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Dead Roses
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Val Tulloch liked to look at her husband while he was reading, and not exactly chat – a word dangerously close to chatter – she liked to think of it, rather, as speaking her thoughts. She spoke them, too, with appropriate softness. Sometimes she wondered whether she irritated Gil by doing so, but she had never asked, because she did not want to find out for certain.

Now she was going over the house-party she had arranged for the Island that Christmas, speculating again on the desirability of those she had invited, and Gil Tulloch was frowning slightly as he read. His wife was of the opinion that a frown suited his otherwise flawless face, giving it authority.

Val was saying: ‘The Furfields are always good value. Helen doesn’t jib at the washing-up, and Doug is so handy in the boat. We’re so used to them, darling, don’t you think? It’s restful. Though I can’t say I’ll ever take to Marcus. Bashing up poor little Jeremy. But after all, that’s life, and Jeremy had better find out.’

Gil Tulloch, who was giving Tristram Shandy another go, increased his slightly authoritative frown.

‘And Mollie Aspinall – certainly one has to take some trouble with Mollie, one has to listen to her – but she does love children.’

If she had been all like this, all the time, Gil Tulloch could not have put up with his wife, but here and now Val’s social speculations were hardly more boring than the battle with Sterne.

‘And Barry Flegg.’

‘Why did you invite Barry?’ Gil Tulloch asked, reading.

‘To balance Mollie Aspinal.’

‘Isn’t Mollie a bit leathery, a bit long in the tooth for Barry?’

‘But she’s grateful just for the smell of a man.’

Val Tulloch was so pleased, she laughed. Shortly before their discussion she had begun to accept the presence of their fifth and unexpected child. She was still dazed, but very happy.

Her husband turned the page, and waited. He could skim books professionally. And really did enjoy his wife.

‘No,’ said Val, sitting forward, her face growing dark with purpose. ‘I’ll tell you why I asked Barry. I’ve invited Anthea Scudamore.’

‘But isn’t she pretty awful?’

‘How?’

‘Nothing you could put your finger on.’

‘Exactly! And it isn’t all her fault. She’s just a bit brought-up and not brought-out.’

‘Barry’ll do his best by her. But I’ve always had the impression Anthea knows exactly where she’s going.’

‘I don’t think she does. She knows what she ought to know, and where she ought to go,’ said Val. Then she added: ‘That won’t stop me giving her a push in what her mother will consider the wrong direction.’

Turning in what was for her the obvious and only possible direction early in life, Val Tulloch was a woman who believed that all others must accept the one way to happiness.
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Mrs Scudamore was an arranger too, but in her case she had never allowed herself to consider whether she was un happy. There was no reason why anyone should be, no one in Australia at least, if they were well provided for, and of a happy social level. After that, if a person started complaining, she was morbid, or neurotic. Or something. So Mrs Scudamore never allowed herself to complain – unless she had good reason to.

Though she managed to conceal it to a decent extent, her happiness was immense on hearing of Anthea’s invitation for Christmas on the Island. Certainly the Tullochs were lax, intellectual, and in appearance often downright shabby, but they wore the aura which only inherited wealth and station can give. The afternoon the invitation was issued Mrs Scudamore made four telephone calls, one of them to that woman on the Clarion.

‘Of course it will mean I shall have to take a great deal extra on my own shoulders, here, at Christmas,’ Mrs Scudamore did not complain to her daughter. ‘But I am so pleased for you, dear. I am sure you will have lots of fun. The Tullochs belong to such a jolly set. I wonder whether Gilbert Tulloch is as red as they make out. Probably is. Like all those university men. Atheists too. His mother was a Briscoe – property in her own right. I do wonder which of their friends you’ll meet. Minnie Briscoe didn’t always remember hers, but one had to make allowances; she led a very busy life, and her mind gave out before the end. It just occurred to me, Anthea dear – put in your blue. I know summer on the Island is what people call informal now, but one should go prepared for all eventualities. I mean – it is so much more agreeable – don’t you think? – not to get caught out.’

Mrs Scudamore would have been deeply hurt if anyone had suggested she had never paused to consider what her daughter might think. Why, it was too obvious. They were more like two sisters. So, as nobody had ever drawn her attention to the reality of the relationship, Mrs Scudamore continued to think, for Anthea, and everyone. The tempo of life today being what it is, and she married to a leader-writer who kept such odd hours, she was forced to take so much on her own shoulders. As it were.

‘Anthea,’ she would call, ‘do see whether there is an egg for Daddy, and run down to the corner for a dozen if there isn’t. I have my appointment at ten.’

Slight acquaintances might have wondered whether Bill Scudamore existed at all, though they heard about him, and read the headings of those unreadable leaders in the Clarion, and his hats were on the pegs in the passage outside the downstairs lavatory. Mrs Scudamore’s close friends, who knew that everything was above board, remembered him as a wry, skinny, silent man, who rose late, and breakfasted principally off newspapers. Late in the afternoon he would dawdle down to the Clarion office, and return to a refrigerator phase of life after others had gone to bed. Mentally he appeared to exist on political abstractions and a convincedly pessimistic attitude to all human endeavour. This, together with his ‘hours,’ meant that he was not missed by his wife’s friends, who knew that life is what you make it, and whose paths lay between its brightly-enamelled, concrete details.

Mrs Scudamore, who was puzzled, not to say distressed by nonconformity of any description, dismissed it from her mind whenever it affected her closely. So she assured herself: Bill cannot be unhappy. Temporarily, perhaps, she was right. Her husband suffered more from foreboding and irritations, the kind begotten by President Soekarno and ingrown toe-nails, or the egg he spilled on his dressing-gown. Anthea would boil him his egg before going off to one of her courses, and as Bill Scudamore took the knife, and scraped off the spot of offending egg, it would sometimes sadly occur to him: There goes Anthea, and again I haven’t thought what to say. Regret would ripen into guilt, until he remembered her mother, who took so much upon herself. Anthea would be taken care of.

‘Anything more, Dad, before I go?’ his daughter – his daughter – might call from the end of the veranda.

She was so bright, so thoughtful, so damn pleasant. She had learnt it all. Squinting through the glare of the veranda Bill Scudamore thought to see Betsy, or at least the wax which still had to be worked up into the replica. Some men, he understood, allowed themselves to experience twinges of renewal or desire on recognizing the past in the present, but his was a disbelieving nature, and this, surprisingly, his child. The white wax which sense of duty was moulding into a smile. This greenish, girlish flesh under a large summer hat. It made him examine his own hands.

Mrs Scudamore once said to Mrs Vesey who was known as her great friend: ‘It is thrilling to watch the blossoming of a young girl, particularly when she happens to be one’s daughter. One’s very own act of creation.’

There were moments when Mrs Scudamore suspected she was verging on the intellectual. That sort of thing was permissible provided one took care not to become involved with intellectuals. Seeing so little of her husband, she forgot to count him, and as for the Tullochs, now that they had hove in sight property reconciled her to their aberrations of the mind.

Mrs Scudamore was downright thrilled by Anthea’s invitation to the Island. She could not help going over and over all its satisfying implications, while remembering the afternoon at Government House Minnie Briscoe, Gil Tulloch’s potty old mother, failed to recognize her. For that reason Mrs Scudamore moistened her lips at the airport and hesitated before kissing her daughter good-bye.

Then she said: ‘Always remember who you are, darling. Both sides are in the Book.’

As there was nobody close enough to hear, Anthea need not have blushed for her mother. But she did. And felt frightfully disloyal as she lowered her head and crossed the tarmac. At least the equally regrettable frown which had come to her with the warmth of shame helped to keep her hat on in the wind.
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The day was almost upon them when Val Tulloch remembered they must expect Anthea Scudamore.

‘Oh, God!’ Gil complained.

Everyone else had arrived, and settled down into one of those temporary communities far closer knit than most of the lifelong relationships.

‘I know,’ Val decided. ‘I’ll get Ossie Ryan to fetch her out on the mail run. Then nobody need be disturbed.’

By nobody she meant her husband, who had always been her first preoccupation.

So Anthea was met at the plane by Ossie Ryan, a sandy man who knew what was happening anywhere on the Island, and who ran one of those loosely-connected bombs which rattle between fixed points in the remoter parts of Australia.

‘All set?’ Ossie asked of this spotless girl from the city who dusted the seat before sitting down.

‘Yes. Lovely, thank you.’ She was so composed, agreeable.

Ossie had never been seen without a kind of straight scar of a grin. Now he grinned at the vaccination mark which glared white from the girl’s passive arm.

They began to drive across the island, through the gold blur of barley crops, past mobs of turkeys blown sideways by the impetus of Ossie Ryan’s car. Wherever they occurred, the little runty island trees appeared to have accepted a permanent deformity forced upon them by the wind.

The girl sat holding her summer hat. She was very lush, white, imported, beside her red, skinny, indigenous companion. In her mind she composed a letter to her mother, which would in fact never be written because they had promised each other to ring through every evening after dinner. But in the girl’s mind the letter began: It is all rather an adventure ...

She sat offering a smile in place of the words she did not find for the mail-man, while the adventure continued in bursts of sun, and a bashing of wind, and the blaze of ripe barley. Sometimes Ossie Ryan would widen her experience by telling what was happening in the stone cottages they passed:

‘That’s Mrs Crane. ’Er old man got took over to the mainland Thursday. Operation for hernia. That house up there – the woman runs a baby-farm, they say. They, mind you. I don’t say nothun about no one, but mind me own business. That place is Mr Isbister’s. From Glenelg. Looks like ’e brought a different wife with ’im this year.’

As the car clove the dust Anthea Scudamore drifted through the penetrable houses. She opened drawers and looked inside. Or she settled herself in the chairs, her rather wide hips, her large thighs arranged in that oblique position she adopted for sitting. Only when she was completely composed would she allow the owners of the houses to approach and tell her their closest secrets.

This indulgence was something Anthea would never have admitted to her mother, for whom life was bright and unconcealed. Perhaps it was a vice the daughter had inherited from a father she scarcely knew.

‘I think it’s all fascinating,’ she remarked, turning to Ossie Ryan with an expression of such sincerity he wondered whether it meant anything.

He cleared his throat, and spat over the side, and the spittle was flung into the light in a fine, glistening curve.

‘I reckon people are about the same,’ he said sheepishly, ‘wherever they happen to be.’

But he was pleased at her interest, and would continue to exert himself.

‘Mrs Tulloch’s ordered the turkey. She’s expecting again.’ He laughed. ‘Gil keeps ’er busy.’

Then Anthea Scudamore, large and white, began to tremble, not that she was afraid exactly, or shy, but at the thought of the people she would meet, and in particular those she might learn to know too well. She had never known anyone intimately, at least in the way she imagined people did get to know one another, nobody except her mother, and that was different. In the circumstances, the image of Mummy in her straw from Martin’s, and her substantial shoulders, not unlike Anthea’s own, was comforting. But not comforting enough. The girl’s arms, flushed by the sun, had got the goose-flesh, and it did not leave her.
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Usually Ossie Ryan slung the mail into the box, and planked down a packing-case of groceries in the sand beside the post, but this morning, as it was an occasion, he ran the car up the stony lane, through the scrub, to Tulloch’s. As the Chev slung them around Ossie was grinning his scar of a grin.

Because they had expected, and finally heard, all, with the exception of the Furfields who had withdrawn somewhere to deal with children, could be seen waiting on the corner of the veranda, against the skyline, preparing officially to proffer friendship – an attitude which can look so hostile.

Mollie Aspinall giggled, stroking her easy, sea-bitten skin. She said: ‘Mummy hasn’t let her come without the hat.’

And Val Tulloch couldn’t resist: ‘She’s probably left the gloves on the plane.’ She felt a beast, however.

Anthea Scudamore had begun to wave, and smile, or grimace at the glare, and extricate her thighs from the car. She was feeling very large and exposed.

‘A regular Juno,’ said Barry Flegg, going over his chin with his fingers.

‘Probably not so explosive. But that’s up to you, Barry.’ Gil Tulloch had given the game away at forty. ‘You may discover a time-bomb.’

‘Dammit!’ cried Val. ‘How perfectly beastly we all enjoy being!’

She began to walk down the stony slope with that long, casual stride she adopted naturally on the Island, her figure spoiled by pregnancies. Gil Tulloch never tired of looking at his wife.

‘Here at last!’ Val heard her voice swaggering idiotically. ‘And isn’t it always alarming – one’s first contact with the natives!’

Her impulse was to embrace the girl, but the cheek so immaculate, she found herself holding out her hand, hardened by the iron frying-pan and a morning spent reeling-in.

Anthea was for the moment all motions, none of which mattered greatly, and words, none of which was distinguishable, until she bent to smoothe a crease:

‘I’m looking the most ghastly mess.’

The most colourless, Val Tulloch decided; I must do something for Anthea.

But for the moment all she could manage was to submit her to the terrors of introductions. As the Furfields came out of the house, Val was glad to realize they were some of her more negative friends.

Soon it was actually over, and when she had been taken inside Anthea Scudamore could tell the goose-flesh was leaving her arms. A crushed survivor in a room of her own, she already felt she would be happy there, because at least she could close the door. In her small stone cell she began to open drawers on yellow newspaper and the smell of somebody else’s powder. She was listening to the leaning tea-tree continue to saw at the gutter – it must have been the one which had let in the water – while the wrinkled mirror reflected a face sufficiently unlike her own to encourage a burst of vanity.

When she had unpacked her things, and hung her blue on the plastic hanger her mother had advised taking, she flopped down, and lay for a moment on the bed, on the washed-out Indian counterpane. Probably Anthea Scudamore had never indulged in a gesture quite so free, in a position so unorthodox. Certainly if anyone had seen her she would have felt ashamed – for her tumbled, white opulence. For the moment she suspected uneasily it might only be possible to come alive in secret positions, in other people’s houses. Or would a house of her own be someone else’s? She had a hankering after ornaments in jade, for the cool, sensuous throb which breaks through their remoteness of form. She would have enjoyed perching them on their neat ebony stands.

She lay there only for a moment or two, enough to feel guilty about it. She got up quickly, and glanced through the window, as though she expected her mother might approach along the stone flags of the veranda. But the sea glaze had sealed Anthea Scudamore off. Down in the bay gulls were squabbling over the heads of the fish Doug Furfield was filleting. Down around a grey, lop-sided dunny, two little boys were having a fight. Anthea Scudamore watched them briefly with the conventional interest she took in her friends’ children. She was relieved to feel she need not investigate, and probably would never hear the reason for this ritual quarrel. After all, it was not what went on at other people’s houses which invested those houses with peculiar life. It was what she herself brought into them. It was only the receptacle of which she was in desperate need, in which her uncommunicative nature might spill itself, if silently. So she was hungrily grateful for this stone cell, for the sound of the bent tea-tree as it sawed at iron and silence. And sawed.
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After dinner at the house on the point, in the acceptably disordered living-room, the children of two families buried their differences, and stood to sing by lamplight round the old worm-eaten upright. The little boys’ voices were exceptionally pure and clear. They’re really rather sweet, Anthea Scudamore decided, throwing back her arms as she sat sprawled in the chintzy chair from which the springs had gone. Except for the straggle of veins, she was at her whitest in the crooks of her arms, Barry Flegg observed. Objectively. Even warmest she was cold. And Anthea was perspiring by now, after the couple of gins, and the washing-up, and conversation with Doctor Flegg. They had discussed in such unusual detail dish-washing machines and God, that Anthea had plunged her arms almost up to the elbows in the sink, and the yellow water had risen up, and over on to her raw silk. What a disaster, Mollie Aspinall shrieked, from beside her droopy cigarette. Anthea laughed, and looked at herself, and said it didn’t really matter. Nor did it, except that Mummy. All the other women were wearing haggish, spotty slacks. Doug Furfield, drawing a tea-towel out of a tumbler as he discussed trolling techniques with Gil, thought perhaps this girl wasn’t such a bad sort. But as a solicitor in real life he would know how to keep his distance.

Afterwards in the living-room, while the little boys, accompanied by Helen Furfield, sang what could have been their wordless songs, Anthea remembered Mrs Meadling’s saying which irritated her on most occasions. I love people, Mrs Meadling used to say, several times every Thursday, as she turned out the house for Mummy. Oh, but Mrs Meadling, how can you be so general? the irritated Anthea had once exclaimed. Eh? I was never a general, only ever went out daily. Anthea murmured: What I mean, Mrs Meadling, is, there are reservations in everything. Now in the Tullochs’ disorderly room, so obviously a place for living, she rubbed her head against the back of the chair, and felt she clung less, perhaps, to the principle of reservation.

Poor thing, Val Tulloch concerned herself; one has to remember she is younger. What can one do for Anthea? Out of her fullness Val continually felt the need to be doing things for people, when people, her husband reminded her, didn’t wish to have them done.

Anthea started rubbing her hair against the Tulloch’s perennial chintz.

Pale hair loving itself, Gil saw round the edge of Tristram Shandy, which, he had come to the conclusion, must remain his great stumbling block.

Suddenly Val had thought of something.

‘I know –,’ she said, ‘who’d like to feed the possums?’

There was an immediate barging of little boys as they ran for stale crusts.

‘What about you, Anthea?’

Anthea Scudamore remarked: ‘I don’t think I’ve ever touched a possum!’

But got up, though, a grinning girl whose hockey stick might have been standing in the hall.

Barry Flegg announced he would fetch a supply of bread, and made for the bin, while Anthea waited, embarrassed, touching the stain on her frock. His return removed her, not exactly from her isolation, but together they went outside. The furry darkness was full of the distinctive noise made by possums, and the giggles of little boys.

‘Gee!’ Marcus Furfield was reminded. ‘Did you hear that breezer Doctor Flegg let out, while they were washing-up? It shook the whole kitchen.’

Doctor Flegg squatted down, and began offering bread to darkness. He told Anthea about a winter he had spent at the point, after an illness, alone except for a roof full of possums.

‘There was one old girl,’ he said, ‘you would have thought somebody was emptying a quart jug on the ceiling every time she made water.’

Anthea decided to accept coarseness as part of the situation, but did pause to wonder what Mummy, as she copied her companion’s attitude, and squatted. Her smile, her dress was unnaturally tight, while sufficiently adapted, she hoped. Anyway, in the darkness, nobody would be able to see.

‘What did you do that winter, here, alone, after you had been ill?’

Barry Flegg had not expected to rouse interest.

‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Lay about, and watched the sea. I was too weak at first for anything else. Later on, when I got back my strength, I found I just wanted to look at things I hadn’t ever noticed before.’

The little boys had wandered off. The young man’s voice, separated from his hitherto obtrusive body, surprised her by its intimate, its gentle tone. She had never cared for the name ‘Barry’. In the darkness, apparently, he had continued offering crusts while speaking, for the immediate neighbourhood was moving and clutching. She suddenly felt a cold claw grasping at a crust she held in her hand as a token of what they had come there for.

‘Oh!’

‘What?’

‘I didn’t expect! I nearly toppled over!’

Anthea Scudamore wobbled, and giggled most foolishly, she heard. But it frightened away the animal’s too human claw, and secretly she was glad.

‘It was only a possum.’

It was only a man’s, flat ordinary voice, but trying to help her, she realized, and his hand, to keep her balance. Along her arm she felt the man’s rather shaggy arm, which she had noticed already by lamplight with unresolved feelings. Nor did she wish now to explore a sensation which had begun to affect her too closely. At least there were only possum witnesses of her engagement in the musky darkness with this hard, human body, which, she had been taught, it must be her duty to resist.

In the moments of her indecision she heard her shrill, unnatural voice: ‘If I came here alone I should probably explore. And collect things. Shells and things. Seaweed. Plants. Make little collections.’

Never before had she considered anything of the kind. Though her wobble was now more controlled, thanks to the clamp of Barry Flegg’s hairy hand, she knew her voice sounded absurdly unconvincing. Instead, she should have dared tell him: This afternoon I lay on the Indian counterpane, and my real, secret self was half-waiting for a door to open – but quickly. It was exciting, and perfectly ghastly, at the same time.

Perhaps a good thing that one of her legs was shooting with pins and needles. Then she was deafened by the telephone.

‘The telephone!’ She shouted to be heard above the whispers of her own thoughts.

‘What about it?’

‘Isn’t it deafening!’

When he answered he sounded surly enough for her to remember that lower lip. Sun and wind had worked on it to what looked a painful extent, yet she could not visualize intentions ever weakening under the scaly skin.

‘In places like this,’ he mumbled, ’they ought to tear the telephone out.’

Then Val’s full figure was standing in the lit doorway, her voice calling: ‘Anthea? The telephone. It’s your mother.’

Anthea Scudamore was relieved, not exactly glad, but relieved.

‘I must go and speak to her,’ she explained superfluously to Doctor Flegg. ‘We promised to ring each other every evening. To save writing.’

When she went into the house her hand remained in possession of a certain salt stickiness, a roughness of crumbs, though she translated at once into affectionate pleasure any exhilaration that lingered. In the full room where the telephone stood, all her agreeable friends, as she glanced round, were again the strangers she would never know.

‘Oh, yes. It was lovely. But over quickly....’ She was echoing her own voice in the depths of the telephone. ‘A man met me. In a car ... A man ... The mail-man ...’

Nobody in the room was listening, but mildly enjoyed hearing: Mollie Aspinall scratching her salty scalp, with nails she glanced at afterwards, Helen Furfield waiting for children to cry, from a distance, out of their sleep.

‘Oh, yes, it’s lovely. So unspoiled,’ Anthea Scudamore was saying expectedly. ‘Well,’ she said, looking round, apologizing, smiling, ‘the ones we were told ... Yes ... And Barry Flegg ... Flegg ... Yes. It is a short name ... Yes ... At the University ... A physicist ... No, I don’t know whether his aunt ...’

What to do about Anthea? Val Tulloch was obsessed.

‘I don’t know ... Go to bed, I suppose ... Yes ... Yes ... The view’s lovely ... Yes, I hung it up as soon as I unpacked ... on the hanger ...’

After that, when the telephone had been silenced, they went to bed. Barry Flegg had already gone. There was nothing left, though Gil Tulloch imagined that, if he had not been a married man, he would have come back, and got drunk, alone.

When she had gone with her to her room, Val managed to kiss Anthea at last, and promised as she closed the door: ‘Tomorrow you’ll have to see something of the Island.’

Anthea thanked for everything.

But most of all she was thankful for her own stone cell, in which she might flower again – a full, distinct white. She was never unhappy, as Mummy liked to say. Tomorrow she would be shown, she had been told, an estuary of black swans. She could not remember whether she had ever come close enough to hear the hissing, to watch the writhing of the black necks. Did she altogether want? Or touch the papery bark, flaking, down around the grey dunny, into opalescent scales. Sun and wind, to say nothing of moonlight, had worked upon the paperbarks. Better to watch without becoming involved in any process of skin. She withdrew her hand, finally, out of reach of further experience.
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Anthea Scudamore fished, rowed, shot at a wallaby, drove with Val Tulloch in the elegant ancient rattly Railton to fetch supplies from cottages. Her arms became red and ugly. Pickled in brine. She was doing everything expected of her. She was becoming a Different Person.

And at night, usually at eight-thirty, Mummy telephoned from the mainland, on which life was led by positive rule.

Mrs Scudamore reminded: ‘The skin can dry up if you don’t attend to it, dear, leading that kind of life, and nobody admires a chapped skin. Nobody of any taste, that is, though today there are those who haven’t been educated in what is nice. Anthea, the young man, the Doctor Flegg, nobody has heard of. He must be a decent young fellow, though, or the Tullochs wouldn’t have invited him. Tomorrow I start my treatment. Dad only laughs. If I ever see him. He’s decided to take his holiday. His friend Hessell Mortlock is arriving unexpectedly. They knew each other in Brisbane. Mr Mortlock lives in Sydney now. Or nearby. At Sarsaparilla. Anthea? Oh dear, this line! Anyone would think you were trying to throw me off. Mr Mortlake is driving over in his Riley. I believe he’s wealthy. Cement tiles. But related to the Eardly Browns. Do you hear me, Anthea? I thought that woman was cutting us off.... There they sit, in those country post offices, and when they feel they’ve extracted the juice from the orange, they ...’

In the house on the point they would all sit round, after dinner, hands on their stomachs, waiting for Mummy. It had become their ritual.

Anthea would have liked to protect her mother from her friends, but was no longer capable, she suspected, of protecting even herself. She seemed to have gone with her smooth skin. Her skin which she couldn’t be bothered to do anything about.

The will slackened in the slack air, the conscious grew unconscious. Worst of all were the early afternoons, when people tended to disappear, and at such a time of suspended continuity Anthea Scudamore allowed the wind to carry her along the arc of beach, her feet eliciting slight felted protests from the quilted sand.

If she had been honest – but it did not matter being dishonest with oneself, only with others – she would have admitted watching him set off after lunch for an undisclosed point beyond the rocks. Now, in the circumstances, she only saw out of the corner of her mind’s eye the blurred image of his young man’s body, in trunks, carrying a book, and wearing the rag hat with the iron-mould on it. The mind itself had covered up her purpose, if she had ever had one, as the wind had covered his foot-prints with sand.

Barry Flegg was lying just the other side of the rocks. On his back. He had taken off his trunks. From the absence of a visible line dividing his public from his private skin, this must have been a habit with him, she realized in a flash of light, wind, sand.

‘Sorry,’ he said, pulling on the trunks without any awkwardness. ‘Nobody’s come this way before.’

‘Oh!’ she cried, then mumbling, blown this way and that, it seemed, on the edgy rocks: ‘In another direction. I didn’t mean to intrude.’

Never had she been so powerless to express, never had she stood longer waiting for guidance of some kind.

‘Come on down, then,’ he encouraged, ‘now that we’re more conventional, and make appropriate conversation.’

His teeth were glaring up at her.

‘You’re reading,’ she contributed, with an obviousness which would not be avoided.

But he threw the book aside as though it were something they might not be able to discuss, and as she planted herself in the sand beside him, he was looking at her from under those thick eyelids, detaching from the light whatever was necessary to stimulate a changed relationship. She wondered how much of her would have been necessary to Barry Flegg. She wondered, in fact, intensely, as everything she did, said, now, was happening out of curiosity. The innermost part of her was pulsing with daring, like the sounds of footsteps approaching through thick sand.

‘I hate to barge in on people.’ Her clumsy words lurched after sincerity. ‘Particularly when they’re reading.’

‘I hoped you weren’t barging in,’ he said. ‘I hoped it might have been part of a delicate plan.’

His flippancy, unexpected in one who had conveyed earnestness till now, confused her slightly. She confessed: ‘I was at a loose end. After lunch. Everybody their own occupations. Just for the moment I couldn’t think what to do.’

Her blotting-paper voice flapped uncontrolled around him in the wind.

‘What do you do, Anthea?’ he asked.

‘What do I do?’

‘I don’t know anything about you.’

She wished it had been easier to answer.

‘Well,’ she said desperately, ‘I’m taking the course at Mrs Treloar’s Secretarial College.’ He was watching her as closely as she felt it necessary to examine the fragment of cowrie she held in the palm of her hand. ‘For a time, I,’ she gulped, and laughed, ‘I thought I might have a talent for acting. I started a drama course. I thought that, later on at least, there might be some parts for me. I saw myself playing older women. But I,’ she hesitated, ‘I was too self-conscious, I suppose. Daddy said I was too big. That most men wouldn’t like acting with me.’

She was suddenly annoyed he didn’t interrupt, even more so because she suspected him of staring into her shirt where it flapped open unbuttoned lower because of summer and the beach.

Then she did what she didn’t know properly how to do. She lay back on the sand, stretching out her bare thighs, to allow herself the luxury of confessing something she had only just that moment thought of.

‘Of course what I’d really like to do,’ she said, ‘is take up something like physiotherapy. Or nursing. I’d like to feel I was helping people.’

For a moment she honestly believed it. A voluptuousness of self-sacrifice swam at her out of the drained sky, and she had to make an effort to contain the tears which would have been shameful for Doctor Flegg to witness. Because he was still looking at her so intently. Could he have noticed her expression, self-indulgent in her act of service, as she bent above the bed-sores of old, flaccid men?

Suddenly Barry Flegg opened his mouth and yawned like a horse.

‘I expect you’ll marry some bloke, and he’ll take you to bed, and get children with you. That’s what happens to most girls. The normal thing.’

Nobody had spoken so coarsely to her before. The shock of it convinced her that her mother was mostly right.

She lay there trying not to frown, trembling although she gripped the sand.

‘Poor old Anthea!’ Barry Flegg was saying, and began gently to stroke her thigh. ‘It’s my common origins. Dad’s the stationmaster at Buckleboo. Mother used to clean out the toilets at the Black Bull before she married. They’re a bloody boring pair, but good. I go down there from time to time, when my sense of duty needs refreshing, and learn about truth at its source. And eat baked parsnips, which I don’t particularly like.’

All the time gently stroking her thigh. And she let him. Petrified with curiosity.

Gulls were flying overhead in slow, white, unabashed sweeps, looking, and lulling, and swooning, and wooing.

When he eased his arm, harder than the pillow of sand, underneath her neck, she was no longer so very surprised, nor at the stench of male body and whorls of tingling hair with which the gulf in her experience was now filling. She lay rigid, though, unyielding while unresisting, allowing the theory of it to play upon her breasts and ear.

‘Poor old Anthea!’ he kept on saying. ‘This is the course the Vocational Guidance Officer prescribes. Believe me!’

Her vocation! If she had had faith she might have believed in voices, particularly those of men. Or she might have offered up her pale hair, instead of submitting her cheek to razors. Some of it was excruciating.

‘Lie still! I want you.’ He had changed key to give an order.

But the hoarser voice and the weight and extent of his body growing on hers, undermined her daring.

Then the one great gull swooped, intense of beak, intent of eye, as though about to strike.

‘No-ooh!’ she screamed.

Beating her head against the sand.

At least he respected her distress. He raised himself, and lay along the ridge of shells which were becoming sand, but close beside her, and without any attempt to disguise the true state of his affairs.

She sat up dusting her still comparatively white shins.

‘I’d always hoped,’ she said, ‘I’d fall in love.’

‘Why not?’ he replied, looking at her without resentment. ‘That’s what we’re all trying for. But have to learn it.’

‘Not like animals.’

‘We are, aren’t we? With instincts for decency thrown in.’

She preferred to nurse, not so much her bruised sides, as a moral injury she might have enjoyed sustaining.

‘It’s not the way I look at it,’ she said. ‘It’s more,’ she said, ‘something finer.’

He kept on looking at her from under the heavy eyelids, so that she had to turn to him at last, and smile, restoring him to a position where they might meet socially. But could not return his stare for long, because she was too conscious of his throat.

Lumping herself up, she said: ‘I’d better go. They may be wondering what’s happened to me.’

She was rather pleased with the prudence which had enabled her to handle the most difficult situation of her life, and looked back only once, to see his arm waving with the slow detachment of a gull.

When she got in and found nobody had missed her, Anthea went to her room which, for the present, was what she loved most. She began panting, for consolation, crying for the comfort of it, as she persuaded the indifference out of an old pillow-slip. Presently she fell asleep. She dreamed about her father, who was smoother than fact, or perhaps she had just failed to meet that secret man in the course of their less actual lives. In any case she woke smiling from a dream too garbled to remember. She was glad. And rose to comb the knots out of her painful hair.

7

That night at dinner the Furfields told the story of their courtship and marriage, and everybody pretended to be interested – or perhaps everybody was; the fable revealed such a touching banality.

‘We found that on winter mornings we both chose the east side of the bus, in summer the west,’ Doug Furfield explained.

‘We gathered first of all that we were climatically suited,’ Helen added.

Their plant lives showed too clearly in their faces as they leaned out towards each other from the past, entwined even now, across the table. Anthea could not look at them at last. She was afraid she might be able to offer to the lamplight proof of even a plant existence. Or she looked unintentionally at Barry Flegg. She had already rejected the animal proofs too firmly to hope for a position in an animal world. If she had wanted it. Which she didn’t.

Val Tulloch watched that Anthea digging her table-cloth, old though it was, with the prongs of a fork, wounding or wounded.

Mrs Scudamore rang with the punctuality they had learnt to expect. Everyone sitting round seemed to be waiting for it. Anthea ignored the possibility that it might be somebody else, and fitted her revived face to the archaic receiver.

‘A disaster!’ Mrs Scudamore could not wait because it was hers. ‘Fell on the veranda steps, and sprained my wrist. I had always heard it is cheaper for drunks to fall.’

‘Oh, darling, how dreadful for you! How painful!’

The two voices slipped into one of those duets in which empathy and practice almost totally disguise technique.

‘Just when I was beginning to benefit from the Treatment. Well, we shall get through somehow – a one-armed Christmas. Mrs Meadling, of course, is expecting her daughter and family from Mildura, and no part of her will be available. But we shall get through it. The frightening thing is that Mr Mortlock is due tomorrow evening, and I cannot very well put him off. I mean, he is a person of a certain level, and where levels exist nowadays they have to be respected.’

‘Mr Mortlake?’

‘I told you, dear. But you don’t always remember. Mr Mortlock is Daddy’s friend.’

‘Yes, yes. Who is driving over in the Riley. Of course I remember. Perfectly.’

Awfulness thickened the air in the Tullochs’ over-crowded room. Distress was making Anthea Scudamore frown, and suck her upper lip. Anyone present could only have regretted the difficulty of the situation in which the girl found herself placed. But in fact Anthea, for almost the first time since coming to the Island, perhaps even in her whole life, saw clearly what she must do.

‘Mummy,’ she said, ‘we shall ring through early in the morning. To book. I‘ll come by the afternoon plane.’

‘Oh, but darling, what about your Christmas?’

‘Christmas is Christmas anywhere, and I can’t think of you suffering. In difficulties. With Mr Mortlock.’

‘He writes such affable letters. I can see no reason why Mr Mortlock should turn out difficult. It is just the fact that....’

As though her voice had outlived its purpose Mrs Scudamore died away.

Everything had been arranged, then, and there was really no need for Anthea to inform anyone else who had to know; they were all there, and all knew.

‘What shall we do without Miss Scudamore at Christmas?’ asked Mollie Aspinall of Jeremy Tulloch, whom she had sitting in her lap.

But Jeremy was sucking a lolly.

In the morning Val Tulloch drove Anthea across the Island to the airport, and was determined to say something to the girl, something sympathetic and helpful. Yet could not find the moment or the word. As Anthea sat upright in the car, her half-smile flickered in the shuttered light the tunnels of scrub allowed to reach them, and during the open stretches, whenever Val sneaked a look at it, the smile appeared no less equivocal, directed inward even while greeting the blaze of ripened barley.

8

On arriving home, Anthea was thrust together with her parents’ guest far more precipitately than she had bargained for, or liked. After paying off the taxi, she had run up the veranda steps and in by the living-room door. It was so familiar she could have sung. Except that a gentleman who had been sitting there, rose from the sofa and explained.

‘I am Hessell Mortlock, your father’s friend. Your mother is taking it easy for a bit upstairs, and your father hasn’t come in.’

Then he cleared his throat, and looked.

‘Oh yes!’ she flustered. ‘Of course!’

Surprise had made her snigger and blush regrettably. In Mummy’s room, she realized, everything was too polished, too arranged, for her chapped skin to be acceptable. But she longed to be received back, and hopefully touched one of the little Chinese bowls which were kept filled with pot-pourri on the cedar table.

The little bowl was merciless. It overbalanced.

Anthea Scudamore snorted and giggled.

‘Did you have any punctures?’

‘Any what?’

‘Punctures. In that car.’

‘Why,’ he said, ‘no. You’ve upset the bowl,’ he pointed out.

‘Its proportions are not very good,’ she said, glad to have thought of such a rational explanation.

He had come forward, to help her gather the spilt petals. Perhaps it was the situation which made them copy each other. Their fingers held as for using chop-sticks, they were conveying the brown rose-petals back into the Chinese bowl. It was all most solemn and stilted. For Anthea at least, the faint scent of the dried petals turned the moment into a distinguished one.

‘Roses are something of a speciality of mine,’ Mr Mortlock was confessing. ‘I grow, but I don’t exhibit them. Human beings tend to lose sight of whatever they happen to be exhibiting,’ he added rather effectively.

‘Yes,’ Anthea agreed. ‘I am told the cage-bird world is worst of all.’

It was curious the sense of experience Mr Mortlock gave her. His hands, returning the pot-pourri to the bowl, had a masculine elegance which began to obtrude. He was wearing a blood-stone ring.

‘So I don’t show my roses,’ he said. ‘But have received compliments from several people who know what they’re talking about.’

‘Roses can be glorious.’ She sighed, and wished she could remember one or two names. ‘Even here.’

Because Mr Mortlock’s presence disposed her to apologize, for their house, for their city, which was dwindling into a provincial town.

In the pause which follows the close of a phase in conversation, the visitor was taking another look at her. She could sense that, very strongly, although she had turned her face, and stood dusting the last specks of pot-pourri from her mother’s waxed table. His appearance had remained with her. Out of her first embarrassed, fragmentary impressions, she could have described with exactness the expression he must be wearing at the moment.

Mr Mortlock was a man, if not old, well, older. She wondered briefly, how in the blurred Queensland past, he had come to be Daddy’s friend, and where the tailor existed who could mould that style of suit so beautifully to his still impressive figure. For he was not of the present. If anything she was touched by the fact, and would have been ready to defend his entry into a room full of contemptuous strangers – the shaggy destroyers, the Mollie Aspinalls and Barry
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