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  1-Exiled

1998
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I stirred, coming to consciousness slowly, aware of the warm body cradling mine. Ninu was behind me, his arm beneath my head as I lay on my side. I smiled, lifting myself to peer at him. He was sleeping, his dark eyelashes resting on his cheekbones. 
‘Time to wake up sleepyhead.’ I kissed him gently on the cheek. 
He stirred, his dark eyelashes fluttering open, his hazel eyes watching me. ‘Already?’
I nodded, glancing at the clock beside me. It was six a.m. I got up and went to the bathroom first, leaving Ninu to come to consciousness. I was in the shower when he stepped in behind me, his hands cupping my breasts. 
‘Let me help you.’ He took the soap and lathered my torso while I giggled. 
‘And this is why I set the alarm so early.’ I turned toward him, wrapping my arms around his neck as I kissed him.
After we dressed, Ninu packing the change of clothes he’d brought for the weekend. ‘You staying for breakfast?’ I shrugged on my cardigan, the chill of morning penetrating.
He shook his head as he put on his shoes. ‘I’ll get takeaway on the way home.’ 
It was a hour's drive from the town of Riverwood back to St Albans. After my mother and Emir found out about my dating Ninu, they gave me an ultimatum: leave my family home or break up with Ninu. I chose Ninu. Thankfully, my mentor Alyssa Jones had helped me find a journalism cadetship in the small country town of Riverwood and within a week I was suddenly a fully emancipated adult—even though I was twenty-three years old.
I followed Ninu to the porch. As I opened the door, the sun was peeking over the trees in front of the house, the frigid blast of air piercing my skin. I walked him to his ute. ‘See you Friday.’ I leaned in to kiss Ninu through the open window.
He kissed me back, his hand cupping the back of my head. I watched as he drove off, standing on the porch, taking in the vista before me. It was so peaceful living in the country. It was still a novelty after two weeks in.
I returned to the kitchen with the faded black and white checked linoleum floor that now looked grey, and aqua green cabinets that were scratched and faded. There was a vinyl table and chrome white padded chairs. The kitchen must’ve once been a modern masterpiece in the 1950s when the house was built, but was now neglected and old, like so much of the house. To me, it was still a novelty. It was my first time living on my own and I loved every piece of the three-bedroom house I was renting.
I ate my toast and tea, then briskly completed my housework. Now that I was living on my own, I’d learnt it was best to wash dishes and make my bed before leaving the house in the morning, so I could relax in the evening after work.
By the time I finished, an hour had passed and when I stepped back out onto the porch, the sun was fully out; the chill easing. I walked down the stairs and into the car that Ninu had helped me buy when I moved to Riverwood. As I backed out of the driveway my eyes caught on the white weatherboard house, the white paint peeling. I wouldn’t have been able to afford to live in a house by myself in the suburbs, but in this small country town, my salary stretched far enough to accommodate the rent and a comfortable lifestyle.
I eased into my Toyota and turned onto River Road, the main road that ran parallel to the Guru River that hugged the town of Riverwood, the sun winking off the murky surface of the water as I drove. I passed by the Welcome to Riverwood sign, population 2,985, when I saw a woman walking with red roses in her arms. She turned down the path by the river. I stopped the car on the shoulder of the road, took the camera from the passenger seat beside me, and followed.
I’d walked down by the river yesterday with Ninu. I’d been told there was a beautiful gorge for swimming and we’d found it walking from my house, reaching the clifftop overlooking it. We’d had to climb down a winding path among the brush, but now as I followed the woman, I realised this was the other path to get to the gorge that most people from town used. 
When Ninu and I had reached the gorge, we’d found a tree with flowers tied to it, a tribute to someone who had passed, probably drowned. I’d thought then it might make a good story about tributes and the people who left them, but to do that I’d need to track down the person leaving the tribute and now she’d landed in my lap, so to speak.
The woman walked to the tree and took down the dry and old flowers, tying the new bouquet with a red ribbon. I lifted the camera to my eye, framing a shot of her standing there, holding her hands up as if she were praying, the clifftop in the background behind her. The woman rubbed her hand over her face in a familiar gesture. I lifted my eye from the camera viewfinder and looked at her. Almost like how Muslims pray.
I let the camera hang around my neck and approached her.
‘Excuse me,’ I called, not wanting to startle her.
The woman glanced at me, but didn’t respond.
‘I work at the Riverwood Times and wanted to talk to you about your tribute.’
The woman walked toward me. I waited, a smile on my face. She brushed past me, continued walking without staying a word. I turned to look, bewildered by her cold shoulder. When she’d vanished from sight back up the road, I turned around and walked to the tribute. I framed the shot of the red roses tied with the red ribbon to the pole, the yellow grassland on the banks swishing in the wind, the river murky and undulating in the current. I made a note to ask for drowning statistics at the police station. The breeze fluttered over me, raising goose pimples on my arms. I rubbed my arms, feeling as if someone had walked over my grave.
I dawdled at the gorge, giving the woman time to leave so I wouldn’t bump into her, feeling slightly embarrassed like I’d committed a faux pas. Who was she? While the townspeople I’d met so far viewed me as an exotic species with my ethnic name, Seka Torlak, the cause of much curiosity in this mostly Anglo town, everyone had been friendly and hospitable. This was the first time someone had been rude, and I didn’t know what I had done to cause this kind of reaction. Was she one of those who hated refugees and saw me as an interloper because of my migrant background? While no residents had been outwardly rude, I had overheard some conversations in the street and the way some townsfolk viewed migrants.
Fifteen minutes later I parked in front of the newspaper office, a one-storey building on the main road, the shop front windows lettered with a cursive sign: The Riverwood Times, Printing Office. Behind the sheer white curtains were the offices where the journalists and editors worked, as well as the printing press that used the centuries-old method of hot lead printing. Each Thursday, the yellow-bricked building shook to the rhythm of a massive 1894 steel printing press while volunteers folded the pages, their hands black with ink by day's end. The town of Riverwood and its surrounding regions have been served by the newspaper since 1883, when the town was populated and the building was constructed in 1893, as evidenced by the concrete round sign on top of the building.
I walked in and sat at my desk. In my in-tray was a handwritten column by the reverend who this week was using the lost lambs from the Carlisle farm as a metaphor about God seeking to encourage recalcitrant parishioners to find their way home to the church. I squinted as I read it, fighting to decipher his cramped handwriting. This had been my first steep learning curve, that it was more than just the reporters that contributed to the newspaper. Contributions came from many of the pillars of the community, including the mayor, the police sergeant, the progress association, members of parliament, teachers and schoolkids, and sporting club secretaries. There was even a gossip column on the back page reporting on locals’ bloopers, from the principal wearing a skirt that flew up in the wind to reveal her red lacy underwear, to the farmer who rode his bicycle home from the pub and ended up headfirst in a nettle bush. 
I was deep in thought, and the tapping didn’t intrude on my consciousness until he was beside me. 
‘Hello dear,’ Mayor Shane Otis said, looking down at me with what should be a benign smile above his ginger and salted beard.
‘Hello Mayor Otis.’ I wanted to stand, but he’d blocked me in with his cane resting between my legs. ‘I’ve got my column.’ He reached into the front pocket of his white suit and delicately took out a folded sheet of paper. 
As he handed it to me, I avoided touching his fingertips. I placed it in my in-tray.
‘Tut, tut.’ He lifted his cane and tapped the in-tray. ‘I’d like you to proofread it now, please. Don’t want you to have to interpret any minor details and get them wrong.’
I sighed, unfolding the sheet and reading the neatly handwritten sheet. 
‘The council has made the careful and circumspect decision not to fund the local library at this time, in order to ensure that the public works, such as the road repairs on the main road in order not to hinder and impede the population’s transit and movement between town and surrounding farms.’
‘I think we could do some pruning here,’ I said, reaching for my pen. ‘For example, careful and circumspect mean the same thing. Which one would you like to use?’
The Mayor’s nostrils flared as his cheeks flushed. ‘Both, thank you. Perhaps as a native speaker you don't have the sophistication to understand the nuances between the two—’
‘There are no nuances—’
Art fluttered out of his office. ‘How are you, Mayor Otis?’ he asked, standing behind my chair.
‘Not very well at all, Art. This young chit is critiquing my article, which is not the service that I request. The council pays advertising dollars for our message to be heard across the shire.’
‘Of course, of course,’ Art said, taking the column and glancing at it. ‘Beautifully written as always, Mayor. We’ll publish that exactly as it is.’
‘Yes, do.’ Mayor Otis glared at me once more before stalking out, his cane tapping furiously on the ground as he slowly shuffled out.
‘He—’ I began.
Art raised his hand to his lips, shushing me, as he watched the Mayor leave the office. When the door closed, he turned back to me. ‘The Mayor is very pedantic about his column and the council advertising is 50 percent of our operating costs. So we will publish it exactly as it is written.’
I sighed with frustration and nodded.
‘Exactly as it is. Which means not even a comma is to be changed.’ Art tapped at the red mark where I had included a proofreading note for a comma to break up the sentence. ‘We pick our battles, my dear.’ He patted my arm.
I nodded again. Art was the boss and owner. Even though typing that column was going to test my patience, this wasn’t worth fighting. I returned to my inbox and lost track of time.
‘Seka, someone here for you,’ Karen, the receptionist, called out a while later.
I stood and walked to the counter where a thin woman with white permed hair was waiting. ‘My seven year old granddaughter won a national short story competition,’ she declared proudly.
‘How wonderful! Let me get my notebook.’ This had been the other surprise. The day-to-day achievements of the locals were regular features in the newspaper. Soon after arriving when I’d complained about Karen hand-balling me puff-pieces, my editor, Art Monday, corrected my misconceptions. ‘Locals read this newspaper and they want to know about the lives and achievements of their own.’
After I’d jotted notes about the woman’s granddaughter, I returned to my desk and typed up the reverend’s column. 
Karen called me again. I stood and approached the counter where two women stood. By their resemblance, they were mother and daughter. They had the same shade of brown hair. The younger woman had hers cut to the nape with the ends curling out, while the older had hers smoothed into a bun. They watched me approach with identical dark brown eyes. 'How can I help you?'
I walked over and offered my hand to the women. ‘Seka Torlak.’
'I’m Millie Roberts. And this is my mother, Michelle Hayes. Do you have time to talk?' We shook hands.
I glanced over at the proofs, waiting for my approval. I turned back to Millie, about to tell her no, but there was a look of desperation and hope in her eyes that stilled the words on my tongue. 'Of course, come in.' I held open the swinging door and gestured them in. I walked over to my desk and offered Mrs Hayes a seat and took a chair from another table and offered it to Millie. 'Would you like coffee?'  
The women shook their heads.
'What can I do to help you?'
'We’re here about my brother.' Millie slipped out a photo of a young man and handed it to me. 'Ben was murdered and no one was ever arrested over his death.' 
'I’m very sorry.' I looked at the small black-and-white photo of a young man in a pinstriped grey suit, his hair swept to the side, a wide smile on his face. Curious about the writing on the back, I flipped it over and found the inscription ‘Ben, 1972.’ I looked at Millie, confused.
'He passed away three months after that photo was taken. Having served in Vietnam, he returned and landed a job as a surveyor at the council while he finished his engineering degree. He bought the suit he’s wearing from his first paycheck. He was so proud.' Mrs Hayes smiled sadly. 
'How do you want me to help?' I asked. 
'It’s been twenty six years since his death and we want you to write about him. He was found beaten to the death at the footy stadium change room. They did an inquest and concluded that a seasonal worker passing through must have killed him, but I’ve never believed it.' Millie stopped talking, looking at her mother with concern. 
Pain lined Mrs Hayes’ face, but her eyes remained clear. 'Someone in this town knows what happened to Ben, but they said nothing. I want them to tell the truth. My husband died five years ago and I have cancer. The doctors said I have six months. I want to know who killed Ben and why before I leave this earth. Will you help?' Mrs Hayes put her hand on my arm. 
The pain emanated from her hand and into my body like a blood transfusion. I recognised this pain, had carried it with me since Srebrenica. I had decided to be a journalist so that I could write about things that mattered and make a change in the world. This was my chance.
'Yes, I’ll write about him.'
Millie and Mrs Hayes smiled widely.
'I knew you were the one who would do it.' Mrs Hayes patted my arm. ‘I read the article you wrote in The Age about your father and fiancé.’
I survived the genocide in Srebrenica, where the killing of 8,372 men and boys took place, including my fiancé and father. Those killed were buried in mass graves, many of their bodies still undiscovered. It was the event that both defined and haunted me.
I walked Millie and Mrs Hayes out after I had written their phone numbers and address. 'I’ll call to make a time for an interview after I speak to the police sergeant and view the inquest report.’
I returned to my desk and quickly finished typing the column before searching through the microfiche file that contained all the previous issues. There was a short write up about Ben Hayes’ death in 1972 stating he was found in the footy club change rooms and that the police were investigating leads. Two months later, an even smaller article that the police were concluding a drifter was responsible. 
I was confused. Usually local stories captured large interest. Why was this one barely covered? A murder in a local town should have been earth-shattering, let alone the death of a former soldier. I knew about Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War from Ninu, who’d had an uncle that served. Soldiers were conscripted based on their birthday to provide a compulsory twelve month service as National Servicemen, or Nasho’s as they were colloquially called, many of them returning to Australia with extreme PTSD that was never treated or addressed. 
While some soldiers who arrived home on the HMAS Sydney were given a parade, those, like Ninu’s uncle, who had arrived home on a plane when negative sentiment about the war had arisen, were covertly flown in under the cover of night. They were then transported on a bus with darkened windows to protect them from protestors. Ninu told me that his uncle had attempted to enter a RSL Club and join other war veterans. Those inside turned their backs and told him he didn’t fight a real war. The Vietnam War was the first war fought without clear battle lines, instead the two sides fought in jungles and villages, with soldiers and civilians both being casualties.
There was a photo of Ben in the newspaper from before he left for the war. Now, as I compared the photo his mother had handed me of him before he died and the photo printed before he was a soldier, I hardly recognised him. As if the year of soldiering in the jungle had transformed his physiology, leaving the planes of his face stark and chiseled, his brown eyes squinty as if he viewed everything before him with suspicion, deep lines across his forehead, and his lips thinner as if they were constantly pressing down on each other from tension. 
Was the story under-reported because he was a Nasho, or was there something else at play? I was drafting my notes when Karen dropped another sheet in my in-tray. Needing a break, I lifted it and saw it was the weekly crime write up from the police sergeant. I looked up and saw the blue-shirted back disappear through the front door. I took my notebook and speed-walked to the door. He was in front of the shop next door, River’s Edge cafe. 
‘Liam,’ I called. 
He turned, his green eyes sparkling as he looked at me. ‘Seka, you can’t already be having trouble with my column. I typed it for you.’
I snorted with laughter. On my first day, he overheard me whining about deciphering the reverend’s incoherent handwriting.
‘No, it’s not that. I wanted to ask you about the gorge.’
‘I was just about to have a coffee. Want to join me?’ He nodded his head toward the cafe, his auburn hair gleaming in the sun.
‘Sure.’ He held the door open for me. We ordered at the counter and sat at a back table, neither of us keen on being visible in the front window. 
‘I had a visit from Milllie Hayes this morning. She wants me to write about her son, Ben. He was murdered—’ 
Liam put his hand up to stop me. ‘I know about Millie. She’s been calling the police regularly about her son’s murder.’
‘And?’
‘And I reviewed his file. He told his mother he was going to the pub, but never turned up. He was found at the footy changing rooms, but we could never determine why he was there. No one came forward to confirm they were meeting with him. The investigation was also hampered by the fact that it was the Royal Melbourne Weekend and the footy games were cancelled. No one found him for three days. His mother assumed he’d gone to the show with mates and forgotten to tell her. It was only when his body was found on the Tuesday by the footy association secretary that Millie found out he’d been in town the whole time. The investigation was completed. There was nothing to go on.’
‘I’d still like to write about it. See if I can shake loose some new leads.’
Liam sighed. ‘You know that Millie has cancer.’
‘She told me.’
‘You could give a dying woman false hope.’
‘There is no such thing as false hope,’ I snapped. ‘When someone dies and you don’t know how or why, you can never move on. You are in constant limbo, always searching for loss. Giving her one shot at actually finding out something is the greatest kindness.’
‘I’m sorry. I read the article you wrote about your father and fiancé in the national paper.’
I shredded a napkin with my hands, looking over his shoulder. 
‘I guess I know a little about that, too.’
I met his gaze.
‘My mother ran off when I was a kid. It’s been thirty years, but every day I expect her to walk through the doors.’
‘Have you tried finding her?’ I asked.
He smiled ruefully. ‘Constantly, but she probably remarried and changed her name. I tell myself I have to just wait and if she’s interested in seeing me, she knows where I am.’ He took a deep breath. ‘Okay. I’ll do it. I’ll reopen the case. Come by the office this afternoon and pick up a copy of the inquest report.’
I nodded, feeling slightly teary. ‘I’ll arrange an interview with Millie. Get photos of her, maybe at the footy stadium.’
‘She has a tribute that she updates every week. You can’t miss it, it’s on a stand with pot plants.’
The mention of the tribute made me flashback to this morning. ‘I wanted to ask you about the gorge. Have there been many drownings?’
‘I’ll have to look up the official statistics. I think there was a tourist a few years before my time in the office.’
‘No, this would be a local. There is a tribute that is updated every day by a woman with silver black hair. She leaves red roses tied with a red ribbon.’
‘That’s Mad Dawn Winter.’
I recoiled. 
‘Sorry, that’s what everyone calls her. Dawn Winter lives on the Winter Farm, the one next to your house. She’s been here since I was a kid. She’s been in and out of psychiatric hospitals her whole life, so people call her mad.’
‘Who is she leaving the tribute for?’ 
Liam shrugged. ‘Who knows? She’s been doing it ever since I was a kid. My Dad told me that we should respect her and leave her to her grief, whether it’s real or imaginary. Growing up, some kids destroyed the tribute completely. Dawn was inconsolable. She didn’t stop crying and ended up back in hospital. Her husband, Jack, was furious. The gorge is technically on their property. While she was in hospital, he set up camp at the gorge with a shotgun, living there like a wild man, unshaven and unkept as he cooked on a campfire. Anytime the locals attempted to come and swim, he chased them off. My father and other parents spoke to him, begged for peace. He didn’t relent until his wife came from the hospital. He vowed that if anyone ever tore down the tribute again, he’d put up a fence and close it off permanently. No one dared to test his pledge.’
I felt better, realising that Dawn didn’t dislike me. She’d just spent so long being a source of ridicule to the townspeople that she’d learnt to keep everyone at a distance.
‘Can she hear?’ I wondered if I could interview her.
‘She’s not deaf.’
‘So she can speak, but chooses not to?’ I attempted clarifying.
‘I assume she can,’ Liam said. ‘But I’ve never heard her. I’ve seen her with her daughter and she responds to her daughter’s questions. She just says nothing.’
‘Do you know why she doesn’t speak? Was she injured?’
‘Maybe there’s more to it,’ Liam shrugged, ‘but I just always assumed she can’t. I’ll check the archives and see if I can pull anything up about deaths in the gorge.’
‘Thanks.’ As I walked back to the office, I couldn’t stop mulling over the mystery of Mad Dawn Winter. Why was she mad and why didn’t she speak? And were the two connected?
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I drove down the River Road, feeling a spark of joy as the river shimmered on the river. Riverwood reminded me of Srebrenica with the mountains a dramatic background behind the town, the forest framing the edges of the town, and the river cutting through the centre. I got to the driveway leading to my house. There were two mailboxes next to each other: a white mailbox with peeling paint that was for the house I rented, and a koala mailbox for my neighbours. A red car stopped and a dark-haired woman left her car idling as she got out and opened the koala mailbox. I hadn’t stopped to check my mail for a few days and this was a good chance to talk to the neighbours. 
I parked my white car next to hers and got out. ‘I’m Seka Torlak. I’m renting the house.’ I pointed to the white house whose roof was visible behind the trees.
‘The journalist.’ The dark-haired woman smiled, looking much younger and less severe. ‘Azra Winters.’ She offered her hand.
‘Azra is a Bosnian name,’ I said, surprised to hear it in this small country town.
‘My mother is Bosnian. Everyone calls her Dawn, but her real name is Dženana.’
Goose pimples raised on my skin. Dawn was praying in the Muslim way at the tribute.
‘I met her at the gorge the other day. I tried talking to her, but…’
‘She doesn’t talk.’ Azra looked over my shoulder to where her house was. ‘She had a hard time and hasn’t spoken for many years.’
‘Maybe she’d like to talk to someone in her mother tongue.’
‘I can ask.’ Azra took her mail from the car. 
‘Great.’ I opened my mailbox as Azra drove off. It was empty, as I expected, but at least my ruse had given me more information.
As I got back in my car and drove up the driveway to my house, I wondered about Dževahira. Liam told me she hadn’t spoken for decades. I couldn’t help but wonder why. What had stopped her from speaking?
I walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. This was the part of living alone that I was still getting used to. When I’d lived at home, it was my mother who did the lion’s share of the cooking. While I’d helped with managing the household, cooking had not been my forte. I took out the pastizzi that Ninu had brought from his mother and that were leftover. Whenever he came up for the weekend, she sent him with food that would last a few days. It meant that early in the week I didn’t have to cook, but by Thursday and Friday I was hitting the takeaway options on the way home.
I placed them in the oven to heat and sat at the kitchen table. Before coming home, I had collected the inquest file from the police station. I opened it up and read.
Ben had been found laying in the middle of the floor. His arms were splayed out and his eyes unseeing. His face was mangled and bruised.
The coroner concluded he’d been murdered sometime in the early hours of the morning. That he’d been beaten to death. There was a footprint visible on Ben’s stomach that’s matched a size 12 shoe so the perpetrator was probably about 180 centimetres or more. 
I pictured Ben rolling around on the ground, being pushed around by the force of the kicking and stomping on his body. Slowly, he would move less and less as the kicks mounted up, until soon he was just lying prostrate on the ground.
His ribs were broken, he had a fracture of his right arm, probably from a defensive wound. His nose was broken, his eye sockets crushed. While he suffered internal injuries from all those, the fatal blow was a kick to the head that caused a brain haemorrhage.
I finished reading the report and stared vacantly into space. Why did the police conclude it was a drifter when the injuries suggested that this was more than one perpetrator? It was something to ask Liam in the morning.
The oven timer dinged, and I took out the pastizzi. They were piping hot, so I transferred them to a plate and took a glass of lemonade outside on the porch, eating and watching the scenery behind me. 
I hadn’t been long enough in Riverwood to think about my future, but I could get used to this view. Maybe Ninu and I should think about making our future here. After all, he could buy a farm somewhere nearby, and I could continue working at the newspaper. I smiled softly as I thought about my future.
It was an early night tonight for me. 
In the morning, I ate my breakfast quickly and poured my coffee into an esky. I drove to the gorge and parked further away from the path amongst the trees, wanting my car to be hidden.
I walked down the path and sat on a rock near the tribute. As expected, Dawn came by just as the sun was warming. She saw me and hesitated in her step, before walking on as if I wasn’t there. I waited until she’d laid her flowers and completed her prayers before approaching.
‘Dževahira, my name is Seka Toralk. I spoke to your daughter Azra last night, and she told me your name,’ I said in Bosnian. 
Dawn looked at me with surprise, before a smile of delight lit up her face. She offered her hand and enthusiastically shook mine.
‘I know you don’t talk, but I got this so you can share your answers.’ I held up a notebook and pen.
Dawn nodded gladly. We sat on the rocks emerging on the shore.
‘How long have you lived in Riverwood?’ I asked.
Dawn wrote in the notebook and held it up. 1970.
‘That’s a long time. How did you come to live here?’
Parents were sharecrop farmers. Fell pregnant. Married Jack.
‘My boyfriend is Maltese. When my mother and brother found out I was dating him, they told me to leave him or leave home. That’s why I’m in Riverwood.’
Dawn’s face clouded, the lines around her mouth deeper with grief.
Me too. Parents disinherit. Leave Riverwood. Leave me.
‘I’m so sorry.’ I took her hand in mine and clutched it. 
She looked out at the gorge. I wondered what her life must be like. To be so lonely. Not to talk to anyone. To have lost family. Was this what my future was heading to?
‘What was life like in those early days?’ 
Very hard. Wake up early. Work very hard. Australian sun very harsh. People very cruel.
I could only wonder at the cruelty she was subjected to. 
‘I want to know more about your story. To write about it in the newspaper. Us Bosnians have to stick together.’
Not to write in newspaper. Just for you.
‘Okay.’ I nodded. ‘This is just between us. You must have so many stories.’
I’ll bring something for you tomorrow. Meet me here.
‘Okay.’ 
Dawn got up. She hesitated, before turning around and hugging me. As she let go, I saw a tear seep from her eye. She walked up the path from the gorge. I stood and followed her. I wondered what she would give me tomorrow.
I looked at my watch. My first appointment of the day allowed me enough time. I drove through town and to the east, where the footy stadium was located. 
Mrs Hayes and her daughter Millie were already at the streetlight banister in front of the club, next to a triangle shelf that was lined with brightly coloured pot plants. Mrs Hayes weeded the plants with quick hands and then lifted a watering can, carefully pouring water into each pot.
I got out of the car and took the camera with me. As I approached, I heard Mrs Hayes speaking. I lifted my camera and framed the shot of Mrs Hayes speaking to Ben, telling him about her garden, and that she had visited their former neighbour in a nursing home. Michelle stood to the side and watched as her mother gingerly caressed the leaves of the flowers, which were the surrogate that she lavished with a mother’s love. When she finished watering, they both bowed their heads and prayed, their movements synchronised from thirty years of practice.
I looked over at the changing room block. The main building was a large one-storey building where the footy club events were held. There was a bar operating on the weekends during the on-season when games were played. The changing rooms were a separate block built of red brick, a remnant from when the footy club was originally built in the 1900s.  
I would wait until Millie and her mother had left before exploring inside. They finished praying, and we walked over to the bench near the double doors that led to the footy club. Mrs Hayes sat slowly, Michelle helping her, lines on her face etched with pain.
I interviewed Mrs Hayes, getting a feel for Ben as a person before the war, his transformation as a soldier, and his hopes and dreams for the future upon his return to Australia. Quotes circling my head as I thought about the draft article.
‘I read the inquest report. You don’t have any idea what he might have been doing at the footy club on the Friday night?’
Mrs Hayes shook her head. ‘Maybe he was meeting someone for a game, or to run around with the ball, but none of his mates confirmed they were meeting with him.’
Millie looked down at her lap as we spoke.
‘And when he didn’t come home on Saturday, you assumed he was at the Melbourne Show?’
Mrs Hayes nodded. ‘I thought maybe he’d met someone out and made the spontaneous decision to leave. We didn’t have all this technology then. If someone tried to call home and you didn’t answer, we didn’t have an answering machine to take a message. I thought maybe he’d asked someone to pass on a message that he’d gone to the show, but they’d forgotten. I wasn’t too worried. After all, my Ben had
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