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          JANUARY 1ST, 1992

        

      

    

    
      A white Holden police car turns off the main road into one of the leafy streets winding through Brisbane’s inner western suburbs. On either side of wet bitumen, the land rises steeply, presenting large brick houses built into the hillside or timber versions perched on stilts like long-legged water birds. Slumped in the passenger seat, a balding man in his sixties blinks to clear a veil of tiredness before asking for the second time, ‘Number thirty-six, wasn’t it?’

      His driver nods but makes no attempt to speak. She’s twenty-five and alert as the marmalade cat poised to strike a noisy minor sipping raindrops from a footpath hibiscus.

      Turning his head to the right, his gaze alights on black numerals set in a sandstone block. A classy mailbox proclaiming postcode affluence, but not the street side he seeks. He adjusts his position, neck muscles taut, shoulders stiff. ‘Fourth on the left, I reckon.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’ Her pert ponytail swings.

      ‘White house up ahead.’ He suppresses a groan at the sight of steep steps – pine logs restraining square pavers. No handrail. ‘We’re in luck this time. There’s a car on the driveway.’

      Drawing to the kerb, she silences the engine before checking her appearance in the rear-vision mirror. Cap straight, expression suitable, hair tidy. Movement alerts her to the passenger seat, where her about-to-retire partner is struggling to open the door. The expected expletive isn’t forthcoming, so she opens her door and steps onto drenched grass, which squelches beneath her polished black lace-ups. Rain drips from a tall eucalypt, spotting her blue shirt; she inhales humidity as heat from the rising sun draws moisture from the sodden earth. It has been a long and difficult shift, the usual New Year’s Eve problems exacerbated by a severe storm.

      He joins her beside the squat mailbox – Besser blocks painted white with black numerals affixed below the usual cast iron insert. Side by side they climb wide steps to the double front doors, terracotta red to match the roof tiles with half-circle chrome handles. No sign of a bell or door knocker. A tall redhead dressed in sleep-rumpled clothes answers his knock but she bears no resemblance to the photograph discovered in the victim’s wallet. Have they been driving around half the night calling at the wrong house? ‘This is number thirty-six?’

      ‘Yes, yes, it is.’ The woman’s mouth trembles, her voice ebbing as though she’s reluctant to engage in further conversation.

      ‘Mrs Pierce?’ he asks, praying they haven’t walked into a difficult domestic situation.

      A lengthy pause evokes concern, but before he can make further inquiries, she answers in the negative. ‘Mrs Pierce is asleep. I’m Elisabeth Coney.’

      ‘May we come in? We must speak to Mrs Pierce.’

      Elizabeth Coney ushers them into the house, leaves them standing in a sea of mauve carpet as she crosses the room to access a narrow hallway.

      In the middle of what’s called a family room in 1990s jargon, the policeman remains stationary, his eyes fixed on the carpet, wishing he were home in bed. Bad luck drawing this shift, especially on his final week. Most likely an attempt by his superior to make him feel guilty about retiring early when they’re already short-staffed. Glancing at his partner, he notices her hands are clasped behind her back and her lips move slightly as she bites moist mouth-flesh. First time for her, he trusts she can handle the situation, not that you ever get used to it, but you learn to accept it as part of the job, learn to keep your distance emotionally. He touches her elbow. ‘You’ll be right, Jane.’

      She releases her lower lip to give an unconvincing smile.

      Somewhere down the hall, a door opens; he senses familiar phrases rising to the surface, they coat his tongue with a bitter taste. Removing his cap, he holds it in front of his soft stomach with both hands – standard procedure for a call of this nature. The redhead reappears, one thin arm wrapped around an older woman’s shoulders. She leads her friend – or employer, you never know in this neighbourhood – over to a grey sofa where they sit close together, cushions squashed to varying degrees beneath their contrasting backsides.

      ‘Mrs Delia Peirce?’ he begins, focusing on a face still flushed from sleep.

      ‘Yes.’ Her left hand reaches out to grasp the redhead’s slender knee.

      ‘I regret to inform you that your husband, Ronald Pierce, was involved in a road accident just after midnight. He was taken to Royal Brisbane Hospital, but…’

      Liz fails to acknowledge the conclusion of the policeman’s report; she’s conscious only of sudden stiffness followed by ragdoll sagging.

      The young policewoman rushes to the sofa, grabbing Delia’s limp body to prevent a fall. ‘Have you any brandy?’

      Words form in Liz’s head, but she cannot answer, too afraid to release the question hiding behind her teeth.

      The policeman steps forward to assist his partner and together they lay Mrs Pierce against the cushion wedged in a corner. ‘Brandy?’ he repeats.

      Liz hears her own voice as if at a distance, catches the echo of a single word.

      ‘Kay?’ the policewoman queries, puzzled.

      Delia stirs and raises a hand to her forehead. Beside her, Liz tries to concentrate on blue uniforms rather than turn to face her friend, the unanswered question hovering above her head.

      ‘Why don’t you go and make some tea, Constable,’ the sergeant suggests, recognising his partner’s need to escape.

      ‘Of course, sir.’ Backing away from the sofa, she steps towards the adjacent kitchen – gleaming white floor tiles and cupboards, pale grey benchtops.

      Exhausted, the sergeant seeks refuge in a matching armchair placed at rightangles to the sofa. ‘Mrs Pierce, is there someone you would like me to call?’

      ‘My daughters, Carol and Joanna.’ Delia speaks slowly, each word enunciated with care.

      ‘Do they live locally?’

      ‘They’re on holiday up the coast. Staying with friends. I’ve got the number somewhere.’

      Liz jumps to her feet. ‘It’s probably on the notepad next to the phone in your study.’ She scurries away down the hall, the policeman’s ‘Thank you, Ms Coney’ trailing behind her.

      Relieved that the other woman has recovered from her initial shock, the sergeant leans back in the chair. Now she can make herself useful. It’s always helpful if a friend or relative is present to organise matters or at least take some pressure off the newly bereaved. With a bit of luck, they’ll soon be on their way back to the station. Hurry up with the tea, Jane, I’m parched.

      Mrs Peirce interrupts thoughts of tea. ‘Was my husband alone in the car?’ Her voice is low, apprehension evident. Raising herself from the cushion, she grips the edge of the sofa with both hands.

      Here’s trouble, he thinks, recalling the injured man’s anguish as he cradled the woman’s blood-stained head. ‘No, Mrs Peirce, there was a female passenger. A Kay Masters. I’m sorry to report she died instantly.’

      ‘Oh, God, no! I was praying they weren’t together.’ Delia tips forward but manages to prevent a fall.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Pierce, I had no idea you knew Miss Masters.’ He rises with difficulty and moves across the room to offer comfort. ‘We’ve been trying to trace her next of kin. Would you be able to help us?’

      ‘It’s Professor Masters,’ Delia retorts. ‘And we can both help you. Kay is Liz’s partner.’

      ‘I see. They were in business together.’

      ‘No, you don’t see at all!’ She struggles to her feet, stands facing the puzzled policeman, her brown eyes blazing. ‘Liz and Kay lived together; they were lovers.’ Turning on her heel, she rushes from the room.

      Chastised, the sergeant moves into the kitchen to lean heavily against a cupboard. ‘We’ve got double trouble now,’ he reports to his workplace partner.

      ‘I heard. Would you like me to handle this one, sir?’

      ‘Good idea. I’ll take the tea.’ He gestures towards four matching mugs steaming alongside an electric jug.
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        * * *

      

      In the study, the two women cling to one another, hot tears fusing on flushed faces. No words have passed between them, the awful truth apparent from the moment Delia burst into the curtain-dim room where the atmosphere is thick with dust disturbed in a frantic search for numbers scrawled on a notepad.
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      Back home hours later – Delia was desperate for her to stay until the girls arrived – Liz replays the events of the previous day, each vivid segment preceded by a phrase often employed by those struggling to come to terms with the sudden death of a loved one. If only Delia hadn’t nagged Ron all afternoon to deal with her temperamental brakes; if only they’d waited for Ron and Kay to finish fixing the ancient Datsun, a certainty if Delia hadn’t been so determined not to miss out on what she called Gloria’s culinary delights when supper would suffice. Damn Delia and her inability to stick to a diet. What was that limp excuse she made when berated, albeit in a light-hearted manner, for continually thinking about food?

      I can’t help the way I associate words and images. It’s my linguistic training.

      Bullshit, Liz remembers replying, the nearest she ever gets to swearing. Unlike Delia, who despite embellishing speech, seems to think that peppering her sentences with expletives demonstrates her ability to embrace contemporary customs. At least that’s what she once told Liz when raised eyebrows indicated disapproval.

      Ron was no better, Liz reflects, recalling his response to her suggestion that they hurry up, as Delia is about to blow her stack.

      Tell Delia she can get stuffed. She told me to fix her fucking car so I’m fixing it. I’ll go to the fucking party when I’m ready.

      Annoyed by Delia’s constant complaining, Liz had descended the steps to the garage to clarify when Ron and Kay would be ready to leave, found them sitting on the garage floor, their grimy hands clasping brown beer bottles. If only Kay hadn’t suggested Liz and Delia go on ahead, certain she could persuade Ron to postpone further repairs until the morning. The question of transport had been discussed previously – they would take only one car to the party as the police would be hot on New Year’s Eve drink driving – yet Kay overturned the decision in a moment, explaining in her rational manner that Ron’s car could be left overnight outside Gloria and Roger’s house. As the designated driver, Liz readily concurred, yet her subsequent behaviour behind the wheel implied continuing irritation.

      On the short journey to the Martins’ home – double-storey brick, high on a ridge – Liz dismissed her usual caution on approaching amber traffic lights to sweep across the intersection onto Moggill Road. Her self-excuse that Delia’s demeanour showed fury bridled by the taut seatbelt seems ridiculous in the harsh light of day. Did she imagine Delia unbuckling to leap from the car when her demand to stop at the tavern, I’ve left the bloody wine behind was denied?

      A change of subject – whether a mutual friend would be attending the party – failed to lighten the mood, Delia accusing Liz of prudishness when she remarked, I thought Bobbie would have had enough of brief intense affairs by now, after learning of yet another new lover.

      ‘Why would anyone tire of affairs,’ Delia added as they turned into a side street, ‘when they’re so invigorating?’ A series of sensual sighs hung in the air like the tiny raindrop-bombs threatening to explode on the windscreen.

      Liz can never decide whether Delia really indulges in extra-marital affairs or simply enjoys regaling stories of steamy relationships to her monogamous friend. In recent years, Delia has favoured visiting academics. ‘No worries about future repercussions,’ she said in relation to the delicious – her description – Frenchman seconded to the French Department last winter. How Liz cringed when witness to outrageous flirting in the university Staff Club! And she wasn’t the only one embarrassed by Delia’s behaviour, Ron, returning from the bar with drinks for the four of them, almost dropping the tray!

      ‘She’s playing with him,’ Kay said at home that evening when Liz broached the subject of Delia’s infidelity. ‘Stirring the shit, getting Ron uptight. They probably have a flaming row, then spend a passionate hour making up.’

      Maybe it is just a game, Liz thinks, before acknowledging with a start that whatever the extent of Delia’s past betrayals, it doesn’t matter now. A widow can do as she pleases once a reasonable period of mourning has elapsed. She considers her own status, similar yet completely different in the eyes of the public. Despite her loss of a long-term partner, the term ‘widow’ won’t be applied to unmarried Elisabeth Coney, who dared to flout convention by embracing a lesbian lifestyle. Liz recalls that lesbianism has never been unlawful in colonised Australia, although her home state, Queensland, remains socially conservative. Her mournful expression alters slightly as she thinks of the myth surrounding this anomaly, Queen Victoria supposedly stating that it would be impossible for women to engage in such acts. Lack of a penis doesn’t preclude a satisfactory sex life, Your Majesty, Liz muses, prompting a vision of Kay’s magnificent full breasts, soft skin beneath her fingers, nipples responding to her touch.

      Late afternoon sun disappears behind a dark cloud, erasing the light patterns shimmering on polished floorboards, and the shrubs planted to hide an ugly side fence shudder in a sudden breeze, shadowing storm-soiled windows and fly-screens. Since returning home, Liz has retreated to the study located at the rear of the house to avoid social interaction. Neighbours may have heard reports of the accident on television or radio news, but she can’t face well-meant hugs or offers to keep her company until her parents arrive from mid-coast New South Wales. So far, she’s been spared telephone calls, the service still unavailable. Just before the storm struck, she used the Martins’ phone to call home in case Kay had decided not to bother attending the party. When the call went unanswered, Liz assumed Ron had suggested a few more beers to celebrate new year, with Kay snoozing on the spare bed until Liz brought Delia home. A second call to Ron failed to connect, suggesting the storm had disrupted telecommunications.

      ‘Dead phone, dead bodies,’ Liz says aloud, the memory of Delia’s scream thick in her dry throat. As expected, the house was in darkness when they pulled onto the driveway, the garage door closed against the late-night storm. Sodden leaves and small branches littered the lawn and the terraced garden beds either side of unlit steps, making the ascent problematic with an inebriated Delia in tow. Inside, the family room remained as they’d left it, empty glasses on the pine table, a glossy magazine open on the sofa.

      ‘Do you want a coffee or a nightcap?’ Delia asked, heading for the kitchen.

      ‘Neither, thanks, I’m too tired. I assume Kay is fast asleep in your spare room, so I might as well join her. Night.’ After removing her shoes, Liz tip-toed down the hall to the second bedroom. The room was hot and airless as though the louvres hadn’t been opened for days. Kay must have gone to bed during the storm and decided to leave the windows shut. Loath to disturb her, Liz felt along the adjacent wall for the fan switch and turned it on high before peeling off her clothes. As she straightened up, fan blades whirring overhead stirred the flimsy curtains, sending a faint strip of moonlight across the bed. Snapping on the light, Liz stared at the unruffled bedspread and shivered. Don’t be ridiculous, she told herself, Kay would have gone home. She was always complaining that Delia’s spare bed gave her backache. Calmed by logical explanation, Liz skirted the bed to open the window, stood listening to the drip of raindrops from tall trees. A cool breeze dried the beads of perspiration flecking her forehead.

      Woken from deep sleep by a scream that seemed to be coming from the adjoining bedroom, she tensed at the thought of Delia and Ron having yet another of their loud arguments. Sometimes she wondered why they stayed together. Heavy footsteps smothered her thoughts, Delia flinging open the bedroom door to yell, ‘He’s not in bed!’

      ‘Neither is Kay. Perhaps they went to our place on the way to the party and decided to stay put once the storm struck.’

      ‘I’ll phone to check.’ Delia raced from the room into the hall.

      ‘The phone’s out of order,’ Liz called after her. ‘I tried earlier.’
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      Waves run ragged along the shoreline, dragging sand into a heaving indigo ocean. Further along the beach, Pacific gulls cluster near the coal-black rocks that litter the base of a small promontory, their feathers ruffled by blustery wind, red beaks pointing to their preferred environment. This morning, the birds are silent sentinels, reluctant perhaps to waste energy on their usual raucous cawing.

      In similar fashion, the single human present on this wild-weather January day stands staring out to sea, her bare feet planted on moist sand dotted with the flimsy foam left behind by retreating waves. Oblivious to her surroundings, she fails to notice that two bottle-nosed dolphins have rounded the point, their grey fins rising in unison above the swell. Undeterred by weather patterns, the playful animals swim together like best friends sharing summer school holidays.

      Every January since 1981, Liz Coney and Kay Masters have spent two weeks here, staying with Liz’s parents in their modest retirement home located amongst a smattering of similar dwellings lining the streets of the small beachside settlement on the other side of the headland. Beyond the houses, the land slopes down to a strip of beach where a creek enters an estuary protected by tide-sculpted sandbanks, providing a safe place for small children to play in the shallows, or create sandcastles while mothers sit on towels beneath the shade of eucalypts, sipping cold drinks and exchanging news.

      Each morning, Liz and Kay would cross the shallow creek to climb the narrow path that generations of swimmers have pushed through tangled bush to the grass-topped headland, which, on a clear day, offers stunning views of ocean and a wide beach that stretches as far as the eye can see. After a few minutes spent inhaling sea-wind, the pair would descend a sandy track winding down to the beach, where they dumped day-packs on a smooth rock before stripping off their clothes to run into surf, squealing as cold water slapped hot bodies. In noonday heat, they would sit in the shade cast by huge boulders, sharing cold drinks and sandwiches.

      ‘I come alive here,’ Kay always said on the first day of their holiday. ‘It must be the sense of absolute freedom. Throw off your clothes, and problems melt in the hot sun. No clothes, no hang-ups, it’s as simple as that.’

      Liz recalls her initial reluctance to lie naked in sun or shade, despite Kay assuring her that nobody minded on this unofficial nudist beach where the long climb over the headland deterred all but the most determined peeping Toms. Eventually, Liz overcame her prudery, learning to love the feel of sun and sea on her naked body. Occasionally, other couples arrived, nodding hello before strolling along the beach to set up beach umbrellas at a discrete distance.

      Today the beach is deserted, strong winds and grey skies keeping sunworshippers indoors, but Liz had to escape the close atmosphere of her parents’ home, her mother’s cloying compassion. Grief hangs like a black shawl over the small house, preventing summer sun from erasing interior gloom. On slippered feet, her mother glides through rooms making unnecessary adjustments to vases of flowers, dusting ornaments, smoothing cushions. In the living room, television and radio stay silent, the intrusion of music or smiling faces off-limit. Unable to cope, Liz’s father, Bill, retreats daily to the bowls club, returning at dusk to eat the evening meal. Left alone with her mother, Liz has made several attempts to induce normal conversation, but to no avail, responses restricted to monosyllables or a strained smile. Each morning, her mother brings Liz breakfast in bed as though she’s recovering from a long illness.

      This morning, the sight of yet another soft-boiled egg surrounded by toast fingers and a cup of insipid tea incensed, Liz pushing the tray aside to shout, ‘I’ll scream if you give me one more boiled egg! I’m not an invalid, I just need some time to think before I go back home. And it’s not a sin to smile, Mum. Kay’s dead but my life must go on. I’m alive. Do you hear me? I’m alive.’

      ‘That’s the way, darling, let those tears fall. Don’t worry, Mummy will fetch you some toast and marmalade.’

      ‘Mum, you’re not listening. I’m not a ten-year-old who’s lost her best playmate. I’m a thirty-eight-year-old woman trying to come to terms with the death of her lover.’

      Her mother flinched at the word ‘lover,’ picked up the breakfast tray and rushed from the room.

      Exasperated, Liz flung on yesterday’s clothes and stormed out of the house.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Facing the ocean, Liz tries to comprehend her mother’s odd reaction. Why this sudden refusal to accept the truth? From the start she’d known theirs was a lesbian relationship – both Liz and Kay believed in complete honesty. Kay’s death didn’t alter past events, reduce their relationship to mere friendship. ‘Why did you have to die?’ Liz shouts, running into the waves. ‘Why have you left me alone?’ Surf pounds her thin body, foaming around her face as she pushes forward. Knocked off her feet by a huge breaker, she tumbles over and over in swirling white water like clothes in their frontload washing machine. Dumped in the shallows, she winces as coarse sand grazes her thighs. Staggering to her feet, she propels herself away from the angry sea to collapse on soft sand.

      ‘It’s a bit bloody rough for swimming,’ a man’s voice calls from somewhere nearby. ‘Get yourself drowned in them rollers.’

      Liz looks up to see an elderly man approaching, fishing rod in one hand, a canvas bag slung over one shoulder.

      He looks down at her dripping shorts and T-shirt. ‘You alright, miss?’

      Liz nods, unwilling to explain herself to a stranger.

      ‘Got a towel?’ he persists.

      Feeling foolish, she shakes her head.

      ‘Borrow mine then, you don’t want to get cold.’ He unclasps his bag and rummages around to extract a thin towel. ‘Here, dry yourself with this.’ He hands over an old, grubby towel, then sits down beside her. A packet of cigarettes emerges from his shorts’ pocket, he sticks one in his mouth, then pulls out a lighter – old-fashioned, the metal tarnished from frequent use. Cupping his free hand around the lighter’s flame, he inhales deeply, followed by a spate of coughing. A plug of thick phlegm slaps the sand.

      Wrapped in his towel, Liz observes a wrinkled face and wisps of white hair protruding from a battered towelling hat. His shorts are stained, his check shirt is riddled with holes. Fishing clothes, she assumes, imagining the look on her mother’s face should her father dress this way. Thank goodness Dad prefers bowls; Mum likes to see him decked out in his whites.

      ‘You weren’t trying to do nothing stupid, I hope,’ the old man asks when coughing subsides.

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘Terrible way to die,’ he declares, staring at breaking waves.

      ‘Death is always terrible. At least for those left behind.’

      ‘Too right. I thought I’d go first. Doc said I only had a couple of years. Bloody smokes are killing me. Not much point in giving ‘em up now my Katy’s gone.’

      Liz hesitates, uncertain whether to continue this line of conversation.

      ‘One year ago, heart attack. Right as rain one day, dead the next.’ He grinds the cigarette butt into the sand.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, sensing the inadequacy of her words.

      ‘First few months are the worst. You feel numb, sorta frozen.’ He turns to look into her eyes. ‘You’ll get over it, mark my words. It won’t be easy but someday you’ll feel like smiling again.’

      ‘How did you know about Kay?’

      ‘Written in your eyes. Besides, I watched you fling yourself into that surf. Grief or anger, I thought to myself.’

      ‘It was both.’

      ‘Natural enough, we blame ‘em for leaving us alone.’

      ‘It wasn’t just that, it’s my mother’s behaviour. Bad enough her treating me like a sick kid, but now I think she’s trying to pretend Kay and I were friends, not lovers.’

      The fisherman lights another cigarette, draws smoke into his diseased lungs. ‘Parents and kids never understand if you don’t follow standard practice. Take my Dawn, for instance, she won’t forgive me for not marrying her mother. Says she’ll never get over the shock of finding out at forty that she’s illegitimate.’

      ‘I didn’t think anyone bothered about that these days.’

      ‘Oh, they worry, I can tell you, but mainly ‘bout what other people will think. Same as your mother.’

      ‘But we come down here every January. Some of Mum’s friends must have realised we were a couple.’

      ‘Sure, they did, same as me and Katy’s friends knew we weren’t married. It’s the new situation your mother can’t handle. You’ve lost your partner, but you can’t draw a widow’s pension, can you?’

      Liz shook her head.

      ‘So, your mother’s at a loss how to discuss the matter. Probably worried too ‘bout how she’ll deal with any future partners.’

      ‘You’re right. I guess the only way she can deal with the circumstances is to pretend I’m a child. A pre-pubescent innocent, asexual.’

      He takes another drag before saying wistfully, ‘I can’t help thinking of all the trouble sex got me into when I was young. Not even out of me teens and forced down the aisle by an irate father. Six months later a stillborn baby and a wife that hated me. Stuck it out for years ‘cos they said you made your bed you must lie on it. Then I met Katy. Another baby, only this time I wanted to live with her, support our child. No one understood when I walked out of my loveless marriage. Family and friends shunned us, we had to leave town. Best move we ever made; we loved this place.’ A smile flits across his weathered face. ‘Our Dawn loved the beach when she was a kid. Not now though, she’s always on about the dangers of being out in the sun. Says she’ll blame me if she gets skin cancer.’

      Liz has no response to his lengthy monologue; she’s thinking of Kay’s olive skin, her beautiful all-over tan.

      ‘Don’t be too hard on your mum,’ he says, turning to face her. ‘Family’s important, often all you’ve got when you’re old like me. Dawn and me, we have our moments, but I’d rather listen to her raving on than live out my old age alone.’

      Liz leans towards the old man to plant a kiss on his stubbled cheek. ‘Thanks for telling me your story. I hope the fish bite.’

      ‘So do I. Dawn loves a bit of fresh fish for tea. See you again sometime. I come here most days.’

      ‘Maybe next year.’ Liz gets to her feet. ‘I’ve decided to go home tomorrow. I’ve got to face that empty house sometime.’

      The fisherman smiles. ‘You’ll be right.’ He stands and walks slowly towards the ocean, scanning the water for the deep gutter where fish are often plentiful.
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      High above the winding street in her architect-designed home – first prize in the ‘building on a difficult site’ category, 1979 – Delia Pierce spends hours in front of the TV watching previously scorned soaps, alternately laughing and crying over melodramatic scenes. During sleepless nights, she pads around the house, wishing she could turn on the television to watch the old movies often shown at this hour, but reluctant to disturb her daughters. They have yet to come to terms with their father’s death, seventeen-year-old Joanna even offering to defer her nursing course to support her mother through this first year of widowhood. A ridiculous suggestion, Delia thought, and said so in no uncertain terms. The University of Southern Queensland is in Toowoomba, a country town no more than two hours’ drive west of Brisbane, so visiting at weekends won’t be an issue.

      Elder daughter, Carol, about to begin her final year in marine biology at James Cook University in Townsville, has made no such offer, although once or twice she’s mentioned trying to get a job locally instead of pursuing post-graduate studies, as previously discussed with her parents. Another idea Delia dismissed immediately – both she and Ron having doctorates in their respective fields.

      ‘Do come and look at this, Carol,’ Delia calls from the family room. ‘It’s so amusing.’

      ‘In a minute, Mum, I’m loading the dishwasher.’

      ‘You’ve missed it now, darling. Come and sit with me. You’ll love the next programme.’

      In the kitchen, cutlery clatters into place and a metal door slams. ‘Mum, we need to talk,’ Carol shouts over the hum and vibration of economy cycle. She strides into the family room to turn off the TV.

      ‘Hey, I was watching that.’

      ‘We can’t talk properly with that thing on.’ Carol takes the seat opposite her mother. ‘I’m worried about you, Mum. How can I go back to uni with you in this state?’

      ‘I’m coping very well. I’ve done my grieving and now I’m getting on with life just like I did before. As a person, I remain unchanged. I’m still Dr Delia Pierce, university lecturer, wife, mother.’

      ‘That’s the problem, you’re acting as if Dad’s going to walk through the door any moment. You won’t even let me take his clothes to the op shop. Yesterday, you bought his favourite biscuits, and you know Jo and I hate custard creams.’

      ‘They were on special.’

      ‘Face facts, Mum. Dad’s not coming back and that means you’re a widow, not a wife.’

      Delia’s face freezes at this unwelcome change of status.

      ‘And another thing.’ Carol takes a deep breath before continuing in a gentler tone. ‘The message I gave you yesterday. Have you rung the bank manager? He did say the matter was urgent.’

      ‘No, I haven’t. Dad always handled financial matters.’

      ‘But you’re in charge of the money now. In a few weeks, Jo and I are going to uni. We’ll need money for textbooks, fees, accommodation. Don’t you think it would be a good idea to see if there’s a problem? I’ll come with you.’

      Tears trickle down Delia’s pale cheeks and her mouth quivers. ‘I can’t face the future without him. Most nights I can’t sleep, and if I do snatch a couple of hours, my dreams are filled with tangled wreckage and blood-soaked bodies. Waking up’s another nightmare. I reach out to hold him and there’s no one beside me. I’m so tired, so tired I can’t think.’

      ‘You need professional help, Mum,’ Carol says, moving to the sofa, where she lifts her mother’s drooping head to kiss moist cheeks. ‘Jo and I hoped we could supply the emotional support you need, but I guess we’ve been too preoccupied with our own grief. You ring the doctor, then I’ll call the bank manager and try to stall him a bit.’

      Delia sniffs. ‘You’re right, darling, I do need some help. How foolish to believe I could manage on my own.’

      ‘No man is an island.’

      ‘Person,’ Delia corrects automatically.

      ‘That isn’t what Donne wrote.’

      Delia’s face relaxes a little, a slight smile lifting the corners of her mouth. ‘I can’t help the way I think,’ she counters. ‘Now be a dear and make me a cup of tea.’
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        * * *

      

      Doctor Barclay prescribes Valium and sleeping tablets, stressing that Delia should take the latter medication only for a limited period. If the chronic insomnia continues for more than a few weeks, he advises her to visit the surgery again, so he can refer her to a psychiatrist.

      Relieved to have found a medical solution, Delia hurries across the shopping centre carpark to the pharmacy.

      ‘Next stop, the bank,’ she mutters, zipping up her handbag to conceal tell-tale pharmaceuticals. She has dressed for the interview – light grey summer-weight culottes teamed with a pale pink blouse and black low-heeled sandals. The insipid blouse accentuates her pallid complexion, the result of weeks spent watching television with the family room curtains closed to keep out heat and light. Despite an initial refusal to acknowledge her new status, this afternoon, Delia wishes to present as washed-out widow at her meeting with the florid-faced bank manager, who a decade earlier refused them a second mortgage on the grounds that the second Dr Pierce – her doctorate newly-conferred – had yet to gain tenure at the university. Whatever the problem with Pierce family finances, her demeanour must engender compassion, her state of mind is too brittle to deal with a staunch chauvinist.

      Outside the bank, she pauses to catch her breath, a sprint to the other end of the shopping centre having confirmed her lack of fitness. She must join the university gym, or at the very least walk sometimes instead of always taking the car. A brisk walk before breakfast should be possible once the girls have departed, her suburb’s hilly terrain certain to strengthen long-neglected muscles. Her goal could be climbing the steep street around the corner that leads to the nearest bus stop. The bus to the university takes that route, she’s often seen students disembarking when forced to wait behind the bus on her drive back from the shops, the road too narrow for overtaking. Once a week to start with – there’s no point in over-exerting herself – increasing to twice or three times as fitness improves. Satisfied with her plan, Delia steps towards tinted glass doors that open into a dim space, where bank tellers stand guard behind a highly polished timber counter.
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        * * *

      

      Unable to face the open bonnet of her disabled Datsun, Delia parks the red Mazda on the sloping driveway instead of securing it in the two-car garage, where Carol left it the previous day. Following Kay’s funeral, Liz travelled south with her parents – you’re not in a fit state to drive, her mother said – prompting Liz to insist Delia borrow her car. Lack of transport will be a problem when Liz returns home, the insurance claim for Ron’s written-off Holden station wagon is still in progress.

      Moisture lingers in the cracks between pavers, but Delia is too intent on reaching the front door to notice such trifles, her sandals slapping each step as though she has already started her new exercise regime. ‘I’m home, girls,’ she calls on entering the house, redundant advice given Carol is sitting in the family room no more than a metre from the small entry space.

      ‘Hi, Mum, how did it go?’

      ‘Bloody awful! Get me a stiff drink.’ Delia kicks off her sandals and crosses the room to the sofa, where she collapses against soft cushions.

      Carol complies at once, hurrying into the adjoining lounge/dining room to fetch whiskey from the sideboard.

      Down the hall, a door opens, and Joanna pokes her head out. ‘Mum?’

      ‘Why are hiding in your bedroom?’

      ‘I’m not hiding.’ The door closes behind her.

      ‘Scotch on the rocks,’ Carol announces, returning from the kitchen to hand her mother a tumbler.

      ‘Thanks, darling.’ Delia takes a swig, then thumps her tumbler down on the pine coffee table. ‘Something very strange is going on, girls. There’s hardly any money in the cheque account, only a couple of thousand in the savings account, and the mortgage is two months in arrears!’

      Joanna slides into the chair opposite her sister. ‘I thought you said the other day that mortgage payments were deducted automatically?’

      Delia sighs. ‘They are but there must be sufficient funds in the account. Mr bloody po-faced Gordon said non-payment in December had been overlooked over the Christmas New Year period, and given the circumstances, he hadn’t wanted to disturb me when the next payment was due. Hence the command to visit the bank.’

      ‘So, what happens now?’ Carol asks.

      ‘I told him to take the mortgage payments from the savings account. That leaves us with nine hundred dollars plus a bit in the cheque account to last until I return to work in February.’

      Carol struggles to contain her anger. ‘Where’s it all gone?’

      ‘That’s what I’d like to know.’ Delia takes another swig of whiskey. ‘I rather overspent before Christmas but that doesn’t explain all of it. Bank records show a dozen cheques for five hundred dollars each drawn between the end of August and Christmas. Fortunately, I took the chequebook with me, so I was able to check the butts, not that I found what your father had written enlightening. Just the date and the initials SZ. Any idea who or what SZ is?’

      Joanna leaned forward. ‘You don’t think Dad had a girlfriend?’

      ‘How could you say such a thing, Jo? Apologise to Mum at once!’

      But Delia ignores her younger daughter’s hasty apology; she’s remembering her all too obvious attraction for Pierre Lavigne. Maybe Ron felt neglected, so he sought comfort in another’s arms? Now she would never know. ‘What does it matter, girls,’ she says quietly. ‘The fact is we’re broke and you two need books and accommodation in a few weeks. Any suggestions?’

      Carol slaps the arm of her chair. ‘The insurance money for the Holden should come through soon.’

      ‘I only sent it in last week, I’m afraid. Perhaps they could speed things up if I phone to explain the situation.’ She glances at her watch. ‘It’s a bit late now. Never mind, I’ll try tomorrow. Come on, let’s forget about money and organise some tea.’

      At the dinner table, Delia mulls over their financial difficulties, conscious that the insurance payout won’t entirely resolve the matter. She had intended using the money to purchase a decent car, not pay for the girls’ uni expenses, the Datsun’s innards still littering the workbench at the rear of the garage. Sharing a crowded bus with university students five days a week seems inevitable. She looks across at Jo, toying with her food, green beans pushed into a neat pile at one side of her plate. ‘I thought you liked beans, Jo?’

      ‘Not hungry. I can’t stop thinking about our money worries.’

      ‘I’ll soon have them sorted out. Eat up.’

      Joanna prods a bean with her fork. ‘What about a car, Mum? Liz will be back in a couple of days.’

      ‘Shit, I’d forgotten she’s coming home early. I’ll have to get Daisy fixed after all. I’ll ring Roger this evening to see if he can recommend a good mechanic.’
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        * * *

      

      When Delia phones, Roger insists on finishing the brake repairs himself, saying it’s the least he can do under the circumstances.

      ‘Why don’t you speak plainly?’ she almost retorts, sick of the way all and sundry refuse to utter any vocabulary associated with death. Are they afraid the truth will summon the Grim Reaper, star of the 1987 commercial aimed to increase the Australian public’s awareness of the AIDS epidemic and send him scurrying in their direction? Instead, she thanks Roger profusely.

      Early the following evening, Roger arrives, attired in an odd selection of clothes – an old business shirt, faded boardshorts and highly polished hiking boots. After refusing the offer of a cold drink, he descends to the garage to begin work on the old Datsun affectionately known as Daisy. Delia leaves him alone – she doesn’t know one end of a screwdriver from the other – plus she needs to study the pile of bank statements discovered in the bottom drawer of Ron’s desk. When Carol left home to attend university in Townsville, Ron had decamped from the study he shared with Delia to the small space adjoining Carol’s bedroom, which featured a built-in desk with cupboards either side. The long narrow room utilising the upper half of the sloping garage roof was labelled ‘storage area’ on the architect’s drawings, but Carol claimed it once she entered her teens, persuading her father it was a suitable space for sleep and study. Armed with paint, brushes and a roller, father and daughter had redecorated the walls, then laid carpet and hung gingham curtains at the single window. Later, Delia suspected Carol had an ulterior motive – an exterior entrance door enabled access late at night without disturbing the rest of the household. As expected, Ron disagreed, maintaining his favourite daughter was an open book incapable of keeping secrets. ‘It’s Jo you should be worrying about,’ he said when Joanna turned fifteen. ‘The quiet ones have hidden depths.’

      Surrounded by a sea of bank statements, Delia grimaces at the memory of numerous disagreements over raising teenage daughters. So far, timorous Joanna hasn’t given them any cause for concern; no interest in smoking, alcohol or obsessing over her appearance, and although not as smart as her sister, she’s a diligent student. As for dating boys, or girls for that matter, Jo shies away from social events that might lead to anything more than brief conversation. Delia trusts her younger daughter will find her feet once away from home at university.

      Prior to leaving home, extrovert Carol might have indulged in the occasional drunken night out, but she believed taking drugs was for idiots and wouldn’t entertain smoking cigarettes. Scuba divers keep their lungs pristine, Mum. As for sexual relationships, Carol assured her mother she would never risk pregnancy. Delia made certain her girls were well-informed about contraception, so assumed Carol was on the Pill.

      Delia glances at her watch; it’s nearly eleven and Roger’s still working. Rising slowly, she stretches before opening the small door set into the opposite wall to descend a steep flight of steps into the garage. ‘Time you called it quits, Roger, or you’ll never get up for work tomorrow.’ At the bottom of the steps, she walks over to the old wardrobe that serves as a wine cellar to rummage around for a good red.

      Head under the bonnet, Roger grunts an unintelligible response.

      ‘A small thank you,’ Delia calls, placing a bottle of Hunter Valley cabernet sauvignon on the workbench. ‘One of your favourites, I believe.’

      Roger backs away from the car before straightening up. ‘Yes, it is, but I haven’t finished yet. I’ll come back tomorrow, then Daisy Datsun will be as good as new. They made cars to last back then.’

      Delia nods, her mind moving beyond the quality of cars or Hunter Valley reds. ‘Roger, have you ever heard Ron mention anyone with the initials SZ?’

      Roger stiffens. ‘Er, can’t say I have.’ Taking a rag from his shorts’ pocket, he wipes perspiration from his forehead and glowing cheeks.

      ‘A company perhaps?’ Delia persists.

      Roger focuses on the tools scattered across the garage floor. ‘No idea.’

      ‘Oh well, the mystery remains unsolved,’ Delia says half to herself. ‘Don’t worry about clearing up, just shut the garage door behind you. And thanks again, I really appreciate it. Money’s a bit tight at present what with uni expenses for the girls and….’ She hesitates, reluctant to mention funerals costs. ‘Night, Roger.’

      ‘Night, Delia,’ he calls, waiting until she has mounted the stairs before raising his head.
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      Exhaust fumes hang in humid January air, trapped between tightly packed buses and the thick concrete walls of Brisbane Transit Centre. Passengers preparing to embark mill around aimlessly, creating havoc for the newly arrived. Exasperated by the long delay, an elderly woman waves her walking stick to attract a bus driver, in the process she strikes a wailing toddler on the head.

      Wails rise to a crescendo as Delia tries to locate the inter-state bus. She should have left home earlier, the traffic is horrendous, even though a week remains until the new school year begins. University students have another month’s break, semester one starting at the end of February with Orientation week. Returning to work will be a blessing in many ways. Apart from a dire need to replenish bank accounts, Delia craves distraction.

      At last, she spots a helpful sign, so pushes through the crowd, noting with relief that the Coffs Harbour bus has just arrived, and passengers are yet to disembark. Positioning herself as close to the door as possible, Delia cranes her neck to look for a familiar face. Passengers stream from the bus, forcing quick sidesteps to avoid being crushed. Hearing her name, she inches forward to fling her arms around Liz’s slender frame. ‘Thank God you’re back home. I really missed you.’ She kisses suntanned cheeks. ‘You look fit. I hope the break helped.’

      ‘A little.’ Liz disentangles herself. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

      ‘What about your luggage?’

      Liz points over her shoulder at her backpack. ‘I only took a few things as I didn’t intend to stay more than a couple of days. I had a dreadful row with Mum yesterday when I announced I was coming home.’

      ‘I shouldn’t say it, but I’m so relieved my mother couldn’t come over from Perth. I wouldn’t have coped with her fussing.’

      ‘I know what you mean. Mum treated me like a ten-year-old!’ Liz grabs Delia’s arm to steer her through a gap in the crowd.

      ‘Do you want to drive?’ Delia asks when they reach the carpark.

      ‘No thanks, I’m too tired. Just drop me home and bring the car round in the morning.’

      ‘I thought you might like a meal at my place first. You must be hungry after that long bus trip.’

      ‘Thanks, Delia, but I need to be alone. I hope you understand.’

      Delia nods and looks around for the red Mazda.
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        * * *

      

      Perched on another of the suburb’s steep slopes, the timber pole house smells musty as if it’s been uninhabited for months not weeks. Leaving her backpack in the living room, Liz strides through the house, opening doors and windows. The breeze has dropped with the onset of evening, the heavy curtains hardly stir. She leaves the main bedroom until last, hesitating before opening the door. Signs of her hasty departure are everywhere – the unmade bed, discarded clothes on the cane chair in the corner, shoes spilling from the open wardrobe.

      Whisked away by her parents only hours after Kay’s funeral, Liz had no chance to tidy up, her pleas to remain home for a couple of days falling on deaf ears. ‘You need a complete break,’ her mother insisted. ‘Staying in the house will only intensify your grief.’ Liz felt too fragile to argue.

      Now, she sits on their comfortable double bed, running her fingers over the crumpled cotton bedspread. Plump pillows draw her attention – one smooth, one creased. On arrival, her mother insisted on changing the sheets and pillowcases, as though Kay had died in bed, leaving behind unpleasant body fluids. Reaching under the pristine pillow, Liz’s fingers touch the sheet beneath – cool cotton smooth as silk. What did she expect to find in the third week of January, Kay’s winter PJs? They always sleep naked in summer, even adjusting their ‘banana’ sleeping positions to allow air from the ceiling fan to circulate around bodies still cool from late evening showers.

      She tries to withdraw her hand, but it appears to have a mind of its own, travelling towards the headboard until her fingers encounter wrinkled cotton. Retrieving a large handkerchief, Liz studies her handiwork, a carefully embroidered K in one corner, but when she holds it against her cheek, tears refuse to flow. Has she already spilt the obligatory quota? Automatically, she folds the handkerchief into a neat square and tucks it under the creased pillow. Comprehension dawns: she is emotionally drained, her reservoir bone dry.

      Irritation surfaces, directed at the sheet-stripper who should have found the handkerchief and removed it to the laundry basket. Glancing at the wardrobe, Liz recalls Fran Masters’ suggestion she ask a friend to clear out Kay’s half while she was staying with her parents. ‘It will be too upsetting for you, dear. I know how grateful I was when Kay cleared out her father’s things.’ Although Liz never met Harold Masters, he remains a presence in the modest home once shared with Fran, photographs from a formal wedding portrait to holiday snaps adorning every room. A tall, slim man with a shock of unruly brown hair, Harold was popular with workmates, neighbours and anyone who knew him, Fran said. Just like Kay, Liz reflects, rueing her own timidity, her tendency to linger on the periphery of parties, nursing a drink for hours, while her gregarious partner engaged in conversation with one and all. Liz is terrified at the thought of meeting new people and answering polite but prosaic questions about her occupation, her marital status, etcetera. Meeting the ‘public’, as she labels those outside her small circle of friends, must be avoided if at all possible. Reticence also colours her career path, compelling her to remain within the semi-basement haven of Main Library Cataloguing Department, where the public never venture, although she acknowledges promotion is unlikely unless she broadens her experience. Facing a heaving sea of students and impatient academics daily, like her friend upstairs in Reference, doesn’t bear thinking about.

      Her thoughts return to the hidden handkerchief, but she quickly concedes that one small personal item is of no consequence when the entire house is filled with Kay’s presence. Every room she enters whispers Kay’s name, each painting she passes taunts her with Kay’s face’ and she’s beginning to doubt her ability to continue living in the house they shared for a decade. On the beach with the fisherman, she’d spoken of her determination to face the empty house, yet now she fears courage will falter, her nerves snap under the strain.

      Catching sight of her reflection in the dressing table mirror, her glowing, suntanned face surprises, despite Delia’s earlier comment. Surprise isn’t the sole reaction, she feels cheated; bereavement should have caused a radical change in her appearance. On the journey from the transit centre, she noticed a profound change in Delia: dark circles under her eyes, cheeks devoid of colour, hands shaking when she lessened her grip on the steering wheel. Conversation seemed strained, Liz’s questions regarding Carol and Joanna answered in monosyllables. Perhaps the girls are having difficulty coming to terms with their father’s death. Carol was very close to Ron, sharing his love of the natural world and his passion for science. As a schoolgirl, Carol often accompanied Ron on bush weekends, Lamington National Park their favourite camping spot. Delia refused to join these expeditions, complaining the bush was a dangerous place full of venomous snakes and biting insects. ‘I’m a city person,’ she would say whenever the question of camping arose, as though this prevented her from leaving the built environment. Joanna preferred the beach, staying with her paternal grandparents on the Sunshine Coast within walking distance of sand and surf her idea of a good weekend.

      Camping in Giraween National Park over Easter the previous year was a marvellous experience, Ron and Carol eager to teach the novices basic skills, which included climbing some of the massive granite tors and outcrops protruding from dense bush. Liz remembers the joy of inhaling fresh air – Brisbane still suffering summer’s high humidity – cooling off in rock pools after a long bushwalk, singing songs around a campfire each night, toasting marshmallows stuck on twigs. Before they retired for the night to their respective tents, Ron would carefully extinguish the fire, a sensible precaution given the dry environment. Liz wasn’t afraid of the dark, but when the embers died, she felt threatened by an inky sky devoid of the ambient light witnessed in the suburbs. In the darkness of their tent, she fell asleep each night clutching her torch, single sleeping bags and camp stretchers preventing their usual nocturnal embrace.

      Sitting cross-legged on their double ensemble, Liz can almost smell the aroma of burning pine and gum, see familiar faces flickering in firelight. A memory to savour; she closes her eyes against fading January light. Night has fallen when she returns to bleak present, the mirror no longer taunting her with a suntanned, healthy reflection. Alarmed by imagined shadows, she snaps on the nearest bedside lamp to focus her attention on its warm glow. Fear subsides slowly, to be replaced by text from a small green sticker Kay once stuck on the wall above their computer: It’s better to light one small candle than to curse the dark.

      Uncurling her long legs, Liz slips from the bed and walks purposely into the hall to retrieve her backpack. It’s time to unpack, confront the empty space in the wardrobe.
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        * * *

      

      In the insipid light of early morning, Delia wakes from a long, dreamless sleep, her mouth bone dry, her mind cottonwool. Rubbing her eyes, she struggles to clear both vision and brain, then notices two pill boxes propped against a glass of water on the bedside table. Vaguely, she recalls talk of side effects that could persist for a few hours. She’ll be back to normal after breakfast. Floral curtains flutter in morning breeze, attracting still-clouded attention. Carefully, she counts petals and stems, dimly aware of pink, white and grey shapes drifting through haze. Soft pillows absorb her heavy head.

      Morning dreams come swiftly, primary colours erasing tranquil pastel shades. Solid slabs of red, black and blue saturate her mind, bearing pain with each brush stroke. She wants to shatter the canvas with sound. Her lips part, her tongue shifts for speech, but nothing emerges, the scream is barricaded within.

      She wakes clutching her head, her body quivering with fear. Speech explodes as she reaches out to grab the strips of tablets protruding from torn cardboard boxes. ‘Never, never again!’ she cries, throwing prescribed medication across the room.

      ‘What’s up, Mum?’ Carol calls, racing into the bedroom wearing only the bottom half of summer pyjamas.

      Delia buries her head under the crumpled sheet.

      ‘It’s alright, Mum, I’m here.’ Carol loosens the sheet to stroke her mother’s forehead. ‘Did you have a bad dream?’

      ‘I can cope with my nightmares, they’re of my own making.’ Delia pronounces each word with care. ‘I tried to banish them with drugs, but the horror grew like a tumour. I can’t endure that sort of pain.’

      ‘How many tablets did you take last night?’ Carol asks quietly.

      Delia holds up four fingers.

      ‘Four? Christ, you weren’t trying to…’ Her voice trails off.

      ‘No, no, I just wanted to obliterate the present for a few hours. Sweet dreamless sleep. Dr Barclay said the tablets would destroy the dream element of sleep.’

      ‘They obviously didn’t.’

      Delia pouts. ‘Yes, they did, but I fell asleep for a second time early this morning. That’s when the nightmares began.’

      ‘Why take more when you said yesterday that one of each has been helping you sleep these past few nights?’

      Delia turns her head to avoid Carol’s penetrating gaze.

      ‘Come on, Mum, you can talk to me. Let me help you.’

      ‘I don’t know how to tell you, darling. I don’t understand what’s going on and no one seems have any explanation.’

      ‘About the bank accounts?’

      ‘No, now it’s the car insurance. The policy wasn’t renewed last October. I was relying on the insurance money to tide us over until my next pay.’

      Carol stares straight ahead at mirrored wardrobe doors, sees her mother’s slumped shoulders, her expression of defeat. Post-graduate dreams shatter, distorting her own reflection.

      ‘Don’t worry about your course, darling. I’m sure I can get a loan; it’s imperative you finish your degree.’

      ‘What about Jo?’

      ‘I’m afraid I can’t fund both courses this year. Jo will have to defer and get a job. She has good keyboard skills, perhaps she could find a secretarial position.’

      Carol remains silent.

      ‘Roger might have a position coming up in his office,’ Delia continues, her tone brightening. ‘I’m sure he said his secretary was leaving. I’ll speak to him this evening when he comes to finish the repairs.’

      ‘It might be better to break the news to Jo first.’
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        * * *

      

      Delia waits until Carol has left the house to visit friends to raise the difficult subject of deferral. Despite efforts to encourage Jo to get some fresh air, or go out with her own friends, she persists in spending hours in her bedroom, leaving Delia no option but to knock on the closed door before entering a stuffy space darkened by drawn curtains.

      Jo is sitting at her desk holding a terracotta picture frame containing her father’s photograph and doesn’t acknowledge her mother’s arrival, so Delia perches on the end of the double bed, set at right-angles to the desk. She dislikes speaking to Jo’s back but a suggestion that they adjourn to the family room is also ignored.

      When there’s no reaction to news of the latest financial dilemma, Delia gets straight to the point, asking rather than telling Jo to defer university for one year and apologising for having to choose between daughters. The response is unexpected, Jo lifting one hand to reach forward and draw back the left-hand curtain, then, as afternoon heat surges into the room, she begins to address the smiling face bordered by a patterned frame. ‘You deliberately ran the car into that light pole, didn’t you, Dad? You were in big trouble, so you took the easy way out. Now you’ve ruined all our lives. Why the hell didn’t you shoot yourself or take some pills, then at least we could have sold the car?’ Raising her right arm, she throws the photo frame against the wall and bursts into tears.

      Rushing to her side, Delia hugs taut shoulders, but Jo will not be comforted, hastily detaching her mother’s arms to retrieve terracotta and glass fragments from the carpeted floor. Her father’s face is pitted with small scars; red dust coats her fingers. ‘I’m sorry, Daddy,’ she whispers in a little-girl voice. ‘I didn’t mean it. I know it was an accident, you never would have put Kay’s life in danger.’
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