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It is very certain, that the Discovery of Terra Australis Incognita is considered, by many wise and knowing People, as a kind of Philosopher’s-stone, perpetual motion, or, in plain English, as a Chimera, fit only to take up the empty Brains of wild Projectors. Yet this seems to be no sufficient reason, why such as are competent Judges of the Matter in Dispute, should decide, peremptorily, that there is no such Country; or, if there be, that it is not worth the finding.

(A Complete Collection of Voyages and Travels, John Campbell (Ed.), London, 1744–48)




Dark night time, night time Bethliem All sleep wake and get up Mother likes him child christ clean white baby.

(R.M. Berndt, ‘Surviving Influences of Mission Contact on the Daly River, Northern Territory of Australia’, 1952, cited in The White Men, Julia Blackburn, Orbis Publishing Ltd, London, 1979.)


PROLOGUE

There were those who believed that the Father had existed from the beginning, that in some dark and primal time he had come up from the sea, flying like a white bird, or a vessel, some said, a white-sailed vessel, and that he had first appeared out of the surf at the entrance to the lagoon.

Now these possibilities could be true or could be superstition, but they were, nonetheless, used to account for the Father’s remarkable dress, that he wore only white; by day he was most often seen walking the sandy paths of New Canaan in a suit of white cotton, black umbrella in hand; but by night, or in spiritual circumstances, he would make his appearance in a flowing cassock — likewise white — of the lightest, finest wool.

There were also those who believed that the Father kept a book, the great book, and in its pages he recorded the passing of their days. And not recorded only, some said, but created as he recorded, bringing their lives to be.

Truly, this white Father was a being of many parts: king and priest, friend and confessor [though some said monster and liar, but not often or out loud]. A creature of uncertain origins, uncertain intentions and designs.

Who could know his ways?
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SIGNS AND WONDERS


I


[image: image]NE SUMMER NIGHT there appeared in the sky over the lagoon at New Canaan a configuration of stars in the shape of an hourglass. This was the first of a series of strange occurrences which later became known as ‘signs’. Of course, since this ‘apparition’, as some called it, was not visible to all, there were few who paid the incident much attention at the time, and this included the Father, who was considered an authority on such things. But later ‘the sign of the hourglass’, as it came to be called, was spoken of only in whispers, and with deep foreboding.

The circumstances of that first sighting were these: it was Saturday night in New Canaan; the local fishing fleet was in and, as usual, the sounds of men drinking came from the Fisherman’s Rest. From a shed at the back of the store, opposite the Rest, two women appeared, dressed in the sensible manner that the Father approved and performing the duties that the Father had allotted. Between them they dragged a wooden cart and, emerging from the shadow of the store, they turned towards the moonlit path that led through the tea-trees to the lagoon. A large cod had been taken in the nets that day and, since this needed to be smoked in preparation for the Father’s table, the women were gathering wood from among the long-dead mangroves whose scattered limbs and clumps of silvered roots littered the shores of New Canaan.

At the end of the tea-tree path they entered a sandy clearing, an isolated place and little visited. On one side lapped the lagoon, its waters wide and still; on the other was the lantana, an impenetrable thicket of fetid, fleshy leaves and rasping canes. This place was known as an Abode of Darkness, being so named by the Father, and shunned.

Nevertheless, the women showed no fear and, leaving the cart in the centre of the clearing, they set about their task. First, they worked together to lift and load the mangrove trunks and later they separated, bending to gather the limbs half-buried in the sand and, having laid these across their arms in rigid sheaves, they dumped their harvest into the cart. When this had been done several times, one woman, Eva Burgess, pressed her hands against her back and arched forward, stretching, and as she glanced up she saw an hourglass rising from the mist above the bar at the entrance to the lagoon. Immediately she called to her companion, Miriam Goodwin, and both women looked, filled with wonder.

The hourglass was formed entirely of stars. Some of these, which sparkled white and brilliant, showed the curves of its external shape while others, which glowed rather than sparkled, appeared as its internal sands.

And as the glass moved, travelling in an arc across the heavens, peaking high over the lagoon and dropping low to vanish directly above the lantana, the sands fell. When first seen the upper bowl was full, but when it disappeared all had fallen to the lower bowl, leaving the upper void.

After the phenomenon had passed and they were left gaping at the empty heavens, the women realised the possibilities of what they had seen, yet lacked the knowledge to interpret. Since their cart was not three-quarters full, they agreed that it would be best to complete their task quickly — and so satisfy the Father — then go to their husbands, in the hope that their experience of the sea and the night sky might offer an explanation of the event.

As the Father walked in his garden to take the night air and looked towards the Rest, there on the track before it, washed in the yellow light that spilled from its open door, he saw the women beckoning for their husbands to come out. Knowing this interruption of the men’s drinking to be remarkable, he went down to learn the reason. He did not approach directly — that was never his way, not from the beginning — but lingered in the shadows, observing and listening, and so he learned of the sighting.

When he had heard enough, he stepped out of the darkness into the light, his white robe suddenly bright with gold.

Smiling, he said, ‘Eva. Miriam. Ladies … Have you been at my wine?’

He meant the wine for the sacrament which he kept beneath his altar. Since they cleaned his church, the women knew.

‘Father,’ Eva Burgess began, but he lifted his hands to signal silence.

When she stepped closer, attempting to speak again, he said, ‘Enough. Go home. We have no need of your troublesome ways.’

The men snickered. Miriam touched her friend’s arm and led her away.

But attitudes changed. Hardly a fortnight later the trawler Seeker went down and her crew drowned, under circumstances that stirred long-buried memories.

Aaron Steele, the owner of the Seeker, came from one of the original New Canaan families. His Grandfather could remember when the Father had planted the twin cypresses which marked the entrance to the town, and from the beginning the Steeles had been successful fishermen, a circumstance directly attributed to their continued production of sons.

On the night before the tragedy, Steele and his sons, Pete and Aaron Junior, had trawled since sundown and taken nothing. At first light, as they were about to come in, they ran across a school of mullet and withdrew from the fleet to net alone. By midmorning, when the Seeker headed for the lagoon, she was loaded and sitting low in the water and on that late tide she hit the bar and bottomed, her screw churning the sand. In minutes she had turned sideways to the outward run of the current while the surf pounded her in wave after wave.

No-one could have seen this from the level of the lagoon jetties, not over the spray and surf at the bar, but the Father, who happened to be walking in the high dunes, looked down and raised the alarm, so that the town came out to watch.

From the dunes, everyone could see Steele at the bridge, wrestling with the helm, and the boys on deck, up-ending crates of mullet, desperately trying to raise the stern to free themselves.

But it was too late. Aaron Junior, who was only fourteen, grabbed at the nets which had been strung from the gantry and hung from them. His older brother, seeing his terror, went to him and spread his arms around him, cradling him in the web of the net, and their cries carried clear across the lagoon. Their father abandoned the helm and left the bridge, but no sooner had he appeared in the open than he was swept away and vanished and at once the vessel leapt from the water to stand momentarily on its stern, then dropped back, rolling over and over, shattering as it rolled, and the boys were taken together.

In the morning, Steele’s body was found dumped on the ocean beach, but it was three days before the bodies of his sons appeared. Still entangled in their father’s net, they drifted into the quiet water of the lagoon and washed up there, on the bank below the mangrove clearing. From the web of the net their limbs sprawled, coated in black mud.

It was at this time that the first talk of ‘signs’ began.

Then followed the fire at the core, an event witnessed by all New Canaan.

The core was a mountain of basalt, the cone-shaped plug of an ancient volcano, rising to a peak two hundred metres above the swamp to the north of town. Though it was solid rock — as the inhabitants of New Canaan knew well, having quarried it for building since the beginning — from every crack and fissure thorn apples sprouted, their barbs so sharp and dense that any attempt at ascent had been defeated.

Five days after the discovery of the bodies in the net, in that deeper darkness that comes before dawn, the core erupted in flames, as it had done, no doubt, millennia before. Within seconds the whole town was out, staring into the red glare of the sky. Then the air was gone, sucked up by flames, so the people in their nightwear clutched chests and throats, choking. And hardly had the air gone than the wind came pouring down the silent paths between the houses, rushing like a tide, and the witnesses, still grappling with the spectacle of the mountain and the sky and gasping in the airlessness, were struck suddenly and driven back against walls and fences, suffocating and amazed.

Then came a rain of ashes. For three days this fell, and houses, boats, jetties, the church itself — all of New Canaan — was shrouded in grey, levelling and morbid. It was not only the settling ash which caused distress; occasionally a glowing sprig of thorns would drift gently down to smoulder in the stiffened folds of a wind-dried wash or burst into orange flame among the heaps of withered leaves, tinder dry, that clogged the shallow gutters of every building in the town.

And after the ashes came the storms. Above the horizon, lightning quivered in sheets of vivid flame, the wind lashed at the bar and the waves were mountainous and heavy with kelp.

One morning, after a night of particular violence, Eva Burgess and Miriam Goodwin were at their places on the jetty, picking rubbish from their husbands’ nets and talking softly, as was their way, when Eva stopped and said, ‘Ouch’, then put the index finger of her right hand into her mouth and sucked it.

‘Something sharp,’ she said, and within seconds she was squeezing the thumb of her left hand against the veins of her right wrist and looking in terror into the face of her friend.

‘I’ve been stung,’ she said, ‘Or bitten,’ and she fell forward onto the planks, her breath coming in short, agonised gasps, her limbs contorted.

And so she died, her head thrown back against Miriam’s chest, her shoulders gripped in Miriam’s arms, and her thin cotton skirt spilled wide about both as a pool of ruby red blood.

Yet, since neither woman had cried out nor made any fuss, it was not until much later that the men realised something was wrong and found them locked together.

When the net was lifted, there on the planks was a sea-snake, coiled among the matted weed, its silver scales banded in shining jet; it seemed comfortable, or satisfied, its milky eyes and gummy mouth belying the potency of its venom.

And then, in the dim and smoky recesses of the Fisherman’s Rest, or over tea and caraway cake, bitter and sliced thin, the word went around to ‘watch out’, to read ‘the signs’, but as no-one knew what to watch for, or when or where, this vigilance became a strange and solitary thing, carried out chiefly at night, in staring wide-eyed at pale and drifting curtains or wondering at the soft, slow lapping of the sea.

None was so unsettled as the Father and, although he told his flock that such signs were indeed wondrous doings and that the net of the evil one should terrify only the wicked and the guilty, he observed all, missing nothing, and was said to have recorded every incident, every detail of every sign, in the pages of his great book.
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ANNUNCIATION


I


[image: image]HE CEMETERY AT New Canaan was not part of the town. It lay beyond the limits of the twin cypresses, some distance along the swamp road in the shadow of the core. Decades before, an attempt had been made to fence the place but two basalt plinths, cut from the core quarry and no doubt intended to support entry gates, were all that remained of this enterprise.

In the event of a funeral — a circumstance common in New Canaan — there was no service at the church. The locals walked directly to the cemetery. Some took the swamp road, entering through the unfinished gate; others took the tea-tree path and, having followed it to the mangrove clearing, they skirted the lantana thicket to come upon the first of the grey and weathered headstones from the seaward side. While those who followed this path had always been few, not one chose to do so on the day Eva Burgess was buried.

Beside the open grave the mourners waited in silence for the arrival of the coffin, a casket of undressed pine, rough, and teetering awkwardly on the shoulders of the fishermen. After this came the Father, his white robes stark in the dazzling noon. When he had taken his place at the edge of the pit, and seen the coffin partially lowered, he threw back his head and, casting his grey eyes to the heavens, delivered the office of the dead, concluding by raising his arms and crying, ‘Watch the signs, people of New Canaan. Watch the signs. For surely the evil one comes, roaming even the sunlit paths, to gather all in his net of souls. Therefore be ready and watching, and so live that none are taken unprepared, for tomorrow is a day uncertain, and you know not when, nor where, the net shall be cast …’ In response the people murmured:

Father, guide us,

Guide us in the paths;

Father, guide us,

Guide us all our lives.

And he raised his arms higher, as if to bless.

Yet some remained silent. Opposite the Father stood Miriam Goodwin, mute since her friend’s death; and beside her were two girls: her daughter, Sarah, and Rachel Burgess, the daughter of Eva. Neither had joined in the response to the Father. At fifteen, with an open grave yawning before them, the girls were wise enough to recognise change when they saw it.

Rachel and Sarah had been born only hours apart, to the delight of their mothers, and since any birth had become the exception in New Canaan, this peculiar circumstance attracted considerable attention. The Father selected their names and their mothers did not argue, having learnt very early to respect his will.

But over the years, in the opinion of the locals, the girls proved a disappointment.

Rachel grew trim and agile, delighting in movement — always wanting to do something, to go somewhere — and when this energy was matched with the sea-side tawniness of her skin and her sleek dark hair, which she kept cut short, she appeared born to work on the jetties. Some had told Eva that her daughter was almost the equal of a son, but those who said so had reckoned without the surety of intelligence that flashed and challenged from Rachel’s deep brown eyes and she was soon considered ‘too spirited for a female’ and ‘in need of management’, opinions endorsed by the Father, who regarded her as dangerous.

Sarah was the younger of the two — a circumstance Rachel would never allow her to forget — and she could not have been more different. Sarah was fair-skinned, freckled, big and clumsy. Never an outdoors girl, she was happy to sit, talking or dreaming, twisting her long coppery hair, or reading, although in New Canaan she found little to satisfy her. ‘A big girl with a lot of brains’, her mother would say, not intending to hurt. But Sarah soon recognised her physical inadequacies, adjusting to them as a matter of little choice rather than accepting them, and her size did not concern her; she knew her own mind. This common sense, along with her reading, was what she most valued, apart from the respect of her mother and, of course, Rachel.

With these qualities and the close and exclusive nature of their friendship, it was hardly surprising that in a small town such as New Canaan — among small-town minds with small-town attitudes — neither of the girls was liked and, as they grew, if the locals thought of them at all it was in terms of seeing them ‘married off early’, an arrangement the Father strongly advocated.

But their mothers wanted better for the girls. They organised the Fish Board pickup to collect Rachel and Sarah every morning, dropping them at school in the city, and every afternoon, at five, they came home to New Canaan with the deliveries for the store, sitting on upturned crates, bouncing along the swamp road in the back of a van, smelling of fish, tarred rope or fuel, or whatever else was on board at the time. And always Sarah would read, either from road signs or labels on cartons or magazines or sodden newspapers splattered all over with fish scales, bloodied crimson, like sequins, she would say, and together they would giggle and laugh, filled with delight at the marvellous possibilities of their future, never once doubting that they would go somewhere, be somebody.

But when Eva Burgess died and Miriam Goodwin withdrew into silence, the girls were allotted their mothers’ duties and their education ceased.

Now, as the coffin came to rest, and the sand was shovelled in to cover it, Rachel wept for the mother she had lost and the end of her dreams.

Seeing her in tears, Sarah whispered, ‘I’m here. You have to remember that I’m here.’

Rachel nodded, ashamed of her thoughts, but as she lifted her head, the eyes of the Angel Rossellini met hers across the grave, and the realisation of her long-term future came to her at once.


II


Angelo Rossellini, known to the locals as ‘the Angel’, had not appeared at a funeral before and, for this first time, he had turned out in style. He wore a blue double-breasted suit belonging to his father, with a white shirt and a tie, also blue, and when Rachel looked again, she saw him struggling to undo the collar button beneath. But in spite of his obvious discomfort, he looked good, square shouldered like a man, though he was only seventeen, hardly a year older than the girls.

The Angel was respected in New Canaan — even revered — although he would never go to sea. No-one could talk about the reason for this with any certainty, but there was a story that when he was child of seven, his father had taken him out one night, just the two of them, and something came up beside the boat. Monstrous things from the deep surfaced from time to time, if a boat was working well out, and if the night was very dark with no moon. There would be a heave from beneath the keel and the boat would lift from the water and sit there, as if on air, then a second later ease back and, with a ripple and a terrible long sigh, whatever it was would be gone, back down into the awful darkness it had come from.

They say that this happened to the Angel; that he was working the deck of his father’s boat when one of those things came up for a visit, but all that anybody ever knew for certain about the episode was when they saw Papa Rossellini come in that morning and half-carry, half-drag his pale and quivering son up the track from the lagoon to the Fisherman’s Rest where he set him on the bar and poured brandy into him, and all the while the boy whimpered, ‘The eyes, Papa, I seen the eyes.’

After that, although the Angel would work on the jetties, he would never go to sea. Locals said that it was this fear that led him to spend his free time — even as a boy — working in the Father’s garden at the church, but whatever the reason, the Angel developed a peculiar bond with the Father, and this relationship, coupled with his good looks and powerful build, caused people to be wary of him and to defer to his wishes. All, that is, except for Rachel Burgess.


III


Three or four days after the funeral, when the girls sat on the jetty as their mothers had done, sorting the catch, Sarah said, ‘The Angel could change. He could mature and grow into something decent. Besides, you could never say he was ugly. He’s got black hair and blue eyes, which is something, and a good face, and a square jaw, like those models in magazines, and his mouth is what they call sensual …’

Rachel looked at her, ‘Sarah,’ she said ‘Are we talking about someone for me or for you? I mean does the Angel appeal to you, or what?’

Sarah laughed. ‘You know who he’s after, and has been since the beginning. You know as well as I do why he went to your mother’s funeral, and stood where he did, right opposite you. So don’t come that dumb act with me.’

‘But I don’t want him,’ Rachel said. ‘And I never have. Sure, I can see that he would scrub up physically, but …’

‘Physically?’ Sarah snorted. ‘Physically? You think that either of us could expect to find any more than a decent body in this place? Now that the Steele boys are gone, we would be hard up even finding a male — one who is less than fifty, that is. So maybe you should have a go with the Angel. Work on him. Clean him up. I reckon you could … and he would do anything for you.’

Rachel wiped her hands on the cloth she kept across her knees and looked Sarah in the eye. ‘OK,’ she said, ‘I’ll do that. I’ll go up to the depot and see him. But only on the condition that while I’m making out in the tea-tree scrub, or wherever he takes me …’

‘To the Father’s garden …’

‘OK. While I’m making out in the Father’s garden, you sit here and don’t leave or attempt to follow me or, worse still, to watch, until every one of the fish in this crate has been sorted. And gutted …’

‘… And packed in ice?’

‘… And packed in ice. And stacked in the truck. Is that a deal?’

They laughed then and were silent. But in reality it was not so easy to laugh the Angel off.


IV


Like so many of the houses in New Canaan, the Burgess place was a weatherboard bungalow, once painted brown, with a low-pitched galvanised roof, and verandahs back and front, intended to catch the breeze. But since these verandahs were enclosed with screens of wire mesh to keep out insects and the wire was corroded and encrusted with salt, the houses appeared sullen and brooding. There were no gardens and the straggling scrub that crept up the paths and easements between the houses did nothing to relieve this mood. At night, particularly if there was no moon, New Canaan was a dismal place.

Since Rachel’s father was a fisherman who went to sea at four each afternoon and did not come in until sun-up, she spent her nights alone, and the Angel knew it.

He began to come around late, after ten, as she was preparing for bed. At first there were vague sounds like the scratchings of a bird on the tin roof, or an animal digging in the sandy yard, but then came the soft crunching of footsteps on dry grass and the hint of someone breathing. When the night was like this, and threatening, Rachel would sit quietly on the verandah, hardly moving except to breathe, looking out into the dark yard. Once or twice she had called out, ‘Sarah?’ all the while knowing that it was not, that it wouldn’t be, and then, in a voice that she hoped would not betray her fear, ‘Angel? Is that you?’

He did not answer but she was certain it was him. And the verandah light made matters worse; by the dim glow of its single bulb he could see her through the enclosing screens, framed against the house. But the reverse did not apply. Beyond the lowest step, where the arc of light ended in a sharp line, the yard was black as pitch. So she learned to do without light, practising simple jobs in darkness, or sitting by the hour in a rocking chair, quite still, her legs drawn up, her chin resting on her knees.

Then one night, when the wind had come up from the sea and the screens of the verandah warped and twisted, she got up, pushed open the screen door and called into the darkness, ‘I know that you’re there. Come out now. Right now. Or go away for good.’

From the shadows beside the verandah, almost at her feet, he suddenly appeared, his head down, looking as uncomfortable as he had done at the funeral. In a way, Rachel was relieved — at least it was only him. Still, she would not let on.

‘Listen,’ she said, ‘You can’t do this. You can’t come hanging around here. I don’t like it. I don’t want you here.’

He stood on the bottom step, hardly a metre from her. ‘Why not?’ he said, his sheepishness gone. ‘There sure as hell isn’t anybody else I’m going to be disturbing here, is there?’

It was a cruel remark, a direct reference to the death of her mother, but true enough as Rachel knew — though she was not going to let it pass.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You’re right. There’s nobody else. And if anybody knows, it’s you. You’ve been snooping around since Mum died. I know it’s you at night. Just stop it.’

He came closer then, up to the top step, and looked down on her. She could smell the sweat beneath his thick shirt.

‘I want to come here,’ he said, ‘To be near you. You’ve got no-one. What’s wrong with a man wanting to be near you? It’s natural, isn’t it? When a girl looks like you?’

He drew his left hand from his pocket and with his fingers stroked the hair fallen across her forehead. He had never spoken to her like this before, nor touched her in this way. It was not rough, but she was suddenly afraid.

‘Get,’ she said, and caught his wrist to push him away. ‘Get. Get out!’

He laughed outright. ‘See? You say “get”, and then hold me. I’ll get. But I’ll come back too, because that’s what you want. I know it.’

Then he was gone, through the side gate into the dark lane beyond.


V


Nor was Rachel the only one whose nights were long; these were bad times for Sarah too — since the death of Eva Burgess, her mother had not spoken a word and, within a week of the funeral, it was apparent that Miriam Goodwin had surrendered all contact with reality. She ate, drank and attended to her personal hygiene, but apart from these rituals of living, she denied any human intercourse and might as well have been dead herself. She had not attempted to continue her work at the jetty, nor in the Father’s duties at the church, and though he called often, spoke to her in whispers, took her hand and stroked it, she would not respond, but sat all day in a chair of woven cane, her head turned from the sea, staring out at the bush through the screens on the back verandah, as if seeking access to some other place, some other country, which lay in the shadow of the towering core.

What made life harder for Sarah, apart from caring for this new and peculiar person, was the added responsibility of an older brother, Joseph, a fisherman like his father. Unlike Rachel, who had only her father to keep house for, Sarah had to get up and do the breakfasts for both men, then sort the catch at the jetty, then wash, then get the house in order, and after that make the midday meal which they ate before leaving and the hot dinners they took with them every night.

And when they were not at sea, every Saturday night and Sunday, or during bad weather, they would go straight to The Fisherman’s Rest, stock up on cheap rum — which they called ‘Fisherman’s Blood’ — then come home and proceed to drink themselves into a stupor. But before this state came down there was always an argument about who had hauled the best catch that week or some other no-win contest they created for themselves, until a fight broke out.
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