



  [image: cover]







     

  




  NIKKI GEMMELL




  Lovesong




  PICADOR




  




     

  




  For Andrew




  




     

  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              And in the world’s sea do not, like cork, sleep




              Upon the water’s face; nor in the deep




              Sink like a lead without a line; but as




              Fishes glide, leaving no print where they pass,




              Nor making sound, so closely thy course go,




              Let men dispute whether thou breathe or no.
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  A Lifetime Ago




  I don’t remember much about the day that my world was stolen from me. It was cold, yes that, so cold that a boulder behind the house was cracked clean down the centre.

  But not much else. Some things we choose to forget, others are taken for us. It was a lifetime ago and I was another person then; I had a different name and I lived under a different sky.




  Laying him on a rug by the fire.




  Covering him with a crochet blanket that doesn’t quite reach to his toes and the nag of that still and of the pillow stained sullen with age. My skittery breath: what to do, what to do

  next, as I work my fingers together and worry each knuckle like a rosary bead. His hair curling in slick commas at his forehead and smoothing and smoothing it back and the greedy fire and the clock

  chiming its hours and the clustering dark.




  And then, and then, unpeeling the blanket like a wedding veil from a trousseaued dress. His left fist is clenched as if he’s grasping a secret, his right arm is kinked over his head and

  the curve of his upper arm is as bare and as beautiful as a Sahara dune and the skin is as smooth as the lies and love is there like breath.




  What to do, what to do next, the panic is hardening now.




  And I’m leaning down to him and floating my lips over his body, as lonely as a speculator with a metal detector on a winter beach and his eyes are flickering to mine and my fingers are

  scuttling to his and I’m gathering him in the wet cave of my mouth.




  His left fist clenched, as if he’s clasping a secret.




  There are nail marks in my palm even now, three months on from that night, there are ragged moons unscuffed by time’s fret. And my fingernails by habit curl into those

  marks, they try to worry them off.




  But now it can be told. About what I did, and where I’m from. Your father wanted that.




  You see I was once snugged up tight within a God-fearing community in a land where the light roared and the sea hurt. But here I am now, out from under the thumb of Him and in a land where the

  sky’s so low it almost brushes the rooftops. Here I am with you, my little tummy-tucked astronaut, and with all these whisperings back in that community that I’ve killed a six foot two

  man. Me. Ridiculous, baroque, I know, but things aren’t always as they seem and this is the truth of it. So I’m pounding this keyboard like I’ve got boxing gloves on,

  dragging out the truth from its stubborn little lair, hauling it kicking and screaming into the light. I’m tired of it now and I want it gone, for my sake, and his, and yours.




  Collector. Of my food, my air, my story. I can feel your greed as you brew in your vat.




  It’s not looking good, I know: Girl from Fundamentalist Religious Community Comes to Blighty, Kills a Man. Cloistered-Lillie-Catch-A-Man-And-Make-It-All-Atrocious. God,

  the Red Tops would have a field day but I’m not going to give them that. And to make matters worse there are some people from home who stamped me with an evilness almost from day one and when

  they got wind of this latest instalment they had it all worked out. For you see I did something once when I was very young, in that land of shouting blue, and nothing would surprise them now. But

  there are no regrets for what I did then roped the lives of your father and myself. Life, you just have to go out and get it, he said that to me once. Everyone creates God for themselves, he said

  that to me once. And so I did.




  And here I am. Stealing solitude from my days and nights, grabbing furtive lunchbreaks and the stretched hours of the early morning when the rest of the world is smugly asleep, shedding the

  story, shedding the weight. It’s been like the smudge of a giant’s thumb on my chest for too long and it’ll take until you’re born to have it wiped. Well, that’s the

  plan. And always with me as I work are the crescent stares on my palm, the moons that tap-dance my fingers over this splitting, crashing laptop. I have writing and I have you, it’s all

  I’ve got left. But it’s enough.




  My name in the community-time, in the sun-smeared place, was Lillie. Imagine that, such an old-fashioned, Depression-era, meek scrap of a name, from day one meant to pale

  me.




  And there that Lillie is, on a heat-thumped Christmas morning, just six, swift days from turning twenty-one. There are several photographs, they’re all ship-sinking

  tilted and blurred for they were taken by a child and no permission had been asked. She’s dressed unobtrusively, of course. There’s an ominous quiet to the white, high-buttoned cotton

  frock that has something of a mother’s will about it.




  The word for the day was grace. I collected words once, they were dated into an exercise book that became over the years all fragile and thin from use. The book’s here now,

  it’s come in from the freezer in the laundry that’s the mad museum cabinet of my youth. The pages are brittle with cold, they softly plume steam from the house’s heat and the

  loosening handwriting marks the haul into adulthood, the coming confidence, and then on the back cover, cramming a corner, are all the velvety words that I never spoke of to anyone, let alone

  understood – words like catamite and sapphic and quim – and I’m blushing even now at my intrusion and closing the book and tombing it back. God, never free of

  it.




  

    *


  




  That Lillie lived in a place where the land came up through the people’s feet, they could feel it sing. A place where people were afraid of the grass because of bush

  fires and snakes, where they always looked ahead of their step. Hey, don’t worry, she’s striding through benign grasses now, with her face to new skies.




  But there she is on a hymn-walloped Christmas morning long, long ago. She’s on the rim of womanhood and thinking of that lovely, still grace and how it’s never been used in

  connection with herself. She’s smiling, soaring, for she’s making her annual appearance in the local House of God, a white-painted, wooden building that aspires to nothing holier than

  simplicity. The severe lines of its interior are redeemed by a pale, lemony light and how she loved that light once, her yearly dose.




  The place where I am from is called Sunshine, don’t laugh, it was named carelessly by impatient explorers who didn’t linger long enough to be dazzled by the

  fractiousness of its mountain clouds. When I left, the community had shrunk to just three thousand souls. The Shiners, as they were known, had come en masse from a wilfully unproductive island long

  ago, an island abandoned to keening winds and pushy ponies and feral cows. There are photos from the Leaving Time with men long bearded and women smile-scrubbed and all staring into the camera as if

  awaiting execution. Their new island was founded on the top of a mountain and stranded sometimes in a sea of cloud and at others rubbed raw by the sun and the old people brought with them this

  nuggety fist of an accent, all vowels and song, that outsiders found difficult to decipher. I can’t quite do it now, it’s gone, it’s been too long.




  The Shiners claimed a tract of sheep-farming country where desiccated trees screeched across fields like a battalion of ghostly windmills and the grass was bleached pale by the summer heat. But

  they held on for this, after all, was their chosen place. A land singed by the sky and with no will to show off its beauty and yet, crikey Moses, it sings through my blood still and won’t let

  me go, even as I sit at this desk on the other side of the world. That light is in my bones: the way it’s tinged an apocalyptic yellow, pre-storm, or is bullet-hard with heat or sullen with

  rain, the way it drops from the clouds in great shafts at sunset like tent ropes from God.




  Don’t dream of this place, don’t ever attempt to track it down, promise me that – I fear for what you might find. The unwitting outsider who stumbled upon us was often at first

  open-mouthed, for it seemed that we were perched on the very roof of the world. But outsiders were rare, and those that found us usually gathered within a two-minute drive down the main street that

  a shrill climate and one haggard access road had stilled us. There was to the mean-windowed houses an odd quiet, a stranger-distrust, for our settlement had helmeted itself over the generations,

  had become sour and defensive with its God. If day trippers dared to stop at the public houses then the Shiners, en masse, would rise up and walk out. Go away, was the silent shout, leave us in

  peace, we don’t want your shrill TV or your panic or your fret. They shunned social fragmentation and difference and change and into such a community a little blonde bawl of a girl was one

  day born, to outsiders within the flock.




  Your name is Disturbance, my father giggled at the time, blowing a raspberry on my tummy to shut me up.




  And so here I am now, anchorless. My passport is now my adopted land’s for there are too many secrets, too many whispers in the old place and it’s time to move on.

  I have a new voice, new vowels and a new name. It’s for the best that the stained days are wiped, it’s taken me such a long time to see that.




  A light-drenched church, a plain wooden chair, stern backed, with an unyielding rush-mat seat. Almost twenty-one. Wedged between the rigid shoulder of my mother, Rebecca, and

  the firm lock of Tiriel, my father, and reading the nervousness of Tiriel’s hand on my own; the sweat sheafing his fingers and the flea-leap of a pulse I can’t bear to touch. Reading

  Rebecca’s tension in her first, voiceless amen and the correcting tripping too quick and too loud but as the service falls into its drone the brace of flesh softens, forgets. Seized. Hmm mm.

  A knee’s tucked under a chin and a foot squirms off a sandal and rests on the opposite knee and the other shoe is dropped with a clap-clatter to the floor and Rebecca snaps a turn but

  nothing’s said and there’s a too-loud look from a stick of freckle-crammed child and then the rash of their curiosity is out, the eyes are all at me like an accident in a

  Sunday-suburban street.




  Tiriel’s body is crotchety with tension and he excuses himself too loudly for the toilet, he apologizes stumbly over knees and then he’s gone and I stretch back and languish my arms

  behind my neck and the movement’s unruffled, wrong, thick with sex. I can smell the eyes and I close my own and bask in it – I don’t belong in this place.




  Suddenly I’m not standing when I should be and not caring. My mother’s resolute: eyes ahead, spine stout, not willing to give them the gift of a scene. Yet there I am tipping back on

  the seat and almost falling, tipping back with one finger anchored and steadying on the rim of the empty seat next to me and the other arm extended as if I’m blind, I’m poised and

  holding the glide of the moment and cruising serenely in it and smiling at the soaring and then the front legs of the chair are crashing to the floor and there’s a smart slap of sound.




  The visiting reverend, a pinched young man called Brother Paina, stops mid-sentence and glides on, unseeing, for he knows nothing of me or why I’m the object of the congregation’s

  eye-greed. He’s been called in at the last minute to replace our proclaimer, Brother Sleet, whose mother has pneumonia and who’s haranguing her son’s guilt and time. The hunger of

  the children is the most honest, it’s all open stares and the audacity of cameras and a whispery-chattery hum and there’s the smell of their excitement, a fevered, clammy scent, I close

  my eyes and I have it with me again.




  Red is your colour, your father said to me once, after reading a myth about the ruby. He’d found it in an age-spotted, never-borrowed book on Hindu legend from our local

  library. He told me that when the ruby was submerged in water it would cause it to boil because legend had it that something inextinguishable was trapped within its depths, and I’d slugged my

  tongue into his ear and flourished a flicked lighter under his nose.




  But there I am, on the cusp of twenty-one, dressed in a puff-sleeved frock with sandals rigorously flat, dressed unobtrusively as perhaps all true rebels are and dreaming of a

  rescuer-man and knowing, with certainty, that he’ll never come from this flinty place; I’d never want him to, ugh, not that. Outside is a vibrant clamour of cicadas, their intensity

  mocks the uncertain waver of the hymn that’s been created for a different country and accent and organ and God. And the eyes are all at me, there’s greed in the neck stretches and

  tongue tips.




  For the past eight years a similar, farcical scene’s been enacted, for throughout my teenage years and into adulthood I’ve been dressed unobtrusively each cicada-shrill Christmas and

  the people of Sunshine have bashed me with curiosity because it’s the only day of the year I’m allowed beyond my parents’ farm. But this year is different, as I glide on my chair

  and smartly slap it to the ground, for I’m gently taunting each Shiner with the delicious unpredictability of my future: in six days I’ll be free, and gone.




  During Brother Paina’s second reading I’m turning and facing the congregation and settling my glasses and netting every eye. The tension’s held and cracked

  with a dazzle of a smile and there’s not a single one back. You see, there was the confidence then of someone who knew exactly who she was and was comfortable with it and the Shiners were

  needled by that, it got right under their skin, for ours was a community where every inhabitant was taught that goodness was rewarded not only in heaven but within, and that a serenity and a shine

  would come from that. Me, of all people, daring such a mock: I could see it in the thinness of their mouths. For I was known as a broken one back then, a lost soul among them, and God forbid that

  there should be any gloating.




  As Brother Paina broke his bread the flicker of his eyes tried to pinpoint the stir in his flock. One camera clicked and another, the young children were emboldened, a little girl popped up and

  there was the cough of the Brother’s miff, his city-smooth face was livid in the heat, his fine, blond hair barely visible through his skin’s perplexed red. The girl snapped again and

  passed the camera along her fidgety family line and her older brother rolled over the film with a grate of his thumb and winked his thanks and I didn’t catch the bowed smile but my mother did

  and wanted it wiped, for there was something adult in it that she didn’t like.




  Four photos, four different angles. I have them with me now, they were acquired from a Shiner who got away but I scarcely see them any more for the images are bunkered into my

  memory. The shots are slightly crooked and the faces are cropped or too close: remember, a child’s wobbly attempts. The first is a back view, there’s the wilful hair cut shaggy-blunt

  and then she’s caught turning, and full on.




  I barely recognize her now, except for the eyes, the yellow, the arrest of that. The colour ringing the pupils is a light honey colour – I’m sure you’ll have that, God, I hope,

  such a shout – and it’s contained by a thin rim of darkness. But the face is mostly gone, and glancing up now at the reflection from the night window I know that with sunglasses not one

  Shiner would recognize it. Long ago it was a face that seemed incapable of cruelty, wide-open and vulnerable with curiosity and not quite of this world, like someone mentally disturbed, but for

  those open enough to see it there was a dynamism in it, a lovely, ludic child-joy. It was absolutely unknowing, absolutely innocent. In one photo there’s a wide clash of a smile that looks as

  if it could light up New York and in another a sadness, a pensiveness, that looks as if it could never be scrubbed out.




  And there’s the left ear, stark in the frontal shot and I flinch even now at the sight of it, the protruding little shell I used to hate so much, that one day began it all.




  Hitchcock said that blondes always make the best victims for they’re like the virgin snow that can’t hide the bloody footprints and I think of that with those photos before me like

  knuckly bones on the centre spine of the window. But I showed those Shiners, I showed them all, and the face all vulnerable with curiosity became barely recognizable over time, a knowing closed it

  up like a door slamming shut on the light and a good thing that was, I think, for it was a face that was once ill-equipped for the world.




  Brother Paina’s quiet, university-clipped voice seeped through the sun-balmed room and I alone was leaning forward, chin-cupped, absorbing the mellow thrum that was

  starkly non-Shiner for I rarely got the chance to hear new voices in the flesh and I stored them away as if I was stocking a larder for some future occasion when I’d step into the world and

  decide who I was. My fingers raked the hair from my face and the Brother’s eyes flitted over the pews and caught the attention and flickered warmth, for he didn’t know it had been a

  year since the girl with the spill of gold hair had been seen or of the rumours that she’d turned in the head, didn’t know of the jumpiness in the community – particularly among

  its young womenfolk – about the release date so swiftly upon us all.




  You see, that tight, little phalanx of arse-rodded community elders was beginning to stew with the panic of their indecision, for none of them knew quite what to do next with the prisoner

  they’d created eight years earlier when they’d taken the law, spectacularly, into their own hands. Each year more and more families had cancelled their Christmases on the coast to album

  something of the buzz about me before it was too late and I was gone and this year, my last, the church was packed. And I was fluttering my hands with glee at all of this, I was blowing my joy

  through soft finger wings at my mouth.




  So there that Lillie is, on the cusp of an unimaginable womanhood, at a time when several of the faces of the girls she’d once attended school with were settling into a

  premature, middle-aged sourness with their eyebrows pruned and hair brittled with perms and one or two already, defiantly, ball-bellied.




  To some of the community’s young, particularly the boys, she’d been for many years a strange kind of siren locked away from them all, all crease and colour in a starched world. It

  was a mix of untouchability and courage and stupidity and innocence, an innocence to be conquered or rescued, whatever foxed its way through to her first. She was the mild-named girl obsessed by

  heat and light. Oh yes, red was her colour; the colour of magic, of love and sacrifice and spontaneity and sun. And yet to many of the town’s elders she was nothing but a long thin streak of

  trouble who at the age of thirteen had committed the community’s most evil crime. But few were clear on the details, for the facts were all grubbied by fury and incomprehension and time.




  It, too, was on a night so cold it almost cleaved stone, but it was at the end of the night when the day was leaking into the dark. The chill of that winter felt as if it had

  nestled into my bones like mould and that morning I was glad, so glad, to have the cold lit.




  I’m thirteen years old, I’m drawn into the lovely warmth, drawn into the light.




  Knuckles of heat are pummelling my face and my voice is sapped into a rasp by the bulldozer fury of the flames and I’m staring, wondrous, on the edge of it, at the loops of heat like soft

  velvet billowing and the chandeliers of sparks and the greedy fire fingers snatching at the air and the curling ash moths floating their glow into the black and I’m laughing and clapping my

  hands until my legs are invaded by scratchy hot and I’m stepping back, and back.




  One classroom is gone and then another and there goes the verandah and the roof is sucked down with an enormous whoosh and I’m glancing at my bare shins, they’re covered in flecks

  and streaks of ash and I’m smearing the creamy softness across my legs and my hands and smiling so tight.




  Other kids in pyjamas begin congregating, piper-drawn in the bed-hauled dark and scattering ahead of grim, dressing-gowned parents and whooping at the gulping bonfire that lights all the world.

  Tiriel and Rebecca aren’t there yet, they’re late as usual and I desperately want them to see this, the carnival atmosphere at that start of it and their daughter thick among it,

  belonging at last. Five fifty-two a.m. flashes the oblong on my Star Wars watch and I’m looking across to the far hills and imagining the view from afar: a pimple of a glow on the

  mountain’s dark expanse, a ruby on a black-skinned breast. I’m creeping forward again, daring myself with how close I can get, closer, closer, and no one’s pulling me back.




  The smiles spread on the tight-hot young faces as the implications of the blaze sink in and parents shout for calm and for water and for everyone to stay back, for someone to call Emergency, for

  blankets, a bucket line. This is a community, you see, too small for a government-funded fire-fighting service, proudly self-sufficient and preferring its own way. And there my parents are,

  they’ve arrived, finally, with their frowns. Someone hurls a rock into the great mess of flame and it hits a beam and there’s a crack and a splintering and the crowd steps back with a

  collective theatre gasp and kids run for the last of other kids and cameras and long-forgotten flashes and they squeal from thin-lipped mothers trying to grab wayward shoulders and keep slithery

  families in check and then in the distance, way too late, there’s the wail of the country fire brigade engine manned completely by pyjamaed volunteers and we kids roar at that, our

  child-smiles spread, our joy plumes high into the sky and I’m laughing and clapping my hands for the community’s young are in splendid revolt. Mum and Dad haven’t spotted me yet,

  their frowns are deepening and I wave across to them and jump up and down and wave again and finally Dad’s eyes are caught.




  And on that cold, cold night all the children’s smiles will not be wiped, for every one of us knows the deliciousness that our parents will not speak of: that the main block of classrooms,

  with its head-proclaimer’s office and soldier-rows of waiting canes, cannot be saved, that our school has been transformed into blackened, blistered beams and ash. Then the fire fingers begin

  caressing the church, and the hubbub is sucked to a stop.




  There I am, falling away into the shadowy black. I can feel my mother’s soft suspicion now, her thinking, Surely not.




  A stink of sodden flame and fearful young bodies and faces of ash-smeared raggedness, tired now and trembly quiet. Many children shivery in pyjamas, still, two hours after the

  fire and some even shoeless in the winter cold. The parents gloomed down and talk tight, for someone’s devil-child among all the devil-children in assembly before them is to blame, incendiary

  devices have been found near the scene and someone’s child has an almighty blot in them and every parent is thinking, Please God, please, let that child not be mine.




  Under my feet the tarmac’s still softly hot and I knuckle my heels into it and none of the adults knows of that heat and I smile at its secret, putty warmth. Every scattered child has been

  dragged by shoulder and hand and ear back to the school corpse and the fire-licked church. My mother is among the squadron of worry-browed mothers, her face foreign and still, her arms crossed and

  her eyes straight into me, searching for clues.




  My father’s there too, notebook in hand and camera over his shoulder: a man at work. He’s the community’s newspaperman and he’s plumped with the importance of a good

  yarn, it has legs, it’ll travel, he’ll get a byline and maybe even a quid or two from the rights. He feels sorry already for the poor bugger whose kid it is for there’ll have to

  be the gentling questions and the right hesitations and the shoulder squeeze in farewell and then the tallest slug letters he’s never before used. He looks across to his little princess and

  winks a smile; he’s safe.




  Swirls of black ash pock the pale winter skin of the town and I’m catching a soft flutter on the back of my hand and balancing its frailness and swiping it to dust.

  There’s the blackened, smoking whale carcass of beams and rafters and tin, the belly dancers of smoke and sudden wood-cracks and soft nubs of glow and the sour, beautiful wend of a smell

  that’s nestled into the air and I’m digging my heels deeper into the asphalt, pillowing them in warmth, and the children around me are shivering and sniffling and daring finger cracks

  and soft bubble-gum pops. We’re lined up on the netball courts and by coincidence I’m standing exactly where I always hold the position of Wing Defence in the under-fourteens’

  matches. Defending the wing, I love the sound of that, it’s the only thing I love about the game. I’ve never gotten the hang of sport, any sport, could never gracefully throw or catch,

  hate groups and teams and gangs, have a deep-seated dread of lunch hours and bus-stop clusters of kids and church meets.




  Brother Sleet whooshes through my thinking as he sweeps out of the church. Imagine a demonic Mormon, he’s found a wooden ruler from somewhere, he’s raising it high, a

  conductor’s baton that’s ready to crash.




  Well, he says, and that first word flinches all the slumps straight. We will not be leaving here until I have the little demon by the scruff of his neck.




  There’s a tinfoil ball of anger tight in him, I’m fascinated by someone so clotted and struck afresh by the little, piggy eyes that look as if two fingers have been pronged at them

  and jabbed deep.




  We will stay here until Christmas if we have to.




  A child laughs and it’s abruptly clipped shut and Brother Sleet wheels and asks, Who was that? Sullenly no answer. He paces the assembly lines, poking backs straight and seizing chins and

  scouring fingertips for any leakages of clues. A rope of a vein dissects his forehead and his sweat flicks, thumbing the crisp morning cold.




  If Brother Sleet had ever been secular he would’ve been a pisser on lemon trees, all sour with his life and his work, clenched, for he has the energy of the city in him, the vividness of

  someone who jiggles keys in queues and cuts smartly across lanes and briskly opens doors and expects people to hurry through. And yet that energy is devoted to this little, little place, and with a

  single-minded zeal he’s chiselled into the mantelpiece of the church hall’s fireplace, as a Christmas present to the community, Obey Them That Rule Over You and it’s a

  beloved creed he can’t bear to see stained. Especially, God forbid, by some scrap of a kid.




  A man who deals only in absolutes, in right or wrong and good or bad. But there has to be something else besides that, surely, something skittery and dynamic and magnificent and loose. How would

  he cope with that?




  He raps the ruler above his open hand like a nurse shaking a thermometer: every one of us will be working on Christmas Day and there’ll be times tables until fingers

  bleed and no school dance and religious instruction until eight every day of the week unless, unless someone comes forward to confess. Silence like a blanket and eyes at nowhere or the

  ground and no shuffling now but Brother Sleet is not going to tire and the civic buildings of Sunshine stay mostly unopened as the stand-off on the school playground battens down for the long

  day.




  Children, hungry now, begin fainting as the day firms and breaks into a fey heat, little bodies flop to the ground and skin’s grated on peevish asphalt and Brother Sleet strides across to

  the fallen and prevents anyone from making a move and he nudges the bodies for clues but doesn’t help them up and the parents, unmoving, still ring the assembly of standing pupils who are

  left, some are crying and whimpering before the still smouldering school and no excursions, no sports days, no early marks Brother Sleet is pecking, hoarse now, and then at

  midday on the dot according to my Star Wars watch I raise my hand, and speak out.




  Unsure, for years afterwards, why.




  A gasp, my mother, I don’t look.




  W-who was that? asks Brother Sleet.




  It was me, I say again, and he’s oddly lost, oddly voiceless for a fraction of a second as if I’m too small, too insignificant, too female for any of this and his hand hovers

  by a frown but then the bewilderment’s wiped and the full flurry of him bears upon me, the ruler isn’t good enough, oh no, he wants the sting of skin and there’s the full force of

  his open palm and my head snaps back and then I ball and fold my arms over my head like two recalcitrant little wings; I remember the tuck of that, and the fierce tingling through my cheek.




  Smelling the held breaths, and the eyes. But not shock.




  I’m straightening and through smarting eyes I’m looking around at all the Shiner faces I’ve never liked and in that moment I’m feeling the first murmuring of a tonic that

  helps sustain me through the years ahead: the tonic that in sacrifice there is power. And that I’ve finally, finally, done something to belong and God what an irony is in that. I feel oddly

  serene, and floating, and content. And so bloody sore, but they’re not seeing that.




  There’s Rebecca’s unreadable half-smile and a creeping flush on her neck slowly claiming her face and there’s Tiriel’s dutiful scribbling, his eyes

  solidly to his notebook for if he looks up he’ll weep, over what he doesn’t know, he can’t comprehend. There’s Brother Sleet’s yank dragging me from the stage of that

  staring and there’s the terrier bite of his fingers, I can feel it now, still, on my shoulder. And I’m half led, half dragged, half lifted away, I’m swallowed by the rectory,

  gone.




  On that cinder-flecked day the fascination of an entire community is cemented and there are many reasons why this is so but for me there’s just one I hold close: because from the age of

  thirteen I become one of those people who does what we all dream of – I step into exactly the life that I want.




  But how to sustain it, that’s the rub.




  Lily is the namesake and it’s a flower that’s thick, waxy sensuality clashes with its role in Christianity as a symbol of untainted goodness and I tell you,

  I was never, ever seen as good, never granted that.




  Difference clung to me like fluff to felt. From a young age all the squeals of the children around me were of the Sunshine world and I, very pointedly, was not. I’m not even sure I was

  ever a little girl: a young person, yes, but not a girl. I just didn’t have all creamy in me those charming, dependable qualities like giving and serving and flirting and quiet for I was much

  too selfish for that. I was spiky, prickly, defensive, shut. An obsessive collector, not of bestfriend lists and pony names, but of leaves and bike chains and cicada shells, of spiders in ice-cream

  cartons and rocks. And I was perfectly happy with my own company, wilfully, dangerously so and no one in Sunshine trusted that. Perhaps it had something to do with the hated left ear that shot out

  from day one and just would not lie flat, it was as if I’d never moved in the womb, had been wedged, cheek down and the result was an ear like a folded rose that refused ever to lie demure

  and tidy and right.




  I tried. When I was eight. Because the taunts of all those children, who were very much of the Shiner world when I was not, eventually became too much.




  Spaso.




  Mongoloid.




  Smelly Lelly.




  Witch.




  The superglue was pinched from my mother’s toolbox and carefully applied to both surfaces, as per instructions, and for ten minutes clamped tight. And I was so proud of what I’d done

  for it had worked, so proud that I secreted my mother’s diamante drop-earrings into school to show the results off, screwing them on at the school gate and walking into that playground so

  tall, and knowing, and sure–anew me, and no more mock. But three minutes into class time Brother Sleet had been summonsed and when he asked me to remove the whorish abominations from my ears

  I gave him a steely look, and did not.




  His tinfoil ball of anger. His onioned breath as he leant forward and yelped those earrings from my lobes and the skin on the two glued surfaces was destroyed and the resulting grafts took a

  year to heal and I screamed so loud on that day that the whole of Sunshine would have heard it and then I didn’t utter another sound for a bursting seven months. I hated that place so much,

  why talk to it, why give them my voice, I was made of stronger stuff.




  So magnificently stubborn, even back then, such a controlled, uncrackable little nut.




  I was belled by my oddity, it clanged about me and drove others away. I was fiercely lonely but I pretended the alone was my choice for I was too proud for anything else. It was spread

  throughout Tupperware parties and morning teas that I was too fiercely willed, too absorbed in my books, too curious, antisocial, sport-hating, creepy, smelly, proud. But not so my father –

  and that’s where the knot of all this lay.




  At the time of the school fire Tiriel Bird was a pillar of the community, his energetic Shiner Courier a glue that held it together. The stale weekly had been without a buyer for eighteen

  months before Bird from the Big Smoke had rescued it and he’d rewarded the community’s faith in him with a single-minded zeal that saw him each Wednesday night, an hour before the

  presses rolled, still deciphering the daily specials from Tom Colston, the local meat man, that were scrawled on blood-smudged scraps of butcher’s paper. There was a quiet warmth about Bird,

  he leant forward with purpose when asking his questions and the love of his work shone from him and the town folk didn’t want him leaving and neither did he. But the most spectacular Sunshine

  story of all never made it into the local paper, because for a month after the school attack the Courier’s presses were shut down.




  With the smell of cinders still threading the air Tiriel was taken to the local contending ground in a bush clearing behind the church, the community’s way for a

  forgotten number of years. All the leading men were at Tiriel’s contending and there was a volley of heated talk, shouts of handcuffs and reform school and parental discipline and

  outsiders’ corrupting ways – the latter swiftly hushed.




  Almost choking with shock he begged to be allowed to keep his only child and his reputation and his business and for God’s sake his family home, for he knew that if his daughter was driven

  away he’d have to go too and he could never compete with the bigger papers and their presses, the Shiner Courier had saturated his entire working life and had sucked up all his savings

  and God knew if he’d ever be able to sell it. He cradled his furrowed brow in the heels of his hands and could see no way out.




  There was argument into lengthening shadows, the community didn’t want to lose a good paper and yet it didn’t want a demon-child wandering freely among it, a strange child with a

  fascination for fire in a town on a mountain peak. Tiriel was led away while a final deal was nutted out and he waited in the front seat of his car, radio loud and not listening and as coldness

  seeped into the day he was summonsed back and a settlement was put to him by Brother Sleet who could only, intermittently, meet his eyes.




  Best to keep the oddness clamped among them rather than have it out loose in the world, that was the nub of the decision. For there was a fear that if I was sent away I’d

  spill the secrets of the community’s close ways, and God knew what I’d tinder next.




  Never to be seen among us, Tiriel repeated, almost voiceless with shock.




  Brother Sleet slid his head and his eyes to one side.




  Well, at Christmas mass perhaps, but no more. I can’t allow it, the risk to the other children is too great.




  So a punishment had been found, a newspaper saved, a community protected – if the parents agreed to it all. Tiriel and the good Rebecca would be assisted by the local

  librarian who’d be my only regular contact with the outside world and the insurance would pay for the school and the good constable among them would see to the police records, there’d

  be a clean slate for the world and a token of appreciation would be in order for that and Tiriel and Rebecca could cope if they wanted to, or they could not cope. The men of Sunshine would trust

  Bird’s word for his grit was legendary: he’d had a knee that had given him pain for years and he couldn’t get it fixed so he’d gone to a mate’s house in the nearest

  hospital town and had rung Emergency and had told the operator he was going to shoot himself in the joint to force treatment upon it and had then shot himself over the phone and an ambulance had

  arrived after eleven excruciating minutes in which he’d not uttered a sound and an artificial knee had been installed and from that day the pain was gone. It didn’t matter that Bird

  hadn’t dazzled once, long ago, in his Big Smoke, he’d shot himself through the knee and that was the mark of the man.




  With barely a sound Tiriel absorbed the demands of that winter afternoon – that he become master of a world scrubbed of lighters and matches and fire of any sort, that he be tyrannical

  with his discipline and blunt with his will. With barely a sound he pledged to create what was expected of him – the hardworking world of a fundamentalist, a world of certainty, devoid of any

  ambiguity or doubt. He would no longer advertise his city-different quirks, the transformation into a Shiner would be complete. And his oddball daughter would become the community secret,

  eave-tucked: a test he could pass, or not.




  He could not look me in the eye on that day, he could barely speak, and only Rebecca and myself could read the guilt.




  How do you feel now, eh? Brother Sleet asked, with eight years of imprisonment ahead of you?




  It’s all relative, I guess.




  And the Brother lifted his chin, unnerved. He said later that the calm, yellow eyes staring at him were too old for a child’s, and he’d sensed even then that the little brat thought

  she had won, and that the fight was not over yet. You see, I didn’t want to escape my fate, oh no, I just wanted to make it work. For a life removed was exactly the life that I wanted.




  To have been so sure, so young.




  What will your womanhood be, I wonder, little girl? For I know you’re a girl, the ultrasound has just told me that. What will you make of this strange tale? You’ll

  not read it until you’re eighteen at least, I’ll be strict on that, you’ll get the fairy tale before then. What new freedoms will you have, I wonder? Will you want to marry at

  sixteen, have a child at forty-six, or none of that? I’m not afraid of us being alone. My courage made people afraid, your father told me that. God, if only he knew it was the opposite of

  that but I was too good at masking myself once. Your father told me that I was too vivid for the nidderly, religion-soured little world I was from. Nidderly. I asked him what that meant and he took

  my word book and wrote it down and cowardly I read over the jut of his hip and his handwriting is still close, as neat as an architect’s on a plan.




  

    *


  




  So there that Lillie is, at thirteen, with all her secret, bubbly glee at never having to go to school again, at never having to speak to those people again, at never having to

  conform to their ways. Can you imagine hating so much, so young? There she is exploding bubble gum softly over her lips and seeing with new eyes that house she’s lived in all of her life.

  She’s stepping across the threshold with her father’s hands trembling and drained on her shoulders, both of them knowing that for the next eight years there’ll be no other

  building besides a Christmas Day church. Her mother’s pale and tight as she comes from the kitchen and does not touch her, just looks, as if she will never fathom this child from her blood

  and Lillie’s ignoring her staring and walking the familiar rooms with her hands sifting and her heart thudding as she assesses the size of the windows, the shift of the light, the height of

  the ceilings, the heaviness of the curtains, the push of the breeze, the never-opened books, the ways out.




  You love this place that much, my mother challenges. She’s brittle, breakable on that day and I’ve never before seen that. I do now, I reply, and Rebecca nods and there’s a

  beginning of some kind of knowing from her. It’s all falling into place for you, isn’t it? Well this punishes us too, you know, and my father says, Bec, honey, we’ve had enough

  for one day, and she turns back to the kitchen and she says, I just want to make this work for you, Lil, for all of us, God knows how, and her fingertips concertina her brow.




  I know.




  Do you want us to leave Sunshine, is that it?




  I’m not looking at her and the question is hanging in the air and my father’s life is entrenched in this place and my mother’s beside him, she loves this land and this house

  that she’s moulded into a home, loves it fiercely and romantically as only an exile can, I know that.




  Mum, I want to stay here. Don’t worry, I’m all right.




  I didn’t want to uproot their tightly spun lives, didn’t want to leave Sunshine; I just wanted to be distanced from the community but I couldn’t tell them that. I, too, loved

  this high pocket of land where the sky brushed the land like a cow’s belly on grass, loved my old mountain dragster that flew over gullies and ruts, half horse and half bike and the trustiest

  of steeds and loved my spiders in their cartons and my books and my rocks. And our house.




  Tiriel and Rebecca had discovered the wooden building at a time when a horse had found shelter in an empty room and when the wind licked the leaves that had gathered on the floor and danced them

  through a tunnel from the front doorway to the back. The family mythology was steeped in the sinking shock of arrival, the skull-hole gaps for windows and doors, the walls stiffly flaking with a

  sunburnt paint-skin and the lace scraps on the main bedroom window speaking of love and some enigmatic loss, industrious euphoria then hasty abandonment. Rubbled around the house were sticks and

  logs bleached to the colour of bones and inside were Depression-era blankets that were just scratchy chaff bags, newspaper-stuffed, and cow pats and animal remains and ghosts.




  But Tiriel and Rebecca had seen beyond all that, to the fact that the building had good bones. The community talked, said the green city couple were mad to take on the mess of the old place but

  they’d made a pact never to get a flat, regular property with a new house, square fields, circular dams. They wanted hills and energy and surprise and their fields dipped and leered down

  slopes to the gurgle of mountain creeks and the ground was freckled with granite boulders and the soil in places was three inches deep but on the afternoon they’d first seen it there was dusk

  creeping in and it had washed over the bleached land and everything had softened and Rebecca had turned to Tiriel and smiled want in her eyes and that was that. The rain dripped through the light

  fittings in heavy weather and the water from the taps was the colour of weak tea but the couple had brewed a happiness in the place until one pale winter afternoon when it was decreed that a

  thirteen-year-old child was to be bound within it. And over the years her little fingers trailed so consistently down the staircase wall that eventually they permanently ribboned it, those marks

  just would not be wiped.




  As was her knowing that when she was twenty-one she’d be free to walk away from the community and never live among it and she carried that knowing like a lantern before her for eight long

  years of her life.




  The rules were set down on that winter afternoon that faded into the night like a sigh and they were never softened and I was initially comfortable with that for I knew how to

  make it work. I’d read about people who spent their entire childhood on remote farms, educated by radio and mail-order books and I’d often dreamed of that. The book-filled old attic at

  the top of the house became the eyrie and my mother the teacher and my father the boss, for he set me to work with his hobby-farm folly of a herd of sheep on his land. There was a rigid routine to

  those days: I worked farmer’s hours, from first light to last, helping with the animals when the day was gentle at both ends and between those times sitting and dreaming at my desk. I

  didn’t want to run, had nowhere to run to. Except books.




  Every first Wednesday of the month Mrs Edith Jansun, the librarian, locked her library early and roared the bookmobile up our long driveway in a most unwomanly manner, fanning blonde dust in her

  wake. She was a woman of cool eggshell blue, predatorial in her wants. Few knew of this, although in her public life there was leakage: she slapped down her soles as if she was punishing the ground

  and signed her signature so savagely she sometimes tore paper and had a deep belly laugh under all the Shiner propriety that spoke of another woman entirely. She wasn’t the best choice for

  me, and Hallelujah for that.




  Ed Jansun was determined, very quietly, to plump out my days for our community shunned television and was too removed from city newspapers and visitors to the Bird home were rare. My parents

  rarely extended invitations, for no one quite trusted me back then, and so Ed’s books and magazines and city newspapers and chat, and an inspired fourteenth birthday present of a shortwave

  radio, were the ways that I learned of the world. And by spinning endlessly an old globe under my fingers, and pausing it and dreaming of all the places at my tips.




  Each month I filled my six–book quota and greedily read, over the years perfecting ways of gulping far worlds with minimal disturbance while I walked for the mail or hosed the lawn or

  compacted wool bales with my feet. I dwelt between those pages, and I remember even now that lovely, enveloping confidence and security that came from being alone with just my imagination and

  nothing else. When a good book wore out from too many readings I wanted to bury it like a person, to always have it close.




  Waiting for Ed was always a ram of questions: What colour is Tiffany’s blue? Do old people fall in love, do you think? What’s a moor, a common, heath? Why would someone be called

  Major Major? What’s it like in a plane, what happens to your ears? What’s it like, a naked man, are they soft? It was as if I was seeking in books all the preparation I’d need for

  proper life, and sophisticated Ed with her Jackie-O shifts was to grout any gaps. I can still hear the young voice at her, spilling the past month and all the books in it like someone reading a

  children’s story aloud, everything all exciting and wondrous and shiny-new. Can hear me racing through commas and running stop signs and leaping across dashes in my rush to get to the next

  sentence as if it was all dammed up during the weeks I hadn’t seen her and spilling out in a tumble I couldn’t control.
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