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One



HARRY MARKHAM and his crew arrived on the job at exactly seven o’clock that Friday morning, Harry and his foreman Jim Irvine sitting inside the pickup cabin and Harry’s three men in the open back of the truck, perched wherever they could find a level space for their behinds. The house they were renovating lay on Sydney’s North Shore in the suburb of Artarmon, just behind the spreading desolation of the brick pits. It was not a big job, even for a small-time builder like Harry; merely covering the red brick bungalow with stucco and adding a sleepout to the back veranda, the kind of job Harry welcomed from time to time because it filled in the gaps between larger contracts.

The weekend promised heat and endless sun, if Friday morning was any indication; the men piled out of the pickup grumbling among themselves, plunged into the gloomy tree-shielded aisle of the side passage and shed their clothes without a twinge of self-consciousness or shame.

Changed into their work-shorts, they came round the back corner of the house just as the Old Girl was shuffling down the backyard in her faded pink chenille bathrobe, circa 1950, carefully carrying a gaudily flowered china chamber pot in both hands, her head a twinkling mass of tin butterfly hair wavers, also circa 1950. No new-fangled rollers for Mrs. Emily Parker, thank you very much. The yard slipped gradually into the maw of a gravelly clay canyon which had once been the source of a considerable number of Sydney’s bricks; now it served as a convenient place for the Old Girl to empty her chamber pot every morning, for she clung doggedly to the habits of her rural origins and insisted on her potty at night.

As the contents of the pot flew in a solid-looking arc of pale amber toward the bottom of the brick pit, she turned her head and eyed the nearly naked men sourly.

“G’day, Miz Parker!” Harry called. “Oughta finish this today, I reckon!”

“And about bloody time, too, you lazy lot of bots!” the Old Girl snarled as she came slopping up the yard again, quite unembarrassed. “The things I have to put up with on account of youse! Miss Horton complained to me last night that her prize pink geranyimums is all covered with cement dust, and her maidenhair fern got squashed flat when some useless coot buzzed a brick over her fence yestiddy.”

“If Miss Horton’s that prune-faced old spinster next door,” Mick Devine muttered to Bill Naismith, “then I bet her bloody maidenhair didn’t get squashed by a brick only yestiddy, it up and died years ago from no fertilizer!”
 
Still complaining loudly, the Old Girl disappeared inside with her empty chamber pot; a few seconds later the men heard the energetic sounds of Mrs. Emily Parker cleaning her chamber pot in the back veranda toilet, followed by the swoosh of the toilet cistern discharging and a sound of ringing china as the pot was hung on its diurnal hook above the more orthodox repository of human wastes.

“Jesus Henry, I bet the bloody grass is green down in that brick pit,” Harry said to a grinning crew.

“It’s a bloody wonder she ain’t flooded it out long before now,” Bill sniggered.

“Well, if youse asks me, she ain’t the full quid,” Mick said. “In this day and age and with two proper bogs in her house, she’s still peeing into a guzunda.”

“A guzunda?” Tim Melville echoed.

“Yeah, sport, a guzunda. A guzunda is the thing that guzunda the bed every night and that you always put your flaming foot in when you get up in a hurry,” Harry explained. He looked at his watch. “The Readymix Concrete truck ought to be here any tick, I reckon. Tim, you get out the front and wait for it. Take the big wheelbarrow off the truck and start ferrying the mud back to us as soon as the blighter shows, okay?”

Tim Melville smiled, nodded, and trotted off.

Mick Devine, absently watching him go and still pondering on the vagaries of Old Girls, started to laugh. “Oh, struth! I just thought of a beaut! Listen, you blokes, at smoke-oh this morning you just follow my lead, and maybe we’ll teach Tim a thing or two about guzundas and such-like.”




Two



MARY HORTON screwed her long, very thick hair into its habitual bun on the back of her neck, thrust two more pins into it and eyed her reflection in the mirror without joy or sorrow, or indeed much interest. The mirror was a good one, and gave back her image without flattery or distortion; had her eyes been engaged in a more personal inspection they would have seen a short, rather stocky woman of early middle age, with white hair as colorless as crystal pulled cruelly away from a square but regular-featured face. She wore no make-up, deeming it a waste of time and money to pay homage to vanity. The eyes themselves were dark brown and snappingly alert, no-nonsense eyes which echoed the decisive, slightly hard planes of her face. Her body was clad in what her fellow workers had long ago decided was her equivalent of army uniform or nun’s habit; a crisp white shirt buttoned high at her throat, over which the top half of a severely cut gray linen suit slipped smoothly. Her hemline was decently below her knees, the skirt cut generously enough to avoid its riding up when she sat down, her legs were sheathed in sensibly thick support hose, and on her feet she wore black lace-up shoes with solid block heels.

The shoes were polished until they twinkled, not a speck or a spot marred the white surface of her shirt, no crease sullied the perfection of the linen suit. To be at all times absolutely impeccable was an obsession with Mary Horton; her young assistant at the office swore that she had seen Miss Horton remove her clothes carefully and put them on a hanger before she used the lavatory so they would not become creased or disarranged.

Satisfied that she measured up to her inflexible standards, Mary Horton nudged a black straw hat onto the upper margin of her bun, stuck a hatpin through it in one movement, drew on her black kid gloves and pulled her huge handbag to the edge of the dressing table. She opened the bag and methodically checked to see that it contained keys, money, handkerchief, spare Kotex pad, pen and notebook, appointment diary, identification and credit cards, driver’s license, parking lot gate card, safety pins, straight pins, needle and thread box, scissors, nail file, two spare shirt buttons, screwdriver, pliers, wirecutters, flashlight, steel tape measure in centimeters and inches, box of .38 cartridges, and police service revolver.

She was a crack shot. It was a part of her duties to do Constable Steel & Mining’s banking, and since the time she had neatly winged a felon as he scuttled away with Constable Steel & Mining’s payroll under his arm, there was not a criminal in Sydney with sufficient intestinal fortitude to tackle Miss Horton on her way from the bank. She had yielded her briefcase so imperturbably, with such composure and lack of protest, that the thief had thought himself perfectly safe; then as he turned to run she opened her handbag, took out the pistol, leveled it, aimed it and fired it. Sergeant Hopkins of the NSW Police pistol range maintained she was faster on the draw than Sammy Davis, Junior.

Thrown on her own resources at the age of fourteen, she had shared a room at the YWCA with five other girls, and worked as a salesclerk in David Jones until she completed a night secretarial course. At fifteen she had commenced work in the general typists’ pool at Constable Steel & Mining, so poor that she wore the same scrupulously laundered skirt and blouse every day and darned her cotton stockings until they contained more dams than original fabric.

Within five years her efficiency, unobtrusive quietness, and remarkable intelligence took her from the general office to the post of private secretary for Archibald Johnson, the managing director, but during her first ten years with the firm she continued to live at the Y, dam her stockings over and over again and save much more than she spent.

When she was twenty-five years old she approached Archie Johnson for advice on investing her savings, and by the time she was thirty she had made many, many times her initial outlay. Consequently, at the age of forty-three she owned a house in Artarmon, a quiet middle-class suburb, drove a very conservative but very expensive British Bentley upholstered in genuine leather and paneled in genuine walnut, owned a beach cottage on twenty acres of land north of Sydney, and had her suits made by the man who tailored for the wife of the Governor General of Australia.

She was very well satisfied with herself and her life; she enjoyed the small luxuries which only money permitted, kept almost totally to herself at work and at home, had no friends save five thousand books which lined the walls of her den and several hundred LPs devoted almost entirely to Bach, Brahms, Beethoven, and Handel. She loved gardening and cleaning house, never watched television or went to the movies, and had never wanted or had a boyfriend.

When Mary Horton let herself out of her front door she stood on the stoop for a moment, screwing up her eyes against the glare and checking the state of her front garden. The grass needed mowing badly; where was that dratted man whom she paid to barber it every Thursday fortnight? He had not come for a month, and the closely cropped green velvet surface was becoming tussocky. Most annoying, she thought, really most annoying.

There was a curious thrumming in the air, half a sound and half a sensation, a sort of faintly heard boom, boom, boom that seeped into the bones and told the experienced Sydneysider that today was going to be a very hot day, up over the century. The twin West Australian flowering gums on either side of her front gate fluttered their blue, sickled leaves limply downward in sighing protest against the hammer of the heat, and Japanese beetles clicked and rattled busily among the suffocating masses of yellow flowers on the cassia bushes. A bank of magnificent red double oleanders flanked the stone-flagged pathway leading from the front door to the garage; Mary Horton set her lips together tightly and began to walk along it.

Then the duel began, the struggle which recurred every morning and evening of summer. As she drew level with the first beautiful, blooming bush, it began to shriek and caterwaul in an incredible volume of shrilling sound which rang in her ears until it set her head reeling.

Down went the handbag, off came the gloves; Mary Horton marched to the neat green coils of the garden hose, turned its faucet full on and began to drench her oleanders. Gradually the noise dwindled away as the bushes became saturated, until there was only a single basso profundo “breek!” emanating from the bush nearest to the house. Mary shook her fist at it vindictively.

“I’ll get you yet, you old twirp!” she said through clenched teeth.

“Breeeeeek!” answered the cicada choirmaster derisively.

On went the gloves, up came the handbag; Mary proceeded to the garage in peace and quiet.

From her driveway it was possible to see the mess that had once been Mrs. Emily Parker’s pretty red brick bungalow next door. Mary eyed the havoc disapprovingly as she hefted up the door of her garage and glanced idly toward the sidewalk.
 
Walton Street’s sidewalks were lovely; they consisted of a narrow concrete path and a beautifully kept, very wide stretch of lawn from path to curb. Every thirty feet down each side of the street there grew a huge oleander tree, one white, one pink, one red, one pink, in successive, quartets that were the pride of Walton Street’s residents and one of the chief reasons why Walton Street was generally a prizewinner in the annual Herald garden competition.

A massive concrete carrier was parked with its idly revolving drum slapping against one of Emily Parker’s sidewalk oleanders, and a chute was discharging gluey gray gallons of concrete on to the grass. It dripped from the sad, petrified branches of the tree, it ran and oozed sluggishly into pools where the lawn was uneven, it slopped onto the paved path. Mary’s mouth was a thin white line of vexation. What on earth had possessed Emily Parker to poultice the red brick sides of her house with this disgusting substance? There was no accounting for taste, or rather the lack of it, she reflected.

A young man was standing bare-headed in the sun, dispassionately watching the desecration of Walton Street; from where she stood some twenty feet away Mary Horton gazed at him, dumbfounded.

Had he lived two and a half thousand years before, Phidias and Praxiteles would have used him as model for the greatest Apollos of all time; instead of standing with such superb lack of self-consciousness in the backwater of a Sydney street to suffer the oblivion of utter mortality, he would have lived forever in the cool, smoothly satin curves of pale marble, and his stone eyes would have looked indifferently over the awed heads of generations upon generations of men.

But here he stood, amid a slushy concrete mess on Walton Street, obviously a member of Harry Markham’s building crew, for he wore the builder’s uniform of khaki shorts with legs rolled up until the lower curve of the buttocks was just visible, the waistline of the shorts slipped down until they rode his hips. Aside from the shorts and a pair of thick woollen socks turned down Over the tops of heavy, clumping workman’s boots, he wore nothing; not shirt or coat or hat.

Momentarily turned side-on to her, he glistened in the sun like living, melted gold, legs so beautifully shaped that she fancied he was a long-distance runner; indeed, that was the cast of his whole physique, long and slender and graceful, the planes of his chest as he swung toward her tapering gradually from wide shoulders to exquisitely narrow hips.

And the face—oh, the face! It was flawless. The nose was short and straight, the cheekbones high and pronounced, the mouth tenderly curved. Where his cheek sloped in toward the comer of his mouth on the left side he bore a tiny crease, and that minute furrow saddened him, lent him an air of lost, childlike innocence. His hair, brows, and lashes were the color of ripe wheat, magnificent with the sun pouring down on them, and his wide eyes were as intensely, vividly blue as a cornflower.

When he noticed her watching him he smiled at her happily, and the smile snatched Mary Horton’s breath from her body in an uncontrolled gasp. She had never gasped so in all her life; horrified to find herself spellbound by his extraordinary beauty, she made a sudden mad dash for the haven of her car.

The memory of him stayed with her all through the crawling drive into North Sydney’s commercial center, where Constable Steel & Mining had its forty-story office building. Try as she would to concentrate on the traffic and the coming events of the day, Mary could not banish him from her mind. If he had been effeminate, if his face had been merely pretty or he had exuded some indefinable aura of brutishness, she could have forgotten him as easily as long self-discipline had trained her to forget anything unwelcome or upsetting. Oh, God, how beautiful he was, how completely, appallingly beautiful! Then she remembered Emily Parker saying the builders would be finished today; driving on doggedly, everything in the quivering, shimmering mist of heat around her seemed to dim a little.




Three



WITH MARY HORTON gone and the garden hose rendered impotent, the cicada choirmaster in his oleander bush emitted a deep, resonating “breeek!” and was immediately answered by the diva soprano two bushes over. One by one they came in, tenors, contraltos, baritones, and sopranos, until the beating sun charged their little iridescent green bodies with such a singing power of sound that to attempt a conversation within feet of the bushes was useless. The deafening chorus spread, over the tops of the clattery denizens of the cassias to the flowering gums, across the fence to the oleanders along Walton Street’s sidewalks, and into the row of camphor laurels between Mary Horton’s and Emily Parker’s back gardens.

The toiling builders hardly noticed the cicadas until they had to shout to each other, scooping trowel-loads of concrete from the big heap Tim Melville kept replenishing and throwing them—slurp!—against the chipped red brick sides of the Old Girl’s bungalow. The sleepout was finished, all save a final coat of stucco; bare backs bending and straightening in the swing and rhythm of hard labor, the builders flowed steadily up and around the house, bones basking in the wonderful warmth of summer, sweat drying before it had a chance to bead on their silky brown skins. Bill Naismith slapped wet concrete on the bricks, Mick Devine smoothed the splashes into a continuous sheet of coarse-grained, greenish plaster, and behind him Jim Irvine slithered along a rickety scaffold, sweeping his shaping trowel back and forth in easy curves that imparted a swirling series of arcs to the surface. Harry Markham, eyes everywhere, glanced at his watch and shouted for Tim.

“Oy, mate, go inside and ask the Old Girl if you can put the billy on, will you?” Harry yelled when he gained Tim’s attention.

Tim parked his wheelbarrow in the side passage, gathered the gallon-capacity tin billycan and the box of supplies into his arms, and kicked a query of admission on the back door.

Mrs. Parker appeared a moment later, a shadowy lump behind the veiling darkness of the fly-screening.

“Oh, it’s you, is it, love?” she asked, opening the door. “Come in, come in! I suppose you want me to boil a kettle for them ’orrible warts outside, do yer?” she went on, lighting a cigarette and leering appreciatively at him as he stood blinking in the gloom, sun-blinded.

“Yes, please, Mrs. Parker,” Tim said politely, smiling.
 
“Well, all right then, I suppose I don’t have much choice, do I, not if I want me house finished before the weekend? Sit yourself down while the kettle boils, love.”

She moved around the kitchen sloppily, her salt-and-pepper hair crimped into an impossible battery of waves, her uncorseted figure swathed in a cotton housedress of purple and yellow pansies.

“Want a bikkie, love?” she asked, extending the cookie jar. “I got some real grouse choccy ones in there.”

“Yes, please, Mrs. Parker,” Tim smiled, pawing in the jar until his hand closed on a very chocolatey cookie.

He sat silently on the chair while the Old Girl took his can of supplies from him and spooned a good quarter of a pound of loose tea into the billycan. When the kettle boiled she half-filled the billycan, then put the kettle on to boil again while Tim set out battered enamel mugs on the kitchen table and stood a bottle of milk and a jar of sugar alongside them.

“Here, pet, wipe yer hands on the tea towel like a good bloke, will yer?” the Old Girl asked as Tim left a brown smear of chocolate on the table edge.

She went to the back door, stuck her head outside and bawled, “Smoke-oh!” at the top of her voice.

Tim poured himself a mug of coal-black, milkless tea, then added so much sugar to it that it slopped over the top of the mug onto the table and set the Old Girl clucking again.

“Christ, you’re a grub!” she grinned at him forgivingly. “I wouldn’t put up with it from them other bots, but you can’t help it, can you, love?”

Tim smiled at her warmly, picked up his cup and carried it outside as the other men began to come into the kitchen.

They ate at the back of the house, where it began to curve around the newly erected sleepout. It was a shady spot, far enough from the garbage cans to be comparatively free of flies, and they had each arranged a small, flat-topped cairn of bricks to sit on while they ate. The camphor laurels between Miss Horton’s backyard and Mrs. Parker’s leaned over them thickly, with a shade dense enough to make resting there a pleasure after working in the baking sun. Each man sat down with his mug of tea in one hand and his brown paper bag of food in the other, stretching his legs out with a sigh and snorting the flies away.

Since they started work at seven and finished at three, this morning break occurred at nine, followed by lunch at eleven-thirty. Traditionally the nine o’clock pause was referred to as “smoke-oh,” and occupied about half an hour. Engaged in heavy manual labor, they ate with enormous appetite, though they had little to show for it on their spare, muscular frames. A breakfast of hot porridge, fried chops or sausages with two or three fried eggs, several cup of tea, and slices of toast started each man’s day off around five-thirty; during smoke-oh they consumed home-made sandwiches and slabs of cake, and for lunch the same, only twice as much. There was no afternoon break; at three they were gone, working shorts thrust into their oddly medical-looking little brown bags, once more clad in open-necked shirts and thin cotton trousers as they headed for the pub. Each day led inexorably to this, its culmination and high point; within the buzzing, latrine-like interior of a pub they could relax with a foot on the bar rail and a brimming fifteen-ounce schooner of beer in one fist, yarning with workmates and pub cronies and flirting sterilely with the hard-faced barmaids. Homecoming was total anticlimax after this, a half-surly submission to the cramping pettiness of women and offspring.

There was a rather tense, expectant air about the men this morning as they sat down to enjoy their smoke-oh. Mick Devine and his boon companion Bill Naismith sat side by side against the high paling fence, mugs at their feet and food spread out in their laps; Harry Markham and Jim Irvine faced them, with Tim Melville nearest to the back door of the Old Girl’s house, so he could fetch and carry when the others demanded. As junior member of the team, his was the position of menial and general dogsbody; on Harry’s books his official title was “Builder’s Laborer,” and he had been with Harry for ten of his twenty-five years without promotion.

“Hey, Tim, what youse got on yer sandwiches this morning?” Mick asked, winking heavily at the others.

“Gee, Mick, the same as always, jam,” Tim answered, holding up untidily hacked white bread with thick amber jam oozing out its edges.

“What sorta jam?” Mick persisted, eyeing his own sandwich unenthusiastically.

 “Apricot, I think.”

“Wanta swap? I got sausages on mine.”

Tim’s face lit up. “Sausages! Oh, I love sausage sandwiches! I’ll swap!”

The exchange was made; Mick bit clumsily into the apricot jam sandwich while Tim, oblivious of the grinning regard of the others, disposed of Mick’s sausage sandwich in a few bites. He had the last wedge poised to eat when Mick, shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter, reached out a hand and grasped his wrist
 
The blue eyes lifted to Mick’s face in helpless, childish question, fear lurking in them; his sad mouth dropped slackly open.

“What’s the matter, Mick?” he asked
 
“That bloody sausage sandwich didn’t even touch the sides, mate. How did it taste, or didn’t you keep it in yer mouth long enough to find out, eh?”

The tiny crease to the left side of Tim’s mouth quivered into being again as he closed his mouth and looked at Mick in apprehensive wonder.

“It was all right, Mick,” he said slowly. “It tasted a bit different, but it was all right.”

Mick roared, and in a moment they were all writhing in paroxysms of laughter, tears running down their faces, hands slapping at aching sides, gasping for breath.

“Oh, Christ, Tim, you’re the dizzy limit! Harry thinks you’re worth at least sixty cents in the quid, but I said you weren’t worth more than ten, and after this effort I reckon I’m right. You couldn’t possibly be worth more than ten cents in the quid, mate!”

“What’s the matter?” Tim asked, bewildered. “What did I do? I know I’m not the full quid, Mick, honest I do!”
 
“If yer sandwich didn’t taste like sausage, Tim, what did it taste like?” Mick grinned.

“Well, I dunno. . . .” Tim’s golden brows knit in fierce concentration. “I dunno! It just tasted different, like.”

“Why don’t youse open that last bit and take a real good look, mate?”

Tim’s square, beautifully shaped hands fumbled with the two fragments of bread and pulled them apart. The last piece of sausage was squashed out of shape, its edges slippery and sticky-looking.

“Smell it!” Mick ordered, glancing around the helpless circle and wiping the tears out of his eyes with the back of his hand.

Tim brought it to his nose; the nostrils twitched and flared, then he put the bread down again and sat looking at them in puzzled wonder. “I dunno what it is,” he said pathetically.

“It’s a turd, you great ding!” Mick answered disgustedly. “Christ, are you dim! You still don’t know what it is, even after taking a whiff of it?”

“A turd?” Tim echoed, staring at Mick. “What’s a turd, Mick?”

Everyone collapsed in a fresh storm of laughter, while Tim sat with the small remnant of sandwich between his fingers, watching and waiting patiently until someone recoverd sufficiently to answer his question.

“A turd, Tim me boy, is a big fat piece of shit!” Mick howled.

Tim shivered and gulped, flung the bread away in horror and sat wringing his hands together, shrinking into himself. They all moved away from his vicinity hastily, thinking he might vomit, but he did not; he just sat staring at them, grief-stricken.

It had happened again. He had made everyone laugh by doing something silly, but he didn’t know what it was, why it was so funny. His father would have said he ought to be a “wakeup,” whatever that meant, but he hadn’t been a wakeup, he had happily eaten a sausage sandwich that hadn’t been a sausage sandwich. A piece of shit, they said it was, but how could he know what a piece of shit tasted like, when he had never eaten it before? What was so funny? He wished he knew; he hungered to know, to share in their laughter and understand. That was always the greatest sorrow, that he could never seem to understand.

His wide blue eyes filled with tears, his face twisted up in anguish and he began to cry like a small child, bellowing noisily, still wringing his hands together and shrinking away from them.

“Jesus bloody Christ, what a lot of bastards you dirty buggers are!” the Old Girl roared, erupting from her back door like a harpy, yellow and purple pansies swirling about her. She came across to Tim and took his hands, pulling him to his feet as she glared around at the sobering men. “Come on, love, you come inside with me a little minute while I give you somehing nice to take the nasty taste away,” she soothed, patting his hands and stroking his hair. “As for you lot,” she hissed, sticking her face up to Mick so viciously that he backed away, “I hope you all fall down a manhole arse-first onto a nice iron spike! You oughta be horse-whipped for doing something like this, you great myopic gits! You’d better see this job is finished today, Harry Markham, or it won’t be finished at all! I never want to see you lot again!”

Clucking and soothing, she led Tim inside and left the men standing staring at each other.

Mick shrugged. “Bloody women!” he said. “I never met a woman yet what had a sense of humor. Come on, let’s get this job finished today, I’m sick of it too.”

Mrs. Parker led Tim into the kitchen and sat him on a chair.

“You poor flaming little coot,” she said, moving to the refrigerator. “I dunno why men think it’s so bloody funny to bait dimwits and dogs. Listen to ’em out there, yahaing and yawhawing, real funny! I’d like to bake ’em a dirty great chocolate cake and flavor it with shit, since they think it’s so bloody funny! You, you poor little bugger, didn’t even throw it up again, but they’d be spewing for an hour, the walloping great heroes!” She turned to look at him, softening because he still wept, the big tears spilling down his cheeks as he hiccoughed and snuffled miserably. “Oh, here, stop it!” she said, pulling a tissue out of a box and taking his chin in her hand. “Blow yer nose, booby!”

He did as he was told, then suffered her ungentle ministrations as she tidied up his face.

“Christ, what a waste!” she said, half to herself, looking at his face, then she threw the tissue into the kitchen tidy and shrugged. “Oh, well, that’s the way it goes, I suppose. Can’t have everything, even the biggest and best of us, eh, love?” She patted his cheek with one ropey old hand. “Now what do you like best, love, ice cream with choccy syrup all over it, or a big bit of jam pud and cold banana custard all over it?”

He stopped sniffling long enough to smile radiantly.

“Oh, jam pud, please, Mrs. Parker! I love jam pud and cold banana custard, it’s my favorite!”

She sat opposite him at the kitchen table while he shoveled the pudding into his mouth in huge spoonfuls, chiding him for eating too fast and telling him to mind his manners.

“Chew with yer mouth closed, love, it’s ’orrible looking at someone slopping their food around in an open mouth. And take yer elbows off the table, like a good boy.”




Four



MARY HORTON put her car in the garage at six-thirty that evening, so tired that she could hardly walk the few feet to her front door without her knees trembling. She had pushed herself furiously all day long, and succeeded in deadening all sensations save weariness. Mrs. Parker’s house was evidently finished; the red brick exterior had entirely gone, replaced by wet, green-gray stucco. The phone began to ring as she closed the front door, and she ran to answer it.

“Miss Horton, that you?” rasped her neighbor’s voice. “It’s Emily Parker here, pet. Listen, can you do some-thing for me?”

“Certainly.”

“I’ve got to go out now, me son’s just rung from Central and I’ve got to go and pick him up there. The builders finished this arvo, but there’s still a lot of their stuff in the backyard, and Harry said he was coming back to clean it up. Just keep an eye on things for me, will youse?”

“Certainly, Mrs. Parker.”

“Ta, love! Hooroo, see youse tomorrow.”

Mary sighed in exasperation. All she wanted was to sit down in her easy chair by the picture window, put her feet up with her before-dinner sherry and read the Sydney Morning Herald as was her nightly custom. She went through to the living room and opened her liquor cabinet tiredly. Her glassware was all Waterford hobnail, exquisitely graceful, and she took one of the long-stemmed Cherry glasses from its place on a polished shelf. Her preference was for a medium-sweet sherry, which she mixed herself by pouring half a glass of dry Amontillado and topping it up with a very sweet sherry. The ritual completed, she carried the glass through to the kitchen, and then out onto her back terrace.

Her house was better designed than Mrs. Parker’s; instead of a back veranda she had a high, wide patio of sandstone flags, which fell away on three sides as a terraced rock garden to the lawn fifteen feet below. It was very pretty and in the heat of summer very cool, for an overhead trellis covered one side of it completely with a roof of grapevine and wistaria. In summer she could sit beneath the thick green canopy, shielded from the sun; in the winter she could sit under bare gnarled branches and let the sun warm her; in spring the lilac clusters of wistaria made it stunningly beautiful, and in late summer and autumn the trellis hung heavy with great bunches of table grapes, red and white and purple.

She walked soundlessly across the flagstones in her neat black shoes, for she was a cat-footed kind of person and liked to approach people silently so she could see them before they saw her. It was sometimes very useful to catch people off guard.

At the far edge of the patio was a balustrade of white-painted wrought iron in a grape pattern, just two or three feet of it on either side of a flight of steps leading down to the sweeping stretch of lawn below. Noiseless as always, she stood with her glass balanced on the top of the balustrade and looked toward Mrs. Parker’s backyard.

The sun was dying down to the horizon of the western sky, which she faced, and had she been the kind of person whom beauty moved, she would have been awe-struck at the prospect before her. Between her back terrace and the Blue Mountains twenty miles away there was nothing higher; even the hills of Ryde did not obstruct her outlook but rather enhanced it, lending it a mid-distance perspective. It had been well over the hundred during the afternoon and even now was close to that, so there were no clouds in the sky to score a splendid end to the day. But the light itself was beautiful, deep yellow and faintly bronzing, tinting the greenest things more green and everything else amber. Mary shaded a hand over her eyes and scanned Mrs. Parker’s backyard.

The young man of the morning was sweeping a cloudy heap of cement dust toward a pile of trash and builder’s remains, golden head bent absorbed over the simple task, as if he liked to give everything, even this, all his attention. He was still half-naked, still as beautiful, perhaps even more beautiful in the last limpid light than he had been in the first prickling sharpness of day. Drink for-gotten, Mary stood in lost loneliness watching him, not aware of herself, not conscious that she was possessed by an emotion alien to her whole being, neither guilty nor confounded. She simply watched him.

The sweeping finished, he lifted his head and saw her, waved a cheery hand in her direction, then disappeared. Mary jumped, heart in mouth, and before she could stop herself she had crossed to the row of camphor laurels between the two back gardens and was slipping through a space in the paling fence.

He had evidently completed whatever he had been set to do, for he had his workman’s bag in his hand and was pulling his street clothes out of it.

“Hullo,” he said, smiling at her without a shadow of self-awareness, as if he had no idea of his own beauty or of its inevitable impact on others.

“Hullo,” Mary replied, not smiling; something wet touched her hand, and she glanced down to see her sherry slopping over the rim of the forgotten glass.

“You’re spilling your drink,” he observed.

“Yes, isn’t that idiotic of me?” she ventured, trying to fix her features into a pleasant mask.

He had no answer for that, but stood watching her in his bright, interested way, and smiling.

“Would you like to earn a little extra money?” Mary inquired eventually, staring at him searchingly.

He looked puzzled. “Eh?”

She flushed, her dark eyes surveying him a little ironically. “My grass needs cutting badly and my man hasn’t been in a month, I doubt if I’ll ever see him again. I’m very proud of my garden and I hate to see it like this, but it’s extremely difficult to get someone to cut the grass. So I thought, seeing you here working overtime on a Friday, that you might be in need of a little extra money. Would you be able to come tomorrow and cut my grass? I have a tractor mower, so it’s really more a question of time than effort.”

“Eh?” he repeated, still smiling, but not quite so broadly.

She twitched her shoulders impatiently. “Oh, for heaven’s sake! If you don’t want the work, say so! I merely want to know if you’d like to come and cut my grass tomorrow. I’ll pay you more than Mr. Markham does.”

He walked across to the gap in the paling fence and peered through into her yard curiously, then nodded. “Yes, it does need cutting, doesn’t it? I can cut it for you.”

She slipped back through to her own side of the fence and turned to face him. “Thank you. I appreciate it, and I assure you I’ll make it well worth your while. Just come to the back door tomorrow morning, and I’ll give you your instructions.”

“All right, Missus,” he answered gravely.

“Don’t you want to know my name?” she asked.

“I suppose so,” he smiled.

His veneer of permanent amusement flicked her on the raw, and she flushed again. “My name is Miss Horton!” she snapped. “What’s your name, young man?”

“Tim Melville.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Mr. Melville. Goodbye, and thank you.”

“Bye bye,” he said, smiling.

When she turned at the top of her patio steps to look back into Mrs. Parker’s yard, he had gone. Her sherry had gone too, the last of it spilled when she absently turned the glass upside down in her hurry to escape that innocent blue gaze.




Five



THE SEASIDE HOTEL was a very popular drinking place among the citizens of Randwick. They came to it from all parts of the big, sprawling suburb, from Randwick proper and Coogee and Clovelly and even Maroubra. It served an excellent brand of beer, beautifully chilled, and there was plenty of room to spread, but whatever the reason for its popularity, there was not a moment of its opening life that was not busy and cheerful with the noises of contented beer drinkers. Several stories high, it had walls of pure white stucco, and between them and its Alhambra-like row of arches across the front, it looked something like a massive hacienda. Perched two hundred feet above the ocean that lay in front of it and not half a mile away, it commanded a magnificent view of Coogee Beach, one of the smaller surfing beaches in the eastern suburbs. Most of the drinkers stood outside the public bar on the long red veranda, which was plunged into deep shade from three in the afternoon. On a hot evening it was a perfect spot to drink, for the sun set behind the hill at the back of the pub, and the sea breeze puffed in off the luminous blue Pacific without a thing to hinder it.

Ron Melville was standing on the veranda with his two best drinking mates, his eyes alternating between his watch and the beach far below. Tim was late; it was nearly eight o’clock and he ought to have been there by six-thirty at the outside. Ron was more annoyed than worried, for long experience had taught him that worrying over Tim was a good way to train for an early heart attack.

The short Sydney twilight was at its peak, and the Norfolk Island pines bordering the sandstone beach promenade had turned from dark green to black. The tide was coming in and the surf was getting up into a roar, spreading itself in a spent sheet of bubbles far up the sloping white sand, and the shadows were slipping further and further out across the water. The buses came down the hill alongside the beach park, and the bus stop was on the comer far below; Ron watched a bus squeal to a halt at the stop and passed his eyes over the disembarking passengers, looking for Tim’s unmistakable yellow head. It was there, so Ron turned away immediately.

“There’s Tim on that bus, so I think I’ll go in and get him a beer. Another round?” he asked casually.

By the time he emerged again the street lights were turned on, and Tim was standing smiling at Ron’s mates.
 
“Hullo, Pop,” he said to Ron, smiling.

“G’day, mate, where’ve you been?” his father demanded sourly.

“I had to finish up a job. Harry didn’t want to come back on Monday.”

“Well, we can do with the overtime.”

“I got another job, too,” Tim said importantly as he took the glass of beer from his father and downed it in one long gulp. “That was great! Can I have another one, Pop?”

“In a minute. What other job?”

“Oh, that! The lady next door wants me to cut her grass tomorrow.”

“Next door to where we were today.”

Curly Campbell sniggered. “Did youse ask her where she wanted her grass cut, Tim? Inside or outside?”

“Shut-up, Curly, you drongo!” Ron snarled irritably. “You know Tim don’t understand that sort of talk!”

“Her grass is too long and it needs cutting,” Tim explained.

“Did you say you’d do it, Tim?” Ron asked.

“Yes, tomorrow morning. She said she was going to pay me, so I thought you wouldn’t mind.”

Ron stared at his son’s exquisite face cynically. If the lady in question had any ideas, five minutes with Tim would squelch them. Nothing cooled their ardor faster than discovering Tim wasn’t the full quid, or, if that didn’t turn them off, they soon found out that trying to seduce Tim was a lost cause, since he had no concept of what women were for or about. Ron had trained his son to flee the moment a woman got too excited or tried some sexy little come-on; Tim was very susceptible to a suggestion of fear, and he could be taught to fear anything.
 
“Can I have another beer, Pop?” Tim asked again.
 
“Righto, son. Go and ask Florrie for a schooner, I reckon you’ve earned it.”

Curly Campbell and Dave O’Brien watched his tall, slender form disappear under the arches.

“I’ve known youse for twenty bloody years, Ron,” Curly said, “and I still haven’t worked out who Tim gets his looks from.”

Ron grinned. “I dunno either, mate. Tim’s a throwback to someone we’ve never heard of, I reckon.”

The Melvilles, père et fils, left the Seaside a little before nine and walked briskly down past Coogee Oval to the row of brightly lit milk bars, fun parlors, and wine shops at the far end of the beach park. Ron herded his son past them quickly as they cut from Arden Street across to Surf Street, making sure that the hungry glances Tim evoked in the lolling tarts and trollops had no chance to develop.

The Melville house was in Surf Street but not in the posh section on top of the hill, where Nobby Clark the jockey lived. They walked up the one-in-three pitch of the incredibly steep hill easily, neither of them so much as breathing heavily, for they both worked in the building trade and were in superb physical condition. Halfway down the other side of the hill in the hollow which lay between the ritzy top and the far hump of Clovelly Road they turned into the side gate of a very ordinary brick semi-detached house.

The female Melvilles had long since eaten, but as Ron and Tim let themselves in the back door Esme Melville came out of the living room and met them in the kitchen.

“Your dinner’s ruined,” she said, without much indignation.

“Go on, Es, you always say that,” Ron grinned, sitting down at the kitchen table, where his place and Tim’s still lay undisturbed. “What’s to eat?”

“As if you care when you’re full of beer,” Esme retorted. “It’s Friday, mug! What do youse always eat on Friday, eh? I got fish and chips from the Dago’s as usual.”
 
“Oh, goody! Fish and chips!” Tim exclaimed, beaming. “Gee, Mum, I love fish and chips!”

His mother looked at him tenderly, ruffling his thick hair in the only kind of caress she ever gave him. “It wouldn’t matter what I gave you, love, you’d still think it was your favorite. Here youse are.”

She slapped heaped plates of greasy, batter-coated fish and soft, very un-crisp French fries in front of her men and went back to the living room, where the television set was in the middle of the umpteenth re-run of Coronation Street. That glimpse of English working-class life was fascinating, and she loved it; she would sit there thinking of her nice big house and garden and the fine weather and the tennis and the beach, pitying the inhabitants of Coronation Street from the bottom of her hearts. If you had to be working-class, Aussie working-class was the only one to be.
 
Tim didn’t tell his mother and father about eating the turd sandwich, because he had forgotten all about it; when he finished his fish and chips he and his father left their empty plates on the table and entered the living room.

“Come on, Es, it’s time for the cricket summary,” Ron said, switching channels.

His wife sighed. “I wish you’d stay out a bit longer, then I might get to see a Joan Crawford picture or something instead of sport, sport, sport!”
 
“Well, if Tim gets a bit more part-time work, love, I’ll buy youse your own TV set,” Ron rejoined, kicking his shoes off and stretching himself out full-length on the sofa. “Where’s Dawnie?”

“Out with some fella, I suppose.”

“What one this time?”

“How the hell do I know, love? I never worry about her, she’s too smart to get into trouble.”

Ron looked at his son. “Ain’t it the dizzy limit, Es, the way life turns out? We got the best looking boy in Sydney and he’s about fourpence in the quid, then we go and get Dawnie. There’s him, can only sign his name and count to ten, and Dawnie so clever she can win university gold medals without even studying.”

Esme picked up her knitting, looking at Ron sadly. He felt it, poor old Ron, but in his own way he’d been real good to Tim, watched out for him without treading on him or treating him like a baby. Didn’t he let the boy drink with him, hadn’t he insisted Tim should earn his own bread like any normal boy? It was just as well, because they weren’t as young as they used to be. Ron was almost seventy and she was only six months behind him. That was why Tim had been born simple, the doctors told her. He was twenty-five now, and he was the first-born. Well over forty, she and Ron were when he was born; the doctors said it was something to do with her ovaries being tired and out of practice. Then a year later Dawnie was born, perfectly normal, which was how it went, the doctors said. The first one was usually the hardest hit when a woman began having children at over forty years of age.

She let her eyes dwell on Tim as he sat in his own special chair by the far wall, closer to the TV than any of the other chairs: like a small child, he liked to be in the middle of the picture. There he sat, the loveliest, sweetest boy, eyes shining as he applauded a cricketing run; she sighed, wondering for the millionth time what would become of him after she and Ron were dead. Dawnie would have to see to him, of course. She was devotedly fond of her brother, but in the normal way of things she would get tired of studying one day and decide to marry instead, and then would her husband want someone like Tim around? Esme doubted it very much. Who wanted a grown-up five-year-old kid if he wasn’t their own flesh and blood?




Six



SATURDAY was just as fine and hot as Friday had been, so Tim set off for Artarmon at six in the morning wearing a short-sleeved sports shirt and tailored shorts with knee socks. His mother always looked out what clothes he was to wear, cooked his breakfast and packed his daytime food, made sure his bag contained a clean pair of work shorts and that he had enough money to see him through any possible difficulty.

When Tim knocked on Mary Horton’s door it was just seven, and she was sound asleep. She stumbled, bare-footed, through the house, wrapping a dark gray robe around her sensible white cotton pajamas, pushing the few stray wisps of hair away from her face impatiently.

“My goodness, do you always arrive at seven in the morning?” she muttered, blinking the sleep out of her eyes.

“That’s when I’m supposed to start work,” he replied, smiling.

“Well, since you’re here I’d better show you what to do,” Mary decided, leading him down the patio steps and across the lawn to a little fern-house.

The ferns disguised the fact that it was actually a repository for gardening equipment, tools, and fertilizers. A small, urban-looking tractor was parked neatly inside the door, covered with a waterproof cloth in case the roof leaked, which of course it didn’t, since it belonged to Mary Horton.

“Here’s the tractor, and it’s got the mower already attached. Can you operate it?”

Tim took the cover off and stroked the tractor’s shiny surface lovingly. “Oh, it’s a beaut!”

Mary suppressed her impatience. “Beaut or not, can you work it, Mr. Melville?”

The blue eyes regarded her with puzzled wonder. “Why do you keep calling me Mr. Melville?” he asked. “Mr. Melville is my father! I’m just Tim.”

“Heavens!” she thought, “he’s a child!,” but she said, “Well, I’ll leave you to it. If you need anything, just knock on the back door.”

“Righto, Missus!” he said cheerfully, smiling.

“I’m not a Missus!” she snapped. “My name is Horton, Miss Horton!”

“Righto, Miss Horton,” he amended happily, not at all disconcerted.

By the time she returned inside she was wide awake, and had abandoned any thought of snatching two or three more hours in bed. In a moment he would start the tractor, and that would be the end of it. The house was centrally air conditioned, so was cool and dry no matter what the humidity and temperature outside were, but as she got herself some toast and tea Mary decided that it would be very pleasant to eat on the terrace, where she could keep an eye on her new gardener.

When she carried her little tray out she was fully dressed in her weekend at-home uniform of a plain dark gray cotton dress, as creaseless and perfect as everything about her always was. Her hair, which she wore in a long braid for sleeping, was dragged into its daytime bun. Mary never wore slippers or sandals, even when she was at her beach cottage near Gosford; the moment she got out of bed she dressed, which meant support stockings and stout black shoes.

The mower had been purring smoothly from the backyard for twenty minutes when she sat down at a white-painted wrought-iron table by the balustrade and poured herself a cup of tea. Tim was working down at the far end where the yard tipped over into the brick pit, and he was going about it as slowly and methodically as he had seemed to work for Harry Markham, getting down from the tractor as he completed a strip to make sure the next one would overlap it. She sat munching toast and sipping tea, her eyes never leaving his distant figure. Since she was not given to self-analysis or even to mild introspection, it did not occur to her to wonder why she watched him so fixedly; it was enough to realize that he fascinated her. Not for one moment did she think of her fascination as attraction.

“G’day there, Miss Horton!” came the raucous voice of Mrs. Parker, and the next moment the Old Girl flopped her violently colored body into the spare chair.

“Good morning, Mrs. Parker. Would you care for a cup of tea?” Mary said, rather coldly.

“Ta, love, that sounds real nice. No, don’t get up, I can find another cup meself.”

“No, please don’t. I have to freshen up the tea any-way.”

When she returned to the patio with a new pot of tea and some more toast Mrs. Parker was sitting with her chin in her hand, watching Tim.

“That was a good idea, getting Tim to mow yer lawn. I noticed yer usual bloke hasn’t been for a while. That’s where I’m lucky. One of me sons always comes over to mow me lawn, but you’ve got no one, eh?”

“Well, I did as you asked yesterday and checked to see that everything was all right regarding the builders and their mess. That was when I met Tim, who seemed to have been left to clean up on his own. He was quite grateful for the offer of a little extra money, I think.”

Mrs. Parker disregarded the last part of Mary’s statement. “If that ain’t typical of them rotten buggers!” she snarled. “Not content to make the poor little blighter’s life a misery during the day, but scooted off to the pub and left him to do their dirty work! They had the hide to tell me they was all coming back to clean up! I’ve a good mind to knock a couple of hundred quid off of Mr. Harry Markham’s bill!”

Mary put down her teacup and stared at Mrs. Parker, puzzled. “What makes you so indignant, Mrs. Parker?”
 
The yellow and purple pansies swathing Mrs. Parker’s ample bosom heaved. “Well, wouldn’t you be? Oh, I forgot, I didn’t see youse last night to tell youse what those miserable bastards did to the poor little bloke, did I? Sometimes I swear I could kill every man that was ever born! They don’t seem to have a skerick of sympathy or understanding for the underdog, unless of course he’s a drunk or a no-hoper like themselves. But someone like Tim, what does a decent day’s work and keeps his end up, they don’t feel any pity for him at all. He’s their butt, their whipping boy, and the poor little coot’s too dill-brained to realize it! He can’t help it if he was born simple, now can he? A terrible shame, though, ain’t it? Fancy a boy what looks like him not being the full quid! I could cry! Well, anyway, wait until I tell you what they did to him yestiddy morning at smoke-oh. . . .”

Mrs. Parker’s nasal, common voice whined on as she told Mary her horrible little story, but Mary only half-listened, her eyes riveted on the bent golden head at the bottom of her yard.

Last night before she had gone to bed she had culled the shelves of her library, searching for a face that looked like his. Botticelli? she wondered, and finding some of his reproductions in a book she dismissed the artist contemptuously. Those faces were too soft, too feminine, too subtly cunning and feline. In the end she had given up the search, quite unsatisfied. Only in the ancient Greek and Roman statues had she found some hint of Tim, perhaps because his kind of beauty was better illustrated in stone than on canvas. He was a three-dimensional creature. And she had wished bitterly that in her ungifted hands there had resided the skill to immortalize him.

She was conscious of a terrible, crushing disappointment, a desire to weep: Mrs. Parker’s presence had faded to the back of her thoughts. It was a kind of ironic anticlimax to discover now that Tim’s tragic mouth and wistful, wondering eyes led inward to a nothing, that his spark had been snuffed out of existence long before there could possibly have been tragedy or loss. He was no better than a dog or a cat, which one kept because it was good to look upon and blindly, lovingly faithful. But it could not think, it could never answer intelligently and draw out a shivering response in another questing mind. All the beast did was sit there, smiling and loving. As did Tim, Tim the simpleton. Tricked into eating excrement, he had not vomited it as any thinking being must; he had cried instead, as a dog would have howled, and been cajoled back into smiling again by the prospect of something good to eat.

Childless, loveless, destitute of any humanizing influence, Mary Horton had no emotional yardstick whereby to measure this new, frightening concept of a mindless Tim. As retarded emotionally as he was intellectually, she did not know that Tim could be loved because of his stunted mental growth, let alone in spite of it. She had thought of him the way Socrates must have thought of Alcibiades, the aging, unlovely philosopher confronted with a youth of surpassing physical and intellectual beauty. She had imagined herself introducing him to Beethoven and Proust, expanding his careless young mind until it encompassed music and literature and art, until he was as beautiful within as he was without But he was a simpleton, a poor, silly half-wit.

They had a pungently evocative way of expressing it, smacking of the earthy callousness so typical of the Australian; they translated intelligence into money, and expressed the one in terms of the other. He who was poorly equipped mentally was “not the full quid”; a value was set upon his intellectual powers, expressed in parts of the dollar or in the vernacular, quid. He might be worth as much as ninety cents or as little as nine cents, and still be not the full quid.

Mrs. Parker was not aware that she held only a small part of Mary’s attention, and chattered on happily about the insensitivity of the average male, drank several cups of tea, and answered her own queries when Mary did not. At length she heaved herself to her feet and took her leave.

“Cheery-bye, pet, and thanks for the cuppa tea. If you don’t have anything he’d fancy in yer fridge, send him across to me and I’ll feed him.”

Mary nodded absently. Her visitor disappeared down the steps, while she returned to her contemplation of Tim. Glancing at her watch she saw the time was creeping on toward nine, and remembered that these outdoor workmen liked their morning tea around nine. She went inside and made a fresh pot, thawed a frozen chocolate cake and covered it with freshly whipped cream.

“Tim!” she called, putting down her tray on the table under the vines; the sun was stealing across the ridge of the roof, and the table by the steps was getting too hot for comfort.

He looked up, waved to her and stopped the tractor immediately to hear what she was saying.

“Tim, come and have a cup of tea!”

His face lit up with puppyish eagerness; he bounded off the tractor and up the yard, dived into the little fern-house, reappeared with a brown paper bag and took the back steps two at a time.

“Gee, thanks for calling me, Miss Horton, I wasn’t caught up with the time,” he said happily, sitting down in the chair she indicated and waiting docilely until she told him he might begin.

“Can you tell the time, Tim?” she asked gently, amazed that she could ask gently.

“Oh, no, not redly. I sort of know when it’s time to go home, that’s when the big hand’s at the top and the little hand is three thingies behind it. Three o’clock. But I don’t have a watch of my own, because Pop says I’d lose it. I don’t worry. Someone always tells me the time, like when it’s time to make the tea for smoke-oh or break for lunch or go home. I’m not the full quid, but everyone knows I’m not, so it doesn’t matter.”

“No, I suppose it doesn’t,” she answered sadly. “Eat up, Tim, the cake’s all for you.”

“Oh, goody! I love choccy cake, especially with lots of cream on it like this one! Thanks, Miss Horton!”

“How do you like your tea, Tim?”

“No milk and lots of sugar.”

“Lots of sugar? How much is that?”

He looked up at her, frowning, cream all over his face. “Gosh, I can’t remember. I just sort of fill it up until it spills into the saucer, then I know it’s all right.”

“Did you ever go to school, Tim?” she probed, beginning to be interested in him again.

“For a little while. But I couldn’t learn, so they didn’t make me keep on going. I stayed home and looked after Mum.”

“But you do grasp what’s said to you, and you did cope with the tractor all by yourself.”

“Some things are real easy, but reading and writing’s awful hard, Miss Horton.”

Much surprised at herself, she patted his head as she stood stirring his tea. “Well, Tim, it doesn’t matter.”

“That’s what Mum says.”

He finished all the cake, then remembered he had a sandwich from home and ate that as well, washing the repast down with three big cups of tea.

“Struth, Miss Horton, that was super!” he sighed, smiling at her blissfully.

“My name is Mary, and it’s much easier to say Mary than Miss Horton, don’t you think? Why don’t you call me Mary?”

He looked at her doubtfully. “Are you sure it’s all right? Pop says I mustn’t call old people anything but Mister or Missus or Miss.”

“Sometimes it’s permissible, as between friends.”

“Eh?”

She tried again, mentally expunging all polysyllables from her vocabulary. “I’m not really all that old, Tim, it’s just this white hair of mine that makes me seem so old. I don’t think your Pop would mind if you called me Mary.”
 
“Doesn’t your hair mean you’re old, Mary? I always thought it did! Pop’s hair is white and so is Mum’s, and I know they’re old.”

“He’s twenty-five,” she thought, “so his Pop and Mum are probably only slightly older than I am,” but she said, “Well, I’m younger than they are, so I’m not quite old yet.”

He got to his feet. “It’s time for me to go back to work. You’ve got an awful lot of lawn, Mary. I hope I finish it in time.”

“Well, if you don’t, there are plenty of other days. You can come some other time and finish it, if you’d like to.”
 
He considered the problem gravely. “I think I’d like to come back, as long as Pop says I can,” He smiled at her. “I like you, Mary, I like you better than Mick and Harry and Jim and Bill and Curly and Dave. I like you better than anyone except Pop and Mum and my Dawnie. You’re pretty, you’ve got such lovely white hair.”

Mary struggled with a hundred indefinable emotions rushing in on her from all sides, and managed to smile. “Why, thank you, Tim, that’s very nice of you.”

“Oh, think nothing of it,” he said nonchalantly, and hopped down the stairs with his hands flapping at each side of his head and his behind poking out. “That was my special imitation of a rabbit!” he called from the lawn.

“It was very good, Tim, I knew you were a rabbit the minute you started hopping,” she replied. She gathered up the tea things and carried them inside.

She found it terribly hard to alter her conversation to a toddler level, for Mary Horton had never had anything to do with children since she ceased being a child herself, and she had never really been young anyway. But she was perceptive enough to sense that Tim could be easily hurt, that she had to mind what she said to him, control her temper and her exasperation, that if she let him feel the sting of her tongue he would divine the tenor of the statement if not the actual words. Remembering how she had snapped at him the previous day when he had been, as she thought at the time, deliberately obtuse, she was mortified. Poor Tim, so utterly unaware of the nuances and undercurrents of adult conversation, and so completely vulnerable. He liked her; he thought she was pretty because she had white hair, as did his mother and father.

How could his mouth be so sad, when he knew so little and functioned on such a limited scale?

She got her car out and went down to the supermarket to shop before lunch, since she had nothing in the house that would appeal to him. The chocolate cake was her emergency entertaining fund, the cream a fortuitous mistake on her milkman’s part. Tim had brought his lunch with him, she knew, but perhaps he hadn’t enough, or could be charmed by the production of something like hamburgers or hot dogs, children’s party fare.

“Have you ever been fishing, Tim?” she asked him over lunch.

“Oh, yes, I love fishing,” he replied, beginning on his third hot dog. “Pop takes me fishing sometimes, when he isn’t too busy.”

“How often is he busy?”

“Well, he goes to the races and the cricket and the football and things like that. I don’t go with him because I get sick in crowds, the noise and all the people make my head ache and my tummy go all queer.”

“I must take you fishing, then,” she said, and left it at that.

By the middle of the afternoon he had finished the backyard and came to ask about the front. She looked at her watch.

“I don’t think we’ll bother about the front today, Tim, it’s nearly time for you to go home. Why don’t you come back next Saturday and do the front for me then, if your Pop will let you?”

He nodded happily. “All right, Mary.”

“Go and fetch your bag from the fern-house, Tim. You can change in my bathroom, then you’ll be able to see if you have everything on properly.”

The interior of her house, so chaste and austere, fascinated him. He roamed about the gray-toned living room in his bare feet, digging his toes into the deep wool carpet with an expression of near-ecstasy on his face, and stroking the pearl-gray crushed velvet upholstery.

“Gosh, Mary, I love your house!” he enthused. “It all feels so soft and sort of cool!”

“Come and see my library,” she said, wanting to show him her pride and joy so badly that she took him by the hand.

But the library did not impress him in the least; it made him frightened and inclined to be tearful. “All those books!” he shuddered, and would not stay even when he saw that his reaction had disappointed her.

It took her several minutes to coax him out of his odd dread of the library, and she took care not to repeat the mistake by showing him anything else intellectual.

Once recovered from his initial delight and confusion, he evinced a critical faculty, and took her to task for not having any color in the house.

“It feels so lovely, Mary, but it’s all the same color!” he protested. “Why isn’t there any red? I love red!”

“Can you tell me which color this is?” she asked, holding up a red silk bookmark.

“It’s red, of course,” he answered scornfully.

“Then I’ll see what I can do,” she promised.

She gave him an envelope with thirty dollars in it, a much higher wage than any laborer could command in Sydney. “My address and telephone number are written on a piece of paper inside,” she instructed him, “and I want you to give it to your father when you get home, so that he’ll know where I am and how to get in touch with me. Now don’t forget to give it to him, will you?”

He gazed at her, hurt. “I never forget anything when I’m told properly,” he said.

“I’m sorry, Tim, I didn’t mean to hurt you,” said Mary Horton, who had never cared whether what she said hurt anyone. Not that she habitually said hurtful things; but Mary Horton avoided saying hurtful things from motives of tact, diplomacy, and good manners, not because she wanted to avoid giving another being pain.

She waved him goodbye from her front stoop, after he had refused to let her drive him to the railway station. Once he had gone a few yards down the street she walked to the front gate and leaned over it to watch him until he disappeared around the corner.

To anyone else in the street watching, he would have seemed an amazingly handsome young man striding along the road at the height of his health and looks, the world his to command. It was like some divine jest, she thought, the kind of joke the Greek immortals had loved to play on their creation, man, when he got conceited or forgot what was owed to them. The gargantuan laughter Tim Melville must provoke!




Seven



RON WAS at the Seaside as usual, but early for a Saturday. He had loaded up his portable ice chest with beer and gone off to the cricket match clad in shorts, thong sandals, and a shirt left open all the way down to let in the breeze. But Curly and Dave had not shown up, and somehow the pleasure of lying on the grassy hill in the Sydney cricket ground sleeping in the sun was not the same alone. He stuck it for a couple of hours, but the cricket proceeded at its normal snaily pace and the horses he had backed at Warwick Farm had both come in last, so at about three he had packed up his beer chest and radio, and headed for the Seaside with the unerring instinct of a bloodhound. It would never have occurred to him to go home; Es played tennis with the girls on Saturday afternoons, their local Hit and Giggle Club as he called it, and the house would be deserted with Tim working; Dawnie was off somewhere with one of her Quiz Kid boyfriends.

When Tim turned up a little after four Ron was very pleased to see him, and bought him a schooner of Old.

“How’d it go, mate?” he asked his son as they leaned their backs up against a pillar and stared across the sea.

“The grouse, Pop! Mary’s a real nice lady.”

“Mary?” Ron peered into Tim’s face, startled and concerned.

“Miss Horton. She told me to call her Mary. I was a bit worried, but she said it was all right. It’s all right, isn’t it, Pop?” he queried anxiously, sensing something unusual in his father’s reaction.

“I dunno, mate. What’s this Miss Mary Horton like?”
 
“She’s lovely, Pop. She gave me a whole heap of beaut things to eat and showed me all over her house. It’s air conditioned, Pop! Her furniture’s real nice, so’s her carpet, but everything’s gray, so I asked her why she didn’t have anything red around, and she said she’d see what she could do about it.”

“Did she touch you, mate?”

Tim stared at Ron blankly. “Touch me? Gee, I dunno! I suppose she did. She took me by the hand when she was showing me her books.” He pulled a face. “I didn’t like her books, there were too many of them.”

“Is she pretty, mate?”

“Oh, gee, yes! She’s got the most lovely white hair, Pop, just like yours and Mum’s, only whiter. That’s why I didn’t know whether it was all right for me to call her Mary, because you and Mum always tell me it isn’t polite to call old people by their first name.”

Ron relaxed. “Oh!” He slapped his son playfully on the arm. “Struth, you had me worried for a minute there, I tell you. She’s an old girl, right?”

“Yes.”

“Did she pay you like she promised?”

“Yes, it’s here in an envelope. Her name and address is inside. She said I was to give it to you in case you wanted to talk to her. Why would you want to talk to her, Pop? I don’t see why you’d want to talk to her.”

Ron took the proffered envelope. “I don’t want to talk to her, mate. Did youse finish the job?”

“No, she had too much lawn. If it’s all right with you, she wants me to do the front garden next Saturday.”

There were three crisp, new ten-dollar bills in the envelope; Ron stared at them and at the clear, heavy overtones of authority and education in Mary Horton’s handwriting. Silly young girls or lonely housewives didn’t have handwriting like that, he decided. Thirty quid for a day’s gardening! He put the notes in his own wallet and patted Tim on the back.

“You done good, mate, and you can go back next Saturday and finish her lawn if you want to. In fact, for what she pays you can work for her any time she wants.”

“Gee, Pop, thanks!” He wiggled his empty glass from side to side suggestively. “Can I have another beer?”

“Why can’t you ever learn to drink it slowly, Tim?”

Tim’s face fell into misery. “Oh, gee, I forgot again! I really did mean to drink it slowly, Pop, but it tasted so good I went and forgot.”

Ron regretted his momentary exasperation immediately. “No matter, mate, don’t let it worry you. Go and ask Florrie for a schooner of Old.”

The beer, extremely potent as Australian beer was, seemed to have no effect on Tim. Some dimwits went crazy if they even smelled grog, Ron puzzled, but Tim could drink his old man under the table and then carry him all the way home, he felt it so little.

“Who is this Mary Horton?” Es asked that night, after Tim had been packed off to bed.

“Some old geezer out at Artarmon.”

“Tim’s very taken with her, isn’t he?”

Ron thought of the thirty quid in his wallet and stared at his wife blandly. “I suppose so. She’s nice to him, and doing her garden on a Saturday will keep him out of mischief.”

“Free you to skip around the pubs and racetracks with the blokes, you mean,” Es interpreted with the skill of many years.

“Jesus bloody Christ, Es, what a rotten thing to say to a man!”

“Hah!” she snorted, putting down her knitting. “The truth hurts, don’t it? Did she pay him, eh?”

“A few quid.”

“Which you pocketed, of course.”

“Well, it wasn’t that much. What do you expect for mowing a bloody lawn by machine, you suspicious old twit? No fortune, and that’s for bloody sure!”

“As long as I get me housekeeping, I don’t give a sweet bugger how much she paid him, mate!” She got up, stretching. “Want a cuppa tea, love?”

“Oh, ta, that’d be real nice. Where’s Dawnie?”

“How the hell should I know? She’s twenty-four and her own flaming mistress.”

“As long as she’s not someone else’s flaming mistress!”

Es shrugged. “Kids don’t think the way we did, love, and there’s no getting around it. Besides, are you game to ask Dawnie where she’s been and if she’s shagging with some bloke?”

Ron followed Es into the kitchen, fondly patting her on the bottom. “Cripes, no! She’d look down that long bloody nose of hers and come out with a string of words I didn’t understand, and a man would end up feeling pretty flaming silly.”
 
“I wish God had rationed out the brains a bit more fairly between our kids, Ron, love,” Es sighed as she put the kettle on to boil. “If He’d split them down the middle they’d both be all right.”

“No use crying over spilt milk, old girl. Got any cake?”
 
“Fruit or seed?”

“Seed, love.”

They sat down on either side of the kitchen table and polished off half a seed cake and six cups of tea between them.




Eight



SELF-DISCIPLINE carried Mary Horton through the week at Constable Steel & Mining as if Tim Melville had not even entered her life. She doffed her clothes before using the lavatory as usual, ran Archie. Johnson as well as ever and chewed out a total of seventeen typists, office boys, and clerks. But at home each night she found her books unenticing and spent the time in the kitchen instead, reading recipe books and experimenting with cakes, sauces, and puddings. Judicious pumping of Emily Parker had given her a better idea of Tim’s taste in goodies; she wanted to have a varied selection for him when Saturday came.

During one lunch hour she went to a north Sydney interior decorator and bought a very expensive ruby glass coffee table, then found an ottoman in matching ruby crushed velvet. The touch of deep, vibrant color disturbed her at first, but after she got used to it she had to admit that it improved her glacial living room. The bare, pearl-gray walls suddenly looked warmer, and she found herself wondering if Tim, like so many naturals, had an instinctive eye for art. Perhaps one day she could take him around the galleries with her, and see what his eye discovered.

She went to bed very late on Friday night, expecting a phone call any minute from Tim’s father to say he didn’t want his son hiring himself out as a gardener on precious weekends. But the call never came, and promptly at seven the next morning she was roused from a deep sleep by the sound of Tim’s knock. This time she brought him inside immediately, and asked him if he wanted a cup of tea while she dressed.

“No thanks, I’m all right,” he replied, blue eyes shining.

“Then you can use the little toilet off the laundry to change in while I get dressed. I want to show you how to do the front garden.”

She returned to the kitchen a short time later, cat-footed as always. He did not hear her come in, so she stood silently in the doorway watching him, struck anew by the absoluteness of his beauty. How terrible, how unjust it was, she thought, that such a wonderful shell should house such an unworthy occupant; then she was ashamed. Perhaps that was the raison d’être of his beauty, that his progress toward sin and dishonor had been arrested in the innocence of early childhood. Had he matured normally he might have looked quite different, truly a Botticelli then, smugly smiling, with a knowing look lurking behind those clear blue eyes. Tim was not a member of the adult human race at all, except on the sketchiest of premises.

“Come along, Tim, let me show you what’s to be done out front,” she said at last, breaking the spell.

The cicadas were shrieking and screaming from every bush and tree; Mary put her hands over her ears, grimaced at Tim and then went to her only weapon, the hose.

“This is the worst year for cicadas I can ever remember,” she said when the din had subsided somewhat and the heavy oleanders dripped steadily onto the path.

“Breeeek!” gurgled the basso profundo choirmaster, after all the others had ceased.

“There he goes, the old twirp!” Mary went over to the oleander nearest her front door, parting its soggy branches and peering futilely into the cathedral-like recesses of its interior. “I can never find him,” she explained, squatting on her haunches and turning her head to smile at Tim, who stood behind her.

“Do you want him?” Tim asked seriously.

“I most certainly do! He starts the whole lot of them off; without him they seem to be dumb.”

“I’ll get him for you.”

He slipped his bare torso in among the leaves and branches easily, disappearing from sight above the waist. He was not wearing boots or socks this morning, since there was no concrete to blister and crack his skin, and wet humus from the grass clung to his legs.

“Breeeeek!” boomed the cicada, drying off enough to begin testing.

“Gotcha!” shouted Tim, scrambling out again with his right hand closed around something.

Mary had never actually seen more of a cicada than its cast-off brown armor in the grass and thus edged up a little fearfully, for like most women she was frightened of spiders and beetles and crawly, cold-blooded things.

“There he is, look at him!” Tim said proudly, opening his fingers gingerly until the cicada was fully exposed, tethered only by Tim’s left index finger and thumb on his wing tips.

“Ugh!” Mary shuddered, backing away without really looking.

“Oh, don’t be afraid of him, Mary,” Tim begged, smiling up at her and stroking the cicada softly. “Look, isn’t he lovely, all green and pretty like a butterfly?”

The golden head was bent over the cicada; Mary stared down at them both in sudden, blinding pity. Tim seemed to have some kind of rapport with the creature, for it lay on his palm without panic or fear, and it was indeed beautiful, once one forgot its Martian antennae and lobsterish carapace. It had a fat, bright green body about two inches long, tinted with a powdering of real gold, and its eyes glittered and sparkled like two big topazes. Over its back the delicate, transparent wings were folded still, veined like a leaf with bright yellow gold and shimmering with every color of the rainbow. And above it crouched Tim, just as alien and just as beautiful, as alive and gleaming.

“You don’t really want me to kill him, do you?” Tim pleaded, gazing up at her in sudden sadness.

“No,” she replied, turning away. “Put him back in his bush, Tim.”

By lunchtime he had finished the front lawn. Mary gave him two hamburgers and a heaping pile of chips, then filled his empty comers with a hot steamed jam pudding smothered in hot banana custard.

“I think I’m finished, Mary,” Tim said as he drank his third cup of tea. “Gee, but I’m sorry it wasn’t a longer job, though.” The wide eyes surveyed her mistily. “I like you, Mary,” he began. “I like you better than Mick or Harry or Jim or Bill or Curly or Dave, I like you better than anyone except Pop and Mum and my Dawnie.”

She patted his hand and smiled at him lovingly. “It’s very sweet of you to say that, Tim, but I don’t really think it’s true, you haven’t known me long enough.”

“There’s no more grass to mow,” he sighed, ignoring her refusal to accept the compliment.

“Grass grows again, Tim.”

“Eh?” That little interrogative sound was his signal to go slow, that something had been done or said beyond his understanding.

“Can you weed garden beds as well as you can mow a lawn?”

“I reckon I can. I do it for Pop all the time.”

“Then would you like to come every Saturday and look after my garden altogether, mow the grass when it needs it, plant seedlings and weed the flower beds, spray the bushes and trim the pathways and put down fertilizer?”
 
He grasped her hand and shook it, smiling broadly. “Oh, Mary, I do like you! I’ll come every Saturday and I’ll look after your garden, I promise I’ll look after your garden!”

There were thirty dollars in his envelope when he left that afternoon.




Nine



TIM HAD been coming for five weeks before Mary Horton phoned his father late on Thursday night. Ron answered the phone himself. “Yeah?” he asked it.

“Good evening, Mr. Melville. This is Mary Horton, Tim’s Saturday friend.”

Ron pricked up his ears immediately, beckoning Es to join him for a listen. “Oh, nice to hear from you, Miss Horton. How’s Tim doing, all right?”

“He’s a pleasure to have around, Mr. Melville. I do enjoy his company.”

Ron chuckled self-consciously. “From the tales he brings home, I gather he’s eating youse out of house and home, Miss Horton.”

“No, not at all. It’s a pleasure to see him eat, Mr. Melville.”

There was an awkward pause, until Ron broke it to say, “What’s the matter, Miss Horton? Tim not wanted this week?”

“Well, he is and he isn’t, Mr. Melville. The fact of the matter is, I have to go up to Gosford this weekend to see how my summer cottage is getting on. I’ve neglected it sadly so far, concentrated on the garden at home. Anyway, I was wondering if you’d object to my taking Tim with me, to help me? I could do with some help, and Tim is terrific. It’s very quiet out where I am, and I give you my word he wouldn’t be subjected to strangers or undue stress or anything like that. He told me he loved to fish, and the cottage is situated right in the middle of the best fishing for miles around, so I thought perhaps—perhaps he might enjoy it. He seems to like coming to me, and I certainly like his company.”

Ron squiggled his eyebrows at Es, who nodded vigorously and took the receiver.

“Hullo, Miss Horton, this is Tim’s mother here . . . Yes, I’m very well, thank you, how are you? . . . Oh, that’s nice to hear . . . Miss Horton, it’s very thoughtful of you to think of inviting Tim to go with you this weekend . . . Yes, he is a bit lonely, it’s hard for a poor chap like him, you know . . . I really can’t see any reason why Tim couldn’t go with you, I think the change would do him good . . . Yes, he does like you an awful lot . . . Let me hand you back to my husband, Miss Horton, and thank you very, very much.”

“Miss Horton?” Ron asked, snatching the receiver from his wife. “Well, you heard the Old Woman, it’s all right with her, and if it’s all right with her it had better be all right with me, ha-ha-ha! Yeah, right you are! Okay, I’ll see he packs a bag and gets to your place by seven on this Satiddy morning . . . Right, Miss Horton, thank you very much . . . Bye bye now, and ta again.”

Mary had planned the sixty-mile trip as a picnic, and had jammed the back of the car with provisions, diversions, and comforts she thought the summer cottage might lack. Tim arrived promptly at seven on Saturday morning. The day was fine and clear, the second weekend in a row that it had not threatened rain, and Mary shepherded Tim out to the garage immediately.

“Hop in, Tim, and make yourself comfortable. Are you all right?”

“All right,” he answered.

“My house is not in Gosford itself,” she said as the ear headed out along the Pacific highway in the direction of Newcastle. “Living and working in the city, I didn’t want to have a holiday cottage right in the middle of another crowd of people, so I bought a property quite a way out, on the Hawkesbury near Broken Bay. We have to go into Gosford because the only road to my place starts there, you see.

“My word, how Gosford has grown! I remember it when it used to consist of a pub, a garage, two men, and a dog; now it’s jammed with commuters and vacationers, there must be sixty thousand of them at least, it seems. . . .”

She trailed off nervously, glancing sidelong at him in sudden embarrassment. There she was, trying to make conversation with him as though he was somewhat like the person she imagined his mother might be. In his turn he was trying to be an interested auditor, snatching his fascinated glance away from the passing landscape every so often to fix his bright, loving eyes on her profile.

“Poor Tim,” she sighed. “Don’t take any notice of me, just relax and look out the window.”

For a long time after that there was silence. Tim was obviously enjoying the journey, turned side on with his nose almost against the window, not missing a thing, and it made her wonder just how much variety there was in his life, how often he was lifted out of what must be a very humdrum existence.

“Does your father have a car, Tim?”

He didn’t bother to turn and face her this time, but continued to look out the window. “No, he says it’s a waste of time and money in the city. He says it’s much healthier to walk, and much less trouble to catch the bus when you need to ride in something.”

“Does anyone ever take you out for a drive?”

“Not very often. I get carsick.”

She turned her head to stare at him, alarmed “How do you feel now? Do you feel sick?”

“No, I feel good. This car doesn’t bump me up and down like most cars, and anyway, I’m in the front not the back, so it doesn’t bump as much, does it?”

“Very good, Tim! That’s quite right. If you should feel sick you’ll tell me in plenty of time, though, won’t you? It isn’t very nice if you make a mess in the car.”

“I promise I’ll tell you, Mary, because you never yell at me or get cranky.”

She laughed. “Now, Tim! Don’t be martyrish! I’m quite sure no one yells at you or gets cranky with you very often, and only then if you deserve it.”

“Well, yes,” he grinned. “But Mum gets real mad if I’m sick all over everything.”

“I don’t blame her in the least. I’d get real mad too, so you must be sure to tell me if you ever feel sick, and then hang on until you get outside. All right?”

“All right, Mary.”

After a little while Mary cleared her throat and spoke again. “Have you ever been out of the city, Tim?”

He shook his head.

“Why not?”

“I dunno. I don’t think there was anything Mum and Pop wanted to see outside the city.”

“And Dawnie?”

“My Dawnie goes all over the place, she’s even been to England.” He made it sound as though England were just around the corner.

“What about holidays, when you were a little boy?”
 
“We always stayed at home. Mum and Pop don’t like the bush, they only like the city.”

“Well, Tim, I come down to my cottage very often, and you can always come too. Perhaps later on I can take you to the desert or the Great Barrier Reef for a real holiday.”
 
But he wasn’t paying any attention to her, for they were coming down to the Hawkesbury River, and the view was magnificent.

“Oh, isn’t it lovely?” he exclaimed, wriggling on the seat and gripping his hands together convulsively the way he always did when he was moved or upset.

Mary was oblivious of everything except a sudden pain, a pain so new and alien that she had no real idea why she should feel it. The poor, sad fellow! Somehow events had conspired to stunt his every avenue of expansion and mental growth. His parents cared for him very much, but their lives were narrow and their horizons restricted to the Sydney skyline. In all justice she could not find it in her heart to blame them for not realizing that Tim could never hope to get as much out of their kind of life as they did themselves. It had simply never occurred to them to wonder whether he was truly happy or not, because he was happy. But could he perhaps be happier still? What would he be like if he were freed from the chain of their routine, permitted to stretch his legs a little?

It was so difficult to draw all the threads of her feeling for him together: one moment she thought of him as a small child, the next moment his physical magnificence would remind her that he was a man grown. And it was so hard for her to feel at all, when it was so long since she had done more than merely exist. She possessed no built-in emotional gauge whereby she could distinguish pity from love, anger from protectiveness. She and Tim were like a weirdly juxtaposed Svengali and Trilby: the mindless it was that mesmerized the mind.

Since first seeing Tim all those weeks ago she had confined herself to action, had kept herself mentally out and about, doing things. She had never allowed herself to sit in the quiet withdrawal of private contemplation, for by nature she was not given to probing how and why and what she felt. Even now she would not do it, would not pull herself far enough away from the center of her pain to come to grips with the cause of it.

The cottage had no neighbors closer than two miles, for the area was not yet “developed.” The only road was atrocious, no more than an earthen track through the eucalyptus forest; when it rained mud made it impassable and when it didn’t rain the dust rose in vast, billowing clouds that settled on the vegetation nearest to the road, petrifying it into spindling brown skeletons. The ruts, ridges, and potholes in the road itself imperiled the stoutest car so severely that there were few people willing to risk the inconvenience and discomfort for the sake of isolation.

Mary’s property was quite large for the area, some twenty acres; she had bought it with an eye toward the future, knowing that the cancerous encroachment of the city would eventually lead to development and fantastic profits. Until such time, it suited her love of solitude very well.

A track diving into the trees indicated the beginning of Mary’s land; she swung the car off the road and put it over the track, which continued for about a half a mile through the beautiful, aromatic bush, virgin and unspoiled. At the end of the track lay a big clearing which opened on its far side into a tiny beach; beyond it, still salty and tidal here, the Hawkesbury River twisted and turned its wide way through the towering sandstone landscape. Mary’s beach was no more than a hundred yards long, and was flanked at each end by soaring yellow cliffs.

The cottage was unpretentious, a square little frame structure with a corrugated iron roof and a wide, open veranda running all the way around it. Mary kept it painted because she could not abide disorder or neglect, but the drab brownish color she had chosen did not improve the appearance of the house. Two huge galvanized iron water tanks stood on high towers at one end of the rear of the house, which faced the track. Trees had been planted at intervals in the clearing, and were at last growing large enough to take some of the bareness away. She had made no attempt at a garden and the grass grew long, but in spite of everything the place had a certain indefinable charm about it.

Mary had spent a considerable amount of money on the cottage since buying the property fifteen years before. The massive water tanks, to have enough fresh water for modern plumbing; electricity, to avoid lanterns and fuel fires. Mary saw no allure in open fires, candlelight, or outhouses; they meant extra work and inconvenience.

From the approaching car the house showed to worst advantage, but Tim was enthralled. Mary pried him out of his seat with some difficulty, and coaxed him through the back door.

“This is your room, Tim,” she said, showing him a plain but big bedroom with white walls and furniture; it looked rather like a nun’s cell. “I thought perhaps if you like coming here you might think about what color you’d like your room painted, and what kind of furniture you’d like in it. We could shop for it one day in the city.”

He could not reply, too excited and overcome with the whole experience to assimilate this fresh delight. She helped him unpack his suitcase and put his few things in the empty drawers and cupboards, then she took him by the hand and led him out to the living room.

Only here had she made major changes in the actual construction of the house, which had once possessed a dark, poorly lit living room extending the entire length of the front veranda. She had pulled the outer wall away piecemeal and replaced it with floor-to-ceiling sliding glass doors all the way along, so that when the weather was good there was nothing between the living room and the open air.

The view from this room was breath-taking. The grass sloped downward to the bright yellow sand of the sunny, immaculate little beach, the blue water of the Hawkesbury lapped gently along its border, and on the far side of the wide river wonderful cliffs, splendidly crowned with forest, rose to meet the clear, high sky. The only sounds of man to intrude were those coming from the river; the put-put of outboard motors, the chug of excursion ferries, the roar of speedboats towing water skiers. But the birds screeched and caroled from every tree, the cicadas deafened, the wind moaned softly as it filtered through the sighing branches.

Mary had never shared her retreat with anyone before, but on many occasions she had rehearsed the imaginary conversation she and her first guests would have. They would exclaim and marvel over the view, pass endless comments on everything. But Tim said nothing; she had no idea how much assessment and comparison he could make. That he thought it “lovely” was apparent, but he thought everything was “lovely” that didn’t make him unhappy. Was Tim capable of gradations of happiness? Did he enjoy some things more than others?

When she had done her own unpacking and stocked the kitchen, she got him his lunch. He said very little as the meal progressed, chewing steadily through all the food she put in front of him. Unless he was starving or upset, his table manners were impeccable.

“Do you swim?” she asked him after he had helped her wash the dirty dishes.

His face lit up. “Yes, oh, yes!”

“Then why don’t you change into your swimming trunks while I finish up here, then we’ll go down onto the beach. All right?”

He disappeared immediately, returning so quickly that she had to make him wait while she tidied up the last few odds and ends around the kitchen. Carrying two canvas deck chairs, an umbrella, towels, and various other bits of beach paraphernalia, they staggered laden down to the sand.

She had settled herself into her deck chair and opened her book before she realized that he was still standing looking at her, puzzled and apparently distressed.

She closed her book. “What’s the matter, Tim? What is it?”

He fluttered his hands helplessly. “I thought you said we were going swimming!”

“Not we, Tim,” she corrected gently. “I want you to swim to your heart’s content, but I never go into the water myself.”

He kneeled beside her chair and put both his hands on her arm, very upset. “But then it isn’t the same, Mary! I don’t want to go swimming all by myself!” Tears sparkled on his long fair lashes, like water beading on crystal. “Please, oh please don’t make me go in all by myself!”

She reached out to touch him, then drew her hand away quickly. “But I don’t have a swimsuit with me, Tim! I couldn’t go in even if I wanted to.”

He shook his head back and forth, growing more and more agitated. “I don’t think you like being with me, I don’t think you like me! You’re always dressed up as if you’re going into town, you never wear shorts or slacks or no stockings the way Mum does!”

“Oh, Tim, what am I going to do with you? Just because I’m always dressed up doesn’t mean I don’t like being with you! I don’t feel comfortable unless I’m all dressed up, it’s as simple as that. I just don’t like wearing shorts or slacks or no stockings.”

But he didn’t believe her, and turned his head away. “If you were having fun you’d wear the sort of clothes Mum does when she’s having fun,” he persisted stubbornly.

There was a long silence, incorporating, though Mary didn’t realize it, their first duel of wills. In the end she sighed and put her book down. “Well, I’ll go inside and see what I can find, only you must promise me faithfully that you won’t play tricks on me in the water, duck me under or disappear on me. I can’t swim, which means you’ll have to look after me all the time I’m in the water. Do you promise?”

He was all smiles again. “I promise, I promise! But don’t be long, Mary, please don’t be long!”

Though it galled her tidy soul to do so, Mary eventually put on a fresh set of her customary white cotton underwear, and over it one of her gray linen button-down-the-front weekend dresses which she hacked into briefer form with a pair of scissors. She cut the skirt off at mid-thigh, ripped the sleeves out and lopped the neck away until her collar bones were exposed. The cutting was naturally neat, but there was no time to turn a hem or put on facings, which irritated her and put her out of humor.

Walking down to the beach she felt horribly naked, with her fish-belly white legs and arms and the support of girdle and stockings absent. The feeling had little to do with Tim; even when she was totally alone for days, she always put on every layer of clothes.

Tim, an uncritical audience now that he had got his own way, danced up and down gleefully. “Oh, that’s much better, Mary! Now we can both go in swimming! Come on, come on!”

Mary waded into the water with shuddering distaste. As fastidious as the most disdainful of cats, it was all she could do to make herself continue wading out deeper, when what she wanted to do was turn tail and run back to her comfortable, dry deck chair. Displaying the important maturity of a very young male placed in sole charge of a treasure, Tim would not let her go out beyond the point where the water reached her waist. He hovered all around her like a sticky little fly, anxious and confused. It was no use; he could sense that she hated it, and she knew she was spoiling his day. So she suppressed a strong shudder of revulsion and dunked herself down to the neck with a gasp of shock at the coldness, and an involuntary laugh.

The laugh was all he was waiting to hear; he began to frolic around her like a porpoise, as at ease and at home in the water as any fish. Forcing herself to smile and slapping the palms of her hands on the surface of the water in what she hoped was a good imitation of someone thoroughly enjoying a dip, Mary blundered about after him.

The water was exquisitely clear and clean, her disarticulated feet wobbled like sickly white blancmange on the sandy bottom whenever she looked down, and the sun rested on the back of her neck like a warm and friendly hand. After a while she began to enjoy the feel of the mildly stinging saltiness; it stimulated and exhilarated, and to submerge to the shoulders in delicious, weightless coolness with the full strength of the sun rendered suddenly impotent was truly marvelous. The vulnerability of her lack of clothes faded, and she began to luxuriate in feeling her body so free of restriction.

She did not lose quite all her good sense, however, and after twenty minutes or so she called Tim to her side. “I must go out now, Tim, because I’m not used to the sun. See how white I am, and how brown you are? Well, one of these days I’ll be as brown as you, but I have to do it very slowly, because the sun bums white skins like mine and it could make me very sick. Please don’t think I’m not having fun, because I am, but I really must get into the shade now.”

He accepted this calmly. “I know, because when I was a little boy I got so sunburned one day I had to go to the hospital. It hurt so much that I cried all day and all night and all day and all night. I don’t want you to cry all day and all night, Mary.”

“I tell you what I’ll do, Tim, I’ll sit under the shade of my umbrella and watch you. I promise I won’t read, I’ll just watch you. Is that all right?”

“All right, all right, all right!” he sang, playing at being a submarine but nobly refraining from torpedoing her.

Making sure she was entirely shielded by the umbrella, Mary spread her dripping body along the deck chair and mopped her face. The bun at the back of her neck was trickling water down her spine in a most annoying way, so she took the pins out and shook her hair over the back of the chair to dry. She had to admit that she felt wonderful, almost as if the salt water possessed medicinal value. Her skin tingled, her muscles were slack and her limbs heavy. . . .

. . . She was paying one of her infrequent visits to the beauty parlor, and the hairdresser was rhythmically brushing her hair, one-two-three, one-two-three, tugging at her scalp each time the brush engaged and drawing the tug out deliciously as the brush traveled down the length of her hair. Smiling with pleasure, she opened her eyes to find she was not in a beauty parlor at all, but lying in a deck chair on the beach, and that the sun was slipping down so low behind the trees that shadows had blanketed the sand completely.

Tim was standing behind her with his head bent over her face, playing with her hair. Panic overwhelmed her; she sprang away from his touch in inexplicable terror, snatching at her loose hair and scrabbling frantically in the pocket of her cutdown dress for the pins. A safe distance away and more fully awake, she turned to look at him, eyes dilated in fright and heart thumping.

He still stood in the same spot, gazing at her out of those incredible eyes with the peculiarly helpless, agonized expression she only saw when he knew he had done wrong but did not understand what it was he had done wrong. He wanted to atone, he wanted so badly to understand what sort of sin he had unknowingly committed; at such times he seemed to feel his exclusion most acutely, she thought, like the dog which does not know Why its master kicked it. Utterly at a loss, he stood wringing his hands together, mouth slack.

Her arms went out to him in a gesture of remorse and pity. “Oh, my dear! My dear, I didn’t mean it! I was asleep and you frightened me, that’s all! Don’t look at me so! I wouldn’t hurt you for all the world, Tim, truly! Oh, please don’t look at me like that!”

He avoided her hands, holding himself just out of her reach because he wasn’t sure if she meant it or not, if she wasn’t just trying to soothe him.

“It was so beautiful,” he explained timidly. “I just wanted to touch it, Mary.”

She stared at him, astonished. Had he said “beautiful”? Yes, he had! And said it as if he really knew what the word meant, as if he understood that it was different from “lovely” or “nice” or “super” or “grouse” or “beaut” in degree, these being the only adjectives of praise she had heard him use. Tim was learning! He was picking up a little of what she said, and interpreting it correctly.

She laughed at him tenderly and went right up to him, taking his reluctant hands and gripping them strongly. “Bless you, Tim, I like you better than anyone else I know! Don’t be annoyed with me, I didn’t mean to hurt you, really I didn’t.”

His smile came out like the sun, the pain faded from his eyes. “I like you too, Mary, I like you better than anyone except Pop and Mum and my Dawnie.” He paused thoughtfully. “I think I like you better than my Dawnie, actually.”

There he went again! He had said “actually,” just the way she did herself! Of course, to a large extent it was simply parroting, but not entirely; there was a suggestion of sureness about his usage.

“Come on, Tim, let’s go inside before it gets chilly. When the evening breeze comes up the river it cools things down awfully fast, even at the height of summer. What would you like for your supper?”

After the supper had been eaten and the dishes washed and put away, Mary made Tim sit in her one comfortable armchair, then looked through her records.

“Do you like music, Tim?”

“Sometimes,” he answered cautiously, craning his neck to see her as she stood behind him.

What would appeal to him? The cottage was actually better equipped with the kind of music he might like than the house in Artarmon, for she had brought all her old, outgrown tastes here. Ravel’s Bolero, Gounod’s Ave Maria, Handel’s Largo, the march from Aïda, Sullivan’s Lost Chord, the Swedish Rhapsody, Sibelius’ Finlandia, melodies from Gilbert and Sullivan, Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance march: they were all there with dozens of other selections equally rich in mood and melody. Try him on stuff like this, she thought; he doesn’t care if it’s hackneyed, so see how it goes.

Overwhelmed, he sat entranced and all but physically inserted himself into the music. Mary had been doing some reading on mental retardation, and remembered as she sat watching him that many retarded people had a passion for music of a fairly high order and complexity. Seeing that vivid, eager face reflecting every mood change, her heart ached for him. How beautiful he was, how very beautiful!

Toward midnight the wind coming up the river from the sea grew cooler still, gusting in through the open glass doors so vigorously that Mary closed them. Tim had gone to bed about ten, worn out with all the excitement and the long afternoon of swimming. It occurred to her that he might be cold, so she rummaged in the hall closet and unearthed an eiderdown to put over him. A tiny kerosene lantern was burning dimly beside his bed; he had confided to her, rather hesitantly, that he was afraid of the dark, and did she have a little light he could keep near him? Treading noiselessly across the bare white floor with the eiderdown hugged close in her aims in case it brushed against something and made a sound, Mary approached the narrow bed.

He was lying all curled up, probably because he had grown cold, his arms wrapped across his chest, knees almost touching his chest. The blankets had half slipped off the bed, baring his back to the open window.

Mary looked down at him, hands twisting within the cuddly folds of the eiderdown, mouth open. The sleeping face was so much at peace, the crystal lashes fanned down across the lean planes of his cheeks, the wonderful golden mass of his hair curling around his perfectly shaped skull. His lips were slightly turned up, the sad little crease to their left side lending the smile a Pierrot quality, and his chest rose and fell so quietly that for a moment she fancied him dead.

How long she remained staring down at him she never knew, but at length she shivered and drew away, unfolding the eiderdown. She did not attempt to pull the blankets up around him, contenting herself with straightening them on the bed and tucking them in, then dropping the eiderdown over his shoulders and twitching it into place. He sighed and moved, nuzzling into the warmth, but in a moment he had slipped back again into the world of his dreams. What did a mentally retarded young man dream about, she wondered: did he venture forth as limited in his nocturnal wanderings as he was during his waking life, or did the miracle happen which freed him from all his chains? There was no way to know.

After she left his room Mary found the house unbearable. Shutting the glass doors silently, She crossed the veranda and descended the steps to the path which led down to the beach. The trees were tossing restlessly in the grip of the wind, a mopoke was calling, “more pork! more pork!,” sitting with his round owl’s eyes blinking from the blurred darkness of a low branch that drooped over the path. Mary glanced at the bird without really seeing him, and the next moment ran into something soft and clinging. As it stuck to her face she gasped in fright, then realized it was a spider’s web. She felt all over herself cautiously, dreading die thought that the web’s owner might be roaming on her somewhere, but her hand encountered nothing more than her dress.

The beach fringes were littered with dead branches; Mary gathered them in her arms until she had enough to build a fire, then she stacked them in the middle of the sand near a convenient rock and put a match to the twigs at their base. The cold sea breeze at night was the East Coast’s saving grace, but it was hard on the human body, sweltering all day and then chilling to the bone at night She could have gone back to the house for a sweater, but there was something very friendly about a fire, and Mary needed comfort desperately. When the flames were spitting and spurting she sat herself on the rock and spread her hands out to warm.

Rocking leisurely back and forth upside down by its tail from a nearby tree, a possum stared at her intently from wise round eyes, its sweet face apprehensive. What an odd creature she was, squatting before the glaring thing he knew only as a danger, with the light throwing bizarre shadows in ever-changing patterns across her. Then he yawned, plucked a loquat from the branch above him and munched it loudly. She was nothing to fear, just a hunched-up woman with a face drawn in pain, not young or pretty or enticing.

It had been a long time since pain had been a part of her life, Mary reflected, chin in hand; she had to go all the way back to a little girl in an orphanage dormitory, sniffling herself to sleep. How lonely it had been then, so lonely there had been times when she had wished for the friendly ignorance of death. People said a child’s mind could not comprehend or long for death, but Mary Horton knew differently. There was no memory of a home, of loving arms, of being wanted; her desolation had been one of pure, unrecognized loss, for she could not hunger after something she did not know existed. She had thought her unhappiness was rooted in her unattractiveness, the hurt that came when her adored Sister Thomas passed her by, as usual, for a child who was prettier and more appealing.

But if her genes had not endowed her with personal allure, they had carried the codes of strength; Mary had disciplined herself as she grew up, until by the time she was fourteen and the moment came to leave the orphanage, she had learned to subjugate and crush unhappiness. After that she had ceased to feel on a human, emotional level, contenting herself with the pleasure she got out of doing her job well and watching her savings grow. It had not been an empty pleasure exactly, but it had not softened or warmed her either. No, life had not been empty or lacking in stimuli, but it had been utterly devoid of love.

Never experiencing the stirrings of a maternal drive or the urge to seek a mate, Mary was not capable of gauging the quality of her love for Tim. Indeed, she did not even know whether what she felt for Tim could rightly be called love. He had simply become the pivot of her life. In every waking moment she was conscious of Tim’s existence, he sprang to her mind a thousand times a day, and if she thought, “Tim,” she found herself smiling or she felt something that could only be called pain. It was almost as if he lived within her mind as an entity quite distinct from his real being.

When she sat in her dimly lit living room listening to the haunting searching of some violin she mentally reached for an unknown, still withholding some reserves of feeling, but when she sat in her dimly lit living room looking at Tim there was nothing left to seek, everything she had ever yearned after was embodied in him. If she had expected anything of him in the few hours between first seeing him and coming to realize that he was mentally undeveloped, once she had discovered the truth she had ceased to expect anything more from him than the mere fact of his existence. He enthralled her; that was the only word she could think of which halfway fitted.

All the hungers and yearnings of her woman’s years had been ruthlessly suppressed; they had never gained a hold on her, for she had always been careful to avoid any situation which might encourage them to flower. If she found a man attractive she studiously ignored him, if a child began to laugh its way into her heart she made sure she never saw the child again. She avoided the physical side of her nature as she would the plague, shut it up in some dark and sleeping comer of her mind and refused to admit it existed. Keep out of trouble, the orphanage nuns had told her, and Mary Horton had kept out of trouble.

In the very beginning Tim’s beauty and helplessness had disarmed her: Mary found herself impaled on the pin of twenty-nine solitary years. It was as if he genuinely needed her, as if he could see something in her to which even she herself was blinded. No one had ever preferred her above all others, until Tim. What was it about her dry, matter-of-fact personality that Tim found so fascinating? The responsibility was a terrible thing, so hard to deal with for one quite unversed in the emotions. He had a mother, so it was not that which he sought; and he was too much the child and she too much an old maid for it to be a sexual thing. There must have been many, many people in his life who had been cruel to him, but there must also have been many, many people who were kind, even loving. No one with Tim’s appearance and nature would ever go short of love. Why, then, did he prefer her?

The fire was dying. Mary went to seek more wood, then decided not to build it up again. She sat awhile longer, staring at the twinkling lights among the coals, her eyes unfocused. A worm popped its head out of the sand and looked at her; the heat of the fire was seeping slowly through the ground and forcing hundreds of its minute denizens to flee or fry. Unaware of the havoc her source of warmth was causing, Mary doused the embers with sand instead of water; safe enough as a fire hazard precaution, but no cooler for the sand and its inhabitants.




Ten



MARY CONTINUED to take Tim to Gosford with her all through the summer. By the time April was coming in and autumn with it, Tim’s mother and father were well acquainted with her, but only over the phone. She had never invited Ron and Es Melville to Artarmon, and they had not liked to ask her to visit them. It did not occur to any of the four to wonder if each held the same impression of Mary Horton.

“I intend taking a holiday on the Great Barrier Reef this winter, perhaps in July or August, and I would very much like to take Tim with me, if it’s all right with you,” she said to Ron Melville one Sunday evening.

“Cripes, Miss Horton, you’re too good to Tim now! He can go with you, yes,, but only on condition that he pays his own way.”

“If you’d rather it was that way, Mr. Melville, then certainly, but I assure you I’d be only too delighted to have Tim along simply as my guest.”

“That’s very, very nice of you, Miss Horton, but I do think Tim would be best off paying his own way. We can afford it. We could have taken him ourselves any time if we’d thought of it, but somehow Es and I never seem to get any further from Sydney than Avalon or Wattamolla.”

“I quite understand, Mr. Melville. Goodbye.”

Ron hung up the receiver, shoved his thumbs through his trouser belt and sauntered into the living room, whistling.

“Hey, Es, Miss Horton wants to take Tim to the Great Barrier Reef with her in July or August,” Ron announced as he stretched himself comfortably on the sofa with his feet higher than his head.

“Very nice of her,” Es said.

A few minutes later the clip-clop of high heels sounded under the window, followed by the snap of the back door closing. A young woman walked into the room, nodded to them and sat down with a sigh, kicking her shoes off. She was both like Tim and not like him; the height and the fair hair were there, but she lacked the absolute perfection of his bone structure and her eyes were brown.

“I think I just saw the elusive Miss Horton,” she mumbled through a yawn, pulling an ottoman close enough to put her feet on.

Es put down her knitting. “What’s the old girl like?”

“I couldn’t see much detail, but she’s sort of stubby and has a head of silver hair with a bun on the back of her neck, typical old maid. Sixty-five-ish, I’d say, though I couldn’t really see her face. What a car, mates! A big black Bentley something like the sort of car old Queen Lizzie rides in. Phew! Wall to wall money, I’d reckon.”

“I don’t know about that, love, but I suppose she must be quite well off to own all that property.”

“Rather! I wonder what she sees in Tim? Sometimes it worries me. . . . He’s so awfully taken with her.”

“Oh, Dawnie, I think it’s nice,” Es said. “You’re getting too clucky about Tim and Miss Horton.”

“What do you mean, I’m getting too clucky?” Dawnie demanded sharply. “Darn it all, he’s my brother! I don’t like this new friendship of his, and that’s that. What do we really known about Miss Mary Horton?”

“We know all we really have to know, Dawnie,” Es said gently. “She’s good for Tim.”

“But he’s so wrapped in her, Mum! It’s Mary this and Mary that until sometimes I could strangle him!”

“Oh, come on, Dawnie, don’t be such a nark! You sound like green eyes to me!” Es snorted.

Ron frowned at Dawnie. “Who were you out with tonight, sport?” he asked, changing the subject.

Her mood dropped away as her lively, extremely intelligent eyes laughed at him. “The managing director of some big international drug firm. I’m thinking of going into industry.”

“My bloody foot! I reckon industry’s thinking of going into you! How can you keep so many blokes on a string, Dawnie? What on earth do they see in youse?”

“How should I know?” She yawned, then listened. “And here comes Tim.”

A moment later he entered, tired and happy.

“G’day there, mate!” his father said cheerfully. “Have a good weekend?”

“Extra good, Pop. We’re making a flower garden all around the house, and we’re building a brick barbecue on the beach for cookouts.”

“Sounds like you’re making a real picture-book place out of it, don’t it, Es?”

But Es did not reply; she sat up straight suddenly, clutching Ron’s arm. “Hey, Ron, how could Miss Horton talk to you on the phone one minute and be outside dropping Tim off the next?”

“Stone the flaming crows! Tim, did Miss Horton phone us a few minutes ago, just before she dropped you?”

“Yes, Pop. She’s got a phone in her car.”

“Blimey Charlie! That sounds a bit like putting on the dog to me, mate.”

“She has to have a phone in her car!” Tim answered indignantly. “She told me her boss Mr. Johnson needs to talk to her in a hurry sometimes.”

“And why couldn’t she have come inside for a minute to talk to us in person if she was almost outside the house?” Dawnie sneered.

Tim’s brow wrinkled. “I dunno, Dawnie. I think she must be a little bit shy, just like you say I am.”

Ron stared at him, puzzled, but said nothing until after Tim had gone to bed. Then he swung his feet off the sofa and sat where he could see his wife and daughter comfortably.

“Is it my imagination, girls, or is Tim improving a bit? It struck me the other day that he’s using fancier words than he used to, less down to earth, like.”

Es nodded. “Yes, I’ve noticed it.”

“So have I, Pop. Apparently Miss Horton spends some of her time with Tim teaching.”

“Hooray and good luck to her!” Es said. “I never had the patience and nor did the teachers at school, but I always reckoned Tim has it in him to learn.”

“Oh, come off it, Mum!” Dawnie snapped. “Next thing you’ll be expecting us to call her Saint Mary!” She got up abruptly. “Since you can’t find anything better to talk about than that woman’s influence over Tim, I’m going to bed!”

Ron and Es were left staring after her, startled and perturbed.

“You know, Ron, I think Dawnie’s a wee bit jealous of Miss Horton,” Es said at last.

“But why on earth should she be jealous?”

“Oh, I dunno, love. Women are real possessive sometimes. I have a feeling Dawnie’s peeved because Tim don’t hang around her so much these days.”

“But she oughta be glad! She always used to moan about Tim getting under her feet, and besides, the older she gets the more she leads her own life.”

“But she’s human, pet, she don’t see it like that. You know, dog in the manger.”

“Well, she’s going to have to let go a bit, that’s all. I’m real glad Tim’s got Miss Horton instead of mooning around here waiting for Dawnie to come home.”

The following day Ron met his son at the Seaside as usual and walked home with him through the closing darkness, for the days were getting short.

When they came in the back door Es was waiting for them, a peculiar expression on her face. She had a flat, colorful little book in her hand, and waved it at Tim wildly.

“Tim, love, is this yours?” she squeaked, eyes alight.

Tim glanced at the book and smiled, as if at a pleasure remembered. “Yes, Mum. Mary gave it to me.”

Ron took the book, turned it over and looked at the title. “The Kitten Who Thought He Was a Mouse,” he read out slowly.

“Mary’s teaching me to read,” Tim explained, wondering what all the fuss was about.

“And can you read any of it yet?”

“A bit. It’s awfully hard, but not as hard as writing. But Mary doesn’t mind when I forget.”

“She’s teaching youse to write, mate?” Ron asked, hardly able to believe it.

“Yes. She writes a word for me, and I copy it down so it looks just like hers. I can’t write a word of my own yet.” He sighed. “It’s much harder than reading.”

Dawnie came home just then, seething with suppressed excitement, words bubbling on her lips, but for the first time in her life she found herself taking an intellectual back seat to Tim; her parents did not even bother to ask her what she was so excited about, they simply went “Ssssh!” and drew her into the semicircle around Tim.

He read a page in the middle of the book without having to search around too much for a word or a letter, and when he was done they shouted and cheered, clapped him on the back and ruffled his hair. Sticking his chest out like a pouter pigeon, he strutted through to his room holding the little book reverently between his hands, and smiling; in all his life he had never known a moment more supreme. He had pleased them, really pleased them, made them proud of him the way they were proud of Dawnie.

Just after Tim had gone to bed Es raised her head from her endless knitting. “How about a cuppa tea, pet?” she asked Ron.

“That sounds like a real good idea, old girl. Come on, Dawnie, come out to the kitchen with us like a good kid, eh? You’ve been awful quiet all night.”

“There’s a bit of nice dark fruitcake with orange juice icing on it, or a cream sponge I bought at the Jungo this arvo,” Es announced, putting cups and saucers on the kitchen table.

“Cream sponge,” Ron and Dawnie chorused.

There was a delicious nip in the air, for it was the end of April and the worst of the heat was over. Ron got up and closed the back door, then chased an enormous moth with a rolled-up newspaper until he caught it thudding vainly against the light fixture. It fell to the ground amid a faint shower of gold powder from its wings; he picked it up, still fluttering madly, carried it into the bathroom and flushed it down the lavatory.

“Thanks, Pop,” Dawnie said, relaxing again. “Jeez, I hate those bloody things, flipping and flopping in my face. I’m always scared they’ll get into my hairdo or something.”

He grinned. “You women! Frightened of anything that flies, creeps, or crawls.” He picked up a huge wedge of cake and jammed most of it into his mouth. “What’s the matter, Dawnie love?” he mumbled indistinctly, licking the cream from around his nose.

“Nothing, nothing!” she parried brightly, sectioning her cake and delicately conveying a small piece to her mouth on the tines of a baby fork.

“Come on, sport, you can’t fool your old man!” he said more dearly. “Spit it out, now! What’s moping you, eh?”

Dawnie put her fork down, frowning, then lifted her large, light-filled eyes to his face. They softened, looking at him, for she was genuinely attached to him. “If you must know the gory details, I’m ashamed of myself. I had a piece of news of my own to tell you when I came in tonight, and when I found Tim the center of attention I got a bit peeved. You know, that’s disgusting. The poor little bloke! He’s taken a back seat to me all his life, and tonight, when he had something to show us that made us proud of him, I got shirty because he’d stolen my thunder.”
 
Es reached out and patted her arm. “Don’t fret about it, love. Tim didn’t realize anything was wrong and that’s the main thing, isn’t it, eh? You’re a good girl, Dawnie, your heart’s in the right place.”

Dawnie smiled; suddenly she was very like Tim and it was easy to see why she had so many boyfriends. “Ta, old girl! What a comfort you are, love. You can always find something nice to say, or something to take the sting out.”

Ron grinned. “Except when she’s lacing into me. Nasty old bat you are, Es!”

“What else can a drunken old sod like you expect?”
 
They all laughed. Es poured the tea, milk in the bottom of each cup and then a brew of tea on top of it that was as black and strong as coffee dregs. The resulting drink was dark brown in color and opaque because of the milk; they all sugared their cups liberally and drank the steaming liquid straight down. Only when seconds were poured did they resume their talk.

“What was it you wanted to tell us, Dawnie?” her mother asked.

“I’m going to get married.”

There was a startled silence, broken by Ron’s cup landing noisily in its saucer.

“That’s a bombshell!” he said. “Gord struth and little apples, what a bombshell! I never thought you’d go and get married, Dawnie. Cripes, the house’ll be empty without youse!”

Es looked at her daughter gently. “Well, love, I knew you’d up and tie the knot one of these days, and if it’s what you want, I’m glad for you, real glad. Who’s the bloke?”

“Mick Harrington-Smythe, my boss.”

They stared at her blankly.

“But isn’t he the bloke you never got on with because he reckoned women belonged in the kitchen, not in the research lab?”

“That’s him, that’s my Mick!” Dawnie replied cheerfully, and grinned. “I suppose he decided marrying me was the only way he’d get me out of the research lab and back into the kitchen where I belong.”

“A bit hard to get on with, isn’t he?” Ron queried.
 
“Sometimes, but not if you know how to handle him. His worst fault is that he’s a snob. You know the sort I mean—school at King’s, home in Point Piper, ancestors who came out with the First Fleet—only they weren’t convicts, of course, or if they were the family’s not owning up to it now. But I’ll wean him away from all that after a while.”

“How come he’s marrying the likes of you, then?” Es asked acidly. “We dunno what our ancestors were, except most likely they were thieves and cutthroats, and Surf Street Coogee isn’t exactly the poshest address in Sydney, nor is Randwick High the poshest girls’ school.”

Dawnie sighed. “Oh, Mum, don’t worry about it! The important thing is that he wants to marry me, and he knows exactly where, what, and who I come from.”

“We can’t afford a big expensive wedding for you, love,” Es said sadly.

“I have a bit of money saved myself, so I can pay for whatever sort of wedding his parents want. Personally I hope they’ll decide on a quiet one, but if they want a big, splashy affair they’ll get a big, splashy affair.”

“Youse’ll be ashamed of us,” Es quavered, tears in her eyes.

Dawnie laughed, stretching her hands out until the slender muscles rippled under her beautiful brown skin. “Not on your life, mates! Why on earth should I be ashamed of you? You gave me the best and happiest life a girl could ever have asked for, you brought me up free of all the hangups, neuroses, and problems everyone else my age seems to have. In fact, you did a darned sight better job bringing me up than Mick’s parents did him, let me tell you! He likes me and my family or he lumps us, that’s all there is to it. It must be the attraction of opposites,” she went on more thoughtfully, “because we really don’t have a thing in common except brains. Anyway, he’s thirty-five and he’s had his pick of all the blue-bloods Sydney’s had to offer in the last fifteen years, but he ended up picking good old common, garden-alley Dawnie Melville.”

“A point in his favor, I reckon,” Ron said heavily. He sighed. “I don’t suppose he’ll ever want to meet Tim and me for a beer or two at the Seaside. A scotch and water in some pansy lounge is more the style of that sort of bloke.”
 
“At the moment it is, but he doesn’t know what he’s missing. You just wait! At the end of a year I’ll have him meeting you at the Seaside.”

Es got up abruptly. “Leave everything, I’ll clear it up in the morning. I’m going to bed, I’m tired.”

“Poor old Dawnie, she’s in for a miserable time being married to a prawn like that,” Es said to Ron as they climbed into their comfortable old bed.

“It don’t pay to step out of your class, Es,” Ron replied sternly. “I wish she’d had less brains, then she would have married some ordinary bloke from around the next comer and settled down in a fibro Housing Commission house in Blacktown. But Dawnie don’t like ordinary blokes.”

“Well, I hope it turns out all right, but I can’t see that happening unless she breaks her ties with us, Ron. She’s not going to like it, but I think we must gradually edge our way out of her life after she’s married. Let her carve a spot for herself in their world, because that’s the world she’ll have to raise his kids in, ain’t it?”

“You’re dead right, old girl.” He stared at the ceiling, blinking hard. “Tim’s the one will miss her. Poor old bloke, he won’t understand.”

“No, but he’s like a little kid, Ron, his memory’s short. You know how he is, poor little coot. He’ll miss her the way a little kid does at first, but then he’ll sort of forget her. Just as well he’s got Miss Horton, I reckon. I daresay she won’t be around forever either, but I hope she’ll be around long enough to tide him over Dawnie’s marrying.” She patted his arm. “Life never works out the way you hope, does it? I’d sort of thought at one time that Dawnie wouldn’t marry at all, that she and Tim would end up their days sharing this old house together after we’re gone. She’s so terribly fond of him. But I’m glad she’s taking the plunge, Ron. Like I told her lots of times, we don’t expect her to sacrifice her life for Tim. It wouldn’t be right. And yet . . . I still think she’s a wee bit jealous of Miss Horton. This engagement’s so sudden. Tim finds himself a friend, Dawnie’s nose is pushed out of joint a bit because Miss Horton’s taken the time to teach him how to read and Dawnie never did, and the next thing, boomp! she goes and gets engaged.”

Ron reached over and switched out the light. “But why this one, Es? I never even thought she liked him.”

“Oh, but he’s a lot older than she is, and she’s real flattered because he picked her after all those Lady Mucks he could have had. Probably she’s a bit scared of him too, a bit bluffed by his background and the fact that he’s her boss. You can have all the brains in the world and still not be any wiser than the silliest coot in Callan Park.”

Ron wriggled down until his head found its natural dent in the pillow. “Well, love, there’s nothing we can do about it, is there? She’s over twenty-one, and she never took much notice of us, anyway. The only reason she’s stayed out of trouble is that she’s so bloody smart, horse-sense smart, like.” He kissed her on the mouth. “Night-night, love. I’m tired, aren’t you? All this flaming excitement.”
 
“Too right,” she yawned. “Night-night, love.”




Eleven



WHEN TIM arrived at Mary’s house in Artarmon the following Saturday he was quiet and a little withdrawn. Mary did not question his mood, but put him in the Bentley and got on the road immediately. They had to stop at a nursery in Hornsby to pick up a lot of plants and shrubs Mary had ordered during the week, and the business of getting them all in the car-occupied Tim so much that she told him to stay in the back seat when they started out again, so he could watch the plants and make sure none of them fell over or stained the leather upholstery.

At the cottage she left him to unload the plants and went through to his room with his case to unpack it, though these days he kept a small wardrobe there permanently. The room was changed; no longer bare and white, it sported a thick orange carpet, pale yellow walls, crome yellow drapes, and Danish modem furniture. His suitcase disposed of, she moved on to her own room and tidied herself up before returning to the car to see how Tim was doing.

Something was wrong with him, he was not himself at all. Frowning, she watched him closely as he finished taking the last of the plants out of the trunk. She did not think his problem was a physical one, for his skin was its usual healthy gold and his eyes were clear and bright. Apparently whatever plagued him was a happening in his personal sphere, though she doubted that it had anything to do with her, unless of course his parents had said something about her which had upset or puzzled him. But surely not! Only the other night she had spoken at length with Ron Melville, and he had been brimming over with enthusiasm about Tim’s progress in reading and calculating.

“You’re so bloody good for him, Miss Horton,” Ron had told her. “Whatever you do, don’t give him up as a bad job. I wish he’d known you years ago, I really do.”
 
They had a silent lunch and went out to the garden with Tim’s problem, whatever it was, still unmentioned. He would tell her in his own good time; perhaps it was better if she acted as though nothing was the matter, if she went ahead and made him help her plant all the new acquisitions. Last weekend they had had such fun over the garden, wrangling about whether they should have a bed entirely of stocks, or whether they ought to mix larkspurs and snapdragons in with them. He had not known the names of any of the flowers, so she had taken out her books and shown him pictures of them; he had learned about them with delight, and walked around muttering their names over and over to himself.

They worked silently all afternoon, until the shadows lengthened and the sea breeze came gusting up the lofty river canyon to warn of the coming night.

“Let’s build a fire in the barbecue and cook on the beach,” Mary suggested desperately. “We can go for a swim while the fire’s getting itself to the right stage for cooking, and then we can build another fire on the sand to get dry over and warm us while we eat. How does that sound, Tim?”

He tried to smile, “It sounds lovely, Mary.”

By this time Mary had learned to love the water and could even swim a few strokes, enough at least to be able to venture out where Tim liked to frolic. She had bought a black grosgrain swimsuit with a fairly long, full skirt on it for modesty’s sake; Tim thought it was gorgeous. Her skin had darkened now that she exposed herself to the sun, and she looked better for it, younger and healthier.

Tim was not his usual high-spirited self in the water; he swam about quietly, forgetting to divebomb and torpedo her, and when she suggested they should go out onto the beach he followed her at once. Normally getting him out of the water was a battle royal, for he would stay in until midnight if she let him.

She had tiny baby lamb chops and big fat sausages to toast over the fire, two of his favorites, but he picked half-heartedly at a chop for a while without reducing its size very much, then pushed the plate away with a sigh, shaking his head wearily.

“I’m not hungry, Mary,” he said sadly.

They sat side by side on a towel in front of the second fire, warming themselves comfortably in the teeth of the wintry wind. The sun had set, and the world was in that half-dark stage when everything was bled of its vividness but was not yet dimmed to black or white or gray. Above them in the clear vast sky the evening star glittered against an apple-green horizon, and a few more high magnitude stars struggled to overcome the light, appearing for a moment and then disappearing. Birds twittered and screamed everywhere, bedding down for the night in querulous fussiness, and the bush was full of mysterious squeaks and rustles.

Mary never used to notice such things, had been quite indifferent to the world around her except when it intruded itself, but now she found that she was intensely aware of the surrounding sphere, the sky and the land and the water, its animals and plants, all so wonderful and beautiful. Tim had taught her that, from the moment when he had shown her the cicada choirmaster in her oleander tree. He was always coming to display some little natural treasure he had found, a spider or a wild orchid or some tiny furry animal, and she had learned not to jump away in revulsion but to see them as he did for what they were, perfect, as much a functional part of the planet earth as she was herself if not more so, for sometimes what he brought her was rare.

Worried and upset, Mary wriggled around on the towel until she sat looking at his profile, etched against the pearly rim of the sky. The cheek toward her was faintly outlined, the eye sunk invisible into a darkened socket, the mouth at its saddest. Then he moved slightly, and what light there was left collected itself into a sparkling row of tiny droplets on his lashes, glistening all the way down his cheek.

“Oh, Tim!” she cried, her hands going out to him. “Don’t weep, my darling boy, don’t weep! What is it, what’s the matter? Can’t you tell me, when we’re such very good friends?”

She remembered Ron telling her that he used to cry a lot, and like a small child in noisy, hiccoughing bellows, but that of late he had stopped crying so. On the rare occasions these days when he was moved to tears, he cried more like an adult, Ron said, quietly and into himself. Just the way he was weeping now, she thought, wondering how often he had wept today without her noticing, when she had not been there or when she had been too busy to see.

Too upset to question the wisdom of her own conduct, she put her hand on his arm and stroked it softly, trying to soothe him as best she could. He turned toward her at once, and before she could jerk away he put his head down against her chest, drawing himself in against her like a small animal in need of a place to hide, his hands clutching at her sides. Her arms seemed to find a natural resting place across his back, and she dropped her head until her cheek rested on his hair.

“Don’t cry, Tim,” she whispered, smoothing his hair back and kissing his brow.

She sat back on her heels cradling him, all else forgotten save the reality of being able to give him comfort. He needed her, he had turned to her and hidden his face as if he thought her empowered to shield him from the world. Nothing could ever have prepared her for this; she had not dreamed life could give her a moment so infinitely sweet, so bounded with pain. His back under her hand was cool and slippery, like satin; the unshaven cheek resting just above her breasts scratched her skin like fine sandpaper.

Awkwardly and hesitantly at first, she gathered him closer, hugging one arm gently but strongly around his back, her other arm protectively about his head, its fingers buried in his thick, faintly salty hair. The forty-three empty, loveless years of her life were canceled out of existence, payment extracted in this one small flake of time. With this at their end they did not matter, and if there were forty-three more just as empty still to be endured, they could never matter either. Not now.

After a while he ceased weeping and lay absolutely motionless within her arms, only the slight rise and fall of his breathing under her hand telling her that he lived. Nor did she move; the thought of moving terrified her, for instinct told her that once either of them shifted even the smallest bit, he would withdraw or she would have to draw away herself. She pressed her mouth further into his hair and closed her eyes, profoundly happy.

He gave a deep, sobbing sigh and moved a little to get more comfortable, but to Mary it was the signal that her moment was over; gently she eased herself slightly away from him, so that he still lay within her arms but could lift his head to look at her. Her hand in his hair tugged at it until he was forced to raise his face, and the breath caught in her throat. In the faint light his beauty had a fey quality about it, he was an Oberon or a Morpheus, unreal, other-worldly. The moon had got into his eyes and sheeted them with a glaze of blued silver; they stared at her blindly, as though he saw her from the other side of a filmy curtain. Perhaps indeed he did, for what he saw in her no one else ever had, she reflected.

“Tim, won’t you tell me what’s making you so unhappy?”

“It’s my Dawnie, Mary. She’s going away soon and we won’t see her very often. I don’t want my Dawnie to go away, I want her to keep on living with us!”

“I see.” She looked down into the unblinking, moonstone eyes. “Is she getting married, Tim? Is that why she’s going away?”

“Yes, but I don’t want her to get married and go away!” he cried defiantly.

“Tim, as you go on through the years you’ll find that life is made up of meetings, knowings, and partings. Sometimes we love the people we meet, sometimes we don’t like the people we meet, but knowing them is the most important thing about living, it’s what keeps us human beings. You see, for many years I refused to admit this, and I wasn’t a very good human being. Then I met you, and knowing you has sort of changed my life, I’ve become a better human being.

“Ah, but the partings, Tim! They’re the hardest, the most bitter to accept, especially if we loved. Parting means it can never be the same afterward; something has gone out of our lives, a bit of us is missing and can never be found or put back again. But there are many partings, Tim, because they’re as much a component of living as meeting and knowing. What you have to do is remember knowing your Dawnie, not spend your time grieving because you have to part from her, because the parting can’t be avoided, it has to come. If you remember knowing her rather than grieve at losing her, it won’t hurt so much.

“And that’s far too long and complex and you didn’t understand a word of it, did you, love?”

“I think I understood a bit of it, Mary,” he answered seriously.

She laughed, dispelling the last of the moment, and thus inched him out of her arms. Standing upright again, she reached down her hands and pulled him to his feet.

“Mary, what you said, does that mean one day I’ll have to see you go away, too?”

“Not unless you want me to go away, or unless I die.”
 
The fires were quenched, thin tendrils of steam curling up between the grains of sand, and the beach was suddenly very cold. Mary shivered, hugging herself.

“Come, let’s go back to the house, Tim, where it’s warm and light.”

He detained her, staring into her face with a passionate eagerness normally quite foreign to him. “Mary, I’ve always wanted to know, but no one will ever tell me! What’s die, and dying, and dead? Are they all the same thing?”

“They all relate to the same thing, yes.” She took his hand in hers and pressed its palm against his own chest, just over the left nipple. “Can you feel your heart there beating, Tim? Can you feel that thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump under your hand, always there, never stopping for a moment?”

He nodded, fascinated. “Yes, I can! I really can!”

“Well, while it beats, thump-thump, thump-thump, you can see and hear, walk around, laugh and cry, eat and drink and wake up in the morning, feel the sun and the wind.

“When I talk about living that’s what I mean, the seeing and hearing and walking around, the laughing and crying. But you’ve seen things get old, wear out, break apart? A wheelbarrow or a concrete mixer, perhaps? Well, we, all of us with beating hearts under our ribs—and that’s everyone, Tim, everyone!—we get old and tired, and wear out too. Eventually we begin to break apart and that beating thing you can feel stops, like a clock that’s not been wound. It happens to all of us, when our time comes. Some of us wear out faster than others, some of us get accidentally stopped, if we’re in a plane crash or something like that. No one of us knows when we’ll stop, it isn’t something we can control or foretell. It just happens one day, when we’re all worn out and too tired to keep going.

“When our hearts stop, Tim, we stop. We don’t see or hear ever again, we don’t walk around, we don’t eat, we can’t laugh or cry. We’re dead, Tim, we are no more, we’ve stopped and we have to be put away where we can lie and sleep undisturbed, under the ground forever.

“It happens to us all, and it’s nothing to be frightened of, it can’t hurt us. It’s just like going to sleep and never waking up again, and nothing ever hurts us while we’re asleep, does it? It’s nice to be asleep, whether it’s in a bed or under the ground. What we have to do is enjoy living while we’re living, and then not be frightened to die when the time comes for us to stop.”

“Then I might die just as easily as you, Mary!” he said intensely, his face close to hers.

“Yes, you might, but I’m old and you’re young, so if we go on as people usually do, I should stop before you. I’m more worn out than you are, you see.”

He was on the verge of tears again. “No, no, no! I don’t want you to die before I do, I don’t want it like that!”

She took his hands in hers, chafing them urgently. “There, there, Tim, don’t be unhappy! What did I just tell you? Living is to be enjoyed for every moment we’re still alive! Dying is in the future, it isn’t to be worried about or even thought about!

“Dying is the final parting, Tim, the hardest one of all to bear, because the parting is forever. But all of us come to it, so it’s something we can’t close our eyes to and pretend it doesn’t exist.

“If we’re grown-up and sensible, if we’re good strong people, we understand dying, we know about it but we don’t let it worry us. Now I know you’re grown-up and sensible, I know you’re a good strong person, so I want you to promise me you won’t worry about dying, that you won’t be frightened of it happening to me, or to you. And I want you to promise that you’ll try to be a man about partings, that you won’t make poor Dawnie unhappy by being unhappy yourself. Dawnie is alive too, she has as much right to find her own way of enjoying living as you do, and you mustn’t make it hard for her by letting her see how upset you are.”

She took his chin in her hand and looked into the clouded eyes. “Now I know you’re good and strong and kind, Tim, so I want you to be all of those things about your Dawnie, and about all the things that will happen to make you sad, because you mustn’t be sad a minute longer than you can help. Promise?”

He nodded gravely. “I promise, Mary.”

“Then let’s go back to the house. I’m cold.”

Mary turned on the big space-heater in the living room to warm it up, and put on some music she knew would make him light-heartedly happy. The treatment worked, and he was soon laughing and talking as if nothing had ever happened to threaten his world. He demanded a reading lesson, which she gave him gladly, then declined another form of amusement, curling up on the floor at her feet instead and sitting with his head resting against the arm of her chair.

“Mary?” he asked after a long while, and just before she opened her mouth to tell him it was time to go to bed.
 
“Yes?”

He twisted around so that he could see her face. “When I cried and you hugged me, what’s that called?”

She smiled, patting his shoulder. “I don’t know that it’s called anything very much. Comforting, I suppose. Yes, I think it’s called comforting. Why?”

“I liked it. Mum used to do it sometimes a real long time ago when I was just a little shaver, but then she told me I was too big and never did it again. Why didn’t you think I was too big?”

One hand went up to shield her eyes and stayed there a moment before she dropped it onto her lap and clenched it tightly around her other hand. “I suppose I didn’t think of you as big at all, I thought of you as a little shaver. But I don’t think how big you are is very important, I think how big your trouble is is much more important. You might be a big man now, but your trouble was much bigger, wasn’t it? Did it help, to be comforted?”

He turned away, satisfied. “Oh, yes, it helped a lot. It was real nice. I’d like to be comforted every day.”

She laughed. “You might like to be comforted every day, but it isn’t going to happen. When something is done too often it loses its attraction, don’t you think? If you were comforted every day whether you needed it or not, you’d soon get a wee bit tired of it. It wouldn’t be nearly as nice any more.”

“But I need comforting all the time, Mary, I need to be comforted every day!”

“Pooh! Fiddle! You’re a conniver, my friend, that’s what you are! Now I think it’s bedtime, don’t you?”

He climbed to his feet. “Night-night, Mary. I like you, I like you better than anyone except Pop and Mum, and I like you the same as I like Pop and Mum.”

“Oh, Tim! What about poor Dawnie?”

“Oh, I like my Dawnie too, but I like you better than I like her, I like you better than anyone except Pop and Mum. I’m going to call you my Mary, but I’m not going to call Dawnie my Dawnie any more.”

“Tim, don’t be unforgiving! Oh, that’s so cruel and thoughtless! Please don’t make Dawnie feel that I’ve taken her place in your affections. It would make her very unhappy.”

“But I like you, Mary, I like you better than I like Dawnie! I can’t help it, I just do!”

“I like you too, Tim, and really better than anyone else in the whole world, because I don’t have a Pop and a Mum.”




Twelve



IT TRANSPIRED that Dawnie wanted to marry Michael Harrington-Smythe at the end of May, which left little time for preparations. Learning the background of their son’s bride-to-be, Mick’s parents were just as anxious as Dawnie’s to reduce the size of the wedding to a bare minimum.

The two sets of parents plus the engaged pair met on neutral ground to plan the wedding, neutral ground being a private room at the Wentworth Hotel, where the reception was to be held. Everyone was uncomfortable. Distressed in collar and tie and Sunday corsets, Ron and Es sat on the edges of their chairs and refused to be drawn into polite conversation, while Mick’s parents, to whom collar and tie and corsets were an everyday occurrence, chatted in bored voices which held a slight suggestion of plum-in-in-mouth. Mick and Dawnie tried desperately to lessen the stiffness, without much success.

“Dawn will naturally be married in a long white gown and have at least one attendant,” Mrs. Harrington-Smythe said challengingly.

Es looked stupid; she had forgotten that Dawnie’s real name was Dawn, and found it disagreeable to be reminded that the Melville family had chosen a low-class diminutive. “Um,” she answered, which Mrs. Harrington-Smythe took to mean acquiescence.

“The men in the wedding party had better wear dark suits and plain blue satin ties,” Mrs. Harrington-Smythe continued. “Since it’s a small, private wedding, morning dress or white tie and tails would be most unsuitable.”

“Um,” said Es, her hand fumbling underneath the table until it found Ron’s and clutched thankfully.

“I’ll give you a full list of those the groom’s side will want invited, Mrs. Melville.”

And so it went, until Mrs. Harrington-Smythe remarked, “I believe Dawn has an older brother, Mrs. Melville, but Michael hasn’t given me any idea of what part he’s to play in the wedding. Naturally you realize he can’t be best man, since Michael’s old friend Hilary Arbuckle-Heath is filling that role, and I really can’t see what other function is available for him in such a small wedding party. Unless, of course, Dawn chooses to change her mind and have a second attendant.”

“That’s all right, Ma’am,” Ron said heavily, squeezing Es’s hand. “Tim don’t expect to be in the wedding party. In fact, we were thinking of letting him go to Miss Mary Horton’s for the day.”

Dawnie gasped. “Oh, Pop, you can’t do that! Tim’s my only brother, I want him to see me married!”

“But Dawnie love, you know Tim don’t like crowds!” her father protested. “Think what an uproar there’d be if he vomited all over the place! Sweet balls of Christ, wouldn’t that be just lovely? No, I think it would be better all around if Tim just went to Miss Horton’s.”

Dawnie’s eyes glittered with tears. “Anyone would think you were ashamed of him, Pop! I’m not ashamed of him, I want everyone to meet him and love him as much as I do!”

“Dawnie love, I think your old man’s right about Tim,” Es contributed. “You know how he hates crowds, and even if he wasn’t sick everywhere he wouldn’t be very happy if he had to sit still all through a wedding ceremony.”

The Harrington-Smythes were looking at each other, absolutely bewildered. “I thought he was older than Dawn,” Mrs. Harrington-Smythe said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize he was only a child.”

“Well, he isn’t a child!” Dawnie flared, red spots staining her cheeks. “He’s a year older than me but he’s mentally retarded, that’s what they’re trying to conceal from everyone!”

There was an appalled silence; Mr. Harrington-Smythe drummed his fingers on the table, and Mick looked at Dawnie in surprise.

“You didn’t tell me Tim was retarded,” he said to her.

“No, I didn’t, because it just never occurred to me that it was important! I’ve had Tim there all my life, and he’s a part of my life, a very important part of my life! I never remember that he’s retarded when I’m talking about him, that’s all!”

“Don’t be angry, Dawn,” Mick pleaded. “It really isn’t important, you’re quite right about that. I was simply a little surprised.”

“Well, I am angry! I’m not trying to hide the fact that my only sibling is mentally retarded, it’s my mother and father who’ve apparently taken it upon themselves to do that! Pop, how could you?”

Ron looked embarrassed. “Well, Dawnie, it isn’t that we was trying to hide it exactly, it’s that we thought it would be less of a business for you if he didn’t come. Tim don’t like crowds, you know that. Everyone always stares at him so much that it makes him go all funny.”

“Oh, dear, is he very bad to look at?” Mrs. Harrington-Smythe asked, a slight doubt in her eyes as they rested on Dawnie. Perhaps it ran in the family? What an idiot Michael was, to choose a low-class girl like this after all the perfectly marvelous girls he had ignored! Of course, they said she was extraordinarily brilliant, but brilliance was no substitute for good breeding, it could never outweigh vulgarity, and the whole wretched family was vulgar, vulgar, vulgar! The girl had absolutely no polish, no idea of how to comport herself in decent company.

“Tim is the finest-looking man I’ve ever seen,” Dawnie replied fiercely. “People stare at him in admiration, not in disgust, but he doesn’t know the difference! All he knows is that they’re looking at him, and he doesn’t like the sensation.”

“Oh, he is lovely to look at,” Es, offered. “Like a Greek god, Miss Horton says.”

“Miss Horton?” Mick asked, hoping to change the subject.

“Miss Horton is the lady Tim gardens for on weekends.”

“Oh, really? Tim is a gardener, then?”

“No, he’s not a bloody gardener!” Dawnie snapped, nettled at the tone. “He works as a builder’s laborer during the week, and he earns a little extra money on the weekends by gardening for this wealthy old lady.”

Dawnie’s explanation only made matters worse; the Harrington-Smythes were shifting on their chairs and toying not to look at each other or the Melvilles.

“Tim has an IQ of about 75,” Dawnie said, more quietly. “As such he’s not supposed to be employable, but my parents were wonderful about him, right from the start. They realized they wouldn’t be here to support him all of his life, so they brought him up to be as self-sufficient and independent as possible under the circumstances. From the day he was fifteen Tim’s earned his own living as an unskilled laborer, which is the only kind of work he’s fit for. I might add that he’s still working for the man who took him when he was fifteen, which may help you understand what a valuable and well-liked employee he is.

“Pop has paid on an insurance policy for him since he first knew Tim was retarded, so he’ll never have to worry financially, he’ll always have enough to live on. Since I started working I’ve helped increase the size of the premiums, and some of Tim’s wages go into it, too. Tim is the richest member of the family, ha-ha!

“Until recently he couldn’t read or write or do any sort of arithmetic, but Mum and Pop taught him the really important things, like how to get about the city from job to job and place to place without having to have someone always with him. They taught him to count money though he can’t count anything else, which is strange: you’d think he would associate what he can do with money with other kinds of counting, but he can’t. One of the weird little jokes the retarded mind plays, that is. But he can buy himself a ticket for the bus or the train, he can buy himself food and clothes. He isn’t a burden to us now any more than he ever has been. I’m very fond of my brother and I’m very devoted to him. A kinder, sweeter, more lovable person doesn’t exist. And, Mick,” she added, turning to her fiancé, “when Tim’s all alone and needs a home, I’m taking him in. If it doesn’t suit you, then it’s too bloody bad! You’d better call the whole thing off right now.”

“My dear, dear Dawn,” Mick said imperturbably, “I fully intend to marry you, if you have ten mentally retarded and utterly moronic brothers.”

The answer did not please her, but she was too upset to analyze why it did not please her, and later on forgot all about it.

“It don’t run in the family,” Es explained, a little pathetically. “It was me ovaries, the doctors said. I was over forty when I married Ron, and I’d never had any kids before that So Tim was born not the full quid, you see. Dawnie was fine because me ovaries had got going by then. It was only the first one, Tim, what got affected by them. But it’s like Dawnie says, a nicer little bloke than Tim just don’t exist.”

“I see,” said Mr. Harrington-Smythe, not knowing what else to say. “Well, I’m sure it isn’t up to anyone but Mr. and Mrs. Melville to decide whether their son should attend the wedding.”
 
“And we decided,” Es said firmly. “Tim don’t like crowds, so Tim don’t go. Miss Horton will be glad to take him for the weekend.”

Dawnie burst into tears and rushed to the powder room, where her mother found her a few minutes later.

“Don’t cry, love,” Es soothed, patting her shoulders. “

But everything’s going wrong, Mum! You and Pop don’t like the Harrington-Smythes, they don’t like you either, and I don’t know what Mick thinks any more! Oh, it’s going to be awful!”

“Stuff and fiddle! Ron and me come from a different world to the Harrington-Smythes, that’s all. They don’t normally mix with the likes of us, so how can you expect them to know what to do when they find themselves having to mix with the likes of us? And the same goes the other way, love. The Harrington-Smythes aren’t the sort of people I play tennis with on Tuesdays and Thursdays and Saturdays, or the sort Ron meets at the Seaside and the Leagues Club.

“You’re a big girl, Dawnie, and a real brainy girl. You ought to know we couldn’t ever be friends. Why, we don’t even laugh at the same things! But we aren’t enemies either, not with our kids getting married to each other. We just won’t meet either side of this wedding, except maybe for christenings and suchlike. And that’s how it should be. Why should we have to pee in each other’s pockets just because our kids got married, eh? Now you’re clever enough to understand that, aren’t you?”

Dawnie dried her eyes. “Yes, I suppose so. But, oh, Mum, I wanted everything to be so perfect!”

“Of course you did, love, but life ain’t like that, not ever. It was you picked Mick and him you, not us or the Harrington-Smythes. If it had been left to us, we’d never have matched you with Mick, and nor would the pewie Harrington-Smythes. Double-barreled name, indeed! Bloody patting on the dog, if you ask me. Bat we’re all making the best of it, love, so don’t go creating a big fuss over poor Tim, for heaven’s sake. Tim don’t enter into this and it ain’t right of you to make him enter it. Leave poor Tim to his own life, and don’t go pushing him down the Harrington-Smythes’ throats. They don’t know him the way we do, so how can you expect them to understand?”

“Bless you, Mum, I don’t know what I’d do without you! I’m supposed to be the clever Melville, but sometimes I get the funny feeling that it’s really you and Pop who are the clever ones. How did you get so wise?”

“I didn’t, love, and nor did your old man. Life makes us wise, the longer we live it. When you’ve got kids as old as you are now, you’ll be doing the dazzling, and I’H be shoving up daisies.”

In the end Ron telephoned Mary Horton and asked her to resolve the question of whether Tim should be allowed to go to the wedding. Though they had never met and he was aware that Miss Horton belonged more in the Harrington-Smythe circle than the Melville, Ron somehow felt at home with her; she would both understand his dilemma and offer a reasonable solution for it.

“It’s a bad business, Miss Horton,” he said, breathing noisily into the receiver. “The Harrington-Smythes aren’t too pleased with their precious son’s choice of a wife, and I can’t honestly say I blame them. They’re afraid she won’t fit in, and if it wasn’t that Dawnie’s so bloody smart I’d be afraid on that score, too. As it is, I think she’ll learn a lot faster than they can teach, and no one will ever have the chance to be embarrassed because of anything die says or does.”

“I don’t know Dawnie personally, Mr. Melville, but from what I’ve heard, I’m sure you’re right,” Mary responded sympathetically. “I wouldn’t worry about her.”

“Oh, I ain’t!” he answered. “Dawnie’s got the iron in’ her, she’ll be apples. It’s Tim that’s getting me down,”

“Tim? Why?”

“Well, he’s different, like. He’s never going to grew up properly, and he don’t know when he makes a mistake, he can’t learn from making it. What’s going to happen to the poor little bugger after we’re gone?”

“I think you’ve done a splendid job with Tim,” Mary said, her throat unaccountably tight. “You’ve brought him up to be remarkably independent and self-sufficient.” ‘
 
“Oh, I know all that already!” Ron replied, a little impatiently. “If it was just a question of him looking after himself I wouldn’t be worried, but it ain’t, you know. Tim needs his Mum and Pop for love and peace of mind, because he ain’t growed up enough to find someone to replace us, a wife and family of his own, I mean, which is what a man normally does.”

“But he’ll have you for many years to come, Mr. Melville! You’re young yet, you and your wife.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Miss Horton, Es and me ain’t young at all. We was born six months apart, and we had our seventieth birthday this year,”

“Oh!” There was a blank silence for a moment then. Mary’s voice came again, rather uncertainly. “I hadn’t realized you and Mrs. Melville were as old as that.”

“Well, we are. I tell, you, Miss Horton, with Dawnie marrying a bloke who definitely won’t want his wife’s mentally retarded brother hanging, around, Es and me is nearly mental ourselves worrying about Tim. Sometimes at night I hear poor old Es crying, and I know she’s crying about Tim. He won’t out live us long, youse know. When he finds out he’s all alone, he’ll up and die of a broken heart, you wait and see.”

“People don’t die of broken hearts, Mr. Melville,” Mary said gently, out of the ignorance of her emotionally impoverished existence.

“Bullshit they don’t!” Ron exploded, “Oh, I beg your pardon, Miss Horton! I know I shouldn’t swear like that, but don’t you ever believe people don’t die of broken hearts! I’ve seen it happen and more than once, too. Tim will, he’ll just fade away. You need the will to live as much as the health to live, love. And when there’s no one to care about him, Tim will die; he’ll just sit there crying and forgetting to eat until he dies.”

“Well, as long as I’m here I’ll see there’s someone to care for him,” Mary offered tentatively.

“But you’re not young either, Miss Horton! It was Dawnie I was hoping for, but not any longer. . . .” He sighed. “Oh, well, no use crying over spilt milk, is there?”

It was on the tip of Mary’s tongue to assure him she wasn’t seventy, but before she could speak Ron began again.

“What I really rang to ask you was about Tim going to the wedding. I’d like to have him come but I know he’ll be miserable, sitting still all through the ceremony and then the reception. Dawnie was very upset when I said I didn’t think Tim ought to go, but I still don’t think he ought to go. What I was wondering was, would you mind if Tim stayed wife you that weekend?”

“Of course not, Mr. Melville! But it seems a great shame that Tim can’t be in the house to see Dawnie getting ready; and that he can’t see her married. . . . I tell you what, why don’t you bring him to the church to see her married, and I’ll pick him up outside right afterward, so he doesn’t have to go to the reception?”

“Hey, that’s a great idea, Miss Horton! Crikey, why didn’t I think of that? It would solve all our worries, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, I, think it would. Give me a call when you have all fee details about time and place and et cetera, and I give you my word I’ll look after Tim after the ceremony.”

“Miss Horton, you’re the grouse, you really are!”




Thirteen



TIM FOUND the wedding preparations exciting. Dawnie was especially considerate and tender during the week preceding what in her heart she termed her desertion, and devoted all her time to her family.

On the morning of the wedding, a Saturday, he was enthralled with the bustle and panic that seemed threatening to overwhelm them any moment, and wandered about getting under everyone’s feet, full of helpful suggestions. They had bought him a new, dark blue suit with flared trousers and a waisted, slightly skirted coat, à la Cardin, and he was thrilled with it. He put it on the moment he got up and strutted about in it preening himself and trying to catch glimpses of his reflection in the mirrors.

When he saw Dawnie dressed he was awed.

“Oh, Dawnie, you look just like a fairy princess!” he breathed, staring at her with blue eyes wide.

She caught him to her in a violent hug, winking away tears. “Oh, Tim, if I ever have a son I hope he’ll be as nice as you,” she whispered, kissing his cheek.

He was delighted, not with the reference to her son, which he didn’t understand, but with the hug. “You comforted me!” he caroled gleefully. “You comforted me, Dawnie! I like being comforted, it’s the nicest thing I know!”

“Now, Tim, go out to the front gate and watch for the ears like a good boy,” Es instructed, wondering whether she would ever think straight again, and trying to ignore the silly little pain in her side she had felt sometimes of late.

Dawnie was handed into the leading limousine with her father, the lone maid of honor got into the second one, and Es herded Tim into the third with her.

“Now sit still, Tim, and try to be a good boy,” she admonished, settling herself onto the luxuriously padded back seat with a sigh.

“You look lovely, Mum,” Tim said, more used to the feel of an expensive car than his mother, and taking it completely for granted.

“Thanks, love, I wish I felt lovely,” Es replied.

She had tried not to overdress, sensing that Dawnie’s grand in-laws would not be impressed with the usual garb of mothers of the bride in the Melville circle. So, with a sigh of regret she had abandoned her delicious dream of a mauve guipure lace dress, coat, shoes, and hat with a corsage of lilies dyed to match; she chose instead a dress and coat of subdued pale blue silk shantung with no corsage to speak of, just two modest white roses.

The church was crowded when she and Tim found their pew in the front on the bride’s side; all the way down the aisle Es was conscious of the stares people gave Tim from the groom’s side, gaping, she told herself, just as if they were low class nothings. Mrs. and Mr. Harrington-Smythe were looking at him as though they could scarcely believe their eyes, while every female under ninety fell madly in love with him. Es was devoutly glad he was not going to the reception.

He behaved beautifully during the ceremony, which was not a long one. Afterward, while the photographer’s camera flashed and the usual congratulations were under way, Es and Ron quietly led Tim out to the wall near the front gate of the church, and made him sit on it.

“Now you wait here for Mary like a good boy, and don’t you dare wander away, do you hear?” Es said firmly.

He nodded. “All right, Mum, I’ll wait here. Can I turn around and watch Dawnie come down the steps, though?”

“Of course you can. Just don’t wander away, and if anyone comes over to try and talk to you, answer them politely and then don’t say anything at all. Now Pop and me have to go back to the church, because they want us for the photographs, heaven help them. We’ll see you again tomorrow night when Miss Horton brings you home.”

The bridal party and the wedding guests had been gone ten minutes when Mary Horton drove down the street. She was vexed with herself, for she had got lost in the maze of small streets around Darling Point, thinking St. Marks was a different church closer to New South Head Road.

Tim was still sitting on the low stone wall in front, with the autumn sun filtering through the leafy trees in soft gold bars that danced with dust. He seemed so lost, so alone and lonely, staring helplessly at the road and obviously wondering what had happened to her. The new suit fitted him perfectly but it made him seem a stranger, very handsome and sophisticated. Only the pose was Tim, obedient and quiet, like a well-behaved small boy. Or like a dog, she thought; like a dog he would sit there until he died of starvation rather than move on in order to survive, because his loved ones had told him to sit there and not move.

Ron’s words on the phone about Tim dying of a broken heart still plagued her; obviously Ron believed she was in his own age group, getting on toward seventy, but she had not disillusioned him, curiously reluctant to air her true age. And why did I do that? she asked herself; it was needless and silly.

Could anyone really die of a broken heart? Women did, in those old romantic tales so much out of fashion at the moment; she had always assumed the heroine’s demise to be as much a figment of the writer’s fevered imagination as the rest of the lurid plot. But perhaps it I truly was so; what would she do herself were Tim to depart from her life forever, taken away by irate parents or, God forbid, by death? How gray and empty life would be if it held no Tim, how futile and useless it would be to continue in a world without Tim. He had become the nucleus of her entire existence, a fact which several people had noticed.

Mrs. Emily Parker had invited herself over not long before, as, she explained, “I don’t never get to see youse at the weekends no more, do I?”

Mary muttered something about being very busy.

“Ha ha ha!” Mrs. Parker leered. “Busy is right, eh?” She winked at Mary and poked her in the ribs good-naturedly. “I must say you’ve taken quite a fancy to young Tim, Miss Horton. Them old busybodies up and down the street have their tongues wagging something scandalous.”

“I did take quite a fancy to young Tim,” Mary replied! calmly, beginning to regain her equilibrium. “He’s such, a nice fellow, so anxious to please, and so lonely. At first I gave him the gardening because I gathered he could do with the money, then as I got to know him I began to like him for himself, even if he isn’t the full quid, as everyone calls it. He’s sincere, warm, and utterly lacking in deceit. It’s so refreshing to encounter someone with absolutely no ulterior motives, isn’t it?” She stared at Mrs. Parker blandly.

Mrs. Parker stared back, outwitted. “Um, ah, I suppose so. And you being on your own the way you are it’s real company for youse, ain’t it?”

“Most certainly! Tim and I have a lot of fun together. We garden and listen to music, swim and picnic, lots of things. He has simple tastes, and he’s teaching me to appreciate simplicity. I’m not a very easy person to get on with, but somehow Tim just suits me. He brings out the best in me.”

For all her nosiness, the Old Girl was kind-hearted and generally uncritical. She patted Mary on the arm encouragingly. “Well, I’m real glad for you, duckie, I think it’s nice you’ve found someone to keep you company, you being so alone and all. I’ll soon put you right with them nasty old biddies up and down the street. I told them you wasn’t the sort to buy yourself a boyfriend.

“Now how about a cuppa tea, eh? I want to hear all about young Tim, how he’s getting along.”

But Mary didn’t move for a moment, her face curiously expressionless. Then she looked at Mrs. Parker in wonder. “Is that what they thought?” she asked sadly. “Is that really what they thought? How absolutely disgusting how despicable of them! It isn’t myself I care about that much, but Tim! Oh, God, how sickening!”

Mary’s boss Archie Johnson was another one who had noticed the change in Mary, though he was not aware of the reason for it. They were eating a hasty lunch together in the staff cafeteria one day when Archie broached the matter.

“You know, Mary, it’s none of my business and I’m quite prepared to be put in my place, but have you branched out a bit lately or something?”

She had stared at him, bewildered and caught off her guard. “I beg your pardon, sir?”

“Oh, come off it, Mary! And don’t call me ‘sir’ or ‘Mr. Johnson’! We’re on lunch break.”

She put her knife and fork down and looked at him calmly. He and she had worked together for more years than either of them cared to count, but their relationship had always been severely restricted to business, and she still had trouble unbending sufficiently during their in frequent but obligatory social encounters.

“If you mean have I changed lately, Archie, why don’t you say so? I won’t be offended.”

“Well, that is what I mean. You’ve changed. Oh, you’re still a terrible old bitch and you still frighten the living daylights out of the junior typists, but you’ve changed. By God, how you’ve changed! Even the other inhabitants of our little world have noticed it. For one thing you look better than you used to, as if you’ve been out in the sun instead of living under a rock like a slug. And I actually heard you laugh the other day, when that idiot Celeste was clowning around.”

She smiled faintly. “Well, Archie, I think it can best be summarized by saying that I’ve finally joined the human race Isn’t that a lovely phrase? As solid and respectable a cliché as one could possibly hope for.”

“What on earth made an old maid like you join the human race after all these years? Got a boyfriend?”

“Of sorts, though not what I’m sure everyone is thinking. Sometimes, my dear Archie, there are things which can benefit an old maid much more than mere sexual gratification.”

Oh, I agree! It’s being loved that works the miracles. Mary, it’s that wonderful feeling of being wanted and needed and esteemed. The sexual business is just the icing on the cake.”

“How very perspicacious of you! It’s no wonder we’ve worked together so well for so many years. You’ve got lots more sense and sensitivity than the average businessman, Archie.”

“Great steaming impossibilities, Mary, but you’ve changed! And for the better, I might add. If you continue improving I might even ask you out to dinner.”

“By all means! I’d love to see Tricia again.”

“Who said Tricia was invited?” he grinned “But I might have known you hadn’t changed that much! Seriously, I think Tricia would love to see the change in you for herself, so why don’t you come to dinner one evening?”

“I’d love to come. Tell Tricia to call me and I’ll put it in the book.”

“All right, now, enough evasion! What’s the source of your new lease on life, dear?”

“I suppose you would have to say, a child, except that he’s a very special kind of child.”

“A child!” He sat back, immensely pleased. “I might have guessed it would be a child. A sea-green incorruptible like you would soften far faster under a child’s influence than a man’s.”

“It isn’t as simple as that,” she answered slowly, amazed that she could be so relaxed and free of self-consciousness; she had never felt so comfortable with Archie before. “His name is Tim Melville and he’s twenty-five years old, but he’s a child for all that. He’s mentally retarded.”

“Holy man-eating toads!” Archie exclaimed, staring at her; he was addicted to coining unusual, if benign, expletives. “How on earth did you get into that?”

“It just crept up on me, I suppose. It’s hard to be defensive with someone who doesn’t understand what defensiveness is, and it’s even harder to hurt the feelings of someone who doesn’t understand why they’re being hurt.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Well, I take him to Gosford with me at weekends, and I hope to take him to the Great Barrier Reef this winter for a holiday. He genuinely seems to prefer my company to anyone else’s, except his parents. They’re fine people.”

“And why shouldn’t he prefer your company, you old fire-eater? Swash me buckles, look at the time! I’ll tell Tricia to arrange a date for dinner, then I want to hear all about it. In the meantime, old war-horse, back to the grind. Did you hear from McNaughton about the Dindanga exploration concession?”

She had been glad in a way that both Mrs. Parker and Archie had accepted her friendship with Tim so casually, had been so pleased for her. The promised, dinner date with Archie and his equally volatile wife had not yet happened, but she found herself looking forward to the meeting for the first time in twenty years.

When Tim saw the Bentley cruising down the street his face lit up with joy, and he jumped off the low stone wall immediately.

“Oh, Mary, I’m so glad to see you!” he exclaimed, wriggling into the front seat. “I thought you’d forgotten.”

She took his hand and held it to her cheek for a moment, so filled with pity and remorse over being late that she forgot she had resolved never to touch him. “Tim, I wouldn’t ever do that to you. I lost my way. I got St. Marks all confused in my mind with another church and lost my way, that’s it. Now sit there and be happy, because I’ve just decided to go to Gosford.”

“Oh, goody! I thought we’d have to stay at Artarmon because it’s so late.”

“No, why shouldn’t we go anyway? There’s plenty of time for a swim when we get there unless the water’s too cold, and we can certainly cook our supper on the beach no matter how chilly it is.” She glanced sidelong at him, savoring the contrast between his smiling happiness now and the despairing solitude of a few minutes before. “How did the wedding go?”

“It was beautiful,” he answered seriously. “Dawnie looked like a fairy princess, and Mum looked like a fairy godmother. She had a lovely light blue dress on, and Dawnie had a long white dress on with lots of frills and a big bunch of flowers in her hand and a long white veil on her head, like a cloud.”

“It sounds marvelous. Was everyone happy?”

“I think so,” he said dubiously, “but Mum cried and so did Fop, only be said it was the wind made his eyes water, then he got mad at me when I said there wasn’t any wind in the church. Mum said she was crying because she was so happy about Dawnie. I didn’t know people cried when they were happy, Mary. I don’t cry when I’m happy, I only cry when I’m sad. Why should you cry you’re happy?”

She smiled, suddenly so happy herself that she was close to tears. “I don’t know, Tim, except that sometimes it does happen that way. But when you’re so happy you cry it feels different, it feels very nice.”

“Oh, I wish I could get so happy that I cried, then! Why don’t I get so happy that I cry, Mary?”

“Well, you have to be quite old, I think. One of these days it might happen to you too, when you’re old and gray enough.”

Perfectly satisfied now that he had been reassured, he sat back and watched the passing view, something he never seemed to tire of. He had all the insatiable curiosity of the very young, and the capacity to do the same thing over and over again without becoming bored. Each time they went to Gosford he acted as if it was the first time, as stunned with the scenery and the parade of life, as delighted to see the cottage at the end of the track, agog to discover what might have, grown a little bit larger or burst into flower or withered away.

That night when Tim went to bed Mary did something she had never done before; she came into his room and tucked the blankets around him, then kissed his forehead.

“Goodnight, Tim dear, sleep well,” she said.

“Night-night, Mary, I will,” he answered drowsily; he was always half-asleep the minute his head touched the pillow.

Then, as she was closing his door softly, his voice came again: “Mary?”

“Yes, Tim, what is it?” She turned around and came back to the bed.

“Mary, you won’t ever go away and get married like my Dawnie, will you?”

She sighed. “No, Tim, I promise I won’t do that. As long as you’re happy I’m here, I’ll be here. Now go to sleep and don’t worry about it.”




Fourteen



IN THE end Mary could not get away from her job to take Tim on the promised vacation. Constable Steel & Mining bought a mineral-laden piece of territory in the far north-west of the continent, and instead of going to the Great Barrier Reef with Tim, Mary found herself accompanying her boss on an inspection tour. The trip was supposed to be for a week, but ended up lasting over a month.

Usually she enjoyed these infrequent jaunts; Archie was good company and his mode of travel tended to be very, luxurious. This time, however, they went to an area which lacked roads, townships, and people. The last stage of the journey had to be made by helicopter, since there was no way to get into the area from the ground, and the party camped in an unseasonal rain, perpetually wet, plagued by heat, flies, mud, and an outbreak of dysentery.

Most of all, Mary missed Tim. There was no way to send him a letter, and the radio telephone was restricted to business and emergency calls. Sitting in her dripping tent trying to scrape some of the gluey black mud from her legs and clothes, with a dense cloud of insects flocking around the solitary kerosene lamp and her face swollen from dozens of mosquito bites, Mary longed for home and Tim. Archie’s exuberance at the results of the ore assay was hard to bear, and it took all her customary composure to seem even civilly enthusiastic.

“There were twelve of us in the party,” Archie told Tricia when they were safely back in Sydney again.

“Only twelve?” Mary asked incredulously, winking at Archie’s wife. “There were times when I’d have sworn there were at least fifty!”

“Listen, you bloody awful old bag, shut up and let me tell the story! Here we are just back from the worst month I’ve ever spent, and you’re stealing my thunder already! I didn’t have to ask you to spend your first night back in civilization under my roof, but I did, so the least you can do is sit there nice and quiet and prim the way you used to be, while I tell my wife what happened!”

“Give him another whisky, Tricia, before he has an apoplectic seizure. I swear that’s the reason he’s so crotchety on his first night back. For the last two weeks, ever since he licked the last drop off the last bottle of scotch we had with us, he’s been unbearable.”

“Well, how would you be, love?” Archie appealed to his wife. “Permanently soaked to the skin, bitten alive by a complete spectrum of the insect world, plastered with mud, and with nothing female closer than a thousand miles except for this awful old bag? And how would you like it having nothing to eat but canned stew and then the booze running out? Sweet Bartlett pears, what a bog of a place I would have given half the flaming ore content we found for one single big steak and a Glen Grant to wash it down!”.

“You don’t need to tell me,” Mary laughed, turning to Tricia impulsively. “He nearly drove me mad! You know what he’s like when he can’t have his rich foods and his twelve-year scotch and his Havana cigars.”

“No, I don’t know what he’s like when he can’t have his little comforts, dear, but thirty years of being married to him makes me shudder at the very thought of what you must have had to put up with.”

“I assure you I didn’t put up with it for long,” Mary answered, sipping her sherry luxuriously. “I took myself off for a walk after a couple of days of listening to him meaning, and shot some birds I found wallowing in a swamp so we’d at least have a change from that eternal stew.”

“What happened to the supplies, Archie?” Tricia asked curiously. “It’s most unlike you not to pop in a few little tidbits in case of emergencies.”

“Blame our glamorous outback guide. Roughly half of us were from headquarters here in Sydney, but the surveyors I picked up in Wyndham along with said guide, Mr. Jim Bloody Barton. He thought he’d show us what sterling stuff real bushmen are made of, so after assuring me that he’d take care of the supplies, he stocked up with what he usually eats himself—stew, stew, and more stew!”

“Don’t be too hard on the poor man, Archie,” Mary remonstrated. “After all, we were outsiders and he was in his element. If he came to the city, wouldn’t you make it your business to dazzle him with all our urban frivolities?”

“What utter codswallop, Mary! It was you took all the starch out of him, not me!” He turned to his wife. “I just wish you could have seen her walking back into camp, love! There she was, strolling along in that ghastly British old maid uniform of hers, covered up to her belly button in stinking black mud and lumping about a dozen bloody great dead birds behind her. She’d tied their necks together with a bit of string and she was dragging them on the ground behind her, using the string like a tow-rope. I thought our glamorous Jim Barton was going to have a stroke, he was so mad!”

“He was, wasn’t he?” Mary agreed complacently.

“Well, he hadn’t wanted to bring Mary along in the first place, being a confirmed misogynist; reckoned she’d slow us down, be nothing but a dead weight and a bloody nuisance and a few other things. And there she was bringing us culinary salvation, just when he was sure he’d begun to show us what soft stuff we city slickers were made of. Hah! Leave it to my Mary to put him in his place! What a doughty old bird you are, love!”

“What sort of birds were they?” Tricia asked, trying to keep a straight face.

“Lord, I don’t know!” Mary answered. “Just birds, big gangly tropical ones. They were fat, which was all I was interested in.”

“But they might have been poisonous!”

Mary burst out laughing. “What rot! To the best of my knowledge, very little out of what we call living matter is actually poisonous, and if you run the odds through a big computer, you’ll find chance is on your side most of the time.”

“Barton the Bushman tried that one, too, come to think of it,” Archie grinned reminiscently. “Mary chopped the birds up with some of the gravy out of a few cans of stew, and some sort of leaves she’d picked off a bush because she thought they smelled good. Barton the Bushman took off straight up in the air, reckoned they could be poisonous, but Mary just looked at him with that nerve-rattling stare of hers and told him that in her opinion our noses were originally designed to tell us whether things were edible or not, and her nose told her the leaves were perfectly all right. Of course they were, that goes without saying. She then proceeded to give him a long lecture on Clostridium botulinum, whatever that might be, which apparently grows in canned stew and is ten times as toxic as anything you can pick off a bush. Lord, did I laugh!”

“Were they happy with your cooking, Mary?” Tricia asked.

“It tasted like nectar and ambrosia rolled in one,” Archie enthused before Mary could speak. “Holy galloping stingrays, what a meal! We gorged ourselves, while Mary sat there picking daintily at a wing with not a hair out of place and nary a smile. I tell you, Mary, you must be a local legend in Wyndham about now, with all those surveyors talking about you. You sure took the wind out of Barton the Bushman’s sails!”

Tricia was helpless with laughter. “Mary, I ought to be madly jealous of you, but thank God I don’t have to be! What other wife not only doesn’t need to experience the slightest twinge of jealousy because of her husband’s secretary, but can also rely on her bringing him safely home from whatever mess he’s landed himself in?”

“It’s easier to bring him home in the long ran, Tricia,” Mary said solemnly. “If there’s one thing I hate, it’s the thought of breaking in a new boss.”

Tricia jumped up quickly, reaching for the sherry. “Have another glass, Mary, please do! I never thought I’d hear myself say I was thoroughly enjoying your company, but I don’t know when I’ve had so much fun!” She stopped, her hand going to her mouth ruefully. “Oh, Lord! That sounded awful, didn’t it? I didn’t mean it that way, I meant that you’ve changed, come out of yourself, that’s all!”

“You’re only making things worse, love,” Archie said gleefully. “Poor Mary!”

“Don’t ‘Poor Mary!’ me, Archie Johnson! I know quit£ well what Tricia means, and I couldn’t agree with her more.”




Fifteen



WHEN TIM knocked on the back door the first Saturday after Mary arrived back in Sydney, she went a little reluctantly to let him in. How would it be, seeing him again after this first separation? She pulled the door open in a hurry, words springing to her lips, but they never found voice; a great lump had blocked her throat, and she could not seem to clear it away to speak. He was standing on the doorstep smiling at her, love and welcome shining in his beautiful blue eyes. She reached out and took his hands in hers speechlessly, her fingers closing around them hard, the tears running down her face. This time it was he who put his arms around her and pressed her head against his chest, one hand stroking her hair.

“Don’t cry, Mary,” he crooned, rubbing his palm clumsily across her head. “I’m comforting you so you don’t have to cry. There there, there there!”

But in a moment she drew away, groping for her handkerchief. “I’ll be all right, Tim, don’t be upset,” she whispered, finding it and drying her eyes. She smiled at him and touched his cheek caressingly, unable to resist the temptation. “I missed you so much that I cried from happiness at seeing you again, that’s all.”

“I’m awfully glad to see you, too, but I didn’t cry. Cripes, Mary, I missed you! Mum says I’ve been naughty ever since you went away.”

“Have you had your breakfast?” she asked, fighting to regain her composure.

“Not yet.”

“Then come and sit down while I make you something.” She looked at him hungrily, hardly able to believe that he was really there, that he had not forgotten her. “Oh, Tim, it’s so good to see you!”

He sat down at the table, his eyes never leaving her for a second as she moved about the kitchen. “I felt sort of sick all the time you were away, Mary. It was real funny! I didn’t feel like eating much, and the TV made my headache. Even the Seaside wasn’t much good, the beer didn’t taste the same. Pop said I was a bloody nuisance because I wouldn’t keep still or stay in one place.”

“Well, you’re missing Dawnie too, you know. It must have been very lonely for you, not having Dawnie and not having me either.”

“Dawnie?” He said the name slowly, as if pondering its significance. “Gee, I dunno! I think I sort of forgot Dawnie. It was you I didn’t forget. I thought of you all the time, all the time!”

“Well, I’m back now, so it’s all over and done with,” she said cheerfully. “What shall we do this weekend? How about going up to the cottage, even though it’s too cold to swim?”

His face lit up with joy. “Oh, Mary, that sounds just great! Let’s go to Gosford right now!”

She turned to look at him, smiling at him so very tenderly that Archie Johnson would not have known her. “Not until you’ve had some breakfast, my young friend. You’ve got thin since I’ve been away, so we have to, feed you up again.”

Chewing the last morsel of his second chop, Tim stared at her in frowning wonder.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, watching him closely.

“I dunno. . . . I felt funny just now, when I was comforting you. . . .” He was finding it difficult to express himself, seeking words beyond his vocabulary. “It was real funny,” he concluded lamely, unable to think of another way to put it, and aware that he had not succeeded in transmitting what he meant.

“Perhaps you felt all grown-up like your Pop, do you think? It’s really a very grown-up sort of thing to do, comforting.”

The frown of frustration cleared away immediately, and he smiled. “That’s it, Mary! I felt all grown-up.”

“Have you finished? Then let’s get our things together and start, because it gets dark very early these days and we want to get as much work done in the garden as we can.”

Winter in the area around Sydney hardly deserved the name, except to its thin-blooded residents. The eucalyptus forest retained its leaves, the sun shone warmly all the daylight hours, things continued to bud and blossom, life did not enter into the curiously stilled, sleeping suspension that it did in colder climes.

Mary’s cottage garden was a mass of flowers stocks and dahlias and wallflowers; the perfume saturated the air for a hundred yards around. Her lawn was much improved, and greener in the winter than at any other time. She had bad the cottage painted white with a black trim, and the iron roof had been resilvered.

Driving into the little clearing where it lay, she could not help but admire it. Such a difference between how it looked now and how it had looked six months ago! She turned to Tim.

“Do you know, Tim, you’re an excellent critic? See how much prettier it is, all because you said you didn’t like it brown, and because you made me go to work on the garden? You were quite right, and it all looks so much nicer than it used to. It’s a real pleasure to arrive these Says. We must think of more things to do to keep the improvement going.”

He glowed at the unexpected praise. “I like helping you, Mary, because you always make me feel as though I’m the full quid. You take notice of what I say. It sort of makes me think I’m just like Pop, all grown up into a man.”

She turned off the engine and looked at him gently. “But you are all grown up into a man, Tim. I can’t think of you any other way. Why shouldn’t I take notice of what you say? Your suggestions and criticisms have been quite right, and so very helpful. It doesn’t matter what anyone says about you, Tim, I will always think of you as being absolutely the full quid.”

He threw back his head and laughed, then twisted to show her eyes sparkling with unshed tears. “Oh, Mary, I’m so happy I almost cried! See? I almost cried!”

She sprang out of the car. “Come on, lazy-bones, get cracking now, no displays of maudlin sentimentality! We’ve had far too much of that sort of thing this morning! Off with your good clothes and into your gardening gear, we’ve got a lot of work to do before lunchtime.”




Sixteen



ONE EVENING not long after she returned from Archie Johnson’s expedition, Mary read an article in the Sydney Morning Herald entitled “Teacher of the Year.” It dealt with the remarkable success of a young schoolteacher in working with mentally retarded children, and it stimulated her to read more widely on the subject than she had. As she had seen things on the local library’s shelves about mental retardation she had taken them out and pored over them, but until reading the newspaper article it had not occurred to her to delve more deeply.

The going was hard; she was forced to read with a medical dictionary at her elbow, though to a layman it was singularly unhelpful in elucidating the meaning of long, technical terms like Porencephaly and Lipidosis and Phenylketonuria and Hepatolenticular Degeneration. Indeed, many of the terms were so specialized even the medical dictionary did not list them. She waded miserably througe a morass of such words, growing less and less sure of her ground, and less and less informed. In the end she went and saw the young teacher of the newspaper article, one John Martinson.

“I was an ordinary primary schoolteacher until I went to England and got accidentally drafted into a school for mentally retarded kids,” John Martinson said as he led her into the school. “It fascinated me from the very beginning, but I didn’t have any formal training in the techniques and theories, so I just had to teach them the way I would any normal kids. These are the mildly retarded children I’m referring to, of course; there are many who are totally ineducable. Anyway, I was staggered at how much they learned, how much they responded to being treated like ordinary kids. It was terribly hard work, naturally, and I had to develop a massive storehouse of patience, but I persevered with them, I wouldn’t give in, and I wouldn’t let them give in either. And I began to study. I went back to school myself, I did research and went all over the place looking at other people’s methods. It’s been a very satisfying career.”

The deep-set, dark blue eyes surveyed her keenly all the time he talked, but without curiosity; he seemed to accept her presence as a phenomenon she would explain herself in her own good time.

“So you think mildly retarded people can learn,” Mary said thoughtfully.

“There’s no doubt of it. Too many uninformed people treat the mildly retarded child as more retarded than he really is, because in the long run it’s easier to adopt this line than spend the staggering amount of time necessary to coax a normal response out of him.”

“Perhaps a lot of people feel they haven’t got the special qualities needed,” Mary offered, thinking of Tim’s parents.

“Perhaps. These kids long for approval, praise, and inclusion in normal family life, but so often they’re left sitting on some outer perimeter, loved but half-ignored. Love isn’t the whole answer to anything; it’s an integral part of everything, but it has to be joined to patience, understanding, wisdom, and foresight when dealing with someone as complex as the mentally retarded child.”
 
“And you try to fuse love to all these other things?”

“Yes. We have, our failures, of course, quite a few of them, but we have a larger proportion of successes than most schools of this kind. Often it’s well-nigh impossible to evaluate a child accurately, either neurologically or psychologically. You have to understand that first and foremost this child is organically impaired, no matter what degree of psychological overlay may also be present. Something upstairs in the brain isn’t working just as it should.”

He shrugged his shoulders and laughed at himself. “I am sorry, Miss Horton! I haven’t given you time to get a word in edgeways, have I? It’s a bad habit of mine to talk the leg off my visitors without having the vaguest idea why they’ve come to see me.”

Mary cleared her throat. “Well, Mr. Martinson, it isn’t a personal problem really, it’s more an interested on looker’s curiosity which prompted me to get in touch with you. I’m very well acquainted with a young man of twenty-five who is mildly retarded, and I want to find out more about his situation. I tried reading, but I didn’t understand the technical jargon very well.”

“I know. Authoritative tomes there are aplenty, but good basic books for the layman are hard to come by.”

“The thing is, since I commenced taking an interest in him, which is over the past nine months or so, he’s shown signs of improving. It took a long time, but I’ve even taught him to read a tiny bit, and do very simple sums. His parents have noticed the change, and are quite delighted. However, I don’t know how much progress I ought to expect, how hard I ought to push him.”

He patted her arm and put his hand beneath her elbows to signal her that it was time they moved on. “I’m going to take you on a tour of our classrooms, and I want you to look at all the children very closely. Try to find one who strikes you as similar to your own young man in behavior and attitude. We don’t permit visitors to disturb our classes, so you’ll find we do all our observing through one-way windows. Come with me now, and see what you think of our children.”

Mary had never really taken much notice of the scant few retarded children she had encountered during her life, for like most people she was acutely uncomfortable when caught staring. It amazed her now to discover how varied they were in physical make-up, let alone mental capacity; they ranged from children who looked quite normal to some so terribly malformed it was an effort not to turn the eyes away.

“I used to teach a class of mental giants once,” John Martinson said a little dreamily as he stood beside her. “Not one kid in the class who rated below 150 on the old IQ scale. But do you know, I get more satisfaction out of spending a month teaching one of these kids to tie his own shoelaces? They never jade or grow bored with achieving, I suppose because they have to work so hard to achieve. The harder anything is to attain, the more one prizes it, and why should that be any the less true for a retarded human being?”

After the tour John Martinson conducted her to his little office and offered her coffee.

“Well, did you see anyone who reminded you of Tim?” he asked.

“Several.” She described them. “There are times when I want to weep for Tim, I pity him so much,” she said. “He’s so aware of his shortcomings, you see! It’s dreadful to have to listen to the poor fellow apologizing because he’s ‘not the full quid’ as he terms it. ‘I know I’m not the full quid, Mary,’ he’ll say, and just to hear him breaks my heart.”

“He sounds educable, though. Does he work?”

“Yes, as a builder’s laborer. I suppose his workmates are kind enough to him in their way, but they’re also very thoughtlessly cruel. They get a terrific kick out of playing practical jokes on him, like the time they tricked him into eating excrement. He cried that day, not because he’d been victimized but because he couldn’t understand the joke. He wanted to be in on the joke!” Her face twisted, and she had to stop.

John Martinson nodded encouragement and sympathy. “Oh, it’s a pretty common sort of pattern,” he said. “What of his mother and father, how do they treat him?”

“Very well, all considered.” She explained the circumstances of Tim’s life to him, surprised at her own fluency. “But they worry about him,” she ended sadly, “especially about what will happen to him after they pass away. His father says he’ll die of a broken heart. I didn’t believe it at first, but as time goes on I’m beginning to see that it’s very likely.”

“Oh, I agree, very likely. There are many such cases, you know. People like your Tim need a loving home a lot more than we normal people, because they can’t learn to adjust to life without it if once they’ve known it. It’s a very difficult world for them, this one of ours.” He considered her gravely. “I take it, from your choice among our children who remind you of Tim, that he’s quite normal to look at?”

“Normal to look at?” She sighed. “If only he was! No, Tim’s not normal to look at. Undoubtedly he’s the most spectacular young man I’ve ever seen—like a Greek god, for want of a more original simile.”

“Oh!” John Martinson dropped his eyes from her to his folded hands for a moment, then sighed. “Well, Miss Horton, I’ll give you the titles of some books I think you’ll have no trouble understanding. You’ll find they’ll help you.”
 
He rose and walked with her to the front hall, bending his head down to her courteously. “I hope you’ll bring Tim to see me one of these days. I’d very much like to meet him. Perhaps you’d better call me first, though, because I think it would be better for him if you came to my home rather than the school.”

Mary held out her hand. “I’d like that. Goodbye, Mr. Martinson, and thank you so much for your kindness.”
 
She went away thoughtful and saddened, conscious that the most insoluble problems are those which by their very nature can have no space within them for dreams.




Seventeen



SPRING IN Sydney was not the brilliant, burgeoning explosion of new growth and awakening it was in the Northern Hemisphere. All but a few kinds of imported deciduous trees retained their leaves throughout the brief, balmy winter, and there was always something flowering in Sydney gardens the year round. The greatest change was in the air, a sparkling softness that somehow filled the heart with renewed hope and joy.

Mary’s cottage would have been the showplace of the district, could anyone have seen it. She and Tim had worked hard on the garden all through the winter, even going so far as to buy fully grown trees and having them planted by a specialist. So when October came there were flowers everywhere, massed in huge beds alongside the veranda and circling every tree. Iceland poppies, carnations, asters, pansies, phlox, sweet peas, tulips, wistaria, daffodils, hyacinths, azaleas, gladioli; flowers of every color, size, and shape splashed their crowded heads in sheets of beauty everywhere, and the wind carried their perfumes through the wild forest and out across the river.

Four exquisitely sad weeping cherries drooped their loaded pink branches down over pink hyacinths and tulips growing, in the grass beneath them, and six flowering almonds creaked under a weight of white blossom, the grass around them smothered with lily of the valley and daffodils.

The first weekend that everything was fully out in flower, Tim went wild with delight. He capered from cherries to almonds, marveling at Mary’s shrewdness in choosing only pink bulbs to surround the cherries and white and yellow for the almonds, exclaiming at how they looked as if they grew wild out of the grass. Mary watched him, smiling in spite of all her resolutions to be serious no matter how he reacted. His joy was so transparent, so tender and experimental; Paris wandering the springtime slopes of Mount Ida before returning to the drudgery of an urban Troy. It was indeed a beautiful garden, Mary thought, her eyes following Tim as he danced about, but how did he see it, how different did it appear in his eyes, that it awed and delighted him so? Insects and even some higher animals were supposed to see a different world through differently constructed eyes, see colors and shapes a human being could not; what shade was infrared, what hue was ultraviolet? Perhaps Tim, too, saw things beyond her ken; perhaps among all the other tangled circuits in his brain he saw a different spectrum and heard a different frequency band. Did he hear the music of the spheres, could he see the shape of the spirit and the color of the moon? If there was only some way to tell! But his world was forever barred, she could not enter it and he could not tell her what it was like.

“Tim,” she said that night, as they sat in the darkened living room with the glass doors open to the perfume-saturated wind, “Tim, what do you feel now, at this moment? What do the flowers smell like, how do you see my face?”

He withdrew himself reluctantly from the music they were playing, turning his dream-clouded eyes upon her mistily, smiling in the gentle, almost vacant way he had. Her heart seemed to quiver and dissolve under that look, something unidentifiable welled up in her, so surrounded by sadness that she had to wink away tears.

He was frowning as he puzzled over the questions, and when he answered it was slowly, hesitantly. “Feel? Feel? Cripes, I dunno! Sort of happy, good. I fell good, that’s it!”
 
“And what do the flowers smell like?”

He smiled at her, thinking she was joking. “Why, they smell like flowers, of course!”

“And my face?”

“Your face is beautiful, like Mum’s and Dawnie’s. It looks like Saint Teresa in my holy picture.”

She sighed. “That’s a lovely thing to say, Tim. I’m sure I never thought of myself as having a face like Saint Teresa.”

“Well, it is,” he assured her. “She’s on the wall at the end of my bed at home, Mum put her up there because I like her, I like her. She looks at me every night and every morning as though she thinks I’m the full quid, and you look at me like that, too, Mary.” He shivered, gripped by a kind of painful joy. “I like you, Mary, I like you better than Dawnie, I like you as much as I like Pop and Mum.” The beautifully shaped hands moved, and said more in their moving than his poor, limited speech ever could. “But it’s sort of different, Mary, different from Pop and Mum. Sometimes I like them better than you, and sometimes I like you better than them.”

She got up abruptly and went to the doors. “I’m going outside for a little walk, Tim, but I want you to stay here like a good fellow and listen to the music. I’ll be back soon.”

He nodded and turned back to the record player, watching it fixedly, as though to do so helped him hear the music.

The scent of the garden was unbearable, and passing through the daffodils like a shadow she made her way down to the beach. There was a rock in the sand at the far end, just tall enough to serve as a back rest, but when Mary dropped to her knees in the sand she turned to face it, put her arms upon it and buried her face against them. Her shoulders drew together and her body twisted in a spasm of devastating grief, so desolate and despairing that for a moment a part of her held back from participating, horrified. But the grief could not be suppressed or denied any longer; she wept and moaned in pain.

They were like a moth and a bright, burning light, she and Tim; she the moth, endowed with senses and the dignity of life, he the light, filling her entire world with a brilliant, searing fire. He did not know how desperately she buffeted herself against the walls of his isolation, he could never comprehend the depth and urgency of her, desire to immolate herself on the flame of his fascination. Fighting the uselessness of her hunger and knowing it was beyond him to appease it, she ground her teeth in rage and pain and wept inconsolably.

What must have been, hours later she felt his hand on her shoulder.

“Mary, are you all right?” His voice was filled with fear. “Are you sick? Oh, Mary, please say you’re all right, please say you’re all right!”

She forced her shaking arms down to her sides. “I’m all right, Tim,” she answered wearily, lowering her head so that he could not see her face, even though it was very dark. “I just felt a bit sick, and came out for a breath of air. I didn’t want to worry you, that’s all.”

“Do you still feel sick?” He squatted on his haunches beside her and tried to peer into her face, stroking her shoulder clumsily. “Were you sick?”

She shook her head, inching away from his hand. “No, I’m all right now, Tim, really I am. It passed off.” One hand on the rock for leverage, she tried to get to her feet but could not, cramped and defeated. “Oh; Tim, I’m so old and tired,” she whispered. “I’m so old and tired.”

He stood up and stared at her anxiously, fidgeting nervously, “Mum was sick once and I remember Pop made me carry her to bed. I’ll carry you to bed, Mary.”
 
He bent and gathered her up effortlessly, shifting her weight within his arms until one was crooked under her knees and the other cradled her back. Too exhausted to protest, she let him carry her up the path, but when he stepped onto the veranda she turned her face into his shoulder, not wanting him to see it. He paused, blinking in the light, and put his cheek against her head lovingly.

“You’re so small, Mary,” he said, rubbing his face back and forth across her hair. “You’re all soft and warm, like a kitten.” Then he sighed and crossed the living room.

He could not find the light switch in her bedroom, and when he would have groped for it she stopped him, her hand pressing gently at his throat.

“Don’t worry about the light, Tim, you can see to put me on the bed. I just want to lie down in the dark for a while, then I’ll be fine.”

He laid her on the bed carefully, looming above her in the darkness, and she sensed his worried indecision.

“Tim, you know I wouldn’t tell you a lie, don’t you?”

He nodded. “Yes, I know that.”

“Then you’ll believe me when I tell you that there’s no need to worry about me, that I’m all right now. Haven’t you ever felt a bit sick after you’ve eaten something that didn’t agree with you?”

“Yes, I did once, after I’d eaten some candied fruit,” he answered gravely.

“Then you understand how I felt, don’t you? Now I want you to stop worrying about me and go to bed, and sleep, sleep! I fell much better and all I need is to sleep, too, but I can’t sleep if I think you’re upset or worried. Now promise me that you’ll go straight to bed and be happy.”

“I will, Mary.” He sounded relieved.

“Goodnight, Tim, and thank you very much for helping me like that. It’s so nice to be looked after, and you look after me very well. I don’t ever need to worry about myself while I’ve got you, do I?”

“I’ll always look after you, Mary.” He stooped and kissed her forehead, the way she sometimes did with him when he was in bed. “Night-night, Mary.”




Eighteen



WHEN ESME Melville let herself in the back door after her Thursday afternoon tennis match it was all she could do to walk the few yards more to the living room and a I comfortable chair. Her legs were shaking; it had been a tremendous strain to get home without letting anyone see how distressed she was. She felt so nauseated that after a few moments in the chair she got up and went to the bathroom. Even kneeling with her head over the lavatory bowl didn’t relieve the sickness; somehow she could not vomit, the pain under her left shoulder blade made the effort of retching unbearable. She hung there for several minutes panting, then dragged herself by stages to her feet, grasping at the bathroom cupboard and the shower door. It shocked her to realize that the frightened face in the wall mirror was her own, all muddy gray and beaded With sweat. The sight of it terrified her more than anything ever had, and she took her eyes away from the mirror immediately. She managed to stagger back to the living room and flopped into the chair, gasping, her hands flapping about helplessly.

Then the pain took her and tore at her like some huge, maddened beast; she leaned forward, her arms folded across her chest, their fists digging into her armpits. Small, moaning whimpers escaped her each time the knife-like agony worked itself up to a crescendo, and she could, think no further than the pain. After an eternity it lessened; she leaned back in the chair, spent and shaking in every limb. Something seemed to be sitting on her chest, forcing all the air out of her lungs and making it impossible to suck in more. She was wet everywhere; the white tennis dress was soaked with sweat, her face with tears, the chair seat with urine she had voided during the worst of her rigors. Sobbing and choking through purpled lips, she sat there praying that Ron would think to come home before going to the Seaside. The phone in the hall was light-years away, absolutely beyond her.

It was seven that evening before Ron and Tim let themselves in the back door of the house in Surf Street. All was oddly quiet and undisturbed; no places had been laid on the dining room table, and there was no friendly smell of food.

“Hullo, where’s Mum?” Ron asked cheerily as he and Tim stepped into the kitchen. “Es, love, where are youse?” he called, then shrugged. “Must have decided on a couple of extra sets at the Hit and Giggle club,” he said.

Tim went on into the living room while Ron switched on the kitchen and dining room lights. There was a terrified scream from the interior of the house; Ron dropped the kettle he was holding and dashed with a pounding heart to the living room. Tim was standing wringing his hands together and weeping, staring at Esme as she lay in the chair, curiously still, her arms folded and her hands knotted into fists in her sides.

“Oh, God!”

The tears sprang to Ron’s eyes as he went to the chair and bent over his wife, reaching out a shaking hand to touch her skin. It was warm; hardly able to believe it, he discovered that her chest was rising and fallings slowly. He got to his feet at once.

“Now, Tim, don’t cry,” he said through chattering, teeth. “I’m going to ring Dr. Perkins and Dawnie, then I’ll come right back. You stay here, and if Mum does anything, you yell. All right, mate?”

Dr. Perkins was at home, eating supper; he told Ron that he would call an ambulance and meet them at Prince of Wales Hospital casualty room. Wiping away the tears with the back of his hand, Ron dialed Dawnie’s number.

Mick answered, his voice betraying his impatience; it was their dinner hour, and he hated to be disturbed then.

“Listen, Mick, it’s Ron here,” Ron said, enunciating carefully. “Now don’t go frightening Dawnie, but it’s her Mum. I think she’s had a heart attack, only I’m not sure, We’re getting her to Prince of Wales casualty immediately, I so there’s no point in coming here. It would be best for you and Dawnie to meet us at the hospital as soon as you I possibly can.”

“I’m terribly sorry, Ron,” Mick mumbled. “Of course Dawn and I will come immediately. Try not to worry.”

When Ron came back to the living room, Tim was still standing watching his mother and weeping desolately; she had not moved. Ron put his arm around his son’s shoulders and hugged him, not knowing what else to do.

“Jeez, don’t cry, Tim me boy,” he muttered. “Mum’s all right, the ambulance is coming and we’re going to get her to the hospital. They’ll fix her up in no time. You’ve got to be a good bloke and be calm, for Mum’s sake. She won’t like it if she wakes up and sees you standing there howling like a great big booby, will she?”

Snuffling and hiccoughing, Tim tried to stop crying while his father approached Esme’s chair and knelt down, taking her doubled fists in his bands and forcing them into her lap.

“Es!” he called, his face old and lined. “Es, love, can you hear me? It’s Ron, love, it’s Ron!”

She was gray in the face and shrunken, but her eyes opened. They flooded with light as they saw him kneeling there, and she returned his clasp gratefully.

“Ron. . . . Jeez, I’m glad you come home. . . . Where’s Tim?”

“He’s here, love. Don’t worry about Tim, now, and don’t go getting all upset. The ambulance is coming and we’re going to get you into POW right away. How do you feel?”

“Like something the . . . cat dragged in. . . . Oh, Christ, Ron . . . the pain . . . it’s awful. . . . I wet meself. . . . The chair’s sopping. . . .”

“Don’t worry about the bloody furniture, Es, it’ll dry out. What’s the odd leak between friends, eh?” He tried to smile, but his face twisted. For all his control, he began to weep. “Oh, Es, don’t let nothing happen to youse, love! Oh, God, what will I do without youse? Hang on, Es, hang on until we get you to hospital!”

“I’ll . . . hang on. . . . Can’t . . . leave Tim . . . all alone now. . . . Can’t . . . leave Tim . . . alone. . . .”

Five minutes after Ron called Dr. Perkins the ambulance was outside. Ron directed the ambulance, men around to the back door, for there were twenty steps up to the front door and none to the back. They were big, quietly cheerful men, highly trained professionals in the field of emergency medicine; as aware of their skill as other Sydneysiders, Ron felt no qualms over Dr. Perkins’ decision to meet them at the hospital. They checked Es’s condition swiftly and lifted her onto the stretcher. Ron and Tim followed their navy blue uniforms out the back door, feeling useless and unwanted.

Ron put Tim in the front with one of the ambulance men and rode in the back with the other. They seemed to know immediately that Tim was not the full quid, for the one who was driving settled Tim in the adjoining seat with a cheery word that seemed to have more effect on him than anything Ron could have said.

They did not put the siren on; the one traveling in the back with Ron slipped a plastic airway into Es’s mouth and connected her to his oxygen supply, then draped himself along the stretcher with his hand on her pulse.

“Why don’t you put the siren on?” Ron asked, looking about wildly, the oxygen and airway frightening him.

Wide, reassuringly steady eyes gazed back at him; the ambulance man patted him on the back. “Now take it easy, mate,” he said calmly. “We only put the siren on going to an emergency case, very rarely when there’s someone inside. It terrifies the patient, does more harm than good, you know. She’s okay, and at this time of night we’ll get there just as soon without a siren. Only a couple of miles.”

The ambulance threaded its way deftly through the thin traffic, drawing in to the brilliantly lit casualty room at the Prince of Wales Hospital five minutes after leaving Surf Street. Just as the sleek big car came to a halt, Es opened her eyes and coughed out the airway. The ambulance man assessed her rapidly, then decided to leave it out unless she went into another spasm. Maybe she wanted to say something, and that was important; it was better to let a patient find her own level, less distressing.

“Ron . . .”

“I’m here, love. You’re at the hospital, we’ll soon have you fixed up now.”

“I dunno . . . Ron . . .”

“Yes, love?” The tears were running down his face again.

“It’s Tim. . . . What we . . . always worried about. . . . What’s . . . going . . . to happen to . . . Tim . . . when I’m not . . . here?. . . Ron . . .”

“I’m here, love.”

“Look after . . . Tim. . . . Do the . . . right . . . thing . . . for . . . Tim. . . . Poor Tim. . . . Poor . . . Tim. . . .”

It was the last thing she ever said. While Ron and Tim were still milling futilely around casualty entrance, the emergency staff had whisked the stretcher away out of sight. The Melville men stood watching the white doors flap to a stop, then were directed firmly but gently to the waiting area. Someone came not long afterward and brought them tea with some sweet biscuits, smilingly refusing to give them any news.

Dawnie and her husband arrived half an hour later. Dawnie was beginning to be very pregnant, her husband plainly anxious for her. She waddled to her father’s side and sat between him and Tim on the bench, weeping.

“Now, now, love, don’t cry,” Ron comforted. “The old girl will be all right, we got her here okay. They’ve taken her off somewhere, and when there’s any news they’ll tell us. You just sit down and stop crying. Think of the baby, love, you mustn’t get into a taking at this stage.”

“What happened?” Mick asked, lighting a cigarette and trying not to stare at Tim.

“I dunno. When Tim and I come home she was lying unconscious in a chair in the living room. I dunno how long she’d been there. Christ, why didn’t I go straight home from work, why did I go to the Seaside? I could of gone home for once!”

Dawnie blew her nose. “Pop, don’t blame yourself. You know you always come home at the same time during the week, how were you to know today she’d need you? You know she didn’t mind your habits! She liked to see you enjoy your little drop after work, and besides, it gave her the chance to lead her own life. Many’s the time I’ve heard her say it was such a break for her knowing you wouldn’t be home from the Seaside before seven, because she could play her tennis until six and still have a meal ready for you and Tim when you came in.”

“I oughta knowed she was getting on and not too well, I oughta, seen it for meself.”

“Pop, there’s no point in recrimination! What’s done is done. Mum wouldn’t have wanted her life or yours any other way, and you know it. Don’t waste time fretting over things you can’t undo, love, think of her and Tim instead.”

“Oh, Christ, I am!” His tone was despairing.

They turned to look at Tim, sitting quietly on the seat with his hands clenched together, his shoulders hunched in the withdrawn pose he always assumed when grief-stricken. He had stopped weeping, his eyes fixed on something they could not see. Dawnie wriggled closer to her brother.

“Tim!” she said softly, her small square hand stroking his arm.

He flinched, then seemed to become aware of her. The blue eyes transferred their gaze from infinity to her face, and he stared at her sadly.

“Dawnie!” he said, as if wondering what she was doing there.

“I’m here, Tim. Now don’t worry about Mum, she’s going to be all right, I promise.”

He shook his head. “Mary says you should never make promises you can’t keep.”

Dawnie’s face stiffened dangerously, and she turned her attention back to Ron, ignoring Tim completely.

The night was very old when Dr. Perkins came into the waiting room, his face drawn and fatigued. They all rose at once, like condemned men as the judge pulls on his cap.

“Ron, may I see you outside?” he asked quietly.

The corridor was deserted, the spotlights dotted down the center of the high ceiling flooding the tiled floor crudely. Dr. Perkins put his arm about Ron’s shoulders.

“She’s gone, mate.”

There seemed to be a terrible, dragging weight in Ron’s chest; he looked into the elderly doctor’s face pitifully.

“You don’t mean it!”

“There was nothing we could do. She’d had a massive heart attack, and then she had another one a few minutes after she got here. Her heart stopped. We tried to get it going again, but it was useless, useless. I suspect she must have had trouble before today, and this sudden cold spell of weather plus the tennis didn’t help.”

“She never told me she was sick, I didn’t know. But that’s Es, never complains.” Ron had good control now, he could manage. “Oh, Doctor, I dunno what to do! There’s Tim and Dawnie in there, thinking she’s all right!”

“Do you want me to tell them, Ron?”

Ron shook his head. “No, I’ll do it. Just give me a minute. Can I see her?”

“Yes. But keep Tim and Dawnie away.”

“Then take me to her now, Doctor, before I tell them.”

They had wheeled Es out of the intensive care unit and put her in a small side room reserved for such occasions. All the evidence of her medical treatment was gone, the tubes and cables; a sheet was drawn up over her head. It struck Ron like a mammoth fist as he stood in the doorway, looking at the utterly quiet form outlined beneath the drape. That was Es there, under the sheet, and she could never move again; it was all over for her, the sun and laughter, the tears and the rain. No more, no more. Her portion of life’s feast was ended, here like this in a dimly lit room with a snowy white cloth to cover her. No fanfare, no warning. No chance to prepare, not even the time for a proper goodbye. Just finished, over, done with. He approached the bed, suddenly conscious of a sickly sweet smell of jonquils stealing from a huge vase on a nearby table. Never afterward could he bear the smell of jonquils.

Dr. Perkins stood on the far side of the narrow bed and twitched the sheet back quickly, then turned his head away; could one ever grow used to the grief in another’s face, could one ever learn to accept death?

They had closed her eyes and folded her hands across her breast; Ron looked at her for a long moment, then leaned over to kiss her lips. But it was not like kissing Es. Those bleached, cold lips brought nothing to him of Es. Sighing, he turned away.

In the waiting room, three pairs of eyes riveted themselves on his face when he came in. He stood looking at them, squaring his shoulders.

“She’s gone,” he said.

Dawnie cried out and let herself be taken into Mick’s arms; Tim just sat staring at his father like a lost and bewildered child. Ron came over and took his son’s hand very tenderly.

“Let’s go for a little walk, mate,” he said.

They left the waiting room and the corridor behind them, heading for the open air. Outside it was growing light, and the eastern rim of the world was pearly with the first flush of rose and gold. The little dawn wind puffed itself in their faces softly and sighed away again.

“Tim, there’s no use letting you think Mum’s ever going to come back,” Ron said wearily. “Mum died a little while ago. She’s gone, mate, gone. She can’t never come back no more, she’s gone away from us to a better life, no more pain or sadness. We’re going to have to learn to get along without her, and it’s going to be awful, awful hard. . . . But she wanted us to carry on without her, it was the last thing she said, to carry on and not to miss her too much. We will at first, but after a while, when we’re used to it, it won’t be quite so bad.”

“Can’t I see her before she goes, Pop?” Tim asked desolately.

His father shook his head, swallowing painfully. “No, mate. You can’t see her ever again. But you mustn’t blame her for that, it wasn’t the way she wanted it, to go off so suddenly with never a chance to say goodbye. Sometimes things get out of our control, things happen too fast for us to catch up with them, and then it’s too late. Mum died like that, too soon, too soon. . . . Her time had come and there was nothing she could do to push it away, you see, mate.”

“Is she really and truly dead, Pop?”

“Yes, she’s really and truly dead, Tim.”

Tim lifted his head to the cloudless sky; a seagull screeched and wheeled far above them, dipping toward the alien earth and then soaring in search of its watery home.

“Mary told me what dead was, Pop. I know what it is. Mum’s gone to sleep, she’s gone to sleep in the ground under a blanket of grass and she’s going to rest there until we all go too, isn’t she?”

“That’s about the size of it, mate.”

When they came back to the casualty room, Dr. Perkins was waiting for them. He sent Tim in to be with Dawnie and Mick, but detained Ron.

“Ron, there are arrangements to be made.”

Ron quivered. “Oh, God! Doctor, what do I do? I don’t have the faintest idea!”

Dr. Perkins told him about undertakers, and offered to call one particular man for Ron.

“He’s good and kind, Ron,” the doctor explained. “He won’t charge you more than you can afford and he handles it all very quietly, with a minimum of fuss and glorification. She’ll have to be buried tomorrow, you know, because the day after is Sunday and they should be buried within forty-eight hours. It’s the hot climate. Don’t embalm her, what’s the point of it? Just let her alone. I’ll tell Mortimer you’re an old family of mine, and he’ll take care of everything. Now why don’t you call a taxi and take your family home?”

When they let themselves into the deserted house Dawnie seemed to come to life a little, and busied herself making breakfast. Ron went through to the phone and called Mary Horton. She answered at once, which relieved him; he had dreaded finding her muddled with sleep.

“Miss Horton, it’s Ron Melville here. Listen, I know it’s an awful lot to ask, but I’m desperate. My wife died this morning, it was very sudden, . . . Yes, thanks very much, Miss Horton. . . . Yes, I am sort of numb. . . . Yes, I’ll try to get some rest. . . . What I rang you about was Tim . . . yes, he knows, I couldn’t see the sense in keeping it from him, he had to know sometime, and why not now . . . Thanks, Miss Horton, I’m real glad you think I done the right tiling in telling him. I’m awful grateful to you, too, for explaining dying to him. . . . Well, it was a terrific help, it really was. . . . No, it wasn’t nearly as hard making him understands I thought it would be. I thought it would take me all day to get it through to him, but he took it like a regular little trump. . . . Yes, he’s all right, he’s accepting it very well, no tears or tantrums. He was the one who found her, terrible. Miss Horton, I know you work all week, but I know you’re real fond of Tim, so I’m going to get up my courage to ask if you could come out and see me today, real soon, and maybe take Tim off with you until Sunday. She’s being buried tomorrow, can’t be buried the day after because it’s Sunday. I don’t want him at the funeral. . . . All right, Miss Horton, I’ll be here and so will Tim. . . . Thanks very, very much, I do appreciate it. . . . Yes, I’ll try, Miss Horton. See you soon. Bye bye now, and thanks again.”

Dawnie took Tim out into the garden while Ron talked to Mr. Mortimer the undertaker, who was indeed all that Dr. Perkins had promised. A death in an Australian working-class family was neither an expensive nor a long-drawn-out affair, and rigid laws made exploitation of the bereaved difficult. Uncomplicated, earthy people, they felt no compulsion to make up a lifetime of real or imagined guilts to a corpse; no opulent coffins, wakes, or putting the body on display. It was all conducted quickly and quietly, so much so that often friends and neighbors would have known little about it except for the gossip grapevine.

Shortly after the undertaker left, Mary Horton parked her Bentley in the street outside the Melville house and mounted the steps to the front door. Word had got around the vicinity during the early morning, and many front windows showed telltale rifts in their curtains as Mary disappeared onto the front veranda to wait for an answer to her knock.

Dawnie’s husband, Mick, opened the door, and stared at Mary in bewilderment. For a moment he thought she was someone professionally connected with the undertaker, and said, “Oh, you’ve just missed Mr. Mortimer, he left about five minutes ago.”

Mary looked at him appraisingly. “You must be Dawn’s husband. I’m Mary Horton, and I’ve come to fetch Tim. But please, would you quietly let Mr. Melville know I’m here first, don’t mention my arrival to Tim? I’ll wait here.”

Mick shut the door and trod down the long hallway, his thoughts in confusion. From what the Melvilles said he had gathered Miss Horton was an old lady, but though the woman on the front veranda had white hair, she was far from old. Ron was trying to interest Tim in a television program; Mick wriggled his brows mutely toward the front door, and Ron got up at once, closing the door between the hallway and the living room as he went out.

“Dawn, Miss Horton’s here,” Mick whispered as he sat down beside her.

She looked at him curiously. “So?”

“She’s not old, Dawn! Why do you speak of her as if she’s Ron’s age? I could hardly believe my eyes when I opened the front door! She can’t be more than forty-five, if she’s that old!”

“What on earth’s the matter with you, Mick? Of course she’s old! I admit I didn’t get a good look at her that night I saw her outside in her car, but it was close enough to tell she was old. And her hair’s whiter than Pop’s!”

“People can go white at twenty, you know that. I tell you she’s a relatively young woman!”

Dawnie sat in silence for a moment, then shook her head, smiling wryly. “The sly old bezom! So that was her game!”

“What was her game?”

“Tim, of course! She’s sleeping with him!”

Mick whistled. “Of course! But wouldn’t your parents have suspected something like that? They watch him so carefully, Dawn.”

“Mum wouldn’t hear a word against her precious Miss Horton, and Pop’s been like the cat that swallowed the canary ever since Tim began bringing home the extra money Miss Mary Horton pays him for doing her garden. Hah! Doing her garden, indeed!”

Mick shot a quick glance toward Tim. “Keep your Voice down, Dawn!”

“Oh, I could kill Pop for turning a blind eye!” Dawnie said through clenched teeth. “All dong I’ve thought there was something suspicious about that woman, but Pop wouldn’t hear a word of it. Okay, I can understand Mum not suspecting, but Pop should have listened to me! Too busy thinking of all that extra money coming in!”

Ron in his turn gaped at Mary Horton, shocked out of his numbness for a moment “Are you Miss Horton?” he croaked, voice cracking from the long hours and the strain.

“Yes, I’m Mary Horton. Did you think I was an old lady too, Mr. Melville?”

“Yes, I did.” He recollected himself sufficiently to hold the door fully open. “Won’t you come in, Miss Horton? I hope you don’t mind stepping into the front bedroom for a minute before I take you through to Tim.”

“Of course not.” She followed Ron into the bedroom, ill at ease; this looked like the master bedroom, and she wondered how Ron would hold up under the stress of talking to her in the place where he and his wife had lain each night for years. But he scarcely seemed to be aware of his surroundings; he could not take his eyes from, her face. She was nothing like the person he had imagined, and yet she was exactly like the person he Had imagined. Her face was young and unlined, she could not be more than forty-five, if that. But it was not a rapacious, intensely feminine face, it was a kind, slightly stem face with a touch of suffering about it, in the fierce brown eyes and the determined mouth. Her hair was very white like crystal. In spite of the shock of discovering she was much younger than he had thought, Ron trusted that face and the person who owned it A severely handsome sort of exterior, he decided, a fitting exterior for Mary Horton, whom he always thought of as one of the kindest, most generous, and understanding people ever to enter his life.

“Mr. Melville, I’m at a loss for words. I’m so very sorry for this, for you and Tim and Dawnie. . . .”

“I know, Miss Horton. Please don’t try, I understand. Its a terrible blow, but we’ll weather it. I’m only sorry never met you. We just never seemed to get around to it, did we?”

“No, we didn’t, and I’m sorry for that, too. How is poor Tim?”

“A bit dazed, like. He don’t quite know what’s happening, except that Mum’s dead. I’m awful sorry to have to I bring youse into this, but I just don’t know what else to do. I can’t let Tim come to the funeral, and he shouldn’t be left on his own while the rest of us go.”

“I quite agree. I’m so glad you thought to call me, Mr. Melville, and you can rest assured I’ll take good care of Tim for you. I was wondering if this Sunday night coming I could drive you and Tim up to my cottage and have you stay there for a while, to get over it in different surroundings. I’ll keep Tim in Sydney today, tomorrow, and Sunday, then on Sunday evening I’ll come back here and collect you, then drive you both up to my cottage. Would that be all right?”

Ron’s face twisted for a moment, then composed itself. “That’s real considerate of you, Miss Horton, and for Tim’s sake I’ll take youse up on it, too. His boss and my boss won’t mind if we take a week off.”

“Then it’s all settled. Dawnie would be better off with her husband, don’t you think? It will take a load off her mind to know that you and Tim aren’t sitting here in the house all alone.”

“That’s right, it will take a load off her mind. She’s Just about eight months gone with the baby.”

“Oh, I didn’t know!” Mary wet her lips and tried not to look at the old double bed against the far wall. “Shall I we go and say hullo to Tim now?”

It was a curious little group, in the living room. Mick and Dawnie sat huddled together on the sofa and Tim sat in his special chair, hunched over and leaning forward, his unseeing eyes fixed on the television set. Mary stood the hall doorway quikly, watching him; he had his lost look about him, defenseless and bewildered.
 
“Hullo, Tim,” she said.

He leaped to his feet, half overjoyed and half too saddened to feel joy, then stood with his face twitching and his hands going out to her. She went to him and took them, ‘smiling at him tenderly.

“I’ve come to take you to my house for a little while, Tim,” she said softly.

He snatched his hands away sharply, flushing; for the first time since knowing him Mary saw him uncomfortable and quite conscious of his actions. Involuntarily his eyes had gone to Dawnie, seen her outrage and revulsion, and something in him was developed and mature enough to Sense that Dawnie thought he had done something unpardonable, that she condemned him for holding this be loved woman’s hands. His own hands fluttered to his sides, lonely and empty again, and he stood looking at his sister pleadingly. She compressed her lips and sidled to her feet like a filing cat, eyes flashing angrily from Tim to Mary.

Mary walked forward with her hand extended. “Hullo, Dawnie, I’m Mary Horton,” she said pleasantly.

Dawnie ignored the hand. “What are you doing here?” she spat.

Mary pretended not to notice her tone. “I’ve come for Tim,” she explained.

“Oh, I’ll just bet you have!” Dawnie sneered. “Look at you! My mother not cold and here you are with your tongue hanging out for poor, stupid Tim! What do you mean, tricking us into thinking you were old? A fine lot of fools you’ve made us out to be, and in front of my husband at that!”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Dawnie, pipe down!” Ron to interupted desperately.

Dawnie turned on him furiously. “I’ll pipe down when I’ve said what I intend to say, you greedy old bastard Selling your own dill-brained son every weekend for a few measly dollars! Did it feel good, guzzling your extra beer in the Seaside every day? Did you ever stop to think of the disgrace? Look at her, trying to brazen it out as though her interest in Tim was pure and spiritual and completely altruistic! Well, Miss Mary Horton,” she hissed, whipping round to face Mary again, “I’m a wakeup to your little game! Tricking us all into thinking you were at least ninety! I wonder how many people up and down Surf Street are laughing their heads off right now because they just got a good long daylight look at Tim’s weekend hostess? You’ve made us the laughingstock of the whole district, you frustrated old cow! If you had to have a man, why the hell couldn’t you have bought yourself a gigolo instead of preying on a mental weakling like my poor, silly brother? You’re a disgusting, loathsome, wicked woman! Why don’t you get your ugly carcass out of here and leave us alone?”

Mary stood in the center of the living room with her hands limply by her sides, two bright patches of color flaring in her cheeks. The tears trickled down her face in mute protest at fee appalling accusation; she was so shocked and devastated by it that she could do nothing to justify herself; she had neither the energy nor the will to fight back. Ron had begun to shake, clenching his hands together so tightly that his knuckles showed as bloodless splotches. Tim had gone to his chair and collapsed on it, his upturned face swiveling from the accuser to the accused. He was confused, anguished, and strangely ashamed, but the reason for it was quite beyond him; he could not fathom it. It seemed as, though Dawnie thought it was wrong for him to be friends wife Mary, but why was it wrong, how could it be wrong? What had Mary done? It didn’t seem fair for Dawnie to scream at Mary like that, but he didn’t know what to do about it because he didn’t understand what it was all about. And why did be want to run away and hide himself in some dark comer, as he had the time he stole Mum’s tennis club cake?

Ron shivered, trying to control his anger. “Dawnie, I don’t never want to hear you saying things like that ever again, do you hear? What in God’s name is the matter wife you, girl? A real decent woman like Miss Horton! Struth and little apples, she don’t have to stand here and listen to scut like this! You’ve disgraced me, you’ve disgraced Tim, and you’ve disgraced your poor dead mother, and at a time like this! Oh, God, Dawnie, what makes you say things like that?”

“I say them because I think they’re true,” Dawnie retorted, huddling herself on the sofa within Mick’s arm. “You’ve let her filthy money make you blind and deaf!”
 
Mary passed a trembling hand across her face, wiping away fee tears. She looked directly at Dawnie and her husband. “You’re very, very wrong, my dear,” she managed to say. “I understand how shocked and upset you are by all that’s happened in the last few hours, and sure you don’t really think any of fee things you’re saying.” She drew a shuddering breath. ‘I didn’t deliberately conceal my age, it just never seemed feat important, because I never thought for one moment that anyone would interpret Tim’s and my relationship on such a basic plane. I’m very deeply attached to Tim, but not in the way you’re implying. It isn’t very complimentary to me; I’m old enough to be Tim’s and your mother, you know. And you’re quite right, too: if I wanted a man I could afford to go out and buy a gold-plated gigolo. Why indeed should I employ Tim on such a project? Can you in all honesty say that you’ve seen any evidence of sexual awakening in Tim since he’s known me? If it had occurred, you would have seen it immediately: Tim’s far too transparent a creature to conceal anything as deep-reaching as that. I’ve enjoyed Tim so much in, if you’ll pardon my hackneyed choice of words, such, a pure and innocent way it’s part of his allure. I wouldn’t change that in him if I had ten thousand carnal demons gnawing at my flesh incessantly. And now you’ve spoiled it, spoiled it for us both, because if Tim can’t understand, he can at the very least sense change. It was in its way so perfect, and I use the past tense deliberately. It can never be so again. You’ve made me conscious of something I hadn’t considered, and you’ve made Tim feel uncomfortable when he extends normal affection to me.”

Mick cleared his throat. “But surely, Miss Horton, you must have had some inkling of what other people were bound to think. I find it hard to believe that you, a mature and responsible woman, could go on month after month spending all your free time with a young and extremely good-looking man without so much as a passing thought as to what other people must be thinking?”

“So that’s it!” Ron roared, dragging Mick off the couch and holding him by his lapels. “I might have known my girl Dawnie didn’t think of all that muck-raking bullshit without some help from you! You certainly are a fast worker, mate! Between answering the door to Miss Horton and her coming into this room ten minutes later you managed to plant your filthy suggestions in my daughter’s mind so bloody well that she’s shamed and disgraced us all! You cocktail drinking shirt-lifter! Christ, why couldn’t Dawnie have married a dinkum bloke instead of a simpering, stuck-up pansy like you? I oughta kick your teeth in, you miserable, rotten, fucking arsehole!”

“Pop!” Dawnie gasped, grabbing at her waistline. “Oh, Pop!” She burst into tears, drumming her heels on the floor.

Then Tim moved, so suddenly that it took the rest of them several seconds to realize what had happened. Ron and Mick were separated, Mick put back on the sofa and Dawnie and Ron thrust into chairs, all without a word. Tim turned his back on Mick and touched his father lightly on the shoulder.

“Pop, don’t let him get your goat,” he said earnestly. “I don’t like him either, but Mum said we had to treat him real well, even if we don’t like him. Dawnie belongs to him now, that’s what Mum said.”

Mary began to laugh in shivering, gasping gusts; Tim went to her side and put his arm about her.

“Are you laughing or crying, Mary?” he asked, peering into her face. “Don’t take any notice of Dawnie or Mick, they’re upset. Why can’t we go now? Can’t I pack my case?”

Ron was staring at his son in amazement and dawning respect. “You go and pack your case, mate, you go and pack it right this minute. Mary will come and help you in a half a tick. And you know something, mate? You’re the grouse, the real, dinkum good oil!”

Tim’s beautiful eyes shone, his smile flashed out for the first time since they had come home to discover Es. “I like you too, Pop,” he grinned, and went to pack his case.

After he had gone there was a strained silence; Dawnie sat looking everywhere but at Mary Horton, and Mary continued to stand in die middle of the floor, not knowing what she ought best to do.

“I reckon you owe Miss Horton an apology, Dawnie,” Ron said, staring his daughter down.

She stiffened, her fingers curling into daws. “I’m buggered if I’ll apologize!” she spat. “After what’s been done to us here I reckon Mick and I are the ones owed an apology! Manhandling my husband like that!”

Ron gazed at her sorrowfully. “I’m real glad your Mum’s not here,” he said. “She always said you’d change, that we’d have to get out of your life, but I know bloody well, she never thought you’d go all twitty like this. You’re too big for your boots, my girl, and you could take a few lessons in manners from Miss Horton here, not to mention your flaming snotty husband!”

“Oh, please!” Mary exclaimed wretchedly. “I’m terribly sorry I’ve caused all this unpleasantness. If I’d known what would happen I assure you I would never have come. Please don’t quarrel on my account, I’d hate to think I caused a permanent breach in Tim’s family. If it wasn’t that I think Tim needs me now, I’d willingly get out of all your lives—including his—and I give you my word that as soon as Tim is over his mother’s loss I’ll do just that I’ll never see him again or, cause any of you further, pain and embarrassment.”

Ron got up from the chair Tim had thrust him into, his hand extended. ‘Tommyrot! It’s just as well this all came out, it would have eventually. As far as me and Mum are concerned, Tim’s the only one who matters, and Tim will always needs youse, Miss Horton. The last thing Mum said was poor Tim, do the right thing for Tim, poor Tim, poor Tim. Well, I’m going to do just that, Miss Horton, and if that pair of gits over on the couch can’t see it my way, then it’s too bloody bad for them. I gotta honor Mum’s wishes, because she ain’t here any more.” His voice broke, but he lifted his chin toward the ceiling, swallowed several times and managed to continue. “Mum and I wasn’t always polite to each other, you know, but we thought a lot of each other for all that We had some bloody good years, and I’m going to remember them with a smile and a lift of me beer glass. He wouldn’t understand”—a jerk of his head toward the sofa—“but Mum would be real disappointed if I didn’t give her the old toast in beer every day at the Seaside.”

It was with difficulty that Mary restrained her impulse to go to the gallant old man and comfort him physically, ‘but she knew how much his control meant to him, so she kept her arms by her sides and tried to tell him with her tear-dimmed eyes and lopsided smile that she understood very well.




Nineteen



TIM SAT silently in the car all the way to Artarmon. He had not slept in her Sydney house very often, and the room he always occupied there did not have the same sense of belonging about it as his room at the cottage did. He did not seem to know what to do when she prepared to leave him to change his clothes and rest; he stood in the middle of the floor fiddling with his hands, looking at her pleadingly. Never proof against that particular expression, Mary sighed and came to his side.

“Why don’t you change into your pajamas and try to sleep for a little while, Tim?” she asked.

“But it’s not night time, it’s the middle of the day!” he protested, the pain and fear he was suffering revealing themselves in his voice.

“That’s nothing to worry about, love,” she replied, her throat aching. “I think you’d manage to sleep if I closed all the blinds and made the room dark.”

“I feel sick,” he said, gulping ominously

“Oh, poor old Tim!” she responded instantly, remembering how he dreaded being chided for making a mess. “Come on, I’ll hold your forehead for you.”

He began to vomit just as they reached the bathroom entrance. She held his brow in the palm of her hand, crooning softly and stroking his back while he writhed and gagged wretchedly.

“Finished?” she asked softly, and when he nodded she sat him on her padded bathroom chair and ran warm water into the bath. “You’ve made rather a mess of yourself, haven’t you? I think you ought to just get out of those clothes and hop into a nice bath, don’t you? You’ll feel much better the minute you’re soaking.” She wrung out a washcloth and cleaned the worst of it from his face and hands, slipped his shirt off and folded it in on itself carefully, then used it as-a rag to wipe the splattered floor. He watched her apathetically, white and trembling.

“I’m soh-soh-sorry, Mary,” he gasped. “I made a meh-meh-mess and you’ll be mah-mah-mad at me.”

She smiled up at him from where she was kneeling on the tiles. “Never, Tim, never! You couldn’t help it, and you tried so hard to get to the bathroom in time, didn’t you? That’s all that matters, dear heart.”

His pallor and weakness alarmed her; he did not seem to be recovering as quickly as he should, so she was not surprised when he fell on his knees in front of the lavatory and began to retch again.

“I think that’s definitely it,” she said when he was quiet once more. “Now how about that bath?”

“I’m so tired, Mary,” he whispered, clinging to the sides of the chair seat.

She dared not leave him; the chair was straight-backed and armless, and if he fainted he would never stay on it. The best place for him was the lukewarm bath where he could stretch out supine and warm himself through to his bones. Shutting Dawnie’s bitter words out of her mind and praying that he would never mention it at home, she got him out of his clothes and helped him into the bath with one arm firmly around his waist and his arm about her shoulders. He sank into the water with a grateful sigh; relieved, she saw his color begin to return, and while he related she finished cleaning the floor and the lavatory. The sickish smell was horribly pervasive, so she opened the door and the window to the windy autumn air. Only then did she turn back to the bath and look at him.

He was sitting like a child, hunched forward and smiling faintly as he watched the tendrils of steam smoking off the surface of the water, his thick gold hair curling damply. So beautiful, so beautiful! Treat him like a child, she told herself as she picked up a bar of soap; treat him like the child he is, don’t look at him and see him as a man. Yet even as she said it, her eyes fixed on the full length of his body in the clear water, for he had lain black again suddenly with a murmur of almost voluptuous content. Nudity in a book was, after all, a far cry from Tim’s reality; in books it had never possessed the power to move or excite her. She forced herself to look away, but involuntarily her gaze crept back, furtively, until she discovered he had closed his eyes, then in a kind of wondering but disciplined greed, not so much a carnal hunger as a tangled and confused one.

Some change in him made her glance toward his face, to find that he watched her wearily but curiously; the blood felt so hot beneath her skin that she half waited for him to comment, but he did not With a crablike motion she sat on the edge of the bath and rubbed the soap into his chest and back, her slippery fingers sliding over, the flawless skin which was like oiled silk, casually straying every so often to his wrist to check his radial pulse. But he did seem better, if still listless, and he actually laughed when she threw water over his head and made him bend far forward to wash his hair. She did not let him linger, but made him stand up the moment he was washed thoroughly, then she let the water out of the tub and turned on the shower. It amused her to see his naive pleasure in the huge towel she handed him when he stepped on to the floor, but she managed to listen gravely while he assured her he had never seen such an enormous towel before and what fun it was to be completely wrapped up like a baby.

“That was beaut, Mary,” he confided, lying in bed with the covers drawn up to his chin. “I think Mum used to bathe me when I was a little shaver, but I don’t remember it I like being bathed, it’s much nicer than bathing myself.”

“Then I’m glad,” she smiled. “Now I want you to roll over on your side and go to sleep for a little while, all right?”

“All right.” He laughed. “I can’t say night-night, Mary, because it’s the middle of the day.”

“How do you feel now, Tim?” she asked, drawing the blinds and plunging the room into semi-darkness.

“I feel all right, but I’m awfully tired.”

“Then sleep, love. When you wake up you can come and find me, I’ll be here.”

The weekend passed fairly uneventfully; Tim was quiet, still not himself physically, but Mary saw little to indicate that he was as yet actively missing his mother. On Sunday afternoon she made him sit in the front of the big Bentley, and drove back to Surf Street to pick up Ron. He was waiting on the front veranda, and when he saw the car draw up he ran down the steps two at a time, suitcase in band. How old he is, Mary thought, twisting around to open the back door. In spite of his neat, wiry physique and his boyish way of moving, not a young man at all. The sight of him worried her; all she could think of was Tim left utterly alone, bereft of both mother and father. After Dawnie’s outburst on Friday there seemed little likelihood that she could or would compensate; her husband had gained the ascendancy. A good thing for Dawnie perhaps, but it boded ill for her erstwhile family. And how on earth could she, Mary Horton, possibly take in Tim if anything happened to Ron? It seemed that everyone thought the worst now, so what would they think and do if Tim came to live with her permanently? The very thought appalled Her. Only Ron, Archie Johnson old Emily Parker next door, and Tim himself thought the relationship was a good thing. She shrank from even imagining what Dawnie would say, and what she might do. Certainly there would be a scandal, maybe a lawsuit as well; but whatever happened, Tim must be shielded from harm and ridicule. It didn’t really matter what became of her, or Dawnie, or their lives. Tim was the only one who mattered.

In spite of his shock and grief, Ron was amused at Tim’s behavior on the trip to Gosford, how he glued his nose to the window and stared raptly at the passing scene, fascinated. Mary caught him looking at his son when her eyes went to the rear-vision mirror, and she smiled.

“It never palls, Mr. Melville. Isn’t that a wonderful thing, to know that he enjoys every trip as much as the first one?”

Ron nodded. “Too right, Miss Horton! I never realized that he enjoyed traveling so much. From what I remember of the few times we tried to take him out in a car, he hurked over everything. What a mess! And terribly embarrassing, because the car wasn’t ours. If I’d known he would grow out of it, I would have bought a car and taken him round a bit. Makes me mad I didn’t try later on, seeing him now.”

“Well, Mr. Melville, I wouldn’t be upset about it. Tim is always happy if everything is going well. This is just a different sort of happiness for him, that’s all.”

Ron did not answer; his eyes filled with tears, and he had to turn his head away to gaze out of his own Window.

After she settled them into the cottage, Mary prepared to return to Sydney. Ron looked up, dismayed.

“Crikey, Miss Horton, are youse going? I thought you was going to stay here with us.”

She shook her head. “Unfortunately, I can’t. I have to be at work tomorrow; my boss has a week of very important meetings and I must be there to support him. I think you’ll find everything you might need. Tim knows where things are, and he’ll help you if, you have any problems in the kitchen or around the house. I want you to make yourselves absolutely at home, do exactly what you like when you like. There’s all sorts of food, you won’t run short. If you find you have to go into Gosford, the number of the local taxi service is in the telephone notepad, and I insist that you charge it to me.”

Ron stood up, for she was drawing on her gloves, ready to go. He shook her hand warmly and smiled.

“Why don’t youse call me Ron, Miss Horton? Then I can call youse Mary. It seems a bit silly to go on calling each other Mister and Miss.” ‘

She laughed, her hand resting on his shoulder caressingly for a moment. “Yes, I agree, Ron. Let’s make it Ron and Mary from now on.”

“We’ll see youse when, Mary?” Ron asked, not knowing whether as a guest he ought to see her off her own premises or just return to his easy chair.

“Friday night sometime, but don’t wait supper for me. I may have to stay in town and eat dinner with my boss.”

It was Tim who saw her to the car; surprised, Ron watched his son thrust himself between them rather like a dog bristling with annoyance because it has been forgotten. He took the hint and sat down again with his newspaper, while Tim followed Mary outside.

“I wish you didn’t have to go back, Mary,” he said, staring down at her with a look in his eyes she had never seen there before, and could not identify.

She smiled, patting his arm. “I have to go, Tim, I really do. But that means I have to rely on you to look after your Pop, because he doesn’t know his way round the house or grounds, whereas you do. Be good to him, won’t you?”

He nodded. His hands, slack by his sides, moved and clenched to on themselves. “I’ll look after him, Mary, I promise I’ll look after him.”

He stood watching the track until the car had gone into the trees, then turned and went back into the house.




Twenty



MARY’S WEEK was quite as hard as she had expected. Of the several meetings the Board of Constable Steel & Mining held during the year, this was the most important one. Three representatives of the parent firm in the United States flew in from New York to attend it. There were the usual secretarial problems related to unsatisfactory hotels, unavailable foods, bored wives, lagging schedules, and the like; when Friday night came Mary’s sigh of relief was as heartfelt as Archie Johnson’s. They sat in his office on the top floor of Constable Tower with their feet up, staring dazedly out at the spinning panorama of lights spreading away in all directions to the star-struck horizon.

“Christ on a bicycle, Mary, am I glad that’s over and done with!” Archie exclaimed, pushing away his empty plate. “That was a jolly good idea of yours to have a Chinese meal sent up, it really was.”

“I thought you might like it” She wiggled her toes luxuriously. “My feet feel like size fourteens, and I’ve been dying to take my shoes off all day. I thought Mrs. Hiram P. Schwartz would never find her passport in time for the plane, and I had ghastly visions of having to put up with her for the weekend.

Archie grinned. His impeccable secretary’s shoes were lying higgledy-piggledy on the far side of the room, and she had almost disappeared into the maw of an enormous chair, her stockinged feet propped up on an ottoman.

“You know, Mary, you ought to have adopted a mentally retarded kid years ago. Sacred blue-arsed flies, what a difference it’s made in you! I’ve never been able to do without you, but I confess it’s a great deal more fun to work with you these days. I never thought I’d live to see the day when I’d have to admit I actually enjoyed your company, you nasty old twit, but I do, I really do! To think that all through the years it’s been there inside you the whole time, and you never let it out once. That, my dear, is a bloody shame.”

She sighed, half smiling. “Perhaps. But you know, Archie, nothing ever happens out of its due time. Had I met Tim years ago I would never have become interested in him. Some of us take half our lives to awaken.”

He lit a cigar and puffed at it contentedly. “We’ve been so busy I haven’t had a chance to ask you exactly what happened last Friday. His mother died?”

“Yes. It was dreadful.” She shivered. “I took Tim and his father Ron up to my cottage last Sunday, and left them there. I’m going up to join them tonight. I do hope they’re all right, but I suppose if they’d had any problems I would have heard from them. Tim hasn’t realized yet what’s happened, I think. Oh, he knows his mother’s dead and he knows what that means, but the concrete reality of her going hadn’t begun to work on him, he hadn’t begun to miss her before I left. Ron says he’ll get over it very quickly, and I hope he does. I feel very sorry for Ron. His daughter made quite a scene when I went out to pick up Tim on Friday.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.” Mary got up and went to the bar. “Would you like a brandy or something?”

“After Chinese food? No, thanks. I’ll have a cup of tea, please.” He watched her move around behind the bar to the little stove and sink. “What sort of a scene?”

Her head was bent over the kettle. “It’s a little embarrassing to talk about it. An ugly scene, let’s leave it at that She—oh, it doesn’t matter!” The cups rattled.

“She what? Come on, now, Mary, spit it out!”

The eyes looking at him were bright with defiance and wounded pride. “She implied that Tim was my Lover.”

“Great sausages of shit!” He threw back his head and laughed. “Way off base, way off base! I would have told her that if she’d asked me.” He heaved himself out of his chair and came to lean on the bar. “Don’t let it upset you, Mary. What a wart the girl must be!”

“No, she isn’t a wart. She married a wart, that’s all, and he’s doing his best to wartify her. I don’t honestly think that what she said was anything more than a parroting of what her husband had been whispering in her ear. She’s very fond of Tim, and intensely protective.” Her head went down below the level of the bar top, and the next words were muffled. “You see, they all thought I was much older than I really am, so when I appeared to collect Tim they all got rather a shock.”

“How did they get that impression?”

“Tim told them I had white hair, and because I had white hair Tim assumed I was old, really old. So he told them I was very old.”

“But hadn’t you ever met them before the mother died? It isn’t like you to sneak around back alleys, Mary! Why didn’t you correct their misapprehension?”

She flushed painfully. “I honestly don’t know why I didn’t ever introduce myself personally to Tim’s parents. If I did have any fears that they’d stop the friendship if they found out my true age, I assure you those fears were quite unconscious. I knew Tim was perfectly safe with me. I enjoyed hearing about Tim’s family from him, and I think I was sort of postponing meeting them because they wouldn’t be at all like the people Tim talked of.”

He reached over the counter and patted her shoulder. “Well, not to worry. Go on, you were saying Tim’s sister is very fond of him?”

“Yes. Tim was as fond of her as she was of him until she got married, when he rather grew away from her a little. He seemed to feel she had deserted him, though I tried, to reason with him. From all he said about her, I had gathered she was a sane, sensible, warm-hearted sort of girl. Very brilliant. Isn’t that strange?”

“I don’t know. Is it? What did you do?”

Down went the head again. “I was devastated. I think I cried. Fancy me crying!” She looked up, trying to smile. “Boggles the imagination, doesn’t it?” Then she sighed, her face pensive and sorrowful. “But I’ve done my share of crying lately, Archie, I’ve done my share of crying.”

“It does rather boggle the imagination, but I believe you. Still, we should all cry occasionally. I’ve even cried myself,” he admitted grandly.

She laughed, relaxing. “You are, in your own language, a bot, Archie.”

He watched her pour the tea, something akin to pity in his eyes. It must have been a terrible blow to her pride, he thought, to have this rare, treasured thing reduced to such an elemental level. For to her the very thought of a physical component debased it; she had a monkish outlook on life, and was it any wonder? Such a strange, sequestered, isolated life she had led! We are what we are, he thought, and we can be no more than what circumstances have made us.

“Ta, dear,” he said, taking his tea. Sitting in his chair once more staring out the window, he spoke again. “I’d like to meet Tim some time if I may, Mary.”

There was a long silence behind him, then her voice came, very quietly. “One of these days.” She made it sound very far away.




Twenty-One



IT WAS after midnight when Mary parked the Bentley outside the cottage. The lights were still on in the living room, and Tim came bounding out to open the car door. He was trembling with joy at sight of her, and almost lifted her off the ground in a suffocating hug. It was the first time his emotions at seeing her had overridden the training of years, and it told her more than anything else could have done how miserable he had been all week, how much he must have missed his mother.

“Oh, Mary, I’m so glad to see you!”

She disengaged herself. “My goodness, Tim, you don’t know your own strength! I thought you’d be in bed by now.”

“Not before you came. I had to stay up until you came. Oh, Mary, I’m so glad to see you! I like you, I like you!”
 
“And I like you, and I’m very glad to see you, too. Where’s your Pop?”

“Inside. I wouldn’t let him come out, I wanted to see you first all by myself.” He danced along beside her, but she sensed that somehow a little of his delight was quenched, that she had failed him. If only she knew how! “I don’t like it here without you, Mary,” he went on, “I only like it when you’re here too.”

He calmed down by the time they entered the house, and Mary went to greet Ron, her hand outstretched.
 
“How are you?” she asked gently.

“I’m all right, Mary. It’s good to see youse.”

“It’s good to be here.”

“Did youse eat yet?”

“Yes, I did, but, I’m going to make a cup of tea all the same. Would you like some?”

“Ta, I would.”

Mary turned back to Tim, who was standing some distance away from them. He was wearing his lost look. How have I failed him? she asked herself again. What have I done to make him look like that, what did I neglect to do?

“What’s the matter, Tim?” she asked, going to him.

He shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, it’s nothing.”

“I’m afraid it’s bedtime, my friend.”

He nodded desolately. “I know.” At the door he looked back, a mute appeal in his eyes. “Will you come and tuck me up, please?”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world, so hurry, hurry! I’ll be in to see you in five minutes.”

When he had gone she looked at Ron. “How has it been?”

“Good and bad. He cried a lot for his mother. It’s not easy, because he don’t cry the way he used to, all outward. These days he just sits there with the tears rolling down his face, and you can’t tempt him out of them by waving something good under his nose.”

“Come to the kitchen with me. It must have been very hard for you, and I’m terribly sorry I couldn’t manage to be here to take some of the load off your shoulders.” She filled the kettle, then looked at her watch anxiously. “I must go and say good-night to Tim. I’ll be back soon.”

Tim was already in bed, looking toward the door fixedly. She came over to him, fussed with the covers until they were wedged tightly underneath his chin, and tucked them firmly around him. Then she bent and kissed his forehead. He struggled with the blankets until he got his arms free and put them about her neck, pulling her down so that she was forced to sit on the edge of the bed.

“Oh, Mary, I wish you’d been here,” he said, the words muffled against the side of her face.

“I wish I’d been here, too. But it’s all right now, Tim, I’m here now, and you know I’ll always be here with you as much as I can. I like being here with you better than anything else in the whole world. You missed your Mum, didn’t you?”

The arms about her neck tightened. “Yes. Oh, Mary, it’s awful hard to remember that she isn’t ever coming back! I forget and then I remember again, and I want her to come back real bad and I know she can’t come back, and it’s all muddled up. But I wish she could come back, I do so much wish she could come back!”

“I know, I know. . . . But it will be easier in a little while, dear heart. You won’t always feel it so badly, it will fade. She’ll get further and further away from you and you’ll grow used to it, it won’t hurt so much any more.”
 
“But I get a pain when I cry, Mary! It hurts an awful lot, and it won’t go away!”

“Yes, I know. I get it too. It’s as if they’d cut a whole big chunk out of your chest, isn’t it?”

“That’s right, that’s exactly what it’s like!” He passed his hands clumsily across her back. “Oh, Mary, I’m so glad you’re here! You always know what everything is like, you can tell me and then I feel better. It was awful without you!”

The muscles of the leg wedged against the side of the bed went into agonizing spasm, and Mary withdrew her head from his clasp. “I’m here now, Tim, and I’ll be here all weekend. Then we’ll all go back to Sydney together, I won’t leave you here done. Now I want you to roll over on your side and go to sleep for me, because we have a lot to do in the garden tomorrow.”

He turned obediently. “Night-night, Mary. I like you, I like you better than anyone except Pop now.”

Ron had made the tea, and sliced up a block of seed cake. They sat in the kitchen, one on either side of the table facing each other. Though she had not met Ron until after Esme died, Mary knew instinctively that he had aged and shrunk in upon himself during this last week. The hand holding the cup to his mouth trembled, and all the life was leached out of his face. There was a hint of transparency about him, a spiritual attenuation that had crept into his flesh. She put out a hand and placed it over his.

“How hard it must have been for you, concealing your own grief and yet having to watch Tipi’s. Oh, Ron, I wish there was something I could do! Why do people have to die?”

He shook his head. “I dunno. That’s the hardest question in the world, ain’t it? I’ve never found an answer that satisfied me. Cruel of God to give us loved ones, make us in His image, so that we can love them, then take them away. He oughta thought out a better way of doing it, don’t you reckon? I know we’re none of us angels and we must seem sort of like worms to Him, hut most of us do our best, most of us aren’t all that bad. Why should we Have to suffer like this? It’s hard, Mary, it’s awful, awful hard.”

The hand under hers went up to shield his eyes, and he wept. Mary sat there helplessly, her heart aching for him. If only there was something she could do! How terrible it was, to have to sit and watch another’s grief and be so utterly powerless to lighten it. He wept for a long time, in spasms that seemed to eat away at ids very soul, so deep and alone they were. When he could weep no more he dried his eyes and blew his nose.

“Could you drink another cup of tea?” Mary asked.

For a ghostly moment it was Tim’s smile that hovered on his lips. “Ta, I could.” He sighed. “I never thought it would be like this, Mary. Maybe it’s that I’m old, I dunno. I never thought her going would leave such a great big empty space. Even Tim don’t seem to matter quite so much any more, only her, only losing her. It ain’t the same without the old girl there bitching and snarling about me staying too late at the Seaside, guzzling beer, as she used to put it. We had a real good life together, Es and me. That’s the trouble, you grow toward each other as the years go on, until you’re sort of like a pair of old boots, warm and comfortable. Then all of a sudden it’s gone! I fell like half of me was gone too, sort of like a bloke feels he loses an arm or a leg, youse know what I mean. He still thinks it’s there, and he gets a terrible shock when he goes after an itch and finds there’s nothing left to scratch. I keep thinking of things I oughta tell her, or have to stop meself saying out loud that she’d enjoy this joke, we’ll have a good laugh about it. It’s so hard, Mary, and I dunno that it’s even worth trying.”

“Yes, I think I understand,” Mary said slowly. “A spiritual amputee . . .”

He put his cup down. “Mary, if anything should happen to me, will you look after Tim?”

She didn’t expostulate with him, she didn’t attempt to tell him he was being morbid or silly, she just nodded and said, “Yes, of course I will. Don’t worry about Tim.”




Twenty-Two



IN THE long, sad winter which followed his mother’s death, Tim changed. It was like seeing an animal mourn; he wandered from place to place looking for something, that wasn’t there, his eyes lighting restlessly on some inanimate object and then flicking away disappointed and bewildered, as if he always expected the impossible to occur, and was beyond understanding why it did not. Even Harry Markham and his crew could get nowhere with him, Ron told Mary despairingly; he went to work every day without fail, but the thoughtlessly malicious practical jokes of other days fell on stony ground: he endured the crew’s tormenting brand of humor as patiently as he endured everything else. It was as if he had withdrawn from the real world, Mary thought, gone into a sphere that was his alone, and forever barred against intruders.

She and Ron had endless, unavailing conferences about him, sitting long into the rainy nights with the wind howling in the trees around the cottage, while Tim took himself off somewhere on his own or went to bed. Since Esme’s death Mary had insisted Ron come to the cottage every weekend, for it was more than her heart could bear to drive off with Tim on Friday nights and leave the old man sitting beside his empty fireplace all alone.

There was a dull, dragging weight of sadness on them. For Mary it could not be the same, having to share her hours with Tim; for Ron nothing mattered very much except the barrenness of his days; for Tim, no one knew. It was Mary’s first close contact with grief, and she had never imagined anything like it. The most frustrating part of it was her helplessness, her inability to put things right; nothing she could say or do made a particle of difference. She had to bear with the long silences, the furtive creeping away to indulge in bouts of fruitless tears, the pain.

She had come to care for Ron, too, because he was Tim’s father, because he was so alone, because he never complained, and as time went on he occupied her thoughts more and more. With the coldest season drawing toward its close she noticed an increasing fragility about him; sometimes when they were sitting in the weak but warming sun together and he held his hand to the light, she fancied that the veined, blotchy extremity let the light shine straight through it until she could see the silhouette of his bones. He trembled so, and his once firm footsteps would hesitate when there was no obstacle in their path. No matter how she tried to feed him, he lost weight steadily. He was dissolving in front of her very eyes.

The trouble pulled at her like an invisible force; she seemed to spend her days walking a featureless plain without landmark or direction, and only working with Archie Johnson had any reality. At Constable Steel & Mining she could be herself, lift her mind from Ron and Tim and plunge it into something concrete. It was the only steadying influence in her life. She had come to dread Fridays and welcome Mondays; Ron and Tim had become a nightmarish incubus chained about her neck, for she did not know what to do to avert the disasters she sensed were coming.

One Saturday morning early in spring she was sitting on the front veranda of the cottage looking toward the beach, where Tim was standing just at the water’s edge staring out across the wide river. What did he see? Was He looking for his mother, or was he looking for the answers she had failed to give him? It was her failure with Tim which worried Mary more than anything else, for she sensed that she herself was one of the main reasons for his odd withdrawal. Ever since the night she had returned to the cottage after that week Ron and Tim had spent there alone, Mary was aware that Tim thought she had failed him. But talking to him was like talking to a brick wall, he seemed not to want to hear her. She had tried more times than she could count, approached the subject by casting out what used to be infallible lures, but he ignored them, almost spurning her. Yet it was such an intangible thing; he was his normal polite self, he worked willingly in the garden and about the house, he voiced no discontent. He had just gone away.

Ron came out on to the veranda with a tray of morning tea, and set it on a table near her chair. His eyes followed hers to the still, sentry-like figure on the beach, and he sighed.

“Have a cuppa, Mary. You didn’t eat anything for brekkie, love. I baked a real nice seed cake yestiddy, so why don’t you have a bit now with your tea, eh?”

She dragged her thoughts away from Tim and smiled “My word, Ron, you’ve developed into quite a cook these last few months.”

He bit his lip to still its sudden quivering. “Es used to love seed cake, it was her favorite. I was reading in the Herald that in America they eat bread with seeds in it but they don’t put seeds in cakes. Barmy! I can’t think of anything worse than caraway seeds in bread, but in a nice, sweet yellow cake they’re the grouse.”

“Customs vary, Ron. They’d probably say exactly the opposite if they ever read in their papers that Australians never put caraway seeds in bread but eat them in cake instead. Though, to be honest, if you go to one of the continental bakeries in Sydney you can buy seeded rye bread these days.”

“I wouldn’t put anything past them bloody new Australian wogs,” he said with the old Australian’s innate contempt for the new European immigrants. “Anyway, it don’t matter. Have a bit of the cake, Mary, go on.”

Half her slice of cake eaten, Mary put her plate down. “Ron, what’s the matter with him?”

“Gord struth and little apples, Mary, we’ve squeezed the last juice out of that subject weeks ago!” he snapped, then turned to press her arm contritely. “I’m sorry, Jove, I didn’t mean to bite your head off like that. I know you’re only worried about him, I know that’s the only reason you keep on asking. I dunno, love, I just dunno. I never ever thought he’d take on after his Mum died, I never thought it’d last half so long. It’s enough to break your heart, ain’t it?”

“It’s breaking mine. I don’t know what to do, but I’ve got to do something, and soon! He’s going farther and farther away from us, Ron, and if we can’t pull him back we’ll lose him forever!”

He came and sat on the arm of her chair, pulling her head against his meager chest and cradling it there. “I wish I knew what to do, Mary love, but I don’t. The worst thing is that I can’t make meself care the way I used to, it’s sort of as if Tim’s not me son any more, as if I can’t be bothered. That sounds awful, but I’ve got me reasons. Wait here.”

He let her go abruptly and disappeared into the house, emerging a moment later with a flat portfolio of papers under his arm. He threw it on to the table beside the tea tray. Mary looked up at him, puzzled and upset. Ron got another chair and pulled it over until it faced hers, then he sat down and stared directly into her eyes, his own glittering queerly.

“That’s all the papers about Tim,” he said. “Inside there is me will, all the bank books and insurance policies and annuities. Everything to make sure Tim’s financially secure for the rest of his life.” He looked behind him toward the beach, and Mary could no longer see his face.

“I’m dying, Mary,” he went on slowly. “I don’t want to live, and I can’t seem to make meself live any more. I’m running down like a clockwork monkey—you know the ones, they beat a little drum and march up and down and then it all goes into slow motion and then it all stops, the feet stop marching and the drum stops beating. Well, that’s me. Running down, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

“And oh, Mary, I’m glad! If I’d been a young man I wouldn’t have felt her going like this, but age makes a big difference. She’s left a great big hole I can’t fill with anything, even Tim. All I want is to be lying there with her, under the ground. I keep thinking she must be awful cold and lonely. She couldn’t be anything else, not after sharing her sleep with me all those years.” His face was still turned away from her toward the beach. “I can’t stand the thought of her so cold and lonely, I can’t bear it. There ain’t nothing left with her gone, and I can’t even make meself care about Tim. That’s why I went to me lawyer this week and got him to make everything all right.

“I’m not leaving youse anything but trouble, I suppose, but somehow right from the beginning I always felt that you was terrible fond of Tim, that you wouldn’t mind the trouble. It’s selfish, but I can’t help it. I’m leaving Tim to you, Mary, and there’s all his papers. You take them. I’ve given you a power of attorney in Tim’s financial affairs for as long as you live. I don’t think Dawnie will make any big trouble for youse, because Mick doesn’t want Tim around, but just in case I’ve left a couple of letters in there, one for Dawnie and one for that shirt-lifting bugger Mick. I gave me notice at work, told the boss I was retiring. I’m just going to stay at home and wait, except that I’d still like to come up with Tim on weekends if you don’t mind. It won’t be too long now, anyway.”

“Oh, Ron, oh, Ron!” Mary found herself weeping; the slender shape on the beach melted in a shimmer of tears, and she reached out her hands to Tim’s father.

They rose and clung together hard, each the victim of a different kind of pain. After a while Mary discovered that he comforted her more than she could ever comfort him, that it was exquisitely peaceful and healing to stand there within his arms and feel his tenderness and compassion, his, intensely male protectiveness. She held him more tightly, her face pushing into the sagging folds of his skinny neck, and closed her eyes.

Suddenly something alien intruded: a shiver of dread passed down her spine, and she opened her eyes with a start of fear. Tim was standing several feet away staring at them, and for the first time in all the long months of their friendship, she saw him angry. He was shaking with rage; it flared in his eyes and turned them as dark as sapphires, it spasmed his muscles into tremor after furious tremor. Terrified, she let her arms fall and stepped back from Ron so abruptly that he staggered and had to grasp at the roof post. Turning, he saw Tim; they stared at each other for perhaps a minute without speaking, then Tim twisted away and ran down the path to the beach.

“What’s the matter with him?” Ron whispered, aghast. He made a movement to follow his son, but Mary pulled him back, clawing at him.

“No, no!”

“But I gotta see what’s the matter with him, Mary! What did he do? What made youse jump like that and look so frightened of him? Let me go!”

“No, Ron, please! Let me go after him, you stay here, please! Oh, Ron, don’t ask me why, just let me find him by myself!”

He yielded reluctantly, stepping away from the edge of the veranda. “Well, all right love. You’re good with him, and maybe he needs a woman’s touch more than a man’s. If Mum was alive I’d send her, so why not you?”

There was no sign of him on the beach as Mary sped down the path; she stopped on the fringe of the sand and shaded her eyes to peer up and down the whole length of the bay, but he was not there. She turned into the trees, heading for a little clearing where she knew of late he liked to go to be alone. And he was there; gasping with relief, Mary sagged against a tree trunk and watched him silently. His terrible misery and grief struck her like a blow from some gargantuan hammer; every long, achingly beautiful line of him spoke of inarticulate suffering, the pure outline of his profile was knotted into pain. It was impossible to stand aloof, but she came up to him so quietly that he was not aware of her presence until she touched him on the arm. He flinched away as if her fingers burned and her hand fell to her side, useless.

“Tim, what is it? What have I done?”

“Nothing, nothing!”

“Don’t keep it from me, Tim! What have I done?”

“Nothing!” He almost screamed the word.

“But I have! Oh, Tim, I’ve known for months that I’ve failed you somehow, but I don’t know what I did wrong! Tell me, tell me!”.

“Go away!”

“No, I won’t go away! I won’t go away until you tell me what’s the matter! It’s been worrying your Pop and me out of our minds, and back there on the veranda you looked at us both as if you hated us. Hated us, Tim!” She came round to face him and put her hands on his upper arms, her fingers digging into his skin.

“Don’t touch me!” He wrenched away and turned his back on her.

“Why, Tim? What have I done that I can’t touch you?”

“Nothing!”

“I don’t believe you! Tim, I never thought you’d lie to me, but you are lying to me! Please tell me what’s the matter, oh, please!”

“I can’t!” he whispered despairingly.

“But you can, of course you can! You’ve always been able to tell me everything! Oh, Tim, don’t turn away from me and shot me out any more! You’re pulling me into little pieces, I’m so beside myself with worry and fear for you that I don’t know what to do!” She began to weep, and wiped the tears away with the palm of her hand.

“I can’t, I can’t! I don’t know! I feel so many things that I can’t think out, I don’t blow what they mean!”

He spun round to face her, goaded and harried beyond patience, and she backed away; a stranger glared at her, there was nothing familiar in him to reach for.

“I only know you don’t like me any more, that’s all! You like Pop better than me now, you don’t like me any more! You haven’t liked me since you met Pop, and I knew it would happen, I knew it would happen! How could you like me more than him when he’s the full quid and I’m not? I like him better than me!”

She put out her hands. “Oh, Tim! Oh, Tim! How could you think that? It’s not true! I like you as much as I always did, I haven’t stopped liking you for one little wee minute! How could I ever stop liking you?”

“You did when you met Pop!”

“No, no! It’s not true, Tim! Please believe me, it’s just not true! I like your Pop, but I could never like him as much as I like you, never! If you must know, most of the reason I like your Pop is because he is your Pop he made you.” She tried to keep her voice calm, hoping it would calm him.

“You’re the one who’s lying, Mary! I can feel things! I always thought you thought I was all grown up, but now I know you don’t, not now, not now I’ve seen you and Pop! You don’t like me any more, it’s Pop you like now! You don’t mind if Pop hugs you! I’ve seen you, hugging and comforting him all the time! You won’t let me hug you and you won’t comfort me! All you do with me is tuck me into bed, and I want you to hug me and comfort me, but you won’t! But you do it to Pop!

“What’s wrong with me, why don’t you like me any more? Why did you change after Pop started coming with us? Why am I always left out? I can tell you don’t like me, I can tell it’s Pop you like!”

Mary stood absolutely still, yearning to respond to that despairing, lonely plea for love, but too aghast at its suddenness. He was jealous! He was furiously, possessively jealous! He regarded his own father as a rival for her affections, and it was not entirely the jealousy of a child. There was a man in it: primitive, possessive, sexual man. The glib words of reassurance would not come; she could find nothing to say.

They stood staring at each other, stiff and with hackles raised, then Mary found that her legs were trembling so much they scarcely supported her. She groped for a nearby hillock and sat down without taking her eyes from his face.

“Tim,” she said hesitantly, trying to choose her words with extreme delicacy, “Tim, you know I’ve never lied to you. Never! I couldn’t lie to you, I like you far too much. What I’m going to tell you now is something I couldn’t tell a little child, I could only say it to a man grown. You’ve assured me that you’re all grown up, so now you have to take all the hard, painful things which go along with being a man. I can’t properly explain why I let your Pop hug me and won’t let you, but it isn’t because you’re a little child to me, it’s because he’s an old man. You’ve got it the wrong way round, don’t you see?

“Tim, you have to be ready to take another shock like your Mum’s death, and you have to be strong. You have to be grown up enough to keep what I tell you an absolute secret, especially from your Pop. He must never know I told you.

“Do you remember a long time ago I explained to you what happened to people when they died, why they died, that they just got too old and tired to keep going, that they ran down like a forgotten clock until, their hearts stopped beating? Well, sometimes a thing happens which, makes the wearing out go much faster and it’s happened to your Pop. When your Mum died he began to run down faster and faster, he got more and more tired with each day he had to live without her.”

He was still standing over her, trembling as he listened, but she did not know whether this was an aftermath of his rage or a reaction to what she was telling him. She labored on doggedly.

“I know you miss your Mum dreadfully, Tim, but you don’t miss her the way he does, because you’re young and he’s old. Pop wants to die, he wants to lie under the ground next to your Mum sleeping, just the way they did each night when she was alive. He wants to be with her again. They belong together, you see, he can’t get along without her. Just now, when you found me comforting him on the veranda, he had just told me that he knew he was going to die. He doesn’t want to go on walking and talking any more because he’s old mid he can’t learn to live without her. And that’s why I was holding him. I was saddened and I cried for him; actually it was Pop who was comforting me, not the other way around. You mistook it entirely.”
 
An abrupt movement from him made her look up, and she lifted her hand in command.

“No, don’t cry, Tim! Come on now, you’ve got to be very brave and strong, you can’t let him see that you’ve been crying. I know I’ve given a lot of time to your Pop that you think rightly belonged to you, but he has so little time left, and you have all your life ahead of you! Is it wrong of me to want to give him a wee bit of happiness to lighten what days he has left? Give him those days, Tim, don’t be selfish! He’s so alone! He misses your Mum terribly, dear heart, he misses her the way I’d miss you if you died. He’s walking around in a half-lit world.”

Tim had never learned to school his features to impassivity; the emotions chased each other across his face as he stood staring at her, and it was all too plain that he understood enough. Making Tim comprehend was largely a matter of familiarity, and he had known her a long time now, he had little trouble with “the words and phrases she used. The nuances were beyond him, but the truth was not.

She sighed wearily. “I haven’t found it very easy either all these months, with two of you to look after instead of only you. There have been many, many times when I’ve longed to have you to myself again. But when I’ve caught myself wishing that I’ve been ashamed of myself, Tim. You see, we can’t always have things the way we want. Life is so seldom ideal, and we just have to learn to put up with it. During this time we have to think of Pop first. You know what a good, kind man Pop is, and if you’re fair to him you’ll admit he’s never treated you like a baby, has he? He’s let you go out into the world on your own, make your own mistakes, he loves to share his time at the Seaside with you, he’s been the best and truest mate you’ve ever had; he’s taken the place of the mates your own age you’ve never had the chance to find. And yet he’s led his own life, too, but not because he’s selfish; he’s always had you and Mum and Dawnie there in his mind, all sort of warm and comforting, rounding out his life. You’re very lucky, Tim, to have a father like Ron, so don’t you think we ought to try and give him back a little bit of what he’s given you so ungrudgingly all these years?

“From now on, Tim, I want you to be very good to your father, and very good to me. You mustn’t worry him by going off by yourself the way you’ve been doing, and you mustn’t ever let him know I told you what the matter is. Whenever Pop is around I want you to sing and talk and laugh as if you’re happy, really happy.

“I know it’s hard for you to understand, but I’ll sit here and go over it with you until you get it all straight.”
 
Like rain and wind and sun the grief and joy mingled in his eyes, then they dulled and he burrowed his head into her lap. She sat and stroked his hair and talked to him softly, tracing the outline of his neck and ear tenderly with the tip of her finger, round and round and round.

When he lifted his head at last he looked at her, trying to smile and failing. Then his expression changed, the lost took came into his face and the bewildered eyes retreated behind their veil of sad exclusion. Along the left side of his mouth the little crease became very pronounced; he was the tragic clown of every comedy, he was the unwanted lover, he was the cuckoo in the lark’s nest.

“Oh, Tim, don’t look at me so!” she pleaded.

“At work they call me Dim Tim,” he said, “but if I try really hard, I can think a little bit. Ever since Mum went away I’ve been trying to think of something to show you how much I like you, because I thought you liked Pop better than me. Mary, I don’t know what you do to me, I only feel it and I can’t tell you because I don’t know the words. I never can find the words. . . . But in the movies I see on TV the man hugs the girl and then he kisses her, and then she knows how much he likes her. Oh, Mary, I like you! I like you even when I thought you didn’t like me any more, I like you, I like you!”

He snatched at her shoulders and pulled her to her feet, his hold inexpertly strong as he put his arms about her back; her head came up, seeking air. Not knowing how to find her mouth, he pressed his cheek against hers until he I fumbled to her lips. Completely taken off guard, for his last words and his action had been too swift and startling for immediate comprehension, Mary fought frantically to free herself. Then somehow it no longer mattered, there was only the feel of that beautiful young body and anxiously experimenting mouth. As inexperienced as he but intellectually much better prepared, Mary felt his need for help and reassurance. She could not fail him in this too, she could not bring herself to crush his pride, humiliate him by rejecting him. His hold slackened enough for her to free her hands; they went immediately to his head, smoothing his brows and closing his open eyes, exploring the silkiness of his lashes and the hollowed curves of his cheeks. He kissed her the way he imagined it was done, his lips pressed firmly shut, and it dissatisfied him; she pulled away from him for a moment and pushed her thumb against his lower lip caressingly, slightly opening his mouth, then her hands went up to his hair and drew his head down. He was not dissatisfied this time, and his shivering delight transmitted itself to her.

She had held him in her arms before, but as child, never as man, and the shock of discovering the man in him awed her. To lose herself in his arms, to feel his mouth, permit her hands to follow the planes of his neck down to the smooth muscular chest, was to discover in herself a need for this, an agonized pleasure in feeling his hands on her body. He found the cloth-shielded contours of her breasts without guidance, then his hand slipped under the collar of her dress and curved around her bare shoulder.

“Mary! Tim! Mary! Tim! Where are you, can you hear me? It’s Ron! Answer me!”

She wrenched away from him and took his hand, dragging him after her into the shelter of the trees. They ran until Ron’s voice had long faded behind them, then stopped. Mary’s heart was pounding so hard she could scarcely catch her breath, and for a moment she thought she was going to faint. Panting and gasping, she clung to Tim’s arm until she felt better, then moved away from him a little self-consciously.

“You’re looking at a stupid old fool,” she said then, turning to face him.

He was smiling at her in the old, totally loving way, but there was a difference now, an added fascination and wonder, as if in his eyes she had gained an entire dimension. It sobered her as nothing else could have done; she put her hand to her head, trying to think. How had it happened? How was she going to deal with it, how could she put them back on the old footing without hurting him?

“Tim, we shouldn’t have done that,” she said slowly.
 
“Why?” His face was alight with happiness. “Oh, Mary, I didn’t know that was how it felt! I liked it, I liked it much better than hugging you or being comforted!”

She shook her head vehemently. “It doesn’t matter, Tim! We shouldn’t have done it. There are some things people aren’t allowed to do, and that’s one of them. It’s too bad we liked it, because it can’t happen again, it must never happen again, not because I didn’t like it as much as you did, but because it isn’t allowed. You’ve got to believe me, Tim, it just isn’t allowed I’m responsible for you, I have to look after you the way your Mom and Pop would want, and that means we can’t kiss, we just can’t.”
 
“But why, Mary? What’s wrong with it? I liked it!” All the light had died out of his face.

“In itself, Tim, there’s nothing wrong. But between you and me it’s forbidden, it’s a sin. Do you know what a sin is?”

“Of course I do! That’s when you do something God doesn’t like.”

“Well, God doesn’t like us to kiss.”

“But why should God mind? Oh, Mary, I’ve never felt like that before! It was the closest I’ve ever felt to the full quid! Why should God mind it? It isn’t fair that God should mind, it just isn’t fair!”

She sighed. “No, Tim, it isn’t fair. But sometimes it’s hard for us to understand God’s purposes. There are a lot of rather silly things you have to do without properly understanding why, isn’t that so?”

“Yes, I suppose so,” he replied sulkily.

“Well, when it comes to understanding God’s purposes none of Us are the full quid—you’re not the full quid and I’m not the full quid and your Pop’s not the full quid, the Prime Minister of Australia isn’t the full quid, and nor is the Queen. Tim, you’ve got to believe me!” she pleaded. “You’ve got to believe me, because if you won’t we can’t be friends any more; we’ll have to stop seeing each other. It isn’t possible for us to hug and kiss, it’s a sin in the eyes of God. You’re only a young man and you’re not the full quid, where I’m getting old and I’m absolutely the full quid. I’m old enough to be your mother, Tim!”

“But what does that have to do with it?”

“God doesn’t like us to hug and kiss when there’s such a big difference in our ages and mentalities, Tim, that’s all. I like you, I like you better than anyone else in the whole world, but I can’t hug and kiss you. It isn’t allowed. If you try to kiss me again, God will make me stop seeing you, and I don’t want to stop seeing you.”

He pondered on it sadly, then sighed in defeat. “Well, Mary, I did like it an awful lot, but I’d rather keep on seeing you than kiss you and then not see you.”

She clapped her hands together delightedly. “Oh, Tim, I’m so proud of you! That was spoken like a man, a real, full-quidded man. I’m so very proud of you.”

He laughed shakily. “I still think it isn’t fair, but I like it when you’re proud of me.”

“Are you happier now that you know everything?”

“Much happier!” He sat down under a tree and patted the ground beside him. “Sit down, Mary. I promise I won’t kiss you.”

She crouched beside him and took his hand, spreading file fingers apart lovingly. “This is as much as we can do when we touch, Tim. I know you won’t kiss me, I’m not at all worried that you’ll break your promise. You have to promise me something else, too.”

“What?” His free hand plucked at the few dusty blades of grass under his thigh.
 
“What happened, I mean the kiss, it has to be our little secret. We must never tell anyone about it, Tim.”

“All right,” he answered docilely. He was reverting to fee child again, accepting his role with the peculiar sweetness and desire to please that were so much his alone. After a while he turned his head to look at her, and the wide blue eyes were so filled with love that Mary caught her breath, angry and soured. He was so right; it wasn’t fair, it just wasn’t fair.

“Mary, what you told me about Pop, how he wants to be asleep with Mum under the ground. I know what you mean. If yon died I’d want to die too, I wouldn’t like to keep walking and talking and laughing and crying, honest. I’d like to be with you, under the ground asleep. I won’t like it if Pop isn’t here, but I know why he wants to go.”

She raised his hand to her cheek and held it there. “It’s always easier to understand things when you can put yourself in the same position, isn’t it? Listen, I can hear Pop calling us. Do you think you can talk to him without crying?”

He nodded tranquilly. “Oh, yes, I’ll be all right. I like Pop an awful lot, next to you I like him best, but he sort of belongs to Mum, doesn’t he? I belong to you, so I’m not worried nearly as much now. I belong to you now. Just belonging isn’t a sin, is it, Mary?”

She shook her head. “No, Tim, it isn’t a sin.”

Ron’s voice was drawing closer; Mary hallooed to let him know where they were, and got up to wait.
 
“Mary?”

“Yes?”

He was still sprawled on the ground, looking up at her in dawning comprehension. “I just thought of something! Do you remember the day after Mum died, when you came to our house to fetch me?”

“Yes, I most certainly do.”

“Well, Dawnie said some horrible, nasty things to you, and I didn’t know what she was so upset about. I tried and tried, but I didn’t know what she was so upset about. When she was yelling at you I felt all queer, because I thought she thought we’d done something awful. Now 1 think I know! Did she think it was us kissing?”
 
“Something like that, Tim.”

“Oh!” He thought about it for a moment. “Then I do believe you, Mary, I do believe we aren’t allowed to kiss. I’ve never seen Dawnie like that before, and ever since then she’s been real unfriendly to Pop and me. She had a big fight with Pop about me coming to stay with you a few weeks after that, and now she doesn’t come to see us any more. So I do believe it’s a sin, it must be a sin for Dawnie to carry on like that. But why did she think you’d let us kiss all the time? She ought to know you better than, that Mary. You’d never let us do anything wrong.”

“Yes, she ought to know it, I agree, but sometimes people get too upset to think straight, and after all she doesn’t know me nearly as well as you and Pop do.”

He stared at her, strangely wise. “But Pop took your side, and he didn’t know you at all then either.”

Ron came through the trees, puffing. “Everything all right, Mary love?”

She smiled, winking at Tim. “Yes, Ron, perfectly all right. Tim and I had a talk, and straightened it all out. No big problem, I promise you, just a misunderstanding.”




Twenty-Three



BUT EVERYTHING was not all right; the sleeping dogs had been wakened. Mary had good reason to be thankful that Ron was failing, for if he had been in his normal state of health and mind, he would have seen the change in Tim at once. As it was, the cheerful good humor which had come back to the relationship was enough to satisfy him, and he looked no further. Only Mary realized that Tim was suffering. She would look up to find his hungry, angry eyes on her a dozen times a day, and when she caught him looking so he would go out of the room immediately, guilty and confused.

Why must things change? she asked herself; why can’t something perfect stay perfect? Because we’re all human beings, her reasoning self would answer, because we’re so complex and flawed, because once a thing occurs to us it must recur, and in recurring it alters the form and essence of what has gone before. There was no way back to the first phase of their friendship, therefore only two alternatives remained; to go forward, or to stay still. But neither alternative seemed possible or workable. Had Tim been mentally normal she would have tried, but to go into the matter again would only have confused him, made him even unhappier. It’s stalemate, she thought, then shook her head in worried exasperation; too explosive too be a stalemate. Impose, then.

At first she thought of talking to Archie Johnson, but rejected the idea. He was a brilliant and sympathetic man, but he would never understand all the nuances of the situation. Emily Parker? She was a nice old girl, and from its beginning she had followed Mary’s relationship with Tim, keenly interested, but something in Mary shrank from exposing her dilemma to that florid embodiment of matriarchal suburbia. In the end she phoned John Martinson, the teacher of retarded children. He remembered her immediately.

“I’ve often wondered what happened to you,” he said. “How is everything, Miss Horton?”

“Not very good, Mr. Martinson. I need to talk to someone desperately, and you’re the only person I can think of. I’m terribly sorry to inflict you with my problems, but I just don’t know what to do, and I need qualified help. I was wondering if I could bring Tim to see you.”

“Of course you can. How about after supper tomorrow night at my house?”

Mary took the address, then rang the Melville residence.

“It’s Mary here, Ron.”

“Oh, g’day there, love. What’s the matter?”

“Nothing, really. I was wondering if I might take Tim out to see someone tomorrow night after supper.”

“I don’t see why not. Who is it?”

“A teacher of retarded children, a wonderful man. I thought he might be able to assess Tim, give us some idea of what sort of pace we ought to force in his formal learning”

“Anything you like, Mary. See youse tomorrow night”

“Fine. By the way, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell Tim too much about it, I want him to meet this man quite unprepared.”

“Sure thing. Hooroo, love.”

John Martinson lived near his school, which was in the satellite town of Penrith, just at the foot of the Blue Mountains. Tim, used to heading north, enjoyed the drive out of Sydney in another direction; the Post Road flavor of the Great Western Highway kept his nose glued to the window, counting the brilliantly lit car salesrooms, all-night hamburger joints, and drive-in movie lots.

The Martinson house was big but very unpretentious, built of fibrous board painted pale pink, and it rang with the shrill laughter of children.

“Why don’t you come through to the back veranda?” John Martinson asked Mary when he answered the door. “I’ve made it into my study, and we won’t be disturbed there.”

They were introduced to his wife and three oldest children briefly, and went straight through to the back of the house.

John Martinson’s eyes rested on Tim curiously, and with keen admiration. He produced two quart bottles of beer and shared them with Tim while he talked, sitting easily in a big chair to one side of his work table. For half an hour Mary said nothing while the two men conversed comfortably over the beer. Tim liked the teacher and he relaxed at once, chattering about the cottage and its garden and his work with Harry Markham, quite unaware that he was being drawn out by an expert.

“Do you like TV Westerns, Tim?” John Martinson asked him at last.

“Oh, yes, I love them!”

“Well, I have some business to discuss with Miss Horton for a while, and I don’t think you’ll find it very much fun to stay here and listen to us. Why don’t I take you inside to see my kids? There’s a real beaut Western starting on TV in a few minutes.”

Tim went happily, and as her host came back into the study Mary could hear Tim laughing somewhere inside.

“He’ll be all right, Miss Horton. My family is very used to people like Tim.”

“I’m not worried.”

“What’s it all about, Miss Horton? May I call you Mary?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Good! Call me John. By the way, I quite see what you meant when you told me Tim was spectacular. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a better looking man, even in the movies.” He laughed, peering down at his own too-thin body. “He makes me feel like a ninety-pound weakling.”
 
“I thought you were going to say what a shame it is that someone so good-looking should be mentally retarded.”

He seemed surprised. “Why should I think that? Not one of us is born without something beautiful and something undesirable within us. I admit that Tim’s body and features are magnificent, but don’t you think that a great deal of that absolutely stunning beauty comes from the soul?”

“Yes,” Mary said gratefully; he understood she had been right to choose him.

“He’s a dear fellow, I could tell that immediately One of the sweet ones. . . . Do you want me to have him assessed by the experts?”

“No, that isn’t why I came to see you at all. I came because circumstances have placed me in what seems to be a total quandary, and I really don’t know what to do for the best. It’s awful, because no matter what I decide, Tim has to get hurt, perhaps badly.”

The dark blue eyes never deviated from her face. “It doesn’t sound good. What happened?”

“Well, it all started when his mother died nine months ago. I don’t know if I told you she was seventy years old Ron, Tim’s father, is the same age.”

“I see, or at least I think I do. Tim’s missing her?”

“No, not really It’s Tim’s father who is missing her, so much so that I don’t expect him to live much longer. He’s a fine old man, but all the light seemed to go out of his life when his wife died. I can see him fading away before my very eyes. He knows; he told me he knew the other day.”

“And when he dies Tim’s all alone.”

“Yes.”

“Does Tim have any idea of this?”

“Yes, I had to tell him. He took it very well.”

“Has he any sort of financial security?”

“Plenty. The family put almost everything they had into making sure Tim would never want for money.”

“And where do you come into it, Mary?”

“Ron—Tim’s father—asked me if I’d take Tim when he was gone, and I said yes.”

“Do you realize what you’re in for?”

“Oh, yes. But there are unforeseen complications.” She glanced down at her hands. “How can I take him, John?”

“You mean what will people say?”

“Partly, although if it was only that I’d be prepared to take the consequences. I can’t adopt him, he’s well over the majority age, but Ron has given me a complete power of attorney in Tim’s affairs, and anyway, I have plenty of money myself; I don’t need Tim’s.”

“What is it, then?”

“Tim’s always been very attached to me, I don’t know why. It was strange. . . . Right from the beginning he liked me, as if he saw something in me that I can’t even see myself. It’s very nearly two years since I met him. . . . In those early days it was simple. We were friends, such good friends. Then when his mother died I went to see the family, and Tim’s sister Dawnie, who is a very clever girl and devoted to Tim, leveled some dreadful and quite untrue accusations at me. She implied that I was Tim’s mistress, that I was trading on Tim’s mental weakness to exploit and corrupt him.”

“I see. If was a shock, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. I was horrified, because none of it was true. Tim was present when she said all this, but luckily he didn’t understand what she meant. However, she spoiled it for me and thus for him. I was shamed. Tim’s father was there, too, but he took my side. Isn’t that odd? He refused to believe a word of what she said, so it shouldn’t have made any overt difference in my friendship with Tim. But it did make a difference, perhaps unconscious, perhaps conscious too, I don’t know. I found it harder to relax with Tim, and besides, I felt so sorry for Ron that I brought him along to the cottage with us at weekends.

“This went on for six months, almost, during which time Tim changed. He grew silent and withdrawn, he wouldn’t communicate with either of us. We were terribly worried. Then one morning there was a terrific scene between Tim and me, it all came out into the open. Tim was jealous of his father, he thought Ron had replaced him in my affections. That was why I had to tell him his father was dying.”

“And?” John Martinson prompted when she hesitated; he was leaning forward, watching her fixedly.

Strangely, the sheer quality of his interest gave her courage to continue.

“Tim was absolutely overjoyed when he realized that my feelings toward him hadn’t changed, that I still liked him. Like is his special little word; he’ll say he loves cake or TV Westerns or jam pudding, but if he’s talking of people he’s fond of, he always says like, never love. Odd, isn’t it? His mind is so pure and direct that he took the literal interpretation of like and love; he listened to people say they loved food or a good time, but he noticed that when they talked of another human being, they said like. So he says the same thing, sure he’s right. Perhaps at that he is.”

Her hands were shaking; she stilled them by clasping them together in her lap. “Apparently during this period when he thought I liked Ron better than I liked him, he was so perturbed that he sat down and worked out a way of proving to me that his own liking for me was genuine and undying. Television gave him his answer; he reasoned it out for himself (hat when a man liked a woman he showed her by kissing her. No doubt he also noticed that in movies such an action usually results in a happy ending.” She shivered slightly. “I’m really to blame. Had I been more on the qui vive I might have averted it, but I was too obtuse to see it in time. Fool!

“We had a really dreadful scene, during which he accused me of liking Ron more than I liked him, and so on. I had to explain to him why I was paying so much attention to Ron, that Ron was dying. As you can imagine, he was shattered. Neither of us was our emotional self, we were upset and very tense. When the shock of learning about his father wore off a bit, it dawned on him that I still like him better than Ron. He sort of leaped to his feet and grabbed me so fast that I didn’t realize what he was doing until it was far too late.”

She stared at John Martinson pleadingly. “I didn’t know what to do for the best, but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to humiliate him by repulsing him.”

“I understand that very well, Mary,” he said gently. “So you responded, I take it?”

She had flushed in embarrassment, but she managed to speak calmly. “Yes. At the time it seemed the best thing to do, that it was more important to make sure he suffered no rejection than it was to push him away. Besides, I—I was in too deep myself, I couldn’t seem to help it. He kissed me, and luckily I didn’t have to contend with anything more serious than that, because we heard Ron calling us and it gave me an excellent excuse to break away from him.”

“How did Tim react to the kiss?”

“Not quite as I imagined. He liked it too much, it excited him. From then on I could tell he was seeing me differently, that he wanted more of this new sensation. I explained to him that it was bad, that it was forbidden, that although it could happen between lots of people it couldn’t happen between us, and superficially he understood. He really did grasp the fact that it was forbidden, and he cooperated splendidly. It’s never happened again, nor will it in the future.”

A sudden scream of laughter came from the house; Mary jumped in fright, momentarily losing her train of thought. Plucking at the clasp of her handbag, she sat voiceless and white-faced.

“Go on,” he said. “It’s never happened again, nor will it in the future.”

“I suppose for Tim it must be like opening a door into a whole new world and then discovering that you can’t enter. Yet all the time you know this, the door is still open and the new world is green and beautiful. I feel so sorry for him, and so helpless to heal him. I’m the cause of his misery. He won’t do it again, but neither can he forget the time it happened. Ron had kept him absolutely ignorant about matters of a physical nature, and never having heard of it, let alone known of it, he didn’t miss it. Now he’s had a small taste, and it’s gnawing at him without mercy.”

“Of course.” He sighed. “That was inevitable, Mary.”

She looked past his head and fixed her eyes on a tiny spider crawling down the wall, unable to meet his gaze. “Naturally I couldn’t tell Ron what had happened, and yet at the same time everything is changed. How can I take him when Ron dies? If Ron knew he’d never ask it of me, I’m sure. I can’t take him now, it would drive me mad! At the moment I manage, I can keep Tim occupied and happy two days a week, especially with Ron there. But how can either of us contend with living in the same house together all the time? Oh, John, I just don’t know what to do! If I thought there was any chance Tim might forget it would be different, I’d find the strength somehow. But I know he won’t forget, and when I catch him looking at me, I . . . Tim isn’t one of those unretentive simpletons, you see; he has the ability to absorb and cement memories if-they make a big enough impression or he repeats them enough. Every time he looks at me he remembers, and he isn’t clever enough to hide it. He’s angry and hurt and very resentful, and though he understands it can’t happen again, he’ll never really understand why.”

“Have you thought of a solution, Mary?”

“Not really. Is there some sort of hostel perhaps, where people like Tim who are adults physically but still children in mind could stay when they’re all alone and have no family? If he lived in a place like that I could have him on weekends. I could manage that.”

“Anything else occur to you?”

“Not seeing him again. But how can I do that, John? It wouldn’t help him to hand him over to Dawnie—or is that simply selfishness on my part? Do I really mean as much to him as I think, or is it only self-delusion? I suppose it’s possible that he might forget me once he’s installed in Dawnie’s house, but I keep seeing her and her husband living their lives with Tim as an afterthought. She has more important responsibilities, she can’t devote herself to him the way I can!”

“There is another answer, you know.”

“There is?” She leaned forward eagerly. “Oh, if you only knew how much I’ve yearned to hear you say something like that!”

“Why don’t you marry Tim?”

Mary gaped at him, so dumbfounded that it took her a few seconds to say “You’re joking!” The chair was suddenly too hard and confining; she got up and paced the length of the room once, then came back to face him. “You’re joking?” she repeated pitifully, turning it into a question.

A pipe lay on the work table; he picked it up and began to fill it, tamping the tobacco down slowly and very carefully, as though by doing so he could concentrate on remaining calm. “No, I’m not joking, Mary. It’s the only logical answer.”

“Logical answer? Heavens above, John! It’s no answer at all! How can I possibly marry a mentally retarded boy young enough to be my son? It’s criminal!”

“Utter twaddle!” He sucked on the pipe furiously, teeth biting down on the stem. “Be sensible, woman! What else is there to do but marry him? I can understand why you didn’t think of it for yourself, but now that the idea has been put into your mind there’s no excuse for throwing it aside! To do so would be criminal, if you like the word. Marry him, Mary Horton, marry him!”

“Under no circumstances!” She was stiff with anger.

“What’s the matter, frightened of what other people will say?”

“You know I’m not! I can’t possibly marry Tim! The very idea is straight out of cloudcuckooland!”

“Stuff and nonsense! Of course you can marry him.”

“No, I can’t! I’m old enough to be his mother, I’m a sour, ugly old maid, no fit partner for Tim!”

He got up, went over to her, took her shoulders, and shook her until she was dizzy. “Now you listen to me, Miss Mary Horton! If you’re no fit partner for him, he’s no fit partner for you, either! What is this, noble self-sacrifice? I can’t abide nobility, all it does is make everyone unhappy. I said you ought to marry him, and I mean it! Do you want to know why?”

“Oh, by all means!”

“Because you can’t live without each other, that’s why! Good lord, woman, it sticks out a mile how besotted you are for him, and he for you! It’s no platonic friendship, and it never was! What would happen if you chose the second of your two alternatives and stopped seeing him? Tim wouldn’t survive his father more than six months, you know that, and you’d probably live out a full span of years like a shadow of your former self, in a world so gray and full of tears that you’d wish you were dead a thousand times in each and every endless day. As for your first alternative, there isn’t any such place because what places there are have waiting lists literally years long. Tim would never live long enough to make it in the door. Is that what you want—to kill Tim?”

“No, no!” She groped for a handkerchief.

“Listen to me! You’ve got to stop thinking of yourself as a sour, ugly old maid, even if that’s what you really are. I defy anyone to explain what one person sees in another, and as for you, you shouldn’t even dare to query it. Whatever you think you are, Tim thinks you’re something quite different and much more desirable. You said you didn’t know what on earth he saw in you, that whatever it was you couldn’t even see it yourself. Be grateful for that! Why toss it away in an excess of self-sacrifice and pride? It’s such useless, pointless self-sacrifice!

“Do you think he’ll change, grow tired of you? Be your age! This isn’t an exquisitely beautiful, sophisticated man of the world, this is a poor, silly creature as simple and faithful as a dog! Oh, you don’t like my saying things like that, eh? Well, right at this moment there’s no room for euphemism or illusion, Mary Horton; there’s only room for the truth, as plain and unvarnished as the truth can get. I’m not interested in why Tim should have fixed his affections on you, I’m only interested in the fact that he has. He loves you, it’s as simple as that. He loves you! As improbable, impractical, inexplicable as it may be, he loves you. I don’t know why any more than you do, but it is a concrete fact. And what on earth is the matter with you, that you can even contemplate throwing his love away?”

“You don’t understand!” Mary wept, her head in her hands, her fingers wreaking havoc upon the orderly strands of her hair.

“Oh, I understand better than you think,” he said, more gently. “Tim loves you, with every comer of his being he loves you. For some reason, out of all the people he’s ever known, he fixed his affection on you, and with you it will stay. He’s not going to grow bored or jaded with you, he’s not going to throw you over for a younger, prettier woman in ten years’ time, he isn’t after your money any more than his father is. You’re certainly nothing to write home about now, so it’s not as though you’ve got any beauty to lose, is it? Besides, he has more than enough beauty for the two of you.”

She lifted her head and tried to smile. “You’re nothing if not honest.”

“I am because I have to be. But that’s only the half of it, isn’t it? Don’t tell me you’ve never admitted to yourself that you love him every bit as much as he loves you?”

“Oh, I’ve admitted it,” she answered wryly.
 
“When? Recently?”

“A long time ago, before his mother died. He told me one night that I looked like his picture of Saint Teresa, and for some reason his saying that knocked the wind out of my sails. I’d loved him from the first moment of seeing him, but it was then I admitted it to myself.”

“And are you likely to grow tired of him?”

“Grow tired of Tim? No, oh, no!”

“Then why can’t you marry him?”

“Because I’m old enough to be his mother, and because he’s so beautiful.”

“It isn’t good enough, Mary. All that appearance business is crap, and I’m not even going to be bothered arguing with you about it. As to the age objection, I think it’s worth discussing. You’re not his mother, Mary! You don’t feel like his mother and he doesn’t think of you as his mother. This isn’t an ordinary situation, you know; this isn’t two people fully grown in mind and body but with a disparity in age casting doubt on the genuineness of the emotional ties between them. You and Tim are unique in the annals of man. I don’t mean that a spinster in her middle forties has never married a man young enough to be her son before, even perhaps a mentally retarded one, I mean that you’re a completely odd couple from every standpoint and you may as well accept your uniqueness. Nothing holds you together except your love for each other, does it? There’s the difference in age, in beauty, in brain, in wealth, in status, in background, in temperament—I could go on and on, couldn’t I? The emotional ties between you and Tim are genuine, genuine enough to have transcended all of these innate differences. I don’t think anyone on earth including you yourself will ever be able to discover the reason why you fit together. You just do. So marry him, Mary Horton, marry him! You’ll have to endure an awful lot of sniggers, leveled fingers, and conjecture, but it doesn’t really matter, does it? You’ve had a fair bit of that all along, I’d say. Why not give the old biddies something really worthwhile to talk about? Marry him!”

“It’s—it’s indecent, it’s almost obscene!”

“I’m sure that’s what everyone will say.”

Her chin went up. “I don’t care what other people say, I’m only concerned with its effect on Tim, how people will treat him if he marries me.”

John Martinson shrugged. “He’ll survive speculation a lot better than separation, I assure you.”

Her hands lay clenched in her lap, and he put his own over them strongly, eyes glittering.

“Think about this one, Mary. Why shouldn’t Tim marry? What’s so special about Tim? You can protest all you like that you think of him as a man, but I disagree. The only times you’ve thought of him as a man; you’ve almost died of horror, haven’t you? That’s because you’ve made the mistake everyone makes with mentally retarded people. In your mind Tim is fixed as a child. But he’s not a child, Mary! Like normal people, retards are subject to the growth and change which comes with maturation; within the limited scope of their psychic development, they cease to be children. Tim is a grown man, with all the physical attributes of a grown man and a perfectly normal hormonal metabolism. If he’d been injured in the leg he’d walk with a limp, but because his injury is to the brain he limps mentally, and that kind of handicap doesn’t prevent him being a man any more than a maimed leg would.

“Why should Tim have to go through life deprived of the opportunity to satisfy one of the most driving needs his body and his spirit know? Why should he be denied his manhood? Why should he be sheltered and shielded from his body? Oh, Mary, he’s already deprived of so much! So much! Why deprive him of yet more? Isn’t he, a man, entitled to his manhood? Honor the man in him, Mary Horton! Marry him!”

“Yes, I see.” She sat silently for a while, thinking. Then she lifted her head. “All right, then, if you think it’s the best thing under the circumstances I’ll marry him.”

“Good girl!” His face softened. “You’ll both get more out of it than you think, you know.”

She frowned. “But it’s so fraught with difficulties!”
 
“His father?”

“I think not. No, I imagine Ron will be pleased, though he may well be the only one. But Tim and I, we’re equally inexperienced in this, and I’m not sure I’m competent to deal with all the problems involved.”

“You’re worrying unnecessarily. The trouble is you’re a thinker, you try to contend with things that have a habit of solving themselves when the time comes. Where Tim’s needs are concerned you’re very well attuned, I’d say.”

Suppressing her urge to squirm, Mary managed to appear composed. “I shouldn’t have children, should I?”

“No, you shouldn’t. Not that Tim’s deficiencies are hereditary, it doesn’t seem there’s much chance of that. But you’re getting into an age group where it’s possible that you won’t live to see any offspring through to their maturity, and Tim’s condition precludes him from fulfilling your role should anything happen to you. Besides which, you’re more than old enough to repeat his mother’s misfortune, and if you did that it would be life’s greatest irony. Statistically speaking, if you start having children past the thirty-five mark your chances of having a normal child go right down, and the farther you are past thirty-five when you begin, the lower your chances get.”

“I know.”

“Do you think you’ll regret not having children? Is it likely to color your life with disappointment?”

“No! How could it? I never expected to get married, or yearned to get married. Tim is more than enough for me.”

“It won’t be easy.”

“I know.”

John put down his pipe and sighed. “Well, Mary, I do wish you all the luck and happiness in the world. It’s up to you now,”

She rose, gathering her bag and gloves together. “And I thank you very much, John. You’ve put me deeper than ever in your debt, and I give you my word that I’ll work to help your cause in whatever way I can.”

“You owe me nothing. The pleasure I’ll get from just knowing Tim is happy is more than enough reward for me. Just come and see me from time to time.”

Instead of simply dropping Tim off in Surf Street, Mary came in with him. Ron was sitting in the living room with the television blaring a late-night sports roundup.

“G’day there, Mary! I didn’t expect you’d come in this late.”

She sat down on the sofa while Tim busied himself putting her bag and gloves in a safe place. “I wanted to have a talk with you, Ron. It’s rather important, and I’d like to get it over and done with while I’ve still got the courage.”

“Right you are, love! How about a cuppa tea and a bit of fresh cream sponge?”

“That sounds nice.” She looked up at Tim, smiling. “Do you have to work tomorrow, Tim?”

He nodded.

“I don’t want to push you off, then, but I think it’s bedtime for you, Charlie. Your Pop and I have something to talk about, but I promise I won’t keep it a secret from you. I’ll tell you all about it this weekend. All right?”

“All right. Night-night, Mary.” He never requested her to tuck him up in Esme’s house.

Ron spread cups and saucers and plates on the kitchen table while the kettle heated, watching Mary keenly out of the comer of his eye. “You look real done-in, love,” he observed.

“I am, rather. It was an exhausting evening.”

“What did the teacher bloke say about Tim?”

Her cup was chipped; she sat rubbing her fingertip back and forth across the pitted rim, turning ways to tackle the subject over in her mind. When she looked up at Ron she seemed old and tired.

“Ron, I wasn’t exactly truthful about why I took Tim to see John Martinson tonight”

“No?”

“No.” Round and round the cup edge her fingertip moved; she lowered her eyes to it, unable to continue speaking while she looked into those wide blue eyes, so like Tim’s in form and so unlike Tim’s in expression. “This is very difficult for me, because I don’t think you have any idea of what I’m going to tell you. Ron, did it ever occur to you that it’s going to be hard for me to take Tim if anything happens to you?”

The hand holding the teapot trembled; tea slopped onto the table. “You’ve changed your mind, right?”

“No. I won’t do that, Ron, unless you don’t like my solution to our problem.” She folded her hands together in front of her cup and managed to look at him steadily. “Tim and I have always had a very special relationship, you know that. Out of all the people he’s ever met he likes me best. I don’t know why, and I’ve given up even wondering about it. It isn’t far wrong to say he loves me.”

“No, it isn’t. He does love you, Mary. That’s why I want you to be the one to take him after I’m gone.”

“I love him, too. I’ve loved him from the first instant I ever saw him, standing in the sun watching the concrete truck emptying cement all over Emily Parker’s oleanders. I didn’t know he was retarded then, but when I found out it didn’t change anything, in fact it only made me love him more. For a long while I never attached any importance to the difference in our sexes, until first Emily Parker and then your daughter gave me some pretty rude shocks on the subject. You’ve always kept Tim sheltered from that sort of thing, haven’t you?”

“I had to, Mary. With Es and me being so old, I knew there was a pretty good chance we wouldn’t be around when Tim grew up, so we talked over what we oughta do while he was still a little bloke. Without us to watch over him, and him being as handsome as he is, it seemed as though he was likely to get himself into a heap of trouble if he ever found out what women were for while he was still young and the urge was strong. It was easy until he got old enough to work, but once he started with Harry Markham I knew it would be hard. So I went and had a talk with Harry, made it clear that I didn’t want any of his blokes getting Tim into trouble or trying to wise him up about the birds and the bees. I warned Harry that if they tried anything I’d put the police on to them for contributing to the delinquency of a minor, and a minor who wasn’t the full quid into the bargain. It was the only thing I asked, and I suppose they got their fun from tormenting him about other things, but I must say they was good about the sex business, even used to watch out for him and keep the women away. Bill Naismith usually comes most of the way to and from work with Tim, because he lives at the top of Coogee Bay Road. So between one thing and another, it’s turned out fine. We been lucky, of course. There was always the chance that something might happen, but it never has.”

Mary felt the prickling march of blood suffuse her face. “Why were you so adamant about it, Ron?” she asked, desperate to delay the moment of confession.

“Well, Mary, you’ve always got to Weigh the pleasure agin the pain, ain’t that right? And it seemed to Es and me that poor old Tim would end up getting more pain than he would pleasure from playing around with women and sex and all that. Mum and me thought he’d be better off ignorant. It’s terrible true that what you never know you don’t miss, and with him working so hard laboring it’s never been a burden to him. I suppose it might seem cruel to someone on the outside, but we thought we was doing the right thing. What do you reckon, Mary?”

“I’m sure you acted in Tim’s best interests, Ron. You always do.”

But he seemed to interpret her answer as noncommittal, for he hurried into a further explanation.

“Lucky for us, we had a good example right under our noses while Tim was growing up. There used to be a simple girl down the street from us, and her Mum had awful trouble with her. She was much worse off than Tim, only about fourpence in the quid, I reckon, and ugly too. Some rotten bugger took a fancy to her when she was fifteen, pimples and fat and slobber and all. Some men will hump anything. And she’s been pregnant off and on ever since, the poor little dill, had one cock-eyed, hare-lipped ning-nong of a baby after the other, until they put her away in an institution. That’s where the law’s wrong, Mary, they oughta have some provision for abortion. Even in the state home people kept getting at her, and in the end they tied her tubes. It was her Mum told us whatever we did, not to let Tim get ideas.”

Ignoring Mary’s soothing murmur, he got up and paced the room restlessly; it was painfully apparent that the decision taken all those years ago continued to worry him.

“There are blokes and sheilas who don’t care if a kid is simple. All they’re after is a bit of fun, and they sort of like the fact that they don’t have to worry about the kid, because it isn’t smart enough to chase after them and give them a hard time when they’re sick of it. Why should they care? They reckon that the kid’s so dill-brained it can’t feel anything the way us ordinary people do. They’d kick it the way they’d kick a dog, smirking all over their faces because the silly ding comes back for more, wagging its tail, belly on the ground.

“But dill-brains like Tim and the girl down the street do feel, Mary, they ain’t that far off the full quid, especially Tim. Good Christ, even an animal can feel! I’ll never forget when Tim was a tiny little bloke, about seven or eight. He was just starting to talk as if he knew what the words meant. . . . He come in with this chewed-up kitten, and Es said he could keep it. Well, not long after the kitten turned into a cat, it started to swell up like a balloon, and the next thing we knew, kittens. I was hopping mad, but lucky for me, I thought, she’d had them behind the bricked-up chimney in our bedroom, and I decided I’d get rid of them before Tim knew anything about it. I had to knock out half the bricks to get at her, I dunno how she got in there in the first place. There she was, all covered in soot, kittens too, and I had Es breathing down me neck laughing her head off and saying it was just as well she was a black cat, you’d never notice the soot. Anyway, I grabbed the kittens, took them into the backyard and drowned them in a bucket of water. And I’ve never regretted doing anything so much in all me life. The poor little bugger of a cat walked round the house for days, crying and howling and looking for her kittens, turning her head to look up at me with them big green eyes so full of trust, like, as if she thought I could find them for her. And she cried, Mary, she cried real tears, they rolled down her face just like she was a human-being sort of woman. I never thought animals could cry real tears. Jesus! For a while there I wanted to put me head in the gas oven. Es wouldn’t talk to me for a week over it, and every time the cat cried, so did Tim.”

Pulling his chair closer to the table, he sat down again with hands outstretched. The old house was so quiet, Mary found herself thinking while Ron got himself together. Just the ticking of the old-fashioned kitchen clock and the sound of Ron swallowing. No wonder he hated it when he had known it so different.

“So you see, Mary,” Ron continued, “if a cat can have feelings, so can a dill-brain like Tim, and more feelings, because Tim’s not all that bad. He mightn’t set the world on fire with his ideas, but he’s got a heart, Mary, a great big warm heart just full of love. If he started in with a woman he’d love her, but do youse think she could love him, eh? He’d just be a piece on the side to her, that’s all, and him just brimming over for her. I couldn’t take it.

“Tim’s got a real pretty face and a real pretty body, and there’s been women—and men!—after him since he was twelve. After he was dumped, what do you think would happen to Tim? He’d look at me the way that poor bloody little cat did, as if he expected me to get his girlfriend back and couldn’t understand why I wasn’t even trying.”

A silence fell. Somewhere inside came the noise of a door slamming; Ron looked up and seemed to remember that Tim was in the house with them.

“Excuse me a minute, Mary.”

She sat listening to the loud monotonous clock until he came back, grinning to himself.

“Typical Aussie, that boy. Can’t get him into more clothes than necessary, and if he has half a chance he’ll wander around mother-naked. He has a bad habit of coming out of the bathroom after his shower and walking all over the place without a stitch on, so I thought I’d better make sure he didn’t come out here for something.” He looked at her sharply. “I hope he behaves hisself when he stays with youse? No complaints?”

“He behaves himself perfectly,” she answered uncomfortably.

Ron sat down again. “You know, it’s a real blessing we’re just working-class people, Mary. It’s been easier to shelter Tim than if we’d belonged with the likes of Dawnie’s man Mick. Them stuck-up snobs is harder to spot, more cunning like, men and women, but men especially, I reckon. Instead of drinking with dinkum blokes in the public bar at the Seaside, be he’d sitting in some pansy lounge with all the idle women and all the lisping fairies in the world. Our class has things better organized than that, thank me lucky stars. Black is blacker and white is whiter, and there ain’t so much gray in between. I do hope youse understands, Mary, why we did it.”

“I understand. I really do. The trouble is that Tim’s woken up, courtesy of the television set. He watched the love scenes and decided it was a good way to show me how much he liked me.”

“Oh, God!” Ron sat down abruptly. “I thought we’d frightened him off it, I thought we’d scared the living daylights out of him so much he’d never try it.”

“You probably did a good job of scaring him off, but you see, he didn’t really associate what he was doing with what you scared him away from. It didn’t start off in his mind as a carnal thing. He just wanted to show me how much he liked me. In the process, unfortunately, he also found out how much he liked it.”

Ron was horrified. “You mean he raped you? I don’t believe it!”

“Of course not! He kissed me, that’s all. But he liked it, and it’s been preying on his mind ever since. I managed to convince him that between us it was forbidden, but he’s awake, Ron, he’s awake! It only happened once, I wouldn’t ever let it happen again, but how can you or I blot it out of his mind? What’s done is done! While there was no truth to what Dawnie or Emily Parker or anyone else thought it didn’t matter, but ever since Tim kissed me I’ve nearly gone crazy wondering what on earth I’m going to do with him if anything happens to you.”

Ron had relaxed again. “I see what you mean.”

“Well, I didn’t know where to turn, who to talk to about it. That was why I took Tim to see John Martinson tonight, I wanted him to meet Tim and then to give me his frank opinion on the whole situation.”

“Why didn’t you talk to me, Mary?” Ron demanded, hurt.

“How could I possibly talk to you, Ron? You’re Tim’s father, you’re too close to everything to be detached. If I’d talked to you first I would have nothing to offer you this moment beyond the facts, I’d have no direction to go and no solution. If I’d talked to you first we’d probably have come to the conclusion that there was nothing to be done save separate Tim from me. I went to John Martinson because he’s had a great deal of experience with mentally retarded people, and he’s genuinely concerned for them. I thought that out of all the poeple I know he was the only one capable of thinking of Tim first, and that’s what I wanted, someone capable of thinking exclusively of Tim.”

“Okay, Mary, I see your point. What did he say?”

“He offered me a solution, and the way he presented it made me see that there’s no doubt of it being the wisest thing to do. I told him that I thought you’d agree after you heard it, but I confess I’m not so sure in my own mind about that as I sounded when I reassured John Martinson.

“Whatever you say or think about it, I assure you I’ve already said or thought it, so nothing you can say will surprise or hurt me.” She held out her cup for more tea, anxious to have something to do. “I’m forty-five years old, Ron, old enough to be Tim’s mother, and I’m a plain, dowdy woman without any sort of physical attraction for men. What Tim sees in me is totally beyond me, but he sees it all the same. John Martinson says I ought to marry Tim.”

“Does he?” Ron’s face was curiously expressionless.

“Yes, he does.”

“Why?”

“Chiefly because Tim loves me, and because Tim’s a man, not a child. When he told me what he thought I should do, I was flabbergasted, and believe me I argued against it. It’s like mating a thoroughbred with a mongrel, mating Tim’s youth and beauty with me, and I told him so. Forgive me for saying this, but he answered that there were two ways of looking at it, that mating my intelligence with Tim’s stupidity was just as bad. They weren’t his words; he said, ‘If you’re no fit partner for Tim, he’s no fit partner for you.’ His point was that neither Tim nor myself is any marital prize, so what was so appalling about it? I still opposed the whole idea, chiefly on the grounds of the big difference in our ages, but he threw that aside too. It’s me Tim likes, not the girl next door or the daughter of one of his workmates.

“What convinced me that John Martinson was right was something that hadn’t occurred to me at all, and I’m sure it hadn’t occurred to you either. We’re both too close to Tim to see it.” She shook her head. “Tim’s a grown man, Ron, in that respect he’s perfectly normal. John was quite brutally frank about it, he took me by the shoulders and shook me until my teeth rattled because he was so angry at my lack of insight and sympathy for Tim. What was the matter with me, he asked me, that I could deny Tim his right to be a man in the only way he can ever be a man? Why shouldn’t Tim get as much out of life as possible?

“I’d never looked at it that way before, I’d been so concerned with what other people would think, how they’d laugh at him and tease and torment him because he’d married a rich spinster old enough to be his mother. But I’d completely overlooked the fact that he’s entitled to get as much out of life as he can.”

Again she fell to exploring the chipped cup with her fingertip: Ron was concealing his reactions well; she had no idea what he thought, and as if to confuse her more he picked up the teapot to refill her cup.

“We’ve all heard of reverses. I remember once being very angry because one of the girls in our office fell in love with a paraplegic who refused to marry her. Archie knew the girl well enough to be sure she was a one-man woman, that there’d never be anyone for her but this man. He went to see the fellow, told him not to throw their chance of happiness aside because he wasn’t a man in that one sense. And we all agreed that Archie had done the right thing, there was no reason why the girl shouldn’t have married her man in a wheelchair. There’s more to life than that, Archie told him.

“There is more to life than that, Ron, but what about Tim? How much is there to Tim’s life, and how much could there be? Now that the opportunity has presented itself, have we any right to deny Tim everything he’s entitled to as a human being? That’s the crux of John Martinson’s argument.”

“He really laid it on the line, didn’t he?” Ron pushed his hands tiredly through his hair. “I just never thought of it that way.”

“Well, I admitted the truth of his argument, I had to. But why me, I asked? Surely Tim could do better than me? But can he? Can he really? Whatever I am, Tim loves me. And whatever Tim is, I love him. With me he’ll be safe, Ron, and if in marrying him I can round out his life as much as it can ever be rounded out, then I’ll marry him in everyone’s teeth, including yours.”

Her feeling of teetering on the brink of a precipice had gone entirely as she talked; Ron watched her curiously. Several times he had seen her shaken from habitual calm, but never quite like this, so ringingly alive. One could not call her mousy in any mood, but mostly her plain good face was distinguished only by her strength of character. Now she seemed lit with a fleeting beauty that would disappear the moment her zeal died; he found himself wondering what marriage to Tim would do for her. Older and infinitely more worldly than Mary, he knew there was never an easy answer.

“Women normally live longer than men,” she continued eagerly, “so there’s every chance that I’ll be with him for many years to come. I’m not so much older that my predeceasing him is a major consideration. He’s not going to go off looking for some pretty young thing because his own wife is old and faded. I’m old and faded now, Ron, but it doesn’t worry him at all.

“I thought about simply living with him, because in the eyes of most people that would be the lesser sin. But John Martinson is right. Marriage is better. If I marry him I have full legal authority over his life; Dawnie can never take him away. You see, Dawnie’s been worrying me for some time. I don’t think it’s occurred to you how easily she could remove Tim from my custody the moment anything happened to you. Why should it occur to you? She’s your daughter, and you love her dearly. But she doesn’t love me at all, and she would never admit to herself that I’m better for Tim than she is. Your letters to her and Mick, your power of attorney, all those things mean nothing if Dawnie really wanted to make trouble. Upon your death Dawnie would become Tim’s legal guardian in the eyes of any court in the land, no matter what sort of directives you left. I’m no relation, I haven’t even known Tim very long, and our association is highly suspect.

“When you first asked me to take Tim, I didn’t think beyond the fact that you trusted me so magnificently, but I think you’re detached enough to see Dawnie in her true light. She loves Tim, but she hates me just that much more, and Tim would become the victim on her altar. John Martinson wasn’t aware of the magnitude of Dawnie’s enmity, but he hit on the only feasible solution in spite of it. I must marry Tim.”

Ron laughed wryly. “Ain’t life funny? You’re right about one thing, Mary. People would understand it if you just lived together much quicker than they will your marrying. It’s one of them queer situations where marriage is a crime, ain’t it?”

“That’s exactly the word I used to John Martinson. Criminal.”

Ron got up and walked round the table to put his arm about her shoulders, then he bent his head and kissed her. “You’re a fine person, Mary. I’ll be real glad to see you marry my son. Me and Es couldn’t have wished for a better answer, and I reckon she’s cheering youse on.

“But it had better be soon, Mary, real soon. If I’m there to see it and I leave a testament to the fact that I approve, there’s very little Dawnie can do. Leave it until after I’m dead and you don’t have a leg to stand on. I oughta seen it for myself, but a man’s always a bit blind about his kids.”

“That’s why I had to bring the matter up tonight. I’m going to have to go into hospital for a few days to see to it that it’s impossible for me to have children, but I think the marriage ought to take place as soon as possible.”

“Right you are! We’ll go into town next Monday to get the license, then youse can be married at the end of the week, I think.”

She stroked his scratchy cheek lovingly. “I couldn’t have asked for a nicer father-in-law than you, Ron. Thank you so much for understanding and consenting.”




Twenty-Four



IN THE end they decided not to tell Dawnie anything about the wedding until after the deed was done, but the day after Mary and Ron agreed on it she told Archie Johnson.

“Sweet suffering rock oysters, you’re joking!”

It took some time to convince him that she was serious. And after the initial shock wore off he rallied and congratulated her sincerely.

“Mary love, I couldn’t be more pleased for you. It’s the oddest match since Chopin and Georges Sand, but if anyone on this old ball of mud knows what they’re doing, it’s you. I’m not going to make your life a misery by raising all sorts of objections because I’m bloody sure you’ve already thought of them for yourself. The only thing I’m sorry about is that after all these years of thinking I was safe I’m going to lose you. On that head I could cry.”
 
“Why on earth should you lose me?”

“Well, won’t you have your work cut out looking after your Tim?”

“Heavens, no! I do need to take three months off almost immediately, no notice or anything, for which I’m very sorry, but I’m not going to give up work, nor is Tim. I think we’ll both be better off getting out into the world among ordinary people. If we stopped working and saw no one save ourselves we’d both deteriorate.”
 
“I’d like to come to your wedding, Mary. I’m very fond of you, and though I’ve never met Tim I’m very fond of him, too, because he made such a difference to your life.”
 
“I’d like you and Tricia to come to my wedding.”
 
“When is it?”

“Next Friday afternoon at the Registrar General’s offices.”

“Then why don’t you begin your leave right this moment? If I have to put up with Celeste Murphy for three months I may as well face the music as soon as possible.”
 
“Bless you, but no thanks. I’ll take Celeste under my wing until next Wednesday. That will be soon enough.”
 
Emily Parker heard the news gleefully. Mary invited her over after dinner that night, and told her.

“Lord love a duck, dearie, it’s just what youse both needs. I’m tickled pink, love, I really am. Here’s your very good health, and may youse live happily ever after.”
 
“Will you come to my wedding?”

“Ta, I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Good luck to youse, Miss Horton, I’m real proud of youse!”

Mary also went and saw Harry Markham that night, after she managed to push Emily Parker back to the other side of the camphor laurels.

Harry stared at his visitor curiously, sure he had seen her somewhere before, but unable to place her.

“Do you remember renovating Mrs. Emily Parker’s house in. Artarmon over two years ago, Mr. Markham?”

“Yair, sure.”

“I’m Mary Horton, Mrs. Parker’s next door neighbor.”
 
His face cleared. “Oh, right, right! I thought I knew youse from somewhere.”

“I’m not here on business, Mr. Markham, I’m here to talk about Tim Melville.”

“Tim Melville?”

“That’s right, Tim Melville. It may come as something of a shock to you, Mr. Markham, but next Friday I’m marrying Tim.”

Poor Harry gurgled and gulped for a full minute before he found voice enough to squeak, “You’re marrying Dim Tim?”

“That’s correct, next Friday. Under normal circumstances, having heard from Mrs. Parker what sort of pranks you like to play on him, I’d be tempted to persuade him to find another employer, but he likes working with you and your men, so I’m happy to see him remain with you.”
 
Harry’s eyes strayed past her to the huge Bentley parked at his curbside. He remembered now that she was accounted the wealthiest woman in Artarmon, and decided she was worth placating. “Well, youse could knock me down with a bullrout, Miss Horton! This is quite a little bit of news, ain’t it?”

“I’m sure it is, Mr. Markham. However, I haven’t much time and I’d like to be as brief as possible. There are a couple of things we must decide on right now. Firstly, do you wish to keep Tim in your employ if he takes three months’ leave starting next Wednesday? Secondly, if you do wish to keep him in your employ, are you willing to keep your men in order on the subject of Tim’s marriage?”
 Still floundering, Harry shook his head to clear it. “Crikey, Miss Horton, I don’t know what to say!”

“Then I suggest you make up your mind, Mr. Markham. I can’t stay here all night.”

He thought for a moment. “Well, I’ll be honest with you, Miss Horton. I like Tim and me crew likes Tim. It’s as good a time as any to do without him for three months because it’s coming on summer and I can always find the odd university student or two as casual laborers, though it’ll take a few of them to fill Tim’s shoes, useless lot of snotty bastards they are. Tim’s been with me twelve years and he’s a bloody good worker. I’d have to look a lot longer than three months to find another laborer as cheerful and willing and reliable as Tim, so if it’s all right with youse, I’d like to keep the little bloke.”

“Fine. As to my second point, I’m hoping you have the sense to understand that it would be very bad for Tim to be teased about his marriage. By all means go on with your practical jokes and the sort of ribbing Tim seems to accept as a matter of course. He doesn’t really mind it. But the subject of his marriage is absolutely taboo, and I give you my word that if I ever discover you’ve embarrassed or humiliated him because he married a rich old maid, I’ll break you and the members of your staff into little pieces morally and financially. I can’t stop you discussing it among yourselves and as a matter of fact I wouldn’t dream of doing so, since I’m sure it’s a very interesting and intriguing morsel of gossip. But when Tim is around it’s never to be mentioned, except to offer him the normal congratulations. Is that understood?”

Mary Horton was more than a match for Harry Markham; he gave in without a struggle. “Yes, certainly, Miss Horton, anything you say, Miss Horton.”

Mary held out her hand. “Thank you very much, Mr. Markham, I appreciate your cooperation. Goodbye.”

Next on Mary’s list was the gynecologist. Having made up her mind what to do, Mary tackled the obstacles one by one in sequence, and enjoyed herself more than she had expected. This was her métier, doing things; she had no attacks of self-doubt, no second thoughts now that her mind was made up.

In the gynecologist’s office she explained the situation to him calmly.

“I can’t possibly run the risk of a pregnancy, sir, I’m sure you see why. I presume you’ll have to hospitalize me to tie off my tubes, so I thought while I’m in there and you’re fiddling around with me, you might do something about the fact that I’m an intact virgin. I can’t possibly endanger this relationship by evincing the slightest sign of pain, and I understand it’s very painful for a woman to commence sexual activity at my age.”
 
The gynecologist put up a hand to his face hastily to hide his involuntary smile; more than most men he was acquainted with Mary Horton’s breed, for there were plenty of them working in Australian hospitals. Bloody dedicated old maids, he thought, they’re all the same. Brisk, practical, disconcertingly level-headed, and yet for all that women underneath, full of pride, sensitivity, and a curious softness. His amusement under control again, he tapped his pen against the desk and hummed and hawed.

“I think I agree with you, Miss Horton. Now would you please step behind the screen there and remove all your clothes? Nurse will be in to give you a robe in a moment.”
 
By Saturday morning Tim was the only one left to tell. She had asked Ron not to mention the subject, but refused to take Tim to the cottage on his own.

“Of course you’ll come with us, Ron,” she said firmly. “Why should this make any difference? We’re not married yet, you know. I can easily manage to get Tim off on his own and tell him.”

The opportunity came in the afternoon; Ron went to lie down for a while, winking broadly at Mary as he took himself off to his bedroom.

“Tim, why don’t we go down to the beach and sit in the sun?”

He jumped up at once, beaming. “Oh, that sounds nice, Mary. Is it warm enough to swim?”

“I don’t think so, but it doesn’t matter anyway. I want to talk to you for a while, not swim.”

“I like talking to you, Mary,” he confided. “It’s such a long time since we talked.”

She laughed. “Flatterer! We talk all the time.”

“Not the way we do when you say, ‘Tim, I want to talk to you.’ They’re the best sort of talks, it means you’ve got something really good to say.”

Her eyes opened wide. “Aren’t you shrewd? Come on, then, mate, no dilly-dallying!”

It was hard to rid herself of the intensely practical, energetic mood of the past few days, and for a while she sat on the sand in silence, trying to come down from her plateau of busy briskness. To adopt this attitude had been essential for her mental well-being; without it she could never have managed to say and do all that was required, for any sign of vulnerability in herself would have resulted in disaster. Now the hardiness was not needed, and must be discarded.

“Tim, have you any idea what marriage is?”

“I think so. It’s what Mum and Pop are, and what my Dawnie did.”

“Can you tell me anything more than that about it?”
 
“Golly, I dunno!” He ran his hand through his thick gold hair, grimacing. “It means you go and live with someone you didn’t always live with, doesn’t it?”

“Partly.” She turned to face him. “When you’re all grown up and you’re not a little kid any more, you end up meeting someone you like so much that you think about going to live with them instead of living with your Mum and Pop. And if the person you like so well likes you just as much, then you go to a priest or a minister or a judge and you get married. You both sign a little piece of paper, and signing that little piece of paper means you’re married, you can live together for the rest of your lives without offending God.”

“It really does mean you can live together for the rest of your life?”

“Yes.”

“Then why can’t I marry you, Mary? I’d like to marry you, I’d like to see you all dressed up like a fairy princess in a long white dress the way Dawnie was and the way Mum was in her wedding photo on the dressing table in her bedroom.”

“Lots of girls do wear long white dresses when they get married, Tim, but it isn’t the long white dress that makes you married, it’s the little bit of paper.”

“But Mum and Dawnie wore long white dresses!” he maintained stubbornly, enamored of the idea.

“Would you really like to marry me, Tim?” Mary asked, steering him away from the long white dress.

He nodded vigorously, smiling at her. “Oh, yes, I’d really like to marry you, Mary. I could live with you then all the time, I wouldn’t have to go home on Sunday night.”
 
The river ran on its way down to the sea, lapping and gurgling contentedly; Mary brushed a persistent fly away from her face. “Would you want to live with me more than you want to live with your Pop?”

“Yes. Pop belongs to Mum, he’s only waiting until he can go and sleep with her under the ground, isn’t he? I belong to you, Mary.”

“Well, your Pop and I were talking about you the other night after I brought you home from Mr. Martinson’s, and we decided it would be a good thing if you and I did get married. We worry a lot over what will happen to you, Tim, and there’s no one in all the whole world we like more than you.”

The blue eyes sparkled with light reflected off the river. “Oh, Mary, do you mean it? Do you really mean it? You will marry me?”

“Yes, Tim, I’m going to marry you.”

“And then I can live with you, I can really belong to you?”

“Yes.”

“Can we get married today?”

She blinked at the river, suddenly sad. “Not today, my dear, but very soon. Next Friday.”

“Does Pop know when it is?”

“Yes, he knows it’s next Friday. It’s all arranged.”

“And you’ll wear a long white dress like Mum and my Dawnie?”

She shook her head. “No, Tim, I can’t. I’d like to wear a long white dress for you, but it takes a long time to make one and your Pop and I don’t want to wait that long.”

Disappointment dimmed his smile for a moment, but then it bloomed again. “And I don’t have to go home after that?”

“For a little while you will, because I have to go into the hospital.”

“Oh, Mary, no! You can’t go into hospital! Please, please don’t go into hospital!” Tears welled up in his eyes. “You’ll die, Mary, you’ll go away from me to sleep under the ground and I won’t see you ever again!”

She reached out and took his hands in a strong, reassuring clasp. “Now, now, Tim! Going into the hospital doesn’t mean I’m going to die! Just because your Mum died when she went to the hospital doesn’t mean I’m going to die too, you know. Lots and lots and lots of people go into hospital and come out again without dying. Hospital is a place where you go when you’re sick and you want to get better. It’s just that sometimes we’re so sick we can’t get better, but I’m not sick like your Mum, am I? I’m not all weak and in pain, am I? But I went to see the doctor and he wants to make a little bit of me that’s all wrong go all right again, and he wants to do it before you come to live with me so that I’m all better for you.”

It was hard making him believe her, but after a while he calmed down and seemed to accept the fact that she was not going to the hospital to die.

“You’re sure you’re not going to die, now?”

“Yes, Tim, I’m sure I’m not going to die. I can’t die yet. I won’t let myself die yet.”

“And we will get married before you go to the hospital?”

“Yes, it’s all arranged for next Friday.”

He leaned back on his hands and sighed happily, then rolled over and over down the sloping sand until he ended in the bay, laughing. “I’m going to marry Mary, I’m going to marry Mary!” he sang, throwing water all over her when she followed him down to the river’s edge.




Twenty-Five



IN HONOR of the occasion, Mary wore a peach tussore silk suit to her wedding, with a small peach silk hat and a modest corsage of tea roses on her lapel. The wedding party had arranged to meet on the Hyde Park side of Victoria Square, just across from the Registrar General’s offices. Mary parked in the underground Domain lot and took the moving sidewalk from her car to the College Street exit, then walked across the park. Archie had wanted to drive her, but she had refused.

“I have to go straight from the wedding to the hospital, so I think I had better drive myself.”

“But you ought to let me drive you, dear!” he had protested. “What do you think you’re going to do, drive yourself home from the hospital when you’re discharged?”

“Of course. It’s a private hospital run like a hotel, and I’m staying in much longer than is actually necessary so that I’m absolutely fit and well when I come home. I don’t want to disappoint Tim by going home and not letting him come to stay with me very soon afterward.”

He glanced at her, puzzled. “Well, I suppose you know what you’re doing, because you always do.”

She shook his arm affectionately. “Dear old Archie, your faith in me is touching.”

So she went to her wedding alone, and was the first to arrive on the park corner. Archie and Tricia came soon after. Mrs. Parker puffed up in their wake wearing a startling confection of cerise and electric blue chiffon, and then Tim and Ron emerged from the subway entrance a few feet away. Tim was wearing the suit he had worn to Dawnie’s wedding, Ron the suit he had worn to Esme’s funeral. They stood in the clear bright sun chatting self-consciously, then Tim gave her a small box, thrusting it at her quickly when no one was looking. He was clearly nervous and unsure of himself; hiding the box with her hand, Mary led him a few steps away from the others and stood with her back to them while she undid the clumsy wrapping.

“Pop helped me pick it out, because I wanted to give you something and Pop said it was all right for me to give you something. We went to the bank and I took two thousand dollars out and we went to the big jeweler down in Castlereagh Street near the Hotel Australia.”

Inside the box lay a small brooch, with a magnificent black opal center and a diamond surrounding, fashioned like a flower.

“It reminded me of your garden at the cottage, Mary, all the colors of the flowers and the sun shining on everything.”

Off came the tea roses, down they fell to the searing asphalt pavement and lay unnoticed; Mary took the brooch out of its velvet bed and held it out to Tim, smiling at him through a haze of tears. “It isn’t my garden any more, Tim, it’s our garden now. That’s one of the things marrying does, it makes everything each of us owns belong to the other, so my house and my car and my cottage and my garden belong to you just as much as they do to me after we’re married. Will you pin it on for me?”

He was always quick and deft with his hands, as if they had escaped his psychic halter; he took the edge of her coat lapel between his fingers and slipped the sharp pin through the fabric easily, did up the safety catch and then the safety chain.

“Do you like it, Mary?” he asked anxiously.

“Oh, Tim, I love it so much! I’ve never had anything so pretty in all my life, and no one has ever given me a brooch before. I’ll treasure it all my life. I have a gift for you, too.”

It was a very expensive, heavy gold watch, and he was delighted with it.

“Oh, Mary, I promise I’ll try not to lose it, I really will! Now that I can tell the time it’s beaut to have my very own watch. And it’s so lovely!”

“If you lose it we’ll just get you another one. You mustn’t worry about losing it, Tim.”

“I won’t lose it, Mary. Every time I look at it I’ll remember that you gave it to me.”

“Let’s go now, Tim, it’s time.”

Archie took her elbow to guide her across the street. “Mary, you didn’t tell me that Tim was such a spectacular young man.”

“I know I didn’t. It’s embarrassing. I feel like one of those raddled old women you see gallivanting round the tourist resorts in the hope of acquiring an expensive but stunning young man.” The arm above his hand was trembling. “This is a terrible ordeal for me, Archie. It’s the first time I’ve exposed myself to the curious gaze of the public. Can you imagine what they’ll all think in there when they realize who is marrying whom? Ron looks a more appropriate husband for me than Tim.”

“Don’t let it worry you, Mary. We’re here to support you, and support you we will. I like your Old Girl next door, by the way. I must sit next to her at dinner, she has the richest vocabulary I’ve encountered in many a long day. Look at her and Tricia there, magging away like old cronies!”

Mary glanced at him gratefully. “Thanks, Archie. I’m sorry I won’t be able to attend my own wedding dinner, but I want to get this hospital business over and done with as soon as I can, and if I delay until after dinner my doctor won’t put me on his operating list for tomorrow, which means a wait of a week, since he only operates there Saturdays.”

“That’s all right, love, we’ll drink your share of the champagne and eat your share of the chateaubriand.”
 
Because there were sufficient witnesses in the wedding party, only one pair of fascinated eyes beheld the queer couple, those belonging to the officiating representative of Her Majesty’s Law. It was quickly over, disappointingly shorn of ceremony or solemnity. Tim made his responses eagerly, a credit to his father’s coaching; Mary was the one who stumbled. They signed the required documents and left without realizing that the elderly man who married them had no idea Tim was mentally retarded. He did not think the match odd at all in that way; many handsome young men married women old enough to be their mothers. What he found odd was that no kisses were exchanged.

Mary left them on the same comer where she had joined them, plucking Tim’s coat sleeve anxiously.

“Now you’ll wait for me patiently and you won’t worry about me, promise? I’ll be all right.”

He was so happy that Tricia Johnson and Emily Parker felt like crying just to see his face; the only shadow to mar his day was Mary’s abrupt departure, but even that could not depress him for long. He had signed the little bit of paper and so had Mary, they belonged together now and he could wait for a long time if necessary before coming to live with her.

The operation made Mary sore and uncomfortable for a few days, but she weathered it well; better, in fact, than her gynecologist had expected.

“You’re a sturdy old girl,” he informed her as he took the stitches out. “I ought to have known you’d take it in your stride. Old girls like you have to be killed with an ax. As far as I’m concerned you can go home tomorrow, but stay in as long as you like. This isn’t a hospital, you know, it’s a bloody palace. I’ll sign your discharge papers on the way out today and then you can leave whenever you want, this week or next week or the week after that. I’ll keep stopping in just in case you’re here.”




Twenty-Six



IN THE end Mary stayed five weeks, rather enjoying the quiet privacy of the old house on the Rose Bay waterfront, and rather dreading the thought of seeing Tim. She had not told anyone where she was going for her surgery except the dry little man who took care of her legal affairs, and the laboriously written postcards she got from Tim every day were all forwarded through the dry little man’s office. Ron must have helped him a great deal, but the handwriting was Tim’s and so was the phraseology. She tucked them away in a small briefcase carefully as she received them. During the last two weeks of her stay she swam in the hospital pool and played tennis on the hospital courts, deliberately, accustoming herself to movement and exertion. When at length she left she felt as if nothing had ever happened, and the drive home was not at all taxing.

The house in Artarmon was ablaze with lights when she put the car in the garage and let herself in through the front door. Emily Parker was as good as her word, Mary thought, pleased; the Old Girl had promised to make the house look as though it was occupied. She put her suitcase down and stripped off her gloves, throwing them on the hall table along with her bag, then she walked into the living room. The phone loomed large as a monster in front of her, but she did not call Ron to tell him she was home; plenty of time for that, tomorrow or the day after or the day after that.

The living room was still predominantly gray, but many pictures hung on the walls now and splotches of rich ruby red glowered like the embers of a scattered fire throughout the room. A ruby glass vase from Sweden stood on the chaste mantel and a ruby-dyed fur rug lay sprawled across the pearl-gray carpet like a lake of blood. But it was pleasant to be home, she thought, looking around at that inanimate testament to her wealth and taste. Soon she would be sharing it with Tim, who had had a hand in its generation; soon, soon. . . . Yet do I want to share it with him? she asked herself, pacing up and down restlessly. How odd it was; the closer she came to his advent the more reluctant she was to have it occur.

The sun had set an hour before and the western sky was as dark as the rest of the world, pulsing redly from the city lights under a layer of low, sodden clouds. But the rain had fallen farther west, and left Artarmon to the summer dust. What a pity, she thought; we could really do with the rain here, my garden is so very thirsty. She went into the unlit kitchen and stood peering out the back window without switching the kitchen or patio lights on, trying to see if Emily Parker’s house, was lit. But the camphor laurels hid it; she would have to go out onto the patio to see it properly.

Her eyes were quite accustomed to the darkness as she let herself noiselessly out of the back door, softly cat-footed as always, and she stood for a moment inhaling the perfume of the early summer flowers and the far-off earthy smell of rain, filled with delight. It was so nice to be home, or it would have been had the back of her mind not been consumed with the specter of Tim.

Almost as if she could consciously form his image out of her thoughts, the silhouette of his head and body shaped itself against the distant, weeping sky. He was sitting along the railing of her balustrade, still naked and dewed with the water of his nightly shower, his face raised to the starless night as if he were listening raptly to the lilt of music beyond the limitations of her earthbound ears. What light there was had fused itself into his bright hair and clung in faint, pearly lines along the contours of his face and trunk, where the glistening skin was stretched tautly over the still, dormant muscles. Even the curve of his eyelids was visible, fully down to shield his thoughts from the night.

A month and more than a month, she thought; it’s been over a month since I last saw him, and here he is like a figment of my imagination, Narcissus leaning over his pool wrapped in dreams. Why does his beauty always strike me so forcibly when I see him again the first time in a long while?

She crossed the sandstone flags silently and stood behind him, watching the column of sinew in the side of his throat gleam like a pillar of ice until the temptation to touch him could not be gainsaid a moment longer. Her fingers closed softly over his bare shoulder and she leaned forward to rest her face against his damp hair, her lips brushing his ear.

“Oh, Tim, it’s so good to find you here waiting,” she whispered.

Her coming did not startle him and he did not move; it was almost as if he had felt her presence in the stillness, sensed her behind him in the night. After a while he leaned back against her a little; the hand which had rested on his shoulder slid across his chest to the other shoulder, imprisoning his head within the circle of her arm. Her free hand slipped beneath his elbow to his side, its palm pressing down against his belly and pushing him back harder against her. The muscles of his abdomen twitched as her hand passed across them caressingly, then became utterly still, as if he had ceased to breathe; he moved his head until he could look into her face. There was a remote calmness about him and the eyes searching hers so seriously had the veiled, silvery sheen to them that always shut her out while it locked her in, as if he saw her but did not see Mary Horton. As his mouth touched her own he put two hands up to grip the arm she had linked across his chest, and they closed over it. The kiss was different from their first, it had a languorous sensuality about it that Mary found fey and witching, as if the creature she had surprised dreaming was not Tim at all, but a manifestation of the soft summer night. Rising from the balcony railing without fear or hesitation, he pulled her into his arms and picked her up.

He carried her down the steps and into the garden, the short grass hushing under his bare feet. Half inclined to protest and make him return to the house, Mary buried her face in his neck and stilled her tongue, yielding up her reason to his strange, silent purpose. He made her sit on the grass in the deep shadow of the camphor laurels and knelt beside her, his fingertips delicately touching her face. She was so filled with love for him that she could not seem to see or hear, and she leaned forward like a rag doll toppled by a careless flick of the finger, her hands splayed far apart and her head down against his chest. He held it there, pulling at her hair until it fell loose about her and her hands lay curled helplessly on his thighs. From her hair he passed to her clothes, peeling them away as slowly and surely as a small child undressing a doll, folding each item neatly and laying it on a growing pile to one side of them. Mary crouched there timidly, her eyes closed. Their roles had somehow become reversed; he had inexplicably gained the ascendancy.

Finished, he took her arms and propped them on his shoulders, gathering her against him. Mary gasped, her eyes opening; for the first time in her life she felt a bare body all along the length of her own, and somehow there was nothing to be done save abandon herself to the feel of it, warm and alien and living. Her dreamlike trance merged into a dream sharper and more real than the entire world outside the darkness under the camphor laurels; all at once the silky skin under her hands took on form and substance: Tim’s skin sheathing Tim’s body. There was no more than that under the sun, nothing more to be offered her on life’s plate than the feel of Tim within her arms, pinning her against the ground. It was Tim’s chin driving ribbons of pain from the side of her neck, Tim’s hands clawed into her shoulders, Tim’s sweat running down her sides. She became aware that he was trembling, that the mindless delight which filled him was because of her, that it mattered not whether hers was the skin of a young girl or a middle-aged woman as long as it was Tim there, within her arms and within her body, as long as it was she, Mary, to give him this, so pure and mindless a pleasure that he came to it unfettered, free of the chains which would always bind her, the thinking one.

When the night was old and the dim western rain was gone over the mountains she pushed herself away from him and gathered the little pile of clothes against her chest, kneeling above him.

“We must go inside, dear heart,” she whispered, her hair falling across his extended arm where her head had been. “It’s the dark before light, we must go in now.”

He picked her up and carried her inside immediately. The lights were still on in the living room; trailing her hand over his shoulder, she extinguished them one by one as he crossed to the bedroom. He put her down on the bed and would have left her alone had she not reached out to pull him back.

“Where are you going, Tim?” she asked, and moved over to make room for him. “This is your bed now.”

He stretched out beside her, pushing his arm under her back. She put her head on his shoulder and her hand on his chest, caressing it drowsily. Suddenly the small, tender movement ceased, and she lay stiffening against him, her eyes wide and filled with fear. It was too much to be borne; she lifted herself on one elbow and reached across him to get at the lamp on the bedside table.

Since the silent meeting on the patio he had not spoken one word; all at once his voice was the only thing she wanted to hear, if he did not speak she would know that somehow Tim was not with her at all.

He was lying with his eyes wide open, looking up at her without even wincing in the sudden, drenching light. The face was sad and a little stem, and it wore an expression she had never seen before, it had a maturity she had never noticed. Was it her eyes that had been blind, or was it his face that had changed? The body was no longer strange or forbidden to her, and she could look upon it freely, with love and respect, for it housed a creature as live and entire as she was herself. How blue his eyes were, how exquisitely shaped his mouth was, how tragic the tiny crease to the left side of his lips. And how young he was, how young!

He blinked and shifted the focus of his gaze from some private infinity to the nearness of her face; his eyes dwelled on the tired, worried lines in it, then on the straight, strong mouth so sated with his kisses that its lips were swollen. He lifted one leaden hand and brushed his fingers against her firm, rounded breast gently.

She said, “Tim, why won’t you speak to me? What have I done? Have I disappointed you?”

His eyes filled with tears; they ran down his face and fell onto the pillow, but his sweet, loving smile dawned and the hand cupped her breast harder.

“You told me that one day I’d be so happy I’d cry, and look! Oh, Mary, I’m crying! I’m so happy I’m crying!”
 
She collapsed on his chest, weak with relief. “I thought you were angry with me!”

“With you?” His hand cradled the back of her head, her hair slipping through his fingers. “I could never be angry with you, Mary. I wasn’t even angry with you when I thought you didn’t like me.”

“Why wouldn’t you speak to me tonight?”

He was surprised. “Did I have to speak to you? I didn’t think I had to speak to you. When you came I couldn’t think of anything to say. All I wanted was to do the things Pop told me about while you were away in hospital, and then I had to do them, I couldn’t stop to talk.”

“Your Pop told you?”

“Yes. I asked him if it was still a sin to kiss you if we were married, and he said it wasn’t a sin at all when we were married. He told me about lots of other things I could do, too. He said I ought to know what to do because if I didn’t I’d hurt you and you’d cry. I don’t want to hurt you or make you cry, Mary. I didn’t hurt you or make you cry, did I?”

She laughed, holding him hard. “No, Tim, you didn’t hurt me and I didn’t cry. There I was, petrified because I thought it was all up to me and I didn’t know whether I was going to be able to deal with it.”

“I really didn’t hurt you, Mary? I forgot Pop told me not to hurt you.”

“You did magnificently, Tim. We were in good hands, your green hands. I love you so much!”

“That’s a better word than like, isn’t it?”

“When it’s used properly it is.”

“I’m going to save it just for you, Mary. I’ll tell everyone else I like them.”

“That’s exactly how it should be, Tim.”

By the time dawn crept into the room and lit it with the clear, tender newness of day, Mary was fast asleep. It was Tim who lay staring wakefully at the window, careful not to move and disturb her. She was so small and soft, so sweet-smelling and cuddly. Once he used to hold his Teddy bear against his chest the same way, but Mary was alive and could hold him back; it was much nicer. When they took his Teddy bear away, saying he was all grown up and must not sleep with Teddy any more, he had wept for weeks with empty arms hugging his aching chest, mourning the passing of a friend. Somehow he had known Mum didn’t want to take Teddy away, but after he came home from work in tears and told her how Mick and Bill had laughed at him for sleeping with a Teddy bear, she had steeled herself to do it, and Teddy had gone into the garbage can that very night. Oh, the night was so big, so dark and full of shadows which moved mysteriously, coiling themselves into claws and beaks and long, sharp teeth. While Teddy had been there to hide his face against they had not dared to come any closer than the opposite wall, but it took a long time to get used to them all around him, pressing down on his defenseless face and snapping at his very nose. After Mum had given him a bigger night light it was better, but he loathed the dark to this very day; it was deadly with menace, full of lurking enemies.

Forgetting he was not going to move in case he wakened her, he turned his head until he could look down on her, then slid up the pillow until he was much higher than she. Fascinated, he stared at her for a long time in the growing light, assimilating her alien appearance. Her breasts devastated him; he could not tear his eyes away from them. Just thinking about them filled him with excitement, and what he felt when they were crushed against him was indescribable. It was as though her differences had been invented just for him, he had no conscious awareness that she was exactly like any other female. She was Mary, and her body belonged to him as utterly as his Teddy had; it was his and his alone to hold against the inroads of the night, warding off terror and loneliness.

Pop had told him no one had ever touched her, that what he brought to her was foreign and strange, and he had understood the magnitude of his responsibility better than a reasoning man, for he had owned so little and been respected by so few. In the savage heat of his body’s blind drive he had not managed to remember all Pop told him, but he thought, looking back on it, that he would remember more next time. His devotion to her was purely selfless; it seemed to come from somewhere outside him, compounded of gratitude and love and a deep, restful security. With her he never felt that he was weighed in the balance and found lacking. How beautiful she was, he thought, seeing the lines and the sagging skin but not finding them ugly or undesirable. He saw her through the eyes of total, unbounded love and so assumed that all of her was beautiful.

At first when Pop had told him he must go to the house at Artarmon and wait there alone for Mary to come home, he had not wanted to come. But Pop had made him, and would not let him return to Surf Street. A whole week he had waited, cutting the grass and weeding the flower beds and trimming the shrubs all day, then wandering the empty house at night until he was tired enough to sleep, with every light on to banish the demons of the formless darkness. He did not belong in Surf Street any more, Pop had said, and when he had begged Pop to come with him he had met with an adamant refusal. Thinking about it now as the sun rose, he decided Pop had known exactly what would happen; Pop always did.

That night the thunder had growled in the west and there was a stinging, earthy smell of rain in the air. Storms used to frighten him badly when he was a little boy, until Pop had shown him how quickly the fear went away if he went outside and watched how lovely it was, with the lightning streaking down the inky sky and the thunder bellowing like a mammoth, invisible bull. So he had taken his nightly shower and wandered naked onto the patio to watch the storm, disturbed and restless. In the house the bogies would have rushed gibbering at him from every cranny, but on the patio with the damp wind stroking his bare skin they had no dominion over him. And gradually the melting night had melted him; he had slipped into a senseless oneness with the unthinking creatures of the earth. It was as though he could see every petal on every dim flower, as though all the bird songs in the world flooded his being with a soundless music.

At first he was only dimly aware of her, until that beloved hand had seared his shoulder and filled him with a pain that yet was not a pain. He did not need to be able to reason to divine the change in her, the self-admission that she loved to touch him as much as he had yearned to touch her. He had leaned back to feel her breasts against him; her hand on his belly numbed and electrified him, he could not breathe for fear she would puff away. Their first kiss all those months ago had set him quivering with a hunger he had not known how to sate, but this second kiss filled him with a queer, triumphant power, armed as he was with what Pop had told him. He had wanted to feel her skin and could find only a part of it, frustrated by her clothes, but he had managed to command himself enough to do what had to be done, take them from her gently so as not to frighten her.

His steps had led him down into the garden because he hated the house at Artarmon; it was not his the way the cottage was, and he did not know where to take her. Only in the garden was he at home, so to the garden he went. And in the garden he felt her breasts at last, in the garden where he was simply another of its myriad creatures he could forget he was not the full quid, he could lose himself in the honeyed, piercing warmth of her body. And he had lost himself so for hours, alight with the unbearable pleasures of feeling her and knowing she was with him all the time in every part of her.

The sadness had come when she banished him to the house, and he realized they must part. He had clung to her as long as he could, carrying her small body within his arms and aching at the thought of having to let her go, wondering how long he must wait before it happened again. It had been dreadful, putting her into her bed and turning to go to his own; when she had drawn him back and made him lie beside her he had done so in numb astonishment, for it had not occurred to him to ask his Pop whether they would be exactly like his Mum and Pop and sleep together all through every night.

Then was the moment he knew he really belonged with her, that he could go down to the ground in the last, endless sleep safe and free from fear because she would be there beside him in the darkness forever. Nothing could ever frighten him again: he had conquered the final terror in discovering he would never be alone. For his life had been so very lonely, always shut out of the thinking world, always on some outer perimeter watching, longing to enter that world and never able to. He never could, never. Now it did not matter. Mary had allied herself to him in the last, most comforting way. And he loved her, loved her, loved her. . . .

Sliding down in the bed again he put his face between her breasts just to feel their softness, the fingertips of one hand tracing the outline of a hard, tantalizing nipple. She woke with a kind of purring noise, her arms slipping around him. He wanted to kiss her again, he wanted to kiss her badly, but he found himself laughing instead.

“What’s so funny?” she asked drowsily, stretching as she wakened more fully.

“Oh, Mary, you’re much nicer than my Teddy!” he giggled.




Twenty-Seven



WHEN MARY rang Ron to tell him that she was home and that Tim was well and safe, she thought he sounded tired.

“Why don’t you come and stay with us for a few days?” she asked.
 
“No, thanks, love, I’d rather not. Youse’ll be better off without me hanging around.”

“That’s not true, you know. We worry about you, we miss you and we want to see you. Please come out, Ron, or let me pick you up in the car.”

“No, I don’t want to.” He sounded stubborn, determined to have his way.

“Then may we come and see you?”

“When you go back to work you can come over one night, but I don’t want to see youse before then, all right?”
 
“No, it isn’t all right, but if that’s the way you want it there’s nothing I can do. I understand you think you’re doing the right thing, that we ought to be left alone, but you’re wrong, you know. Tim and I would be very glad to see you.”

“When youse go back to work, not before.” There was a tiny pause, then his voice came again, fainter and farther away. “How’s Tim, love? Is he all right? Is he really happy? Did we do the right thing and make him feel a bit more like the full quid? Was Mr. Martinson right?”

“Yes, Ron, he was right. Tim’s very happy. He hasn’t changed at all and yet he’s changed enormously. He’s rounded out and become more sure of himself, more content, less an outsider.”

“That’s all I wanted to hear.” His voice sank to a whisper. “Thanks, Mary. I’ll see youse.”

Tim was in the garden, repotting maidenhair ferns from the rockery. With a swing and a lilt in her walk that was new, Mary crossed the grass toward him, smiling. He turned his head and gave her back the smile, then bent over the fragile leaves again, snapping off a fine, brittle black stem below the spot where the frond looked pale and sick. Sitting beside him on the grass, she put her cheek against his shoulder with a sigh.

“I just talked to Pop.”

“Oh, goody! When is he coming out?”

“He says he won’t come until after we’ve gone back to work. I tried to convince him he ought to make it sooner, but he won’t. He thinks we ought to have this time to ourselves, and that’s very kind of him.”

“I suppose so, but he didn’t need to do it, did he? We don’t mind visitors. Mrs. Parker is always dropping in and we don’t mind her, do we?”

“Oddly enough, Tim, we don’t. She’s a good old stick.”
 
“I like her.” He laid the fern down and slid an arm about her waist. “Why do you look so pretty these days, Mary?”

“Because I have you.”

“I think it’s because you don’t always dress up as if you’re going to town. I like you better with no shoes and stockings and your hair all undone.”

“Tim, how would you like to go up to the cottage for a couple of weeks? It’s nice here, but it’s even nicer up at the cottage.”

“Oh, yes, I’d like that! I didn’t like this house much before, but it turned out to be real nice after you came home from the hospital. I feel as though I belong here now. But the cottage is my favorite house in all the world.”

“Yes, I know it is. Let’s go right now, Tim, there’s nothing to hold us here. I only waited to see what Pop wanted to do, but he’s left us to ourselves for the time being, so we can go.”

It never occurred to either of them to look further than the cottage; Mary’s grandiose schemes of taking Tim to the Great Barrier Reef and the desert evaporated into the distant future.

They moved into the cottage that night and had great fun deciding where they were going to sleep. In the end they moved Mary’s big double bed into his room, and closed the door on her stark white cell until they felt like going into Gosford to buy paint for redecoration. There was very little to do in the blooming garden and less inside the house, so they walked in the bush for hours and hours, exploring its bewitching, untouched corridors, lying with heads together over a busy ant hill or sitting absolutely still while a male lyre bird danced the complicated measures of his ceremonious courtship. If they found themselves too far away to get back to the cottage before dark they stayed where they were, spreading a blanket over a bed of bracken fern and sleeping under the stars. Sometimes they slept the daylight hours away and rose with the setting of the sun, then went down to the beach after dark and lit a fire, revelling in the newfound freedom of having the world entirely to themselves and having no constraint between them. They would abandon their clothes, safe in the darkness from eyes out on the river, and swim naked in the still, black water while the fire died away to ash-coated coals. He would make her lie afterward on a blanket in the sand, the urge of his love too strong to resist a moment longer, and she would lift her arms to draw him down beside her, happier than she had ever thought was possible.

One night Mary wakened from a deep sleep in the sand and lay for a moment wondering where she was. As thought came back she knew, for she had had to accustom herself to sleeping clasped in Tim’s arms. He never let her go. Any attempt to move away from him woke him at once; he would reach out until he found her and pull her back again with a sigh of mingled fear and relief. It was as if he thought she was going to be snatched away by something out of the darkness, but he would not talk about it and she never insisted, divining that he would tell her in his own good time.

Summer was at its height and the weather had been perfect, the days hot and dry, the nights sweetly cooled by the sea breeze. Mary stared up at the sky, drawing in a breath of awe and Wonder. The massive belt of the Milky Way sprawled across the vault from horizon to horizon, so smothered with the light of the stars that there was a faint, powdery glow even in the starless parts of the sky. No haze conspired to blot them out, and the leaching city lights were miles to the south. The Cross spread its four bright arms to the winds, the fifth star clear and sparkling, the Pointers drawing her eyes away from the still, waxy globe of the full moon. Silver light was poured over everything, the river danced and leaped like cold, moving fire, the sand was struck to a sea of minute diamonds.

And it seemed to Mary for a still, small space of time that she heard something, or perhaps she felt it: alien and thin it was, like a cry teetering on the edge of nothing. Whatever it was, there was peace and finality in it. She listened for a long time, but it did not happen again, and she began to think that perhaps on a night like this the soul of the world was liberated to throw itself like a veil over the heads of all living things.

With Tim she always spoke of God, for the concept was simple and he was uncomplicated enough to believe in the intangible, but Mary herself did not believe in God; she had a basic and unphilosophic conviction that there was only one life to live. And wasn’t that the important thing, quite independent of the existence of a superior being? What did it matter whether there was a God if the soul was mortal, if life of any kind ceased on the lip of the grave? When Mary thought of God at all it was in terms of Tim and little children, the good and uncorrupted; her own life had driven the supernatural so, far away that it seemed there were two separate creeds, one for childhood and one for full growth. Yet the half-heard, half-felt thing coming out of the night disturbed her, there was another-world suggestion about it, and she remembered suddenly the old legend that when the soul of someone who had just died passed overhead the dogs howled, lifting their muzzles to the moon and shivering as they mourned. She sat up, clasping her arms about her knees.

Tim sensed her going immediately, waking when his gropings did not find her.

“What’s the matter, Mary?”

“I don’t know. . . . I feel as if something’s happened. It’s very strange. Did you feel anything?”

“No, only that you went away from me.”

He wanted to make love to her and she tried to divorce herself from her sudden preoccupation long enough to satisfy him, but could not. Something stalked in the back of her mind like a prowling beast, something threatening and irrevocable. Her half-hearted cooperation did not disconcert Tim; he gave up trying to rouse her and contented himself with wrapping his arms about her in what she always thought of as his Teddy-bear hug, for he had told her a little about Teddy, though, she suspected, not all there was to know.

“Tim, would you mind very much if we drove back to the city?”

“Not if you want to, Mary. I don’t mind anything you want to do.”

“Then let’s go back now, right this minute. I want to see Pop. I’ve got a sort of feeling he needs us.”

Tim got up at once, shaking the sand out of the blanket and folding it neatly over one arm.

By the time the Bentley pulled up in Surf Street it was six o’clock in the morning, and the sun had long been up. The house was silent and seemed curiously deserted, though Tim assured Mary his father was there. The back door was unlocked.

“Tim, why don’t you stay out here for a minute while I go inside and check by myself? I don’t want to frighten or upset you, but I think it would be better if I went in alone.”

“No, Mary, I’ll come in with you. I won’t be frightened or upset.”

Ron was lying in the old double bed he had shared with Es, his eyes closed and his hands folded on his chest, as if he had remembered how Es was lying the last time he saw her. Mary did not need to feel his cold skin or search for a stilled heart; she knew immediately that he was dead.

“Is he asleep, Mary?” Tim came round to the other side of the bed and stared down at his father, then put out his hand and rested it against the sunken cheek. He looked up at Mary sadly. “He’s so cold!”

“He’s dead, Tim.”

“Oh, I wish he could have waited! I was so looking forward to telling him how nice it is to live with you. I wanted to ask him some things and I wanted him to help me pick out a new present for you. I didn’t say goodbye to him! I didn’t say goodbye to him and now I can’t remember what he looked like when his eyes were open and he was all happy and moving.”

“I don’t think he could bear to wait a moment longer, dear heart. He wanted so badly to go; it was so lonely for him here and there was nothing more to wait for once he knew you were happy. Don’t be sad, Tim, because it isn’t sad. Now he can sleep with your Mum again.”

All at once Mary knew why his voice had seemed so remote over the phone; he had begun his death-fast the moment Tim left the house in Surf Street forever, and by the time Mary came home from hospital he was already weakening badly. Yet could it be called suicide? She did not think so. The drum had stopped beating and the feet had stopped marching, that was all.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Tim got his arms under his father’s back and lifted the stiff, shrunken form into his arms tenderly. “Oh, but I’m going to miss him, Mary! I liked Pop, I liked him better than anyone else in the whole world except for you.”

“I know, dear heart. I’ll miss him too.”

And was that the voice in the night? she wondered. Stranger things than that have happened to more staunchly doubting people without swaying their doubt. . . . Why shouldn’t the living cords which laced a being together flick softly against a loved one in the very moment of their unraveling? He was all alone when it happened, and yet he had not been alone; he had called, and she had woken to answer him. Sometimes all the miles between are as nothing, she thought, sometimes they are narrowed to the little silence between the beats of a heart.




Twenty-Eight



MARY HATED Ron’s funeral, and was glad she persuaded Tim not to come. Dawnie and her husband had taken charge, which was only right and proper, but as Tim’s representative she had to be there and follow the little cortege to the cemetery. Her presence was clearly unwelcome; Dawnie and Mick ignored her. What had happened when Ron told them she and Tim were married, she wondered? Since the wedding she had only spoken to Ron that once, and he had not mentioned his daughter’s name.

After the sod was turned on Ron’s coffin and the three of them moved slowly away from the graveside, Mary put her hand on Dawnie’s arm.

“My dear, I’m so sorry for you, because I know you loved him very much. I loved him too.”

There was a look of Tim about his sister’s eyes as she stared at Mary, but the expression in them—bitter and corroded—was one she had never seen in Tim’s.

“I don’t need your condolences, sister-in-law! Why don’t you just go away and leave me alone?”

“Why can’t you forgive me for loving Tim, Dawnie? Didn’t your father explain the situation to you?”

“Oh, he tried! You’re a very clever woman, aren’t you? It didn’t take you long to delude him as completely as you did Tim! Are you happy now that you’ve got your pet moron by your side permanently and legally?”

“Tim’s not my pet moron, you know that. And anyway, does it matter as long as he’s happy?”

“How do I know he’s happy? I’ve only got your word for that, and your word’s not worth two cents!”

“Why don’t you come and see him and find out for yourself what the truth is?”

“I wouldn’t soil my shoes by entering your house, Mrs. Tim Melville! Well, I suppose you’ve got what you wanted, you’ve got Tim all to yourself with the conventions nicely taken care of and both his parents out of the way!”

Mary whitened. “What do you mean, Dawn?”

“You drove my mother to her grave, Mrs. Tim Melville, and then you drove my father after her!”

“That’s not true!”

“Oh, isn’t it? As far as I’m concerned, now that my father and mother are both dead, my brother’s dead too. I never want to see or hear from him again! If you and he want to make a public spectacle of yourselves by flaunting your sick fancies under society’s nose, I don’t even want to know about it!”

Mary turned on her heel and walked away.

By the time she got from Botany Cemetery to her house in Artarmon she felt better, and was able to greet Tim with a fair semblance of serenity.

“Is Pop with Mum now?” he asked her anxiously, twisting his hands together.

“Yes, Tim. I saw him put in the ground right next to her. You needn’t worry about either of them ever again, they’re together and at peace.”

There was something odd about Tim’s manner; she sat down and examined him keenly, not alarmed exactly, but puzzled.

“What’s the matter, Tim? Aren’t you feeling well?”

He shook his head apathetically. “I feel all right, Mary. Just a bit funny, that’s all. It’s sort of funny not having Pop or Mum any more.”

“I know, I know. . . . Have you had anything to eat?”

“No. I’m not very hungry.”

Mary walked across and pulled him up out of his chair, looking at him in concern. “Come out to the kitchen with me while I make us some sandwiches. Maybe you’ll feel like eating when you see how pretty and dainty they are.”
 
“Little wee ones with all the crusts cut off?”

“As thin as tissue paper, little wee triangles with all the crusts cut off, I promise. Come on now.”

It had been on the tip of her tongue to add “my love, my darling, my heart,” but somehow she could never bring herself to utter the wild endearments which sprang to mind whenever, as now, he seemed upset or lost. Would she ever find it possible to treat him wholly as the lover he was, would she ever manage to lose that rigid, shrinking horror of making a total fool of herself? Why was it she could only relax completely with him when they were secluded at the cottage or in their bed? Dawnie’s bitterness rankled, and all the curious, speculative glances she and Tim got as they passed down Walton Street still had the power to humiliate.

Mary’s courage was not the unconventional kind; how could it be? Having nothing as her birthright, her entire life up to the moment of meeting Tim had been designed to achieve material success, earn the approbation of those who had started out much better endowed. It could not come easily now to fly in the face of convention, sanctified by the law though her union with Tim was. While she longed passionately to forget herself, smother him with kisses and endearments whenever the impulse came, his inability to encourage her in a mature way made it quite impossible if there was the least chance of their being disturbed. Her dread of amusement or ridicule had even led her to ask Tim not to chatter about his marriage to anyone not already aware of it, a moment of weakness which she had regretted afterward. No, it was not easy.

As usual, Tim wanted to help her actively as she set about making the sandwiches, getting out the bread and butter, rattling the china noisily as he searched for plates.

“Would you find the big butcher’s knife for me, Tim? It’s the only one that’s sharp enough to cut crusts off.”

“Where is it, Mary?”

“In the top drawer,” she answered absently, spreading a coat of butter on each slice of bread.

“Ohhhhhh! Mary, Mary!”

She turned quickly, something in his cry filling her with heart-stopping fear.

“Oh, my God!”

For an appalled second it seemed as if the whole room was blood; Tim was standing quite still by the counter, staring down at his left arm in unbelieving terror. From biceps to fingertips it ran pulsating rivers of blood, the outflow of a fountain spraying from the crook of his elbow. With the regularity of a time-piece the blood spurted in a vicious jet halfway across the room, tapered off, spurted again; a thin lake of it was gathering about his left foot, and the left side of his body glistened wetly, dripping its share onto the floor.

There was a roll of butcher’s twine on a spool near the stove, and a small pair of scissors hanging on a cord near it; almost in the same instant that she had spun round, Mary ran to it and hacked off a piece several feet long, doubling and quadrupling it feverishly to make a thicker cord.

“Don’t be afraid, dear heart, don’t be afraid! I’m here, I’m coming!” she panted, snatching up a fork.

But he didn’t hear; his mouth opened in a thin, high wail and he ran like a blinded animal, bumping into the refrigerator, caroming off the wall, the gushing arm flailing about him as he tried to shake it off, throw it away so that it no longer was a part of him. Her cries blended with his; she lunged at him and missed, pulled up short and tried again. Spinning in fear-crazed circles, he saw the door and made for it, plucking at his arm and screaming shrilly. His bare feet splashed into the pool of blood on the floor and he slipped, crashing full length. Before he could rise Mary was on him, holding him down, beyond any further attempts to calm him in her frenzy to tie off the blood supply to his arm before it was too late. Half sitting, half lying on his chest, she grasped the arm and wrapped her string about it above the elbow, knotted it securely and put the fork underneath to twist the cord until it almost disappeared into his flesh.

“Tim, lie still! Oh, please, please, Tim, lie still! I’m here, I won’t let anything happen to you, only you must lie still! Do you hear me?”

Between panic and loss of blood he was done; chest heaving, he lay beneath her and sobbed. Her head came down until her cheek was against his, and all she could think of was the times she had prevented herself from calling him all those lovely, loving names, forced herself to sit calmly opposite him when she longed to take him in her arms and kiss him until he gasped.

There was a pounding on the back door, and the Old Girl’s voice; lifting her head, Mary screamed.

“I heard the weirdest noises all the way over in me own house,” Mrs. Parker babbled as she pushed at the door, then as she saw the blood-washed kitchen she made a sound halfway between a gasp and a retch. “Jesus Christ!”

“Get an ambulance!” Mary panted, afraid to take her weight off Tim in case he panicked again.

Nothing Mrs. Parker could say would persuade Mary to get up; when the ambulance arrived not five minutes later she was still on the floor with Tim, her face pressed to his, and the two ambulance men had to lift her away.

Emily Parker went with her to the hospital, trying to comfort her as they rode in the back with Tim and one ambulance man.

“Don’t worry about him, pet, he’ll be all right. It looked like an awful lot of blood, but I’ve heard people say that a pint of it spilled looks like ten gallons.”

The district hospital was only a short distance away, on the other side of the brick pits, and the ambulance reached it so quickly that Mary still had not recovered her powers of speech when they wheeled Tim away from her into casualty. After his fall he had seemed to lapse into a kind of stupor, not aware of her or of his surroundings; he did not open his eyes once, almost as if he was afraid of what he might see should he open them, see that horrible thing which had once been his arm.

Mrs. Parker helped Mary to a seat in the elegant waiting room, chattering all the time. “Ain’t this nice?” she asked, trying to get Mary’s mind off Tim. “I remember when this was just a couple of little rooms squeezed between X-ray and medical records. Now they’ve got, this grouse new place, real nice. All them potted plants and everything make you feel like it ain’t a hospital at all! I’ve seen worse hotel lobbies, pet, honest I have. Now you sit there nice and quiet until the doctor comes while I go and find me old mate Sister Kelly, see if I can get a hot cuppa tea and some bikkies for youse.”

The admitting registrar came in soon after Mrs. Parker had gone off on her errand of mercy. Mary managed to get to her feet, licking her lips in an effort to speak; she still had not uttered a word.

“Mrs. Melville? I just saw the ambulance man outside for a moment, and he told me your name.”

“Tih-Tih-Tim?” Mary managed to say, shaking so badly she had to sink into her chair again.

“Tim’s going to be fine, Mrs. Melville, really he is! We’ve just sent him into the operating room to have the arm repaired, but there’s no reason to fear for him, I give you my word. We’ve started him on intravenous fluids and we’ll probably give him a pint or two of blood the minute we’ve got his type, but he’s quite all right, just in shock from loss of blood, that’s all. The arm wound isn’t going to be too difficult to attend to, I’ve looked at it myself. A good clean cut. What happened?”

“He must have let the carving knife slip somehow, I don’t know. I wasn’t looking at him when it happened, I just heard him call for me.” She looked up pitifully. “Is he conscious? Please make him understand that I’m here, that I haven’t gone away and left him alone. He gets terribly upset when he thinks I’ve abandoned him, even now.”

“He’s under light anaesthesia at the moment, Mrs. Melville, but when he comes round I’ll make sure he knows you’re here. Don’t worry about him, he’s a grown man.”
 
“That’s just it, he’s not. A grown man, I mean. Tim’s mentally retarded, and I’m the only person he’s got in all the world. It’s terribly important that he knows I’m here! Just tell him Mary’s outside, very close.”

“Mary?”

“He always calls me Mary,” she said childishly. “He never calls me anything but Mary.”

The admitting registrar turned to go. “I’ll send one of our junior residents in to take some particulars for the hospital records, Mrs. Melville, but he’ll be brief. This is a simple accident case, no need for too many particulars, unless he’s got any health problems aside from his mental retardation.”

“No, he’s in perfect health.”

Mrs. Parker came back with Sister Kelly behind her bearing a tea tray.

“Drink this while it’s hot, Mrs. Melville,” said Sister Kelly. “Then I want you to go along the corridor to the bathroom, take off all your clothes and have a good steaming bath. Mrs. Parker’s volunteered to go home and get you some fresh clothes, and in the meantime you can wear a patient’s bathrobe. Tim’s fine, and you’ll feel so much better after you’ve soaked awhile in a good hot bathtub. I’ll send a nurse to show you the way.”

Mary looked down at herself, only then realizing that she was as covered in Tim’s blood as he had been himself.

“Drink your tea first, while Dr. Fisher takes some particulars for us.”

Two hours later Mary was back in the waiting room with Mrs. Parker, clad in fresh clothing and feeling more like herself. Dr. Minster, the emergency surgeon, came to reassure her.

“You can go home, dear, he’s fine. Came through the surgery with flying colors, and now he’s sleeping like a baby. We’ll leave him in intensive care for a little while, then we’ll transfer him to one of the wards. Two days just to watch him, then he can go home.”

“He must have the best of everything, a private room and anything else he might need!”

“Then we’ll transfer him to the private wing,” Dr. Minster soothed expertly. “Don’t worry about him, Mrs. Melville. He’s a beautiful physical specimen, really beautiful.”

“Can’t I see him before I go?” Mary pleaded.

“If you like, but don’t stay. He’s under sedation and I’d prefer it if you didn’t try to rouse him.”

They had put Tim in a huge, trolley-like bed behind a screen, in one comer of a room filled with a bewildering array of equipment that emitted muted clanks, hisses, and beeps. There were seven other patients, ill enough to trigger a momentary panic in Mary’s mind. A young nurse was standing beside Tim unwrapping a blood pressure cuff from around his good arm. Her eyes were on her patient’s face instead of on what she was doing, and Mary stood for a moment watching her obvious admiration. Then she looked up, saw Mary and smiled at her.

“Hello, Mrs. Melville. He’s asleep, that’s all, so don’t worry about him. His blood pressure’s excellent and he’s out of shock.”

The waxen pallor had gone from his face, leaving it, sleeping and smooth, softly flushed; Mary reached out to push the matted hair away from his forehead.

“I’m just about to take him down to the private wing, Mrs. Melville. Would you like to walk along with me and see him put into bed before you go home?”

They told her not to visit him until the following day late in the afternoon, for he continued to sleep and Mary knew her presence could be at best a vigil. When she arrived she found him gone from his room, away to undergo tests; she sat and waited for him patiently, refusing all the offers of tea and sandwiches with a polite, strained smile.

“Does he realize where he is and what happened?” she asked the ward Sister. “Did he panic when he woke up and found I wasn’t there?”

“No, he was fine, Mrs. Melville. He settled down very quickly and he seems to be happy. In fact, he’s such a sunny, bright person that he’s become the ward favorite.”
 
When Tim saw her sitting in the chair waiting for him he had to be discouraged from leaping off his trolley to hug her. “Oh, Mary, I’m so glad you’re here! I thought I might not see you for a long time.”

“Are you all right, Tim?” she asked, kissing his brow quickly because two nurses were standing watching.

“I feel fine again, Mary! The doctor made my arm all better; he sewed it all together where the knife cut it, and there’s no more blood or anything.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Not much. Not like the time a load of bricks fell on my foot and it got broken.”

Early the following morning Mary got a phone call from the hospital, telling her that she could take Tim home. Stopping only to tell Mrs. Parker the good news, she flew to the car with a small case containing Tim’s clothes in one hand and her breakfast toast in the other. Sister met her at the ward door and took the case, then ushered her into a sitting room to wait.

She was just beginning to become impatient when Dr. Minster and the admitting registrar walked in.

“Good morning, Mrs. Melville. Sister told me you’d arrived. Tim ought to be ready very soon, so don’t worry. They won’t let you out of this place without a bath and a fresh dressing and Lord knows what.”

“Tim is all right?” Mary queried anxiously.

“Absolutely! He’ll have a scar to remind him to be more careful with carving knives in the future, but all the nerves to the hand are intact, so he won’t lose power or sensation. Bring him to my rooms in a week’s time and I’ll see how everything is going. I may take the stitches out then, or leave them awhile longer, depending on how it looks.”

“Then he really is all right?”

Dr. Minster threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, you mothers! You’re all alike, full of worry and anxiety. Now you’ve got to promise me that you’ll stop flapping over him, because if you let him see you’ve been reduced to this sort of state you’ll give him ideas and he’ll begin to favor the arm more than he ought. I know he’s your son and your maternal feelings are particularly strong because of his special dependence on you, but you must resist your tendency to cluck over him needlessly.”

Mary felt the blood welling up under her skin, but she pressed her lips together and lifted her head proudly. “You’ve misunderstood, Dr. Minster. Funny that it didn’t occur to me, but I suppose you’ve all misunderstood. Tim isn’t my son, he’s my husband.”

Dr. Minster and the admitting registrar looked at each other, mortified. Anything they tried to say would sound wrong, and in the end they said nothing, just got themselves to the door and slipped outside. What could one possibly say after making a gaffe like that? How ghastly, how absolutely ghastly, and how embarrassing! Poor, poor thing, how dreadful for her!

Mary sat in a haze of tears, fighting their tendency to spill over with every ounce of what strength she had left Whatever she felt, Tim must not see her eyes all red, nor must any of those pretty young nurses. No wonder they had all been so open to her about their admiration for Tim! One said some things to mothers and quite different things to wives, and now that she thought about it they had indeed treated her like a mother, not a wife.

Well, it was her own stupid fault. If she had been her usual calm, collected self throughout those agonized hours of waiting and wondering, it would never have slipped her attention that they all assumed she was Tim’s mother. It was even possible that they had asked her and she had replied in the affirmative. She remembered the young intern coming up to her and asking if she was the legal next of kin, but she could not remember what she had answered. And why shouldn’t they have assumed she was his mother? At her best she looked her age, but with the shock and worry of Tim’s accident weighing her down she looked sixty at least. Why hadn’t she used a personal pronoun which could have offered them some clue? How odd the quirks of fate; she must have said and done everything to reinforce their misapprehension, done nothing to dispell it. Mrs. Parker must have done the same, and Tim, poor, anxious-to-please Tim, had absorbed her lesson too well when she had impressed on him that he must not rave about marrying her. They probably thought his calling her Mary was just his way. And no one had ever asked her if he was single or married; hearing he was not the full quid, they simply took it for granted that he was single. Mentally retarded people did not marry. They lived at home with their parents until they were orphaned and then they went to some sort of institution to die.

Tim was waiting in his room, fully dressed and very eager to be gone. Steeling herself to an outward calmness and composure, she took his hand in hers and smiled at him very tenderly.

“Come on, Tim, let’s go home,” she said.
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