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For my brothers and sisters


Chapter 1

“Mum!” I scream as I jump from my bed and stare into the darkness. Sweat drips from my face and, as my breathing eases, I realise that I have dreamt the same dream once again and have woken as usual just in time to feel the vibrations of the 3 a.m. freight train to Sydney as it passes by the back of our house. I can never understand how its passing doesn’t wake any of the residents in my mother’s nursing home where I live. I am the only one who is woken by its passing and left to roam the hallways unable to return to sleep.  
I slip quietly from my room past the nurses’ station where Aishling is sitting writing her notes. She doesn’t notice me and I am relieved about that. She doesn’t like me creeping around at night but I can never sleep after that dream and feel a need to be near my mother. I walk downstairs. When I reach the hall I can see a sliver of light coming from under the door of the bathroom beneath the stairs and I wonder if my father is also awake. I move towards the front of the house where the vibrations of the trains are not so disturbing and where my parents’ room is. I pass  a large ward on my right whose residents are referred to as “the babies”: nine men and women who can no longer do anything for themselves and who lie in bed all day, looking at the ceiling or with eyes closed so tight you’d think they were afraid to open them. I pass the kitchen, the dining room and the large bay-windowed lounge room where the residents while away their days, and then I turn the handle of my parents’ room across the hall. I look down at my mutilated foot from which I still feel pain, a punishment for my stupidity. It happened almost five years ago when I was eight years old. I was playing with my friends on the train line, something my parents didn’t want me to do because of my hearing. 
I can see the accident like a film reel whose middle is caught in the projector and you can only watch the first part of the movie over and over. I am throwing stones into the small waterhole on the opposite side of the track at the back of our house. It is almost lunch-time and I decide to walk along the tracks behind my friends. They don’t want to play and I plead with them to spend more time outdoors. I try to entice them by trick-acting on the tracks but they ignore me and walk down the line towards their homes. My memory goes fuzzy then, and there are things about that day that I cannot remember or perhaps that I don’t want to remember. Foolish things. But I do remember the rumble of a distant train, the vibrations running up my feet and moving through me like a bolt of electricity. I remember my friends’ mouths opening and closing quickly. Simon, who used to be my best friend, is jumping wildly and waving his arms. I realise that he is trying to warn me and turn around just in time to see the train bearing down on me. I know the timetables by heart and think that it is earlier than normal, which I guess is a strange thing to think about when a train is coming at you. Everything seems to move in slow motion and it is like I am describing something that happened to someone else in another lifetime. Frame one: I try to run but my lace is caught. Frame two: I fall and try to get my shoe off as the rumble of the train increases. Then the reel snaps and my next memory is being carried by my mother towards the house. I want to close my eyes but her mouth says, “Stay awake, Christopher, stay with me,” as I drift into a deep sleep. When I wake up I am in a different place. A tight bandage is tied around what is left of my foot. I can see my mother crying at the bottom of the bed. She looks faded and misty in the strange light. My father’s big shoulders are drooped forward as though I have taken the very life out of him. I have never seen his face, usually scorched by the hot Australian sun, so ghostly pale. I can tell that all his hopes for me, his only child, are gone.  
I don’t think I have recovered from the shame and regret I felt that day and although I try, I worry that I can never make it up to them. 
I limp closer to my mother’s bed where she is sleeping soundly. My father is missing so I know it is him in the bathroom. She looks as though she is smiling and her long dark hair falls over the white pillow. She is beautiful and I have often seen my father say this. I think she senses me since she touches the locket around her neck in which she has a photo of me when I was younger. She half-opens her eyes. “Christopher?” she asks but I slink back into the darkness and leave the room. My mother doesn’t get enough sleep and has to get up twice during the night to help Aishling turn some of the patients to prevent bedsores. 
I am fully awake now and feel that it would be useless to return to bed. I decide to wander around the nursing home, which is a habit I have developed since my accident. The home used to be a boarding house for workers when the mine was busy in the 1940s. It is the last house on Menindee Road and lies at the bottom of a small hill that sweeps up steeply on either side of it – which is where the name “Broken Hill” comes from. There is rolling countryside to the right and the town is a short distance to the left.  
I climb the stairs. There are five rooms on each side of the narrow upstairs corridor. Aishling’s room and mine face each other at the back of the house and are divided by the narrow stairwell that leads to the lower floor. She is the only nurse who lives in and has worked for my mother almost since she arrived in Australia about fifteen years ago. Not everyone here needs nursing care. Some of the people are boarders but have no family to help them, so they live here on the upper floor. 
Wilfred Richter sleeps in the room next to mine. He is from Germany and is in his fifties, younger than most of the residents. One of the nurses said he was a Nazi during the Second World War but I don’t know if this is true. He knows I love history and used to tell me all about his life in Germany when he was a boy. But he doesn’t talk much any more. 
I pass his room and the bathroom and stand for a moment outside Jimmy Young’s room. His door is slightly ajar and I can see him curled up in his bed. He is one of the few residents who was born in Australia and came to live here after he had a stroke and could no longer run his farm. His speech is hard to understand and the left side of his body doesn’t work very well. I look at him as he sleeps and like how still he is. When he wakes, he bangs things around his room, looking for attention. I understand how he feels. It is hard when people ignore you because they cannot understand what you want. I have a voice but I don’t use it, unless I am afraid or get a fright like when the train wakens me. When I was little and still had some hearing, I didn’t like the sound my voice made. My words didn’t sound like other people’s. The staff ignore me like they do Jimmy but, unlike him, I don’t bang things and I try to stay out of everyone’s way. 
Martin Kelly is next. He has a disease in his lungs which makes him cough up black phlegm and a clot on his brain that gives him headaches. My mother says that one or other of these conditions will kill him some day. 
When I get to his room, I notice that Aishling is standing in his open doorway. He is out of his bed and flailing his thin arms around the room. 
“Help! Help me! Someone, please!”
He looks straight at me and then turns to Aishling. He says something to her and I watch as the side of his mouth moves backward and forward. He has forgotten that I am deaf and I can only lip-read if he faces me. I wonder if he is dying. I see death a lot around here. I am used to it. My mother says death is simply another part of life and is nothing to be afraid of. I think she is right. I move around him to make sure I can follow his words. 
“Can you see her? Can you?” he asks. 
“Martin, there is no one here, now go to sleep. You’re waking everyone up,” Aishling tells him crossly. 
“It’s my wife. She’s come for me. She’s right behind you. The boy can see her.” He looks at me. “Can’t you?” he asks and I hang my head.
Aishling blesses herself quickly and takes a deep breath. “There is no one here. Your wife died fifteen years ago, Martin,” she scolds him. “And if she were here, she’d probably be haunting you, you old scoundrel!” Locals in the town have told her that Martin was known to beat his wife throughout their marriage. “I’ll leave your light on, all right?” She’s feeling slightly sorry for the old man who is tormented day and night by imaginary attackers. 
I follow Aishling out and watch while she returns to her small desk outside my room. I look out the window at the other end of the hallway which faces the front of the house. It is a beautiful night and a full moon shines directly on to our sign: “Broken Hill Nursing Home and Day Care – Vacancies. Proprietors Emma & Andy Monroe.”I look at the large gum tree, which is shining in the moonlight, and remember swinging from its branches when I was younger. I can see our cat, Paws, licking his lips and meowing on the fence although I cannot remember what this sounds like.     
I walk along the other side of the hallway. Mr and Mrs Klein’s room is first. They are the only married couple here and at the moment they are the people I am most interested in. Neither of them can remember our names any more or the fact that they were once prisoners in a concentration camp. Neither do they remember that their son Jacob died at the camp, which my mother says is a blessing. Despite being in his eighties, Aron is still a tall, broad man. His face is deeply lined and his eyes are a sad deep brown and always look far away, even if he is staring straight at you. Iren is a tiny woman who sits shrivelled up in a chair all day. She calls his name most of the time even though he is right beside her and rarely leaves her side. He pats her hand and hushes her when she cries and she settles if only for a while. I walk over to their bed and watch as he sleeps with his arms wrapped tightly around her tiny shoulders. My mother says he has cancer in his lungs and that she will soon have to move them downstairs. He coughs loudly and shifts. I am afraid that he will wake and I leave their room quickly. 
I pass by Mina Jensen’s room on my tiptoes. She never seems to sleep and if she hears me she will start shouting that the Japs are coming and Aishling will know that I have been creeping around. Mina was a prisoner of war in Indonesia during the Second World War. She boards here as she was afraid to live on her own when her husband died. She walks with a frame and has two long scars on her hips. She is not as confused as some of the other residents but sometimes it seems like she doesn’t remember that the war is over. She hides food underneath her clothes and is afraid of Li, our cook, who is Chinese not Japanese but Mina doesn’t seem to know the difference. Each night, when the staff help her to her bedroom, they take away the food that she has hidden in her clothes. She begs for it to be returned to her and my mother has to calm her down. She doesn’t believe that there will be more food tomorrow and the day after that and my mother says it might have been better if she had died back then because her mind is still a prisoner and only her body is free. I worry that when she dies her soul will be trapped in the war and she will spend eternity searching for food. I am like that, an unusual child. I worry about things that most other kids probably don’t even know about. 
Next to Mina is Father Francis Hayes. He was a Catholic priest and is from the same part of Ireland as Aishling. He is senile now and often forgets how to speak English but my mother says that, long before he became confused, his mind broke and his Church sent him here. He often cries for no reason and sometimes Aishling is woken from her day-time sleep to comfort him in Gaelic. She hushes him and he smiles and calls her ‘A stór’ – which Aishling says means ‘my darling’. My father, who is from the Hebrides in Scotland, can speak this language even though some of the words from his island are different. I see him speaking with Aishling sometimes and watch as their mouths move in a strange fast way. My mother doesn’t like to see them speak together but I don’t know why. Perhaps it is because like me, she doesn’t know what they are saying and she feels left out of this part of my father’s life. 
Two sisters, Penelope and Victoria Miller, live in the room before Aishling’s. Their father was a lieutenant in the British army and they spent their childhood in army camps all over the world. Despite being born in and eventually settling in Australia, they speak with upper-class English accents and the nurses sometimes mock them if they think my mother will not hear. The spinsters dress almost identically and live their lives by a strict routine. If a meal is late, or they cannot find a belonging, they become so distressed that my mother has to send them on top-secret government work around the nursing home which quietens them for a while. 
I wander slowly back to my room and stare out my window at the tracks that are visible even in the darkness. The train has long since passed and I feel a sense of relief even though I know that I will relive it all again tomorrow night. All day long trains pass here carrying goods and passengers to and from Sydney but, for some reason, only the 3 a.m. train frightens me. Perhaps that is because in three short hours the house will come alive with the movement of staff and residents and in the vibrations of life, or what is left of it, I will not notice the trains coming and going. As I ease myself back into my bed, I gaze around the room. As every other room is occupied by residents, the staff sometimes have to use my room for storage. Large boxes of medical supplies line the wall on the right making large, unusual shapes in the darkness. I lie down and turn on my side. As I enjoy the cool breeze from my open window, I stare at the ceiling and pray that I may drift off again into what will hopefully be a peaceful sleep.   









Chapter 2

When I awake I find that I have slept in yet again. I stretch and wonder what time it is. My watch appears to have stopped during the night. I shake it but the second hand doesn’t move. It has been doing that a lot lately. My room is hot with the morning sun but a welcome breeze starts to blow against my fly-screen, cooling my face. I limp over to my window and look out onto the back of our property. I can see Simon and Philip making their way down the train line towards school. I wave but their eyes are looking downwards, out of the glare of the sun. I have never been to school and would have liked to go with my friends, even for one day, but my father said they could not teach me there.  
A train comes slowly down the track and I strain my neck, worried that my friends are still walking east, towards the town, but I cannot see them in the glaring light. I was on a train once when I was five. I still remember getting dressed up with my parents, my thick brown hair slicked back like my father’s, my mother fussing, making sure Aishling remembered everything that needed to be done while she was away. The direct train to the hospital in Sydney took almost fourteen hours so we would have to stay two nights with a friend of my mother’s there. My mother packed sandwiches and water into a basket and we set off. When the train pulled out of the station in Broken Hill, I watched as people waved and laughed, opening their mouths wide and closing them again. My father held me tightly by the hand as we walked down the wood-panelled hallway and sat in a carriage on our own. Someone was eating freshly made bread and I could feel my mouth watering from the smell. Even though it was still early morning, my mother was already sweating in her long patterned skirt and boots and dabbing her forehead with a white handkerchief. The seats in our carriage were deep red and had matching red-velvet curtains over a large window from which I could watch the towns speeding by. Towns I had never been to and have never got to since. Darnick, Condobolin, Katoomba and Parramatta. I could read these names even though I should have been starting school only that year. My father used to teach me in the evening when he got home from work and said that because I was partially deaf I needed always to be ahead of kids my age. I am well ahead by now. 
For most of the journey, my father held a newspaper in front of his face while my mother looked at me with that frown on her forehead that told me she was worried. I smiled at her and her eyes watered. She looked away and my father suddenly held out his hand to her and squeezed hers. I remember it all so well. 
I remember the sadness in my father’s face the following morning when the doctor told him the last of my hearing was gone and there was nothing to be done for me. My mother cried and Father hushed her gently. He doesn’t like to see her crying, even now. My father told the doctor that he was wrong, that I always knew what he was saying. The doctor insisted that I was already lip-reading. He told me he was going to ask me a question and turned me away from him. I waited but I didn’t hear anything until I was turned around again into my father’s arms. He hugged me so tightly that I knew it was bad news.  
That afternoon, we got on another train to a special school in Sydney that the doctor had asked my parents to visit before we returned home. I saw them arguing in the station. My father was saying “No. Never.” My mother was standing firm. She looked cross, an expression she doesn’t wear often.  
When we arrived at the school, it was brightly lit and children walked down white-painted hallways. I saw my father say the silence was creepy. He didn’t know what life was like in my world. Children were making shapes with their hands, moving them quickly and nodding to each other. Sign language. This is what the doctor wanted me to learn. My parents talked to a white-haired woman in her office and I was left outside watching the children talk with their hands, swinging my legs on the hard wooden bench. 
Then the office door opened abruptly and my father walked out quickly, startling me, my mother behind him looking upset. His face was red but not because of the sun. He was angry. 
He lifted me up into his arms and said to my mother, “No. I’ll get a tutor to teach him this language but he is staying with us where he belongs.” 
And so he did. A tutor named Thomas Smithers came and lived in Martin’s room. He taught sign language to me, my parents and even some of the staff. I have not had a tutor for a long time now. 
I know that my father regrets not sending me to that school where I might have learnt all sorts of things. I know he thinks that I would not have had my accident because I would not have been here. And I know my mother thinks this too and that, although she blames him, they rarely talk about it. They are both too sad. 
I sigh and pull my blind down to shield my room from the sun. We don’t have air-conditioning and the house needs a lot of repairs but my mother cannot afford it. I walk slowly downstairs and make my way to the lounge room, a large room with deep bay windows that have long stained-glass panels running along the sides of the glass. There the residents sit around in a large circle, staring at each other or into space. My father calls it the Penance Room because some of the residents, who were once at war with each other, now spend their days looking into each other’s faces. But there is another reason for the name. My mother’s father was a minister who came from England to work with the Aboriginal people when he was a young man. I don’t remember him or my grandmother who helped him in his work. When bushfires burned the roof of the church, some of Grandfather’s congregation helped him and my father to carry some of the smaller wooden pews to this house where they placed them along the bay window overlooking our garden. With the stained-glass panels behind, it does make the room look a little like a church.
I stand by the doorway and look into the room. Mina Jensen is hiding food from the dining room under her skirt. Wilfred is sitting on a side pew which faces into the room, a blank expression on his face. Facing him are Mr and Mrs Klein. As usual she is calling him: “Aron! Aron!” He smooths her arms and says something in Hungarian which is the language of the country they were born in. Penelope and Victoria are of course wearing matching dresses and brooches and are reading the romance books that the staff buy for them. When they arrived here, my mother tried very hard to get them to wear different clothes but it upset them so much that she wondered if sometimes it is too late to help. 
Jimmy is staring at Martin. Kora said he hates Irish people and that he and Martin used to fight each other when they were younger. But Martin was born in Australia too and I wonder how long it takes before you get to be Australian. Kora is my aunt or a “kind of aunt” and she works here almost every day.  Her mother was Aboriginal and Kora went to live with my grandfather when she was eight. Kora says that she doesn’t remember her parents and that because her father was white, she was taken from her mother when she was three and sent to an outback orphanage run by the evangelists. She remembers being very happy there. My grandfather was the minister for the home and when my mother and Kora became friends, Grandfather “adopted” Kora and took her with him when the family left to open a ministry in Broken Hill. But it wasn’t always a happy situation. I saw my mother telling Father that when Kora was a teenager, she became obsessed with finding out who she really was and she ran away lots of times. When my grandfather found her she would say that she was looking for her real family and that she hated him. Mother said Kora was very unhappy then and that she still resents my grandfather for taking her from the only place her real mother could find her. Kora told my mother that when she lived in the orphanage, she didn’t think much about her family or how she came to be at the home but, when she left its security, she wondered if every Aboriginal woman she saw could be her mother. She wrote to the home she had been at and found out that her father had been a drifter named Hill. Her mother’s name was not recorded and she didn’t even know if Kora, which means “companion”, had been the name her mother gave her. She told my mother that it was fitting that she had ended up in Broken Hill because that is exactly how she saw herself, Kora Hill, damaged beyond repair. Mother said that Kora wanted to know simple things like when her real birthday was and that until she found her family she could never get on with her life, that she could never be truly happy. With the help of my grandfather, she began her search but never found them.  My mother likes to call Kora her sister and, even though they smile at each other and laugh together, I don’t think Kora likes this. She stopped writing letters many years back but she never gave up hope that her family would find her one day.  
I smile at Kora but she is busy with Mrs Soldo, one of the day patients whose families work and need someone to look after them during the day. Jana Soldo is from Yugoslavia and came to Australia as a war widow. She dresses in traditional Croatian clothes and has worn only black since her husband died almost thirty years ago. Her daughter is a teacher in the town and drops her mother off every morning. I often watch as Dora Soldo kisses her mother tenderly and sits her down in the Penance Room. It doesn’t seem to me that Jana has any penance to do. 
Usually, I sit in the room and watch the residents talking about their lives but today when an ambulance pulls up I remember that it is Tuesday and that Aron is due at the hospital for treatment. Iren is too weak to go with him and it would take two staff to accompany them both, which my mother cannot spare. I watch Tina, our part-time nurse, climb into the ambulance with Aron. He no longer understands why he has to go to the hospital and struggles for a moment with the ambulance driver. I think he is reliving memories of uniformed officers pushing him in the concentration camps. I often know what people are thinking. Like I said, I am an unusual child and I have seen some of the staff say this. One day, I was watching Tina from the doorway. She was talking to Rita, one of the other nurses. Tina picked up a photo of me as a little boy. When Rita, who was new, asked about me Tina put her finger to her head and made a “crazy” gesture. Even though she came to Australia from Italy as a teenager, she still speaks in a halting style. She said, “Very strange boy, always standing in doorways, always watching . . . crazy boy . . . but Emma and Andy, well, they never seem to notice,” and she shook her head as she dusted my photo. I tried not to cry and hid in my room for hours reading the schoolbooks that I had already read from cover to cover.
As the ambulance driver pulls away, Iren starts to scream for her husband: “Aron! Aron!” 
Wilfred, who was sitting quietly reading the newspaper, stands suddenly and leaves the room. He cannot stand to hear her calling out. It brings painful memories to him. Kora takes her by the hand and sits her beside Jana Soldo who is still smiling into space. Jana takes over from Aron and smooths Iren’s hands and she settles, if only for a while.   







Chapter 3

At five thirty I leave my room where I have spent the afternoon reading and wander into town, hoping to pass a couple of hours. Just outside our house a magpie is screeching from the gum tree where she has made her nest. I watch her mouth open and close over and over. My friend Simon said magpies make an awful sound, almost as bad as the screech of bats that live in the barn at his farmhouse. I think that just once I would like to know what that sounds like for I have little memory of the sounds my parents say I used to be able to hear. 
When I reach the top of our road I turn left onto Crystal Lane where there are usually a few children playing in the late afternoon, but there is no one about so I venture further down side streets and laneways looking for company. I see a group of boys playing a game of rugby on some wasteland. They are older than me and I don’t know any of them so I move on. 
I remember my father taking a photo of the sunrise near here when I was about seven. I remember him putting his hands on my face and saying: “Look, son, a beautiful new sunrise in a beautiful new country. Fresh chances here, Christopher, fresh chances.” But I was younger then and didn’t know anything about fresh chances. My home and my mind were full of wars and disappointments. 
I turn down Beryl Street and go into the park to read the inscription on the Titanic Memorial. It was built for the band on the ship that played to the very end even though they knew the ship was sinking and they were going to die. I used to dream that one day I would be known for my bravery and that my name would be on a memorial stone for helping others. 
I leave the park and walk home via Sulphide Street where I will have to cross the tracks. I try to face my fear every now and then. On my way I see Maria Moretti standing on the street corner where she used to live before her house was torn down. Her grandfather’s tailor’s shop is just across the street but he is ill and doesn’t sell much stuff now. I saw my mother say that Joe Moretti was thinking of closing the shop after almost forty years in Broken Hill. Maria is wearing her usual white dress and she stares at me as I pass. We are the same age though she looks much younger and if she was a boy I would like to be her friend. I wave at her and her sad brown eyes look back at me. Sometimes I think she is as lonely as me and that I should hang around with her even if she is a girl. 
By the time I arrive back at my house, my father is returning home from work in his truck. It is spattered with orange mud from the mine where he works as an engineer, a profession he once hoped I would follow him into. My mother meets him at the gate and I watch as they kiss under the red sky. They both look tired as they lead each other by the hand into the house. I sit a while longer on the porch and take in the smell of the heat. The sky is a canvas of red and orange streaks and everywhere people and animals are looking forward to the cool evening. 
When I eventually come inside, Aishling is awake and ready for her night shift. She is writing another letter to Ireland even though no one ever answers her. Kora is still here and is tending to Aron who has returned from his treatment and is feeling ill. Kora is an excellent nurse even though she didn’t do her nurse training. My grandfather pleaded with her to travel to Sydney with my mother where he hoped they would both train as nurses, but she didn’t want to leave Broken Hill and still lives in the tiny house they all shared when my grandparents were alive. I saw her say that she had moved so much already that her roots would never grow. I look at Aron and know that my mother will ask the hospital to stop his treatment. I know her every move. She will not put him through it any more. 
In the evenings my father likes to liven up the atmosphere in the house and, though he is often tired, he doesn’t show it. Some nights Wilfred agrees to play the violin for the others. He usually needs coaxing but he will do anything for my father as they share a love of music and history. My father plays the fiddle but sometimes when he plays he looks so sad that I cannot bear to watch him. He plays traditional Scottish and Irish tunes and Aishling loves to sit in the window and listen. She looks so far away that I know she is imagining herself in Ireland with its cool rain and soft sunshine but I know that she can never go back there. These evenings rarely turn out as my father hopes. Most of the residents stare into thin air with moist eyes and quivering chins and I know that this is not what my father has in mind. He wants to remind them that they must have known happy times. They must have some happy memories. So on Tuesdays and some Fridays, Bill comes in with his guitar. He is a friend of my father and can play the sorts of tunes that cheer everyone up, everyone except Wilfred who is a classically trained musician and doesn’t like this sort of music. He says it is not pure. You cannot keep everyone happy. I often think it is my job to make people happier before they die even though I don’t know how to go about it. I think this is why I am here, to figure it out.  
Kora leaves just as my father brings around small glasses of whiskey for anyone who wants it. She doesn’t like alcohol and believes it was the ruination of her people, but it could also be because her adoptive father brought her and my mother up to believe alcohol was sinful and made the devil’s work easy. I know now that there is no devil. Just our own minds tormenting us for our failures. 
Bill sits himself down on one of the softer seats and takes a large sup of whiskey. He asks for requests and doesn’t seem to mind when only Jimmy and Martin answer him. As he breaks into song I can see some of the residents’ toes tapping. Penelope and Victoria sway slightly to the rhythm but are careful to behave like ladies. Iren sits bolt upright and opens her eyes so wide that it looks as though she has just woken up after years of sleeping. Her husband smiles and asks her for a dance. She agrees and they sit smiling together, neither getting to their feet. There is a part of them that knows that they will fall. Father Hayes is also smiling and tries to sing along even though he doesn’t know the words. I watch his mouth move differently to Martin’s and Jimmy’s who have both finished their whiskey and have beckoned to my father for more before my mother wakes up. Mina also looks happy and taps her tiny feet to the beat that I can feel in the far pew under the window, my favourite seat. My father asks her to dance and she laughs like a young girl. He lifts her to her feet and moves her slowly around in tiny circles, careful not to put pressure on her hip replacements. Aishling gets Father Hayes up and waltzes with him. His eyes are shining and he speaks to her in English. I see him say, “I’ve been looking all over Mount Tubber for you, Deirdre,” and Aishling plays along and tells him she was looking for him too and is glad to have finally found him. Her kindness brings tears to my eyes. Bill moves into a faster tune and my father asks Aishling for a dance. As they swirl around the room everyone claps except Wilfred who walks out briskly. Everyone ignores him but I can see the look of disappointment on my father’s face. He worries about Wilfred. Aishling leaves the room to check on the babies but returns quickly to enjoy the music. I wish that we could have the party in the babies’ ward so everyone could join in. It would be nice if the music woke them from their endless sleeping. It gives me an idea to ask my mother to put on the radio that is perched high on a shelf in their room. It is wrong to live in silence if you don’t have to. 
As Bill starts another song my father leaves the room. I am hot on his heels as usual. The evening is almost over anyway so I will not miss much. My father climbs the stairs and goes to Wilfred’s room. When we enter we find him kneeling at his bed crying. My father touches his shoulder to comfort him. I know that Wilfred is thinking of his family again. The war ended almost thirty years ago but he never gave up on finding them. 
“Wilfred, come back to the party. Perhaps you’ll play a tune for us?” 
Wilfred shakes his head, which he has lowered to hide his tears. My father has seen him cry many times but Wilfred is still embarrassed by it. 
“I’m sorry, Andy, but I don’t feel like music tonight.” 
My father sits down on the bed and looks around the room, which is full of photos of Australian scenery. Wilfred has travelled a lot and my mother said he won awards for his photographs and that they were published in magazines.
“So much beauty!” he once said to me as we looked at the photographs together. “I need to see beauty.”
Even though I cannot hear I know when words are said with sadness. My eyes see everything. My eyes hear things that other people miss.
My father doesn’t speak but sits beside Wilfred with his arm around his shoulders. He knows there is nothing left to say. 
“You know how I feel, Andy,” Wilfred says flatly. 
My father nods. “I do.”
Slowly my father moves himself off Wilfred’s bed and makes his way to the door. 
“I’ll see you tomorrow, Wilfred,” he says sadly but Wilfred doesn’t look up. He is already lost in thought as we slip quietly from his room.  
On my way down the hallway I meet Aishling walking Aron shakily towards the stairs. He is very weak and walks bent forward. He stops abruptly and looks straight at me as though he has never seen me before. 
“Jacob!” he says aloud even though he has had only one whiskey.
I nod and he breaks into a huge smile. He will not last the week.   







Chapter 4

Martin is getting worse. I am probably the only one in the house who is glad about his night-time fears, which distract me from the dreaded vibrations of the train. Even though I hate to use my voice, I told him about my fear of the train last night as I stood in his room again after an exhausted Aishling gave up pleading with him to settle down and walked out of his room in one of her huffs. I hoped it would help him understand that he is not alone in his fears. I watched later as Aishling made a note to call the doctor about increasing his night-time sedation which no longer seems to have any effect on him.     
When morning came and Doctor Alder arrived, he just nodded as Martin listed the many people who visit him at night to torment him, all of whom have two things in common: they are all dead and they are all people he has wronged even though he would not agree with that fact. I watched with interest as Alder wrote a new prescription for him and agreed with him that the people were real and that, yes, he could see them. 
Aishling stood with pursed lips. She didn’t think it was right to agree with Martin and couldn’t see how this would help him or help her get her work done at night. As she walked with Doctor Alder out of Martin’s room she could not hold her fiery tongue any longer. 
“I don’t think it’s right to agree with him. The man is tormented and he depends on us to tell him it’s his imagination.” 
Alder smiled. He has worked in this town for over thirty years and his father was the local doctor before him. He knows many of the home’s residents well, especially Martin who he has known since childhood. 
“Miss, it is not his imagination. When he’s calling you, these people are in his mind and he can hear them. It’s his conscience and the conscience is as real as it gets.”
I watched Aishling frown at him and knew she was thinking that this was rubbish but something about his words stung her. Something about them rang true. 
“Then why? Why is he troubled now after all these years?”
“Ah,” Alder said, “that’s the sad fact about life. We are forced to face our regrets when we are least in a position to do anything about them.”
Aishling could feel her heart quicken. I knew she had regrets of her own, regrets that she had no idea what to do about. 
“Well, is there anything else we can do to help him?” 
“Yes. When he sees them, agree with him. Tell him to say that he’s sorry, that they’ll forgive him. That they are just waiting to hear those words and then they will disappear and leave him in peace.” 
I watched Aishling nod and knew she was not convinced. 
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll try it,” she added doubtfully.  
After Aishling goes to bed for the day, I wander into the living room where Victoria and Penelope are anxiously waiting for their nephew to visit. Henry Miller is the sisters’ only relative and has recently returned from Vietnam. When he wrote to his aunts stating the day and the exact time he would visit, my mother thought he must know how important details are to his aunts. But it turns out this isn’t so. When Henry marches into the lounge room in full uniform I can see my mother and Kora exchange glances and laugh discreetly at the how similar Henry is to the old ladies, but their smiles turn to worry as the women immediately start to shake at the sight of him. Penelope, being the older sister, puts her arms around Victoria and starts to sing to her as Victoria sinks her face under her sister’s armpit. My mother frowns and moves over to the sisters as the young man halts with his mouth open, not knowing what to do or why his aunts are behaving this way. He has not seen much of them since his father died and in truth he hardly knows them but he stands to inherit some money when they die so he feels the least he can do is visit them from time to time. My mother puts her arm around Penelope.  
“This is your nephew, Henry. Your brother’s son. Remember?”
“Not Daddy?” Penelope asks.
“No, Penelope. It’s your nephew.” 
My mother takes the young man by the arm and sits him in front of the sisters. Victoria doesn’t move her face from Penelope’s comforting body and refuses to look at him. I can see my mother’s eyes moisten. The sisters are afraid of this man who I realise must look just like their father. 
When no one speaks, my mother sits down and tries to act as an interpreter, much like she used to do for me when I was little on the rare occasion that a friend called to play with me. 
“I think the ladies imagine you are their father. You must look like him.”
“Em – yeah. So I’m told. I never met him.” 
I can see sweat bead on Henry’s face and feel sorry for him even though I know he doesn’t love his aunts and only wants their money. I saw Kora say this. 
“But you’ve seen photos?”
“Yeah. I guess he did look like me,” he replies. 
“What was he like?” Mum asks. 
I can see Victoria move her eye upward to view the visitor who she thought was going to be a little boy, not a man in a uniform, not a man like Daddy.
“Dad said he was real hard on them. That he ran the house like a regiment.”
Penelope looks at him. I can see her mouth moving but she isn’t saying any words, just thinking about it.   
“That would explain a lot,” Mum says sadly, looking at the sister’s.
Henry relaxes a little. People do that around my mother. She never judges anyone. She has seen too much suffering. 
“What about your dad? What was he like? They speak fondly of their baby brother. Don’t you, ladies?” 
I watch as Henry’s face darkens slowly like a dying light bulb.
“He was a good dad but a lousy officer. He hated the army. Said Granddad pushed him into it. He could paint though. He was an artist. I still have some of his paintings.”
“What did he think about you joining up? The war in Vietnam isn’t popular, as I’m sure you’ve found out since you’ve come home.”   
Henry sighs. It clearly feels strange talking about such personal stuff to this woman he hardly knows but it saves him from sitting in silence in front of his aunts. 
“I think I joined to spite him. He was an unhappy man. We were close when I was little but when I got older nothing I did was good enough. You know, when Dad left the army Granddad wouldn’t let my aunts see him. He said he was a disgrace. Mum said Dad never got over it. He loved his sisters.” 
I can see Henry’s chin shake.
“Anyway,” he says, pulling himself together, “that’s how it was.” 
My mother knows she has asked enough questions to ease the sisters’ nerves and excuses herself from the room. 
“I’ll leave you to catch up with your nephew, ladies,” she says. “See what a fine young man he is now,” she adds as she leaves, ensuring the sisters know it is not their angry father sitting in front of them.
I follow my mother into the office. Today is the day she normally does her paperwork and Tina comes to work with Kora. I know I should be studying but I have read all of my books already and even read some of them twice. The mail has arrived and I watch as she opens several bills, many of which I know she will find hard to pay. Halfway down the pile there is a letter with a Sydney postmark on it. It is from the university and is signed Stéphane Laver. My mother reads it quickly and puts it down to move on to other mail so I read it over her shoulder. She is used to me doing this. I am her right-hand man. 

Dear Sir / Madam
I am currently undertaking a research Master’s Degree which focuses on the life experiences of Australia’s aging immigrant population. I am also interested in the experiences of first-generation Australians who might provide information on how the previous generation of immigrants settled into Australian life. I would appreciate it if some of the residents of your nursing home would be willing to tell me their personal stories. Confidentiality is assured and pseudonyms will be used if requested. I have attached an expression-of-interest form that should be returned to me in the stamped addressed envelope. Please also provide information if interpreters are required. If you would like further information, please don’t hesitate to contact me on the number below. 
Stéphane Laver 

I read the letter again. I am unsure what “pseudonyms” means but decide it has something to do with hiding who you are. I realise that this is what I have been waiting for. I have been looking for someone with a voice so that the residents can tell their stories and, in doing so, be released from their regrets and mistakes so that when their time comes they can die in peace and I will not have to worry about them hanging around here. 
I think about this as my mother works. 
Some time later she is disturbed by voices outside her door and opens it quickly.          
Henry Miller is about to leave and is smiling at his aunts who are waving from their chairs. My mother looks quickly into the Penance Room and relaxes when she sees that they are smiling back.  
“That went well,” he says. “I actually enjoyed talking to them. They were telling me about their time in Europe. They’re pretty interesting.”
My mother smiles. “You mean a lot to them. Eh, Henry, I hope you don’t mind me saying this but, next time, could you come without the uniform? It upsets them . . . you . . .” 
“No need to explain. I didn’t think. It was thoughtless of me. I’ll wear civvies next time, promise,” he replies.  
“Tell me. Did you ever make up with your dad?”  
“He died while I was in ’Nam. Who would have thought one war would have lasted so long?”
My mother thinks about this for a moment. I can see the familiar crease on her brow. 
“Some people’s wars last a lifetime,” she replies. 
While my mother is talking to Mr Miller, I move the letter from Stéphane Laver to the top of the pile. She notices this as soon as she returns and takes a deep breath. 
“Now what, Christopher?” she says as she lifts the letter and reads it again.
She is frowning and I know that the visit from Henry Miller has made her both sad and happy at the same time and that she is hopeful that he will come back and see his aunts. As she sits down she picks up a blank piece of paper so I know she is about to write to Mr Laver. I surge with excitement because I already know that when Stéphane Laver arrives, things are going to change around here. 







Chapter 5

I wake long before the night train comes and instantly know that something is wrong. I leave my room quickly and make my way down the hallway. 
Aishling and my mother are in the Kleins’ room. I tiptoe in and stand over the bed with them. Aron’s arms are clasped tightly around his wife and there is a faint smile on his lips. We wonder how long he has been dead. I see Aishling say that she checked him just before eleven and he was fine. It is now almost one. We leave the room and I watch as the women decide how best to deal with Iren. It is her that they are sad about as Aron was very ill. My mother knew he was in terrible pain and she felt he had suffered enough in this life, that they both had suffered enough.     
They decide on a plan and my mother wakes Iren and takes her out into the hallway. She loves to eat and my mother takes her to the kitchen and sits her in front of a cup of steaming coffee and a slice of Li’s cake. Iren eyes my mother suspiciously. She understands a little English but can only say a few words. My mother’s eyes are filled with tears. Except for her friend David Berman and the staff at this home, Iren is all alone in the world now. My mother pats Iren’s hand and tries to plan her words. 
“Iren, your husband was very ill. Yes? You understand?”
Iren nods but finishes her coffee quickly and hands her cup to my mother with wide child-like eyes. She is hoping for another one. My mother rises from the table and reboils the kettle, glad of the delay. When it whistles, Iren covers her ears. She is always frightened by sudden noise.   
My mother places another coffee in front of her and adds lots of milk. Iren gulps her food down quickly even if it is too hot and has burnt her mouth more than once. Like Mina Jensen, she thinks there is a food shortage but, unlike Mina, she doesn’t think to hide any for later. 
“Iren. Aron was very ill. He had lots of pain. Lots of hospital. Yes?”
My mother has now got Iren’s attention and she pushes her empty cup away and stares at my mother across the red wooden table. Her mouth starts to quiver and she looks more lucid than I have ever seen her.
My mother reaches across the table and squeezes her hand. At first she thinks my mother is going to hurt her and she pulls back and pushes her tiny shoulders up towards her ears. But my mother perseveres and grabs her hand. She wants Iren to have someone to touch. Tears are rolling down my mother’s face. She doesn’t want to have to do this.
“Aron died, Iren. I’m sorry. Do you understand me?”
Iren looks at my mother and then to the door. She tries to stand but her legs have been weak for some years now. My mother stands quickly. She knows Iren wants to go to him. She reaches out for Iren but the old woman has returned to her confused state as quickly as she left it. 
“Please,” she says, “I give gold. Please have husband.”
My mother realises that she thinks we have taken Aron away. 
“No, Iren. He is gone. He has died, sweetheart. I am so sorry.” She tries to hug Iren who is trying to get away from her and makes for the kitchen door. 
Aishling comes into the room and tries to prevent Iren from leaving. She has woken my father who will help her take Aron into the lounge room until the funeral directors come. Iren runs straight into my father and starts screaming. 
“Aron! Aron! What you do? Aron!” 
My father pulls her close to him and smooths her hair like her husband used to do. She collapses against him and starts hitting him until she weakens and cries like none of us have ever heard her cry before. We know she understands now, if only for a while. Her frail body looks tiny as she leans into my father’s strong frame and my mother and Aishling are now crying freely in the kitchen. I try not to cry. I am thirteen now and I try to follow my father’s lead. I look down and focus on my stump which is bare on the linoleum floor. When she settles, my father thinks it is better to bring her to see Aron in their bedroom. My father is not convinced that she will remember he is dead but she lies down beside Aron and cries openly. She starts speaking Hungarian and kisses his face over and over, trying to bring him back to life. We leave the room and give her some time with her husband. 
My father knows that Aron would have wanted a Jewish funeral but the synagogue closed almost ten years ago. Instead he has phoned Mr Berman. He is Iren and Aron’s solicitor and acts as their advocate when they have to make important decisions. He is also the Kleins’ long-term friend and will know what to do.
Ten minutes later my mother goes in, takes Iren by the hand and leads her back to the kitchen while my father prepares the body, following the directions Mr Berman has given him. I stay in the room and watch with interest. This is our second Jewish funeral and I wasn’t there for the first one for Mrs Levi, which was before I was born. 
When my father is finished we sit in the room in silence as we are not to leave the body alone. He has forgotten some of Mr Berman’s directions and even though he remembered to cover the mirror, he is worried that he was supposed to do this earlier.  
“Religion!” he says. 
My father was raised as a Presbyterian and met my mother at her father’s church service but I know that he considers himself a man of science and doesn’t completely believe in the afterlife. 
When Mr Berman arrives he helps my father dress Aron in a long white shroud. He cuts all of the fringes off Aron’s prayer shawl which hung in the wardrobe and puts it over the shroud. It is dusty and smells of mothballs and I have never seen Aron wear it. I watch Mr Berman place a tiny white hat on the top of Aron’s head. James and Robert, the funeral directors, arrive. They are brothers and we know them well. They have brought the simple pine coffin Mr Berman requested. When he is ready Iren is taken back into the room and she starts to cry again. Aishling has given her a strong whiskey and I worry for a moment that Mr Berman will be angry but he says nothing and goes about his business. He is saying words in a different language but it doesn’t look like Hungarian which is the language I have seen Aron use. I have never seen these words before. When they eventually take Aron away I go to my room. I am exhausted and very sad that Aron didn’t get to tell his story. I pray that he is in a peaceful place with his son where no one can harm him. I pray that he will not hang around here waiting on his wife to join him. I sit on my bed and look through my window into the darkness. I am alone now and feel that it is safe to cry. I notice that my watch is working again and that it is 3.30 a.m. I am amazed that I have missed the night train and didn’t feel its vibrations from the Kleins’ room. I ease myself into bed and drift into a fitful sleep where I can hear Aron and Iren calling each other through the night.    

The following morning Aron is brought to the Jewish section of the cemetery on Rakow Street for burial. Mr Berman, who sat with the body all night, is at the top of our small group with my father and they help James and Robert carry the coffin with two other men I don’t know. I cover my eyes as we pass my grandparents’ grave on the main pathway and notice my mother stiffen and pause for a moment as she passes. Kora notices this too and squeezes my mother’s hand as they walk slowly with Iren who has not said one word since last night. Doctor Alder is there and looks sombre in his dark suit and black armband. I see Mr Berman mouth words to a special prayer that I have never seen before. I suspect that my mother has given Iren some medication because she is looking vacantly ahead and doesn’t look into the grave as her husband is slowly lowered into it. She is not crying and when she asks Mr Berman a question in Hungarian, he doesn’t answer her. Mr Berman is from Germany and he doesn’t speak Hungarian.  
When the ceremony is over, we take the large black car back to the nursing home where Rita has been trying to manage on her own. I see her tell my mother that she had to wake Aishling up once but that otherwise everything went well. 
When I enter the Penance Room, everyone is quiet. Wilfred looks at Iren and I can see that he is wondering if he should sympathise with her for her loss but I know that he feels this would be a strange thing for someone like him to do so he moves to the other side of the room as Kora sits her on a pew and fetches her a drink. Mina moves forward on unsteady legs, hugs Iren and tells her in English that she is sorry for her loss. Martin stands and shakes her hand. He doesn’t speak as he doesn’t know what to say. Jimmy waves his good arm toward her and tries to speak but his words are garbled and she doesn’t understand him. He drops his arm, frustrated, and looks away. Penelope and Victoria are in their room. They don’t like Rita as she teases them and will only come out when my mother or Kora have returned. Father Hayes is sitting in the corner, probably dreaming of Ireland. My father has taken the day off work and wishes secretly that it was an Irish Catholic funeral where there would be a loud and cheerful celebration of the person’s life. Li, our cook, has planned a special lunch and even sought out recipes from her elderly Hungarian neighbour. It was the first time they had spoken to one another. 
Even though everyone gets to work there is an air of sadness about the place. Everyone is concerned for Iren, even Wilfred. 
Aishling gets up even though she has had only a few hours’ sleep. As usual she checks the mail first to see if any of her family have written but there is nothing for her. There has never been a letter for her even since before I was born but still she checks every day and has not given up hope. I like Aishling best of all the nurses and find myself looking at her long red hair when she brushes it. Sometimes I blush when she is near me. Like my father, she has very pale skin. I wish that just once there would be a letter from Ireland and that Aishling would be happy. The rest of the evening goes slowly. Everyone looks sad and I am tempted to go roaming the streets but I don’t want to be rude. Aron was very nice to me and by now I have very good funeral manners. I have been to a lot of them. Li’s meal was lovely and my mother congratulated her on it. Li asked Iren if the meal was how she remembered it in Hungary but she didn’t answer. Twice before bedtime she shouts for her husband and I watch my parents look at each other with worried faces. Already she has forgotten what has happened. My mother gives her a sleeping tablet and leads her to her room but she will not go inside without her husband so Kora and Aishling set up a cot in the babies’ room for her. Slowly the others drift off to bed. Penelope and Victoria thank my father for a wonderful party and he bursts out laughing. It has been a long day and everyone is tired. Martin has had more than enough whiskey and I saw my father slip him more than he should have but I will not tell my mother. I know that he doesn’t have much time left. 
Later that night as I am sitting with Aishling, she rushes to his room and I follow her. At first we cannot see him but find him hiding underneath his bed. Aishling lifts up the blankets that hang over the side of the bed and kneels down to look in at him. She has decided to be calmer with him following her talk with Dr Alder. 
“Martin, why don’t you come out now and talk to me?”
Martin is shivering with fear. There are tears running down his face and I wonder if my father gave him too much to drink. 
“Make them go away, please!”
“Okay, Martin. I’ll do that.”
Aishling turns and looks into the empty room. 
“All right. Everybody out!” she orders. “Martin here has a right to his sleep and I have a right to get my work done so, please, everyone go back to wherever you came from.” 
I watch Martin peek out and look around the room. He stares at Aishling and then at me as his face shrivels and grimaces. 
“Don’t trick me. I can see them. They’re going to get me. They said it. It wasn’t my fault. Everyone was against me.”
Aishling puts her hand under the bed and tries to locate Martin’s hand. 
“Martin, just take my hand and come out. If you like, you can sit with me at the desk and we can have a chat, all right?”    
My mother enters the room. It is time to turn the babies and she has come looking for Aishling to help her. Between them they coax Martin from his hiding place but he is afraid and is scanning the room for ghosts. I move outside and watch them coax him from the doorway.  
“Martin, there is nothing to be afraid of, I promise you,” my mother says gently.
“But we understand. Everybody has fears,” Aishling says. “Me, I’m afraid of water. Couldn’t swim one stroke. What about you, Emma?”
My mother thinks about this. I doubt she is afraid of much. I watch her wrinkle her freckled nose. 
“Burglars. I’m – I’m not really sure why,” she finally replies. 
Martin seems to relax and his breathing settles a little. His tears have dried and I can see that he is enjoying their company. 
“Your son told me that he is afraid of the night train,” he says. “The one that shoots through at 3 a.m.”
My mother, who has been smiling, puts her hand to her mouth and stares at him. Her eyes open wide and I blush with embarrassment. When she runs from the room, crying, I watch Aishling stiffen. Her face is full of questions that she doesn’t know how to ask. As she turns to leave the room to check on my mother, I slink further into the darkened hallway, embarrassed that people now know about my fear. She stops and looks back at him. 
“You heard Christopher say that?”
“Yes.”
She frowns and thinks for a moment. “Martin?”
“Yes?”
“There is no night train.”  










Chapter 6

Jimmy Young’s son is visiting and is standing just inside his bedroom door with his head bowed and his akubra held firmly in his sunburnt hands. He twirls the hat around, anxious to distract himself from his father’s weekly interrogation. Like some of the staff, Jeff understands everything his father says but probably wishes he didn’t. Each Sunday he stands patiently as his father asks questions about the farm and about how his bachelor son is running it. Jimmy also has three daughters who are all married with children of their own. My mother said this bothers Jimmy who wants his son to marry and have grandsons to carry on the family name but she has known Jeff a long time and said he was always a nice, quiet man who was shy of people. Jeff is only about forty but he looks older from years working in the sun. His eyes are narrow and slanted and have long lines running towards his hairline making him look like he is always smiling. I have seen my mother say he is sweet on Kora who blushes when he is around. Mother said that when they were younger Jeff and Kora went on a few dates but that when Jimmy found out about his son courting an Aboriginal, he was so angry that Jeff finished with Kora but that neither of them ever dated anyone else since. My mother says it is fate that Jimmy ended up here with Kora looking after him. She also says that even though Kora is embarrassed when she sees Jeff, secretly she likes to be here when he comes and refuses when my mother suggests she take the day off. 
When he leaves his father’s room, Jeff comes looking for my mother who is busy planning a birthday party for my father. She has written to my father’s three older sisters in Scotland, thanking them for the gifts and asking if they would visit sometime. She knows how much this would mean to my father who misses his home and sometimes becomes lonesome for it but they always write back saying the flight would be too long, or that there are too many dangerous insects here. Each year they send my father thick knitted jumpers with fancy stitches that he would never be able to wear in the Australian heat, not even in winter which my father doesn’t think is cold at all, even if my mother and I are shivering.
My mother smiles when she sees Jeff. She has not given up on him being Kora’s boyfriend again. 
“Well, how was he today?”
“Same as ever,” he replies, laughing. “He wants to come out and inspect the stock. Can you imagine how I’d get him on a horse?” he laughs. 
My mother smiles sadly. She is good at seeing everybody’s point of view. 
“Must be hard for him, sitting here all day. Maybe you could take him for a drive around the farm?”
Jeff nods. “Yeah. I could do that. It’s hard to listen to him sometimes though. As soon as he sees the farm, he gets frustrated about not being able to work any more.”
My mother agrees. 
“You busy next Saturday night?” she asks.
Jeff shakes his head. He never does anything except work and sit alone in the farmhouse. 
“I’m having a birthday party for Andy. I’d be delighted if you’d come.”
Jeff hesitates and my mother moves in quickly. She doesn’t want to give him time to refuse. 
“Kora would love you to come,” she lies. 
I watch him raise his thick eyebrows upwards. 
“She would?” 
“Sure. She’d love it.” 
“Em . . .” 
I can see that Jeff does not believe my mother but he is too polite to say so. 
She isn’t going to give up easily but I have watched her try to get them together before and it always ends in disaster.  
“Come on. It’ll be fun. What have you got to lose?”
Jeff nods. I can see that he is feeling uncomfortable. My mother is very good at getting people to agree to things they don’t want to do. If only she could have got my father to send me to that school. Then I wouldn’t have to hang around here all the time. 
I leave my mother to do her work and wander into the kitchen to watch Li making lunch. She makes sure that each of the residents gets a chance to eat their national food and today she is making a roast beef dinner to suit Penelope and Victoria. I watch as she roasts potatoes in the oven and slices carrots and broccoli. It looks like boring food and I am much more interested when she cooks fancy food like the Dutch cheese sausages she made for Mina’s birthday. 
I leave the kitchen and poke my head into the lounge room. Kora has helped Jimmy downstairs from his room. He snaps at her as she helps him into a more comfortable chair.
“Mind! Bloody blackfellas! Damn rough.”
Even I know what words he is saying now. I have become used to his sideways mouth. Kora ignores him. Like my mother, she follows Jesus and tries to turn the other cheek. Most of the time she is successful.
Penelope and Victoria are sitting under the window reading romance novels that they have both read several times before. They usually forget the story line and are happy to read the books again. I wish I could forget that I have already read the books I own. I wish I could forget a lot of things. 
Iren is asleep in the chair and everybody is relieved about that. It has been a week since Aron died and while she will now sleep in her own bedroom, she spends her waking moments shouting out his name over and over until one of the staff takes her outside to the garden or to the kitchen. My mother says we need a second lounge room but we are short on space and she cannot afford to have any fewer residents. The home is not doing as well as she’d like and I know that my parents are worried about its future.  
I wander into the babies’ room and stand on a chair to face the old radio that no one ever turns on. It is full of dust so I blow at it and cough. I reach forward and turn it on. Catherine opens her eyes immediately. She looks surprised by the sudden sound and pulls a face which disappoints me. I was hoping she would feel less lonely with the noise from the radio. Catherine used to be a real circus performer when she was young and did a trapeze act with her husband until he ran off with a clown. New staff think that this story is made up but it is true and Catherine used to be able to tell it until she had another stroke and now spends most of her time sleeping. 
Kora comes into the room. She is frowning. 
“What on earth is that noise?” she asks but she is not talking to me.  
She sees the radio and walks over to it. I think for a moment that she is going to turn it off and perhaps even take it away but she turns the dial on the left around and around until I see Catherine’s eyes open wide and smile. 
“That’s better, Catherine, my love,” she says. “Tuned in for you properly now. It’s a good idea. Bit of music no harm, eh? Pass some time, love.”
I relax and sit a while with Catherine. I miss her stories and wish that she could still talk. She is very thin now and sits with long bony legs shrivelled up in the bed. Each day either my mother or Kora comes in and stretch out her limbs with cream. I don’t like to watch as she pulls faces and I know that they are hurting her even though they don’t mean to. She no longer wants to sit in a chair and used to cry with pain when they tried. She doesn’t come to the Penance Room any more. As I recall her stories in my mind, she stares off into space. I wonder if she is picturing herself flying through the air, enjoying the feeling of freedom, the hot air of the circus tent blowing against her face. I wish I knew what that felt like. I went to a circus once with my father. It set up outside town and there was so much traffic that it was quicker for us to walk there. I remember being disappointed as it didn’t have any exotic animals except three old camels. I got to ride a small horse and ate salty popcorn and sat with my mouth open as clowns and fire-blowers ran around in a circle. Other kids around me were laughing and slapping their knees and jumping up and down. After a while I didn’t want to watch any more and sat quietly with tears falling down my face. 
My father looked at me. “What’s wrong, Christopher?” he said.
I asked him if I could go home, that I didn’t want to see any more clowns.
“Is it because you cannot hear the clowns?” he asked.
I nodded. 
He picked me up and sat me on his lap. “Christopher, you will never be able to hear clowns but you can see more than anyone will ever be able to hear.”
We didn’t leave and I understand now what my father was saying. He was saying, “Get used to this. Use your eyes, son, because this is all you have.” 
I use them very well. 
I sit with Catherine for a while longer and watch as her toes tap beneath the white cotton sheet. I get up and walk along the row of beds, five women on the right, four men on the left. It is a large room and is even bigger than the Penance Room. All of the windows are open and the fly-screens tap gently with the welcome breeze. I look out onto the garden and notice my father and Wilfred talking on a wooden bench. I can smell Li’s lunch cooking and know that it will be a while before it is ready. I walk out to sit with my father and Wilfred, hoping to learn something new. 









Chapter 7

It is Tuesday and Martin’s two younger daughters are visiting him in his room. The door is open and I peek in. I am always interested in their visits. Martin has four daughters who always visit him in pairs and two sons who only visit occasionally and always with their wives who Martin doesn’t like and speaks rudely to. 
Una Kelly is the youngest and is able to handle her father well but his other daughters are afraid of him. He says awful things to them and they usually leave in tears. I don’t know why but they come back every week, probably hoping that he’ll have changed. 
The air in the room is tense as always and I see Ellen twiddling her thumbs around and around until he shouts, “Stop that, you silly girl!” 
I can see the vibrations of his voice in the glass of water on his locker and I know that he has shouted very loud at her. Ellen’s lip trembles and tears briefly well in her eyes. She pulls her baby onto her lap and cuddles him close. 
Una clears her throat. “Don’t shout at Ellen. She’s good to come all this way.”
Ellen married a man from Wilcannia and went to live there. He doesn’t have Irish roots, which Martin is not happy about.  
“Shouldn’t have had to go there. What’s wrong with a man from around here? Living in the middle of bloody nowhere!” he shouts. 
Una ignores him and Ellen looks at her shoes. Her son reaches out to go to Martin and I watch him calm. He holds out his arms and takes the baby. Una and Ellen look at each other as their father coos into the child’s face. It is the only time they ever see him soften. 
“You know, he’s the image of my father,” he says, looking closely at the child. I know there is sadness in his voice. I can see it in his eyes. 
Una and Ellen shift uneasily in their seats. They know he is going to launch into another long tale about Ireland, a place he has never even been to. 
“My father came here with nothing except the clothes on his back, hoping for a new life. He never saw his family again. Never even heard from them. Can you imagine that? The poor bastard.”
Una and Ellen both know that their father’s relationship with his father was not good and that he was an outcast from the family when he was only seventeen. Sometimes they feel he is talking about himself when he recalls their grandfather’s story and that their pasts have merged into one story with almost identical endings.    
“Did you know that if a pommy was in charge of a job, they wouldn’t give him a start because he was Irish? Bloody awful,” he says. He wipes his eyes quickly. He is having one of his sad days. They are happening more often now. “When he finally got work on the mine, he worked hard, all hours. Got me in there when I was only fifteen. He had nine children. Only six survived. My poor mother, she worked hard too. No bloody fancy electric machines in the house in those days. She did everything by hand. It took him almost fifteen years to save to buy a small patch of land out of town. He kept working though. Land didn’t pay enough. He loved that land, loved to be out in the open. He hated every single day he spent underground . . .” Martin’s voice trails off and his daughters know that this is as far as the story ever goes. They know what happened between their father and his family from listening to cousins but Martin can never bring himself to talk about it. He is too ashamed but I watch as the memories eat into him every day and whittle him down into a small old man with big regrets. Una always tries to get him to talk. She knows that if he can only admit what he has done, he may finally know some peace of mind. Una has even tried to get the priest to talk to her father but Martin doesn’t like priests any more than he likes his family so she knows there is no point.  
“What happened next? Why did you fall out with your family?” she asks. 
Martin ignores her and stares off into space. He notices me lurking in the doorway and shifts in his seat. 
“It’s a bit early for you, boy!” he shouts so I move from the door quickly. 
Una and Ellen look up in surprise but they don’t see me and look quizzically at their father. Silence fills the room again as I leave Una and Ellen to watch the clock over Martin’s bed tick slowly. They will only stay an hour.
As I pass by Penelope and Victoria’s room, I can see Rita standing by their window looking through their photographs. They are standing to attention at the foot of their twin beds. 
“Who is this?” Rita asks as she lifts a photo of the women as small girls standing with a stern-looking woman dressed in black. Even though it is an old black-and-white photo I notice that they are not dressed in the same clothes and I wonder when they started to do this and why. 
“That’s our sweet Nanny Betty,” Penelope replies. Penelope usually does the talking for the two. 
“Oh your nanny, is it? Aren’t we the fancy pants?” Rita sneers. 
I know she is mocking them by the way she is pulling faces and waving her hand around. Penelope looks worried and Victoria is moving nervously from foot to foot. 
I know that my mother has had enough of Rita’s behaviour. I move downstairs quickly and open the door to my mother’s office. I have seen my father say that sound travels well in this old house. I don’t want to be a tell-tale so I am hoping she will hear Rita annoying the sisters. When she appears on the stairwell, I relax and watch with interest as my mother stands behind Rita and listens to her annoying the ladies. 
“That’s enough!” she says angrily. 
Rita spins around and I hide my face to conceal my laughter. I don’t like her. Her face is red and she is spluttering. She tries to explain but only half-words come out and I am shamelessly enjoying her discomfort. 
“I want you out of here now! You don’t have to finish the day. I’ll send your wages on.” 
Rita is trying to decide whether or not to try to explain herself but she decides there is no point and storms off. 
“Will there be a court martial?” Penelope asks excitedly while Victoria stands nervously behind her.
“That was it, Penelope. I am judge and jury on this base,” my mother jokes but I can see that she is upset by this. She would have liked to have got rid of Rita long before but it is hard to get part-time staff who will fill in at a moment’s notice. It will take her a long time to get someone new and until then she will have to work even longer hours.   
I am still smiling to myself when I look into the lounge room. I notice that Mr Berman is visiting Iren. He has been very good to her since Aron died and tries to visit as often as he can. Even though he is rubbing Iren’s hand his eyes are on Wilfred who is trying his best to look away. Like me, Wilfred has noticed the line of numbers on Iren’s forearm, her identification during her time in the concentration camp. 
Some months ago, while standing in the Penance Room, Rita asked Mr Berman where he was from. When he said he was from Germany, Rita excitedly introduced him to Wilfred, telling him he was a fellow countryman. Mr Berman turned his back on Wilfred and said, “We have nothing in common.” 
I learn a lot from watching and although I am upset about how Mr Berman has suffered, I also feel sorry for Wilfred. He doesn’t fit in anywhere and is alone in the world. Sometimes I feel the same way. 
When Iren suddenly opens her eyes, she starts shouting “Aron, Aron!” She is starting to annoy the other residents and is even annoying Mr Berman. Kora goes to her side and tries to distract her with talk of food but she will have none of it. 
“Aron! Aron!” she repeats. 
Finally Wilfred jumps from his seat under the window where he has been trying to read music sheets that came in the mail and begins to shout. I can feel his voice vibrating off the wooden pews or at least I imagine I can. I have never seen him lose his temper before. He moves swiftly and stands over Iren. Wilfred is over six foot tall and she looks tiny as he bends forward and moves his face menacingly close to hers. She cringes and wraps her arms around herself in fear. I imagine a thousand memories flashing before her confused brain. 
“Shut up! Shut up! He is dead. They are all dead!” he shouts before running from the room. 
My mother comes quickly from her office and follows him but he has shut his door. She puts her ear up against the thin wooden frame. She must hear something. Perhaps he is crying again or listening to sad music on his record player. 
“Wilfred. It’s Emma. Let me in!” 
He doesn’t open the door. My mother’s shoulders droop and her mouth makes a downward shape. I know that she is blowing out air. She doesn’t know what to do to make Wilfred feel better. As she passes the lounge room, Kora is still trying to console Iren who is shouting for Aron.  
I decide I have had enough sadness for one day and walk to the front of the house and watch the heat of the sun rise off the pavement in shimmering rays. I open the fly-screen and look out onto the scorched earth. The lawn is brown and every day my mother listens to the forecast, hoping for rain. 
I slam the screen door as I always do and walk out onto the road. There is no one about. It is almost midday and most people are staying indoors until the hottest part of the day passes but the sun does not bother me. I walk the long way around to avoid the railway tracks and make my way across town. 
I see Maria Moretti coming out of her grandfather’s shop. There is a For Sale sign in the window that was not there the last time I passed and I wonder where Mr Moretti is moving to. Maria crosses the road and stands on the street corner. We are like two gunslingers weighing each other up as she stares at me with huge distrustful brown eyes. I decide that any company is better than none and that I will talk to her even if she is a girl. I cross the road and notice that she is wearing the same white dress and I think that she must like that dress very much. For a moment neither of us speaks. I am not used to talking to girls and I don’t get to mix with other children much. She looks shy and has her head down. She has lovely black shiny hair that has been put into ringlets, some of which have fallen straight and are hanging in her eyes. I can feel my hands begin to sweat as it dawns on me that she might reject me which would be embarrassing. Maria doesn’t seem to have any friends and, if she won’t spend time with me, then I know that I am the least popular boy in the entire town. 
Eventually she points to the spot where her house, which has now been torn down, used to be. 
“I used to live there,” she says simply as if I didn’t know this.  
I know she is almost the same age as me and wonder if there is something wrong with her.
I nod and wonder when I will tell her that I am deaf. I decide now is as good a time as any. I use my horrible voice and am glad that I cannot hear it. She leans forward trying to hear me. I try to make my voice louder even though I have no way of knowing if I have succeeded. 
“Where do you live now?” I ask. 
She points to her grandfather’s house which is old and looks like it too should be torn down.  
She starts walking and I follow her. I move quickly in front of her in case she is speaking and I cannot read her lips. 
“I am deaf,” I say bravely but she shrugs like this means nothing to her, like she doesn’t mind. 
“You’ll have to look at me when you speak,” I add, feeling even braver. 
“Okay,” she replies as we walk slowly together towards the park. 











Chapter 8




On Friday morning, a letter from Stéphane Laver falls onto the front mat and shines like a flare in a pitch-black ocean. I stand behind my mother and almost use my voice in excitement when I read that he will arrive on Tuesday afternoon to start interviewing the residents. My mother smiles and nods thoughtfully. She agrees that it is a good idea to give the residents a chance to tell each other what happened to them before they came to live here. I know a little about the residents’ lives already but I think that if they listen to each other’s stories they will realise how alike their lives have been and that they have a lot in common no matter where they came from or what God they believe in.   
Late that afternoon, Maria comes with me to the house and we sit in my room overlooking the train tracks. We have walked together every day and even though she doesn’t say much, I feel we are becoming good friends. My mother has gone to town to place an advert for a new nurse in the paper. She would be glad to know that I am having a friend over as I have not had anyone here since my accident. I didn’t tell Maria the story about my foot. It seemed enough to tell her about my hearing. Like me, she is unusual and she didn’t ask any questions about what happened to me.  
Yesterday, as we paddled in the pond in the park, I saw her briefly look at my stump and then look away. I could feel small tears of gratitude well in my eyes. I am tired of being different. I am tired of people shouting loudly in my face as if the volume of their voice will make any difference. Maria never shouts at me. 
Tonight is my father’s party and his friend Bill has invited him to his house after work so that Kora and Tina, our part-time nurse, can decorate the Penance Room in peace. I know he will love the idea of the party but that he will act all shocked and bashful when he comes back later and everyone jumps out to surprise him. I ask Maria to stay for the celebration but she says she has to get back to her grandfather as she doesn’t like to leave him alone for too long. She told me that her parents live in Sydney but that she preferred to stay with her pop. They visit every few months but she will never leave Broken Hill to live with them. I am glad to hear this as I don’t plan on leaving here ever and dream that Maria and I may marry when we are fully grown but I would never tell her or anyone else this as there is a part of me that knows it is just a dream, just wishful thinking. 
Aishling is up early and as usual looks briefly through the mail. She has perfected the art of pretending not to care that there is no letter for her. I watch as she shuffles through the bundle like a deck of cards before putting them down quickly. She glances around to check if any of the staff are watching and then looks sadly at the mail and bites her lower lip for a second before going about her work. I once thought of writing to her family and telling them off. I would tell them that she is sorry and that there is nothing else she can do to make it better but I was afraid that I would get into trouble with her. I find that I am not blushing as much around her now that I am friends with Maria but she is still my favourite nurse. 
When the decorations are finished, Kora accidentally bursts a balloon with her nail. Everyone except me jumps with fright, even Maria who, like Mina, doesn’t like loud noises. Kora fusses with her dress and Aishling and Tina give each other a look I don’t understand. My Aunt Kora seems nervous. I have noticed her looking in the mirror twice and smoothing down her curly dark hair which is perfect and doesn’t need fixing.  
When Bill finally arrives with my father, everyone shouts “Surprise!” and he pretends to look shocked. They both smell heavily of beer and I notice Kora frowning at my mother who is not complaining. She knows my father deserves a little enjoyment. 
When Jeff arrives, he stands shyly in the doorway and doesn’t know where to put himself. He sits beside his father who is already grumbling at him. My mother offers him a drink but he reminds her he doesn’t drink and, despite the heat, asks for a coffee.
“Sissy,” his father says and my mother glares at him with angry green eyes.
Wilfred has got dressed up for the occasion. He has not adjusted to the casualness of Australian life and sits sweating in a heavy suit and tie at the far side of the room. He is wearing black leather shoes and is swinging his leg slowly to music that would not normally be to his taste. I have noticed that he always sits alone and I know that if anyone except my father were to come and sit close to him, he would stand and find a seat at the other side of the room. 
Mina is wearing a blue floral dress that suits her bright blue eyes and silver hair. She loves parties and although the music sometimes makes her sad, she likes reminiscing about her dancing days. 
Li has finished cooking all of the food and jokes with my father that she has cooked haggis for him which he hates. She goes upstairs to get dressed in Aishling’s room. Her husband, Jin, has already arrived and she has warned him not to sit beside Jimmy who thinks that Asians have come to take Australian jobs or Mina who will think that he is a Japanese soldier. Jin looks around the room and chooses to sit beside Aishling who his wife has told him is nice and will not think he is anything except Li’s husband. Father Hayes is seated on the other side of Aishling. He leans forward and asks her a question and I notice her eyes brighten. He doesn’t speak often. 
“Andy?” says Aishling.
My father looks over and nods. 
“Father Francis just asked if the nice Scottish man would play a Gaelic tune for him.”   
My father’s eyes widen. It is unusual for Father Hayes to refer to other people or to take notice of where they are from. 
“I certainly will, Father,” he replies. 
Nobody except Aishling and Kora call Mr Hayes “Father” and I know my father is showing the priest respect by doing so. 
Martin has seated himself as close to the whiskey as he can and I am already worried that he will see a lot of ghosts and keep everyone awake later. Iren is sitting beside Jana who is the only person who will not get annoyed with her. I feel my eyes light up when Tina wheels Catherine up from the babies’ room to listen to the music. 
“She wanted to come up. The radio has given her a new lease of life,” Tina says.
Bill picks up his guitar and starts strumming. He is a policeman in town. He loves to tell jokes and loves beer even more and, though my mother likes him, she says she’d hate to rely on him to save her from anything. I find myself a wooden chair in the corner of the room and place my bare feet on the ground, feeling the vibrations moving up through me. Penelope and Victoria get up and dance together in the space my father had cleared in the centre of the Penance Room. We all clap to encourage them; it is unusual to see them so carefree. I think of Maria and wish she had waited for even one dance with me. I have never danced with a girl except my mother and Aishling when I was younger and not liable to blush so easily. I picture Maria sitting in silence with her grandfather at the back of the small shop that is now for sale and briefly wonder where in Broken Hill they are moving to. I hope it will not be so far that I cannot walk. When my father takes his fiddle out, I see Bill put whiskey in the punch that the women are drinking. It is no wonder that Penelope and Victoria are dancing. They are drunk. Bill is in his usual funny mood and winks jokingly at Penelope who puts her hand to her cameo brooch and says “Oh my!”, sending him into fits of laughter. 
My father asks Father Hayes for requests and immediately launches into the “The Mountains of Mourne” followed by “I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen” but my father replaces “Kathleen” with “Deirdre” who we realise was someone Father Hayes loved before he became a priest and who he still thinks of. Aishling sings “Will You Go, Lassie, Go?” which I think is a song about dogs. I don’t like dogs but my father, who joins in the chorus, seems to enjoy it. At the end of the song, Penelope says loudly, “The Irish make really good servants, you know” to Martin who is sitting beside her. Martin glares at her and my mother swiftly sits herself between them. It is too early for fighting. 
When the noise settles, I watch as everyone turns around to face the back of the room. I wonder what they are looking at. I follow their eyes and find they are listening to a tiny voice singing in the background. Iren is singing a song in her native language. She has never sung at any of the parties before and no one understands why she would suddenly start singing now. Everybody sits completely still as they listen to the song which I assume by their eyes is sad and mournful. I hope it will not ruin the party. I need as much happiness as I can get and it is in short supply here. When she finishes singing, Iren opens her eyes and appears surprised by the clapping. It is as though she doesn’t realise she was singing. 
My father, who was spellbound by her voice, asks what the name of the song is. 
She understands and leans forward. “‘Szomorú Vasárnap – á Seress’,” she says. 
My father looks at Wilfred to see if he learnt this piece during his musical training. 
He nods but seems reluctant to say anything more. He is looking at his shoes and I can see his throat move quickly. 
Father pushes him until he looks up and quickly says, “It was a poem, then song. ‘Gloomy Sunday’ or also called ‘The Hungarian Suicide Song’. For lost love. For grief.” 
Father looks worriedly at Iren as she sits back into her soft chair. He exchanges a look with my mother. Iren’s eyes glaze over once again as though she had woken only temporarily and is now returning to her sleep. 
Wilfred has brought his violin to the party and as he lifts his bow I dread another slow, depressing song. 
“Andy. You and your wife have given me a good home. Been good friends to me,” he says. “So, I practise and learn a tune from Scotland to thank you for all you do. To thank you for being my friend. For your birthday.” 
My father nods and I can see this means a lot to him. Wilfred rarely speaks more than one or two sentences any more. He starts to play and I am surprised to feel a fast beat running across the floorboards under my feet. Everybody is clapping along and stamping their feet to the music that I wish I could hear. Martin is tapping his toes as is Father Hayes. My dad and Aishling are also enjoying it as they nod along with smiles on their pale faces. 
Kora gets a drink for herself and Jeff and I watch Jimmy frowning at them. When Jeff returns to his seat I see his father say, “Don’t you get any ideas about asking that blackfella out.”  
I hang my head. I am ashamed of Jimmy. I know that he is a sad man but I am angry that he thinks my aunt is not good enough because of her skin colour. I watch Jeff’s sunburnt face redden even more and think he will back down but he turns in towards his father and I watch the side of his mouth move. I cannot see his words but Jimmy looks angry so I know Jeff has told him off and I am pleased. 
Wilfred finishes his tune and everyone claps, including Iren. He smiles and returns to his shy ways. My father shakes his hand and hugs him and Wilfred looks both pleased and embarrassed at the same time. Bill picks up his guitar again to play some rock ’n’ roll songs which my father also loves. My mother asks my father for a dance and I am happy to watch them twirl around the room. Aishling asks Jeff up and I watch Kora look enviously at them. When the song is finished Aishling hands Jeff over to Kora. I knew she was up to something. Like my mother, she is trying to encourage the couple along. Jeff, whose head is already light from the punch, reddens and stammers. He glances briefly at his father who glares back. Jeff smiles and I know he is wondering what is coming over him. He has no idea that Bill put whiskey in the punch. Nobody has. Nobody except Bill and me. I watch my mother fan herself from the heat and fill herself a large glass and I cannot help but giggle. If her father could see her, he would be preaching fire and brimstone for weeks to come.     
The night wears on and everyone seems to be enjoying themselves, even Jin and Li who I hear telling Tina that they never get asked to non-Chinese parties. Martin is talking to Jeff even though there is no love lost between their families. When my father starts to play a tune on his fiddle, Mina gets up to dance with Bill. My mother whispers into his ear to go easy on her hips and he nods. He later dances with Penelope and Victoria. He asks Iren to dance but she refuses. Father Hayes, as usual, dances with Aishling and has that faraway look in his eye. Catherine is seated in her special wheelchair and is smiling out into the room. It is hard to tell by her expression but I think she is happy to be here. I watch my father ask my mother to dance again, a slow dance this time and he has the look in his eye, the look that tells me not to go into their room later even if I am afraid of the train. I am getting too big for that anyway. 
Jeff has to leave and Kora, who has to help my mother and Tina get everyone to bed, goes to the front door with him to say goodnight. She is embarrassed that everyone is watching her as she leaves the room. She is now thirty-eight years old and feels foolish standing on the doorstep with a man she should have married almost twenty years before. I look through the crack in the door at the awkward couple.
“There’s a dance. Next week,” he says flatly. “Will you come?” He waits for the refusal and puts his hat too far forward on his head, concealing his eyes. 
“I’ll see,” Kora says, quickly closing the door to ease her embarrassment. When she turns, she finds an audience gathered just behind the doorway: Aishling, my mother and me. 
“Haven’t you fellas got anything better to do?” she asks sharply as we break into laughter.         
“You said yes!” my mother says, following her into the Penance Room. 
“I said maybe,” Kora replies sharply.
In the corner of the room Martin is arguing with Tina for another whiskey and she is trying unsuccessfully to cajole him to his room. 
My father is sitting peacefully, smiling at my mother. Kora looks at him and smiles. She hates drink but she loves her brother-in-law. 
“Emma, you best get this one to bed,” she says, nodding at my father. “We’ll look after the rest.”
My mother puts her arm around my father’s back and leads him to their room. He stops in the doorway and kisses her. 
“It’s my birthday!” he says and she laughs. 
She throws her head back, her long golden neck shining with sweat. “I know,” she laughs as she closes the door gently, leaving me on the other side. 









Chapter 9




“Mum!” I scream as I sit up in my bed and shake the sweat from my forehead. It is the same dream. I look at my watch. It is          3 a.m. Same time as always. I rise and look out the window at the train track and notice that there is no train passing. I realise that I have known this all along and that for some reason, at exactly this time almost every night, my fear wakes me and leaves me to face a night of roaming around the hallways. I leave my bedroom and notice that Aishling is dozing at her desk, something my mother doesn’t like her to do.   
I think the party must have made her tired. I walk down to Martin’s room and find him once again under his bed. I wonder if he has been calling out and worry that he needed help and Aishling didn’t hear him. I see his shadow move under his bed in the dimly lit room and crawl under with him, scaring him half to death.
“Don’t you ever sleep?” he asks me. 
I nod. 
“Sorry for telling your mother about the train. I suppose you didn’t want me to say anything.”
I nod again. 
“If you stay quiet, you’ll see them,” he tells me, putting his fingers to his lips. He forgets that I am as silent as his ghosts. I am beginning to get frightened. I don’t want to see angry spirits but I am even more afraid to crawl out from our hiding place. We wait a while. Neither of us moves. I can smell Martin’s whiskey breath on the side of my head. In his hand he is rolling something in paper. I look at him.
“Oh. It’s just my tablets. They think I don’t know that they are trying to poison me. I figured it out. See these ones?” he asks, shoving a large collection of small red tablets towards me. “They’re the nasty ones. They’re the ones that send me to sleep. Can’t afford that. Have to be on my guard all the time. Too dangerous to sleep with them around.” 
He looks up suddenly and puts his hand over my mouth. He keeps forgetting that I don’t speak, or at least rarely speak. He hears something and I can feel my heart quicken. I can feel every muscle in his body tense up. His face is white and his chin is quivering. Even though I am terrified I look out from underneath the blankets but I cannot see anyone. Martin cowers back as though he can see someone looking in at us. He starts thrashing about and kicks me accidentally. He is trying to get out from under the bed but his foot catches in the blanket hanging over the side, causing him to fall. 
“Get out!” he screams. “Get out of my room!” He is flailing his arms and legs but cannot get up. I can see the fear on his face as he tries desperately to get to his feet. He starts to cry. I forget my own fear and come out from my hiding place and put my arms around him. 
“Can you see them?” he asks. 
I nod. 
“My brothers? You can see them?”
I nod again.
“I knew they were there and I knew that you of all people would see them. I am not mad.” 
He has a tight hold of me and is wiping his eyes in my pyjamas. I struggle to prise his grip off me and, signing to him that I’ll be back, I go to my room to get my notebook. I return and write him a note. 
“Tell them that you are sorry.” 
I am taking Dr Alder’s advice.
He looks at me and looks into space where he thinks his brothers are standing. 
“No!” he says, sending spit flying onto my pyjamas. “They blame me for my brother’s death and for my father’s but it wasn’t my fault.” 
I shove the note closer to his face. Even now, when he is scared, he thinks that he was not to blame. He looks out into the room and swallows but then looks angrily back at me. 
“I won’t say it. I won’t.” 
I write him another note.
“What about your wife? Will you say sorry to her?”
“She’s not here. I thought you could see them?” His face turns red and he begins to cough.  
Now it is my turn to be afraid. I don’t want to make him angry. I don’t want him to know I cannot see anyone.
“She was here when you were under the bed,” I write, already feeling guilty. It is not like me to lie. 
He looks around the room and checks again. 
“She’s gone,” he says. 
I nod. 
I help him up and sit him on the bed. He gets under the blankets but doesn’t lie down. I can tell that he is afraid to fall asleep as he breathes deeply and continues to shake.  
“Will you stay with me for a while? At least until I fall asleep?” he asks. 
I nod and I am amazed that within minutes he is sleeping soundly. 
I take the tablets from his hiding place underneath the bed and leave them on Aishling’s desk outside my room. She is still sleeping soundly. I open my door as quietly as I can but my father says it creaks and no one has bothered to fix it. She raises her head sleepily.
“Christopher?” she asks as I move quickly into the doorway. 
I close the door gently, hoping she will not remember that I was around. 

In the morning, I wake early. I am tired and turn over to face the wall, trying to block out the sun that is glaring into my hot room. It is Saturday and the house is usually quieter on Saturdays when the day patients are at home with their families. 
I pass quickly by Martin’s room. Tina is helping him to the Penance Room and is scolding him for not taking his tablets. His arms are moving quickly and I know he is shouting. I pass quickly as I don’t want to face him. He will know it was me who told. 
I make my way to my mother’s office. The door is open and there is a woman there that I don’t know. I go in and sit down to listen. She has bright blue eyes and black hair tied tightly in a bun on top of her head. 
“So, Greta, you’re from London?” my mother asks.
The woman nods and smiles, revealing two gold teeth. I have never seen anyone with gold in their mouth before. I limp closer to her to see them and she doesn’t move away from me. She has a happy way about her that I like. 
“I nursed there for oh, about ten years. I came to Australia recently. Fancied a change of scenery. A bit of adventure. I got a few months’ work at the hospital but that dried up. I know I’d get full-time work in a city but I prefer a smaller place. I want to see the real Australia.”   
“Well, you’re the first to answer the advert. I only put it up yesterday,” my mother says. “It’s only part-time and there would be some shift covers if someone is sick. Do you think you could work at short notice?” 
“Yeah. That’d be no problem.”
“How do you feel about the elderly?”
My mother always asks this question. 
Greta frowns and shrugs. “They are just people who are older.” 
My mother seems happy with this although I am never really sure what the wrong answer would be. She offers to show Greta around and they walk across the hallway to the Penance Room. My mother likes to introduce interviewees to the residents. She thinks they are good judges of character and she watches closely as Greta shakes their hands and smiles at them with her shiny teeth. Greta seems to pick up on Penelope and Victoria’s nervousness and puts them at ease. She also knows not to try to shake hands with Wilfred who doesn’t like to be touched. She kneels down to face Iren in her special chair. She has a gentle look in her eye and Iren smiles back. I swallow hard as she approaches Martin and Jimmy. They are in foul humour today, probably from drinking too much whiskey at the party last night. Instantly, and as though they planned it, they say in unison: “Fuckin’ pommy!” Both men quickly turn to stare at each other, their eyes opened wide in amazement. It’s the first time they have ever expressed the same point of view and this unnerves them both. 
Greta, unperturbed, smiles at them. “Well, boys, no one knows for sure if the term ‘pommy’ refers to convicts transported here from the UK but, if it does, I came here of my own free will. Now, some of your ancestors might have travelled here free as ‘Prisoners Of Mother England’ but my fare cost me an arm and a leg!” 
With that, Greta bursts out laughing and neither Jimmy nor Martin have any choice but to laugh along with her. Otherwise, it would look like she had got the better of them and they weren’t having that. 
Greta extends her hand to them and they both shake it. My mother is enjoying the scene and I notice her stifle a laugh.  
She then takes Greta to the babies’ room and introduces every resident there to her, even though most of them are asleep. She takes her into Father Hayes’ room but he is kneeling down saying his rosary. Greta apologises for interrupting his prayers and moves quickly from the room. I can see the delight on my mother’s face. Rita had upset Father Hayes more than once by taking the beads from his hands to look at them while he is praying. When they return to the Penance Room, Mina has come down and is sitting in her chair. She has obviously been stealing food from the kitchen again and a piece of toast is sticking out from under her. I see Greta look at it but she takes my mother’s lead and doesn’t say anything. 
As they turn to leave the room they almost run into Kora who still has her hair tied up the way it was last night. 
“Sorry!” Greta says jovially.  
Kora frowns. 
“This is my sister, Kora,” my mother says.  
I can see the look on Greta’s face. I always enjoy it when my mother introduces Kora to people. There are always those few moments of awkwardness where people don’t know what to say. 
But Greta is not like most people and without malice or offence replies almost instantly, “Blimey, your dad got around!”  
My mother and Kora look at each other and burst into laughter.
I can tell Mother is pleased. Everyone seems to like Greta and she has even got the better of Martin and Jimmy. 
“When can you start?”
Greta smiles. “Whenever suits you.”
I walk away and leave Greta and my mother to sort things out. 
I usually follow my father around on Saturdays but he is still asleep. I go out to our side garden which is shaded by tall palm trees. Even though the back yard is much larger, you can see trains passing and though I am not afraid of them during the day, I still turn my eyes away as they pass and would prefer not to see them at all. I like the side garden better anyway because it feels like an oasis in a desert. My father has put a small water fountain to the side and a round wooden bench encircles a large gum tree in the centre.  
Wilfred is sitting there alone. Like me, he is waiting for my father to wake up. I sit on the far side of the bench, anxious not to make him nervous. I can see the breeze blow the trees gently but it is not enough to cool us. Most of the garden is shaded at this time of the morning so it is a good time to sit here and think. 
Maria said her parents are visiting this weekend but she has not invited me over to see them and I am unsure whether or not I should just visit anyway. I take off my shoes and love the feel of the hot sand beneath my feet. I stare at the hundreds of bull ants that are crawling over the bench and on the sand beneath us. I watch Wilfred scratch as the ants bite at him. They don’t bother me now although I remember crying from the pain of a bite when I was little. My mother was asleep so Aishling put ice on it and gave me lollies to quieten me. 
I sit in silence with Wilfred until my father comes out. He waves cheerfully as he enters the garden and sits down to settle into a conversation. As usual, I sit and watch. There is always something new to learn. 









Chapter 10

It is Tuesday morning and I am sitting waiting patiently for Stéphane Laver to arrive. Not much happened over the weekend and I am anxious for some entertainment. Kora didn’t go with Jeff to the dance but on Sunday, when he came to visit his father, she walked with him towards his car where they stood and talked for a few minutes. They stood sideways, leaning against the muddy truck and, no matter where I stood in the window, I could not see what they were saying. I wanted to creep outside and watch them from a closer position but I knew the screech of the fly-screen door would give me away so I seethed in the Penance Room, annoyed to be missing out on the news. 
I give up on our visitor coming and walk towards the stairs. I am bored so decide to return to my room and read my history book. In the hallway I meet Mrs Bianchi who used to live in Jimmy’s room before she was moved downstairs. She usually becomes confused at night and it is unusual to see her roaming in the daytime. I instantly know what she is looking for and go on a pretend search with her. Mrs Bianchi’s husband died in an accident at the mine when she was only thirty-two and had four young children to feed. A few weeks after Mr Bianchi died, she pawned her wedding ring for cash but when she returned to retrieve it, someone had bought it and my mother said she never got over the shock. Mother said that Mrs Bianchi carried that shame with her for years and occasionally now I meet her in the hallway searching for her most prized possession. Together we look on the landing and in the dining room where Li is busy setting up for lunch. After a reasonable amount of time I pretend to pick up the ring and show it to her. Even though there is nothing in my hand she takes it from me and slips it back on her bony finger. She smiles and disappears, contented once more for at least a little while. I am bored and have a feeling of restlessness that is unusual for me. I go to my parents’ room and look through my father’s books but there is nothing new that interests me. Even though I am only thirteen, I have surpassed the school books for my age. That is what happens when you have no friends and nothing else to do. I go to Penelope and Victoria’s room. They are downstairs so it is safe to lie on Victoria’s pink-sheeted bed and stare at the sun moving across the ceiling. When they came here first my mother went to great lengths to decorate their room the way they wanted it. The whole room is covered in faded pink-flowered wallpaper with pink carpet and a matching pink wardrobe and dressing-table. There is a smell of musty perfume in the air and their matching floral dressing-gowns hang neatly on the wardrobe door. 
There are several photos of the women on the dressing table and I pick them up, one at a time, and stare at their faces which change and look more fearful as the years advance. There is only one photo where they look happy. It is the photo that Rita made fun of. The sisters look to be about five and seven and behind them stands a large woman wearing a black servant’s dress and starched white apron. There are big trees in the background and the girls seem to be standing in a large green field. In the far left-hand corner I can see the faint outline of cattle grazing. As Penelope is older I decide she must be the taller of the two. She is wearing a white dress and there is an awkward-looking ribbon tied around her bobbed fair hair. Two of her front teeth are missing and she is smiling happily into the camera. Victoria is the cuter of the two and has long blonde ringlets and a confident dimpled smile. She has a frilly dress and what looks like ballerina shoes on her feet. What strikes me most is how different the girls looked from one another back then and how it is sometimes hard to tell them apart now. 
I pick up the second photo in which the sisters are in their late teens or maybe early twenties. Gone are the ringlets and both sisters, dressed in tight corseted dresses, stare sombrely into the camera. I can see the outline of their white knuckles as they tightly hold each other’s hands but their eyes give nothing away. It looks like a studio photo with no background and it is impossible to tell if they are happy or sad. I look closer into their faces and notice that their eyes look lifeless as if they were both gazing away to a far-off place of their dreams. I put the photo down and look at the next one. In this photo both women have become thin and gaunt. They are now much older and are standing outside a large building under a heavy grey sky. They have large dark circles under their pale eyes and only the third woman in the photo is smiling. I look closer at her and see that she is the nanny from the photo of the girls when they were small. I realise that I would love to know the stories behind these photos and hope that the women can remember all of these places. The other two photos are similar in that the women look sadder and much older, possibly taken shortly before they came here. There are no photos of their brother or their father, which I think is odd. I lie back on Victoria’s bed and imagine their life. I used to think that it must have been exciting living on army bases all over the world and having so much money that you could afford nannies and house servants, but the sisters were not happy despite all that they had and I realise that money doesn’t make anyone happy, that kind people make other people happy and Penelope and Victoria’s father was not kind. I sigh and drag myself off Victoria’s bed and cross the hall to my room. It is getting very hot and I decide to lie down for a while. As I pull down my blind, I look out onto the train line and see that it is clear. 
As I drift off to sleep I imagine Stéphane Laver walking towards me. I don’t know what he looks like but imagine him as having bright blue eyes and blond hair which is shining under the sun as he makes his way down what seems to be a never-ending road to our house. He keeps on walking though and doesn’t seem to tire of the journey. Occasionally I say to him “Keep walking, you’re almost there,” and he smiles straight at me. 
When I awake I look at my watch which is working again and find that it is almost five thirty in the afternoon. I feel the vibration of the fly-screen door slamming and jump out of bed, falling over a box of supplies that are in my way. I run downstairs and find my mother standing in the hallway with a blond man and I am amazed that Stéphane Laver looks just as I imagined him. He is carrying a large back-pack and looks more like a traveller than a university researcher. He has curly blond hair that reaches his collar and even from this distance I see can that he has the brightest blue eyes I have ever seen. There is something special about him and I find I cannot look away. He steps further into the hallway. He looks in my direction and smiles as if he knows me, as if he knows this house and all its worries and my heart quickens. I don’t get much attention. 
He introduces himself to my mother and apologises for being late. He tells her he had car trouble. 
“You drove from Sydney?” 
“Nah, I’m travelling from town to town. I flew to Bourke where I had some people to interview. Hired a car from there. Sorry I’m late. Left myself a bit short of time.”  
“No problem,” said my mother and she laughs, “I thought you were going to be French!”
“Yeah. My parents are French. Guess they wanted me to have a French name.”   
“Oh. Were you born in France, Stéphane?”
“Call me Steve. Nah, right here in Australia. Sydney.”
My mother smiles. “Right, well, how do you want to do this? I think it might be a bit late to start today. I’ve got consent from most of the residents. Some are not interested of course but I think you’ll get some of the information you are looking for.”  She is looking through copies of the consent forms and laughs as she glances at Mina Jensen’s form. She wants her pseudonym to be Marlene Dietrich. “Perhaps you should start with Mina. She seems most enthusiastic!”
Steve looks at his watch. 
“Okay. Well, how ’bout ten tomorrow morning. That suit?”
“That’s fine, Steve.”
“Em – do you know if there’s a good hotel in town? I didn’t get around to making all my bookings.”
“Well, yes, there are quite a few. I’ll get Aishling to show you.”
My mother calls Aishling who is up from her day-time sleep.
When she comes to the front of the house, she stares at Steve and he stares back at her. He is looking at Aishling the same way that he looked at me, as if he can see right through her. She blushes and I am embarrassed for her. I know how that feels. I follow them out of the house and watch as Aishling drives in front of Steve, leading him towards the nearest hotel. The sky has turned red with the descending sun and the last of the rays are shining on the gum trees, making them look as though they are on fire. I feel a sudden surge of energy. Tomorrow all my hopes of salvation will begin to unfold, freeing me and the people who live here. 








Chapter 11




When Steve arrives on time the following morning, my mother takes him into the Penance Room and introduces him to Mina. I notice that Mina is dressed in her Sunday dress and she is wearing too much make-up. She seems anxious and I watch her throat move up and down quickly as though she is trying to swallow something hard.    
“Mina, do you mind the others remaining in the room? There is nowhere else for them to go. But if you prefer, Steve could interview you in your room?”
Mina shakes her head. “No. It’s fine.”
Even though Mina wants to tell her story, she is nervous and prefers the security and company of the others in the lounge room. 
Steve sits down and takes out a tape recorder. He is staring at the pews from my grandfather’s church. My mother follows his eyes and laughs. 
“My father was a minister. His church burned and, well, I like having the pews here. Feels like he’s always near me.” 
Steve smiles. There is a calmness about him that I have not seen in any other person. Mina looks around the room and takes stock of her surroundings. She looks at Jimmy and Martin who are looking coldly back at her. Wilfred is sitting on the farthest pew, reading or at least pretending to read. Iren is sedated and is smiling vacantly into space. Father Hayes is snoozing on the pew in the bay window. He is hunched over, his large nose creating a long awkward shape across his face and making him look like a sleeping koala. Penelope and Victoria are sitting upright as though a sermon is about to begin. Greta, our new nurse, is sitting beside them. She has taken a special interest in the sisters and already she has gained their trust which is very hard to do. Li is sitting by the door. She got through her work as quickly as she could and has asked my mother if it would be all right to listen to Mina’s story. Even Aishling, tired from her night’s work, is here. 
Kora stands and whispers something to Mina who is wringing her hands. Small beads of sweat have formed on her forehead. 
“No, I’m fine,” she replies to whatever Kora asked her.  
My mother nods to Steve to start. 
He has a list of questions he wants to ask her but Mina doesn’t want to follow a set interview. She leans towards the tape recorder and clears her throat to speak.  
“My name is Mina Jensen and I was born in Rotterdam in 1903. I was Mina Van Buren then and I had a very happy childhood.”
Everybody in the room is engrossed in Mina’s words and nobody moves. She looks so happy telling this part of her life. Her blue eyes are shining and her smile seems to fill out the heavy lines in her thin face. My mother says that Mina speaks with a heavy Dutch accent. I have no idea what this sounds like but I can see that Steve is finding it hard to understand her as he leans closer and turns his ear towards her. 
“Both of my parents were teachers and it was expected that my brother and I should go to university. We had a very happy home. But I never got to university although everybody said this was a shame because I was a bright girl who learnt easily, even easier than my brother Pieter who had finished his degree and who went to work in Indonesia as an engineer. His friend, Dirk Halse, went to college with him and often Dirk would come to our house for the weekend or perhaps for holidays. He didn’t have parents alive and had an uncle who paid for his education. When Pieter went away, of course, my parents were broken-hearted. Dirk still came to visit and after a while we fell in love. One year later, he wanted to go to Indonesia where Pieter said he could get him a good job with a good salary. It was called the Dutch East Indies at that time. Dirk didn’t want to go without me but I didn’t want to leave my parents alone. My parents said it was better if we were all together in one place and they would come too. So in 1922 I married Dirk and took the long ship journey to Java. I was nineteen years old. My parents followed us one year later after they sold their house. I had to say goodbye to my grandmother and I never saw her again. She was too old to come with us and she didn’t wish for a new life.
“In Java, life was good but I missed my home. This got better when my parents came to stay. We lived just outside Jakarta and it was the most beautiful place I ever saw. It was hot and always I hate the European winter. Always I hate snow. The people were friendly and nice to us. Mother and Father lived with us and Pieter lived in the town but stayed with us on weekends. Dirk had a good job and we could afford servants. I didn’t speak any English then and could not speak Javanese. But I knew a lot of people there who were Dutch or who could speak Dutch so it was not too bad. After a few years I could speak the local language and also a little English. By then I had become used to the rich lifestyle and depended on the servants to do everything around the home. I could not cook then so it was better. 
“My mother said one day, ‘Mina, you are becoming useless and God has no use for idle people.’”
Mina stops talking and I can see that she is reflecting on this. 
She shakes her head and takes a deep breath in, blowing it out with force and licking her dry lips. 
“My mother was right.” 
She looks around and moves her hand across her body, as if she is turning the page of a book, a new chapter in her life. 
“Dirk and I were very happy but sometimes he wanted to return to Holland. His uncle wrote often, begging him to return. But how could I go to Holland and leave my parents once again? We often argued about it. Pieter had not married and my mother was feeble with arthritis. She needed a woman’s help and I stopped being useless and spent all my time looking after my mother. No matter what choice I made, I would have let somebody down.”
Mina’s eyes fill with tears. Steve asks if she wants to stop but she shakes her head. 
“There was another problem also. I could not keep a child inside and lots of times I lost pregnancies and Dirk was angry with me. He would say, ‘You are working too hard. You should not let your mother lean on you. Let the servants take care of her.’ But my mother didn’t want the servants to help her bathe or dress. My mother knew something that we in our ignorance and selfishness didn’t. She often said to me ‘Mina, one day there will be trouble.’ The trouble that my mother spoke of came when I was thirty-nine years of age and five months pregnant – it was the longest I had ever held onto a pregnancy and Dirk and I hoped that we would finally have a family. The Japanese invaded Indonesia in 1942 and we, the Dutch, were enraged at their insolence. We didn’t think that we were also invaders. 
“My mother had died and my father spent most of his time at Pieter’s house. He said there were too many memories at my house, that he could see my mother in every corner of every room. I missed him greatly but I was looking forward to being a mother and took very great care of myself. When I think of those times I think that we lived in a bubble. My husband and I had a life of luxury that we thought would never change. 
“One day, we heard news that the Japanese were taking men to camps. Our servant, Ramalan, told me that he saw my father and brother in a truck driven by Japanese soldiers. I didn’t believe it so I drove to Pieter’s house but there was no one there. I ran to his friend Albert’s house but his wife, who was an Indonesian lady, said that they had taken all the men away. She was crying and was holding her baby son in her arms. He was only a few weeks old. She said that they were taking them to a camp so I went there to look for them. At the gates, trucks were coming in and out and there were wounded European men lying on the ground inside the gate. I shouted to them. I asked for my brother and father but no one knew them so I thought that everything would be all right, that they were hiding somewhere, possibly even at my house. So I returned home. Dirk had come home as soon as he heard the news. He was worried for me and shook me when I arrived, saying I had put myself and our baby in danger.
“I waited for news all evening but no one came. I sent messages to people whom I thought Pieter and my father might go to but no one had seen them so we could do nothing but remain in the house with the servants all weekend. On Monday, Dirk went to work as normal. His employer, Mr Costar, said they were only collecting up some foreigners but that people working for him would be okay. Dirk never came home and a servant of Mr Costar’s came to the house in the darkness and said that his boss and Dirk had been taken to the camp with the other employees. I never saw my husband again and I . . .”
Mina’s lips begin to quiver and tears fall quickly and silently down her cheeks. 
Steve takes a deep breath and looks around the room. He is amazed that he got so much history from one old lady but he feels he has put her through enough and stops the tape recorder.
“I’m not finished, young man,” she says. 
“Thought you might want a break, Mina.”
“No, thank you. The rest is burning up inside my throat. I never told anyone this story, not even my second husband. Of course I met him there in that awful camp so what was there to talk about? He knew what I knew.”
Steve turns his tape recorder back on and Mina continues. 
“Every day I went to that camp looking for my father, my brother and my husband. Each day I would stand at the camp gates asking for them. One day a man, Lars Jensen, saw me and took pity on me. My pregnancy was visible and standing in the heat all day waiting for news was having its effect on my health. Lars was a baker in town and I had known him a little beforehand. He was overweight and not at all handsome. He called me over and asked if I had a cigarette. I snapped at him and asked if that was all he was worried about. He looked upset and I felt bad. He was locked up and I was free although I had heard that women were beginning to be taken to camps. I didn’t believe this was true. What would they want to put women and children in camps for? Lars told me that Dirk was inside but that Pieter and my father had been taken to another camp. He said that Dirk was injured, that a Japanese soldier had beaten him on the head and stuck a knife in his leg. He said the wound was infected and that Dirk could not walk. He agreed to give him a message and I left that day with my heart soaring. I was still worried for my brother and father but my husband was alive and he could help me find them when he got out. I began to realise how useless I had become and that my mother had seen all this coming while I was enjoying parties and becoming more useless as each year of my life passed. I made a promise to myself that I would never be useless again, that I would always be strong – and here I am with two shattered hips and no courage to live in my home any more. I didn’t even keep my promise to myself.” She pauses and adds, “I think that if I had left Indonesia when my husband asked me to, he might have lived.”
Mina falls silent and this time agrees to a break. Li brings cake and coffee in and everybody eats in silence. I watch as she moves towards Mina as if she is going to hug her but Mina looks up at her and as usual glares at her, an expression of suspicion spreading across her face. Li returns to the kitchen and I know I am the only one who sees her wipe a tear for Mina Jensen. 
When everyone finishes eating, Steve turns his microphone on again and Mina sits up straight to continue her story. 
“For weeks that was all I did – stand at those gates and speak with Lars and other people I knew. It was overcrowded and the men looked filthy. They were all losing weight, even Lars who had been a fat man. Sometimes Lars would have a note from Dirk and my heart would beat fast with joy. Some of the Japanese soldiers were nice but still they would not let me in to see him. At night I would sleep with Dirk’s notes under my pillow. I would keep saying, ‘You will get out of this and we will return to Holland together with our baby.’ But of course, this never happened. I never saw a doctor during this time because the Dutch doctor we used to visit had disappeared and no one knew where he was gone. One day, I got to the gates and Lars looked upset when he saw me but he didn’t tell me what he knew. He was afraid for my baby. For two more weeks I went there and each day I realised a little more what was wrong. My husband had died and Lars would not tell me. A red angry infection had crawled up his leg from his wound and poisoned his blood. Even now I think of my – my lovely man lying dying on a filthy bed only needing a doctor but no one helped him. The Japanese didn’t care if he lived or died. Every day, I think it was my fault. But then I think that Holland was occupied by the Germans so perhaps we would have escaped Jakarta and died in Holland anyway.”
Mina looks over at Wilfred but he looks quickly away. I feel that he wants to leave the room but is too afraid to move. He doesn’t want to draw attention to himself. He spends his life trying to avoid people’s eyes.    
“I remember Lars’ eyes as he stood holding the bars of those gates. I never saw a man cry before but he was crying for me. I said: ‘Lars, please tell me. I know, I know, so please tell me.’ 
“When he said those words I screamed so loud that I frightened myself. Lars put out his strong arms and pulled me closer to him. He held me so tightly that I could feel the hard metal of the gates crushing into my body. His eyes were imploring me to quieten. He said ‘Stop, stop crying!’ in Dutch. I didn’t know that a soldier was walking down to see what this noise was. Then I remember someone pulling me away. A short Japanese man was staring at my face. He ordered me to do something. I didn’t speak Japanese but I understood his tone. In one moment I thought how ridiculous this was. I was bigger than him and I think at that time I must have gone a little mad. I started slapping his chest and screaming for Dirk. He stood there and stared at me with his narrow brown eyes that had no look of life in them and then raised his rifle and hit me in the face.” 
Mina raises her hand to her forehead and massages the long white line that runs across her brow. She stops for a moment and turns her head to the right, as if she is again turning a page to a new chapter in her life. The room is completely silent and nobody moves. Even Iren seems to be listening.      
“I fell down but stood up quickly. I could see it all happening as if I was watching myself from far away. Blood was pouring down my face but I didn’t feel any pain and in my memory I have an expression on my face that was very strange. I said ‘Murderer’ over and over to him. I could hear Lars pleading with me to stop and I could hear Mr Perkins, an Englishman we knew, shout out in English but they seemed very far away. The soldier shouted something to me that I didn’t understand but no doubt he was ordering me to stop, giving me one last chance to back down. I moved closer to him and did something I have never done before. I spit in his face and even now, even with what he did, I am horrified that I did this. My parents would have been so ashamed. The soldier raised his rifle. His face and neck were bright red with anger. I thought he was going to shoot me and in that moment I didn’t care. I wanted to be with Dirk. But he didn’t shoot me. He hit me in the stomach and I fell forward onto the ground where I knelt in pain on the hot sand. Someone tried to stand me up. My eyes were closed tight from the pain but I could hear the soldier shout out and I was put back on the ground. It seemed to me that I was left there for a long time, perhaps as a lesson to others. I could feel myself drift off and wake again. I thought I heard Dirk’s voice and that he was trying to lift me but it was two soldiers raising me roughly to my feet and dragging me away. I looked back at Lars who was holding on so tight to those bars that they should have snapped in his big hands. I will never forget the look on his face yet I cannot describe it. On the ground was a long red streak of blood, my baby pouring from me. I never saw Dirk’s body so I realise that on that very spot I left my husband and my baby and also in reality, myself. Nothing that happened after that mattered much to me.” 
Mina stops talking and Steve reaches forward and stops the recorder. He takes a deep breath. I can tell by his face that he hadn’t planned on obtaining this type of story and what he really wanted was stories of poverty-stricken Europeans leaving their homeland and settling happily in Australia, the land of plenty. He wanted stories about how they managed to adjust to a new country and keep their own culture at the same time. Steve takes a large gulp of water and offers Mina a drink. I search her face and even though her eyes are watery she looks determined to finish her story. I realise that she needs to finish it today and that nothing will dissuade her from this. 
Steve turns the machine back on and she continues.
“I woke up in the hospital and a nurse told me that my baby was gone, as if I didn’t already know this. She said it was a boy and I cried for the rest of that day and the day after. Someone sent word to my household that I was there and Merpati, my maid, came to see me at the hospital. She was crying but I could tell that she was afraid when I grabbed her tight and held onto her while I cried. I had never touched her before, not even to shake her hand for all she did for me. There is a lot for an old woman to be ashamed of. Merpati brought me photos of my family, my jewellery and as many clothes as she could carry. She knew that I would not be returning to my home but I didn’t know this then. Three days later I was brought with two other European women in my ward to a truck which was already full of other white women. One of the women from the hospital was English and had a new baby girl that she had named Hope. Her husband was missing and she had heard nothing from him for weeks but she was glad to find her younger sister on the truck. I watched them embrace and thought about my brother and my father. I no longer believed that they were alive and, even if they were, I wondered how they would ever find me. I watched as the woman tried to feed her child but she had not much milk and the baby cried almost all of the time. Each time the baby cried I felt a deep pain in my stomach. As darkness fell I could not stand to listen to any more crying. I grabbed the baby from her mother and put her to my breast. It was the hardest thing I have ever done in my life. The baby started to suck but I could not look at her. I looked away and cried silently as the truck drove further and further away from my home. The child’s mother moved across and sat beside me. She said ‘I am Mary’ and held my hand as we both cried silently. 
“It was dark when the truck stopped and we had not been given anything to eat or drink all day. One by one we were unloaded into several buildings. I could see nothing around except palm trees and jungle. I had no idea where we were or which direction we had taken from Jakarta. Mary and her sister Jane were in my building with two other women and a younger girl of about fifteen. One of the women, Scyler, was Dutch and I had known her socially. She was wealthier than Dirk and me and I was shocked to see how dirty she looked. She could not face me and at first she pretended not to know me. We were given dirty mattresses to sleep on and all night we scratched our skin because of fleas. The following morning we were made to work carrying stones a long way and building walls that seemed to have no purpose. We settled into a routine and ate whatever little food was given to us. I kept feeding little Hope even though she didn’t seem to gain much weight. One day when there was no one else around Scyler said to me, ‘You need to stop feeding that English baby. To survive, you need all your weight for yourself.’ I couldn’t forget her saying that and I wondered what was becoming of us. Of course, I kept feeding the child and despite myself I had a bond with her. When her mother died of malaria, she called me Mama. It hurt my heart. I didn’t want anyone to call me Mama except my own son. We lived there for more than one year and every day was the same, working hard in the hot sun and lying on dirty mattresses at night. Sometimes at night it was cold and we struggled to stay warm. But we didn’t know how lucky we were there. The soldiers sometimes beat us for breaking rules but it was not all that bad.
“One day we were rounded up and taken by truck a very long way and then we boarded a train. We were brought to another camp, much bigger. It was overcrowded and people there were really sick. I thought to myself, ‘This is where I will die.’ At the first camp I had recovered from malaria and even though I had become very thin, I was stronger than most of the women but I knew that my strength would not last forever. Within two months of our time there, Scyler died and her words warning me to look after myself rang in my ears and haunted my dreams. Hope was now fourteen months old but she still needed nursing so I continued to feed her even though I was turning to skin and bone. I encouraged her to call her Aunt Jane ‘Mama’. If she reached for me, unless it was time to feed her, I would shove her away. Everything she did I knew my son would be doing now – every new tooth, her first step – he should have been doing too. But she had lost her mother as I had lost my son so, in a way, I loved her. I realise this now. You come to realise a lot when you are old. Before they took Scyler’s body away, I took the jewellery that I knew she had hidden in her underclothes. I used it to get things for Hope: medicine, extra food and clothes. Some soldiers were happy to take gold for such things. I felt guilty then for stealing but Scyler was gone, she no longer needed it, and I had to keep Hope alive.
“Some nights the Japanese soldiers would come inside our dorms and take one of the younger women away. I was almost forty-one then and glad that they were not interested in me. I would lie on my mattress and think of Dirk and our son. I was in a dorm with many women and things were not good between us. People were desperate for clothes and you had to sleep on your belongings to keep them. Food was scarce and the Japanese didn’t give us enough to live on. If you didn’t eat quickly, someone would take your food. Lots of people had dysentery and, if you were ill, you had to hide your food in your clothes and eat it when you felt better. The only one I gave some of my food to was Hope. She remained a skinny child with hardly any hair. I figured that if she died, my hope would die with her and I would die also so I made sure she had everything she needed to survive. I was caught trading jewellery for which I was beaten but I no longer cared about such things. I had changed. Life was not worth much and my only reason to keep going was to see if my papa and brother were alive and waiting for me in Holland. 
“Sometimes news leaked around the camp and other women said that the war was coming to an end and that the Japanese were sending prisoners back to Holland by ship. Some of the women worked outside the camp and one time two of them were caught smuggling things inside. For punishment, the soldiers left us without food for three days. When they finally brought food to us, I didn’t eat ravenously as the other women did but ate only a small amount of what they brought. I promised myself that I would never go hungry again so I portioned out my food and hid it in my clothes. For some reason I always felt hungry, even when I had just eaten and I hated this feeling so much. It was as if I could not satisfy something inside myself . . . but I survived . . .”
Mina smiles a self-satisfied smile to herself. I see Li whisper to Tina that she now understands why Mina hides food and Tina responds by saying that she knows why Mina becomes angry when she tries to take her clothes away for washing. Everyone else remains quiet and even Jimmy looks like he is affected by Mina’s story. 
“What happened to the little English baby?” he asks with sad eyes. 
“She lived,” Mina replies, smiling. “She writes to me,” she adds with a proud face. 
Steve stops the tape. My mother looks at her watch and cannot believe that it is lunch-time. Li runs to the kitchen to cook a quick meal for everyone. Steve stands and stretches. 
“Would it be all right if we started again tomorrow, Mina?”
Mina nods. I suspect that the worst part of her story is over and that she is glad to have got it off her chest. 
My mother walks Steve to the door and agrees for him to come again tomorrow morning at ten. When the meal is ready, Li calls everyone to the dining room but Mina remains in the lounge room looking out the window. She moves her walking frame forward and makes her way to the stairs. My mother follows her. 
“Aren’t you coming to eat, Mina?”
Mina shakes her head. “I’m not hungry, Emma, thank you.”
My mother stands for a few minutes looking after Mina before lowering her head and coming in to join the others. 
When she sits down to eat, I see her say to Kora, “I hope this isn’t a mistake.”
I think, “No, Mother, this is not a mistake.”
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