leave him alone!’ Sealie, who’d been running towards him, pushed the woman aside and flung herself into his arms. ‘Oh, Zav. Thank God you’re back.


  ‘Zav,’ she sobbed. ‘Zav . . .’ She stopped mid-sentence. His rigid body refused her and she stepped back to look at his face. A stranger looked back at her, stern and distant. ‘Zav?’ She was confused. She had expected to see his boy face—the forlorn, twelve-year-old face, that had fought back tears in thecupboard under the stairs.


  ‘We’d better get moving,’ he said. ‘They’ve given my luggage priority.’


  On the way home in the taxi, Sealie gave directions. The driver tried to start a conversation. ‘My nephew’s a Nasho. Off to Vietnam in a couple of months.’ Zav stared out the window, a slight grunt his only acknowledgement. After that, no-one spoke.


  Sealie tried to take his hand, but Zav pulled away. Perplexed, she looked at him, still seeking her brother, but the thin, weary face gave no clue as to where he might be.


  Zav watched as they sped through the familiar suburban landscape—new houses, occupying large blocks on the outskirts of Melbourne. Brick veneer, picture windows and nascent gardens, many with pampas grass waving its feathers in the hot north wind. Small shopping strips—a milk bar, fish ’n’ chip shop, Commonwealth or State Bank, a haberdashery or wool shop, maybe. A butcher’s, a green grocer’s, an accountant’s office. A few women in shorts or long cotton dresses pushing prams, guiding toddlers, carried their shopping in baskets or string bags.


  Superimposed on this scene was another. Zav is in a market crowded with small dark-haired women, many carrying twin baskets across their shoulders on a bamboo pole. They walk lightly, on the balls of their feet, and the baskets bounce gently to the rhythm of their gait. They speak a language with a harsh, foreign cadence, and barter fiercely with the sellers, whose wares are displayed on blankets on the ground. The air is humid and Zav can feel the sweat running down his face as delicate, fine-limbed children jostle for his attention. Úc Dai Loi, they call, hands outstretched. Úc Dai Loi number one.


  Zav was jolted back to the present as they approached Yarra Falls. There were the tennis courts, en-tout-cas swirling in the wind; there was St Theresa’s, the children lining up after lunchbreak; rows of workers’ cottages, their bold colours reflecting the nostalgia of Italian migrants; the old glove factory, the pool, the overly ornate town hall, the sound of a tram-bell. Awhole way of life assailed his consciousness. Only days ago he would have killed . . . he pulled himself up . . . he would have given anything to be driving down this street.


  The taxi turned into River Street and then into the short cul-de-sac where Hal had built his house. Zav sat in a daze, while Sealie paid the driver. She opened the door.


  ‘Come on. We’re home.’


  Zav found he couldn’t move. He willed his legs to swing out of the car, but they stayed exactly where they were. He looked down at his recalcitrant boots and frowned. They were very dusty. He wondered idly why the army set so much store on boot polish.


  ‘Come on, Zav.’ Godown was there, taking his arm. ‘You can’t stay here. The taxi man’s got a job to do.’


  Zav had spent nights dreaming of his return. He saw himself calling out as he approached their little flat in Carlton. ‘Kate. It’s me. Gracie. It’s Daddy.’ Kate, blonde hair flying, holding his daughter, running down the street to meet him. He, inhaling the freshness of them, holding them close. Laughing at the sheer joy, the relief of home.


  Godown extricated him from the taxi and Zav shuffled on the big man’s arm, up the path to the door of his father’s house. There was no-one to greet him.


  ‘Kate’s inside with Mrs Mac,’ Sealie murmured as they climbed the steps to the front door. ‘She hasn’t been able to bring herself to go back to the flat or to her mum’s.’


  Sealie couldn’t tell him that Kate’s mother had refused to have anything to do with the son of the man who killed her granddaughter. The young woman needed her mother but she needed her husband more.


  Zav found his wife huddled on the sofa in the darkened lounge room. As he entered, Mrs Mac stood up and made as if to hug him, then, remembering her place, touched him briefly on the arm and left the room.


  Zav looked down at the crumpled figure on the sofa. He tried to feel as he knew he ought to, but the terrible aloneness that filled him left no room for other thoughts. He steeled himself.


  ‘Kate,’ he said. ‘Katie.’ He lifted her up and cradled her in his arms. She was so light he feared she might break. ‘Kate.’


  She began to weep wildly, choking on great ugly sobs. Howling in raw pain. Beating him on the chest. He stroked her head. She’s cut her hair, he thought, bewildered. Her lovely hair. He recoiled. What sort of person was he? His daughter was dead. Murdered by his father. He was holding his grieving wife in his arms. And all he could think of was her hair.


  Kate felt the recoil, fleeting though it was, and somewhere in her shattered consciousness she was aware that the Zav she had waited for, the Zav who had returned, was not the Zav who’d left. The Zav who’d left would never have recoiled from her. This Zav held her differently; his body no longer melded to hers. There was something mechanical in his touch, gentle though it was.


  She looked up at him. ‘We can go and see her.’


  Zav had seen so much death and destruction that he knew he could take no more. ‘I can’t,’ he whispered. ‘I just can’t.’


  At that moment, deep down, she knew she had lost him.
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  Zav shut the bathroom door with relief. He felt the house closing in on him and had to control the urge to flee. Here, observed only by the blank-faced tiles, he could have some time alone. Kate’s need was sucking away his already depleted energy, and the strain threatened to overwhelm him. He ran some warm water and picked up his razor, the one Hal had bought him when he began to shave. It was heavy, and balanced nicely in his hand. Someone had put in a new blade. He lathered his face, lifted his chin and stretched his cheek as his father had taught him. Nice slow strokes, son. Keep the skin taut or you’ll end up nicking yourself. His hand began to tremble. In that rare moment of intimacy, neither of them could ever have imagined the pain Hal would cause his son. Zav blinked back tears. He couldn’t afford to break down. They were relying on him. Shit! He felt the nick and watched the trickle of blood run down his chin and on to his shirt. He watched its progress in horror. There’d been so much blood when Monty went down. Insects had gorged on the red globules until the last traces were washed away in the warm, tropical rain.


  He retched. ‘Are you okay, Zav?’ A female voice, tentative, on the other side of the door.


  Sealie. ‘I’m fine. Go away.’


  ‘I’ve left some clean clothes for you—just here, outside the bathroom.’


  Zav completed his shave and only then looked at his face properly. Without the heavy growth it looked thinner, was thinner. His dark hair, with its short, army haircut, was stuck to his scalp. He could actually see the dust. His mouth was grim, with newly etched trenches from nose to chin. The skin around his eyes was stretched and bruised. He met his own gaze and looked away quickly. He was nowhere near ready for that.


  He spent a long time in the shower, relishing the dense, cool spray and sweet-smelling soap until he had washed away all the dust and mud and sweat he had brought back with him. Drying himself with thick, soft towels, he was surprised to find that he didn’t break into an immediate sweat. In Vietnam he was never totally dry. He took longer than necessary to dress, dreading the violence of grief beyond the door. Shamed that he couldn’t offer to mingle his own.


  Zav sat on the edge of the bath and slowly buttoned his shirt. His father had killed his baby girl. His daughter was lost to him forever. Where was the horror, the revulsion, the gut-wrenching pain he knew he should be feeling? He sensed its presence but access was denied. He had simply run out of space for any more horror or pity. His head was crowded with images of war and this tragedy of peace was too fragile to fight its way to the surface. Better she never lived than to know what Iknow, Zav thought. But he knew that was unnatural. One day I’ll have the space to mourn, he promised me softly.


  While tears of grief were beyond him, anger flourished. He strode around the house muttering curses and shouting diatribes against his father. Kate, too, hated Hal, but her focus was on her child. She tried to teach Zav about the daughter he had known so briefly.


  ‘Come and sit down,’ she implored the pacing Zav. ‘I want to show you the photos.’ She took out an envelope and touched each one gently before passing it into her husband’s reluctant hands. He held them limply as though they were someone else’s tedious holiday snaps. His eyes refused to focus.


  ‘Here she is with the fairy wings Sealie gave her.’


  Zav tried. ‘Look at that. A little fairy.’ Already reaching for the next photo.


  ‘Here she is in her bassinet. There’s teddy.’


  ‘She liked her teddy?’ He knew so little about her. ‘What’s this one?’ Zav held up a photo of Sealie and me with a roughly torn edge.


  ‘Your father was next to Sealie in that one. I tore him off.’ She had done this to all the photos that included Hal. Then cut him into tiny pieces which she burned in the ashtray.


  ‘That murdering bastard. That fucking shit.’ It seemed that the only thing that could ignite Zav’s passion was hatred of his father. It scared Kate. The vein in his temple throbbed and his face turned dark red. She was afraid he might have a stroke. And even more afraid that Hal’s violence might also be latent in his son.
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  When the story appeared in the newspapers, Godown went to visit his flock. Despite his own sorrow, he still had a strong sense of duty. Knocking on Jockey’s door he was confronted by a frowsy woman in hair rollers and a floral dressing-gown. ‘He’s gone,’ she responded in answer to his question. ‘Left early this morning. Didn’t want the newspapers nosing round his affairs again.’


  ‘Thank you, ma’am. You don’t happen to know where he went?’


  ‘You tell me. He owes me two weeks’ rent.’


  Godown fished in his wallet for twenty dollars and handed it to the woman who grabbed it eagerly. He squared his shoulders and went next door to Bert and Beryl’s. In contrast to Jockey’s house, theirs was neat as a pin, with carefully pruned roses and a minuscule lawn. ‘Emoh Ruo’, the brass plate announced. The venetian blind twitched and Bert opened the door.


  ‘Sorry, Pastor,’ he said, before Godown could speak. ‘Beryl and me are no longer members of your church.’ And he closed the door without another word. It was the most definitive action Godown had ever witnessed from that timid little man.


  The dry cleaning/electrical repair shop was open when he got there. Helena and Spiros were standing together, right on the border, behind the counter. They looked up from their conversation as Godown came in, their brows heavy with concern. Over the years their black hair had turned a dark grey; Spiros’ springing up in tufts over his ears, while the middle revealed a shiny olive scalp.


  ‘We can’t have you here anymore, my friend,’ Helena said regretfully. ‘It’s not you, you understand.’ She looked at her husband for support.


  ‘It’s the business,’ Spiros explained. ‘We can’t afford to lose customers.’


  ‘I do understand.’ Godown turned to the door. ‘I brought the station wagon. Do you mind if I collect my things?’


  ‘Wait. We owe you some money from the lease.’ Helena began to scrabble in the cash drawer.


  ‘Keep it,’ Godown said wearily. ‘I don’t need it.’


  He walked down the familiar path to his church. Down the familiar path to the shed. He unlocked the door and switched on the light. In the harsh glare of the naked bulb, the corrugated iron walls and the stacked storage boxes were suddenly and painfully visible. In the past, Godown had seen a church, a sacred place made beautiful by its purpose. Now he saw it for what it really was—a cluttered storage shed in an overgrown backyard.


  There was pitifully little to take. He took the box of tea things to the car. Charity shop for those. He gave a wry smile. Beryl was an uncharitable woman but her gift for sponge making was God-given. He returned to the shed and put the few texts, the cross and the hymn sheets in a box. He couldn’t be bothered with the lectern. Finally he took up the small case where he kept his stoles. He remembered Hal’s gleeful anticipation as the parcel was unwrapped, his pride at seeing the pastor wearing his gift while preaching the word of God. What could he do with these? He knew he would never preach again, but felt the need for some symbolic gesture, some final ceremony before the Church of the Divine Conflagration was laid to rest.


  Godown returned to the shop where Helena and Spiros were sitting uneasily on either side of the line.


  ‘I have a gift for you,’ the big man said simply. A stole was draped over his outstretched arms. ‘Green is the colour of hope. I wish you well.’


  They took one end each. ‘Thank you, Pastor.’


  In accord for the first time in years, they watched as Godown left, closing the door carefully behind him.


  ‘That trip back home . . .’ Helena began.


  ‘Could be time.’ Spiros turned the door sign over to ‘Closed’. ‘Let’s have a drink and talk about it.’


  Helena crossed the line, took his hand and they walked together into their home behind the shop.
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  Godown’s next stop was the little terrace house. Chloe answered the door and ushered him in to where her sister was waiting.


  ‘I have a gift for you,’ he said. ‘But you must choose.’ He laid out the remaining stoles and stepped back.


  The moment had come to pass.


  Ariadne chose violet, ‘For penance.’


  Chloe chose black, ‘For mourning.’


  Godown was puzzled at their choice, even a little resentful. ‘Surely I’m the one should be mournin’. The one who needs to do penance.’


  ‘You gave us a choice. We have chosen.’


  Godown left with the red and white stoles. The white one he lay on my grave. He kept the red one. Blood and martyrdom. It seemed fitting.
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  They had postponed the funeral until my father came home.Dazed and reeling with fatigue, he held my mother close as the Mass of the Angels was celebrated at St Theresa’s. Grief had liquefied her bones. If it were not for my father’s supporting arm, she would have collapsed on the cold terrazzo tiles and evaporated like the quietly dispersing incense. Shedesired this. The sorrow was too great to bear. Her mother, holding her other arm, grieved not only for hergranddaughter, but for her own child, whose pain she felt deep in her womb.


  Sealie sat on the other side of Zav, her face still white with shock. She had been there when they found me, and the police diver, tears and river water streaming down his face, placed me in her appalled arms, where she rocked me and crooned to me in my dreamless sleep. Now there were no tears left to cry, and her mourning was hard and bleak, including as it did, her father, for whom she felt alternately a profound hatred and an even more profound pity. How could she not have known? She had been so eager to go off and start her new life. To leave her father. To allow him to deteriorate unchecked. She knelt and bowed her head so that she would not have to see the little white box.


  ‘Holy Mother Mary, take the hand of our little angel. Keep her safe with you in heaven.’ Mrs Mac prayed for me and then for Hal. ‘Forgive him, Father. He wasn’t himself. He loved little Grace—you know that, Jesus.’


  Godown bowed his head and spoke to the God he had served faithfully most of his life. ‘Accept this spotless lamb who’s comin’ home to you. Take care of her, Lord. And take care of Hal. He was sick and troubled but he sought to serve you well.’


  Bob was used to more formal prayer. ‘Out of the depths Ihave cried to thee, O Lord . . .’ He suddenly remembered Halpraying that same prayer when Zav was lost on the mountain. ‘It’s you who’s lost now, old mate,’ he murmured, and paused before returning to the austere tolling of the DeProfundis.


  Chloe and Ariadne, their eyes brimming with sea-tears, found that words eluded them. So they prayed with their hearts. In the end, there were no words.


  Godown sang.


  In the sweet, bye ’n’ bye


  We will meet on that beautiful shore.


  In the sweet, bye ’n’ bye


  We will meet on that beautiful shore.


  They didn’t sing my song. ‘Amazing Grace’ was forever entwined with Grandfather Hal, my tragic, loving murderer.


  


  3


  MY GRANDFATHER, FOUND UNFIT TO plead, was detained at the governor’s pleasure.


  Chemically subdued, he sat in the back of a van, between two male nurses, listlessly staring at his hands. Houses and shops flew by unregarded. Farms came and went, their grazing livestock and spring plantings ignored. Mountains loomed in the distance but Hal saw only his hands. Or were they his father’s? They were slightly freckled, he noticed with interest. There were ropey veins and black hairs that trailed from his wrist. He flexed his fingers and spread them wide, frowning absently at the bitten nails.


  As the van continued its journey, he began to doze. His nurses discussed the football, the war, the mystery of the Prime Minister’s disappearance. They wondered idly what it would be like to be a farmer. Decided it was too dependent on the weather. The cloud cover lifted. The ‘Welcome to Ararat’ sign appeared, but Hal was completely unaware of either his companions or the landscape. By the time the van slid to a halt, his head was a vast empty space.


  Someone helped him out and he stood, bewildered, arms hanging by his side. At that moment, he became aware of the Voice. Bide your time, it said softly. Bide your time.


  I will. My grandfather was pathetically grateful to find that he was not abandoned.


  After the presentation of his medical history, Hal was processed and his escort left him with the charge nurse to begin his new life in J-Ward, the secure accommodation for the criminally insane.
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  Hal was cold. The small room was unheated, the stone walls obdurate. There were blankets, but he wasn’t allowed pyjamas, so his back and legs felt the chill. In an effort to warm himself, he curled into a foetal position and lay very still. Whenever he disturbed the bedclothes, a wave of cold rippled down his back. There were heaters in the corridor. He’d seen them the night before, but the heat failed to seep through the thick walls. Later, he learned the trick of cocooning himself in his blanket, but for now he longed for his freshly ironed, flannelette pyjamas and his own bed with its soft, warm eiderdown. He missed the morning sun as it filtered through the curtains, spreading a benign light over the ascetic angles of his room. In his mind’s eye he saw it, liquid, like warm golden syrup on dumplings. Mrs Mac made such light dumplings . . . He frowned. Mrs Mac was no longer with him. She had joined the others. Mouth watering, he turned again to the thought of the dumplings and was startled by a loud click. The door opened to reveal a nurse, rubbing his hands against the cold.


  ‘Seven o’clock. Time to get up, Mr Rodriguez.’ The newcomer was a burly man in his mid-forties, with a drooping Zapata moustache and eyebrows that met in the middle. He looks like a South American bandido, Hal thought, dragging his aching body out of bed.


  ‘What do I do now?’ He had to chew each word as he battled to control his thick, spongy tongue.


  ‘You get dressed.’


  Taking the proffered pile of neatly folded clothes, Hal dressed under the watchful eye of the bandido, who seemed to be in a hurry, glancing two or three times at the watch pinned to his uniform. Hal found himself fascinated by the black chest hairs, which emerged like a daddy-long-legs from the neck of the starched, blue shirt. He paused, wondering what he would do if it really were a spider.


  ‘Get a move on.’


  Hal got a move on.


  ‘Out to the exercise yard,’ the nurse said, not unkindly. ‘You’ll get used to the routine.’


  Hal shambled out to a walled courtyard, where men, similarly dressed, were walking alone or in pairs, watched by uniformed nurses. He looked around. There was nothing much to see—surrounding walls, one of which had a wicket painted on it, a basketball ring, and a caged corridor, leading to another building.


  ‘That is the ablutions block,’ volunteered the bandido. ‘You’ll be taken for a shower and shave before breakfast.’


  There was a tree just visible over the wall, and Hal squinted his eyes to see the pattern the leaves made against the milky blue sky. He would have liked to hear them rustle, but couldn’t get close enough. Maybe if he took a running jump . . . No. He had to bide his time. Sort out friend from foe. Meanwhile, he wouldn’t do anything to make them suspicious.


  He stood in the middle of the yard, not sure what to do. Itwas like his first day at school. He felt as he had then, apprehensive and alone, but when he observed his surroundings closely, they were quite different. For a start there were no females. His little country school yard was populated with both boys and girls, and several mothers, including his own, watched their children with solicitous smiles. The infants’ teacher was a woman, too. Miss Manning, with her fresh, round face and pretty lips, had been Hal’s first love. Later that year, he had fought Billy Tyler over who would marry her but he couldn’t remember who won.


  It was more than the lack of females, Hal thought, leaning against the wall. The schoolyard had been full of noise; the excited chattering of children returning from holidays, the squeaking of the swings, the muted sounds of mothers’ conversations and a magpie song, rising above them all. The exercise yard was so quiet that he could hear his own footfall.


  There was something else. The schoolyard had been full of activity: children running, chasing, showing off new schoolbags, pushing and shoving when the bell rang to call them into line. Here it was curiously still. Inmates walked aimlessly in slow motion or stood sunning themselves against the wall. A few were smoking, the hands holding the cigarettes seeming one with the smoke that drifted desultorily into the air. Sluggish. Everything and everyone was sluggish.


  Only the nurses were alert. The bandido exchanged a few words with his colleagues and hurried away, probably to drag some other poor sod out of bed. One nurse, a tall, lugubrious man with red hair and beard, Hal dubbed Rufus the Red; the other, younger, blond and built like an athlete, Hal decided to call Emil, after Emil Zatopek whom he saw run in the Melbourne Olympics. For the eighteen months Hal was in J-Ward, he never used the nurses’ real names.


  Emil, clipboard in hand, gathered the next group for a shower. There were three of them. The others knew what to do and started to undress in the slow, deliberate way of the medicated. Hal felt his spirit shrink as he took in the bleak, grey concrete walls and floor. It was like a bomb shelter, he thought, but who would want to shelter in such a place?


  ‘You too.’ Emil indicated the other patients, then nodded at Hal.


  Hal took off his shirt. ‘Is there a hanger?’


  ‘Put them on the bench.’


  The bench was damp and didn’t look too clean, but Hal did as he was told and the nurse turned on the water, pointing to where he should stand. Hal moved reluctantly. He’d never seen such a dreary place. He’d shared the mateship of the shower in his sports playing days but here he felt raw and exposed. The other two were washing themselves mechanically. At least the water pressure seemed strong. He stepped in gingerly and found himself almost luxuriating in the unexpected warmth of the water. If he closed his eyes, he could imagine he was in his own nicely tiled shower back in Yarra Falls.


  Emil handed him a bar of yellow soap.


  ‘I have sensitive skin,’ Hal told him politely. ‘I’d like my own soap. And shampoo, if you don’t mind.’


  Emil looked at him with something like pity. ‘You should be so lucky. Hurry up now and I’ll give you a shave before breakfast.’


  His beard had been itching and he was grateful for the offer. The young nurse was gentle and Hal’s eyes filled with tears. It seemed so long since he’d experienced the touch of kind hands.


  On his first day, my grandfather had already learned to be grateful for small comforts.


  Breakfast included porridge, eggs, toast and tea. As soon as it was finished and the cutlery counted, the men were returned to the exercise yard, where a few patients began to throw around a basketball. Lunch, more exercise yard, dinner, medication and bed at seven—that completed the monotonous routine.


  Hal couldn’t sleep. He had done nothing all day and it was only seven o’clock. He began to hope that his medication included sleeping pills. The voices were quiet at the moment, but he feared their return in the emptiness of night. He had two souls to watch over now. Two precious souls—my grandmother and me. It made him quite ill to think of the responsibility. Two dear, precious souls. And unseen powers trying to thwart him. How could he apply himself to the task while he was locked up in this place? To do the job properly, he needed photographs. He missed his poster. It was almost completely faded with age, but he knew every inch, every nuance of that poster. To him, the images remained as bright and sharp as the day he had bought it. He needed to make a home for my grandmother and me. But how to get the photographs?


  [image: 9781742694580txt_0244_001]


  Sealie’s response to his request was the cause of Hal’s first outbreak in J-Ward. He was sitting in the dayroom when she came in, holding her handbag in front of her like a shield.


  ‘Dad?’ She couldn’t bring herself to kiss him and touched her cheek to his so lightly that neither of them felt it. ‘How are you?’ she asked, her eyes not quite meeting his.


  ‘I’m alright,’ Hal replied ungraciously. ‘Apart from freezing every night.’


  Sealie was shocked. How could her father be so—ordinary? ‘I’ll speak to someone. Another blanket . . .?’


  She looked at her father from under her fringe. He stared doggedly at his hands. The unspeakable lay between them and she sought refuge in the banal. ‘Is there anything else you need?’


  ‘A photo of your mum. Or maybe the poster in my room if you can get it off the wall without tearing it.’


  Sealie took out a scrap of paper and made a note. Any activity was welcome.


  Hal snorted impatiently. ‘Surely you can remember that without writing it down?’


  ‘Anything else? I got some cigarettes and a Cherry Ripe but the nurse took them.’


  ‘A photo of Grace. I need a photo of Grace.’


  ‘A photo of Grace? Dad! I can’t give you . . . Zav won’t . . .’


  Hal’s mood changed in an instant and his face crumpled with grief. ‘Sealie. Have they got to you too?’ He began to wring his hands. People actually do wring their hands, Sealie thought, shocked at the extremity of his distress. He clutched at her arm. ‘You’re the one person I can trust. You’re my daughter.’ He was shouting now. ‘You must help me, Sealie. I have to have photographs.’


  Bells rang, and within an instant two nurses were restraining Hal who was pawing at his horrified daughter. ‘You’d better leave now, Miss,’ they told her, as Hal’s pleas turned to curses.


  Sealie ran from the room, her father’s voice pounding in her head. Stopping in the corridor she leaned against the wall. She was trembling and aware of a sobbing noise. It must be her sobbing. There was no-one else there. She fished in her handbag for a tissue and blew her nose.


  ‘Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?’ A hand was under her elbow, guiding her to the dining room. It was the bandido, whose dark eyes peered sympathetically into hers. As they drank the sweet, instant coffee, Sealie tried to smile her thanks.


  ‘You’re very kind,’ she said.


  ‘You’ve had a bit of a shock,’ said the bandido, whose name turned out to be Steve Farrugia. ‘They do that sometimes. Go right off without warning. What was the problem? Do you know?’


  ‘You know his history, of course.’


  Steve nodded.


  ‘He wants a photograph of Grace.’


  ‘Grace?’


  ‘The child he drowned.’


  Steve frowned. ‘Don’t know about that. It could cause further relapse.’


  ‘It’s not even that. I feel it’s a betrayal of my brother—he’s the baby’s father,’ she explained. ‘But look at what I’ve done in refusing to bring him the photo. I’ve made things worse.’ She began to cry again.


  Poor little bugger. Steve patted her arm. ‘Leave it with me, love. I’ll have a chat to Matron. He can talk to the doctor.’


  Sealie was relieved to pass on the responsibility. ‘Thank you so much.’ She paused. ‘I feel embarrassed to mention it now—you’ve already been so kind—but he says he’s cold at night. He usually wears pyjamas.’


  ‘Sorry, love. Can’t help with pyjamas. We can’t risk . . .’ He ducked his head, embarrassed. ‘It’s a suicide precaution. That’s why we took the sweets and cigarettes. You’d be surprised at what they use to self-harm.’ Sealie winced at his use of they. ‘He can have the lollies and smokes under supervision, though.’ Her rescuer drained his coffee. ‘My break’s over. I’m sorry you had to witness that.’


  When Sealie returned home, she went to Hal’s room. It had not been unlocked since what everyone referred to obliquelyas ‘the tragedy.’ The bed was made with military neatness and Hal’s book, I, Robot, lay on the bedside table, bookmarked at page fifty-six. The poster was a blur of greys, and when Sealie tentatively pulled at a corner, the area crumbled, taking with it what might have been the toe of the last swan. She jumped guiltily, as though she had deliberately defaced it. I’ll have to find something else. She went down to Hal’s study where she took a small portrait of Paulina from a silver frame. This will have to do. Now, should she find a photo of Grace, just in case? There was a family photo of Zav,Kateand me in another frame, but she rejected that. Notfair to include my parents, who had every reason to hate Hal. She went to his desk drawer. Pens, stapler, loose change, rubber bands and a small photo album. ‘Grandpa’s Brag Book’ it said on the cover. She slipped it into her pocket. She couldn’t look at it just now. It required courage to delve into those memories, and she had used all her reserves at thehospital.


  When Sealie reported her father’s request and his reaction to her refusal, Godown offered to visit Hal in her place. ‘Just this once—to give you both time to get over it,’ he said, when she demurred. ‘Okay? Well, then—have you decided what to do about the photo of little Grace?’ His voice still shook when he said my name.


  ‘I had a call from Nurse Steve,’ she said. ‘Apparently the doctor thinks it’s a bad idea. You know him best of all. What do you think?’


  The big man had lived with Hal’s obsessions for many years. ‘Hal had a notion,’ he said reluctantly. ‘A notion that he was protecting your mother’s soul. It had something to do with that poster and the photograph he had on his desk. I don’t want to go against the doctor,’ he added.


  Godown had aged overnight, it seemed. His shoulders were stooped, his thick hair looked dusty. The light had gone from his eyes and the passion from his voice. He looked like an old man, and she couldn’t ask him to take responsibility. ‘I’ll think about it,’ she said.


  Poor Aunt Sealie. She had been the favourite child, and the time had come to pay her dues. She still loved her father but was appalled that she did. She loved me too, and was conflicted as to how she should approach the issue of her father’s illness. Intellectually, she understood that it was an illness, but deep in her heart, she felt that Hal could have chosen to act otherwise. Zav would have nothing to do with his father. She had acknowledged that Godown had done enough and Hal had taken against Mrs Mac and Bob. So who could she turn to? She had no-one. She folded her arms on the desk and lay down her head. Her throat ached with the need to cry. She wanted her mother. It wasn’t fair. Here she was, at the beginning of her life and there was no-one. She was, by default, head of the family. With all the responsibility that implies.


  She went into her room and closed the door. Cutting a strip from the back of a birthday card, she picked up the photo of Paulina. She measured it and cut a little off the edges. Then she sat down and held the Brag Book on her lap, turning it over once or twice before opening it and scanning the pages as quickly as she could. Finding a small photo of me on a bunny rug, she took it out and trimmed it too. She folded the strip of card then stuck the photos inside the fold, leaving theglue to dry while she fetched Hal’s novel and removed the bookmark, replacing it with the concealed photos. Now my grandmother and I clung together between pages fifty-six and fifty-seven of I, Robot, which Godown promised to deliver the next weekend.


  It was Godown’s first time at Ararat and he had to will his feet to climb the steps of the forbidding, bluestone building. At reception, he was asked if he had any gifts for the patient and handed them the book and a pack of cigarettes which were put in a pigeonhole labelled Heraldo Rodriguez. Steve was on duty and, after checking that Godown had no contraband, led him to the dayroom.


  ‘He’s been unsettled since he got up,’ Steve said. ‘I think he’s expecting his daughter. Tell her I’m sorry about the photos.’


  ‘Where’s Sealie?’ Hal demanded as his friend sat down across from him, shocked at how thin he had become.


  ‘Work,’ Godown lied. ‘But she sent something for you.’ He tapped the side of his nose.


  Hal’s eyes gleamed as he looked around to ensure they were not overheard. ‘Where is it?’ he said out of the corner of his mouth and Godown explained about the book.


  ‘Brilliant.’


  ‘They don’t want you to have it, so be sure to keep it hidden in the pages.’ Godown was ashamed to pander to Hal’s paranoia, but was more worried about what might happen if the photographs were found and confiscated.


  ‘Good old Sealie,’ Hal chortled, inviting a sharp look from the duty nurse. ‘I’ll beat the bastards at their own game.’


  So the marker moved from book to book as Sealie’s and Godown’s visits continued. For Hal, it was both a source of comfort and a focus for his delusions. He was not able to read every day in J-Ward. All activities had to be supervised and staff were allocated according to need. Reading Days became so significant that Hal thought of them in the upper case, like Christmas Day and Melbourne Cup Day. He developed a cunning that saw him take his book nonchalantly from the nurse and stroll over to a chair where he’d fuss with the cushion and only then, open the book at the marked page. Glancing quickly around the room, he’d sneak a look at the photos—Paulina first and then me. This was the prelude to a strictly observed ritual. He would read five pages exactly, finishing mid-sentence, if necessary. While he did this he held the bookmark in his right hand. (He never touched it with the left, the sinister hand. That belonged to the devil.) After turning to, but not looking at the sixth page, he slipped the bookmark open and looked at Paulina, saying her name in his head, three times, touching his lips and then her image to complete the sequence. After reading another five pages, he would do the same for me. When his reading time came to an end, he placed his hand over the bookmark and murmured, ‘Keep them safe,’ before handing the book back. This last invocation was very important. Each time he said it, another brick was placed in the wall of the house that, one day, they would live in together. Keep them safe. He could say this three times three per day, but on Reading Day, with the images under his control, often a whole twenty bricks were mortared into place.


  Hal was cautious about the other patients. He didn’t join in any of the group activities in the exercise yard but he did occasionally try to have a chat. He had always been something of a loner, but he needed to know the sort of people he was dealing with. He was shocked to discover that they were mad, bad or both.


  One handsome young man, with a plummy accent and a languid slouch, was a final-year medical student. His surgical skills were useful, he told Hal one morning as they leaned against the wall, taking advantage of the sun-warmed stones. ‘Ihad access to scalpels, of course,’ he said conversationally. ‘And the expertise. You can’t just hack away with a scalpel.’ He held out his hands, revealing long, strong fingers. ‘The women said I have pianist’s hands, but they served me equally well as a surgeon. The women? I made love to them first, you know. They were happy when they died and they bled to death very prettily. With one, I even managed a star-shaped blood pool. Not easy,’ he told a horrified Hal. ‘But there’s no sense in false modesty.’


  A gentle old man with faded-blue eyes also heard voices. They told him that he had to cleanse and scour the city and he consequently set a string of fires in Melbourne brothels. Two prostitutes and one customer had died as a result. ‘They don’t understand that I’m doing them a favour,’ he told Hal, sadness washing his eyes to an even more faded hue. Hal nodded gloomily. He understood the reasoning, but setting fires! The poor old coot needed to learn self-control.


  So Hal worried about his fellow patients and was appalled when, on the first wet day, they were taken to the dayroom to watch Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho. He had seen it before but watched it again with increasing disquiet, fearing that the psychopathic murderer on screen might give his companions ideas they could well do without. He sat through the first half on the edge of his seat, gnawing at his nails and shooting glances at those he considered most unstable. Finally, unable to stand it any longer, he leaped to his feet and sought out the bandido, whom he had come to trust.


  ‘Can I have a word?’ Hal muttered, sidling up to him. ‘It’s about—you know,’ he said, looking significantly at the screen.


  ‘No, I don’t know.’ Steve hadn’t seen the movie and still had one eye on the action.


  ‘You can’t show this stuff to people like that.’ Hal jerked his head to indicate the rapt audience. ‘Most of them are mad as hatters.’


  The bandido pulled at his moustache. ‘I know. That’s why they’re here.’


  ‘Please. Switch it off immediately,’ Hal pleaded. ‘Or I can’t be held responsible.’


  ‘You’re not responsible,’ the bandido said wearily. ‘We are.’


  Hal was not to be trifled with. ‘Then I must take unilateral action.’ And darting towards the projector, Hal tripped over the sprawling leg of the blue-eyed arsonist whose shout roused the others. The staff took quick action and a riot was narrowly averted but the movie was switched off and patients taken to their rooms early. Hal was not popular after that. But then, he reasoned, he wasn’t here to be popular.


  What was he here for? He often wondered about that. There was plenty of time to wonder. He’d gone right off talking to the other patients. He’d be as loony as they were, if he didn’t look out. He was aware, of course, that he, too was considered to be mad. He was a reasonable man, and in one way, he could see where they were coming from. From their point of view, the drowning of a granddaughter must be either mad or bad. He knew he wasn’t bad and if they (whoever ‘they’ were) thought so, he’d be in jail. So he was deemed to be mad and locked away with really dangerous people. He never sat next to the surgeon at mealtimes and always kept a nervous eye on him when he used a knife and fork, even though that personable young man had explained that he had no desire to make love to Hal or to create patterns with his life-blood. ‘It’s just red-haired women,’ he’d explain over and over. But Hal wasn’t willing to take any risks.


  So what was he here for? Hal began to look at the question in a more existential way and, sadly, found no answer. He did light upon an explanation, however. His enemies had found a way to manipulate those in charge of the system so that they were unable to understand that his ostensibly mad or bad action had been, in fact, a sublime sacrifice. He understood that this made a return to the real world extremely difficult because he had no way of dealing with unseen or maybe just unrecognisable adversaries. Hal lived in a complex world peopled by enemies; former friends who had been corrupted by his enemies; the ignorant and uncaring who couldn’t or didn’t want to understand; police, medical and nursing staff who were either collaborators or dupes; the real mad and or bad inmates of J-Ward; Sealie and Godown. The last two were the only people in the whole world that he was sure he could trust.


  With his highly developed cunning, he decided to approach the bandido. This nurse had some empathy, Hal thought. He really seemed to care, so maybe he was just one of the ignorant and not one of the corrupt.


  One mellow autumn day, the bandido was on duty in the exercise yard. He had been supervising a thin young man playing a guitar. The young man was pathetically grateful, blissfully playing the same chord over and over again until one of the others threw a basketball at him. ‘Can’t you play anything else, dickhead?’ Distressed and confused, the young man started to cry as others began to shout, some at the perpetrator, some at the victim. Once again, the staff averted the impending crisis, but the guitar was locked away and the young man became increasingly two-dimensional, day after day, sitting slumped on a hard wooden bench.


  ‘Can’t he have his guitar back?’ Hal asked the bandido, looking across at the fading figure. ‘He wasn’t doing any harm.’


  ‘Not my call. We can’t take the risk. He could’ve started a riot.’


  ‘He didn’t start it. That fat bloke did.’


  ‘I know. It’s not fair but we have to keep them safe.’


  Hal was instantly alert. Keep them safe. Was this a coded message? He would have to tread warily but . . . ‘I don’t feel safe here,’ he confided. ‘The loonies seem to come and go. How do they get out?’


  ‘Patients. You’re patients.’


  ‘That’s as may be, but how do they get out?’


  ‘Some are well enough to return to the courts. Others are moved on to Aradale—that’s our main campus. You may have passed the big white building when you came in. There’s a lot more room there. More to do, too.’ More pleasant for your daughter, as well, he thought. He didn’t mention that some patients return home. For someone in Hal’s condition, it was a forlorn hope.


  ‘So how do you get to go to Aradale?’ Hal said as casually as he knew how.


  ‘Keep your head down. No more movie riots. No more looking for adders under your bed. Eat your food without demanding a taster’ (the latter two were recently acquired precautions). He didn’t mention the depression that occasionally overwhelmed his patient. Hal was still considered a suicide risk and the privilege of pyjamas seemed as far off as it had ever been.


  When Hal was in a depressive state, he would refuse to get up and had to be helped into his clothes, his uncooperative arms and legs manipulated by two nurses. He wasn’t able to shave himself and sat passively as the razor scraped across his cheeks and chin. He picked at his food and moped around the exercise yard, speaking to no-one. It was believed that this state was triggered by guilt and grief, and grief certainly played a part. The guilt, however, was more complex. The voices were pouring poison in his ear, a sticky, green poison, glowing like something radioactive. You know you want to join your wife and granddaughter. They despise your cowardice. Do it! Do it!


  Hal’s daily struggle with the voices wore him down. He had to stay in this world until the last brick was laid. That was his firm belief. But if Paulina and little Grace despised him, why bother? There were other voices, however—Wait, bright, blue angel voices said. You are needed. Your task is to finish the house. Torn between the two, struggling for air, Hal floundered in a gelatinous swamp, witch cackles and the cries of children exploding in his ears. Then, his medication adjusted, he’d return from the depths until the voices started again.


  Do it! Do it!


  Wait!


  While unable to control his depression, Hal was strategic about his delusions, wearing his pants tucked into his socks and dressing and undressing on his bed. That frustrated the adders, who were inclined to sulk. Later, he was glad to see them leave of their own accord. Even a little victory was welcome. The food was more tricky and he discussed this with Godown who visited at least once a month.


  ‘If I ask for a taster, they’ll say I’m a troublemaker.’


  ‘You sure they’re poisoning your food?’


  ‘Never been surer of anything.’


  Godown thought for a moment. ‘What if I bribe the cook? If he’s such a bad man, he’ll take a bribe for sure. All bad men take bribes.’


  ‘Ha! Hoist on their own petard!’ Hal rubbed his hands together gleefully. ‘Offer to pay him monthly in arrears so he won’t renege. Godown, you’re a genius.’


  It seems that over time you can get used to anything and Hal eventually fell in with the rhythm of life in J-Ward. He had no choice, of course, but cooperation was part of his plan to eventually engineer a move to Aradale. There was a large oak tree there, the bandido told him, and Hal focused on that tree. Shade in summer and the delightful crunching of leaves underfoot in autumn. As spring came he saw green appear on the tree over the wall and thought of his oak tree providing a home for nesting birds. His medication was more carefully calibrated and his depressions became less frequent and less intense. He was able to chat amiably with the nurses, particularly Steve the bandido, who recommended that he be assessed for transfer to Aradale.


  His psychiatrist agreed. Hal was still firmly delusional but certainly less depressed and no longer a high-level suicide risk. They would start him out in a locked ward and assess him further over time. The bandido escorted him as they drove through the iron gates that hung in the handsome red brick walls.


  Hal was settled into the new ward and shook the bandido’s hand. ‘You’re a good man for a bandit,’ he said.


  Bandit? ‘Thank you,’ the nurse replied. ‘And good luck.’


  A few months later, when Hal was deemed fit to leave the locked ward, he headed straight for the oak tree. It was solid and tall; its generous branches spread wide like a blessing. Hal felt a little flicker of contentment. You could rely on a tree like that.


  Autumn had begun in earnest and the tree was shedding its leaves. Fascinated, Hal watched them spiral gracefully to the ground. He shuffled his feet. The sound, the feel of the crunching leaves—magic!


  Seeing Hal shuffling in the leaves, the driver of a passing delivery van turned to his companion. ‘Poor bastard,’ he said with rough compassion. ‘A few sausages short of a barbeque that one.’


  The driver couldn’t have been more wrong. Among the leaves, my grandfather was free of his demons. His joy in thesimple activity was a moment of sanity. He kicked and shuffled all morning, only stopping when the bell rang for lunch.
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  KATE’S MOTHER HAD REFUSED TO have anything more to do with her daughter’s husband or in-laws. Blame, and there must be blame, was theirs and theirs alone. Grandma Betty shed many bitter tears for Kate as well as for me.


  ‘Leave him,’ she said, even while Zav was still flying out with the medevac team. ‘Leave him,’ she said, while Zav drank himself to oblivion with the padre. ‘Leave him,’ she said again, while Zav slept fitfully in the hollowed out body of the Hercules. When he came home, she quickly intuited his baffling remoteness and urged her daughter over and over. ‘There’s bad blood in that family. Leave him. You owe him nothing.’


  But my mother wanted, more than anything, to lay her grief on her young husband’s broad shoulders. To share the emotion that only parents can feel at the loss of a child. To find comfort in loving arms. It will be okay, she told herself and her mother with ever-diminishing conviction.


  Needing to talk, she ignored her mother and confided in Sealie. To speak to Zav’s sister seemed less like a betrayal. ‘Talk to him, Sealie. Please. I can’t get through to him anymore.’


  Though reluctant, Sealie bided her time and when Zav seemed in a more receptive mood, she suggested they go for a walk. ‘It’ll be dark soon. I’d rather have you come along,’ she said.


  Zav sighed and folded his newspaper. ‘Okay. I can’t be too long, though.’


  ‘Why,’ she said when they were out on the street. ‘Why can’t you be too long?’ She pressed him, knowing that he did very little all day. The army had extended his compassionate leave and he was soon to be discharged. Most days he just sat.


  Zav ignored her question so she pressed on clumsily. ‘Kate’s worried about you.’


  ‘Not much point in that.’


  ‘She loves you. And she needs you.’


  ‘She needs Grace and there’s nothing I can do about that.’


  Shocked, Sealie persisted. ‘Maybe you should go away for a while. Just the two of you. To the beach, maybe. A bit of fresh air . . .’


  ‘Fresh air? Christ almighty!’


  ‘Zav. What’s got into you?’


  ‘You have to ask?’


  They walked the rest of the way in silence.
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  At night, my parents made love in the dark, each unwilling to see the other’s face. It was a desperate attempt to connect, but desperation and love inhabit different landscapes and they were stranded on the wrong side of that gulf.


  Kate felt more alone with Zav’s apparent indifference than she did waiting for his return from Vietnam. ‘I haven’t even seen you cry,’ she screamed at him at last. ‘What sort of man are you?’


  Zav looked at her sadly. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I just don’t know anymore.’


  They were gentle with each other then, but separation was inevitable.


  Six months and seventeen days after the funeral, Kate packed a case and caught the train to Sydney to share a flat with her sister.


  ‘The removal man will come for the boxes and furniture on Tuesday,’ she told Zav. ‘You’ll need to be home between eight and ten. After that, I won’t need anything more from you.’


  ‘I’ll drive you to the station.’ Zav’s voice was flat.


  ‘Thank you. I need to leave by six thirty.’


  So polite, my parents.


  My mother is climbing onto the train, my father trailing behind with her case. He stows it in the rack and kisses her on the cheek.


  ‘I’m so sorry, Kate.’


  ‘Yes.’


  He leaves the station without waiting for the train to depart. My mother, childlike and vulnerable with her cropped hair, effaces herself in the corner furthest from the corridor. Her skin is translucent. You can see the shape of her skull. Her hands lie idle and her eyes are cavernous. She’s wearing a long green skirt with a loose T-shirt and jerkin, her natural elegance obvious, even though she dressed with little care that morning. She stares from the window with unseeing eyes.


  The train pulls out. This is the last we will see of my mother. The rest of her life is a mystery to me. Sometimes I like to think of her happily married with another child to love. Mostly though, I selfishly hope she still mourns for me, her firstborn.


  It’s not fair. Why can’t I follow her life—the life of my blameless young mother? Why must I be bound to the family so deeply implicated in my tragedy? I can only hope there’s a good reason.
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  Zav returned to an empty flat. Kate had left it clean and unusually tidy, but there was very little evidence of feminine occupation. Even the silk scatter cushions, those last vestiges of Kate’s homemaking, looked forlorn. He made himself a coffee and drank it standing. Wandering into the bedroom to get his book, he looked at the neatly made bed with the psychedelic bedspread, a wedding present from one of his university friends. It was unrelentingly horrible and, in dividing their possessions, both he and Kate had been more than keen to be generous with it. He lost, and there it was. The swirling patterns and acid colours made him nauseous.


  At least it gave some life to the room. Without Kate, it was so impersonal. The floor was usually littered with underwear, tights, scarves and other items of clothing, dropped in the spot where she took them off. All that remained on the dressing table was his hairbrush. The little pots and tubes of this and that, the bottles of perfume, the multitude of beads hanging from the mirror were all gone. He found his book on the bedside table along with a small brass frame displaying a photo of a baby with fairy wings. Kate had taken all the other photos with her. Zav picked it up and looked at the little figure, propped awkwardly against the cushions, its gaze wide-eyed and solemn. I’m sorry I didn’t know you, my father told me, unaware of how much his own expression mirrored mine.


  Zav lasted three days before packing his bag and taking a taxi to his childhood home. Sealie had deferred her nurse training and was still in her dressing-gown when her brother appeared at the door, wild-eyed and dishevelled.


  ‘I’ve come home,’ he said.


  ‘Where’s Kate?’ Sealie peered past him.


  ‘Gone. She won’t be back.’


  ‘Oh, Zav!’


  Zav shrugged off her attempted embrace. ‘Does Godown still live here?’


  ‘Of course. Why?’


  ‘Get rid of him. All that religious shit—it’s his fault.’


  ‘Where can he go? He has no other home.’


  ‘I don’t care. Just get rid of him. I’ll live here till he goes.’ And to Sealie’s dismay, he marched over to the cupboard under the stairs and threw in his bag, closing the door behind him.


  Godown still worked for Bob and when he came home, Sealie met him at the door. She put a finger to her lips and stepped out onto the porch. ‘Can you come for a walk? It’s Zav.’ Godown started to speak but she hurried him down the path. She had spent the day fretting over what she might say. Godown had been shattered by events but had staunchly supported her efforts with Hal.


  Sealie walked fast. The sight of the big man’s concerned face left her tongue-tied. She started to speak and coughed instead. What on earth had she planned to say? She felt a surge of anger. It was a large house. Zav was being unreasonable.


  Godown started for her. ‘You said something about Zav. We have to watch out for him. I’ve been to war too and with the other thing . . .’


  ‘Kate’s left him,’ Sealie said flatly. ‘He’s come home to live.’


  ‘Probably better,’ Godown mused. ‘That way we can take care of him.’


  Oh God! They turned the corner into the park, where a father and son kicked a football. To be normal like that. To come home and walk the dog, kick a footy . . . It was little enough to ask.


  ‘What’s on your mind?’


  Sealie looked as wretched as she felt. ‘Zav is being . . . difficult. He wants just him and me without—’


  ‘You want me to go? Is that what you’re saying?’


  Sealie stopped and stepped off the path. ‘It’s not what Iwant at all. Zav seems to blame you for, for . . .’ She began to cry and Godown pulled her to his chest.


  ‘Not your fault, little girl,’ he said, stroking her hair. ‘None of this is your fault. Now. Let’s walk a while longer. We don’t want that brother of yours to see you in this state.’


  They continued to walk in silence, Godown holding her hand as if she were still his little Miss Twinkle-toes.


  ‘I’ll need to leave most of my stuff until I find another place,’ he said. ‘But I’ll go tonight. I reckon Bob’ll put me up for a day or two.’


  ‘You don’t have to go right away.’


  ‘I do. If that’s what Zav wants, I do.’


  Zav emerged from the cupboard when he heard the doorclose behind Godown’s retreating figure. ‘What took him so long?’


  Sealie had had enough. ‘It took him thirty minutes. Surely he’s entitled to collect his things?’


  ‘In this house, he’s entitled to nothing.’


  ‘For God’s sake! It’s been his home for over ten years.’


  ‘I can’t live here if he does. It’s my call. Dad—’ He corrected himself. ‘Hal owes me that much.’


  ‘Okay,’ she said quietly. ‘Unpack your stuff and I’ll get you some sheets.’


  Zav’s room was as he had left it on that day the sun shone on his bride. If they hadn’t married so soon . . . If Kate hadn’t been pregnant . . . If he’d gone to Vietnam first . . . If. Myfather lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling. When Sealie came to call him to dinner he was sound asleep.


  [image: 9781742694580txt_0264_001]


  That was 1970. The year Godown turned fifty. How many changes had he witnessed in those fifty years? In his short lifetime—the Great Depression, a world war, a cold war, Vietnam —then what? He had mourned the death of Martin Luther King and the Kennedy brothers. So much wasted hope.


  As he continued his inventory, Godown became increasingly depressed. But he had seen the miracle of penicillin, a vaccine for polio, and blacks and whites walking together inthe great freedom marches. Most wonderfully, he’d seen, in flickering black and white, a man walking on the moon.


  His own life had taken strange turns, he thought, as he sat in the neat little flat he had just bought with the money he’d saved over the years. His parents had never owned more than their furniture, and here he was, a home owner. He felt a flicker of pride but even though the walls were nicely painted, the stove clean and modern and his bed soft and comfortable, he was reminded also of what Hal had taken him from. The surroundings were different, but today there was the same hollowness, the same sense of isolation, that he experienced in the shabby room behind the shop. Worse, he no longer had his vision to sustain him. The Divine Conflagration was completely extinguished.


  Where did he belong on this planet that Neil Armstrong had seen from space? He yearned for the old neighbourhood of his youth despite knowing that his parents were dead and his siblings long moved on. If he returned, would he find one person he knew, one building unchanged?


  He opened a small photograph album. His parents stared at him sternly from a formal portrait. The children were corralled into their best clothes; his older brothers Aaron and Jude, almost visibly squirming in collar and tie, and his little sister, Mamie, with black pigtails and dancing eyes, sitting on his father’s knee. Only he and Mamie left now. They wrote, but she never really forgave him for not coming home. ‘You broke Momma’s heart’, she had written all those years ago. The next few pages of the album displayed child photos of Sealie and Zav: Sealie posing and smiling in her ballet dress, Zav scowling uncomfortably with a football under his arm. Here was a picture of his congregation at Fellowship in the days when he believed he was doing God’s work. Brushing his eyes with the back of his hand, he sniffled a little before turning to the wedding photos. He and Mrs Mac had been so proud to be included in the family group. There they were. Smiling fit to kill. The last pages were photos of me. Godown had invested in a camera and had a good collection of baby photos. He’d been going to offer most of them to Zav, but couldn’t see how that was possible now. The final photo looked like one of grandparents and grandchild. It was Godown, me and Mrs Mac, taken in the park.


  Godown looked again at the wedding group wondering about the fate that had tied him to these people. Fate. The word had never had a place in his lexicon. Fate, God’s will, free will, randomness and chaos—a universe that had been so ordered, so utterly explicable had become a strange and lonely place.


  He glanced at the clock and jumped up. Eileen and Alice were preparing a little birthday party for him. It was time hestarted to get ready. Before he stepped into the shower, he looked down at his fifty-year-old body, pinching the flab that had accumulated on his once muscular torso. He looked in the mirror. Greying hair, sagging jaw. The strong, handsome young man who had so entranced women, who had lived for the pleasure of their bodies—where had he gone? That part of his life was all too short. He had scourged his flesh by denying his needs and now he was left with nothing. In the normal scheme of things, he thought, he’d have a wife and children, maybe grandchildren, but he’d lived his life for God.


  No, he suddenly realised. I’ve lived my life for Hal.


  Godown Moses stood under the hot water pondering this revelation.


  Where would he have been if he hadn’t met Hal? Wouldhe still have been working at The Perfumed Garden? Would he have returned to the United States, perhaps to marry and have those children? Maybe he’d have been a famous preacher, saving the unjust from the fires of Hell. He’d never know now. It was a combination of Hal’s generosity and transparent need that led him down the path he now trod. He had made his choice. And he had to admit not all his reasons were altruistic. When he chose to accept Hal’s impulsive offer, he was effectively homeless. Of course, he had also wanted to help Hal, but had no way of knowing how their lives would stay entwined. Over time, Hal had become a friend, and despite his best intentions, he, Godown, had failed in that friendship. He turned off the shower. No way to celebrate a birthday. There were others relying on him now.


  Godown had expected a small dinner with Eileen and her sister, but was pleased and confused to find that the guests included Sealie, Bob and Rose, Chloe and Ariadne and Helena and Spiros, back from their holiday. They squeezed around Alice’s small dining table and ate crusty bread with tzatziki, olives and stuffed vine leaves. Delicious, they all agreed as they ate the unfamiliar food prepared by the delighted Helena.


  ‘Lamb roast, next.’ Alice and Eileen disappeared into the kitchen, while Bob poured more drinks. ‘Dee-licious, Mrs Mac,’ Godown said, as he loosened his belt a notch. ‘And you too, Alice,’ he added, catching her quizzical look.


  ‘Many happy returns, Godown.’ Bob proposed a toast as Eileen brought out the cake.


  ‘I thought fifty candles might start a fire,’ she said. ‘So there’s one for each decade.’


  ‘We’ll have tea in the front room,’ Alice said. ‘Or would anyone like coffee?’ She took Godown by the arm. ‘Come on, birthday boy. Time you did a bit of work.’


  As they prepared the tray, Alice turned to him. ‘I might be an interfering old biddy, so stop me if you want, but why haven’t you asked Eileen to marry you?’


  Godown looked nonplussed.


  ‘I mean you’ve been coming here for dinner once a week, walking with Eileen in the park—you really seem to care for each other. Why not go the next step?’


  Godown continued to stare at her. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, paying sudden and extraordinary attention to the sugar bowl. ‘None of my business. Now—how many for coffee?’


  When the party broke up, Godown offered to walk the twins to the tram stop.


  As the tram approached, they kissed him, one on each cheek. As their hair brushed his face, he sensed rather than heard the murmured words, take happiness where you find it.


  Looks like the ladies have been talking about me. Why do women always want a weddin’? He tried to be outraged, but grinned, in spite of himself. Bet Helena’s in on this too. He was outnumbered. But did he mind? He was surprised that he didn’t mind at all.


  ‘Men are so unknowing,’ Helena was saying, scrubbing a saucepan with unnecessary vigour. ‘My husband, the pig’ (this now had the cadence of a pet name) ‘says—“why spoil a good friendliness with a wedding?” And I say, pah!’ She flourished the dishcloth like a banner. ‘Marrying me was the smartest thing you did in your whole life.’


  Alice grabbed her arm. ‘Shh. Eileen’s coming.’


  Meanwhile, Moses B. Washbourne, former Sergeant of the United States Armed Forces, erstwhile pastor of the Church of the Divine Conflagration, walked back to his flat, stomach churning. Marriage. Uncanny that he’d only just been thinking about marriage himself. He tested his feelings for Eileen McLennon. She was a dear, dear friend. She was good and she was kind. Wise, too, in her own way. They had shared a life and family for over a decade.


  Suddenly he saw her as a woman; saw the sweetness of her smile, her mild, myopic blue eyes, her finely boned hands. Soothing hands they were. Caressing hands. As he turned his key in the lock, he felt a little surge of excitement. This could be home. He thought of it as ‘the flat’. With a loving woman, with a loved woman, it would become a home. All those wasted years! He’d been such a fool. Well, he wouldn’t waste another day. He tossed in his narrow bed, alternating between the excitement of planning for the future and panic that he might have left it all too late. What if she didn’t feel the same way? What if . . . he steeled himself. What if his colour prevented her from accepting him? Though it was only a thought, he flushed with shame. How could he have even imagined such a thing of Eileen? She had never given the slightest indication that she even noticed his colour. He was honest enough to admit that it would bother some people. But Eileen (he had already begun to think of her as his Eileen), was a woman of principle. She had never let what others thought affect her. ‘Itake people as I find them,’ she always said. And she did.


  The question was, how did she find him? Godown Moses dared to think he just might have reason to hope.


  I wonder, sometimes, at how dense people can be.
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  As they walked in the park the next day, Moses took Eileen’s hand. Except for the time he told her of my death, he had never done this. She looked at him in surprise but left her hand in his.


  The usually eloquent pastor was lost for words. ‘Eileen,’ he began. ‘I want to ask . . . if . . . if you brought some of that dee-licious fruitcake.’


  ‘Fruitcake?’


  ‘That’s right. I wanted to ask you about fruitcake. And if you’d . . . you don’t have to answer right away, but what would you say if I asked you to marry me?’ He groaned inwardly. He felt as foolish as he had when he asked Delia to go with him to the junior prom.


  ‘Are you? Are you asking me to marry you?’ Eileen McLennon felt as nervous as a young girl. ‘Because if you are asking me, I need to know why.’


  They stopped and he took her other hand, saying, ‘To be honest, I’m too old to feel the kind of passion we might have shared years ago. But I’m not too old to feel love.’ Godown Moses was overcome with a sudden truth. ‘I think I’ve loved you for years.’


  Eileen looked up at him. The great love of her life had been her husband, Ken, killed in the wanton folly of the Greek campaign. She still remembers him waving from the rails of the Strathaird, as she and so many others stood on the dock and watched the ship pass through the Heads. She had never looked at another man until Hal brought home this handsome stranger, and for the first time since her young husband’s death, she felt the stirring of desire. But the years had gone by, and their friendship had grown. At the expense of passion? Probably not, she thought. I’m not the type to arouse great passion in a man.


  Friendship, respect and a shared history; that would be enough for now. This new life would be their own. They would cherish and nurture what they had and who’s to say that isn’t love?


  Godown Moses and Eileen McLennon announced their engagement shortly after the birthday party. Neither of them was young, and they were slightly embarrassed at the fuss. ‘A small wedding,’ they protested. ‘Just family and a few friends.’


  My father was the only one unhappy with the match. ‘Going to live off a woman now Hal’s not around. He can weasel his way in anywhere.’ Zav was adamant. ‘There’s no way you’ll get me to that wedding.’


  ‘Do it for Mrs Mac,’ Sealie pleaded. ‘She was always there for us.’


  In the end, Zav went and behaved well, much to his sister’s relief.


  Mrs Mac understood Zav’s reluctance, but she couldn’t bear to think of this day without him. He was the closest thing she would ever have to a son.


  The wedding took place at St Theresa’s. The bride wore a mauve silk suit and carried cream Singapore orchids. As Moses saw her coming towards him down the long aisle, he felt that he finally belonged. Her plain face was transformed in the filtered light and he saw her as she might have been as a young woman, tentative and glowing with the prettiness of youth. He promised before God that he would love her tenderly and faithfully and realised, as he looked down at herupturned face, that joy was still possible.
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  BROTHER AND SISTER SETTLED INTO an attenuated life back in their old childhood home. Sealie had begun to dread going out, imagining that passers-by were pointing her out to each other. That’s her. The one whose father drowned his granddaughter.But the truth was that their neighbours and many of their friends found themselves unable to reach out to the grieving pair. The tragedy was so vast, so unspeakable, that normal condolences and the customary offerings of food seemed pitifully inadequate. So, while they pitied Zav and Sealie, they did so from a distance, safe in their own houses where they could only pray that such terrible things might never happen to them.


  Zav, locked in depression, didn’t care, but Sealie, desperate to escape, suggested that they move to another state, or maybe a regional town, where they were not known.


  ‘We could rent this place and move to Ballarat, maybe. Or Geelong. Or even Adelaide,’ Sealie suggested.


  ‘Who’d want to rent a house owned by a murderer? Besides, this is home, whether you like it or not. I’m not going anywhere. You do what you want. I’ll be okay.’


  ‘We can’t afford to keep the house, unless we use some of Dad’s money for upkeep.’ Hal’s share of the businesses was to be paid into an account at the end of each financial year, and although they had access through Sealie’s power of attorney, they had decided that they wouldn’t touch the money. ‘Blood money,’ Zav called it.


  Sealie persisted. ‘We don’t even have enough to pay the rates and there’s the problem with the guttering.’


  In the end, Zav acquiesced. They would use the money for the house, but would pay for their own living expenses. The next day he scanned the newspapers for a job. He couldn’t bear to live off his sister a minute longer than necessary.


  Sealie had nagged him unmercifully. ‘I can’t support both of us,’ she said when his army pay ran out. ‘Electricity bill,’ she’d say, rolling her eyes at the expense of it all. ‘If you want steak, you’ll have to wait until payday,’ she’d announce. Her personal favourite started with, If you’ve got nothing better to do than sit around all day . . . ‘If you’ve got nothing better todo than sit around all day, you might learn to iron your own shirts, hang out the washing, vacuum the carpet.’ There were endless variations. Sometimes she cringed at the sound of her own voice. Like a middle-aged shrew, she thought. And she was barely twenty.


  She resented this gradual encroachment on her life but believed she had a debt to pay. She had promised to look after Zav’s family and she’d let him down. If only she’d taken the time to understand the nature of their father’s illness, her brother would be living a normal life with his wife and child. She took out her frustration by being bossy and sharp, but she didn’t leave.


  While she waited for a new nursing intake, she had started in a clerical job with the local council. Her old schoolfriend, Cassie, already worked there, and after the publicity surrounding her father, Sealie felt in need of an ally. In the weeks leading up to the new intake she demurred, then let it go by. She went to see Sister Una.


  ‘You need more time. Is that it?’ The nun’s face was kind. ‘We can make allowances under the circumstances.’


  Sealie shifted in her chair. ‘I’m ready. But it’s my brother. It’s too soon. I can’t leave him alone. Not yet.’ Zav had found a job in a pathology lab, carrying out basic tests. His degree had prepared him for much more, but he didn’t care what he did. He just wanted Sealie off his back. So they both had nine-to-five jobs. Sealie could be confident that he was alright during the day, but didn’t want to leave him alone all night and couldn’t imagine living away from him. ‘I appreciate your support, Sister,’ she continued. ‘But realistically, it could be some time before I can come back.’ She struggled to prevent her voice from breaking.


  ‘We’ll pray for you and your brother,’ the nun said. ‘You must follow your conscience, my dear.’ Her stern face softened. ‘You showed real promise as a nurse. Don’t give up on the idea entirely.’
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  Life goes on. That’s what they say. And it does—even in my case, it seems. Sealie and Zav Rodriguez, once the golden children, get up, have breakfast, go to undemanding jobs and return home to dinner. After they have done the dishes, they bicker over the television. On weekends, because they’re together more, they bicker over other things—the length of the lawn, who forgot to get the coffee, whose turn it is to do the shopping. The weekends she visits Hal, Sealie asks Mrs Mac to stay the night.


  Mrs Mac worries about both of them. ‘They’re so young,’ she wails to Godown. ‘All their lives ahead of them and they lock themselves up in that gloomy house . . .’


  Even the dullest lives are punctuated with events: an occasional new paragraph might present itself, but rarely a new chapter. I have to say, though, that the advent of the Padre and Zav’s old friend Scottie, warrants consideration as a new chapter.


  One Saturday afternoon, six months after Zav moved back home, the doorbell rang. Sealie and Zav looked at one another in surprise. Nobody ever visited. It seemed to them that the house repelled all callers—even encyclopaedia salesmen walked by their gate.


  Sealie opened the door to see a pudgy-faced young man wearing an army uniform with a clerical collar. Purveyors of religion weren’t welcome and he wilted a little under her cool appraisal.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I’m sorry . . . does Xavier Rodriguez live here?’ She nodded. ‘I’m Will Norton, army chaplain. I was there when . . .’


  Sealie nodded and indicated for him to enter. ‘I’m Zav’s sister, Selina,’ she said, extending her hand. Zav never mentioned the army, except in relation to his pay. She wasn’t sure how he might react to his visitor, but the stranger seemed nice enough and she was in desperate need of a change.


  ‘He’s through here,’ she said, leading him down the hall. Will followed, admiring her straight back and graceful carriage.


  ‘Zav, you remember Will?’


  Zav looked up at the vaguely familiar figure. ‘Will.’ He shook hands and looked to Sealie for help. Spitefully, she ignored the look and asked if they’d like a drink.


  ‘A beer?’ Zav was still floundering. Perhaps you didn’t offer a beer to a chaplain. ‘Or tea?’


  They settled on a beer and Will sat down. ‘I can see youdon’t remember me. We got drunk together the night you heard the—news about your daughter.’


  Zav was poised between throwing his arms around his guest and throwing him out. He had shared the worst night of his life with this man. ‘Will. Yes. Will. You drank me under the table.’


  ‘I’ve just come round to see how you’re going.’


  ‘Not bad. I got an early discharge.’


  Sealie came back with the beers.


  ‘You don’t have to hang around,’ Zav said to her, as though she were still his annoying little sister. ‘Will and I have a bit of army talk to catch up on.’


  She glared at him, but left them alone to their beer and talk.


  ‘Did the army send you?’ Zav was curious to know if this was a personal or professional visit.


  ‘Not as such. But you might say it’s part of the job description.’


  Zav was crestfallen. Even though his stint in the army had been short, he had bonded with those he served with. And he had only had official contact since he was sent back home.


  As though reading Zav’s thoughts, Will went on. ‘I haven’t been back long. A David Scott came to see me a couple of days ago. Wants to get in touch with you but didn’t have an address. I’m killing two birds with one stone here. I wanted to see how you were getting along and also to ask if you’d like tosee David Scott.


  Scottie. Zav felt his heart pounding. ‘I’d like to see Scottie. Can you tell him that?’ He scribbled down his telephone number. ‘Just get him to give me a call. I’m home most nights— and weekends. Now what about another beer?’


  Will never felt comfortable in his role as counsellor, or even spiritual advisor. He was essentially a shy man, diffident to the point of self-effacement. What he failed to realise was the respect in which he was held by the men he served. They sensed his compassion and empathy. When he tried to preach, he felt it came out all wrong. Nevertheless, the general opinion was that he was okay.


  So Zav, who to date hadn’t shared his feelings with anyone, tried to explain them to this young man who sat so uneasily in his uniform.


  ‘Kate—my wife—she didn’t understand. I was too full of—other stuff. I couldn’t feel . . . All those people—all those deaths. I tried to feel something. Love—even pity. But I just felt angry.’ His hands described a helpless arc. ‘I let her down.’


  Will nodded slowly. ‘That place, the war—it’s in my head too.’


  A flicker of relief. Their eyes met as Zav coughed and shifted in his seat. ‘We might shake it loose with another beer.’


  ‘Just one for the road.’


  They finished their beer and shook hands. ‘Really, thanks for coming, mate. Always a beer for you here.’ They walked together to the car and as Will climbed in, Zav asked yet again, ‘You’ve got my number?’


  Will patted his pocket. ‘I’ll get in touch with David Scott as soon as I can.’


  ‘You had a good long talk,’ Sealie said as Zav returned from seeing off his guest. She was pleased to see her brother so animated. And she was curious, too.


  ‘Not a bad bloke for a sky pilot,’ he said.


  ‘Sky pilot?’


  ‘Chaplain.’ He paused. ‘A bloke called Scottie might ring. He was a good mate. If I’m not here, make sure you get his number.’


  Scottie rang the next day and suggested he might drop by on the coming weekend. Wanting to keep his mate to himself, Zav arranged for them to meet at the local pub for a counter meal.


  Zav was early, and stood at the bar with one eye on the door. At exactly twelve thirty, a familiar figure entered. Good old Scottie. The same freckled face. The same shock of ginger hair. They shook hands and clasped arms.


  ‘Good to see you, mate.’


  ‘Sorry I didn’t see you before you left.’


  ‘Yeah. Well . . .’


  ‘Sorry to hear about, you know . . .’


  ‘I know, mate.’


  They sat at one of the small tables. Remember. Remember. Remember. Every sentence began the same way. What did they remember? They remembered a lot of things they didn’t talk about. But they did talk.


  ‘Remember at Pucka when you reported that a vandal had messed up Monty’s bed? Old Hinkler looked like he was going to explode.’


  ‘Pity he didn’t.’


  ‘Remember Corporal Ascot?’


  ‘Arsehole Ascot?’


  ‘Yeah. Not long after you—left, the Snowman met him in Nui Dat. “Do you remember me?” the Snowman says. “No I don’t, soldier,” he says. “Glad to hear it, Corporal,” says the Snowman—and whap! He knocks old Arsehole out with one punch!’


  Zav snorted into his beer. ‘What a classic! Do you know what happened to the Snowman?’


  ‘Joined up. He’s regular army now. A warrant officer up north.’


  Zav shook his head and grinned. ‘Can’t see the Snowman as an NCO.’ They both laughed and their reminiscences turned to the many exploits of the fair-haired giant.


  They didn’t mention Monty again.


  Zav returned home happier than Sealie had seen him for months. She was beginning to hope that he would soon be able to manage by himself and she could get on with her life. She encouraged him in his weekly meetings with Scottie, and a few months later, they were joined by Will, who had left the army and was appointed to a nearby parish.


  ‘Couldn’t keep running all over the world,’ he explained. ‘It’s not fair to Brenda and the kids.’ He had two little girls whom he didn’t mention very often in deference to Zav. He usually stayed at the pub for an hour or so and then went home to prepare his sermon, a task that was still agony to him.


  Sealie wanted to meet these men who had so improved her brother’s life and invited them, along with Brenda, to a small dinner party. Scottie came first and when Zav introduced his sister, he was lost for words. He had to make an effort to be ordinarily polite. No one had warned him that Zav’s sister was such a stunner.


  ‘Thanks for the invite,’ he gawped. ‘I hope you like chocolates.’ He thrust a clumsily wrapped box at her, wishing he’d brought flowers and worn a groovier shirt. And groovy wasn’t even a word he used.


  The dinner went well, and Sealie and Brenda left the men to do the dishes while they enjoyed their coffee and chocolates.


  Brenda was short and square with a plump, good-humoured face and shrewd hazel eyes. ‘How’s Zav getting along?’ she asked, unwrapping a soft centre. ‘Does he talk about his nightmares?’


  Sealie was surprised. ‘How do you know about the nightmares?’


  ‘They all have them. Will wakes up in a sweat nearly every night, then he—’


  ‘Prowls around the house? Makes coffee?’


  ‘Tea in Will’s case; but yes, he does. Patrolling the perimeter, he calls it. Tries to make it a joke.’


  ‘I thought it was just Zav. I mean, I thought it was Grace’s death.’


  ‘That can only make it worse.’ Brenda looked over her coffee mug. ‘What about you? It’s none of my business but you’ve taken on a big job. Will says Zav is still very vulnerable.’


  Sealie was dismayed. She had hoped things were getting better and had been planning to go to see Sister Una again. ‘I’ll stick it out a while, yet,’ she said, attempting a smile.


  Brenda leaned over and touched her arm. ‘If you need someone to talk to . . .’


  ‘Thank you.’


  Meanwhile, in the kitchen, Scottie was sounding out Zav. ‘Selina’s a good cook. You’re a lucky man.’


  ‘She can only cook four different meals, so I’m not that lucky.’


  ‘Good-looking girl, though.’


  Zav looked up sharply and chinked a glass against the tap. ‘You don’t notice those things about your sister.’


  Scottie persevered. ‘You agree, don’t you Will? She is a beautiful girl.’


  ‘You’ll get me into trouble. I’m a married man. But yes. She is attractive.’ Will suddenly noticed the warning in Zav’s eyes. ‘But, more importantly, are the Cats going to win on Saturday?’


  After their guests left, Zav was ashamed. He knew exactly what he had done to Scottie and, more reprehensibly, to his sister. He should have encouraged his mate. Scottie was a good man, and Sealie deserved a life beyond looking after his needs. But he feared the aloneness that Sealie’s departure would bring. He didn’t want to come home to an empty house. When he paced through the night, it comforted him to know that Sealie was there. Sometimes she got up and they had coffee together. She was all the family he had left and he couldn’t bear the thought of losing her.


  These thoughts were a bit extreme, you must agree. After all, Scottie had only mentioned that Sealie was attractive and my father extrapolated this remark to envisage a full-blown relationship. In this family, extreme reactions are to be looked on with some concern.


  A word from Will, and Scottie got the message. He and Zav had served together and he wasn’t going to be the cause of any additional pain. Nevertheless, Sealie became his yardstick and other women just didn’t measure up. After a few months, Scottie decided upon a softly, softly approach.


  ‘I’ve got a couple of tickets to the new MTC production this Saturday.’ (Scottie edited the Arts section of The Age.) ‘It’s about a woman executive. Supposed to be funny. But we don’t want the feminists down on our heads.’ He turned casually to Sealie. ‘Don’t suppose you’d come along and help me out?’


  ‘You must have plenty of girlfriends to take,’ Sealie responded, glancing at her brother. ‘And I’m not exactly a model feminist.’


  ‘Zav, ask your sister to help out an old mate.’


  ‘Go on. It would be good for you to get out.’ Zav tried, unsuccessfully, to keep the anxiety out of his voice.


  Detecting the tone, Sealie decided to go. Zav doesn’t ownmy every waking minute. How long is it since I’ve had a night out?


  By Saturday evening, Sealie was as nervous as a schoolgirl. She changed her clothes three times and then returned to her original outfit. She put her hair up. She tied it back. Finally she let it loose, brushing its thick mass over her shoulders. She was not sure how she felt about this—date? Not date, she told herself—outing. Scottie had been a rock. Will and Brenda, too. Would this change things?


  She had little enough experience with men, but understood that the invitation was not as casual as it appeared. What did she want from Scottie? What did he want from her?


  The image in her mirror reflected a wry smile. Good God! A man asks me to the theatre and I’m making such a drama out of it. The face became stern. Lighten up! Just go out and enjoy the night the way normal girls do.


  As he drove to Sealie’s house, Scottie admitted to himself that he, too, was nervous. He would take Sealie out tonight and then what? Sometimes beautiful women turned out to be poor company, but he already knew Sealie, knew her very well, in fact. Then there was sex. Not tonight, of course, but somewhere down the track . . . Sealie had a touch of aloofness that he found tantalising. He pictured them undressing slowly, their eyes . . . Shit! He swerved, narrowly missing a bike, and was shaken enough to concentrate the rest of the way.


  Zav, ashamed of his niggardly attitude, was determined to be generous. ‘You come up well with a scrub,’ he said as his sister ran lightly down the stairs. He turned to Scottie who was finishing a quick beer. ‘I hope your intentions are honourable.’


  Clichés again. Just like his father. He’d hate to think that, of course, but this is a family history and as narrator, I’m bound to make connections.


  The play was cumbersome, Scottie thought. Sealie wasn’t quite sure what he meant by that, but admitted that she had enjoyed it immensely. ‘The message was a bit obvious,’ she agreed, ‘but it was funny.’ Poor Aunt Sealie. She needed a good laugh. She needed the admiration she saw in Scottie’s eyes. She needed to feel like a normal girl on a normal date. For that little while she could simply be Selina Rodriguez, a twenty-three year old, arguing about a play and drinking coffee with an attractive man. Who could begrudge her that?


  As they stopped at her door, Scottie held her shoulders and kissed her on both cheeks. ‘Bonne nuit, ma cherie,’ he said with an execrable French accent.


  It was very well done. No embarrassment at all. I don’t care what my father’s attitude was; I’m on Scottie’s side.


  After a few such outings, Sealie was increasingly aware that this was becoming more than a friendship, so she felt the need to make some rules. ‘I enjoy going out with you,’ she said. ‘But I need to be clear that we’re just friends. Zav needs you more than I do.’


  Scottie winced. ‘You know I’d never do anything to harm Zav. Not after all we went through together—but you can’t spend your whole life worrying about what your brother wants.’


  ‘Needs. What he needs.’


  ‘I’m his mate. How can he object to his sister going out with his mate?’


  Sealie struggled to explain. ‘He doesn’t mind me going out, as you put it. It’s not you. It’s just—for the time being anyway, he can’t function without me to care for him.’ She took both his hands and spoke so softly that he had to stoop to hear her. ‘He’s depressed. My father was depressed before . . . I have to watch him for signs. What if he goes over the edge like Dad? How could I live with myself?’


  Scottie brushed away her tears with a gesture that was both clumsy and tender. ‘We’ll wait, then. Give him time.’


  ‘Thank you. You’re a good man.’


  She was dead right there.


  From then on, they went to various functions where a partner was necessary and at the end of the evening, kissed primly on the cheek. One night, over two years after the annual Council Ball, Scottie’s lips seemed to move of their own accord. He found her mouth and for one moment their obligation to Zav was forgotten.


  ‘Maybe one day?’ he said.


  She pushed him away, but her hands lingered briefly.


  ‘I’ve given up thinking of the future,’ she said, and went inside. Scottie was not to know, but she stood a good while leaning against the door, fighting back tears which she hastily wiped away as Zav came down the stairs to meet her.


  ‘You’re a bit late,’ he said.


  ‘You’re not my father,’ she snapped. Oh God. What have Isaid? And the sense of responsibility came flooding back. The small group, Zav, Sealie, Scottie, Will and Brenda, had become fast friends and that friendship made life more tolerable. She couldn’t risk all that the group offered. Scottie would wait. Or not. Sometimes she could be quite ruthless.


  Brenda had been observing the relationship develop and it pained her to see her two friends sacrificing a chance at happiness. She usually met Sealie for a drink after work on Thursdays, and used one of these occasions to broach the subject.


  ‘So how’s it all going with Scottie?’ she asked, as they settled down with their Advocaat and lemonade.


  ‘He’s a good friend.’ Sealie’s eyes were evasive. ‘Fun. You know.’


  ‘It’s me you’re talking to.’ Brenda let the awkward silence continue until her friend was forced to reply.


  ‘I like him a lot. But it’s impossible at the moment.’ Sealie shrugged. ‘Who knows? Maybe one day.’


  ‘Can I help? Talk to Zav, maybe. Or ask Will to talk to him?’


  ‘You know my reasons. Please don’t push me.’


  ‘Have you slept with him?’


  ‘Brenda Norton! You’re a vicar’s wife!’


  ‘Vicars enjoy sex, too, you know.’


  Sealie was chastened. Brenda sounded really annoyed.


  The truth was, she hadn’t slept with Scottie, but felt her willpower increasingly eroded by the time they spent together. Sex would irrevocably change the nature of their relationship and she wasn’t sure she could handle it.
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  She tried one more time to return to her nursing, broaching the subject with Zav after a pleasant night out at Brenda and Will’s. The nightmares were less frequent now, and he was taking sleeping pills.


  ‘. . . so I thought I might try for the next nursing intake.’


  She was shocked at Zav’s response. He grabbed her wrist and she recoiled at the force. ‘You can’t leave me, Seal.’ There were tears in his eyes. ‘I can’t cope without you.’


  ‘You seem so much better. You have friends. There’s Scottie—and Will and Brenda. Mrs Mac . . .’


  Zav hung his head. ‘They’re not family. Please. Don’t go just yet.’ He gestured towards a vague future. ‘Just give me a bit more time. That’s all I’m asking. A bit more time.’


  Sealie put her arms around him and held him like a mother. ‘Shh. It’s okay.’ She could feel that he was shaking. ‘There’s another intake in June,’ she said. ‘We’ll see how you are then.’


  After she had settled Zav with warm milk and sleeping pills, Sealie climbed to the room at the top of the stairs and folded away another piece of her life. The last item in the hope chest had been the blue silk nightdress. She took it out and held it against her cheek before laying it back in its tissue paper. On top, she placed her badge, her incomplete procedure book and her silver nurses’ watch with the inscription, Love from Dad, 1968.
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  THE ARADALE DIRECTOR OF NURSING looked across the desk at the young woman with the tense mouth and serious eyes. ‘From our observations over the two years he has been here, your father’s condition is affected by changes in the seasons. This is causing us some difficulty in calibrating his medication.’


  Sealie nodded. She and Godown had discussed this and wondered about its significance. From what they had been told, corroborated by their own less extensive observations, her father had indeed become a captive of the seasons.


  Autumn was quiet, soothing; and Hal spent hours in meditation under the tree. At some internal signal, he’d rise and performhis slow, shuffling dance through the fallen leaves and return once more to the contemplative state where angels sang their clear blue songs with poignant sweetness. After a while, other patients joined him. They sat and danced, but no-one spoke. The whole ritual had a calming effect on all the participants and the staff were happy to supervise from a distance.


  When the last leaf fell and winter enveloped the garden in its dank, grey cloak, Hal became increasingly depressed. The old malevolent voices recurred. You can’t escape us, they said. You are an abomination. The Lord has turned his face from you. The leaden winter sky pressed down on him—grave-dirt that sprouted evil thoughts like weeds. He either lay on his bed or stood under the tree. Rain, no matter how heavy and cold, was a solace. It washed him clean. He became violent when the nurses tried to bring him in from the rain. When the winter sky was a deceitful blue, he cowered under the bare boughs of his oak. There was no pure, unadulterated blue until the tree was in leaf once more.


  Winter was the time when a sonnet he had reluctantly learned at school beat an insistent rhythm in his head.


  That time of yeare thou mayst in me behold


  When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang . . .


  The Voice would recite the bleak quatrains, the sad final couplets, over and over again until Hal felt he was rotting from the inside.


  Rescue came only with spring, when small green shoots appeared along the ‘bare ruin’d choirs’ and the angels sang a new sonnet with couplets winter had refused.


  So long as men can breathe or eyes can see


  So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.


  And this gives life to thee. Hope. Hal took walks in the groundsand sat and read under his tree. The spring rains were healing, and when he was able, he stood in the rain, cupping his hands and throwing back his head in delight. He talked to the staff and other patients; normal conversations about world events, football, cricket, books he’d read, films he’d enjoyed. These were the times Sealie and Godown enjoyed visiting. In spring, Hal was the best he could be.


  Instability returned in summer and when the days were hot, Hal began to preach. He would stand under his tree and preach salvation and damnation in equal portions. His sermons were rambling and disconnected, disturbing the other patients and earning him the nickname Hellfire Hal. He didn’t mind the name at all. In fact, he was proud of it. He was the last prophet of the Lord; he had sacrificed the unspotted lamb; his righteousness was like unto the sturdy oak.


  ‘Spring does wonders for him. If only he were like this all the time,’ Sealie said to the director.


  ‘That’s our aim. We’re trying to balance his medication according to his proximate needs. We don’t always get it right—finding the correct calibration requires time and patience.’ Sealie nodded as he continued. ‘We are also developing our occupational therapy department. We hope to divert your father’s energies into something more positive.’


  ‘He used to swim,’ Sealie said. She had seen a pool in the grounds.


  ‘Given the nature of the act that brought him here in the first place, we’d be reluctant to suggest that.’


  Sealie blushed. ‘Of course. How silly of me.’


  The director looked at her from under his shaggy, white eyebrows. ‘Never say that. We appreciate family involvement. You have no idea how many of our patients never have a visitor.’
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  Around this time, Sealie finally drifted into a clandestine sexual relationship with Scottie. It happened like this.


  She was checking her handbag while she waited for Scottie to pick her up for a film.


  ‘Shouldn’t be too late,’ she said. ‘I’ve left your supper ready. Don’t forget your pills, will you?’


  Zav looked at his sister and felt an ordinary, old-fashioned jealousy. Why was he stuck here alone on a Saturday night, when Scottie and Sealie were off without a care in the world? His eyes narrowed. Now he came to think of it, they seemed to spend an awful lot of time together. ‘I’ll be just fine. As long as you two enjoy yourselves.’


  Sealie bridled at the nastiness in his tone. ‘On the other hand, I may be very late. I’ll wait for Scottie on the verandah.’


  I’m ashamed that I had to reveal this side of my father, and to his credit, he was ashamed too. But by the time he decided to say something, Sealie was gone.


  She was unusually quiet that night, and when the film was finished, Scottie asked if she wanted to go home, instead of going for their usual drink.


  ‘Why don’t we go back to your place,’ she said. ‘I might just have that coffee you keep offering me.’


  ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘I’m sure.’


  Scottie ushered her into the car, and when they were on the road, ventured a sideways glance. He was about to speak but stopped himself. Sealie’s profile appeared oddly stern in the intermittent light of the passing street lamps. He returned his attention to the road and they completed the journey in silence. A state of suspension, he thought. Once inside, he moved towards the kitchen, but Sealie clung to his hand. ‘I don’t need coffee,’ she said.


  In rare moments, my aunt could be disarmingly honest. ‘Ihaven’t had much practice,’ she confessed, standing awkwardly beside the bed. Scottie cupped her face and smiled. ‘We’ll manage,’ he said. ‘I do love you.’


  Sealie proved to be a passionate lover, her body eagerly responding to his, and as they lay together afterwards, she felt the exhausted pleasure she had once experienced with dance.


  ‘You’d have made a wonderful dancer,’ she said.


  Scottie understood that he was being paid a very high compliment indeed.
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  Sealie was still reluctant to confess her affair to Zav (yes, she actually thought of it as a confession), so she and Scottie met in secret. Having organised the same afternoon off, they’d meet for lunch and return to his flat where they’d make love before Sealie retuned home to prepare Zav’s dinner. After a while, the regularity of the meeting, the complete predictability, began to wear, and Scottie became impatient. He couldn’t wait for Thursday afternoons, but was never sure of Sealie’s commitment. Sometimes she was fierce and needy and her lover’s ardour met his own. At other times, she seemed slightly distracted and he would smart at the swift efficiency with which she brought him to orgasm.


  Before long, variations of the same conversation took place every time they met.


  ‘I hate this sneaking around. When are we going to tell Zav?’


  ‘Soon. He’s a bit down at the moment.’


  ‘I’m down too,’ ‘I owe Zav. I promised to take care of Grace.’


  ‘You owe yourself. You owe me.’


  Sealie would kiss him, then. ‘I know. When we’re together I’m almost happy.’


  The word ‘almost’ stuck in his throat like a fishbone.
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  In her blunt way, Brenda tried to intervene once more. ‘You know I have your best interests at heart,’ she said to Sealie, ‘but I don’t like the way you’re using Scottie. The poor man is desperate for you and all you give him are a niggardly few hours a week.’


  ‘I can’t do any more. Zav—’


  ‘—is not your husband. You’re creeping around like you’re having an affair.’


  ‘Say what you like,’ Sealie responded, hating the fact that her friend was right. ‘Zav would see it as another betrayal.’


  ‘He might just accept it if it’s a fait accompli. It’s inevitable that he’ll find out eventually.’


  ‘Nothing’s inevitable.’


  As she sat in the café waiting for Scottie, Sealie brooded over her conversation with her friend. She could dissemble all she liked, but had to admit that Brenda had a point. Just because she had chosen to stick by her brother, Scottie shouldn’t be expected to live half a life too. As his kind, freckled face appeared in the doorway, she steeled herself.


  ‘Scottie,’ she said, when the waitress had taken their order. ‘I’ve been thinking . . .’


  ‘Dangerous pastime, thinking,’ Scottie said with a smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. ‘What’s up?’


  Sealie managed to hold out against those crinkles that nearly melted her resolve. ‘This whole thing—it’s not fair to you. We need to stop seeing each other like this.’ Oh God. I’m acting out a cliché.


  Scottie frowned. ‘Like what?’


  ‘It’s been three years. You need to get on with your life. I’m holding you back.’


  ‘You could marry me.’


  ‘You know I can’t.’


  ‘Why can’t you? I mean really—why can’t you? You know I love you. Zav’s my mate. I don’t want to hurt him but we never even discuss other possibilities. We could look after Zav together, if that’s what it takes.’


  The waiter came with their meals and Sealie chose to ignore the proffered compromise. ‘It’s not that I don’t love you,’ she said, looking down at her suddenly unpalatable pasta. ‘You know I love you.’


  Scottie shrugged. He knew nothing of the kind. He hoped—yes. But knowing. That was altogether different.


  ‘But love’s not enough,’ she continued. ‘Can’t you see? There’s obligation . . . duty . . .’ She grasped his hand, which was lying limply on the table.


  He slid his hand from under hers, his face so pale that each separate freckle was etched with a clarity that made her wince. ‘Seal.’ He searched her face for clues. ‘Why are you doing this?’


  ‘Please. It’s hard enough.’


  ‘Hard? Hard! If you really loved me it would be impossible.’


  ‘I hope we can still be mates.’ Find something original to say. He’s worth more than this.


  ‘Mates.’ In his mouth the word sounded unfamiliar, like he was speaking in a foreign tongue. ‘Yes. Mates.’ He stood up. ‘I need a bit of time. Tell Zav I’ve gone away for a few weeks with work.’ Without waiting for her reply, he left, his wine and lasagne untouched.


  The next time they met, Scottie brought a pretty, brown-haired, young woman whom he introduced as Nina. Will and Brenda watched Sealie as she chatted amiably with the newcomer. Her face was flushed with the effort. Zav went out of his way to be nice to Nina. It’s better all round, he thought. Scottie looked miserable and left early. Six months later, he was back with Sealie.


  It wasn’t just the sex. It wasn’t just that he found her beautiful. There were times when the person he thought of as the real Sealie bubbled to the surface and he wanted to hold her face between his hands and say stay. This was the Sealie whose eyes danced with delight as she ate a simple ice-cream cone by the sea. The Sealie who loved to stride out along the beach, her long shapely legs bare and brown.


  ‘Race you to the pier.’ She always made sure she had a head start and when he finally caught her, they fell in a laughing heap on the sand. She’d kiss his nose. ‘All red, poor darling.’


  She liked to watch the surfers.


  ‘I could do that, you know. I have very good balance.’


  Skinny, red-haired Scottie was jealous of the surfers’ tanned, muscular bodies as they flew across the waves. He always came home red and itchy, but it was worth it. The shadow that enveloped Sealie had shrivelled to nothing in sun-glare and brine.


  At times like these, Scottie wanted time to stop. Of course he loved her earnestness, her sweet, serious face, but he found real joy in her joy. As they drove home, he was always saddened to see the return of the shadow. Its demise was a wonderful but momentary illusion.
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  While Sealie was ambivalent about her relationship with Scottie, she threw herself wholeheartedly into what she termed her ‘honorary auntship’ to Brenda and Will’s daughters, Jeannie and Jo. Born just fifteen months apart, they were as inseparable as twins. She loved their cheeky little faces that smiled up at her with such trust and love. When Brenda was busy with parish duties, Sealie often took them out. With ‘the girly monsters,’ as she called them, she found untapped energy and a youthful sense of fun.


  They often visited the zoo. ‘Meerkats! Meerkats!’ The children danced with excitement as they raced over to their favourites.


  ‘You look just like meerkats,’ Sealie would say, and they’d entertain her and themselves with a very fair imitation of the little creatures.


  ‘Race you to the monkeys!’ Sealie would take off first but the children won every time.


  ‘Slowcoach!’


  ‘I’m not a slowcoach. I’m the TICKLE SPIDER!’


  A day out with Aunty Seal was a day to look forward to.


  In later years, she took them to the theatre and the ballet. ‘When I turn eighty, you’ll have to do this for me,’ she said.


  I have to remind you, though. I’m her real niece. Given half a chance, she would have loved me better. It stands to reason. After all, blood is thicker than water.


  [image: 9781742694580txt_0298_001]


  And what of Zav? He was a young man and had his own needs. For some months after Kate left, his mind and body were burdened and his sexual desire subdued. When his libido returned, he was afraid of commitment. And at a deeper level, afraid to taint someone else with his sadness.


  So he swallowed his pride and distaste and sought relief in The Perfumed Garden. When he first sidled through the door, the madam greeted him, then hurried out the back.


  ‘It’s that Rodriguez bloke. The one from the telly. I’m sure it’s him.’


  ‘The one that killed the baby?’


  ‘No. The son.’


  The girls crowded around the mirror that revealed the occupants of the waiting room.


  ‘It is,’ hissed Joanna. ‘I went to school with his sister. No way I want him fucking me.’


  There was a murmur of agreement. ‘Blokes like that are trouble.’


  Soft-hearted Colleen volunteered. ‘Poor bugger. I’ll do it.’


  The others shook their heads.


  Careful—madness and murder could run in the family.


  Better take some tissues. He’ll probably blubber all over you.


  ‘We only have one girl available at the moment,’ the madam told him with her over-enunciated vowels. (The Garden, as the punters called it, prided itself on its class.) ‘Take it or leave it.’ She stood with her hands on her hips, hoping he would leave it.


  But he was a model client. Colleen found him strangely detached at first. After a few visits they became comfortable with one another. It was easy work. Zav’s needs were basic and he was kind and generous, treating her with a kind of solemn courtesy she found quaint and quite endearing.


  ‘Thank you very much, Colleen,’ he’d say. ‘I’ll see you next week, if that’s okay.’


  When she left to get married, he gave her a coffee pot. She gave him Chrissie, the nicest of the new girls.
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  Sealie checked the kitchen calendar as though it might differ from her own. Yes. It was the fourteenth. She counted backwards and frowned. Her cycles were so regular. On the other hand, she was only a few days late. And they always took precautions. Well, more or less. She jumped guiltily as Zav came in from the garden, and saw what she was doing.


  ‘It’s alright. I know it’s your birthday on Saturday.’ Brenda had organised a small dinner party and helped him choose a gift. He looked at his sister. She didn’t look at all well—she was what Mrs Mac used to call peaky. He didn’t often notice things like that. The depressed can be very self-absorbed.


  ‘Are you okay, Little Sis?’


  Tears sprang to her eyes at this rare moment of kindness. ‘I’m fine. Just a bit tired.’


  ‘Good-oh.’ Zav was glad that he was not obliged to enquire further.


  Two days later, on the eve of her twenty-ninth birthday, there was still no sign of her period. What if she was pregnant? She couldn’t have a baby now. Later, when Zav was settled maybe. She picked up the photo of me with my fairy wings. Poor Aunt Sealie. She felt the familiar prick of tears as she studied my face.


  I stared back at her, unable to help. She put down the photo, feeling a twinge of pain, low in her abdomen. Was that it? She checked hurriedly. Nothing.


  At Will and Brenda’s the next night, she was pleased when the men offered to do the dishes.


  ‘No work for the birthday girl or the cook,’ said Will, kissing his wife on the top of her head. ‘We’ll even make the coffee.’


  ‘What is it, Sealie?’ Brenda had noticed her friend’s abstracted air at dinner. ‘Is it Zav?’


  Sealie began to sniffle. ‘It’s me. I think I’m pregnant.’


  Brenda hugged her. ‘That’s wonderful! Have you told Scottie yet?’


  ‘Not till I know for sure. I feel—I don’t know what I feel. It’s the wrong time.’


  ‘Would it be a total disaster if you are pregnant? Things have a way of working out.’


  ‘It’s too soon after Grace.’


  ‘Ten years!’


  ‘There’s a million reasons.’


  Brenda signalled to her husband who had poked his head in from the kitchen. ‘Give us a few minutes, Will.’ She turned back to her friend. ‘You can’t live your life for Zav. He’ll come round. It might even be good for him. And Scottie—he adores you.’


  Sealie hastily wiped her eyes as Scottie came in with a tray. ‘Secret women’s business?’


  ‘Top secret.’


  Ten days after her period was due, Sealie felt the dragging pain and knew that this was no false alarm. Her flow was heavy, even for a first day, and she rang work to say she wasn’t well. Zav fussed clumsily and she accepted a cup of tea before sending him away.


  Sealie lay on her bed, relief and regret warring for ascendancy. It was perfectly natural to be relieved. She was nowhere near ready for such a commitment. Hadn’t she spent the last ten days praying for her period to start? Of course she had. So where did that feeling of loss come from? Had she actually been pregnant and lost the child to early miscarriage? ‘I’m sorry,’ she told her phantom child. ‘I’m sorry for praying you into non-existence.’ Tears oozed from her closed eyes. I would have been a good mother. She saw herself wheeling a pram to the park, holding a toddler’s hand, waving a sturdy little boy off to school. Why did she see a boy? Had the cells she’d shed so carelessly been the beginnings of a son? For a moment she was tempted to ring Scottie. Accept the marriage he offered so regularly; but then she heard Zav pottering around in his room. It was no good. She already had a child to care for.


  So instead of grabbing happiness with both hands, Sealie once again broke with Scottie. She had seen him with Will and Brenda’s children. He would be such a good father—a nice, normal, fun-loving dad of nice normal fun-loving kids. And that was a world away from what she and Zav had known.


  After Nina, there were Trudy and Annette, then Susan, whom Scottie married. Sealie, while aware she was being unreasonable, felt betrayed by this marriage. Nevertheless, on the big day, she managed to outshine the bride by wearing a stunning cream lace dress. Brenda was furious. ‘That was so unkind,’ she told her friend. ‘Lace is for the bride.’


  Mrs Mac shook her head. ‘I’m very disappointed in you,’ she said. ‘It’s Susan’s day.’


  Sealie went home and cried. She wasn’t quite sure if the tears were to wash away grief or shame.


  After an uncomfortable four years, Scottie and Susan divorced. Then there was Michelle. Then Amy. Another Susan, then Diana. He broke his engagement to Diana six weeks before the wedding. Between lovers, he and Sealie fell back into the familiar pattern.


  And they both grew older. And neither of them grew any wiser.
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  Zav lost his job in the recession of the early nineties. Retrenched, they called it, and at fifty-four, with limited work experience, there was no real prospect of further employment. Having no motivation, he lay in bed until lunchtime when he got up and watched television.


  Perhaps realising his need, Zav never missed a meeting with Scottie and Will. Apart from that, he rarely left the house. Will rang Sealie after their regular Saturday beer. ‘He’s depressed again. We need to get him to a doctor.’


  Sealie hung up the phone. It wouldn’t be easy but she had to try. What if Zav broke down completely like their father? The psychiatrist had explained the difference between psychiatric illness and depression. Zav’s depression had external causes and as far as she understood, he was not psychotic. Nevertheless, she wasn’t ready to trust her own judgement. Not after last time.


  An opportunity arose when her brother contracted shingles. The pain was such that he had to visit the family doctor in whom Sealie had confided. Dr Murray gave Zav an antiviral prescription and recommended codeine for the pain. He looked at his patient over his glasses.


  ‘And how are you otherwise?’


  Zav glowered. ‘Fine. I’m fine.’


  ‘Sleeping well?’


  ‘Could be better.’


  ‘Energy levels?’


  ‘Okay till I got these bloody shingles.’


  ‘Appetite?’


  ‘The same.’ Zav’s hands were in his pockets. Slouching in his chair, he looked past his interrogator.


  The doctor cleared his throat. ‘You look a bit down to me. Not unusual with shingles. The loss of your job. Not to mention . . .’ Zav looked up sharply and the doctor ventured no further along that path. ‘Maybe you’d like to see someone totalk things over with.’


  ‘Are you saying I need a shrink?’


  ‘Just to get you over a bad patch.’


  ‘How can any patch . . .’ He emphasised the word patch to register his contempt. ‘How can any patch, as you call it, be worse than losing my family? Than going to Vietnam?’


  Ignoring his patient’s petulant tone, the doctor began to write in his prescription pad. ‘Antidepressants,’ he said. ‘If you won’t see a specialist, at least take these.’ He anticipated the response and leaned forward, forcing Zav to meet his eyes. ‘Your choice, Zav, but I don’t want to see your sister broken by the strain. You can tell me it’s none of my business, but you owe Sealie, and the least you can do is try to make things easier for her sake if not your own.’


  Zav snatched the prescription ungraciously. But the doctor’s words had stung. He knew that Sealie was worried about him. Understood that she feared their father’s insanity might be genetic. Momentarily facing his own, similar fears, he had the prescription filled. He wasn’t ready for a shrink— but he wasn’t going to take unnecessary risks.


  ‘He’s depressed, but not insane,’ Dr Murray assured Sealie. ‘I’ve consulted some colleagues. His depression is almost certainly non-melancholic—that means it’s caused by stressful events.’


  ‘He’s had more than his fair share of those.’


  The doctor patted her arm. ‘The medication should help.’
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  Meanwhile, Hal was diligently building his castle in the clouds, his pie in the sky. His medication kept the worst of the voices at bay, but he remained firmly and politely delusional. He painstakingly laid each brick. Spent hours embellishing the cornices, months fitting the windows, years crafting the sweeping marble staircase. He lined a grand gallery with mirrors and laid a specially sprung floor. He stood at one end of his hall of mirrors and gazed with longing at a multiplicity of Paulinas dipping and swaying, immersed in pools of silver.


  There was a room for me too; a cavern of pink, with rosebuds and teddies and fanciful mobiles, twirling above the cradle.


  Poor Grandad. Inhabiting the past, dreaming of the future, he negotiated the present with suspicion and at times bewilderment. He obediently attended, but failed to engage with the various activities offered by the occupational therapist and in the end found his own niche when he made a fourth for canasta. He was asked to join by Mad Mollie, an octogenarian who had been admitted when she was seventeen and not at all mad. Well, she was boy-mad, but what seventeen-year-old girl isn’t? Her family, of august lineage, were at their wits’ end, trying to keep her under control. When she was found skinny-dipping in the family pool with the Minister for Customs and Excise and the auxiliary bishop of a regional diocese, it was obvious to her relieved family that she was mad as a hatter. That’s what they said—‘Mad as a hatter’—and had her locked away. She obligingly wept and ranted and tried to kill herself. ‘There,’ they said with relief: ‘Totally and utterly mad.’ She still enjoyed a game of strip poker, but over the years, that invitation had lost its appeal to prospective opponents, and she philosophically turned to canasta and self-gratification. She lived in hope and chose her companions carefully.


  Apart from the distinguished looking Hal, there was Lennie, an autistic young man who never spoke, but had a phenomenal memory for cards. ‘Lucky Len’ would have been thrown out of any casino, so skilled was his card counting. The other member of the Canasta Crew, as they were called, was ‘Skeeter’ Bolan, a tousle-headed leprechaun with merry eyes and a murderous heart. Mollie always partnered Lennie. She may have been mad, but she was no fool. They sat in the dayroom when the weather was inclement and outside in therotunda when they could, happily gambling away their pensions in the guise of matchsticks.
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  That was what happened when their good days collided and their stars were aligned.
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  Hal’s life follows the seasons and years trudge by barely noticed. It’s 1997 and he is seventy-nine weary years old when the letter arrives for Sealie, informing her of her father’s impending return home. He is unaware of his daughter’s frantic efforts to keep him where he is, but if he did know, he wouldn’t feel rejected. He’d be happy—if happy is a word you can apply to Hal.


  Overwhelmed by the need to cope with her father and brother all at once, Sealie has conspired with Will and Scottie to take Zav away on a fishing trip. Zav can’t get out of the house quickly enough. The other two men determinedly talk about the weather, the fish they might catch, the football, and Zav is pitifully grateful.


  Meanwhile, Sealie sits in her little blue Corolla in the Aradale visitors’ car park, gathering her resolve, while Hal skulks in the dayroom, ostentatiously ignoring the bags waiting by the door. Sealie rests her head on the steering wheel for a moment then gets out of the car and heads for the office. She is met by the charge nurse and, for the last time, makes her way down the tiled corridors to where her father is waiting.


  ‘It’s time, Dad.’


  Hal looks up. ‘I don’t want to go.’ His tone is as reasonable as he can make it, but Sealie detects panic just under the surface. Her father’s face is a landscape of perplexity.


  He looks at the nurse. ‘I can’t leave the tree. You know that.’


  ‘We’ve talked about this, Dad.’ Sealie turns to the nurse. ‘Can we go by way of the tree?’


  It is mid-autumn and the massed brown leaves are dance-ready. Hal steps into their welcoming ambit and turns to his daughter, extending his hand with a courtly bow. She touches her hair, hesitates, then joins him under the broad canopy. Together they waltz through the whispering leaves. Sealie whirls on the feet of memory. She hasn’t danced in years.


  ‘I’ll bring you back to visit your tree, Dad.’


  Hal’s shoulders slump, the joy draining from his face like blood from a wound. ‘I’m coming.’ He looks at Sealie. When had his little princess become so careworn? There are still traces of beauty, but sadness has nibbled away at her strong, clear features, leaving them frayed and drooping.


  ‘I won’t be any trouble,’ Hal says humbly.


  


  Book III


  


  Nineteen-ninety-seven. The year Hal came home. It was the year that a princess, and a Belgian nun working in India died within weeks of each other. The princess got more flowers. A sheep called Dolly was cloned, then died of old age. In Cuba, Che Guevara’s remains were buried with full honours. The Hale-Bopp comet made its closest approach to earth and twenty-four of the optimistic dead were whizzed into space by a rocket called Pegasus. Imagine! A rocket full of corpses. As one of the dead, myself, I have to say there’s some style in an exit like that.


  In Australia, a man called Stuart Diver managed to survive for sixty-seven freezing hours after being buried in a landslide. At last. A survivor. With all the dead princesses, space burials and whatnot, you might have thought I was becoming morbid.


  One more thing—Hal, the science fiction fan, had read Arthur C. Clarke’s 2001: A Space Odyssey. Nineteen-ninety-seven was the year that HAL, the Heuristically programmed ALgorithmic computer was activated. In nineteen-ninety-seven the signs were everywhere


  Against these world-changing events, however, there are the small happenings that alter the course of individual lives. What if the Minister for Social Services hadn’t been ticked off by the Finance Minister for exceeding her budget? What if her daughter had brought home a straight A report instead of straight Ds? What if the Minister’s new shoes hadn’t been killing her? Would she have been more compassionate if there had not been that unfortunate confluence of events on the day she received Sealie’s letter of appeal? We can only speculate. As it was, her colleague in Finance was acerbic, the daughter unrepentant and a nasty blister had formed on the ministerial heel. So Hal found himself despatched, with what he felt was unseemly haste, to his former home.


  


  1


  AS THEY LEAVE THE FREEWAY, Hal sits in the car, taking in a streetscape at once familiar and strange. That large block of flats. Wasn’t that where the glove factory had been? Parker Street. Bob and Rose lived down that street when they were first married. But there used to be a corner shop—a milk bar. It’s no longer there. Or perhaps he has the wrong street. It might be Porter Street he’s thinking of. It’s so confusing. Look at all the cars on the road. He isn’t sure he’d want to drive in traffic like this. He is shocked to see a large hoarding dedicated to erectile dysfunction and slides an embarrassed glance in Sealie’s direction. Thank goodness she seems not to have noticed. He is relieved to see the old tennis courts, and StTheresa’s, its bluestone bulk reassuringly solid and familiar, keeping watch over the playing children.


  They are turning now. One more corner and they’ll be home. Home. Hal tastes the word and finds no lingering sweetness. Not even the bitter sweetness of nostalgia. His tongue shrinks from something dank and mushroomy. Overwhelmed by the desire to bolt, he grabs the door handle.


  ‘Dad!’ His flight is arrested as Sealie puts a steadying hand on his arm. It’s too late now. The car is pulling into the driveway and the house that he built for Paulina, the still-beautiful house he left so long ago, sails into view.


  Sealie stops the car and Hal is home at last. It appears to him exactly as it was when he left, carrying me in my Moses basket on his way down to the river. He had turned back that day, to look at his house, never dreaming that it would be nearly thirty years before he would see it again.


  Now, he winds down the window, and looks at his house with eyes of love. He doesn’t see the exhaustion evident in the discoloured paintwork, the cracked concrete paths, the prison griminess of the windows. He sees rather the fine bones of its sweeping architecture; the roses and lavender that have been cut back for winter; and best of all, the trees . . . He looks for the magnolia, bare now, but grown strong and wide.


  ‘I’d like to visit the magnolia before we go inside,’ he says.


  ‘Of course.’ Sealie waits as he fumbles his way out of the car. She stands back a little, watching him approach the tree and reach out to touch it with the tips of his fingers. He senses the sap, the nascent flowers, the curled leaves, all waiting. You appear dead, now, but you’ll bloom again in time. Hal remembers how, with the children, he had dug and mulched the soil before placing the fragile sapling in the earth. Zav and Kate were married under this tree. Poor Kate. A sweet girl. He had loved her and had ruined her life as well as Zav’s. He realises now that no-one understands the pain and loneliness that pave the hard road of duty. He straightens his shoulders. Now he’ll have to face his son. Explain that he had no choice, and ask, not for forgiveness, but for understanding.


  ‘We should go in now.’


  Sealie takes his arm and they walk together up the steps.
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  As he crosses the threshold, Hal is visited by more memories. His mind recoils, but images and sounds wheedle their way into his consciousness. He sees his strong, young self, carrying his bride of two months through this very door. It was raining that day, and her hair clung damply to her laughing face. Her stocking caught on his watchband, (stockings were still rare after the war, he remembers) but Paulina continued to laugh her surprisingly full-bellied laugh. Later, he had carried their babies through this same door; Zav, red-faced and squalling, Sealie sleeping profoundly, rugged up against the frost.


  Hal looks at Sealie uncertainly. Though familiar, the house belongs to another part of his life. He feels like a guest.


  ‘My room. Can I take my things up to my room?’ Anxious not to do the wrong thing.


  Sealie has been wondering about this moment. What room did he want? Was it the bedroom he had shared with Paulina, or the little guest room he’d taken after her death? She had aired both rooms, made up the beds, but the poster was now part of the wall, part of the structure in the lonely hermitage he had left. She had put a photograph of Paulina in the master bedroom, hoping it would be enough should he choose that option.


  ‘Just take your case. I’ll bring the rest up later.’


  ‘Zav. Where’s Zav?’ Hal peers up the stairs as though his son might come bounding down any minute on his way to football practice.


  ‘He’s gone away for a few days. With friends. Fishing.’


  ‘I never took him fishing, did I?’


  ‘No—no you didn’t.’


  ‘He had a lot of energy, that boy.’


  ‘So he did.’ Long, long ago. Sealie blinks back tears. ‘I’ll get dinner ready while you unpack.’


  Hal goes straight to the smaller room. It isn’t locked now, of course. He goes inside and shuts the door behind him. Relieved to have that settled, Sealie hurries out to the kitchen to prepare their evening meal.
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  Hal puts his case on the floor and sits on the bed. The cell-like room feels safe. It’s not much bigger than his room at Aradale and the furnishings are similarly functional. He stares at the old-fashioned poster on the wall, where blurred grey shadows dance on a stage the years have all but obliterated. No longer flesh and blood, the dancers have metamorphosed into mist, into fog, into air. Hal absorbs this evidence of disintegration with equanimity. Medication has dulled the pain, hushed the voices, and he can feel only a lingering sadness.


  Opening his case, Hal begins to put his clothes in the drawers. He hangs his shirts and pants in the wardrobe, thenpicks up the book, which is hidden in a scarf at the bottom of his case. He brings us home between the pages of our oldfavourite, I, Robot. He takes out the faded photographs of my grandmother and me and begins the old ritual—look, read, touch—and then the incantation, Keep them safe. When he has completed the cycle for both of us, he returns the worn cardboard folder to the book and rewraps it in the scarf, placing the bundle on the top shelf of his wardrobe, under the spare blankets. He needs to keep us safe a while longer.


  Sealie is putting the roast in the oven when she hears footsteps and turns to see her father standing in the doorway.


  ‘It’s nearly five thirty,’ he says, frowning.


  ‘That’s right. Do you want to watch TV while we’re waiting for dinner?’


  ‘I’ll just wait here until dinner’s ready,’ he says, sitting in his old place at the kitchen table.


  ‘Dinner won’t be ready till after seven. Why don’t you watch the news?’


  Hal’s face twitches, ‘I have to be in bed by seven. Dinner is always five thirty.’ He opens the cupboard and takes out two plates.


  ‘It’s a roast, Dad.’


  ‘Can’t wait for a roast—what else is quick?’ Hal’s face takes on a desperate, mulish expression. ‘Got to be in bed by seven.’


  Sealie gives in. ‘Omelette?’


  Hal nods and she makes a cheese omelette while her father looks on impatiently.


  ‘Me and Godown used to love Mrs Mac’s omelettes.’ Occasionally he surprises her with snatches of normal conversation. She is wary. Mrs Mac is banished, but Godown is waiting to visit. Best to respond normally.


  ‘You should like this one. It’s her recipe.’


  Hal frowns. ‘Light and fluffy. That’s how I like them.’


  In less than an hour and a half, Hal has eaten an omelette followed by peach pie, drunk his cup of tea and showered. He is in his pyjamas at five to seven and is sitting up in bed reading, when Sealie brings his medication.


  ‘They let me read most nights.’ He peers up at her. ‘It is okay for me to read?’


  Sealie eats her roast, alone, at seven forty-five. So, she thinks, this is to be my lot. She has accrued leave and is taking six months off work in the hope that things will work out. She has a few days’ grace while Zav is off fishing—and then what? Her heart begins to beat uncomfortably fast. She could just grab a few things, jump in the car and go. Where? Somewhere far away from this wretched prison of a house. She actually stands up, then sinks back into the chair. She is bound here by complicated ties of obligation, of guilt. And love, too. She sighs and covers her face with splayed fingers; she is so weary. Tired of it all. Resentful. Zav has commandeered her life, but he has no life of his own. And now her father. So what’s the point of it all?


  I pity her. I, too, am bound to these men—my father and my grandfather. I, too, resent the fate that keeps me here. I,too, have discovered that, try as I might, I can’t escape them. I need to see this story through to whatever end is in store.
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  The next few days take on a pattern. Hal is up and showered by seven and finished his breakfast by eight. The days are fine and he spends the morning walking around the garden, occasionally diverted to the magnolia, where he meditates a while before executing his little shuffling dance. After lunch he goes to his room and stares out the window until his evening meal at five thirty. A few chapters of his book, sleep, then another day, exactly the same. Sealie could weep with frustration.


  After a few days of this, she rings Godown. ‘I think it’s time for a visit. He does nothing, absolutely nothing all day.’


  Godown arrives for lunch and shakes Hal’s hand. ‘Nice to have you home, Hal.’


  Hal, head on one side, offers his usual greeting, ‘You’re not getting any younger.’ He touches his own, balding head. ‘But neither am I.’


  Sealie leaves them a lasagne and salad and says she is going to the shops. Over lunch with his old friend, Hal broaches the subject that always hangs in the air between them.


  ‘You understand the Bible, Godown. You’re the only one who can see I had to do it.’


  Godown’s face registers the pain of memory, but his response is evasive. ‘God alone can judge,’ he says. ‘I’m just a sinful man.’ As always, Godown is careful neither to condone nor blame.


  Hal reads what he will into this response and returns, contented enough, to his pasta.


  After lunch, he prepares to go up to his room.


  ‘Hey, what about your visitor?’ Godown takes out a pack of cards. ‘We’ll just clear up here and play a game or two.’


  ‘In all my time at Aradale, they never expected me to do kitchen duty.’


  ‘I’ll do the dishes and then we’ll play.’


  But Hal has already bolted up the stairs.
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  Meanwhile, Zav, Scottie and Will are camping by the Murray River, a little way out of Tocumwal. None of them has slept in a tent since Vietnam, and they sit around the camp fire, each with his own thoughts. Will, who has counselled many veterans, is the most aware of this, and as darkness falls, begins to doubt the wisdom of camping.


  He slaps his arm. ‘Bloody mozzies! Maybe we should see if there are rooms at that pub down the road.’


  Scottie is relieved. His tour of duty had been longer than either of the others, and he has spent more time in the jungle. But before he can respond to Will’s suggestion, Zav dismisses it.


  ‘You’re a wuss, Will. Since when have you been scared of a few mosquitoes?’


  That night, Scottie’s dreams are peopled with soft-footed shadows that flit malevolently through the eucalypts. He cries out—waking Will and disturbing Zav, who has been lying, wide-eyed, preternaturally aware of every rustle, every nocturnal scurrying, every creaking branch. The next morning, in unspoken agreement, they pack up their tent and move to the pub.


  Standing at the bar, they could well be any group of ‘ townies’ who have come to the river to fish.


  ‘D’you reckon there’s any cod?’ Scottie asks a local.


  The man scratches his chin. ‘Dunno, mate. I’m not a fisherman. More into the golf, m’self. Pete’ll know.’


  Pete comes over and he and Scottie discuss types of bait and the cunning of Murray cod while Will and Zav argue football with their new friend, who introduces himself as Stringer.


  Zav becomes quite animated. ‘You can’t tell me that Sanderson’s a patch on McLaughlin. Sanderson couldn’t kick his way out of a paper bag.’


  ‘What about the semi last year? Four goals against the best full-back in the league.’ Stringer plonks his elbow on the bar with the proprietary air of a man vindicated.


  Zav is enjoying himself. ‘So why didn’t he kick any goals in the grand final? What was it? Six misses and one hit the post. He has a good day every now and then and everyone thinks he’s God Almighty.’


  Will buys the next round, grinning widely. Others join the argument.


  My dad saw Coleman at his best.


  You can’t go past McKenna.


  A champion is a champion—that’s what I always say.


  Zav is surprised when the barman calls ‘time’ and is still making a point as he climbs the stairs with Will and Scottie. ‘That bloke who reckoned he played for St Kilda in the fifties. Even he agreed that today’s game is better.’


  Will and Scottie exchange glances as they say goodnight.


  Up here, summer can linger well into May, and their final morning holds the promise of another hot day. They have no fish to show for their endeavours, but the lazy days, the easy mateship of the bar, the desultory conversation by the river are all therapeutic in their own way. Zav has enjoyed doing something normal, and for a time feels the stirring of hope. Bush hat pulled low over his eyes, he sits on his little canvas stool and stares at the brown water, his mind blessedly blank.


  It’s strange, but the river doesn’t trigger thoughts of me. Just as well, in my opinion. My father’s not really equipped to handle such thoughts. I’ve been bundled away out of sight, like an object in one of Sealie’s boxes—stored in a limbic attic. Zav knows I’m there, but there’s no space in the living room of his mind. That’s still cluttered with the old furniture—humid jungle, rotting vegetation, a damp, grave-shaped home where scorpions and spiders lie in wait. The sound of guns. The cries of men. Zav’s living room is peopled with pyjama’d ghosts who tread softly in rubber shoes through terrain where no horizon is visible.


  No room here for one small baby.


  I lie in my box, biding my time.


  But now, here by the river, my father is the man he might have been—just for a moment, mind you.


  Tomorrow, they head for home. Will and Scottie look at each other covertly. In that whole time, neither of them has spoken of Hal.


  Scottie breaks the silence. ‘If we don’t catch something today, we’ll go home with an empty Esky.’


  ‘Brenda reckons she won’t gut a fish anyway.’ Will turns to Zav. ‘What about Sealie? Can she gut fish?’


  ‘Dunno. Probably not.’ The word ‘home’ reverberates in Zav’s head; he can feel the blood begin its familiar pounding in his ears. He has to tell them he can’t go back. Won’t go back. ‘Hey, guys,’ he’ll say. ‘I might stay on for a few days. The pub’s turned out alright.’


  He begins. ‘Hey, guys . . .’


  But then, why should he be driven from his home, his safe place? He has faced worse than a crazy old man. It’s a big house. He has his bedroom. He can eat in the round room. He doesn’t have to talk to his father, or even see him. ‘I think I made that very clear to Sealie.’


  Will looks up from winding his reel. ‘What?’


  Zav is unaware that he has spoken aloud. ‘Nothing.’


  Why doesn’t my father confide in his friends? Why don’t they encourage him to share his fears? I’m beginning to lose patience. Sometimes I’d like to shake some common sense into the lot of them. I really would.
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  ‘I CAN TAKE HAL OUT, if you like.’


  Sealie is tempted by Godown’s offer, but it would just put things off. ‘Thanks, but we might as well get it over with.’


  Will rings to say they are about an hour from home. ‘We’ll stop at the fish shop for dinner.’ The attempted joke falls flat as Sealie, her thoughts racing, says she has already prepared dinner. Then, ‘Oh—sorry. Very funny.’


  ‘Do you want me to stay?’ Godown forgets for a moment that Zav will have nothing to do with him.


  She squeezes his hand. ‘No. Thanks anyway.’


  As the car pulls up in the drive, Hal peers out the window. A tall man climbs out of the back seat and goes with the driver to the boot. The two shake hands and the car drives off. Hal puts on his glasses. Can that stranger be Zav? He’s so thin. When did his hair become grey? And that stoop! Hal is shocked. The gradual process of time has accelerated, and the fine, athletic, young man he last saw in uniform is tragically middle-aged. He watches as brother and sister embrace briefly in the driveway and hears the front door open. Here is his opportunity at last. His opportunity to explain himself to the son who has every reason to hate him.


  There is opportunity but Hal’s will is frozen. He is physically unable to take the seven steps to the door. Yes. He knows it takes seven steps from window to door. One step more than his room at Aradale. He wants so much to be back in the safety and certainty that Aradale provided. Some patients spent time in the community—doing a little shopping, going to the cinema, watching or even playing in the local sports teams. They could never persuade Hal to participate in any of these activities, and now he is singularly unsuited to life outside an institution. This room is his haven. The smaller the better. He needs swaddling.


  ‘Where is he?’ Zav expects his father to materialise like a malevolent ghost.


  ‘In his room.’ Sealie answers the question implicit in his raised eyebrows. ‘The one he moved into when Mum died.’


  ‘Locked?’


  ‘No. I’ve got the key.’


  ‘Don’t forget to lock your door tonight.’


  They’ve had this conversation before. ‘I tell you he’s not dangerous.’


  ‘We all thought that once.’


  ‘He eats in the kitchen at five thirty. He’s finished by a quarter past six. I eat later.’


  ‘I’ll eat with you.’


  Despite himself, Zav can’t resist taking a look as Hal goes down for dinner. He sees an old, old man, much shorter than he remembers. He notes the bald, freckled head, the uncertain gait. Hal holds onto the banister as he treads carefully down the stairs, pausing before he places his foot as though he’s testing its stability. Zav feels a brief surge of pity, but the habit of hate is too strong. His father deserves every infirmity time has cursed him with. Zav is very sure of one thing. That shambling demeanour conceals unimaginable evil.


  Hal spoons up his soup and gnaws at his bread while Sealie bustles about with a frypan.


  ‘Zav’s home, then?’ He asks the question without meeting her gaze. Stares at his spoon as he mechanically scoops up the vegetable-laden broth.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘He’ll eat later?’


  ‘We always eat later.’ She feels the need to establish the sibling bond, confront her father with the long history she and Zav have shared.


  Hal finishes his meal without further comment beyond wishing his daughter goodnight before heading for the shower.


  Sealie had neglected to mention this part of Hal’s routine and Zav finds himself caught between bathroom and stairs as his father comes back from his shower. Seeing his son, Hal stops, towel draped over one thin arm. He has taken off his shirt, and his singlet reveals grizzled hairs and his sunken, old-man’s chest.


  ‘Zav. Let me . . .’


  ‘Too late.’ He almost says ‘Dad’ but the word catches in his throat. He continues down the stairs to tell Sealie he’s not hungry. She offers to bring some soup up to his room but he seats himself at the table and slurps it up in great, unmannerly gulps. Brother and sister eat their meal without speaking.


  ‘Thanks, Little Sis,’ Zav says wiping his mouth with a napkin.


  Sealie appreciates the apology implicit in this form of address. ‘No worries, Big Bro.’


  He pecks her cheek. ‘Promise you’ll lock your door.’


  Before settling for the night, Zav checks his room as usual then turns the key in the newly installed lock.


  Sealie, feeling guilty, locks her door too.


  Half an hour later, Hal, preparing to settle for the night, curses his old man’s bladder as he reluctantly climbs from his bed and pads down the hall to the lavatory. Brother and sister, each in their locked rooms, tense, then sigh with relief as they hear the flush. They turn over to sleep but are alert again as the shuffling footsteps pass Hal’s room and approach their own. Zav sits bolt upright and Sealie slides down under the covers waiting for the door handle to turn.


  But the footsteps pass and go down along the short passageway to the main bedroom. A door opens and shuts.


  Hal switches on the light and looks at the spacious room. The double bed is still there, its blue, padded quilt faded to a soft sky-grey. On the heavy, mahogany dressing table are the silver-backed brush and mirror he gave Paulina for her twenty-fifth birthday. He picks up the brush. Someone has kept it polished. He’s glad not to be faced with years of tarnish. Paulina could have been here only a few moments ago. He remembers the weight of her hair falling smooth and shining as he rhythmically plied this very brush. They often made love after he brushed her hair. At those times their lovemaking was languid and gentle as they moved, by incremental caresses to a blissful climax. He would then brush her hair a second time and she’d twist it into a plait before they kissed goodnight. After nights like this, they both awoke with a lingering smile.


  Hal sits on the bed, then lies down on the left side as he always had. ‘I’ll spend one more night here,’ he promises his wife. ‘But not just yet.’


  Sealie and Zav hear their father as he closes the door quietly and shuffles back down the hall. He passes his room and continues on down the stairs where they hear him moving about the house.


  Godown’s room. Mrs Mac’s. Hal knows they are married now and in one of the few times he has faltered in his delusions, wonders if he hasn’t been mistaken about his housekeeper. He peers into her old room. The bed is stripped; there’s nothing on the dressing table. The only remaining ornament is a bedside lamp. Hal tries to remember what the room had been like when it was occupied. He fails because he only saw it once, the day he and Godown cleansed the house. It had always been her private domain. She, who had lived nearly twenty years in someone else’s house tending to someone else’s family, was entitled to this one, small space. There is no sense of her here. But her image emanates from other places in the house. There she is mixing a cake in the kitchen. Making tea. There she is watching Get Smart with the family, laughing fit to kill. Hal watches a shadowy figure coming in with the washing; plying the iron with swift, firm strokes while Godown sings his Protestant hymns. He sees her gentleness as she bathes the children’s wounds; hears her sharpness at any perceived unfairness to Zav.


  Had he been mistaken? She had just been getting the washing, Godown had told him. ‘Why would I marry a woman who was plotting against you?’ he said. ‘She’s loyal through and through.’


  Hal ponders these words as he follows his vision of MrsMac through the night-bound house. He looks out at the magnolia, faintly spattered with moonbeam. It was she who had roused him from the paralysis of grief to tend to his children. It’s autumn, the season of calm and there are no voices to batter his mind with uncertainty. He is sure now that he has been mistaken about Mrs Mac and feels an urgent need to make amends.


  There’s a phone extension in the kitchen, and closing the door, he switches on the light and looks up the number.


  ‘Hello?’ Godown’s voice is husky with sleep. ‘Hello?’


  ‘It’s me. I need to speak to Mrs Mac.’


  ‘Hal? Is that you? You want to speak to Eileen? It’s after one o’clock.’


  ‘Have to tell her I’m sorry.’


  ‘Tell her in the mornin’. She’s asleep.’


  ‘No, I’m not. Who is it?’


  Hal can hear her voice in the background. He shouts to make her hear. ‘I want to say I’m sorry. For taking against you. Are you there? Let me speak to her!’


  ‘For pity’s sake—here she is.’ Godown hands the phone to his wife, hoping it’s the right thing to do.


  ‘Mrs Mac. They deceived me. You were my friend. I’m sorry.’ Hal’s voice is increasingly wild. ‘You have to forgive me. You have to.’


  Zav and Sealie, hearing the raised voice, jump out of bed and run down the stairs. By the time they reach the kitchen, Hal has hung up.


  ‘I’ve just been talking to Mrs Mac. She’ll be over tomorrow for a game of cribbage.’ Brother and sister look at each other and Zav swivels abruptly and returns to his room. Hal is in a state of excitement, so Sealie makes some hot chocolate. He drinks it like an obedient child, but his heart is still beating fast with anticipation.


  ‘We must have cake,’ he says. ‘Mrs Mac likes cake with her tea.’


  When Mrs Mac arrives for that first game, Godown and Sealie hover in the background like parents of children on a play-date. Mrs Mac hangs back a little. She has not seen Hal since the day he threw her out of this very house. Two frail bodies. Two old faces. But recognisable.


  ‘Mrs Mac. Welcome,’ Hal says gravely.


  ‘Mr R, how are you?’


  ‘Very well. And you?’


  They dance around each other like boxers, wary of a sudden punch.


  ‘You’ve changed your hair.’


  Mrs Mac pats her stylish cut, no longer grey, but L’Oreal Light Champagne. She looks younger than I expected, thinks Hal. She always seemed older than me but she probably wasn’t much older than Paulina.


  Marriage has agreed with Mrs Mac. She still looks pretty old to me, but she’s lost that hausfrau look. Today, Mrs Mac is a smart, elderly woman, still thin, but with a straight back and a keen eye which scans my grandfather’s face, seeking the man she once knew. The years have been unkind to him, she thinks, but says, ‘I’ll make some coffee before we start.’


  She is taking down the coffee pot before Sealie remembers that this woman is now a guest. She hurries out to the kitchen. ‘I’ll make the coffee,’ Sealie says. ‘And I’ve made a cake.’


  The two women look at each other with embarrassed smiles. It would be so easy to fall back into their old roles.


  ‘I hardly recognised him,’ Mrs Mac says, and leaving Sealie to the coffee making, returns to where Hal has set up the card table.


  ‘Fifteen one, fifteen two.’ Hal is enjoying the game. He remembers the Canasta Crew at Aradale and wonders where they all are now. Mad Mollie had no family left. She’d cried when they took her away. To a nice, shared house in Ararat, they told Hal, but he remains wary—still unsure of whom he can really trust. Mrs Mac has always been a sensible soul, and he seeks her opinion as he used to in the old days.


  ‘My friend, Mad Mollie—I used to play cards with her. They reckon they were taking her to nice house in Ararat.’


  ‘Fifeen five . . .’ Mrs Mac looks up. ‘That sounds like a good idea.’


  ‘Do you think that’s what they did?’ Hal peers at her anxiously through his glasses.


  ‘Of course they did. We read about that sort of thing in the paper. Nice, shared houses. That’s what they say.’


  Hal is pathetically grateful to hear this. ‘She was my friend. She didn’t mind . . . some people minded. They wouldn’t talk to me.’


  Mrs Mac is relieved to find that she can speak to Hal. That the pain of that terrible deed and her own guilt is now a dull ache. When she thinks of me, and she has done so increasingly since Hal’s homecoming, there is a deep sadness. If only . . . She used to flay herself with those words, but now she has reached a time of life where she accepts that the past is immutable.


  ‘Fifteen seven.’ I can do this, she thinks. ‘You could come to our place next time,’ she says. ‘A change of scenery might be nice.’
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  Alice has had a mild stroke so Mrs Mac is preparing a plateof sandwiches for their lunch. ‘I was wondering if you’d like a game of five hundred on Tuesday.’ She looks sideways at her sister, whose body stiffens.


  ‘I don’t know how you can think of such a thing,’ Alice replies. ‘After the way he treated you. And that poor little girl.’


  ‘He was sick, Alice. You know that.’


  ‘I’m sorry. I couldn’t bear him anywhere near me.’


  Mrs Mac takes this as a rebuke but in deference to her sister’s poor health, chooses not to respond. Nevertheless, it hurts. Is her moral compass so far awry that she can play cards and drink tea with a murderer?


  ‘The Lord commands us to forgive,’ Godown tells her when she broaches the subject with him. ‘But it’s more than that. We know, we seen with our own eyes that Hal was a sick, sick man. He was fightin’ the voices in his head. Weren’t the real Hal that done it. That’s why there was never no trial.’


  This confirms her own judgement. ‘You’re right,’ she says, squeezing his hand. ‘We’ll stick by him—and the children, too, of course.’


  Dear Mrs Mac. My father and Sealie are still her children. That alone is enough to ensure that she would continue to see her troubled Mr R.
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  Hal has lived with routine for so long, there is a need to establish a new one. Sealie is happy for him to continue his early dinner. That avoids conflict with Zav. She puts a little television in his room and he watches the news, Catalyst and Blue Heelers but avoids sitcoms. They just aren’t funny any more. Not like I Love Lucy, Get Smart, Fawlty Towers—they were a hoot. Nothing like that now. He still reads in bed and switches out the light at exactly ten past ten. It worries him that the clock might lose or gain time so he checks it every evening when the news comes on. With the later bedtime, he gets up at eight and comes down for breakfast after his shower. Sealie and Zav have already eaten by then.


  He spends the rest of his morning in the garden and most afternoons in his room, watching DVDs. Monday is always 2001: A Space Odyssey; Wednesdays are reserved for Star Wars and Fridays for Fawlty Towers. He watches each of them over and over in rapt silence, taking a half-hour interval when Sealie brings up his afternoon tea. His routine varies only in the type of biscuits he finds on his tray. Sometimes there’s cake. This departure from the norm rattles him the first couple of times, but eventually he absorbs the random appearance of cake as part of his predictable day.


  Twice a week, Godown picks him up and takes him back to his house where they play cards. They can’t find anyone willing to make a fourth for five hundred, so they play three-handed canasta or poker. Hal and Mrs Mac enjoy an occasional game of cribbage and Godown provides a commentary as they move the picks around the board. Hal plays these games with fierce concentration and little humour. Even when the lingering warmth of autumn fades, and his winter depression sets in, he continues with his routine. The doctor adjusts his medication so his depression is milder than it might have been. The voices are subdued to a low rumbling, like distant thunder.
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  MY FATHER IS PLEASED THAT Hal is such a stickler for routine. It makes it easier to avoid all contact. By the time Hal comes down for breakfast, Zav has eaten and gone out for the morning. Sealie is pleased about this on two counts—it avoids the confrontation she dreads and it forces Zav into activity. He does the shopping now and, in unwitting imitation of his father, swims at the local gym. He drops in on Will and chats amiably to Brenda if Will is busy. He even helps Will paint the parish hall.


  ‘He’s doing really well,’ Sealie tells Cassie. ‘It’s working out better than I thought.’


  ‘When your leave runs out—what then?’


  ‘I’ve still got nearly three months. We’ll see.’


  Sealie has a secret hope. Nursing has become a university course and the requirement to ‘live in’ at a hospital has gone. She has sent for brochures and an application form. As a mature age applicant she needs referees and visits Sister Una, who is now a professor of nursing.


  ‘I’m delighted you’re thinking of returning to the profession.’ Her old tutor welcomes her into a small office overlooking a paved quadrangle. ‘Not much soul in the architecture,’ she smiles, ‘but I still have my Giottos.’


  Sealie admires the prints and sits down, remembering how, at St Vincent’s, they all feared entering this woman’s office. ‘My father is home now, and he’s reconciled with our old—’ (what to call Mrs Mac?) ‘our old and dear friend, Mrs Mac. If Icould enrol part-time, maybe, Mrs Mac and her husband could keep an eye on Dad.’ Her voice trails off. It’s a big step.


  ‘We do allow part-time students in special circumstances,’ Sister Una replies, ‘but why now?’


  For many years, Will and Brenda have been trying to encourage Sealie to move on with her life. It is Brenda, in fact, who took the trouble to find out about the new course. ‘It’s just the thing,’ she said. ‘You’ve told me how you loved nursing. This is a gift.’


  Sealie carries the gift cupped in her hands like a fragile bird’s egg. She mustn’t let it break. She mustn’t let it hatch too soon. But she can’t put it down. If she put it down, its precious contents would simply rot away.


  When Scottie added his pleas, she laughed nervously. ‘It’s a conspiracy,’ she said.


  Nevertheless, here she is, filling in the forms. How does she answer Sister Una’s question? ‘Because I want to,’ she says. She emphasises the personal pronoun. ‘Because I want to.’


  This is true, of course, But she didn’t really answer the question, which was why now? Even to the casual observer (and I’m much more than that) the timing is odd to say the least. What she fails to tell Sister Una, to tell anyone, is that one afternoon, she found her father looking at a photo he took of her in her nurse’s uniform.


  ‘Are you still enjoying your nursing?’ he said. ‘I always knew you’d make a fine nurse.’ It’s that remark, the words of a normal, proud father, that lead Sealie to take this step. It’s not final, she tells herself. The academic year doesn’t start for several months. Nevertheless, she buys a few textbooks and finds real pleasure in studying them.
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  Despite appearances to the contrary, Zav is not at all reconciled. The mere knowledge of Hal’s proximity darkens his hours. He knows that if he doesn’t get out of the house during the day, he’ll crack under the strain. When he hears Hal’s nocturnal ramblings he has to clutch at the sides of his bed so that he doesn’t leap to his feet and push Hal back into his room. He wants to lock that door himself—recreate the prison Hal made all those years ago. How can that man walk around, unscathed, unrepentant after all he has done?


  Zav tries to find the key. He doesn’t dare ask Sealie; she’s sure to divine his intention. He tries the kitchen drawers and other obvious places. Perhaps it’s in her room, he thinks. One day, when both his father and sister are out, he goes to the door of her room. He’s sure the key will be there. Zav turns the handle, hoping that Sealie doesn’t lock her room during the day. No. The door opens and he steps inside.


  He stops in the doorway. He hasn’t been in her room since they were children. Since before she posted the large PRIVATE sign when she was thirteen or fourteen. Like his own, the room is light and spacious, with a large window overlooking the garden. The similarity ends there. Here is his sister’s private world—blue and cream with touches of caramel and toffee. There is a profusion of cushions on her neatly made bed and the shutters are flung open to the sky. There’s an amber-shaded lamp on her bedside table, a Degas print on the wall and a bronze figurine on her dressing table. A bowl of camellias is reflected ad infinitum in the handsome winged mirror.


  Zav feels a lump in his throat. Behind that formidable efficiency and control, is another, softer Sealie, the young girl she was before . . . before. There are drawers in her bedside table, her desk and her dressing table. In her wardrobe too, for all he knows. He takes a few steps towards the desk and stops himself in time. How could he possibly rifle through his sister’s belongings? What sort of person would do such a thing. Not me, thinks Zav grimly. He won’t make me sink to that level.


  I have to admire my father’s principles. It would have been so easy to go right in and search for the key. He’s a decent person. I’m pleased I can show you that.
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  Despite what he does later, I still believe that he’s a decent person. Even a decent person can be pushed too far. He’s not mad as Hal was when he took me to the river. He is very, very sane. It is patently clear to him that life will remain intolerable for both him and his sister if Hal remains in the house.


  Of course he doesn’t turn to murder as his first solution. As any good citizen might, he writes to the new Minister in the hope that the original decision will be overturned.


  Dear Minister, (He writes in longhand, he’s never taken to computers.)


  I request a review of the previous Minister’s decision to send my father, Heraldo Rodriguez, to live with my sister and me in the family home. Observing him carefully, I believe that he still represents a danger to society and indeed to himself. (Zav is pleased with this last bit, showing, as it does, concern for his father’s welfare.)


  My sister is bearing the full burden of his care and I also fear for her health. (This is sincere enough.)


  I cannot stress too greatly the urgency of this matter.


  Yours sincerely, Xavier Rodriguez


  Zav debates whether he should discuss the letter with Sealie but decides to post it first. When he tells her, she’s secretly relieved. To him, however, she’s noncommittal.


  ‘If that’s how you feel, Zav. We’ll wait and see.’


  The Minister orders a review and Hal is subjected to psychological and psychiatric probing. Zav is asked to describe the symptoms referred to in his letter and makes much of his father’s nocturnal prowling and the strange rituals under the tree. He fails to mention how he is so very personally affected. The Minister, of course, is aware of Hal’s history, but the psychiatric report is focused on the patient and makes no mention of his carers.


  Why wouldn’t my father make the most cogent argument of all? That this man, now living under the same roof, killed his baby daughter? The answer is simple. To plead on his own behalf seems unmanly. Zav was bought up to believe that boys don’t complain when things get tough. That boys don’t cry.


  The report summary says: ‘Heraldo Rodriguez is still delusional and periodically depressed, but with some adjustment to his medication, presents no immediate danger to himself or to others.’


  The Minister, less confident, keeps a copy of all correspondence. He’s been in politics a long time. These things, he knows, have a nasty habit of coming back and biting you on the bum.


  Next, Zav tries to drive his father out. He takes to standing in his doorway when he hears Hal coming back from the shower or from meals. He also stands at the window, watching Hal walking in the garden, or sitting under the tree. What is Zav’s purpose, here? He hopes that Hal will wonder about his intentions. That he will fear what might be behind his son’s grim face.


  The first few times, Hal thinks that Zav finally wishes to engage with him. To listen or to speak. Towel over his shoulder, skinny legs naked below his silk dressing-gown, Hal stops when he sees the tall figure lounging in the doorway.


  ‘Hello, son,’ he says, taking a step closer. ‘I thought we’d never get to talk.’


  Zav stares at him, expressionless.


  ‘I want to . . . You do want to see me, right?’


  Zav’s eyes are unblinking.


  Hal is confused. ‘Only I thought . . .’ He steps away. ‘Later, maybe.’


  Zav stares him right down the hall. Hal can feel the bleak, unforgiving eyes boring into his skull.


  The next day it’s the same. And the next. Finally, Hal learns to shuffle past, eyes averted. But he is very aware of his son’s silent presence.


  He’s not free outside, either. Often he sees the watcher at the upstairs window.


  The outcome is not as Zav expects. He hopes his father will find his silent presence so unnerving that it will drive him over the edge again. Drive him to some act the authorities can’t ignore. He feels safe in the knowledge that his father is now too frail to do any real harm. He can be overcome in an instant.


  What Zav does not understand is that Hal is used to being watched. He’s had half a lifetime of surveillance by nurses and fellow patients. Once he recovers from the disappointment that Zav doesn’t want to speak to him, the watching is comforting—familiar like his well-worn dressing-gown. He wraps it around him and continues as before.


  Eventually, Zav tires of the game and sulks for a while in his room.


  The thought steals to his brain one night nearly four months after Hal’s return. It’s so obvious! The only way out of this morass is his father’s death.


  Despite his frail appearance, Hal’s physical health is remarkably good for his seventy-nine years. The only sure solution, Zav realises, is to take things into his own hands. As Hal himself would say, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth . . . Zav is pleased with the irony. The religious teachings that were forced down his throat, now justify the killing of his fanatically religious father.


  Patricide. A terrible word for a terrible deed. The law is harsh with children who murder their fathers. Take Italian noblewoman, Beatrice Cenci, who was beheaded in 1599 for killing her father after he raped and imprisoned her. Hardly fair. But that’s what happened. Then there was Lizzie Borden who was found not guilty of murdering her parents. But we know better, don’t we?


  Lizzie Borden took an axe


  And gave her mother forty whacks


  When she saw what she had done


  She gave her father forty-one.


  You don’t need much more evidence than that.


  It seems that according to law, infanticide is a lesser crime than patricide. So perhaps Zav is not justified by the biblical text. It’s possible that my life is of less worth than my grandfather’s. It’s an interesting conundrum, but far from Zav’s mind as he seeks the means to commit patricide.
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  Where does an amateur start when he wants to murder someone in cold blood? Being of a studious disposition, Zav starts at the library. He reads Ruth Rendell, John Grisham and P.D. James. He reads Len Deighton and Agatha Christie. Then he reads Silence of the Lambs. He feels such physical revulsion that he can’t finish that one, and decides that Hal should die with as little blood and violence as possible. Zav has looked into his own heart these many years and knows he is not a violent man.


  Hal is taking so much medication. An overdose could be a simple mistake. Sealie keeps the medication locked up and administers each dose herself. Zav needs to know what drugs Hal is taking and the effect they have on his body. He waits for the right moment and until then, goes on with life as before. Sealie is pleased that he continues to see Scottie and Will and that he spends a lot of time at the library.
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  SEALIE HAS FELT NIGGLING PAINS for some time now, but tonight she is woken by severe cramps. She draws her knees up and tries to breathe her way through the pain but is overcome by a black nausea.


  ‘Zav,’ her voice sounds so faint that he can’t possibly hear her. ‘Zav . . .’ She tries to get out of bed but gasps as the pain bites viciously at her lower back and abdomen. All she can do now is groan.


  Fortunately, Zav is a light sleeper and he’s already at the door, whispering loudly. ‘What’s up? Can I come in?’ He rattles the door handle and grinds his teeth with frustration as he realises the door is locked from the inside. ‘Sealie. Open up.’ He hears movement from inside as Sealie drags herself towards the door.


  ‘I’m coming,’ she says, between painful breaths.


  ‘What’s happening?’ Hearing another voice, Zav swings around to see his father coming down the hall in his pyjamas.


  ‘It’s Sealie. There’s something wrong.’


  ‘Open the door then.’


  ‘It’s locked.’


  Hal, the door locker, doesn’t see anything unusual in this. ‘We’ll have to break it down then.’


  Zav looks on in astonishment as the skinny old man puts his shoulder to the solid oak door. ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘I can’t do this by myself.’


  Sealie reaches the door and turns the key in time to save her father a broken collarbone. Zav is appalled to see her white face, drenched with sweat. ‘I might need an aspirin,’ she says, before collapsing at his feet.


  ‘Call an ambulance.’


  Zav does his father’s bidding then returns to his sister’s side. Hal has put a pillow under her head and is stroking her hair with a clumsy tenderness. ‘Come on, little princess. Daddy’s here. It’s alright. Daddy’s here.’ Zav feels his heart lurch and experiences a flash of memory. He struggles with it briefly but its substance eludes him. He needs to deal with the problem at hand.


  Sealie is all scrunched up and she’s moaning softly. Zav feels a rising panic. What’s wrong with her? What would he do without her? He runs down the stairs and looks and listens for the ambulance. No siren. No lights. Maybe he should take her to hospital in his car. He rushes to his room and throws on a tracksuit. By that time the paramedics are at the door.


  Sealie is put on a stretcher. ‘Is one of you coming with her?’


  ‘I am,’ say Hal and Zav.


  ‘My father’s not well,’ says Zav suddenly taking charge. ‘I’ll ring someone to come and take care of him.’


  ‘Godown,’ Sealie manages to say. ‘Call Godown.’


  Hal is stubborn. ‘She’s my daughter. I want to go.’


  ‘We can’t waste time,’ says one of the paramedics, as they strap her in. ‘Make up your minds.’


  ‘There’s nothing you can do,’ Zav tells his father. ‘You’ll only be in the way.’


  Hal shrinks before Zav’s cruelty and sits at the top of the stairs while they take his daughter to the waiting ambulance. When Godown arrives, Hal is crying quietly. ‘Zav’s right, isn’t he? I’m her father but I’d just be in the way. Useless. Useless.’


  Godown makes soothing noises. What can he possibly say? ‘Come on, Hal.’ He helps his old friend down to the kitchen and makes a strong pot of coffee. ‘Zav said he’ll ring soon as he knows anything.’


  Sealie is taken straight into emergency and Zav waits outside, pacing the short corridor. He’s in the way of hurrying staff, but doesn’t notice. An exasperated nurse finally ushers him into a small room.


  ‘Wait here,’ she says. ‘The doctor’s seeing her next.’ Zav sits on the couch, then stands and examines the painting on the wall. It’s an abstract in calming shades of green. He finds it irritating and sits down again only to stand up a few minutes later. Why the hell is it taking so long? He’s heard of people dying on trolleys in emergency rooms. He’d better go and see what’s happening.


  The door opens and Scottie rushes in. He grabs Zav’s arm. ‘How is she? Has the doctor seen her?’


  The two men sit and pace and talk. Zav wonders how Scottie got to know.


  ‘Mrs Mac rang me,’ his friend explains. Zav wonders briefly why Mrs Mac would have chosen to ring Scottie and then decides just to be grateful. He needs a mate right now.


  What in God’s name are the doctors doing? Zav imagines Sealie already in an operating theatre. Peritonitis, he hears the surgeon say. Too late, I’m afraid.


  He wills it to be different. We were almost too late, the surgeon says this time. He takes off his mask. That was a close call.


  Scottie sits miserably at his friend’s side, wanting to howl out his fears. She can’t die. I’ve waited all this time and she’s going to die. It’s not fair, he screams silently. It’s not fair.


  The two men stand as a white-coated doctor appears. She’s young, but her face is tired and strained. She looks from one to the other. It’s obvious who the brother is.


  ‘Mr Rodriguez. Your sister is alright. She has an ovarian cyst. We’ve made her comfortable for now, but she’ll need surgery. We’ll be admitting her tonight and operating tomorrow afternoon. Keyhole surgery. She’ll be home in a couple of days. Would you like to see her?’


  The doctor leads them to a cubicle where Sealie smiles tremulously from her trolley bed. Her face is wan and her eyes large and luminous.


  ‘Sorry to be such a bother.’


  Uttering protestations, the two men take a hand each.


  ‘I thought I’d lost you.’ Scottie kisses her hand, then her lips.


  Zav looks at Scottie in surprise. What did he say? What is he doing?


  Sealie reaches up and pushes back Scottie’s hair. ‘You need a haircut,’ she says. The gesture is so intimate that there is no mistaking its meaning. Zav sits silently until an orderly comes to take Sealie to the ward.


  ‘Can you wait while I ring home?’ Zav pauses as he and Scottie prepare to leave. ‘Then how about some breakfast? The coffee shop should be open by now.’


  Zav has forgotten his wallet, so Scottie pays for bacon and eggs and coffee. They sit at a corner table, overcome by mind-numbing fatigue.


  ‘How long?’ Zav finally asks.


  ‘A long time now. Probably since that first dinner at your house.’


  ‘I warned you off that night.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Didn’t do much good.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘You’ve been married.’


  ‘But I always come back.’


  ‘Why didn’t you ask her to marry you?’


  Scottie hesitates. ‘I did. She wouldn’t have me.’


  The other man observes him closely. He has dropped his eyes. Honest, straightforward Scottie is not telling the whole story. ‘Why? Why wouldn’t she have you?’


  Scottie looks up. He’s protected Zav ever since Vietnam, but it’s time for the truth. ‘She’ll never leave you,’ he says bitterly. ‘If it were another lover, I’d be able to fight for her—but I can’t fight you.’


  Zav is suddenly aware that he has known, oh, for a very long time—that Sealie and Scottie are lovers. He has refused to acknowledge this, content with it all so long as Sealie stayed with him. I’m her brother. I need her. He mentally shakes out his head the way you’d shake out a duster. What if his worst imaginings of last night had actually happened? He would not have had her to care for him then. And he would have managed. He would have to have managed. And his loyal little sister would have died never having fully lived her life.


  There’s a challenge in Scottie’s usually mild expression. ‘Ilove her,’ he says. ‘And that’s a fact.’


  ‘Give me a couple of weeks,’ Zav says. ‘I won’t stand in your way.’


  In the car park, the two men shake hands awkwardly. ‘Icouldn’t have done without you, either,’ Zav says. ‘You and Will.’


  ‘Yeah . . . well. You look after yourself, mate.’


  ‘You too.’


  Zav waits for Scottie to drive off, then doubles back to the main building. When Sealie is settled in a ward, he asks her about their father’s medication.


  ‘It’s locked in my desk drawer with the dosage instructions. Key’s in the wooden box in my bedside table drawer.’


  Zav kisses her thoughtfully. ‘Don’t you worry about a thing,’ he says. ‘Just concentrate on getting better.’
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  Hal snatches up the phone. ‘Yes . . . Yes . . . Thank God . . . Only a couple of days?’ He turns to Godown who’s uncharacteristically jittery. ‘Ovarian cyst. She’ll need surgery, but it’s all okay.’ His face is tinged with yellow and his eyelids are heavy with fatigue. ‘Zav says no visitors until after the operation.’


  ‘You done good, Hal.’ Godown takes his arm. ‘What about we get you back to bed.’


  Hal’s weariness ensures compliance and he suffers Godown to take off his slippers and dressing-gown before climbing into bed. ‘You’ll wake me up if there’s any—’


  ‘Course I will.’


  Hal lies in his narrow bed and watches the sun-stripes on the wall opposite the window. The venetian blinds are not quite shut and he can see the dust-motes surfing along the breaks. It’s the first week of spring and he can sense the busyness of the garden under the pale sunshine outside. All the trees, shrubs, flowers, insects, birds—the whole of creation renewing itself. And the earth brought forth grass, and herb yielding seed after his kind, and tree yielding fruit, whose seed was in itself . . . and God saw that it was good . . . And out of the ground made the Lord God to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight . . . the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Genesis has always been Hal’s favourite story.


  It’s good that Sealie’s drama happens in spring. My grandfather always does well in spring, as we know. He is able to react like a real father. He was even collected enough to push the panicky Zav to call an ambulance. He’s able to think things through.
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  Meanwhile, Godown rings his wife. ‘She’s alright,’ he assures her. ‘You get some rest and I’ll stay here with Hal.’


  When Godown rings, Mrs Mac is holding her rosary beads, not so much praying as hoping. When she puts down the receiver, all she can say is, Thank you Jesus. Thank you, Mary. Her hands begin to move along the beads. Holy Mary Mother of God . . . she’s praying the old, familiar formula now. Mother of God. Mother . . . She had no children of her own but she feels like a mother. Worries like a mother. Loves like a mother. And here she is, sitting on her own sofa, while her beloved daughter is lying in hospital. She can’t drive. Anyway, Godown has the car. She twists the cross at the end of her beads. I should’ve got a taxi.


  Her first thought had been to go to the hospital. Then she remembered Scottie. That poor fellow. Everyone knows how he feels about Sealie. I’ll ring him, she decided, and we can drive in together. She reckoned without the force of Scottie’s feelings. She had no sooner told him than he hung up. ‘Got to go,’ he said and was gone before she could say anything else.


  So where Sealie’s husband and children might have been, where her mother and father might have been, are her brother, and a lover whose position is tenuous at best.


  My poor little Sealie, Eileen McLennon mourns as the beads slip through her fingers. She remembers a little girl crying, Mummy’s gone . . . remembers the scraped knees, the bruises and bumps, the tears following her failed dream of the ballet. She had held her at those times, kissed her and comforted her. And now, when her little girl could have died, she is left to sit on her sofa and pray.


  It’s mid-morning and Mrs Mac has hardly slept all night. She makes herself a coffee, showers and dresses and catches the bus to the hospital. She buys some wilting flowers from the hospital florist and takes the lift to the third floor. The nurse at the desk is brisk.


  ‘Are you a close relative?’


  ‘No. Well . . . yes.’


  ‘Are you a relative at all? Only close relatives until after her operation.’


  Lying has never been an option for dear Mrs Mac. ‘No,’ she says. ‘I’m not a relative. I’m a—good friend.’


  The nurse is adamant. ‘She’s quite comfortable at the moment,’ she says with grudging kindness. ‘I’ll give her the flowers if you like. Tell her you came.’


  ‘Thank you.’ Mrs Mac blunders her way to the lift, to the bus, down her street until she can close her own door and abandon herself to tears.
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  The surgeon has a chubby face and small, blunt fingers. Surprising for a surgeon, Sealie thinks idly through a pleasant haze of pethidine. She always imagined that surgeons had long, slim fingers. The nurse hands him Sealie’s chart.


  ‘Now,’ he says, all businesslike. ‘Selina Rodriguez. D’you mind if I call you Selina?’


  Sealie grins faintly. ‘If you need to call me back from the Great Beyond you’d better call me Sealie. I’ve never really answered to Selina.’


  The surgeon smiles and makes a note. ‘That’s a good girl. Always best to keep a sense of humour.’ He holds out his hand. ‘I’m Roger Penfold. It seems that you have a nasty cyst on your left ovary. We’ll have to take a look, but I’m almost certain that we’ll have to remove the whole ovary.’ He watches Sealie’s face as he says this. ‘We’ll do our best to save it—but no guarantees.’


  Sealie gnaws at her lip but says nothing. She won’t meet his gaze.


  ‘It’s all outlined on the form,’ he continues, handing her a piece of paper. ‘Removal of cyst from left ovary. Permission to remove ovary if the surgeon deems it necessary.’ He pauses. ‘This is your opportunity to ask any questions.’


  Sealie sums up the courage. ‘What about . . .’ She bites her lip again. ‘Babies?’


  Penfold looks at her chart. ‘Let’s see . . . You’re forty-six . . . pre-menopausal. You have no children?’


  She shakes her head and he pats her hand in a fatherly gesture. ‘I’m sorry, my dear. At your age . . . your chances of pregnancy are quite—reduced anyway. With one ovary . . . that reduces the possibility by another fifty per cent.’


  ‘Do what you have to.’ Sealie signs the form and lies staring at the ceiling. She’s too tired to cry. She turns on her side and says goodbye to the child she has always believed was waiting in the shadows.
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  AS EXPECTED, SEALIE HAD AN ovary removed and is weak and teary. She has lost weight in the months since Hal’s return and, after visiting her in hospital, Mrs Mac is determined to give her a break.


  ‘That poor girl is worn out from out looking after other people. She needs looking after herself now and I’m telling them that the minute I get a chance.’


  Alice approves. ‘Good for you, Eil. Don’t you wear yourself out on those lazy sods.’ She’s getting on, is Alice. They both are. Still, Alice has always called a spade a spade. ‘I don’t like the thought of you in the same house as that madman. Why not take her away on a little holiday?’


  ‘Maybe when she’s a bit stronger. But not with me. A young girl’ (Mrs Mac still thinks of Sealie as a young girl) ‘doesn’t want to go on holiday with a woman old enough to be her—’


  Alice hears the tremor in her sister’s voice. ‘I hear Noosa’s nice,’ she says. ‘Of course nowadays a lot of folk go away to Bali or even Fiji.’


  Returning to the house, Mrs Mac calls a meeting. ‘I’ll cook,’ she says. ‘I’ll look after Sealie. Do her laundry. Clean her room. I’ll do for Moses—he’s my husband, after all. But you two . . .’ She narrows her eyes at Zav and Hal who are sitting as far away from each other as possible. ‘Apart from meals, you two will have to do for yourselves.’


  ‘Yes, Mrs Mac,’ they reply meekly.


  Sealie has contracted an infection, and it is five days before she’s discharged. When she comes home to the house that Hal built, she finds it populated as it had been so many years ago. There is her father, Hal; my father, Zav; Mrs Mac (to look after Sealie); and Godown (to look after Hal). Sealie herself completes the rollcall.


  [image: 9781742694580txt_0355_001]


  Zav finds the medication, and after removing several days’ worth, gives the little assemblage of bottles and packets to Godown. ‘Here. He trusts you.’


  Godown takes the responsibility reluctantly. He had hoped that their shared distress at Sealie’s collapse might have been the beginning of some kind of reconciliation, but Zav’s resolve is absolute. For Mrs Mac’s sake, and for day to day contingencies, he speaks to Godown. He is scrupulously polite in these encounters but resists real engagement.


  Upon his sister’s return, Zav immediately resumes his silence with his father.
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  Zav is often absent during the day. After breakfast, he tidies his room, maybe does a bit of laundry and then reports to MrsMac for duty. He learns how to vacuum, clean the bathroom, iron his own shirts. Mrs Mac watches him at these tasks and is pleased to see some vigour return to his demeanour. Tough love, she thinks. That’s what he’s needed all along. After doing his chores he sits a while with Sealie and then disappears on hisown errands.


  Activity is good for Zav, but so is responsibility. And he’s pleased that he is about to take responsibility for the blight on their lives. He still has the little capsules and pills he stole from Hal’s supply, and is waiting till the time is right. Sometimes at night, he takes them out and holds them in the palm of his hand. One is quite pretty, a transparent capsule with tiny coloured granules inside. It reminds him of the hundreds and thousands that Mrs Mac used to sprinkle on white bread for their birthday parties. Fairy bread, it was called. When he turned seven he told Mrs Mac that boys don’t eat fairy bread. He came to regret this, and always sneaked the leftover slices from Sealie’s parties.


  Zav needs a strategy. He has the means but needs both the knowledge and the opportunity. He doesn’t want to cause his father pain. He had scribbled down the name of the drugs before giving the containers to Godown, but even for those he can decipher, he has only a very hazy idea of what they might do. There are no relevant books in the local library. He needs specialised information. He overcomes his fear of computers and asks the librarian how to use the internet.


  ‘What are you looking for?’ she asks. ‘I’ll take you through the steps.’


  ‘Sardinia,’ he says for no particular reason. ‘I want information on Sardinia.’ And he becomes familiar with more than he ever cared to know about that island. Airports and ferries; the mining industry—bauxite, antimony, gold, lead and zinc, he learns. The librarian returns at intervals to see how he’s getting along. They both agree that Alghero looks like a nice little town. The librarian, recently single, can’t help him enough. Zav chafes with impatience, but knows from his crime novel reading that he can’t afford to rouse suspicion.


  He goes to another branch of the library and types in ‘Risperidol’. There is very little information beyond the fact that it is used in some cases of paranoid schizophrenia. He knows time is running out and decides to empty all the capsules and crushed tablets into Hal’s night-time hot chocolate. It should be easy enough to distract Godown.


  Zav will not allow himself to think beyond the act itself. He makes no plans to cover his tracks. Doesn’t care if he’s caught. This, he believes, is his one heroic gesture. He can avenge my murder while setting his sister and himself free. It never crosses his mind to wonder how Sealie might feel when her brother murders her father. From his point of view, it all seems so noble, so logical.


  What is there about my family that drives them, not only to kill, but to perceive this act as altruistic? There was a family legend of a great-great-something uncle in Peru who smothered his wife in her sleep. There’s no record of his reasons, but I’ll bet anything you like they included the greater good. Seriously, I’ve begun to wonder if there’s something dodgy in our genes.


  Zav needs to carry out his plan before Sealie is well enough to take over again. She accounts strictly when it comes to medication; he knows this from his own experience. He encourages Mrs Mac to be firm with her, to make her rest. It’s not difficult. She’s still weak. Her body and mind, finally having an excuse to rest, conspire to siphon off her energy, and she spends her days reading and napping. This lassitude is pleasant, almost addictive, and Sealie indulges herself. Gives herself permission to let go. Brenda visits with a casserole and an apple pie, and Cassie brings flowers and takes her to a film. Both women encourage her to take it easy. Scottie comes by after work and they sit and watch television like an old married couple. Mrs Mac incorporates him into the family meal and he takes on the dishwashing. A very nice young man, Mrs Mac frequently reminds Sealie, who responds with a noncommittal grin. She likes having him around but is not ready for another proposal. Zav seems to approve, and she wonders idly why she thought he would not. She’d be angry if she had the energy.


  By the third week, the weather is warm enough for her to spend some time outside on the banana lounge Zav bought for her. She’s grateful beyond all proportion for this sign that her brother cares. Pleased to see evidence of his hitherto infrequent thoughtfulness.
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  Hal takes a week to recover from the drama of Sealie’s collapse. The steel-grey shards of noise have come and gone and he strains to understand the red, staccato voices that snap at his consciousness like terriers. Mercifully, before their message is delivered, he himself is delivered by Godown who is now in charge of his drug regime. The spring envelops Hal with an intensity of green and he spends much of his time in the garden. He’s gentle with Sealie, bringing her a rug if a breeze springs up, a book, a cup of tea. Sometimes he sits beside her. They don’t say much, but it feels like absolution.


  Zav comes and goes and Hal’s eyes follow him with a hungry sort of love.
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  Hal is playing cribbage with Godown. ‘Can I ask you a favour?’


  ‘Sure can.’


  ‘I need to do a couple of things. Can you drive me? It’ll only take a day or two.’


  Godown asks what he wants and organises to take Hal away for a few days. Zav has planned his move for the same week. He’s put it off twice. He’ll have to put it off again. Well, he doesn’t really have to, but in fact, he’s relieved to have an excuse.


  With Godown at the wheel, Hal reverses the journey he made with Sealie less than a year ago. The fields are greener now, and the sheep, shorn and vulnerable looking, mill about in the flat paddocks. Hal looks with curiosity at the town he never visited. Seems like a nice place, he thinks. I wonder if Mad Mollie’s living in one of these streets? He scrutinises each figure as the car passes through the town and finally pulls up at the gates of Aradale. There is a skeleton staff caring for the few patients who haven’t yet been relocated, and a team of archivists, collecting and collating all the sad, mad, forgotten lives and storing them in boxes. Sealie would understand this, but Hal feels forlorn as he looks at the now unkempt garden and hears the echo of empty rooms. He stands in the doorway, gnawing at his thumbnail.


  Emil is now Deputy Charge Nurse and he greets the visitors with cool professionalism. ‘Nice to see you, Hal. You want to spend some time in the garden?’ Hal nods and they thank Emil before taking the winding gravel path behind the administration block.


  Hal looks back at Emil. ‘He wouldn’t win a medal now. Not with all that extra weight.’ This remark puzzles Godown, but he doesn’t comment.


  They turn the corner and Hal begins to run in an awkward lope that takes him across the lawn with remarkable speed. Godown falls back, leaving Hal to greet his beloved tree.


  The tree is in full leaf but the green is fresh and tender. Not long ago, thinks Hal, these branches were bare, stretching out nobbled fingers to clutch the white-cold air. He always hated to see the tree like that, looking for all the world as though it were dead. With his heightened senses, he had often breached the woody covering and run his hands through the cold, secret rivers of sap, spellbound, frozen by winter’s sorcery. At those times, in the thrall of the tree’s stillness, he could never recall that return to life he is now witnessing.


  He stands back to take in the tree’s hugeness—its solid trunk, its broad roots, its branches, like the ribs of an umbrella scooping him in under the safety of its awning. His eye is sated and now he must touch the tree—run his hands up the trunk, feel the roughness of the bark under his fingertips. His questing hand moves on to a leaf. He touches it reverently. The green of hope. Renewal.


  Now it’s time for his ritual. He takes out the tattered bookmark with the old photograph and smiles at the faded images. He has forgotten all about Godown, who waits patiently on a nearby seat. He performs his ritual with care, touching each image and reciting his mantra. Keep them safe. This time he has no need to add to the house. It’s finished. All he needs now is a key. This ritual is to cut the key. Then the house he has been building all these long years will be complete. He will leave the key in the lock. He can’t be sure when his loved ones will want to move to their new home, but he must be prepared. He chuckles in sheer delight. He’s done it. Despite the voices no-one else can hear, despite the efforts of various psychiatrists, he has never wavered in his goal. He holds his hands above his head, as though he has won an Olympic medal. A marathon, he thinks. It’s been a marathon.


  He gives the tree an affectionate pat. ‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘Goodbye.’


  They stay in Ararat overnight, and all evening, Godown feels Hal’s suppressed excitement. He doesn’t comment. His friend’s mood changes are only too familiar.


  Hal has one more errand. They leave after breakfast the next morning and reach the narrow terrace house in the early afternoon. Chloe and Ariadne are expecting them. They have changed little over the years, their finely sculpted faces smiling gravely as they usher the two men into the living room, where the collected sea-things serve to confirm Hal’s belief. He waits patiently while the women speak to Godown, who leaves, telling Hal he’ll wait for him.


  When he finds himself outside again, Godown can’t remember anything that was said. Was anything said at all? How long was I in there? he wonders. He remembers only one thing—each woman kissing him on one cheek, then the other before gesturing for him to leave.


  ‘Goodbye, dear Pastor.’


  Now he is standing by the gate, struggling with a sense of abandonment.


  When Godown’s footsteps have faded, the women extend their hands and Hal obediently completes the circle. A breeze, as insubstantial as thought, touches his face. It carries the smell of salt, of seaweedy rocks, of sun-warmed sand. The waves roll in, hypnotically regular—surge after surge of foam-flecked green. A massive wave engulfs him and just as his lungs are bursting, it flings him onto the sand where he lies, depleted. Now he’s caressed by wavelets, lapping at the soles of his feet, rippling over his back, singing sad, secret ballads in his grieving ear. He is deliciously cool. Washed by these precise waves, his long-tortured spirit experiences a moment of reprieve.


  What he hears in this circle is the summer blue angel-song. Within its ambit he is safe from the noises, the colours, the Voice that tormented him through the years. Chloe and Ariadne have sung him to a place where he can take some rest.


  ‘It’s time to go,’ Chloe says and they release his hands.


  ‘Thank you,’ Hal says. ‘Thank you for everything.’


  My grandfather is not cured of course. There is no cure. But I must say he looks a lot more at peace with himself when he leaves that house. Godown sees this and swallows his resentment. Hal needs all the help he can get.


  That night, Hal sleeps in the room, in the bed he shared with Paulina. Godown is the only one who knows and he gives Hal his nightly medication without comment. The next morning, Hal cannot remember his dreams but in that half-state between sleeping and waking, he feels cocooned in something warm as wool, soft as silk. A shawl woven with loving hands. When he awakes fully, the sensation is all but gone, and try as he might to clutch it to him, it dissolves, leaving him fragile and exposed.
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  That same night, in the secrecy of the dusty round room, Zav is using a mortar and pestle to crush an array of pills. He can’t wait any longer. Sealie is getting better by the day. Tomorrow, he’ll empty the powder into his father’s cocoa.


  


  6


  I DON’T WANT YOU TO think that my father finds murder an easy option. Neither should you think that he is excused because of his depression, because of his experiences in Vietnam. He is as sane as any of us and that makes his planned killing a murder. Before, during, and after the event, he will be fit to plead. He plans to plead guilty. That will help everyone move on, he thinks.


  Zav spends the morning in his room, watching, pacing, checking his little packet of death and for the hundredth time, rationalising his decision. His father has ruined all their lives. They need to move on. He murdered his granddaughter, Zav’s only child. An eye for an eye, then. He has no qualms regarding patricide versus infanticide. He savours the thought of revenge and finds it sweet indeed. And he never loved me, the child in Zav wails. Never loved his own son. Ironically, he would be doing the old man a favour. Put him out of his misery, the mad bastard.


  All good, even logical, reasons to kill, if you’re that way inclined. But remember, Zav is not a killer. During his short tour of duty, he had witnessed the awful and prosaic fact of death. He still dreams about it, and the thought of inflicting this final oblivion on his father dries the saliva from his mouth, sets his hands trembling. He looks out the window and sees Hal settling down in the chair beside Sealie. He is talking to her with earnest intensity, the loose skin hanging from his bare arms touching and vulnerable.


  Zav moves away and sits on his rumpled bed. His head is beginning to ache and he is unaware that his fists are painfully clenched. Hal always loved his sister best. Always. He has a sudden vision of his father the night Sealie collapsed. He was crouched over his daughter, his whole body willing her to be okay. And his face . . . Zav is ambushed by a long-buried memory. His face was the face Zav saw all those years ago when he woke up in the hospital bed. His father had been holding his hand and the face Zav saw from his pillow was frantic with worry and love.


  That fragile memory is enough to stay his hand. Shaking with relief, he goes to the bathroom, empties the packet into the handbasin, turns on the tap. The powder coagulates, and he pushes it towards the plughole where the water swirls it away. He looks in horror at the residue on his finger and turns the tap on harder. It’s gone in an instant. He stares at his wet hand. He needs to cry. Resisting that urge, he rings Will. He doesn’t want to be alone today.
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  Hal and Sealie sit in the pale spring sunshine.


  ‘Sealie?’ She looks up from her book. ‘Do you still miss Mum?’


  ‘I don’t remember her very well. But, yes. It would have been nice to have a mum.’


  ‘I tried to be a good dad.’


  ‘I know.’


  ‘I tried to be a good grandfather, too.’ Sealie braces herself. Moves fractionally away from him. Looks down at her book.


  ‘I love you all. You. Zav. Paulina. Grace. I took care of each of you in the only way I knew how.’ Sealie continues to stare at a page where the words dance before her eyes like flying insects.


  Hal stands up and rubs his head in a gesture of defeat. ‘You were good to me when no-one else would speak to me. You do understand why I did it?’


  She knew what he meant but couldn’t give the answer he wanted. Taking his hand, she says, ‘You were sick. In your mind—you were sick.’


  Hal tries to explain. ‘I’m not asking to be forgiven or excused. I just need you to understand. You do understand, don’t you?’


  Sealie shakes her head. ‘I don’t understand anything beyond your illness. That way I can forgive you, whether you want forgiveness or not.’


  Hal gives a tremulous smile and brings her hand to his lips. ‘Then I’ll have to make do with that,’ he says.


  On his way up to the bathroom, Hal stops at Zav’s door and knocks softly.


  ‘Zav?’


  The door remains closed.


  ‘Zav. Just a few minutes. I need you to understand.’


  The door opens and he’s met with Zav’s cold stare. ‘Go away.’


  Hal feels a surge of pity for this man, his son. ‘Yes. I think that’s for the best.’ Mrs Mac is preparing lunch when Hal comes in and stands watching her quietly.


  He picks up the knife and begins to butter the bread. Mrs Mac deals with the fillings.


  ‘We need Vegemite,’ he says. ‘Vegemite for Zav.’


  Mrs Mac looks up, surprised. ‘Zav’s gone out. Anyway, he hasn’t had Vegemite sandwiches since he was in primary school.’


  ‘He used to like them. Time goes by so fast.’


  ‘That it does. We’re none of us getting any younger.’


  ‘I wonder why I called you Mrs Mac, all those years. It’s Eileen, isn’t it?’


  ‘I’ve always been Mrs Mac in this house.’


  ‘I’m sorry, Eileen. They were bad voices, the ones that told me to send you away.’


  Eileen swallows a lump in her throat. ‘I know that.’


  Hal gets the Vegemite from the pantry. ‘I might have Vegemite myself, today,’ he says.
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  After lunch, it’s customary for Hal to take a nap. Instead, he asks Godown to come with him and sit a while in the garden. Zav has gone to Will’s and Brenda is driving Sealie to her doctor’s appointment. ‘Mrs Mac’s gone shopping,’ Sealie tells Godown. ‘We’re meeting her at the coffee shop afterwards. Can you put on the roast at five if we’re not back?’


  The two old men settle in their chairs and Godown tips his hat over his face. ‘Siesta time,’ he says, and is soon snoring loudly. Hal sits quietly, with his hands in his lap. He is not in the least tired. He looks at his watch. Not quite time yet. Glancing back at Godown, he walks over to the magnolia and settles himself with his back against the trunk, watching for the sleeping man to wake up.


  ‘Hal?’ Godown looks at the empty chair.


  ‘Over here.’ Hal waits while his old friend comes over, his face still blurred with sleep.


  ‘What you doin’ over here?’


  ‘Waiting.’


  ‘What you waitin’ for?’


  Hal ignores the question. ‘Will you do me a favour, Pastor?’


  Godown nods. ‘If I can.’


  ‘Will you sing for me?’


  Relieved at such a simple request, Godown is happy to oblige. ‘What do you want me to sing?’


  ‘Can you sing “Amazing Grace” for me?’


  Godown’s reply is barely audible. ‘I can’t, Hal. I can’t.’ The need in Hal’s eyes is so strong, that Godown has to look away. ‘I can sing somethin’ else.’ Anything else. Anything else.


  ‘I’ll never ask another thing of you.’


  So Godown sings my song, his voice thick with grief.


  Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound


  That saved a wretch like me


  I once was lost, but now I’m found


  Was blind but now I see.


  As Hal leans back against his wife’s tree, the old hymn penetrates his skin and flows along his veins until it is flesh of his flesh. Godown sings the second verse and then stops as Hal’s shaky tenor joins him.


  Through many dangers, toils and snares


  I have already come.


  ’Tis Grace that leads me safe thus far


  And Grace that leads me home.


  Hal stands up and brushes down his pants. ‘I’ll be off, then,’ he says. ‘God bless you, Moses. And thank you.’


  ‘You’re sure Hal?’


  ‘Very sure.’


  ‘Is it the voices?’


  ‘No. The voices are gone. This is me.’


  ‘It’s a sin, Hal. I’m bound to tell you that.’


  ‘Only if it’s done in despair.’


  Godown kisses his old friend on both cheeks. ‘Peace,’ he says. ‘Peace be with you.’


  Brushing away his tears, Godown watches as Hal walks out the gate and down the path to the river. He should stop him. It’s the final sin against the Holy Ghost. But Moses B. Washbourne has always served Hal’s will above his own, even above God’s.


  As Hal rounds the corner out of sight, Godown raises his hand in a salute—or maybe it’s a blessing.
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  ‘SO YOU DIDN’T FIND A letter?’ They all shake their heads. The detective doesn’t care. One less nutter to worry about, he thinks. There is a letter, though. Two, in fact. One for Sealie and one for my father. Neither of them has been opened.


  ‘No signs that he was planning to do himself in, then?’ They shudder collectively at the crudity of expression and shake their heads again. They had all known on some level, so they didn’t quite meet the detective’s eye. It’s family business. Nothing to do with this red-faced stranger.


  ‘The body is on its way to the Coroner’s office. We’ll be in touch.’ They stand, staring at him, until he says, ‘I’ll see myself out.’


  They are alone again, and in silent agreement go to their separate rooms. Godown and Mrs Mac wonder about a letter. Neither Sealie nor Zav has told them yet. They haven’t even told each other.


  Sealie’s letter is short. She opens it as soon as she’s alone.


  Dearest Sealie, (it says in strong black ink) Dearest Sealie.


  I hope you understand. I am setting us all free. You were my rock, my dear, dear child, but it’s time.


  Your loving father


  Heraldo Rodriguez


  Sealie hasn’t been fully aware of the weight she has carried all these years. You get used to anything. I am setting us all free. Sealie reads and re-reads this sentence and instead of feeling grateful, she is overwhelmed by feelings of anger and abandonment. After all she has done for him, her father has left her. What meaning does her life have if he no longer needs her care? Conflicted and lonely, she sits on her bed, clutching the letter.


  Grief is never simple. Within its net we find guilt, regret, fear, love and, in some dark corner, a shameful relief. Sealie grieves for what might have been. She grieves for what was. She grieves for her ‘real father’ and for the sad, deluded man who was driven to destroy all the things he loved best. Her tears are hot and silent. They constrict her throat with a hard, painful lump. She sits for a very long time.


  She is honest with herself. As the night unfolds and there are no more tears to cry, she has to acknowledge that relief has become her dominant emotion. She’s free. They all are. Especially her poor, sick father. Sealie finally falls asleep feeling weightless and cleansed.
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  Zav prepares for bed and sits, turning the letter in his hand. Why was it addressed to him and not Sealie? It had been slipped under his door sometime between his last meeting with his father and Hal’s walk to the river. The letter crackles with intent and he resists its clamour. He could just destroy it. As likely as not, it’s the ranting of a madman. Putting it on his bedside table, he lies on top of the quilt, hands behind his head and tries not to think.


  He wakes up feeling stiff and chilled. It’s three twenty-seven, hours before dawn, and he’s wide awake. The letter lies incandescent, next to the clock. Zav knows he has to read it, not for his sake but for Sealie’s. Surely his father would have some message for the child who stood by him. He fumbles for his reading glasses and opens the letter. There is one page of his father’s neat, square hand. Zav recognises the strange flourish on the Z. ZZZZZZZZZed for ZZZZZZZZZZav, his father used to say. ZZZZZZZZav I’ll give you this chocolate frog if you can count to a ZZZZZZZZillion. That was before his mother died. Maybe before Sealie was born.


  One, two, three, the little boy would chant. Four, five, six . . .


  Tell you what, Hal would say. You can have it if you get to ten.


  Zav smiles in spite of himself and returns to the letter.


  Dear Zav, (he reads)


  Dear, dear Zav. I’ll be gone by the time you read this. Perhaps you won’t read it and you’ll never know the things I need to tell you. I need to tell you because there are things you need to know. If you have been kind enough to come this far, please don’t stop now.


  The first thing you need to know is that I love you. Always have. It’s hard, being the father of a boy. I tried to make you tough and independent but I lost you somewhere along the way. If we’re honest, we’ll agree that by the time you left for Vietnam, you were glad to get away. But I prayed for you every day you were there. Every night, too. I can guess that you probably have that pitying look you always had when I spoke of prayer. Don’t be too cynical. Prayer’s just another way of loving.


  Zav is reading intently, turning to the lamp so he can see more easily. How he would loved to have known this as a boy. But how? What would he have said, at ten, say, if Hal had hugged him? Told him he was loved? He’d have squirmed away, embarrassed, because that’s what boys did. His father wasn’t so different from any other father in that respect. But other boys had a mother. Zav sighs with pity for his young self.


  The next thing you need to know is that I have spent much of my life in the grip of mental illness. (So what’s new? thinks Zav, reading on.) There are moments of clarity. I’m writing this letter in what I hope is one of these moments, but I can never tell. I can’t be sure, but right now there are no voices and the world seems safe. There are times when I’m so depressed I can barely walk. Then there are the voices. How can I explain what it’s like when every waking hour, there are voices mocking you, shouting obscenities, poisoning your thoughts? They tell me who I can trust. There are so many people I can’t trust. The world can be a frightening place.


  He’s right there. Zav flashes back to the tropical heat, the sound of gunfire, the silent shadows flitting through the jungle.


  I want to tell you about Grace . . .


  Zav closes his eyes. All this talk of love, of fear—so persuasive. But Grace—how can he even write her name?


  I took Grace from you. I struggled with God, but his holy will was clear. At that moment, the evil voices were silent and I know that it was God speaking to me. She was too good, too pure and I had to save her. I argued with God. Pleaded with Him. But that’s because I was selfish. I wanted to keep her here, in our world, with us.


  Zav groans, holding his head in his hands.


  I want to give her back to you.


  What the fuck is he saying?


  Your daughter, Grace, was truly a gift of God. She had those huge grey eyes you all had, and she’d look at people quite steadily, as though she was working them out. I don’t know how else to put it. She smiled when she was just a few weeks old and her smile lit up the dreariest day. She had black hair, just like you, and chubby little cheeks. Her favourite games were This Little Piggy and Round and Round the Garden. She was so smart. As soon as you’d start Round and Round, you’d see the twinkle in her eye. She was only a baby, but she remembered. She loved the tickly bit. She’d giggle and wriggle and screw up her nose, just the way Kate did when she laughed. Poor Kate. I loved her too.


  She really enjoyed her bath. She’d slap at the water and scream her head off when we got her out. I bought her a little yellow duck—she liked to watch it bounce. She wasn’t quite able to pick it up, but you could tell she wanted to.


  She loved her teddy. Especially when I made him tickle her tummy. Sealie bought her fairy wings once. She looked just like a little fairy too, all smiling and cute. There’s a photo somewhere. Ask Sealie.


  Zav puts a hand to his face and feels the tears that scald his cheeks. They have squeezed their way out one by one— painful, fat, unfamiliar drops, oozing, sliding, gathering speed. He wipes his eyes as a child might, using the back of his hand.


  The photo—Kate had left him a photo. He swings his legs over the bed and rummages in the top drawer—and finds me. I’ve been there all this time—waiting.


  He peers at the photo. Yes—there’s the smile, the black hair, the crinkled nose, just as Hal had described. He touches the image of my toes. This Little Piggy . . . He doesn’t know Round and Round the Garden. He would have, given half a chance. He says my name aloud. ‘Grace—Grace.’ The sibilance slides into the surrounding dark.


  My name. My father has spoken my name.


  He is crying with abandon now. Great, wracking sobs shake his whole body. The faces of the dying and wounded turn mercifully away. The shut, fear-filled faces in the villages retreat. The silent rubber-shod figures fall back. They are not gone, but they give way to horror and grief on a human scale.


  This is my moment. I have found the shore I’ve been seeking. As my father sobs in his rumpled bed, he finds space in his heart for me.
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  MY STORY HAS ENDED, BUT I want to look one more time at my brave aunt Sealie, the woman who now, in middle age, finds herself all at once without an anchor. She has no compass to guide her, no reference point for the freedom she has been given. For so many years, there have been three men in her life: Hal, Zav and Scottie.


  Now Hal has gone.


  Zav is not going to stay either. ‘We’re free to do what we want now,’ he tells her. ‘I’m going to travel for a year or two.’ He smiles. ‘Time I found myself.’


  Sealie, once so necessary to him, feels abandoned. (Honestly, who can blame her?) ‘When?’ she says, ‘Do you have to go straight away?’


  Unused to considering other people’s feelings, Zav’s response is matter-of-fact. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll stay till we sell the house. And help you to find a place, of course. What? What’s the matter?’


  Sealie is crying. ‘I’ll miss you—that’s all.’


  ‘Of course. I’m sorry, Seal.’ Zav only now remembers how it felt when he thought he was losing her. ‘Here.’ He puts his arms around her. ‘You have a life now. I’ve relied on you for too long.’ He steps away so he can look her in the eye. Wills her to understand. ‘I can never repay you for all you’ve done. It sounds hard, I know, but we must learn to live our own lives.’


  That’s quite a perceptive speech for Zav the Obtuse. Still, better late than never.


  After allowing Sealie a mourning period, Scottie asks her to marry him. Being romantic at heart, he chooses to do this under the magnolia, where they sit for the last time as the shadows lengthen around them.


  Sealie has been expecting this and has rehearsed her response. Despite her procrastination, despite his marriage, despite the number of times they had broken off their relationship, he remained steadfast. ‘You’re free now,’ he says, ‘and I want to marry you more than ever.’


  The years rewind and she sees the blushing, red-haired young soldier, fumbling with his box of chocolates. Now here he is, a middle-aged man, with slightly sagging jowls, faded, thinning hair and the small, rimless glasses, without which he could barely see a yard in front of him. His smile is almost too kind to bear.


  Without his loyal support she doubts that she could have survived with her own sanity. Now he wants them to spend the rest of their lives together. The rest of their lives. The rest of her life. But how much life has she had so far? She is forty-six and her life was arrested at the age of nineteen. Even before she left primary school she had been old beyond her years. Mature, responsible, caring. That’s how people described her. What she wants now is to be young again. To start afresh. I don’t want to be tied down. That sentence, running on a kind of loop through her mind, contains the fear at the heart of her thinking.


  Despite her preparation, she begins as she always has. ‘You know I love you . . .’


  For too many years, Scottie has heard sentences that begin like this. He waits, grim-faced, for the ‘but’.


  Sealie feels her colour rise. ‘It’s hard to explain. After all you’ve done for me . . . I just can’t go on as before. Scottie . . . Dear, dear Scottie . . .’ She rummages wildly, discarding one thought after another. Where are all those well-rehearsed sentences? The kind, thoughtful responses she had crafted? I can’t be responsible for your happiness when I don’t know what happiness is. As soon as she retrieves this sentence, it slips away. She places her hand over his. It’s inert, and cold to her touch. When she speaks, her voice is so low that he can barely hear her. Rather, he senses the vibrations, feels the words as they trace their pattern on his resisting brain. ‘I can’t remember waking up . . .’ Sealie finally blurts out a fully formed sentence. ‘I’ve never woken up and thought, Today belongs to me.’ She gives him a bleak little smile. ‘You’re my dearest friend. Please understand.’


  He removes his hand from her grasp. He has finally lost her for good. He licks dry lips and can taste only bitterness.


  ‘If you send me away now, I won’t be back.’


  ‘I’m so sorry, Scottie. I truly am.’


  Scottie leaves without another word and Sealie’s remorseful grey eyes follow him as he crosses the lawn, hands jammed deep in his pockets. She hears the gate squeak open, then shut. The sun has gone down and the air is chill. She clutches her cardigan across her chest, bows her head, and walks slowly back to the house.
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  ‘Did you see the date on your letter?’ Sealie and Zav are at the gate. Zav is wearing a backpack. ‘Four months ago, he wrote them. Can you imagine—he planned this all along.’


  ‘He was right about one thing, I suppose. We’re free to live our lives now.’ But she still didn’t want him to go.


  Zav hugs her tightly. ‘Look after yourself, Little Sis.’


  ‘You, too.’ Sealie, hiding her tears, waves Zav out of sight. She walks back up the path, smiling faintly as she looks at the shiny sports car that’s parked where her old Toyota once stood. She had asked them to spray it yellow. She wanted something cheerful.


  Within days, her home will be a pile of rubble; a few days after that, a cleared block of land, looking, she supposes, much as it looked when Hal envisaged that wonderful wedding present for his bride.


  The magnolia is in bloom. She walks over and takes a few petals to press in her father’s Bible which finally, she couldn’t bring herself to discard. The petals are cool and velvet-soft. She holds them to her cheek and looks back at the window, at the lonely figure of a woman, her face pressed against the glass. She hesitates, but is tempted only briefly. That woman no longer exists and the image crumbles away like an empty chrysalis—Sealie has emerged from that dark place and her cramped and crumpled wings open to the light. The power she feels is physical; it cannot be contained, so she celebrates her strength in the only way she knows. Turning to the tree, she curtsies, then raising her arms, begins to dance.


  I’m here. They are all here—all the ghost dancers from the wedding. They swoop and circle with long-practised grace, but Sealie, who each year watched from the window, no longer sees them. No longer needs to see them, so they fade one by one.


  


  Exodus


  THAT NIGHT SEALIE FINISHES HER packing. There are already boxes and two suitcases in the hall ready for the removalist. She’s surprised at how little she needs of the forty-six years she has accumulated.


  There’s just one more task. She climbs the stairs to the attic and rummages around in a trunk until she finds a white vinyl beauty case. Years ago, Mrs Mac had given it to her for Christmas. Men don’t understand what a girl needs, Mrs Mac explained. It’ll be just the thing for your stage makeup and shoes. Sealie’s young self had been overjoyed. All the other girls had one. Mrs Mac had noticed, of course. That was what she did.


  Sealie opens the case and empties out the old jars and lipsticks and wipes the inside with a cloth she has bought with her for the purpose. The first thing she puts in is the little Japanese box, where her mother’s pearls still lie. She touches them lightly and then opens a biscuit tin with the picture of a Highland lass dancing against a background of snowy mountains. Among the bits and bobs within, she finds the leather-covered book of psalms that Godown gave her for her thirteenth birthday. She places it in the case with a lot more reverence than she had treated it when it was new. This is for later, the pastor said. You’ll be in need of a song one day. Sealie had thanked him before storing the book away unopened. She puts it in the case and promises herself to ask Godown to find a psalm for her new life. She smiles as she imagines his delight. It has taken her thirty-three years to understand what he meant.


  She opens and then closes the trunk with her ballet mementos—opens it again and takes out her first ballet shoes. Black for practice. She finds her nurse’s watch and sees that it stopped at eight forty-five. She can remember the year she put it there, but not the date. She winds it and finds, to her astonishment, that the second hand begins to sweep its cycle. She puts it in the box with Paulina’s pearls. Not for long, she promises the sternly functional timepiece. I’ll be needing you.


  She is wearing the aquamarine pendant that Scottie gave her. She takes it off, and after some hesitation, places it beside the pearls. Scottie was a big part of her life and she will not deny him his rightful place among her memories.


  She has left the cream cardboard box until last. She unties the ribbon and takes out the photos. She keeps only two—one of Zav in his uniform, the other of me, sitting on a sofa wearing fairy wings. She is leaving the past behind, but acknowledges the people, the events that have made her who she is.


  She has all she needs now so my task, my tale, is done.


  She stands a moment on the threshold, then simply shuts the door. The bulldozers can deal with the remnants. As the lock clicks into place, she feels a little shiver of excitement. Tomorrow. The first day to be truly hers. Swinging the beauty case, Sealie skips down the stairs, feeling lighter than she has for years.
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