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            PRAISE FOR PAUL E. HARDISTY

            ‘This is a remarkably well written, sophisticated novel in which the people and places … all come alive on the page…’ Literary Review

            ‘The quality of Hardisty’s writing and the underlying truth of his plots sets this above many other thrillers’ West Australian

            ‘Searing … at times achieves the level of genuine poetry’ Publishers Weekly

            ‘Beautifully written’ Tim Marshall

            ‘Vividly written, utterly tropical, totally gripping’ Peter James

            ‘Beautifully written, blisteringly authentic, heart-stoppingly tense and unusually moving’ Paul Johnston

            ‘The writing is sublime – the beautiful, vivid descriptions of flora and fauna and exotic locations have lyrical rhythm … Turbulent Wake really showcases the author’s writing talent … I could read this book forever and it’s likely to become one of my all-time Orenda favourites’ Off-the-Shelf Books

            ‘A taut, explosive thriller with intelligence that tears along at whipcrack pace and delivers in spades’ Mumbling about…

            ‘Takes the reader on a fast-paced explosive journey’ Swirl & Thread

            ‘Hardisty’s prose is taut and thrilling, his plot is compelling and the complex strands of the book are all pulled together in a way I did not see … A first-class read’ Live & Deadly

            ‘A hard-hitting thriller with a compelling plot’ Books, Life and Everything

            ‘Be prepared for an addictive read, where reality and fiction collide in an astonishing story’ Varietats

            ‘Hardisty is without a doubt honing his skills as a writer and a storyteller … Hardisty can take his place up there with the best of them … an exceptional read’ Cheryl M-M’s Book Reviews

            ‘A very gripping story with a high cost of human life. This is a hard-fact story where nothing is held back, the emotional impact is very personal’ Books from Dusk till Dawn

            ‘Together with the stunning imagery to describe the most barren of landscapes, and his brilliant character structuring, a Hardisty novel does not disappoint’ Segnalibro

            ‘This book was really enjoyable. I loved the plot and the pace was spot on! The characters are great and I thought it was a thriller that was really gripping in all the right places’ Donna’s Book Blog

            ‘The language used in this novel is quite beautiful, the imagery as evocative as it is stark and shocking and used to brilliant effect throughout. It manages to convey a powerful message without appearing overly preaching in its execution’ Jen Med’s Book Reviews

            ‘This is the most detailed, intelligent and captivating series out there with a heck of a lot of heart added for good measure!’ Damppebbles

            ‘This novel has so much atmospheric detail … There is so much action-packed delight in this book!’ Vanessa Turns Pages

            ‘Paul E. Hardisty has brought these places to life with his writing. The descriptions are vivid, stunning and beautifully written … Paul E. Hardisty has a very skilful pen … full of emotion and heart, jammed packed with thrills and exhilarating to read’ Emma’s Bookish Corner

            ‘Extremely filmic – it’s topical and very location-led – and if it hasn’t already been optioned, mark my words, it soon will be’ The Literary Shed

            ‘Paul E. Hardisty has created an unforgettable story that touched me deeply and though I finished the book with the tears pouring down my face, I was left feeling inordinately satisfied and privileged to have read this’ Hair Past a Freckle

            ‘Fast paced, brilliantly plotted and well written’ Over the Rainbow Book Blog

            ‘The writing and energy take it to another level for me … I can’t wait for the film that must surely be in the pipeline!’ The Book Trail

            ‘An addictive and intense story, with a hypnotic writing style that reels the reader in, this book is pure genius! … simply stunning!’ Crime Book Junkie
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            First Snow

         

         The world was different then.

         Looking back, the old man was no longer sure if this realisation was new, had come upon him slowly over years, or if perhaps, somehow, he’d known it back then, as a child. This lack of certainty did not change the truth of it, however. The world was entirely different now. In tone and texture, in scale and colour and voice, in the abundance of animals and birds, in the everyday behaviour of people, in the places that were once covered in trees and bushes and meadows and later transformed into houses and roads and shopping centres. Even the weather was different, back then.

         It was the year before the men came and cut down all the big elms on their street. Summer had been hot, had seemed to last forever. The first frost came as a profound surprise, as if the neighbourhood had been suddenly shifted north, closer to the Arctic Circle. The boy’s father piled the brown and gold elm leaves into mountains on the front lawn. The boy loved to jump into them and roll inside the piles until he was covered, the sweet smell of the new-dead leaves strong inside him, so that the old man could smell it now, so much closer to the end than the beginning.

         The boy knew it was close. Days were shorter. Three mornings in a row now he’d awoken to see frost crusting the grass, icing the naked branches of the trees. Porridge for breakfast, mittens and hats to school, steam in your breath, Christmas coming. Hockey season imminent, perhaps a new pair of skates, if he was lucky. Time thick and heavy and viscous, unwilling to be rushed, infinite. Completely trustworthy. And the boy, who had not yet learned of relativity, had no conception of time’s variant properties, its fluidity or its ultimate dependency on the observer.

         And every night the boy would lie in his bed and stare at the window and the glow from the streetlight through the curtains. He would watch the slow progress of a car’s passing headlights thrown as a wedge of light angling left to right across the ceiling, and he’d hope that tomorrow would be the day.

         Sometimes, lying in the darkness, unable to sleep, he’d think about his father’s gun. He’d found it in the closet in his bedroom, hidden inside a shoe box in the back, among a pile of other boxes. It was a short thing, with a barrel that spun like the ones he’d seen cops carrying on TV, and spaces for six bullets. Smith & Wesson it said on the handle. He found the bullets, too. He wasn’t sure how to work it, how to open the barrel up so you could put the bullets in. He’d tried putting them in from the front, but they didn’t fit. He knew he wasn’t supposed to play with it, that it was dangerous. He didn’t tell anyone about it, put it all back the way he found it. Except for three bullets. Those he kept. There was a whole box. No one would miss them. He’d put them into his treasure tin, hidden it away in his desk drawer.

         In his head he knew how it would be. He’d wake and it would still be dark. The first thing he’d notice would be the quiet. As if someone had thrown a blanket over the city, muffling its groans, its cries and complaints. He’d jump down from his bed and run to the window, duck under the heavy curtains. His little brother would be there beside him. He’d help him up on to the ledge, so he could see out. And there it would be. A new world. Everything transformed, softened somehow, all the hard edges rounded out, corniced and bevelled, houses and cars and trees, the street and the kerbs and gutters made pure. And in the yellow cones of lamplight, thick heavy flakes streaming down and down.

         The boy lay listening to his brother’s breathing, the slow, whispered rhythm drifting up from the lower bunk, and the occasional rattle of the radiator, the gurgle as the hot water flowed through the pipes. The wind in the trees outside the window. He was warm and safe and excited. Tomorrow might be the day.

      

   


   
      
         

         March 5th. On the plane, flying to London

         You never really know anyone. Especially the ones you love.

         I push the stack of papers into the seatback pocket and take a deep breath of pressurised air. Seven miles below, the checkerboard prairie stretches away like a looping dream, one where you’re stuck in a place and you can’t get out, even though you know it’s a dream and if you could just wake up it would be over. Except, of course, it’s not. It’s my life, laid out before me in endless miles of iced-over prairie, a recurring pattern of abandoned hope and gutted wilderness that unspools at the terminal edge of a horizon that once held so much promise. The brother I didn’t get a chance to know. The mother who disappeared. The father who pushed me away. The wife who got sick of me and found someone else. And now, apparently, the uncle I never even knew I had.

         If family defines you, then I am perilously fucking close to indeterminate.

         And this is how he decides to tell me.

         I went my whole life thinking that I had my old man pegged. Sure, he’d travelled some, even taken me with him a few times when I was younger, when my mother was still around. But my strongest memories are of him arriving and leaving, going away for hours at a time, returning red-faced and covered in sweat, and then for days and weeks for work, always on his way to the airport or coming back from it. Occasionally, he’d bring me something home: a stuffed baby alligator the time he went to Louisiana; a tiny woven prayer mat from Jordan (for a six-year old?); a Calgary Flames hockey jersey from Canada (now, that was cool). Most of the time, though, he was just absent, even when he was home. Usually, it was me and Mum and my brother, and then later just me and Mum, in whatever place he’d dragged us all to at the time. Now, it’s just me. 

         Everything about my old man was from another time. The clothes he wore. The way he spoke and acted around other people. The stories he told. I mean, what kid who has grown up with access to the internet wants to hear stories about steam trains and writing love letters (the old-fashioned kind with paper and pen and envelopes and stamps) and getting places by ship, making calls from phone boxes and using fax machines and typewriters and all that old museum stuff. I can remember now, looking back, just tuning out when he started one of his stories. Not that he did it that often; just every once in a while. Usually when he’d had a couple of whiskies after dinner – when we still sat down, the four of us, and ate dinner as a family – he’d start into one. And then, well, I’d just sit there watching his mouth move and the way his neck would tense up as he spoke and that stupid way he’d furl his brow for emphasis, and I never heard a word. Now, I wish I’d listened.

         No wonder he left all this shit behind.

         The funeral was a pretty lame affair. Not many people showed up. A couple of his old friends came, guys with old names like Robert and Paul and Tobias, looking like they were planning to follow him in the not-too-distant future, with their thinning grey hair and grey beards and those watery, faraway eyes that weep regret. Makes you wonder. A whole life lived, and I bet not even those old guys with their burst-blood-vessel faces and dodgy, shuffling gaits had the slightest idea who he really was, what was really going on inside that head. I mean, I as sure as shit never did. And I know my mother never did either.

         The funeral home did a crap job. I regret doing it that way, now. The pastor or whatever he was started out calling him Walter. Did it three times, Walter this and Walter survived by such and such. The prick didn’t see me waving at him till he’d blown it three times, me sitting there in the front row, mouthing Warren. Warren, for fuck’s sake. It wasn’t how he would have wanted it, I know. Mostly because he wouldn’t have wanted anything. ‘Just throw me over the side so the sharks can get me’, I remember him saying once, somewhere – was it on that last sailing trip we all took together, me, my brother Adam, Mum and Dad, in the Greek Islands? I must have been eight, seven maybe. I still have vivid memories of some of it: the dolphins riding our bow wave that time, the way they looked up at me with those dark, knowing eyes; the view from the highest point on one of the islands – I can’t remember the name of the place now – looking out across the sea and all those pretty white buildings along the shore; rowing back to the boat one night in the dinghy, Dad at the oars, Mum in the bow laughing at something he’d said, the lights from the village dancing on the dark water all around us like stars.

         She was beautiful, my mother. Everyone said so. I don’t have many photographs of her, or of him for that matter. In one of the few that have somehow survived, they are sitting under an old stone archway. The sea is faded blue behind them. Mum is in a short skirt. Her long legs are folded elegantly to one side, her honey and rosewood hair blows around her face. She is smiling. She had great teeth, a big mouth, high cheekbones, a ski-jump nose that was a little too big for anyone to call her looks perfect, but she was beautiful in a strong-looking kind of way – robust and healthy and symmetrical with lovely blue eyes. In contrast, he looks flawed. A nose broken one too many times. An inverted arch of teeth that left dark gaps on each flank of his rarely seen smile (other than his two front slabs and molars, his top adult teeth never came in, so the small baby teeth were still there). He is unshaven, his hair longish, sea-and-sun waved, unruly. Dad is holding Mum’s hand. In that moment, they look happy. He was never in her league, and I know for a fact that he knew it, too. He told me once, I can’t remember when or where. ‘Son,’ he said, ‘always marry up in the gene pool. I sure did.’

         He would have hated it, today, the funeral. I don’t know why I did it. Seemed right at the time – to mark his passing somehow. I’ve always hated that use of the word: passing. Just call it what it is. Death. The End. And we never talked about it, of course, at the end. Not like we didn’t have the time. I went to see him, of course – more than once – but he didn’t want me there, made that very plain. ‘Don’t you have something better to do?’ he said to me. I mean, what does a guy say to that? Fact was, I did have better things to do. So in the end you get what you get, Dad. Not like it makes any difference. Not one bit.

         And I suppose it makes finding all this stuff that much more of a   mystery. I hadn’t been inside the place for ages, not since the year I moved to London, the year I met Maria and everything was so great – before it all started to go to shit. But that’s another story. From the outside, my dad’s place looked much the same, the caragana hedge out front that much taller, the paint on the shiplap siding peeling, the blue spruce we planted that spring when I was a kid, huge now, towering. I’d only gone to have a quick look, figure out what it would take to have someone come in and clean the place out, so I could put it on the market. I was only in town for a couple of days. I had to organise the funeral, sort out stuff with the lawyers, and then get back to London for an important work meeting. I knew the place would be a mess, but I was totally unprepared for what I found.

         The first thing I noticed was the smell. How can I describe it? Not unpleasant, exactly. There wasn’t food rotting in the sink or a dead cat in the bathtub or anything. It was complex. Old books. Smoke from his wood-burning stove. The varnish he used on his pine floors. Tobacco and whisky and stale sweat from the dozens of old pairs of running shoes piled in the front entranceway. Him. Hints of what had killed him.

         The place was a museum. That’s what it was. His own museum. Stacks of books everywhere, old furniture, junk from his travels – carved stuff from Africa and the Middle East, ceremonial masks on the walls, carpets on the floors, pictures his grandfather had painted, a few bad watercolours he’d done himself. The basement was full of old junk – old-style skis and boots, hiking gear, ice axes and pitons, three or four old bicycles, a bench full of tools, everything covered in rust and dust. There were traces of Mum there, too: some of her old clothes in the laundry-room closet that he’d never bothered to clean out, a half-used bottle of her perfume under the downstairs sink, an old cookbook layered in dust. Relics. Hints. Archaeology.

         He never told me what he wanted done with all of it. The will left me the house. I guess that meant everything inside it, too.

         I was about to leave when I decided to check upstairs. An unmade bed, his tatty, ancient clothes in the closet. The room he used as a study was up there, too. And that’s where I found them, in the back of the room, on the lower shelves, almost lost in a lifetime of dust-covered books   and ledgers and files: thirty-seven black bound journals. No markings, nothing to indicate what they contained. And set on top of the journals, a stack of unbound papers held together with a single elastic band. I grabbed the papers – I’m not sure why, perhaps because they were the only things in the room not buried under half an inch of fine grey powder – and stuffed them in my bag along with a few old photos I found of my mother and my brother. There were even a couple of me there, propped up in old frames on the desk, a forgotten past staring out at me like a reminder of who I might have been, of who he wanted me to be.

         And now I’m sitting on the plane on the way home. Home? Back to London, anyway – and I’m going through that stack of papers. And who would ever have believed it? My old man – the crusty old engineer with the arthritic knees and the dodgy shoulder, whose bookshelves were always filled with awesome stuff like Geomorphology and Sedimentary Geology and Finite Element Analysis for Structures (all of it headed for the bin – no one wants that old crap), whose favourite activities until his joints gave out were long-distance running and swimming – was a wannabe author. Yep. A goddamned writer.

         I mean, I’m laughing here. If you’d come up to me and told me my old man had been a make-up artist, or a closet thespian or even a politician, I couldn’t have been more surprised. He was the least artistic person I ever knew. The least expressive. The least, well, sensitive. All that stuff. I mean, after Mum died and he decided to send me off to boarding school in England, he drove me to the airport. He got me checked in and we walked to the security screening together, me with my carry-on bag and all my fears, standing there in that big echo chamber. And when they called my flight, he just shook my hand and said, ‘Good luck, son’. And that was it. No hug, no last words of advice. Nothing a normal person might expect a father to say to his twelve-year-old son who is about to travel to a new school in a new country. Sure, I’d travelled. I was an international kid – third-culture kid they call us – but this was something different. There was no one I knew waiting for me at the other end. Just the lady from the school who was supposed to meet me at Heathrow. She would be holding up a sign for me when I exited Terminal 4. 

         So, I went. After security, I found a place where I could look back and see him standing there. I waved and tried to smile, as much for him as for me – I knew the strain he’d been under. I swear he was looking right at me, staring with that stupid, sag-faced expression of his. I waited, thinking that maybe he hadn’t seen me, after all. I waved again, but you know, he never waved back. And so yeah, I’m laughing. Because now I’m imagining him sitting somewhere in front of his typewriter, or just long-handing it in one of those dozens of journals that fill the lower shelves of his study, cranking out all of these stories, and yet that one thing, just waving to me that day at the airport, he couldn’t do.

         I leaf through the papers. The first story, the one I just read, is handwritten on yellow lined foolscap, dated the day before he died. You can see the tremors that were shaking his body apart in every fractured vowel, each mutilated consonant. I thumb the corner of the next one. He has scrawled the title, ‘COLLAPSING INFINITY’, in capital letters across the top of the page so that the curved spine of the C inks the left-hand edge of the foolscap, and the face, chest and feet of the terminal Y perch on the cliffside and stare out into the abyss. He must have written them both in hospital, but I have no idea how they got into the manuscript. They are at the top of the pile, a stack of unbound A4 papers about the thickness of a Petit Larousse dictionary. I flip through the whole thing, count twenty-five stories in all. The earliest is dated May 1990. It’s called ‘Chub Cay’. I was ten months old when he wrote it. We were living in Calgary at the time. It looks as if it was typed out on one of those old manual typewriters where you fed the paper into a roller and the key stroke would send a hammer on to a carbon ribbon set against the paper. Slow and noisy. I can remember the sound coming from his office when I was small. Always just figured he was working. I would never have dreamed that he was writing this stuff.

         I’ve only read the one so far, but they seem to cover his whole life. And as far as I can tell, he never told anyone. If I hadn’t changed my mind and looked around his study, it would have all been chucked out. It would have all disappeared into a landfill somewhere, or been recycled into newsprint pulp, or incinerated, who knows. 

         It pisses me off that he didn’t tell me about it. The last time I saw him he was lucid enough. He even said that it would be the last time. Said it with a smile. The bastard knew he was going to die. And you know, standing there, looking down at him, knowing it was going to be the last time, I felt ashamed for him. Ashamed for his weakness, ashamed that he was so frail, so powerless. When I was a boy, I used to think he was the biggest, strongest man in the world. There was nothing he couldn’t do. Even in his fifties he was still fit and active. He ran a marathon at fifty-four – did it in just over three hours. And then in the last couple of years he went downhill really fast. Just kind of got old one day. It must have killed him being there in that place, that way, the tubes in his nose and that stupid hospital gown they made him wear – the kind that opens in the back – and the way his skin looked so winter shut-in pale. Christ, when it’s my time, put a gun to my head. I’m still surprised he didn’t ask me to end it for him, just pull me close and whisper into my ear, ‘Just shut the door and put a pillow over my face, son. You owe me at least that.’

         But I don’t owe you a thing, Dad. Not a goddamned thing.

         What I don’t understand is this: why spend all those hours and days and years pouring out all this stuff, and then when you’re down to your last chance to connect, the one person on the planet who still gives even a partial shit, who you might think still holds a shred of love for you, you just send him packing out into the sleet, without telling him about it? He wasn’t stupid, my old man. Not by a long shot. Fucking smart, actually. With numbers and engineering and the like. Not so smart about people, though. And yet he took the time, over a forty-year period, to write all of this. He must have known that I had so many questions. About my mother, about what happened between them, about why he sent me away after she was gone. About my brother. And that last time, knowing it was all here in this stack of papers, in all those journals (I will call the contractor as soon as I land and make sure he saves the journals, and a couple of the masks and paintings) – that was his opportunity to make it, somehow, better. Not good. But better. An explanation. And yet he chose to look at me with those eyes, those still-piercing, desert-landscape eyes of his, and tell me to get out. Better things to do. Surely. 

         And so, yeah, you never really know anyone. I mean, they can sit there and look you in the eye and tell you how they feel, about what moves them, about what they hate. They might even, if you’re lucky, tell you that they love you. But it’s nothing. A breath, is all. Just a breath. Hell, most people don’t even know themselves, couldn’t describe what they were really about if they wanted to. And besides, even if you could, who wants ever to be that vulnerable, that naked? Everyone hedges. Maybe that’s what he was after. Maybe he was just trying to figure himself out, understand why he did some of the things he did, why some of what happened in his life went the way it did. I hope he got what he wanted from it. I really do. Although I never really knew him, I would like to think that at the end he came a little closer to knowing himself. We should all be so lucky.

      

   


   
      
         

            Collapsing Infinity

         

         He opens his eyes and looks out at the snow-covered parkway and across the steaming white rooftops, towards the dim memory of the mountains. A breakfast – cold porridge, a plastic bowl of gaily coloured fruit salad, slightly burned toast – sits on the bed tray before him, ignored. Overnight, snow had drifted up and swallowed the cars that had been abandoned the night before. He’d lain awake and watched their owners, one after the other, stall on the hill, trying for a while to free themselves as the snow piled higher around them, and then finally giving up, trudging towards the lights of the hospital. Now, a lone plough, its orange light flashing in the pre-dawn grey, fights against the burial, its big V-blade sending twin streams of road snow curling away, like surf breaking on a West African beach long ago.

         ‘How are we this morning, Mister Scofield?’ It’s the nurse, the pretty one with the freckles and the face of a ten-year-old, open and innocent, the skin so smooth and supple, her bottom lip in a pout. He notices that she has applied some balm or gloss that makes her lips look wet. Something stirs deep inside of him, shivers like an echo for a moment, retreats. She reaches under him and plumps his pillow, then winds up his bed a bit, so he can look outside without straining. She knows that’s what he likes to do, does all day, every day: stares out of the window across the winter city and the foothills that he can sometimes see in the distance if the day is cold and the cloud has moved off. Never the television. They must think he is crazy, all of them, with their drapes closed against the day and screens flickering the remaining hours away in front of their faces.

         ‘Did you sleep well?’ she asks.

         He nods, doesn’t smile. He has never been big on smiling. Perhaps it was because he’d never had his teeth fixed to make them look straight and white. They were good teeth, had outlasted other parts of the machinery – no decay, strong, did their job. It hadn’t been until later in life, after he’d married again and divorced, that he’d even realised they were an issue for others. He’d never smiled much before, anyway. He’d always wanted to be taken seriously, to be serious. Smiling wasn’t serious.

         ‘No breakfast again?’ says the nurse, checking his IV.

         He shakes his head. ‘No, thank you.’

         ‘The doctor says you must eat.’

         He pushes the tray away. This was not how he’d imagined it would be, not how he’d ever wanted it. How did it happen? Your life unfolded, you made decisions or didn’t, things happened and didn’t, and what you thought was an ocean stretched out before you turned out to be only a teardrop.

         ‘I want you to help me,’ he says to the nurse.

         She smiles at him. Her teeth are even and white, lovely. For a moment he imagines that she was the girl who’d married his son, had borne his grandsons.

         ‘Of course, what can I do?’ she says.

         He pointed to the IV line. ‘Morphine.’

         She checks the line again, his chart. ‘You can dose yourself, as you like.’

         ‘No,’ he says. ‘I want more.’ He is conscious of his own voice, cracked and dry and old. ‘A lot more.’ He looks straight into her clear, pale eyes. What beautiful children she would have made. He wonders if she knows yet that nothing else matters.

         She stands a moment looking down at him. ‘You know I can’t do that, Mister Scofield.’

         ‘Why not? I’ll never tell.’ He curls the corner of his lip.

         She doesn’t flinch. ‘If you are in pain, I will speak to the doctor about changing your dosage.’

         He shakes his head. ‘I like the pain.’

         She doesn’t understand, he knows. How can she? She still sees time as an ocean, can’t fathom this most cruel of illusions. Maybe that’s not so bad either, he thinks. Regardless, we’re looking back at each other from different shores of this same ocean. The only difference is that I can see you, but you can’t see me. Time has accelerated for me, and passes still so slowly for you. Relativity applies. My only language now is the handful of events that I can recall, that stand out among the thousands of hours and days passed undifferentiated in offices and schoolrooms and bedrooms. Necessary, perhaps, but now I regret each of those wasted days.

         But these two dozen or so times of my life, he thinks, these might be worth telling, remembering. The problem is I have no one to tell them to. No one left. Perhaps that, in itself, is one of the stories: how I came to be alone. And he wonders if these few moments are not shared, not somehow transcribed, will it be as if they had never occurred at all, and would it matter? He wonders if she would want to listen to his stories, those that might provide her with some glimpse of how to navigate the collapsing infinity between them.

         The nurse is standing there, looking at him while he is thinking this. ‘Do you want me to get the doctor?’ she asks.

         He shakes his head slowly. ‘The doctor can’t help me,’ he says. ‘But you can.’

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
      March 5th. Thirty-two thousand feet
    

         
      It’s my second trip back to London from Calgary in as many weeks. Last week, he was still alive. Now he isn’t.
    

         
      Both times, it was Dad’s lawyer, an old friend of his, who contacted me. You better come out here, he said, if you want to see him. He doesn’t have long. And then: there is the matter of the will, the house. You should be here in person.
    

         
      Robertson isn’t happy about all the extra time off I’ve had to take. It’s busy right now at work, some big deals we are working on. Rachel, my daughter, isn’t happy either. She makes that very clear now, every time I see her. Last month on our weekend together I took her to the Imperial War Museum. She hated it. Complained every step of the way. Finally, I gave up. We walked out into the rain and took the Tube back to my flat, where she spent the rest of the day messaging her friends until it was time for me to take her back to her mother’s.
    

         
      Maria is never happy. I’ve reconciled myself to that now. It started years ago, and just deepened. Looking back, I knew it was happening, and for a long time, I tried to make her happy, to conform to her expectations. It took years, but when I finally realised what she actually wanted, I gave up. It’s been worse since we split, somehow. Angrier, more specific.
    

         
      Does someone always have to lose?
    

         
      I try to stretch my back, push my legs out, but the aluminium frame of the seat in front digs into my shins. Twisting on to one side helps a bit, but the pain in my lower back won’t abate. I’ve gotten soft. I would never admit it to anyone, but I know it’s the truth. My core is weak. Fat has settled around my waist. All this time in aeroplanes and cars and offices has made me soft. Everything now seems an exercise in control – hold back my emotions, rein in my temper, restrain the physical side of myself, that part of me that always felt the most natural, the most real. Working with my hands. Fighting. Riding fast. Really fast.
      
    

         
      I try to get to the dojo or out for a run whenever I can, but there always seems to be a reason not to go now. Weakness breeds weakness. I am a shadow. Unsexed.
    

         
      And though I know there are no answers there, I keep reading.
    

      

   


   
      
         

            Chub Cay

         

         The plane banked low over the water. The boy could see the white arc of the beach and the green of the palms and, further out, the many different colours and patterns of the sea. It was his first time in a small plane and he clutched the arm of his seat hard, his face pressed up against the window. The plane righted and he could hear the sound of the engines change, see the flap along the back edge of the wing starting to come down and feel the hole in his stomach as the plane started to lose altitude. They were coming in to land.

         The boy looked through to the cockpit and watched the pilots. He liked the way they reached up to the overhead panel to work the switches, the way they flew the plane with small movements of the wheel and the throttle levers. He liked the light-green headphones they wore, the way they spoke calmly into their headset microphones as they guided the plane down. Outside, the island was gone and there was only the deep-blue colour of the sea and the puffy white clouds in the distance and the line where the sky met the sea. Soon they were low enough that he could make out individual waves on the surface of the sea, the little white crests where they curled over and the dark furrows between them. And then the sky-coloured shallow water appeared beneath them, and it was so clear the boy could see down through to the sandy bottom and the darker patches scattered there, the brown of rocks or perhaps the corals that he had read about and looked at pictures of, but never seen. And then quickly the shallows were gone and there was a white beach and a flash of green and then the rocky grey of the centre of the island rushing up towards them.

         The plane landed with a thump and rolled to a stop.

         The boy looked over at his mother. Her hair was up in a colourful scarf, her eyes hidden behind a pair of oversized sunglasses. She was wearing a short dress made of some light material that left her arms and her legs bare. He thought she looked cold. But he could tell that she was happy and excited. They had arrived. They were in what she called one of their ‘times of feast’. To him, these times meant presents at Christmas and on birthdays, parties, holidays in warm places. But he knew they meant other things to his mother.

         The chief pilot, the one with four yellow stripes on his epaulettes, unclipped his seat belt, got out of his seat and walked back into the cabin. He wore a white short-sleeved shirt with a pair of wings sewn above the left pocket and green-tinted sunglasses. He looked very young for a pilot, the boy thought, much younger than the ones he’d seen flying the jets that took off and landed at the big airports.

         ‘Welcome to Chub Cay,’ said the young pilot. He pronounced it key, like the thing you put in a lock. He had fair hair and the hair on his forearms looked almost white against his tanned skin. ‘We’ll be back here in a month to take you out,’ he said, smiling at the boy’s mother. ‘Have a great Christmas.’

         ‘Say thank you to the captain, boys,’ his mother said. She was smiling at the young pilot, and the pilot was looking back at her through his sunglasses.

         The boy and his brother chimed up with overlapping thank you sirs, and the young pilot reached out and tousled their hair, all the while looking at their mother.

         ‘Where is your dad, young fella?’ said the pilot to the younger boy, who was only nine and a half.

         ‘He has important business to do,’ the boy said, before his brother could answer.

         ‘I’m sure he does,’ said the pilot.

         ‘His company owns this island,’ said the boy.

         ‘Well, that’s what I’ve heard,’ said the pilot. ‘And that’s why we’re taking very good care of you and your pretty mama here.’ The young pilot smiled and reached out to tousle the boy’s hair as he had done with his brother’s, but the boy pulled away. He didn’t like this young pilot anymore.

         ‘My father will be here for Christmas,’ said the boy.

         ‘Then I’ll see you all then. I’ll be flying him in.’ The young pilot started towards the back of the plane, then threw open the rear door and let down the stairs. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, if you will please disembark by the rear stairs,’ he said with a bow.

         The boy’s mother laughed and stood and smoothed her dress. She was tall for a lady and had to stoop to avoid hitting her head on the cabin roof. ‘Come on, boys,’ she said. ‘You heard the nice captain.’

         The boy unbuckled his seat belt and followed his mother and brother down the stairs. The pilot started to unload their suitcases and line them up on the crushed coral. A strange-looking car was waiting at the edge of the runway. It was open and low to the ground and had very small wheels. A man in a big white hat was in the driver’s seat. He waved to them and the car started out towards them.

         ‘That’ll be the colonel,’ said the young pilot as he unloaded the last of the bags. ‘Better watch out for that one,’ he said, smiling and wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. ‘If you know what I mean.’

         ‘Thanks for the warning,’ said the boy’s mother. She was smiling as she said it.

         ‘You bet,’ said the young pilot, handing her a card. ‘Well if you need us, just call. No job too small, no ask too tall.’

         The boy’s mother laughed, and taking the young pilot’s hand in hers, she leaned her head towards his and said something that the boy could not make out. The young pilot looked back at her for a moment with his mouth slightly open, and then he smiled at her, clambered back into the plane and pulled the door closed. The boy decided that he did not want to be a pilot, after all.

         The strange car pulled to a stop and the man in the white hat – the one the young pilot had called the colonel – jumped out. He was a big man, with square shoulders and thick legs. ‘Mrs Clifton,’ he said, taking her hand in his big bear’s paw. ‘I’m Colonel Rafferty. Everyone calls me Raff. Welcome. Welcome to the island. We’re so glad you could make it.’ He kissed the boy’s mother on the cheek and, as he did it, he put his big hand on the small of her back.

         ‘Boys,’ she said, pushing herself away from the colonel with one hand and holding her scarf in place against the breeze with the other, ‘say hello to the colonel. He works for your father’s company. He runs the island. Isn’t that right, Colonel?’

         ‘I certainly do,’ he said.

         The boys shook hands with the man. They all got into the car and drove to the far end of the runway. The colonel stopped the car and they sat with the sea breeze flowing over them, the smell of the sea strong now, as they watched the twin-engine plane taxi to the far end of the gravel strip and turn to face them. Then the engines roared and the plane started down the runway. As it gained speed, the boy saw the front wheel come off the ground and the rudder on the tail moving. Then one wing dipped slightly towards where the wind was coming from and it was up and crabbing sideways as it climbed. When the plane flashed over them with a roar the boy heard his mother let out a little ‘oh’ as her headscarf flew away.

         After the colonel had retrieved the scarf, he drove them along a rocky shore where the waves sent towers of white spray foaming into the sky. ‘We call this the blowholes,’ he said, looking back over his shoulder at the boys as he drove. ‘We can come and explore here later, if you like. But don’t come here without an adult, OK? It’s very dangerous. It’s an old coral reef. There are miles of tunnels and caves under this rock, and the currents are strong. Years ago, they say a boy, the son of a local fisherman, got lost in here. They never found him. The old timers say his body was swept out to sea and the sharks got him.’

         ‘Do you hear that, boys? This is a dangerous place.’ The boy’s mother had unpinned her hair and as she looked back at them it streamed across her face.

         ‘Can we go tomorrow, Mum?’ said the boy.

         ‘It’s up to the colonel, darling. Let’s get settled in and we’ll see.’

         ‘And you might like to know that there is another family staying with us at the moment,’ said the colonel. ‘They have a boy and a girl, about the same ages as you two.’ The colonel looked over his shoulder again. ‘What do you think, lads?’

         The boy frowned. His father had told them that they would have the island to themselves. He decided that he would not be friends with the other children. He and his brother would play their own games, do their own exploring. His father had told them that they would have their own house by the beach. He hoped they wouldn’t have to share a house with the other family.

         ‘They don’t say much, do they?’ said the colonel.

         The boy’s mother laughed.

         They were on a narrow crushed coral track now, winding through a grove of leaning palms. Their trunks were smooth and the fronds rustled in the warm breeze. The sea was close. Through the trees he could see the shallow, pale yellow-blue water he had seen from the plane, and beyond, a line of churning white and further out, the deep blue of the deep ocean. And it seemed to the boy that this was the most beautiful place he had ever seen. He couldn’t wait to explore the island. He would go to the blowholes. He would explore the caves the colonel had spoken of, and he would swim in the yellow-blue sea and look for fish and shells and the other creatures he’d read about and seen pictures of – conches and barracuda fish and corals and turtles. He was eleven and three-quarters. He would do it alone.

         They did get their own house. It was right on the beach, with palm trees all around. There was a big veranda out front with some chairs and two hammocks and big windows that were really doors and opened up all along the front, so that during the daytime the breeze flowed through the house and it was cool. The floors were of polished wood, perfect for racing the Hot Wheels he’d brought with him, and when he lay on his back on the floor, he could see the wooden beams of the roof and the crinkled sloped metal that kept the rain and sun out. He and his brother had their own room, with a bed each and a big wooden armoire for their stuff. And right out the front door was the sea.

         His mother stood on the polished floor and twirled like a dancer. ‘Aren’t we lucky, boys?’ she said. ‘It’s paradise.’

         The colonel returned later in the evening when it was almost dark and the boy and his brother were in their pyjamas and ready for bed. He walked in and put a bottle of something on the table. Then he showed the boy’s mother how to light the hurricane lamps and helped her open out the mosquito nets and secure the louvered shutters all around the house, so that the breeze would flow through at night. The boys went to bed and their mother came with one of the lanterns to kiss them goodnight.

         ‘When is Dad coming, Mum?’ the boy said.

         ‘Tomorrow, around lunchtime.’

         ‘Is tomorrow Christmas?’ said the boy’s brother.

         ‘No, sweetheart. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve.’ She kissed them both again and then stood and dimmed the lantern. ‘Now go to sleep. We have a big day tomorrow.’

         The boy was very tired, but he was too excited to sleep. He lay and listened to the swish of the waves on the beach and the sound of the breeze though the palms.

         When he woke much later it was very quiet. He could hear his brother breathing nearby. He pulled away the light sheet, got out of bed and walked to the window. He peered through the louvers. The beach was very white and dark palm shadows striped the sand. Silver lights sparkled across the water. And there, on the veranda, barely visible in the half-darkness, the colonel and the boy’s mother. From where he stood he could only see the back of the colonel’s head, but he knew it was him. She was facing him. Her hair was down and she was holding a glass. The boy stood very still and watched and listened. After a time, the colonel reached for a bottle and refilled her glass. The boy could hear the clink of the bottle against the edge of the glass, then the deep rumbling of the colonel’s voice and his mother laughing for a moment, then her familiar shush and more giggling. The boy didn’t know how long he watched them, but they were still there, together on the veranda, when he finally crept back into bed. Much later, he heard the colonel’s car drive away.

         The next morning, Christmas Eve, the colonel came in the car and drove them down to the harbour for breakfast. The boy didn’t say anything about what he’d seen that night, and neither the colonel nor the boy’s mother mentioned it. The harbour was a new project, the colonel said. He called it a keyhole harbour, and it had been cut into the grey rock of the island to make a small marina. They’d only finished the work a few months ago. There was a little restaurant on the quay with a bar for the adults and a place that looked like a living room with a piano and couches and a TV. They were just sitting down at one of the tables in the restaurant when the other family came in. The father was wearing shorts and a straw hat. He was much shorter that the boy’s father, and fatter. The mother was also short and fat. The little boy looked like his mother. But the girl was tall. She was wearing a yellow-and-white dress that tied at the back and black Keds running shoes, and her hair was tied up in a ribbon the same colour as her dress. There was a big scab on her knee. As the family approached, the boy’s mother told them to stand up and she introduced them in that classroom way grown-ups did. The girl was called Georgina. She was thirteen and had freckles. They were from Ohio, the father said. When the boy’s mother told the other family they were from Canada, Georgina laughed.

         After they’d finished breakfast, the adults ordered more coffee and the kids were allowed to leave the table. The boy’s mother told them not to go far. Their father was arriving soon, and they would go to the airstrip to meet him.

         The two younger boys ran outside with a soccer ball.

         Georgina hung back, walked beside him. ‘You’re short,’ she said.

         ‘My mum says boys grow late.’

         ‘You say mum funny. It’s mom.’

         The boy, who knew nothing of girls, did not reply.

         ‘I’m going to explore,’ said Georgina. ‘Want to come?’

         ‘Where?’ said the boy.

         ‘The beach,’ she said. ‘It’s close.

         The boy, who wanted to go but was unsure, glanced back at his mother, who was talking to the girl’s parents. ‘Are we allowed?’

         The girl crumpled her nose. ‘Of course, silly. We’ve been here for two weeks. I know the whole island by heart.’ And before he could answer she was out the door. ‘Come on,’ she called to him.

         The boy ran after her. She led him along a narrow rocky trail through thick green bushes. They came to a gap in the rock. The sides were steep, and far below they could hear the water rushing through. It was a long way down.

         ‘Come on,’ she said. And before he could answer, she’d stepped back and jumped across the gap to the other side. As she jumped, the hem of her dress flew up and the boy could see her tanned thighs and a flash of white underpants. She turned and put her hands on her hips and smiled at him. ‘Well? Are you scared?’

         The boy stepped back as she had and jumped. It wasn’t far, and he cleared it easily. They walked on through the bushes and came to a small cove with two rocky points and a white sand beach between. They were completely alone. The girl took off her Keds and tied the laces together. ‘Come on,’ she said, swinging her shoes like a handbag. ‘Let’s wade.’

         The boy took off his shoes too and they waded through the shallow water. Fish of every colour and shape darted around their feet.

         ‘You’re lucky,’ she said. ‘We’re leaving the day after Christmas.’

         This did not seem to need an answer, so the boy said nothing. They waded to the far point and then the girl took his hand and led him up the beach to a flat rock. ‘You want to try something?’ she said.

         ‘Sure,’ the boy said.

         She reached into her pocket and pulled out a cigarette and a book of matches with the blue Pan Am logo on the front. ‘Have you ever tried one?’

         The boy shook his head. His father smoked cigars, but his mother always said smoking was bad.

         ‘It’s one of my mom’s. Want to?’

         ‘Did you steal it?’

         ‘What if I did?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         She put the cigarette between her lips. ‘So, you want to?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         She opened the match book and pulled out a match. ‘Promise not to tell?’ she mumbled around the cigarette.

         The boy nodded. She struck the match, held the flame to the end of the cigarette and drew in a deep breath. After a while, she let the smoke pour back out through her nose. She seemed very experienced.

         ‘You try,’ she said, holding the burning cigarette out for him.

         The boy shook his head.

         ‘You’re scared.’

         ‘No, I’m not.’

         ‘Scaredy cat.’

         ‘I’m not scared. I don’t care what you think.’ The boy reached into his pocket and pulled out a bullet and showed her. ‘You know what that is?’

         The girl shook her head.

         ‘It’s a thirty-eight-calibre bullet.’

         The girl’s eyes widened. ‘Where did you get it?’

         ‘I have a gun, back home. It’s a Smith and Wesson revolver.’

         ‘You do not.’

         ‘I sure do. If you come to my house, I’ll show you.’

         ‘Kids don’t have guns.’

         ‘It’s my dad’s, but he gave it to me. I’m going to be in the army.’

         The girl thought about this as she smoked.

         ‘You stole it, didn’t you?’

         ‘What if I did?’

         The girl took a last puff, stubbed the cigarette out on the rock. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘We should get back, gun boy. Your daddy will be here soon.’

         ‘Don’t tell anyone.’

         ‘I won’t if you don’t,’ she said.
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         They met the plane at the airstrip. His father was not on it. His mother cried as they drove back to the harbour. In the restaurant, the colonel helped her telephone the office in Canada. She spoke for a while on the phone and when she finished she was crying again. The colonel offered her his arm and she took it. He walked her to the bar and poured her a drink.

         Christmas came the next morning and the boy’s father was not there as he had promised he would be. There were stockings at the foot of their beds when they woke. Inside, the boy found a new Polaroid camera, the kind that gave you a developed picture right after taking it. You only had to wait a minute and then peel the cover off and let it dry. There was also a small album to keep photos in, and a book called The Old Man and the Sea, with a picture of a small boat drifting on a big lonely sea on its front cover. His brother got three new Hot Wheels cars and a cool loop-the-loop track. The boy was pleased that his present was so much more grown up than his brother’s. He would be a photographer when he grew up and travel to beautiful places and take pictures.

         They took their presents to their mother’s room and climbed up on to her big bed to show her what they’d got. She sat up in bed and smiled and listened to them but the boy knew from her face and the streaks of make-up that she’d been crying again. He kneeled beside her, put his arms around her and kissed her. Suddenly she threw her arms around him and squeezed him very tight. She held him like that for a long time.

         It was still too early for breakfast, so the boy took his camera and album and went to the beach. The breeze was gentle and warm and smelled of the sea, and the light seemed very fragile and new. The sand, which was made of pieces of coral that had been smashed up by the waves, was very white and the pieces stuck to the skin of his feet and legs. When he was far enough from the house, he took his first photograph. It was of the beach and the palm trees and the blue water and there was nothing man-made in it. After it had dried, he slipped it into the album and kept walking. As he walked, he thought about his father and why he hadn’t come. He thought about his mother’s tears and the way she’d held him for so long, rocking him back and forth until he’d asked her to please let him go.

         After a while he stopped and let the waves wash up over his feet. The water here was shallow and very clear and the white sandy bottom shone back out in the morning sun so that the water glowed. Suddenly, a dark shape emerged from the deeper water and drifted towards the shore. At first, he thought it might be a shark, but as he watched it come closer, he saw that it was flat and very broad with a long, thin tail. It was very close now and the boy could see the black eyes and the big pumping gills and the delicate curling wings. It was a stingray. He’d seen pictures of one in the Jacques Cousteau marine biology book he’d got for his birthday. The boy stood at the edge of the shallow water and watched the creature hovering there. It was so close. What did it want, he wondered? Could it sense him there, see out from the water? Was it waiting for him to feed it? He stood for a long time, watching its gills pumping slowly, the wings curling and sending little puffs of sand up from the bottom. And then he remembered his camera. He swung the Polaroid from its strap, aimed through the little glass window and clicked. The machine whirred and a photo appeared from the slot.

         He was peeling the cover from the picture when suddenly the ray thrashed its tail. A spout of water broke the surface and the boy jumped back, dropping the photo into the water. His heart was racing. He reached for the picture, but the ray thrashed again and the boy stumbled backwards and fell to the sand. He sat for a moment watching the ray, then he got up and ran back to the house.

         ‘Mum,’ he shouted. He leaped up on to the veranda and ran inside. ‘Come quick. I’ve found something.’ His mother was in the kitchen in her dressing gown, sipping from a mug of coffee. He told her what he’d seen, and she grabbed her hat and sunglasses and followed him out to the beach. The ray was still there, in the same place, quiet now. There were patches of sand on its wings. It seemed to be waiting for something.

         ‘It’s beautiful,’ his mother said.

         The boy reached down and picked up the photograph he’d taken. The water had ruined it. He raised the camera and centred the ray in the window. Something was different. He lowered the camera. The ray had grown a second tail.

         ‘Look,’ he whispered.

         ‘The tail,’ his mother whispered.

         ‘It’s getting bigger.’

         ‘Does that happen?’ said his mother. ‘It seems very strange.’

         The second tail was big now, growing fast.

         ‘Look,’ the boy said. ‘It’s wriggling.’

         ‘Oh, my God,’ said his mother. ‘It’s beautiful.’

         ‘What is it, Mum?’

         ‘Quickly. Take a picture.’

         The boy took a picture. The tail was broadening now. The big ray hovered there at their feet, changing. He took another.

         His mother reached down and squeezed his hand. ‘It’s a baby, sweetheart. The mother ray is having a baby. I didn’t know they did it this way.’

         And then, very quickly, there it was. A perfect little miniature ray, hovering beside its mother in the shallow water. The boy took a photo of the mother and the baby. And then, very slowly, the two rays turned and glided away towards the darker water. When the boy looked up, he saw that his mother was crying.

         Later that day, they went to the restaurant and had a Christmas lunch with the colonel and the other family. There was Christmas music and decorations, and the colonel dressed as Santa and gave out presents to everyone. Even the grown-ups got presents. After lunch, they played games and then everyone went for a swim. The grown-ups got very excited and loud and laughed a lot, and someone put on a Beatles record and the boy’s mother danced with the colonel and then the other parents joined in.

         When it got dark, the colonel drove them back to the house. The boy’s mother got them ready for bed, tucked them in and kissed them goodnight. Before she had even closed the door, the boy was asleep.

         In his dream, his mother was crying. She was standing with a phone to her ear and the tears were streaming from her eyes and down her cheeks. He could hear a voice, a man’s voice, coming from the phone but the words were scattered, swirling like leaves in the wind, and he wondered how she could understand what the man was saying to her. Oh, she said into the phone. And again, oh, almost breathless. He reached out to her. Mum, he said, who is it, Mum? But it wasn’t a dream. He was awake. He could hear her. Oh, she said again. He lay in the darkness and listened. Sounds filled the room, loud to bursting. His brother breathing in the bunk below. The slow creak of the ceiling fan. Palm fronds sawing outside the louvers, brushing against the side of the house. The hush and sigh of waves caressing the beach. And again, that breathless question. Her.





OEBPS/logo_01_online.png
%

ORENDA
BOOKS





OEBPS/9781912374724_cover_epub.jpg
A DEAD FATHER

A LOST SON
ST BE REWRITTEN?

PAUL E. HARDISTY

IREER D U LENT
WAKE

‘A remarkably well-written, sophisticated novel in which the
people and places all come alive on the page. .."
Literary Review






OEBPS/inline_online.png





