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1




I’ve been visiting our son Adrian in London. He is a year or two older than I was
the first time I flew there, dropping out of the clouds, glancing down at the storybook
burst of Westminster and the serpentine crawl of the Thames. This time around it’s
been ten days of lounging about, filling in time reading the newspapers, musing on
the crazy things that happen out there in the world. Hungry car thieves in Sao Paulo
mistake AIDS-infected blood for raspberry jelly. That sort of thing. I was enjoying
myself and London was big and scrambling. I showed up in the shop windows as a smiling
amiable fellow, someone I hardly ever am at home. There were the same row houses
in their grainy white that captured my interest more than twenty years ago as a
newly graduated paint technician. London seemed to be painted in the colours of mist.
The contrast with home was striking. Our houses were like bright coloured marbles
let loose over the plain, shining down from hillsides, beaming up at the broad sky.
More importantly, our paint was guaranteed not to blister or peel, to withstand extreme
conditions. Our white was a cat’s-eye white. Opaque, unpleasant to touch. London’s
white was creamy; its grime charmed. 



This time London had never looked so green. The weather was brilliant. Blue skies,
the pavements hard and cheerful. I spent much of my time walking and looking for
a park bench on which to sit and open my paper. St James’s Park. Holland Park. Hyde
Park. Squirrels running up trunks. Foreign nannies with prams. Boys and girls tongue-kissing
over the rolling park grass.



Around six I’d totter off to some pub or bar rendezvous suggested by Adrian. He’d
ask me what I got up to that day and I might begin to tell him about ‘Thieves in
Sao Paulo…’ But he was only interested to know if I’d visited any of the second-hand
shops.



‘If you were over near Portobello Road you could have looked up Mr Musty at least.
I was in there the other day and said you might drop by.’



I had to shake my head and look away guiltily. ‘Afraid not. Ran out of time.’



Adrian seemed put out. I knew he’d gone to some trouble to look up these places.




‘Anyway, the man to ask for in Musty’s is Dave somebody. Ginger hair. Missing his
little finger.’



I gave a vague nod of intent.



‘You should, you know.’



‘I know I should but I didn’t. I ran out of time.’



Just what did I do? I read the newspaper and ordered another cup of tea or looked
for my ref lection in the passing shop windows. Names floated up from the past.
Assorted paint arcana.



In paint tech we used to have a teacher we all liked because he played in a rock
band at weekends. He was entirely bald, apart from a pair of rimless glasses. When
he smiled it was from a position of unrealised advantage. Our paint, he liked to
say, could stand up to the most testing of conditions—searing heat, freezing rain,
salt winds. London’s paint by comparison would turn to omelette. He said this a lot
and whenever he did we would exchange triumphant smiles. It’d all turn to omelette.
We loved saying that.



‘John Ryder. That’s it. I knew his name would come to me.’ Adrian looked unimpressed.
He doesn’t know about the paint tech side of me. When he was born I’d given up paint
for trade in second-hand goods and furnishings. He looked at the dregs in his glass
and drained them.



One night he said he wanted to take me clubbing. I scratched around for a reason
why this wouldn’t be possible. I asked where he had in mind and he said in his new
way of speaking, his eyes and face angling off to new arrivals entering the bar,
‘Doesn’t matter where. Trust me. You’ll love it.’



I ended up paying an exorbitant taxi fare. Twenty years ago it had been enough to
walk
everywhere,
and with holes in my shoes. I didn’t dream of catching a cab, anywhere.
Adrian
and
his mates seemed unfazed. They all work in the film industry—Adrian said
what
they
did but I can’t remember; strange-sounding job descriptions, grippers,
line
people.
They probably catch cabs every day of their lives. On the other hand
I
paid
an amount which in my daily trade in second-hand furnishings was worth a decent
sofa
and
maybe a mattress thrown in. But as I say, Adrian and his mates seemed so
remarkably
cool
about it that I hated to make a fuss. Instead I followed them through the doors manned
by Nigerians in black leather jackets. They nodded at Adrian but seemed puzzled by
me. I couldn’t hear a thing. I gather Adie was explaining, his thumb hooked back
in my direction, while the Nigerian’s face hung low to catch the drift. He nodded
at the floor and I passed by his uplifted red eyes. Inside it was a deafening thump
thump thump. I had to yell for Adrian to hear. 



The price of the drinks was out of this world. It was beers all round for which I
paid after stupidly saying ‘Let me,’ which they did. I paid for another round, and
another one after that, until at last they slipped off the feeding teat and disappeared
into the crowd of bobbing heads. I followed the arrows to something promisingly called
‘the conversation pit’ where indeed I had a conversation with a black woman along
the lines of, ‘You’re black,’ to which she smiled patiently and said, ‘Yes. Thank
you. I know.’ It wasn’t so horribly gauche as that, but not all that far behind either.
I asked her where she was from. She leant her head closer so as to hear and I could
smell all kinds of tropical fruit smells. I said, ‘Are you from Guyana?’ and she
shook her head and her big luscious mouth fell open; she said, ‘No, darling, I’m
from around here. Born here, Harry Bryant,’ she said. I liked the way she said ‘Harry
Bryant’.



After some more fumbling of this kind we did manage a conversation. We asked about
each other. We were even going to dance but we didn’t in the end. Eventually I used
up all my goodwill and her patience and after saying decently, ‘Well Mister Mayor,
it’s been nice meeting you,’ she moved off stylishly, holding her glass with both
hands before her, a whiff of tropical breeze cutting through the thick air. Across
the room of dancing shadows and shaven heads there was my son grinning back at me.




I don’t remember much more of the night. That nice black Brixton woman was the last
decent conversation I had. The rest of the time was filled with noise and beer. And
shots of something in tiny glasses that was painless and irresistible at the time.
I don’t recall how we made our way back to Adie’s flat; I hope there was a taxi, I
hope no one drove, but that’s where I woke feeling just bloody terrible, in a sickly
sweat. The conversation with the nice black woman from ‘round here’ played endlessly
back in my head with a clarity that was cruel and mocking.



I got dressed and slipped out of the flat and drifted to the nearest underground station.
I rose gastrically near St James’s Park to warm sunny skies. Flirted with buying
a yoghurt outside a nice-looking deli and thought it best not to tempt fate. Instead
I crossed the road and entered the park.



Everything looked so beautiful and I felt so shitty I could barely stay upright.
I followed a path and felt my age every step of the way. As the morning grew warmer
I found a nice grassy spot to lie on, and there I dozed for a pleasant few hours.
At some point I woke to raised, hectic voices. It was a pick-up game of football
and the goalposts—two humped jerseys—were only metres away. Twenty years ago I had
joined in these sorts of games at Holland Park. I remember one game played under
an early evening sky where the light actually seemed to stall and we had played on
and on in a state of suspended bliss. Skills I never knew I had revealed themselves;
a flashy slap of the ball off one foot then the other turned the goal-keep, a schoolteacher
with a long pre-war face, and I banged in the shot past someone’s shoe that was standing
in for one upright of the goalposts. A man on a bike who had stopped to watch actually
applauded. Funny that this man, so incidental and anonymous in every other respect,
should rise in my thoughts all these years later. I seem to recall telling someone
who had asked that I was from Sweden. I wanted origins more spectacular than my
own to go with that drive past the shoe upright. And afterwards, on this particular
night, the night of the goal by the young Swede, I went for a beer in the pub opposite
the park gates—I’ve long forgotten its name—and remember falling in with a Nigerian
officer on leave from the war in Biafra. He had a nasty gash over his forehead, and
two nicks in his cheek. Here was another occasion where I was all too aware that
I was speaking to a person of colour, a black man. At the same time I was also determined
to give the impression that his colour was neither here nor there. But of course
that was untrue. It was colour generally which had made an impression on me during
my first trip to London. That new colour white I’d not seen before, and now black.




On my last night I took Adie to see Chicago and afterwards jammed into a forgettable
Soho eaterie, then in the morning took the train out to Heathrow. I got the exit
seat I asked for, in cattle class of course, and after the lunch cart came through
I popped a sleeping pill.



By the time I woke, many, many hours later according to my TV monitor, we were over
the Arafura Sea. And there it was, far below, flat, grey, untroubled. The smiling
Singaporean cabin crew were handing out hot flannels. Coffee and croissants and something
listed as a fricassee arrived over the Northern Territory. Soon we were above central
Australia. In the bright morning light the plane cast a birdlike shadow for the eye
to chase, and I stared at that ancient coloured floor with thoughts of my father.
I imagined he was with a new woman, despite the onset of age. I haven’t seen him
for twenty-five years. Whenever I am forced to admit this I always find myself rushing
to say it’s nothing, really; the truth is, I don’t feel anything. There is no anger.
Whatever anger I felt at the time has well and truly passed. If I think of him at
all it’s usually at Christmas because that is when his annual postcard used to arrive.
On one side a colour photo of a wombat or a huge fantastic-looking lizard, or a cane
toad. Frank had a sense of humour at least. On the other side a few quickly scratched
words—‘Hope all is well, Harry. Be good. Your dad.’ 



The last time I saw Frank was the year after I finished high school. With my best
friend, Douglas Monroe, I flew across the Tasman and took a train up to the mining
town where he was working at the time. Over the years I had shared my father’s postcard
correspondence with Dougie, the pictures of the goanna and the Opera House and of
Ayers Rock. I used to spread them over my bed and that’s where Dougie had seen them.
With Dougie, at least, I could talk freely about my father. For when Frank left us
the effect on my mother was awful. She went through a bout of depression that all
but disabled her, although I don’t recall anyone using the word ‘depression’ to describe
what was happening to her. Sometimes she appeared to freeze, and it was like she’d
hit quicksand while passing from one room to another, and then she’d forgot what
had brought her in there in the first place. Purpose flew out the window. She would
have sunk into the ground if I hadn’t been around to move up behind her at such times
and give her a gentle shove to get her going again. Sometimes I’d sit her down and
she’d ask for a cup of tea, ‘If you don’t mind, Harry.’ But I didn’t always know
what to do. Sometimes I would hurry up the hill to bang on the door of our neighbour,
Alma Martin—it seemed he was never too busy to put aside whatever he happened to
be doing, to pick up his drawing gear and come down the hill with me and sketch her.
It worked like a spell. My mother would fall into a dreamy state; she became serene,
accepting. She became like a woman in a painting. But that was only while Alma was
there. He’d pull the curtains back and encourage her to come over to the window and
look out at the world. ‘See how it changes? Look, Alice, the trees are budding.’
Slowly, patiently, he would manage to will a smile on to my mother’s face—a brittle
smile, but a smile nonetheless. At some point, though, he would have to leave and
the silences would return. The house became more shadowed. Now my mother took the
solution into her own hands. She immersed herself in long baths. She’d lie in them
with the lights out until the water turned cold. And I’d stand outside the closed
door listening for sounds, anything that would reassure me that I could safely leave
the house and cycle over to Douglas Monroe’s house with my father’s latest postcard
shoved up my jersey. 



Compared to ours, the Monroe house was a hub of noise and high spirits, of lives
going forward. Briefly it was possible to forget about my mother soaking in brackish
water and Frank off somewhere unknown. But then it would be time to cycle back home.
Crossing Chinaman’s Creek I’d force myself to look up at the dark windows and the
gloom that awaited me. Alice hadn’t thought to switch on the house lights. Over a
short period, one by one, the light bulbs failed. I had to remind her to buy new
ones. It was a small thing. But it was alarming to think that she hadn’t noticed.
More likely, she had and didn’t care. 



On our trip to see my father, Dougie and I spent a night in Melbourne and boarded
a train the next day. The whole way there my head was turned by what was galloping
past the window. I remember feeling some confusion at a landscape that didn’t contain
edges or rises. I remember thinking that it would be difficult to just disappear into
a landscape like this one, with everything so lightly tethered, even the scrub, none
of which appeared to be deeply rooted. The odd spooked tree looked like a woman’s
hair roller. The trouble my father had gone to in order to escape my mother and me
lay outside the train window, bending into the windless distance. And yet there were
also these postcards hinting at the future. Otherwise, why bother? Why would he keep
up the contact?



On the train I thought back to the last day we did anything together as father and
son; Frank had taken me and Dougie diving. Later I would realise he had an ulterior
motive for the trip out to the coast, that he was measuring his escape route. But
at the time there was no way of knowing what he had planned. I did know about the
woman from Wages—that was another secret I had recently shared with Dougie, though
no one else in the world knew. In the car we sat together and stared at the back
of my father’s head with all its walled-up life that I wasn’t supposed to know about.
Near the beach the wheels hit the loose metal. Clouds of white dust were sucked back
past our window. Frank chopped down a gear. We had left the road now and we could
hear bits of driftwood snapping at the chassis. I was aware of Dougie’s extreme discomfort.
He’d never ridden in a car like this one, that did the things that this one did,
or that had a hairy-shouldered driver like Frank. Doug’s own father worked in sales,
and NE Paints had given him a car which he washed and polished every weekend. Mr
Monroe would never treat his car the way Frank was thrashing our family car across
the gravel and driftwood. At this rate if he didn’t stop soon we’d end up in the
sea. Doug was holding on to a roof strap. His mouth dropped open, his face bailed
up with unasked questions and heaving fright. There was some more snapping of wood,
a final growl from the motor and we stopped. A cold-looking sea bulged and crashed
ashore and my father said, ‘This’ll do us.’ 



Doug and I were in no hurry to climb into our wetsuits, though as I remember, I didn’t
have a wetsuit. I had surf shorts and a woollen jersey with sawn-off arms. In the
chilly air we stood about hugging ourselves.



‘I have news for you, boys. You have to actually go out to where the crays are. They
don’t come to you. Any objections. Harry?’



‘Nope.’



‘Doug? How about you, son?’



‘Nope.’



‘You sure? You don’t look sure.’



‘I’m sure.’



‘What about you Harry? You too, sunshine? You haven’t said much. We all sure about
this thing?’



Down on the wet shingle there were last-minute instructions. Crays don’t have ears
but my father was saying that it helps to think that they do and that you want to
pick them up just behind the ears. ‘Just pick it up as you would a hairbrush off
a dresser table.’ We watched him tighten his huge lead belt. ‘One last thing. This
one is for you, Douglas. What colour is a cray underwater?’ 



‘Orange.’



‘Harry?’



‘Red?’



‘You’re both wrong. A cray is kelp-coloured. Think of yourselves looking for an old
black sock under your bed. You ought to know about that, Harry.’



The information was confusing: socks, hairbrushes, crustaceans with ears. ‘Okay,’
he said, wading forward in his flippers. ‘Let’s go and rob a bank.’



He was a strongly built man. He wore an armless steamer suit and I remember watching
the layers of shoulder hair lift in the cold breeze off the sea. We watched him wade
into the shore break and sink amphibiously into the icy water—there was no hesitation—then
we followed him, kicking in a line for the reef about sixty metres out from the beach.
Halfway there I lifted my head out of the water to look for Dougie—sky and water
filled my mask, and there in the distance I saw Dougie climb out of the tide. I remember
wishing I could be there too but knowing this was impossible I kicked on to catch
up to my father. Without him I would not be out this far.



Inside the reef, the sea shifted and moved us around as easily as if we were kelp.
We were in three metres of water and by now I’d started looking for hairbrushes.
My father dived down and near the bottom rolled on to his back to get my attention.
He was pointing to something—a hairbrush—stuck in a crevice. He wanted me to dive
down for it. Between the surface and the depths were shifting pillars of light and
sea dust. I could also feel currents of trust and blind faith. I was going to have
to dive down because that was what was required. The pressure in my ears increased
until they were really hurting. The change in temperature was dramatic. I remember
wanting to surface, to get back up to the world of light for air, when my father
grabbed hold of my wrist and guided me down deeper to that crevice. Finally he released
his grip and dropped his hand on the cray and lifted it from its hiding place. Together
we bulleted to the surface, my father with the cray in his outstretched hand so
that it was first to burst from the sea into the white light of day. Frank blew the
water out of his snorkel and dropped the cray into a sack. I waited until he dived
again and taking my chance I swam like hell back to the beach. 



It’s not much of a memory, but then you can’t pick the memories you’d like to be
representative of yourself. When I’m dead, I’d like to think that Adrian’s memory
of me will be of the time I carried him home wrapped in my raincoat in driving rain
after he sprained his ankle on a tramp, or of the time I took him out to an expensive
London restaurant for veal marsala, rather than a memory of looking up across that
crowded nightclub to see his old man with a lean on list his points with an outstretched
finger to an amused-looking black woman.



My memories are of the crays we ate on the beach around a fire of crackling driftwood,
the drive home, and later the strained silence of the house. And of that night, curled
up in bed, with my father rocking in the door of my bedroom, caught between wanting
to be elsewhere and needing to venture forward, and for the moment unable to do either
but stand there and grin perhaps at his own memory of his boy kicking in the direction
of the beach for all he was worth.



It was a few days later that he left us, his footprints on the grass preserved by
the first frost of the year. All morning different women came over. I sat up in a
tree and watched these crabbed figures examine the footprints that the sun hadn’t
yet reached. The tour then moved to my parents’ bedroom where my father’s clothes
still lay on the floor, just creases and compressed air. His car was found later
in the day. It looked to everyone like he’d driven at full tilt at the sea. At low
tide the car sat in water up to its windows. For a couple of days we waited for his
body to wash up. At its failure to do so, people began quietly to theorise. Then
it came to everyone’s notice that the woman from Wages had disappeared as well. My
mother waited a week before we drove out to the coast. At low tide it was possible
to walk around the back end of the Holden. You could see where people had taken potshots.
The windows were shattered and the paintwork was damaged where rocks had missed the
more glamorous target of the windows. The sea shifted puppishly around the chassis.
My mother said, ‘Do you know what is so embarrassing about this, Harry? It’s that
anyone would go to this trouble on my behalf.’ Soon after this the postcards began
to arrive.



The next time I saw Frank was after Dougie and I left the train and followed the
stationmaster’s directions through a superhuman heat. There was a suburban iron fence,
flat, unyielding and unimpressed by the oven-like heat; it was all that kept at
bay the vastness of the desert, and beyond the fence stood mounds of piled soil and
against them the insect-like shadows of huge mechanical diggers, all very still.
Eventually we arrived at the address scribbled down on a scrap of paper I’d held
in my hand as far back as the station. We put down our packs and stared at a movement
in the window. We’d definitely seen it and since we hadn’t seen another human being
since leaving the station both our gazes stuck to the window. A moment later the
door opened on a woman in calf-length slacks. She wore a white top, thin white shoulder
straps, white on white, blonde hair out of a bottle, a face that once might have
been pretty. She held a cigarette in her hand. Some time previously I had heard gossip
that Frank and the woman from Wages had parted. But I hadn’t stopped to think that
there might be another woman. Over her shoulder we could see cool shadows. Now the
woman pushed herself off the door jamb. She seemed curious, and then impatient. She
called out to ask if we were coming in or not. 



We picked up our packs and as we moved towards the door, the woman moved half into
the blinding light where she stuck up a hand.



‘You can stop there. I’m not running a motel. Just so you know.’



Doug asked me to check the address again. In the few paces forward it hadn’t changed
but now he wanted to see for himself.



The woman said, ‘All right I’ve had enough of this. You can fry out here or pay at
the door and I’ll tell you right now so that you know—I’m not interested in bullshit
excuses or anything like that. Just so you know. I’m not interested in discussions.
Just so we understand ourselves.’



Clearly there was a misunderstanding of major proportions. Either I had the wrong
address or she had the wrong impression of what we were there for. But to check
a final time I managed to ask her, ‘Is this 11A?’ before she snapped back with, ‘No
bartering, I thought I said, or stalling. Or negotiation or whatever you want to
call it. And I’m not interested in standing out here and frying my arse for much
longer.’ She took a big steadying breath and after eyeballing us separately she said,
‘Sort out who’s first while I count to ten. After that the meter’s running.’ 



That’s when Doug told her, ‘Harry’s looking for his dad.’



The woman didn’t say anything. She was staring at Dougie’s face, so I was off the
hook for the moment. She looked cross with what she found there.



‘How old are yis?’



‘Old enough,’ said Dougie.



‘What about him?’ She meant me but she was asking Doug.



‘The same.’



By now though I was craning my head back to see if there were any other 11As hidden
further along the block. That’s when the woman wriggled her thin hips. She smiled
at Dougie. She said, ‘I like you. What’s your name?’



‘Dougie.’



‘Dougie,’ she said. ‘Isn’t that a dog’s name?’



‘Must be. I’m here, aren’t I?’



The woman found that funny. She gave Dougie’s shoulder a friendly push. She said,
‘I like you,’ again. She stepped aside for Dougie to enter. But as I followed she
blocked my way.



‘Not you. You can bake in hell.’



That’s when I told her that I thought my father lived there. I showed her the address
I’d written down on the scrap of paper but she wouldn’t look at it. She said, ‘I
don’t have to look. I don’t care what the damn paper says. It could say Queen Elizabeth
lives here or Elizabeth Taylor. It could say George Washington himself lives here
and I just fucked his bewigged brains out. I don’t have to believe anything just
because it’s written down on a shitty piece of paper. Understood?’ 



And that was it, I was thinking I really was going to fry in hell when Dougie rescued
the whole mission with, ‘His dad’s got a tattoo on his bum.’ Doug saw it that time
Frank was changing into his wetsuit. Then he started describing this butterfly. He
had the woman hooked. But he had to ruin it by saying it was a monarch butterfly and
suddenly she was shaking her head.



‘I don’t know anything about a monarch butterfly.’



And just like that Doug was backtracking, ‘Well it may not be exactly a monarch…’




‘His name is Frank,’ I said. ‘Frank Bryant.’



The news took the wind out of her sails. Her earlier hostility was waning and we
could hear her mind ticking. She said, ‘I know lots of men by that name. There’s
thousands of fucking Franks.’



But as she was saying it, all the conviction of what she was trying to put across
seemed to lift and her face softened as if she too didn’t really believe in what
she was saying any more. And just like that she said we could come in but on condition
that we didn’t use her bathroom. She said she had water and she had beer. ‘If you
want beer you’ll have to pay for it first. Water’s free, though.’



‘Water,’ said Dougie, and the quickness of his reply saw the woman roll her eyes.
The important thing was we’d got in out of that terrible heat. For God knows how
many years I’d dreamt and fantasised of meeting up with my dad, but at that moment
I’d have given it all up for a glass of water. The woman set down a jug on the kitchen
table. She placed two glasses beside it. We gulped down three glasses apiece. The
woman refilled the jug and we drank that too. I was gulping down the last glass when
the woman said to me, ‘Your father usually gets in around seven.’ She said, ‘I don’t
think I want to miss this.’ Now she was looking at me in a different light, examining
me, and in a voice that was slightly mesmerised, she said, ‘You’ve got your father’s
eyes. You’re lucky.’ Then she said, ‘I’m Cynthia, by the way. I’ve known your father
for the past three years but I think I’ll leave Frank to explain all that. I don’t
want to say anything more for the time being.’ 



She wound up letting us use her bathroom. It was either that or we’d have to piss
in her backyard. And after that we sat around waiting for Frank to turn up. Dougie
joined in the vigil too, checking his watch, staring between the whitewashed walls
and the window where we first saw the shadow of Cynthia.



For the first hour with Adrian in London I’d felt skittish as we worked ourselves
into our respective roles. I hadn’t seen him for eighteen months and so naturally
there had been some loosening of the old parental shackles. He was a young man now.
Despite this and a shared desire to meet as equals, the old relationship of father
and son would not lie down. It loomed over us, stalked us, at different times had
either one of us tongue-tied or at the other extreme had us assertively revert to
form.



With Frank I didn’t know what to expect. A diving expedition; a memory of him lingering
at my bedroom door. It’s not much to sustain roles. I didn’t feel like anyone’s son.
I suspect Frank felt the same, that he wasn’t anyone’s father. And yet while we waited
for him to turn up my strongest desire was that I wouldn’t be a disappointment.



Once when Cynthia went to the bathroom Doug gave me a nudge and asked me how I felt
about her.



‘She’s all right,’ I said. At least I wouldn’t have to confront the woman who had
made my mother’s life such a misery. We heard the toilet flush. Cynthia came to the
door to ask if we’d like more water. ‘Or would you rather have a beer?’ She said,
‘Don’t all speak at once.’



‘Water.’



‘Water,’ I said.



‘The beer’s on me.’



‘Okay, a beer,’ said Doug.



‘Harry?’



‘The same. Thank you, Cynthia.’



‘Politeness. I like that.’ She gave me a meaningful nod and went off for the beer.




We stared at the windows for I don’t know how long, watched them fill with darkness
that when it came was sudden and without fanfare. The first time a car’s headlights
washed into the room Cynthia stood up. ‘Frank’s here.’ We could hear doors opening
and closing. Now the front door opened. And Cynthia called out, her voice loud, sounding
gleeful.



‘Frank, you have a visitor.’



It was awful. And possibly a mistake. I wondered that years of yearning and hope
should lead to a moment of such banality. There was surprise. A handshake. Some chortling
laughter accompanied by backslapping. Cynthia’s own sense of occasion. ‘Oh give him
a hug, Frank. I’ll go and get my hanky.’



Frank’s first words to me in over seven years were, ‘My God you’re a big bugger.’
Then there was his discovery of Dougie standing shyly by. ‘Who’s this then?’ And
Cynthia telling him, ‘He’s the mouthy one.’ 



‘Dougie,’ said Dougie, extending his hand, and for a moment my father stared at the
hand as though he didn’t know what to do with it. He was searching back through memory
for something to grasp on to. ‘Dougie. Dougie.’ Then he remembered. He pointed a
finger and Doug nodded. They’d both arrived at that awful day at the beach.



‘I told him Dougie’s a dog’s name,’ said Cynthia, and Frank laughed. For all Cynthia’s
obvious faults, she managed to extract from Frank an easygoing-ness that I don’t
ever remember seeing with my mother. He said to Cynthia, ‘You’re the only mouthy
one I know.’ And he made a grab for her. That’s when I smelt the beer on him. As
he fell backwards into a chair he tried to pull Cynthia on to his lap but she wasn’t
interested. She looked for me. She said, ‘Harry, your father has greedy hands.’



‘Hands are made to hold things, Cynth. Isn’t that right, Harry?’



All eyes were on me. The easiest thing would have been for me to agree. New, unexpected
feelings were beginning to lock into place. I was thinking, if I saw this man behaving
in this way elsewhere I wouldn’t like him much. That he was my father prevented any
wholehearted embrace of like or dislike. He simply was what he was. Finally it was
left to Cynthia to answer for me.



‘Pity your hands can’t ask first, Frank.’



My father snorted. He’d forgotten Dougie now that he’d placed him as that same dismal
being he’d last seen shivering at the beach.



‘That’s Cynthia for you. She’d talk a snail out of its shell.’



Cynthia smiled. She’d heard Frank say this before was my guess, and besides, her
eyes were afloat with a new subject. She said to Frank, ‘I was thinking Chinese.’




‘Chinese is fine with me. What about you boys?’



‘Chinese is fine,’ I said. I was wanting to sound upbeat and positive.



‘Harry says it’s fine,’ said my father. And for the moment we grinned at each other.




‘I’ll go,’ said Cynthia. ‘I’ll take the dog for company.’



Frank laughed, and I tried out a laugh of my own. Doug decently barked to help ease
things along. Frank barked back. With that bark Dougie had grown another dimension
from the useless cunt on the beach Frank had in mind.



Later when I asked Doug what he and Cynthia had talked about on their way to the
Chinese takeaway he said she’d told him, ‘Frank is a wonderful man, but I’d never
have him as a father for my kids.’ And later, riding home with the boxes of Chinese
steaming through his thighs she also told him, ‘As soon as I saw that boy I knew
he was Frank’s. He’s got Frank’s eyes and nose. I hope he hasn’t got Frank’s heart,
though.’ And when Doug asked me the same there wasn’t much to report. After they
left for the Chinese my father who I hadn’t seen in years excused himself to go and
shower. The whole time they were away I sat in the sitting room listening to the
shower run. I had an idea Frank was hiding, and I realised I was happy for him to.
I think that was the moment of release for me. His signature might be on my birth
certificate but it didn’t need to be scribbled all over my life.



That night we rolled out our sleeping bags in the sitting room. Dougie fell asleep
quickly. For a while I lay there in the humming dark listening to the distant murmur
of voices from the bedroom. It wasn’t the hale and hearty voice we’d been treated
to all evening; it was low, serious, slightly menacing. Once I thought I heard my
mother’s name spoken. As I strained to hear more the voices fell silent as if they
had just worked out that they could be heard. I must have dozed off after that. When
I woke it was still dark. I heard a door open, the fly-screen door smack back, a moment
later the car engine start. And in its low idling departure I fell back to sleep.




We woke late. In the kitchen there was a note from Cynthia. We were to help ourselves
to whatever we could find in the fridge.



Dougie was frying eggs when I came out of the shower. He asked me if I wanted bacon.




‘Nope,’ I said. ‘We’re going.’



‘Now?’



‘Now. Pack up. We’re going. There’s a train at eleven. I rang up while you were asleep.’




‘What about your dad?’ asked Dougie, the fish slice in his hand, eggs sizzling away.




‘What about him?’ I remember enjoying that tone of voice. It sounded hard, unforgiving;
I liked the effect it had.



Later, as we hurried like fugitives for the station and even as we boarded the train,
and later too, with the desert flashing in the windows, all I felt was relief. None
of this was planned. I wasn’t after revenge. It was more self-serving than that;
I’d got what I was after. I would leave London the same way in a few years’ time.
It was necessary to go there for all kinds of reasons to do with origins and curiosity.
But none of that had to stick. None of it had to last. With Frank I felt like I’d
removed a thorn from my side. I quite liked Cynthia, though once I was back home
I was careful not to mention her to my mother. It would be easier on her, I thought,
to tell her that Frank was living alone and had turned bitter. 



I had a short wait in Sydney for the connection to Wellington. In the lounge I fell
in with a young couple (he was a roofing contractor, she was a librarian) waiting
for a series of flights to Murmansk where they would take delivery of two orphaned
babies. What a swift change of fortune for all concerned! The roofing contractor sat
in his jeans drumming his fingers over his thighs. I could see baby stuff sticking
out of his wife’s carry-on luggage. Those Russian babies would grow up between goalposts
surrounded by hills and ocean, and in twenty years’ time or so I imagined there would
be a journey up to the Arctic Circle where they would arrive as foreigners but with
some inside knowledge of fruit recognising its husk.



In London this time I’d come away with a sense that to be from somewhere, anywhere,
was suddenly old hat. It didn’t really matter any more. The faces in the street.
The Italian, French and Slavic names I read in the newspapers turning out for English
football clubs. The crappy food I ate in any number of so-called ethnic restaurants.
London has a way of putting everything through a common strainer.



But when we flew across the Tasman in the dead of night I did feel I was from somewhere.
I felt it keenly when the plane dipped its wing and seemed to take aim at a tiny
cluster of lights huddling together in the immensity of the night. It was after midnight,
no cars on the road, not another soul, just me and the taxi driver in his woollen
v-neck, a plastic deodoriser in the form of a Hindu deity on the dash. 



The thing about going away and coming back again is how much your own life has changed.
It is an illusion of course, but this is what you leave the terminal with, and how
little the world you left behind two weeks ago has altered. Things are out of whack.
Your smile is sunnier than others’. Even the way you walk looks slightly expansive,
which is to say, put on. The signs are all there. You have been out in the world.




My car was where I’d left it two weeks ago in the car park, unmarked, and with a
sort of dog-like humility that was almost touching. On the back seat lay the familiar
clutter. Boxes of books I hadn’t had a chance to sort yet that I’d bought from the
sale of an elderly woman’s estate. On the passenger’s seat the faxed message to the
harbour master with its miraculous news of the impending visit of the cruise ship,
the Pacific Star.



As I got in behind the wheel I could feel my old life crabbily demanding my attention.




On my mobile were twelve messages—three from Alice—so as I pulled out of the airport
carpark I called up my elderly mother. The conversation went like this.



‘How was Adie? Were you nice to him?’



‘Of course I was nice.’



‘He said you got drunk.’



‘That’s ridiculous.’



‘And something about a black woman…’
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					Different people help out at the shop otherwise I’d never get away—our daughter Jess
					when she comes home from university; Frances when she isn’t working on her jigsaw
					puzzles and up against a deadline. My mother, Alice, sometimes, but only if I am
					desperate since I also have to accept that she will give stuff away to old people,
					her cronies, and leave it to me to discover a hole in the stock. Usually it doesn’t
					amount to much, an armchair or a lamp, mostly things of a practical value, heaters,
					light bulbs, that sort of thing, so Alice’s days on are known in my books as ‘charity
					days’. Her great friend Alma Martin is my most reliable ‘staffer’ though he’d scoff
					to be thought of in those terms. Still, it’s some relief to know that he will act
					as a handbrake whenever my mother’s largesse gets the better of her. In his time
					Alma has been many things—rat catcher, teacher, artist. Back in the heyday of NE
					Paints he was one of the better colour technicians. Most of the colours slapped on
					to the older houses around the district dating back to the late fifties are his creation.
					The popular Bush Green and Mount Aspiring Grey are but two. He is often mistakenly
					credited for Pacific Blue, the relief colour of choice that was all the rage around
					the time the walls of every house found the need to display a large butterfly. But
					by then he’d already fallen out with NE Paints’ management over aesthetic differences.
					The surprise is that it had taken so long. 

				
				
					The great value of Alma to me is that he couldn’t care less what I think. The unspoken
					truth
					is
					that he is infinitely more useful to me than I am to him. The tip face holds
					no
					horrors
					for him. I imagine he also knows that were I ever to cut him from the
					payroll
					my
					mother would be at my door in a flash. For as long as I can remember Alma
					has
					been
					in my mother’s life. For nearly as long she has sat for him. There are sketches
					around
					of
					her pregnant with me. And even when Frank was still in our lives Alma was
					drawing
					Alice;
					long before then as well, when my mother was married to George Hands.
					He
					still
					draws—compulsively as ever. He draws the way other people breathe. Sometimes
					I
					think
					he is one of those people who come into the world with prior knowledge—without
					being
					told
					they recognise paper as paper and pencil as pencil. In a quiet moment
					at
					the
					shop he will drop into one of the many second-hand armchairs, pull out one
					of
					his
					tired notebooks which he carries everywhere, even to the tip, and draw customers.
					He
					appears
					to work quickly; from the counter you can hear his grunts and the rustle
					of
					paper.
					I’ve looked over his shoulder a few times. They’re just sketches: a couple
					of
					vertical
					lines and a horizontal slash here and there. The subjects of the sketches
					are
					none
					the wiser. He even draws the sulky adolescent boys who come in to look at
					the
					soft
					porn at the back of the shop. Alma catches their blushing uncertainty as
					they
					linger
					around the cane fishing rods or pick up an abandoned basketball from
					the
					sporting
					goods
					section
					and roll it in their fingertips. The moment the phone rings or another
					customer
					enters
					the shop they take their chance. And I’ll hear the retiring bounce
					of
					an
					abandoned basketball, followed by the ripple of the beaded curtain that closes
					off
					the
					magazine section from the mattresses. 

				
				
					On busy days they can get in and out without being seen. Or else I might look up
					in time to see a figure dart from the door. What a strange business it is. Frances
					wishes I’d dump the whole lot at the tip. She says it’s not very becoming for a mayor.
					My mother says it is a disgrace. She’s embarrassed, she says, that a child of her
					own would involve himself in that kind of thing. Frances wishes I could just stick
					to the ‘curios’ end of the market—the headhunter’s knife, its hilt wrapped in human
					hair, for example. Or the World War One bayonet. These things are infinitely more
					acceptable. But it’s the magazines and the endless recycling of glossy flesh that
					provides the cash-flow. Every time I hear a moral riff from my daughter about the
					exploitative aspect of these photos I am tempted to remind her of what pays her university
					fees. For that we have the enthusiasts to thank. They’re not lepers or broken souls
					in filthy raincoats; all are exceedingly polite and none of them look for cover but
					cross the floor purposefully and without shame.

				
				
					I have a degree in paint technology—it seemed a good idea when we were the ‘paint
					capital’ but now all that’s gone—and my mail sits in a Victorian pisspot. For company
					there’s the empty sofas and armchairs, the fold-up card tables, the rolled-up carpets.
					It’s not the sort of future I once imagined for myself, but this is the reef on which
					I washed up more than twenty years ago, all this household stuff that men and women
					once argued and flogged one another over, spilt blood for, badgered and exhorted promises
					and threats in order to have the sofa with that flower pattern. How important it once
					was. How lightly it is let go. 

				
				
					On my first morning back from seeing Adrian in London I had customers by the dozen
					and council papers to read and arrangements to make for the cruise ship visit. All
					morning I heard the clacking of the beaded curtains while I dealt with a long line
					of customers. To someone with a carton of hardbacks, hunting titles, celebrity biographies,
					I casually mentioned that the hospital was always on the lookout for more books.
					There was nothing there that I really wanted because to some extent what I buy is
					what I’m forced to keep company with until I flick it on. On the other hand, ours
					is a poor community and I try to make sure everyone leaves with something. The books
					belonged to an older man. When I mentioned ‘hospital’ he turned forlorn. He pushed
					the books away (I suspected them all along of being a smokescreen) and produced a
					lovely little thimble made in Holland at the turn of the last century. The silver
					engraving was exquisite—a woman sewing with a needle. He must have been holding this
					back in reserve, and naturally he was hoping I’d take the crummy books and he would
					keep this family heirloom. I paid more for it than I needed to, and gave the hospital
					another plug. He looked guiltily away and as he made space for someone else I saw
					his bushy eyebrows lift for the magazine section at the back. He was thinking about
					it, still thinking, and finally, with regret, no, another day perhaps.

				
				
					A regular face pushed across the counter an old tin box. ‘That’s a World War One
					survival kit. Old but not used. It’s amazing. Everything’s there. Take a look, Harry.
					Fish hook. Needle. Cotton thread.’ 

				
				
					‘Thank you, Raymond.’ Unshaven this morning, he stood to one side while I recorded
					the details in the ledger. ‘Raymond B. WWI soldier’s kit.’

				
				
					The line moved forward: an elderly man with a back strain who winced (a touch theatrically?
					Perhaps…you have to be aware of these things) when he reached into his coat pocket
					for a pair of Victorian scissors; he was followed by a very tall man with a wooden
					aeroplane and a woman with a wax angel which she said shed tears. Further back, dear
					old Tui Brown. I happened to glance up when she swung in the door. I caught her look
					of surprise, and she knew that I had seen it too. As well as its descent into disappointment.
					She slowed half a step then decided to brazen it out. Obviously she thought Alice
					was still behind the counter and the tight-arsed son still in London. I will buy
					her plastic ice cube trays out of duty and after she’s gone biff them out.

				
				
					I’m making these calculations when a face I’ve never seen before pokes in the door.
					Then the rest of him follows cautiously—barefoot, torn jeans. He isn’t a local.
					There are a number of ways of knowing this. For one thing, he doesn’t know where
					to rest his eyes. It’s the same with every newcomer. They bump their feet against
					porcelain cats, stumble against the hunting dogs as they sort out a passage through
					the jam of furnishings and ancient golf bags. As he comes nearer I pick him to be
					around Adrian’s age. His hair is dark, fine, like Chinese hair, and his eyes are dark
					and liquid, more so from the effect of his pasty complexion. Jeans, barefoot as I
					said, thin arms flapping inside a threadbare T-shirt. It’s not a survey I make of
					everyone who comes into the shop. But he’s here to ask after Alma. ‘Someone called
					Alma…’ is what he says, and he points to the ‘For Rent’ notice on the board inside
					the door. That notice has been up for more than five years. Once in a blue moon someone
					asks after it but when they see Alma’s old cottage on Beach Road they quickly turn
					and run. Alma lives on the cut I give him from whatever is on-sold from the tip.
					He also has a pension of some kind, a pittance I don’t doubt, and my mother’s lament
					is ‘if only poor Alma could get a tenant for that God-awful dump of his out at the
					beach…’ 

				
				
					It’s a Monday. Mondays are a big day in this business. The tips are transformed,
					newly stockpiled by weekenders. And that’s where Alma is, with the other tip rats,
					combing the weekend goodies. I’m about to give directions when I have a better idea.
					I have a favour to ask of Alma. I want him to paint something, maybe a mural of some
					kind over the vacated shop windows in town. Something more pleasing to the eye than
					the everyday ruin of businesses gone bust. When those people from the cruise ship
					come ashore I want them to see us in our Sunday best.

				
				
					I offer to run the newcomer up to the tip if he’ll wait a few minutes.

				
				
					‘I’ve got a car,’ he says. His manner is impatient. He just wants the information
					and he’ll be out of there.

				
				
					Alma, however, is in his seventies, and these days he tends to get flustered. Alice
					would want me there.

				
				
					‘What’s your name?’

				
				
					He hesitates, sets his face.

				
				
					‘Okay. I’m Harry. Harry Bryant. The reason I ask is because Alma is an old friend
					of mine.’

				
				
					‘OK,’ he nods back. ‘Dean. Dean Eliot.’ Some colour enters his cheeks. He looks around
					the shop as if expecting someone to challenge that.

				
				
					‘Okay, Dean. Just hang fire a moment.’

				
				
					The tall man with the wooden aeroplane is getting agitated. He pushes forward. ‘You
					probably know,’ he says, ‘there’s only two of this model left in the country.’ And
					so on. He doesn’t have to try so hard and sound so earnest about it. I hate it when
					they underestimate my own knowledge of the market. And I happen to know the names
					of at least three collectors who will drive any number of hours through the night
					to buy this very model.
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