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The rest is memory – if that’s what passes for the half-forgotten.


The river was called Damocles. I visited it only once, but the memory fills me with regret for the irretrievable. I think of the great flood and how everything in that flat land of my childhood was swept away but was also renewed by that flood.


In this land, such renewal happens every few decades, never with warning, because nature sees no responsibility to warn. Man likes warnings. They enable him to take to the high ground. But when the flood, or fire, or famine or pandemic has passed, man forgets about the warning and returns to the same follies as before.


And I, too, forgot. But now I’m afraid of forgetting everything. My childhood memory of the Damocles flood is not lost, but my car keys are. It’s early damage to the hippocampus, I am told. It’s dementia.


What I fear most is the terminal drop, when my ageing body discards my mind. When that happens, I’ll go home from this ill-advised journey.


Or be taken home.




ONE


The cottage was built when I was an infant and it was my home for the first 15 years of my life. It was not far from the town, which feels odd now, as my vanishing memory is of a place remote and distant from any habitation, reached only with difficulty over a rumpled road and an even more rumpled creek crossing of logs laid horizontally in the dry creek bed. The creek was always dry – until the big flood.


I had driven across a modern bridge that is so much part of the smooth bitumen road that I was beyond the old creek crossing before I realised I was already passing what used to be my father’s farm.


The cottage had been my home, but many decades had obviously enlarged another enterprise there. The little house that the flood had taken was now supplanted by a shearing shed, a sheep dip and some stockyards. The shed was already old, which told me that quite a few lives must have passed this way since I was a child. Lives without any reference to me and my life – or so I think. I have been having some trouble with my recall of recent things, but despite the seven decades since I came this way, I still retain some memory of the way things were.


I parked the car near a clump of box trees that I was sure once shaded my mother’s attempt at a garden. This would have been the site of the cottage. My father once planted a saltbush hedge for her, but I could see no sign of it now. There was only a meat ants nest. Why do I remember that? The stump remnants of a large and ancient tree near where the cottage had stood proved to me that this was the place. I know that stump. A big spiky thing thrown over by a storm years before I was born, its branches long gone, taken by the axe and time. I know this claw of tree root and I will tell of its meaning. But not now. It should not be part of my remembering.


No-one was there, so I went inside the shed. I entered up a ramp, well worn by generations of sheep, and found inside a small arrangement of shearing stands (I think four) and the usual furnishings of a classer’s slatted table, sheep pens and an old model wool press. Down some dangerously insecure steps was a machine room. A long belt stretched from the flywheel of an engine of some kind. The belt was wrapped around a pulley wheel on a driveshaft that once provided the motivation for the shearing stands.


The whole shed was dilapidated and had probably seen its last shearing a long time ago. The engine room certainly gave that impression. A mass of cobwebs, dust and pigeon droppings added to the appearance of neglect. I disturbed a couple of the birds and they made a fluttering escape through one of many holes in the walls and roofing iron work. I had a feeling of being inside an aged and ailing lung, clinging to life, sucking its last breaths through pinpoints of sunlit holes in the creaking and stretching iron roof. I had seen enough and thought I might come another day if my time did not run out. Perhaps I should find someone to whom I may explain my trespass – someone I could tell of my childhood here, before the shed, before the sheep, more than 80 years ago.


Nostalgia is an enervating emotion and as I drove back over the modern bridge, I could not avoid memories. I wonder when it was that I learnt to drive the tractor, or even how I learnt to start it. Quite early in my childhood I had decided I did not want to be a farmer and would never need to start any tractor like a Lanz Bulldog. That seems odd to me now. What child, born to a farming family, would not want to be a farmer? My childhood had not been touched by anything but the rustle of wind through leaves, the mountain of clouds on a flat horizon we could never reach, the sound of a butcherbird by day and the coughing yap of a fox in the night. What else could I have known when the boundaries of my world were the immense open sky above me and where a lonely, winding dirt track created by the passage of our car and a farm truck was the way to everything? These vehicles had made their own road by a kind of habitual motion. At first two lines of flattened grass had appeared and as time went by, two wheel tracks worn into furrows. Where those two vehicle tracks winding through a grass paddock might lead to only became familiar to me as my childhood progressed and my natural instincts for adventure began to develop.


Now that I try to remember my father, I think it was his wish that I should not be a farmer. I cannot say now. But in spite of what might have been his real ambition, a kind of attrition saw me accumulate certain farm abilities. I’m sure I could employ them, even today. Just as I remember how that girl taught me to ride my bike.


Who was that girl? She was in the big house when I went with my mother to see our neighbour Mrs Mitey. It was she (or should it be ‘her’ – I shall consult Fowler) who introduced me to Paul, the boy who lived in the big house and who they said would die but who didn’t die. Not then, anyway. And there had been an American GI. And the girl must have been no more than 16.


And because they said Paul was going to die, the visiting American had given him the rank of Honorary Captain of the US Army, with the gift of a garrison cap with two bars. It must have been about 1942. The GI must have worn the cap when he visited as part of an army plan for officers on R and R to fraternise with the locals while on leave. The GI did fraternise. He gave Paul his garrison cap and he gave the girl a baby. But I cannot speak ill of the dead. Iwo Jima, I think it was.


But the tractor. My father showed me how to use a blowlamp. The rest of the rigmarole I can remember too, like remembering how to ride my bike. Starting the tractor was a bit like winding up a satanic clockwork toy, which would suddenly explode into life, demanding instant action and work.


I wonder how I can remember Mr and Mrs Mitey, when it was not their real name. My mother said it was me who called them that when I was two years old. It was to do with something Mr Mitey always said. Mrs Mitey always had cake for me when we visited the big house. The girl brought it.


Who was that girl?


***


Why am I out of chronological order? I suppose it’s because of my state of mind. My mind seems to be out of order. It certainly seemed to be when they found me – Kate found me. When I was lost. Chronological! Chronos – time. Logos – a word. Logic – the science of correct reasoning. I try anything to focus my mind these days. Even Greek roots may help. And chronological? McCarthy’s pub, a creek crossing, a shearing shed, the Mitey family, a tractor – and that girl?


I have experienced the growing up of a girl of my own. I have only myself to blame for the assertive nature of my daughter. Kate engages the same talent regarding my own welfare. She accuses me of verbally assaulting a long line of men in her life. It is not true, and even Kate would not flatter herself about a long line. And I never assaulted anyone. On the contrary, I would encourage any relationship with an attractive and intelligent, if assertive, fiftyish woman with the kind of independence and worldliness Kate has built around herself as a professional gallery curator. It’s just that Kate’s male companions usually repel me and she says I address them in a kind of regimental sergeant major manner.


She was a pretty enough girl when younger. I remember teeth braces and calisthenics. Kate was once to be married – to a sculptor I dismissed at the time as a stonemason. But anyway, in the end the hewer of stone took himself off with his apprentice.


Actually, the years have wrought on Kate’s countenance something one might associate with the mason’s monumental work. Formidable, strong, elegant, I suppose … may very well pass for 43 – diddle dee, diddle dee dee dee.


I’m a scoundrel of a father, I confess. I might have once done justice to Gilbert and Sullivan on a music hall stage … in the dusk with the light behind her. I’m worse than a scoundrel. I’m a cad.


Kate’s latest self-imposed gallery assignment is to do with moral depravity in modern art. ‘Modern art is full of deceptions,’ she says. ‘And lies.’ I am not of the artistic bent and I won’t press her further on the subject, although some memory from the past just flitted through my mind like a butterfly, but I have lost my net and the butterfly flits on.


The latest male talent to show an interest in a permanent relationship with Kate is also a sculptor, which makes me believe she’s still between a rock and a hard place. She believes this fellow should be encouraged and I was invited to an exhibition of his work. I was introduced to a person with a beard of spiky texture and russet hue called Maurice, which Kate pronounced the French way. I rudely – and I suppose deliberately – mispronounced it as Morris.


Kate had announced the artist to a group of gallery visitors nosing wine flutes and said ‘Morreese’ would explain a ‘flung bronze’ technique he was working on, examples of which were now before us. I think Zen Buddism was mentioned; and a dragon, supposedly with immense mythological powers. It appears that the artist throws molten metal on the floor of whatever he calls his studio, which, given this kind of activity, must be a deserted foundry. I believe he wears fire-proof trousers for the risky business because of the obvious danger of immolation.


I interrupted his talk and asked if he had health and safety clearance for handling dangerous spillage of hot metal and heard Kate mutter something that sounded like ‘unspeakable rudeness’ and offer an apology for her father, who she said ‘is not well’. I went home early.


That seems to be my condition lately – unspeakable and rude. And now unwell! I might add ‘alone’ to that. I speak little to anyone lately and my utterances, when they do occur, have become more of an expression of impatience and sarcastic vitriol. And cynicism. And this worrying condition to do with memory. I suppose it is a consolation that I’m mostly ignored.


My Indian doctor persuaded me to undergo a basic test – something to do with the mandatory renewal of my driver’s licence. Kate says I shouldn’t be driving. The Indian fellow, who is privy to my little medical shortcomings, also says so.


‘You must also have a co-driver with you at all times,’ he said, in what I call his Bombay Welsh accent.


‘Bombay is now called something else,’ the humourless man corrected me.


The licence test was insultingly childish. I was asked for my name, address, where I thought I was at the time of the test and what was the date. I was asked to remember words like apple, table and pink and then repeat them – backwards.


‘My name is James Twining. I am widowed. I have one daughter. Her name is Kate.’ I answered all this correctly and rather smugly. And I correctly repeated ‘pink, table, apple’. But when asked, I alarmingly, if momentarily, could not remember my late wife Minnie’s name. ‘Alarm bells rang, Me-Lud!’ as a police prosecutor may say in petty sessions. Of course, I remembered Minnie a little while later, but that did not satisfy the Indian doctor, who suggested (to give him credit, in a casual way, not to arouse my fears) that I see a neurologist.


The neurologist turned out to be quite an original character. A plaster skull grinned from his desk and he flashed a gold fountain pen. There was an image of a brain (not mine – yet, anyway) on his computer screen, its grey matter sliced like an offal delicacy in supermarket plastic.


‘The hippocampus is essential in laying down new memories,’ he said.


‘I’ll try to remember that.’


‘You should,’ he said, ignoring my attempt at satire. ‘Although you probably won’t. And anyway, you already present some age-related memory loss of the usual kind.’


I took this evasive attempt to describe my condition as ‘usual’ to mean that I was probably well on the way to senility.


‘Is there any turning back?’ I asked.


‘Not at this stage of your life. It’s been said that life experience, of a kind, can prevent it. But not cure it.’


‘What life experience?’


‘Bilingualism, for one. A challenging occupation, vigorous social life. Sleep. Turmeric.’


‘Turmeric?’


‘Indian people eat lots of it, although I haven’t read any evidence that they remember any better than pie-and-chips eaters.’


The skull smiled and so did the neurologist.


‘I’m not bilingual,’ I said. ‘But I pride myself on the Latin that was necessary in my profession, which, by the way, was also a challenging one.’ I made an attempt at courtroom banter. ‘Corpus delicti or flagrante delicto might qualify?’


‘Doubtful,’ the neurologist said. ‘But no more than campo santo in my profession. We’re said to bury our mistakes.’ He smiled again and the skull went on smiling. I began to worry that he might have buried quite a few such mistakes.


He paused and played with some paper on his desk.


‘Social life!’ he ventured suddenly, making a tent of his fingers and with the kind of gleeful expression one sees in a child at the mention of a picnic. ‘Your legal colleagues? Keeping in touch, are we?’


‘We aren’t actually,’ I said, with just the slightest emphasis on ‘we’. ‘We are not seeing anyone much anymore. My fault. I’ve forgotten most of them. Their names, anyway. I don’t ring them and most have stopped ringing me since I retired. Why wouldn’t they?’


He toyed for a moment with his fountain pen. He removed the cap and made an inky note, a smudge of indigo on the pristine gold nib.


‘Your profession. Your hippocampus might have benefitted from a more practical occupation, you know. London cab driver, for example. In their case, the hippocampus has been trained as a kind of mental mapmaker. Do you know that London cabbies can remember every street and laneway in 30 boroughs of London?’


I have been critical of my humourless G P, but this fellow at least had some redeeming qualities as a conversationalist. He was now gathering some loose-leaf pages from a binder.


‘I will give you something to read,’ he said. ‘On tau tangles and amyloid plaques.’


‘Please, don’t,’ I said and rose to go. ‘I have to read the label directions on a soup can twice. How can I untangle tau tangles?’


The soup analogy seemed to spark new interest and he removed his fountain pen cap again and made another note.


‘Ah! Typical response, that – given my assessment of your condition. The memory often doesn’t carry the subject – the “complainant” in your case – (the toothy smile again at his attempt at legal terminology) – from the beginning of a sentence to the end.’


This thought seemed to have brought me into his sphere of interest again and he motioned for me to sit. Against my better judgement, I did.


‘It’s not uncommon, you know,’ he went on. ‘Rita Hayworth couldn’t remember her lines and they thought she was drunk. Until she was diagnosed with dementia. Older people can forget in a moment what they have read. Or just seen, done or said. That could certainly pose a problem with a soup label. Yet they can often recall with clarity events from their early life. They can’t remember about the soup, but events from years before are retained. Typical of the hippocampus.’


I should never have brought soup into the conversation. It was muddying the waters. But I thought to test him on an idea of my own. The journey I was planning.


‘Do you think if I were to visit my distant past I might be helped to remember more recent events? I’m thinking of a journey.’


‘Possibly, although I wouldn’t count on it. Journeying alone would be risky, for obvious reasons. Best remain in your comfort zone.’


With that, he recommended tomography and magnetic resonance imaging and terminated the consultation.


I repeated these marvellous words to the receptionist when I asked, as instructed, for an appointment with a radiologist. Outside, reality struck and I had no idea where I had left my car and could not remember if I had even brought it. I returned guiltily to the ‘rooms’ of my tormentor and had to be rescued by my daughter.


‘Dad,’ Kate shrieked at me. ‘You’ve got early onset dementia. The doctor has told me. You’re not to drive.’


He had told her that! He had let me rattle on about soup labels, but in a few minutes he had told this to Kate! I’m being sidelined already.


In the punctilious way that specialists summarise their findings to the GP who referred them, the neurologist’s report was on the computer screen when I visited my Indian friend.


‘He mentions here that you are planning a motoring holiday – for remembrance? I’m glad I rescinded your licence. Someone can take you. Your daughter?’


‘She won’t. I asked her and she thinks I’m mad.’


‘I see her point,’ he said. ‘It is not a good idea.’


I left. There is a definite turmeric tincture to his complexion. I’ve just noticed it.


My house in Jocelyn Street is well serviced, in the way things were when Minnie and I moved there 40 years ago. Recently, and specially since the episode with the neurologist (and a chicken), Kate has begun visiting more often. I suppose I should be grateful for my independence until now. Kate has trusted me to manage by myself since her mother died. But I suspect her solicitude has sharpened with recent events, specially regarding the matter of the chicken.


This is a busy inner city street with mostly vine-covered semidetached houses like mine, well serviced, as I have said, with good central heating and a pleasant view from upstairs of plane trees and a patch of grassed public square across the street. I have no complaints. My car is secure underneath, with reliable automatic access. I seldom have need to use the car. A reliable bus service passes here, and I’ve never been averse to using public transport. And the train station is around the corner.


There was that matter of the chicken, though. The supermarket downstairs serves me well and has a well-stocked liquor outlet. I brought home a frozen chicken and a bottle of J&B. Kate found the chicken in my string bag hanging on the door when she came the other day. Unfortunately, it had hung there, unnoticed by me, for several days.


‘Dad, you really have to think about how long you can stay here,’ she said. ‘This is ridiculous. You’re forgetting things and that can be dangerous. There are places you could go where all your cares would be taken care of.’


‘My cares? What cares?’


‘Food preparation, for a start. You wouldn’t have to cook.’


‘I can cook. I like to cook.’


‘What are you having tonight?’


‘I don’t know. There’s something.’


She annoyingly went through my fridge and discovered some leftover pizza.


‘Please, Dad. This isn’t healthy.’


‘Oh! Public health is now your specialty, is it?’ I said it spikily. I had no need to speak like that, I suppose.


‘I’m not leaving here. I’m comfortable here – and I’m most comfortable when left to myself.’


I thought Kate closed the door a little heavily as she left.


It’s true, anyway. I have my books. I own a couple of paintings. One is said to be worth something. Martin comes around now and then. We drink a whisky and complain about this and that. Martin once leapt from the high board at the Olympic pool and lost his trunks. He’s full of juvenile recollections of misfortunes like that. He once fell overboard from a ferry. He was in shipping. Went to Dubai and upset a sheik with his disregard for local rules. What Martin did would be a good title for a children’s book. I should encourage him – not!


‘They’ve taken my licence,’ I said when he came yesterday.


‘Never owned a car,’ said Martin. ‘Which means I’m a rich man.’


‘She wants to sell it.’


‘You could use the garage for ping pong.’


‘Martin, you’re no help. I need help, not unhelpful sporting ideas. I need the car.’


‘Tell her, then. Tell her about your planned motoring holiday.’


‘They’ve taken my licence and she knows it. She wants to put me away, I think.’


‘Escape, then. Before they come for you. Go to Italy. I did, once. And France. Met a nice girl in Nice. A long time ago.’


I really don’t want to be like Martin. I can live with memories, but my memories don’t have quite the spice of Martin’s. But I do talk to him about some personal things and I supposed now was as good a time as any.


‘Martin, I’m having some—’ I reached for the word. ‘… Moments.’


Martin looked for the first time that evening as though he was serious about something.


‘What moments?’ he said, leaning forward, using the crook of his cane like a gun sight directed at me. Martin calls it his ‘cane’ because he refuses to admit that he needs a walking stick. I wasn’t sure that telling him of my ‘moments’ would help, but I have a feeling that to tell him about them might help me pin something down, like those butterfly moments that evade my net. I had never thought to describe my ‘moments’. Dry-ups? Blanks? Lost in space? Stage fright, when not even the prompt seems to be able to save me.


‘Lost in space,’ I said.


‘In space?’


‘Yes. Lost.’


Martin spied me with his gun sight for a moment and said, ‘Well, old chap, you lost Minnie. Now you’ve lost your licence. Enough to make you – lost, I should say.’


‘But, Martin. They’re mentioning dementia. I may be getting it.’


Martin proffered his whisky glass and said, ‘This lost stuff. What sort of lost?’


‘It’s like a barrier around me, a closeness. Like I’m caught up in a room full of kapok and beyond the kapok … I don’t know. I go to the shop for jam and I’m in a room full of kapok and can’t remember jam. I go outside and read the name of the store to prompt myself. That works, but it scares me. When I get home I just sit for a while and name things around me or say the times table, like a kid. Then it’s alright again.


‘How often does it happen, this kapok?’


‘Not very often. Except I forgot Minnie’s name. Only for a moment. And I lost my car. You’ve lost your car, haven’t you?’


‘I don’t have a car.’


‘Oh Christ. Keys then. Or hat. Do you go into a room and forget what you went for? Everyone does that, don’t they?’


‘You forgot Minnie’s name?’


‘Well, not for long. Just for a moment when I was doing a licence test. And I left a bloody frozen chicken hanging in the hall for three days. I think I need a break while I still have the car. And my mind too, probably.’


‘But you’ve lost your licence.’


‘Well, one last fling, I think. Licence or not. There are things in my mind. I want to see some places where I grew up. Before my bloody mind goes. Before Kate knows about it. Kate wants to sell my car. And do you know, the other day I forgot Minnie’s name.’


Martin looked quickly at me and then went silent for a while. Unlike him. He gazed at the fireplace (I don’t light it any more) and then he looked at me like I was a hurt child and said, ‘Yes, I know. You already said that.’


He levered himself up with his cane.


‘I must go,’ he said.


At the door he looked at me again and shook his head. ‘You’ll be a hazard on the freeway. Just take care, old cobber.’


***


I don’t break the law. Not in any dangerous way. How could I in my profession? Although, I suppose the Sunday papers are full of stories about lawyers who do.


Perhaps they’d say I must have taken leave of my senses. In the courts of my experience they would have called it diminished responsibility.


If I’m caught … But I won’t be caught! I’ve always been a sensible driver and have driven, what would it be – 70 years without a blemish? I only have to take the usual care.


I’ve packed a small case. Enough for a week. Perhaps a motel on the way and some accommodation when I arrive.


I think of what Martin said. ‘Take care, old cobber.’ I reckon I can do that. And he is an old cobber. I don’t seem to have many now. I can’t be bothered any more.


I wrote a note and left it for Kate. She’d be around again in a day or two, probably to sniff out some botulism in my fridge. I’ll probably be back before she knows I’m gone.


***


I have packed very little for the journey but am aware of the one glaring omission – my driver’s licence. I have driven one vehicle or another for 70 years with a clean slate, although this information is always met with smirking eye-rolling by younger members of my acquaintance, specially those I have always berated for their own traffic infringements. But I suppose the police, should I have the misfortune of falling into their hands, will be similarly unimpressed. I’ll probably spend my first night in Her Majesty’s clink on bread and water like someone out of The Count of Monte Cristo, which would add to the adventure.


Actually, my first useful contribution as a driver was in a heavy vehicle when I was nine years old. Thoughts of such epic adventures can flash through the mind with the speed of light and this came to me on my first petrol stop. I recalled bowsers of my youth when the motorist pumped the required amount of petrol into a circular glass fish bowl before releasing it into the car tank and wrestling the last drop from the hose, looking like the famous bronze ‘Athlete Wrestling Python’. In the war years there was very little petrol to be had and gas producers were invented. Already I venture into the past to prove, I suppose, a point about memory. But I did drive my father’s truck on that memorable occasion, while my father stoked the fiery gas producer. I would tell more about gas producers, but people who complain now about the price of fuel are disbelieving that there was a war and there was none to be had.


But conversations with myself like this are doing nothing but endangering this licence-less driver. Is that myself I hear talking to myself? I’m a bit lost.


Last night I slept at a motel, an establishment invented decades after that one night when I camped with my father at the place they called The Turnoff. Martin should be with me for this. I drank my whisky alone and recalled that it was rum my father drank. I know he liked the stuff.


We yarned that night, my father and me. Just like two old stockmen reclining in their saddles, with the campfire warming them and their dogs. Father talked of min-min lights and a headless ghost that haunted a bridge over the Damocles. I’m sure it was not on this road. It was out west somewhere.


Today (I hesitate to say, lest Martin’s prediction be given credence), I came to grief in a roadside melaleuca thicket. The incident accounts for my second night in a motel. I am contemplating going home, but I’ve gone this far down the slippery slope that I’m unable to claw myself back.


This time I was indulging myself in a reverie of passing landscape when Froggett’s Freight loomed beside me. The driver, reclining on his lofty perch above, behind his wheel, his gears, his instruments of fuel, oil and satellite communication, had an expression on his leering face that suggested ‘you won’t get there at this speed, mate, this is the frontier, the pugilist ring, the raceway. And you’re in the wrong lane’. I swerved the car in surprise, mounted the verge and came to a stop in a thicket of shrubs.


The articulated freighter, its 30 wheels bearing mysterious cargo of ‘logistics’ and ‘solutions’, was already a speck in the distance when I recovered from the shock and resumed my journey. To revive my spirits and restore my courage for the chase, I chose a roadhouse for the second night.
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