
The passion of Josephine and Don has ended before the book begins, 

ended by Jo because it is taking her away from where she has to be. Her 

children require of her that she turn from lover/wife into mother, and 

the most eloquent demand that she do so comes silently from a portrait 

on her wall. The upraised hands silently insist on the transformation her 

mother has undergone before her. Submitting, she allows the change 

to take place. This requires both her husband and her former lover to 

adapt, and the book is the story of the changes that take place in all 

three. Painful as these developments are, each is made aware of other 

stories circulating in the world about them: humanity becomes, through 

the necessity of their development, the sum of all its tales.
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Josephine woke, distressed by a dream.  She sat on the edge of the bed, 

her husband behind her, sleeping still.  Eyes averted from him, she crept 

around the bed, and into their lounge, where, beside the door to a bal-

cony, hung a portrait.  The fragments of Josephine’s dream were already 

vanishing, but she knew there’d been a connection with her mother.  The 

painted hands, upraised, eloquently expressive, were clear in a shaft of 

light from the street, but the face was shrouded.  ‘Yes, mother,’ Josephine 

murmured, and waited, staring at the hands.  ‘What do you want to tell 

me?’

Into her mind came a saying of the dead woman: ‘If it’s money, you 

can earn it, if it’s love you can search for it, but if it’s grace, you must 

wait, because it settles where it will!’  Why had mother chosen this as 

the central saying of her life?  Where had she heard it?  There’d be a 

story there, Josephine thought, almost ready to smile, acceptingly, on 

the memorial.  ‘How often did grace settle on your shoulders, mother?’ 

she asked the painting.  ‘Once?  Twice?  Never?’  She thought.  She had 

money, or Robin, her husband, did; she’d had spasms of love, intermit-

tent bursts of excitement, leading mostly to the gloom of her darkened 

house; and grace ... ‘I don’t know what it is,’ she told herself, ‘and I know 

that’s why I’m awake, now, standing on my own.’  Concentrating hard, 

she listened for signals from the furthest corners of her consciousness, 

but nothing came, or not clearly; she knew there was something hovering 

about her, ready to descend.  That was what the dream had been about, 

and it had woken her, but her mind had held nothing of it, except the 

feeling of being challenged.  For a long time she stood staring into the 

night, then she got a blanket from a cupboard and lay on the sofa, and 



2

that was where her children found her in the morning, and jumped on 

her, asking why she’d slept on the sofa.  ‘I had a bad dream,’ she told 

them, ‘and I needed to get away.’  They laughed.  ‘Was daddy in the 

dream?’  She told them, ‘I don’t remember, but I think he might have 

been.’

Don hated the job.  A huge tree was to be removed, and when he asked 

Beryl - that was the new owner - how she’d got his name, she’d told 

him that she’d found one of his business cards in the shed at the back 

of the block.  It was where he’d first made love with Josephine, in the 

days of their passion.  He couldn’t remember leaving a card there; or 

had Josephine put it somewhere out of sight, as a reminder to her and to 

no-one else that she’d done something beautiful, but risky, in that place?  

He didn’t know.  And today, courtesy of the card, he’d been invited to 

destroy the tree, the shade, the ambience of love.  Now that he and his 

lover were apart, it seemed that the tree alone had any sustained memory 

of what had happened between them.  And he’d been asked to cut it 

down.  He wanted to say he was too busy, but if he didn’t do it, some 

other tree surgeon would bring his ropes and chainsaw to the spreading 

branches.  Our love was as grand as this tree, he thought, and I have 

to bring it undone.  Josephine had taken the easy way out by moving 

somewhere else.  He said to Beryl, ‘I’ll send you a quote in tomorrow’s 

mail.  I’ll give you a competitive price, I don’t think you’ll get any better 

offers, though of course you can ask around.  It won’t be an easy job, I 

have to say.  There’ll be a lot of rope work because, as you can see, there’s 

hardly any of the tree that can simply be cut and allowed to drop.  It’ll 

have to be done bit by bit, and each bit lowered carefully, and possibly 

even swung onto the back of my truck, if I can get it in.  I’d better check 

that, I think.’  Beryl led him to the back gate, opened it, and they went 

through.

Josephine was looking for her car keys when the phone rang.  ‘Hi Jo.  

Sorry, I’m going to be a bit late tonight.  Stuff to show the minister, who-
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ever it is this week.  What a way to run a place!  And by the way, the US 

trip’s back on, I think it’s really going to happen this time.  Tell you about 

it tonight.  About nine, see you then.’  She put the phone down, stood 

silently for a moment, feeling that her mother’s portrait was somehow 

exercising an influence.  She kept her back to it, then spotted the keys.  

Minutes later, she was outside her daughters’ school, waiting.

By mid morning, he had one whole branch of what had to be the old-

est red gum in the area on the back of his truck, and was planning how 

to manoeuvre the vehicle under the next branch.  Beryl, he knew, was 

watching from inside.  A witness to the death of love, he thought; and 

after it, comes what?  The snarl of a chainsaw.  When we’re not being 

beautiful, we’re ugly.  It’s my job to do nasty things, he thought.  The 

necessary nastiness that others don’t want to do.  Is that what a profes-

sional is?  One who picks up an unpalatable aspect of life and makes a 

pretence of fixing it, occasionally with success, often enough doing no 

more than making the conventional movements that society calls a solu-

tion?  With three neat slashes he took the last five metres of a low-curv-

ing branch - the foliage and twigs almost brushing the ground - leaving 

him with a space where he could get the truck under the next branch to 

come off what had been, a year ago, the tree of love.

He had to go to the airport to meet Professor Huang, coming from a 

conference in Perth.  The flight was delayed, so he walked to the last 

of the gate lounges where he could watch planes landing or starting 

their take off.  Small children were drawn to the glass; seated a couple 

of metres behind them, he could look at the inscrutable jets, doing 

the impossible with ease.  After a couple of minutes, caught up in the 

strange combination of boredom and excitement which airports pro-

vide, he heard a child’s voice asking, ‘If daddy’s going to America, why 

aren’t we over where the planes take off for other countries?’  The reply 

to this question shattered his calm.  The voice that answered was the 

voice that had whispered love in his ear, night after night, day after day, 
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for the months of their passion.  That voice, speaking now from within 

a different frame, told the child, ‘Daddy’s spending a couple of days in 

Sydney before he goes to America.  He’ll catch his flight to America 

from there.’  Don felt frozen.  There was a pillar somewhere behind him, 

he remembered; he hoped it was hiding him from Jo’s eyes.  He didn’t 

want to be seen.  And yet, perhaps unfairly, he wanted the opportunity 

to torture himself by getting a glimpse of the redomesticated woman 

who’d loved him so wildly that he’d thought it could never end.  Driving 

to the airport that morning, he’d heard a psychologist on talkback radio 

saying, ‘Six months to two years - at the most; that’s the longest any 

person, man or woman, can stay in the state of excitement we call being 

in love.  If people are lucky, the wild, early love can change, or develop, 

into something stable, sure and sound, even, if they’re luckier still, the 

base for a life together.’

He’d snorted; perhaps his time hadn’t run out.  But Jo was with her 

family.  He’d neither liked nor disliked her husband, Robin, who lived 

in a financial world that Don had never felt any wish to enter.  She was 

with her husband.  He, Don, was an episode in her past.  It seemed to 

him that identity was draining away.  Listening carefully, he waited until 

her voice, and the voices of her family, had moved away, then he slipped 

to the edge of the lounge before he looked back, finding her at once, 

brilliant in white beside her husband, dressed with equal simplicity in 

a suit of black.  The boy and two girls they’d brought into the world, 

beautifully dressed, neat, and poised, stood near them.  The story goes 

on, he thought, without me.  He felt like a character who gets shot in the 

early minutes of a film; for viewers, and the other characters, the thing 

continues, but for the dead one, the show is over.

And out.  He crept to the gate lounge where the Perth flight would 

come in, and hid himself, assuming she hadn’t seen him.

But she had.  I could have left my husband for him, she thought, but I 

didn’t.  Leaving the children, who were part of her, had been out of the 

question.  I wanted to switch, because I wanted to follow the passion, 
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but I stayed.  I have to make it work; I try, every day.  It’s not bad, it’s 

working: but Don - and she felt a rock of unforgiveness in her - can’t 

accept. Let go.  He wants to live forever at the point where we loved.  

He refuses to move on, because he wants to prove me wrong by staying 

there, miserable and accusing, while I ... do the best I can of moving as 

I must.

No position’s tenable very long, she saw, and wondered why it wasn’t 

obvious to others.  She looked around, but he’d disappeared.  Her accu-

sation, her demand, went after him.  Let me be.  Content yourself. Let 

it go, so we can move on.  Her husband pressed against her, his fingers 

gripping the mobile phone he’d been listening to.  ‘TWA jet blew up in 

mid-air.  Fireball.  Fell into the water off Long Island.  Dark at the time.  

They reckon there can’t be any survivors.  At least two hundred dead.  

Silly fucking Sam rings me up to tell me when I’m just heading off.  

Great to have friends like that!’  He looked at her, his anger a prelude to 

fear.  She took his arm, then let go.  She knew her children would ask, 

when they saw it on the news, ‘Is daddy going there?’ and she’d ... what 

would she do?  Lie, or say yes?  She didn’t know.  He went on.  ‘He told 

me something else, actually.  Apparently one of our Games hopefuls - a 

sprinter, an Italian name, sorry, I can’t remember it, I’ve never heard of 

him - has tested positive to anabolic steroids.  It looks like he’s out of 

the Games!’  She wondered why it mattered.  He knew what she was 

thinking.  ‘I know, they’ll have something else to amuse us tomorrow, 

it’s the journalistic game.  Feed’em circuses, and when there’s no circus 

in town, find a scandal!  And people criticise me for getting things done!  

Sorry darling, this isn’t very good departure lounge conversation, is it?’  

He smiled a little ruefully.

She was thinking.  He sensed that everything that uniquely con-

gregated in his wife was working to find an answer: ‘It’s what keeps the 

world in motion, I suppose.’  She thought of waves, and lonely swim-

mers.  She’d met the estate agent who’d sold their former home and 

guided them to their new one; he’d been drinking at Robin’s club.  He 

told her that the mighty red gum - which he’d called ‘historic’ - that 
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had ruled the garden of their home was being cut down.  A shudder ran 

through her.  Her husband was leaving her with their children for a few 

weeks while he investigated opportunities, and she had to maintain that 

part of their family’s life that he was giving himself permission to leave.  

She, unstable and impetuous, had to provide continuity and stability.  

The airline staff opened the door to the boarding passage, took up their 

positions, and nodded to the man with a microphone.  She kissed her 

husband, he kissed the children, people began to file on board.

Professor Huang was pleased to be with his friend, and had a story to 

tell.  As they waited for his cases, he said to Don, ‘Jus’ before I leave 

home, there is a story that everyone is telling.  A peasant went wander-

ing in the mountains and he became lost.  He walked for a long time 

but couldn’t find any tracks.  So he sat on a rock, feeling worried.  After 

some time, he heard a sound, and he looked around, and saw a panda 

bear, scratching for the roots it likes to eat.  He said to the bear, ‘I wish 

you could find me something to eat, because I’m hungry,’ and the bear 

said to him, ‘I wish you could find me some money, because I’m poor!’  

Huang was smiling; Don realised that the visitor from China, who was 

frail-looking at the best of times, always seemed, when he was laughing, 

as if the faintest of breezes could blow right through him.  He’s so fragile, 

he thought to himself; I must seem incredibly robust to him - if he ever 

thinks about it.  Huang went on.  ‘The peasant said to the panda, what 

good is money to you?  There’s nothing you can spend it on.  And the 

panda said to the peasant, what good would food be to you?  You don’t 

want to live here, and you can’t find your way to anywhere else.’  Huang 

beamed.  Don wondered when the punch-line was coming, then realised 

that he’d missed the point, whatever it was supposed to be.  Huang said, 

as if excusing him for being dense, ‘In China, everyone is laughing.’  Don 

felt the statement would require long examination - in China, everyone 

is laughing?  He stood awkwardly beside his guest, trying to smile, and 

was relieved when Huang dived to secure his cases.  They drove to Don’s 

home talking of forestry, no pandas reappearing in their conversation.
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On the Monday morning, Don offered to drive Huang to the first of 

his appointments.  ‘But on the way, if you don’t mind, I need to call in 

where I did my last job, to pick up some things I left there.’  Huang was 

happy to agree.  ‘It will give me a chance to see what you are doing.  You 

can’t put everything in letters.’  They drove to Beryl’s and walked to the 

door, Don thinking of the times it had opened for him, night and day, 

in the past.  The things he’d left were piled neatly on the verandah.  He 

knocked, and Beryl appeared.  ‘I put them there, in case you came when 

I wasn’t here.’  Huang wanted to be useful.  ‘I help you wit’ them.’  Don 

felt a chill, a lassitude, taking over his being.  He’d torn down the tree; 

in another moment he’d have collected his things and closed the gate 

forever ... he stood, distant, disempowered, almost unaware of Beryl 

and his Chinese friend.  Some insight in Beryl gave her the words to 

say.  ‘Would you like to show your friend where you did the job?’  Don 

gasped that he would.  Beryl came out to lead them around the house.  

The garden, without the tree, was huge, and barren.  ‘I’ve got such a lot 

of work to do here,’ Beryl said cheerfully.  ‘And I’ll need advice on what’s 

best to plant.’  She looked towards Don, who nodded feebly.  ‘Whatever 

I can do.’  Huang sensed that something important was happening inside 

his friend.  ‘Was it a very special tree?’  Don only nodded, but Beryl 

chattered on about the age, the size, the character of the tree she’d had 

ripped out, and about the memories of people who’d lived in the area for 

years.  ‘One lady a few doors down says she remembers her grandfather 

putting her on a rug under the tree and telling her to go to sleep.  She 

says it’s her earliest memory!’  Huang sparked up at this.  ‘Memories are 

so important.  Wit’out memories we have nothing, except our future, 

but we don’t know how long that will last.’  He beamed as if he’d spoken 

as wisely as the panda, then, apologising for Don, he said, ‘My friend 

is feeling something very deep!’  He beamed again, rubbing his coat in 

the vicinity of his heart. Beryl smiled awkwardly, and led them back to 

the things on the verandah which had been the reason, the excuse, for 

their call.
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The voice was comically yet unashamedly American.  ‘The water’s been 

too rough to allow our search craft to operate to their maximum poten-

tial.  We know the black box is down there, we’ve had signals from it, 

we’ve got it fairly well pinpointed, but we hairven’t’ - Jo winced at the 

vowels - ‘been able to get down to retrieve it.  And of course, it’s that 

black box that’s going to be crucial to our investigations.  The real story 

of what happened in the last moments of flight eight hundred will only 

be known when we get access to the flight recorder.  And for that, we’re 

waitin’ on the weather!’  Jo turned off the radio, wondering, momentarily, 

what her voice would sound like to American ears; theirs were ghastly to 

her.  For some reason, foolish no doubt, she associated the dramas, the 

turbulence of their imaginative lives, as portrayed in videos, films, and 

the sullen, vociferous surges of amplified sound they called music, with 

the twang of their voices.  Their mouths, she thought, pour clangour and 

clamour onto the world because that’s what’s in their heads.  The father 

of her children was flying in their planes, risking his life in their streets, 

trusting that he wouldn’t be hit by one of those wild, dramatised lives 

that they turned into, and exported as, their stories.  What sort of story 

would my life make, she wondered, if someone thought it worth trans-

forming?  How would her children describe her when, in years to come, 

their children asked their mothers of her, their grandmother, ‘What was 

your mother like, mum?’

The same night she woke again, and went, obediently, she felt, to the 

lounge, sitting in a chair beneath her mother’s portrait, and facing the 

light in the street.  If the children woke, she thought, or if Robin were 

here, and realised I wasn’t beside him, and there was enough light to 

let them study me, would they see me as I think I am, or grown older?  

Identifying with her mother, whose portrait had been placed in its pres-

ent position the week after she died, Josephine considered herself, hands 

resting softly on the arms of her chair.  Something was starting to hap-

pen.  She felt a moment of fear, then submitted, knowing there was no 

way of avoiding her transformation.  Much that had been her mother 
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she, Josephine, had rejected; much else had passed simply and without 

resistance to her as descendant: tonight, though, Josephine felt the pro-

cess had moved into a further stage, of forgetting and acceptance.  She 

was losing her instinctual connection with her years of childhood and 

youth.  She was, at last and finally, in her complete being, a mother.  Her 

sexuality was moving.  Her years of love, of embracing an ‘other’, to have 

that addition complete her half-self, were now in her past.  The years of 

helpless giving, of abandonment, were over.  She felt regal, enriched, and 

deprived, a ship completed after its initial launching, and ready, now, for 

the oceans of the world.  She stood, and the thought crossed her mind 

that it was a pity no other eyes were there to see her as she assumed the 

full identity of her importance, crossed the room, checked the children 

in their beds, and then, simply, sumptuously, cautiously yet with pride, 

spread herself between the sheets of her marital bed.

The night before Huang was to return to China, Don and his visitor sat 

in the garden, drinking wine.  Huang beamed upon his glass.  ‘In China, 

you know, I drink no alcohol.  Here, I am at liberty!’  He held the wine so 

that it caught a shaft of light between the trees.  ‘In my country,’ he said, 

‘there are many poems about wine.  There is moonlight, too, in many 

of those poems, and travellers returning to solitary huts in mountains.’  

Don felt his visitor was, in some oblique way, questioning him; or was 

he simply too sensitive to any mention of being alone?  He felt that both 

were true.  ‘I imagine,’ he said, ‘that solitude would be rather hard to 

achieve in a country with China’s population?’  Huang rubbed the rim 

of his glass.  ‘Being alone,’ he said, ‘is only one half of the matter.  The 

other half is what is everyone else doing?  The crowd?  Are there people 

in the crowd that are also alone, but do not show it?  Also, there is the 

question of why one is alone.  A man is alone because he wants to seek 

out something in himself, by meditation, or perhaps by reading?  Or is 

he alone because others have gone away from him?  There are so many 

things to know, even when it seems that all is really quite simple.’  Don 

knew, now, what his visitor was asking.  He filled his glass, but Huang 
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put a hand over his wine.  He laughed, in another of those giggles which 

always made Don think his guest would vanish in the following second, 

but this time his concentration was unrelenting.  ‘I’m alone,’ Don said, 

‘for the obvious reason that my children have grown up.  I’m also alone 

because I wanted someone to share my life, but she went away from me.  

Common sense - and all my friends - tell me to accept, go on with life, 

forgive and forget ... all that sort of thing.  And I try to.  Most of the time, 

I succeed.  I get about my work, I keep house, I see my children, and 

their families, I go to things with my friends ... but I was changed by the 

experience I went through.  Something’s different.  I can never be what 

I was because of the experience that’s behind me.  But, having had that 

experience makes me feel different from almost all other people.’  His 

visitor broke in.  ‘We have a saying, the man who has been to the moun-

tains cannot talk to the man who never left the plains.’  He beamed in 

his formal fashion, but Don could feel the kindness, the concern, in his 

voice.  He said, ‘It’s as if I don’t quite fit any more, and never will quite 

fit again. I ask myself, is that an advantage, because it gives me a special 

way of seeing things, or a disadvantage, because I’m never the same as 

everyone around me?  I don’t know the answer to that question, but I 

can’t get away from asking it of myself.  I feel blocked because of what 

happened to me, even though I haven’t been with that person for ages.’  

He felt it was not a good thing to dwell on, this being their last night 

together; yet he knew that that was exactly what last nights, conversa-

tions that might be final ones, were good for - truths that might other-

wise never see the light of day.  Or, in this case, the moon.  He looked 

up.  ‘Do our skies seem very different from what you’re used to?’  Huang 

nodded vaguely, but he was leaning forward.  ‘We have a story.  I would 

like to tell it to you.  Stories ... we think that stories are a ...’  He couldn’t 

think of the English word he wanted.  ‘They hold as much truth, or per-

haps more, than our philosophies.’  Don gave him his word.

‘Repository.’

Huang raised an appreciative finger.  ‘Lepository! Thank you!’  He 

beamed again, but without sitting back.
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‘There was once a rich and powerful war lord, who had a young and 

beautiful concubine and she ruled over his lands and people because 

she knew his thoughts.  This woman desired a young man who was her 

master’s servant, and she made him come to her rooms and give her 

pleasure.  And so beautiful was she, and so expert in the arts of love, 

that the young man fell in love with her and his desire to be with her 

knew no end.  The concubine was clever, and could have enjoyed her 

lover as often as her lord was away, but the young man could not hide 

his thoughts, and the war lord noticed.  He had the young man tortured, 

and he confessed that he had been the lover of his master’s concubine.  

He was told that the following morning, at the break of day, he would 

be put to death, and was offered a choice - he could be hanged, he could 

swallow poison, he could be beheaded, or he could be thrown from the 

edge of a gorge onto the jagged rocks below.  He said he wanted to be 

thrown onto the rocks, because it would disfigure his body, and he would 

no longer remind his lover of the love they’d shared.  The concubine was 

told of his choice by her lord, and remained silent, but her heart went 

cold, and she knew that the foolishness of her lover had brought about 

her end.  In the night, while her lord slept, she crept out of their bed, 

and ran to the cliff where her lover was to die, and threw herself over.  

In the morning, when the lord was told what had happened, he said to 

the young man that one death was enough for the wrong that had been 

done, and that he was pardoned.  The young man said he would rather 

be thrown onto the rocks at the bottom of the gorge, and be allowed to 

join his lover, but the war lord said that there had to be an end to the 

matter, and if the young man was allowed to be with his lover in death 

then he, the lord of both of them, would have to die with them too.  “Die 

then,” the young man said, but the lord pleaded with him, and said, 

“Live.  If you die, I must die.  Live, and let me live too”.’

Huang stopped.  His host said, ‘So what did the young man do?’  

The Chinese said, ‘The story asks a question.  The lord had his honour 

to consider, and the young man had his unhappiness.  Yet something told 
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them that three deaths were too many.  The question is, where would the 

dying end, and the living start again?’

‘And there’s no answer to the question?’

‘Not in the story.  The answer is in what you do.  What the listener 

decides.’

Don considered.  ‘Are there any more stories like that in your coun-

try?’

‘One story is enough if it fits the person who hears it.’

‘You told it to me because you think it fits.’

‘Everything must have an end placed to it.  We cannot go on without 

saying that the things we have been concerned with are finished.’

‘And that, of course, is my problem.  I’m not sure that I can say it’s 

finished.’

‘Perhaps the young man insisted on jumping, and the lord, to save 

his honour, and to satisfy his grief, jumped over too?’

Don thought of the scene described in the story - a broken body, 

bleeding on the rocks, and two men, struggling with themselves, and 

with each other in a contest of fierce loves, at the brink of the cliff.  He 

said to his guest, ‘Now I’m haunted by a story as well as a passion I 

remember too well.’

‘You must hope that the story will replace the passion, slowly but 

surely - if you are lucky.’

‘Is that why you told me the story?’

‘In China we say it is a healing story because it makes us wiser.’

When Jo woke in the morning, she knew her husband would ring that 

day.  The call came when the youngest of her children was having his 

bath.  Jo said to Robin, ‘I was expecting you to ring today, but I don’t 

know the time difference, so I didn’t know when it would be.  What 

time is it over there?’  He told her.  ‘You’re up early.’  Her eldest was 

excited, and tried to take the phone.  ‘Hang on, Melissa wants to talk to 

you.  I’ll put her on.’  Melissa said, ‘Hi daddy’ like a child on a television 

show, making Jo wince, yet a moment later she was talking excitedly, 
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intimately, to the voice inside her head.  Jo saw that her first child, when 

she was older, would fire up easily to another’s passion, because nothing 

separated her from her responses.  When, finally, Jessica took her turn, 

she demanded of her father why he was away from them.  Jo knew that 

Robin would be wanting her to ask, ‘When will you be back, daddy?’, 

and knew too that Jessica knew this, and was refusing her father the 

easy opening.  She’ll defeat her men, her mother thought, and will curse 

herself for not being able to do anything else.  Alexander came into the 

room when he realised who was on the phone, dripping water, and his 

mother did her best to dry him while he too had his turn at speaking 

over oceans.  Then it was her turn; she said simply, ‘Something hap-

pened last night, but I’ll talk about it when you get back.’  She could 

tell from the sound of his voice that this troubled him, because he was 

fearful of another impassioned involvement like the one she’d had with 

Don, so she said, ‘It only concerns us, this immediate family.  Nobody 

else.  You’ll probably sense it once you’ve been back a day or so.  I hope 

you will,’ she said, trying to give him an opportunity for confidence, but 

he sounded doubtful, and she felt she’d been wrong to mention it - yet 

what else was news in her life, except the profoundest change that could 

happen?

When she put the phone down she found her two girls had ganged 

up on her son because, they told him, they each had a double S in their 

names, and he hadn’t.  ‘That’s simple,’ Jo said, ‘all he has to do is to 

spell his name in the Italian way - Alessandro - and he’s got a double 

S just like you.’  Alex cried out in triumphant relief, ‘Great!  Howdya 

spell it mum?’  Josephine told him.  Four days later, on the cover of a 

new workbook from his school, she saw the name in awkwardly shaped 

letters, ‘Alessandro Milgrove.’  Nothing in the combination of the Italian 

form and the English surname troubled him; his mother felt she should 

be able to laugh at it, but something held her back.

A letter from Huang, back in China, made Don realise how unsettled he 

was.  He found himself studying the calligraphy, the foreign stamps, rub-
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bing the thin paper between his fingers, and knew that part of him was 

finding it hard to stay in the place where he’d loved with such abandon.  

Normality wouldn’t settle on him, restless as he was.  He turned the 

pages of an atlas, wondering where he might go.  Two days later he vis-

ited a travel agent and booked his flight.  He organised visas and money, 

got himself the clothes he’d need, then waited impatiently.  On the day of 

his departure, friends who’d come to see him off were talking about trips 

they’d made, flights that had been good, or boring, or delayed ... going 

away, he saw, was releasing a control on your life, allowing opportuni-

ties for things to happen.  You have to be ready for moments when they 

arrive - perilous or fortunate.  Bonus or bong!  The moment came.  He 

embraced them all, promised to send cards, and turned for a final wave 

as he went through the doors that separated those who were staying from 

those who were being transformed.

On the other side of the doors were duty free shops, and lounges 

where people sat before they left their seats on earth for seats in the sky.  

He had in his hand a biography of Elizabeth Smart; Jo had given it to 

him as a follow-up to making him read By Grand Central Station I Sat 

Down and Wept, which had amazed him.  He’d tried, for most of his 

life, to keep passion under some sort of discipline, but Jo, prepared to 

explore herself, though terrified of what might happen, had shown him 

that to be cautious was only another way of being foolish, and had asked 

of him that he release all the energy in his being.  And he had.  Elizabeth 

Smart had never been any different.  No wonder Jo loved her writing.  

Somewhere on this trip, Don thought, in some hotel room, I’ll abandon 

this book, I’ll reach the end of passion’s road, and, walking away from 

what I’ve done, I’ll know I’m on a new path.  Or that’s what I’m hoping 

will happen: God give me luck!

A minute later the doors were opened, and he, like Huang a few 

weeks before, was walking through the tunnel which took people to their 

elevation, in the clouds and beyond, on layers of air which only instru-

ments in the pilots’ space could handle.  The earth, in a minute, would 

be behind him.
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The man beside him was a salesman.  Everything he said to Don was 

designed to manipulate, or manoeuvre him in some way.  Don thought 

of breaking his flight in Singapore if the man was going all the way to 

Rome - but he wasn’t.  He had prospects in the island state.  Don felt 

that the things the man told him were mostly lies, but about an hour 

from Changi airport he said, ‘I don’t know if I’m really going to do much 

business in Singapore, but I wanted to be away from home for a week 

or two.  I was in Spain last year, on a working holiday, and I got this 

Spanish girl pregnant.  She was a virgin - no, really a virgin, she wasn’t 

taking any precautions, and I got her pregnant.   When she found out, 

she asked me if I’d marry her.  I didn’t tell her I already had a wife and 

kids.  I said I had elderly parents that I had to care for.  She said she’d 

come to my country and help me care for them.  That was when I knew 

I was really looking down the barrel.  So I said I needed time to think.  

I found an English doctor, and asked him to tell me some of the most 

common hereditary diseases.  He told me about haemophilia.  I told 

Carla that members of my family had a long history of it, and I’d never 

been game to get myself tested.  I said to her that we had to arrange 

an abortion, and I’d have the test, but I’d have it back in my country 

because, I said, the doctors and the hospitals are better here ...’

It crossed Don’s mind that the salesman meant ‘Australia’ when he 

said ‘here’; didn’t he know where he was?

‘... and I said that if I was in the clear, medically that is, I’d write 

to her and she could join me, and we’d marry and have the family she 

wanted.’

‘That was when you left?’

‘She had the abortion, and I left.  Naturally I couldn’t just run out.  

I had to give her an address to write to.  So I made up one in Sydney, 

in Potts Point, it’s a pretty mobile area, people moving on all the time, 

though there’s a little bit of old money around if you look hard enough.  

And she wrote it down, and I know, as sure as eggs hatch little chickens, 
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she’d have written half a dozen letters by now, and I’ve sometimes won-

dered what the posties did with them.’

Don asked, ‘Do you remember the address?’

‘I certainly do.  When you’re in my sort of business, it pays to 

remember what you’ve told people.  I said I lived at six hundred and 

eighty eight Leichhardt Street, Potts Point, Sydney.’  He seemed pleased 

with himself.

‘How did you settle on that?’

‘I made it a big number because I thought most streets wouldn’t go 

up as far as that, and I chose Leichhardt ... well, I didn’t really choose 

it, it popped into my head.  But when I thought about it, I remembered 

that at school we’d learned about the explorer Leichhardt, and I’d had to 

write out his name a few times to get it right.  When I was a kid, I liked 

things to be one hundred per cent correct!’  He smiled, as if he hadn’t 

given himself away.  ‘You know, you like everything to be right?’

Don reflected.  ‘Her letters will be in the rubbish now, or sitting on 

someone’s shelf, puzzling them ...’

The salesman broke in.  ‘They’d’ve been destroyed by now, mate.  

There’s no Leichhardt Street in Potts Point.  Darlinghurst, yes, but not 

Potts Point.  Pity.  I’d like to have seen what was in them.’

The plane came in low above the Colosseum, which had delighted his 

children years before, and Saint Peter’s, with its huge piazza and encir-

cling columns, a place they’d visited several times, as if the sight of its 

overwhelming grandeur was a reminder of the centuries when Europe 

ruled the world.  Most of the flight’s passengers had got off in Athens; 

those who were left were stretched along seats, with the airline’s rugs 

over them or under their heads.  Don looked down, aware that he was 

trembling.  Why?  The grandeur below, nostalgia for the years of mar-

riage and children?  Awareness, through pulling himself out of his famil-

iar places, that he was separated from love?  All of these, he thought, and 

something else: he waited for it to be clear.  A few minutes later, when 

the plane had touched down at Fiumicino, he realised that the cause of 
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his trembling was an awareness that he no longer had a focal demand 

in his life - wife, children, lover.  He was truly on his own, and although 

the human race produced hermits and solitude-seekers, he was part 

of a gregarious tribe, and now that he could no longer, like a gambler 

desperately attending a throw, a card, a revolution of a wheel, put his 

life around a simple centre, he was stuck with the whole of humankind.  

Love them, hate them, or wobble between the poles: these were the only 

positions available.  He put the Elizabeth Smart biography in his bag, 

and shuffled down the aisle to the door, where, farewelled by the cabin 

crew, he acknowledged to himself that they, at least, had kept their part 

of the bargain, though they had only to be courteous for a few hours, 

after which they could return to their presumably blemished lives.  He 

hoped that in the remainder of his days he could make the hidden as 

perfect as the veneer.

He was standing in Saint Peter’s when a man came up to him.  ‘You’re 

part of the Euro-tacular group aren’t you?’  Don, feeling startled, said 

nothing.  Unabashed, the man went on.  ‘My wife’s into all this sort of 

thing.  That’s her, over there with the guide.  In the white hat.’  Don 

looked, and there indeed was the stranger’s wife.  Was her voice as edgy, 

and coarse, as her husband’s?  ‘I picked you for an Aussie straight away,’ 

the man said.  ‘You can pick us anywhere I reckon.’  He noticed Don’s 

lack of response.  ‘Whaddaya make of all this?’  The enormity, the gran-

deur of the place was making him feel inferior, and he wanted to hear 

Don scoff at it.  Don looked at the altar, the dome receiving light like 

hands asking for the holy spirit, the crowds moving about, the golden 

glitter, the stone, and said meekly, ‘I suppose it’s one of the grandest 

things ever built, but it doesn’t work for me any more.  Sorry, I didn’t 

put that very well.  The building works as well as ever it did, but the 

Christian story, the beliefs it’s all built on - no, they don’t wash with 

me any more.’  The Australian who’d broken into his silence showed 

pleasure.  ‘Dead right there mate.  Just between you and me, it’s a load 

of bullshit.’  He lowered his voice for the last word, then said it again.  
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‘Bullshit.’  Don felt intruded upon; he mightn’t have any faith, but he 

didn’t want anti-faith pushed into his mind.  ‘Perhaps,’ he said, wriggling 

his shoulders restlessly.  ‘I like to be tolerant though.’

It was the opening the intruder had wanted.  ‘My wife’s really strong 

on religion,’ he said.  ‘We sit in front of the heater while she tells me 

what Jesus said to his disciples, and where they went, and she gets really 

worked up about how they killed him.  She cries like a flood when she 

gets to that, and that’s when I have to comfort her.  It turns her on, you 

know?’  He waited for Don to show himself.  ‘I don’t think I do.’  The 

stranger grinned.  ‘Gets her hot.  She can’t just hop into bed and do it, 

my wife, she has to work herself up to it, and it’s religion that does the 

trick.  The more uplift, the more tears there are, the hotter she’s going to 

be!’  He grinned slyly.  ‘You’re in one of the Euro-tacular groups aren’t 

you?  I guess I’ll see you around.  Our lot’s going to Florence next.  You 

going there?’

‘I’m not actually in a group.  I’m on my own.’

The man could hardly believe it.  ‘You’re not!  Watch out for ...’  

he pointed at the crowd with both his thumbs.  ‘Slippery bloody lot.  

Should never have let’em into our country.  Well, good travelling mate.  

Seeya!’

Back in his room, Don felt troubled by the two men who’d spoken to 

him in ways he found distasteful.  They must have recognised something 

in me, he thought, something I don’t want to acknowledge, but which 

gave them the feeling that I was approachable.  How am I connected to 

those men?

He didn’t know, he wrote postcards to his son and daughter, then 

another to a friend.  It was something he enjoyed doing, but it made him 

aware of troubling connections.  After a period of indecision, he opened 

a zipped section of his case and took out a letter.

In Melbourne, he’d wavered for days about whether to take it or 

leave it behind.  He’d decided that it would act as a test of his detach-
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ment from the writer, a condition he both wanted and fought against, 

trying always to reinstate the claims of their love.

My love, it began.  He fondled it, fingertips responding, murmuring 

the words from memory.  I’m alone.  I’ve just taken the children to school, 

Robin’s overseas for a few weeks, and you, too, are away for a short time.  I 

say ‘short’ mainly to convince myself, because every moment is long until I can 

be with you again, watching thoughts cross your face, making your eyes move 

like a living sculpture of the mind.  As I look into those eyes, following my 

responses, my thoughts, in deepest reciprocity, I know that I have never been 

more perfectly loved.  You touched my thigh and I knew you wanted me to sit 

under the tree with you.  Our tree.  He felt his face go stiff.  I wondered, as we 

sat, how long it had been there, readying itself for the moment that will always 

be ours.  Much of the time we have to steal our moments, or create them by 

pushing the borders of responsibility, of other people’s claims, back just a little 

so there’s a space for us.  Knowing that you want to make those moments too 

gives me energy to do it.

Where does energy come from?  Do you think we are stealing it from oth-

ers?  Or have we tapped some psychic source not usually available?  The sight 

of you gives energy that feeds my love.  My energy feels other energy pouring 

into you, so that you and I can flood each other with love.  People must lose 

the ability to claim this psychic gift.  Old people seem entirely to lack it.  When 

I see them, I wonder if they ever had what we have.  If they had it, how did 

they lose it, because nobody could ever want to be without it, it must be taken, 

or lost, in some way.  Or were they unfortunate - I want to say lesser - people 

who never knew it was in them to live as we do, wound around each other, 

swimming in each other’s souls like beings unbound at last.  Love is freedom, 

my love, and it’s you who’ve given me a liberty that releases everything in my 

being, and I - miracle! - have done as much for you!

Jo drove the children to school, thinking of the time, a year or two ahead, 

when they would travel unchaperoned.  Home again, she sat on the 

verandah musing.  Robin had told her, on the phone the night before, 

that now he’d seen the energy of America’s mid-west he agreed with his 
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partners that they ought to have an agent - perhaps one of themselves 

- in the US.  She looked at the shady, deep green rhododendrons flour-

ishing on the soil she’d acquired, a few months ago, the roses, trimly 

lining a path, the silver birch, trained so its trunk became a web of hori-

zontal threads waiting for foliage to return, and a crown of flowers in 

the middle of the garden, in just the place where, in her previous garden, 

the huge old tree had stood.  She felt, weakly enough, that she was in 

touch with her times.  Could they live in a mid-west American city?  She 

supposed they could, but why would you move away from your cultural 

origins, unless you hated them, or had been brought down by them, as 

she had not?

What if Robin wants to do it, she asked herself.  Would she follow 

him, or somehow prevent the question from arising, so that, content-

ment assuaging the tremors at the edge of his ambitious mind, his goals 

mysteriously turned into her goals?

Which were?

She went inside and made herself a pot of tea.  When she came out, 

she sat on the top step, instead of on a chair, and looked out again.  Her 

goals?  Her mother, in the years before she lost her husband, had never 

tried to divert him from his goals: she had no role model there.  And 

Robin, her husband?  Jo felt that he chased business opportunities like a 

child rushing to join a game being played by older children: there must 

be security, and success, there, if they were doing it!

She looked inside herself, certain that an answer must come from 

within, even if it wasn’t ready to announce itself that morning.  Then it 

occurred to her that she had made a decision of a sort - that the strength 

of her partnership with Robin lay in that innigkeit which she, and not 

he, possessed.

Robin was in the foyer of his hotel, reading the paper, when he noticed 

that two men at a table beside him were exchanging jokes.  Keeping 

his eyes on the financial pages, he tuned in.  One, he decided from the 

voices, was black and the other white.  Letting his eyes roam, he spotted 
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a mirror, and he was right.  They were deft humorists, making it a point 

of pride to do no more than smile politely at one another’s endeavours.  

After a minute or two of trying to top each other, one said, ‘Okay, tell me 

the oldest story you know.’  The black man said, ‘Ah guess that would be 

the one about the humorists’ convention ...’

The white man interrupted.  ‘Where was that held, Jess, you got to 

tell me.’

The black man said, ‘It was just south of Tucson, ah understand.’  

Robin knew, in an intuitive way that he had only learned to trust since 

he’d been married, that the white man must have some connection with 

Tucson, which he thought was in Arizona, far to the south-west.  The 

mirror told him that neither man was smiling, yet he could hear - he 

felt - that they were on the verge of uncontrollable laughter.  ‘Ah yes, go 

ahead then,’ the white man said.

‘O’course I was going to go ahead,’ said the black man.  ‘You wouldn’t 

want me to stop in the middle of a story.  Well now, at the humorists’ 

convention they were all in a big hall, telling jokes, when a newcomer 

walked in.  He noticed that they didn’t actually tell the jokes ...’

The white man knew it.  ‘They just called out the numbers, and 

everybody in that hall laughed politely.  I know that one.  And one guy 

got up and he said four hundred and eleven, and another guy went hysteri-

cal, and the newcomer said to the guy next to him, what was so funny 

about that?  And the guy next to him said ...’

They both recited solemnly, ‘He hadn’t heard that one before!’  

Robin couldn’t stop himself from lowering the paper and turning his 

head.  It was what they’d been waiting for.  ‘Hey guy,’ said the black 

man.  ‘You got a good story you can tell us?  I heard all this fella’s stories 

before.  I reckon you come from somewhere else.  I reckon you could tell 

us a couple we hairven’t heard before.  Eh?  How’s that with you?’

Robin felt he’d been waylaid, but they were both giving him full-on 

attention, and would scorn him if he failed.  He said, ‘The last joke I 

heard before I left home was an American one, actually.’  The white man 

said, ‘Yeah, and I know which one it was.  You tell me if I’m wrong.  It 
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was the one about the Jewish momma, the big fat lady, running along the 

pier, calling out, “Help!  Help!  My son, the doctor, is drowning!”  That 

the one you heard, back home?  Am I right, was that the one?’

Robin could only nod.  The white man rolled ahead, in the world-

conquering way of his people.  ‘That one’s been recycled so many times 

it wouldn’t even make a paper towel to dry your hands with.  Tellya 

what!’ he said to Robin.  ‘You got a day to think.  We’ll be here tomor-

row morning, you meet us about this time and tell us a nice fresh tale we 

never heard before.  How’s that strike you for an idea, eh?’

Robin looked at them.  ‘You want me to tell you something you’ve 

never heard before?  I don’t think there’d be such a thing, would there?’  

He smiled, feeling that he’d flattered them enough to make a decent 

withdrawal.  The black man took him up.  ‘Anyone who knows every-

thing, that person’s Garrd.  I don’t think we’ve reached that position yet.  

You say the same, John?’  The white man nodded.  ‘Sure do, Jess.’  The 

pair of them looked at him.  ‘It’ll be a great pleasure to have you join 

us tomorrow morning.’  Their eyes flashed with the greater pleasure of 

having flung down a challenge.

Robin had breakfast with the two men the following morning.  When 

their coffee was brought to them, Jess, the black man, said, ‘I don’t 

reckon this’d be the sort of day I’d like to have unless we get it started 

with a story.  Nice little tale or two.  How you feel about that, Rahbin?’  

Robin said, ‘I’ve been thinking about that, and the only stories I can tell 

you that I know you won’t have heard are about a few things that hap-

pened in Australia last year.’

The Americans thought that sounded like a pretty fine idea.  Why 

didn’t he start?

‘There was a man in my city who was often away on business.  He 

had been happily married, or that’s what he would have said, but he’d 

noticed that his wife was becoming distant from him.  He had a feel-

ing that he was being judged, and that he wasn’t rating very well in her 

estimation.  Well, one time when he was away, a couple of meetings were 
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cancelled, and he decided to go home a day early, even though the only 

flight he could catch was fairly late.  When the lights of the taxi swung 

across his front garden, he looked up, and he felt sure he saw somebody 

in his bedroom.  His wife’s bedroom.  Somebody that wasn’t his wife, I 

mean.  So he went in and stood at the bottom of the stairs, and his wife 

came down.  She gave him a glance ...’ Robin shuddered ‘... that meant 

he was to follow her.  She took him into the lounge, where the remains 

of a big fire were still glowing.  She told him she had a lover, she’d had 

the lover for many weeks, and she asked her husband to stay there, by 

the dying fire ...’

He stopped, unable to go on.  John and Jess looked at each other, 

wondering how to help, but he stirred himself to continue.

‘... while she let her lover out.’

Jess said, ‘You mean he had to sit there and not confront the lover?’

‘That’s what I mean.  And a couple of minutes later, he heard foot-

steps on the stairs - his wife’s, a sound he knew like the sound of his 

own heart, and another tread, heavier, a man’s.’  He paused again.  The 

two men were staring at him.  ‘He heard them in the hall, he heard the 

front door open.  Nothing happened for what seemed ages, so he knew 

they were talking.  Arranging, he felt, the next time they’d be together.  

Finally, eventually, the door closed, and he heard the steps he knew well 

approaching the room where he was sitting.  Where he’d been confined.  

The wife came in.  The husband said, “You don’t need to say anything.  

I know exactly where I stand.”  The wife said, “You’ve always known 

that.  It’s why you’re good at business deals.  What you don’t know, and 

it’s why I’ve got a lover, is where I stand.  If you could only learn that, I 

wouldn’t need him.”  That’s what she said to her husband, who started 

out thinking he was in the right, and she was the one who was misbe-

having, only to be told that it was all his fault.  Well, something pretty 

close to that.’

He stopped, and looked his companions in the eyes.  ‘There’s my 

first story.  Would you like to hear some more?’
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The two men were uncomfortable with the unexpected revelation of the 

stranger’s situation.  What else was he carrying in his head?  ‘Yeah, you 

tell us another story, if you like,’ said John.  ‘Please.’  Jess supported this.  

‘You’re our guest.’  He said it with less than full inclusion.

Robin looked at them, as if wondering how much they could stand.

‘All right, here’s another one.  Let’s say it’s part of a series which 

we’ve already started.’  The Americans saw that they’d put themselves 

in his hands.  ‘We were talking about a businessman.  Let’s say he came 

home one day in the middle of the day and found a man working in 

the garden.  Nothing strange about that, it could be anybody his wife 

had hired.  This ... gardener was wearing dark green overalls, and boots.  

The businessman went inside, went to his bedroom to hang up his coat 

and put on a cardigan.  He noticed some clothing, and I mean a man’s 

clothing, on a chair not far from the bed.  He thought, that ... gardener 

has been changing his clothes in here?  Then he noticed the bed.  It was 

unmade, and it was really messy.  And he knew his wife made the bed as 

soon as she dressed, every morning.  A strange, uncomfortable feeling 

came over that man.  I don’t think he really knew what it was.  I think 

it wasn’t so much jealousy, though he had a right to be jealous.  I think 

that what he felt was amazement.  Sheer disbelief.  This couldn’t be hap-

pening to him!  Suddenly he wanted to study the man who’d done it.  

He went into one of the children’s rooms, looking over the back garden, 

and studied this lover his wife had brought into their family.  And while 

he was watching, he saw his oldest child, his first daughter, offer this ... 

gardener a drink of orange juice.  And he saw on his daughter’s face the 

lovely smile she had when she was doing something for somebody she 

liked.  He’s not a stranger to her, he realised.  She knows him, and she 

likes him.  And while he watched, the gardener gave his glass back to 

Melissa ...’

‘That’s the girl’s name, I take it?’ John said.  Jess swung his eyes to 

the narrator’s face.

‘That’s the girl’s name,’ Robin said.  ‘The daughter of someone I 

know quite well, you understand.’  The two jokesters felt they knew only 
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too well.  ‘So how did all this finish?’ John asked.  Robin answered, ‘I’m 

not sure whether it’s finished or not.  I think it has ... I mean, I think the 

gardener’s out of the way now, but whether or not there’ll be another 

gardener, or maybe a clothing designer, or ...’ rage swept into him ‘... a 

gynaecologist, perhaps, I’m none too bloody sure!’  He banged the table 

with the flat of his hand.

Jess said, ‘But, this businessman, he’s still with his wife?  He didn’t 

say, you just get out of my house, my bank accounts and my life, like he 

should?’

‘No, he didn’t do that!  Do you think that was weak of him?’

John said, ‘Ah don’t know about it being weak, but all of us have 

to protect ourselves sometimes, stop our feelings getting damaged any 

more than they have been.’

Robin said to them, his rage giving way to tears, ‘I never knew how 

much I depended on her.  My only hold on her was need.’  His cheeks 

were wet, by now.  ‘She made me feel like a child.  And I needed her to 

mother me, and she could do whatever she liked.  God I felt awful.  Low 

and useless.  That’s what I felt!’  The two Americans studied him with 

concern and revulsion in their eyes.  John said, ‘I think, in the circum-

stances, I’d be inclined to cut short your trip to our country, and take 

myself home again to work things out.’  Jess added, ‘You got a problem 

there.  But the way I see it, that woman’s got a mighty big problem too.  

Don’t she know how to treat a man well?  It’s something every woman 

has to learn, if it doesn’t come natural to them, like it should.’

When he came to the lounge the third morning, Robin found that 

the two men on whom he’d foisted his breakdown had left the hotel.  

Without saying goodbye, or inquiring after him, he observed, but could 

hardly blame them.  He held the paper without reading it.  Then he saw 

a supply of the hotel’s stationery, and took a page.  Firmly, and with 

a decisiveness that was new in him, he wrote ‘Jo’ at the top left, and a 

slashing comma.  This is the next stage of my life starting, he realised, 

and realised, too, that was how he must begin.
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The next stage of my life starts this morning.  I’m sorry I’m away from 

you, but I think I had to be away to let my childish dependency on you blurt 

itself out of my system.  When you told me on the phone that you had something 

to tell me, I was frightened.  Is Jo getting herself another lover?  Now I’m not 

frightened, and I’ve got something I hardly understand yet to tell you.  I’m 

looking forward to being back with you.  Ten days.  A good solid number!  I 

owe a debt (not money) to two men called John and Jess, because they listened 

when things I’d bottled up came out of me.  Suddenly I see that we have to 

talk.  Secrets destroy those who hold them.  If you’ve got secrets there’s a part 

of you, perhaps it’s most of you, that isn’t in contact with other people.  In the 

past, I’ve been in contact with people in a public, business-doing way.  You, as 

I know, are in dialogue with yourself all the time.  Truth doesn’t frighten you 

because you’ve never learned how to hide it from yourself.  You are a remark-

able person!

Saying that makes me realise that (a) I’ve never written to you in this 

way in our years together, and (b) I can see you more clearly now that I’ve rid 

myself of a need to be so close up that there’s no room for any doubts about our 

relationship because I’m too close to be able to feel them.

Distance has done something for me.

It occurred to Don that the ruins of the ancient temple were well below 

the street where he stood.  Two thousand years of debris was lifting him 

to this higher level.  Was his understanding of life, his development as a 

man, then, on a higher level?  He felt sure it wasn’t.  A trickle of water 

was running across the site; had it been running, clear and unceasing, 

for two thousand years?  Five?  He supposed so, since a stream wasn’t a 

mechanical device which would wear itself out and stop.  A few metres to 

his left, at a trestle table covered in cheap red chenille, a man was selling 

souvenirs of the city that called itself eternal.  The word, Don thought, 

has a marvellous ring, but how could a city claim it?  Cities were subject 

to endless change; the streets behind him hadn’t been paved by people 

thinking of motor vehicles, therefore the city wasn’t the same as it had 

been at an earlier stage of its eternity.  Then he realised that probably the 
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only things on earth that weren’t subject to change in this way were the 

tidal movement of the oceans, and the blazing heat of the planet’s core.  

Change, then, was not the enemy of eternity; the city’s claim could be 

maintained as long as its stories were remembered.  That seller of scraps, 

Don thought, is keeping the ancient empire alive in human minds.  He’s 

preserving Rome, in his humble, and doubtless ill-rewarded way.  Don 

looked at the man with unexpected respect.  The souvenir-seller, aware 

of being studied, called to Don, ‘Eh signor!  Ricordi da Roma!  Per vostra 

famiglia!’  Then, as Don walked towards him, ‘Where you come from?’  

Don told him.  ‘Non parlo tedesco, scusatemi.’  Don explained that he was 

from Australia, not Austria.  The man chuckled.  ‘You wanta buy?’  Don 

laughed as he looked through the things keeping memories of the city 

alive, long after its language had merged into others.  Teatowels, snow-

globes, sets of slides, a book with photos of the ruins overlaid by artists’ 

reconstructions of the originals, printed neatly on plastic that completed 

the pictures.  Seeing his interest, the Italian showed him the price - 

twenty thousand lira.  Don did a calculation, then nodded.  The vendor 

put the little book in a huge plastic bag, waving at the other things on 

sale.  ‘You gotta beeg family?’

Don felt a sadness he hadn’t known was there.  He’d like to buy 

things for Jo’s children, but they were out of bounds now.  He was far 

from home.  He looked sadly at the man who wanted to sell him a 

teatowel with a picture of the Colosseum, and a calendar, already six 

months old, featuring Roman coins.  He shook his head, but weakened 

when he saw a tiny reproduction of the huge hand of Constantine he and 

his children had discovered, and laughed at, years ago.  So memories of 

his own were still fluttering in the air of this city, helping it stay alive.  To 

be forgotten was the moment of extinction; he hadn’t reached it yet, and 

the city around him, decrepit as much of it was, was as busily alive as its 

storied existence could make it.

Josephine found Robin, when he came home, more irritating than ever, 

and knew that the reason for this lay in her.  She’d complained of his 
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immaturity for years, but now that development was taking place, she 

discovered that she’d grown satisfied with her dissatisfaction.

Days passed, with courtesy and affection the best she could offer.  

Then she had a call from Beryl, the woman who’d bought her house.  

Beryl had had a man in to repair the washing machine, and he’d pointed 

out that there were exposed wires at the powerpoint low on the wall 

behind the machine and Beryl had been unable to explain how this had 

come about.  Josephine laughed.  ‘I imagine my husband thought he 

could install the washing machine when we bought it because the shop 

wanted to charge an installation fee and he didn’t want to pay it.  Sorry 

about that, I’d have told you if I’d known about it.’  Beryl accepted this 

well enough, but it made Josephine relive a difficult day.

She’d taken the children to school, then she’d gone to Don’s.  They’d 

spent the morning in his garden, they’d lunched, and they’d made love 

- and slept.  She woke long after she should have picked up the children.  

Swearing fiercely, she’d jumped in her car ... but by then the schools had 

contacted Robin, who’d left his work, and was sitting on the verandah 

in a foul mood when she got home.  ‘Yes, I know you’re angry,’ she’d 

told him.  ‘Alright, here’s what happened.  I was asleep at Don’s - you 

saw him in the garden once when you came home early - and yes, I was 

asleep because I’d been with him, and it was beautiful, you might as well 

know that too.  And I didn’t wake up until about half past four, and here 

I am.  Where are the children?’

They, hearing her, had come out at that point, which meant that 

Robin couldn’t pursue his advantage over her infidelity leading to a 

breakdown of arrangements for the children, because he didn’t want 

to have that argument in front of them, and he’d been fuming when a 

further intrusion arrived: the new washing machine, delivered by a testy 

man who was behind in his deliveries, saw himself driving well into the 

evening, and was reluctant even to wheel the machine on his trolley to 

the laundry at the back of the house.  And after he’d left, Robin, to indi-

cate to his wife that he, as a practical man as well as a justifiably enraged 

husband, had decided to install the machine, but had discovered - he 
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said - an electrical fault, which had meant that for half an hour the power 

to the whole house had been turned off, even though Jo had pointed out 

that he could do his repair simply by identifying the fuse which served 

the laundry, letting them have power elsewhere ... but Robin, desperate 

for some platform for his dignity to stand on, had made it the swift and 

proper installation of the machine.

She realised that he must have found himself defeated, and simply 

plugged in the new machine and pushed it in front of the exposed wires, 

covering the evidence of his incompetence.  And today, Jo thought, the 

truth emerges, of a man’s inability to handle either electricity or his own 

emotions, and I, she thought, am responsible for all of the above.  Robin 

found her a little better-humored, a little more accepting - humbler, real-

ly - as they lay beside each other that night, touching occasionally with 

the beginnings of a broader warmth that had some hopes of advancing.

The International Herald Tribune told its readers that Boris Yeltsin, having 

been re-elected President of Russia, had withdrawn from public life, for 

a period predicted to be two months, to recover the energy he’d lost dur-

ing the election campaign.  The mystery of it, and the urgency, seemed 

closer, for Don, somehow more real, than when he was on the other side 

of the world.  A feeling of contempt for the closely-packed peoples of the 

earth stirred in him.  How much more than skin deep is their commit-

ment to government by proper process?  He checked himself, remem-

bering something that had happened just before he’d come away.  The 

police had asked him if they could park a caravan in his yard because 

they needed to keep a certain property under observation.  Somewhat 

reluctantly, he’d agreed.  The day after the caravan moved onto his land, 

he’d noticed, while driving to the shops, a police car pulled up beside a 

rusty old Kingswood; he’d assumed they were about to start a roadwor-

thy check, or see if it was on their list of stolen cars.  But, driving back, 

he saw that the old car was still there, apparently empty, and that it had 

been parked at something of an angle to the kerb.  Something about the 

car made him uncomfortable, so he’d studied his street directory.  His 
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house, and the car in the street, were about the same distance from the 

home of a businessman who’d been mentioned in the financial press in 

connection with an illicit transfer of funds.  He realised that he didn’t 

know how the police carried out their investigations, but if they were 

doing a little triangulation, he thought, they’d be observing him from ... 

where?  He selected a spot on the map, and drove there; sure enough, 

there had been another caravan at roughly the spot he’d selected.

He’d driven home.  The police, with his agreement, used the toilet 

in his house, and if he was making coffee when they entered, he offered 

them some.  Once, a young constable had thanked him, and sat with him 

for a time, but talking only of football, horseracing, and the current crop 

of headlines.  Don had waited till the next time one of the police came 

in, and said, ‘I’ve worked out who you’re investigating.  I feel uncomfort-

able.  I know nothing about him, beyond saying good morning to him 

in the street, but when my children were small - he was living there even 

then - they asked their mother if they could walk to school through his 

yard because there were some other kids they wanted to avoid.  And he 

let them.  For almost eighteen months they went through his place, until 

these other kids moved on, and he was hardly ever there when they were 

on his land, but he knew who they were, and if he saw them in the street 

he spoke to them very nicely.  Now.  I’m not sure what your powers are, 

but I think I could ask you to move off my land.  And I realise that you 

could simply move to someone else’s place.  And I suppose I could go to 

the man you’re investigating, and warn him.  I’m not sure what I should 

do, really.  I suppose that what’s making me uncomfortable is that I have 

nothing against that man, and I have certain feelings for him, and by 

letting you on my property to conduct your surveillance, I’m being co-

opted by people working against him.  I hope you see what I mean.’

The young policeman had said, ‘I do sir.  I think, by the way, that 

we’ll be moving tomorrow.  But I’ll get the sergeant.’  A minute later the 

sergeant had come to the door, saying, ‘I can understand your discom-

fort sir, but you see we get calls, and tips, all the time about things that 

are supposed to be going on.  Most of them are just made up stuff.  Lies, 
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actually, or people’s imaginations getting out of hand.  But they may 

have truth in them, and we’re bound to investigate.  If we don’t, and  the 

story turns out to be true, we’ll be said to have failed in our duty because 

we didn’t check.  But as the constable told you sir, we’ll be moving on in 

the morning.  And we’d like to thank you for your help.’

On the other side of the world, in a country where the Mafia were 

somewhat less delicate in their activities, he folded his paper and went 

for a walk.  He wandered through narrow streets until he found himself 

in a market.  As always, the plenty, the abundance, of huge cheeses, and 

boxes of mussels, oysters, and species of fish he never saw back home, 

reiterated his love of living.  Then he saw that as well as turkeys, chickens 

and ducks, there were trays of tiny birds no bigger than his thumb.  Gun-

happy fools, he thought, but couldn’t avoid the thought that what they 

shot found its way to the tables of the indifferent.  Then, rounding a cor-

ner, he came on a boar, black as Erebus, lying on the marble floor.  The 

beast was huge, must have been fearsome in the forest where it had been 

shot, and its mouth was a lusty pink, open as if to scream.  Something 

about the animal’s silence stopped Don, chilling him. To struggle, to 

resist, you have to stay alive.  The beast would frighten nobody any more.  

Its power had been taken away by someone stronger or more cunning.  

Don used the folded newspaper to slap his open hand.  Why had Boris 

Yeltsin taken two months away from his place of power?  Could he get 

back, or were cunning people manoeuvring to replace his backside on 

the chair that counted?

A week after Robin came home he was watching TV when Jo came into 

the room.  She saw him reach for the remote control, then push the OFF 

button.  Glancing at the screen, she saw a handsome man in a suit, an 

American by the look of him, and older than Robin, with, on either side, 

an attractive, younger woman, one fair, one dark.  They disappeared.  

‘Just rubbish,’ Robin said.  ‘I think those people must have about three 

plots they use over and over.  What’re you looking for Jo?’  She told 

him she thought she’d left her book in the room.  He said it was on the 
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floor beside their bed, and she went to find it.  Robin was right.  It was 

where she’d put it the night before.  She was bending to pick it up when 

a thought crossed her mind.  Robin had been concealing something; 

he hadn’t tried very hard, or successfully, to keep her unaware, which 

meant that he wasn’t fully aware of it himself.  He’d been putting him-

self in the place of the man on the screen, and wondering which of the 

two women he’d have, or if he could manage to have them both.  She 

wrinkled her nose at this immaturity, this use of the media’s corniest 

offerings to find an imaginative pathway.  Then she realised there was 

something else.  She sat on the bed, Ibsen’s Peer Gynt in her hands.  

Robin had been good with their children since he got back, and it was 

more than having brought them well chosen things on his trip.  He was 

interested in them, he was actually thinking of himself as a father.  This 

had pleased her, yet without causing her to soften towards him.  There 

had been, there was still, something missing.  He’d lost, she felt, his 

commitment to her.  He’d be interested in showing his parental status 

to women to attract them, to make them want to have his child.  She 

looked at her book.  The cover showed a man of about Robin’s age made 

up to appear ancient, and a young woman - Solveig - beside him.  The 

photo created an expectation that Peer’s next words would be wise.  The 

introduction, which she’d been reading the night before, said the play 

was about a modern Everyman; Every child, she said, savagely, to herself.  

She looked up.  Robin was in the doorway.  ‘What do you want to do this 

afternoon?  Take the kids somewhere?’  ‘I’d like to play tennis,’ she said.  

He was amazed.  As far as he knew, she’d never played the game in her 

life.  ‘This is a bit of a development.  Did you get interested while I was 

away?’  ‘We could go to the races and watch the horses,’ she said.  He 

said nothing, knowing that she was in what he called ‘a mood’.  ‘What 

would you like to do?’ she asked, turning the attention, the heat, onto 

him.  He had a safe haven.  ‘Anything you like.  Just say it and we’ll do 

it.’  ‘I think I would like to finish this bloody book,’ she said.  ‘Reading it 

is,’ Robin said.  ‘But I might take the kids to a film a bit later on.’  She 

looked at him critically.  ‘Good.  Whatever you please.’
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Don got off his train in Paris.  The usual touts approached, wanting to 

sell metro tickets, collect unwanted currency from the point of origin, 

carry bags to taxis.  Ignoring them, he waited to feel the city’s spirit.  

The only thing, he knew, was to hurry into its imposing spaces, but he 

hesitated, knowing that uncertainty was what attracted the scourges of 

con-men, people who wanted to attach themselves to you.  Suddenly 

he realised that that was what he wanted.  He didn’t want to be alone.  

And in a moment he had a young couple in front of him, telling him 

they’d been on a train that had stopped inexplicably the previous night 

for several hours, with the heating turned off.  ‘It was bloody cold!’ the 

boy said: an American.  ‘We froze,’ the girl said: a Londoner.  Don said, 

‘Well, let’s find somewhere warm and have some breakfast.’  The boy 

said, ‘That’d be real nice, but I have to tell you, we’re travelling on a 

very, very tight budget.’

He meant they were broke.  Don said, ‘Oh come on, I’m paying this 

one.’  They went through the station and into the streets beyond.

‘A funny thing happened in Germany,’ the American boy said.  ‘We 

were on a train that stopped inside a tunnel.  I felt very uncomfortable.  

If you’re in a train that’s stopped you’re a sitting duck anyway, but inside 

a tunnel is a hundred times worse.  Where do you go if something hap-

pens?  There’s nowhere, is there?’  He looked at the girl for confirma-

tion, which she gave, nodding seriously.  ‘And all of a sudden the door 

was pulled open.  I thought they were locked, but this one wasn’t.  And 

a gang of fellers climbed into our carriage, and they looked around, 

picking their victim.  And they grabbed this young guy two seats away 

from me, and they started pulling him out of the carriage.  I wondered 

what the hell was going on.  And he fought.  Boy, did he fight.  He 

landed some pretty good punches, but there were a lot of them, and they 

dragged him down the carriage, and most of the people in it were a lot 

older, and I suppose they thought it was just a brawl between two sides 

of a gang, or something like that.  And they pushed him out the door 

they came in by, and there were some more of them there to grab him.  
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And, as they rushed him away, he kicked the side of our carriage.  It was 

a dull, thudding sound.  Not a nice, bright clang!  Just a CLUNK!  And 

everyone in the carriage was sitting there, pretty amazed, I guess, and the 

door was still open.  And then a very large, serious looking guy - he had 

to be a kraut - he got up and pulled the door shut.  Amazing!  Absolutely 

bloody amazing.  He seemed to think - you could see it all over his face 

- that if you closed the door, you ruled off the incident.  The feller they’d 

dragged off the train was a non-person.  With the door shut, he’d more 

than disappeared.  All memory of him had ceased to exist.  Honestly, I 

looked at that big kraut, and I thought, if the police came here now, he’d 

say he never saw a thing.  And I think he’d airkchewally believe it!’

They don’t design it to make you feel small, Don decided, but they 

emphasize grandeur so much that if you’ve the slightest weakness, it 

will be found out.  How was it affecting him?  He looked inside himself, 

wishing, as he did, that he had Jo beside him, sensing his thoughts as 

they came into being, knowing that he was sensing hers.  ‘Quite a combi-

nation’, he said aloud, then, undistracted by having spoken, he searched 

again.  What did the famous city make him feel?

Cities, he decided, are places where much can happen that can’t in 

small communities: the greater the city, the greater the possibility.  He 

sat for a moment on a dainty steel chair, looking at the rushing, dirty 

waters of the Seine.  To enjoy those possibilities, you must follow the 

rules they’ve set; but for every rule there’s a counter-rule, a breach of the 

observance, just as for every law there’s a crime.  A line cannot be drawn 

without creating a space on either side.  What are the spaces they’ve cre-

ated here, he thought.  On the one hand, a particular form of clarity and 

taste; on the other, an ocean of contempt.

He felt pleased with himself; that he’d been able to define the city 

thus far placed him, he felt, on the positive side of the line.  But later in 

his walk, in the window of a shop selling stylish women’s wear, he saw 

a dummy dressed in white, and it brought to his mind Josephine on 

the first day he’d seen her, and the last - at his city’s airport a few short 
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weeks ago.  In a foreign city, far from his support systems, he knew at last 

what it was to be utterly bereft.  Loneliness flooded him, and a feeling of 

having been abandoned.  Was that - this - what it was like on the other 

side of France’s cultural line?

He decided that it was.  I’m at a dead end, he thought. I’m as smart 

as these people, but I’m hollowed out and empty.  I’ve got skills which 

I use in my work, back home, but they’re only habits now.  There’s no 

driving purpose in my practice of them.  Jo had often told him of her 

bleak moods, when she felt empty and without purpose.  He’d taken 

these moments as opportunities to fill the spaces of her being with 

surging love.  He never expected to find himself directionless, but he 

was, here, in this grandest of places.  Empty.  At a dead end.  Well, he 

thought, casting his eye over places that filled pages in the picturebooks 

of the world, I have to open myself, and see what wants to come flooding 

in.  Will I try to control the gates, the entry, to screen out what might 

damage me, or will I see what willy-nilly can do, for me or against me?  

He didn’t know.  This, he thought, touching himself, will become an 

interesting site.

When she analysed what she felt about Robin, now that he was back, 

and different, Jo realised that the idea to which she returned was ‘bother’.  

Why should I bother about him ... What’s the use of bothering myself ...  

She felt the word must be some sort of key to the way she would handle 

the next part of her life.  I used to control him, she thought; now he both-

ers me.  What have I become?  Or is that the wrong question to ask?

She put questions to herself.  What do I want?  What sort of man 

is he, as seen by others, with other views of what a man should be like?  

She had a period when she rejected her own formulations, then it struck 

her.  He would start an affair very soon, as a way of balancing what she’d 

done.  He has to do it, she saw, even if he stays with me, because we’re 

not on equal terms.  She saw at once the irony of her position - if she 

wanted to control him, she had to let him be her equal.  She didn’t want 

him to be her equal.  But if he wasn’t her equal, then he could only be 
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the brash youth he’d been until recently, and she’d have no reason to 

complain.

I suppose it happens in every marriage, she thought.  The person I 

married is disappearing, and the new person that’s emerging is someone 

I have to learn to love, or else let go.  She wanted someone to tell her 

what to do, but who was there that would know?  You can’t interrogate 

the future, she thought, without turning to crystal ball gazers or the 

Tarot people.  She felt her strength, her dominance in the marriage, dis-

sipating.  She’d had all the big cards, and she’d played them.  The next 

move was her husband’s, and she didn’t like what she felt it would be.

Jo knew before her husband who he would fall in love with.  Three times 

in a fortnight he came home from meetings at the Town Hall with people 

who had either to approve a big development, or be circumvented in 

some way.  ‘At this stage,’ Robin said, ‘we’re playing by the rules.’  He 

smiled at his wife, knowing that somewhere in her was a person who 

thought nothing of stepping over a rule, or convention, if it suited.  ‘It’d 

probably be all signed, sealed and delivered by now, if it weren’t for 

bloody Olga!’  He grimaced, but Jo saw interest, and a flicker of attrac-

tion in the way the obstructive woman’s name was spoken.

She resolved to listen carefully to her husband’s post-meeting tirades 

about the Council people.

Olga’s name occurred more than any other.  She’d said no to this, 

she’d queried that, she’d produced a heap of figures to show that some-

thing in his proposal wasn’t correct.  Unselfconsciously he asked his 

wife’s help in finding ways to defeat, step around, or make irrelevant, 

these objections.  Jo, knowing what she was doing, offered ideas, because 

every time she did so, Robin talked about their likely effect on Olga.  

What Olga would do next.  What Olga would say if ...  Jo put together 

these scraps of information from an undiscerning man and created her 

own portrait: a woman in her mid thirties, smart, forced by her position 

to battle with people of the sort she secretly admired - the doers, the 

movers of money and projects, people who got things underway and if 
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you were good to them, took you along.  Every time Robin mentioned 

some barrier Olga had raised, Jo knew, and wondered when her husband 

would see, that the barrier was put there to see how he would overcome 

it.  When he first touches her, she thought, she’ll struggle, but when she’s 

got him she’ll hang onto him as if there were no letting go.  Her mind 

ran further forward.  How would her husband deal with it when Olga 

made him aware that she was in it, not for the thrill but the long haul?  

Jo felt protective of her husband, wanting and not wanting the thing to 

go ahead.  She never picked up the children, or dropped them off at 

school, without sensing a gap in her situation and the possibility that 

she might be managing them on her own if events ran in that direction.  

A half-empty bed, a monthly maintenance cheque, and confusion in the 

eyes of Melissa, Jessica, and Alessandro.

Robin told her one night that the following week he’d be spending a few 

days with his partners looking at a prospect on the Sunshine Coast.  She 

asked a question or two so that he didn’t see that she knew who he’d 

be with.  ‘You’ve got my mobile number if you need me,’ he said.  She 

nodded.  ‘We’ll manage.’  She wondered how a composer would set her 

words in an opera.  Manage?  How does a lie get changed according to 

the number of people who know it’s a lie?

On the morning he said goodbye - he’d said he’d be leaving from 

the office, so Olga had to work the full day, obviously - he kissed Jo 

nervously; she could feel his excitement and apprehension.  She went to 

the door with him, and watched as he backed the car out of the drive, 

giving her, before he disappeared, a smile and an over-sized wave.  Four 

out of ten for acting, she thought.  She took the children to school, 

came home, and began to look in a drawer full of letters that she hadn’t 

opened in ages.

Dearest Jo ...

I never felt so ashamed in my life ...

He didn’t tell me why he left and I know I’ll never know ...
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The silly bitch made me furious but I had to admit - I realised, somehow, 

I don’t know how - that things I’d done must have been causes of our break-

down too ...

The strange thing about what happened with Anthony is that, although 

it’s hurt me terribly, and I wouldn’t be able to bear it if I saw him again - ever 

- I’m pleased that I’ve been through the experience.  I feel that a part of me 

has reached its full, its true, dimensions, and that I’m going to be stronger from 

now on.  More aware of what might happen ...

She put the letters down.  Was there one that she was looking for, or 

was she simply seeking to enter that dimension where people spoke as 

truly as they were able?  She thought, for a moment, of the custom of 

people, when they parted, giving back each other’s letters.  Did anyone 

do it any more?  That told her what she’d been after.  It was right at the 

bottom.

There are so many layers of protection we wrap ourselves in, unless we’re 

too young to know what pain a love can cause.  A love that’s developing, that’s 

getting better, deeper, all the time - like ours - is a continual stripping away of 

protective layers until each can see the other’s soul, and each knows that there 

is nothing else to see because that soul is the central part of the beloved.  As a 

boy at school I remember hymns and sermons about standing in the presence 

of God, the implication being that he - sorry, He - would be able to see right 

into us, know our sins, our qualities et cetera, and form a judgment as to what 

we amounted to.  It seemed rather scary at the time!  But if you think about 

it, each of us has been that god for the other.  We’ve looked into each other’s 

eyes with the thrill of recognition.  Looking into your eyes - seeing you - is a 

thousand times better than any feast.  I’m as open and unprotected as you and 

I want to be that way!  The trust of lovers is the deepest, the most vulnerable 

thing there is ...

It undercuts a marriage, she thought.  Marriages don’t matter, but 

children do.  It was when she’d seen that her love for Don and her love 

for her children couldn’t be reconciled that she’d realised that her love, 

as wild, as paroxysmal, as his, had to be renounced.  She’d brought her 

spirit home.  Now Robin was setting out on his first great journey, like 
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a polar explorer, or a navigator on a sea of storms.  She put the letter 

away, closed the drawer, and went to the laundry to put on a load of 

washing.

He was happy when he got back.  Moving around the house, he respect-

ed her spaces better than he usually did; he was tender and considerate.  

It told her he’d be seeing Olga again very soon, perhaps another trip.  

Surely she couldn’t get away as easily as he could, if she worked for the 

city council?  Jo decided she needed an independent income.  She had 

money invested, but it wasn’t enough to support her and three young 

people growing up.  On the other hand, if she got a job, she would be 

giving up the hours, very precious to her, when she could think, and 

experience her feelings, alone.  To be married, to mother as I should, I 

need time that’s my own, mental and emotional space.  She was atten-

tive to Robin, affectionate in a limited way, waiting for his next card to 

be played.

He told her one evening, as they lay in bed, that the combine he 

was part of had been approached to finance and build a restaurant and 

associated accommodation on a mountain that was a favorite of ski-

ers.  ‘Not much snow up there at the moment,’ she said.  He turned on 

his side, talking directly at her in the dimness of a little light from the 

street.  ‘The warm weather’s the only time to make an assessment,’ he 

said.  ‘Ground’s not covered in snow.  You can get a look at building dif-

ficulties, the terrain, approach roads you have to build, how you’ll bring 

your power to the site, all that sort of thing.’  She decided to toss him a 

challenge.  ‘Do you want to take the children?’

She felt that he was tempted.  He knew they’d been used to ... the 

gardener, when he was part of Josephine’s life.  He wondered, momen-

tarily, where the gardener had gone to.  Then he said, ‘Perhaps it’s a little 

too early.  If it looks like we’re going to go ahead with this project, yes, 

I think it’d be great to show the kids where it is.  At the moment,’ he 

added, ‘I don’t know myself.’
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Jo considered.  Why did men think they had to have sure and com-

prehensive knowledge before they let their children see them doing 

something?  Why not show them there are times when grown-ups don’t 

know what’s going to happen?  Aren’t perfect, aren’t in control?  Then she 

looked at the words he’d ended with: ‘I don’t know myself ’.  Of course 

he didn’t: and he didn’t know how much she knew, either, and could 

probably only half see the layers of game playing in their conversation.  

She decided it was too early to push him any further.  Not enough had 

happened.  She twisted her body to face the pillow.  ‘I’m going to sleep 

now.  Goodnight Robin.’  Something about the way she used his name 

made him aware that she was aware of what he was planning.  Plenty of 

experience of her own, he thought sharply, wondering whether or not to 

have things out with her, there and then, fighting about everything that 

had happened in eight and a half years of being together ... or keep it all 

bottled up until he could get to the snow-free mountain with his lover, 

and lie in bed with her in a mutually possessed terrain of freedom where 

the only limit to activity was the occasional need to sleep, so love could 

surge between them a further time.  ‘Goodnight Jo,’ he said to his wife.

Rouen delighted the Australian traveller.  He walked about its narrow, 

winding streets, he walked slowly inside the cathedral, looking upwards 

at the glass, trying to remember when Monet had painted its exterior at 

different times in the day’s history of light.  He walked by the river, had 

lunch in a tiny restaurant, then walked some more.  Back at his hotel he 

sat happily in the lounge, making notes in his journal, when he became 

aware of a man in a nearby chair, a bulky man, with considerable jowls 

on his cheeks and chin-line, a man he felt would be garrulous, given 

encouragement.

He soon found he’d been right.  ‘Ronald Jacobson,’ the man said, 

when he’d found a way to introduce himself.  ‘Aviator, journalist, for-

mer member of the Minnesota Congress, and now ... researcher, I guess 

you’d have to call me.’  He seemed to expect something as fulsome from 

Don.  When nothing came, the big American said, ‘I can tell from that 
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map on your knee that you’ve been walking around this town today.  

Now tell me, I’d really like to know what you felt when you saw the Joan 

of Arc memorial?’

‘I didn’t know there was one.  Is she buried here, somewhere?’

‘Mah frand, she was burned here.  Fourteen thirty one.  But I guess 

you’d know all about that.  I s’pose it’s what brought you to this town.’

Don shook his head.  ‘It’s a part of France I’d never visited before.  

Paris has always had such an effect on me, I thought I ought to see the 

outlying cities too.’

The big American took this to be an opening.  ‘Naturally.  Tell me 

where else you’re going to visit.  Domrémy?  Vaucouleurs?  Cochon?  

Orléans, of course, but what about Jargeau?  I think that was probably 

Joan’s finest day, if I had to pick.  That and the coronation at Rheims.’  

He said it in the French way, rolling the R like a bulldozer getting ready 

to work.  Don saw no way out.

‘Those places you named ... the coronation I seem to remember 

reading about, back at school ...’ he searched his memories over many 

years ‘... they’re all connected with Joan of Arc, is that right?’

The big American smiled.  ‘And how!  The end of the Middle Ages!  

The start of the modern world.  Faith finds it has to lie down with rea-

son, even when it wants to overrule it.’  The pronouncements rolled out 

of him like the R of his Rheims.  ‘You’re in an epoch-making place, here 

today, mah frand.  If you like, tomorrow I could show you some of the 

places - the very places - where the events happened!’  He seemed to 

think his offer irresistible.  Don felt edgy.  He admired comprehensive 

knowledge, but didn’t want a crank trawling him about.  ‘I was thinking 

I might move on tomorrow to Le Havre.  And maybe come back here, 

perhaps.  I don’t know.  I suppose I’m pursuing a search of my own, less 

defined than your interest in Joan of Arc.’  The heavy, sombre expression 

on the American’s face demanded more.  ‘Wasn’t she called something 

else?’

‘La Pucelle.  The vuhrrgin.  She was, in a way, the demonic incarna-

tion the church accused her of being.  The mother of Christ was never 
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like Joan.  But maybe the mother of Christ was like Joan’s mother, who 

pleaded with the Pope, when she was old and frail, for a retrial for her 

daughter.  The retrial that overthrew the first trial, the one that sent her 

to the stake, to her death in the flames.  Then again, maybe there never 

was anyone else quite like Joan.  Maybe she was simply the incarnate 

spirit of her times, in the form of flesh, yes, and able to cry in pain as 

they burned her, yes, but somehow a creature of more spirit than one 

human body can contain.’  He shifted his bulk.  Don wanted to change 

the subject.  ‘Did you say you’d been an aviator?’

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Ronald said.  ‘You’re wondering how 

they ever got me into the carrkpit.  Well, let me tell you, I was so mad 

keen to fly that I’d have flown if they’d had to melt me down and pour 

me in, but no, I was quite slim in those days.  This stuff ’s added itself on 

since then.’  He rubbed his rolls of belly-flesh.  ‘I ought to diet, I ought 

to go to the gym, but, you see, I’ve got another obsession.’

‘Joan of Arc?’

The big man nodded.  ‘Yes, Joan.  Yes, the middle ages.  But ulti-

mately, I think, it’s the place of magic in human life.’  He said it seriously; 

Don felt that their conversation thus far had been a prelude, a searching 

out of each other, so that this moment could be reached.  His wariness 

of the former pilot, the fat man who knew so much about the maid of 

Orléans, gave way to a feeling of companionship.  ‘Magic, you say.  Do 

you mean active magic, that’s to say sorcery, or simply the unexplained.  

The inexplicable.  The things we know we don’t know much about, but 

which tease us, by constantly popping up in our lives, sometimes wor-

rying us, sometimes helping us, disconcerting us, the things we never 

dreamed might happen.’

Ronald Jacobson looked happy.  ‘I can see I was right in the feeling 

I had about you.  You and I are like minds, and we’ve found each other 

in this hotel.  A day or two from now, we’ll be headed off to different 

places - don’t worry, I don’t want to take your life over - but we’ve got 

something to explore.  You’ve been thinking about it in your way, I in 

mine.  We’ve got a lot of talking to do.’
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They began in the morning, over croissants and coffee.  ‘Delicious!’ 

Ronald pronounced.  ‘The French are right to maintain their differenc-

es.  It means that for us travellers, this is a place like nowhere else.’  He 

beamed.  ‘Maybe you’d like to know how I got caught up with Joan?’

Don wondered if he had a wife, back home, and what her name 

might be.  He hoped this detail might slip out of the big man’s delibera-

tive, yet excitement-laden, discourse.  Discourse?  Like intercourse, it 

takes two.  Or more.  It’s mutual.  He’d been holding in his grief since 

Jo had said she had to break free of what had bound them, the shin-

ing envelope of spiritual engagement that was theirs, and theirs alone.  

Ronald was waiting.  Don nodded.  ‘Please go on.’

‘I heard this priest on the radio one morning, talking about Joan.  

The maid, he called her.  He was saying that she was a saint about 

whom we could never be quite certain, because nobody could wrap an 

understanding right around her.  You could know as much as there was 

to be found out, but you could never know all you needed to know.  And 

he said - and this is when it grabbed me - he said she had four years 

of seeing Saint Michael the Archangel, and Saint Catherine and Saint 

Margaret, from when she was still twelve, almost thirteen, until the time 

came when the angels told her what she had to do.  She had to relieve the 

siege of Orléans, and she had to have the Dauphin crowned at Rheims.  

What a mission for a girl that nobody had heard of!  And she tried to find 

a way to get to see the Dauphin, and at first she didn’t succeed, but even-

tually she found a way, and she left her home. Her parents clung to her, 

weeping tears that you would want to think were excessive, except that 

maybe they had a little of Joan’s capacity to know things that weren’t 

apparent to ordinary people.  I mean, maybe they had a glimpse of what 

lay in store, and didn’t want her to take up the life she felt the angels had 

given her, the mission of saving France, she would have said.’

Don wondered, in the pause while Roland gathered his thoughts, 

what the younger Roland - the slimmer Roland - had been like as he 

took his lethal jet into the air.  Had he had faith in the United States as 
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the world’s policeman, the juggernaut of right?  It amused him, all the 

more so since a new weight had grounded Roland’s voice.

‘You see, Darrn, all we know about her is what she did in a few short 

weeks of a brilliant military career, and what she said in the dragged out 

months while those basstuhds of priests paraded her before themselves so 

they could question her.  To that I guess we have to add the impression 

she made on those who saw her.  And that’s interesting too.  You see, 

the world Joan lived in was obsessed by magic, and, if you think about 

it, God was the masstuh magician.  The one whose powers exceeded all 

others’ powers, even - and this was the closest call, the really worryingly 

close call for believers - even Satan’s.  Those poor bastards lived in a bi-

polar world, you get me?’

‘Don’t we all?’

‘No!  We don’t today.  You don’t, I can tell, and I don’t, let me assure 

you of that!  They lived in a pre-scientific age, and there wasn’t much 

that they could say they understood.  Most medicine was quackery, in 

our terms.  They couldn’t arrperate.  If they got septicaemia from a 

burst appendix, they got the last rites and a day or two later they were 

under a cross in the earth.  Life was short and when it was threatened, 

they couldn’t do much except pray.  So.  If someone came along and did 

things people thought were impossible, where did they get their power 

from?  God?  Or Satan?  The big white jumbo jet, high above the clouds, 

or the mean, black little fighter that hugs the earth so close you can’t see 

it on the radar?’  Don chuckled, and suddenly Roland too was laughing, 

his belly shaking, his face wrinkled, his hands waving in the air.  ‘Man, 

those priests had one shit of a problem when they got tangled up with 

Joanie!’

‘Go back to what you were saying about when she was twelve.’

‘Oh yes.  Thanks Darrn, I was wandering a bit there, wasn’t I.  My 

navigator dozed off a while.’  He grinned, pleased with himself.  ‘She 

had four years of living with her voices, her spirits visiting her regularly 

- we don’t know where: maybe in the woods, maybe as she lay in bed 

in her mother and father’s house, which would, believe me, have been a 



45

pretty miserable little shack, with the humans sharing with their animals, 

all dependent on each other, truly, truly dependent, in a way we’ve long 

forgotten - four years, about which we know nothing.  Don’t you think 

that’s amazing?  A young girl is seeing visions of the angels who, she 

believed, came straight from heaven to talk to her, and she didn’t tell a 

soul.  She had four years of getting used to those angels, of having them 

come to her in all their brilliance and brightness, so that in the years 

when young people have to work out what they stand for, she knew that 

she, at least, and of all the people she knew, had been chosen to stand 

by, to live by, the door that opened the way between heaven and earth.  

We don’t know anything about those years, and how they marked, sorry, 

made, her development.  She had to carry the angels heaven sent her all 

on her own.  She must have known that it was no mean gift, and that she 

would have to wait until the angels told her what she was to do.  Her life 

would be one mission, one achievement, one thing done as God’s mes-

sengers required.  She had no more vision of herself than that.’

Robin woke in the middle of the night, troubled.  He got up and went to 

the toilet.  When he came back, he felt unable to get in beside his wife, 

both because he felt untrue to her, and because he wanted to be with 

Olga for another burst of passion and acceptance.  Standing there sleep-

ily, miserably, he was surprised to hear his wife’s voice from the bed.

‘When I had those moments I used to sit in the chair under mother’s 

portrait.’

Miracles can happen in dreams; why shouldn’t she wake and read 

his mind?  He wanted to move, to resolve it, but no energy ran through 

his body.

‘I don’t have a portrait to sit under.’

The voice from the bed answered, ‘Sit beneath my mother.  She 

was fond of you.  She always took your side when I was what she called 

misbehaving.’

It was his only option, it seemed, with a sea of impossibility around 

him.  He moved sullenly to the nominated chair, and sat, feeling that 
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he was accepting both a rejection from his wife and an offer made in 

compassion from one who’d been where he was.  She was back, and he 

was in turmoil. Head in his hands, he closed his eyes and tried to shut it 

all out.  When would uncertainty stop tearing his life apart?  He wanted 

Olga’s warmth, her need, her demands, so easily satisfiable by him if 

he gave up what he had in this house with Jo, who’d come through her 

storms of passion and had centred herself in the simplest, most difficult 

role there was.  Olga wanted to be made what Jo was.  She’d want chil-

dren, the centrality of a home.  He had these things already, but it was 

Jo who’d achieved them, largely over or under his conscious decisions.  

So he could abandon what he had, because he wasn’t satisfied with how 

he’d come to have them, or he could stay and try to level things with 

his stronger, more important partner.  Or, again, he could declare it a 

failure, a second best, and have another go at the love and matrimony 

stakes.  Or he could hurl himself into the affair with Olga, knowing all 

the while that he was going to let her down, and hoping that when he did 

this wrong, he’d be helped back on board by a complicit Josephine.

Not bloody likely.  There’d be a pound of flesh in Jo’s bill for getting 

him upright, and, worse, an ocean of contempt.

He thought some more.  It’s my mess, so it must in some way char-

acterise me.  Bear my marks.  If I let Olga decide what’s going to hap-

pen, or if I depend on Jo to pull me out of water that’s too deep, then 

I’ll never get myself back.  I’ll be Olga’s, or Jo’s, not my own.  And I’d 

like to think, though I’m almost certainly wrong, and perhaps dishonest 

about this, that they wouldn’t want me as a lesser partner who’s under 

their control.

Bullshit, he told himself.  Control is something we want over those 

who’re close to us.  It’s the only way we can bear to have another near 

us.

Feeling, thus, that he was stuck in a void, he sensed another pres-

ence in the room.  Behind him.  Above.  Without lifting his head from 

his hands, he spoke.

‘Mrs Riordan?’
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No answer came, no words, but a feeling of tenderness, and concern, 

seemed to envelop him.  There is compassion for us, he thought, out 

there ...

Standing, then turning, he looked at the portrait from very close.  

The face was in darkness, but a beam of light from the street struck the 

expressive, uplifted hands, and he felt that they offered him affection.  

I’m not entirely hated, then, he told the portrait, so I can’t be entirely 

hatable.  He looked around the darkened room.  Jo had been making 

curtains, and there were piles of fabric on the sofa.  He put a cushion at 

the top, for a pillow, spread the fabric a little more evenly, and wriggled 

beneath.  It’s a warm night, he thought.  This should be enough.

Even a week later, in Rennes, having moved on from his conversations 

about the young woman who’d been named a saint, nearly five centuries 

later, Don found himself affected - permanently, perhaps - by what he’d 

been told.  The ex-pilot had unsettled him; things that happened which 

you couldn’t predict, control or explain, all fell into Roland’s definition 

of magic, and for Don it was becoming a worryingly large domain.  Had 

all of France, in the time of Joan, been subject to it?  He supposed it 

had.  Hysteria, then, can never have been far away?  He had to accept 

this: after one of Joan’s successes a thousand English captives had been 

put to death.  He wondered how it had been done.  Tied up in bunches, 

and thrown in the Loire?  Beheaded?  Hacked to death by blood-lusty 

soldiers wielding axes?  Given any benefit of prayer, or reconciliation 

with the God in whose name most things were done?

How had the modern world slipped out of the skin of the mediaeval 

time, or was it still in it, deluding itself with false terms, false ways of 

judging itself against a checklist that produced the right responses?

He wanted a shape, a pattern that gave true pictures of life, because 

he had to place himself, now that his passion was behind him.  I’ve been 

displaced, he told himself, and though that might not inspire a Handelian 

aria, it mattered enough to him, since it was he whose displacement had 
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to be experienced every hour of the day.  And night, when he woke, 

wanting Jo’s hands to caress him, calling up unproblematical bliss.

Gone.

He walked the streets of the old town, the new town, he watched the 

gleaming trains hurtling down timetables as defining as their rails.  Time, 

it seemed, had been brought under control by ever-closer definition.  

Definition, he decided, tight, compelling description, was the modern 

world’s way of blocking out the fear, ignorance, uncertainty which took 

anyone who gave in to it straight back to the hysteria of armed bands of 

soldiers following pennants and ducking under flotillas of sky-curving 

arrows, to the limited goal - a turret, bridge or tower - that carried one 

of the only two rewards, death, or glory.  La gloire!  Joan had been ... 

more than happy ... inspired at having nowhere else to live but between 

the poles of la mort and its ecstatic opposite.

It’s not available to me, he told himself.  I’ve had my hour of glory; 

what’s left?  How do I go on from here?

He found his release in an unexpected way.  He’d stepped into the arch-

way of an important looking building which he supposed must house 

some arm of provincial government, when he noticed a plaque let into 

the wall, with the two dates, familiar to anyone from his country, 1914 

and 1918.  The war to end wars.  He went closer.  In darkened brass he 

made out the names of, he presumed, men from whatever this agency 

was, who’d fought in that ugliest of conflicts.  He found himself wanting 

to be away from it, yet also expecting it to reveal something.  His inability 

to know what it meant was frustrating.  He took himself away, feeling 

that he must look awkward to anyone passing in the street because that 

was how he felt.  He sat on a bench, under, though he hadn’t noticed it, 

the sign of a bus stop, and started to analyse his feelings.

He always felt saddened by memorials to soldiers long dead and 

gone; that was nothing new.

The situation they’d been put in - of being the mortal opponents 

of those who faced them from proximate trenches, and charged them, 
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and shelled them by way of preparation for an attack - was the trap they 

couldn’t escape.  They were put in opposition to each other, armed 

to the teeth, and without the power of negotiation.  Their mobility as 

humans capable of finding a way to a truce, or something more lasting, 

had been taken from them.  Therefore they were lost.

Furthermore, he decided, gazing across a deep, narrow and decid-

edly muddy canal that ran through the middle of the town - why? - their 

being lost, their state of perdition, had been inscribed in their minds at 

a much earlier stage, long before they put on khaki and travelled to the 

line, when they accepted that the others were the enemy.

Then he saw it.  The trap that had caught them without hope of 

release was the mind’s convenience of thinking in a bi-polar way.  Their 

country had been right, the others wrong.  It was as simple as that.  If 

you allowed yourself to be placed on a line between two poles, you 

couldn’t escape the alignment, and it would almost certainly make 

mincemeat of you if it suited those at either end.  He smiled faintly.  

What was the way out?

He could only find a blank where he wanted an idea that gave 

release.  Suddenly, startled, he found a bus beside him, its door open, 

the driver waiting for him to board.  ‘Où voulez vous aller, monsieur?’  His 

hand was hovering above the gear stick.  ‘Je suis en retard.’  It came as a 

command.  Don jumped on board, and said, carelessly in English before 

he tried to work out how to say it in their tongue, ‘Wherever you’re 

going!  Right to the end of the line!’  The driver, liking the spirit in these 

foreign words, set the bus in motion, rushing through a light turning 

itself red as a response to the enthusiasm of this foreign traveller.

The bus was entering the countryside when the driver turned to Don.  

‘Votre billet, monsieur?’  Don said he didn’t have one.  The driver asked 

him his destination.  Don said again that he didn’t have one.  The driver 

flicked an eye at him, sizing him up.  ‘Dîtes-moi, mon ami, il est votre 

intention de débarquer ... où?’  The eyebrow went up with the question.  

Don tried to tell him he would go wherever the bus was going.  This 
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displeased the driver, for whom it was unthinkable that anyone save 

himself should be so tied to the vehicle as to have no separate purpose.  

‘Vous allez visiter quelqu’un, ou vous voulez regarder le paysage, peut être?’  

Don took the second of these alternatives; it seemed to make the driver 

happy.  But some time later, in open countryside, the driver pulled the 

bus to the side of the road and flicked a control.  The door swung open.  

Don looked around.  None of the handful of passengers, elderly and 

female, was moving.  The driver, he realised, was looking at him, and 

gesturing at the surrounding countryside.  He was beaming, too, and 

saying something about une promenade en plein air.  It struck Don that 

he was expected to get out.  He was about to protest that his intentions 

had been misread, then decided that he’d like to do what had been put 

in his way.  A walk in the countryside of a nation not his own.

Why not?

He got off and waved goodbye.  The driver waved so cheerfully that 

Don reconsidered; he hadn’t paid for his ride and the driver had tipped 

him off in open countryside.  There were two villages in sight, one to the 

north, one to the south, about equi-distant and not particularly close.  

Don recalled a film he’d seen during his military training, years before, 

on how to use a compass.  Every point seemed to have been made by 

taking a reading, and in every case, as the camera scanned the horizon, 

the chosen point of reference was the village steeple.  Don had a choice 

of two.

As he started towards the village to the north - he couldn’t tell which 

one the bus was going to, because it had veered into a wood, and was 

out of sight - a car sped towards him from the south.  It honked loudly.  

Don jumped off the road, and saw another Frenchman speed past, his 

family staring sternly at the horizon.  ‘Bastards!’ shouted Don.  ‘You 

could have offered me a lift!’

And then it hit him.  This was the first time, in his years of travelling, 

that he’d found himself in no particular place, without having made a 

decision to visit wherever it was, without any purpose, but simply adrift.  

I acted on impulse, he thought.  And that bastard dumped me for not 
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having money in my hand.  He’ll skite to his mates about it!  Well, fuck 

him, if I’ve been dumped, I’ll pick myself up.  Fuck their villages.  I’ll 

walk back the way I came, and I’ll do it slowly, I’ll look at every tree and 

bush, and I’ll enjoy it.  He turned.  Rennes, and his luggage, were in 

front.  He had money and a passport in his pockets.  I’ve got a head on 

my shoulders, he thought; who needs anything else?

He’d been walking a few minutes when it occurred to him that he was 

happy.  Happier, in fact, than he’d been for ages.  Even the excitement of 

flying into Europe couldn’t compare with what it felt like to be strolling 

along this road.  Why?  He looked around; the sun was shining mildly, 

the air had a pleasant tang.  He couldn’t identify anything in the scene 

that made him as he was; what was it, then?  He looked inside himself, 

wondering.  Then he realised: his obsession with Jo, and his pain at los-

ing her, were gone.  Where had he lost them?  What had made them go 

away, those constant companions of pain?  He didn’t know, but he could 

feel that, empty as he was, now, and in a countryside which interested 

him but for which he had no attachment, he had slipped into the next 

phase of his life, and that it was a void waiting to be filled.

The one thing I’m sure of, he told himself, is that I’ll never fall in 

love again.

The realisation was crucial.  Humans have available to them another 

world they escape to, where their passions rule them, where conscience 

and responsibility go passive, and elemental storms sweep through 

them.  He’d been in that world for a long time, exploring its parapets 

and crevices with Jo, mostly, though not always, on the high lands where 

vast visions and richly clad costumes were natural if not inevitable, and 

now, courtesy of a bus driver who wanted to punish him, he was in a 

countryside he didn’t feel a connection with.  It’s as if I’ve fallen out of 

the sky, he thought; I’ve no connection with what I see, I’ve broken with 

my past.  I’ve had the rest of my life handed to me, free of what I did in 

the first fifty years.

It was a gift of considerable magnitude, he saw.
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That evening, back in his hotel, he studied the people, staff and 

guests, who were moving about him.  They didn’t have his detachment, 

and he felt sorry for them.  It was better to be liberated.  He got out his 

map of France, found Rennes, considered the roads that ran from the 

town, and marked one spot on a minor road with a large and inky - the 

paper was glossy - X.

Robin took Olga to the mountains.  There were already three couples 

in the apartment when they got there, all friends of one of his partners.  

It was a first names only weekend, though two of the women had wed-

ding rings.  Nancy, John, Erica, Ray, Julie and Tom.  They were taking 

a four wheel drive trip to a nearby mountain which had been the sub-

ject of a proposed new resort - lodges, snow machines, ski lifts, the lot.  

Conservationists and certain locals with vested interests had objected.  

The six strangers were in favour of development; it was more natural, 

to them, than trees.  Knowing Olga’s likely position, Robin expressed 

caution.  ‘It could be a good idea.  I’m not sure that the demand’s there 

for it yet, though.’  The others let the matter drop, and built up the 

fire.  Ray’s brother had a vineyard and Ray had boxes of his brother’s 

wines.  The first dozen was emptied before they went to bed, each of 

them knowing, without anyone having to say it, that the relationships 

were, for all of them, very new.  ‘Four couples who aren’t all that used 

to each other,’ Olga laughed, pressing herself against Robin.  ‘I think we 

might be the most established pair in the place!’  Robin laughed, sliding 

his hand around her thigh.  ‘It’s a beautiful time we’re in.  The whole 

weekend in front of us, the whole relationship, really.  And so much to 

find out about each other.’  Something told him that Olga was watching 

the way their relationship was going very closely.  Yet she kissed him with 

abandon, sucking commitment out of him.  Within a minute they were 

in the grip of their desires, grappling to see what truth would emerge, 

however much they wanted to believe that their pursuit was of love and 

pleasure.
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In the morning, after a noisy, if belated, breakfast, the party went its 

ways - the three couples in their Pajero, with a bucking bronco on the 

spare tyre, and Robin and Olga on a walk in the same direction, carry-

ing some delicacies for lunch, and a bottle of Ray’s brother’s wine.  Olga 

surprised Robin by how quickly she walked, her thighs moving strongly 

in a sexual reminder.  Puffing a little, he took hold of her from behind as 

she paused beside a boulder, and felt her yielding, acknowledging that 

his desire was returned.  He unbuckled her pants, she leant forward, and 

he thrust himself into her, her very passivity, her consideration of the 

experience more than participation in it, moving him to give his vigour 

its full freedom.  When he’d climaxed, he leant forward, his face in her 

hair, feeling the last of his semen oozing into her.  She put her hand 

behind herself and squeezed him, fingers cool from the rock, but deli-

cious in confirming that desire had control of their lives.  He wanted to 

whisper in her ear, ‘I’d like to do that every day,’ but didn’t, sensing that 

her desire, if he continued to feed it with his own, would somehow alter, 

surrounding him, encircling, leaving him with no decent way out.  They 

half-stood, pressed against the rock, for some time.

Jo went to the drawer full of letters again and again.  Mostly, she read 

one letter and went away, thinking about it, on and off, throughout 

the day.  Occasionally they crept into her dreams.  Each is a focus, she 

thought, a point of consideration.  She studied the paper, the writing, 

the character of the way the thing had been put for her.  Affections 

and aversions, half-quelled long ago, for the writers entered her being.  

Tenderness rose in her for some.  Don’s letters confused her: she was 

too close to that experience, and had to get away from it, get back, 

before she could judge what it had been about.  Sometimes, when she 

was getting the children to help her make a cake, or playing with them 

on the lawn, one of them would sense that their mother was thinking 

of something else: if they inquired, she would answer, ‘Oh, I was just 

thinking of someone I haven’t seen for a long time,’ and when they asked 

who it was, she would offer a name which they, for the most part, didn’t 
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recognise.  ‘Someone I knew at university,’ she would say, or ‘a friend of 

my mother’s who helped me a lot when I was younger.’  Melissa, Jessica 

and Alexander saw that their mother’s life ran back into areas beyond 

their recall, beyond, perhaps, their limited understanding.  Mother was 

in part a mystery, though she was available to them, night and day.  They 

knew, Jo’s children, that their mother loved them, lived for them, without 

conscious reserve, but that she was too honest with herself ever to deny 

that she had in part been formed by experiences which either pre-dated, 

or perhaps, denied, their existence.  That was when they clung to her, 

pulling her with love towards being what they wanted - a centre that 

knew nothing, wanted nobody, but them.

On an overnight trip to Provence, Don woke at every stop.  Toulouse, 

Narbonne - each station in the darkness reminded him of earlier trips, 

when his children were younger, still his.  Then the train stopped at towns 

he’d known all his life, but had never seen - Nîmes, Arles, Marseille.  He 

got out.  It was dark.  The cafeteria was opening as he found it.  He put 

his luggage on a chair and got himself some breakfast.  It felt right to 

be eating at the station; he felt he was a creature of the train system, a 

spirit moving about wherever the steel lines had been laid.  The rules of 

travelling were simple: leaving the station and finding himself a place 

in the town would be harder, however fascinating.  Then a story in the 

International Herald Tribune caught his attention.

A presidential adviser had been forced to resign.  He had a prosti-

tute as a companion and he’d told her things before they’d got to the 

public.  By sharing bodies, and a bed, the prostitute had heard, a full 

week before the rest of the world, that a piece of rock, supposedly from 

Mars, revealed evidence that life might once have existed on the other 

planet.  This had happened during a presidential election campaign in 

the world’s most powerful nation, and it was news!

News!

The news was a piece of scene-stealing the president hadn’t wanted, 

because he’d wanted all eyes and ears on his speech to the party’s con-
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vention, but it only took a whiff of scandal - and scandal fed on the 

secrecy of bedrooms - to divert the public’s attention.

How often had they done it?  What was it like?  Did he pay, and if 

so, how much?  (Two hundred dollars an hour; peanuts to a man in his 

position.)  What did she look like?  What about him?  Just how had those 

two bodies been brought to become one living thing, convulsing sexu-

ally when they weren’t listening, both of them, to the voice of the Most 

Powerful Man on Earth!

Don put the paper down, feeling shaken.  He couldn’t imagine what 

it would be like to live your intimacies under the glare of attention.  Yet 

some people thrived on it, as if giving yourself away to a grasping public 

confirmed that you existed.  Were, then, the people who did it uncertain 

of themselves?

He assumed it must be so.  It made him uncomfortable, it under-

mined his belief in democratic process.  All I can do is think in clichés, 

he told himself, and left the station, feeling, as he went down the con-

sciously grand stairs that took travellers into the streets of this city, new 

to him, that simply to descend, step by step, where hundreds of thou-

sands of others had stepped before him, was to rejoin the rest of human-

ity, and conversely, gave him an intensity of feeling about himself.

I am all that I have done, and all the people I’ve known, and I’m a 

concentrated essence of that experience, and I’m both as rare as a moun-

tain orchid and as common as dirt.  He found a hotel.  He was given a 

room, still dark.  He’d slept only lightly on the train, so he lay on the bed, 

thinking he’d have another half hour.  It was afternoon when he woke.

Olga wanted to go canoeing, so Robin agreed to take her.  He told his 

children it was a business trip; they glumly accepted this, because busi-

ness trips were ones they couldn’t go on.  Overhearing what he told 

them, Jo restrained the sour smile that wanted to show itself, and took 

herself to an upstairs window to think about what she’d heard.  She’d 

have to do something the children liked, so that they felt sorry for their 

father, away when they were having fun.  She’d noticed, too, that her 
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husband’s business partners didn’t ring when he was with Olga; presum-

ably they knew about her to the extent of knowing, even, when the two 

were together.  A conspiracy of men?  She wondered if they’d known of 

her involvement with Don, and decided they hadn’t; Robin would have 

kept that locked inside himself.

It was a gloomy day.  She noticed, looking down, that Robin had 

come into the front garden and had lifted the bonnet of his car.  A pity 

there wasn’t some of the plastic explosive that blows up aeroplanes 

on the engine so that the moment he pressed the starter he destroyed 

himself!  She felt shocked at the violence of her wish, and yet it had 

come straight from the centre of her being.  She wanted him gone, she 

wanted the house, children, everything that belonged to her marriage, 

in her hands alone.  He smiled, waving at the children, out of sight on 

the verandah beneath her, and he backed the car into the street.  Waving 

again, he drove away.  It was like an enactment of her wishes except that 

he would, presumably, be back in a few minutes.  Or was he already off 

on his trip to the north of the state, and a wide, muddy river where he 

and his lover would camp?  No, he hadn’t taken any luggage, he’d only 

gone somewhere close.  This confusion showed her eloquently how wide 

the gap was between her and her husband, and she, not so long ago, with 

her lover Don, had created the gap.  Robin was only exploiting it because 

it was there.  Do I want him back, she asked herself.  Close to me?  The 

desire of a moment ago, to see him blow himself up, told her only too 

bluntly what the answer was.  She wanted her husband to pair off per-

manently with Olga, and leave her in the situation she both feared and 

desired, of being alone, as an adult, with her three dependents, maintain-

ing her identity as mother.  Surely I don’t want this, she thought.  What 

about relationships ... But it was true.  Too, too solidly true.  She wanted 

to have the children on her own.

He took buses and trains in the south of France until he began to think 

of himself as a pure observer, a mind behind a pair of eyes, a prowler, 

watching, recording, waiting for the moments when anybody took notice 
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of him, as opposed to seeing him as an opportunity for the disbursement 

of francs.  On a train one afternoon, coming back to Marseille, he found 

himself addressed by a man to whom he’d made a comment about the 

white, stony islands in the city’s ocean view.  ‘You’re Australian, I take 

it,’ the man said, unmistakably British.  Don nodded.  The man said 

good humouredly, ‘You’ll have worked out by now that I’m a pom.  You 

probably don’t know our accents, though, so to save you the bother, I’ll 

tell you that I was brought up in Cornwall.  Launceston, actually.’  He 

smiled.  ‘You’ve got a Launceston too, haven’t you, in Tasmania.  I went 

there a few years ago.  Different from ours, but rather nice.  I remember 

very well,’ the Englishman said, ‘some of the beaches on the north-

ern coast of Tasmania.  Stretching this way and that ...’ he tossed his 

hands left and right ‘... and the gentlest of declines from land to water.  

Perfection really.  And the weather was gorgeous too.  You Aussies think 

Tasmania’s a cold little place, but it seems pretty right to us!’  He smiled.  

‘Have you been away long?’

Don felt attracted by the stranger’s temperament.  ‘Only a few 

weeks.  I’ve got a couple of months before I go back.  By then I suppose 

I’ll be glad to get home.’  He added, ‘What brings you to Marseille?’

The bright face saddened.  ‘My daughter was studying in Paris.  

Doing brilliantly.  Then her letters stopped.  Next thing we knew, my 

wife ran into an English girl that had been studying with her - this was 

back in London - and this girl let it out that Denise, our daughter, had 

taken off for the south of France.  Here.’  He waved at the view.  ‘With 

a truck driver.  A Frenchman.  We were stunned.  Not surprised that 

there should be a bit of romance in her life - she’s the right age for it 

- but that she should take her life behind a veil when she did it.  It’s not 

as if we were living next door and peering through the window at every 

chap she brought home.  We were both very busy.  I’m a surgeon, and 

my wife’s got her time taken up looking after the children of our eldest, 

who’s very sick herself, and may not last all that long, and we’re quite 

determined that those children are going to get a good start whatever 

happens to their mother ...’
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He stopped.  ‘Sorry to get wound up.  It’s just that ... well, I think 

I felt I’d found somebody I could talk to.  It’s easier with strangers, 

sometimes.’

Don said, ‘Of course.  Go on.  I want to hear about it.  And then, if 

you’re interested, I’ll tell you why I’m here.  I’ve been searching too, and 

a day or two ago I thought I’d found the release, the new opportunity, I 

was hoping might come my way.’  The Englishman smiled.  ‘We’ll do it.  

My name’s Harry Riordan.  You look a bit surprised?’

Don said, ‘I’m very surprised.  The name Riordan will come into my 

story, when I get around to telling it.  But take your turn first.  I mean, 

I’d like you to keep going, now you’ve started.’

Harry Riordan smiled courteously; the words, once he began, 

rushed out, needing to be said.

‘Denise was always very special for us.  The first smile she ever gave 

us, the day she was born, looked knowing.  Sounds silly, doesn’t it, but 

that’s how we both felt.  It was as if she’d worked us out and decided 

she’d landed in a pretty good place.  That’s certainly the sort of home 

we wanted to offer our children: something as good as we could make 

it.  Well now, that worked very creditably for a long time, but I did think, 

when Denise was about fifteen, that something had entered her think-

ing that she wasn’t being open about.  And really, at the time that’s all 

I could have said, and if you’d challenged me on the matter I’d’ve had 

to say that parents can’t expect teenage children to open up their minds 

completely to their parents.  They’re finding themselves, they have to 

have areas of privacy.  Looking back now, when I and my wife don’t 

know where she is, and feel distracted by the fear that we’ve lost her, and 

anxious because we don’t even know where to look, apart from travelling 

vainly in the area where we think she is ...’

He stopped.  ‘I’m getting carried away.  I’m sorry.  But if you wanted 

to, you could help me ...’  He wanted a name to use when he spoke to 

this stranger in an SNCF carriage.  His eyes were full of appeal.
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‘Don.  Don Marriott.’  He held out his hand, then prompted.  ‘You 

were saying that if you look back now ...’

‘Oh yes, thank you.  I think I should have challenged that separate-

ness back in her teens, because what I think was going on was that she 

was driving some part of herself underground, so as to keep pleasing 

her parents, and teachers.  And she won prizes, came top of this and 

that, romped through university with honours ... and another part of 

her hadn’t had a chance to surface.  And somehow it found its chance, 

that hidden part of her, over here in France, with somebody, some 

people, that we know nothing about.  Are they criminals?  Are they spies?  

Political fanatics?  We don’t know.  And of course I have to look at the 

things I’ve just said.  Criminals, spies, terrorists: they’re the things I fear.  

I’m a successful surgeon, I’m doing very nicely, thank you.  Good home, 

lovely wife, admired in my work, all that sort of thing, comfortable in a 

nice, cosy nest ... but surrounded, as every comfortable person knows, 

by criminals, spies, terrorists - all the people who haven’t got it made as 

nicely as I have.  So!  My daughter runs away, and at once what I fear 

is that she’s gone to join the dangerous people on the fringe.  Why do I 

think so?  Is it just my irrational side taking over because I’m distressed?  

Perhaps.  But I think not.  I think she’s joined those I fear most, because 

why else would she break off all communication?  That’s the question 

my wife and I can’t answer.’

Don said, ‘Your fears seem to be centred on who she might have 

joined up with, and that’s very understandable.  But her problem, as you 

understand it anyway, is that there’s a secret side to her that hadn’t had 

a chance to develop, to show itself.  You said she went off with a truck 

driver.  Perhaps she picked someone who wasn’t threatening, wouldn’t 

intrude on her personal, innermost development, someone who found 

her exciting but wouldn’t bother her by probing too deeply.  Someone 

who, perhaps, just thought she was great to be with.  And there’s another 

thing.  May I go on?’

The surgeon looked relieved to be hearing another’s analysis.  ‘I’m 

very interested in your reaction.  Please go ahead.’
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‘This may strike you as a strange observation, but I’ll say it.  You’re 

searching where you think she might be, and that’s a pretty long shot, 

isn’t it?  You say the man’s a truck driver.  That makes him mobile.  He 

could be down the bottom of Italy right now, or the north of Germany, 

or God knows where.’

‘Don’t I know it!’

‘So you’re searching in a place, and what you want ...’

‘I want to find her!  Who wouldn’t?  Have you got children?  You look 

like a man who has!’

‘Yes, two of them, bless them.  What I want to say, and this may 

offend you, is that what you’re doing is so natural to you that you can’t 

see it for what it is.  You’re trying to run her down.  Locate her.  Burst 

into the very room where she is.  That is, you’re trying to deny her the 

thing she’s taken, namely her liberty to be away from you, and that’s a 

tactic that won’t work. And if it did, it’d produce the opposite effect from 

the one you want.’

‘What my wife and I want is some understanding, some relief for 

our stress.’

‘Your daughter ... Denise ...’  In saying the name, Don studied the 

Englishman, and felt that his reaction was one of tenderness, of being 

reminded, despite his anxiety, of wonderful things.  ‘Excuse me saying 

this,’ Don said, ‘but what you showed me when I said your daughter’s 

name makes me think there’ll be an end to your troubles.’  The surgeon 

looked surprised.  ‘Do something different.  Create a network which 

Denise can’t help being aware of, a network which is available to her at 

a time of her choosing.  Get onto every one of her friends and associates 

from school and university, absolutely anybody she knew or even might 

have known, and ask them to keep their eyes and ears open.  One of 

them will run into her, if she’s safe.  Tell them to relay one simple mes-

sage.  You’d love to hear from her.  No more than that.  She knows where 

you are.  That way, the only thing separating her from you is a problem 

inside Denise.  She’s sure to have moments when she’s free of it, what-

ever it is.  That’s what I’d do, and I think it’s all you can do.’
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He stopped. Riordan said, ‘Good advice.  Thank you Don.  Now.  

While I chew on that, and try to digest what you’ve put to me, perhaps 

you could tell me about yourself.  Why did my surname catch you by 

surprise?’  Don said, ‘I’d be pleased to tell you, but do you mind if we 

wait till the train’s pulled in?  We’ll be at the station in a minute and we 

can sit down somewhere and you can listen to my story.’ They smiled at 

each other, pleased at the arrangement they’d made.

Descending the great flight of steps outside the station, Don felt bonded 

to his companion, yet knew that in another day the Englishman, like the 

American he’d met in Rouen, would be an experience that lay behind 

him.  Can we only have perfection of understanding in loneliness, he 

asked himself, and if so, are we most alone when we’re in love?  But that 

was the story he had to tell.  They found a cafe, ordered wine, and settled 

for what Don had to say.

‘I’ll start with your name, Riordan.  You saw that it startled me.  It’s 

a name of great significance in my life.  Two years ago, I fell in love.  I 

was divorced from my wife, our children were grown up, you might well 

have said that I was too old to be doing anything so silly.  I’d say, on the 

contrary, that I’d reached at last the maturity, the balance, to love prop-

erly, which is to say unselfishly.  The purest love is selfishly unselfish, if 

you see what I mean.  You’re happily married, I think you’ll know what 

I’m talking about.’  The Englishman nodded.

‘My lover was married.  She had three children and was devoted to 

them.  No breaches there.  She had a husband, not a bad sort of fellow, 

if you accepted that he was in half the big developments and possibly 

rackets in the city where I live.’  He thought of it, briefly, fondly, abstract-

edly.  His companion waited.

‘I said he was all right, but really she’d outgrown him.  She had the 

inwardness, the self knowledge, that he lacked.  And that dimension of 

human beings which for convenience we call soul.  She was bursting with 

it when I met her, one morning under a huge old tree in her garden, a 

native tree, almost certainly the oldest in the area.  It would have pre-
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dated white settlement - something nobody can say, here in Europe, can 

they?  She was worried about something in her garden, a hedge, actually, 

but it was a hot day and we were standing in the shade of the ancient tree 

while we talked.  And I looked into her eyes and I saw love there, and she 

looked into my eyes and saw the same.  We didn’t touch that morning, 

it was many days before we became lovers, but that morning was the 

beginning, when we knew that each would belong to the other.’

He sipped his wine, then remembered.  ‘Cheers.’  They touched 

glasses, drank.  ‘It was such a wonderful passion that I didn’t ask what 

underlay it for her.  For me, you see, it was pure release.  Perfection 

attained.  Ordinary male, with the usual limitations of our half of the 

species, finally reaches the point where he can love properly, fully, richly, 

at his absolute peak, and he loves without question, and he assumes that 

it’s the same for his beloved.’

‘And of course it wasn’t.  She was many years younger, more caught 

up, needing some escape to be offered to her, and lo, the escape is 

offered.  There’s a man who loves her who doesn’t want to push her chil-

dren into the background, doesn’t even want to push her husband off the 

scene, just wants ... to love at this extraordinary peak of exaltation.’

He paused.  ‘And that was his mistake, to think that peaks are some-

how separate from the rest of the earth.  You’re not out of the process 

because you’ve got a view!  That’s the trap of mountaineers.  But I 

mustn’t get caught up in my own words.  Riordan.  It’s that word I need 

to get to.  My lover’s maiden name was Riordan.  I never thought of her 

that way, she was always and only ...’

He paused again; the Englishman perceived that the hesitation was 

caused by the arrival of the beloved’s name: he froze, waiting.

‘... Jo, to me.’  Both of them knew that the conversation had been 

changed by what the sound represented: her personality, her possibilities 

of action.  ‘But her mother was Mrs Riordan, and she loomed very large 

in the life of my beloved.  She was the source of everything problemati-

cal in that life, and also of its power and its insights.  She was truly the 

source of my Jo’ - he said the word boldly this time - ‘and mother was 
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very ill, and very demanding.  And when Jo was downcast, or overbur-

dened, I strengthened her with my love, and, though I didn’t realise it 

at the time, the love I gave her, and the love she gave me, which was at 

least as great, was a sort of defiance of the mother, who knew about me 

and disapproved.  She lectured Jo from time to time, but Jo clung to me 

as I knew she would.  Well, I thought I knew.’

He reflected.  The Englishman stared at him, waiting.  ‘The last 

month of the old lady’s life was hectic.  I hardly saw Jo, but when I did, 

she was so passionate it was almost unbelievable.  I thought that passion 

was for me, and it was, but again, I didn’t look for the cause of it, the 

source, I simply took it as it poured on me, as pour it did.  A torrent of 

love!  It sounds silly to talk of love with words like that, but that’s what 

it was like!  So.  The old lady died, she was buried, her property was 

sold, distributed, et cetera, et cetera.  I kept back at this stage, because 

Jo was involved in family things, but she rang me a lot and we talked 

about the arrangements.  I was still the sounding board in her life, even 

though I knew far less about property than her husband did.  As these 

family affairs got settled, wound up, out of the way, I expected the pas-

sion to return, but it did the opposite.  I saw her less, there were evasions, 

uncertainties, probing questions that had never been there before.  It 

dawned on me after a while that she was moving away.  Not easily - it 

was painful for her too - but the distance - which had been zero! - was 

increasing.  And then it struck me.’  He looked at his companion.  ‘That 

she would never come back because she would become like her mother, 

the mother she’d always been complaining about, and trying to escape, 

and I, I discovered, had been the greatest escape of all, and I wasn’t 

needed any more because the thing that had to be run away from, wasn’t 

there any more.’

He raised his glass.  ‘Mrs Riordan was dead.  Long live the next Mrs 

Riordan, who travels through life under another name, but isn’t in any 

doubt about who she is!’

He drank half the wine in the glass.  The Englishman sipped, then 

put his wine on the table.  ‘When did you see her last?’
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‘At Melbourne aiport, a few weeks ago.  I heard her voice behind me, 

and when I got the opportunity, I slipped out of the gate lounge where 

I was sitting, and gave myself what I must suppose will be the last ever 

look at the love that changed my life.  As far as I know, she didn’t see 

me, but I saw her, en toute famille, and knew that what had happened was 

totally irrevocable, and that is why, I dare say, I’m wandering the world 

alone at the moment, and that is why, it follows logically, I’m drinking 

with a stranger who’s been good enough to listen.’

When she woke, she saw that her husband had pushed off the sheet that 

had covered him.  Though all its windows were open, the house felt sti-

fling.  She slipped out of bed, and moved to the lounge, trying to ignore 

the portrait which, she felt, was becoming too like her for comfort.  

There was a deckchair on the balcony and she sat on it, never having 

liked it much; it was a purchase made by Robin, and the children loved 

it, so it sat where she would never have put it.  She concentrated, trying 

to locate the feeling she’d had when she woke.  It hadn’t been caused 

by a dream, she was sure of that.  She sat still, looking in.  Then it came 

to her: it was the presence, the proximity, of her former lover that she’d 

felt.  Why?  Was he in trouble?  Danger?  Projecting a need that wasn’t a 

demand on her to come back?  She wasn’t sure.

She went inside.  She closed the door to the passage, then moved 

beside the little table where the phone stood, and sat down again.  She 

hesitated, examining her motives for what she wanted to do.  The night 

was quiet enough to let her hear, far away, the sound of an alarm, trig-

gered by burglars, perhaps, or nothing more than the heat of the night.  

She felt that cold was somehow more protective than warmth, though 

most felt otherwise.

With her index finger she dialled the number she knew so well: the 

voice of a stranger told her - and she found it almost shocking, it was 

so unlike the voice she had thought she might hear - that the number 

would be unavailable unless she added nine to the other digits.  She put 

her hands on her knees, composing herself for another try.  How strange 
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that the connection which had joined them for the year of their love was 

now a piece of telephonic history: the number wouldn’t join them any 

more.  She dialled again: nine, then the numbers she knew.  A phone 

rang.  There were three in his house.  One in the kitchen, one in the 

dining room, and one beside his bed, the home for their many nights 

of love.  If he was there, it would be the bedroom phone which would 

ring, because he, creature of habit, switched it through the moment he 

got into bed.  They’d laughed when she’d realised what you had to do 

to switch the phone to the bedroom;  ‘Let’s switch the phone’ had been 

their way of inviting each other to make love.

The phone kept ringing.  It was three in the morning, he wasn’t a 

nightowl, he must be away.  She remembered seeing him at the airport.  

Was he overseas?  She felt he was.  Where?

She remembered him talking about cathedrals and castles.  Was he 

in Spain?  France?  Where?

She listened for her sensations and decided he was beside the sea 

and that the sea was a warm one, not the icy waters of the north.  The 

Mediterranean.  He’ll be in Provence, she decided; he used to hum that 

aria from La Traviata.  Am I inducing or deducing this, she asked herself, 

or do I know directly?  She knew she knew.  She put her head down.  

The phone in Don’s house kept ringing but nobody was there to answer.  

She put her phone down, closing off the connection.  He wasn’t there.  

She stood and went back to bed.  The severance was final.  Lying down 

again, and like her husband she decided not to bother with a sheet, she 

felt a tear forming in each eye.  I would like him to know about those 

tears, she thought.  I think he’s telling someone about me, about what 

we did together, and I would like him to know that it’s been a great loss 

for me, even though I had to go through that loss if I was to grow.  She 

lay for many minutes in the warm air until sleep enfolded her.

A few days later, still in Provence, he was getting himself some postcards 

to send home when he noticed a photo and a headline on the front of 

a newspaper: Femme inconnue.  The head was tilted back, blonde hair 
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splayed out in an aureole of death, arms and legs were buckled and 

spread wide.  Don looked more closely; the woman had fallen on some 

jagged looking rocks.  He shuddered.  Then a word formed in his mind, 

as if the woman in the picture needed to tell someone who she was.

Denise.

Don bought the paper and took it to a cafe to read, as best he could, 

the story.  There wasn’t much.  It told where her body had been found, a 

detail that meant nothing to him.  Some fishermen from a nearby village 

had noticed the body and had called the police.  Journalists had taken 

the picture before the police hauled the body to the top.  An examination 

to determine the cause of death would be held the following day.  It is 

not yet known, the paper said, whether she was killed by the fall or was 

dead before being thrown over.  Or had she jumped?  The report went 

on to say that there were no personal possessions to give any clue to her 

identity, and nobody living in the area knew who she was.

Denise?

Don had Harry Riordan’s address in his notebook; they’d exchanged 

these details before they separated, Don wishing him good luck and 

the Englishman telling him to let them know if he was ever in London.  

They’d parted on excellent terms, each grateful for the meeting; now 

Don was troubled by the feeling that he carried a knowledge that his 

‘instant friend’ - they’d joked about each other in these terms - needed 

to know, yet he felt, also, that he, Don, had no way of giving the news 

to the surgeon and his wife.  He wasn’t even sure himself, he was in fact 

putting two and two together in an unjustifiable way, and yet he felt 

certain.  The woman in the photo looked as he expected Denise would 

look.  Her mouth was flung open as if to scream, a last assertion of her-

self against the rocks, the fall, the bullets, the knife, the ending however 

it had come.  Denise?  He wanted to ask this body how it had found the 

end of its story line, damaging irreparably the lives of those still living 

who’d loved her.

Would it all have been different if Harry Riordan had questioned 

his fifteen year old more pressingly, or even a little differently?  This is 
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not an arbitrary happening, he felt, looking at the photo, it’s the end of 

a path she’d been walking for years, however much it appeared that her 

journey was differently inclined.  Some hidden force, or influence, had 

burst into control, and made her this morning’s news.

Should he buy another copy of the paper and send it to the Riordans?  

He felt it would be silly.  It might not be Denise at all, and the Riordans, 

seeing the postmark of Marseille, would know who’d sent it.  Again, he 

felt he should.  If the Riordans hadn’t made contact with the French 

police they wouldn’t be informed of the discovery of the body, the inert 

figure that would never walk, sing, cry or make love again.

It’s everybody’s end, he thought, though it doesn’t always come as 

harshly as this.  He went back to his hotel and asked the young African 

at the desk to tell him where the police station was.  ‘Vous avez connu 

la jeune fille Anglaise?’ the black man said, seeing the paper in his hand.  

Don questioned him about the victim’s nationality.  He said they’d said 

on the radio that she was known to be English; he didn’t know how this 

had been found out.  The African began to explain the whereabouts of 

the city’s central police depot, but Don said it didn’t matter any more, 

he’d only wanted to get something through to the dead woman’s parents, 

and the police would almost certainly do that for him now.  He walked 

to the bar where he’d drunk with the Englishman, the day they’d met 

on the train, and drank a glass of wine, hardly taking his eyes off the 

startled, horrifying young woman whose death had broken into his life, 

changing it in a way he knew he wouldn’t understand until he’d become 

something else, had left the bitterness and sorrow of a lost love behind 

him.

Olga was quiet on the road north, but bristling, it seemed to Robin.  

Used as he was to his wife’s introspections and unexpected re-emer-

gences, he drove silently.  The camping ground, though it bore a resem-

blance to the pictures in the travel agency’s brochures, was unimpressive.  

Boring, Robin would have said.  Their van had a large bed and even, to 
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their surprise, brand new bedding.  Robin was about to turn on the gas 

to boil water when Olga said ‘Let’s go to the pub.’

She had a brandy, lime and bitters, he had a beer.  We’re an argu-

ment getting ready to happen, he felt.  What was it?  He wanted to get 

her into bed.  Once the sexual side of things had been established things 

should flow pretty easily.  And that was where her resistance was; she was 

refusing intimacy, though just as clearly wanting it.  There’d be a condi-

tion, a point to be won from him; he wished women wouldn’t do that, 

it being what he couldn’t understand.  ‘I’m looking forward to being on 

the water,’ he told her.  ‘A bit of vigorous paddling!’  She accepted that, 

but when they were back at their van she told him, ‘I’ll get changed while 

you get the canoe.’  He’d been thinking about making love there and 

then, but it clearly wasn’t on.  She changed, he took the hired canoe to 

the muddy water of the nation’s most important river, she joined him, he 

went back to change, not forgetting to test the springs of the bed, then, 

in shorts and tee shirts, they moved onto the river, Olga in front.  He 

paddled with the full vigour of his body, port side, bow side, with flour-

ishes of arms and paddle, overpowering Olga’s modest contribution, and 

they sped along, Robin staring at the centre of her back as if to impress 

on her his exerted will.  She felt it, didn’t like it, but absorbed the energy 

and power, and began to put greater force into her movements until 

they were surging along faster than she’d imagined they could.  We are, 

she felt, in a sort of unity, even though it’s one that contains opposites, 

contradictions, and a great deal of hatred and resentment.

Somewhere ahead was the sound of an engine, and, as they rounded 

a bend, they saw a motor boat cruising downstream.  Robin felt it as a 

challenge, and put even more power into his strokes, Olga lifted her level 

of energy, and they began to gain on the boat.  ‘We’ll pass’em!’ Robin 

said, teeth clenched, and they flung themselves into the challenge, when 

suddenly their canoe, swift and graceful a moment before, was stuck: 

‘A fuckin snag!’ Robin yelled, and the men on the motor boat looked 

around, laughing when they realised what had been happening.  Two 

people who’d been trying to catch them had run onto a log!  They waved 
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as Robin paddled in reverse, but couldn’t free the canoe.  ‘Oh fuck it!’ he 

shouted, wriggled out of his seat, and splashed into the water, grabbing 

the canoe and freeing it from the hidden obstruction.  The men on the 

motorboat cheered him, and increased the revs of their engine.  By the 

time Robin realised he couldn’t get back in the canoe until it was at the 

bank, or under one of the fallen red gums that linked land to water, the 

motor boat, the rival that had unified a man and woman hostile to each 

other, was around another bend, out of sight.  Olga was on the verge 

of crying, Robin saw, but she said, ‘You’ll be all muddy, you’ll have to 

have a shower.’  They paddled back, and carried their canoe to the van.  

‘Take off your things,’ she said, unnecessarily, as he was doing so.  He 

was picking up his towel when she said, ‘Shower later.  Let’s get in here 

straight away.  I’m too tense to wait.’  They got into the bed, their hos-

tility transformed into a wish to devour each other, and possessed each 

other ferociously; when they’d finished, she said, ‘I want to have a child.  

I want you to be the father.  Are you going to do that for me?’  He knew 

he wasn’t, he knew his self respect had been swept away by the demand, 

he knew that deceit and lies were his path of access from now on, he 

knew that in some way his wife had known this situation would arise and 

had let him go with Olga, almost encouraged it, so that she could ensure 

that he learned, with utmost pain, a lesson she wanted to teach.  Olga 

said, ‘You feel trapped, don’t you?  I won’t ask that question again.  But 

I can’t unask it, can I?’ and she wept, pressing her cheeks on his chest.

A few nights later, with Robin home again, subdued and repressed, Jo 

said it was too hot to sleep side by side, she’d sleep on the sofa.  Robin 

said nothing in response, but took himself to their bedroom, undressed, 

and lay down in the darkened room.  Minutes later, Jo came to the 

door.

‘What are you thinking about?’

‘What sort of person I’m going to become.’

‘Are you trying to change?’

‘You want to change me.  Olga wants to change me.’
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‘I’m not you.  Olga’s not you.  Perhaps you really do want to stay as 

you are.’  He felt it was a question.

‘When you find your position’s impossible, you have to make a 

move.’

‘What’s made it impossible all of a sudden?’

‘She wants to have a child.  Us to have a child.’  His voice was flat 

and ugly.

‘Having a child can be an accident, but if you intend it, it should be 

a matter of joy to both people.  And you know why?  Many people don’t 

think about this.  If it’s not a matter of joy to the parents, how can it be 

a matter of joy for the child to enter the world?’

It wasn’t an idea he was ready to hear.  ‘Babies don’t know all that 

much when they first arrive.  They spend half their time sleeping.’  She 

expected him to add ‘don’t they?’ because it was the way he pushed a 

question at someone when he thought he was winning.  She said it for 

him: ‘Don’t they?’

He smiled weakly.  ‘Good one Jo.’  She could feel the underlying 

sadness in him, losing the ignorance of boyhood without any pleasurable 

access of freedom.

‘You’d like to do something decisive, I think.’

He turned on his side on the bed.  ‘And there’s nothing decisive to 

do, except please Olga and wreck things with you.  And my kids.’

Whom you don’t even begin to understand, his wife thought; but 

that would be something that got worked on, if she was able to get him 

through his crisis.  ‘Have you got any good projects coming up?’

He groaned.  ‘Projects bloody projects.  Every bugger that feels 

like being a zillionaire comes in our door.  They’ve got the ideas, they 

reckon, all we have to do is conjure money out of the air.  When we start 

to probe a little, do a few forward estimates, look hard at costs, all that 

sort of thing, they turn nasty.  We’re greedy, we’ve got no faith.  We’re 

too cautious.  How would man have got to the moon without faith that 

it could be done, that’s the sort of bullshit they throw at you.  They make 

me fuckin sick, to tell you the truth!’  She sensed, in the silence that 
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followed, a despair that was reaching for the only redemption he could 

think of, a few hours sleep.

‘I’ll sleep on the sofa.’

He said, ‘I’ll sleep out there.  You have the bed.’

‘I quite like sleeping there on a hot night.  I feel lighter, somehow, a 

little out of myself.’

‘That’s what I need.’

‘There’s some riesling in the fridge.’

‘No thanks Jo.’  He stirred.  ‘What I’d really like is to have you here 

beside me.  The comfort of knowing that I’m home.’

‘But that’s what you’re not sure about.  That’s why you’re so uncom-

fortable.’

He pushed himself up on his elbow.  ‘I’m not going to jump into the 

car and rush over to Olga’s, if that’s what you mean.’

‘No.  But you’ve thought about it.  It’s an option, even if you reject 

it.’

He slumped.  ‘Oh, tie me down with fuckin tongue-twisters.  Truss 

me up so I can’t even blink!’  She heard desperation in his voice.  ‘You 

can go over to Olga’s if you want to.  I’ll bet she’s not asleep.  She’ll be 

lying in the dark, thinking.’  She had felt like adding ‘rubbing her belly’ 

but had excised the thought.  Robin said, ‘I don’t want to think about 

her.’  His wife said, ‘She’ll be thinking of you.’

He put his hands to his head, ending it.  ‘I don’t want to think about 

her.  I don’t care where you sleep.  I want some peace of mind and I’m 

not going to get it.’  He rolled over, presenting her his back.  She went 

to the lounge, aware of the sly awareness hanging on the wall, a shaft 

of light from the street illuminating the upraised hands.  She lay on the 

sofa, letting her eyes run over the things in the room, checking, reassur-

ing, then closed them.  ‘There’s two of us, mother,’ she wanted to say, 

‘and we’ll take no captives!’  She opened her eyes.  Everything was still, 

and silent, in her house, but she felt she’d sensed a movement, at least 

an affirmation, in the picture on the wall.
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As the train took him towards snow-covered ranges, Don studied his 

fellow passengers.  There was a young couple reading comics which he 

felt they should have outgrown; what were they like, sexually, if comic 

strips were their reflection on life?  He rejected that idea: they’d borrow 

videos by the dozen, and watch the imaginative diet of the developed 

world’s entertainment-mongers.  He looked at the young woman, her 

legs, breasts, and found himself desiring her.  The young man, beside 

him, was actually licking his lips, Don noticed, but perhaps the comic’s 

action wasn’t the cause; a minute later the fellow pulled a bag from 

under the seat, found a thermos and two cups, then poured black coffee 

for himself and his wife.  A delicious smell filled the carriage.  For no 

apparent reason Don found himself thinking of his address book, beside 

the telephone at home.  How many As?  Bs? How many of the names 

in the book were people like the dentist, that you only contacted when 

you needed them?  How many were ex-friends you didn’t see any more?  

New friends who’d seemed important, momentarily, then lapsed into the 

crowd of people you’d met?  How many of the names really mattered, 

and how many were just the crowd you were going through life with, 

as he was travelling to central France with a bunch of strangers?  He 

decided that when he got back, he’d have a party, inviting everyone in 

his address book, and asking each of them to bring someone he didn’t 

know.  That would be the element of chance, the unknown, the possibil-

ity of something new.

He looked around the carriage again.  Would any of these people be 

worth inviting, if they lived in his city and he knew who they were?  He 

found himself being studied by a small, wiry man whose hair was, like 

his own, going grey.  The man said to him, in English, ‘Your mind is not 

hard to read, monsieur.  You are a tourist.  You are suspicious of us.  You 

know we are suspicious of you.  So you are judging us.  Tell me, how do 

we look, in your foreign eyes?’

Don was amazed.  He’d had no idea that his thoughts could be read 

so easily.  Avoiding any comment on the passengers in the carriage, he 

told this percipient about the names in his telephone book.  The man 
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half-listened, smiled, then interrupted.  ‘I tell you something I did when 

I was a student.  Long ago.  I had a room, first floor, in a street where 

I could look down on two restaurants.  Then I got all the newspapers, 

and I made two lists of people mentioned in the news.  Those I thought 

I might like, and those I thought I would not like.  I got the telephone 

book, I even rang foreign embassies to get addresses, names of hotels, 

you understand?  As many of the names as I could find an address, I 

wrote to them.  I invited them to dinner on the same night.  The ones 

I liked, I invited them to Le Pavillon.  The ones I did not like, I invited 

them to Le Pouce.’  He held up his thumb.  ‘And I rang the newspapers 

and told them something was going to happen in my street on a certain 

night.  They didn’t believe me, but I thought maybe some of them would 

come.  On the night, I sat in my room, no lights on.  Darkness.  And you 

know what happened?  Nothing.  Absolutely nothing at all.  I had tried 

to ...’ He wanted a word, a frown made lines above his brow.  His fingers 

twitched angrily.  ‘Aeroplanes!  Terrorists!  Pow, pow!  Fly to London 

or blow up everybody!’  He looked at Don as if he was an imbecile who 

should be able to supply the missing word.  Don thought he saw.

‘Hijack?’

The wiry Frenchman said very loudly, ‘HIJACK!  Of course!  You 

were slow, my friend!  I had tried to hijack events, tried to make them 

happen instead of watching the way they formed themselves!  You know 

what I am talking about?’  Don nodded, grinning.  ‘Yes, well, I was silly.  

No no.  I was too smart for my own good.  We have a saying ... you 

wouldn’t know it, you are a foreigner.’  It entered Don’s mind that there 

were about three more hours before they arrived, how on earth were they 

going to settle back after this?  He felt uncomfortable, his cover blown.  

The little man had thought his way into his thoughts, and now he was 

rageing.  ‘Nobody came.  And you know what happened?  Three days 

later, I sat an exam, and I failed it.  I thought I knew all about it, but they 

asked the wrong questions, and I failed.  And I had to leave Paris and 

go home to my village.  And when I got back to Paris, it was years later, 

and I was a different man, I won’t tell you what I do, but I am a different 
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man.  A man that maybe you do not like.  What is your word?  Wits.  I 

live on my wits.  I am clever, I can do it.  I don’t talk.  It is only that I saw 

you trying to read the thoughts of us that I decide to teach you a lesson.  

Now you know what I have told you.  I get off at the next town.  You have 

a long time to think about what I told you.  You think.  Make sure you 

understand.  You are fairly clever man, but, believe me, there is always 

somebody who is more cleverer than you.  More clever than me.  Always.  

I say to you goodbye now.  Travel well, my friend.’  He stood.  He picked 

up a tiny bag, and left the carriage.  The young couple were looking at 

him, not having understood a word of his French-accented English.  

Back to your comics, Don thought savagely, feeling humiliated, lectured, 

dressed down, somehow exposed for having presumed ... he didn’t know 

what he’d done wrong, but he’d crossed some line and had been shoved 

back where, in the other man’s scheme of things, he properly belonged.  

What brought that on, he wondered, and will it break out again?  Are 

events turning on me in a way I don’t understand?  He picked up his 

newspaper and pretended to read, using it to hide his face.

For these people, Don thought, the dinner table is life’s high altar.  

There’s a cloth to cover it, with a printed design.  There are candelabra, 

and flickering points of flame.  Each guest has a napkin to hand, or 

spread across a knee.  Glasses gleam.  The smell of delicious, impending 

food is in the air.  The faces are serious, or laughing, but ready for what’s 

to be put before them.  And the plates, the cups, the bowls ...

He was looking into a window displaying the crockery of Limoges.  

In Bangladesh, he thought, there are millions who never do better than 

subsistence, and are swept away in floods.  In Papua New Guinea there 

are people who can’t speak the language of the next valley.  In Russia 

they have a tradition of dictatorship they don’t know how to break.  He 

realised that he felt ambivalent about the human race, unsure of whether 

it was a good thing to be part of, even if he had no choice.  He studied 

the delightful, sometimes exquisite ware, telling himself that he was 

looking at one of mankind’s peaks, in fact he was on one of mankind’s 
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peaks because nowhere in the world was better ware to be found: 

gratitude and humility filled him, but also a sense of resentment that all 

tables were not so splendidly set.

People eat shit, he thought, and throw their leftovers to the birds.  A 

condemnation of all who lived inelegantly filled his head.  Though I love 

this stuff, this place, he thought, it’s not good for me.  I’ve got to break 

out of this mood.

He walked back to his hotel, shaken that something he’d expected 

to give him pleasure had brought him low.  He lay on his bed, drowsed 

for half an hour, then got up, determined to restart his day.  In the pas-

sage he met the man who ran the hotel, and was responsible for all the 

caricatures, the depictions of historic moments and the other memoirs 

of France that, neatly mounted and framed, graced the walls of the 

rooms and passage.  The manager, whose name was Maurice, greeted 

Don.  ‘Ca va?’  Don nodded, there being nothing else to do.  ‘You’ve 

got a fine collection,’ he said, waving at the walls.  Maurice smiled.  The 

knowledge and discernment that were close to the heart of him showed 

in his eyes.  ‘I am always looking.’  He explained to Don, in a mixture of 

their two languages, that he read history every night for an hour, maybe 

two.  ‘Then, one day a week, my wife and I go driving.  Always we try 

to go somewhere other people don’t go.  And sometimes we do the 

opposite.  We go somewhere everybody goes, a place so busy that intel-

ligent people don’t go looking there.  And I am not so much searching, 

as waiting for something to reveal itself.  I do my reading to keep me 

informed.  To open my mind.  And when I see something that speaks to 

my knowledge, I know I have to buy it.  If it’s a picture, I put it on the 

walls.’  He beamed; Don felt pleased that he’d given Maurice a chance 

to explain his collection.  ‘If it’s a piece of furniture, and it’s very rare, 

my wife and I keep it.  If not, we put it in one of the rooms.  You like 

your room monsieur?  Numéro quatorze?’  He named the things in Don’s 

room, the pictures on the walls, the cabinet’s delicately shaped handles.  

‘You are happy with your room, monsieur?’  Don assured him he was.  

Maurice grew more serious.
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‘Years ago, when I first took over this hotel, before we had any 

guests, we were still making it ready, I was working on your room, the 

walls, to make sure they would take the paper I had chosen without any 

bumps.  I didn’t want the light to gleam off them at strange angles, I 

wanted them to be lit evenly, right across the wall ... and there was a 

demonstration outside.  It was about Algérie.  You remember?’  Don said 

he did.  ‘Our police can be very harsh if the government wants to strike 

down demonstrators, you know?’  Don assured him that he did.  ‘I saw 

one of our gendarmes with a baton, and he struck this young man in 

the back of the neck.  And the young man fell to the ground.  He never 

got up.  The demonstration went this way and that, but when they had 

all gone, the police brought up an ambulance.  The next morning, there 

was a report in the newspaper.  The young man had been dead on arrival 

at the hospital.  And I went into the street, and there was blood where 

he had fallen.  For years I never passed that spot without seeing blood.  

The rain washed it away, of course, nobody else could see it, but I saw 

it every time I passed.  I could show you the spot, but you don’t want to 

know, it’s not your quarrel.  But it makes me think.  Every time I am get-

ting bored, or dissatisfied, I see the policeman hit that boy, and I know I 

am alive and should be grateful.’  He smiled apologetically at his guest.  

‘Monsieur must excuse me now, my wife is waiting to make our trip.’

Don said, ‘Where are you going today?’  Maurice smiled a tricky 

smile.  ‘I show you tonight on the map, when we have come back.  If I 

find anything good, I show it to you.  Tonight!’

After one of Robin’s weekends with Olga he came back filled with 

ideas for extending the house.  ‘We’ve had it a year and we haven’t done 

anything to it,’ he told his wife.  ‘It isn’t anywhere near its potential.’  Jo 

found herself listening to wild fantasies of her children being greeted 

with excitement by their father.  It was a counter-attack, she saw, on her 

campaign to mature him, to make him learn through the pain that came 

saddled to his pleasure.  When she tried to restrain him by questioning 

costs, he was cocky.  ‘There’s a lot of very skilled tradesmen who’d be 
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only too keen to get jobs here because they’d expect - and I’d make sure 

that their expectations were fulfilled - that there’d be lucrative jobs on 

projects we’ve got in hand.  Some of them’d bloody near work here for 

nothing to get into the inner circle, take it from me!’

The children loved it.  Their father sat with them of a night time, 

listening to their ideas.  Jo sensed that their imaginations had been cap-

tured, which meant a downgrading of her importance.  Sometimes the 

children grumbled about restrictions and rules she imposed as if they 

had only to appeal to their father and she’d be downgraded further.  

He’ll make a fool of himself, she thought; he’ll trip.  But how long will it 

take to happen, and when it does, how will the children interpret it?

By day, when the children were at school, she began to spend a lot 

of time in the garden, reading, thinking about her situation, shifting her 

chair from shade to shade in order to protect her pale skin.  She decided 

not to invest any energy in frustrating her husband’s madcap schemes, 

but to let him have whatever he was prepared to pay for.  When he 

turned up one day, unexpectedly, with a couple of architects, she made 

them tea and kept out of the way.  Since they knew she was in the house, 

however, there was no way she could avoid them when they were leav-

ing.  ‘We’ll draw up some ideas for you to consider,’ they told Robin and 

Jo, ‘and then, when you’re ready, we can come and discuss them with 

you.  Projects of this sort go much more smoothly when there’s a shared 

agreement of what everyone’s on about.’  She knew they’d seen the gap 

between her and her husband.  They left, but Robin didn’t go with them.  

He stayed, and both partners to the failing marriage were aware of how 

unusual it was for them to be together in the middle of a working day.  

Jo studied him, saying nothing; they were in the kitchen, each sensing 

that even to sit was in some way to accept the other’s terms.  Robin blun-

dered.  Stretching an arm towards a window, he said, ‘I think I’d begin 

with a sunroom down there.  Guest bedrooms upstairs, I think.  Nice 

and secluded.  Apart from the family, but close to the pool!’

His wife’s eyelids didn’t flicker.  ‘How big a pool?’
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Robin brought his big projects persona to the territory they shared.  

‘Full width of the block.  A metre or so at either end so you can get 

around.  Those that aren’t swimming I mean.’  He meant his wife, who 

never undressed for social occasions.  She countered.  ‘What would be 

on the other side of the pool?’

He hadn’t any idea.  ‘Seats.  A barbecue ... anything you like, really.  

Got something in mind?’

She wanted to bring him down.  ‘The trouble with backyard pools 

is that they’re permanent.  If I want a marquee in a garden, I can have 

it put up and taken down when the function’s over.  You can’t do that 

with a pool.  It takes up your garden and you can’t do anything with your 

garden except swim.  It’s a one-dimensional decision, really, preclud-

ing everything else you might want to do, later on.’  He thought she’d 

finished, but the sting was in the tail.  ‘As you develop.  I think I mean 

mature.’

Suddenly he was angry.  ‘This city is full of swimming pools!’ he 

shouted.  ‘Almost everybody we know’s got one!  Are they all immature?  

What’s immature about my friends?  Your friends, some of them?  Do 

you think you’re going to fill in all these pools with truckloads of moun-

tain soil and get pretty little rose bushes to grow instead of what people 

actually want?  The trouble with you, Jo ...’ she was studying his every 

move ‘... is that you can’t accept that people may be entirely different 

from how you’d like them to be.  They may actually want to strip off, put 

on their bathers ... or not put on their bathers, just splash about starkers 

if they feel like it ...’

He could feel his self control vanishing; she was watching him coolly.  

‘The way people in an asylum would.’  His face twisted, seeming disfig-

ured to his wife.  ‘People in an asylum would be natural, wouldn’t they?  

Isn’t that why they’re there?  What’s wrong with people being natural for 

a while, if it makes them happy?  I can’t see your objection to what I’m 

suggesting.  What the hell is supposed to be wrong with it?’

She said to him, ‘If you have to throw that question at me so aggres-

sively, it’s because you haven’t begun to consider what I would like and 
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what would seem right, and pleasing, to me.  And that’s because you 

can’t tolerate any expression that’s contrary to your unrestrained asser-

tion of yourself.  Which is another way of saying that you haven’t worked 

out what marriage is, yet.’  She was looking him in the eye.

‘That’s bloody beautiful, coming from you,’ he said, feeling that his 

anger made him righteous.  ‘I’m not sure how many lovers you had in 

the early years, and then, to cap it all off, there was that gardener fellow 

you had ...’

‘Tree surgeon,’ she corrected.

‘Tree surgeon, anything you fuckin like to call him!’ he said loudly.  

‘What do I care what you called him?  You slept with him, I didn’t, what’s 

it matter to me?’  He was dragging the situation, though he didn’t know 

it, to a point of unrestrainable animosity which would justify him walk-

ing off in a rage.  She challenged.

‘If those men drew up a plan and I said I didn’t want it built, would 

you go ahead?’  He looked amazed.  He seemed to expect there would 

be more.  Threats to leave.  Abuse.  But she was waiting.

‘I’d have to think about that,’ he said.  ‘I might.  And I might not.  

It’d all depend!’  She refrained from asking what it would depend on, 

since she knew it was a matter of saving face, and that he would need 

help with that.  ‘Let’s see what your architects propose,’ she said.  ‘Our 

next discussion of the matter could be better focussed if we were looking 

at a plan.’  It was his way out as well as hers.  ‘All right, we’ll do it that 

way.  When I get back to the office I’ll give them a ring.  How soon can 

they have something for us to look at.  Happy with that?’

‘We’ll leave it there,’ she said.

Olga thought of killing herself, but drew back.  She’d had friends who’d 

taken overdoses, and it had not escaped her that these dramatic attempts 

to claim attention had succeeded only briefly: once the tablet-taker was 

home from hospital, something they’d wanted rebuilt in their relation-

ships was found to be wrecked beyond repair.  The unfairest of all 

advantages, the threat of self-destruction, seemed to awaken in even the 
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dimmest of men a feeling that they too had rights, and a determination 

not to be coerced.  If she was going to win she had to be more subtle.

Why, she asked herself, had someone like Josephine - whom Robin 

claimed was withdrawn, introspective and too deeply intuitive for any-

one to be able to second-guess - married Robin?  For the same reason 

that she’d been attracted to him, obviously: he was at his nicest when he 

was thoughtless, spontaneous, generous, more inclined to give than to 

demand.  His boyishness was his best side; and more than that, he gave 

off an air of being manageable.  The attraction was that you could let 

him run free, being all the things that were best in him, and he could be 

managed whenever you needed him under restraint - or that, she was 

sure, was what Josephine had first thought of the man she’d chosen for 

her husband, because it was how Robin had seemed, at first, to her.

But he wasn’t those things any more, he was changing.  She decided 

she needed to predict the path of those changes, and lead him where he 

wanted to go.  This should be something that simply happened, because 

if she forced him into choices, he’d agonise, held back by his loyalty to 

his wife, his family situation, and he’d become incapable of action when 

what he wanted to do was to leap into things without much thought, to 

be headlong, to feel that he was harming nobody and pleasing himself 

a lot.

Easy to say, she thought; how to put it into practice?

The first step has to look innocuous, and it has to be decisive.  She 

wrote about him in her diary, day after day.  Pages of analysis, pages 

about herself.  When he came to her, she treated him as ravishingly excit-

ing, and asked him, every time, what he wanted to do.  He has to lead, 

she decided, until I know every move he likes to make.  She noticed that 

he liked to go away with her, or, in their own city, to stay in her apart-

ment.  He went shopping with her at the nearest market, telling her what 

to buy, with a practised eye for glistening, gleaming fruit.  These are 

things he doesn’t do in his marriage, she thought, and he enjoys them.  

But if he lets his wife push him out of those pleasures, they’re not cen-

tral. What he needs, she thought, is recognition.
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A public position, out of the eyes of people who’ve known him, 

under the gaze of people he’d like to know.

The State Library.  The Foundation Committee, in fact.  She net-

worked, she rang around, she organised referees.  A member of one of 

the city’s oldest families, who lived in the next street to Robin, was think-

ing of retiring.  She organised that they should meet.  She introduced 

him to the chairman.  She told him on no account to talk about what 

she was doing with anybody, and that, she insisted, meant keeping quiet 

at home.  He liked having a secret from the overseeing, all-knowing Jo.  

Jo knew there was something being kept from her, but knew she had 

to wait, because if she forced him, he’d lie, and he’d know she knew he 

was lying, so the lie would become a defiance of her and defiance was 

something that he, being youthful, was good at.

The invitation to join the Foundation Committee was sent to 

Robin’s office.  He accepted, in a gracious letter written by Olga.  Robin 

signed it, feeling that a new life was being built for him.  He received the 

papers for his first meeting, late on a Friday afternoon, and had dinner 

afterwards with Olga.  She was overjoyed to hear him recount the names 

of the committee, though she knew them well.  His boyishness was 

overlaid by a determination to become like the dignified people of good 

family and high repute who linked the destiny of one of the state’s great 

institutions to the commercial world.  ‘The naming rights to the Reading 

Room!’ he said, still amazed.  ‘I’d never thought about anything like 

it.  Those people,’ he said, awe in his voice, ‘are far ahead of me in just 

about every way, but I suppose I think my business knowledge should be 

more up to date than theirs.  I want to be useful, I really do!’  As they lay 

together that night, Olga had the pleasure, and the certainty, of knowing 

that she was turning him into the man he wanted to become.

Jo’s children - Robin’s children - were playing.  Their mother, who had 

been on the balcony high above them, had withdrawn; their father, in 

gum boots and overalls, was washing his car.  A rivulet ran down the 

drive from a hose.  The car, a deep navy in colour, was speckled with 
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white suds.  Robin, shammy in hand, was inspecting its surfaces for 

spots.

The children slipped away without him noticing.  Jo, in Jessica’s bed-

room, going through her clothes, became aware of voices, arguing, she 

thought at first, then deciding that the voices were in a game of pretence, 

that there was mockery, and humour, as well as doubt and make-believe 

in what they were saying.  They were in their tree house, a thing of boxes 

that Robin had had a handyman build for them, high in the branches 

of a tree - higher than Jo would have allowed, had she been there at the 

time - and close to Jessica’s window.

The window was open.  Jo moved across to listen.  Jessica was berat-

ing Alexander in a way that was familiar.

‘You don’t understand me!  You don’t even try to understand me!  If 

I saw you were making an effort, I could be bothered waiting for you to 

improve!  What have you got to say for yourself, silly man?’

Alexander had his defence well mapped out.  ‘Look what I give you!  

You got everything you want!  Anything you haven’t got, you can go out 

and buy it!  What have you got to say for yourself, silly woman?’

Jessica said, ‘I don’t have to bother with you.  I can get someone 

else.’  The boy said, ‘I can kick you out of my house!’  The girl said, ‘I 

can live somewhere else!’  ‘Like where?’

Triumphant Jessica said, ‘Like here.  I’ve slept here and you haven’t!’  

But the boy fought back, ‘This is part of my land.  If I kick you out, you 

can’t come to this house.  It’s mine too!’  Jessica played another trump 

card.  ‘I’ll get someone to build me a better house than this.  In a bigger 

tree, so big you could never climb it.’

Jo felt herself trembling at what they were saying to each other.  Had 

the damage to their parents got as far as this?

‘You couldn’t make a house like this.  You don’t know how!’

‘I don’t need to make it myself.  I know someone who could make 

it for me!’

‘Who?’

‘Don!’  Her voice was soft but exultant, manipulative and sweet.
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‘You don’t know where he is, but I do.’

‘I know where he is.’

‘Where is he, well?’

‘He went away in an aeroplane, but I could bring him back.’

‘You couldn’t!’

The voice was still sweet and confident.  ‘I’d only have to call, and 

he’d come!’

Josephine left her daughter’s bedroom and hurried down the stairs.  

Robin had finished the washing and was giving the car’s duco a gleaming 

polish.  ‘It looks beautiful.  Let’s go for a drive.’

He was surprised.  When he’d spoken to her, earlier, she was in one 

of her withdrawn, self-examinatory moods.  ‘Where would you like to 

go?’

She was quick with her answer.  ‘Around the bay.  I want to be near 

water.  And over the bridge, I want to be able to see the water as far as 

it reaches out.  And there’s a wind, if there’s any smoke from chimneys 

it’ll be blowing low across the roofs of the factories.  I love this sort of 

day.’  She noticed that he was hesitant.  ‘Were you going to do something 

else?’

‘I was, er ...’: it was a silence that spelt out Olga’s name.

‘Couldn’t you ring her, ask if she minds if you’re an hour later than 

you arranged.  This is something we should do together.  I’ve just been 

overhearing the children, playing in the treehouse.  They didn’t know I 

was there.  I’ll tell you about it later.  We can’t go on the way we are, it’s 

damaging them and in their way they know it.  We’ll talk about that too.  

But for the moment, can you postpone whatever you were going to do, 

and take your family for a drive?  It won’t take more than an hour, but 

it’ll be important!’

She saw that though he didn’t understand, he was willing.  ‘Thanks.  

It’s good of you.’  He went inside to ring Olga.  She went to the back 

to call the children.  They didn’t know why she was keen on going for 

this drive.  ‘Your father’s so busy he doesn’t often get the time to take 

us out, all of us together.  And he has to go out later, so we should take 
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this chance while we’ve got it.  We’re going over the high bridge where 

you can see the whole city below you.  And when we come back we’ll do 

some drawings.  Come on, down you come, this is going to be wonder-

ful!’

She wanted to be in the back seat with the children, but Alexander said 

someone had to sit with daddy.  Jo said he could have the front seat, so 

he climbed into the big blue car, feeling important, and fiddled with the 

seat belt until his parents were satisfied.  They backed into the street, 

their gate closed behind them, and they drove through the wealthier 

suburbs, Jo telling her children about people who lived in the houses, 

and what you could know about the life of earlier times by studying old 

photos.  Robin found himself surprised by how much she knew, then 

realised, after a moment’s consideration, how rarely she drove anywhere 

with him.  And even now she was in the back and he was like a hired 

driver, overhearing what she had to say to her family.

They drove beside the bay for some time, and then, as they drew 

closer to the huge bridge curving through the sky, Robin noticed his 

wife grow quiet, and sensed an expectation building in her; what it was 

about, beyond a view, he didn’t know.  It was when the car began to lift, 

and sky filled its windscreen, that she said to her children - to him, too, 

if he wished - ‘Look at everything you can see and try to remember it; 

but don’t forget to notice what you feel, because it’s your feelings that 

hold what you see.’

They lifted, they got higher, though Robin dropped speed to prolong 

the experience, and the city’s river, and its industrial suburbs, spread 

beneath them.  ‘There’s your smoke, mum!’ Melissa called, and Jo said, 

‘Yes, it’s wonderful.  Two chimneys puffing for us today!’  The white 

smoke lasted the length of a building, then disappeared.  ‘Look!’ called 

Alexander, twisting in his seatbelt, and pointing back at the city.  ‘I didn’t 

know there were so many towers!’  They turned their heads.  The tall 

buildings were clustered, a powerful tribe, and everything else spread 

far and low, as far as the eye could see, with, at the horizon, blue hills to 
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circumscribe the scene.  ‘It’d be quite different without the mountains 

there, wouldn’t it?’ Robin said, and felt that the guide, the powerful one 

in the back, was accepting of his comment.  Strange, he felt, that when 

she does something like this, dropping an experience on the rest of us, 

we not only accept it but we know straight away why she thought it 

would be something good to do.

Then he thought again.  There’s something else she’s doing that I 

can’t grasp yet, though I know I’m meant to grasp it.  Or will she tell 

me tonight, or tomorrow morning, when she thinks I’m far enough from 

Olga to hear her - Jo’s - voice?  He stopped himself again.  It was her 

mental voice that he knew he was meant to hear, and did hear, often 

enough, for all her criticism of his insensitivity.  He wanted to say, ‘I’m 

glad you asked me to do this’, but stopped himself; saying it would break 

into what she’d created: and besides, there was something still to hap-

pen, was there not?

They passed the zenith, they lowered.  They drove past a sign say-

ing that vehicles were not to cross the stretch of grass and bushes that 

separated the inbound and outbound lanes of road.  ‘Sorry,’ Jo said. ‘We 

should have turned off back there, but I was looking the other way.  Just 

take one of these little tracks and do a U turn.’  Robin got into a right 

hand lane, slowed, and turned.  Bushes were planted close to the edge 

of the return road and he couldn’t see what was coming.  ‘Make the 

best of it I suppose!’ he said, planting his foot and sending the car into 

the oncoming traffic.  Two huge trucks blared their sirens, the children 

were terrified, he swung the wheel sharply so that he could take the lane 

between them, then they were past, their anger swirling like a cloud 

of dust behind them, and other cars rushing up to make the crowd he 

belonged to now that he’d flung his family in their path.  He expected 

a flood of criticism from behind, the conscience of the non-driver, but 

Jo was talking to the children: ‘This is important.  See how different 

it is when you’re going the other way.  You’re in the same place but it 

feels quite new, and strange.’  And they were aloft again, with a wide 

blue bay before them, man-made lakes beneath them to their left, the 
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clustering towers, the white of beachfront houses looking over water, 

the smoke, of course, keeping low for the length of its brief life ... and 

then Jo felt a definition of self which came from an almost-extinction of 

self, and knew why she’d brought them on this journey.  ‘Where’s our 

house mum?’ Melissa said.  Jo pointed.  ‘Behind the towers, you can’t 

see where we live from here.’  She added, and they didn’t know what 

she meant, ‘That’s what’s good about it.’  Robin noted the comment to 

ask about it later, but Alexander challenged: ‘What’s so good about not 

knowing where you live?’  His father said, ‘I don’t think that’s what she 

meant, Alex,’ but Jo said, ‘I think I did mean that really.  Being up here 

makes you feel so small, and it cuts you off from all the little things you 

think are important, and you see how huge it all is ...’ she looked at the 

back of her husband’s head, and then into the eyes of the girls beside 

her ‘... and you know that it doesn’t really matter if you don’t get the 

things you want.  You’ll get something else, to make the best you can 

from that.’

Olga could scarcely hide her fury when she discovered that Robin’s 

delayed arrival - two hours late, which meant that they got to a pre-din-

ner gathering as it was breaking up - was caused by an excursion which 

had gone nowhere except over a bridge and back.  Even more disturb-

ing for her was the way it showed how he couldn’t see, as she could, 

the strangeness of his wife.  ‘It was an important experience,’ he’d told 

Olga, in the moments before she decided to let the matter rest until an 

occasion more suitable for her.  ‘I couldn’t tell you exactly what she was 

thinking, but I could feel, even over my shoulder ...’

Olga perceived, sourly, that her lover’s wife had been sitting in the 

back: what sort of partnership was that?

‘... that it was an important moment for her.  By which I mean one 

of those moments that people know they’ve shared, and either can refer 

back to it any time, and know that the other knows what they’re referring 

to.  You know what I mean?’



87

She said she did; he felt she didn’t.  They had two sherries at the 

gathering, then got into his car for the long drive to the hotel where they 

were going to dine and stay the night.  As they drove, the sun settled on 

the bay, and the great bridge which he’d crossed and recrossed with his 

family sank below the horizon.  Travelling together has a unifying effect, 

however the journey ends.  ‘It’d be good to go on forever,’ he said; she 

turned to watch the orange rays of light touching the tips of water.  ‘No 

boats out there.’  ‘All gone home.’  Even among the other vehicles on 

the road, they felt satisfyingly alone.  She knew she had to please him.  

She saw that he admired his wife for being able to move in areas closed 

to him: she, Olga, had it in mind to enlarge the areas that were his, to 

reduce that admiration, to make him think his wife foolish, demanding 

and eccentric.  Having no child of her own made her, in his eyes, avail-

able, and promising.  These were her advantages.  ‘When we get there,’ 

she said, ‘let’s sit on the beach for a while.’  He liked the idea: an hour 

later they were on an ocean beach with wine and glasses from their hotel.  

The summer night was salt-scented, disturbed only by the lapping of 

waves.  ‘We’ve come a long way to be here,’ she said.  He tapped her glass 

with his.  They felt small in the enormous night.  ‘Where did the prime 

minister drown?’ she asked.  He waved an arm.  ‘That way somewhere.  

Pretty wild stretch of the coast, they say.  I tell you, I’ve never been in 

the water there!’  It put an idea in her head.  ‘Do you want to go for a 

swim?’  He looked at her.  ‘I wonder what the water’s like?’  She knelt 

on the sand beside him.  ‘Only one way to find out.’  She began to undo 

the buttons of his shirt.  He laughed, and felt the back of the dress she 

was wearing.  ‘Zip’s not there,’ she said.  ‘It’s a tricky arrangement.  See?’  

She stood, twisting herself out of her dress, and then her under-gar-

ments.  He took off the rest of his clothes, and they walked to the edge of 

the water, still carrying their glasses.  She put an arm around him; they 

drank.  They put their glasses behind a rock and ventured into the water.  

The ocean was drowsy, its tide on the point of turning.  ‘Come on!’ he 

yelled, and they ran until they were waist deep in water, then swam a 

hundred metres from the beach, and already it seemed like something 
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that had been put behind them forever.  Bobbing in the water, they held 

each other, then kissed, fondling each other in the strangely un-sensuous 

way of bodies encompassed by water, not the warmth of a bed.  ‘You’ll 

have to take me back,’ she said, ‘if you want to do that.’  He chuckled.  

‘I surely do.’

They swam to the shallows, then waded to the beach.  They retrieved 

their glasses, their clothes, and took themselves to a dune, where the 

sand was dry and loose.  They put their things on the sand and lay down.  

Before she let him enter her she wiped him with her panties; ‘Making 

sure there’s no sand,’ she said.  ‘Wouldn’t want that to come between 

us.’  He rubbed his hands to make sure there was no sand on his fingers 

before he fondled her, but there was sand on their lips when they kissed, 

and they laughed.  ‘Sand, sand, bloody sand!’ he called; she said, ‘Better 

let me be on top, it might be easier that way.’  He wriggled under her, 

and guided her onto his body.  ‘It’s funny,’ he said, ‘when I’m under you 

I feel I’m yours.  I suppose it’s why men who are always on top think 

they’re in charge.’  ‘Talk about it afterwards,’ she said in a whisper.  ‘This 

isn’t a good time for conversation.’

After they’d loved, they lay on the dune, in the warm air, drowsing.  

Minutes later, he murmured, ‘Drink.’  She wriggled in the sand to grasp 

the bottle, then sat up, trying to find his glass.  He sat up, they filled 

their glasses.  ‘It’s a beautiful night,’ she said.  ‘You’re doing ever so many 

beautiful things for me,’ he told her.  They drank.  They lay back on the 

impermanent sand, warm with the night.

Jo asked herself how seriously she should take herself.  Do I have to 

contest, every time, every detail of everything that surrounds me?  Her 

habit, her temperament, her inheritance from her mother, said she did, 

or, more certainly, because it was embedded in her character, she would.  

But the vision she’d had on the bridge told her that if she released her-

self from her personal needs the forces inside her could interact more 

freely with the world.  It was clear when I was high above the world, she 

thought, but I can’t go there every day to renew my inspiration.
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She tried various devices - mental tricks - for locating herself.  

I’m between which two points?  The fridge and the sink?  Lunch and 

afternoon tea?  My thirtieth and thirty-first birthdays?  Certain points 

seemed to be fixed, not stretched on a continuum.  I’m rereading 

Hamlet.  I’m driving the children home after school.  I’m sitting in the 

chair where I can feel my mother’s influence most strongly, though 

she’s behind me where I can’t see her.  She decided that this approach 

was only two-dimensional, and therefore of little use.  She wondered 

how you could fix yourself multi-dimensionally, and decided that it was 

either impossible, or it led you back to the awful simplification of setting 

yourself goals.  Have I achieved my goals today?  The thought made her 

scornful.  Then she noticed an assumption in her thinking, that Robin 

would always be a drag, a burden, that she would have to carry him, and 

he would never carry her.  She wondered if it was the same for him, and 

decided it probably was.  She felt sorry for him, sorry for men, for whom 

becoming a father didn’t enforce a change as severely as becoming a 

mother did for women.  For her.  Why was it proving so hard?

She felt that life was simplest for those who were blindly selfish, and 

that once you’d outgrown that stage - and many didn’t - then you were 

in waters that were not so well charted.  I left Don because I wanted to 

be where I am today, she thought: why am I making heavy weather of it?  

She’d wanted Robin to fall in love so that he could be joyful, and learn 

about suffering, and see that the two were linked: now he was involved 

with Olga, and clearly getting things out of it, yet, she realised, she - Jo 

- had never doubted that he’d come back to her, improved, chastened, 

a little wiser, so that she could work with him, on him, through him, for 

the rest of their two lives’ span.  What an undertaking!  We’re involved, 

she saw, in the central struggle of our formation as mature beings, and 

I can hardly begin to understand what’s happening, and he hasn’t the 

faintest idea!

When he came home that night, very late, and crept into the bed 

they still shared, she reached out a hand and took his hand, tickling his 

palm.  It was the most accepting thing she’d done in ages, he thought, 
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giving her finger a squeeze.  What thoughts lay behind that tiny gesture, 

so wide in its compass?  He didn’t know, but when she took her hand 

away, he lay still in the position where they’d encountered each other, 

until he slept.

The streets of the capital were quiet when Don started on his walk.  

The elegant people were still a-bed, or breaking their fast in apart-

ments, while the streets were used by the homely, taking their children 

to school, or the riders of pooper-scooper motor bikes taking shit off the 

pavements.  Then, first stirrings of the city’s song, there were the market 

people, spreading out, beneath their canvas, their miracles of fruit, sea-

food, cheese and flowers, their boxes, stools, cash tins, rows of jars and 

piles of plastic names.  The people who grow these things, catch them, 

and bring them to the streets, those who bake the bread, the cakes and 

biscuits, who display the riches of a comfortable nation, are the lucki-

est people on earth, he told himself, then found himself wanting to add 

musicians, actors, painters, dancers ... and realised that his definitions 

were breaking down because he was in love with life again, in the wid-

est, most general way, and not because of a need to be adored by one 

person as he had been not so long ago.  I think the miracle has come 

upon me, here in these darkened streets, at a time when the city’s half 

awake.  Would the mood last till the city’s noon, and its glamorous and 

sordid night?

He thought it would.

He bought the International Herald Tribune and took it into a cafe, 

where he found himself ignored by the man at the bar, but examined 

by an indolent though massive Labrador.  The dog, having taken its fill 

of him, turned its head; well trained, Don thought, in Parisian moeurs.  

He studied the paper: in the lead-up to a presidential election, the 

American leader Bill Clinton, an anti-war protester in the years of his 

youth, was assembling the Gulf War forces to threaten the dictator of 

Iraq, the world’s most clearly identified villain.  Apparently we need evil 
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men, Don thought, so the rest of us can feel good.  Why didn’t he feel 

the same way?

It was all in the mind, or perhaps the mind-set, he decided.  Those 

who polarised the world, seeing good and evil conflicting, with acclaim 

and condemnation the lifeblood of their rhetoric, had the satisfaction 

- and how deeply satisfying it was - of simplicity, of simplification.  Life 

was a matter of taking sides.  Of commitment.  Of making up your mind 

so you could close it, ignoring its messages apart from those that bore on 

survival and the avoidance of defeat.  Whereas he, and doubtless millions 

like him, knew that the geography of existence was far more subtle, that 

the disastrous and the comical were indissolubly wedded, and that any 

advance in spiritual development came either as a blessing, a stroke of 

luck, or as the tiny though precious reward of some acumen in judging 

one’s own behaviours.  Today, he thought, I will walk freely in this city 

of the revolution, scenting events that died away before my time, guess-

ing at buildings long vanished, catching the whistling and the chant of 

generations before me, trying to attune myself to the spiritual sediment 

that bears me up in this most exciting of places.

The Foundation Committee was welcoming to Robin, Olga introducing 

him to the chairman before slipping away.  He was presented, when the 

meeting got started, as ‘hailing from an office which, by its dynamism, 

purpose and sheer hard work, is doing as much as anybody, or any 

organisation, to give our city the appearance, the ideas, the style, which 

will mark it when visitors consider it a century from now.’   Not bad, 

Robin thought: I don’t get that sort of reception at home!

A former editor of the city’s leading newspaper beamed upon him, 

and a historian well known for sharply timed social pronunciamentos 

added to the welcome: ‘Anyone who knows anything about our city in 

the nineteenth century - the marvellous days - will tell you that the city 

in which we take such pride was the outcome of one of the most spon-

taneous, yet civicly responsible, outpourings of energy and enthusiasm 

for development anywhere in the British Empire, or indeed in the world 
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at that time.  We’re the heirs and successors to those days of optimism, 

and their attendant bust, so we need to be as enthusiastic, but perhaps 

just a little wiser, or more cautious in our judgements of the way events 

are moving the history of our times.’  He beamed too on young Robin 

Milgrove, the latest to be added to their group.  He concluded, with a 

hint of questioning in his apparently upbeat address: ‘Anyone who can 

contribute to what Wunderbar Investments has already given this city 

must have a lot to offer a sedentary, ruminative group such as ourselves 

- or perhaps, mister chairman, I should apply those adjectives only to 

myself and let the other members of your distinguished committee 

describe themselves in whatever way they’re happy with!’

Everybody laughed.  Smiles and chatter, elegant witticisms, ran 

about the table.  Robin smiled feebly: he’d had no idea they’d be like 

this!  He was going to need Olga’s advice on every matter he saw on 

agendas, and on the ins and outs of these highly developed personalities 

with whom one couldn’t possibly have the sort of row that he and his 

partners had no shame in carrying on in front of anybody, absolutely 

anybody, who happened to be around.  And yet, he saw, these people 

too had lived at the edge of their wits, and possibly still did so, but had 

learned a manner of feigning a jollity they liked to express but possibly 

didn’t feel.  I’d better be careful not to commit myself to anything until 

I see the way they work, he told himself, clenching his fists tightly in fear 

of letting himself - and Olga, who’d got him there - down.

Then he noticed, as the meeting got underway, and minutes were 

minutely corrected, that his right hand was loosening, and that he could 

almost feel his wife’s finger on it, gently caressing, welcoming, accepting 

him home.  He’d already told her he was going to stay the night at Olga’s; 

he felt it was a mistake, though one he’d committed himself to.  Olga’s 

bed.  Olga’s body, Olga’s love.  Olga’s need.  Her silence on so much 

that mattered to her.  Olga’s uncertainty, her single state.  Her need 

for a child, a partner, another half, a voice she partly owned and partly 

didn’t, that spoke to her, guiding, in the fog of human uncertainty.  The 

finger that he still felt on his palm said he must not become what Olga 
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needed, because he’d lose all that he already had.  With his left hand he 

rubbed the palm of his right, while the meeting settled down to business 

with a discussion of how to encourage ‘zones of settlement’ in the belea-

guered centre of a city that had once been great.  The eminent historian 

said that those who had once given the city its dignity had withdrawn 

in the face of huge buildings and ill-clad urchins on skateboards who 

were actually encouraged to take - or certainly not discouraged from 

taking - its identity, its character, so far downmarket that the once-retail 

crown had now, outwardly at least, though the shops were still excellent 

inside, all the distinction of a bankrupt’s garage sale!  He paused, and 

Robin felt a mood of generational sorrow fill the room; he saw, with the 

quickness characteristic of the office where he and his partners worked, 

that the times had somehow passed by these eminent people, not that 

they had become useless, or spent forces - for clearly they weren’t - but 

that it was part of life’s way of driving itself forward that the shapes that 

history took were those made by great forces moving greedily, perhaps 

unconsciously, but certainly swiftly: you’ve got to be swifter than those 

who merely obey the steady current of history if you want to influence 

the way things go.  He felt a better man, certainly a more useful one, for 

having come to the meeting, he was looking forward to his night with 

Olga - because he’d be able to report in ways that would delight her, and 

give her optimism - but he would be able, too, to rejoin his family with 

a little more of that certainty which comes from thinking oneself useful 

in the eyes of others who might be said to have counted.

Don’s ticket said he was to fly out on the second of March; the second 

day of spring.  Crossing L’Ile de la Cité, he decided to take himself to 

the prow of the island, the point which had the appearance of separating 

the waters washing past it, but in the other direction.  It looks like it’s 

thrusting its way into time to come, he thought, but in fact it’s stand-

ing stolidly in the way of endless water which comes from somewhere 

else.  He felt a bond with the island, not so much for its masterpieces of 

building, as for its stance in relation to humanity’s nurturer and enemy, 
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time.  The gothic builders had been clear about their business, he felt: 

they wanted a release into eternity.  What would their temples have been 

like if instead of God it had been human love that gave their thinking 

focus?

What would a temple of love be like?

He found himself laughing at the ideas that rushed into his mind, 

of voluptuous hooris sprawling languidly on cushions large enough for 

lovemaking, of pots of coffee brought by enormous, fezzed eunuchs in 

flamboyant swirls of clothing, and of the sultans who owned these nests 

of sensuality disgusted by the way their revels served to produce only 

unhappy and demanding children.  The masters who were slaves!  He 

was chuckling, and pulling out his diary to make a note of this mood, 

when he perceived two things at once, a fusion of the unexpected which 

he wanted to share.

To his left, he saw that the trees at the tip of the island were tinged 

by palest green, the harbingers of spring; caught by sunlight, and seen 

against the muddy water, the shoots of new foliage were saying that the 

seasons had been rolling over quietly in their sleep, and were preparing 

to get up!  And on his other side, an old lady was staring at him with a 

grim expression on her face, thinking that his amusement was a reaction 

to her.  ‘Riez, monsieur, mais c’est vous qui êtes fou!  Fou!  Et c’est moi qui 

est toute naturelle!’  After glaring at him a moment longer, she hobbled 

away towards the right bank, out of his life, he saw at once, and wrongly 

understanding him.  He wanted to laugh, he wanted to cry.  She thinks 

I’m mad and she’s not, he told himself.  How mad can you be?  Madness 

is the pursuit of ends without considering that you could be pursuing 

something, somebody, else.  I was mad while I was in love, and I’m in 

the clear at last.

He looked tenderly on the leaves peeping from the trunk of the 

willow, there at the tip, where the island pretended it was forging down-

stream.  They were indescribably delicate, and they were fated, of course, 

to lose their delicacy for maturity, and eventually they would fall into 

the river, and after another change of season, be replaced.  I thought 
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time was an enemy, he said to himself, but it’s neutral: it brings us every 

opportunity, and it gives us a moment, no more, to see what we’re going 

to do with it.  He felt reconciled with his life, his ill-fated love, and with 

the history, terrible and splendid, of the city he was in.  I’m ready to be 

home again, he thought, because I’ve been remade.  He looked at the 

tips of foliage on the willow, wished them well, and went back to his 

hotel.

Robin stopped his car on the way home from Olga’s, and walked in a 

park.  He came to a gate, went through, and realised, a minute later, 

that he was in his city’s most famous garden.  He kept walking, high on 

a slope, with a lake beneath him, and then he sat on the grass, beneath 

an enormous tree.

He asked himself what he was doing there, and why he’d stopped.  I 

need space, he thought, a gap, some respite, between Olga and Jo.  It’s 

not respectful of either if I rush from one to the other without a break.  

It pleased him so simply to think of himself in this way that he became 

distrustful, knowing there was a deeper reason lurking.  He pressed his 

back against the tree, and let his eyes roll over the orderly,  delightfully 

varied scene.  He was far from the first to enter.  There were joggers, 

some of them already pink from exertion, and two families with prams.  

He looked at his watch. What would Jo and the kids be doing?  He 

smiled: they’d need him soon.

Then it came to him.  What he and Olga were doing with each 

other had moved into a new phase, and it wasn’t being stated.  They’d 

admitted to themselves that it wasn’t going to become the marriage 

she wanted, that he wasn’t going to leave his family to start another 

household with her.  It was now about pleasure and advantage, getting 

as much from the other as could be managed before the inevitable split.  

Eruption.  Quarrel, fight, litigation.  This puts me down, he realised: 

reduces me.  I’m a taker, making sure I get what I want, and trying to 

keep her hands off bits of me I don’t want her to have.  She’s a taker too, 

and always was.  Taking is at the centre of what she is: she wants a man’s 
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commitment whether he wants to give it or not.  She’ll trick him, she’ll 

con him, deceive him by pleasing him, but she wants full, one hundred 

per cent ownership, not a partnership, though that’s how she disguises it.  

And I, what do I want, or what did I want when it started?

He looked around.  Noisy white cockatoos were swarming around 

the trees on an island in the lake, and it caught his notice that these trees 

were full of ...  He looked more closely.  There were  bats dangling upside 

down; the trees were thronged with them.  He felt a revulsion for the 

creatures, though they clearly felt at home.  I never knew we had these 

things in our city, he thought: they belong in a David Attenborough 

film!

He looked away.  They weren’t going to move, he’d have to ignore 

them.  It’s what we do with human ugliness, he felt, and felt also a wish 

to share his perception with his wife.  She would understand.  She’d 

have seen, ages ago, what he’d just realised.  She was always in front: no 

wonder it wasn’t easy to be with her.  You were always made to feel she 

was waiting for you to catch up.  If I admit that, and somehow make her 

aware of having changed the way we operate so as to get the benefit of 

what’s best in her, perhaps we might make a go of it again?  After all?

For the first time?

He stood.  He started walking to the car, then he stopped, realising 

that there was something else.  He sat on the grass again, looking at the 

island with the bats, and the noisy cockatoos.  How were he and Olga to 

go on, having got to where they were?

If we admit to each other, he thought, what each of us knows, then 

the whole thing’s over.  It mustn’t come out in the open.  If either of us 

says it, or even shows it, that’s the end, right there.  It gave him - them 

- an easy, brutal, way out.  It also gave him - them - an opportunity to do 

the very utmost for the other, short of the final commitment she wanted 

and he didn’t.  This is the little game I’m to play, he thought, getting 

up again, and I won’t be able to hide from Josephine what’s happen-

ing because she senses everything.  I need her to be patient, and more 

than that, generous, because I’ll still be giving to Olga as long as we’re 



97

together.  Then another thought occurred to him.  If you gave to one 

person, you took from another.  It was a very simple rule.  Jo would only 

let him take from her if she thought she’d get more, and better, at a later 

time.  Was he capable of this?

He walked back the way he’d come, in the idyllic garden, troubled 

by the two women who dominated his life.

Jo looked at the portrait.  Bright sunshine filled the room.  I was this 

woman’s child.  She loved me proudly, possessively, as I loved mine, until 

you, mother, died, then I had to be a mother myself, instead of an older 

not-grown-up whose sexuality had given her three pregnancies.  I took 

over the space, the powerful position, you’d created.  Did you begin it, 

or did you receive it from your own mother?  You never told me, because 

to do so would have been to compromise your hold on me by talking to 

me as an equal, something you never did.

Jo looked at the portrait, feeling equal, perhaps even superior, at 

last.  I’ve broken into the circle, I hold the knowledge now that was kept 

from me.

The phone rang.  It was her daughters’ school; Melissa had been 

vomiting, and was in the sick room.  ‘I’ll come and get her.  Thanks for 

letting me know.’  She looked at the portrait, remembering a morning 

when her mother had visited her school, at the request of her teachers, to 

discuss her problems with maths, and how the art teacher, a handsome 

young woman whom the girls envied, had said to her mother, ‘While 

you’re here, could I show you something interesting in Josephine’s 

work?’  A parent could hardly refuse.  What the teacher had pointed 

out in her, Josephine’s, work had been that in each and every one of her 

drawings and paintings there were always two areas of interest, with a 

gap between them.  ‘It’s something you might get from a schizophrenic 

patient,’ the teacher had said.  ‘I’ve worked with lots of them’, and named 

a hospital for the mentally ill.  ‘I’m certainly not saying that Josephine’s 

schizophrenic, or ever going to be, but I think it’s revealing in some 

way.’  Her mother had taken this consultation in a dramatic way, but the 
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teacher had said, ‘It’s nothing to get alarmed about.  I’d think of it as a 

congruence of personality types.  I don’t think it’s helpful to think of it 

as a problem, but much better to think of it as an area of insight for Jo.  

After all, if we went looking for signs of insanity in the works of famous 

painters, we could find them everywhere.  Poor old Van Gogh wouldn’t 

even get on the wall!’  She laughed, the beautiful art teacher with flaming 

red hair, and Jo’s mother had been left feeling cautiously proud of her 

daughter, if somewhat amazed that she had this characteristic which she, 

her mother, had never noticed.  She determined that thereafter she’d 

look closely at what her daughter produced.

As soon as I knew what she was looking for, Jo remembered, I made 

sure I kept it out of anything I did.  All the drawings and paintings I did 

until the day I could drop art from my subjects were half-works, and 

mother wasn’t clever enough to get my paintings and pair them off.  If 

she’d done that, much might have been revealed, to me as well as to 

her.

She drove to the school.  A teacher was waiting, and took her to the 

sick room.  Melissa was sitting up, wanting to go home.  Jo listened to 

the teacher’s account of what had happened, then led Melissa to the car.  

‘Do you want to lie down in the back?’

‘I want to sit in the front with you.’

Jo opened the door, and watched her daughter get in.  The child put 

on her seatbelt as if determined to show that she was well.  Jo went to the 

other side, got in, and reached for the button that would send Melissa’s 

window down.  The child shook her head.  ‘I’m not going to be sick.  If 

I feel I am, I’ll tell you to stop.’

They drove home.  ‘I don’t want to lie down on my bed, mum, I 

want to sit on the balcony, with you inside so I know where you are.  Is 

that all right, mum?  Can I do that?’

‘Yes of course.  I’ll get your things so you can draw.’

Melissa nodded.  ‘And a pillow too, mum, in case I do want to lie 

down.’

‘Good, darling.’
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The pillow was brought, the paper and crayons, and the balcony was 

Melissa’s.  Jo said to her daughter, ‘I’ll find the book I’m reading, then 

I’ll be sitting in there.’  Her daughter smiled.  ‘Thanks mum.  That’s how 

I want it.’  Then a further demand:  ‘When you have to go and pick up 

Jessica, and Alexander, can I come?  I might be scared, if I’m here on my 

own.’  Melissa was usually trying to get the maximum space for herself, 

claiming a need for privacy.  Jo was wrily amused.  ‘Let’s wait and see.  

When the time comes, of course you can come with me, if you’re feel-

ing well enough.  You might be asleep by the middle of the afternoon, if 

you’re still getting over being sick.  Let’s not decide now.  Let’s see how 

you feel at the time.’  

Melissa drew for a while, then she put her head on the pillow and a 

moment later she was asleep.  Jo, looking out, was touched by the sight; 

she went down and got a beach umbrella and placed it so it would keep 

the sun from her daughter’s skin, then resumed her book.  She was 

re-reading Elizabeth Smart, and a sentence near the end of Part Five 

caught her:

But leaning against the train window, drunk with the hope which any-

thing so unbegun always instils, I remember my past returnings: keep that 

vision, I pray, pressing my forehead against the panes: the faces are kind; the 

people have reserve, the birds gather in groups to migrate, forecasting fatal 

change: remember, when your eyes shrivel aggrievedly because you notice the 

jealousy of those that stay at home, here is no underlining of an accidental pic-

turesqueness, but a waiting, unself-conscious as the unborn’s, for future history 

to be performed upon it.

She looked at her daughter, lying in the shade of the umbrella, wait-

ing, as surely as anyone ever waited, for the future to be performed upon 

her, and she felt something inside her grow weak, and vulnerable: moth-

ers watched over their young, and there was something else which she 

couldn’t grasp.  She wanted it clear to her, but it wouldn’t come.

She read the last lines of Part Five, then she put the book down.  

Taking a glance at her eldest, she went down to the kitchen and cut up 
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a mango.  She thought there was a second one, but somebody, probably 

Robin, had eaten it.  Fruit salad, then, she decided, and began cutting 

and squeezing fruit into bowls.  She squeezed oranges till she had a jug 

brimming with juice.  She put rolls and tiny pats of butter on two plates, 

then put everything on a tray that had once been her grandmother’s, 

in Lancashire long ago.  That connection reminded her of another; she 

went to the dining room, opened a drawer, and took out two elaborately 

handled silver spoons which she wiped carefully before placing them, 

too, on the tray, beside the bowls of fruit.  She took them to the room 

overlooking the balcony, and put the tray on a low table near the open 

doors.  Melissa, she thought, was stirring.  A minute later, the girl roused 

herself, walked sleepily in, and said, ‘Did I go to sleep mum?’

‘Yes darling.  For a while.’

‘Very long?’

‘Twenty minutes, perhaps, not much more.’

‘What did you do, mum?’

‘I finished what I was reading, then I went down and got us some 

lunch.  Something that shouldn’t upset you.’  She indicated the tray.

‘Yum.  I love fruit salad.’

Her mother’s eyes showed pleasure.  ‘We can sit on the floor and 

have it.’  Melissa sat, but looked above her mother’s head.

‘You often sit under that picture, mum.’

‘Yes I do.’

‘Why mum?  The seat’s hard.’

‘I don’t mind a seat being hard.  It’s better for my concentration 

than something that lets me get drowsy.’  Melissa felt there was some 

other reason why her mother sat there, but didn’t know how to frame 

the question.  Instead she said, ‘Did your mother have to get you home 

from school sometimes mum?’

‘I don’t remember.  She probably did.’

‘Was she good fun to play with mum, your mother, and talk to?’  The 

girl saw a silence, a sternness enter her mother.  ‘What is it mum?  Didn’t 

you like her?  She was always good to us!’
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‘She was very good to me while my father was alive, but after he 

died, she wanted to control me.  Restrict me. She did her best to stop 

me growing up.  I resented her a lot of the time.’

‘Do you still resent her mum?’

‘Not now, no.  But I don’t want to be the sort of mother she became.’  

The child observed, ‘So why are you always sitting under her picture 

then?’

‘A good question.  If I sit there I can’t see her, can I?  That’s one 

reason.  Another is that I do actually want to be close, to measure myself 

against her, I think.  Having the painting there is a precaution I’m tak-

ing, I think.’

Melissa didn’t know how to go on.  She thought.  ‘Are you going to 

get your picture painted, mum?’

Josephine laughed.  ‘I certainly am not!  Before you were born, 

before I was married, I went to a museum in Spain.  Barcelona.  There 

was this rather grand staircase, with paintings on the walls which you 

looked at as you went up and down.  Paintings of the royal family of 

Spain.  I had a funny feeling as I passed them.  They made me uncom-

fortable.  When I got to the top and looked back I saw why.  All these 

Hapsburgs - I think that’s who they were - got madder and madder as 

the generations moved on.  You could see it in their eyes, it was all over 

their faces, they were worse and worse - madder, I mean - as the years 

went on.  Each picture was worse than the one before it!’

The daughter considered.  ‘Do you think I could be better than you 

mum?’

‘You certainly could be.  I know I should say I hope so, but nobody 

likes to be outshone by their children, or nobody I know.  But there 

mightn’t be any competition.  People don’t have to be rivals.  Suppose 

you became a dancer.  I’m no good at dancing.  I wish I was but I’m 

not.  If you become a good dancer I’ll be pleased.  There’ll be no com-

petition.’

‘At school I always want to be the best.  I can’t stand it if somebody 

beats me.’
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‘Well you’ll have to get used to it because there’s always someone 

who’s better than we are, even in things we’re good at.’

‘Hasn’t anybody ever been able to say I’m the best in the world?’

Her mother thought.  ‘Yes, there have been some.  But very few, out 

of all the billions who’ve ever lived.’

‘I’m going to be one of those people, then!’

Her mother went quiet.

‘What’s wrong with saying that, mum?’

‘It’s the danger of having too much pride.  The trouble is, you can’t 

be good at anything unless you’ve got pride in yourself, but if you’ve 

got too much pride people hate you, and they’ll bring you down one 

way or another, so it’s very dangerous.  I’m talking,’ she said, ‘about a 

line between enough and too much, and the nearer you get to that line, 

the harder it is to see it.’  She added rather limply, ‘It’s very tricky.’  The 

girl said, ‘Well, I’m going to learn the trick!  Do you want to see what 

I drew?’  Jo said to her daughter, ‘After we’ve had our lunch.  Try your 

orange juice, it’s lovely while it’s fresh.’

At the airport he looked out of the departure lounge on a level with 

the eyes of the plane that was going to take him home.  He wondered if 

the pilots were in there, checking programs, and whether they too were 

pleased to be going home, or whether they preferred their hours aloft, 

with cloud and lightning, sun-ups and first glimpses of distant coasts, to 

the ordinariness of earthly life.  He looked at his watch; the boarding call 

was already twenty minutes delayed.

He wandered, his eye falling on refreshments, which had the oppo-

site effect, deadening rather than freshening the mind eager to be away, 

and on duty free objects which somehow contrived to make passengers 

feel an obligation to buy what they didn’t need.  The lounge full of peo-

ple looked composed; he remembered a friend who had to be soothed by 

cabin crew to get him through a flight.  Where is he now, Don thought: 

he hadn’t seen that friend for four or five years - time that had changed 
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him, because he’d had his passion, and now, coming to a close, his time 

of recovery, of getting ready for the life that used to be normal.

He looked out the window again.  There was the huge red tail of the 

airline that represented his country like a flag, trailing through the skies.  

He wanted to be home.  There would be twenty four hours of  boredom, 

of elevation, before he’d touch down in his own land, the culmination 

of having been away.  Am I renewed, he asked himself.  Over it?  If I 

heard Jo’s voice in the airport, behind me, unexpected, would I tremble, 

and wonder how I could get out of her sight, or would I sit passively, 

prepared to let her be?  How strange, he thought, if she was there when I 

got back.  Her husband - Robin - used to do a lot of travelling, she must 

often have taken him to the airport, or welcomed him home.

The doorway to the boarding chute was opened.  There was activity, 

airline people brought lists, then boarding calls, in French and English, 

summoned passengers in certain rows to board.  People stood, clumsily 

or quickly, a sample of the human race, queueing to go on.  They went 

through the door.  A second call included Don’s row of seats.  He walked 

up the chute, turning when it turned.  People slowed as they reached the 

plane.  Its outer case was white.  A door, which, in a few minutes, would 

be sealed, was open.  Cabin crew stood inside, smart in their uniforms, 

the uniforms, the smiles, the vowels in their welcome as Australian as 

the rocky outback.  The hostess glanced at his boarding pass, smiled 

with the beauty of a goddess, raised her hand, and said, ‘The far aisle, 

sir.  I do hope you enjoy your flight!’  In another moment she would be 

giving as much greeting, and charm, to whoever was behind him, but 

this moment, Don saw - and the hostess for a moment reminded him 

of Jo, the lost love of his life - was his.  He smiled at her, saw that she 

was still smiling, but about to move her eyes to whoever was next, and 

felt, as his eyes left her, this woman who spoke with the voice of his 

land, that in an important sense he was already home, though far away, 

because the shared identity, the assumed behaviours of his country were 

the assumptions of those boarding the plane.  The mighty bird, with its 

rows of seats, overhead lockers and the rest, was a migratory creature at 
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its furthest range from its nest.  I’m back, he said to himself, settling in 

his seat, and all I have to do is let a day of my life go by and reality will 

catch up.

The hours of flight passed.  Above the Middle East, the sky began to 

lighten.  Time zones slipped beneath.  He noticed, walking to the toilet, 

that people’s watches were on a variety of settings, as if they could please 

themselves, while aloft.  A little of him, he felt, was already home, waiting 

to receive the rest.  His garden would be there, the house, his children 

and their families; his recuperation was surely ended now.

The horizon, which he could see above a wing, darkened.  Time 

passed, the darkness became the coast of India.  The ocean passed 

beneath, and they reached the air above the troubled land of poverty 

and colour, its seething history something that entered his thinking as 

if he were a forgetful god.  Humans are unmanageable!  Time passed, 

and he could see rivers and hills.  Time passed, and they left another 

coast to fly, again, over water.  The Bay of Bengal.  The plane changed 

direction, veering towards Bangkok.  Something about the light, as they 

lowered, told him that this day which seemed scarcely to have begun, 

was already advanced for those below.  They landed, they expended two 

hours of their lives in a frenetic airport, then they were called to their 

plane again.  The advent of night, so rapid in the tropics, was upon them 

as Don looked out his window.  By the time the plane was at cruising 

altitude, it was black outside.

This is the last leg, Don reminded himself.  Are there things I have 

to plan for?  Or can I let new impulses find me?  He looked about.  The 

cabin crew had been replaced, so that the passenger complement was 

older, in terms of the voyage, than those looking after them.  He won-

dered what the hostess who’d greeted him at the door was doing now; 

he’d noticed her several times in the course of the flight, further up the 

plane and on the other aisle; the longer the flight went on, the less she’d 

reminded him of Jo, until, as they neared the end of her span of duty, she 

didn’t remind him of anyone, but had developed her own personality in 
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his consciousness.  And now she was in Thailand, and would fly some-

where else tomorrow.  He set his watch to the time zone of his city; it 

was dark around him, and dark around his house.  Plane and house were 

coming closer.  Reintegration was the process he was in.  There was an 

announcement; the captain told his passengers their estimated  time of 

arrival was 6.30 am, eastern standard time.  ‘If you want to adjust your 

watches,’ he said, and told them the time in the city where they would 

be landing.  He’s the same as me, Don considered, half of him’s already 

there, and the rest has simply to make the rendezvous!

Unity, he saw, is greatly to be desired, and division, even a shar-

ing with someone deeply loved, was now behind him; whether he liked 

it or not, that was how his life had become.  When had that decision 

been made, he asked himself.  On this flight?  Before I left home, three 

months ago?  In the bedroom of a French hotel, asleep and unaware?  

He couldn’t locate a moment, so it must have grown inside him, that 

decision, benevolently, protecting him from further division.  All of me 

will be in one place, he saw, available to anybody, really, because ...

Why?  What had his unconscious mind decided?

My love, he saw, had been of incomparable intensity.  She was no 

longer there, so there was no focus for the passion.  The passion could 

dry up, and his mind go sparse, or it could spread, including everybody, 

even, were he to be there, the troubled, the poverty-stricken of the nation 

he’d flown over in the middle of the previous, abbreviated, day.  If I 

can’t be with Josephine in my clinging imagination, then I must be with 

everybody on earth, or else be nobody and nothing.  Was he putting it 

too dramatically?  He supposed he was, but the fact was that decisions 

did have to be made and choices were unavoidably sharpened to seek 

out truth like a dentist’s probe.  I can stand it, he told himself.  I can go 

on.  I will be back, I don’t have to sell up, or move, or try to get myself 

into some other relationship in which I could only fail that person who 

was the other.  If being alone is how it has to be, then I accept.

He looked out the window. Time passed.  The darkness began to 

lose control.  Time passed.  The earth was dimly visible, without detail.  
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The land passed, bony rows of hills stretching where native people had 

walked, and dug, hunted, held ceremonies, had sung, initiated, died, 

carried on their mysteries, always singing or listening to their murmur-

ing, roaring instruments.  If this land teaches anything, Don thought, 

it’s breadth, patience, and precision in doing things the right way at the 

opportune moment.  He looked at his watch.  Two hours and he’d be 

home.

Jessica said she wanted her brother’s room.  She said he’d agreed to 

make the swap.  She said she wanted her parents to help move their 

furniture.  Did mum think it could be done before lunch, because she 

wanted to play with one of her friends that afternoon, and if not, why 

not?

Jo smelt a rat.  She warned Jessica not to take her agreement for 

granted, and said she’d think about it.  Jessica left, looking sullen.  Half 

an hour later Jo noticed Alexander in a corner of the garden, with some 

bits of wood, and a pillow.  She asked what he was doing.  ‘I’m going to 

make myself another cubby, and I’m going to sleep here!’

Jo was careful to say, ‘Show me where’, not ‘Why?’  The boy had 

some toy cars and trucks behind the bushes that were to provide him 

with cover.  He told his mother how he planned a roof to keep the rain 

out, but wasn’t going to bother with a floor.  ‘I’ll just have that rug from 

the hall outside your room.’

His mother saw that something serious had been going on.  ‘What’s 

wrong with the cubby in the tree?  That your father had built for you?’

‘Jessica says I’m not allowed in there any more, and anyhow, I don’t 

want to be there.  I want to sleep in my own cubby, right away from the 

house, but so I can still see it if I need to.  I’m not leaving you and daddy, 

I’m leaving Jessica!’  He kicked one of his cars.  His mother said, ‘What’s 

this all about?  What started this?’

‘Jessica says I have to give her my room and I have to have hers.’

‘What gave her that idea?’
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‘She said I’m a boy, I’m going to grow up and be in business like 

daddy, I should be where she is because she can look out the window 

and see all the tall buildings in the city where daddy does business.  

She says that’s where I ought to be because that’s what I’m going to 

become.’

Jo needed time to think.  ‘Leave your things there for the time being.  

Not the pillow, though.  It’s going to need a clean pillowslip after being 

in the dirt.  Come upstairs and tell me what you want to do, not what 

Jessica wants you to do.’  The boy became sullen too.  ‘I don’t want to go 

inside.  If I can’t have my room, I don’t want to be in the house, that’s 

all there is about it!’

Jo said, ‘Has Jessica got some sort of hold on you?  Does she know 

you did something wrong?’  The boy broke down.  Tears ran from his 

eyes.  He ran the back of his hand across the bottom of his nose, and 

clutched his mother’s leg.  She put her hands on his head, rubbed his 

cheeks, tickled him behind the ears in a way he liked.  When she thought 

he was becoming a little calmer, she knelt on the pillow so her head was 

at the same height as his.

‘What did you do?’  He shook his head.  ‘I’m not going to smack 

you.  This is how you’ll get your room back.  You have to tell me how she 

got it off you.  I can’t fix it if I don’t know how it happened.’  The boy 

stiffened.  ‘I took some money from daddy’s car.’  Jo said, ‘Give me your 

hanky.’  She wiped his nose.  ‘Where’s the money now?’

‘In my tin.’

‘All right, we’ll go and get the money, and we’ll put it near the front 

door, and when daddy comes home, and comes inside, you can put the 

money where you found it in his car.  I’ll have to tell him, but I won’t 

tell him straight away, I’ll tell him when he’s in a good mood, so I know 

he’ll forgive you.’

‘The tin’s not there any more.’

‘Has Jessica got it?’  He nodded.  ‘She’s hidden it, so I couldn’t put 

the money back, like you said.’
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Jo felt a weariness, and also a challenge.  ‘All right, you stay here for 

a few minutes while I see if I can find it for you.  The money has to go 

back before we can get this settled.’  The boy accepted her judgment, 

and picked up a truck.  Jo went in.  She went upstairs, to the balcony, 

and overlooked the front garden, thinking.  The boy had done something 

silly.  The girl had seen how to manipulate him.  Jessica had a lesson 

to learn.  Jo called, in a voice never heard in the house before, as if to 

frighten anybody who might be in it, a voice she hardly knew she had: 

‘Jessica!’

The girl called from downstairs.  ‘What is it mummy?’

Just as loudly:  ‘Come here!’  As the girl appeared at the top of the 

staircase: ‘Get the tin with the money!’  The girl feigned ignorance.  

‘What tin with the money?’

‘The tin with the money that you took from your father’s car!’

 Jessica couldn’t see the scale of the trap.  ‘I didn’t take any tin from 

daddy’s car.’

‘Get the tin with the money from wherever you’ve hidden it.  Get it 

at once!  Go away and don’t come back without it!’

‘I don’t know where it is.’

‘Get out of this room and don’t come into my sight until you’ve got 

it with you!’

The girl wavered, then said, ‘Alexander’s been telling you lies.’  Her 

mother said, ‘I won’t say it again.  You’ve been told what to do.’  Jessica 

felt the steel in the voice, but tried to equivocate.  ‘What if it’s not in the 

house?’  Jo turned her back on the girl, moved to the balcony, and stood, 

looking down on the garden that was hers.  A minute passed, then she 

heard Jessica coming up the stairs.

A pause, then: ‘I’ve got it.’

Speaking over her shoulder, Jo said, ‘Put it in Alexander’s room, 

and go to your room until I call you.’  She found it hard to maintain 

the control she was exerting when Jessica said, ‘Aren’t you even going 

to look at me?’

‘No.’
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A minute passed.  She judged, from the sounds of doors opening 

and closing, that she’d been obeyed.  She went back to the corner of the 

garden.  Alexander was on the ground, his head pushed into the pillow, 

crying.  ‘I want to come back to the house, mum.  I don’t want to sleep 

out here!’  His mother said, ‘Go to your bedroom.  The tin with the 

money’s there.  Take it to the front of the house.  You know that little 

hideaway under the steps.  Put it there.  Your father should be home any 

minute.  When he comes, go round the side of the house, put the money 

exactly where you found it, and come back in.  He won’t know until I’ve 

told him, and I’ll tell him when he’s in a good mood.  Then you’ll have 

to apologise for what you did.’

‘Can I keep my room or does Jessica get it?’

‘You keep it.’  The boy began to feel secured against his fears.  

‘Jessica,’ his mother said, ‘was very naughty, but make sure you think 

about what happened.  She couldn’t have got a hold on you if you 

hadn’t done something wrong in the first place.’  The boy understood. 

‘Where’s Jessica now?’  His mother said, ‘She’s in her room, and she’ll 

stay there until I’m ready to talk to her.  Anything else you want to 

know?’  Alexander could hear from the sound of his mother’s voice that 

there was ferocity as well as forgiveness in her way of apprehending him.  

He mustn’t let her down again.

He’d been in his house for less than an hour when the phone rang.

‘Don Bowden.’

It was the wife of a doctor he knew, ringing from the north-west of 

the state.  ‘We had a shocking accident up here a few weeks ago.  You 

probably heard about it?’

There was, he perceived, an implied criticism of him for not contact-

ing them.  ‘I’ve been overseas for three months.  Giving myself a break.  

I only got back this morning.’

The caller explained that a school bus had been involved in a col-

lision with a car containing an elderly couple.  Five children had been 

killed at once, the couple had died in hospital over the following days, 
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and others on the bus had suffered injuries.  ‘The Bartletts - that’s the 

name of the old people - had lived here all their lives, and were in a 

direct line of descent from the first white settlers in the area.  They, you 

might say, were the past; the children were the future.  The ones that 

survived are the future, or that’s how they’re seen up here.  The whole 

district’s very emotional over what’s happened.  And people have started 

talking about a memorial avenue of trees, or a public garden of some 

sort.  That’s when I thought of you.  We haven’t seen you in ages.  Do 

you think you could come up and have a look at the idea?  I’ve given 

you a good build-up.  People would be very interested to hear what you 

had to say.’

So the healing was underway, for him as much as for the people of 

his friends’ district.  He said, ‘I’m probably going to be jet-lagged for a 

couple of days, but as I said, I’ve just got back, I haven’t got anything 

on my plate just now, why don’t you and Bryden decide when you’d like 

me to come up - make arrangements with everyone up there who needs 

to be included - and get back to me.  I’d love to be involved.  Thanks 

for ringing!’

Someone above is looking after me, he thought.  It’s just what I 

needed, because those people have to reconcile themselves to what’s 

happened, and then make a memorial that gives them the pride they’ll 

need to go on.  They’ve turned to me.  They won’t know it, but I need 

them as much as they need me.  He rang back,  ‘Agnes, I think you 

could help me get started in my thinking about this.  Could you send 

me anything you’ve got, anything you can find, about the Bartletts, and 

about the children.  Stuff from the local paper reporting the accident.  

Also, and this is important, a map of the district, or maybe some old par-

ish maps the council would have tucked away.  Mark in on them where 

the Bartletts lived, where the school is, where the accident happened ... 

anything that might have some bearing on what we - that’s the town, I 

mean - decide to do!  Okay?  How does that sound?’
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It was nine o’clock on a Monday evening.  Jo hadn’t seen Robin since 

he left on Wednesday to go to Sydney.  She assumed that Olga had met 

up with him.  Her children, before they went to bed, had asked her if 

daddy had rung.  When was he coming back?  She’d told them he was 

away on business, he hadn’t rung, and that there wasn’t any need for him 

to ring.  ‘We can manage by ourselves.’  She didn’t want to sound cold, 

but knew she had to be firm as well as wily.  The long absence, and the 

silence, meant that a crisis was approaching.  A crisis was only what the 

word implied if it came on someone unsuspecting; if you were ready for 

it, it could be an opportunity.  Let’s see you make an opportunity out 

of this, she challenged herself.  The children were her best weapon, but 

how and when to use them?

She was sitting in the kitchen, thinking, when she heard feet on the 

stairs.  Melissa came into the room boldly, knowing that what she had 

to say outweighed the embargo on leaving their rooms once they were in 

bed.  Jo studied the girl; her face was troubled, and she moved close to 

her mother to speak, almost in her ear.

‘Mum, there’s a car across the road.  There’s a man in it.  I think 

it’s daddy.’  She knew that what she’d said had an import she couldn’t 

altogether understand.  ‘Thank you darling.’  Jo sat, still and heavy as 

stone.  Melissa said, ‘Come up and have a look.’

‘I think I’ll do something different.’

‘What, mum?’

‘I’ll ring.  He’ll have his mobile.  I want you to go back to the balcony 

and watch.  Are the others still awake?’

‘I don’t know.  I think they might be.’

‘Don’t let them hear you moving about.  Watch carefully.  I’ll ask you 

what you see, later.’  She indicated the door with a finger.  Melissa crept 

upstairs, her breathing the loudest sound she was making.  Jo pushed 

the door closed, then picked up the phone.  She dialled her husband’s 

mobile.  It rang for some time, then he answered.  ‘Robin Milgrove.’  He 

sounded dejected, without energy or hope.

‘Josephine Milgrove.’



112

His answer, when it came, was as heavy, and non-committal, as if he 

were under question in court.  ‘Yes.’

‘Can you say what’s stopping you from coming in?’

‘Yes.’

She waited.  He sat in his darkened car, watched by his first child, 

who knew, because the man across the road had a phone to his ear, 

that it was her father.  She knew, too, that it was up to her mother, 

downstairs, to make him come in when for some reason he didn’t want 

to.  The child wanted to call across the street, but knew that she was 

forbidden to intervene.  Then she heard bare feet on the floor behind 

her, turned, and saw Jessica and Alexander.  ‘Ssshh,’ she warned.  ‘Don’t 

make a sound!  Mum says.’

Josephine waited.  Their two phones transmitted nothing but silence.  

Robin spoke.  ‘This is as far as I could bring myself.’

‘You’ll have to say more than that.’

‘I’ve been living a lie, and I’ve come to like it more than the truth.’

‘And yet you know that if you abandon the truth, all that’s best in 

you will die.’

‘It will.  But some other thing, something wonderful, and new, and 

liberating, might be born.’

‘Has it been good with Olga?’

‘Better than I could ever have dreamed of.’

There was another long silence, then he said, ‘Do you mind?’

‘No.  Everyone’s got an entitlement.  It’s built into us.  We can live 

out our passions, or we can deny them.  I didn’t deny them.  I’ve never 

asked you to deny them.  You’ve had freedom.  But I think you’ll find 

that your time of freedom’s run out.’

The phone answered her: ‘What do you mean?’

‘From where you’re sitting, can you see the balcony at the front of 

the house?’

The phone was silent, but she could tell that he could see it, and 

that one or more of his children were visible to him, their need more 

palpable than any other sensation of the night.  Something about the 
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quality of his silence had changed.  She put her phone down and began 

to walk upstairs.  As she reached the top, a wide beam of light entered 

the lounge room where she’d often sat in the dark.  She saw her three 

children on the balcony, and knew, from their bodies’ movements, that 

they were exultant, if puzzled by what was going on.  She crossed the 

room and joined them.  Melissa had already told the others that their 

mother would know they were there.  As Jo reached the balcony, they 

made room for her, letting her see what they somehow knew they’d 

wrought.  The car door stayed closed, the engine running, the headlights 

blazing.  ‘We have to go down and welcome him,’ Jo told her children.  

‘That’s what he needs.’

Agnes and Bryden, Don’s friends in the north west of the state, drove 

him first to the scene of the accident, a low-lying area where water 

gathered after rain and became, in years of flood, a catchment feeding 

a nearby creek, usually dry.  It was the habitat of river red gums, a few 

wattles, and the old boots, cans and plastic bags that gather anywhere 

that isn’t regularly tidied.  ‘Messy bastards aren’t we?’ Don said, and 

then, ‘It makes you wonder how it happened.’

He meant the accident, which had occurred on what was no more 

than a slight change of direction in the road.  ‘Foggy morning,’ Bryden 

said.  ‘It was clear enough by the time I got here but on the way out I 

saw the fog still lifting.  And it often hangs around in low spots like this, 

among the trees.’  He looked around.  ‘It makes me uncomfortable to be 

here.  The bus was on its side just past that post.  It had bashed against 

that tree and bounced back almost onto the road.  The kids that were 

all right were out of the bus by the time I arrived.  There were quite 

a few people standing around, people who’d stopped and tried to do 

something.  And I had to get in the bus where the bodies were.’  His wife 

touched his hand.  ‘Anyway, that’s not what we’re here to talk about,’ he 

said sternly.  ‘What would you like to see, Don?  Tell us and we’ll see it 

happens.’  Don saw that his friend was still in the state where practical, 

professional actions were his only relief.  ‘I think,’ he said, ‘I’ll just walk 
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around a little.  See it from different angles.  Take in the atmosphere of 

the site, that sort of thing.’

He walked, then he sat on a log, imagining the scene in front of 

him shrouded in fog, the sounds of approaching vehicles, the noise of 

the crash, the screams of children, the chatter of those who were still 

conscious, the bus driver shouting at them, no doubt, to stay off the 

road because there’d be other cars.  Had there been teachers, or other 

adults aboard?  He went back to his friends.  ‘Perhaps we should see the 

Bartletts’ property now.’

The Bartletts had lived close to the river that ran through the region, 

in a house that had been enlarged at least twice before a first floor had 

been added in the 1920s.  Sheds, dog kennels and agricultural machin-

ery had been scattered in the shapeless response of white farmers to a 

land that was perceived to lack geometry.  ‘Their children,’ Agnes said, 

addressing the house as much as Don, ‘had long since grown up and left.  

They lived very quietly, leasing out the property most of the time, doing 

a bit of share farming, that sort of thing.  As you can see, their garden 

was where they put most of their effort.  It’s really very simple inside.  

It’s quite big, but they only used two or three rooms.  Some of the place 

feels quite deserted now.’

Don asked her how she came to know the inside of the house.  Agnes 

said, ‘The funeral was held in town, then everybody was invited back 

here by the Bartletts’ children.  Well, children ...’  She smiled.  ‘Who’s 

a child when they’re nearly fifty?’  She waved a hand at the garden, and 

the river red gums, tall and uncoordinated, that marked where the water 

flowed.  ‘There’s something healing about this place, I feel.  You know, 

when Bryden and I first came up here, years ago, I didn’t like the area 

much, but it’s grown on me.  There’s something very healing about the 

land, and trees.  They make you feel small and unimportant.  They tell 

you that you’ve only got importance as part of a line of people, a fam-

ily line, and if the line breaks, it’s like the thread that holds some pearls 

... if the thread breaks, and they get loose, they’re lost, they’re not held 

together any more so they’ve no value or importance.’
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Bryden, the town’s doctor, looked at her.  Don saw that they loved 

each other as much as when they’d married.  ‘Excuse me changing the 

subject,’ he said.  ‘If I am changing the subject; once you get into the 

sorts of things that we’re thinking about today, everything’s connected 

and it’s not really possible to change the subject because they’re all the 

same ...  Sorry, I wanted to say that it’s really good to see a couple my 

own age who are still together and look like they’ve never wanted any-

thing else.’

Agnes and Bryden took each other’s hands.  ‘I don’t think we’ve ever 

done anything, darling,’ Bryden said to his wife, ‘that didn’t seem right 

to us?’  She smiled at him, then turned to Don.  ‘Perhaps we were never 

tempted, darling.  Perhaps we were just the lucky ones!’  Don saw that 

the grip of their two hands had tightened.

Robin, unusually for him, was up first in the morning.  ‘I’ll bring you a 

cup of coffee,’ he told his wife.  Jo shook her head.  ‘I never drink any-

thing in bed.  But it would be lovely if you could get the children their 

breakfast.  I know they’d like it, they haven’t seen you for a while.’  She 

wriggled under their bedding, recalling the many nights, and mornings, 

that made her a liar.  She’d drunk wine with Don in the days of their 

closeness, nerves tingling, glasses ringing when they touched, drops fall-

ing on their place of love.  I’d had my three children, she told herself, but 

the dimension of wildness, of infinite possibility, had to be expressed, 

burned out of me in living experience, before I became what I am today.  

She could hear her children’s voices, and Robin, it was clear from the 

tone of his voice, cautioning them.  The trio suddenly shrieked with 

laughter and a moment later she heard Robin chuckling self-consciously; 

he must have dropped something: what?  Muesli on the floor?  An egg 

that had cracked in the wrong place, and run all over the stove?  She 

pulled the sheet over her head.  It wasn’t hers to deal with.  Robin was 

there.

Was where?  He’d undressed silently the night before, had got into 

bed without looking at her, and had lain on his back for a long time, not 
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wanting to be where he was, she sensed, but grateful, too, for being able 

to be there.  He was grateful for her forbearance, her patience, the fact 

that she knew what he was going through in all its highs and lows.  She 

was giving him his choice, and somehow the fact that his wife offered 

choice while his lover represented a decision placed his wife in the stron-

ger position and himself in the weaker.  Jo, he knew, knew this, and the 

fact that she didn’t say it, but left him to work it out for himself, in a 

silence of surprising eloquence, was bringing about a change inside him.  

He managed the children’s breakfast, got them to stack their plates and 

dishes, sent them off to get their things, then said, at the head of the 

stairs, ‘Mum gets a kiss before I drive you to school!’

The three of them went to their mother, clinging to her, then kissed 

her, in reverse order of age: Alexander, Jessica, Melissa, who was already 

well-studied, Robin noticed, in her role as eldest, spokesperson for her 

generation.  When they got to the car, a minute later, Alexander would 

have got beside his father, but Robin found himself saying, ‘We’ll take 

it in turns to sit in the front when I’m driving you to school, and this 

morning it’s Melissa’s turn, because she’s the eldest!’  He made the 

word carry some sentiment of status and approval that caused Melissa to 

flush.  She looked around at her siblings: ‘That’ll never change, do you 

realise that?  You’ll always be the youngest of us, Alex, and Jessie, you’ll 

always be in the middle.  There’s nothing we can do about it, is there 

daddy!’  Her father said, ‘No.  It’s odd, isn’t it.  There’s some things you 

can change every day if you like, and there’s others that nothing on earth 

can alter.’  He started the car, and looked out the window as he backed 

- too quickly, Jo would have said, had she been there - into the street.  

Engaging the gear, and checking in the rear vision mirror to see that 

nothing was coming up behind, he noticed that the children, especially 

Melissa, seemed to be waiting for him to say something more.  ‘What 

is it Liss?’ he said.  ‘Have I forgotten something?’  His first daughter - 

always - said, ‘When you come home tonight daddy ...’  She stopped.  He 

said, ‘I’m not going away again for quite a while.  Only a few hours in the 

office today.  I should be home just a little bit later than you.’  He waited.  
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His daughter finished, ‘Good.  I’m really pleased about that.  But when 

you come home, I want you to tell us the things that can change, and the 

things that can’t.  I feel I need to know.’

In a single bed at the doctor’s residence, Don dreamed of Jo.  She came 

to him in the night, time and again, trying to tell him something, he felt: 

not love, but acceptance.  He woke, or half-woke, several times, and felt 

her presence in this room, strange to him and never visited by her.  In his 

dream it was her hands he saw; he knew her face was there more than he 

actually saw it.  Sometimes the hands were cupped, as if she was trying 

to make him see a shape; sometimes they were simply unfolded, in the 

gesture of someone who’d said something important.  When he woke the 

last time, with sunlight entering the room, he felt he had her message in 

his mind.  What was it?  Where was it, in his thoughts?  He pushed him-

self up on one elbow, staring down at the sheets, then he found himself 

tracing the outline of a circle with his left hand.

Was that all his love had come to tell him?  Something as simple 

as that?  It seemed disappointing.  He lay back in the bed, his mind 

summoning the places he’d visited the day before with his friends.  The 

school.  The bus depot.  The Bartletts’ house, by the river.  The roads 

ruling lines across a country that shaped itself in other ways.  What had 

Jo been trying to tell him?

It came to him then, in all its simplicity.  His memorial would be a 

circle of trees.  It wouldn’t be restricted to one place.  There could be 

a circle of red gums at the scene of the crash, a circle of roses by the 

front gate at the school.  The next detail presented itself.  Seven people 

had died; there would be seven trees, roses, or other plants, in the circle.  

Anyone who felt moved by the circular memorial could make one for 

themselves, could even appropriate the symbol if they had no connection 

with those who’d been in the accident.  It was a symbol which, being 

perfectly joined, could join any two people or groups together.  It was 

exact, yet free.  He got out of bed.
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Over breakfast he put his idea to Agnes and Bryden.  Bryden 

beamed. ‘Our old friend, pi R squared!’  Agnes said, ‘The nice thing 

about the idea is that anyone can use it in their own way, but when they 

do, they’re linking up with everybody else!’  Don said, ‘It’ll be unob-

trusive.  People could pass through the district and never know, but 

if they are aware of it, they’ll see it everywhere.  And ...’ he was going 

to continue, but Bryden jumped in ‘... it’ll be a living thing, each and 

every time.  Whoever plants a circle is giving the dead people a chance 

to go on, to live on, in their imaginations, which is something the ugli-

est dictators never achieve!’  His wife smiled at him.  ‘Too early for 

politics!’  Their happiness of the previous day re-presented itself.  Don 

said, ‘Now, talking about politics, you know the people of the area.  Who 

do we have to convince, and what order do we speak to them in, to get 

this idea started?’  He could see his hosts’ minds racing.  ‘And I’ve got 

work to do, haven’t I.  I’ve got to have a range of proposals.  A choice.  

Some people will only want to plant annuals.  They won’t want a per-

manent presence in their gardens.  At the other extreme, at the scene of 

the accident, we absolutely must have red gums, because they’re what 

grows there anyway, and because they take many years to reach maturity 

- even to be worth a look, actually, but in two hundred years they’ll still 

be there, God willing, and even if one dies another can be planted in its 

place, they don’t all have to be the same age, though it would certainly 

help if they were!’

He was excited by the idea.  Then he noticed that when they talked 

about it, getting used to it, and finding their enthusiasm kindled, Agnes 

and Bryden referred to it as ‘your idea’, ‘Don’s idea’; should he tell them 

about the visitor in his dreams?

The doctor and his wife noticed that their guest had gone silent.  

‘What is it Don?  You’re not changing your mind, are you?  You don’t 

want to plant things in a square, or diamond, by any chance?’  He smiled 

weakly.  ‘It wasn’t my idea,’ he said.  ‘It was brought to me in the night.  

If you don’t mind, I won’t explain until we’ve got the idea well and truly 
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accepted by everybody up here.  It’s more likely to be accepted if they 

think someone who knows about trees dreamed it up ...’

Agnes caught the word.  ‘Did it come to you in a dream, Don?’  She 

was watching carefully, he saw.  ‘Yes it did,’ he said.  ‘Last night.  More 

accurately, it was brought to me in a dream, in a wonderful way.  That’s 

the point where, begging your pardon, I feel I ought to stop.’

Olga realised, after she heard nothing from Robin for a week, that he’d 

either left her, or was paralysed by the indecision he’d shown the last 

time they’d been together.  He’d sat on the end of her bed, naked, and 

she’d had to clothe him to get him to his car, because, he’d said, he had 

to go home.  The word, in his mouth, represented something he longed 

for, and hated.  ‘It’s like a death wish,’ he’d mumbled, while she was but-

toning his collar so she could put on his tie.  She’d finished the task in 

tears because she’d been out-manoeuvred by his helplessness; of the two 

of them, each wanting the other to serve, it was she who had picked up 

the task of helping the other cope.  She felt like the elderly relative, still 

able to get about, who props up the young cripple with his stick.

She sent flowers to his office, with a note to his secretary: ‘Meryl, 

Please put these where Robin will see them when he first gets in’, and 

signed it ‘Love, Olga.’  The two words, she felt, hardly belonged together 

any more.  She was thirty-four, she felt it was the last chance she’d had 

to make something of the joyous impulses that go with not knowing how 

wrong, or sad, the end of anything can be.  She’d looked on older women 

with scorn when they’d had the passions - immensely silly, to her - of 

uncontrolled middle-age: now she was in that zone herself, unprotected, 

and, it seemed, without love.

I can cope on my own, she told herself, but I’ll grow hard; it takes 

someone else to make me soften:  the world’s injustice, she thought.  I’ve 

been flung into the category of those who never got what they needed.

Robin saw the flowers when he reached his office after a meeting.  

Meryl, his secretary, saw him flinch and turn away; later, when she 

brought something to his room, she found him looking out the window 
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at the city spread beneath him, and away to the horizon.  Something told 

her that he’d got up when he thought there was nobody to observe him 

because he wanted to plunge his face in among the blossom.  She felt 

sorry for him, looking at his back, but put the document on his desk.  

He murmured ‘Thanks’, but stayed where he was.  She walked past a 

minute later and he was still at the glass, staring at a problem, or deci-

sion, that wasn’t in front of him, but within.  Meryl rang her husband, 

who worked in another of the city’s towers, two blocks away; they joked 

that they could spy on each other if they only knew which window to 

peer into.  Something he said made Meryl laugh, and while she was still 

chuckling she looked up to find Robin standing in her doorway, the 

document in his hand, and tears in his eyes.  She sensed that it was her 

laughter that had pulled him to her door.  Putting her hand over the 

phone, she said ‘What is it, Mr Milgrove?’  He said nothing.  She said, 

with anxiety in her voice, ‘Robin?’  He appeared to be in a stupor, but 

said vaguely, as if remembering what he ought to say, ‘Thank you for 

putting the flowers in there.  You’re very discreet.  It’s not easy is it.  It’s 

never easy.  But thanks for handling things with care.  I’m not so blind 

I don’t appreciate it.’  He withdrew.  She said to her husband, ‘Sorry 

darling, I’d better go.  We’re having a drama here.  One of the partners is 

cracking up.  Yes, it’s Robin.  Okay darling, catch you later.’

Once home, Don got to work.  He drew up a list of plants that were 

native to the north west or commonly planted in people’s gardens.  

These he classified by size, by the difficulty of growing them, and by the 

time, in months or years, before they’d have their maximum effect.  He 

was wedding these proposals to some mock-ups he’d done of the circles 

he was proposing when the wireless on his desk announced the news.  

He turned it up.

‘Afghanistan’s new rulers declare that they will enforce Islamic law,’ 

the announcer said.   ‘Australian pilot freed by Somali warlord, and, here 

at home, unions say they will fight the Commonwealth Government’s 

new industrial relations law.  Good morning, this is ABC news brought 
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to you by Wilbur Smith.’  He paused.  ‘News from Kabul confirms that 

the Taliban army which has taken the Afghan capital intends to enforce 

fundamentalist Islamic law, which includes not allowing women to 

work outside the home, and women not being allowed to appear in the 

streets without the burkah, or swathe of cloth which covers their bod-

ies and faces almost entirely.  There are also reports of the amputation 

of hands or feet for various breaches ...’  Don turned it off.  A wave of 

hatred swept through him; he wanted to lead another army into this city 

where people were fleeing to escape the over-righteous.  He looked at 

his drawings.  People could make momentary mistakes, like failing to see 

an accident approaching, but that was different from lustfully embrac-

ing a culture of beating and killing those who wouldn’t submit.  Not for 

the first time he asked himself if it mightn’t be better if the human race 

destroyed itself and left the planet to less destructive species.

And then, as always, his mind produced answers: sharks, spiders, 

wolves, hyenas and jackals?  Crocodiles and everything else that waited, 

watching for its prey?  To live well, the voice in his mind told him, is an 

endless struggle, with pitfalls and false turns at every step.  The price of 

virtue, like freedom, is eternal vigilance.

He looked at his drawings.  Would anybody plant the groups of flow-

ers, the tiny communities he’d proposed for making the memories of 

seven people live on?  He thought they would.  On an impulse, he turned 

the radio back on.  ‘Australian diplomat John Trotter said that he was 

escorted onto a terrace near the office of President Moi and found him-

self looking at a young man, wearing pilot’s clothing, and was told that 

this was the man whose release his government had been seeking, and 

then a smiling President Moi came out and handed the young Australian 

to his country’s representative.’  The diplomat’s recorded voice claimed, 

with a note of triumph blended with virtue, that the release had not been 

brought about by any ransom money handed over.  None at all.  Don 

turned the radio off again, noticing how crotchety his reactions were.  

Why had the young man been released?  Why had the Kenyan president 
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used his influence?  Someone must have promised something.  Was it the 

nature of ‘news’ to make balanced people irritable?  Why?

He pushed it out of his mind, and printed out a letter to his friends.  

While he was waiting, he put the drawings and photos in a large enve-

lope.  He signed the letter, added it to the rest, and sealed it.  Deciding 

to send it straight away, he drove to the post office.  The car radio gave 

him the last of the news.  ‘Mick McGuane, Collingwood star for the 

past ten years, has parted company with his club.  McGuane says there 

are no hard feelings, just a wish to give himself a fresh start somewhere 

else.  And now ...’

For the third time Don switched off a radio.  ‘Want a fresh start, 

do you Mick?’ he called loudly, braking as he noticed a place where he 

could park.  ‘Sorry mate, there’s no such thing!’  He parked his car and 

picked up the envelope.  Something told him he was wrong.  He looked 

down at the collection of ideas he was sending to his friends, thinking.  

The future, rushing through us to become our past, overwhelms most 

people, leaving them un-free to move; but from time to time, if there’s 

strength and determination in the consciousness, gently used, a depar-

ture can be taken.  He kissed the envelope when, a minute later, he was 

about to drop it in the box.

Driving home after taking the children to school, she turned on the 

radio.  A suavely spoken announcer was presenting the last of Mozart’s 

piano concertos.  ‘Many people have commented on its autumnal, vale-

dictory character, and some of them have claimed that Mozart knew he 

had only a short time to live.  Others have dismissed this, pointing out 

that he was in excellent health and, as far as we can determine, excellent 

spirits, at the time it was written.  The premonitory view is supported, 

though, by an incident that happened at the end of 1790, less than a year 

before Mozart’s death.  His friend, Franz Joseph Haydn, whom he great-

ly admired, had been invited to London by the impresario Salomon.  

Mozart dined with Haydn and Salomon on the day of their departure 

for England.  Haydn’s biographer Griesinger describes this as a merry 
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meal, but when the time came to say their farewells, Mozart, with tears 

in his eyes, said, “I fear, my papa” - Mozart referred to Haydn, who was 

twenty three years his senior, as papa - “I fear, my papa, that this is the 

last time that we shall see each other.”  Haydn, who was also touched to 

the point of tears, took this to be a reference to his age and vulnerability, 

because he had not been a great traveller until that time of his life.  But 

as we now know, it was Mozart who was to die, and Haydn who was to 

live another eighteen years.  Did Mozart know his end was near?  See 

what you think.’  The concerto started with murmuring in the lower 

strings, then a melody that only Mozart could have written.  Jo found it 

distressing.  Beautiful as it was, it made a statement she didn’t want to 

hear.  She took her eye off the traffic and pressed a button.

‘The young Australian pilot who was held captive by the son of the 

late Mohammed Farah Aideed after being forced to land his plane at an 

airstrip in Huddur, in Somalia, was freed yesterday, and reunited with 

his mother, Mrs Pauline Dickson.  Mrs Dickson went to Nairobi shortly 

after it became known that her son was being held by Aideed’s guer-

rillas and has been there ever since, doing all in her power to arrange 

the release of her son.  The release, when it came, however, appears to 

have been a surprise to Mrs Dickson and the Australian ambassador to 

Kenya, Mr John Trotter ...’

Jo turned it off with a swift push of the button.  She’d heard the item 

the night before, except that that report told listeners that the Australian 

pilot’s plane had been carrying a load of qat, the leaves and bark of a 

bush which, when chewed, acts as a mild stimulant.  Or so the people of 

the region said.  Her thoughts were with the mother, who’d had to enter 

the deadly whirlpool of Africa in an attempt to save her son.  She’d got 

what she wanted, and her relief would be great, but Jo had an uncom-

fortable feeling that there was, as usual, much that had been left out of 

the story.  Driving into the street where she and her family lived, she 

wondered what this other dimension was.

It came to her as she pulled up in the drive of her home - the spot 

where Robin liked to wash the cars.  What had happened to the mother 



124

and the son, something that the media couldn’t or wouldn’t think about, 

was that a transformation had taken place.  The boy would be different 

after his long incarceration.  The mother would be reduced by having 

given so much of herself, unless, mirabile dictu, this gift was returned in 

some way, perhaps by extra devotion from her son, perhaps by the arriv-

al, the intervention, of something unknown from some other source.  A 

dimension of the unexpected surrounded her as she entered her house.

She sat at the kitchen table, feeling that a moment of importance was 

upon her.  What was it?  Nothing came.  She knew she had to concen-

trate.  She was filling the kettle so she could take tea into the garden 

when the phone rang.

‘Is that you Josephine?’  It was a voice she didn’t know; something 

told her who it was.  ‘It’s Olga.’

Jo said nothing.

‘I need to talk to you about Robin.  We need to talk about Robin.’

‘What do you want to say?’

‘He’s in a terrible state.  You must have noticed.’

‘Yes.  I’ve seen that.’

‘What are you doing for him?’  An odd question, Jo thought, uncer-

tain, yet, as to where Olga was coming from.

‘Being patient, watchful, thinking about what’s happening.’

‘And how it’s going to end?’

Jo said, ‘No, I think I know that.  It’s a matter of how much damage 

will be done along the way.’

‘Is this business with Robin and I damaging you too much?’

‘On the contrary, I think it’s improving me.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

Jo saw that Olga would winkle as much out of her as she could, 

under the guise of helping Robin through a crisis.  She made a counter 

move.  ‘You’re having an affair.  Surely you feel good about it?’

‘Some of the time.’

‘And the rest of the time?’
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‘I’m uncertain.’  Jo felt like saying welcome to the club, but didn’t.  

She said, ‘Robin’s pain comes from having to take responsibility for 

himself.  It’s something he’s not used to.’

‘You dominate him.’

‘I’m more certain of myself.’

‘Where do you get that certainty from?’

‘I think.  A lot.’

‘It’s something he finds disconcerting.  He talks about it, some-

times.’

‘He’s discovering, slowly, that it’s something he has to do as well.  All 

the time.  About everything he does.  For a time I thought he’d have to 

get into a different sort of business, but I think you probably can do what 

he does in your years of maturity, so long as you’ve got some wild and 

greedy young people with you, and you use your experience to moderate 

them a little, but grab the benefits too.’

‘Is that what you think of what he does?’

‘I’m not all that interested in what he does, so much as what he is.’  

She wanted to develop the thought, but paused.

‘And what do you think he is?’

Jo said, provocatively, ‘Are you going to cry?’  She knew it would 

enrage the career woman because she’d caught a hint of hysteria in the 

voice from the phone.  It only needs a smidgeon of truth, she thought.  

Olga said angrily, ‘Why on earth did you say that?  I’m not going to cry.  

I only rang you because I thought we should both be trying to do our 

best for him.  He’s in real difficulties at the moment.  The last time he 

was here - no, the time before - he could hardly dress himself.  I had 

to do it for him.  He rang me from work yesterday.  I think he wanted 

to jump out the window.  Except you can’t.  He’s really stressed!’  Her 

voice was rising in intensity.  ‘How can you bear it, just sitting there 

and watching ...’  Her voice disappeared.  Jo waited, expecting her to 

hang up, or put the phone down, but nothing happened.  She listened, 

catching a sound.  Olga was sobbing, gulping, with her hand over the 

phone.  Jo pressed her phone to disconnect them.  Flushed with anger at 
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the intrusion, she went into the garden, as she’d done many times since 

the beginning of the affair.  She realised, a moment later, that she was 

standing in the middle of the swimming pool Robin had been propos-

ing.  Thank God he’s forgotten that, she thought.  There have been some 

consolations.

She walked about, looking at her plants.  A circle of roses, she 

decided, would commemorate her mother.  They must be the deepest, 

darkest red available.  They would be planted, when she’d found them, 

as her homage to everything past.

The old man who’d asked Don to look at his pine tree came out as Don 

was getting down.  He stood by Don’s radio, watching.  As Don stepped 

off his ladder, the old man said, ‘I don’t know why every man I get to do 

a job for me has a radio blaring.  I’ve had’em painting at the back of the 

house and they’ve got a radio in their van at the front, and it’s pouring 

out noise.  Nobody’s listening.  I sometimes think these fellas haven’t 

got anything in their heads so they want to fill the gap with noise.  But 

you’re an educated fella, why have you got this thing here?  I could hear 

it in the kitchen!’

Don grinned.  ‘Your kitchen would be closer than the top of the 

tree!’  The old man chuckled without humor, or even goodwill.  ‘You 

weren’t listening,’ he said.  ‘If you were, you shouldn’t have been.  You 

should have been concentrating on the job I’m paying you to do!’  Don 

looked at him.  ‘I was listening, you know.  I wanted to hear about the 

Yorta Yorta people’s native title claim, up north.  People are saying it 

might take years to settle, but if they regain the land they used to ... I was 

going to say own, but that’s not really the word for the relationship they 

had with it ... anyway, if they get title to that land along the Murray and 

the streams that feed it, it’ll probably have a long term effect on the way 

the rest of us - white farmers, and so on - use the land we control.’

The old man didn’t like this.  ‘Useless buggers the lot of them.  

Always causing trouble, complaining about the way they’re being 

treated, and look at the money we’re pouring into them!  Millions and 
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millions every year.  Bloody wasted, the lot of it!’  He looked as if he 

wanted to spit.  Don thought it time to redirect the exchange.  ‘Let’s 

get back to your tree,’ he began, but the old man interrupted.  ‘Not 

mine!  My grandfather’s.  He built that house, though my dad and mum 

added onto it.  It’s all mine, now they’ve gone, but I don’t particularly 

think of it as mine.  I’m just in charge of it for the time being.’  Don felt 

pleased.  ‘I think that’s the right way to think about trees, land, houses.  

Unfortunately, sometimes they run out of time.’  The owner looked at 

him, startled.  ‘You want to chop it down?’

‘Not particularly, but listen.  See that dead branch up there, about 

two thirds of the way up, the one that’s pointing to the house?  The 

trunk’s split just above it, that’s why the crown’s twisted round the way 

it is.  On a windy day it’d move about almost independently.’

‘It does.  I always thought it was a bit odd.’

‘Rain would be getting in through the split.  I think we’ll find the 

trunk’s got a rotten core, probably almost to the ground.  I’ll bore in with 

a gimlet in a moment, but I think I know what I’ll find.’  The man who’d 

commissioned him looked devastated.  ‘The tree could be dying?  I never 

thought it’d happen.’  Don looked at him.  The old man, he saw, wanted 

to weep.  He’d associated his own life with the tree’s.  Don had been on 

the verge of saying it would be necessary to cut down the tree; now he 

knew that he would be pronouncing sentence.  The trouble was that the 

tree, dark and foreboding, was leaning in the direction of the house, and, 

if it fell, would crash through the roof.  Wanting to sound compassionate, 

Don said, ‘I don’t think there are many options.’  The old man under-

stood but refused to accept.  ‘No!  It’s staying there as long as I’m here.  

Thanks for your advice but I don’t have to take it!  How much do I owe 

you?  Send me a bill, I’ll have a cheque straight back to you, but I don’t 

want anybody buzzing round here with chainsaws.  My grandfather’d 

turn in his grave!’
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Robin said to her, ‘You should get a job.’  She raised her eyes from 

the book she was reading.  There was ferocity, and tension, in his face.  

‘Nothing to say?’

‘No.’

‘Nothing I say is worth responding to?’

She felt a wave of anger in him, and wondered where it would break.  

‘Why should I get a job?’

‘It puts you in touch with people.  You have to interact.  You can’t 

have things all your own way.’

‘Do you think I get everything my own way?’

‘Yes I do as a matter of fact.’

‘And what about you?  When do you not get what you want?’

‘Now.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Right now.  This minute.  Now!’  He snapped the word.  She closed 

the book, maddening him by making sure that the cover flap marked her 

place.  ‘Why don’t you get yourself a bookmark?  There’s lots of fancy 

ones.  Would you like me to get you one?’

She thought it as ungracious an offer as she’d heard.  ‘I’m quite 

happy doing it like this.’  She knew it would anger him further.  He said, 

‘You’re always happy with yourself.  That’s one of the reasons I’m not 

happy.’

‘You should consider your words occasionally.  Think about what 

you just said.  “You’re always happy with yourself.  That’s one of the 

reasons I’m not happy”.’

Something warned him not to erupt, because he’d be fighting on 

grounds of her choosing, and he wanted victory.  He’d decided he 

couldn’t leave Olga unless he had his wife relenting, pleading, in a posi-

tion of some sort of obedience and acceptance of his terms.  He said, too 

loudly, ‘I’ve reached a decision.’  He looked at her, waiting for a reaction.  

She raised her eyebrows slightly.

‘I’m going to tell Olga I need time to consider.  I’m going to suggest 

we not see each other for a time.’
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She knew she could make him reveal himself.  ‘How long a time?’

‘Good question.  I’m not sure.’  She saw that he was smug.

‘You’re not leaving her at all, just putting her through some pain.’  

She suspected that Olga had said nothing to him about her phone call 

of a few days before, and what he said next confirmed it.  ‘I’m doing 

nothing of the sort.  You’ve no idea what she’s feeling.  If you took the 

trouble, if you were open and willing to meet Olga, and got to know her, 

I think you’d find it rewarding.  I think you might be surprised.’

She said nothing.

He said to her, ‘What you fail to understand, because you’re not in 

the commercial world every day, is that I often have to deal with people 

who use the same tricks you use.  Trick number one!  Be pleasant, be 

very polite, but don’t move your position, don’t negotiate, don’t try to 

find the halfway point where you can agree.  Don’t budge, and hope the 

person you’re dealing with will do all the moving.  That, my dear, is trick 

number one!’

‘Tell me about trick number two.’

He could contain himself no longer.  ‘Trick number two is to be 

as fucking insolent as you can, so you can see how much you can get 

away with.  Recognise it?  It’s an old favorite of yours, in case you didn’t 

know!’

‘Tell me some more of my tricks.  This is very interesting.’

‘One of your most used tricks, one that’s in play at this minute, is to 

needle people, getting them annoyed while you watch for a weakness, a 

spot where you can stick your bloody dagger in, and when you see it’s 

hurting, you give it a little or not-so-little twist!  Recognise that trick?  It 

should be pretty fucking familiar!’

She said, ‘This is an entirely destructive conversation.  I’m going to 

bed.  I’ll sleep in the spare room.  Keep your door open, when you go 

to bed, so you can hear the children if one of them calls out.’  Turning 

her back on him, she went to the small room opening off the kitchen 

which had been built for a cook, or maid.  She heard him walking heav-

ily, noisily, upstairs a few minutes later.  Before she turned the light off, 
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she finished the chapter she was reading, then lay in the dark, trying to 

catch, with her mind’s ear, what was happening in her house.  She felt 

aggression running through its spaces like a nervous attack, but caught 

no sound of movement.  In the morning, though, when she went out for 

the paper, she found her mother’s portrait  on the lawn, beside a tap, 

with a corner of the frame cracked and a tear in the canvas at the point 

where the artist had signed his name.

Powerful feelings swept through her: rage; an awareness of being 

watched; contempt for her husband for being so uncontrolled, so child-

ish; a sense of herself as victim, with the possibility of further outrages 

to follow; and a revulsion against any attack on him, any rebound action 

which would exacerbate what had already been done.  She stood before 

the painting, with, she knew, her husband high over her, behind, looking 

down on her neck.  She leaned forward.  There were her mother’s hands, 

in a gesture Jo knew well, but incapable of affecting what people in the 

living, brutal world were doing, unless they responded to the compas-

sion and the sense of wisdom that they conveyed.  I must not act, Jo saw: 

I have to stand here, stock still, until the meaning, the outcome, of this 

barbarity reveals itself.  On its own, his damage to the painting, his rip-

ping it from the wall, meant no more than that he’d been overcome by 

a tantrum.  The meaning of what he’d done, the sense of it as an action 

which would have consequences through the years, depended entirely on 

what happened next.  When there was a second action, a line could be 

drawn from the first to the second and beyond, and a direction would 

have been ... implied?  No, she saw, imposed.  The direction would be 

one they’d follow, she, Robin and their family, for as far into the future 

as any of them could perceive.

She heard a sound.  He was lifting the window.  She kept her head 

where it was.  He called.  ‘I’m coming down.’  She straightened, still 

looking away from the house.  She heard him on the stairs, she heard 

him come out.  She waited for him to stop; where would he put himself?  

The moment expanded, swirling destiny around itself like a cape.  He 



131

stood beside her, at the same distance, close but not touching, as at their 

wedding ceremony.  Was he back?

He said, ‘I can’t believe I was so stupid.  I’ll take it away this morn-

ing and get it fixed.’  He was waiting for her response.  Looking forward, 

and down, eyes on the painting, not on him, she said, thinking of their 

children, who would be up and about before long, ‘There was a wind 

in the night.  It swept through the house.  The painting was hanging on 

the end of the nail.  It fell onto the floor.  It’ll be back soon, it’s away 

being fixed.’

He said - it was a chant, extending hers - ‘It’s a very precious thing.  

It had to be fixed straight away.  It’ll be back soon.  The man will have 

to get the torn bits aligned, thread for thread, then glue some canvas on 

the back.’

She said, turning to look at him, ‘He’s very good at his work.  You’ll 

need a magnifying glass to see that anything’s happened.  Walking 

through the room, you’d never know.’

He couldn’t think of anything to add, yet wished this chanted 

exchange could go on.  She knew what he was thinking.  She took his 

right hand in both her hands.  ‘This can go on.  It depends on us.  We 

have to restrict ourselves, and make the restriction a benefit, not a 

restraint.  The impediment must become a positive.’  She looked into his 

eyes, seeing him troubled, yet relieved.  She went on.  ‘Human beings 

are very strange.  Hate and love are partners, side by side.  If there’s one, 

the other’s never far away.  My storms are over, Robin; I think yours 

may be coming to an end too.’  He nodded, looking into the eyes whose 

appraisal he’d feared until a moment ago.  ‘It’s a very great relief.  It’s 

strange.  I felt jealous of you because you’d had passions I’d never had.  

I’ve had some of that passion now, and I don’t want it any more.’  She 

waited for him to find the closing thought.  Surprised at what he was 

saying, he came out with, ‘We’re together now.’  It struck both of them at 

the same moment that he hadn’t said ‘again’.  It was, in any serious, fully 

committed sense, the first time, because they were beyond the risks of 

youthful ignorance of what was happening in parts of their personalities 
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which had yet to surface.  ‘Put the painting in the car,’ she said.  ‘In the 

boot, out of sight.  Ask him to get it done as quickly as he can.’

Don made out a bill for the man with the pine tree leaning towards his 

house, but hadn’t put it in the mail before the old man rang again.  ‘I 

want you to come and have another look.  Advise me, really.  I’m in a 

state.  I can’t sleep.  I get into bed and I think that tree’s going to crash 

through my roof, and I think about cutting it down, but I can’t bring 

myself to do it.  When can you come?  Don’t make it too long, the thing’s 

getting to me.’

Don called the same day.  The old man was at the front gate; Don 

saw that he’d been watching for his arrival.  They went to the back and 

considered the tree.  ‘It goes back before I was born,’ the owner said.  ‘I 

told you that.  My grandfather planted it, and he used to talk about it.  

My father used to talk about it.’  He paused.  Don felt a need to help.  

‘What sort of things did they say?’

It was what the old man wanted.  ‘Granpa used to say that when he 

and granma got married, they went on a honeymoon down at Sorrento.  

They used to go to the beach and swim.  Neck to knee bathers, or lon-

ger, I’ll bet.  But there’s no pictures of them from that time so we don’t 

know.  Only guess.  Come to think about it, I don’t know all that much 

about them, I’ve only got memories of them from when I was quite 

small.  But I remember granpa saying that when he and his young wife 

got back from their honeymoon, and got home - here - it was very hot, 

and they couldn’t sleep inside, so they took a blanket out and slept under 

the tree.  This tree, though of course it wasn’t as big in those days.’  He 

eyes looked misty as he admitted the passage of the years.  ‘And dad told 

me that he asked mum to marry him one afternoon as they were sitting 

under that tree, and she said she would.  And dad said it made him the 

happiest man on earth.  They had a good marriage,’ he said sadly.

Don said, ‘I have a feeling you’ve never married, and you wish you 

had.’

‘That’s about the strength of it.’
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Don said, ‘Tell me your story now.  How are you connected with 

the tree?’

‘When I left school, I worked for a couple of years with a foundry in 

Brunswick, but I was still living here with mum and dad.  And there was 

a girl in a shop not far up the road, and I asked her out.  And we went 

to a few dances, that sort of thing, and one day I brought her home to 

meet the parents.  And we all had lunch together, and Muriel - that was 

her name: gosh, I haven’t said it for more years than I can remember - 

Muriel ...’  He choked on the words that would have taken him on.  Don 

said, ‘Let me guess.  Muriel offered to help your mother wash up?’

‘Dead right!  That was real smart of you!  How’d you guess?’

‘I was thinking of my own mother, and what she would have done.’

The old man smiled.  ‘Mum said no, she didn’t need any help.  

Come to think of it, that was odd, because mum used to get to know 

people over the kitchen sink.  That and setting the table.  Those were the 

times when little hints of what she was thinking got shared with whoever 

was helping her.  The rest of the time she said what her husband wanted 

her to say.  Gosh, I’m talking a lot today.  What are we going to do about 

this tree?’

Don said, ‘We’re going to keep on talking about it, so we understand 

what it means to you, then we’ll know what to do.’

The man nodded, but seemed troubled.  Don gave him a lead.  ‘So 

you and Muriel came into the garden, and you sat under the tree.  What 

were you sitting on?’

‘There was a bench that granpa’d put there.  That’s where we sat.’

Don studied him.  ‘I think you sat right up close to Muriel?’

‘I put my arm around her.  She didn’t say I could, I was bold.  Too 

sure of myself, not sure enough about her.’

‘You asked her to marry you?’

‘Yes I did.’

‘And she was very sweet, very considerate, and very tender, and 

she suggested that you needed to know each other better.  She said she 
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wasn’t saying no, but she wasn’t ready to decide, and it made you realise 

that you’d been impulsive, and you’d rushed her.  Is that how it was?’

The old man didn’t reply, but set off walking slowly, with the sugges-

tion of a limp, until he reached a battered chair beneath the tree.  Don 

followed him, and stood behind the chair so he wasn’t looking in the 

man’s eyes.  The seated man said, ‘I know your name’s Don.  It’s on the 

side of your truck.  My name’s Justus.  People want to spell it the usual 

way - J, U, S, T, I, C, E - and I’m sick of explaining, so mostly I call 

myself Justin.  Just - IN.  Just in after a morning’s walk!’  His feeble joke 

seemed to cheer him.  Don said, ‘So what became of Muriel?’

‘She married the grocer and had half a dozen kids.  She stayed slim 

for a while, but as she got older she became plump, until when she died 

you wouldn’t have recognised her.  People who knew her when she was 

a girl wouldn’t have recognised her ...’  His voice trailed away.

‘That’s a sad tale.  But there must have been others, after Muriel?’

‘Not really.  I went into the army.  I did what the other fellers did.  

Wherever we were, we went to, you know, there’s always women who’ll 

give you what you want if you pay’em.  I’ve paid’em, bloody dozens 

of’em, really.  It gives you a bit of relief.  If they’re good sorts it can be 

a bit of fun.  My God, we had some riotous nights up in Brisbane, years 

ago.  But that’s another story.  What’re we going to do about this tree?’

Don said, ‘You’re looking away from it now.  It’s your past.  That’s 

what it represents for you.’

Justus said, ‘I know what you’re saying.  You’re telling me I ought to 

do away with my past.  Escape it.  Make the break.  Chop the thing down 

and make a fresh start.  That the idea?’

‘Tell me something.  When you’re lying in bed at night, and you 

think of the tree falling on the roof, are you really afraid of it happening, 

or do you in some way want it to happen?’

The old man thought.  ‘I want it to happen.  And then I tell myself 

I’m just a lonely old failure if I want to wish away my life, and then I 

don’t want it to fall.  I want to get rid of it and make another start.  But 

how can you make a fresh start at my age?’
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Don said, ‘Is there anywhere you can go for a holiday?  Get away 

for a few days?’  Justus said he had a brother who lived at Mildura, in 

a far corner of the state.  Don said, ‘Get onto him.  Go up there for a 

few days.  I’ll do the job while you’re away.’  Justus looked up brightly.  

‘Of course,’ Don said, ‘we have to think about what you’ll feel when you 

come back and it’s gone.  So this is what we’ll do.  You organise to go 

to your brother’s, and you give me a ring.  You’ll have to pay me before 

you go away ...’

‘What?’  What’s that about? Don’t you think I’m honest enough to 

pay my bills?  Why would I take advice from someone who doesn’t even 

bloody believe me?’

‘That’s irrelevant,’ Don said.  ‘You won’t want to see me again.  

You’ve got the story off your chest.  You’ve given it to me.  You won’t 

want to see me again, ever.  You do it the way I tell you, and when you 

come back, the yard will be clear, and free of all the past things you’ve 

told me.  It’ll also feel bloody empty, but that’s the price you pay to get 

rid of something that’s been in your heart so long.  Is that a deal?  Have 

we understood each other correctly?’

Justus let his head droop. Talking to the earth between his feet, he 

said, ‘It’s the only way out.  I’ll ring my brother.  We’ll do it your way.’

Robin rang Olga; could he see her?  She told him to come around.  He 

rang her bell, she opened the door, both on their best behaviour.  They 

sat side by side on her sofa, Olga sensing that there had been a change 

in him, and wondering if he knew about it well enough to tell her what 

had happened.  They exchanged inanities, courtesies, questions, then 

a silence fell between them.  They noticed the radio in the next room 

was still talking, an intruder in the space which was going to be filled 

with their difficulties, the pain of separation.  Olga said, ‘I’ll turn it off,’ 

but he followed her, and checked her as they caught what the voice was 

saying:

‘Russian president Boris Yeltsin, who is confined to hospital until 

his heart condition has improved sufficiently to allow an operation to 
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proceed, has rebuked the head of Russia’s security council, General 

Alexander Lebed, and the Interior Minister, General Anatoly Kulikov.  

Generals Lebed and Kulikov have been in public dispute over alleged 

profiteering in connection with the Chechyen war, and also over General 

Lebed’s criticism of General Kulikov, whom Lebed accuses of being 

responsible for the defeat of Russia’s forces in Grozny last August.  In 

the meantime, President Yeltsin’s doctors have denied reports that his 

operation will be further postponed, saying that it would go ahead as 

planned in late November or early December.’

Olga, after looking at him to see if he wanted to hear any more, 

turned it off.  ‘We think we’ve got problems,’ Robin said.  ‘What if your 

whole country doesn’t work?’  He smiled feebly.  ‘Let’s sit down,’ he said.  

‘I want to be close to you for a while.’  She went back to the sofa in the 

other room, looked at him, still studying him, and sat down.  

‘Something’s changed?’

‘It’s me.  And the change is still going on.  It won’t be easy to 

describe, but I’ll try.’

‘You don’t want me any more.’

‘I want us to release each other.  Let each other go.’

‘Haven’t I made you happy?’

‘You have.’  He said it quietly; she saw that there was no doubting his 

sincerity.  ‘Being happy with someone I can’t take for granted, someone 

for whom I really have to work on the relationship, put in all I can so 

I deserve, and get, the best out of that person - that’s you, Olga ...’ he 

hesitated ‘... my love ...’ He broke down.  She wasn’t sure if she loved 

him more than ever before, or was about to be free of him; he’d called 

her many affectionate names he’d made up, or borrowed from events 

around them, but he’d never called her simply and obviously ‘my love’.  

Was this only on offer as they parted?  She said, ‘I’m sorry to press you, 

but you’ll have to go on.  You can’t leave me hanging on that point ... 

Robin.’  There was tenderness in her voice too, a softness, which hadn’t 

been in their dealings previously.  She looked at him: ‘We’re parting, 

aren’t we?’
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He took her hand, confirming it.  She said, ‘And we’re closer than 

we’ve been before.  What does that say about us?’  He was about to 

speak, but she went on: ‘Why aren’t we quarrelling?  It’s because we’re 

admitting something to each other, and that means we’re admitting it to 

ourselves at the same time, and the something is, that we’ve used each 

other for our own purposes, not very nice purposes, and we’ve found we 

actually do like each other very much, and we can admit all that because 

we know we’re stepping back.  Is that how you see it?  Tell me how you 

see it, Robin.’

He said, ‘I’m not scared of Josephine any more.  She let me see how 

vulnerable she is.’  He told her about their quarrel, her departure for 

another room, and the rage in which he’d flung the painting into the 

garden.  ‘I was watching her when she found it.  She knew I was looking.  

She might have done any number of things, but she stayed there, ready 

to cop it in the neck if I came down to hit her ...’  He caught a glimpse 

of fear, and readiness, in her eyes.  ‘I’ve never hit her in all our time 

together.  She wouldn’t have stayed with me if I had.  What I mean is just 

that she knew I must have been out of control when I threw the picture 

down, and for all she knew I might still have been out of control, but 

she stayed there, to see it out, I suppose, because, being Jo, she wouldn’t 

back away.  I’m sorry to keep talking about her when it’s you and I we 

need to talk about, but I have to explain what happened because it’s 

shifted me in a way I find hard to understand.  There’s a change going 

on.  I’m not afraid of her any more, so I don’t have to pretend I’m supe-

rior when I know I’m not, and I suppose the real thing, the big thing 

I’ve realised, is that I’ve never had the best that Jo can give because I 

haven’t been up to it, and now I think there’s a chance - just a chance, 

but I do feel good about it - that maybe I can get to the point where it 

will work well after all!’

He added.  ‘Nice for me if it comes off.   Not so nice, though, when 

I think of what it means I’m doing to you.’

Olga said, ‘I’ve been at a difficult spot for years.  I can’t seem to get 

past it.  When something like that happens - getting stuck at a point, I 
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mean - you have to ask yourself if you’re really as unlucky as you tell 

yourself, or whether you just don’t want to go further, or worse, you 

haven’t got it in you to go further, so you make a specialty of sticking at 

the point that suits you best.  In my case, mid-career, mid-life almost, 

still young enough, though, to have lots of men interested, but, much as 

I try to manage my affairs with them, somehow it’s them that get to use 

up what I’ve got, and it’s me that has to do the cleaning up afterwards.  

In your case, help you go back to your wife.’

It came out, not as a complaint, but as a brutal fact being realised.  

Robin crumbled, as he knew he would, once he’d made up his mind to 

reach this moment.  She said, ‘Sorry Robin, but I’m saying it as it is.  I’m 

not setting out to hurt you, but if I can’t be realistic, I can’t deal with it.’  

He caught something in her voice, and leaned his head on her shoulder.  

She put an arm around him.  He murmured, ‘Why does everybody have 

to need help?’  She said, ‘Because none of us can get along on our own.’  

A minute later they lay tenderly with each other in her bed, stroking 

each other in an acceptance which was also a parting  ‘One last time,’ 

she said; he said, ‘I wonder who’ll be with you next?’  She said, rolling 

on her back to stare at the white ceiling, ‘What does it matter?  I wanted 

you and I can’t have you.  I hope things go well for you.  I think you’re 

on the point of deserving it.’  He put his arm under her waist and drew 

her to him, the two of them holding, and savouring, what they were 

admitting they had lost.

Don wrote to his friend in China.

Dearest Huang,

I think I told you about my journey to a town in the north of our 

state to discuss ideas for suitable trees to be planted in memory of some 

people - five schoolchildren in a bus, two elderly people (Bartlett was 

their name) in a car - who were killed in an accident on a misty road one 

morning.  It was a tragedy that affected the whole community, because 

all the children at the school were shaken by it, and their parents, and 

everybody that knew the five families ... and so on.  Rural life is much 
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less anonymous than city life, despite the fact that city people are packed 

together and country families are separated by vast open spaces.  It’s 

something I remember from my own upbringing, and though it’s behind 

me now, and most of the time I don’t think about it, it’s a part of me I’m 

never going to lose.

I sent some plans - ideas - to the people of the district, they talked 

about it, and when they were ready, they invited me back.  I stayed 

with two friends of mine.  I met them years ago at university, and have 

kept in touch ever since.  (You know you’re getting older when you see 

your friends are ageing, because what you see in them they must see in 

you.)

I travelled up on Friday of last week, and had dinner in the dining 

room of one of the town’s hotels with my friends, and a number of guests 

- two of the Bartletts’ children, married and soberly middle-aged, the 

five families, still grieving, a couple of teachers and the head mistress of 

the school, a fellow from the school council, and two people represent-

ing the council of the district - twenty two adults, and a dozen children, 

or their friends - and me.  The outsider with only his imagination to let 

him know how the others felt.

Bryden and Agnes (the people I was staying with) had already told 

me what had been decided.  There’d be a circle of trees at the place 

where the crash occurred, a circle of roses near the gate of the school, 

and the Bartletts’ children said they’d be doing something at their par-

ents’ property, but weren’t yet clear on what it would be.  They were 

hoping for something more from me.

Anyhow, the dinner.  The council people struck me as speech-mak-

ers, but as long as the families of the dead people were reticent, those 

who liked to turn things into words had to keep quiet.  I was introduced 

to the parents of the dead boys and girls, and, terrible as it is to say it - I 

wouldn’t say it to anyone near me, but I feel I can send it in a message to 

a land I haven’t visited - terrible as it is, it seemed to me that the tragedy 

of losing their children had given these families, mothers, fathers, sisters, 

brothers, a dignity that could not have been acquired in any other way.  
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When the worst thing possible has been done to you, if you can still 

stand upright - and I’m not sure that I could, if it happened to me - you 

are revealed in your fundamental nature.  You are shown as a survivor, 

not an adventurer any more.  There are years ahead to be lived through, 

but those behind have been reclassified by the death, the loss, and you 

have been changed.  You know you’ve been changed, and everybody else 

can see it, and must treat you accordingly.  Talking to those families, 

responding to their questions, and their gracious, and gratifying com-

ments on the ideas I’d sent up, was, for me, one of the severest tests of 

me as a man that I’ve undergone.  What they were like, now they’d lost 

a son or daughter, was all too obvious; what I was like, in their eyes, was 

a question I felt burning inside of me.

I felt I passed the test of their consideration, and wondered how.  

Looking back on it, I recall the last night you were with me, here in my 

garden, when you told me a story.  Do you remember?  The war lord, the 

concubine, and the lover.  You said to me that night that the story asked 

a question.  You also said that I - one - must hope that the story would 

replace the passion.  You were referring to me telling you about my great 

passion.  Lost love.  Feeling of being abandoned at the highest peak of 

my life.  You told me I had to go on.  You said, ‘Everything must have an 

end placed to it.’  You also said, ‘We cannot go on without saying that the 

things we have been concerned with are finished.’  Do you remember?

I think that when I say to you, ‘Do you remember?’ then our lives, 

yours and mine, are already well on the way to becoming stories, 

embalmed, the details forgotten, the outlines clear.

Do I remember?  Yes, I remember the passion I had for Josephine 

- I can’t remember if I ever told you her name - but memory has no 

strength.  Memory can only resurrect a shadow, not the substance of 

something.  I’m not in touch with her, she’s not in touch with me.  At 

the start of each day there’s not the phone call that was always there, 

turning the overnight coals of our love into morning’s fire.  It’s gone and 

behind me.  It’s my greatest loss.  There will never be another to equal 
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it.  I’ll die one day and what will that matter?  My life will have run its 

course by then.

The families I met last weekend aren’t at that stage, though; they 

have to cope, try to find ways of making up for what they’ve lost, and 

they have to give all they can to their surviving children, to get those lives 

underway in the best possible fashion.

The fact that I was the source of the plan for the circle of plants 

gave me a status I didn’t merit, but they needed me to have that status, 

because it meant they had someone to talk to about what was going to 

happen the following day.  One woman said to me, ‘We had the funeral 

months ago, and it was all about loss.  Tomorrow, we’re starting the cycle 

of acceptance, of remembering, while we get ready to move on.’  She had 

two other children, one older and one younger than the one she’d lost, 

and to see her with them was one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever 

seen.  Men can’t know what it is to be a mother, we can only look, and 

wonder, and try to emulate what we see in our role as fathers.  I cannot 

imagine a greater disgrace for a man than to fail his family.

We had dinner, we talked, then a sister of one of the girls who’d 

died played the piano, a short piece, four or five minutes, by Beethoven.  

Beethoven, I should say, is a sort of spiritual warrior among European 

composers, usually very demanding, but this piece was light, was rip-

pling, seemed to say that if you could toss something off so easily that 

nobody wanted to know how the trick was done, then you’d pulled a very 

good trick indeed.  This young woman performed the trick delightfully: 

I knew, after she’d played, that the next day was going to be a good one.  

We agreed, or, rather, it had already been agreed, but Bryden announced 

as the gathering broke up, that we’d all meet the following morning, at 

ten o’clock, at the place where the accident had happened.

And the following morning we were there.

I find now that I want to describe something that’s difficult - the 

effect of sharp morning light in a stand of eucalypts.  They’re shapeless 

trees, especially as they get older, and this was an over-mature stand with 

most of the young ones chewed or knocked over by grazing cattle, even 
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though there are not supposed to be any cattle feeding along the road.  

(We have a saying for roadside grazing of sheep or cattle - they’re ‘in the 

long paddock’.  It may be many miles long!)  When the light is low, com-

ing from the side, as it is at ten in the morning, the strands of light and 

the bars of shadow cut across things, so you get almost nothing perfectly 

in light or in dark.  It creates uncertainty in the eye.  Everything’s there, 

clearly, but nothing’s resolved.  No point of reference is focal, or domi-

nant.  It’s disconcerting, and somehow it suited our purpose, which was 

to turn mourning into rebuilding, or getting started again.

There were, beside the families, a couple of council men who’d 

turned over the earth where the circle was to be created, and dug seven 

holes.  One of them had a box at his feet, holding the seven trees, each 

about waist high.  This man, about as rough looking as you’d find, deftly 

upturned the plastic container and handed the first tree to the person 

who was going to plant, a boy of seven or thereabouts.  The rough look-

ing man knelt on the dirt with the boy and showed him what to do.  A 

moment later the boy, under this man’s eye, was pushing dirt around the 

tree with a spade.  The man moved on to the next hole, while the boy 

and his family gathered around the tree which, though they’d never seen 

it before, was now, strangely, and richly, their tree.

Something happened then that puzzled me at first, then pleased me.  

The second tree was planted by the young woman who’d played the 

piano the night before; her name, I’d discovered, was Marcia.  She was 

as deft with the tree as with the keyboard, but my surprise came about 

because I was expecting those who planted to be in order of age, because 

the first boy was so obviously the youngest.  It dawned on me after a 

while that the trees were being planted in order of age, but the order was 

of the ages of the dead.  The indiscernible was the sequence of those who 

were already gone, and being recalled.  As tree after tree was planted, 

group after family group formed behind the young trees that represented 

what they’d lost: the trees, of course, were starting out on their life’s 

journeys, with the reasonable hope that centuries lay before them.
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When the seven trees had been planted, there was a moment’s 

silence, then Bryden, my friend, did something he hadn’t told me he 

was going to do.  He looked solemnly at the child who’d planted the first 

tree, and nodded.  The boy called out his sister’s name, in full.  ‘Jennifer 

Margaret Thompson.’  He looked to his left - midnight speaking to two 

in the morning - and in the second group Marcia’s mother, a tall, stern 

woman with greying hair, said wistfully, ‘Robert Melrose Officer.’  And 

so we went around the circle until the seven names had been called, as 

if summoned, first to be present, then allowed, perhaps even urged, to 

depart into the air around us, the breeze blowing lightly on the plain, 

the strato-cirrus hanging lightly in the sky.  Seven souls had been given 

freedom.  It was most moving, and it was as the gathering was breaking 

up, getting ready to move to the school for the next stage, that I was 

reminded of that last night that we were together, you and I, in my gar-

den.  Why you entered my thoughts at that moment I cannot say, but I 

remembered your sad, indeed terrifying, story, and wished you’d been 

near me to tell me another, hopefully more reassuring than the last!

At the school, there was a gathering of teachers, parents, and class-

mates of the five who’d died.  I was pleased that the Bartletts, too, were 

to be remembered with the children.  It was roses, this time, deep red 

roses, when they flower (the species is known as Papa Meilland), and 

this time, when it came time to call the names of those being com-

memorated, it was a friend from the school who spoke.  What I took to 

be the senior boy and senior girl called the names of the two Bartletts, 

which suddenly stuck in my mind: Elsie and Gerard.  The boy who said 

‘Gerard’ emphasized the second syllable so definitely that I could tell 

he’d been coached.  Somewhere in that school, I realised, in one of those 

rooms, out of sight, that lad has had to call that name until whoever was 

training him was satisfied.  Gerard Bartlett’s name was imprinted firmly 

on the air of the school!

That afternoon, after the formalities had broken up, I was taken 

to the Bartletts’ property again, and I walked around it with John and 

Kerrie Bartlett and Tony and Diana Cerano; she’d married an Italian 
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fruitgrower and moved away, years ago.  We walked about the property 

that was theirs, now, to sell, lease, or work, and they told me they felt 

they should do something as a memorial on the property their parents 

had held for so many years.  What they really wanted, they said, was not 

to lay out a formal memorial, as we’d done that morning, but something 

so unobtrusive, so unlikely to be noticed, that if they sold the property 

the new owners wouldn’t feel they had to wipe out what the Bartletts 

had done before they could feel the property was truly their own.  I saw 

the problem.

We walked to the northern boundary of the property - quite a walk, 

actually - and back again, and I noticed that they diverted a little, each 

way, to pass through a stand of casuarinas, trees ... how can I describe 

them? ...  that seem to be made from knowledge of the wind.  They often 

grow in big stands, usually on sandy slopes.  This long stand of casuari-

nas had a gap in the middle, and when we’d examined it, I told them to 

plant a couple of red gums there, in the low spot, then to get a grader 

to move sand so the two rises were joined, and to plant more casuarinas 

encircling the two eucalypts.  ‘It’ll look entirely natural,’ I told them, ‘it’ll 

embody the feeling you want, and it’ll be perfectly obvious to those who 

know, and to those who don’t, it’ll mean nothing.’  Something about the 

way I said it made John Bartlett say to me, not entirely in a flattering 

way, I must say, ‘Bit of a black man are you?’ but despite his feeling of 

being forced onto a plane of action, and meaning, that didn’t appeal to 

him, I knew that he’d do what I’d suggested, and that somehow, in sug-

gesting it, I’d come as close to perfection as we’re normally allowed in 

this world’s affairs.

Autumn was advancing.  Jo was on her balcony, late one afternoon, 

feeling uncertain.  Was she getting away from the children, or eager for 

Robin?  Both, she decided.  Then Robin’s car swooshed into the drive, 

and pulled up sharply.  Getting out, he pulled his briefcase after him, 

then looked up, smiling, as if he’d known she’d be there.  Confidently, 

even brashly, he went to the back of the car, and she knew he had the 
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repaired portrait.  While he went back to the driver’s door to grab the 

key he’d forgotten, she found herself caught up in a decision that he was 

forcing on her.  In the three weeks since the painting had gone to be 

repaired, she’d known that its return would be vital; how would he do 

it?  She’d decided that she’d check him, saying that if they were to put it 

up together, he had to be certain about what he was undertaking.  Now 

the moment was at hand.

Robin got his key, and looked up, smiling.  Yes, she was where he’d 

expected.  She had to join him.  Standing, she called, ‘Don’t get it out 

yet, I have to be there.’  She rushed through the house.  The girls were 

bickering in Melissa’s room and the piano was producing ugly discords, 

courtesy of Alexander.  Wincing, half-smiling, she kept on down.  A 

moment later she was at the back of Robin’s car.  He pushed the key into 

the lock, then took half a step back.  ‘Over to you!’

She unlocked the boot and pushed up the lid.  It was only when she 

saw the neatly wrapped brown paper that she realised she’d been expect-

ing to see her mother looking at her.  She moved to get her hands on 

one side; Robin took the other.  Gently they withdrew the portrait and 

stood it on the drive.  Jo said, ‘It’s wrapped so thoroughly, we can’t tell 

if mother’s upside down, or right way up!’  Robin laughed.  ‘She’s right 

way up.  These bumps in the paper, they’re the hooks that hold the wire.’  

He added, ‘She’s been face up all the way home.  I knew she wouldn’t be 

amused if I had her nose rubbing the floor of the boot!’  Josephine was 

tickled by this combination of reverence and its opposite.  ‘Mother,’ she 

said, ‘never liked to be out of public view!’

Robin said, ‘Well, I don’t know if anyone ever undressed her in pub-

lic, or even privately, in the open air, but here goes!’  With his left hand 

he made the gesture of snatching something away, but left it to his wife 

to find the patches of sticky tape that kept the wrapping in place.  By 

now Melissa and Jessica were in the doorway, watching cautiously; some-

thing important was happening, they felt, but why it was important, they 

didn’t know.  ‘What is it mum?’ Melissa called.  ‘Is it the painting?’
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Jo said, ‘Watch,’ and started peeling brown paper.  One whole layer 

dropped to the concrete of the drive.  ‘Heavens,’ she said, ‘they wrapped 

her thoroughly enough.’  Adding, ‘She’s got too many clothes,’ Robin 

pulled from the painting a second layer of brown paper, to reveal that fur-

ther layers of white tissue hid the portrait.  ‘Down to the undies now,’ he 

said.  ‘Men aren’t respectful enough.  You do it Jo.’  Grinning, Jo stripped 

away the white tissue, saying, ‘She thought she was very old when she 

was dying, but she wasn’t.  She could still dress and undress herself, do 

everything really.  Everything,’ she said, pulling away the last of the wrap-

ping, leaving the painting open to view, ‘but make a fresh start.’

‘Which is what we’re giving her today!’

They carried the painting into the house.  The girls wanted to know 

what had been done to it.  Their father said, ‘I’ll show you when we’ve 

got it on the wall.’  Jessica said, ‘Granma’s watching me, I can feel it.  

You know what they say about pictures?’ she asked her sister.  ‘The eyes 

watch you.  Wherever you move in the room, the eyes turn and watch 

you.’  Jo’s smile showed her enjoyment of this nonsense.  As they moved 

up the stairs, Alexander came out to watch.  ‘Is that granma?’ he called.  

His mother said to him, ‘When you’re married and have children, I’ll 

be granma.  Till then, my little man, this is granma.  She’s back to keep 

watch over us, aren’t you glad?’  The boy said he was glad, but only 

because his mother’s question required it.  She, he saw, was the one that 

was glad about something; he hoped she’d tell him what it was, perhaps 

when she came to kiss him goodnight.  He ran up the few stairs between 

him and the top, and was first of the family to be standing where the 

portrait belonged.  Robin and Jo altered their grip, lifted, juggled the 

wire, and Jo’s mother, granma, was back on the wall.  Melissa and 

Jessica laughed.  ‘She’s funny because she’s crooked!’  Robin pushed and 

pulled.  Jo stepped into the middle of the room, her children clinging to 

her.  ‘A little bit up on the right ... no, too much ... up on the left a little 

... nearly ... just a tap on the bottom left corner ... too much ... nearly ... 

the other way ...’  Robin felt sure he had it right, and took a step into the 

room, watching his wife’s face.  She said, ‘I think that’s it.  Come and see 
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what you think.’  Robin joined his wife and children, looking at the wall.  

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘Just right.  One hundred per cent perfect!’

Melissa said, ‘Why didn’t granpa have his picture painted at the 

same time?  Then he could be hanging there beside granma!’  She added, 

in the silence that greeted her observation, ‘Mummy?  Do you know?’

‘Yes,’ Josephine said, ‘I do.  And thereby, as the saying goes, hangs a 

tale.’  The children, of course, wanted to hear it.  ‘I’m not sure that this is 

the right moment.’  For the children, this made it more than ever certain 

that the right moment was the present one, and Robin too was curious.  

‘Why didn’t your father get himself painted?  I’d never thought about it 

before, but it does seem a little odd.  What’s the story?’

Josephine said, ‘Give me a moment to compose myself, and I’ll tell 

you.’

A letter came back from China, tightly sealed, and covered in stamps.  

Don felt touched, as always, when he saw Huang’s writing.

My good friend,

I was very moved by your letter telling me about your travels, mak-

ing memorials for the people who lost members of their families.  My 

grandchildren are with me and my wife at the moment, but only for 

two weeks.  There is no room!  You have never seen my apartment, but 

although it is bigger than most of my friends have, you would think it 

tiny.  We do not have a private garden like you.  We have to go a long 

way if we want to walk in the park with Li and Chiu.  I think you would 

feel suffocated here in Shanghai.  You have driven me around your state, 

which you say is a small one.  I cannot imagine what the big ones must 

be like, because when you have driven me around, it seems to me that 

there are vast distances between one house and the next.  Also, when we 

are leaving one town, I have no idea when the next town will appear.  In 

my country when one town disappears the next one is getting ready to 

appear.  You must come and see it one day.  You must stay long enough, 

though, to become accustomed to our way, which is so different from 

your own.  Our ways are very old.  We are not so eager as you for the 

new things.
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I have been thinking a lot about a story for you.  I remember the 

night in your garden when I told you about the concubine, her lover and 

the war lord.  You wondered why it ended with a question.  For me this 

was no problem.  When I am in your country, I notice that people are 

always saying ‘solve the problem’.  This is strange, for me.  Many prob-

lems cannot be solved, we live with them.  We have a saying ...

(The next line was a row of characters.)

... I cannot translate this easily, but it means something like ‘His 

problems are the clothes he wears’.  This means he is never away from 

his problems, he lives in them.  I am sorry I do not put this very well, 

but you will understand.

After some time I found a poem I wanted to share with you.  It is 

an old song from Burma.  You see it is in English already.  I explain that 

soon.  First, here is the song.

I made a bitter song

When I was a boy,

About a girl

With hot earth-coloured hair,

Who lived with me

And left me.

I made a sour song

On her marriage-day,

That ever his kisses

Would be ghosts of mine,

And ever the measure

Of his halting love

Flow to my music.

It was a silly song,

Dear wife with cool black hair,

And yet when I recall

(At night with you asleep)

That once you gave yourself

Before we met,

I do not quite well know

What song to make.
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I am asking myself what you will think of this.  It is a poem I share with 

you, and I am feeling that if you saw your love (in your letter you say 

her name for the first time) you could share it with her too.  She could 

share it with her husband.  He could share it with someone else, perhaps.  

Everyone who has ever loved could share it.  What it says is as common 

as having a nose and two ears.  In your country people use the expres-

sion ‘common as dirt’.  I say to myself, yes, dirt is common, but so are 

other things. All parts of human beings are common.  To be common is 

not bad.  If we are not common, we are apart from others, and we die 

alone.  I want to share another poem with you, but first I tell you how I 

found it.  You are a man who likes stories.  Here is one of mine.

I was sixteen when the revolution came to Shanghai.  The streets 

were full of soldiers, and many who had been greedy or cruel changed 

their ways.  Others hid, or got away in boats, taking their wealth with 

them if they could.  Many were captured by pirates.  Those who were 

thought to be enemies of the people were put on trial, and when they 

were sentenced they were beaten, if they were lucky.  Many were hanged, 

or shot.  Punishment happened in the open where all could see.  I was 

very excited at this time.  I believed that we were wiping crime and 

cruelty from the face of the earth.  I was not sorry for those who were 

punished.  We were making our city clean, maybe for the first time.  It 

was only years later, when I saw there were new crimes, new wrongs, 

and that even those who took part in the revolution could be greedy 

too, that I realised that evil cannot be wiped from the earth in a wave of 

beatings and shootings.  It is there in all of us, waiting to get out.  I saw 

that to overcome evil we must have understanding that I lacked.  I did 

not know what to do.

One day I met a man who worked at a foreign embassy.  The flag 

of England flew above its gate.  The writing on the wall was in English, 

which I could not read.  This man gave me a book he had stolen from 

where he worked.  He thought because I could read and write I would 

be able to read it, but I could not.
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I saw that it was a book of poems, but they meant nothing to me.  It 

was then that I decided that foreigners had been able to force their way 

into China because they made us believe they were superior.  I wanted to 

know how the foreigners thought, so they would not be superior to me.  

I asked to be allowed to study languages.  The reason I gave was that I 

would learn the foreigners’ tricks, and the members of the Party where I 

lived thought this was a good reason, and I was allowed to study things 

that other people would be arrested for reading.  I had to stay very close 

to the Party and I did in every way.

After I had studied for a time I learned that my book was full of 

love songs.  I had never been in love.  I began to learn these poems, one 

by one.  Every one of them showed me a little of myself.  These songs 

came from all over Asia and they had been translated by an Englishman.  

It was very strange for me to learn about Asia by reading what an 

Englishman had translated.  He, I saw, knew much that nobody had 

taught me.  This man had refinement.  He understood us better than 

we understood ourselves.  Then I knew I was right to be studying the 

languages of European powers because they would make me powerful 

too.  That was what I thought.

The longest poem in the book I left till last because it was so difficult.  

Eventually I began to read it.  It was not easy for me because my English 

was not good.  It was written in India in the first century after Jesus.  It 

was about a young man who loved the daughter of a king.  They were 

lovers for a time.  When their love was discovered, the young man was 

killed.  The night before he died, so the story goes, he wrote this poem.  

I am going to write two verses of it for you.  There are fifty, so it’s very 

long.  Here are the verses, then I will tell you what they taught me.

Even now

The night is full of silver straws of rain,

And I will send my soul to see your body

This last poor time.  I stand beside your bed;

Your shadowed head lies leaving a bright space

Upon the pillow empty, your sorrowful arm
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Holds from your side and clasps not anything.
There is no covering upon you.

Even now
I think your feet seek mine to comfort them.
There is some dream about you even now
Which I’ll not hear at waking.  Weep not at dawn,
Though day brings wearily your daily loss
And all the light is hateful.  Now is it time
To bring my soul away.

I read the poem many times until I understood it.  It filled my thoughts.  

Then I saw that the exaltation of the young man came from his close-

ness to death.  We must all die, but if we welcome it instead of fearing 

it, strange things are visible that ordinary people cannot see.  I made 

a choice.  I would live long.  I would take as few risks as I could, and 

I would keep away from danger.  I said to myself that I did not want 

power, or greatness.  The wisdom of the lowly would be all I would seek.  

This is what I wanted to say to you, my friend, and now all I can do is 

wish you to have a good and happy day.  Poems, you know, are made to 

be shared, and passed from hand to hand.  Posters are made for poems, 

not books.  They should be on display where people can read them, and 

think about what they say.

Write to me soon and tell me what you are thinking.

Your good friend, Huang

Josephine was in the middle of the room, her children close by her; 

Robin was near the painting, looking out, as it did, and rubbing his 

hands, as if to surprise them by making the gesture it portrayed: the 

man they were speaking of, Josephine’s father, had died long before his 

daughter’s marriage.  The family, waiting for the explanation, found 

themselves guessing what they were going to be told.  Alexander said, 

‘Maybe he was shy.  I wouldn’t like having to sit while someone stares at 

me.  I think it’d be awful!’  Jessica said, ‘It would be a bit scary, but no 

worse than having your picture taken.’  Melissa said, ‘It’s somehow more 
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than having your picture taken.  You get that back from the chemist in a 

couple of days.  How long does it take to paint a picture, mum?’

Josephine said, ‘In the case of that picture, it took many, many weeks.  

The artist, you see, fell in love with his model.’  Robin’s interest lifted.  

‘You never told me that before.’  The children found that interesting too.  

‘The sittings,’ Jo said, ‘were done during the day.  My father was never 

there.  In fact I don’t think he ever met the artist.’  Robin bent to look 

at the signature, and found himself noticing, ever so faintly, the line of 

repair.  ‘A. Schell ... what is it?’  He peered closely, as if the name would 

tell him about the love.

‘Schellenberger,’ Jo said.  ‘He hadn’t been in the country long, and 

he was single.  What his life had been like in Austria I’ve no idea, but 

mother was his first love in his new country.  After he painted, they made 

love.  They never met away from her house, and once it was finished, she 

never saw him again.’  Robin looked at his wife.  ‘She told you this?’  Jo 

said, ‘I guessed it, and I showed her that I thought I knew, and yes, she 

told me.  She said I was never to tell my father.  She said, “Knowledge 

has a way of running recklessly around the world, and if you can contain 

it, you can do most things, as long as you’re comfortable with them.”  

Obviously she believed that what you don’t know won’t hurt you.’  She 

caught the question in her husband’s eyes.  ‘Do I believe that?  Not 

entirely.  I think that knowledge we don’t share is out of control inside 

ourselves.  I think that’s why we tell people things.  We need to see their 

reaction.  We know what we make of it by knowing what they make of it.  

It’s not as easy as people think to carry something alone.  Most people 

let out what they’ve done eventually.  Confession seems to be necessary 

in some form or other.’  Robin said, ‘So it began and ended with the 

painting?’

‘It began after the very first session, and ended after the last.  Mother 

said it was his eyes.  “He knew everything about me, and I had to give 

him the only thing he didn’t know.”  She frowned.  ‘I thought then, and 

still think, that that was silly romantic nonsense.  She had an impulse 

and she gratified it.  Did it do any harm?  We don’t know.  I know noth-
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ing about Schellenberger from that day to this.  If he’s still alive, and it’s 

possible, he may never have outgrown the love he had for her.  It may 

have been so strong that it was never surpassed.  Or he might have done 

the same thing any number of times, who knows?’

Robin said, ‘And your father?  You guessed.  Did he, do you think?’

‘Yes, I think he did.  He would certainly have noticed how long the 

whole thing was taking.  He would have noticed, too, that the painting 

came and went with the artist.  There’s nothing unusual about that, I 

know, but somehow it’s expressive of what was going on.  He knew he’d 

have to leave it one day, but he wasn’t letting go until he had to.’

Something occurred to Robin.  ‘Who paid for it?’  Josephine smiled.  

‘My father.  I don’t know how I know this but I’m certain that he 

knew that in paying the fee, which was substantial, he was paying ... 

what would you call it?  Clearance money.’  She looked at her fam-

ily.  Something in her glance made them awkward.  Josephine’s mother 

seemed the only one in the room with full freedom.  Robin turned to 

look at her, hanging on the wall.

‘Fallible as the rest of us.  Whoever would have thought?’

‘Fallible,’ said his wife, ‘and free.  To have done it was better than not 

to have done it.  Refusals lock us in.  We’ve said no, and we’ll never know 

what would have happened if we’d said yes.  But actions have reactions, 

too, don’t they.  Results.  Which is better, and which is worse?  We can 

never know.  I mean, it’s easy to say don’t run across the road because 

you’ll get hit by a car ...’

‘You ought to tell that to the possums,’ Alexander said.  ‘Did you see 

the one on the road last night, when we came home?’

His mother ignored this.  ‘... but if it’s truly a close call, between 

being desperate to do something and being afraid of where your actions 

might take you, I’ve always thought you should go for it.  But I’m chang-

ing as I grow older.  I think, now, the action you should take is the one 

that brings you home, safe and sound.  Cautious, aren’t I.  Feeble, really, 

if you analyse.’
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Robin said, ‘There’s times for everything, I guess.  Seasons for this 

and seasons for that.’  The children picked up his idea and started to talk 

about log fires, but Robin sensed that something was incomplete in his 

wife’s statement.  ‘You don’t really think you’re cautious, and certainly 

not feeble!’  She looked at him, and he saw a woman who valued his 

opinion for perhaps the first time in their years together.  ‘No,’ she said, 

‘I don’t suppose I do.  She had her moment ...’ her gesture moved their 

attention to the portrait, back in its place ‘... and I’m in the middle of 

mine, or perhaps a little past the halfway mark.  I don’t know and really, 

while I’ve got you all, I don’t care very much.’



The passion of Josephine and Don has ended before the book begins, 

ended by Jo because it is taking her away from where she has to be. Her 

children require of her that she turn from lover/wife into mother, and 

the most eloquent demand that she do so comes silently from a portrait 

on her wall. The upraised hands silently insist on the transformation her 

mother has undergone before her. Submitting, she allows the change 

to take place. This requires both her husband and her former lover to 

adapt, and the book is the story of the changes that take place in all 

three. Painful as these developments are, each is made aware of other 

stories circulating in the world about them: humanity becomes, through 

the necessity of their development, the sum of all its tales.
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