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When real things are so wonderful,
what is the point of pretending?
E. M. FORSTER


The fiction of one’s life is the truth.
VINCENT PRICE




 


Chapter One


My fault. All my fault.


The judgement sounded in Skip’s head. All the way from Adelaide she had heard it, in the rattling windows, in the snores from other seats, in the tyres as they juddered over the country highway. She told herself it wasn’t true, but still it came in the swish of passing vehicles: that station wagon, chalky with dust, with surfboards lashed to the roof; that farmer’s truck, tight-packed with sheep, that thundered by and wafted back its sharp, shitty stench, filling the Greyhound for desperate minutes.


Marlo, with her book, had moved across the aisle. How placid she looked, how self-contained: hairband like a halo, neat across her crown; elbow crooked against the chrome window frame, propping up the hand that shaded her eyes.


Skip picked up her comic. Lex Luthor held Metropolis to ransom, threatening to destroy it with a death ray aimed from space. Never mind, Superman would sort it out. She wished she were Superman. Not Supergirl, in that dinky little skirt. Skip didn’t just want to be super, she wanted to be a man. If she were a man, she would be blamed for nothing.


She rested her head against the window. September: the beginning of spring. The afternoon sun was pale and lemony. Monterey pines in neat plantations had replaced the flat paddocks, barbed-wire fences and scattered grey gum trees that had reeled by for hours. Abundant moist undergrowth seethed between the trees, testament to the cool green winter just gone.


Skip loped across the aisle, dropped her head into her sister’s lap, and looked up, wide-eyed. ‘Cattus cattus?’ Their old joke (If a rat’s rattus rattus, is a cat cattus cattus?) had become a greeting. Usually Marlo laughed; today she sighed impatiently and shifted her book.


‘I’m starving!’ Skip sprang up. ‘How much longer?’


‘You’ve had lunch.’


‘Soggy sandwiches from a BP roadhouse!’


‘Wolfed them down, didn’t you?’


‘I’m a growing boy.’


The Wells sisters – half-sisters, really – might not have been related at all. Skip, small for her age, was a freckled tomboy with a head of coarse bright straw, cropped as if with pinking shears; Marlo, almost a woman and womanly with it, was porcelain pale, with hair that crested her shoulders in rich dark waves. Today Skip wore a nautical sweater, once white, over a plaid shirt, faded jeans with threadbare knees, and sneakers that were falling apart. Marlo’s white blouse, blue blazer, grey skirt and shiny black lace-ups could have been her uniform from Adelaide Ladies’ College, minus cap, tie and tie pin.


‘Marlo …’ Do you blame me? Skip almost said, but gestured instead to the book in Marlo’s lap and asked what Germaine was on about now.


‘Cunt hatred.’ Marlo did not drop her voice.


On the open pages Skip picked out a few words: sex, prostitute, sex, cunt, fuck, cunt. She liked Germaine. Germaine was radical: she pissed people off.


Sunlight flickered greenly through the pines. Sometimes it was dull to have a serious sister. Skip supposed she should shut up, but instead dug Marlo in the ribs and made a joke about the pig-faced lady who had left the coach at the last stop. Was she hurrying home on her trotters? Was she oinking?


‘In a pig’s ear,’ said Marlo, and Skip, delighted, twisted around, hitched her chin over the seat’s high vinyl back, and surveyed the other passengers. They were few: a fat man with a short back and sides who read the Sunday Mail with an affronted air; a thin lady in a chamberpot hat; two carrot-headed little boys who had torn up and down the aisle until the driver roared at them to bloody well cut it out. A soldier in a slouch hat, young and spotty, gazed out the window. Just back from Nam? Fascist. Skip pictured him, in grainy black and white, sloshing through a swamp. Cradled in his arms was a machine gun, and his eyes darted suspiciously through steamy haze. Skip knew all about fascists. When they got to San Fran, Karen Jane said, they’d march against the war. Everyone in San Fran was radical and marched against the war.


The chamberpot lady looked at Skip and frowned. Skip ducked beneath the seatback. ‘That lady looks snoogish.’


‘You look snoogish,’ Marlo said.


‘What’s her name? I’ll bet it’s Miss Sweetapple.’


‘What Sweetapple?’


‘Rhonda. Can you do better?’


Marlo turned a page. ‘Read your comic.’


Loneliness expanded in Skip’s chest like a black balloon pressing behind her ribs, growing bigger with each breath she took. Her comic lay on the seat across the aisle. Caper, long ago, had given her a Superman comic from America. It was better than Australian ones: colour all through, not just on the cover, and the paper had an exciting foreign smell. Superman, Batman, Justice League: in the local reprints the heroes were the same, but Skip thought of them as the Australian versions, and not so good by half.


‘What about school?’ she said to Marlo.


‘What about it?’


‘It’s Sunday. We’ll be starting tomorrow, won’t we? I suppose you can’t mix with first years. You’ll ignore me.’ This, Skip knew, was dangerous ground. For Marlo, the worst aspect of their exile was giving up her scholarship to Adelaide Ladies’ College. ‘But you’ll look my way, won’t you, when no one else can see? Exchange glances. Roll your eyes.’


Wearily, Marlo shut The Female Eunuch. ‘You realise I’ve exams in a couple of months? My whole future depends on this.’ She had said so before, and Skip wondered: Whole future? What was a whole future? She could imagine next week. She could imagine next month. But a whole future?


‘You’ll be all right, Marlo. What do you need with that snoogish college? You’ll sail through those exams. You’ll be the smartest girl in Crater Lakes High.’


Marlo’s laugh was bitter. ‘Crater Lakes High!’


The approach to Crater Lakes discloses nothing remarkable. The highway neither curves around the several collapsed calderas, brimming with water, which give the town its name, nor affords much view of the remaining dead volcano that rises above them to no notable height. No dramatic ascent, no twisting and turning, signals that the town is near; the road sweeps on, flat and straight, as if impatient to cross the border into Victoria, leaving dull South Australia behind.


The town comes like this: abruptly, regimented grids of trees, awaiting chainsaws row by row, give way to green flatlands; paddocks with sheep; paddocks with horses; a long, rusted galvanised-iron shed; a homestead, set well back from the road; signs announcing the speed limit; signs touting business (LAKES MOTEL – YOUR HOME FROM HOME); a sign welcoming the visitor to the City of Crater Lakes, South Australia, twinned with Gopher Prairie, Minnesota, and declaring the population (16,025 in the year this story happened); then service station, warehouse, car yard, supermarket, as the Princess Margaret Rose Highway turns for a mile or so into Volcano Street, the town’s main drag.


The time had just gone five. The girls stood on the pavement. Ranged around them was all they owned: two smallish suitcases, one tartan, one leather-look; a Qantas bag; Marlo’s Olivetti Lettera 22 in its zippered case; a wicker shopping basket that had been Karen Jane’s before she decided it was too bourgeois.


Anxiously, Marlo turned this way and that. The fat man with the short back and sides had waddled away around a corner, Sunday Mail tucked beneath one arm; Rhonda Sweetapple had climbed into a Ford Falcon next to a grey, defeated-looking husband. A bustling group, all freckled, all carrot-topped, surrounded the little boys. A smaller group had turned out for the soldier: a father guffawed, a mother sobbed, and a grinning brother cuffed the slouch hat from the young man’s head.


From an alley beside a newsagent’s emerged an Aboriginal man dressed in dungarees. Silently, he began unloading freight from compartments under the coach – tea chests, cardboard boxes, parcels wrapped in string – while the driver stood by. Once he barked at the Aborigine; more than once he glanced at Marlo. Catching her eye, he winked at her, tongue making a castanet click. ‘Got someone meeting yous, have yous?’


‘Our Auntie Noreen,’ said Skip. ‘And Uncle Doug.’


‘Doug and Noreen Puce? Kazza’s kiddies! Should have known. Forgot yous was coming.’ The driver was a big man with shaggy grey hair and a seamed brown face, like a surfer grown old. His rolled-back sleeves exposed hairy forearms, burned almost black, and his belly ballooned over a chunky belt. A badge above his breast pocket declared his name: SANDY CAMPBELL. ‘Yous’ll be living with Doug and Noreen, then?’


Marlo’s reply was reluctant. ‘Sort of. For a while.’


Across the street, the carrot-tops had dispersed to a battered truck; large numbers of them, piled in the flatbed, caterwauled ‘You Are My Sunshine’ as the vehicle shuddered away with many a wheeze, clatter and bang.


Skip scuffed the pavement with her sneaker. At several stops on their journey, Sandy Campbell had tried to talk to Marlo; Skip had headed him off each time. That was what Skip did. Boys, men, creeps of all kinds tried to crack on to Marlo, and Skip made sure they didn’t. That, at least, was the idea: Marlo needed protecting and Skip protected her. But she hadn’t done her job properly. If she had, they wouldn’t be in Crater Lakes now.


Marlo murmured, ‘Shall we ask how far it is?’


‘Auntie Noreen’s place?’ Skip approached the driver. Smoke curled from a roll-up in his lips. She, or her question, seemed to amuse him, and he bent down to her height. Behind them, the Aborigine struggled with a tea chest, pushing it along the alley with much grunting and gasping.


The roll-up waggled. ‘That Kazza was a wild one.’


‘Karen Jane?’ said Skip. ‘Still is.’


‘All the blokes round these parts reckoned so. Missed her when she went up to the smoke, we did.’ The grey head jerked towards Marlo. ‘Like mother, like daughter, eh?’ Grinning, Sandy Campbell chucked Skip under the chin and straightened to full height. ‘Don’t worry, love, I’ll run yous out when we’ve finished here – I’ll take yous,’ he added, raising his voice for Marlo’s benefit.


Skip, outraged by the man’s familiar manner, was about to tell him where he could stick his ride when an open-topped Land Rover tore down the street and drew up with a screech behind the coach. A young man jumped down from the driver’s seat and gasped out, as if he had been running, ‘Yous the Wells sisters? I’m late. Old Ma Puce is gunna be real pissed off.’


The new arrival was a gangly fellow, more boy than man, with a darkish complexion and prominent teeth: almost horsy, but not unhandsome. His brown eyes were limpid, his brow tall, and his bronze hair bubbled over the top like a potion from a test tube. A grey apron covered his T-shirt and jeans, with pencils poking out of a narrow, high pocket.


‘So Noreen’s sent the slave.’ Sandy Campbell seemed a little put out. ‘Girls, meet Pav – Crater Lakes’ most eligible bachelor. He’s a wog, but not the worst kind.’


‘Pavel Novak.’ The young man, still puffing, extended his hand to Marlo. ‘I would have been on time but the shop floor was a mess. Stocktaking,’ he explained.


Sandy Campbell dropped his cigarette butt; it lay on the concrete, smoke upcurling. ‘Pav here’s one of your uncle’s employees,’ he told the girls. ‘Or should I say your aunt’s? Who would you say was your boss, Pav – Noreen or Doug?’


Pavel, not answering, sprang to help the Aborigine, who, after a break, had resumed work on the tea chest. ‘Lift it from the bottom. Bend the knees,’ Pavel said kindly, while Sandy Campbell, watching the two of them struggle down the alley, called, ‘He’s paid to do that! Leave the abo retard alone.’


The Aborigine, who perhaps indeed was retarded, dropped his side of the chest, almost crushing his fingers. He was little and bent, with a broad flattened face like an ebony carving, and oil-dark curly hair, thick and long.


Uncertainly, Skip and Marlo loaded their suitcases, the Qantas bag and the wicker shopping basket into the back of the Land Rover. With particular care, Skip passed her sister the Lettera 22. ‘You’d better hold Olly.’


‘So it’s goodbye for now, eh? Careful with the wog boy,’ said Sandy Campbell. ‘Volcano Street ain’t been safe since that bugger got his licence. Used to be my Land Rover, this one’ – he pronounced it ‘Lan Drover’ – ‘before I flogged it to young Pav.’ He patted the vehicle’s green flank. ‘Wrecked it, he has. Buggered the suspension. Buggered the transmission. Spit and chewing gum, that’s all that keeps this crate on the road.’


Pavel returned, sweating. He stripped off his apron and tossed it in the back. Resuming his place at the wheel, he gestured for Marlo to sit beside him in the front. Skip climbed in next to the luggage, then thought better of it, scrambled over the long front seat and thudded down between them.


‘You don’t mind, Pav?’ She punched his arm.


‘Skip, don’t be rude,’ said Marlo.


The Land Rover moved off down Volcano Street, and Pavel apologised again for being late. He drove carefully, even too carefully, as if in deference to the girls. Skip was disappointed: she had expected a reckless ride.


The Aborigine watched them go, his eyes deep and dark.


‘Yous here for long, are yous?’ The wog boy spoke in a broad Australian accent.


‘I shouldn’t think so.’ It was Marlo who answered. She had assumed her queenly manner: straight-backed, eyes forward, hands folded neatly over Olly Olivetti. Skip understood: Marlo, bold only with books, could read about prostitutes and cunts and still be prim.


‘Picked a nice day for it,’ Pavel attempted next.


‘I heard it rains all the time,’ said Skip. ‘In the Lakes, I mean.’


‘Rains a bit,’ said Pavel. ‘Even when it’s warm.’


‘So what’s there to do here?’ Skip asked.


‘Aw, the Lakes is really going forward.’ Pavel (was he always so cheerful?) might have been repeating something he had heard a hundred times. ‘There’s Chickenland – you’ll see the big chicken on the roof, can’t miss it – and Coles New World. Yous must have seen that on the way in.’


Marlo laughed, and Skip, not sure if they should make fun of this boy – he might, she supposed, be a bit simple – said quickly, ‘Pavel – what kind of name is that?’


‘Czech, isn’t it?’ said Marlo. ‘Czech for Paul.’


‘Why don’t you call yourself Paul, then?’ Skip asked, but Pavel only smiled. Something in that smile, in those abundant chunky teeth, disturbed her in its guilelessness, a dreamy wonderment that made her feel older, wiser.


Shops spooled by, all shut for Sunday: pie shop, pharmacy, Tom the Cheap. A gaggle of children slouched across the road and Pavel cheerily beeped the horn. At the main corner, three two-storey sandstone buildings stood in a row. Waiting at the lights, he named them: King Edward VII Theatre; Crater Lakes Institute; and Crater Lakes Town Hall (his father worked there), with its clock tower, a little Big Ben, and gardens beside it banded by a low stone wall. Iron lace lavishly decorated an ancient pub opposite.


They were turning left off Volcano Street when a sign above a whitewashed, garage-like building, crouched back from the pavement behind a parking lot, declaimed: PUCE HARDWARE. Lawnmowers, chained in place, stretched along a fence at the side, and a placard with an arrow exhorted customers not to miss a yard at the back (NOREEN’S GREEN FINGERS) filled with plants in terracotta pots and secured today by a chain-link gate.


Skip asked Pavel if he had worked there long. He said he had been there since he left the high.


Marlo perked up. ‘Where’s the high?’


He jerked a thumb. ‘Bit of a way from yous.’


They passed down a street of houses, white limestone bungalows with galvanised-iron roofs of red, green or blue. Each house had a concrete driveway and a carport or garage; few front yards had fences, and lawns ran to the kerb.


Skip said to Pavel, ‘You must know our aunt and uncle well.’


Pavel said he supposed so. Skip feared to ask the inevitable next question: what are they like? She had been barely more than a baby when Auntie Noreen last visited Adelaide, but Marlo remembered their aunt as a big booming woman in a paisley frock who had given them gifts they didn’t want and argued bitterly with Karen Jane. ‘Me own sister! I’m ashamed of you,’ she had finally sobbed, before leaving, vowing never to return. What Karen Jane had to say about Noreen didn’t bode well.


Guilt rose in Skip again. She hated herself.


Pavel turned off the neat street and followed several shabbier roads. Tarmacadam gave way to dirt, and trees overhung the road. They passed a paddock with a pony in it, a half-built house, and vacant lots heaped with bricks, timber, and metal sheeting. The grass was richly green.


On a corner stood a service station, startlingly ruined. Twin Golden Fleece pumps rose like robot sentries before a building that looked as though it had been shaken by an earthquake. A wall had collapsed, the roof had caved in, and weeds now pushed through cracks in the forecourt. Beside the ruin, an abandoned refrigerator, several stoves, and an engine or two, brown and brittle, listed on the edge of a deep depression in the earth of the sort known as a blowhole: blasted out by explosives, it was a place to deposit junk.


‘They call this Puce’s Bend,’ said Pavel. ‘Your uncle started up that servo after the war. Went bust.’


‘We’re a long way out, aren’t we?’ said Marlo.


‘Not that far.’ Just down from the blowhole and on the other side of the road, Pavel drew up beside an unruly hedge. Beyond it was a sprawling single-storey house with high gables, twin triangles of radiating sunburst beams above a veranda propped up by stuccoed pillars.


‘Is there a school bus?’ Marlo asked doubtfully.


‘Next corner.’ Pavel pointed. Opposite an empty paddock, a steep, overgrown verge cushioned the crook of a ninety-degree turn; there was no visible bus stop, no shelter. Beyond the corner could be seen another house, located on higher ground: a flash of white through billows of leaves.


Pavel leaped down to the road, gallantly grabbed all the luggage, and led the girls down a gravelled driveway, indicating with a tilt of his head that they should follow him around the back. The side of the house was blank but for a chimneystack halfway along, tapering like a Saturn V rocket made of bricks, and a single high sash window. Paint, dark green, flaked from the frame; shadows shifted behind the lace curtains. Between the house and a shed at the end of the drive stood a tall wooden fence with a gate in the middle. Pavel drew back a bolt and ushered the girls inside.


At the rear of the house lay a patio cluttered with buckets, rakes, brooms, flowerpots, pine planks and garden furniture, like a distant unruly satellite of Puce Hardware; a wooden extension – an incongruous chalet – stretched from the opposite side of the house. Filling the air was a noxious tang: the damp, earthy sourness of an open sewer.


Skip laughed. Marlo reached for a handkerchief.


The sun was sinking, sending bright arrows flashing down the yard. With the glare in their eyes they had not at first made out the fellow who stood beyond the rotary washing line. Pavel thudded down the luggage and raised a hand; the fellow echoed the gesture. He was thin, dressed in grey overalls, and leaned on the handle of a shovel as they approached. Beside him was a hill of dirt; he stood, like a gravedigger, above a deep pit.


‘New septic. Bloody thing backed up last night,’ he said and wiped his forehead with a leathery hand. ‘Last thing you want to be doing on a Sunday arvo, eh?’


‘Yair.’ Pavel nodded sagely.


Marlo hung back, handkerchief in place. Skip peered into the pit. Five feet down was a wooden platform, squelchy like a rotted floor; several boards, pulled free, exposed a ceramic pipe, scaly, as if crusted with barnacles, in a reeking dark pool. Lengths of pipe and fresh timber lay on the grass above; the fellow’s task, evidently, was to extend the pipe into another pit that would then, with new planks in place, be covered up again.


‘Yous on the mains, ain’t yous?’ the man said to Pavel. ‘Bloody wish we was. Don’t know how many shit pits I’ve dug. Stand where you like in this yard, you’re standing on shit.’ He cackled mirthlessly and prodded Pavel’s chest. ‘Wouldn’t like a go with the shovel? Yair, suppose you better get going. I says to Queen Noreen, Time we got on the mains. Didn’t have mains when I was a girl, she says. Didn’t have the goggle box neither, I says, and that don’t stop you gawping at it all day. Wait till I’m gone, I says. Your old Doug won’t last for ever, not the way you work him.’


Pavel nodded. ‘Yair,’ he said again, then, ‘Yair,’ this time with conviction, and only then did Doug Puce, ponderous as an ocean liner, turn to face the girls.


‘Good trip?’ he asked Marlo, and she nodded behind the handkerchief. ‘Don’t worry, love, this lot’ll soon be fixed. Worse last night when the bloody thing backed up – all through the house you’d have smelled it then!’ He held out a long hand, thought better of it, and wiped it on his overalls.


Uncle Doug was thin in every respect: thin hair, in Brylcreemed grooves, topping a head like an Australian Rules football gone flat; thin face with narrow eyes, nose, lips; neck spindly as the forearms protruding from his rolled-up sleeves. His face and arms were teak brown and his ears stuck out sharply, as if stiffened with wires.


The call rose like a kookaburra’s: ‘Is that me girls?’


A screen door banged, and flitting eagerly over the yard came an enormous woman in a billowing muu-muu patterned in zigzags of bright pink, lime and orange. Her smile buried her eyes in fatty cushions, and blue-dyed hair sprang electrically from her head. The bare arms she held up were swollen as if with dropsy, the hands small as a doll’s at the ends of swaying, puckered swags of flesh. A startled Marlo was enfolded in doughy depths.


‘Mar-leen! How long is it since I seen me little Mar-leen? I swear, you’re pretty as Kazza, back in the day … And Baby Helen!’ Little eyes glinted at Skip. ‘Come on, don’t be shy – a big hug for your Auntie Noreen!’


Skip complied, but quickly squirmed free.


‘Bugger, what yous doing in the yard? Tea’s ready. Pav, love, bring the bags, there’s a good boy.’ Auntie Noreen pirouetted back to the house and beckoned the girls to follow. She appeared not to notice the stench in the yard.


Inside, they passed down a dim passage into the living room: floral carpeting, floral lounge suite, tasselled ornate lampshades, floral curtains tied back with braided cords. Arrayed on a low table was a massive spread. Skip’s eyes brightened at the sight of cream horns, scones with jam and cream, chocolate cake, chocolate éclairs, vanilla slices, and biscuits on dainty plates. Maybe there was something to be said for Auntie Noreen. On the television, a housewife exclaimed over a box of Lemon Fab.


The girls perched on twin armchairs; their aunt assumed her throne in the centre of the sofa. Flanking her were a knitting bag with protruding needles, a Patons pattern book, and a crumpled copy of TV Week. Skip looked around the room as their aunt (‘Let me play mother’) poured the tea. On the mantelpiece was a clock cased in lacquered wood, and several framed photographs. One showed a boy in soldier’s uniform; this, Skip supposed, was Uncle Doug in youth. The ears were unmistakable.


‘I’ll be off then, Mrs P.’ Pavel, in the doorway, looked forlornly at the spread.


‘Right you are, love. Stocktaking up to date? Now make sure you’re at the shop in the morning, all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Old Noreen knows. Never forget, Noreen knows.’


‘I won’t, Mrs P.’ Pavel nodded goodbye to the girls.


‘This is nice, isn’t it?’ The sofa creaked beneath Auntie Noreen as if the frame might snap. ‘How long’s it been since I seen yous kiddies? Make up for it now, won’t we? I says to Kazza when I wrote – and I did, whether the cow wrote back or not – it’s wrong, hiding them kiddies from kith and kin. Well, now she’s got no choice. Aw, this is lovely, this one.’


The last remark referred to the television, where Gordon MacRae, firm-jawed with gleaming dark hair, sang to Doris Day in a rowboat on a lake. For a few bars Auntie Noreen sang along, quite tunefully, then said that in younger years she had fancied she looked a little like Doris. ‘Baby Helen does too, I reckon. Blonde, girl-next-door type. But Marlene’s the beauty.’


‘It’s Marlo,’ Skip said coldly. ‘And I’m Skip.’


‘Marlo? Don’t like that. Marlene, that’s a lovely name, like Marlene Dietrich.’


Mar-leen Deet-rich. Rhymes with bitch.


‘They reckon she’s had so many facelifts she can’t smile. Woman to woman, lovies: never go down that route. Me, I make do with Mother Nature’s gifts. The blokes always reckoned I had a shapely foot,’ Auntie Noreen added – and indeed the foot, in open-toed sandals, that she raised for their inspection was admirable in its contours. If it resembled Karen Jane’s, this was unsurprising; Noreen would have looked a lot like her sister, had her sister been blown up with a bicycle pump to the point just before she was about to burst.


‘Eat up, Marlene. Eat up, Helen,’ she urged. ‘Can’t let it go to waste, can we? There’s many a little blackie in Biafra would be glad of an Arnott’s Custard Cream.’


Marlo applied jam to a scone with scholarly deliberation; shyly, then with increasing boldness, Skip moved in on the spread. She would have to be quick; their aunt, on her own, did enough to eat vicariously for the children of Biafra. Reaching across the tea table, plucking here a cream horn, there a vanilla slice, levering up a generous wedge of chocolate cake, Noreen Puce moved dexterously for a woman so huge. How high she heaped her plate! When there was no room for more, she sipped from her teacup, crooking a little finger, and took up her cake fork with a ladylike air.


‘So you work at the shop too, Aunt?’ Marlo asked.


Their hostess seemed affronted at the idea, but explained, not impatiently, ‘I’m more in what you’d call a supervisory capacity, love. The day-to-day stuff, Dougie looks after that, but of course I has to keep an eye on him. I says to him, Don’t think you can pull any fast ones on old Noreen. I says, Your old man may have started that shop, but who did he leave it to? Old Noreen! Who kept that shop going through the war years when you was lazing round in Bongo-Bongo Land, eating mangoes? Old Noreen! Who’s understood its history? Old Noreen! Who’s cherished its legacy? Old Noreen! Stupid bugger, starting a servo in the back of beyond. Independence, he says! Be his own man! Old Noreen knew which side our bread was buttered. Established 1922: W. H. Puce (that’s Dougie’s dad, Willard Hartley Puce), for all your hardware needs.’


Proudly, Old Noreen lifted her jowls, like a toad bobbing its head above the surface of a pond. ‘He was a visionary, Willard Hartley Puce. Before Willard Hartley Puce, where would you go in Crater Lakes for your hammer and nails, your fire tongs, your showerhead, your drill bit, your hardwood skirting board? One miserable general store, that’s where, with everything higgledy-piggledy like a mad woman’s undies: bolts of dirty fabric, sacks of chickenfeed, jars of pickled monkeys’ balls, old copies of The Bulletin and nothing you wanted ever in stock! Blokes laughed at Willard Hartley Puce. Said he was a dreamer. How could a one-horse town like Crater Lakes support a hardware emporium good as any on Collins Street, Melbourne? Pall Mall, London? Chomps-a-bloody-Lee-saze? But Willard Hartley Puce didn’t just see Crater Lakes as it was. He saw what it would become.’


Tears filled Auntie Noreen’s eyes. Skip and Marlo struggled not to laugh, but their aunt was oblivious, assuaging her passion in fervent application to her plate. The finesse with which she wielded her fork was extraordinary; so too was the hummingbird speed with which each mouthful vanished.


She was refilling her plate when she admonished Skip, ‘Eat up now, Helen love – try some of the cake.’


‘I’m Skip.’ There was an edge in Skip’s voice.


‘Skip! No sort of name for a girl.’


‘It’s my sort of name.’ Skip recalled bright afternoons on Caper’s boat, with Glenelg Beach far off, sunlight flashing on the water like scattered coins, fish thudding to the sloshing deck, and Caper, wanting her to see the latest, calling her in his Yank voice, ‘Skipper … Skip!’ That had been his name for her, and she had loved him for it; he had given her a captain’s cap and let her reel in lines. She gave him orders. ‘Make these lubbers walk the plank!’ she cried, jabbing a finger at seasick Marlo, at blissful stoned Karen Jane, and Caper saluted: ‘Aye, aye, Skip.’


In the road, a large vehicle heaved to a halt. Through the scrim, Skip saw to her alarm a chassis with ridged silver lines below a sea-blue stripe. Painted above the stripe was a leaping greyhound.


Auntie Noreen was saying, ‘I’m sure yous girls are going to love it here. Fresh country air, that’s what yous need.’ She inhaled theatrically, her ample chest swelling; Skip, who was breathing shallowly due to the occasional waft from the shit pit, studied her in wonder. ‘Look at yous,’ their aunt went on cheerily. ‘One of you’s pale as a ghost and the other a little starved sparrow …’ She arched towards the window. ‘Eh, what’s that bastard doing poking round here again?’


The screen door banged. There was a commotion in the hall, masculine laughter and the tramp of heavy boots. ‘Good to see you, mate!’ and ‘Yair, couple of cold ones’ were two of the phrases the girls heard before Auntie Noreen rolled back her head and cawed, ‘Bugger, there goes me shit pit!’


A grey shaggy head appeared around the door.


‘You, you old bludger!’ Auntie Noreen cried. ‘Didn’t I tell you never to darken me doors again?’


The joke was met with a flash of yellow dentures and a wink for Marlo. ‘See yous settling in all right, love. Said yous would, eh?’ The grin alighted on Auntie Noreen, whose mountainous body wobbled with pleasure. ‘Saw that one casting spells on young Pav back at me coach stop, I did. He’ll be looking forward to seeing her in the shop tomorrow.’ He addressed Marlo again. ‘Be gentle with him, love. He’s a country boy, not used to your big-city ways!’


Guffawing, Sandy Campbell vanished towards the kitchen. ‘Dougie, you bastard,’ he yelled, ‘where’s me beer?’


‘He’s a friend of yours – the coach driver?’ Skip said to her aunt.


‘Friend! Me old cobber Raelene, God rest her soul, was married to that bugger twenty-odd years. Things she told me, you wouldn’t believe! Stops out all hours, rolls home drunk, slaps her round the chops, then expects her to take it up the …’ But Auntie Noreen realised, perhaps, that she had gone too far. ‘Oh, it’s dreadful, the things we women endure! He’s a charmer, but any girlie who trusts him has only herself to blame. Don’t think he hasn’t come sniffing round me in his time,’ she added, with an air of horror. ‘I’m a married woman, I tells him. Dougie’s your best mate. You reckon that one cares?’


There was nothing to be said to this, though Marlo, in a perfect world, might have quoted The Female Eunuch. From the kitchen came bellowings (Sandy Campbell’s), murmurs (Doug’s), clatterings, clumpings, and the clink-clink of bottles. Auntie Noreen, drawing up her huge round-shouldered form a little, smiled as if captured by a pleasant memory.


‘Aunt, what did he mean about tomorrow?’ Marlo ventured. ‘The shop – why should I be in the shop?’


But Auntie Noreen had applied herself to the tea table again, hovering between the remaining cream horn and the remaining vanilla slice in an agony that was no agony at all, since, with the swiftness of a buzzard alighting on a carcass, she transferred both to her plate. For so prodigal a mouth, Auntie Noreen’s was surprisingly small, a puckering purplish circle that sooner or later made most people think of an anal sphincter. ‘Thought I’d put you in the spare room, Marlene,’ the sphincter was saying. ‘You’re oldest, after all. Helen can go in the sleepout at the back.’


‘We’ve always had the same room.’ Skip thought sadly of the old house in Glenelg and their room above the garage. Caper’s flat, too small for them all, was far away down concrete steps and along a weedy path. She and Marlo had lived in a world of their own, one she never wanted to leave. On the walls Marlo hung foxed engravings, found in a junk shop on Jetty Road, of famous women writers: Jane Austen, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot. Skip loved lying in bed at night with Marlo close by. Beside the garage, a Norfolk pine creaked in the wind; from further off came the gentle hiss and splash of the sea.


‘Your sister needs her privacy,’ Auntie Noreen was saying. ‘She’s growing up. I’ll bet she thinks about nothing but boys and make-up, eh, Helen? I suppose she’s got crushes on all the hit-parade stars. Does she drive you mad, mooning over them all day? Who’s her favourite – Johnny Farnham?’


‘We hate Johnny Farnham,’ Skip snapped.


‘Don’t reckon your sister does,’ leered Auntie Noreen, and took an oozing bite of cream horn. ‘Yairs, I know yous girls are going to love it here,’ she carried on. ‘After all, it’s your home now.’


‘Only for a few weeks,’ said Skip.


‘Weeks? I shouldn’t think so. I admit it’s a stretch for me, taking on yous girls. Not as young as I used to be. And it’s not as if I don’t have enough to worry about with me poor boy away, doing his bit for Queen and Country.’ Auntie Noreen gazed fondly at the mantelpiece, from where the young soldier stared back at her with a dutiful air.


‘Your son?’ said Skip. ‘You’ve a son?’


‘What, your mother never even told you that? That’s your cousin Barry – Barry Puce!’


‘He’s in Vietnam?’ said Marlo.


‘Aren’t you angry they sent him away?’ Skip asked.


‘Why should I be angry?’


‘They sent him to die in an unjust war.’


Auntie Noreen blinked at her niece. Colour rose in her bloated face. ‘Now listen here, missy, I’m not having commie talk in my house. My Dougie did his bit in the last show – five years slogging through the jungle, gooks to the right of him, gooks to the left – and now it’s Baz’s turn. Make a man of him, it will.’


Warningly, Marlo placed a hand on Skip’s arm, but Skip could not restrain herself. ‘If he were a man, he’d refuse to fight. He’d resist imperialist aggression. The Vietnamese are entitled to self-determination. They’re fighting for their freedom.’ She knew all the phrases: hadn’t she heard them enough from Caper, from Karen Jane? She’d heard them from Marlo too, and was disappointed that her sister sat there shaking her head as if to say: Stop.


Auntie Noreen’s toad-neck swelled. ‘Vietnamese? Why the Yanks don’t just drop a big one on all those slitty-eyed Wongs and be done with it, I don’t know. I see one young lady’s got a lot to learn,’ she said, revealing the inner steel with which she ran a hardware emporium comparable to any in Collins Street, Pall Mall or the Chomps-a-bloody-Lee-saze. ‘If there’s one thing makes me blood run cold, it’s to hear a kiddie parroting propaganda.’


Skip’s face burned; she might have replied, but her sister’s grip remained tight and she sank back into her chair.


Auntie Noreen polished off the last vanilla slice, dusted her little hands together, and levered herself to her feet. Her severity was gone at once. ‘Yous girls have had a long day. I reckon it’s time I showed yous your rooms. Dinner in an hour.’ She added, with a laugh, ‘If I can shift that bugger Campbell from me kitchen.’


‘School day tomorrow, isn’t it?’ said Marlo.


‘That’s right, love.’ Auntie Noreen draped an arm around Skip. ‘This one can get the school bus. Get to know the other kiddies, eh? Your sister can ride with Doug.’


‘I’ll take the bus too,’ said Marlo.


‘Eh?’ said Auntie Noreen. ‘Nah, can’t do that.’


‘But why should Uncle Doug take only me to school?’


‘School! Love, didn’t they tell you? I know these social workers are slack, but I reckoned they’d have told you. Did you think I could have two useless girls on me hands? Said I’d take yous on one condition, didn’t I? Helen goes to the high – has to, she’s a kiddie. But the big one? She’s past leaving age, and we need a new girl in the office at Puce Hardware.’ The little mouth twisted into a smile. ‘Marlene, you’ll be marvellous.’


‘You can’t mean this.’ Gasping, Marlo blundered from the room. A voice – Sandy Campbell’s? – cackled as she ran past, and then from deeper in the house a door slammed, loud enough to shake plaster from the walls.


Wide-eyed, Skip stared at Auntie Noreen, who smiled calmly back as if unaware that she was destroying Marlo’s whole future.




 


Chapter Two


‘Cattus cattus?’


Skip’s voice was low. Carefully she made her way across the floor. The room was dark, but in the light from the passage she saw that Marlo still lay, fully clothed, on the bed. The leather-look suitcase, the shopping basket, and Olly Olivetti in his zippered case hunkered undisturbed beside the musty wardrobe.


Twice before Skip had scudded this way: once at Auntie Noreen’s insistence, when dinner was on the table; and once in defiance of her aunt, who said that if Miss High-and-Mighty (just like her mother!) wanted to be silly, she could stew in her own juices. Both times Marlo had stared at the ceiling and demanded to be left alone. Now Skip had been told to go to bed, but she couldn’t, not like this.


In the kitchen, the grown-ups still sat at the table. Sandy Campbell’s voice boomed, anecdote after anecdote, joke after joke, punctuated by Auntie Noreen’s delighted cackles.


‘Dinner was nice,’ Skip tried. ‘Apple pie and ice cream for dessert.’


‘I suppose Auntie Noreen ate mine.’ Marlo drew herself up. She wrapped her arms around her knees and turned towards her sister. In the slant of light her face gleamed blankly, bright against the dark-papered wall. Her eyes were clear: she hadn’t been crying. No, Skip thought proudly, Marlo wouldn’t cry.


‘She can’t mean it, can she? You’ve got to go to school.’


‘She means it. Damn this place!’


‘Good old Marlo! This is more like it.’ Excitedly Skip paced the floor, remembering plans and schemes they used to make, long ago, as they lay in bed in their room above the garage. ‘They can’t keep us prisoners, can they? We’ll escape. We’ll run away.’


‘How? We’ve no money.’


‘Hitch. Ride in trucks, up front with the driver. I’ll play the mouth organ. I’ll tie up my hair in a dirty red bandanna. Oh, Marlo, it’ll be the adventure of a lifetime. We’ll end up in Sydney – Kings Cross.’


Caper had told them about Kings Cross, where he lived when he first arrived in Sydney, a drifter up to no good. Skip imagined a shabby flat on the top floor of a white, peeling house, high above the harbour. This would be their castle and Marlo would be its queen, with Skip the loyal page boy. From a balcony frosted with iron lace they would gaze down, dazzled, at deep blue waters, while the chug of boats, the honk, the knock, the slosh, the jingle of chains from the tethering docks made merry music. In the evenings they would dine in dark, smoky cafés, hidden in basements or down snaking alleys, where poets with beards and berets argued at surrounding tables, fights broke out over the favours of waitresses, and girls who looked like Joan Baez strummed guitars and sang. Skip, who had never been to Sydney, could see it so clearly. Striding back and forth, gesturing vigorously, she did her best to convey all this to Marlo. She didn’t succeed.


‘You’re twelve. I’m sixteen. The police would be on our trail in days.’


‘We’d wear disguises. Glasses. False beards.’


‘And money? What would we live on?’


‘Your stories, Marlo. You’re going to be a writer.’ Reverently, Skip picked up Olly Olivetti, peeled back the zippered case, jammed the typewriter into her sister’s lap, and propelled her hands to the keys. ‘You’re already a writer.’


‘Silly stories! I ripped them all up.’


‘Not “Moon Escape”? Not “The Slaughterhouse Murders”? That’s the greatest story ever.’


‘It’s kids’ stuff. I wrote it when I was your age.’


‘You’d never destroy them. You couldn’t.’ Skip dived for her sister’s luggage. Wrenching the suitcase across the floor, she tugged at the straps that stopped it flying open.


Marlo leaped towards her. ‘Go away!’


They struggled for the suitcase and Marlo grabbed it. Skip kept up her pleading. ‘You’re frightened. Don’t be. We could run off tonight. You and me and Olly Olivetti, on our way round the world.’


‘You’re a child. You don’t understand.’


‘What’s to understand?’


‘I don’t want to hitch to Sydney. Or write silly stories. I want to go to school.’


‘What would Germaine do?’ This, Skip knew, was a desperate ploy, but she had to try it. ‘That’s the key, isn’t it? In any situation, ask yourself: What would Germaine do?’


‘How do you think Germaine got where she is? She passed exams. She went to university. Keep dreaming if you want to – keep dreaming until you end up thirty-three years old, living in a squalid little flat with a layabout criminal boyfriend and a couple of bastards you can’t afford.’


‘How can you talk about Karen Jane like that?’


‘She dreamed all her life, and that’s what dreams got her.’


‘And you’ve stopped dreaming, and what have you got? Puce Hardware at nine in the morning.’ As soon as she’d said them, Skip wished she could call back the words.


‘Don’t preach to me,’ Marlo said in a pained voice. ‘You made our mother go mad.’ Gently but decisively, she hustled Skip to the door.


Skip slid to her knees in the passage as the door slammed behind her. Her breath came in gasps. Yes, she had made their mother go mad. Karen Jane was in the funny farm because Helen ‘Skip’ Wells was a stupid girl. From the kitchen still came the bellowing, the laughter. She leaned against Marlo’s door. There was no lock: if she tried, she could burst in again. But she held back. So much had happened: too much. And some things, Skip was beginning to see, could never be undone. She tapped faintly on the door and whispered, ‘Marlo? I’m sorry.’ There was nothing else to say.


Only silence came from behind the door.


How late was it now?


Skip squatted on the decking outside the sleepout, staring into the dark yard. The night was cold and she shivered. She didn’t like the sleepout and didn’t want to sleep. The room was Barry Puce’s, a damp creosote-smelling timber rectangle, like a Swedish sauna gone cold. Tacked to the walls were posters of Paul Newman and Jackie Stewart; there was a shelf of sporting trophies, and hanging from the ceiling was an Airfix F-111. She thought of Barry assembling the model, fingers sticky, breathing in the heady acrid tang of glue. The room would always be his. Half the wardrobe and half the chest of drawers still held his clothes: white shirts; Fair Isle pullovers; denim jeans, and trousers made of corduroy, khaki, linen; singlets; Y-fronts; argyle socks. The thought of sleeping in his bed frightened Skip. She pictured Barry returning at any moment.


Over a wicker chair beside the bed, Auntie Noreen had laid out Skip’s uniform for the morning: brown beret with badge, brown blouse, brown tie, brown V-necked jumper, brown skirt, long brown socks. Skip had immediately associated the uniform with the still-uncovered shit pit. The smell hovered over the garden like fog.


If she were a character in a book, thought Skip, the present chapter might be titled ‘In a Brown Study’. Chapters in books were often called that, almost as often as they were called ‘Food for Thought’. What a brown study was, she wasn’t sure; Sherlock Holmes had a study in scarlet, but a brown one sounded nowhere near as good. It sounded damp. It sounded sad. She was sick of feeling sad. She knew, or half knew, that her dreams of running away were only that, dreams – but how real they seemed! Always the pattern was the same: the leap of possibility, like sunlight through clouds; then disappointment as the vision faded. If only Marlo could have believed too! Tonight they could have made plans that would make tomorrow all right, even if Skip still caught the school bus, and Marlo headed off to Puce Hardware.


The yard stretched perhaps a hundred feet behind the house. The shit pit, surrounded by its clutter of planks and tools, lay at a diagonal to Skip’s left; to her right, shadowy in darkness, stood the shed. At the yard’s end the ground sloped upwards; the fence, behind fruit trees, looked alarmingly high, but wasn’t high enough to block out the lights from the house around the corner: three yellow-gold oblongs turned on their sides, agleam against the dark walls and rendered fuzzy by the leaves. The weather had turned with the fall of evening. The trees creaked in the wind.


Skip thought about Karen Jane. Had they put her in a padded cell? Did they really do that? Maybe Skip didn’t have to blame herself. Karen Jane had been locked away before. She spoke about it casually (‘When I was in the funny farm …’), as if there were kudos in her madness, evidence of sensitivity and talent. If only she had never met Caper. That, too, was Skip’s fault.


One Sunday on Glenelg Beach, some years earlier, Karen Jane had lolled in sunglasses, smoking, smearing herself with Coppertone, leafing idly through Go-Set. Bored, Skip wandered the beach in her bathers (‘Only paddling, mind,’ said Karen Jane); Marlo, whose scholarship exam drew near, had insisted on staying home, for all that her mother called her a bore, a prude, and a pain in the arse. Sometimes Skip wished she could call her mother hateful things: fat, old, ugly. But Karen Jane was beautiful: slender but curvy, skin smooth as honey, hair a curtain-like blonde cascade, like Mary’s from Peter, Paul and Mary.


The sky was unclouded, one of those Australian skies that arc over the earth like a vast inverted porcelain bowl with perfectly even pale blue glaze. Skip stared at the horizon. How fascinating it was, that distant line where blue met blue! Reason told her the line wasn’t real, that no seam joined sea and sky, but she could never quite believe it.


Skip plucked off her bikini top (stupid thing) and stepped into the tide. The beach behind her faded: that baby squealing, that transistor radio, that couple arguing, all receded. Wet sand pressed between her toes and foam curled, not quite coldly, around her ankles. Shallows lapped her calves, then she waded thigh-deep; a wave swept in, making her stagger back, aware of the heft behind its seeming gentleness. Flinging herself into the oncoming water, cleaving it with steely arms, she thought she would see the horizon fixed firmly, growing ever nearer; instead there were only green ramparts, silver spray, and blurry droplets glinting in her eyes.


Soon she was tired, desperately tired. She turned, treading water. Shimmery hills rose and fell. The beach was far off, a storybook tableau: long bright sands, jetty, hot-dog stand, stick figures in colourful costumes. Waves lapped in all directions; now there were no more glimpses of the beach between the shifting hills, and she was no longer sure which way was back and which out to sea. She waved a hand. Could anybody see her? She imagined herself imprisoned within castle walls, a circle impregnable as if it were made of stone.


Time distends strangely when you are about to die. Hours passed in her watery prison; each dip beneath the surface was an eternity, and she felt herself plunging down, down. When she bobbed up again she saw herself, as if from far above, tiny against the swell and lost for ever; then all at once she was scooped up into an embrace. Wildly she resisted, as if this new presence had come to drag her under, but she was too weak to hold out for long, and gave in to the strong chest and confident, sleek arms.


Feeling hot sand beneath her back, she opened her eyes. A shadow passed over her and a face came into focus: a man’s, deeply tanned, with a droopy black moustache. She turned her head and saw people all around, jabbering in excited voices. ‘Push down on his chest!’ said one. ‘Give him mouth to mouth!’ said another.


Skip sat up indignantly, coughing, as Karen Jane descended upon them, Mary-hair flying. ‘Helen, you stupid girl,’ she said in a choking voice, while murmurs broke out among the onlookers.


‘Say, he’s a girl!’ said the man with the moustache. His accent was strange: American, no mistaking it. Karen Jane had crushed Skip to her with all a mother’s ardour; now, seeing the stranger, she let her daughter slump back and, with a delighted smile, turned her attention to the girl’s saviour.


The lifeguard’s hippie-length hair, ropy from the sea, flowed from underneath his tight cap. Beneath the droopy moustache stretched a dazzling grin. His arms and torso were well muscled, with thick fur that spread in wide wings across the pectorals before plunging in a tapering line towards a pair of tight red briefs beneath which swelled a prodigious lump.


‘My apartment’s just up from here,’ he said to Karen Jane. (Apartment? Nobody said apartment, not in real life.) ‘I’m done for the day. I guess you folks could use a Coke, huh?’ He held out his hand. ‘Kendall Caper.’


‘You’re a Yank?’ said Karen Jane, and tickled his palm.


Caper lived in a sprawling single-storey mansion, one street back from the beach, which had fallen on hard times and been divided into flats. Lush gardens, a barely held-back jungle, lapped at the wide, listing verandas.


That night, Skip fell asleep on the sofa while Caper played Karen Jane an LP called Surrealistic Pillow. Once Skip stirred to see Karen Jane and Caper propped side by side against the wall like rag dolls. Both had cigarettes in their hands, fat, shaggy roll-ups. There was a funny smell.


‘When the war’s over, I can go home,’ Caper was saying.


‘San Fran?’ said Karen Jane.


After that, she spent many nights away. When some weeks had passed, she drove Skip and Marlo to Caper’s place one sunny afternoon and said, as if it were the most inconsequential of matters, that they were all going to live there now. Caper, in jeans cut off at the knees and nothing else, stood grinning in the doorway as they arrived. In his hand he held a can of Foster’s; he swigged from it lustily before he bestirred himself, mooched forward and kissed Karen Jane long enough for the girls to be embarrassed.


Karen Jane looked eagerly to the future. The present, she told the girls, was a mere prelude to the glories that awaited them when the war ended (it had to end soon) and Caper took them to San Fran.


In Glenelg, Skip spent many an hour on the beach, coming to know it in all its moods: mornings when haze hung white over the sea; nights when kids dug fire pits in the sand and the sky was brilliant with a million stars; afternoons when the moored boats knocked and sloshed and it seemed the water would rise up over the Esplanade and spill in a grey flood down Jetty Road. Good old stinky, fishy Glenelg, with its shrieking gulls and back-to-front name! Marlo, who knew everything, said Glenelg was a palindrome, which Skip, who knew nothing, thought must be a cross between a paradox and an aerodrome.


Adelaide’s last remaining tram service tethered the shabby beachside suburb to the city. On weekday afternoons, Skip could be seen at the stop on Jetty Road, waiting for Marlo to return from another day at Adelaide Ladies’ College. Their course home would be a winding one, peering into shop windows, stopping for a chat at Mr Cominetti’s fish shop, browsing in the public library (for Marlo, the Brontës; for Skip, Biggles) or seeking out Caper on his boat. Skip grew used to Caper: to his shaggy hair and moustache, to his tie-dyed T-shirts, to his broad lopsided grin and the way he tousled her hair. He was amiable, like a friendly dog. Everybody liked Kendall Caper. Karen Jane, after too many men, had come at last into a safe harbour, or so Skip liked to tell herself.
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