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			Introduction

			I first read Barbara Hanrahan’s Sea Green alongside Shirley Hazzard’s The Transit of Venus, another novel about white Australian women seeking their destiny in London. Although Sea Green was published in 1974, six years before Transit, Hanrahan was eight years younger and grew up working class in Adelaide, a half-world away from Hazzard’s well-to-do North Shore. It shows. 

			Hanrahan’s autofictional heroine is unlike Hazzard’s ethereal, self-possessed, upwardly mobile Caroline Bell. Young artist Virginia’s colonial cringe is harder to shake, her romantic notions easier to mock. While Caro resembles a Pre-Raphaelite painting in earnest, Virginia sits sweating and freckling under a nectarine tree and thinks how difficult it is ‘to be something goitrous from Rossetti in a heatwave’. In London, Virginia has nothing to do with British high society, only other expats and parties where people line up for pasties and tomato sauce. She has bad sex, bodily functions, and sentimental feelings about her mother’s ceramic frogs. She cannot reject her provinciality outright, because it’s part of her gaze, her awe, in a city where even the dog turds on the pavement have aesthetic potential. 

			This is the almost-Swinging London of Margaret Drabble’s The Millstone; premarital sex happens here, yet seldom without shame or consequence. It is also a timelessly alienating cosmopolis, a place where fertility is troublesome and inequity casually observable. As much as I thought of Hazzard, Drabble and Doris Lessing while reading Sea Green, I also thought of the contemporary heroines of Saba Sams, Naoise Dolan and Laura McPhee-Browne, negotiating the softness of their bodies amid the harshness of city life. 

			Sea Green is still sometimes vexingly a novel of its times. In her tumultuous six-week voyage from Adelaide to London, Virginia encounters people and places that were formerly merely abstractions to her, much as Hanrahan did when she left her hometown in the early 1960s. Virginia may scorn the ‘nice ladies’ who thank their stars that they ‘live in White Australia’, the Englishmen who hurl ethnic slurs in Suez, yet she also unironically refers to Singaporeans as ‘fragile dolls’ and blithely others the bodies and attire of South Asian women. She opposes apartheid and cringes over the word choices of a white South African, yet can only think ‘it was different from Australia’ when she sees Black Londoners, projecting rapacity onto the gazes of the Black men she passes in the street. For all her bohemian aspirations, Virginia is parochial, and arguably Hanrahan is too. The bluntness that defines her style and humour also clangs like a Glenelg tram.  

			Reading Sea Green, I thought most of all of Sylvia Plath, another contemporary of Hanrahan’s who chose England over the New World. While Plath’s work has rightly been subject to recent post-colonial critique, she remains a poet laureate of feminine psychic-bodily conflict. Like Plath, Hanrahan knows what it is to have a body, to pleasure in it, and also to feel supremely alienated from it. Her descriptions of physicality – human and bestial – are both grotesque and elegiac. I won’t be able to shake Virginia’s assessment of a lover’s body, ‘dully pink and white like a grubby fondant kept too long in someone’s pocket’, nor that poor, ‘obscene’ pregnant cat with her ‘pulsating pink anus’ and ‘pink nipple studs’. I won’t be able to forget her Eraserhead-like dream of a deformed baby, birthed by her not-really-friend Kate. 

			It became fashionable sometime in the mid 2010s to refer to the grand theme of ‘female friendship’. Elena Ferrante’s Neapolitan Novels, whose English translations attracted international acclaim during this time, are often cited as the urtext of this theme. The implication being, firstly, that friendships between women are rarer or qualitatively different from male or mixed-gender friendships, and secondly, that female friendships have been neglected by a canon that assumes women’s most important ties to be romantic or familial – even that women are too shallow or competitive to form meaningful platonic connections. 

			It may be pedantic to find fault with the term – when I read books like Ferrante’s, have even aspired to write them – but I do. Partly because of how clinical it sounds, how freighted with gendered baggage, how disqualifying – ‘female’ seeming to denote something abstruse, contrary to the good-natured simplicity of ‘friendship’. Partly due 
to the discomfort of being marketed to; when a blurb touts themes of ‘female friendship’, this is a slightly less clumsy way of saying, this book passes the Bechdel test, which is a way of saying, this book will appeal specifically to women. Partly because the term strikes me as an attempt to put a chaste, convivial face on all manner of fascinatingly fishy things. Things that I relish in Ferrante, and Plath, and Hanrahan. Lust. Ressentiment. Shame. Alienation. 

			When, in the opening pages of Sea Green, Virginia specifies of Kate, ‘we are not really friends’, she is not only casting shade on her travel companion, but flying the flag of her alienation. This alienation is all the more significant for being couched in intimacy. The young women are a protean first-person plural, Virginia and Kate, alone together in the belly of the (Italian) beast that is the ship transporting them to a nebulous Northern Hemisphere future. As well as an art school, they share bunk beds (Kate is on top, of course), a time-warped regime (noon-rising, ravioli for breakfast), the impunity of young white Australian bodies roasting in limbo, in a time before sunscreen. Their proximity challenges decorum. Kate – ‘shameless, brazen, feminine Kate’ – openly picks her nose, squeezes blackheads and inserts tampons in Virginia’s presence.  

			Under our beta-female narrator’s gaze, Kate’s nudity is the stuff of art, both women’s artistic training irrelevant. Virginia gallantly fetches Kate’s martinis and lights her cigarettes, unless there is a suitor around to do so instead. Their conversations aren’t worth reporting (sorry, Alison Bechdel). Virginia’s voyeurism is too erotically charged to be merely painterly, her social submission too pleasure-tinged to be truly submissive. We are not really friends. Queerness is the unnamed spectre haunting their non-friendship. ‘Disliking her isn’t so inconvenient,’ Virginia tells herself, after both acquire maritime lovers. Hanrahan may have lived as a heterosexual woman, but she does not shy from the possibility that the bond between two women may be complicated by sexuality – and I don’t just mean in a we want the same men way. 

			Transactional and transitory as Virginia and Kate’s companionship is, there is solidarity, of a kind. If the ship is a ‘coiled animal’, Virginia and Kate are animals within it, and of the same species. They too gleam with artifice (eye gloss, zippers, even a ‘false coil of hair’ that hangs from their cabin’s doorknob) while also pulsing with life. Like the ship, they move towards prefixed destinations: Singapore, Suez, Naples, desire, release, disappointment. Or perhaps the ship is an island with its own uncanny climate, ‘governed by sun and moon above, air-conditioning and electric light below’, making Virginia and Kate lost girls, playing dress-ups while hoping to never join the ranks of the early risers whom they scorn. 

			Childhood in Sea Green is a contested realm, as is home. On the one hand, Virginia is on the lam. She craves vistas and experiences beyond Adelaide and the lonely triad of her family unit. Suffering the ‘intermittent warfare’ of her artistically frustrated father (‘a sensitive plant that early withered’) and materialistic mother, Virginia’s childhood is defined by isolation, as is her own artistic gestation. ‘I never felt a prison wasn’t natural,’ Virginia reflects, and a few breaths later, assuming the distance of a third-person other, ‘Virginia became an artist – alone.’ Entering the animal, washing up on the island, Virginia relinquishes ‘the burden of identity’ along with her ticket. The solitary girl-cum-artist is a dead weight, Kate a surrogate sister, offering a second childhood where sketchpads gather dust and only the rituals of beauty matter. 

			Still, much like the quarrelling voices of Virginia’s parents, ‘the past with its familiar allure’ wars with the new. ‘I see the table set for three’ – Virginia, biro in hand, is drawn again and again back to the trappings of suburbia. There’s a tidal quality to time and identity in Sea Green – past/present, introspection/impressionism, I/we/Virginia, continuously ebbing and flowing. As readers, we are always at sea, even once ‘The Sea’ becomes ‘The City’. We cannot locate Virginia easily because she cannot locate herself. If Sea Green has a grand theme, it’s dislocation, not friendship.  

			Virginia is strange. So is Hanrahan. Their dislocated concern with conformity – to gender, to fashion, to middle-class nicety – yields humour, paranoia and peculiar beauty. Their observations of clothing are often so rapturously detailed as to be funny. At times, Hanrahan’s sentences have a non-sequitur quality, reminiscent of the derailed thinking of schizophrenia. A bit of soap in a sexual predator’s bath is ‘like the sun … always between his legs’. What does this mean? That the man thinks the sun shines from his behind? That the space between his legs is so dismal that it obscures all the light in the world? There’s a logic here, but it’s disorderly, associative. It is, like the upside-down rules of Wonderland, or the lithographs and woodcuts that Hanrahan is best known for, both childlike and existentially troubling. 

			To read Sea Green is to be confronted by the raw forces of carnality, terror and meaninglessness, and in the same instant be reminded of an enduring innocence. To read Hanrahan is to be made innocent, if also obscene.

			– Laura Elizabeth Woollett

			PART I

			The Sea

			Chapter 1

			Now, as the ship slips away we climb to the highest deck. ‘The Maori Farewell’ comes fuzzily from a loud speaker; streamers slope into the water. I wave with the others; signal my goodbye to a pair of half familiar faces upturned towards me. Even as I do, it seems impossible I will really leave them.

			My mother’s eyes seek wildly, find me; I know she cries. She clutches astrakhan tighter, and I see clearer than ever – yet know I can’t – the smudged mascara trail upon her cheeks, the mouth that’s clenched in a slippery line of red. Beside her is my father, and that inner eye sees the nervous bush of shivery-grass hair brindling herringbone shoulders with a little storm of scurf; sees a golden bar that snares a tie, leather berries that are buttons on a coat.

			Yet I cannot really see, for suddenly the two faces sink back, turn anonymous as all the rest. That sheaf of straining white is nothing to do with me. And proves further, by merging with larger blackness, snuffing out completely.

			For a time lights trail us – electric streamers dodging golden in our wake. Then they too are gone, drowned as surely as sodden paper before them. Only night is left.

			They stood on the deck and shivered.

			The sea was so big, they did not count. For with the lights gone and the shore left behind, shed of wharf and harbour, free of jetty and sand, the tame sea became the great sea. It claimed its old original flavour; was no more a prop to countless antipodean Pleasant Views and Bella-Vistas on countless postcards. Like the earth that became Earth as it shrugged off the suburban embrace of privet, like the air that became Air as it skimmed the department store’s finger, like the fire that became Fire as it leapt from the grate and turned the neat semi-detached to ash, the sea became elemental and Water again.

			And even as they gazed at the inky sea that went on forever in the night, did others watch on the autumnal shore they made for? (A blue sea that frills gravely in and out – a hiss, a sigh. Above: the harshness of incised grey stone muffled by ivy; gorse and cow-parsnip, the husks of sea-pinks, bindweed; dry wiry grass that waves strange and detailed against the blander, shining ivy. Below: pebble stumbling stilly; the milkiness pouring between them, seeping back to white ruffles and a greater blueness that goes on and on.) And was the milky morning sea those others gazed at the same sea they sailed upon now? Could it be that there the blackness turned tame again? – bordered old stone walls and gritty shingle? – appeased creamy sand with wrack and eel-grass, broken sandals, shells? – demeaned itself in a veil of salty pleats before Atlantic Pleasant Views and Bella-Vistas?

			They knew it to be so, but knowledge did not help. Their spring sea had no kindred with gorse bushes and heather on a cliff, with sea-shell curios and prinking lighthouse beams. There was only the blackness, and with morning there would only be too much blue or steely-grey. Their sea would remain elemental Water for six long weeks; would be just a neutral void against which they played their parts.

			So they turned to the ship which was comprehensible and therefore comforting.

			The ship was alive, a coiled animal; they heard its throbbing heart. The animal swallowed them easily, without unseemly anguish or pain; indeed, they embraced it gladly, for once inside its capsuled bosom they were absolved from guilt, gave up their burden of identity as easily as their tickets. They were lodged neatly in gift-wrapped one-class bowels purged of vulgar passion, perfumed with a cunning blend of chloral and honeysuckle, indulged with crested notepaper and duty-free shop, lulled by the prospect of gala night and Bingo. They were immune to the mystery of the too big sea. The headmistress from Tusmore rested easily in her deckchair; the bank clerk from Torrensville watched the sunset from the rail.

			And yet their ship, that lured from the brochure with so much studied innocence – floating there on a ruched satin sea, its masts slicing painlessly at a cotton-wool cloud; flaunting its emerald Plimsoll line, its rows of port-holes dots, its neatly printed name – was wily. It hid its power from them; it wore a hooded gaze. It possessed them coldly with mechanical zeal. Cloaked and indulged and lulled, they forfeited willingly their hard won, earth-bound niches.

			The bank clerk dreamed at the rail, the headmistress waited in her chair. Already the ship had subtly claimed their allegiance, rendered old safeguards powerless with wooing that was incessant. What defence had Tusmore and Torrensville against notepaper stamped with a crest, gift shop and gala and Bingo; soft-boiled eggs and grapefruit segments at breakfast, spaghetti luncheons, plum jam teatimes and roast beef dinners? And even then there was an extra bonus: the animal was Italian. The iron pelt that sheltered clerk and headmistress, sheltered Rudolpho and Franco and Mario and Vincenzo just as surely.

			Those four were everywhere. Their figments tagged incessantly.

			They were there in a scurry of seamen never seen – who slept under decks where others promenaded careless in the sun, aimed the quoit at the chequered net, splashed in the plastic pool, turned their White Australian bodies dangerously dark. They were there – poor boys from the tenements of Naples, the back streets of no tourist’s Florence (their manhood safely atrophied by servile white and a social code they dare not break) – pandering to others’ fancies, assuming the role of Romeo that added certain piquancy to waxen potatoes and gravy gone cold. There, as they smoothed the barren sheets others would lie between to dream of wayward tendrils that escaped a brilliantined cap, of liquid eyes that hid a mercenary gleam, of rosebud mouths and pinprick dots at cheek and chin.

			And yet those seamen they never saw, those waiters serving stringy beans from a silver tray, those stewards who soothed their crumpled sheets were not all. They were offered a more delicate tit-bit, a more toothsome morsel still. There was the captain, the master of their ship (yet used, unknowing, by the animal as much as they). There were his officers (and here Rudolpho and Franco and Mario and Vincenzo came into their own). There were navy uniforms to the equator; white thereafter, gleaming with a seductive pastiche of buttons and braid and epaulettes. There was all the titillation of peaked cap and starched collar and pointed toe.

			Rudolpho and Franco and Mario and Vincenzo – only they were free, as they served the animal with a clear eye and a cold ardour that matched its own. They were navigator and junior officer, purser and radio officer by day. At night they became hovering shades who paced the decks deliberately, accepting as their due the homage of headmistress from Tusmore, bank clerk from Torrensville; even of Virginia and Kate.

			It is cold on the deck. We shiver, and feel strange with one another: we are not really friends (yet will spend the next six weeks together on the deck, in the lounge, at the table, in the cabin). We talk politely as strangers do, then our heels ring on slatted metal; we sit in an overheated lounge.

			We go to the cabin; undress clumsily in our corners. Kate takes the upper bunk; I lie beneath. As the night stretches on and the old images lap wave-like at my mind, I wake to hear her crying in the dark.

			Chapter 2

			The past and the present – how easily they mingle.

			Then there was a mother, a father. I drew them before I left; they sail with me now in my folder: father, fallen asleep on an overstuffed sofa, flanked by china flamingoes, a vase of ballpoint daisies atop the slumbering television; mother, standing before the mirror as she tries on a dress, and there beside her on the wall is the Edwardian shadow lady she cannot see.

			Again, I feel the coldness of that front room shaded by a feathery wattle tree, where my father peered so often through a slatted blind that caught the dust, willing a quiet road to come alive. Again, I see my mother before the mirror – so grave she was, and her head wove back and forth and made it hard to draw; on the wall the shadow figure did the same and I saw the flicker of shadow lashes, of curls on a shadow neck.

			My weeping Biro captured them both, father and mother; fixed for ever on cartridge paper apathy and grace. And if I free knotted ribbons and plunder the cardboard folder I will find them frozen in other poses: the father – in wicker chair beneath a rose arbour, leafing a National Geographic; the mother come from the bath – a V of talcum on her chest, hair in a damp pigtail, face burnished with cold cream. And once more, as I pause in my rifling, I see the table set for three: loaf of bread, teapot eclipsed by cosy, milk bottle and plates, cutlery I cannot draw; my father at one end in diamond pullover musing a crooked tower of homework, my mother but a 2H shadow (I have noted that her skirt was grey, her jumper pink, her cardigan red).

			The images war with each other constantly in my mind; they war with the present too, and each time the past with its familiar allure wins. It is always the same: I seem to walk through endless labyrinths of gauze, and when it appears I have come to the last veil and the present lies before me – unsullied and freshly real – yet another curtain falls, and envelops me in cloying, scarcely perceptible mists. It happened as Adelaide and its lights slipped away; it happens as the ship sails on.

			(… and came to Melbourne where it always rains; entered the harbour of Sydney on a morning full of light – the bridge rising above them while migrants still pale and English disembarked. They saw Auckland and a land of mystery, whose encircling hills were the ink-blotched hills of an indigo watercolour; left it with spring daffodils and violets, their faces smiling from photographs that sprang wet and slippery from a slit-mouthed machine. They sailed on, yet back, to Brisbane and Australia, and there was heat and houses perched on stilts in fiery poinsettia gardens. And sailed on.)

			A cabin becomes a home.

			Cardboard folder is forgotten; art gathers dust on a top shelf. The suitcase that holds the last of those I love, stuck with gummed paper hinges in an album of snapshots, stands abandoned. Slowly, my attempts at order succumb to the vagaries of Kate.

			A false coil of hair swings snake-like from the doorknob, pools of underwear shimmer in a corner, chocolates spill from crinkled nests; a plastic case for make-up discloses powder puffs and lipsticks, a multitude of creams and lotions. Carnations die in the bin; a brassière dangles from the air vent.

			And there is shameless Kate, who, while I pretend to sleep in chaste blue cotton, stands before the mirror, surveying with approval and a queer smile breasts and buttocks painted strangely pale on a terracotta body.

			Shameless Kate, who excuses herself as she stoops to slip cottonwool tampon under hoisted skirt; who shaves her legs in the wash bowl with the buzzing Lady Sunbeam; who sniffs greedily at the crotch of yesterday’s pants before dousing them in grubby suds; who plucks cruelly at eyebrows, squeezes blackheads, unconcernedly picks her nose.

			Shameless, brazen, feminine Kate with her penchant for martinis before dinner, paid for always by someone else’s purse; the gold-tipped cigarettes she smokes with little puffs; the bottle of wine she insists we share at dinner.

			And dinner is the culmination of each day, leading on to the travesty of languid evenings that promise more than they ever give, when we stroll the decks, sit in the lounge, survey covertly the male population of the ship as we turn from the lapping sea. All the past slips slowly away. Even my art means nothing; becomes just a sketchbook to parade with on the deck, an accessory that lends me some distinction. The folder of etchings and lithographs, the drawings of home and those I love, stay dusty on a shelf.

			There is just the ship; I can no longer see beyond its span of six long weeks. Like all the others I act out my puppet role with frozen smiles, feigned interest, false politeness. The day I once rose eagerly to meet is reduced to just an afternoon; early rising and breakfast are reserved for those we scorn: flabby men in shorts and carefully turned socks, spinsters with ever present cameras, pimpled adolescents, children who make a noise, husbands and wives neutralised by their very niceness. We rise late with couples on honeymoons already turning sour, nurses and schoolteachers and secretaries whose unassailable virtue is hidden behind fleshy lips and studied rakishness; with bland-faced elder sons in Viyella shirts and old school ties down from the country for a taste of Europe’s culture, pale young men returning to Mother England who wear their jackets stoically buttoned through the tropics.

			We begin our day with spaghetti and ravioli and risotto, minestrone soup and veal gone cold, ice cream plumed with brittle fan-shaped wafers. We watch others while away afternoons at Bingo and Italian, with hair in rollers at an ironing board, in the queue for a ragged library book. For us there is our scorn and a superior aerie high above their heads. We sit hidden in our deckchairs – waiting, always waiting.

			Waiting for what? I do not know, but can feel – in humid overheated air, in throb of restless engines – the delicious titillation of a presence, of something drawing near. I cannot escape it when I climb down to the cabin. It waxes there too, in the bitter perfume of cigarettes and stale hairspray; in the obscenely pointed corners of turned-down sheets; at the door, as the steward lingers, vaguely insolent, for the reward of a smile from Kate.

			I know that Kate waits too, her glance at once calculating and dreamy, shrewd and vulnerable behind dark glasses. Already she has dismissed the pallid, jacketed Englishmen, the Australian elder sons whose glamour is shed as they exchange ties sprigged carelessly with silken shields for unflattering Aertex. I see Kate’s expectations turn further afield, watch her meditate over the braided uniforms, the peaked caps and pointed toes. Her musings are given substance as a certain first officer paces the decks with his recent bride. (‘A Melbourne lass, met on the last trip but one,’ murmur the spinsters as they wind on film, the nurses and schoolteachers and secretaries as they carefully moisten their lips.)

			And so we wait, while the ship creeps further from the southern city with its town hall clock and Government House and little flags. Our progress is marked fitfully by ports where the same crowds wave, the same streamers flutter, the same tears are shed to fuzzy Maori farewells. As we witness the same drunken sorties in lounges at Melbourne and Sydney and Auckland and Brisbane, the only things sure seem cans of Swan and Foster’s, packets of Capstan and Stuyvesant and Craven A.

			Chapter 3

			Onwards. Escape the ship and the pulsing engine, the sudden gusts of yellow heat from open doors. Fly with the gull in the swoop of sky, cling in cool greenness with the barnacle, be one with waves that come and go, and come and go, and never cease.

			But I cannot.

			Separated from the reality of all the past, I’ve seemingly turned into no one. Everything familiar has been blotted out by an expanse of crinkled blue. The old images still cling to my mind, still sour the present’s tang, but they come feebly, wraith-like; cowed by something I cannot name, something for which I wait.

			The further we sail the more lost I am, circled by alien presences. There is Kate and her terracotta body slashed with white, her sullen mouth, her watchful eyes. There are mealtimes, ceremonies I think will never cease, when I must converse with pale-eyed Faye from Clerical at the Post Office – baby-fine hair, non-existent eyebrows, naked plucked-chicken face; Colin – cockney with a greasy quiff, pitted skin, ruffled shirt and shoe-string tie for best (perennial Teddy boy, The Shadows, Tottenham Hotspurs); Bill (and Surbiton, safe and grey, balding and buttoned cardigans) – coffee bars and girls in duffel coats once, but now a wife in chainstore Acrilan and twins they watch in turns; the nice girl with spectacles and plastic hair grips and a mother.

			Once I was nice as she; once I had a mother. I had a father, too. Once we three made a family, and no one could part us. Not even a baby that died (it was best, the doctor said – blind or silly if it lived); not even the father’s uniform he hated – leather-patched elbows, trousers stained with chalk dust, lunch in a dog-eared bag – that made him into a teacher; not even my mother’s craving for things a proper wife should have: a battalion of shiny machines, carpets with a pile, doilies with lace-edged borders, a host of porcelain familiars, all the predictable rest.

			No, it wasn’t the baby, the school, materialism – not at first. For then he still had his sure escape route – the literary career that beckoned beyond the primary school horizon, that would take him from chalky stains and pre-fabricated classrooms, the syllabus in its brown-paper cover, the line of snot-nosed boys he couldn’t cow to a poet’s velvet jacket, cork-lined infinities of silence. The dream was done to death with no swift stroke, but subtly, imperceptibly year by year. It shrivelled, crept away completely under a drift of rejection slips that grew to an avalanche, and usually signified No Plot.

			My father was a sensitive plant that early withered; he needed more fertile pastures: a family wasn’t enough. To save himself he should have left us; because he was honourable, perhaps because his talent wasn’t big enough, he stayed. And became a man who dwelt uneasily in a woman’s house; a stranger who acceded to my mother’s every whim, yet couldn’t give her what she really wanted: his love.

			Frustration that was mutual had to have an outlet. Hers was channelled into buying things for the house; his welled away before the bland-faced TV, the terrible mediocrities of an outer Adelaide suburb. But underneath the polished veneer of habit something untoward smouldered; had to have an out. Time passed, an intermittent warfare flourished.

			The quarrels came, and there wasn’t any family, just people who were separate: a man, a woman, me; or worse – two divided against one: a mother and a daughter, a father: ‘You have the telly, we’ll have the kitchen. … Yes, dear, he’s in the lounge – come and have your tea.’

			And I crept down the passage; ran back if I heard him, looked the other way when he passed – my father. Like spies it was; I never felt a prison wasn’t natural.

			There were nights when the voices went on and on. Sometimes I crept from my bedroom to crouch beneath their window; sometimes I was daring and peered through fly-screened pane: and saw them strangely beautiful – avid mouths clenching seed-pearl teeth, eyes gleaming like glassy beads, cheeks flushed to fevered poppy hues; as if they loved not hated (only the words gave them away).

			It was queer afterwards. The cruel words lay dormant, peace uneasily reigned. My father flayed an indelible to a sharp-tipped point; marked Grade Seven pencil homework with a penitent’s excessive zeal. My mother dried her eyes, embalmed her face with dabs of a swans-down puff; went out to buy a ceramic frog for the garden or a fake bouquet of lilac for astrakhan lapel or a china argosy galleon or something of similar ilk.

			They both seemed to forget. Only I remembered; took a cynic’s part. Sometimes I even surprised myself and cried till I couldn’t stop, for no reason at all. My father marked harder then; his hair turned more nervous than ever, the dandruff storm swelled dangerously to a blizzard. It was left for my mother to tell me I was foolish, morbid; that it had never been as bad as it seemed; that really, they loved each other dearly; that really, everyone quarrelled. And suggested nerve tonic; said: ‘Don’t bring that up again,’ when I persisted. Coldly, her mouth gone hard.

			But it must have been as bad as I remembered, must have been – I have this voyage to prove it. If it hadn’t been for those voices filled with hatred I’d never have come, never have left with Kate. But it happened again and again, one night worse than usual. The next day I bought the ticket (I’d the money saved from teaching, the money my grandfather left). It was easy once I made the decision; nothing could change my mind.

			Not even my mother’s tears; the envy in my father’s eyes. Not even their reconciliation. For the funny thing was, my buying the ticket seemed to wipe out the past – for them. They stood together to wave as the ship went out.

			And so I am here, sailing to something strange I feel afraid of (it isn’t as if I’ve ever been adventurous, ever sought anything new); they are there: my mother – doubtless trying on another dress (… little pats, and her head on one shoulder – bird-like, forgetting herself in a mirror as she never could in life: ‘Does it fit all right at the back? … Let me try this bow at the neck … Fancy, I never thought I would have a full-blown bosom’), tending the ceramic frog, feeding the magpies with pellets of yesterday’s loaf; my father – perhaps rising guilt-ridden from a captive’s snug seat for a vigil before paper that stays accusingly white (trying to create the masterwork that will merit the velvet coat – giving up, creeping back more miserable than ever to the flickering images on the soothing, lying screen).

			And do the dusky buds of iris burst purply against the wall? … does the yellow dust of shattered wattle still fleck the porch? … and almond, peach, and lemon – what of them? Is the teapot still left to languish under its pomponned 
purl-stitch dome? Are china flamingos still tethered to a table called occasional?

			The iron of the rail burns my hand. I clutch a sketchbook and chase the shade. If I cannot have what I have lost (iris and wattle are not for me, they belong to a spring I have left), I will long for the certainties of the English season I make for: mists and rattling seed-pods, a carpet of ragged leaves, trees sparked with orange berries, creepers turning pink – all the things I’ve read of in books, that sound the same as so many autumns I’ve seen.

			But England’s still far away and I am on a ship, sharing my days with Kate and a host of instant companions, yet travelling always alone. Because of the aloneness, surely I still can escape them all, escape the feeling of loss? – stand here at the rail and assert my identity as I draw a shadow ocean on a pad. Surely this scarred pencil, this eraser with its scented crumbling edge, these fluttering sheets of cartridge – and the virtue of standing apart – make me me, ensure my identity’s preserved? It’s comforting to think so; indeed, I’m inclined to assert: I still am the one I was. Leaving everything familiar, the constant presence of Kate, doesn’t change a thing. I still am faithful to myself.

			(But why then does she keep to the steel ship’s schedule as strictly as all the rest? And glance at her watch, close her sketchbook on goosepimpled sea, descend to the cabin? Does it mean she’s already succumbed to the game? – succumbed more dangerously than most? – for not knowing makes it worse. Has she come a step nearer, by standing still, to the mystery she sensed in overheated air, restless engines, a steward’s insolent gaze?)

			It’s nearly time for dinner. I go down to the cabin to change, make myself into a demure lady I do not know: someone anonymous who walks with little steps and flaunts a smile that agrees on her careful public face: a stranger I rather scorn.

			(Yet behind the painted face that mimics Kate’s and smiles at pale-eyed Faye, cockney Colin, Bill with his coffee bar memories, the nice girl with plastic hair grips is another. … Someone lost amongst the smiles and greetings of strangers – crumble your bread and just as surely you crumble her.)

			I sit before a crinkled cloth rayed with knives that cut so sharp, forks with cruel prongs, smug-faced spoons, coldly gleaming plates. A silver tray is held aloft, round and round it goes; underdone flesh (cold when it comes to me) falls on icy china with a sky-blue rim. Then ice cream (I eat too much; I shall grow fat, my stomach coiled like a secret worm), cheese and biscuits, tea or coffee.

			One by one they rise (really, it did not take long). And walk away so certainly, as if they know where to go.

			I listen for a clue to their knowing, but the voices are cunning – cheat with a message in code: ‘They’ve got Dior, they’ve got the lot …’ ‘I should ask at Reception if you’re still not sure …’

			I’m left to ponder what they mean.

			Chapter 4

			A red face hung above them like a balloon; a wide expanse of navy blotted the sun.

			The captain bends over our sketchbooks. I hide my drawing with my hand; he would not like it, anyway. Kate’s is more pleasing – pretty baby, dear little girl; does she know it is bad? He bends, and we become ladies in a novel. Cocktails with the Captain? … Tonight? – let me consult my diary. … Yes, I think so. … Yes. Thank you very much.

			We leave the dinner table early; forfeit ice cream, no cup of coffee; abandon napkins, hurry away. Butterflies in my stomach, prickings between my legs. I want to pee.

			(Kate gazed at herself in the mirror; smeared armpits with deodorant in a dream. I peeped as I pulled on stockings: saw breasts hang loose like lemons bruised with pink. She did not know I looked; I watched her caress her stomach, hook nylon to a suspender belt’s rubber pimples. But my eyes were outwitted by prudish underwear … Kate edged closer to the mirror, did things with creams that smelt of scent. Her fingers grasped a brush she wet with spit; it turned her lashes long and black. She stepped into a silver dress as the cabin swayed; hid behind a curtain as she combed her hair. Then the curtain disappeared; its place was taken by a prim knot, a fringe … Kate turned for my admiration; told me I had lipstick on my teeth …)

			Peeing.

			And then we are on the deck; it is hot again. The waves no more call Splash! – we sail on smooth glass, polished steel; we sail upon my etching plate. And on the fiery deck: first course recovering from spaghetti al pomodoro in deck chairs – rifling through of handbags; sharing out of Glacier Mints and acid drops and … Do have a Lifesaver, dear.

			Up and up we go – towards purring engine, funnel’s belch of smoke – to be blown round a corner in a gust of sticky wind. I feel veiled with soot; Kate stays cold and silvery.

			He waits for us at the door – saw us through the port-hole. So big he is, so gold and white and navy. Is there a man under the captain’s uniform? Does all that serge conceal flanks that spurt out shit; hotness of private parts? We follow him (so fat … his legs must rub together as he walks; he might be covered in hair). I sit in a chair of tapestry weft (I am bones covered in flesh, and the edge of chair cuts into me; I am bruised).

			The fat man becomes the captain. He rings a secret bell; a clockwork man appears to do his bidding, returns with a tray and glasses of something amber (mine has a shiny cherry). There are peanuts in a dish, and olives – green with rosy tips (spit out the stone, hide it in your hanky).

			The captain throws the peanuts one by one between his lips. Now he is the fat man – fingers agleam with salt, tongue flickering greasily. The fat man rings for the clockwork man and more drinks; asks us of our art. Kate perches on her chair like a brittle silver wasp; tells him of the painting that won the prize, of the chi-chi shop – straw matting and incense; rugs from Mexico, pendants from Sweden …

			The captain has a bowl of goldfish. They stare from a cell of glass. Funny, that they should be on the ship – in this cabin, like Noah’s ark, perched atop the liner. (But a Noah’s ark with comforts: tape recorder cha-cha-cha; views of Venice and the Grand Canal, of Florence so white – Just a wog village, the tourist said – and Naples with its bay.) Funny, that outside is all that other water with its corals and ambers, pearls and dead men’s fingers, while here the goldfish weave mechanically in their pretty bowl of glass. In and out, threading the tame weeds – milfoil and hornwort, star-grass and plaintain … (And sand and quartz, pebbles and shells; a lizard, a frog, a small tortoise … Or is that my aquarium? – I do not think it is his.)

			But Kate, what is she saying? Sheer black legs crossed like scissors, shoes with bows and heels that tap the carpet. Will you take me now? – is that what she says? Sink down and taste my flesh? But the captain does not seem to hear, merely lights her cigarette, proffers me the peanuts. And now there is silence that breaks in wave like the waves should break outside. He looks at me. And the goldfish circle, weave in and out – milfoil and horn wort, star-grass and plantain (a lizard, a frog, a small tortoise). Cha-cha-cha, says the tape recorder and sharp is the crease in his trouser.

			He looks at me and I can’t think what to say. My art is something precious; something locked behind tongue. What does it have to do with a fat man’s piggy eyes, a cabin atop a liner, a sea like polished steel?

			Nothing, is the only answer.

			And so I leave art out, tell him of a time before it started.

			… and once she walked each morning to an art school on North Terrace. It had a dome, much egg and dart, excesses of rococo moulding, a rusty shawl of creeper perpetually turning gold. She went there straight from school; exchanged box-pleated serge and prefect’s badge for the heady glamour of skirt with crooked hem, complexion modishly pale, stockings full of holes, mascaraed eyes. And joined the ranks of similar bohemian others: Lena, from Latvia with her clutch of silver rings; Shirley, from Presbyterian Girls’, and Anthea, from Methodist Ladies’, who renounced their cloistered upbringings with shit-sprigged vocabularies; Christobel, who brewed her face powder from grit off the cliffs of Marino; Gloria, who lived mysteriously at the Y.W.C.A.; Yvonne, who drew her own face, that was the face of a lady from The Yellow Book, again and again; Anne, who became Anna; Kate, with her enigmatic silences, her sulky smile. (They are all gone now, with their mascara and dirty jokes, their wooden beads and copper pendants, their pot-pourri smell of oil paint and perfume, their long long hair. Gone now, with the art school and its dome; become housewives or commercial artists or teachers – all the tame things they scorned. One has become a different Kate, another a different Virginia. They sail upon a ship.)
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