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			PROLOGUE: 
Death in Eindhoven


			I remember very clearly when she died. 

			Derek and I were at the end of our trip to Italy, and had arrived in Holland only the day before. It was not part of our original plan to come and visit her. My husband had presented this trip to me as a fait accompli, already booked and with an itinerary in place. But as we moved through central Italy – visiting places new to him and which I had not seen for fifteen years – it was inevitable that we would speak of Alex, and it seemed impossible that we should leave Europe without coming to see her. We altered our flights, and spent one night in Amsterdam before taking the train down to Eindhoven in the afternoon.

			When she opened the door I was gratified to see that she had grown plump and broader across the beam as I thought she would. I searched her face for any clue as to how she might be feeling, but saw only a faint unease as she kissed us both and apologised for the untidiness of the flat. She was dressed in black, her trousers and blouse both of heavy silk, a touch of colour coming from her earrings. Had she made a special effort on my account? She was wearing lipstick too, and this struck me as odd, but I had last seen her too long ago for this small detail to mean much.

			I had deliberately worn only clothes that I had bought in Europe, and I had dressed to make my height and slimness obvious to her. As we ate, and we fell into patterns of the past, this attempted one-upmanship made me feel petty. Her cooking had not changed. She served us from a big earthenware cooking pot, and the cassoulet, heavy on beans and onions, had her unmistakable stamp on it. We drank our wine from tumblers of coloured glass as she remonstrated with her son, Theo, a ten year old boy who looked so much like his mother, and who seemed to share her slight dissonance with the world. In him I saw the embryo of her passion, of her staunch refusal to accept that the world was not a better place. I observed their familiarity as Alex attempted first to reason, and then to bribe him into his bed. 

			When Theo was asleep we took our duty-free whisky into the sitting room. Alex lit candles and settled into a big armchair, her legs tucked up underneath her. We were all tired, and I felt a graceful languor, perhaps enhanced by whisky, envelop the room. The candlelight flattered her skin and eyes, and she was beautiful. She caught me looking at her and smiled. While Derek was in the bathroom she came over to the couch and took my hand.

			‘Come to my room, later.’ Then she kissed me on the cheek, lingering long enough for me to remember the feel and scent of her skin, before pressing my hand once more and sitting back in her armchair. Then Derek returned, and soon afterwards she stood up, and bade us both goodnight.

			She had turned her studio into a guestroom for us, and I lay next to Derek in the dark, surrounded by shelves full of her notebooks, her letters and postcards, of pebbles and feathers and jars of coloured sand brought back from her travels and collected from forests and shops and beaches. I was wide-awake while my husband lay on his back asleep, snoring slightly with the unfamiliar position and whisky. It was odd to be in this room, surrounded by her work and her mementos. No particular object was familiar to me, but together they seemed to form a part of my past as well as hers. There was an order to them, a classification according to some system that only Alex could know, but which I felt that I understood as well. 

			Twenty minutes after we went to bed I slipped out and went to her room.

			She lay in bed on her side, one arm poking out from beneath the quilt. I knew she was dead even before I touched her hand, but I reached out to hold it and it was cold. I moved my other hand up her arm to her body and felt some warmth, but the cold was creeping towards her core. My mind became very calm. I knew that it was of supreme importance for me to be there with her. This was not the first time I had experienced death at close quarters; I knew the feel of it, and I sat with her in the dark and held her hand while she turned cold.

		

	


	
		
			PART ONE: 
Et In Arcadia Ego

		

	


	
		
			One

			Before I started my final year of school it had seemed that my path was quite settled. I had reached a compromise that satisfied my mother, and to a lesser extent myself. It was agreed that after school I would study Occupational Therapy, but at the same time I would be allowed to continue my art studies at Bellamy’s Art Academy, a private art school that offered a degree course. In this way I could incorporate art theory and practice into my undergraduate degree, and write a postgraduate thesis on the integration of art therapy into the Health Services. My mother was thus satisfied that with qualifications in health there was at least some chance of employment for me. Of course she did not see much chance of me realising my ambition to be a successful artist.

			I was the favourite of our school art teacher, for it seemed that all the other girls were taking art only because no other subject would accept them. It had been a while since Ms Jenner had faced the prospect of one of her students getting an ‘A’ in the final exam. Before the summer holidays she had plied me with reading material for my special study, which had the ponderous working title An Examination of van Gogh’s Work at Various Stages of His Illness, and Compared with Haptic Art of Modern Mental Health Patients.

			This was my world when Alex came to my school at the start of the year. Any student changing schools for her final year was seen as unusual, but Alex would have stood out under any circumstances. In the first assembly it was announced that we were to welcome Alexandra Graham into the school, and when I arrived for our first Home Group meeting there she was, standing by the front bench.

			She was uniquely beautiful – powerfully so – but in a way that I found difficult to classify, for hers were not the fashionable looks that my peers aspired to. She was possessed of a more timeless allure, a beauty of spirit perhaps, or of purpose. Her school uniform had the enviable chic of appearing to be quite second-hand even though it was her first day with us. Not much was revealed about her figure except that she was neither reed-thin nor voluptuous – comfortably rounded, perhaps. Her hair, mid-brown and thick, managed a defiant untidiness despite being held in regulation plaits at the back. She faced the class with her hands held in front of her as she attempted to keep a prim expression on the clear, bright face whose marvellous eyes searched the room, whose mouth flickered in and out of a smile as she stood before us.

			As she was to be in my art class and I was a student council representative, it seemed natural that I would be assigned to show her around the school.

			Not much time in senior art was spent on technique. By final year it was assumed that we had learned the ways of coloured pencil, pastel, and acrylic, and of course we had all done innumerable linocuts as juniors. This term though, because we were studying the post-impressionists and fauves, we had been set to draw a vase of flowers with Conte pencil in the style of a Matisse brush drawing. We were attempting to capture the flowers in a single expressive line without shading or erasure. Ms Jenner had prepared us for this by showing a video of Matisse at work. 

			‘You see girls, watch his hand, see how he moves it over the paper, not touching, rehearsing the line, practising it in his mind then… bang! He makes the mark, once, perfect, indelible. That’s what I want you to do. You must hold the Conte like this, see? You must not let your hands touch the surface of the paper, and remember, you don’t draw with your wrist, you use your arm, your whole body... see?’ and while talking she managed to pull off a pretty good drawing of a poppy.

			‘So girls,’ she continued, ‘if you want the line to be alive you must give it that life. It must come from you. Now – go ahead.’

			I had positioned myself quite near to Alex. The room was quiet, the girls were either concentrating hard, or bewildered with no idea how to start, or bored and wondering when the lesson would end.

			I breathed deeply and struck out on a poppy, stabbing a little dot for the stamen, then, getting bolder, adding a few petals, and getting very involved with the stem. I felt a hand on my arm and looked up. Ms Jenner nodded, and gave me a silent smile of encouragement.

			For a moment I forgot my imagined rival, but then the silence of the room was broken by an unfamiliar voice that we would soon come to know well.

			‘Shit.’

			‘Alex?’

			‘Oh. Sorry Miss Jenner, I just; oh bum. Bum bum shit.’

			By this time all eyes were on her. Alex’s gaze was fixed forlornly on her paper. Conte was smudged on both palms and on the sleeve of her blouse as she used one blackened hand to push the cuff back above her elbow.

			‘Miss, I think I…’ and she looked up to locate Ms Jenner, but saw instead a dozen girls agog, all staring at her, their pencils motionless in mid air.

			‘Shit!’ and she tore the paper from her board, sending it clattering to the ground while one bulldog clip went spinning through the air as she ran out.

			The room, shocked at first, decided that the event was more comic than tragic, and collapsed into laughter; even Ms Jenner still had a tear in the corner of her eye when she had composed herself sufficiently to say, ‘Nicola, would you go and find Alexandra? You can show her where to get a new piece of paper, and see if she would like to come back and join us.’

			I found her outside leaning against the railing of the veranda. I managed to smother my glee, and approached her with something nearing compassion.

			‘Alex?’

			When she turned around I was not sure how she would react. There appeared to be a brief flash of anger, which changed in an instant to a self-deprecating smile and shrug.

			‘Shit,’ she said. ‘That wasn’t the best start, was it? Say, where do you people go for a smoke?’

			‘Um, well – at this time of day I suppose it would have to be the car park.’

			‘Come on then.’ When I just stood there she continued; ‘I’m not going back in there just yet, you know.’

			‘Well, um…’

			‘Oh come on. I’ll tell Jenner I was going to throw myself off the roof of the chapel and you had to talk me down.’

			Although it was practically compulsory for boarders to smoke, I did not. Even so, when she offered me an Alpine from the soft-pack she pulled out of her pocket I accepted it. We sat cross-legged on the ground in the student car park at the far end of the school and let our smoke drift across the oval.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			My younger sister Susan was also a boarder. She was in year nine, and slept in a dormitory with three other girls, while I, as a senior, had for the first time a room of my own. It was the standard scholars’ cubicle, furnished with a single bed, drawers, wardrobe, desk and cupboards. These were all made of chipboard veneered with oak, and bore the scars of desultory gouging and scraping over the years by girls who sat as I did, bored in the evenings and looking for distraction from their studies.

			I had personalised my room by sticking a few posters to the bare walls with Blu-Tack. I had David Bowie’s Aladin Sane and a highly prized Rocky Horror Show (London Production), along with a couple of reproductions of Monet water-lilies and van Gogh Sunflowers. After spending four years in dormitories I had at first viewed this room as a palace of wanton excess, but returning to the boarding house from afternoons spent in the sunshine with Alex it began to close in around me. I felt that I could almost hear the scrape of an iron key turning in a great lock, the muffled laughter of a hunchback gatekeeper following me down the corridor to lock me into my cell. Years of diligent compliance with all the school rules meant that I had earned the trust of the teachers, and could go about my life without being observed too closely. Friday afternoons were left free so that we might devote them to private study. I thought that it was within the letter of this law, and not too far from its spirit, that Alex and I should use these occasions to go to the Botanic Gardens to sketch. Not a lot of sketching was in fact done; we tended to view them as opportunities to commune with nature and revive the artistic spirits that had been stifled in the classroom all week.

			I kept a sports bag containing a change of clothes in the back of Alex’s car, and it became our habit to get changed in the nursing mothers’ room of the toilets in the Gardens, and have a cappuccino and an Alpine at the kiosk. We would then tuck our sketchbooks under our arms and walk about the Gardens, feeling that the world was not made entirely of timetables and homework assignments.

			I felt I was becoming closer to her on these walks, and began to find the courage to seek further contact. I did not know exactly what I wanted, but I found myself able to slip my hand into hers, and was immediately reassured by how right it seemed, and at the same time excited by the naughtiness of it. Alex was still a mystery to me; sometimes she shocked me by making casual references to sex or drugs, but I never knew if she was doing it for effect – to test my reaction. I was jealous of her past, of the things she had experienced before I knew her, and I wanted to find out about her without appearing to be curious. However, when I did meet any of her friends I usually wished I had not. On one our walks in the Gardens we saw two figures walking towards us across the grass. One was very tall with fair hair, and wore a highly conspicuous striped blazer and white trousers. The other was not quite as tall, dark-haired, obviously handsome, and wore blue jeans and a flowing silk shirt.

			‘Oh Jesus,’ said Alex, ‘the risen ghosts of my past are come to haunt me.’

			She waved, and we stood still while they approached, their faces calm, but their tread measured and cautious.

			‘Darling, how are you?’ asked the taller, fair one, before kissing Alex on the cheek and then looking inquiringly at me.

			‘We’ve been mushrooming,’ added the other one, and his smirk and the way he said it was meant to tell us that of course they were magic mushrooms.

			‘Yes, we walked down here from my place,’ said the tall one, ‘and it’s really been quite an adventure already.’

			I felt resentful of this unexpected intrusion into what I thought was our space, but Alex brightened, as if she had stepped out of the wings and on to a stage. She began the introductions, bowing slightly and speaking with an uncharacteristic formality that mirrored the way the boys spoke. She turned to the tall one, ‘Simon; this is Nicola. Nicola, I’d like you to meet Simon le Page, and this is George Muirhead.’

			‘Delighted,’ said Simon, and then continued talking to Alex as if I did not exist; ‘Well, I’m glad to see that you’ve not forsaken your old territories. You look radiant, as always.’ 

			Alex rolled her eyes in mock delight, slipping further into character and answering in a Cockney accent, ‘Well ducks, you are a charmer – must ‘ave been me week in Blackpool wot’s given me the ‘ealthy glow – gentleman there was ever so kind to me…’

			Simon cut her off, ‘George, you must tell Alexandra and her friend about your new job. I could not do justice to the horror of it all. George dresses as a spaceman in a shiny silver space suit and operates the Rocket Lift to the toy department at David Jones. I told him that honest toil would do him no good; better to remain an impecunious student than try to fight nature, but would he listen?’

			Then George took up the story. ‘It’s only for two weeks – thank God – a special promotion. The mothers take their dreadful children up in the lift and delight in tormenting me. “Look at the spaceman – Isn’t he handsome?”’

			Alex went on, ‘And of course you are, my dear. Those poor mums just wanted to lose their brats for a while and have their wicked way with you. Imagine their frustration as you press the button and ask “Going Down?” – too much for any woman to bear. We’ll have to come and see you at work.’

			‘Don’t you dare! If you do I shall press the self-destruct button and make us all space-junk together,’ said George.

			I stood and watched them make conversation for a few minutes, until Simon brought it to an end. ‘Goodness George, these mushrooms are becoming rather insistent, don’t you think? We should continue with our walk.’

			Then Alex kissed each of them on the cheek, and they shook me by the hand before walking slowly off by the creek. I did my best to look nonplussed, as if characters like that dropped by the boarding house every day of the week, but I could not manage to hide my unease. As soon as they were safely out of sight Alex filled me in on the detail.

			‘Oh God – those two! George is a friend of the family, Mum and Dad have known his parents for ever; I actually had a bit of a crush on him and went out with him at one stage, but that’s all ancient history,’ and she reassuringly linked her arm through mine before continuing; ‘Simon, on the other hand, is satanic. His family has all kinds of money. One day last year he took me and George to buy a Volvo for his mum, and his dad sent him to do it with a shopping bag full of cash – you should have seen the salesman’s face. Not that his mum can drive; she’s a complete junkie. She just walks around their huge house in a dressing gown saying “Have any of you children seen my fit?” You have to feel a bit sorry for him with a family like that. But I still wouldn’t trust him an inch. Last summer I had a party and he brought some hash that was completely laced with something or other so that it knocked the shit out of everyone. My parents got back at lunchtime the next day and there were comatose bodies all over the place. It was not a happy reunion.’

		

	


	
		
			Three

			School broke up for the Easter exeat at lunchtime on Thursday, but my sister and I were excused the morning lessons so that we could catch the 9.30 bus to Broken Hill. It was a long trip, but one that I usually made in high spirits, happy to be going home at the end of term. Susan by this stage had made the trip a few times with me. We talked mostly about the girls in the house, and of her season of school tennis. Early April that year was hot. The rains had not come yet, and the bus rumbled past endless fields of parched stubble on its way north.

			‘They won’t let you play in the open teams until year ten. It’s an unofficial rule that all the schools stick to. They want you in the Under 14s to help the other girls. Who’s number two?’

			‘Jess Parker.’

			‘Do I know her?’

			‘She’s a daygirl. She’s even got a court at home, but she’s hopeless.’

			‘There you go – they need you, don’t they? Are you going to get a good report this term?’

			‘Not too bad except I think I’ll probably get a C in Indo. I hope mum doesn’t flip out.’

			‘I wouldn’t worry too much about that,’ I said. I was not looking forward to presenting my mother with the revised plans for my tertiary education.

			My father had been an engineer at BHP. That was why we moved to Broken Hill in the first place. I remember being called into the Headmistress’s office where she told me that he had been killed in an accident. A road train hit his car while he was on his way to work. It was the other driver’s fault. Mum couldn’t drive down to get me so Mrs Muecke from the boarding house had driven me back home. I remember sitting there, staring out of the side window of her car all the way.

			Recently I had begun to question my mother about why she didn’t leave Broken Hill, given the way she used to complain about it. She presented a show on regional radio in the mornings where she played two hours of classical music and read notices about local events. It did not seem a huge reason to stay.

			We had passed out of the cropping land and into the barren sparseness of the red gibber cattle country. Unfenced red earth was all around us, cracked and dry. I pulled open the plastic vent above my head and let the stream of air blow into my face.

			We always told mum how bad the food was at school, so on our first night home we usually had a feast. That night it was crispy-skinned roast chicken and roast vegies. She had even made a pie for dessert. When Susan had left home and come down to school my mother had stopped cooking so much. She only had herself to look after, and I think she quite often went out to community gatherings. When we were home she made an effort, but I could tell it was getting to be a bit of a trial for her. The menu never changed; it was as if she remembered what we ate when we were little girls and stuck to that. Only now she would be distracted by other thoughts while she cooked, so things would happen like the meat would be done and then she would realise that she hadn’t put the vegies on.

			‘I’ve got a recipe for hot cross buns that I want to try this year,’ she said when we complimented her on the chicken.

			Mum didn’t mind about Susan’s impending C and I was saving my own news for the right moment, so the evening was relaxed. I knew my own request would need a well-planned campaign if it were to stand any chance of success. I waited until the next day, when she asked if I were enjoying my subjects.

			‘I really love art,’ I said.

			‘Yes, you’re lucky to have a talent. It will be a great comfort to you in life, and I’m sure you will use it to help others as well.’

			‘Well, I was thinking that it’s a shame not to go on with it.’

			She seemed puzzled, ‘You are going on with it.’

			‘I mean more. I mean, if I have something I really love, and I have only one life, and I’m young, and I don’t follow the one thing in life I really want to do, that would be a great shame and I would regret it.’

			‘You are going to do an art degree at Bellamy’s.’

			‘Yes but that’s only part time, and I’ll never know if I had really tried and done it full time, at Art School, then I might have been able to really do something that I love.’

			My mother looked at me and spoke firmly; ‘Yes, if you would like to be an unemployed drug addict I can see that would be a very sensible plan. But as I do not intend to support you forever I think the course that we have agreed would be a much better option. Darling – you have your whole life to develop your art. You can do your best work at sixty. But if you miss the boat and don’t get some useful tertiary qualifications early, you will never catch up. You’ll be working boring, low paid jobs for long hours and you won’t have the time or energy for painting.’

			I knew this was not going to be straightforward. The battle lines were drawn, and the campaign would run until September, when I had to submit my final choices. I decided it would be best to disengage, gather resources, and plot my next move. ‘Well, all I’m asking is that you listen to what I have to say and keep an open mind.’

			The next days passed uneventfully. Each trip back I seemed to have drifted further from the girls I knew from primary school. I would see them in the shops or the park, but it seemed as though I did not know them. Their hair and clothes were different; they wore make-up and their jeans seemed too tight, and I stumbled if I tried to talk to them.

			The boys my age now had their first cars; Kingswoods, Toranas, utes; some with mags, some dented, but all driven with calculated menace. They would prowl the streets, creeping along and then suddenly screeching off out of sight. Occasionally I would be recognised, and hear a call; ‘Hey Nic – suck my dick!’ or some variation on that theme.

			The subject of Art School did not come up again until the last day. We did not have to catch the bus back, because my mother was coming to Adelaide, and she drove us down.

			‘I’ve been thinking about what will happen when you girls are both studying,’ she looked rather pointedly at me, ‘and I think it would be best if I looked for a little flat near the city. It would be a good investment, and I could come down and stay from time to time to help when you have exams and assignments due.’

			As was the custom, she took us out for pizza and then dropped us off at the boarding house. There were a few cars, mostly dusty from country travel, unloading girls and suitcases, and we kissed her and waved goodbye.

		

	


	
		
			Four

			‘We’ll have to stop and get some petrol.’ Again we were in Alex’s car, only this time I was on my way to her house for the first time. The exams had finished, and we were rewarded with a weekend exeat.

			‘How do you think you went in maths?’ I asked.

			‘Oh God; don’t make me shiver with horror. I can’t bear to think about it. I think we’ll make French onion soup tonight and drink wine and listen to music, and then tomorrow I’ll show you what I meant about my special study, and we can go for walks in the mist and read books by the fire.’

			The little car chugged and spluttered, labouring slowly up into the foothills. The road wound its way upward; the air became crisp and colder. After a while we turned off the bitumen and the tyres crunched over a gravel driveway before we pulled up under the carport.

			‘Come on, give me a hand with the shopping and then we’ll get your bag.’

			As we entered the house I became aware for the first time of the smell that I will always associate with Alex, a damp, earthy, smoky smell, slightly mouldy but not unpleasant. It permeated that house and everything inside it. We walked along a corridor to the kitchen where Alex’s mum was standing, reading the instructions to an electric rice-cooker. As we entered she turned and smiled at us over half-glasses. Her hair was tied in a scarf, and she wore a black skinny-rib jumper with a large jewelled brooch at the neck.

			‘Muttie darling, this is Nicola.’

			‘Hello Mrs Graham.’

			‘Oh please – it’s Anne. Hello Nicola, it’s lovely to meet you. Ally dear I’ve put sheets on the bed in the end room for Nicola. You can help her with her things. Are you girls going to cook?’

			‘Yes, we thought it would be nice after all that study.’

			‘Well that’s lovely. Why don’t you go down and say hello to your father; he’ll want to hear how the last exam went.’

			The house was built into the side of the hill, and was split-level. The kitchen had long glass windows that looked onto a balcony. The darkness of the evening had closed in, and I would not see until the next day that there were wonderful views over the city to the sea. 

			Next to the kitchen was the living room, and I realised where the smoky smell came from. An open fireplace contained a few pieces of softwood that were smouldering damply, and every now and again a little burp of smoke would come back down out of the chimney and enter the room.

			We went down a set of stairs to another room where we found Alex’s father, a spare, bird-like man with grey hair and bright, intense eyes. He was seated in front of a light-table, and the glow from this, lighting his face from beneath, made it seem as if I were meeting not her real father, but an actor playing the part in a melodrama. On the table was an array of photographic transparencies over which he pored with the aid of a large magnifier.

			‘Hello there. Come and have a look at these,’ and beckoning us over to the table he passed the magnifier over to me. ‘Now – those three,’ he stabbed his finger at a row of images. ‘Which has the most impact? Choose one.’

			I was not sure if this were some kind of test. I seemed to be looking at pictures of insects sitting on branches of a tree. The insects were iridescent green, the branches, or twigs perhaps, were shiny brown and the backgrounds were black. I took my time, and examined all three before pointing to the one on the left.

			‘That one.’

			‘Presto! First thought – best thought. That one will become the cover of my new book,’ and he slid it into a little plastic envelope on which he marked the letter A in Chinagraph pencil. ‘I’m Terry,’ and he looked at me fully for the first time, offering me his hand.

			‘Oh hi, I’m Nicola.’

			‘Of course. We feel as if we know you already. What do you think of them?

			‘I… I’m not sure,’ I looked over to Alex for support. ‘They’re lovely I think.’

			‘Dad, Nic and I are cooking tea tonight, so we’d better get started,’ and she put her arm through mine and quickly pulled me form the room.

			Back in the kitchen, Alex’s mum was still looking at the instructions for the rice-cooker.

			‘Your father bought this today. Heaven knows why; we’ve always managed to cook rice without one until now. And I can’t understand are these ratios, “1 cup rice to 1.5 cups water. 2 cups rice to 3 cups water.” Now that makes sense, but then it changes – “4 cups rice to 5.25 cups water” Why isn’t it six? One of those has too much water, or else the other has too much rice.’

			‘It’s empirical mother. They have a team of elves who cook the rice with different ratios, they taste them all and the one that comes out the fluffiest gets written down.’

			Anne smiled at us. ‘Well, if you girls are making dinner I’ll go and see how your father is getting on with his new transparencies. He’s very excited about them. He took them down to be processed this morning, and waited in town while they were done. I think that’s mostly why we have our new cooker.’

			There was a flagon of white wine on one of the benches. Anne used it to fill a glass decanter, which she took with her, along with two glasses, as she left.

			‘My poor parents are completely mad,’ said Alex, pouring two glasses of wine from the flagon and passing one to me. ‘Cheers. As soon as I’ve had a chat to the lawyers about my inheritance I’m going to have them put down. Now – tonight we shall wow them with Soupe à l’Oignon,’ She switched on the oven, and took a cast iron pot out of a cupboard. ‘We need a dozen thick slices of black Vogel bread, toasted and buttered. Could you do that? I’ll cut up the onions. I don’t cry, for some reason.’

			I found the bread, which was different from any bread I had seen before, and used a serrated knife to cut it into thick slices. I placed these under the griller and then watched as Alex sautéed the onions in the pot, happy just to be with her in this new world.

			...

			I woke the next morning to an early grey light. The air was cold, and I dressed fully, in jeans, jumper and boots, before leaving my room. A glass door opened from the corridor onto the deck that ran around the house, and I stood outside as the sky began to lighten and the colours of nature were restored to the monochrome world before me. The silence of the dawn, broken now by the first calls of the birds, seemed a world away from my school reveille of traffic-hum, radios, and the yawns and squeals of girls dragged from sleep.

			Soon I became uncomfortably cold, and went inside to find Terry sitting at the dining table drinking coffee and reading the newspaper.

			‘Good morning Nicola. Alex is in the kitchen. She’ll probably want to know if you want pancakes.’

			‘Thanks. Good morning.’

			I walked through into the kitchen, where I found her using a hand-beater vigorously on the contents of a large plastic bowl. She looked up while continuing to beat the mixture. ‘Help yourself – there’s coffee in the percolator. If I stop this now it will go all lumpy.’

			I poured myself a cup of coffee and let the warmth of it flow into me while I stood with my hands around the cup. 

			‘I hope wholemeal pancakes are okay with you; we have honey, or lemon and sugar. It’s Bluegum honey, but we usually just have lemon and sugar.’

			‘Oh, that sounds great – pancakes are fine. Um, what can I do?’

			‘I think I’m okay here, you could just take the coffee in to Dad. I’ll bring the pancakes in a sec.’

			‘So – van Gogh,’ Terry looked up at me as I walked in. ‘You mentioned something about a project last night.’

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘You know how his brushstrokes go in The Starry Night for example, where they follow the shape of what he’s painting, well I’ve been looking at artwork by mental patients – patients in mental institutions, and there are quite a few where there is the same kind of thing. It’s a huge topic. I started out looking at colour, subject matter, other artists who had mental problems, but it just got too huge, so I’ve narrowed it down to just a few examples, and I think I should be able to get quite a good study out of it.’

			‘Imagine the despair,’ said Terry. ‘Imagine the courage it took to look at yourself after you had cut your ear – and if you look at that portrait he was clearly in control when he painted it – Imagine that relentless inward gaze for the time it took to paint it – all the time thinking of what you had done, looking at what you had done; wondering what you would do next. My God. And have you read the letters to Theo?’

			‘I think I might have read bits of some of them.’

			‘What a body of work. Literate, controlled, artistic, brilliant. Quite blows away this silly cliché of the mad tortured artist. The man had a mind; what a mind. Wormwood is what killed him,’ Terry paused. By this time the four of us – for Alex and Anne had come in – were on our first or second pancakes depending on the amount we had been talking.

			‘Wormwood, darling?’ Anne, seeing I had my mouth full, filled the pause for me, and then gave me a conspiratorial wink.

			‘Yes, wormwood. Psychoactive ingredient of Absinthe – before they changed the laws to make the stuff illegal. Now, what’s the name; it’s an alkaloid that comes out of wormwood – God what is it? Anyway, the wormwood went into the Absinthe; he and Gaugin used to swill it like barley water. When you’re halfway up queer street already that’s going to completely break your balls,’ and caught by his own inadvertent joke, Terry spluttered a mixture of pancake and coffee onto the table. ‘Oh, God. Excuse me,’ and he coughed a couple of times, and wiped a light spray of breakfast from the table.

			‘Oh Dad.’

			‘Ally darling, what can I say?’ He looked at me. ‘You know how poor Vincent died.’

			I sensed that a response was required; ‘He committed suicide.’

			‘But did he? Did you know he shot himself?’

			‘No, I don’t think I knew that.’

			‘And did you know he died four days after he shot himself?’

			‘No.’

			‘And did you know that he tried to shoot his cock off?’

			‘Oh, Dad. Spare us, will you?’

			‘What, spare you the truth? Nicola is studying this man and his work. This is no secret, it’s there if you read the letters, if you read between the lines. It’s not in the Family Treasury of Art but it happened. And if people say, “Oh, the tortured artist killed himself because no one would buy his paintings,” well that’s just not right. Here we have a brilliant but ill man, feeding his psychosis with dangerous drugs, mutilating himself as he tries to destroy that part of himself that he abominates. He dies four days later from a wound that the local doctor had no idea how to treat.’

			‘So,’ asked Alex, ‘if they took away his Absinthe and locked him up, then what? Are you saying he shouldn’t have been allowed to drink, do whatever he wanted for the sake of his art? If the state represses the individual we end up like Cuckoo’s Nest,’

			‘How so?’ asked Terry, clearly enjoying the exchange.

			‘Well, if the state represses individuality, if those who don’t fit into the system are made to conform, like McMurphy, then we would have no art. It would be medicated out of us; think of Aldous Huxley, Brave New World – Soma for all!’

			‘Well, Vincent didn’t do much worthwhile painting when he was dead.’

			‘No, but if Nurse Ratched had been giving him the pills all his life he never would have painted anything.’

			‘I take your point. So the question is one of degree; when is the individual harming society? If I want to take a gun and shoot an innocent child and say “That is my art” well, clearly I should be stopped. But what if I just want to drink Absinthe and turn my gun on myself? Where should society draw the line?’ He paused, ‘Err, Nicola?’

			‘Gosh, I’m not sure,’ I said, slightly panicked about how I might perform in the debate.

			‘No, no; I meant would you pass me that last pancake,’ said Terry, and grinning, he too gave me a wink.

			...

			In the early afternoon Alex and I went to the downstairs room, which was originally just a big empty space under the house, but which her parents had converted into their shared workspace. Alex’s mother taught alternative photographic techniques at a TAFE college.

			‘I’m actually quite proud of the way they work together,’ Alex said. ‘Because Mum has a need to explore, to create within her own vision, and Dad is completely bound up in his projects, his books and things. So he’s always got a deadline or a creative block or he’s madly engrossed in something, which is not my mother’s way at all – she’s so serene, and yet they come down here into this little world they’ve made; quite cosy, and they scurry about here getting on with it, both being productive, hardly getting on each other’s nerves at all. I work down here as well; my space is over here.’

			Leaning against the far wall was a roll of cartridge paper nearly two metres wide, and some wooden shelving holding large plastic bottles of acrylic paint. ‘This is my stuff; I’ll show you,’ and she took the roll and laid it on the floor, holding down one edge of the roll with a few well placed books while she knelt behind it and unrolled a couple of metres. It was covered with the impression of a human body – her body – which had been covered in paint and then rolled over the paper, in the same manner that children roll down grassy slopes. This left the paper covered with a repeating tangle of shapes; legs, arms, buttocks, torso, breasts, over and over, forming a forest of movement along the paper.

			‘Oh wow – it’s great,’ I said.

			‘Thanks. You know how parents love to make handprints of their babies and use them as Christmas cards? As if to say, “Here is this tiny thing – this moment, frozen, that will soon be lost”. And then at kindy they make you take your sandals off and walk with painted feet on paper. Well, what I’m doing here is taking the body of a woman, and I’m saying here she is – alive, realised. I’m not trying here for a static representation of the idealised womanly shape; I’m saying this is the mark; this is the real shape and flesh of a living woman. Here we have the moment; here is the record of what she is now; this is what I’ve captured for you to see; all she is – all she will become.’

			She stood for a moment beside me before continuing; ‘Will you help me do the canvas?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘The paper is a study. The real one will be on canvas. I’m ready to do it if you’ll help me.’

			‘What do I have to do?’

			‘We put plastic on the floor, and the canvas goes on the plastic, and we make sure there are no wrinkles. You paint my body, and then make sure the canvas doesn’t move when I roll on it. I start on the plastic, roll onto one end of the canvas and keep rolling until I come off the other end onto the plastic again. I go and wash the first colour off, then we do it again. Three colours; yellow, crimson and violet.’

			Her beauty was at its zenith as I saw her that day. It was something in the way her very essence proclaimed to the world, as she had said to me, ‘I am a woman’ and could say it at the age of just sixteen without a hint of self-consciousness. She had not yet been mocked, or hurt, or learned to be wary of others. She delighted in her beauty, but did not see it as out of the ordinary. It was her possession, and her right to use it as she pleased.

			‘Wow,’ I said, ‘of course, yes. But how do I put the paint on you?’

			‘You sponge me,’ she smiled, ‘I’ve tried a brush, a roller and a squirty bottle. The sponge is best.’ 

			And in that moment everything seemed to make perfect sense. Alex unbuttoned her blouse with complete propriety – she needed to show me what was required for the project – and it was equally inevitable that I should reach out and touch her bare skin, the better to understand it. But at the moment of contact the exquisite sensation was a shock to us both, and surprisingly it was I, realising that this was what I wanted above all else, who took it to the next stage, as I went beyond any line of hesitation and leaned closer into her and was electrified by the sensation of my skin on hers. My eyes opened in surprise as I embraced Alex fully, and then they closed as she allowed my cheek to slide alongside hers, and I marvelled in the contact and meeting of contours, amazed and reassured that they should fit so well. I felt myself melting, as if I would flow into her and we would become one, but Alex remained solid, and then she withdrew, looking at me and smiling, but taking my hands away and putting them firmly back by my sides.

			‘Come on,’ she said, ‘time to go up for lunch.’

		

	


	
		
			Five

			‘Susan, I’m very disappointed.’

			‘But mum, I didn’t do anything.’

			It was rather late to be eating, but mum had gone to the trouble of making apricot chicken, so we sat on three sides of the Laminex kitchen table, the electric crock-pot between us. The most conspicuous object though, was an envelope from the school that mum had put next to her plate. She looked up, and with a certain amount of ceremony removed the letter from its envelope. ‘…regret to inform you that Susan is one of a group of girls whom Miss Landers found smoking in the grounds of the school… Well?’

			‘But it wasn’t me. I wasn’t smoking. Some of the girls were, but Lando just sprung us and said “Right you lot, come with me” and we were all dragged off to Muekes, and she said “Well what have you got to say for yourselves?” and no one was going to dob, so the whole lot of us copped it, but I wasn’t smoking, I was just there. I promise.’

			My mother paused and then said with gravity, ‘You will be grounded for the first week of the holidays.’

			‘But that is so unfair – I told you, it wasn’t me, I was just there. It says in the letter “a group of girls” it doesn’t say “Susan was caught smoking” it says a group and it doesn’t say who was smoking and who wasn’t. You can’t ground me just because the others were smoking and I was there too.’

			‘One week and that is final. The letter also says that if such a thing happens again all the girls involved will be suspended. I wrote a letter this morning to Mrs Muecke thanking her for her vigilance and saying how sorry I was that you had done this. I also said that you would be grounded for one week – so you can see I’ve made up my mind and there is no point in discussing it further.’

			Susan started to say something, but I kicked her under the table and we ate in silence. Mum made a point of finishing everything on her plate while Susan sat sullenly in front of her food, leaving it untouched. I chose the middle path, and ate about half before saying, ‘Thanks Mum, that was really yummy, but I don’t think I can eat any more. We had some Minties on the bus.’

			...

			The next morning I lay awake while Susan slept in her bed on the other side of the room. It was odd to be back sharing with her; in the past months I had grown used to a certain amount of privacy, to the luxury of time by myself. We had always shared a room at home. Then, when I went down to school in year eight the room had become Susan’s, and she had gleefully taken it over and stamped it with her personality, so that when I came back in the holidays I felt like a visitor. Now that we were both away it was as if the room belonged to neither of us, and we were returning to inhabit a museum exhibit; a space once shared by two sisters, younger than ourselves, who we had met but knew only slightly.

			‘Mum is such a cow.’

			I turned and saw Susan propped up on one elbow.

			‘I’d go a bit easy on the whingeing,’ I said, ‘I’m going to get sick of it. How about you try suffering in silence?’

			Mum was in the kitchen reading the paper and drinking a cup of tea.

			‘Good morning girls. Would anyone like a boiled egg? Now Susan, after breakfast I want you to help me take some prunings to the green dump. Nicola, I thought we could have a quick look at your study timetable before we go.’

			‘Mum,’ I protested, ‘it’s the first day of the holidays. They told us to have one week’s break and study hard for one week. I’ll start on Monday, but before then I don’t want to think about it.’

			‘Alright then; you can help us at the dump.’

			‘Actually mum,’ said Susan, ‘I have to do a project, and I want to get a project book for it. Would it be okay if Nic walked me down to the shops to help me get one?’

			‘No dear. If you need something we can stop on the way back. I’m pleased that you are so enthusiastic about your project Susan, what’s the subject?’

			‘Oh, it’s history or something.’

			‘Well, I have that marvellous History of Europe by Fisher. I think I first read it at about your age. I’ll get it down and we can rough out your project together while Nicola is at her books.’

			‘Great.’

			‘Now, who’s for toast? Would you like a cup of tea? I took out those old rose bushes by the back fence, and some bits were too big for the compost. The green dump is open from ten to twelve on Saturdays. I’ve put some plastic in the back of the car, but I just need a hand to drag the branches in.’

			We all managed to get scratched to varying degrees. Mum was first, to Susan’s barely contained delight, then I suffered a scratch to the leg, and then, when it seemed that the last branch would find its resting place at the dump without further incident, Susan received a thorn wound to the thumb. Though just a small puncture, it was enough to consign her to injured silence in the back seat. Only her occasional murmurs of pain let us know that she had not expired entirely.

			‘Well, thankyou girls,’ said mum, ‘that was much easier with some extra hands. Now, what say I take us all out to the café for a treat? Then we can go to the newsagents for your project book, Susan.’

			‘Thanks, but I can wait.’

			‘Oh, Mum, I’d love a milkshake,’ I said, just to annoy Susan. ‘Come on Susie, it’ll make your thumb feel much better.’

			‘Yes why not,’ said my mother, ‘I thought we might look at some clothes as well. Bell’s has some knitwear on sale.’

			‘You go. I’ll wait in the car,’ said Susan. 

			Mum and I left her and sat in the café, where we shared a pot of tea and some sandwiches.

			‘I’ve been thinking about next year, Nicola. It’s going to be a big shift for you, and I thought we might have a look at some of the residential colleges. I think that with all your contact hours, trying to keep the flat going would be too much.’

			‘Mum, I need to talk to you about that.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘Well, I want to go to Art School.’

			‘Yes, we’ve settled that.’

			‘No. You know what I mean. I want to go to real Art School full time.’

			‘No, Nicola. No. No. No. I will not have you waste your life like that.’

			‘Mum, it’s not a waste; it’s something I really love and something I’m going to do.’

			‘Once you have your degree you can complete your art studies while you’re working. I’m sure you’ll get credit for what you’ve done at Bellamy’s, and then, with a sound qualification behind you, with some extra maturity and experience, you’ll breeze through, and do much better work than if you started now.’

			‘No. I am not going to waste three years of my life on something I don’t want to do; I’m not. I am going to Art School.’

			‘You can’t. I won’t sign the form.’

			Of course I expected something like this, and was well prepared. ‘Will you sign the form if I put OT first and Art second?’

			‘No. Science goes second, and Art third. That’s what we said.’

			‘Okay then, I’ll fail my exams.’

			‘What?’

			‘For Visual Art you just need a bare pass and a good portfolio. I’ll make sure my marks are so bad I don’t get in to OT or Science. It’ll be easy.’ She stared at me with an expression of disbelief while I continued. ‘I was getting a bit sick of being a straight A student, anyway. Would you buy me a TV Guide ? I’ve got a lot of catching up to do.’

			Being able to make this opening gambit in the café was a bonus. I knew she would not make a scene in public. She just sat there going white, and I started to get worried about the trip home in the car. I had imagined the scene ending with slammed doors and me storming out of the house, ‘I’ll walk home,’ I said, and left her there.

			I walked down past the newsagents and the shoe shop. In front of the supermarket were little knots of men and women carrying on Saturday conversations. I saw a girl I knew pushing a trolley packed high with groceries; meat, Coca Cola, bread, potato chips. Outside the shopping centre a boy pushed a long snake of trolleys in front of me. I crossed the car park and set off along the road towards the War Memorial. It was a very long walk home.

			Susan was sitting on the couch watching television. She looked up and said, ‘Wow. Mum is really spewing,’ and then looked back at the screen.

		

	


	
		
			Six

			‘Leave your stuff in the car for now,’ said Alex, ‘We’ll go in and say hello. You never know, we might get a room seeing we’re here early.’

			The front door was opened by George, and I was reminded why Alex might have been keen on him; he was tall and lean, with fine features and blue eyes. He looked us over briefly, acknowledging Alex and then welcoming us into the house with cool aloofness. We were led down a hallway, and then into a room lined with bookshelves. Large French windows opened out onto a courtyard where we could see Peggy standing with her hands on her hips looking at a rose bush.

			‘Hello Bob.’ It was only when Alex greeted him and swept across the room to give him a kiss on the cheek that I noticed a man in his late fifties sitting in a big armchair reading a newspaper.

			‘Hello there.’ He stood up and put his hands on her shoulders. ‘I’ll bet you’re glad to be finished.’

			‘Now that’s an understatement. This is my friend Nicola Williams.’

			‘Hello Nicola. Have you just your finished exams as well?’

			‘Yes, thankyou.’

			‘Nicola was Dux of our school. She and I are going to study visual art together next year.’

			‘Well congratulations, how marvellous,’ he said. ‘I’ll see if I can rouse Peggy from her plants. I’m not sure what Tom is up to at the moment; I think he might be off in the car buying ice or some such.’

			Bob went and tapped on the glass of the window. Peggy turned and waved, and then, leaving her gardening gloves and secateurs on a table outside, she disappeared through a door in the far wall of the courtyard. We followed Bob to the kitchen where we rediscovered Peggy making tea. While the tea was being poured we heard a car arriving at the back of the house.

			‘That must be Tom and Eduardo – have you girls met Eduardo?’ asked Peggy, and when we replied with blank stares she continued, ‘He’s on an exchange from Brazil, staying with us for nine weeks. It took him quite a while to believe us that we don’t have servants. I think he still suspects that we have them hidden away somewhere just to play a trick on him. He’s quite a character,’ and as if on cue the door burst open and through it came the two boys, both laughing and tottering under the weight of the three bags of ice that each clutched to his chest. Our presence caused a double-take, and Peggy used the pause to begin another round of introductions, which was interrupted by Tom blurting out, ‘Bloody Hell, Mum, we’re freezing our tits off!’ at which they both burst into laughter again, and exited swiftly through to the laundry. Eduardo had the presence of mind to call out, ‘Nice to meet you,’ as he left.

			The boys returned less than a minute later. They were both wearing tee shirts, now wet at the front, and their arms were reddened by the cold of the ice. They really were quite a pair. Tom was shorter than his brother, and more muscular; the features I had just met in George were here repeated, but on a broader, more open face. It seemed that he had been working on his tan; his skin had an even honey colour which made his hair look even fairer. This was in sharp distinction to Eduardo, who seemed impossibly Latin next to him; a little shorter with darker skin, very dark brown eyes and black hair. He moved with an athletic swagger that gave me the immediate – and as it turned out, correct – impression that he was a soccer player.

			They joined us at the table and began to speak of preparations for the party. Their major concern seemed to be that their guests should bring enough beer. It was clearly a matter that had occupied much of their attention that day. We sat and listened to Tom earnestly expounding on his calculations of how much would be required, whether all of it could be kept cold on ice in the laundry, who might steal it, and what to do if it ran out. Drinks for the girls, ‘don’t worry, we’ve got stacks of that white wine,’ were not an issue, except if the boys drank it instead and thus left the girls in a state of tetchy sobriety. Peggy wanted to cut sandwiches, but we all expressed the view that they would dry out and curl up at the edges; Bob worried what damage might be done to his barbecue if the boys were given control. It was decided, after much debate, that Bob would cook the sausages himself at about 10 o’clock, and after that he and Peggy would retire. The bread would be buttered and put back into its plastic bags to keep it fresh, and would in any case be re-hydrated by liberal administration of tomato sauce. Alex and I entered cheerfully into this tableau, and soon found ourselves buttering bread while we talked with Peggy. As the evening approached we walked about the perimeter of the garden with a roll of yellow electricians’ tape and marked the wire fence at intervals so that revellers would not trip into it in the dark.

			...

			‘Un Chien Andalou,’ said Simon. He paused, drew on his cigarette and then blew a series of neat smoke rings into the still night air.

			‘I’m sorry?’ I said. We were leaning on the railing of the veranda at the side of the house, and I scanned the small groups of people scattered about the lawn in front of us. Mostly they sat in circles drinking beer and smoking. A single light bulb on the side of the house illuminated the closest of them, allowing me to pick out a familiar face here and there. Tom and Eduardo were in a group of six who seemed to be playing some kind of drinking game. Farther away from the light the guests were distinguishable only by their silhouettes and the occasional glow of a cigarette, or by a figure rising unsteadily and walking back to the house to replenish supplies.

			‘The film by Bunuel,’ continued Simon, ‘You mention Dali and the surrealists. The ants swarming from a hand; the woman’s eye sliced open – they are surely the most enduring cinematographic images of the age.’

			A screen door from the house opened and George emerged with a bottle of champagne; ‘Success!’ and refilled our plastic cups.

			‘Oh, thanks.’ I said. ‘Sorry, you were saying how Dali made a film with ants?’

			‘Luis Bunuel,’ corrected Simon, ‘Dali and he collaborated on the script. Bunuel’s career in cinema spanned fifty years, but he later fell out with Dali, which was not uncommon.’

			‘Oh, and so which one invented the ants?’ I asked, and then, ‘George, did you see Alex when you were inside?’

			Simon answered for him: ‘No my dear, I’m afraid you will have to survive without her for a while. I think she has gone off with the charming Eduardo, with the lofty aim of furthering relations between our two nations.’

			‘No way,’ I said, ‘Eduardo’s down there. I just saw him.’

			‘Oh, then perhaps she slipped off with some other latin lover. Maybe Desi Arnaz? Did I just hear someone call out “Lucy? I’m home!” Oh, I’m sorry to be vulgar,’ and he looked at George and me in turn, ‘particularly in front of two – how shall we call you – stakeholders? But you George, surely you would recognise the cry.’

			‘Oh God, Simon,’ replied George, ‘do you really have to be such a dick?’

			‘I’m sorry, please forgive me. Where were we? – Yes, we were discussing cinema. Nicola was just telling me how much she enjoyed David Hamilton’s Bilitis, but how she had trouble following the plot,’ and he turned and walked back into the house.

			‘Don’t worry about him,’ said George, ‘he often gets like that at parties. He sees people having fun and there he is in the middle of it all behaving like a shit, and he tries not to but he can’t help himself, and then he realises he’s doing it and it makes him even more of a shit.’

			The champagne, on top of the wine, had fuddled me. But in my confusion I seemed to focus even more closely on Alex; ‘But you went out with Alex, didn’t you?’

			‘What?’ George turned and looked at me; ‘Where did that come from? Well, yes – but that was a long time ago.’

			‘I hope you don’t mind me asking,’ I said, ‘she mentioned it, but she never said whether you two actually – you know...’

			‘What?’

			‘You know.’

			‘Oh God. Well, we were pretty young; I mean she hadn’t even turned sixteen. I guess we did a few things, but it was never going to work out particularly well for either of us; so we ended up having a good laugh and being friends.’

			‘Oh good, because – well, you know the way she talks; she’ll be so mysterious and dramatic about it. I thought you guys must have had some tragic affair that nearly ended in suicide or something like that.’

			‘Ha! You’ll discover that our dear Alexandra loves a bit of melodrama, especially when she is able to cast herself in a leading role. Anyway, why are you so worried about her? School’s over, you’re in love – you should be celebrating. I’ll go and see if I can find something more to drink – Don’t move.’

			I stood leaning on the railing and watched Tom and Eduardo walk across the lawn towards the house. They concentrated hard, watching their feet as they walked up the stairs and stood next to me.

			‘Gidday Mate!’ It was Eduardo.

			‘I’m teaching Eddie to speak Australian,’ said Tom. ‘Go on Ed.’

			‘Gidday Mate!’ he repeated, and then added, ‘I had a fucking good time!’

			‘Onya Ed, but you say it like this; fuck-en. Fucken bewdy.’

			‘It was a fucken bewdy!’ echoed Eduardo with great conviction.

			‘Yeah, so;’ offered Tom, ‘So – you’re up here all by yourself? You should come back down on the lawn. Can I get you a drink?’

			‘Yeah, Champagne thanks.’

			Tom went inside and quickly returned with a six-pack of beer, a soggy cask of white wine and some more plastic cups. ‘Come on, you go in the middle. We’ve got to teach him the Aussie walk as well.’ And we formed a threesome, arms linked around waists as we walked back away from the house. I had an arm around each boy, and was aware of Tom’s hand on my ribs. Deferential even in his drunkenness, there was no impropriety until I fanned my own fingers out over his chest. At this sign his hand went immediately to my left boob, where I let it stay until we all disengaged back at the group on the lawn. There was no eye contact between us as we sat and took our places in the circle, only when drinks were offered round and my cup was being refilled did I look at him and dimly discern a smile in the darkness.

			The talk around me went on in fits and starts; there was laughter, calls of ‘Mate!’ pats on the back – the two girls in the group were unknown to me; they sat with polite smiles, and exchanged occasional remarks with each other.

			‘I might just get some air,’ I said, and stood up, walking away from the noise, realising as I felt the cool grass on my feet that I had removed my sandals and left them with the group. I reached the fence and rested against a post. Tom had followed me, and he put one hand on my shoulder from behind. When I turned he reached his other arm around me and sought to kiss me, advancing unsteadily but swiftly until the bitterness of cigarettes and beer was in my mouth.

			‘No Tom, thanks.’ A gentle shove was enough to rebuff him.

			‘Yeah, well – I came over for a piss actually,’ and he made good this claim by unzipping his jeans and pissing through the wire fence while he stood next to me; an unbroken arc went on and on while he stared straight ahead without speaking. ‘Well, see ya,’ he said finally when he had finished and was walking back to the others.

			‘Yeah, see ya.’ I left the fence and walked on, enjoying the cloak of night as I picked out a path across the garden, observing the groups of figures dotted about the lawn. As I moved back towards the house the light around me seemed to change; the sky grew blacker and it seemed that the buildings, lawn and garden had begun to glow with a faint light of their own. I walked up the steps to the veranda; the slates cool on my bare feet, then through the screen door with its bent flywire and peeling paint, and inside. The house was quiet. There was music playing somewhere, but the atmosphere inside the house was slow and calm, as if the party outside was in a different world entirely. I walked along a hallway, cautious in the semi-darkness. The only light came from a singe globe that hung from the ceiling inside a brass shade; a sphere cut with oriental patterns that cast their shapes again in light and shadow on the walls. The music stopped, and then a few moments later it started up again; a scratchy recording of a woman singing a mournful song in German. It became louder as a door opened and I heard muffled voices, then footsteps as Simon walked towards me in the hall. He gave me a disinterested look and said, ‘You’ll find her in there,’ as he walked past.

			I entered again the same room that George had shown us when we first arrived that afternoon. Now George sat in the armchair, dimly lit, leaning back with his eyes closed. One hand rested under his chin, the other arm was draped over Alex’s shoulder; she sat on the floor with her back against the chair so that her head rested against his thigh. It seemed as though they were both asleep. She was wearing an embroidered silk dressing gown that I had not seen before. The music stopped again. It had been coming from an old radiogram on the far side of the room, now making only a click and scrape as the needle ran around at the end of the recording. The room was thick with an odd, sweet smoke that I could not place; not dope, not tobacco.

			‘Oh – Nicola. Hello,’ said George, showing no surprise. ‘Alex dear, look who’s come to play.’

			Alex did not move until George ran the back of his hand across her cheek. She opened her eyes and smiled blankly at me, then gave me a small wave of her hand.

			‘Alex,’ I said, ‘what are you doing here?’

			‘Doing?’ she said slowly, ‘I’m not sure. George – remind me… what have we been doing?’

		

	


	
		
			Seven

			From the time we were little it had been a family tradition that every summer we would pack up into the big Chrysler station wagon and drive down from Broken Hill to the coast. It was a journey of three hundred miles to Moonta Bay, where we would spend two weeks at the caravan park next to the beach. The holiday officially started when the mine office closed for Christmas, and dad would come home and drink a beer at the kitchen table in his white shirt with no tie.

			For some reason mum kept the big Chrysler after dad died, even though she complained about the heavy steering and gears. Dad had been driving our other car, a Mini, when he was killed. I never saw the wreck, but I think perhaps it had put mum off small cars. She was determined that our first Christmas without dad would not be spent at home, and equally determined not to go to the relatives in the east, so a new tradition was started. She rented a beach house at Victor Harbor, close to Adelaide, and we spent two weeks there instead. It was red-brick house set two streets back from the beach where the land rose steeply behind the railway line. For most of the year our landlord, Mrs Patterson, lived there, but she let it out over the holiday season while she stayed with one of her daughters in Adelaide. In our first year we proved ourselves to be good tenants, and Mrs Patterson then allowed us access to more of her personal things; cupboards of old toys, fishing rods, tennis racquets, and a bicycle on which Susan and I would mount expeditions to the bakery. We felt quite territorial about the house after a couple of years, and when we arrived at the start of a new holiday we would hunt about, looking to see what had changed since the year before; perhaps some new crockery, painted cupboards, or a new bedspread. We visited the local junk shops and each year would leave a small gift for the house. Once we bought a set of coloured sherry glasses, and the year I finished school it seemed that we had been truly accepted when we saw on arriving that the glasses had been left displayed on her sideboard.

			My mother loved to walk, and would set off after breakfast, crossing the train line and following the path down to the beach, where she would walk for hours, often going right down past the rocks at the far end of the bay. Her departure became the signal for Susan to sit in the wicker chair on the front veranda and light a cigarette. ‘Thank Christ,’ she would say, exhaling her first lung-full; the harbinger of two or so peaceful hours in which we had sole possession of the house.

			That year I wrote long letters to Alex, full of the minutiae of my days; of the magazines I had read, of my tan, of my fights with Susan, of the maddening conversations with my mother. I illustrated the letters with pencil sketches of sea shells, rock formations, of the patterns made by the clouds. Alex was in Hobart with her parents, visiting relatives. I promised I would check the Post Office for letters from her, and waited one week before doing so, then daily after that, but none came.

			That year too I began to swim, and for the first time learned to experience the sea. The water there was cooler, darker and deeper than I had experienced before. I became aware for the first time of an ocean without end, and sought to lose myself in its grey-green mantle. I was neither a natural nor a strong swimmer, but I would strike out far away from the shore, and loll in the waters of the late afternoon. Looking back like a seal at the land far away I would see Susan on her towel and my mother, head in book, barely visible; seen and then lost again as I rose and fell behind the grey swell that darkened as the sky turned orange in the failing light. 

			...

			‘It’s different now.’

			‘Yes mum,’ we were walking along the beach. That morning my mother had summoned me to walk with her. Susan had given me a look that came close to sympathy and mouthed ‘good luck’ as we departed. Not that I was expecting any real drama; the major cause of friction between us had been settled by the deputy principal at school. She had forged a deal where I applied to enrol in OT but deferred my start for one year, in which I time was allowed full-time art study. The deal was not entirely satisfactory to mum or me, but it provided a setting in which we could get on without open conflict.

			There was a more general unease that seemed to exist between us, not helped by our close quarters at the beach. Healthy and relaxing our holiday undoubtedly was, but we all found ourselves with a little too much time on our hands, and in these idle hours our petty differences steeped quietly until they left an atmosphere infused with potent family toxins. Mum was only forty-two, but dad’s death and living alone for the last three years had wrought the change of ages in her, and this was more obvious to me as I grew older. I was only twelve when I last lived with her full-time, and our relationship seemed to have stopped developing along with her cooking; it too dwelled forever in the nursery, nourished on a diet of rusks and mashed bananas. Our mother grew smaller as we grew taller, and that summer Susan too had outstripped her in height. Mum’s friends complimented her on her youthful appearance, but to me she seemed old.

			On the beach that day we walked side by side, barefoot, and I looked down at our feet making their tracks together in the damp sand. I was content to listen half-heartedly to her talk, paying close enough attention only so that I could murmur agreement at appropriate times without having to engage further.

			We reached the rocks at the end of the beach, turned and began to walk home. We followed our tracks back in silence for a while, and then she said, ‘I thought we might have a barbie tonight.’

			‘That would be nice.’

			‘Would you and Susan like to go to the butcher?’

			‘Yes, okay, but you know Susan is a vegetarian.’

			‘Of course I know; I worry that you girls don’t get enough iron. Do you think she would eat liver?’

			This was a question I put to Susan later that afternoon, as she and I walked side by side down the hill to town. I had my learners’ permit, but to drive would have meant going with my mother, and a stroll in the afternoon sun with Susan seemed worlds better.

			‘Spew – no way!’ was her reply.

			‘Mum thought that you might like a nice piece of steak if you didn’t want liver.’

			‘She’s mental – completely mental. Are you going to eat liver?’

			‘God no – the thought of her standing there in the kitchen peeling it is enough to make me puke. I wouldn’t mind a kebab or something; maybe a patty?’

			‘Yeah, I guess I’d have a chicken patty and salad.’

			‘Well okay – we’ll see what they have.’

			That summer Susan had become a relentless sun-tanner. The slates of the front veranda bore their testament in stains of coconut oil that leached through her towel as she lay there in daily devotion. A scent of coconut followed wherever she went; it came to permeate the house like incense in a cathedral. The beach house was her tabernacle and the objects she touched – cups and saucers, tea-towels, couches – all took on the faint tropical odour and were sanctified. On our walk she adopted the robes of her sect; shorts and a bikini top, thongs and no hat. Her skin glistened with oil and from time to time she paused to adjust the straps of her top so as not leave any pale marks.

			The day was hot and our feet became slippery with sweat on the rubber soles of our thongs, occasionally slipping off to be burned by the fierce heat of the bitumen road. In town the intensity eased as the awnings of the shops along the main street provided some relief. We entered the butchers, pushing past the strips of coloured plastic that hung in the doorway and moving up to the counter. A boy of about sixteen stood with his back to us as he wiped down the chopping block that stood near the rear wall of the shop. He turned and gave us the once-over, pegging us quickly as townies on holiday.

			‘Ladies – what would you like?’

			‘Well,’ I began, ‘Do you have any kebabs?’

			‘What do you mean, exactly?’

			‘Oh, like meat on a skewer, with bits of onion, maybe a bit of red pepper, maybe mushroom?’

			‘No, I don’t think so. I could do you some diced steak, though, and you could get the other – you staying close by? There’s a Woollies just opened that way,’ and he pointed helpfully with his arm. ‘Meat there’s no good,’ he added quickly, ‘but you might find the other.’

			‘Okay, thanks. Well, maybe some diced steak, bit of topside? And do you have – like a chicken patty or something?’

			‘Chicken rissole? Sure, no worries.’

			Our purchase was presented, neatly wrapped, on the counter. He wiped his hands on his apron and got our change.

			‘You ladies going to the party at Chiton on Saturday?’ He looked at us in turn, and it was Susan who answered.

			‘Dunno; should we?’

			‘Oh Yeah – at the Surf Club. It’ll be a huge night.’ His face lit up with enthusiasm, but neither of us responded, so he put our change next to the parcel and turned back to his chopping block. As we left he turned his head and called out, ‘Maybe see you there.’

			A couple of shops further on was the bakery, where Susan sat down at a table in the shade of the veranda while I went in and bought us a container of iced coffee. When I returned Susan had taken a cigarette from the pack in her shoulder bag. She lit it, inhaled and then set it to rest in the stamped metal ashtray on the table.

			‘We’re sharing,’ I said, as I opened the carton of iced coffee and inserted two straws into it.

			‘Fair enough. D’you reckon we should go?’ she asked.

			‘What?’

			‘To the party.’

			‘What?’

			‘Oh, I dunno – we could sneak out when mum’s asleep and walk down for a look, anyway.’

			‘You just can’t help yourself,’ I said, and reached over and took a drag from her cigarette before stubbing it out. ‘Come on, we’ll go to Woollies. And I might just drop in at the Post Office since we’re passing.’

			‘Post Office? Who can’t help themselves?’

			As it happened, there was something for me at the Post Office. The woman at the counter looked quizzically at me as I entered, and then smiled as she recognised me and remembered my quest.

			‘Now just let me see, I think I do have some held items,’ she said, and as she bent down under the counter my mind raced with the thought of bundles of delayed post; a thick wad of letters that would be dropped with a thud onto the counter. Instead she presented me with a single post-card showing a scene of some boats in a marina and ‘Greetings from Hobart’ on the front. I turned it over to read:

			Hobart is a dream – we have been living on apples and chocolate – hope you will not be shocked to see the results on my figure! The cousins are delightfully Dutch; all fierce discussion of politics and ideals; and now I finally know where my unruly hair comes from! Don’t frizzle in the sun and see you soon.

			A xx

			It was all I should have expected, but for some reason the disappointment stung me and I folded the card and tore it across its middle. On the verge of throwing it into the rubbish I halted, and shoved the pieces into my pocket before going outside into the sunshine where Susan was waiting for me. 

		

	


	
		
			PART TWO: 
At Home and Abroad

		

	


	
		
			One

			It was a disparate group that had gathered to see us off at the airport. Alex’s mum and dad were in high spirits, almost as excited about their daughter’s trip as Alex was herself; Susan sat in a chair in the departure lounge, staring into the middle distance while she chewed gum, and my mother paced around us, radiating nervousness and a general prescience of doom. Alex was bouncing from one foot to the other, holding a hand of each of her parents while I fumbled through the pouch that hung around my neck, checking once again that my passport, tickets, travellers’ cheques and address book were all in place.

			‘Call as soon as you get there,’ said my mother.

			‘Yes mum.’

			The first leg of our journey was only to Melbourne; it was thence we made our irrevocable passage through Customs and into international airspace. Our ultimate destination was Venice, but this was to be something of a milk run; Singapore, London, then Amsterdam where we would be met by a Dutch cousin and stay a few days, before continuing to Italy by train.

			The Jumbo Jet was vast; we sat as two leaves of grass in a field of humanity, tended by hostesses and stewards; tucked in and buckled down, smilingly reassured of our safety and importance. That I had been allowed this journey at all was a minor miracle. The planning to convince my mother to allow me to come, the negotiations over who would pay for what, the coffee-shop jobs for money, the visas, the Eurail passes; all these had kept me fully occupied for the last months. Now, with it all out of my hands my fate seemed consigned only to the great engines spinning behind us, their fury muted through the airframe to a bass note in the cabin and met in counterpoint by the chimes of the No Smoking and Fasten Seatbelt signs.

			The organising was done, the minutiae dealt with, and only then, cosseted inside that duralumin cocoon did I begin to consider the journey on which we had embarked. I looked down to see that my hand still gripped Alex’s wrist. Looking up I caught her eye and we both laughed.

			‘Wow,’ I said.

			‘Yeah.’

			For the initial hours we were occupied by meals, moist hand-towels and novels. By Singapore we felt that we were seasoned travellers, walking the aisles of the airport looking at duty-free, stretching, drinking water. Back on the plane for the longest leg, the rituals of the flight began to be repeated and it dawned on us that there was no respite, that we were to be confined in these tiny seats for an uncomfortable length of time, and we would suffer. The cabin lights were dimmed to an artificial twilight and we tried to sleep. From time to time I would look across and see Alex in profile, breathing slowly, or I would emerge from a brief reverie to see her eyes looking into mine. In this manner we robbed the hours of some of their tyranny, granting ourselves unmeasured moments of unconsciousness within the monotony of our trip.

			‘Do you think you’ll be going back after this?’ I asked Alex.

			...

			We were each so much bound up in the other during that first year of Art School that it is hard to tell which of my many remembered experiences are mine, and which really belong to Alex. So many things came at once. When we met again after our summer holidays, just before our first term started, there was no time to speak of what we had been up to; my expectant questions about Tasmania and the cousins would have to wait. Instead there were enrolment forms to be completed, lists filled, directions learned and studio spaces to be claimed. Alex was aglow during this time; her eyes shone with the thrill of discovery as she revelled in a freedom from school uniforms and rules. I was excited too, but I felt awe at the scope of our journey and the enormity of the task before us.

			It seemed that before we could do work of our own there was the whole of art history to be understood. We needed to put our hands on the walls of the Lascaux caves and trace the bison, draw the face of Christ as the medieval monks knew him; mix tempera for the freshly plastered walls of a renaissance chapel, soar with Michelangelo and descend to nightmare with Goya. We needed to breathe the dank northern air with Durer and stumble blinking into the brilliance of the Arles sunshine with van Gogh. There was eastern art, western art, pacific art, Chinese art and indigenous art; we needed to first understand all these and then cast them aside because painting was dead. Art was now a happening, a video loop, a collection of scrap iron or a Manhattan billboard. Thus we sat; through our first and most of our second term, in lectures and tutes making notes, scribbling references while occasionally a voice would ask from the darkness at the back of the room, as if to bring us back to earth, ‘Are we being assessed on this?’

			Was it really I who experienced all these things, or was I so swept up the thrill of it all that I left reason behind me and lived a dream? I cannot now determine if it were youth, or Alex, or love that guided my hand during that time; the three are woven tightly together such that the threads cannot now be separated.

			In those days we considered ourselves aesthetes, for no better reason than that we knew the difference between real and instant coffee. We drank much coffee, the cups spread about among our lecture notes on a refectory table, or making rings on the heavy paper of a library book. We sought coffee in the mornings to wake us up, at lunch because it was not fattening and then in the afternoons because it sustained us through late lectures. As we read our texts and reviews, the articles in Art in America, catalogue essays from the Tate and MOMA I found increasingly that my succour came from elsewhere; from the traditional worlds of drawing and painting. This may have been a reaction against the new theories; or lack of theory, or the anti-theories, which I found disconcerting, but I felt also that my main discourse would be with artists of the past rather than my contemporaries. My notes of the time are full of embarrassing attempts at aphorism; Master perspective before abandoning it, Let the line become a vision. I kept with me at all times a bound sketchbook in which I would draw only with charcoal or ink. While in class I did dutifully that which was required of me; I put clothes pegs and tampons into sardine tins and then put the sealed tins into Perspex boxes and titled them The indignant shame of dawn, but I always held in my mind the belief that it would be my line, my India Ink and paper that would ultimately sustain me.

			Alex revelled in these new fields, but it was perhaps less the act of creating art, and more the act of re-creating herself as artist that enraptured her. All of us, slowly and with uncertain steps began to make our own work, and there was the excitement of presenting it to our tutors and lecturers for appraisal. The first opportunity to do this was in our weekly tutorial group sessions. Some students were reluctant, but Alex was enthusiastic, and began to prepare a number of happenings, which she called Public-Domestic.

			The idea for this was seeded by one of our lecturers who spoke enthusiastically about an American artist who cast herself in a series of tableaux as movie starlet, bad girl, housewife and so on, and then photographed herself in appropriate settings.

			‘I reckon we could do this, you know – and Stuart would like it.’ Alex and I were in a corner of the refectory, leaning with our backs to a window, being warmed by the morning sun while we clutched our mugs of coffee.

			‘Stuart would, would he?’ I teased. Among our lecturers Stuart was known as ‘the spunky one’.

			‘Yeah, I reckon. Except I’ll use video. We’ll make some video art – if you’ll be my cameraman.’

			‘Of course.’ If I were to be roped into this project, as I knew I would be, I would rather it was video than photography. I had spent more than enough time already in the darkroom breathing carcinogenic fumes while Alex cursed over spotty negatives and spoiled prints. In comparison, video was much less stressful. As long as she did not record over the original material by mistake, the process was quite forgiving.

			Public-Domestic was to be a series of domestic activities carried out in a public setting. For the first of these she and I went into the city on a Friday afternoon and set ourselves up next to the fountain near Wellington square. I stood next to the fountain holding the camera, the recorder slung over my shoulder ready for action. 

			For this event Alex had draped herself in a light cotton blanket, as though she had pulled it over herself having just gotten out of bed. Underneath she wore a very sheer satin slip, and under that, nothing at all. It was unnerving seeing this through the viewfinder; I was able to film it only because the camera somehow removed me from the scene. I became an impartial observer, a worker concentrating on focus and framing, trying not to ruin the shot. Alex was objectified in front of me and became a small monochrome sprite; an actress who swayed and spun before me in the fountain, who splashed water so that the nightdress became wet and clung to her body as she danced. I moved closer, and zoomed the camera in on her torso as in turn she hugged herself then threw her arms wide before smoothing the wet fabric down against her chest. 

			The world outside the viewfinder was lost to my dread fascination. I moved in closer, far closer than we had planned and sought to become part of the dance, but it was clear that Alex was in her own world. She did not see me behind the camera, she saw only her own reflection in it as she sashayed and swayed, becoming more and more bound up in the dance. I stumbled slightly as my foot hit the edge of the fountain, and then something from behind gave me a very real bump that jolted the camera away from my eye. In front of me were two men, one holding a bottle of beer. Having knocked past me they then jumped into the fountain in front of Alex; ‘Hey sweetie – can we join ya? My mate needs a good bath!’ 

			‘Piss off!’ there was anger more than fear in her voice as she reinforced this message with a shove that sent one of the men tripping backwards over the edge of the fountain and onto the ground. She looked up at me and without words we both ran towards the car. The men were laughing, but there was menace in both of them. They loped after us towards the Honda, their arms extended as if the car were a cow they were attempting to herd back into its place.

			‘I’ll run the fuckwits over,’ said Alex as she revved the motor and pulled into the street, the men jumping back out of the way, managing to beat a couple of fists on the roof as we sped off.

			A minute later we were safely away. ‘Oh sweet Jesus I need a brandy,’ said Alex.

			‘Shit yeah,’ I said, and then added, ‘Wow – I think we found a couple of real art lovers.’

			Alex, looking straight ahead, began to chuckle, then looking round at me, to laugh, and so I started to laugh, and we both laughed, each making it impossible for the other to stop so that Alex had to pull the car over to side of the road as we sat dissolving, washing ourselves clean with laughter.

			...

			This tape was so hard won that we thought it must contain real artistic merit. There was no vision on it of the men, but we decided to leave in the jumpy part of the scene where I was pushed and the camera swung wildly and showed the grass and the feet of a few people standing nearby. We thought it was rather French New Wave, and – painful though it is to recall – we even went as far as to smoke Gauloises ostentatiously in the refectory while we discussed it.

			The video was not so enthusiastically received by our lecturer though. Our peers seemed to like it; the boys certainly discussed it earnestly enough, but Stuart, sitting impassively during its screening, comment only, ‘Alex; there are a couple of books in the resource centre, one is Video Art: An Anthology. It’s by Schneider and Korot. The other is Between Paradigms by Frank Gillette. I think you’ll find them very useful.’

			‘What did he mean by that?’ Alex asked me after the tutorial. ‘Did that mean he likes it or is he saying it’s crap?’

			She was scheduled to present one more of her series in that assessment period, and over the next weeks she worked hard at it, alone. It seemed I was no longer needed, and she excluded me from the process.

			‘Can I help with anything?’

			‘No. Thanks but this one is just studio stuff. It would be a hassle for you.’

			She set up a table in the corner of one of the studios, and brought an assortment of pots and pans from home. She spent hours in there, but I was not allowed to see what she was doing.

			Another change that took place at this time was that of Alex’s study habits. She was usually a noisy reader – even in the library she was likely to declare, ‘What bullshit,’ or, ‘Too bloody right!’ while reading a critical essay – and this, coupled with a tendency to go to the silent reading area so that the other students would not disturb her, made her a high-maintenance study mate. I became so used to kicking her ankles to quiet her that it became an unconscious part of my library routine. However, in the days she spent with Between Paradigms, she was silent, and I found my feet swinging aimlessly under the desk while I sought to catch a glimpse of what it was that had checked her stride.

			‘Worth reading?’ I asked, trying to rouse her from her book.

			‘Oh, sorry – this? Yes, it’s... er – it’s good.’ And that was the only response I got.

			When it came time for her to present her next tutorial she strode confidently to the front of the room and put her tape in the machine. At first the tape appeared to be blank, but then, after an uncomfortable beginning of zigzags and snow, the interference patterns jumped to a series of stationary scenes featuring domestic kitchen items; a mixing bowl, lemons, flour, an egg-beater. These static scenes, running for a few seconds or for up to a minute, were interspersed with more sections of blank tape. Some of the segments were then repeated for increasing lengths of time, as the class sat bewildered in the dark. I was aware that beyond the blue glow of the television Alex had placed something on her desk at the back of the room, and when the tape had finished and the lights were back on we saw that she had brought a cake with her. She took this down to the front of the room, placed it on the table next to the video trolley, and said simply, ‘Cake?’

			Nervous looks were passed between the students, but our lecturer grinned broadly and clapped his hands, ‘Oh, nicely done!

			Unlike Alex, I had no desire for the limelight. I was content to do my work, hand in my essays and nod silently during studio assessment, but even so, Alex managed to subvert my attempt at anonymity. She found an entry form to the Passfield drawing prize in one of the broadsheets, and persuaded me to enter.

			‘Look at this Nic. This is a pretty good prize; you should give it a go. You have to submit a slide of two works and they select the short list from that.’

			The prize had several categories, one of which was for students. It seemed to me that this would be the logical category for me to enter but Alex would hear none of this.

			‘What bullshit; “Student Section” – what a load of crap. What are they doing that for?’

			‘Well, I guess they want to encourage students to enter,’ I offered.

			‘You should enter the open section. You shouldn’t put a limit your work right from the start. It’s better than most of them on the faculty could do. What’s the point of being “good – for a student,” you’re good compared to anyone.’

			And so it happened that I entered two of my large pen and ink landscapes into the Arts Professional section, thinking to myself that there would be no harm, that the whole thing would simply go away and Alex could then say how it was rigged anyway. Her dad took some good quality slides of the work for me and I sent them off.

			Of course it was asking too much to hope for a simple life, and a letter, arriving as I sensed it would, informed me that one of my drawings had been selected to form part of the touring exhibition. I began to see the down side of being an Arts Professional when I had to have it framed and delivered to the convenors. Luckily mum was thrilled and offered to pay. Duly dispatched, my drawing had an uneventful time. It did not win a prize, was bought by no one, and returned home, where I made it a present to my mother. I had tried not to make a fuss of this small honour, but word got out, and I noticed a change in the attitude of the lecturers and tutors toward me. They were obliged, on the face of it, to appear congratulatory, but at the same time I could tell that they thought I was a bit of an upstart. It seemed that while our art should challenge conventions, our behaviour within the art world should be governed by strict rules. Not that I minded this, but the experience wearied me. I felt that I was being made to pay for a mistake that was not mine. I could not mention this to Alex, who would have taken my cause to the streets and waved Fair Go For Nicola placards through the halls of Academe, so I said nothing, and tried to be polite and friendly to everyone. It occurred to me – and this I certainly did not mention to Alex – that Finalist; Passfield Drawing Prize would probably do me some good if I were to utilise it in an application to Bellamy’s Art Academy.

			...

			These experiences in our first year of Art School provided a taste of what we might expect would follow, so when in the aeroplane, sitting next to Alex at the start of our great adventure I asked if she would return, it was because I had some sense – even at that early stage – that our paths might diverge.

			Fifteen years after that first trip I would again sit in a Jumbo Jet on my way to Europe. This time it was my husband, still contrite after his recent detection in adultery, who sat next to me. We were squeezed together in the tiny seats, yet there was an acre of thin ice between us. I knew that none of the armour of middle life; our jewellery, our tasteful clothes or our new luggage, would make the journey more comfortable. On this trip I felt no joy, no anticipation; only a sense of the inevitability of what lay ahead. I was able to converse politely with Derek and keep an eye on my magazine, but my mind was focussed in the past, where I could roam at will. Derek, seeking to chat lightly about our respective earlier trips to Europe, asked me if Alex and I had started off at Art School together. With the passage of all that time I found that I could finally phrase a suitable response.

			‘Yes we did,’ I said. ‘I think I found it all a bit much, and Alex found it rather too little.’

		

	


	
		
			Two

			Amsterdam, to a couple of parochial first-years like ourselves, was a byword of iniquity. All the students at home had a story about it; none from personal experience of course, but this degree of separation made Amsterdam’s sink of depravity all the more foetid in the retelling:

			‘Man – you just have to go to the Space Bar. It’s like, legal over there; everything - hash, dope, you just buy it straight over the bar…’

			‘The whores, they just sit in the windows, nude, and they have little signs telling you how much…’

			‘There’s a square where all the junkies just sit around right in the open, shooting up, perfectly legal…’

			Instead of being accosted by prostitutes and junkies, we were met at the airport by Alex’s second-cousin, a tall, neat, bald man wearing a stylish camel overcoat and a dark suit. He greeted us formally by shaking hands and then walked with us to the train.

			‘How was your flight? I expect you will be very tired after so long. I will take you back to the apartment and then I am afraid I must return to the office, but you can make yourselves at home.’

			We took a train to the city, and then a tram, soon passing from the area of hotels and shops into smaller tidy streets lined with well-preserved stone buildings. Teun’s apartment was meticulously neat and imperiously stylish, the sleek stainless steel of the kitchen unapologetic against the original nineteenth century woodwork and antique furniture. In the sitting room his viola lay on the sideboard under a small abstract oil painting; the only other art in the room was a pair of aquatints depicting a Second Empire musical salon. He led us through the sitting room to a study in which a double sofa-bed had been set up, neatly made with the corner of one crisp white sheet turned back and two folded towels resting on the cover.

			‘I hope this will be satisfactory for you,’ he said. ‘Apartments in the city are not generally known for spaciousness.’

			‘Perfect, thankyou,’ said Alex, as we laid our rucksacks on the floor next to his desk.

			‘I am sorry to leave you, I must return to the office, but I hope you will find everything you need. There is fruit in the kitchen – and coffee of course. I suggest that you try to stay awake this afternoon, and then, if you are feeling up to it, perhaps I may take you somewhere local to eat this evening?’

			Teun lived alone, and our snooping revealed no clue as to whether he had a partner of either sex. If he did, cooking was not one of their pastimes. The kitchen contained oranges, bananas and muffins, but the gleaming steel and copper saucepans, the compact oven and the professional knife set all seemed unused. The bookshelves held popular novels in English and undecipherable titles in Dutch; reference works on law, music, art and architecture, but there were no photo albums. 

			On our first evening Teun took us to a bar where we shared a bottle of white wine and ate ryebread sandwiches. Alex told him news of home and of our travel plans, and Teun filled us in on the activities of the all the Dutch cousins.

			The next morning we mounted a major assault on the van Gogh museum. The excitement of our journey seemed to have overcome any jet lag, and we walked expectantly among the treasures. It was my first time in such a place. Many of the works I knew, some I knew well, but it was in those halls that I met them for first time. At home I had pored for hours over the glossy pages of art books, and in my study in the boarding house I would often turn to the wall and gaze at his sunflowers. Yet here they were, real in front of me, only a few inches from my face. I could see the raw canvass and the blue lines of underpainting, the marks of his brush in the paint; I could see his hand making them and they were real, and somehow alive. In reproduction it all seemed fixed and ended, but that work on the wall gave me the notion that Vincent had been here just a moment ago – that he might be in the next room smoking his pipe. I felt as though I could reach up and touch it, as though I could make my own mark against his and together we could create something new.

			...

			At the end of this day – dazed and feeling rather shabby in the best of our backpacker clothes – we went to meet Teun at his office. The dusk was grim after the vivid colour in the museum; the glow from streetlights and shop windows grew as we walked, and around us, in their coats and mufflers, people were going home from work. It seemed that they were without exception stylish and clever, held important jobs and spoke better English than we did. Teun took us from his office to a small wood-panelled bar where he treated us to beer and herring, nodding patiently at our outpourings over van Gogh. With our strength thus restored he took us next to a small hall where we heard a string quartet play a mixed program of modern and classical music. We then went on to another bar – darker and more crowded than the first – where Alex, fuelled by Cherry Bols, became coquettish, and Teun lost some of his reserve and seemed to enjoy the figure he cut in the attendance of two teenage supplicants.

			...

			It was a gentle landing in Europe that Teun – in his urbanity and with his comfortable money – had given us. We, in return, provided him with mild interest; perhaps vindication of the choices in his life that had spared him the worry of children of his own. He insulated us from the common experiences of young travellers like ourselves. We did not need to line up at the youth hostel with our sleeping-sheets, or decline invitations to drink with boisterous German students. Instead we spent the quiet part of or days lounging in Teun’s apartment, reading novels, listening to classical music, popping up now and then to make a cup of tea. We were spared the wasted hours of waiting in barren railway stations, of mornings spent prowling the streets for a supermarket to save us the cost of a coffee-shop sandwich.

			When we left Amsterdam we were in high spirits and full of confidence. Time moved slowly inside the modern train that whisked us southward. We sat, well rested and well provisioned, looking at the flat countryside slide by us. We read our guidebooks and planned our stops, sketched in notebooks and wrote our diaries. There was, in those days, endless time for such journeys. We were to have just nine weeks in Europe, and yet there was no hurry for anything. As we moved into Italy we removed ourselves further from the path of our raucous peers. We developed a sense that there must be lurking somewhere others like ourselves who had time, who would not be rushed, and we began to take our lead from them. The aged became our mentors; old men who gathered in the mornings in the town squares; at first invisible among the crowd of commuters and then – when the workers were at their desks and the squares had cleared – appearing in pairs, in groups of three or four, searching out the weak sunlight for warmth. Clusters of them congregated along walls or in corners, anywhere they could find a bit of sun. Old women slowly criss-crossed the squares, bent over, perhaps towing a trolley. They led us away from supermarkets and display windows, down through side streets to dark shops where lurked warm bread, olive oil in unmarked bottles, sacks of dried beans. Alex and I followed gladly into this realm of shadows and muted colour, adjusting our pace in accordance with a more ancient world.

			‘We must arrive in Venice by sea,’ she declared.

			‘How do we do that – we’re going on the train aren’t we? We’ve already got the tickets.’

			‘No, no, no. Of course there’s the railway bridge, built whenever it was – sometime in the filthy industrial age – of course we can stay on the train but this is our one chance; it’s our first time arriving in Venice, we can never do it again. This is the last time in our lives when we can imagine Venice without knowing it – think of that; tomorrow we’ll be there, we’ll have seen it, but this is the last day when Venice is a city of our dreams and our imagination alone. That first moment when we see it, when we arrive; it has to be on a boat.’

			And so we stayed on the train until it stopped a little further north, then went by bus to the Venice airport where we boarded a small ferry that would take us directly to St Mark’s Square. On that boat – accompanied by the rumble of the engines and the flat thump of the hull against the water, as we smelled the rusted steel, diesel-fuel and salt – we saw the first discernible outline of our destination. It rose from the water into the mist, a row of low, jumbled, man-made shapes in the brown-grey colours of the water and sky. 

			As we approached, more detail revealed itself and we began to see spires and domes, then more colour – the dull red of brick, the white of painted stone and the verdigris of old copper.

			‘Look - is that San Marco? No, look there - is that Santa Maria?’ Even before we arrived Venice had begun to beguile us with shifting beauty and mirage. We drew closer to the massed shapes until last there could be no doubt that we had entered the lagoon and were proceeding to the wharf on the Grand Canal.

			We disembarked and walked up to the square; the mighty form of the basilica on our right, the grey slates all around us, slick and shiny under a fine drizzle. Dots of colour – the reds and yellows of tourist parkas and the occasional flash from a camera – threw splashes of incongruous gaiety into a scene of sombre majesty. It was cold, and we needed to find our room quickly so that we could warm up before exploring further.

			‘This way,’ Alex led us across the square; through an archway and into a maze of tiny streets that had me lost immediately. Alex had the address marked on our map, but the streets were not signposted and I was very soon disoriented. Alex forged on without hesitation and in a few minutes had found our accommodation, marked only by a small plaque next to the door. A bare and unheated lobby led us to a flight of stone steps and then to a single wooden door, through which we were admitted by a well dressed woman to a warren of corridors. Our room was tiny, but when I went to the window I could see that we looked out over a canal.

			Navigation by map was for me hopeless, but over the next days I developed the ability to find my way about, or rather when lost to stumble in one direction until I came upon a landmark and there regain my bearings and continue. In the first light of morning I would leave Alex abed and roam with my sketchbook for an hour or so, until the cold drove me back to our room. In this way I came to know the landmarks of the city in a cold grey light, without the throng that usually surrounded them. Seeing them in this way – alone, when the city was barely awake – allowed me a special feeling of proprietorship.

			Daily I journeyed to different corners of the city; perhaps across St Mark’s Square, where at each visit the columns of the basilica presented me with a slight change of colour or mood; or perhaps to the fish markets as the vendors set up their stalls, pushing hand-trucks laden with ice and strange fish, or eels and crustacea that I had never seen before. Having decided that I had come far enough, and finding a low wall or step on which to sit I would draw for half an hour until shivers and numbness forced me to move on.

			I began to know some of the city’s architecture in this way, by staring with complete concentration and trying to record it on my sketchpad. I battled with the shape of carvings and columns, porticos and balustrades; with the impossible perspective of buildings that had no right-angles; everything slightly askew, sinking, subsiding, held together with iron straps and mortar soft as shortbread. Beneath it all the water of the canals; chalky cobalt green, opaque, glowed ever so slightly from within and lit the stone walls from below as the sky lit them from above. For me this was a time of unending discovery; as if each night while we slept the bridges and islets moved about slightly, so that in the morning there was a new city – familiar but subtly different – waiting for me.

			...

			For reasons of economy we usually ate in our room, picnicking on provisions bought during the day from one of the mysterious shops that occasionally appeared while we walked on our excursions. These shops seemed to pop into and out of existence, leaving us with the feeling that having visited one it was a matter of pure chance that we would ever find it again. Our exchanges with the shopkeepers, conducted by us with the joy of having discovered them, and in the expectation that we would never see them again, utilised the full range of our meagre skills with the Italian language. We bought our bread, cheese, tomatoes, salami and wine by pointing at the objects we wanted and requesting; ‘Uno di questi per favore. Grazie,’ and hoping that no follow-up conversation would be required. We were completely lost when it came to matters of currency, hoping our prior mental calculations would allow us to proffer an appropriate amount of cash and gauge that the change returned to us was feasible.

			Eating out was something we wanted to do at least once, when the situation presented itself, but our pride forbad us the menu turistico promised by signs hanging in brightly lit eatery windows, and our penury warned us away from the chic ristorantes that summoned us imperiously as we passed their elegant doorways.

			One night we saw a happy group of young people entering an unobtrusive bar in a small side street. Through its window we could see that it contained a small kitchen, visible behind a servery offering a limited but appetising array of dishes. We entered and stood smiling at the man who seemed to be both waiter and barman, until he divined our quest and came around from the bar to usher us into the small wood-panelled dining room and seat us at a tiny table for two. An exchange followed in which wine and two courses were ordered; the first course we thought would be pasta but it turned out to be a soup, and the second, brought to us as the soup plates were removed, was not the veal we expected but a instead a dark meat in tomato sauce served with polenta.

			‘Wow, what do you think this is?’ I asked, ‘I don’t think it can be veal, can it?’

			‘Oh God it’s delicious,’ said Alex through a mouthful. ‘It’s such a strong flavour though.’

			‘It’s a very fishy taste.’

			‘But there aren’t any scales,’ she said thoughtfully.

			‘No – it’s rather leathery on the outside, isn’t it?’

			At the table next to us the six young people, three men and three women, were in animated conversation. They were in their early twenties, probably students, and yet with their smart jackets and fur coats they seemed to be dressed to play the parts of pleasure seeking sophisticates in a cigarette commercial. Most of the other patrons were older couples, with a few single diners among them. Our waiter was leaning on the table of a portly middle-aged man, and together they shared a joke in the manner of old friends. 

			‘Oh, look,’ said Alex, returning her full attention to the riddle of our meal, ‘there’s a backbone in there.’

			‘Oh my God,’ I said, as a possible solution began to present itself.

			‘Oh God – do you think it might be…’

			‘What?’

			‘You say it.’

			‘No, you.’

			‘An eel?’ and as soon as she had uttered the word we looked at each other, our faces grimaced into expressions of mock horror, and then clutching hands across the table we both dissolved into sobs of laughter.

			‘Oh God yes – it must be,’ and I stuffed my knuckles into my mouth to stop my laughter, which by this time was beginning to attract the notice of the other diners.

			‘What are we going to do?’

			‘Can we eat it?’

			‘I don’t think so. It’s probably a delicacy though,’ said Alex. ‘Do you think it might be locally caught?’

			‘Oh I hope not.’

			‘Maybe they catch their own,’ she said, ‘right outside in the canal.’

			‘I’m warning you… What are we going to do?’

			‘More wine.’

			‘Definitely more wine.’

			‘That soup was so filling…’

			‘It was, wasn’t it.’

			We finished our carafe of wine and then, when the waiter returned to remove our plates, we ordered another, at the same time reassuring him in English that we were rather full, and that the barely eaten portions before us were no reflection of the quality of the food, which was excellent, but were due rather to the generous size of the servings of soup. With the table cleared and more of the soft red wine in front of us we were sufficiently distanced from the incident for it to pass immediately into our store of shared travel experiences.

			‘Do you think that really was an eel?’ I asked.

			‘I’m not sure – I don’t see what else it could be.’

			‘Maybe it’s something that only exists in Venetian waters. It’s a special fish that they feed to tourists.’

			‘No – it’s a magic Venice fish that gives us magical powers,’ she said. ‘Like how they say the gondoliers have webbed feet? Their mothers have to feed them the magic fish when they are children.’

			‘We have been given special powers through eating the magic fish…’

			‘We have been chosen,’ she declared, ‘The man, or waiter, he knew we were special, and he saw that fate had directed us here, so he gave us the magic fish so that we might go on and do great things.’

			I raised my glass and toasted her; ‘You will become a noble video artist with great powers.’

			Alex in turn raised her glass, ‘To Nicola. For you, Venice shall forever be a place of love and a place of hope. Here you will hone your skill, and here you will perfect your line. Here you will draw divinely, and here you shall return in good times and in bad, for Venice will give you all that you ask, and Venice will welcome you always as a queen. To you, my darling Nicola, my beauty and my love. To you - the Queen of Venice.’

			...

			‘You know what?’ she said to me on the morning we were to leave, ‘Every day it’s different; every day it changes. When we’re asleep we dream it all again; we create the islands and the bridges every day, we dream them into a new existence.’

			‘Hey,’ I said, ‘that was my idea. I said that.’

			‘There you go again, claiming ideas; it’s not you, it’s the place, it’s Venice – that’s where our thoughts come from.’

			‘Oh spare me; anyway – where did that television come from?’ I was used to Alex collecting odd bits and pieces on her excursions, but that morning when I returned to our room I had found her sitting on the bed next to a portable TV.

			‘Oh, don’t mind about that – I’m going to take it back, but I’ve been a busy little bee this morning. I took the telly down to St Mark’s and took some photos of it in front of the basilica. It’s some prelim for a video installation I’ve been thinking about. While you’ve been floating around having epiphanies, some of us have been working. Come on, you could help me carry it back – it’s only from the guest lounge,’ and while we snuck back through the corridors with pantomime stealth to return the television set to the lounge, Alex explained the latest of her concepts to me.

			‘It’s a room, right?’ she began, ‘The installation is a whole room, quite big, and on the walls there’s one of your drawings, blown up big like wallpaper.’

			‘My drawing?’

			‘Yes – that one of St Mark’s square you did. I really like the perspective.’

			‘But that’s my drawing.’

			‘Whatever. Anyway, it’s big. And in front is a little table, and sitting on the table is the telly - okay?’

			‘But isn’t it my drawing?’

			‘So the first thing you think is that it’s odd there’s a telly in the square, but the thing is – when you look at the screen of the telly it’s closed circuit, there’s camera and it’s showing yourself, walking in to the room – walking in to St Mark’s, yeah? Only it’s also on a time delay, say fifteen seconds, so you’re looking at yourself walking in, but it’s you fifteen seconds ago, when you were just entering… get it?’

			‘I suppose so,’ I said.

			‘Yeah – this place is so full of possibilities; Europe I mean. The population is much more sophisticated. I’ll really be able to do things here…’ and she stopped and stared into the distance, her eyes searching that far horizon on which she could see herself travelling the path of the artist. I had seen this look before, and I would see it again; her love of the big idea – be it stopping the Franklin dam, making great art or saving the whales – a love that was not wholly altruistic, for a portion of her zeal was reserved for seeing herself centre stage.

			I felt I could have stayed forever in Venice, each day more of its treasures were revealed to me, but Alex was restless to move on. Venice had been done; it was time for the next town. Her bustle and impatience, her preoccupation with timetables and exchange rates, jogged me into the realisation that our days there would soon be over. That morning was the end of the magic time in Venice. Alex had taken her photos and written her manifesto, and when we lined up to get our tickets in the railway station I saw that we were just backpackers again; waiting around, looking for cheap eats, thinking about the next destination.

			We both had some mail waiting for us at the Post Office, which we picked up just before the train was due to leave and shared as we settled in to our journey. I had a long letter from my mother, and a more succinct note from Susan which I read to Alex:

			‘Dear Nic

			Mum is giving me the shits. I need you to come back soon before I kill her.

			Love Susan.’

			‘She’s a great kid,’ said Alex, ‘You’re a lot like her, you know.’

			‘Am I? I always thought we were opposites; she’s so cool, I see her as just – there. She’s sort of bomb-proof, un-flappable.’

			‘Oh, you’d be surprised; the two of you – my God; the tall, good-looking, sporty sisters, wowing them on court and off – you’re peas in a pod,’ she paused. ‘I envy you having a sister. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like… I’m a twin you know.’

			‘What?’

			‘Yeah. I had a twin sister, not identical. She died when she was five days old; well, we were both five days old, weren’t we? Mum and Dad had named her Eliza. There’s a headstone and everything, I’ve seen it.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘Yes – there might have been more, but I think that stopped it. When I was younger I used to ask Mum and Dad for a sister – you know, “Mummy can I have a sister to play with?” and they always said they were extra lucky to just to have me; I suppose they are, but, it’s odd – a sister…’ she trailed off.

			‘Well, I’ll give a good price on mine.’

			‘See? I could never even say that,’ she snapped at me and her waspishness surprised me. Then, looking down she went on, more thoughtfully, ‘No, it’s a bit like – well, what if she’d lived? Sometimes I think there’s a part of me somewhere that I haven’t met yet. I mean, there was a consciousness that existed – and I’d be different if… Oh I don’t know.’

			Sitting on the train as we clattered across Umbria, I clung to the illusion that Alex and I might stay on the road forever. In my time with her the clouds that had gathered over me in the preceding years – recent clouds, once unknown in the space and freedom of Broken Hill, formed in missing my father and mother, and in the privation of the boarding house – had been forgotten in a blaze of light. The mantle of seriousness I adopted had for a moment been lifted, and if Alex hinted – as I thought she had – that she saw me as an unknown part of herself, then certainly through knowing her I felt complete, and able to live fully for the first time.

			There were other new feelings too, born in Venice when the pen had come to life in my hand as never before; manifestations of the gift within me that I was desperate to protect lest it die in its infancy. I dared not open my sketchpad to look at the drawings; fearing they might have lost the life that I thought I saw in them – that without the enchantment of Venice they would appear prosaic – and the promise of what I might achieve would vanish. To open my satchel on the train would be looking back at what I had done, rather than looking forward to what might yet be done, and that surely would be fatal.

			I tried to appear calm when it seemed that both these treasures, newly won, might now be lost, for while my news from home had been quaint and domestic, the letters that Alex had collected were rather more momentous.

			‘Hey – I got it!’ she said while reading her letter from home.

			She referred to a scholarship that her parents, in concert with the Dutch cousins, helped her apply for; ‘Well, you know, it’s nothing really – just something my parents and the cousins cooked up last year in Hobart,’ she said, but this was not true, for it was something; the offer of a year at an art school in Holland. The school was away from Amsterdam, close to where the cousins could keep a protective eye on her, and was not the major school in the country, but still it carried considerable prestige. She had mentioned it to me before, of course, and we had discussed it in hypothetical terms, but at home under the sun it seemed so remote as to be impossible. At first I was apprehensive, but had managed to put it out of my mind, and then, with the frantic activity that accompanied the preparation for our trip, forgotten it completely. I was like a patient who – having been told her surgery was successful and the cancer gone – is encouraged to lead a normal life, and tries to do this, always living in the shadow of a recurrence, until one day she wakens with all fear gone and lives for a while oblivious, until a routine X-ray reveals a dark spot and the dreadful news that the spectre has returned.

			‘That’s fantastic,’ I said.

			‘Yeah, thanks. I don’t know – I still haven’t decided to take it, but it does sound like a good idea to get away.’

			We had already had all of the ‘You could come and visit,’ and ‘It’s only for a year,’ conversations; there was no point going through them again. Instead I moved a little closer to her in our seat, hooked my arm through hers, and said; ‘Well, on to London.’

		

	


	
		
			Three

			‘Oh Shit.’ I was too shocked to be polite or hide my dismay when on the platform at Waterloo I stared straight into the pale, fox-like face of Simon le Page.

			‘Ah, mes chères demoiselles,’ he said, ‘and how did we travel?’

			‘What are you doing here?’ I asked. ‘I mean – well, we weren’t expecting to see you.’

			‘A happy coincidence. I’m staying with George too, but our young Dr Muirhead is in Newcastle at the moment, prowling the corridors of some redbrick public hospital. He won’t be back until later, so of course I said I’d meet you and take you back to the flat. You’ll find quite a thriving international community there; we also have a Dane, a Canadian, and – you won’t believe this but I swear it’s true – two English girls who work as belly dancers in Saudi Arabia. You’ll have their room while they’re away.’

			‘Well, be a darling and carry this,’ said Alex, handing him the plastic shopping bag that contained our duty-free. We walked along the concrete of the platform, pushing past trolleys and stepping around suitcases, our rucksacks providing a handy buffer from the throng. Simon led us to the entrance of the Underground, out of the morning light and down the elevators, through its tiled tunnels and chambers, as if we were being toured through a vast and sequestered public lavatory. He and Alex talked for a while in the sooty air of the platform until we boarded our train, where we held onto the straps, swaying slightly with the movement of our carriage.

			The two-storey flat that was to be our home – quite imposing with its white stone façade and glossy black door – seemed to contain an indeterminate number of rooms. We were ushered upstairs into the bedroom that the dancers used, in the middle of which a decorative wooden screen stood as a room divider. ‘You can move that if you like,’ said Simon, ‘Fatima and Shamira – stage names of course – won’t be back for some time; the screen was their idea to make you feel that you had your own space here.’

			‘Thanks, it’s nice. We can sort this all later,’ said Alex, dumping her gear, ‘I think the sun must be well and truly over the yard-arm by now,’ and she removed our litre of cognac from its bag and waggled it at Simon, ‘although I don’t think we’ve actually seen the sun yet, have we?’

			Downstairs, the kitchen told a weary tale of joint tenancy; its benches were crammed with an array of odd coffee cups and electrical appliances, a tea-towel lay draped over the washing up, and a jumble of cereal packets was visible through the glass of the overhead cupboards. In front of an electric stove sat a wooden table painted mustard yellow and four white wooden chairs, into two of which Alex and I settled ourselves while Simon pulled three nearly-matching glasses from the dresser. Alex broke the seal on our cognac, and splashed some into each of our glasses. I raised my glass and felt the bite of the raw spirit as I watched the others each take well-considered sips.

			‘The travellers,’ toasted Simon.

			The sound of feet on the stairs was followed by the entrance of a delicate young man who wore a tee shirt, jeans, and no shoes. In the hard fluorescent light it was for some reason his arms – as smooth and hairless as my own – that made the most immediate impression, and after that a neat, faun-like face that wore a bored expression. He was not much taller than Alex, and the tousled state of his hair indicated that he was not long out of bed.

			‘Hello,’ he said, looking at us in turn, and then, motioning at the cognac, ‘You’re starting early today Page-boy. Glen’s not here? I must have missed him,’ and without any further communication he turned and exited the room.

			‘Well,’ said Simon, taking another sip, ‘you may have surmised from the accent that you have just met our Canadian friend – his name is James.’

			‘And Glen?’ asked Alex.

			‘The Dane – and before you ask – good, but not great.’

			‘Well James looks quite tasty,’ said Alex.

			‘I expect that would be because of his tan. He’s recently returned to us from a sojourn in the Peloponnesus where he tells me he has been swimming daily and writing the great twentieth-century novel. But I fear that if his prose is anything like his conversation it will be a rather slim volume.’

			‘Perhaps I can extend his vocabulary?’

			‘If anyone could, my dear, it would be you. Be sure and let me know if you do. But you must tell me all about Venice – enchant me with tales of coffee at Florians, aperitifs on the Lido, gondolas in the mist.’

			‘Oh, you know,’ said Alex, ‘Venice is Venice; what can I say? It was fun for a while – nice to wind back the pace a bit and relax. Different from Amsterdam, but yeah, the European sensibility can be diverting. And what about you?’

			‘Mainly London and Paris – hopping between the two. I suppose I’ll be back home for lectures in March, unless I hear they’ve chucked me out.’

			I refused their offer to refill my glass. Simon’s presence had me on edge and the last thing in the world I wanted was for him to have her all alone to himself. But I was tired and could not speak much. Alex seemed pleased to have found a new audience, and she became increasingly animated. I could sense that my presence was not required, and that single cognac after the long trip had worn me out. ‘I’m really tired,’ I said, ‘I might go upstairs and lie down for a bit. How are you feeling Al?’

			‘Oh – you know,’ she said.

			‘I can probably help you there,’ said Simon, taking a small silver phial from his pocket and putting it on the table, ‘A little marching-powder from darkest Peru. I found a package on the platform of Paddington station, with a note; “From darkest Peru – please look after this ounce,” So I did, and the dear thing has quite become a member of the family…’

			‘Not for me thanks, I’m fine.’ I said, ‘Alex, are you coming?’

			‘You go ahead – I’ll be up directly.’

			...

			I woke later with the groggy feeling that comes from sleeping too long in the afternoon. It was nearly dark outside, and I sat for a while in the half-light, trying to get my bearings in the unfamiliar room. My first thought was of Alex, that she was not with me. Our packs leaned against the wall, untouched next to our mattress. I remembered that I had left her downstairs with Simon. The dancers had cleared a dressing table for us, and I flicked on the lamp and opened my rucksack, setting out a few tubes and jars, checking them for breakages and leaks. The room’s dividing screen was of dark wood with a painted art-deco motif, and I explored the domain on the other side of it, seeing two neatly made single beds, a pin-up board of photos, a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. There was the faint sound of music – Ian Dury and the Blockheads – coming from downstairs, and as I strained to listen I became aware that I was hungry. I wanted to find her but was not quite ready to go down; I sat instead for a while at the dresser and looked at my face in the mirror. It was a face that was becoming less familiar, not because it had changed, but rather because I felt that I had changed so much, and my face told nothing of it. Surely there must be some visible signs of all that I had experienced in the past year, and yet the short, straight hair, the dark eyebrows and benign smile still seemed to belong to Nicola Williams, Dux of School, Captain of Tennis; a person I no longer knew. I brushed my hair, put on some sandshoes and then walked down to the living room.

			The room was noisy, filled with the dull red light from a macramé light-shade overhead. It contained an odd assortment of furniture, a couple of old couches, a sideboard, some low chairs and bookshelves. Of the occupants I recognised George and Simon sitting at adjacent sides of a coffee table. Alex was on one of the couches in between the Canadian James and a boy I had not seen before. Two girls, both in jeans, were choosing music; picking over a pile of cassettes on the sideboard while they drank from bottles of cider. As I stood in the doorway another boy, smiling, squeezed past me on his way to the kitchen.

			I took an empty spot next to George; ‘Ciao Bella!’ he said, and gave me a perfunctory kiss on the cheek. ‘Settling in okay?’ he asked, and did not wait for an answer before going back to his conversation with Simon. ‘The great unwashed of the north; with their NHS glasses, the old ones so dour, sitting there in pitiful half-awareness – queuing for this, queuing for that, “Come back next week Mr Smith and we’ll see what we can do...” thank God it’s over.’ He reached across the proliferation of lager cans on the table and poured himself a cognac. I found an empty glass and poured one too, at which George said, ‘Oh, sorry Nicola – I should have offered you one. Cigarette?’ and proffered a soft-pack of Peter Stuyvesant.

			‘Thanks.’ A glass of cognac and a cigarette changed my hunger into a slight light-headedness, but did nothing to settle my unease. I tried to join the conversation; ‘So, what can we learn from Britain’s experience?’

			‘Just to hope it never bloody happens to us!’ he said, drawing on his cigarette, ‘I think as an artist you could use some of these NHS wards as settings for something out of Dante.’

			‘Well, actually, I think I’ll probably be studying something in health this year – Occupational Therapy.’

			‘Not Medicine? Bright girl like you?’ and he refilled our glasses before turning back to Simon.

			I looked around the room and caught Alex’s eye; she was still sitting next to James, and she paused to blow me a kiss before continuing her conversation with him. She was flirting, clearly enjoying herself, and by straining I managed to catch some of what she was saying; ‘… my Art School lecturer said he found my video work strangely erotic – so I had to fuck him. Well, I didn’t have to, but he was my lecturer and it would have been such a cliché not to, don’t you think? Anyway, no harm done, I knew it was time for a change – Holland will be great for that.’

			As I heard these words, so lightly uttered, all noise in the room stopped. I felt as though I had been struck by a wave and dragged underwater, disoriented, the breath crushed from my lungs. Was it true? I knew it could not be true – surely. But could I ask her? What would she say? I knew I would not get a straight answer. I was swept back to Art School, madly searching my memory for clues, hints. And then, gasping for breath I was back in this London room. There was now no music, no conversation; I was in a movie with no sound. I looked down at the glass in my hand, gripping it tightly, unable to move. After a while I stood up – slowly, unsteady, one hand on the couch – and then walked to the doorway. I stood in the hall, leaning on the wall, wanting something to take away the taste of the cigarette, but wanting more just to disappear, to be gone, but afraid to be alone. I moved through the hall and into the kitchen; four boys, silent, were passing a joint around the table. They seemed caught in suspended animation, holding the smoke in their lungs for as long as they could, and then, finally, blowing it out in turns like a pod of humpback whales spouting. I stared at them, then ran my eyes over the room as I looked in vain for something to eat, found nothing, and finally poured myself a glass of milk as I leaned on the bench. They had been talking to me for some time before it registered.

			‘You want some of this?’

			‘What? What is it?’ I realised that I could speak, but I had become someone else. I was just an actor speaking someone else’s lines.

			‘Bit of Buddha – not bad,’ one of them said. So I reached across, put the tip of the joint to my lips and drew in its acrid smoke, against which my lungs rebelled with a wasteful splutter.

			‘Bit rough,’ I said, ‘we all grow our own back home; much smoother.’

			‘Oh? Really?’

			‘Yeah, when we’re not shearing. You boys got a beer?’ and I drank from the bottle, grateful to have the smoke-taste washed from my mouth, hoping to feel something from the dope, waiting, wanting it all to be gone.

			Later, outside on the wet footpath in the dark, under a fine mist of rain, a group of us waited for a cab, some of the boys smoking, hands in coat pockets, feet stamping against the cold. Six of us piled into a maroon taxi, beads of rain on its roof and windows, exhaust fumes lit red by tail-lights, and drove, in our own atmosphere of exhaled alcohol and stale smoke, through the slick streets to an orange-lit Indian restaurant where I sat in a group between Alex and James. Our table was in the back, near the take-away counter; a screen of wooden lattice cut with silhouettes of elephants and temples separated it from the others; little candles in glasses were dotted about the room. 

			‘Chicken Tikka and Kabli Naan?’ asked the waitress as she deposited them on the table.

			‘Yeah, could we have six more beers, Singhas, while you’re there?’ said a boy across from me.

			‘Lamb Korma, Raita, steamed rice – there you go.’

			Alex was talking earnestly; ‘Yeah, I do so love London, it’s really – happening. We’ve seen – well, heaps of stuff already.’

			‘Yeah, I’m studying at Central London,’ said one of the anonymous boys, ‘Sociology with Eng. Lit. I agree with you totally.’

			‘Oh that’s great – it’s really important to understand society – it’s like Nietzsche said; “I am a warm wind to ripe figs” – it’s like you need that foundation, the theoretical, before you can really understand it.’

			‘…I agree totally…’

			‘…absolutely…’

			The night seemed to have fractured around me and I lost my place in the continuum and was jostled and bumped instead through a succession of incomplete scenes and snatches of conversation. 

			‘…six beers…’

			‘…like that song – we are all of us in the gutter, but some of us looking at the stars…’

			‘…in the gutter …’

			‘…no, that’s Oscar Wilde…’ 

			‘…if you love something let it go…’

			Then we had gone, back into the night, another taxi swirling across the wet black streets, then farewells and the flat. 

			And later still, lying awake on my mattress, feigning sleep, staring at the wall I listened to Alex and James in the bed just feet from where I lay. James – not even a man, just a Canadian boy who went to Greece and thought he could write a novel. But I listened to her gasps, to her giggles and the whispered instructions that came from her side of the screen, and I remembered her warmth and her softness and all the while I thought of my love for her, and my trust, and again of my love, as all of them were rhythmically and clumsily bludgeoned there in the dark beside me. 

		

	


	
		
			Four

			‘Does this mean she’s going to die?’ asked Susan, as we sat, licked by wind-gusts and specks of rain on the slatted wooden bench at the back porch of the flat. 

			We were side by side, smoking, staring out at the back fence across a gravel pathway. Her pack of Kent and disposable lighter were on the bench between us, and our exhaled smoke was whipped instantly from our lips by the wind that eddied down through the carport and around the water-heater. It was a night of peculiar gloom; the storm clouds overhead were just visible, cast in deepest indigo by the orange glow of the streetlights nearby. 

			At home that year our winter, the first after my trip, was made all the more dreary by overcrowding; three of us crammed into the two-bedroom flat. My mother took one room while Susan and I had the other; we were back sharing again after a break of five years, and it was odd to see her putting on my old school uniforms in the mornings; it made me feel ancient. 

			The conversation that had turned so swiftly to death was begun only a week before, when Susan and I lay in our beds before getting up. ‘Do you think mum still has sex?’ she pondered.

			‘What?’

			‘Well, she’s got a diaphragm, so I just wondered.’

			‘What? Do you and mum sit around discussing sex and contraception? Is she offering to lend it to you or something?’

			‘Don’t be weak,’ she said. ‘She’s got it hidden in a bag in her wardrobe. I found it when I was going through her stuff.’

			‘That is so revolting – it serves you right for snooping.’

			‘You know those dinner parties she goes to with the other wrinklies – maybe they do wife swapping; I wouldn’t be surprised.’

			‘Oh God Susan – please; I haven’t even had breakfast yet.’

			‘Well, while you were overseas she started going to the doctor quite a lot, and she wouldn’t tell me what for, so I had to go through her stuff. I thought she might have been getting menopause or something – it might have explained why she was being such a cow.’

			‘So what does her diaphragm have to do with menopause?’

			‘I dunno – it’s all I could find – apart from a bunch of tablets.’ 

			‘Is she still going to the doctor?’

			‘Yes – a fair bit; she keeps the appointment cards in her handbag. Will you ask her?’

			‘What?’

			‘Why she’s always going.’

			I did ask her; choosing as my moment an afternoon when I was free of lectures and mum and I had returned to the flat after I had helped with the grocery shopping.

			‘Well, yes there is something I should tell you,’ she said, as we each carried bags of shopping in from the car, ‘but we’ll wait until Susan is here.’

			So I stood with mum in the kitchen and helped her prepare our crumbed chops and vegetables, chatting lightly about food prices and cooking, until Susan returned and the three of us were seated for dinner.

			‘I have a lump in my breast – in my left breast – that appears malignant.’

			‘What – cancer?’ asked Susan. 

			‘Well, cancer is a word, not a sentence,’ said my mother, ‘and I’ll be having an operation quite soon to remove it. Then I’ll be good as new, but with only one breast. It’s very common. You’ll find that lots of women have had the operation, and you’d never even know it.’

			‘Do you feel sick?’ asked Susan.

			‘No, I feel fine. When I have the operation that will slow me down a bit for a little while, just from the effect of having the surgery, but quite soon after that I’ll be completely fixed. I’ve spoken to the doctor and I’ll be having it done quite soon; I’ll be in hospital for a few days or a week, and then I’ll have to take things slowly at home for a bit after that. But I’ll be up and about in good time to help you both with your exams – then there’s Christmas of course – and then we can all have a nice holiday at Victor again.’

			Susan started to speak but mum cut her off; ‘I will need a little bit of extra help around the house for a while when I come out of the hospital, just for a couple of weeks, and so I’ve made up a list of jobs for you both.’

			True to her word she took a piece of paper from her handbag and unfolded it onto the table. And so we were cast into a pantomime of cheerful activity; there was to be no gloomy talk, no question that anything would not go exactly as planned.

		

	


	
		
			Five

			In the darkness and anonymity of the lecture theatre, surrounded by neat, confident, students who seemed a world away from the scruffy art-school ratbags whom I missed more than I thought I would, I drew. Lovingly I transcribed the blackboard scrawls of our lecturer into my own delicate images of bones and ligaments. Although I had left Art and adopted Science, I sought to make my anatomy notebook resemble pages from Leonardo’s, and wrote in ink in a spidery hand, using as much Latin as I could. I wanted to insulate myself from the reality around me – if I could maintain some spark of magic and life, even if only between the covers of a notebook, then I would not be lost. The days were full of activity, and the students moved through them together in a chatty, good-natured group. I tried to join them, sharing lunchtime sandwiches cross-legged on the lawn, playing in the mixed basketball team and cramming into old cars for bushwalking weekends, but in the middle of their kindness and friendliness toward me I was alone.

			I expected to find release in my evening classes at Bellamy’s, but was conscious there of a wary look in the eyes of my tutors. As they set out their cubes and cones to be drawn in perspective and arranged bowls of fruit as still life, they seemed to know that they were hired only as illusionists, to offer some hope or scent of excitement, and as they moved about the room – correcting work, speaking of the great artists as if they were personal friends – they gave the students a glimpse into the world of art; an exotic and difficult world, but one they knew their students would see only as tourists and never inhabit. Again I felt apart, for in my work I had, for a time, trod those lands now denied me, and felt more keenly their loss.

			And later at night – in the silence, in the darkness as I lay waiting for sleep – there was always the vain hope that I might pass a day in forgetfulness, and not try to picture her as she went about her life on the other side of world, a mirror image of myself, sleeping in my daytime and awake while I dreamed of her.

			There were no letters from London, and her occasional perfunctory postcards; perhaps from Paris; ‘…I must show you the Pont Neuf at dusk …’ served only to alarm me to near-panic. Who was she with? Was she travelling in a group, or had she formed a liaison with another of the dangerous itinerants who seemed to cross her path with such regularity? Fear worked within me for days after receiving such a card, yet every time I returned to the flat I would check the letterbox in the hope there would be another.

			In the European summer Alex moved over to stay with the Dutch cousins, initially to look after a clutch of children on their family holiday. I felt much better about this; I was sure there would be far fewer distractions for her while she was in the bosom of this domesticity. In my imagination I cast her into my own version of a Bergman film – black and white, set on the shores of some Norwegian fjord, with Alex as Liv Ullman, walking on a gravel beach beside the dark slabs of basalt. I wrote to her, whimsically, in letters that made no demands and asked no personal questions, and I was rewarded when she wrote back. She wrote me just one letter; for me it was a treasure. 

			My darling Nicola

			It is late but I cannot sleep. I have a scene playing over in my head – a tape loop of you walking through the doors at Heathrow. You are leaving; a wave, a glance, your smile. It seems you are forever leaving yet never gone. You are with me here constantly in my thoughts. I remember your words and your kindness – your touch, the observation of your all-seeing eyes that showed me a whole spectrum of colours I could not see before, pointing out detail that I would have missed but for you. Sometimes in the night I wake and for a moment think I might find you with me, but I am left alone with just the breeze and the sound of the sea for company. It is a beautiful place – in the mornings before the others are awake I go for walks along the beach in the gentle early light. Sometimes I find glass buoys or broken parts of some poor trawler washed up – I can’t bring them back but I make sketches, I’m sure you would be proud of me for my diligence. I am collecting and cataloguing all the time, building a store of ideas. It will be wonderful to begin to make something from it all and try to express what I am feeling. Today was very peaceful, full of the children who laugh at me because I can’t speak Dutch. It really is most peculiar, these little humans who look at me quizzically as if I am some kind of large baby. I’ve never really known children before, I think I just dismissed them as imperfect adults without their faculties fully formed, but now I am the child; they’re very patient with me as I struggle over the simplest words. Lori has started some English at school, and we practise, but Tatum just giggles, so there is much mime and gesticulation as you can imagine. I keep a pad with me and I make pictures for things I can’t explain to them. We draw together all the time. I must try to learn to draw like a child – like Picasso said. And I wish I could swim! As a good Aussie girl I feel I am letting the side down with my poor splashings-about, but at least no one here can swim either. Summer here reminds me of home – I would love to come back and loll about in the sea with you at Victor Harbor this year but I doubt I can – the Christmas break is practically nothing over here, and everything is so expensive that I don’t think I’ll be able to come back. I will have earned my board and keep with these children-duties, but other than that I think things will be rather lean. Would you like to come and have Christmas here? That would be heaven if you can manage it. I long to see you again – I think I will be rather shy on our first meeting, but the thought of it sustains me. Well, I must try to sleep now, and then in the morning I will take the children and walk them down to the letterbox to post this.

			Goodnight my love. Axxx.

		

	


	
		
			Six

			The big Chrysler was not happy negotiating the road up to Alex’s house; it never seemed to be in the right gear and it poked its broad snout ponderously around the bends as it climbed up from the city’s afternoon heat into the cooler air of the foothills. It had been my mother’s one concession to her operation that she should no longer have to manage the brutish controls, and so a small, powder-blue Datsun with automatic gears had now joined the fleet, and the Chrysler wagon was used by me, with the understanding that when Susan got her license we would share it.

			Anne and Terry came out of the back door when they heard the car arrive, and stood side by side waiting for me to get out. ‘Nicola darling!’ said Anne, hugging me. Terry put a hand on my shoulder and kissed me on the cheek. ‘Come in, come in,’ with her arm around me she guided me through the hall and into the kitchen. I had a small present for them that mum had organised; a pottery bird-feeder wrapped in Christmas paper with a ribbon.

			‘This is just a small something from us.’

			‘Oh how kind!’ said Anne. ‘And how is your dear mother? We’d love for you to bring her up for dinner one evening – now that it’s warmer – and Susan too; although I suppose she’s studying hard at the moment.’

			‘I thought we might have a gin and tonic on the deck,’ said Terry, handing me a glass as he held open the door from the kitchen. ‘Come out – it will be a glorious evening,’ and we sat in a row in three wicker chairs, the city below us, and beyond that the sea, sparkling under the late sun.

			‘I’m not quite sure,’ I said, ‘It’s all a bit surreal at the moment; we’re waiting, we’re just waiting to see what will happen. I feel that we’ve come out of some kind of blank time where it was all just routine followed by more routine – hospital wards, visits, doctors, machines, drips, tubes; going home and cooking, tidying the flat, going to lectures, trying to study, Susan going to school. We just did what we were told; we didn’t have to decide anything. And now it’s over – she’s home, she’s weak but she can walk around, she’s started to drive again and I can take her shopping. But I find myself thinking, “Is this it? Is this all there is?” Mum doesn’t seem to want to talk about it; it’s all just shopping and the flat, helping Susan with school – when I think that after all that, she must be feeling something, but I can’t just go up to her and say, “Gee mum, you must feel lucky to be alive, eh? What’s it like?” I thought she might go all spiritual and find God or something, but if anything it’s the reverse, she’s just mum, only more so. So we just do normal stuff and she seems like she’ll be fine, but it’s weird; we don’t know what will happen next.’

			‘But she’s well in herself?’ asked Anne.

			‘I think so – I suppose so, if she’s not she isn’t letting us see anything. I think though, that she actually had to admit to herself that having the surgery was a pretty major thing – physically I mean. It’s a really big thing for a body to cope with. At first she tried to pretend it wasn’t happening, but then in hospital she was so sick – so weak – that she couldn’t keep pretending any more, and it seemed that once she’d admitted that she really did have something very serious going on she became much more quiet and peaceful – sort of accepting I suppose. Susan was great too – that was amazing – she was just really calm and down to earth; she’d sit just with her for ages saying nothing; or read to her – I think she’d read her the whole of Brideshead Revisited by the time she got out. And now that mum’s home she and Susan seem to have found some new way of getting on; communicating without words almost. But is she well? I suppose so, but I couldn’t really say…’ and I trailed off, looking out over the city and to the sea, taking a sip of my drink, feeling no need to say more.

			‘Well, it takes a lot of energy, the healing process, mental energy as well as physical,’ said Anne. ‘She’s a very strong woman, and she’s always looked after you girls, so it must have been a big step to accept that she had to rely on you for a change. And study? Is that going well too?’

			‘Oh, it’s okay I guess. OT’s good; anatomy’s great, I’m learning all this marvellous stuff, I think it’s just amazing how the body is so clever in the way it works together. Some of the subjects are a bit weak, though; like, not really relevant as far as I can tell, although in a way it’s good – we have to study quite a lot of things like textiles and woodworking, and that’s giving me some good ideas about how to use them in art. It’s quite good fun, I feel like I’m a bit of a spy, getting these skills that I can take off to art with me in the evenings. Not that I’m going to do sculpture or anything, I think it will still be drawing and painting for me, but I do think a broad range of experiences and ideas is important. Yes. So, it’s all going well, I think.’ 

			‘Annie dear,’ said Terry, ‘did you have those photos that Vin and Thea sent? I’m sure Nicola would like to see them. Has our daughter sent you any photos, Nic?’

			‘Oh, well, she’s sent me a few; of things like a pebble, or an interesting bit of wood, or moss on the side of a tree, but not any of people.’

			Anne came out from the house and resumed her seat next to me. She pulled a letter and a bundle of photographs from a manila envelope, and then started to hand me the photos one-by-one. There was a quick tightness in my chest as Anne passed me the first photo and I saw Alex peering out at me. Anne’s voice was in the background, ‘…cousin Vincent – and those are the children…’ but I could see only the tiny figure, sitting on a couch, smiling, her arm around a young child. I took the photo and held it for as long as I felt I could, trying to nod appropriately as all the relationships were explained, but really looking only at her face, trying to work out what she might be feeling.

			‘Gosh,’ I said, ‘she seems happy. I wish I could speak to her. I mean it’s great to see the photos and everything but I’d love to be able to just talk to her or something…’

			‘Well you can, you know,’ said Terry.

			‘What? Where is she?’ To my embarrassment I found I had jumped out of my chair and spun around, as if she might have been lurking in the house as a surprise.

			‘Oh, not now,’ said Terry quickly, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. We thought we’d save it as a surprise. No, she’s coming back for Christmas. Yes, she’ll be back in a few days. Um, it’s Tuesday isn’t it dear? When she gets in? Yes, it’s all very sudden, it’s, ah, rather a surprise for us too.’

			‘But why didn’t she tell me?’ I was rather too shocked to be pleased, ‘Why didn’t I know?’

		

	


	
		
			Seven

			On a hot December morning Alex sat next to me staring at the windscreen. I drove through the city and across the flat industrial suburbs, past the golf course, down the roads lined with furniture warehouses and car yards, and then into the road that led to our old Art School. It was early enough so that the full threat of the day’s heat was not yet realised, but with the promise that it would soon become uncomfortable. She had been silent for most of the trip. I was now alone with her but still disappointed. She had been back for two days. The expectation of being with her again had been bubbling inside me ever since I heard the news, but then when I saw her there were always too many people; and I attributed her reserve to the unfamiliar surroundings, or to the presence of my family, or the hubbub of the gathering; always someone with us, a reason why we could not be alone, but now finally we were alone, and there was still a barrier.

			I had offered to drive her down to the Art School to pick up her academic records, willing to do anything that would offer us the chance to be together.

			‘God, it’s weird going back to this place,’ I said.

			‘Yes, the whole place is weird,’ she said slowly. ‘The whole thing is weird.’

			‘How long do you think it will take?’

			‘Not long, I don’t know – what do want to do? You could come too and say hello if you like.’

			‘Hello? What, to Stuart?’ I said before I realised it, ‘No, I think I’ll wait. I might go to the refectory and read a magazine. You’ll come there when you finish?’

			‘Sure.’

			So I waited, trying to concentrate on a Cosmopolitan, looking at the new bikinis, reading about summer diets, a mug of weak black coffee in front me. There were a few students dotted about; I recognised a couple of them, but none seemed particularly surprised or interested to see me. I nodded at them and smiled.

			Alex came back in and sat down next to me. She took a sip of my coffee and made a face; ‘God that’s awful.’

			‘What did Stuart say?’

			‘Well, he says that because Holland has a different system there’s no guarantee I’ll get credit. All he can really do is write me a letter of recommendation, but I need to get an official statement from the admin office. If they think it’s all okay then they might give me some credit when I transfer. Stuart said he thinks it wouldn’t be for the whole year, but with luck I’ll be able to go into second year next semester. So I might only lose half a year, which is not too bad.’

			‘And what about if you want to transfer back here? Will they give you credit for what you do over there?’

			‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘I didn’t ask him that.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘Yeah, well – that’s done now. I just have to go to the records office and sign a form and they’ll post me my records. Then we can still go to the beach if you want to.’

			‘Sure, yeah, that would be good. I haven’t been this summer.’

			‘Let’s go somewhere further down the coast – the suburban beaches are a bit scummy.’

			So we got into the station wagon, laying a towel across the bench seat to protect us from the heat of the vinyl, and headed out through the sparse outer suburbs, past the low scorched hills and new residential estates, down along the southern coast. I parked the car at the top of the cliff and we looked out over the sea at the flat blue water and white sand. The beach was nearly empty, dotted with a few towels, some sunbathers and an occasional figure wading in the water below us. We pulled our bathers on in the car and walked down the steps from the car park to the beach.

			Alex rolled her towel out on the sand and then ran down to the water, diving in without a word. I followed and splashed next to her, close enough that she could have touched me had she wanted to.

			‘This is delicious,’ she pushed her hair back with both hands, closing her eyes as the sun fell full on her face. Then, silent, she lay on her back, floating in the still water while I stood by, looking at her.

			When the water began to chill us I followed her back to the sand, where she lay on her towel in the sun, the droplets of seawater evaporating into specks of salt on her skin. I lay next to her, and reached out to touch her leg. I left my hand there, hoping for contact, hoping that she would reach across and hold my hand, but she didn’t move, and she said nothing. I took my hand away and lay on my back with my eyes closed, the sun beating through my eyelids, with the smell of the sea, the hot sand around me and all the time – overriding it all – the numbing realisation; the information I knew was true but could not accept.

			My eyes were closed; I was alone, and I spoke to the void, just to hear the sound of my voice, to know it was real; ‘Something’s happened,’ I said, ‘It’s over, isn’t it.’

			She said nothing for the longest time. And then she said, ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ 

		

	


	
		
			Eight

			‘Hello?’ It was Alex who answered the phone.

			‘Hello,’ I said, ‘It’s just me – how are you?’

			‘Oh, fine thanks.’

			‘I just thought I’d see what you’d been up to.’

			‘Oh, I’ve been really busy – helping mum and dad in the garden. They wanted to get some trees out. I don’t know why they had to wait until now, it would have been much more sensible to do it when it wasn’t so hot.’

			‘Definitely. Been going out or anything much?’

			‘No, nothing much – catching up with a few people, I went and saw some jazz.’

			‘Oh, who was that with?’

			‘Just the usual suspects.’

			‘Oh, well, that sounds good. I was just wondering if you felt like doing something – if you wanted to come over and go to the beach, or go to the pool.’

			‘Well, I wouldn’t mind, only I have to take Honda in to get her oil changed and her parts looked at. She’s been misbehaving since I got back. I think she might have been standing around too long and got arthritis.’

			‘Oh really? Where do you have to take her?’

			‘Just the service station at Kensington.’

			‘I’ll pick you up from there. We could have a swim and then I’ll drive you back to your place. I need to get some exercise.’

			‘Oh, it’s fine thanks. Mum will do it. It’s just down the hill really.’

			‘I don’t mind.’

			‘No, really.’

			‘You sure? I’d like to see you. I’ve missed you.’

			‘Yeah, me too, but – well, I said I’d go over to the Muirheads’ this afternoon.’

			‘George Muirhead?’ the name filled me with a mild panic.

			‘Bob and Peggy actually. I haven’t seen them since I’ve been back.’

			‘Well, George will be there won’t he? – He still lives there? He’s still at uni; I see him skulking around the Med school like a weasel from time to time.’

			‘Yes, I expect George might be there.’

			‘Oh well that’s good,’ I found that my hand had tightened around the receiver and my voice was strained. ‘So maybe George can fix you up? A little shot of Pethidine that he’s stolen from the hospital? Yes it would be good to see George, and then I suppose he’ll expect you to have sex with him like those English nurses?’

			‘Nicola – what are you talking about?’

			‘In London Alex – remember? London?’

			‘I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.’

			‘God, Alex – those slutty nurses that the boys brought round; “pat them on the head and their knickers fall down” remember? And our darling, smooth George; “Here we are ladies, a little pharmaceutical-grade pleasure for you…” Alex I can’t believe you’re doing this.’

			‘Doing what?’

			‘I just – well; I just don’t know why you would do that.’

			‘Do what Nic? You’ve completely lost me I’m afraid.’

			‘Yeah right. I suppose it’s a bit hard to remember,’ my throat tightened but still the words came. ‘I suppose you were busy; I suppose you were a bit busy getting off your face and then fucking anything that moved.’

			‘Nicola – I’m going with my mother and father to visit some friends.’

			I took the receiver away from my ear and held it out in front of me, looking at it, holding it at arm’s length, staring for a while; just staring at it. Then I closed my eyes and hung it up. I don’t know if I hung up first or if she did.

		

	


	
		
			Nine

			Alex was due to return to Holland in January, during the time of my annual family holiday to Victor Harbor. We took two cars that year, mum drove down by herself in the small blue Datsun, and Susan drove the station wagon, L-plated, while I sat in the passenger seat. Susan was very keen to drive, which suited me, as she did not talk while she was driving, and I could sit inert, alone with my thoughts. Each day we made unnecessary trips to the shops, or drove to the beaches to check out the surf while Susan found and joined a network of youths, also sharing cars, who met on beaches or in car parks, at the surf shops or pubs. I was quite happy to accompany her while she scoured these meeting places for members of her ever-widening circle; nothing else was required of me, I had only to sit in the car, or lie on the beach, and while these outings and activities were out of character for me, they at least were a diversion from sitting in the beach house. I found it best to keep moving – everywhere was the wrong place for me; I did not like to be home, I did not like to be out; I was fretful wherever we went – so while Susan was searching, looking for friends or for boys she knew, it suited me to go with her so I would not have to stay alone in my own company.

			Mum appeared to have recovered fully from her operation, her strength was back, and her walks along the beach resumed. She did not walk with the same singleness of purpose that she had in the old days; she seemed to be more contemplative, and more aware of her surroundings. She still collected bits of driftwood, but less of them, as if she could now make decisions about which she wanted and which she did not, whereas in the past she would have collected them all and decided later, afraid to throw any away in case she would come to regret it.

			She had a fake boob, a pink rubber object that probably looked quite natural, but which Susan and I had dubbed ‘The Blob,’ and she had bought some sturdy one-piece bathers with foam-lined breast cups in which her fake boob would sit. For the first few days she wore these, but then she returned from a solitary trip to town with a pair of maroon racing bathers, and she started to go down to the beach wearing these and a gingham blouse tied at the waist, leaving her fake boob at home. If the water was calm she would wade in, submerged to the neck with her head out, and splash or dog-paddle about by the shore.

			Her walks continued, and I accompanied her most days, finding almost in spite of myself that I began to look forward to them; to enjoy the ritual and sense of peace as I walked beside her, or a step or two behind, her legs unselfconsciously white, blue-veined, still slightly thinner than in previous years; walking and then waiting for the turn at the far end of the beach, waiting until that moment to look back for the first time at our twin sets of footprints, meandering together down the full length of the bay, two criss-crossing lines, washed away in places, but there as a tangible sign of our journey.

			Her conversation had changed – I do not know if this was in response to a change she saw in me, if perhaps she was trying to help me, but where in the past it had been rooted firmly in the mundane, that year she began to talk in abstract terms, in whimsical metaphor about her feelings and what was important in life. She did mention my studies – she was pleased that I was progressing with OT – but she also began to talk about her own future, and would come out with the oddest sounding possibilities; that she might become an anthropologist, or study social work, do a librarianship course, go to Italy or learn how to service the car.

			I did not mention Alex and neither did mum, except once, a couple of days before Alex was due to return to Europe; ‘Do you think you’d like to drive back and say goodbye?’ she asked me.

		

	


	
		
			PART THREE: 
Alex Contra Mundum

		

	


	
		
			One

			My theme is memory, but after that phone call to Alex – through Christmas and during our Victor holiday, when I did not see or speak to her again before her departure for Holland – my mind began to shut down and my memories deserted me, leaving me in a void where I could not recall her face, or her voice, or anything of our time together. I was accustomed to being able to inspect my memories at my leisure, as books from a library; taking them down from their shelves to examine for as long as it suited me, knowing that they would be returned to their correct places ready for the next time I chose to view them. But in that dark time I could no longer picture the shape of her mouth or remember the curve of her neck; I lost even the colour of her eyes and the texture of her skin. I was unsure that I would even know her if I saw her again.

			I was maddened by the thought that she might sneak back into the country unannounced and pass by me unrecognised. I found myself staring hard at strangers in case they might be her, or peering at groups of people in the far corners of cafés in case she was there among them. I was too distracted to study, and my grades slipped to dangerous lows which left me not worried, but only in a state of vague puzzlement as to how it had all happened.

			My new friends at Uni knew me too slightly to be aware of the change. Derek would tell me later that it was partly my diffidence and other-worldly persona at this time that made me so attractive to him; I presented the challenge of the unattainable. Where other girls had succumbed quickly to his good looks and confidence, I presented an enigmatic detachment that he found irresistible.

			I first met Derek in the latter part of my first year of OT, while Alex was still away and I helped with the stage design and set construction for the University Revue. I was a valued member of the crew, not only because of my design skills but because I provided a different voice from that of the two main groups taking part; those being the Architecture students and the Law students, who were at odds artistically and often descended from their uneasy truce into noisy ego-driven squabbles at which I was called to mediate. For my part I was aware only that Derek seemed to be around a lot; he would often appear at the refectory at lunchtime, or I would see him at the end of the day as I walked up to the bus stop. He had a sports car, a green MG of which he was secretly very proud but for which he affected a casual disregard. He would offer to drive me home, perhaps suggesting a drink or visit to the park on the way.

			As I surfaced gradually from that bleak time and became aware again of the world around me, I found that Derek had become part of it. We were seen by our friends as a couple, and were invited to parties and functions together. He made no pressing demands for a physical relationship, but after a time I found that I was happy to hold his hand or put an arm around him in an act of possession. As my spirits returned my body began again to respond, and I found myself entertaining thoughts of a sexual relationship him. When at last we went away for a weekend to visit friends, and stayed overnight in a seaside hotel, I found – in that upstairs room with its faded green carpet and cheap wardrobe, its corner wash-basin and ill-sprung bed – that rather than the acquiescence that I feared was all I could offer him, there was instead within me a degree of passion that surprised us both.

			It did not occur to me that perhaps I should try other boys, that one might be better than another; it seemed that the one I had found was perfectly satisfactory. I felt a sense of pride that I could manage a normal relationship, and took pleasure in simple domestic duties, gladly helping Derek to choose his clothes and buy suitable Christmas presents for his family. I also felt a slight superiority over Susan, whose succession of football players seemed to lead her through alternate periods of excitement and disappointment, whereas my stable, mature relationship with Derek was, I felt, more fitting for someone of my superior years. It is unfair of me to refer to Susan’s boyfriends collectively as football players, but it highlights the circumstances under which she met most of them. As she was still a student at a girls’ school, the Saturday football games were one of the healthier and more legitimate arenas for her to meet boys, and so she saw them first in their muddy gladiatorial glory rather than as the semi-articulate dullards they were for most of the week, and it was no surprise to me that they would ultimately fall short of her expectations. Susan, for her part, was initially encouraging of my relationship with Derek but dismissed him on closer inspection as rather too weedy, even though I was quick to point out that he played cricket quite respectably for his old collegians’ team.

			Our relationship provided a background to more pressing parts of our lives; Derek finished his degree and was articled to Supreme Court Justice while both my degrees ran their course and I took a position as a base-grade occupational therapist at the Royal Adelaide Hospital. I felt in many ways as if I had gone back to school, with the new sets of rules and my new uniform, paying attention once more to punctuality and hierarchy. In an odd way I also felt that I might have found a symbiosis between my two worlds – my exposure to the public hospital system gave me a head start when it came to understanding the government arts-funding bodies. In both these arenas I was dealing with public servants in large organisations, so it occurred to me that there would be similarities in the way these organisations operated, in the language and processes they used, and I kept this in mind when I wrote my first tentative grant application for a community arts project to involve Multiple Sclerosis sufferers in the creation of a public mural, and found to my surprise that it was accepted. I felt that I was forging my own path, for I had little in common with the handful of other graduates from Bellamy’s – mostly well heeled mums who, with their task completed, would return to the dinner-party set to be congratulated for their accomplishment in much the same way as if they had done some other unusual thing, such as trekking in Nepal. I felt even less connection with the students from my first Art School, who with their ripped jeans and self-conscious affectations of anarchy would emerge occasionally from hanging out in pubs or rehearsing their punk bands to attend any exhibition opening that happened to serve free drinks.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			Susan had come over early to help me with the cooking, unnecessarily as it happened, because Derek had elected to make paella, and had come back very proudly from the market with a good mix of prawns, scallops, mussels and white fish. Susan held the little glass jar of saffron strands that he also purchased that day up to her eye, turning it round and round in the late afternoon sun that shone through the kitchen window.

			‘Dex is quite the new-age guy,’ she said, ‘I’m impressed – I’ve never even seen this stuff before. Where did he learn all this?’

			‘Yes – he has his uses, I suppose.’ I said. ‘Well, do you want a glass of wine or something before the others come?’

			‘Oh, yeah, a glass of white wine would be nice. If I ask for wine at home mum says I’m a teen alcoholic.’

			Susan was barely still a teen; she would be twenty in a few months, and was about to go into the third year of physiotherapy studies. It was characteristic that she expressed absolutely no surprise that her school results were good enough to get her into the course – for which I saw little hope of her being accepted. When she announced that this was what she wanted to study, mum and I had given each other worried looks, told her how stiff the competition would be, and suggested that that she should consider other options, at which advice she simply shrugged, and then surprised us both, initially by matriculating very respectably, and then by progressing through her course without any obvious difficulty.

			‘What’s the story with these guys, anyway,’ she went on, ‘why do you need me? Can’t they get their own girls?’

			‘Oh no – Belinda will be coming, she’s another youngie from Derek’s work, but I think other than that they’ll be male. Some of them can be a bit blokey, but generally they’re okay. Dex realises that you’re an asset, you know.’

			‘An asset. Well, that would be it, then.’

			We were all practising in those days; playing at being grown-ups, exaggerated in our ceremonies and politeness. Belinda brought me a small posy of flowers as a thankyou, the boys arrived in fresh jeans and clean shirts, with their faces bearing a just-washed look that was unusual, and accompanied by the heavy scent of after-shave. We sat on the back veranda, looking out over my tomato plants as the sun set; the boys with cans of beer, attempting to include in their conversation the three girls, who drank glasses of white wine drawn from the cask in the fridge. Then we moved inside to the dining room of our federation villa – the type of large, solid house that would in a few years be renovated and extended to accommodate children yet unborn to professional couples, but which at that time was still rented as a share house for those making their first moves from home.

			The paella was very good; Derek had spent hours on it, moving back and forth between the cookbook and the stove, following the instructions assiduously and taking none of the shortcuts that might tempt an experienced chef. The meal was accompanied by wine – red wine; the dark, full bodied shiraz that in the minds of the young men was suitable for every occasion where beer would not do – and on that hot night it was drunk gladly from big glasses. No one was stressed by work, or overtired, and the party was able to give itself fully to the enjoyment of the moment, and expressed this enjoyment through uninhibited consumption.

			‘So – Dexter tells me you’re an artist,’ said Sam, leaning over towards me, a little unsteady, glass in hand, raising his voice to be heard over the other conversation and the music.

			‘That’s right,’ I said, ‘I’m getting a community project together at the moment to paint Stobie poles,’ and I ran through an outline of my plan.

			‘They’ll love it,’ he said. ‘You might want to put something in it about community consultation though – some of the old biddies get a bit worried when they hear the word “artist”; they think they’ll get graffiti or nudie pics. Yeah, just say you won’t be using spray cans and that there’ll be no offensive material, and you’ll be laughing.’

			‘Offensive? But it’s not my plan to censor what the groups decide to do.’

			‘Just put it in to be safe, then you can forget about it later – trust me. Shoot me a copy of the proposal if you like, I’ll have a look.’

			‘Thanks.’

			‘You and your sister are really alike; you’re not twins?’

			‘Ha! She’s nearly three years younger.’

			‘She looks very fit.’

			‘She plays a lot of tennis. She’s very good.’

			‘Really? Do you play?’

			‘Not as much as I used to.’

			‘Well, I’m living with my olds at the moment; I’m saving up to go OS – anyway; they’ve got a grass court and I’m trying to get a Sunday group together; you know, social; a couple of sets then a few drinks, why don’t you two come along? Bring Dex of course.’

			‘Sure – thanks.’

			I looked over at Derek, who seemed to have decided that his responsibilities had ended once the paella was served, and was at that moment sitting at the other end of the table amid a collection of plates and bottles, hunched over a pouch of tobacco, giving his total concentration to the task of rolling a cigarette.

			‘I don’t smoke,’ he told Baz, ‘but I love to roll them – there you go – oh, well; usually I can do much better,’ and he passed a very shaky example across to Baz; one side was wet with spittle, unravelling, leaking its payload of tobacco onto the table in untidy strands.

			‘You dick – you licked the wrong side of the paper – you rolled it inside out,’ and Baz held the sorry object up for general derision then let it disintegrate in his fingers and fall into a damp pile on the table. 

			‘Bullshit. Did I?’ said Derek, ‘Let me try again.’

			‘Yeah – well now I know what to do when I want to give up. Hey Susan – can I bludge a tailor off you?’

			Susan took a cigarette for herself and put it between her lips before pushing the pack across the table to Baz; I watched her then try to light her own cigarette, and noticed that this task was not accomplished without some difficulty.

			‘Breath of fresh air?’ I asked her.

			‘Good idea,’ she said, and I took her arm while we walked outside into the garden. The ground was still warm, and we walked slowly down to the back fence and sat next to each other on the bench by the shed.

			‘Hold my hair back will you?’ she asked, and I did, while with a hand on each knee she leaned forward deeply between her legs and vomited into the long grass; not retching, just bringing forth a powerful and even stream, like the opening of sluice gates in a dam wall.

			‘Oh boy – that’s better,’ she said. ‘I think I might have overdone it a bit.’

			‘Okay?’

			‘Yeah, fine.’

			I stood up and fetched the hose, which I set to a trickle and passed to her. She rinsed her mouth and then took a drink, before forming a jet with her finger and squirting the pile beneath her so that it sank into the grass.

			‘You must have got a crook prawn,’ I said.

			‘That’ll be it.’ She smiled at me and we walked back to the party together.

		

	


	
		
			Three

			A couple of weeks after the dinner party I went to the flat on Sunday morning to pick Susan up and take her to tennis at Sam’s parents. The screen door was open and my mother sat at the dining room table looking at book of Ancient Greek art, copying designs of statues into a sketchbook. She had been spending a lot of time at the University craft studio, and had recently begun a certificate course in ceramics.

			‘Nicola dear, you’d know about this; when did the kouroi get less geometrical and more naturalistic?’

			‘Oh God mum, I don’t know; anyway it was a gradual thing, wasn’t it? It took hundreds of years…’

			‘Hundreds; did it really?’ and she returned to her book.

			Susan came out of her bedroom in a white sleeveless tennis dress, which shone brilliantly against her tanned skin. Her hair was in a ponytail, and she held a white tennis shade in her hand.

			‘Wow – you look stunning,’ I said. ‘Have I seen that dress before? I thought you were a skirts and tops girl.’

			‘I’m adaptable,’ she said with a grin.

			‘I’ll say – well, I can’t go looking like this, then.’ I was wearing a cream polo shirt and a pair of navy culottes.

			‘Well then, come in to Susan’s House of Tennis, and we’ll see what we can find.’

			‘Some fake tan would be a start, then maybe you could do something about my bum, then I’ll take a tummy tuck…’

			‘Come on, you look great. Your skin looks better not so dark anyway. Do you want a dress? Actually, I think you should wear a skirt – what sort of bra are you wearing?

			By the time Susan had kitted me out I felt like I was in fancy dress. She squeezed me into one of her matching outfits, starting with sports-bra, knickers and ankle-socks, then a barely decent skirt and singlet top.

			‘I feel like a tart,’ I said, and she hit me on the arm, but then she leaned in and kissed me on the cheek

			‘About time, too,’ she said.

			‘You know you’re right,’ said mum as we entered the sitting room, ‘there’s a picture here of a kouros from 600BC and the next one is 475BC and they don’t really look much different. Oh – you girls look very nice, are you going to play tennis?’

			Sam’s parents had a largish Tudor style bungalow, with a north-south court at the side. Sam’s dad, a man in his seventies wearing a towelling hat and shorts, was pushing an ancient lining machine across the grass when we arrived.

			‘Well, well,’ he said, ‘you two certainly look the part. I’m not sure our court will be up to your standards – it doesn’t see much use these days, and somehow we seem to have picked up some lawn beetle from somewhere – but I’m very glad to see it used. Come through this way, Sammy’s inside.’

			We were led through a side door into a cool, dim corridor, where we were met by faint smells of salt-damp and cooking. We walked along the linoleum and past the kitchen from which Sam’s mother emerged, patting her hands dry on the sides of her apron.

			‘Well, look at you two,’ she said, ‘two young ladies come to visit; Sam certainly is a lucky boy. One of you is an artist.’

			‘Yes, I am.’

			‘Well you’re Nicola then; and you must be Susan. There’s no doubting that you two are sisters, is there? Now just come along this way for a moment – there’s something I want to show you.’ She led us around a corner and through a pair of double doors into their sitting room. It was a large room, painted pale green and neatly laid out with armchairs and a couch, and glass display cabinets on either side of a large glazed-brick fireplace. ‘I’ll just put the blinds up,’ and she walked over to the bay windows and deftly pulled at a cord so that the venetians creaked open and the room became lighter. ‘There – now isn’t that a likeness? It was done when he was just six, but you can tell it’s him, can’t you; that’s him to a tee.’ She moved aside so that I could see a small portrait in oils; the head of a young boy, painted to a well-tested and flattering formula that had appealed to proud mothers for the last forty years.

			‘Yes, it’s very good,’ I said.

			‘Do you do portraits, dear? My sister’s grandson is about to start school and I thought I would like to give her something special before the little fellow is all grown up.’

			‘Well, no actually; it’s quite a specialised field to do that kind of portrait. It’s not something that I could do.’

			‘Yes, you paint Stobie poles – Sammy’s told us. I’ve never found them very pretty myself, but I’m sure your paintings would make me see them differently. Sammy tells us you’re very clever.’

			‘Actually, I’m just coordinating a project for other people. They are going to paint pictures onto the Stobie poles so they look prettier. I don’t paint the poles myself – I draw things.’

			‘Oh I see, perhaps you draw children, or flowers? Do you ever exhibit them in a gallery?’

			‘Well really I specialise in architecture; buildings, churches and cathedrals, that sort of thing. I don’t exhibit often; well actually I haven’t held an exhibition yet, not a solo exhibition – I’ve shown my work with others, but I need to… I need to explore more possibilities of…’ and I stumbled there in front of that old woman, in the half-light of her living room, in front of the oil that in my mind I had been so quick to dismiss; for I did not know what it was I needed, what it was that would allow me to take the work that languished in my folios and expose their creamy white paper to the light, to the gaze of others, so I said, meekly, ‘I’m still experimenting at this stage.’

			‘Mother, I was wondering where you’d hidden the girls,’ Sam entered the room with a jug of lemonade and some glasses on a tray. ‘Sorry Nic, Hi Susan. Come outside you two – what a couple of babes, you look fantastic. Is Dex coming?’

			 ‘He’ll probably come later,’ I said, ‘bit of a big one last night.’

			‘Right. Well, why don’t you two have a hit while we wait for the others.’

			‘How many are coming?’ asked Susan.

			‘Not sure at this stage – we’ve had a couple of late scratchings; I think we should get a few more.’

			‘American doubles?’

			‘Oh no – you two go ahead, I’ll sit this one out. I had a bit of a big one myself, actually.’

			‘I’ll bet,’ said Susan to me under her breath as we walked onto the court. To call it a court was being rather optimistic. Sam’s father’s eyes were perhaps not what they once were, the lines had a quaint meandering quality to them that we first thought was accidental, but which may well have been deliberate, and related in some way to the bumps and depressions in the surface, or perhaps to the large patches of clover that were apt to swallow unwary balls. It was quite a challenge to get the ball to bounce predictably enough for us to have any kind of rally. After a while Susan approached the net and I went up for a quiet word.

			‘Do you get the impression that no one else is going to turn up?’ she asked, out of Sam’s hearing.

			‘I think it’s a distinct possibility.’ I looked across at Sam sitting on the veranda with a glass of lemonade. He smiled and raised his eyebrows to us in a leering salute.

			Susan was unusually quiet while we were driving home, ‘I don’t often say this…’ she offered finally.

			‘Yes you do,’ I said, ‘you say it all the time.’

			‘You don’t know what I’m going to say.’

			‘I have a fair idea.’

			‘That guy –’

			‘– is a complete creep,’ I finished her sentence for her, and then added, ‘I think you’ve won a heart there.’

			‘Don’t make me puke.’

			We drove back out towards the flat, with only occasional pockets of activity – fathers leaving delicatessens clutching milk and newspapers, returning to their cars, squinting in the sunlight – to disturb the tranquillity of a late Sunday morning. Our own street was quiet, and it took me a while to work out that the incongruous knot of people gathered at the end of it were standing around the driveway of our own flat, and that the white van parked next to them was in fact an ambulance.

			Our mother – on a stretcher, wrapped in a blanket, an oxygen mask on her face – was being lifted into the back.

			‘These are her daughters,’ said a voice, and I recognised the lady from next door among the group of onlookers. The ambulance man looked at us in turn. ‘We’ve got room for one inside,’ he said.

			In the hospital corridor I held Susan’s hand – I had not held her hand since we were little. We were wearing white – we had been playing tennis, but there we were, after tennis in the white hospital corridor, my sister and I, where everything was white, chairs bleached white and doors and walls white, and the nurse in her white uniform – we followed the nurse down a corridor and sat waiting.

			‘May I have a word?’ the consultant smiled at us, friendly, he had on his weekend clothes; slacks, a striped shirt, no stethoscope and held a clipboard; ‘A neighbour found her?’

			‘Yes, I think so – the one who called the ambulance.’

			 ‘Yes, well, at the moment your mother is unconscious – she is very deeply unconscious. I’m afraid we won’t know much more than that until we get the results of some scans. My name is Bruce Cardwell, I’m a neurosurgeon.’

			 ‘Can we see her?’

			‘There’s no need just at the moment, and it’s best just to let the nurses keep an eye on her in ICU for a while. I think we’ll be able to move her to a side-room in a little while and that would be a better time for you to see her.’

			‘Is it because of the cancer?’ asked Susan.

			‘No, there’s probably no connection, after an operation such as your mother’s there is an increased risk of CVA for a while, but after four years, no. The damage may well have been caused by the fall, or perhaps it happened spontaneously. We’ll know more soon.’

			She was, after a time, transferred to a small room on her own, and in that room Susan and I sat with her. The most likely explanation was that she had suffered a stroke, perhaps a series of strokes, and in going outside, dazed, trying to find help she had lost consciousness and fallen heavily, hitting her head on the concrete. It was explained to us that the damage to her brain was so great that she would not regain consciousness; she was consigned for a time to a world in between life and death where her lungs and heart would function to keep her alive, but to which no spark of being would return.

			We sat and looked at her, listening to her uneven breathing as it rattled unsteadily, seeming to stop from time to time, throwing us into panic before starting again. And then, at three o’clock it stopped and did not start again. Susan looked at me as the seconds passed, and then a minute had passed, and Susan began to cry quietly and I felt the beginning of tears come to my own eyes and we sat in the room in silence.

			And I examined my own feelings; trying, comparing. I knew I was not supposed to but I could not help it. Was I sadder now than when Alex left me? I didn’t know.

		

	


	
		
			Four

			Susan had always been independent; I discussed with her whether I should move back into the flat, and did for a short time, but only, as we decided, until we sorted things out, when we would return to our lives as they had been.

			My father was buried in the cemetery at Broken Hill. Susan and I discussed what mum would have wanted for herself, and decided on cremation. We took her ashes, and on a grey autumnal morning we walked together the full length of the beach at Victor Harbor before scattering them at high tide into the rocks by the surf-club.

			Derek was brilliantly supportive; he quite understood that I must go back for a while to be with Susan, but I returned from time to time to our shared house, and spent the nights with him when I could.

			‘You must love me for a long time,’ I said to him one night as we lay together, and in his quiet, sincere words of affirmation I found a sense of warmth and comfort that gave me hope for the future, and I was able to see my life moving ahead along a path that I would be able to navigate; a life free from despair, a comfortable life in which I would be able to do my work, and so I answered for the first time that question he had asked me often, and we became engaged to be married.

			The next day was Friday, and Derek had agreed to accompany me to an evening reception at the State Gallery for recent grant recipients.

			‘Only if you’ll come up to the boardroom after work first,’ he bargained, ‘I’ll need a couple of stiffeners before facing your mob.’

			‘As long as you promise that our engagement stays just between us,’ I said. ‘I want to tell Susan in person and then I’ll need to ring the eastern rellies before we tell anyone else.’

			That evening I changed out of my uniform at the hospital and put on something that would do for the Art Gallery, then walked through town to the tall office building where Derek worked. Friday drinks in the boardroom was an informal affair at which some of the senior lawyers put in a polite appearance before leaving the serious drinking to enthusiastic juniors who liquored themselves fiercely for an hour or so before seeking fresh fields on which to wreak their Friday-night havoc. The boardroom had none of the austerity of my hospital tea-room, where a hand-drawn roster dictated which therapist was to bring a cake for morning tea; here the young men of Derek’s firm expected that drinks would be placed in the fridge for them, and that trays of sandwiches would appear as if by magic to be sampled and then forgotten as the greater schemes of dinners and drinks were discussed. I walked in with some nervousness, feeling sure that Derek would have been unable to keep his mouth shut for a whole day, but even though the room was rather full, there was no sign that anyone was aware of our news. I chatted for a while with a couple of the youngies and accepted compliments on my dress, and explained that we were going to a reception at the Art Gallery, how it would be deathly dull and how yes, perhaps we would try to catch up with the group at the pub later on. Derek returned to my side and put a gin and tonic into my hand.

			‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Actually though, we should probably think about going pretty soon. It’s after six now, and it’s a fifteen minute walk to get there, so…’

			‘Yep. No worries – we can go straight away. I’ll just let a couple of the lads know that we’re off,’ and waving and nodding to some of the others we made our way towards the door, where Derek turned, cleared his throat and said to the room in general, ‘Bye all – I’m going now, just off to a little evening function with my – fiancée.’ At this cue the twenty or so people in the room all turned to face us and produced party-poppers that were then discharged in unison in our direction so that all at once the room was full of the smell of gunpowder and festooned with tiny ribbons of tissue paper. Then they all cheered and clapped and sang a chorus of ‘For they are jolly good fellows’, while two of Derek’s friends circulated with glasses of champagne on trays.

			Sam, tapping the side of his glass with a teaspoon, moved through the crowd and stood next to us. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, holding his glass aloft, ‘most of you have met Nicola, who for the past three years has held Derek spellbound with her beauty, her charm, her intelligence and her goodness. Well, today she has made him most fortunate of men – by bestowing on him the great honour of agreeing to become his wife,’ and the room was again filled with applause.

			‘Now we all know Derek,’ he went on, ‘and we know that he’s wholly undeserving of such a gorgeous creature as Nic, but I guess we should still wish the bastard good luck. Ladies and gentlemen – the happy couple!’ and there was more clapping, and some cheering and another round of singing.

			‘I’d just like to say,’ began Derek, to cries of ‘No, stop him, we’ll be here all night.’

			‘No, No,’ he held up his hand. ‘You all know I’m a man of very few words,’ (more laughter) ‘but I would like to thank you all for your best wishes, and to say how lucky and how happy I am, and that I promise that I will do everything I can to make Nicola – whom I love with all my heart – happy, and to prove myself worthy of her. Now, I’m afraid we must leave you – Nicola is a talented artist and will this evening be honoured for the work she does in helping others to enrich their lives through art – but again, thankyou.’ And with his arm through mine he ushered me from the room.

			‘Well,’ I said to him in the lift on the way down, ‘that was subtle and understated.’

			‘Don’t be cross. I couldn’t help myself.’

			‘I haven’t told Susan yet. And we’re going to be late for the Gallery.’

			‘Aha. I thought of that. Sam has called a taxi, which will at this moment be waiting for us outside the building and will whisk us to our next appointment. Do you think I could make a small announcement at the Art Gallery?’ and I looked over at his face beaming at me in the dim light of the lift, and kissed him.

			‘You’re a complete dickhead you know, but I do love you rather.’

			At the gallery we each took a glass of wine and stood inconspicuously at the edge of one of the knots of arts people dotted throughout the room.

			‘Do I see you get your prize?’

			‘God no. It’s not like graduation.’

			‘I won’t see a soul I know,’ said Derek.

			‘There are a couple of my old lecturers over there with the Arts Mafia,’ I said, ‘we can stand next to them for a while.’

			‘Oh good, might just have a quick word,’ and before I could stop him Derek was next to the director of the State Gallery who had just disentangled himself from a group of hangers-on and stood for a moment alone, facing a large ill-worked acrylic canvas.

			‘So – does abstract painting still have a past?’ asked Derek, looking enquiringly at him, and then, once he was sure he had been noticed, continuing, ‘Of course it does – but in this piece we see the paradigm of the artist’s intention taking a more immediate route – there is no plodding uber-plan here! There is certainly something, but that something is never clear; and these cleverly mismatched signifiers force the viewer to confront the very process of meaning-making.’

			The poor director said nothing, but turned to look at Derek, wondering what was going on. Derek, quickly establishing eye contact, continued, ‘In this work I see a low-rent glamour, like a true fleur du mal or a seventies Fassbinder film. For me it feeds more on defeat than on success, on squalor as well as on beauty, on death as on life, along with grand visions – however blinding – of love.’

			‘Well, if you’ll excuse me…’ and looking down with dismay at his empty glass, the director walked off toward the bar. I went and put my arm through Derek’s, ‘I thought you said you were going to behave. That was the director of our State Gallery – someone you should be nice to. You’re a worry to me sometimes.’

			‘Well, the man’s an ignoramus. Didn’t he see the gravitas? It first struck me as monolithic, but now, looking from the outside I find a peculiar combination of tristesse and hard-boiled impatience – a real craving for new horizons and fresh saints.’

			‘Oh God. Come on, I’m getting you out of here and taking you somewhere safe.’

			‘Hang on, we haven’t even had the speeches yet. I might just see if I can snaffle a couple more drinks from that snooty looking girl over there. I’ll come back and find you.’ He kissed me on the cheek, then briefly on the lips, and disappeared.

			I drifted over to a group where a couple of my former lecturers congratulated me without bothering to feign sincerity, but let me stand nearby while I listened to them gossip about recent appointments to various advisory bodies, and what was happening in the Eastern States. They murmured derisive comments throughout the speeches, and when these were over they patted me on the shoulder and made their way towards the exit.

			The crowd thinned quickly, but I did not see Derek immediately; he waved to me from near the door and we went out through the foyer together.

			‘Sorry. Bumped into a bloke I new from Uni – le Page.’

			‘Don’t tell me you know that reptile Simon le Page.’

			‘He speaks highly of you though. Actually we used to call him Simon le Poof. I think they finally gave him a degree just to get him out of Uni. He’s quite a funny bloke really.’

			‘Yeah. Super guy.’

			‘Well, he says congratulations – for the grant too I mean. He was with a very elegant woman; Ginny something? And he’d managed to find a full bottle of red from somewhere.’ 

			‘That sounds like him.’

			‘Anyway – he said to say that someone you knew was back in town. Someone named Alex? For rehab or something.’

		

	


	
		
			Five

			A few days later I had a call from Alex’s mother.

			‘Nicola. I didn’t have your number, but I found Susan in the book and she gave it to me. I hope you don’t mind. Congratulations dear – she told me that you’re engaged.’

			‘Ah yes – yes, I am, thankyou.’

			‘You know that Alex is back with us.’

			‘Well, yes, Simon le Page bumped into my fiancée and mentioned something of it, but I don’t know any more than that.’

			‘Well, the circumstances are a bit worrying for Terry and me. We wonder if you would meet with us?’

			‘Of course, I’d be happy to. Alex is not well?’

			‘No. Perhaps when you finish work one day we could meet for coffee?’

			So the next day after work I walked up through the city to the coffee lounge where we had agreed to meet. I saw them through the big windows as I approached, the two of them partly obscured by a potted palm, perched on their wicker-back chairs at opposite sides of a square table. They were watching the door and when I entered they waved me over. Anne and Terry both stood and kissed me in turn, and then we sat and Terry poured some white wine into the empty glass in front of me.

			‘We’ve ordered some bread and dips,’ he said, ‘They’re really quite good here.’

			‘You look marvellous, dear,’ said Anne, ‘life is obviously agreeing with you. We were so sorry to hear about you poor mother. That was dreadful.’

			‘Thankyou for you letter. And thanks for letting Alex know too; she wrote me a lovely card.’

			‘Oh good,’ said Terry. I smiled at them, and took a sip of my wine.

			‘We’re very grateful that you came,’ said Anne, ‘It’s been something that we’ve often thought about; we could have handled things better, but the longer it went on the more difficult it became, and then it was too late, and you had other things to think about, and we thought is best to just leave it.’

			‘I think the thing is that we could have been more honest with you,’ said Terry.

			‘Oh.’

			‘Well, it’s hard to say this, and it sounds silly now, especially with everything that’s happened, but at that time we wanted Alex to have a whole range of experience, and we wanted her to have more friends than just one. We saw you as part of our family, but we wanted her to have lots of different friends, and we never said that – to you or to Alex. I feel awkward about saying it now. We were less than completely honest about the scholarship in Holland; we had quite a bit to do with organising it. In fact, it wasn’t really a scholarship.’

			‘I didn’t know.’

			‘And when she found out that we had tricked her in a way, that we had arranged for her to be accepted to the college, she was very angry. The first Christmas when she came back was very difficult. But we had to bring her back because of the way she was treating Vin and Thea. I gather she was pretty awful to them. She was – well according to Vin she was smoking dope quite often, and he was worried that it might have been causing problems for her, but of course her being so hostile to him made the situation worse. Well, the whole thing was very difficult and so we thought we had to bring her home for Christmas. And of course when she did come back she was cross with us as well; I think she was cross with everyone at that time.’

			‘Well, it’s kind of you to think of telling me all this, but really, it’s three years ago; nearly four, it’s – well, it’s a long time ago and I haven’t really thought about it. I mean, people change and I just…’

			‘We’ve often thought we owed you more of an explanation,’ said Anne, and she reached across the table put her hand on my wrist. I did not move my hand, but looked straight ahead and reached out with my other hand to take a sip of wine. Our waitress – in black skirt and red tee shirt – arrived smiling, and placed on our table a plate of Lebanese bread and two pots of dip. I took this opportunity to reclaim my hand from Anne’s grasp, and looking at the two of them I saw that while they were unchanged physically since I first met them – Anne’s hair still thick and dyed a rich brown, tied simply at the back, Terry no greyer, still spare and rangy in his striped short-sleeved shirt and tan trousers – there was now a reserve and wariness about them that I had not noticed before.

			‘And now she’s back again,’ I said. ‘Is she staying?’

			‘Well, that’s just it, we don’t know,’ said Anne.

			‘You see, I had to go and collect her this time,’ said Terry, ‘she had an episode. She was detained by Dutch Police when she tried to board a flight in Amsterdam with no ticket, no money and no luggage. It was two days before I got to Amsterdam to pick her up. We came straight back here; most of her stuff is still in Holland.

			‘Oh my God. Why did they detain her?’

			‘Well, by the time I got there they might have changed their story a bit, but they said they thought she was likely to cause harm to herself.’

			‘Well, what did Alex say?’

			‘Alex wouldn’t speak to me,’ said Terry. ‘She didn’t speak the whole way back.’

			‘Will she talk to you now?’

			‘Not really. She says she’s fine. What she says now is that she was in a bar near the Art School, and someone must have spiked her drink with LSD. She says she has a clear recollection of the whole episode; it made perfect sense to her at the time – they’d all been talking about Venice and she was reminded of her time there and had to get back. A bit like The Student Prince; she wanted to leave her responsibilities and go back to time of freedom and happiness. She did not need any clothes or money; all those would be waiting for her when she arrived. She left the bar and went straight to Schiphol airport – she’s lucky nothing worse happened. Now she says she’s fine and she wants to go straight back.’

			‘So she wanted to go to Venice?’

			‘Yes – something about being the queen of Venice.’

			‘But that’s not right,’ I said quietly, more to myself than to them. ‘I was supposed to be the queen.’

			‘Sorry?’ said Terry.

			‘No; it’s nothing,’ I said, bringing myself back to the present, ‘and what do you think about it now?’

			‘We don’t know,’ said Anne, ‘She’s not fine, and we’re very worried of course. We want to take her to a doctor here, but she won’t go. We can’t keep her locked up, but at the moment she just sits at home; she won’t see anyone.’

			‘And I’m not so sure about the drink spiked with acid explanation,’ said Terry. ‘I’m no expert but it sounds a bit more like a delusional episode than an acid trip to me. We were just wondering if there was anything you had noticed, anything you had seen before that was like this?’

			‘No – I don’t think so; I mean definitely not, I never saw her be delusional. Sometimes she could be very – well, she would change a lot, but I thought that was deliberate. Yes, sometimes when she was drunk she would change, but I tried to think that it…’ I struggled for words, and then said rather flatly; ‘I hope she’s fine, and if there’s anything I can do please let me know.’

			‘I’m sorry, we just wondered – well, you know her better than us in many ways I’m sure, and…’ Terry faltered, and looked across to Anne.

			‘We’re just trying to make sense of it,’ said Anne, ‘Thankyou for your help. It must be odd after all this time. Perhaps you would come up and visit?’

			‘No,’ I said quickly. ‘No, I don’t think so. I mean I’m sorry to hear she’s not well and everything, but to turn up because you asked me…’ I trailed off and sat looking at the tablecloth for a moment, then stood up. ‘Well, I’d better fly. Don’t get up. Thanks for the drink – do keep in touch.’ Then without looking back I hastened clumsily past the tables and the counter, nodded to our waitress and pushed open the glass doors that released me onto the street.

			It was a hurried exit, and as I went from the brightly lit interior and onto the street outside I found that I was crying.

		

	


	
		
			Six

			In the following weeks the weather turned to summer. Alex remained for me a ghostly presence, not strong, but persistent. Anne and Terry wrote me a letter thanking me for seeing them, and telling me that Alex would now remain at home – apparently quite well – for some time. Her excursion to Australia meant that she had missed the start of the new academic year in Europe, and she would work on art projects at home for the summer. They told me of a collaborative project she had organised with our Art School, and that there may even be some sessional tutor work for her. They also said that she sent her love, but I had no contact with her directly. I kept up my side of the Mexican stand-off, sending best wishes back in a card, but not calling. Knowing that she was in town lent a new background note to my life there; again I felt that I might bump into her at an art opening or a jazz club, and again I found myself looking for her face in a crowd. I even considered, but stopped short of engineering, a meeting with Simon le Page so that I might have further news. Instead I contented myself with my own life, but I thought of her often, up there in her house in the hills, moving about in her own world; a world that was close to mine, but with which there was no intersection.

			Derek’s family welcomed me into their circle, and I spent increasing amounts of time with them. Alice, Derek’s younger sister, was a vivacious and intelligent girl of sixteen who was also set on a career in the law, and who argued forcibly with her father on matters of social justice. She formed a quick and natural bond with Susan, clearly admiring my sister’s considerable élan, and Susan in her turn relished the attentions of a talented protégé. I found myself more at home with the mother, Margaret, a quiet woman of understated and sardonic wit, whose asides at the more preposterous of her husband’s pronouncements often had me shaking with silent laughter. David was a barrister, then in his early fifties; corpulent, silver haired, vain, and with a love of the centre-stage and his own opinions that would have been more irksome were it not tempered with a willingness to laugh at himself. Another sister, Regan, five years older than Derek, was a doctor, married and living in England. 

			Our wedding was a frequent topic of dinner conversation; Regan had been married in England in rather grand circumstances, and both my prospective parents-in-law were looking for an opportunity to show that they could put on a good show in the colonies.

			‘Now don’t misunderstand me,’ said David at dinner one night, a fork of rare roast beef in one hand, a glass of red wine in the other, ‘Regan’s husband is a splendid fellow; delightful chap; I could not have asked for a better son-in-law. Help me Margaret – what is the little ponce’s name?’

			‘Maurice, dear, as I think you know,’ she replied patiently.

			‘Of course – Maurice; how could I forget that? Maurice. What a splendid, masculine name – a name for heroes, for conquerors. I’m sure the ancestors of our young Maurice have been buggering each other senseless for generations, desisting long enough only to poke their withered ancestral penises – out of a sense of duty to the line of course – into a succession of ever more grey-gilled and vapid daughters of the minor aristocracy, producing increasingly inadequate heirs, the culmination of which activity is … Maurice. Now here,’ and he turned to me, waving his fork in my direction, ‘here is the stuff to build dynasties. Look at Nicola here; a daughter of the wide brown land; strong of back, lean of limb, magnificent of breast, sorry Nicola – intelligent, kind…’

			‘Dad,’ said Alice sharply, ‘how dare you say that, You’re a buffoon; you’re a sexist pig,’ 

			‘Now, really Alice, you must think before you speak. Which am I? Pig or buffoon? Perhaps I’m both? Aged porcine buffoon or aged buffoonesque pig? Accuracy darling, is paramount. Nicola – I am sure – is not offended. She has heard me say often that you, dear Alice, have a pert little pair and a saucy arse; she has heard me say that my dear wife Margaret is pendulous and that Regan is flat as a boy; for me to single Nicola out by omission would be inexcusable; she would feel that I was insincere when I said that I considered her one of the family. Isn’t that right Nicola?’

			‘Well, David, I think it’s the first time I’ve had my bosom graded in my presence,’ I said, ‘except perhaps while walking past a building site. I thank you, therefore, for increasing my range of experience.’

			‘Of course, of course,’ said David, then picked up an empty wine bottle and regarded it sadly before looking over at Margaret, who sat immobile. ‘Well, I’ll get it myself then.’ He stood up, and walked with exaggerated steadiness into the kitchen.

			‘Ah’, said Margaret looking after him as he left the room. ‘The cups that cheer but not inebriate wait on each, so let us welcome peaceful evening in… Would you like anything more, Nicola?’

			‘Oh, I’m fine thanks,’ I said.

			‘Have we decided on a dress?’ David’s voice called in from the kitchen. I looked despairingly at Margaret and Derek in turn. ‘Now – Lady Di,’ he said as he re-entered the room, ‘Princess Diana; she is a well-put-together girl. But I think her dress was altogether too – fussy.’

			‘Susan and I are helping Nic with her dress, Dad,’ said Alice firmly. ‘It’s going to be off-white and strapless, cut on the cross. I think you’ll like it.’

			‘Good, good. Is the wedding to take place in the cathedral? I think we should have the Archbishop, and he works best in the cathedral, he can seem a bit mousy in a smaller venue.’

			‘No, dad,’ said Derek, ‘we’re thinking of a garden wedding at this stage. Something small, definitely not a church wedding, probably a simple exchange of vows and then an informal party.’

			‘Exchange of vows? Informal party? Margaret – what’s going on here? Have I begotten heathens? I thought they were Anglicans, didn’t we pay to have them made into Anglicans? I’ve a cheque-stub somewhere to prove it I’m sure. Has my church failed me in this? Alice, you’re an Anglican, surely?’

			‘No dad, I’m an atheist. And you wouldn’t pay to have my teeth fixed either.’

			‘So young, and so untender?’

			‘It’s my fault, I’m afraid,’ I said, ‘I want something simple, and I’ve all these relatives over in the east. If it’s a big wedding they’ll be offended that I didn’t invite the lot of them, and that would be more than I could bear. I haven’t seen them for ages but when mum died some of them were rather put out that we had her cremated – which is what she wanted – instead of sending her back to be buried with the old rellies. I’ve had to put up with a barrage of sugary sentiment from them, tipped with venomous disapproval. I don’t want to put up with it again at my wedding. I really just want something small, and I’m sorry if you had something else in mind, I can quite understand that it’s very exciting for you, but I’m afraid that this is very important for me and for Derek, and a wedding must be what we sincerely want; it’s how we’re starting the rest of our lives together, and it has to be our decision.’

			David sat in silence, and looked at me blankly. He then stood and rested with both hands on the table, and said solemnly; ‘I should not have been made old ‘til I had been made wise. Forgive me, Nicola darling – forgive an old fool. My son is the most fortunate of men. He has been truly blessed. I’ll go and read for a while in my study, and then to bed. Adieu.’ He turned and walked slowly from the room.

			‘He’ll be boozed at the reception, too,’ said Alice, ‘so I think it would be a good idea to get the speeches out of the way early.’

		

	


	
		
			Seven

			‘There’s a letter here for you, said Susan, passing me a coloured envelope on which my name was written in green ink. It had become usual that I would visit Susan on Saturday mornings. Less than ten months had passed since mum’s death, but I thought of the flat now as Susan’s, and I looked forward to our ritual cups of tea, discussions, and hearing the details of Susan’s life, which seemed so much more energetic than my own.

			While Susan made another cup of tea I opened my envelope, which contained a card and a folded note. It was from the Grahams; I had not recognised Anne’s writing on the envelope, but inside was a printed card inviting me to a Sunday afternoon Christmas drinks party at their house. The folded note was from Alex:

			Dear Nic

			Do come and save me from all mum and dad’s fossilised friends. It would be wonderful to see you; sorry to have been so distant. Bring Derek, I’d love to meet him, and congratulations, you clever thing.

			Love, Alex

			...

			For my birthday that year Derek had given me a pair of automotive jumper leads – not because my car was unreliable, but so that I might help him start his MG on the frequent occasions when it left him stranded. While grateful for the gift, I suggested to him that as he was now earning a decent salary he could possibly pay to have the electrics of his car fixed so that it might satisfy the primary purpose of a car, which as I saw it was to provide transport. 

			‘No, no – you see, I understand the electrics,’ he said, ‘it’s a complicated system, it’s not something you can just take to a garage and expect them to fix; they don’t have a picture of the whole car.’ 

			I came to enjoy zipping around town in his car with its top down, and as a sign of the egalitarian nature of our relationship Derek and I frequently shared the driving to and from engagements, most commonly with me driving home after he had been drinking.

			When we set off for the Graham’s Christmas party I was edgy, and insisted that I should drive there, feeling that it would settle my nerves.

			‘Who’s driving back?’ he asked.

			‘You are,’ I said. ‘You always criticise my driving, and anyway, I’m likely to need a drink more than you are this afternoon.’ 

			It had been a long time since my last visit to her house. This time the driveway was full of cars, and we had to park some distance from the house and walk up; Derek carried a bottle of champagne and I held a small gift, wrapped and beribboned.

			The back door was open, and we entered into the corridor and walked down towards the kitchen. I poked my head into Alex’s bedroom as we passed. She was not there; I saw a couple of half forgotten art-school faces, part of a small group sitting cross legged on the floor while the smoke from a cigarette drifted up from the ashtray in their midst. The house was quite full. By the kitchen door were three older people; I recognized an art critic, who bit carefully into a small triangular sandwich while a frumpish woman in a long brown skirt spoke seriously to him, punctuating her conversation with high, self-conscious laughter. Holding Derek by the hand I led him past, murmuring excuses, and into the kitchen. A woman I did not know had just taken a tray of vol au vents out of the oven; she deposited them hastily onto the sink, freeing her hands from the tea towel she had used to carry the tray and waving her fingers to cool them while she smiled at us without speaking.

			Moving through into the living room I caught sight of Terry standing on the far side, deep in conversation while he held a bottle of wine, a corkscrew stuck into its top but his task forgotten as he waved the bottle from side to side to illustrate a point. I pushed politely around the side of the dining table where an older man, clearly quite deaf, was leaning over and straining hard to hear a young Chinese woman next to him. The room was full of voices that mixed with the sounds of jazz coming from the record player by the side wall. Anne was standing by the record player, holding a glass of white wine, the other hand toying with her necklace as she nodded to a neat dark-haired woman opposite her. She looked across and caught my eye, letting her necklace fall to her chest as she raised her hand, waving her fingers in a gesture of hello. She turned back to the companion, whose shoulder she patted to excuse herself, and then began to make her way over to me. I manoeuvred to the less cramped space in the middle of the room, and saw Terry, entering through the door from the balcony. He in turn saw me and mouthed hello, so I moved towards him.

			‘Nicola! Fantastic to see you,’ and he kissed me on the cheek.

			‘Hi Terry, I’d like you to meet Derek. Derek – Terry.’

			‘Nice to meet you,’ said Derek, ‘can I give you this?’ and he held out the bottle he had been carrying.

			Spurred by this, I pressed my gift on him as well; ‘Oh, and I have this; just a little Christmassy thing,’ I said, holding out the wrapped parcel, eager to be rid of it.

			‘Fantastic, thanks; I’ll give this to Anne. Derek, why don’t you come with me and I’ll find you two some glasses. Nicola, wait for us on the deck; I’ll never find you again in here.’

			I watched them push their way toward the kitchen, and then made my own way towards the open glass door, and then into the quiet of the deck outside. I stood and leaned forward against the railing, looking out over the city and the sea, waiting. I tried to breathe slowly and concentrate just on simple things, the warm air, the slight scent of gum trees, the texture of the wooden rail under my hand.

			I heard the kitchen door at the far end of the balcony open. I turned, and there, walking slowly towards me, was Alex. As soon as I saw her a jolt of recognition flashed through me; everything she had been to me suddenly swept back into my body and my arms and chest became tight and I gripped the rail with both hands just to be sure I could stand there without falling. Her hair was up, pulled back in a bun that left her neck bare. She wore an embroidered silk Mandarin jacket, short sleeved, tight at the neck, and her skirt was velvet, sea-green, and on her feet she wore simple brown leather sandals. She held a tray with three glasses and a bottle of champagne, and she looked down, frowning slightly in concentration as she carried them toward me. When she was quite close she stopped, looked up at me and smiled a full, warm smile of welcome.

			‘Hello,’ she said.

			‘Hello.’

			She put the tray town on a small wicker table and then extended both her arms. I turned to face her, my hands leaving the rail and floating toward her. She reached in and held me gently by the wrists as she leaned forward and kissed me. Then, still smiling, she raised one hand and wiped the smudge of lipstick from the corner of my mouth.

			‘I’m not very good at lipstick,’ she said.

			My free hand moved up to her face and the backs of my fingers brushed across her cheek. Her eyes were looking down, and then for an instant they looked into mine before breaking away and looking down to the bottle on the table. She let my wrist go and stepped back, turning to the table.

			‘Let’s see if I can do something useful with this,’ and she removed the wire clasp from the top of the bottle and popped the cork without difficulty. ‘Ah – years of practice.’

			I tried to concentrate on the wine, watching it go into the glasses, focussing on the bubbles and the sunlight flashing through them so that I would not look up into her face.

			‘Thanks,’ I took my glass and turned away, facing out to the sea so that I would not stare at her.

			‘A toast?’ she asked. I could not see her but her voice seemed to come from all around me. ‘Oh – we should wait for your man; where is he?’

			‘Derek? He’ll be out in a moment I think; Terry took him to the kitchen.’

			‘Of course. You are a dark horse. I’ve been dying to meet this mysterious stranger – the handsome lawyer who stole your heart.’

			And then Derek arrived. I looked at him and I looked at her, and in his eyes I saw nothing, but in her eyes I saw everything I could ever want to see. I put my arm around Derek and clutched him in close because I was afraid. I needed to hold something real and solid. He turned and smiled across at me and I looked back at him and I tried to smile but I could not. 

		

	


	
		
			Eight

			‘We’re dwindling a bit aren’t we?’ said Susan. It was three days before Christmas, and she and I were pushing a suitcase of bed linen into the back of the Chrysler.

			‘What?’

			‘In numbers I mean; first there were four of us, then three, now only two.’

			‘Oh, I see. Yes, we are,’ I said.

			‘It’s going to be strange at the beach without mum. God. I used to dream about being allowed to have a holiday without her.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘But you know, in the last couple of years I really got to quite like her. I’m glad about that. I’m glad that I got to be an adult before she died; I’m glad I knew her.’

			‘I know what you mean,’ I said, ‘I think if we’d been younger it would have been different.’

			‘It sounds silly, but I would have been… I think I would have been cross with her. You know, for dying too soon. If she’d snuffed it the first time round, with the breast cancer, I think I would have been angry. I might have turned into a teen delinquent.’

			‘You did.’

			‘You know what I mean.’

			We finished packing the car and set off, leaving the blue Datsun in the driveway. It was about eleven o’clock on Saturday morning, the last shopping day before Christmas, and the car park at the supermarket was completely packed as we drove past. I had been at work the day before, so Susan had done the shopping. It was odd how we slipped into the old ways; we’d just shopped and packed like we would have with mum, except we’d added six bottles of white wine and a bottle of gin to the list.

			The Victor house was cool and dark. It smelled of Mrs Patterson’s many potions and air fresheners; there was vanilla-bean in the fridge, pine air-stick in the bathroom, sandalwood in the living room, her various powders and perfumes in the bedroom; and underlying it all a bass note of age – the smell of a world that had not quite caught up with the present.

			We unloaded the car and packed food into the fridge and the kitchen cupboards, then made our beds and put the rest of the gear into the back porch. It was well into the afternoon when we set up the banana lounges on the slates at the front. Susan put on a bikini and lay in the sun with a tee shirt draped over her head, and I read a magazine.

			From inside the house the telephone rang; ‘If that’s Pete I’m not here,’ said Susan. I got up and moved to the back door, but the phone stopped before I entered the house.

			‘Well, if that was Pete’s he’s not very keen, is he?’ I said. ‘You gave him the number?’

			‘In a moment of weakness, but I think some time apart would do us good. It would do me some good anyway. I might let him come down in a week or so if I get bored.’

			‘Well, I’m not going to field phone calls for you the whole time; did you give anyone else the number?’

			‘No, how about you?’

			‘Only Dex. He might call. He’s coming down on Boxing Day, after Christmas with his family. We could have gone too, you know – you were invited.’

			‘No thanks. What about Alex? You never told me.’

			‘No, of course not.’

			‘That’s not what you said. You said she invited herself down.’

			‘That was just at the party. She was just saying stuff; it didn’t mean anything.’ 

			‘Derek liked her. He told me.’

			On Christmas morning I woke early in my single bed to the first light showing behind the Holland blind of the bedroom window. I looked down by the mantelpiece and saw my stocking, red, with the initial N stitched on it worn green ribbon. Mum had made Christmas stockings for Susan and me when we lived in Broken Hill, and we had used them ever since. I tipped the contents – a copy of Cosmopolitan, a packet of coloured Sobranie Cocktail cigarettes and a bottle of tanning oil – onto my bed, and smiled. My presents for Susan had been a pair of white thongs, a baseball cap and an ankle bracelet that said ‘Foxy’. Susan would not be up for some time, so I dressed in shorts and windcheater, and walked outside and down the pathway to the beach.

			There was a light breeze, and the sand was cold and firm on my feet. The first hints of blue were visible in the sky, and traces of orange could be seen at the edges of the steel-grey clouds. The tide was going out, and as the waves retreated the sky was shown again in silver, reflected on the slick wet surface of the sand. At that hour there were few other walkers; I passed a middle-aged couple in matching navy tracksuits, and a young woman who walked a terrier. I nodded to her and wished her a Merry Christmas.

			When I returned to the house Susan and I drank coffee and ate croissants, then read novels and pottered about the house until lunchtime, when we took sandwiches down to the beach and spent the afternoon swimming and dozing on our towels in the sunshine. In the early evening we sat on the veranda, and I made us each a gin and tonic, which we drank as the light faded, before moving inside for a light dinner of ham and salad, followed by Christmas cake and champagne.

			I slept late, and woke in the morning to full sunlight and Susan standing over me with a cup of tea. ‘Thanks,’ I said, pushing myself up the bed so that I could sit with my back propped against the bed head, ‘this is service.’

			‘What’s on today?’

			‘Well, I think Dex will be here at some stage. How about you – are you off in search of the party crowd?’

			‘I don’t think so. Not this year; I feel like I’ve had enough of all that. We’ll see. Not at the moment, anyway. I might do something for New Year.’

			‘What do you feel like, then?’ I asked.

			‘I don’t know. Beach I suppose. Maybe we could go bodysurfing.’

			‘Well, let’s walk down to Boomer then. I can just stick a note in the door for Dex telling him where we are.’

			The day was calm, and as we walked along the beach I thought it unlikely that we would find much surf at Boomer. Sure enough, when we arrived most of those in the water were children, who were happy to try out their new Christmas surfboards while desultory watch was kept over them by the small groups of mothers who sat in the soft sand chatting and dispensing drinks and biscuits as required. 

			Susan and I dumped our gear and ran with exaggerated athleticism into the small waves, diving together into the water and swimming out past the break. We crouched together in the gentle swell, allowing the sea to support us while our feet rested on the bottom, our legs straightening and bending again as the water rose and fell. We looked hopefully out to sea, straining to discern the outline of something that might become a wave large enough to give us a ride. ‘This one. See? There – out the back…’

			‘No, this one?’

			‘The next one.’

			‘This one?’

			‘No, I think it might be the one after…’

			Eventually we gave up and paddled back in and walked up to our towels, where Derek was waiting for us. ‘Hey there surfer-girls,’ he said.

			‘Hi surfer-boy,’ I replied, giving him a salty kiss, ‘how was Chrissy with the rellies?’ 

			‘You can probably imagine,’ he said, ‘Dad and his brother trying to out-do each other, Alice being outraged, my little nephews breaking their toys and crying, mum escaping to the kitchen; pretty standard stuff; how about you two?’

			‘Very quiet and relaxing, thanks,’ said Susan.

			‘Do you want a swim?’ I asked.

			‘No, I’ll just hang around until you want to go back.’

			When Alex said she would come and visit I thought it was nothing more than idle party talk. I had tried to put it out of my mind, but knew that the possibility of her turning up would occupy my thoughts, to some degree at least, for the whole holiday. But still it was a shock to see her, that very afternoon, after she had driven down in the Honda.

			I opened the door at her knock and saw her standing there with an overnight bag and clutching a bottle of Pimm’s. ‘Do you have any cucumber?’ she asked as I faced her across the threshold, ‘I meant to bring one but I think I must have forgotten. Hello.’

			‘Alex. Hi.’

			‘I said I’d come down, didn’t I? Are you going to ask me in?’

			‘Of course I am. Come in.’

			She walked past me, peered into the living room, and seeing Susan sitting on the couch exclaimed; ‘My God Susan! How are you? Oh my God look at you,’ and dropped her bag and ran pitter-patter with tiny steps over to Susan and bent down to hug her.

			‘Hello Alex,’ said Susan, with noticeable coldness.

			‘Well,’ I said, ‘how’s everything? How are Anne and Terry?’

			‘I’m not exactly speaking to them at the moment; they’re rather tedious. But it’s lovely to see you – and is that gorgeous man of yours here?’

			‘Derek’s in the kitchen. We were just thinking about making some sandwiches; the sea air makes us eat the whole time.’ 

			‘We should all have a Pimm’s then. It’s a great aid to the digestion.’ She took the bottle into the kitchen and I heard her effusive hellos and small squeals of delight as she greeted Derek.

			Susan turned to me and raised an eyebrow, then lifted herself resignedly from the couch. We entered the kitchen, where the four of us seated ourselves around Mrs Patterson’s red Laminex table. The room had just one window; the Holland blind was drawn so that in the middle of the heat and light of that summer’s day we sat in dimly-lit surroundings; the full afternoon sun diffused through the blind to a yellow glow that lit our faces oddly from the side and gave the room the look of a film set.

			‘Here’s to you two,’ said Alex, lifting a glass to her lips and taking a sip of her drink, ‘God, it’s good to be down here by the sea. It’s so Australian – in Europe it’s just not the same; the new year starts before there’s time to notice that the old one’s gone; then it’s back into the snow, straight back to work; but here it’s Christmas, slowing down for the long school holidays, then this beautiful lazy week before New Year, then the year starts, but it’s summer, and it’s hot, and everything just slowly eases back into gear, and then the real heat starts; I’d forgotten about it. Susan – do you want a Pimm’s?’

			‘I suppose so,’ Susan replied, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever had one before.’

			‘My poor dear! How awful for you; we’ll have to rectify that straight away.’ Alex smiled and stood up, then walked over to the sink and cut some strips of cucumber and placed them into a glass. ‘It’s obscene what they charge for spirits in Holland. Good old Pimm’s; Nic and I used to live on this stuff in London, didn’t we Nic? Except over there we used to put slices of orange in it, didn’t we?’

			‘I don’t know. I don’t remember having any Pimm’s.’

			‘No? Don’t you? Well, have some more now,’ and she brought the bottle back to the table and sat down.’

			‘Nic’s never really told me much about swinging London,’ said Derek. I think there’s a wild side to her that I’ve never seen.’

			‘Wild?’ said Alex. ‘I’m not sure about that. Were you wild, dearest? No, I think she’s always been serene – cool and serene. She had all the boys over there in awe, but our Nicola kept them at bay. If they got fresh Nicola soon put them in their place – sorted them out in no uncertain terms.’

			‘Did she?’ Derek asked, with growing interest.

			‘Oh yes. I wonder if you remember that time…’ she looked across at me, and when I offered no response she continued; ‘Well, it was a party in someone’s house, and there were several weedy boys standing in a group being rather haughty; they were wearing suits for some obscure reason; anyway, they were quite obnoxious and one of them bumped Nicola so that some of her drink spilled on her blouse – I’m sure you were drinking Pimm’s, dearest – and then the boy went “Oh sorry,” clearly not really the slightest bit sorry, just turning away, rude as anything, and Nic said, “Don’t worry, I’m sorry too,” and she gave him a shove – a good solid shove and he was standing next to a couch and when she pushed him he flipped sideways; it caught him just above the knees and he flipped over – bang! Up he went and over. Wound up on the floor with his weedy mates standing around like they couldn’t believe their eyes. They were stunned, and Nic just looks down at him there sprawled on the ground with his feet sticking up in the air, and then – this is the best bit – she tips the rest of her drink right on his suit and says, “How careless of me.” It was priceless.’

			‘Really?’ Derek was grinning.

			‘No, not really,’ I said. ‘That’s not at all what happened.’

			‘Don’t be modest,’ said Alex. ‘She had them quaking in their shiny black shoes over there. A week later they were still too scared to speak to her.’

			‘That’s not how I remember it,’ I said, ‘anyway, how was your Christmas?’

			‘Tedious,’ said Alex, ‘it was all too tedious.’

			‘I know what you mean,’ said Derek, ‘every year we have a big family do, and my dad and his brother always seem to get into some kind of contest to see who can be the jolliest, which is fine for about half an hour, but with a few champagnes in them it gets ugly very quickly. Talk about goodwill to all men; we’re lucky if there’s not a punch-up.’

			‘Well that sounds positively benign compared to what I had to put up with,’ said Alex. ‘There’s just my parents and me, and we have this European tradition that we have to do things on Christmas Eve, but this year they have been behaving like prison-guards, not letting me out of their sight in case I go and have some fun somewhere, so I hatched a plot with George Muirhead that we could get our respective oldies together at his place, and George and I could pop out for some recreational intoxicants while the fossils were sipping their sherry, but one thing led to another and we ended up overdoing a bit, and – Oh Jesus, there was not a lot of goodwill chez moi either. But enough of this gloomy talk; how’s drinks?’ Alex turned to Susan, ‘are you ready for another of these? Derek?’ and without waiting for either of them to answer she topped up their glasses. ‘A bottle doesn’t seem to go as far as it used to. Well, we’ll finish these off and then think about what to do next. I’m not interrupting any plans, am I?’

			‘Not at all,’ I said.

			‘So tell me Alex,’ said Derek, ‘are you here for long? Back in Australia, I mean.’

			‘Not a moment longer than necessary,’ she said, ‘No – I really just had to pop back to get my visa sorted and a few other things, and it worked out better to stay for a while. I think I mentioned I’m doing a bit of work at the Art School, but I’ll be back in Holland later in the year. No, I couldn’t stay here; the idea’s nice, but my work has progressed so much from being in Europe; what I want to do couldn’t be sustained over here. Sad, but that’s the way it is. Great lifestyle, but it’s a cultural void I’m afraid.’

			‘Is there any more of that drink?’ asked Susan, having made short work of her last one. Alex held up the empty bottle and shrugged sadly.

			‘We have some gin,’ I said, ‘I suppose we could have a gin and tonic?’

			‘I’m not used to gin in the afternoon,’ said Susan, ‘but I suppose that comes from living in a cultural void. I’d better try to be a bit more European,’ and she went to the cupboard and took the bottle out, then cut some slices of lemon and put them into a saucer which she brought back to the table, along with the gin and a four-pack of tonic water from the fridge.

			‘What are you studying, Susan?’ asked Alex.

			‘Nothing actually. I’ve just finished. I’m about to start work as a physio.’

			‘Gosh. Oh yes, Nic told me; that’s amazing. I’m having such trouble keeping up with what’s been going on.’

			‘Well, that’s us – never a dull moment,’ I said.

			Derek fished the slices of cucumber out of his glass with his fingers and then popped in a couple of slices of lemon; ‘Anyone else?’ he asked, and then poured some gin into the glass and topped it up with tonic.

			‘Maybe we should have a swim?’ I suggested.

			‘Does anyone have any cigarettes?’ asked Alex, and when we responded only with silence she looked puzzled; ‘Did you all give up?’

			‘It’s no good when you’re treating someone,’ said Susan, ‘if your hands smell of smoke. It’s not very professional.’

			‘I’ll go and get some,’ said Derek, as he put both hands on the table and began to push himself up out of his chair. 

			‘Is that your MG?’ asked Alex.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Oh good; I’ll come with you. I’d love to go for a drive.’

			‘No need,’ I said quickly. ‘I’ve got some. I don’t think we should be driving.’

			‘You?’ Derek looked at me, surprised.

			‘Susan gave them to me for Christmas – it’s a kind of joke,’ I explained.

			‘Right…’ Derek’s look changed to one of puzzlement.

			‘Anyway; there’s no need to drive anywhere. I’ll get the cigarettes, only we shouldn’t smoke in the house.’

			‘Oh well, we could go outside then,’ said Susan. ‘We could go for a swim.’

			‘What are we having for dinner?’ asked Derek.

			‘A barbie?’ I offered.

			‘Oh my God yes – a barbie!’ Alex’s face lit up, ‘How quintessentially Australian-beach-holiday. Fantastic.’

			‘How’s that gin?’ asked Alex. Derek lifted the bottle and examined it, then poured the last of its contents into her glass and topped up with tonic; ‘Thanks,’ said Alex, ‘You know, I’m not sure that I have any bathers. Is that likely to be a problem? Will I be arrested for indecency?’

			‘I’ll just go and put my bathers on,’ said Susan, and she stood up quickly and left the room.

			Derek and Alex continued sitting while they finished their drinks, then stood up, their chairs scraping awkwardly on the linoleum. They went into the living room, leaving me alone with the empty bottles, glasses, and the bits of used lemon and cucumber that rested damply on the table. I stared at it all for a while, then collected the glasses and put them in the sink, and then wiped the table with a tea towel. I could hear stage whispers from the living room, and when I entered Derek held a finger up to his lips to hush me, and pointed to the bedroom where Susan had put herself to bed and lay silent under her quilt. Derek had changed into board-shorts and was holding a towel, and then he and Alex, who also held a towel, crept noisily through the back door.

			In my room I stood for a while in front of the mirror and examined the reflection that looked back at me; my face looked tired, the smile perhaps a little forced. I began to undress, still watching myself, my body revealing itself gradually as I let my clothes fall in a pile on the floor. Then I was naked. I stood staring at my reflection, remembering, lingering, until an odd feeling of melancholy started to creep over me. I took my bathers from the drawer and pulled them on, then picked up a sunshade from the dresser and left the room. 

			As I walked towards the back door I heard a whisper. ‘Psst, Nic,’ it was Susan signalling to me from her bedroom. I went in and sat on the bed.

			‘What’s up?’ I asked, ‘I thought you went to sleep.’

			‘No, I’m not as drunk as all that; I just felt like I had to get away. Is she gone?’

			‘She and Derek have gone to the beach,’ I said.

			Susan propped herself up on one elbow, then wiggled her head coquettishly in imitation of Alex; ‘Oh, silly me, I forgot my bathers, Oh gosh, I hope no-one minds that I have to swim all nudey-nude… Oh deary me! ’

			‘I know.’

			‘I hate her Nic,’ said Susan. ‘I hate her for what she… Well, anyway, she’s a prize bitch. And now she’s playing her stupid girly games with Derek.’

			‘I know. I’m going down there,’ I said.

		

	


	
		
			Nine

			Anne and Terry wanted to see my wedding photos. I felt guilty that they had not been invited, so when they rang and asked me up to their house for dinner I agreed to go. Derek refused flatly, so I made excuses for him, and set off by myself in the darkness after work on a winter’s night. The fabric top of the MG flapped slightly as the rain sought to find a way into the cabin, and a trickle of water ran down the inside of the windscreen. Alone in the car I had time to reflect on all the different times I had come to this house, and the different feelings and expectations I brought with me on each occasion. I remembered the first time, when the place had seemed enchanted, when it was heaven just to be sitting next to Alex on my way to a new and exciting world. And after that, in my darkest times, how it had the aura of a Shangri-La that was forbidden me, where Alex was distant, isolated, out of reach. 

			But this night the place lost its power, and I, confident, with my new life ahead of me, was driving only to a house. Despite the dark and the rain I found their driveway without misadventure, parked the car and ran across the sodden gravel with my wedding album clutched under my arm. 

			‘We were very lucky with the weather,’ I said, as I sat at their dining room table with the album opened in front of me. The house was quiet; the dining room that was so familiar to me had lost the warmth and vitality I remembered from the past. Anne and Terry too had changed. When I first met them I found them fascinating; I wanted to know all about them so I could know more about Alex, but with Alex gone they seemed like ghosts, moving silently about the house as they repeated the routines of the past, which now had no purpose, except, perhaps, to keep these two phantoms from vanishing completely.

			‘It’s a lovely garden,’ said Anne, ‘and what a glorious day you had.’

			‘Yes,’ I said, ‘It’s Derek’s parents’. That’s his sister Alice, and Susan of course.’

			‘Oh yes. Oh you all do look lovely,’ said Anne. ‘Alex was so sorry not to be there with you.’

			‘Yes, it’s a shame, but I quite understand about semesters and visas and schedules. It was just bad luck.’

			‘It’s very kind of you to bring those spare proof shots,’ said Terry, ‘I know Alex will be thrilled to see them.’

			‘Oh that’s nothing. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get up here to see you. It seems like ages.’

			‘Well, it’s lovely that you’re here now,’ said Anne, ‘and we can see how beautiful you looked in that marvellous dress – and how happy.’

			‘Yes,’ I said, ‘very happy.’

			When I had shown them all the photos in the album, and explained who all the people were, and been through the proof shots I was giving them for Alex and explained those too, the photos were cleared away and I was left with Terry while Anne went into the kitchen. We sat for a while, and I refused the offer of more wine, then Anne returned with a lamb curry, some dahl, rice and raita. The dishes were arranged on the table and Anne served us.

			‘Thankyou, that looks – and smells – delicious,’ I said.

			‘Well thank you, Nicola,’ said Anne.

			When we had settled into our meal and there was a suitable pause, Terry leaned towards me. ‘I’m not sure if you know, but Alex has a bit of news of her own that we thought we’d like to share with you,’ he said, and looked over to Anne, who nodded her approval.

			‘Oh?’ I said.

			‘We’re far too young for all this of course,’ said Terry, ‘but even so we’re finding it rather exciting – we’re going to be grandparents.’

			I looked at them in turn; it took a while for this news to register, but then it came to me – grandparents; their only child was Alex, therefore Alex must be expecting a baby.

			‘Oh, wow – congratulations,’ was the best I could manage.

			‘Yes, we’re thrilled,’ said Anne. ‘It’s been an adjustment for us, but it really is tremendously exciting.’ 

			‘We’re not sure of the details – we haven’t been given many,’ said Terry, ‘but the date is quite soon.’

			‘Will she be having it here?’

			‘I gather not,’ continued Terry, ‘I think she’s quite settled that it will be born in Holland. Anne and I are planning to go over and stay for a while, and probably travel a bit as well.’

			‘And is there a partner?’ I asked, not caring about the bluntness of the question.

			‘We think not,’ said Anne. ‘We don’t know, our attempts to ask along those lines have been – perhaps I could say – deflected.’

			‘But we’re thrilled,’ said Terry, ‘we really are. We think that for Alex to accept the responsibility for someone else, for another life, will be just what she needs. She’s very young of course, but then, Anne and I were young when we met, and this new focus for her will be a very positive thing. She’ll have to put someone else’s needs before her own, and I really think it will settle her and ground her. She’ll need to look after her health as well, start making some life choices and get into a routine…’ Terry stopped when he felt Anne’s hand on his wrist. He looked across at her, then picked up his glass, smiled at me and shrugged.

		

	


	
		
			EPILOGUE: 
The Queen of Venice

		

	


	
		
			Eindhoven

			The bedroom was silent, and oddly barren compared with the rest of the flat; all the other rooms were filled with scarves, paintings, small objects and mementos, but in this room the walls were bare, the texture of the concrete blocks plainly visible under white paint. The frames of the door and window were also painted white, as were the cupboards and the radiator for the central heating. The other furniture, not much more than her bed, a dressing table and chair, was all of untreated pine. It seemed odd that there was no art in this room, no paintings or sculpture; even the dressing table was all but empty, containing only a hairbrush, face cream, and the lipstick she had worn that evening. The room had the feeling of monk’s cell or hospital ward, devoid of the atmosphere of life that is usually acquired by a space that someone has made their home.

			And then it began to dawn on me that this austerity was not accidental, that she had created it deliberately, that the clutter and life that was so much a part of the rest of the flat had been carefully removed to create a feeling of emptiness. She had created this room, this situation, as an art installation, into which I should enter and then become a part.

			All of a sudden I saw myself as if from above; I saw the room as though viewed through a camera fixed to the ceiling. I saw a scene painted in the muted light and gentle illumination of the bedside lamp, in the long shadows that were cast on the floor and walls. The death bed, the mourner, even the silence seemed part of the scene, as my own breathing and the beating of my heart became the loudest things in the room.

			Had she created this event and planned its enactment for a long time, waiting only for an audience? Perhaps my arrival was incidental, and I was a chance witness to what might have been played out to no one. There was no note by the bed, no tell-tale bottle of pills on the dressing table. I knew little of her life over the last ten years, since that last summer before my wedding, when the orbits of our worlds – once so close – had shifted on their axes and lost any point of intersection. Why had she done this? Was there any possible rationale? I remembered her father, talking of van Gogh, pondering whether the artist should be allowed to turn the gun on himself in the name of art.

			But when I let go her wrist and reached out to let the back of my hand brush against her cheek, and felt its coldness, I knew that this could not be art; it was death, and the power of death should belong not with man but with nature alone.

			Then I heard footsteps, and sat bolt upright, startled, as the door opened slowly and Theo, sleepy-eyed, stood at the threshold; ‘Mama?’

			‘She’s asleep,’ I said quietly, ‘let’s not wake her. Can I take you back to your room? I’d like that.’

			It took all my strength to put Theo back to bed; I moved numbly, an automaton, holding his small, warm hand as we walked back to his room and I tucked him under his quilt, and then patted him until he was asleep. I went to Derek and explained what had happened, how we must call the ambulance but tell them not to make any noise; that they must not knock on the door, that this would wake the child, that they must come at once. Would they understand English? We must look in the phone book for the number. We must call the police, but not until the ambulance had come. Somehow I was able to speak calmly, to explain to Derek what had to be done; he nodded blankly and stood behind me as I sat in the kitchen and made the first of the phone calls.

			My first concern had been for Theo, that he would be woken by uniformed police entering his room and telling him that his mother was dead, but instead there was a woman of about my age, dressed neatly in slacks and a jacket, who waited with us throughout the night, and as the greyest of mornings broke around us she sat with Derek and me in the kitchen, each of us with a mug of coffee in front of us, and on the table a fourth mug, forgotten by the policeman who had just left the house.

			I sat and stared out of the window, across the small patch of lawn white with frost, to the bare birch trees that lined the street, and watched the police car drive away. In the cold of the morning the exhaust from the car condensed to a fog that hung in the air for a while where the car had been, and then the street was still.

			‘I will go and wake Theo,’ said the woman, ‘and help him pack some clothes and get his school materials ready. Then he can have some breakfast. We will say that he is to come with me for a time. I will tell him that his mother is unwell; he will be used to the routine. I am not Theo’s protector, but he knows me.’

			And it happened as she said it would. I could not bring myself to speak while he was in the room, afraid that my voice would break and betray my feelings, so I sat silent, trying to smile. When they stood to leave – she with her arm around him – I stood too, and when Theo turned and waved to me I managed to say; ‘Goodbye Theo.’ 

			‘I didn’t understand all that,’ said Derek when they had left us, and we were alone in the kitchen.

			‘Neither did I,’ I said, ‘Are we going to be held?’

			‘Held? What do you mean?’

			‘The police. What will happen next? Are they going to hold us as witnesses or anything?’

			‘I don’t know. I don’t think so. They seem remarkably pragmatic.’

			The policeman had told us to wait, and that someone would come at ten o’clock to take us to a hotel.

			‘I suppose we should pack our stuff,’ I said.

			‘Yes. Bloody good idea,’ said Derek. ‘The sooner we’re out of this place the better.’

			Packing our bags took only a few minutes; we stacked them by the front door, and then again we sat in the kitchen. There was over an hour to wait before we would be collected, and the time weighed heavily on both of us.

			‘Don’t you think this all a bit odd?’ asked Derek.

			‘Of course it’s odd,’ I snapped at him, ‘Of course it’s odd when your friend kills herself in front of you; decidedly odd. In fact I’d go as far as to say it’s one of the odder things that have happened to us recently, okay?’ 

			‘Jesus, it’s not my fault she topped herself; there’s no need to get shitty with me.’

			‘Sorry. I know.’

			‘What I meant was it’s odd them leaving us here alone in the house.’

			‘Yes; odd. I agree,’ I said more calmly.

			‘Did you ever watch that show about the Dutch cop; Van Der Valk?’

			‘No, why?’

			‘No reason. He was very urbane. I think he used to drink red wine and smoke cigars and listen to classical music.’

			‘So? What’s that got to do with anything?’

			‘Oh God, nothing; maybe they’re different over here – I’m just trying to make conversation.’

			‘Well I don’t really feel like conversation.’

			‘Look,’ said Derek, ‘for the record, I’d just like to say that I’m sorry that your loopy friend is dead. I am very fucking sorry. I’m sorry about her kid, I’m sorry about everything. I’m also sorry that we’re probably going to be stuck here while they have an inquest, and I’ll get back to the office to find it’s all gone to the shit without me.’

			‘Well thanks for your support. It’s good to know the death of a friend won’t distract you from your work. I’m sure the partners would approve.’

			‘Oh Jesus.’

			We sat in silence for a while, and then Derek said, ‘Shall I make some more coffee?’

			‘Yes. Thankyou.’ I watched him – in his neat new jeans, his cream skivvy and navy wool blazer – as he rinsed the old grounds out of the plunger and rummaged around in the cupboards looking for the tin of coffee. He was still handsome, but a small pot-belly poked over his belt as he bent forward, and there were now broken veins on his cheeks and the beginnings of grey in his hair. ‘It’s in the fridge,’ I said.

			‘Gotcha.’ When the coffee was ready he poured out two mugs and brought them over to the table. ‘I think we’d better get used to drinking coffee; I reckon we’ll be doing a bit of it over the next few days.’

			‘What would the time be at home – back in Adelaide?’ I asked.

			‘Three-ish, four-ish in the afternoon. Why?’

			‘I was just thinking perhaps I should call her parents.’

			‘Jesus no; leave it to the cops. It’s not your problem.’

			‘I wasn’t seeing it as a problem. I just thought…’ and I had to stop there; I was not sure what I thought.

			‘No – seriously,’ he said, ‘there’s a protocol for how this sort of thing is done. I know it’s with the best of intentions, but you’d be stuffing it up. They’re probably liaising with the cops in Adelaide. They do things like that in person.’

			‘I’m going for a walk.’

			‘You can’t. What if they come to pick us up early and you’re not here? How would that look?’

			‘I don’t care how it looks,’ and I left my coffee on the table and walked out.

			As soon as I was outside, the cold made me regret the haste of my departure; I was wearing a woollen jumper and a blazer, but I should have stopped to get my thick coat. The air was still and dry, but the cold stung my face, and even in the pockets of my blazer I could feel my fingers starting to numb.

			I walked along the footpath in front of her flat, on the pale concrete slabs between the grass and the road. Under the frost the grass was still green, almost unnaturally vivid under the soft, even light from the winter sky. We were some distance from the city centre, and on either side of me the low blocks of flats were set back from the street, their small gardens and letterboxes adding a homey, suburban flavour to the scene. I imagined Alex walking down this street, or riding her bike, on her way to the Art School. I knew little of what her life had been these past years; in her occasional Christmas and birthday cards she always seemed to include a reference to an exhibition or festival of which she was part, mentioned casually – as if she thought it would be rude to think I was so ignorant as not to know all about it. Even though I knew so little about her life, I used it as a sort of measuring stick against which to assess my own, and I filled in the details I did not know, so that by comparison I could justify my own choices.

			Her decision to have a child so early – and entirely on her own – I regarded as foolish, and damaging to her art. Derek was keen for us to have children but I demurred, saying that my career was important, and that unless he was willing to cut back his own workload and put his career on hold then he had no right to expect me to do the same. I regarded the sort of work that I was doing in the arts – coordinating projects, curating community exhibitions – as valuable, and I allowed myself to feel that it was morally superior to the obtuse intellectualism that I imagined was present in Alex’s work.

			Having crossed the street I followed a path through a small park; no more really than a suburban block that had been landscaped with the addition of a few trees and some children’s play equipment. As I crossed the park I saw that there was a canal at the end of it, and I walked up to its edge, looking left and right to see where this unexpected reminder of Holland had come from. The water was flat and grey, without any sign of a current. Its surface reflected the apartment buildings that lined its banks; a repetition of rectangles – windows, doors, balcony railings, stairwells – that diminished with their increasing distance from me up and down the canal. I could not resist the urge to throw a small stone into the water, and saw the reflections first jump and dance as the stone plopped into the water, then undulate more gently as the ripples spread out and passed through them. The moving reflections made me slightly giddy; by this time I had been without sleep for twenty-four hours, and as I stood at the edge of the canal I felt unsure of the reality around me, my tiredness giving the scene an hallucinatory edge. I shivered in the cold, and turned to walk back to her flat.

			There were two cars parked outside when I arrived, a police car and a dark grey sedan, and when I entered the kitchen – to the smell of yet more coffee – Derek was sitting with a woman and a young policeman. ‘Darling,’ said Derek, ‘I’m glad you’re back. This lady is going to take us to the hotel. She is Theo’s voogd,’ he said, taking particular care with his pronunciation, and then he looked at me and added, with his usual condescension, ‘which means legal guardian.’

			The woman smiled at me. She had short red hair, straight, and parted on the side. Her eyes were pale blue and kind, her face lightly freckled, devoid of make-up except for a touch of lipstick.

			‘Hello, my name is Tineke,’ she said, ‘I am sorry to meet you at this awful time, but there are some things that we need to discuss, so I’m sure you would like to move away from this house, and we can talk comfortably in the hotel.’

			‘Thankyou, yes,’ I said. She stood up, so we all stood, and she conversed briefly in Dutch with the young policeman. He and Derek picked up our bags and put them in the boot of the grey sedan, then we sat in the back and Tineke drove us, without speaking, into the city.

			The hotel was, I guessed, fifty years old, but it had been built in a style to blend in with the older terrace houses and shops around it. The lobby was dark, carpeted and wood-panelled, and Derek and I sat silent in leather armchairs while Tineke spoke with the concierge, passing him official looking pieces of paper and signing forms. We were then led to a comfortable but unremarkable room, furnished with upholstered chairs, a small round table of dark wood, and a bed.

			‘How long is the whole investigation likely to take?’ asked Derek.

			‘Which investigation?’ asked Tineke mildly.

			‘Into Alex’s death.’

			‘Well, of course that is not for me to know. The Officier van Justitie will decide if there is to be an investigation. There may not be.’

			‘Oh,’ I said, ‘can you tell me – you said that you were Theo’s guardian? We don’t know much about that. You see, we didn’t know anything about Alex – I mean, of course I knew her, but I didn’t know anything about guardians and all that.’

			‘Oh, really? Perhaps I have made a mistake. I thought your visit here was connected to Theo. Yes, I am Theo’s legal guardian. There have been several times in the past when Theo has been in the care of the Raad voor de Kinderbescherming – the Council for Protection of Children – this has been when his mother has been unable to care for him because of her illness.’

			‘No,’ I said, ‘No, I didn’t know anything about it. We just came to visit because we were holidaying; it’s just a coincidence that we’re here really.’

			‘You will be making no claim for custody of the child?’ Tineke looked at Derek.

			‘God no,’ he said.

			‘As the father?’

			‘What?’

			‘I am sorry. When the police sent your name to my department I assumed that you had come to see about Theo.’

			‘And why would you assume that?’ Derek was now leaning forward on the edge of the bed.

			‘When Miss Graham registered Theo’s birth she named Mister Derek Hayes, Australian, as the father. The police told me your names and nationality and I made the assumption that this was connected to your visit. Is it not connected?’

			I looked across at Derek, who was leaning forward with his elbows resting on his knees, staring at the carpet.

			‘Mad bitch,’ he said quietly.

		

	


	
		
			Venice

			‘We must arrive at Venice by sea,’ Alex had said to me, all those years ago, the first time I came here. I thought of that journey, made together with an air of such expectancy – the two of us together on the ferry, sharing a seat with our rucksacks, our faces close to the glass as we strained to make out the shapes of the Venetian skyline as they began to coalesce before us.

			This time I came alone in a water-taxi, a sleek speedboat that I boarded from the dock at the airport. Inside the taxi, cosseted in pale leather and polished wood, something about the luxury of my surroundings seemed to demand an air of detachment, that I not be so gauche as to be excited by the beauty around me. Venice had always known visitors of this kind; those who travelled for pleasure, insulated by wealth from the harshness of the world, but possessed of a sadness, a wariness that grew from having experienced more than they should. They came to Venice as if returning to an old vice – knowing they would find pleasure, but knowing also that the pleasure would be transitory, and they would be left when it passed with a void that called again to be filled.

			I had never been particularly upset with Derek in the past; his few lapses – always when drunk, usually with a younger, impressionable colleague – were isolated incidents. He was not deliberately deceitful, merely weak, and his contrition and sorrow were so genuine, his desire to make amends so fervent, that I could not remain angry for long. But Derek’s final revelation was different; it had left me rudderless. The flurry of anger in which I had departed Amsterdam was merely show; it was an automatic response to deeper feelings that I did not understand. ‘A minuscule chance,’ he had said to me. A minuscule chance that Theo might actually be his son.

			The taxi berthed near the public gardens by St Mark’s, and the captain helped me with my suitcase and bag. A porter had come from the hotel to meet me, and I followed him as he turned away from the noise of the Grand Canal and led me along a small street, turning once or twice, following minor canals until we came to my hotel. Glass doors slid aside noiselessly into nacelles in the old stone and we entered the lobby, where the concierge greeted me by name and told me that my husband had left a message that I should call him as soon as I arrived.

			‘Thankyou,’ I said, and took the note with me to my room. It had not been a long flight from Amsterdam, but the stress of the last days had worn me out, and now, having reached my destination I felt an overwhelming tiredness. I unpacked my case, hung my clothes in the wardrobe, then ran a bath, and let the hot water relax me before sliding into the crisp white sheets of my bed.

			I woke to an unfamiliar noise and was for a moment disoriented before I remembered my new surroundings. The phone in my room was ringing, and I reached out to answer it. ‘Pronto?’

			‘Nicola?’

			‘Oh, it’s you Dex. I was asleep.’

			‘Sorry to wake you. Can I see you?’

			‘What?’

			‘See you – you know, meet. I’m in Venice.’

			‘What?’

			‘I followed you. I got the first flight I could. I’m at the airport.’

			‘Why did you do that? I told you to leave me alone.’

			‘I know. I’m so sorry. I had to do something. Anyway, I’m here now. Can I come to your hotel?’

			‘No.’

			‘Okay. Meet me. Meet me somewhere. Harry’s Bar.’

			‘Harry’s Bar? What the hell are you talking about?’

			‘I don’t know; that’s the only place I can think of. You tell me somewhere. Just name somewhere and I’ll meet you. I can be there in half an hour.’

			I didn’t answer; I just hung up the phone and went to the window, then drew back the curtains to look down into the small square in front of the hotel. It was about six o’clock, and there was just enough light remaining to see the display of promenading Venetians – many fur coats, elegant couples arm in arm, groups of young friends talking and smoking. I dressed as I watched them, thinking of Derek at the airport; doubtless miserable, probably well into the whisky by this time. 

			The phone rang again but I did not pick it up. I put on my big coat and went down into the square, where I was quickly swept into a sea of massed humanity. In the failing light, indistinct faces around me loomed in and out of my field of view; I searched them for some sign of recognition, wondering whether in that crowd there was another who felt as alone as I did.

			Coming to a café I pushed through its glass doors and stood at the bar next to a woman dressed in a full-length squirrel coat, who sipped a small glass of a dark, syrupy liqueur. Following her lead I ordered an Armagnac with my espresso, and let the sweet spirit warm me as I sipped my coffee, watching as the patrons around me chatted, or paid their bills and began to leave, shaking hands, waving, clasping arms and patting shoulders in camaraderie. 

			Back outside in the darkness I made my way to the Grand Canal, where the noise of the boats was muffled by a mist that had drifted in from the lagoon. The facades of the great palazzi were gaunt, lit here and there by single globes that shone on patches of old stone, revealing them in chalky relief against the shadows of the porticos. Occasionally from a window there would be some signs of life within, indistinct shapes that moved in muted reds and oranges behind the glass.

			The warmth of the Armagnac had left me; I felt the cold of the damp stone begin to creep into my body. The boats in the canal were lost to the mist and became no more than vague notions of movement around me. A small fear gripped me; although the city was all around me I wanted to find some human contact, to hear the sound of voices.

			For a moment I thought I might find that same bar where Alex and I had eaten so long ago – that it might appear before me, its doorway bright in the darkness, the barman welcoming me back inside, ushering me to a table set for two – and there she would be, smiling at me, her hand held out, “Nic, it was a just a performance. I’m fine; I’ve got it all on video...”

			And then I was lost. The city had shifted around me; deliberately the buildings had moved, the alleys changed their directions slightly and become a maze. I could walk and walk all night but I would not get home. The mist turned to a drizzle and the stone beneath my feet became slick; it would be easy to lose my footing and slip, to clutch in vain but slide, without even a finger-hold, across the narrow footpath and into the water. 

			I leaned my shoulder into the wall, away from the canal. I felt my coat become wet against the stone as I moved towards a faint glow that came from just around the next corner. And there it was again; my hotel. He was standing in the doorway, trying to keep out of the drizzle but his face and hair were wet.

			‘Where are your bags?’ I asked.

			‘Inside. I love you Nicola. I’m an idiot. I’m really sorry. Look; we’re talking ages ago. It was years ago and it was…’

			‘Stop. I don’t want you to tell me anything. I don’t want to see you and I don’t want to talk to you. Can you understand that?’

			‘I’m sorry, but I love you. I mean. I know you must still love me a bit, even though you hate me now; I mean, that’s fair, but it can’t just end; we can’t just end, can we?’

			‘It’s not really a good time to ask me that. I’m going for a walk and I just want you to be gone when I get back.’

			‘But you can’t just walk off. I mean, I’m here; I’ve come all this way because I love you and I want to say I’m sorry and I want to ask if you can forgive me. Please – can’t we talk?’ 

			‘No.’

			I turned and walked back the way I had come. Whatever I might decide for the future I could not remain with Derek at that moment. Although I was uncertain about what to do, at least I knew that I could not take up my old life where I had left it.

			As I walked further along the canal towards St Mark’s the only sounds around me were the creaking of mooring ropes and the gentle slap of water against the boats at the edge of the lagoon. The streetlights, atop their wrought iron poles, provided a mustard-yellow glow in which I could just see my way ahead through the mist. As I turned in to the square the drizzle turned into a gentle rain, and I felt the tiny droplets touch my face and hair. 

			The square was almost empty, but in the centre I saw a team of three workmen in clean white overalls, with an assortment of tools and aluminium cases. They looked other-worldly, very much out of place against the old stone, as if they were misplaced time travellers sneaking home under the cover of night. One worker lifted the grate from a drain near the square’s centre while another unwound a heavy roll of segmented steel cable and poked it into the drain. The third opened one of the boxes and set up a little television screen that flickered its blue image into the darkness, and as the men gathered around the screen I realised that they were viewing the image from an closed circuit video camera, peering down into the drain to examine it for breaks and blockages just as a doctor would look through an endoscope into the intestines of a patient.

			And I saw that the square and the buildings that seemed so old were merely the last in a succession of structures that had existed on this place over the centuries. Building on top of building on top of building, and before that, before anything at all could be built on the marshy land, the Venetians had cut down countless trees and sunk their piles into the mud so that, eventually, it became solid enough to support the stone. But those piles were still moving; they shifted and subsided, causing drains to crack and leak, causing buildings to groan and shuffle, so that the task of keeping the moving, living city intact was never-ending. These men who now looked through their glowing blue screen into the past that lay beneath the square were planning the next repair that would keep the city from returning to the lagoon. They worked in the night as the city twisted and moved in its sleep, as it stirred slightly in its long dreams.

			One heartbeat of such a life would see a generation of men pass; countless human dramas played out and then all forgotten in one slow exhalation from the city. How long had it been since Alex had carried that little television down into the square to photograph it for the sake of art? I thought again of my own small drama; of Alex, now gone, and of Derek. I thought of Theo, now the most important player, about to take his brief turn on the stage. 

			Could I forgive Derek? I had forgiven him in the past, but now, alone in Venice with no one to please, and feeling I owed no debt to anyone, I could see more clearly. I had married him, and stayed with him, and tried to make a life together with him, but I was never able to love Derek as fully as I had loved Alex. And I saw that as my failure, and felt a need to ask forgiveness for myself. It was not Derek I needed to forgive – even after all that had happened; I was trying to forgive myself.

			I turned my back on the square and walked into the darkness, not yet ready to return to my hotel. In a small street I came upon a lighted window; a menu pasted inside it promised soups and pizza, so I entered what was a small restaurant, dark and wood-panelled, lit softly by globes in red shades that hung from the ceiling. A young woman smiled at me and left her station behind the counter to lead me through a doorway and up a few steps to a smaller, darker room, lit only by the table-lamps. She sat me at a table by the wall, beneath a faded poster incongruously showing the Amalfi coast in summer. My waitress suggested wine, I nodded, and a few moments later she brought me a small carafe. While she busied herself with the cutlery on a nearby table I slowly sipped the deep red liquid, trying to imagine the sun and warmth that had allowed the grapes to grow. Smells of cooking and fragments of conversation drifted in from the other room and soothed me, allowing me to regain my balance. The waitress returned to my table and stood in attendance. Her kind brown eyes looked inquiringly into mine, and sensing that I spoke little Italian she picked up the menu from my table and opened it, leaning forward to point out helpful menu suggestions. Pizza? Perhaps I would prefer veal? I smiled as I thought again of that other meal long ago. A slow feeling of warmth and confidence flowed into me and I felt myself relax as I settled more comfortably into my chair. I struggled for the word, making a serpentine motion with my hand, attempting to indicate to my waitress what I wanted. 

			‘Anguilla?’ she offered, ‘Anguilla al pomodoro?’

			‘Yes please. Is it eel?’ I asked, looking up into her face, and then asked her again, ‘Eel?’ 

			She nodded to me, smiled and left the room.
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