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To my mother who was not Stell, but better.
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Next door to us lay the Mantles’ narrow little brick place. Both to east and west it was crowded by larger structures, ours and someone else’s. Like an ill-laid tombstone, it seemed to be subsiding crookedly into the earth, and was a sunless warren, dim humidity in summer, dim moisture in winter. The laneway to its back door ran flush against our side wall and, blocked off from the light, the moss on the Mantles’ lounge room window sill grew a quarter of an inch thick.


Len Mantle and Hilda must have been in their early thirties and had two boys to boast of – though boast is in this case a cruel word. For the younger one was, physically at least, a slack-mouthed replica of his slack-mouthed father, and that was nothing to boast of; while the elder had some congenital disease of the nervous system which was, cell by cell, turning his muscles to jelly and making him walk on the balls of his feet, in what many people who did not know believed to be an insane parody of elegance.


Our old home, my parents’ and mine, had been no more than four hundred miles northwards and not even in another state. Still our migration plunged me into shock. The heat was duller. The air was full of sweat. By night I choked with asthma. By day I haunted the yard, not believing that from it you couldn’t sight a brown elbow of river, Guernseys cropping an emerald floodplain, the smoke-blue tangle of New England hills. My eyes constantly returned to a galvanised iron fence, and beyond it the brick butt-ends of shop residences. Inevitably, Hilda saw me, and judging me merely lonely, told my mother to send me in to meet the boys.


It wasn’t long before I explored that fungoid lane which led towards the squabbling noise of the Mantles at play with each other in their overgrown backyard. (As Len Mantle was to say, a man with a cause has no time to muck about with lawnmowers.) They sat on flattened grass beneath an old peach tree, arguing over a bow made out of a peach sapling by their almighty father. Their small angry heads nodded polemically. Their hair was straight, fine, Asiatic hair, as if their grandmother had known a Chinaman; and as they spoke, it flopped over their foreheads in wads. There was an Asiatic smoothness and roundness about their faces too, and the corners of their eyes were taut. No direct acknowledgment of my existence in their own backyard was made, but all the heat went out of their squabble. They began to perform their argument, and I, knowing my place, stood by, showing polite interest as it developed.


“You let the bloody string go loose,” the younger one hissed, pausing for me to marvel at the adjective. “Comrade Lenin told you not to, he told you how to keep it tight, he told you you could use it even! But off he goes to work and you spoil it on me! Now we have to wait for Comrade Lenin to make us another one, and he might be too busy to make it for years. Comrade, I could kick your guts in!”


The elder brother, Joe, was sitting with his long legs and abnormally arched feet tucked under him. For a while he kept silence for he understood that Lennie, the other one, was just a young buck rattling his spears. What he did not understand, what I did not know, was that he was, in strict truth, sitting on death, that the enemy of his blood and his genes was, at that moment, under the peach tree, seducing his nerves, lulling his muscles to reflexless blubber. He leant across towards Lennie, picked up the bow and flexed it, knobbly elbows splayed out from his sides, for the enemy was in his arms as well.


“Who said you owned it?” he asked. “I remember the day he made this. He made it for me. I didn’t ever say you could use it.”


Lennie leant forward and roared in his brother’s face, “You stinking big liar, Joseph. I helped the Comrade make this bloody bow on a day you had the pains. He made it for me. Why would he make it for a bloke who can’t even walk proper?”


Joseph squinted savagely at the insult, rolled it over on his tongue, spat it out onto the grass. Lennie was wise enough to sit back, waiting for the argument to sprout a new limb.


“The time he made another bow and arrow,” Joseph said at length, “he let me cut it off the tree with his own knife.” This was answer complete, this was fulfilment, to cut a bough with the Comrade’s own knife.


“I was too small to cut it then. That’s the only reason. He felt my muscles and said I was a real son to have. He told me he always wants me to cut his wood, right until I die.”


Joseph had the calm certitude of mountains and icebergs. His anger was a queer wise anger that gave what he said neither heat nor eloquence but the sting of truth.


“He wouldn’t say that. You’re six. Who’d talk to a six-year-old as if he was important. I can tell you, Lennie, I’m as good as a grown-up to the Comrade. You’re a baby of a six-year-old. Grown-ups tell babies anything. They even tell them Santa Claus.”


Perhaps Lennie did lose his self-control there. He yelled and ground his teeth and hurled himself on his brother. Nature had provided for an even fight – Lennie’s short strong limbs tangling with Joseph’s weak long ones. The two rolled on the crushed yellow grass in what was more like brotherly love than anger.


As they grunted at my feet, and Lennie spat maniac hate through clenched teeth, I saw that I had the balance of power and decided to use it in a statesmanlike manner. To throw myself in on Joseph’s side, down I dropped on that bundle of melodramatically writhing limbs, that vortex of hisses and threats. Joseph’s right arm had been flung wide of the fight and lay along the grass abnormally long, like a pallid eel. I knelt on it. Joseph screamed, and Lennie, about to deal some death blow or other, became immediately still and stared at me.


“Don’t touch my brother,” he growled – not forcefully enough to warrant hostilities though, since I was taller than he was. He rose from where he had been sitting on Joseph’s diaphragm. “Don’t be so cruel.”


I progressed on my knees off Joseph’s arm, embarrassed at the fierce little face glaring at me over Joseph flat on the ground, groaning detachedly.


“The Comrade will belt the tripes out of you for being cruel to Joseph.”


The victim raised himself on his elbows and nodded. Comrade Lenin, about whose exact nature I was still guessing, was something worth placating, said the nod.


“My brother Joseph,” Lennie went on with pride, “is going to be a cripple. His muscles will squeeze up. And then he’s going to die.”


I stared at Joseph’s legs, looking for some horrific sign on their lengthy whiteness.


“It won’t hurt,” Joseph explained. His face was gratified; his little brother had recognised him as a child of election.


“Are you really going to die?” I asked him.


“Too right!” he said. “What’s your name?”


After a while there was another brawl and I was allowed to join in, fighting at will on both sides.


Sunlight had left the yard and the flaccid grass was cold. Wrestling had overheated me, given me croup, making my under-jaw itch in that unscratchable penetrating way that croup does. We were all standing around talking limply when Hilda appeared in the back door, her hair newly combed and her face done up. Her fragrance carried as far as the peach tree.


“Comrade Lenin’s train just passed,” she called. It was rarely that she could predict the Comrade’s coming, rarely and by a hard road; for only after a furniture-breaking brawl, a bout of repentance, a promise of eternal domesticity by the Comrade, could his wife be sure, for a day or two, of when she would see him and in what state.


Of course, that afternoon I didn’t know all this. Lennie and Joseph appeared to me to be people established in their neighbourhood. Out of the peach tree and the rank backyard, out of the to and fro of trains, the to and fro of Comrade Lenin, they seemed to have compounded for themselves a ritual day. They herded the hours along under firm control. They waved at the trains as if every man and woman on board were their godparents. They didn’t blush when the best they earned from any carriage in a long series of dusk electrics was a few half-turned, blank faces. They were happy. Comrade Lenin was on his way home to them.


In a tweedy old sportscoat, grey trousers, and boots, he appeared out of the last knot of people stamping down the street away from the station. In his breast pocket he wore an enviable blood-red handkerchief embroidered with a white hammer and sickle. He was clearly a relative of theirs; I was still uncertain whether he was their father or not.


Lennie ran to him, Joseph stalked up to him on the balls of those extraordinary feet. As they approached him, he stood still and clenched his fist towards the sky, while a passing typist ducked below the indiscriminate gesture and hurried away.


“Hail Comrades!” he called to the boys.


“Hail Comrade!” they sang.


“Did you have any fights today, Comrades?” he asked, as if training them in the ways of peace were his prime work.


“No fear!” said Lennie.


“Good!” said Comrade Lenin.


As he came through the gateway, I jumped aside, half-hoping he hadn’t even seen me.


“And did you behave yourself for the Mother of the People?”


“I did! Not Joseph!”


By now we were trailing the great man down his dim laneway. He reached his hand out onto Lennie’s straight hair and lovingly tousled it.


“You’re a character, Comrade! You’re a heck of a character!”


We walked forward into sunlight. Comrade Lenin met Hilda with suspect ardour. I wondered if he came home daily, for there was something forced and dishonest in their embrace, something feigned like the feigned anger that had flung the boys against each other earlier that afternoon. I can remember now that probably a dozen kitchen windows in flats and cottages looked down on the Mantles’ backyard, flats and cottages where rumours of the Comrade’s drinking, violence, shiftlessness were harboured. Hilda was a proud girl.


Even now, she looked up at him and murmured, “You’ve been having some.”


“Only a nip,” he grunted, and they went inside.


“Why does he wear a red handkerchief?” I asked the boys.


“That’s his colour,” said Lennie. “It’s the colour of the Soviet flag.”


“The people’s flag is deepest red,” Joseph explained. “Didn’t you know that?”


“Yes!” I lied.


“It’s bathed in the blood of the workers.”


“Is his handkerchief bathed in their blood?”


“Yes,” Lennie whispered.


“When did he bathe it in their blood?”


“After they’d been shot in the back by someone. The catilists.” Joseph was bland in his knowledge of whence the workers’ blood flowed.


“Why did they shoot them?”


“They were scared of them.”


“Is Comrade Lenin a worker?”


“He’s one of the leaders of the workers.”


“Then why didn’t they shoot him?”


“He ran away?” Lennie suggested.


Joseph sneered at this. “He didn’t run away. They thought he was dead but he wasn’t. There was a soldier like that at the pictures.”


“Soldier like what?” Comrade Lenin had come into the yard in his slippers. He was in his shirtsleeves, the coat and the bloody handkerchief being away somewhere deep in the Mantle house. I could imagine some sort of reliquary, with candles flanking it, for that piece of linen which had been dipped in precious blood.


“You’ve got a new mate,” he observed. His eyes flapped across my face with gross indifference. There was something about me which made me unfit to pluck a bow, yell or spit, roll and wrestle with his comrades. I was a bit livid and narrow-chested, I admitted to myself, from pneumonia the previous November.


“What’s your name, youngster?”


“Daniel Jordan.”


“Well, Daniel Jordan,” he said, slicing my name up with the thin edge of his tongue, “you’d better go home. I’m taking the boys for a walk. You can come back tomorrow.”


“Yes.”


“Well, be seeing you! Joseph? Lennie?”


They followed him into a kitchen redolent of lamb chop fat. Now I had the whole yard, but mere possession was meaningless without them. Dusk dropped from the peach tree, the lane lay before me like a catacomb. Running its length, I was standing on our veranda in time to see the Comrade usher his sons into the street and take them uphill. Lennie yabbered at his side, Joseph stalked forward as if the ground were strewn with nettles. They reached a point at last where trees and railway embankment, the coming night and steam from a reined-in engine all blended into utter shadow.
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Then Singapore fell. The very sucklings quaked for its fall. A Cabinet Minister whispered in committee that one armoured division could take Australia. People taped their windows, making them shatterproof, prophesying that the only human factor that could save us was America. Women sought moral guidance on the question of suicide or dishonour. Troops trained with sticks and guarded beachheads with axes.


Bombs homed down on London and corpses were dug out each morning. That was true. Yet no country was ever so naked before invasion as the Australia of 1942.


Civil defence men came to school to teach us to out-hide, out-wriggle, out-delve death from the sky. We were to have white linen bags, to be worn on the hip and to contain a bisected tennis ball (for cupping to your outraged ears as you lay in the gutter during the bombing), a plug of gauze (to bite into), a bandage, and a tin of salve. In answer to the unopposed Japanese armaments, we held up our tins of salve and, since these were primarily suitable for chillblains, ant-bite and minor burns, it was as well for us that they never had to be opened.


Beneath the high altar of the church was the school air-raid shelter. There were two reasons for its location. The playground itself was asphalted and the nuns hesitated to set a pick to its even surface: and then, in that dark hole, we were mantled and protected by the table of God. It was unlikely, the nuns said, that the Sacred Species would be allowed to suffer bombing. In a lavender-painted classroom, with the windows half-open and a yellow surf of boronia breaking on the sills, this reasoning had obvious strength.


We were all sent to the toilets and then lined up in the corridors to practise in our shelter. The entry was a squat green manhole inlaid in the prosperous brick of the apse’s outer wall. Sister Eucheria of the Order of Preachers, the ancient Dominicans, smiled plump encouragement back along the flighty column of infants, unlocked the door and stooped down into the darkness within. In her supernaturally cream habit, Sister Stanislaus waited behind in the sunlight to soothe the atavistic panic we all felt in regard to doors you had to bend to enter and beyond which lay what might be the blackness of the pit.


“Keep on coming!” Stanislaus called masterfully, and if that dark cellar had been the foyer of hell, we would have willingly faced its minor terrors rather than oppose her.


Within, the shelter was a place where odd lengths of lumber and camp tables used for Communion breakfasts were kept. There was even an electric bulb which Sister Eucheria had turned on. She ushered me to the far penumbra of its cone of bilious light, and I sat on a stack of tables with some other, mainly solemn, children. From here, the light seemed paltry, the whole place incredibly dim, low-roofed, weighed down. Weighed down by the weight of divinity above our heads, constricted by the acres of darkness on three sides of us, the little pad of daylight which was the doorway seemed furlongs away, and the inpouring bodies of another and another child blotted it out. My chest became tight, whistled with a congestion to match the congestion of this sub-altare into which an intolerable stream of children thronged.


“Isn’t it cold?” Dolph Conlon whispered, as if we were fleas on the flanks of darkness and didn’t want it to scratch itself.


“I’m not going to come in here,” I wheezed, “even if the Japs bomb the school.”


“Sister Stanislaus’ll make you.”


“I’ll hide till she comes in here.”


“Then where’ll you hide? From all those bombs?”


“I’ll hide . . .” If the bombers came languidly across the sky, Eucheria would probably send us to the toilets before consigning us to the abyss. The boys’ toilets were corrugated tin and unfit to perish in, being utterly abandoned to the lower uses of what Mother Gonzaga called the bhoys. But this austerity outhouse was an apter place to die in than down there choking in the pit. To die in a blitz amongst the corrugated iron, flung across the durable chalk-line which God or, more binding still, Stanislaus had drawn along the floor, and behind which no bhoy was to stand while performing a natural function; that would be a joy beside surviving the smallest bombardment vaulted beneath the High Altar.


“Haven’t you got any faith?” Dolph asked me. Before I could explain myself, Dolph stood up from our pile of tables and, with a little groan, delivered himself of his lunch.


Air-raid practice next occurred on a grey April afternoon. The glossy reading books were collected and, swept along by a tide of blithe colleagues, I drifted into the toilets and out again to find myself, swallowing on a tongue parched with fear, being marched off to the small green door.


Glossy-leaved eucalypts looked with odious calm at the line of children embarking into the labyrinth. An old lady limped out of the presbytery door and poured a basin of dishwater down a drain. In her warm bubble of domesticity she didn’t even bother to glance at us. Low cloud shut mercy out of the sky, and I stared down the nave, begging mercy to turn the corner. Incredibly, it did.


Walking very fast and splendid in her best-wear brown suit, my mother arrived. I pretended not to see her, but a girl at the top of the line touched Stanislaus’ cream-serge elbow and pointed towards the splendid apparition. The nun looked up and smiled.


“I’ve come to get Daniel, Sister,” my mother said. “I thought you mightn’t have heard.”


“Heard, Mrs Jordan?” Without waiting to be answered Stanislaus turned towards the line and called me. As I idled up the side of the ranks, I heard my mother say in half-whisper, “There’s been a Jap bomber over Sydney. High up. Our grocer’s a warden and he was alerted. It’s probably gone now, but I’d like to take Daniel if you don’t mind.”


Eucheria pushed her head out of the black hole.


“Oh, good afternoon, Mrs Jordan.”


“Sister,” said Stanislaus, “a Japanese aircraft has been sighted over Sydney. I wish we could send all the children home, but Father’s out and we’d have to have his permission. Anyway, their parents wouldn’t know what was happening.”


“Oh, I don’t think there’s any great danger yet,” my mother frowned. “But, if anything happened, you’d like to have them with you, I mean, parents would, wouldn’t they?”


“Yes. By all means, take him. The best we can do, Sister Eucheria, is to go on with our air-raid practice.”


My mother and I walked away and turned for a shy second to wave to the children and Stanislaus. Even to my eyes, Dolph Conlon seemed a small and pale animal, in acute need of a mother. For a moment, I shuddered with the ecstacy of deliverance, the shame of being the only one delivered. Then we began to hurry home.


For every yard of the quiet avenues which separated us from the railway and our place, we searched the shut-in sky. Two American fighters jumped over the western skyline and hummed beneath the dome of cloud – comforting, blood-stirring, silver, blue and red.


“Why didn’t they shoot it down?” I asked, and despite the flamboyant Americans holding our attention, my mother didn’t mistake whom I meant by they.


“They could have been having lunch,” she said, “or having an hour off. Anyhow, it was a long way up. And it’s only one Jap plane. Hardly worth bothering about.”


Since I had begun school, an idea which was probably hereditary had grown to become a premise of life. It was the idea of the large world, the school-world in particular, as a conspiracy to scrape bare all the weaknesses of the soul, to mock the indomitable tenderness of the secret, family world, making them baseless, unmerited and therefore hollow. Only in the thought of my father was I a member of the world, one of the masters. He had been a civilian militiaman who had enlisted just before the New Year. Men with any sort of soldiering in their background were rare. He already had two chevrons to go beneath the divisional patch on his arm. For the past ten days, I had lived on the éclat of those bombardier’s stripes (he was an anti-aircraft gunner), had felt a kinship with every two-striped soldier I had seen, even with the Americans who wore theirs upside-down.
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