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			The past is in us . . . not behind us

			Tim Winton, Aquifer

		

	
		
			Venice, 2014
1

			He’d insisted they take a boat, an Alilaguna, so that her first view of Venice would be from the water. She’d asked whether that was wise — there was a low drizzle floating out of the early dusk at Marco Polo airport, and he was already shivering as they walked to the jetty. 

			‘Drizzle’s good,’ he’d said, hauling on his suitcase. She’d offered to pull it for him, told him she could easily do both, but he wouldn’t have it. Now he was labouring, as they arrived at a short gangway leading down off the jetty. ‘You’ll feel the ghosts of the place.’

			That seemed so unlike him. ‘Ghosts, Dad?’ 

			He didn’t answer. Perhaps he hadn’t heard her. He’d always been selectively deaf, even when he was well. It had been one of the things that had driven her mother mad.

			As the boat-bus droned along the channel, leaving a white wake trailing in the brown water and falling darkness, they passed a couple of islets with scruffy trees hiding all but the roof-lines of industrial garages. There were boats on cradles having their bums wiped. It could have been one of the less attractive indentations of the Auckland isthmus, lacking only mudflats and mangroves.

			He refused to sit. That didn’t surprise her: the osteoarthritis in his knees had given him pain throughout the long flight. He stayed on his feet, hands gripping the rail, staring out across the barely ruffled water. ‘Shallow,’ he said. ‘Treacherous.’ He pointed towards some lights out to the left, barely visible through the gloom. ‘Franco and I used to fish off Murano.’

			She saw his hands were shaking. Big hands, more so recently as the flesh withered on his frame. Hands that looked as if they’d crutched lambs or milked cows or pruned vines. They mostly lied, those hands: he’d been brought up on a farm but had spent his working life as a solicitor, a self-styled ‘paper-pushing all-rounder’ who did conveyancing, corporate, trusts, estates — and matrimonial property, in which he was not pleased to be currently acting for his only child. She wished it wasn’t such an unholy mess. It was hard to say whether it had taken a toll on him — he wasn’t a man who allowed emotion to leak — but she’d resolved before coming with him not to let her pain show.

			He was pointing to a cluster of lights on the other side, told her it was Mestre, the mainland city, then looked puzzled. ‘There used to be huge gas flares and light towers over there.’ He addressed a question to the pilot, dour and overweight, who hadn’t said a word to them or the other three passengers as he’d taken their tickets and loaded their suitcases. He seemed to have trouble understanding the question, and her father the answer, but he eventually reported that many of the installations at the mainland port, Marghera, had been closed down ‘because the pollutants were rotting her’.

			Her? She’d read a lot of guff about Venice — there was an awful lot of guff about Venice — and a fair bit of it had been so purple it could have been written by a desperate real estate agent. She should know. But her father’s use of the female pronoun for a collection of old stones made her wonder. He was looking away, into the darkness ahead. ‘There she is,’ he said.

			Clare looked and could see nothing, still blinded by the lights of Mestre. Then she saw a wide, muted light, sitting low on the water, which became buildings, none more than four or five storeys. The boat motored straight at them, slowing slightly, but not enough, she thought, instinctively looking for the wharf where they would surely disembark. Suddenly they were among those old stones, between them, moving up what she should have known was a canal, which soon brought them to what her father told her was the Grand Canal.

			He had also told her Venice wasn’t a picture postcard, and he was right: it was an illustration from a fairy tale, the unimaginably ancient and detailed facades of the palazzi, lit to show their Byzantine bones, seeming to float just above their reflection on the water. Between some of the grand houses, other smaller lanes of water led off into a gentle rose light thrown by lanterns, danced through by the drizzle. And everywhere, boats, barges, big and small, carrying all manner of people and produce. 

			She shouldn’t have been surprised, and yet she was. She’d imagined Venice as a kind of theme park with canals and stripe-vested straw-hatted gondoliers singing ‘O sole mio’, not a working city where the main street was water, plied by truck barges and boat-buses carrying Coca-Cola and building materials and people.

			She heard her father say something in Italian, quietly, almost muttering to himself. An impeccably dressed man in a hat and coat at the rail nearby overheard and turned in surprise, clapped his hands once and said, ‘Bravo!’

			‘What’d you say?’ she asked.

			‘The words of a Venetian song,’ he said. ‘O beautiful Venice, I can never leave you, you’ve made me fall in love with you.’

			She was stunned into silence. She’d heard him speak Italian before, but never heard him sing a song or even quote poetry. Like most of the lawyers she’d known through him, he fancied himself as a writer. She’d seen the florid letters and e-mails they wrote to each other. But, with her father at least, the orotund wordsmithery on the page had seldom come from his mouth. In that too, he was true to his southern origins.

			‘It’s pretty gorgeous, Dad,’ she said, but found herself thinking that almost anything can look good at night, particularly if you’ve got a bit of water to reflect the lights.

			As the Alilaguna approached another bridge across the canal, and slowed, she could see his hands were shaking. ‘I came to hate this place,’ he said. ‘I felt trapped.’

			Okay, she thought. That’s real.
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			What happened next was real, too, and disconcerting. The Alilaguna stopped at Sant’Angelo, which wasn’t what her father was expecting. After an exchange with the pilot in which neither seemed to understand much of what the other was trying to say, her father told her that he’d thought the boat stopped at Accademia, another couple of hundred metres further, but that was apparently a vaporetto stop, not an Alilaguna stop. Why such a short distance should be of any consequence became clear once they’d lifted their suitcases off the pontoon and hauled them to the end of a long narrow alley. He seemed lost.

			Worse, when he asked a local where Campo Santo Stefano was, the local corrected his pronunciation. Then he didn’t appear to understand the man’s reply. 

			‘Don’t worry,’ he said to her. ‘You’re never lost in Venice, it’s too small. You just temporarily don’t know where you are.’

			They seemed to remain that way for quite some time, going round in a circle of endless labyrinthine alleys punctuated by nasty little humped bridges over small canals, which forced them to lift their suitcases. He weakened quickly and looked bewildered.

			After more instructions and gesticulations, they arrived at a large, rectangular piazza that turned out to be the one he was looking for, Campo Santo Stefano. They plunged into various blind alleys along one side before they found the right one, which led to a smaller piazza, San Maurizio. More blundering, more infernal humped bridges, before the third door he tried turned out to be their B & B, though there were still three flights of stairs to carry the suitcases up. He was struggling but wouldn’t hear of her suggestion that he should leave his suitcase and she’d come back for it.

			A serene young man sitting at the small reception desk at the top of the stairs must have been deaf not to hear them coming, she thought, until she saw the little white pods in his ears. 

			‘So sorry to disturb, you,’ she said, as her father stood gasping with his hands on his knees.

			There was another reality check when the young man showed them their room. She knew space was tight in Venice, and he’d warned her they were sharing a room, but the sight of a double bed, one old wardrobe and a single that looked as if it had been requisitioned from a jail cell was depressing. The claustrophobia wasn’t helped by dark purple curtains over a window that scarcely justified them. They’d surely heard of venetians? She could easily redress this room to make it feel much more spacious, but even then, you’d only ever advertise it as a single.

			Her father had caught his breath sufficiently to complain to the young man that he’d booked a room for four, a double bed and two singles, so they’d have a spare bed to lay their suitcases out on. 

			‘Oh no, Signor,’ he said, ‘no mistake.’ He pulled a trundler bed out from under the prison cell single. 

			Her father just nodded, his fight gone. When he’d proudly explained on the flight over his cunning ruse in booking a room for four, he’d seemed on top of it, ahead of the game. Now he seemed pitiful. They couldn’t put their suitcases on the trundler because she’d have to climb over them to get into bed. There was room for one suitcase on a narrow bench beside the wardrobe, so hers went on the floor, impeding any access to the window.

			Before she unclipped her suitcase, she stepped over it, pulled the dusty curtain back and looked out onto a dreary internal square. It was about three metres across and looked like an open lift shaft someone had forgotten to fill in. There were shuttered windows on three sides and the lower floor looked abandoned, the flagstones covered with seeping mould. One of the books she’d read lamented that Venice was crumbling, eroding, liquefying, being reclaimed by the sea. The sooner the better, she thought.

			She’d fallen asleep easily enough, but something woke her. She lay awake and thought she’d quietly cry herself to sleep. Her woe-is-me litany was easily summoned: How did I end up like this, thirty-one years old in a crappy hotel room with my father? This is it, me and him, I’ve got no one else in the world. How tragic is that? It was something of a relief to have some variation on the same old grief-stricken riff about her husband fucking her best friend, etc., etc. She was so bored with it, so sick of it, yet still so enmeshed in it.

			Moments would come back to her and she’d pore over them like entrails. Sarah, now she thought of it, had once said she didn’t like hairy men. When had Nicholas started having those crack sack and back waxes he said were for her? She’d always thought he’d had them because no pubes made his penis look bigger. That penis he was so proud of — ‘Say hello to Pedro!’ Pedro? Nicholas was a Greek from Melbourne! Nick the Greek — it’s why he hated that diminution of his name. Olive skinned, hirsute, except on his balding pate, and overweight — she could say it now: fat. Fat hairy arse. Hairy back. She’d thought she liked that, it had seemed so exotic once, though when her counsellor pointed it out, she could see that it might be just a reflexive thing, a reaction against the tallish, blondish, emotionally austere males in her family. So. Her upbringing, her conditioning, had given her a weakness for fat, a weakness for short, for hairy, for swarthy. Not to mention volatility. Great. Say hello to Pedro? She was so fucked. 

			She tried to heed her counsellor’s advice and not lose herself in what had gone wrong, but couldn’t help it. Maybe Nicholas’s waxes had been for Sarah all along. She felt so humiliated. It was such a public betrayal and rejection — all their friends, the social media. And being business partners just made it so much worse.

			Where would they be now, the two of them? It would be early afternoon in Auckland. Late winter sun would be falling across the matrimonial bed in their Sunny, Mount Eden Treasure, Grammar Zone. They’d be fucking on those virgin white pure cotton sheets that had cost a small fortune. After he’d admitted they’d done it on their bed, she couldn’t bring herself to take them back, or even that Belgian linen throw, which would probably be lying crumpled on the shag carpet — how appropriate — along with their clothes . . .

			She’d unfriended both of them on Facebook and that would have automatically worked the other way as well. She wasn’t so masochistic as to go to either of their sites any more, but there was always Twitter. @clarebelle was still being followed by @sarahbelle — she wished there was a way of remotely renaming it @slutbag — and she just had to get a message out there. Nicholas was still there through the agency. She knew they’d be checking. Tweeting was the only means left to her of maintaining a public presence with a bit of dignity. In her tweets, she’d been terribly excited about the upcoming trip, accompanying her father to the romantic little village just inland from Venice where he’d once lived for a reunion in his honour . . . A last hurrah, though she didn’t tweet that.

			Now she was actually here, she needed to tell the world, or at least Slick and Slut, that she was feeling no pain, that she was having a ball. She opened her iPhone and got into Twitter. Loving Venice and Venetians, she thumbed. Wild. Say hello to Paolo! LOL. On second thoughts, she deleted LOL; it seemed both a bit young and a bit old, not to mention desperate. Adding a hashtag like #betrayed or #lovelorn would have been more honest, real, but she didn’t want the company of her own kind. 

			 She pressed Send and felt better for it. She was sure she could get back to sleep now. But then she realised what had woken her earlier. It sounded like a rhinoceros about to charge.

			He’d warned her that, ‘according to your mother’, he snored and she’d told him not to worry, she was a heavy sleeper, she could sleep through anything. But she was thinking of Nicholas’s deep, sonorous snoring, not these epiglottal, arrhythmic snorts. 

			When she’d mentioned, not complainingly, that Nicholas snored, he, typically, defensively, had said she snored too. That was the way he responded to anything he perceived as criticism. Ping-pong. No further discussion, no attempt to address the situation. So she’d asked him if her snoring was a problem for him. Was it keeping him awake?

			‘Next time, I’ll let you know,’ he’d said. It had sounded like a threat. Nothing happened until he star-fished one night, and kicked her shin so hard she yelped and woke him up. ‘Can you keep it down, for Christ’s sake!’ he’d told her.

			There was no point explaining. She’d slept on the sofa in the still warm living room, then next day made up a bed in the spare room, the one they’d designated the nursery. Once that single bed was there, it was enticing. Nicholas seemed permanently exhausted — now she knew why! — and would fall asleep on the sofa in front of the television after the best part of a bottle of wine over dinner. He’d already be half cut most evenings by the time he got home, after meeting some ‘client/banker/valuer/solicitor/mate’ in a nameless bar along the strip. He’d get angry over almost anything she said. It was easier to sleep undisturbed in the spare room than have him crawl into bed in the early hours already hung-over, and often horny. Sometimes in the morning she’d lie there and try to remember what she might have said to upset him. And she’d tried to work it out since, whether there was any sort of pattern to their arguments, a consistent complaint that she might have picked up on if she’d been more attuned, whether there might have been a clue she’d missed . . . 

			Her counsellor had told her not to do this, to stop trying to unpick what had gone wrong, stop remembering him as he was before it had all gone wrong, the man with huge energy and charm and big brown eyes, who had made her laugh and dance drunk to Springsteen . . . Stop that. ‘Surrender to what is,’ she’d said.

			During the day, he’d be strung out or speedy. There never seemed to be time to discuss anything: the real estate partnership seemed to devour them both. Her father had warned her when she and Nicholas had set up the agency that a cautious, diligent businessperson could protect himself or herself against most calamities: the one big, uncertain, almost uncontrollable vulnerability was to your partner. That was her father’s way: he hadn’t tried to overtly dissuade her, but he’d seen something in Nicholas she wished she’d seen herself. 

			The trouble was, her father’s noises were so unpredictable. She’d almost be off, convinced he’d stopped, then he’d rear up again. She knew he wasn’t well, that he must need his sleep, particularly after their hike to get here. She’d seen his chalky, thin old man’s calves under his robe after he’d had his turn in the tiny bathroom, which had only a shower. That was a shock. He’d always had powerful legs; she had the thighs to prove it, worse luck. He’d been your typical Kiwi male prototype, legs like strainer posts and surprisingly spare up top. In little more than eighteen months, he’d gone from indeterminate late middle age to old: from healthy to sick, she reminded herself. She had to grin and bear it and get to sleep between blasts. She had to. She was almost off again, when the rhino was overtaken by a bull elephant, calling to its mate across the vast plains of the Serengeti. 

			‘Dad! Please!’

			‘Please what?’ he mumbled.

			‘Please stop! Please!’

			‘Stop what?’ he asked, then realised. This had clearly happened before. ‘Oh, sorry, darling,’ he said.

			She felt sorry for her mother. How on earth had she put up with this for so long? Oh hell, she thought, Why did I come? What am I doing here? He was still awake, so she tried not to let her tears become sobs. She should cry for him too. Though, as her counsellor had pointed out, he was very much part of her problem. Why she’d believed in love. What a fool.
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			He, at least, was quite chipper next morning. After he’d worked his way through his blister-pack of pills, he decided he didn’t want the breakfast they’d already paid for. She had no quarrel with that, after seeing the dining room. Small tables had been pressed along one side of the entrance hallway, so that a motley collection of tourists could down stale croissants and beaker coffee in whispering polyglot huddles. 

			He led her back through Campo San Maurizio to Campo Santo Stefano, carrying his tatty old leather briefcase. When he’d turned up at the airport with that briefcase as carry on, she’d tried to persuade him to upgrade to a lightweight shoulder bag at duty free, but he’d baulked. He was a rational man — no one had ever described him as emotional, unless coupled with the word ‘stunted’ — but he seemed afraid that if he changed his briefcase he would somehow lose all its contents.

			Once they were seated in a small cafe where the piazza pinched into the alley they’d entered from the night before, he opened the briefcase, pulled out a bulging manila file and began thumbing through the foolscap pages. No explanation. She tried to see the name on the outside but there didn’t seem to be one, just some numbers beginning with 1 — the rest of the sequence was obscured by his hand. 

			‘That’s not mine, is it?’ 

			‘Hell no,’ he said. Her relief was tempered when he continued. ‘Though I did bring yours with me, just in case.’

			In case of what? Nicholas wasn’t about to change his stance in the next two weeks while they ‘did’ Venice, Florence and Rome. 

			She said nothing, and watched as he went back and forth through what looked like old typewritten pages. She could see the indentations on the backs of the pages where the keys had punched through the ribbon. He was looking for something he never seemed to find, and not just in the file. Every so often he’d look up at the passers-by, and either stare at them or quickly dismiss them and get back to his pages. She noticed there was a pattern to this. Those his gaze lingered on were all older women, elegantly dressed Venetians. His eyes would devour them, almost desperately, as if he didn’t want to miss one detail, as if there must be a clue there somewhere if he looked hard enough. It was so obvious it was embarrassing, and she was about to say something when their macchiatos and pastries arrived. He closed the file, looked around the piazza again and said, ‘It’s all changed.’

			Yes, Dad, she felt like saying, they’re nearly forty years older and so are you. ‘What’s all changed?’ she asked. ‘This place doesn’t look like it’s changed in a thousand years.’ 

			‘Not the surroundings, the people. There are fewer people. You won’t notice it once the day-trippers arrive, but there are only fifty thousand Venetians left here. There used to be at least a hundred thousand. They’re abandoning it to the tourists.’

			That figures, she thought. You wouldn’t want to be trying to get over those dreadful little humpy bridges if you were old or disabled or a mother with a pram. How many families did that disqualify? Close to bus and shops would be meaningless in Venice. 

			When they’d finished their coffees, he said he’d show her the Rialto. At the other end of the piazza was a wooden footbridge that spanned the Grand Canal. He seemed to have regained his energy and sense of direction, as he explained to her that this was Accademia, where he thought they’d be disembarking last night. He stopped at the top of the bridge, breathing heavily, and pointed back down the canal towards one of the grand palazzi. ‘Byron stayed there,’ he said. ‘He swam the canal. He had a club foot and probably felt he had to prove something. Venetians were very superstitious and thought those sorts of defects were contagious.’

			I’m in the right place, she thought. Her counsellor would be appalled by the thought, but their work had convinced her that all sorts of contagions, which medical science hadn’t yet considered, could be transmuted through blood and ether. 

			Then he swung round the other way and pointed to a huge domed church, Santa Maria della Salute, which he said stood sentinel over the entrance to Venice from the Adriatic. The low autumn sun was doing its best to break through the cloud cover and was lancing off the water into the old stone, giving the blue and grey a wash of pale yellow, like looking through gauze. She loved Turner and tried to remember if he’d ever painted Venice.

			Water and light, she thought. Hard not to like. She’d been brought up in Herne Bay, had wanted to buy somewhere there, nearer the water, even if it had meant an in-fill do-up, but Nicholas wouldn’t have it. In retrospect, she saw it may have been because she’d been brought up there, and because her father still lived there. He’d wanted to isolate her from all that.

			They boarded a vaporetto on the other side of the bridge and found seats easily enough. The canal became a churning mess of water as they worked their way through boat traffic from stop to stop towards the Rialto Bridge. All the boat-buses coming the other way were full, standing room only, with people hanging onto straps and hand-rails. 

			‘Day-trippers,’ said her father. ‘It’s cheaper to stay outside Venice and come in and out by train each day.’

			How sensible, she thought. She wished it was Carnevale. He’d told her about that. Disneyland for adults. You got to dress up and behave badly before Lent, when presumably you confessed your sins and did penance before Easter. How Catholic. Although, saying that, Nicholas was theoretically Catholic and had shown no sign of penance. He seemed to regard his adultery as an understandable response to her shortcomings, though he’d never been specific about what these were. The way he explained it, his adultery was her fault, a kind of constructive adultery. And for that she was grateful: she didn’t need to know why Sarah was better in bed than she was, what Sarah might do to entertain Pedro that she wouldn’t. 

			Her father wasn’t interested in the jewellery and trinkets in the Rialto stalls. He seemed preoccupied and then relieved once they’d traversed the bridge. ‘Follow me,’ he said, ‘I’ll show you where the locals buy their stuff.’

			That sounded promising, until he told her it was food on sale, not handbags or shoes. She tried not to let her disappointment show as he led her among stalls of fresh vegetables and fish, which seemed a bit of a waste of time since they weren’t able to cook at the B & B.

			‘Tomorrow morning,’ he told her, ‘we’ll get up at the crack of dawn and you’ll see the real Venice. Everything has to be brought in by boat and handcart, and all the rubbish taken out. It’s like the tide, an army of workers, in and out, every day, and the tourists never see them.’

			Once more, he seemed to be gazing at people, as if there was a clue somewhere there if he stared hard enough. At one stage, there was a yell from behind them, and she saw him turn, his face full of happy expectancy, until he realised that the big swarthy guy in the apron wasn’t calling to him. That’s it, she thought. He’s expecting to meet someone he knows. He’s looking for someone.

			That made sense. In 1976 he’d lived for a year in a town on the mainland, somewhere close by, and had spent a lot of his time in Venice. It stood to reason that he would have known people here. But why doesn’t he know where they live? Give them a ring, send them an e-mail, get on Facebook: Hey, I’m in town, what are you guys up to? She guessed she’d find out more tonight at the reunion.

			He tired quickly. After drawing a blank at the market, they crossed back over the bridge and followed the signs for Piazza San Marco. After about ten minutes walking down narrow alleys they reached an intersection with signs for San Marco and Accademia. He told her he needed to sit down and might head back to the B & B so as to conserve his strength for tonight. Would that be okay with her? Would she be able to find her way to San Marco and then back to the B & B?

			She was relieved, if she was honest. They’d passed several bag and shoe bottegas where she would have liked to have browsed. There’d doubtless be more between here and San Marco. And there was something else she’d made a decision about, that she didn’t quite know how to broach with him. 

			Sometime before dawn, she’d realised that she couldn’t brave another night on the Serengeti. She was going to get her own room in a decent hotel, whatever the cost. It would be much easier if she presented it to him as a fait accompli. He might not like the idea of her spending that money, but this morning’s decision to skip breakfast notwithstanding, the Southerner in him would regard it as a greater sin to pay for a room and not stay in it.
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			Joe stood propped on one leg against the stable door listening for the dogs, while in the darkness Harry moved among the beasts with an easy, calming confidence. Harry was murmuring to them while he mucked out with his hands between their back legs, scraping shit and urine-infused cornstalks and hay across the earthen floor towards the wooden door. 

			Joe had wanted to hide in the hayloft, but Harry told him it was the first place Jerry would look: he’d be skewered by a bayonet. He got Joe to lie down in a shallow culvert that drained under the door, smeared him with shit, basted him with urine, then covered him with more of the muck he’d scraped from the floor. ‘Jerry doesn’t like shit on his boots,’ said Harry. ‘Or on his bayonet.’

			So Joe lay in the dark culvert as Harry ministered to him and made it look as if the farmer had been halfway through mucking out his byre, and had left a smallish pile of old straw and shit blocking the drain, with the piss gradually pooling behind. ‘Just as well it’s cold,’ said Harry. ‘Your body temperature won’t cake the shit.’

			Harry spread some of the muck on his own boots and was gone into the night. Joe didn’t hear the wooden bar lift and latch as the door was opened, then closed. 

			He was as cold as death, which he thought might come before the Germans. For what seemed like a long time he shivered and had they come then, he would have been a goner. Then something surprising happened: a warmth suffused him, working out from his core. He was as comfortable as he could remember being since lying on the warm rocks beside the river at Clifton Falls, where the Kakanui’s glides and riffles squeezed down a limestone gorge. He and Dan would dive into the deep blue green of the water and come out truly clean, white as they dried in the sun, all the coal dust and flour husks washed away. He’d clasped that image close, used it time and again to try and forestall the other images, the one from El Mreir where he’d dropped his rifle and tried to scrabble through the rock into the safety of the earth as a cloud of molten metallic fire broke over him. The shrapnel that sliced his head from crown to cheek had saved him from seeing much more. 

			But he’d seen everything on the Nino Bixio, somewhere out on the Mediterranean between Benghazi and Bari, though he’d been desperate to look away. His stretcher had been lashed to a mezzanine above the compartments in the forward hold where the able-bodied Kiwi prisoners of war were crammed. When the British torpedoes hit, bodies exploded upwards through the hatches. Some of the debris was recognisable. Legless torsos, arms, hands, feet, an eye among brain tissue splattering his blanket. As the ship listed, many of those who could had leapt into the sea. Joe saw a lifeboat out there with Italian crew and some prisoners on board, others clinging to rafts and flotsam, but he distrusted the sea and knew he had no chance in the water. He’d resigned himself to death and closed his eyes, but the horror of what he’d seen was imprinted on the back of his lids. 

			It had been at least a year now, but both El Mreir and the Nino Bixio were red-hot embers of a bush fire in his head, waiting for the nor-wester. While he could keep his head full of other thoughts, the flame spluttered and smouldered but never really died. In unguarded moments it would flare and all he could see was burnt and shredded flesh as the sky closed over him with concussive waves of fire. Feeding that blaze was the shame of his cowardice: that he’d dropped his rifle when the Panzers came and, in his terror, had scraped at the rock with bare, bloody hands, and that when he’d woken up in the Benghazi hospital and heard the nurses whispering in Italian, he’d been relieved that he was a prisoner, that his war was over. 

			He thought he’d lost the sight in one eye, but it was covered in bandages supporting his fractured cheekbone. When the dressings were lifted, his left eye had been slightly displaced by the force of the fragmented shell but he could see enough to notice that the patients with rosaries hanging above their beds got an extra piece of bread and other kindnesses and care from the nurses, nuns called suore. He’d been cowardly enough to ask for a rosary. Suor Teresa brought it to him. She spoke a little English, but not nearly enough to understand Joe’s whispered confession of cowardice.

			* * *

			Some weeks later, after the Nino Bixio had been towed to Greece and they’d been transferred to a smaller vessel to run the Adriatic gauntlet, he’d done the same for Harry in the hospital at Bari. 

			Joe hadn’t recognised anything about the motionless body on the stretcher when they’d carried it into the ward but heard the sisters trying to pronounce his name when they were writing up his chart. It took some imagination to get Henry Spence from what they were saying but he remembered a Harry Spence back in Ngapara just before the war. 

			Joe had been sixteen, lined up in the players’ tunnel waiting for the referee to whistle them onto the field for his first senior club game. Nervous steel sprigs on concrete, an overpowering stink of liniment and players sneaking measuring glances at their opposites. Joe felt his bowels go and only just made it back to the dunnies. While he was in there, he heard the ref’s whistle and pulled up his jock-strap and shorts and ran back to the tunnel, anxious not to be left behind. Most of the players had already taken the field. One opposition player was still in the tunnel, a tallish loose forward in white shorts and a black, red and amber hooped jersey, who was taking a last deep drag. He’d stubbed out the cigarette on an exposed joist, given Joe a teasing smile and jogged out onto the field, still exhaling smoke, all knees, elbows, angles and gristle. As the opposing half-back, Joe had done his best to let the ball go before that loosie got anywhere near him. From the side of the scrum and the back of the lineout he could feel those predatory eyes on him.

			After the game, in the clubrooms beside the dressing shed, Harry Spence had been a striking figure in the local cockies’ uniform of tweed jacket over checked shirt, off-white moleskins and brown riding boots, his dirty blond hair plastered down, a raw scrape of red on the bridge of his nose between powder blue eyes. 

			When the sisters were done, Joe went to have a look. The man didn’t look much like the Harry Spence he remembered. His eyes were closed. The only sign of life was the wound on his upper thigh already suppurating through the army blanket. The man’s face was drawn back in a rictus grimace and Joe thought he might already be dead, until the fever wracked him, made his teeth clatter like a machine gun and threatened to throw him and the thin kapok mattress right off the wire springs. Spooked, Joe quickly retreated. By the time he got back to his own bed, the spasms had passed and the man was as quiet as a cadaver again.

			At the Benghazi hospital, Suor Teresa had told him in halting English that she always knew which of the wounded soldiers would survive. ‘Short neck,’ she said, holding her hands a couple of inches apart as if she was about to pray. Joe thought Suor Teresa was trying to encourage him when he’d been so sick and weak. But Harry, if that’s who he was, had a long neck and he looked as good as dead when later that night Joe took the rosary from above his bed and hung it above Harry’s. 

			It might have been too late but at least the suore seemed to notice. Next day they cleaned and redressed the stinking wound and did what they could for him. But that night they called the local priest and Henry William Spence was given the last rites. Joe woke to the whispered Latin, the priest and two suore bent over Harry’s waxen face. Joe thought about trying to stop it but watched and said nothing as Harry was commended unto God, the act of contrition or extreme unction, something like that. He ought to remember but couldn’t. Instead he lay there wondering if he, not Harry Spence, would end up in hell because the fraudulent rosary wasn’t Harry’s sin, but Joe’s. 

			There’d been no wife after the match at Ngapara, but a posy of local girls eager for Harry’s attention. Joe was sad for whoever loved and was about to lose Harry Spence. It became more difficult to remember as the war went on and so many thousands were lost that back home there’d be a rippling circle of grief every time another one died. But not for him any more. Only Dan would mourn Joe now. 

			He was undecided these days about God and an after-life and thought it might be better for him if there wasn’t: there’d be no room in heaven for a man who was thrice a coward when so many thousands of brave men were arriving every day at the pearly gates.

			But Harry Spence didn’t die that night.

			Later, when Joe knew Harry better, he began to think that maybe indirectly the rosary had indeed saved Harry. That the last rites had ignited some small anti-Catholic spark that had flared into anger and brought him back from the brink. The following day Joe could see by the hour the infection releasing its grip as Harry Spence flowed back into the wasted husk. The fever had done its worst and was beaten. 

			One of the first things Harry noticed was the string of black beads hanging on the iron bedstead above his head. ‘Who put those there?’

			‘The sisters,’ Joe lied. ‘You get better treatment if they think you’re a Catholic.’

			Harry reached up a bony hand and lifted them off. ‘Bugger that,’ he said. He went to throw them away, but was too weak and the beads fell on the bed and lay in his lap. 

			‘I’ll get rid of them,’ Joe said.

			Harry’s faded blue eyes bored into Joe, but he said nothing and Joe couldn’t tell whether there was any recognition in them before they closed again.

			Over the weeks that followed, Joe watched Harry’s resurrection as the infection retreated to his thigh and the ulcerated wound gradually healed. Early on, Joe told him they’d played against each other at Ngapara on the footy field cut from a paddock at the edge of town. 

			‘Who’d you play for?’

			‘Athies,’ said Joe. ‘Half-back.’ 

			‘You’re a Mick.’ 

			‘I was brought up that way,’ said Joe. 

			‘Which school?’

			Joe shook his head. He’d desperately wanted to go to high school. When he was twelve, his last year at Ardgowan Primary, his teacher had argued that point with the old man but she had no chance. ‘I started in the mine at thirteen,’ he told Harry.

			Although the coal mine at Ngapara was tough at first, he was used to hard work. He and Dan had always risen before dawn to get the cows in for milking by their sisters, then feed the horses, muck out the stable, put the team in harness. The old man made sure there was no time off: there were always jobs either side of school, from grubbing thistles to stooking hay to chopping wood. Nothing changed when he began at the mine except that he started earlier and finished later. The owner of the mine, Captain Nimmo, was a softie by comparison with the old man.
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			Despite Harry’s contempt for Catholics, the home link seemed to count for something. He would wave Joe over to his bed to talk, or ask him to cadge a smoke from the suore, who were different from the severe sisters he’d seen at Sunday school and at the basilica in Reed Street. These ones chatted among themselves and laughed. Harry, who had a nose for these things, had spotted a couple of the younger ones having a furtive durry out on the terrace and thereafter he was at them all the time for a smoke. He’d make them laugh then hit them up. When Harry first wanted to get out of bed, the suore said no, but he did anyway, with Joe’s shoulder supporting him as he hobbled painfully down the ward to a terrace with some chairs. There, Harry looked out at the drop of stone streets and houses to the wharves and the sea beyond. ‘Where’s this?’

			Joe told him that he was in a converted barracks in Bari on the eastern seaboard of Italy, that there were a lot of Kiwi and other prisoners of war in a camp just out of town. 

			Harry didn’t seem very interested in the view, but Joe sat on the terrace a lot, looking out at the town. The buildings were the same colour as the earth they sprang from — no paint, no wood. Oamaru had some grand old whitestone buildings, banks, courts, an opera house, yet none of those looked as old as any one of the ordinary houses and apartments here. He could see a breakwater like Oamaru’s but much bigger, and a lighthouse and a castle with a moat. There were palm trees and a still fierce sun. 

			Joe wasn’t sure what day or even month it was. He knew the exact date they’d lined up for the advance on El Mreir: 21 July 1942. Time became hazy after that. Weeks had passed, but Joe had lost count of how many. He suspected that, despite the heat, it might be well into autumn. Bari reminded him of a smaller, tidier Cairo, and Benghazi, what little he’d seen of it when he was so sick. You could look out from Bari and feel North Africa just across the water. That gave him no comfort.

			Other times, Harry seemed happy to have Joe sit by his bed. As they talked, Joe realised that the easy egalitarianism of the footy field had its limits, because the Harry Spence who came back from the dead was the sort of man that Joe had never really known before. It wasn’t just that Harry was five or so years older, mid-twenties to Joe’s just-turned nineteen, though that was significant. Nor was it just that Harry had some stripes — Joe wasn’t sure how many currently, because in Harry’s stories from Crete he’d been a sergeant, but by the time of El Alamein he was a corporal. Harry never overtly pulled rank yet everything he said had an unstated authority that might have come from his rank or experience or age, or might have come from home. 

			In Ngapara, hunched at the end of the Waiareka Valley before the hills rose up to Tokarahi and Danseys Pass, there’d been a geographical and social distance between the town and the upland farmers and Joe had heard the villagers, who mostly worked in the flour mill or the mine, say that the hill country people thought they were a cut above. Joe didn’t know whether that was true, but the country beyond Ngapara was certainly different — huge limestone ridges that ran along the skyline like hand-hewn battlements — so it stood to reason that the people might be too. 

			Harry didn’t give the impression of thinking he was a cut above, but maybe he never needed to. It was embedded in everything that he was, all the props and struts and joists of background that went into the construction of the man Joe was gradually piecing together. 

			Harry had been a boarder at Waitaki Boys’ High School down on the foreshore at Oamaru, whose famous rector, Frank ‘The Man’ Milner, seemed to know a war was coming. The stories were legion of boys having to sleep in huts named after the battlegrounds at Gallipoli, like Chunuk Bair and Lone Pine and Anzac Cove. These huts had no glass in the windows, just canvas blinds that would be lowered only in the worst weather. The boys would be woken to a trumpeted reveille, then had to muster in the quad in footy jersey and shorts and run to the end of the avenue where it met the main road and back, before stripping off, summer or winter, to swim a width of the school baths naked, encouraged by prefects with sticks. The school’s Hall of Memories was draped with military flags and the rector made impassioned speeches about serving King and Country. The old man told Joe and Dan that if they thought they had it bad at home, he’d send them to Waitaki Boys’ with the rest of the heathens for a bit of hell on earth. They never took his threats seriously because old Malachy Lamont didn’t have the money, but from what Joe knew of Waitaki, it seemed like a school for soldiers and it was no surprise that a man like Harry would take to war like a duck to water. 

			Joe could see that the expectations arising from a background like Harry’s were very different from his own, even though they came from farms that were less than thirty miles apart. Malachy Lamont’s land at Devil’s Bridge was a small-holding won in a ballot during the enforced break-up of the big estates late last century. Its name came from the way the water in the local creek disappeared into a limestone cliff on one side of the hill and reappeared on the other. The children had been forbidden to go into the cavern where the water came out, but Dan and Joe had once walked a little way in, until a gurgle of water from the darkness ahead had sounded like the devil clearing his throat and they’d run. Joe had gone straight from dux at Ardgowan School to the mine at Ngapara, because the Lamont farm couldn’t support any more mouths in the aftermath of the Depression. 

			Joe had missed school. Since he was five, he and Dan and the three youngest of their six sisters, Betty and Agnes and Ida, had ridden to school together on an old horse, retired from the team. They’d followed a track established by their older sisters up a long valley and under the wooden aqueduct that brought water in an open race thirty miles from the Waitaki River to the Oamaru reservoir, just across the valley from the school. Ardgowan School never had more than forty pupils. It was just a big room with a steeply pitched corrugated iron roof set on a ridge that looked back west, past Devil’s Bridge and the Waiareka Valley to the Kakanui Mountains on the horizon, the hill country where Harry farmed. Beyond the mountains was the basin of the Maniototo. Plain of Blood, someone said it meant. 

			Joe had always loved that view of blue hills and white tops. Sometimes in Benghazi hospital he’d tried to use that memory to help keep the molten sky of El Mreir at bay. But El Mreir had leached its way in one night when Joe was particularly desperate to leave it behind. The grand peaks of the Kakanuis had begun to melt and Joe felt something awful stirring behind them on the Plain of Blood. He tried not to think of it again.

			Maybe Harry knew more about the Lamonts than he let on. Maybe it was just that Joe was a coal miner, or a private, but the difference between them was clear mostly in the way Harry talked about the war.

			Joe had seen only terror and confusion in his one action, the night attack at El Mreir. Three infantry companies from the 24th Battalion, about three hundred and fifty men, had fought their way towards a set of co-ordinates on someone’s map, cutting a line through minefields, then making close-quarter assaults on nests of machine guns and isolated defensive strongpoints. As they waited for the off, fuelled by adrenaline and fear, seconds had seemed to stretch to hours, then compress again when they walked into a steel mesh of bullets. Joe had cursed the darkness to begin with, until the night lit up with flares and tracers and mortars. In those brief explosive brightnesses he could see the splaying and ripping of flesh and bone but was mostly spared what followed as his eyes tried to readjust to the blackness. For most of the advance they couldn’t see the enemy until they were upon them and then thankfully it was all in monochrome: the faces Joe shot at, some as young as his. That had surprised him. In his imaginings the Germans had all been hardened veterans. Reason suggested that because he was still alive some of those Germans he had shot at must be dead. One of them might have been putting his hands up, or not. Maybe he was reaching for something. His mouth was open and he looked surprised when he fell.

			By the time they reached their objective it was about 2 a.m. and fewer than a hundred of the three hundred and fifty were left, shocked by the hand-to-hand savagery of their first engagement and by the loss of so many of their mates. They lay battered and exhausted in what seemed like a sandy hollow as the trucks and mortars caught up. They were ordered to dig in while it was still dark and wait for the British tanks to arrive at dawn. 

			The sand proved superficial — six inches down was unyielding rock. They didn’t have to wait long for the tanks. The British never arrived but just after 5 a.m., in the pre-dawn darkness, a Panzer division appeared on the lip of the low cliff just in front of them. The Panzers were shooting blind but the Kiwis were so close it didn’t matter. What no one had told Joe about battle was the noise. He’d thought the sounds of close combat were horrific enough, the cries and screams, the expulsions of air and blood when the body was punctured by bullet or bayonet. He was used to explosions in the mine, the dull whump of dynamite drilled deep into the face and packed. But when those Panzers had opened up with their big barrels so close, his ears popped with the shock-waves of air from the shells as they hit the rock and fragmented and went right through flesh and blood and metal. The ammo truck took a direct hit and if the Germans had been struggling to see in front of them, that fireball solved the problem. Their machine gun tracer scorched the last pockets of air and Joe stopped looking, dropped his rifle and tried to burrow his way back home through the rock. Until mercifully he’d been hit by a piece of shell, it must have been.

			El Mreir was all Joe knew about the real war, but Harry had come over in the Second Echelon — said he’d pulled a favour with an old Waitaki mate in Wellington to get into the 22nd Battalion so he could get to the war sooner. He’d fought in every battle the New Zealand Division had been involved in, from Greece to Crete to North Africa. According to Harry, every one of those, until El Alamein, had been either a SABU, a self-adjusting balls-up, or a GAFU, a general army fuck-up. It seemed the stronger Harry got, the angrier he got, but not with the Germans, whom he always referred to as ‘Jerry’.

			‘What happened to you at El Mreir had already happened to 4th Brigade at Ruweisat Ridge the week before. We reach our objective by night, then come dawn we’re sitting ducks for the Panzers because the Pommie tanks we’ve been promised are nowhere to be seen.’

			In Harry’s view, most of the Div’s defeats — and they were all defeats from Greece through to El Alamein — were GAFUs and could be laid at the feet of Churchill or the English commander of the 8th Army, ‘that twit Auchindick’, who’d split the New Zealand brigades up into digestible portions for Rommel’s benefit and had left the Kiwi infantry to fight battles against entrenched enemy positions that should have been attacked by British tanks. Sidi Rezegh made Harry particularly bilious, the way the Kiwis were abandoned and nearly five thousand men killed, wounded or captured in two days. Joe had heard about that. The 20th Battalion, which included most of the South Island intake Joe had trained with at Burnham, had been pretty much wiped out.

			Joe had no idea what communications had taken place at El Mreir while they were waiting in that wadi for dawn and the arrival of British tanks, but Harry’s suggestion that the British tank commander might have spotted a grammatical mistake in the Kiwi request for support, a misplaced comma, perhaps, into which ambiguity could be read, seemed to make a bitter, futile sense. 

			Most days, towards evening, Harry would manage to cadge a smoke from one of the younger suore, and with a cigarette between his lips, seemed more reflective. Joe saw an opening to talk about something he was struggling with. 

			At Maadi he’d been separated from the southern Burnham intake and put into the 24th, an Auckland battalion, as filler. He hadn’t made any real friends by the time of El Mreir, but even so, almost all the faces he recognised were no longer there next morning. He’d seen some of them go down — one, Darby O’Neill, another filler from Dunedin, right alongside, calling to him, but he’d been ordered to keep going, told the medics would come for Darby. Joe heard later that Darby was among the hundreds who didn’t make it that night. Death became commonplace so quickly, so easily. Joe couldn’t mourn anyone, because there were so many. Where did you start? And the guilt. Because what he was thinking as his comrades died screaming or silently all around him was mainly ‘It’s not me. Yet.’ Joe worried that he wasn’t responding correctly to the death all around him, that there must be something wrong with him. How had Harry coped with so many more lost mates?

			But for Harry, the dead had simply ‘copped it’ in an unquestionable cause. Hitler was evil scum and had to be stopped. He wasn’t interested in talking about the mates he’d lost, but only about his opinion of what had gone right or wrong, who had won, who had lost. He was particularly incensed that he’d been wounded and captured at El Alamein when they finally ‘had Jerry by the throat’ and had learnt how to beat him, with night attacks supported by tanks that could be relied on to turn up when they said they would. 

			Joe admired Harry’s strategic perspective on the terror and confusion of war, but was left wondering if he should be feeling something more than fear and guilt.
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			Joe’s wound was healing. The scar tissue down his temple and cheek had pulled the edge of his left eye up and open so it always looked a bit startled. From what he’d seen in the wards at Benghazi and Bari he thought it was a small price to pay. 

			One morning Joe said goodbye to Harry: he’d been cleared by the doctor to join the rest of the POWs at the camp on the edge of town. 

			‘Me too,’ said Harry. ‘I’ve had enough of this lark.’

			Joe said nothing, certain the doctor and the suore would stop him, but when the carabinieri came to escort him to the camp, Harry was there too, propped up with one crutch in what was left of his fighting kit, his lemon squeezer hat, a shirt with the black New Zealand shoulder tab and boots. His shorts had been cut off him in the field hospital, but the sisters had found some trousers that hung baggy from the waist. With Joe’s regulation shorts and a borrowed singlet, they had the makings of one uniform between them. 

			The contrast with the carabinieri couldn’t have been greater. The older one, who might have been an officer, was an elaboration of dark blue serge and gold braid, with a three-cornered hat surmounting jowls and dewlaps that hadn’t been anywhere near serious work, let alone fighting. The callow youth beside him, who stared wild-eyed at Harry and Joe with his rifle raised, was more modestly uniformed.

			‘You’re an absolute picture, mate,’ said Harry, as the senior carabiniere waved his rifle to usher them in front of him. 

			The man gave no indication as to whether he’d understood but when it became apparent that Harry wasn’t going to get far using a crutch and Joe’s shoulder, he said, ‘Stop.’

			After a rapid exchange, the younger man hared off down the street and the older man said, haltingly but clearly, ‘We are waiting here.’

			They were on a narrow footpath near a corner that looked out across a small square. There was washing strung out to dry above them, and a small shrine of Mary and baby Jesus set into the wall nearby. Joe was happy to stand there, watching the small intimate transactions of everyday life. 

			Harry relaxed onto his crutch and asked the carabiniere if he had a smoke. The man shook his head. Satisfied that the policeman would understand, Harry told Joe a story in slow and careful English, about finding an Italian tank in the desert, abandoned, not a scratch on it. The hatch was open and inside it was immaculate, the gun turret pristine, the magazine and gas tank full. Clearly this machine had never fired a shot in anger. ‘But you know the really amazing thing about that Italian tank?’ asked Harry. ‘When we started it up, we found it had one forward gear and four reverse gears.’

			The carabiniere pursed his lips but it was unclear whether he’d understood until he hoicked a fat glob of spittle, which landed dead centre on the front of Harry’s shirt. It was the first time Joe had seen Harry smile so broadly. ‘Bull’s-eye,’ he said.

			They were blocking the footpath and people had to step around them. The carabiniere’s action seemed to unlock some animosity in the passing townsfolk, women particularly, and mostly towards Harry. He was spat at more than once, although others clearly tried to remonstrate. By the time the small truck arrived with the young carabiniere riding shotgun both men were grateful to ease themselves onto the tray and get out of there.

			The truck worked its noisy way parallel to the bay through narrow streets towards hillsides of olive groves. When they crossed the main road up from the wharves, Joe saw a huge poster that might have explained the reaction of the Italian women. There were smaller words that neither Joe nor Harry could understand but across the middle was one word, Difendila!, which was easily translatable in concert with the cartoonish drawing underneath: a wild-eyed, dark-skinned man attempting to ravish a beautiful Italian girl who was trying desperately to push him away. As he thrust himself on the crying woman, the devil’s hat was falling off the back of his head. 

			‘The hat’s definitely a lemon squeezer,’ said Harry, adjusting his own.

			After inductions at the camp were completed, they were given a groundsheet and some bundles of straw and shunted out into an orchard riven by a dry canal bed. It seemed there was a choice of lying under the trees or in the canal. Thousands of men were spread across the land, trying to find some shade. They were dirty, malnourished and thirsty. While Joe and Harry were taking it all in, a noticeably pudgy individual appeared before them, waving a bag full of bread rolls.

			‘You fellas will need a couple of these,’ he said, in a broad Kiwi accent.

			‘Will we?’ asked Harry.

			‘You’ll find out soon enough. When you do, come to me at the cookhouse, I’ll do you a deal.’

			‘What kind of a deal?’ asked Harry.

			‘I like the look of that wristwatch,’ said the man.

			‘Do you?’ asked Harry, slipping it from his wrist and holding it out to him. When the man reached for it, Harry swung his crutch into the back of his knees. By the time he hit the ground, Harry had handed Joe the crutch and his hands were at the man’s throat. He struggled for a short time, then convulsed and was still. Harry calmly asked Joe to hand him the bag of rolls. Harry took out one and broke it open. The inside was green with mould. The man on the ground was gasping and coughing, trying to get air back into his lungs as Harry stuck the bread roll in his mouth, mould first.

			‘You’re a fucking disgrace,’ Harry said. ‘If I see you again, you’re dead.’

			The cookhouse wallah scurried away as Harry manoeuvred himself back onto his feet, cheered by twenty or thirty skeletal soldiers who’d been attracted by his efforts. Some of them were from Harry’s 22nd Battalion, had thought he was dead.

			Joe left him to it and wandered out into the orchard, hoping to see someone he knew from his battalion or from Maadi, but didn’t recognise any of the gaunt faces that occasionally looked his way. Back at the gate, another large truck arrived with more prisoners so Joe found the first spot he could and laid out his straw and groundsheet near an emaciated fair-haired man with skin the colour of old leather. 

			‘Where you from, cobber?’ the man asked.

			‘Down south,’ said Joe.

			‘Lot of Kiwis here,’ said the man. ‘And Aussies, worse luck.’ He introduced himself as Howie from Adelaide and told Joe there was fuck all food, water or shelter going around, but an abundance of amoebic dysentery and lice. 

			And queues, Joe discovered, when late in the afternoon long lines formed in front of the cookhouse for a foul-smelling broth with lumps of something floating in it. Joe tried to ignore the smell. He looked in vain for the bread roll man among those serving up. His eyes were drawn to the battle tunic of the man in front of him. The seams round the shoulders and down the back were crawling with lice. They looked like there was no more room inside and were trying to escape.

			Later he lay on the straw, using the groundsheet as a blanket against the cold. When he looked up at the stars in a black sky he remembered the teacher at the one-room school at Ardgowan, who had told him that the sky wasn’t a blue canopy decorated with lights that came out at night, but infinity. Nothingness. That had seemed unimaginable. He’d thought there had to be an end out there somewhere. Now he knew that her story of a black void lit by fiery burning suns was true. He’d become afraid of the sky. He yearned for the mine at Ngapara, the carefully excavated and buttressed shafts, the secure earth above. 

			In the six years between leaving school and presenting himself as a volunteer at the drill hall in Itchen Street, right above the lovers’ lane he’d heard about but never walked through, he’d spent six days a week of eight-hour shifts underground. There’d been lots of explosions down there, dynamite drilled and packed into the coal face, a carefully controlled combustion that sent clouds of black dust back up the shaft, then silence, always silence. Joe stared at the black sky and listened for the sound of an engine, the low drone of an aircraft, the clanking of armoured tracks on rock, waited for the fire and flesh and intestine to fall and spit on hot hard metal. Nothing but the sound of cicadas, mosquitoes, and the curses and wet splatters of the men wracked by dysentery squatting below him in the canal. 

			* * *

			He must have slept. When he awoke, there were no stars above him. He was lying in the drain in some contadino’s stable. Jesus Christ, he was cold. The embers inside him seemed to have died. Even the flaming sky of El Mreir couldn’t warm him now. Dying smeared in cow shit would be a suitable end, he thought. He’d been raised a farmer’s boy. There were worse ways to go. 

			Sometime later he heard voices. The sounds came from the back of the throat like a tui’s glottal stops, so different from the thrush song of Italian. They seemed to come from far way, though they must have been right above him because he could also hear their boots. ‘Jerry doesn’t like shit,’ Harry had said. ‘He won’t imagine that anyone would hide themselves in it.’

			But when Joe heard the boots hard and clear on the packed earth right beside his head, he braced himself for the bayonet and found himself hoping for God rather than black infinity and fiery suns. 
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			It was already dark when Clare and her father crossed the bridge at Accademia again and took the vaporetto back up the Grand Canal. She was grateful it was full of day-trippers heading back to the train station, because there was no space to talk. He’d accepted her move to a hotel — ‘so that they could both be more comfortable and get a decent night’s sleep’ — in that phlegmatic way of his, but she could tell he was a bit hurt. They passed under the Rialto and continued on past the train station stop to Piazzale Roma, a huge roundabout ringed by parking garages. 

			Her father had received a message from his contact at San Pietro to look out for a black Audi Q5 opposite one of the garages, and it was already waiting when they walked up the steps from the pontoon. As soon as he saw them, the driver got out of the car and came around to shake their hands. Beautifully dressed in a subdued earth-toned jacket over a V-necked pullover and buttoned-down collar, he radiated warmth and welcome. Lorenzo — Renzo, he insisted — looked to be in his early thirties, with the kind of stocky, athletic frame that to her father spoke mid-field back. 

			‘Inside centre, yes,’ said Renzo, ‘recently retired, but never very good.’ His accent was American, with only a hint of Italian in the r’s and vowels. Clare was disappointed: there were enough Americans speaking like that, it just sounded wrong in a European. But he was very solicitous, opening the front passenger door for her father, making sure he was able to step up. Then Renzo opened the rear door for her. ‘Age before beauty, Signorina Clare,’ he said to her. ‘I’m sure you understand.’

			As they drove back across what her father called Mussolini’s causeway, spanning the lagoon to the mainland, Renzo explained to her father that he’d been too young to see him play, but had seen many photos of him and heard many stories. ‘You and Franco are still the inspiration for running backs at our club.’

			Her father seemed to have trouble knowing quite how to respond to such praise. He nodded and stared out the window at the lights of the Mestre tower blocks. He might have been more comfortable in the back seat by himself.

			‘Did you play professionally?’ she asked Renzo, leaning forward.

			‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘These days our club moves between Serie B and C, not like the glory days of your father’s era. I also played in Boston, when I was doing my doctorate at MIT. Now I’m retired from rugby, I contribute as a member of the dirigenti, the committee that administers the club. My day job is at Padova University, where I teach physics. Education was very important to my family.’

			‘You’ve come all the way from Padova for tonight?’

			‘I live in Treviso, half an hour away,’ he shrugged, ‘and I have family in Venice. Your father’s return is a big moment for us.’

			Renzo’s lionising of her father set the tenor for the evening. He’d spoken from time to time about his sojourn in Italy and she’d seen a couple of photos of him and his team-mates at San Pietro di Livenza, but the more detailed her questions about his time there, the vaguer his answers seemed to become.

			They left the lights of Mestre behind and continued north on the autostrada for about twenty minutes, then took an exit onto a flat two-lane black-top across what Renzo said were the plains of the Veneto. They could see the lights of houses on both sides of the road. To her they were spaced far enough apart to seem much less urban than where they’d come from, but not to her father. 
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