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PRAISE FOR INHERITANCE

‘We have lost a fine writer in Kath O’Connor. Her steadfast, calm heart shines through here, though – empathetic, courageous and incisive. In this unsparing account of illness and love, wound through with a story of political activism and its legacies, you can feel her questing for answers in a world which can blindside us with grief, joy, solace and above all the mystery of our own mortality.’

Cate Kennedy

‘[When I finished this book,] I put it down reluctantly, sad to leave it. What a deeply humane and enthralling story, and so lovingly wrought from the sad circumstances of the author’s reality. I’m sure it will find a place in the hearts of its readers.’ 

Alex Miller

‘The centre of the drama is a faulty gene. In this poised, intense, and heart-breaking novel, Kath O’Connor, step by step, across the years, leads her readers towards an unpredicted resolution.’ 

Carmel Bird
 
‘A brilliant and moving debut novel from a prodigious talent. The two connected storylines – contemporary and historical – are all the more poignant in the knowledge of O’Connor’s passing. The grace and wisdom of these compelling characters linger long after the last page, a reminder to live every moment – and of what we leave behind. Inheritance is a gift, with each sentence something to cherish, against the loss of the literary career O’Connor would surely have had ahead of her.’ 

Inga Simpson

‘Oh Kath! How I wish I could tell you how much I admire your book. Your talent and your bravery shine through on every page.’

Beth Wilson, OA





Kath O’Connor was a general practitioner, writer, swimmer and medical editor. She had essays and articles published in Eureka Street, the Australian Family Physician and the Medical Journal of Australia. Inheritance was completed after Kath won an Affirm Press mentorship. She was diagnosed with ovarian cancer in 2015 and wrote this novel while living with cancer, through many treatments and their side-effects. After Kath’s diagnosis, she discovered that she shared a BRCA1 gene mutation with her grandmother, who died from the same disease in 1950. Kath lived in Castlemaine with her partner and their animals, and died in 2019 at only forty-five years old.
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We are survivors of immeasurable events,

Flung upon some reach of land,

Small, wet miracles without instructions,

Only the imperative of change.

Rebecca Elson

For all the dinners are cooked; the plates and cups washed; the children sent to school and gone out into the world. Nothing remains of it all. All has vanished. No biography or history has a word to say about it. And the novels, without meaning to, inevitably lie.

Virginia Woolf





Clear signal, 2016

Rose stares at the pulse of the cursor in the box marked ‘cause of death’.

Death certificates are done online these days, all drop-down menus and mandatory fields with a simple ‘submit’ button at the end. Rose thinks this takes the ceremony out of it; she misses the scratch of pen on paper.

She always gets stuck on ‘cause of death’. In the end, everybody dies from cardiac arrest and respiratory failure – the shutting down of the pump and the bellows. But the Coroner’s office needs more detail, and finding the right words always feels more like a philosophical decision than a scientific one. How far back should she go? What weight should she give to one bodily function over another? 

Mrs Liu had been eighty-two. Recently, her potassium levels had gone sky-high, and the final event was probably a short-circuiting of the electrical activity in her heart. She’d only had one kidney, and had renal failure, coronary artery disease, a damaged heart from previous heart attacks and scarred lungs from smoking. The renal tumour that had partially blocked the flow of urine from her remaining functioning kidney was the last straw. There was a stent and some chemo but, at some stage, she had simply lost the will to live. She’d instructed Rose to withdraw active treatment – a decision that had seemed reasonable to everyone involved – and she’d died while she was waiting for a hospice bed, under a cloud of morphine and midazolam, turned regularly by the nursing staff to prevent bedsores, and watched over by a line of the German porcelain dolls she’d collected, brought in by her daughter to make the room seem more like home.

The phone rings, sharp and high, and so close to the edge that it vibrates itself off the desk, sending a pile of papers careening after it. She reaches under the desk. A private number.

‘Rosey. It’s Jack.’

‘Hi. Is everything okay? I thought we were seeing you next week.’

‘Everything’s fine. Well. I just wanted to tell you something. I’m going to be away next week so I won’t get the chance to … Nigel will be here of course and it’s supposed to be face to face but—’

‘Jack.’

‘I did want to tell you myself.’

She and Jack were at uni together. She knows the way his mind works – he is constantly sifting through things and weighing them up, looking for the correct thing to do – what is fair, what is right. At uni, he was a vegan. He’s since softened to a vegetarian, but he still reads food labels in great detail and still quizzes waiters at restaurants, wanting to know the origins of every morsel. When faced with a complex diagnostic problem, he’s single-minded. He furrows his brow, and then reads and researches into the small hours. Even if it takes days or weeks, his brow doesn’t soften until he’s cracked it. Rose used to think his perfectionism would make him the perfect doctor but she’s no longer so sure. Living with uncertainty is essential to practising medicine in the real world. His conviction that there is always a right thing to do, a right way to proceed, has made him prone to prevarication, never quite persuaded by his own opinions. He will have sat at his desk this evening, hand hovering over the phone, wondering if he should treat Rose like any other patient and make her wait until her appointment, or let her know the moment he knows something. From the beginning, she’s wondered about the awkward position she might be putting him in by placing herself under his care, and making his mental gymnastics – the possible conundrums – even more complicated. But he’s the best fertility specialist she knows.

‘Spit it out, Jack.’

‘The BRCA was positive.’

‘Really? Wow. I didn’t think …’

‘Neither did I. I actually wondered whether we should bother testing for it. Good thing we did.’

‘I was low risk. I was surprised when you recommended it.’

‘I did wonder if it was worth the cost.’ There was no Medicare rebate for her.

‘Worth it in hindsight. You can weed out the offending gene in the lab before implantation.’

They are already talking shop. It’s easier than discussing what the result means for her beyond the IVF.

‘One or two?’

‘One. An unusual mutation though. More common in Chinese populations.’

Rose tries to focus on what she knows about BRCA1. The information rockets about in her brain too fast to contemplate – like she is flicking through a library card catalogue, the little yellow type-written cards flying out of the drawer and onto the floor before she can read them.

‘Are you still there?’

‘Yes.’ Rose swallows. Her mouth has gone dry.

‘Look, it’s a big shock I know. I think you should let Nigel take you through it next week. Step by step.’

‘Sure. Yes. I will. Are you on holidays?’

‘Just a conference.’

Rose wonders if Jack really is away next week, or whether he is trying to move her sideways to Nigel so she can have the hard conversations with him. She wouldn’t blame him if he did. Treating colleagues is always fraught.

She presses the call end button and stares at her phone. She can feel the pulse in the tips of her fingers. She closes her eyes and pushes a full, quick breath out through her mouth, pressing her belly down and looking for the pause at the end of breath. She tilts herself beyond the precipice of her empty lungs, daring herself to sit in that empty space for five seconds, ten seconds, fifteen. She used to do this when she was a child and bored, or frustrated, or both. She sees the familiar flashes of light in the space in front of her eyes, feels the hunger for breath in the centre of her chest, senses the power of her need to breathe again. To suck on life.

She opens her eyes. Everything is exactly the same. The spilled papers on the floor, the grain in the polished wood of her desk, the neat row of books on the shelf beside her, the harsh central light reflecting off the steel of the sink, the collection of coloured antique pharmacy bottles on the top of the old dresser, the ticking of the clock, the heavy winter coat hanging on the back of the closed door.

The literature describes BRCA1 and BRCA2 as caretaker genes, responsible for DNA repair. A mutation in either increases risk of breast and ovarian cancer. A BRCA2 mutation also increases the risk of prostate and pancreatic cancer (BRCA1 may slightly increase the risk of prostate cancer but it’s inconclusive).

She is struck by the word caretaker – the caretaker is missing. It’s such a gentle word and out of place alongside the rest of the jargon. She finds some recent statistics on the Peter Mac hospital website: BRCA1 carries a 72 per cent lifetime risk of breast cancer and a 44 per cent lifetime risk of ovarian cancer. She can reduce her risk with increased screening, possibly with medication, and with surgery. A total hysterectomy reduces the ovarian cancer risk to almost nothing and halves the breast cancer risk. A bilateral mastectomy reduces breast cancer to less than the general population. Having both reduces the overall cancer risk by 90 per cent.

The phone rings again. Another private number.

‘Jack?’

There is no response. She can hear the bings of monitors and IV pumps.

‘Hello?’

‘Oh, hi. Sorry.’ A young voice. An English accent. ‘Rose King?’

‘Yes.’ She rests the phone under her chin and starts to shuffle her paperwork.

‘Your father is Ernest King? Ernie?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, he’s here with us at the moment, in the emergency department.’

Rose sighs. Her dad spends half his life in the Castlemaine Health emergency department. His usual doctor has stopped calling her. There’s nothing anyone can do. Ernie just keeps drinking.

‘Where’s Graham? He knows Ernie well, he usually—’

‘I don’t know a Graham. Does he work here? I’m calling from Bendigo Health. I’m Dr Richards, the surgical resident. I’m admitting your dad.’

‘Bendigo?’

‘Ernie fell over at home and fractured his femur. They’re operating tonight, to pin the bone.

‘Ah.’

‘Anyway, the reason I’m calling is … he wasn’t found for a day and a half, we think – he’s not a hundred per cent clear when he actually fell – but now he’s withdrawing and very distressed. We think he’s having some visual hallucinations. He keeps talking about a Ruth someone. We’re managing the withdrawal – he’s soaking up the Valium – but he hasn’t stopped crying. We thought it would be helpful to have some family or friends around. Reorient him a bit. We thought you might be able to speak to him. Or visit perhaps.’ The end of this sentence lilts slightly upwards, like a question.

Rose watches the rhythmic flashing of the cursor in the ‘cause of death’ box. She sighs. The papers she has knocked onto the floor will need sorting and there’s another handful in her inbox.

‘Sure. Do you want to put him on for a minute?’

‘Yes but—’

‘I’m in Melbourne. I’ll get there as soon as I can. Probably not till tomorrow, sorry.’

‘Tomorrow’s great. I’ll get the ward clerk to put you through.’

The hold music is a chipper violin concerto. It stops abruptly, and she hears breathing, short and sharp, and muffled sobs.

‘Dad?’

‘Ruth?’

‘Who’s Ruth? It’s me, Rose.’

‘Hi, Rosey. I’m sorry.’ He speaks in little gasps, little tight sobs.

‘It’s okay, Dad.’

‘Ruth was here. She’s gone now.’

‘I don’t know who Ruth is, Dad. I think your body is struggling a bit. With the pain and the withdrawal – you haven’t tried withdrawing for a while. You’ve forgotten what it’s like.’

‘She was here. In the chair. I know it’s crazy. She’d be long dead by now.’

‘Dad—’

‘I know you don’t believe me.’

‘It’s not that, Dad. It’s just—’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s okay, Dad. Everything is going to be okay.’

‘You would’ve liked her.’

‘Who?’

‘Ruth.’

‘Yes.’

‘She was exactly like I remember her. So thin. With a billowy white shirt tucked in high at the waist. Such a tiny little waist.’

Ernie’s voice grows calmer as he speaks, so Rose lets him continue.

‘That ridiculous purple cravat.’

Rose settles back in her chair. Renal failure secondary to malignancy might work.

‘Like a man.’

‘Who was this Ruth, Dad? Someone you used to know?’

‘She wasn’t really here.’

‘Yes.’

‘Mum’s friend. She used to take me out sometimes. After Mum died. Dad was a bit funny about her. The blue stockings were a bit strange to him I suppose.’

‘You broke your leg.’

‘So they say. They’re going to stick a screw in.’

‘Do you remember what happened?’

‘Not really. I’d had a few drinks.’

‘Yes.’

‘You know what they say.’

‘What’s that, Dad?’

She can hear a rustling sound. He’s speaking but the sound is muffled, as if he is talking to someone else in the room.

‘There you are. A cigarette? You can’t smoke in hospitals anymore you know.’

‘Dad?’

The phone goes dead. She taps at the computer keyboard to fire it up. Her ‘Births, Deaths and Marriages’ website session has timed out. She sighs. If she’s going to Bendigo tomorrow, she will need to make some arrangements. Michelle will cover for her – the ward and any urgent reviews – she only has to ask. Clinic is in the afternoon so Annie can call people in the morning and rebook the non-urgent ones.

It will only take a couple of calls, but she hesitates over the phone. She rarely takes time off. Just the regulation four weeks a year – never more than two at a time – and never any sick leave. She feels the burn of guilt in the back of her throat. Time off will mean extra work for Michelle, extra stress on Annie. This shame is the culture of medicine. Self-sacrifice as a badge of honour. A hangover from the military origins of the profession. Except there is no war on. With all that is known about overwork and burnout and the importance of a balanced life, she should be over this feeling. Still, the guilt burns.

She should call Salima. But what can she say? How would she answer the inevitable questions? About Ernie – and about the gene. No. She will wait until she can rest her hand in Salima’s. Until Salima can hold her in that way she does – like she is holding her upright. Until Salima’s patient eyes are on hers. Her usually patient eyes. Since they started planning for IVF, she’s been more restless, edgy. The pools of her eyes are stirred up, the gusts across the surface stormier every day. Rose understands. Neither of them is getting any younger.

She rests her phone on the desk and starts a text message, then chases the characters with the delete key back to the left-hand corner of the screen – once, twice, three times. She decides to keep it simple.

Hello my love. Hope your day goes well. I’ll be on the way home soonish. Can you pick up some Thai food after pilates?

Can’t get much simpler than that.

Within seconds, three emojis appear on the screen: 👍❤🍜

~

Before she leaves, Rose has to see Mrs Hart, whose haemoglobin has dropped again from the chemo. Rose needs to recommend another transfusion.

Mrs Hart is eighty and on her third round of chemo for an aggressive stage-four renal cancer. The treatment is knocking her about. She now needs to stay in hospital for at least a week after each treatment in order to recover enough to resume the care of her husband. He had a stroke last year and has locked-in syndrome – a brutal, terrifying state. He is aware but cannot speak or move. While his wife is away, he stays in respite at a nursing home and waits for her. There is no one else. Mr and Mrs Hart have no children. Rose imagines Mr Hart staring out of the window, gripping the arms of a vinyl chair as a twenty-two-year-old diversion therapist takes a group of demented patients through some simple songs. This is what ageing is like for some couples, Rose thinks. A trapeze act – swinging from one health crisis to another, holding hands, letting go, gripping tight again. All practice for the final letting go.

Mrs Hart sleeps most of the time she is here, her white hair fanning out around her on the pillow, her usually knotted facial features calming to shallow ripples. Her tiredness is profound, as much from her life caring for her husband as from the cancer and the treatment. The time has come to discuss whether treatment should continue. Rose has had hundreds of these kinds of conversations before, but with patients like Mrs Hart she dreads it. Mrs Hart is not ready to let go. She may never be. But with each chemo hit, her body gets weaker.

Rose’s consulting room is in the same corridor as the shared hospital waiting room. When she is inside, the acoustic panels she fought so hard for keep the room eerily quiet. Sometimes, when a patient falls silent, a deep shush falls around them, the only sound the tick of the clock on the wall, and it’s like they are the only people in the building. When she spends an afternoon inside this room, as she has done today, the only person she sees other than her patients is Annie. 

When she steps outside, she is surprised by the thick buzz of patients in the waiting room, all holding their different plastic numbers – yellow for pathology, black for X-ray, green for admissions. They scuff their feet, or roll the wheels of their wheelchairs against the ageing carpet squares. So many different ways to fidget. It’s like a complicated, arrhythmic dance. Even now, at 6.30pm, there is a queue of at least ten patients at different stages of their treatment. 

There are the newbies to the club, with full heads of hair and terrified faces, talking quietly with relatives or friends, faces down, not wanting to catch the eye of anyone else in the room. There are the seasoned members, scarved and wigged, staring into the space in front of them with boredom or resignation. There are the sicker ones in wheelchairs, IV fluid bags hanging above them, clutching at plastic-rimmed sick bags. There’s a pecking order here – if you look closely enough you can see it, or feel it – a divide between those who are curable and those who are not. The winners and the losers in this so-called battle. An arbitrary divide, Rose thinks today, as the years close down on all of us.

As Rose picks her way through the bodies, she catches the eye of a young man with thick, black, curly hair. His eyes, in their frame of black plastic glasses, have a hunted, haunted look. She wonders whether her own eyes have something of that look tonight. Just a little. She does feel like she’s had a small shot of adrenaline. But of course, the gene is only a risk – not a diagnosis. It’s nowhere near the same. No need to stare down her mortality just yet.

Today Mrs Hart is sitting up in bed. Her white hair is twisted into a bun at the nape of her neck, and she has a trace of red on her lips and cheeks. She’s lost another kilo by the looks. She always seems genuinely happy to see Rose, and smiles broadly, showing a line of perfect white teeth. They shine out like flashlights against her gaunt face. Rose wonders how Mrs Hart has managed to get to ninety with such perfect teeth. She runs her tongue along her own upper molars, which are still furry after her afternoon snack of sweet biscuits. Must take a toothbrush into work, Rose thinks. Must go to the dentist.

‘I’m feeling better, so I thought I’d give myself a spruce-up.’

‘You look lovely.’

‘I’m all ready for whatever you want to hit me with next. I’ve seen the dietician, and she’s got me on the crumbed fish, short order from the kitchen, so I’m full of omega-3s.’

‘Well, a bag of red blood cells for dessert for starters. Pink you up from the inside.’

‘And then?’

‘I’m afraid to say your CT isn’t looking much different. I’m not sure there’s—’

‘So, there’s no shrinkage at all?’

‘Not much. A tiny little bit.’ Rose often wonders whether she should lie a bit more in these situations, or whether giving a clear signal about what is going on is better. A simple yes or no, no grey areas, good news or bad news … But it’s rarely a single yes/no proposition. So much comes down to the context. And the context in this case is Mrs Hart’s ailing body. Rose is not sure it can take further punishment.

‘Mrs Hart, I’m not sure your body will cope with any more chemo. I’m not sure there’s any point in giving you more. It might do more harm than good.’

Mrs Hart stares at her and her smile fades.

‘You mean …’

‘At this stage.’

Why did she add that? Why is it so hard to be definitive with patients like Mrs Hart who continue to hope and hope and hope? Why does she always feel the need to soften the blow when all it does is confuse things? She needs to be liked – that’s it. She doesn’t want to be the one to put the final dent in that hope. She recognises this is not always a helpful trait in an oncologist.

‘Maybe down the track, when I’ve recovered a little.’

Rose takes a breath. Time to blow out that little flicker of hope. ‘Mrs Hart, I’m not sure you will recover.’

Rose wills herself to sit on the bed, to take Mrs Hart’s hand. It’s what she should do, it’s what Mrs Hart needs. It’s what she would normally do. Some therapeutic empathy. But today she can’t quite manage it. There’s a part of her that feels deeply tired, unable to move the few steps it would take to get from the end of the bed to the bedside. So, they stare at each other, and at the spectre that falls between them. Rose can hear the ticking of the clock, the stubborn beating of her heart. After a full minute, she bends and squeezes Mrs Harts toes.

‘There’s so much we can still do to help you. We just can’t cure you.’

Mrs Hart nods her head.

‘I know that. I can’t leave Bill, though. Not yet. Not if there’s still a chance.’

As she writes up the notes, Rose wishes she had ridden her bike to work today, or that there was time for a run before dinner. She feels the need to move. She wants to shake what she’s heard out of her head and into her body and then out through the pumping of her heart and the puffing of air. The knowledge of this little error. The little fault that is in her every cell.





Rhubarb chutney, 1945

The knife cuts through the fresh rhubarb with a little gush of pink. Fresh from the garden, the stalks are nothing like the withered, week-old rubbish from the fruit and veggie shop. They are fleshy, heavy with liquid, armoured with chook manure. Those chooks are a marvel, in so many ways. I love to watch them scrabble away at the ground, pecking at the veggie scraps and the last of the morning porridge – they’re like fiends for it when it’s hot from the pot after breakfast, the gluey mess sticks to their beaks in lumps. Sometimes I’m thanked with a fresh egg. It’s such a joy to hold a still-warm egg in your hand. It’s like holding the sun. And now I have two big bunches of rhubarb. Enough to make chutney.

The chooks were John’s idea. He grew up on a farm so he is miles ahead of me in this war-time survival business. My mum only planted pretty things in our garden in Essendon and I don’t remember Dad ever going out the back door. Mum taught me to cook, she taught me to keep a house beautifully. But John knows when it’s time to plant the tomatoes to avoid the frost, he knows how to tie the broad beans together so they grow upwards, when to harvest the potatoes. He knows how to sex the chickens with the little stone at the end of the cord, feeling for the swing on the cord as it dances above the egg – backwards and forwards for a boy, in a circle for a girl. I love to watch him do this, he has such patience, he is really able to still his hand and wait.

I’m no bludger. I’m a good worker. I can heap full the copper, load after load, and put some elbow grease behind the cricket stump to stir the clothes. I can turn the roller until my arms burn, making the wrung-out clothes drop into the trough. I can keep the boys’ school pants going, patching them up when they jag on a fence or thin at the seat. But I’d be no good in the Women’s Land Army – no cultivating victory for me. I have to close all the doors and turn up the wireless when John is dispatching a chicken for Christmas. I can’t bear the noise as he grips that tiny throat, the terrible squawk when the poor little bird realises her time is up. I don’t mind the plucking so much: the pop-pop-pop as the feathers give way, the small squirt of blood from the puckered skin. Once dead, they are meat, not birds.

I’m still a little in awe of John. He’s so kind, so patient. His boots are pressed so firmly on the ground. He’s comfortable in the amount of room he takes up in the world and does not feel the need, as I often do, to either take up more space, or shrink away and lay claim to less. In all these years, we’ve never exchanged an angry word. By that measure, you could describe our marriage as a triumphant success – but there is a distance there. We sit side by side, not face to face.

Sometimes I try to walk in the space between us and to bridge it a little. But I’m no good at it; I always end up messing it up. Then I resolve again to leave him be, leave us both be. We are alright as we are. We are happy. In this war so far, we are safe. Why must I wish for more?

Last night when the boys had gone to bed, I took down the wooden oblong box from its new spot on the shelf above the stove. I found it a few weeks ago in a crate of rubbish outside the post office. It was a library card drawer, I think. You can see the little runners down the side where it slotted into its designated spot in the catalogue, and there’s a bigger square of wood down one end, with a small brass frame facing outwards for a label. Over the last week, I have found a few spare minutes each day and turned it into a home budgeting catalogue. I cut up an old cardboard box to make dividers and wrote on the tops in pen – gas, electricity, groceries, wood, shoes, clothes, school, Christmas. I wrote the word ‘Budget’ on another piece of card, which I tucked into the little frame on the front.

John was sitting in the lounge room, head down reading the paper, cup of tea on the arm of the chair, reaching with his fingers for the crumbs of fruitcake on the saucer – just relaxing after work. And couldn’t I have just let him relax? Doesn’t he work hard all day? Doesn’t he deserve some peace? But no. There was me standing in front of him with my box, bursting like a ripe plum with pride at my work.

I thought he would’ve heard me come in, felt my presence there. But he didn’t move or look up. I stood there waiting. Finally, I tapped the floor with my shoe.

‘Need something, Nellie love?’

‘I … just wanted to show you.’

‘What is it?’

I swallowed and smiled. ‘I made a budget box.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I read about it in the paper. You divide your weekly budget up into sections. Then you can divide the money up. See?’

I knelt beside him in the chair and rested the box on the arm of the armchair. As he leaned over to look inside, his hand came up to rest on his hip and he clipped his teacup with his elbow, sending it flying.

‘Oh. I’m sorry.’ We both said it at once.

I scrambled around to the other side of the chair to clean up the mess. The remains of the milky tea had left a grey stain on the carpet, and the cake crumbs were scattered all about. I knelt and began collecting the crumbs into the cup.

‘Seems a great idea, this budget box,’ he said, placing the box down on the floor beside me. He went back to his paper. 

I finished cleaning and gathered up the saucer and cup, balancing them on top of the box. In the kitchen, I filed the box back on the shelf above the stove, and held my hands flat against my warm cheeks, trying to cool the blush away. I felt that sick full feeling then that has been coming on me lately. But I sat down for a moment and it went away.

John forgot the incident straight away of course. He just went back to reading about important things. Like politics or the war. But I lay awake that night thinking about it how silly I am. Silly to be excited to show him my small achievement, then fumbling around like a clown over tea and cake. Silly for hoping for something different from John – a conversation, a back and forth-ing of his ideas and mine. I know he is not one for all that. Silly for always harking back to school days, Ruth, and the way ideas would leap around the room between us, making everything sharpen a little, until we were more than just ourselves, not bigger exactly, but billowy and expansive.

I am so lucky to have the boys. They hook me back in when I’m going off on a little tangent like this. While they’re awake, the house is never quiet. They have this wonderful vigour about them, an aliveness that feels uncontainable. Sometimes it’s exhausting, but mostly I love it. I love watching them grow from one day to the next, almost before my eyes. They are all lanky limbs and sharp corners. They eat everything I place down in front of them. They’re curious about everything. They wonder about things in ways that can jolt you awake.

At the moment Peter is fascinated with the aircraft they are using in the war – he has been ever since he brought an old issue of a magazine called Aircraft Recognition home from school. He tells me there’s never been technology like this, never so many different planes in a war. He says it’s sometimes difficult for the pilots to tell the planes apart, but it’s always possible if you know what to look for. I watch the serious ‘o’ shape his mouth makes, and the faraway look in his eyes as he tries to memorise the size of wings and the number of engines in a Spitfire or a Messerschmitt. He times himself with the egg-timer. He’s getting pretty quick, but ‘not quick enough’, he says. Sometimes the pilots only have seconds to decide whether a plane is friend or foe, to avoid shooting down one of their own. He wants to get that quick.

Little Ernest is still with me all the time. School is not until next year but he’s so ready to go, ready to give his brain something to focus on. He is forever asking what I’m doing and why I’m doing it. Today he wanted to know all about the chutney. Why do you have to boil it for one hour? Does it matter if you do it for one less minute or one more minute? How did they work out that an hour was the right time? How do you know how many jars you need? 

The rhubarb recipe called for a whole pint of vinegar. I only had half a pint so I sent him in next door. He is back now with a jar full of vinegar and a pile more questions. Why does Mrs Cain’s house have wall-to-wall carpet? Why do they have a car when we don’t? What were the little metal cylinders that Mrs Cain had pinned into her hair under her scarf?

I listen to his questions and answer as best I can. The rhubarb boils away on the stove, spitting sweet, thick crimson onto the stovetop. I’ve been copying recipes from the papers John saves out of bins at the train stations – the news is old but the recipes are still good. This one looked like a winner. I thought it would be lovely on cheese in a sandwich. And so, so simple. You just throw in all the ingredients – rhubarb, sugar, sultanas, vinegar, salt, ground ginger and onion – and boil it for an hour.

Ernie watches as I pour the thick, hot, syrupy liquid into the jars. The sweet smell seems to thicken around us, dulling my thoughts. Ernie and I try out the taste on the tips of our fingers. It is sweet and tart and leaves a pink stain on our lips.





Tiny pulse, 2016

Rose pulls into the car park underneath the apartment block and shuts off the engine. She drops her head back onto the headrest and breathes in the smell of the new leather interior. This car, this perfect, brand-new car. Two weeks earlier, it rolled off a container ship from Germany with hundreds of other Passats. She chose white for safety, and a leather interior because it will be easier to wipe off the baby spew. If it comes to that. The dashboard is an elaborate network of clever electricals. A red light continues to flash, even with engine turned off. The tiny pulse seems to pick at her chest. She sighs.

The flat is empty. Salima won’t be finished at pilates for another half an hour at least, and Rose is grateful for it. She stands at the floor-to-ceiling window and watches the city. She will miss this view when they move to a house – when the right place with the right garden comes up.

These modern apartment blocks are certainly soulless. They have tried to soften things with cushions and throws in warm tones, a genuine Scandinavian tan leather sofa, but the apartment is small and white walled, and all the fixtures are polished steel – down to the coffee maker she bought for Salima last year. The cleaner comes weekly to polish and shine.

Sometimes Rose feels the intimacy with the city skyline makes up for it. The large expanse of window helps her to breathe. She has taken in this view so many times she imagines she can pinpoint from memory the exact location of all the lights, and even know if one is missing – if one lonely soul has decided to go to bed early with a headache, or a late-working accountant is not yet back from an evening meeting. At the northern end of the view, at the children’s hospital, tiny squares of fluorescent light line up like calls waiting on a switchboard. In some of the windows, she can make out figures standing around a bedside, or perched on a patient’s bed, or see the pale blue curtains drawn to hide the view.

Rose is on her third glass of wine when she sees Salima’s car disappear into the underground car park. The first glass spread a warm glow through her shoulders, the second cleared out her mind. By the third, a ripping feeling has begun in the centre of her chest. 

She places the open bottle at the back of the pantry, behind the Nutri-Grain. Hazel, her niece, is the only one who eats that, so it won’t be discovered. She opens a packet of salt and vinegar chips and fills her mouth a few times, crunching and swallowing hard, the chips rough against the back of her throat. Then she pours herself a glass of water, and swishes it around in her mouth.

At the scrabble of Salima’s key against the lock, Rose rushes to open the door. 

Salima is wearing black leggings and a loose black T-shirt with the words Don’t blame me, I didn’t vote for Abbott in big white letters. She has her gym bag in one hand and a plastic bag weighed down with takeaway in the other. ‘Thanks,’ she says as Rose pulls back the door. She slides the handle from the plastic bag onto Rose’s fingers and they kiss. The smell of fish sauce, tamarind and coconut milk rises up between them. ‘I’m starving.’

‘Me, too.’ Rose lies. Her belly is a bloat of wine and chips. Her body feels dull and thick. The last thing on her mind is food.

She takes the bag over to the kitchen as Salima shakes off her bright green Crocs. She gets out the bowls and then waits at the counter while Salima opens the containers and heaps the food into them.

‘Good day, my love?’

‘Not bad. Looks like this case is going to court.’

‘Really? I thought you had it all sewn up.’

‘So did I. How was outpatients?’

‘Busy. And Mrs Hart is back on the ward.’

They sit side by side on the couch in front of the television, plates perched on their knees, piled high with pad thai, rice and green tofu curry. Ian Henderson is reading the ABC news. The skin of his brow is grooved with deep furrows.

‘A sealed wooden box containing ten people was discovered by customs officers at Melbourne’s Tullamarine Airport today. The box arrived on an air freight charter aircraft from Istanbul. The ten people, believed to be Syrian asylum seekers, included four children. Gina Garlick reports.’

A reporter stands outside the Children’s Hospital. It’s a hot night, and she’s wearing a yellow sleeveless silk blouse that’s billowing in the strong wind. Her face is lit up and pale in the artificial light. Thin strands of hair fly across her face. She sweeps them aside and tucks them behind her ear.

‘The four children found in the crate are aged between six months and seven years old. Two are in the intensive care unit in a critical condition.’

The footage cuts to an ICU physician, a man in scrubs standing in front of a pair of steel doors. He is bald, with manicured stubble on his chin, the curl of a tattoo just visible at his right shoulder and thick arms crossed in front of his broad chest.

Salima seizes the remote and turns the television off.

‘I can’t watch any more, not if we’re gonna talk about babies. Have a look at the paperwork?’

‘I’m not sure I have the energy tonight.’

‘What’s happened? I’ve been a bit distracted since I came in. Sorry. Starving!’ She takes Rose’s bowl – she has barely touched the food – and places it on the coffee table in front of them, careful not to topple a pile of unread medical and legal journals. She holds Rose’s hands in her own.

‘I had a call about Dad today. He’s broken his leg.’

She watches as Salima’s face dips into annoyance for half a second, her lips pressed together, brow knitted before softening again in concern. She has never liked Ernie.

‘Poor, Ernie. That’s no good.’

‘He’ll be okay. He’s detoxing at Bendigo hospital. About to have surgery.’

‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know. Not really. I spoke to him and he’s all over the place. I guess he fell. I’ll know more tomorrow.’

‘You gonna head up there?’

‘I’ll have to.’

Salima presses her mouth closed again and looks out the window, taking in the hospital lights and the charcoal sky. Rose follows Salima’s gaze. They watch the plane trees opposite shake in the breeze, pale under the streetlights. The room is silent but Rose is sure she can hear the paper-like, impatient shuffling of the leaves.

Rose needs to tell Salima about the gene, about the little fault that runs through her, but the news hovers above and around her, as if unsure where to land. She forces open her dry mouth but can’t seem to speak.

She can feel Salima’s eyes on her again as she tightens her grip on Rose’s hands. She knows that Rose is not telling her everything. After years they can read each other pretty well. But she won’t press her today. She will give her some time. This is their way.

‘How long will you stay in Baringhup?’

‘Hopefully no more than a day or two.’

Salima takes the dishes over to the kitchen, empties the contents of Rose’s bowl into a plastic container and begins stacking the dishwasher. 

Rose takes in a long breath and heaves it out in a sigh. She is grateful that Salima’s focus has momentarily turned to something other than herself – her concern feels stifling. It’s a return to their old, intimate ways. Days when they could hold each other for hours, talking, watching with careful delicious attention. 

She trains her eyes outside. The flapping of the plane tree leaves quietens.

They have been all business over the past few months. It seems there is so much to be taken care of in preparation for having a family. And she’s not even pregnant yet. It may not even happen. All they seem to do at the moment is work their way through lists. Choosing a donor, a car, a house. It has become all that they talk about, all that they do. Certainly, planning a family as two women allows for few surprises. Salima says it’s just a busy time. When things calm down, they can start to relax and do things just for fun again. But Rose is starting to have her doubts. She worries that the focus is taking the life out of them as a couple. If this is how they plan a child together, how will they raise one?’

They met out riding. ‘A relationship forged in lycra,’ Salima used to say. They were both part of the freight train of lycra that rode to Mordialloc and back in the early mornings. Rose was fascinated by the compact woman who always rode on her own. She found ways to ditch her own friends so she could ride close to her. When Salima started a conversation with her at the lights one day, Rose nearly fell off her bike. Rose was in a relationship – that added a quality of danger – but from the very beginning the whole thing was electric. Salima’s forthrightness, her clarity of focus, softened with care, was so attractive to Rose, although it made her feel like a dithery idiot at times. Salima was an overseas student at the time. While she talked to her parents in Pakistan regularly, she told them very little of substance about her life. She seemed so completely alone, yet so self-assured.

They started riding together and found themselves almost perfectly matched in fitness. Rose felt a floaty sense of ease – the Beach Road traffic noise seemed to fade away, the glint of sun on the water seemed shinier, the hills more tolerable. They chatted on the cruisy bits of road, and then later over coffee. For the first year or so, they rode most mornings. Now they go rarely. Rose can’t remember the last time.

Rose watches Salima at the dishwasher. Her long, dark hair is in a tight, neat ponytail. It swings as she moves about the kitchen. Rose watches the tan curve of her neck as she rinses her hands in the sink, hair thick at the nape, thinning out into silky down towards the neck of her T-shirt. After ten years, the smooth, precise movements of her limbs still makes Rose’s body hum. Salima turns and smiles.

‘What are you looking at?’

‘Your sexy body.’

‘Darling. If we’re not going to look at the IVF paperwork, I do have to do some work tonight.’

‘That’s okay. I wasn’t. I was just saying.’

‘Thank you, my beautiful.’

Salima comes over to the couch and takes Rose’s face in her hands. She leans down and kisses her quickly on the mouth.

‘Go on. Into the study.’

‘Are you going to work tonight?’

‘A little bit. I need to send Michelle a handover. Pack a bag.’

‘Of course. Anyone you’re worried about?’

‘Not really. Which is good. But it feels weird taking time off.’

‘It is weird – for you … I can’t remember the last time you took unplanned leave.’

Salima drags the heavy roller suitcase containing her brief into the study. Before she closes the door, she yells out, ‘Wanna go for a ride in the morning?’

‘Yes!’

‘Cool. I’ll set my alarm.’

It is like Salima has read her thoughts. Perhaps things are not all business after all. Salima is not so terribly annoyed that she is keeping something from her. Something they both know she will have to say soon. There is a warmth there.

The switchboard lights of the hospital glint at her through the window. She thinks of the children in the ICU. The desperation the parents must have felt to agree to being smuggled here in a crate. She hopes they are being allowed to see their children. More likely they have already been taken to a detention centre, in preparation for their being flown off-shore.

She feels raw in her chest at the thought of the unconscious child, still and quiet apart from the whoosh of the ventilator, with tubes protruding from taut dry skin, mouth sticky and slack around an endotracheal tube, pallor at the conjunctivae. Meanwhile, the ICU nurse at the foot of the bed writes down numbers, each in its little square: the volume of dark straw urine in the catheter bag, of yellowy liquid from the nasogastric tube, the blood pressure readings from the central line. A body reduced to its basic functions. A hand not held. A brow not kissed. 

Can they bring another child into this terrifying world?

Rose extracts the wine from behind the Nutri-Grain box, pours herself a generous glass and settles back on the couch. The dishwasher shrugs and mumbles. She turns on the TV again and flicks to the news channel. There is no more news about the people in the crate. A blizzard on the east coast of the United States has left ten dead and hundreds of thousands without power; forty-seven civilians are dead from airstrikes to Islamic-State-held territory in Syria; Ted Cruz is still the preferred Republican candidate for the US presidential elections. Donald Trump is pictured waving to an ecstatic crowd, his face streaked in a strange orange colour, his flighty hair lifting in the breeze.

‘Ridiculous,’ Rose says.

She flicks between channels, watching only for seconds at a time before moving on. There is something soothing about jumping from channel to channel, taking in what’s on without having to make a choice.





Question marks, 1945

That sick feeling in my belly is coming on me more and more. Most of the time now, I feel swollen, bloated and full. Sometimes I get waves of pain and nausea. Perhaps it was that mutton that sat in the Coolgardie for a few days before we ate it? These last few weeks of summer have been a little warm. But the Coolgardie does catch the breeze where it hangs in the big cotoneaster tree in the yard, and we all ate the mutton together and John and the boys have been right as rain.

I have had to rest. I do manage to do what I need to – the shopping and the washing and the cleaning, preparing the tea. But in between tasks I need to lie down on the bed and take a break. Even then, my mind refuses to rest. It shoots off in all directions: to what this sickness might be; questions about John and me; all sorts of things.

It’s curious. The moment you think about – or speak about – a marriage, if you actually commit to a point of view about it, you realise that view is necessarily limited. It is limited to that day, that hour, that moment, and to that way of looking at things. A moment later you may find yourself squinting at things more sideways, or more straight on, or with more generosity, or less.

John’s silence does trouble me. I keep coming back to that. I long for a true conversation. But it is the one thing I can’t ask for – it’s simply not him. He is so many other things. He is kind, practical and generous. At times he can be terribly, terribly funny.

Last night, after the broadcast, we were all a little glum. Curtin spoke of the ongoing cost of the war in the Pacific – hundreds and thousands of pounds per day – and gave a warning against complacency. ‘Buy more bonds’, was the message – something nobody can afford, of course. But we must all try, somehow, to do our bit.

As John carved the rabbit (the boys’ least favourite meal) and served it up, he gave the most perfect impression of Curtin doing the same. Complete with the long pauses and the rolled R’s.

‘Men of Dandenong Road … Another supreme effort on the home front is required of you. I call on you to eat your rabbit and your vegetables. Surely when General MacArthur said, “We do not count anything done as long as anything remains to be done”, he was referring to the consumption of rabbit. The call is national. The call is individual, for “no one else can do your share”. The means is in your hands, and on your plates. Only you can eat this rabbit.’

The boys were in stitches, as was I. He kept it up all night. He just had to look at me with a serious look, his ‘Curtin’ face, and I would fall about laughing. I had to tell him to stop in the end. It hurt my belly to keep on laughing. I had to press under my ribs with my hands to soothe it.

‘Please, please,’ I said. ‘I want to go to bed with John King, not John Curtin!’ At that he stopped and took my hand. It was a hot night, even though it was the middle of March, and I had taken my house-coat off to lean in and break up the ashes in the stove. A fresh layer of sweat had coated my skin, and I pressed my back against the wall to cool myself and stretch out, relieving the pressure on my belly. John leaned in and kissed the sweat from my top lip, stilling my mouth.

John’s silence is thicker about some things than others. He almost never speaks of the Great War – the one they are still calling the Great War, even though this one is turning out to be just as bad. He has no mates from that time, not like other men. It is as though that period of his life – full three years – never existed. He listens to the talk on the wireless and the newsreels about the troops overseas, the possibility of more Japanese attacks. He nods when the neighbours or my family discuss the latest. But he remains quiet about his war.

Even so, that war is all around us. This very house is a reward for his service on the Western Front. It was built by the State Savings Bank for the War Service Homes Commission, one of a hundred or so in this block. Behind us is Villers Square, named after a battle in the war. Maybe John was even in that battle. You hear about how some men have nightmares – how they strike out in the night, dreaming of the trenches with the bodies piling up, the stench and the rot and the noise. But John sleeps deeply.

I asked him early on about the war, one morning when he came to pick me up for elevenses. He had been back from the war for fifteen years by then. On the walk to the teashop on Mount Alexander Road, he held my hand for the first time. When he did that, I felt buoyant, as if his hand transmitted something effervescent. I floated upwards on that airy thing into the shop, smiling serenely at the dour face of Mrs Fletcher behind the counter. From my perch, up on that little cloud, I found the courage to ask questions.

‘So, tell me about the war.’

He smiled. It was contagious the way he smiled back then, his eyes fixed on mine, the gentleness I saw in them. I smiled back.

‘Where were you? Turkey? The Western Front?’

‘Flanders.’

I waited.

‘We took a roundabout way there. First to Egypt and then Southampton. Training on the guns.’

‘What was Egypt like?’

‘Oh, it was hard. The training, in the desert, in the heat. We were just boys. We were excited to see the pyramids though, and the Sphinx. On days off we went to the markets in Cairo.’

‘Did you buy anything?’

‘A few little things. We couldn’t carry much. They’re all lost now, though.’

‘Lost where?’

‘In Flanders. Everything got lost there. In the retreat.’

He was quiet for a moment and then reached and touched my arm, giving it a squeeze.

‘It’s all in the past, love.’

He looked past me after that, jaw held tight, blinking, as if trying to focus on something in the distance. We sat in silence for a few minutes. I hadn’t got used to it yet, how comfortable he was with silence. I was distracted by the heat left on my arm from his touch, the electricity of that closeness.

Ernie has come to the bedroom to find me. He is bored with his games and his puzzles, and he is worried about me. He’s been unusually quiet. None of the usual questions. Yesterday I was making his lunch when one of those waves came over me. He’s a fussy eater. He prefers white things and hates vegetables, anything green. I mostly make him eat what he’s given, but yesterday I was tired. I wanted to sit down myself and have a drink and a rest. I had a big block of that insipid looking Kraft processed cheese – the one that comes in the blue cardboard with flaky silver wrapping. I think it tastes awful but the boys seem to love it. I put some between two slices of bread and fried it in the pan until the cheese was oozing out the side. It was sticking a little and I shook the pan, shaking loose the pale goo from the edges. As the smell hit the back of my throat, sweet and greasy, I felt a hot flash of sick come up. My face flushed with heat, then cooled with sweat. The kitchen cupboards loomed around me, yellow paint shouting and baying.

I took the pan off the heat and leaned against the stove, closing my eyes. When I opened them, Ernie was studying me from his seat at the kitchen table, his eyes wide, gnawing great question marks. He gripped at the sides of the empty plate in front of him, holding on.

I forced a smile.

‘It’s alright, darling.’

‘You look sick, Mum.’

‘It’s just gastro. You remember you were sick like this. Last year. You got better. It just takes time.’

He stared at me.

I flattened my smile into a tight grin, holding down another surge of acid. ‘Would you like to go and sit in the cool of the front room? Perhaps after lunch we could read a book?’

He nodded hungrily – hungry as much for the company, the closeness of us, as for the food. I usually wanted it too – the quiet weight of his body on my lap, the white roundness of his arms, with the soft pudginess of a baby still about them, his hair with that slightly burnt smell from sitting by the fire, like freshly toasted bread. But right then I wanted to tear off my sweaty dress, I wanted to lie down on the cool tiles, to focus all of my attention inwards and breathe some calm into my belly.

Still, I felt the need to reassure Ernie that all was well. So I shook the toasted sandwich out onto a plate and picked it up, trembling. I placed my other hand atop his head, balancing there, and steered him into the lounge.

‘You can be a grown-up and sit in Dad’s chair today.’

He eyed me warily as he stood in front of the chair and slipped upwards onto it.

John has never forbidden the boys from sitting in his chair, they just never do. The creases in the brown velour match the contour of his body, the cushion at the back has shaped to fit into the small of his back.

Ernie stretched out his short legs to keep his shoes off the cushion and rested the plate on his lower belly. I tried to sit but the pressure on my belly made me feel sick again. I went to the window and looked out. There was nothing to comment on. The street outside was still and the trees in the garden had that singed late summer look. I thought I must give them some water. It has not rained for weeks. Then came another surge of acid. I started out to the toilet but didn’t make it. I heaved and heaved onto the carpet, pools of thick white foam billowing on the coral-coloured wool. Ernie was frozen, his little body all stiff and terrified. Poor mite, he didn’t know what to do.





Arse over, 2016

Dr Richards, the surgical resident, walks with a kind of bounce. It tips him forwards and upwards with each step, his shiny Oxfords landing with a quick slap-slap against the vinyl floor. He is short, skinny and blond and looks terribly young. Rose is reminded of the tattooed physician on the TV. She feels her jaw go heavy and a tightness in her throat as she thinks about the children in the crate – the tropical sun, and the heat and them trapped inside, slowly dying. It’s too awful.

Dr Richards’ hands move continuously – swinging by his side as he walks, blasting a shot of the pink hand sanitiser, rubbing it in, picking up a file, flicking through the pages as he approaches her.

‘Mrs King.’

‘Dr.’

‘Ah, of course, yes. I’ve just seen your father.’

Dr Richards meets her gaze and gives a quick smile, showing dimples. When did these junior doctors get so young? Did she look that young when she was a resident? Probably. Add female to the mix and it’s a wonder anyone took her seriously at all.

‘He will go to rehab after the surgery. But after that he will need more help around the place. Probably just another week until the splint is off. Post-acute care will visit but they can’t be there all the time.’

Rose feels her cheeks flush. ‘What kind of help?’

‘He’ll need someone to visit him regularly, to check he’s taken his medication. Help him do the heavy housework, that sort of thing. Is there anyone locally? Other relatives? Friends?’

‘A couple of his old clients live locally. Otherwise …’ Rose’s voice comes out tight and squeaky. 

‘He said that. But wasn’t sure how much they’d be able to help. You live in Melbourne?’

‘Yes. I work there. I’m an oncologist.’

‘So you’d have a sense of what he needs then.’

Rose raises her eyebrows.

‘The OT will go in to do some home modifications. A rail in the shower, that kind of thing. Ernie can sign off on that and give them the keys. They say the house needs a bit of a clean. We’ll try to get some council cleaners to go out, but it might be a while. We can organise district nursing if there’s anything medical ongoing. He should be able to hobble around okay on crutches. He just needs a little bit of help. And some company and prompting.’

‘A few weeks in rehab first?’

‘Then home.’

‘I’m not sure I can stay away for more than a few days … A week at the most.’

Dr Richards smiles and gives a confident little nod.

‘A week would be wonderful. It’s a great start, anyway. I’m sure he’ll appreciate it.’

He gives her hand a tight shake and takes off down the hallway, holding the file into his chest, giving it a little tap with the palm of his hand.

She leans against the nurse’s desk and watches him go. She offered her help. Why does she feel as though she has been bullied into it?

Early on, she tried to help Ernie. To get him to see someone about the anger and the drinking. He refused every offer. So she stopped trying. She hid from his anger. It was easier to do as an adult. You just don’t pick up the phone.

Behind her she can hear the nurses laughing. The high pitch of their laughter seems to enter her. She can feel its jagged edges. This is an old feeling, she thinks, but familiar. A feeling like her skin is porous – like there’s no protective layer.

In the ward, Ernie has the TV turned up loud. The head paediatrician  is giving an update.

‘… children are in a critical condition.’

When he sees her, Ernie gestures at the TV. ‘My God.’

‘I know.’

She stands next to the bed, and they both watch in silence as figures in white paper coveralls enter and leave the crate. Gloved hands carry a rug, an empty water bottle, a doll.

At the ad break, her father folds his arms and looks up at Rose. His eyes are clear this morning. While his hands and voice shake a little, it seems the worst of the withdrawal has passed.

‘Rosey,’ he sighs.

‘Hi, Dad. What happened?’

‘Oh, it’s just awful, these people were found in a crate at the airport. Children …’

‘I know, I saw the news last night. It’s awful. I meant what happened with you?’

‘A fall. Didn’t you hear? When you’re my age you “have falls”. It’s much more serious than just falling over.’

‘You broke your leg.’

‘So they say.’

‘A little drunk perhaps, Dad?’

‘A little. A little. Don’t you judge me, Rosey. Five seconds after walking in.’

‘I’m not.’

‘Oh, you are. You are.’ He pouts, tightening the grip on his folded arms.

‘I’m not. I’m …’

Rose feels unprepared for this kind of conversation. She’s out of practice. She’s forgotten the technique, the dexterity needed to skirt around his childishness.

She sighs.

‘Well I was getting some wood from the pile down the side,’ he says in an injured tone. ‘I put my foot down on the top step down from the veranda, and it just gave way. I went arse over tit onto the ground. I remember thinking, Don’t put your hand out. I was worried about breaking my arm. So yes, I broke my leg instead.’

‘By the looks you have some heart failure. And your liver …’

‘No more marathons then, eh?’

His voice is thinner now. It wavers, and his eyes dart around the room. He purses his lips and breathes out in a soft whistle, which seems to steady him.

‘The doctor says you need some help around the place with this …’ Rose gestures at the cast on his leg. 

‘I should be alright. Dulan and Vijitha are feeding the dog at the moment. And I’m sure Vijitha will have filled the freezer for me. Meals for decades.’

‘You probably need someone for a bit longer than that. After rehab. I might need to come and stay.’

‘I’m sure there’s no need for that. It’ll all come out in the wash, Rosey. It always does.’

‘Whatever that means. Anyway. We can talk about it later. Do you need anything from home today, Dad? Some pyjamas?’

Ernie is wearing a hospital gown. He tucks a corner under an exposed thigh.

‘That’d be wonderful.’

On the TV, the ad break is finished and a man draped in a silver crinkly space blanket speaks through an interpreter. ‘They told us it would be a short layover. They told us there would be good ventilation. Lots of food and water.’

In the bed to their left, a woman leans forward and coughs. She is wearing a nebuliser mask, which hisses and froths. Her cough is fruity and thick, as if she’s trying to dislodge something. Her father glances at the woman and then back at Rose, his eyes growing harder, frustrated at the interruption. Finally, the woman swoops a tissue under the mask and retrieves a glob of phlegm from her lips. She leans back into the pillow, red-faced, shiny-eyed, the chaos of white hair behind her head spread out on the pillow to form a halo.





The Waves, 1945

I have some hours by myself today and I’m glad of it. I was up with the sun, waving John and the boys off. They’re gone to his mother and father’s farm at Baringhup, laden with food. Last night I baked a fruitcake and some bread for sandwiches. I have done the needful. And yet it seems wrong to have the house all to myself. Wrong to laze about doing nothing. The house is too still.

I couldn’t have gone, though – not really. Not with the sickness as it is. I couldn’t have managed the car ride, or sitting through lunch. This house is a known landscape. The toilet is just outside the back door, only eighteen steps from the lounge room, twenty-four steps from the bedroom. I can pad there in my bare feet and linger outside afterwards, palms flat and open against the cold bricks, until the next wave passes. I know my way back to the sink, where I have a wet flannel and a cup at the ready.

I never knew there were so many varieties of nausea. Over the past three weeks, I have discerned at least three. There’s the ready-to-go kind that comes on you at odd moments, with very little time to make it to the toilet. There’s the back-of-the-throat kind, where you have to be careful not to clear your throat too vigorously or it’s all over. And there’s the indistinct-queasy-feeling kind that lingers on with no result.

Today it’s the indistinct kind, with occasional bouts of ready-to-go. I have changed back into my nightgown and plan to spend the day on the bed, staring at the ceiling and the walls. The morning has been cool, but I can tell from the glare of the sun that it’s going get hot. I will have to get out and make sure the chooks have water, and water the veggies. But I’ll do all that later. I can’t manage it now.

Alone in the darkened room, I allow myself the question: What if this sickness is something serious? The possibility shoots through my body like some sort of ice, chilling my face and my spine. When it hits the centre of my chest it changes and becomes red hot. I hold my hand to my chest, expecting to feel the heat emanating from there. The nausea rises up again, and I reach for the bucket by the bed. I should go and empty it and wash it out, but am spent from my efforts at heaving. I lie back sideways across the bed.

From this angle I can just make out the familiar shape of the little bookcase in the corner, the books and pamphlets on the top shelf making an irregular toothed shadow against the wall. I haven’t looked at those books in years, although I walk past the little bookcase many times every day. The thousands of brilliant and sometimes salacious words in each volume have been silent. Holding their breath.

Some of those books were gifts from Ruth. This fact drops into my mind as I continue to stare in the direction of the bookcase, my gaze unfocused. It is followed by the sound of Ruth’s voice, which speaks to me as clearly as if she is in the room, sitting here on the bed next to me.

‘Women write just as well as men, perhaps even better.’

Her voice, as I remember it, was soft, yet confident and clear. It left little room for doubt.

I have not thought properly about Ruth in years. Now she comes back to me fully formed, just as she was at school. I can see the assemblage of her thin limbs as she perches on the bed next to me – her long legs crossed, her arms winged behind her head, head tipping up to the ceiling as she reaches for a thought. And when she finds it, somewhere in the air above her, her dark brown, almost black eyes fall to meet mine, locking on like a link in a chain. I can see the way her school uniform seems dropped over her skinny body at the neck, her thin arms and legs poking out oddly from the wide circles of sleeves and skirt. I’m surprised by the power of these impressions of Ruth. It really is like she’s in the room with me. I can almost smell her. The sweetness of her sweat. The occasional dab of perfume from her mother’s dresser. I reach out my arm. Perhaps there is even an indentation in the blanket.

The idea is a little unnerving. I don’t believe in ghosts and, in any case, as far as I know Ruth is still alive. I turn back to the bookcase with a more focused gaze. In those last years of school, Ruth gave me books to read, one after the other. They were all the writers she said I just ‘had’ to read, mostly women, some of them Australian.

This one next, I think.

It was an education – in the books themselves (before then, I had never known any women writers, let alone Australian ones) but also in the power of reading itself. I continued to find joy in reading for many, many years after that. Right up until I got married. I don’t know why I stopped, really. It just felt strange to bring out a book when the clothes still needed washing or the dinner needed preparing. If I was better at time management, I could have done it. But I simply got out of the habit.

Ruth used to say it was important to read women, that we should be reading as many women as men, if not more. But even if they actually get published, the books are not often reviewed in the papers. They are lost to pulp before too long.

This little bookcase was the one thing that I brought from home when I married John. I waited for him to ask about it, even to look at the books as he unpacked them and set it up in the corner of the bedroom. But he simply picked them up in handfuls of three and four and set them on the shelves. If he has looked at them since, he has never mentioned it. Perhaps that is fortunate, as a few of the titles have been banned since for inappropriate content. Other than the paper, John is not a reader. But I am pretty sure, if he knew, he would not approve of banned books on shelves in his own home.

I ease myself up on one elbow, and then another and stand up. I shuffle across the room to the bookcase. It seems that the spectre of Ruth comes with me. Except spectre is the wrong word. Ruth is a warm presence in the room. A comfort.

I lie down in front of the bookcase, my hand under my chin, my bent elbow arrowed along the carpet. Sitting isn’t an option. It puts too much pressure on my belly. I scan the titles. My Brilliant Career, by Miles Franklin, The Voyage Out, Mrs Dalloway and The Waves by Virginia Woolf, Jungfrau by Dymphna Cusack, The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton, The Butcher’s Shop by Jean Devanny, and a handful of self-published pamphlets.

I try to remember which books were gifts or hand-me-downs from Ruth. The Voyage Out definitely. Her mother, Moira, had some copies shipped from London. I have to admit I always struggled with Woolf. I blame a lack of patience on my part. I felt that the stream of consciousness writing concealed a loftiness of thought I was not capable of. Certainly it’s rich with wonderful detail, and her ideas are so exciting, but I found it hard to follow. I do love a story – something you can get lost in. I could never get lost in Woolf. Now I open the book and scan the text. It’s more accessible than what I remember from Woolf’s later books. I start to read, and before long I find a sentence that seems to speak directly to me.

When two people have been married for years they seem to become unconscious of each other’s bodily presence so that they move as if alone, speak aloud things which they do not expect to be answered, and in general seem to experience all the comfort of solitude without its loneliness.

Solitude without its loneliness. Is this possible? The sentence has the weight of truth about it. Perhaps, with John, this happy state is to come sometime in the future. For now, loneliness seems inevitable.

I turn to the front page and run my fingers across the inscription.

To dear Nell, With love and friendship, Ruth.

The hard press of her pen has indented the page and the flourish at the end of the ‘h’ has bled a little into the paper.

Ruth. Ruth. Saying her name, looking at these books, feels like a transgression. I made the decision to stop thinking of her when I got married, to clamp down hard on wayward thoughts, on daydreams and recriminations. I never wanted John to know about the harvester factory incident. It would change the way he thought about his mild, gentle Nellie. So I did not speak of it, or even think of it. Forgetting made things easier initially, and over time it became a habit. Ruth has been gone from my life – since so long ago. I thought I had all but eradicated her from my memory too.

I pull books from the shelf one by one, flicking through the pages: some have scribbles, ticks and exclamation marks in the margins – from both Ruth and myself. As I do so, I feel a shift in the air around me. The comforting Ruth, the friend Ruth, seems to evaporate, to morph into absence and loss. Memories rush in, detailed and complete, jostling for space.

~

I met Ruth on my first day at Lowther Hall, in English class. I had received a scholarship for entry to Form Three, moving there from Essendon High School in Buckley Street. My parents were keen for me to go on with school, and encouraged me to sit the scholarship exam. Most of the other girls left the high school at fifteen to work. That morning I was poised and ready, buzzing with excitement, enchanted by the grand school buildings and my new uniform, complete with a brand new blazer, hat and gloves.

My desk was behind Ruth’s, so I got to know her from the back first – the way the back panel of her school dress hung from her thin body like a smock, her upper arms shooting out twig-like from the generous sleeves, forearm snapping away at a strange angle from her double-jointed elbow every time she raised her hand to ask a question or offer a comment. She asked a lot of questions – smart questions. She also coughed a lot and wheezed a lot – her lungs were terrible at the time. Perhaps that’s the reason she stood out. But even on that first day her presence seemed to signify something important. It felt like she had been put there purposely so I could notice her. Like she was a pathway for me, a channel through which I could move on to some bigger life, some bigger self. It wasn’t till much later that I understood this seductive quality of hers. Her ability to fascinate and draw people in. That I wasn’t in any way special.

She was darker skinned than the rest of us and taller already. The muscles of her legs and arms seemed to have been stretched flat by the speed of a recent growth spurt. She described her skin as ‘olive’, but it was darker than that. Sometimes the other girls whispered ‘coon’ behind her back, but she wasn’t that. Her mother was dark-skinned Irish. Black Irish. Ruth used to say there was some Spanish there, a few generations back. It wasn’t until much later that I found out about her mother and her father. The scandal of that.

Ruth always stood in a kind of a slouch, shoulders rounded, as if trying to collapse herself down to the same height as rest of us. Seen from the back it was like she was top heavy, weighed down by the stony mass of her head. Over time I came to know that that head was heavy with thousands of questions I’d never thought to ask, with jumbles of words I did not know and with anxieties I could not fathom. She polarised the teachers. Some admired her incisiveness. Others were irritated by her forthrightness, her rudeness.

‘Older is not always wiser,’ she would whisper whenever a teacher chastised her. A few of the teachers looked at her with real hatred, something well beyond any irritation her probing questions could induce.

I only knew one of the girls at Lowther Hall before that first day – Catherine Whitehead. She was the daughter of my father’s boss. Back then he worked in accounts at the biscuit factory. When I won the scholarship, they had us over for afternoon tea so Catherine and I could meet. They lived in Park Street, Moonee Ponds, in one of the grand houses along that street, only a few houses away from Queens Park.

While our parents drank tea, Catherine sliced two pieces of teacake and placed them into a lace table napkin. She folded the napkin into a little parcel and announced that we were off to the park. We scaled the fence and sat by the lake, our legs stretched out, the parcel of cake between us. Catherine wore a voile dress, dropped at the waist. It was orange with white spots, and trimmed with white lace and shiny orange ribbon. Her white shoes were heeled and new. 

As she drew back the linen napkin and handed me a slice of cake, she met my eyes with the intense blue of her own and said with great seriousness, ‘I will look after you at school.’

‘Um … thank you.’

‘You’re welcome.’

‘Do I need looking after?’

‘I’d say you might.’

I felt Catherine looking at my scuffed brown leather lace-ups, my red gingham smock, my grazed knees. I felt her scorn and pity. For the first time since getting the scholarship, I began to sense that Lowther Hall might be quite a different world from the one I was used to.

At school, Catherine went around with Lizzie, Grace and Linda. All four had been at the school since prep. Their blazers were already adorned with badges, and they were self-assured, obviously familiar with each other and the school. They seemed to take up more space than the rest of us. That first day, they caught up with me on my way back into the school after lunch at home. Catherine introduced us, and we walked together around the main mansion building and into the quadrangle. Ruth was sitting there on her own on a bench in the playground, nibbling at something inside a paper bag.

Catherine opened the metal door in a little shed at the corner of the quadrangle, bringing out a large leather ball. Linda, Grace and Lizzie spread out in the quadrangle where a court had been marked out on the concrete. I sat down next to Ruth. After one morning taking in all I could of her from the back, I was already fascinated, already hooked. I wanted to investigate her from the front as well. She stared straight ahead. A strong Vegemite smell came from the bag.

‘Do you like Vegemite?’ I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I wanted her to look at me.

‘What?’

‘Vegemite. Your sandwich. Do you like Vegemite?’

‘Not really. My mum forgets what I like and don’t like. I’m trying to eat the cheese from the middle without getting too much of the Vegemite taste.’

‘You don’t go home for lunch?’

She did not reply to this. Her eyes swung forward.

The girls had stopped playing down-ball. Linda, short and stocky, had tucked the ball under her arm and was heading straight for us.

She stood in front of me, holding the ball out. ‘It’s your turn to play.’ It wasn’t a question, more like a statement of fact.

‘I’m alright. You keep going. I’ll play another day.’

‘You’ll play now.’

‘What about – sorry, what’s your name?’

‘Ruth.’

‘Ruth doesn’t play,’ Linda said.

‘I have asthma. I don’t do sport.’ Ruth coughed and shrugged her shoulders and looked down into the brown paper bag.

‘And she’s not wanted.’

‘That’s charming, Linda. Your manners are impeccable,’ said Ruth.

‘Shut up. You catlicker. You Irish monkey.’

Linda threw the ball at Ruth, hard, at close range.

Ruth’s reaction time was impressive. She opened her hands, grabbed the ball, and threw it straight back, hard, into the centre of Linda’s chest. Linda was not so quick, and she doubled over, winded. One of the other girls, now at Linda’s side – Grace, I think – picked up the ball and lifted it high, aiming it down at Ruth’s head. This time Ruth wasn’t so quick. The ball made a thuck noise against her temple knocked her to the ground. Catherine grabbed my arm and lifted me up. She leaned in to my ear.

‘We’re trying to help you!’ Her breath was hot and angry.

Later I went over the scene in my head and thought of all sorts of things I could have said. At the time my mind was frozen. I had no idea where I might fit in this new world, if I fit at all. I took up my position in the closest square. In between points, I stole a look back at Ruth. She had dusted herself off and was back up on the bench with her paper bag open, nibbling at her sandwich again.

Catherine had decided that I would spend breaks sitting with her and her friends. I don’t know why. It didn’t feel as though she actually liked me. Certainly the others regarded me with an icy disdain. Perhaps Catherine felt a kind of loyalty, to her parents and to mine. I was a kind of project for her. The four of them would wait for me at the lockers, or make space for me in their circle on the lawn. Catherine seemed suspicious of me when I was not with them and would check to see how I had spent the few minutes’ break after morning milk.

I soon grew bored and irritated by their company. I could not join in with their talk of clothes and tennis clubs. I started to look for ways of giving them the slip. I would plan a trip to the toilet just before the bell rang or hold a book to be returned to the library aloft as they filed out past my desk. I began to spend break times in the library. I wasn’t much of a reader then, but I liked being around books and relished the quiet moments in the shushed atmosphere of the library. Some days I noticed Ruth there in one of the carousels, her head buried in a book. I began to sit closer and closer to her. She didn’t acknowledge me.

A few weeks later, I realised our route home was similar. Occasionally I saw her walking towards Moonee Ponds. At the crossing, she would open the book and read a page or two. At some stage, I started walking nearer her and then with her. Eventually we started talking. I thought we would never stop.

~

Suddenly, urgently, I wish Ruth was here. Not John, not the boys. All I want is Ruth. She would know how to fill this empty space. She would not stand at the doorway as John has done, tipping forward on his toes, wringing his hands. She would point her finger to the ceiling and sweep it down towards a book – the right book for the moment.

‘This one, I think,’ she would say, tipping a book towards her by the spine. She would open it and flick through the pages with pursed lips. Then, nodding, she would command, ‘Got it. Close your eyes and listen to this.’

She always said that words, books, were made for listening to. That reading was always better done out loud.

I close my eyes, and she is with me. We are in her bedroom. She is lying on the window seat, holding a book above her at arm’s length, tilting it towards the window to catch the last of the light. I am on the rug, on the floor below the window seat, with the cat on my chest. It is early autumn, the trees outside are a dry, crisp yellow against a sky that is darkening into evening. Ruth is reading slowly and carefully, measuring the words out. She keeps repeating a single line, over and over. 

I try to remember what the line was. I think if I do, I will be able to soothe the sense of terror. Not the nausea or the fullness, not the bellyache – but at least the terror. I turn to the bookshelf, close my eyes and pick a book at random. It’s The Waves. I flick through and open a page at random. I try to imagine Ruth’s voice reading the words.

Out of me now my mind can pour.

I lie back and imagine my mind pouring out of me thick and fast onto the floor and into the air around me, making the room soupy and full, making my mind wide enough for me to rest in.

I breathe out and hold my lungs empty for a few seconds, until I can see the little stars prickling around my eyes. The heat of the day is pressing through the blinds. It is late morning, and I have done nothing except for lie here, remembering. I stare at the ceiling. There are cobwebs in the corners. I must attend to that. How long have I been sick now? It must be coming up to three weeks. John says he will call the doctor this week if I am not improved. Perhaps it is time for that.





Baringhup, 2016

The last time Rose went out to the farm was just after the floods. Back then, thick fingers of green reached out from Cairn Curran across Baringhup, and all the way to Maldon. Today the bare earth is on show, like it was during the drought. The grass has died off or been eaten to the ground, exposing the pale brown soil. It stretches out on either side of the road like the palms of a giant pair of hands, parched and lined with cracks. A company of yellow box dances the fence lines, their muscly bodies reaching up to a rainless sky.

Baringhup itself is much bigger than she remembers. In addition to the fibro and wood houses along the main road, there is line of identical houses on small house blocks – brown brick with air conditioners in every room, and no eaves. Not ideal for the Australian climate, but cheap to build. There are some feeble attempts at gardens, but most of the houses stand alone in the empty dirt, separated from their neighbours by pale Colorbond. The ‘Manor House’ caravan park is still operating. Today most of the sites lie empty in the roar of the summer heat.

Past Baringhup are the canola fields. The bright yellow flowers are gone. After the harvest, the paddocks rest in deep brown furrows. Irrigation machines loom like stick insects, an outworn promise of water. Sheep crowd around nearly empty dams, their paddocks studded with bales of hay. Rocks normally embedded in the landscape have been moved into a series of cairns, like rust-red mountains on the dry earth.

~

The car lurches on potholes as Rose turns into the drive. Before the 1930s, her grandfather’s family owned hundreds of acres of sheep-grazing land. They had to sell most of it during the Depression, including the disused shearing sheds. But they kept the farmhouse, at the end of a long driveway, and a small square of land around the house, which leads down to the water’s edge. Her grandfather and his siblings moved to Melbourne for work, but her great-grandmother Mary and great-grandfather Bill stayed on the farm. Bill worked as a labourer for some of the local farmers. According to Mary, selling the farm broke his spirit. He was never the same after that. Working for local farmers was an embarrassment, but they never wanted to leave the land.

After her great-grandparents died in the 30s, the house sat empty for two decades. Then in the 50s, after her grandmother died, her grandfather started work in Bendigo and moved back here with Ernie and Peter. They went by bus to the high school in Castlemaine, and learned to fish in the reservoir and hunt rabbits for the local farmers. But there were no jobs, and both left for the city in their late teens, leaving their father alone in the house.

When Rose came here as a child to visit her grandfather, the house was always well kept. Doilies were laid out on the coffee table and the dresser, and the wood was polished to a gleam. The single bed she slept in – in the sleep-out at the back of the house – was always neatly made with pressed sheets and a patterned quilt tucked tight at each corner. Her grandfather baked delicious cakes, always coated in a thick layer of sugary icing. Rose salivates now at the memory. She’s hungry, and hasn’t brought any food with her. She will have to go back into Maldon later.

The house is both familiar and foreign. She recognises the box-like shape of the place, the soft green paint. But it has fallen into a sickening level of disrepair. Literally sickening: waves of nausea throw themselves at the back of her throat as she passes a pile of empty dog-food cans alive with maggots. The block is a junkyard of broken old furniture and rusted tools and farm equipment. Next to the shed is an old bath filled with greeny-black water. The house is a mess of peeling green paint and broken weatherboards.

When her father retired, he sold up in Melbourne and moved to the farm. He was burnt out and angry, and Rose wasn’t clear what he planned to do here. Fishing, perhaps? Some repairs to the house? Not much of anything has happened.

For most of Ernie’s forty-year career as an immigration lawyer, his refugee clients were accepted into the country quickly and with relative ease. Security checks were perfunctory. As the politics of the country changed over the next decade, he felt the legal system gearing up against the needs of his clients. He ran out of energy for the fight and resented the system for bringing him down. Whatever it was that he had planned coming out here, in the end all he did was sit and drink. Maybe that was the plan all along.

She hears Bomber’s frenzied barking from inside the house as she approaches. The screen door flies open and thwacks against the house, sending a shower of green paint and dust into the air. The dog leaps off the veranda and rushes towards the car, barking in a feverish high pitch with his neck pushed forward and head raised high. He makes a few demented circles around the car and skids on the dirt as he reaches her stepping out of the car door. He weaves around her feet, sniffing and wagging his tail. She leans down to rub him under the chin and slips her hand down his back to massage his haunches. She can feel the bones protruding, his hips jutting out. He lifts his face, half closing his eyes, lost in a moment of faraway bliss. Since she last saw him, his red fur has gone white at the muzzle. He opens his eyes, studies her again, gives a tight little yelp.

The smell is a mixture of urine, wet clothes and mashed potato. An old man smell. A nursing home smell. Rose tries to breathe through her mouth. The kitchen is covered in a layer of brown tinted lard. Every surface is sticky to the touch – from the benchtops to the piles of empty bottles in the corner of the kitchen. There’s no sign of Dulan or Vijitha. There are no curries in plastic containers piled up on the bench or in the freezer. A frying pan on the stove is covered with layers of grease and gristle from so many dinners of sausages, steak and chops. Rose keeps her hands held high. She digs an elbow against the handle of the big pantry cupboard and it swings open. It is empty except for a few cans of soup and baked beans, and a single can of Nature’s Gift.

Bomber is behind her, dancing on the tips of his claws. She pulls open the can and empties it onto the floor. Bomber sucks the food down in seconds, and then licks the floor clean in long careful glops.

A dank, rotting smell comes from further down the hallway. She follows it to the bathroom where she finds piles of legal papers in the bath – some still tied with pink ribbon – soggy and putrid under a dripping tap. Thick grey mould is caked onto the surface of the basin and a pile of wet towels reeks in the corner. She presses her hand to her nose and backs out of the room, closing the bathroom door.

Rose sighs, feeling the weight of the hours, days and weeks that will be needed to sort out the mess. It’s so much more than a few hours of council help. She’ll need a skip. She’ll need some serious cleaning products.

She wonders for a moment whether she could just walk away. Let him fend for himself. Let the hospital and the council pick up the pieces. That’s what she’s been doing until now. She has known for years he was in poor shape, but she has put off coming here. She hasn’t wanted to face the house, that is part of it. But mostly she hasn’t wanted to face him. As time goes on, she finds his anger more and more unbearable. The more years he spends drunk, the worse it’s become. She refuses to subject Salima to it, so she used to visit him alone and rarely, and then not at all.

No. She’s here now and she can’t un-see this, can’t un-smell it. Also, along with the dread that coats her skin, there’s a lightness. She recognises it as relief. She is needed here in a way that’s strangely uncomplicated, at least until Ernie himself gets home. It’s a job that will take all of her, and take her away from Melbourne, away from her patients and their needs, away from her own gene results, possible surgery and the IVF. It’s not like she needs a break from Salima. Not exactly. She just needs some time to think her own thoughts and to get strong again. She stands in the doorway and takes a photo of the bathroom, and then sends it to Michelle and Annie, followed by a text message:

Looks like I’ll be staying for a few days. I’m sorry.

She copies and pastes the text to Salima and adds a few x’s. Her finger hovers over the little paper plane send icon. But she doesn’t touch the screen. Instead she closes her eyes and remembers their ride this morning – the cool breeze on their bodies, the silver shine of the bay as the sun came up over the houses, the glister of Salima’s smile at the traffic lights. And the coffee after. On the agenda: Salima’s frustrations at work, Rose’s take on the latest episode of House of Cards, Salima’s concern about coping with the rigours of IVF. Afterwards, comfortable silence. That feeling of fitting together perfectly, that sense of flow between them. The flow has not been there these recent months. But today Rose feels her heart is full, buoyant with love.

It’s late morning. Salima will be at her desk. Rose presses the call button.

‘Hello!’

‘Hi, my lovely. Great ride.’

‘It really was. I’ve felt a million dollars this morning. Bit sore now.’

‘Me too. It’s been a while.’

‘I love riding with you. It fixes everything. Are you at the hospital with Ernie?’

‘No. I came to check out the house. It’s pretty shocking.’

‘Is it? It’s a while since you’ve been there, I guess.’

‘He’s really turned into an old soak. An old man. He’s even accepting help.’

‘From you?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Wonders will never cease. Keep on your guard though. Leopards and spots and all that.’

‘Listen, I’m sorry, I think I have to stay here for a couple of days. Sort some of this shit out.’

‘I understand. He’s your dad after all. You can’t just abandon him because he’s mean.’

‘I have in the past. But he’s kind of vulnerable right now. I would feel terrible walking away.’

‘Whatever you need to do. But come home soon. I miss you.’

‘I will. I miss you, too. I’m sorry. I know we were going to do the IVF paperwork.’

‘You’ll be back before you know it. We can do it then.’

Rose hangs up the phone and sighs. Strange how you can crave aloneness, and at the same time love and miss the person you are holding at arm’s length. She knows Salima’s heart cleaves to their baby, to their family. As her own did until yesterday. She hopes time will fix that – that by the time she gets home, her mind and her heart will be clearer, and she will be able to tell Salima about the gene, answer her questions and face her need for certainty. That then she will find her own craving for a child returned. That she will not abandon Salima, leave her exposed and alone, her heart bared like raw muscle. Rose finds some old rubber gloves under the sink in the kitchen and peels them apart.

~

Bomber starts up with a barking that is frantic and insistent. Rose slips off her gloves, hangs them on the sink and follows the noise out into the hallway. A man is standing in the open front doorway. He is in his mid-forties, short and dark-skinned. He is wearing a hi-vis polo shirt with the KR Castlemaine logo embroidered on the pocket, and khaki workpants. A heavy-looking plastic shopping bag swings back and forth in his hand. He wipes his worn steel-capped work boots on the mat.

‘You must be Dulan.’

He jiggles his head in a yes and gives a quick, nervous smile.

‘I’m Rose. Ernie’s daughter.’

Rose reaches out her hand, and he takes it, squeezing it briefly before placing his own back in his pocket.

‘I came as soon as I could come. For the dog.’ He lifts the plastic bag into the space between them. Rose sees that it is full of cans of Nature’s Gift. ‘And. Whatever else is needed.’

‘That’s great. Thank you.’

‘Your father was very good to me. Before.’

Dulan turns his head towards the chaos in front of the house.

‘Yes.’

Rose has met many of her father’s refugee friends over the years. He insisted on calling them friends rather than clients. When Rose was a child, dinners at their home in Middle Park were rarely just the two of them. Most nights a client or two would come for dinner. Back then most refugees were from Vietnam and China, with a few from Pakistan or Sri Lanka and the occasional Iranian or Somali. Sometimes there was little shared language and they would all eat in silence, smiling when there was eye contact. More commonly the dinners were loud and animated. People would speak of the terrible regimes they had fled, the beauty and the sense of community they missed from home. Ernie was a high-functioning drunk back then, managing his daily hangovers with sweet black coffee, working long hours in and out of the courts.

‘That was before Howard threw the whole thing overboard,’ Ernie used to say, again and again, when he still talked about it. After the laws changed and the so-called ‘Pacific solution’ was introduced, he continued to work for a time. But he became more and more disenchanted – and angry. The angrier he was, the more he drank, until eventually the drink took over completely and he was unable to keep working. By the time his father died and he inherited the farm, he had long since left the house in Middle Park and was living in a small apartment in the city, struggling to pay the rent. For a while after he moved out here, he helped former clients – like Dulan – get work locally, and housed them until they were settled.

‘In the beginning at KR, I started on the floor. Eight years ago. For that I can thank Ernie. Now I am manager.’ Dulan smiles a bigger smile now.

‘That’s great.’

Dulan drops his eyes to his boots. Bomber sits between them, wagging his tail, looking up expectantly. Rose stands aside to indicate that Dulan should come inside.

‘I haven’t been here for a while.’

‘Me either.’

‘It’s—’

‘It’s a bloody pigsty.’

They both laugh, Dulan’s face flushing a deep crimson.

Rose realises that he’s not going to come in without a definite invitation.

‘Come on in. You too, Bomber. I already fed him today. I don’t think he’s been fed well for a while.’

Bomber sits and leans into Rose. She gives him a quick scratch on his head. How can Ernie care so deeply about people’s suffering and then forget to look after the dog? Perhaps things are worse than she thought.

Dulan follows Rose into the kitchen. ‘I can help you clean.’

Rose shakes her head. ‘I can’t ask you to do that. It’s absolutely revolting.’

‘I would like to. To help Ernie. I should have come to visit sooner.’

‘You and me both. Well, come and have a look at the worst bit first. At least then you’ll be giving informed consent.’

They stand together in the door of the bathroom.

‘Okay. It’s pretty bad.’ Dulan laughs. The laugh becomes a cough. He turns away from Rose and hacks into his hand. It is a thick-sounding, fruity cough.

‘That doesn’t sound great, either.’

‘Years of working in a freezer.’

There are no more rubber gloves in the house but she has some latex ones in the back of her car. Dulan has some industrial masks in his.

‘I’m not sure about all these legal papers. They must’ve come here when Dad’s firm closed down. I’m not sure if they still need to be stored. If not, we should destroy them rather than chucking them out.’

‘Let’s put them in piles on the front porch. They will dry out. Then we can ask Ernie what to do.’

‘Good idea. Let’s get it all out of here. But I’m not sure if Ernie can make decisions like that right now.’

They cradle the documents in their arms to stop the paper splitting where it is sodden and start carrying them out and piling them up on the veranda.

It is worse close up. The murky stink of decay.

The front veranda becomes a maze of piles of paper. Rose walks up and down between the piles. There are court documents and witness statements and affidavits. The years are mainly 2001 and 2002, the last two years of her dad’s working life. So much work, now sodden, putrid, composting in a bathtub. Rose knew he wasn’t coping all that well in the last few years, but she consoled herself that he has always been fiercely independent – protective of his right to be a drunkard – and fiercely private. Now, she and Dulan are rifling through his things. Ernie has become an old man. This feels like a sudden change, though she knows it is not.

The midday heat is fierce, the sun a blowtorch on the tin roof of the veranda. Dulan brings her a glass of water, and they sit in silence amongst the piles of papers. Rose’s own tidiness and exacting nature are a reaction to her father’s cluttered, chaotic life. The house in Middle Park was always a mess. Week-old papers, documents and discarded half-read books littered every surface. Her own room was the exception – books were ordered alphabetically, pens put away, clothes in their correct place in the wardrobe. She worried that if she let her guard down, she might never get back on top of it. Sometimes she dreamed that the tide of chaos outside broke down her door and filled her room. She developed a habit of spending the last few minutes of every day tidying up, putting any washing into the washing basket, lining up her books square, zipping her pens into her pencil case. Even now she does this most nights. She finds it reassuring that if she dies in her sleep, her affairs will be in perfect order, down to the last detail.

Rose has never understood why people collect things – like the late Mrs Liu and her German porcelain dolls. What will happen to the much-loved dolls now? They have outlived their owner. Will they be kept by her daughter? Sold on eBay? A collection without the collector is without meaning. Death renders so many things useless.

Lost in her thoughts, Rose has not noticed Dulan stand up. He is walking along the line of papers, bending to open some of the files and read the front page.

‘My case should be somewhere here. It was early 2001.’

‘Before the Tampa.’

‘I was very lucky. Lucky with timing. Lucky with my lawyer … Here it is!’

He picks up a document and waves it at Rose.

‘Wow, it’s a thick one.’

‘I owe Ernie so much. Without him I would be still be in Sri Lanka, scared for my life. Or I’d be like one of those poor people who came in that crate. Did you see that on the news?’

‘Yes. It’s awful. On the hot tarmac in Singapore for eight hours.’

‘A little baby, too.’ Dulan’s eyes brim. He sniffs and fixes his face in a frown, as if to avoid letting the tears go.

‘Yes.’

They fall into silence. Dulan goes back to the file. He flicks through the pages, nodding and sighing.

‘Do you still have family in Sri Lanka?’

‘Yes. My mother and father are still there. And my brothers. I have not seen them since I left. I can’t go back. It is too dangerous.’

Is this true? Things in Sri Lanka are much calmer now. Rose’s face flushes with guilt at the thought. The bloody government. Making everyone suspicious and cynical. Casting asylum seekers as master storytellers, fibbers, queue-jumpers and terrorists. It’s contagious, this suspicion. Even she is infected. And really, it’s the Australian government that is to be feared. If Dulan leaves the country, he may never be able to return. It is best that he stays quietly under the radar of the Australian Border Force.

‘It’s a shame.’

‘Yes, it is. Especially now. Vijitha is having a baby soon. Finally we will have a child.’

‘That’s very exciting.’

‘Your father says he will be a grandfather – sort of. He has no grandchildren.’

‘No, he does not.’ Rose says this rather abruptly.

‘I’m sorry. Did I say something?’ Dulan downs the rest of the water in one gulp. He swallows loud and hard and gazes expectantly into the empty glass.

‘It’s okay.’

Rose stands up, her arms folded and walks among the piles of papers.

‘Will you be staying here, at the house?’

‘For a couple of days to clean. And then maybe when he gets out of rehab. It’s all a bit new for me. Him needing me here. Him asking for help and accepting it.’

‘He is a very brilliant man.’ Dulan nods vigorously, as if he has just remembered something important.

‘Yes.’

‘I can get some boxes. Perhaps from in town – the shops are still open. We can fill them with these files, once they’re dry. Put them out of the way.’ He checks his watch. ‘Vijitha is making some food. I will collect her.’

Rose rummages in her bag for her purse. ‘Perhaps you could pick up some more cleaning products too.’

Dulan takes the money, shoves it in his back pocket and pulls out his keys. He rocks forwards and backwards in his boots.

‘I go.’ And he is gone.

What just happened? What has her father told his friend about his daughter and her life choices? She knows her father is not ashamed of her. Not exactly. In principle, his sense of fairness applies to her, too. But he might have struggled to explain this to a traditional Sri Lankan man.

Rose watches his tiny blue Hyundai lurch through the holes in the driveway and accelerate out onto the road. It leaves behind a cloud of red dirt and a ferocious, silent heat.





X-rays, 1945

The war in Europe is over. Germany is in full surrender. The headline on the front of the Argus this morning was a single word: CAPITULATION. After the reports of Hitler’s death last week, we all knew it was coming. Still, the terror of the Japanese looms large. Our men are stuck in prisoner-of-war camps across the Pacific. Some of our neighbours have built bomb shelters in their backyards. We can only hope that the end of the war in Europe marks the beginning of the end here.

Dr Mulvaney has sent me to the hospital to have an X-ray scan and see a surgeon. He suggested I pack a bag in case they want to admit me to a ward. He seems to think that they will. I’m worried about the bills, how much it’s all going to cost. Seeing the doctor at home or at his rooms is mostly covered by the church fund, but hospitals are something else. With the house and John’s job, I’m not sure what the Lady Almoner will say. We have some savings squared away, but that was for a few days at the guesthouse in Hepburn over the summer. It seems a shame to spend it on a hospital visit.

Dr Mulvaney seems concerned, but won’t say any more until I have been to the hospital. My belly continues to swell, and I feel sick all the time now, not just in waves. I try not to think about what the pictures might show. When I do, I can feel a fiery terror rise in my throat. Nobody has said the word ‘cancer’, but there’s a rank, expectant thickening in the room whenever Dr Mulvaney speaks.

It was very kind of Len from next door to drive us. He has a car as part of his desk job in the army, a brand new Ford Standard, painted a dark green. He drives up and down the highway most days, to the bases in Puckapunyal and elsewhere. He is terribly proud of the car. He spends hours every Saturday washing it with a bucket of soapy water and a rag, then drying it with a cloth, and polishing it to a gleam with a wax he dabs on carefully from a metal tin. He is meticulous. He follows his polishing hand with attentive eyes, as if he is rubbing it into every pore of the car’s skin. Sometimes I stand at the window and watch him, unseen. The way he caresses the car, running his fingers along the side when he is finished, is so intimate, so gentle. It seems at odds with how he is with human beings. Always serious, his face arranged and orderly, as if his very skin were under military control. John says that he would look the same if he was still in the army. He says in some people the years of army discipline leaves little space for anything else.

I lie in the back of Len’s car, breathing in the smell of new leather, watching the world from upside down. The trees fly backwards, and clouds are puffy against the sharp blue. It is a colder day today. Autumn has arrived, it seems, while I have been looking the other way. Len has the heater blasting in the front, but the leather feels cold against the back of my stockinged calves where I rest them on the edge of the seat. I am trying to keep my feet off the upholstery. I pull the blanket up to my chin and rest my head against the pillow. I keep stealing a look down at the bucket beside me on the floor, making sure it is still close enough to reach. I would hate to mess up Len’s car.

I am aware as we are driving of Len watching me through the rear-view mirror, his magnified eyes dilated with irritation. It was his wife, Mary, who insisted that he drive us. She has been watching me these last few weeks as I shuffle about the place. I wonder what she thinks? Her neighbour’s wife, a mother, is declining before her eyes – the grubby, sticky fingers of death possibly already upon her. What has she told Len about what she has seen? He drives smoothly, careful not to take any jerky corners that might trigger a release of bodily fluids.

As we reach the Alfred Hospital, we can see a crowd thickening in St Kilda Road, heading towards the shrine.

‘Is there a march today?’

Len flattens his lips in disapproval. ‘A service at the shrine later today, I think.’

‘It’s worth celebrating, isn’t it? Hitler gone.’

‘A bit early for celebrations here, I would’ve thought. Our men are still out there.’

‘We are still fighting this war,’ John says, nodding.

I feel they misunderstand me. I want to say that being happy for Europe does not prevent us from supporting the men in the camps in the Pacific. It is possible to hold both things at once. I wonder that they cannot see this. But they have both been to war, and I have not – perhaps that’s the difference. And Len is doing us a favour, so I stay silent.

Len drops us at the front door of the hospital. He keeps the engine running while John opens the door for me. I grasp his hand with both of mine. Once out and finally able to let go of the focus I had in the car, I lean away from him and vomit profusely. He holds my arms as I lean forward. A porter soon appears hovering next to me with a mop.

The hospital corridors are full of people. They fill the benches lining the walls and stand in serious groups outside the wards. Wheelchairs and hospital beds come rushing through, causing the crowds to scatter and then regroup. Nurses in starched white uniforms charge about, their leather shoes sounding a determined clip on the polished floors.

I am given a thin cotton gown to change into and told to wait in the empty X-ray room. I stand with my fists at my back, holding tight to the gaps between the cotton ties. A gurney in the centre of the room is covered in forest-green vinyl – the only colour in the room. Every other item is metal, all shiny silver and black.

A man in a long white coat swoops in and rushes about the room, turning switches and knobs. One of the machines starts to emit a low hum. The main lights are switched off and the room fills with an orange glow. He directs me to lie down on the gurney.

He wedges a metal plate under my hips and back and pulls a bulky black box over me, taking some moments to get the position right over my lower belly. He is close enough that I can see the childish softness to his pale skin. There is a suggestion of down on his cheekbones, as if the awkward battle between adulthood and childhood is still being fought. His hair has a slight curl to it and is fashionably cut and combed over thickly from a side part. It seems strange, and a little embarrassing, for him to be concentrating so hard on me, on my body, without even giving me the time of day.

I stare at the X-ray machine. It hovers above me like a bird of prey. I didn’t think I had ever seen one before, but in that strange half-light there is something familiar about it.

~

Ruth’s house was in Moonee Ponds, only the next suburb on from us in Essendon, but visiting her was like walking into another world. I knew the Tower of course, everybody did. It rose up, stern and solid behind tall hedgerows, behind the long, ornate iron fence that ran along most of the length of Margaret Street. The grand rooms on either side of the front door had been converted into Dr Thompson’s surgery and waiting room. I never saw the clinic rooms. Ruth and I always entered the house through the servants’ entrance at the back. 

‘Mother and I have our very own entrance – see!’ Ruth said to me on the first day I visited her home. Moira, Ruth’s mother, was Dr Thompson’s servant – his housekeeper. It became clear that Ruth wasn’t allowed near the front of the house, at least not while Dr Thompson was consulting.

Ruth’s bedroom was up in the tower itself, accessible only by a staircase from her mother’s bedroom at the base of the tower.

‘Dr Thompson likes to keep us out of sight and out of mind,’ she said, rolling her eyes as we scaled the staircase.

Dr Thompson. She always called him that. I can’t remember when it dawned on me that he was actually her father. The knowledge crept up on me over the years of afternoons spent at her house, keeping our voices down while reading aloud from the pile of books beside Ruth’s bed, or sneaking about the house, exploring the unused rooms. Sometimes Dr Thompson would come to the kitchen for a cup of tea in the afternoon. He would sip his tea standing up – always in a rush – with his hand on Ruth’s head, tousling her hair. Dr Thompson’s wife had died in childbirth many years previously and during the week he presented himself to the world as a sombre widower, focused on his patients and his work. Later I found out that he was quite a different man on Sundays. Then he would sit in a room filled with people, all there to hear Moira speak about equality.

Behind the consulting room was a ballroom. Years ago, before the first war, there would have been actual balls here – spring balls, charity balls, debutante balls – but now it was closed up and closed off. One afternoon, Ruth showed me inside. She signalled for me to take my shoes off, and we padded along the shiny wooden floors of a narrow back corridor in our stockings. When we reached a small door at the back of the ballroom, the servants’ entrance, she took my hand and placed a large metal key in the lock.

Inside, the curtains were drawn. Thin strips of daylight shone through the gaps between the curtains and the windows, probing the darkness, finding the quiet dance of dust motes in the air. It took a few moments to blink away the brightness of the day outside and get a sense of the enormity of the room. I saw odd shapes covered in white sheets and cardboard boxes filled with yellow cards, piled one on top of the other. The ceiling was high; if I squinted, I could just make out the ornate patterns on the pressed metal. Great hooks hung down on chains. Once they would have borne grand chandeliers.

Lifting one of the sheets, Ruth drew out a tangle of leads connected to a machine for measuring heartbeats. At the end of each lead was a metal cap, and a rubber suction ball to seal it against the skin. She squeezed one of the suction balls and pressed the cap against my arm. It hung there, like a mollusc on a rock. There was a microscope for looking at blood cells, and there was an octopus of slender cords for monitoring the electrical signals that the brain makes. We moved about the room with a sort of reverence, listening to the silence of all that metal, glass and polished wood.

‘This machine can take pictures of your insides. It’s an old one; they don’t use it anymore.’

The machine had the same black box on a mechanical arm that I saw today, only larger and more imposing. I lay on the floor, and Ruth lowered the box over me.

‘Brace yourself! Here come the X-rays.’

I forgot myself and screamed. Ruth grabbed my hand, and we ran from the room.

Moira met us in the hallway.

‘What were you thinking? Get ye upstairs!’

We raced to the door leading to the tower stairs. I turned as Ruth closed the door behind us and saw the door to the front part of the house open, and Dr Thompson’s slim, suited figure come striding into the hallway. In Ruth’s bedroom we leaned against the closed door, pressing our ears against it and listening to the murmur of voices in the hallway. They were not angry voices, and when they had finished speaking there was a moment of silence before the slap of leather shoes down the hallway signified Dr Thompson leaving. I imagined them embracing and kissing, the way I had seen them part a few weeks earlier.

Whenever I met Moira in the main part of the house – in the kitchen or the lounge or the dining room – she wore a servant’s black dress, stockings and shoes, a starched white apron, and had her jet-black hair pulled tight in a low bun. She would hold her clasped hands in front of her as she rushed about, and she kept her expression serious, speaking quietly and only when necessary. But in hers and Ruth’s bedrooms, in the evenings and on her days off, she unpinned her hair and wrapped herself in a floral dressing-gown. She would stretch herself out across the quilted bedspread, smoking and reading one of the hundreds of books that lined her walls. She hugged us both, firmly and often, and told us we were her ‘treasures’. On Sundays, she would put on a colourful dress and a pair of those heeled, patent-leather shoes with a single strap across the upper foot that were so popular then – Mary Janes. She hung a silver mesh purse on a metal chain over her shoulder, and took the train into the city for ‘another day with the Reds’. Ruth would often go with her. I didn’t know who or what the Reds were until much later. I did not want to expose my ignorance by asking.

~

X-rays don’t hurt. So I found out today. The machine just clicks and clunks a few times, and it’s done. Soon, I am up again and back in my clothes.

I find John in the hallway, a bag of X-rays on his knees.

‘That was quick.’

John gives me a feeble smile. ‘No mucking around here.’

Watching the coming and going, the occasional shouts of pain, the rumble of the tea trolleys, I start to feel a sadness climb up from inside me. A sadness that I don’t quite have words for yet. Something about how I now belong in this place, how these ill people shuffling around me are just like me. The air is full of death: my own death feels like it is racing towards me, thick and fast. A tear makes its way down my cheek. I sniff, and John leans towards me. He squeezes my hand.

‘You’ll be alright, love.’

‘Oh, John. I’m not sure I will.’

John’s gaze follows a tea trolley down the corridor. The jingle of cups and saucers fades as the it turns a corner. I swallow the lump in my throat and try to sit up straight to hide my swollen belly.

The surgeon, Mr Fellowes, is about sixty, short and bald. His bowtie holds tight against his throat – the flesh above it billowing out on both sides, like wattles on a rooster. His thick belly appears to launch itself over his belt and trousers as he ushers us into the room. He tucks in his paunch and his shirt and sits down at a wooden desk underneath the glow of an X-ray viewing machine.

He directs his questions at the small yellow card in front of him, taking down my answers in a tight, jerky script. How long have I been feeling unwell? How often do I vomit? Are my bowels working? He takes the bag of X-rays from John and flicks them up onto the viewer. I try to make sense of the picture as coming from inside me. There is an upright row of bones in the middle which must be the spine, ending at the bottom in a bony bowl. They must be my hip bones sticking out the side. In the centre, in front of the spine is a strange swirly mess. The specialist shakes his head. He turns to look at us and I am taken by the change in his expression. His eyes seem to see me – to recognise me – for the first time. They are serious as he shakes his head again.

‘I’m afraid it’s not looking good. This X-ray, and the symptoms and signs, suggest some sort of growth here in the pelvis.’

He stabs a stubby finger at the X-ray picture.

‘We can’t possibly say what kind of tumour it is until we open you up. Could be ovary. Possibly bowel.

‘Surgery?’

I am glad John still has his voice.

‘Yes. To see what’s there and try to remove it. If we can’t remove it, at least get a sample. Confirm the tissue type. So we can decide if there’s anything else we can do to help.’

He directs this information at John and says the words slowly, carefully, as if trying to plant them deep inside us. The word ‘if’ is not lost on me – ‘if’ there’s anything to do to help.

I start to feel blurred and strange and don’t take in what has been decided. I find myself nodding, agreeing to whatever it is. At the desk, the clerk hands me a clipboard with a pen attached on a piece of string. She directs me down the corridor, to the ward. Len will drive John home. Mary will cook dinner for him and the boys.

Behind the curtains in the hospital bed, I tug against the tight sheet, paring it back from my distended belly. A perfect, enormous half egg extends out and down from under my ribs. The skin is taut, and cold and shiny. Marks are beginning to form at my sides where the skin has been stretched. I rest my hands under my ribs, atop the shiny egg. My body has betrayed me. It is no longer the reliable place I imagined it to be. I wonder how high the tide is – where the ill body ends and the well body starts – whether I am going to drown.





Domestos, 2016

When Dulan comes back, Vijitha is with him. Rose watches from the kitchen window as he helps his wife climb the rickety front steps. He leaves her standing on the top step for a moment – she’s panting, exhausted from the effort – while he races back down to the car boot to retrieve two insulated bags and a plastic bag filled with cleaning products. He goes back one more time for some cardboard boxes, which he dumps on the veranda.

Vijitha is tiny. Probably in her twenties, she looks as though she stopped growing when she was about thirteen, just after a burst of hormones gave her a suggestion of breasts and a curve at the waist. Her pregnant belly looks enormous, even dangerous, as if she might topple forward and end up balancing on it, like a turtle tipped onto its back. She is wearing a bright pink sari and gold bangles flash on her arms.

Rose pulls out the plug in the sink, listening to the suck and gurgle of water down the plughole. It’s so quiet here, every small sound seems amplified. She shakes the excess water from her gloves, and places them carefully on the draining board. She makes it to the front door just as Dulan is lifting his fist to knock.

‘You don’t need to knock, you know. You can just come in.’

‘Oh no. I couldn’t do that.’

Dulan hands her the insulated bags. He and Vijitha slip off their sandals and come into the hallway in their socks. Removing shoes at the door is a cultural thing, of course, but here the mess and squalor inside the house is equal to that outside. The hallway carpet is coated in layers of dirt and littered with rat poo. A rat has clearly made its nest in a box in the corner that was being used to store a pile of yellowing newspapers. Rose has the urge to apologise. Her focus has been on the cupboards and benchtops in the kitchen. Still – it’s not her house, not her mess.

‘Wow. You made some progress.’ Dulan is looking around the kitchen. The surfaces are clear and scrubbed, the dishes are washed and stacked on the kitchen table, the bin is full to bursting with out-of-date food.

‘I’m getting there. I could probably manage to make you both a cup of tea.’

‘Oh no. We couldn’t trouble you. We will fill the freezer. Fill some boxes. I need to go to work soon. But Vijitha will stay. She will help you.’

Vijitha looks panicked. They obviously haven’t discussed this. They exchange some words in Tamil. Vijitha’s voice becomes shrill, while Dulan’s remains decisive. Finally she tips her head in acquiescence. 

Rose wants to say that it’s okay, Vijitha doesn’t need to stay. The argument was played out in front of her, but it still feels intrusive to comment.

Vijitha sighs and starts to empty the insulated bags. Dulan escapes out the front door where he starts piling the now dry paperwork into boxes. Rose feels she should stay with Vijitha, show some solidarity, but Vijitha has turned her face away. She will not catch Rose’s eye. There is nothing left to do in the kitchen in any case. Rose follows Dulan outside and starts helping him with the boxes.

‘You are a doctor?’

‘Yes.’

‘Busy job. Must make it difficult to get back here to see your father.’

‘I should see him more. But it’s hard to watch him drink himself into oblivion every night.’

‘He is your family.’

Rose suspects that Dulan is chastising her, but she isn’t sure. Maybe he’s just stating the facts.

‘What about your family back in Sri Lanka? With a baby coming along, you must miss them.’

‘Very much. But they can’t come here. We can’t go there. So nothing can be done.’

~

After Dulan leaves, Vijitha takes a new bottle of Domestos and shuts herself in the bathroom. She emerges hours later with a broad smile, and pale flecks of bleach on her sari. While the laminate and porcelain are too stained to actually gleam, the room is cleaner than Rose has ever seen it. She puts her arm over Vijitha’s shoulder, gives her a gentle sideways squeeze and whispers, ‘Thank you.’

Rose finds some single bedsheets in a cupboard. They are musty and covered in stains of an indeterminate source. She manages to get them clean in the rickety old washing machine, although it threatens to walk out of the room during the spin cycle. The sheets dry in minutes. They go hard like cardboard in the heat. 

She sets herself up in the bedroom at the back of the house, where she used to sleep as a child visiting her grandfather. It’s a small cell formed by closing in one end of the back veranda. The white-painted iron bedframe is the same as she remembers. The single mattress is lumpy and a few of the springs are loose, but it’s the coolest room in the house at night with the breeze from the reservoir coming through the louvred windows. 

Before Dulan returns to take her home, Vijitha heats up some coconut chicken and rice for them to share. Rose is starving. She shovels great spoonfuls of the delicious curry into her mouth.

Vijitha is keen to talk. ‘Ernie. Your father. He is very sad?’

Rose puts her hand over her mouth, chews quickly and swallows. ‘Yes.’

‘What is he sad about?’

‘Oh, mostly the state of the country. And my mother sometimes.’

‘But Australia is beautiful.’

‘And he loves it. That’s why he can’t stand the meanness of the government. All the work that he did as a lawyer, to help people get their refugee status. He feels like it’s for nothing, now the country has closed its doors.’

‘But he is not a refugee.’

‘No.’

‘He is free and safe.’

‘Yes.’

‘His wife is dead from car accident. This is sad. But a long time ago. He could find another woman to marry. He is free and safe. His daughter is free and safe.’

‘Yes.’

‘I do not understand this. I have told him. The things he did, they are not for nothing. He helped me come to Australia. It is because of him that I was able to come here and to marry Dulan. And have this baby. This baby will be born into freedom.’

‘Yes, but thousands more, millions, are still locked up in detention in Australia or stuck in camps overseas.’

‘This is true. But one man cannot fix the whole world.’

‘Tell him that!’

‘I have told him. He does not listen to me, or to Dulan.’

‘He’s a lost cause.’

‘There are so many forgotten people in this world. I have been watching the news about this crate. The families there. I cannot understand it, these people who smuggle people.’

‘I know. Forty hours in that crate. I can’t imagine it.’

‘If they get well, they will be sent to detention centre. On Nauru.’

‘Probably.’

‘Yes, it’s true. I heard it. They say that a plane is the same as a boat.’

‘Awful. Stop the boats. Stop the planes. Don’t count the cost.’

Rose starts to wash the dishes. The water comes out of the tap in great glugs interspersed with short pauses, like the plumbing is undecided whether to commit.

‘I did not want to stay today. But after all that scrubbing I realised I am happy to help. All the help Ernie gave to us. I cannot give him much but I can clean.’

‘You sure can. Lucky Ernie. Silver linings.’

‘Silver, I don’t know. But yes, he is lucky. Even though he break his leg, he will have a clean house.’

~

That night Rose lies in her cell on the back veranda and stares at the ceiling. The paint is peeling in flat white curls. The house creaks and groans in the wind that has picked up over the plains. It rattles through the louvres and cools her skin.

The questions find her again in the quiet. BRCA1, for God’s sake. Where in the hell did that come from? It’s a mutation common in Ashkenazi Jews, and she’s not an Ashkenazi Jew – at least as far as she knows. Her mother’s family were Irish Catholic. They came either as convicts or to chase the gold in Bendigo. Her father’s ancestors were mostly Anglican free-settlers from England, bringing their money and their social standing with them. The original family home is still standing – an imposing Victorian mansion complete with a cupola, not far from Geelong.

Jack said it was a mutation common in Chinese populations. Maybe there was an interracial romance on the Goldfields. That would have been a scandal and probably kept quiet. But no – it couldn’t have come from her mother’s side. While her mother died of an accident when Rose was a baby, she had three sisters – Mary, Helen and Lorraine – and, as far as Rose knows, they are all alive and well. If the gene was in that side of the family, at least one of them should have had breast or ovarian cancer. She rarely saw the sisters after she started school, hasn’t seen them at all since she grew up, but they’ve always sent cards to her on her birthday and at Christmas.

Strangely, the cards still managed to find Rose after her father moved to Baringhup, and even as she moved around from rental property to rental property in Melbourne. She’s sometimes wondered if Ernie is secretly in touch with the sisters. But she was in the White Pages after all. They could have just looked her up.

The Christmas cards are always accompanied by cheery, generic Christmas letters, with news of grandchildren’s achievements and family gatherings. She’s never replied. Part of her has wanted to – to connect with a bigger family. It can get tedious with just her and Ernie – a man endlessly preoccupied and exhausted by the world, a man with strong opinions and a serious temper. A drinker. But in the end, she’s always baulked at the idea of contacting the sisters. She can’t risk being invited into such a big family. She would feel – what’s the word? – exposed. She would be under scrutiny, from the sisters themselves, and from their endlessly extrapolating family. With Ernie there are challenges, but it’s what she’s always known.

As it was, Rose looked forward to Christmas for the time she could spend by herself, and now, more recently, with Salima. With Salima’s family in Pakistan, and Muslim in any case, unless they caught up with Ernie the day is all theirs. Usually they take a picnic – something delicious but definitely un-Christmassy – and go for a ride to a beach somewhere. Salima will spend the afternoon re-applying sunscreen to Rose’s back. Rose responds by running her fingers up and down Salima’s spine as she lies unprotected in the full sun. Salima refuses to wear sunscreen, though Rose always tries to insist. Every year they plan to bring the beach tent the following year, and every year they forget. Salima never gets burnt. Lunchtime is quiet on the beach. Even if it’s terribly hot, families are home roasting vegetables, carving turkey, lighting the brandy on the pudding, trying to approximate a northern hemisphere Christmas by sheer will. In the early afternoon, grumpy, teary children appear, their parents trailing behind with boogie boards and towels. The children race to the water’s edge, grumpiness replaced with the clear glass of laughter, the lustre of smiles. Rose and Salima churn the sand between them in their hands. In that cool hollow, they create somewhere to hold on, wet fingered, to one another. To wonder what’s next. Over the last few years, the little hollow has protected the idea of their baby.

~

Her mother’s sisters showed up in her childhood memories as a group, rather than as individuals. All three wore thick make-up and strong perfumes that seemed to waft about the house for days after they were gone. They were perfunctory in their care of her, and not at all affectionate. Stiff hugs for a hello and goodbye, but no more physical contact than that. Would she even be able to tell them apart after all this time?

After the accident, the three of them took turns caring for her while her dad worked. When she was small, he really needed the help. But as time went on, he resented having them there. In her early school days, there were nearly daily arguments. Never in front of her – Ernie always thanked them profusely for dinner and for the bathed, pyjama-ed child he came home to. But after she went to bed she could hear the hiss of angry voices, the volume ramping up as the arguments got more heated, followed by loud shushing. Rose could never make out full sentences, but she sometimes heard her own name, and her mother’s name. Over time, and as her father needed them less, the sisters visited less often. By the time Rose was in Grade Two, they barely saw them. Eventually they drifted away completely. When she asked her father about his conflict with her mother’s sisters, he said, ‘They wanted to take you.’ But he would never say any more than that.

Rose knew they argued about her mother’s accident. She can’t remember the original telling of the story, and can’t remember not-knowing how her mother died – so her father must have told her about it when she was very young. The sisters thought he should have delayed telling her until she was much older. 

	She remembers Mary, at least she thinks it was Mary, pursing her lips. ‘You are too young to know about that. Your father should never have told you. Images like that can stay with a child.’

And she remembers when she told her father what Mary had said, him rolling his eyes. ‘But it’s your story. It’s about you. You were there.’

Her father talked about the accident easily, and often. It was like he was going over and over it in his head, looking for a way to change the story. Rose was sure that the version he told her was sanitised. He kept the awfulness of what he saw to himself.

In the version he told Rose, on Monday morning the eighth of July, a car ran a red light at the corner of Montague Street and Albert Road – only metres from the Montague Street house where Rose and her parents lived. Her mum was taking her to the doctor for some minor ailment – a sniffle or something, her father said. Rose was strapped into her baby capsule in the passenger seat of the car. Rose’s mother was just taking off at the lights, when a car ploughed into the driver side. According to Ernie’s version of the story, she died instantly.

The accident happened so close to home that her father heard the noise. He’s described standing in the front room of the house with his coffee, fiddling with his tie, staring out at the garden and wondering how it got so overgrown so quickly. Life with a two-month-old baby did not leave much room for gardening. He heard a screeching noise, and then an almighty thump. He was one of the first on the scene. Back then, the baby capsule was still a very new innovation. Rose was strapped in and safe. Her father described the final tableau – her mother turned towards the baby capsule, her hand resting on the belly of the screaming infant.

The image did stay with her, as her aunts had said it would. The image of that hand on her chest. Perhaps even the feeling of it. Maybe it was morbid to imagine your dead mother’s hand on you. But the way her father described it, her mother was protecting her to the end. When she cried as a child, she imagined the hand there, keeping her safe. The true images must have been horrific in her father’s mind. The one she kept close was a comfort.

Lying there in the sleep-out, she closes her eyes and finds the feeling of the hand on her chest. She thinks of herself as a crying baby. Babies cry so absolutely, with such desperation. Our adult bodies are wired to respond – to pick up a crying baby and comfort them. Usually it’s not a big life-or-death threat – just a dirty nappy or a hungry belly. The baby doesn’t know the difference. But that baby in the crate … again the images come back to her. Dehydrated and sick, and crying for their life.

She shuts down these images. The BRCA1 can’t have come from her mum. So it came from her dad. As far as she knows, his mother died of stomach cancer when he was five, and his father died of melanoma in his eighties. His brother, Peter, died recently of bowel cancer. No history of breast or ovarian cancer there. And Peter didn’t have any kids.

She is going around in circles. But perhaps it doesn’t matter where it came from. It is here, in her body, in every cell. It needs to be dealt with, one way or another.

Rose reaches for her phone and finds a missed call from Salima from an hour ago. She calls her back.

‘Are you working?’

‘Yes, but it’s okay. I wanted to speak to you, my love.’

‘How was the partners’ meeting?’

‘A disaster. They want Mark and me to work together on a case.’

‘Together? Oh dear.’

‘I know!’

‘What’s the case?’

‘Workplace stuff. Unfair dismissal. A guy urinated in the punch at the Christmas party.’

‘And you’re acting for him?’

‘Yup.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘Anyway. How are you?’

‘Exhausted from cleaning. I’m in bed already.’

‘Probably do you good.’

‘Probably. We’ve got another day of it, I reckon. At least inside. We’ll need a skip for the rest. I’ll drive home on Wednesday morning and go straight to work.’

‘We?’

‘Vijitha. Dulan’s wife. They live up here. She’s heavily pregnant, but this afternoon Dulan left her here to help me with the cleaning. She’s done an amazing job and is coming back tomorrow.’

‘Poor Vijitha.’

‘I know. She’s a worker, though. You should’ve seen that bathroom after she got into it.’

‘Hey, we need to book in with Nigel to find out about the genetic testing. Although – I imagine Jack would have been in touch if there was a problem.’

This is the moment to tell her about the BRCA1. But it’s late, and Rose wants to hold the information close to her chest for a while. To feel its shape before it unfolds into its myriad extrapolations. She wants to breathe in the normality and domesticity that connects her to Salima and have it steady her. She pauses too long.

‘Everything okay?’

‘Yeah. I’m just tired. What are you having for dinner?’

‘Pizza’s on the way.’

‘Yum. I had one of Vijitha’s curries which was delicious and VERY spicy.’

‘Even for you?’

‘Vijitha and Dulan grew up in Sri Lanka. That’s another level entirely.’

‘I’ll miss you in our bed tonight.’

Again, Rose pauses for a little too long. ‘Yeah, me, too.’

‘I’ll let you go to sleep. I need to keep looking at this brief.’

As Rose rolls over to sleep, the images of the baby in the crate fill her mind again. She searches for the comfort of the hand on her chest, but she can’t find it this time. She tries to empty her mind of thoughts, to concentrate on her breath and her body.

Eventually she drifts off to sleep with a vision of Vijitha’s determined face in front of her: lips pressed together, scrubbing away at the surfaces in the bathroom, wiping away the years and the grime.





No place for children, 1945

They wake me around dawn for a tablet and a sip of water. I sit up in bed and watch the comings and goings in the ward. The nurses walk terribly fast – they almost run from bed to bed, heads down, straightening and tucking the sheets, sitting patients up for morning medications, repositioning pillows behind patient’s backs. They wear pale blue cotton dresses with starched white cuffs, collars and aprons. At the back, the aprons form a neat, white cross against the blue. Starched white caps perch like stationary doves on their heads. Another nurse directs the action from behind the bulk and shine of the metal medication trolley she is pushing from bed to bed. She has a gold badge pinned to her apron front. I can hear the clink of pestle on mortar, the rumble of the trolley, the slap of leather soles against the wooden boards.

I start to feel like I am floating somewhere above the bed, instead of on it. All the whites, wood and metal seem to swirl and churn, and the noises around me start to blend together, connecting and separating in a way that requires my attention. To quell the fear, I remind myself about the tablet. Pre-medication, they said. Something to help you relax.

After some time, a face appears above me. I’m not sure how it got there, as moments earlier I was completely alone in that swirling space. The words sound strange – as if we are under water – but the face is kind, and haloed in white. 

There is a jolt, and then I am slipping, sliding sideways onto a lower, thinner platform. Then we are moving, rumbling out into the centre of the ward and into the hallway. I take in the changing view of the ceilings – tubes of light against white paint, broken up with patches of damp – as we thwack our way through one set of double doors and then another, and another. Then they are lifting me sideways again, placing me under a ball of light. I shiver at the smack of cold from the operating table on the bare skin of my back where my gown is loose.

Moments later, it seems, I wake in another bright, white room. I hear a moaning and realise that it is coming from me. A thunderclap of pain grips my belly. I am sick all over the sheets. I hear my voice saying sorry, sorry, sorry. A nurse tuts as she changes the sheet and wipes my chin. I feel a coolness up my arm. They have given me something. Soon the pain starts to fade into a dull ache, and I am no longer nauseous.

Some time later the surgeon comes. He flicks through the papers at the foot of my bed and then stands beside me, arms folded. In his surgical scrubs, and short against the peculiar high bed, he looks like a chubby child in pyjamas. I want to know if he needs to stand on a stool to operate, and have forgotten that it might be rude to ask such a question. But in any case, I can’t seem to find the words. My brain is still disconnected from my tongue. I strain to keep my eyes open, but they refuse to comply.

He does not address me at all. He just looks my belly, and at the tubes issuing from it, and then barks orders at the nurse. She scribbles furiously to keep up with his hurried words. Fluid balance chart. Catheter. Morphine. Pint over six hours. In a moment, he is gone, and I am asleep again.

For some period – the rest of the day? – I hover in and out of sleep. At some stage somebody wheels me back to the ward. I am aware that John is there, and then he is not. Somebody lifts my wrist from under the cover and holds it for a minute or so. All the while I feel myself drifting back. Back to Ruth.

~

One Sunday, Ruth invited me to go into town with her and her mother. To a meeting.

‘These meetings are usually really boring. But I think you’ll find this one interesting. Adela Pankhurst-Walsh is down from Sydney.’

‘Who?’

‘She’s a communist. Also a suffragette. She talks about us ladies doing all sorts of things in the new world order.’

‘The new …?’

‘It will be so much better with you there.’

When she said things like that, I would feel a threshing in my chest, like something separating and coming together again.

My mother insisted I go to church on Sunday morning. I rushed out as soon as the service was finished in order to get to Ruth’s house on time. She and Moira were waiting for me outside the gate of the tower house. Her mother pressed me against her and kissed me on the head.

‘Did you give that God of yours a prayer from me?’

Ruth rolled her eyes. ‘Mum!’

‘That English church of yours has done some damage to the likes of us.’

‘The Irish churches aren’t much better, Mum.’

‘You’re quite right, there. Churches don’t do us much good at all, at all. The opium of the people.’

Moira tucked her arms in each of ours as we ran down the steps at Flinders Street Station. The city was quiet – only a few carts and the occasional car. A handful of people stood talking on the steps of Saint Paul’s. As we walked up Swanston Street, the buildings loomed above us. At five and six storeys, they seemed enormous. I could not have imagined the kinds of tall buildings we have now. They were sharp-edged against the cornflower blue of the sky, like they were cut out of paper, blocking out the midmorning sun.

I peered into the darkened shopfronts. In the tailor’s, folded bolts of cloth lined the wall behind the counter and a pair of scissors hung from a metal hook. In the bootmaker’s, a pair of boots and a polishing cloth were left on the counter, as if whoever was polishing the shoes had left in a hurry. Ahead, forty or fifty people milled around outside a barber’s shop – mostly men, a handful of women. 

Next to the striped barber’s pole was a door. ‘The Communist Party of Australia’ was printed in gold lettering on the frosted glass. I only had a vague idea of what the Communist Party was – Ruth rarely spoke of these meetings. Even so, a hot thrill passed through me to see the words.

‘Moira!’ A woman called out to us from the doorway. ‘They’re waiting for you to open up.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, love.’

Moira raced up the stairs, and Ruth and I were caught in a crush of bodies in the stairwell. I found myself jammed between two young men. I could smell their tobacco and sweat, and feel the firm press of their eyes as well as their bodies. My whole body blushed.

‘Dr Thompson not coming today?’ A man in a cap leaned in towards Moira and winked, poking at her side with his elbow.

‘He’ll be along later, for sure,’ Moira said in a serious voice. The man in the cap raised his eyebrows and squeezed through the crowd and through the open door.

The first thing I noticed was the enormous red flag. It took up the entire back wall of the hall. It was a shocking red, like blood against the whitewashed walls of the hall and the faded wooden floor. A yellow hammer and sickle had been sewn onto the red fabric – the flag of the communist party, although I did not recognise it at the time. Even so, I was transfixed. The flag had a solemnity, a gravity. I could not look away.

Ruth tugged at my elbow. ‘You haven’t seen a flag before? Come on, dreamer.’

Around me, people were arranging chairs into rows in front of the flag, and dragging a lectern and table to the front. The small space filled with the sound of furniture scraping on the floor, loud conversation and laughter.

Ruth and I missed out on a chair, so we sat cross-legged on the floor near the platform. As Moira walked up to the lectern, the chatter in the room hushed.

‘My apologies for keeping you all waiting. We might as well make a start. Today we are lucky to have Mrs Adela Pankhurst-Walsh with us from London, via Sydney. And her husband, John Walsh. Adela will speak to us today on The Communist Utopia.’ She gestured towards the front row. ‘As you can see, Adela, the Victorian branch is a much more humble affair than the Sydney one.’ There were a few titters of laughter. ‘But I hope you will find us as committed as our northern comrades.’

Mrs Pankhurst-Walsh took the position behind the lectern, and there was silence in the room. She was tall and wore a simple white dress with a silver broach at the breast. She removed her hat and tipped her head forward for a moment, revealing the linear part in her hair, which was twisted into two neat buns at the nape of her neck. She looked around at the audience, her lips pressed into a line, and then began speaking.

	When I glanced at Ruth, her eyes were shining, as I’m sure my own were, too. She smiled and nodded. Before that day, I never knew how it was possible to be so moved by mere words, how you could be swept up by them, how they could open up a different world, a different view. Mrs Pankhurst-Walsh spoke of the sharing of wealth, of housing estates built with communal kitchens and gardens, of free books for all, of freedom from war. She spoke of complete equality between the sexes. I could feel my body leaning forward, ready to catch the next word the moment she spoke it. In my naivety, I imagined myself in that perfect world. There I was, digging in the garden, running from house to house with Ruth, or sitting under a tree reading one of those free books. Utopia. 

The idea seems so ridiculous now.

As we left the meeting, the man in the cap saw my swooning smile. ‘They got you now, eh.’

~

When I wake again, John is beside me. I can see from his face that he has had some bad news.

‘Love,’ I say.

He puts his hand over mine and tilts his face towards me, but his eyes can’t seem to hold my own. He keeps looking away, and gazing down at my belly.

‘You have spoken to the doctor?’

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t let’s talk now. Don’t tell me yet.’

‘Alright.’ John stares into the space between us, his eyes glazed.

‘Tell me about the victory celebrations. Did they talk about them on the wireless? What does Peter think? And Ernie?’

‘We all sat around the wireless last night. They reckon one hundred thousand people went to the shrine yesterday. They played a recording of Churchill’s speech. You could hear all the millions of people in London cheering. But the speech wasn’t all about victory. He said it’s important to remember that the Japanese threat is still with us.’

‘They’ve not forgotten us, then.’ I squeeze his hand.

‘By the time I turned the wireless off, Ernie was all het up. He did laps and laps of the kitchen, marching like a soldier.’

‘Oh, the darling.’

‘He kept repeating the last few words of Churchill’s speech: “We will not be the ones who will fail.” He stood on the chair and beat at his chest.’

I smile to think of Ernie all excited.

‘Peter was more philosophical. He stayed up after Ernie went to bed and asked me all about Japan. He wanted to know whether we should build a bomb shelter.’

‘What did you tell him?’

‘Oh, I said victory is not far away. That we’ll be alright. Which is probably true.’

‘Yes.’

‘He’s a worrier, that Peter.’

‘Ernie, too. He’s been worried about me.’

‘Yes, it’s funny, Peter seems to be more worried about the war. With Ernie, it’s all about you. He wanted to come and see you tonight. I told him you were at your mum’s.’

‘It’s not a place for children, this.’

The ward is full of people. Visitors sit by the beds, armed with flowers and fruit, talking excitedly about the war and about Churchill, or playing cards. Some patients sit up on pillows, reading. A few sleep through the clamour. The curtain is drawn around the bed next to mine. A nurse suddenly rushes out from behind the curtain, her eyes startled, her mouth flat-lipped. A deep moan comes from the bed. It is loud enough, and pained enough, to make everyone stop what they are doing and look. It continues until the nurse returns with a glass syringe in a kidney dish, and slips back in behind the curtain.





Reassuring words, 2016

Rose drove straight to work from Baringhup, requiring a four-thirty start. The silence, as she loaded the car in the dark, had her wishing she could stay. She drove into the sunrise, soft pinks and red, disappearing too soon. When she opened the door in the car park, heat was already rising from the concrete: summer in full flight.

Mrs Hart is still in the hospital, and there have been three other admissions. Rose finds Michelle at the nurses’ station at 7am, head down in a thick file, her silver-grey fringe falling long over her face, the shaved back of her scalp visible from above. There are no more chairs at the desk, so Rose leans across the counter.

‘Wow. That’s a big file.’

‘Volume three.’ Michelle holds up two other volumes, squinting at Rose through a pair of tiny, round white plastic-rimmed glasses. She blinks and throws the glasses onto the file. ‘The time for bifocals is on its way! Sandra had stage three multiple myeloma, diagnosed on her sixtieth birthday. She is still around at seventy-two, five years after the stem cell transplant. She mostly comes in for transfusions, or infections, or pain. She is a painter. The last ten years have been amazingly successful for her. And she just keeps on going on.’

‘Good on her.’

Rose scrabbles in her bag for some paper and takes a few notes as Michelle hands over her patients. Michelle’s management is usually pretty closely aligned with her own. She nods as Michelle outlines the tests she has ordered, the treatment she has prescribed. There is nothing she would change.

Michelle is one of those uber-capable people. There were a few of them at medical school. All-round perfection. She blitzed exams with ridiculous ease, at the same time as competing at state level as a runner. She still runs marathons now, her lithe body an athlete’s, her calf muscles perfectly moulded. She gave birth to twins six months before sitting her oncology exams, which she passed easily. Now she is a professor at the age of thirty-five. She is a generous teacher and does a lot of research. And she is nice.

Rose moved away from the university as quickly as she could, choosing the private system. She has teaching responsibilities but no research load, and prefers the flawed private hospital system to the cutthroat competition in the academic community and the public hospitals. She has occasional pangs of guilt about looking after the privileged. But suffering from cancer is essentially no different in the world of the privileged compared with the public system. Michelle, of course, did both.

‘So how’s your dad?’

‘Well. He’s no longer hallucinating.’

‘That’s good.’

‘He will be in rehab for a bit.’ Rose flattens her lips in an exaggerated frown and sighs. ‘I might need to go up there again after that. Sorry.’

‘All good. I can look after things again. I’ve actually got a few quiet weeks coming up, so it will fit in. Semester break.’

‘And school holidays?’

‘Bill’s on duty. He’s taking the school holidays off.’

‘Good old Bill.’

‘The kids love it when they have him to themselves. I can get quite jealous. All the private jokes around the kitchen table in the evenings.’

Michelle hugs the file to her chest and pushes her chair out.

‘Here, grab this chair before somebody else takes it.’

When Rose goes in, Mrs Hart is lying flat on her back, tucked in so that only her head is showing above the sheet. She stares at the ceiling, eyes wide, like she is taking in a view. Rose is pleased to see some colour in her cheeks, even if it is from the latest bag of red blood cells. As she approaches the bed, Mrs Hart turns to look at her. She reaches her hand out from under the covers and grabs at Rose’s arm.

‘You’re here.’

The tug at her arm tips Rose’s balance, and she sits abruptly down on the bed. Mrs Hart grasps at her hand. It is a tight grasp. Normally Rose would hold on. A patient’s need for touch is an important one. But she feels the crush of Mrs Hart’s need in that grasp, as well as her own inability to fulfil it. Rose gives Mrs Hart’s hand a squeeze and pulls her own away. She takes a step back from the bed.

‘How are you feeling? You’re looking a bit pinker after the blood.’

‘I’m good. I’ve made a decision.’

‘What have you decided?’

‘I’d like to die now. All this hanging on for Len. It’s tired me out. I’m tired of him and I’m tired of me.’

‘So – no more treatment? We will just make you as comfortable as we can?’

Rose is relieved. She looks at the dull skin on Mrs Hart’s arms. The muscles underneath are thin and wasted. This body needs no more punishment.

‘No palliative care or slow dying. I want to die now.’

‘Mrs Hart, we can’t do that I’m afraid. Whatever my own views on the rights and wrongs, at this stage it’s illegal.’

Rose has her response to the euthanasia question down pat. It makes it easy that it is still illegal. Privately she thinks it is obvious that a person has a right to choose the way they die. There are times when euthanasia is the only thing that makes sense. It is the checks and balances that are difficult.

‘It’s ridiculous to be hanging on. What is the point of all that? I’ve decided.’

What’s the point? An unanswerable question. There’s no point to any of this. But she can’t say that. ‘Well, I suppose it means you have some time to get used to the idea? And you can spend some more time with Len. You can visit him there from the hospice, or he can visit you. It’s not far from the nursing home—’

‘I have said goodbye to Len. I won’t be seeing him again.’

‘You won’t?’

‘I’ve seen him over these last few days. They took me down there. He just cries. I can’t bear it. And then he gets agitated and shaky. He’s probably worried about the house and the finances. I’ve told him our lawyer has it all organised. But Len was never very good at practical things. I keep telling him it’s okay, but he keeps crying.’

‘Maybe you’ll feel like seeing him again when he’s settled down.’

‘He won’t settle down. I know him. He’s stubborn. My seeing him makes everything worse.’

‘That’s sad.’

‘It’s not sad. Not really. He’s never been able to cope with anything. He worries about things. I’ve always done everything.’

‘How long have you been married?’

‘Fifty-two years. I discovered how weak he was on our honeymoon. He’s made me angry ever since.’

‘That’s a long time to be angry.’

‘Yes, it is.’

Neither of them speaks for a few moments.

‘Mrs Hart. Given that euthanasia is not an option, would you like me to refer you to the palliative care team? You can have a chat to them at least. I think you saw them a few months ago when you were here – they are very nice.’

‘I sent them away then.’

‘And now?’

‘I suppose a conversation won’t hurt.’

Rose pats Mrs Hart’s hand and stands up. It’s a limp pat that she instantly regrets. She shouldn’t simply walk out. She should stay and talk some more. But she cannot think of anything more to say. And it’s already eight o’clock – she needs to see her three other patients before the clinic starts at nine. In any case, when she stops at the door and turns back, Mrs Hart has put her hand back under the sheet and resumed staring at the ceiling.

She whizzes through the next two patients. They both need scans and the bloods aren’t back, so there’s not much to say. The final patient is a frequent flier. Deirdre. A woman in her thirties who always has intractable vomiting when she has chemo – no matter what they give her. She is a chaotic, difficult woman. She lives alone and refuses any help at home so is always ending up in hospital. Rose sometimes thinks that the vomiting is the least of her worries. She feels a familiar irritability rise up in her.

She has noticed this irritability more and more over recent years, and over the past few weeks it has amplified again. But it is not new – it has always been there as a flicker. When she had to choose a specialty, that flicker had more than a bit to do with it. Rose struggled when patients’ complaints were illogical, or out of proportion to the problem. She thought the suffering of oncology patients would be real, not imagined. They weren’t the worried well. Growing up with Ernie probably didn’t help. To him there was no point in moaning about things you couldn’t change. You wasted valuable time like that. You have to just get on with things. It was not a religious, guilt-related thing. It was just logical. Why complain about what you can’t change? Of course, she was wrong about oncology. Oncology patients were as illogical about their suffering as any other human. She knew that she just needed to get used to it, to get over it. But she didn’t, she couldn’t. That flicker of irritation became stronger over the years rather than weaker. It seemed to be slowly eroding her compassion even for what she felt were genuine problems. In her practice she was known as a compassionate, caring doctor. Her patients sent her gifts. GPs wrote her effusive letters. But she knew that as time went on, she was faking it more and more.

Deirdre is vomiting when she enters the room. Or trying to. She is coughing and spitting into a sick bag. A trail of saliva hangs between her mouth and the round plastic rim. It wobbles as she speaks.

‘You’re back. I’m so glad. That other doctor was hopeless. She said she couldn’t help me. She said I’ve already tried everything.’

‘You pretty much have. Now that you’re taking the olanzapine, I’m not sure there’s anything more to try.’

‘I felt sure you would come up with something. You always do.’

With this Deirdre manages a proper vomit. Rose disposes of the bag and gives Deirdre another. She looks more comfortable now and falls back into the mountain of pillows she has accumulated behind her. The plastic covers of the pillows whoosh with displaced air.

‘I’d hoped you’d be able to cope at home this time. You know we can get a nurse to come. To monitor you and keep an eye on your fluid intake.’ Rose is pressing her. She knows Deirdre won’t allow a nurse into her home. She has never understood why and raises the topic again at every admission. 

Deirdre just ignores her. ‘They said I was really dehydrated when I came into the emergency department. It was lucky I came in when I did.’

Rose sighs. Deirdre has always been thin. Too thin, really. She carries almost no fat on her body. She always looks sick – even when she is well hydrated. Emergency department staff tend to panic.

‘Well, hopefully this is your last chemo for a while. We’ll see in a few weeks.’

Deirdre has recurrent ovarian cancer. So far, more rounds of chemo have put her into remission for between one and two years at a time. Both she and Rose know this luck can’t continue forever, but Rose is cautiously hopeful each time.

‘I did a chart showing all the medications I’ve had for the nausea, and what the side-effects have been, and whether they’ve worked or not. It’s that white sheet on the clipboard, hanging out of my bag. Can you grab it?’

Dierdre’s bag is next to the bed. She could easily have leaned down and lifted the clipboard out of the bag herself. Rose comes around from the end of the bed and lifts the clipboard out of the bag.

Deirdre has prepared an Excel spreadsheet. Rose wonders what she does with her time, when she is not in hospital and having chemo. Deirdre gets income protection payments. Rose knows she used to be an accountant. There never seems to be the time to ask what she does now when she is well, or at least when she is not so sick. They are always putting out fires. The Excel spreadsheet does suggest that she is capable of some work, or that she will be when the chemo is over. But Rose knows Deirdre won’t ever go back to work. There will always be another reason not to.

‘You can see early on I had some Phenergan. It made me drowsy but stopped the vomiting.’

‘Right. I’ll write you up for some of that. See if it works.’

‘Thank you. I’m so glad you’re back. It almost makes me feel better just knowing you’re around.’

Rose smiles. She manages to place her hand on Dierdre’s shoulder and give it a squeeze. ‘We’ll get there.’

We’ll get there. We’ll get there. Rose repeats the words to herself as she leaves the room. What on earth do they mean? We’ll get where? Rose feels she is running out of reassuring words.

~

The early-morning start catches up with her as she sits down at her own desk. In her foggy state, she imagines herself in Deirdre’s position. In a hospital bed. Exposed. A dribble of saliva on her chin. Doctors hovering at her bedside, struggling to find some reassuring words.

Annie comes in with a coffee. ‘You look beat.’

‘Yeah. An early one. Thanks for the coffee.’

‘How’s your dad?’

‘Safe in the hospital for the moment. Can’t do much harm there.’

‘I’ve blocked out a few consults this morning. Give you a bit of a slower one.’

‘You are the best, Annie. You know I really couldn’t manage without you.’

‘I know.’ Annie’s mouth opens into a broad smile. 

She is all goodness and care, Annie. Lovely with the patients without being gushy, always thinking about Rose and the other specialists and what they might need. She is going on sixty and short, with a thick roundness to her belly over strong, thin legs. In her home life, too, she looks after everyone else. She wakes early every morning to walk her dogs around the silent suburban streets. Her husband is retired and, while he is well and able-bodied, he still needs Annie for just about everything. ‘He’s a man without a purpose,’ Annie says. ‘I give him purpose.’ Annie was a mother and a grandmother early. On the days when she isn’t at the clinic, she has a busy roster of care for her grandchildren. She is planning a cruise for her sixtieth birthday with the whole of her huge family on board. Rose couldn’t think of anything worse. From what Annie has described, her three daughters and their families are hard work. But Annie says, ‘They are my brood. I can’t help wanting to open my wings and sweep them up. It will be wonderful to have them all there with me. And on a cruise, I will have nothing to do. No one to cook for.’

Her phone vibrates on the desk. Salima.

‘I’ll let you get that.’ Annie closes the door.

Rose sighs and flips the lid off her coffee. There are three patients waiting already and a handful of post-it notes on her keyboard. The desk phone flashes with more messages. She hasn’t checked her emails.

She stares at the vibrating phone. It’s not a good time.

The vibration stops.

The room fills with a grey silence. There is something missing. She looks around the room. The clock on the wall has stopped at 3.15. There is no ticking. She stares at it, willing the second hand to move. People have their devices these days for timekeeping; it probably won’t be a priority for maintenance. But it’s disconcerting. She loves the quiet of her consulting room, but that quiet needs to include the ticking of the clock. The little heartbeat. She must get that fixed.

The phone vibrates again. She can’t ignore it a second time.

‘Hi.’

‘Sorry. I wanted to catch you before my day starts. I’m on my way to work now. It’s going to be mad.’

‘I was just about to call you back. Pretty busy here, too.’

She hears Salima’s short sigh. She does not want to compete about how busy they are.

Nor does Rose.

‘I know you are. I just wanted to check in. You must be tired.’

‘I’m okay. Coffee in hand.’ She takes a sip. It’s lukewarm but will do the trick.

‘How’s your dad?’

‘Okay. In the hospital still. I think I’m gonna have to go there when he gets out of rehab. Settle him in.’

‘Are you serious? Won’t you guys kill each other?’

‘Maybe. But there’s no one else. I can’t ask Vijitha and Dulan. They’ve done enough already. And Dulan works and Vijitha is pregnant. When Ernie gets out, he’ll have trouble getting around.’

There is a long pause on the other end of the phone. Rose can hear traffic noise in the background and the tick of the indicator.

‘Are you still there?’

‘I’m here. I’m just trying to understand. You’ve never bothered to step up before. You’ve always said he made his own stinky bed.’

‘I know. I know. But this feels different. He really needs someone around. And you should see his stinky bed.’ She sounds like she is trying to convince herself. Perhaps she is. It’s true he needs someone around. But there are also other reasons why it is different this time. Reasons that are not yet clear enough to explain. About the gene perhaps, but also about other things. She is looking for an excuse to vacate her life for a while.

‘So when will he get out of rehab? We missed that appointment with Nigel this week. I made another one with Jack for two weeks from now.’

Rose starts to peel the post-it notes from her keyboard. ‘I’m not sure exactly when. But we can put that off again if we need to, can’t we? It’s not urgent. Nobody’s dying.’

She hears Salima take a long breath. 

Rose has spoken a truth they have been avoiding. They have both had a sense of urgency since they started planning the IVF. Sure, it makes sense to keep things moving – IVF is a long process. But there is something else behind their urgent focus, and they both know it. A pulling away. An opening up of the space between them. Who started it? Maybe it doesn’t matter. It’s a great chasm now. And usually hidden from view.

‘Listen, I just got to work. I’m in the car park. So – I’m gonna go.’

Rose hangs up and pushes her phone away. The unspoken words between them surge and swell around her. She has no idea how to fix it.





Education, 1945

From the other side of the curtain, I can hear the great boom of Mr Fellowes’ voice. He is talking about me. Everyone else in the ward can hear him, too.

‘… both ovaries, including a large ovarian cancer on the left. There was a fair bit of spread in the pelvis. I removed as much as I could. The prognosis is not good.’

He tears open the curtain and stands at the foot of my bed, flanked by his team. All young men, they tower over his short, stout body. A dense copse of white coats.

‘Mr and Mrs King. How are we?’

‘Alright. Some pain.’ My voice is hoarse. Mr Fellowes rustles through my chart and bites on the end of his fountain pen to open it. He scratches a few lines, holding the pen lid between bared teeth.

‘It was a successful operation. I removed your uterus and tubes and both ovaries. There was some tumour there which I removed. I’ve spoken to Mr King about this.’

He gestures to one of the junior doctors to lift up my gown. He is ginger-haired and compact, his freckled fingers taking up no more room than necessary. He peels back the gauze in a slow, tentative, almost theatrical movement to reveal an incision down the middle of my belly that has been stitched closed. The wound edges are red raw. My body has not yet started to knit and purl itself together.

My belly is no longer swollen. The stretch marks have collapsed. They make a landscape of tiny valleys and ridges in my skin, trailing and curving away from the wound.

‘What do you think, Dr Maudsley?’

‘The wound looks clean and dry?’

‘Day one post-op, I would hope so. Otherwise it is the fault of the surgeon. And I don’t think you are accusing me, are you, Maudsley?’ Mr Fellowes laughs, causing the roll of skin above his bow tie to quiver. The others laugh, too. A jagged, nervous laughter. I imagine they have all been on the receiving end of Mr Fellowes’ jibes. Dr Maudsley replaces the gauze and slinks backwards, where he is swallowed up by the other white coats.

‘When would you like to remove those staples, Dr Thatcher?’

Dr Thatcher has a round face, enormous eyes framed with a thick hedge of lashes, and a mop of unruly curly black hair. His already rosy cheeks flush a brighter red as he feels the heat of attention on him.

‘Ten days.’

‘Exactly. And is there anything more we can do for Mrs King?’

‘Radiotherapy?’

‘Good old radium. Yes. It’s an option. It sometimes helps. Might give her a little bit longer. But there are side-effects of course.’

‘What kind of side-effects?’ I feel I am intruding on their tutorial, but I need to know.

The surgeon is surprised that I have spoken. It is as if he has forgotten I am here.

‘Perhaps Dr Thatcher can enlighten you?’

The curly-haired young man runs through a list. ‘Burns and infections, pain, nausea, diarrhoea.’

John, who has been sitting beside me, stands up and folds his arms. ‘How long have we got? With the treatment?’ John keeps his voice even, matter-of-fact, matching the young doctor’s voice.

‘How long, Dr Thatcher?’

‘I wouldn’t like to say, I—’

‘Quite so. It’s impossible to say. Patients always want to know a definite prognosis, but one shouldn’t allow oneself to be drawn. Mrs King. Do you really want to know all this? I can talk to your husband if you prefer. You can concentrate on getting better.’

‘Yes, I do. I want to know.’

‘Well then. It is quite advanced. You may get a year with some treatment. A few months without. Radium might slow the re-accumulation of the ascites. You’d be more comfortable for a while.’

‘Ascites?’

‘Dr Denton, please illuminate for Mr and Mrs King the meaning of the word “ascites”.’ He stressed the ‘u’ in ‘illuminate’, encircling the word with a purse of his plentiful lips.

‘It’s the fluid on the belly. That’s what was making Mrs King feel bloated.’

‘And there’s nothing else you can do?’ John’s voice sounds feeble now. I am sorry for him, but glad he is asking these questions.

One of the young doctors blows his nose with a handkerchief, and speaks nasally, his voice thick with more of the mucus he has just deposited in his pocket, in between layers of red-chequered cotton.

‘I was reading about some chemicals. Overseas. Nitrogen mustard—’

‘Mustard gas?!’ John’s face is white.

Mr Fellowes waves his arms about like he is drowning. ‘No, no, no. There is a treatment being trialled in America. It causes terrible vomiting and low immunity. No guarantee of success. It’s basically poison. Not an option for you at all, I’m afraid, Mrs King. But I can certainly send someone in to talk to you about the radium.’

‘What do you think, Nellie?’ John asks gently. I can feel all their eyes on me.

‘I don’t know. Will it be expensive? It would be good to stop the swelling coming back.’

‘Don’t worry about the cost, Mrs King. Hospitals are charitable institutions after all.’ Mr Fellowes replaces the fountain pen in the top pocket of his white coat and gives my legs a quick, non-reassuring double tap with his bloated fingers. ‘Dr Thatcher will be back later to get you up to speed. Come on then, you lot.’

When they are gone, John and I sit in silence. A thousand thoughts jostle in my mind. I don’t know how to make sense of them. There is a burning in the back of my throat and in my belly. My limbs feel lifeless and useless. A nurse comes in with a pill for the pain, and a glass of water. I gaze at the pill before I take it, wishing it could do more for me than take away the pain.

John has disappeared into himself. I will him to speak, to comfort me, to say something that will bring us back to where we were ten minutes ago, a few days ago, a month ago. But nothing can do that.

He feels me watching him. In his daze he reaches across to take my hand. He squeezes it, and then holds it loose, cradling it. I can feel the warmth of his skin, the gentle boat he makes with his hand. Tears well. The boat starts to fill.

~

After Mrs Pankhurst-Walsh’s speech, Ruth, Moira and I had kicked our shoes off and lain on Moira’s bed, surrounded by books. The room at the base of the tower was square and windowless, though light trickled down from Ruth’s bedroom above and glowed a jade green from a standard lamp in one corner. Bookcases of varying dimensions jammed the walls on every side. They were all full to brimming with books and papers. More books were piled on the floor. At the room’s centre was a wrought-iron bed, painted black, with a quilted coverlet the blue of a clear sky. There was no room for any other furniture or clothes. Moira’s shiny black leather shoes sat atop a pile of books; she had flung the chain of her silver mesh purse around the bedhead. There must have been a dressing room somewhere else in the house, but I don’t remember seeing one. In my memory, Moira lived with books.

She had pointed me to a shelf at eye level that contained a handful of red leather-bound books, and a few yellowing pamphlets. They lay on my chest and belly and were scattered around me, tracing the outline of my body, like clouds opening up.

Moira and Ruth were laughing at me. It was gentle laughter, and I found myself smiling.

‘This morning she was in the church.’ Moira crossed her legs, pulled the red satin of her palazzo pants down over her knees, and straightened the black sailor’s bow at her neckline.

‘This afternoon she is a comrade!’ Ruth stood up at the end of the bed and raised her clenched fist.

‘Not quite. I’m just interested. I’ve never heard ideas like these before.’

‘What ideas in particular?’ Moira’s glossy black hair was roller-curled, her eyelashes long and coiled, her eyebrows plucked thin and drawn high, shiny with petroleum jelly. She perched her sharp, ivory-powdered chin on her hand and faced me, attentive. The effect was so glamourous it made it difficult for me to find words.

‘Well. It makes sense to spread wealth around. For everybody to have a share. Everybody equal.’

‘Karl Marx was onto something.’ Moira stood and reached into the shelf behind the bed, pulling out another leather-bound book, and a paper pamphlet. She handed the book to me, spine outwards. Against the maroon leather I read the words Capital: A critical analysis of capitalist production. The pamphlet, ‘Manifesto of the Communist Party: Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’, was yellowed and thumbed.

‘These books. They started the whole thing.’

She told me about Marx, and the thinkers that followed him. And about revolution in Russia and in China and the deaths of kings and queens. I listened with the same naive hunger as I had to Mrs Pankhurst-Walsh. That day I went home with a pile of reading material. Moira wrapped them in brown paper, with a warning not to read them in public.

‘People don’t understand. Some think communism is dangerous.’

‘Why?’

She paused. ‘I really don’t know.’

Ruth walked me to the double wrought-iron gates, where she stopped with her fingers on the latch. She clicked it up and down without opening it. In the pine tree above us, cockatoos rummaged and screeched. ‘So, you’re a comrade now, eh?’

‘I guess so.’

She opened the gate in a dramatic sweep. ‘Goodbye, sweet comrade. Don’t let that Red thinking take you over. I’ve seen it happen to Mum’s friends. They kind of disappear. Leave some space for other thoughts. And for me.’

She pressed another book into my hands.

Later I understood Ruth’s complicated relationship with the communist cause. She believed in it. She had to. Her mother had been a committed communist since before she was born. It was like believing in God. But even at sixteen, she had grown wary of the way some of the party members clung to the ideology, becoming ‘ugly bores’, always speaking as though they were on a soapbox, red-faced and loud, with no room for argument or conversation. She complained that there was no place for women, and no beauty in the ideology. She preferred to read fiction rather than the party pamphlets or her mother’s leather-bound translated works of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Trotsky. The book she had pressed into my hands that day was The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton. Over the coming week, I interspersed the excesses of Wharton’s New York high society with the dense, angry prose of Lenin’s State and Revolution, devouring both under the covers, by torchlight, with a hunger that surprised and excited me.





Heatwave, 2016

A wall of hot air hits her as she leaves the hospital. Furious, it roughs up the trees, and makes the flagpole shriek. It’s forty-two degrees – the third day over forty. The roar of the sun is close to audible. The crack and sizzle in the air suggests a bushfire somewhere.

All those piles of junk around Ernie’s house. If there was a fire, the house would be lost. 

She should have brought Bomber with her. She left the back door open so he could come and go from the house, and bowls of water everywhere. He would find a cool spot and sleep all day. But what if there was a fire? Would Dulan and Vijitha rescue him? The thought of the dog up there in the crackling heat. 

She rushes to the car, the heat of the bitumen steaming through the thin soles of her sandals, and sends Dulan a text.

Hope you are all okay up there in the heat. How’s Bomber doing?

The streets around the hospital are eerily quiet as they always are on a hot Melbourne day. Roadworks are deserted and building sites empty. Everybody is inside in air conditioning, or in front of a fan. Errands are put off for another day. The IVF paperwork burns bright white on the seat next to her, unread. She throws it into the back seat.

Salima knows something is up. They will need to have a bigger conversation tonight. Rose feels tightness in her throat and a clamping down on her thoughts. She would prefer to let them incubate longer before she speaks them.

The apartment is a sauna, heat pouring through the north-facing glass like molten metal. The coffee table glass responds with a blinding glare.

She lowers the shades, the little beads on the metallic cord stinging her hands. In the sticky dark, she is overwhelmed by sleepiness. She switches on the air conditioner, dials it down to as low a temperature as it can go and lies on the couch. She is asleep within minutes.

She wakes when she hears the key in the lock. In her sleep, she has pulled the mushroom-coloured softness of the throw rug to her chin.

‘Gosh, it’s freezing!’

Salima pours her keys heavily on the grey granite benchtop and wheels her trial suitcase to the door of the study.

‘Sorry. It was a hotbox. I got a bit carried away.’

Salima gasps at the remote, her eyebrows raised in steep dark contours. ‘It’s fourteen degrees in here!’

‘Is it?’

Rose raises herself slightly and reaches for the switch on the Arco lamp. It illuminates the pale grey leather of the couch in a gentle circle.

‘You don’t need to turn it right down. It has a thermostat.’

‘Yeah, I know. You’ve told me. I wanted to feel really cold. It’s so bloody hot out there.’

Salima fiddles with the remote, then yanks at her hair-tie, releasing her ponytail. Her long hair spills like ink about her shoulders. She sits at the end of the couch and lifts Rose’s feet onto her knees, rubbing the soles with her palms. ‘How are you? Exhausted?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘Anything interesting happen while you were gone?’

‘Not really. Deirdre is back in. Mrs Hart has decided she wants to be euthanised.’

‘I guess it’s good that she’s seen the writing on the wall. Sad for her husband being left behind.’

‘She doesn’t want to see her husband anymore. She says he has annoyed her right from the start of their fifty-two-year marriage.’

‘Bloody hell. That’s terrible.’

‘I know.’

‘I’m so lucky I have you.’ Salima finds Rose’s hands under the throw.

Rose is crying. The tiredness and confusion leak out of her in big thick tears. They leave muddy grey marks on the rug. The circle of light from the lamp isolates them on the couch, a tense tableau in the darkened room.

‘What’s up, my love?’

‘It’s nothing. Nothing really. Just—’

‘Something has been going on for you since before you went to Baringhup.’ Salima’s voice is tight and shaky, her eyes focused and attentive. She grips Rose’s hands tighter, as if to squeeze some words out of her.

Rose gulps and sniffs until she is composed. ‘I’m worried about Bomber. In this heat.’

‘Is that really it?’

Rose swallows. ‘I tested positive for the BRCA gene.’

‘What?’

‘Jack called … The BRCA gene,’ she says. ‘I have it.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It’s a mutation. Increasing the risk of ovarian and breast cancer.’

‘What sort of risk?’

‘High.’ Rose sniffs. ‘I have some information you can read.’

‘What about the IVF process?’

‘They can screen each embryo before implanting.’

Salima nods. ‘And then what?’

‘Probably a hysterectomy and mastectomy. To reduce the risks.’

Salima blinks.

‘It’s not that big a deal in this day and age,’ Rose says. ‘I feel stupid being so upset about it.’

‘It is kind of a big deal. All that surgery.’

‘It’s manageable. I have a baby, then I have some surgery. Easy.’

‘Not so easy staring mortality in the face.’

‘I see mortality every day.’

‘Not your own.’ Salima kneels beside Rose on the floor and lifts Rose’s face to hers. ‘You can have an emotional response. It’s okay.’

Rose nods. She has forgotten this side of Salima. The way she is able to hold Rose when she is upset. Such a practical person, but also practical about emotions; she believes they need to be let out in some way. They need to make some chaos in front of you before you can see clearly what the next step is. They have not spoken like this for years. They have been keeping their hearts to themselves.

The phone dings with a text from Dulan.

We are fine. I brought Bomber back to our house. He sleeps right under the air conditioner.

‘Bomber’s okay.’

‘I’m glad. Come here.’

Salima lies lengthways along the couch beside Rose. She covers them both with the rug and throws her arms around Rose, leaning into her. Rose cries again, and Salima holds her tighter.

‘It’s awful. It is. But I’m also kind of glad it’s nothing else.’

‘Like what?’ Rose pulls back so she can see Salima’s face.

‘I don’t know. Like us for instance.’ Salima’s forehead is knitted with worry.

‘No. No. We’re fine. We’re perfect.’

And under the blanket that afternoon, she believes they are.

~

The next morning Rose wakes to an empty bed. Salima is at the kitchen bench, staring into a cup she has cradled in her hands. One of a set of Marimekko mugs with big bright red flowers that Salima ordered online for Rose’s birthday. Salima hears Rose and turns. There are tears in her eyes.

‘Why didn’t you tell me straight away?’

‘I got the call about Dad and then … I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘It was a lot to process.’

Salima nods. ‘We need to stay close. This is a wake-up call. There’s no time to—’

‘You mean the IVF.’

‘Not just the IVF. Kind of everything.’

‘What kind of everything?’ Rose stands behind Salima and wraps her arms around her. 

‘There was a fortune teller outside our house in Lahore. He mostly read palms but also read coffee grounds. There was a coffee shop across the road, and people would bring their cups and glasses over to him. There was a queue most days. Women mostly, waiting with their coffee cups. The coffee shop man was a bit scary. He would stand there glaring with his arms folded, waiting for his glasses back.’

Rose clasps her hands around Salima’s hands. They stare down into the cup, which is empty. ‘Would’ve been Turkish coffee, I suppose. No grounds in this one unfortunately.’

‘The fortune teller always called out to me as I went past. Sometimes he said he had something important to tell me. But he said that to everyone. It was one of his hooks. I never went to him. I gave him money sometimes when he looked particularly down and out. Sometimes I wish I had gone to him, asked him what my thing was.’

‘But you don’t believe it?’

‘I don’t. And you know I love Australia … but it’s just so safe and clean. In Lahore you are reminded every day of your mortality. People live on the streets – like the old man fortune teller. And they die on the streets. Or they are visibly disabled, or sick. It’s sad but it’s real. Everything on show. Here it’s all hidden until something happens – like those kids from the crate. It feels awful to say but it becomes so much more shocking when it breaks our little bubble of safety. Unlike most people in the world, we believe that the world is safe.’

‘Are you missing home?’

Salima leans back into Rose. ‘I kind of am. I’d like to visit. If Mum would let me.’

Salima talks to her parents on Skype every weekend. There is always lots of laughter. They ask after Rose, but Salima still refers to her as her flatmate. When Rose’s baby comes, it will be Rose’s baby. If Salima suggests a visit, Salima’s mother always says no.

‘Save your money. You will need it when you get married.’

‘She’s not kidding,’ Salima says. Her mother is embarrassed by her unmarried, childless daughter. Her friends will gossip and judge her. It’s easier not to have her around.

‘I’d like to see where you grew up.’

‘If they’d let me back in the country.’

‘You have a partner visa. They have to let you back in.’

‘Sometimes I wonder,’ Salima says. ‘Now is not the time for a trip home. I want our baby.’

‘Me, too. Of course I do.’

Salima rotates on the stool to face Rose, her eyes incisive. ‘I totally understand that you’re freaked out about the gene. You need to work through that and those decisions. And you will. I know you will. But if we’re going to have this baby, we have to get started. It could be a long road.’

Rose grasps Salima’s knees. ‘I know … I’m sorry. We could swap over. You could have a baby?’

Salima places her cool and careful hands over Rose’s. ‘Then we’d have to start at the beginning again. And you know it’s complicated for me. Anyway, we agreed. You’re older. Your turn first.’

‘Ernie will be out of rehab soon. I’ll settle him in, make sure the services are in, then we can get started.’

‘Okay.’

‘Okay?’

‘Yes. As long as you understand how much I want this.’

‘I understand.’





Radium, 1945

Radium burns. It creeps quietly into the skin and lights it up from the inside.

After twelve days of treatments, my abdomen is red raw, with blisters and blackened areas. They apply calamine and zinc every day, but the creams just sit like rafts atop the damaged skin. Discharge accumulates in shades of yellow. It is important to watch the colour, to make sure it’s not heading towards a green. They wrap me in tulle so my nightdress does not rub against the raw skin. There’s very little I can do about the burns on the inside. I’m bleeding a little now, a dark red flow with flecks of brown. My body has turned like the autumn, like the colours on the trees outside. They are putting on a real show.

There is vomiting, too. A constant sick feeling. My body is trying to rid itself of the poison.

On the first and last days of my treatments, the doctors kept me in hospital overnight and placed some tubes inside me. The tubes were connected to containers filled with radium. They left them in there for twenty-four hours, to allow the radium to leak in. I did not feel any heat, or movement or pain. But the next day an ache began. A grazing, a scraping. It turned into a searing pain, like my insides were being dragged over sandpaper, or rough stone.

On the in-between days, I went in for the deep X-ray treatments that have made me sick, and played such havoc with my skin.

I caught the bus there, always waiting for the boys to leave for school before I started out. We have not told them about my condition, or my treatment. I can easily cover the areas of skin that are damaged, so they are none the wiser. They have not asked why the nurse comes. I’ve said I am going to visit my mother in Essendon, that she is the one who is sick. They are beginning to worry about her now and want to visit her themselves.

When his shifts have allowed it, John has come with me. I’ve tried to cry in private, on days when he is at work, but he knows how awful it has been.

I have struggled to lie still during the last few days of treatment. I was already covered in burns. It seemed nonsensical to lie there and allow more punishment. As they swung the black metal arm over me, and fiddled about setting it all up correctly, I turned to prayer. Just a few words of the Magnificat. Unusual for me – neither Mary nor the good Lord himself have played much of a role in my life. But it helped me pass the time and gave my mind some comfort – a rolling thread of words to cling to.

~

When we lived in Essendon we went to church every Sunday. My parents weren’t particularly religious, nor did they believe that the Anglican Church was the only way. Until the harvester factory incident, they always liked Ruth, and weren’t bothered about her being a Catholic the way others at the school were.

They went to church because of Mrs McDonald. The day after we moved into the house in Essendon, she appeared at the door with a cake still warm in its tin, a sheaf of paper tied to the bottom with a piece of string. It was the service leaflet from last Sunday at St Thomas’s and showed details of the Sunday mass times.

Mrs McDonald was a short, rotund woman who wore a house dress over her dress at home and when she crossed the street to visit us. She had a series of them, all bright floral patterns – clutches of red roses against a pale blue; white with tiny pale orange flowers and pea green foliage; sunflowers on royal blue. She always kept a bolt of fabric after she had made the dress in case it needed to be let out later. It invariably did.

‘The bright colours remind me to be happy,’ she said, dusting a stray strand of cotton from a new dress.

Her hair was set once a week in the latest style – in wavy curls tight against her head. Somehow it stayed fixed in shape between visits.

‘You’ll be coming along this Sunday?’ she would say, her eyes looming large behind the thick glasses that dominated her face, like she could see into Mum’s soul.

Mum didn’t have the heart, nor the will, not to go. I interpreted this as a sign of weakness, and at that time I believed weakness to be the greatest of all transgressions. My parents seemed to have no true beliefs. There was only this anxiety to fit in, to not stand out in any way. Meanwhile I was learning from Ruth and her mother what a powerful thing belief can be.

When I spoke to my parents about purpose and principles, it was like I was speaking another language. Their main principle was to have enough money to live comfortably. To them, an afternoon in a warm house with their children was the greatest achievement. They did not read – there were never any books in the house – and entertainment was radio plays or card games. They spent very little money on themselves. Mum had one nice dress, which she wore to anything related to the school. It was starting to come a little threadbare at the back. At school events I would stand next to her with my hand on her back, covering the balding cotton.

I was the smart one. My parents encouraged me to finish school and go to teachers’ college. They applied for the scholarship at Lowther Hall without my knowledge. They had it all planned out. They worked hard to afford the move to Essendon from Fitzroy, so I could be close to the school.

I understand them better now. When you are a teenager, your parents are one-dimensional. You see them not as themselves, but as a mirror to your own emerging self. They were simply practical and hard working. They did what they needed to do to survive and did not have much imagination for anything more. Now I realise how lonely they must have been in this new suburb, how they must have scrimped and saved, how worried they must have been that it would all fall apart. And it did all fall apart of course. When the Depression hit. Then no one, including me, had the luxury to think about principle. We were driven back to Fitzroy.

My younger sister, Flo, was a tall, coarse child. She had thickset features – a large forehead and a broad meaty nose and lips. Her primary school reports were always average or below average, and my father worried about her future and that she would not marry. He got her a job at the biscuit factory where he worked – first in the line, but she quickly became a line manager, and then the factory floor manager. It turned out that she was excellent at the job. She managed people with exactly the right balance of warmth and authority. At the factory she met George, a kind jolly soul. They married when she was nineteen.

Art was the youngest. He was never really interested in school. Dad noticed that he was good at tinkering and fixing things around the house, so he sought out an apprenticeship for him as a builder. Art and Flo did not question the paths that were set out for them. They, too, were practical people. They were thankful for Dad’s intervention. They never drew attention to the sacrifices they were obliged to make for me.

I stopped going to church after my first party meeting. My parents pleaded with me. They questioned whether I would be allowed to continue going to Lowther Hall on my scholarship if I did not appear at the local church on Sundays. They worried I would not find a husband when the time came. A husband was the furthest thing from my mind back then. I laughed at them. One Sunday morning, when I refused to get dressed and go, my usually gentle father slapped my arm. I stared at him, wiped away the tears, went to my room and closed the door.

I had not told them about the meetings, nor about all the ideas that were jostling for my attention. I told them I visited Ruth’s house. Most Sundays I went to the meeting. Ruth laughed and said I wanted to marry a communist. I didn’t want to marry one. I wanted to be one.

I couldn’t have explained what was going on in my head. I felt as though I had been tipped upside down, as if all my assumptions had been shaken loose of their mouldings. I also felt strong. Strong with Ruth. She cared what I thought, cared who I was becoming. I could not imagine a world without her, without our conversations, without her eyes on me, the wrap of her angular limbs around me when she hugged me, her lopsided smile, her often-furrowed brow.

Sometimes Dr Thompson came. He rarely spoke to me, but always nodded a hello, pressing his jaw down on his pipe and tipping his hat forwards. Ruth and I were the youngest by far. They gave me free membership and a job. Each week I sat at the top of the stairs at a little table, recording the members who attended and collecting membership fees in a little metal cashbox.

The meetings were never quite as exciting as that first one. They were mostly dry debates about policy and the direction of the party, or arguments over the accuracy of the minutes of the previous meeting. I kept my fervour up through the books Moira lent me.

One week, a young man came to the meeting. He was probably in his twenties. This was unusual – most of the men were my father’s age or older. I was sitting at my desk at the top of the stairs, carefully writing the name of the member before him in the ledger. The young man placed his palm in the middle of the page, stopping my pen.

‘Well, who have we here then?’

‘I’m Nellie. Nellie Ferguson.’

I held out my hand to shake his, and he obliged, spreading a stain of ink across the page as he removed his hand.

‘Well, Nellie. I’m extraordinarily happy to make your acquaintance, comrade. I’m Jamie Richter. Number 3-4-2.’ He was short and oval-faced, his brown hair parted and slicked back, shiny with Brilliantine. He wore the blue shirt and grey slacks of a construction worker.

He observed me for a long time. Under his gaze, I felt first as if my skin was being peeled away, and then a need to close myself off – an intense shyness, like I hadn’t experienced since I was a small child. It was like the whole room was watching me, their necks reaching out towards me, big eyes on stalks. Of course, nobody else was watching. The murmur of other conversations continued without a lull.

I looked down and picked up my pen. I wrote his name carefully under the last name on the register. I dared not look up again – it was all I could manage to hold in the sensations that were flailing about in my body. After a moment or two he moved off into the room, called out a greeting to a friend and found a seat.

I now recognise the look Jamie gave me for what it was – a look of pure desire. But the girl that I was had never felt that sensation before. She had never been noticed by a man like that – all floodlit and on show. For all her airs and ideas, she knew very little about the way the world worked.

The effect of that look was a lasting one. I held onto my new-found shyness. I became an awkward youth, quiet verging on mute, my shoulders set forwards in a protective slump.

~

The radium treatments are finished, but the tiredness and nausea continue to plague me. The tiredness usually finds me sometime in the afternoon. It places its hefty hand on me, pressing me down, rendering my body heavy. I mostly manage to get through cooking and serving the tea, but by the time we sit down, I am too exhausted to eat. Luckily John has had morning shifts so he is around in the evenings.

Last night I managed a rabbit stew. I was glad to find some bacon at the butcher’s – it makes the sauce so smoky and rich. As I stirred it on the hotplate, the smell of thyme, bacon and rabbit meat filled the kitchen. Delicious. It made me hungry. It also made me retch.

The pot was terribly heavy, and my muscles are wasted, holding lightly to the bone; they can’t seem to muster much lifting power. But I managed to it get off the hotplate and through the oven door. Then I could rest. It needed to cook for at least two hours. The longer the better. 

I dreaded lifting the pot again at teatime. My silly pride stopped me from asking for help. John and the boys were at the table, empty plates in front of them. They know I like to do as much as I can for myself, so they did not offer.

As I opened the oven door, a wave of nausea came over me and my head felt light. A moment later – or it could’ve been longer – I found myself sitting on the floor with the pot in front of me. The lid was off and the stew had slopped on the floor. As much as I tried, I could not get up. John and the boys all rushed to help, lifting me to my wobbly feet, sitting me up at the table, pouring water, bringing the pot to the table, serving the stew. It all happened in a blur; I felt the whirring of movement around me, like insects flying. Sitting at the table, my ears were ringing, my eyes unfocused. The nausea skirted and bobbed in my gullet, as if the house was pitched on rough seas.

‘Mum, are you alright?’

Ernie had not started his dinner. He watched me carefully, his eyes wide like great big question marks.

‘Yes, Ernie. I’m alright. I’m feeling a bit sick again. But I’ll be fine.’

‘You’re pale, Mum.’

‘I know, lovey. I’ll be right in a moment. Now eat your dinner.’

He ate, but did so slowly, avoiding my eyes when I looked at him, watching me intently when I looked away. Peter seemed worried too, but he was hungry and ate quickly. The meat was tender. It cleaved easily from the bone.

‘Bloody wonderful, Mum.’

‘Yes, Nellie. Delicious. Peter, there’s no need to swear.’

Peter answered with a grin as he reached for a second helping. John helped me to bed after dinner. I protested that I needed to clean up. The pot and the plates needed scrubbing, the stove needed tending, and I had some mending to do. I cried a little after he had gone. Then I gave myself a talking to. Spilled milk and all that.

I was asleep before the boys were in their pyjamas. I do hope the after-effects of the radium will settle soon and that I will start to feel like myself again. We can get back to normal for the boys, at least for a while. 





Home modifications, 2016

It’s early autumn when Rose takes Ernie home. As they drive through Maldon, the English trees show off, bragging and swaggering in orange, yellow and red. The sky is heavy with cloud but only a few drops spill.

A new steel ramp with a railing has been installed in front of the veranda.

‘The OT has been, I see.’

Rose can feel her dad bristle in the car beside her. ‘It’s an eyesore.’

‘It’s practical.’

Bomber rushes out of the house and races down the ramp barking. Rose manoeuvres the car to pull up next to the base of the ramp. The shiny metal and neat screws are out of place against the peeling pale green paint of the house and the piles of junk that still surround it.

‘It looks like somewhere a sick old man would live.’

‘You’re in recovery, Dad.’ Rose points to the Zimmer splint on his leg and the crutches laid out in the back seat.

‘Which makes you, what? The carer?’

‘I suppose. For the moment.’

Ernie stares into the middle distance. The flinty glass of his eyes takes in this new reality.

‘Bugger that.’ Before she can react, he is out of the car and on the ground. 

‘Dad! You need to wait for me!’ She rushes to the passenger side of the car. He is sitting on the hard-packed earth with his legs outstretched, swaying his torso back and forth, grunting.

‘Oh, Dad.’

He grunts louder.

She tucks her arms under his, and strains to lift him. His armpits are wet with sweat. He is thin and light, but surprisingly heavy to lift at this angle. When they are finally both upright, they lean against the car, panting.

‘Stay there … Please.’

She retrieves the crutches from the back seat and tucks them under his arms.

He starts forward, heading towards the ramp.

‘Dad, stop! Just wait.’

‘You’re enjoying this.’

‘I can assure you, I’m not.’

‘No. No. This is perfect for you. You have me over a barrel. You could do anything with me. Leave me to starve, steal all my money. I’ve seen the news reports. Elder abuse.’

Rose’s jaw grips. A hot frustration swells in her chest. He is baiting her. He wants her to bite. She feels herself rising to it. Why can she never learn to just let it wash?

She has always felt weighed down by her father’s mockery. She knows she is oversensitive and that she reacts too readily. But it feels like he has always laughed at her. It is not a light kind of laughter, there is a heartlessness to it. He cannot bear to see any incompetence. When she was a child and learning to ride a bike, or struggling over the times tables, he would snort at her efforts. When she finally got the skill, he would nod as if the world had been put to rights. She cannot remember ever receiving any actual praise.

She remembers, with a sting, the day she graduated from medicine. She and her friends were in their gowns, degrees in hand, heading out of the auditorium. Her dad was waiting for her in the car, which he had parked in a loading zone. He wouldn’t be staying for any celebrations as he had to get back to court. He bipped his horn when he saw them and leaned over to wind the passenger window down. Her friends followed her to the car. It was like they were stuck together that day, they moved as one – a concentrated mass of gowned joy. Her dad congratulated them all. But he followed the congratulations by describing an article he had read recently by an older surgeon complaining about how undemanding the medical course is these days – how easy it is to get through. Rose remembers angry tears pricking at her eyelids. Why did he have to spoil the moment?

Her friend Glen had put an arm around her as they’d walked back to the crowds of parents and friends.

‘Gee. He’s a hard one to please.’

Rose steadies Ernie’s torso as he makes slow progress up the ramp. About halfway, he loses his balance and leans into her. She can feel him trembling. Finally they step cautiously onto the veranda, which is surprisingly solid. A few boards have been replaced with the greeny-yellow of treated pine. The OT has done a good job. They shuffle across to his outdoor armchair. She lets him go with relief, and he sinks into it.

‘Now. Can you just stay there for a minute?’

‘With pleasure.’

Bomber trots to Ernie’s side and climbs into his bed next to the armchair. His bed is the remnants of hessian sack on a frame – so ripped that the strips of hessian lie flat against the boards.

‘Bomber needs a new bed,’ she says.

‘He’s alright.’

Bomber turns a few times and then tucks himself into a ball. He has fattened up with a bit of regular feeding. Rose is about to comment on this, to remind Ernie to feed Bomber more regularly, but she decides to stay quiet. She will need to choose her battles this week.

Ernie leans back and stretches his palms out on the cracked leather arms of the chair. He seems bigger, more expansive. The frail man she has just helped up the ramp has disappeared. He has been replaced by her proud, bull-headed father.

‘Right, Dad. I’m going to bring in your bag, and then I’ll show you what a clean house you have.’

‘You better not have thrown anything out.’

‘We didn’t. The pile of legal files in the bath? We dried it out. It’s in boxes in the shed.’

‘The bath seemed like the ideal place. I never use it. I’m not sure they are very secure out in the shed.’ Ernie makes a move to get up, forgetting his crutches. He takes the weight on the bad leg and winces, collapsing into the chair.

‘The tap was dripping in the bath. They were all soaking wet. You need to shred them. Or destroy them some other way.’

‘Yes, you’re right. Time for a bonfire.’ Ernie points at the pile of rubbish in the yard and smiles. ‘A big one.’

~

Ernie lurches around the house on his crutches. Rose follows, catching him when he wobbles too far. There are new rails in the bathroom and the hallway.

Ernie touches the wall and mutters under his breath. ‘Jesus. Would you look at that? Never knew it was that colour. Apricot!’

Finally, Rose manages to steer him to the couch in the living room. She places some cushions behind his back and lifts his legs up in front of him.

‘Bloody hell, Rosey. The place looks amazing. I could sell it.’

‘You could. There’s still a bit more to do, though.’

‘Looks clean enough to me.’

Rose had worried that he would be as angry about the clean-up as he was about the ramp. But Ernie isn’t a hoarder in the true sense of the word. The junk that was piled up had no special meaning. He was just too drunk most of the time to care about the mounds of debris that accumulated around him.

‘Listen, love. You don’t mind moving the TV, do you? There’s a power point over here. I usually sit over there, but best that I keep this thing up, I suppose.’ He points to his leg.

Ernie’s chair by the window is stained and threadbare. The floral fabric gapes and sags. In front of it, the bulk of an analogue television rests on a wine crate. A red light blinks on the set-top box, which looks out of place in the room. A small brown plastic radio on the windowsill is the only other hint of technology.

‘That armchair has seen better days.’

‘Certainly has. Seat’s gone out of it, too. Much better over here.’ Ernie points at the set-top box. ‘The TV suddenly went off about five years ago. I called Dulan, and he showed up with one of those.’

‘Welcome to the digital world.’

Rose disconnects the set-top box, unplugs the television and pushes the whole thing over to Ernie. When she has plugged it all in again, she holds out the remote and looks up to find his head tipped down toward his chest. A soft snore emanates from his throat.

Rose opens the front door. The rain has started. It falls like relief in heavy bloated drops. Rose breathes in the cool wet.

The house itself feels hot and muggy. While she was cleaning, she found a chipped metal fan in the bedroom cupboard. She sets the fan up in front the back door. She opens the front door, and all the windows that will open. Some are stuck. Stuck with time and disuse, and the ponderous shifting of the house. She breaks the wood of one of the sliding windows while trying to wrench it open. The flywires are shot, but she hasn’t seen any mosquitos yet.

When she was a child and they came here to visit her grandfather, Cairn Curran – the water reservoir – came nearly to the edge of the property. With the water so close, mosquitos loomed and buzzed like small aircraft. They were enormous creatures, vibrating like machines, sagging with blood. She, her father and grandfather would shut all the doors and windows at night and sweat through simple dinners of cold meat and canned vegetables and go to bed early. It was better to turn off the lights and lie unsleeping in the hot dark than to brave the cool air – and risk becoming a mosquito feast.

Rose fills a glass with water, and edges past the fan onto the back veranda. There’s nowhere to sit. She could sit in Ernie’s chair on the front veranda, but somehow it doesn’t feel right. Instead she sits and dangles her legs on the edge of the veranda. The rain falls on her bare knees.

She would like a beer right now, but she has deliberately not bought any alcohol. With Ernie so recently detoxed, she’s not going to be responsible for him starting up again, even if he’s straight back into it once she leaves. He hasn’t started asking yet.

Bomber slinks outside and eyes her off.

‘You probably need some dinner soon.’

He lifts his head and smiles with his teeth, wagging his tail.

‘Come here.’

The dog sighs and stretches with his front legs, then his back legs, before trotting over to her.

‘You look a lot better.’

He sits down next to her and leans in. Rose gazes across the flat land, the raindrops landing and pooling on the dry earth. In the distance, there is a glint of sun on the water. The reservoir is very low this year. The local paper warned of high blue-green algae levels. There is a greenish sheen to the water.

Beyond the reservoir is Mount Tarrengower. Not really a mountain, but it counts for one in this part of Victoria, more of a slow-rising hill, populated with straggly coppiced trees, mullock heaps and a few areas of old-growth forest. To the west, beyond Baringhup, the land is flat all the way to the Grampians.

Rising from the peak of Mount Tarrengower is its observation tower – a steel poppet head with no mine underneath. Rose remembers the hundreds of lanterns that lit the tower up at Easter when she came here as a child. She wonders if they still do that.

At the very top of the tower is the fire observation deck, with views of Maldon, the reservoir and the flat lands beyond. In summer there’s always someone stationed up there, watching across a hundred-kilometre radius for smoke. On days when the air trembles with hot danger, Rose is grateful that someone is keeping watch. It’s a relief to have made it to autumn without a fire. 





Keeping out the cold, 1945

The tiredness is not lifting. I’m feeling weaker every day, and my belly has started to swell again.

Thankfully the blisters on my skin are healing. They have left a map of scars I am yet to navigate, but at least they are no longer raw or weeping. Inside, the ache is starting to subside. I am no longer leaking blood.

The winter has come around quickly this year. The last sunny autumn days have given way to an ice wind that wraps right around you and seeps into you. Sometimes it howls, dog-like.

I can’t seem to keep myself warm – there’s nowhere near enough fat on my bones. During the day I stay in the kitchen, near the stove. John has been doing the shopping as I’m too weak to carry the baskets, and he’s been making the tea. I can’t manage to cook meat or fish anymore, even if I take little breaks to sit down and calm my belly when I need to. I can still bake though. It is a joy to transform things, even if it’s only a wet mixture into a cake.

I have to be careful not to get too warm or I get the flushes. They roar and crackle through my centre, I pour with sweat and find myself peeling the layers off, only to put them back on again moments later because I am cold. The surgeon said not to worry, it is normal and will settle, but there’s not any sign of that happening yet.

Otherwise life goes on as normal. Most days I fire up the stove in the morning, scrape together whatever ingredients I can find, and bake a cake or a pudding. Thanks to our chickens, there are always enough eggs. With the rationing I need to be careful with the butter and the sugar, but I have found that most things still taste good with a little less of both.

I have discovered a chocolate-apple shortcake recipe which uses margarine instead of butter. Luckily there are still a few apples on the tree. It’s quick and easy. You just stew the apple and halve the cake mixture on the top and the bottom. Its lovely with some custard. I’ve also learned to make a thick custard without cream, just by adding extra cornflour and eggs.

At night, to stay warm, I have had John set up a bed in the little room off the kitchen. It’s closer to the stove, and easier to get outside to the toilet if needed. It’s convenient during the day too, when I need to lie down for a moment. Sometimes I lie there while a cake is baking, resting in the warm, letting the sweet smell waft over me.

~

At school, Catherine kept trying to befriend me in the playground. She knew I walked home with Ruth and spent most of my weekends at the Tower house. Despite myself, I found that I liked her. She was generous, sharing her new schoolbooks with me – the library kept only the older versions, and they were only available on short loan. She was also my guide. She interpreted the strange new world at Lowther Hall, the idiosyncrasies of the shared language used by the wealthy girls from the nicer parts of Moonee Ponds. Ruth continued to spend her breaks in the library, or on a bench at the edge of the quadrangle. For the next couple of years, I lived between these two worlds and kept them separate.

The worlds came together one Saturday in winter. Once a month on a Saturday afternoon, the new Waratah cinema in Ascot Vale had cheap movies. Ruth and I went every month without fail. It didn’t matter if it was sunny outside. It didn’t matter what was showing. It was a joy to sit in the dark of the cinema with Ruth. She gave these little sighs when parts of a movie were particularly clever, or especially beautiful, sometimes followed by a breathy ‘huh’. If she didn’t like a film she would close her eyes for seconds at a time, and then open them briefly, acknowledging with a little nod that the film was still going, before closing them again. During one film, when she had kept her eyes closed nearly the whole time, I asked whether she’d prefer to leave. She shook her head and smiled, squeezing my arm. ‘Going to the cinema is only partly about the film.’

After the movie, we would cobble together the rest of our change and get a single cup of tea at the tearooms on the corner. If you asked for one cup, they brought the same sized silver Robur teapot as if you asked for two, but they only charged you the usual four pence for one. One of us would pour the tea like a lady, fingers curled around the ornate handle, lips pressed together in a tight smile. We took turns at sipping, while discussing the film. We took ourselves ever so seriously, as if we were in Paris instead of Ascot Vale. We spoke of the motivations of the characters, the pacing of the story, the feelings that certain sequences evoked.

That Saturday, Catherine, Linda, Grace and Lizzie came to the cinema too. They must have slipped in after us, because we didn’t notice them until the movie had finished. I remember it was a Buster Keaton film, fast-paced and silly, with lots of falling over. Ruth had spent nearly half of it with her eyes closed. She wasn’t a fan of Buster Keaton.

When the lights came on and we stood to leave, the four of them smiled and waved from the back row. As we headed towards the door, they fell into step with us and followed us to the tearooms. Ruth tried to take us to our usual table near the front window, with its dusty lace tie-up curtains at half-mast. But they corralled us to a bigger table in the lamplit dimness at the back of the shop, where they ordered multiple pots of tea and six slices of teacake. When we started to protest, Linda reached into her pocket and, one by one, placed three shillings on the table. Ruth and I stared, disbelieving, at the coins, and the waitress quickly snaffled them up. In a moment she was back from behind the curved glass counter, with the cake on little plates.

‘So, this is where you two hide?’ Linda crossed her legs as she leaned in to dissect her teacake with the tiny fork.

Ruth and I stayed silent. It felt like a game was being played, only no one had explained the rules.

Grace elbowed me in my ribs, with a sharpness that made me sit up straight. ‘So, you like Buster Keaton then, ay?’

Grace had started high school in Queensland, where she had picked up the habit of finishing a sentence off with the word ‘ay’. It kept her on the outside at Lowther Hall. She was ‘new money’, Catherine explained. I suppose I was ‘new money’ too. Or ‘no money’.

‘What about you, Grace, do you love the cinema, ay? The movies, ay?’ Linda said.

Lizzie shrieked, her high-pitched laughter forced.

Grace’s face shone red. She looked down at her hands.

Catherine smiled, a softness around her eyes. ‘Buster is pretty funny, isn’t he?’

‘I guess. Yeah.’

‘All that falling over is a bit silly. But you can’t help but laugh.’

‘It’s ridiculous.’ Ruth spoke for the first time.

‘Tell me more.’ Catherine’s softness was now directed at Ruth.

‘I like a movie that says something about real life. So you can see your own self in it. I don’t know anyone like Buster Keaton.’

‘My father would give him a run for his money,’ said Linda.

We all knew of Linda’s father. We saw his smiling face every day – his rosy cheeks and welcoming, outstretched arms – on trams, and decorating billboards and posters all over the city. His construction company built housing estates – identical double-fronted brick homes on farmland out east and down the bay, beyond Brighton.

‘Bringing a new way of life for you and your family. No worries,’ Linda, Grace and Lizzie said in unison, stretching their arms out, tilting their heads to the side. It was a perfect rendition, complete with the wink at the end. Ruth and I couldn’t help but laugh.

Catherine faced Ruth again. ‘What about your father? I hear he gives lectures at meetings in the city. He must be quite the speaker. I do love hearing excellent ideas, well-spoken.’

‘Oh, so do I, there’s nothing better. I went to …’ Ruth watched Catherine carefully, trying to decide whether she was taking her seriously, or if she was laughing at her. There was nothing in her expression that betrayed any mirth.

‘Yes. You went to …’

‘A talk given by Muriel Heagney at the Athenaeum. She’s an activist for the women’s equal pay movement. So articulate. You could’ve heard a pin drop when she was speaking. I felt so full of hope afterwards. I wanted to jump off the tram and bash down the doors of parliament as we went past on the way home. There’s just no reason not to pay women and men equally.’

‘You’re right. There isn’t. It must’ve been an inspiring evening.’

I looked on in disbelief. Catherine seemed genuinely interested in Ruth. The way she held her in her gaze, it was like she was shining a spotlight on her. Ruth smiled, but held her own eyes narrow, her brow tight.

On the way home, we were silent for most of the way. The trams rumbled past on Mount Alexander Road.

When we got to Ruth’s gate, I reached for her shoulder. ‘That was strange.’

She opened the heavy iron gate, shaking me off as she did so. ‘I guess.’

‘I kept expecting them to do something awful.’

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know, like calling you a catlicker.’

‘I am a catlicker.’

‘It doesn’t matter—’

‘I am. I’m a potlicker, too. A harpie. A paddy. Who cares?’

‘Right.’

‘I think they want you to spend more time with them outside of school. Perhaps you should.’ At this Ruth pushed the gate open and walked evenly up the driveway. She seemed to fade into the lengthy shadows from the oak trees that patrolled the path.

For the next few months, Catherine, Linda, Grace and Lizzie came to the cinema regularly. They always waited for us outside, and then followed us in, filing quietly into the row behind us. Every week we sat together at the teashop afterwards, sipping tea and eating teacake and discussing the movie. As I relaxed in their company, Ruth started to become uneasy. She said there was no reason for Catherine and the others to flip like this, to embrace us – embrace her – so wholeheartedly. But Catherine remained generous and open with both of us, and the others appeared to be trying, too.

At the teashop, Catherine would ask us each quite formally what we thought about the movie, the costumes, the set, the band and the music. She listened carefully to the answers.

Other times she spoke to us about Linda and Lizzie.

‘Those two need to be taken down a peg or two.’

Sometimes she would catch our eyes across the table, rolling them at something Linda or Lizzie said.

Over time, even Ruth relaxed a little.

One Saturday afternoon after the movie, Catherine asked us all to come to her house. We had just seen The Temptress, and as we emerged squinting in the sunshine, Lizzie said, ‘I want that hat!’ referring to a hat Greta Garbo had been wearing in the film.

‘I don’t think you can get them in Australia,’ Grace said. ‘Too high fashion for us Aussies. We’re usually years behind.’

‘My mum has several hats like that,’ Catherine said.

‘What?’

‘She has them shipped. From America and from Europe. She has a kind of hat obsession.’

We all stared at Catherine. The idea of importing fashion hats was so foreign it seemed scandalous.

‘You can come see them if you like.’

Ruth and I took a step back, assuming that the invitation was for Linda, Lizzie and Grace, not for us.

‘Come on, you two.’ Catherine tucked her arms in ours and led us down the street.

I looked back, and saw Linda, Grace and Lizzie locking arms and nodding at me in unison, smiles broad. They did not seem at all bothered, as they often were, by Linda choosing me over them. Ruth stared mutely at the space in front of her. I could not catch her eye.

At Catherine’s house, we stood in the enormous entrance hall. It was a grand home, way grander than Ruth’s place. A wide staircase led up from the lobby to the second floor. The place was silent.

‘Where’s your—’

‘Nobody’s home this afternoon. Mum’s out and the servants have their afternoon off.’

‘Servants.’ I said the word quietly to myself. Ruth’s house had them, a few. Her mother was one of them. I couldn’t imagine sharing a home with those quiet women always in the background, listening.

Catherine took us past the ground-floor parlour – an enormous room with gathered curtains and an imposing clock – and past a library that smelled of pipe smoke, where through the door we could see a leather armchair beside a huge fireplace. The hearth had been swept and the fire set, ready for a match. We went up the marble staircase to her mother’s imposing bedroom, and beyond it to a walk-in closet, wall to wall with dresses, coats, hats and shoes.

‘We can try these on in a minute. But first, a surprise!’ Her wide smile showed her perfect teeth, but her eyes were unsmiling and unreadable. Ruth avoided my gaze. Catherine pointed to a door in the wall of the closet.

‘Down here.’

‘A secret passageway!’ I was impressed in spite of myself.

The door led down some wooden stars, along a narrow-panelled hallway, and out into the sunshine.

We followed her down the sandstone steps to the end of the garden, passing a luminescent manicured lawn, balls and cubes of topiary in bottle-green, and the skeletons of rose bushes already pruned back for the winter. The outline of the city in the distance was muted and sullen. The dirt brown river curved around it like a snake.

The garden was wide at the house and narrowed as it got closer to the river. At the bottom of the steps, a giant oak tree held up its vestige of yellow leaves. They floated downwards in the wind like hands waving, smattering the roof of a small windowless wooden shed. A wrought-iron gate and a falling-down wire fence marked the boundary of the property. Beyond, dense bush flourished all the way to the river.

On the shed, two iron loops were held together by a heavy padlock. Linda unlocked it with a clean click and swung the door wide. We all peered into the darkness.

Before I could register what was happening, Linda, Grace and Lizzie had Ruth by the arms and were pushing her into the small space of the shed. They slammed the door and Lizzie flattened her back against it, pressing it with all of her weight, while Catherine clicked the bolt to.

‘What are you doing? What are you doing?!’ I shrieked.

Catherine touched my arm. ‘It’s alright.’

‘No. It’s not!’

‘Really, it is.’

She started a slow walk back up the path towards the house. Linda, Lizzie and Grace followed. None of them looked back.

I stared at the closed door of the shed. ‘Ruth?’

The door started to rattle against its hinges as Ruth pushed against it, trying to force it open. ‘Let me out!’

‘I will, I—’

‘Let me OUT!’

‘I’ll get the key. Hang on. I won’t be long, I promise.’

I raced up the path, taking the sandstone steps two at a time. I reached Catherine and grasped her shoulder, pulling her to face me.

‘Come on, Catherine. What’s going on?’

‘We’re going to try on some hats.’

‘What?!!’

‘That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it? To try on hats. To pretend to be a lady.’

She said the word ‘lady’ in a kind of spit, like it was an accusation.

We reached the top of the stairs.

‘You have to let her out. This is ridiculous. It’s not fair, you have to.’

‘This has nothing to do with fairness. It was simply necessary. For your own good.’

‘She’s not. She—’

‘Mother says she won’t amount to anything. She will pull you down with her. You can thank me later.’

‘Thank you?!’

‘I can’t believe they gave her a place at our school. Her father’s grand experiment. You think I want her putting my mum’s beautiful hats on her little black-Irish head?’

‘You can’t leave her there!’

‘I can, and I will.’ Catherine dangled the key in front of me.

‘But for how long?’

‘For as long as it takes for you to realise that you need to spend time with your own people. Else we won’t be your people anymore.’

‘But her mother—’

‘Her mother.’ She made the word sound like a cuss.

I tried a different tack. ‘If I come now, will you let her out afterwards?’

She nodded.

‘You promise?’ I squeezed my fingernails into my palms.

‘I promise. Now let’s try on some hats.’

She slipped the shed key into her pocket. The other girls followed her inside. Sharp laughter ricocheted off the wood-panelled walls.

The sun was on the way down and the city skyline was lit up like a stage set. The river had shaken off its dirty brown coat. It shone like liquid gold.

There were no sounds from the shed. From the top of the stairs, I couldn’t tell whether this was because Ruth had fallen silent or because any sounds she continued to make were carried away by the noise of distant traffic and the wind in the trees.

In Catherine’s mother’s bedroom, they had flung open the cupboard doors and pulled out a dozen or so round white cardboard boxes. We took turns trying on the hats, adding scarves and chokers from one of the drawers. I joined in, pretending to flounce about the room as the others did, showing off.

I was terribly confused. I had never seen this side of Catherine before. It felt like a test. And it felt dangerous. I needed to play my part. Ruth was counting on me. Catherine was careful not to catch my eye. She kept her gaze on the hats she kept placing on my head.

Grace found a black dress in the wardrobe with a dropped waist, covered with shimmering beads. She insisted I put it on.

I unbuttoned my school dress and let it fall at my feet. She eased the dress over my head. It was short. I felt awkward, exposed. My fingers touched the cool skin of my thighs. Catherine started hunting for a hat to go with the dress. As she did so, Linda, Grace and Lizzie started to push me from hand to hand, grabbing my upper arms, their fingers pressing tight into my flesh, bruising. One push sent me careening into the wardrobe.

Catherine spun around and glared at the three of them as they fell back, panting and laughing. She gestured for me to turn around and unbuttoned the dress. I slipped it off and stepped into my own dress.

We heard the front door slam.

‘Quick!’ Grace rushed to line up the boxes, and Lizzie, Linda, Catherine and I set about returning the individual hats to their separate boxes. I hung the black dress back on its hanger and slipped it into the wardrobe. We could hear the murmurs of adult voices.

We made it back to Catherine’s room at the end of the corridor by the time her mum reached the top of the stairs. We were still standing in the middle of the room when she clamped a jewel-laden hand on the door and peered in. Her sharp features were framed by blonde victory rolls. She glanced cursorily at each of us.

‘Lizzie, Grace—’

‘You remember Nellie?’

‘Oh yes, of course. How lovely to see you spending time together. I told your mother Catherine would look after you.’

‘I … I have to go.’

Catherine watched me leave from the veranda. I waited near the gate until she went inside and then I snuck back into the garden, around the house and down the stone steps. Catherine was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs. She leaned against the oak tree, spinning the key around on her finger. There was no noise from inside the shed.

‘I thought you were going home.’

‘You need to let her out.’

‘I need to see you leave first. Then I’ll let her out.’

There was nothing I could do. ‘Ruth, I’m going to go. She’ll let you out when I’m gone. You will, right?’ I said to Catherine.

She nodded.

I had no choice but to believe her.

It must have been early spring. On the way home, I noticed the wattle out in the gardens. Such an excessive yellow, it seemed to shout at me – to accuse me. I didn’t sleep that night. I was warm in bed but could feel the cold air on the tip of my nose. I kept seeing that dark space behind the little shed door, with Ruth shivering inside.





This little error, 2016

The days at Ernie’s settle into a routine of sorts. At dawn, Rose runs down to the reservoir and back. Bomber comes along when he feels like it. The backroads are dry parchment and cool underfoot. She dodges the potholes and tree roots. She likes to hear the magpies chortle and see the ducks and wading birds claim the water in the soft early light. When the sun rises across the reservoir, the glare blinds her. She closes her eyes and races across the uneven ground.

She tries to get back before Ernie wakes. She hears his scrabbling from the kitchen. Some mornings this is followed by a crash as he knocks his crutches to the floor. She finds him sitting on the edge of the bed, reaching to the floor, his centre of gravity edging precariously towards a fall, or she finds him having already fallen, lying face-down on the floor trying to push his torso up with his hands so he can wedge his good knee underneath him to get up. She has to kneel and take his arm around her shoulders, using her full weight to hoist him back up onto the bed. He grunts at her, grasps his crutches, and lurches towards the bathroom.

They do breakfast in silence, and then she sets him up on the veranda with a book and the dog. He wants a drink now, but she refuses to take him to the shops. They have had fights about it, but Rose is resolute, and Ernie has stopped bringing it up. He still gets the shakes in the mornings, sometimes so bad he struggles to lift his coffee mug to his mouth without spilling the coffee.

They also fight about his leg. He seems to be getting more pain rather than less. It looks a little swollen. But Ernie insists it’s fine. He refuses to go to the doctor and won’t let Rose have a proper look. He says he does not need her ‘looking at my arse’.

She continues to work her way through the house, sorting and scrubbing the insides of the cupboards, removing great cities of cobwebs from the high ceilings, wiping down the walls. The council still hasn’t come. They’ve given her a date three weeks from now. But she doesn’t want to wait. She wants to get rid of the thick rotting smell that pervades everything. Sometimes by dinnertime Ernie has thought of something to say, but often his mood remains a dark stew. On those nights she says goodnight early and hides in her room. Despite the long hours of silence between them, and the occasional verbal jabs, she knows that at some level Ernie is pleased to have her there.

She talks to Salima every day and checks her email and Facebook. People’s lives go on. Rick and Steve are in Bali, dogs and cats need homes, some children are starting school and others are learning to ride a bike, their efforts captured on video.

Rose and Ernie watch the news every night. It is full of the children in the crate, who are still at the children’s hospital. The eighteen-month-old is in ICU. The parents are in a detention centre, and there is a question of whether they will be allowed to visit the hospital. Politicians debate whether a crate in a plane is the same as a boat, whether the Pacific Solution applies.

‘The fuckers! Ernie yells at the television.

At a vigil in front of Parliament House, people sing and thousands of candles burn.

The other three children are in hospital but will be okay. Their parents have been able to visit under guard. There are images of a girl of about eight sitting up in a hospital bed, her long hair in a ponytail, her smile lopsided against the nasogastric tube that is taped to her face.

It’s starting to get cool at night. In her little cell at the back of the house, Rose has closed the louvres and piled blankets onto the bed. She keeps it neatly made, bedding drawn up and tucked in.

A ‘tsundoku’ of books from the second-hand bookshop in Maldon is piled on the table. She loves this word ‘tsundoku’, Japanese for ‘letting books pile up on the nightstand without reading them’. Except that she is reading them. Slowly. On the top of the pile is Michael Cunningham’s The Hours. She is savouring the language, swishing it around in her mind like she is tasting wine. In the mornings, as she slips on her rubber gloves, she whispers lines she read the night before. What a thrill, what a shock, to be alive on a morning in June, prosperous, almost scandalously privileged, with a simple errand to run.

She is watching him try to butter his toast. She offered to stick the butter in the microwave for a few seconds to soften it up, but he insisted that he’d ‘be right’. With shaking fingers, he presses the butter onto the bread with the knife and tries to scrape it towards himself. All he manages to do is to embed the blob of butter in the centre of the piece of toast. Repeated scrapes with the knife only serve to lift the blob of butter up again, this time with clumps of toast attached, leaving a hole in the centre of the slice. Fighting the urge to reach over and take the knife, she stands.

The peanut butter jar sits open on the bench. She digs a spoon in, lifting a thick strip to her mouth. She moves it around with her tongue, coating her palette with the dense, sweet, tacky grease.

She hasn’t got around to doing the outside of the windows yet. The kitchen window is coated by a thick layer of grime, leaving the yard out of focus, the dry grass hazy, the fence in the distance a thick fuzzy line. Her eyes come to rest on a door at the back of the garage. It is pulled to and padlocked. A pile of old wood rests against it.

‘Hey, Dad. What’s in that shed?’

‘A whole lot of junk. Farm stuff. A few books and bits and pieces from Peter’s house.’

Rose has not seen her Uncle Peter since she was a child. She doesn’t know much about him except that he was a school teacher and lived in London. Five years ago, he died of bowel cancer.

Ernie doesn’t know much about Peter either. Whenever Rose asked, the answers were vague. There was no conflict between them. Ernie’s life just had an immediacy about it, an in-the-moment-ness. It could be intoxicating, but also irritating. If you were there, he swept you up with him. While he was working, he was focused on his work. On the asylum seekers he was representing and their families. He would do anything he could for them – dinners, homes, jobs, flights, family connections. With everybody else he was haphazard and forgetful. Peter was on the other side of the world, so the details of his life couldn’t sustain Ernie’s attention. By school pick-up time, Rose was often forgotten. She remembers long afternoons waiting at the school gate for him, before giving up and catching the bus.

‘Peter’s house in London?! How did they get here?’

‘They shipped them over after he died. It’s only a few boxes. There wasn’t anyone else for them to go to, apparently. They could’ve thrown them away, but I thought there might be something interesting. He had all of Mum and Dad’s papers, too. He always kept that sort of stuff.’

‘And was there?’

‘What?’

‘Something interesting?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What?’

‘I haven’t had a chance to go through them.’

‘Peter died five years ago!’

‘It took a while for the boxes to come. On the ship.’

Rose presses her lips together.

‘And now I’m a sick old man, and my daughter has moved in to wipe my arse.’

His voice is raised. His full white beard shakes. Rose ignores it. ‘Are your parents’ death certificates in there?’

‘Might be.’

‘Dad …’

He raises his thick, steel wool eyebrows. They are as bushy as his beard. This would give something of a Santa Claus effect, if it wasn’t for his hollowed-out cheeks – the way his face collapses inwards.

Rose opens her mouth and shuts it again. She feels bloated with unsaid things.

‘You’re welcome to have a look.’

Ernie lurches upwards without his crutch. He grasps the kitchen counter, very nearly falling over. He rights himself and lifts the lid on an old Arnott’s biscuit tin, the rosella picture at its centre scratched and faded. He rummages in the tin and holds aloft a single key.

‘Bingo.’

~

The padlock is rusted. It takes some force for Rose to insert the key. Once it is in, the lock gives way easily. The shed is a few metres deep and runs the length of the garage. In the semi-darkness she can make out the rusted metal and chipped paint of old farm machinery against the back wall. Just inside the door are two stacks of boxes, each three boxes high, covered in cobwebs and dust.

Rose hears the front door slap closed. Ernie is on the ramp.

‘Dad. Crutches!’

He holds them both aloft with his left hand.

‘They work much better when you use them.’

He nods and tucks the crutches under his arms and does a little dance with his shoulders that tips him sideways onto the rail. He rights himself and continues down the ramp.

‘Must’ve cost a bit to send these over,’ she says.

‘They’re all yours.’

Rose picks two boxes. Her dad peers through the door of the shed.

‘Haven’t been in here for a while. Smells like rat shit.’ He lets her help him back up the ramp, onto the veranda and into his armchair, then she takes the two boxes up. She sits down cross-legged in between them on the wooden boards. Bomber comes over for a sniff.

The first box is full of books, mainly novels. George Orwells, Doris Lessings, Virginia Woolfs. She opens a leather-bound copy of Virginia Woolf’s The Voyage Out. It is inscribed in ink, in a flouncy, feathery script.

‘“For Nell. To continue her education. With love from Ruth.” Dad. Here’s that Ruth again.’

Her dad sits up straight in his chair. ‘What’s that?’

‘Ruth. You were talking about her in the hospital. When you were withdrawing.’

‘I thought she was there in the hospital with me. In that silly hat.’

‘There’s an inscription here. In one of your mum’s books.’

‘I didn’t know she was a reader. Or I don’t remember her reading anyway. But I don’t remember much. I was only five.’

She passes the books to him one by one. He handles them carefully, as if they might fall apart in his hands. They all bear the name Nell or Nellie Ferguson, some with inscriptions similar to the first one.

At the bottom of the box are a couple of school notebooks. Rose picks up a blue Vana brand exercise book with a red binding. On the front page, in a tight, careful script, is the name Prunella Ferguson. Rose runs her finger across the name. She can still feel the slight indent of the nibbed pen. Inside, the pages are numbered and there is a handwritten index: preserves, cakes, biscuits, fancy loaves, dinners.

‘A recipe book! Dad, I can’t believe you haven’t looked at these. Your mum’s handwritten cookbook.’

The recipes are simple, often half a page, only three or four ingredients. Reflecting the era, there is Depression Cake, Economic Fruit Cake and Austerity Cream. A simple recipe for rabbit stew. Kids’ drawings are scrawled under and around the recipes – stick figures in fighter planes and spooling out of buses, footy players mid-kick, an Essendon jersey.

‘Maybe this was you, Dad?’ She lifts the book up to show him the drawings.

‘It’s possible.’

She flips through the book. It falls opens at a page somewhere in the middle. Between Eva’s Sponge and Cream Puffs, she finds a letter in the same flouncy script as the book inscriptions.

To my dear Nell,

I cannot tell you how wonderful it was to hear from you. I have often wondered how things turned out for you. I’m so glad to hear that your marriage to John has been such a marvellous success, and that you have a house and two wonderful children. I was so very sorry to hear that you are ill and send you heartfelt wishes for a speedy recovery.

Hasn’t this war been just awful? I never imagined it could get this bad again. How naive we were at those early Swanston Street meetings. We spoke about a bloody revolution – like it would solve everything. I don’t think we even understood what the word revolution meant. So much death and so much misery all over the world. It’s impossible even to fathom it.

Perhaps I told you that I no longer see Jamie. In any case we parted company not long after that day in Sunshine. I think I was already starting to realise that he didn’t care all that much for me. I don’t think he even cared that much about revolution in the end. Jamie mostly cared about Jamie. He is still involved with the party – so I have heard. But the party is not what it used to be. There are no more radical actions, no revolution. They are all too busy keeping the unions happy and pushing for a seat in the house of reps.

I don’t go to the CPA meetings anymore. My feelings are ever stronger on the matter of a socialist future for this country, but I became frustrated with the CPA. They are determined to continue to align themselves with the Soviet Union, and Uncle Joe, for one thing. They refuse to put women’s rights on the agenda. In the end I joined the United Associations of Women, after meeting Jessie Street in Sydney, and have stayed with them through the war. Jessie doesn’t see herself as a communist, or a socialist, but I like to tease her that underneath her protests she is just that. Amongst other things, the UAW works for economic equality between the sexes. As you know, we still have a long way to go there. Jessie is also working for the rights of Aboriginal Australians, who have had such terrible treatment it is shameful. I have enclosed a pamphlet that I thought you might like to read. It’s a copy of our ‘Women’s Charter’ – developed by the UAW at a conference a few years ago. I didn’t manage to get to that conference unfortunately, Mum was unwell at that time, but it will give you some idea of what we are fighting for on behalf of the women of this country. I think you would like us, Nell. You would approve of what it is we are trying to do.

I am sad to say that Mum died finally in March. She had not been at all well these last few years. She had a kind of progressive paralysis for which there was no cure. Dr Thompson (can you believe I still call him that!) took her along to all the cleverest men in Spring Street but there was nothing to be done. In the end she could not leave the bed. The fever that got her felt almost like a blessing. She spoke of you fondly, and we both meant to look you up. I’m sorry we did not manage it before she died.

As you so cleverly discovered, I am living in Carlton, not far from your old teachers’ college. It’s a convenient spot near the university, where I am teaching history and politics. Can you believe that I am a teacher? After the awful things I used to say to Mrs Glover, and other teachers at Lowther Hall. I certainly had a mouth back then. I suppose I still do but it is a little more in check these days.

I have something quite scandalous to tell you. I live alone in a flat! Oh the impropriety of it! Most unbecoming for a Lowther Hall girl! It’s lucky Dr Thompson never went in for any of that nonsense, as he is the one footing the bill. He really has been terribly kind over the years. I couldn’t afford to live here on my university wage, that is for certain, and if he hadn’t funded my studies, I would have needed to leave when you did – after the crash – and go out to work myself. Although sometimes I think that might not have been a bad thing. I would have been able to see first-hand what it is really like for the working women I am fighting for. I sometimes worry that from our ivory towers (although where I work is more dark cellar than ivory tower), we can’t understand what workplaces are really like for women. We do ask working women to speak to our meetings. But it’s never the same as direct experience, is it?

Brave old Jessie Street managed to get a look at a factory from the inside a few years back. She got herself a job at a shell factory in Footscray for a few weeks – under another name in case someone in the factory had heard of her. It was during the time when the munitions factories were running out of money, and she received an empty pay packet for weeks until the Attorney-General stepped in. Which was alright for her as she didn’t really need the money, but it was a terrible thing for the other workers in the factory. Some of those women were struggling to feed their families.

I have not had children, although sometimes I think I would have liked to. On my lonely days I wonder. But I think we all have lonely days sometimes, don’t we? I do consider myself terribly lucky to have a job at the university, and the freedom to read and think and write letters and organise. I have lots of friends in the UAW and from the university, but I have no family except Dr Thompson – and he is getting on. I have had a few boyfriends, but no engagements. I so disliked the idea of having to give up my work that I wouldn’t let any of them get too serious about me.

Here at the university I am a bit of an oddity – a strange old spinster in a flat. There are only a handful of women on the staff, and still very few women students. I am so hoping this will change in the coming years. Most of the women I started with left to get married, or to get jobs when the Depression hit. My friends Dot and Sally waited until the last year of college to leave to get married. It did seem like a bit of a waste, but I suppose learning is never really a waste.

But now to your question. My dear Nell, of course I would love to see you. Just tell me where and when and I will be there. Perhaps we could share a pot of tea and a piece of cake somewhere? Or if you are still feeling poorly, I would happily visit you at home. It would be nice to meet your John, and of course Peter and Ernie. From your letter they sound like very clever boys.

Once you are well again, perhaps you would be interested in doing some work with the UAW? There is always so much to do and there are never enough of us. We always need sensible, intelligent women like yourself to take up the mantle. At the moment many of the women we see are worried what will happen if the war ends, after the men return and the munitions factories close. They are worried they will lose their jobs. If that happens, many of them will be suddenly without income. They will be unable to feed their families. We are readying ourselves for this by collecting food to divvy up when the time comes. Refugees from Europe are starting to arrive too, and the numbers are only going to increase. There will be so many women who need jobs, and money and food. We are told that many of them are coming alone, or with small children. Some have husbands who will join them later, but there are many widows.

I will leave you to think about whether you would be interested in helping out and perhaps we can speak more about it when we see each other. First, let us organise where to meet. Do you have a telephone? There is one in my building, and I am usually home by teatime most evenings. The number is f 2075.

I will be listening out for your call.

Much love

Ruth

‘Who was Ruth? She’s talking here about the communist party. And Jessie Street. I’ve never heard of her but she sounds like she was a force to be reckoned with.’

‘Ruth was an activist. First activist I met. At the age of five. She put the fire in my belly.’

‘I wouldn’t like to be held responsible for that.’

Ernie folds his arms and sighs.

‘How did you meet her?’

‘Let me see that letter.’

As Ernie reads, he purses and unpurses his lips the way she remembers from when she was a child – like he was sucking the important information in and swallowing it down. The effect now is to hollow his cheeks even further. Now it appears less like intellectual exercise, more like the desperate suck of a starving man.

Rose watches him and waits. She shivers a little. The deck is cool under her calves, and a wind blows in across the reservoir, creating crests and troughs on its surface. Its fingers claim the warmth from her skin. Bomber is asleep, his head on his paws, back legs twitching in dream.

‘Well, that’s Ruth to a tee.’ Ernie folds the letter and tucks it in his pocket. He puts his pipe on the table and closes his eyes.

‘Dad?’

Ernie shuffles further down in the chair.

Rose sighs. She isn’t going to get any more out of him today. There is no point in asking and risking his anger. Although he did seem quite thoughtful – almost sentimental – on hearing about Ruth. If she chooses her time and probes gently, she might get something more.

The second box is much lighter – only half full of papers. She spreads them out on the deck. There is a pile of yellowing Christmas cards addressed to Jack, Nellie, Peter and Ernie. Merry Christmas from Eva and Bob, Peace and Joy from Gwen and Frank. There are some news clippings about the end of World War II, a leather-bound address book, some photos and a handful of documents in a manilla envelope: Nellie and John’s birth and death certificates and their marriage certificate.

Rose recognises a young Nellie and John in the photos. They are standing in a garden with another woman. Nellie appears happy, with an easy smile, her hair falling across her forehead in relaxed curls. John’s arm is tucked around her waist. He smiles and draws her to him. The other woman stands forward, her hands clasped in front of her, separate. Nellie wears a simple white shirt, tucked in and then puffed out above her waist, and a long dark skirt. There is no patterning or detail on her clothes, and no jewellery or accessories. Other photos from later years show her again relaxed and smiling: her arm tucked in her husband’s at the elbow; with the children, smiling into the face of a baby (perhaps Ernie); with the boys in their school uniforms. She is not beautiful – her forehead and nose are too large for that, her mouth is too small. Her hair looks like it needs a fair bit of taming to keep out the frizz. She wouldn’t have been the first to be chosen at the dances. But she appears capable and caring. Content and approachable.

Rose picks up each photo a second time. Photos are such ambiguous objects. They promise to tell us something meaningful about the people in them. We seek a truth reflected in the eyes, in a smile or lack of smile. But photos fix a certain moment without context. We cannot hear what was said, or how long the embrace was held after the shutter went off. People usually smile in photos. It does not always mean they are happy.

Rose glances cursorily at her grandfather’s death certificate. Melanoma. It was diagnosed late – no one knew where the primary was, but he had been an outdoor man, face and arms covered in flaky keratoses. She remembers his rapid decline from a fit eighty-something to a gaunt dying man. The dying only took about a month. He declared that this was ‘perfect’. ‘Much better this way, Rosey.’ She misses him and his enthusiasm for life. He always met her achievements as a child with ridiculous over-the-top praise and excitement. In contrast to her dad’s response. Or perhaps to make up for it.

She flips to her grandmother’s death certificate. She had knelt forward to lift the documents out of their box. Now she falls back and sits down heavily on the boards. Ovarian cancer. She stares at the piece of paper for a few minutes. There it is black and white. Nellie King died of ovarian cancer at the age of thirty-five. There was the BRCA gene!

‘Dad! Dad!’

‘Bloody hell, Rosey. What’s going on?’

‘Your mother had ovarian cancer.’

‘What? She had stomach cancer. She kept vomiting, I remember.’

Rose waves the death certificate at him. ‘This says ovarian cancer.’

‘Cancer is cancer, I guess.’

‘No. It’s not, Dad. This is important.’

‘To you, maybe. I’m going to have a rest. So bugger off with your cancers!’

He closes his eyes and drops his chin. The twiggy jumble of his beard tufts up like a bird’s nest in the vee of his shirt.

Rose leaves the piles of books and papers. Ernie is now pretending to be asleep in the armchair, his breath coming in long heaves and sighs. She wanders about the house and finds her bed on the back veranda. She lies on her back and stares at the same paint curls again. At night they cast lengthy shadows. In the daylight they are wispy and delicate, like white-blonde locks in rollers.

The gene mystery is solved. Poor Nellie. It would have been horrific to have ovarian cancer in the 1940s. Treatment would’ve been minimal – probably surgery, maybe some radium to the abdomen and pelvis. It was before the linear accelerator, which allows the radiation oncologist to focus the beam directly on the tumour, so the radium would have caused horrible burns and vomiting. These days, many women with ovarian cancer have their primary treatment of surgery and chemo and go into remission for years, often for life. Nellie would have died within months.

Rose puts her hand to her chest. She feels the weight of it and breathes. It’s ridiculous, but she feels like she has always known. She has known it deeply – in her skin, her organs, her bones. This gene. This little error. A fault in each and every cell.





Direct action, 1945

I have woken early, before the sun. I watch the strip of darkness under my curtain fade to blue and then to a pale yellow and white. It is that time of day when the day itself is still a mystery. When we don’t know who we are yet, or what happens next. Before the eggs are cracked and the tea brewed. Before the city men in their hats crowd the bus stop on the corner. Before the school children run past the gate, the slap of their shoes on the road like heavy rain. We all wake in pieces and have to build ourselves again.

Today the nurse is coming to look at me. I’m sure she will say I need to eat more. I am trying. And John is trying. He made a beef stew last night with potatoes from the garden. He brought it in to me in a tiny bowl with a teaspoon. A portion fit for a bird, and that is what I have become. I dived in with my beak, taking in the delicious smells, the robust beef pieces, the plump potatoes, the garlic, bay and parsley. I was tempted. But I couldn’t manage more than a mouthful. A beak full.

I remember how I used to kneel and put my hands in the soft dirt to harvest the potatoes. I liked to do it with my hands so as not to damage them, to keep all their odd shapes intact. I think John uses the pitch fork. The potatoes he brings in are ripped and broken.

It’s strange to think that my life has been shrunk to these base bodily functions. All anybody wants to know is whether I am eating, how many times a day I reach for the pot, whether I have needed the loo. The contents of my mind have become irrelevant as my body starts to tell the end of the story.

The boys are quieter than usual. I can hear the clink of their breakfast dishes, the closing of cupboard doors, but none of the usual uproar as they get ready for school. I have heard John shush them when they shriek or laugh, or bound headlong down the hallway. ‘Mum is resting.’ We have agreed that it is best if their lives can continue on as normal, as much as possible. But I must remember to tell John that there’s no need for quiet. I like to hear the sounds of life careening past my door. It saves me from my thoughts.

~

On the Sunday morning after the shed incident, I went over to the Tower house. The back door was open. Aileen, the cook, had the radio on and turned up loud. The smell of roasting lamb drifted past and with it, the canned laughter of a radio play. Aileen always wore her hair pulled back, turned in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. Her stern appearance belied the sweetness of her nature. I called to her several times before she heard me above the radio. She left her mixing bowl and wiped her hands on her smock. A wisp of white hair came loose and drifted across her face.

‘You’re after Moira? And Ruth?’

She spoke in an Irish brogue like Moira’s, vowels tipping up and down in a singsong.

‘Yes.’

‘They’re away.’

‘Do you know where they’ve gone? To the city?’

‘That I don’t know, my dear. They left early. Dr Thompson is there. He’s in his study. Would you like to go and see him?’

I shook my head. It was too early to go straight to the meeting, but I caught a train into town anyway and wandered about up and down the lonely grid of streets, the pavements spacious, the trams sporadic. I sang the words ‘King, William, Queen, Elizabeth’ over and over to myself as I walked. The sky itself was melancholy that day – a heavy grey canopy that suited my mood.

At my table at the top of the stairs, I looked past each person for a glimpse of Moira and Ruth, managing a smile as best I could. They never came. I sat in the back, my head a scramble, my thoughts screaming and drowning out the speaker. I scuttled out as soon as I could.

~

She was at school on the Monday morning, at her desk, her back a rod. Her hands were clasped in front of her, and she stared straight ahead. Her arms were scored red with scratches. I rushed over and threw my arms around her. She remained stiff, her body made of wood.

‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s fine. Really. Don’t worry about it.’

‘I tried to get them to let you out.’

‘I know.’

‘They let you out?’ I put my hand on her arm.

‘Of course.’

‘When?’

She lifted my hand from her arm and pressed it towards me, pushing me back to my own desk.

That week she was cordial but cold. She spent her lunchtimes in the library. After school she was nowhere to be seen. Ruth’s house had a telephone, but mine didn’t. I lay awake at night, fretting.

The following Sunday I went into the city for the meeting, alone. I arrived early as usual, ready to set up at the ledger desk. Moira sat in the front row, head down, writing on a wooden clipboard. She lifted her eyes and nodded at me. The rest of the room was empty except for Ruth and a young man, sitting together in the back row, heads close in conversation. Ruth gave me a quick wave before turning to face the young man again. His face drifted towards mine. It was Jamie, the young man who’d had such an effect on me many months before. Today, his eyes were fixed on Ruth. He was gazing at her with that same deep attention, like he was peeling her open.

By the time I had finished my ledger duty, the room was almost full. I found a single seat in the second row from the back, in front of Ruth and Jamie. The meeting had not yet begun, and I turned to speak to them. Their heads were so close they were almost touching. I felt I could not disturb them and faced the front of the room again, where John Fleming was preparing his notes at the lectern. Amidst the chatter, I could hear their conversation.

‘I don’t understand how violence helps.’

‘Not just any violence. Revolution. People aren’t just going to give up their wealth. We have to take it. Otherwise it is like we are doing nothing.’

There was a tapping of pen on glass from the front of the room, and the room went quiet.

John Fleming was not a particularly engaging speaker. He directed his mumbled words at the piece of paper in front of him. The subject was Lenin’s ‘What is to be done?’, and even that fiery material was rendered flat by his monotone. There was a rustling in the audience, a shifting. 

I could hear Jamie whispering behind me, ‘That’s not the way to ignite the believers,’ and, ‘Poor Lenin. If only he knew!’

I watched the closeness between Jamie and Ruth intensify over the following months. They exchanged glances that brimmed with a meaning I could only guess at. They sat so close to each other their legs touched.

Ruth’s coldness towards me started to thaw, but our friendship was never properly rekindled. We hardly ever spoke at school anyway – that hadn’t changed – and if we found ourselves together at meetings, she always seemed distracted, always keeping an eye out for Jamie. She made sure we were never alone together.

I so missed our little cocoon in the Tower house. An ache opened up in my chest and it brayed when she looked away from me or – worse – kept her bored, unfocused eyes on my face as I talked. Where previously she had been ambivalent about the ‘movement’, teasing me for being an easy convert and going along with the flow of things to please Moira, she now started to speak as Jamie did – about action, about revolution.

A small group began to form around them, mostly other young men, a few women. They did not hide their disdain for the Sunday speakers, who often came across as bored and dispassionate. They weren’t actually dispassionate – one on one, most were as hot-blooded as any new communist – they were just terrible speakers, and they spoke of reform rather than revolution. The group would laugh at the tedium of the long passages of text they recited and heckle about the interpretations.

After the meetings, they would head together down Swanston Street, faces red with revolutionary fire. I tagged along a few times and followed them to a teashop where they drank tea and argued, shouting over one another about the real meaning of revolution, about the need for a bloody war. I sat at the end of the table and sipped my tea.

I don’t know why I went with them. I had nothing to contribute. These were not the ideas that had excited me so much early on. But somehow, I needed to go. I needed to watch Ruth speak to the table – angry and animated. I needed to see her slam her fist down, to see Jamie clasp that fist in his. I had to watch her veer further and further away from me so I could believe it. It felt like punishment, but one I deserved.

In the months that followed, I missed a meeting here and there. Eventually I stopped going altogether. I still believed in the cause. I was still reading communist tracts. But my bedroom had become my new cocoon. I hid there on weekends, wrapped in reading and schoolwork, empty teacups multiplying on my desk. In winter I would tuck myself into bed with my books on my knees. I berated myself for my lack of confidence to go out into the world, but could not or would not overcome it. I just burrowed in further.

~

One Sunday afternoon at the beginning of the last year of school, there was a knock at the front door. I was alone in the house, my parents and siblings having gone to church and then to the annual church picnic at the lake. My mother had begged me to come to the picnic, where it was possible I might meet a ‘lovely young man’. But I feigned illness and, as usual, retreated to my room.

It took me a while to unfetter myself from my books and papers and by the time I made it to the door, Ruth and Jamie were already on their way back down the path towards the gate.

‘You ARE home!’ Ruth rushed back up the path and hugged me. I was overcome by the sensation of her arms around me. I recognised her familiar smell – wood-smoke and sweat, mixed with a strong floral scent from the perfume powder that always sat on Moira’s dressing table. I had not been this close to her for over a year. My whole body seemed to blush.

Jamie hung back, arms folded, pressing his lips together in a flat smile. 

After a moment or two, I managed to find some words. They seemed to squeak out of my suddenly dry mouth. ‘Well, come in, both of you.’

I made a pot of tea, and we sat in the front room. The air felt charged with something. Something that Ruth and Jamie knew that I didn’t. I started to chat, filling the space, asking about the meetings and how Ruth was going with school. 

Ruth spoke over me, her voice charged and excited. ‘We’re planning something. There’s a role for you if you want it. But if you want to be involved you will have to promise not to tell anyone.’

‘Alright.’

‘So. You want to be involved?’

‘Well, what is it? I guess I need to know before I decide.’

‘It doesn’t work like that, I’m afraid.’

Jamie still had his arms folded. He was perched on the armrest of the armchair where Ruth sat. I sat opposite, the little table between us.

‘You see, once you know, you know. So, you’re already involved,’ said Jamie.

‘Jamie said you would. I wasn’t so sure.’

Jamie gave a little nod and raised his eyebrows. ‘Well?’

Ruth grasped his knee. ‘You were always pretty quiet when we met with the group. I wasn’t sure whether you really believed in the revolution.’

I averted my eyes, embarrassed that she may have suspected the truth. While I did believe in revolution, right now I was more excited that she was in my front room drinking tea. Did she suspect that at that moment I would have followed her anywhere?

‘I believe in the revolution. And, yes, I want to be involved.’

‘And you’ll keep this to yourself?’

‘Yes.’

‘Right. Well, the Eight-Hour Day is coming up.’ She paused.

‘Yes.’

‘The Communist Party in Melbourne is deluded. The Eight-Hour Day is no cause for celebration. It’s only a drop in the ocean.’

‘So, you’re not going to march?’

‘No. We have something more important to do. Do you remember the IWW?’

‘The Wobblies? I didn’t think they were around anymore. After those arrests in Sydney during the war.’

‘Not many of them. A few. Enough to organise things. Jamie has been helping them.’

‘What are they planning?’

‘Direct action. You know the Sunshine Harvester Works?’

‘Yes of course. The Harvester Decision.’

‘Well, they’re at it again. Last week they laid off nearly one hundred workers because of another slump in trade. They might put them back on again next year, or they might not.’

‘That’s awful.’

‘These are men with families. The communist party doesn’t do anything about it. They’re too busy keeping their noses clean. Talking about reform. The union isn’t much better. Meanwhile the men and their families starve.’

‘So what’s the plan?’

‘Well, the factory will be closed on the Eight-Hour Day. So there won’t be anyone there except a guard. We’re going to try to get in.’

‘You’re going in?!’

‘Not me. My job – and your job – is to distract the guard while Jamie and Hugh get in.’

‘Distract how?’

~

I have drifted off. I wake up to see John’s face at the door, and behind him the nurse with her bag. She places her bag on the table and sits at the foot of the bed.

‘Do you have everything you need?’ John asks her.

‘Yes. We’ll be fine, won’t we, Nellie?’

I nod and smile, ignoring the tone in her voice. She is speaking to me as if I were a child. As John closes the door, I can see past him to Ernie sitting at the table, having his breakfast. His head is down at his plate, a piece of fried egg dangling from his fork, but his eyes face this room, seeking a glimpse of me within.





Old wood, 2016

Rose wakes to a crashing sound in the front yard. She prises herself out of bed and staggers barefoot to the front door. Ernie has thrown his crutches over the armchair on the porch and is stumbling about in the front yard, dragging wood and junk into a pile. So far, he has assembled pallets, a wooden dining chair with no seat, a couple of ornate wardrobe door panels, a pale pink wicker chaise with a dog-chewed back, wine crates, and a plastic doll with one arm missing and a red gingham dress, her hair mussed up in a shock of platinum.

Rose holds her breath as Ernie lurches around some pallets, almost tipping over. He falters, arms outstretched, but manages to right himself. When he is stable, she yells across the yard.

‘Dad! What are you doing?!’

He almost topples again.

‘Careful!’ Her voice is a high-pitched squeal. ‘I’m coming.’ In her mind she can see him falling over and over, breaking the leg again and again. She can hear the crack it makes, his howling and crying. She can see herself struggling to pick him up, the two of them collapsing into the dirt. Her leaving him there, blanketed in dust. The ambulance pitching and swerving over the potholes in the drive.

‘All good, Rosey. My leg was a bit sore when I woke up, so I took one of those Endones they gave me. Christ, that’s some good stuff. No pain. Gonna have a bonfire. Burn all those old files. All this stuff.’

Rose tucks her pyjama pants into a pair of Ernie’s gumboots, grabs the crutches and crosses the lawn to where he is standing. Cracks in the rubber soles of the boots let in the damp and cold of the dew.

‘Is that legal? Don’t you need to dispose of them with one of those companies?’

‘Nah. Burning is just as good. And you and I can have a quiet ale around the fire tonight. A fire is as good a reason as any for a drink, don’t you think?’

She squints and cups her hand over her eyes, shielding them from the morning glare, and sees the twist and rush of wind in the poplars that line the driveway, their canola-yellow leaves flapping madly.

‘Look at the wind, Dad! And everything is so dry. Don’t you have to register with the council?’

‘Let’s hope not. We might have some visitors in big red trucks.’

‘Dad, I’m not sure today is a great fire day. We should call the CFA to check.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. It’s well into autumn. Everybody is burning off.’ Ernie folds his arms and shakes his head. His smile broadens into a jagged laugh that cuts its way into her. ‘Always with the rules, Rosy.’

She swallows. It is certainly not ridiculous to call the CFA. It’s common sense. But she knows she will back down in the face of his derision. She always does. It has nothing to do with common sense.

‘Well, stop lifting things around. You need to rest your leg. I’ll do it. And we’re not lighting it until this evening. Hopefully by then the wind will have dropped a little.’

Rose spends the next couple of hours hauling junk from all over the property to Ernie’s pile in the corner of the front yard. The area is flattened, devoid of trees and plants, and the ground underfoot is blackened with soot from previous fires. Ernie sits on the veranda giving directions. He is enjoying himself immensely.

She rescues the doll and tries to flatten its hair, but the plastic mop resists taming. It has moveable eyes, but one is stuck in an upward gaze, the white eyeball exposed. Rose does not recognise the doll but wonders if it was once hers. She presses against the eyeball, and it clicks downwards. The smile looks less deranged now.

She heaves a broken piano stool onto the pile and stops, panting. The yard looks better already with everything stacked up. Not a bad idea to have a clear-out.

‘Dad, where did you get all of this stuff?’

‘Here and there. I thought I could get some money for it. But I never got around to selling anything.’

Later they argue. He wants her to get him some beer. He whines like a petulant child. He pleads and cajoles. ‘I just want a couple of cold ones round the fire. Is that too much to ask?’ She holds out, but by the afternoon Ernie is sullen and barely speaking to her. 

Around four, he tucks a newspaper under one arm and one of his crutches under the other. He lurches to the pile and tilts his crutch on a precarious angle in the dirt so he can squat in the dirt with one knee, Zimmer splint outstretched. Before she registers what he is doing, he scrunches the newspaper into balls and puts a match to the fire. He wobbles as he stands. The flames leap along one of the palettes, blue tongues underneath opening up to yellow curls and loops across the surface of the wood.

‘Four o’clock is not evening!’ Rose growls, rushing to bring him a chair from the kitchen. He stares at the flames, his face quiet, the angry veins in his forehead slackening.

‘Close enough. I got tired of waiting around.’

‘It’s still windy—’

‘Not as bad as it was.’ He’s right. The frantic flap of the poplars has settled to a restrained flutter. ‘Any chance you can get me one of those Endones from the bathroom?’

‘I can. But you shouldn’t need it this far down the track. I want to have a look at that leg. It shouldn’t be so sore.’

‘I don’t need you poking around there. It’s fine. Just relax, Rosey.’

‘C’mon, Dad. There might be something going on.’

‘There’s nothing going on. Keep your damn hands off me.’

Rose carries the boxes of legal files from the porch and sets them in front of Ernie. Along with the Endone, she brings another chair from the kitchen and pulls it up beside him. They survey the landscape of paper in front of them – manila envelopes bursting with yellowing papers, white plastic folders with rainbow dividers, bricks of court documents tied with pink string. The fire has caught and is swelling.

Ernie reaches for one of the court documents and throws it into the fire. It thuds as it lands on a pallet. The flames curl shyly towards it and fold in. They surge and hiss and moments later the wad of paper is nothing but a black patch on the pallet.

‘I don’t know why I haven’t done this before! What a wonderful thing to be rid of all these files.’

It appears the Endone has done the trick. He stands and teeters.

‘Lean on one crutch. I’ll hand them to you.’

Rose starts to hand him the files, one by one. He flicks through some of the folders and makes ‘hmmm’ and ‘aaah’ noises before tossing them into the flames. He saves one file, placing it carefully under his chair.

‘What’s that one?’

‘Children overboard. The beginning of the boat lies.’ Ernie stares intently at the fire. ‘I’ve been thinking about those children in hospital. They’re fighting about it now in parliament. I want to revisit that first one. There might be something there that impacts on now.’

‘Are you in contact with the lawyers working on it?’

‘Not yet. I will be, if I find something.’

‘Why this one?’

Ernie starts to yell. Rose stiffens. ‘That little baby could die! And all they can talk about is the difference between a boat and a crate.’

‘Dad, I agree with you. There’s no need to shout.’

~

They cook sausages on the fire and fall into silence as the sun sets. Bomber is stretched out between them by the fire. He dreams of chasing things – he snorts and kicks his feet in a sleepy trot. Rose starts to pile up the dishes. Then, without warning, Ernie starts to speak.

‘She was my mother’s friend. From high school.’

‘Ruth?’

‘Yes.’

Rose sits back down in her chair with the dishes in her lap. She waits to see if Ernie will continue.

He pokes at the fire with his crutch, dislodging a piece of flat wood and releasing some flames. Rose resists suggesting he do it with a stick instead. The plastic end of the crutch comes out of the fire blackened and melted.

‘I don’t remember her being around before Mum got sick. I’m pretty sure she wasn’t. Peter remembered a letter coming, and then her coming to visit a week or so later. I remember that first visit.’ His lips are caked and dry from the heat of the fire. He flattens them, then peels them open with a little sucking sound. ‘Mum had been in bed a lot that week. You know, they never told us why – I told you that. But that day she managed to get herself up and dressed. She and Ruth had tea in the front room. They did a lot of laughing.’

The only sound is the occasional hiss and crackle of the fire. The moon is dark but the Milky Way illuminates the sky, draped above them like a silk scarf of sheer white.

‘Dad was a bit shocked by her.’

‘Shocked why?’

‘She wore trousers and rode a bicycle. I’d never seen a woman wear trousers before that.’

‘A lesbian?’

‘Nobody used that word in those days.’

‘No.’

She wants to say that Ernie doesn’t use it much these days, either, but she wants him to continue, so she lets it go.

‘I suppose she might’ve been. I never saw a partner, or a friend. She lived alone. Dad never liked her.’

‘But you liked her?’

Rose keeps her voice even. She wants Ernie to continue with the story, before he realises he is telling it.

‘She had this extraordinary laugh. She’d tip her head back, open her mouth wide, and give in to it. It was contagious. And she charmed me, she crawled down on the floor to draw with me, show me card tricks. I thought she was wonderful.’

‘But why did your dad—’

‘I don’t know. He was friendly to her, but when she left that first day he went and chopped wood. Even though we had enough split pieces to last weeks. I remember being worried because I thought I’d done something wrong. He always chopped wood when he was angry about something, often with Peter or myself. I suppose it was better than beating us, which he never did.’

‘And your mum? What was she like after Ruth left?’

‘Oh, she was happy. She sang as she cleared away the tea things. I asked her what she was singing, and she said it was a song from school. It was a surprise – to see her so happy. She had been so serious. They both had. We knew something was wrong. We just didn’t know what.’

‘Did Ruth come again after that?’

‘I thought she wouldn’t. That night after I went to bed, I heard angry voices. Mum and Dad rarely argued, so Peter and I were worried. We sat up listening.’

‘But she did come back?’

‘Yes, quite a few times. I would get excited because it meant I could try a card trick out on her. She always said she had forgotten the trick and pretended I’d stumped her. She would bring cake and make Mum a pot of tea. She always gave us a slice before heading in to see Mum. I don’t think Mum was eating much by then, so she probably brought the cake for us.’

‘And your dad?’

‘Sometimes he was on shift. If not, he’d be around, but he didn’t speak to Ruth all that much. He’d find some job to do around the house while she was there, or go out and chop more wood. Peter started to say he didn’t much like Ruth and didn’t want to see her. Probably taking his cue from Dad. He would shut himself in the bedroom when she came.’

‘What about the CPA? In that letter. Was Ruth a communist? Was your mother a communist?’

‘I don’t know about Mum. Ruth was. Or she was once anyway. And a feminist, I suppose. Although I don’t remember her using that word. She fought for women’s rights anyway. She was very smart. Very quick. A fighter. She’d fight for anything she felt strongly about.

‘Mum wasn’t like that I don’t think. I don’t remember her going to any meetings or rallies or anything. Maybe she did. Before she had us. Before she met Dad.’

Ernie is very still as he talks. His fingers are clasped, prayer-like, in his lap. He stares into the fire as if mesmerised by it. He speaks to the fire instead of to Rose.

‘One morning Ruth asked Peter and me to come in with her to see Mum. Peter was reluctant … but he came. I remember I was shocked at the way she looked. I hadn’t been in the room for a week or so. Dad kept saying it was best if we didn’t disturb her. That she needed her rest. I couldn’t believe she had changed so much in such a short time.’

‘What did she look like?’

‘Oh, thin, but she had this enormous belly that made it difficult for her to sit up properly. Ruth had to help her by tucking her arm under her and hoisting her up. Her skin was yellowy. Her hair was messy and all over the place. The hollowness in her cheeks spooked me. It made her eyes seem really big. Like she was staring at us in astonishment, like she’d never seen us before. I was a bit scared of her.’

‘And nobody explained to you what was happening? That she was dying?’

‘I had no idea. I probably didn’t know what dying was. I guess that was the way they did it back then. Nobody talked about cancer, or about death. People got sick and just disappeared into their houses, or into their back rooms. I’m not sure, but that might’ve been the last day I saw her. I was a bit scared to go in back there, and Dad didn’t encourage it. He kept saying she needed her rest. We had to be quiet in the house.’

‘Why did she want to see you? With Ruth.’

‘She wanted to tell us she had asked Ruth to take us out sometimes, to the pictures, or to the city.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t remember. I was too young and too overwhelmed, I think. But Peter told me later that Mum said Ruth was her friend, and that she wanted to get to know us. Peter wasn’t keen, but he said he agreed to please Mum.’

‘And did you go out with her?’

‘She didn’t mean then. She meant after she died. We didn’t understand that at the time. But yes. A few months after Mum died, Ruth started showing up regularly on a Sunday morning to take us out. To the pictures, or the museum, or sometimes to Luna Park. Dad seemed not to mind us going, but he never invited Ruth into the house. She always picked us up at the front door. Peter went a few times, and then refused to go again. So it was just me. And then she started taking me to the refuge.’

‘The refuge?’

‘Yeah. One of the hostels for refugees coming in from Europe at the end of the war. Ruth was involved in the efforts to get them settled – giving them packs of soap and blankets and cans of food. I would be given a job to do – like folding blankets or whatever. If there was nothing for me to do, I would play with the kids. There were heaps of kids there. They had these small metal huts – the Nissen huts – bloody little hotboxes in the summer, so the kids all spent a lot time outside. At the time I didn’t really understand what was going on, except that these were people who had come on a ship from some faraway place and didn’t have homes. They needed our help. They were white refugees so the government bent over backwards for them. Bit different from our current refugee policy. We took hundreds of thousands of refugees after the war. They just believed that it was the right thing to do so they did it. Not like now, with people complaining about a hundred or so people arriving by boat..’

‘How long did you keep going to the hostel?’

‘A few times. Over a few months. After that we moved up here and I never saw her again. I’ve often wondered whether Dad moved us up here to make it difficult for Ruth to see us. I think he thought she was a bad influence. Dad was pretty conservative.

‘I remember one boy at the refuge. He was there for a long time. Isaak. A Polish Jewish kid around my age. It was just him and his mother. His father had died back in Poland. He was much bigger than me. And streetwise. He already smoked, and he liked to show off his single-arm push-ups. The war games we played around the huts were serious. He told me how the SS used to stalk the streets of the ghetto, looking for reasons to take people away or to shoot them. He told me he saw them shoot people in the street. “A gun to the head and down. Pew!” Later they came in and took everybody to the extermination camps, but Isaak and his mother had escaped by then. His father stayed. He was going to follow them later.’

‘What happened to Isaak?’

‘Well, there was an outbreak of some sort of sickness in the camp – I can’t remember what it was. We didn’t go for a few weeks so we wouldn’t catch it. Unfortunately, Isaak’s mother came down with it. She died there. I imagine he was adopted out or went to an orphanage.’

‘That’s so sad. Poor woman.’

‘I know. And Isaak. I never saw him again. But those few months at the hostel … Formative, I suppose you’d say.’ He makes an inverted commas gesture with his fingers and laughs.

‘I’ll say. And you’d just lost your mum, too. You were probably a bit traumatised.’

‘I don’t know about traumatised. I was certainly confused. One day mum was there and the next day she wasn’t. Have I told you how I found out about her death?’

‘No.’

Rose shivers in the cool air. The fire has died down. She is surprised at Ernie’s volubility and does not want to break the spell. She pokes at the fire with a piece of pallet, moving wood to the centre of the pile where the flames are.

‘I didn’t find out until the day of the funeral. Which I didn’t go to. Peter and I had been farmed out to a neighbour down the street. They gave us a few coins to go and buy some lollies, so we went down to the shop. It was owned by a family friend. Gerald, I think his name was. Except that day there was a sign on the door that said ‘Closed due to bereavement’. Neither of us knew what bereavement meant, so we went back to the neighbours and asked. They told us it meant someone had died. That was how we found out.’

‘Gosh, Dad.’

‘That’s the way it was then.’

‘Explains a few things.’

‘Like what?’

‘You’re not exactly one to talk about your feelings now, are you? Not usually anyway.’

She has gone too far. Ernie unclasps his hands, grips the sides of the chair to stand, and limps to the other side of the fire. She can’t see his face, but she knows she has blown it. There will be no more stories told tonight.

‘Dad. Just one more question.’

He grunts.

‘What was Ruth’s surname?’

‘O’Keefe.’

‘Did you ever look her up. Later?’

‘That’s two questions. No.’

Rose is not sure whether he means no he never looked her up or no he doesn’t want to answer any more questions.

He starts scattering the remaining logs with his bad leg, waving the Zimmer splint and his slipper at the flames.

‘Dad. I’ll do that. You go to bed.’

‘Yes. Let’s get the old man to bed.’

He kicks the coals again, almost falling over in the process. By then she’s at his side, so she catches him on the way down. They sway together for a few moments.

She closes the bedroom door on his snoring, stokes up the fire again and gets a cup of tea. She has hidden a packet of dark chocolate digestive biscuits from herself in the back of the kitchen cupboard. She opens it and takes two. By the time she gets to the front door she has eaten them, so she goes back to the packet. By the fire, she gets out her phone and googles Ruth O’Keefe. There are a couple of thousand hits – starting with a Wikipedia entry, and the website of a historical centre in Ruth’s name. Why hasn’t she heard of this woman?

The Wikipedia entry shows a photograph of Ruth in front of Trades Hall in Melbourne. Her fringe is short – Betty Page style – and her hair is cut in a bob to just below her chin. She stares at the camera, arms folded. She is wearing a white shirt, rolled up at the elbows, and a pair of men’s pants, rolled up to the midcalf. Her white socks are pulled to just above the ankle, and on her feet are a pair of men’s two-tone brogues. Though the clothes she wears are clearly men’s style, the look she has created is still feminine. She’s wearing lipstick and an elegant chain with a pendant that sparkles against her neckline.

According to Wikipedia, Ruth was born 1910 in Moonee Ponds, and was an activist in women’s, workers’ and refugee rights. She died in 1999. She was educated at Lowther Hall, Moonee Ponds, and studied arts at Melbourne University. Rose clicks on the ‘family’ section, which is short and states she married a Bruce Ley, with whom she adopted a child from Yugoslavia named Esther. Rose clicks on the link to the ‘Ruth O’Keefe Centre’ in Melbourne, ‘an archive and library dedicated to the works of Ruth O’Keefe and her contemporaries’. The ‘contact us’ section links to an email address for Esther O’Keefe. Rose lets the cursor hover over it. Finding out more about Ruth, and possibly finding out more about Nellie in the process, feels tantalisingly close. But if she sent an email, what would she say? ‘Your mother wrote my grandmother a letter once’? Ridiculous. It might not even be the same Esther. She would be in her late sixties now, at least. She rummages in the digestive biscuit packet, taking two and then going back for another two. She’s overeating. She knows she will have another two and another two until the packet is empty. What’s the trigger this time? Indecision?

While she is deliberating, the phone rings. Salima.

‘How’s it going there?’

‘All very, very interesting.’ She crunches the biscuit away from the phone.

‘Interesting how? I didn’t think much interesting happened in Baringhup.’

‘Ernie spilled some beans tonight. About his mother. We had a bonfire for all those legal files—’

‘So, you two have been having some cosy fireside chats.’

‘Well, kind of. He’s discovered Endone. It makes him almost pleasant. He still won’t let me see that leg. But yeah. He told me about this woman, Ruth – his mother’s friend. Seems she was an activist for women’s and refugee rights and dressed in men’s clothes. Looks very dykey. But she married a man and adopted a child.’

‘So, your grandmother had something of a past?’

‘Maybe. I don’t know. I’m pretty interested to find out. I do know she had ovarian cancer.’

‘Ovarian cancer!?’

‘Yeah, she died from it in 1945.’

‘Bloody hell. So is that where the gene comes from then?’

‘Looks like it.’

There is silence at the end of the phone. Rose starts to spread the coals out with a stick. She rummages in the digestive biscuit packet again.

‘What are you eating?’

‘Digestive biscuits.’

‘Hmmm.’

Rose feels the heft of Salima’s disapproval in that little hmmm. Salima never overeats. A packet of chocolate digestives could last a month. Rose looks guiltily at the half-empty packet beside her.

‘How’s it going working with Mark?’

‘As bad as you could imagine. Are you interested or just changing the subject?’

‘Um. Both.’

‘At least working with him means I don’t spend all day trying to avoid him. I dunno. He’s just such a know-it-all. Even when he has absolutely no idea about something. And he talks over you. He’s not capable of listening. Anyway, I think this case will be all wrapped up in a couple of weeks. I’m hoping so anyway.’

‘That would be good. Then Mark can slink back off into his office and talk over someone else.’

‘Exactly. So, what about you? Have you been thinking about the gene? And the IVF?’

‘All the time.’

‘Any conclusions?’ Salima says the word as lightly as she can, but Rose can feel the tautness in her words. You could tightrope on it.

‘Not as yet. I’m just letting it sit a bit. While I’m up here.’

‘I don’t imagine Ernie’s been much help.’

‘No. But I’ve been doing lots of thinking. God, what it must’ve been like for Dad’s mum to have ovarian cancer in the 1940s.’

‘Pretty awful.’

‘It’s funny, I kind of feel connected to her. I know it’s only a gene and that’s nothing special – we’re all connected by our genes. But this gene has a name. And it does this awful thing. Nellie never knew. She just got sick and died. And I get to find out about the gene potential for disease, not the disease itself. I can do something about it. But for her – it’s like she all but disappeared. There’s so little trace left of her life. Just a few photos, a marriage and death certificate and an old recipe book. It makes me sad.’

‘You found a recipe book?’

‘Yeah. A handwritten one.’

‘Cool.’

‘I thought I might have a look at it tomorrow, maybe cook something.’

‘Okay.’

‘I will make some decisions. I promise. I’m just not ready yet.’

‘Okay.’

‘Okay?’

‘Of course.’

It feels to Rose as though Salima is holding her breath.

Of course, there is only one right decision. Rose will follow through with the IVF. They will select for an embryo without the genetic fault. She will have a full hysterectomy and mastectomy after the baby is born. A new baby needs a mum who is going to hang around. Not one who is going to get cancer and need treatment. Or die.

It was so clear before, but now, thinking about the idea of her family with Salima, she can’t quite come at it. Right now, she just wants to keep staring at the fire, at the scarlet glow of the embers as they catch the breeze. At the space in front of her, between the flames and her eyes. It’s all she can manage. She pokes at the coals with a stick, setting a rush of sparks free into the night.





The Eight-Hour Day, 1945

I am cosy under a blanket on the front porch. The sun is bright and the sky above me is a shade of blue that seems incomprehensible – as if a bolt of royal fabric was shaken over us. Thankfully there is not too much pain. John is at work; the boys are at school. The road is quiet before the schoolchildren are released and the men are come home.

Mrs Dankworth, the lady John has hired to clean and look in on me when he is at work, is inside mopping my kitchen floor. It’s difficult to hear her doing my work. She sighs from time to time. I wonder how much grime she finds as she looks into the corners of my world.

Mrs Dankworth doesn’t have much to say to me. She is in her thirties, a chalk-white, freckled woman, easy to flushing, with hair that is probably red underneath a black dye. Her eyes are a pale green, quite a striking colour when you get a glimpse. Emerald, I would call them. But they are mostly hidden from view.

‘I’ll be getting on with the work,’ she said to the floor this morning when I asked her where she lived. It’s not a bad thing. I am not lonely. It is nice to have some time to watch and think.

Watching feels important – really seeing things and taking them in. The garden is mostly bare – dormant for the winter – though the grass is a brilliant green after some rain these last few days. The roses have been pruned back to almost nothing. I always wonder that they grow back so well and so heartily. So much latent life in those prickly branches.

I crocheted this blanket so carefully before John and I married. I enjoyed choosing the colours. Each square has a red outline and two circles of colour. There is royal blue with pale purple, rose pink with pretty yellow, burgundy with deep forest green.

My mother didn’t like the colours. She said they were too bright and brash. But that’s how I felt right then. Bright and brash. My marriage to John was how I could escape home, escape the exchange counter at Myers. Escape my parents’ view of me as a failure.

~

A few weeks after Jamie and Ruth came to visit, I found myself behind the little gardener’s cottage in the park over the railway line from the main entrance to the Sunshine Harvester factory, holding a brown tooled-leather purse in my fist. It was late afternoon, but the early autumn sun was hot on the back of my neck. The freshly mown lawn under my feet was yellowed and crispy with the dry weather, but the garden beds were alive with chrysanthemums of every colour.

I was terrified at the thought of what they had suggested. The terror continued to rise in me as I waited behind the cottage. The action was planned for the afternoon but we all had to be in place in the morning before the shift change. I had brought cake and a thermos of tea with which to fortify myself, but my stomach and gullet were on fire and I couldn’t face eating or drinking anything.

While I was waiting, I had some time to think. To interrogate my motives. I knew it was weakness that had drawn me there. It certainly wasn’t any noble ideas about revolution. On that Sunday, Ruth had held my gaze. It was as simple as that. I’d felt I could not bear it if she stopped doing so again. If I said no to this, she might fold up and disappear again from my life.

There was a raised footbridge across the train tracks – that was where I was to run. I stood on tiptoe and strained to see the car on the road outside the factory and the guard we were supposed to distract.

‘His name’s Donald. He’s big, but I’m told he’s a gentle giant.’

‘What are Jamie and Hugh planning to do inside?’

‘It’s best you don’t know that.’

~

The signal was a flash from an electric torch. I saw it, gripped the handbag and raced across the lawn, clattering up the stairs in the pretty little blue leather shoes that Ruth insisted I wear. They were tight on me, and the hours of standing had rubbed a red ring around my heels. I could feel the burn as I ran.

Ruth came into view as I launched myself down the stairs on the other side, taking them two at a time. She was crying. A guard stood beside her, a large man in every way – tall with beefy arms and legs and an expansive belly. He held his fleshy hands open by his sides, as if waiting to catch something. His too-small head was round and shiny with a few wisps of hair around the ears. It was perched on a thick wedge of neck. He stared at Ruth, his mouth and forehead furrowed with confusion.

I waved the handbag above my head and called out, my voice too shrill, too shaky.

‘Is this yours? It was dumped in the gardens over there.’

The guard looked up and loped towards me. He took the handbag from me and walked slowly back to Ruth. She rustled through the handbag.

‘Oh. The money is gone. But everything else is here.’

She sobbed harder, crying with pretend relief at the return of her stolen property, and actual relief that behind the guard, two men – one carrying a set of boltcutters – ran unseen down Anderson Road, turned at the next corner and were out of sight. I thought we had done it. I smiled at Ruth. We were close again, bound together through our actions. Then I heard the sirens.

~

The hour I spent in the Footscray police station was one of the longest of my life. The cell was one of two small buildings in the backyard of the station, windowless, with a long bench along one wall and a single mattress on the floor. The walls were painted a pale blue, which was stained and etched with the initials and words of some of the hundreds of people who had sat there before us. They seemed to shout out at us, those words. There were some terrible words.

The guard closed the bulky door behind us with a boom. We heard the metallic click of the key in the lock. As soon as the guard had gone, Jamie and his friend Hugh started shouting at each other, their voices filling the tiny cell. Apparently, they had not counted on a second bolted door between them and wherever it was they needed to get to. The second bolt was much larger than the first, and they couldn’t get the boltcutters around it. Whatever they had planned to steal or destroy was sitting safe within the factory walls. They blamed each other for the error.

‘Would you two shut up.’ Ruth lay on the filthy mattress and stared at the ceiling.

No noise filtered in from the other cell or the police station. We could hear nothing through the thick walls of the cell. The silence gathered around us, damp and fat like a heavy cloud.

‘How long will we be here, do you think?’

‘Can you not be quiet for more than five minutes!?’

‘It appears our Hugh is not as comfortable with silence as you are, my dear Ruthie.’

Hugh was a lanky youth who looked about fifteen years old instead of the nineteen he professed to be. He had a large mouth and full red lips that seemed out of place with his lean face and body. The effect was one of an emaciated clown. The boilersuit he had worn for the break-in fell from his body like too-big pyjamas. He sat on the bench, hunched forward, hugging his knees.

‘I just wanna know how long I’m gonna be here.’

‘Probably till your mum shows up.’

‘She’s not gonna show up. She’s not gonna care.’

‘Will they call our parents?’ I whisper.

‘They will for you two. You’re underage. And girls.’

‘They’ll probably let you off.’ Hugh’s eyes had lost the blind terror of a moment before. He and Jamie shared a look of something close to satisfaction.

‘We were prepared to go down for this, weren’t we, Hugh?’

Hugh nodded, loosening the grip on his knees and leaning back into the wall. ‘We were.’

~

On the walk home, my dad was more incredulous than angry.

‘What on earth have you been doing, Nellie? What’s all this about?’

‘Dad, this is something I believe in. Workers’ rights.’

‘What on earth do you know about workers’ rights?’

‘The harvester factory. The boss lays off workers every time—’

‘My boss lays men off when he doesn’t have the work. Nobody breaks in.’

‘It’s about equality. I—’

He grabbed my arm and turned me to look at him. The slump in his shoulders was more pronounced than usual, his mouth mournful. At these close quarters, I noticed the greying of the hair above his ears, where it was cut short.

‘Nellie, this has to stop. Your mother—’

‘I’m sorry.’ I was sorry.

‘I don’t want you to see this Ruth anymore. Except at school, obviously. And no more of these meetings that are filling your head with all this nonsense.’

‘It’s not all nonsense, there are some …’

As I started to speak, I realised I had neither the heart nor the energy to defend my beliefs. I no longer felt like a revolutionary. I was just a stupid schoolgirl.

~

After that I stayed at home. I ate too much toast and jam. I got heavy and dull. I read the latest romance novels, with their flaky heroines and transparent plots. The views I had held so deeply ceased to matter within the four walls of my bedroom. I took this as proof of my wishy-washy character, my lack of steadfastness.

My parents were pleased to have me around more. But they soon worried at the change in me, the way I had closed off from everything. I did my chores cheerfully enough, and sat at the table for meals, but any free time I had I spent behind a closed door.

~

I can feel Mrs Dankworth’s gaze on me. She is standing at the front door, arms folded, her emerald eyes keen, trying to work out if I am asleep.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Dankworth.’ I try to sit myself up in the chair. My pillow falls to the floor.

‘Oh, look at that. Let me fix you up.’ Mrs Dankworth’s tone is mildly accusing. She dusts off the pillow with a sigh. Her hands are rough as she grasps me under my arms and lifts me up, tucking the pillow behind me.

‘I’ll be off then, Mrs King, if there’s nothing else.’

This feels more like a directive than a question. I need to go to the toilet but am afraid to ask for her help. In any case, by the time I have time to think about it, she has her frayed embroidered purse over her arm and is hurtling down the street towards the bus stop.

I wobble my way to the toilet, holding the walls to steady myself. Afterwards, my bed off the kitchen beckons. The house is warm as a glove. I slip under the covers and let a cavernous sleep find me.





Complications, 2016

Rose is buttering her toast when they hear the crunch of tyres on the driveway. Bomber bounds back and forth across the veranda, yelping in the sharp, excited pitch he reserves for visitors. Rose rushes out to grab his collar, shushing him, but he continues to bark.

The car is white and compact, and sparkling clean except for a splattering of red dust from the driveway. The logo on the driver’s door is a multicoloured shape of connecting circles accompanied by the words RDNS – by your side in a soft blue. The driver’s door flings open.

‘Hello. Hello. I’m so sorry I’ve not been out here as yet. I hope you got the message I was coming today.’

The nurse is short and all muscle – his blue Royal District Nursing Service shirt is tight around his biceps. A tattoo of a snake curls down his forearm and encircles his wrist. He is balding but hasn’t given in to the full shave yet – tufts of hair linger on the back of his scalp. He has deep eye sockets and a hooked nose, like a large, muscular bird. He flips through a handful of papers, discarding some and tucking others under his arm, and leans into the car to retrieve a plastic toolbox.

‘Can I help you?’ asks Rose.

‘No, no. It’s all good. I’m sorry. I’m always juggling this stuff.’ He jogs up the ramp and stands stationary at the top, feet together, as if to attention.

Rose stares at him, holding Bomber’s eager body back by the collar, unsure how to respond. They have had no other visitors. It seems so strange that a person is standing on the veranda in front of her. Bomber’s high-pitched yelping assaults their ears and splinters the air between them.

‘Can I come in? I’m Hayden.’

‘Yes of course. I’m sorry. Rose is my name. I’m Ernie’s daughter. I’ll just let the dog go if that’s okay. He’ll be better once he’s sniffed you.’

Bomber dives on Hayden’s feet, startling him. Hayden takes a step back down the ramp. The dog makes waggy circles around his feet, sniffing at his runners. Hayden puts his hand out to pat him, but Bomber – satisfied – trots back to his bed on the veranda and drops with a sigh. He rests his head between his paws, eyes bright and ready.

‘We didn’t get any messages, I’m sorry. Dad’s had the phone off for a while. We’ve just had it reconnected.’

‘No worries. I’m from RDNS. Obviously.’

‘I’m not sure he needs any nursing care at this point—’

‘Yeah. I’m sorry. We received the referral ages ago. Somehow it got lost in the system.’

‘I am kind of glad you’re here, though,’ Rose whispers. ‘Dad has some pain in the leg he had the surgery on. It shouldn’t be sore like that this far down the track. He won’t let me look at it. He might let you.’

‘Let’s give it a try, shall we?’ Hayden’s voice rises at the end of the sentence, like he is talking to a child.

‘Who is it, Rosey?’ Ernie yells from the kitchen.

‘District nursing, Dad.’

Ernie groans.

‘We’ve met, Mr King. At the hospital. I work there, too.’

‘Young Hayden, is it? That changes things. Come on in.’

Rose raises her eyebrows. ‘You made an impression.’

Hayden nods, self-satisfied, and flashes his teeth at Rose. He yanks at the flywire, which thwacks hard against the weatherboards.

‘Oops. Sorry.’

In the kitchen, Ernie is sitting in front of his half-eaten breakfast. A table knife stands upright in the peanut butter jar. Rose watches him lean back, hands outstretched and flat on the red formica of the table, like a king surveying his domain.

‘How are we, Ernie?’

Rose cringes. She hates it when people call patients ‘we’. ‘We’ don’t have a sore leg – Ernie does.

‘I’m most excellent, Hayden.’

‘I wondered if I could have a look at that leg of yours.’

‘I don’t think that’s necessary.’

‘Just a quick look. Make sure we are healing under that splint.’

‘Well … only because you asked so nicely.’

Rose rolls her eyes.

‘I’ll be on the back veranda.’

She has just got to the back door when she hears Hayden’s voice. ‘Bloody hell! How long has it been like this?’

She rushes back to the kitchen. Ernie has pushed his chair back and dropped his striped pyjama pants around his ankles. When he sees Rose, he tugs his top down over his Y fronts.

‘Rosey, I told you I don’t want—’

Ernie’s leg is swollen to twice the size of the other leg and is crimson in colour. Prominent veins wind across his calf, web-like. There is an area of broken skin on the front of his ankle. It weeps a clear fluid.

‘Shit, Dad.’ She kneels down at his side.

‘I told you it was sore.’

‘Yeah, but you never let me have a look at it.’

‘Well. I knew there’d be a fuss. Look at you all. Swearing and rushing about.’

Hayden presses a thermometer to Ernie’s ear.

‘Ow.’

‘Sorry. We’ve got a bit of a fever there, Ernie. I think we need to get you to hospital.’

He winds a blood pressure cuff around Ernie’s arm.

‘Rosey can take me down to the doctor’s.’

‘I could. But they’d just send you to Bendigo. You need an ultrasound. You’ve got a clot or an infection or both.’

‘Oh, I remember Ernie saying in the hospital – you’re a doctor, aren’t you?’

‘I am. I feel terrible that I didn’t see this. Dad, this is serious.’

‘Have you been moving around the place, Ernie?’

‘He was out in the yard moving wood yesterday. He asked for a couple of Endone.’

Ernie bellows now. ‘I can answer for myself, Rosey! And I can tell you I’m not going back there. You can take me to Ed. I’ll get some tablets—’

Rosey takes a step backwards towards the wall, retreating from Ernie’s thunder.

‘Ernie, there’s no need for shouting.’

‘Thank you, Hayden. I can shout as much as I like in my own house.’

‘I’m not sure tablets are going to cut it, Ernie, I’m sorry. You have bits of metal holding that bone together. If they become infected it’s a disaster. A big clot is not great, either.’ Hayden’s voice is pinched.

‘Look at you two. All chummy now with your medical whatevers. Deciding my fate.’

Hayden has joined Rose against the wall, both held there by the radiant heat of Ernie’s temper. Hayden raises his hands, as if to fend off the blast. ‘We need to get you into the car with Rose. Straight to Bendigo Emergency Department. I can give them a call and let them know you are coming.’

‘Dad, you haven’t really got a choice.’

Ernie tugs at his pyjama bottoms, struggling to wrench them under himself on the chair, but neither Rose nor Hayden move to help him. He retrieves the knife from the jar of peanut butter and slowly licks off the excess, placing it carefully next to his plate, closing the lid in a few deliberate turns. He stares at the label as if it has the answer to his current predicament.

‘Dad. If you don’t go to the hospital now, this will get worse. You could get very sick and—’

Ernie brings his fist down on the table, sending the plates and knives skittering and a flurry of breadcrumbs into the air. The peanut butter jar topples onto the floor.

‘Alright.’ His voice is quiet now but his spine is upright, jaw clenched, both hands in fists.

‘Alright? Really, Dad?’

‘Well, seeing as you are both ganging up on me, I have no choice, do I? You’ll yabber at me till I say yes?’

‘Ernie, that’s great. I’ll call the hospital.’

Rose glances at Hayden, who is staring at Ernie like he’s an alien creature. He leaves his open toolbox where it is, the blood pressure cuff on the floor, and takes his phone out to the front veranda.

Rose can hear the quiet murmur of his voice. She presses herself away from the wall and reaches across Ernie’s rigid body to gather up the dishes.

~

When Hayden is gone, Rose calls Bomber in and closes the front door. She leans against it for a moment and closes her eyes. She can feel her breath, short and fast, her heart like a drum.

In the kitchen, Ernie is struggling with his pyjama pants, trying to get his underwear covered.

‘Okay, Dad. We’d better pack a few things.’

‘I’m not going to Bendigo.’

‘You just said you would go!’

‘Only to get him out of the house.’

‘Come on. Your leg looks awful. And it’s painful. Don’t you want to—’

‘Want to what? Spend more time in that godawful place? Take me down to Ed. He’ll sort me out.’

After an hour or so of argument, Rose takes Ernie to the GP, who takes one look at the leg and sends him straight to Bendigo.

~

At the other end of the day, she drives back alone. The scan showed an enormous clot, and Ernie has an ongoing fever. She feels overstimulated, revved up. It took seven hours for Ernie to be seen and admitted, for the scan and the results, for a bed to be found. Her back is sore from sitting on the moulded plastic chairs in the Emergency Department. Her eyes are tired from the strobe-like flickering of the neon lights overhead, from watching the comings and goings of limps and groaning, of howling children. Ernie was settled and sleeping when she left. A little bit of morphine can be a wonderful thing.

As she drives, she luxuriates in solitude, like crisp fresh bedsheets on her skin. The car is silent except for the hum of the air conditioner. A crimson sun teeters on the horizon, spreading red and purple fingers across the sky.

She should call Salima, check in, tell her she will be home in the morning. There is no reason to stay at the house now that Ernie is in hospital. But as she turns into the driveway, she feels a sense of space unfolding. The land spreads out like an invitation. The reservoir beckons. Even in their sparseness, the trees open their arms. The house itself feels silent and calm. There is nothing she needs to do.

Later, she sits on the veranda with Bomber, her feet hanging over the ramp, sipping on a glass of red wine and devouring a cheese toastie. Ernie’s absence is like liquid. It is like the sweet relief of a cool shower on a hot day. She hooks herself into the steady drone of the cicadas, as hypnotic as a Gregorian chant, and watches the stars appear one by one in the sky. Right now she can see no reason to leave.





Places of learning, 1945

I asked John to find Ruth for me. He was surprised as I had never spoken of her before. I said she is an old school friend, which is true. And a sick woman is not to be disobeyed. He came back with a little scrap of paper torn from his roster of shifts. I could feel the imprint of the railway stations and times through the thin paper. On the plain side, John had written an address in his small, tight script. A flat in Carlton.

She still lives in the same area.

The last time I saw her was fifteen years ago, on my last day at the teachers’ college. She was living at Janet Clarke Hall then. I looked in on her to say goodbye.

We met only rarely while I was at college, so perhaps it was strange for me to seek her out when I was to leave. But hers was an important presence for me even there. I always looked for her in the streets near the university, where I liked to walk after my classes finished for the day. My walk took me back along Grattan Street, to Barkly Street and Canning, and into Pitt Street. I would then follow Palmerston back to Swanston Street and the university, where I would get the tram. I enjoyed walking past the Italian coffee houses and groceries, the synagogue, and the grime and filth of the slum pockets and the clothing workshops. It was all so different from Moonee Ponds and Essendon. Difference felt important then. I sought it everywhere and drank it in.

Sometimes I would see Ruth with a group of other women from Janet Clarke. They sat together in the tearooms on Pitt Street, or in the ladies’ lounges of one of the pubs, smoking and drinking. If Ruth saw me, she would smile and wave. Always friendly. But she never invited me to join them. They were an exclusive club, complete with its own language and rules. I had once imagined myself in such a society. By then I realised I had already forgone that particular passport.

I could see her window from the college gate. She was at her desk, head down, concentrating on something. I watched her for a moment, leaning against the end of the red brick wall, gripping the curled iron of the gate. Her lips were slightly pursed, pressed together, as if she was stopping the escape of thoughts from her mouth. I remembered that look from school. Complete focus. Then, as it was now, it seemed a shame to break it. But my bag was heavy, and it was chilly out. My hand was beginning to go numb from the cold iron of the gate.

Ruth was the only one of us to go to university – Linda and Catherine came with me to teachers’ college, and some of the other girls went to secretarial college, or to one of the hospitals to do nursing. On one of the few times I spoke with Ruth at the time, she told me that she was studying politics and English literature, and launched into a description of her recent essay on ‘Communism in Australia’. I couldn’t understand much of what she said. My face must have given away my lack of comprehension, but she just kept talking. As she talked, I wondered if she was actually enjoying herself – relishing my confusion and the way that university had set her apart from the rest of us. She had left me behind.

I knocked at the door. After a few moments, I heard a sigh, and the scrape of the chair on the floor. When she opened the door, her eyes were narrowed, coiled tight with frustration. Her face softened a little when she saw me. But only a little.

‘Sorry to disturb you.’

‘Not at all. Come in.’

She wore a black V-neck jumper and a simple grey skirt, with grey tights, over which she had pulled a pair of thick woollen socks. She wasn’t wearing any make-up. Her lips were dry and chapped. The room was small, but she had managed to cram in a small polished-wood dining table and four chairs between the single bed and tiny desk. Books were piled on the table, on the floor, and on the unmade bed. One of the dining chairs was turned to face the desk, which was clear, aside from a single leather-bound notebook and a pen. She gestured for me to sit at the dining table and cleared a space, before closing notebook.

Above the bed was a clock and a framed photograph. I recognised the firm set of the lips and determined stare of Emmeline Pankhurst.

‘Would you like some tea?’

‘Sure. If it’s not too much trouble.’

‘No trouble.’ Her flat tone revealed that it really was a trouble.

She reached into the piles of books on the table, and lifted out a silver tray with some cups and saucers and a little teapot and sugar dish. I recognised the tray and the tea set from Margaret Street. Holding the tray with one hand, she slid her socks off with the toe of the other foot. At the door, she slipped her feet into a pair of shoes – black leather lace-up flats, a brogue patterning at the toe. She did not bother to put down the tea set and tie her laces. For a moment she was framed in the doorway in that precarious position – her laces coursing around her feet, a silver tea set held aloft in her left hand, bending to the doorknob with the right.

She left the door open, and I could hear the tap of her leather shoes on the stairs, then murmured voices, the shudder of pipes as she turned on the tap, and a heavy thud as she set the kettle on the stove. 

‘Delly has been baking again.’ She smiled as she returned, her mood fortified by the conversation in the kitchen, or the thought of cake.

Cinnamon and sugar smells followed her back into the room. She perched the tray on top of a pile of books and handed me a slice of teacake on a plate. The sweet steam rose in the cool air, little beads of condensation forming on the fine china.

‘She always bakes when she has been disappointed by a man!’

‘What happened?’

‘Oh, she went around with him for a while, nothing serious, but now she’s heard he’s getting married. To someone else. So.’

‘The poor thing.’

‘Not at all. This happens at least once a month. And we get to enjoy the cake!’

I smiled and broke a corner off my slice. It was a dense fruitcake – sweet, spicy and full of fruit.

‘It’s good.’

‘Lovecake always is. So … How are you?’

‘I’m well. I’ve had to quit college. This is my last day. I came to say goodbye.’

‘You didn’t! What’s happened?’

Ruth leaned forwards and clasped my hands. Like a rush of cool air, I now had her full attention. It had been so long since she had last held my gaze like that. I drank in the proximity of her, the lightness of her thin fingers in mine, her thick, long eyelashes – that dense foliage – her dark brown eyes, so dark they were nearly black. That absence of colour should have seemed featureless, but it never did. The light that played on that shiny surface reflected the mercurial nature of her moods. At that moment they were deep pools of sympathy. I wanted to dive in.

‘My parents can’t afford the fees. Dad’s lost his job. The factory is closing like all the others.’

‘Him, too. It’s just terrible what’s happening since the crash. I’m lucky I have Dr Thompson to support me. We are always going to need doctors.’

‘But not biscuits apparently.’

‘No.’

The only sound was the placid, steady tick of the clock.

When she spoke again, her voice was quiet. ‘And you? How are you?’

‘I’m alright. I’ll need to get a job, I guess.’

‘Yes.’

‘And get married one of these days.’

‘Yes … Is there anyone special?’

‘Not yet. I haven’t thought much about it. Being a teacher was enough for the moment. Maybe it’s time to go to some dances.’

‘Do you go to those things? I can’t stand them.’

‘You used to go. With Jamie.’

‘That was a lifetime ago.’

When you’re young, a year is a lifetime. I felt a sudden need to break the spell, to wrest myself out of the trance of her. I tugged my hands free from hers.

She watched me for a moment, and then nodded and poured the tea.

My hands flamed in my lap. ‘Do you see him anymore?’

‘Occasionally. At meetings. I finally worked out what a snake that man is. But you knew all along, didn’t you?’

‘I liked him at first …’

‘Everybody likes Jamie at first.’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m sorry I got you caught up in that harvester factory business. Not a very good day.’

‘Did the police charge the boys?’

‘No. They let them off. They held them in the cells for the night though. Just to scare them.’

‘Gosh. That would’ve been scary.’

‘Jamie wasn’t bothered by it. I think he was quietly pleased. It made him seem more of a tough guy. But he was so angry it hadn’t worked. He blamed everyone else but himself. Including me. Apparently I should have told him to double-check the security details.

‘Did you get involved in any direct action after that?’

‘No. I was terrified by the whole thing. I’d never broken the law before. Moira and Dr Thompson took me aside and gave me a talking to about legitimate action and long-term change.’

‘My dad was livid. I was kind of a prisoner in the house after that for a while.’

‘I remember his face at the police station. Black as black. The message was clear that I should stay away from you.’

She started tidying the plates and teapot back onto the tray, hiding her eyes from mine.

‘Is Dr Thompson still working as hard as ever?’

‘Oh, yes. Long days at the clinic. Evenings at his Marxist meetings.’

‘He’s still a Marxist then?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Ever more so. He thinks the communists have missed the point.’

‘And you?’

‘I’m not sure what I believe anymore. The communist party is all about equality, except when it comes to women.’

‘Yes.’

‘There are some women who have started organising here. About equal pay for women, divorce, women in public office.’

‘Be careful.’ The men from the party always counselled against women organising alone. It wasn’t safe. We had all heard of women who had been beaten up at protests, lost their jobs, or been arrested and charged.

‘I’ll be fine.’

‘And Moira? How’s Moira?’

‘She’s good. She and Dr Thompson are finally living in sin these days. She’s moved into the main part of the house. She finally won the argument.’

It was an argument they’d had often when we were at school. Moira would accuse him of not living by the values he professed – keeping her in the attic and not recognising his own daughter. ‘Here I am,’ she would say, ‘the working class under your own roof – and you are ashamed of me.’

He would protest that he was not ashamed, that he was concerned only with an outward show of what is proper. He argued that it helped bring funds for the Party and for the cause. She believed if she wasn’t a maid, he would have married her. He believed it wouldn’t change anything – people would know they had Ruth out of wedlock.

‘No, really?’

‘Yes. He finally gave in. And they seem much happier together actually. They step out in Queens Park of a Sunday.’

‘Amazing. And the staff?’

‘It’s only Aileen left. She pretended to be scandalised. But she always knew, of course.’

‘Will they marry?’

‘Oh no. “The bourgeois sees his wife a mere instrument of production.’’’

‘But Marx was married.’

‘Don’t get Dr Thompson started on that one.’

‘My parents would be scandalised. I might keep that one to myself.’

‘What will your parents do?’

‘I don’t know. Flo is still in school. They’ve let her stay on for the moment. They’re both looking for jobs, but there’s nothing around. I’ll have to start my own search tomorrow.’

My father had written a list of places for me to visit, to look for jobs. Packing up at college, saying goodbye, I didn’t quite believe it was really coming. But seeing Ruth was the last thing I had to do. When I walked out of that room, my college life would be over. My connection to Ruth, severed. I felt a cold spike of dread in my chest.

‘Are you sure you’re alright?’

I must have looked as sick as I felt.

‘Yes.’

I needed to get out of there. Perhaps I had never belonged in these places of learning. Now I really didn’t. It was time to accept it and go. I placed my cup down with a clink of china that was louder than I had planned.

‘I should go. Mum will have my tea ready soon.’

The room was dark now, the early winter sun setting with a shock of pink across the rooftops outside. Ruth reached across to the desk and clicked on the lamp.

At the door she hugged me, and held my hands again. I squeezed them and let go without catching her eyes.

As I made my way downstairs, the words of her simple question thumped like a heartbeat in my head, ‘Are you sure you’re alright?’, and with it, the myriad ways I could have answered that question. Seeing her had shaken me. There were so many ways I was not alright.

But mixed with that was relief. A tightness slipped from my shoulders and out through the tips of my fingers as they slid down the polished wood of the banister. Later I would recognise that this as the freedom that can come with being ordinary. I had not yet come to value it.

On my way out, I paused in the entrance hall under a portrait of Lady Janet Clarke. The painting showed her leaning against a stone wall. Behind her a was a pastoral landscape, probably the Sunbury countryside where she had lived, the sun setting in the distance. She wore a long black velvet dress – so long it pooled on the ground at her feet, the velvet shimmering in the glow of light that issued from the painting. Her sleeves were ruffled with layers of white lace. A red rose was pinned at her breast, and another dangled from her fingers. It was a relaxed pose, but her eyes were resolved, her mouth fixed in a determined smile.

~

Ruth responded to my short letter within days, an effusive reply – both sides of four pages filled with the striking arcs of her script – theatrical curls more pronounced than I remembered. I read one line over and over again.

My dear Nell, of course I would love to see you.





Skin, 2016

The blip of a text message wakes Rose up. Shit. She sighs and stares at her phone on the table next to her, now illuminated with the green glow of a speech bubble. She didn’t text Salima last night.

It must still be early. The autumn sun has not yet spilled over the muscled bulk of the yellow box out the back, and her room is still freezing cold. The corrugated perspex above her makes shadowy lines across the bed and the floor. They shudder as the wind trembles in the branches.

She reaches for her phone and dips her head under the covers to read the text message.

How is everything at the manor house?

She rests her phone against her throat. The loose bedsprings mean that her body weight creates a hollow. It holds her like a nest, her feathers tucked in and still. She relishes the cosiness, feeling the warmth and weight of the blanket, and her heavy, sleepy body as a thing of substance.

She cups her breasts under her pyjama top, lifting them up and down with clinical detachment, as if she is weighing them. They are average sized. A C-cup, a B when she’s at her thinnest. She tweaks the nipples and feels the sharp sensation. What would it be like to feel nothing? To have nipples that are only a tattoo on a reconstructed breast. She tweaks a little harder.

‘Ow,’ she says.

She hears the tap-tap of Bomber’s paws on the front veranda. In a moment, he appears at the door, wagging his whole body, smiling a toothy wolf-like grin.

‘Come here.’

Bomber leaps onto the bed and crawls in between her and the wall, offering her his belly. Rose rubs the warm fur.

‘You really are a nice dog!’

Her pronouncement is met with a loud bang of his tail against the wall of the sleep-out.

Rose picks up her phone again. She tries to think of an excuse to stay, a reason to be here for one more night. There’s the boxes in the shed, but they are in no way urgent.

So she lies.

All good here. Dad less talkative but more mobile. Which is good. Are you in court with Mark today?

Her finger hovers over the send button. She bites her lip hard so it hurts.

A smart of guilt hits the back of her throat as she presses send. She stares at the text bubble, the three little dots showing that Salima is typing a reply.

Mark and I are holed up in a cafe outside the court.

Good. If she’s in court, she won’t have time to think about anything else for a few days. It’s probably best that Rose is away. This fib won’t hurt anyone. And it will give her some time with the boxes in the shed. And with the silence.

She listens. The cool, clear silence. The only sounds are Bomber’s panting and her own breath and heartbeat. In this bed, in this house, it’s like being under water.

Good luck. I’ll probably be home in a few days. Once the services kick in. xx

Thx. Good luck to you too. I love you x

Me too x

It’s not like she’s hiding anything. Not really. There’s no one else in her bed. But that’s just the point. Rather than another person, it’s solitude that tugs at her. She needs some time to hear herself breathe. Away from the truck-like heft of Salima’s certainty.

Rose makes coffee and carries the remaining boxes into the lounge room. She still hasn’t done anything with the boxes she went through a few days ago. Their contents are strewn about. She moves the books, photos and certificates aside and sits cross-legged, leaning against the discoloured upholstery of the couch, creating a little circle of boxes around her.

While she does not expect Nellie to leap out fully formed, she hopes there will be something more. More of a legacy than just a defective gene.

She finds a handful of men’s suits and hats; vases in green glass, some painted with gold rings and flowers; a couple of chipped teacups and saucers in white china with a rose pattern around the lip; a willow pattern serving platter and gravy boat. She unwraps each item carefully from its newspaper and lays it out on the carpet. The light from the window beams through the vases, staining the carpet with rings of vivid green.

A military helmet; a flat rectangular box in chocolate-coloured wood; a handful of papers tied with a blue ribbon. The wooden box is polished to a gleam. Inside, on a bed of padded purple velvet, are two shiny bronze military medals. The first bears the image of a winged figure and the words THE GREAT WAR FOR CIVILISATION 1914–1919. The other is in the shape of a four-pointed star. It bears a crown and a scroll with the numerals 1914–15. When she lifts them out of the box, they are surprisingly heavy. There is no name on the medals or the box, but Rose assumes they must be her grandfather’s.

Amongst the papers is a passport dated 1914 – a single folded piece of paper bearing the British coat of arms, John’s name and address and the signature of the governor-general. There is also a yellowed envelope bearing a postmark from Egypt, addressed to his parents at the farm here at Baringhup, and a folded piece of paper with a typed war record. Inside the envelope is a short letter. The pages are thin and of poor quality. They are disintegrating where they have been folded. Rose struggles to read the cursive script between the gaps. There are some references to training and to camels (or canals?). The war record states that John was in training in Egypt, and then deployed to the Western Front at Alsace, where he remained for six months. Six months in the trenches. Terrifying.

Rose surveys the objects in front of her. How important they must have been to the owners – to her grandparents, to Peter. You could see it in the polish of the medals, in the careful way the crockery and vases were wrapped and settled in the box, in the precise blue bow that secured the papers.

What would she keep in boxes for her grandchildren to find? Perhaps a few books, some photos, a painting or an artwork, a vase perhaps. Certainly no crockery – hers was from Ikea. She would have to destroy her diaries. All that teenage and early-twenties angst deserved to die in flames.

What is behind the human need to keep things? Things that end up in a back shed for years. Keepsakes. For the sake of whom? She feels no sentimental tug from the objects in front of her. Presumably Ernie would recognise some of them, but they are all unfamiliar to her. It is as if she has opened a random box outside the Salvos.

She is disappointed she hasn’t found anything that could give a clue to her grandmother’s life. From the helmet and war record, she can guess at the horror of John’s experience. But the letter from Ruth and Ernie’s memories raise more questions than answers. It is easier to trace men’s stories – the bones of them at least. Women’s stories get lost. So many lived with minimal trace. She has a handful of photos of her grandmother. That’s it. No real sense of who she was and how she lived her life.

~

Her phone rings.

‘Rosey!’

‘Dad.’

‘They keep telling me to turn the telly down.’

‘Who does, Dad?’

‘The other patients. This man next to me and his wife.’

‘Can you get some headphones?’

‘I shouldn’t have to use those. I’ve every right to use the TV. As much as anyone.’

‘Yes you do, Dad. But you are getting rather deaf. You might have the TV up loud without realising it.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘Okay, Dad.’

‘I want to watch that News 24. One of those children, the ones in the crate. One of them died. And the government keeps arguing about whether a crate is the same as a boat. Their parents could be sent offshore before they can have a proper funeral.’

‘That’s terrible. I thought they were okay. Out of ICU, anyway.’

‘They were. But the little eighteen-month-old boy. Just crashed apparently.’

‘That’s just awful.’

‘And these idiots are trying to stop me watching.’

‘How are you doing, Dad? Have they said when you can go home?’

‘Well, I have to stay for a couple of weeks at least. It’s a really big clot apparently and they want me to rest up. Are you still at the house?’

‘Yep. I’ll look after Bomber for a few days and head home.’

Bomber is in the kitchen, sprawled under the table. At the sound of his name, he thumps his tail.

‘There’s no need for you to stay there. They’ll probably send me back to rehab again anyway.’

‘I know I don’t have to stay. I’ve been going through those boxes. I found some old medals. And a metal helmet from the war.’

‘Oh.’

What do you want me to do with it all? Peter’s stuff?’

‘Just chuck it. Unless you want to keep something.’

‘You don’t want to keep your dad’s old medals? Or the helmet? If nothing else they might be worth some money.’

‘Really? Oh well, in that case. Anything you think might be worth something – leave it, and I’ll go through it when I’m home. Put some things in the Trading Post.’

‘Okay.’

‘I’d better get back to the news.’

Rose feels a flash of guilt in her chest. She has been distracted and has not even thought to check up on Ernie. But why this guilt for the man who frightened her as a child, irritated her as an adult? She’s always dancing around his anger, lest he turn it on her again.

~

She must have been about seven. She had been forbidden to play at the local primary school on weekends – even though it was just around the corner and had an excellent playground. She didn’t understand this ban. She thought Ernie was making rules just for the sake of it. One Sunday, when her neighbour Elsa said she was going to play on the monkey bars, Rose jumped at the chance.

They were taking turns on the monkey bars and counting the number of times they made it across. Elsa was halfway across the monkey bars for the seventh time and Rose was swinging upside down on one of the side bars when they saw him on the other side of the wire fence, his fingers tightening around the chain links.

‘Rose. Come home now.’ His voice was reined in, like a newly broken horse.

‘Dad, I’m just—’

But he had already turned away. She saw him around the corner, shoulders hunched, fists jammed into his pockets. Elsa finished her turn and dropped to the ground, sending a little cloud of tanbark into the air.

‘You’re in trouble!’ she said in a sing-song voice.

‘I’d better go.’

He had never hit her before, so it took her by surprise. By the time she got to the front door she had rehearsed a series of excuses and had managed to convince herself that she was the injured party. The house was dark, and she did not see him in the murk of the hallway. Then he had her by the arm, gripping it tight like a Chinese burn, and turning her away from him, he raised his hand above her. It was just a smack on the bottom. Just one, and then he stopped. But it was the force of his anger that she remembered, the way he laid into her with all his strength. She had never felt pain like it. As she pulled away from him, she saw his anger disappear as quickly as it had appeared. She saw the horror in his eyes. At dinner that night, he was jolly. He made no comment on the redness of the skin on her upper arm. Nor did he comment on the circular bruises from the tight grip of his fingers that appeared in the days afterwards.

~

Rose turns on the television and scrolls to the 24-hour news station. A doctor from the children’s hospital is speaking: ‘We tried everything, we threw everything we had at him.’ Tears drip down his freckled face and onto his scrubs. Someone hands him a tissue. Malcolm Turnbull deflects questions about offshore detention. It is for the High Court to decide. Rose turns off the television.

~

He never hit her again. He was as horrified as she was. And he didn’t need to. After that day, she never did anything to trigger his anger. Never misbehaved or flouted any rules. 

What had made him so angry? Losing his mother and then his wife? Perhaps. In any case, she has never known him without it – that heavy black curtain that descends at the least provocation, smelling of coals and sweat and tasting like the dead heart of a dry lake. When it came, Rose would try to imagine her mother’s hand on her. The gentle weight of it was sometimes enough to soothe her.

~

She leaves the boxes and their contents where they are and half-fills the bath with warm water. She sinks into it. Water is a tonic. Even the small amount of tank water she has allowed herself. She moves her feet forward and back and watches it pool around her – a substance so definite, and yet so pliant. How it holds her like this. So gently. And how it lets her go.

Here she has a view of the ceiling and registers the mould that coats it. Brown patches on the yellowed paint. The surface of the fan is thick with brown muck.

After her bath she will clean the bathroom ceiling. She knows she is looking for things to do to keep her here. But it’s an important job nonetheless. No good for Ernie to live with so much mould. The water is just deep enough for her to go under. She holds her breath and dips her head.

~

She scrubs the ceiling with a mop. The dirty, soapy water falls on her head and body in large glops. So much for the bath. She will need another.

One corner is difficult to reach. She wedges one of the kitchen chairs between the vanity and the bath and stands on it. As she is reaching across the bath, edging the mop into the corner, she falls, knocking the underside of her chin on the edge of the vanity on the way down.

It shocks her how much blood there is. Within moments the sink is splattered with it. She watches it drip on the white porcelain. Thick shocks of blood expanding in circles. She surveys the damage in the mirror. There is a short, deep laceration. It sits just next to an old scar. She presses a towel against the hole.

It probably needs a stitch but she’s not going to the hospital to sit and wait. Thankfully, her new car has a first aid kit, complete with steri-strips. She squirts the wound with saline and presses the towel against it. It’s hard to control the bleeding enough for the steri-strips to stick. Finally she gets one with good purchase and clamps down with the towel until she’s able to line up two more.

The adjacent scar is from an ill-fated pirouette in another bathroom a long time ago. When she was about six years old. She was doing ballet at that age; the aunts were still around to take her when her dad worked late. After they disappeared, she gave it up. That day, she had just returned from a lesson. The class had watched a professional dancer on a video. It was old footage, a little crackly, but she remembers being struck by the beauty of the dancer’s body in motion – her outstretched arms impossibly long, her legs unimaginably flexible as she limbered up at the barre. That evening, Rose was in her socks and PJs, her long hair wet, trying to watch herself pirouette in the bathroom mirror as she flicked her head the way the dancer did it in the video. Turn, flick. Turn, flick. Her hair wrapped around her face as she turned, covering her eyes, and she slipped on the tiled floor.

She remembers the surprise of it, and how it didn’t really hurt. She’d managed to forgo sutures that time too, if only because she managed to terrify the GP with her screams. At that age her fear was only of pain. This time, with a body of nearly forty, she is grateful not to have broken any bones. As she climbs back on the chair to finish the ceiling, Rose finds herself checking its steadiness several times. She realises from this vantage point, covered in blood and soapy water, looking down at the corner of the sink where she hit her chin, that there is a time in life when you start to contemplate your own death as a real visceral possibility. The absence of life in these limbs, the stopping of this heart, these lungs. An awareness of death as a bodily function rather than an idea. She has seen plenty of dead bodies. Death is not frightening. It is usually more peaceful than the state that precedes it. But until now, until the knowledge of the sleeping timebomb of the gene, she has not felt the possibility of it so strongly in her body. She dips the mop into the bucket and wobbles on the chair.

They have already taken their first steps onto the IVF conveyer belt. She just needs to keep showing up, and it will carry her through to her first cycle. She’s had the tests. Next the fertility drugs, and the egg collection. Jack told her gently that she is too old for a trial of insemination. He was keen to cut to the chase – a full IVF cycle. She has had all the preliminary tests. All that is left is to see Jack again and begin.

Too old already. Of course, she knows the chances of getting pregnant go down after thirty-five. Women’s bodies are designed to have babies at a much younger age. But she didn’t start thinking about a baby as a possibility until she was thirty-eight. Before that, IVF felt like the zenith of Western privilege. There were already too many people in the world. Spending a fortune to make one more seemed perverse.

But she hadn’t counted on the biological clock, which, before her thirties, she hadn’t believed existed. She was a rational being, lucky enough to live in a country in which she could to make her own decisions about her body. But sometime in her thirtieth year, her body started to express its own desires. She developed an ache to have the skin of a child – her child – close to her. It was a kind of madness. 

If she saw a stranger holding a baby, she had to stop herself from racing over and burying her face in its belly. If she held a baby, it was like the rest of the world faded out – rooms and faces blurry against the focus of the pudgy face and keen eyes, the little hand curled around her finger. 

If anything, the urge was even stronger in Salima. It was something they shared. Or they had. She had a recurring dream of herself with a newborn, its plump forearm resting on her breast, its wet sticky head pressing up against her chin. Spent and sleepy and safe. A softly insistent tug at her nipple. A love that filled her so she might burst. 

And then Rose had other dreams, both waking and sleeping. Pregnant: body made awkward and top-heavy, skin stretching; an overripe stone fruit ready to rip naked in the sun. Childbirth: stuck in the pain, gasping, the registrar wielding the forceps, blood pouring, the green cloth and kidney dishes filling up. Afterwards, someone sewing her up, hunting the frayed edges of torn tissue that slips through your fingers, wet with blood, searching for the anatomy, finding only ragged edges in three dimensions. Breastfeeding: the baby ripping her nipples raw, blood and shooting pain. Both her and the baby crying real tears together. Failing: the mother who cannot love, who looks at the child and believes those little hands and feet must to belong to someone else. Failing at attachment: the most basic human work. 

A child laughing, eyes shining. A child crying and shaking with distress. A million conversations, a million questions, and always one more story. The part of her brain that would fill with this child, as if with gold, with this person, with the way they think and smell and breathe. Then the wishing they would go to bed, and stop hitting and pinching and losing their gloves, and how on earth do you manage to keep everything clean in the wet winter with the rain coming down and piles of vomit-covered T-shirts in the wash pile? And time for a bottle again, at least with breastfeeding there’s no washing up. 

So many thoughts. So much worry. It makes sense that women are designed to have babies at a younger age. Women in their thirties have had far too much time to think. Perhaps she should write some of these thoughts down and stop them racing around in her head. If this is a midlife crisis – whatever that means – she can keep track. Later the diary can go on the fire with the others. 

The only sound is the wet shush of the mop against the roof. She has not thought of her baby for a long time now. She closes her eyes and attempts to conjure up an image. But hard as she tries, the pictures are gone from her mind. And with them the hunger is gone, the desire. In their place is a painful emptiness,  an ache without borders.





I’m not going to let you 
go again, 1945

Ruth came to visit today.

I was nervous, which was silly. We have long passed the age when friendship was so important, when its loss had such capacity to wound. Now adult women, we perch in the front room, wings folded, our talons clasping teacups and cake forks.

John bought a pound cake for the occasion. I would have baked myself of course, only I can no longer move about the kitchen easily. From the baker they are nowhere near as good as homemade – I think he keeps them for days as they are often dry – but it had to do.

I waited for her by the window in the lounge room. She came by bicycle, her high-waisted tailored pants in a black and white plaid, white shirt buttoned modestly to her chin, white silk headscarf taming her hair. Her lips marched red, but she wore no eye make-up or foundation. New wrinkles laughed around her eyes and the corners of her lips. She leaned her bike against the house, shook out her pants, and checked her scarf in the window.

When John opened the door, I heard her heartfelt ‘Hello’ expire into a staccato ‘Oh. Um. You must be. John. Yes. Ruth. Nellie? Thanks.’

She threw open the glass lounge-room doors in a theatrical movement, smile ready. Immediately, her hands fell open at her sides, her mouth caved. I had not told her just how sick I am.

She rushed to the armchair, kneeling and squeezing my hand. ‘Oh, you really are not well.’

I was taken aback. For weeks I’d seen no one except John, and he was careful to keep his response to me even. I had seen no one who might react to the shock of my appearance. I knew my face to be hollowed out – I had touched my empty cheeks. I knew I was pale – I have not seen the sun in months. I knew my belly had continued to swell. But the shock of all that put together had not registered until I saw it on her face.

‘Please, sit.’ John had followed her in and gestured towards the other armchair, his face coiled tight with concern.

She sat in the armchair opposite me, her face gradually slackening around the shock. ‘It’s good to see you,’ she whispered.

She had brought some cakes from a bakery in Carlton. Italian cakes, just cream and pastry really, but they were delicious. They made our pound cake look a little sad.

‘It’s a wonderful little bakery. Hard to go past without going in.’

‘I’m sorry I shocked you. I should have told you I was so ill.’

‘I would’ve come sooner—’

‘I know.’

Ruth’s eyes brimmed with tears. Inkwells filling with shiny black ink. ‘So much to catch up on. What is it? Ten, fifteen years?’

‘Something like that. I’m afraid to say my life has been terribly unexciting.’

‘But you have this lovely home, a husband who makes you tea, two sons.’

‘My days are all the same. One after the other. Were all the same. Before this.’

‘It’s work. It’s important work.’

‘I suppose it is …’

When John came in with the tea, we both went quiet. Already, the old cocoon had started to form around the two of us. When he clinked the teacups, it felt like an intrusion.

‘I will leave you both to it.’

‘Thank you. Lovely.’

‘Thanks, John.’

Ruth surveyed the room as he left. I saw it through her eyes – old-fashioned. The hulking display cabinet, with ornate carvings of fruit and flowers, the ponderous cocoa of the wallpaper, the fussy floral tea service.

‘I don’t think he approves of you,’ I said.

‘Not many men do.’

‘He may never have seen a woman in pants.’

My hand shook with the weight of the teapot. I poured the tea in jagged bursts that spilled as much onto the white linen tablecloth as into the cups.

‘Do you want a hand?’

I liked that she asked. That she did not simply take over. ‘It’s fine. As long as you won’t mind sucking your tea out of the tablecloth!’ Our laughter dissolved the space between our chairs.

We spoke easily. About her teaching and study. About her work with the refugees, which seems endless and takes all of her time. About her flat in Carlton and the stir it causes when she tells people she lives alone. About my boys, and this house and the things I grow and make. About gardens and seasons and how these things become important.

When Peter and Ernie came home, she charmed them too, slicing enormous pieces of cake, asking about their school day and what they were learning, and who was sat next to them, and if they use the strap. (Yes was the answer – but not often.) Her eyes were fixed on the boys as if she was eating up every word. I felt stupidly proud of them for capturing her attention in that moment and for having so much to say.

John called out that he needed the boys in the garden to help with the chickens. We generally leave the boys to their own devices after school, but he must have found something for them to do. They were away until after Ruth was gone.

As she left, we both gushed foolish with apologies. Me for not telling her how sick I was, her for not coming sooner, both of us for letting so much time pass.

She asked if she could come and sit with me again, perhaps read to me. Nothing terribly challenging. Perhaps some poetry. I said of course. Yes, of course.

I heard my heart whisper, I’m not going to let you go again.

~

John kept quiet until it was time to say goodnight. ‘Quite a character, that Ruth.’

He leaned on the doorjamb of the room behind the kitchen, drying a baking dish with a tea towel. I was set up in the bed, knitting.

‘Yes, she’s different. Always has been.’

‘She teaches? At the university?’

‘Yes. Politics and literature. She used to give me books when we were younger. She took me along to lectures.’

‘Well, it was good to see you enjoying something.’

‘Thanks. And thanks for getting our tea.’

‘You don’t need to keep thanking me for everything.’

‘I know.’

‘I don’t imagine she’ll be back.’

I looked up from my knitting. ‘Yes, I think she will.’

A quick sweep of pain shadowed his eyes as he threw the tea towel over his shoulder and withdrew. I almost missed it.

~

I have finished my knitting. There are two new blue socks in fine royal-blue wool on the bedside table, all ready for winter. The boys are asleep. John has gone to his own bed. Ruth is in her apartment in Carlton. 

In my mind’s eye, it is the same as her student room. But I know that can’t be the case. I try to imagine the bed she sleeps in, who she spoke to before she slept, how early she might wake.

John seems to have judged her harshly. He said he was happy to see me enjoying himself, but perhaps he is sad that he was not the source of that enjoyment. I feel the rise of some of my teenage stubbornness, some defensiveness. Why can John not see her for who she is? Her strength, her tenderness. Or perhaps he does. Perhaps that’s what worries him.

She will be back. I hope she will sit with me many more days.

I am on edge now, thinking about the child I was when things went wrong with Ruth. I let her go. I let that life go. I blamed myself for everything, told myself I wasn’t up to it, and ran away. 

I want to grab that child by the scruff of her neck, hold her against me and whisper hot in her ear a simple message: ‘Don’t worry. You are alright.’

But I did worry. I let worry drive me to my room. Away from meetings and ideas. Into meaningless work. Then into marriage. I let a barrage of hesitation and doubt dam up my life. I have hesitated for too long, and now there’s so little time left.





Wings, 2016

The empty feeling follows Rose into the next day. She stands on the back deck, stretching her neck, watching the glassy surface of the reservoir. There is little movement, few ripples or waves. It’s as if you could walk on it.

The reservoir was built in the late 1940s or early 1950s as a dam in the Loddon River, making use of migrant workers after the war. Rose remembers reading Raimond Gaita’s Romulus, My Father during one long university summer. Romulus Gaita was one of those migrant workers, initially camped on the banks of the Loddon, then living close by in a rented farmhouse with his son, Raimond. Raimond described how desolate this landscape had seemed to Romulus’s European eyes.

It would seem so much more desolate now with the land cleared on both sides of the reservoir. There are a few red-gum corpses left in the paddocks, their gargantuan grey bodies still making their presence felt long after death. There is the occasional live yellow gum, like the one that shades her face now – foliage high on limbs twisted at impossible angles, bark whorled in muted screams, long empty trunks reaching upwards as though the sky was made of water.

On the Maldon side, granite punctuates the stubby hills, the dinosaur plates of the Great Divide rising raucous out of the otherwise well-tended earth. On this side of the reservoir there’s no stone to interest the eye, only bales of feed on the dry earth and rabbles of sheep.

‘Is it time to go home?’ she yells at the flat water.

Silence.

It really is time to go, though she doesn’t want to. She is stalling. Perhaps just hiding from Melbourne and all that it needs from her. But it feels like more than that. The tug to stay is visceral. This place seems to have something to say to her, but for the moment it is holding back. Or the voices of the land, of the Dja Dja Wurrung, reaching so far back in time, are not knowable – not to her.

She hears the bubble of the coffee pot from the kitchen. Her third cup for the day. She slept so deeply last night, she can’t quite wake up.

She clasps the warm mug and follows the path she etched in the dirt when she dragged all the wood and furniture to the bonfire. A blackened circle on the ground is piled with part-things, all black and silver with soot. Half a cane chair, a sliver of charred wardrobe, a fire-eaten pallet sunk like teeth into the rest of the pile. She will need to have another fire to clear the rubble of this one.

Another pathway leads away from the remains of the fire to the shed. Here everything she considered non-burnable remains piled up – boxes of kitchen implements, cups and bowls, whole cutlery sets, vases, books, all the old farm equipment. Ernie gave her the go-ahead to get rid of it all, but it will take some sorting. The stench of rat urine is overpowering, and rat poo is scattered evenly over everything, as if a giant hand has garnished the pile. Spiderwebs dangle and cling like they are holding onto history.

She notices a flash of bright orange at the back of the room and wades in through the boxes. Sticking out from behind a bookcase, she finds a dusty kayak. A vague memory of kayaking with uni friends surfaces in the gloom. She must have left it here, and come back less and less often, and then not at all. She looks at the kayak and at the pile and back again. The pile saps her energy with every glance. The kayak sirens with possibility. She finds a paddle on the ground behind the bookcase. Her swimmers are in the sleep-out.

The kayak fits in the car with the seats down, the Perspex nose launching between the two front seats. She steadies it under her arm as she drives. The outdoor prop makes the big car seem less ridiculous, more functional.

At the reservoir, Rose wades in, guiding the craft. The water is ice-cold against the skin of her feet and calves. She sits side on and swings her legs over to tuck her toes into the footrests, wiggling them to shift the numbing cold. Once she is on top of the water, the sun warms her, and the glare of the mirrored surface blinds her. She is grateful for her sunglasses and hat.

Rose heads the kayak away from Baringhup, out into the open water towards the other end of the reservoir at Welshmans Reef. She has no idea how far it is, or whether it is possible to get to one end and back in a few hours. In any case, after twenty minutes or so, she feels her arms burn and her heart race. She is not paddle-fit. She rests the paddle in her lap and listens to the gentle slop of the water against the kayak. There is a very slight current, drawing her towards Welshmans Reef.

In the distance she sees something in the water. A large lump. Brown. Water-coloured. She paddles over to it and sees wings draped wide over the surface of the water. A substantial body in between. A bird of prey, likely dead, floating, slipping and sliding on the shifting horizontal lines made by the movement of her kayak. The wingspan is over a metre, wings sandy-coloured. The V-shaped feathered wingtips shift and scull in the water, creating and dissembling geometric patterns on the surface.

Rose paddles gently to the other side of the animal and sees its rust-coloured head floating on its side, eyes closed, the hook of its beak tipping forward and back. One of its talons floats in front, large as a child’s hand. It is wrapped around a yabbie lure, the line disappearing deep into the water. Rose reaches out and tugs at the line, but it is held tight.

She wonders if she should take the bird, remove its body to prevent it polluting the reservoir as it decomposes, or leave it here, let nature take care of itself. Though there is nothing natural about the plastic lure hooked into its talon.

She is thinking this when an eye opens. It looks at Rose – or at least she thinks it does – its black eyes dull with fatigue. It makes no effort to lift its head or move its body. It does not appear to register Rose as a threat. It has all but given up; it is all but dead.

Rose lifts the line to her lips and breaks it with her teeth. The eye follows her movements. Otherwise, the bird is still. Rose takes off her rashie and covers the bird’s face. She lifts it onto the kayak, surprised at its weight and bulk. The wings spread across the orange plastic. Hydrophobic, they are dry within seconds. Close up, Rose is able to take in their intricate beauty, the layering of varying shades of rust, each feather framed in a paler brown. Bird disguised as bark.

~

The vet has grey hair, cut into a bob, with an ultra-short fringe that makes her white forehead seem huge. She is wearing small round glasses in a thick red plastic frame. The prescription is so strong, the effect is to shrink her pale blue eyes to pinpoints. It is a little unnerving as she focuses them on Rose, listening to her story. The vet lays the bird on the examination table and opens its wings wide. At full span, they hang from both ends of the table. Both eyes are open now – it is keeping a limp watch on them – but there is no resistance as she opens the beak and listens to the heart.

‘A whistling kite. He’s still with us. Just.’

She covers the bird’s head with the rashie again and wraps the injured talon in a towel with the hook and lure exposed, asking Rose to hold him as she rummages in a drawer.

‘I thought we had some of these from the renovations.’

She holds up a set of pliers.

‘Hold tight.’

She snips off the sharp end of the hook and grasps the other end with the pliers. As she tugs, the bird starts, lifting its rashie shroud, then dropping it again. There is some blood on the talon, but it settles with pressure from the towel.

‘He needs some IV fluids and antibiotics. But I’m sorry. He’s pretty far gone. He might not make it.’

‘I thought he was dead when I found him.’

The vet stands back for a moment. She shakes her head. ‘Beautiful creature.’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll call you later today to let you know how he’s going.’

‘Thank you.’

Back at the house, Rose feels more empty than when the day began. She spends the afternoon sorting through boxes, deciding what is rubbish and what might find a new home at the charity shop. She can’t get those eyes out of her head – black but veiled with a grey resignation, that magnificent acuity gone. 

She can’t leave Baringhup until she knows what has happened to the bird.





Spirits of ammonia, 1945

There is this strange, uncomfortable feeling that comes over me from time to time. It starts off with a little racing in the heart, a flush in my cheeks, sometimes the prickle of tears. It’s a kind of self-consciousness, as if right then and there I become, once again, that hesitant youth who ducked her head to escape a desiring gaze. That timid girl who experienced all the eyes in the room trained upon her like the barrels of so many guns.

This feeling has visited me on many occasions during this illness, in waiting rooms, in hospital corridors, in hospital wards, and even at home. It happens whenever I am stuck in a room with other people for long minutes, trapped, without distraction. It doesn’t have to be strangers – sometimes it comes on when I am with my own family. I have tried to remember to always have a newspaper on me, or my knitting, but sometimes, especially as I have gotten sicker, these long moments are unavoidable.

When it happens, I find myself unsure of where to look, and am convinced that I am being judged and will be found wanting. I don’t understand why it happens. I suppose it’s a kind of nerves. I tell myself to snap out of it, but when it’s upon me that seems impossible. I press my hands to my cheeks to control the blush; I swallow and try hard to regain my composure. For a while, hours sometimes, I can’t seem to manage it. But then, miraculously, things change. Time moves on, I am able to shed that painfully thin skin, I can fill the space of myself. Once again, I am one of a crowd. I am not the only person in the field of view.

If I am honest, this strange feeling came upon me much earlier than the day I met Jamie. I remember sitting on the hard seat in the little anteroom outside the headmistress’ office, on a day when I had been late for school. I was sure I would get the strap, and sat rubbing my hands together, imagining the flash and slap of leather on my palms. While I was there, my English teacher wandered past, her eyes holding onto me for a second or two. I did not get the strap that day, just a stern talking to, but I remember the agony of the waiting, punctuated by the tap-tap-tap of the secretary’s typewriter. I remember that rawness on my skin, like it had been scalded or rubbed with sandpaper.

There were other times, when I was even younger. One day when I was about eight years old, my mother took my sisters and me to Luna Park. We were waiting in a queue for the Great Scenic Railway when a man moved in close behind me. I could smell his sweat, and another sweet smell I didn’t recognise at the time, but which must have been wine. Bit by bit he inched forward, until I could feel the sweat on his belly through his shirt as it made contact with my upper back, his breath on the top of my head. I edged closer to the ticket box, but my mother scolded me for pushing, for not waiting patiently for my turn. The next moments felt like hours, as he continued to move against me, his belly in my back. My whole body seemed to flash like a beacon at sea, but no one else noticed, and I did not say anything.

Today is one of those days. My skin is thin and porous.

Today, Ruth has come to visit. She and John are with me in the little room off the kitchen. John usually leaves the two of us alone together, but this morning I was sick over and over, so he is worried about me. The room seems crowded, and I feel unable to speak freely with either of them. I feel the familiar racing of my heart, it pounds in my ears as well as in my chest.

It is my fault. This morning, John suggested I call Ruth to cancel her visit. ‘It’s time to cut this out. You are too sick for visitors. From now on, family only.’

But I refused to call. ‘Ruth is a friend,’ I said, my speech broken with hiccups. ‘I like having her here.’

‘I don’t get it,’ he said. ‘You haven’t seen her for years. Now you are ill. Very ill.’ He stopped, clasping his hands as if in prayer. ‘And it is her you want to see, not Flo or Art, not your mum, not our friends from the church. They all want to see you. And spend some time here.’

‘They all come. All the time,’ I said. 

They do, and it is not always a comfort. Mum comes a couple of times a week, bringing food that I cannot eat, surveying me from the foot of the bed, squeezing my toes too tightly. I know my sickness is hard for her. I can see the love in her eyes as she struggles for words, but all she can manage is the practical – am I eating, am I sleeping, is the bed comfortable enough? And then a final squeeze and she is gone, leaving a little cloud of worry behind. 

My brother Art does not touch me at all. He just draws a chair next to the bed and asks me about the details. He wants to know the minutiae of what the doctor said, my symptoms, my treatments. My sister Flo climbs into bed with me, which is embarrassing because the sheets are sweaty and stale, and the vomit stains have survived numerous washes. She clings to me and whispers, ‘I can’t lose you.’ I struggle to respond.

‘Yes, but now you are worse,’ John says now.

‘I know.’

With that, the vomiting came again, and he helped me with the pail, washing it out when I had finished.

Normally I would not have dared to disagree. I so feared the cold stone of John’s silence that I would go along with anything he suggested. I am lucky he is a sensible man – we rarely differ when it comes to important matters. But since I have been sick, I have become stubborn.

Ruth knocked at the back door. John stood beside me but did not answer. I called out as best I could, my voice a raspy creak. Now John stands at the head of the bed next to me, his hand resting on the windowsill above me. I can feel the weight of his worry and the blaze of his anger. His eyes brim with bile when he casts his gaze across at Ruth. She stands at the foot of the bed, a book in her hands. Seeing me so sick, she puts it aside.

The vomiting has settled, but now I have the hiccups. More severe than normal hiccups, they are painful violent spasms that seem to shake my whole body. They make it impossible to settle and rest. This morning I have tried sips of peppermint water, a teaspoon of cod-liver oil, a spoonful of milk of magnesia, and sucking on a sugar cube dipped in vinegar. I have tried holding my breath and counting to thirty. Nothing has worked. The saliva has started to back up in my throat. John has me perched up on pillows. I hold a small pail against my chest, in case the sickness comes again.

Nobody speaks for several minutes. The only noise comes from me as the hiccups come faster and louder, making my eyes swell with tears, making it difficult to breathe. I feel an indistinct sense of shame, of wrongdoing. I clutch at the pail. John and Ruth make quick movements towards me – Ruth darts her hand to touch my leg, John holds the pail up to my mouth.

‘Have you tried a sugar cube in vinegar?’ Ruth’s voice is tentative, gentle.

‘We have.’

‘Cod-liver oil?’

‘Yes.’

‘Breath holding?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you have any peppermint water? Or spirits of ammonia?’

‘The peppermint water is here. She had some just before you came.’ John gestures to the table we have set up under the window, within reach of the bed. There are various bottles and packets there. As well as the peppermint water, there is aspirin, Vincent’s Powders, Saunders’ malt extract and a little amber bottle of morphine syrup with a cork stopper. Preparations the doctor has prescribed or somebody has suggested to make me more comfortable.

‘I’m not sure about spirits of ammonia, that’s a bit old-fashioned these days, isn’t it?’ says John.

‘My friend swears by it for hiccups. Mixed with peppermint water and a couple of teaspoons of bicarb soda.’

John is shaking his head, but I’m willing to try anything.

‘We have some, John. It’s … on top of the kitchen … cabinet. Bicarb is … on the bottom shelf.’

‘I’ll get it,’ Ruth says.

‘It’s not necessary. You—’

‘No worries at all. I’m happy to help.’

When Ruth is gone, he sits on the edge of the bed, surveying me as if I have changed beyond recognition. Perhaps I have. The air is full of unfixable things, unsayable things. A violent hiccup forces my mouth open; a dribble of saliva rolls down my chin.

‘She needs to go. You’re not well.’

I shake my head. Even though it is making things difficult, I cannot bear the thought of Ruth leaving.

His face betrays a sadness, a hurt, that I have not intended. I try to reach out to him, but he stands up and steps away to the other side of the little medicine table. He hides his eyes from me, lifting each of the bottles and looking at the labels. He finds the peppermint water on the table and places it at the front.

‘If this doesn’t work, I’ll call the doctor to come again today.’

Ruth returns with a glass in one hand, and a little tin of baking soda and the tiny Johnson and Johnson bottle of aromatic spirits of ammonia in the other. John hands her the peppermint water, and gestures for her to take the place closest to me, next to the medicine table. With a tinkle of spoon on glass she mixes up the formula, hands it to me and returns to the foot of the bed. The liquid fizzes in the glass and smells just awful, a strange mix of fish and mint. I lift it to my lips with some trepidation. I manage a small sip before a wave of nausea rises up in me.

‘I can’t.’

‘You must try.’

‘She can’t. It will make her sick again. She was sick all morning.’ John’s voice is raised. He shudders with anger.

I hand the frothing glass back to Ruth. She holds it in her lap.

A few more violent hiccups shake me.

‘You see – it’s set her off.’

‘I think it is worth trying a little bit more.’ Ruth holds the glass out to me again. ‘My friend swears by it.’

‘Ammonia?! Smelling salts?! This is the twentieth century. My wife is very, very sick. This is not a faint or a swoon.’ John is really shouting now. I can hardly recognise him.

‘I know.’ Ruth takes the glass back into her lap and looks down into the fizzy white water. She rises slowly and turns to leave.

‘Take this, too.’ John thrusts the spirits of ammonia bottle at her.

Out in the kitchen I hear her exclaim, ‘Hello, you two!’

The boys are home. Of course they are – I glance at the little clock on the medicine table – it’s nearly four o’clock. I wonder how long they have been sitting out there in the kitchen, listening. Ruth appears at the door holding Ernie’s hand, Peter a step or two behind, pouting.

‘The boys have something for you.’

From behind his back, Ernie brings out a bunch of flowers. They are spring blossoms, a mixture of white and pale pink, tied together with a piece of blue ribbon. The flowers are from the front garden, and I recognise the ribbon from my sewing basket, but right now they are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

‘Oh. Thank you. They are … so beautiful. Spring in a bunch.’

I feel John relaxing a little beside me, and as he does so, Peter constructs a clenched smile.

Ruth squeezes Ernie’s shoulders.

‘Spring is finally really here, isn’t it?’ she says. ‘Today as I was walking here from the train station, I saw the blossom is starting in all the gardens.’

‘Yes, it won’t be long before it’s time to plant the tomatoes,’ John says.

‘I’ll plant some pansies for you, Mum. If you like?’ Ernie says.

‘That would be lovely.’

‘I like to plant pansies and poppies in a pot on my balcony on the first day of spring. It kind of marks the occasion,’ Ruth says.

‘Nellie always plants them in the little bed near the front door when the frosts have gone. Perhaps Ernie will take up the challenge this year.’ John’s voice is only mildly challenging now – the steam has gone out of him.

And then they are speaking of gardens and sunlight and things that take me away from myself. After a few minutes, I realise that my hiccups have disappeared – and with them that awful feeling of the world’s troubles being tight around my shoulders. Perhaps it was the tiny sip of that awful mixture, or perhaps they just wore themselves out.

I squeeze John’s hand. ‘They’re gone.’

‘What?’

‘The hiccups. They’re gone.’

He smiles and shakes his head. Ruth is smiling too.

John crosses the room and places a hand on each of the boys’ heads steering them out of the room. ‘Your mum needs her rest now.’

I close my eyes. I feel the end of the bed give as Ruth sits down. She rubs my foot under the blanket and sighs. Outside, I can hear John and the boys in the kitchen, chattering as he pours glasses of water and pops open the biscuit tin for them to help themselves.

Ruth rustles in her basket. ‘I have brought something else for you to read.’

‘Thank you,’ I murmur without opening my eyes.

‘Katherine Mansfield’s short stories. Have you read them?’

‘No. I’ve heard of her. Perhaps from you.’

‘She’s wonderful. A clear seer. Would you like me to read you one?’

‘I may not do it justice. I’m sleepy now those hiccups are gone.’

‘You may have some interesting dreams.’

She begins to read, her assured voice an anchor in the darkness behind my closed eyes.

‘“The Garden Party”.

‘“And after all the weather was ideal. They could not have had a more perfect day for a garden party if they had ordered it. Windless, warm, the sky without a cloud. Only the blue was veiled with a haze of light gold, as it is sometimes in early summer. The gardener had been up since dawn, mowing the lawns and sweeping them, until the grass and the dark flat rosettes where the daisy plants had been seemed to shine …”’

My mind coils around images of a garden in summer. I fill my lungs, so grateful I no longer wrack and heave with hiccups. There are hundreds of roses, and a man who cares for the smell of lavender … and soon I am asleep. 





About an hour, 2016

The vet calls early the next morning.

‘IV fluids are an amazing thing.’

‘He’s okay?’

‘He’s more than okay.’ The vet sounds relieved, or tired, Rose can’t tell which.

‘That’s wonderful.’

‘Look, he’s a beautiful creature, but he’s driving us all mad here, beating away at his cage, whistling and chatting at us. Can you come get him?’

‘Me?’ Rose can’t think of anyone less qualified to manage the release of a bird of prey. ‘Don’t the wildlife people—’

‘I called them and they can’t come till this afternoon. Kites mate for life. If you release him where you found him, he might be able to find his mate. I’ll put him in a box. All you have to do is open the box.’

~

The body in the cardboard box is a different creature from the one Rose left at the clinic the preceding day. Wings and talons bash furiously at the cardboard. The box leaps and writhes in her arms. It is hard to hold steady. The vet has taped the top with gaffer tape, but it still lifts with the power of the bird.

‘Pop something on top of that while you’re driving. You don’t want him clambering around in the car.’ The vet hands her some orange-handled scissors. ‘You can have those, an old pair. To cut the tape.’

After a few minutes of driving, the bird ceases his beating and scrabbling and settles in the dark containment of the sealed box. Still, Rose feels the bird’s urgency and takes the first turn off to the reservoir, at the sailing club. She drives down the concrete boat ramp and parks the car as close to the water as she can. A cool dry silence envelops her as she steps from the car. She is alone with the bird.

She places the box at the end of the boat ramp, where it starts to arc and lift again with the blind energy of its contents. She slices through the gaffer tape, and a moment later the tan feathered head emerges. She takes some steps back and pulls out her phone to take a picture. The bird looks briefly at her as he clambers out of the box, sizing her up – predator or prey? As Rose snaps, he turns away from her, towards the water. She captures the beat of recognition as the bird takes in his territory and gets ready to fly.

The kite runs along the water’s edge, his clumsy gait belying his grace in the air. He lifts off, wings pummelling and heaving. There is a moment when Rose thinks he will not leave the ground, like a jumbo jet nosing up on a runway. Finally, he is in the wind, lifting, no longer flapping. He is twisting upwards, finding invisible circular drafts that carry him higher. Rose watches until he is a tiny dot and she can barely see the movement. Then he is gone completely. Swallowed by the sky. The perfect blue seems to shrug off all traces of the bird, as if it never existed.

She feels strangely buoyant for the rest of the day. When she closes her eyes, she can see the bird, the sheer energy of him lifting and pumping his wings as he flies over the water.

Rose returns to the boxes in the loungeroom and the objects laid out on the floor. She was looking for Nellie but has found nothing new. The only image she can conjure in her mind is of her sick and dying, the awfulness of having ovarian cancer in the 1940s. 

Here in the 21st century, instead of the terror of an actual cancer, Rose has been presented with a theoretical risk. She has choices. She can have surgery or not, she can have medication or not, she can have regular surveillance or not. But the choices are not really choices. Surgery to remove the offending organs is the only treatment that reduces the risk in any significant way. 

But – and here is where it bites – she is terrified. All those years she has spent in hospitals, all the thousands of patients she has seen, and when it comes to her, she baulks. Illness has always been over there, not right here. And she has none of the braveness she has seen in her patients.

Looking at the stats doesn’t help. Risk is a nebulous concept. It is impossible to know how to apply it to yourself, to make sense of what the numbers will mean for you. Will you be in the lucky percentage who breeze through without a problem? Will you be dogged with complications? When she thinks of the operations, she imagines uncontrolled pain, large fluid collections, drain tubes that refuse to stop draining, infection, damage to the bladder and bowel, catheters and nasogastric tubes. A list of woes. She draws a similar dark picture of severe adverse effects for her patients about to start chemo, and then reassures them that what happens to some doesn’t happen to most. She can’t seem to reassure herself of the same.

Illness replaces you. It overrides everything else. This has not changed since Nellie’s time. If she has the surgery – for a while she will not exist. She will be a gene, she will be ovaries, she will be the mastectomy in Bed Four. She will be the level of pain and the amount of fluid draining from the tubes. She will be the patient. Surgeons will place their hands inside her skin.

What would Nellie do? She has no idea. She knew nothing of illness until it was upon her. Rose scans the piles and spies the handwritten recipe book. Here is something she does know about Nellie. Nellie cooked, she baked, she preserved.

She will make something. She will make the first recipe she comes to. She opens the book, careful not to pull at the front cover, which is coming away from the spine. Rhubarb chutney. It’s a simple recipe – just throw all the ingredients into a saucepan and boil. She will need jars as well as rhubarb, sugar, sultanas, vinegar, salt and ginger. She writes a list.

The kick and crunch of the tyres on the gravel gives way to a reverent hush as she turns onto the bitumen and heads towards Maldon. Rose considers how wonderfully ordinary this task is. She will go to the shops with her list, she will come home and cook up a preserve. It feels so deeply comforting in its ordinariness. If she follows a few simple steps, in a few hours she will have a handful of jars on the benchtop, the crimson of the rhubarb candescent in the sunlight.

It is strange to be so happy with ordinary. As long as she can remember she has wanted to find a way to be somehow extraordinary and to stand out. She strived at school, she strived at medical school, she strived in her specialist training. And she has managed to stand out. Her research has led to changes in protocols, she is loved by her patients. Of course it was always Ernie she was trying to impress, Ernie she wanted to be extraordinary for. The one person who didn’t seem to notice. But none of that is important today. It is enough to be cooking chutney. In fact, nothing matters more.

The ‘method’ is a single sentence in tight cursive:

Wipe, string & cut rhubarb & boil together until thick about an hour.

How do you string rhubarb? She’s never done that before. She consults YouTube on her phone and finds it only needs doing if the vegetable is old and stringy. She holds up a stalk. It is bright pink, and she can’t see any strings. She cuts an end with the knife. It squirts a glassy crimson juice onto the cutting board.

Perhaps in Nellie’s time, the rhubarb from the shops was not such good quality. Although she had imagined Nellie growing her own, fortified with chook manure. During the war people grew their own vegetables, didn’t they? She is visited by an image of Nellie in her housecoat, kneeling in her vegetable patch, stockings dirty at the knees, the toes of her brown leather shoes tucked into the adjacent furrow. She bends to cut the crimson and green stalks, holding the knife as close as possible to the base of the plant, and piles them into a wicker basket. Then, in the kitchen, watching the dirt run down the stalks and into the sink, and sitting at a formica kitchen table, a large pot beside her, into which she throws the chopped vegetable.

Maybe Ernie sits at the other end of the table, drawing. Maybe they are listening to a radio play or some music. This imagined boy is content. He draws cars and aeroplanes, then colours them in red, blue, green and yellow pencil, trying to stay within the lines. His mum wipes her hands on her apron and stands behind him. She praises him on his drawing. When did this content child become the angry man she knows? A man so difficult to please.

The chutney has started to billow and seethe, the sheen of sugar like stained glass as it spits rounds of pink onto the stovetop. She turns the gas down to low and watches the bubbles shrink and the rolling boil relax to a simmer.

Rose sits at the kitchen table and stares at the oven, which despite her scrubbing is a spattered history of burned-on hot juices. She can barely see the sterilised jars waiting behind the glass. The pale blue paint of the cupboards is peeling and marked with years of dirt, and the laminate is lifting at the edges of the benchtops, exposing damp flakes of wood underneath. The fridge murmurs and grunts as if it is constantly clearing its throat, its doors and handles marked with rust. This place still needs a lot of work. That work is for another time. She kicks up her feet on the chair opposite, closes her eyes and gives in to the warmth of the kitchen, the air boiled-lolly sweet, viscous and languid.

The chirping of her alarm wakes her. The chutney is ready. A pink-black circle of burned sugar rims the pot, but the chutney itself is a purple, unblemished caramel. She dips a teaspoon into the glassy liquid and blows on its hot surface, then licks at a bit. It’s terribly sweet, but flavoursome and rich. It will cut through a crumbly cheddar nicely. She spoons the chutney into the waiting jars and seals all the lids but one. She will give one to Dulan and Vijitha for looking after the dog, and one each to Annie and Michelle. She will keep the rest for herself. She cuts some cheese, opens a packet of crackers and pours herself a glass of wine.

Nellie’s death certificate lists her occupation as ‘home duties’. Rose is sure these duties were not all as pleasurable as making chutney. In the 30s and 40s, home duties would have been hard work. From stirring the copper, mangling the clothes and hanging out the washing, to cooking without the help of any kitchen aids, to making and mending clothes with a hand-operated machine. It is unlikely Nellie would’ve stopped for a nap while making her chutney, and she would not have supped on wine and cheese while admiring the jars of purple goodness on the windowsill catching the afternoon light. At this end of the day, her body would have ached, and the palms of her hands would be worn red. Day after day she toiled at it, day after day she made and remade a home for her family. Nothing remains of this work, except her recipe book.

The ringing phone makes her jump. It’s Annie.

‘I didn’t want to bother you, but it’s been pretty crazy here. Michelle has been amazing, but your patients want you of course. I just wondered … when you might …’

‘Bless you, Annie. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

‘Just holding the fort.’

Annie is the perfect oncology receptionist – deeply compassionate, yet keenly pragmatic. The patients love her. Rose often thinks that being a medical receptionist is a more difficult job than working as a doctor. Being the gatekeeper, balancing the patients’ demands with what the doctor can manage and copping a fair bit of abuse in the process.

Rose pauses. It’s time to go home. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon. You can book that session in.’ That will give her time to visit the Ruth O’Keefe Centre in the morning.

‘That’s fantastic. Is Ernie okay?’

‘Back in hospital. Just this afternoon.’ She doesn’t like lying to Annie, but is not sure how else to explain her absence. Cooking chutney? ‘Have you heard how Mrs Hart is going?’

‘Palliative care have taken over. She’s on a syringe driver,’ says Annie.

‘Okay. That happened quickly.’

‘I know.’

‘Once you decide.’

‘Yes.’

Rose imagines Mrs Hart’s body closing down, her cheeks falling inwards, her mouth open, tongue dry, her breath getting noisier as she gets closer to death. There is a little squeeze in her heart as she thinks of her drifting off, her husband’s mute tears. But Rose is glad to hear that Mrs Hart is no longer battling the inevitable – that she has given in to peace.

Rose takes Bomber to the reservoir before dropping him at Vijitha and Dulan’s place in town. There is no sign of the kite or his mate. The dry earth near the water is like a subaquatic environment exposed – the pleats of earth are punctuated by miniature chasms where fish might dive. Now they bake and crack. Bomber is straight in and barking. He chases a stick, paddling eagerly in the water and stirring it up, and brings it back again and again until her arm is sore. In the pink glow of the fading light, she feels inordinately grateful.





An ordinary day, 1945

This week the US government sent Japan a terrible punishment. Some might say it is just deserts, but to my mind the damage is way beyond what is reasonable.

John went to the newsreels and came home to give an account of it. He said a cloud erupted skywards with a force that could not be imagined. It looked like an enormous mushroom. Buildings and cities were flattened. Thousands are dead or injured. I think of the damage wrought on me by the radium. The power of it to burn and destroy. My own skin is healing, leaving scars and welts, but when I close my eyes, I can hear the people screaming.

Meanwhile Australia is celebrating. The war in the Pacific is over. Japan has surrendered. Our men can come home. The boats will arrive in Sydney Harbour to a fanfare. I suppose the end of war is to be celebrated. But with what is happening in Japan, it doesn’t seem like a victory.

I do feel for the men coming back, trying to find their place again after days full of dread in the mud of the New Guinea jungle, or flying over the forests of Borneo, never knowing when they would be shot out of the sky. They will have experienced horrors beyond imagining. How will they live like ordinary men? How will they do the simple things, like taking a walk down a quiet suburban street, tipping their hat to a neighbour, stopping at the shop for the paper? Will it feel like they are pretending for the rest of their lives?

I have such tiresome bodily troubles. The hiccups have come back and with them more nausea, more vomiting. The spirits of ammonia does seem to help sometimes, but the doctor has also given me some stronger medicine. It’s very effective, but it makes me feel rather strange. There’s an unrealness, like there’s an extra layer of skin between me and the world. I feel teary and unsettled inside my cocoon. I can’t read more than a few paragraphs at a time. Ruth has been reading to me, but I usually fall asleep. My dreams are a strange mixture of the plants and families that populate Katherine Mansfield’s prose and the poetic interludes of Virginia Woolf. I have asked John to bring in my little bookshelf and Ruth often brings another book to add to it. The thought that I will not be able to read or absorb them makes me sad.

This evening I sit in the garden and watch the end of a day. Above me, in the trees, cockatoos screech and rasp. The screeching thrashes right through my chest and reverberates there, rattling me. The cockatoos agitate the trees like they are shaking a money jar, but only bark and leaves fall off.

It’s an ordinary day. A day like any other with an end that streaks across the sky in fingers of red and orange. Winter is here and, despite the coat I have drawn around myself, I am feeling cold. I wiggle my feet inside my boots but can’t shake the iciness that has taken root there. I shouldn’t stay out much longer. I should call for John to come and bring me inside.

I can hear voices in the neighbourhood – people out sweeping up a kaleidoscope of leaves, bringing in washing, chopping wood. It is strange to hear them. It makes me realise how frightened we have all been this past year, hiding in our houses, the yellow peril looming large enough for many to build makeshift air-raid shelters. John has been too busy to even think about it, but Len next door was kind enough to offer his, should the need have arisen. He dug down deep into the earth in the backyard and lined the hole with concrete. It would have been a tight fit if we all joined Len and Mary in there. Thankfully there was no call for that.

An ordinary day. But perhaps not so ordinary. Yes, with what’s happening in Japan, but also today I have realised – I have spoken of it to myself – that I will die soon. Nobody has told me, not in so many words. But I know it to be true. The doctor, with his pinched lips and wiry moustache, says less and less with every visit. His mouth becomes so pinched and small his lips almost disappear.

There will be no more radium, which I am glad of as it was making me so sick. There will be no more trips to the hospital, no more blistering and burning of the skin. No more X-rays or surgery. No cure. The doctor has prescribed medicine for the pain, and rest, fresh air and sunshine. So here I am in the garden. Though by now the gold of the sun has drained behind the trees and rooftops.

John has been keeping busy. He tips his worry over into lists and jobs to be done. He is cooking dinner now. A wholesome smell carries down from the kitchen. Beef, thyme and onions. Meatloaf. The boys will love it. I will only manage a sliver. In the meantime, John has forgotten me out here in the cold. He is absorbed in the cooking; he needs to concentrate on the recipe to make it all work. And of course, I am no longer of use.

I watch the cockatoo parents feeding their babies. It is a brutal process. The parents screech and wing from branch to branch and the babies follow, rasping and crying. The babies sidle up, step-together, step-together, along the branch to the parents, and the parents dive their beaks down their throats. I don’t know why they don’t gag with that forceful thrust of beak. But they must eat, so they subject themselves to this treatment over and over again. I can feel their need. I can hear it in the desperate rasp, which could translate as more, more, more.

I’m getting to thinking about John and the boys when I am gone. What will their lives be like without mine to bind them all together? I do hate to imagine John with someone else. I wonder if I would dare to tell him this. Tell him I don’t want him to marry again. It would be a cruel chain to rattle and leave to rest around his ankles. All those years he has ahead of him. But I simply couldn’t bear for somebody else to mean more to him than me. And they could, they would. Eventually they would have more nights sharing his bed, more evenings with him and the boys. Could I make him turn away from love? Make him close the door and stay inside himself with me – his mean, noisy ghost.

Perhaps I would need him less in death if I’d had him more in life. If he’d told me of his life in war, about the men and women who cross his path every day, about his hopes and fears for us, for himself, for the boys. Maybe without his silence, I would not need to hold on so tight – I would not need to haunt him so.

The boys will remember me, at least at first. I am part of their everything – embedded in their knowledge of how to pick up a spoon, how to do up their shoelaces, how to dig for potatoes. Peter will be fine. He has an iron will and an ability to focus on what is in front of him. I will miss watching that concentration when he does his homework at the kitchen table, his jaw held tight, his freckled brow knitted. I worry about Ernie, though. He clings to me with eyes that are wide and uncomprehending. When he gets home from school, he runs to my room. He knows he is not allowed inside, but I hear him standing there. I make a noise – a cough or a shifting in the bed – so he knows I am still there. After a few minutes I hear him slink away. I must continue to protect them from seeing me so sick. I don’t want their memory of me to be one of skin and bones and suffering.

I wonder what the dying will involve. Will the pain that has already leached into my bones get stronger, so that finally it drowns me out? Will it be a drifting or a ripping away? I can imagine a ripping. A ripping feeling has already taken residence inside my chest. I can feel it growing. It is stronger than I am.

Everything is stronger now. This world is brutal, beautiful. I need to swallow it the way it comes. I mustn’t gag on the beak that reaches down my throat.

I like to watch the sun die. There is a sense of marking the days. I need to feel that I am alive now, before it comes that I am dead.

Here he comes now, running.

‘I’m so sorry, Nellie. You must be cold.’

‘Not terribly,’ I lie. My feet are bricks of ice.

He carries me inside. I weigh nothing. I am like a child.





Finding Ruth, 2016

Once Rose is on the highway, she turns on the radio. She hasn’t looked at the news in days. The newsreader speaks in an excited voice about a jury verdict of guilty for a murderer she has never heard of; Susan Renouf’s home passed in at auction; UN reports of human rights abuses on Nauru and Manus Island; a suicide bomber targeting a rally in Israel. At the end is a brief mention of the child who died in hospital after arriving at Melbourne airport in a crate. His parents were granted leave to attend his funeral and to visit their other child in hospital. Malcolm Turnbull speaks of a government forged in compassion. In the next breath, he speaks of border security and the importance of seeing all vessels as boats, including the recently arrived crate.

‘Ah, fuck off,’ she yells at the radio and turns it off. 

Around her, sheep graze on baled feed, their wool dirty from the dusty ground. Then the blue mass of Mount Macedon rises up before her, followed by the crags of Hanging Rock. She watches the temperature gauge drop with the slight increase in altitude and then rise again as the pine plantations open into the suburbs.

The Ruth O’Keefe Centre is more cupboard than museum. There is no sign on the street front. The address is Brunswick Street, Fitzroy, but the number corresponds to a door that is wedged between a groovy sneaker shop and a cafe. It bears the name Equinox Legal. 

At the top of some narrow timber stairs is an empty waiting room, a lofty space painted white, with turn-of-the-century high ceilings and ceiling roses. It is sparsely furnished with slimline white couches and a marble coffee table. Skylights field the summer sun and make the space feel open and bright. They also draw attention to the peeling paint on the ceiling roses, and the threadbare carpets, partially covered with deep red Persian rugs. An impossibly thin receptionist in a sack-like grey linen dress and thick black plastic glasses sits at a timber table.

‘Yes? Do you have an appointment?’ Her voice is as sharp and pointed as the shoulders that tent the dress out over her tiny ribcage.

‘I’m looking for the Ruth O’Keefe Centre. On the website it says this is the address.’ Rose hands the woman her phone.

The woman points to the top of the stairwell from which Rose has just emerged. The words Ruth O’Keefe Centre shine in gold lettering on a glass door across the landing.

‘Sorry. I didn’t notice it.’ Rose starts back towards the door.

The woman calls out to her. ‘It’s locked. There’s no one here at the moment. Ruth’s daughter, Esther, runs it, but she comes and goes.’ The woman articulates her words with precision. ‘Would you like to see inside? I have a key.’ She produces a large set of keys and hangs them from her bean-like index finger.

‘Oooh yes!’

The woman drops her hand onto the table. The keys crash against the wood. Rose wonders if she sounded a little too keen.

Inside the glass door is a windowless space about two metres by two metres. Here the carpet meets a beautifully polished timber floor. In one corner is a tiny and ancient timber desk with a stool. A small green velvet chaise longue takes up the rest of the space along the wall. Built-in shelving covers the rest. The shelves are completely full – with books, archive boxes, and magazine holders. Each section and box is marked with a white sticker bearing a careful black script. Pamphlets 1925–1930, Books A–D, Ruth manuscripts 1955–1972. There is not one speck of dust.

‘Wow. Very organised.’

‘Yes.’ The receptionist gazes around with obvious admiration. She gives a couple of abrupt nods, her chin cutting the air like a barb.

‘Did she – Esther – work at the law firm?’

‘She founded the place. Long since retired. Look – I’ll leave this open for you. Feel free to have a browse. Would you like me to call Esther to let her know you are here?’

‘If it’s not too much trouble. Or I could send her an email?’

‘She doesn’t do email. It’s no trouble. She lives just around the corner.’

‘Oh.’

The receptionist returns to her desk. Rose can hear her murmuring into the phone, but not what she is saying. She stands in the middle of the room and turns 360 degrees, taking it all in, wondering where to start. She finds an archive box bearing the sticker Personal correspondence and lifts it from the shelf. She perches carefully at one corner of the chaise.

The box is half full of A4 envelopes labelled in five-year lots with the same careful cursive script that adorns the room. Rose reaches in for the first envelope, which is labelled 1915–1920. She finds a handful of yellowing birthday cards and postcards, and some letters tied together with a ribbon. She tugs gently at the ribbon, unsure if she should untie it. She decides against it and places the letters and cards back in the box, closes the lid and puts the box back. She looks around the room again. She is filled with a sense of awe at the work and care that has gone into setting up and maintaining this tiny museum. There is love here. In the neat cursive writing, in the high polish of the floors.

The receptionist reappears at the door. ‘She’s on her way.’

‘Sorry?’

‘She’s on her way. She’s pretty excited to have a visitor. It’s been a while. She’ll only be a few minutes.’

Rose looks at her phone. She has about an hour and a half before she needs to get to the clinic. There is a message from Salima.

Are you home tonight? We’re working late. Will probably eat at the office.

Rose starts to reply when she hears a bell and a shushing sound as the door at the bottom of the stairs opens. This is followed by a quick clomp of hard-soled shoes on the stairs. In a moment, a face appears at the door.

Esther O’Keefe is short and solid, with a broad round face that softens her age. Rose would have put her in her sixties, but she would have to be much older than that if she is Ruth’s daughter. She carries a stick with an ornate silver handle and holds it aloft as she enters the room. The silver handle is in the shape of a fox, its fluffy tail curled around the top of the stick. Her hands are adorned with numerous chunky silver rings.

‘A customer! Welcome.’ Esther’s wide smile and focused eyes are compelling, and Rose finds herself smiling back.

‘I’m Rose King.’

‘Now why does that name sound familiar? Was someone in your family …’ She pulls a leather-bound address book from one of the shelves and starts leafing through it. ‘Nope, nothing here. My systems are pretty good but—’

‘Your systems look amazing. What a lot of work.’

‘You are kind. It’s a little embarrassing, really. It shows just how much retirement doesn’t suit me. I should be off gallivanting in Europe – or so they all say.’ She gestures at the door, and Rose takes her to mean the workers from the legal firm.

‘You should.’

‘You know, I would’ve thought I wanted to. Up until the time I actually retired. The work ethic is annoyingly strong. I try not to interfere with the business. Which is sometimes difficult. Anyway, enough about me.’ Esther takes Rose by the hand and leads her to the chaise. Her palm is cool and papery. They perch there, still hand in hand. ‘So, tell me. What brings you here?’

‘My grandmother knew your mother, I think. I found a letter.’ Rose rummages in her bag for the plastic sandwich bag she placed the letter in. ‘Here.’

Esther grasps at the envelope as soon as it is within reach. ‘Nellie!’

‘Yes, that was my grandmother. She’s—’

‘Yes, yes. Nellie. Finally a mystery may be solved.’

‘A mystery?’

Esther doesn’t answer and instead starts to read the letter, nodding and uh-humming at regular intervals. When she is finished, she puts her hands in her lap. ‘So, did they meet?’

‘Yes, I think they did after that letter. My dad remembers her visiting when my grandmother was dying.’

‘She died then. Her letter said she was sick. It’s not clear how sick, but I always wondered.’

‘Yes. She died about six months after this letter was written. Which letter do you mean?’

Esther takes the box marked Personal correspondence down from the shelf. She rummages through to find the envelope labelled 1945–1950. It is thick with letters. She lifts out a handful of the letters with a careful hand – they are yellowed and weathered. She finds what she is looking for near the bottom of the pile and hands it to Rose.

Rose recognises the flowery script from the recipe books.

Dear Ruth

I hope you don’t mind me contacting you so far down the track. I know we parted well, but we had not been close for many years prior to that. I was amazed to find that you are still living in Carlton. I’m hoping that the career of ‘thinking, writing and activism’ that you always wanted has continued for you. It seemed off to a good start when we last met.

For myself, I married a returned serviceman a little older than myself. John is kind and reliable and I have been happy. We have a small house in a new estate for war veterans in East Malvern. He is an Engineer on the metropolitan railways so makes a good income. We have two lovely boys – Peter and Ernie. They look nothing like me, but are the spitting image of John, with his lanky legs and arms, and strong nose. Peter is at school and is a whizz at maths. Ernie is still at home with me and is all wide eyes and questioning at the world.

I am contacting you now because you have been on my mind. I’ve not been well these last months so there has been time for thinking. I have been thinking about you and your mother and how much you taught me when we were at school and just after. The friendship we had was important to me.

That’s all I really wanted to say, except that I would like to invite you over for a cup of tea and a piece of cake if you are not too busy. We have a telephone in the house and I have listed the number below. However if you would prefer to reply by post I can organise to call you at a later date.

I will understand if you would prefer not to reconnect after all these years. After that day in Sunshine. I’m afraid I’m probably not all that interesting compared to your friends at the university.

With fond regards,

Nellie

‘There is nothing else in Ruth’s correspondence about your grandmother, I’m afraid.’

‘That’s a shame.’

‘But it is wonderful to bring these letters together. I don’t suppose you would mind if I took a copy of Ruth’s letter?’

‘No, not at all.’

‘I can copy Nellie’s letter for you. But I would prefer to keep the original with the others, if that’s okay.’

‘Yes, that’s fine.’

Esther stands and lifts the fabric cover off the small desk. Underneath is a small printer-scanner. Rose watches the careful way she places the letter against the edge of the image bay, running her fingers gently across the page before closing the lid.

‘I would like to know more about Ruth. Unfortunately, I know very little about Nellie, but I suspect her story finishes here.’

‘Don’t be so sure. Things turn up most unexpectedly. Like you today. What do you want to know about Ruth?’

‘Oh, something of her academic work, her activism. It sounds from the letter, and from the books Nellie kept, that they shared ideas—’

‘You couldn’t know Ruth without her sharing ideas! She was always trying to convince you of her point of view. Which was usually the most considered, compassionate view. I am in the process of writing a biography, which will put all the important parts of her life together. But at the moment what you see is all available for you to look at.’ Esther gestures around the room.

‘It’s quite a lot,’ says Rose.

‘But as a start …’

She hands the letter back to Rose and pulls a book from the shelf. There are a number of copies of the same book sitting beside it. A Women’s Movement? Essays from a lifetime of activism.

‘This is the only book she had published in her lifetime. Not long before her death. I think it makes it a pretty special read. Some of the essays were written about the time she had contact with Nellie. A work of proto-feminism I suppose you’d call it – and social justice. I can make you a member of the museum, and you can borrow it.’

‘That would be wonderful. My dad actually knew Ruth a little after Nellie died, I think. Ernie King.’

‘Your dad is Ernie King?!’

‘Yes. Did you know him?’

‘Not really. Just by reputation. I’ve been thinking of him lately. I’m working with a group on this crates versus boats issue. There will be a High Court challenge sometime soon – see! – completely unable to retire! Some of his writings about the Pacific Solution have been really helpful. How did he know Ruth?’

‘It was when he was a child. He says his mother asked Ruth to spend time with him and his brother Peter after she died. She took him to the movies at first. Then later she took him to migrant refuges.’

‘Really?! I had no idea.’

‘He credits her with sparking his own activism.’

‘Oh. Sorry. I’m completely blown away. This is all very exciting. She adopted me from one of those hostels.’

‘Where did you come from?’

‘Prague. Czechoslovakia as it was then. I was left by the synagogue, and a man found me and took me to a refugee camp. I don’t know anything about my parents. Presumably they were dead. I was considered an orphan in any case. I suppose that’s why I’ve been so particular about collating Ruth’s history. She was a terrible mother – never there – but a fabulous intellect. But back to Ernie. How is he?’

‘Well.’ Rose wondered what she should say, how much she should disclose.

‘I did hear on the grapevine that he had some trouble with the booze. Common in this profession, I’m afraid.’

‘He’s been living in the country. In his father’s old house in Baringhup near Maldon. He’s been drinking a lot over the years. I’m afraid I’ve left him alone to do it. But he had a fall, so I’ve been up there. That’s where I found the letter.’

‘If someone wants to drink, it’s pretty hard to stop them.’

‘Except when they’re in a Zimmer splint and can’t drive!’

‘Ah. Yes.’

‘He’s a nicer person without the booze.’

‘Most people are.’

‘He’s back in rehab with a clot in the leg. I’ll go back up there when he gets out.’

‘Looking after sick parents is hard. Ruth was a terrible patient. Always writing letters of complaint, demanding better care.’

‘How did she die?’

‘Bowel cancer. They discovered it quite late. She didn’t look after her health particularly well. Ignored the symptoms.’

‘How old was she?’

‘Sixty-six. She hadn’t retired yet, either! I don’t think she ever would have.’

Rose’s phone blips. Salima again, on her lunch break, checking that Rose has arrived safely back in Melbourne.

‘I have to go. I’m due at work this afternoon.’

‘If you’d like to give me your email address, I can keep you up to date with anything else I find. I’d also like to chew Ernie’s ear sometime about this High Court matter, if he’d allow it. It would be lovely to hear his memories of Ruth.’

‘He might not be much help. I’m not sure how much of his brain he’s pickled. And you might need to go to Baringhup. He refuses to come to Melbourne these days. I don’t think he’s been here in years.’

‘A country drive would be wonderful. It sounds almost like retirement.’





Scones, 1945

I had a tender moment with John today. I was not expecting it. He has always been stiff-lipped and practical – more so since I became unwell. I can see the love in his eyes as he lifts my feather-light body out of the bed and onto the chair, or tucks the corners of the new sheets under the mattress and carries the dirty sheets away, but I never imagined he would express it so unreservedly.

Before I was sick, we had an afternoon tradition. If he was around, if his shifts allowed it, before the boys came home from school, I would make him a pot of tea and we would sit together in the kitchen. Sometimes I would make a cake, or some scones. Now I often sleep through that time – my afternoon naps are getting longer – and John spends the time doing the washing, the cleaning or getting the tea. When the boys are not around, we both tend to fall quiet and focus on practical matters – the important business of the house, the important business of my illness.

This afternoon, John appeared at my door. I have had some clearer days. The painkiller is making me feel less strange, so I’ve been able to look at the books Ruth has brought. I’d settled on a short collection of poetry by Gertrude Stein, struck by the name Tender Buttons [Objects]. The text is not always fully comprehensible, but I enjoy the way the words seem to weave and dip, suggesting meaning then concealing it. I must ask Ruth what she thinks.

I laid the book aside, and John came in and scooped me up, carrying me into the kitchen. He set me down on one of the wooden chairs, onto the softness of a pillow he had placed there. It was one from our bedroom – the pillow cover from a set that my mother embroidered with little bunches of roses, ringed by sprigs of leaves. I ran my finger around the pale pink curves, steadying myself on my mother’s handiwork. There was a wrapped-up tea towel in a bowl on the table. Steam rose from it, along with the smell of freshly baked scones. There was also a pot, a cosy, our good silver teapot stand, two cups, two plates, a little bowl of jam and another of cream.

‘Oh, John. Thank you.’

‘I thought it had been a while since we’ve had our afternoon tea together.’

He lifted the kettle from the stove with both hands – the cast iron is heavy when it is full – and poured the boiling water into the pot. I noticed a small amount of rust around the rim of the spout. This irritated me for a moment. How many times have I cleaned that kettle? Every single time the rust creeps in again. But I cannot worry about these things anymore. Rust cannot help being rust. I pressed my lips together to stop a little cry from leaking out. A cry that has been waiting just inside my mouth these past few weeks.

I watched the teapot as the leaves lifted up, swimming for a few seconds in the swirling water before John replaced the lid and slid the cosy on top. He prepared a scone for me, bouncing it from hand to hand as he lifted it out of the basket to stop it from burning his fingers. He held it gently with his fingertips as he sliced it. The scone fell open. It was perfectly cooked – soft and light, with airy holes and pockets on the exposed surface.

‘How wonderful. That looks like a very good scone.’

‘I got some advice,’ he says, smiling and winking.

‘Who from?’ I notice a slight accusatory tone in my voice.

‘Flo. When she was here the other day, she gave me some pointers.’

The previous Sunday, my sister had visited. She’d sat with me for an hour, reading little articles from the paper and from magazines. I’d said I needed to sleep. Really, I needed the quiet, some time without her voice displacing the fresh quiet air. I didn’t want to hear the latest film and fashion news. I felt she should know this would not interest me. After she left the room, I heard her with John in the kitchen. The boys were out playing.

‘Don’t marry again, John.’

I didn’t realise I’d said this out loud until I felt John stiffen beside me. He was in the middle of pouring the tea – my cup only half full. He finished pouring, and then rested the teapot carefully back on the pot stand, releasing his hand. He opened and closed his hand, as if limbering up, his eyes paying close attention to the slow movement.

‘I’m sorry, John.’

I was sorry, but also not sorry. It just seems so unfair. For me. For all of us. There is so little that belongs to me anymore, and less and less every day. I looked at my hands, at the thinness of them, the filing down of muscle and sinew from between the bones.

While I have started to imagine how things might be when I am gone, clearly John has not. He did not say anything for a moment or two, and then I realised he was crying. Fat tears landed on the back of his hand. He touched the wet droplets, rubbing them into the skin with gentle searching fingers.

‘Oh, John, I—’

‘No, you’re right.’ He looked at me, his eyes pooling, overflowing. ‘I had not thought of it yet. What it might be like when you are gone.’

‘I feel we must.’

‘Yes.’

He poured, sugared and stirred his tea. I felt the edge of the silence between us again, a thick window ready to separate us, impenetrable as ever. He lifted the cup to his lips and sipped.

Then I let out my little cry, the one that had been sitting inside my mouth for so many weeks. There were no tears, just a noise, a short high-pitched ‘Ah’ sound – a little emission of pain.

John reached across the table and caressed my cheek. He left his hand resting there, holding my jaw. He said simply, ‘I love you.’

Now the tears came like a burst dam, running down my cheeks in thick wet sobs, in muscular waves. ‘Oh, John. I love you, too.’

I grabbed his free hand a little more violently than planned. John had to raise his cup and bob it about to avoid spilling the tea.

‘Watch it!’

‘Sorry.’

‘You are still strong.’

‘Strong enough to cause spills.’ I smiled, still gulping back spasms of sobs.

I tasted the edge of the scone he had prepared for me. It was beautifully light, the cream expertly whipped, the jam a sweet pleasure.

‘I think I can leave you in charge of the scone department.’

We sat there then, holding hands until the boys came in from school. In silence, yes, but this was a different kind of silence. It was comfortable and warm. Our bodies seemed to open all over, like our skin had become porous, like we were drinking each other in with our hands.

The boys tumbled in, all loud voices and pushing, but when they made it to the kitchen they stopped and stared, dropping their book bags on the floor in two loud thuds. We must have looked strange sitting there, holding hands, both so still. An afternoon tea tableau. Besides, they have barely seen me over the past few weeks. I must have looked a sight. All skin and bone. I was meant to be hiding away, and there I was in the kitchen, a stick figure in an oversized dressing-gown. 

Ernie broke the silence first. He plunged his hands into the bowl of scones, ripping one open. ‘Mum, you make the best scones.’

John and I smiled at one other.

‘Ernest, if you are going to have a scone, you will need to get a plate and sit at the table,’ I said.

He smiled a big smile and retrieved two plates from the cupboard. Peter sat up at the table and reached under the tea towel. The scone was hotter than he thought, and he chuckled a little – ‘Ha, ha, ha,’ – as he batted it onto his plate.





Kooglhoupf, 2016

At the clinic, Rose is met with one of Annie’s enveloping hugs.

‘You looked like you needed that.’

‘I did. Thank you. Or maybe you’re just glad I’m back. You must get tired of saying no.’

‘That, too.’ Annie holds Rose away from her and scrutinises her. ‘You look tired.’

‘Just the usual bags.’ Rose rubs at her eyes.

‘I worry about you.’

Rose steers Annie back behind the desk. A post-it note on top of the pile of documents in her in-tray reads, Mrs Hart death certificate.

‘Michelle left that one for you.’

‘I’m sad I didn’t manage to see her before she died.’

Mrs Hart has been nearly dying for years. A glacier making its certain way to the sea. It feels strangely shocking that she is finally dead. Like the ground under Rose’s feet has shifted – like a crack has opened in the ice.

‘Family is important, too.’

‘I guess. Or unavoidable anyway. ‘

‘How is the old man?’

‘He’s up in Bendigo with a massive DVT. Okay otherwise. No withdrawals this time, thankfully. I refused to buy him any wine. I stayed on at the house as there was still a bit to do there.’

‘I can imagine.’

Annie believes her. She’s never seen Rose slow down, never seen her be still like she was in Baringhup. Those long hours gazing at the reservoir. The silvery surface of the water, the stark horizon, the blue of the sky feel like a secret Rose needs to keep. 

Now Rose stares at Annie’s computer. The list of patient names swims in front of her eyes.

‘There’s one newbie.’

Rose’s eyes find the orange colour on the screen.

‘Angela. She’s thirty-five. Triple-negative breast cancer on biopsy. Possibly BRCA.’

In her office, her own in-tray pile is enormous. She moves the computer keyboard aside, squares the paper into a neat stack and sighs.

Annie has followed her in. ‘Michelle came in to go through that a couple of times, and she went through your results. She would’ve dealt with anything urgent.’

‘Have I told you how much I love you?’

‘Don’t say that yet.’

Annie places a couple more post-it notes on top of the pile of paper. There are calls from the university and multiple calls from Jack and from a patient, Celeste.

‘She wouldn’t speak to anyone but you.’

‘I’ll call her.’

‘Please. Please do.’

Rose opens the file on the computer and dials the number. Celeste picks up on the first ring. ‘Oh, Rose. I’m so glad you called.’

‘How are you, Celeste?’

‘It’s just this leg pain again. I thought maybe I need another MRI.’

‘Describe it to me.’

Celeste was diagnosed with stage-four bowel cancer eight years ago. Her body is tiny, a woman in miniature – around five foot, with almost no lean mass or fat. Rose was amazed that she was able to take the punishment of the surgery, chemo and radiotherapy with almost no side-effects. She has been in remission ever since. Now her prematurely grey hair is the only clue that she has been ill. She keeps it cropped short in tight curls. Otherwise her body looks healthy and vibrant, and her bloods reflect that picture. Rose has told her that there’s no need for her to come back, but she still makes an appointment every three months. Every ache or pain throws her into a panic. On the patient file, Rose has described each presentation for the last few years as Health anxiety. She has written minimal notes. ‘Worried about back pain. Diagnosis: musculoskeletal pain. Treatment: physio.’ 

In oncology, health anxiety is a nothing diagnosis. It allows her to dismiss the patient. Not of my concern. Back to the GP, the pain specialist, the psychologist. Rose does a quick audit of her own thoughts over the last few weeks. She has found herself worrying. After painting the roof, her back ached, and she was convinced it was a bone metastasis until she managed to talk herself around. If their positions were reversed, Celeste could happily dismiss her as suffering from health anxiety. Her fears are not groundless, but the anxiety is certainly out of proportion. Lost in thought, she has tuned out to what Celeste has been saying.

‘Pain at night?’

‘Only when I roll over.’

‘Any muscle tenderness?’

‘Yes.’

‘You know what I’m going to say.’

‘Physio first and get back to you if it continues.’

‘That’s it.’

‘I’m so glad you’re back.’

~

Angela comes with her partner, Dan. They are both dressed for the office – him in a grey wool suit, black shoes in a tight polish, her in a black pencil skirt and jacket. Angela’s dark straight hair is cut at collar level. It swings and bounces into her face as she speaks, her head down. She peeks warily at Rose through her fringe.

‘I found it on Monday. I couldn’t quite believe it was actually there. But with Mum and my aunts, I knew. I haven’t had the gene test. I …’

Rose finds herself drifting off – again not really listening. After years of consulting, she’s usually pretty good at faking it. She can look directly at the patient, and add uh-huh noises in the pauses, while taking nothing in. She can miss whole swathes of the patient’s story, and then narrow the problem down with a few direct questions. This time she can’t seem to find the right expressions or the right noises.

‘You have a disc for me?’

Angela looks hurt. Rose realises she is in the middle of describing her emotional response to finding the lump.

‘I’m sorry. Please continue.’

‘I just stood there in the bathroom, towelling myself off. One moment everything was normal. The next moment I was a cancer patient. I just wanted my mum.’

Rose pushes the tissue box towards Angela. ‘I’m sorry.’

Rose waits while she blows her nose. Angela tucks the tissue in her sleeve and sniffs, tipping her head to hide further behind her fringe.

‘I’m fine. It’s just—’

‘It brings it all back, I imagine.’ Rose feels back on track. Back in the room. Listening rather than pretending. ‘How old was she when—’

‘Fifty-five. I’ve just had my thirtieth birthday.’

‘And you really miss her?’

‘Of course. Every day.’

Rose leaves a long silence. Dan shifts in his chair and grips Angela’s hand. ‘And your aunts—’

‘Mum had three sisters. The older two both had breast cancer but survived. The youngest had the gene test and was negative.

‘But there is a mutation?’

‘Yes. BRCA2. Mum had it. Her older sisters had it. I’m an only child, so nobody else was tested.’

‘And you didn’t want to have the test?’

‘I kept meaning to. And then I never did. So …’Angela rummages in her bag and hands Rose a disc.

The computer whirrs as the disc drive reels in the images.

The tumour is small. With chemo, radiotherapy and surgery, Angela should be okay. But today is the first step on a long road for her. Rose refuses to say ‘journey’. The word oversimplifies things somehow.

She finds her words – her usual spiel. It is reassuring and hopeful, while explaining the difficult process of treatment, the uncertain outcome. Angela asks lots of questions, her face emerging from under her fringe, eyes connecting with Rose’s, trust building, stone upon stone. Dan is silent but listens and nods.

They are all smiling when she gets up and shepherds them to the door. Angela and Dan both shoot out their hands to shake hers. Dan looks at her properly for the first time. His eyes are wary, fearful, a little angry. Angela grips the paperwork like she is clinging to life.

Rose closes the door behind them and leans her body against it, resting her head in the cradle of her woollen coat.

I can still do this.

She can. But it has taken all the life out of her. She folds the coat around her face, closing her eyes, pressing the soft wool against her cheeks. Hiding.

~

Rose is home before Salima, the house empty and quiet. She unpacks the car and puts the groceries away, grateful for the chance to settle herself. The fridge is almost empty; Salima must have been working late, ordering in. Or eating out.

She is laying out the ingredients for dinner when she hears the key in the lock.

‘Hey, stranger.’

‘It’s you who has been away so long,’ Salima says.

But she smiles, and Rose’s heart melts a little. She meets her in the hallway, and they embrace. She has forgotten how comforting it is, to feel Salima’s warmth against her. Her strength. When they kiss, there is still heat there – but something else, too.

‘I thought I’d cook,’ Rose said.

‘Perfect,’ Salima says. ‘I’ve barely had time to eat, let alone groceries.’

Rose starts chopping onions for a stir-fry.

‘Do you mind if I keep going with this?’ Salima has pulled a file from her satchel.

Rose shakes her head. It will give her more time to compose herself. Delay the conversation they need to have.

Salima sits at the bench with some pages from her brief and a highlighter pen, glancing up every now and then.

Rose fries off the onion, adds the meat, garlic, chilli and ginger. She upends the soy sauce, rice wine and oyster sauce bottles, to ramp up the flavour.

When dinner is ready, Salima sighs and closes her papers, leaving her phone on the bench. They sit together at the table – a gesture to intimacy, but they both avert their eyes. Rose would prefer to turn on the TV and lose herself in something. 

Salima scrapes her chair in, and they both startle at the rasp on the floor. She holds her plate with both hands, as if she is steadying herself.

‘How’s it going in court?’

‘Not well.’ Salima digs into the stir-fry and blows on the beef. The bold aromas leap between them. ‘Smells delicious. Gosh. I’m hungry.’

‘Mark?’

‘He’s been okay, actually. We work well together. It’s the guy. They definitely didn’t treat him well. But he’s urinated in things other than the punch. Literally and metaphorically.’ Salima eats as she talks, shovelling more in before she’s chewed and swallowed the preceding mouthful. Rose loves Salima’s high-speed, chaotic eating. It is so at odds with her graceful movement through the rest of her life.

‘Are you going to settle?’

‘We wanted to. We wanted to avoid court, but he was having none of it. He sees his behaviour as a form of karma. The way we’re going, we could get nothing. He’s his own worst enemy.’ She’s still in court mode, her words have a demanding, forceful edge to them.

‘Sounds frustrating.’

‘Very. And boring. How’s your dad?’

‘Not good. He has a big DVT and ended up back in Bendigo.’

‘That’s a shame. A reprieve for you, though, I imagine.’

‘It’s good to be home. But I might need to go back up there when he gets out of hospital. He’ll be back to square one.’

Rose lifts her hand to touch Salima’s face. She mistimes it – reaching out just as Salima bends her head down to take a mouthful. Her hand comes to rest on Salima’s shoulder. Salima ceases shovelling and gives Rose’s hand a squeeze, holding it as she scrutinises her.

‘How’re you doing with the gene thing?’ Salima is now quiet and tentative.

‘Jack’s been calling me.’

‘He’s been calling me, too. He’s worried about you.’

‘I just needed some time, I guess.’

‘It’s a big thing. Facing all that surgery. Or what might happen if you don’t have it.’

‘It seems crazy not to have it. At least the oophorectomy. Especially if I’m a mother.’

‘When you’re a mother. And I don’t like the idea of you leaving me, either.’

‘Not planning to die anytime soon!’ Rose holds her hands up in surrender.

‘That’s good to hear. So, you’ve decided then?’

‘Not quite, I—’

‘That’s okay. Take as long as you need.’

But Rose can hear the frustration blooming under Salima’s even voice.

She feels a tightness in her own chest, a firm gathering like corset bones, constricting her breath. There’s really no reason to hold off now. There’s only one decision she can make. She’s unlikely to get pregnant straight up, so she can have her emotional response in the meantime.

‘Let’s do it.’ She finds her voice. It comes out high-pitched, a breathy squeak.

‘Really?’

‘I’ll book in with Jack next week. And the genetics counsellor. Get this party started.’

‘That is so great! I’m so glad.’ Salima’s face opens and she smiles with her perfect teeth, her warm dark eyes. They kiss. A long kiss. Rose loves kissing Salima. She loves being that close to her smell – somehow always sandalwood, even though she doesn’t wear perfume – the feel of her lips, soft yet certain, and her perfect skin. The bones in her chest begin to loosen, her heart expands. The tension that has been between her and Salima is dissolving.

Rose loves Salima’s forthrightness – the way she always knows exactly what she wants and when. A resolve that is absolute is something you can trust, something you can wrap yourself up in like a cocoon. But over the years she’s wondered if she has been carried along by this decisiveness. Of course Salima asks her opinion, but she usually wants a decision in that moment. There is no time to deliberate, to consider. Rose usually gives in to what Salima has already decided. Which does not make that decision wrong.

They rarely argue. They are always civil with each other. When they disagree, they dance a dance of distance. They speak without looking each other in the eye. They are quicker to move apart as they fall asleep. It only ever lasts a day or two.

After dinner, Salima tidies up and then disappears into the study. ‘Won’t be long,’ she says.

Rose flicks through the channels on the TV, but nothing sticks. Nothing on Netflix takes her fancy. She scrolls through Facebook on her phone and clicks on an article about the children from the crate. The little boy’s parents remain in the detention centre pending a decision. The other children have recovered and joined them there. She sighs and turns off the TV. She looks around the apartment at the muted colours: grey and white, marble, steel and pale wood. They both sold or threw away their uni furniture when they moved in. Choosing furniture together had seemed like such an adult thing to do. Their choices were sensible – quality at a reasonable cost. The time before is marked only behind glass – a framed photograph of Rose’s uni friends, a poster from a Radiohead concert, some drawings of European cities, a Judy Horacek cartoon. The rest of the walls are populated with the artwork they have bought together: an Aboriginal painting from Alice Springs made up of sweeping brushstrokes in red, orange and purple; a black-and-white photograph of a woman’s back; another of a Cuban street.

In the study, Salima has her head down at her laptop, her shoulders tight, her jaw set. When Rose knocks, she looks up, wiping irritation from her face with a quick smile.

‘I’m gonna go into the clinic. Tidy up some paperwork.’

‘Oh, okay,’ she says. ‘I’m nearly done here.’ Salima is sucked back into her brief.

Pulling out of the car park, Rose considers her direction and turns left instead of right. She crosses the city and heads towards the beach. As she drives along Beaconsfield Parade, she looks at the flat sea and lets out a long breath. The lights from a container ship glide across the horizon towards the port. The port itself is brightly lit, the arms of the giant machines moving against the darkness, filling and unfilling containers, unrushed and careful like a slow-motion dance.

In Acland Street she finds a park right outside Monarch Cakes. She stands and gazes at the cakes in the window – layered sponge with cream and strawberry, the Sacher torte, the strudel. Of course, there is really only one choice: the kooglhoupf. She edges past the familiar glass containers of chocolates at the entrance, each treat wrapped individually in gold and silver. She sits at one of the little round formica tables next to the counter, the curve of the vinyl seat hugging her back. Shop owners from past and present regard her from the photographs on the wall opposite. The smiles in the colour photographs are full and welcoming, stern eyes in the black-and-white ones allude to a time when photography was a more serious business. The wooden shelves are filled with magazines in neat piles, soft drink bottles and cartons of soy milk. Little space is wasted, and the effect is snug. The woman behind the counter peers at her from between the ancient cash register and some hefty green scales. She is wearing a faux fur vest over a fawn skivvy, her eyes are heavy with kohl, and she has corkscrews of curly black hair.

‘What would you like, darling?’

Rose can’t remember when she last had kooglhoupf, or why she thought of it tonight. The buttery cake is soft, and the dark rich chocolate layers cleave to her tiny fork.

She is the only one in the shop on a Monday night, which suits her perfectly. The woman behind the counter bustles, moving cakes from the window to the fridge and others back again, rearranging the boxes of chocolates behind the counter. The noise is comforting and preferable to silence.

So she has agreed to the IVF. It felt good to see Salima happy. Her own happiness at the choice would come in time. Of that she was sure. At least she was sure of it half an hour ago. Now she feels she has no idea about anything except the slice of kooglhoupf in front of her. Which is delicious. She tries to slow down her eating. To savour the rich oozy goodness.

As soon as she has finished her cake, the woman behind the counter swoops in, removes the plate, and wipes the table with a Chux. As she leans over the table, her bangles and rings clatter, and Rose notices hints of a spicy perfume under of sweetness of cakes and chocolate. Her black pants are smeared with thick fingers of icing sugar. She inspects Rose, her ample laugh lines flattening with the focus.

‘Everything okay, darling?’

She has the urge to tell this woman everything. To lay her fears out on the table for this stranger, to tell her how dark her heart is. How afraid of death she is. She feels this woman may be able to hold some of the weight for her. Rose wants to ask her, what is the true accomplishment? How do we measure a life? Is it children, love, worldly deeds? Is it just ‘being’ as the Buddhists might say?

‘I’m fine. Thank you.’

‘It is okay to say you’re not, you know. I don’t mind. Another slice of cake?’

‘No, thanks.’ Rose would love another slice. She could hide in this cake.

The woman returns to the counter, where she continues to bustle and move cakes around. Rose is reminded of the containers – the loading and unloading of ships. Everything moving and everything in its place.

She shouts ‘Thank you’ as she leaves. The woman looks up from the fridge and nods. Rose feels it is a knowing nod, full of meaning, though she doesn’t believe in such things.

‘See you next time.’

The night is surprisingly warm. She leaves the car and walks down to the beach. Groups of backpackers are laughing and drinking. She takes off her shoes and pads down to the wet sand in her bare feet, letting the quiet waves find her and then loose her again. The water is an icy surprise. What the hell is she doing? All this contemplation, this navel-gazing. Just have the baby. Have the surgery. They have decided. But still.

She has always had a sense that she is flawed in some way. Defective. She knows it is a common thought and nothing to do with the gene. It was always Ernie’s voice she heard, reminding her of those worse off – the desperate and displaced people he saw every day – reminding her of how selfish she is. It’s ridiculous to still believe in this. But still.

Now her flaw is real, not imagined. It even has a name. With the IVF, they can choose an embryo without it. But still. She might die early, leave the child motherless. But she doesn’t have cancer now, only a risk of cancer, which can be managed. But still.

She has trawled online, through medical studies, but even with the clever numbers – the percentages, bell curves, odds ratios, medians and means – it is still not possible to predict the future. Meanwhile the future is inside her, waiting like a promise, a harbinger, a red sky in the morning. Until she purges herself of the defective organs.

The few people she has told – with the exception of Salima – have been cloying in response. Sam, the social worker on her team at the hospital, squeezed her arms and looked down into the wells of her eyes, as if from high above, from a fortress, from the safety of her own wellness. Her voice was sticky as treacle. Rose won’t tell anyone else. Not until she has to.

She considers the treatments she will need over the next couple of years. The IVF medications, the egg harvest, the embryo transfer. Then the surgery. Going through surgical menopause. So much intervention. So much time spent being a patient. Her body has performed so perfectly up until this point. She has never had to be brave before.

She thinks of Nellie. Did she feel like her body had betrayed her? How did she rate her life when she realised it was going to be cut short? Did she feel intellectually fulfilled, or did that not matter to her? Was she proud of her sons? Was she weighed down by the busy life of a housewife or energised by it? Was she happy with her lot, or did she yearn for something more? Perhaps she yearned for Ruth. So many questions.

Nellie made the choice to settle down, to have a family. Maybe it was her only choice and not a choice at all. She had to give up the ‘thinking, writing and activism’ of Ruth’s world for a safer, more conventional life. Yet when she was sick, it was Ruth she wanted to see. These days we can do it all. Career, babies. We don’t have to choose. There is so much to fill your life with. Rose realises she is tired. More tired than she has ever been.

It is dark enough on the beach for her to swim in her underwear. She moves away from the backpackers, drops her clothes near the lapping edge and walks into the water. She dives under the ice-cold surface and comes up with a little yelp. She shivers as she floats, searching the starless sky.





In vivo, 1945

When I wake, Ruth is there. I know it before I open my eyes. Her body at the end of the bed, while slight, has a heft to it, a packed-earth solidity. She is reading, shaping her lips around the words, holding them and letting them go.

‘What are you reading?’

‘There you are. I’m just dipping into Virginia Woolf.’ Ruth waves a magazine above her head like she is waving down a taxi. The Criterion. ‘An essay in here – “On being ill”.’

‘That’s appropriate! I had a look at Mrs Dalloway again last night. The writing is lovely. But as I have found before with Virginia Woolf, I couldn’t connect the dots. It seemed to meander all over the place.’

‘It does, and I think that is quite the point with the novels. It’s all about the meandering. About how the mind works.’

‘I guess I am always looking for a proper story.’

‘I love a good story, too. There’s a story there, but it’s almost beside the point. She’s asking you to follow her – through the streets of London, through her mind.’

‘Her soul.’

‘Yes. The essays are clearer, I think. Though there is always some meandering.’

‘Can you read something?’

Ruth clears her throat and begins. Her voice is beautiful, a pearl rolling about in its shell. The words are like tiny fingers at work, assembling one idea after another.

‘Ordinarily to look at the sky for any length of time is impossible. Pedestrians would be impeded and disconcerted by a public sky-gazer. What snatches we get of it are mutilated by chimneys and churches, serve as a background for man, signify wet weather or fine, daub windows gold, and, filling in the branches, complete the pathos of dishevelled autumnal plane trees in London squares. Now, become as the leaf or the daisy, lying recumbent, staring straight up, the sky is discovered to be something so different from this that really it is a little shocking. This then has been going on all the time without our knowing it! – this incessant making up of shapes and casting them down, this buffeting of clouds together, and drawing vast trains of ships and waggons from North to South, this incessant ringing up and down of curtains of light and shade, this interminable experiment with gold shafts and blue shadows, with veiling the sun and unveiling it, with making rock ramparts and wafting them away – this endless activity, with the waste of Heaven knows how many million horse power of energy, has been left to work its will year in year out. The fact seems to call for comment and indeed for censure. Some one should write to The Times about it. Use should be made of it. One should not let this gigantic cinema play perpetually to an empty house.’

‘Oh, that’s wonderful. It’s true, things in nature take on a bigger life when you’re ill. I spent a couple of hours watching the sky the other day.’

‘Perhaps that’s what illness is for. To—’

There is a tentative knock at the door, and John’s head appears. He nods at Ruth. ‘Everything alright in here?’

‘We are discussing Virginia Woolf.’

John raises his eyebrows. ‘I’m not sure who she is. In any case, I’ll leave you to it.’

‘Thanks, John.’

‘I don’t think he likes me much.’

It’s true, John is not keen on Ruth being here, but as he knows it is a comfort to me, he no longer objects.

‘No, I think he just—’

‘It’s fine. I’m used to not being liked.’

‘That sounds lonely.’

It made me sad to think of Ruth as lonely. She spoke of friends before, and mentioned lovers. I’m pretty sure she meant women rather than men. I find that harder to hear, in a way. An old heat flaring in my chest, a reminder of all the roads not taken. But those kinds of relationships are not for the long term. Not like marriage and having a family.

‘It is lonely sometimes. But there’s a whole community of us unlikeable women! We tend to stick together. But, you know… sometimes I envy you.’

‘Envy me?!’

‘Well, your life is full of love. You can feel it in this house. I stepped aside from the possibility of that.’

Her discontent is a revelation to me.

‘My life is mostly very boring. But if I’d slowed down before – like I have had to over the last few months – I might have noticed more of … I don’t know—’

‘What is valuable?’

‘Yes. Definitely. But also that the world just doesn’t care, nature doesn’t care. It’s up to us to decide what’s important.’

Ruth flicks open the magazine again.

‘It is only the recumbent who know what, after all, nature is at no pains to conceal – that she in the end will conquer; heat will leave the world; stiff with frost we shall cease to drag our feet about the fields; ice will lie thick upon factory and engine; the sun will go out.’

‘So beautiful.’

‘Nellie, you will live on in a way I never will. In flesh and blood. I’ve come to think that this is the true accomplishment. It’s so ordinary that people forget how extraordinary it is.’

‘Is it? But your work with women – that will be remembered. Your essays.’

‘You’re too kind. I’m sure it will all be forgotten.’

I feel angry all of a sudden. There Ruth sits in perversely good health, envying me. In my decline. There is so little to envy. Sure, I gave birth to the boys. With John I have created a home, a shape, a mould to hold them safe until it is time to be cracked open. It came naturally to me, there seemed to be no particular skill required to love them. But soon I will be gone, and I will break their hearts. The mould will be torn open before it is set.

With the anger my stomach wakes – my mouth pools with saliva as I lurch. I reach for the bucket and am reminded again of how awful vomiting is. That dreadful bile taste in the mouth, the sense of the stomach flinging forwards, flinging upwards, the sweat on my face and under my arms – hot, and then terribly cold. Minutes pass as I heave and heave, liquid flying like hot hell, then coming to an empty belly but continuing to retch. Ruth wipes at my brow and around my mouth as the lurching fades into hiccups.

These things come and then they go. Now the nausea is gone. The anger is gone. Ruth takes the bucket, heavy and bitter with bile. I listen to her running the water in the laundry, washing it out. I am ashamed of the way I smell, of the yellow-green mess that emits from my body. I am ashamed of my anger. But these things come and then they go.

Ruth is back with some warm soapy water and a sponge, fresh bedsheets and a nightie. She holds my shaking body and drops the nightie over it – sack-like against my pale bones. She hands me a measuring cup of the vomiting medicine, which I drain. I am exhausted and pull the new sheets up to my chin, close my eyes.

I can hear John in the kitchen. He’s learned to make more than scones, using my old recipe books – the handwritten ones and the one from home economics – cooking full dinners for the boys. And getting them to help. There’s often a serious clattering of pots when they get home from school. If I call him while he is cooking, he comes with his brow furrowed at the interruption. I think he’s worried that if you don’t watch a meal as it’s cooking, it will burn or go bad. I feel terrible that he has to do this, but there’s no way I can prepare meals. I’m too weak, and the sight of food makes me sick. I’m eating very little myself. Just a bit of broth.

I doze a bit, and when I wake, we don’t return to our talk of accomplishment. Instead, Ruth keeps me entertained with stories of the university. Her distraction seems to work, or perhaps it is the medicine. In any case, my stomach has settled.

‘So, one of my students graduated with his PhD on Wednesday. They are to have a celebratory dinner at his college. He came to me downcast when he should have been so wonderfully happy. I had to drag it out of him. I was not invited to the dinner. It’s a men’s college so there are usually no women allowed – lest we corrupt their poor souls. He asked specially, but they said no.’

‘What did you do?’

‘Well, I asked him if he wanted me to come. And he said yes. He thought it was terribly unfair that his supervisor wasn’t allowed to go.’

‘I agree.’

‘So do I. But I was impressed with him, too. That he really wanted me there.’

Ruth takes a breath and hands me a cloth to wipe my face again, noticing sweat on my face, a slight dribbling from my mouth.

‘So I told him I would come anyway. As long as it wouldn’t embarrass him. And the lovely man – he was overjoyed.’

‘When’s the dinner?’

‘Next week. I’m a bit nervous. But it will good to push the boundaries a bit. One dinner at a time!’

I cry at that. I’m not sure why. Maybe it’s the thought of next week. Where will I be then, as lives go on? As Ruth pushes boundaries, where will John be? And the boys?

Ruth shuffles up the bed and holds my hand. We are both a little embarrassed by the touch of the other and look away – strange, as she undressed me for a wash not an hour before. But somehow this hand holding is more intimate. We keep hanging onto each other, squeezing tight.

I follow Ruth’s gaze out the window to the tree outside. A deciduous tree. I’m not sure what it’s called, what species it is. But right now, it’s in the full flush of autumn, covered in crimson leaves. As we watch, the clouds cleave and the light comes through, and the blood red leaves seem to shout like hell’s bells at the blue of the sky.

Ruth shakes her head. ‘Would you look at that.’





In vitro, 2016

Rose realises with a jolt that she is flirting. She wonders if this is an occupational hazard for an oncological surgeon. Perhaps for an oncologist too, but if these flirtations are happening, Rose has not noticed. She is not attracted to him in the slightest (nor is he to her, she imagines). At over six foot, he is a commanding presence, but his attempts to drape a handful of residual hairs across an otherwise naked scalp would normally have been a turn-off, as would his repeated attempts to tuck in his shirt over his slight paunch. She would have noted the smallness of his eyes, his bullish face, the roll of flesh bulging over his collar. But there is something intimate about the situation. The parts of her body they are discussing, his power over her risk. Something that makes her shift herself forward in the chair, smile ingratiatingly when he says he first learned to sail on Cairn Curran, and forget half of her questions despite the fact that they are clearly marked on the notepad in her lap.

Of course he has recommended surgery.

‘An oophorectomy and hysterectomy.’ He says the ooph with a long oo sound, a little like he is imitating an owl. He holds his fingers to his lips, as if he is praying.

‘As you know, this will reduce your risk of both breast and ovarian cancer.’

‘Yes.’

‘Have you seen a genetics counsellor?’

‘No.’

‘You should see one.’

‘Yes.’

‘Have you seen a breast surgeon?’

‘No.’

‘You should see one.’

The GP has mentioned in her letter that Rose is considering IVF. The surgeon hasn’t brought it up yet, but neither has she.

She starts tentatively. ‘The gene was found as part of a workup for IVF. Do you think—’

‘I’m not one to judge.’ He fires this back at her like a bullet. Rose is not sure what it is he is not judging.

‘Okay, but do you think—’

‘You are thirty-eight years old. I don’t have to tell you the odds of getting pregnant with IVF. But you are approaching the age of the highest risk of breast cancer associated with BRCA1.’ He points his left hand down to indicate her chance of getting pregnant and his right hand up for her breast cancer risk. It looks like the start of some sort of dance and she presses her lips together in a microscopic smile.

Whether he sees this or not, she is not sure, but it is clear that the consultation is over. He stands and stretches his fingers out on the desk, skin white with the pressure, two anaemic starfish sucking at the granite desktop.

‘Well, I’ll leave it with you.’

He touches the small of her back on their way out of the room, a firm pressure to make sure she leaves, but Rose feels her blood rush to meet it – his handprint a branding iron. She can’t believe she allows herself the indulgence of looking back down the corridor as she walks back to the waiting room. He has already closed his door behind him in his office.

~

The fertility clinic is a glass-panelled building on Victoria Parade. From the lift, along a marble-floored corridor, Rose and Salima pass brightly lit laboratories. A blonde in a lab coat, her long hair tied back, a pipette in her fist, is hunched over a panel of samples. She lifts the pipette up and across, and up and back in a rhythmical motion, like a machine. On the wall opposite, newborns smile, cry and grimace at them from matching frames. Rose slows down. They are quite mesmerising. Each face looks so similar from a distance, yet up close they are so different – the skin colour and texture, the hair, the angle of the nose.

There is an invisible line down the middle of the waiting room. On one side is a box of toys, on the other a table piled high with recent copies of Who and Gourmet Traveller. A place for people with children, and another for those without. They sit obediently amongst the magazines. Salima reaches for a Who.

On the other side of the room, a blond toddler bashes a yellow piece of plastic into a red plastic ball. Rose can feel the hunger emitting from the two other waiting couples on her side, their eyes on the little rolls of fat on the toddler, his long blond lashes and his small grasping hands, the perfection of his skin, the strength in his grasp, the power when he brings the hammer down – whack, plastic on plastic. He is the embodiment – the tiny, perfect embodiment – of what these couples want. Yet he is oblivious, totally absorbed in his play. His life is unfolding before him without any sense of what came before. Bashing bricks is all that exists in the world. Rose envies him. She reaches for Salima’s hand, straining to feel whether Salima has this hunger. She can’t feel it in herself.

Salima squeezes Rose’s hand. A purposeful squeeze. It says, Now that we have decided, it will be okay.

Jack comes out wearing a tailored suit. He has always dressed beautifully, but now he has a boyfriend who makes bespoke suits for men. Gus is in his twenties with a beard and a single-gear bicycle. Total hipster and far too young for Jack. Somewhere in the measuring up or fitting, he and Jack hit it off. When they met, Rose thought him charming but overly formal. His conversation felt like a performance.

Jack and Rose kiss on the cheek. He shakes Salima’s hand and gestures for them to sit in a little lounge area beside his desk. He perches himself on the couch opposite and leans forward, clasping his hands.

‘So I’m glad you took some time to think about the gene results. Do you need me to go over it again with you? The stats or the options?’

‘No. Thanks, Jack. I have an appointment with a genetics counsellor. And I’ve been through it with a surgeon.’

Salima shoots a look at Rose. She has not told her about the surgeon.

‘So have you worked out where it came from?’

‘Ernie. His mother. I found her death certificate. She had ovarian cancer and died in her thirties.’

‘Poor woman. So Oscar the Grouch has been withholding this information.’

Jack remembers Ernie from university. His parents lived out in Frankston, so he often stayed with them in Middle Park.

‘I guess you could say that. The information was in boxes in his shed. But he hadn’t even opened them.’

‘How is he?’

‘Back in hospital.’

‘I imagined he’d be in for a rocky course, but hoped I was wrong.’

‘It’s been lovely being out at Baringhup, though. This time of year is so still.’

‘And dry, I imagine.’

‘Unbelievably. Everything is covered in dust. The farmers are struggling, I think. The only feed seems to be what they bring in.’

Rose realises that their chat excludes Salima. It doesn’t have to, she thinks, but Salima is so focused on the IVF plans she can’t think of anything else.

She feels Salima edge herself forward, her stockinged knees pointing arrow-like beneath the glass coffee table at Jack.

Jack edges slightly backwards, dropping his hands in his lap.

‘So we are proceeding with the IVF?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, we need to start you on the drugs, that’s the first thing. Your cycle is usually regular, from memory.’

‘To the day.’

‘Where are you in your cycle?’

‘My period just started today.’

Jack moves over to the desk and jabs at his computer keyboard. Rose remembers this; it used to drive her mad, the heavy-handed way he dealt with electronic equipment. As if pressing harder made a difference, made things move quicker. He raises his hand over the printer, grabbing at the script as it scutters out.

‘I have a spot for harvest available on the fifteenth. If you started the drugs today, that would be perfect.’

‘Today?’ Rose stands to take the prescription. It falls between them onto the floor. She stares at it, waiting, as if it might start to move, or to burn.

‘What is it, Rose?’ Salima has her arm around her, dark eyes overcast, searching.

‘It’s a bit— It’s a bit— Maybe I need more time. I’m sorry, Jack.’

‘I understand. It’s a lot to take in. Take the script anyway. Call me when you’re ready, and I’ll book you in.’

‘Okay.’ Rose takes the script. ‘Please charge me for your time today, Jack.’

‘On no account.’ Jack comes around from behind the desk and wraps them both in a hug. Rose feels Salima stiffen.

In the underground car park, Salima’s concern has mutated into anger. They drove here separately, but they stop beside Salima’s car. ‘I thought we had decided this.’

‘So did I. I’m sorry.’

‘You’re sorry. But are you actually going to tell me what you are thinking? I’m playing guessing games here.’

Rose opens her mouth to speak, and then closes it again. She can’t think of what to say.

‘I just can’t see how more time will help. More time just means we are delaying getting started. And it might take a while. People can have multiple cycles before getting pregnant, as you know. And then it’s my turn. My clock is ticking, too. The way I see it there’s not a lot of time.’

‘Maybe you should go first. I know you wanted to ease your parents into—’

‘We can talk about that again if you like. At your age it might mean you miss out though. By the time we get to you.’

‘I’m sorry. I need to think.’

Rose walks away from Salima and up the ramp into the sunshine. She hears Salima sigh and the slam of the driver’s door.

~

Walking down Smith Street, Rose feels a wave of relief, followed by a clasping guilt. Here she is, wandering the streets like a moody teenager while Salima waits. Salima the adult. Rose the eternal child. How far into being an adult should she start to feel like one?

Salima is ready to parent. She is ready to begin the serious business of starting a family. As was Rose, three months ago. Now she has no idea what she wants, what she needs or what she deserves.

When she was coming out in her twenties, she didn’t know any gay people with kids. She came out reluctantly, at the insistence of Bonnie, her first girlfriend. Ernie had no objection to her sexuality. He just didn’t think you should flaunt it. A measure of her privilege, he called it.

Back then, IVF was fairly new. At university they debated the ethics. To Rose, it felt like an indicator of the deepest entitlement. Ludicrous that infertile Western couples could pay to have an embryo made and implanted, when in the rest of the world there were too many children. Of course, back then it was only an option for the super-wealthy. Rose could never have imagined that it would get Medicare funding. Although the out-of-pocket costs are still steep enough. It is still for the privileged – like her.

Ernie’s stories of the hardship of his clients have, over the years, scraped back her sense of entitlement such that it feels like an area of raw skin. She has struggled with money – with spending it on anything more than what is absolutely essential – though what is essential has changed over the years. New car a case in point. Rationally she can see this feeling that she is undeserving as a product of her relationship with Ernie. It makes no sense that she should skimp on her own life out of guilt towards those with less. But still.

Lunchtime, and the sun is out. The street is full of people. A group of young men, all with full beards and Liberty print shirts buttoned up to the neck, sit in a row on milk crates outside a cafe. A couple on high stools sit in identical positions, one leg down, one foot tucked under. From behind, they are a mirror of one another, even the same hiking shoes, jeans and blue top. The symmetry is so startling, Rose stops walking for a moment and stares. In the doorway of a gallery, a woman with a frizz of brown curls leans against the door-jamb, a cigarette dangling from her long fingers. The smoke wafts towards Rose. She moves on. A gaunt, pock-faced man lurches past, wide-eyed, high on something.

A tram comes from the north, heading into the city. Rose crosses the road and steps up into it. She finds a seat by the window and leans her face into the glass, feeling its warmth. The lulling heaves of the tram soothe her – she feels her mind empty. A moment of peace, unbroken, except by murmurs of conversation on the tram. Emissions from worlds that have nothing to do with her.

She gets off at Swanston Street, where she stops to stare at the Town Hall. She marvels at its drama – the massive Corinthian columns, the grand staircase. Throngs of people weave past her. Lunchtime in the CBD. Like a slalom pole, she bends left and right, back and forth, giving in to the movement around her. The only one without somewhere to go.

Her phone has been on silent. There are a number of missed calls, one from Annie, one from a regional number, one from an unknown number. None from Salima. She listens to the messages, tuning out a little to the message from Annie. Something about a conference. She will need to call her back. There is a message from Ernie at Bendigo Hospital, but she can hardly hear what he is saying, there is so much going on in the background. The last message is from Esther from the Ruth O’Keefe Centre. Her voice is shiny clean, each word clearly articulated.

Oh I’m so glad this is the right number. Rose, its Esther from the Ruth O’Keefe Centre. It seems the email address I noted down for you was wrong. It keeps bouncing back. And I wanted to get in touch with you as I have something to show you. Anyway. You can call me back at the centre. I’ll be here all day.

~

She finds Esther perched on the stool at the little desk. She’s hunched over, and so deep in concentration that even in that small room, Rose has to knock to get her attention. When she turns her head, it is with irritation at the interruption. Her expression softens to a smile when she sees who it is.

‘Rose. How lovely.’

‘I was at a loose end, so I thought I’d just come.’

‘That’s wonderful. I’ve something to show you. Can you grab a chair from the waiting room?’

The same receptionist is at her desk. Today she wears a loose black silk shirt and a bulky necklace in white resin which sloshes and clunks from side to side as she moves about at the desk. She nods at Rose, without any obvious recognition. There are a few people in the waiting room. A woman looks up from her magazine as Rose lifts the chair next to her. She smiles at Rose – a wide, flat smile, empty of emotion. Rose smiles back. As she carries the chair into the museum, she considers how using the muscle shape of a smile has been shown to make you feel happy, independent of whether you are actually feeling happy to begin with. She doesn’t really believe it. Just now her smile was a reflex. It hasn’t made her happy. The open floaty feeling from the tram has left her, and she feels stone-hearted. She should call Salima, or at least text to check she’s okay. But she’s more interested in what Esther may have found.

‘Come in, come in!’

Esther slaps the desk next to her. She has cleared the laptop and replaced it with a neat pile of photos.

‘It occurred to me that your grandmother might be in some of these photos. I have looked through them before but wasn’t looking specifically for her. But there she is. In heaps of them.’

Rose takes a photo from the pile. It’s a picture of two girls sitting on a low brick fence. Behind them is a rose bush in full flower. The flowers are pale – there’s no way to tell what colour in black and white. The girls wear striped school uniforms complete with gloves and hats. Identical plaits frame their faces.

‘Yes! That’s Nellie.’ Rose recognises the frizzy hair that bushes out at the end of the plaits, the large forehead and nose, the small mouth. Nellie is smiling with her whole face, open mouthed, as if she has just been laughing.

‘And Ruth,’ Esther says. Rose has only seen a more recent photo of Ruth on Wikipedia and doesn’t immediately know the face. As she examines her more closely, she recognises the upright posture and the defiance in her stare, framed by a wide, confident smile. The look seems to say, Okay, prove it.

Rose holds each photograph carefully. Some are faded and the edges bent and marked. The ones of Nellie are either with Ruth alone, or both of them with a group of men.

‘That’s one of the first photographs of the Melbourne Communist Party – at the first party headquarters in Swanston Street. That’s Dr Thompson, Ruth’s father, and that’s her mother, Moira.’

The photograph she is pointing to shows a group of about twenty people, mostly young men. The only women in the photo are Moira, Ruth and Nellie. The group stands on a raised platform with a Soviet flag behind them. About half of the men wear suits, the rest are in overalls or slacks and shirts. Most hold soft hats in their hands. The man that Esther pointed out as Dr Thompson is clearly the oldest – probably about fifty. He has a broad smile under a thick moustache. He wears a tailored suit and holds a bowler hat in front of him.

‘So Nellie was involved then. In the Communist Party.’

‘Looks like it. For a while, anyway. There are group photos like these each year. Nellie is there between 1925 and 1928 – which is interesting, because late in 1928 the IWW organised a direct action at the Sunshine Harvester Works. Two women and two men were arrested.’ Esther hands her some yellowed newspaper. ‘I’ve always wondered who the second woman was.’

‘Wow. Wow,’ says Rose. 

The photo shows police walking two handcuffed women and men down a street. The first woman is clearly Ruth. The second is Nellie, her frightened eyes boring a hole through the camera. The men walk behind, their faces obscured.

‘Who were the IWW?’

‘The Industrial Workers of the World. Otherwise known as the Wobblies. Fearsome in their day. They had just about folded in Melbourne by this time. Nellie talks about that day in Sunshine in her letter. That’s clearly the direct action. When you first showed me a photo of her, I had an inkling I had seen her face before.’

‘Direct action?’

‘As opposed to political action. Basically, they broke into the harvester factory. I’m not sure what it was that they were planning to do. There’s no detail here. It just talks of the IWW as—’

Rose’s phone rings. The Bendigo number again.

‘Sorry, I should get this.’

This time it is a clear female voice that greets her. ‘Rose King?’

‘Yes.’

‘Daughter of Ernie King?’

‘Is everything okay?’

‘Fine. It’s just – Ernie is going home tomorrow.’

‘On a Friday?!’ There would be no support visits over the weekend. Ernie would be home alone.

‘I’m sorry. The discharge planning here can be a shemozzle. The doctor just came in this morning and said he could go. I’m Anne, the occupational therapist. We have organised post-acute care for your dad, so he’ll be okay. But of course that won’t start till Monday.’

‘And he’ll be back to square one, yes.’

‘Hopefully square two!’ Anne has an irritating smiley, think positive voice.

‘I can come up and take him home. And stay for the weekend at least. Probably longer.’

‘That would be amazing.’

Rose hangs up the phone and stares at it. This time there are no mixed feelings. She’s happy to be going to Baringhup. The timing is perfect. Still a little stab of guilt, but smaller this time. Rose wonders what is wrong with her. She should care more about Salima and their relationship. Their next steps together. She should go to her right now, to her office. She should close the door, and take Salima by both hands and lift her away from whatever work she is doing. She should look her in the eyes. And say what?

‘Sorry. Where were we?’ she says.

‘Is everything okay?’

‘It’s just Dad. He’s been in hospital with an infection after an orthopaedic procedure. Home tomorrow.’

‘And you’re going there this weekend?’

‘Yes. At least for the weekend.’

‘Do you think I could … perhaps … No, it’s too much to ask. You’ll be flat-out busy with him.’

‘What is it?’

‘I’d love to drive up for a visit. I could talk to Ernie about his times with Ruth. And ask him about these crate cases. The work he did around the Pacific Solution could be really helpful.’

‘From my point of view, I’d love to have you there. Ernie can be a bit prickly. But if you’re okay with that …’

‘I’m fine with prickly.’

‘I thought you might be.’

~

It’s getting dark as Rose pulls into their underground car park. She sees the light on in the living room, Salima’s figure silhouetted against it.

Upstairs, Rose clasps Salima’s hand and steers her away from the window. They perch on the edge of the couch, knees touching. The cleaner has been – the glass coffee table shines, magazines are piled up neatly and remote controls arranged in a line from biggest to smallest. Rose squeezes Salima’s hand. Salima squeezes back.

‘What’s happening to us?’ A tear topples over Salima’s mascara-thick bottom lid. It rolls down her cheek, leaving a trail of charcoal.

‘I don’t know.’

‘What’re you going to do?’ There is a timidness about her, as if she is waiting for a punishment.

‘I’m really sorry. I just don’t know.’

‘And do you know when you might know?’

‘No.’

The hurt in Salima’s eyes shakes Rose like a physical pain. Tears come for her, too.

‘That’s no good for me,’ Salima says.

‘I know.’ They sit holding hands. Below them, car noise drones on. Rose’s thoughts are crowded, but she can’t seem to tease out a single word to say. The overhead light is too bright, Salima’s hand in hers seems to sear with the heat of expectation. All she can think of is to get away.

Thanks to Ernie, she can.





Falling, 1945

The doctor says I ‘had a fall’. I like to think I just fell over. Surely ‘having falls’ is reserved for the old and decrepit. Or maybe just the decrepit. I suppose you could describe me like that these days. But I wonder where that line is. When exactly do you tip quietly, unseen, unheard, into decrepitude – the place where things happen to you – without your volition? See where my thoughts go? Meandering. They are a crazed layering of ideas, a loose, careless weave of them – and none of them of use to anyone. Best stick to the facts. Today I fell and broke my wrist.

Ernie blames himself, poor lad. It wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault.

The boys know they are not to disturb me. We tell them I am ill and need my rest. This is true – I do sleep most of the time, which is another sign of my decrepitude – but we are also trying to protect them from these difficult things. They saw me last week – my dreadful body – the day John made the scones. I saw the shock crack and resound in their eyes like a thunderstorm. It cannot be good for them. So I was surprised when I heard a tentative knock this afternoon, with John not yet home from work. I was more surprised when I realised it was coming from the window instead of the door.

It was followed by a whispered, ‘Mummy?’

‘Is that you, Ernie?’

I could see the top of his head, his hair unruly and far too long. I must remind John that the boys need a cut.

‘Yes, Mum. I’m not coming in. I know—’

‘You don’t need to whisper, lovey. What is it?’

‘Mummy, watch this.’

The top of his head disappeared for a moment, and then returned flanked by two little hands, each grasping a ceramic pot. I saw that the pudginess of the infant was gone from those fingers, never to return. The change had happened without me to observe it. I felt a constriction in my throat, ululating down to my heart. There is so much I will miss. He lifted the pots above his head and rested them on the little sloping edge at the bottom of the window. Each was potted with pansies – one a dusky orange, the other a lemony yellow. His head disappeared, and he retrieved a third pot, the flowers shouting red like a stop sign.

‘I asked Daddy to buy me the seeds. I’ve been looking after them in my bedroom on the window ledge. Daddy and Peter helped me. I wanted to plant them in the garden for you in the spring It’s not spring yet – but the flowers have come out already – do you like them?’

‘Oh, Ernie. That is so lovely. Thank you.’ I am crying. I can’t keep the tremor from my voice.

‘Mummy, what’s wrong? Are you alright? I—’

He jumped. I think he was trying to see in, to see if I was alright. Unfortunately, on his way down he bumped one of the ceramic pots, which tumbled from the bricks. I heard it smash on the ground and Ernie’s quiet ‘Oh—’ and silly, silly, stupid me reached towards the window. I don’t know what I thought I was doing. I couldn’t catch the pot – it had already fallen – I couldn’t unbreak it. I off-balanced and fell from the edge of the bed, the brunt on the palm of my hand. My bones must be full of holes because that was all it took. I screamed in pain.

They all came running then. John just home from work, and the two boys. They crouched in a ring around me, like they were waiting at the starting blocks, eyes frightened and gaping. I bit down on my screaming and drew blood from my lip. The swelling in my wrist had already started – my right one a strange bloated copy of my left.

‘Boys, out.’ John’s face was rolled tight, wrung with worry.

He stepped over me and poured some of the liquid morphine into the measuring cup. He held it up to the light and squinted. I remember thinking, He needs glasses now. I must remind him to see an optician. Strange thoughts we have at such moments.

‘At least we have this stuff. You’ll be more comfortable in a minute.’ His voice jackhammered with fear.

I nodded, sucking my own sugary blood.

He helped me straighten my nightgown over my knees and lifted me onto the bed. I let out a little backwards scream.

He telephoned Dr Mulvaney and sat with me, waiting for the doctor to return the call, holding my other hand, as the morphine went about its work. Soon I was floating about the room, as if it were ocean rather than air, unmoored from the pain, unmoored from myself. From under the aquatic swell, I could hear a quiet movement of pots and pans in the kitchen, a whispering, the boys setting about making the tea.

I couldn’t place the noise at first. The ringing phone was a siren, a foghorn, a rogue wave dashing against my hull.

For his side of the phone conversation, John repeated the word ‘right’ over and over with different emphasis – first upbeat and promising, then flat and resigned, then matter-of-fact – a servant taking orders. Afterwards, he stood in the doorway holding a wooden spoon in one hand and a bandage in the other and relayed the orders – normally an X-ray, but given how things are, end of the day, plaster of Paris, splinting in the meantime, morphine, may hasten things.

‘So …?’

‘I need to move your arm so I can get this on.’

‘I wondered what that was for. To batter me more? To finish the job.’ I speak like this with the morphine. I say what is in my head without care for those who are listening.

‘Oh, Nellie.’

‘I’m sorry.’

When he moved my wrist, I groaned – a sound from the depths loud enough to stop the whispering and movement of things in the kitchen.

~

I managed some broth for dinner – thankfully tonight the vomiting has stayed away with the medicine. I am more comfortable now with the plaster. The morphine effect has settled to a restful glow. I am drifting into sleep when I hear someone crying. Not crying – sobbing, heaving, the breaking of a dam of pain. It’s Ernie. I hear John’s voice, soothing. More crying. There is a slap of small shoes outside, a smashing on the concrete. More crying. Finally, there is a knock at the door.

‘I’m sorry, Nellie. Were you asleep?’

‘I can hear. Is that Ernie?’

‘He thinks it’s his fault. Poor boy.’

‘Oh.’

‘He’s been inconsolable. He smashed the pots. I know we wanted to keep them out of this but I can’t seem to—’

‘You’d better send him in.’ I’m still a mother.

Ernie is dressed for bed in red-and-white stripy pyjamas and slippers. His face is rubbed raw and swollen. His lips purse with the effort to hold back the tears.

‘Come here, you.’

He kicks off his slippers and climbs into the bed, careful not to knock my cast. I can feel the warmth of his body beaming against my arm, my hip, my thigh like a balm. He buries his hot face in my upper arm.

‘I’m sorry.’ His voice is small, a squeak, and is followed by sobbing and a warm wetness against my skin.

‘It’s not your fault, Ernie.’

‘But if I hadn’t … If I didn’t—’

‘It’s me who was silly. Thinking I could catch a pot that had already fallen.’

‘I’m just sorry. I just wish—’

‘There’s no use in wishing. Things just happen. It’s nobody’s fault.’

His body shakes with a few more sobs and then stills. His hand finds my good one and clasps it, fingers interlaced with my own, the tap of small fingertips against my palm.

The tree outside shuffles a little in the wind. A train toots and rumbles. The floor in the lounge room creaks – John has gone in to sit with his paper by the gas fire. Ernie closes his eyes as his body gives in, falling heavy against me.

‘Everything alright in here?’ John’s head appears at the door.

‘He’s exhausted. He can stay here awhile. You might need to carry him to bed.’

‘I’ll come back.’

Dr Mulvaney’s words, ‘may hasten things’, tug at me. Now I have falls and my bones are breaking and there is no need for X-rays. The doctors know the end of the story. And so, I’m afraid, do we. But as for what happens in the next days, weeks – the hastening. Nobody speaks of it. I am frightened but must try to be brave. I am still a mother.

I wonder now if we have been remiss in keeping it all from the children. My shrinking and bloating body is an upsetting place to be. It must be an upsetting place to visit. Even so, it might have been better to keep talking, keep hugging. I touch Ernie’s soft, mutinous hair, combing it with my fingers, tidying him up. He stirs and sighs. I am still a mother.

My body cleaves to Ernie’s. His lips mumble and bubble against me, his eyelids tracing the drama of his dreams. We sink into the bed, two sailors in a boat, floating to who-knows-where. I don’t know what is right or what is true but this holding tonight, this embrace, feels like medicine. 





Broken things, 2016

Rose drives to Baringhup in a daze, the sharp autumn light dulling her senses and making her sleepy, her eyelids falling as if weighted down. She slept little last night next to Salima’s hostile body, each of them clinging to opposite sides of the bed like they had been thrown from a bomb blast. She slugs her takeaway coffee and turns on the radio. The newsreader introduces an item about the families in the crate. Rose turns up the volume as the minister for immigration, his voice high-pitched with defensiveness, explains his decision to move the families into offshore detention.

‘… the parents knew the risk they were taking when they got in that crate. We don’t want parents like that in this country. People like that. The High Court has agreed that for the purposes of border security, there is no difference between a boat that arrives by sea and a crate that arrives by plane.’

‘Ugh.’

The immigration minister is followed by an asylum seeker advocate. ‘This is an outrage. But not unexpected. The cruel practices of this government will be remembered for generations to come.’

‘Yes,’ Rose says. When will this stop? She turns down the volume on the radio.

She understands why Ernie became disillusioned: the hopelessness of it all; the way the government always finds a way to demonise the most vulnerable people; how it never changes, except to get worse.

What would it take to drive her to drink? To write herself off every night of the week? She’s never let herself, although sometimes the urge is great. These past weeks she has been close. She always feels she is holding herself back. That gene probably came from Ernie, too. His nature. Or perhaps his nurture. What would happen if she stopped holding back? If she let herself give in to hopelessness?

But she won’t. She can’t. She has a strength there too. It comes to her like the warm hand of her mother on her heart. It’s a strength that comes from deep in her body, a ripping, tearing strength that could endure anything. That strength is her saviour. It stops her lurching into a hole she won’t be able to find her way out from. Sometimes she feels that strength like an unreleased scream. A bloodcurdler. A pulsating thing that echoes through a gorge, that could shatter room upon room of bulletproof glass. She has never set it free, although she knows that sometimes only screaming is needed to scatter the clouds.

This leaving, this getting back in the car and speeding up the highway, this knowing she will not be back in a hurry, feels as necessary to her as it is to Ernie. It is mixed with guilt, but while it is a cruel gesture towards Salima, it is a true one.

She longs for quiet. But already her thoughts are racing. They are ruining the silence in the car and her connection to the soft whirr of the engine, the golden shush of the sun. When she was last in Baringhup, it came easily. Like the woman in To the Lighthouse, all the expansive, glittering, vocal doing just evaporated. She shrank, with a sense of solemnity, to being herself: a wedge-shaped core of darkness, something invisible to others. But now, in the roar of her thoughts, Rose makes a mental list of the things that are wrong in her life, and another of her plans for Baringhup. She flicks between them, like batting a table tennis ball back and forth, adding more items, taking others away.


List 1


	I will be staying on an isolated property with my angry, alcoholic father.

	It is winter, and we have no firewood.

	I abandoned my partner in the IVF office.

	Donald Trump has been chosen as the Republican candidate in the US presidential election.




List 2


	Organise firewood.

	Cook all the recipes in Nellie’s cookbook.

	Propagate seeds ready for spring. Line them up in the kitchen. The east-facing kitchen window gets the morning light and has a wide sill. Imagine the colour when the morning sun hits them!

	Do something about the families from the crate. What? There is nothing to do.



Thinking, thinking, doing. How many times has she checked her phone since she has been in the car? She has even checked her email, Facebook and Instagram, taking her eyes off the road to do it, risking her life in the service of her busy thoughts. There are pieces of her scattered all over the place.

In her dreams the past week, she has been trying to fix broken things.

Bomber has fallen from a cliff into water. He has hit the water at great speed and is sinking. Rose dives in, gathering his furry bulk in her arms, heaving him to the bank. He is not moving, so she blows air into his mouth and nose, and pounds on his chest. She knows it is a dream, and yet she feels it is necessary to bring him back to life. If she doesn’t manage before the dream is over, she will surely wake up to find him dead.

In an airport, she must get from point A to an undefined point B. Time is of the essence. There is no sign of a runway, or any aircraft, but she knows she needs to get to a plane before it flies without her. People crowd her, hoisting her forward, all elbows and hips. They knock her with their bags, planting their bodies in front of hers, determined to be first in the queue, first priority amongst the mess. She is foisting her way between them, through countless glass chambers. She realises she has left her luggage behind at point A. She presses her face against the glass and can see it in the distance, spinning around a luggage carousel behind the layers of glass, duplicating itself over and over, as if between two mirrors in a barber’s shop.

Last night, in her brief sleep, she was at the blackboard in a classroom, chalking out unintelligible squiggles. She pressed her chalk to the board and tried to form proper letters, proper words – and broke it with the pressure. It shattered, splinters falling. The children laughed and called out, baiting her. They were like a demonic chorus, voices churning and broiling around her, the heat of their communal breath pressing her.

The nights feel charged these days, her dreams hyperreal and laden with significance. The images from her dreams follow her wakened self. White faces in liquid, landscapes emerging from a photographic tray. They’re always different dreams, but when she wakes up, she always feels like she is throwing salt over her shoulder. Or wanting to chant the rosary seven times. But she doesn’t believe in prayer.

She slows into the service station at Calder Park. As the car comes to a stop, she hears a familiar voice on the radio.

‘The High Court has jurisdiction over this matter. It has found in favour of refugees before and the arguments here are strong. We will appeal.’

Go Esther!

Hearing Esther’s voice seems to be a good sign. Not that she believes in such things – not that the universe cares – but it cheers her up and gives her a scaffold for her thoughts to grasp onto. She hopes Esther will visit Ernie. She hopes Ernie will behave himself.

~

The hospital is all noise – the bang and whoosh of coffee machines in the lobby, sharp-pointed laughter in the lift, the rumble of tea trolleys and beds on the ward. Ernie has been afforded a single room, his bad behaviour rewarded – contained. When she arrives, he is arguing with the nurse.

‘Rose, tell this woman I’m fine without these stupid stockings.’

The nurse is holding up compression stockings. She tips forwards and backwards on her brightly coloured runners, as if anxious to do this job and get away.

‘Dad, “this woman” is a nurse, and if she says you need stockings, you need stockings.’

‘Now you’re ganging up on me.’

Rose recognises this tone, the childlike pleading of it. He usually gives in at this point.

‘Mr King, it’s really important—’

‘They look ridiculous.’ He bashes his fists on the arms of the chair and then sighs, defeated, and lifts his toe into the stocking the nurse is holding open for him.

‘Thank you.’ The nurse tugs and wrests at the elasticated stockings.

Ernie examines her efforts, pointing each toe and lifting each leg like a dancer.

‘Not bad. Nureyev would have been proud.’

They have takeaway hospital sandwiches for dinner and drive home in the dark, picking up some firewood at the service station on the way. Rose will need to spend tomorrow sourcing more wood. On the road out of Maldon, she slows down for a large mob of kangaroos. They stare into the dazzling headlights, fear in their eyes, before bounding into the scrub.

The slow-combustion stove smokes and doesn’t draw well. It is full of soot and wood tar and needs a good clean-out. A job for tomorrow. For now, she sets Ernie up on the couch and turns on the television. Donald Trump again. They both moan as if in pain. She sets the fire with kindling and lights it, waving her cold hands over the radiant heat as it catches. She rips open the bag of wood from the service station and feeds the fire’s congested heart.





Spring, 1945

It seems rude to be dying in the springtime. Perverse even. Each day, John has carried my shrinking body into the garden, so I have been able to watch this year’s season stutter into bloom. Each day I am lighter in his arms – it takes less and less effort for him to lift and carry me. My belly is still bloated like an airship, the rest of me is skin and bone.

He places my body carefully in a chair under the plum tree. On its branches I have watched the buds swell and burst open in a dramatic unfurling of delicate white. I have watched the bees come and do their work, their busy wings a soft drone above my head. 

And then there are all the birds.

There is a magpie nest in the big gumtree at the end of the garden. A couple of adult magpies have been coming and going from the dense foliage at the top of the tree. The nest itself is cleverly hidden amongst the leaves, but I can hear the plaintive cries of the babies demanding to be fed, their voices raspy and new. Soon they will need to come down into the world and learn to fly.

A wattlebird has been circling the yard, dipping and collecting. It too must have a nest nearby. The sparrows and finches are so numerous they are like rapid little Christmas decorations in the tree above the chook shed. They feast on the chook food below and fill the garden with their chatter. We are feeding all the birds in the street, it would seem. At the slightest noise or movement, they scatter, only to return moments later with so much more to say.

There is pain in my bones, in my ribs and my pelvis. The pain screams when John takes me into his arms, but I try not to grimace. I don’t want him to stop carrying me, to stop taking me outside. I take a bit of extra morphine syrup to ready myself, but it’s only enough to stop the pain when I am still, not when my body is moved.

Today I have been sitting still under the tree for an hour or two. The morphine is working well. There is minimal pain. The day is warm. I have shrugged off the blanket John placed over me.

My mind is fuzzy, my thoughts arc strangely over me. I can’t quite catch them. I dared not decline my regular morphine dose at lunch, in case the pain started to roar again, but the syrupy drink has thickened the fuzz in my head. By the time the doctor came this afternoon, I was floating above myself, high in the tree. The voices below sounded sodden, as if underwater.

‘I don’t think it will be long now,’ I heard the doctor say. I watched him leave. I watched John bring a chair out from the kitchen. He sits next to me now and holds my hand.

I would like to dive down from the top of the tree and comfort John. I would like to re-enter my body and put my own hand over his. Instead I just keep floating upwards. Soon I am above the house. Below me, John and I and the tree are a distant tableau. I notice that there are a few tiles loose and out of place on the roof. I think that I need to remind John to fix them. Then I realise I probably won’t have the opportunity. The thought makes me sad. I feel sadder still as I hear the voices of the boys in the house. They are just home from school. John calls out to them, presumably to ward them off. They don’t need to see me like this. They don’t need to watch my drifting away.

The ludicrous chatter of the sparrows and finches continues. It becomes louder and more urgent. They scatter in their thousands as I reach my arms out to grasp the sky.





Spring, 2016

Rose was ready hours ago. Days ago. She has carried the kitchen table outside under the dappled shade of the yellow gum, and used a sheet as a tablecloth. Thankfully the early spring day is warm enough. She has set the table for four and cut some wattle. It is wattle season. The whole district blazes with gold, belying the ravaged earth beneath, which is now all but empty of that precious metal. There were no vases in the kitchen cupboards, but Rose has arranged a handful of jars in a row on the table, a sprig of wattle in each. She found a string of brightly coloured flags at the op shop in town – bunting – and has hung it from the lower branches of the tree. Ernie declared it ridiculous. It probably is, but she doesn’t care. The vivid colours wave in the breeze, they rollick in the sun. They clash indelicately with the wholesome blue of the sky.

The car slides a little as it climbs the giant corrugations in the drive. There has been some early spring rain, so the gravel is slushy. Salima has dressed up. Boots and a skirt. She knows that Rose loves this look on her. Perhaps this is a sign that she wants to work things out. Or perhaps it means nothing of the sort – she’s just stylish. Her grey linen shirt billows, weighed down by a chunky silver necklace.

Salima’s hands are shaking as she retrieves a basket from the back seat. They have not been face to face for months. There have been plenty of phone calls, but they rarely have much to say. They always end up talking about Donald Trump – there seems to be no end to that ridiculousness. Thankfully, after the election is over, they won’t need to think about him anymore. Salima says she is not angry with Rose, though she should be. Rose wishes she was – they might have something to talk about.

Rose had no inkling that she would be here for months rather than weeks. She knew, of course, that looking after Ernie was just an excuse. Salima knew it, too. Rose is not proud of the mess she has made. She has been reckless – cruel, even – in her navel-gazing. Guilt blazes afresh, hot on her face and neck. Salima has been cruel too, but as their eyes meet at the top of the ramp, Rose feels a rush of pure love. It flutters in her throat like a winged creature.

How can she account for her time over the last five months? The silence has claimed her. It took a while, but she finally felt its texture open inside her – expansive, tensile. She told Annie she was on leave, and her patients have now all switched to other oncologists. She’s surprised how easy it was to shed the taut skin of her profession – at least for a while. Time stretched and yawned, yielding to the silence. After a while, Annie stopped calling to find out when she was coming back.

She has achieved very little. She planted and harvested some vegetables. She taught herself to make fruit bread. She cleaned the gutters after they bucketed water during a winter storm. She collected large tree branches and learned to use a chainsaw – its shark-like pull frightening and exhilarating. Otherwise, she has been reading, running and sleeping, and talking to Ernie when he was in the mood for it. There have been many days when he was not. She relented early on and took him to a bottle shop, no longer willing to play the role of parent. If he pickles himself, it is on him. He has been drinking less, but this is probably more to do with Esther than Rose.

She has read Nellie’s recipe book cover to cover, and everything that Ruth O’Keefe has written. Esther brings more reading material every time she visits, visibly impressed with Rose’s reading. Ruth’s writing is direct and arresting. In A Women’s Movement? Essays from a lifetime of activism, she considers issues that are still pressing today, such as Equal rights in the workplace: reality and possibility. These last months, Rose has had a focus and concentration for reading that she has never had before. Hours have passed easily as she turned page after page on the veranda on fine days, or in the lounge room in the winter – on the couch in front of the heater with a tightly coiled dog in the crook of her knee.

She found a book of Zen koans on Ernie’s shelf – a gift from a client. Unsurprisingly, he hasn’t read it. She liked the economy of the short sentences, how the meaning glimmered faintly but remained obscure no matter how many times she reread them. She would read out the words in the bath, then set the book aside, trying to wrap her mind around them.

The stone woman gives birth in the middle of the night.

According to Google, a ‘stone woman’ is an infertile woman, or a mountain, or both. In the bath she is that mountain, water lapping at the smooth edifice of her skin. The borders of her self feel secure and traversable, but are also becoming strangely porous. Up to her chin in the water, listening to the birds, the wind, sometimes the rain, she feels a mingling and melding with the world outside – with the earth.

They hug for a long time. Salima smells different. She feels different. Rose gulps at the idea that this body that she has known so intimately has moved on without her. The smell is sweet, almost floral, and is not perfume. Rose has to fight the urge to grab Salima’s arm and breathe it in. To confirm what she suspects. It is not possible to see the shape of Salima’s body under the swell of her shirt.

Rose has missed her. It was worse at the beginning, when the memory of her physical presence was stronger. She has missed the proximity of her skin, her strength, the ferocious force of their lovemaking. She has also missed the dark holes in their intimacy, the things she will never properly understand – the weight of Salima’s responsibility to her family, the grimy heat of the streets of Lahore, the cool seclusion of the family home. The holes, the half-images that pull her in, more enticing for being blurry. She has missed her. But it is not enough.

There is a crash from inside the house. Salima jumps, and Bomber runs outside with a thwack of door, his tail between his legs. He does a waggy circuit of Salima, then dives onto his bed, tucking himself tight.

‘Bloody hell. What was that?’

‘Just Ernie throwing a bottle into the recycling bin. He always manages to smash them. I’ve told him not to throw them, but he doesn’t listen.’

Salima looks worried. ‘I can’t remember when I last saw Ernie. Whenever it was, he shouted at me about something.’

‘He’s better than he was. I’m also finally realising that so much of it is bluster. It used to terrify me. But really, he’s just a badly behaved child. His anger is focused on the world out there. Not the people in front of him.’

‘It used to terrify me, too. Both his anger and his legal mind.’

‘That’s still there underneath it all. Esther has been coaxing it out.’

‘Has she been coming up a bit?’

‘She and Dad have hit it off big time. The two of them can sit for hours talking books and politics. She’s consulting on the High Court case. “Crate versus Boat”, they’re calling it. She’s picking his brain about all the old cases. Around the time of the Tampa.’

‘Shame he burned the files.’

‘Yes.’

‘A positive influence, though?’

‘Very much so. Less booze. More cake and conversation.’

Early on, over tea and a slice of ‘Lena’s sponge’ from Nellie’s cookbook, Rose told Esther about Salima. About the chasm that Rose has allowed to open up between them. Esther had blinked into her teacup, tears in her eyes, mascara clogged, her rings making a tap-tap sound on the china. She said not to be too concerned, that she cries more and more as she gets older.

‘You two will sort it out.’ Esther had nodded firmly.

Back then Rose’s insides were a tug-of-war, both sides gripping the ropes and leaning, feet digging in. Esther’s tears pulled at her, and they both cried into their cake, and then reached for a second slice. Whoever Lena was, she certainly made a good sponge. It was light and fluffy with a crispy, fine crumb. Rose had topped it with an orange sugar icing and puffed it together with a cumulous cloud of cream. The CWA would’ve been proud.

The front screen door thwacks open a second time.

‘Salima!’

‘Ernie.’

Ernie’s limp lurches him into her arms when she is not quite ready. He steadies himself by putting his arms stiffly around her. Through Salima’s eyes, Rose looks at him properly for the first time in weeks. His beard is long and bushy, but otherwise he is as neat as a pin, hair combed, clean shirt and pants. He perches on the arm of the armchair and pulls on a pair of Blundstones over clean white socks. His cheeks are red, his nose is rhynophymic. His belly still has its roundness. But the change in him is unmistakeable.

They all turn at the sound of Esther’s little Fiat bouncing and sloshing on the gravel.

‘Silly little car.’ Ernie shakes his head, smiling.

The shiny red duco is splattered with mud by the time it reaches the house. Rose rushes down the ramp to help her out of the car, but Esther waves her away with the silver point of her stick.

‘I’m okay. I’m okay.’ Esther wedges the stick in the ground with her left hand and reaches back into the car with her right, bringing out an enormous three-tiered sponge cake with bright yellow icing.

‘You can take this, though. I had so many lemons. I made lemon curd.’

Rose catches a sweet waft of lemon as she takes the plate. The underside is still warm.

‘Yum.’

Esther wears a knee-length blue skirt that is tight around her hips, dark blue stockings and sensible orthotic shoes. Her shirt is white with large bright-red flowers, her fingers thick with rings. The chunk of multiple necklaces clunks together as she walks.

‘So it’s spring! Finally! What a beautiful day.’

Rose feels strangely content in Esther’s company. She reminds Rose of what strength looks like. Today this will give Rose the stamina for the physical shock of being in Salima’s company, as well as the shock of Salima’s news. There will be time to talk about all that later. And Rose also has news.

‘Do you lot want to head down to the table? I’ll put this stuff inside and get you some drinks.’ Rose points out the table under the tree.

‘How divine,’ Esther says.

From the kitchen, Rose listens to Salima’s laughter and the firm rumble of Esther’s voice. Ernie is quiet, but through the window she sees him stretched out in a chair, arms crossed under his beard, smiling at the two women talking.

Rose is not much of an entertainer. She usually avoids cooking for friends if she can. Or like today, she prepares well in advance. The multitasking is stressful – trying to have a conversation and get food out at the same time. Yesterday she made two quiches with the next-door neighbour’s eggs. They are an intense, baby-chick yellow. This morning she made a couple of salads. Not a gourmet feast by any means, but it will have to do.

When she joins them at the table, the three lawyers are mid-debate.

‘The High Court has taken a stand on every medical case they have been presented with.’

‘But case by case is not enough.’

‘They don’t have jurisdiction for anything else.’

Rose has brought the first round of drinks, and the conversation moves to gin. Ernie thinks all the new gins are a waste of time.

‘What’s wrong with Bombay Sapphire? It was alright for the colonialists.’

Salima chides him for being old-fashioned. They sip their gins and agree it is a perfect day for them.

Over lunch, the conversation winds easily from heavy topics to light and then back again. They speak warmly about Nellie and Ruth. How Ruth’s ideas live on, while Nellie’s thoughts are lost to history. About women’s choices. They clink their glasses in memory of them. Rose mostly listens, except when Esther quizzes her about her reading. She is working through a pile of new books from the bookshop. Books seem to beget books, she’s finding. And some oncology journals. Soon it will be time to return to some sort of work.

After lunch, Rose and Salima walk to the reservoir. They sit on one of the big rocks at its edge, torsos touching, gently giving and taking each other’s weight. The water – the horizon – seems expansive even in drought. A light breeze ripples. A duck lands with surprising grace. They both speak at once.

‘Pregnancy suits you. You look—’

‘It’s so beautiful here. I can understand—’

‘You first,’ says Salima.

‘I was just saying how pregnancy suits you,’ says Rose.

‘I’ve been meaning to tell you.’

‘Would’ve been good to know.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s okay. The lines of communication haven’t exactly been open.’

Rose has loaned Salima some jeans and runners for the walk. The jeans are far too big, held up by a tight belt. Salima fiddles with the bunched-up fabric at her lap.

Rose is angry despite herself. ‘What did you do?’

‘Immaculate conception,’ says Salima. ‘Just kidding. IVF, of course. Worked first cycle. I couldn’t quite believe it.’

‘No. I mean how did you decide. On your own. After we—’

‘I didn’t think you were coming back. On the phone, it felt like there was nothing left. The months dragged on and I thought … actually I can do this on my own. If I need to.’ Salima shifts her weight on the rock, slightly away from Rose.

‘But your family. Your parents?’

‘That didn’t seem so important after all. They’ll just have to cope.’

‘A baby changes everything.’

‘Maybe my mum will come over here to help. You never know.’

‘You never know.’

‘So you’re going back to work soon? Sorry, I overheard you saying to Esther.’

‘I will run out of money. And I’m starting to miss work.’

‘That’s good.’

‘I thought maybe I could look for a job up this way. The regional hospitals are crying out for oncologists.’

‘Oh.’

‘I can’t stay with you.’ Rose says this to the water, unable to face Salima’s response.

‘Because … Is it because … I’m so sorry.’ Salima starts to cry.

‘I don’t want to give birth to anyone. I don’t want to raise anyone. That’s the one thing I’m sure of. You do. You want a baby like I used to want one.’

‘Wanting to steal babies. Wanting to sniff them.’

They both laugh.

‘Yes, like that. That urge is gone from me. I don’t know where it went.’

‘It’s only been getting stronger for me.’

‘I was going to say to you today. You have to let it be your turn.’

‘I have.’ Salima lifts her shirt and shows Rose the small bump. She cups her hand around it.

The anger is gone. Rose feels a gentleness towards Salima – now that she knows she doesn’t have to return to the strain that ricked between them, no longer has to arm herself against the bulwark of Salima’s inflexibility.

‘So wonderful.’

‘I’m sorry I wasn’t kind to you. That I pressured you.’ Salima leans in again.

‘It’s okay,’ she says. ‘It really is. How many weeks?’

‘Fifteen.’

‘You look well.’

‘A bit of nausea, but that’s better now. My body feels like it could do anything.’

‘It’s going to be hard on your own.’

‘I know … You don’t have to leave!’ Salima buffets her sideways, and Rose almost falls off the rock.

‘I do. I’m sorry.’ She clasps Salima’s hand. ‘It turns out I’ve been making choices without making choices.’

‘Okay.’

‘So choosing to choose nothing for a while seems like the most radical thing.’

‘Choosing nothing except for a total hysterectomy and bilateral mastectomy.’

‘Well yes, there’s that.’

They are laughing and crying now. They put their arms at each other’s waists, swaying each other back and forth. The sun has started to stretch out over the water, causing the wavelets to shine.

‘I can see why you like being here. I know I’ve been before. I suppose I hadn’t really taken it in.’

‘Yeah. There’s something about it. It’s kind of desolate, but—’

A flock of cockatoos flies above them, shrieking and raucous. Ruth feels sad and sorry and guilty and billowy with hope. She’s still not sure what the hope means, but she can feel it around her. As she cast her plumbline and it landed here – at the reservoir and in the house – pockets seemed to open up where she least expected. In the lettuce and cucumber and capsicum that is pushing its way into existence in the veggie patch. In the peck and brood of the neighbours’ chooks. In the life she finds in books.

The evening breeze is colder. They both shiver. The wavelets shake and tremor and reflect the rose-petal pink of the sky. Rose stands up. She grasps Salima’s hand and hoists her up, too, and into a long embrace.

The lights go on in the house. They hear the dry rasp of Esther’s laughter.

‘Come on. It’s time to go in.’
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