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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Interminable gloom enveloped the small passenger ferry as it ploughed towards the island. Choppy grey sea melded with overcast sky and even the whitecaps seemed soiled to eyes accustomed to turquoise Queensland waters. The sombre atmosphere persisted inside the cabin; all I could see was a host of pallid faces heavy with winter’s long shadow. A cacophony of howling wind and clamorous engine made conversation impossible, so I sat back in my seat and waited patiently for journey’s end.

      The ferry crested a wave, then plunged into a deep trough, evoking cries of alarm from numerous passengers. Beside me, a young woman clutched her stomach, making me thankful for a lifetime of sailing. Even as a small child, I had never succumbed to seasickness on the odd occasion when Dad misjudged the weather and we were caught in a storm far out in Moreton Bay.

      ‘Look to your left and you’ll see the island,’ shouted Martin, the young staff member from Eden College. I had met Martin that morning in the small Pembrokeshire village adjoining the harbour, where some of us had lodged overnight after arriving late from Heathrow.

      I peered out of spray-covered windows, noticed a grey shape shrouded in mist.

      ‘Pity about the weather,’ he added, ‘there’s a glorious view on a sunny day.’

      ‘They have sunny days in Britain?’ my bilious neighbour bawled in a thick European accent.

      I smiled but made no attempt to answer her. The vagaries of the British weather were of no consequence at this stage of my personal journey. Three months’ freedom stretched before me, a welcome break from the pressures of juggling work and home, the demands of husband and children—student would be my only role at Eden College.
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      I almost threw the college brochure away. We received so much junk mail at the suburban Brisbane bookshop where I worked as manager, the bulk of it was consigned to the waste paper basket without a second glance. What caught my eye that day, was the photograph of an old stone church set in the middle of the purple cover like an oval brooch pinned to plush velvet.

      Intrigued, I opened the brochure and read an advertisement for a twelve-week residential Spiritual Development course to be held at Eden College, an ecumenical centre situated on a small island off the coast of Wales. The contents appealed, stimulating topics interspersed with photographs of a windswept landscape and joyful students singing. Out of the question, I thought and tossed the brochure in the waste paper basket.

      In the middle of processing invoices, I remembered my forthcoming long-service leave. I had considered taking my teenage children, Stephen and Penny, to Europe over the Christmas holidays, convinced they would benefit from a hands-on history lesson, but when I mentioned the idea to my husband Brian, he had pointed out the absurdity of travelling during the European winter. Residents of a sub-tropical city, we didn’t possess warm clothing; the children would complain constantly about the weather and half the hotels would be closed. European plans discarded, I had decided to postpone my leave until Penny finished school at the end of ninety-four. By then, Brian, a senior manager in a state government department, would be eligible for his second period of long-service leave. The problem of destination remained. Brian favoured sailing around nearby Pacific islands, while I envisaged walking the streets of Paris, Rome and London. We always spent our holidays on the boat.

      My hand strayed to the rubbish bin as I envisaged twelve weeks away from demanding customers, moody adolescents, dull suburban life. If only, I mused, reaching instead for another invoice.

      During my lunch break, I walked away from the bustle of Brighton Road and headed for the sea, where I sat on a bench reading the crumpled brochure from cover to cover. I knew Brian wouldn’t object to my spending three months away, a quiet unassuming man, he never interfered with my spiritual life. Although he didn’t attend church or profess faith of any flavour, he was supportive, looking after the children when I had church meetings, cooking dinner every Sunday to save me the trouble after evening service and taking part in social activities I’m certain he found tedious. As for Stephen and Penny, at eighteen and sixteen, they were more than old enough to fend for themselves.

      When the time came to return to work, I stood for a moment watching wavelets dribble over mud and seaweed. Ebb and flow, ebb and flow, continual motion erasing yesterday’s pattern. This bay, this island continent I called home had contained me for forty years, but now another island beckoned. It was time to venture into unfamiliar seas.
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      Salt spray decorated my hair as I stepped from the ferry onto a small wooden jetty. Ancient timbers creaked, coils of wet rope slumped at the base of thick bollards, fenders smacked against ferry and dock. Along with several others, I helped Martin to unload the luggage and pile it onto a strange contraption resembling a trolley, which he pulled along metal tracks embedded in the jetty boards. By the time we reached the foreshore, an old truck had materialised out of the mist, so we gathered around to reload our suitcases.

      ‘This is the only vehicle on the island,’ the young driver remarked, jumping down from the cab. ‘Here at Eden College we do our bit to reduce harmful emissions.’ He walked around the truck to open the rear doors.

      ‘What about a tractor or a motor mower?’ asked an elderly man with an American accent. ‘I understood the college grew most of its own food.’

      Martin smiled. ‘That’s right but we use horses to plough the fields and a hand mower to cut the lawns. The lorry is only used to transport luggage and older people to the house.’

      The elderly man grinned and climbed into the truck’s passenger seat, while I sighed at the thought of a long walk in unsuitable shoes.

      Suitcases loaded, Martin led us away from foreshore pebbles and windswept bushes into a stand of tall trees. We walked in single-file along a gravel path littered with sodden leaves. Dark moist trunks leant towards the path, raindrops dripped from overhanging branches, plopped onto hair and jackets. Listening for birdsong, I heard only the wind moving mournfully between trees. The absence of sunlight disturbed; the dank trees appeared to edge closer, compressing my flesh. Looking down at my saturated shoes, I shuddered with cold. Then, all of a sudden, we were out of the trees and walking on lush lawn dotted with golden daffodils.

      ‘Wow look at those flowers,’ exclaimed an American voice behind me.

      I turned around, smiled at a tall African-American woman. ‘Yes, they’re wonderful. I’ve never seen daffodils growing before.’ I fell into step beside her.

      She returned the smile. ‘Hi, I’m Donna Jones from New York City. Don’t see many flowers at all where I come from.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you, Donna. I’m Julia Mitchell from Australia. Spooky back there in the woods, don’t you think?’ I shivered even though the breeze had diminished.

      ‘I can’t say it bothered me. I was just grateful to be outa that boat. Several times I thought my end was near.’

      ‘Surely not, it wasn’t that rough?’

      ‘Well, I’ll be real happy to stay on dry land for the next three months.’

      ‘Not me, I’d love to explore this coastline. Martin said there are sheer cliffs on one side of the island and tiny coves on the other. Perhaps I could borrow a boat?’

      ‘I don’t imagine the staff would let a student use one of their boats.’

      ‘Why ever not, I’m an experienced sailor?’

      ‘Well I wouldn’t count on it. Remember what it said on the last page of the application form.’

      I tried to recall details from the sheaf of paper I’d filled in several months before.

      ‘We signed up for three months,’ she continued. ‘Kinda like the army, except God’s the commander here. We can only leave the island in an emergency.’ Throwing back her head, she laughed mischievously. ‘We’re here for the duration, Julia, captives of the Lord.’

      ‘Yes, I remember now. Three months away from the world it said.’

      ‘Sanctuary from a society out of control,’ she added, serious now.

      We resumed walking at a leisurely pace towards a large house resembling the Victorian mansions I’d seen on BBC documentaries. Three rows of sash windows set at regular intervals, alleviated the monotony of reddish-brown brickwork, sturdy chimneys rose like sentinels from a grey slate roof dotted with seagulls, while at ground level, garden beds filled with spring-green shrubs extended either side of a wide paved entrance. Students milled around open wooden doors.

      ‘Come on you two,’ Martin called from the doorway. ‘There will be plenty of time later to look at the garden. We’re waiting to serve lunch.’

      ‘Comin,’ Donna shouted back and began to run.

      A cold wind swept across the lawn, agitating golden daffodils. Shivering, I raced after her to the shelter of redbrick solidity.

      In the entrance hall, signs directed us to the dining room, a welcoming space filled with rustic wooden tables and benches. A vase of daffodils decorated each table, the glow of seasoned timber and yellow blooms creating a warm friendly atmosphere, reflected in the faces of those already seated. Donna gestured towards empty places near a window, so we hurried across the room, delicious aromas drifting past our noses. As we slid along a bench, I felt an urgent need for food. It seemed days since my last decent meal.

      Conversation ceased abruptly, and I looked up to see Martin standing near the servery, arms raised above his head. ‘Brothers and sisters,’ he began, spreading his arms wide as though embracing the whole group, ‘welcome to Eden College. May your stay with us be fruitful, remember the seed of faith grows strong in fertile soil. In this special place, apart from the world, you have a unique opportunity to give your lives over to God. And by so doing, you will be open to whatever you’re called to do on leaving the island.’ He paused. ‘Now let us give thanks for a safe crossing and for the food we are about to eat.’

      Head bowed, I made my own small petition, thought momentarily of home and an empty place at a pine table tucked in the corner of our kitchen.

      Steaming soup served with crusty brown bread followed by cheese and fruit satisfied my hunger, but throughout the meal I ate as though sitting alone at the table, barely raising my eyes from bowl or plate. Around me conversation hummed melodious and unwavering; strangers became fellow-students as future friendships birthed, but I could only listen and observe. There were too many names to absorb, too many voices, too many faces. I wanted time to assimilate, time to savour each tiny detail, let eyes and ears attune to a different environment.

      ‘Hey Julia, you ok?’ Donna asked, reaching out to clasp my hand. ‘You’ve hardly said a word.’

      ‘Bit tired that’s all. I guess the jet lag’s finally catching up with me.’

      ‘Why don’t you have a nap this afternoon?’

      ‘I’d love to, but I must try to stay awake. It’s best if you can sleep at the right time after a long flight, helps to regulate the internal clock.’

      ‘Well, I’m gonna take a nap. I’ll unpack later. I don’t imagine there’s much planned for today.’

      ‘Don’t forget evening service,’ a middle-aged woman opposite remarked. ‘After supper in the main lounge. It’s a special service to welcome new students. Martin has organised some distinctive music.’

      ‘Thanks, I’ll be there,’ I replied, and noticing the badge attached to her shirt pocket added, ‘the badge is a good idea. I’m terrible at remembering names.’

      She smiled warmly. ‘You’ll find a badge in your room. We suggest you wear them for the first week. I’m May Gordon, New Testament tutor.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you. I didn’t realise you were a staff member.’

      ‘Think of me as fellow seeker. We’re all travelling the same road here.’
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      My room was situated on the third floor at the end of a long corridor. It had two windows, one facing a small lake, the other looking out over a lawn to tall trees. For several minutes, I stood staring at ducks and reeds, wishing my room were on the opposite side of the house where the sea could be glimpsed crashing against rocky outcrops. All my life I had lived within walking distance of the sea, I loved the sound of waves breaking, gulls cawing, sea-wind singing in the trees.

      The lake shimmered in a burst of sunlight and a spring chorus arose from nearby. No, I decided, this room is right.

      Despite airline weight restrictions, my clothes soon filled the small wooden wardrobe. Old-fashioned and shabby, it had a rounded top, forcing me to store my empty suitcase under the bed. All that remained to be unpacked was my new backpack, a gift from Brian. Lifting it onto the old wooden desk in front of the large window, I unzipped its numerous pockets to extract pens, pencils, exercise books, prayer book and bible. In a side pocket, I discovered the tiny koala Penny had given me at the airport. ‘To remind you of home Mum,’ she’d said, rubbing the furry toy against my cheek. Smiling at the memory, I placed the koala in the middle of the desk, but it kept falling onto its face, so I propped it against the bible.

      An inside pocket held the small envelope containing family photographs I had included to remind me of home. Carefully, I placed familiar images on the desk: Brian on the boat, Stephen larking about with a couple of mates, Penny elegant in the blue dress I’d made for the school formal, Dad opening Christmas presents. A pang of homesickness hit me as I picked up the nearest photograph and turned to pin it on the noticeboard adjacent to the desk.

      Colour photographs neatly arranged, I opened my wallet to retrieve the faded black and white print I always carried—my mother, hollow-cheeked, her thin pale arms folded against a bright summer dress. She never met Brian, never held my babies in her arms. I pinned her photograph beside the others and quickly dismissed past sorrows.
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      A knock on the door jolted me awake and for a moment, I wondered why I was lying fully clothed on an unfamiliar bed.

      ‘Julia, Donna here. Are you coming down to supper?’

      ‘Come in, it’s not locked.’ I sank back on the pillows.

      She bounced into the room. ‘Get up sleepyhead or you’re gonna go hungry.’

      ‘I didn’t mean to sleep. I was just trying out the bed. Now it’ll take forever to get back on track.’

      ‘Give it a few days, you’ll be fine.’ She glanced at the noticeboard. ‘Family?’

      ‘Yes, that’s my husband Brian on our boat.’

      She nodded and began to study the other photographs. ‘Four kids, you must be run off your feet.’

      ‘Four? Oh no, my Stephen’s the one in the middle, the others are his mates.’

      ‘Handsome guy.’

      I thought so too, accepted the compliment with a smile, ‘Have you got any kids, Donna?’

      ‘Yeah, two little devils, twins going on twelve. Robbie and Jamie, they drive me to distraction.’

      ‘It must have been difficult to leave them for three months.’

      ‘Oh, Mom understood. She’s great and the boys love being at her place. She spoils them; heaps of candy and home-baked cookies.’

      ‘Did your husband mind your going away?’

      ‘I haven’t seen him in ten years.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Don’t be, he wasn’t worth having.’

      ‘It must be tough being a sole parent?’

      ‘Oh, it’s not so bad. Besides, I don’t remember it any other way. Anyhow, I’ve got Mom, plus loads of help from folks at church. There are plenty worse off.’

      ‘I guess so.’

      A bell rang in the corridor.

      ‘Supper bell,’ she cried, grabbing my arm. ‘Hey, this is just like school. Come on Julia, let’s go eat.’
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      The afternoon nap had banished reticence, now I felt eager to enter into conversation and take my place in the island community. Glancing around the dining room, I located a large table with seating for eight, six already occupied. ‘Over there looks good, Donna.’ I gestured towards the table.

      ‘Sure. Lead the way.’

      After introducing ourselves, we took the vacant seats at opposite ends of the table, ideal positions for getting to know other students. A bowl of pasta in a rich tomato sauce, followed by one of salad, appeared in front of me; smiling my thanks, I heaped my plate, then poured myself a glass of water. The others were already halfway through their meal but took care to include Donna and me in conversation. Between mouthfuls and listening to friendly chat, I met Sabine, Hannah, Marie-Claire, Hans, Benjamin and Ruth from Germany, Zambia, Belgium, Switzerland, Kenya and Scotland. In the space of one hour, the boundaries of my world had expanded beyond all expectations and my mouth ached from smiling. On a deeper level, I rejoiced in being among other believers and eagerly anticipated our corporate worship and study.

      After supper, I helped Ruth clear the table, then made my way to the main lounge, a sizeable high-ceilinged room with pale blue walls and grey carpet. Numerous rows of upholstered chairs were arranged in semi-circles behind a grand piano and lectern. Standing on the periphery, I glanced around for a familiar face, noticed Donna sitting in the front row, a vacant chair to her right. As a rule, I prefer to sit towards the back when faced with a crowded room, but nevertheless made my way to the front. ‘Mind if I join you, Donna?’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘Hi, I’m Marceline from Rwanda,’ said the young woman to my right as I slipped into the chair.

      ‘Julia from Australia.’

      Brown eyes flashed friendship, white teeth gleamed. ‘Delighted to meet you, Marceline.’ Her ankle-length floral dress rustled as she settled back in the seat.

      I made a mental note to look for an atlas in the college library. I knew Rwanda was an African country but had no idea where it was located in that vast continent.

      Seated between two women clad in colourful clothes—Donna had changed into a scarlet skirt and dazzling white top since supper—I felt as faded as the well-worn chairs in my stonewashed jeans and light-blue sweater. Around the walls, the flags of our many nations hung from bunting pinned to the picture rail, while in the centre of one wall, a huge multi-coloured crepe paper crucifix shimmered in pale evening light above a grey stone fireplace. Rainbows swirled before my eyes and I wanted to leap from the chair, dance across the floor, dip my fingers in a gleaming pot of gold.

      Music halted absurd thoughts. Hands resting in my lap, I listened to the familiar strains of a favourite hymn. Martin played without music his face tilted to one side as though receiving the notes from another place. I contemplated his words of greeting before lunch, his exhortation to be fruitful, to give our lives over to God. Clearly the seed of faith flourished in him, but I couldn’t help pondering how a young man coped day in, day out with an island existence. Perhaps he simply preferred a secluded environment, the warm intimacy of life in community?

      The hymn concluded, and I noticed that May Gordon had left her seat at the end of the front row and was standing behind the lectern.

      ‘Can you all hear me?’ she asked, adjusting a microphone.

      ‘Yes,’ we chorused.

      On her right, in the far corner of the room, I noticed a man I hadn’t seen before sitting behind two large African drums. Head bowed, his face was in shadow, only a circle of tightly curled black hair visible in the fading light. I hoped this was the distinctive music May Gordon had mentioned during lunch.

      Martin rose from the piano stool and stepped forward. Raising his arms, he cupped his hands, drawing us together as he had done a few hours earlier in the dining room. Obedient, I closed my eyes, turned thoughts inward. The silence thickened with expectation, minutes passed, and I felt desperate for air as though I had dived deep and the pressure was squeezing my lungs. A cough pushed me skyward; I opened my eyes as our collective breath rippled the surface.

      ‘Tonight, we celebrate our faith and praise God with music,’ May exclaimed, her gaze encompassing the whole room. ‘But don’t expect familiar melodies and rhythms. Our music will be loud and exuberant, it will stir your very souls. Tonight, we praise the Lord with the music of Africa!’ She turned and flicked a switch on the wall behind her.

      Light enveloped the motionless drummer. Reaching out, he flexed long thin fingers, then brushed taut skins, sending a protracted growl rolling across the room. I waited eagerly for further sound but almost leapt out of my seat when next he struck the drums. Fire blazed from his fingertips, he flung back his head and for instant, black eyes flickered ensnared in harsh artificial light. Eyes closed, full lips parted, he began to sway, back and forth, back and forth until the bold patterns of his African clothing became swirls of scarlet and gold caught like bright butterflies in a luminescent cone.

      The mounting tempo drew me away from the tiny Welsh island to an immense continent teeming with unfamiliar wildlife. Enchanted, I pictured a million hooves pounding vast savanna, deep forests resounding with birdsong and the chatter of monkeys, wild rivers roaring as they raced to the sea. Donna’s warm thigh pressed against me; her hands slapped the evening air. Behind me, I heard the thunder of other palms and we sprang to our feet, nimble as gazelle. Over our heads distinctive song surged as Benjamin, his voice ascending in praise, pushed through the crowd to join the drummer. I recognised only the word ‘Jesu’ but the message was crystal clear. Diverse homelands, one God, we were gathered here to celebrate our faith.
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      Night settled over the redbrick house. I lay in my narrow bed exhausted but exhilarated by over two hours of worship. We had sung and clapped and stamped our feet until our bodies crumpled with weariness.

      Somewhere a clock struck midnight. Hugging the pillow, I tried to conjure up tranquil images to quiet my churning mind. My thoughts turned to childhood nights, waves washing a sheltered shore, sliding into sleep wrapped in the ocean’s endless rhythm. Cool blue water dribbled over my face; I inhaled salt air, listened for familiar night sounds: possum and frog, cicada and fruit bat. Instead, I heard monkeys chatter, hyenas howl, a lion roar in the distance. Perspiration beaded my forehead and trickled down my flushed cheek. Over-heated, I pushed back the blankets, gulped cool air. My body temperature soon returned to normal and I was forced to admit jet lag and excitement had scrambled my senses. African fauna had no place on an island off the coast of Wales.

      Familiar words surfaced, and I sighed with relief. ‘He makes me to lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside the still water. He restores my soul, he…’ Sleep beckoned, unable to finish the psalm I whispered, ‘Amen.’

      But as I sank into slumber’s deep well, I saw the drummer’s face mirrored in clear water above me and heard the distant echo of his drums. Closer, closer, soon his music displaced all other sound and I was falling, falling, the rhythm of African fingers dancing in my head.
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      Someone was calling my name; I struggled to raise heavy eyelids, blinked in bright sunlight. ‘Come in,’ I called, realising the voice was coming from the corridor outside my room.

      ‘I brought you some coffee,’ Donna said, closing the door behind her, ‘I thought you might be sick and need a hot drink.’

      Reluctantly I raised myself on one elbow. ‘Thanks, but I’m fine. I could easily have come down to the dining room.’

      ‘It’s a bit late for breakfast and if you don’t get a move on you’re gonna miss morning service too.’

      ‘Is it that late?’

      ‘Thirty after nine.’

      I groaned and reached for the coffee. Donna perched on the end of my bed her face turned towards me. Sleek black curls brushed her shoulders, smooth cheeks shone in morning light. Unlike me, she seemed perfectly prepared for the day’s devotions, her inner and outer worlds composed as Mother’s had been during those brief, untroubled years. My sister and I were never late for school, always had clean socks and shoes, neatly wrapped sandwiches. Why had Donna brought me coffee? A friendly gesture or a yearning to play mother? I wanted to tell her I don’t need a mother, I’m grown up now, in control of my life, mothering others.

      ‘Great worship last night,’ she remarked dreamily. ‘It transported me to another world.’

      I glanced at the dark hands folded neatly in her lap. ‘To Africa?’

      ‘No, my grandmother’s place, gospel singers and soft southern nights.’

      ‘Do you ever think about your African heritage?’

      She shook her head. ‘Too many years gone by, too much white blood running in my veins.’

      I nodded. ‘My mother always called England home even though she was only two when her family emigrated to Australia. On Sundays, we struggled through roast dinner whatever the temperature and at Christmas we sat sweating in our hot little house, eating turkey and plum pudding while other families went to the beach.’

      Donna smiled. ‘My mother always cooks grits. The boys hate them.’

      My travel alarm clock flashed nine four zero as I placed the empty cup on the bedside table. ‘I’d better get going. Thanks for the coffee.’ I swung my legs out of bed. ‘See you downstairs.’

      ‘Oh Julia,’ she said, getting to her feet, ‘I forgot to tell you worship’s in the chapel today. You take the dining room exit and then turn right. It’s down the path a bit, pretty little place.’

      ‘You’ve been there already?’

      ‘Yeah, I spent a few minutes in there before breakfast. See ya.’
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      Conventional words and melodies resonated through the stone chapel as I slipped into a pew close to the door. May Gordon, standing nearby, reached out to hand me a hymnbook. I smiled my thanks before bowing my head to hide crimson cheeks. This was the first time I’d been late for church.

      Music restored my equilibrium and soon I forgot about oversleeping and distant drums. Secure in my faith, I knew God would forgive my inauspicious beginning, but during the few moments of silence before the sermon, I prayed for diligence and punctuality, just in case.

      The minister, a short, rotund, middle-aged man with a shock of unruly brown hair, took Genesis I as his text. First day words, a new world unfolding. Pilgrim sailor, I felt elated by the prospect of twelve weeks’ exploration.

      After delivering a short sermon on beginnings, he moved away from the lectern and placed his hands on the edge of the pulpit. ‘At Eden College we encourage diversity.’ His eyes skimmed over the entire congregation. ‘It’s no accident our students come from all parts of the globe, so don’t be afraid to embrace new experiences, explore different ways of worship, cultures, languages. By learning from one another we can help create a new earth where all people live in harmony.’ He smiled, then clasped his hands together. ‘I dream of a new Genesis.’

      But what happens when we leave this ordered garden and return to a chaotic world? I wanted to ask, watching him descend from the pulpit and stroll down the centre aisle?

      Standing outside the chapel bathed in spring sunshine a few minutes later, misgivings evapourated as his warm hand enfolded mine.

      ‘Julia,’ he read, peering shortsightedly at my badge. ‘Delighted to meet you. I trust your stay with us will exceed your every expectation.’

      ‘I’m sure it will.’ I looked for his name badge but couldn’t locate it. ‘Er, sorry I don’t know your name.’

      ‘You weren’t at early morning prayers?’

      ‘No, I slept in. Jet lag, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Did you have a long journey?’

      ‘Yes, I travelled from Australia.’

      ‘A long journey indeed; the very end of the earth.’

      I waited to hear his name, but at that moment the wind caught the open chapel door and slammed it against the wall.

      ‘Damn wind,’ he muttered and hurried away to secure the door.
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      We spent the remainder of the morning in the main lounge, May and Martin handing out timetables and answering general questions, so it was lunchtime before I had an opportunity to ask Donna if she knew the minister’s name.

      ‘Choddy,’ she answered.

      ‘Don’t you mean Reverend Choddy?’

      ‘No just Choddy. It’s short for Chodbury. His Christian name is Clive, but he said he detests it and as we’re all friends here, there’s no need to stand on ceremony.’

      ‘Suits me.’

      ‘Me too.’ She touched my arm. ‘I love it here, Julia. Early this morning out walking in the garden, I just knew this place is real special. We’re so lucky to have been chosen.’

      ‘Chosen?’

      ‘By God I mean. I believe he put that winning ticket in my hand. I don’t usually gamble, can’t see any sense in it but the guys at work bought a lottery ticket for my birthday. It won first prize.’

      I recalled the purple brochure, a brief discussion with Brian, a bank draft organised almost without thinking. ‘I’m glad you won,’ I said, squeezing her hand.

      Martin’s announcement of an afternoon walk prevented further conversation and for this I was grateful. I didn’t want Donna to ask how I came to be spending a term at Eden College. Naive, I had believed we would all be equals here. ‘I’ll just go and get my jacket,’ I told her.

      By the time I returned to the dining room, a large group had assembled by the doors, those from cooler climes sensibly dressed for the variable spring weather. Others, including Hannah and the drummer, Jeremiah had to be sent to a nearby storeroom to rummage among left-behind clothing for suitable coats.

      ‘Are we ready now?’ Martin asked impatiently the moment they reappeared.

      ‘Yes Martin,’ we chorused like schoolchildren. He opened the door and stepped outside.

      We followed meekly, two by two.

      Beyond the lake, a gravel path led through woodland. As we followed him, Martin pointed out oak, ash, laurel and holly, trees that in Australia had been planted by homesick settlers. I tried to commit the names to memory for inclusion in my journal, made a mental note to bring my camera on my next walk. My eyes were everywhere, drinking in the lushness of a northern hemisphere spring and for the first time in my life mourned the absence of distinct seasons in Southern Queensland. Flowers bloomed year-round in my sub-tropical garden and grey-green gum leaves littered the lawn whatever the date. Weathered and ancient, my land simply grew older, rebirth an impossible concept.

      All of a sudden, I heard the sound of water trickling over rocks. Leaving the path to investigate, I discovered a small creek meandering through the trees. Standing close to the edge, I watched ribbons of emerald weed float in clear water. Spring flowers clung to the banks, shades of lemon, blue and white fluttering in the breeze. Abundant growth; promise of a new garden already fulfilled.

      ‘It is so beautiful,’ a deep voice said behind me.

      Startled, I turned to see the drummer gazing at the water. ‘Hi, yes, it is beautiful. Is this your first experience of a British spring?’

      ‘Oh no, I have been to university in England many years ago, but I do not think I noticed flowers and trees. My study window looked out on a brick wall and my head was full of engineering.’ He threw back his head and roared with laughter, the vibrations hanging in the cool air, thick and sweet as treacle.

      Laughter faded as he squatted to stroke a pale-yellow flower. ‘There is no excuse for ignorance,’ he said, his tone serious now. ‘I shall have to learn their names.’

      ‘Me too, after all it’s my heritage. My maternal grandparents were English.’

      ‘You are not English?’

      ‘No, Australian. Julia Mitchell, Brisbane Australia.’ I held out my hand and he shook it vigorously.

      ‘Jeremiah Ajuwon, Lagos Nigeria. Is this your first visit to this country?’

      ‘No, I came over when I was a child, with my grandmother and sister. But I don’t recall much about the landscape. We spent most of the time visiting relatives.’

      ‘I am thinking there is perhaps a book in the college library to inform me about this landscape?’

      ‘Very likely, we could have a look after the walk.’

      ‘Thank you, but I am busy at that time.’

      ‘I’ll let you know if I find anything useful.’

      He walked away from the water, pausing to stroke spring growth on a nearby tree with long thin fingers.

      ‘Martin won’t be too pleased if we get lost,’ I called out, realising that the rest of the group were no longer in sight. ‘We’d better hurry and catch up.’

      ‘I am a good runner,’ he announced and sped away through the trees.

      Before long I caught up with the others, Martin having stopped to wait for stragglers only a short distance away. It seemed Jeremiah and I were not the only ones to have lagged behind.

      Beyond the woods, flat fields rolled to the cliff edge and an icy wind blew in from the sea to sweep across freshly tilled earth. Seagulls soared in a gunmetal sky, spring sunshine had vanished, rain threatened. Surely it was time to return to the house.

      Martin had other ideas. ‘It’s about ten minutes to the cliff,’ he remarked cheerfully. ‘We’d best get a move on if we’re going to beat the rain.’

      A narrow track dissected the fields, so we walked in single file, heads bowed against the wind. Hard-packed earth beneath my feet led me to ponder how many before me had trodden this path and what thoughts absorbed them as they walked towards the edge of land.

      Perched on the rim, we stared in awed silence at a boiling sea. Huge waves battered white cliffs, jagged rocks emerging at intervals to gleam briefly before disappearing beneath the ensuing onslaught. Raw gusts of wind captured my breath and I felt immense agitation as though I too was churning like the sea. Inexplicably for a seasoned sailor, I wanted to turn around, run away from perpetual motion, back to the placid creek, the peaceful chapel, the solid brick house.

      ‘You look a bit pale, Julia,’ Martin said, taking my arm. ‘Come away from the edge.’

      ‘Stormy seas,’ I murmured. ‘What a contrast from ordered fields.’

      ‘All part of God’s earth, there’s no need to be afraid.’

      ‘I’m not afraid, the wind just took my breath away.’

      ‘That’s not all,’ Hannah said beside me. ‘My blood’s frozen solid.’

      ‘Mine too,’ Benjamin echoed.

      Martin laughed. ‘Guess I’d better get you hothouse plants back in the warmth. How about soup by a roaring fire?’

      ‘Great,’ we answered in unison and turned our backs on the angry sea.

      After walking for only a few metres, a trailing shoelace forced me to stop and when I straightened up, I noticed a lone figure still standing on the cliff edge. His borrowed jacket vibrant against the darkening sky, Jeremiah stood arms outstretched as though poised for flight. Afraid to call out in case it spooked him, I contemplated a safe way to steer him away from danger, but before I could take a step forward, he spun around and began shouting at the sky. A gust of wind whipped his words away, so I couldn’t tell whether they were praise or anger.
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      Back at the house, soaking in a hot bath, I remembered the library. It was too late to search for a book on British flora, supper would be served in half an hour. I decided to look the following day after class.

      When supper had been cleared away and I’d taken my turn at washing up, I wandered into the main corridor to read the multitude of notices pinned to cork boards along the walls. There were plans of the house, potted biographies and photographs of the staff, lists of tutor groups, extra-curricula activities. Sign up here: painting prayer pottery singing gardening tapestry; a plethora of choice. Pencil in hand, I hesitated, loath to encroach on the alone time I had promised myself. Moving on, I headed for the main staircase and the sanctuary of my bedroom, but as I approached one of the small sitting rooms, the sound of a guitar slowed my progress. Curious, I paused by the open doorway, saw Jeremiah sitting in front of a log fire, strumming and singing softly, a small group gathered at his feet. Alone time dismissed, I tip-toed into the room and sat quietly on the edge of the rug.

      ‘Welcome Julia,’ said Jeremiah, barely altering the rhythm of his song.

      I blushed and raised my hand in greeting. Why was I always turning up late in this place and drawing attention to myself?

      ‘Well that’s the end of my repertoire, friends,’ he declared after a few minutes. ‘Anyone else care to play?’ He held out the guitar.

      Benjamin from Kenya leant forward. ‘I’d love to teach you all a song from my country. Do you think you could pick up the tune Jeremiah?’

      ‘You don’t play?’

      ‘No, but I sing.’

      ‘Ok, try me.’

      ‘Ji bo tu, ji bo tu, mu mo yo, mu mo yu,’ he sang. ‘Ji bo tu, ji bo tu, mu no yo.’

      Jeremiah repeated the tune perfectly.

      ‘Great. It’s a simple song but beautiful lyrics. In English, the words are: It is well, it is well, in my soul, in my soul. It is well, it is well, in my soul.’

      ‘Once more and then everyone else join in,’ Jeremiah instructed, motioning Benjamin to sit beside him.

      Evening slipped into night as we taught each other songs and hymns from our various traditions, and I realised Choddy had been right about the benefits of learning from one another. At home, my fellow-worshippers were white, mostly middle-class Australians and the beliefs espoused in our small weatherboard church answered, or appeared to answer, all our late twentieth-century spiritual needs.

      ‘Why search elsewhere for religious guidance?’ my sister Karen, a confirmed atheist, had asked when I told her about the course.

      ‘To deepen my spirituality,’ I’d answered, meaning I wished to delve further into my own tradition. Now, I understood the narrowness of that explanation. Living at ‘the very end of the earth,’ to quote Choddy, I was isolated from other cultures and faiths. Multiculturalism might be a nineties’ media buzzword, but it barely touched my life. I moved in a tight circle of first or second-generation Australians whose ancestors came from Britain, the only Italians I knew ran the local fruit and vegetable shop, the only Chinese, the restaurant Brian and I favoured some Saturday evenings. I had never spoken to an Aboriginal Australian and had little notion of indigenous spiritual traditions. Dreamtime for me conjured up images of Uluru, rainbow serpents and desert dot painting.

      Benjamin tapped my shoulder. ‘Goodnight Julia, I hope you enjoyed this evening as much as I have.’

      I looked up at him. ‘Yes, it’s been wonderful. Goodnight Benjamin.’

      All except Jeremiah rose to leave, but still contemplating the constrictions of life in a close-knit, self-absorbed community, I found myself moving closer to the fire. In the dying embers, I saw the red centre of my land, remote, ancient, her secrets concealed beneath rock and sand.

      ‘Penny for your thoughts,’ Jeremiah said softly.

      ‘I was thinking about Australia.’

      ‘Homesick?’

      ‘No, I was thinking about Aboriginal Australians. Their culture is just as foreign to me as yours.’

      ‘You do not learn the history of your country at school?’

      ‘Not in my day, it was all British history. It’s different now.’

      ‘Yes, it is different now.’ Leaning forward, he picked up a poker lying on the hearth and stabbed at the coals. ‘They taught British history in my school too and they taught us well. I can recite a list of monarchs from Edward the Confessor to Elizabeth.’ The poker pitched into the coals, smashing the red centre. ‘Elizabeth the Second I mean, not that proud virgin who sent her ships across the seas to plunder and subjugate. Britannia rules the waves, long live the Empire!’ He pulled out the poker, then spat into the fire. ‘They ruined our land and dismissed our culture, but they could not destroy our souls.’

      Truth bit deep, my own country a prime example of the destruction wrought by colonisation. He continued to stare into the coals and I questioned whether he wanted to be alone. A curtain had fallen between us, the evening’s cheerful camaraderie cooled like night air. ‘Goodnight, Jeremiah,’ I murmured, and padded towards the door.

      ‘Please stay,’ he called after me. ‘I do not want to be alone when the fire dies.’

      Reluctantly I re-traced my steps.

      ‘Thank you,’ he whispered, his eyes still fixed on the glowing coals.

      A long discomfiting silence ensued. I yearned to speak, heal the rift widening between us but words eluded me, and in their place, guilt surged to the surface. White guilt for forty years lived in blissful ignorance, staying away, as instructed by my mother, from the wasteland near the railway line where Aboriginal children played; crossing the road to avoid the black drunk lying outside the post office, never asking why? What could I say to this black man whose country and people had suffered under British rule, what good were my little white words?

      Then, the words of a psalm reached my lips: ‘God is our shelter and strength, always ready to help in times of trouble. So, we will not be afraid, even if the earth is shaken and mountains fall into the ocean depths; even if the seas roar and rage, and the hills are shaken by violence.’

      The last embers flickered and died.

      ‘God bless you, Julia,’ he said quietly and taking my hand, pressed it between his warm palms.
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