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​​Prologue 
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Alice’s 5th Life

Maggie’s goodbye post-it, I’M OUTA HERE, remains on the fridge. With no effort to remove the piece of paper, Alice wonders why the brevity of her goodbye smarts a little. She feels low. Perhaps it has something to do with the weather this year, May, June and July being the town’s coldest, wettest months. The sky is drenching the night, raining continuously during the day; lightning, thunder, dark clouds spilling waterfalls, a sky show having its way. The wind whips under her frail umbrella and skirt, and rain drums into a storm-water drain on the drive, sliding sand and debris. Why the cloud-author is in such a mad tizz this year, she doesn’t know. 

––––––––
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On the first fine day, Alice moves some of Maggie’s unwanted furniture, a chest of drawers painted white, an electric fan, a bookcase and a black Ikea chair. She clomps around in a pair of Maggie’s Japanese scuffs. From the wardrobe, she sleeves off a tight parka, a size ten barely reaching her elbows. In the kitchen, she stacks bowls, glasses and a dinner set. On the windowsill, two China dolls remain. Against the bed-head and bare mattress, four pillows with matching pillow cases. Maggie’s collected life. Alice leans back in a chair and gently unfolds her scrapbook. In the last newspaper cutting of Maggie’s band, she isn’t smiling. She succeeded in Perth’s Indi scene, but would her music take off in Melbourne? Did she leave because of her father? Of course, she didn’t expect her to stay in these nuisance grounds, parents living separate lives on either side of a driveway. Alice was annoyed by the last melodrama, Max telling Maggie that he was going to die. She wished he’d stop playing with his daughter’s feelings. Didn’t he know she was fragile, getting over Tim, another new love skulking back to a previous girlfriend? 

After two weeks, the house is buckled in silence, Maggie’s old acoustic lying in its case under the bed. In the shed, Alice sorts through her things, looking at her daughter’s dreams. Attempts at photography, black and white slides, the bottles of developer discarded. In one box, Maggie’s self-published CD’s. In another, her hand-written songs, music and gig list. She’s packed away her collection of science fiction, and a large volume of fairytales. 

The books remind Alice of the old house in Swan Road. She can still hear the children’s boisterous laughter, machine guns rattling, all the tantrums, Crowded House and REM up loud, Maggie’s jubilant stomp and spin as bright as a star, Alice following her to most gigs, her band playing two year sessions at ‘In the Pines’. She can’t forget hours at the end of their bed, Maggie tuning a new song between her fingers. Before a radio interview, dragging both parents outside on the porch, rehearsing old songs, and familiar chords stroked with love. Then a new tune floating across her father’s face lends him a rare smile. 

The last song leaves Alice feeling hollow-hearted, the guitar balanced on Maggie’s lap on her father’s front porch, fingers placed on a lulling chord, the blankness clearly visible on Max’s face. 

In this side-by-side living, Alice finds household items dumped at the front door, and at night Max’s rhythm and blues and jazz CD’s thump continuously through the garden. A recurring dream wakes her in the morning, sensing a lion’s hot breath dripping on her cheek. He is old and slobbering, pinning her in rows of lettuces, ghosting the mortar and brick. When the shadow of the animal distills in the morning light, Alice knows the beast. Max is that rocking shape, snorting in the shadows, huffing his breath in and out, as if ready to kill. 

––––––––
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Maggie leaves a photograph of herself amongst a collection of cards and bric-a-brac in the shed. Her burgundy-rinsed hair, curled behind her ears, looks more like a boy’s. She has the cat’s plumpness tucked into her lap. She wears a Japanese-lettered green top, and her black three-quarter pants show signs of Toshi’s long white fur. 

Amongst her music and scrapbooks, she finds more reminders: a baby book, her chubby pinkness in the well of a cot, ruched blankets behind her legs, a teething dribble soaking her jumpsuit. Alice has packed old skirts and jackets into a laundry basket. But she’s thinking about the biography of Maggie’s life: her dancing concerts, first rock band at high school, heart-to-hearts about boys and puberty. All the recent talks on feminism more precious than ever before. 

Later in the week, Maggie rings excited by a two-storey townhouse she is going to share with four others in North Carlton. She talks for two hours. It’s like she’s won the Melbourne Cup. 

Alice adds Maggie’s photograph to the collection of frames on the coffee table. The other photos of prior generations she keeps in a sturdy envelope. She thinks of them as little opals, changing colour each time she looks. She’s glad she saved the Temple Bay albums, emptied out the dresser drawers in her mother’s Tweed Heads apartment. It didn’t matter if the family joked about her magpie habits. The tattered fawn envelopes, marriage certificates, birth certificates, letters, were precious machinations of the past, too easily forgotten and irretrievable later on. Snapshots of great-grandparents, grandmothers, grandfathers, uncles and aunties at parties, cousins at the beach and ones taken in front of the Harbord house, show facial features that have either emerged or seem to resemble her. 

Alice spreads them on the table like a span of playing cards, picking out the best loved. Some are spotted with rust, others surprise and delight. Most are dog-eared, raising so many questions: Who was that? What year? Where? What part of Sydney? Alice doesn’t recognise them all. Maybe it was Aunty Vera or Aunty Alma. Her dad looks so young in a three-piece suit, soon after getting engaged, her mum in a crepe dress, so figure flattering. Here they are again alighting the Manly ferry, a matching pair, Lauren Bacall and Humphrey Bogart donning suede hats. In Alice’s hallway, their wedding photograph doubled, regarding itself in an opposite mirror. Her mother’s long parachute-silk gown whisked creamily at her feet. 

The baby photos fastened in little black cornices stare back at Alice. On her christening day, three pages of wasted Kodak film reveal the peeling Sunday school hall, the yard, the Minister’s house next door, his rose arbor, the church’s front steps, scattered hymnbooks, and a flowered altar. In the group photos, a congress of ancients gather around, great aunts in the foreground clutching their white gloves and purses while the Minister splashes a psalm of names. On the front porch at home, high at chest level, Gran holds a six-month-old Alice, the long train of lace and ribbon of the christening gown billowing over her forearm. 

A young Gran, half smiling in a mosaic frame, decorates Alice’s kitchen shelves. Edith is attractive in steel rims, with dark homespun hair knotted at the nape. A bodice decoration sits snugly at her chest, like a velvet doll. Alice can’t make out whether it’s a lock of hair, a black-ribbon brooch or false necktie? Gran radiates health and inner-beauty, a woman Alice only ever knew as old. Her string of names still astounds: Edith, Adelaide, Edwina, Rachael, Alexandria. And her deft fingers would have sewn the lace bodice, cuffed sleeves on the ivory dress. Was this a special occasion? Was she in love, about to marry? Perhaps she couldn’t wait for afternoon, a lazy park stroll near a raucous waterfowl lake, parasol in hand, twirling the name of John through her lips, a man who would never disappoint, never touch alcohol, leave her nothing from his life, save good memories, and the short duration of himself.
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​​Part 1
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Grandma’s Chocolate Tin
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Memo 1: Store matches near the chip-heater for convenience. 

Unfurling the bat-wings of cellophane, Gran pops a butterscotch sweet into Alice’s mouth. ‘Leftover from the Saturday pictures,’ she says.  

Today they’re sitting on the back veranda, staring into the white fields of each other’s eyes, giggling, sucking and slurping on the lolly, shifting it over the tongue, making a walnut pouch in the cheek. Alice sits close to Gran, cuddling, her hand resting inside her cardigan. Gran wraps one arm around her for a quick squeeze. Alice can’t be bothered straightening and pulling down her caught undies, so she moves off the cool veranda step, shuffling her bottom onto the flare of Gran’s rose-petal dress.

Inches away, white horse orchids nod new blooms, bantams and pullets trail the fence-line. The two new ducks waddle under the fruit trees, scraping their beaks on sheets of corrugated iron, remnants of her dad’s extensions. Princey is digging a bone under the lemon tree, exposing more of its thick roots. It’s a balmy March afternoon, seventy-two degrees. No wind ruffling her skirt, just a little tickle in the tall backyard trees two houses away. Dad’s aviary is an incessant box of chatter, rainbow lorikeets, Weiros, budgies and cockies, strolling perches and dropping tail feathers.

It’s four o’clock in the afternoon and Edith lifts several skeins of wool from the line. ‘We’re going to wind these into balls, and I need your hands out like this.’ Edith holds her arms out like two ends of the clothesline.

‘What are you going to knit, Gran?’

‘A twinset. Should be enough wool.’

‘Where’d it come from?’

‘It was a cardigan I knitted for your grandfather.’

‘Please, please, tell me about Grandpa. About the boat!’

Edith wraps her skirt between her knees, placing the lumpy wool at her side. ‘Well, when the fish were biting at Christmas all the holidaymakers used to take the good boats out. They were gone by six. Your grandfather got tired of that, so he bought one. We loved it. It was big and roomy. We caught lots of bream and jewies. Two weeks later, we were fishing round the point at Wilson. I turned to get a sandwich, pour a cuppa and there he was, slumped across the oars. I thought he was dozin’. But he’d gone.’ She falters for a moment, wiping a doll’s bonnet over her face. ‘I couldn’t shake him.’

Alice hears the repeated stories, but it’s her grandmother’s mouth she needs to watch. She knows nothing about death, but thinks it’s like burying the old cat Timmy under the lemon tree. She once drew her grandfather floating up to heaven holding a balloon. She sketched him flying down, looking at her at the beach. Another time, she sat him on a motorboat amongst the seagulls sunning themselves on a flagged tarpaulin. 

Alice likes visiting the beach every day, swimming, whirling a rubber ring. Sandcastles and mud-pies are her specialty, and watching men twisting cylinders into the moist sea earth, trading bloodworms from wet hessian. After a swim, with her friend Heather, they throw seaweed at one another, running shrieking along the foreshore. Concentrating hard, they each score points scaring seagulls or soldier crabs. The girls like painting, and so they collect limpets and mollusks, leaving them to dry in polka-dots and stripes on the laundry windowsill.  

Alice waits for her grandmother to bring out the chocolate tin of photographs, each time passing the same three. Gran searches methodically, raising another print half way into the stack. It’s John at the washstand, rolling his sleeves over a pump handle. 

‘I reckon that pump looks like a rooster,’ says Alice. 

Gran laughs. ‘You was a naughty little thing, Alice. When we wasn’t looking, you used to tease our rooster. We locked the gate. Then lo and behold, you wiggled your finger into the bantam cage.’

‘Did they bite me?’

‘Yep. They thought your finger was a big fat worm. Reckon Tom Gettoes heard you wailing up at his place.’

‘Is that why you killed and ate all the chooks, Gran?’

‘Well, no. But the other thing was,’ she continues, ‘you put a crayon up your nose. We was doubled-over with hysterics until your mother found she couldn’t get it out.’

‘Up there, like a boogie,’ she giggles.

‘We could see it all right. Anyway, it was thanks to Doctor Fox, he got the tweezers and out it popped.’

Alice remembers her chalkboard and chalks, drawing on the veranda, but not storing a crayon up her nose.

The two females move further up the steps, Gran sorting her mementoes like pennies. She passes Alice a postcard of five firemen standing stiffly in a row, legs at army ease, bodies in their best bowties, caps and suits. The fire engine, housed in a weatherboard shed, pokes its nose as a minor image in the frame. Alice points across the men’s shoulders at the braced wooden-door, a brass bell, and an axe handle locked behind glass. Gran explains that they were proud of their new engine, a 1920s International. 

When a cracked photo is drawn from underneath the pile, the old woman withdraws into other corridors. Three men in full uniform, double-breasted velvet jackets and high boots, bow their heads. Particleboard lies beneath their feet. Steps lead to battered doors. In a side annex, minor scorching. One man is smoking a rollie. The rest look pitiful, shoulders and mouths drooped. Alice thinks the burnt building resembles the black-stick house along the Esplanade. 

She waits for Gran to call her nickname; twirls her three bangles, watching for signs that Gran’s eyelids have lifted. Alice has come to know this scene, like the charcoal in the grate, sparking a new flame with just a little prod. She counts her grandmother’s stitches, the number of times the right forefinger loops the wool, clicking her heels forward and back, tapping her leather shoes on the concrete path. In this place together, they are apart. Alice bumps her grandmother, making her drop stitches. In the silence, she picks at blades of buffalo grass, crisscrosses them like a paddle-pop raft. The old straw hat balances on the geraniums. She thinks Grandpa might soon jump back into the picture.

‘Is this where you had the pump?’ asks Alice, pointing to the old tank-stand. More clacking, the scrunching sound of wool escaping as Edith unwinds the ball from her knitting bag. ‘I used to play under there, Gran. Look here, Gran.’ Alice taps the tank stand with a long piece of doweling. ‘With matchsticks. I lit one.’

‘You didn’t want to start a fire, did you?’ Edith raises her eyes over the rims of her glasses.

‘Nah. Not really.’ Alice sprawls close to her grandmother and snips at the clover with the scissors. ‘Did you ever see a really big fire with Grandpa in that fire engine?’

‘No, women weren’t allowed.’

‘Oh.’

‘It was bad luck in those days.’

‘Why?’

‘There was always bad luck.’

‘I like firing matches. Whoosh!’ she giggles, imitating the strike.

‘Don’t you dare, Alice, or I’ll tell your father.’ 

Alice twirls her pink hoop until it catches on her cardigan. She leans back on the top step, placing herself inside the plastic toy. 

‘I made ‘em plenty of cups of tea in my day,’ says Edith, resting her skeins. ‘They was always awake because of me.’

‘Was that your house there, Gran?’ says Alice, holding the photo.

‘Yep. See those roses out the front, every colour of the rainbow. I loved that old house and garden. Trouble was, it was too far from the beach.’ Edith wrestles an aching foot and straightens. ‘Fire Station used to be an old barn till they renovated it. Your grandfather spent long hours in there, checking and re-checking the equipment, tuning the pumps and making the truck ready, just in case.  It was one problem after the other.’

‘Did he burn his fingers?’

‘He got his whiskers singed plenty of times. I remember the big one. It was a miserable job. Half the Spit Junction was burning. Like a wood-yard, your grandfather said, full of timber ready to go.’ 

Alice imagined a bush fire like the logs that tumbled and fell in the lounge-room grate. She liked the sound of snapping wood that sent sparks up the chimney. She was glad, too, that Gran was still making scones and cups of tea for her, that everything was much the same; except, they didn’t have a fire engine to climb on, or a garden of roses. 

‘I don’t know why, but he kept these journals.’ Edith lifts the book from the bottom of the suitcase, dog-eared pages falling from stitches. ‘Here’s a good story,’ she says, balancing the large book across their knees. ‘It’ll help you understand your grandfather.’

Warringah: Griffin Road, 1934. Minor property damage.

When we got there the hill along Griffin Road was yellow and smoky. Left Laurie and Bill in charge of the hose checked out the back of the sheds. The fire was already frisky in the button grass. Luckily the lantana and eucalypts further in hadn’t gone up yet. A lad from the factory rolled up with his truck to help the owner remove some crates from a big stores shed. A few fences needed to be soaked. I got the volunteers onto that one. A strong nor-westerly blowing didn’t help things much. The stacked drums, full of petrol, kerosene and turpentine was our biggest worry. We could hear the petrol simmering inside, the drums swelling with the heated pressure. All the boys and I could do was try and keep the drums cool. We were under control as the other men outside and further up in the long grass begun to get onto the fire and we won the fight.

‘Oh, goody, they won.’ 

‘Yep. They won that day, but the next week there was all hell to play. The storekeeper, old Snowy, came skidding up on his motorbike in front of the house, while I was in the yard. Well, he rang the bell and woke the men. The fire started down at the Surf Club where they kept all the surfboats and boards. There was a fish and chip shop, a tackle shop. The whole lot might have gone up.’

Alice waits, as her grandmother wipes the moist ridges of her eyes. 

‘There were people everywhere, sirens wailing, women, old fellas, boys outside the double doors. Of course, they weren’t allowed in. They just ran with the fire truck all the way up Evans Street, dogs yapping at the tyres. I noticed your grandfather was having trouble with his pants and belt, but didn’t take any notice. The men soon found he wasn’t well. He was slumped over his office chair; coat half off, ledger books all over the floor. In the panic of it all, they took him to the doctor’s first. Had  to wake him up. Doc kept shaking their hands. The boys said he was pleased it wasn’t his place going up.’

Edith passes the wool to Alice and places it on both wrists. ‘He never forgave himself that day. When they left him, the rest of the crew had terrible trouble. They couldn’t get the hose to work. There was something wrong with the hydrant pressure. The surf shed burnt to the ground. They got there too late, Petal.’ 

Edith is silent for a moment, letting the balls of wool roll in her lap. ‘That’s why he left his job at Rowlands and the Brigade and we came here to Temple Bay. He bought a boat, and well ...’

Alice rubs against Gran’s dress. For an hour they sit in the fading sun on pillows, shifting only their limbs now and again. With every taut pull and release of wool from the knitting bag, Alice imagines a fish inside hooked until it lets go. Eventually, she lies back on the porch boards and buries her head in her sleeve.  
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​​Edith 
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Memo 2: Girls need to be taught knitting, sewing, crochet, rug-making, and all other homely duties. This will help gain confidence, self-esteem, and a sense of accomplishment.  

In the stillness of the afternoon, Alice senses Gran’s presence, her nylon dress in a static cling, her breasts smelling of Lily of the Valley talc. She turns once, feeling the warm brushstroke of Gran’s hand, removing lines of hair from her mouth.  

She waits, listening for the familiar sandy drag of the Paddy’s Market suitcase across the floorboards. As the locks click, a musical curiosity fills her head, dizzy now from a sudden uplift, radio playing and dad’s buzz saw droning in the shed. 

Gran’s varicose legs slap together as she lifts her onto the large cane lounge. She watches with interest as Alice searches inside the suitcase, decorating arms and chest with knotted pearls, beads, brooches. The mother-of-pearl combs, hair clasps, brushes with worn bristles piled at her side. She smooches up to her cheeks, insisting that it’s time to string more necklaces with the pearls from the button box. Swirling hands inside the varnished wood, she sorts the round pearls from the glass eyes, counting them on the sliding lid, raising more until the plastic buttons and butterflies sink to the bottom. 

In the following days, Gran takes Alice fishing. They catch the ferry across the bay, and Gran slings a line off the Abalone rocks. They wander the shoreline, Gran in a knitted twin-set, Alice in rolled pants dragging a stick at the waterline. They gingerly step over rocks and barnacles, patting and prizing grey-black shells, searching for a possible gem inside.  

Alice follows Gran, listening to family voices inside her head. Your grandmother’s an angel. Sent down from heaven.

She thinks about Gran’s special powers. The quick slip of the hook from the fish’s mouth. The bucket flapping with three silver bream. The necklace of scales she leaves on the shore. Crouching in the shoals for mollusks, Alice giggles into her curled hand, thinking about Gran’s floppy bedtime smile. Gran, your teeth remind me of stars. They come out at night.  

––––––––
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The next day, Gran and Alice settle on the veranda’s floorboards to play Chinese Checkers. There’s a whirring sound of bees, the drone of the timber mill across the street, and Edna, her mother, clattering the sewing machine. As the shade inches across the nasturtiums and rumpy bunches of hydrangeas, Alice stretches out on the decking, piling the bridge with pillows. She loves the veranda, especially its protection from the strong southerly buster, and with just a hint of sun left in the afternoon, the boards warm like a radiator.

Sitting crossed legged, Alice copies Gran dunking Anzac cookies in her tea. She tries to scoop up a biscuit before it falls and swims. Holding one hand under the other, she manages to keep the fourth one intact. Now she can’t speak, and nods to Edith to go first.  ‘Um, I’m having the blue this time,’ she says, finally. 

With the tea tray stacked in the kitchen, Alice winning every game skipping several holes at once, Gran strings the beans. Alice squirms in close. ‘Was your old house in a forest, Gran?’

‘No, Petal, we lived in Newcastle. It was a timber house, but we were miles from the mill. I remember the road to town and school.’

‘Did you play Draughts and Monopoly?’

‘Oh no. We had cubbies and a couple of dolls between us.’

The bean skins curl on Edith’s dress. Alice joins them in a daisy chain. She is silent now, making up new rules of the game, pretending that Gran’s sisters are sitting close, her eight-year-old arms moving ‘their’ green marbles across the board. She won’t let the boys wedge into their space. They have to go around the back, play swords or chasey. She doesn’t want them to tip the doll’s pram over. 

Alice listens to Gran’s words with excitement, sensing the rush of air, hearing her sisters yelling, running through the bee-covered clover. Under the grey light of an iron roof, Gran makes a cardboard lean-to, ordering Mary and Edie to hide from the boys. Alice tries to stare deeper into her grandmother’s house; at the muddy footprints on the front veranda, listening for the flies and Christmas beetles tapping on the louvres. Gran builds momentum into her story. Stained clothes and stockings jumble on a washstand, her only pair of shoes left in the hall. The ceiling has gaps and spiders. Birds nest in the rafters. The sugar and flour jars are empty. There’s a fire-grate with only two coal halves in the wood-box. Gran sprints with the girls into their bedroom, slaps her body on a metal bunk, dimpled with thin blankets. Her sisters are fighting over a dress. It’s mine! No it’s mine! Tug-o-war. The straps rip. The dress is shoved into the pile on the floor. Gran’s mother, Louisa, calls out, Dinner! Watery soup, bread and dripping. Someone pass the pepper and salt.

‘Err yuk,’ says Alice. 

‘One Christmas, Uncle Bill came with a duck wrapped in butcher’s paper,’ says Gran. ‘He flung us two pence. So, me and me sisters went for the bread and bought a bag of sweets with the change.’ 

Alice imagines a young Edith popping a remaining toffee into her mouth. ‘How come you only got one, Gran?’

‘Well, with thirteen of us, that was all that was left.’

‘You could have bought a whole bag of lollies for yourself, Gran. With bottles like me and Jimmy.’
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​​Baby Boomer
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Memo 3: Giving birth to a baby is one of the most rewarding and fulfilling roles a woman can undertake.

Alice Bennett. The world is waiting for her name. She has removed herself from beautiful rooms ruined by alcohol, and although she is the first in her family to divorce, nothing feels this good. The graves are thrumming. She can hear them chatting, thinking what fun. All the family women before her, lying in the dust of their punitive lives. Louisa, her great-grandmother, dying in childbirth aged thirty-nine, along with the baby. She bore a total of fifteen children. One set of twins still-born, another pair surviving. Alice hears Gran’s whispers, I had to mind the toddlers, clean their dirty bottoms. There was no time for being young.

Although the house is voiceless, Alice is rustling shoe boxes, blow-drying her hair, ready to go to work. She has the week pictured in her mind, chatting to readers, making coffee, sorting and stacking books. Jerry, another librarian, sends her attentive emails. He gets cosy, but courage is beyond him. Obvious signs, like flirting with every blonde, reveal that he won’t walk out of the maze of marriage. Alice senses he wants some sort of hearth with an imitation flame. 

Gran’s soft melodious voice returns, I was twenty-nine when I got married. Lucky your grandfather came along when he did. 

Alice wishes she could find a similar man like her grandfather, the same sobriety. Now in endless evenings spent alone, she misses Maggie and all her harebrained schemes. Managing the band, setting up a business, bringing the guys over for a jam. When the house filled with sounds of a banjo, brush drums, new-country steel guitar, Alice liked the attention from the boys when she made pizza. She always wanted days like this, if only she had a halfway decent husband. He’d been such a nuisance, tapping on the window to move their cars.

From the first moment after wheeling in her suitcase, Maggie had said, ‘Why do you think I’m moving in Mum, because I know the kind of scene dad will create. I’m here to protect you. He won’t be able to take things out on you, not while I’m around.’

‘He refuses to cut my side of the lawn. I have to do it.’

‘Get a lawn-mower man.’ 

‘He comes to the front door, shoves letters at me and stomps off. I wish he’d just put them in the letterbox.’

‘Tell the cunt to fuck off.’

‘I wish he’d move away. He can afford to. I can’t.’

‘Send him a list of things you don’t like. Do it, Mum. Right now!’

‘Well, you better hang around for a bit, while he reads it!’
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​​Back to the Sixties
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Memo 4: The way ahead for a young lady is the traditional way of life: love, marriage, housework, home and happy days.

The polisher moves over the floor, back and forth. Alice’s mother is scandalizing the morning with dust from shaken mats and scatter rugs. Gran trickles Marveer over the furniture, wiping the china cupboard’s long surface with an old singlet. Her mum emerges from the centre of the house with a dustpan and broom, only to re-enter with a squeeze bucket and mop. Slosh, slosh. The floorboards in the hallway dry into shapes of the world.

Once, when Alice was little, she over-soaped the veranda’s boards, turning suds into clouds, water into weather. The bucket spill rained down on ants and a tiny ladybeetle. Testing her mother’s patience, she ran screaming through the house, running away from Jimmy; the loose floorboards in the passage see-sawing an answer to her mother. 

The whole house shuddered under larger boards, her dad extending the veranda, renovating the bathroom, and sleep-out. On a timber joist, near the hot-water heater, he carved his children’s lives in wood. On Alice’s birthday, holding a ruler flat above her head, he marked her age and height. At nine, she was half an inch below Jimmy’s mark, boys at school jokingly calling him Squizz or Shorty. Her dad reckoned he needed fertilizer to grow, while little Kevin passed her four-year mark at three.  

––––––––
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Eleven o’clock, and the strong aroma of cooked pastry, baked apple and cinnamon locates every nostril in the house. Alice rubs her bare legs, rocking the old wicker chair from side to side. The leftover apple stalks trickle freshness. ‘Yippee!’ she squeaks. Mum’s pie sits on the veranda bridge to cool. Her hands hold out a bowl, a wooden spoon leaning like a flagpole in a mixture of butter and sugar, ‘Only half made it to the oven last time, Alice. Just stir, no licking!’ 

As soon as her mother’s back is turned, Alice swirls a finger through the cake mix. This is the best part of cooking, letting the buttery sugar dribble its moisture on her tongue. And summertime, the best part of the year when the yard fruits are ready for bottling and jam. Gran’s washed out all the tins, telling Alice and Jimmy to pick mulberries. During the week, Jimmy gave Alice a knee up to collect the fattest ones, dropping them into a bucket. She flapped out her bare feet to remove all the squishy muck collected from underneath the tree. On the back lawn, she loved stretching her biscuit-gold limbs, smiling and giggling, opening her lips on a dark cavern of fruit. 

As the sun pleats its light into the body of the house, Alice squeezes in between Gran and mum. On the back step, they’re snipping mulberry stalks and cutting passion fruit. 

With hands inside their pockets, jockeying for a place, dad and Jimmy look for a foothold into the house. ‘Go through the side porch,’ Mum says, in slow weary way. ‘We’re working here.’ 

Inside, the house hatches small noises, a suction release of the refrigerator door, clanging glass, bottle cap tinkling into the sink. Resisting his groans, the women hand out spoons, apple pie and cream. Except to dad. Since taking on heavy tank building, he’d rather fold himself in an armchair, his sleepy breath inhaling cigarette ash and stale beer. 

‘Guess what we’re going to do this afternoon, Petal?’ says Gran.

‘Paint.’

‘No, crochet.’ 

Alice brushes crumbs from her lap, and follows Gran from room to room, collecting baskets, knitting bags and pattern books. She likes arranging the veranda, moving the cane chairs, using the glass coffee table to store her pencil case and Gran’s sewing basket. She imagines herself a little butterfly dusting her wings over the floorboards, fluffing petticoats, choreographing her landing of bare toes under a full skirt. 

Edith sits on the floor beside her, pushes an ivory thread and needle forward over her forefinger, quickly working a circle of single shell stitches. She hands it to Alice, and they repeat the pattern, hold the thread over the finger, dip and drag the cotton through, hook again and pull through the two loops.  

The dog drops his saliva-coated ball. Conversation floats on and on, orders at the shop, smocked baby wear, old-fashioned wooden needles, Gran going to school in a sulky. The horse tied up to a fencepost in the dust, sun on their backs as they jiggled the reins home. Alice insists that Heather’s riding school is smelly like dad’s manure. Mum flares, nudging Gran. ‘God, it was awful the other night. Bob had to empty it before the cart man came.’ Gran just flicks her boot at Princey’s rolling ball.  

Alice pulls at her cotton spider lines. No amount of unpicking will help. She shoves the mess back into the knitting bag. Gran has deserted her and is plucking leaves from the vegetable garden. ‘Here,’ says Gran, holding out two chubby fruit, her old straw hat deserving a closer glimpse. There’s a crown full of bright strawberries in green pixie hats.

The sun splinters light into a silver colander and metal dish of water. The bouncing fruit sparks a memory for Edith. ‘We were shelling peas one night, waiting for the old boy to come home. My mother had a colander just like this.’

‘Did you have strawberries back in the old days, Gran?’

‘No, just weeds. Long grass, of course, the horse used to chew that. You know I can remember that horse as clear as day.’

‘Did you ride him?’ 

‘Well, there was one time Dad tied him up outside the pub. We waited and waited. His tea was getting cold. Lo and behold, we heard the horse chomping and pulling the long shoots from underneath the front gate.’

‘Like this, Gran?’ asks Alice, ripping out the buffalo. 

‘Yes. Well anyway, the sulky was empty. The horse had found its way home without him. Must have got sick of waiting outside for the old boy. So, that night me sister and I had to go back into town and fetch our father. I was always scared of him when he was drunk.’

‘Did he drink lots of beer like Dad?’

The women glance at one another. Edith pats Alice on the head. ‘You’re lucky your father only drinks beer. My father was a heavy rum drinker. There was never any money in our house when he got stuck into the rum.’ 

‘It’s all the same, Mum,’ says Edna. 

‘No. Bob’s mild compared to your grandfather. He used to get real dark, like a bomb ready to go off. He was a mean bugger. I’ll never forget it.’

‘Well, all I ever do is carry out Bob’s beer bottles. Hate to think what Betty Parker would say if she saw all those bottles stacked to the roof.’ 

‘Jimmy and I rang the bottlo yesterday. We should get about five shillings, I reckon.’

‘You’ll have another lot next week at the rate your father’s going, Love.’  Alice’s mother disappears into the snowy back of a double sheet. With a doll-like peg at the side of her mouth, she sips back the spit. ‘Save your money, Love. It’s the only way you’ll ever get rich.’

Alice waves her skirt up and down. ‘But I love freckles, cobbers and jellybeans. Yum!’  

‘Now that your mother’s busy,’ says Edith, ‘I want you to sit still for a moment. I have something to show you.’

Alice locks her chin into her hands on the porch boards. She can see her grandmother’s loose underclothes as she hoists herself up, a little tickled pleasure rising on the old face. Alice knows she is up to something, throws the ball one more time to Princey, and leans back, listening to the familiar click of the suitcase.

Gran eases a knife-edge along a tin’s rusty lip. Alice likes the noises around her, the squeaky springs, Kevin banging a plastic hammer, the dog grinding his teeth into the ball, her mum at the washtub outside. On her high bed, with her toes in Gran’s crocheted blanket, she lets out a suppressed shriek as the Sydney Harbour Bridge lid flies across the room, A la Cazam – Boom Bam! 

Apart from some old documents and airmail envelopes, there’s a small blue book. Edith brushes it with her hand. On the outside it is dark blue, while inside it is a bluish-grey, ruled with faint red lines. Edith turns the pages and points to the last brought-forward column. ‘It’s up to ten shillings. It’s for you, when you’re a bit older.’

‘Can I spend it?’

‘I’ll show you something. This column is where you take out, and this one adds up. If you take out all the money you won’t have this little book anymore.’

It made sense to Alice. She liked the feel of the little book.

––––––––

[image: ]


With a new tin from the Commonwealth Bank, Alice begins searching for tray-bits in one of the twin tubs of the washing machine, and in her father’s pockets. She takes soft drink bottles back to the shop, runs errands for Betty Parker and Mr Miles at Number Twenty-four. On her bed, she sorts through the mound of cash like Scrooge McDuck in his money-bin. When the tin is full, Alice passes it to Gran to bank. She doesn’t think about her skinny chest, while she bounces Gran’s aching body on the bedsprings, nattering on and on, turning the pages of the little blue book.   

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





