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In Tasmania


There is the land-locked valley and the river,
The Western Tiers make distance an emotion,
The gum trees roar in the gale, the poplars shiver
At twilight, the church pines imitate an ocean.

A.D.HOPE

A home is like the sea.

BULGARIAN PROVERB


PART I

Wellington Point,
February–May 1988


CHAPTER ONE

THE WEEKEND ALEX MET Merridy he had driven to Wellington Point to look for ice-cream sticks in the school rubbish bins.

It was blowing hard when he came out of the playground and he could tell that it was about to rain. Across the narrow lane a movement caught his eye. Two girls helping each other over a high paling fence.

His heart sank.

He knew one of them – Tildy. She was younger than him, nineteen, with a tiny waist and cushiony buttocks and strong, almost manly shoulders. Her hair was dyed blonde, with a severe fringe. From certain angles she looked minx-like. On this afternoon, she wore a familiar tight-fitting green skirt.

It all rushed back – the warm honeysuckle smell of her young-woman’s bedroom, the disarray of her bathroom cabinet, his regret. He held tighter to his plastic bag.

She put her bare foot onto the other girl’s laced hands, and his attention jolted to the person preparing to lift her up. This one had thick dark hair cut short in a bob. Her lips shone with the same coral gloss as Tildy’s, but she looked different.

Before he could slip back the way he had come, Tildy noticed him.

“Hey, Alex . . . ” rising up to sit on the fence.

She hauled herself onto the top of it and sat, her legs splayed like a wish-bone, and looked down at him. A grin crept over her face, which under her make-up Alex knew to be freckled.

In the light drizzle that had begun to fall, Alex stood where he was, mortified. Feverish, congested, filthy, this is not how he would have chosen to be seen by anyone. He had spent the morning jetting the sheep for fly, and his coat and jeans were spattered with Pyrethrum.

“Hi, Tildy,” in a voice hoarse with flu, and watched her squeeze a narrow foot into the shoe.

Because she was a “blow-in”, like himself, Tildy was not one of the girls with whom he had played catch-and-kiss in this lane behind the school. She had grown up in the north of Tasmania, before her father bought the Freycinet Court Hotel two years back. She worked in the canteen at the school.

“Where have you been, stranger?”

“I’ve been crook,” he said, concentrating on her foot, trying to keep the image of the little balls of pantyhose at bay, but they were there forever, tangled up with the skin-coloured bra, the Kleenex smudged with lipstick.

She gave him another chance: “Were you coming to see me?”

His joints ached. Even his knuckles hurt as he stifled a cough with the back of his hand. “There was something I needed to get from the school,” and raised his head.

She nodded at his plastic bag. “Not stealing my tucker, were you?”

“Of course not.”

“What’s in your bag, Alex?”

“Just sticks.”

“Sticks?”

“Yeah, ice-cream sticks.”

“What in heaven’s name for?”

The other girl walked a pace or two away.

Alex stepped onto the grass where she had stood. “Listen, Tildy,” in a low voice, at once ashamed and contrite. “I’m sorry I haven’t rung you.”

Tildy flexed her foot, studied the drizzle drops accumulating on the toe of her shoe.

Bedridden, with a streaming cold of the sort that he had learned to catch when he was at school in England, Alex had been able to blot out the memory of their evening together, but now it returned in a cloud of heavy pollen.

“I mean it,” he said, and coughed again. “I’m really sorry. I couldn’t get out of bed for three days, and there were things I had to do on the farm.”

She drummed her heel against the side of the fence. “So you weren’t coming to see me?”

He shook his head unhappily. “Tildy, I’m sorry.”

She looked at his pale face and the plastic bag he was hugging to his chest, and looked away.

On a rotary clothes-line over the fence, a damp shirt dipped in the wind. Her friend waited. Whom Tildy now remembered.

“Get your bum over here, Merridy. Meet this great guy,” and to him: “Alex, this is Merridy. We grew up together.” Then, possibly to boost her appeal, “She’s at uni in Melbourne.”

Still, the girl did not turn, but crouched as though she were pulling something from the ground. “Perhaps Ray will get the wrong idea,” she said over her shoulder. “Maybe you ought to go on your own.”

Her voice was almost a sigh, a coming to the surface of someone who was no longer a childhood friend doing something that children did.

It came to Alex where he had seen her. Pushing a wheel-chair with a sick-looking man in it, and walking two steps behind had been a gaunt, middle-aged woman, probably her mother. They were making their solemn procession up the main street.

Despite his fever he could still visibly see Mrs Grogan’s expression as she backed out of the chemist’s with her poodle in her arms, talking to someone, and tripped into the lap of the invalid.

Tildy glanced sharply down. “I told you, I’m not invited. Hey, Alex, give her a leg-up.”

The young woman stood and turned.

About white-throated needletail swifts, his father had told him something that Alex had never forgotten: They spend a third of their life in the air before they nest. In the days and weeks ahead, Alex wondered if this did not define his own trajectory, feeding and sleeping on the wing, and alighting on solid earth on the evening he caught sight of Merridy standing against Ray Grogan’s fence. For a long while afterwards he would cleave to the idea that his life, halted at the age of eleven by the accident, began humming again in that moment.

Rain making grey the washing. Tildy in her tight skirt manoeuvring her legs to the far side of the high fence. And the sea of sadness within the face that looked at him, and made Alex in that moment feel tall and alone and – in another remembered phrase of his father’s – more useless than a second toe.

Her face grew simpler. “Hello, Alex.”

Their glances touched, and now she was assessing him through blue eyes wide apart.

The way they stared. It was how wayward people recognised one another. Whereas on Tildy her lip gloss was part of a riot of colour which harked back to a period of adolescence that Alex would rather forget, this girl’s lips had the tinge of the orange lichen on the rock where he went to sit and watch the sea. He turned his eyes from her with huge reluctance, but not for long. He looked up at Tildy, her blonde hair, her gloss, and back to the girl’s lips.

Her gaze swam into his and tickled through him and fluttered down.

“Hi, Merridy,” he said, and his voice had an unfamiliar note.

She smiled, her expression enigmatic. Already her eyes were pulling away. They did not seek his approval or understanding. She was waiting for someone and it was not him.

“Help her up, Alex,” came a tetchy voice from the sky.

The smoke of barbecuing tuna mingled with the aroma of rotting seaweed and the sound of male voices.

“C’mon.”

“Right,” and cradled his fingers as he had seen Merridy do.

Merridy hesitated. Then slipped off her shoe.

He held his breath, looking away from her knees.

She bent her tanned leg, and rested her rough-textured, rather muddy heel in his knitted palms.

He left them, two girls perched on Ray Grogan’s fence. Only when he turned into the main street did it occur to him to wonder why on earth they wanted to be up there.

A minute later Alex climbed into his ute and sat behind the wheel, looking through streaks of rain at the end of the road to the sea and – at the end of the sea – the deep blue line of the horizon. He could still feel the imprint of her heel.


CHAPTER TWO

AT A SMALL, ROUND window – a porthole, really – high above Talbot’s store, two eyes observed Alex through a pair of long brass Zeiss binoculars. The brass still had vestiges of camouflage paint on it.

The general store was Wellington Point’s largest building as well as the town’s main employer, a fortress of brown brick and bluestone that commanded the north end of the street and the jetty. Its proprietor was Albert Talbot, who since his return half a century before from New Guinea, where he had spent nineteen months as a coast-watcher, tracking enemy troop movements day and night from the hills above Blanche Bay, was known to venture downstairs only occasionally, most often for funerals. Otherwise, he sat at the fourth-storey porthole in his eyrie, a tartan blanket across his knees and his mournful eyes presiding over the cricket pitch and golf course, over the waters of the bay beyond, even keeping half an eye on the bowling green.

Mr Talbot was patient for one so spare and strict. From force of habit he made notes of the vessels that arrived at the jetty, of the young men growing up, the girls coming of age. He had no children or wife himself. The few people he regularly spoke to were his manager (who would bring him the gossip and the rumbles); and less frequently his shop-girls, whom he allowed to enjoy the run of the ground floor, but would never invite into his private quarters. Lacking a family, he tended to regard those who shopped at his store as his dependents.

At a desk in what also served as a bedroom, he had a huge skylight above the bed, and watched over by the stars he compiled his weekly Newsletter, typing out each word letter by letter – as in the months when he had to send messages over his dry-cell radio set, ten words per minute in Morse code. Talbot’s Newsletter was distributed free at the tills.

But mainly he looked out at the street – it reminded him of the old coast road through the plantations – and the townspeople, who in certain respects differed not one jot from the light-skinned Kukakuka headhunters, Pygmy tribes and cannibals amongst whom Mr Talbot had once lived.

There was one road into Wellington Point and one road out. On warm days, it smelled of blueberry muffin and chemist’s scent and tractor exhaust. To the west a spine of hills stretched inland, coated in dense Crown forest: an avalanche of bluegums, wattle and sassafras that tumbled down the slopes and drew up at the outlying farms. On the east side lay Oyster Bay and the long rocky arm of the Freycinet Peninsula – a ridge of glittering quartzite that had risen from the ocean bed in the Permian era.

“Just how long ago is that, Alex?” Tildy had asked.

“About two hundred and ninety million years.”

Wellington Point was one of the smaller towns on Tasmania’s southern east coast and belonged to Australia’s oldest rural municipality. That it should have come by a reputation as a retirement village was a source of irritation to those like Mr Talbot who remembered when it was a thriving community the same size as Swansea, across the bay. Now the place was virtually a backwater. In tourist promotions of the island, Wellington Point (pop. 327) was routinely omitted from the map while Swansea was unfailingly labelled “the jewel of the East Coast”. In Swansea, they looked upon Wellington Point in the same way as mainland Australia looked on Tasmania. Which is to say, they affected not to notice it.

Like its more successful neighbour over the bay, the township of Wellington Point was a promontory of farmers, pensioners and convalescents drawn here – as was Tildy’s mother, now dead – by the absence of winter fog and a high daily average sunshine. Fishermen came for the bream and honeymooners for the view of Oyster Bay, which had once been compared to the Bay of Naples. Among the honeymooners whom Mr Talbot had – years ago now – watched get out of their white Ford Zephyr, still hung about with paper streamers, were Alex’s parents, Basil and Marjorie Dove.

Basil Dove had had a great-grandfather who fought under Wellington in the Peninsular Wars. This thread of a connection to the peninsula here may have clinched it for Basil in his decision to strike out with his new bride for the east coast on the morning after their marriage in Hobart. In a hotel lounge in Wellington Point, he would learn from a retired English journalist how veterans of the Napoleonic wars had settled this promontory, which was named by a Captain Greer who had survived the whole campaign in the Peninsula and even fought at Waterloo, and who organised his convicts to axe down the thickets of bluegums and native cherry that grew to the water’s edge. Whether it was Basil Dove’s grey eyes that he boasted could see “for ivver”, like his fellow Cumbrian John Peel, or his romantic spirit, Alex’s father was instantly able to picture Greer, surrounded by fallen trees and recalling the battlefield where he had forfeited an ear; the dead bodies of the 88th, his regiment of foot, stretching in all directions. The promontory was now a home to the Greer Golf Club.

The site cleared by Greer and its panorama were spectacularly lovely. The sun rose between the Hazards, sparkling across the bay onto Talbot’s on clear days, and, at the south end, onto the Freycinet Court Hotel where Alex’s parents had spent their honeymoon: yellowish, mock-Tudor, with narrow windows and a courtyard.

In between, on blocks of identical size, were the primary school where Alex had been schooled until the age of eleven, a charity shop, a newsagent-cum-baker, two bed & breakfasts, the chemist’s, the Town Hall, the post office, a real-estate office, a nursing home – where Tildy’s mother had died eleven months ago now – a bowls club, a Uniting Church and a Wesleyan chapel.

The chapel of Alex’s boyhood was today the Bethel Teahouse, owned by Welsh sisters Rhiannon and Myfanwy from Hay-on-Wye. It was, like Talbot’s, one of very few buildings in Wellington Point that did not sit with its back to the bay. There, from a counter at one of the Gothic-shaped windows, Alex could watch the jetty and listen to the log-trucks slapping on their brakes as they approached the school.


CHAPTER THREE

JAZZ SOCIAL

The Louisa Meredith Nursing Home invites you along to a night of entertainment with the well-known Barney Todman and his steel pedal guitar, playing jazz-style music from the Thirties through to the Eighties.

Come along and dance the night away or sing along or just come and listen to the music and have a fun night out with friends.

Where: The Town Hall

When: Saturday 27 February

Tickets: $17 (includes pre-dinner drink and smorgasbord dinner)

Music will start at 7.00 p.m. See you there.

It was another five days before Alex saw Merridy again. On Tuesday afternoon, he sat in the Bethel Teahouse, Darjeeling on counter, and flicked through Talbot’s Newsletter. It was late summer and Wellington Point was having a dance. He thought of who he might invite to the Jazz Social. The image of Tildy’s friend swam into his mind – the flash of a goldfish under a flat still surface – but Alex had no idea where she lived, and he could not very well ask Tildy for her address.

He turned the page.

A warning not to drink the town water. A theft from the bowls club: still no arrest. The local cricket league scores. Sergeant Finter, the lumbering policeman in whose team Alex used to play as a ten-year-old, had scored fifty-four against Swansea. And a poem by Agnes who ran the Op-Shop, a sterilised but nevertheless musty room where Alex had handed over all his parents’ clothes.

A white shape went by. He looked up in time to see a van reversing a trailer with quite a nice-looking speedboat towards the jetty. On the side of the van italic letters spelled out THE LONG HAUL, and beneath: Jos. Silkleigh removals. The van stopped on the ramp and a man in a wetsuit climbed out to unhitch the floating boat, a twenty-foot runabout with a navy-blue hull and trim. He tied her expertly to the jetty. Alex was impressed. It was a cloudless day. The man was going snorkelling. Alex envied him.

He blew on his tea. Beneath Agnes’s poem, the next meeting of the Wellington Point reading group: Mavis Pidd will speak about her recently released autobiography: “A Self-Published Life”. There was a column on the Summer Flower Show. Mrs Fysshe had taken second prize in the forced rhubarb category. Alex was reading how Harry Ford had won the Betsy Grogan Cup for his assorted chutneys when a face came up to the window.

It was – not immediately, but in lapping ripples – the young woman whom he had helped up onto the fence.

She peered inside. He hoped for a second it was at him, but whoever it was her blue eyes sought she did not see them, and then it became her own reflection that she needed to vet.

He sat very still as she stared at herself, the candid expression of someone who did not know that she was being watched. This afternoon she wore a tortoiseshell comb in her hair, but no lipstick.

Alex was aware of a surge in his chest. Then a voice whisked her round and she was adjusting to an athletic figure who crossed the road at a gallop. Ray Grogan in his brown suit and neat ginger moustache. And – on this particular afternoon – a gold stud in his right ear. Looking at her like a mink about to take a sea trout.

He felt himself rise to his feet as the two of them came inside.

“Hi, Alex,” said Ray with a hint of animus, and piloted her to the most distant table.

Alex could not hear their conversation, but he saw that from time to time Merridy shook her head. Ray worked in Tamlyn & Peppiatt on the main street – selling and managing farms far and wide, organising home loans and dealing with holiday rentals – but it was easy to see him on a beach, cutting the throat of a bushranger for the reward while the kookaburras croaked their encouragement. Ray with his glib talk was the only man in town whom Alex categorically disliked.

Then Ray got up and swaggered across the room as if he were in Parliament and not in a teahouse on the east coast, and through the door that led to the toilet outside.

She was staring at the table.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.” Not looking up.

“Alex Dove. I met you the other day.”

“I know,” in that voice. “You live at Moulting Lagoon.” She lifted her head.

“Anything wrong?” he asked.

“Not really.”

“Ray doing a Ray?”

“What’s a Ray?”

“If you don’t know, you’re in the middle of it.”

She laughed.

“He’s sure got the magic touch,” Alex said.

She rocked back in her chair. “Oh, come on. Don’t wind me up. He caught me with my guard down. I should have told him to get lost.”

“Why don’t you?”

“I didn’t want to offend him, but there’s a certain type of pushy fellow who gets up my nose. I hate feeling passive like that.”

“Hi, Mr Dove.”

Alex looked around reluctantly.

A boy stood in the centre of the tearoom.

“Rob, if it’s your mum you’re after, she left ten minutes ago.”

The boy went on standing there with a timid expression. “Hey, I just wanted to thank you for the other day. It was tops.”

“Glad you had a good time,” and explained to Merridy: “Rob came out with his school and watched the sheep being dipped.”

“And how to mark them!” raising his leg. Scrawled on his jeans, a faded orange D.

Alex smiled. “You realise what that means, don’t you? Now you’ll have to work for me. Come again in shearing time and you can write it on a sheep.”

When Rob had left, Alex told Merridy how just after Christmas the school’s Deputy Head had telephoned him. There had been a falling-out with Jack Fysshe and they were looking for someone to take children in the holidays around a working farm.

Alex had given over a day to Rob’s class. He had ridden them each on his tractor. He had lifted them all onto a horse and then shown them how to milk a cow.

She said: “That was kind of you.”

“Not really. In England, that’s what I was going to be, a teacher,” and leaned forward. “What were we talking about?”

“Ray.”

“Oh, God . . . ” he groaned. “What did he want? What does Ray ever want?” Women somehow did not wish to be attracted to him, but were. By and large, men, of course, found him odious and shallow and vain, but women didn’t see that – until it was too late. Merridy, being a little brassier, a little brittler and more consciously tough than most girls in this town, might prove an exception to Ray’s motto that a cock could never have too many hens.

“He’s invited me to the Jazz Social,” Merridy said.

“But you won’t go?”

She gazed at Alex and with a slow motion shook her head. But the exasperation might have been aimed at him.

His cheeks boiled. He glanced down at the plastic bag at his feet, containing three bottles retrieved from a bin behind the hotel.

“Would you come out for a meal one night?” he said.

“You mean with you?” Not unkindly, but surprised.

“Right. With me.”

She went on sipping at him. It had surprised her less to discover that he had slept with Tildy. At the time when she removed her shoe, she knew nothing about him, but his hands were clearly pleased. “He seems nice,” she had said, putting her shoe back on.

“He is. Thoroughly,” Tildy had murmured, her interest already shifting to what was happening over the fence. “But it was never going to work out. Even I could see that. I just knew my mother would have really liked him.”

Across the table, Alex was smiling. Enjoying her forthright stare.

She thought, looking at him: From the moment I arrived in this place, men have not stopped hitting on me. But Alex’s smile inspired confidence. She felt a mysterious sense of relief to see him there. He was tentative and she liked that. And withdrawn. A self-sufficient man but kind, who grazed his cattle and was educated. So Tildy had led her to believe. “He was going on about this ruddy novel. The way he talked about that book, I reckon he’d have preferred to take it to bed rather than me!”

Merridy recalled Tildy’s indignation and thought of a book she had herself been reading the night before – a reprint on sale in the hotel, written by a Victorian settler to this coast, Louisa Meredith. She had not bought it, but would read a few pages whenever she was not having to help Debbie with the dishes, and it made her tingle with wisdom and unspecified fine feelings. And gentility and uprightness. Everything, in fact, that she had hoped to experience at university.

Yes, I’ll come for a meal, under the influence of her book. Is what she meant to say.

“Hey, leave my girl alone!”

She turned her head towards the handsome shouter in his shiny brown tailor’s cloth.

“Not your girl, Mr Grogan,” she said.

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” replied Ray and glared at Alex. He resumed his place and squeezed her arm with a hand that was large and clean and scrubbed of the blue biro that Alex remembered from the classroom, covered with the correct spellings of English kings and queens and, on one occasion, English trees.

She lowered her head, but did not withdraw her arm.

“Bye, then,” said Alex.

“Bye,” ordered Ray, clicking his teeth.

Alex looked at them for a moment. He gathered up his bottles and left.

Unable to shake off the sight of Ray Grogan’s ginger-freckled fist on Merridy’s arm, Alex walked fast from the teahouse and along the footpath that seemed to sway under him like the suspension bridge in the school playground.

The wide shy street was quiet, and behind the hedges and the Norfolk Island pines the owners of the single-storey houses had one eye on the cricket and one on the thin drift of smoke from their barbies. In the early morning the street would stir with log-trucks heading out for Hobart, but at five in the afternoon Wellington Point contained the promise of the empty road and the faint sewerage smell of seaweed that presaged rain.

Doing his very best to think of anything, anything but the real-estate agent, Alex made his way past the school, along the esplanade, and towards the jetty and the street where he had parked his ute. The tide was out, the sun catching the white tips of the low waves and the mauve dorsal of the peninsula. However down at heart Alex might get to feel on the farm, he would never tire of this view – unlike certain of his schoolmates. He knew one or two who preferred nothing more than to sit slumped with their backs to the bay, their heads in the Mercury or peering through wreaths of home-grown marijuana at porn videos bootlegged from Canberra.

A branch creaked above him. The air had been still when he entered the teahouse, but a breeze had blown up. He opened the door of his ute and stopped. The noise of the wind in the pines. Grit in his face. An ice-cream wrapper sucked up into the sky. He closed the door and walked on. The thought of the snorkeller drawing him down the concrete boat ramp and onto the jetty.

It was a saw of Miss Pritchard’s geography class that the next land mass south was the polar ice cap. As always when Alex walked out on the eighty-yard-long jetty, he was aware of being at the end of the line. With a keener pang than normal, it struck him – surveying the horizon – that he really did live in one of the earth’s more remote places. One of the more unvisited, too.

Until the road was finished in 1911, the town was reachable from Hobart only by horse and cart, or by sea: a journey taking up to three days, the steam packet sailing down the Derwent, round the Iron Pot lighthouse, past Betsy Island, Blackjack Reef and across Storm Bay to the canal at Dunalley, coming out north of Eaglehawk Neck, round Hellfire Bluff, through Mercury Passage to Swansea and Wellington Point.

Though this jetty was still here, where the scallop boats had unloaded, the bay had silted up. South-easterly breezes with sand-bearing waves had shallowed what was two fathoms of water at the time of the packet to a mere three feet, so that only shoal-draught boats could tie up alongside. At weekends, out-of-towners launched their tinnies from the ramp, anchoring off Dolphin Sands to catch flat-head, but vessels with a keel avoided Oyster Bay. Talk of a marina every few years invariably petered out in agreement that whoever was going to build it would have to construct an overlapping groin on the other side of the promontory – and have mighty deep pockets. Wellington Point boasted no such entrepreneurs and probably would not have made one coming in from outside welcome. As Alex’s father had soon discovered, this was not a Yorkshire village bobbing with life and fishing boats. It was a town on the sea without sea-life, affected by the same elements that affected the farm; and was vulnerable – even on the clearest, calmest day – to southerly busters from Antarctica. Fierce, sudden winds that gusted up without warning, driving the surface of the sea into the bay and giving rise to extreme tides and flooding.

Perhaps this explained Alex’s sudden concern for the snorkeller. He had known too many occasions when a mainlander or tourist had misread the weather conditions and set out across a perfectly calm sea, expecting the calmness to last through the weekend.

He reached the end of the jetty – four corroded planks – and looked out, his eyes sweeping the bay for a solitary blue-and-white hull. Past Maria Island, the Hen and Chicks, Schouten . . . but it was no good. All he could see was a young woman sitting at a table. And Ray.


CHAPTER FOUR

SIMPLY TO TOUCH HER reluctant flesh gave Ray a jolt of comfort. He was desperate to seduce Merridy. She had come into his office two weeks ago, on a mild afternoon in early February, wheeling her invalid father.

Ray leaped up, in his enthusiasm to close the door almost slamming it against a foot. He peered around it to see a thin woman, dressed in loose-fitting nylon slacks with an onyx crucifix dangling from her throat.

“You must be Mrs Bowman,” and flashed her an indulgent look. “Please, come in.”

Still she stood there in her trance. Her face white and lined, with nostrils nipped in and eyes red-rimmed from weeping.

“Mum, this is Mr . . . ”

With no effort he shifted his smile to the young woman. “Ray Grogan. But please call me Ray. As in sunshine.”

“We’ve come to inspect one of your retirement units,” Merridy continued flatly. “I believe Mr Framley has been in touch.”

She wheeled her father up to the desk.

“Ah, yes, yes,” Ray addressed the wheelchair. “We’ve been expecting you, Mr Bowman. Welcome to the heart of Tasmania’s relaxed east coast!”

Mr Bowman looked rotten. On this afternoon, he was in pain with a bloodshot eye after he had tried to join his wife and daughter at breakfast and had fallen getting out of bed. His second accident in a week.

Ray asked cheerily: “Can you see me, sir?”

A slow shake of the head.

Ray turned his attention back to Merridy. “I think you’ll be pleased with the unit. It’s a pioneering scheme. I like to describe the philosophy behind it as ‘independence with a sense of well-being’.”

He fished in a drawer for a set of keys. “Shall we walk or shall I drive you?”

“Well, where is it? How far?”

“End of the street and across the cricket pitch.”

“We’ll walk,” decided Merridy. “The air might do my father good.”

In the eight hundred yards from the office to the retirement unit, Ray sought to engage Merridy in conversation.

Already from Keith Framley, her relative, Ray had learned a fair amount. Merridy’s father – the man she propelled up the footpath – had been a mechanical engineer who was electrocuted in Zeehan while installing a lift in the tin mine there. The shock had brought on an aneurysm that slurred his speech. He couldn’t complete the simplest sentence – humiliating for someone remembered by Tildy’s father as a man who enjoyed nothing more than to recite poetry.

Because of his accident, Mr Bowman’s wife, from whom he had been separated, had come back to look after him – as had his daughter, who had taken a year off from her studies at Melbourne University.

“It must be tough for you, leaving your course like that,” glancing sideways with keen green eyes.

“I was only in my first year,” she said crisply, all her concentration on the asphalt ahead.

“Keith speaks very highly of your dad.”

“My father helped him early on.”

“Keith says he remembers your dad always with a book of poetry in his hand.”

“Then he’s exaggerating.”

“I like poetry myself, I used to read it aloud at school,” Ray sailed on. “Did – does your dad like anyone in particular?”

Merridy twisted her head to look at Ray. “Well, a favourite is Edward Lear.”

“Edward Lear?” his eyes boring into hers. He touched his moustache, a soulful expression on his face. “Now that does ring a definite bell.”

The property to which Ray escorted the Bowmans was called “Otranto”, a modern one-storey villa behind Louisa Meredith House. The nursing home had funded the building of three “independent self-care living units”, according to Ray’s description in the brochure, of which this one was still for sale. Keith, a second cousin of Merridy’s father, was on the charity’s board. As soon as he learned of her husband’s accident he had telephoned Mrs Bowman and encouraged her to bring Leonard immediately to Wellington Point to convalesce, even as he had brought Mrs Framley. The Bowmans could stay at his hotel free of charge while they inspected the unit or until other appropriate accommodation was found. He defied them not to adore Wellington Point. Its recuperative air had performed minor but measurable miracles for his late wife, even if it could not in the end prevent the cancer from spreading to her brain. “It’s heaven on a stick! Reminds a lot of people of the Bay of Naples.”

“Naples,” said Mrs Bowman.

From Zeehan, Merridy called to enquire if there was anything she could do to repay his kindness.

“Nothing!” said Keith, who had never forgotten how helpful her father had been when a bed & breakfast had come up for sale in the Bowmans’ street in Ulverstone. “Nothing at all.”

But a day later he telephoned to crave a favour. What he wondered was, would Merridy be willing to help out in his newly opened cocktail bar.

Ray drew back the melon-pink curtains and stepped aside for Mrs Bowman to take in the view of Oyster Bay that was only partially obscured by an ochre wall. Beyond the wall was a close-cropped lawn where two people squatted dressed in white.

“It’s close to medical facilities. And while you’re here you don’t pay rates, Hydro, only your own phone bill. Plus, there’s a nurse-call system for emergency,” and indicated a button on the wall above the pneumatic hospital bed.

Mrs Bowman bent down – crucifix swinging – to her husband. “What do you think, Leonard? Would this suit?”

From the wheelchair came a whining noise incomprehensible to Ray. He paused to plump up a pillow and waited until Mr Bowman fell silent before tapping the door-frame. “The unit is constructed throughout in environmentally friendly materials to minimise energy usage, and there’s an irrigated drip system in the landscaped garden. The whole idea is to make you feel very much at home.”

“That’s nice,” said Mrs Bowman, a thin hand mashing the onyx Christ into her throat. She walked over to the window and stood in the alcove, her concentration on the neat lawn and the two white-haired women stooped there. She released her hand from her throat and spread it on the glass.

Ray noted that something in Mrs Bowman had mended. “As you can see, our town has a thriving bowling club. The green is a stone’s throw away. And should you wish to join there, my mother is the president! You know, it’s funny, but I always find myself telling newcomers to Wellington Point the same thing. Excellence, dignity and respect are the priorities of our little community. And companionship.”

“It’s perfect, I’m sure,” Merridy broke in. “But what happens when we come to sell?”

Ray smiled at her. He could tell who made the decisions in this family! “Should you ever wish to sell,” he ploughed on without missing a beat, “the unit reverts back to Louisa Meredith House, and half the profits go to the family.” He positioned himself to catch her eye. “I hope that won’t be for a long while.”

Many years later, when his jaw lifted with pride at the Mercury’s description of him as “the David Boon of real estate”, Ray would date the recovery in Tasmania’s east coast property market to his sale of this retirement unit. Ray took the credit. It was his description of “Otranto”, he advised Mr Tamlyn on his return to the office, that had swayed the Bowman family. “You should have seen the lady’s expression when I told her about the bowlo.”

Since joining the company office seven years before, Ray had discovered that one enjoyable aspect of his work consisted in writing short paragraphs to accompany the half-dozen photographs that Tamlyn & Peppiatt advertised each Friday in the Mercury’s property section. At primary school, his worst subject had been English: it was a standing joke in the class – in which Ray consistently hovered close to the bottom – that Ray Grogan had to cheat to spell his own name. But at his office desk, he developed a knack for describing the most ordinary-looking weatherboard shack in such a way that people would more often than not wish to view it.

It was very simple. Properties were like dogs: they took on the characteristics of their owners. As Ray bade farewell to the Bowman family outside the nursing home, he reflected that Mr Bowman was a ruin that no amount of renovation could restore. His wife, rewired, upgraded and tastefully refurbished, had potential, although her religion might be an obstacle to a quick sale. He perceived her in the same light as he had once viewed the Bethel Teahouse. Not for the faint-hearted, but offering great prospects for enterprising buyers looking to invest in a historical quarter. Renovate. Renovate. Renovate. This dame is just crying out for you to rescue her from her loneliness!

As for the daughter . . . His eyes lingered on Merridy as she wheeled her father around the boundary to the hotel. This gorgeous 1960s prestige home has long been coveted by many, but owned by few. Rarely on the market, an inspection will not disappoint. Do not miss this golden opportunity!

Nothing he could think of, though, quite captured the commanding, grave beauty of the young woman who passed in front of the score-keeper’s hut and turned into the hotel courtyard.

Her impregnable and valiant look would have Catherine-wheeled the stumps of most men, but an unhappy woman appealed to Ray’s vanity. The fact was that if she were a house, then he had never come up against anything so splendid, so grand, so classical – unless it was Talbot’s (which Albert Talbot had made clear that he would never in any circumstance put up for sale, not while there was breath left in his body). No, she was more one of those Crusader castles that he was taught about in his history class. Walls eight metres thick that no amount of cannon-fire could broach, with buckets of boiling tar tipped onto the head of anyone rash enough to scale them.

But where properties were concerned, he had the patience of a snake.

Merridy could feel his eyes like marbles on her neck and shivered. She pushed the wheelchair quicker, her mother following in silent contemplation. Not until they reached the courtyard did her mother say: “What was your honest opinion of that young man?”

“Awful.”

“And the place?”

“It will do.”

“Couldn’t we get a better deal if we rented? If your father . . . ”

“Well, we’ve got to hope he doesn’t. Anyway, I think Keith is keen to have his rooms back.”

“I will write the cheque tomorrow.”

They had arrived at a door with a brass “7” screwed into it. Keith had allocated them a suite in a ground-floor block next to the main building. Merridy opened the door and together the two women lifted Leonard’s body out of the wheelchair and onto the bed. Her father’s feet had shrunk and his shoes slipped off as they lay him down. A wheezing noise issued from the dry lips, the sound of air bubbling through the fluid on his lungs.

Merridy looked at the bloodshot eye that roved the ceiling, the cracked skin. The lines in his face were inscriptions that had weathered and were now unreadable. “We’re making the right decision, Mum,” in a quiet voice.

Her gaze remained on her father while her mother rinsed a glass and filled it with tap-water and gulped it down. The walk had tired Mrs Bowman.

Suddenly, she was spitting out.

The noise whipped Merridy around. “Mum! Keith said we’re not to drink the tap-water.”

Mrs Bowman grimaced, spitting again into the basin. “I forgot,” wiping the taste from her lips.

“Over there – I put it over there.”

Mrs Bowman drank two glasses of water from the bottle and lay down beside her husband. She licked the corners of her mouth. “I found the church, Merridy. There is a late service this evening.”

“What time?”

Mrs Bowman checked her watch. “Nine o’clock.” Then picked up the photograph that she had propped on the bedside table, a black-and-white photograph of a young boy racing barefoot along a narrow strand.

He would be with her forever. Her only regret was, every time she turned her eyes to him, that she had not told him how beautiful he had looked in his boots.

“I’ll make sure I’m back in time,” Merridy said, and sat on her Glory Box – a wooden steamer trunk at the foot of the bed – to take off her shoes. She crossed her arms and stared a moment at the orange lino. Then she stood up, put on a pair of dark tights and the navy-blue skirt and jacket which Keith insisted that she wear, kissed her mother on her forehead and her father on the cheek, and set off across the courtyard, her book under her arm.

There were two places to drink in Wellington Point. The Returned Servicemen’s Club on Greer Street and the Freycinet Court Hotel. In a bid to excite more customers, and partly to distract himself in the hollow months after his wife’s death, Keith Framley had the previous winter fitted out a cocktail bar at the suggestion of a mate in the hotel trade who overheard at a convention of travel agents in Bali that Tasmania was set to become a destination for the discerning European tourist. His mate had blundered. There were no tourists here in 1988, not in Wellington Point. Steady drinkers went to the pub in Swansea for their beer. The odd backpacker misdirected to Framley’s cocktail bar at the extremity of the globe almost invariably preferred to join regulars in the public bar on the other side of the hotel.

The only person to disturb Merridy’s reading that night, around seven o’clock, was Keith’s despondent daughter.

“Hey, Tildy,” said Merridy, and closed her book.

“Have you seen Dad?” her face drawn beneath the flawless fringe.

“In Hobart.”

“What’s he gone to Hobart for?” hunting around in a black handbag until she found her lip gloss.

“The cricket, could it be?”

“Oh, yes, the cricket,” in a disappointed voice. She finished touching up her mouth. “Like some?”

“Not really.”

“Go on, take it. If you want to get on in this place, you wear lip gloss. That’s a fact.”

“No, it’s an opinion.”

“No, no, believe me, it’s a fact. Put this on and you’ll see. You’ll be a hit with it. Hey, what you reading?” She picked it up. “Louisa Meredith. My Home in Tasmania.” It might have been some unpalatable medicine. “Part of your studies, is it?”

“I borrowed it from the front desk.”

“Looks boring,” Tildy yawned.

“It’s interesting – if you’re interested in history.”

“I’m not interested in history. What sort of history, anyway?”

“I was learning how they got the feathers off the black swans at Moulting Lagoon.”

“Really?” She climbed onto a stool and looked around the bar. “How did they? Someone I know, his family made their money from swan down.”

Merridy found the place. She read aloud: “The general custom was, to take the birds in large quantities in the moulting season, when they are most easily captured and extremely fat; they were then confined in pens, without any food, to linger miserably for a time, till ready to die of starvation, because, whilst they are fat, the down can neither be so well stripped off, nor so effectually prepared.”

The sound of Tildy listening made her look up.

Tildy’s lips were trembling. “That’s me! That’s me! Oh, Merridy, I’m no different. I know how those swans feel.”

“Why, what’s the matter?”

“I have a pain, it’s right here,” and squeezed under her breast. “Normally if I have a pain there’s a good reason. But this pain is different. I can’t make it go away. I can’t breathe. I can’t sleep.”

Merridy put the book down. “Maybe it’s indigestion.”

“I’ve never felt so bad,” said Tildy, and lunged over to a table to seize a paper napkin. She blew her nose and dabbed one eye and then the other.

“Maybe you’re in love.”

“Oh, Merridy. How can you be so cruel? Now I know how Mr Twelvetrees suffered.”

Merridy straightened a brick that was on the counter.

“You haven’t forgotten Randal Twelvetrees?” accusingly.

“Oh, no.”

“He liked you. My God, he did.”

“He was just ill, poor man.”

“Obsessed more like,” and blew her nose again.

“It was more my mother who affected Randal, Tildy. As I think you know.”

“Whatever, whatever. Pointless, I know, to ask about your love life. Am I not right?”

Merridy had not taken her eyes from the brick. Baked by a convict and with its frog filled with Redhead matches to strike on the side, it was one of half a dozen that Tildy’s father had bought from an antique shop in Battery Point and scattered on tables and counters around the hotel.

She began separating the matches. “My hands are pretty tied at the moment,” in a tight voice. “For romance.”

“Oh, Merridy, how selfish of me,” and Tildy’s eyes watered again. “I’m so sorry about your dad.”

Merridy lay the back of her hand on Tildy’s wrist. “Who is he?”

Tildy’s disconsolate face looked up. “Have you a moment? I know you’ve got a lot on your plate, but I need someone to talk to.”

With a nod of her head, Merridy indicated the empty room. “I’m all yours – until ten to nine.”

“This is so embarrassing,” and went behind the counter. “No, I can do it.” She poured herself a double shot of the Captain Morgan – one of the rums that her father had stocked in the bar for discerning customers and which she much preferred to Bundaberg. “You wouldn’t keep anything from me, Merridy? I couldn’t stand that.”

“I wouldn’t keep anything from you.”

“Well, it’s Ray Grogan.”

“Ray Grogan?”

“You met him this afternoon. He showed you the unit.”

*

Ray, in case Merridy had not already heard, was a man renowned in the district for having bedded most women in Wellington Point – not including Tildy.

His reticence on this score was a source of frustration that Tildy had begun to mistake in herself for passion.

“Why not ignore him?” Merridy suggested.

“I’ve tried to. Believe me, I’ve tried to,” looking up and down for tonic. “But it’s no good,” and sniffed.

Around about the time of Merridy’s appearance in town, Tildy had decided that the handsome real-estate agent was all she ever wanted. Even though part of her could see clean through him to the other side.

“I was so furious the other night, I up-fronted him: ‘You’re nothing but a proper slut, Ray. That’s all you are.’”

“And his reaction?”

“He told me that I couldn’t be more mistaken. But I know Ray.” She poured the tonic into her rum and swallowed. “He screws them in his clients’ beds or wherever he’s showing them around,” grimacing. “He’s got keys to every house in Wellington Point, I wouldn’t be surprised. He even shags them in the score-keeper’s hut! Oh, he’s a shonk. You should hear his lines. They’re the same for every woman.”

“Must be good ones,” observed Merridy, who had heard enough.

But the bit was between Tildy’s teeth. “He was pashing on with Rose-Maree, promising that all he ever wanted was to give her pleasure. And telling Abbygail that she smelled like the Taj Mahal by moonlight. He’s nothing but a root-rat. And don’t think he minds how old they are! Teresa overheard him at the RSL saying that he knew Mrs Prosser found him attractive because when he put his hand down her pants it was like feeding a horse – and she must be over sixty. Oh, he’s disgusting,” and shivered.

“But you aren’t just disgusted?” toying with the lip gloss that Tildy had left on the counter.

“I don’t know. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve said to myself: Right. That’s it. Step back, Tildy.”

“Have you told him how you feel?”

“No. He has enough tickets on himself.” And shivered again. “Such a skite.”

“He must have something good hidden away,” Merridy said.

“Oh, Merridy, it’s not that!” Her voice had risen to a wail at the injustice of it. Beyond the porkies that he told her, beyond his reputation for – in her father’s words – “rooting like a leather-punch”, Tildy discerned the outline of a different Ray; the Platonic version, as it were. “The truth is, there’s a side of Ray which is actually quite sweet and generous.”

Merridy was not convinced. “What’s in it for you?”

“Well, I’m not alone,” her eyes downcast. “And now he’s having a birthday party on Saturday. He’s invited Rose-Maree and Debbie and Abbygail and Teresa. He’s even invited the girls from the Bethel Teahouse. But the bastard hasn’t invited me.”

She grappled with the upturned rum bottle. Empty.

Merridy plucked the bottle from its holder and dropped it into the bin. Above the counter the clock said 8.55.

“Listen, I’ve got to go. But if you want my opinion, I think you should have nothing whatever to do with him.”

Next morning, first thing, Merridy walked into Tamlyn & Peppiatt and handed over her mother’s cheque for the deposit on the unit.

Ray scrutinised Mrs Bowman’s signature. He clipped the cheque to the folder on his desk. “What are you doing this Saturday?” light as spray.

“I’m busy,” Merridy said.

“Would you like to come to a party?”

“No.”

He gave a pleasant laugh. “It would be a chance to meet some locals.”

“Why haven’t you invited Tildy?”

“Tildy? Do I know a Tildy?”

“Tildy Framley, my cousin.”

“Oh, Tildy!” guarded, all of a sudden. “You’re right. I haven’t.”

“Is there a reason?”

He hesitated. “Tildy and I . . . Listen, it’s difficult—”

“Invite Tildy to your birthday party and I’ll come.”

He stared at her, weighing what she had said. “That’s blackmail.”

“So . . . ” At the door, with her back to him, she paused. “Tell me, why don’t you like her?” addressing the carpet, its fake Aboriginal design. “She likes you.”

“I do like her,” his voice high-pitched and apologetic. He twisted his moustache. “But . . . But . . .”

She turned, bristling. “But what?”

On that Saturday afternoon, Ray looked up from his tuna steaks – and there she was, head in the wet gum leaves, sitting on his fence right next to Tildy, and gazing down at his family and friends and the barbie that had started to hiss. Despite the damp, the sight of Merridy rekindled furtive hopes.

“Hey, girls, come on down.”

“Both of us?”

“Both. Of. You.”

After that, he was overly welcoming. He poured a Bloody Mary for Tildy, saying how pleased he was to see her, and took her over to speak with Rhiannon; and a tomato juice for Merridy.

“Here you are.” His eyes moved from her lip gloss that emphasised the whiteness of her skin. He had never seen a face so white – like milk to tempt a snake.

She accepted the glass. A pulse of colour darted into her cheeks, then was gone. “I suppose I should say Happy Birthday.”

“Couldn’t keep away, eh?” swilling the thought of her naked around the bedroom of his mind.

“Lord, I tried,” she laughed. “Nothing else to do in this godforsaken village.”

He was wearing blue shorts daggered in white slashes, and had a footballer’s build, with ginger hairs on his chest, and was tall.

Something puzzled him. “Why the fence? Why not come round the front like everyone else?”

“Fences are for gatecrashers.”

“But I invited you.”

Her body moved inside her clothes, away from the wet clinging cotton. “Not without her,” nodding at her cousin.

“You mean,” it began to dawn on him, “you really are here only because of Tildy?”

“What other reason could there be?”

He pretended to study Tildy, who was pretending to talk to the Welsh sisters, although her body faced the wrong way.

“That’s not kind,” he murmured, hurt, and yet Merridy’s annihilating laugh only intensified the appeal of her. He looked at her bust pushing against her damp blue dress. And gave one fiftieth of his concentration to her cousin across the yard and even less to the horizon that he decided to address.

“Merridy, look at the sea, it goes on and on to the South Pole and makes me feel a grain of sand.” He adopted a pensive expression and wished that it would stop drizzling. He was talking like a version of himself that he would like to be. It sounded OK. It felt good. He could not understand why she was still laughing. But he was not in her fantastical scheme.

Five days after his party, Ray was removing the details of “Otranto” from his office window when he caught sight of Merridy standing on her own outside the Bethel Teahouse. He seized the moment.

“Hey, Merridy!”

“Oh, Ray. Hi.”

“What are you up to?”

“I’m looking for my mother, actually.”

“Let me buy you a coffee. There’s something I want to ask you.”

“What?” standing her ground.

“Do you like jazz?” and pushed open the door.

“It depends. Why?”

“Come on in and I’ll tell you.”

He could have done, though, without Alex Dove sitting there to witness his humiliation.

“Who was that?” asked Merridy to break the silence after Alex had disappeared out of the Bethel with his clinking bag. She knew, but was curious to know more.

“That,” Ray said, “is Piers Dove.”

“Piers Dove?” At the same time thinking: But Tildy called him Alex.

“Oh, I can tell you about Piers Dove,” too pleased at the sight of her attentive face to be alert to the reason.

“Then tell me.”

“He’s a Pom,” said Ray philosophically. “Although we were at school together.”

“He looks all right.”

“Yeah, in his sleep,” with a murky smile.

“And where does he sleep?”

“Over at Moulting Lagoon.”

“With someone?”

“Lives on his own. TV reception’s not good. Nor is the bore-water.” He grinned, squeezing her arm. “He was crazy even before his parents had an accident,” and with his free hand tapped the side of his temple.

She cocked her head. “What accident?” interested where before she had been merely curious.
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