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Prologue

1943
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Fluffy clouds dotted the deep blue of a lazy summer sky. As blue as his aunt’s eyes. Light marine, she would say. He walked through the garden, smelling roses, mown grass, hot eucalyptus leaves. This was happiness. The door was open to Eva’s studio. As he strolled through the one-room cabin, it grew bigger. An additional room, then another. Various sized paintings were on all the walls. Landscapes and portraits of people he didn’t know. He turned a corner and Eva was lying on the ground in a pool of blood. The scream stuck in his throat. He fell beside her, turning her face towards him. Jesus. He pulled her into his lap. As he wiped the blood from her face, Bert’s features were revealed. Bert. Still alive. Eyes watching him. 

Frantically, he found the source of the blood. A hole torn in his abdomen spilled his intestines, liver, pancreas, lungs. Even his heart was lying beside his body in the red sticky grass. He had to put it all back in, in the right place. The right order. If he could do that, he would be fine. He could save him. One by one, he identified each organ, deciding where they went. Paralysis gripped his mind. He couldn’t remember. He was slow. Too slow.

“Pretty Boy. Get your lazy fuckin’ carcase up.” His leg was kicked, as Riley muttered, “Fucking toff”. He moved onto the next bunk to curse another poor bugger. 

Gulping for air, he tried to calm his beating heart. Covered in sweat. Fuck. He closed his eyes again, his mind taking stock. His legs, arms, head. His body was whole. His throat... He tried to claw back the tendrils of the blue sky of Lorne, the smell of summer... blown away by swearing, farting soldiers as they stumbled out of sleep.

His throat closed with fear. Anxiety gripped his stomach. Another day in hell.  

As he showered, all he could feel was Bert’s hot sticky blood all over his hands. “Don’t think,” Frank had advised. “Let it be. Don’t think.” 

It was a day like any other. A hell of his own choosing. Struggling through the muggy dense undergrowth, he tried to take Frank’s advice. Thankfully, mosquitoes and other insects couldn’t find any exposed skin, for the cloying mud. As they climbed towards the top of the ridge, he was alert, on the edge of panic. Heart beating. Breath quick, soft. A pulse beat in his neck. Every step, on his sodden feet, agonising. Eyes darted from side to side, watching for any slight movement. Any odd sound. Anything out of place. No birds. No creatures scuttling. Only humans wanting to kill. His eyes darted in all directions. Waiting. It could be today. If he missed something, he, or the others were dead. May not get killed here. If God is with me... 

Frank rustled a branch, moved a little into the light. High on the ridge, a glint of sun on metal. A rifle trained upon his mate. Pierced by his initial shot, the silence of the jungle was shattered by gunfire. Already coursing through his body, adrenalin spiked in his heart, into his mind. His reactions were tight, controlled. The snipers are soon sent scurrying or dead and he and his mates scrambled back down into the gully. Deep in safety, apart from the others, Robbie breathed. He was still alive. Of sorts. Adrenalin flowed... eased. Now he had a moment to name the feeling that grabbed his throat, threatening to choke him. Terror.

The silence was absolute. He leaned back against a tree trunk, closed his eyes, attempting to find solace. His heart was beating too fast. Still. His nostrils flared, filled with a terrible stench. He heard a grunt. Human. Instantly alert, he opened his eyes, raised his weapon at the ready. He peered through the darkness for the source. He saw his eyes first. Open wide in panic.

Pants around his ankles, a young Japanese boy was squatting, defecating a watery, yellow swamping liquid that in happier times he would have been called diarrhea. Possibly 15 at most, this boy had a mother, a father, siblings; an aunt who loved him dearly. He may miss her so much it hurt. Like him, this boy didn’t want to be there. His innards were festering. He lowered his rifle. As he did so, the boy reached for his own weapon, staggering onto unsteady feet. Without thought, Robbie resighted and fired. Hit, the boy fell backwards into his filth. Moaning, he pulled himself along the ground, shooting into the air either side of Robbie’s head. The boy’s eyes were almost all whites. Sheer terror. Why doesn’t he stop shooting. Stop. Stop. He fired again, stopping him.

He was still. Robbie watched him die as he had watched Bert die. The light gone.

Frank was standing against the tree, where he had been moments before. “You had no choice,” he murmured.

He guts rebelled. Frank touched his shoulder as he vomited onto the floor of the jungle. He straightened, shaking violently. Then he was vomiting again until there was only bile. The boy’s eyes remained in his mind. He was filled with loathing. Why did I remain alive? To do this? 

Back at camp, Riley had been informed of his efforts on the ridge. The next time he addressed him he called him ‘Posh’, a little reluctantly, with less distain. He guessed he’d been forgiven his appearance, but not his address. From then on, something else changed. He fought like a madman. It was as if he was stalking death, while the boy’s terrified eyes haunted him, begging for mercy.
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Part One

1950

Robbie
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Absolute fury gripped him. Robbie had tried to keep it light, tried to not let her manipulation get to him, but it seeped in, taking over all reason. His fucking mother managed to ruin every good thing about his life. Every single fucking thing. No matter what he did, she would strike, find a reason to humiliate him, criticise or simply disapprove with that sanctimonious look in her eyes, reducing him to nothing but an irritation. Robbie couldn’t remember much after mentioning the desire to have the wedding before the end of the month. He had trouble separating one thought from another, trapped as he was in the box she’d pushed him into. He wiped the sweat from his brow. Nothing, but the white noise of his mother’s voice, penetrated. He had to get out. 

In the living room, he slapped the whisky into the glass, took a long slug. Impossible to avoid her when she was in full flight. Clearly, determined to destroy his marriage before it began. 

He lit a cigarette and, glass in hand, paced to the windows and back. 

The day had started alright. Lizzy hadn’t changed her mind, so that was a step in the right direction. The food was tasty. The wine was very fine. He was on edge, though, watching everyone, trying to keep everyone in his view, trying to gauge underlying meanings, and offences. He drank too much. Of course. Embarrassed by his mother’s lies, designed to prop herself up, Robbie countered every wild statement. He didn’t think Lizzy could be terrified of anyone. Yet, his mother wouldn’t leave her alone, daring her to contradict all her opinions, especially the inevitable doctrine that married women should remain in the home. His father was trying to appear as if everything was quite normal, smiling at Lizzy every so often to help her relax. He wasn’t the problem.

Everyone was acting, pretending to be someone they weren’t. The truth was too difficult. God, where is Eva to bring some perspective. Robbie had hoped Lawrence would be there to keep his mother within bounds of reason. Or Eva. Especially Eva. He had tried to warn Lizzy. Tried to find the words that might give her some idea of what life was like in this bloody house. Lies, secrets, withholding information was the currency of this bloody family. 

He should never have agreed. He hardly knew her. Yet. He did. Refusal wasn’t an option. It was the way of it. It was impossible to bring her into the family, however, without being caught in his mother’s manipulation. His mind wouldn’t still itself, as slurry as his words. He couldn’t find a thought to grab, to deal with. He had another mouthful of whisky. Paced back across the room and gazed out into the garden.

He was on his second whisky when it occurred to him that he had abandoned Lizzy. 

Strong and good, Lizzy was his only chance at a decent life. And so beautiful. A flare of optimism had hit him from the moment she returned his gaze. Recognition. At long last. All this time, however, he had never contemplated the consequences of actually getting married. They would find a place of their own. It was the only way.  Determined this would happen and they would settle down; he took a long drag on his cigarette. Happily ever after. Behind that thought, however, lurked deceit. Overcoming that, was the problem. He ignored it.

He didn’t think that she really understood. When he thought about her visit the previous week, shame hit him anew. He should have phoned her. How long had it been? A year? What had she been doing all that time? Perhaps he didn’t know her as well as he thought he did. Clearly, she hadn’t sat around waiting. He had been treading water until he felt worthy enough for her. She’s blinked first. Or have I just failed to blink.

Anyway, he’d agreed. 

When she panicked, he should have grabbed her hand, run to the car and driven away together. All very well in hindsight. And now this. Only way was up. Everything was about to change. Drastically.

He was determined to rescue her now. Downing what was left in his glass, he glanced out of the window. Too late. She and Robert were heading off down the driveway for a Sunday afternoon stroll. It was typical of his father; always thinking of someone else’s comfort. She smiled as she hooked her arm in his and they sauntered out of his sight. Something bothered him. His mind was muddy. And, besides, as it always plays tricks, he didn’t trust it. Noting his empty glass, he decided the bother could wait and returned to the sideboard to refill it. Where the bloody hell is Eva. If she had been there, it would never have gone so badly.
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1947

Elizabeth 
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It was the sort of day you yearned for in the middle of winter, but that was its only value. When you got there in reality, it was brutal. Only a slight breeze, crickets chirping in the dry grass next to the house. Even the waves on the rocks sounded as sluggish as she felt, as if every movement was an effort. The sun cast a yellow shadow and the smell of eucalypts was in the air. Even in the shade, the sweat beaded on her brow. Elizabeth dropped onto the old sofa, fanning herself with her tattiest straw hat and tried to remember what it was like to be cold. 

“Lizzy,” her sister, Joan, exclaimed. Brown plaits flying, she threw herself down next to her sister. “There you are.” 

She opened one eye and regarded her, five years younger, and filled with a zest for life that Elizabeth felt she had lost a few summers ago.

“Come over to the Maxwell’s. Mrs K makes the best lemonade.” Her 12-year-old sister tugged at her hand. “Come on, please,” she implored. “The orchard will be the coolest place in the world today.”

Elizabeth considered for two seconds. The orchard won. “All right.” 

The sun beat down on them as they climbed the fence. Joan skipped across the empty block. Sauntering behind, Elizabeth ran her hands along the tops of the tall seedheads, as grasshoppers’ small bodies hit her bare legs. When she got to the fence of the orchard, Joan was already heading down the path towards the grand Maxwell house. Water from the dam in the hill behind, irrigated the apple and pear trees, ensuring that the ground was soft and inviting. It was a shady oasis. She wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea of sitting on another hot veranda being congenial, as everyone waited for the sea breeze to arrive. 

“You go on,” she called to her sister. “I’m going to stay here and cool down.”

Joan nodded, letting herself into the garden. 

Dropping her hat on the grass, Elizabeth searched for the apple tree that had been pruned in the middle to perfectly contain her body. Or, at least, it had a year ago. When she found it, she had trouble manoeuvring into position. Her legs were too long, she wasn’t sure what to do with them. She pulled her dress down over her knees as she lay back, a little gingerly. She couldn’t imagine how she had ever been comfortable in this tree, although, the leaves and apple laden branches provided the perfect shade. The long blond rope of a braid that hung between her shoulder blades caught in the branches. Wisps of hair escaped, sticking to her hot neck. Her mother would be furious at her lack of modesty.

“You’re a young lady now, Lizzy,” she often reproved, of late. “You need to start behaving like one. How are you going to find a husband when you’re such a tom boy.”

There was no point. She admired Miss Eva Maxwell, who was an artist and ignored social propriety, expressing herself as she saw fit. She envied her brother who had spent some time with Miss Maxwell during a winter visit early in the war. Having taken Eddie under her wing, she taught him new techniques with crayons and pencils and even encouraged him to apply for a place in art school. It was much easier being a boy. Elizabeth yearned to know what sort of talent she possessed. Above all, she did not want to be a married woman with a handful of children. Contrary to what her mother thought, it seemed such a waste of a life. When Elizabeth had asked her mother once what she had imagined her future was to be when she was young, her mother was nonplussed, having no idea what Elizabeth had even meant. 

Coming from a family with six people vying for attention, she enjoyed being alone. The hot, dappling light was sliding through the leaves and she lay her head back against her branch. Soothed by the breeze rustling the leaves of the eucalyptus trees at the side of the house, and the relentless waves washing the rocks, she closed her eyes. The gate banged, startling her. She hoped it was Joanie with some lemonade. Apple spurs were pushing into her back, so she shifted slightly to begin her descent. Peering through the branches, she was confronted with someone that definitely wasn’t Joan. Dressed in fawn linen trousers and a white shirt, unbuttoned at the throat, young Mr Campbell strolled below her, fanning himself with his Panama hat. He glanced upwards as he approached. 

“Hello.” 

His dark, gentle gaze found her through the leaves. I could get lost in there.

“Hello.” Instinctively, she smiled.

Dark curls flopped to the side of his forehead, as his lips formed into the merest hint of a smile. Beneath his straight nose was a moustache, not something that thrilled her. It did suit him, though, but anything would. He was impossibly handsome. The smile reached his eyes, displayed genuine amusement. 

“What are you doing up there? It doesn’t look very comfortable.”

Her knowledge of men was limited, but, intuitively, she liked this one. Eager to elicit a response, he gave a lazy grin. It was lopsided, and a small dimple appeared – a flaw to prove he was human. Behind his dark eyes, he had the same haunted look that her brother, Claude, carried since his return from Changi. The fact that Mr Campbell had fought in New Guinea was about the only thing she knew about him. And, according to her mother, who felt it her duty to keep abreast of all ‘hatches, matches and dispatches’ in Melbourne society, he was ‘still’ unmarried.

“It isn’t,” she admitted. “My mother seems to think there might be snakes on the ground, because of the moisture. And it’s very cool in here.”

“I would have thought that they would have been at the dam. But, yes, I can imagine. I had the same thought. Great minds, and all that.” His eyebrows raised. “The story is that Eve was on the ground with Adam and the snake was in the apple tree.” He hesitated a moment as a thought struck him. “Could I be the snake in the grass, do you think?”

She stifled a laugh, and said, more to herself than he. “In my mother’s mind, quite possibly.”

Laughing, he dropped his hat onto the grass next to hers and sat himself down beside it. Rolling up his sleeves to reveal his forearms, tanned and strong, he lay back on his elbows, and held his head back to catch whatever breeze might be found. 

“Stinker of a day!” 

He’s staying. Bother. She was enjoying the peace and quiet. Unsure what to do, she tried to relax back into the branches. The bloody tree was hurting her back. Apple trees weren’t as accommodating as the old oak tree in their garden at home. Nothing would erase the knowledge that he was below. Lying in wait? 

“Are you still there?” she ventured.

“Yes. Are you going to come down?” he asked. She heard the click of his cigarette lighter. “Or should I climb up there?”

It was irritating that he had a strategy and she had none. Nothing for it, she began to climb down, wondering what on earth they could talk about. She had managed to get a second foot on the ground when her plait was snagged on a branch. As the hair pulled, she swore, “Damn.” She was stuck, her independence thwarted. Even more so when he was beside her, assisting. She could have done it herself. He was gentle, though, as he eased long tendrils of straw-coloured hair out of the thick rope of hair. Standing so close, she was unsettled by his strong and very male body. Smiling, he returned to the grass.

“I’m Robbie, by the way,” he said. “Are you Lizzy? It’s been quite a while since I’ve been down. Time seems to have escaped.” 

Attempting nonchalance, Elizabeth examined the damage to her plait. “Yes, that’s me.” The last time she’d seen him must have been before the war. Everything seemed to be ‘before the war’, lately. 

“It seems like a lifetime ago. Well, not quite, but clearly almost a lifetime when it comes to you.” He squinted at her, calculating. “You were a child. You’ve grown up.” 

“It was a habit, I think I’m done with it,” Elizabeth commented dryly, and she was rewarded with another smile. 

“Sit down for a minute,” he said, then reassured her. “I’m not really a snake in the grass.” He blew smoke in a stream into the hot air. “At least, I don’t think I am.”

Hovering, she was torn. It didn’t seem to be entirely correct behaviour. Damn Mother and her constant talk of correctness. Now she was beside him, she was curious, drawn to keep looking at his wonderful face. And he seemed to want to talk to her, so she sat on the ground next to her hat. The grass was refreshing on the skin of her legs.

“I need a good conversation,” he explained. “I just got here and the house is full of bickering women. I don’t mind a good argument, but Mother and Lottie are always at each other’s throats.”

“There is the baby.”

“He’s not quite up to conversation just yet, I don’t think. And the jury’s out on opinions.”

“I imagine he’d have a lot to say about nappy rash and hunger ...”

“If he could talk.” They both laughed, easing the awkwardness. 

“Nothing for it,” she said. Pulling the band off her dishevelled plait, Elizabeth began combing it out with her fingers. While she smoothed out the knots, he lay back and smoked. She was at peace. He didn’t demand anything of her. 

“You have very elegant hands,” he murmured.

She wasn’t quite sure if she’d heard correctly but decided not to respond. Satisfied with her hair, she flicked it over her shoulders. As it cascaded down her back, she chanced a glance at her companion. He was gazing at her rapt in something that gave her pause to wonder. Not everything about life is expected. 

“Why do you come down to Lorne if you don’t want to be with your family?” she asked curiously, needing to break the intimacy of silence. 

“I love the drive.”

“I do, too. Except I don’t drive, of course,” she added. “Sometimes I wish my father would drive faster, but he dawdles along.”

Robbie smiled. “I could take you for a drive. I’ll likely go faster.” He raised an eyebrow and grinned.

It is a dare. Hair forgotten, she was lost in the deep pools of his eyes. They sparkled with joy as if reflecting the moon at midnight. Everything about him was now familiar, as if she’d known him for years, yet he was a stranger. She sensed he had another self, hidden inside, that he rarely showed the world. 

Breaking eye contact, he flicked ash from his cigarette. “I needed to escape the city. I have a few complications in my life at the moment.” 

“It’s so lovely down here. Too hot for the beach today, though,” she said. “And there’s a salty, eucalyptus smell that I always associate with summer, and Lorne, especially.”

“What do you do with yourself, aside from climb apple trees?”

Show me the smile in your eyes again. I want to see the real Robbie. It was inexplicable. “Well, not much in the summer,” she said, shaking her hair to catch a little air on her neck. “School, otherwise.”

“Still at school?”

“Last year this year.”

“Do you draw like your brother?” he asked. 

She reached behind her head with both hands and began dividing her hair into three. “I’d love to, but no,” she said. “I have no talent whatsoever in that direction.”

“My aunt says he is very good.”

“I envy Eddie.” Her voice was muffled as she re-braided her hair.

“Drawing, or spending time with my aunt?”

“Both, actually.” As she tied the end of her plait, their eyes locked for a little longer than required. She saw something, teasing, then it was gone. Nothing in her experience gave her any clues, aside from romance novels and fairy tales. Neither gave justice to the continuing exhilaration in her body.

“I love watching her sketch. Every line is perfect, and she is so confident. I’d love to be able to do that,” he offered, revealing himself a little. “I used to quiz her about what paints she combined to get a specific colour. All I could see was blue or red, while she could see a thousand different hues.”

“My brother says you have to be able to observe, not just see. Once you’ve achieved that, it comes naturally.” Once, she had believed with all her heart that it was true, to no avail. “I don’t think it’s quite that easy.”

“No,” he agreed. 

When he stubbed his cigarette out, he returned to his previous thoughts. “I’ve never really understood why offering and accepting the apple has been viewed so badly. Who would we be without free will?” he asked rhetorically, before another question. “Why is it about temptation? We couldn’t have done anything else. Human beings need to have free will. Without it, we are nothing. Amoebas in a swamp.” He laughed a little bitterly. 

“Is that what you consider the apple was symbolising? Free will? I thought it was knowledge.” 

No one ever mentioned Eve’s role in a positive light. It frustrated Elizabeth that women were considered the original sinners. Men seemed to be exempt from all wrong-doing. Women were always at fault. Yet, her mother, her teachers were always warning about men and their evil intentions. Were women to blame for that as well? No one seemed prepared to give her a satisfactory answer.

“What is knowledge, but choice or free will. What else would open our eyes to see good and evil?” Robbie offered.

She was excited by his sharing such an idea. 

“Without choice, we’d be innocent puppets at the whim of God.”

“Or gods,” she added. 

He smiled, glancing at her.

“Perhaps we would not have war,” she suggested.

“True.” He was thoughtful. “Or love.” 

Did we have to get exiled from Eden to experience love? The breeze picked up, winging its way along the rows between the trees. It was heavenly. In the church’s view, the snake was evil, sin, the devil. Did Robbie think otherwise. 

“If the apple was ‘free will’, what was the snake?” she asked. “A messenger?”

He considered the question seriously. Slowly, he said, “The snake was the catalyst that opened Adam and Eve’s eyes to each other. Helped them see the truth.” He hesitated, looked at her, and suggested, a little too casually, “Sex?”

Where she had felt so close, a rift wrought its way immediately. Elizabeth blushed and looked away, completely overwhelmed with embarrassment. She had strayed into an area that was beyond her comprehension. Instinct told her it was not a subject or word that ‘good girls’ talked about, especially alone with a man. Not having learned enough courage to disregard society’s rules, she knew it was time to find other people. 

Instinctively, Robbie understood. “Well, Lizzy Henshaw, I think Mrs K’s lemonade is calling us. Would you like to join me?” 

His tone changed to its previous careless amusement as if nothing had happened. She picked up her hat and he drew her upright, holding onto her hand with strength. His attitude helped, but she was still blushing, which she hated. Part of her needed the distraction of company, while the other wanted to remain with him alone. In that moment, it was all she wanted.

He held the gate open for her, and said, “You have no idea how boring most people are. You are not one of them.”

As she passed through, she stared at him, gauging his sincerity. 

After pulling the latch, he turned to her. “Forgive me?”

If she did, it would acknowledge what had happened. “I suppose I should.” 

“I think you and I are kindred spirits.”

If she said nothing more, it would remain inside forever. She was aware that her shyness wasn’t as natural as her mother inferred. It was invented to keep her quiet and compliant. A little girl. When they reached the edge of the garden, the veranda came into sight, and she turned, determined.

“Mr Campbell.”

“Robbie,” he corrected.

“Robbie. I want you to know that my whole life is filled with women who are intent upon ensuring that all I do is marry and have children. They teach sewing and cooking as if that will fill my mind and satisfy my thirst for a challenge. I know nothing about men and the real world. I feel like a fool.”

With her honesty, the intimacy returned but acknowledged now. 

“Don’t. It’s they who are the fools, Lizzy.”

“I always wonder why Eve is portrayed so badly. Why is that? Do you know? It just seems a ploy to keep us all in our anointed place. And compliant.”

“I’m sure my mother thinks Eve was the instigator of sin. I, however, think that the church has got it wrong. They push Eve aside and then worship Mary only for her role as a mother.” He shrugged. “Men are threatened by women and blame them for their own shortcomings. I think women are men’s saviours, to be entirely frank. I think without the wisdom of women, the human race is doomed.” He hesitated. “If the war meant anything, it is that we should find a new way to live. How can we create that future without working together?”

Elated, she was blushing again. She held her cheeks with both hands. “This time, it’s about happiness,” she explained with a laugh. “I don’t know what it is yet, but I want to create my own future, not something that’s been mapped out for centuries. Thank you.” With a warm smile his way, she turned back to the path.
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Robbie
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The exhilaration of the drive along the coast ebbed as he took the stairs two at a time up onto the veranda. From the hallway, he heard his mother criticising his cousin about something trivial, no doubt, and the baby wailed disguising Lottie’s shrill retort. It was calm at Toorak, he actually had conversations with his father. But for the need to escape a number of irritations, including a society girl’s flirtations that were clearly designed for future matrimony, he would have stayed. Here he was at Lorne, one of his favourite places. Pity about his mother. 

He strode straight through to the back veranda, intent upon the sanctuary of the garden. The Irish housekeeper, Mrs K, was feeding strawberries to one of the little girls from next door. He hardly registered her greeting as he passed. His mind was racing, his heart beating too fast. Panic was a breath away. He was of two minds whether to proceed to his aunt’s studio or the cool silence of the orchard. He’d already passed the whisky on the sideboard of the dining room, which was a bother. He couldn’t go back in there. He headed for the orchard.

As the latch clicked shut behind him, he closed his eyes all the better to feel the cool air on his skin and smell the mown grass. It was like entering a temple. Vague memories of planting apple saplings with his grandfather came to mind. His heart stilled. When he opened his eyes, he cast a look along the line of trees and noted a straw hat in the grass. Someone was in the tree beside it. A slim brown leg emerged from a teal cotton frock. Intrigued, he strolled along the line of trees to the one in question, when a face peered down at him. He had expected a child’s face. It was astonishing to see one of a stunningly beautiful young woman. The panic vanished. 

Of course, he was reminded of Eve in the Garden of Eden. Heart-shaped face, green misty eyes fringed by dark lashes, this Eve was calm, her full-lipped mouth slightly open in surprise to be so discovered. Then she smiled. The noise in his head ceased. For the first time in so very long he felt as if he was actually alive. And, more, that being alive was what he wanted to be. A deep sense of peace filled him as he helped untangle her hair from the snag in the tree. Having never having felt it, he distrusted it. As her fingers eased the tangles in her golden locks, he began to believe that the world might be a good place after all. He was reminded of a summer many years ago, when his aunt had brushed the knots out of the hair of a friend. As a child, he had hung around watching them draw and paint each other, and even he had been a model once or twice. He didn’t have many childhood memories, so that one was precious.

Despite her beauty, Lizzy had no idea of her impact on him. The sensations within his body were not something he had ever encountered. Familiar with the clarity of sex, these feelings caught him unawares. They were not simply about sex, although that was definitely part of it. It was something out of reach, out of sight, a mystery that any explanation would destroy. This is why there is poetry. It coursed through his muscles, tendons, sinews of his body. Whatever it was sat within him all afternoon as they talked about choice. Free will. Sex. He’d almost spoiled it, but he needed to draw her attention to it in some way. The need to introduce it to her filled him. 

She was thrilled by the speed as they drove down the coast. The heady mix of innocence, wisdom and intelligence that was Elizabeth was intoxicating. It was as if her presence had been arranged by God. Or the gods. Yet, she was still young. Still a girl, really. How could I have fallen for a girl? It bothered him. 

His mother marred the fragility of his elation when they returned from the drive. No one trusted him. As soon he walked across the threshold of the front door, his mother appeared like a black crow stalking across the boards. Short black waved hair, dark eyes, dressed in grey, the only ornament a string of pearls, her heels clicked with every critical thought that she was sure to be thinking. She wrung her hands together, all the better to rub it in. 

“Lawrence telephoned, Robbie. Something about mixing numbers.”

“Christ.”

“Don’t blaspheme in this house. You had better telephone him after dinner.” 

When he had trouble finding his feet, it was Uncle Lawrence, with interests in various businesses around the city, who had found him a job in a brewery. 

“You’re home now, lad,” he had said. “You’ve got to dust yourself off and give life a shake. There are young men who are far worse off than you. Many boys who didn’t come home.”

They were the lucky ones. Robbie knew the arguments as well as anyone. 

Whatever the mistake was, it wasn’t too much of a surprise. Robbie had handled complex acquisitions in the army, so he knew he was quite capable of doing it, yet in the middle of preparing large orders, his mind went blank. As he sat down to dinner, he wondered what he had done. He filled his wineglass and downed the wine. As he poured another, his cousin, Lottie, held out her glass and repeated what his mother had implied. Apparently, Lawrence had demanded that Robbie return to Melbourne ‘yesterday’.

Where is Eva? Caught in the throes of rapture, he’d only seen her briefly on the veranda before they went driving. As far back as he could remember, his aunt was beside him. She was closer than a mother, more like a friend. It was difficult to define. When he was at university, he had enjoyed many evenings in the flat above her gallery, drinking and discussing politics with her lover, Paul, and their arty friends. The war had changed both their lives. She had lost Paul in Europe in the early months. She seemed to have found a way to navigate through, but his mind continued to confound him. 

Likely designed to cause friction, Eva arrived late and received a half-hearted admonishment from his mother and a reminder to discard her smock before joining them. Her fawn smock, which, he was sure, was replaced every so often, was always covered in paint. Dabs, blotches, swirls of every colour imaginable. He adored it. Having taken it off, Eva sat opposite Robbie. The wisps of escaped hair around her neck were slick with sweat, her startling blue eyes always quick to grasp any situation, glanced his way. He waited to see what would come of this meal.

While away, he’d missed certain events. There were undercurrents that no one would, or could, explain. There was something going on between Eva and his mother, but even that intrigue didn’t arouse his curiosity enough to ask. His mother had a knack of evoking hostility, so it could be anything. There was always some sort of secret between one member or another of the family. 

As the women gossiped and talked about the baby, he thought of Elizabeth’s long silken hair flowing down her back. 

“Robbie!” his mother said, startling him back. “I said, did you know Claude Henshaw is getting married?”

“Why should I?” he asked. “I hardly know him.”

“Who’s he marrying?” asked Charlotte, finishing the wine in her glass. His cousin was always agitated, wary, wanting more of everything. Wine, food, information. Whatever was on offer. It wasn’t greed, it was as if she was empty, needing filling constantly. 

“The girl he was seeing before he went to Singapore,” Penelope said, as if ‘Singapore’ was a holiday, when in actual fact he had been in Changi for most of the war. “Can’t recall her name, but of a good family.”

“I’m glad,” said Eva, picking up a slice of roast lamb with her fork and laying it gingerly on the edge of her plate. “He deserves to have a good companion.” She grimaced, murmuring, “Why is it so difficult to be a vegetarian in this house?” It was a rhetorical question – a constant at most meals. 

“Mrs K thinks you need protein,” Penelope offered lamely. 

“How do you know she will be a good companion?” asked Robbie. Despite not wanting to be involved, showing an interest might keep his mother off his back.

“If she’s waited all this time, then still wants to be with him after his terrible ordeal, I wager she’s a good person,” Eva explained, cutting into a roast potato. After a couple of minutes she added, with a little bit of spice to her voice, which, Robbie noticed, was aimed at her sister, “I would have waited.”

Penelope stiffened but made no comment. 

“Which is proof you are a good person,” Robbie stated. Why am I having go at her? On the veranda earlier, Eva had caught his look at Lizzy. They knew each other so well, a look said a thousand words. Do I judge her, her peculiarities.

“I beg your pardon, Robbie. Don’t you talk to your aunt like that,” his mother scolded sharply, siding with her young sister. That is a first.  

Eva remained silent, watching him. Finally, she settled her features and placed her cutlery together. “I might leave you to it. I want to finish a painting. Come and visit, Robbie, if you want.”

“Really, Eva, tonight? You’ve hardly eaten anything.” 

“Yes, tonight. And probably a few more nights as well.  I need to get a few canvasses together.”

Penelope shook her head with exasperation. Before the war, Eva had turned down an offer of a ‘very good’ marriage that annoyed Penelope no end. His mother refused to believe that being an artist had any value at all, making frequent cutting comments about her ‘little hobby’. 

“You haven’t seen your nephew for months.”

“I doubt he came down to see me,” Eva said, with a wry smile in his direction.

He’d been forgiven.

When Eva had left the room, Robbie took a mouthful of wine. Realising the bottle was finished, he went to find another. On his return, he filled his glass and Charlotte’s and asked, “Why do women worry so much about being unmarried?”

“Because they need to eat,” Charlotte said dryly. When she moved her face aside, leaving a silhouette in her wake, Robbie could see his uncle in her face. The soft grey eyes. Aside from that, she was a stranger. “Most women don’t have a choice.”

“It doesn’t worry me that some women don’t marry.”

“You’re a man,” said his mother. “Men don’t have to be concerned, but woman’s needs are different.”

“Are they?” He was melancholic, now the afternoon’s joys were vanishing into the known territory of nothingness. “The women I know don’t seem to think so.”

“Well, thankfully, I haven’t met any of them,” his mother said briskly. 

He liked playing her, to see what she would do.

“I think, Lottie, we should retire to the living room. If you’re going to be like this, Robbie.”

He glanced at Charlotte, who seemed to be enjoying his mother’s discomfort. As a reward, he filled her glass again. 

“Well, Aunt Penelope,” said Charlotte, made bold by alcohol. “I hardly see Bill these days, since Maxie was born. I think I could do without him.”

“He’s doing his duty by you,” her aunt commented. “As he should. It’s a woman’s place to be in the home, waiting for her husband,” said Penelope primly.

“Really?” Charlotte shook her head. “And if they don’t arrive? What then?”

Penelope regarded her niece but didn’t reply. 

“Where’s Uncle Robert?” she persisted, making it personal.

Robbie sat back, drank some wine and watched the exchange silently, wary of how he might be attacked if he said a word. 

“Providing for his family.” 

“You have enough money of your own, don’t you? You have food, a roof over your head ...”

Penelope was outraged. “I don’t think...”

“She’s got a point, Mother,” Robbie said, without thinking it through. “You don’t need him, do you?”

“Really? Have we descended to this level? Questioning the value of your father?”

“No, of course not. It’s ...” Robbie realised too late that his mother was happily drawing him into an argument. He considered how to return the conversation to a discussion, but it was futile. “He’s never here, but I certainly do value my father.”

“I’m very glad about that. The world does not owe you a living. When you have decided upon how you are going to earn your way, let me know and I’ll cease your allowance.” 

It was pretty obvious that this was what she had wanted to say all along. Even so, Robbie panicked at the prospect of her carrying through her threat. The pay he received at the brewery was definitely not enough for him to live in the manner to which he was accustomed. “I would really like to have the same sense of vocation as has Dad,” he said, choosing the words that he knew would placate her. “I really would.”

“I know you’ve had a dreadful time of it, Robbie dear.” Penelope patted his hand across the table, a pretence of an apology. “War is unpleasant to say the least. How they expect you all to come home and simply return to normal is beyond me.” There was an almost imperceptible pause, before she added, “You could always return to university, you know. I’m sure they’d have you.”

Robbie filled his wine glass, deciding the best policy was to remain silent. Noticing Charlotte’s glass was again empty, Robbie filled it, finishing the second bottle. Penelope seemed not to notice, but he doubted she hadn’t. 

“Why does Uncle Robert never come down here?” Charlotte asked.

“There is no summer timetable for a surgeon, you know. He is often called out on emergencies. Besides, he’s never liked it down here,” Penelope admitted. “He prefers the city. He finds it very difficult to unwind.”

Charlotte sighed. “I don’t know. Sometimes I feel the way we live gets in the way of happiness.” She pushed her unfinished plate aside. “What are men supposed to do, Aunt Penelope? Make babies and money? Is that it?” The alcohol was affecting her speech.  

Penelope was flustered. “I think you’ve had enough wine, Charlotte.” 

“Not enough, actually,” she responded and took another swig. 

Red wine spilled down the glass onto the tablecloth. Penelope gave a little cry, picked up the glass, and automatically poured salt onto the dark wound staining the white lace, before it could dry.

“If you had had a mother’s loving hand, you might feel differently,” her aunt muttered as she wiped the glass.

“I often think of my poor mother,” Charlotte said, emphasising the word ‘poor’ as that was how everyone described her when she came up in conversation. Her sainted mother having died in childbirth, after all. “I sometimes think she got off lightly.”

“What a wicked thing to say.” 

“I am very wicked, Aunt Penelope, killing my own mother like that.” 

The evening was not going to end well. Robbie finished his wine, excused himself, picking up a bottle of scotch from the sideboard automatically as he passed on his way outside. On the veranda in the cool night air, he lit a cigarette and contemplated his day in the company of Elizabeth Henshaw.

“Thank the Lord that breeze picked up,” he heard his mother say in a rattled voice to Charlotte as he left the room. 

When all was quiet, he went to find his aunt in her studio, where he drank, smoked and watched her paint into the early hours. 
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Eddie was overwhelmed with the invitation to Eva Maxwell’s exhibition opening. To be taken seriously by an established artist was a dream come true. Elizabeth was delighted for him, but more so when he asked her to accompany him. For her first invitation to an adult event, she would need parental approval. That would be tricky. A couple of years older, Eddie also wanted to avoid a traditional future. He was passionate about being an artist, while she was still struggling with the choice of career. Teaching, nursing or typing were the options for women, and none held much appeal. It was so much easier for men. 

“Society has different expectations,” Eddie explained to her when she moaned her fate. “I’m just as trapped.”

She couldn’t see how.

“Apparently, it’s all about finding a job and then a wife and playing happy families,” he said. “Just like you, trying to explain that I don’t want that, is somehow conspiring against the whole of humanity, as if I’m a traitor. It’s ridiculous.”

She had to agree. Sometimes it felt as if they were both plotting against their parents, especially their mother who believed it was God’s plan that women should only be wives and mothers. There was some suggestion that choosing otherwise was the ultimate profanity. 

“I refuse to believe that I was put on this earth to simply have babies,” Elizabeth retorted, encouraged and inspired by her brother’s comments. 

To her credit, after receiving assurance that he would not lose sight of her, their mother finally agreed to her joining Eddie. When she got ready, Elizabeth sat at her dressing table, regarding her reflection. In her eyes, she looked pale and ugly, and she considered not going. I look like a child. She would get her hair cut as soon as she could. She drew the blonde strands into a half-up style and secured it with a diamante hair clasp that had belonged to her grandmother. It would have to do.

At ease in the arty environment, her brother was a popular young man. She followed him around, studied the various paintings and hovered on the edge of his group. Lost in this new world, awed by the confident adults around her, she felt very young. After introducing her to a group of his friends, Eddie passed her a glass of claret with a wink and left her to it. Great. Thanks, Ed. Using the glass as a prop, she turned to regard a painting on the wall behind her. It was all odd shapes and colours, symbols, no doubt, that meant something. Unable to interpret it at all, she turned back to observe the room. A woman with abundant russet hair, who looked very familiar, was striding across the gallery towards them. 

“Darling Eddie,” Eva exclaimed, giving him a quick hug and kiss on the cheek. “I’m so glad you came.” She squeezed his arm and, with a quick smile, she drew Elizabeth towards her. “It is you, Lizzy? How lovely.” 

“I thought it was time to introduce her to the real world,” Eddie explained with a bemused smile. “This is her debut.”

“I’m honoured.” Eva gave her a quick hug, her startling blue eyes twinkling, and hooked an arm in hers. “Would you like to walk with me? I am completely out of my depth. I’m much happier in my studio painting,” she whispered. “There’s something I’d like to show you.”

Overcome, Elizabeth reminded herself that she was in an art gallery in Collingwood, being treated like a friend by Eva Maxwell. As she accompanied her around the room, Eva chatted so warmly and easily to everyone, Elizabeth was baffled. Out of her depth? Perhaps we all hide behind something. Eventually, they reached her goal.

“There.” She pointed to a portrait of a young man framed by the branches of an apple tree in blossom. “What do you think?”

“It’s Eddie in your orchard,” Elizabeth exclaimed. “Goodness. It’s very good, Miss Maxwell.”

“Eva.  Please just call me Eva. I’m glad you like it.”

“I love the way the sunlight splashes across the leaves and onto his face. It’s like he’s in another world, or something,” Elizabeth said, allowing herself to express without a second thought. “Perhaps it’s his inner self shining out of him...” She wasn’t quite sure how much to reveal of her thoughts. She voiced it as a question. “His soul?”

Eva regarded her, and her voice was full of respect, when she said, “You should be a critic, Lizzy.”

Blushing, she fell back into her child self. 

“I’m serious,” Eva said, to ease her discomfort. “You can see precisely what I wanted you to see. That’s what I saw in his eyes.”

“How did you become an artist?” 

“I’ve been drawing since I was a child. My darling father encouraged me. Not that anything would have stopped me. I don’t think it’s something you become. You either are, or you aren’t.”

“Was Eddie born an artist?”

“I think he was.” A tall, bearded man approached from across the room. “Oh, dear. That’s my friend, Ben. He had to find me eventually.” She rolled her eyes comically. “Someone must want to talk business. You never know, I might have a sale! I must leave you. We’ll catch up again!” 

Having been accepted by one of the artists, she strolled around the gallery with more confidence. She dodged a group or two, and was engrossed in a landscape of Eva’s, when she heard her name.

“Lizzy?” Robbie Campbell edged around a small group with an apologetic grin. “I thought it was you.”

Her stomach contracted with delight. “Hello, Robbie.” Of course, as Eva’s nephew, it was no surprise he was there. After the previous summer, she’d gone over their meeting in her mind, but did not expect to see him again. “My brother brought me. It’s my debut, apparently.” She gave a small curtsy and was instantly embarrassed as he laughed. Even so, she enjoyed his scrutiny. 

He sipped the drink he had in his hand, and said, “No apple trees to hide in here.” He remembered.

“Only in oils,” she said. “Have you seen the painting of Eddie in your orchard?”

“I have,” he said, with a smile. “I like it. Eva’s very good.”

That dimple. My god. 

They toured the gallery, stopping every now and again at a painting where they discussed the work. Eva was sharing the exhibition space with a sculptor and another painter. Elizabeth revelled in Robbie’s attention. People were looking at them which gave her confidence that all was right with the world. As they passed a sculpture in the middle of the floor, they were waylaid by a group who were discussing its value as a piece of art.  

A young man with masses of tight sandy curls, asked, “What you do you think, Robbie?”

“I think it’s a reclining naked woman,” a woman said, blowing smoke. “But Graham has decided it’s a comment on society as a whole.”

“Well, difficult to say,” Robbie began, with a bemused smile on his lips. “I’m terrible at this game. I’d say it’s a shaped, lump of clay.”

The original speaker laughed. “I knew you’d have a comment, anyway!”

“Bloody inane, though.”

“Who’s your friend?” asked another woman, ashing her cigarette in a ceramic ashtray on the plinth, as she eyed Elizabeth critically.

Robbie introduced her to the small group. There was a novelist and her husband, a couple of artists and Margot, the women who had asked for her name. Although he did not claim to know much about art, Robbie’s subsequent comments were intelligent, and they seemed to hang on his every word. Margot was quite beautiful, dark hair pinned up around the nape of her neck. Feeling like a country cousin, Elizabeth’s confidence vanished. Who am I kidding? 

“We’re going over to Nick’s later,” Graham said.

“Do come,” said Margot to Robbie. “He’s got some new music.”

Robbie nodded. “I might see you there.”

Elizabeth went to the Ladies. She found herself in a small room, painted red with orange trim. As she was washing her hands, Margot came in. 

“Where did Robbie find you?” she asked, not unkindly.

“We met at Lorne.”

Margot watched her as she reapplied her lipstick. “His bolthole, I hear.”

“We both have holiday homes down there.”

Margot made her mind up. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you are very young, Lizzy. I feel I should say something.”

Regarding her curiously, Elizabeth put her lipstick back in her bag.

“Have you noticed his shakes? We think something dreadful happened in the war.” Margot hesitated, before continuing, “Sometimes, he just doesn’t seem to be able to handle life. And he likes a drink.” 

Elizabeth felt like an eavesdropper. “I just happened to run into him. I’m just a neighbour.” She was about to leave, but Margot hadn’t finished.

“I don’t think that’s true, actually,” she said. “I’ve known Robbie since he got home. If you ask me, he’s interested.”

I don’t want to hear more. It has nothing to do with me.

“Don’t get me wrong, he’s a lovely man. We all love him. Just be aware of his inner demons.” 

Elizabeth had noticed his shaking hands this evening. Not in the orchard. At Lorne, he was different. She gathered some dignity. “Thank you for your concern.”

When she returned, the gallery was stifling, filled with cigarette smoke, and getting noisier by the minute. People were spilling through the open door into the street. Robbie was talking with another group of people. She was intent upon finding Eddie, but Robbie saw her, stubbed out his cigarette and came over.

“Come outside,” he urged. 

After Margot’s words, Elizabeth was unsure if she should. She didn’t want to appear attached to him. He had drunk a fair bit of wine, and he didn’t seem the same person. Eddie was in an animated conversation with a dapper, pretty young man, leaving her to her own devices. She followed Robbie out into the welcome cool. The streetlamp cast a spell on the others who had escaped, talking loudly, drinking and smoking in the dim light. Robbie led her a short distance from the entrance and leaned back against the wall. He pulled his silver cigarette case from his jacket and offered it to her. She declined, blushing again. God, she hated being so young.

He lit one for himself, while she watched a couple holding each other, whispering and kissing in the shadows a few yards down the street. Is it true, what Margot had said.

“Relax, Lizzy,” he said. “It was easier inside, wasn’t it?”

It was much easier with other people around. Much easier on a hot summer day, sitting in the grass of the orchard, too. Different locations seemed to warrant different sides of people. Am I different out here?

“You are really very beautiful,” he murmured, blowing smoke out in a long stream. 

Was that true? The way he spoke made her stomach churn terribly. She should return inside where it was much safer, but she couldn’t move. “Bit obvious.” Her voice trembled a little.

“True, nonetheless.” He drew on his cigarette, while she stood in front of him, fidgeted with her handbag, unclipping it nervously. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, with sincerity. “I’ve had too much to drink.”

She was unsure why she was there. 

“Are you looking for a husband like most young women?” he asked suddenly, some cynicism leaking into his voice.

“No.” She was annoyed and inexplicably hurt. “I don’t want a man to make decisions about my life. I’m perfectly capable of doing that on my own.”

He was chastised. “Yes. I remember now.”

His gaze was penetrating far deeper than the surface of her face. Her heart was beating fast, her skin wanted to be touched. She should go back inside.

“I wonder,” he said slowly, more to himself that her. “If you could have both, could you be persuaded?”

She felt the double-meaning of the words, and, even then, she wasn’t quite sure what that meant.

“What sort of a man would interest you?” he pursued the line of questioning. 

Wordlessly, she held her handbag in two hands and looked back towards the gallery doorway. What to do? He was on the verge of spoiling it, whatever ‘it’ was. ‘It’, she realised, was the bubble of time in the orchard, when she counted him as a friend.

“Stop, Robbie.”

He dropped the end of his cigarette on the footpath, stamped on it and changed the tone of his voice. “Sorry. I don’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.” He swayed a little against the wall.

“I prefer it when you’re sincere,” she said, wanting whatever was happening to be honest. “I need to trust you.”

“Of course.”

“You have drunk too much.” If she left, she might never hear such things again. 

“You are correct. I definitely have.” He gathered himself together with a little difficulty, then leaned his head back and regarded her, whispering, “I would like to run my hands through your hair.”

Startled by this intimacy, she glanced directly into his eyes and saw herself for an instant. He meant it. She pulled her gaze from him with difficulty. I would like that.  

“Marry me.”

“Oh, Robbie, no.” In the orchard, he had shown her that the world she feared did not exist, actually did, and, more, there was someone else who understood how she felt. In those precious moments, he had touched her soul and there had been no pretence. Yet in this moment, he seemed intent upon making it a mockery. “Please, don’t do this.”

She suspected that this charm, could easily be flirtation designed to trick. Unsure how to play this game, if she chose not to return inside, she decided two responses were required. One to cover her lack of experience, the other to try and gain some control. 

She raised her head, looked him straight in the eye, and said, “Why do you talk as if you are any other man? You weren’t like that when we met.” Perhaps he didn’t remember it as she had. Perhaps he was just a man like everyone else. No one special. Have I got it wrong? “And, you know I’m not after that sort of life.” 

“Yes.” He thought about it. “Yes. I know that.” He sighed, sobered by her words. “I’m sorry, Lizzy. You’re so bright. You shine. I can’t resist that.” 

She spied her friend in the sincere smile, before he was, just as suddenly, playful. 

“Good try, though, eh?”

Something else was in the mix, something that he knew about, of which she had no knowledge. It put him at such an advantage. It was tempting to remain where she was, listening to him, with his dark alluring eyes, offering her something, which wasn’t marriage, no matter what he said. She glanced at the couple, still enthralled in each other. It was way too obvious.

He followed her gaze. “You are amazing.” He pulled himself up from the wall. “Maybe another time?”

In a heartbeat, she wanted very badly for him to kiss her. What would it feel like?

Eddie came out of the door of the gallery into the street looking for them. As he approached into their bubble of light, her brother saw and knew, even if she didn’t quite know. 

“Lizzy. I wondered where you were! Ah, Robbie, are you looking after her then?” he asked, narrowing his eyes. 

“I am,” Robbie said. “We were having a quiet conversation while I had a smoke.”

Eddie took his sister’s arm and steered her back into the gallery. “Are you okay?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Don’t tell Mum that you saw Robbie Campbell. She would kill me if she knew,” he whispered. 

Elizabeth turned to look at Robbie following. He picked up another glass of claret, nodded with a smile at her and disappeared into the throng with one quick backward glance. She wasn’t quite sure if she was glad her brother had found her or not.
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Robbie woke on Margot’s most uncomfortable sofa with his mouth feeling like an ashtray and his head throbbing fit to burst. As he pieced the evening into a cohesive event, he tried to pinpoint exactly why he had such a weight of shame on his shoulders. The last thing he remembered was Margot bundling him into the passenger seat of his MG and taking the wheel herself.

“How are you going to convince that young girl to love you when you’re drunk half the time?” she had said.

He was thankful he had such a good friend. 

He recalled standing outside the gallery, looking in, summoning the courage to enter. He was wary, his body alert. Too alert. He'd had a whisky or two before he’d left home. It had eased his mind a little, yet the gathering still appeared as if behind a wall of glass. He saw the lights, the colour of the paintings on the walls, could hear the hum of talk, the background music, see the animated faces, the laughter, yet it was as if it was wallpaper that may or may not be alive. He wished he could crack the illusion, but he had no idea how to do that. 

Surveying the room, he drank a glass of claret in one mouthful and waited for his heart to stop beating so fast. It was terrible, tasted like vinegar. He’d left his flask in the car. He picked up another glass. An old friend from school made his way across the room towards him, a broad smile on his face. For a moment, as they shook hands, he couldn’t remember his name. His mouth went dry. He drank some wine, smiled and managed to place him in his past as they chatted. He was his charming self. Odd, how that happened.

He saw his aunt discussing a painting with tall blonde woman. She put Lizzy to mind. Tall blonde women did that lately. Smiling, she turned her head, pointing to the next one. Fuck, it is Lizzy. He excused himself and sauntered over, as Eva’s friend, Ben, interrupted and took Eva away. As he approached, his heart calmed. She felt him, turned and smiled.

His heart turned over. At least that’s what it felt like. Shit. He’d got it bad. If he focused upon her and put the rest of the room aside, he relaxed. They wandered around, discussing Eva’s ability, about colour and light. As they spoke, he gazed at the rich colour of her hair, the remarkable deep green of her eyes that merged into grey near her pupils. Her beauty was overwhelming. He would never tire of it. 

Outside in the street, he said things he shouldn’t. Her golden hair slid over the swell of one breast to her waist, glistened by the light from the streetlamp. His whole being was tense, needing to be closer, yet he was pinned against the wall. I want to lick her skin. He wasn’t sure if he had spoken the thought. He’d tried to be calm, arrange his thoughts, but his mind kept on distorting the exchange. It was discordant, ungainly. Where was his charm now when he really needed it? 

From the veranda, Robbie could see the lights of the neighbouring house through the trees, hear the music from the wireless. He felt excluded. When anxiety gripped him like quicksand, all he had to do was picture the golden colours of her hair. When sleep evaded him, when he lay sweating and disorientated, he would conjure up her warm, soft skin to calm his beating heart. Skin that he had barely touched. A hand across her back or on her arm, didn’t count. The gallery episode was put into a perspective he felt comfortable with. He was an intelligent man. He knew this compulsion wasn’t real, knew she had become a talisman, almost a fantasy, but he couldn’t stop. Because she was real. 

Uncle Lawrence was eclectic in his business interests, his eye always assessing risk. After the crash of ’29, one thing his father had taught him was to diversify and always, always invest in property. And so, he had bought up acres of pasture and contracted out the construction. Houses were snaking along corridors outwards from the city for the returned soldiers to turn into suburbs. The new decade about to begin promised peace and prosperity for all.  

“Fingers in many pies,” he had said to Robbie with a smile, puffing on his pipe, some months after the job at the brewery had fallen through. “I have put a great deal of thought into this, lad. How about real estate?”

“Sales?” His life wouldn’t be regimented by the office clock, he would enjoy meeting people from all walks of life, and he would be earning on commission. It would be honest money, rewarded for his effort. And, vital in his calculations, he would have time for lunch and a few beers in the middle of the day.

“Why not? I think you would be ideal.”

And much to Robbie’s joy, it proved to be a good way to take his mind off, well, his mind. He was more relaxed when he was talking with people and doing something of value.

“Wondered where the scotch had gone,” Eva said as the wire door slammed, breaking his silent contemplation. She sat in an armchair across from him.

From the floor in front of him, he picked up the nearly full bottle and handed it over. Eva poured a finger or two of the liquor then filled the glass with water from the jug on the table. The light was dim, a warm summer night, serene and tranquil. The relentless waves could be heard amid the music that wafted across from next door.

“Are you checking up on me?” he asked, his arm across the back of the swing seat.
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