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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote this novel to be accurate for its time both during the 1950s in Western Australia and later in the century in the US. Because of this I have used words that we might consider inappropriate today with regards to certain groups of people. It was not my wish to offend, therefore I offer my apology to anyone who might find my choices wrong or abrasive.

      Also, some readers might be confused by the handling of time in Jagged Edge of the Sky. To paraphrase 19th century philosopher Georg Hegel, time is a construct, relative only as it relates to change. Jagged Edge of the Sky attempts to reveal a story by noting changes in characters’ lives apart from clocks and calendars. Because of this, the book moves non-sequentially and leaves a number of unanswered questions, the resolution of which are left to the reader’s imagination. In fact, it would appear that one character does not age at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For history is a pontoon bridge. Every man walks

        and works at its building end and has come

        as far as he has over the pontoons laid by others

        he may never have heard of.

      

      

      

      
        
        —Wallace Stegner in Wolf Willow
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            1

          

          
            Morgan Boswick

          

        

      

    

    
      Crouched and hanging by the arms from a pair of ancient shipping barrels, Morgan pushes her baby out onto the straw-stuffed bed she prepared ahead of time, cuts the cord with a cane knife, then hovers over the pail and cramps hard against the placenta. The smell of copper and the sound of the baby’s bawling overtakes everything else. She examines the boy, sees no reason for concern, swaddles him with a piece of an old bedsheet, and holds him close to her chest for a few moments. To the best she can figure, the spot where the south and west walls of the loft meet is the safest for the moment, so that’s where she secures the baby. No fear of the dark, she carries the mess down the ladder, dumps it a few dozen meters into the bush for the goannas, and what few dingoes remain about. Beyond the perimeter of her small plot of ground, the bush feels suspended. Nothing good or bad or indifferent about. Just the night air hanging, waiting.

      She’s trying to get the wriggly thing to latch its gosling-cheep of a mouth onto her nipple when Jimmy D. drives up. He pounds the century-old door a loud once then bursts in massaging his fist and spouting profanities, scanning the scene. He asks whether the boy belongs to him or that bastard dark-haired American bloke—Jimmy D. himself as dark as his mother.

      Morgan looks at him. Which one do you think?

      Think he’s bloody well mine, Jimmy D. says. Best be, or I’ll carve the lot, too right.

      Which is the story she decides to tell.

      Morgan names him Robby. After her father, Robert, who, once he’s into his pints, his mates call Robert the Bruce. A stain marks the base of the infant’s skull. A stork bite—almost the exact same shade of pink as the once-red handkerchief she uses to wipe blood and birth from the boy’s body and face.
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            2

          

          
            Cherise Marie Tuor

          

        

      

    

    
      One baby in the pram and a second in her belly. A girl this time, she figured—a girl in the quiet corners of her mind she was already calling Annalesa—because the positioning of the fetus was distinct from the way it was with Piotr, her first. Also because the old midwife, Adelle, had come with Dreamtime stories to tell her so. A girl who will bear responsibility, Adelle said.

      September still clung to the calendar, here in the southwest the wet still a bit distant. October was days away, spring definitely coming on. Here she was, full as a goog again. Cherise rolled the pram along the lane to the main house. To carry and birth a child in the heat of a southern hemisphere summer was a mother’s last wish, she knew as fact. Piotr had come into the world nine months prior, smack on Christmas Day, unexpected as Jesus. He was due the middle of January, when it would have been hotter still and which made the early birth a grateful point.

      Even so, the heat left a mark on her not yet resolved.

      All it took was thinking about Piotr to stir him. He’d wiggled loose a foot, and even though he was wrapped in a coverlet from neck to ankles, she still worried he’d catch the grippe. Stocking your head and feet and you’ll not fall ill, her father had always said. Imagine, a baby as young as Piotr hating socks on his feet. Trying to get that one in his leather shoes was harder than snubbing a bushfire. If the mother hens in Denton could be believed, he’d never learn to walk. Cherise thought a tap to the withers with a length of cane would do him good, but the boy’s dad, her husband Edmonds, bid her not to raise a hand. Her own father had smarted her backsides often enough, but Edmonds wouldn’t hear of it.

      The boy was born without socks and shoes, Edmonds said, going out of the house that morning. Might be he’s quicker than the mob of us.

      Cherise leaned over the pram, touched her nose to the foot and let the soft smell pass to her heart. She ran her finger along the creased print of the sole, crinkled as a miswritten check, tucked the foot back under the coverlet, then straightened, leveraging her palms against the small of her back. The noon sun struck her face, and she smiled, aware of her lips, her teeth. Cherise breathed deeply as she had of Piotr’s foot, willing spring to enter and excite the unborn possible-girl into an early appearance as well. She smoothed her own damp brow. Such exertion it had become, bending and straightening. Ah. Sun. You befriend me, she said.

      Then back onto the dust lane of the caravan park. If her mother were still about, bless her, she’d think it rotten, a daughter of hers married to the overseer of such a place. But for Edmonds, caravans were the future slung all the way from America and from far back in Australia’s history, and therefore, a service to his countrymen.

      Chaps was pulling wood wagons full of their life necessities for coming up on a century, Cherise, he’d said in one of their early conversations about the subject. It’s caught on in America. This is America’s new Conestoga, you mind me. In twenty years, every bloke will own one. Same goes for Australia, and the rest of the world, too, luv, and we’ve got the first and the best right here at the edge of Jelico. Pull toilets and a petrol cooktop! And think of the people! All the types to meet, Cherise. And look. Only ones can afford them are blokes with cash. We won’t be slaves to wages ever again, Cherise. Think of all the babes. All the ones yet to be born to us, luv. Don’t you want for them?

      Edmonds, long as a staff, fair-eyed and thin-browed, was forever looking to spark something new—first the land outside Jelico, and then the turn at blacksmithing. Blacksmithing! He reasoned there to be plenty of wild brumbies yet to be caught and broke. Still shoes to be fired and hammered. If not, then fancy ironwork for the tradesmen’s houses going up in the wake of the war. The entire district had laughed, calling him Noah. A Swiss councilor’s son telling himself a story, thinking to make it occur in the real world.

      But there are barely tracks and most only swished out with a broom, Cherise had said. Who is going to tow a caravan about the bush? Most men around here are barely capable of keeping their utes in rubber and petrol, and sure aren’t apt to be pilfering pound notes from their wives’ sugar bowls to buy a caravan. This isn’t America, Edmonds. If you wanted America, why in bloody hell didn’t we just go to America? Certainly would have been cheaper.

      Ah, Cherise. Let a man dream, will you? Let a man dream, he had said. So they leveled places and planted gorse and hollyhocks and clematis on trellises and blue everlastings and strung electrical wire to the petrol generator. Edmonds forged his curlicues and iron railings for little patios. No one came and no one came until he finally dawned his idea to buy a pair of caravans and lend them out parked, like a road station. The Reserve Bank now held the note against both the caravans and the big house they were living in—itself rescued and rebuilt from station salvage, but in the genius way of Edmonds. They journeyed to Perth putting notices and bought advertisements in the print news from The Denton Record to Melbourne’s Sentinel, for all the good any of it would do, as Cherise reminded Edmonds every time a bill showed up in the post.

      I’ll buy me a bloody road sign in Sydney, I will, Edmonds had said. But before the week was out, Barry Gibson and Nathan Cleary had arrived, assigned to help carve the Jelico end of the very track Edmonds hoped would change his fortune and who would eventually meet a larger crew working their way from Perth.
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      Had Cherise been less annoyed with her life in general and with Edmonds’ endless stream of ideas, which ranged from the park’s water tanks to the new widow’s deck with its silly iron stairs, hand-forged in his shop, spiraling to the porch below, she might have sidestepped the night in 1951, not six months after her second child and only daughter Annalesa was born, when Rich Hand first slid her dress to her hips and thrust himself into her, donating the milk-pale secretions that mixed with parts of her to become her third baby—the boy Martin. She might have sidestepped the secret life it caused her to create for herself. Might have sidestepped having to watch the belly of Jeanne McMurtrey, which swelled over the weeks at the same rate as hers, as Jeanne was first an emotional wreck and then so beset with morning sickness that the clan stayed on much longer than was originally planned. Bad enough the mess occurred. Even worse that they refused to leave, no matter how much cash they were pouring in, as Edmonds had upped their space rent to double the agreed-upon rate. Cherise at night lay awake staring at the whitewashed ceiling. The wood planks swelled and blanched with the heat, the drought, the wet, enticing the flies to lay black-speck eggs in the joints between them. On her back next to Edmonds, while the American woman Jeanne McMurtrey lay on the other side of the Outbound beside her husband Russell, Cherise imagined ripping the boards loose and making good use of the nozzle end of a squirt can full of fly-ending poison.

      Except that Rich Hand had come at her, his hands, muscled between the web of thumb and forefinger that she had so longed to kiss, running somewhat forcefully up the slide of her thigh into the wetness that had been there since the moment he arrived. Fingers thrusting into her, pumping like a generator piston, at the rate of her own pulse, until she could do nothing save put her own force into it, ram against his ramming, the power exiting as an exclamation from her throat and through the cavern of her lower body, both of them looking at the right moment to see the juices stretched in tendrils when he pulled out fingers and replaced them with the male part of himself, the fullness nearly more than she could stand. She felt herself, red and engorged and silently begging for him. Annalesa’s milk, which seeped from her breasts through to her dress, dripped down her sides. The sensation setting her hips battering more frantically, until at last the final white explosion forced a piece of Rich Hand toward the tiny world of her egg.

      The minute beginnings of a boy fused.

      Martin. Two syllables, as if on a blackboard, wrote themselves in dusty chalk on Cherise’s forebrain. She almost whispered them but caught herself, lest Rich think she was calling to another man.

      Miss. Please. Uh, I don’t know, Miss. I’ve been fighting myself. Yesterday I couldn’t have said for certain I was bound to do that. But today. I don’t know. I thought about it, but I couldn’t have said for certain, Rich said, leaning against her, their mingling further dampening their clothing, congealing, the smell like rising bread.

      Straightening herself and her dress with one hand, she pushed Rich away with the other. Leave, she said. You must go. You know it. Edmonds will figure it out, and he will lay you open. Please take me. What you don’t know is I want to go, too. I want to leave.

      Leave behind your Annalesa? Still a suckling? You’ve a boy in the pram, too, I reckon? Rich said. Walk off from your entire family for a stranger of a bloke and a new mess?

      Yes, she said, God help me. Annalesa is still a suckling. Who you are is mystery for now, but not for long, if we work at it.

      Well, sure I can take you out of it, Rich said, but the law and my money says the husband will set sail to claim ownership.

      

      They were in the sleeper, full of grog, the sheets dampened. Rich had his lips on her ear. A pearl of an ear, Edmonds had always called it. We’ll have us a party, Rich was saying. We both know we’re hooked together just for the moment. I say, so be it, but let’s have us some fun and build a memory big as the Kimberley.

      Cherise giggled to hide the catch in her throat. All right, she said. Meanwhile the track rolled between Denton and Gillagong, the wide nothing growing broader and broader, the two rising from their private activity now and again to smoke cigarettes, share tinnies of beer, nibble the shortbreads and nuts Rich had purchased and packed along, just because Cherise asked for them. She learned early in her marriage that asking for gifts from Edmonds, no matter how small, did not translate to delivery. She remembered once staring at a candy shop in Perth, saying how she’d like a truffle and Edmonds reminding her of its effect on her waist and his wallet. Rich was the opposite. I’d love you wide as a house if I was the one made you that way, he said when she asked for the treats and explained that history.

      Somewhere late in the night, the train throbbing across the bush, Cherise awakened not to the milk-full sensation arisen in her breasts, although she realized the sheets were damp with their leakage, but of Rich climbing onto her. He did not make a sound, nor did she, and for truth, she did not think him fully awake, because not once did he open his eyes, rather hung over her with his handsome, dark face lunging straight ahead, black hair glinted here and there with whatever light was filtering in, his chest a road map of fine beads of sweat, his nipples brooding as the night itself, pulsing closer, retreating, coming back toward her again. Cherise watched, taking in every angle, conscious of the tight cord inside herself, cinching and releasing. She stifled her gasps, clamping involuntarily against Rich’s length of engorged blood and muscle.

      Now the surge between her legs, against her will, the voltage jarring her hips and thighs, her oceans releasing, the stream leaking between the hillocks of her bum. Rich kept pumping, not losing rhythm, as the train wailed, sending its plume toward the night. He was indeed asleep. How long he kept at it, she didn’t know, for she dozed herself, only awakening when he rolled back to his side of the berth.
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      Gillagong the next morning was dusty, visibility poor because of a slow whirlwind tripping along the narrow streets and passageways. With it, bits of trash and twigs, and the occasional whiff of animal from the taxidermist. Cherise and Rich got off the train, her two satchels and his knapsack loaded with what few possessions they’d deemed necessary for the immediate future. Rich had dispensed with shirt and trousers, switched instead to the expected Outback attire: shorts, boots, and socks. Cherise wore a cotton dress and slip, the dress a plain, window-pane aqua, the slip loathsome in the heat but necessary to cover the cotton-stuffed brassiere staying her breasts’ seepage. Even though she had pumped herself, she yet produced enough to satiate a six-month-old. Poor Little Annalesa. Edmonds would have to feed her canned milk and Karo. And Piotr. Little bumbler. What a sad case of a mom she was being.

      They found a room above the pub, walked through its Saturday regulars and hanging tobacco smoke amidst loud whispers and a low whistle. Cherise felt the hair on her arms, shivered despite the swelter, felt the pulse behind her belly. She longed momentarily to be back safe with Edmonds, but she had cast her lot, and so, no going back. The barman led them up a stairway; the walls of it coated in mud-wash stained a vibrant but stony rust, like iron hinges hit by rain. Cherise swallowed against a surge of nausea. A sudden note of fear took hold. As was the case with Jeanne McMurtrey, both her pregnancies had made her instantaneously ill.

      The pub owner was a huge bowl of a man, great of height and limb, bent forward at the middle as if a toppled sack of grain. A murder of rooks and a series of yellow lightning bolts tattooed to his upper arms, the rounds of his back muscle boasting from a sleeveless vest. Such fair skin. As if he stayed inside most of the time. This contrast was heightened by the vest’s black leather, lasted in front with a mismatched strip of bootlace, almost the same brown as his head of hair. The same brown as the seepage from the wad of tobacco bulging from his left cheek. The man leaned to divest himself of a stream of spittle aimed with an accuracy Cherise could have fairly well predicted at the lard tin positioned outside the guestroom door, then opened their room with a fob of keys, each silver, each long and with the ancient squared cleat meant to match a specific set of tumblers. Cherise loved the secrets of locks. She had a hidden collection of what she referred to within herself as dinosaur keys. She was fond of rummaging through bins at Denton’s open market, bargaining with junk traders over their value—one shilling or two, halfpence. Once she laid down a full pound note for a pair of gold ornate keys said to have belonged to the Queen’s own pantry, carried to Australia by a chap arrested for thievery. She doubted the truth of it but kept a note stuck to them in hopes, in the event of her death, her family could have faith she at least intended to leave them something of value.

      The furnishings were oddly feminine in an otherwise rough-hewn environment. White chenille on the bed and lace for curtains. The window, closed against the dust, was so filmy as to be barely translucent, and a drift of pink dust lined the sill. Rich handed the pub owner three pounds. Thanked him and closed the door. Our humble abode, Rich said, his dark handsomeness spread out like a mural, patting the mattress. Climb aboard.

      Cherise thought she was tired of sex, but gave of herself to please Rich. The work of their bodies compounded the heat, and she asked if he thought he might find her a bit of ice. Ice? he said, louder and with more disdain than Cherise thought he ought to. Ice? A pair of warm pints and cold chips is more like it out here, ain’t it, luv?

      At which point she walked across the room to the wood commode with its flower-painted porcelain pitcher and bowl and gauzy towel across the rack, and upset her morning meal.
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      Bollocks. I’d sooner be dead as night as see that clan again. To Jelico? Back here? After nigh onto thirteen years? Edmonds said when Cherise showed him the letter. His hands were covered in plant pitch. He’d been pulling stragglers in shucks from a neglected garden patch. Cherise had begged him to clear it and to install a spout to divert their gray water and fashion a wooden irrigation canal running from the house, as she fancied a rose garden. Snow Whites and tea roses. American Beauties, Blue Glory, Savannahs. She’d fingered the pages of catalogs for months, telling herself that in a fair world, a woman always could depend on a rose garden to brighten whatever gloom she could not otherwise shake.

      The letter refolded and back in its packet, Cherise took her husband’s chin in hand, forcing his eyes to meet hers, an act as surprising as it was both strange and out of order. Not since that afternoon in Gillagong had she stood face to face with Edmonds. They talked from across the room or over their shoulders while engaged in activity.

      First to Perth for a night, then Denton. Day after tomorrow, more like. Or the next. They’ll be here before midday they say, whatever day it ends up being. Fancy a cuppa while we get used the idea? she said to Edmonds, who turned to gaze at the far distance.

      Perfect, Edmonds said. Give me cause to scrub off this soot while I think of someplace rather than here to put myself for the balance of the week.

      First to the pump for water, then to the kitchen to fill the kettle and spoon tea-leaves into the pot. It seemed right to use her wedding porcelain, which was from France and hand-painted with blue cornflowers and kept closed tight in a pie safe in the far corner of the kitchen. The sheer white batiste covering the nine-pane over the sink translated the full-on sunlight to faint streaks, all of which was muted by the green canvas portico shading the west-facing veranda. The propane ring on the cooktop fired as she touched the lit match to it, the sulfur smell and hiss of fire passing vaguely through her consciousness until the flame level bid her to focus on it, so accustomed she was to this activity. The flame faded from orange-blue to white, and Cherise thought she might put her head to it, catch herself afire and have it be done. The sweeper brushes rattled, the sound blurred by its trip down the corridor. Martin cleaning his room again. The boy couldn’t seem to clean it enough to satisfy himself. She ran her hands down the front of her belly, her mind barreling back to those few days with Rich Hand. Standing at the sink, she viewed the sum of her existence: the graveled pads with their caravans parked and trimmed with Edmonds’ forged-iron decks and rails, the veggie garden, the clustered playground where Annalesa and Piotr took turns launching little Barney, the youngest—and her last kid, since she found out about a particular tincture she could purchase from Adelle to stop all that—in his favorite swing. Cherise pulled the biscuit tin off the shelf and counted five shortbreads, three for Edmonds, two for her. A spot of canned milk in the creamer, which Edmonds loved almost as much as the biscuits. A linen napkin, embroidered by Edmonds’ mother many decades ago. The petals of a flower, white on white, had threads pulled loose in places.

      

      She did not want it, the memory, but it grew until she gave in to it.

      They were all in Gillagong. The McMurtreys a pace away, engaged in their own private but loud exchange. Edmonds shaking the leverage tool in her face. He was screaming an angry stream, spewing words she couldn’t completely distinguish, blood vessels popping as if having lost their connection with the ribbed muscles of his neck and temples. Screaming, screaming, screaming, until she began her own barrage, willing him to hit her, to crack her skull wide open, which he did, not with the leveraging tool but with his open palm. Not so hard as all that, but hard enough to startle both of them, which Edmonds countered by taking his deep voice even louder, louder than she had ever heard a human voice, like the bellow of a kettle drum, until her eardrums were so full of blood they blocked it all off, and, momentarily deaf, she slumped to the ground.

      Russell then stepped in, put a hand to Edmonds’ shoulder and took the leverage tool from him. He reached for the hollow of Cherise’s arm and helped her to stand, guided her to the Vanguard where she stood weeping into her palms. Eventually the four—Cherise, Russ, Jeanne, and Edmonds—had driven off, leaving Rich Hand bloody and kneeling on the street.

      Cherise and Jeanne sat next to their respective husbands on the trip back. The McMurtreys in the rear seat. Edmonds driving. Not a word spoken. Cherise felt sure that Jeanne had an inkling same as she did: the dashing hired man had been common with them both

      .

      

      The kitchen curtains moved with the exhale of her breath. She stared at the tray and the pretty cups. Tapped the strainer against one of them lightly. In her mind it was simple but urgent. Jeanne and Russell McMurtrey for reasons known only to the gods were returning after more than a decade to the Outbound. All right, but it would be she and not Edmonds who would not be there. Her entire existence in this place amounted to dead rot, as far as she was concerned, and she no longer wanted to claim one iota. All these years stuck sweltering away at the Outbound. She’d take a change of dress and changes of underclothes enough to get her across the continent, plus a wrap, and that was enough. That was all the memory she wanted.

      Brief stairs led to the new add-on housing a loo with pumped water adjacent to her and Edmonds’ shared bedroom. See you around like a toilet seat. Martin and his mates always said to each other at the end of a day of play. In the end, she tossed two extra shifts from the robe into a grip with a dozen pairs of underclothes and as many sets of anklets. The kettle began its tweet, then the full-on whistle. No one likely could hear her because of it, and no one could see her if she left under the clematis arbor by the back gate. Not a bloody one of them would miss her until suppertime. Edmonds would forget his tea. Martin’s vacuuming would go on for an hour.

      Then again, as the whistle on the teapot grew demanding, she feared Edmonds might come to tend it and interrupt her departure, so she stepped back into the kitchen to turn the flame dial to off, then to the rack by the kitchen door for her favorite hat—a little white-ribboned cloche she used primarily for trips to town. She placed it atop her head, smoothed her hair behind her ears, and was out the door. The bright sun bit at her, but the hat’s brim covered enough of her face to shade her eyes and keep the burn off her nose. The hook latch on the picket gate lifted and re-latched without making a sound.

      The park’s lane looked for some reason longer than normal, but still welcoming. She had no sense that anything close to freedom lay beyond it, but that was not what she hoped for in any case. Freedom was not the chit on the table. Variety was. What was missing from her existence was variety. How certain she was about this action, this placement of feet. As sure as she had been about repainting the house, about accompanying Rich Hand. She put forward one foot, then the other, and before she knew it, the newly oiled dirt of the Drury Road was right in front of her. She hadn’t a water bag, rationalizing that it was a Monday. Somebody headed to Jelico or Denton was apt to come along.

      After perhaps an hour’s walk, a clearly hard-run ute waddled by and stopped. A young woman, hair pulled behind her neck in a braid, wearing dungarees and a checkered shirt, sat behind the wheel. Hop up, she called, ticking her head to the passenger side. Water’s in the canteen. Call me Jenny Kay. I’m heading on the long road to Port Augusta. Will that help you?

      A Yank. Cherise climbed into the dusty vehicle, her smile involuntary, uncapped the canteen and allowed the water into her mouth and throat. She drank long and deep, not realizing how thirsty she actually was.

      Sorry, Cherise said. Such a glutton.

      I’ve got enough, the woman said, pointing to a pair of large zinc jugs in back then reached to shake Cherise’s hand. Where do you need to get to? she asked, in distinct Yank fashion, striking a box match against its striker, holding the lit end to a manufactured cigarette.

      Sydney. I’ll get the train in Port Augusta, I reckon.

      Well, you’re fine to accompany me all the way if you like. It’ll take a few days, and I planned to sleep in back, but there’s room. You’re not carrying much for someone going all the way to Sydney. Good thing it’s November. Death in the family? Well, whether you go by train or stay with me, you won’t make the wake if it’s anytime soon.

      Cherise turned her head and stretched at the neck a bit to avoid the rollover bar blocking her vision. No one was running to catch her, but part of her wished for it. Just something to prove she was part of Edmonds’ wish. In what seemed like less than a minute, the questioning abandoned, Jenny Kay had the machine up to speed, turning the Drury Road into a pink boll of dust behind it.

      

      For the second time in her life, Cherise found herself struggling to put thoughts of her children out of mind, in particular this time, her oldest son Piotr. The kid had been besieged by night terrors his entire life, and they’d grown ten times worse in the months prior to her leaving. Like he’d known what she was going to do before she herself did. No brain to calculate what to do for him. Or about him. Her worries deep enough that she wrote Edmonds a letter mentioning Piotr’s troubles. Jenny Kay promised to drop it by the Outbound on her way back to Denton for supplies, and before turning deeper into the bush toward the stopover called Gillagong, where she lived. Odd place for an American alone, Cherise thought, and her not much more than a girl, but what a help and benefit she turned out to be. Taught Cherise to smoke and drink shots of American bourbon, as a result of which Cherise told her about Rich Hand, about being one of two women living side by side for an occasion of weeks before the McMurtrey one departed back to her home in the US, both of them progressing in girth continents apart, debauched by the same man, sharing by telepathy the months of swelling and self-hatred. Wondering, on the day of Martin’s birth, in between labor pains and the smell of sweat, and Adelle the midwife calling instructions to Edmonds, if Jeanne McMurtrey were giving birth, too. If the product of Jeanne’s primal effort was the same as Cherise’s, a boy with a thick whorl of near-black hair, dark-cream skin, the slope of Rich Hand’s courting eyes. Just as she was wondering now whether the boy was, similar to Martin, turning out to be the sweet plum of everybody’s heart.

      Cherise and Jenny Kay sat in the ute for a number of minutes in the hot, open air at the train station at Port Augusta, south and east of Perth by several days’ drive. They’d talked all four arms off over the course of three days, now in the end neither was speaking. Finally, Jenny Kay cleared her throat, saying, If it wasn’t this it would be something else, Cherise. You did your job. You had him and got the rest this far. You’ll get to Sydney. You’ll take a break, and the weeks will tell what happens from there. Take time to catch up to yourself. Sounds like nobody’s noticed how badly this crap has worn on people. I’m starting to learn why women look old before men. Most of what’s hard falls to us. They just get drunk and go on.

      I was brought up not to crave notice, Cherise said, after which they shook hands, hugged, and then parted.

      

      Jenny Kay’s initial letter arrived general post within days of Cherise’s settling into a boarding situation. Piotr’s troubles had escalated and earned him a lockup in the mental ward at Sisters of Hollywood Hospital in Perth. The note featured full mention of a conversation with Merl Chatcolet—the local law and the one who had to truss Piotr and transport him. Merl had been constable dating clear back to before Piotr was born. He’d seen a lot of hurt over a lot of dirt, Jenny Kay wrote, but packing a young man he watched grow up into a strap-coat troubled him. She went on to say that he had mulled his disharmony over pints at Jenny Kay’s pub several nights in a row until he got over it.

      After searching around a bit, Cherise finally decided to train as a nurse at Holy Cross Sanitarium in Sydney, for the steady work it would bring. She found herself feeling less angry with life and the world when she was working with her charges. Turned out to be good at chemistry and had an appreciation for the scientific theories behind the care she gave people. Getting her own flat came later, since the sisters at Holy Cross required trainees to live in quarters until the transition to graduate nurse, which allowed her ample time to save the bond for a flat. Once on her own, off-duty time was filled with nurturing flower starts and hemming white muslin squares to be used as napkins for the hospital’s auxiliary to sell. Acquaintances drew themselves to her one by one. Of an evening, she drank a short glass of American bourbon, a habit she planned to keep, and smoked exactly three of the manufactured cigarettes Jenny Kay also had taught her to crave. It was the first inhalation at the end of the day she loved, plus the vague twitch that initially jangled then calmed her nerves. She thought of evenings that way—the golden time. Glass of golden bourbon. Golden tobacco. Golden glaze over the day, her life, and all of it. Cherise discovered after a while she did not pair with regret. She thought guilt should follow a mom’s abandonment of her kids, but it had not transpired that way. After Jenny Kay, she never again felt the urge to share her story. Every few weeks a patient with miscarriage or hysterectomy or stillbirth would be assigned to her ward. Secrets sometimes developed into talents, she had learned, and hers transformed into a gift for soothing the tears of women stunned by tragedy, who made comment on it, such that as time went on, the chief nurse regularly made them Cherise’s charges. Those first years in Sydney were in truth the happiest of her life. A credit she owed to helping people in this way.

      And to the golden time.
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