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	Dedication

	For My Family 

	& in memory 

	of those who came before

	 

	Our Mum drew water

	Water more precious than gold

	Woman at the well

	 

	My Dad found tweezers

	Drew out the core of my pain

	A man who loved tools.
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	1 Walking on Air 1955

	She is seventeen with the world at her feet, catching the tram in Hay Street, avoiding the glad eye of would-be lovers. She already has a boyfriend. One with a warm cultured voice. He is tall but not too tall. Has dark wavy hair and brown eyes, with golden lights, that look right into her’s. Her soldier boy is a “Nasho” and today there is a passing out parade. He sent her a telegram: ‘Marching down St George’s Terrace at four.’ 

	Dizzy eyed, she is the ‘chosen one’, walking on air. It never once occurs to her that he might be called up to fight in some war across the sea. Oh, to be seventeen in the city with neon lights blinking, trams rattling by and the paper boys calling, ‘Pee…yay ip purr. Daily news…’ 

	There is a light rain falling, soft as snow. On days like this, her brown hair fluffs out and curls at the edges. Her skin is fresh and clear, her cheeks rosy. Her favourite patient where she nurses is from her hometown as it happens. He calls her, apple cheeks. 

	Happiness makes her lightheaded. Light footed. Fresh in her memory is the day when she took her boyfriend home to the farm to meet the family and their journey back to the city by train. Clickety clack…clickety clack, the warmth of his arms, swish, wish. She wanted that journey to go on forever. 

	Last night he said the words, ‘I love you’ and she’s walking on air in pale blue high heeled shoes. She catches sight of herself in a shop window, pleased with her A-line dress that has been on lay-by for weeks. Ah yes, walking down Hay Street, heading for St George’s Terrace. Perhaps a shilling in her purse. The man gets to pay. His wages are higher and that is the way it is. No questions asked. He’ll buy her a Mint Julip on the way to the Piccadilly Theatre in Hay Street. 

	She has worked long hours with the telegram like a gold piece in her pocket. Smiling at patients, providing food, cups of tea and bed pans to rich, elderly patients. She wipes their bottoms and cleans up their post op vomit. Some patients are sweet, others cantankerous and demanding. She doesn’t mind. Not today. She is floating on air with no need for, nor knowledge of, the hidden wings that will save her from the void. She is seventeen with the world at her feet. Her belief in fairy tales untarnished and complete. 

	 

	 


 

	2 Eddie William

	Eddie speaks with a light in his eyes, ‘I’m gettin’ out o’ this joint soon.’

	He is in his mid-fifties, one of the younger members of the nursing home clients. He has a plan. Oh yes, he does. Sitting at the lunch table, he places his knife and fork in the centre of the plate – now empty except for a mush of greens.

	‘Always leave me greens.’ A little boy grin lights his face. ‘See yous later…I’m goin ‘outside for a joint.’ 

	With a faint swagger, he leaves the table. His joint is in fact, a cigarette, allowed under a management plan so that he doesn’t run out of money before his next ‘pay day’. The bulk of his pension pays for his bed and his care, leaving little for personal items.

	Short in stature, Eddie is ever willing to share his story. He was a fancy ballroom dancer once, an instructor on the side. Then he worked in the building trade up north in Karratha. All day on a building site with the hot sun burning. Forty degrees or more in the shade. Separated from family, the job cost him his marriage, though he still keeps in touch with his daughter.

	Afterwards, he landed a job at the local pub with lodgings thrown in. He plans to go back there. When he gets out o’ this joint. ‘Yep. Do a bit of work in the yard…even the bar come to think of it.’ But he won’t go pickin’ grapes again. One season was his undoing. He and the gang travelled down south by truck to old Lorenzo’s place. After work they hung around in his back shed, where the smell of fermenting grapes alone was enough to knock ya flat.

	After sampling Lorenzo’s hooch, they took a demijohn of the stuff to share. Every day the same. Eddie lost track of time. Days and nights bleeding into each other. The cold wind blowing in his hair and around his ears, the roadside trees and shrubbery a stream of green, the guys in the truck shouting, laughing and singing. 

	‘I drank every day til me body said, ‘Stuff ya,’ he says, with a faint smile. When Eddie keeled over unconscious, his overnight girlfriend yelled for help. She soon disappeared. He remembers hands…helping hands and faces. Nursing Aides in pink uniforms feeding him. The doctor conferring with a bevy of young men and women in white coats. Days and nights flicking like shadows, until at last, he was well enough – only just – to be admitted to the nursing home. 

	‘But soon I’ll be outer here,’ he says. ‘Set up a little place of me own, I will.’ He’ll have his daughter with her partner and his grandkids come to stay. He’ll fix up a nice outdoor area with a barbie. He’s gonna wear one of them aprons with funny pictures on the front, and he’ll cook for his family. Sausages for the kids and steak with fried onion rings for the grownups. Deep fried chips on the side and fresh bread rolls, a few tinnies, lemonade for the kids and Bob’s ya uncle.

	When he gets out of this joint, he’s gonna get his license back first thing so he can go see his mum in the nursing home on the other side o’ town. He’ll bring her a big bunch of flowers. Yep, he will, and he’ll go into the room with the flowers and a big grin on his face, and he’ll say, ‘Mum, its ya son, Eddie William.’ 

	Eddie William is gonna take his grandkids to the zoo. They’ll catch the train up to the city in the mornin’ and come home that night. He’ll buy ‘em double headed ice creams, lollies and milk shakes. Yep, that’s what he is gonna do. Soon as he gets out o’ this joint. 

	At Easter, Eddie greets us with a grin and this time it’s really gonna happen. His daughter is gonna pick him up and he’s outa this joint for good. Eddie can’t stop smiling and there’s nothing fake. No bravado. It’s real this time. The nursing home is buzzing on this day. It’s Easter time and the carers are wearing Bunny Ears on their heads. There are little chocolate eggs handed out and everyone is smiling. Sunday, visitors and their kids are everywhere. Others are smiling, but none like Eddie. 

	Eddie’s eyes are brighter than the stars. He really is gettin’ out of this place and by gosh, there they are. His daughter, followed by her partner and the three grandies. Eddie’s usual shuffle turns to a stride. Eddie is smiling and his daughter is smiling. 

	‘You gettin’ me outer here?’ His face clouds over.

	‘Not that old story, Dad. But look at what we gotcha.’ The daughter, small like her Dad, but rounder, holds out a huge chocolate Easter Bunny that fills her arms. For a second or two the dreadful let down reaches his sagging shoulders, but then – Eddie is smiling as best he can, greeting his grandkids and his daughter’s partner. 

	After the excitement of Easter, winter days draws in. The bitter wind swoops around the front door of the nursing home. Family members hurry inside, away from sweeping rain and hail. Their mission, to help out at lunch time. Eddie is there with his smile and the light of hope in his eyes. Dani is a new girl in a cramped space, called a kitchen, a place in which used crockery and cutlery are washed and prepared meals handed out. Quietly spoken, she is lovely, with a special air of dignity and grace. Barely thirty, newly separated from her partner, she is a single mum of three. 

	Though she doesn’t know it, Eddie is in love with Dani. He doesn’t mind that she has three kids. He loves kids. Soon as he is out o’ this joint, they’ll rent a little place together and he’ll make a garden of flowers for her…and a barbie for him…he’ll play footy with the boy…oh he’s goin’ to be such a good dad to her kids, and they’ll go to the city by train to watch the footy final, him and Dani and the kids. He’ll buy them all double headed ice-creams. 

	Oh yes, he’ll be out o’ this joint forever, he will.

	 

	 


 

	3 Running Barefooted

	After all this time, I will speak of what I sensed but couldn’t then articulate. You, who I knew so well, looked at me like a stranger might. I was about ten, a farm-raised kid brought to the ‘big’ school in town by bus when our little school closed after the war.

	I was buying fruit for my lunch where you worked. You took my order as if I were a stranger. Did you recognize me? I believe you did, but it was as if you had nothing to give, as if the person that you were, had died.

	Our families, yours and mine had much in common. Our mothers were teachers called back to duty for the duration of the war in little ‘bush schools’ and then afterwards much to our sorrow, we kids were bussed daily into one large school. Our fathers had been to war, mine in WW1 as an under-age soldier, yours in WW2. You were older than I, perhaps by six years or so, close to my brother Giles’ age. 

	When you were teenagers you and Giles spent time together…cuddling and kissing between whispers and stifled laughter. My sisters and I would smile when you appeared from the grassy slope into the house paddock. You, barefooted and always with your little brother, Mitch on your shoulders. Sometimes your sister Roslyn came carrying red headed Johnny. Dear little post war babes and their big sisters. 

	One day Roslyn sang when we other children were quiet enough to hear a pin drop as our teacher-mother would say. The pure sweet sound captured my soul. I had never heard it before, but the song and her voice stayed with me. 

	Beautiful dreamer…queen of my song…beautiful dreamer awake unto me…

	You and Roslyn came to us in your bare feet. 

	When I saw you in the greengrocer, you were newly married. You hardly greeted me at all and I felt a stab of disappointment. It was as if the Rachel I knew had been spirited away. Her face, once so full of light and laughter, now bitter and sad. There were rumours about your jealous man, ‘pulling you into line’. He was a little below average in height, but with a good physique and a sullen kind of beauty. 

	On that day in the veggie shop I took the fruit from you and handed over the money. Our exchange (or lack of it) gave me a sick feeling in my soul. I couldn’t explain what I felt, even to myself. A kind of disappointment in friendship and human relationships generally. What came to me as I trudged back to school was quite a different image of you. 

	It was on Show Day when everyone in town celebrated with stalls and parades, horse races, people cheering, and a merry-go-round with an exotic male keeper with black, shoulder length hair and eyes, dark and mysterious as a deep water well. I have a vague recollection of my own white muslin dress, starched and ironed for the occasion. My hair in ringlets after being set in ‘rags’ the night before. On that day, I was some distance away, but like Roslyn’s song, the sight of you, would stay with me always. 

	You in a calf length dress in pale mauve crepe de chine. It was ‘the new look’ that set you among the stars. Your shoulder length, honey blonde hair topped with a big picture hat and matching wedgy shoes. To me, you looked like a film star. As we ate sandwiches under the shade of the pine trees, I heard a jealous remark about you by one of the older girls and I bristled. Catty witch, I knew more about you than she did.

	I think of you today, wondering about your life. I know you had children and something tells me you would have been a wonderful mother. As for your husband…perhaps you learned to pacify the hurt child within the beast. You might forgive the person, but never the act which has a way of lingering in the mind. Or, for your children’s sake and your inner peace, I hope you found a way to nurture the joyful self that I and my siblings knew when you and your sister tripped into our lives with your bare feet swishing through the long green grass. 

	 


 

	4 The Gold Fob Watch

	 

	Reginald Jacob Robinson. With the tip of his forefinger, Jake traces his father’s name. The watch has touched his dad. Now he has touched the watch – for the very first time. A fob watch they said. Forty carat gold, they said. Expensive, but that isn’t the point. Jake was born after his daddy died.

	Trembling, he slips the watch into the cocoon of its black velvet box, closes the lid and stuffs it into the lined pocket of his school trousers. A feathery weight brushing lightly against his thigh. His daddy in a box. A sliver of excitement and fear runs through his nine-year old body. Taller than the other kids in his class, his limbs loose and gangly, a reason for Jake to make himself small.

	‘For heaven’s sake straighten up, lad,’ says Mr Randle. The kids tease Jake about looking like a dumb clodhopper and they’ll tease him again at the end of the day when he stays behind to help Mum clean the school. It is Jake’s job to open all the windows and then close them afterwards. The kids mock him, as he carries the slop bucket or wipes away their sticky finger marks from the walls. Between jobs he’ll be alone while his mum is off somewhere with a heavy broom sweeping classroom floorboards. That’s when he feels it – the weirdness of a school, when after the clatter of a busy day, it turns into something else. 

	Jake knows the pervasive smell of chalk dust in his nostrils and those long corridors full of shadows and strange echoes. They will swoop and sigh like ghosts. Are there ghosts in the school at the end of the day? This was his Daddy’s school too – is he here? 

	But it is morning now, Jake thinks, and the sun is shining. People are going to work. The streets are busy. No ghost would want to be here. But you never know, a voice tells him and so he touches the velvet box in his pocket. It’s only for a lend…just for one day. 

	After school he might show Lionel the watch and then go straight to Granma’s house. While she’s taking the washing off the line, he’ll sneak into her bedroom and put daddy back where he belongs. Jake joins the long straggly line into the classroom and remembers the homework he hasn’t done. If he gets the cuts for it, he won’t cry. He’ll be brave because he has daddy. 

	His daddy in a box. 

	As it happens, Mr Randle doesn’t ask about homework. Thank you for that, Daddy. It feels weird but nice talking to daddy in his head. 

	 

	Unlike Jake, his sisters Emma and Freya and older brother, Alec know what it was like to have a dad. To talk to him for real. They are at high school and will grumble about Parents’ Day. With dad gone and mum who thinks Parents’ Day is a lot of nonsense, they are told to sit on the seat outside while the other kids show off their work to their parents. Emma says they feel like silly drongos sitting there all afternoon.

	Aunty Olive reckons their mum is a looker, whatever that means. Says she could meet somebody…that she’s far too tight lipped and proud to do anything but work, weekends and all. No widow’s pension for Jake’s mum. No welfare man looking into her cupboards to see that she’s not starving her kids. Or looking under her bed to see if a pair of man’s shoes lurk there. Weird, that one. Why would she have a pair of a man’s shoes under her bed?

	The early morning buzz of the classroom turns to silence. There are sums on the board this morning. Too easy. Jake grins. He is fast with numbers. Knows the price of things in pounds, shillings and pence. Can add up and take away, divide and multiply. 

	In Class Five, he’s gonna learn fractions. Sometimes for fun he copies Freya whose studying for her Junior Certificate and will chant, ‘The square on the hypotenuse is equal to the squares on the other two sides.’ Hypotenuse sounds a bit like the animal he’s only seen in the pages of Britannica. It makes him giggle to think of it. A big red square sitting on top of a hippopotamus with its huge jaw wide open and two squares, smaller by half, hanging down on either side. 

	At recess Lionel grabs his arm. ‘Hey, Jake do you wanna play footy with the big kids?’ Lionel is his friend. Small but fast on the footy field and full of tricks. Jake nearly gives way, but feels that small feathery weight against his thigh.

	‘Nar, don’t wanna, today,’ he drawls. Every time the pair go on to the footy field there’s a rough tangle of arms and legs. He’ll cop a kick in the shins or his shirt collar might be torn. He can’t risk dropping the gold watch. Worse still, having the big kids gawking at it. 

	No. He’ll show it to Lionel this arvo and have a quick gink himself before heading for Grandma’s house to put it back where he found it. Then he’ll gaze at the photo of his daddy in the hallway. It’s the first thing anyone sees when they come. Aunty Olive will always whisper in his ear, ‘You’re the spitting image of him at the same age, Jake.’ So, he might grow to be like that, a handsome man with “soulful” dark eyes – no longer as he is now – all bones, gawky and clumsy. Like the ugly duckling in the story before he turns into a swan.

	Later Jake will remember it like a terrible dream…the two police cars in the driveway of Granma’s house. His mother, running in from their house next door. Tight lipped, her eyes read him. As if she can see right into his skull. As if she might crush his wild pumping heart. Icy fingers of fear run down his spine.

	There’s been a robbery…the precious gold watch has been taken. How does she know its him? He swallows down a great lump in his throat. How? Her hand is a vice. Tight round his wrist, pre-empting his attempt to draw the watch from his pocket. She prizes it from his frozen fingers, slapping it onto the table.

	‘It was just for a lend,’ he wails. 

	‘You shamed me.’ Her words are ice.

	Jake’s mum isn’t his mum now, but a demon, a banshee, dragging him home, pulling him into the boys’ room on the end of the veranda. She grabs Alec’s scouts’ belt with its hard buckle, laid so innocently beside a washed and ironed scout uniform. Without pity, she lays into her son. Lays into him with the weight of her own anger and grief. 

	Nine years’ worth of pay-back to an absent husband, foolish enough to die before his time. Not a death covered in the glory of a Gallipoli, but a stupid car crash that should never have happened. It is pay-back to the townspeople waiting for her to trip up. For the men at the hotel when she serves them – their sly pinches and comments. And to Jake who reminds her every day of all she has lost, a son who has shamed her. And to the goddamn fucking everyday struggle of life itself. 

	Jake will remember until he is an old man – the sting of the scout belt. The buckle at one end that cuts his calves and clips his cheek. He manages to pull away from her briefly, jumping from his own bed onto Luke’s and back again. His quick evasion and surprising strength infuriate her.

	For a brief moment, Jake sees Freya’s alarmed face at the window, vaguely aware that she has been banging on the locked door. 

	‘Enough…enough,’ she screams at their mother and within seconds his darling sister is through the window wrenching the belt from their mother’s hand. 

	They never speak of it but it is Freya who cleans him up. Freya who comforts him. Time passes, one day after another. Weeks run into months and then years. Other events will fade from Jake’s mind, but that one stays.

	An uncle fits Jake up with a bike and after school he cycles to the fishing harbour. Earns a few shillings helping old Mac who gives him a snapper head to take home for tea. He shoves it in a sugar bag that does for a swag and carries it home slung across his back. Sometimes, it’s a whole snapper. Today when he arrives home, Freya tells him, ‘You pong of fish guts.’ 

	‘Do not,’ he says, grinning. But he’ll take a shower. He likes to be clean. Likes to be neat. Jake sometimes helps out at the drapery store. The customers love him. That handsome Robinson kid…who would have thought it? And a good head for business too.

	Without speaking, Mum puts the fish head into a pot of water. Chops up an onion and herbs from the garden. As it simmers on the Metta’s stove top, light from the firebox plays on pretty rose printed curtains, chosen and hung by Jake. He has an eye for colour and style. 

	Now that Luke has moved away to share a farm with an uncle, Jake takes his place at the head of the table. Soon he’ll be earning a full wage. Freya and Emma are working girls now. Freya in the office at the Trading company, Emma in the chemist. Both have boyfriends – sons of wheat and sheep farmers.

	Jake thinks he’ll give the Junior Certificate exam a miss and leave school to work in the drapery. On the weekend there is sport. Mum never comes to watch him play but takes good care of his clothes. His whites always snowy and his trophies shine bright in the new china cabinet the girls bought her. His photograph is on the wall now – grinning, holding up the trophy for fairest and best. 

	When there is a fund-raising event in the township Jake knows what must be done. He is needed and in demand. Something else is happening in his life as well. The family doesn’t know yet, but he’s fallen in love. Her name is Judy. Sweet faced Judy with her big blue eyes and neat shining hair. Generous hearted. When Jake is an old man Judy will mourn when she and their three loving children fade from his memory – so quickly, without warning. So too, their home with its shining surfaces, the copper etchings, the knick-knacks Jake himself has chosen, the flower garden he attended so lovingly. All will fade from his mind.

	It is his mother and that first home he sees in his mind’s eye.

	‘I need to go home,’ he will say, blindly pushing his walker. ‘Where is Mum, is she okay?’ 
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