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Foreword by Nicholas Evans


In the early spring of 1994 I went to New Mexico to see a man about a horse. At the time I was a struggling screenwriter with a drawer full of unsold scripts and a bank manager banging ever louder on the door. I hadn’t told him – or anyone but my wife and kids – about the crazy idea for a novel that I was working on. Back then hardly anyone knew the term ‘horse whisperer’, not even those who are now known as such: men like Ray Hunt, who is one of the world’s finest. It was Ray that I’d gone out there to see.




At that time he and his wife were working at the somewhat ominously named Dead Horse Ranch, some thirty miles out of Santa Fe. Ray likes horses a lot more than he likes people. There’s no such thing as a man with a horse problem, he told me, only horses with man problems. He’d seen it again and again: gentle, beautiful animals turned dangerous and demented by the foolishness and cruelty of human beings. Nevertheless, he was courteous and patiently answered all my dumb questions. I watched him work some young colts and was greatly moved by their mutual love and understanding.




A friend of mine, a film producer called Bob O’Connor, had just built a fabulous new house in the desert just outside Santa Fe and he had kindly offered me a bed for the night. More than that, he laid on a dinner party to welcome me. The other guests were friends and neighbours, all of them pleasant and interesting. But there was someone else at the table, a little bird of a woman with a strange mid-Atlantic accent and the most luminous grey-blue eyes I’d ever seen. Her name was Glenys Carl and, from what I could gather, she was Bob’s friend, lodger and temporary housekeeper. She had an aura of gentle wisdom and I couldn’t stop staring at her.




I can’t remember how the subject came up but she mentioned that she had spent some time in Sydney, a place that I love and had recently lived for a while, making a couple of films for TV. I asked her what had taken her there and for a moment she didn’t answer. Instead she looked at Bob and I realized that she was asking his permission to tell me. He nodded and the whole table went quiet as Glenys told the story of what happened to her son Scott.




Looking back on it, I know I was in a rather heightened emotional state at that time. Frankly, I felt a failure. All my ambition and hard work to become a Hollywood screenwriter had come to nothing. I didn’t know how I was to go on supporting my wife and children. Also, the story I was researching was affecting me profoundly. I had been travelling the American West, all on my own in this vast open country, and watching these astonishing horsemen save fearful, traumatized horses with love and gentle understanding. It had opened my heart and made me raw. I was probably having my midlife crisis.




Anyway, whatever the reasons, as I listened to Glenys finish her story, I started to cry. It was so embarrassing. I tried not to, then did my best to disguise it, but to no avail. Pretty soon everyone was looking elsewhere, pretending not to notice. The dinner party never quite recovered. I felt like Banquo’s ghost.




Looking back, I think what got me going was a combination of Glenys’s clear blue eyes and the utter lack of self-pity in the way she told this extraordinary tale of courage, endurance, tragedy and love. It was as if what had happened had filled her with a sort of beneficent light. And talking more with her the following day, I realized that this wasn’t simply a story about a mother and a son. It was also about the many lives the two of them had transformed. I never had the privilege of meeting Scott, but I believe my life was changed that night by meeting his mother. Glenys’s spirit and some of the other things she told me found their way into The Horse Whisperer. In fact, there’s even a character in the novel who is loosely based on her: Terri, Grace Maclean’s physical therapist in Montana.




We became friends. And for several years afterwards we wrestled with how her story might best get told. She said she wasn’t a writer. So should I try to write it? Should we hire someone else to? Should we see if we could get it going as a film?




Glenys is a woman of many talents. She designs and makes the most exquisite clothes from fabric that she weaves herself. This could easily have made her a fortune, were it not for the fact that she prefers to devote her life instead to helping others. She works, for next to nothing, as a hospice nurse, helping Aids patients and others who are terminally ill die in peace and dignity. She was recently voted ‘Spirit of the Community’, an annual award bestowed by the people of Santa Fe.




It soon became clear to us both that, despite all her modesty and reticence, this was a story that Glenys herself had to tell. Now, at last, with Steve’s help, she has done so, and in a way that will move anyone who reads it, just as it moved me that night ten years ago.




In another era or culture, this astonishing person, so deceptively slight and fragile-looking but with the heart of a tiger, a woman who has moved so many mountains and enhanced so many lives, might have been called a saint or an angel. I’ve come to think of her as a kind of ‘people whisperer’.




Nicholas Evans












One


On a snowy night, in a flat on the outskirts of Stuttgart, Germany, the harsh rasp of a phone shocks me from my dream with the subtlety of an air-raid siren. I manage to crack one eye open enough to see the glow of the clock: 1:00 A.M. Who would be calling at this hour? And on a Sunday morning. I give my German boyfriend Stefan a small shove with my bare heel that hardly rocks his six-foot frame. Surely he can’t sleep through this clamour. I shove him again, harder.




‘Hallo,’ Stefan says groggily. ‘Ja. Sie ist hier.’ He rolls over and sticks the receiver to my ear. ‘For you.’




Sitting up, I fumble to untangle the phone cord. Who would it be? After only seven months in Stuttgart I have made few friends. My boys wouldn’t be calling at this hour. The oldest, Samuel, is working in Connecticut; Jonathan, my middle son, is at university in Denmark. My youngest, Scott, is away in Australia, finding himself and his strength as a young adult on a new adventure. Unless something dreadful has happened.




‘Hello?’ My voice is thin and scratchy.




‘Is this Mrs Carl?’ It’s a man’s voice, deep and resonant and very Australian.




Still trapped in the web of sleep, I hesitate before answering. ‘Yes.’




‘Do you have a son named Scott Carl?’




The question hits me like wind-blown hail. ‘Yes,’ I whisper.




‘I’m with the Sydney Police Department. I’m sorry to be the one bearing this news, but there has been a serious accident. Your son was found unconscious, in a coma.’




‘No, no!’ My maternal denial kicks into gear. ‘Not my baby. Are you sure?’ The news is impossible to take in. Please, God, let this be a dream.




‘Are you there, Mrs Carl?’




‘What happened?’ I ask. Stefan clicks on the table light, burning my eyes and filling the room with disorienting shadows.




‘Your son was found in the basement of his block of flats. We’ve taken him to St Vincent’s Hospital.’




‘How did it happen?’ I keep saying.




‘We don’t know. He wasn’t able to speak. I regret to tell you that he may not last the night. Can you come immediately?’




‘Yes, of course. Oh, my God. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Please tell Scott I’m coming. Tell him to hang on.’




‘Let me give you some phone numbers,’ the Australian says uncomfortably, knowing there is precious little else he can do.




Stefan ruffles about the bedside table for a pencil. As I scribble the numbers of the hospital and police station on a scrap of paper, I glance at my boyfriend and catch the glint of sadness in his eyes, as if he senses our life together has changed for ever. My mind is already rushing halfway around the world; my body will soon follow.




I dial the hospital with shaky fingers and request the Intensive Care Unit. A nurse answers and I explain who I am. ‘How is Scott doing?’ I ask, still unbelieving, still hoping to prove the policeman wrong.




‘He’s about to go into surgery,’ the nurse answers in a kind but professional manner. ‘We’re trying to relieve pressure on his brain. I would suggest you come right over. Where are you calling from?’




‘Germany.’




‘I see.’ The nurse quiets as she wrestles with the distance. ‘Do try to hurry. The doctor will call when there is more news.’




Tears stream down my face as I pass the phone back to Stefan. I plead with God not to let my baby die. I want to hold him, to climb into bed with him and tell him all is okay, as I did when he was a small child afraid of thunder. He should not die without his family at his side. I take a deep breath and wipe my face. It’s time to pull myself together. Time to be strong. I must get to Australia.
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Only a week before, my twenty-one-year-old son had called me from Sydney with glowing tales of life down under. The beach, the sun, the sense of freedom. The easiness of the people. His flat on Potts Hill was right on the ocean. He could watch the sunrises. He was in heaven. ‘Mom, guess what: I’m going to play rugby for the Sydney Welsh Rugby Team.’ He was over-the-moon excited, telling me that he would be training hard, sleeping more, running each day a little further, eating better. His enthusiasm was catching. I reminisced about how I’d go watch my boyfriend play rugby when I was a teenager, and how it was such a part of Welsh life: the singing, the playing, the roar of the crowd, and after the game, the camaraderie.




There and then I wanted to hold him but he was in another land finding out about himself. I could just imagine his big grin when he called to tell me about playing against the Kings Cross Bushwhackers: ‘It was great, I scored twice and was given the Best and Fairest Players Award. We lost but that’s okay; they’re a big tough club.’




‘That’s wonderful, Scott.’ I was so proud – such an impressive award.




‘It’s not a big deal Mom, the award,’ he said with a disarming laugh. ‘You see, my position was flyback. One of my mates pitched me the ball and I had a good shot at another score, but when I was tackled by this big fellow, one of their “piggies”, he hit me pretty hard. When I was down he added an elbow.’




‘That sounds awful,’ I gasped.




My son was athletic, with broad shoulders and great strength for his size, but he was not the most imposing. Rugby is such a rough game.




‘Are you sure you’re all right?’




‘I’m fine. My ribs are a little sore, but you know how it is when you’re the new kid in town. He probably wanted to see if I’d get up. Anyway, a couple of mates said the ref should have called a penalty, but he didn’t. So they were all steamed to lay out their flyback. I told them to forget it – it was probably an accident. Besides, Mom, you always said getting even doesn’t solve anything. For some reason that tackle and scoring twice got me the award.’




Scott typically shrugged it off; in a couple of days he’d be right as rain. He could never accept that meanness was deliberate.




‘You will love this, Mom. After the game in the clubhouse, the team sang the Welsh National Anthem, “Hen Wlad fy Nhadau” – Land of My Fathers. It’s great; I’ll sing it for you sometime. Well, I have to go now.’ These were his final words. ‘Love you. Have you heard of that song?’




‘Yes, sweetie. I loved to sing it to you in Welsh when you were a child, and as a baby on those colicky nights.’
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Should I call Sammy, my eldest son? I can’t even think what time it might be in Connecticut. What about Jonathan, my middle one? Knowing he faces exams and will run a marathon later this week, I decide to let him sleep. My concern is for naught: Jonathan calls a few minutes later, having already heard from Sammy. The Australians have called everyone they can locate. Jonathan wants to come with me but I tell him no, that he should let me go first and see the situation. I assure him Scott will be fine. Will he? I wish I was sure. Here I am trying to keep everyone else calm while I’m on the verge of coming apart.




After Jonathan hangs up, I sit with the quilt wrapped tightly round my body, drop my head onto my bent knees and close my eyes to gather strength.




Oh, Scotty, my Scotty, born in England, growing to exuberant manhood in America, near death in Australia. I will battle the world to be at your side.




[image: image]




In emotional turmoil, I circle the flat wondering what to fit into the tattered suitcase lying open in the contour of the warm spot in our bed. What does one pack for someone in a coma? Memories perhaps, friendly and familiar? Scott’s brown Paddington teddy bear is unearthed from my cupboard of keepsakes. And his music. Yes, I mustn’t forget his music. The Spyro Gyro tapes Scott left at Christmas are assigned a corner niche. A few photos will be helpful when he comes out of the coma.




From the cupboard I retrieve a small antique cherrywood chest I had just bought the day before, a special place to keep my photos of the children, the few I could afford when they were still young, and select a handful. There’s the one of us all walking on the beach in Westport, Connecticut, another of Scott fishing, and a more recent one of the three brothers laughing together over Sunday night dinner, their heads together as they compare peach-fuzz beards.




Yesterday was May Day and the first warm day of the year. Stefan’s two brothers appeared out of the blue. Wolfgang had come from Munich, and Eckhert from outside Hamburg. Neither knew the other was coming. Wolfgang is an appraiser of castle antiques, and travels widely throughout Europe. Thanks to him our flat is adorned with elegant seventeenth- and eighteenth-century furniture. No sooner had Stefan’s brothers arrived than we were off to the antique market in the small city of Tu¨bingen. It was like a journey into the past, the open market crowded with eager shoppers, bright red and golden yellow flags snapping in the wind and string music from musicians in medieval garb. I bought the antique cherrywood chest in a fit of sentimentality.




After extracting the photos, I close my chest of memories, slowly run my hand over its polished top and return it to the cupboard.




After the Tübingen market, the three brothers rowed me about Lake Neckar in a flat-bottomed wood boat painted bright white with green stripes. Laughing and splashing, we were ecstatic about the return of warm weather, however temporary it would prove. Later, home for dinner, a headache suddenly overcame me. I rarely get headaches and found the throbbing pain in my temple odd. Slipping into the bathroom for aspirin, I glanced in the mirror and noticed my left eyelid had grown red and puffy. Stefan looked at my eye and suggested an insect had bitten me at the lake. Perhaps so, but I didn’t remember it happening.




Despite the headache, an unusual sensation of warmth flowed through my body. Perhaps it was because I had raised three sons and here I was enjoying the company of three grown brothers. Later that night, as I drifted into a contented sleep, the warmth continued and I dreamt sweetly of my boys. We were so far apart, yet strangely I had never felt so close. That was when the phone rudely jarred me awake.




Hours later, at four a.m., as I haphazardly pack for Australia, my mind a jumble of emotions, the phone rings again.




‘For you,’ Stefan says.




I grab it from his hand and slide onto the bed next to my suitcase. ‘Yes,’ I whisper.




‘This is Dr Croches calling.’ The calm voice in my ear is distant and surreal, speaking from another planet. ‘I’m a neurosurgeon at St Vincent’s Hospital in Sydney. Your son has just come out of surgery. He’s still in a coma, but we were able to relieve some of the pressure on his brain.’




‘Do you know what happened?’ I interrupt.




‘Well, not exactly. It appears that he was hit in the left eye and fell about twenty feet. The evidence suggests his head struck the cement floor. I’m told he was not found for about ten hours.’




I touch my swollen left eye and recall my headache. ‘Please, please save him,’ I plead.




‘We’re doing our best,’ Doctor Croches replies. ‘We’ll know more after we run some tests.’ There is something in his voice that warns me he knows more than he is telling.




‘I’ll be on the next available flight,’ I hasten to assure him.
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At the bathroom sink, I wash the tears from my eyes and study myself in the mirror. My sandy-blonde hair, usually a bit wild, has become a shoulder-length rat’s nest. I must have gone to bed with my hair still damp from the lake. Thin bolts of red lightning accent the whites of my blue eyes; my left eye socket is now circled with a bluish bruise. Half-heartedly I run a brush through the tangles before giving up. Who cares how I look anyway?




Rooted by a sense of helplessness, I turn to gaze out the bathroom window into the first light of day. Although it is May the mornings are still dark, the trees still naked and the skies leaden with grey. It has started to snow. Tiny snowflakes drift gently earthward through stark-black boughs. Water drips down the windowpane like tears as I look out and think of Scott.




Where will I find the strength for this journey? I am frightened and dig deep inside me for courage. Just yesterday, the cold world outside this window had been so warm and friendly, filled with eternal hope. Today I am overcome with anxiety and a sense of urgency. A mother protects her children at all costs. I can do this. I must do it. I will make it to Scott and he will be waiting for me.




I stand before my open, half-packed suitcase wondering what else to include, but draw a blank. Snapping it shut, I stand it on the floor.




Stefan has been on the phone dialling one number after another, relieved to have something to do besides watch in helpless silence. He has me booked on a flight from Stuttgart to London Heathrow. The next 747 from London to Sydney leaves tonight, and to depart London I’ll need an Australian visa. But it’s Sunday morning and the Australian Consulate in Bonn is closed. Stefan tries the police. They are sympathetic but unable to help. Losing patience, I take the phone and dial the consulate’s emergency number, finally rousing a clerk. With my situation stated and restated emphatically, I am eventually transferred to the duty officer.




‘Sorry, but the consul is at a hotel for a private breakfast,’ the duty officer explains in a drowsy voice. ‘Call back tomorrow.’




I am in no mood for niceties. Polite but firm, I guilt him into revealing the phone number of the hotel. I dial again and insist on speaking with the consul. I am learning how to cajole and salt my pleadings with words like ‘life’ and ‘death’ and ‘emergency’. Moments later an authoritative voice comes on.




‘Yes, madam,’ the consul responds crisply, his Australian patience strained, suiting a man dragged from his bratwurst and eggs.




Suppressing my frustration, I explain my predicament for the nth time.




‘I understand your plight, Mrs Carl, but countries have strict rules,’ he replies firmly. ‘You will need a visa to enter Australia.’




His inability to understand confuses me. What is there about ‘death’ and ‘emergency’ this man fails to grasp? My voice raises one notch of urgency. Again, I explain the severity of my situation. Professionally polite, the consul invites me to visit his office the next morning.




‘But it’s a ten-hour drive to Bonn and then back,’ I press. ‘That’s two days on the road; two days of lost precious time. Don’t you understand?’ I press harder adding a steely edge to my voice. ‘My son is dying now. I can’t wait until Monday. You’re the only one who can help me. How can you get me on the plane to Sydney tonight?’ I refuse to let him off the phone and his breakfast is getting cold.




I hear an aggravated sigh. ‘Truly, I’m very sorry,’ the consul says again, this time with less conviction, ‘but there is nothing I can do.’




I am near panic now. My mind is racing. There has to be an angle. Where’s his soft spot? ‘I must ask you one thing, sir. Do you have children?’ I wait. The silence drags. I sense his discomfort.




The consul clears his throat. ‘Perhaps I might fax the airlines an authorization, some form of waiver,’ he says quietly.




‘Yes. Yes, a waiver.’ That would be perfect.




‘I’ll see if someone can meet you in Sydney, to stamp your passport at that end. We can try it. That’s the best I can do.’




‘Thank you, thank you.’




‘I’ll do what I can, Mrs Carl. Best of luck.’
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Stefan drives me the fifteen kilometres to Stuttgart’s Echterdingen Airport. Absently, I watch the wintry German landscape slip by. Light snow still falls and traffic slows to a crawl. The windscreen wipers slap away the white froth. Sensing my mood of detachment Stefan drives in silence, a silence that seems only to magnify the growing gulf between us. I shift uncomfortably in the seat.




Stefan is a good man but not the same man I fell in love with a little over three years ago.
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I was with friends at Sunday brunch in the garden restaurant of an old inn in Westport, Connecticut when I first noticed him sitting behind me at another table. By chance we began to talk and I was instantly attracted to his quick laugh and the way it sparked his blue-grey eyes. Tall and athletic with a gentle face and a strong jawline, Stefan was thirty-nine at the time and a computer engineer doing work for Mercedes Benz. I was a few years older, raising three teenage boys. We dated for three years before he announced his company was transferring him back to Stuttgart.




‘Come with me,’ he had implored. ‘You must experience Germany. I promise, if you don’t like it I will stay only one year and we will return.’ By that time my boys were sufficiently independent, and I agreed. One year would not be difficult, so I believed.




But I had not adjusted well. The winter was long, dark and wet. Stefan worked all day and quickly regressed into the way his mother and German society had raised him to be. On my own I worked hard to adapt, but there seemed to be an indecipherable code of strict rules and customs. I laboured to learn German, but feared to open my mouth because every word I mispronounced brought an instant and humourless Teutonic correction from neighbours and shopkeepers.




In our block of flats a large black placard appeared on our door when it was my turn to sweep the stairwell, shovel the pavement, or wash the windows, even when encrusted with ice. My easy-going lightheartedness silently died and I was left feeling joyless and empty. Stefan never again spoke of returning to Westport, as he had promised.




The full import of Stefan’s German conditioning did not hit me until the first time we visited his childhood home to meet his parents. They lived in a comfortable, middle-class, three-storey house made of dark brick with a steeply pitched roof of grey slate. It was set behind a green hedge and flanked by a row of mature winter trees. Approaching their front door, Stefan overtly threw my hand away and moved two steps in front of me. Only later was I to learn he had been cautioned not to bring his previously married, mother of three children, Welsh girlfriend home with him.




The matron of the house, Madame Heller, short in hair, stature and temperament, greeted her son with nothing more than a firm handshake and a flurry of German instructions. She sternly whisked me away to a guestroom, well separated from Stefan’s bedroom.




‘You’ll take this room,’ Madame ordered in perfect English.




It was her house, and if she did not wish to acknowledge that her son and I slept together that was fair enough. Instead of recognizing my fatigue and offering me a rest while she and Stefan headed for the supermarket, Madame Heller ordered me to unpack the suitcases, iron her son’s clothing and hang it in the fresh air. I kept waiting for Stefan to intercede and stick up for me but he accepted his mother’s dominance without a hint of protest.




With Stefan’s clothing dutifully waving in the breeze, I explored the rest of the house and joyfully discovered a piano in the living room. This alone would make my visit tolerable and I quickly reacquainted myself with the beauty of the instrument by wading into Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’, albeit raggedly and in my own key. I missed my piano. I had started playing on my grandmother’s piano when I was four years old, just tapping out little tunes I would make up. During the war, under siege with the German bombing of my native city of Cardiff in Wales, my grandmother moved her piano down into the family air-raid shelter so they might enjoy music by candlelight during those long, dangerous nights. Stefan had promised to buy me one, but like his talk of returning to Westport, nothing had come of it.




My imaginative rendition of ‘Moonlight Sonata’ had drawn Stefan’s father, Dr Heller, to the room. A kindly man in his sixties, grinning broadly, he withdrew sheet music from the piano bench and demonstrated his talents as a classical pianist with passion and grace. For the first time I felt welcome. At least we could communicate through our music. But our private concert came to an abrupt halt when Madame stormed into the room. Slamming the keyboard shut she ordered, ‘Stop that noise! We have no time for such nonsense.’




Later, I asked Stefan why he never told me his father was such an accomplished musician. ‘I didn’t know,’ he replied sadly.




After several days, when Stefan and I were about to depart, Madame appeared with a stack of freshly pressed underwear and pyjamas. The label ‘Stefan Heller’ had been carefully sewn into the waistband of each, as if she were sending her son off to summer camp. Stefan, who would have made great fun of this in America, remained silent, his eyes downcast.
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As Stefan manoeuvres his Mercedes onto the airport road, it strikes me that I am really leaving this place. Dressed in brown snow pants, a yellow silk blouse and laced-up fur-lined winter boots, I have nothing but a suitcase full of memories, several hundred American dollars and a heavy heart. Everything else I have left in Stefan’s flat. My instinct tells me I will never see this man, or my belongings, again. I’ve always professed my roots are in myself, not in my possessions, and now my challenge is to live what I preach.




Stefan finally breaks the silence. ‘When will you be back?’ The thinness of his voice tells me he knows the answer.




‘I don’t know,’ I say, avoiding his look.




But I do know. Germany will never be my home again. Still, my relationship with him feels uncomfortably unfinished. I think of my cherrywood chest filled with the rarest of all my treasures, the baby photos of my boys. Certainly I’ll be back for that. Won’t I?




Arriving at the airport departure kerb, I suddenly realize I have forgotten my jacket. The fresh snow has dropped the temperature back to winter digits and my teeth chatter uncontrollably. Clothing had seemed so unimportant when I was packing. Stefan assures me he will send it along to Australia, if I need it, then leaves me with a final silent hug. I hurry inside to join the ticket queue.




I’ve had only three hours’ sleep in the last thirty-six, but still I cannot sleep on the London-bound plane. My body is a raging battleground between the forces of adrenaline and exhaustion. At least I’m moving forward, one step closer to Scott. After a few hours’ stopover I’ll catch a British Airways night flight to Sydney, via Dubai and Singapore. I pray to God that Scott will survive, that I will reach him in time and my love will piece him back together. Deep in my soul I know he’s waiting for me. My guardian angels have never let me down. As long as the airline received the consul’s fax, as long as I maintain momentum, who needs sleep?




But the stone faces of the agents at the British Airways counter at Heathrow tell me a different story. They have no idea what I’m talking about. ‘Passports need to be stamped before you can fly,’ states a round man with a balding head and thick sideburns. ‘Those are the rules.’




‘But the Australian Consul made special arrangements. Didn’t you get his fax?’




‘Oh that,’ the round man says. ‘Yes, we received that fax. But we don’t accept faxed waivers. How do we know it’s real? Maybe your Australian lover faxed you a visa waiver to spare you the trouble.’




My knees tremble in anger. I’m utterly exhausted, but furious at his insinuation. This time my rat-nest hair and blackened eye become assets. Looking a little crazy can’t hurt. I lean into the counter and glower.




‘It takes fifteen minutes to get a visa when the consulate is open,’ I say icily. ‘Do I look like the kind of person who would go to all this trouble to hunt down the consul on a Sunday morning just to save fifteen minutes? Look in my passport. Go ahead. I’ve never been to Australia before. How could I possibly have a boyfriend there? And even if I did, why would he break the law to spend a few days with me?’ I lower my voice and say adamantly, ‘My son is dying. Don’t you understand?’




The agent is unmoved. ‘Then you’ll need to get your passport stamped at the consulate in London tomorrow morning. That’s how the system works.’




‘My passport will be stamped in Australia,’ I fairly shout, my face flushing red. ‘The consul told you that.’




I try to calm myself. Pleading worked with the consul, and maybe that’s the key here. But these stone faces have heard it all. Every bloody story mankind has invented has been tried on these people. I am in tears by now and if this doesn’t work the wrath of a pious Welsh mother who has been praying to God since early this morning will descend upon their heads. Reason abandons me and I persevere on willpower alone.




‘You can call St Vincent’s Hospital yourself,’ I tell him coldly. ‘If that doesn’t work, call the Sydney police.’ I tear a corner off a piece of official-looking paper and scribble. ‘Here are their numbers. I will wait right here.’




The agent is taken aback. ‘Most irregular,’ he mumbles, reluctantly accepting the scrap of paper. ‘Please, go and sit down. We will try to sort this out.’ Turning his attention to the queue, he motions with a hand: ‘Next in line, please!’




The 747 is loading while I sit in desperation on the concrete floor, my knees drawn tight to my chest, gently rocking. My yellow silk blouse is pasted to the perspiration on my back. My heart begins to race; my breathing builds fuller, louder. I must get on this plane. What’s the key? What haven’t I thought of yet?




Bolting to the counter, I demand, ‘You must let me on that plane. Or else.’




Or else what? What could I do? What would make them feel threatened by me? But the breaking voice of this wild-haired woman teetering on the edge of destruction certainly has his attention. I look the little balding man directly in the eye, trying to connect with his soul. Surely he has a family. Surely there is someone he loves. ‘What have you found out?’ I demand. ‘Did you speak to the hospital? Did you call the police?’




‘We did.’ The agent exhales exasperation and throws up his hands. ‘Look, I don’t doubt your story but that still doesn’t solve our problem of no visa.’




The final call for the flight is announced. I have to act now. Taking a deep breath, I launch my assault. ‘How would you like it if I climbed up on this ticket counter and shouted to the entire airport what you’re doing to me?’




His eyes widen. ‘Most irregular,’ he mutters. This is not proper British behaviour, his nervous hands tell me.




A few people have stopped to listen. I raise my voice. ‘I’ll call the newspapers; I’ll call the television stations; I’ll scream on the steps of parliament; I’ll tell the whole bloody world that my son is dying and your stone-faced airline cares more about their stupid rules and stamped bits of paper than it does about a mother who is trying to reach her dying son!’




The agent swallows and silently surveys my determined stare. Sizing up my menacing five-foot-two Welsh frame and my seven stone of quaking fury, he wisely slips me a boarding pass across the counter.











Two


As the dead hours of flight drag on, I slip into a relaxed but frazzled space. No sleep can penetrate my shock and the determination that propels me onward. The flight attendant asks if she can get me something to eat, but I am not hungry. She suggests tea and I absently consent, but when the small china teapot appears on my tray, I take only a few sips. Noticing I am not dressed for travel, she kindly unfolds a blanket and drapes it about me. A few passengers, who had overheard my impassioned plea with the ticket agent, glance my way with sympathetic eyes, but I have no desire to speak to strangers. The flight attendant comes by again and whispers that there is a vacant seat in first class. She smuggles me up the stairs of the 747 into the top deck where I curl my small frame into a luxuriously wide leather seat with few neighbours. How I wish there were someone in the next seat, someone who loves me, someone to put their arms around me and share my burden. But it isn’t to be. I am flying to a far-off continent where I am a total stranger, known to no one, knowing no one, without support or income, and no plan beyond getting to the hospital. It is not the first time I have found myself tackling seemingly impossible tasks, but I know this will be the hardest test yet.




[image: image]




I was born Glenys Margaret in Cardiff on a wet and cold winter’s morning. Within months of my birth, my father, Francis, was shipped to Burma by the British Army. He survived the war but did not return to his family. I would never know him and in later years, when I would ask my mother about him, she would snap, ‘Don’t ask such questions,’ and so I never did.




My mother, Gladys, born the ninth of ten children into a boisterous Welsh family, was only eighteen when I arrived. My earliest memory of her is of a distant but beautiful woman, fivefoot-five, of slender build with long legs and blonde, wavy, shoulder-length hair that framed deep-set blue eyes. She had an elegant smile that would light up her face, when she smiled, which wasn’t often, perhaps due to the pain of being a teenage mother left with an unwanted child. Later, when deliverymen would stop by the back door, they would always ask me, ‘Is your beautiful mother around?’ To which I would invariably reply, ‘No.’




No sooner did my father leave for Burma than my mother was conscripted into a bomb-making factory in Cardiff, along with hundreds of other healthy young women. I was handed to my mother’s mother, who was too old for war work. She owned a house in Cardiff which she shared with my mother and I, but during the war she took me to be raised on one of the family’s two farms, Marble Hall in Pembrokeshire, on the west coast of Wales. My grandmother’s name was Margaret Elizabeth Best, but I knew her simply as Nanna. I remember her as a small woman dressed in navy blue, buttoned up, with a white collar. She had silver-white hair, brown eyes and a full mouth set in a rounded face. I loved sleeping with her in the softness of her big feather bed.




Nanna was a herbalist, and dabbled in astrology and numerology long before they were popular. People seeking her homegrown cures would come to the back door daily. She loved weaving. After the sheep were sheared, she would teach me how to spin and dye the wool, knit and weave. What I learned of colours and design at her elbow would serve me well in later years as I struggled to make a living. Nanna worked hard while singing all the time and she expected me to share the chores. At her side I felt safe.




Marble Hall was a seventeenth-century manor house of grey Welsh stone with a pitched slate roof, three storeys tall with drafty wood windows and damp stone walls. We were constantly cold from the harsh winds coming off the frigid North Atlantic, our only heat being sooty coal-burning fireplaces in every room. Nanna soon handed me a wire scrubber and my job, at the age of three, was to scrub the fire grates with black lead until they shone, whereupon Nanna would pile in the coal and light another fire. I was also charged with scrubbing the front stone steps. I remember thinking, ‘Why am I scrubbing these grates when Nanna immediately lights another fire? Why am I cleaning the steps when, as soon as someone walks in, they are dirty again?’ I soon forgot, though, as I made toast on a long fork over the fire, and ate it with the butter dripping all over my fingers and chin.




The house was surrounded by rolling green fields dotted with sheep and cattle. Relieved of my chores, I would make my way to the farmyard to mingle with the cows, sheep, horses, pheasants and chickens. They became my first playmates and introduced me to nature in its simplest form. My solitary walks across the moors instilled in me a strong streak of independence and rugged selfreliance. It was not uncommon for me, at four years old, to board a bus, even change buses, to roam the countryside in search of primroses and bluebells.




Those early days on my own toughened me up but also taught me the importance of reaching out to others. In wartime, people settle into the present moment and surrender to whatever life offers. They are joined in common suffering and, more often than not, try to relieve each other’s burdens through small gifts and sharing what little they have. No opportunity to laugh, to enjoy and to feel human is ever missed.




After the war ended I was sent back to Cardiff to live with my mother and to attend school. Shortly after returning, at four and a half years old, I walked by myself, a mile and a half through open fields to Baden Powell elementary school and told the School Master, Mr Evans, that I was ready to start school.




‘Where is your mother?’ he asked in amazement.




‘That doesn’t matter,’ I told him firmly. ‘I am ready to start school, right now.’




Mr Evans sent me home to get my mother and eventually I was enrolled.




Walking to school each day, I would stop to collect broken china from bombed-out buildings. When I found a particularly beautiful piece, I’d fantasize about the house it came from, where it belonged, in the kitchen or the dining room, in the pantry or a bedroom, and who might have lived there. Instead of taking my treasures home, I’d keep them in my school desk. I suppose school was the safest place I knew back then.




As I walked around town, I would talk to everyone I met. Much to my mother’s horror, I befriended Sam, the town tramp. He was a thick-set man with bright, dark eyes. He had a dingy handkerchief about his throat and wore an old woollen sweater with holes at the elbows and a dark, stained floppy felt hat. Sam survived part of the year by picking blackberries outside town to sell door to door. I often joined him in this endeavour after school. Although rejected by many of the townspeople, he turned out to be a wise man teaching me much about life through stories drawn from nature. I suppose I was too young to notice if Sam was really ‘all there’ or not, but he was my friend and I trusted him. I believe the trust of strangers I was to pass on to my boys was a gift from my days with Sam.




Upon my return from Marble Hall, I was also to meet my new stepfather, Edward Worth, whom Mum called Ted. Divorce was difficult to obtain under Welsh law, so Ted and my mum lived together for many years before they were legally married. But from the first moment I laid eyes on his compact, masculine frame with its broad shoulders, large sea-roughened hands and green-brown eyes accentuated by a shock of black hair, he became ‘Dad’ to me.




Mum had met Ted at a dance during the war. He commanded a minesweeper, which was part of the immense flotilla of ships and fishing trawlers that rescued the badly beaten British troops from the shores of Dunkirk in June of 1940. Mum was all of twenty, fourteen years his junior, and was no doubt swept away by this most distinguished man resplendent in his gold-trimmed naval uniform. Ted was a good man and to me, larger than life. He had an expansive sense of humour, a love of the sea, a passion for adventure and an unquenchable thirst for usquebaugh, his ‘water of life’, Scotch whisky.




After the war, Dad returned to his fishing trawler, the Cardiff Lady, a beautiful boat about seventy-five feet long with a black hull, grey deck and topside. Dad would often take me down to his trawler before he put to sea. I can still smell the mix of salt and diesel and see the rigging strung with ropes and layers of sagging nets and hear the squawking of white seagulls that hovered in the stiff sea breeze over the stern. Dad led a hard life. With his crew of fourteen, he would roam as far as Greenland and Iceland for weeks at a time, battling freezing gales. Upon his return, the hold of the Cardiff Lady was filled with halibut, cod, hake, sole, and sometimes, shrimp. Afterwards, Dad would return to his favourite pub, the Moorland, and to his solace, Scotch whisky.




I loved Dad, when he was sober. And he loved me. Dad made me feel respected and understood, and with Mum affording me little attention, I would shadow Dad whenever I could. Because I would never speak around my mother, when I was with my Dad and had his attention I became a chatterbox. One time, when I wouldn’t stop talking, Dad rolled me up in a fish net and hung me on a hook on the back door, then threw a blanket over me to quiet me down.




When I was five I had my tonsils removed and couldn’t speak. Dad placed me on the sofa in the living room at night, while he slept on the floor next to me. ‘If you need anything at all, Glennie,’ he instructed, before snoozing off, ‘you just pull on my hair.’ I was very sick and had lost my appetite. To encourage me to eat, Dad would sometimes bring me bouquets of white tulips and make a great display of presenting them to me, as if I were a princess. To please him, I would take sips of warm soup.




Dad instilled in me a deep love of music. He took me to musicals and bought me Mario Lanza records. In the evenings, tucked into his lap, we would listen to Lanza sing ‘Be My Love’, and ‘Ave Maria’. I first discovered my own singing voice with the Salvation Army choir. Churches were the best places to find live music. At six years old I started to venture out alone to Sunday church services, trying to locate the top performances. Mum and Dad had bought Nanna’s house in Cardiff and long after the war her piano remained in the bomb shelter. I’d often tiptoe into the dark, through the cobwebs and filth, for my own private concerts. I had no formal music education, and mostly invented my own tunes as I went along. At Christmas, I would sing carols for my neighbours and they would reward me with a few pennies.




Dad would often read to me the works of Walter de la Mare, and the poems of William Wordsworth and Dylan Thomas. To this day I can recite a number of Wordsworth poems, including my favourite, ‘I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud’.




Dylan Thomas grew up a few miles down the road from Marble Hall, in the Gower Peninsula. (Anthony Hopkins’ family also lived ‘just down the road’, as did most families in tiny Wales.) As Dylan gained world fame, I remember as a child listening to adults talk about how they couldn’t understand why Thomas deserved so much attention. ‘Why’s he so famous?’ they would say. ‘That daibach [boy] talks just the way we do.’




Dad enjoyed my gullible ways and was always pulling some prank on me. One time, I was anxious to camp out with my little girlfriend, Margaret. Neither of us knew what camping out meant, other than sleeping outside, or even what a tent looked like. Dad warned us we would get scared, but we were adamant. He also said we would have to stay out all night because the back door would be locked. It didn’t dawn on me that the back door was never locked. I’m not even sure the door had a lock, but we agreed.




So Margaret and I hung a sheet across two kitchen chairs, put a rug on the ground and settled in for the night. In the fading light of dusk, we were just finishing a card game when from the yard came loud clanking sounds. Petrified, we peered out from our tent to see the lid of the steel dustbin bouncing up and down by itself. We dashed to the back door, begging to be let in. I heard a hearty laugh and looked up to see Dad hanging out of an upstairs window with a string in his hand.




Margaret and I went to see our first cowboys-and-Indians film together. We were amazed to see the Indians riding around, dressed up in paint and feathers, stealing the cowboys’ horses. When we returned home, we sat in the kitchen boasting to each other about how we’d take care of those Indians if they dared come our way. Our fantasies grew more and more outlandish, with big sticks and rocks and ambushes and calling all our friends.




There was a knock on the front door. I went to open it with Margaret behind me, and in jumped an Indian! His face and teeth were black, his cheeks marked in red warpaint, and there was a band around his forehead with a feather sticking up. The Indians had heard us talking and now they’d really come to get us!




In terror, we ran through the house with the Indian in pursuit. We flew out the back door and tumbled headlong over a rock wall. We’d scraped our knees but there was no time to stop. We ran and ran all the way to Margaret’s house, hearts pounding.




‘My goodness, what’s happened to you?’ said Margaret’s mother.




‘The Indians are after us,’ Margaret screamed. ‘There’s one with a feather and warpaint, and he’s right behind us. Quick, lock the door!’ Margaret’s mother took our hands and led us into the kitchen. Both of us were starting to cry.




‘Calm down, you two. There are certainly no Indians in Wales. You’ve seen one too many films, I’d say.’




‘But he’s coming! He was right behind us,’ I insisted. ‘We saw him at my house and then he chased us.’




‘Well we won’t let him in here, so you’re safe. Just you stay here and we’ll clean up these knees. There are no Indians here.’




We heard a knock on the door. ‘That’s him!’ Margaret screamed. ‘Don’t open the door! Oh, please, don’t open the door.’




‘Don’t be silly,’ said Margaret’s mother as she strode towards the door. We cowered in the kitchen.




We heard loud laughter and I realized it was my father. He walked in, still laughing. His face was coated with soot and marked with red lipstick, though he’d taken off the feather.




So here was our Indian, a Welsh sea captain having some fun. But for some time we were still quite nervous about the Indians coming to get us, and whenever we talked about them, we whispered and made sure we were alone.




But let Dad near his usquebaugh, and he was a different and sometimes violent man. One day, when I was about seven, he took me out to a destroyer in the harbour to visit the captain, an old friend from the war. While they retreated to the captain’s cabin to share stories and a drink or two, I was left to wander and watch the seagulls swoop down on the deck. Evidently, after a couple of hours, Dad left and it was not until the destroyer had put to sea that I was discovered. I remember the captain saying, ‘Christ, Ted forgot to take his daughter.’ In open waters, pitching on the swells, I was handed off to the coastguard for safe passage. They turned me over to the police, who asked if I knew my way home. I replied, ‘No, but I know my address,’ and they took me home in a police car. Dad was not surprised to see me. I don’t think he even knew what he had done.




For some reason, even as a child, I don’t remember being scared. I was never afraid of boarding strange buses or being left on a ship. I have always felt God was with me. I always believed there was a higher being, but maybe this being would not be found in church. I also believed in fairies and angels. Why not? Someone was looking out for me.




When I was ten, my mother decided I should be enrolled in a Catholic convent school, Heathfield House. I’m not sure what got into her. Perhaps it was because Dad claimed he was an agnostic, or perhaps Mum wanted to get even with him for showing me so much attention. I found his agnostic claim difficult to believe: at nights, he would read me the Bible, and he knew it inside out. Maybe that made him an expert agnostic. But mother insisted, and so I was enrolled and stayed there until I was sixteen.




The rigidity of the convent school nearly killed me. First, there was my dreary uniform: a pleated brown gymslip over a creamcoloured blouse with a brown belt loose about my waist, and a brown and blue striped tie. On the left breast pocket of my brown blazer edged in blue piping, was the school’s coat of arms with its motto, ‘Serve Others Before Yourself,’ embroidered in Latin at the bottom.




I also objected to what the Sisters were teaching. I just knew they couldn’t be right. God could never want people to be so inflexible. If God was everywhere, how could He be limited to a certain ideology or organization? How could He just love some people and ignore the rest? Repeating the rosary like parrots before every lesson seemed ridiculous. Not that I thought all religion wrong, I just felt it had more to do with each person’s experience than a group decision. The Sisters incessantly talked of love but were not kind to us, so wrapped up were they in their own beliefs and rules. They must have seen how I dropped from the top of my academic class to the bottom but they never asked why it was happening or how I felt. They taught us constantly to guard against the seven deadly sins, but seemed to take special exception to the eighth, noise, and the ninth, colour.




My favourite class was art, but under the guidance of the Sisters we were required to copy precisely the art of others. When I tried to use my imagination, my hands were slapped. If there was a tenth deadly sin, it had to be creativity. Later, during my first pregnancy, I would return to art. The overflowing happiness of becoming a mother unleashed my artistic impulses and fertile imagination, and I gradually developed my own style.




In my second year at Heathfield, the Sisters allowed us to have a Christmas party. Instead of our uniforms, we were allowed to wear long dresses. There were no boys to dance with, of course, but the girls could dance together under the watchful eyes of the Sisters. This was a big event and Dad took me to a store where he bought me a beautiful ankle-length dress of pale blue adorned with netting and delicate sleeves. One of the girls, Ann Pledge, arrived at the dance still in her uniform. I asked her if she had a dress and she answered no. The next day I asked one of the Sisters why my friend, Ann, couldn’t have been given a dress for the party. I remember I was told, ‘She lives in the orphanage. She’ll have to get used to that.’




I was outraged. How could someone who talks about love be so mean to a young orphan girl? My bitterness over their hypocrisy, their obsession with their own spiritual purity to the exclusion of the needs of others, settled in me as a challenge to always try to be truly kind to others, a conviction I tried to carry forward in my boys.




Remembering my convent experience, I was loath to subject my children to formal religious instruction. Rote recitation of an ideology had not made the Sisters any kinder or more compassionate. So I taught my boys one simple rule: be kind to others. Most of all, I wanted to provide my boys with a moral shield to protect them in the world. Kindness became the basis for this shield. ‘Brothers don’t fight,’ I would stress repeatedly. ‘Brothers are kind to each other and to strangers. Right and wrong is easily determined by the effect our actions have on others.’ This simple belief gave me a certain fearless trust of others, a trust that would carry me into the unknown, to Australia, and to America again.




Life at home was getting more difficult as Dad was drinking more and getting wilder. Sometimes he would show up at Heathfield in the middle of the day, plastered. He would walk the halls yelling, ‘Glennie, Glennie! Which classroom are you in? I’ve come to take you home. It’s time for an adventure.’




The Sisters, unwilling to confront him, would send me out to quiet Dad down. But if Dad were bent on an adventure, an adventure would be had. We would go for a walk in the country, or wander through a bookshop, or listen to music. Sometimes, we would arrive home late after dark, fresh from a musical, and Mum would be waiting anxiously by the door. Not willing to face Dad herself, she would scold me and say, ‘Glennie, why didn’t you bring your dad home earlier?’ As if I had any say in it.




At one point, when I was about eleven, I decided to run away to London. I recall thinking there must be more to life than Dad’s intermittent drunken binges, Mum’s cold aloofness and the forced rules of the Sisters at the convent. So I scraped together what change I had and boarded the morning train. It took me most of the day to get to London, but when I arrived and was standing in Paddington station, I suddenly realized I had nowhere to stay. After walking up and down Paddington Street I reboarded the train and returned home late that night. My mother, not even asking where I had been, sent me immediately to my room and said I could not go out that weekend – end of story. I felt helpless and couldn’t fight back.




One day in early June, when I was twelve, my greatest prayer was finally answered. Every year in December, Dad would ask me, ‘Glennie, what would you like for Christmas?’ And every year I would answer the same: ‘I want a piano and a baby brother.’ The piano remained a dream, but on this particular June day my mother returned from the hospital with my belated Christmas gift, a baby brother, John. At seven pounds, John was a healthy baby, but he had colic and would not stop crying. I remember peering into the baby bed in wonder, not quite sure how to react to this little pink, fuzzy-headed creature that always seemed to be crying. Even though I loved the idea of being an older sister, I was crestfallen at the discovery that it took a long time for him to talk. That’s why I wanted a brother – to have someone to talk to, to have someone to cure my loneliness – but all he did was clamp his eyes shut and cry. Bewildered, I would pester Dad, ‘When’s John going to talk? How long do I have to wait?’




Even Mum had little patience with his crying. When I walked into the house from school, the second floor reverberated with Johnnie’s colicky cries. As the front door closed, Mum would often lean over the railing and shout, ‘Glennie, take him out of the house.’ So I would bundle my baby brother into his black and white Silver Cross pram and take him up and down the hall, or back and forth across the porch or up and down the street. Later, when Johnnie learned to walk, perhaps sensing sibling rivalry, he became a little devil, pulling my hair and kicking my legs to get his way. For all the mischief, I did love my little brother. He was my dream come true. I just wished he had come equipped to talk.
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