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O friend, understand: the body


is like an ocean,


rich with hidden treasures.


Open your innermost chamber and light its lamp.


Mirabai












WINTER 1993




Sleepless in Seattle, starring Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan, is released in Australia.


A new British television series called Absolutely Fabulous debuts on the ABC.


The Piano, starring the young Anna Paquin, is released.


In the wake of the 1992 publication of Diana: Her True Story by Andrew Morton, TRH The Prince and Princess of Wales are now living separately.


Meat Loaf’s ‘I’d Do Anything for Love (But I Won’t Do That)’ tops the Australian singles chart for eight weeks.


U2 releases the album Zooropa.












CHAPTER ONE


The house looks the same as it always has. As it looked when she was a wife here. When she was a child here, growing up in these sugar cane fields near Atherton that were once her whole world.


The house probably looked like this when her father built it, replacing the more ramshackle dwelling his own father had constructed. Given how flimsy the wooden structure is, she is regularly surprised that it hasn’t fallen down. A house on stilts, like all the other Queenslanders around here. Ridiculous, really, that such a thing should exist. But it is still here. Like her.


From this position she has a view of the cane, and the hills behind it. Emerald green they are, all year round; right now they’re the backdrop to the dark orange of the flames turning the sea of cane from green to black and brown. When she was a child Grace Maud thought the burnt fields were dead. She still wonders how nature can haul itself out of such wreckage and renew.


‘Can I get you anything, Mum?’


Tom appears in front of her, lines streaking out from the corners of his eyes, grey strands in his hat-flattened hair. He looks like he has more years on him than he ever has when she thinks about him. In her mind he’s always young. Maybe that just means she’s too old and her brain is stuck in gear somewhere around the 1970s, because he hasn’t been young since then.


‘What are you doing in here?’ she says, then sniffs the air. There’s a smell that takes her back to childhood, and flashes her forwards through her life. It’s the smell of family and familiarity, of promising futures and hopes dashed. ‘That cane’s still burning. Aren’t you meant to be watching it?’


‘Are you telling me off?’ he says, and while there’s a little of the tone of the wounded child in there she can hear mischief too. He’s always been cheeky.


‘Yes, I believe I am,’ she says. ‘You’re the boss now. You’re meant to be keeping an eye on things.’


‘Now?’ He snorts.


She knows why he’s snorting. In truth, he’s been the boss since she decided to step back nine years ago at the grand old age of sixty-five. No brothers to inherit the place after her father died – the war took care of that. No husband to help her either – she took care of that. So she’d been running it mostly on her own for a while. Then Tom said he’d leave the city and come back to help her. Luckily for him his wife, Vivien, wanted to come too. That was the only reason Grace Maud felt she could step back: Tom had someone to take care of him while he was taking care of the farm, and the business, and the workers, and everything else that comes with growing cane and burning cane and cutting cane and shipping it off to be made into sugar and molasses and all the other things that a country needs to stay sweet.


‘Grace Maud,’ says Viv as she enters the room, bending down to kiss her mother-in-law’s cheek. ‘Have you been sitting in here alone all this time? Tom didn’t tell me.’ She glares quickly at her husband. ‘I would have come to keep you company. Has he even offered you a drink? Cup of tea?’


‘Course I have,’ Tom says tersely, then his face relaxes.


Grace Maud recognises that particular quickstep: you say something mean to the one you love then remember you’re not cross with them in particular, but it’s too late to take back what you’ve said. She and Tom do it to each other as well.


‘I just haven’t got around to telling him if I want one or not,’ Grace Maud says, squeezing Viv’s hand.


Every day of her life, she’s grateful that Tom found this girl. A tall, broad-shouldered city lass who has no problem tucking her hair into a hat, pulling on her boots and rolling up her sleeves to get out there and do whatever’s necessary to keep the farm going. When Tom met her he called her the ‘New Farm princess’ because she’d barely been out of Brisbane and she liked the comforts of city life. People can change, that’s for sure. Or maybe they don’t change so much as adapt.


‘So would you? Like a drink?’ Tom says, scratching the back of his head.


She smiles at him. ‘No, thank you, love, I’m fine.’


As she’s grown older her eyesight has become less than perfect, so to her Tom looks more and more like her father and her youngest brother, Frank.


Frank was the brother who returned from the war in 1945, but he was never strong enough to work the cane. Grace Maud doesn’t know what happened to him while he was in New Guinea – he would never speak of it. He only made it to thirty-nine. Their older brother’s name was the last word out of his mouth, and Grace Maud has always wondered if William appeared to Frank right then, as he passed between worlds. She likes to think so. It gives her hope that one of them, or both, will come for her when it’s her time.


On the mantelpiece are the other Llewellyn family photographs. Her brothers are handsome in their uniforms, and in other photos they’re rugged in their working gear, their hair plastered to their heads in the Queensland humidity. Next to them is a photo of Grace Maud and Ellie Maud. Their father thought it was a good idea to give his twin girls the same middle name, and always insisted on people using both names. It was his way of honouring his mother, he would say when anyone asked.


He didn’t point out that it annoyed his daughters no end and led to much teasing at school. And by the time the girls worked out they didn’t have to use the Maud part, it was too late and they’d grown accustomed to it. Besides, it bound them together. They were Grace Maud and Ellie Maud, the Llewellyn twins of Atherton. Even after Ellie Maud moved to Melbourne, married a Hungarian man and took his name she was still Ellie Maud. Still Grace Maud’s most beloved person.


When Tom was a baby Grace Maud would sit in this same spot, nursing him, gazing at the photos and the view. The panorama of her life and lifelines. She never tires of any of it. That’s not why she moved into town. She moved because Tom and Viv needed to have their own home, even though they said they wanted her to stay. Their daughters, Felicity and Edwina, were grown by then and living elsewhere, but they come home occasionally and Grace Maud knows the place would be too crowded with her here too.


Besides, her great-nephew, Luca, needs his own space – as Grace Maud is reminded when he ducks his head to walk in the side door and only takes a couple of strides to reach her. Ellie Maud’s husband was a giant and their grandson is six feet four.


‘GM,’ Luca says, bending in half to kiss her cheek. That’s what he’s always called her, partly because ‘Great Aunt’ doesn’t appeal to her – or ‘Aunt’, for that matter – because it has a hint of dowager about it and she’d like to think she’s not old enough for that, and also because he’s young and the young seem to enjoy adapting their elders’ names.


‘Luca, darling,’ she says. ‘Is Tom being nice to you?’ She glances at her son, who rolls his eyes.


‘Kid gloves, Mum. Like you told me.’


‘I did not!’ Grace Maud says, but her indignation is fake: she did ask Tom to go gently on Luca in his first weeks on the farm. He is helping them out, after all; it isn’t his dream to be a cane farmer. Just because university didn’t turn out to be right for him and he left after one semester, that doesn’t mean he’s going to stay with them forever. Luca has never spent more than a few days in a Far North Queensland summer, or spring, and once he realises what it’s like to live in humidity for months on end he might head for Cairns airport with nary a backwards glance.


‘It’s fine, GM,’ Luca says, grinning. His dark-brown curls fringe his face, and Grace Maud can see that his already olive skin has taken on that look of baked-in dirt that is the result of layers of suntan. ‘Uncle Tom hasn’t got me doing anything dangerous.’


‘Tom, mate,’ says Tom, who is not Luca’s uncle but his second cousin. ‘Just Tom.’


Luca nods. ‘Sorry. Forgot. Um, Tom, they’re asking for you. Something about the plough?’


‘Sure, mate. Mum, you staying for dinner?’


Grace Maud looks from her son’s expectant face to Viv’s. She knows they genuinely want her to stay, but being in this house that is no longer her home has made her more nostalgic than is good for her. It’s why she doesn’t visit often. She’s only here today because it’s the first day of burning and Tom insisted she come, as if it’s a ritual that she has to take part in every year. It’s nice that he still thinks of her as being part of the business. It’s her name on the title, so she supposes it remains her business too.


‘No, I think I’ll get back,’ she says. ‘While it’s still light.’


What she really means is: while it’s still light enough for you to not tell me that I’m too old to drive myself home. That’s been their one battleground lately: the fact she won’t give up her licence. Why should she? Not being able to drive would sentence her to a life stuck in her house, and she can’t bear the idea.


Tom looks disappointed and she’s caught off guard. She forgets, sometimes, that he loves her. It’s so easy to forget when it’s never said, even when she knows that he’s like her in that respect: they use actions, not words, to convey what they feel.


‘Thank you for having me,’ she says, pushing herself up from the chair with great effort. She sits too much these days and it’s made getting up more difficult than it should be. All those years of riding horses when she was younger have made for stiff hips now, and they complain as she half-waddles towards her handbag.


Tom, Viv and Luca follow her down the stairs to her car.


‘See you, Mum.’ Tom bends and kisses her on the cheek, then Viv does the same.


‘GM,’ Luca says as he wraps his long arms around her. She squeezes him briefly then turns and lowers herself into the driver’s seat.


The air is heavy with the cane smoke and she looks towards the fields that are on fire. No matter how many times she sees it, she wonders at the majesty and brutality of it: growing those verdant crops then setting them ablaze to prepare them for cutting.


She’s seen that pattern in her own life: allowing something to grow, then doing something dramatic to pare it back. Or to destroy it. Perhaps it suggests that she’s heartless. Or perhaps it’s all she knows. After a childhood spent observing the pattern, it’s in her blood and her marrow and the very gristle of her. She has known for a long time now that the way we grow up leaves an imprint on us that is both profound and invisible. Our own individual system of ley lines. And she has spent her lifetime wondering if all we do is follow those lines without knowing why, our course plotted before we are even conscious of it.









CHAPTER TWO


‘Pat, have you seen the sugar?’


Patricia winces as, yet again, Gordon calls her by the nickname she can’t stand. Pat is something you do to a dog. Or something you call a boozy old bloke at the local pub who stopped being Patrick when he left school.


‘No, Gordon, I haven’t,’ she says, smiling with the bottom half of her face but not with her eyes. Never with her eyes if she’s smiling in Gordon’s direction. She’s learnt – as have all the other women who work here, from the cleaner to the secretary in the admin office to the French teacher, even a senior English teacher like Patricia – that he takes a real smile as an invitation to familiarity. But if they don’t smile, he tells them they’re stuck-up – and as he’s the school principal they can’t afford to not be on his good side. Which he knows.


‘I’m sure you used it at lunchtime,’ Gordon says, standing a little too close.


She takes a step sideways.


‘Lunchtime was a long time ago,’ she trills, wondering if he watches her making tea so that he knows when she has sugar. ‘I think I saw Dennis having a cuppa not long ago.’


She doesn’t want to dob in the PE teacher but she’s also desperate for Gordon to leave her alone so she can depart. Honestly, she has no idea why he keeps trying to crack onto her, apart from the fact that he tries to crack onto every human with XX chromosomes who looks within reasonable reach of legal age. He’s quite persistent with her, though, and has been ever since he started here a year ago.


The first day she met him he’d looked at her feet, shod in her favourite flat, brown work shoes, then at her face and said, ‘Please don’t tell me you’re a woman in sensible shoes. Because that’d be no fun.’ He’d winked slowly, as if she was supposed to know what he meant.


She didn’t, but she’s since found out: he wanted to know if she was a lesbian. Apparently that’s what ‘woman in sensible shoes’ was code for, although she’s never heard the phrase before or since.


At the time she had laughed nervously and said, ‘Well, I am wearing sensible shoes, so …’ Which was her version of fighting fire with fire.


‘Dennis!’ Gordon bellows now across the staffroom. ‘Where’s the bloody sugar?’


Patricia mouths sorry in Dennis’s direction, but she knows he understands. The female teachers regularly use him as a means of deflecting Gordon’s attention because Dennis is half a foot taller than Gordon, which seems to keep the older man in line.


Dennis nods in a resigned fashion and stands up to his full height. ‘Dunno, Gordon,’ he booms. ‘Let’s look together.’


Patricia exhales, then jumps as she feels a tap on her shoulder.


‘Sorry!’ squeaks Marjorie, the science teacher who joined them at the start of the year. ‘Didn’t mean to scare you.’


‘That’s okay,’ Patricia says, but as she turns her head to talk to Marjorie she feels a twinge running down the side of her neck and towards her shoulder. That same twinge she’s had for a few weeks now. It started after she helped her father into the car and he had suddenly gripped her shoulder, pulling her into a twist.


‘What is it?’ Marjorie says, looking concerned.


‘Nothing. Just a … It’s nothing.’ Patricia doesn’t need to share her woes. Maybe because if she started, she might not stop.


Marjorie nods. ‘Aches and pains,’ she says knowingly. ‘It’s all that marking. Bending over the papers.’ She makes a claw out of her right hand. ‘My hand gets so tight! I feel like my fingers will never straighten!’


Her high-pitched laugh makes Patricia jump again, although she should be used to it by now. Marjorie can often be heard before she’s seen, no matter where she is in the school. Patricia wonders if the laugh is covering for something. No one can be that genuinely ebullient all the time.


Now Marjorie is poking her in the arm and nodding again. ‘I went to this class. Amazing stretches. Yoga. You should try it! We could go together!’


‘Yoga?’ Patricia has heard the term but thought it was something to do with The Beatles visiting India.


‘There’s a teacher – Sandrine. She’s French. She has a class on Saturday mornings. It used to be in the Presbo church hall.’


Patricia blinks, wondering what her Presbyterian mother would think of that particular nickname. Probably nothing, actually, given that her mother’s fine brain is starting to disintegrate at the edges, and sometimes in the middle.


‘But now it’s in this amazing little house,’ Marjorie continues. ‘Orange Blossom House. She likes orange blossom orchids. That’s what she told us. She’s really lovely!’ Marjorie frowns. ‘And sometimes a bit mean. But yoga’s really good for you. The stretches are really deep. And there’s breathing.’


‘Breathing?’ Why would anyone need to learn breathing when we’re all breathing all the time anyway?


‘I know, it sounds funny! But it’s great. Trust me.’ Marjorie sighs. ‘It really helps me cope, you know?’


Patricia knows she should ask Marjorie what she’s coping with – in her experience no one drops a word like that into conversation without wanting to be asked about it – but Gordon reappears, triumphantly bearing the sugar.


‘Found it!’ he says redundantly.


‘Wonderful,’ Patricia offers. ‘We’ll give Dennis a medal.’


She glances in Dennis’s direction and he gives her a half salute and a friendly smile as he walks out the door.


‘I’ll leave you to your hot beverage, Gordon,’ Patricia says. She’s confident that Marjorie will also leave him to it, because she knows not to be alone with him.


‘You don’t want one?’ He looks slightly wounded.


‘I have a tonne of marking,’ Patricia says, hoping her uncharacteristic use of emphasis will convince him that she’s far too busy to stay. The truth is that she has no marking today, but Gordon wouldn’t know that because he doesn’t care about the teachers’ workloads.


‘Me too!’ Marjorie says, almost sprinting to her handbag and hoisting it onto her shoulder.


They trot out the door and along the long corridor, only slowing their pace when they reach the street. Patricia’s red Ford station wagon is parked under a pathetic tree that offers hardly any shade against the clear blue Queensland sky. Even in winter it’s best to avoid leaving your car in sunlight all day if you don’t want your fingers burnt on the steering wheel, but she was running late this morning and it was the best she could get.


‘Oh,’ Marjorie says, making a face. ‘You got the bad spot.’ Her olive-green Toyota is parked beside abundant foliage.


‘Someone has to,’ Patricia says cheerfully. She doesn’t want to tell Marjorie why she was late. None of her colleagues knows that she lives in her parents’ home – the house she grew up in – because those parents need looking after, and of course the unmarried daughter was the obvious choice.


Patricia’s two brothers have wives and children, which means their roles are now husband, father and provider. Son is no longer on the list. Not in the way it counts when their parents need it to count. Patricia’s sister also has her own family and obligations that make her too busy to visit much, and she lives in another state anyway.


Patricia isn’t bitter about it. Just slightly resentful. And weary. Between her father’s physical ailments – of the sort that ageing people usually have, but which require regular attention nonetheless – and her mother’s fading mental capacity, she feels like she’s on alert the whole time. Which is probably how her sister, Annette, feels with her children. Patricia wouldn’t know. She doesn’t have children, and there’s never been a glimmer of a chance of them.


‘That’s what you get for being too smart,’ her mother once told her. ‘It never does a woman good to be too smart for a man.’


Not that Patricia’s resentful about that. It’s life. She knows it. A person just has to make the best of their lot. That’s what she tells herself every day, and she tries to do it with love. Her parents are her lot, and she loves them. They don’t necessarily understand her, or she them. They’re not her friends. But they’re the only set of parents she has and she’s not ungrateful for them.


As she turns to put her key in her car door she feels that twinge in her neck again, and gasps.


‘Bye, Marjorie,’ she says quickly, wanting to get in the car and hide her pain. Except Marjorie is looking at her with sympathy, so clearly that didn’t work.


‘I think you should come to that yoga class with me,’ she says, and this time her tone is firm. ‘Seriously.’


‘Okay,’ Patricia says, still wincing with pain, because in that moment she can’t think of an excuse and maybe, just maybe, it will help her with that twinge.


Marjorie nods slowly. ‘Good. I’ll give you the details tomorrow.’


‘Thanks, bye.’ Patricia hops into the car, closes the door and immediately winds down the window to let the heat escape.


Knowing she can’t touch the steering wheel for a few minutes, she sits and waves to Marjorie as she departs. Then, gingerly, she puts the key in the ignition, lightly touches the steering wheel, and drives off to deal with whatever is waiting for her at home.









CHAPTER THREE


The café door is shut after the last of the customers and Dorothy wants nothing more than to pull out one of the chairs and collapse into it. Maybe Frederick could bring her a nice glass of wine. Or not. She’s not meant to be drinking alcohol. The doctor told her that if she wants to give herself the best chance of holding a pregnancy she should eliminate a few things. Like wine. And coffee. And cigarettes. All the things she likes.


‘Will that really help?’ she’d asked him, wondering how she was meant to manage the stress of all this without her indulgences to fall back on.


‘It won’t harm,’ he’d said, peering over half-moon glasses. ‘And given that you’ve had three miscarriages it’s advisable to do something different, don’t you think? You’re old to be trying to have a baby. Thirty-four is, well …’ More peering. ‘Not youn-g.’ He enunciated the ‘g’ as if it was a separate syllable. For emphasis, of course.


What would you know? she’d wanted to say to him. You’ll never get pregnant. You don’t know what this feels like.


Nobody knows what this feels like. Dorothy hasn’t met any woman who’s had one miscarriage, let alone three. When she enquired – as gently as possible – if it’d ever happened to any of the women she knows well enough to ask, they all said, ‘Of course not!’ So she’s the defective breeder. Four years of trying, three babies lost.


She feels Frederick’s hands on her shoulders, kneading the knots that have been there for longer than she’s been trying to become a mother. His willingness to massage her shoulders wasn’t the main reason she married him, but it was a factor.


‘You carry the weight of the world here,’ he had told her once, and she couldn’t disagree. Dorothy tends to worry about things – worrying is, as her mother says, her natural habitat – and the worries take up residence in her body, to make room for new worries in her mind. If she understood better how all that works, she might be inclined to think that because she’s so full of worries there’s no room for a baby. But that’s nonsense.


‘You’re being irrational, Dorothy.’ That’s what the same doctor had told her when she mentioned that she was feeling overwhelmed by her life: running the café, paying the bills, managing the housework, all the things she has to do as well as trying to get a pregnancy to last longer than a few weeks. So overwhelmed that she felt like she could never be a good mother, so maybe it was just as well that she wasn’t any kind of mother.


And that’s what she tells herself every day now, when the worries start: You’re being irrational, Dorothy. It doesn’t really work, though.


‘That was a busy day, my darling,’ Frederick says as he continues to massage her shoulders, his strong fingers causing pain, just the way she likes it. She wants to feel that something has moved. Changed.


‘Mmm,’ she says, closing her eyes and leaning back towards him. ‘Where did all those people come from?’


A large tour group had appeared just before midday, saying they’d heard there was proper German food to be had here. They’d asked her name and immediately said, ‘But you must be a Dorothea, not a Dorothy.’


She’d wondered how they knew. Her family had moved to Cairns from Germany when she was a child and she was sure there were no traces of her German accent left. Of course, her thick blonde plait makes her look like a poster child for the Third Reich – something she has wrestled with – but it’s her natural hair colour so she is loath to change it. Maybe the tourists were just guessing. It made her feel uneasy, though.


Dorothy likes to think of herself as a proper Aussie. Her parents left their country and their past and the Second World War behind when they came here, wanting their children to be Australians, not Germans. Australia had its problems, but they didn’t include two wars being fought on its soil. Then she had to go and marry a German.


Frederick had been travelling around Australia, a backpacker with strong, tanned German legs and a rough beard. He’d stopped in Cairns because he wanted to see the Daintree Rainforest. Instead, he’d seen Dorothy wiping tables in a little café with a view of the water and, he told her later, he knew he wasn’t going to travel any further. ‘I found home,’ he’d said.


She hadn’t understood that, really, because she didn’t know how a person could feel like home. But once they married she did. Frederick belongs with her, and she belongs with him. In the whole wide world, they managed to find each other. He is the one thing she doesn’t worry about, because she knows she loves him and he loves her.


‘You haven’t been sleeping very well, have you?’ he murmurs as he digs his thumb into the persistent knot near her right shoulder blade.


‘How do you know?’


‘I know,’ he says. ‘I can feel it when you wake.’


‘I’m sorry,’ she says, because she doesn’t want to inconvenience him.


‘There is nothing to be sorry for. But I don’t want you to lie awake worrying the way you do.’


‘How do you know I’m worrying?’ she says, trying to keep her voice light. ‘Perhaps I’m going over a Mozart piano concerto in my mind.’


‘That Austrian!’ Frederick teases. ‘I don’t believe it.’


It’s their ongoing joke: Mozart versus Beethoven, and why Mozart can never be considered superior because of his nationality.


‘Believe it, Liebling.’ Dorothy may have left her accent behind, but marriage to Frederick has brought her back to her mother tongue. She sighs, more heavily than she meant to.


Frederick’s hands still. ‘I know you’re worrying about whether or not you want to try again.’


‘Of course,’ she says. ‘Aren’t you?’


‘No,’ he says firmly. ‘I want whatever you want.’


She knows that’s not true. Even before they married he’d talked about the children they would have, and always with excitement. He’s done well to hide how upset he’s been that he’s not yet a father, and she knows he’s done it to protect her. It would be better, though, if he were honest – because when she believes he’s hiding things from her, it’s just one more thing to worry about.


‘I believe you,’ she says, even though she doesn’t.


What she really wants, she supposes, is for the doctor to tell her whether she can or can’t have children. Telling her to stay hopeful, to keep trying, to not give up – these are all platitudes rather than useful statements. Dorothy can handle a concrete truth, if only she were given it. If only she could give it to herself.


Frederick pats her lightly. ‘Come. I will make you some lunch.’


Lunch at four o’clock is what they’re used to by now, because they can’t eat until all their customers no longer wish to.


‘Thank you,’ she says, picking up his hand and kissing it, before she pushes herself up from the chair.









CHAPTER FOUR


Tom pushes a ledger book across the table. ‘Do you mind taking a look at these, Mum?’


It’s the same kind of ledger book Grace Maud used, which wasn’t much updated from the kind her father used. Figures remain the same no matter where they’re written, so there was never a good reason to change the sort of stationery they used to record them.


The accounting books have always been kept in the old dresser that flanks one side of the dining room; Grace Maud’s grandfather commissioned the piece from a local furniture maker, and through four generations there has never been a reason to get rid of it. Aside from a few dents and scratches, it has trustily stood sentinel over the dining table, which is not the same piece Grace Maud grew up with. Once it became clear she was only going to have one child and no husband, there was no point keeping a table meant for a much larger family.


The sitting room, too, has changed its permutation of furniture to accommodate the ebb and flow of inhabitants in the house. Viv wanted to remove her daughters’ favourite chairs when they removed themselves to Brisbane but the girls protested. So they’re still clumped together next to an old couch covered in a damask material that has never been suitable for the climate but which Viv loved at first sight.


‘You know the business well enough by now to not need my help, surely?’ Grace Maud says as she peers at the ledger, her tone indicating that she’s gently teasing him.


‘Yeah, well …’ He scratches behind his left ear; he’s been doing that since he was a little boy when something concerns him. ‘You know I wasn’t that good at maths at school.’


She nods, although it isn’t true. She nods because he wants her to endorse the line he’s been telling himself all these years, and sometimes a mother has to do what makes her child happy instead of correcting misinformation. Besides, his lack of belief in his mathematical ability has never stopped him being interested in how the business of running the farm works, although Grace Maud knows that Viv helps him with the bookkeeping. Which means Viv should be sitting at this table instead of washing up the plates they used for lunch, as Grace Maud can hear her doing in the kitchen.


‘Vivien, would you like to join us?’ she calls. ‘You probably know more about these numbers than both of us put together.’


Tom looks tense.


‘Did I say the wrong thing?’ Grace Maud murmurs.


‘No – just … I didn’t want her to think I thought she’d made a mistake. Because I don’t.’ He screws up his face. ‘I just want to try to understand them a bit better.’


Grace Maud looks at him and remembers the boy who had trouble sorting out his Bs from his Ds and was rapped over the knuckles with a ruler by his teacher because of it. He got the cane when he couldn’t recite ‘The Man from Snowy River’ in the correct stanza order, and the belt when his third-form history essay was full of unfinished sentences. All of it without Grace Maud’s knowledge. Once she found out, each new incident led her to ring the headmaster to issue a rebuke for the punishment of her son for something he couldn’t change.


‘Thomas needs to work harder, Mrs Clifford,’ the headmaster would say each time, drawing out the ‘Mrs’ so she would know that he knew she was no longer a Mrs.


‘He does work hard,’ she would also say each time. ‘Very hard. And it doesn’t help.’


She remembered the nights they’d sat up when he was home from boarding school for the holidays, going over and over his homework – her bone-tired from a day in the cane, him exhausted and weeping because his brain simply wouldn’t work the way the school wanted it to. Nothing made him recognise that a B wasn’t a D, or that ‘dog’ wasn’t ‘god’. It still doesn’t. There was no point trying to make the headmaster or his teachers understand that, however. Combined with the fact that Tom was left-handed, they had decided he was incorrigible, and possibly cursed, and the only remedy was for him to work harder. Not that any of them would assist him in the endeavour.


Grace Maud has long considered it a profound act of bravery that Tom finished school. She’d offered to withdraw him before his final year but he was determined to finish. However, those years left him with no confidence about anything he learnt there, including figures. He didn’t have as big a problem with numbers as he had with letters – by some miracle, he could mostly read numbers straight – but her tender-hearted boy didn’t extend the same kindness to himself that he did to others. Hence Viv doing the books and Tom semi-regularly asking Grace Maud to explain them to him.


Viv comes back to the table. ‘Have I miscounted something, darling?’ she says, laughing softly.


He grins. ‘You know you haven’t. Nah, I just want to ask Mum if she thinks we’re making enough profit.’


‘Enough for what?’ Grace Maud says, and notices Tom and Viv exchanging glances.


Tom shifts in his seat. ‘We’re thinking of diversifying.’


‘Oh?’ Grace Maud sits back in her chair, feeling her spine become rigid. Her father always said only fools don’t stick to what they know best. Cane is what this family knows best, and she has no intention of becoming a fool.


‘Some of the farms around here are putting on cattle. Or more cattle,’ Viv says.


Which suggests that she knew what Tom was going to say to his mother today. Grace Maud isn’t surprised – Tom and Viv are running the business together now – but she can’t help feeling put out. And left out.


‘We think we could spread our risk better if we have something other than cane,’ says Tom.


‘Spread your risk?’ Grace Maud frowns. What a ridiculous phrase. ‘That sounds like you’re dealing in diseases rather than livestock.’


Tom’s face looks pinched then it relaxes. ‘Ha! Good one, Mum.’ He grins.


Grace Maud wants to tell him that she wasn’t joking; she resists the urge. ‘So you’d want to destroy some of the cane to make way for cattle?’ she says instead.


‘That’s the idea.’


‘We worry about something happening to the cane,’ Viv adds. ‘People might stop liking sugar as much as they do now. Or we might lose a crop due to something we can’t control.’


‘In all these decades we never have,’ Grace Maud says firmly. ‘Cane has always been a good crop.’


‘And it still is,’ Tom says.


Another glance between husband and wife.


‘It’s just an idea, Mum.’


Grace Maud breathes slowly. She recalls that saying: the first generation creates the wealth, the second generation keeps it, the third loses it. Although technically Tom is the fourth generation, Grace Maud and her father could probably be counted as one long second generation. She thinks of the family who used to have the property next door and how Angelo, the third-generation farmer, mismanaged the place and ended up selling. He gave Grace Maud the first opportunity to buy, but she couldn’t afford it. Or, rather, she wasn’t willing to take on debt to buy it. She was keeping the wealth, believing she could protect it forever. But she can’t.


Tom is the next generation. Once she’s gone, he can do what he wants with the wealth. Perhaps he’ll lose it all. Perhaps she’s a fool to try to stop him. She doesn’t know if any family has escaped the third-generation curse, and she’s hardly in a position to conduct a survey.


‘I’m not sure, Tom,’ she says, instead of giving him the hard ‘no’ she wants to. ‘You don’t know anything about cattle.’


‘I can learn,’ he says. ‘We can learn.’


Grace Maud looks at Viv, who is smiling reassuringly. ‘It could be interesting,’ Viv says. ‘I like animals.’


They’re not animals, Grace Maud thinks. They’re cattle. And not knowing the difference is a problem. She’s not going to debate this now, though. Tom is her son, Viv is his wife, and she doesn’t want to stand in the way of their ambitions. They’re the ones doing all the work.


‘Why don’t you find out more about it?’ she says. ‘How much you’ll need to buy the stock, how much land is required. That sort of thing.’ She tries to sound encouraging. The way a mother should when her son shows her his dreams.


Tom exhales noisily. ‘Sounds good, Mum.’ He leans over to peck her cheek. ‘Thanks.’


‘Thanks, Grace Maud,’ Viv says, tilting her head and smiling. ‘We really appreciate it.’


Grace Maud gestures to the ledger. ‘Do you still want me to look at the figures?’


‘Um … yeah, if that’s all right.’ Tom looks bashful. ‘I always appreciate you checking our work.’


‘And I never mind doing so,’ she says as she pulls the book towards her, picks up her reading glasses from the table and bends her head over the figures, just as she’s done for decades.









CHAPTER FIVE


Yorkeys Knob is a strange name for any kind of place. Patricia has always thought so, even though she grew up here. Except she knows why it’s called that – there is, indeed, a knob of land with the calm Half Moon Bay on one side and the surf beach on the other. And there was a Yorkshireman, apparently, who inspired the Yorkeys part. Or maybe there wasn’t. No one has ever had persuasive proof.


Fishermen used to populate this place – if she counts her father, they still do. Although he hasn’t been to sea for many years now; he gave that up when Patricia was about to enter her teens, and her mother decided he should be settling down. So he bought the local newsagency and settled, all right. He hasn’t been on a boat since. Patricia knows he misses it. Sometimes he’ll be gone from the house and she’ll find him on the beach, staring out past the reef, towards the horizon.


Once he stopped fishing he started having dreams, her mother said. ‘He cries like he’s missing someone,’ she told Patricia once, looking perplexed. But Patricia knew what it was. She also thinks he misses the ocean so much that he can’t bear to go out again: there’s no guarantee that what happens in the present will match what happens in your memories. Living in the past can be safer. Less turbulent.


Patricia’s brothers never had designs on the sea. They knew what kind of life it was for fishermen; and besides, their adoring mother had encouraged them to believe that Earth was too small for the great talents she was sure they had. By the time their father bought the newsagency, John and Peter had gone away to university in Brisbane, and Annette was married and planning to move to New South Wales, leaving Patricia to deal with her mother alone.


Their relationship has never been good. Patricia was the ‘accident’ her mother didn’t quite get over, just as she didn’t quite recover from having to give up her job after the war finished. Nora had never wanted to stay at home and raise children. Her own mother had looked after the children while Nora was at work, but once the men started returning from overseas the working women soon discovered their jobs were gone and they’d have to go back to unpaid housework. Somewhere in that postwar time – in the middle of her mother’s rage – Patricia was conceived.


Her father never resented her arrival, but, then again, he wasn’t the one who had to look after her. Not when he was at sea so often.


Patricia has long tried to make sense of why her mother has disliked her for so long – Patricia, after all, having done everything she could to be the ‘good girl’ she was meant to be – but it wasn’t until her mother’s mind started to fail, until she really needed her daughter in a way she hadn’t before, that there was any kind of détente.


As Patricia turns around to head north on the beach, back towards the house, a breeze moves over her, carrying with it the scent of salt. Salty water, to be exact. What was it Isak Dinesen wrote once? The cure for everything is salt water: sweat, tears, or the sea. For Patricia the latter is always far more regularly the cure, which is why she’s down here every single day of the week, regardless of the weather.


She sees the knob ahead of her, with its densely packed trees and its few neat rows of houses. Between here and the main part of Cairns there is a lot of uninhabited land, a couple of beaches and the airport. When she was growing up this place seemed like it was cut off from everything. Now, with the planes coming in – with tourists from the rest of Australia and the rest of the world arriving to see Port Douglas and the Great Barrier Reef, the Daintree Rainforest and Cape Tribulation, or go even further north to Cooktown and Cape York – she would like to have a little of that isolation back.


Mind you, she too should be wary of living in the past. She felt stuck here, as a kid. Her imagination was vast and wild; she read books and listened to her parents’ jazz records and the classical music her grandmother loved, and the Frank Sinatra her grandfather favoured, and she dreamed of being anywhere but here. She even moved away for a while to find out if elsewhere was better. It’s taken her over four decades to appreciate that here she is surrounded by beauty.


‘Good morning, Patricia!’ says the school’s retired headmistress, Mrs Dampier, as she marches past. Patricia never worked with her but certainly knew what it was like to be a student under her command.


‘Good morning, Mrs Dampier,’ she says. She knows the woman’s first name but would never dare use it.


‘Chilly this morning, isn’t it?’ Mrs Dampier calls, but it’s a rhetorical question because she’s going at such a pace that she won’t hear Patricia’s answer.


It is chilly for Cairns: eighteen degrees Celsius at this hour of the morning. Patricia almost pulled on a woollen jumper before leaving the house, then decided that would be an extreme gesture.


‘Pat,’ huffs Mr Dampier in acknowledgement as he passes her, trying to catch up to his wife, as he does every morning.


‘Mr D,’ she says cheerily. For some reason she never minds him shortening her name, probably because he lets her do it in return.


Patricia folds her arms against her chest to hold in some warmth as she moves up towards the soft sand. Every time she walks on the hard sand she thinks she’s being lazy. Soft sand is so much more difficult. So much better for developing strength in the lower legs. That’s what Dennis told her. Right before he told her that she was a bit of all right and perhaps she’d like to have dinner with him at the club.


It wasn’t really a question. Dennis is used to women wanting to have dinner with him, no doubt, and she was immensely flattered – and unnerved, just a little – but she’s sure she’s almost twice his age, so she told him she didn’t think it was appropriate for them to go to the club. Even though she has found him attractive since the day he started working at the school.


He’d smiled at her in a sphinx-like way. ‘Suit yourself,’ he’d said. ‘But I don’t care about your age.’


Since then, they’ve been fine at work – because they’re both adults and he didn’t take it as a rejection, so that was nice. Because it wasn’t a rejection. How could it have been when she’s daydreamed about it ever since? She was wanting a man to notice her, because they barely seemed to. Not that she has been giving them a reason to notice her, for years now. She has what she considers to be a nondescript face; what she knows to be lank, shapeless hair because she can’t be bothered styling it; functional clothes; sensible shoes. Yet there he was – handsome Dennis with his slightly too-big biceps – noticing her, and she’d panicked.


No, it wasn’t a rejection, it was a correction. Back to the natural order of things. Dennis should be asking the younger staff members to go to the club. Patricia’s polite refusal of his invitation would allow him to do just that.


She’s almost back to the part of the beach where she can peel off and head up a path to the house when she sees one of the neighbours, Mrs Kovacs. Mrs Kovacs likes to tell Patricia about her fertile daughters and the children they just can’t stop having, and she always ends by saying, ‘It is such a shame you didn’t have children, Patricia.’ Her head will tilt to the side and she’ll slowly blink. ‘So pretty. Such a waste.’


There’s never a good response to something like that, and Patricia doesn’t want to try to think of one today. She picks up her pace, as hard as that is in the softer sand, and makes for the track that will take her off the beach and onto the road. Behind her, the waves are softly crashing on the shore. In front of her lie all of her responsibilities.


She sets her face against the day and walks towards the house.









CHAPTER SIX


‘You know, Mrs Clifford, you really should do those exercises the doctor gave you.’ Cecilia follows her gentle admonishment with a gently raised eyebrow.


Grace Maud scowls. For a year Cecilia has been helping her out around the place and now she thinks she’s a nurse or something. If Grace Maud didn’t like her so much she’d be annoyed. Which won’t stop her pretending to be annoyed, because she has a façade to keep up. The farm workers all thought she was a tough old bird and that reputation did her no harm. It pays, she has found, to appear stern as a means of protecting a soft heart. Only Ellie Maud really knew what she was like; with her sole witness gone, Grace Maud can keep her tenderness to herself.


‘I don’t like them,’ she says with deliberate peevishness. ‘Their very existence suggests that I’m somehow decrepit. And we both know I’m not.’


Cecilia tsk-tsks, which she is quite fond of doing. ‘But if the doctor thinks they’re good for you, surely they’re worth doing? You said just the other day that your hips hurt.’


‘They’re seventy-four years old! Of course they hurt. Yours are going to hurt when they’re that old.’


Now Cecilia makes a noise that sounds like grumbling.


Grace Maud narrows her eyes. ‘What are you doing here with an old thing like me?’ she says. ‘You’re young. You’re pretty. You should be running around with a beau rather than bothering with my aches and pains.’


‘This again?’ Cecilia rolls her eyes – another favourite thing to do.


They have their own little routine: Grace Maud tells Cecilia to get lost, and Cecilia sighs and flicks her hair or rolls her eyes and resists. It’s entertaining, in its own way. Something Grace Maud would have done with her daughter, if she’d had one. But she never did, and she’d stopped being sad about it decades ago. Or tried to stop.


After her sister left for good, she was desperate for another female presence in her life. She thought she’d have a daughter. Two. Three. Instead she has a son. A good one, but it’s not the same. Any mother would tell you. The boys distance themselves once they reach a certain age and they never close that gap. Girls stay close. Not in every case, obviously, but in most cases. They understand that their mothers need them – that they can’t ever really let them go.


Thankfully Cecilia puts up with Grace Maud being stroppy from time to time, and while she’s not a daughter she’s like a granddaughter in many ways.


‘I’m here, Mrs Clifford, because you pay me,’ Cecilia says. She turns back to the sink and keeps washing the dishes. ‘And because I like being here. Except when you refuse to do things that are good for you. Then I get cross.’ She sniffs in a schoolmarmish way.


‘I’ve never seen you cross in your life, Cecilia.’


‘If you keep refusing to do things that are good for you, you might.’


‘What would you have me do, then?’


Cecilia stops moving and looks out the window. It’s a nice view: in the garden Grace Maud has installed an array of suitably tropical plants – two hibiscus, some clivias and a banana palm that refuses to grow fruit – that she pays a young man to keep in check once a month. He’s a student at the university; a nice fellow whose parents Tom knows through the Lions Club. Jeremy, she thinks his name is, although she doesn’t really use it so she can’t be sure. She leaves cash out for him, so they rarely speak. The cash comes from Tom, as it does for Cecilia. Once Grace Maud decided to move from the farm into town, Tom insisted on paying for people to look after her, the house and garden – it’s a point of pride for him to do so.


‘I can’t get into town that often,’ he’d said when he suggested that she have some help in the garden. ‘And I don’t want you doing the mowing.’


She’d started to say that she had no intention of mowing, but he’d snorted and said, ‘Don’t even try to tell me that you won’t do the mowing, because you and I know that you will. It’s not that I think you’re not capable of it, Mum – I just think you deserve to, y’know, not work. You’ve been working all your life.’


That was a rationale she couldn’t contest, and she was, in truth, relieved not to have to worry about keeping the garden tidy. She was also relieved that Tom offered to pay because she doesn’t have that much cash; she never has. Everything has always been tied up in the farm. Any extra money that wasn’t spent on school fees for Tom went into improving the property and the business. And the school fees were necessary because in those days that’s just what you did with a country kid: off to boarding school as soon as the parents could afford it.


Tom also said that Grace Maud shouldn’t have to do housework any more, which is why Cecilia was hired, despite the fact that Grace Maud doesn’t believe she needs looking after. She enjoys Cecilia’s company, though – and it’s entirely possible that this is the function Tom hired her for in the first place.


Grace Maud doesn’t think Cecilia is admiring Jeremy’s handiwork as she stares into the garden, although she can’t tell if the girl’s annoyed or simply thinking about something.


‘There’s a class,’ Cecilia says slowly, half turning, hands still in the sink. ‘At a place down the road. My mother tells me it’s good for stretching.’


‘Your mother the former star ballet student?’ Grace Maud says disbelievingly.


Whatever Cecilia’s lissom dancer mother calls stretching is probably what Grace Maud calls Olympic-level gymnastics. Not that Grace Maud has never danced. She used to enjoy it, long ago. She met her husband at a dance. That was one of the things she’d liked about him: he was smooth and light on his feet, yet able to keep a firm hand on her back when they moved around the dance floor.


Cecilia makes a face. ‘She hasn’t danced for years. Not since she left Argentina. She needs a good stretch as much as you do.’


As improbable as that sounds to Grace Maud, she appreciates that Cecilia is trying to help. ‘And what happens in this class?’


‘Yoga,’ Cecilia says, giving the sink her full attention.


‘Yoga?’ Grace Maud searches her memory for anything she can associate with the word. ‘Don’t you have to be a vegetarian Hindu to do that? I don’t want to give up steak.’


Cecilia laughs. ‘I think you’ll find that my mother is still a Catholic who likes eating meat. She says the yoga helps keep her young.’


Grace Maud considers the idea of placing herself in the company of women like Cecilia’s mother and doesn’t like it. She will be so much older, she’s sure of it – wherever she goes she’s the oldest person there. And if the other people in the class are younger, trimmer, more flexible, she will feel old. And she has no interest in feeling old. That’s for old people. And she never intends to be one of them. So maybe this yoga business could be useful if it keeps her joints and muscles moving.


‘I’ll go with you,’ Cecilia says gamely.


‘No!’ Grace Maud doesn’t want a witness to her attempts to unfurl her body into odd shapes. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to say that so loudly,’ she adds after Cecilia turns and frowns. ‘I just … Well, you know me. I like to do things well. I don’t want you to see me not do this well.’


‘But I can drive you.’


Grace Maud stops herself from exclaiming again. She knows that Tom has told Cecilia to drive her around. He hasn’t been able to stop his mother driving to the farm, but he wants to stop her going other places. He says her eyesight is failing – and of course it is, because things wear out. But it’s only failing at activities like reading the newspaper, and she has glasses for that. She can see street signs and pedestrian crossings. She can see lights change from red to green to amber. She can still navigate herself around town without needing any kind of map. If Tom wanted to test her, he’d find she could drive to Sydney and back without a map, because she was brought up to store useful information in her head and to be resourceful.


There are a lot of things Grace Maud can still do that Tom has no idea about because he’s never asked. But she knows she can do them. Part of the trick of getting older is to keep reminding herself of that. The instant she believes she can’t do something, shouldn’t go somewhere, she may as well buy her own coffin. So that’s why, yes, she should give this yoga thing a try. Neither brain nor body should atrophy just because she might have to become a vegetarian Hindu for a while. Cecilia is not going to drive her, though, and that’s that.


‘Which class does your mother go to?’ Grace Maud asks.


‘Tuesday morning.’ Cecilia pulls the plug and takes off the rubber gloves.


‘Is there another?’


Cecilia gives her a look – an I-can’t-believe-you’d-be-this-ridiculous look.


‘Yes. Saturday morning. Eight o’clock.’


‘You’ve done your research. It’s almost as if you planned to tell me about this yoga thing.’


‘I might have,’ Cecilia says lightly as she folds the tea towel and places it on the bench. ‘Now, I’m going to the shop. Shall we make a list? And don’t tell me Scotch finger biscuits because you know they’re bad for your heart.’


‘But good for my joie de vivre,’ Grace Maud says, then pauses for dramatic effect. ‘All right. No Scotch fingers. How about cream wafers?’


‘Maybe.’ Cecilia picks up the notepad near the telephone, sits down next to Grace Maud and starts to write the list.


Grace Maud can’t help smiling. Cecilia is a well-meaning girl; a lovely person to have in her life, even if she needs to keep her on her toes. Grace Maud may grumble about Tom mollycoddling her now she’s older but she will always be grateful that he brought Cecilia to her. Although after she goes to that yoga class, she may change her mind.









CHAPTER SEVEN


Some days really are too much to handle. They start hard and only become harder as the minutes tick by. Dorothy tried to be hopeful about today, but as soon as they opened for breakfast service she knew that hope was misplaced.


Two of the regulars – young men who ran a plumbing business together – put in their usual order then started complaining to her about one of their customers, obviously thinking they knew Dorothy well enough by now to whinge about their lives. Then the kitchen hand sliced his thumb while he was dicing an onion and blood went all over the benchtop.


‘Gott im Himmel!’ she heard Frederick yell when it happened.


He’s not a yeller, so she knew it was something serious. And it unsettled the patrons who were in for morning tea.


Lunch service was slow to start with, then several large groups came in and they all wanted variations to the menu. Dorothy knew that would be tricky for Frederick without help in the kitchen, so she’d jumped in to assist, in full knowledge that they always get on each other’s nerves when they try to cook together. It’s the only time they do.


In the olden days – when Dorothy was the previous version of herself – none of this would have rattled her. She has always been a worrier but right up until the time she had her second miscarriage she was an optimist too, for the most part. She hadn’t been a great student, but she was sure she’d find a job when she left school – and she did. She wasn’t the best-looking girl around, but she was sure she’d find a nice husband – and she did. She wasn’t the most charming individual in Cairns, but she was determined to make friends – and she did. She believed that all these things would happen because she trusted that life was kind. Her parents had left Germany knowing, deep in their marrow, that the opposite was true, but Dorothy knew she couldn’t carry on as they did. She had to really, truly believe that everything would work out for the best, otherwise there was no chance of stopping bad things happening. Of course little bad things happened, but if you took the attitude that they were a blip and could be corrected, you lessened the chance of really big bad things happening – like a whole country going wrong.


It took vigilance, because so many people were pessimists. Optimists had to be alert to all the naysaying and apathy; to the people who say, ‘That’s life,’ and shrug their shoulders and never do anything to effect positive change. It was exhausting being an optimist, but Dorothy had committed herself to the cause and remained vigilant throughout her life.


Until a year and a half ago, after she lost that second baby. She just couldn’t find a reason to keep being hopeful, despite days, then weeks, of searching her conscience and her soul and her immediate surroundings. She and Frederick had done all the right things. They’d kept themselves healthy, exercised regularly and eaten properly. Because she’d already lost one baby, when Dorothy found out she was pregnant she didn’t run around town the way she usually did. With the first pregnancy she’d carried on as usual, because that’s what the doctor said to do. After the miscarriage, the doctor told her she’d pushed herself too hard and that’s why the pregnancy didn’t last. So with the second pregnancy, Dorothy would go to the café, work, go home, let Frederick cook her dinner, then she’d literally put her feet up. She was quiet and calm – and hopeful. And still it hadn’t worked.
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