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By Sarah Schmidt


See What I Have Done


Blue Hour









Praise for Sarah Schmidt’s writing:


‘[A] seminal voice of the future . . . a dark, dense visceral ride that proves that this former librarian could be on course to become one of the breakout writers of the decade . . . Donna Tartt, make room’ Stylist


‘Schmidt’s portrayal of Lizzie is haunting and complex, a deeply psychological portrait that forces the reader to question their preconceptions about what women are capable of – for better and worse. Both disturbing and gripping, it is an outstanding debut novel about love, death and the lifelong repercussions of unresolved grief’ Observer


‘Eerie and compelling, Sarah Schmidt breathes such life into the terrible, twisted tale of Lizzie Borden and her family, she makes it impossible to look away’ Paula Hawkins


‘What a book – powerful, visceral and disturbing. I felt like one of the many flies on the walls of that unhappy, blood-drenched house’ Cathy Rentzenbrink


‘An outstanding debut. Enviably brilliant and memorable’ Hannah Beckerman


‘Vivid, sultry and engrossing’ Carys Bray


‘A twisty, visceral, highly original novel that grips you from start to finish. An exceptional and stunning debut’ Kate Hamer, author of The Girl in the Red Coat


‘See What I Have Done held me in its sweaty grasp to the very last pages . . . as deftly destabilising as the best of Margaret Atwood’ Patrick Gale


‘Disturbing and original’ S Magazine, Sunday Express









About the Book


She thinks of blue mountain, her favourite place. ‘We’re going somewhere where we can be safe. We never have to come back here.’ She eyes the rearview mirror, keeps a look out for headlights, keeps a look out for him.


As dawn breaks over sleeping houses, Eleanor straps her infant daughter Amy, into the back of her car. Together they will escape the private hell of Eleanor’s marriage to make the drive to blue mountain, a place of enchantment and refuge that lit up Eleanor’s childhood. Can she be sure that her husband is not on their trail?


As the car eats up the long miles of highway, so Eleanor’s mind dives back into the depths of her childhood, and into her fraught relationship with her mother, Kitty. Kitty a woman who wanted so much, in marriage and in love. Kitty who always tried too hard to bend Eleanor, her brother and her father, to her image of the perfect family.


In her masterful return to fiction, Sarah Schmidt, acclaimed author of SEE WHAT I HAVE DONE? reworks the classic road novel to tense, devastating, and ultimately redemptive effect.









For my daughter


MY WORLD OF BLUE
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Many birds of prey do not hunt near their nests. A neutral zone. It is thought this arrangement developed so birds of prey don’t accidentally hunt their own offspring.


Sarah Sentilles, Draw Your Weapons












Eleanor


Present (1973)


STAND. WALK. AND she does, moves down the hall to their bedroom, and when she’s by his side, Eleanor leans into her husband’s mouth, waits for warm breath on lips. Breasts are full; the warm drip of herself down her stomach, down between her legs. There is no way to stop the flow of yourself once the body accepts release.


Eleanor quiets to the bathroom, switches the light on, lifts her top, wipes herself clean: right breast and stomach and water between her legs gives her the urge to urinate and so she does, a slight sting from having held on overnight.


All quiet in the house, all quiet in the blue hour. Move quicker, Eleanor.


She heads back down the hallway, opens the door to her daughter, the blue lava lamp in shadow play on walls. Eleanor goes to the cot, scoops up Amy, scoops up blankets, and the sight of her daughter’s mouth brings a drop of milk, the way all feeds do. Eleanor, leave now so you can get to safety before nightfall, and she whispers, ‘Everything will be better soon, Amy.’


There in the first yawn of daylight: dishes stacked by the sink, pumpkin soup splatter on the wall near the telephone, broken chips of the earthenware bowls from Kitty. Mother’s wedding gifts. There: a baby rattle in the middle of the lounge room floor, an open cupboard door. Last night’s leftovers, never tidied.


Things are the same until you’re not, she thinks.


Eleanor feels her way along the walls, navigates past dining chairs, through the obstacle course of day-in-day-out. The smear of dried pumpkin soup on the wall, the phone cord, cold wallpaper, the humming fridge. Open it, Eleanor, and she does, lights up the room with artificial light. Be quiet. On the kitchen counter: her husband’s black box, brought home from Vietnam. She holds Amy closer, kisses and kisses.


Artificial light allows you to see what you want to see and so she sees a home filled with the passion of a husband and wife, of two people magnetised hip to hip, moving a body as one through the night, the way they tell each other things that only make sense when whispered in an ear, at just that sonic frequency. Like birds, like whale song: language of like-like species; the taxonomy of family. There: George standing in the lounge room holding his granddaughter Amy, his smile gate-wide, speaking about how in the summer they will camp up at the blue mountain just like old times. There: Kitty laughing along to a story Eleanor has told her. There: Badger with his children.


But there is no existence like this. Out the front door into darkness: colder than she expects. She wraps the blanket tighter around Amy, keeps her warm. A streetlight glows fog from the opposite side of the street and in the distance is a car, another car, rolling towards early-morning shift work. Down the front steps: flowers graze her calves and she is at the gas meter in the front yard, the small ticking like night crickets hiding in grass. Letterboxes rise like field mushrooms, grey in the streetlight. Up above: powerful owl sound, the skitch of a possum running overhead on the electric wire. A goat hangs from the Burgesses’ porch, night dew fur, swings in time with tree movement. The smell of the goat. The last hunt was two days ago. There is no disguising death. It sticks to skin, sticks to clothing, sticks to memory. Often you have to look past it to keep going on with life, on with the day. She sniffs her skin, her jumper, hopes the winter air will take away the smell.


Eleanor carries her daughter to the midnight blue 1968 Belmont station wagon filled with a few of their belongings, the emergency items they will need for their journey, straps Amy into the back seat. ‘I’m just going to do one last thing.’ She kisses her daughter, goes back into the house.


Inside, she leans against the closed bedroom door; uses wood for a spine. Listens. She opens the door, holds her breath, and he’s limbed out like a tree, the giant way he takes up space. I just need to make sure he’s not awake. Everything is quiet and her heart races to her throat. Eleanor, leave. It’s time to leave, he will wake any minute.


She closes the door and rushes to the kitchen, snatches the black box off the counter, runs out of the house to her daughter.


Automatic pulses push Eleanor through Wintonvale streets, car tyres smooth on tar. Ahead of her a crow scamps around the base of a tree and wind sweeps through feathers; a black sea. Eleanor and her birds: makes her smile. Wind swims hair, messes into face and eyes. She smoothes her hair away so she can see, winds the window up, blasts the car with heat. It’s always so cold everywhere. Eleanor reaches over the driver seat to Amy, palms her daughter’s pudgy legs. ‘Are you ready for a long drive, bub?’ The journey to the blue mountain will take a while.


Outside the car: houses beam light; people fetch newspapers from yards, burrow down into neighbour talk.


Inside the car: a small piece of lapis on a thin strip of leather swings from the rear-view mirror. Kitty had given it to Eleanor, an unexpected gift she’s never been able to bring herself to get rid of.


Eleanor, tell your daughter a story to keep yourself awake. And, an eye on lapis, she does, says, ‘Did you know the sky is blue but once, a long time ago, humans didn’t have a word for such a colour? Blue isn’t as common in nature as you would think. In old books the sky is described as apocalyptic blazes of purple, something to fear. Those people didn’t realise how many ways a human eye could detect shades of blue and so they didn’t always know what colour they were looking at. Isn’t that amazing, Amy?’


The idea of it makes Eleanor cry. Stop it.


‘Amy, wouldn’t it be wonderful to see something that’s rarer than blue?’ And she watches the lapis swing, thinks of the blue mountain, her favourite place. ‘We’re going somewhere we will be safe. We never have to come back here.’ Her foot on the accelerator takes them out of Wintonvale, takes them towards the highway to the mountain. She eyes the rear-view mirror, keeps a lookout for headlights, keeps a lookout for him.









Kitty


1940


HOW TO MAKE a woman:


Kitty watched men, watched them sit, watched them tie fingers into fingers, tongues, lick around lips; the search for something sweet, for something more. Maybe they’re looking for the peach kiss of a woman, of a man, of something warm and comforting from the past. Who knows what anyone is looking for.


In the dining hall at Wintonvale Repatriation Hospital, Kitty winced at the splotch noise of too-cooked porridge as she ladled it into shallow white bowls. ‘This will fill you up.’ Summer-voiced. You’re at your best when you’re the sun. She kept filling bowls, kept smiling.


When she got to Paul, to his broken middle-aged body, his groin full of warm and stench, he shifted in his chair, his hand to trousers, patted himself, looked at his fingers then sniffed them. Sobbed.


‘What’s happened?’


‘I’ve done it again. I’ve done it again.’ His voice: aged child. She half-expected him to say, ‘Don’t tell Mummy.’


‘It’s alright. Just an accident.’


‘I didn’t know I needed to go.’ Forgetting how bodies worked. This man like so many who had returned from the Great War.


‘It doesn’t matter. Let me fix you.’ Kitty cupped her hands around his, sticky and warm, and she smiled, tried to be sympathy.


He shook his head. ‘It just keeps happening.’


‘Lucky you have me to help you.’


And they walked out of the dining room, down a corridor, into his room, where Kitty sat him down on the bed. She pulled his trousers down, tried not to stare too long at anything she shouldn’t.


‘Let’s get you dry and comfortable.’


Paul nodded, cried, kept crying.


Kitty sponged him, tried not to focus on the shrapnel wounds along his middle-aged thigh, looked away from his chest, which had been opened and reopened so many times that the scars now looked like prehistoric fossils, his torso a small history of the earth.


Afterwards, Kitty helped him into dry clothes and somewhere outside in the hospital grounds two patients argued like punches. This sound of men living among each other; she wished it would stop.


Kitty hooked her arms under Paul, lifted him up, felt his snot drip onto the back of her hand, wiped it off on her uniform, and walked him back to the dining room.


‘Thank you, Sister.’


Kitty patted his hand, the smooth shape of knuckle, imagined the shapes his hand would make around a hip, a breast, around the butt of a rifle. ‘I’ve still got a few months left before you can call me that.’ She patted his hand again. How many people had he shot in the war? She stopped smiling. How long can I last in a place like this? What’s the difference between commitment and duty?


‘Thank you, Sister. I feel better now.’ Paul cleared his throat, spooned cold porridge.


‘Would you like me to reheat it for you?’


‘No. I’ll just eat what I was given.’


I’ll stay for as long as I can be good at being good, at being sunshine.


Three years earlier: no idea what awaited her as she boarded the train from suburban Melbourne to Wintonvale, a little bag packed with hard-earned belongings, bumped along the track all the way to womanhood. She’d been told to be careful. ‘Those people in psychiatric hospitals have soft brains, Kitty. They’re likely to do God knows what.’ These neighbourhood warnings, all those fearful ways of thinking about other people. It had begun to make her feel as if choosing to do her nurse’s training at Wintonvale Hospital meant there was something wrong with her, that she was brain-soft too. She didn’t like people thinking that of her. She had just wanted a guaranteed job, wanted a new life away from her mother and father.


‘They might be harmless,’ Kitty would say. ‘They’re just people who need help.’


‘Still. A young girl like you.’


‘A young girl like you.’


‘A young girl like you ought to be careful.’


‘Young girls like you.’


‘You’re foolishly idealistic.’


A chorus of warnings to a nineteen-year-old. All those people constantly telling her how to live her life made her feel stuck, like she couldn’t breathe. At her last meal with her family Mother said to her, ‘Sit up straight, elbows off the table. How can you be delightful if you can’t even hold yourself?’ Then Mother said, ‘Men don’t like ladies who have no neck! Lift your chin and show that lovely neck of yours.’ Then Mother said, ‘Compliments are kisses, Kitty. Don’t go looking for the real thing.’ Mother said, ‘Just remember now that you’re bleeding you will get pregnant.’ Mother said and Mother said and her father only ever raised his eyebrows. Though she had done nothing, her mother already accused her of wrongdoing, of failing.


‘Mum, I promise I will be on my best behaviour.’


‘I know, darling. I’m just trying to look out for you as much as I can before you leave us.’


‘I’m not leaving you! I promise to call all the time.’ But Kitty knew promises would be hard to keep.


Later that night, her father stood at Kitty’s door as she readied herself for bed. ‘I know your mother and I have gone over this, but I just want to be sure you’re leaving us with a clear head.’


‘I am.’


‘What do you do if you make a promise to someone, Kitty?’ This man, the way he kept her a perpetual child.


‘You keep it.’


‘What are the promises you’ve kept in particular?’


She knew what he meant. ‘That I’ll never do anything to embarrass you.’ He’d said it to her and her sisters many times: virginity was a virtue.


He nodded. ‘Just keeping you in check, Kitty. It’s a different world out there.’


‘Yes, Father.’


‘Well, you’d better get your rest. You’ve got a big day tomorrow.’


And when he left, Kitty stared at herself in her dressing-table mirror, brushed her hair. ‘I’ve got a big life ahead of me.’ She considered what that life would be, how it might include boys, include secrets. She lifted her chin like Mother had said, grew her long neck longer. Keep your promises, Kitty.


Every Friday night was the same: trade in your uniform for a night-out dress, figure out which shoes would work best with the new blisters from the week.


Kitty and three other nurses, Carol and Jude and Betty, made up faces, made up bodies, made up lives and went out for the night.


The Wintonvale hall was a few kilometres away from the hospital, close to the army barracks. It was white, terracotta-templed, with a small mission bell on the highest point of the roof that meant it could double as a church hall. A place for dance and love and sex and prayers; walls for all seasons. The small foldout doors to the basement of the building were usually locked, but when they arrived at the hall on this night, Kitty saw that they were open. Carol said, ‘You should go in. There might be some hidden treasure.’


‘What could possibly be under there?’


Carol shrugged. ‘There’s always something hidden somewhere. I bet it’s buried. Top secret. Wasn’t there some guy who saw something flying in the sky t—’


Kitty waved her hand at Carol to be quiet. The idea of things that go bump in the night, of things that couldn’t easily be explained, made her shiver.


Carol grinned at her, grabbed her by the arm. ‘Come on, you big baby.’


Music snaked from windows, from the solid wooden door chocked open with a small black doorstop. Big band swing and voices of men; Kitty stopped thinking about hidden things then.


She said to the other three women, ‘If I don’t find someone tonight I’ll scream.’ She felt a pulse in her groin, closed her eyes momentarily, imagined someone between her legs. What would that feel like in real life? The idea of it made her giddy. Her mouth parted sea-wide at the thought of a tongue making her warm and Carol said, ‘Bloody pull yourself together, Kitty.’


The others laughed at her like they always did, and they walked together towards the entrance, a four-headed mythological creature, their smell a punch of Aphrodite, rising from necks, from wrists, from inner thighs; made the mission bell toll. Just outside the door were soldiers from the barracks and local men with cigarettes hanging over the side of lips, smoke rising from them like ectoplasm. They stepped back and the women closed in, dresses brushed against uniforms. Kitty decided that tonight would be the night she would finally have fun, finally explore who she could be.


Music played: Kitty lifted her chin, pulled her shoulders back and knew she was catching the eyes of them all. They could eat out of my palm, she thought. They could have a feast. But then she heard her mother in her ear, her voice speaking of the danger of being that girl. Why couldn’t she go through life without her mother’s voice in her mind? Would it ever stop? If Kitty ever had her own daughter she’d make sure her voice never left a mark behind. To do that to someone else: she would never.


Dancers made patterns across the room: music, bodies swayed in slow time, heads on shoulders. Those not chosen for dances circled the edge as they waited for their turn, like animals surrounding their prey. Kitty went to the small bar in the corner of the room, said to the bartender, ‘I’ll have a beer.’


‘Please,’ he said, smiled, winked.


‘Please.’ She put her hand out, waited for her reward, then went to find Carol.


Together they stood against a wall, watched over the crowd of people trying to impress people.


‘Most of them will die.’ Carol took a swig from her beer bottle.


‘That’s morbid.’


‘It’s true. War means someone dies and a whole lot of people are going. It’s simple statistics.’


‘What do you know about statistics?’


Carol looked at Kitty. ‘A bloody hell of a lot more than you do.’ She bared her teeth in a smile. Kitty poked her finger into Carol’s cheek, all its round smooth flesh. ‘It’s still morbid.’


Carol sighed. ‘I know.’


Drinking beer, watching lives go by. The room felt brighter than it should and Kitty said so.


‘Just wait. Another hour and everything will be dark enough.’ Carol was right. The dark came, the night began, the hall lit only by small candles on tables.


His name was George Turner. They collided as they weaved through gaps between the tables. ‘I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t hurt you.’ His voice the way a psalm sounds read out loud: solitude. It made her smile. He put his hand on her shoulder. His touch warm; sun on skin.


‘Not at all.’ Like she was made new. They held each other’s gaze and she smiled. ‘You’d be surprised at how strong I actually am.’


She liked him immediately, liked the idea that he was a soldier and if they hit it off she would be with a future hero.


It was as simple as that. He asked her to dance, excusing his clumsiness, and she enjoyed that he couldn’t take his eyes off her, that he seemed unable to speak much in her presence. Hours spent dancing, drinking. She told him, ‘I’ll be a qualified nurse in a few months,’ and he said, ‘That’s impressive. You should be proud of yourself. It takes a lot to care for someone like that.’ No one had ever complimented her like this before.


‘What do you do in the armed forces?’


‘I’ll be a navigator.’


‘When do you go?’


‘Five weeks.’


The way he couldn’t take his eyes off her. How could it be she had finally met someone, only to discover they wouldn’t be here for long?


‘Let’s have fun then!’


Loud at each other against the music. She pressed against his ear. ‘You should kiss me.’ All the ways she wasn’t herself, like he was magic, was turning her. He obeyed and then he told her, ‘I haven’t been with many girls before.’


This time she kissed him. The band played and they danced and she prepared to keep a secret.


Love hits fast when you’re young and the possibility of death is near. They left the dance early, walked arm in arm through the streets of Wintonvale, saw feral rabbits hanging from verandahs. ‘Do you think it’s weird they just hang them all up like that?’ she asked him. When she’d first arrived in town she was shocked at the openness of death.


‘I grew up in the country so it’s not unusual for me. I like that people here are willing to eat what they kill.’ The sense he made to her. What else could he explain about the world?


They sipped from bottles of beer stolen from the hall, talked the talk of strangers getting to know each other. There was an ease that came from speaking his name, the easy roll off her tongue. ‘You know, George is my new favourite name,’ she said, made him blush. She wanted to keep saying it. When he told her about his farm-boy life, labouring on the land, she imagined all that earth on her skin, how it might be to have him uproot her from what she once knew. They stopped by a park and George said, ‘I can still hear music in my head. Will you dance with me?’


Swooning made her nod. Keep yourself together, Kitty. Into arms: George and his dancing, George and his shy smile. His mouth hummed next to her ear and he whispered, ‘I worry I’ll die.’


‘Shhh, don’t think that.’ Something she’d say to any of the patients at the hospital to soothe them.


‘What if I don’t get a chance to live a full life?’ A small boy’s voice.


They swayed together, this natural movement that seemed to be between them, and she said, ‘Live a full life with me.’


He hummed next to her ear, said:


‘I’d take away your worries.’


‘I’d make you feel safe.’


‘We would make children who were one part you, one part me.’


‘I’ll watch you grow old.’


His promises. She wanted them; felt that if she had them she would be closer to happiness, this thing she’d been after since leaving home. Where did this man come from? It felt greedy to ask for more but she said, ‘If you came back, what then?’


They danced and George carved out a life for them:


‘And we’ll have a house together.’


‘And I’ll sing to you at night.’


‘And we will travel.’


‘I’ll make love to you all the time.’


‘I’ll be your best friend.’


‘I’ll never leave your side.’


These promises; atoms of love. She absorbed them, let them enter her blood, let herself fall into the future. She kissed George, this man who would leave soon, and her mouth filled with him. I want more, I want more, I want more.


Kitty crept back to the dorm room, to bed, thought of George. All the ways he had already made her feel good: she couldn’t stop thinking about it. She was disappointed that he didn’t ask her to do more than kiss that night. She wanted him and now she felt empty, sad, like something was missing. She lay in her bed listening to Betty snore and the pulse between her legs from earlier that night came back. She spread her legs, stretched her inner thighs, was surprised at the heat that came from them. I could start fires. She thought of putting her fingers inside herself, just to feed the pulse, to stop sad feelings, and she thought of what her father would say. ‘This is filth.’


But filth is an invitation to live and she planned on living. Kitty put her hands on her stomach, smoothed her skin. Maybe just a little bit. Betty snored and Kitty dropped her hands to her side, closed her legs, let out a sigh. Tonight was not her chance to feel something more than an ordinary life. She’d have to wait to find herself.


The next day their courtship of birds, of mountains, of walking together began. They only had a few weeks before he would disappear. George introduced Kitty to all the things he loved, told her, ‘There’s so much pleasure in sitting back and watching nature do its thing. Don’t you agree?’


She didn’t. It bored her. But she’d never met anyone who was passionate about anything, never met someone who only spoke when he had something important to say, something thoughtful. She could really love a man like this. Eventually I’ll enjoy his things, these things, too.


George opened doors, gave her compliments. ‘I love your mind, Kitty. You’re beautiful.’ He’d wait for her by the hospital gates after her shifts, always with a gift: flowers, a poem he’d written for her, a feather found on a walk, a cake he’d made. She was so used to taking care of others that she’d forgotten you could receive care too. She liked the way he looked at her, as if he needed her, desired her. When they walked through Wintonvale, Kitty knew people watched them in awe, as if they were bodies of gold. The way their eyebrows raised, a jealousy.


‘I hate living in Wintonvale,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing to do here.’


‘When I come back from the war we can move to anywhere you like,’ he promised.


‘I want to live by the sea!’


‘Then that’s what we’ll do.’


When you let love in, the future rushes towards you whether you’re ready for it or not.


A few days before he left for war, George picked her up early in the morning, told her, ‘I hope you like long drives.’


She couldn’t stand them – they made her car sick – but she wanted to be with him. ‘Where are we going?’


‘I want to show you my favourite place.’


They drove all day, talked about childhood dreams, their pasts. George described how caring his mother was when his father came back from the first war.


‘She was so gentle with him. I used to wonder if that’s how they’d always been together. I liked seeing it.’


This is how I will be, too, Kitty told herself. I will be this woman: I will be your mother, I will be your lover. I will be.


They drove past muddy dams, hay bales stacked in paddocks, and she said, ‘I want to be happy all the time just doing things with you.’


‘Whatever you want, I want that too.’


Every two hours they stopped the car and kissed by the side of the road.


‘You’re the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen. You’re so special, Kitty,’ he said in her ear, then he licked her neck, traced fingers underneath her skirt, inside her body, and she said, ‘Never stop touching me, George.’


‘Whatever you want, I want that too.’


The smell of him. She was done for.


When they reached the blue mountain, they inhaled the scent of eucalypts, breathed in air that was milk and honey. He took her by the hand and led her up the track for as long as she could handle the climb. They stood on a ledge and he said, ‘You make me feel like this. You make me feel at peace.’ He pointed to an expanse of never-ending blue and green. The sight of it overwhelmed her, made her feel as if she would fall out of her body onto the rocks below. ‘Kitty,’ he said, ‘I want to marry you.’


‘Yes. I want that too.’ The taste of potential vows; her voice caught in her mouth.


‘Can we get married when I come back? It’ll give me something to live for.’


‘I promise. I don’t want to be without you.’


‘I love you.’


‘I love you.’


The mountain took their love, made plans for it. Later that night they read to each other sitting on the edge of her bed then exchanged the kind of stories couples shared under sheets: low-toned in the ear. Finally Kitty asked, ‘Are you scared of going?’


‘I don’t think I’m allowed to be.’


This too was a story they were telling each other. She kissed him, tried not to think about Carol’s statistics: they were living decades of marriage in the time they had together because chances were George wouldn’t be coming back. And she would eventually have to move on, like all young women should.


She called her mother about the engagement, to ask her how she should get on with life without George. ‘Kitty, men leave and if they return they are never the person you expected. So just tell yourself it’s over.’


It wasn’t what she wanted to hear but she tried to take her mother’s advice because that was what she was expected to do.


The mass exodus of men from Wintonvale was happening again. They left the barracks, left Australia, left for a country hard to find on a map. George had asked her not to see him off with all the other wellwishers. ‘I don’t want to think about anything other than the time we had together.’


She agreed and they kissed and as quickly as he came into her life he was gone. Kitty wrote letters to George, hoped that they would bring him comfort. She told him of small things – what she ate for breakfast (porridge), what she ate for lunch (creamed corn on toast), told him dinner was a meal that she wished she could share with him. She hoped her banality would reassure George, didn’t want to remind him that while he was at war, she was still able to have fun with her friends. So she told him that when she thought of him she touched herself (a lie), that she missed him, but after a while she wondered how true this was. Can you really miss someone you have only just met, that you don’t have full knowledge of?


George responded with descriptions of what it was like to navigate planes over enemy lines, flying through dark and fire-blast. ‘One big mechanical bird, Kitty!’ Details were scant, but he’d tell her he loved her, couldn’t wait to see her again.


Eventually the letters stopped and she assumed he had either died or met someone else.


Work is useful to take your mind off life, to take you into day after day after. And so Kitty completed her training and worked and lived and played, and met others, lots of others, and they helped to take her sad feelings away, to fill her emptiness, and in time thoughts of George faded.
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THERE IS A certain freedom to be found in days that mimic each other: no need for thinking, for second guesses. You wake up, dress yourself in your uniform, eat with the other women, chat about this and that, check your teeth in the mirror for leftover life and walk out the door, onto the hospital grounds, see a patient or two under wide-fronded palm trees, a promise of tropic healing, and they will wave and you’ll wave back because that’s the done thing.


On her way to day shift on ward six, to the men with physical injuries, Kitty spotted a notebook filled with drawings of naked women and bullet holes; saw a man rubbing his cock against the hind legs of the work horse, Country Kettle; found a single black sock under a sun-bleached cane chair, a wet cigarette stub, a false tooth, a scrap of bloodied bandage; spied a patient headbutting a brick wall, screaming for someone, anyone, to stop the ringing in his ears. The way people were: it was becoming too much. ‘I need to get out of here,’ she muttered.


Kitty’s conversations with patients were the same now.


‘Did you manage to write a letter to your friends? I’m sure they’d love to hear how you’re progressing in here.’


‘I bet you’ll have all the girls lining up for you once you go home.’


‘Look at you! You are much better.’


All the poor bastards, so grateful to have you near, so grateful that someone was paying attention to them, so grateful that you didn’t mention their missing limbs, missing faces, missing minds, so grateful that they had a pretty face to stare into, so grateful they hadn’t perished over there like their brothers in arms, so grateful their bodies were healing, so grateful they didn’t have to talk about what war was like inside their head, only had to talk about good times and weather, so grateful that they would eventually leave hospital and pick up their old lives, assume the shape they’d had before.


Last week, when she went to the butcher to satisfy a craving for meatloaf, she saw Max, a man who had lived at the hospital on and off for almost twenty years, buying sausages. He waited for change to be dropped in his palm, took stock of the meat cabinet, that raw flesh, burst into tears, said, ‘Don’t you smell them? God, can’t you smell them?’


Kitty went to him, arm around shoulders. ‘Come on, Max. Let’s go, eh?’


Was any of the care they were giving their patients helping at all? Maybe it was time to leave Wintonvale, take a position at a different hospital.


At handover she checked over the new patient list. George Turner. He appeared as he had when they first met: out of nowhere, something sent. Heart flipped and breath caught in her throat. He was awake when she went into the room, head half-covered in bandages, was still a regimental soldier in bed. His height, like ghost gums, controlled shoulders, all weight into brass bedframe, all the things that prop you up, let others believe that nothing is amiss. Her breath caught in her stomach as Kitty was dragged back in time to the night they met. Like most Wintonvale patients, the worst of his injuries had been fixed overseas. Her finger followed the words across his chart, like reading fiction: back to Wintonvale for physical rehabilitation and a facial prosthetic. The left side of George’s face had been blown apart, and he was missing fingers from his left hand, missing a piece of upper arm muscle, missing, missing, missing. His chart said to note any other signs of trauma, and Kitty knew they were looking for what war had broken inside, where they couldn’t see.


This man now back from the dead. She couldn’t bear him. But her eyes met his eyes and there was no looking away.


‘Kitty?’ He still sounded like a psalm.


She nodded. ‘Hello, George.’ It was the best she could do. ‘I have to wash you. I hope that’s alright?’


‘Of course. You need to do your job.’


Close to him: night musk under his gown, like when they had slept side by side, fully clothed, pretending marriage. Being close to him made it harder to be professional, harder not to ask him what had happened, how he’d survived, why he’d stopped writing.


She concentrated on his body, all the pieces that were just as they once were, gently pressed on skin as she wiped him clean, and she remembered his poetry, his bird-warble mimicry, the way they danced. Now he was her patient.


He said nothing to her as she washed him and it was like listening to a stone drop through the well of her. This feeling of not being acknowledged; an echo, empty. She nursed as if giving a baptism; water lapped from the bowl, lapped at skin. If I keep washing will it take us back to before? I just want you to speak to me, George. She washed the blue vein lake under his wrists, over his temple, washed his blood, his heartbeat, nursed his pulse. And then George reached for her, held her hand and stroked her skin with his thumb, and water dripped onto sheets. ‘I didn’t think I’d see you again.’ Like reading minds; now she knew she could materialise thought into action. Poor bastard. He still wants me. She removed her hand from his, smiled politely. ‘I’ve just been here in Wintonvale.’


Weeks were born and close proximity allowed them to get to know one another again. There were glimpses of the man she’d begun falling in love with before he left. When someone comes to you missing half of who they were, you want to make them complete. Kitty doled out medication, doled out herself, and they chatted about Europe, chatted about weather, chatted about anything that blocked out what she didn’t want to hear, that noise about war and death and reality. She handed over clean pyjamas and mentioned a trip she had taken to the Great Ocean Road with her girlfriends. They tried to carve out a shared life from hospital routine and he made her laugh and she made him sigh.


When they were outside together, when his skin wore sun, when she could see his carotid artery drum against his throat, she entertained the idea of sex with George, what it would be like to know him from the inside out. But what was the point? Eventually she would move on from Wintonvale and they wouldn’t see each other again and that would be that. And yet.


Kitty always insisted on taking George to Dr Fleischmann for his check-ups and prosthetic fitting.


‘This is ridiculous, Kitty. Patients don’t belong to you.’ Betty had become a real pain.


‘He trusts me and that’s worth honouring. You’d do the same. Everyone needs to feel safe.’ She couldn’t explain that she was using these excursions as a way to understand him, was attracted to the idea that she was helping him. She’d listen to the way George spoke to the doctor, his assertive tone, the way he spoke in facts that hid any raw emotion. In these appointments she could see that George had grown out of his shyness and had stepped into the uniform of war. This was what he must have been like over there. The surety that comes from facts and figures, from life and death.


‘How is everything else?’ Fleischmann asked.


‘How do you mean?’


‘Any nightmares? Intrusive thoughts? Feelings of being on edge? Anything like that.’


Kitty had seen the night nurse’s scrawled note: they had to sedate him once, twice, for thrashing about. What was unusual about that? We all thrash about.


‘Nothing completely unusual,’ George said, wiped his fingers along the side of his mouth.


Kitty nodded along, made it easier to believe that his injuries were all on the outside. He wasn’t like the others, wasn’t that sick.


Fleischmann measured wounds, calculated the angles and proportions for George’s new face, and said, ‘Don’t worry. We’ll have you looking close to your old self in no time. Then you can get on with your life.’ He patted George on the back and George leaned into him, a small child consoled by parental warmth.


George tilted his head towards the ceiling and she saw the edge of bone, wanted to look inside his cavity, see how far down he went. If I go hunting will I find what I’m looking for?


Kitty called it making love but she knew what it really was: a way to lose yourself. The solace that comes when you explore someone else’s body entwined in yours, explore different versions of yourself. You can be anyone you please and I please myself. But there was always a voice telling her she was doing the wrong thing. But what was right?


She was with George walking through the hospital gardens when they stopped to watch a couple of men playing cricket with a coconut and George laughed, that way he had when they were at the blue mountain. Nostalgia made her ache for something she didn’t understand. The urge that came. I want that George. The past made her feel good inside, like she had something to look forward to, something that could be the present.


She whispered, ‘Come with me,’ took him by the hand, led him into the hospital block. The change of voices, of yelling across rooms, across corridors, voices that painted murals of interior thoughts on bare white walls. They entered a small room to the side of the dining room. Just enough light. Kitty guided his hand underneath her dress, and although he smiled, he hesitated at her underwear.


‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.


‘I’ve not been with anyone before.’


‘You can be with me.’ Lips on cheek, lips on eye.


He whispered, ‘Do I disgust you?’ And she took his hand and pushed him finger-length inside her before pulling him out. She sucked on his fingers, moulded them to trigger points and she said, ‘Close your eyes.’ She licked his lips, then teeth, as she pulled down his pyjama pants and he said, ‘I don’t know what to do.’ Kitty ran her hands over his stomach, over pubis, over penis, and he let out a small cry, writhed hips into patterns. If this is how I could shape his body I could shape his mind too. They kissed and he hardened and she said, ‘Now all you need to do is let me sit on you,’ and she straddled him, slipped him inside. Here he finally is. It was not earth-shattering but it shattered George. He smiled, looked at her as she rocked her hips; a swing. He gasped for air and she covered his mouth with her hand, felt his jaw clench, and she tried to push herself as deep as she could, her thighs around his narrow body, leaned towards him. George was in her ear, cried, said, ‘You’re warm,’ said, ‘I thought about you all the time,’ said, ‘Is this love, Kitty?’, whispered, ‘I want you to keep fucking me,’ and she dug her fingernails into his shoulders, made him whimper. ‘Say it again, George.’


‘I want.’


The voice of a lover is a trick; you mistake it for your own. Is this what I want too? Him against her: it made the day disappear, made her feel like she was someone else, could bring someone to themselves. And yet. She felt as though she had slipped away, hadn’t felt a thing, had missed the moment she’d been waiting for.


A man howled in the dining room, men called out to one another, but when George came inside Kitty he was silent.


‘Have I not been good enough? Are you alright?’


‘Yes.’ He kissed her forehead and his body relaxed; electrical pulses that had been generated switched off. She wasn’t going to be able to finish. And yet. There was the smell of him rising from underneath. I want to eat him all up. He smiled at her and she climbed off him, cleaned herself with the inside hem of her uniform.


I don’t feel relief, only that emptiness again.


But you can return to this moment later and find your own relief.
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