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Chapter One

 

 

A heavy spring frost this morning. Crossing the grass I made a clean track of footprints, deep green on the white spread of the lawn. It returned me to my childhood, to the sense of secret authority, imprinting one’s presence into a place with those clear, sharp prints. I exist. The private, pleasurable sound of the finest layer of ice breaking beneath the weight of each step.

~

We’ve had to give up Anita, the housekeeper. There’s not enough money. It always seemed silly to me anyway, not to clean the guest rooms ourselves along with our own. But some are not happy about it, even though we have no guests now. Anita herself appears completely untroubled, which is a relief. We had a small morning tea to farewell her, and gathered around as Simone gave her the gift of a St Anthony medal, and a card on which we had each written a personal message of gratitude and our wishes for her future. Anita opened the box first and said, ‘Oh, wow,’ in an uninterested way, and then shoved the card in its envelope and the medal with it into her bag. She has a new job at the day spa in the fancy hotel in town and seems delighted, despite the fact they are paying her even less than we did.

It’s more than four years since I met her on that first visit here, and still I know almost nothing of her life. Is this good or bad? Probably neither. I don’t think she minds. I don’t think she has much curiosity about the way we live. I doubt she noticed the day or even the year I drove into the sisters’ car park instead of the guests’.

I think to Anita we remain a foreign species. And why not? We’ve done it deliberately; made ourselves foreign to ordinary life.

~

White things, in this (my) room: Old wall radiator coated in thick creamy paint. Square porcelain basin, bulbous chrome taps (hard to turn on cold mornings – poorly designed with nothing to grip). White melamine bathroom cabinet above the basin, mirror on the inside door so as not to encourage vanity. Electrical outlet, power cord. Canvas roller blind with grimy tassel. Spoked plastic laundry hanger with pegs for drying underwear, right now hooked from the overhead brass light fitting. Cardboard tissue box, printed for some reason with pictures of teddy bears. Strip of paracetamol tablets on the basin edge. Wooden bedside lamp, paint peeling slightly at the base. Large coffee mug printed with a black ink portrait and signature of Thomas Hardy, whose books I have never read. I don’t remember where it came from, but, inexplicably, I brought it here with me. Small fluted ceramic vase (empty) on windowsill. Cotton waffle-weave blanket, bringing comfort when the bed is made and sharply tucked, evoking the brisk practical kindness of mothers or nurses.

Lists like this show how much one really does have, on those days one falls into thinking of life – bedroom, relationships, intellectual life, spirit – as empty.

~

The last time I drove here – when I came ‘for good’, you might say, though I didn’t know that was what it would turn out to be – I stopped at my parents’ graves once more. I had not felt the need to go there every time, but on that day I crouched beside my mother’s headstone again and tugged at the desiccating plastic sticks of those same ugly fake flowers, which were surprisingly difficult to wrench from the grip of the little grate. Every grave had one of these metal cups set into its headstone for filling with water to keep real flowers alive, but none had any living flowers that I could see. I found the plastic more than usually offensive, given my mother’s occupation (florist). She never used the word ‘common’, but throughout my childhood I knew that this was what plastic flowers were. Once I removed them, I placed on top of the metal grate a small white ridged ceramic pot I had brought with me for this purpose. It was planted with two little grey-blue trailing succulents. It would be nice if the plants, chosen for their hardiness, could multiply and grow out of the pot, and somehow creep over the headstone. But it wouldn’t be like that. If they escaped from the pot and took hold in the earth, the council would mow over the top of them. But probably they would die first, for lack of rain or too much, or they would be knocked over by a prowling cat, or the pot emptied and taken by someone who wanted it.

I chucked the plastic stems and fake petal rags into the big green wheelie bin by the cemetery gates, and I left there and drove here, past the names on signposts, those words – Cooba, Myack, Coolringdon, Myalla, Maffra – returning to my body again.

~

I think mice have been into the poultry feed. And this morning I found one of the baby chicks dead, killed by the frost. Somehow it had strayed, was not hiding underneath its mother with the others. I picked it up, icy cold and light as a ping-pong ball, and carried it away from the chookyard in my pocket. I dug a small hole behind the compost bays for its burial. When I pushed the shovel blade into the hard ground, what came to me were the mass graves in which nuns (Irish, American, Canadian, why not also Australian?) had buried babies they called illegitimate. I had a terrible picture of it – a long white habit flapping, a black boot on a shovel, a hole. When I’d dug my own hole I reached into my pocket and crouched down to let the fluffy little body roll into it. Filled it back in, pressed the earth down. Said a small blessing to the chick. Not a prayer; something I made up. Maybe it was a prayer.

I could have put the little chick into the compost but it seemed disrespectful. And there are mice in there too; I can hear them moving every time I go to empty the compost bucket. Ordinarily I’d be fearing summer’s arrival of the snakes, yet today find myself willing them to come. The sound of the mice makes me shudder. It’s the hiddenness, I think. And that the noise stops when I get near: they’re sensing me more acutely than I sense them.

When I tamped down the little chicken’s grave with my own black boot, I thought of those babies and those poor girls, and the savagery of the Catholic Church came flooding in once again.

Yet here I am. Wrestle, wrestle.





Chapter Ten

 

 

Two mice seen inside this morning, in the sitting room. Sissy saw a flicker, a speeding blur – long rubbery tail – between piano and bookshelf, and at the very moment she shrieked a second one appeared and sped after the first! I saw her in the hallway immediately afterwards, shuddering and brushing her long pale fingers repeatedly down the front of her tunic as if to wash vermin traces off her body, though of course they’d come nowhere near enough to touch her. But I understood how the sight of them was enough to cause that panicked, violated feeling. Especially for Sissy. I’m not sure exactly why I think it should be worse for her, but it has to do with her delicacy and pale skin, the drifty way she moves (I thought I’d got past her name, which at first seemed so absurd, but perhaps that is part of it too). The others, even Josephine, seem hardier to me. And Simone is a pragmatist, above all. It’s one of the reasons I like her so much.

Afterwards came discussion about the problem of what to do. The moral problem of killing them. Because what harm are they doing, simply scurrying about, eating crumbs? In the past the sisters have been lucky with mice – it has always been too cold here for the infestations that move elsewhere across the country from time to time, and a few mice here and there did no harm. The sisters were more careful about securing foods in the pantry, and they let the chickens out more often to chase them around the yards, and nature took its course. But that luxury might exist no longer, it seems: the spring was hotter than ever, and since then it has been drier than usual everywhere, and because of this the mouse plague in the north of the country has begun to spread further south and east than in the past. We have never kept cats here, because of the wildlife. But now Richard Gittens tells us a plague is on the way, and we’d better get ready.

~

We gathered around and braced ourselves as Simone opened the top of the piano. It was empty of creatures, but there was a nest. The felt was torn off many of the hammers, and a large soft nest had been made of the felt shreds. Also what looked like kapok stuffing and feathers occupied the centre, spreading in a mound over the hammers and strings. It stank, of course. It was a long time since anyone had played this piano – Josephine prefers to practise on the organ itself in the church. We stood around it, peering in then recoiling at the smell. Simone closed the lid and declared that Richard Gittens was right and our duty now was to ‘control’ the mice, which meant killing as many as possible. We would find ways to atone.

Later, Richard arrived with a bucket full of bait, some grey plastic mouse traps and boxes of horrifying yellow sticky mats, and Bonaventure emerged from the dark of the old tool shed with half-a-dozen more traps in a dusty cardboard box. But we have not yet laid the bait or set the traps. We prayed about this. Or at least they did, and I . . . thought closely about the mice and what a plague might mean. What would happen if we did nothing? What can we afford to lose, and what must be protected?

Nobody has told Richard Gittens about the coming bones, and what’s to be done with them here. We’re not to talk about it, even among ourselves. There is to be no circus, as Bonaventure puts it. At the time of Jenny’s disappearance, apparently, there was news coverage; I don’t remember this. I doubt anyone would care these days. But still, what about the council people? I asked. Surely gossip will trickle out. Simone said she would deal with that if it happened, but we are to say nothing to anyone. Meaning Richard, our only visitor now.

I suspect Simone’s real reason is that if we talk about it with each other, the disturbance will be greater. This is supposed to be a place of refuge, of steadiness. Not agitation.

~

Richard Gittens has no patience for hand-wringing about killing rodents. Looking Simone in the eye after Vespers, he said, ‘You have no idea how bad it can get.’

~

I’m afraid of the mice. Such tiny, seemingly defenceless creatures, and yet the sight of even a single one on the verandah, its unafraid plump little body curved there, nibbling and sniffing, sets my heart jolting in fright.

As for Helen Parry  . . . To me, this is an even greater shock than the coming of the bones.





Chapter Eleven

 

 

I drive into town with my usual conflicting feelings. Try not to feel nervous or excited at leaving here, but every time, foolishly, I am both. None of the others leave for anything but ‘medical appointments or important business’. General errands are left to me.

Before I left, Josephine was sent to the church to mark out a border around the organ with the awful sticky traps. Bonaventure took the bait bucket. Simone looked at me and said, ‘You’d better do the kitchen,’ and I was grateful. The pantry shelves were indeed dotted with mouse shit, but surprisingly only one large bag of flour was torn open. I am to go into town to find containers – metal and glass – for replacing the plastic tubs holding the rice and beans and spices and other dry goods. Simone called after me: ‘No plastic lids, either; they’ll eat through them.’

Once I saw a Buddhist nun in a kitchenware shop, looking yearningly at an expensive food processor. I felt smug watching her, thinking, You poor thing. Now I sit in the car breathing slowly, trying to calm the buzz in my nerves before going into a charity shop for old jars. Since I came back to live here I have recognised nobody from my youth apart from Richard Gittens, and even he didn’t remember me until I reminded him that day on the road. But a strange fear of being recognised accompanies me anyway. I’m masked now (still a novelty for us, while the rest of the country is sick of them), and there is a relief in that anonymity.

I drive out of town with boxes of jars clinking on the back seat.

~

For a brief time when I was a child there was a piano teacher in our town who went from house to house, giving private lessons. He was in great demand because he came from Sydney, he was charming and he had taught music at The Con. I didn’t know what The Con was, but the name was spoken with great reverence. After a few months, though, instances began to be pieced together. A filthy joke told to a twelve-year-old boy in one house. In another, the teacher’s insistence to a girl’s mother that of course she must feel free to pop down to the shops during the lesson. Then the teacher stood behind a boy to correct his posture on the piano stool, and the boy felt something at his back. He did not tell his parents about this, but when it came time for his next lesson he stayed away from home until dark, and his embarrassed mother had to pay the teacher anyway.

My mother told me years later that the police were never called, but that once word got around, the parents told the teacher he’d better leave town quick smart. And he did.

In the car this recollection came, the first time I’d thought of it since childhood. It must have been from seeing the piano lid opened yesterday, all that filth exposed, the stench released into the open at last.

Nobody knew where the piano teacher went next. None of the parents considered telling any authority, and no warnings followed him.

~

When I think about the phases of my life, it is as a series of rooms behind me, each with a door to a previous room left open, behind which is another room, and another and another. The rooms are not quite empty, not exactly dark, but they are shadowy, with indistinct shapes, and I don’t like to think about them much. When I hear the name ‘Helen Parry’, I think of those rooms furthest back, in the deepest shadows.

~

St Ursula’s Catholic High School is still there, an old granite building on the hill opposite the church. It was not at all – still is not – a fancy school. We didn’t wear hats or blazers, and there were no boarders, as people seemed to expect when I moved to Sydney as an adult and was asked where I’d been educated. It was an ordinary country school, with a few gifted teachers and the rest who trudged through our lessons with little enthusiasm. Who could blame them?

There were a few interchangeable nuns who drifted around St Ursula’s – but the only one I remember clearly was Sister Marian, a beaky middle-aged woman who taught religion, naturally, and something else. Geography? I was never taught by Sister Marian, though; by the time I reached the age for her classes she had left the convent to marry a defrocked priest.

The thing I remember about Sister Marian was a howl that came out of her when once, chased by a classmate in some teasing teenage game, I dropped (or half-heartedly threw, I guess) his pencil case out of an upper-storey window. I didn’t mean for it to hit Sister Marian, but that is what happened. The very strange thing was that she claimed it had struck her lower abdomen, though this was surely impossible – had she been lying on the concrete? I didn’t dispute this, because Sister Marian was shrieking furiously up at the classroom window that her ‘chance of motherhood’ might have been ruined. What?! We kids laughed and laughed: she was so old, for one thing, but also, we hooted to each other, had she not noticed that she was a nun?

This memory I have of Sister Marian is pure and sharp, but surely absurd. A nun complaining of her womb being endangered by a falling pencil case! Naturally the other source of our mirth was her ludicrous idea that anyone would ever want to have sex with her. And then she left, and we had to adjust our ideas about Sister Marian. Thinking of it now, I wonder how old she actually was.

This was a time of strange outbursts from teachers in that school. We were a badly behaved group of students, it is true. There was a Spanish teacher – a dazed sort of woman who had never learned to discipline a mob – who once broke down in the classroom when one of us whined that some instruction she’d given was not fair. She roared: ‘Life is never fair!’ We stared at her. ‘Children can die, at two years old!’ she wailed, and then she began to sob.

Mrs Teixeira did not have children, we knew; she was another old, plain, strange woman completely unsuited to her job. Is this why we were so cruel to her? The room fell silent, all of us riveted with embarrassment, as she wept. When she finally left the room, breathless with anguish, we broke into cackles, releasing our stifled hysteria. Nobody felt sorry for Mrs Teixeira; we felt only contempt. She really should find another line of work. Yet she was back the next week, as if nothing had happened. I wonder now if any of the other staff even knew of her outburst. Regardless, I doubt anyone helped her. She never became a better teacher, though she stayed for years and years.

Mr Hogan, the headmaster at St Ursula’s, was a quiet young man who mostly wore a scuffed brown leather jacket a size too big. He had a clipped ginger beard and an air of tragedy about him because his pretty wife had multiple sclerosis. At school he had an avuncular demeanour and smiled often, showing his neat white teeth. One day at the morning assembly, as we stood yawning and shivering in the weak winter sunlight, he spoke with reverence into the little microphone. ‘Girls and boys, I can give you one piece of advice in this life: don’t worry about anything; pray about everything.’

I thought that was the stupidest thing I had ever heard.

Now, when I drive to and from town, I pass the school on the hill and I remember all these people – the headmaster and his hopeless advice; Sister Marian and her injured womb; poor, hysterical Mrs Teixeira. I never had an ounce of respect for any of them. And here I am, recalling my adolescent cruelty, and feeling sorry.

~

I spend the afternoon in pleasant, rhythmic, mindless industry: scouring off labels, washing jars and lids, sweeping up mouse shit, washing down all the shelves, scrubbing away dust and other ominous stains and blobs in the pantry. Sterilising the jars on oven trays. Cooling them, filling them from the packets and bags of flour, lentils, couscous, spices, seeds and nuts and dried fruit. Writing new labels with felt pen on masking tape. After a few hours I stand back and admire my clean shelves, my shining rows and rows of filled jars.

It would be impossible to explain to anyone from my old life why or how this – whatever it is; servitude? – fills me with such peace.





Chapter One

 

 

Autumn is here. The poplars and willows along the creeks have turned their creamy yellow, and it is Ash Wednesday, and we remember that we are dust.

Recollection: a priest’s thumb smudging the sign of a cross on your forehead; sweet-smelling ash-dust falling on your closed eyelashes.

Filling the birdbath after Vigils this morning, I realised that the muffled flapping of the cockatoos’ wings as they swoop down to the bath resembles the sound of the mice scuttling in the night. The mouse plague is infecting everything now: all sense of smell, of course, but even sound, even memory.

As I wound the hose back around its wheel I remembered the boy from our town who grew up to shoot his parents dead. There were a lot of rifles around at that time. My own father even had one, tucked away in a box on a high shelf, though I never knew him to use it. I don’t recall how I discovered it was there, or why he would need such a thing. There was a tale of his shooting a snake once, in his teaching days in a bush school. The children crowded behind him while he took aim at the sleeping brown snake. After it was killed it made a long hissing noise, which he found strange. Then the schoolchildren began shrieking in delight: he’d shot his motorbike tyre, and the snake slowly slithered away. The rifle in our cupboard took on the


















Chapter Ten

 

 

This morning a fine, delicate layer of ice formed on the water in the glass beside my bed: winter has come early.

The courtyard is filthy with muck and leaves, cobwebs powdery with dust. All through the psalms I kept thinking of a broom, longing for the feel of it in my hands. Afterwards I found one in the shed. I bashed its bristles on the low brick wall to empty it of spiders, strode into the yard and went at it. The deep satisfaction of swept pavers and bricks, their stern beauty and order restored. As I swept it came to me that my inability to get over my parents’ deaths has been a source of lifelong shame to me. I used to think that time, adulthood, would clean it away, but no. It recedes sometimes but then it returns and I’m eternally stuck; a lumbering, crying, self-pitying child. The fact of grief quietly making itself known, again and again.

~

Nobody has seen a living mouse in two days, though we still come across half-eaten bodies here and there, making us yelp.

~

In the last weeks and days of my mother’s life, I played music to fill the hours. My mother knew she was dying, although once the news of this inevitability had been delivered by the doctor, and I saw her blinking, trying to take in what had been said, we didn’t speak of it again. What would there have been to say? She accepted and adapted in her quiet way, as she always had in the face of catastrophe.

It could not have been simple. She must surely have wept. But if she did, she was so private about it I never saw, though I was with her almost all the time.

This time was in the middle of winter, and her bedroom faced out over her garden and a dogwood tree bare of leaves or flowers. Sometimes I’m sorry she didn’t die in spring, when she could have been accompanied by a vision of light green leaves, and banks of irises and daisies and hollyhocks, and the sound of bees in the dogwood blossom. But perhaps that would have made the leaving of her life even more painful. As it was, green leaves were not what she saw from her window. Winter in our town is a bleak and unforgiving time, and her view was a monochrome of sticks, bare branches, dead lawn and an icy grey sky. A blanket of snow might have softened this view, but snow never fell; only sleet, or sharp spattering rain falling in gusts of wind.

People came and went a great deal in those last weeks, saying their goodbyes. Sometimes she was able to sit in a small patch of surprise warmth in a corner of what was hopefully called ‘the sunroom’, but she was increasingly weak and unable to move from her bed. Palliative care nurses came once or twice a day, subtly blessing the house with their supreme competence and their kindness. I came to think of these women as sainted, though I know they disliked language like that. I think they found the language of religion somehow condescending, or silly, and I never said anything like this aloud. I heard other people call them ‘angels’ and I can see why that grated, too, with its mawkish evocations of mysticism, when their skill was not miraculous but medical, intellectual, hard-earned. And yet . . . there was also some other, instinctive giftedness in their work. They seemed to recede when others were in the room, making way for grieving and goodbyes, but never abandoning me or their patient. They filled the morphine syringe in its driver with smooth efficiency, untangled tubes, showed me how to turn her, how to moisten her lips and mouth.

Even when barely conscious, my mother received her tearful visitors with a pale, transcendent solemnity, growing smaller and more skeletal there in her bed, but also enlarging in some way – I suppose I mean spiritually. She seemed to rise, even as she shrank. I could never have said this to anyone. I don’t know what has caused me to want to say it now.

Through these days I played music I thought my mother would like: Bach, and Debussy, some Beethoven piano sonatas. Sometimes when she was fast asleep – she slept longer and more deeply as the weeks went by, although how did one tell the difference between sleep and unconsciousness? – I played my own music, randomly choosing something from the pile of CDs I had brought in from my car when I arrived.

Once I went into her room when she had woken up, and I could see she was listening, her head heavy on the pillow but her eyes soft. She parted her dry lips and murmured, indicating she would like to hear again the song that had just been playing, which was REM’s ‘Everybody Hurts’. She asked to hear it again almost every day until she lost consciousness for good.

When your day is long

And the night, the night is yours alone

~

Before this time, when she was recovering from her surgery in the middle of a hot summer while staying in the spare room of my dingy inner-city apartment, she grew irrationally but profoundly anxious about certain things. In this first-floor apartment there lived two cats who liked to prowl the wide windowsills, sidling elegantly past the open windows as they had done for years. The windows stayed open all summer, for there was no air conditioning and without the cross-breeze the apartment, which faced the western sun, was unbearably hot. Once I phoned my doctor – the same one who had told me about the bedrock, and who had also treated my mother for various horrible effects of her illness that her surgeon couldn’t fix, and in which he therefore showed no interest – and I explained to her that my mother was growing obsessively worried about the cats. That she was frightened, terrified indeed, that the cats would fall from the open windows and be killed. She pleaded with me to close the windows, seemingly more frightened of the cats coming to harm than of anything to do with her own situation, and I did close them when she was in the room, but her anxiety continued even then, and in the hot stillness she would be constantly glancing at the windows, her eyes glassy with fear.

The doctor told me she was writing a prescription for a tranquilliser and that I could come to the surgery and collect it within the hour. Thinking of this now, I find it remarkable that I never took any of the pills myself.

In all the time of her illness my mother confessed only one other fear to me, when we were sitting in a hospital corridor as she waited for some kind of scan, a few days before her surgery. She was very, very frightened of having ‘a near-death experience’. She had read things, and heard things, about the light, the tunnel, about being drawn blissfully towards death but then returning. The thought of it filled her with dread. There was nothing I could say to comfort her, and after she had made this confession she spoke of it no more, withdrawing into herself. After the operation I asked her about it and she seemed a little sheepish, but I could tell she was relieved. There had been no experience but a kind anaesthetist and instant oblivion, and for that we were both grateful.

I wish, for the thousandth time that I had been older than I was when she fell ill. I feel sure more maturity would have brought with it some greater capacity to help her than I had.

~

Today Simone told us all at the midday dinner that Helen Parry is leaving us. Helen smiled as Sissy and Carmel and Bonaventure and the others made noises of exclamation and gladness, unable to hide that the gladness was not for Helen, as they said, but for themselves, and for us.

A car will come for Helen in two days, and her flight to Bangkok will leave in three.

Bonaventure watched Simone then as she made another announcement: Richard Gittens has excavated a grave for the bones in the Stone Yard paddock on the far side of the dam, and Sister Jenny can finally be laid to rest. We will do this before Helen Parry leaves.

~

I asked my mother, near the end, if she was afraid of dying. She looked past me, through the window to the dogwood, and said in a quiet, even voice that she was ‘a bit nervous’. Later I would tell this story with pride in my mother’s stoicism and acceptance, her bravery, her strange faith (she said, another time, that she was looking forward to seeing my father, and her brother, wherever she was going; but she also said she did not believe in heaven or hell or an afterlife of any kind). Then I read in a novel these words: ‘“Nervous” was Papa’s word for terror.’

~

Once, when I was married, Alex woke me at five in the morning, in trouble. He said, I think I’m having some sort of allergic reaction. His face was very swollen and his voice was thick, and he said he was finding it hard to swallow water. I gave him antihistamines that he did swallow, with difficulty, and I called an ambulance while standing naked in the kitchen. I dressed myself while I spoke to the operator, in Alex’s sweater, which was hanging on a stair post, and a pair of tights from the laundry basket. In around twenty minutes the ambulance arrived and took my husband to the hospital.

I have never told anyone that almost as soon as he told me he was having trouble with his breathing – his tongue was thickening and his throat beginning to constrict – I had an urgent need to use the toilet, an urge I ignored while I called the ambulance and watched my husband’s red face, and we waited to see the flashing lights coming down the hill. The whole time I spoke to the triple zero operator I felt the need to use the bathroom, and I controlled the need. I felt completely calm the whole time: during the call; while I gave Alex the two antihistamine pills and watched him swallow them; while I dressed in my strange outfit; while I went out onto the road to wave the ambulance down in the sunrise. I did not have a racing heartbeat at any time, I did not sweat or stammer.

As soon as they took Alex away in the ambulance, and I knew they were caring for him, and I knew he would recover – I would follow them to the hospital in my car momentarily – I could no longer control this need. I went to the toilet and sat down and my bowels emptied completely. This is not pleasant to talk about I know, but it happened: an urgent, steady, total voiding, the need for which had insisted on itself as soon as I knew my husband was in danger. This went on for some time, and I could do nothing to stop it. I sat with my elbows on my knees, my head in my hands, letting my body empty itself, until there could be nothing left. Throughout the hour of this emergency I had been absolutely calm. But the primitive body knows fear, and responds.

I have had this same thing happen two or three times in my life, at moments of great crisis, and I have never spoken of it to anyone.
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