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TAKE THAT WOMAN- SUMMARY

Take that woman explores social issues as a piece of mainstream fiction. The story
revolves around realistic characters, in a contemporary setting, facing situations which
many people encounter in their lives. The piece isn't didactic. Nor does it force-feed
the reader; rather it provides information in bite-sized pieces so it can be easily digested.
Take that woman is the story of a group of people brought together by a wedding. Set
in the present, the action takes place in Canberra on a day in early November. The story
moves between Australia and England, between the present and the past as it examines
the conflicts the day generates for the couple's families and friends.
Not only does the wedding serve as a device to bring the characters together, it also
highlights the seriousness of the issues being explored.
The account is a fictional piece as fiction can be an effective communication tool.
Information is disseminated in different forms through a variety of media, both
electronic and print. But, however widely, or creatively, the material is distributed,
there is nothing to ensure the recipient will read or understand the information.
Mainstream fiction can be a means of raising awareness about serious social issues, of
changing attitudes, and, ultimately, behaviours.
The research for the piece involved a search of literature, films and videos, and relevant
websites. It also consisted of personal interviews with subject experts, workers in the
field of domestic violence, and people who have been exposed to violence in their own
relationships.
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TAKE THAT WOMAN

EXEGESIS
by
Sylvia Alston

TAKE THAT WOMAN
I knew her
when she was young,
beautiful
andfull of dreams before he gave her children
without love before he broke her body,
her mind and then at last her spirit they say she killed herself
last weekI think she died a long time ago ...
Nan Witcomb
Aim
The aim of the project is to produce a piece of contemporary fiction that examines the
complexity of contemporary relationships, and raises awareness of serious social issues,
using the extreme behaviour of domestic violence as an example of what can go wrong
in an intimate relationship.
Background
The creative piece, Take that woman, explores social issues as a piece of a real-life,
mainstream fiction. Its characters face situations which many people experience every
day. One of these issues is that of domestic violence, in its many forms, and its effect
not only on the people involved, but also on other members of the family who are
exposed to the violence.
My interest in domestic violence started several years ago when I was the Equal
Employment Opportunity Adviser in the ACT Attorney-General's Department, and
continued to develop when I was later the Grievance Officer for civilians in the
Department of Defence. I realised that people who had been exposed to violence
carried that experience into the workplace. For example, a sudden movement, a hand
slammed on a desk, or a raised voice, could be a terrifying experience for some women,
and men, who have been exposed to violent behaviours. In other words, a private act
has a public consequence.

My narrative aims to provide information on the nature and diversity of domestic
violence, and its effect on the wider community. Many people who experience or
witness abuse within a relationship may be unaware that it could be criminal behaviour.
Or they may not know what to do, or who to tell.
A family saga, Take that woman is a reflection of life, or rather a perception of how
other people live. Reality fiction provides an opportunity for the reader to be a
spectator. Human beings like to play voyeur. Note, for example, the popularity of
reality programmes like Big Brother, Jerry Springer, Rikki Lake, Temptation Island, and
before that, Sylvania Waters.
Fiction is simply the interpretation of the text by the reader; the sender's message to the
receiver. Though there may be many other contexts, there is no other medium in the
communication chain to distort the message. Fiction relies on the reader's imagination,
and readers create their own meanings based on their values, beliefs and life
experiences.
As Michael Riffaterre explains in Fictional Truth (1990, p. xiv): "Narrative truth is thus
a linguistic phenomenon; since it is experienced through enactment by reading it is a
performative event in which participation on the reader's part can only serve to hammer
the text's plausibility into his experience."
It could be said that the only truth is that which is experienced personally. In this sense,
a piece of fiction can become a truth for the reader. Take that woman invites readers to
share in the characters' experiences, to take on board their perceptions of the world. It
is this quality of being an active, rather than a passive, observer that can engage readers
and make them sensitive to the character's experiences.
Take that woman tells the story of a group of people brought together by Tarda and
Mark's wedding. Set in the present, the action takes place on a day in early November,
in Canberra, as Sarah, her husband Kevin, her daughter Tarda, and her mother Beryl,
and the rest of the bridal party prepare for the wedding. The story moves between
Australia and England, between the present and the past as it examines the dramas the
day generates for the couple's families and friends. There are some comic episodes

2

throughout the piece which provide relief from the tensions, and also serve to highlight
the seriousness of the issues being explored.
The setting, a wedding, serves as a contrast to the theme of domestic violence. What
should be a happy occasion is also a time when bad things happen. This makes the
violence more horrific. Weddings are a time when people who may not normally spend
a lot of time together gather for a celebration and are expected to get along. People may
have travelled from interstate or overseas for the occasion, and have put their own lives
on hold. Some of the bridal party may have additional responsibilities, and duties.
People have high expectations, the pressure is building up and it wouldn't take much to
make it explode.
Even in the twenty-first century, there is still the perception that women get married, or
enter into similar relationships, with the expectation that they will live happily ever
after. And while this is true in some relationships, in others it's the beginning of a
nightmare. Take this woman takes and contextualises the wider narrative of "happy
ever after" marriages, comparing them with experiential marriages and other
relationships.
A wedding is also one of life's many milestones, not just for the happy couple but also
for their families and friends. A time to reflect. A time when we're supposed to be
looking to the future, but which also presents an irresistible opportunity to revisit the
past and look for meaning and resolution for past injustices. For Sarah, the mother of
her bride, her daughter's wedding reminds her of her own wedding, and the events
leading up to it. She has a huge dossier of unresolved issues but she is afraid to
confront them. Over the years Sarah has developed a habit of secrecy, believing it's
better to leave things unsaid. This denial, this fear of confrontation, is a thematic link
that runs through the book.
Everybody keeps secrets. Secrecy exists even in an intimate relationship. It is a
necessary part; we don't tell everyone everything. But secrecy becomes problematic
when it is based on denial, mistrust, and guilt.
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Background to domestic violence
Domestic violence is defined as an abuse of power in an intimate relationship, with one
partner seeking to exert control over the other. The abuse can be physical or
psychological (Australian Domestic and Family Violence Clearinghouse 2000, p. 1).
Domestic violence is just one symptom that a relationship is in crisis; infidelity is
another example.
The model of domestic violence used in the creative piece is a systemic form of abuse to
illustrate the imbalance of power in a relationship. Domestic violence is an extreme
form of behaviour, it is the worst kind of abuse of intimacy.
The domestic violence in this piece is ongoing and takes place on a regular basis. The
story focuses on this type of violence rather than sporadic and occasional violence.
Take this woman focuses on two aspects of domestic violence:
1. why women stay in an abusive relationship; and
2. the effect on children exposed to abuse.
The first point has been explored by the Office of the Status of Women
www.dpmc.gov.au/osw/content/rural/whydoes.htm. viewed September 1999. The
reasons given include:
•

She may think she's to blame;

•

She fears he may suicide if she leaves;

•

He has threatened to take the children;

•

Her religion or culture forbids it;

•

She fears the loss of financial security; and

•

She may still love him.

In Validity of 'Battered Woman Syndrome' In Criminal Cases Involving Battered
Women, Malcolm Gordon (n.d., pp. 9-10) examines why women stay and the suggestion
that the abuse is exaggerated by the victim, as demonstrated by her failure to terminate
the relationship. Gordon suggests that another explanation is based on traumatic
bonding where the victim sees the abuser as all-powerful and believes she can't survive
without him.
4

Stockholm Syndrome is similar to traumatic bonding. The term was coined in the early
1970s to describe the bonding of four bank employees with their captors. The four were
held for six days by two ex-convicts who threatened their lives but also showed them
kindness. Stockholm Syndrome is a survival mechanism which can affect anyone under
the following conditions:
•

Perceived threat to survival and the belief that one's captor is willing to act on
that threat;

•

The captive's perception of small kindnesses from the captor within a context of
terror;

•

Isolation from perspectives other than those of the captor; and

•

Perceived inability to escape.

In their essay 'Perpetrators of Spouse Abuse', Rosenbaum and Maiuro
(1990, pp. 282-289) discuss the characteristics of the perpetrator. These include:
•

exposure to abuse in family of origin;

•

unclear sex-role identity;

•

low self-esteem;

•

alcohol abuse;

•

poor spouse-specific verbal communication skills ;

•

perceived provocation by spouse - for example refusal to have sex, a meal not
ready on time - and unfulfilled expectations, for example being out when he gets
home: "She knows how much that upsets me!"

However, these are reasons, not excuses!
Women choose to remain in an abusive relationship for many reasons. They identify
and adopt coping mechanisms to help them survive, like avoiding triggers; trying to
control or stop their partner's violence; undertaking activities to maintain their selfesteem and get some self-fulfilment; and trying to dull the effects through fantasy,
overuse of alcohol or other substances. One of the women I interviewed said she had
discovered she was good at tapestry. It is a quiet, inexpensive activity and she received
validation from creating beautiful pieces of work. It was something good that her
husband couldn't take away from her.
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Another woman told me she had learned to look forward to Friday nights. While her
husband was out getting drunk, she cooked and ate her favourite meal, and then danced
around the lounge room to her favourite music. She said that on a typical Friday night
she'd dance with all of the cushions off the lounge suite. I have used this example in a
scene with my character, Jill:
Then she brought out a plastic milk crate from the spare bedroom. Her
collection of LPs. She selected one of her favourites and put it on the
turntable, the volume as loud as she could stand.
She had at least two hours. On a good night she danced with all of
the cushions. One at a time, though. Nothing kinky.
In an interview, Ms Willow, Manager of Inanna Women's Shelter, stated that a:
"Violent relationship is like war - people do anything to survive, employ practises of
resistance, no-one is completely passive. Survivors employ avoidance techniques. In
an unequal relationship, one person can sustain their own self-esteem in different ways,
for example through creative activities." Such activities are coping mechanisms; they
enable the women to escape the confining realities of their world, but leave them subject
to control. Their perpetrators still structure the victim's world.
But even coping mechanisms can be controlled. In Dark Places, Kate Grenville (1995,
p. 106) provides an example of controlling behaviour when the abusive male
protagonist, Albion Gidley Singer, persuades his wife to give up painting because he
dislikes the smell of turps, and "arty' types loitering around his house. He doesn't want
her to have an existence outside the one he creates for her; he doesn't want her to create
a picture, he wants her to be a picture.
So his wife takes up embroidery instead: "Embroidery turned out to be much more
satisfactory. I liked to come home to an embroidering wife, and I liked to pause behind
the plumbago before I entered my house, in order to watch my wife as she stitched at
her petit-point, and sighed, and crossed and re-crossed her little feet and glanced at the
clock, a wife with every hair in place, and every fold of skirt arranged for the
delectation of a husband on his return from the shark-infested sea of business."
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This illustrates the ways in which women can be aestheticised and moulded into objects
to fulfil the male fantasy of an ideal wife.
Another area of interest is why the emphasis is on why women stay, rather than on why
the perpetrator continues to carry out the abuse. Dr Laing (Australian Domestic and
Family Violence Clearinghouse 2000, p. 1) wonders "why this question is often our
focus, rather than turning it round and asking why abusive men continue to inflict harm
on their partners and children ...".
It is timely to keep the issues of domestic violence at the forefront of attention. In her
recently published book, Less Than Equal: Women and the Australian Legal System
(Easteal 2001, p. 109) writes that"... we are experiencing a rather strong backlash in
Australia by men's rights groups who argue that males experience a similar amount of
violence by female partners, that many women obtain domestic violence orders as a
strategy in divorce cases and that the criminal justice system is overly sympathetic to
the woman
This backlash is another example of how reality can be moulded to suit the male
perception of the world; that is, one in which women mampulate the system to suit their
own ends. Quite apart from this, anyone concerned about the effects of abuse in the
family must be aware that it is not simply about its effect on women. One aspect which
has been neglected is the effect on children who are exposed to violence in their home in particular how that exposure affects their behaviour as adults and their ability to
establish and maintain relationships.
One theory suggests that children who grow up in an environment where violence and
abuse occur are more likely to be victims or perpetrators of abuse in adult life.
(Partnerships Against Domestic Violence 2000, p. 18). However, there are other factors
that militate against this. Rosenbaum and Maiuro (1990, p. 282) believe: "... exposure
to family violence does not appear to be a prerequisite for the perpetration of
relationship aggression."
In this piece the character Mark was subconsciously aware of the violence in his
parents' relationship, even though he may not have understood what it meant. But he
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spent time in other households (with his grandmother and school friends) and this
exposed him to alternative family dynamics.
For example, Mark is astonished at the noise and clamour at a friend's dinner table:
"Can't you stop your kids from making so much noise? A man can't get a
word in edgeways!"
"My kids, are they? Funny how they're always my kids when they're doing
something you don't like, and your kids when they're winning prizes!"
"Well you're right there, they do get their brains from me!"
"Then it's a good job they've got my good looks and charming personality
because your brains won't get them very far!"
Both parents burst out laughing. Even the kids stopped squabbling to join
in. They're not like my mum and dad.
Dr Laing considers that children are not simply "passive onlookers in families where
there is domestic violence, they are actively involved in seeking to make meaning of
their experiences and in dealing with the difficult and terrifying situations which
confront them." (Australian Domestic and Family Violence Clearinghouse 2000, p. 1).
Exposure to violence inside the home leads to a much higher rate of disturbance in
children than witnessing other forms of violence in the community (Partnerships
Against Domestic Violence 2000, p. 18). There is therefore a need to recognise that
violence in the home doesn't just affect the victim. While there is mandatory reporting
of child sexual abuse, it is not significantly recognised that seeing, or hearing, the
physical and sexual abuse of a parent is also a serious form of child abuse.
As in other forms of abuse, children exposed to domestic violence can suffer the effects
of unresolved trauma in their adult life. For example, they could have difficulty in
forming intimate adult relationships because they are afraid they will pattern the
behaviour of the abusive parent, that they will abuse their partner. This is Mark's
unconscious fear. The piece explains through Mark's character the ways in which
exposure to violence is mediated by gender and peer group attitudes (Partnerships
Against Domestic Violence 2001, p. 15).

8

In Mark's case, I present someone who does not grow up to replicate his father's violent
behaviour. Mark's propensity to violence is mediated by his mother's ability to limit
his exposure to the violence; by his experience of behaviours in other families; and his
own sensitivity and intelligence. This aspect is explored further in the full-length
version of the piece.
Some children feel responsible for the violence, believing that if only they'd been
quieter, or better behaved, the violence wouldn't have happened. Easteal (2001, p. 117)
has also examined the effects on children living with violence, and notes that: "The
child witnesses to violence in the home also feel ashamed because they have done
nothing to stop him (the perpetrator) except to survive."
A self-help booklet for men, Silent witnesses - Domestic Violence: Your anger hurts
kids too explains to fathers the effect on children who have witnessed violence.
"Children tend to see the world as revolving around them. They may feel the violence
is their fault - that they have caused it. They may feel guilty and confused about loving
their father while at the same time not liking the violence. " (Partnerships Against
Domestic Violence n.d., pp 2-3).
In Take that woman, the domestic violence is not explicit, but the young Mark has seen
and heard things. He intuitively understands that something is wrong. On one occasion
he witnesses his father raping his mother but he is too young to realise what is
happening.
In our culture there is also an expectation that the mother is responsible for the safety of
the children - but how can she do this when she is trying to protect herself? One such
example is of crisis workers arriving at a house to find a mother with her throat slashed
by a broken plate and her toddler son in a corner holding the other half of the plate to
his throat saying over and over, "Daddy cut cut." (Partnerships Against Domestic
Violence 2000, pp. 10-11).
The aim of the book is subtly to suggest that violence is one area where it is dangerous
to be quiet, that it is one secret that shouldn't be kept in-house. In Take that woman, not
only does Jill keep silent, but Mark refuses to acknowledge his fears. He doesn't tell
Tania what he suspects because he is worried that she may end their relationship. He
9

also doesn't want to admit that abuse has been happening because then he'll have to
admit that he didn't do anything to stop it - all he did was to survive.
Take that woman also seeks to clarify the definition of domestic violence. A recent
survey (Thompson c2001, pp. 8-10) of young people in the Northern Territory found a
growing recognition that domestic violence is a crime but more needs to be done to
clarify what behaviours are "criminal." For example, 98% of respondents agree that
domestic violence is a crime. However, only 49% of male respondents disagreed with
the statement that "some men can't help being violent".
Over half of the respondents didn't consider that denying an adult contact with family
and friends, or access to money, was domestic violence. There was also a difference
between male and female respondents on whether it was appropriate to force an
unwilling partner to have sex, with 34% of males agreeing that some women: "ask to be
treated badly because they like it." (Thompson c2001, p. 11).
This suggests that legislation alone can't change attitudes; all it can do is change
behaviours. For example, it is mandatory for both driver and passengers to wear seat
belts when travelling in a car. This may modify the behaviour, but not the attitude of
those people opposed to wearing seat belts.
In 1998 a survey was conducted to determine the experience and attitudes of young
people towards domestic violence. Approximately 5,000 young people between the
ages of 12 and 20 were surveyed. The report of the survey (Partnerships Against
Domestic Violence 2001, pp. 130-132) revealed that over a third of young people had
witnessed relationship violence. Of this group, only a third had told anyone about the
abuse.
The findings of the survey supported the "cycle of violence theory" in that households
where young people were living with domestic violence, "provided the most disturbing
and influential effects on young people ... These homes represent toxic sites for young
people ..." (Partnerships Against Domestic Violence 2001, p. 137). The situation of
older women is also problematic as adult children take sides when their parents
separate, not always with the abused parent. The report Two Lives: Two Worlds
(Partnerships Against Domestic Violence 2000, p. 40) suggests that some women are
10

afraid to leave an abusive relationship because they are afraid of losing contact with
their children.
There is a need to clarify the nature of domestic violence, and get the message across
that it is a crime. At the moment reported cases of domestic violence are believed to be
just the tip of the iceberg, with the real figures thought to be considerably more. In
1996 the Australian Bureau of Statistics, in partnership with the Office of the Status of
Women (n.d., p. 5), conducted the Women's Safety Survey in which around 6,300
women participated. The survey revealed that while 23% of married women (including
those in de facto relationships) have experienced domestic violence, only around 19%
reported it to the police.
The survey (n.d., p. 5) also revealed that during the 12 months prior to the survey
490,400 women aged 18 or more had experienced some form of violence, with 111,000
women experiencing violence within their relationship. Of the latter group, 46% said
that their children had witnessed the violence.
It is also believed that the prevalence of violence may be higher among overseas-born
and Indigenous women who are considered less likely to report it. This could be
because of isolation, the fear of being marginalised by the legal system, a sense of
shame, or a need to keep it within their community. According to a survey undertaken
by the Office of the Status of Women (1998, p. 70), some migrant women are also
afraid of being deported.
The reality is that women are more at risk of violence at home than in the street. How
little this is acknowledged is realised when you consider there is no separate category
for domestic violence in the latest statistics on "Recorded Crime" (ABS June 2000).
Dr Easteal (2001 p. 39) argues that "The term 'domestic violence' understates the
seriousness and criminality of violence within the home. 'Domestic' means private, or
relatively unimportant in contrast to the 'real' world outside of the home. By prefixing
violence with the word 'domestic', as a general category of offence, it becomes less
criminal."
Not everyone who argues with their partner - even in front of their children - is
committing an act of domestic violence. Most relationships experience conflict, and
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this can cause arguments, which can be a healthy way to resolve differences. But in
such an argument neither party has more control or power than the other. Children
exposed to such behaviours will grow up knowing that adults can argue, can have strong
disagreements, but without damaging their relationship. (Easteal 2001 p. 117).
Although the perpetrators of domestic violence are usually male, and the victims are
female, domestic violence isn't a gender issue; it's about inequality in a relationship. In
other words, one person attempts to establish and maintain control of the other.
Why a creative piece?
In today's information-rich society, fiction can be an effective communication tool. A
huge amount of information on a range of topics is disseminated in different forms
through a variety of media, both electronic and print. But, however widely, or
creatively, the material is distributed, there is nothing to ensure the recipient will access
or understand the information. Fiction is an alternative means of presenting the truths
of a culture so that people can be aware of it. The aim in writing Take that woman is to
analyse and present the information in a format that will engage the reader.
Mainstream fiction can be a means of changing attitudes, and, ultimately, behaviours. It
is with this in mind that some popular TV programmes sometimes refer to serious
issues. There are, however, a number of difficulties in taking a serious, real life issue
and turning it into a piece of creative fiction, including the need:
•

not to trivialise or sensationalise the issue;

•

not to be too didactic and let the issue dominate the work;

•

to make a readable story so that the reader unconsciously absorbs the
information; and

•

to present the information with no obvious bias.

We live in a society defined and limited by language, where discourse gives meaning to
our lives. We process information, sort through it and determine our stance on a
particular issue. It affects and shapes our attitudes and behaviours and helps us to make
sense of our world. David Barrat in Media Sociology (1986, p. 14) points out that
"... unlike our predecessors, the bulk of our knowledge is not based on our own direct
experience. It's mediated, or received second-hand, via the media."
12

Recent national studies undertaken by a team of social researchers (Department of
Health and Ageing, 1998-2000) found that people tend to seek out information only
when they, or someone close to them, need it.friformation,therefore, needs to be
available in different formats, before it is needed.
Although there's an abundance of information about domestic violence, it's generally
uninspiring, for example pamphlets and brochures or academic and government papers.
People who want to know more find the material difficult to access or too complex to
understand. Fiction is a readily accessible and non-threatening medium. The majority
of public information pamphlets tend to simplify the material, suggest simplistic
solutions, and don't make memorable reading. Fiction works more slowly, leaving the
interpretation of material to the reader's imagination, for the reader to think about.
There's an idea that fiction should be: "art for art's sake", for the reader to find pleasure
in the text, rather than the content. My intention is to use fiction as a means of
disseminating information, and to raise awareness about a contemporary social issue.
There is a long tradition of this approach to the writing of fiction. One of the greatest
portrayers of social injustices in his time, Charles Dickens, used fiction to raise
awareness of issues like the ill treatment of orphans, and the living and working
conditions of the poor.
Dickens also portrayed scenes of domestic violence. In Bleak House the elderly Mr
Smallwood throws his cushion at his wife which, "crushes her against the side of her
chair . . . " (OUP 1987, p 292). A few pages later, her ramblings are again "cut short by
the flying cushion, which the visitor, to whom this singular experiment appears to be a
novelty, snatches from her face as it crushes her in the usual manner." (OUP 1987, p
298).
Dickens also explored the effects on children who had been exposed to violence. In
Great Expectations, the gentle giant, Joe Gargery, explains why he puts up with his
wife's abusive behaviour: "My father, Pip, he were given to drink, and when he were
overtook with drink, he hammered away at my mother most onmerciful." (p43). "...
I'm dead afeard of going wrong in the way of not doing what's right by a woman, and
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I'd fur rather of the two go wrong the t'other way, and be a little inconwenienced
myself." (p47).
Dickens was also a social reformer, instrumental in improving conditions for the poor,
for example slum clearance, improved sanitation and policing (who can forget the
casual indifference of the police to the murder of Nancy in Oliver Twistl).
Another author engaged in social commentary at this time was Mrs Gaskell. She
vividly described the inadequacies of the living conditions of the working class in
Northern England in the late nineteenth century in North and South, and caused a stir in
Victorian society with her sympathetic approach to the plight of fallen women in Ruth.
Other writers like Thomas Hardy wrote about the injustices of the prevailing class
system, and the effects of social and moral intolerance. Less explicitly, Hardy also
raised awareness of the appalling hardships and poverty experienced by some people
living in rural communities.
Like these great writers, my aim is to create a piece of work that is both informative and
readable, but which isn't a tale of unrelenting misery. The intention is not to create just
a bleak landscape, but to let the sun to shine through.
Nowadays, the lines between fiction and non-fiction have become blurred, and less
policed. Writers can interweave the two; they can mix the genres of fiction and
biography. A number of recent works of fiction have drawn on the author's real life
experiences and mixed fact and fiction, for example Drusilla Modjeska's Poppy (1990).
Peter Carey's True History of the Kelly Gang (2001) also interweaves biography and
fiction.
Recent works of non-fiction about dysfunctional families include Mother's Disgrace
(1994) by Robert Dessaix which recounts his meeting with his natural mother who'd
given him up for adoption more than forty years before; and Mother of My Mother
(1999) by Hope Edelman which contains her own story, and stories of over seventy
women as daughters, mothers and grandmothers. These works draw on the writers'
personal experiences and may be confronting for some readers. The format and style of
Take that woman, as a work of fiction, is less confronting than a factual account.
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A fictional work, Marriages by Amy Witting is a collection of short stories which delve
into the darkest side of human relationships, with stories of incest, rejection, and
illegitimacy. Witting's stories have a strong sense of horror, and unhappy endings. For
example, "The man with an impediment" (Witting, 1990 p. 91) recounts the tragic life
of a man born as a result of incest. "The Trap" is also about an unhappy childhood, and
how someone who was unloved as a child can't grow up to show love to his own child.
"The Survivor" (Witting 1990, pp. 38-9) tells the story of a young girl's futile attempt to
escape from an unhappy childhood only to find herself in an even unhappier marriage.
"When he woke up, she was gone. The crib, the teddybear, the blue plastic, the clothes
the baby - all gone. He felt the great stone slide off his shoulders ... he thought it was a
funny thing she had left just as he gave in. Well, who cared? That was his good luck."
I admire Witting's work but my intention is to contextualise the issue of domestic
violence within a framework of family relationships, ranging from the reasonably
successful to the disastrous.
Another work of fiction is Joy Fielding's The Other Woman (1983, p. 224). This book
was written in the early 1980s when the issue of domestic violence first came to
prominence. The main focus of the story is on the effects of serial adultery, and as an
aside, it looks at the case of a battered wife who claims that she killed her husband in
self defence: "Twenty-seven years of abuse is twenty-seven years of it... The nicest
man you'd ever want to meet in public. ... It got so that I always dreaded whenever A l
would be nice to me in public. The nicer he was, the worse the beating would be when I
got home."
In Take that woman, I have tried to respect the sensitivities and the issues facing people
who are still living in an abusive relationship. This is balanced against the need to tell
their stories realistically. But the story isn't merely an image of misery and horror. The
story weaves together the relationships of the characters and portrays their experiences
in a non-threatening way. Unlike Witting's work, Take that woman presents a lighter
view of family conflicts. It uses humour and different tones of voice to balance the
piece. The intention is to engage the reader, to elicit their sympathy and understanding,
and help them to consider their own life and draw on the experiences of the characters
to make real life decisions.
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In Kate Grenville's Dark Places, which is written in the first person, the reader sees the
world through the eyes of the male protagonist, Albion Gidley Singer. Albion is a
manipulative man who uses violence and fear to control and intimidate his family and
work colleagues. He is abusive towards his wife, "she smiled and mewed, and I could
imagine my hands grasping around that neck and squeezing..." (1995, p. 126).
Similar themes are featured in the works of Maeve Binchy and Fay Weldon. Both of
these popular and widely read authors use humour to lighten the tension, and relieve the
bleakness, in the work. In Weldon's work, women self-select their own bizarre fate; as
in The Lives and Loves of a She-Devil. Weldon uses surreal techniques and interesting
devices to engage the reader, and to make serious points; for example in Growing Rich
the heroine can magically transform her appearance to conform to society's
expectations. Weldon also uses different viewpoints and authorial intervention, as in
Life Force (1992, p. 135) where she interjects: "And there, in turmoil, readers, we will
leave Marion's ego, and get back to mine."
In Echoes, Binchy (1985, p. 424) deftly, and pithily, describes a woman giving birth to
her first child: "The pain was beyond anything she could possibly have imagined ... A
lugubrious student midwife kept telling her to relax. Clare wanted to kill her."
Like Weldon, my aim is to use a variety of tones to provide contrast and maintain the
reader's interest. However, much as I would like to emulate Weldon's experimental
techniques, my priority is to make the piece accessible to its intended readership.
Background Research
The background material for this project came from many sources. I conducted a
literature search, and searched relevant websites for material on domestic violence,
physical and sexual abuse, police procedures, and alternative options for offenders. I
watched relevant movies, for example, Radiance, Caddie, Prince of Tides, Lilian's
Story, and Lantana, and read relevant journals and articles.
The main inspiration for the piece came from interviews with a number of female
survivors of domestic violence. I listened to their stories about abuse, the strategies
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they had adopted to help them cope, the role of the police and support workers, and
finally what had promoted them to leave the relationship.
I also spoke to workers in domestic violence services; Doctoral students at the Research
Centre for Gender and Health in the University of Newcastle, NSW; Dr David
Indermaur, Senior Research Fellow at the Crime Research Centre, University of WA;
Ms Eileen Baker, Department of Family and Community Services, who is managing a
project to break the inter-generational transfer of violent behaviours; and Dr Lesley
Laing, Australian Domestic and Family Violence Clearinghouse, University of NSW.
In addition, I conducted several interviews with people with experience in the field of
domestic violence; a former perpetrator; Claire Grealy, Consultant; Sergeant Sue
Anderson, Police Victim Liaison Officer; Peter Campbell, President of the Murringu
Men's Group, a support group for male victims and perpetrators of domestic violence,
and Coordinator of the "Men and Anger Program"; and Winsome Willow, Manager of
Inanna Women's Shelter.
Ms Grealy undertook an evaluation of an offender rehabilitation program in South
Australia some years ago. She interviewed offenders about their violence and, among
other questions, asked what effect they thought their violence had on their children. The
offenders usually became anxious when asked this question: "I wouldn't hurt my
fucking kids!"
Ms Grealy was also one of a two-member team responsible for the Evaluation of the
ACT Family Violence Intervention Program Phase II. The evaluation supported the
Program, in particular the training for police officers, improved procedures for evidence
gathering, and fast tracking of the cases through the legal system. One of the
recommendations arising out of Phase 1 of this Program was to create a position of
Family Violence Project Officer. Sergeant Sue Anderson currently holds this position.
Sergeant Anderson said that the types of injury which result in police attendance range
from a slap on the cheek, to common assault, to a threat of violence where the victim
fears assault, to serious assault. The most common serious assaults are punching,
kicking, strangulation, and assault with a weapon. She added that not all cases end up
in court, not even the more extreme cases of abuse.
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Calls for police assistance are usually made by the victim (60%); neighbours, members
of the public or ambulance officers, and sometimes the abuser, make the remaining
calls. Sergeant Anderson went on to say that domestic violence is seen an emerging
issue with police recognising the need to lift their game. Police officers now undergo
specific training, a three-day training course. Sergeant Anderson said that: "Those
officers who received specific training have reported an increase in job satisfaction and
feel less frustration because they believe they now have the backup and support to
respond to incidences of domestic violence. Recent changes to legislation have lifted
feelings of frustration, especially regular police intervention in cases where the abuser
was a repeat offender."
Mr Campbell spoke about the "Men and Anger Program", a ten-week course for men
who use, or threaten to use, violence in a relationship. Participants self-refer; they
attend the program because they have become aware of the impact of their behaviour.
Mr Campbell said that he believed that abusive men come from abusive backgrounds:
"Men are socialised to see violence as part of maleness. For most men, if they learn to
see themselves as a person with a problem rather than a problem person they realise
they can change. But some men will never be rehabilitated."
Ms Willow explained the significance of language in relation to domestic violence. For
example, referring to the abusee as the perpetrator defines who they are as a person.
Similarly, the term victim reduces the abused to that status. Ms Willow preferred to
describe perpetrators as: "people who practice violence in their relationship" and a
victim as a "person subjected to violence and abuse in their relationship".
As Ms Willow pointed out: "The male offender usually behaves differently outside the
home, for example with work and sport colleagues, and neighbours." Andrew, my
character illustrates this, for example when Mark brings Tania home for thefirsttime:
Jill smiled, and Andrew preened himself as he helped himself to gravy
and then passed the elegant gravy boat to Tania.
"I believe in doing things properly. If it's worth doing, it's worth doing
well. That's right, Jill, isn't it?"
Mark deliberately didn't look up. It's good to know he still remembers
her name!
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It is a sad reality that most of us present a better face to outsiders, and even strangers,
than we do to those closest to us. One survivor described this characteristic as: "Street
angel; house devil."
I also contacted Dr Patricia Easteal, author of several publications on domestic violence,
and who recently took up the position as Adjunct Professor in Law at the University of
Canberra. Dr Easteal provided some interesting insights in her book, Less Than Equal:
Women and the Australian Legal System (2001, p. 104). For example, she described
the uncertainty of living with the threat of violence: "The woman doesn't know when
the violence will occur. She cannot afford to feel because if she does, then her anger
and pain will show evoking a violent response. Walking on eggshells, attuned to any
cues, she tries to avert the next outburst."
Easteal (2001, p. 104) adds that, "One survivor reveals: 'He would always claim that his
behaviour was in response to something 'wrong' I had done which he said demonstrated
that I did not really love him. I soon learnt that to react to his behaviour only made his
behaviour worse, so I found it easier to agree with him than to stand up for myself.'"
The research provided background for the creative piece. This material was used to
develop the plot and to provide insight into the characters. To assist the writing process,
I developed profiles for each character, a timeframe for past and current events, a
timetable for the day of the wedding, and an outline and aims for each chapter. This
ensured consistency and although I make frequent use of flashbacks and reminiscences
in the piece, I was able to maintain a clear chronology of the events referred to in the
piece.
The intention of Take that woman is not to explain, or preach, or spoon-feed the reader,
but to allow the reader to picture a version of narrative reality. Narrative does more
than simply tell a story; it has a place in time, a social context.
In the words of W B Yeates: "Only that which does not teach, which does not cry out,
which does not persuade, which does not condescend, which does not explain, is
irresistible." (Kinross-Smith 1992, p. 100). In writing Take that woman my aim was to
emulate this ideal.
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George Orwell wrote in the essay, "Why I write" (1968, p. 4), that there are four reasons
why writers write. One of these is the "Desire to push the world in a certain direction,
to alter other people's idea of the kind of society that they should strive after." Orwell
goes on to say that he writes, "because there's some lie that I want to expose, some fact
to which I want to draw attention, and my initial concern is get a hearing." In Take that
woman, I want to give a voice to victims of domestic violence, and to help to move the
world towards a place where such extreme private behaviours are exposed as being
unacceptable.
In Everything I know about writing, John Marsden (1993, pp. 70-71) advises the writer
to "Show, don't tell" urging us not hand over "everything packaged and ready to go.
Far better to indicate the important things by delicate placement, allowing people to
read between the lines".
Marsden (1993, pp. 70-71) goes on to say, "Human beings possess great curiosity.
We'll keep reading to find out who these people are and what's going on."
Graeme Kinross-Smith in Writer: A Working Guide for New Writers (1992, p. 100)
repeats the mantra: "Show, don't tell... Let the story unfold with the reader as witness."
Kinross-Smith (1992, p. 94) urges the writer to, "Write for an intelligent and
imaginative reader, then allow that reader's imagination room to work at the story
progresses."
This "delicate placement", this unfolding of the story, is the most crucial and difficult
part of the creative process. In non-fiction, the writer simply outlines the theory,
provides the supporting evidence, analyses the issues, and presents their findings. The
ideal piece of non-fiction would be written in clear, easy to read language that enables
the reader to find out what they need to know as simply as possible. In creative writing,
however, the opposite is true - the readers have to discover the information for
themselves. They have to sift out meaning, follow the clues lain by the author, until
they have the complete picture.
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Take that woman is told in the third person which enables me to present a range of
characters. The pivotal viewpoint is that of Sarah, the mother of the bride, a central
character with links to the other key players.
The third person narrative enables me to present the inner life of the characters. First
person narrative would be inappropriate. It would be difficult to tell the story of abuse
from the wife's perspective because of the need to contextualise the experience,
otherwise it would be just her voice, her perspective.
Kinross-Smith (1992, p. 82) says of third-person narration: "The narrator has the
advantage of knowing literally everything, if they wish, and the reader can come very
close to the characters, especially the one or two key characters. ... readers very soon
forget the distancing of third-person narration and ... inhabit these people and rejoice
and suffer with them."
In writing this piece I have produced a considerable body of material which I have cut
short to meet the required word length. This excised material includes: an account of
Andrew's family of origin which serves to explain his behaviour; further exploration of
Mark's childhood; and a quite lengthy section about Sarah's grandparents which
explains Beryl's attitude and behaviour and also provides colour and a cultural
perspective. I have, however, retained this material and my intention is to incorporate
some of it into a revised version of the work which I hope to submit for publication.
The ultimate aim of Take that woman is to raise awareness of the far-reaching effects of
domestic violence; to break the cycle of violence. To misquote former Australian Prime
Minister, Bob Hawke: no child should grow up in a climate of fear.
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Chapter One

Dawn over Canberra

The clock radio clicked on at 5am. Sarah reached out and hit the snooze button, cutting
short the announcer's message. Why is it, she asked herself, that after tossing and
turning all night, the alarm goes off just as Ifall asleep? She flopped back onto her
pillow, screwing up her eyes to recapture the half-dream that had kept her awake,
hoping to slay the dragon before it moved from nightmare to reality. Where's
St George when you need him?
She let her mind drift, running through the plan for the day, her daughter's wedding
day. The early morning sunlight played on her closed lids, reminding her of a song her
mother used to sing: Some day in May, I'll hear you say, happy the bride, the sun shines
on today.
She switched her thoughts to fast forward and played her mental tape for the day,
ending with herself and Kevin, her husband, holding hands, flanked by smiling family
and friends, waving to the happy couple as they drive off into the sunset.
The radio announcer interrupted her thoughts. This time Sarah stoically hit the off
button. She turned to see if the noise had woken Kevin but he was still sleeping.
Asleep, he looked younger than his fifty-five years. A light dusting of grey at the
temples, otherwise his hair was still thick and dark. Kevin stirred in his sleep, one arm
automatically reaching for her. His hand slapped loudly on her bare stomach, his
lingers fondling the extra folds of flesh she'd acquired over the years. She sucked in
her tummy and gently removed his hand. Usually she felt flattered that he still wanted
her, still found her desirable after more than twenty years of marriage. Even though she
hated any form of physical activity, she'd managed to stay reasonably slim, and her hair
was well cut and regularly coloured to keep nature at bay. But she knew she couldn't
compete with the pretty young things who looked up at Kevin with their great big
doe-eyes.
Abruptly, Sarah flipped back the covers. She got out of bed carefully, smoothing the
blankets over Kevin. There was no need for him to get up. Shivering, she wrapped
herself up in her chunky off-white towelling robe. Not the sexiest of garments for the
mother of the bride, she thought, but who's going to see me at this hour? She pulled the
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bedroom curtain to one side and looked out. The streetlights were still on and the silver
sun was sliding through a pale pink slice of sky. Canberra's weather in mid-November
could be unpredictable but the forecast was for a fine, warm day.
Yawmng, Sarah went quietly into the kitchen and put on the kettle, listening for sounds
of her mother moving around but she heard nothing. There was at least an hour before
the painters and decorators, as Kevin called the girls booked to do their make up and
hair, arrived and she wanted a few minutes alone with Tania.
As she waited for the kettle to boil, she went into Kevin's study, which doubled as a
spare bedroom. Her mother, Beryl, turned her head on the pillow. "I'm not asleep. I
thought I'd better keep out of everyone's way." She pulled herself into a sitting
position, smoothing the bedclothes around her. With her white hair fluffed around her
smooth, pink cheeks, she looked like everybody's favourite grandmother.
Sarah smiled at her mother and said: "You don't need to stay in your room. It's a big
house; we won't fall over each other."
Beryl made a sort of snorting sound, unsure if Sarah was once again pointing out how
well she'd done in Australia with her four bed-roomed, two bath-roomed house on a
quarter acre of land and two cars in the double garage. Sarah guessed her mother's
thoughts and frowned. Although she was pleased her mother had flown out from
England for Tania's wedding, she was disappointed that this special occasion hadn't
brought them closer together.
"Have you heard from Wayne yet? Do you think he'll come?"
You still know how to go for the raw spot, don 'tyou mother?
"Not yet," Sarah replied defensively. "He rang on Wednesday afternoon to say he'd
arrived in Sydney but when I rang the hotel last night they said he still hadn't
registered."
"I'd have thought he'd come straight here, not hang around in Sydney. After all, you
haven't seen each other for years."
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No, but we live thousands of miles apart. You haven't seen him for years and you 're
only a few miles away.
Sarah sighed. "I told you, mum, that was the deal, his firm paid for the trip but he has
to visit the sister factory in Parramatta. This way, he does some recce for his firm and
he gets to spend a few days with his family."
"I'm just surprised, that's all. You've been in Australia for twelve years and he's never
been out to see you. Now he's only coming because of work."
It took all of Sarah's self-control to stay silent. Don't let her get to you.
Beryl was still prodding: "Of course, I hope he does come ... for your sake."
"Of course he'll come! He wouldn't miss his sister's wedding!" Would he?
Sarah could feel her mother's eyes following her out of the room. "I'll bring you a cup
of tea, mum."
As she got out cups and saucers, Sarah thought about her own wedding. A typical
seventies bride, although at twenty-seven she'd been much older than was usual in those
days. She'd worn her light brown hair - dark blond on a good day - long and straight
and flowing, and no make up. She looked waif-like in spite of being six months
pregnant - like a snake that had a swallowed a rabbit! She'd worn a sleeveless, white
figure-skimming mini-dress, barely covering her sensible maternity knickers, with a
lace train fastened at the shoulders trailing for four metres behind her, white platform
shoes with four-inch heels, with a posy of wild flowers. No wonder the kids laugh at
their wedding photo!
Now it was Tania's turn to be a bride. At least Tania doesn't have a sulky
eight-year-old as pageboy dressed up like "Little Lord Fauntleroy" in burgundy velvet!
Can't imagine Wayne dressed like that now!
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Wayne had been another hurdle she'd had to overcome when she decided, finally, to
marry Kevin. Wayne had never known what it was like to have a father but he sensed
he was missing something. He was all in favour of their getting married, as long as he
didn't have to do anything.
"Why do you have to get married on a Saturday?" Wayne had moaned, "I've got
football on Saturdays."
"Never mind," said Kevin, "I'll take you every week to watch Blackburn Rovers when
they're at home!" and that had cheered him up.
On the morning of her own wedding, Sarah didn't have an army of beauticians and
hairdressers to help her get ready. She'd stuffed Wayne's arms into the sleeves of his
jacket, tried to flatten his sticky-up hair, and still found time to make herself look
glamorous.
A neighbour had driven her to the church in his temperamental white station wagon,
with a white ribbon decorating the bonnet. The car skidded on gravel outside the
church and the neighbour leapt out to check the paintwork, leaving Sarah to struggle out
of the car, clutching the floating train with one hand and her posy with the other. After
clumping nervously up the church steps in her platform shoes, she nodded to the
organist to start. She held her son's hand as she walked down the aisle to the tune of
"Bridge over Troubled Water" played out of time.
And there was Kevin, in his dark grey flared pants, elastic-sided Cuban heeled boots,
floral shirt and tie, and his black curls covering the collar of his blue check jacket. He
looked at her as she reached his side and he held her hand, stroking her palm, before the
service began.

Sarah smiled at the memory as she looked down at her hands, gripping the edge of the
dainty china saucer. She knocked on the study door but there was no answer. She went
in; Beryl was asleep, flat on her back with her lips pursed as she made soft puffing
sounds. Sarah put the tea down on the makeshift bedside table and went out, quietly
closing the door.
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The kitchen clock showed half past five. Not too early, is it? Sarah rang the number of
a nearby motel: "Hi," she said to the brusquely polite voice at the other end of the
phone, "it's Sarah Leyland here. Sorry to bother you so early, but could you please tell
me if my son, Wayne Anderson, has arrived, please?"
She waited anxiously as the voice agreed to check. After several minutes, the voice
came back on the line: "Mr Anderson checked in early this morning. He asked for a
wake-up call for seven o'clock. Do you want to leave a message?"
"No ... Yes, tell him his mother rang."
Sarah thanked the voice and replaced the receiver with shaking hands. She steadied
herself against the edge of the breakfast bar, weak with relief and gratitude. I knew he'd
come!
Sarah knocked on her daughter's bedroom door, waited a few seconds and then opened
it and stood inside. Tania was still asleep; face down, her right hand clutching the
blankets near her face, her left hand almost touching the floor. Poor thing, she's not
used to sleeping in a single bed anymore.
Pale light snaked in through a gap in the curtains and danced on the plastic-wrapped
ivory silk dress, the seed pearls on the bodice sparkling and shimmering in the aquatic
glow.
Going closer to the bed, Sarah whispered "Tania... Tania," and gently shook her
daughter's shoulder. Tania woke up so quickly that Sarah wondered if she'd been
pretending to be asleep. She turned on her back, pushing herself up into a sitting
position, one hand modestly holding the sheet to her chin.
"What's the time?"
"Nearly six o'clock. Do you want something to eat? I could bring you a tray. There's
fruit and croissants and I've just made tea."
"Not yet, mum, I'll have something later, when Leah gets here."
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Sarah gave her daughter another pat and turned to go. "I thought we could have some
time together, before the others get up and the workers arrive."
Tania's beautiful deep blue eyes lit up as she looked at her mother. "We'll have plenty
of time for a mother and daughter chat, but just in case you're worrying, I do know all
about the birds and bees!"
Sarah smiled. / know you do, young lady. I remember how shocked Ifelt when you
started talking about those boys you met at university. There was no pretence, no
excuses about spending the night with a friend. You even laughed at rude jokes on
television which I'd spent years pretending not to understand. Funny, Kevin wasn't
concerned about your frankness, just worried in case you got hurt. He was so critical
of every young man you brought round until he 'd carefully checked his background and
given his tick of approval!
I wonder what mum would have said if I'd been open about my sex life (not that I ever
had one) ? Tania was lucky to have so much freedom, and it all seemed right somehow.
Aloud Sarah said: "I'd better have a shower first, I'll only be a few minutes. You can
have a long soak in the spa. Perhaps you should have something to eat now, once
everything starts happening there'll be no time and you don't want to pass out with
malnutrition before you sign the register, do you?"
Tania nodded, and dragged herself out of bed. Her face crinkled from sleep and her
short fair hair sticking out. She put on her well-worn ugh boots and slinky black
negligee and wandered out into the hall. How does she manage to look so beautiful?
Sarah went back into her bedroom. Kevin was still asleep. She'd hung up her best
tracksuit the night before — pink silk with purple stripes down the sleeves and legs.
Kevin had bought it for Christmas years ago and she rarely wore it. Kevin thought it
was because it had cost a lot of money but the truth was that it wasn't a very practical
garment — it was too good to wear to clean the house and too glary to wear outside.
But it was the ideal ensemble for this morning.
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Sarah showered quickly, dried her hair, put on her tracksuit, and cleaned the sink and
mirror when she'd finished. She'd have to remind Kevin to rinse the sink after his
shave in case someone had to use their bathroom.
She went into the kitchen just as Tania pushed back her chair. Tania picked up her
dishes and went to the sink.
"Leave them," said Sarah, "you have your bath now."
"I'll just have a shower, I need to wash my hair."
Tania noticed the look on her mother's face and said "It's OK, I'll still come back to use
the spa."
Sarah felt a tightening in her throat and gulped back tears. What's the matter with me?
She got up and rinsed her cup at the sink. Looking out of the window, she saw dozens
of cockatoos flapping in the branches of the silver gum in the back yard like animated
plastic bags, squawking at the world for making them get up at this hour. Chirping
sparrows on the back veranda squabbled over the scraps left in the dog's bowl. Next
door's calico cat slipped between the fence palings and won an easy victory for the
dog's leftovers. It seemed to know that Charlie wouldn't be around to defend his
territory today. Even the dog was getting special treatment: two nights in four-star
accommodation with a shampoo and trim booked for tomorrow.
"You've not got time to day dream, it's all hands on deck today."
Sarah turned, startled by her mother's silent entrance.
"Morning, mum." She bent to kiss her mother's cheek and smacked the air above her
ear as her mother turned away.
"Morning, Sarah, is there any tea left?"
"Sorry, it's all gone, but I'll put the kettle on."
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Sarah watched as her mother struggled to sit on a high stool at the breakfast bar.
"Why don't you go into the dining room, mum, you'll be more comfortable there."
"I'm alright here, I like to see what's going on."
Sarah sighed, but smiled as her mother finally managed to perch herself on the stool.
Nothing's going to spoil today!
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Chapter Two

An hour or so later

Tania heard her mother and grandmother pottering about in the kitchen. She stripped
the sheets off her bed, wondering if Wayne would be sleeping in her bed that night. /
wish he could stay longer, I won't get to spend much time with him. Anyway, I hope he
and granny behave themselves at the wedding. Surely they can be polite to each other
for a few hours!
Tania listened to her mother and granny talking in the kitchen. She couldn't hear what
they were saying, just a polite murmur interspersed with long dreadful silences. Poor
old mum, the whole thing must be so stressful for her! There she is, trying to keep the
peace between the troops, like a general about to go into battle!
She smiled as she pictured her mother dressed in uniform, standing over the campaign
plan, pointer at the ready, as she snapped out orders. Was that how she 'd organised the
wedding? Had she drawn up the seating arrangements with military precision so the
good guys wouldn't be near the bad guys? Hard to imagine her mother being such a
control freak; her father was the one who set the pace but lately he seemed to have lost
some of his energy.
She picked up the clean sheets, and smoothed them with her hands. She loved the smell
of fresh, clean sheets. She shook out the bottom sheet and flipped it onto her bed.
Funny how I spent my last night as a single person in a single bed, in my parent's
house, not something I thought Fd do, but I guess it's hard to go against the old
traditions.
Her parents had both been surprised when she told them she and Mark were getting
married.
"Married?" Sarah had said, "I didn't think you young things got married any more."
But Tania said she and Mark were going against the trend. "I know I won't find anyone
better than Mark, he's so kind and caring." And extremely shaggable too! she thought!
She'd been instantly attracted to him. Love at first sight? Anyway, he'd scored highly
on the rating scale she and Leah had worked out years before: so many points for butt,
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body, legs, face, teeth, hair, hands and voice. So many for presentation, stance, poise
and clothes. And extra marks awarded for subjective points like overall attractiveness
and sex appeal.
Funny that Fm the one getting married, thought Tania, and not the glamorous Leah.
Tania and Leah had sat next to each other in most of their classes at Canberra High
School. Tania, fresh from an English spring, was unprepared for her first Canberra
winter. She tearfully confined to Tania that she thought she'd be living on a beach
somewhere, with sunny skies and a warm sea. The grey, wind-whipped water of Lake
Burley Griffin was no consolation.
Later, they sat together at their first tutorial at the University of Canberra. Two naive
nineteen-year olds who soon found out how ignorant they were. They'd both been
honours student but Leah was the one climbing the corporate ladder, wearing Versace
suits that cost more than Tania earned in a month in the public service.
Tania didn't envy Leah's apparent success. Recently she'd had a haunted look. The
gap between them had widened but Tania had wanted to keep the promise they'd made
to be bridesmaid at each other's wedding.
She knew Leah had been seeing someone and guessed he was married because she was
so secretive. Mark had been stunned when she told him and said he couldn't understand
why men cheated on their wives. He became quite angry, angrier than she'd ever seen
him.
I wonder what Mark's doing nowl As if in answer to her thought the phone starting to
ring. She knew it would be Mark, and it was.
The doorbell rang while Tania was on the phone to Mark. "I'd better go, it'll be Leah.
I'll see you soon."
But Sarah beat her to it and opened the door, awkwardly accepting Leah's peck on her
cheek. Funny how mum's so cool towards Leah these days, she used to be one of the
family.
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Leah spotted Tania and grabbed her round the waist with one hand, holding the
bridesmaid's dress in a large plastic bag in her other hand.
Leah laughed and twirled Tania around, looking at her appraisingly.
"You don't look much like a bride, still if we do something with your hair..."
Tania laughed too. "Come on, let me see your dress, I haven't seen it in real life."

Chapter Three

The day begins for the bridegroom

Mark lay awake wondering when he could get up without disturbing the others. He'd
slept badly in his best man's spare room on a lumpy futon that smelt like raw chicken.
He ran through the plans for the day although he knew the timetable off by heart. His
hired suit was hanging in its zippered bag on the back of the door, his new shoes, with
new socks sticking out, were by the bed. He could see his sports bag, still open, with
his clothes for the morning, shampoo and shaver, and his white shirt and electric blue
necktie, hanging from the curtain rail.
Two new suitcases were on the floor under the window with his and Tania's clothes for
their honeymoon. James, the best man, lived near the airport and they were going to
pick up the cases after the wedding.
Mark looked at his watch again, only 6.15. He turned onto his back and stretched. Too
restless to keep still, he got up and pulled on his running gear, slipped on his trainers
and snuck out of the house, leaving the back door unlocked so he could get back in after
his run.
He power-walked to the end of the street and began a casual jog around the quiet streets
of Watson. He was surprised at how many people were about, people walking dogs,
two young women in bright, tight, leggings and tops jogging side by side, an elderly
man in tiny nylon shorts and singlet jogging breathlessly alongside a teenage boy on a
pushbike.
Several cars passed him as he turned the corner into Antill Street and he kept close to
the kerb. Heavy rain during the night made the nature strip too soggy for jogging.
As he ran he pictured Tania in her old trackies, her face morning pale, her hair in heated
rollers. And he imagined her later on, pink and gold in her shimmering dress. His
golden girl; his Tania.
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Tania. He remembered the first time he saw her. Waiting in the rain at the Civic bus
interchange. She smiled as the rain bounced off the bus shelter.
It was raining the next time he saw her, but this time they were inside. She still had wet
hair, but it was sweat from doing aerobics at Fitz's Gym. He knew someone who knew
her and asked about her but it was weeks before he could make himself ask her to have
a drink after the class. What's going on? I'm acting like it's my first date!

Mark's first date was with a girl called Gillian, a small, slim brunette with a tiny waist
and big boobs. They were both sixteen but she was light years older. He was surprised
when she agreed to go out with; he'd been so nervous he could hardly speak. He was
still grateful to her.
And he soon found other willing partners. He cringed as he remembered those awful,
fumbling days, his eager fingers prodding and poking, exciting and scaring him at the
same time. He remembered how passive some of the girls were. Like white mice, lying
on a laboratory slab, and he a mad professor.
Some of those earlier experiences had been particularly sordid. He remembered with
shame one girl who climbed in the back seat of his V8 Torana and didn't say a word as
he struggled to undo her bra and negotiate tights and panties. Afterwards she climbed
back into the front seat and said she had to go straight home, to be with her mum.
Turned out her father had just died. They were having his funeral the following day.
He never saw her again.

What a selfish bastard I was. He still felt ashamed, his feet pounding the tarmac as if he
could run away from the memory. He turned into Rooth Place and wiped the sweat out
of his eyes. I'll jog to the next corner and then turn back. He slowed to a gentle trot as
he started the return journey. He was looking forward to a shower.
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Mark slipped quietly into the kitchen, silently shutting the back door behind him. He
listened for a few seconds but there were no sounds of movement. He closed the
kitchen door and picked up the phone on the breakfast bar.
He was in luck. Tania answered the phone on the fourth ring.
"How is everything?" he asked.
"Weird," she replied, "mum and grandma are tippy toeing around as if they're afraid of
each other. Dad's not up yet. I can hear him, though, so I know he's awake. I don't
know if it's just the wedding that's getting on everyone's nerves or what, but it's as if...
everyone's just too polite."
"Don't worry. It's going to be alright, things will soon be back to normal."
But will it be the same when we 're married? Marriage changes people, even people
who've lived together for years.
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Chapter Four

and for the father of the bride .

Kevin listened to the activity buzzing around him. Wish I could stay here forever.
He sat up and then froze when he heard someone talking in the hall; Leah, his
daughter's best friend and soon-to-be bridesmaid. His former lover.
Tania and Leah had been friends since their first year at high school although he hadn't
taken much notice of her then, honest, he was an adulterer not a paedophile, your
honour. But then she'd grown up. And there she was, sitting next to Tania in the
refectory. He was flattered when she said she remembered him as being the best
looking of all her friends' dads.
A few days later she turned up outside his office, lost on her way to a lecture; he walked
with her to the other side of the campus.
After that there were more accidental meetings and it wasn't long before the meetings
became less accidental. Then came arranged meetings, clandestine dinners for two in
out-of-the-way restaurants in Bungendore and Binalong, then less formal dinners in her
room in the group house. With Kevin sneaking in and out like a thief.
Of course he was flattered. Who wouldn't be? An ageing hippie in his early fifties
pursued by a ripe young lovely not yet twenty.
He'd always been careful not to favour the good-looking students. But occasionally
he'd let some pretty young thing hand in an assignment well past its due date because
she turned up at his office, tear sprinkled eyelashes lowered as she gabbled out some
pathetic excuse about why she couldn't hand in her work on time.
But he was no fool. He never got involved. He wasn't going to risk his career for some
young floozy who was hoping to sleep her way to a degree. But that wasn't the case
with Leah. She wasn't his student; she'd nothing to gain by seducing him.
He was riddled with guilt at betraying his wife, daughter and profession, but Leah was
hard to resist. She was the one who'd set up their first night together, making up an
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excuse to explain his lateness to Sarah. Soothing his guilty conscience, reassuring him
that she'd be discreet, that neither Tania nor Sarah would ever know.
He couldn't believe it was happening. He never planned to be unfaithful, had despised
other men who bragged about their conquests, yet here he was, going out with a
beautiful young woman and he couldn't tell anybody.

He flung the bedclothes back. How can I face her? They went into Tania's bedroom.
He heard their shrieks and giggles, and he pictured them holding up the scanties Tania
had bought to wear under her bridal finery. An image of Leah flashed into his mind, in
the tiny black lacy things she'd worn the first time they made love.
Another thought made him flop back on his pillow. What if she wanted revenge? What
sweet revenge that would be for her, in a single gesture she could destroy the lives of
people who once meant more to her than her own family.
He could still see her hysterical face when he told her their affair was over. She listened
as he went through his carefully rehearsed speech about how he didn't want to hurt his
wife or Tania, how he was afraid it could damage his career, and most importantly how
he was concerned that she was wasting her life.
He'd been stunned by her reaction. She screamed and wept and swore and threatened.
But he was firm. That was over six months ago and they'd met several times since then,
but never alone. Surely she wouldn 't wait until today of all days to make a scene?
Reassured, he pushed back the covers, turned on the bedside radio and began his daily
exercise routine. He'd just finished his preliminary stretches when the announcer
declared the day would be mild and sunny with a less than five per cent chance of rain.
A perfect day for a wedding.
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Chapter Five

. and the bride's grandmother

Beryl watched her daughter as she poured boiling water into the teapot, tip it down the
sink and then add tealeaves. Funny, she'd thought Sarah wouldn't have time for leaf
tea, but would drop a teabag in a mug, jiggling the string to mix in the milk.
Perhaps she's making an effort because she thinks I prefer real tea. As if it matters!
She smiled, but the smile didn't reach her eyes, as Sarah laid a tray with matching cup,
saucer, sugar bowl and milk jug in front of her. They were part of a dinner set she'd
bought Sarah and Kevin as a wedding present. She wondered how much of the set was
left.
"Do you want anything to eat, mum?"
Beryl wondered if she should feel guilty, letting her daughter wait on her like this,
especially today when she had so much to do. "Not just yet, I'll have something later,
when Kevin gets up."
Sarah looked puzzled but she didn't say anything. / wonder why she wants to have
breakfast with her son-in-law. But Sarah just shrugged her shoulders and left the
kitchen. Beryl heard a jingling noise and the front door open. Sarah's voice drifted
down the hall: "I'm just going to get the paper. I won't be long."
Beryl shouted goodbye as the front door slammed. She stirred her tea, shivering in her
flimsy cotton dressing-gown. Come to sunny Australia! I've never been so cold! She
shivered again. Sarah must've let in the cold air, or a ghost walked over my grave.
She picked up the teacup, cradling it to warm her hands. She stared at the steam and
thought about Tania — she was so happy last night, talking about the funny things she
and Mark got up to. So full of life. Sarah kept giving her dirty looks. When did she get
to be such a prude? Beryl sighed, a soft sound like a lift door closing. Funny how
things turn out...
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Beryl's own wedding had been a simple affair. There wasn't much choice in 1945 - the
year the war ended. Beryl's mother had borrowed a wedding dress from an old friend,
white satin - slightly yellow with age - long full skirt, fitted bodice, a high neckline
with a small lace collar and tiny pearl buttons down the front. Long tight sleeves with
points covered the back of each hand. It was too long, though, so Beryl's mother sat up
the night before the wedding taking up the hem - as well as decorating the cake with a
thin layer of icing. For weeks, family and friends had saved extra sugar, butter and
eggs. They'd even managed to get some dried fruit and a small bottle of brandy. It was
a beautiful cake.
On the morning of the wedding, the tiny house was full to overflowing; people spilled
out onto the street, sitting about on orange crates. A neighbour came in to do Beryl's
hair. She dampened it with sugar water and wound it tightly around wire curlers. Then
Beryl had to sit outside on the step until it was dry enough to comb out.
A light dusting of shell-pink face powder and a touch of natural red lipstick and the
bride was ready. The lace headdress had a few tiny holes, but no one noticed. Beryl
was especially proud of her new shoes, soft white leather with a medium high heel.
Ever so smart! The photographer lent her a spray of artificial flowers - they looked real
in the photos.
But the best moment of all was walking down the aisle of the small dark church, on
Uncle Cedric's arm. There, at the front of the church, stood a tall, dark handsome man.
Looking very smart in his khaki uniform, belt buckle gleaming like gold. Her Arthur.
They were so happy. And they were over the moon when Sarah was born; Arthur had
wanted a little girl. Sarah was a beautiful baby and as bright as a button. She needed a
firm hand, mind, even as a toddler she could be wilful!
They were good years. Sarah was growing into a beautiful young girl. Then it all
changed: Arthur started getting bad headaches - migraine, the doctor said. But it
wasn't. She and Sarah had taken turns to nurse him during those last few weeks.
Sarah adored her father and was so gentle with him during his illness. Every few days
she'd carry a bowl of warm soapy water into the bedroom and wash his father's feet as
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he sat propped up on the edge of the bed, with Beryl holding his hand. Beryl watched
as Sarah knelt and gently scrubbed Arthur's feet, drying them on a towel on her lap.
Then she trimmed and filed his nails with an emery board, and finally smoothed hand
cream around his callused heels and between his toes.
Arthur said she didn't have to do it as he had such scaly, old feet, but she said she liked
doing it, and Beryl had been grateful.
When he died, the two of them sat for hours in the dark, side by side on the settee. Too
worn out to cry. That came later, at the funeral.
But life, as they say, must go on and Beryl had to get a job. Apart from a short stint in
dress shop when she left school, she'd never worked in her life. Luckily, the doctor
who'd looked after Arthur said he needed a receptionist and offered her the job on a trial
basis. It was the best thing that could've happened. It didn't pay very much but at least
it got her out of the house.
And it was there she met Nigel, a representative for a pharmaceutical company. He
became a regular visitor at the surgery even when it wasn't his day for delivery. One
night the rain was sheeting down and Nigel turned up unexpectedly and offered her a
lift. How could she refuse his kind offer to buy her a gin and tonic to warm her up?
That's how it started. She knew some friends disapproved. Arthur had been dead for
less than a year and here she was throwing her cap at the first decent man who came
along.
But Nigel was kind; he treated her like a young girl. And he got on so well with Sarah;
he went out of his way to please her, even things like roller-skating and horse riding.
Beryl watched them from a safe distance and was cheered by Sarah's smiling face.
He even paid for them to have a week at a holiday camp. For once, it was a perfect
English spring, mild and sunny, like being in Majorca. It was the best holiday Beryl
had ever had.
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But when they got home, Sarah became very moody. She wouldn't talk to Nigel; and
sometimes she was downright rude! It was very difficult and eventually Nigel stopped
coming round. No wonder!
One day a new rep had turned up at the surgery. When Beryl asked what had happened
to Nigel she was told that he'd requested a move to the Lake District, to be near his
elderly mother. Beryl never heard from him again.
Beryl sighed. It'd been hard losing Nigel. And although Sarah had got what she
wanted it didn't seem to cheer her up. If anything, she became even more withdrawn.
She barely ate and snapped when anybody spoke to her; she even stopped going out
with her friends. At least she kept up with her studies, could have had her pick of the
best universities in England!
On the day the results were announced, Sarah told her mother she wasn't going to
university — she was going to carry on working in her casual job at the local florist's.
The manager said she had a flair for the work, and besides the arrangement would be
more convenient, given the circumstances...
Beryl had dropped into a chair, speechless, not hearing Sarah's explanation for the
change of plans. Suddenly the penny dropped: "What do you mean, 'given the
circumstances'?"
"I've just told you, mum," Sarah said wearily, "I'm pregnant."
What? Pregnant? How... Who?"
Sarah looked at her mother: "You know how it happens, mum, boy and girl get
together, she gets pregnant and he takes off. It happens all the time."
Beryl had floated through the next few months; her body went through the motions but
her heart and her mind were on a different planet. She missed Nigel, and she missed
Arthur even more, but she also grieved for Sarah; the daughter who had everything
going for her, who had such a brilliant future, but who'd changed into this sullen
stranger with the rapidly expanding middle.
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Beryl clattered the cup back on its saucer, remembering the day Wayne was born. She
tried to talk Sarah into giving him up for adoption, but she refused. She still wouldn't
say who was the baby's father and Beryl gave up asking. / tried to be a good
grandmother to Wayne. But we never got on. The first time she saw him he'd look at
her with his unblinking child's eyes as if he could see into her soul.
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Chapter Six

. not forgetting the groom's mother ... and father

Mark put his hand out to press the bell but the door opened before he touched it. His
mother reached out an arm and drew him inside.
"I saw your car pull up. Come in, come in, it's all ready."
She led him through to the dining room and sat him down at the table. The table was
beautifully laid: spotless white cloth, beautifully ironed; the best china and glassware;
and even the sterling silver cutlery she'd got as a wedding present. Mark noticed she'd
set only one place.
Mark pushed his chair back and stood up. "It's OK," he said, noting his mother's
puzzled look, "Just want to wash my hands first. I went jogging this morning and I still
feel a bit sticky."
Jill smiled at him as he went out.
He came back to find his breakfast waiting for him; beautifully presented: the hot food
in silver chafing dishes: pancakes, butter, maple syrup, scrambled eggs, wafer thin
smoked salmon, orange juice, and a plunger of coffee. The condemned man ate a
hearty meal!
Jill watched as Mark flicked a serviette across his knees.
"This looks fabulous. You shouldn't have gone to so much trouble, mum. Aren't you
going to have some? You could at least have a cup of coffee."
But, as usual, Jill shook her head, gesturing with both hands to indicate the expanse of
reasons why she couldn't.
She got out the ironing board and started to iron her husband's shirt. Mark felt his
irritation rise, flooding his throat like bile. "You should have done that last night, then
you could've relaxed this morning."
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Jill shrugged and smiled her sad little smile, "You know your father, he likes his shirts
freshly ironed."
Mark heard the note of pride in her voice; a servant praising her master.
"Where is he?" Mark asked.
"He's still in bed, he had a late night. I thought I'd let him sleep in."
You mean you can get on better with him out of the way. Mark paused, knife and fork
suspended mid-way to his mouth, "It would've been nice if we could have had breakfast
together, you know, as a family."
Jill nodded and carried on ironing.
Mark piled his fork with scrambled egg; his early morning jog had given him a good
appetite. His mother liked to feed her men. She was a very good cook. Funny that she
likes cooking but doesn't like eating. Whereas Fm the other way round!
Breakfast, though, wasn't usually his favourite meal. He hardly ever woke up feeling
hungry. He liked to be up and doing for a few hours so he could work up an appetite.
Mark thought about those rare occasions when he and his father had breakfast together.
Silent, miserable meals. Unless his father had something to say, some comment to
make on something he'd read or heard.
The last meal they'd had together was the morning when Mark had moved in with
Tania. Andrew sat in his usual place, opposite Mark, head behind his paper. Jill, as
usual, was bobbing about, laying laden plates in front of them: Andrewfirst,then Mark.
Then she'd go back to the kitchen. Other than the scraping of cutlery, and the rustling
of newspaper, there was complete silence.
"Listen to this," Andrew shouted and Jill hurried back. She stood near the table and
looked at him, her head tilted to one side like an eager sparrow.
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"They found that bloke who took off with his three kids. Remember? He'd fallen
asleep next to the kid's bodies. It says here: ' A police spokesperson ..."' He broke off:
"Spokesperson! I bet it was a bloody woman! Why can't they just say
'policewoman!'" He rustled the paper, ' " A police spokesperson said the mother had
raised the alarm when the father failed to return the children after an access visit. See?
What did I tell you? Another triumph for the family court!"
He snorted, and turned the page roughly, folding it so he could read it without his
glasses. He retreated behind his paper. Jill gave Mark a warning look - Don't say
anything! - and retreated into the kitchen. Young Mark had carried on with his
breakfast; he'd nowhere else to go.

Adult Mark reached across the table for the toast. His mother, ever watchful: "I hope
it's still hot; I could easily make some more . . . "
"It's fine, mum, just the way I like it." Mark scraped a pat of butter from the silver
butter-dish, and smeared it onto his toast.
He took a bite, remembering the first time he'd invited a friend, Nick, over for dinner.
During the silent meal Nick leaned across the table for a slice of bread. Mark's dad
pushed the breadbasket out of reach of the boy's outstretched hand. Nick had stared at
him, hand groping in mid-air.
"In this house we don't reach across the table when we want something, we wait for a
convenient moment and then ask politely for someone to pass it to us."
Nick looked as if he'd been slapped; his cheeks red, his eyes brimming. He kept his
eyes on his plate and mumbled: "Could you please pass me the bread, Mr Burton."
Andrew obliged. The boy took a slice and dropped it onto his plate. Andrew cleared
his throat.
Come on, Nick, say it! Mark pleaded silently.
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"Thank you, Mr Burton."
The young Mark had squeezed his eyes tight, forcing back the tears, and finished his
meal.

The adult Mark stared at the toast in his hand. Neither boy had mentioned the incident
again.

A few weeks later, young Mark spent a weekend at Nick's place. Five children, plus
mum, dad, and a tiny, silent grandmother with Alzheimer's disease. Mealtimes were a
battleground; only the strong survived. The children took it in turns to hurl a
mismatched collection of plates, from at least three different dinner sets, and battered
cutlery onto an enormous pine table - no starched linen tablecloth here! Large bowls of
mashed potatoes, soggy vegetables, a dish of some sort of meat, and a basket of buttered
bread were piled in the middle of the table. And then battle commenced; everyone
fighting like a flock of starving seagulls.
The noise was deafening: the scraping of cutlery, the banging of plates. And on top of
this, there was a constant babble of voices. Mum shouted to dad from her end of the
table, and he shouted back.
"Can't you stop your kids from making so much noise? A man can't get a word in
edgeways!"
"My kids, are they? Funny how they're always my kids when they're doing something
you don't like, and your kids when they're winning prizes!"
"Well you're right there, they do get their brains from me!"
"Then it's a good job they've got my good looks and charming personality because your
brains won't get them very far!"
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Both parents burst out laughing. Even the kids stopped squabbling to join in. They're
not like my mum and dad.
The following night Mark and his father sat silently at the dinner table, Jill going from
one to other, serving them. Why does nobody say anything? I might as well be deaf
and dumb!
"Mum, why don't you eat your dinner in here with us?"
Jill paused and looked at Andrew. He didn't look up.
"I'm never hungry when I've been cooking. I think I must soak up the food through my
pores!"
She saw Mark's puzzled little face. "It's alright, I'll get something to eat later." But it's
not alright, he thought, you 're so skinny.
When Mark was in his early teens he had flu or something and had to go to the doctors.
In the waiting room he picked up magazine and spotted an article on eating disorders.
He was convinced his mother was starving herself. On his way home he rang the
number for the help line, thoughtfully provided at the end of the article. A woman
answered the phone.
Mark burst out, "It's my mum, she's so thin and she never eats anything."
The woman reassured Mark that his mum might be one of those lucky women who
don't put on weight like his friends' mums. Or she might just have very small appetite.
"If you're worried, you might like to talk to your dad about it. He mightn't have
noticed anything. Some men don't!"
Mark went home feeling happier. He tried to talk to his dad, but somehow he never
found the right time.
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Despite his fears, his mother survived. She laughed girlishly when his father called her
a bag of bones, and said at least she'd never need to join Weight Watchers.
"Don't worry, if you ever got fat I'd hire a truck and take you there myself! I don't
want to be married to a whale! Poor old Claude, his wife tips the scales at 120 kilos.
He says she's twice the woman she used to be! Ha! Poor bugger, I don't know how he
let her get like that."
Mark got used to silent meals at home. But occasionally, after a lively weekend at one
of his friends, he'd try to talk to his father across the dinner table.
"Dad."
No reply.
Mark tried again. "Dad?"
The paper shifted slightly to one side to expose half of Andrew's face. They stared at
each other across the table.
"Well, what do you want?" Andrew barked.
Mark hesitated, now that his big moment had arrived he didn't know how to start. He
opened and closed his mouth a few times but nothing came out.
"What's the matter, boy? Out with it. Don't sit there like a stunned mullet!"
Mark shuffled on his chair, "I was just wondering ... i f . . . you want to come and watch
me play netball tomorrow, after school."
Andrew laughed, "Netball? Netball! That's a girl's game! Jill? Come here. Did you
know our Mark's playing netball?"
Jill hurried in; her red cheeks, hot from the oven, made the rest of her pale face seem
even paler.
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"Netball? Yes, I thought I'd told you, Andrew. Mark's been picked for the school
team!"
"Humph! I don't know why you let him play such a wussy game?"
Jill didn't respond. Andrew went back to his paper. Jill went back to her kitchen.
Mark went back to staring at an old stain, very faint, but still visible on the tablecloth.
Suddenly he jerked his head up when his father said his name.
"And another thing." His father shouted down the table at him, "I couldn't come
anyway, I have to work to do! Not that I've got time to waste watching a bunch of
nancy boys poncing around!"
Mark continued to stare at the tablecloth, his eyes brimming. He clenched his hands
together under the table, digging his stumpy fingernails into the palms, letting the
physical pain wash over him.
Jill came in carrying two plates of dessert, serving Andrew first. She gave Mark's
shoulder a squeeze as she put the plate in front of him. He wished she didn't have to go
back to the kitchen.
Later, when they were washing up and Andrew was dozing in front of the television, Jill
said, "I don't think your dad knows how many men play netball. His sisters used to
play it and he probably still thinks of it as a girls' game. Anyway, I'll barrack for both
of us tomorrow!"

The adult Mark put down his uneaten toast. Even after all these years she's still
barracking for me! He heard his father moving around, clearing his throat, flushing the
toilet, slamming doors.
Jill put Andrew's shirt carefully on a hangar and hung it on a door handle. Then she
folded the ironing board, wrapped the cord around the iron and put them away.
Everything in its place.
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She came back and looked at Mark. "Have you finished?"
Mark nodded and sat back while his mother cleared the table. There was no point
offering to help. He heard her stack the dishes in the kitchen, then she came back and
picked up the tablecloth, folding it so she wouldn't spill any crumbs. She carried it into
the kitchen and came back straightaway with another cloth, an everyday one, and laid
the table again, for one.
She was back in the kitchen by the time Mark's father entered the room. He cleared his
throat and Mark, sensing his father was watching him, looked up expectantly. But
Andrew turned away, as if unsure what to say.
Then he sat down at the end of the table, opposite Mark. Without a word, Mark pushed
the newspaper across the table. His father picked it up, shook it straight, and refolded it
before he started to read. He didn't look up when Mark's mother came in and poured
his coffee, stirred in milk and sugar, and put the cup by his right hand. She waited until
he'd picked up the cup and then moved away to cook breakfast — again.
Mark watched his father for a few moments, then he scraped back his chair and
followed his mother into the kitchen. She was standing at the kitchen sink, her back
towards him. He crept up and put his arms around her slim waist and hugged her,
feeling her thin frame quiver in surprise; demonstrations of affection in this family were
rare events. He gave her a quick kiss on her cheek and she lifted her hand to touch her
cheek scraped by his early morning stubble. Mark rubbed his chin and smiled, "Don't
worry, it'll be as smooth as a baby's whatsit by this afternoon!"
"You go and sit down while I finish in here. Then we'll have a nice chat!"
Mark looked at his father's seated silent figure as he walked through the family room.
Only when he closed the door did he realise he'd been holding his breath.
In the sanctity of his old room, Mark tried to picture the scene in the family room. His
father looking up as his mother came out of the kitchen, rubbing in hand cream.
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He remembered the stories his mother used to read to him. Stories where toys came to
life at night time. He'd tried to stay awake until his parents went to bed, waiting to see
what his action men and racing cars would get up to. He pictured his model spitfires
careering out of control into the curtains, dive-bombers strafing his doona, enemy tanks
flattening the pile on his bedside rug. But he always fell asleep.
Perhaps mum and dad are like that; perhaps they come to life when I'm not around.
He looked around his room, tidier than it used to be; his collection of model aircraft
neatly displayed on shelves, a threadbare woolly turtle slumped on the dressing table
next to a photo of him and Tania at their engagement party. Another photo of his
rowing crew, and next to it a small trophy, the only one he'd ever won. Ah they were
happy days!

He could feel the muscles in his shoulders flexing with the strain of holding the oars,
keeping time with the others, the coach running along the shore, yelling through his
megaphone: "Come on Mark, keep it up!"
The pre-dawn silence over Lake Burley Griffin was almost spiritual. The only sounds
the rhythmic breathing of the rowers and the swoosh as the oars slapped into the water.
Row, row, row your boat gently down stream, merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is
but a dream!
Those were good years; he had his studies, his rowing, and social activities flowing
from both - who could askfor anything morel
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Chapter Seven

Four years eight months earlier

Then he met Tania, and everything changed. He woke the next day to find someone had
taken the world he knew and given it a fresh coat of paint. Everything was cleaner,
brighter; smells were sweeter, colours clearer. Places he'd known all his life looked
foreign, exotic: I have often walked down this street before, but the pavement always
stayed beneath my feet before...
"Earth to Mark, come in Mark."
Mark felt a tug on his sleeve. They were in the park. Floriade was on and it was
packed with visitors. Children climbed on nearby play equipment. Or are they pieces
of sculpture? He realised he was holding his breath; he relaxed and took several deeps
breaths. The scent from a bed of purple hyacinths was intoxicating.
Tania was looking at him, waving her hand in front of his face.
"There you are. I thought you'd been kidnapped by aliens!"
Mark started. "Sorry, I must've drifted off for a minute."
"Don't worry, I have that effect on a lot of people!" Tania laughed, showing her neat
white teeth, a small dimple in her left cheek that he loved to touch.
Mark smiled back, his eyes locked with hers. / can see right inside her, right into her
soul. As if I'm seeing the worldfor the first time through her eyes. Her beautiful eyes.
But can she see me? The real me?
When Mark and Tania first started dating they didn't need anybody else. Their time
together was too precious to waste on other people. Gradually, inevitably, other people
intruded. Her family and friends, his friends.
Tania took Mark home to meet her parents for a barbecue one Saturday evening. A
traditional Aussie affair where the two men drank beer in the backyard while Tania and
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her mother, Sarah, buttered bread rolls and set the table. The two women complained
loudly about what an easy job the men had while they slaved over a cold salad!
Kevin, Tania's dad, wore a PVC apron decorated with a buxom bikinied torso. By the
time they'd finished flipping steaks, the two men had discovered what they needed to
know and found they liked each other.
Mark put off inviting Tania to his home for as long as possible. "They're not like your
parents, Tania. Mum's a bit quiet, she's ... reserved."
"Don't worry, I can behave myself you know. What do you think I'm going to do? Eat
my peas off my knife? Tell dirty stories?"
Reluctantly Mark invited her for Sunday lunch.
Tania wasn't sure what she'd expected. Possibly something where Mark and his dad
did men's stuff, while she and Mark's mum got to know each other in the kitchen.
But Mark's mother had pulled out all the stops. There was nothing for Tania to do. The
dining room looked like a photo in a home beautiful magazine. Mark's dad sat at the
head of the table, carving the roast. Mark's mother passed around the plates and serving
dishes. It was like a scene from an old movie.
"This is fantastic!" said Tania. "We never get this at home. I don't think my mum
knows how to cook a baked dinner!"
That's not true, thought Mark, Sarah's a wonderful cook.
Jill smiled, and Andrew preened himself as he helped himself to gravy and then passed
the elegant gravy boat to Tania.
"I believe in doing things properly. If it's worth doing, it's worth doing well. That's
right, Jill, isn't it?"
Mark deliberately didn't look up. It's good to know he still remembers her name!
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"That's right, dear. Of course," she added for Tania's benefit, "there's nothing easier
than a roast dinner."
Tania didn't say very much when Mark took her home. When they pulled outside her
house, she snuggled up to Mark, "I like your mum. You're right, she is quiet, but she
seems kind."
"What did you think about my dad?"
"W-e-1-1," she deliberately dragged out the word, "He seemed ... perhaps just a tad old
fashioned. But that's probably because my mum and dad are so laid back."
Mark kissed the top of her head. Old fashioned? That's one way of putting it! "Yes, he
thinks he's still living in the fifties."
"It's probably how he was brought up — you know the saying: like father, like son."
Mark shivered. God, I hope not!
The next few months were the happiest Mark had known. The only niggling thought
was that he might have misjudged Tania's feelings. She'd told him many times that she
loved him. But did she really mean it?
One weekend Sarah and Kevin went away to visit some friends and Mark stayed over.
Tania cooked dinner and Mark washed up. Like kids playing house. Afterwards they
sat on the veranda sipping Chardonnay and watching the sun set over the Brindabellas.
The next day, Sunday, Mark got up early to make breakfast. He heated croissants in the
microwave, put jam in a small glass dish, and made a plunger of coffee. He even went
outside and nipped off a pink rosebud which he laid across the tray.
Tania sat up in bed and took the tray. Mark straightened her pillows so she could sit up
properly in bed. He balanced the tray on her knees.
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She looked red and rumpled, her blonde hair fluffed out around her face like an Old
English sheepdog. Better not tell her that!
"Come on, out with it?"
"What do you mean?"
"You're grinning at me like a Galah - do I look that funny?"
Mark sat down carefully on the side of the bed, so he wouldn't knock over the tray. He
lifted her hand and kissed her fingertips, one by one.
"No," he said, "you don't look funny. You look good enough to eat!"
Tania pretended to pull her hand away. "Wouldn't you rather have a croissant?"
Mark shook his head. He turned her hand over, stroking her palm, tracing a pattern with
his finger.
"I wish it could always be like this. I wish I didn't have to go home."
"I'm sure mum and dad wouldn't mind, they're pretty broad-minded! Besides, your
rent would come in handy!"
"That's not what I mean! I'd like us to have our own place. Where we can close the
doors on the rest of the world. Where there's just the two of us."
"OK, let's do it."
"Do what?"
Tania grinned at him. "Don't look so frightened, I'm not proposing. Not exactly ... I
just thought it would be fun to live together."
"Do you really want to? Live together?"
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"Yes, you big goose! Now listen very carefully, I'll say this only once: I — love —
you! Now, what bit don't you understand?"
Mark quickly slid the tray out of harm's way and held Tania in his arms. His heart was
pounding, stomach churning.
The he leaned back and looked at her. "Do you think we should ... I mean would you
like to ... get engaged first?"
Tania hugged him. "You are a sweet old fashioned thing! Yes, we can get engaged.
On one condition."
"What's that?"
"I want the biggest, flashiest, tackiest, cheapest bit of rock we can find!"
Mark and Tania took both sets of parents out for a meal to celebrate their engagement.
Mark and his parents got to the restaurant first. They ordered drinks and sat in the
lounge bar. Tania breezed in, flashing her chunky multi-stoned ring. Sarah and Kevin
followed. Mark introduced everyone and ordered more drinks. So far so good.
When they were shown to their table, Andrew held out Sarah's chair and helped her sit
down. Jill waited behind her chair so he could perform the same act for her, as if he'd
done it every day of their married life.
When everyone was seated, Andrew picked up the wine list and gave it a quick glance.
Then he put it down and looked at the small group. "I don't know about you, but I think
this calls for champagne - the real stuff! It's not everyday my only son gets himself
engaged. Good on you, son!" He gave Mark's shoulder a slap. "And to such a
gorgeous young lady." He smiled at Tania, and then turned towards Sarah, "I can see
where she gets her looks from."
The dinner was a great success. The food and service were excellent and Kevin ordered
a second bottle of champagne. Jill chatted to Sarah and Kevin, and Andrew was
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charming to everybody. He can perform when he wants to, Mark thought bitterly.
Everyone's having a good time.
"Hey, Kevin?" All heads turned towards Andrew. "Have you heard the one about the
woman who moved into the Braddon flats? One of those single mums! Had ten kids.
All boys. Anyway, one of her neighbours introduced herself and asked the boys'
names. The mum said she'd called them all Bruce because it was easier than trying to
remember ten different names. So the neighbour asked, 'what if you wanted one in
particular?' 'That's easy,' said the mum. T just call him by his dad's name!"'
Andrew roared loudly. Jill giggled nervously. The others looked stunned. Kevin
wriggled in his chair and cleared his throat. Sarah stared at her hands which were
gripped tightly in her lap.
"Come on, Andrew, that's not very funny!" said Tania.
Andrew winked at Mark, "Better look out, son, looks like she's one of those
hairy-legged feminists!"
Sarah rushed to Tania's defence. "Well I'd rather have a daughter who stood up for
herself than one who was a doormat! What do you think, Jill?"
"Oh, yes, I agree! I think Tania's a lovely girl."
Sarah looked puzzled but Mark saved the day: "I'd just like to say that what I love most
about Tans - apart from her sexy good looks! - is her passion and commitment to the
things she believes in."
He looked at Tania and she smiled into his eyes.
"Particularly, her belief in me! So, ladies and gentleman, raise your glasses please, and
let's drink a toast to Tans!"
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The following weekend, Kevin, Sarah and Jill helped the young couple to move into a
first floor unit in Hawker. Kevin and Mark hauled the heavy stuff up the stairs while
the three women carried up bedding and cartons of clothes.
Jill brought a basket of goodies for morning tea and she set it out on the breakfast bar.
"Andrew sends his apologies but he had to go in to work."
"That's alright. And besides," said Kevin patting his trim tummy, "it's good exercise!"
By late afternoon everything had been brought it and Sarah and Tania had nearly
finished putting things into position.
Jill helped Mark to unpack the crockery, and Kevin set up the TV and video. Tania
found a radio and turned it on. When a man loves a woman, he can do her no wrong, he
could never hug some other girl. He'd give up all his comforts; sleep out in the rain, if
that's the way ... The melody played softly. Mark and Tania turned to each other, eyes
locked. The others got on with their work.
"Come on," said Mark, "let's go and get something to eat. My shout."
The three women looked at each other and laughed.
Tania wiped her dusty hands on her faded, ripped jeans: "I'm not going anywhere
looking like this!"
"Why not? You look gorgeous!"
"I think you might be slightly biased, Mark," said Sarah, "and even if you're not, I for
one don't feel gorgeous!"
"OK, then it'll have to be takeaway."
Mark took the orders and he and Kevin went to the local takeaway.
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When they'd finished eating, and the others had gone home, Mark and Tania made up
their bed.
Tama flopped onto the bed. "It's at times like this I remember mum's favourite saying:
you've made your bed, now you've got to lie on it!"
Mark joined her. "We should've asked your dad to help us to set up the bed."
"I thought about it, but it felt... sort of... almost indecent. You know, asking him to
make up just the one bed!"
"Sorry, Tans, I hadn't thought about it like that. What did they say when you told them
we were moving in together?"
"They were fine. I bet it'll be strange for them now I've gone. It'll be the first time
they've lived by themselves. When they got married mum already had Wayne. Dad
said now they'll be like newlyweds!"
Tania laughed and went on: "Mum was so surprised when I told her we were getting
engaged. She said she didn't mind if we didn't get married."
"What did you say?" Mark asked as he flipped the doona onto the bed.
Tania tossed the pillows into place and flopped tiredly onto bed. "I said, that if that man
of mine doesn't make an honest women of me within a reasonable period of time, I'll
seriously consider suing him for breach of promise!"
Later, with Tania asleep in his arms, Mark felt he could die of happiness. There was
only one thing worrying him, leaving his sad-eyed little mother.
He could've left home years ago, after his graduation, as he soon started to earn good
money. Rich, one of his old rowing mates, said he was looking for someone to share
with.
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They spent a few weeks looking at flats and found the perfect place in Braddon. Two
big bedrooms, large living area, balcony and easy walking distance to the city centre.
"What do you think, Mark? Plenty of room for cat swinging, and the great swinging
city on our doorstep!"
Mark suddenly felt sick. He realised he couldn't do it! "It's great, fantastic, but...".
"But nothing! You won't find anything cheaper, or more central."
"I know that, it's just
"Look if you're not sure, don't worry about it. I'll easily find someone else to share
with."
And Rich took the place. A few weeks later Mark helped him and his girl friend,
Priscilla, to move in.
Mark went round for their first dinner party. He looked around the room, furnished
with a tired old couch, odd wooden chairs, milk crates, and a chipped laminated table
dressed up with red candles in white saucers.
He gave Rich the wine he'd brought, and flowers to Priscilla.
"This looks fantastic! You guys have done a great job." He sat down on the couch,
ignoring the lumpy bits.
"Too late to change your mind now," said Rich, draping his arm around Priscilla.
"I don't blame you, Mark," said Priscilla over dinner, "I bet it's much cheaper to live at
home — and you get all your meals cooked and your washing done!"
"Yeah," said Rich, "but you still have to put up with the olds!"
"Oh, my parents aren't so bad, they don't hassle me too much."
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"Well you're lucky then, mine are the pits!" said Priscilla, "But don't tell them I said
that!"
And now I've finally moved out! Mark stretched his legs, careful not to disturb Tania.
Haven't seen Rich and Priscilla for ages, he thought. Wonder if they 're still together?
Eventually he fell asleep, curled up against Tania. He dreamt that he and Tania and his
mother were living in a fairy tale cottage. Roses around the door, smoke puffing gently
from a single chimney. The sky was a perfect blue. Tania had her arms full of beautiful
flowers and Mum was filling a basket with vegetables. He was chopping wood. The air
was heavy with the scent of pine and bird song. All three of them were laughing.
He woke up to the smell of bacon. He followed the scent and found Tania in a tiny
T-shirt in the tiny kitchen. He tried to creep up on her but she heard him and spun
around. "You've spoilt my surprise! I was going to bring you breakfast in bed!"
"Don't worry, I can hop back into bed and pretend to be asleep!"
"No, it's too late. I'll have to throw it all away." She took the pan off the stove and
walked to the sink. She stopped and laughed at Mark's crumpled look, "Only kidding!
But you'll have to sit at the table."
After breakfast, Tania suggested that Mark ring his mum, to let her know they were
alright.
"It'll be hard for your mum, and your dad too, now you've gone. I know they've got
each other, and they'll probably have a ball, but they'll still miss you."
"They're used to me going away, though. I was always staying at other people's places
when I was a kid."
"Really?"
"Yeah. Practically every weekend. I think mum was glad to get rid of me!"
"What about your dad?"
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Mark chewed his bottom lip thoughtfully. "I'm not sure, but he was always in a good
mood when I got back. Mum was usually quiet though. But that might be because the
other kids' mums were so ... different."
He sat still, thinking it over. Wondering just what was different about his mum and dad.
Why was there this strained atmosphere when he came back from his weekend trips?
And why did he have to go away every weekend anyway? Mum didn't really want me
out of the way, did she?
For as long as Mark could remember he'd spent Friday nights at his grandma's house.
His mum would take him there every Friday afternoon until he was old enough to go by
himself. When he started school he used to take a little suitcase with him and he left it
in the principal's office until it was time to go. He only forgot it once. His grandma
lent him one of her old blouses to sleep in, and the next day he had to wear his school
uniform.
He liked going to his grandma's. He used to help her around the house: polishing the
silver, tidying cupboards, sorting out her sewing box. There was always something to
do. One weekend he helped her to sort out her book collection into alphabetical order.
She had over 500 books. And she'd read them all! She was a good cook too. Even
though she made different things to what his mum made. Like steak and kidney
pudding [his mum never made that] and treacle tart.
After dinner they played cards or monopoly. He tried to teach her how to play chess but
she didn't like it, but they sometimes played draughts or backgammon. Grandma liked
to go to bed early so Mark wasn't allowed to stay up late. He slept in the room that
used to be his dad's, and even in the same bed. Grandma had kept some of his dad's
toys and books so he was never bored.
It was a shock when his mother told him that grandma couldn't look after him any
more. He thought he'd been looking after her! "Never mind!" his mum said, "you're
big enough to stay with your friends now! And they can come and stay here. That'll be
fun, won't it?"
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And it had been fun. Mark and his friends spent hours during the week working out the
social lives.
"Are you coming over to my place this weekend, Mark?"
"I could do."
"Good, 'cos mum and dad are going out on Thursday and she wondered if I could stay
at your place then."
"Cool!"

The soon-to-be-married Mark lay back on his narrow single bed, an arm over his eyes.
Moving in with Tania was the best thing I ever did. And she and mum get on so well.
He smiled as he pictured the three of them together. Like that night we went to see the
movie, "Romance".
Mark had no idea what it was about and assumed it would a love story. He sat through
the film gripping Tania's hand.
They walked back to the car in silence. Mark started the engine. "What did you think,
mum?"
"I know it's years since I've been to the movies, and things have changed, but I wasn't
expecting anything like that!"
"It's my fault," said Tania, "I chose it. I'm sorry." She turned round to see Jill in the
back seat.
"No, I liked it, really. It was very well done. But nobody seemed to having a good
time. There's enough misery in the world, they should only make happy movies!"
Tania relaxed, "I agree. When I come to power I'll ban sad movies!"
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"If you ban skinny old men jogging in skimpy little shorts you'll get my vote!" added
Jill, and everyone laughed.
Jill also went with them to Sarah and Kevin's house. Mark wondered what she thought
as she sat around the noisy dinner table, while Tania, her parents, and friends chattered
noisily between mouthfuls of food and large glasses of wine. She looks happy, though.
"Andrew busy again?" asked Kevin, the third time Jill went to dinner on her own.
Jill didn't answer. She looked at Mark. Kevin caught the look. "I guess that's the price
you pay if you want to get on, long hours and no time to socialise."
"What would you know about that?" teased Sarah, "You're an academic!" It was an old
joke between them but they still laughed.
Later, when they were back at their flat, Tania asked, "Is it me, Mark? Does your dad
not like me?"
Mark laughed. "How could anyone not like you, my sweet?" He moved towards her but
she pushed him away.
"I'm serious, there must be something wrong. Dad's right, he can't be busy all the
time."
"It's true," Mark lied, fingers crossed, "he does work long hours. And when he gets
home, he just wants to flop in his chair. It's not you, honestly."
This time she didn't push him away.
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Chapter Eight

Canberra, 1980s

When he was young Mark thought his father worked down a mine. Andrew didn't
usually get home until Mark had eaten his dinner, had a bath and was sitting on the
couch looking at a book, wearing clean pyjamas and smelling of soap. Jill would wait
for Andrew to come home before she put Mark to bed, but sometimes he'd fallen asleep
before his dad got home.
Andrew would walk in, drop his briefcase and coat, and flop into his favourite chair.
"A man needs a rest after working all day down the mines!"
By the time Mark was old enough to realise this was a joke, he was old enough to go to
bed by himself.
One day, when Mark was at high school, one of the school assistants came into his
classroom and whispered something to his teacher. They both looked at him during
their conversation. Mark was told to go to the principal's office. Fear twisted his
insides. The principal told him told his mother had had an accident and was in hospital.
"We've tried to contact your father, but he's not in his office. I can ring for a taxi, if
you like, to take you to the hospital. You could try calling your father from there."
When Mark got to the hospital, his mother was still in the recovery room. It turned out
she'd fallen and broken two fingers of her right hand. The break was pretty nasty and
the doctors had operated and put in three pins to hold it together.
"We'll need to keep her in for a day or so, and then she'll have her hand in plaster for
another four weeks. She'll need someone to look after her when she gets home." The
nurse looked at Mark doubtfully. He tucked his shirt into his trousers and stood as tall
as he could.
"I'll look after her. School won't mind."
"What about your father? I've tried to contact him but there's no reply."
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"He's probably in a meeting," Mark said, "When I've seen mum I'll go to his office and
wait for him there."
"Good idea. I think they're taking your mum into the ward soon. I'll come and get you
when she's ready."
A few minutes later the nurse came back and took Mark to see his mother. Mark
thought she was dead. She lay propped against a pile of pillows, her eyes closed.
Everything was white: her face, the sheets, her gown, even the plaster on her arm.
He peered down at her and she opened her eyes. She smiled at him, and nodded
towards her cast.
"What a stupid thing to do!"
"How did it happen?"
She stared at him, her eyes glassy. She rubbed her face with her good hand.
"Sorry, I'm still a bit groggy. How did it happen? Well, your dad forgot his wallet this
morning and he came back to look for it. I was hanging out the washing. He called for
me but I didn't hear him. Anyway, when I finished I opened the back door and
somehow managed to get my fingers stuck just as he closed it. And you know how
heavy that door is!"
"Where is he then? The school's been trying to get hold of him."
"He had to go to work, he had a meeting. He drove me here first, though." she added.
She yawned, and closed her eyes. Mark waited for a few minutes but she appeared to
be asleep. He leaned over and kissed her cheek.
He told the nurse he was going, and she said he could come back during visiting time,
between 6 and 8pm.
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Mark caught the bus into Civic and went to his father's office. He'd seen the outside of
his dad's office - third window on the left fourth floor — but he'd never been inside the
building before.
The foyer was empty. He looked at his watch; it was nearly five o'clock. The lift doors
opened and two young women got out, laughing.
They looked at Mark. "Are you looking for someone?" One of them asked.
"Yes, my dad, Andrew Burton.
The other woman pulled a face, "Is he your dad? You poor thing!"
"What do you mean?" asked Mark.
The first woman frowned a warning at her friend. "Nothing, take no notice of her, she's
just teasing you."
The second woman ignored her friend. "He's so old fashioned that's all. I wish you'd
have a word with him. Tell him not to take things so seriously. This is the eighties after
all!"
Mark couldn't imagine anyone saying anything like that to his father.
"Come on," said the first woman, "I'll take you up to him. You'll never find your way.
It's a real rabbit warren up there."
/ can't wait to see where dad really works; first it's a coalmine, now it's a rabbit
warren!
Mark followed her up to the eighth floor, then along a maze of narrow corridors. The
walls were the colour of semolina and the woodwork was chocolate brown. I'm
starving! thought Mark.
"That's your dad's office, the second on the left."
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"Thanks." Mark walked towards the door, and then looked back. The woman was still
standing where he'd left her. He waved and she waved back and then turned away.
Mark tapped on the door and his father grunted, "Come in!"
The room was smaller that Mark had expected, barely enough room for the large, high
wooden desk and the big swivel chair. Andrew sat with his back to the window.
Sleeves rolled up, newspaper spread open in front of him. The room smelled of coffee
and doughnuts. Andrew was holding a polystyrene cup. He looked relaxed, but he
stopped smiling when he saw who it was.
"Well, to what do I owe this honour?"
"School rang me. About mum. I've just been to see her. At the hospital."
"Is she still there? I thought she'd be home by now." Andrew looked at this watch as
he said this.
"She's broken a couple of fingers. It's pretty bad they said, she had to have an
operation to pin them together. And she'll be in plaster for weeks."
"What's that? Weeks!"
"The nurse said she won't be able to use her hand for a while. It's alright," he added,
seeing deep furrows ridging his father's brow, "I can take some time off school, to look
after her."
Andrew looked relieved. "Good, that's good. I can always eat at the club."
"We can go and see her tonight. Between 6 and 8."
"I can't tonight, I've got too much to do." He waved his hand over his desk, but all
Mark could see was the newspaper and a Carlton United beaker holding a motley
assortment of pens.
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Andrew had followed his son's look. "I always get a Sydney paper in the afternoon. I
have to keep up with the national news." He folded the paper and tossed it into the bin.
"Your mum's not interested in anything going on outside Canberra."
He swallowed his coffee and tossed his cup into the bin. Mark found it strange to see
his father drinking out a polystyrene cup, at home he insisted on a china cup and saucer.
"Well, I've got to get on. Say hello to your mum for me." He took some papers out of
his desk drawer and tapped them into a neat pile.
Mark left and walked back to the interchange to catch a bus to the hospital. I'm
starving. Wonder if I can get a something to eat there ?
The next few weeks were the best Mark could remember. His mother taught him how
to cook and iron and vacuum. How to sort out the washing and how to hang out clothes
to cut down on ironing. He liked shopping, and he soon got the hang of cooking, but he
never got to like cleaning the bathroom!
As Andrew had said, he ate dinner at the club every night and he got home later than
usual. Jill slept on the couch in the lounge room, so she wouldn't disturb Andrew
during the night when she wriggled around, trying to find a comfortable position. Mark
stayed up with her, since he didn't have to get up for school, and they played scrabble,
and monopoly. It was like being on holiday.

Probably the best holiday lever had, the adult Mark thought guiltily. He pulled himself
into a sitting position; the bedsprings creaking like grumpy old dog. / wonder why they
stay together? Why she stays? She can't use me as an excuse anymore, it's been three
years since Iflew the nest.
He stood up and stretched, relaxing his neck and shoulder muscles. He saw himself
and Tania, side by side, her big blue eyes smiling up at him, everyone cheering and
clapping. Not long to go.
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Chapter Nine

The day continues .

Meanwhile, the bride was having an out-of-body experience. People moved around her,
touched her, spoke to her, but it all seemed to be happening to someone else. She was
floating inches below the ceiling.
She could see herself and Mark in ten, twenty years: meal times, dinner parties, friends
round for games of strip monopoly. Would they grow up to be like Mark's parents,
quiet and formal? Or like hers? They were much noisier, explosive even, given to
violent verbal outbursts and door slamming. During her teenage years, Tania had
slammed a few doors herself, and done a bit of foot stamping too.
She wondered what Mark thought of her family, so different from his; Mark's mother, a
small, slim figure, leaning towards her husband. His parents were an anachronism, like
something from the Victorian era!
She soon told Mark she wasn't going to fetch and carry for him like his mother! But
Mark was happy to do his share of the housework. "I'm not completely helpless, you
know. I used to do stuff at home, but mum said she liked to do things her way. She
said it was just as easy to wash two shirts as to wash one, and while she was doing his
ironing, she did mine."
"In that case, perhaps you could sneak around when she's not in and slip a few of our
things into her ironing basket!"

The babble beneath grew louder, more demanding. Tania ignored it. She could see a
much older self, and Mark, side by side on the sofa. Feeling the warmth of each other
where their thighs touched. A companionable silence. It didn't seem too bad!
Mark was such a sweetie, so kind and gentle. She couldn't believe he was all hers! He
had everything: tall, dark and handsome, and he treated her like a princess! She had to
watch what you said to him, though, he was easily hurt, and sometimes he seemed well, almost afraid of her!
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Tania shook her head to clear her vision and reluctantly floated back to earth. Her head
was bristling with heated rollers. The make up girl was sitting by her side, chattering
away to herself while she painted Tania's nails. Tania looked at her hands, she was sure
it wasn't the colour she'd chosen but by now she was past caring what they did to her.
She just wanted to get it over with, before ... ! Before what? she asked herself, before I
change my mind?
"Tania? Hey Tania. Come on, time to wake up!"
Tania nodded and smiled at the pretty little face peering anxiously down at her. She
tried to sit up but she was gently pushed back into her seat. Realisation dawned and she
smiled politely at the face reflected in the mirror held by the hairdresser. Returning the
smile, the hairdresser turned the mirror this way and that so that all angles of Tania's
head were revealed for her admiration.
Tania stared at herself in the mirror. Don't scream, don't panic. Breathe deeply, in
through your nose, out through your mouth. Good girl. She inhaled and exhaled a few
times. Her smile slipped a bit, but it managed to hang on. This is one of the bravest
things I've ever done! What has she done to me? I look like that photo of granny when
she was a young girl!
The beautiful short fair hair had been transformed. Clumps of large sausage shaped
curls, like dog turds, stuck out around her face. A tight clump was bunched together on
top of her head. Tania's fingers itched to comb out the mess, and she found it hard to
resist the urge.
The hairdresser chose that moment to give Tania's hair another squirt of spray. She
probably wants to make sure her creation stays glued in place. I don't blame her -1
wouldn't want to be around if those creatures broke loose!
"Don't worry," the hairdresser chirped confidingly, noting Tania's anxious look,
"they'll drop out soon. [As long as they don't turn feral!] I'll brush it out later when
you've had your make up done."
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Tania nodded. The hairdresser gave her a quick brush down as she got to her feet,
flipping off the mauve plastic cape with a practised hand.
Leah was next. She leaned close to Tania, "It's alright for you, your veil will hide your
hair. I've got to wear those glittery-twig-thingies on mine. Everyone will think I'm the
wedding cake!"
Leah took her place and was soon enveloped in her cape. She winked at Beryl's
reflection in the mirror. "Aren't we going to look gorgeous!"
"Yes," Beryl simpered back, "No one will even notice the bride!"
"I'll have to keep an eye on you, granny. I'd better make sure Mark signs his name on
the dotted line before you get your hands on him!"
Beryl laughed delightedly. Tania bent down to her grandmother and kissed her soft
cheek. As she straightened up, she caught her mother's sour expression. She went over
and patted her mother's hand.
"Don't pull that face mum, the wind might change!"
"I'm sorry, Tans, I'm behaving like the wicked witch."
"It's OK. I know you and grandma don't always get on. You're both as bad as each
other. I'd hate to think that you and I would end up like that!"
Sarah gave Tania a quick hug. "When did you get to be so smart? You're right, of
course. I'd hate it if you and I didn't get on. I try to get on with her ..." Sarah sighed,
"but sometimes, it's all too hard!"
"I know, mum, but you will try, won't you?"
Before Sarah could reply, the doorbell rang and she dashed to see who it was.
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It was Helena, red and breathless, late as usual, a large plastic bag in one hand and a
garment bag over the other arm. Sarah smiled at Helena's flushed face. Of all Tania's
friends, Helena had always been Sarah's favourite. She was so open hearted: what you
saw was what you got!
She'd never liked Leah, even though she and Tania had been friends for years. An
extraordinarily beautiful child, Leah had learned at an early age how to make use of the
advantages nature had given her. Men adored her, but women were less trusting.
Miaow, miaow!
Well most men. Sarah remembered what happened last Christmas when Leah turned up
wearing a spray-on black dress. You could tell if she ate as much as an olive! She
sleazed up to Mark, and draped herself all over him. But it was water off a duck's back.
Mark treated her like one of the boys [She must've hated that!] and Tania didn't even
notice. Kevin was the only one who seemed to mind. His face as dark as thunder.
And here she is, Tania's bridesmaid. Well, that was the theory, so far the only duty
Leah'd performed as bridesmaid was to get Tania well and truly pissed on her hen's
night!
Sarah realised that Helena was still waiting. "Sorry, I was miles away." She stepped
forward and gave her a hug. Helena pressed her clammy cheek against Sarah's: "I'm
sorry I'm late. Sorry, sorry, sorry. I had to drop the little darlings off at Mum's. Neil
had an emergency Caesar but he wouldn't have coped with them anyway. Mum's got
strict orders to turn them into a pair of little angels." She paused, her round, pretty little
face anxious, "I hope I didn't forget anything."
Sarah showed Helena where she could put her things, and then took her into the family
room, which was a happening place. Helena burst out: "I can't wait to see you in your
dress, Tania, you'll look like a princess. Abi and Eliza say it's like Cinderella. I can't
tell you how many times I've read that story to them this week! Neil said that if Tania's
Cinderella, that makes them the two ugly sisters!" She laughed and looked around the
room, but no one caught her eye so she fell silent.
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Leah ignored Helena's smile of greeting and she turned away when she saw Tania move
forward to hug her old friend. Why doesn't someone shut her up? thought Leah, doesn't
she know how irritating it is to be happy all the time?
"I'm so excited!" said Helena. "It's going to a wonderful wedding." She stepped back
to look at Tania, tears in her eyes. Then she hugged her again, "I know you and Mark
are going to be so happy. I hope you'll be as happy as Neil and me!"
"I hope so too," said Tania.
Tania settled Helena in a chair ready for her treatment. She tried to slip out of the room
but Leah caught her hand as she went past.
"Don't look so worried, sweetie, the rest of us will pale into insignificance beside you.
Always the bridesmaid!" She sighed, and her full lips stretched wide, revealing neat,
white teeth, but her eyes didn't reflect her smile.
Tania absently patted Leah's arm and pulled herself away. She smiled reassuringly at
Helena who looked like a lost puppy. Before she could start to feel guilty, Tania fled
into her room. She sat on the edge of her bed, and leaned back on her pillow, taking
care not to mess up her hair.
Suddenly restless, she hopped off the bed and went out into the hall. Silence from her
parent's room. Poor dad, all this female busyness is too much for him. And granny too,
she keeps having a sneaky dig at mum whenever she gets the chance. Dad can't win,
whatever he does. No wonder he's staying out of it!
The night before, at the pre-wedding dinner, everyone had been very civilised. But
even Tania had felt like taking sides when her grandmother sniped, "At least she's got
the good sense to get married before bringing a child into the world!" Sarah looked
gobsmacked, and Kevin clamped his jaw tight shut. Tania decided to stay out of it. She
loved both her parents and her grandmother, they were great people, and they loved her,
so why couldn't they got on with each other?
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She decided she couldn't face her father just yet. I'll let him enjoy the peace and quiet
while it lasts.
She heard loud voices coming from the family room and decided she couldn't face
going back in there either. So, creeping like a spy, she escaped via the laundry into the
back garden, closing the back door softly behind her.
It was going to a beautiful day. The air was mild and sweet, only a slight breeze, and
the sky was a pale Wedgwood blue with just a few straggly clouds. More than enough
blue sky to make a sailor a pair of trousers! The garden looked like it could win a
competition, lawn freshly mowed, edges trimmed, paths swept. Even the dog kennel
had a fresh coat of paint. Dad has been busy. She looked at the flowerbeds her mother
had reluctantly replanted, they looked well groomed too. I wonder why mum doesn't
like gardening? She's always bringing home plants and pots and stuff but she loses
interest and the poor things die on her. Perhaps that's why she likes cut flowers so
much —you just stick them in water and when they die you throw them away!
Tania shivered. What's wrong with me? Must be all this stuff about deadflowers! She
fidgeted like a fussy maiden aunt. Stop it! If only I still smoked, she thought, I'd love a
cigarette.
She wandered along the veranda, down the steps into the side garden. This was where
she used to hide as a child. Her special, secret place. The overhanging eaves sheltered
almost all of the narrow passage. The jasmine growing over the neighbour's fence was
rarely trimmed, and formed the rest of the roof, a perfect canopy, making it a shady spot
on even the hottest day. She'd drag out cushions and rugs, and whatever nibbles she
could find. Make believe tea parties. Sometimes she pretended to run away, and her
mother pretended to look for her. She often fell asleep in the heat of the afternoon,
listening to the drone of insects.
And later this is where she shared secrets with her close friends. Things were so simple
then, so black and white. She smiled as she heard herself, one drowsy afternoon telling
Helena and Leah: "When I grow up I'm going to marry Richard Thorsby and we'll have
four children: two boys called Roger and Kevin, after my dad, and twin girls, Jennifer
and Jeanette."
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"I'm going to be a teacher, and teach handicapped children," confided Helena. "And
when I'm old, about thirty, I'm going to marry another teacher and we'll go to Africa or
somewhere and work in the jungle. We won't have any children of our own, we'll look
after the poor little babies in the orphanages instead."
"Well I'm never going to get married! I don't want some stupid man telling me what to
do!" Leah stretched out her long legs, brushing the dirt off. "Richard's alright, I don't
mind if you marry him, Tania. But as for you, Helena, you must be mad."
"What do you mean?" asked Helena, her bottom lip trembling, and her rosy cheeks
growing rosier.
"You're not clever enough to be a teacher, even of handicapped kids! And anyway,
who on earth would want to marry you? Especially when you're old!"
Helena's face crumpled and a big, slow tear started to trickle down her plump pink
cheek. "Don't be such a baby!" snapped Leah, "What use would you be in the jungle
anyway if you start crying at every little thing."
Tania put her arm round Helena's shoulders. "Don't take any notice of her, Helena,
she's just jealous." She scowled at Leah, who scowled back. Helena stopped crying
and she looked at her two friends, her cheeks flushed, her blonde curls flopping around
her face. She looked like a porcelain doll.
"I know," said Tania, "I promise that when Richard and I get married you can both be
my bridesmaids!"

And Tania, the soon-to-be-bride, smiled as she remembered how they'd spent the rest of
the afternoon planning her wedding: what they'd wear, where the reception would be,
and what they'd have to eat.
Funny how things turn out. So far Leah had kept her promise; she still wasn't married.
And Helena did get to be a teacher, but not for long. She met Neil when they were
students, and they were married before they graduated. They didn't make it to Africa,
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either, or anywhere else, and they now had two little girls. And they were blissfully
happy. That's what gets up Leah's nose. She can't bear to see Helena being happy.
Especially since Neil started his own practice; he's going to be the best obstetrician in
town!
Tania had kept her promise too, even if she wasn't marrying Richard. And she'd
changed her mind about having four children! Poor Richard, he grew up to have a
terrible skin problem, especially in the cold weather. His family had moved to
Queensland where the winters were warmer. I wonder what he's doing now?
It was ages since she'd visited her sanctuary. Tania longed to crawl inside the
sheltering foliage. But I don't fancy having a spider drop down my front!
As she walked around the back of the house she could hear laughter coming from the
family room. Sounds hilarious! I'm glad everybody else is having a good time.
Voices drifted out: Helena's "Even the weather's behaving itself. It's going to be such a
perfect day! I was so worried it would be like it was last Thursday. That awful storm!
Little Abi and Eliza are scared of thunder, we had to ...".
In a higher pitch: Leah's "I've always wanted to go to England. Tania always said . . . "
And Beryl's soft little voice, "That's perfect, dear, just fluff it up a bit more around the
sides."
Sarah coughed quietly. She's not usually so quiet. It must be the tension of the day.
Tania told herself, Everyone's caught it from me, like a disease, pre-marital syndrome!
Tania leaned on the veranda rail. Breathing in the fresh air. She straightened up and
stretched herself, head tilted towards the sky, trying to ease the knots in her neck. /
should've booked a masseur, not a hairdresser. We could all have done with a massage
today.
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She knuckled the back of her neck and did a few shoulder rolls. Peering through the
kitchen window, Tania caught sight of the clock, still hours to go. This is ridiculous;
what am I doing out here?
She was suddenly filled with an overwhelming need to see Mark. As if released from a
spell, she hurried inside the house and slipped on her sneakers and a jacket.
Opening the door to the family room, she signalled to her mother, and then backed
away. Sarah followed Tania to the door, her eyes asking the question: Are you alright?
Tania nodded in response, and picked up her keys from the hall cupboard. "I'm going
for a drive. I'll probably go to Mark's. I won't be long. Promise I'll be back in time to
be turned into Cinderella."
"Good idea!" Sarah said with a smile, "Wish I could come too! And don't worry, we
won't start the ceremony without you!"
Reassured, Tania started the engine and the radio burst into life .. .allyou need is love,
love. Love is all you need, love is all you need.
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Chapter Ten

And let's not forget the mother of the bride .

Sarah went back to join the crowd in the family room. The hairdresser had finished
Beryl's hair, and the make up girl was setting out the tools of her trade. The manicurist
was painting Beryl's nails silver, to match her hair. She looked up at her client:
"You're going to break a few hearts!"
"I'd better not overdo it, you don't want to outshine the bride!" said the make up girl,
joining in the game.
Beryl smiled at herself in the mirror.
Leah's face looked pale without make up. "You've got such lovely skin, Beryl. A l l
pink and white, like an angel's."
Angel! Sarah thought. She looked around the room, everybody so busy. The smell was
overpowering: hair spray, perfume, nail polish. She suddenly felt sick. She forced
herself to nod at the team of eager young women, and told them she was going to do her
own make up. "I've been using this foundation for years now, it's got a secret
ingredient, spakfilla, to cover the cracks."
Everybody laughed. Even Beryl's reflection smiled back at her.
Sarah turned and went into her room. Kevin was by the window, hands deep in his
jacket pockets. Dark and moody, and adorable, she thought. He waited until she'd
closed the door before he looked at her.
Something in her face reassured him. He took a step towards her and she almost fell
into his arms, her heart pounding. She could feel his heart beating too, and lifting his
hand from her arm, she kissed the inside of his wrist. He brushed a strand of hair out of
her eyes, and buried his face in her neck. As if on cue, they both pulled away, still
holding hands, as if playing a child's game. They looked at each other like a pair of
lovers coming together after a long separation. And now happily reunited.
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Chapter Eleven

. or the bride

Tania was in no hurry. She felt her shoulders relax as she drove. She dropped her
elbows and relaxed her grip on the wheel, and gave herself up to the pleasure of driving.
Concentrating on the process as if still a learner.
She dawdled along Northbourne Avenue, already thrumming with traffic, for once not
competing in the game of "beat the lights". She ignored the angry blares of drivers
forced to stop behind her because she refused to run an amber light. She remained
unconcerned as one young male driver reversed noisily behind her, changed lane, and
gesticulated at her with one finger as he screeched past, the lights now red. She saw
him mouthing obscenities as he flashed past.
Turning into London Circuit, Tania glanced jealously at the members of the cafe
society, sitting on the footpath outside her old haunt, wishing she could just veg out for
the rest of the morning. She headed over Commonwealth Bridge, past the Lodge, and
turned into Adelaide Avenue towards Deakin.
She wound down her window, the air warming her cheeks, lifting the stiff curls off her
forehead. She breathed in, the air ripe with the scent of spring. New life bursting out
around her. But Deakin still retained an air of dignity, like a middle-aged spinster,
while the younger suburbs kicked up their heels.
She turned into the wide, leafy street where Mark's parents lived, and pulled into their
drive.. It's a beautiful house. Too neat for my taste but Mark knows he's not getting a
housekeeper!
As she turned off the engine, she saw the front door open and Mark came out, looking
anxious. She slammed the car door, and sauntered slowly towards him, smiling like a
cat heading for a bowl of cream.
Mark closed the door behind him and waited for her to reach him. His anxious look had
faded and Tania wondered if it had been only a trick of the light.
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Then she realised what a sight she must look, big fat greasy curls glued to the top of her
head, face still red and shiny from the morning's facial. She grinned as he took in her
appearance, "Better get used to it, this is the new look!"
"It suits you," he said with a grin. She raised her hand as if to slap him and he winced
and drew back. They stared at each other for a few moments. Mark looked away,
embarrassed.
"Mark? Are you OK? I was only pretending."
"Sorry, I must seem such a wuss. I guess it was just an instinctive reaction."
She took a step towards him and reached up to put her hands on his shoulder. He
relaxed and put his arms around her waist, pulling her tight against him. They hugged
each other gratefully.
"Come on," Mark said, gently releasing her, "let's go for a coffee."
"You must be a mind reader!" Tania replied.
"It seems such a long time since I saw you, I've missed you so much." Mark stopped
and looked at her face. Tania smiled in agreement, "You're right, it's only been one
night, but it seems like forever."
Hand in hand they walked to the nearest coffee shop. They sat outside on the footpath
and they ordered Vienna chocolate. They giggled like schoolkids as they licked the
cream from the spoons and dunked their marshmallows, slurping the hot, sweet, soggy
mess.
They held hands across the table. But Tania couldn't get rid of the scene on the
doorstep, when Mark had recoiled from a playful slap.
She gently slid her hand from beneath his and rubbed her eyes, trying to erase the
memory. He'd looked genuinely afraid. But he can't be afraid of me, can he?
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"Are you alright, Tans? You look exhausted."
"I'm fine. I've just got a touch of the miseries." she said. "I can't believe anyone has
the right to be this happy. I keep waiting for the bad fairy to break the spell."
She smiled to soften her next words, "There's nothing you haven't told me, is there?
Your real wife isn't going to turn up with a horde of kids at the wedding? Come on,"
she coaxed as she noticed a shadow cross his face, "I'll still love you, I just want to
know the worst. I don't want to find myself married to a bluebeard!"
Mark looked up, his eyes full of love and concern. "There's no wife, no kids, just me.
My only guilty secret is that one day you'll find out what I'm really like, and stop
loving me."
What more could any woman want? thought Tania.
"Come on," said Mark, "we'd better get you back home before your mother sends out a
search party."
Tania followed him happily, her doubts melting away like the marshmallows.
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Chapter Twelve

Same day ... and a glimpse of England in the 1960s

Sarah left Kevin to finish getting dressed. She braced herself to go back in to the
kitchen. I'll put the kettle on. It must be ages since they had a drink
The babble of voices grew louder as she walked down the hall. Her mother's voice,
though soft, carried a long way.
"Sarah's been so lucky; Tania's such a sensible girl. I suppose Sarah was typical of the
sixties, all that psychedelic mumbo jumbo. Not to mention those mini skirts! Honestly,
Sarah's skirts were so short you could practically see what she had for breakfast!"
Laughter.
Encouraged, Beryl carried on: "It was so hard for me when she got pregnant. You've
no idea! It's different now, but in those days it was a terrible disgrace. Most parents
would've kicked their daughters out on the street, but I'd just lost my husband and
Sarah was all I had. So I had to bury my pride and get on with it. I tried to do my best
for her. I lost a lot of friends, though, but like I said, 'Blood's thicker than water.'"
Sarah clenched her fists. How dare she! She turned around and went into Tania's
room, slamming the door and flinging herself face down on her bed, like a rebellious
teenager! Funny how my mother can still make me feel like a child. Who said you only
become an adult when your mother dies? A bit drastic!
Sarah rolled over on the bed and looked around the room. Even though it was more
than three years since Tania had moved out, nothing much had changed. Half a dozen
teddies huddled together on a shelf over the bed. A porcelain doll with stiff blonde
ringlets and faded cotton dress stood dusty and neglected on a metal stand.
Posters and photos from Tania's teenage years lined the inside of the wardrobe. Tania
and her friends had been desperately in love with one or other of those corpse-like
creatures who'd been so popular then. I wonder what she thinks of them now? On the
top shelf a shoebox overflowed with drawings, poems, letters from friends, and love
letters.
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Tania said she didn't want them, but Sarah couldn't bring herself to throw them away.
Sarah had no souvenirs of her own early years; Beryl had got rid of everything when
she moved out of home.
Sarah struggled into a sitting position, her back stiff against the bed head. I wish Tania
was here. At least I'd have one ally! Or would I? She seems to get along with mum.
Probably because we live so far away; they've not been able to get up each other's
nose. I wonder what would have happened if we'd stayed in England?
Sarah slid further down the bed, trying to picture herself taking Tania to visit her
grandmother. As she got older, of course, Tania would've been able to go on her own.
Poor Tania, did she miss out not having grandparents?
Kevin's parents had died within the months of each other when Tania was only five, so
Tania barely remembered them. But Sarah could still remember her grandparents:
grandpa with the top button open on his shirt, a few grey hairs straggling out at the
neck. His round belly perched tidily on his black leather belt; trousers hitched up to
stop them creasing at the knees; a few inches of pale shiny skin ending in thick woollen
socks and tartan slippers.
He had a round face, and a bulbous nose, with a shiny bald patch on the top of his head
surrounded by a few wisps of fine silver hair. She loved to sit on his knee and polish
his bald spot with her sleeve. Long silver hairs sprouted out of his nostrils. Grandpa
said: "When people get older their hair stops growing on their heads and starts to grow
inside and eventually it comes out of their nose! That's why old people forget things;
it's because their brains are clogged up with all that hair." Sarah nodded; it all made
perfect sense.
Grandma looked like a drawing of an old woman in a fairy story; the one whose
husband baked a gingerbread boy because they couldn't have children of their own.
She had soft, long white hair which she wore in a loose roll on the top of her head.
During the day, fine strands of hair would escape and fall over her face. She brushed
them out of her eyes, tucking them behind her ears where they stuck out from over the
sides of her glasses. Sarah loved to watch grandma take down her hair, it reached
almost to her waist. A beautiful silver shawl that shone like tinsel.
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But best of all, Sarah's grandparents were born to have fun. So how did they manage to
have a daughter like mum?
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Chapter Thirteen

Canberra mid-1980s

Mark lay on his bed, waiting for it to start. The whispering, soft sibilant sounds. Then
a change in pitch and volume, and in speed. Sounds racing to get out. Bouncing off the
walls, screaming along the skirting board, under his door. No matter how tightly he
jammed his fingers into his ears, the sounds still managed to crawl inside his head.
He used to think they were angry with him, that the voices would get nearer and nearer.
And he'd drown in their anger.
At the end of his first year at high school, he came home and gave his school report to
his mother. It wasn't bad but it wasn't as good as it could've been. She read it and
looked at him sadly as she slipped it into the pocket of her jeans. He knew she'd show
it to his father, after he'd gone to bed.
They were both quiet during their evening meal. Or rather, Mark's evening meal. Even
when his father wasn't there, Mark's mother still hovered between the kitchen and the
table. Mark remembered a night there was a power cut and his mother had rushed
around lighting candles. She put a huge candelabra on the table, "Doesn't that look
nice! It's like a dinner party."
Then she went back into the kitchen, leaving Mark alone with the flickering candles and
the crash of thunder overhead. He got up and went into the kitchen. "Mum, please
come and sit down with me. I don't like being in there all by myself."
And she did. But the next night she left him to eat on his own.
The night he'd presented his mother with his school report, Mark couldn't bear his
mother's silent hovering. He put down his knife and fork and pushed his plate away,
even though he'd eaten only half of his chicken and mushroom pie - one of his
favourites. She darted forward to take the plate away, and he caught hold of her arm.
"Mum, are you mad at me?"
She tensed and then relaxed as he withdrew his hand. She pulled out a chair and sat
down, leaning forward to rest her arms on the table. Neither of them moved for a few
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moments. Finally, she lifted her head and looked at Mark with a sad smile: "Of course
I'm not mad at you! I've told you, I don't mind if you don't get top marks, as long as
you've done your best. The only thing that would disappoint me is if you didn't try."
She stood up and moved behind him, resting her chin on the top of his head, a hand on
his shoulder. He covered her hand with his and gripped it tight, and he felt it twitch like
a nervous bird. She pulled away and padded into the kitchen, returning almost
immediately with a dish of chocolate sponge pudding and custard.
"Wow," said Mark, "this looks great."
"Yes," said Jill, "I had the urge to bake today, and you know what I always say; if you
get the urge to do something useful, don't fight it!"
They both laughed and he felt the atmosphere lighten.
Later that night he lay in bed waiting for it to start. He heard his father: "How many
times do I have to tell you ..."
Outside his window rain dripped noisily from the hanging baskets; the wind chimes
clanged violently. But the storm inside drowned out the noise outside.
Mark couldn't bear it. Why should his mother take the blame! He slipped out of bed
and went into the hall. "You stupid bitch! I've got enough to do without forever
watching to make sure you don't screw up."
Then there came the awful sounds: slaps and cries, the sound of something falling. He
waited; silence. He braced himself to open the lounge room door.
His father's naked backside was bouncing up and down on top of his mother. His
trousers were down round his ankles. She lay on the floor, her blouse covering her face.
She was moaning, thrashing her legs. His father held both her hands in one of his,
pinning her arms over her head.
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Mark gripped the door handle tighter, his knees sagging. He staggered to the bathroom
and knelt on the floor; tears and vomit filling the toilet bowl.
The following day his mother's face was swollen, her eyes red. She gave him a quick,
shy smile, but she avoided his father. His father, on the other hand, was on top of the
world. Mark learned this was a good time to ask for things.

"Look at this one, Mark. Get a load of them babies!" Mark took the magazine and
looked at the bare breasted model. She was very well endowed. Much bigger than his
skinny little mother. He tipped the page sideways to see what they looked like
underneath. How do they stay up there?
His friend, Matt, snatched the magazine away. "Hey, come on, you're dribbling!"
Matt was tall, well built, with thick dark hair. He was the only boy Mark knew who'd
had sex. At least, he was the only one he believed when they said they'd had sex.
It had happened during the last Christmas holidays: "My dad has this younger sister,
Pauline. She's about thirty but she doesn't look it. She's gorgeous. Dark hair, long
legs, big boobs... "
"She's your auntie!"
"Not really, she's only dad's half-sister; granddad got married again when grandma
died. Anyway, she lives in Tasmania. I don't remember seeing her before. Then she
came to stay with us, for Christmas. She could tell I fancied her, I'd get a stiffy just
looking at her. One night, everyone had gone out and the two of us were watching TV.
It was boring. All I could think about was her sitting next to be. She had on these tiny
little shorts and she kept rubbing her leg against mine."
He stopped, and his circle of friends gaped at him, "Go on!" they urged.
"She asked if I wanted a beer and we sat and drank them."
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"Doesn't she know how old you are?"
"Shut up, Mark, let him get on with it."
"Then she got two more beers and we drank them too. I felt all funny, sort of happy and
excited. I kept wriggling about. And then she leaned over and touched my dick. 'My,
what a big boy you are!' she said. I freaked. Honestly, I thought I was going to come
in my pants."
"What happened then?"
"Then she got up and held out her hand. I took it and she pulled me up off the settee. I
followed her into her room and she closed the door. Then she started to take off her
clothes. I started to take mine off too but she said she wanted to undress me, so I
waited. When she'd got all her gear off she helped me get undressed."
"Wow!"
"Then she lay down on the bed, and ... we did it."
"What was it like?"
"It was unbelievable! Her skin was so soft. She was all hot and wet. It felt so good. It
didn't take long, though." He paused, then added. "But she just lay there, stroking me,
and she started to tell me what she liked; how she wanted me to touch her, stroke her
boobs, and stuff like that."
"Like what?"
"Well, down there, how to touch her down there. You know. She let me look at her
pussy and told me what to do. It was magic!"
Matt paused, head thrust forward, eyes down, lost in his memories. The others waited
for him to continue, but when he didn't someone blurted out: "So how many times did
you...?"
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"Only twice that night. But we did it again the next night, three times! And then we
had to wait a few days because there was always somebody around."
"Did it hurt?" asked Mark.
Matt laughed: "Hurt! No, it didn't hurt. It was fantastic. You've no idea how good it
feels."
"I didn't mean you." Mark mumbled, not looking up, his cheeks a deep, dull red,
"I meant her, did it hurt her?"
Matt laughed again, and punched Mark on the shoulder, "God, Mark, you are funny! Of
course it didn't hurt her! Why would she keep wanting to do it if it hurt her?"
Mark shook his head slowly; trying to reconcile what Matt was saying with what his
parents did. But he couldn't.
"It was tricky, but we even managed it a couple of times on her last night." Matt
laughed, "We sneaked off to the oval, pretending we were taking Minty for a walk. We
did it standing up behind the toilets. We would've gone inside but they were locked.
Then I nipped out of bed in the middle of the night and we did it again in her room."
"And now she's gone back to Tasmania?"
"Yeah. I miss her. She really was gorgeous."

Mark didn't tell anyone when he went on his first date, with Gillian. Not even his
mother. They went to the movies. He sat through the film with his arm round her
shoulder, holding her hand with his other hand, heart pounding. She squeezed his hand
as they watched a love scene and he noted how the couple embraced, the man holding
the girl's face between both hands, staring soulfully into her eyes, then he bent down to
kiss her. He shivered with excitement.
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Later they walked home with their arm round each other's waists. In a dark area they
stopped and turned to face each other. Responding to his cue, Mark tilted her chin, and
holding her face between both hands, bent down to kiss her.
lean do it, he thought, this is easy! All he had to do was be swept away by passion;
instinct took over and told him what to do. Later, though, he remembered the scene in
the lounge room; his father's angry humping, his mother's futile thrashing.
At school he signed up for biology, even though his friends said it was a sissy subject.
"Hey Mark," said Matt, "I've sussed out why you're doing all that girlie stuff, it's 'cos
of those cute chicks. I bet you can't wait to go on all those field trips!"
But Mark had his own agenda. He wanted to find out more about genetics, and
heredity: from the colour of hair and eyes, to blood types. He was relieved when he
found out he had a different blood group to both his parents. He was blood type O, his
father's type A and his mother's type B. But, as his teacher explained, in the ABO
system this combination was acceptable. It didn't mean he was adopted! Damn, he
thought, that would've been one answer to my problem!
He learned other stuff too. He learned how to get on with girls. In fact, he found out he
was more comfortable around girls than with his mates. He had many friends who were
girls, but who weren't girl friends.
It was all so easy.
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Chapter Fourteen

England, Spring 1967

From the outside it looked more like a prison than a holiday camp; all it needed was
rolls of barbed wire on top of the high brick walls! They stopped at the barrier. A
security guard popped out of his little hut and trotted over to the car. Nigel wound
down his window and flashed his reservation slip. The guard took the slip, stepped
away from the car and studied it carefully over the top of his bifocals.
Unable to find anything wrong with it, the guard handed it back to Nigel without a word
and trotted back inside his cabin. There was a click and a whir and the barrier lifted,
allowing them to drive through. He barely had time to clear the barrier before it came
crashing down behind them.
"Abandon hope all ye who enter here!" said Nigel, and Beryl laughed. They parked
outside the reception office and Beryl and Nigel went inside. Sarah waited outside the
car, getting the feel of the place. Trying to catch a glimpse of the sea between the gaps
in the rows of concrete bunkers.
Beryl and Nigel came out, carrying a bulging envelope and a bunch of keys fastened to
a bright red plastic tag.
"Come on", said Nigel, "we've got until dark to find our hut!"
Sarah giggled. Beryl sighed happily as she settled herself back in the car. "I can't
believe it! Nothing to do for the next seven days except relax and enjoy ourselves! You
don't know what this means to me, Nigel. How can I ever thank you?"
Nigel looked in the driver's mirror and caught Sarah looking at him and leered
theatrically. "I'm sure I'll think of something!"
Sarah blushed and looked away. Nothing, not even her mother's stupid boyfriend, was
going to spoil her holiday!
As they drove around the camp looking for their cabin, Sarah spotted the swimming
pool, tennis court and roller-skating rink. A group of young people were lounging
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outside a wooden building which turned out to be a games room by day and a disco by
night.
Nigel pulled up car outside a cabin, conveniently close to the dining hall. Beryl made a
show of carrying her bag into her room, while Nigel carried his bag into a separate
room. Sarah had a tiny room, overlooking the adventure playground. The pale green
carpet was almost threadbare in parts, but it looked soft and warm. The curtains were
patterned with blue, pink and green swirls, matching the carpet. The finishing touch
was a small reading lamp, with a pale pink shade, over the bed. Now she'd be able to
read at night without having to hop over cold linoleum to turn the light off at the wall.
She hung her clothes in a neat little wardrobe, and tucked the rest of her things in the
drawers. Shoes under the bed, her make up and stuff on the bedside cupboard. Sarah
flopped onto the bed; it was just right, not too soft, and not too hard. Everything's just
perfect.
She soon bounced up and went to check out the bathroom. It had a decent sized bath
with a shower at one end and a pale blue plastic shower curtain patterned with seashells.
Can't wait to have a shower!
Beryl's door was wide open and Sarah could see her putting her clothes neatly into the
drawers. She'd already unpacked a small toiletry bag and had lined up her creams and
powders on the dressing table. The dressing table had a long low mirror and a small
stool covered in bright green velvet. This colour was picked up in the bedspread,
curtains and table lamp. It was a beautiful room!
Sarah hugged her mother happily around the waist, making it difficult for her to finish
unpacking. They both flopped onto the bed.
"Have you seen the bathroom yet? It's got a real shower! And there are loads of
towels. I'm going to have at least two showers a day!"
"At least we won't have to worry about running out of hot water!" Beryl said as she
struggled to sit upright on the bed.
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"I've still got to get straight, and then I'll give Nigel a hand. We thought we'd have an
early lunch then we can explore this afternoon. What do you think?"
"Oh, I'm not hungry! I want to have a look around first. I can meet you back here, if
you like, before dinner."
"Now just remember, young lady, what we talked about. You behave yourself, OK?"
Sarah flounced off the bed and headed for the door, shouting "Goodbye" to Nigel on her
way out.
She found a group of girls around her own age hanging around the coffee bar, but most
of them were starting their second week at the camp and they were disdainful of
newcomers. Sarah drifted across to a couple of girls who were standing at the edge of
the group and found that, like her, they'd just arrived. The ice broken, they formed their
own clique and spent the rest of the week practically glued together.
Over the next few days, Sarah, Beryl and Nigel established a routine. Breakfast in the
dining room at 8am (after Sarah had had her long hot shower, of course) then Beryl and
Nigel pottered around together while Sarah did her thing with her friends. After the
first day, Sarah had lunch with her friends, Caroline and Jeanine, and caught up with her
mum and Nigel back in the cabin to get ready for dinner and the evening's
entertainment.
Sarah and her friends weren't interested in the entertainment offered to grown ups —
ballroom dancing, cabaret, or - horror of horrors - Bingo! Too square, man! So after
dinner Sarah would go off with her friends to the disco, or to watch the film, or
roller-skating, or just hanging around.
Beryl and Nigel enjoyed the cabaret and the dances. They were a striking couple; both
looking younger than their forty odd years. Nigel with his neatly trimmed, thick dark
hair, and lean frame, looked good in his well-cut semi-casual clothes. He even looked
good in the baggy shorts he insisted on wearing to the beach.
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Beryl was much more conservative, wearing nothing more revealing than an enveloping
one-piece navy blue swimsuit! She wore a different outfit every night. From a bright
pink trouser suit, to a colourful floral dress that reached just above her knees! Sarah
thought she looked stupid. At least she'd managed to talk her out of those bright orange
hot-pants!
Sarah and her friends wore the uniform of the sixties: flared jeans or microscopically
short skirts, and skimpy tops.
One morning, when they were having breakfast, there was an announcement that Bob
Monkhouse was going to appear that night in the Cabaret.
"What a pity, Sarah, that you don't like that sort of thing. I bet it'll be a great show!"
Sarah was hopping up and down in her seat. "I never said I didn't like him, it's the
others that are so boring!"
"Well, you can come with us if you like. And you can bring your little friends."
Beryl jumped in before Sarah could open her mouth: "Do you think it'll be suitable for
them, Nigel?"
Nigel looked Sarah up and down, his eyes lingering on her maturing figure. "She's a
big girl now, Beryl. I'm sure she knows far more than we do!"
Sarah dashed off to find her friends, before Beryl could say anything else.
They'd heard the news too and the decided that they'd all go together, with their
parents, to make a big party.
They started to get ready for their big night in the afternoon. Both Sarah and Caroline
had long, soft hair falling fashionably in a curtain around their shoulders. Jeanine, on
the other hand, was cursed with short dark curls. "It's even worse when it's long; I
look like a spaniel!"

96

They barricaded themselves in the launderette, with Caroline standing guard near the
door, while Sarah tried to straighten Jeanine's hair with damp brown paper and a hot
iron.
Jeanine was not very cooperative. "Keep still!" Sarah pleaded for the fifteenth time.
"You don't want me to burn you, do you?"
"Are you sure this'll work? I don't want to end up bald!"
"Well stop wriggling around then!" commanded Sarah as she spread the front of
Jeanine's hair carefully along the edge of the ironing board. A silent Jeanine kneeling
between her feet. She slapped on a piece of damp brown paper and pressed on firmly
with the iron.
Although there wasn't a dramatic improvement, Jeanine was pleased with her new look;
at least she now had some kind of a fringe straggling over her eyes.
"It's not dead straight, but it looks OK." said Caroline.
Jeanine spent the rest of the afternoon with a strip of sticky tape holding her fringe in
place.
When Sarah got back to the cabin to finish getting ready she found that Nigel was ready
and waiting. "I thought I'd better get in first! I'll just sit here quietly reading the paper
while you two girls fight over the bathroom!
I didn't take Sarah long to get ready, she just had to change her dress and put on her
stockings. Beryl pushed her out of the bathroom: "Go on, you can fasten them up out
there, Nigel won't mind!"
Sarah turned her back to Nigel as she smoothed her stockings over her thighs, popping
the buttons in the top of each stocking, hearing the soft slap as the suspender hit her
smooth skin.
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Beryl came in on her way to her room wearing only an underskirt and bra. She noticed
Nigel watching her and she stopped and did a twirl.
"Well, what do you think?"
"You look fantastic! Come on, let's go." Nigel leapt out of his chair and took her arm,
leading her towards the door.
Beryl laughed and pulled away. "Oh, you! I can just imagine what people would say if
I went out looking like this!"
"They'd be jealous 'cos I've got the two best looking girls all to myself!" He grabbed
Beryl's arm again and tucked in under his, then he caught up Sarah's hand.
Sarah struggled, convinced that Nigel meant to take them outside before she'd finished
pulling down her dress. Beryl was bent over, laughing, unable to move. Nigel let go
and dropped back in his chair. He picked up his paper.
"Alright then, if you don't want to go, you don't want to go!"
The three girls and their families sat with Beryl and Nigel. It was a fantastic night. The
girls couldn't stop giggling and that set others off.
Even Beryl laughed once or twice at the jokes, although some of them were a definite
shade of blue. She didn't look at Sarah to see if she was laughing too.
It was a wonderful holiday.
Sarah had been so excited when Nigel, with Beryl smiling at his side, asked if she'd like
to go on holiday with them — to only the best holiday camp in Yorkshire! She'd
hugged him, rubbing her cheek on the rough texture of his sports jacket. His soft beery
breath fanning her hair.
She'd started the countdown that night: drawing a circle around the date and ticking off
the days on her calendar. She couldn't believe she was going on a real holiday!
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It had felt a bit funny when her mum told her she had a boyfriend. How could she? Not
after dad. And she's so old! But when mum brought him home for dinner she thought
he was alright, at least he didn't eat his peas off his knife as grandma used to say! And
he made Beryl happy. Sarah felt mean when she thought how long it had been since her
mother had laughed like she did when Nigel was around. She'd even started to sing
again when she was vacuuming/ We 're all going on holiday. It's like being in a family
again!
The morning after the cabaret, Sarah slept in late and missed breakfast. She didn't care.
There was another perfect day to look forward to. Nigel grumbled that it looked a bit
overcast and predicted a storm. Beryl told him not to put a jinx on the day! They were
driving into Scarborough and they'd picked up a packed lunch from the canteen after
breakfast.
"Wonder what's on the sandwiches?" asked Beryl.
"Probably pilchards and pickles." said Sarah.
"I wouldn't be at all surprised!"
"Hey!" Nigel protested, "the foods not been that bad."
"He's right, Sarah, we shouldn't tease him." Beryl smiled her sweetest smile and
slipped an arm round Nigel, her hip pressed against his thigh. "We've had such a good
time, Nigel. You've been so good to us. And we're really grateful. Aren't we Sarah?"
"Now, don't get your feathers ruffled, you two, you know I'm only joking!"
Nigel gently disentangled himself from Beryl and moved towards Sarah.
"It's all been worthwhile, just to see my two favourite girls happy!"
Beryl beamed and Sarah looked at Nigel, her clear, open face glowing.
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Nigel's heart caught in his chest. Sarah was so lovely, so young, so full of life. She
radiated good health, and had a warm, well-fed glow. She even smelt of sunshine;
golden and pure.
Sarah watched them drive off and felt almost sad. A whole day to fill! She tidied her
room and the bathroom, and then decided to have a look around the gift shop. It was
too early to meet Jeannine and Caroline. She wanted to buy something special for
Nigel, a thank you present.
Even at this time of the morning the little shop was packed. Goodjob I came today,
though, tomorrow will be even worse because we all go home the next morning.
She couldn't decide between a navy blue tie with a small gold crown embroidered in its
centre, and a pint glass with a lion's head etched into the glass. Luckily, Jeannine
spotted her through the window and she and Caroline squeezed into the shop.
"We've been looking all over for you. What are you doing here? Buying souvenirs?"
asked Caroline.
"I can't afford to buy souvenirs! I'm getting something for Nigel. He paid for mum
and me to come here. I want to get him something nice."
Eventually they decided on a slim-line gold-coloured cigarette lighter with its own
elegant dark blue velvet pouch. Sarah's friends waited outside the shop while she went
back to the cabin and hid it under her bed.
"I'll give it him tomorrow night; our last evening."
"I wish you didn't have to go!" wailed Caroline whose family were staying at the camp
for another week. "I'll be all on my own!"
"You'll soon find some new friends to play with!" reassured Sarah. "And even if you
don't, I won't feel sorry for you!"
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"You mean thing! You'll be back with your old friends, so you don't need be jealous of
poor little me stuck here all by myself!"
The girls laughed. Sarah had never been happier.
"Come on," she said, "I thought we were going for a swim. We'd better hurry, Nigel
said it's going to rain."
"Yes," agreed Jeanine, "we wouldn't want to get wet!"
Giggling, they went off to the pool.
Friday morning. Our last full day! Sarah decided to miss breakfast again, even though
her mother grumbled she was wasting Nigel's money. "He paid extra so we'd be fully
catered! You might at least show some gratitude!"
Sarah looked at Nigel and he winked at her.
"It's alright, Beryl, she's not missing much. It's always the same: cold toast, lukewarm
sausages, tinned mushrooms and soggy tomatoes!"
Beryl gave Sarah a black look but she didn't say anything.
Sarah stayed in her room until she heard them leave. Then she gathered her things and
headed for the bathroom. She wanted to have a long, hot, glorious shower! Suddenly
she heard the door open and was surprised to see Nigel in the doorway.
"I told your mum I didn't feel like breakfast either, so I've come to keep you company."
He was now standing very, very close.
Sarah backed away. "You needn't have bothered. I'm fine. I'm going to have a
shower."
"Don't let me stop you. In fact, I'd be happy to help." Nigel took another step and
reached out and caught hold of a lock of her hair. He watched, entranced, as it
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shimmered and slid through his fingers.
Stunned, Sarah moved around him but Nigel moved forward and blocked her way. She
forced herself to squeeze past him. Nigel caught her around the waist and pulled her
towards him. His body pressed hard against hers. He smelt of toothpaste and spicy
aftershave. A lovely smell. Sarah felt tears filling her throat.
"Come on, Nigel, don't be silly. Let me go." She gave him a hard push in his chest but
he didn't budge. His grip tightened.
"Silly am I? Well it's you that's made me silly. You're driving me mad!" He lunged
forward and forced his mouth onto hers. His tongue prised open her lips, lapping
around her teeth, sucking her tongue. She gagged and jerked her head away.
A patch of stubble on his chin scraped her cheek, her hands caught in the rough fabric of
his jacket.
Nigel smiled at her. "Relax! I won't hurt you. You'll enjoy it."
He dragged her into her room and closed the door. With one hand her jerked the sash
on her dressing gown and it fell open. Sarah stood completely still; her firm young
body fully exposed. Nigel stared. Suddenly, he dropped to his knees before her and
with hands and tongue explored her body. Sarah gasped, surprised and shocked at her
growing excitement. Burning with shame she grabbed a handful of his hair, almost
ripping it from his scalp. But he wouldn't move.
Her legs felt weak, and she started to sag. He caught her and lifted her onto the bed.
She twisted upright and dashed for the door, but he was too quick for her and tossed her
back on the bed. He gripped her hands and straddled her body so she couldn't move.
He held her down with one hand, while he unfastened himself with the other. She
screamed and he put a hand over her mouth. She could smell herself on his fingers and
gagged again, but he didn't move his hand.
He pumped away at her, murmuring her name over and over. Kissing her forehead and
her closed eyes. Sarah pictured herself at home, in her own bed. Any minute now
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she'd wake up.
Suddenly Nigel stopped and raised himself up on his elbows. He looked down at her.
"You know I love you, don't you?"
Then he fell on her again and worked away frantically. When it was all over he lay
gasping and sweating on top of her. His hand traced a pattern in the sweat between her
breasts.
Sarah slid away and wiped her slimy thighs on her robe. Pulling it around her, she
crawled off the bed and dashed for the door.
She turned to look at him as he lay spreadeagled on her bed, his blood-spotted white
underpants flapping open around his flabby grey penis.
"Bastard!" She spat the word out. "I hate you! I hate you! Just wait till I tell mum!"
Nigel raised his head and smiled at her. "I don't think that's a good idea. She wouldn't
believe you. No, let's keep it our little secret - for now!"
Sarah ran into the bathroom, locking the door behind her. She had a long hot shower;
water mixing with her tears streaming down her face. She put the plug in the bath and
let the water flow over her, filling the bath. Then she turned off the shower and sat
down, rubbing soap on a sponge, trying to scrub herself clean. I wish I could turn
myself inside out. Wash it all away. She sat there until the water grew cold. Then she
pulled out the plug and turned on the shower again. Closing her eyes she lost herself to
the soothing water.
A knock on her bathroom door brought her back to reality. More knocks, faster and
more insistent. Her mother's voice: "What on earth are you doing in there? Your
skin'll be all crinkly! I know I said we didn't have to worry about running out of hot
water but you don't have to put it to the test!"

103

Sarah turned off the water and wrapped herself in the thick, white towels. She dashed
into her room. The bed was neat and tidy; no sign of the earlier struggle. She'd just
finished getting dressed when her mother tapped on the door and came in. "Nigel and I
are going for a walk along the promenade, do you want to come?"
Sarah shook her head, keeping her face turned away so her mother wouldn't see the
tears filling her eyes.
"OK then," said Beryl, "we'll see you later. Be careful."
Beryl went out, leaving the door slightly open. Sarah got up and shut it firmly. She
waited until she heard the cabin door slam, and Nigel's voice fading as they walked
away.
She took the cigarette lighter from under her bed and bundled it up with her
bloodstained dressing gown. She dumped them in a bin near the kitchens. Then she
kept on walking.
She found herself at the roller skating rink. Jeanine and Caroline were there, talking to
a bunch of boys.
Jeanine saw her and came over.
"Just my luck! I finally find some cute guys the day before I go home!" She sighed
theatrically. "And he's got some gorgeous friends. Come on, I'll introduce you." She
grabbed Sarah's arm and started to walk towards the waiting group. Sarah winced as
Jeanine's fingers gripped her arm, digging into her bruises, but Jeanine didn't notice.
"Come on!"
Sarah let herself be led towards the others. She stood stiff and silent while they giggled
and tittered around her. It didn't seem like fun anymore.
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Chapter Fifteen

At last, the bride's half brother arrives

The doorbell started ringing again. "I'll get it then, shall I?" shouted Sarah. No
answer. Obviously no one else can hear it.
Sarah shuffled down the hall, growing more anxious as each step took her closer to the
kitchen. High pitched giggling mingled with subdued voices; it wasn't hard to work out
who was making what noise.
She could see her mother, face pink and shiny with some sort of facemask, was dressed
in a dusky pink velour "lounging suit". She looks like a flamingo!
Leah was flapping her hands to dry acrylic nails the colour of dried blood. She was
sitting with her back to the others, staring into the garden where Kevin was deadheading
the roses. Trust Kevin, it wouldn't do if someone came back and saw our daggy roses!
Sarah opened the front door. A tall, slim young man stood a few paces from the door,
his face half-turned away as if about to leave. The sun caught his hair, lighting it like
fire. He turned towards the door: "Mum? I thought I'd come to the wrong place!"
His north-English accent was a shock; suddenly she wanted to go home. Sarah reached
out and grabbed his arm, as if trying to stop him running away. She pulled him close
and hugged him, then stood back and looked up at him. He's older - and so thin!
"You found your way here, then?"
"Yes, at least the taxi driver did."
They both laughed. Sarah led him inside, past the curious faces in the kitchen, into the
family room and closed the door. Kevin was just outside the window; she caught his
eye and he nodded and carried on wielding his secateurs. Bless him; he knows we need
a few minutes alone!
"I see gran got here safely. I would've come with her but I had to go to Sydney first."
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Sarah nodded.
"You're early. Which is great," she added, seeing his smile fade, "but you'll have to
keep away from the gang of ravishing women in the kitchen. They're feeling very
frisky after their facials. God knows what they'd do to a strapping young lad like you!"
Wayne smiled. "Don't worry. I'm used to being with beautiful women. After all I'm
married to one, and I lived with you and Tans for years!"
"You always were a smooth talker!" She hugged him again. "It's so good to see you."
She sniffed and gave him a gentle push. "Look at me, I'm getting all sentimental!"
"It's good to see you too, mum. I couldn't wait to get here. To see you and — " he
hesitated, "dad. And, of course, my baby sister, the blushing bride herself! Where is
she by the way? Still being beautified?"
"She should be around somewhere. I'll go and look for her. But first, sit down and let
me look at you. I'm getting dizzy staring up at you — you're so tall! You're not still
growing, are you?
"Perhaps you're shrinking! That's what happens, isn't it, when you get older?" He
ducked, laughing, as Sarah raised a hand. She pushed him gently in the chest and he sat
down on a small cane two-seater settee. His long legs sprawled out in front of him.
He looked around the room, taking it all in. Sarah tried to imagine what it would be like
to have him living here. To have had him growing up here.
"It's a great place, the house I mean. And Australia too. I loved Sydney. They gave
me the grand tour: the Opera House, Bondi Beach, King's Cross, and we did the Bridge
climb too. Awesome! I haven't seen any kangaroos yet!"
"Well you've come to the right place! They don't call Canberra the bush capital for
nothing. We've got hundreds of the things. You'll see them, poor things, lying dead at
the side of the road, like hedgehogs, only bigger! We'll have to go to Namadgi one day.
See the koalas and emus."
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Wayne smiled. "That'll be great mum. And someone said I have to go to the museum."
"Oh yes," said Sarah, "It's fantastic, you could spend a week there and still not see
everything! And there's Parliament House, of course, and we'll have to go up to Black
Mountain Lookout! And there's the Institute of Sport - you'll love that, and Questacon,
and..."
"Slow down, mum, I've only got eight days! I don't mind if we miss out on a few
things. We can do them next time, when I come out with Kirsten and the kids."
Sarah's smile drooped a little.
"What I mean is, I'd like to spend some time just with you and Kevin, catch up on all
the goss!"
Sarah brightened.
"That sounds lovely! There's a new restaurant, at the observatory at Mount Stromlo,
we could go there one afternoon and stay for dinner. Which reminds me, are you
hungry? Can I get you something to eat? Or some coffee?"
Patting his flat abdomen, Wayne said, "I've just had a full breakfast, and I mean full.
They must've thought I was I going out to the top paddock to shear a few kangaroos or
something!" [His Australian accent's terrible!]
He laughed and went on: "You sounded just like grandma Anderson, remember,
whenever we went over there she'd say: 'Now what would you like, a nice cup of tea?
Piece of cake? Biscuit?'" Sarah laughed too; he'd got her voice just right.
They didn't hear the door open, or notice Beryl come in. Sarah was surprised when
Beryl walked up to Wayne and looked him straight in the eyes. Even with her standing
up and him sitting down he's still taller! Sarah thought proudly.
"Well, this is a surprise!" Beryl said.
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"But you knew I was coming. I rang you, months ago, when we first heard about the
wedding. I offered to come with you, but - " Wayne's voice trailed away.
Sarah opened her mouth but before she could speak Beryl interrupted, "Of course I
knew you were coming, but I thought you'd have got here sooner."
"I had to go to Sydney, I told you that too. BAC has a sister company there. I had
some work to do."
Beryl snorted: "Well at least you got a free trip. It cost me a fortune to get here!"
Sarah burst out, "Mum! We offered to pay your fare but you said you wanted to pay for
it yourself. I know how difficult it must be to manage on your pension." She paused
looking at Wayne, then back at her mother. "Anyway, we can sort it out later." She
turned back to Wayne.
"I'm just so glad I've got all my family here. I really appreciate you coming - mum,
Wayne."
As if on cue, Kevin tapped on the glass door. Sarah went across and opened it. Kevin
came in, secateurs in one hand, and half a dozen assorted roses in the other. He held
them out to Sarah. She took them and buried her face in the soft, fragrant petals.
"Thanks. I'll put them in water." Silently she held out her hand for the secateurs and
took them away with her.
Kevin slipped off his shoes and put them outside on the veranda, and closed the door
behind him.
Rubbing his hands together to emphasise his point, Kevin said cheerfully: "It's cold out
there." And it's not much warmer in here!
Wayne got up and the two men approached each other. They were almost the same
height and build, with Wayne slightly broader across the shoulders.
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"Good to see you, Wayne. How about hug for the old man?"
Kevin put his arms around Wayne and gave him a gentle pat on the back. They broke
away after a few seconds but still stood almost toe to toe.
"You're looking well, dad. Not bad for your age!"
"Hey, watch it, kid, I bet I could still give you a good thrashing on the tennis court!"
"You're on, dad, but I should warn you - I've been practising!"
Wayne dropped back into his chair. Beryl moved so she was standing right in front of
him, bent slightly at the waist, her chin jutting forward. Like a bird ready to pounce on
an unsuspecting worm, Kevin thought.
Kevin tried to lighten the atmosphere: "At least it's not raining! It's supposed to warm
up later."
Wayne looked up and nodded again. Beryl made no comment. She went on standing
like a statue in front of Wayne.
"Should be perfect for the wedding." Kevin had once last try. "Just perfect." Still
nothing. "Sod it!" he said under his breath.
Sarah came back at that moment, the roses in a crystal vase. She put them down on a
small table and came to stand near Kevin.
"Thanks, Kevin, it was a lovely thought." said Sarah. "I love roses."
Kevin slapped his hands against his sides.
Sarah noticed. "Are you cold? It looks cold out there."
"We've already had the weather report!" snapped Beryl.
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Wayne got up and went towards the window. "I think I'll get some fresh air." He slid
open the door.
"I'll come with you." said Sarah. Once outside, Sarah said, "We don't have to do this,
you know. We can go back inside and . . . "
"It's OK. I'll take a quick look and then I'll brave the lion's den in the kitchen. I could
at least make coffee."
Meanwhile, back in the family room, Kevin and Beryl stood facing each other. It's like
a bloody competition! Kevin looked away first. This is stupid!
"Why don't you sit down, Beryl."
"No thank you, I prefer to stand."
"Please, Beryl, just sit down!"
Beryl sat.
Kevin pulled a chair forward and sat facing her.
"Look Beryl, I know you made a big effort coming out here. It's a long way. And I
appreciate it — we all do. But now you're here, do you think you could try to get on
with Sarah — and Wayne — for Tania's sake?"
"I don't know what you're talking about! I haven't done anything!" Beryl said, a
petulant child accused of talking in class.
Kevin looked at his mother-in-law. She stared back, mouth tight like a cat's bum.
"Just now, when Wayne arrived. You stared at him like he was an alien! He's your
grandson, for God's sake! You didn't even look pleased to see him."
"Humph!" snorted Beryl, and sat straighter in her chair. "I knew I shouldn't have
110

come!"
"Beryl, it's not that. We're pleased that you came out; especially Sarah."
"Oh yes, your precious Sarah! You don't know her like I do. She's a hard woman. I
know better than anybody just how stubborn and selfish she can be!"
She paused as if waiting for Kevin to disagree, but he didn't say anything.
"She was alright when her father was alive; a bit silly at times, but basically a good kid.
She always did well at school, and she was good around the house." Beryl pulled a
white cotton hankie from her sleeve and dabbed her eyes. "And she was a big help with
Arthur ... at the end." She dabbed her eyes again and tucked the hankie back up her
sleeve.
"It was when I met Nigel that it all changed. You know what teenage girls are like. She
was hanging around with these terrible girls, out all hours, chasing boys, getting up to
God knows what! Honestly, I didn't get a minute's peace. And Nigel was so good to
her. So good! But she was rude to him, jealous probably. She didn't want me to have a
life of my own. In the end, I had to tell him it was no good."
The hankie came out again.
"And how did Sarah repay me, eh? Only by going and getting herself pregnant!"
She broke off to dab her face. "You've no idea what it was like, Kevin. I had Arthur's
mother to think about. She was an old dragon! She hated me ... "
She stopped suddenly, her hands trembling. She could still see the old lady — Arthur's
mother had been an old lady since she turned forty — tall and straight, her silver hair
immaculate. Looking down her long thin nose at her. "What's this I hear about you
having a fancy man, Beryl? Arthur's hardly cold in his grave!"
Beryl dabbed her eyes again with her hankie, smoothing it on her lap when she'd
finished. Kevin looked away. "I'll never forget having to tell her about Sarah. Do you
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know what she said?"
Kevin shook his head.
'"It's no wonder she's in trouble with a mother carrying on like a trollop!' Then she
told me about her younger sister, 88 years old, who'd spent almost her entire life in a
lunatic asylum just because she'd got herself pregnant when she was sixteen."
Beryl paused to blow her nose. She didn't speak for some minutes. Then she looked up
and met Kevin's eyes. "Anyway, she was too young to have a child. And I couldn't
afford to give up my job to look after it."
It?
"But she wasn't too young, was she? She did a great job of looking after Wayne! He's
a terrific young man, but you still won't give him a chance!"
Beryl played with her hankie, folding it into small squares. She sighed. "People can be
so cruel. You can't imagine what it was like! A street like that, everyone living on top
of each other. It was bad enough when I was going out with Nigel. I could hear them,
sniggering! I knew what they'd be like if they found out about our Sarah. I didn't want
to give them anything more to gossip about!"
Kevin rubbed his eyes tiredly. "Look, Beryl, it was all so long ago. Let's leave the past
where it belongs. Right now, my only daughter is getting ready for her wedding and
Wayne's travelled half way round the world to be here . . . "
On that note, Kevin strode out into the hall.
Beryl stared after him, open-mouthed. Then she got up, straightened her suit and her
shoulders, and went to join the others in the kitchen.

Meanwhile, out in the garden, Sarah and Wayne had found a sheltered spot. Out of
sight, and sound, of the house. Sarah was holding a pocket-sized album, looking at a
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photo of Kylie and Dean. She sighed, "They're so grown up. I haven't seen Dean since
he was eight days old. Look at him now!"
Wayne peered over her shoulder. "He's been walking since he was 11 months! And
he's got five teeth. Kir said the other day he'll have at least two more by the time I get
back!"
Sarah handed back the photos. "Dean looks just like you at that age. Not as full in the
face, perhaps — you were such a big baby! You could kick a ball when you were his
age. You'd spend hours kicking it around with the bigger kids. You gave them a run
for their money!"
She sighed again
I wished you all lived around the corner. I'd love to have all of my family in the same
place, like a real mother hen! Sarah looked at Wayne and smiled, it was enough to
have him here right now.
Back in the house, Helena was also showing off baby photos — to the girl doing her
hair: "This is Abigail when she was just four days old. She had a touch of jaundice so
she looks like a little Buddha!" The girl looked politely at the photos and smiled.
"And this is Eliza holding Abi..."
Leah watched them, a look of distaste spoiling her pretty face. Beryl caught the look.
She sidled over to her, "I can't think of anything more boring than looking at photos of
other people's children!" Leah's brow cleared. "Sorry, I was miles away. I always
drift off when people start talking about babies!"
"Ah, wait until you've got one of your own, then you'll see!" Beryl gave Leah's arm a
nudge with her elbow and settled herself down next to her. She'd already caught on that
there was something going on with Leah; she hadn't missed those narrow looks that
Sarah gave her. She was dying to find out what it was.
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Leah turned towards Beryl, her beautiful face almost too perfect to be real. "I'm never
going to have babies. I hate kids! All that hard work, not to mention the cost, and for
what? I don't know why anyone bothers!" And with that, she turned her back on Beryl
and picked up a magazine. She flipped through the pages, as if waiting her turn in a
beauty salon.
Beryl drew in her breath sharply, her eyes narrowing. Well, madam, I wonder what
that's all about?
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Chapter Sixteen

A recent Friday, any Friday

Jill, chastely covered from neck to toe in a pale-blue cotton dressing gown belted tightly
at the waist, stood by the open front door. Her head was tilted to one side as she waited
for her husband's customary peck on the cheek. He bent his head and stabbed at her
face. His mouth hard and dry brushed the corner of her mouth. It's been years since
he's kissed me on the lips. Then he was gone. She waved to his retreating back and
gently closed the door. The first step in her Friday ritual complete.
She loved Fridays. For a start, she didn't have to go to work. Andrew had carried on
when she told him she was thinking about getting a job. But she'd chosen the right
moment to tell him; when he was adding up the household accounts. He liked to buy
the best and hated having to compromise. No home brand products for him! Hence the
difficulty in reconciling what came in with what went out.
"It's just part-time, only four days a week. I'll have Friday's off. And I'll be home
before you on the other days. You won't even notice I'm not here."
Silence.
"And the money will come in handy. I'd like to buy a new sewing machine. The old
one's had it. And there's Mark. School excursions cost so much. Not to mention his
karate lessons." Or the piano lessons you don't know about!
Still silence.
Jill could hear the blood pounding in her ears: boom, boom, boom. / think my heart's
going to explode. I couldfall down dead at his feet. Wonder how long it would be
before he noticed?
"They want me to start the Monday after next."
Nothing
"That'll give me plenty of time to get things organised."
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Andrew responded by shuffling the papers on the table. But he didn't say anything. So
Jill took the job. It was never mentioned again.
Jill made sure that going out to work didn't inconvenience Andrew. She set the alarm
an hour earlier on the days she worked to get herself ready and do the normal chores.
Andrew got up at his usual time; shaved and showered in his usual leisurely fashion, put
on his freshly iron shirt, his polished shoes, and ate the breakfast she'd prepared.
After he left, she'd stack the dishwasher, tidy up, finish getting ready, and then run to
catch her bus. She could've asked him for a lift, of course, but she decided against it.
For two reasons: first, he hadn't suggested it, a definite sign he didn't want to do
something; second, if he agreed [and how could he refuse?] she'd be in a constant state
of panic in case she wasn't ready in time. He'd stand by the door, huffing and puffing
and toe-tapping because he had to wait for her.
In the evening she dashed home from work to bring in the washing and get his meal
ready before he got in. Always a race against the clock.
But Fridays were her days! Years of practice had honed her housekeeping skills. She
could zap around the house in no time, wiping surfaces, dusting, vacuuming, sweeping,
mopping. And while this was going on, she ladled washing in and out of the machine.
Putting clothes that creased on hangers to cut down on ironing. The rest, she flung over
the clothesline, firing pegs with military precision.
She sang along to the radio, tuned to the greatest hits of the sixties and seventies. /
believe in miracles, where 'veyou been, you sexy thing ... Ah, happy days!
When the house finally looked like a feature in a Home Beautiful magazine, as if
nobody lived there, she took a long hot shower. She dressed carefully and spent longer
than usual putting on her make up. Then she picked up her bag and walked briskly to
the bus stop.
She was first in a small queue of people waiting for the library to open and she dropped
off her books. Now she was free to cruise the shops. She wandered around the
shopping centre, picking up a bath towel here, an electric wok there, and putting them
116

down again. Looking at her watch she realised it was time for her hairdressing
appointment.
"Hi, Jill, you look smart today!" The assistant paused, then added, "Not that you ...
what I mean is — you always look smart! Anyway, take a seat. Karen won't be a
minute."
Jill sat. Smart? Yes, Andrew liked her to look smart. "Wear that pink suit," he'd say.
"You always look smart in that. " And he always let her know if she wore something he
didn't like. Yes, I always look smart.
Karen had been doing Jill's hair for almost 12 years, since Andrew got his last
promotion. He decided she could now afford to get her hair cut and coloured
professionally. Until then, she'd done her own hair. She'd had a few unfortunate
experiences when she was trying to cut her hair in front of the mirror - scissors going in
the opposite direction to what she wanted. And as for the colour - she'd been
everything from pale marmalade to brassy blonde! Andrew was very particular about
his appearance, and hers. He liked her to present well.
Over the years Karen had moved from salon to salon and Jill had followed her, with a
few other faithful customers. She never moved too far, though. Canberra's not that big
a place.
Jill flipped through the pages of her magazine. Not really looking at them. A lot's
happened since she first did my hair. I remember when she found out about Tiffany.
She was just a baby when I started getting my hair done. Poor little thing, she was only
three when they found out she had diabetes. Jill sighed. And now she's a typical
teenager. Starving herself one minute, pigging out the next. And what with the smoking
and drinking and God knows what else! Poor Karen. I don't know how she copes with
it!
Sometimes, if she was going through a particularly difficult time, Karen's mind wasn't
completely on her job, and Jill's hair suffered as a result. At those times Jill told herself
she had to find another hairdresser. But loyalty always got in the way, and she'd go
back to Karen.
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She was worried in case today was one of Karen's bad days. Only a week before the
wedding; time enough for her hair to settle down, but not long enough for a bad cut to
grow out.
Jill flipped through a few more pages. She stopped to look at a woman with deep plum
hair, collar length at the sides and short and spiky on top. It looked colourful and easy
to manage. She put up a hand and ruffled her neat, fair hair. Neat but boring! She'd
been having it done the same way for years. I wonder what Andrew would say if I had
my hair done like that?
"Sorry to keep you waiting." Karen smiled. Her uniform tightly belted around her neat
waist, her dark hair sleek and shiny. Confident and in control. She spotted the photo.
"That would suit you. You've got the right bones for it."
"No, I'm much too old. I'd look like mutton dressed as lamb!"
Jill followed Karen to her usual place, away from the window and out of sight of
passers by.
"Now," said Karen, flipping a plastic cape around Jill's shoulders, "what would you like
me to do today?"
"I'd like a few streaks put in, just a few, and a quick trim. And a little bit off the ends,
not too much though, it's the wedding next weekend."
"Of course it is! You must be so excited! How's Andrew? Is he being a pain? Typical
bloke, they don't like all that fussing around."
Jill smiled at her reflection. She let Karen chatter on as she fussed around with her
equipment.
"I bet you've been rushing around like a blue tailed whatsit! But I knew you'd come in
today. This is one appointment she won't cancel at the last minute, I said, no matter
how sick she is!"
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Jill clenched her hands. I wonder if she knows? She's never said anything, but she
must've guessed. I couldn't quite cover up all the bruises, especially the ones on my
neck. She must've have seen them.
"Graham was asking about you the other day. He said he saw your Andrew one
lunchtime in Manuka - it's alright, he was on his own - he said 'hello' but your Andrew
just ignored him. I said he probably didn't remember him, they only met the once and
that was years ago ..."
Jill closed her eyes and listened while Karen chattered on about Graham, her husband, a
great big bear of a man. Jill had got to know him over the years as he often called in to
see Karen when he had time during the day.
"I was telling Graham, we need to get Tiffany sectioned! For her own good. Before we
all end up in the loony bin!"
"Oh no, it's not that bad, is it!"
"She didn't come home at all last night. Said she was going to a girlfriend's place. But
Graham rang and she wasn't there. Her mother thought they were staying at our place!
She turned up this morning as if nothing had happened. Graham was beside himself."
She broke off to snap on a pair of thin rubber gloves.
"They just sat there, him on one side of the table, her on the other. Neither of them
saying anything; like they were taking part in a staring contest! Suddenly, Graham
boomed out..."
Jill's stomach muscles contracted. She felt light headed. She suddenly heard her father
thumping the table, screaming: "Get back here, you bitch! You're not going anywhere
until you've put this lot away!"
"But dad, it's the school play! I'm supposed to be working the lights." She looked at
her mother but she wouldn't meet her eyes.
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"That's just too bad. They'll have to manage without you. Just look at this bloody
mess!"
He swept a pile of books from the table, papers flying. He picked up her ruler and
snapped it in two.
"A man doesn't want to come home and have to look at this mess."
Jill scrambled on the floor, picking up papers, closing books properly. She retrieved her
broken ruler. Later, in her room, she stuck the two pieces together with sticky tape.
Karen had finished mixing the colouring agent and started to spread it on Jill's hair. A
shiver trickled down Jill's spine. She forced herself to relax. Breathe in, breathe outslowly.
"Graham's such a softy, though. And Tiffany was so upset. She burst into tears and the
two of them were sobbing their hearts out. It seems this friend of hers had arranged for
them to go round to this boy's place. A friend of his was supposed to be going too. For
a party. But the boys had a different idea of how to have a good time. When the girls
turned up, the mother had made dinner for them. Then they watched a video - with the
parents!"
Karen smiled at the memory. "The friend went home at about 11 o'clock, and the boy's
mum made up beds for the girls in the family room."
She laughed: "Girls don't seem to realise that boys of 14 are still just kids. Thank
God!"
Jill smiled back at Karen. She saw her face, reflected in the mirror, saw the relief.
"Anyway, Graham grounded her for a month - which will probably mean a week, with
time off for good behaviour. She'll have to be careful now about where she says she's
going 'cos she knows we'll check up on her! I tell you, I'll go mad one of these days!"
She spread the rest of the colouring agent on Jill's hair.
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"You don't know how lucky you are, Jill! Mark's off your hands, and now there's just
you and Andrew. I don't think my boys will ever move out. I really don't know how
I'm going to get through the next few years."
Despite the damp plastic clinging to her scalp, Jill felt light-headed. She gripped the
arms of her chair tighter; afraid she'd float away.
"Jill? Are you OK?"
"Sorry Karen, I was dreaming."
"You looked so comfortable, I didn't want to disturb you! But I need to rinse your hair
now, otherwise it'll be snowy white!"
Karen finally finished clipping the last few stray wisps of Jill's hair, brushed her down,
and removed the cape. Jill paid the receptionist, added a small tip for Karen's jar, and
sat down again to wait.
She didn't have to wait long. Without her glary cotton over shirt, Karen looked a
different person. Her hair well cut and coloured, immaculate make up, nails beautifully
manicured, she looked like the wife of a successful businessman, rather than that of a
courier.
Jill smiled; she liked Karen. She liked being with people. It didn't matter how much
money they had, or where they lived. Andrew was more choosy. "In my business I
can't afford to hang around with just anybody. It's like Shakespeare said, ' A man is
judged by the company he keeps.' And that goes for his wife too." Goodjob he doesn't
know about Karen!
For years the two women had met every Friday for lunch. Over the years they'd
established a tradition that on the days when Jill also had her hair cut, they went
somewhere a bit more upmarket than their usual sandwich bar. This time it was Jill's
turn to choose the venue. She chose a nearby Turkish pide house.
The two women ordered their food, and a glass of white wine each. The cafe was airy
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and well lit; tables not too crowded together. Jill's hair looked good, and she felt warm
and comfortable. The lunch was delicious. What more could anyone want?
Soon it was time for Karen to go back to work. "I won't be able to meet you next week,
Karen. It's the day before the wedding! I'm bound to be flapping around!"
"That's alright. You can tell me all about it the week after. Bye for now, Jill, and good
luck."
The two women exchanged a quick peck.
"And don't work too hard!" Jill watched Karen walk away. She was pleased by her
friend's concern, but she also felt guilty because there wasn't that much for her to do.
She'd organised her and Andrew's clothes. She'd bought herself a new suit, and
Andrew had bought himself a new shirt, tie and socks. She'd had Andrew's good suit
dry cleaned. Everything was hanging in plastic bags in the spare room.
Their house was always clean and tidy and there wouldn't be all that much to do before
the big day. It wasn't as if they were having visitors. Andrew's sisters were staying in
a hotel ["We wouldn't want to get in the way!"].
Mark was coming round for breakfast on the day, but that wouldn't take up too much
time or effort.
She hurried into the library. The dark haired assistant looked up from the counter when
Jill walked in. "Hi Jill. Your hair looks nice. Just had it done? It's lovely. I've just
put some books over there," she pointed to the returns trolley, "There's a couple of
Catherine Cookson's and a Jean Plaidy. I thought I'd let you know."
"Thanks, Mel, I'll have a look. I'd better get a couple of extras too because it'll be two
weeks before I can come back."
"Of course, the wedding! You must be so excited!"
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An elderly man came up to the counter, four books tucked under his arm. He plonked
them down on the counter and Mel flipped them open. Jill nodded to her and went to
select her books.
Books chosen, her last stop was the deli. Something simple tonight. Hurrah!
And then home again for the best part of Fridays.
Even before they were married, Friday night had been boys' night out. And Andrew
had continued the routine afterwards. He met up with the same boys - now
middle-aged men - in the RSL club after work. For a few beers, and a quick feed
["makes a change from the wife's cooking!"]. The Friday night ritual.
The men complained about their jobs, their children, their wives. A few of them,
Andrew loved to tell Jill, complained about their much younger girlfriends. Jill used to
wonder how long the new relationships would last. I hope they all get pregnant, and
have terrible morning sickness and go off sex, and get fat, and have twins or triplets,
that scream all night. And I hope their old wives get a new life, and don't miss them
one little bit!
Nearly 7.30. Jill sliced herself two thick slices of crusty bread. She spread avocado
generously on both slices and added a thick layer of cooked chicken breast. Would
madam like some cracked pepper? Just a little, please. Thank you. The perfect
sandwich.
She carried her plate and a glass of orange juice into the family room, and put them both
down on the coffee table. She settled herself in her chair within easy reach of the coffee
table. Using the remote, she flicked on the TV. Her favourite programme, Burke's
Backyard, was just starting — she loved to see how other people lived. All part of the
Friday ritual.
Jill had worked out her routine for Fridays when Mark was just a toddler. In those days
she took him round to Deirdre's house. Deirdre, Andrew's mother, loved having Mark.
She was a good cook, and Mark was a good eater so they got on very well. Mark spent
the night in Deidre's spare room and she brought him back early on Saturday morning.
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To make sure I'm up! Even though Andrew was usually in bed.
"A man needs a bit of a rest at the weekend," she'd say, "Andrew works too hard, you
should keep an eye on him. You don't want to end up a widow like me at only forty
two."
When Mark was old enough, he went round to his grandma's by himself. He thought he
was very special. Mark was hurt when his grandmother said that she couldn't look after
him anymore. He was thirteen, and suddenly he seemed to take up so much room.
But he cheered up when Jill said he could stay with one of his friends on Friday nights
instead. Of course, she reciprocated. But not on Fridays if I could help it. Luckily his
mates were just as happy when I took them out to the movies, or bowling, during the
week - and I paid, of course.
Poor Mark! I bet he thought I was trying to get rid of him. But it was goodfor him,
too. He had a much better time than he would've had if he 'd stayed here.
When the programme finished, Jill took her plate and glass back into the kitchen and
put them in the dishwasher. She wiped down the workbench. As good as new.
Then she brought out a plastic milk crate from the spare bedroom. Her collection of
LPs. She selected one of her favourites and put it on the turntable, the volume as loud
as she could stand.
As the music washed over her, she picked up a cushion off the settee and danced in time
to the music:
I'm gonna wait 'till the midnight hour,
That's when my love comes tumbling down.
I'm gonna wait 'till the midnight hour,
When there's no one else around.
I'm gonna take you girl and hold you,
And do all the things I told you,
In that midnight hour ...
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She had at least two hours. On a good night she danced with all of the cushions. One at
a time, though. Nothing kinky.
On the best of all Friday nights, those magic, starry nights when the world was full of
peace and joy, those one-in-a-million Friday nights. She'd go to bed and — stay there.
She'd pack up her records and put them away, tidy up, have slow relaxing bath, put on a
clean nightie and slide between clean sheets.
Pillows fluffed up, cup of tea on her bedside cupboard, she'd read until she heard the
sound of his car in the drive. Then she'd close her book, turn off the lamp and pretend
to be asleep. That was the plan, anyway.
She hated those terrible, but fortunately rare, Friday nights when he got a lift home.
He'd drag the unfortunate driver and any passengers inside, and insist that she get up
and join the party. Some party! Andrew and whoever was there would sprawl around,
limply holding a bottle or can in their near numb fingers. While she tried to guess what
was wanted before they asked. Catching bottles before they fell. Most of all, she hated
the looks the men gave her; sometimes of contempt, but mainly looks of pity.
Even worse were those times when he came home in a taxi, yelling for her to come out
and pay the fare. She kept the money handy in an envelope in her bedside drawer, just
in case, and she'd pull on her dressing gown. Handing the fare silently to the stony
faced cabbie, she felt the blinds twitch in every window in the street.
She listened as he fumbled with his keys, opened the door, and banged it shut. He
dropped his keys on the hall table. Then he padded into the family room, sat down and
pulled off his shoes and dropped them on the floor: one, two.
Sometimes he'd get a drink from the fridge - there was always plenty of fruit juice.
And sometimes something to eat - she always left a pile of sandwiches on a plate,
covered with a tea towel.
Sometimes he wanted her to cook something for him. And she'd climb out of bed,
ready to make steak and eggs, or cheese on toast.
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Sometimes - oh, those blessed, precious Friday nights — he'd fall asleep on the couch
in the family room. She'd lie still, waiting until she was sure he was asleep, then she'd
creep in and cover him with a doona so he wouldn't wake up when he got cold.
But that's not what usually happened. What did happen was part of the Friday routine
she'd never get used to. She'd just learned to put up with it, that's all.
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Chapter Seventeen

Canberra, early-1960s ... and more recently

Long skinny fingers, that looked too big for her small wrists, stretched to reach the right
chords. Discordant sounds jarred; and she tried again. Mrs Levine sat slightly behind
Jill on a straight-backed wooden chair. She didn't speak during the pieces; she didn't
have to. She was capable of communicating her approval or otherwise without opening
her mouth by a series of sniffs and snorts and interesting nasal inhalations. At first Jill
found these sounds distracting but over time she got used to them, and waited for the
appropriate response whenever she played a piece particularly well, or badly.
Jill occasionally found herself snorting to herself on the way home, when she ran
though the pieces in her head. The short walk home was a time for reflection, when she
was free to daydream. One of her favourite daydreams was about being a concert
pianist. Wearing a long black dress, bowing to the applauding audience! Another one
was of her as a female Liberace. She'd be rich and famous. Everyone would be so
proud of her!
Jill loved her piano; the gleam of the rich dark brown wood, the faded keys. Two of the
white keys, either side of middle C, had small endearing chips, like chipped teeth. Her
grandmother had bought the piano for her, second hand, of course, when she was 12
years old. She longed to have piano lessons so she could play it properly. She was
thrilled when, for her thirteenth birthday present, her mother told her she could have
lessons. Even though she was a late starter, she was a willing pupil and never had to be
told to practice. She managed to skip a few grades so she soon caught up with the other
pupils her own age, and even with some of the older ones.
She loved going to Mrs Levine's house. It had character and a quiet dignity which Jill
didn't yet understand but which she knew she admired. The house was in a beautiful
tree-lined street in Red Hill, so different from her own box-like home in nearby treeless
Narrabundah.
All Jill ever saw was the entrance hall, the room where Mrs Levine gave lessons, and a
small room where students waited until Mrs Levine had finished with the previous
pupil. She caught glimpses through the open doors into the kitchen and dining room,
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and once she saw what must've been a bedroom - polished dark wood and a red and
cream bedspread.
The house had high ceilings and a tall grandfather clock looked dwarfed in its corner of
the waiting room. This room, like the room where lessons were held, was full of
mismatched pieces of furniture, but there was a common theme linking them all
together. Gradually Jill noticed that the flowers and the intricate designs of the curtains
and cushions were picked up in the colour of the huge red velvet settee, and the rugs on
the polished wood floor.
Mrs Levine also had three enormous longhaired cats. Jill loved cats. The cats were so
big they completely took over the three-seater settee. Jill longed to see the rest of the
house; furnished in her imagination with rich dark fabrics, velvets and satins, and
gleaming ornately carved wood.
The house smelled of leather, old books and dust. Much more welcoming than Jill's
own modern, clutter-free home. Jill's father hated what he called "all that arty farty
stuff' so they had no ornaments, or cushions, or photographs in gilt frames. No books
either, except the bible and a dictionary that were hidden in the bottom sideboard
drawer. Magazines were OK, and newspapers, as long as they didn't take over the
place.
Like her home, Mrs Levine was solidly built. She had an amazing mass of unnaturally
red hair, and a penchant for long dark skirts and bright coloured shirts, with layers of
fabulous gold chains and brightly coloured beads jangling against her ample bosom. At
first, Jill had been nervous, but gradually she got used to her.
The ticking of the grandfather clock had a soporific effect and Jill would sometimes
doze off, lulled by the tick-tock, the purring of a cat on her lap, and the late afternoon
sun filling the room.
Mrs Levine had a large white plastic timer on the top of the piano that she set at the
beginning of each lesson. It went off with a noise like a fire engine at the end of the
hour. Her usual practice, however, was to switch the timer off in silence and let the
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student carry on playing until a suitable point was reached when the lesson could more
appropriately finish.
Jill, like Mrs Levine's other students, soon learned to gather her bag and music together
as soon as she heard the timer go off. She waited for the front door to close and for Mrs
Levine to call out in her booming voice: "Next pupil, please!"
Sometimes, but not often, there'd be a few minutes pause before the call came. Jill
would hear Mrs Levine padding to the back of the house and then the soft sound of a
cistern flushing. Jill hated it when this happened, in case Mrs Levine didn't come back.
Today, Mrs Levine called her in straight away, and Jill sighed with relief. She'd
practised her piece to perfection and needed Mrs Levin's sniffs of appreciation. The
lesson went well. Jill sat anxiously after the timer went off, waiting for Mrs Levine to
make her pronouncement.
"Not bad," said Mrs Levine, giving a small, polite, sniff to illustrate her words, "you
seem to have got the hang of it. You could do to practice playing it with a bit more
passion. In Grade 5 the examiners are looking at how you express the pieces, as well as
your technical skills."
Jill could barely contain herself •— she wasn't used to such high praise! She composed
her features and nodded. "Yes, Mrs Levine, I'll try. I'll practice all the time."
"Not all the time," Mrs Levine said with a smile, "but it wouldn't hurt to do at least an
hour every day, if you can. Run along now. I'll see you next Thursday."
Jill practically floated all the way home. She started her daydream as soon as she got
past the construction site on Astrolabe Street. It was late now and most of the workers
would've gone home, but she dreaded walking past. She didn't know what to do when
the men whistled and called out to her.
She'd keep walking, looking straight ahead. It never occurred to her that the wolf
whistles were simply an automatic male response; an instinctive reaction to the sight of
a very attractive young woman. Despite her super-slim figure, beautiful skin, and long,
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straight hair, she'd no idea that she was attractive. She thought the men were laughing
at her.
It was bad enough being teased by Matthew, her older brother, and his mates. Once
when she was nearly fifteen, one of Matthew's friends had caught her in the kitchen.
He trapped her against the kitchen sink and forced her to kiss him. His breath smelt of
onions and beer. He pushed up her blouse and pushed his hand inside her bra,
squeezing her breasts hard, twisting her nipple. She tried to pull away from him but he
pinned her arms to her side. Holding her with one hand, he pulled down her pants, and
stuck his hand inside. He forced a finger inside her, then more fingers.
The pain was excruciating; she felt she would explode. She screamed, a small
frightened sound. He held a hand over her mouth. Twisting her head so she was forced
to look into his eyes. "If you say anything to anybody, I'll tell them you wanted it understand?" Terrified, she nodded, and ran into the bathroom, locking the door behind
her. She had a long, hot shower and then went straight to bed. Lying face down, her
head muffled in her pillow, she cried herself to sleep.
She managed to avoid her brother for a few days, but one afternoon, when her parents
were out, he pushed his way into her bedroom. She tried to leave but he gripped her
arm, just above the elbow, his fingers digging into her soft flesh.
"I know what you've been up to. You little slut!"
"It wasn't my fault! He — he made me!" She tried to twist her arm away but he
tightened his grip.
"That's not what Gaz said. He said you were begging for it! And why would he have
to force anybody? He can have any girl he wants. Why would he bother with you, eh?
You leave my friends alone, OK?" He let go and pushed her roughly away. He
stamped out, leaving the door open behind him.
Jill rubbed the sore spot on her arm, flexing her muscles. Fighting back the tears, she
slammed the door shut, and leaned against it, until she heard her mother come home.
Then she escaped into the hall and began to play the piano.
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Jill relaxed when she was safely past the building site. She let her thoughts drift...
there she was, the day of the exam. Her parents were sitting on the polished wooden
benches in the large hall outside the exam room. They looked anxious but they smiled
encouragingly as she followed Mrs Levine into the small room. She walked confidently
up to the piano, sat down and waited for the signal to begin.
She played brilliantly, and with passion. Mrs Levine smiled happily and the
adjudicators watched in amazed silence. Instead of whispering to each other, heads
touching, as she finished playing, they broke into unrestrained applause. Mrs Levine
came up to her and gave her a hug, her eyes shining. Her parents stood up when she
came out of the exam room and they ran to hug her, knowing by the applause that she'd
done well. They said it was the happiest day of their lives.
She slowed down as she got closer to home, to make the dream last longer. She had to
stop herself from laughing out loud as she turned into her street. Her daydream had
faded by the time she reached her door, but she was still excited. She danced into the
lounge room and paused in the doorway. Her father and Matthew were watching a quiz
show. She slipped into the room and tried to distract her father from the television, but
he managed to duck and dodge around her without missing a second of the programme.
Matthew watched her trying to attract her father's attention and smirked at her efforts.
The quizmaster asked: "Off which coast is the island of Madagascar?"
Africa, thought Jill, but she wasn't brave enough to say it out loud. Matthew piped up
first with, "Spain — or is it Portugal?" Her father leaned forward to get a better view,
pushing Jill out of the way. She was blocking his view!
"No," said her father, "it's South America." Almost simultaneously one of the
contestants answered: "It's an island off the south east coast of Africa." "That's
correct!" said the quizmaster. Burst of applause. "Spain!" snorted her father.
Jill carefully avoided looking at the two men. They continued to stare at the screen.
Knowing she'd spoiled the moment, she gave up and went to look for her mother. She
found her lying on her bed, curtains closed, a pile of magazines spread out on the lemon
coloured nylon quilt.
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Jill walked in and automatically flicked on the light. "Turn it off!" shrieked her mother,
"I've got a terrible headache!"
"Sorry, mum." Jill crept into the room and sat stiffly on the edge of the bed.
"And your dad's in one of his moods! I'm sorry love, but you're going to have make
them dinner tonight. I just couldn't do it. There're some chops in the fridge, and
veggies."
Jill nodded, and waited for a few seconds, waiting for her mother to say something else.
Ask about her piano lesson. But she didn't. She lay still on her pile of pillows, eyes
closed.
Jill couldn't wait, "Mum, guess what Mrs Levine said!"
"Who? Oh, your piano teacher. Alright then, what did she say?"
"Well, it's not what she said, it's more like — well, she sorts of sniffs when she pleased
with something, like this — SNFFF!" Jill tried to mimic Mrs Levine's nasal
explosions, "and she sniffed and then she —•".
"Oh, not now Jill, please! And do stop jiggling about!"
Jill jumped up immediately from the bed and walked to the door.
"And don't play that bloody piano tonight!" Her mother's voice pierced Jill's warm,
happy bubble. "I can't stand you tinkling away at that thing. Not with this head!"
Jill went to her room and shut the door; sliding a chest of drawers across to stop it being
opened from the outside. She dragged two narrow pieces of cardboard from under her
bed, and laid them on top of the blankets. She joined the two pieces together with a
piece of sticking tape. Months ago she outlined a keyboard on the cardboard, carefully
colouring in the keys. The result was adequate. She knelt at the side of the bed and
silently practised her scales. Hearing the notes inside her head.
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Then she played her favourite piece — "The Moonlight Sonata" - so romantic. She
saw herself in a long floaty dress - something pale, and shimmery. She was seated at a
white baby grand.
Suddenly she realised someone was knocking on her door.
"Hey, you, open the door! What's behind it? Come on, open up!" Her brother jerked
the handle and pushed the door against the cupboard. There was a grating sound.
Jill pushed the cupboard away and the door flew open; Matthew almost fell into the
room.
"Mum said she'd told you to make dinner. What's taking you so long? Dad and I are
starving!"
Jill saw him looking at her bed and tried to block his view.
Too late.
"Hey, what's this?" He darted forward and picked up the dummy keyboard, and waved
it at her. "At least this doesn't make a bloody racket!" He bent the cardboard so it
would fit under his arm, and turned to go.
"Anyway, you haven't got time to play silly games. You're a big girl now. Better get
used to the real world."
He stomped off and left her stroking her bed, as if the keyboard was still there. Hearing
again the music in her head.

Jill dragged herself slowly back to the present. She stretched up and flicked the duster
over the wall of photos in the hall. Andrew and her on their wedding day, smiling for
the camera, Andrew's arm around her waist, pulling her tight against his side. Mark's
first day at school. His graduation. Mark and Tania at their engagement party, Tania's
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left hand held in front of her in an unnatural pose to show off her ring. Jill stepped back
and looked at the wall. Plenty of room for more photos.
She put the duster away in the laundry cupboard. She felt exhausted. She hadn't slept
well the night before and was almost tempted to abandon her chores and have a nap.
But she was a determined woman. She gave herself a physical and a mental shake.
Anyway, there was so much to do, and only one pair of hands. It was her son's big day
today after all.
She lifted the vacuum cleaner out of the laundry cupboard and quickly ran it around the
living areas. "... going to the Chapel, and we're gonna get married. Gee I really love
you and we're gonna get married. Going to the Chapel of love. Bells will ring, the sun
will shine ...". She sang as she vacuumed, not too loud, though, as she didn't want to
disturb Andrew. She wanted him to sleep as long as possible. And she didn't want to
miss the doorbell.
Not quite ten minutes later, she put the vacuum away. She quickly had a shower and
got dressed in a pair of faded jeans and denim shirt. With no make up and her hair
loose about her face, she looked like a teenager.
Feeling like an anxious girl waiting for her beau, Jill stood by the lounge room window.
Watching the road. She saw his car turn into the street, and smiled as he pulled up in
the drive. She hurried to the door and waited until he opened it with his key. Then she
moved forward, ready for a quick hug. She patted his back, between the shoulder
blades - It's just like burping a baby, she thought.
She pulled herself away and looked up at her tall, handsome son. Mark smiled at her
and smoothed the furrows on her forehead with his thumb. Jill felt her tiredness
evaporate.
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Chapter Eighteen

Later that same day ... and England in the early-1970s

Sarah stood in the hall. Waiting. Taking a deep breath, she flung open the door and
pushed Wayne forward. She followed him, unaware that she was wiping her palms up
and down on her trousered leg.
The buzz of conversation droned to a stop as Wayne strode into the kitchen. He felt like
a contestant in a game show; the eyes of the world upon him. You are the weakest link!
He stopped when he reached the sink and turned to face his audience.
"Hi, I'm Wayne. Tania's brother. I've come over from England for the wedding."
"Did you fly all the way here?" asked Helena.
"Yes," said Wayne, guessing what was coming. She didn't let him down.
"I bet your arms are tired then!" Helena laughed, and the rest of the room joined in.
Even Beryl managed a brief smile.
Wayne smiled back at Helena. At least there's one friendly person here! Wonder if
she's one of the bridesmaids?
As if telepathic, Helena came over to him and said, "I'm Helena, one of the
bridesmaids." She waved a hand to indicate Leah, "and that's Leah, the other
bridesmaid."
Wayne looked at Leah. And then looked again. What a stunning creature! Even in
that pink plastic thingy.
Leah eyed Wayne in the mirror, noting his look of admiration. She smiled a greeting.
Hmm! Sarah's bastard son. He's quite a hunk!
Wayne could almost hear her purr with pleasure as the hairdresser teased out her curls.

135

"Good job my other clients don't have hair like yours; I'd be out of business in no
time!"
Leah smiled at her reflection: heart-shaped face; neat little nose; full lips, strong white
teeth; big brown eyes; and clear skin. How can you improve on perfection? She
pretended not to notice Wayne's expression reflected in the glass.
The hairdresser held a mirror so Leah could see the back of her head. It didn't look
much different from before. Perhaps I should be grateful that she didn't make me look
a frump like Tania! Leah nodded her approval. "It looks lovely, thanks."
The hairdresser smiled and untied Leah's cape. Leah stood up and stretched her arms
above her head. Her top rode up to reveal a concave stomach and a neat little navel.
Every woman's eyes were on her - a perfect 10.
Leah caught Sarah watching her, a smile on her lips. Leah returned Sarah's smile as she
brushed past her on her way out. Just you wait!
Sarah turned to watch Leah, she shivered as if a shadow had fallen over the sun. I
wonder what she's up to?
Leah tapped on Tania's door; no answer. She opened the door; the room was empty.
Good, she must still be outside, sulking. She walked softly down the hall to Kevin and
Sarah's room and tapped gently on the door. She heard the bed squeak and Kevin
called out, "Who is it?"
"It's me, Leah," she said softly. As if you didn't know! "Can I come in?"
Silence. She tapped again. A bit louder this time.
Kevin opened the door and stepped into the hall, closing the door behind him. He took
a few steps down the hall, stopped and turned to face her. "What do you want?
"I want to talk to you."
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"We can't talk here, come on." He set off suddenly, without looking to see if she was
following him. Straight past the kitchen, onto the back veranda. Across the side
garden, through the gate, into the reserve. Leah had to run to catch up with him.
Kevin eventually slowed down. He waited until she caught up to him, but he didn't turn
round. "OK, I'm listening. But I haven't got long. What is it?"
"I had to see you."
Kevin slowly turned to face her. His hands deep in his jeans pockets. "Leah, I've said
I'm sorry. It should never have happened."
She moved towards him, arms outstretched. Kevin recoiled, stepping back as if she was
contagious.
"Don't!"
Leah didn't move away. "Sorry to be such an inconvenience, but I'm not the one with a
wife and family - not to mention a career - at stake!"
Kevin looked shocked: "Are you threatening me?"
"I wouldn't put it quite like that - ".
On that, she turned and spun around and started to walk back to the house. Kevin
dashed in front of her.
"Wait! What do you mean?"
Leah tried to carry on walking but Kevin again blocked her way. She could smell his
fear.
"Do you mind? I've got to get ready. I'm supposed to be a bridesmaid at your
daughter's wedding - in case you've forgotten!"
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Kevin forced himself to stay calm. "I hadn't forgotten. I just hope you'll..."
"What? Do the decent thing and pretend there's nothing going on between us?"
"But there is nothing going on between us!"
Leah smiled her beautiful smile. "Why should I care about your smug little wife? She
doesn't like me; she treats me like a piece of garbage!"
Kevin felt sick: "Sarah's done nothing to you! She doesn't deserve to get hurt!"
"And I do?" With that, Leah swept past him.
Kevin was speechless. He felt sick to think that he might lose Sarah. Sarah!

The shop had full-length windows. Passers-by could see through to the back of the
shop. The floor was a mass of containers full of colourful flowers and foliage. The
walls were covered with shelves holding plants in pots, bouquets and posies. In a far
corner was a high counter and behind this Sarah wrapped flowers in cellophane and
ribbon, trimmed flower stems, and arranged wreaths and bridal bouquets.
Kevin had walked past the shop almost every day for weeks without really seeing it.
Then one rainy day he spotted a young woman manoeuvring a display stand and a
trolley of posies onto the footpath.
Conscious that she was blocking his way, Sarah pushed the stand to one side and waited
for Kevin to pass.
"Sorry, I'm a bit late today. The rain."
"Don't worry, I can wait. I'll give you hand if you like."
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He took the display from her and set it up in its usual position. Surprising himself, and
Sarah, that he assembled it so quickly.
She watched him, a tall, athletic-looking young man, longish dark-brown hair flopping
boyishly over a lean face. She longed to brush the hair out of his eyes. His anxious
blue eyes gazed into hers.
She guessed, rightly, by his shabby corduroy jeans, loose knit jumper and the crumpled
collar of his shirt that he was a teacher at the nearby college, a would-be university that
had recently been re-classified as a polytechnic and now offered subjects at degree
level. Sarah had once thought she'd go there to study. She also guessed, again
correctly, that he wasn't married.
Kevin saw a tall, graceful creature, dressed in an electric-blue nylon uniform, its short
skirt revealing long slim, elegant legs. His eyes moved upwards to an elfin face with
large, deep blue eyes. Her thick, copper-coloured hair blazed in the peculiar light that
follows a spring shower. The soft down of her cheeks refected the pale sunlight. For a
brief, heart-stopping moment, Kevin was captivated by a small piece of leaf-mould at
the side of her nose. He ached to brush it away.
The last thing he noticed was her hands, clutching a damp cloth at her waist. They were
red and work roughened. He wanted to whisk her away somewhere, where she could
relax and be pampered by a whole team of manicurists.
Just then, a small boy, his hair the same vibrant colour as the woman's, ran out of the
shop: "Mum, mum, I can't find my library bag! I've looked everywhere. I'm going to
be late!"
Kevin's stomach sank to his socks. She's married! He looked at her ring-less left hand.
"It's under the stairs. I put it there last night." Sarah had noticed Kevin's questioning
look. It suddenly seemed important to let him know her situation. But what could she
say? Oh, it's alright; I'm not married! Or what about: This is Wayne, my illegitimate
son?
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Kevin, however, had already reached the right conclusion: "Must be hard work,
bringing him up on your own."
"Yes, but it gets easier as he gets older."
Kevin nodded just as Wayne burst out of the shop: "Found it!"
Sarah looked at Kevin, "I'd better check to make sure he's got everything." She smiled
and followed Wayne into the shop. Kevin carried on, wishing he had someone to buy
flowers for so he'd have an excuse to linger.
Over the next few days Kevin looked for Sarah every time he passed the shop, but the
flowers were already out on the footpath. He stopped once to see if he could see her
inside but she was always busy. He even tried getting up early one morning but he still
wasn't in time to catch her.
The answer came to him late one dreary Saturday afternoon. He'd just got back from
the launderette and was arranging his damp washing over the back of a chair, his shirts
on hangars. His bed-sitter had never looked so miserable. Suddenly he was inspired.
What I need is a plant! Something colourful, to cheer the place up!
He dashed out, stuffing his arms in his jacket as he went. It was later than he thought
and Sarah had already brought in the stands from outside. The small shop was cramped
but she smilingly assured him that she was still open.
Kevin felt more like an undergraduate than a newly appointed lecturer as he blurted out:
"I've got this grotty little place around the corner. It's so depressing, and I thought - ".
"You'd like a nice little plant to brighten it up!" Sarah finished for him.
Kevin smiled gratefully as Sarah turned to inspect her stock. "What about this?" She
held up a small pot containing a leafy plant, its glossy, dark green leaves veined with
red. "This is quite colourful and really hard to kill!"

140

"Sounds perfect," agreed Kevin, and he watched as Sarah wrapped the plant in brown
paper. Her long elegant figures contrasted sharply with the dry skin and her short,
workman-like nails.
Kevin paid for his purchase and as she handed him his change, Sarah's fingers brushed
his. Her hand felt warm and dry. She saw his look and said sadly, "Occupational
hazard. I'm forever putting on hand cream but I'm fighting a losing battle!"
Kevin felt an ache inside, a tenderness he'd never felt before. A sudden desire to say:
Marry me and let me take you away from all this! Marry me! The thought stunned him.
Sarah held out the package to Kevin and they looked at each other for what seemed like
forever. Kevin was the first to move and he took the package, clutching it tightly to his
chest like a newborn child.
"I was wondering - if you've no plans for tonight if you'd like to - ".
"I can't!" Help! What am I saying? She tried again: "I mean, I can't go anywhere
without Wayne!"
"Oh yes, I realise that. I just wondered if you - both of you - would like to come with
me tonight. I'm a teacher at the Polytechnic and my students have made some models,
working models, they're pretty good. Help, I'm gabbling! They have to do a
presentation, to show how they work. I thought Wayne might like to see them."
Sarah's face lit up and she willed herself not to show how happy she felt: "That would
be great! Thanks. I'll go and tell Wayne!"
She threw open a door at the back of a shop and Kevin saw her go into a gloomy
storeroom. She went through another door which he guessed must lead to the stairs
judging from the sounds he shortly heard overhead.
Sarah soon reappeared, still smiling. "Wayne's getting ready already. Can't you hear
him?" she added unnecessarily; the vibrations in the ceilings suggesting a herd of
elephants were getting dressed not just one small boy.
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"What time does it start?"
"Seven, but I have to be there by about half past six. Can you be ready by then?"
"Of course we can. Where shall we meet you?"
"I'm just around the corner. I can come for you at, say, quarter past six. Will that be
OK?
"Great." Sarah stood for a moment, head bowed. Looking up at him, she asked:
"Would you like to come back here afterwards, for something to eat? I'm just about to
put a casserole in the oven. It should be ready by the time we get back."
"I'd love to," said Kevin. He went back to his gloomy little bed-sitter, which took on a
more cheerful air with the addition of the pot plant.
And that's how it all started. Even meeting Sarah's mum hadn't put him off! The
relationship flourished despite her. Once Beryl had got over her prejudice about his
long hair and rumpled shirts, she was very impressed by Kevin's status - a professional
man! She was also visibly relieved that his intentions towards Sarah were honourable.
He'd never forgot the look on her face when he told her he was going to make an honest
woman of Sarah. It was a warm, Sunday afternoon and he and Sarah were sitting
hand-in-hand outside a little pub in a nearby village. Wayne sat opposite them, next to
Beryl. The waiter came up to the table with a tray with three champagne glasses, a
bottle of sparkling wine, and a glass of orange juice for Wayne.
The waiter put the glasses on the table. Kevin watched. A thought suddenly occurred
to him: Marie Antoinette must've had strange shaped tits if they fit in one of those
glasses!
The waiter extracted the cork and started to pour but Kevin stopped him.
"Leave it, please. I'll do it."
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The waiter smiled and left them.
Beryl looked puzzled. "This isn't for us, is it? I asked for Babycham. That's not
Babycham!"
She reached for the bottle but Sarah stopped her. "Mum, Kevin and I have something to
tell you."
Beryl looked blankly at them both.
"Beryl." Kevin began, suddenly nervous. His throat was dry. He wanted a drink but he
had to make his announcement first. "As you know, I've been seeing Sarah for some
time, and, well, in case you haven't guessed, I've fallen in love with her. In fact," he
said, turning to Sarah with a smile, "I fell in love with her the first time I saw her." He
touched her cheek, brushing away an imaginary piece of leaf mould.
"And, amazing as it might seem, she says she loves me! So," Kevin cleared his throat,
took a deep breath and continued: "to cut a long story short, I've asked her to marry me,
and she's accepted." He turned to Beryl, holding Sarah's hand proudly, "We wanted
you to be the first to know."
Sarah's eyes were glowing with happiness and she smiled at her mother. It was a few
moments before she realised that Beryl wasn't smiling. She looked stunned.
Kevin didn't notice and was making a mess of pouring the wine. Bubbles frothed over
the tops of the glasses, dribbling on the table. Sarah watched the bubbles foam and
settle into small wet patches. She glanced up at her mother. She hadn't moved. Her
face still wore its fixed expression.
Kevin handed a half-filled glass of froth to Sarah, and one to Beryl. He raised his glass
and Wayne lifted his too.
"I'd like to propose a toast - to Sarah. She's made me the happiest man in the world!"
"To mummy," said Wayne, not looking up from the table.
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Sarah and Kevin sipped their drinks. The bubbles made Sarah hiccough. Beryl took a
sip, and put her glass down. Her thin lips pressed tightly together. Typical of our
Sarah, if she fell in a cesspit she'd come up smelling of roses!
"What is it, mum? I thought you'd be happy!"
"Oh, I am. I am happy." Yes, miss, I'm very happy! It's alright for you, you've got
your man, but you didn't like it when I had my Nigel, did you? You weren 't happy for
me then, were you?
"You're a very lucky woman, Sarah, to have found such a good man."
Sarah opened her mouth but Kevin interrupted her before she could speak. "I'm the
lucky one, Beryl, I still can't believe she said yes!"
Beryl looked at Kevin, his handsome face was turned towards Sarah; he was obviously
very much in love. Beryl tried to ignore a sudden stab of jealousy. "I'm very happy,
for both of you." She turned to look at Wayne, sitting placidly beside her, noisily his
slurping orange juice through a straw.
"It's just - ". She looked at Wayne again and then turned back towards Kevin.
Kevin saw the look she gave Wayne. He guessed what was coming and sensed her
discomfort. He did nothing to make it easier for her.
Beryl leaned over the table and lowered her voice. Sarah looked away. The question
was directed at Kevin, "What about Wayne?"
"Yes, what about him, Beryl?" asked Kevin, his voice harsh. He looked at Wayne
anxiously but he didn't appear to be aware of the conversation going on around him.
"Are you sure you want to take on another man's child? Why, we're not even sure who
the father is!" Beryl broke off with an embarrassed giggle. She leant back, looked
shyly at Wayne, and picked up her glass.
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Sarah stared at her mother in astonishment. Wayne carried on slurping his drink.
Kevin was furious. He sucked in his cheeks, and blew out a determined breath. His
grip on Sarah's hand tightened. It hurt, but Sarah kept quiet.
Kevin leant across the table to attract Wayne's attention. "Wayne?"
Wayne looked up.
"Wayne, your grandmother wants to know what you think - about your mum and me
getting married."
Wayne went back to his drink. "I think it's great! It'll be like having a proper dad!"
He held his glass out to Kevin: "Can I have some champagne?"
Kevin poured a few drops of wine into Wayne's glass. He looked belligerently at Beryl.
"Does that answer your question?"
Beryl nodded. A slow smile cracked open her pursed mouth. Just wait till I tell the old
biddies at the Mother's Union that my new son-in-law's a University Professor!
Kevin picked up his glass and clinked it against Sarah and Wayne's glass. "To us! To
all of us!"
He raised his glass to Beryl and she leant over to clink her glass against his.
"Congratulations!" she said. Turning to Sarah she added: "to both of you - and
Wayne!"
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Chapter Nineteen

A Canberra restaurant, a few weeks earlier

Another present. This one wrapped in plain brown paper. About the size of a book.
What is it? Sarah wondered. Tania gave it a shake; Sarah couldn't hear it rattling, It
must be a book, or a video. Yes, that's what it'll be, a porno movie. Please don't open
it!
The donor of the present looked at the other guests ranged around the table. Her eyes
flicked past Beryl and the other older women. They paused briefly when they reached
Sarah and there was a flash of recognition.
The woman leant over to whisper something to Tania. Hardly whispering, thought
Sarah, she '11 have to shout pretty loud to make herself heard above this racket. Tania
looked up at her mother and smiled sheepishly. She held the present in both hands
away from her body as it if was about to explode. Finally she stuffed it, still
unwrapped, under the table with the rest of her presents.
Sarah'd thought about giving Tania a present tonight, something funny, but then she
decided against it. It was just as well, judging by some of the presents Tania had
received so far! I wouldn't have got her anything like that. I don't know where they got
them from, but I bet it wasn't David Jones!
The roar of the restaurant was deafening. The clatter of cutlery and glasses, scraping
chairs, shouts and laughter partially drowned out the noise from the Latin-America
combo. The singer was giving it his all, shaking his maracas like they were on fire,
unaware that no one could hear him, even if they'd wanted to.
The restaurant was modern, and was currently Canberra's in-place for the young and
trendy. Metal tables and chairs with skinny vinyl seats were jammed into a tiny space.
A cavernous ceiling, dangling fluorescent tubes, and mirror-lined walls made it look
more like a mortuary than a place of entertainment. Sarah looked around the room. /
didn't expect it to be so crowded. Half of Canberra must be here. As if reading her
thoughts, Helena leaned across the table, "This place is always busy, especially on a
Saturday."
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Sarah's chair was back to back [literally cheek to cheek] with that of a man from
Queensland, down for a conference the following week on "Bridging the cultural divide
between Australia and Polynesia". She knew this because she could hear clearly every
word that he, and everyone else at his table, said. In fact it was easier to follow the
conversation on that table than on her own.
Nineteen women were ranged around a row of tables joined together in a long rectangle.
Tania, as guest of honour, sat in the middle while Sarah, as mother of the bride sat
opposite. The people at either end of the table kept getting up and moving around,
squashing their pencil thin frames even flatter as they worked their way around the
table.
Sarah felt fidgety; she worried that they wouldn't get to finish their meal before the
waiters whisked away their plates.
The restaurant was "BYOG" and everybody had brought at least one bottle. To Sarah's
surprise, some of the young ones brought spirits. Two of them were already getting
stuck into the Jim Beam. Tania, Sarah was happy to see, was sipping a glass of Kahlua
diluted with milk and big chunks of ice. Sarah would've been less happy if she'd seen
how often Tania's generous neighbours refilled her glass!
Sarah, and, she guessed, most of the older women, hadn't been to a hen's night for
years, if at all. She'd heard stories about what was supposed to happen, so she hadn't
expected to be surprised, or shocked. But she was both. As Sarah had expected, Tania
had been given some tacky presents: pairs of silly, skimpy little briefs, a bar of soap and
a drinking bottle which roughly resembled a penis, a pair of edible undies, and
chocolate flavoured body paint.
She hadn't been prepared, though, for some of the more sexually explicit items, like a
microscopic black leather posing pouch [a length of dental floss and a postage stamp!]
and condoms in every colour of the rainbow. She tried not to look at Beryl, but she
heard her laugh once or twice. I wonder what Jill thinks about all this?
She looked around the table. The "olds" were at one end to Sarah's left: Beryl; Jill; and
Nola and Tina, Mark's aunts. Nola and Tina were middle-aged twins. They looked
147

childishly identical. They had the same hairstyles and similar outfits, although one was
in shades of blue and the other red. They gave Tania almost identical-looking presents
which she ripped open straight away. At least they 're not likely to give her anything too
outrageous! One was a box of chocolates and the other a gift pack of soap and talcum
powder. Tania smiled her thanks at them and added their gifts to the pile under the
table.
Apart from the oldies, the other women were mainly in their middle twenties or early
thirties. The sort who get up at sparrow's fart to get to the gym by 6 o'clock. After
their aerobics class there's a mad stampede for the showers. Then they change into their
crease-resistant two-piece suits, and they're off again to get to work by 8 o'clock, where
they breakfast on low fat yoghurt and half an apple. They make me feel tired, thought
Sarah. Or simply old.
Leah and Helena sat on either side of Tania, with Helena almost opposite Sarah. At
least, thought Sarah, I'll have someone normal to talk to.
She tried not to make eye contact with Leah. She looked like she'd been poured into
her outfit, some sort of white knitted thing. What is it? A long singlet or a very short
dress? She can'tpossibly be wearing anything underneath! She really was quite
unnecessarily beautiful.
Leah handed her present to Tania. "Open it!" she directed.
Tania obeyed. It looked to be some sort of a game.
"Oh, a treasure hunt!" shrieked the brunette next to Sarah. "We'll have to do that later,
when we get to the club."
Sarah couldn't resist asking what sorts of thing they had to find. Tania slid the package
silently across the table to her. Sarah took her reading glasses out of her handbag and
read the instructions
The package turned out to be a gift pack, sold specifically for hens' nights. It contained
a nasty looking vibrator; instructions for a game of "pin the plonker on the stud"; and a
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scavenger hunt where the unfortunate hen had to find items like a condom, a handful of
male pubic hair [how can you tell what gender it is?] and a pair of men's underpants!
Sarah was pleased to see that the pack also contained a pair of plastic gloves and several
lunch bags to store the items!
Sarah was suddenly aware of a change in the air. She looked around the room and saw
that the spot where the band had been was empty. A muscular young man in
sprayed-on black jeans and T-shirt moved forward. He was dragging a metal trunk.
Please God, not a stripper!
The young man was a DJ. He set up his equipment and asked the diners to write down
their requests.
The red-head suggested they ask for 'Stand by your man', and someone else suggested
'Help me make it through the night'.
The man behind Sarah leaned over: "I know what song I'd choose for you, darling!" He
leered at Tania.
"What's that?"
'"If I said you had a beautiful body would you hold it against me'!"

The man snorted with laughter — Sarah could feel his body shaking — and the young
women joined in.
"No, there's only one song you can play for a bride-to-be," said Leah, loudly. '"Like a
virgin'!"
The whole table erupted into laughter. Sarah tried to drag up the corners of her mouth,
but she couldn't quite manage it. Her mother was laughing, though. Damn the woman!
She's making me act like the good-taste police!
The girl sitting next to Helena leaned forward to attract Tania's attention. She tapped
her knife on the side of the glass and everyone stopped talking.
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"Time for the after dinner speeches! Come on, Helena and Leah. You're the
bridesmaids, who's going to start?"
"Bugger the speeches," said a plump, fair girl, wearing a low-necked dress in an
unfortunate colour of yellow, sitting at the far end of the table, "we'll get a bellyful of
them next week!"
"I know!" said a pale-faced brunette who Sarah thought looked vaguely familiar, "We
each have to say something nice about Tania. Something we like about her."
"That shouldn't take very long, then!" said the first girl. Laughter. Sarah gave a thin
smile.
"All right, if you don't like that idea," said the brunette, "what say everyone has to tell a
joke. Everybody must know at least one joke." She looked around the table, eyes
flicking past the oldies.
"Nobody? OK then I'll go first. This is for Tania ... Tania, why don't women blink
during foreplay?"
"Because they're not married to the right man?"
"No, Tania, get real!"
"I don't know, Karin, why don't women blink during foreplay?"
"Because they don't have time!"
More laughter.
What's wrong with me? thought Sarah, I'm turning into a middle-aged wowser!
"I've got one, I've got one!" A stunning redhead two seats down from Sarah shouted.
Everyone waited. Even the people at the table behind Sarah stopped to listen.
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"This nun gets into a taxi. As they're going along, she notices the driver keeps looking
at her in his mirror. Eventually she asks him why he's staring, and he says, T want to
ask you something but I don't want to offend you.'
"The nun says, 'My dear child, when you've been a nun as long as I have you'll find
there's nothing anyone can say that would offend you.'
"'Well,' the taxi driver says, 'I've got this fantasy - I'd like to have a nun perform oral
sex on me.'"
Sarah straightened up in her chair. She could feel the heat of the body of the man
behind her burning through the frame of her chair; could sense his ears flapping. She
forced herself not to look at her mother. I suppose I should be grateful she said oral
sex!
"The nun nods her head and says, T see. Perhaps I might be able to help you, my child.
But only if you're single, and Catholic, otherwise it would be a sin.'
"The taxi driver got very excited. 'Yes, I'm single, and praise Mary, Joseph and Jesus
I'm Catholic too!'
"'OK,' says the nun, 'pull into the next lay-by.'
"The driver pulls over and the nun fulfils his fantasy. When they get back on the road,
the taxi driver starts sobbing, as if his heart would break.
'"My son, why are you crying?' asks the nun.
'"Forgive me, sister, for I have sinned,' says the driver. T lied. I'm married and I'm an
atheist.'
"T forgive you my child', says the nun, 'for I too have a confession to make. I'm not
really a nun. My name's Eric and I'm on my way to a fancy dress party.'"
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There was a storm of laughter around the table, even the people on the table behind
Sarah joined in.
Sarah glanced quickly around the table. Mark's young cousin, Antoinette, only just
turned eighteen, blushed and looked down at her plate, a faint smile turning up the
corners of her mouth. Sarah was relieved to see that Jill was smiling, but the twins sat
poker faced, wearing similar tight smiles. As for Beryl, she was nodding politely, but
wait — her lips are starting to curl up at the ends — aren't they?

"That's given me an idea," said the plump, fair girl, "Time for true confessions. Come
on, Tania, tell us about yourfirsttime - where and when did you and Markie first do the
wild thing?"
Helena looked at Sarah and smiled ruefully: "I think we'll leave that game until another
time."
Beryl suddenly joined in, shouting down the table: "Yes, Tania, there are some things
we mothers would rather not know!"
There was a ripple of laughter; Sarah joined in.
The man behind Sarah had pushed his chair even closer, so he could get a better view of
the party. He was large and sweating heavily; his jacket was on the back of his chair
and it smelt of mothballs and fried onions.
Sarah nearly jumped out of her chair when the man touched her arm, he was waving his
other hand towards Tania who was blowing up a glow-in-the-dark condom: "I reckon if
I play my cards right I could be in there!" He exploded into laugher and turned back to
his table. Everyone had heard; everyone was laughing. Sarah's face flamed.
/ should have known what it would be like. Why did I think it would be different just
because Tania's my daughter? Ijust did that's all! I didn't think she 'd sit drinking tea
out of delicate china cups, and eat dainty little sandwiches with the crusts cut off!
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Sarah had spent the night before her wedding at home. Wayne was watching television
in the living room. He'd had a bath and was in his pyjamas and dressing gown. A l l
ready for bed when his programme finished [what was he watching?] or at 9.30,
whichever came first.
Megan had come round at about 7 o'clock with a bottle of cheap red wine. She gave
Sarah's hair a quick trim, just to get rid of the split ends, then she washed it and set in
on big rollers.
"Don't take them out! I don't care if you have to lie awake all night. You want to look
gorgeous tomorrow, don't you?"
Sarah tried to nod; she felt like an alien.
"OK then. Wait until you're almost ready before you take them out. Then give your
hair a light brush and spray the lot with a couple of cans of hair spray!"
When Wayne went to bed the two of them polished off the red wine and a plate of
crackers and cheese. Sarah was in bed before 11 o'clock. Ah, what an exciting life I led
then!
The woman next to Sarah was blowing noisily into something pink. A beach ball? No
it's too big.
The woman gave up half way through, coughing violently, and passed it across the
table. Some of the air escaped but Sarah could see what it was — a pig. When it was
completely inflated, the women passed it around the table. It was less than life size, and
not very realistic.
Everybody laughed at it, especially the young ones. But Sarah didn't get the joke, until
it was her turn to get the pig. It was then that she noticed the pig had a strange shaped
hole in its rear end, surrounded by bright pink dangly bits. She gasped out loud when
she realised what it was meant to be - a vagina! She looked at her mother, but she
didn't seem too concerned. Perhaps she didn't notice it.
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Sarah passed the pig to her neighbour, who passed it on without looking at it. She
leaned over and shouted in Sarah's ear: "Apparently those things are for real. I mean,
some men do get off on things like that!" She giggled. "Or should I say, in things like
that!"
Sarah gripped her hands together under the table. Suddenly there was one of those
strange spooky moments, when everyone stops talking. Complete silence — except for
Beryl"... very broad minded. Well I had to be. What with Sarah chasing everything
in trousers. No wonder her knicker elastic kept breaking, they were always round her
ankles!"
There were a few titters but most of the diners looked embarrassed, and a few of them
glanced over at Sarah. Then the noise swelled up again.
Sarah sat and looked at a spot on the tablecloth. It was surrounded by lots of other spots
— one shaped like Italy. She couldn't look at her mother. / don't know why you think I
was a slut! I've only had sex with one man, and I married him! What Nigel did doesn't
count. And what does it matter now if I had slept around?
She looked at the young women around the table, her gaze ending at Leah. / bet most of
you have slept with a lot more men than I have. And nobody gives a damn. Why should
they?
The brunette called the waiter over. "Come on girls, time for cocktails!" Everyone
tittered. The waiter went round table taking orders. Sarah ordered coffee.
When the waiter came back with a tray of exotic drinks, the brunette took a pack of
something out of her handbag. She opened it and passed the contents along the table.
Sarah passed them along: they were jelly-coloured plastic cocktail stirrers, topped with
penises, vaginas or boobs!
Another woman was handing round what looked to be a box of chocolates. She handed
the box to Sarah. Yes, there were chocolates, milk and plain. The only unusual thing
about them was that they were penis shaped!
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How tasteful!
Sarah looked at the other women; the younger ones were looking a bit blotchy, as if
they'd been left out in the rain. They tried to be so sophisticated, so superior, yet here
they were acting like a gang of giggly schoolgirls, whispering dirty stories. No, they
were worse, they were behaving like a bunch of snotty nosed schoolboys!
Sarah felt like shaking them, these supposedly sophisticated, privileged young women.
Yes, privileged! You didn't have to put up with I did when I was your age! Men either
patted us on the head as if we were little girls, or smacked us on the behind because we
weren't! Women have spent years trying to stop men behaving like dirty little boys and
now look at you! Is this what equality means?

But Sarah didn't get to say anything — it was done for her. Tania had ripped open a
pink-wrapped parcel to reveal a frilly pink-gingham apron with lace ruffles around the
yoke and ties. As well as the apron, there was a wooden spoon decorated with a pink
ribbon, and a photocopied sheet on "How to please your husband", supposedly based on
an article in a magazine for stay-at-home housewives in the 1950s.
"Hey Tania," the blonde bellowed down the table, "it says the way to a man's heart is
through his stomach! But don't you believe it," continued the blonde, "it's in a
completely different direction!"
She laughed loudly at her own joke. Sarah could feel the man behind her shaking with
laughter too.
"Listen to this," said a stick-like creature with a rippling mass of flame-red hair, '"You
should ensure that everything is quiet and peaceful when hubby gets home so he can
relax at the end of his busy day.'" She lowered her voice, making it soft and seductive,
'"Conversation should centre on the husband, with the wife asking about his day. She
should listen quietly and attentively even though she does not understand the nature of
her husband's business. She should take care not to bore him with the petty details of
her own day.'"
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"Trouble is," said Tania, "if you give any man the choice he'd still like to live like that.
Who wouldn't? I'd like someone to get up and make my breakfast every morning. And
do the washing and the ironing. Not to mention the rest of the housework. And
wouldn't it be wonderful to find dinner ready and waiting for me when I got home!"
Jill cleared her throat, a delicate sound that brought the conversation around the table to
a halt. Everyone turned to look at her.
"I don't think Mark really expects to find you standing on the doorstep with his pipe
and slippers when he gets home, Tania."
Tania smiled and the others laughed politely. Sarah sensed a sudden shift in the
atmosphere, a seriousness that wasn't there before. She looked at Jill. She wasn't
smiling; she was looking at the table in front of her, a queer, sad expression on her face.
She looks worried about something, She doesn't really think Tania's that oldfashioned,
does she?
A waiter came over to the table and solemnly presented Sarah with a small black vinyl
folder. The bill. Thank God we had the banquet. Everybody's given me their money.
Except mum and Tania of course. She picked up her bag from the floor and took out
her wallet. She slipped her credit card into the folder and passed it back to her waiter.
He returned a few minutes later with a receipt for her to sign. Neither of them had said
a word. Nor did anyone else. Funny how nobody minds when the talk gets dirty but
they get embarrassed when it's time to pay!
One by one the members of the party scraped back their chairs and got ready to leave.
Sarah tried to catch Jill's attention, but she kept her eyes lowered. When they got
outside, however, she went up to Sarah, "That was lovely, wasn't it? I wonder how
Mark's getting on at his buck's night? I'm glad I won't have to see him when he finally
staggers home."
Her voice sounded cheerful, but her expression was still subdued. She had an aunt on
each side of her. They still wore their fixed smiles, although they were somewhat
faded.
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"All we have to worry about now is making sure that everything's ready for the big
day!"
Jill and the aunts smiled politely. "Don't worry," said Jill, "I'm sure everything will be
all right. And don't forget to let me know if you need any help."
"Thanks, I will." Sarah looked at the twins, "Well, bye for now. If I don't see you
before, I'll see you on the big day!"
The three women walked over to Tania and they spoke together for a few minutes and
then walked off. Presumably to where they'dparked their car. Sarah, like the other
women, hadn't wanted to risk taking her car. It's so easy to drink more that you intend
to.
The young ones with bare arms jiggled around outside, shivering in the cool night air.
Beryl hovered in the doorway, reluctant to brave the cold outdoors. "I thought Australia
was meant to be hot!" She complained to a small group on the pavement. "But I've
never been so cold. It's warmer than this in Accrington!"
Tania went over to Beryl and took hold of her hand. "You're freezing grandma, never
mind, we'll get you home soon."
"Don't worry about me, love, you go off and enjoy yourself. I'm used to the cold."
A song suddenly popped into Sarah's head: Everywhere you go, you always take the
weather with you, everywhere you go, you always take the weather, take the weather ...
She stopped humming when a taxi arrived. She waited to see who'd hop in.
"Mum," said Tania coming over, "you and grandma take that one. We'll wait for the
next one."
Sarah turned to protest, about to insist that they could wait, the young ones could go
first, to the nightclub, to enjoy the party. Then she realised that the party had already
started. One of the girls was holding a bottle of Ruski to her lips; another had a bottle
of rum and coke. She suddenly realised that she didn't fit in anymore. She was spoiling
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the fun. The young ones, Tania included, wanted the olds to go. Sarah felt old, older
even than her mother. Are we realty such party poopers?
"Thanks," said Sarah, and she helped her mother into the back seat of the taxi. Sarah
got into the front passenger seat.
Suddenly, one of the women, a tall blonde with thigh-high slits at each side of her
skin-tight black dress, came over to the taxi. She opened the passenger door and leaned
across to the driver, "Drive carefully, and watch out for granny in the back, her real
name's Eric!"
Everybody fell apart; screaming with laughter. Even the taxi driver. Everyone except
the passengers. Sarah could see Beryl's face reflected in the wing mirror, her face stiff
with shock.
As suddenly as the laughter started, it stopped. As if somebody had turned off a switch.
Silence. Sarah twisted round in her seat to look at Beryl: "Are you all right, mum?"
Beryl gave a deep sigh and pursed her lips in silent disapproval.
Tania came over to the taxi. The tall blonde stepped aside and stood apart from the rest
of the group.
"Grandma, I'm sorry. She's had a bit too much to drink. She was just trying to be
funny. I am sorry." She reached out and squeezed Beryl's hand.
"It's all right love, you can't help it if your friends get a bit silly. Now, you go off and
have a good time, don't worry about me, I'll be all right."
Tania closed the door. The women waved as the taxi pulled away, even the tall blonde.
Beryl gave a regal wave from the back seat.
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Chapter Twenty

Much later that morning

Wayne was getting used to the clatter in the kitchen. The gentle buzz of conversation
and bursts of raucous laughter. Funny how women's voices get higher when they 're
excited! Somebody must be telling dirty stories!
He knew it was all good fun though. Even his grandmother looked more relaxed in the
party-like atmosphere. Her pink, wrinkled little face, round and soft like a
marshmallow. She looks like a granny in a kid's picture book.
He sighed, thinking how much little Kerrie and Dean would love to have her as their
granny. Good thing Kirsten's mother lives nearby otherwise the kids wouldn't have a
grandma. Not that Sarah wasn't good to the kids, always sending them little presents
and phoning them, but it wasn't the same as having someone just around the corner.
He pottered around the unfamiliar kitchen trying not to make too much noise. Although
he knew how to whip up some sort of a meal in a crisis, Wayne knew his limitations.
He didn't enjoy messing about in the kitchen. Lucky for him Kirsten enjoyed cooking
and didn't appear to expect anything from her family other than a not-too-discerning
palate, fulsome praise, and for someone else to do the washing up.
He hadn't realised until now just how messy and time-consuming it was to prepare
something as apparently simple as a fruit platter.
"Just chop up the fruit and slap it on a few big plates. OK?"
Sounded easy when Sarah said it. As always, reality was a different proposition. It'd
help if I couldfind a decent knife. He rifled through the drawers, pulling out an
assortment of implements, testing them on a wedge of rock melon. At last, here's one
that should do a half decent job! He hacked and chopped the defenceless fruit, wielding
his knife like a machete. A guerrilla clearing a path through the jungle.
After further foraging he found two large serving plates and proceeded to pile up slices
of apple, bananas, kiwi fruits, grapes, oranges, and melon. He was about to dump a
handful of strawberries on top of the pile, the crowning glory, but before he could
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complete his masterpiece Helena took pity on him. She slipped out of her seat and
came over. She placed a hand over his.
"Don't do it!"
Wayne let the strawberries fall back onto the chopping board.
"I don't want to hurt your feelings, but this looks more like a fruit mountain than a
platter!" She pushed Wayne gently to one side and quickly and expertly rearranged the
fruit.
"Presentation is everything!" smiled Helena.
Between them they tidied up the mess. Helena wiped down the breakfast bar with a
practised hand, the rest of the party ignoring them. She leaned closer to Wayne so the
others couldn't hear, "Is your mum alright?"
"I think so. A bit preoccupied, of course, but I suppose that's only natural - given the
circumstances."
"Yes, I know that. Look, it's probably nothing, but over the past few days she seems to
be a bit - down. Not her usual cheery little self."
She paused when she saw Wayne's anxious frown.
"You're right, it's just pre-wedding nerves. It's not everyday a girl gets to be mother of
the bride!"
Helena looked around, "Where is she, by the way? Not like her to leave the troops
unattended!"
"I think she went to look for Tania. Probably having a bit of a mother/daughter chat."
"A bit late for that," said Helena with a smile. "I don't think there'll be any surprises
for Tania tonight!"
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Wayne nodded, seeing images of a much younger Tania. It was strange to think that
she's all grown up. And now she's getting married.
Over the years they'd written and phoned each other regularly. Although usually he
was the one who made the most calls. As big brother he willingly accepted the
responsibility of looking after his little sister.
But each time he saw her, even though he'd seen photos in between visits, it was still a
surprise to see how much she'd changed. He still thought of her as a child; especially
how she looked during those last few months before she came to Australia. Skinny
little legs, big bony knees, and matchstick arms. He used to tease her, saying, "Hey,
there's a thread hanging from your sleeve - no, it's alright, it's just your arm!"
He felt Helena looking at him and turned and smiled.
"I was just thinking how much she's changed. Tania, I mean. I still think of her as a
scrawny eight year old! I never used to believe it when people said how quickly kids
grow up. But it's made me think. My oldest, Kerrie, is four going on fourteen. Won't
be long before she's getting married. That's if they're still getting married then."
"I think there'll always be weddings. We're all romantics at heart. We all love a good
love story; a happy ending."
"When I was a teenager, I couldn't imagine getting married, you know, being tied
down. But as soon as I met Kirsten, I knew this was it. I wanted to make sure she
couldn't get away."
"I suppose it was like that with Neil. But I wasn't too keen at first. He'd just finished
his internship and he said he wanted to be a gynaecologist - don't laugh, this is serious!
All I could think of was all those other women, lying there with their legs open. How
could he possibly fancy me after looking at women's bits all day long!"
"There's no answer to that!"
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Helena giggled. "Eventually I let him convince me. Now I don't think about it - but I
sometimes wonder what it would've been like if he'd been a motor mechanic!"
"Or a chicken plucker!"
They smiled at each other. Helena was the first to come back to earth, nodding at the
still empty table.
"I suppose we'd better get on with it then." She looked around the kitchen. No one
made eye contact. "I don't think there's much point in asking for volunteers."
At that moment, the kettle started to boil; adding more steam to the already heavily
laden atmosphere.
Helena found cups and saucers, and after a great deal of searching, matching milk jug,
sugar bowl and teapot. Wayne rinsed out the coffee plunger and found ground coffee,
and his mother's favourite loose-leaf tea.
He looked up and saw his mother come in. She ignored the others and came straight
towards him. She looked excited. A red spot burnt feverishly on each of her pale
cheeks. Her eyes sparkled.
Sarah smiled approvingly at the fruit platter. "Thanks, Wayne, you've done a good
job."
Wayne said nothing and Helena winked at him conspiratorially.
Sarah threw a white cloth on the long narrow kitchen table, and Helena helped her to
arrange rows of champagne glasses, plates, serviettes, and cutlery. Wayne carried over
the fruit platters.
Sarah opened the oven door and took out a tray of croissants and transferred them to
serving plates. The aroma of fresh coffee and croissants overpowered the more exotic
perfume of hairspray and nail polish. The smell was intoxicating! The rest of the party
looked up expectantly, waiting for the signal to start.
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Kevin came in as if on cue. He took a bottle of champagne from the fridge and started
to unwrap the foil around the top. As he did so, he took a careful look around the room;
noting Leah sitting to one side, apparently engrossed in a magazine. Aloof and alone.
He dragged his attention back to the task at hand, glancing at the table approvingly. He
then did a more careful scan of the room. Sarah noticed his curious expression. "What
is it?" she asked anxiously, "Have I forgotten something?"
He stepped back and Sarah followed him. He moved close to her so he could whisper
in her ear: "I don't know if you've noticed, but the most important person appears to be
missing - the bride!"
Sarah stifled a gasp and looked around the room. "I thought she came back ages ago.
Perhaps she's hiding in her room - I'll go and see." Sarah slipped away and Kevin
walked nonchalantly back to the table, carrying the half-opened bottle of champagne.
He realised that everyone was looking at him, waiting for him to pull out the cork.
Beryl, following his example, was looking carefully around the room. Trust old eagle
eyes to notice when something's gone wrong!
Acting as if nothing unusual was going on, Kevin extracted the cork with a
professional-soundingy/wp/ As he poured the golden liquid into the nearest glass, he
spotted Sarah as she slipped back into the room. He saw the look of panic on her face
but he made himself finish pouring the champagne. Wayne was already opening a
second bottle and, nodding to him to continue, Kevin carried the empty bottle into the
laundry. Sarah followed.
"She's not here! And her car's not back! I've rung Mark's mobile but there's no
answer. And the best man said he's been looking for Mark too. I've even rung Mark's
parents, but there's no reply. Just their answering machine. Tania didn't take her
mobile, it's still in her room."
Kevin blew out his breath in frustration: "I don't know why people bother having a
mobile phone if they don't take them with them when they go out. What's the point of
the bloody things!"
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Sarah turned towards him. "She just dashed out. I don't think she meant to be long.
But where is she? What if something's happened, they could've had a row - or an
accident?"
The panic in her voice was rapidly turning into hysteria. Kevin felt the strength sapping
out of him and he leaned weakly against the laundry sink. Dear God, Leah, if this is
anything to do with you I'll He didn't get to complete his thought because Sarah was way ahead of him: "We'll
have to tell the others. I thought she was just going for a drive - to clear her head —
but what's taking so long? If something had happened she'd have called us."
"You're right," said Kevin, "so until we hear anything different, we'll have to assume
everything's OK. Come on, we'd better go back and face them."
He turned to go back to the kitchen, Sarah stoically following him. Wonder what
mum '11 have to say about this?
They knew before they even opened the door that they didn't need to tell the others;
Beryl had already broken the news.
"You didn't find her then?" Typical, you always have to state the bleeding obvious!
Kevin took command. "No, she's not back yet. Anyone know where she could be?"
As if he'd turned on a tap, everyone started talking at once. He let the babble wash over
him for a few minutes and then resumed order. "Alright, I take it no one knows
anything definite." Silence. "OK, any ideas then?"
He looked first at Helena and she immediately responded: "She might be at Mark's
friend's place, or with his parents?"
"I've tried," said Sarah, "James says Mark's not there. He thought he'd gone round to
his parent's place, but there's no one there either."

164

"She's probably on her way back right now." Helena suggested, ever the optimist.
"Mark too. He'll be on his way to his mate's place."
None of the others had any other suggestions. Leah didn't say a word; she simply
smiled a slow, secret smile. Kevin clenched his hands. He'd never hit another human
being in his life, but he suddenly found himself wanting to slap her, hard, across her
pretty little face.
Like a doll. Pretty on the outside, empty on the inside.
He looked at Sarah. Thank God it's all over. I'll make it up to you, Ipromise. As if
sensing his thoughts, Sarah turned and met Kevin's eyes. She smiled, and the big lump
of ice lodged in Kevin's chest started to melt. / could've lost her!
He moved towards her and took her hand. Holding it in his he lifted both their hands in
a salute. "Cheer up," he said, "this is supposed to be a wedding, not a wake! Just
because we've lost the bride there's no reason to panic! I'm sure she'll turn up soon!"
"And in the meantime," Helena suggested, "let's party!"
Wayne folded a tea towel over his arm and wrapped another round the neck of a
champagne bottle. He circulated around the room, topping up glasses. Head down
submissively. The make up girl giggled when he stooped to recharge her glass. "You'd
make a great waiter!"
He grinned back but the smile was soon wiped off his face as he turned to top up
another nearby glass. It belonged to Beryl and she quickly put her hand over the top of
the glass as soon as she realised her grandson's intention. "No more for me, thank
you," she said, the words squeezed out through tight lips, "somebody needs to keep a
clear head."
You mean you don't want to miss anything!
Wondering why he still felt driven to please his grandmother, Wayne asked, "What
about some orange juice? Or tea? Or coffee?"
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As if conferring a long-awaiting honour, Beryl graciously agreed to accept a cup of
coffee.
Wayne couldn't remember ever making coffee for her before; he didn't know how she
liked it. Rather than go back and ask her, he found a small tray and put on a cup of
coffee, milk jug, and sugar bowl. He tucked a teaspoon tidily in the saucer.
As he made his way around the room, Wayne saw Beryl looking at him, her lips tight
like they'd been stapled together. / thought the old girl had mellowed. But she still
treats me like shit!
He stopped and looked at her: But why do I let it get to me?
Beryl politely held out a hand for her coffee. She waited but nothing happened.
Eventually she looked up at Wayne. He met her look with a cold, hard stare,
"Here," Wayne said, thrusting the tray towards her. Astonished, she took the tray from
him.
"Your coffee." And before she could say anything he turned and walked away, leaving
her with her mouth open, staring after him.
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Chapter Twenty-one

Much, much later, on the other side of town

Things were heating up with the groom's parents. Andrew, Mark's father, studied his
reflection carefully in the mirror, turning his head to check for any hint of stubble. His
hair, although thinning, was still predominately light brown with just a light frosting of
grey. It was impeccably groomed. His tie, of course, was perfectly tied.
He smoothed the front of his shirt and reached for his jacket laid out on the bed. Just as
he was about to put an arm into a sleeve, he spotted white hairs on the lapel. Blasted
woman! She must've let in next-door's cat. I've told her a million times not to
encourage it - the bloody thing sleeps on my bed.
He jerked open the top drawer of her dressing table, scrabbling for the clothes brush. A
plastic bottle of body lotion toppled over, its lid flipping open as it fell into the drawer.
Andrew reached for the brush, scooping up some of the stuff on his fingers, spreading it
everywhere. Shit! Look at that. God knows why she bothers with this stuff anyway!
He went into the ensuite and angrily turned on the tap. Water splashed down his
shirtfront, dribbling down the crotch of his trousers. Bloody hell! Looks like I've pissed
myself!
Perspiration burst out on his forehead. Blood pounded in his head. A flame of fury
fired through his veins. So much anger. He was going to explode! How could the
woman be so stupid? Why did she have to upset him now? Today of all days! He didn't
have time for this.
He stamped through the dining room into the lounge. His jaw working, chest heaving;
heart pounding as if it would burst out of his rib cage.
He found her in the kitchen - where else? - wearing a silly white frilly apron, a skimpy
bit of stuff, like a French maid in a farce. It wouldn't keep anything clean! She caught
his expression and she struggled to untie the apron. She whipped it off and shoved it in
a drawer. He saw the anxious look in her eyes and his control snapped. Fucking stupid
bitch, as if I care about a bloody pinny!

167

He stopped and stared into her white face. He took a step towards her and she backed
away, fear reflecting in her eyes.
This was the last straw! Stupid little bitch, doesn't she know I don't want to hurt her?
But she made him do it! Why did she have to make him so angry?
He covered the space between them in a fraction of a second. His hand lashed out and
struck her across the cheek before she had time to cover her face, although instinctively
she raised her hands to protect herself.
Her lip split open under the blow and blood spurted from her mouth. She stared in
horror as the blood blossomed down the front of her new suit, decorating her jacket.
She ran her tongue around her swollen gums, Thank God, no teeth broken this time.
Her thoughts ran around her head: it's alright, lean sponge it off with cold water, dry it
with the hair dryer. It's alright. The bleeding'11 stop soon, a bit of make up, no one will
ever know. Just keep calm, keep your head down, don't get him going again.
He saw that look. / know what you 're trying to do. Accusing me of ruining your suit.
You stupid, stupid, bitch. Why did you make me do it? I wanted today to be perfect, to
stand proudly beside my wife and son. What a handsome family, everyone would say.
You must be so proud.
Now look what she's done. She couldn't wear that thing to the wedding. What will the
silly cow do now?
She looked up at him, caught his expression and turned away again, pulling a tissue
from up her sleeve to dab at the blood. Making the stain spread further.
Silent tears streaked down her face, mascara trails across her make up, big panda eyes.
God dammit, what a mess she looks!
He lashed at her again, and again. Feeling the cartilage squash in her nose, snot and
blood mixed together. Disgusted, he wiped his hand on her sleeve. He made a fist and
slammed it into the side of her head. She fell and he kicked at her head; the cracking of
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her jawbone snapped somewhere inside his skull. As she slid to the ground, he kicked
her arms, her chest, her legs.
Just look at her now! What a sight! Blood and snot all over the place. How could he
take her now? What would she look like in the wedding photos?
She started to slide away from him, head down, arms covering her face, backing across
the floor. Her skirt rode up, showing laddered pantyhose, white frilly panties. Skinny
thighs topped by firm little buttocks.
He felt the blood explode in his ears, his body responding with a surprising and urgent
passion. He grabbed at her, ripping her blouse to expose a frilly white bra. He shoved
it to one side, exposing her pale breast. He ripped off his shirt, not wanting to get it
dirty. Biting at her nipple he unzipped himself with one hand, ripped off her briefs with
the other, and thrust himself into her, pounding her into the ground. His hand over her
mouth to stop her bleeding on him.
When he'd finished, he wiped himself on the remains of her panties and threw them at
her.
She staggered to her feet, puffy eyed, face swollen, holding her tattered outfit around
her. Shuffling geisha-like across the room, her feet bound together by her torn tights,
semen trails snaking down her bruised thighs. The imprint of a high-heeled shoe stood
out redly against her pale skin.
He washed his hands at the kitchen sink, then dressed and tidied himself, wiping his
grazed hands down the seam of his trousers. His breathing was calmer. His pulse
almost normal. He turned his back on her and poured himself a drink. The whiskey
burned his throat; and soothed his rage.
Taking advantage of the lull, she slowly inched her way towards the door. Suddenly
she lost her strength and sagged against the doorframe; blood trailing down the jamb as
she slid to the floor.
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He snorted in disgust and she tried to straighten up. Wiping the blood off the paintwork
with her sleeve. Taking care not to look at him, she went into the hall. She stumbled
drunkenly against the hallstand, knocking his keys and a small crystal vase holding his
buttonhole onto the tiled floor. The vase splintered and the carnation sat in solitary
splendour amidst the shards of broken glass, as if surrounded by brilliant flashing gems.
The crash roused him, and he stared in horror at the mess, but he tried to stay calm.
"Look what you've done! That's $35 down the toilet! As if this bloody wedding hasn't
cost me enough."
Words poured like bile from his mouth. "And just look at you, woman! What are you
going to do now? You've ruined your suit, and how do you think you'll look with a
face like that, hm? Don't think you can blame it on me, it's your own stupid fault. But
God, you look a mess."
She shrank against the wall, trying desperately not to catch his eye.
"I'll wear my cream suit," she said. "I've only worn it a few times. It's like new."
"But MarkTl know, won't he. He'll want to know why you're not wearing that thing."
He dashed towards her and grabbed angrily at her jacket, jerking her arm out of the
sleeve.
She caught her breath, trying not to whimper as her shoulder shrieked in pain.
"I'll have a quick shower, freshen up," she mumbled through swollen lips, "I'll tell him
I slipped in the bathroom and ruined the suit. He knows what I'm like, always falling
over." She tried to smile.
Oh God, she's going to play the martyr again! He couldn't bear it. Mark would be all
over her, fussing around, ice packs on the swellings, giving her little massages like she
was his bloody girlfriend not his bloody mother! It was obscene.
And he'd blame his father! He '11 look at me in that superior, accusing way, as if I'd
done it on purpose!
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He came back to earth to the sound of his wife scrabbling around on the floor,
straightening the stem and petals of the carnation. Dusting off fragments of glass,
blowing it gently to remove the dust.
He stared at her and she looked up, holding out the flower like a peace offering. A silly
smile on her swollen face, like a frightened child with mumps trying to be brave.
He could feel the bile rise in his throat; she sickened him. He snatched the flower from
her hand and threw in on the floor. He stamped on it several times, stopping only when
he ran out of breath, when he rubbed it into dust.
"There, you stupid cow, that's all it's fit for. Did you think I'd wear that? Have some
sense, woman! It's our son's wedding we're going too, not a bloody fancy dress!"
She lowered her head and shrank away, nodding in agreement. "We could get another
one on the way - or you could go and get one now."
He sensed the note of optimism in her voice and he snorted: "Yes, you'd like to get rid
of me, wouldn't you, so you can whimper to Mark when he gets here. I know all about
your little game! You've always tried to turn him against me. Wouldn't let me have
anything to do with him. I tried to make a man out of him, but you went and made him
a girlie! You couldn't bear to let him be a real man, could you?"
He felt himself settle into the familiar warmth of his anger; letting his rage wrap around
him like a well-worn blanket. He blamed her for all the wasted years, for denying him
the right to bring up his son. No respect, either of them!
And here she is! Sneaking around. Too ashamed to look at me. I don't know why I put
up with it!
He felt the flames of anger reignite, and he gave in to his rage, relaxing as the climax of
his anger suffused him. He slammed his fist into her mouth, her teeth scraping his
knuckles, fuelled his anger still further. He pinned her by the throat against the wall,
spittle running down his cheek as he breathed into her face, spitting venom at her. He
smashed her again and again in the face, knocking her head against the wall. The
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satisfying sound of bone on brick soothed him. She started to sag, and he struggled to
hold her up with one hand while he continued to hit her with the other.
It was hard work. Exhausted, he relaxed his grip and she slumped unconscious against
him. He let her slide onto the floor. Blood pounding in his temples. The rest did him
good. Anger flaring, he kicked her again and again in her chest, buttocks, ribs. Bones
crunched, filling him with more and more rage.
Exhausted but unable to stop, he continued to kick her routinely, but without much
effort. More like a petulant child kicking a puppy. Suddenly he stopped, transfixed by
the sound of the doorbell.
"Hello, hello," said Mark, as he let himself and Tania in with his key, "How's ...." His
voiced trailed away as he took in the scene.
His mother lay on the floor, a bleeding huddle; gasping like a fish out of water. His
father, red-faced, bent at the knees, breathing like he'd just finished a marathon.
Tania reacted first. She rummaged through her bag and then held out her hand. "I need
your mobile." Mark silently handed it over and she ran outside to call 000.
She ran back into the house, pushing Mark gently to one side, patting his hand like a
child. She gave Andrew a shrivelling look, and he sank slowly on the floor. His legs
stretched out in front of him, shoulders hunched and head bowed.
Mark couldn't speak or move. All he could do was look on as Tania took control. She
put Jill in the coma position, checked that her airways were clear, found a pile of towels
and put one under Jill's head, covering her with a rug off the settee. She tried to
staunch the blood, and gently wiped Jill's mouth to get rid of the bits of broken teeth
from her swollen lips.
He stared in silence at his father, slumped on the hard floor, his hands covering his face,
body shaking like a drunk. Mark continued to stand there, frozen in horror, his mind
running though a series of emotions: anger, hate, fear, pain, pity.
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Finally the police and ambulance arrived. Again, Tania took charge. Talking quietly to
the two young police officers and the ambos. He couldn't take in what she was saying
but eventually he realised she was signalling to him to go with her. He followed her
outside and watched as his mother was carried into the ambulance on a stretcher.
He looked back into the house and saw his father looking at him. He turned as if to go
back, as if he expected his father to go with them. Suddenly realisation dawned and he
turned his back and followed Tania into the ambulance.
Mark's father was escorted into the lounge room by a grim, burly young copper. He'd
seen enough of this sort of crime to know that he wanted to smash his fist into the man's
face. Don't like it when it's your turn, do you? Huh? What's up? Call yourself a man!
Can't handle it when it's someone your own size!
Forcing himself to stay poker faced, he pulled out his notebook, to signify the start of
the official process, conscious that his young female colleague was still standing in the
hall, shell-shocked by what she'd seen.
He sighed. "Right, sir. In your own time, why don't you tell me what happened?"
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Chapter Twenty-two

And later still.

The champagne was ice cold and delicious but Sarah didn't notice. She gulped down a
few bubbles and felt a wave of acid wash up from her stomach. She swallowed that too,
afraid she'd vomit.
The rest of the party - Party? - stared at their glasses as if they'd been teleported into
their hands!
True to form, Beryl was the one to voice the concern the others were afraid to raise:
"Have you tried the hospitals?"
Without a word Sarah left the room and went into her bedroom, almost closing the door
in Kevin's face. They sat side by side on the bed. "Don't worry," Kevin said,
"everything'll be OK."
Sarah didn't respond. Kevin handed Sarah the phone and he began flipping through the
telephone directory, he called out a number and Sarah dialled.
There was no luck - or perhaps there was, it depends on how you look at it - at the
nearest hospital, so they tried another one. "No, no one with that name has been in.
Wait a minute, though, what was the man's name again?"
There was a pause, during which Sarah's blood froze and every muscle turned to jelly.
Kevin, who could hear only half of the conversation, sensed the tension, and his body
stiffened.
Sarah heard the muffled voice at the other end of the phone: "What was the name of the
woman that's just been brought in?"
Another distant voice responded but the words were indistinct. The original voice went
on: "Yes, I thought it was. Who brought her in?"
Another stomach-churning wait. Why can't I talk to whoever it is you 're talking to?
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Kevin huddled closer to Sarah on the bed; his hand covering her trembling one as they
cradled the receiver. After an eternity, another voice came on the line. "I understand
you're making enquiries about someone called Burton. Would you mind telling me
why you're asking?"
With her heart exploding in her ears, Sarah explained.
The voice became professional: "Just a moment, Mrs Leyland, your daughter's coming
to the phone."
Sarah gripped the phone and slumped to the floor, her back against the bed, her legs
stretched out in front of her. She drew up her knees so that Kevin could squeeze in
beside her. She held the receiver away from her ear and Kevin snuggled closer, so they
could both hear the conversation.
Suddenly they heard Tania's voice: "Hi mum, dad. Don't worry, I'm OK and Mark's
OK. It's his mum." She gave a shuddering sigh. "It was terrible, I thought he'd killed
her! There was so much blood! And poor Mark - he's devastated."
Sarah and Kevin sat on the floor in stunned silence as they tried to take in what Tania
was saying. What is she talking about? Broken wrist - head wound - stitches -X-rays.
Andrew couldn't do something like that! It doesn't make sense!
After what seemed like years, Kevin hung up the phone. Sarah rubbed her eyes, then
she looked at her hands as if surprised to find them wet.
"I can't believe it, it's awful. Poor Jill! Poor Mark. Andrew of all people!" She
looked again at her hands, one now closed into a fist. "But what do we do?"
Kevin stood up: "I don't know. I suppose we'd better let the others know what's going
on. Do you want me to tell them?"
"Yes, please. No! Wait! I don't know." She rubbed her eyes again, and dabbed them
with a scrap of shredded tissue.
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Suddenly the door opened and Wayne came in, followed by Beryl. Kevin shut the door
behind them and leaned his back against it.
"Sarah?"
She nodded and looked up. Taking a deep breath she said: "We've just spoken to
Tania. It's alright, she and Mark are OK, but Jill's in a bad way. She's been very badly
beaten. She's in hospital. It seems that..." She broke off and looked at her mother
and Wayne. "It seems that Andrew - beat her up!"
She was sobbing now and Beryl sat next to her, and put an arm around her shoulder.
Kevin sat on the other side, and Wayne knelt at her feet. Sarah sniffed, and Beryl
reached for a box of tissues. This is all very cosy. Tragedy's supposed to bring out the
best in people! Hang on, though, I'm not the one who's been hurt!
She gently pushed Kevin and Beryl aside and got to her feet. "I'm going to the hospital.
I'll call you when I get there. Kevin, can you call James and the marriage celebrant and
let them know what's happened. Mum, can you tell the others?"
Sarah patted Wayne's arm, "I'd like you to keep the champagne flowing until I get
back!"
Beryl stood up, "I'm coming with you!"
"What?"
"I said I'm coming with you! Tania needs me; you need me! You can't go on your
own!"
"Mum, it's ... it's very kind of you to offer, but I think I can manage. And I need you
here; to look after everything."
Kevin stood outside the family room, he could hear people talking, well, more like
whispering. It's as if someone's died.
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There was silence when he went in and relayed the message. Then Leah jerked herself
out of her chair: "The bastard! He wants his balls chopping off!" She glared around the
room; everyone just stared at her.
"Come on! Don't just stand there like a bunch of wallys, we've got to do something!"
Nobody moved.
Helena went across and slipped an arm around Leah's shoulders: "Leah, what can we
do?"
Leah shrugged off Helena's arm. "I don't know! Shoot the bastard!" The colour
drained from her face and she stumbled. Helena helped her back to her chair. Tears
streamed down Leah's face; she wiped at them angrily. She looked up, speaking
directly to Sarah, "It's alright for you, you've always had everything you wanted.
Everything's been just perfect. Your own perfect little world. You, Tania, Kevin." She
turned to face Kevin as she spoke.
Good God, the poor kid! What have I done?
"You've always been so lucky." Leah sobbed noisily.
Sarah moved closer: "Leah ... did your father ... ?"
"It was horrible. It was worse for mum. If she tried to stop him he'd turn on me so she
just put up with it." She wiped her eyes on the back of her hand and sniffed loudly: "I
don't know what would've happened if he hadn't had that accident. We were so happy
when he died."
Kevin listened, horrified. He glanced at the others; they all looked as pale and sick as
he felt. Sarah knelt down in front of Leah: "Oh, Leah, that's awful!"
The sobbing slowed to a few sniffs. Helena, ever the little mother, had brought a box of
tissues and a glass of water. She gave them to Leah who gulped the water greedily and
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handed the empty glass back to Helena. Then she started to mop her face. Suddenly
she smiled: "I've ruined all that beautiful make up!"
Sarah stood up. Kevin looked as if he'd been smacked in the face. Sarah took a step
towards him and he held her in her arms. Gradually Sarah became aware of the awful
silence, as if everyone was waiting for the second shoe to fall. She pulled herself gently
away from Kevin.
"I don't know about you guys, but I could do with some more champagne!"
There was a rush of air as everyone breathed out in relief. Wayne uncorked another
bottle and went around topping up glasses.
"I'd better get off to the hospital." Sarah said, and rattled her keys.
Beryl nodded, and went up to Sarah and put her arms around her. Sarah hesitated, then
she hugged her mother, her head resting on Beryl's fluffy hair. She could feel the
warmth of her mother's tiny frame pressing against her. The tears flooded her throat
almost choked her. She gulped and felt her chest expand and push her mother away.
Beryl took a step back, her eyes locked on Sarah's. Oh mum!

Sarah's prayer to the parking god paid off; she found a spot right outside the hospital
entrance. She ran up the steps, through the automatic doors and straight into Tania.
"Mum, thank God you're here!"
Sarah looked at her daughter's tear-streaked face, her hair flopping over her eyes; she
looked like a little girl.
"Come on, Tania, let's find somewhere to sit down."
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They ordered coffee at the hospital cafe and sat down at a quiet table. "Mark should be
here soon. His mum's sleeping now, but at least she'll be alright." She looked up, "I
can't believe it! Andrew and Jill of all people. They seemed so-so - normal."
"How is Mark?"
"He's shattered, poor bugger. He blames himself, God knows why. He says he
should've done something to stop it."
"You mean it's happened before?"
"That's what I asked him; he says he's not sure, but he thinks there might have been at
least one other time . . . "
Sarah glanced down at her hands; they were trembling. She shook her head. "I don't
know what to say. I feel so sorry for Jill, and Mark, and you. Just so sorry."
The two women sat in silence, cradling their coffee cups. They both looked up as a
shadow fell across the table. Mark looked completely washed out. Tania put out a hand
but he ignored it. He pulled out a seat he sat down, rubbing his face.
Tania touched his shoulder and he flinched. "Mark?"
In a voice that wasn't quite steady he said, "Sorry Tania, I feel a bit ... I don't know."
He slumped forward like an old man: "I don't know what to do."
"I guess I'll have to ask the obvious question then." said Sarah. Mark and Tania looked
at her. "The wedding; you two are supposed to be getting married this afternoon.
Well?"
"Tania? What do you want to do?" She shook her head. Mark looked away, "I'll
understand if you want to - think about it."
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"Think about it? I've been thinking about it for years. About us, about our wedding
day." She swiped a hand across her eyes. "This wasn't supposed to happen!" Tears
trickled down her cheeks, one resting on her chin as if waiting for permission to fall off.
"I feel so selfish! Your poor mother, Mark. And you, you must feel terrible!" She
wiped her nose on the back of her hand. Mark put his arm around her and pulled her
towards him, she slumped against his shoulder. Sarah stood up and collected the cups
to take back to the counter.
Mark waited until she'd gone then he gently lifted Tania's face towards his. He bent his
head close to hers. "Tania, you know I love you, I'll always love you, but I'll
understand if you don't want to go through with it." He looked down and picked up one
of Tania's hands, he held it palm upwards, gently stroking it. "You know I wouldn't do
anything to hurt you."
Tania jerked herself upright: "Is that what you think? That you'll turn out like your
dad?"
Mark looked down at the table. "Mark, answer me. Is that why you didn't tell me
about - your parents?"
Mark shrugged, "I don't know." He took a deep breath. "I sometimes wondered if dad
... but I wasn't sure. Mum used to say she was clumsy, that she'd walked into
something, or she'd fallen over. I once asked her if she and dad had been fighting but
she said it was nothing serious; she said everybody argues sometimes." He broke off,
his voice husky. He cleared his throat. "I should've realised what was going on. I
should've made sure she was alright. I should've done something to stop it." He broke
off and blew his nose noisily.
Just then Sarah came back, she leaned over the table. "Is everything alright?"
They both nodded.
"So are you still getting married?"
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They both answered at once: "Of course we are!" "Definitely."
"I mean today, are you still getting married today?"
"Can we do that?" Tania asked.
"Of course you can - if that's what you want to do."
Mark and Tania looked at each other. Their eyes flickered uncertainly, and then they
smiled.
Tania said: "I'm willing if you are, but what about your mum - and your dad?"
"Your mum can still take part, Mark," said Sarah. "I'll just ask the celebrant to come
here instead of Aspen Island - it's nearer to where she lives so it shouldn't be a
problem. We couldn't have everybody here, of course, but they could wait for us at the
hotel. But - it doesn't look as if your dad would be able to come."
"I don't want him here! I say we go ahead. Why should that bastard spoil our day!"
"OK, I'll make a few quick phone calls and then we'd better go and get changed. Mark,
do you want to see your mother before we go? See if she needs anything?"
Mark nodded and he and Tania headed for the lift. They held hands as they walked
along the cream vinyl-tiled hallway, stopping outside Jill's room. Mark peeped in; Jill
lay completely still. Her face was as pale as the white turban-like bandage that covered
the top of her head down to her eyebrows. Not that there was much of her face
showing, most of it was covered with cuts and bruises, and she had huge strips of tape
across her nose and chin. Her bandaged hand lay across her chest. She opened her eyes
when Mark and Tania came into the room.
"Mum?" Mark sat delicately on the edge of the bed, "Tania and I have decided to go
ahead with the wedding."
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Jill looked puzzled. Tania moved closer to the bed. "We thought about postponing it,
but everything's arranged. I hope you don't mind."
Jill gave a slight nod, her eyes filled with tears. Mark patted her good hand: "It's alright
mum, we'll have it here!"
Jill tried to stretch her split, swollen lips into a smile; she almost made it.
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