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Blood and sacrifice, courage and honour – World War Two is long over, but vivid memories remain.
         
 
Jase, a restless biker, meets an old man who once flew into a black hell of fire and death; Sarah’s visit to her great-aunt becomes a time-trip to a bloody massacre; Robin, dreaming of power, encounters a terrible evil that lives on and demands blood payment.
         
 
These three separate novellas, based on real-life accounts, form Ken Catran’s gripping exploration of the atrocities of war and its enduring impact on all those caught up in it.
         
 
Ken Catran is an award-winning writer of over 30 acclaimed novels for young adults. He is currently the Waikato University Writer in Residence and is the 2007 winner of the New Zealand’s most prestigious award for children’s writers, the Storylines Margaret Mahy Medal.
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I
MR PARKIN’S MILK

RUN TO HELL:
            


Chop-Sally, Slanting Music and

Maude’s Jaunt to Hamburger City
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[image: alt]kay. I’m Jase and I’m telling this story — right. You’re also going to hear from Mr Fred Parkin and Maudie-Bird and those German fighters who crept around at night and shot right up your backside — but that’s his part of it — okay?
         
I don’t know why I’m writing this down, because I hate writing. So I’m sort of writing it like I’m telling it. There’s some kind of grammar term for that. I bet Eithne knows it, but I’m not speaking to her right now because she landed me in all this crap. I’m not speaking to Darth either — well he’s not speaking to me — because I smacked him one.
Oh crap, I don’t know anything about telling a story. Ms Osborne, the librarian, has loaned me one of those talking-computer things and everything I say comes out on the page like I’m writing it. Weird, but seeing it in print sort of helps me say it.
         
Where was I? Oh yeah, Mr Parkin. Okay, Mr Parkin. Okay. Well he lives where I do — ah same town I mean, because I hardly know the old bugger except that night of the milk run and the city, and the firestorm. Forty thousand people dead, jeeze, I burnt my finger on the stove once and that was bad enough.
And Chop-Sally, that was totally weird.
So, me, Mr Parkin. Okay, starting now. Ms Osborne is pushing a note under my nose, it reads start with the town, the place where you are from, but she’s not giving me her ‘village idiot’ look and that’s nice. She likes what I’m doing.
         
Small town. Huia Falls, named after the Huia bird. Then, about a hundred years ago, Huia feathers were a fashion statement so they all got shot. Huia Falls sort of got run down in the eighties, most of the shops and banks went; today our town councillors are a bunch of businessmen-dickheads who put our money into an awful big plastic Huia to give the town an ‘identity’. It was called ‘Harriet Huia’. But I never knew any girl called Harriet. Eithne said she’d rather be run over by a truck than be called Harriet.
         
Okay. But the Council forgot that male and female Huia have different shaped beaks and the designer did a male bird. So it had to be re-named ‘Harry’. All this crap over a three-metre plastic bird but there’s still nowhere for the kids to go. So they leave town or just kick it loose.
I could have left town but Eithne was staying. So I did too because we have this thing going. I have to say that she doesn’t deserve me. She agrees.
Ms Osborne is hiding a smile. Better cut to the chase.
         
I have said this is a small town and me and my mates get bored. I mean, most of us have crap jobs: me in Year 12 and working part-time at the hardware store, Eithne at the garage, Brad stacking shelves in the local supermarket and Shannon getting by on conning Work and Income out of a benefit. He calls himself ‘Darth’ (out of Star Wars) and says we are his ‘Dark Lords’. Shannon — Darth — is into fantasy.
         
So the weekends are ours. We go to parties, hang out, and burn down the long country roads. We booze, yeah and do drugs, not so much since Darryl tried the Pine Road turn too fast and ended in the river. They didn’t find him for a week and that sort of stopped us for a while but Shannon said the Dark Lords had to ride. So we got back to it. We didn’t booze much or do drugs because those telly ads scare the hell out of us.
         
The Pine Road turn. There’s this new reserve backed up to the foothills, getting full of those ‘kitset homes’, retirement units for the Oldies. ‘Pine-Cloud Rise’ they call it, like they are all going straight up to heaven. Little units — garage and one bedroom. Mr Fred Parkin won’t go to heaven, I used to think, and I’m still not sure. Eithne says I won’t, no chance.
Anyway, we had this big burn. Out of the long hill roads, hitting 180 km/h then down past the Pine Road turn and skidding around the Oldies’ units. Then we were into the greatest high, skidding — leaving tons of rubber on the curve and gunning our cars like thunder. Sometimes I could hear this high unreal yapping over it.
The Oldies didn’t like it. They objected but, like, we have a police force of two. Anything else, phone the call centre and hope you get someone who speaks English.
So they didn’t stop us and Darth boasted that the roads belonged to us. You know, when you’re bottom of the heap, you’ve got to have somewhere.
So we’d hoon around, crash a party, but always end up on the Pine Road turn, with our engines growling like hungry beasts. And we’d do that drive, Eithne hanging on my neck and shrieking like she’d burst. It was our weekend thing every Saturday night and what if a few people woke up? They could always sleep in on Sunday morning.
         
That was about when I got Fred Parkin on my case.
He’s what they call a ‘local identity’. Had his own big grocery shop before the supermarket moved in. A bomber pilot in World War Two, always at the dawn parade thing on Anzac Day, with a stack of medal ribbons. Yeah and always writing letters about this generation of kids and what an ‘undisciplined’ bunch they were. He’s short, with white hair and a long white moustache, always in a sports jacket and tie.
So, he’s on my case. I have this part-time job after school at the local hardware shop. It’s a franchise and we have to dress in these red, white and blue T-shirts and funny hats. Eithne comes in about once a day to get a good laugh. Then, after that burn, Fred Parkin comes in.
I know the old guy is laying for me because he just inspects the shelves, all the low-priced stuff made in Asia; he waits for the customers to leave — even waits for Mr Coomber, the manager, to come out. He asks if any of our stuff is made in a democracy — like Korea, Pakistan or Indonesia — somewhere without the sweated labour like in China.
Then — having got everyone’s attention — he dumps this bag on the counter and addresses me by my first name — which is on my badge over the tunic pocket. He looks at me, gives a smile and spills the bag a bit. Some potatoes roll out.
‘Red potatoes, washed and cleaned, make great eating,’ he says, still smiling.
         
‘Why are you bringing us this?’ asks Mr Coomber.
‘Him,’ still pointing at me and smiling. ‘Mrs Welland can’t stand the noise, so she is leaving. She has dug up all her potatoes and I thought Jason should benefit. Enjoy, Jason.’
He was still smiling as he turned for the door. Then he turned back and pointed his finger like a gun, ‘I’ll be sure and let you know as the others leave. But I won’t and I will stop you.’
         
Okay. I have put up some backs — being rude to silly customers — and Mr Coomber was understandably pissed. So, I already had two warnings. This was the third and Mr Coomber presented it to me in a sealed envelope. I didn’t have to open the envelope because his unsmiling face said it all. Next time, I’m out.
Thank you, Mr Parkin.
So it was official. He was on my case.
Actually, all my mates had Fred Parkin on their case too. He said we shouldn’t be doing it and hassled the cops but on Saturday night they’ve got a million things to do. Then he wanted the council to put in a judder bar and they said they’d look at it — in maybe a hundred years’ time. Then he tried the local paper but it was only good for a couple of articles — one he wrote himself about the trauma we were inflicting on ‘innocent civilians’.
I read it that Sunday when we were hanging out among the trees on the top of Pine Road. Darth had the paper and was doing his best to read it aloud. ‘Says here, we’re the worst type of …’ He frowned, because Darth is not great on long words … ‘diefunshal delinkons … disposed … and some guy called Low Koshen then something about amorality?’
         
Eithne grabbed it. ‘Dysfunctional delinquents, dispossessed, lacking maturity with low intelligent quotients and lacking basic morality.’
         
‘What does that mean?’ asked Darth, frowning.
Eithne tossed the paper back. ‘Means? You’re thick as a brick and don’t give a shit.’ She gave him a big grin. ‘But you could have told him that.’
‘Right,’ said Darth uncertainly.
‘Maybe he’s a sandwich short of a picnic,’ said Brad, adding hastily as Darth looked at him, ‘That old guy, I mean.’
‘He just wants a bit of peace and quiet at night,’ said Eithne. ‘Anything wrong with that?’
I’m getting seriously worried about Eithne. She’s great though — black hair in one of those short blue highlight things, a stud in her nose, another somewhere more interesting, and she’s the best mechanic at her dad’s local service station. We’ve been an item for a year now and she’s starting to use words like ‘commitment’. She made me stay on at school a year and get a part-time job. Scary.
Anyway, a bit later we got out of there. Darth was leading on his BMW and headed straight down the road to the Oldies’ units; maybe figuring he had something to prove. And (of course) Mr Parkin had to be crossing the road to dump a load of lawn-clippings down the gully.
So Darth doesn’t even slow down. Mr Parkin does a flying leap and next thing we’re going through this sort of green snowstorm and I glimpsed Mr Parkin in the bushes, his legs sticking in the air. So we slowed down and even Eithne laughed as the old boy staggered out, mouthing curses and spitting grass. Then we all gunned off.
         
Then the old boy really got on our case.
He found out who we were and where we lived. The cops helped him there, for sure.
Then he goes around to see our parents. Brad’s mum is holding down two jobs and just shuts the door. Eithne’s dad apologises — yeah! — and says I’m a bad influence on Eithne! Darth’s dad offers to set the Pitbull on him — he gets nowhere with mine, split up and shot through when I was sixteen. But, I’ve got this sleep-out at the back of my auntie’s house and she asked old Fred in for tea! Then I get this lecture about leaving the Oldies alone or I could find somewhere else to live!
         
Screw that. Darth, me and Brad met and decided the old guy was out of line. Darth was sporting his new tattoo, snake through the eye-sockets of a skull and was pissed off because his dad gave him a couple of kicks and said it was time he found a place of his own. So that night — not a weekend — we did a special burn down Pine Road and roared past the Oldies’ units like rolling thunder.
We were there before them, you know? It was our turf and when someone hassles you, you hassle right back. I mean old Parkin started it — right?
I said all this to Eithne when I dropped by the service station at lunchtime. Always then, just before my job, when her mum’s on the counter and her dad’s doing the banking. Her mum wants to bend a spanner over my head because Fred Parkin and the other Oldies said they were taking their business elsewhere. Her dad laughed and warned me Eithne was a ball-breaker from way back (which I knew) and that she’d even broken the balls of innocent bystanders. Scary.
         
She was under an SUV when I appeared and she grunted at me. ‘Bloody farmers, drive over rocks and think the suspension’s just going to laugh. Get me a drink?’
It’s a hot tiresome job fitting a new suspension and Eithne looked hot and tired. I got her a cold coke from the machine (got a colder look from her mum) and she eased out from underneath. Even with oil smudges on her face, she looks great. She listened, sighed, sucked down half the tinnie and belched.
‘You know, Jase, if your zip got jammed, you’d come running for advice.’
‘Sounds good to me.’ Her hand was creeping to a wrench so I went on hastily, ‘Look, the old guy was chucking crap at us, so we chucked back.’
Eithne slid back under the SUV and I heard a noisy sigh. ‘Jase, the riding stables are six doors down. For two bucks, they’ll sell you a sack of the stuff.’
‘What?’
‘Tell them I sent you, might get you a discount.’
You really have to be patient with this woman. ‘So I buy a sack of horse manure?’
I heard a very loud sort of, ‘oh jeeze, village idiot,’ noise and she yelled, ‘He chucks shit at you, so chuck it back. We did a project on those bomber guys and there’s still a lot of controversy about what they did.’
         
‘So?’
Another very loud sigh. ‘Dummo, I read his article. He talked about flying something called a “Lanc” and what a great job they did, making the world safe for democracy — by killing innocent women and kids? So check up on that. He’s embarrassing you — embarrass the hell out of him.’
‘Eithne, that’s inspired,’ I replied. ‘I would never have thought of that.’
‘I know.’
‘Ah, where do I get all the stuff on him from?’
‘Try Mark Miller.’
Mark Miller — school nerd, yeah the guy’s a whole database of useless information. I clicked, Eithne is bright, but scary with it. I said thanks, would she like a big kiss, but then heard her old man come back, so thought I’d get back to school and find Mark Miller.
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I’m in Year 12 and planning on engineering design. Don’t know why, I’m sorta scared of this engineering thing, in case I don’t measure up. That’s why my mates are good, they don’t ask questions, don’t push.
I have this mentoring thing too, wished on me by the deputy principal, Mr Bourchier. I sort of meet a group of Year Nines a couple of times a week and talk to them about problems, handling life. This gives Eithne the belly laugh, she reckons just steer them off everything I do and that should be enough. Her dad’s right, if we do get hitched, my balls won’t last a week. So I sorta detached myself, even from James Pearson who always has too much to say about his private life.
         
Anyway. Mark Miller: school computer genius and the sort of ultra-nerd who gives nerds a bad name. I look around for him a bit, then call Eithne.
‘Hi, you busy?’
‘No, I’m sitting out front, getting a suntan while Mum and Dad empty buckets of cash over me.’
‘I can’t find Mark Miller.’
‘Jase, you are not entirely stupid. Try looking for Mark where you never go.’
‘Where’s that?’
‘I’ll give you a clue, mate. It’s not the girls’ toilet.’
She disconnected, not before I could hear someone laughing — think it was her dad. But I’m not entirely stupid and soon figured out what she meant. Little James Pearson was still pestering me about his wet dreams. I said there was a very simple way not to have any more and would personally carry out the surgical procedure unless he pissed off. He pissed off.
The place I never go? — the school library. I had a free period after lunch and went looking for Mark. I was lucky, he was there. I was luckier; Ms Osborne the librarian was not. Couple of years back, Darth and me ripped some pages out of a National Geographic about mating chimpanzees and pinned them in the staffroom. Librarians are a scary bunch, rip up one book or magazine and they hold it against you for life. Eithne would make a great librarian. Anyway, Ms Osborne knows it was us and has a tongue like a pair of hedge clippers.
         
Okay. Library. Mark Miller.
He was at the back, where the computers are. I sneaked up past Science & Industry, Electronics, and Natural History, then a whole stand of magazines like National Geographic. There was Mark, hunched over the computer, spectacles glinting. A lot of nerds wear spectacles; maybe it’s a badge of recognition.
         
I intended to jump up, grab his shoulders and hiss, ‘your worst nightmare!’ because that was guaranteed to get him going. I didn’t have to though because I saw what he was accessing on-screen. On-screen also, he must have seen my big grin as I came up from behind.
‘Mark, do your mum and dad know all about those naked bodies?’
Mark’s dad is a Presbyterian Minister and his mum is on the Parole Board. And okay, naked bodies aren’t much these days — unless you have a guilty conscience or a dad who thinks dinosaurs are an invention of the devil. Mark tried to bullshit his way out but he was talking to a master bullshit artist.
‘Nothing to do with you, Jason. I’m doing a project on the evils of soft-core porn.’
         
‘Fine. Jeeze, sorry, thought you were wanking. Hey, why don’t we patch it through to your dad’s website.’
I had this big grin on my face that really terrified him. Mark looked around — as if he expected a posse of nerds to spring to his rescue — then tried to hit the cut-off. I had my hand there already. ‘Push off, Jason,’ he said.
‘When you tell me about Lancs.’
‘I told you, this is a school project.’
‘I said Lancs, not wanks. Sort of bomber, ah last big war?’
‘There’ve been hundreds — which ones?’
‘The Germans, stuff like that.’
‘Oh. World War Two?’
‘You really are an intellectual prick.’
‘I’m googling.’
I was a bit nervous. I mean, being seen with the school nerd could do all sorts of things to my reputation. And Mark was scared about his own reputation so he googled and hit the print button and in about five minutes this pile of stuff is coming out.
Mark turned around, spectacles flashing. ‘This is all there is for now. If you want any more —’
‘Yeah, I’ll let you know.’
I went off. Then I stopped and turned around. He was half-turned in his seat, with his mouth open. I don’t know how I felt. I had this bundle of papers and all sorts of crap in my mind because Fred Parkin coming to the shop did press my buttons. I felt tired and somehow upset, so I said something that sounded unreal to me.
         
‘Listen, Mark, no worries, okay. I mean about telling your dad?’
So did he have to gape like I was from another planet? Still he had a point, because when you start being nice to nerds, it’s a very bad sign.
         
Then I went behind the school gym and squatted down, frowning. I started reading about what kind of war Mr Parkin had. Seems he was one of the guys who flew these giant four-engine bombers at night, over Germany. I read all the printouts, then I read them again — then I chucked them away and let the wind scatter them over our empty green playing-field. It had been raining, too muddy for sports. The papers scattered and settled, stuck in the mud like white scales.
I went looking for Mark Miller again. He was still in the library (prefect, has a key, special privileges) and this time he saw me coming and hit the cut-off very quickly. He swung around in the chair because there must have been a really mean look on my face.
‘If this is a put-on, you’re dead.’
He shook his head so hastily that it nearly flew off. ‘No, it’s all fact!’
‘So, all these heroes did was drop thousands of tonnes of bombs at night when nobody could see them and set up — these firestorm things?’
This time, Mark nodded so fast that his spectacles nearly fell off. ‘Right, right on. My dad’s in that international peace movement, that’s how come I know the websites. They killed hundreds of thousands, at Dresden forty thousand alone and the war was nearly over. Today it’s practically considered a war crime. At night too, of course the Germans had some defences —’
         
‘So, Fred Parkin did this?’ I wondered aloud.
Mark goggled at me and grinned. ‘Old Mr Parkin? Now you can call him “Firestorm Fred”, eh?’
Excellent title. Even nerds have their uses. So I waved at him and headed off out. Thinking what a total gross-out fraud old Parkin was. So that old bugger’s war was about killing men and women — and he thinks we’re bad because a few Oldies lose their beauty sleep? The two-faced old ratbag. What had Mark called him — yeah, war criminal!
         
I should have waited. I should have phoned Eithne. But I knew enough about the old guy to cream him now. I checked my watch. Near four, time for work. And hope and pray for that old windbag to come into the shop and start something.
My prayers aren’t often answered except the time when Red Chalmers was elbowing in on Eithne and broke his ankle on an Ironman Rally. But this time they were and I would be sorry as hell too.
In fact, I would have been to hell and back with Mr Parkin.
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So, listen up because the first part of this story is coming to an end. I get to the shop, okay? I get the ‘no more problems, Jase,’ lecture from Mr Coomber and promise to be polite. And I will be polite, it’ll be old Fred shouting the odds when I get through with the firestorms and burned babies bit.
         
And sure enough he comes in. Fred rides a bicycle. Fred’s building something in his garage — he says — and is always picking up odd things and stuff he gets ordered in. He needs a part for his lathe and I’d just finished assuring Mrs Woodcock that these steak knives would cut through everything except her fingers. Fred Parkin came up and Mr Coomber appeared from nowhere, saying the new lathe part had arrived, he’d get it.
Eithne says I have a really nasty little smile when I try hard. Sort of, ‘get stuffed, I’m Joe Cool’ smile; it pisses off all my teachers except Mr Kerr the maths master who smiles back and loads some extra homework. Anyway, I let Fred cop this smile and his eyes narrow; he doesn’t like it. Mr Coomber’s out back getting the part and I fiddle with the order book, speaking really low.
‘How many medals did you get, Mr Parkin?’
His eyes narrow more. That ‘Mr’ really throws him. ‘You wouldn’t know a medal from a bag of nails, sonny.’
‘Sonny?’ Okay it was war. I looked at the book a moment, then nasty-smiled again. ‘Nah, just wondering how you got them? Like one medal for every hundred women and kids killed? Bet you’ve got a bucket-load, eh?’
I was looking at him when I said that. Raising my eyebrows, the ‘clever-dick’ smile on my face. Then on his face, a sort of hurt — yeah distressed — look and he stopped, like he’d run into a glass wall. Have to say it for the old boy, he recovered quick as hell.
         
‘Why the interest in medals, Jase? Did you want one for terrifying elderly ladies? Or making old Trev Preece scared to go out in his electric buggy?’
‘Nah, just thought if I set fire to a few houses, burn up a few people, then I’d be a war hero. Or maybe the whole town, a firestorm? How’s that, Fred?’
That got to him! He looked at me in a queer way, then shook his head. ‘You’d never understand in a million years, sonny. I wouldn’t waste a firecracker on you — let alone a bomb-load of cookies.’
         
Sonny again. That really does press my buttons. So I was coming out from behind the counter and — I swear — he blocked me. He had a nasty grin now too so I pushed him aside. He stumbled, grabbed me, we both went over and the new stand of cut-price cutlery that Mrs Coomber spent all afternoon setting up, went over with us. Of course it happened right at the moment Mr Coomber came out with the lathe-part. There was me on the floor, wrecking the shop and trying to kill an old-age pensioner. That was how it looked to him and I got his, ‘You’re out, Jase,’ on the way back up. And that was when I got a real surprise.
         
‘You can’t sack the young man for that,’ came Mr Parkin’s voice from behind, as he stood up. He dropped a few knives and forks. ‘I got in his way, took him down.’
Mr Coomber looked a bit thrown by that. He muttered about ‘cleaning up the mess’ and served Fred. The old boy left, Mr Coomber went out back and I ducked outside. Mr Parkin was getting on his bike. I was sorta off-step, confused, maybe shouted a bit.
         
‘You didn’t have to do that!’
‘Oh, just made a difference from burning up kids.’
‘Why!’ I shouted.
He raised his white eyebrows and gave an amused smile. ‘I was wrong about you, son. I thought you might respond to reason. But you’re just a silly bloody jerk and you do as much speeding down Pine Road as you want to. That’s your level and quite frankly, son, if you were burning up in a firestorm, I wouldn’t piss on you. Goodbye and don’t bother me again,’ — he was wheeling his bike out, ‘Oh, except of course when you’re burning rubber at 2am.’
He biked off and I went indoors. Someone was following and I held the door open, turning — it was Eithne. Of course, she knew exactly what to say.
‘You creamed him, Jase. Wow.’
She watched, leaning against the counter as I cleaned up the stand — not offering to help, of course, and telling me just where I had gone wrong — and she goes on telling me all the problems I have, even though people are listening. Mr Coomber was out again and enjoying it.
She says any boyfriend of hers should be a class act. She says any class act would at least say he was sorry. She could not understand how any boyfriend of hers listened to Mark Miller, a Greenie-peace-nut — like she didn’t suggest it — and any boyfriend of hers would know what to do; any boyfriend who was a class act, of course. She was on her way back to the garage and I could pick her up when she’d finished rewiring a Toyota transmission. Then she goes.
         
Eithne has a very penetrating voice — like her mother — so I’m getting a lot of interested looks now — and if Mr Coomber smirked like that in my maths class, he’d get about a week’s worth of homework. The shop closes at six and my bike is outside. Tonight is Friday; there are a couple of parties and a long fast burn with my mates. Listen, I’m not a good guy but — like — I’ve got my own code and don’t like owing anything.
Even so, what I did next surprised even me.
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There were a few people out in their little gardens when I biked up. Curtains twitching, Venetian blinds rattling and faces peeping over hedges — like I was from outer space.
In my leather gear and crash-helmet, maybe I was. There was an old guy — Mr Preece for sure — out in his buggy, who reversed back into the driveway. I hooked my helmet on the handlebars, pushed aside the gate, went up the drive and knocked on Fred’s door.
From nowhere, a little white dog came yapping out. It shrieked at me — yes, the sound I heard when riding — and leaped up, like I was dinner. Eithne’s mum has a little dog and they are the worst. Anyway, the door opened, a sharp word and the dog shot inside, tail wagging like it would fall off.
         
‘Don’t worry, won’t go for your throat —’ then he registered, looking at me like I was from Mars. ‘You?’ he finally said.
I opened my mouth and shut it. All at once, I didn’t know what to say. I opened my mouth and shut it again. I must have looked pretty stupid, then looked past him at something on the hall wall. ‘What the shit is that?’
He looked back. ‘That? One propeller blade from the Lancaster bomber; it had four like that and my wife cussed this one every time she tripped over it on the way to get breakfast. Was that what you came to see?’
I would rather kiss Mark Miller’s arse than say this. ‘Listen, that was sort of crap, what I said. I won’t burn past your place any more, but I can’t answer for my mates.’ I had to open and shut again before going on. ‘And that stuff I said to you was not on, okay?’
I turned to go and could not believe his next words. ‘Fair enough, Jase — want to come in for a beer?’ He was smiling. ‘You don’t have to. The way society is these days, probably think I’m after your body. But I’m not.’
He was right about society. Our last librarian, Aileen Gardner, was accused of having it off with Tom Wilkins, a Year 13. So she left and so did Tom — not together. Anyway, I wanted to know what he was about — and a bunch of Oldies surely could not screw my reputation. Anyway, he was in his eighties and I could kick the shit out of him — why was I even stopping to think all this crap? 
         
So I went in, looking at the huge propeller leaning against the wall, massive blades of dark polished wood. Fred ran his hands down it. ‘Four of these to suck air into the engines — and four engines, just to get us airborne —’ his grey-white eyebrows perked — ‘So we could burn all those women and kids.’
         
On the wall opposite was a sort of montage of photos framed together like those of my aunt’s wedding day; photos of guys about my age in sweaters and leather flying gear, or just dark uniforms. Aircraft too, big black ones with four engines, massive jobs with guns sticking out everywhere and these guys posing by the huge wheels, or perched on the wings like they and the planes were good mates — bit like us posing on our bikes.
‘Real bunch of war criminals, aren’t we?’ said Fred. ‘That’s me.’
A young open-faced guy with a big grin. His finger, old and nicotine-stained, moving to others. Netley, got the chop at Nuremburg. Tregear and Peterson, night fighter over Holland. Crosson, lost a leg on the Berlin raid and reckoned he was a lucky bastard. Other names, other young men and even without the photos, it was like he could still see them.
Then we went on down a narrow corridor to his kitchen. It had a table, stove and bench but seemed warm, like he’d spent a lot of time here. On the wall, opposite the table, was an old photo, showing young Fred in uniform and medals, a young brunette woman smiling at the camera, dressed in something white, with lace.
‘Wedding dress, rationing was a bugger, God knows where she got the coupons.’ He paused and his voice went softer. ‘She was the best bloody wife a bloke could have.’
         
There was something strange about the kitchen. It took a moment to register, but the table was spread with a white plastic cover; white cups and saucers, sugar-bowl, milk and the kettle already hissing steam — like he was expecting someone — me? Maybe he was because — as I would get to know — Fred was very sharp.
         
I put it down to second-guessing then. I was wrong.
I was wrong about something else too. An old tape cassette player sat on the table and a big CD-deck on the shelf beside me with more CDs in their plastic boxes. So old Fred let me look at those — even let me sip at my coffee a little. I was definitely out of my comfort zone in this clean bright place that was set up as old as its owner.
‘What —?’
Old Fred slurped the coffee cup to his lips, glueing it under that white moustache. And all at once, this was unreal, like I was enclosed in his time and space, like I was trapped in his prison. This kitchen, the coffee-cups, the light-bulb overhead, these were just out of my zone — out of my awareness. It even smelled different.
‘Looking at my CD deck? Not mine, left by some new-generation, overdressed person from Wellington. They want my recollections because I’m an endangered species. The Second World War and how we thought. My recollections of a single mission and what it was like — as if they would understand.’
He blinked at me over the white plastic tablecloth and the overhead light. His grey-white eyebrows arched up. ‘You don’t understand but that —’ he stabbed one wrinkled finger at the CD deck — ‘that tells it. Then tell me I burn babies.’
         
It was about seven outside and getting dark. I was overdue meeting Eithne and my mates but somehow that didn’t matter. I could hear my own voice croaking somehow, like it did not belong to me.
‘I want to hear it — okay?’
I did want to hear it. And it was like thoughts of Brad and Darth seemed let loose in my mind, like they were chasing into my brain. But watching his thin finger reach out and stab the button made me feel even more undone. But the button clicked and my — unsugared — coffee tasted flat so I put it down, hearing it clatter from twitching fingers.
‘Okay. Let’s hear it.’
Over that plastic tablecloth, his grey-white eyebrows and white-wrinkled eyes looking at me — glaring at me — his voice hissing with a scratchy force.
         
‘So I unloaded tons of high explosive onto innocent civilians and flattened German cities with firestorms, burned all those innocent women and kids — you wanna hear the truth of one mission?’
I nodded.
‘Here it comes.’ He picked up the remote. ‘I hate these fiddly things, they never seem to work.’
It did this time and his voice filled the room. 
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So the next voice I heard was old Fred speaking, sounding just like he did with me. I think he’d had that overdressed PC wanker asking him the same questions that Mark Miller had.
         
—‘What utter drivel! You know the problem with you people — you think we old-timers are fifty years out of date. You are the ones out of date — with us. We didn’t think like you — you can crap on all you like, because we made the world safe. And bombing cities was part of it. Ever heard of Guernica in Spain? So we handed it out to Jerry. Not in our book, not after Warsaw and Rotterdam and Coventry and Liverpool — London, up to ’44 they were dropping those rocket-bombs fast as they could make them!’
         
Now I could hear one of those nice soft reasoning voices — the social rights counsellor at school has one like it — murmuring something about simple vengeance and two wrongs not making a right.
         
—‘Are you really that bloody dense? We had a job to do, so we did it. And those Jerry pilots had the same job and they did it. You didn’t go snivelling up to your commanding officer and plead some fancy bloody neuroses. Cripes, you’d be cleaning out toilets in no time flat. And you were in a team, you didn’t let your mates down, you went city-hunting with them. I did twenty missions and each one, an effing good chance of not returning. How’d you like to sweat out meeting Chop-Sally? Or get on a plane today knowing there was a one in three chance it wouldn’t return? Or come back with a hand missing like Purvis, burnt to a crisp like Hadleigh? Sit every bloody minute of ten hours wondering if some Jerry fighter was sneaking up underneath and getting set to blow your arse off with a dose of slanting music? Ever seen what a 30 mm cannon shell does to the human body?’
         
Here, old man Parkin grunted something and twiddled a knob to speed things up. Muttered something about coming back later (after chucking that guy out on his backside) and okay he’d talked about one mission, his first, Maude to Hamburger City.
         
I didn’t ask what Maude and Hamburger City were. Or slanting music or what ‘Chop-Sally’ was. Old man Parkin was sitting a little rigid by the recorder as his voice sounded again, not like he was listening to something, like he was reliving it.
And, listening, it was like I lived it too. I don’t mean sci-fi time travel crap, but like his words made me smell the cut grass, feel the sweat and tension and see those big old Lancasters. Not as little snap-shots, but solid, real and huge black beasts, waiting to go city-hunting in the night.
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—‘They’d cut the grass the day I arrived. I can still smell it and cripes, I was as green as that grass and a hell of a lot more nervous. Fresh out of training school and still wet behind the ears. I wouldn’t have been flying that night but losses had been heavy and they wanted the new boys to get some experience. I got to the station at three in the afternoon and the station adjutant said I’d be flying that evening, as co-pilot on M-Maude. Lancs didn’t have a co-pilot then so (the adjutant cheerfully explained) I was the proverbial spare dick at a wedding.
         
I was supposed to be twenty but lied about my age, like a lot of them did. I was aged eighteen, one of a family of six until a Jerry bomb landed on our house in Croydon, London. So, flying bombers seemed a good choice but I was sweating now because among all these blokes I felt like the new kid in school.
It was summer, nice long evenings and I got a kit issue. Word was this was a big one, all the crews were out of briefing when I was ready. Hundreds of them, young as me — but different. You could sense the difference, it was how they walked and talked, it was the look in their eyes. I’d have that walk and that look in my eyes soon, but right now I went looking for M-Maude.
There were thirty bombers on this airfield; all the big Lancasters looking like nothing could knock them sideways. Four engines and a bomb load of nearly fourteen thousand pounds. And we were going over in ‘thousand-bomber’ raids, so imagine that tonnage and you can imagine what the German cities were starting to cop. These thirty, each with a crew of seven or eight, that’s nearly three hundred men, plus about that in ground crew. And me, looking for M-Maude.
         
I was glad to be flying Lancasters. They were tough strong aircraft with gun-turrets in the nose and tail — four guns alone in the tail, also upper and lower turrets, .303 machine-guns but capable of hosing out streams of tracer bullets at any stalking Jerry fighter. Lancasters were good fighting bombers.
It was a great afternoon. All these guys sprawled around on the grass, or standing in groups. Shouting and joking, some silent. A game of footer starting, someone even with a cricket bat and ball, some playing cards. And the grass, freshly mown and smelling clean even though the stink of petrol and oil was everywhere. Yes and sweat, and not just from wearing hot gear on a warm day. Not fear but the tension of waiting. So I went looking for M-Maude and that was when I committed about the most classic boner any new guy can.
Cigarette smoke, that was another smell: lots of guys puffing away, some lighting each new cigarette with the butt of the last. One bloke with an unlit pipe clenched between his teeth, another, quite unselfconscious about the teddy bear slung on his shoulder. His mascot. Another bloke with nylon stockings around his neck like a scarf. A lot with college scarves. One guy standing there, I asked him where M-Maude was. He just looked through me, shrugged. Then comes the almighty boner.
A WAAF came up — ‘Women’s Auxiliary Air Force’ to any of you silly new generation listening — a pretty auburn-haired young lady with a few freckles. I should have noticed how some of the blokes turned away, one starting to whistle loudly. Anyway, she tripped along with a set face and a bundle of papers under her arm, on her way to the admin office. I said ‘excuse me’ and — always the young officer/gentleman — took off my hat. I recall every word of the conversation.
         
‘Excuse me, Miss. I’m the new co-pilot on M-Maude. Ah, any idea where — I mean are they parked alphabetically, or something?’
That was meant as a joke. But she looked dismayed, even concerned, like I’d said something rude. Then she sort of looked around and I noticed a few guys looking back. Then she pointed ahead and said quickly, like she wanted to be rid of me, ‘M-Maude is about two aircraft ahead.’ She made to go on, then said, almost hurried and offhand. ‘Good luck.’
I said, ‘Thank you, Miss’ — no ‘Ms’ in those days — and she glanced around, as though embarrassed, then went on. What had I said? So I looked back once, and she had paused, looking back too. Then I looked around and heard a bombardier — bomb-aimer to you people — who said in his broad drawl, ‘That guy is either effing tired of living or effing new, on his first and last run.’
I didn’t know what the hell he meant. Frankly, I didn’t dare ask him. I just went on and reached M-Maude. The crew, me making eight, were scattered around their aircraft, one propped against the tail wheel. I announced myself and there was silence.
Then a stocky fair-haired little guy about my age came over, eating an apple — Pilot Officer James Overton. He had one of those white roll-neck sweaters on and an American flying jacket, pilot’s cap tipped back on his head, one of those handlebar moustaches and sort of angry, tired eyes. He was twisting a little silver medal on a chain as he spoke.
         
‘You my co-pilot?’ He knew I was. All my brand-new kit said so. He spat out a scrap of apple. ‘A bloody sprog, all right, just don’t get us all killed.’
Nothing nice in what he said — but there was nothing nice in where we were going. A few rude words to remind me that war was a bloody business. Then one bloke on the ground, big and ginger-haired, my first New Zealander (mid-upper-gunner, Brian Kilby), gives me a hostile look. ‘Maybe he already has. The first sheila he speaks to is Chop-Sally.’
The other crew looked up and Overton glared around. ‘Shut up!’ Then he gestures at each, pointing with his thumb.
‘Roy Fitch, navigator, knows exactly where we are now, eh Roy?’ Yes, parked on the runway, an old joke this, and the red-haired nineteen-year-old just grins — he’s already done nine missions. ‘Flight engineer, Bert Kibble, who really flies Maude,’ another joke and a scrubby little black-haired bloke puts up a finger. ‘Radio, Callum McLeod, Canada,’ another young bloke but with old strained eyes, gives a little set smile and goes back to reading his Western.
‘Jack Stanley, bomb-aimer when he’s not front-gunner; Brian Kilby, New Zealand, on the top gun (yes, met him); and that chap propping up the tail wheel in case it falls off, Steve Grace — also from New Zealand.’
         
‘North Island, the civilised end,’ says the black-haired bloke and Kilby scowls.
Their names don’t mean much then, but they will later on — well into that awful black night. Then Overton runs through the target data, Hamburger City tonight — he sees my look: Hamburg, a big German port, where (apparently) hamburgers came from. Then a little twist to his lips, ‘Take-off about twenty minutes, see you at the rear wheel?’
         
See you at the rear wheel? He started eating the other half of his apple — twisting that silver chain in his hand — and I sensed the conversation was over. I nodded, still feeling so out of place. I had a bar of chocolate in my pocket but wasn’t hungry. I did want to piss but there was usually an Elsan — portable loo to you — on the aircraft.
So that was the crew. I would get to know them all but right now they were ordinary blokes like me, preparing to fly deep into the enemy homeland because that was their job. And I would see some of them die horrible messy deaths. I went back to the ginger-haired top-gunner. On this hot sunlit field, sweating in my heavy gear, I was already learning their language.
‘You’re a rude bugger,’ I said.
He opened one eye. ‘So I’m a rude bugger — so what?’
‘So what about Chop-Sally?’
He opened both eyes at this and sat up on one elbow. Brian Kilby had done twenty-four missions, one more and he was on ground duties, so would get back to his wife and kids in South Canterbury. He sat up and told me about Chop-Sally.
         
It seems every air force base has its ‘Chop-Sally’. She is the one person — sometimes male — who if you talk to before a flight then you don’t come back. Talk to her and you are dead — your whole aircraft is dead. In one station it was twins. In every station, it’s somebody, in this station it was Sally Brent, the girl I was talking to. Talk to Sally and you get the chop.
‘Do you believe that?’ I said.
‘Ask me tomorrow morning,’ he replied.
In other words, if we are both still alive! My first day and I had to run into some stupid black superstition, not worth crap — except when it is believed. And this big sandy-haired guy, the bomb-aimer, Jack Stanley comes over. He holds out a bar of chocolate and invites me to take some. He’s from Liverpool, just back from leave and got his boy a little motorbike, the kid so delighted that he sleeps with it under the pillow.
         
All this sounds like nothing, but I was never more grateful. Jack was treating me like somebody, as though I did matter. So I sat down and when the siren went, stood up — to be treated to more hoodoo. Remember that stuff about the tail wheel? Well, when the siren goes our captain thumbs me. All of us get together at the tail wheel and — me, half a second later — solemnly flip out their dicks and urinate against the tail wheel. So that eased my bladder and — began — to make me one of them.
We got into the Lancaster and that was more of an education. The inside is basically one long narrow tube. I stumbled through in full flying kit and parachute, climbing over the big wing spar to the pilot’s seat. Mine was a flip-up and I had to stand while the bombardier squeezed past. I was nervous as hell and even wanted to urinate again. Overton knew this — he’d been through it — and gave another of his tight grins as we went through the flight-check.
         
‘Don’t worry too much. Hamburg’s a simple jaunt, a milk run. We’re loaded with cookies, by the way.’
Milk run. I knew what that meant. A soft easy job, like the old horse-drawn cart clopping outside our house and Mum yelling for me to go and get the milk — all long before that Jerry bomber came along. You see, bombs are a great weapon, high explosive packed around thin metal; well, it did for my family and home, and everything else in the square block. All they found was my little sister’s shoe, with the foot still inside. So I had no reason to love Jerry and handing him back some of his own medicine seemed fine with me.
So I was squeezed into my seat, ‘Skipper’ Overton checking everyone and a growing deafening noise, as loud as the cannons of heaven. One by one, those big four-bladed propellers began to turn and spin, and the engines growled, making M-Maude vibrate like a living thing. Ground crew pulled those heavy chocks from under the wheels and we rolled forward down the runway. There were black growling Lancasters taking off ahead of us.
Skip Overton hung the little medal on his control panel, his face set in the enclosing helmet as he hauled on the controls — and we were steadily gathering speed as I looked out the window. Some little groups of WAAF-girls waving to us and — standing back alone — the Chop-Sally WAAF. Funny, but I swear our eye lines met.
         
Just fancy, I thought then and pushed Chop-Sally out of mind, because the engine-roar was even louder, we were gathering speed enough to lift some sixty-five thousand pounds of bomber off the ground. Ahead a red take-off flare soared up and Skipper Overton grunted, ‘That’s us,’ gunning the Lancaster even faster.
Now we were rolling very fast indeed and lifting, airborne, hauling up into the night sky. So I had a job to do and pushed my worries behind, forgetting that silly Chop-Sally encounter. Push down that iron knot of fear in my stomach and forget how the red take-off light sank in the darkening sky like a burning clot of blood.
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So we lumbered airborne, right over a small village. They lived under our flight path night after night, each aircraft with enough bomb loads to obliterate them. Then we spent a blinding dull hour circling while all those other thousand bombers made formation. Different airfields and squadrons, Lancasters, also Halifaxes and Stirlings, those little bloody fast twin-engine ‘Mosquito’ pathfinders and we headed over the dark North Sea to the darker coast of Europe. Sunset was a thin crimson edge on the horizon. I had learned a lot already. In the next ten hours, I would learn a lot more.
         
And — hell — that would come quickly. And I would learn something about hell too — after I had flown over Hamburger City and seen the full awful light of thirty-five thousand people burning alive. So, should I now have regrets? — no.
So, I sat there in the darkness while flying all around us were the other huge black bombers. There was a sudden instant flash far to one side — two had collided — but the others kept going. Some turned back with engine problems, real or imagined. Some droped part of their bomb load to give themselves a fuel margin and God help the aircraft below. Most, like ours, just flew on to Hamburg and let the crew settle down for their long ride.
Roy Fitch, navigator, called out the first course. We weren’t going in a direct line to Hamburg. That would invite all and every German night fighter they could put into the air. Now our gunners were firing off short bursts, to check the guns were working. We would need those guns.
Now we were approaching the Dutch coast. A silver moonlight and the outlying islands like ugly little splotches of dark. From that dark came red and yellow stabbing lines, anti-aircraft fire spurting viciously upward. Searchlights too, like long poking fingers of death to hold the aircraft visible while the 88 mm cannon went to work on it. One black Lancaster bloomed red fire and turned around. Another — then another — also bloomed red and slanted down to the ground, spinning wildly. They won’t get out, the centrifugal forces will pin them inside the plane until it hits water. We watched but couldn’t see parachutes. Just a silver-red splash and they were gone.
         
‘That was C-Claude,’ said Overton beside me. ‘Pilot married a month or so ago, wife with a kid on the way.’ He said this casually, as though it didn’t matter. It did of course; his crew knew their crew, they had drinks together, played darts last night, but he had to shut it out. He was driving us, our eight lives, and that came first.
We were over those silver and black-splotched islands and into dark land. Maude roared loudly around us and already it was bloody cold. Already I was deaf-numb from the loud engines and icy-cold with every breath I drew into my lungs. Now those red stabbing lines fell away and there was nothing around us but a hostile darkness.
The German Defence Command would be watching us, tracking us with radar. As yet they could only guess which city we were heading for. Those little Mosquitoes would drop their path-finding flares on several other cities to keep the Germans confused — maybe. Their night fighters would be waiting for orders to take off. Overton sighed and shifted in his seat.
‘Be a few hours yet,’ he said casually. ‘Pop around and see how the boys are.’
It was to keep me busy, more than anything else. I was still feeling right out of place as I got up, the seat snapping up after me, and lumbered somehow down the dark plane. Flight engineer Kibble ignored me, Callum, the radio operator, gave me a thumbs up and grinned, as he twiddled his dials. Fitch was working on his maps, drawing a line to Hamburg: another turn coming up soon.
         
Then the gunners. Kilby in the top turret, his feet in stirrups. He was looking around all the time but managed a winked downward and a loud whisper. ‘Don’t mind me, Mum always said I had no manners.’
I winked back. It was his final mission so a Chop-Sally jinx was the last thing he needed. The belly-gunner glanced up. I went on to the tail: rear-gunner, Steve Grace, the other New Zealander. Overton had mentioned him, part-Maori and over here getting some agricultural degree till war broke out. Course I knew nothing about Maori then, except the Royal Navy named a destroyer after them. I knew F.A. about New Zealand, for that matter — except that it had a lot of sheep.
Rear-gunner is a damned important job. He’s got to have eyes like a cat. Grace was sitting in front of four big Lewis guns because night fighters usually sneak up from behind and he’s first to cop it. He turned and gave me a big white-toothed grin. ‘Tell the skipper not to make so much racket with those engines. I’m trying to sleep.’ I made to go and he grabbed my arm. Grace was a strong man. ‘Don’t worry, first time’s the worst.’
         
I went back and squeezed into my seat. Overton chuckled softly when I told him what Grace said. ‘He’s an artist with those guns. Got a Dornier last trip just before the bugger got us.’ He spoke into his mike. ‘Navigator, last course change?’ He pulled hard on the controls of the big Lancaster and looked at his watch. ‘Hour to target.’
         
One hour. Of course we would see Hamburg long before then.
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We were in the third wave. Now the German Defence knew exactly what the target was. The pathfinders had dropped their flares and radar had picked up the bomber streams. Then the thirty-pound marker bombs, loaded with phosphorous, heavy enough to penetrate a building to ground level. Ever had a phosphorous burn? Well it just doesn’t go out, even burns under water. So they knew it was serious, and the air raid sirens had gone and the people filed into their air raid shelters and prepared for an uncomfortable night. Just how uncomfortable they could not ever dream of. And no dream either — a nightmare.
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‘Target in sight,’ reported our bomb-aimer.
Jack Stanley, carpet salesman when war broke out, was lying full-length, his eye to the bomb-sights. Maude was roaring and straining, as though anxious to be free of the bomb load in her belly. It was his job to report that, although we already knew, because out of the darkness came something I can remember still.
         
At first it was almost like a false sunrise, still distant and pale in the darkness. I even thought moonlight — but this pale rise was a thin red, becoming thicker and flickering into bands of orange and yellow. Throwing out sparks that spotted across the horizon, as the thin red edge became sharper, then somehow puddling into thick streams of that raging devouring red.
It was a city burning.
Can you think about a whole city burning? Auckland or Christchurch, Wellington or Sydney, Melbourne — if you’ve been there. Imagine square miles and everything within — shops, streets, suburbs, the cathedral, the railway station, the city buildings — all on fire. But this thick red fire was special, growing full of greedy life. Getting closer, the fire was strong, seeming to beat against Maude, against us, in the loud roaring ice-cold closeness.
Closer still, and that spreading mass alive with yellow and orange, as though a glowing fungus was alive in the night. That was what happened when hundreds of big aircraft dropped tons of bombs in a few square miles. When the fires started, nothing could stop them and the bomber streams had already been to Hamburg last night and the night before.
Now the firestorm was starting.
Now that glowing fungus flamed wider and wider, till it was creeping under us. It glowed as though to blind us, but still came the spitting coloured lines of tracer and the pop-thud of 88 mm shells, because Hamburg’s anti-aircraft fire was still working and Maude shuddered as a shell exploded under her wing. Also came the ping-ping of shrapnel, bits of exploded shells, some puncturing through. Once, the searchlights dazzled but Overton was too quick, slipping through their ‘cone’ before we became an easy target for the guns or night fighters.
         
We were up at the centre bombing point now but that word ceased to have meaning. There was just a spreading waste of blinding dazzling fire below and Jack Stanley’s words seemed almost a waste of time.
‘Bombs away,’ he called.
‘Bombs gone,’ replied Overton.
Maude shuddered as she dropped some ten thousand pounds of bombs through the open bomb doors and Skip Overton waiting for the engineer to report all bombs gone — none still hanging up on their racks, they did that sometimes — then the bomb doors closing and Maude bucketing upward — just in time because a shell exploded beneath us — one that otherwise would have blown us out of the sky.
Now Bert Kibble had crawled forward. Bert was a van-boy before the war and his girlfriend had taken off with a Yank serviceman and since he couldn’t really hate the Yanks, who were our allies, he hated Jerry more. Now he hissed with delight.
         
‘Holy Harry, look at that.’
The fires below were everywhere and every colour. They were widespread, gaudy and rich, mostly that awful flaming yellow, like an enormous spider pulling in the flaming strands of its web; clutching closer as we drew overhead.
         
Hamburg was hundreds of years old with all those narrow streets. So when our first wave hit with incendiaries, the old city began to burn. Then the second wave dropped ‘cookies’ and blew apart those old medieval buildings. The fire grew. It needed air to breathe so sucked it through those narrow streets. All the air was pulled in and the fire grew stronger and stronger, like a raging creature, seeking out things to destroy. People.
The firemen and wardens on the streets would go first. Old men and underage boys, because Germany was feeling the manpower shortage then. They would die fighting the fires. Then all those thousands of civilians in the air raid shelters. Some would be entombed alive by collapsing buildings. Many would stay in the shelters until it was too late to run and the growing fire-monster burned them to a crisp. If the fire did not reach them, then the heat melted them together or shrunk their bodies to half-size.
And those not touched by this, died anyway, from suffocation because the fire sucked all the air into its greedy red heart
A lot tried to run for it. Mothers with babies, old people with a few possessions. But it was too late for that because the air was being sucked through those narrow streets with 100 km/h force. People were bowled over and carried with it, into the fire itself. Those strong enough to go on died from lack of air. A lot thought they’d be safe in the rivers or canals but heat boiled the water. The firestorm was at full bloom when we saw it and there was nowhere to hide for all those thousands of people.
         
So the spreading ugly splash-marks that had once been Hamburg, fell behind. A town seven hundred years in the making lasted some two days. Jack Stanley, who saw his beloved Liverpool streets burned in the Blitz, raised his face.
‘God help the people under that.’
‘They’re Jerries,’ spat back Kibble.
‘God help them anyway,’ muttered Stanley and turned his face back.
I would have liked to ask Jack Stanley why he said that, but never got the chance. We had a course to set for home and more long dark cold hours lay ahead. The glowing mass that had once been the greatest port city in the Baltic fell further behind and Skip Overton sighed.
‘We can start worrying about the night fighters now.’
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Not that we’d ever stopped worrying about them. Twin-engine jobs armed with radar and cannon — God help the bomber stream they got amongst, our ships would get knocked down by the dozen. They’d sneak up in the night and cut loose at point-blank range sometimes, with their cannon.
         
Most had forward-firing 20 mm and 30 mm cannon and the polite ones (explained Skip) aimed at the wing to cut the fuel lines between the engines. That set the wing on fire and the crew would have to bale out. The not-so-polite (he said), maybe with family in Hamburg, just shot us up from the tail, beginning with the rear-gunner and working through. One 20 mm shell in the right place, let alone a couple of dozen, could make a hell of a mess. And there was something a lot worse coming in about then. A new night fighter that played slanting music.
         
The new Heinkels and the Me 110s had them fitted. Instead of forward-firing guns in the nose, they were angled upward behind the pilot. You see our Lancs had no belly-gunner then and they could sneak up on this blind spot then just plaster us nose to tail. I’m not sure which version we got but about 3am, getting on to halfway home, one of them was sneaking up on us.
Skip Overton asked me to do the rounds again — as much to keep my mind off things because co-pilots spend a lot of time twiddling their thumbs and looking at the instrument board. So I did. Flight engineer first and I got the same look from Kibble.
Roy Fitch, the navigator, shone a little pencil torch briefly on a straight line he’d drawn through the European heartland, across the North Sea to England and he grinned — we were on the home run.
Or so we thought.
Callum McLeod was still glued to his radio but found a moment to show me a photo, again, briefly by torch-light. It was of a girl in a light summer dress (yes, we still called them girls, although the dreaded PC has taken over now and they have to be ‘women’), laughing with one hand to her hair, blowing in the wind. Picnic scene or something, back in Winnipeg — his girl.
         
That was good. It was a moment of acceptance, as though he forgot the Chop-Sally stuff, and I moved on down the tail. Steve Grace was sitting at his guns and half-turned. No good rear-gunner takes his eyes from the black outside through his outward-jutting Perspex turret. It mists up a lot and most, like Steve, bash out one panel for a good clean glimpse into the night. Of course the night wind freezes them to the core, but also keeps them awake. He turned; I will always remember that grin, full of strong white teeth.
‘How’s it going, Steve?’
‘Pretty good.’
He paused a moment and I thought the conversation was over. I made to leave and one strong gloved hand stopped me. His voice too, although he kept his face forward.
I can recall every word he said.
‘Fred, you ever been to New Zealand?’
‘Nope.’
‘My folks are outside a town called Hamilton. My dad’s got a dairy farm there, my girl is there. Ah, hang onto this, okay?’
‘Okay’ was the new American word, then. He took something from his neck — not taking his eyes from the guns — and passed it over. ‘After we’ve landed, you give this back to me — okay?’
         
‘Okay,’ I said uncertainly.
There was no light but moonlight out the back that sent only silver slippery shards into the Lancaster like moonshine into a broken pot. But enough for me to see a long pendant, whose solid dark green even seemed to suck in moonlight. Steve’s voice, measured and just above the engine-flow, was somehow detached.
‘My dad gave me that when I left home. He said it would bring me back.’ He then said, maybe in a way I didn’t understand, ‘This is our last trip and I don’t feel good. So you mail that home — if you have to.’
If I have to? Meaning if he was dead. Suddenly, I did not want to be having this conversation. As though he saw something in the darkness that I could not.
Steve kept on talking, both hands on the gun triggers, his eyes ahead. I can still hear his voice, just above the catchy roar of Maude’s engines.
‘Twenty-sixth mission, Fred, we’re on our way home. My farm’s over a headland and the silly-bugger sheep are always falling off. Great beach, an estuary that goes out for miles. Shellfish, jeeze you can stub your toes on them. Well my first day back, I’m going to get a bucket-load. Soak them overnight in fresh water to get all the sand and grit out of them. Steam them, a dose of vinegar and pepper, a crate of beer and make a pig of myself. Sound good?’
‘Sounds great,’ I said.
He was still holding my arm and let go. He was still looking into the black-streaming night and — I think — his thoughts far away on that headland overlooking the silver-sanded beach. I always remember that and the next thing he said.
         
‘I want that back when we land.’
‘Sure.’
I was halfway back to my seat when the cannon-shells hit — rather they stitched an unholy exploding stream up the aircraft. That German fighter had snuck up close enough to cut loose an awful black nightmare. I was thrown back to the tail and heard Steve yell.
‘Got him — got him!’
I didn’t know then if the Jerry fighter was forward firing or upward slanting. I did know that he’d dealt one hell of a blow to us. New guy maybe, opened up too soon and left himself open for old hands like Steve and Skip. Skip sideslipped at once; Steve cranked his four guns down and plastered the dark shape below from head to tail. From the top turret, Brian Kilby joined in on the night fighter below, laced by streams of white stinging tracer, already a mass of flames as it slipped down into the darkness.
Seconds it took, just seconds and the inside of Maude was shattered, cannon-holes blasting in cold moonlight and a screaming chaos. I lumbered down the aircraft quick as I could, Skip would want a damage report. Callum McLeod was bunched over, screaming; an exploding cannon-shell had blasted his foot and ankle. Bert Kibble yelling because three fingers of one hand had been blasted off. A well-trained crew this, Kibble and Roy Fitch had already grabbed the first-aid kit, I was just in the way. I went on through to the pilot area and Skip was wrestling with the controls and feathering the starboard inner engine.
         
He was okay. But I wouldn’t have been. One of those shells had torn through my seat and went out the windscreen without exploding. It would have torn right through me too. I was stunned and breathless, cold air screaming into the fuselage as though Maude was howling with pain. Skip strained on the controls with an immense effort and shouted to me.
‘We’re not too bad,’ he yelled, ‘Check Jack!’
I scrambled forward down that little stepway to the nose, then stopped because there was nowhere to go. Two shells had exploded in there and blasted most of it — including Jack Stanley, bomb-aimer, out into the black night. There were just splintered edges of Perspex but nothing else, bombsight, bomb-aimer, all gone into that black. I turned to go up the stairs and got to the top — then threw up.
Skip just grunted. ‘Hang on, Fred. It’s a bloody long way home.’
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It was a bloody long way home. Stanley gone and McLeod pumped full of morphine, one engine out and the fuselage like a colander. But those Lancs were tough, built for punishment and anyway, we had no choice. You didn’t bale out, that wasn’t on — that was letting your mates down too. Skip knew this. He also knew that the pilot was last out, holding the plane straight so that the others could go — and too bloody often, never got out. But we were operational, Roy Fitch still on his feet. Kilby too, and Steve Grace, but we were all badly shaken up. But Lancs had come home hit worse than Maude and we were on our way there, Skip struggling to hold the controls in the freezing blast from the broken windscreen.
         
Roy Fitch was shaking like a leaf — a cannon shell just about parted his hair — but he set a course for us, his face peppered with bits of radio casing. I was soaked in nothing but my own sweat but even that was ice-cold. And Maude shuddering and groaning around us, starboard wing dipping and now the starboard outer making a funny noise. Bert Kibble could maybe have dealt with that, but he was unconscious.
Fitch came up with a course. We were on the German border now, getting out across the ‘low countries’, Holland and Belgium: German occupied and just as dangerous. There was radar down there and more anti-aircraft and searchlights. There were more night fighters too, even those single-engine ‘Wild Boar’, because their defence command knew our route home. They knew what we’d done to their city and they wanted revenge.
Even so, the night sky over Europe was a bloody big place and we crept over, losing altitude until the silver-dark channel was in sight. Searchlights were coming up, those long pale fingers like death poking a hole in the sky, but we slipped through. Beside me, Skip strained and pulled on the controls in the howling darkness. Shore defences and radar didn’t get us, or one of those evil flak-ships.
         
And me sitting rigid, all that Chop-Sally stuff sounding so incredibly distant now. Ice-cold, Maude howling in the blackness, looking out for telltale flickers of flame on the engine cowlings. Skip Overton ‘feathering’ the starboard outer now but we’d — just — manage on two engines. We — just — had enough fuel to get over the North Sea ahead — just.
What the hell was I doing here! Jeeze, I was a schoolboy and lied about my age like the big stupid idiot I was. Those were the thoughts racing through my head, hell, I’d never had a drink, much less kissed a girl — that was like having sex with her in those days — and here I was, thousands of feet up in a dying aircraft with wounded men on board, and Jack Stanley who winked and gave me that chocolate — hell Jack, I thought, just rags of flesh and bone on some German field, your little boy asleep with the motorbike under his pillow. Your wife (Edie?) — she’ll get a call from the station tomorrow, like a few hundred others but they won’t tell her exactly how you died — they never do.
And I was here and scared shitless but in this company, just getting on. Going on eighteen, joined up to bomb civilians I never knew, and if I got through this one — a big flaming ‘if’ — then I’d be out doing it again tomorrow. Apprentice at Dad’s grocery store, that’s what I should be doing now. Crazy thoughts, stupid, that made no sense, his voice, ‘Nothing like a good English pippin, lad.’ I could hear his voice, even taste that apple and laugh when he put up the sign, ‘Yes, we have no bananas,’ because in war time Britain, nobody had bananas. Had we all gone bananas? The whole bloody world had, yes. Dad said we could have stopped Hitler in 1935 but it was like World War One had never taken place and here I was, smack in the black howling middle of World War Two and a whole city in flames behind me.
         
Skip leaned over to nudge me and shout above the howling slipstream. We both shouted and the icy gust hit our raw throats when we breathed in. ‘Good work Fred, we’re over the North Sea.’ We were, silver-dark under us and not so much as a single white flicker of tracer in sight — ‘Soon be home for eggs and bacon.’
He didn’t believe that because he was too smart — streetwise you’d say now — but we did have a chance. Might have, but some Jerry fighter got locked onto us. Just out here in the black North Sea, trawling, maybe thinking to head home for his eggs and bacon, then he saw us. He was low too — lower than us — maybe couldn’t believe his luck when that big dark four-engine bird filled his sights. He was under us, under Steve and his rear guns and he began to sneak up.
Closer, he could see we were in trouble. One wing drooping, two dead engines and Maude looking like someone set about her with a giant hammer. All he needed was a quick burst at the port wing, start a fire there and watch us head down. But this guy was a killer and whatever his reasons, he was out to kill us. He was close enough, maybe three hundred metres down, what they call a perfect no-deflection shot.
         
And that hell-breaking sound again as the cannon-shells gutted upward into Maude’s wounded belly, splitting, tearing and slashing like a giant knife. The controls bucked under our hands and something smacked hard and splotchy on the side of my helmet. At the same time I saw Skip’s gloved hands go from the controls, he was slumping away, I grabbed them myself but Maude’s shattered nose was tipping sideways, that deadweight starboard wing fell and I glimpsed more fleeting red chunks of tracer underneath, then the dark shape of the night fighter itself and the rattle of Steve’s rear-guns.
Then Maude not only slipping but going into a spin and we were all dead because the spinning centrifugal forces would pin us inside. Even if not, I would have to stay while the others — those still alive — tried to get out and I remembered, with sudden clarity, the smell of freshly mown grass and Stanley’s wide grin as he handed me that chocolate bar.
And even thinking of this, I was kicking the other rudder sideways and hauling counter-sideways on the controls. They were tough, so tough that I exerted all my strength and someone in my helmet was screaming fearful obscenities because I was fighting Maude’s whole bulk, harder, harder, the sweat and muck in my eyes, something thumping against me, then suddenly — Maude gave a wracking shudder and pulled out, I swear one wingtip skipping the black wave tops. I pulled the control columns back and the big aircraft somehow lumbered upward.
I don’t know how long that lasted. Five minutes, maybe less. But the wind blasted through the broken windscreen, hitting me like a hard icy smack in the face and I pulled on the controls, stabilising Maude, opening my mouth to yell for a course and damage report — then shit, that thing slumping against me was Skip Overton’s body, just his body because a cannon shell tore his head off and that thing hitting my helmet was his head, that muck and stuff sticking on my face was his blood and brains.
         
And I had no time to think of this, or the awful taste of blood-muck on my lips because Brian Kilby was beside me, down from his gun turret, reporting that Roy Fitch was dead; Callum, the poor bugger, had more shell splinter wounds in his arse and back; and Kibble was still unconscious. Half his face ran with blood from shell splinters and he checked, looking ahead to the shattered nose — Jack Stanley was a mate of his.
I had bloody everything to think of, yelling to Brian to look after the others and prepare for another attack, even for ditching into the sea, because that damn night fighter was still out there and even now making another pass. Following us down and more solid red lines of cannon-tracer were flying past the shattered Perspex. Then a long rattle of guns, another, and the red tracer stopped. And out of nowhere, inside my head via the intercom, came this gasping voice.
         
‘Think I hit the bugger, Skip. JU 88, peeled off into cloud, can’t see him now …’
‘Steve?’ I yelled. ‘This is Fred, are you hurt?’
It was chilling to hear his voice this time … It was faint and somehow resigned, not in pain but as though he was seeing something past us. As though he was relaxing, even amused, and everything was slipping away. ‘Get Maude home and make sure you …’ Then his voice slipped away and I told Kilby to get back and check. That wasn’t easy because the second lot of shells had blasted bigger holes and, twice, he had to stop and beat out small electrical fires with his leather gauntlets. He got back and one look told me. Steve was dead and he’d known it like a lot of guys did. His little jade pendant was in my pocket and now we were making our unsteady way to the British shoreline.
         
Two things saved us. One, that both night fighters tried to kill crew and not shoot out the fuel lines or engines. Second, we were on a more or less straight line from Hamburg. Four crew gone, blokes I seemed to know so well but had hardly met, two wounded, me and Kilby left. Now the British coast slipping darkly below and thanking my bloody lucky stars that our airfield was coastal — and that there were no more night fighters lurking among those lucky stars.
Maude was staggering and wheezing on those two engines. Most of the internal systems were shot up with more fires starting. Brian had no gauntlets left so he beat them out with his hands. Maude staggered and shrieked, the icy wind blasting through, jumping and shuddering, both wings riddled and the fuel gauge dropping as though it had a lead weight on it. On course, so far as the compass told me (the radio was dead), so this was a one-shot landing.
I still don’t know how I made the airfield. Kilby managed to scratch up some kind of reception — it was the following morning then — and we somehow made a course. Maude was jumping and shuddering, that awful screaming airflow dinned around us, frantically keeping trim because one wing kept dipping. Kilby was beside me, yelling, ‘Airfield ahead, Skipper.’
         
‘Get McLeod and Kibble ready!’ I shouted.
Operating the controls, there was a lurch as the undercarriage came down. I had no way of checking both sets of wheels were okay. I would not get out. It was just too bloody difficult and I could not move. Just sat there, hot as hell and cold as hell, the sweat pouring off my mucky sticky face and the blast of air hitting me from the windscreen. I had scratches and bruises, one lump of Perspex in my cheek, blinking blood from my eyes. Blinking out enough blood to see the airfield ‘Sandra’ lights ahead and that damn starboard wing still dipping.
And we were much too fast and this was death and I was aching head to toe — and right then, the port inner engine caught fire, I didn’t have enough power to stay in the air. Maude launched and Overton’s body rolled against me — Jeeze Skip, you did not deserve something horrible like this, I thought — Kibble was out of his morphine sleep and screamed in pain, ‘You bloody stupid fool, you and Chop-Sally —’
         
That’s gratitude for you, I thought as I flew into the ground.
It was just about the worst landing ever. Maude screeched like she was human, there was a wave-burst of sparks as the starboard wing hit first, then the body and that twenty-ton monster flopped down like a solid giant force slammed up against us, and we were crashing forward like a runaway express, a dinning deafening screech, we were running out of runway and I hauled again, you can’t broadside a Lancaster but I near as dammit did and the whole starboard wing tore off, one engine and propeller cartwheeling ahead.
         
Then another inhuman scream as Maude slewed further over, the port wing sticking in the air. Dazzling fire bloomed, the port wing this time, but we were stopped and I sat in my straps like the whole damned force of the world had slammed into me. Maude was dead — nearly dead — but this insensate machine still had the power to kill. Flames all around me and a blackness coming over, my hands and legs did not belong to me, Brian Kilby shouted over the spreading red flames, ‘Skipper, I need help.’
Skipper. Second time he’d called me that, a split-second to react and those arms and legs, not mine, got me out of the seat — Overton’s body falling over, stumbling across that wing spar. My leather-gloved hands could not move, they’d been holding the controls for too long, the seat flapping up behind me — that still worked — and somehow, like the worst beached whale ever — I made it over the wing spar.
Now the flames were bright and red, oven-hot — when the fuel tanks blew, then they’d be a blast furnace. Kilby was raising his red face to me as he dropped out of the hatch, pulling McLeod after him. Bert Kibble was moaning now, I grabbed him then thought — is Steve still alive? — even then, the fire intolerable, should I run back and check?, then a whole furnace blast rolled over me and I tumbled out, pushing Bert Kibble before me, through that too-small hatch.
         
Then — last impossible moment for going back for Steve — I dropped through, my tunic snapping on the hatch, torn free. Kibble was lying below, making a terrible cry as I grabbed him — you bad-tempered bugger, you don’t deserve this — but with legs and arms that still were not mine, I hoisted the screaming Kibble on my back, tottering on my bewildered legs through flames, more flames, thinking Steve, I hope you are dead.
         
I ran on my leaden legs, face sticky and swollen, Kibble screaming on my back.
Then came this almighty ‘boom’ that shot a white-hot hurricane over us, rolling me and Kibble over and over. I was on fire, Kibble was on fire, we tottered on my numb legs, then collapsed. I had just enough sense to roll over, crushing out the flames on the ground, dragging a screaming Kibble after me, trying to roll him too while the awful exploding fiery death-throes of Maude were folding blasting fire around us.
         
So I tottered and tottered, for one awful moment, wrapped in flames — like all Hamburg wrapped in flames — then I was rolling over again on the solid runway. Never did tar and dirt smell more sweet and life-giving. Tottering up on somebody’s legs and hearing yells like the distant sound of children at play. A lot of people running up, one ahead of the others as I slapped at the burning patches on my body — a month in hospital — slapping at me and Bert Kibble with the smacking sound of bare hands. So the flames beat less strongly and I lay there, bruised, bloody and scorching, but the ground smell told me I was alive and so was Kibble. So did that frantic slapping and I rolled over, looking up at the person doing the slapping.
         
That person staring at me, open-mouthed and wide-eyed, after that awful fire storming and shattering twelve hours, was the very last person that I expected to see: Chop-Sally.
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Kibble, that bad-tempered self-opinionated little guy, recovered from his wounds and three years later — the war over — I got a much re-addressed postcard from him. He went in and out of jobs, I got another postcard, then a letter from his widow in 1960 — he was working on the London Underground tube system and fell under a train. Or, her letter implied, let himself go. Poor Bert, he was on my list of people to visit.
You see, we all went on to other things. I had a special directive from Steve Grace that would have to wait till the war was over. Callum McLeod recovered and went on to a second tour and ended up in a prison camp. So he survived the war but those camps were nearly as bad as active service, maybe worse in some respects. I got some letters from him but he hit the bottle and died in a car crash in 1970 — right after his last Christmas card.
         
Me and Brian Kilby became friends after the war. I think we were holding on to what happened in M-Maude. But I did go to New Zealand — one of the ten-pound Poms — and stayed at his Christchurch place a while.
All the time, that memory of Steve Grace was tugging at me. I went north and met his folks. I gave them the greenstone pendant and his mum hugged me. I had those shellfish seasoned with vinegar and that crate of ale — his extended family joined in — and it was good but would have tasted better with Steve beside me. And from that fire-storming moment over Hamburg, my life slowly got together — a lot sooner than some.
I was lucky. Never realised all these damned years just how lucky.
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Hell, must’ve been nearly midnight when the old boy finished speaking. Or when his voice finished speaking, if you know what I mean. It was weird and I can’t, like, find the right words. It was like I’d been up there in those ten hours of freezing blackness with him. It was like waking out of a really bad dream — no not bad, just incredibly real because Fred Parkin was just about my age when it happened. My age, and that made all the hooning on bikes stuff seem like kids’ games.
         
I think he was only going to play a bit of that CD, but it went on and on and when it stopped in a scratchy muttering, he just sat there. We were in the dark too, hadn’t even turned on the light. I did it now and he blinked, but he hadn’t been sleeping, he’d been back over Hamburg.
‘Was that the worst one you did?’ I asked.
He shrugged and took a little time because his eyes looked, sort of, like they were still seeing the fires and that black awful stuff in Maude. I think he’d been playing that in his mind, long before it went on CD. It blew me away and somehow the kitchen seemed more unreal than that — hell, it was more than sixty years ago. Forty years before I was born. Then it was like he remembered my question.
‘It made the others seem easier.’ He looked up at his clock on the wall, it was dog-shaped with the tail clicking. ‘It’s late — you’ll want to be going.’
‘Yeah.’
I did want to be going but then I didn’t. I felt like there was something missing, like I was out of place. Nothing I could put into words except, ‘You’re an incredibly brave guy, you and all the others, and I’m a stupid kid who knows shit,’ and of course, you can’t say that. Well — I couldn’t. And in a detached funny way, I could still hear the thundering engines of those Lancaster bombers.
Yes they were thundering but that was another weird out-of-sight thing because the dog-clock was clicking its tail and my coffee cup was jarring in the saucer. That noise was bike engines roaring down the road from Pine Hills. And I knew all those engines, they were my mates, louder and louder as they passed the house, the dishes piled in the sink clattering together.
         
That old picture of the family on the wall slipped a little. Fred got up to readjust it — maybe he had to do this every time — maybe sitting up late because our bikes wouldn’t let him sleep.
I don’t like feeling sort of like shit. Sort of out of place and awkward, like Eithne using a lug wrench on a transmission. I was sitting here, listening to this crap, yeah, one bike braking, doing a U-turn and roaring back. I knew that engine, Darth’s big Triumph, braking hard again as it turned outside.
Yeah, they’ve seen my bike, I thought, and me not there. They’ll think Fred Parkin got the cops in — even thinking that, hearing the bike do another U-turn and heading back down the road, I wanted to be anywhere but here.
Fred did not want me here either.
‘I’d better be getting back.’
‘Yes, you had.’
So I walked back down that corridor to the door, past that montage of framed snap-shots that must have held a lot of Fred’s life. Looking at the crew photo and those neatly printed names. Kibble, Grace, Overton, McLeod, Stanley, Kilby, Fitch … and that made me think of something. ‘Hey, did they ever find that guy’s body — the one who got blown out of the front?’
‘Jack Stanley?’ Fred Parkin gave that queer half-hurting little smile. ‘Oh yes, I should have mentioned. Yes, he was blown off and his parachute was a mess. Well, he floated down with only one foot entangled in the harness and the chute half-opened — believe it? A recipe for disaster but he actually landed on his bum in a heap of cow shit outside a Belgian farm.’
         
‘So he made it — that’s unreal!’
‘I never said he made it.’ Mr Parkin was looking at that framed montage like it was a different world. ‘The Belgian resistance got him back to England but he had those eight missions to do. A couple later, he was shot down over Dortmund and a bunch of German farm-workers beat him to death with their spades.’
‘Bastards,’ I said, thinking about that little red motorbike under the boy’s pillow.
Fred snapped out of his dream. ‘Yeah? Well, a few Jerry pilots were beaten to death by respectable British folks too. You don’t know one thing about war, sonny.’
That would have pressed my buttons yesterday — like a billion years ago — but not now. I felt like a ‘sonny’ and he meant me to. He opened the door and the cool night air blew in on my hot face. The night was black and utterly silent, it was about 1am. I went outside and remembered one last question. I turned. Mr Parkin still had the door open but was not looking at me. He had one hand on the door and was looking over my shoulder, so I turned.
We were both looking at Rags, his little white terrier.
Rags was across the rose bushes by the entrance and his little white paws were dangling.
He was dead, his straggly body crushed, hind legs flattened and squashed an ugly black-red colour.
         
I just kept saying ‘shit’ to myself, ‘shit-shit-shit-shit’ like the words were clanking in my mind; there were not enough rude words for this, and they would not matter and I knew exactly how this happened. My mates crashing down the hill and the little dog challenging them once too often. So he’d gone under the wheels. Darth for sure — because he turned and came back. Yeah Darth; picking up the little body and chucking it over the fence.
I know Darth did this. I asked him the next day and he grinned. ‘Yeah got the little rat, steered over it, then went back to chuck it at old Parkin. Hit the rose bush. I was pissed because I was aiming at the front step,’ he sniggered, and that was when I smacked him hard on the kisser. It was for Rags, Fred and Hamburg although not (as Eithne said later) in that strict order. Darth and me aren’t speaking now and that’s fine with me. You see, a few hours back I would have done that too — or at least laughed.
Fred had walked ahead of me to take his little dog from the rose bush. He didn’t say a word and I couldn’t think of any. That little dog was a link to his wife and I felt stupid and helpless. I said, ‘Sorry about the dog.’ Yeah, but he’d seen his crew, his mates, blasted to shreds on the Hamburg run.
I could have gone but I waited. Mr Parkin went round the back of the house and returned with a spade. I took it and dug the grave by a rose bush. I dug through the black soil and even chopped into the yellow clay underneath — like thinking if they redevelop again, Rags won’t be disturbed. Fred waited, then put the little body in, folded the little paws neatly and then touched the little black nose.
         
He got stiffly to his feet and spoke huskily. ‘All right, fill it in.’
I filled in the grave, whacking the earth down hard with the spade. When I had finished he didn’t thank me, but nodded, and took the spade back around the house.
‘Jase?’ came a voice.
I turned around. Eithne was there, at the gate. She’d been hanging out with a few girlfriends at a party nearby then went looking for me. She was near when our ‘Dark Lords’ crashed up beside her, and Darth — full of his clever dog-chucking thing — said he saw my bike outside the Parkin unit, so she’d come down, in time to see us bury Rags.
I didn’t have to tell her why I was there. She saw it in my face and this is the really great thing about Eithne, she understood and kissed me; me feeling however many hard-yards were ahead, she would make them worth it. So I kissed her right back, a real big pash and — of course — right when old Fred came back around the side and saw us.
‘Is this your young lady?’ he asked.
‘No, he’s my young man,’ said that scary woman without batting an eyelash, ‘if he behaves himself.’
He invited us back in for a cup of tea. But I said no, I was suddenly scared of being too wuss because I still didn’t understand him. Maybe, thinking then, I would go to an Anzac Parade — yeah and take Eithne. Just thinking, maybe I should get locked into that stuff.
         
‘Well do come back sometime,’ he said and turned to go indoors. Turning — yes and smiling, ‘Not on your bikes at 2am.’
I was going to say ‘okay’ but Eithne beat me to it. She really is a pushy bitch.
[image: ]

So that was about that. I didn’t see much of Fred after that and we left the Pine Hills alone. Eithne’s got me on this management course and her dad reckons I should dig my grave and jump into it. She got me along to an Anzac Day parade the next year too and I kind of liked it. I mean, I felt something because I knew a little about where all those old guys had been and grateful that I didn’t have to spend my good years doing the stuff that guys like Parkin did.
I saw him at the Anzac Parade. Course I’d seen him a few times before that. He came over and we chatted a moment. He told Eithne to keep looking after me — why do people think she’s got me on a leash? Then I remembered that other question I was going to ask him at the door — before we saw the body of little Rags.
‘Hey, Mr Parkin — that stuff at the airfield before take-off. Do you know whatever happened to Chop-Sally?’
         
He was about to go over and rejoin his mates. Then he gave a big grin under his white moustache. Just for that moment, his face looked boyish, like in those old photographs.
         
‘Chop-Sally? Oh, I married her.’
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JOONEY’S DAY

AT THE BEACH:
            


Blood, a Banana and

Dreams of Lost Tidapathy
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[image: alt]ometimes, life sucks, thought Sarah. It sucks and sucks and then — for no reason — goes into mega-suck. Although she had to admit there was a reason this time — and it was called Jooney. Two reasons actually, and the second was called Mother.
         
It began the first morning of holidays and Mother brought her breakfast in bed. All of Sarah’s alarm bells went off because Mother simply did not do the breakfast-thing, although she claimed it was for her good end-of-term grades. Sarah was suspicious because in fact she’d been promised something if they weren’t — like restriction of liberty.
Sarah crunched toast and thought she was right to be suspicious — her mother was just a little too bright. She finished her coffee, got up and showered, still with an uneasy suspicion that Mother had something planned. Mother even called up to see if she wanted a coffee refill — entrapment, pure and simple, thought Sarah. But Year 13s had rights too and she had a full social agenda this summer. And she had Jerome to think about — and Samantha.
She dressed, inspected her new hairstyle — Jerome liked a funky bleached look — puckered her eyes and smiled. Have to say it Sarah, voicing it in the mirror, you are coolest of the cool — and what Jerome sees in that overdressed Barbie doll is a mystery — unless he is doing it to press your buttons. Which was all she needed, thought Sarah, considering Mother is also pressing buttons. 
When she tripped downstairs, an alarm bell rang loudly in her mind. Father was nowhere to be seen, he always slipped out ahead of the dirty stuff. Okay, thought Sarah, time for parents to know that she was not easily fooled. In the kitchen, her mother said she would bring down the tray and (again) would Sarah like another coffee? It was just too good to be true.
         
‘Okay Mum, what’s up?’
Mother sighed and smiled. ‘You don’t miss a trick, do you?’
Looking back, Sarah realised just how smart her mother was in the out-thinking game. Mother had come on just a little too strong — thus making Sarah ask the first question. So Mother could then smile (embarrassed) and admit (ruefully) that her daughter was pretty smart. Which (as Sarah also realised later) would put said daughter in a good mood.
So, her smart mother poured them both a coffee, added milk, and sat down, her lips pursing as she uttered the fateful words.
‘Great-Aunt Jooney. She’s had a bit of bother lately and we’re worried about her.’
We? Sarah kept her face straight and listened. We! This is the same Great-Aunt who once said I was spoiled beyond redemption (Sarah had googled that word and the definition was not pretty) and who is half a day’s drive away and lives a hundred years ago on the other side of the moon.
         
So Great-Aunt Jooney had some bother (like that was Sarah’s concern?). Her mother carried on in the same smooth direct tone. ‘Doctor Ellison is concerned about her health and your father and I have this weekend business thing.’
         
Yes and on the morning of ‘this weekend business thing’ we are discussing Jooney? Well Mum, I am going to play this very cool, I am going to shrug, drink my coffee and wait. Yes, look at my watch as though I’m running out of time. Nice touch she thought, Mum’s already looking pissed.
         
‘The doctor’s concerned about her health. He thinks she should be going into a home.’
‘Do you know one that would take her —’
‘At least have some company for a few days.’
Oh no Mum, there is no way you land this on me! ‘Mum — Mother, there is just no way you are going to land this on me. I have a full-on agenda this weekend and —’
         
‘Just a weekend, Sarah. You know she likes you —’
‘What!’
Great-Aunt Jooney was eighty-seven. She was an excharge nurse from the days when they were called ‘Matrons’ — a truly horrible term, thought Sarah — and her last time here she inspected the house like a hospital ward. She had said Sarah’s room was a ‘stew’ and from her tone, a ‘stew’ was nothing nice.
         
‘Just a couple of days; we think someone should be there.’
We? Meaning me, thought Sarah, because you’ve arranged not to be home. Which means I’m stuck with Jooney holding forth in her fractured-violin voice about the modern girl.
         
‘We took the liberty of telling her to expect you,’ said Mother.
Sarah’s mouth opened and shut. How could anyone who looked so nice, be so two-faced? Mum knew about Annalouise’s beach-thing and that Samantha was making the moves on Jerome St John — her boy. And that Sarah planned something at the house this weekend, something not cleared with her parents. All these thoughts passed through her head in a nano-second, together with an uneasy feeling that her mother already had all bases covered. Well, she almost had a moral duty to oppose this because there was a control-freak in every parent waiting to get out.
         
‘Normally Mum I would,’ not forgetting to add, ‘if you had asked earlier. Why don’t you get some professional help?’
         
‘Jooney won’t hear of it.’
‘Mum, I have this party.’
‘You had this party.’
         
‘Samantha is putting the moves on Jerome.’
‘Jerome is far too discriminating to trade you for her.’
Sarah opened and shut her mouth again. It was such outrageous flattery that she had nothing to say. Her mother gave a bland smile.
‘And did I mention the two hundred dollars?’
Bribery now! ‘No, you mentioned three hundred.’
‘Two hundred and fifty — and two days max.’
Her mother uttered that in such a strong and truthful voice that Sarah did not believe her for a moment.
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Her dad drove her over and on the way, kept telling Sarah that he knew she’d come through. That she was a special person and he felt privileged to be her father. He’d got as far as comparing her to Florence Nightingale when Sarah told him to shut up or she wouldn’t do it.
         
It took her mother all of five minutes to pack her bag; her dad all of two minutes to get the car backed up; three minutes while Sarah extracted the payment in advance, noting her mother had it ready — went to the cash machine before she even sprung this deal on me, she thought. Her dad started off again with a big smile that Sarah disliked.
‘Look, we don’t want the old dear to go into a home. She likes that mausoleum of hers and I reckon the doc’s just covering for himself in case something happens. She’s a great old lady when you think about it. Just lives in yesterday.’
‘Like a million years yesterday. A geriatric snapping turtle.’
‘Little extreme, Sarah.’
‘Your words: after she mentioned your hairline was receding faster than a low tide.’
‘Low blow, Sarah.’
You and Mum deserve a few low blows, thought Sarah, as they turned into the driveway of an old villa with a long verandah and gabled windows. The lawn was neatly mowed and blue rhododendron bushes lined one side. Her father jumped out, pulled out her bag and jumped back into the car, flapping his hand at her.
‘Can’t stop, say hi for me.’
A retort came to Sarah’s lips but he was already reversing and driving back down the road. Well don’t hurry on my account, she thought and went up the steps to the verandah. She rang the bell, feeling thoroughly annoyed. Even two-fifty bucks scarcely made up for her social life. She rang it again, pulling out her cellphone and texting best-friend Alison to call her. She rang a third time, longer, and the door suddenly opened.
         
‘Thank you for ensuring the bell works, Sarah. I should have come down the stairs faster but, very selfishly, didn’t want to break a leg.’
Great-Aunt Jooney was very thin and short, coming up only to Sarah’s shoulders. Her frizzy mop of hair was rinsed a light blue and her blue-grey eyes gleamed like lasers. She wore a long white dress, with a high neckline patterned with tiny blue flowers.
‘Good morning, Great-Aunt June.’
‘Come in please.’
She opened the door wide and Sarah did so. Jooney surveyed her from head to toe, her lips set in the familiar disapproving line. When she spoke, her voice was prim and high and just as disapproving.
‘What does your hairdresser use — hedge-clippers? And why do modern girls think it essential to show an inch of bare waist all the time? And I suppose they ran out of material making those shorts?’
‘It’s called modern style, Great-Aunt.’
‘You would have been arrested in my time. And are you waiting for me to bring in your bag?’
Sarah fetched her bag. At least, she thought as Jooney closed the door, this weekend is already unfolding the way she knew it would.
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‘How do you have your tea, Sarah?’
Don’t, tea is uncool, I have a short black or a latte, Sarah nearly said. ‘Ah milk and one sweetener thanks.’
‘Sugar. Sweeteners are full of chemicals.’
Great-Aunt Jooney made the tea with all the neat characteristics of her manner and background. The kitchen was old-fashioned but spotless, thought Sarah, a blue plastic tablecloth over the long table. Two fat tortoiseshell cats slept in one corner. Jooney served the tea in blue-and-white striped cups and began talking at once.
‘I know why you’re here. Well I am perfectly all right and don’t need anyone looking after me. Without wishing to sound inhospitable, I don’t mind if you decide not to stay.’
She gave Sarah a sharp look and went on. ‘I have no television, believe it or not, only an old radiogram but I doubt whether you’ve heard of Des O’Connor or Val Doonican so you may find time a little heavy on your hands.’
Think you can get rid of me that easily? Think I’ll just walk out on you? Tempting, thought Sarah, but so is keeping hold of two-fifty bucks. So she sipped her tea and tried to make conversation. It was nice weather, the flowers outside looked okay and how was Great-Aunt feeling? Mum and Dad were sorry they could not come but they had this weekend business thing.
         
‘That was probably invented by your mother,’ returned Jooney. ‘I’ve always thought of her as somewhat duplicitous. Now I’ll show you your room.’
An excellent description of Mother, thought Sarah as she followed her out.
[image: ]

They were on the stairs when the phone rang in the hall. One of the old-fashioned plastic ones, thought Sarah, fixed to the wall; bet she thinks cellphones are inventions of the devil. Jooney answered and an acid note crept into her voice.
‘Yes of course. I rather thought so. Would you like to speak with — No? Goodbye.’
She led the way up the steps without comment and showed Sarah into a bedroom — also spotlessly neat. The white duvet and whiter pillowcases were also embroidered with the little blue and red flowers. Beside the bed was a small table, a water-jug and a glass covered with a lace doily.
‘I’ve never seen a room this neat,’ said Sarah.
‘Having seen your own bedroom, I can well believe it. The bathroom is down the hall and dinner is at six sharp. If you prefer one of those disgusting takeaways, then kindly eat it outside.’
All of this was delivered in those precise scratchy parrot tones. Jooney went back to the door and paused. ‘By the way, your mother phoned. It seems their weekend business thing will be extended. Something about doubling the money — oh and she didn’t wish to speak to you.’
         
She left and Sarah stood there a moment. Then she flung her bag on the bed with unnecessary force. Her mother had ratted and she knew why. Giving Dad and her more time to play up at the conference and stop Sarah throwing another wild party at the house. And now Jooney knew she was doing it for the bucks.
         
Sarah frowned. Somehow she felt a bit embarrassed — maybe her duplicitous mother had planned that too. She picked up her bag for the simple pleasure of throwing it down as hard as she could. Parents!
There should be a law against them.
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Sarah spent most of the evening texting and phoning in her room and knowing it would be one of those sleepless nights. Alison (with a certain enjoyment) informed her that Samantha was making moves already on Jerome. That she had put together this big Saturday night party at the shortest of notice. Jerome of course was invited, as well as most everyone else in their circle.
Sarah texted and called until voice mails came on and people were too busy enjoying themselves to reply. Great, she thought, a few hours with Jooney and my social life is going pear-shaped.
Dinner had been salad, steamed vegetables (from my garden, said Jooney) and neatly sliced cold chicken. Sarah refused the meat, saying she was a vegan. Jooney made no comment but served her more potatoes. The big cat rubbed against her legs and purred loudly.
         
‘What’s its name?’ she asked.
Jooney had been drinking tea and put down her cup. Did it clatter slightly in her saucer? Was there a pause before she answered, ‘I call him Tidapathy.’
‘Unusual name,’ Sarah had commented.
‘So is Jooney,’ returned her Great-Aunt with the actual prim suggestion of a smile.
She’s not so bad, thought Sarah now, as she sat cross-legged on her bed. There was a little old radio by the bed that looked out of the ark. It filled the air with static whining when she twiddled the knob. The door creaked as Tidapathy pushed in and jumped up on the bed. Sarah stroked him and listened to the loud purr. She remembered that little almost-flinch Jooney gave when she asked about the cat’s name.
Tidapathy. As though it struck a nerve.
She sighed. The house was very silent and she hitched up her pillow and sat back. Her eyelids drooped; now she could hear a faint wailing; sirens, she thought sleepily, hope it’s the cops busting up Samantha’s party. Then she snapped awake because the wailing became a howl and Sarah sat upright in bed.
It was coming from inside the house!
         
She scrambled out of her cross-legged pose, wincing as cramp stabbed one thigh and ran out onto the landing. Jooney’s room was at the end, the cries were coming from there. She ran down, flung open the door and fumbled for the round brass light-switch. It gave a loud snap as she turned it on — and froze a moment with the utter horror of what she saw.
         
Great-Aunt Jooney was tossing on her bed as though it were a trampoline. Her skinny old body was jerking and quivering, her nightgown flapping and from her mouth came that horrible chilling wail. Her eyes were shut tight, Sarah noticed, as she threw herself over, grabbing Jooney’s skinny arms and yelling, ‘Jooney, Jooney, wake up, bad dream — wake up!’
         
For a terrible moment, the thin body continued to quiver and wrench with surprising strength, then Jooney’s blue-grey eyes opened. Her hand tugged as though she were tearing it loose from an invisible hold. Her eyes were full of a blank staring horror and her voice was croaking with a shrill, horrible note of fear and panic.
         
‘Tidapathy … he saw the blood, he knew … the banana …’
         
Then realisation flickered like returning light and something else — like a force shuttering away that terrible emotion. She sat up, throwing off Sarah’s hands, scrabbling on the side table for her spectacles. She put them on, flustered, her voice croaked in that shrill tone for a moment, then the same force made it more composed.
‘Oh dear … was I dreaming …?’
‘Dreaming? You were ballistic!’
Jooney re-settled her spectacles on her nose, her voice catching a little. ‘Oh, silly dreams, I’ve had them some weeks now — probably the heat, that duvet’s far too heavy.’
‘Would you like a glass of water or something?’
         
‘I’m quite capable of getting that myself, thank you. Now, please go back to bed.’
‘Are you sure Great-Aunt, you were yelling —’
‘Sarah, I’m perfectly all right. Now do go!’
         
She uttered the last word with such familiar asperity that Sarah nearly shouted back. The ungrateful old bitch! She just nodded though. ‘Cool. Let me know if you want something.’
         
She turned to go and Great-Aunt Jooney’s voice stopped her at the door. ‘What is that get-up you’re in?
‘T-shirt and knickers?’
‘You look practically half-naked. There are some nighties in the tallboy.’
And you look nearly out of it, Sarah nearly retorted. Then, realising the comment was part of Jooney holding herself together, almost sorry for wanting to be so sharp. Jooney was plumping up the pillows and sitting up, then reaching for a book on the bedside table.
‘You can leave the light on. Goodnight.’
Sarah went out and closed the door. She went back to her own room and gently closed the door. Remembering what Jooney had said, she slid open a tallboy drawer. Inside were three neatly folded, long white nighties, each embroidered with a pattern of those little flowers. Beautiful, she thought, but they don’t belong to my time.
The clock beside her bed was ticking loudly, an old clock with the alarm-bell on top. Everything in this house is out of a time-warp, she thought; even the air seems thick with a dry prickly hush of old closeness. She walked up and down, the floorboards cool under her bare feet. Once she went to the door and looked down the hall. There was a yellow bar of light under Jooney’s door and Sarah sensed it would be there a long time.
         
She went back inside and turned out her own light. She sat cross-legged on her bed, thinking of how Jooney shut off her distress — shutting off her emotions. And with a little tingle of surprise, Sarah realised she had forgotten about Samantha’s party and even Jerome.
She sat there, thinking, as the clock ticked loudly. She was thinking about the silence at the end of the hall, about Tidapathy, blood and bananas.
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‘I hope you won’t find it too quiet here, Sarah. I have no mod-cons of course. I do live in the past a little.’
         
Translation, thought Sarah, as she added sugar to her Weet-Bix, I can leave whenever I like. Jooney was making breakfast when she came down. Sarah’s essayed remark about last night was answered by a clatter of plates and ‘do you want apricots with your Weet-Bix, fresh from the trees, not that awful tinned stuff.’ Sarah had taken the hint — and the apricots — and was sitting down when a solid furry body rubbed against her legs.
         
‘Tidapathy!’ she exclaimed.
Jooney’s spoon clattered in her plate and she looked up sharply. For a split moment, her eyes blanked. ‘Oh the cat. Don’t feed him.’
She nearly lost it, thought Sarah. So why name the cat a name that presses her buttons? And she also knew that to ask would invite an acid response. Jooney’s sitting on something, she thought, not my business. She’d just put the first half-apricot in her mouth when a strident bellowing sounded outside.
         
Jooney’s spoon clattered in her plate. ‘Good heavens, what is that racket?’
Sarah grinned. She knew whose car horn sounded like a bull giving birth to a hedgehog. ‘Won’t be a mo, Great-Auntie.’
         
She ducked out of the kitchen and across the hall. She went to yank the door open, then remembered to wipe the smile off her face. She opened it slowly and sauntered out with an actual yawn that did not deceive the young man behind the wheel of his two-seater Mustang. He pointedly yawned back and grinned. Sarah just as pointedly looked at her wrist-watch.
‘You’re up before nine. Did the bed catch fire?’
‘Just wondering if you’ve OD’d on granny-sitting yet.’
Sarah let herself smile carelessly and give an offhand shrug. Samantha’s party must have bombed if Jerome was up this early. So good-looking in that silk shirt and baggy shorts that only he could wear with style. And the black gold-topped cane he affected — nobody else could get away with that.
‘Did you miss me? I did text.’
‘Nah, felt sorry for you.’ Jerome knew all the moves. ‘Will granny let you off the leash for a few hours? We’re going to Bakkers then the mall — fancy it?’
         
The top coffee place then some shopping, of course she fancied it. And — oh choice — when Samantha saw her and Jerome together! Still, with a boy as cool as this, she practically had a duty to play hard to get.
‘Sounds okay Jer. Moment while I check my schedule —’
A prim scratchy voice interrupted from behind. Great-Aunt Jooney was in the open doorway, the blue-rinse hair in a frizzy halo around her thin wrinkled face. ‘Is that your young man? Well ask him in, or if you want to go somewhere, do feel at liberty.’
         
She went back inside and Jerome put on an only half-pretended look of horror. ‘Young man — you told her we’re an item?’
         
Over this, he was opening the door and motioning to get in. Sarah had her wallet in her pocket, her top and jeans would pass anywhere and she badly wanted to spike Samantha.
Then, suddenly, she remembered last night and this morning. Jooney was holding something back — that catching flicker in her eyes — it might happen again. She just as suddenly did not want that to happen.
‘Jer, can’t make it, okay? The old girl’s not too well.’ She saw the flicker of disappointment in his eyes — he does care for me — then he shrugged, with that easy grin. ‘No worries. I’ll call.’
         
And the Mustang was zooming down the drive and doing a neat corner into the street. Sarah stood there, wondering if she should kick herself hard. Wrong and extremely stupid thing to do, she thought, bet he thinks I’m playing hard to get. She turned to go inside and noticed a spiky thin shadow where Jerome’s Mustang had been. A morning shadow; she walked out into the drive and looked up. Sarah gasped.
         
She turned and went back into the house, one hand pushing the door shut — a little hard because it slammed. She strode through to where Great-Aunt Jooney was finishing her tea.
‘Yes, please slam the door, Sarah, I do like the plaster shaken loose.’
‘You old fraud!’
Jooney looked up and her eyes flashed. ‘What —’
‘All this fifty-years-ago stuff, you can’t stand the modern crap, like a telly —’
‘I can’t —’
‘So how come the SKY channel receiver — on your roof?’
Jooney’s angry look became fixed and her lips curled. Her expression resembled a wrinkled pink prune. Then she shrugged and a roguish little smile appeared. ‘Well I could hide the telly but hardly tear down the receiver. Anyway, I only watch the news and National Geographic. Yes and classic movies on TCM because they’re so much better than today’s rubbish.’ She sat with her hands clasped, bowing her head, presenting a mop of frizzy blue-rinse curls. ‘Of course I shall fully understand if you wish to go.’
Still trying to outsmart me, thought Sarah, who yelled at the top of her voice. ‘And don’t play the little old lady act either — jeeze Great-Aunt, you must think I’m some spaced-out hoon with a zero I.Q. You’re shameless, you’re as bad as —’ her mind searched wildly for a comparison — ‘you’re as bad as my mother!’
         
Jooney flinched as though Sarah had smacked her face. ‘How dare you compare me to your mother —’ She stood up and shouted back, ‘You can leave whenever you like —’
‘Like a few minutes ago! But I cared about you, so —’
She broke off. Great-Aunt Jooney was pouring them both a cup of tea from the big pot. Her hand did not shake as she put both cups on a tray. ‘Let’s go through to the lounge, shall we? The sun’s always so good at this time.’
She’s ignoring me! Sarah nearly yelled, then checked. No, it was like last night, Jooney was enclosing her emotions like — like Christmas present wrapping itself in iron tinsel. So she pressed her lips together to quell her raging spirits and searched her mind again for a cool response. ‘Fine by me. Where did you put the telly?’
         
‘My rather large cleaning cupboard. Remembering your bedroom, I knew you’d never find it there.’
‘Absolutely right.’
Another flash from the blue-grey eyes and the lips pursed — in approval? Great-Aunt Jooney picked up the tray and walked out of the kitchen. She knows I’ll follow and she knows I’ll wait for her explanation. No, thinking this to her own surprise, she’s not like Mother, she’s a class unto herself.
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They crossed the hall into a big long room with big glass doors opening to that wrap-around verandah. Green and yellow honeysuckle curled at the windows and the room was oak-panelled, with brightly patterned rugs over the polished dark floorboards. A long sideboard ran along one wall, an old leather-upholstered couch and armchairs before it, fronted by a long coffee table cluttered with papers.
         
Sarah looked around as Jooney pushed some papers aside and put the tray down. The room was airy and warm but still holding that ageing and breathtaking hush of the house.
‘This is great,’ she breathed.
Jooney’s prim smile was bird-like but genuine. She sat down and her long skirt rucked a little. She had no stockings on her legs and Sarah glimpsed ugly crater-like scars above the ankles. Jooney dropped her skirt. ‘Ulcers,’ she said. ‘They ate down to the bone. We had no medicines in the camp so cleaned out the filth with a spoon. You got used to the pain.’
Sarah knew about Great-Aunt Jooney being in a Japanese prisoner of war camp. But that was — like — more than sixty years ago. She knew Jooney got some kind of a medal and her stomach wriggled; she did not know much at all. That made her defensive and Sarah breathed in the same prickly close hush of this old house. For a moment, she imagined a spoon delving into her flesh and scraping her bone.
‘I’d freak.’
It was a lame response, made as she was settling into one of the leather chairs; straightaway knowing how weak it sounded. So she did not pick up her tea but looked — stared under her level eyebrows. She was surprised to receive just as level a look.
‘No,’ said Great-Aunt Jooney, ‘I don’t think you would.’
Sarah sipped her tea and looked around. The walls and high ceiling were a light cream plaster, beginning to yellow with age. On one side of the room was a long dark oak sideboard cluttered with photos, and Sarah went over. Jooney had opened an exercise book and was writing busily.
         
The sideboard was covered with a long fine linen cloth, dotted with those little embroidered flowers. The photos were in heavy wooden or silver frames; they were black-and-white, also with the yellow patina of age. A big ornate clock with hands like long pointed black needles and a silver inscription in the base … presented to Matron June Cunliffe on the occasion of her retirement from St Asaph’s … Among them was a small wooden box she opened. Inside on a bed of faded red velvet, a small bronze cross.
         
‘Wow … this is your George Cross.’ The highest civilian award for valour, isn’t that what Dad had said? ‘You got this pulling patients out of a burning ambulance before it exploded.’
‘Well I could hardly be expected to leave them there.’ Jooney had not looked up from her writing, ‘Put it down, please.’
Sarah was looking at the other photos too. One showed a group of nurses and on the back in faded writing, ‘Nurse Probationers, grounds of Government House, Singapore, Nov 1941.’ Jooney had been there, she knew, and ended up in a Japanese internment camp for the war. She remembered those ugly pitting scars and went back to her chair.
‘Was it pretty awful in the camp?’
‘Well it wasn’t awfully pretty,’ Jooney replied dryly.
‘What are you writing?’
         
‘My recollections of those days. My old nursing order got in touch and asked me to, some weeks ago.’ Jooney said all this in the patient voice that actually meant, ‘Please stop bothering me.’
Sarah finished her tea. There’s something nice and peaceful about this room, she thought. I can see why Great-Aunt spends so much time here. Then she thought of what Jooney said last night. Some weeks now? When Jooney had begun writing her recollections?
         
‘Great-Aunt, maybe your dreams are connected with this writing. Sort of, you know, reliving the trauma?’
‘So you intend majoring in psychology, Sarah?’
Sarah decided that Jooney knew more polite ways of saying ‘shut-up’ than anyone else. She snuggled in the chair and closed her eyes a moment. Here, she felt strangely isolated from the world. But she liked it. The family hadn’t seen much of Jooney — birthdays and Christmases — and Mother always said Great-Aunt preferred it that way. Or did we prefer to think that? thought Sarah. And she’d be too proud to tell us.
She has got problems, thought Sarah. That Tidapathy business. You don’t name the cat after a bad memory. So perhaps, just recently, it’s become a bad memory? And she’s too proud to tell me but I’m going to find a way. She pulled her cellphone from her pocket and texted:
HI J, SOZ ABT THS A.M, DN’T CHOKE ON YR LATTE
SHRT-BLK ACTUALLY, THR’S A THNG @ ABBIES — CAN U BRK PRISON L8R?
            
I CN BUST THS JOINT ANYTIME
C U THERE @ 9

Jerome signed off and Sarah felt a slight tingle of conscience at the words she had texted. She was here because she wanted to be and — to her own surprise — she felt she knew more about Jooney. She liked Jooney and that almost surprised her too. And maybe the old lady liked her being there. Sarah thought a moment then texted Alison.
THX 4 TELLIN EVERY1 BIG-MOUTH, HOPE U RMEMBRD MEDIA RELEASE
DN’T RECALL BNG SWRN 2 SECRECY. SAM STILL MAKIN MUVS ON J
SAM DUZ NOTHIN LS
IZ IT TRU U GAVE HIM THE BRUSH-OFF?
NO CMNT. TRY BROADCASTING THT
I LIK A CHALNG. IZ IT TRU UR GR8-AUNT IZ OLDR THN GOD?

Sarah nearly texted ‘yes’, then disconnected. All at once she didn’t want to make fun of Jooney. So she texted her mother, ‘THNK U R REALLY SMART, DON’T U?’ and was annoyed to get back a simple ‘YES’.
         
‘You know with those things it is possible to hold an utterly silent conversation. But why does the spelling have to be so bad?’
Great-Aunt had looked up from her writing, her voice as prim as ever. She’s fully recovered from last night, thought Sarah, as though it never happened. She smiled back, putting her cellphone on the broad chair-arm.
‘Everyone’s in such a hurry these days.’ Jooney looked down at her writing. ‘Nobody was in a hurry at Singapore, the war was two continents away. Lucy Black and I had so much fun. It was a very pleasant life, unless of course, one went foul of Matron Sullivan.’
‘Who was she?’
Jooney glanced down at her neat writing again. ‘She was my first nursing supervisor and a real old dragon too — or so we thought. When I helped those men in the ambulance during the bombing raid, she practically snapped that it was my duty … It was not until much later, in the camp, that I discovered she had written up my citation.’
‘Was she in the camp?’ Sarah asked.
‘No.’
Great-Aunt said that flatly and turned a page as though the conversation was at an end. She wants to talk, thought Sarah, but perhaps there’s still too much distance between us. Or — and this thought slipped like an intuitive tingle into her mind — things she’s kept distant are getting uncomfortably close.
         
‘I read about the camps, they sounded bad. You must hate the Japanese for that.’
Jooney looked up sharply and — just as sharply — stood and went to the sideboard. She plucked a photo up and thrust it at Sarah. She went over and sat down again, her voice the same prim scratchy tone. ‘Should I hate them?’
The photo was in faded colour and depicted Jooney outside, in the driveway of her house. With her, two girls and a boy, smiling shyly at whoever held the camera. All three had their hands clasped around each other and — from the styles — it had to be taken about ten years ago, thought Sarah. They were Asian — Japanese?
‘Are they friends?’ she asked.
‘Acquaintances.’ Jooney had pen in hand, ready to begin writing. ‘Hate is a simple waste of time, Sarah. If you don’t like something, the important thing is to find out why it happened.’
‘I don’t understand.’
Jooney gave her little smile. ‘Neither did I for a very long time. Now excuse me.’
She won’t talk again, thought Sarah, not for a while. This is interesting though, she is opening up. And I’m liking it here, still strange to feel that. ‘Hyperactive’ her mother called her, but this morning it was different. The old closeness of the house drew into her body, seeming heavy but comforting. She had not slept well last night and closed her eyes now.
Jooney, she thought, I’m going to find out about you. Might even break that party tonight because friends and my social life seem detached from this old place. She was descending into a gentle but enveloping darkness, whose edges were petalled yellow as those old photos were. The rich old smell of the house was like a thick pervading anaesthetic. The sun was still warm on her face but making the darkness somehow deeper. And into that sun-warmth came the high intrusive shrilling of last night.
         
Sarah came unglued from sleep. Jooney’s book slipped from her lap as she jerked rigid in the chair, her old hands flapping like two skinny birds. She was somehow thrown back in her high-backed armchair, rigid yet quivering, shaking her head back and forth. And from her lips that awful wailing like a kitten in pain.
‘Oh no!’ Sarah yelled.
She tensed, a clattering as she did, and then jumped up, something cracking underfoot. Jooney was still shaking with that awful rigid intensity. Sarah patted her — can’t slap that old face — she thought. Now, with a last wailing gasp, the grey-blue eyes opened, streaming with tears and the skinny body wrenched a final time. An outstretched arm flailed and jerked as though an invisible hand was torn loose. Jooney gave a choked whimper, somehow more dreadful, her tear-filled eyes holding realisation, that horrible whimper becoming words.
         
‘Doctor Ellison …’
Sarah rammed her hand in her jeans pocket for the cellphone, remembered she was texting. It had fallen down — the clatter and underfoot crunch — she’d stepped on it! She ran into the hall, nearly tripping over Tidapathy and picked up the old phone. A neatly-written list of numbers by the phone, Doctor G.H. Ellison — okay! She input the number, stabbing frantically, a click and voice-answer —
         
‘This is the voice mail of —’
         
‘Voice mail crap!’ Sarah shouted.
A voice broke in, male, he’s been listening, ‘Hello Doctor Ellison, I’m with Jooney, my Great-Aunt June, she’s had some kind of attack —’
         
‘On my way,’ retorted a suddenly brisk voice.
And it was only minutes before the big car tore up and stopped. The doctor springing out, and sprinting faster up the steps than his heavy forty-something bulk should allow. He was puffing as Sarah, also running, led him into the big long room where Jooney sat slumped in her chair — she looks so thin and little, Sarah thought — opening her eyes as they came in, even sitting more upright.
         
‘Now don’t you dare —’
‘You know me June, never take liberties.’ Doctor Ellison was square-faced with a slightly flattened nose and long black hair, going white over his big ears. His hands big too, but practised, pulling out a hypodermic, his deep voice authoritative and soothing. ‘Just a little sedative —’
‘Don’t you dare —’
He interrupted with the same authority. ‘We’ve discussed this!’
Jooney sat more upright. ‘I won’t have you taking liberties. And don’t think I didn’t know about you and that silly chit, Nurse Denner, getting her through the back window of the nursing home, after dark, she married a real-estate agent and serves her right, I thought —’
         
Her eyes closed and her head lolled sideways. Doctor Ellison took the needle from that skinny blue-veined arm and grunted ‘bed’. He picked up Jooney in his strong arms and went quickly up the steps to her room. Sarah, following, tweaked the duvet aside and he gently lay her down. He put his stethoscope on her chest and listened. He took her pulse and blew out noisily.
‘Blood pressure’s high, heartbeat not good.’
‘So she’s going to hospital!’ said Sarah.
‘Might do more harm than good,’ he grunted. ‘She laid down the law about that.’
He stood looking at her for a very long minute, felt her pulse once more, then turned and clumped back downstairs. He stopped at the landing and blew out noisily again.
He looked back up, dropping his voice. ‘You’re a friend?’
‘Relative.’
‘So you know about her dicky pump?’ Sarah felt shame as she shook her head and he looked at her. ‘A bad heart? Won’t even think about hospital or a home, she’s been straining herself lately, Lord knows why.’
He rubbed a finger down his flattened nose. ‘Broke this at a punch-up, she set it. Told her I’d walked into a door — didn’t believe me — got a lecture about being a stupid larrikin. Then I picked up meningitis and she didn’t leave my bed for twenty-four hours.’
He looked back up, then at Sarah. ‘I was a first-year intern, lowest form of hospital life.’
So he feels for her, thought Sarah, somehow like the way I do. ‘Doctor, will she be all right?’
         
‘This time. She’s putting herself under some kind of strain. Will you stay with her?’
‘Of course.’
He made to go and turned around. ‘This has been going on a few weeks now. She never mentioned it?’
Sarah’s lips phrased the word ‘no,’ then she said, ‘We haven’t been that close to her.’
Doctor Ellison nodded, his deep-set eyes on her a moment. ‘Well, keep close to her now and call me if there’s any change.’ He was gone. Sarah sat down on the bottom step and passed a hand over her face. It was nearly noon and the same sunlight set dust-motes dancing around the yellowed plaster. That same old-house smell came more thickly into her nose and she sighed, drawing old-house atmosphere into her lungs. Everything was still around her.
I should call Mum and Dad, she thought, a wicked little pleasure sparking, because it would end their ‘weekend business thing.’ Then that wicked little pleasure was flooded with unhappy guilt.
I was not there for her, she thought. Or maybe I was there, just too suddenly. But I am beginning to know about you, Great-Aunt, and this is something between us. Mum and Dad scuttled off so screw them; this is my thing.
Somewhere, one of those old-fashioned clocks was ticking loudly. Feeling unhappiness and guilt wrench in her stomach — a strange and raging feeling — Sarah went back upstairs to sit beside Jooney. 
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She spent the day there, apart from a brief trip downstairs for sandwiches. Nobody called; of course all her friends communicated by cellphones, and landlines were an unknown thing. Doctor Ellison came back in once and gently took Jooney’s pulse. ‘Think she’s okay,’ he whispered. ‘Some tough decisions tomorrow, though.’
         
‘I’ll be here,’ replied Sarah.
He nodded. ‘With any luck, she’ll sleep the night. I suspect she hasn’t been doing too much of that lately.’
Doctor Ellison left and Sarah settled herself down. No party tonight but that seemed totally inconsequential now, and she sat through the rest of the afternoon. Great-Aunt slept on, sometimes her breath hissing a little, once a tiny whimpering sound at the back of her throat. Sarah pressed the wrinkled dry hand tight in both her own and willed her own young life into the dry old body. Once the eyelashes fluttered and she leaned over, whispering, ‘Okay Great-Aunt, I’m here.’
Great-Aunt stirred slightly and the dry lips parted, an almost breathless whisper. ‘Tidapathy …’
Her lips closed together again and Sarah sat there. That name was somehow the key to Jooney’s nightmare, and that reminded her about the cat. It would need feeding and she went downstairs. There was a half-open tin of cat food in the fridge and Tidapathy himself appeared, purring loudly as she spooned it into his bowl. I wish all problems were this easy to fix, she thought.
         
The phone rang as she went out into the hall. It was Doctor Ellison, asking if she wanted a nurse and giving her his personal number. She hung up, reflecting that her stiff, sarcastic and very straightforward Great-Aunt could really impress people to do their best for her. She thought about that George Cross and went through into the drawing room. The pieces of her broken cellphone still lay on the cork-tiled floor like a broken crab-shell and she booted them away. There was something here, something that might help her Great-Aunt.
         
She remembered the exercise book Jooney had been writing in but it had somehow vanished. Sarah did not feel like searching for it, knowing at the same time that she wanted to find out for herself. Great-Aunt was more than just a crotchety occasional visitor now. There was something special here and she was breathing the rich closeness of the house into her lungs. Sarah looked at her watch. To her surprise it was nearly seven and blue twilight was gathering through the big French doors. If her friends had been trying to text it would have ended up in those broken crab-shell pieces.
She sat down where Jooney had. She thought and thought, but nothing came. The hall clock tolled seven and a moment later, the sideboard clock added a lighter chime. Jooney’s pen was on the floor where she had dropped it. Sarah bent to pick it up and her fingers touched the corner of an exercise book. She drew it out — Jooney’s book. It must have fallen when she had her attack and been somehow kicked under.
Sarah sat back, the book on her lap. She was tired, even hungry, but the business of getting up to make something to eat seemed oddly beyond her. Even getting herself a glass of water was too much. The book was upside down so she upended it and looked at the cover. She tingled and looked again at the bold scrawl of words in blue ink.
         
Recollections of lost Tidapathy.

Sarah settled the book on her knee and clicked on the table light beside her. She would glance at the book — not read it — look for a clue about why Jooney was so affected.
Slipped together in the front were some old papers and she pulled them out. A nursing registration for one June Lenora Cunliffe (Probationer), dated November 16th, 1941, made out at the Enid Burwood Nursing Home in Kuala Lumpur. With it, a copy of that framed photo with names on the back. Sarah looked at the shy-smiling, fresh-faced young woman with the fair hair in the back row that was June Cunliffe, a broad-smiling pretty brunette beside her — Sarah turned the photo again. So that was Lucy Black.
To one side of the group, an older woman with a strong round-chinned face and the gimlet stare that Jooney now had. She was straight-shouldered, dressed in a long dark blue frock and a white cap with a long veil down the back. Hell, hate to have her as my maths teacher, thought Sarah and turned it over. Yes, she had guessed right. Matron Maureen Sullivan. And, further guessing, I bet nobody messed with her.
She looked at that open wad of documents again and another smaller photo slipped out. Have I the right to look at these things? It was smaller and just as yellowed, depicting a smiling young man in pilot’s helmet, sitting in the cockpit of a tubby little metal aircraft, a fighter, she supposed from the machine-guns. He was waving at the camera, with a big confident grin on his face. She turned it over.
         
Nick, in his Brewster Buffalo, the swank!

It was quiet in the drawing room. Sarah got up to shut the big glass doors and opened a window. A light breeze carried the scent of honeysuckle and jasmine and from somewhere came the uncertain noises of nightbirds. She returned to the chair and put the book back in her lap. Had she the right to read this? This is another world, something inside her warned, where conduct, social lines, all are clearly drawn and alien to you. She kept an ear open for Jooney sleeping above, and with a queer tingle of decision, opened Jooney’s book. She dropped her eyes to a paragraph.
         
All these white-plastered and splendid buildings and English men in white linen suits, the women in flowered dresses and white gloves to the elbows. Such a splendid statue of Sir Stamford Raffles, the founder. And a real flap when our bus arrived at the home because some of the luggage was mislaid. Matron Sullivan came out and one word from her sent the Malay servants flying in all directions. She made a quick inspection of us and said we were not here to enjoy ourselves, she promised us nothing but hard work, and hard work we would have.
            

The writing was close and small, but clear. Here and there, the pen-marks ended in a little stab or slip as though too much emotion had suddenly intruded. Sarah read quickly at first because her twenty-first-century mind was tuned to headlines and sound-bites. But there was none of this or the brassy quick-fix clichés of the modern world, so she went back and began to read again. This time — impatiently at first — she restrained herself and read more carefully.
That cat, Edith Simms, I’m sure her room window was right by the wall and Matron Sullivan chewed Lucy and me out in fine style. We were put on ward-cleaning duties, doing the sort of things that would have her in front of an employment tribunal these days. Scrubbing — and I do mean scrubbing — the floor and walls, even upending the chairs and scraping the ends of the legs. Well, we returned the favour to Edith, I got Malik the ward-servant to catch a toad and put it in her bed. Her scream sounded like the air-raid siren — not that we ever expected to hear that, save in drill. Everything was just too safe, it was never-never land. Tidapathy.
            

There was a scribbled note in the margin. Derived from Tid’a’pathy, Malay word for never-mind. And a yellowed clipping fell out with the date, December 8th, 1941 written across it. Sarah scanned the words briefly … No accurate reports are to hand but it is believed the attacking Japanese aircraft have damaged several U.S. battleships at anchor, and perhaps sunk one. The carrier force was out of Pearl Harbor at the time. The Governor General of Singapore, Sir Shenton Thomas said today there is no cause for alarm …’
         
Less than a month after she arrived, thought Sarah and why keep that? To remind herself how quickly ‘never-never land’ became a place of nightmare? The shadows closed around the yellow lamp and Sarah felt a close, curious detachment from the modern day. She was breathing in the life-closeness of Jooney’s house. And this precise writing was not just ‘recollections’ but something closer, of life-spirit and reliving dreams. Somehow their personal reality was entwining closely into her brain, tugging her to another time and place. The yellow lamplight becoming a humid golden sun, from deep jungle and scorching silver-white sands.
I’m going on a journey she thought, to the lost land of Tidapathy.
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It was a lovely November and not at all like the bleak awful Britain I left in 1940 for Australia. Mother had friends in Singapore and arranged this, the most sought-after posting. Everybody was very nice and so very British and all the Malay servants had such wide grins and fell over themselves to do things. Everybody had servants because they were so cheap. And even with Matron Sullivan (‘dragon-lady’ the terrified servants called her) to chivvy us along, we still managed to enjoy ourselves. It was literally a tropical paradise and such a perfect part of the empire.
            
There was little to do in the wards. Doctor Phillips was the hospital clown, always doing the cleverest conjuring tricks at parties. He pulled an egg from behind my ear and it cracked — Matron Sullivan ticked him off for wasting food. Even the very senior doctors tiptoed around her. Of course, Singapore was full of troops but there was little illness. Heat-stroke after training exercises, dengue fever sometimes and broken limbs.
Even the wounded and ill soldiers were cheerful and well they might be, because the war was so distant. There was talk about Japan entering the war but this was dismissed as absurd. They did well enough in China but would hardly dare attack the British and the Americans together.
In the first place, the Malay peninsula was an impassable jungle that no army could get through. We had the latest fighter planes and bombers and two great battleships, the HMS Prince of Wales and the HMS Repulse. We had several divisions of soldiers, a hundred thousand I was told and, of course, the great naval guns around Singapore itself, firing huge shells that no invasion force could challenge.
            
I remember one of Mother’s letters. She was so glad I was in Singapore because she couldn’t think of a safer place to spend the war. Of course I was, to use Matron Sullivan’s words, ‘a young flibbertigibbet’ and loved my posting. Not only because it was safe, but also such a wonderful place to meet boys. I was again caught ‘out of bounds’ climbing in the back window after a midnight dance and summoned before her the next morning. She said I should mend my ways or accept I was — in her words —’not the stuff of nursing!’
            
Of course there were the ‘croakers’ as we called them — those who predicted doom if the Japanese declared war. I remember talking to an infantry major one night, hospitalised for leech bites that had become infectious. He had seen the Japanese army in China and said they were good fighters with modern aircraft. He said the jungles were not impassable because there were roads through them. He said the big Singapore guns were for fighting battleships at sea, not infantry in the jungle and Singapore itself was not properly fortified.
Well, Lucy and I were not long in finding ourselves boyfriends. Mine was Nick (Pilot Officer Nicholas Creighton), who flew the tubby little Brewster Buffaloes. He said Japanese planes were made out of bamboo and rice-paper and sometimes fell apart in midair. Lucy’s boyfriend was a subaltern — Angus, of all the names, in the Argyll & Sutherland highlanders (marching through the tropical jungle in their kilts!) and he said Japanese soldiers were bandy-legged, had poor eyesight and needed spectacles. I mentioned what the major said and he scoffed. The old boy had been sent back to a staff job in India.
So that was how things stood. There were parties, light duties and such a lovely sense of Christmas in the air. The Governor General was asking wives and children to go to India or Australia but very few did. And why should they when everything was so perfect?
            
And if we needed any assurance, there were those two huge Royal Navy battleships in the harbour, with enough guns to sink any invasion fleet. Even in a few weeks, one could feel so wonderfully secure, in such an ordered and safe outpost of empire. That is until the morning of December the 8th, 1941. The morning when, to use that dreadful modern expression, ‘everything went pear-shaped’.
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Sarah came awake as though from a dream. And dreamlike, as though this world were detached from her awareness, she placed the open book on the ground and got up. Walking with feet that were not hers — even when a purring Tidapathy pressed against her — she went up the steps to look with eyes that were not hers, at Jooney’s wrinkled peaceful features. She’s an elderly link to that other-world yesterday, who lived those golden days and — perhaps without knowing, Sarah thought — carried the demons ever since. And writing about those demons only awoke them into terrible force.
Saran went downstairs again. She stood by the phone for some long minutes because she wanted it to ring. She wanted at least one of her friends — even her parents — to call her. But even Jerome would not know to look under ‘Cunliffe’ in the phone-book. He would just think she had stood him up — again.
Sarah went back into that darkened room and stood by the window a moment, in the light cool breath of honeysuckle. Then back to that yellow patch of lamplight, sat down and picked up the book. Perhaps the breeze had fluttered a page, so Sarah was not reading all the paragraphs. But she was lost again, quickly, in that gilded social dream-post of empire, which came apart, quicker than a rusty ship breaking at its rotting metal seams.
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I was on the wards, laden with bedpans I remember, and Lucy bustled up, on her way to an appendectomy. ‘Where’s Pearl Harbor?’ she said, then went on, ‘Sounds like somewhere in China, well the Japanese have bombed it but everyone’s talking about American warships and they wouldn’t be in China, would they?’
She bustled on so I went over to a young lieutenant from the HMS Repulse who was in with a hangnail. He became quite serious, Pearl Harbor was the main base for the American Pacific Fleet, somebody had got their facts wrong. But nobody had got their facts wrong, most of the battleships were sunk or badly damaged and Japanese troops were landing at the top of the Malay peninsula.
            
Our battleships? HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse? Well they had sailed to catch the Japanese Invasion fleet and missed it. But the Japanese Air Force did not miss them. Japanese torpedo-bombers — modern aircraft despite what we thought — found, attacked and sank them. Those two massive battleships gone and hundreds of sailors drowned — and the Japanese ashore in Malaya.
            
I’m not writing about the war, enough has been written already. But the Japanese forces advanced more quickly than anyone ever expected. Because the roads were there, because they moved so quickly and — yes, they out-fought us. In a few terrifying weeks — a bad Christmas and even worse New Year — they were nearly at the Johore Straits.
Lucy’s young man, Angus Fitzroy, was brought in, shell-fragments to the lower body. We both knew what that meant, but she was never braver; we prepared him for surgery but there were many ahead. He was conscious, knowing he was going to die. He gasped about how good the Japanese were, always outflanking them, highly trained, fit and toughly disciplined troops. Not bandy-legged or short-sighted, not a pair of spectacles between them.
            
I left Angus and Lucy because there were so many other duties. Matron Sullivan seemed to be working a full twenty-four hours and I never admired her more. I went back to Lucy and Angus an hour later and Lucy was still by his bedside. I remember how hot the ward was and the whirr of the overhead fans. A fat moth was buzzing stupidly around me and I swatted it away. I gently took her hand and pulled it from his dead one. She was in tears and I had to give her a light smack on the cheek.
            
We have things to do, I said and she nodded, recovered and got up. I felt awful about that but Matron Sullivan came by some minutes later and said I was in charge of the ward because Edith Simms was killed in the last bombing. She said I was shaping up well and that meant more to me than the medal.
            
Yes and Nick. Poor dear Nicholas, we had one last meeting, behind the hospital. The Japanese had bombed the oil tanks and there was a thick greasy overhang of smoke in the night air. And the ground was soggy because the water-pipes were so close to the surface, now all broken. So there was water everywhere ‘and not a drop to drink’ as the poet said.
Nick looked awful. He was grimed from head to toe, a bandage around one arm — scorch-mark landing his burning fighter, he said, and joked about never eating under-done steaks again. And saying that the Japanese fighters, like the bombers, were much better than they expected. Flying rings around the Buffaloes and Hurricanes, most of his squadron shot down already. So he’d get back to me tomorrow.
He kissed me — that was very startling for those days — and pulled off his signet ring. If something happened, would I send this back to his parents? We both knew what that ‘something’ was and he said he had to get back and then he ran off. I stood there and can remember the stench of those oil-tanks, like desperation itself. I did not see Nick again and heard later he was shot down over the causeway.
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Jooney, could you not talk about these things? Even thinking that, Sarah knew that nobody had ever asked Jooney to. We just detached ourselves, she thought, we went through the invite-motions like birthdays and Christmases, but nothing else. We let Jooney enclose herself in this house. Yes, and all her snapping-turtle mode concealed a dreadful tearing hurt inside her.
I asked her about the war sometimes, she thought, once when I was doing a project on women in war. She’d make no answer or simply say how little she remembered, she preferred to forget. Now Sarah was reading what Jooney hid, knowing that worse things lay ahead in those closely written pages.
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We knew the end was near but it seemed impossible. The Japanese troops had fought their way down the peninsula, winning every battle. Now they were practically on the Johore shoreline and the causeway bridge to Singapore had been dynamited. Their bombers came over day and night and most of our own aircraft were shot down. Their fighters swooped down to shoot at anything that moved. Singapore city was in ruins and on fire, the oil tanks blazing and all the main buildings bombed.
            
There was a constant stream of men with terrible wounds; legs and arms missing, bodies with gaping holes, too cut to pieces and we could do little for them. Medical supplies were running low and even fresh water. Soon the Japanese would be across the Straits and then the biggest and most powerful fortress in South East Asia, would fall. We were loading wounded into the ambulances all yesterday because they were being shipped out. Matron Sullivan was tireless, everywhere at once. An ambulance caught fire and the stretcher-bearers ran. So I somehow pulled the men out myself and she gave me a scolding for getting my arm burned —’As if we haven’t got enough wounded’ — then unexpectedly gave me a tight hug.
The wounded troops were so brave. They were from all over the empire. There were British and Scots soldiers who called us ‘lady’, and Australians who made outrageous jokes and winked; Malay and Chinese volunteers who knew what the Japanese would do to them and Indian soldiers, little more than teenage boys, who endured pain in silence because they were from warrior races.
Then we were told about going out. A ship was ready to take us and the more badly wounded to India. We must go at night because the Japanese Navy was as powerful as the Japanese Army and soon the Sunda Strait would be closed. A number of nurses and Doctor Phillips volunteered to stay. I wanted to but he said Matron Sullivan would need me and anyway I was wounded, burning my arm when getting men out of the ambulance. My arm was hurting a bit, but I did feel bad about having to go.
            
So we went out that night in a convoy of ambulances that crept bumper to bumper and were guided only by a few torches. Even at night, the Japanese aircraft were overhead and shot at anything that moved. The roads were crowded with refugees, mostly Chinese from the mainland. They crowded around our ambulances and pleaded to be let on. Women held up their children and we had to push them away. I will never forget, however accidentally, pushing a screaming baby in the face.
We had to load the wounded in the same awful darkness, lit by fires and the screams of misery. A fairyland those few weeks before, now darkness and bomb wreckage, acrid smoke and the sweetish stench of decomposing bodies. This was Tidapathy, where nothing bad would happen. We finished loading after midnight and cast off at once, threading our way between half-sunken wrecks. Our ship was a cargo steamer named Lake Morag and we were well out to harbour, when on the other side, guns suddenly opened up, artillery and machine guns, and white and red flares shot into the air.
            
‘The invasion,’ said Matron Sullivan quietly, and it was. Fortress Singapore had three days to live and then a hundred thousand allied troops went into captivity. By then, we were near the Sunda Straits and the captain sheltered under the jungle coastline during the daylight hours. Once we saw a Japanese destroyer, but fortunately it did not see us. Through the Straits it was a clear run and Lucy whispered that maybe our luck was holding. I did not know. Nick’s signet ring was loose on my finger so I tied it in place and prayed that Lucy was right.
            
Our luck was not holding. Lake Morag nosed out as soon as it was dark and, within minutes, hit a drifting mine. There was a terrible explosion that threw everyone down in a heap. I think I cracked a rib, but Matron Sullivan rallied us and we began getting the wounded men ready to take them off. The captain was able to run Lake Morag onto a sandbank off the coast.
            
We were on fire then but managed to get most of the wounded off. The crew were Indians, ‘Lascars’ they were called, and very brave men. Some wounded or scalded by red-hot steam jumped overboard and screamed dreadfully in the salt water. Others, the badly wounded who could not be moved, were trapped below deck as the waters rose. Most died in silence but some yelled in frenzied appeal and I can hear their cries still.
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Once again, Sarah looked up, but this time kept a hand flat on the open pages and did not get up. She listened for Jooney but the house was dark and silent. I’m here for you, she thought, but that little comfort was soon replaced with conscience. All these years, nobody had been here for Jooney who, at Sarah’s own age, was thrust into a horror that demanded so much strength.
What had Jooney said — that Sarah would not freak. Even though now, she was finding it difficult just to go on reading and she was none of the things that Jooney only hinted at. The pain in her arm, the utter wretched exhaustion, the despair and horror. She breathed in the sweet fresh air from the open window, but somehow a sticky humidity was still on her face and the screams of dying men rang in her own ears. She made to look at her watch but time meant nothing.
         
Sarah took a deep breath and continued reading.
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We pushed and pulled the lifeboats, sometimes up to our neck in water. We got the wounded ashore. Lake Morag was blazing by then, the captain and officers died getting us off. But the sharks smelled blood and came cruising in to take a Lascar on the other side. Then Eunice Hardy, one of the girls I came out with, made a high noise — like a bird — and was suddenly pulled underwater. Blood swirled and her body bobbed up, so we pushed harder. Another seaman was taken but the sharks found better prey around the wrecked and flooded ship.
            
So we somehow scrambled ashore, pushing the boats up and unloading the wounded. Lucy was still there, and Matron Sullivan, who carried men ashore herself. We were on the beach and some wounded army officers began to organise us. Actually Matron Sullivan was organising them and we somehow got into order. About this time, she dropped in a dead faint and I covered her with a blanket.
            
We were still on the coast somewhere and got things somehow sorted, sending people out to make contact with the local villagers. Or with Japanese forces because there was nothing wrong with surrender. Some of the wounded officers wanted to move inland and escape the Japanese. I have to say that some did, but I said no. Our duty was to the wounded.
Matron Sullivan woke up shortly after that. I think she aged some ten years in a few days but was still full of fire. She agreed with my decision then squeezed my hand tight and said she always knew I would be a fine nurse. I dared greatly to remind her about ‘not the stuff that real nurses are made of’, but she was asleep again. She woke in the late afternoon and it was then we heard the trucks.
There were four trucks of infantry and two long black motorcars, full of neatly uniformed officers. So our patrols had made contact but we did not see them again. The troops jumped out and lined up, presenting rifles and bayonets, a most awful sight. The officers strutted, bellowing orders and some unsheathing their swords. Those silver blades glinting, flashing downward strokes, in the sunlight.
‘They’re just doing it to scare us, aren’t they?’ whispered Lucy. ‘They surely won’t hurt the wounded.’
Poor Lucy looked so bedraggled, her uniform torn and dirty and face black with oil-stains. I was no better, with a nasty cut on my forehead and my ribs hurting like the devil. Matron Sullivan and some officers made to speak to them but were pushed aside. They pushed us nurses over a hillock, where clumps of that long cutty-grass screened us from the other part of the beach. Matron Sullivan moved among us, reprimanded me for my appearance, told Lucy she was overdue for a haircut; she said we would be taken somewhere.
            
Then we heard the shooting.
It was loud and sudden like some deafening stutter, and came from beyond the cutty-grass hillock. I fancied I heard yells and screams among the noise but there was nothing when it stopped. Just an appalling and horrible silence and next minute, a file of troops, led by those sword-waving officers, came trotting up. The last men had machine-guns on tripods that they settled into the sand.
One of the officers shouted to us, to wade out into the water. I remember his black-eyed expressionless face. Matron Sullivan said to do this, and show them we were not afraid. Even Lucy wiped the tears from her grimy cheeks and tried a brave smile at me as we waded out. Whispering again, that ‘they were just trying to scare us’. We clasped hands and I remember looking down at the crystal clear waters, little blue-and-yellow striped fish swimming around. I still could not believe anything bad would happen, then Matron Sullivan began saying the Lord’s Prayer in her strong voice and the troops opened fire.
The machine-guns too, with their horrible stuttering, Lucy’s hand was jerked from my wrist. The water splashed up into my face and something punched my side like a ramming red-hot finger and spun me around, splashing face-down into the water. I was under the water and the clear water was going suddenly red. I had just enough sense to stay under and even to bless my school-day swimming medals as boots and putteed ankles came splashing around me. Long bayonets like strips of silver seaweed searched among the darkened water.
            
I held my breath — my brothers had pushed me underwater often enough — and felt bodies bump mine and those splashing boots stir up the sand. I let myself drift further to one side, pulling myself along by digging my hands into the sand, then having to surface. That cutty-grass went down to the water, dropping over my face, I took a breath that stabbed pain into my ribs and ducked under.
I kept my eyes open and could just glimpse those steel-sharp bayonets moving up and down. They came up close, one putteed boot stamped up sand into my eyes. It was splashing off again when — my lungs bursting — I came to the surface again, salt water flooding into my mouth as I breathed in. I ducked under again, spitting it out, and there beneath was Lucy, looking up with black hair like seaweed entangled over her sightless blue eyes, blood darkening the water like a red storm-cloud.
            
I ducked up and down many times and always the drifting body-thing that was Lucy, below me. The sightless blue eyes seemed to chide me, you cannot escape, June, oh do join Angus, Nick and myself down here, you’ll find Tidapathy again … then the long painful and hot hours were over and twilight shed a cool darkness over that awful beach. The Japanese troops were out of the water now but still ranged along the beach. I could hear their high excited voices and they had lit fires.
            
I waded out, shivering cold and trembling icily inside; even numb with horror because I could still not entirely believe all this was really happening. I was wet and tottering, full of aching exhausted pain and back on the beach. I remember the waters swirling around my nursing shoes and the remnants of my stockings. I remember wanting to be killed and join my friends in the cold washing waters. But it did not happen.
I do not know why. There were fires blazing in the blackness on both sides and the cutty-grass hurt my shins as I walked through. My shoes filled with sand and I kicked them off. I could hear the Japanese on either side, talking and yelling, then I was on the road. I knocked one knee against a truck bumper and walked across the road. I walked and walked, tripping and stumbling, once head-first into the stinking mud of paddy-fields.
Then there were fires ahead, they could have been Japanese fires but nothing mattered. My friends were dead, my uniform in tatters, I was burnt, blistered and insect-bitten from top to toe, my side aching with a savage pain. I somehow tottered a few steps forward and then fell down, not caring what happened to me. I remember the earth cool against my cheek and nothing more after that.
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I have to put this book down, Sarah thought. But I have to go on reading. This is nothing I have had to deal with, I am totally outside my comfort zone. No, those modern clichés were like hammering on a closed door — because her modern mind was far from Great-Aunt Jooney sleeping upstairs. The house was dark, her darker thoughts were very cold — she had never known darkness could be so cold — or that her colder thoughts could hold so much pain and distress.
         
She could put it down. She could go upstairs and sit beside her sleeping Great-Aunt. She could empathise with all that searing trauma and when Great-Aunt woke, kiss her on that wrinkled cheek and say it would be all right. But it would not be, because a nursing home lay ahead and — without knowing why — she was responsible for that too.
I am not responsible, thought Sarah, but I am. I do not understand my splitting thoughts, but must read on and follow Jooney into the trauma and darkness. Because the worst is yet to come and I cannot handle it. But I must, Sarah thought, this chair and this sleeping house will hold me until I do.
So she would sit here and tell her hands to open another page, tell her eyes to read what was written. And let her brain, her awareness, somehow take this in and make judgement.
Jooney’s story was still before her. It would open darker nightmares. Onward, she thought; Great-Aunt suffered this, so I must.
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I was at a village of rubber-tappers, who worked on the huge estate just past them. The British overseers had fled with their wives and children, after promises they would send help. They did not but I was learning about British promises to their ‘native subjects’. These people had no reason to like me.
I was looked after by the family of the village headman. They were Muslim, his name was Abdul and he spoke some English. He said I was safe with them and indeed, they did hide me from Japanese patrols — even with a huge reward of Straits dollars offered by the Japanese for stray Europeans. He knew about the massacre at the beach, some of his people were made to dig the graves. Two sets of graves, the second for those bodies washing ashore. I thought of Lucy and shuddered with that wracked body-feeling, and for a day, could not stop crying.
            
I was on my back for a week. I managed to tape my cracked rib and the bullet had passed clean through my side so the headman’s wife sewed the wound shut. I bandaged it and hoped infection would not set in. As soon as possible though, I had to go. Twice a day Japanese patrols went through the village, looking for any soldiers still in the jungle. And every time, this put Abdul and his family in terrible danger. I had to leave, although they tried to stop me. He told me there was a big market town about ten miles up the coast and whispered the names of some people who might help. I memorised the names and they gave me some food for the journey.
The headman and his wife led me part of the way along the trail back to the road. Japanese aircraft flew overhead and once we had to hide from a Japanese patrol. I thanked them and his wife was in tears as they turned to go. These were the people dismissed as ‘ignorant peasants’. My side still hurt and any unwise movement would see my stitches burst and become infected. But if the Japanese caught me in my ragged uniform and saw the bullet-hole then septicaemia would be the least of my problems. They would want no witnesses to that awful deed.
            
Soon enough I knew it was stupidity to have tried so soon. I would spend an uncomfortable night in the jungle before I reached the coast. I was bitten all over and still weak and giddy from my wound. I was light-headed and found myself babbling a little. I was still in shock I think and should have turned back but I was somehow driven and desperate. Finally I was near the roadside and paused to take stock. It was the afternoon of the second day.
It was just as well I did because two trucks full of Japanese soldiers zoomed by, then a car packed with their officers. All the traffic on the road would be Japanese and I had to wait nearly an hour before tottering across; chance had taken me to the beach where it happened. There was nobody there now and I stood for several minutes, in full view of the road, but I could not move. I was possessed with an awful unreal horror that held me rigid and full of tears. But I could not cry and only a car going suddenly past brought me back to my senses. Luckily they did not see me and I walked further down where the road was screened by the undergrowth.
Now I was where the shootings had taken place. The beach seemed undisturbed but of course several tides had washed over. Here and there, I glimpsed half-buried brass cartridge cases and two large mounds of sand that made me stop again. I knew what they contained — the bodies that had washed ashore and had to be buried. Perhaps Matron Sullivan was there and poor Lucy. I did not want to think of them under those mounds. I tried to say a prayer but could not think. I walked on further down the beach — not looking at the mounds as I passed them — but the horror was still possessing me and my side stabbed with pain. The sun was so hot and the seagulls screamed like the very sound of dying. I walked at the tide line and the water splashed over my worn-out shoes and cooled my blistered feet. And at the tide line — washed in and out several times now — were the horrible sodden reminders of what happened. Shoes, caps, belts, even a nursing uniform itself, ripped its entire length and the blood long washed out.
            
I reached the end of the beach and something sharp was caught in my shoe. I pulled it out — a nursing badge, also washed clean by the tide. It had not begun to rust and I cupped it in my hand, wondering which of my friends it belonged to, which of the girls. You see, we called ourselves girls then because it was a different world. I was so tired and hot and thirsty, and somewhere in my disordered senses, I could hear running water.
I went on through another ridge of cutty-grass and bush, entangled with rotten seaweed. There it was ahead and I ran over, dropping to my knees and pushing my face in. I sucked in the clear delicious water then suddenly remembered how that other clear water turned red and it choked me. I raised my face, running with water and tears, the nursing badge still clutched tightly in one hand. I was overcome for some minutes and I could hear nothing. So I did not hear the car stopping but when I rubbed the water from my eyes and looked over, I saw the Japanese officer.
            
And he had seen me. I got up as he walked over.
He had on a light uniform, those pants like riding breeches, a pistol in a leather holster, and a long sword at his side. Yes and long black boots, I can still see those boots, they were so brightly polished. A little officer’s baton tucked under his arm, ‘swagger-sticks’ our officers called them. He was a young man, head shaven under his peaked cap, with handsome high-cheekboned features, not much older than myself. He surveyed me with sharp black eyes that missed nothing.
Horror choked in my throat. Those officers at the beach with their long swords, they looked at us with black eyes and faces set in the same lack of expression. I must have looked frightful in my rags of uniform, my hair still matted with sand and those stupid tears slobbering down my face. I wiped them away and felt the gritty sand on my cheeks. He looked at me for what seemed a very long time then spoke and I jumped a little because his English was so good.
‘Who are you?’
            
His voice was very sharp and I felt an inward churn of fear. But all my friends had died and I would go down with all flags flying. I had a story ready and told him that I was in an ambulance that was bombed — that was true enough. I had become lost in the jungle and was now trying to reach a town and give myself up. He saw through that at once.
‘Then why are you not on the road?’
I managed a flustered bow. ‘I stopped for a drink, sir.’
He suddenly took my hand — the one that clutched the nursing badge — and opened the fingers. He looked at my own, still pinned to the rags of uniform and he spoke very softly. ‘Where did you find this?’
It was the end of my life. I knew that with absolute certainty. Well all my friends were under those mounds of sand at the beach and I did not care any more. I felt tears again, not self-pity or fear, but anger and — this must sound strange — pride. I was finished with being scared and even remember tilting my chin a little — like explaining to Matron Sullivan why I was late with the bedpans. My arm came out and my hand pointed.
‘I was at the beach when you killed all the others.’
He looked at me and there was still no expression in his eyes. Then his hand dropped and I thought for a sickening moment that he was reaching for his sword. But he only tossed the badge into the creek and that is another sound I still remember. The little twinkling splash as it sank from sight. And it was unreal — it still is — to remember his next sharp words.
            
‘Come with me.’
He turned his back and marched up to the road. Not looking behind, knowing I must follow on my sore and blistered feet. Nothing mattered, though of course I realised he would not shoot me now. There would be an army base in the town ahead and plenty of people to dig my unknown grave.
His car was at the roadside, one of those long open American cars that the young planters liked to drive. Angus had one like this and would drive wildly, packed with friends, Lucy and me shrieking with delight as he zigzagged it down the country roads and never mind any villager’s goat that we hit. Oh Lucy! All those sharp and bewildering memories as a smartly uniformed driver bowed and opened the rear door. The officer got in, I hesitated, unsure, but he curtly motioned me to sit beside him. The driver held the door open, his face just as expressionless as his master’s.
So I sat down, the driver scurried around to the front, sat behind the wheel. A sharp order and we were off down the long sandy road into town.
I sat quite rigid. My last moments had come and despite my apathy, I did not want to die. I was young and death seemed an utterly sick waste. I felt the tears again, my cheeks encrusted with sand. My hair itched so horribly that I wanted to scratch it raw. Beside me, the car sped along and once, we passed a truck full of infantry. They stood up to salute and he lifted a hand in salute, before dropping it back to his side — by the hilt of his long sword.
            
A road-block came, manned by troops and I tensed, unable to conceal a small sob of emotion. If the young officer heard me, he made no comment. The car slowed but instead of me being ordered out and left to their tender mercies, we picked up speed again. I could not understand; perhaps he was playing with me. Then the outskirts of the town appeared and I felt another dreadful surge of tension because this must be the end. And it was then I received another shock.
The town was full of troops, even some armoured cars and tanks. There were Japanese soldiers everywhere — perhaps some of the men who had killed my friends — and they eyed my bedraggled person curiously, but of course none questioned an officer. The car slowed and for some sickening moments, I thought it would stop. But it picked up speed again and suddenly we were outside the town again and going down another stretch of that long coast road.
I was still rigid and my mind worked with a fantastic horrible imagination. I was young but a nurse learned about men more quickly than other girls her age. So perhaps we were going somewhere where nobody would hear my screams — until they were silenced by death. Then the wild pigs would make short work of my body. It sounds so silly now but I did believe that then, because there was no possible reason to spare me. My body ached and my feet hurt and I felt like some awful scarecrow.
            
I must have blacked out because I woke to a sharp rap across my knees. It was the young officer and he rapped me again with his swagger-stick and motioned. ‘Get out.’
The driver remained unmoving in front. We must have been driving at least two hours because the late afternoon shadows were gathering and soon would come the swift tropical night. My own darkness of death would come first and I tried not to wince on my sore feet. Perhaps I would not be as calm as Matron Sullivan — her strong voice uttering the Lord’s Prayer — but I would try not to show fear.
I think it was the longest and most wrenching minute of my life. Less than a minute, perhaps only some seconds. One of those sharp orders and the driver jumped out to open the officer’s door. I stood there as he came around to the front. Another sharp aside to his driver, who saluted with a deep ‘Hai’ and trotted briskly over to the warehouses. Now the officer looked at me and pointed with his stick.
‘Over there,’ he said.
I looked. There were some long warehouses in rows. I think they had once stored rice. Now a fence strung with barbed-wire ran around them and inside were a lot of people — and uniformed guards. The officer spoke suddenly in his sharp way. ‘That is a camp for civilians. You are kept there till the war is over.’
I just looked at him. Until the war is over? Until the car stopped, I had thought my life was over. I felt as though I was in some queer dream and my body full of a quivery cold jelly. It was madness to ask a question but I had to. And despite all the strangeness, I was not afraid of death.
            
‘Why have you helped me?’
Those black expressionless eyes looked at me. He walked a little forward and I followed. At the gate there were guards looking at us. He dropped his voice a little and spoke, now looking past me.
‘You must understand how it was. Thirty thousand Japanese troops had defeated three times their number. A campaign we thought would last six months, was over in six weeks. We were …’ he stopped there, looking for words that would tell me his emotions … ‘We were like drunken men at a party where the sake was always flowing.’
I was still not scared. I was somehow angry and still uncaring of consequence. I remembered Lucy’s hand torn from mine. ‘Are you saying that victory excuses what you did?’
‘Quick and wrong decisions made by men giddy with victory. Not expecting such a victory.’ He looked at me and his eyes seemed blacker. His voice dropped further, to a whisper, as though he was talking to himself. ‘I was born to a Samurai family. We extoll Bushi-do — bravery and help for the weak, Bushi-do. We helped your Western nations defeat Germany in World War One but we were cast aside because we were Asian. So the fanatics took over and distorted Bushi-do. I have been to England and America and seen their industrial might. I know we will pay a terrible price.’
It was as though his eyes cleared out of the darkness he was looking into. ‘I am a Japanese soldier and will do my duty. Go now.’
            
I turned and began walking. It was about twenty metres and I could see the driver talking to the guards. But something was in my mind and I had to say it, though I might die. Perhaps I wanted to die. I turned around and he was still looking at me.
‘You were there. You were on the beach.’
The afternoon shadows were darker and seemed to gather on his peaked cap. His black eyes glittered with a terrible depth and he moved his lips to answer, then nodded. His voice was harsh now, uttering one word.
‘Yes.’ Then some more words that I think cost him greatly. ‘I did not give the order.’
I believed him, but he was on the beach and saw it. For him I think it was something wrong and should not have happened. And I understood that I was not the only person with demons. I nodded and made to go and he spoke again. ‘Here. You must be hungry.’
I took the banana he offered and thanked him. I did not understand why he had helped me. Perhaps for the same reason Abdul the Muslim helped June the Christian. Perhaps for reasons that I could not understand — any more than I understood him. So I smiled, although I did not ever think I would again. He did not smile — at least his lips did not move.
So I tottered the last few metres to the gate. I bowed because that was part of custom and survival and in the three years to follow, I would bow many times. Behind, I heard the car start up and drive back down the road. The gate guard, a sergeant, gave a harsh shout.
            
‘Go to first place where doctor is. Silly woman to come in so late.’
So the driver — directed by his officer — made it sound that I had missed the bus. I made to walk through then thought of something. In the years of confinement to come I would learn it was very wrong and dangerous to ask any officer, non-com or otherwise, a question. Then, after what happened, I had to.
‘The officer helped me. I would like to write and thank him. May I ask his name?’
That sergeant had a face that I also still remember. It was flat, his cheeks pitted, his nose big and he looked at me; his eyes staring under a thick black hedge of eyebrows. Then — they were also so unpredictable to us — he laughed and the other guards did too.
‘Him? Officer, Akira Turagowska, father big general. You go now.’
He gave me a kick, to underline that. Not a hard kick and I would be knocked about worse in the camp, because that was how bad manners were punished. So I hobbled to the first warehouse and now a terrible dreamlike reality was taking over. Inside the hut, on feet that clumped big and heavy, I saw Doctor Phillips, who had stayed behind. He came over with a big grin and outstretched hand.
‘Hello, nurse. Awfully glad you made it. Sit down — here someone, grab her —’
Because the pain in my side and the confusion in my mind was too much, I sank on knees made of jelly and everything went black. I woke up on a narrow hospital cot, two days later. I only told Doctor Phillips what had happened. Nobody else, and he kept my secret — otherwise, Akira Turagowska or not, I would have been shot.
            
In those first months there was more food and I recovered quickly. Then of course, as Allied industry swung into high gear, Japan began to lose the war. Their shipping sunk and their own aircraft shot out of the skies. Of course that meant there was almost no food and we sold things to get it — I sold Nick’s signet ring but his parents understood. Then something happened, so coincidental that it would have seemed ludicrous in a fiction novel. They say truth is often stranger and this truth certainly was. In 1944, Akira Turagowska — then a colonel, became our camp commandant.
He limped very badly from a war wound then. He had always spoken his mind and some of his seniors did not like that. So he got this job as a means of disgracing him. He opened up the store cupboards and gave us what he could. He knew me but we did not talk. On the few occasions we met, he stared through me. Perhaps I reminded him of a different time.
But then, those huge American aircraft — Super-Fortresses they were called — were bombing day and night and the Japanese suffered what they had made us endure. Of course we endured it too, so there was little comfort in that. Then the Americans used atomic bombs on Japanese cities and the war ended.
            
Tidapathy returned — briefly. All the food and medicine we wanted, new clothes, and also a new awareness among the Malays that they did not need colonial rule. The authorities shipped us out, quick as they could. I was interviewed about the ‘massacre’ but when I talked about Colonel Turagowska, I was shut up and shipped to Australia. There, I learned that my parents were dead from a V1 rocket.
I had relatives in New Zealand so I went there — deciding not to marry — and went into career hospital work. I think I armoured myself in the white-starched uniform and never forgot my friends — and of course, Lucy. I became a matron myself and was as unforgiving and rigid as Matron Sullivan. I closed my memories behind a door of iron. Back then I thought that was good, even to bully the young doctors, not that they took harm from it — fortune reversed with Doctor Ellison, indeed!
But those dreadful memories came and not a day went by but I remembered my dead friends — sometimes my hand tugged as though Lucy’s tight clasp was tearing loose — her eyes sightless and entangled drifting hair like black seaweed; I have those awful memories still. They enfold me as close as the embrace of death as I write.
I thought the worst was over but it still remained. Colonel Turagowska, who had saved my life and did his best to help the camp, was charged — with many others — with war-crimes. To our knowledge, he had not committed any; I wrote to Doctor Phillips and others, but our letters were set aside. We, the Allies, took a terrible and humiliating beating in 1941 and we needed scapegoats. War criminals.
            
So, Akira Turagowska was charged, although the camp was not his doing. I was back in New Zealand when his trial took place and some of us wrote to the military tribunal but received no answer. He was hanged in 1947 and I felt so sick when that happened — it was wrong, as wrong as killing the nurses and all the other awful things that happened. Terrible things that needed punishment — but also an explanation as to why they happened. That explanation was not forthcoming because I have since realised that victors, whoever they are, overlook their own faults, and write history to suit their own political needs.
A few years ago, I wrote to his family and a great-granddaughter replied. She was of course a very modern young woman like my own great-niece sitting opposite me and jabbering silently into her cellphone. Today’s young people can’t be without their little machines. She’s a nice girl but affects all that brassy glitter they all do and heaven knows, I haven’t been very polite. I have decided to tell her about Tidapathy —
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Here a deep little pen-mark had jabbed and stained the paper as Great-Aunt succumbed to the trauma. Sarah let the journal fall and one end-cover flapped like a cardboard wing. She came awake from a close dark nightmare, sitting back in the chair and blinking hard. The close ink-dark writing had driven through every small tunnel in her brain and, for a moment, she was Jooney’s thoughts as well as her own.
         
Sarah looked down at the book and even that brought on an unreal detachment. She was so detached and yet so close — even twitching her hand as though Lucy’s clasp had torn loose. She breathed in the honeysuckled air and stretched herself.
It was very dark outside but no less black and suffocating were the nightmares Jooney had endured so long. A piece of pink notepaper had slipped from the book and she picked it up.
Dear Lady.
            
Thank you to write the good letter. Great-Grandfather Akira is always in our thoughts. My parents are old and have no English. We young ones hope to make New Zealand visit and see you. I think this is good for us all. Please do write.
            

Sarah remembered that photo of Jooney with the smiling Japanese youths. She felt a heartache and desperate shame at the things she did not know — but could have known about. It was cold and dark, about midnight; on the sideboard those yellowed faces, enclosed in their wooden frames, looked at her. She was out of her awareness, even out of her dimension and back in a world that held fears she could not even dream.
You were my age, Aunt Jooney, you suffered all this, no older than me.
         
Sarah stood up from the chair with physical effort, a means of detaching herself. Her own world held no more reality than her broken cellphone on the floor. She wanted to run upstairs and hug Great-Aunt Jooney tight. It was so late but that close writing had interlaced like a spider cobweb into her brain. Near her, the floorboards creaked like returning memories. She would go upstairs, Sarah decided, but did not have to, because like a conjured image, Jooney was standing before her.
She was skeletal and wide-eyed; the blue hair like a luminous frill around her skull-face. Wraith-like in her long white nightie, with all those tiny embroidered flowers, wavering like an elderly and very fragile blossom, caught in the wind. Her eyes stared into an unseeing nightmare world and she somehow glided into the room, bare feet making no sound.
‘Great-Aunt Jooney?’ Sarah breathed.
At first she thought her gentle tone had not been heard. Then she realised that Jooney was so locked in her own nightmares that she was not even in this room. She had to call Doctor Ellison, but first somehow stop Jooney. That skinny body quivered as Sarah put out a restraining hand. Jooney tried to press past and the skinny hand that Sarah caught, fluttered frantic as a trapped bird. A shuddering body pressed to Sarah, the fluffy blue-rinse hair brushing her cheek. She spoke in a thin frightened voice that Sarah had never heard before. ‘Oh I must get out of here. They’ve killed the others, they will kill me too —’
         
She’s back on that beach, Sarah thought, silver sand, blue skies and clear water becoming red. Perhaps it was twilight and she was wading out of the water, soaked and her teeth chattering. Jooney pressed and struggled with such pitiful terror that Sarah put an arm around her, letting Jooney totter out into the warm night. The wrinkled hand closed tightly on hers. Sarah knew she should get to the phone. But — somehow guessing — that if she broke this handclasp, it would break a connection to Jooney’s phantom awareness.
So, holding Jooney tight, she took her out and sat her down on a garden bench. She pulled off her jacket, disengaging the tight hand for a moment, to slip it around the thin shaking shoulders. Her fingers pressed on the upraised stitch points of those tiny embroidered flowers and the smell of lavender was in her nose. Jooney shuddered once more, whimpered and seemed to sleep.
Thought I was so clever getting that cash, I even admired how cleverly Mum tricked me, thought Sarah. That’s me, the pattern of a modern teen and I know nothing about Jooney’s world. I have to get her back into the house, I have to know her better, ask her about those awful stuttering guns, about the camp and Akira Turagowska —
And Sarah froze because Jooney’s nightmares had become her own and Akira Turagowska was standing on the lawn, outlined in the half-light from the house. Now he was coming across the lawn, in those baggy trousers, peaked cap and the long sword trailing beside him. No, this is not happening, her thoughts choked in a black pulse-beat of horror, he is dead, but here like some grim dark shade. So she would die but without fear, like Jooney —
         
‘Sarah?’
That voice and the black shade that knelt were Jerome. He pulled off his cap, rubbing a hand over his shaven head. His high-necked cotton shirt and baggy pants gave the image to her nightmare, his ‘long sword’, casting aside his walking-stick as he knelt before them.
         
‘Came to see what happened to you. Saw a light so I came around —’
He broke off as Sarah spoke in whispered, catchy words and he nodded. Looking at me in a way, thought Sarah — admiringly? Jerome gently cradled Jooney in his arms and they went back into the house. He put her on the couch and Sarah pushed a cushion under her head.
‘Jeeze, she’s so old,’ breathed Jerome.
‘No, we are so young.’ She had to call Doctor Ellison; like it or not, Jooney was on her way to that home. ‘Got your cellphone?’
‘Sarah …’ said Jerome quietly. ‘I think she’s gone.’
His words did not make sense. Jooney was still here and tomorrow, when she was better, Sarah would begin understanding her. Jooney had to go on living because death was not right, not now. Jooney could not die because there was too much to talk about, to understand. To bring Jooney out of nightmare so she could learn from her … So what Jerome was saying, was wrong and unfair.
‘I’m sorry, Sarah.’ He touched Jooney’s neck. ‘There’s no pulse-beat.’
‘Leave her alone!’ Sarah slapped his hand away — he could not be right!
         
What can you be sorry about, you egocentric young male? So unfair, until yesterday I was just like you. Sarah felt the tears come to her eyes, prickly and intrusive as she leaned forward and gently touched Jooney’s cheek. She could hear her own voice, somehow calm and detached from the sudden bewildered sorrow in her heart. She was astonished how calmly she spoke, feeling an inner truth and understanding under her words.
         
‘She’s back in Tidapathy and, this time, no bad dreams.’
She clasped the thin fingers and leaning over, gently kissed the thin cold lips, her own lips tasting dry and cold as she did. She looks so peaceful, even as though some of the wrinkles had been smoothed away by death. Sarah turned on more lights because it did not seem wrong to. She silently handed Jerome the exercise book and input Doctor Ellison’s number. She got the answer-service — it was well past midnight — but even they knew that calls about June Cunliffe were priority.
Jerome was skim-reading the journal, and Sarah sat there, sometimes touching her great-aunt’s cheek. Call parents, she thought. No, they can wait till tomorrow and let’s see just how clever my smart mum feels then — or my slick cool dad. Perhaps they will feel like me and understand that Anzac Day still hides dark memories. Tidapathy meowed and rubbed against her legs and Sarah scratched at the base of his tail, to be rewarded with ecstatic loud purring. Mother hated cats — well too bad. We have a family pet now.
         
She got up. Let Jooney be alone for the last minutes in her home. She went out into the hall and opened the door, followed by purring Tidapathy. She sat on the front step and let the clean dark night flow around her. Jerome joined her, dropping the book to one side.
         
‘Bastards,’ he breathed.
‘We were bastards too,’ she said.
Let Jerome puzzle over that. There would be time for talk— too much time. Now there was only time for a wrenching sadness and a bitter black sense of lost opportunity. She put out her hand, needing the tight squeezing assurance.
She waited there until Doctor Ellison’s big car swung into the driveway.
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OLD GOODEY AND THE

FORTRESS OF DREAMS:
            


King Tigers, Kingfish and The Monsters

of Blood and Honour
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[image: alt]t was the mightiest armoured clash of all time. The blood, fire and destruction of that day would touch me, long before I was born.
         
The two tank armies collided in the remains of that little village. Hundreds of the armoured monsters ground the brickwork to rubble under their treads as they blasted each other at point-blank range. If the tank caught fire then the wounded and dying were burned alive. Their own bubbling fat fed the flames or dripped off the shattered armour plate. Flame and smoke turned the sweltering hot summer day into a hell furnace and the screams of roasting men orchestrated this battering, grinding clash of Titans. Among those Titans, the greatest armoured monster of World War Two.
The King Tiger battle tank.
It touched me because, sixty-five years on, I had my own King Tiger. And I lived in a town no bigger than that European village. My King Tiger was the embodiment of fantasy and each week I would drive it up to the headland and destroy that detested little collection of buildings.
King Tigers are slow monsters; maybe 25 km/h at full speed but mine always made the gradient to where I overlooked the town. Anyone below, hearing the clanking grumble of her engine, would know Forlong was doomed. I gave the order to fire.
Awesome! Four shots and Forlong Area School ceased to exist in an explosion of wood, brick and tiles. The next shots hitting that row of tin-pot shops selling tourist trivia, coffee stalls and little eateries. Then, blowing apart the council building and courthouse; their stonework might resist the first shot, but not the second or third. The petrol station needed only one shot to produce a satisfying bloom of flame; the supermarket perhaps two with more flames from the parked vehicles. There was screaming now and glimpses of people running frantically in the smoke.
         
Then the town lay in ruins, fires starting everywhere. I would toss that wonderful Krupp turret and 88 mm gun over the wide bay, hooking the outward curve of rocks from the headland. Of course the fishing launches would speed out, their white wakes threading frantically behind as they sought to escape their just fate. Flippant gin palaces, fish-catching boats — Souci, Annalouise, Bracing Water, Constellation.
         
None of them would escape because the tank turret tracked each one and spoke with grim deadly precison. Each was reduced to fragments long before they reached the headland — where boulders curved in on the other side like the knuckle-rocks of a skeletal finger.
One red-painted launch was still afloat and maybe hoping wildly for survival. Fin Walker was at the harbour mouth but I was tracking it. My gunner slotted another 88 mm shell in the breech and that long-barrelled gun tracked with deadly precision. In a minute, beyond the headland, but Fin Walker would not have that minute because my Panzer crew were too well-trained — fire! — and Fin Walker flying to pieces with a loud explosion; there was nothing left but a patch of boiling water, starred with falling debris.
         
That was a lot of 8 mm shells — about twenty — but a King Tiger carried some ninety rounds of ammunition so my King Tiger was still charged up and deadly. Thus, through the long-barrelled 88 mm gun of my magnificent monster, I took out my hate on the small town and the fishing launches that were its life-blood. Then, Old Goodey came into my life — and taught me the meaning of blood and honour.
But I learned a first lesson on the headland — inside my King Tiger — about fantasy and power. They are totally different. You may think I’m a screwball but I’m not. Nor a fantasist either — but I was when I met Old Goodey.
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At fifteen years old, blowing apart my small fishing town was a joyful exercise. I was in what I call my ‘King Tiger’ phase then, believing that real power came enclosed in the 100 mm armour plate of a PzKpfw V1 Tiger Battle Tank — the most feared steel monster of World War Two.
I was fascinated by King Tigers. I read any book on them, photocopied illustrations and did endless sketches, because I can sketch well. So, at least once a week, I would sit on the rise before the headland and fantasise that I was in my King Tiger, sand sliding under the caterpillar tracks, traversing the turret, training that awesome long-barrelled 88 mm cannon and cutting loose. I was a war-leader of the Third Reich and conquering Europe, making none of the mistakes that Adolf Hitler did.
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I am Robin Heywood and this is my story. I am a good storyteller and Jennifer Hatchard who was my HOD English said I had great talent as a writer. I don’t want to be a writer though — I want power — but I can write well, so listen because I’m going to tell you a story about life and just how fantastic it can get. Real life is always this fantastic and often gets more deadly.
Mine became more deadly when I was inside my fantasy engine of destruction. I was the ruthless King Tiger captain, sweeping all opposition aside with my black-uniformed crew, always obedient but somehow faceless. Destroying the town, fishing boats and all of Forlong that I hated.
Mr Goodey changed that. ‘Old Goodey’ we called him.
My story began on the headland itself where it hooks back to enclose the bay. The headland is a desolate stretch of huge rocks worn smooth by the pounding tide. They are slimy with weed and loud with discordant squabbling birds. You risk scraped shins and broken ankles clambering among that sea-washed wasteland. And the tides too because all that headland becomes awash. It stinks of rotting weed and the occasional dead seal or dolphin, and swarms with little black midges and flies.
I liked it though and went there often. No matter how dangerous, stinking and uncomfortable it was, it was mine in the most territorial sense possible — because inside that wasteland of rocks was my Fortress of Dreams. I could sketch my thoughts there and did, but they became darker when Jennifer Hatchard went on to her better school. I felt that as a betrayal.
         
But the headland was my wandering ground and there I could be timeless, even among the dinosaurs: plesiosaurs slithering up onto the rocks ahead and arching their long necks at me. Or be on the unknown shores of another planet, the lone survivor of a crashed spaceship. I liked the feeling that all life was gone and I was alone to reshape the world as I chose.
When you are fifteen, this matters. That’s why Old Goodey came into my life, when my silly-loving mum remarried — and Awful Ericson became my stepfather.
I was out on the Fortress that time, sitting on a headland rock and dreaming that some apocalypse had wiped out the whole world except me. And as I was nodding asleep, my sketchbook slipped off my knees and opened, and the stiff wind blew my white pages loose and in every direction. I ducked and scrabbled for them – no, don’t let Jay-Dee or Albie find them — but some blew further up to the headland itself. They fluttered like insulting butterflies, daring me to follow and knowing that I would. My life was my sketches, taking on their own life with their white A4 flapping wings and, in the twilight, flapping and teasing like insecurity itself.
         
I was ultra-sensitive and possessed with panic. My fantasies were very private and the thought of a gormless townie, or some guy who might see them and use it against me, was a panic in itself. So I ran all over the beach by the headland, snatching up the papers, even splashing in to get one caught by the tide. There was (I thought) nobody else on the beach — the wrong season for swimming — so I grabbed them all up (I thought) and ran back to the headland rocks.
         
They were a mess. Some covered with sand, some soaking wet, one marked with seaweed. So I sat down on a rock to sort them out and a voice spoke overhead.
‘This is a good sketch. But the tank would have a strut brace for the gun-barrel; otherwise it would bend itself out of the turret. And the co-axial machine-gun is a little too close. Also, tanks don’t move in such a formation.’ The voice was harsh and croaky, not loud but penetrating in a nasal way. ‘Your dreams, eh?’ These last words uttered with a cynical perception. I looked up to see Old Goodey.
Old Goodey.
Everyone called him that. He was the town recluse, been here some forty years and lived in an old house outside town. He kept alone — it was an art form with him — he was supposed to be a retired engineer whose wife had run out on him. He came from Holland and still had a slight Dutch accent. In winter, he dressed in a long coat, a long black wool scarf, black gloves on his hands, and a wide-brimmed dark hat. In summer, when the town was booming, he just about never went outside, save in the late afternoon or dark.
He sat on a top rock now, his black coat gathered around him like the threadbare plumage of an elderly crow and that wide-brimmed hat enclosed a face sharp and seamed as any rock. A curious pale splash had eaten into one cheek. A plastic supermarket carry-bag flapped on the ground beside him and he grinned, derisive and sharp, showing those yellowed broken teeth.
         
‘Hi,’ I said uncertainly.
‘Good afternoon,’ he replied, although it was closer to evening.
‘I’d like my picture back please, Mr Goodey.’
I asked with all the stiff politeness of my fifteen years. He held it though, in both those black-gloved hands. Now he grinned more widely and the derisive look went to his pale blue eyes. He held the picture out and I snatched it, to show how offended I was. Old Goodey spoke again, in his crumbling rock-cutting voice.
‘I saw it blowing in the wind so I brought it back.’ For a moment his pale blue eyes blanked with dreams. ‘I should not have looked.’
True, I thought, but had he seen me coming out of the Fortress? No, a rickety old guy like him — knocking eighty-plus, at least — could never get into those rocks. The stout black cane beside him was no ornament; he leaned on it wherever he went.
         
‘Thanks,’ I said.
‘Pleasure,’ he replied and got up. He picked up his tattered bag and walked off fast, limping a little, his cane clattering on the rocks.
I looked at the sketch and winced. It was myself in the turret of a King Tiger, leading a V formation of others, onward to victory. I fitted it back into my folder and vowed never to carry them all with me again. I wasn’t somehow concerned that Old Goodey would tell anyone — anyway he hadn’t seen the more graphic ones of townies crushed under the tracks or the buildings in flames. I shivered because it was near twilight and the sea was taking on that dark look of night.
         
So I jogged back up the headland and past the foreshore that everyone said would become a new housing development — I hoped not because it would be within sight of my Fortress. Ahead was Old Goodey, walking fast for someone with a bad hip. He was already at the fork in the path that would take him around to his old villa outside town. Now, as he dug in his cane and lurched upon it, one handle of the plastic bag tore loose. Old Goodey snatched it up somehow and kept walking.
‘Hey!’ I shouted.
The old man turned. As he did, his supermarket bag tore more and he grabbed it in both black-gloved hands. With the sun sinking lower, his face was in craggy shadow under his wide-brimmed hat, like a rock in darkness.
‘Yes?’
I stopped and scowled at him. I mean, Old Goodey kept aloof but there was something about him that nobody liked — like he was sneering at us. I knew he wouldn’t tell anyone, because he had nobody to tell. But I still had to ask one question.
‘How do you know about King Tigers, anyway? And —’ inventing a lie to save my pride — ‘anyway, I hadn’t finished that sketch, I was going to draw the strut.’
         
‘Good.’
He was turning away and I shouted again, still feeling faintly aggrieved. ‘How do you know about King Tigers, anyway?’
Old Goodey turned and his teeth gleamed under the darkness of that wide-brimmed hat. As he made to speak, little spindly things clattered from his broken bag and he bent to snatch them up and stuff them in his pockets. He straightened, looking at me from the darkness under his hat. His voice caught on a different note.
‘Why should I not, Robin? Are you the only one with dreams? I will keep your dreams — as I keep mine.’
He turned and walked off. I had been about to ask something else but that use of my name caught me. How did he know? And what about my ‘dreams’? I nearly went after him but Old Goodey was lurching onward and not looking back – he did not want me yapping at his heels. So I made to go, then noticed something on the ground — one of those little spindly things that fell from his plastic supermarket bag. I bent to pick it up.
A toothbrush.
I looked at it. What did Old Goodey want with a toothbrush — and where would he get maybe a bag full of them? Okay, down-beach, there was a camping site, still stuffed with rubbish, but a toothbrush? And he had a whole bag of stuff there. I was about to throw the toothbrush away, then stuck it in my pocket instead. I went home.
         
That was the first time I really noticed Old Goodey. I never worked out how he knew my name. But soon after that, I saw him up at the headland again. It was two weeks later and things were still unhappy at home, as unhappy as it gets for a fifteen-year-old adolescent. This time I had gone to my Fortress of Dreams.
So I should talk about the Fortress now, then about the Swaggerts and how all this other stuff happened to me when I was eighteen. It ended then with blood and honour — yes with fire and monsters out of a nightmare. Literally out of a nightmare.
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I found the Fortress when I was twelve. My dad was an insurance salesman and he started getting stomach pains. He went to hospital and a week later he was dead. It was something they couldn’t fix, Mum said. Because of his job, we were pretty well fixed with insurance and no money concerns. That was just as well because I just couldn’t see my mother getting a job.
I love my mother and she’s always good to me but I have to say that next-door Mrs Delaney summed it up to a friend (not knowing I was listening) that she was all good looks and no brains. It was just after the funeral and I hated the self-important old trout for saying that. She’s still wondering who, one night, uprooted her prize-winning rose bushes.
         
Anyway, Mum and I weren’t too good for each other then. We’d just cry and I used to wander around town a lot. I hated people saying they were sorry and kept out of their way — which meant I began spending a lot of time on the headland. It was summer and good. I could sit on the rocks and watch the seagulls, see the fishing launches going out to hunt the big striped marlin in our waters. All kinds of famous people have come to our town, to hunt marlin and swordfish.
The headland became my own place. I would walk or slide all over the rocks, even hide and make them into my own fantasy world. I liked them for their bleak desolation and cruel loneliness. And paradoxically, I liked them even more when they nearly killed me.
It was eight weeks after Dad died. Dad and I were good together but he was always travelling on his insurance job and we just had weekends together, sometimes not even that. He’d always come back with something and we’d go to the pictures and I’d stuff myself with lollies and he was always laughing and making jokes. If he and Mum shouted at night, I just put my pillow over my head and locked into my fantasies.
Anyway, I went to the headland. Mum was out that afternoon with friends and I made my way right out to the point and watched the ocean. It was blue and limitless and the salt air was clean; even the seabirds swooping overhead were clean and only my life seemed dirty. Well I sat there, sketchbook on lap and full of dreams — but when I looked around, the tide had come in behind me. The headland rocks were still above water but closer to shore there was just bubbly green water and the rip on this coast was bad. Too bad, even for a strong swimmer — Dad had always been promising to teach me.
         
The highest rocks were not underwater at full tide, so I was in no real danger. And I wasn’t scared but hated the idea of having to get up there and sit like an idiot until someone saw me. Jokes would be made about the ‘dreamer’ and the ‘book-worm’, and it would take months to live it down. I wouldn’t even dare be seen near the headland after this.
So anyway, I scrambled over to the highest boulder, Stone Boy. The spray was already wetting me and the rocks were awash and strung with weed that straggled like dead man’s hair over bony grey skulls. Then I slipped and crashed down between two rocks. An icy surge of water washed up to my waist and I splashed forward. Behind me the waves were building again and I squeezed — or the water pushed me — into a narrow slot that scraped both my knees raw. And then I was inside.
It was incredible. Maybe thousands of years ago, some earthquake had jumbled and piled these rocks, creating this cave. Stone Boy was on top. Inside, the walls formed by piled boulders, was a small room. Ten paces by ten paces and the ‘floor’ already knee-deep in foaming icy water. But the same earthquake had piled smaller rocks and over the centuries, these had broken and smoothed into a sort of ledge.
I really did not fancy trying to get out again — not with those waves crashing even more loudly, so I climbed up onto the ledge. Some light shone, from chinks in the overhead rocks and there were strips of dry seaweed there and the delicate white skeleton of a dead seagull. Light shone from chinks in the overhead rocks and I hoped the waters would not rise this high.
         
They nearly did.
I was on that ledge all night and it was almost the most terrifying experience of my life. The waters rushed and boiled into the cave and it seemed they were seeking me. Their spray splashed up, sharp and cold as spite; their churning waves made a greedy lip-smacking sound as though longing to pull me under and suck the flesh from my bones. But about half a metre from that ledge, they stopped and then — just twelve — I learned the meaning of power.
Power meant staying on top. It meant getting someplace where nobody could hurt you. The waters were longing to kill me and given their own power, they could have. But they could not reach far enough — just as the King Tiger’s 88 mm cannon outranged other tanks — because I had the high ground.
I was wet and it was cold. I shivered all through the night, knowing people would be looking for me and not aware that my deliverance lay in the ebbing of the tide. I was very cold but somehow gloriously warm inside because I was important. People thought I was dead and I was alive. I lay on that ledge, my cheek pressing against the smooth stone and sometimes slept; I dreamed bright vivid splashes of light and power into my mind.
         
My warrior nation with all the grim panoply of the Third Reich. My battle-robes were a sweat-stained crumpled uniform and a battered steel helmet, because I was a soldier-king. I knew of course about the Holocaust and other horrors but somehow they were submerged. I was like Adolf Hitler — he was an artist too, with a bully stepfather and doting mother. But as Führer, I made all the right decisions and conquered. I slept fitfully, dreaming that I was in power, in a mix of different bright worlds and different awareness as though a rainbow had exploded through me like a sunburst. I had a host of loyal well-trained soldiers and my ‘cavalry’ were massive silver-plated King Tigers, against whom nothing could stand. Adolf Hitler used his King Tigers for conquest but made too many mistakes. I did not make those mistakes.
         
Sometimes I blinked awake and mocked those waters because they could not kill me. I stood on the ledge and commanded them to recede — even though it was the infinite power of the moon that pulled them back. They surged restlessly, still making those lip-smacking noises — sounding disgruntled now. Soon they were less than knee-deep and finally they gurgled sulkily away.
I could have waded out then and shown myself like a hero returned from the dead. But nothing, not even my mother’s tears, would make me. I sat on the ledge now and let my toes freeze as I watched that greedy creature finally leave the cave. I liked being here, inside these walls of grey stone, because it was enclosure and peace — no, a security that was strong with the salty cleansing of the sea.
         
Then the tide ran out completely. I judged, from the time of being stranded, that it was about 8am. And there was nothing left on the sandy floor, though my footprints must have been there, digging frantically as I climbed up to the ledge. So when I jumped down, my feet printed a new and private mark. One that would be washed clean by the next tide — and would stay clean until I next left my mark; my own mark because this was my own place. Even though it was my first time, I realised this was somewhere that nobody had been before. This was my gift from whatever life-source is around us — from fate. It was fate — destiny — that led me to this unknown hole.
I also learned that fate (or destiny, whatever title it has) plays tricks. It gives you something and then takes it back by underhand means that you only realise later. I didn’t know what then, but understood later, because when I jumped down into that clean white floor and imprinted the delicious tingle of cold sand between my toes, there was something waiting that would change my life again.
Fin Walker and Awful Ericson.
         
So I scrambled out of the cave and onto the rocks. I scraped knees and ankles, my legs ran with blood, scrambling over more rocks and there was a launch — Fin Walker — leaving harbour. The tide was low and by then I did not need rescuing but Awful Ericson saw me. The launch came in close enough to haul me aboard and then turned back for land. Back at the jetty, Awful Ericson made it sound like he’d pulled me out from the jaws of a shark.
         
At least I didn’t cop any ridicule. I told everyone I clung to the rocks all night and there was some great stuff written about a ‘kid’s will to live’, as my bloody knees and ankles bore witness. So I was a kind of local hero for a while but I didn’t like that, either. I don’t like being noticed by a lot of people. And the whole thing had an incredible downside — the downside being my attention-grabbing mum.
She got a page in the tabloids over this. ‘Tragedy mum’ nearly loses son as well as husband. Mum expressed her thanks to Awful Ericson in her usual gushy way and went out with him a few times. And then she actually married him! Another page in the tabloids.
I always thought Mum had class but Awful Ericson was nearly two metres tall with a number one haircut and a gold ring in one ear — should have been through his nose, because he had closed, pig-like features — an impressive great white shark on his forearm because he caught one — I wish it had caught him — and recreation was rugby league on the sports channel with his mates and six-packs of tinnies.
Can you imagine anyone less like me? Or for that matter, less like my dad? I know now why, in books, step-parents are a negative authority figure and why Hitler hated his own stepfather. Awful Ericson and I agreed only once when Mum, in extra-gushy mode, called us her ‘two brave boys’. I said ‘crap’ and Awful Ericson said another word, but it meant exactly the same thing. 
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So, back to being nearly sixteen, my Fortress of Dreams and Old Goodey. Remember though, I am telling this at the age of eighteen. What happened between us, took time to develop. But it began those two weeks later, with Mel and Courtney Swaggert — yes and Awful Ericson.
And those two no-brain Neanderthals Jack Duncan and Allan Burdon, Jay-Dee and Albie, as they liked to be known among their no-brainer peers.
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You will have understood by now that Mr Ericson and I did not get on. He made only a small attempt to like me and I made none to like him. His family goes back over 160 years, when this town was a hangout for every type of bad guy in the South Pacific. His Great-Great-Something Grand-dad was a ‘swash-buckling rogue’, a rumrunner, arms dealer, blackbirder (Polynesian and Melanesian slaves for the Queensland plantations) and finally his own crew chucked him overboard. I wish someone would chuck Awful Ericson overboard and let the cookie-cutters get him.
I did a school project on what happened to old ‘blackbird’ Ericson — emphasis on being chucked to the sharks — and made him sound like a two-bit low-life. Ericson and I didn’t speak for a week, which was great. I’m getting away with this story because it has a lot of loose threads and I need to join two of them now — Mel and Courtney Swaggert.
         
Mel Swaggert was a game fisherman who liked to call himself ‘Kingfish Mel’ and he came each season to hunt the big striped marlin and he wanted the biggest, something well over a hundred kilograms and not just to tag it then let it loose either, like a lot of fishermen did. He wanted a trophy over his fireplace back in Texas. Mel Swaggert was a solid beer barrel of a guy, red-faced, with a pointy white beard and white moustache, bald except for a frill of white hair that he grew down the back like a ponytail.
The first season Jennylee Swaggert came, Barbie doll pretty with long blonde hair and — as Awful Ericson put it — stacked in all the right places. Next season or so, she looked exactly the same but was called April. Two seasons later, it was Courtney, Mrs Swaggert the Third; she was just as pretty but very different. I didn’t like any of them; women didn’t appear in my fantasies, except as sort of a background. But I did learn from Courtney Swaggert — about the different faces of power.
Anyway, this time Mel Swaggert wanted a big one and Awful Ericson wanted the bonus — five bucks for every kilo over a hundred and fifty. And they came up to our big place overlooking the bay (purchased with Dad’s insurance money) and Mum drops me and Awful Ericson right in it. She smiles and chirps, why don’t they take me along? Awful Ericson looks as horrified as I do (another rare time we were in agreement) but Mel Swaggert booms, ‘What a great idea,’ and Courtney Swaggert beams, ‘What a cute idea, he’s a cute kid.’ She gives me that extra-white toothy smile.
         
And — perversely — I enjoyed Awful Ericson’s look of horror so much that I agreed, and so, with a look of sheer dislike at me, did he. So that was how we went down to the jetty that late afternoon and Old Goodey was sitting by a stack of lobster traps, between the tackle shop and the chandlers, cane clasped in both hands. We went past the rattly old jetty and Awful Ericson was saying something to Mr Swaggert. Nobody noticed Old Goodey sitting in his dark alcove but as we passed he said something in an odd dark tone. A word that crept with shadows and sneered somehow with a timeless cold dislike, no — disdain.
‘Yooden.’
It meant nothing to me, or Awful Ericson, or Mum. But it did mean something to Mr Swaggert, who turned; his grey eyes glinted like steel, his red face went sort of white underneath.
He stopped, facing Old Goodey and his booming voice went to a quiet cold iron.
‘Did you say something to me, Mister?’
Old Goodey looked at him from his place of shadows and stood up; his own eyes glinting under the broad-brimmed hat that always made his face dark. That wide rattrap mouth was set and closed but opened again and repeated the word with — with almost a dark biting pleasure.
‘Yooden.’
Mel Swaggert took a step forward but Courtney put her hand on his arm. I remember those red fingernails as she clutched tight. So he breathed and nodded and stepped back. We were all wondering what the hell had happened but Mr Swaggert went quickly on and Courtney paused only a moment. She spoke, the cutesy note gone, her clear voice cold and sharp as ice.
         
‘Creep.’
Old Goodey said nothing, his wrinkled face like a weather-scarred rock and her red lips pursed. I think she almost made to spit at him then just turned and went on after the others. I had paused too and Old Goodey looked at me with expressionless eyes. His wide-lipped mouth did curl a little at the edges — in triumph? I went on.
So Fin Walker cast off and Courtney Swaggert whispered something to her husband. Mel Swaggert recovered his good spirits very quickly and was soon booming happily over the dark waters. Mum waved to me and called out cautionary advice until we could not hear her. Cautionary advice — after practically throwing me onto the boat! Courtney Swaggert smiled at me.
         
‘Your mum thinks a lot of you.’
I am seldom unguarded, but I was then. ‘Sometimes she thinks too much of me.’
Courtney laughed and thumped me softly. ‘Well, that’s better than too little kid, and I speak from experience.’ She gave me a stick of gum and we both chewed loudly a few moments as Fin Walker chugged quietly out into the dark sea, into that broad red-gold band of sunset. The headland passed us and it was like Stone Boy shifted a little and looked at me as though to say, ‘I will hide your secrets.’
         
We were going into the night and the dark massive heave of the ocean around our cockleshell. Stars were coming out in the darkness and far beneath our keel, shoals of other-life stirred from below and rose upward from their alien dark world; shoals of tentacled squid who learned jet propulsion long before us, rising to feed. And also, in that fathomless dark below, came the predators who fed on them in the timeless cycle since life first moved in these oceans. Once, the Ichthyosaur, the Plesiosaur and the Mosasaur, even the ancestor of the shark, were predators. Now it was the mako shark and the bronze whaler, the thresher shark and tuna — and the marlin.
         
I explained all this to Mrs Swaggert as evening became night and the white wake creamed latte in the darkness, and she listened. Then Mr Swaggert, who was at the bow, boomed something about ‘chow’ and she sighed, ‘Women’s work is never done,’ her diamond ring and earrings shining in the moonlight. Her regular and extremely white teeth shone through her red-painted lips and she gave a very sweet smile.
‘Hey kiddo, you’re okay. I think you’re very smart and I like talking to you. Some time again, okay?’
There was another ‘chow’ bellow and she went into the little cabin. We had beef chunks in tomato pasta, she cooked up a bucketful and Mr Swaggert ate about half the bucket. Then he got through a six-pack and we settled down to fish. Ericson threw out a live skipjack on the line — breaking pressure some six hundred kilos — and they settled down to trawl and wait. Ericson, Mr Swaggert and the two crewmen took turns to hold the line.
         
Our crew. Another loose thread I have to tie up — the aforementioned Jay-Dee and Albie. I went to school with them, a pair of no-brainers, sons and grandsons of fishermen, and now Awful Ericson’s boat crew. I don’t want to spend time on these guys but must.
Jay-Dee is tall and thickset, a boozer and another number-one guy, and famed for the number of live goldfish he could swallow at those pub competitions. Albie is a ratbag under a blue mohawk with studs in his eyebrows. Drink-driving and a sort of ‘Jack Shit’ look about him like he’s somebody, and not just a third generation no-hoper. They ignored me as though I was excess weight on the boat. After all, I was an artist and a thinker, therefore outside their attention span.
         
So we cast out the line and let the swarming fantastic life below decide who should live or die. And the sky went black, twinkling with masses of stars like silver thread, stitching the dark horizon and sky together into one.
Mr Ericson told me to go into his bunk, that he’d rough it up on the deck. I didn’t really want to sleep anywhere smelling of him. As I got up to go, an arm pulled me back into the perfumed closeness of Courtney Swaggert. She pushed another strip of gum into my mouth and I could smell the mint on her lips as she chewed. Her voice was drawly and somehow careless.
‘Kid. That old guy on the jetty — tell me about him.’
I did. Her arm was heavy on my shoulders and her perfume — and the mint — rich in my face. I felt so important, more so than when I was commanding my King Tiger legions. Her perfume and the black salt wash of the sea were like a fresh tingling awareness around me.
         
I did not mention my Fortress of Dreams. But it seemed okay to tell her about Old Goodey and how he wandered around the town, living outside it. She nodded and that thick nimbus of blonde hair sometimes brushed my cheek. She made reassuring noises as though what I said was really important. And I felt that importance, because blonde and beautiful Courtney Swaggert thought I was somebody and therefore deserved a place in my fantasy.
I still felt that, even when footsteps clomped over the creaking deckboards and we both looked up as Awful Ericson glowered down and said, ‘Bed.’ I made to answer but she spoke for me in that soft drawly tone that smelled of mint.
‘In a minute, Captain Ericson, okay?’
The power lay in her innocent and polite words — my husband commands, you are a flunkey, understand me, arsehole! So he did back off and she turned her sweet cool blue eyes on me and smiled white teeth over red rosebud lips.
         
‘Thanks, honey. I’ve sure enjoyed our conversation and we’ll get together soon, okay?’
She gave me a light kiss but those red lips touched a flaming torch on my cheeks and I gasped like the foolish kid I was. When you are fifteen, even though you are into puberty, it can still smack the coolest guy hard. There, on that launch in the wide black ocean, I wanted to do things to Mrs Swaggert; she knew and smiled more sweetly because — like the way her red-fingernailed hands clutched so tightly into Mr Swaggert’s arms — she had power over me and mouthed that possession from her sweet red lips: ‘You go along now, honey.’
         
It was black night now and a different multitude of life-cycle was swarming deep in the dark ocean under our keel. But I remembered something and turned. I think that was when I spoke, my voice caught with an inchoate pubescence.
         
‘Mrs Swaggert,’ remembering Old Goodey in his dark alcove and how Mr Swaggert’s face was pale with emotion. ‘What does “Yooden” mean?’
I have said Courteney Swaggert was smart, and not just in her clutching red-nailed possession of Mr Swaggert or in how she kissed me. Now she smiled, red lips parting to show white teeth, her voice silky and amused — realising what I had lost in translation.
‘Yooden? No honey, that’s ah … Juden …’ she spelled it out with the ‘J’ that was pronounced ‘Y’ in speech. Then she enunciated it further, in sweetly tough words. ‘Juden is the German word for Jewish people. That old guy was calling Mel a Jew.’
I was young then and so focused on my own dreams that other things just fell by. ‘What’s the matter with saying someone is Jewish?’
She looked at me calmly, the sweet salt breeze blowing her hair around her face. The amused smile was on her lips and in her words as she pushed her hair back and breathed the dark salt air into her lungs.
‘Nothing, honey. It’s just in how you say it.’
         
She smiled lovely red lips and squeezed my hand when I got up to go, with a, ‘Night, honey.’ I went below, still chewing on the gum and got into Awful Ericson’s bed. I was fully clothed and felt as though I had grown stronger. I drove away the thick smell of Awful Ericson by chewing gum hard, breathing in the minty smell of Courtney Swaggert’s breath.
I fell asleep quickly but she was in my dreams while the primeval shoal-life pulsed under our boat and Mr Swaggert’s skipjack-baited line was trawling in the deep blackness; and in my dreams, at least my dreaming fantasies, her red-painted presence overwhelmed me. Just before I slept, I remembered those sharp and clear red-painted words.
         
Nothing, honey. It’s just in how you say it.
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I woke up to an almighty battle. After trawling all the night on two hooks, Mel Swaggert hooked a very big broadbill who should have stuck to squid and not decided that skipjack was also on the menu.
So, at sunrise, I was up on deck. So was Courtney — as perfumed, pretty and perfect as last night, except for a change of clothes — and trilling loud encouragement to her partner. So the marlin was drawn in, a big blue-striper, and Awful Ericson yelling to get it alongside the boat. But Mel Swaggert wanted to make sure it was dead — ‘Killer instinct,’ he kept yelling, ‘This baby will look so good in my den!’
         
Well, I have to say that Awful Ericson warned him but Mel was too hooked — excuse the play on words — on his own excitement. I could see what might happen and ran over to Courtney Swaggert.
‘Mrs Swaggert, he’s going to lose it — I mean lose pieces of it.’
She blinked those long black eyelashes at me, knowing enough about deep-sea fishing to realise what I was talking about. I think also it was a test of her control over Mel. Anyway, she got up and stood beside him, peaking softly with those red-painted lips.
‘Honey, you got him, haul the guy in.’
Mel did hear that and his white ponytail bobbed as he strained with the reel. He reached for another beer but she had moved the six-pack aside with her foot. So that wonderful dying fish came slowly in, the steel hook sticking through his mouth and the wide saucer eyes already blank. But Awful Ericson was right, Mel had waited just a little too long.
         
It was pulled alongside, nearly dead. A massive and beautiful fish, wallowing in the water, striped in blue and silver; even in death it was more a creation of power and beauty than the humans who clamoured and yelled as they pulled it aboard. The whole marlin came up, dripping with water and as it was swung around, the underside showed itself.
Then came even more yelling and clamouring — most of it from Mr Swaggert.
         
You can hook a big fish and kill it. But you have to remember that below the keel, other life forms are taking an interest. I have mentioned the sharks but there is one that all anglers hate. The cookie-cutters.
These sharks hang off until the marlin is dying and then home in. If you don’t get the fish in quickly enough, they will chomp neat pieces out of the body. Somehow it is worse than the bigger sharks, mako or bronze whaler, tearing chunks. Cookie-cutters are like precision machines, chewing out circular chunks — diminishing the dying fish by kilos — and those kilos were Awful Ericson’s bonus. He watched with an awful look on his face, like his bank account was being chopped to zero.
We got this striped marlin on board but the cookie-cutters had chopped too much meat, including a piece on the head — meaning it was no good for mounting either. I thought I’d done a good job of keeping my face straight — and keeping well back — but a soft hand touched my shoulder. I looked up into Courtney Swaggert’s smooth face.
         
‘You on the side of the fish, kid?’
‘Yes. Are you?’
She gave a little smile. ‘Boys and toys, honey. Boys and toys.’
So Mr Swaggert reached around for his six-pack and drank five cans while we headed back to harbour. He said nothing and I noticed that even Courtney Swaggert kept away. I think he was really mad. 
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This was summer. Old Goodey just about never came out in summer. But this morning he was, as though he hadn’t moved all through the night. So when we got alongside and hoisted that magnificent striped fish onto the jetty — pockmarked and bleeding — I looked up and saw his brown face peeping from between the tackle shop and the chandlers. It was very weird.
So we weighed the fish and Awful Ericson managed a hollow laugh because those sneaking cookie-cutters had reduced the marlin just enough for a no-bonus result. Then Mel Swaggert — Courtney beside him — began stalking up the jetty. He paused a moment as he saw Old Goodey — showing his crooked yellow teeth in the most sardonic grin you ever saw. A grin that invited comment but Mel stalked on past.
Courtney didn’t. She looked at Old Goodey but said nothing. Then she dropped a little back, whispering to Albie a moment. His awful studs blinked as he nodded and Courtney trotted back beside her man. Albie whispered to Jay-Dee and a wolfish grin went between them. Courtney had not looked at Old Goodey and neither did they.
I waved a little to him as I went past. He just looked through me. Behind us, it was a great morning as though someone had splashed paint-strokes of silver and pink over the dark sky. 
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Catching that marlin made me think about power. The marlin had power until it was hooked then all its great strength meant nothing. Even the squid-swarms had more power then and so did the smaller predators who chopped and tore at her. So that balance of power changed. I have said that Courtney Swaggert knew about power and in the week longer that they stayed, she demonstrated it.
I went out once more — because she asked me to. This was a daylight trip and the artist in me loved it. I sketched the boat and the sky and a broad-winged mollymawk swooping overhead. Courtney liked the sketch.
‘Honey, you caught that bird just like it flies,’ she said. ‘I gotta buy that, I’ll frame it — fifty bucks?’
Fifty bucks! I ‘yes’d’ and she smiled.
Jay-Dee was standing nearby and his jaw dropped. ‘Fifty bucks for that rubbish?’
‘Sell her your studs, no-brain,’ I retorted and Courtney smiled.
Jay-Dee is a complete hoon and later on managed to tread on my open sketchbook — of course without meaning to — apologising with a nasty grin. So I waited then kicked over the bait bucket — he skidded on a dead squid and nearly went over the side. I’d love to sketch the cookie-cutters chopping pieces out of Jay-Dee.
That was Mel’s last trip for the season. He hooked a swordfish big enough to satisfy him. A couple of bronze whalers showed interest but he’d learned and we got the fish in ahead of them. On the jetty, Mel posed proudly, his big stomach sticking out and Courtney trilling beside him in a white swimsuit and black shades.
         
And the next day I learned more about power.
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It was a late Saturday afternoon — about five. The sun was low in the sky, the end of a choppy swirly day and most of the boats were in. The jetty was practically deserted, except for one unusual sight. Jay-Dee was sitting halfway down by the chandlers, unusual because on Saturday he was out in the boat or at the pub. He saw me, got up and stretched himself.
‘Push off, kid.’
I stood there. Now from the little alley between those two shops, I could hear a scuffling sound and thumping noises. Jay-Dee stood there, a little curl to his lips. He knew that Awful Ericson and me did not get on — he could get away with smacking me one. I wouldn’t even tell Ericson. But as it happened, the scuffling stopped and Albie came out of the alley. He was rubbing his ribs and limping slightly but managed a wink to Jay-Dee. Then he saw me.
‘Hey. Forlong’s premier dick.’
They walked up, brushing on either side and contriving to shoulder me to the ground, crowing as my sketches fluttered out of the book. They exchanged high-fives but I noticed Albie was still limping as they walked off the jetty to the pub.
         
I could still hear a scuffling sound and went up to the alcove, between the shops. There was a figure hunched over at the back, coughing harshly, like the sound of footsteps in gravel. A broad-brimmed hat and a thick cane lay on the ground. The figure hunched a little and a brown face looked up at me.
Old Goodey.
I knew exactly what had happened. Courtney Swaggert’s pausing for that quiet red-painted whisper to Albie as they passed the alley. Yeah, those two thugs would do anything for a buck.
I went up to him. He was doubled over, both hands clutched over his belly, a bruise already forming under one eye. His breath croaked like a toad. Then one hand shot out and grabbed mine like a brown steel trap. He leaned forward and used my body to straighten. His eyes glared out of that brown seamed face but not with fear, with pain and hate and — yes, with strength.
He was upright now, still panting with a sound like ripped cloth. I picked up his hat and stick. Yes, Albie rubbing his ribs and limping a little, I bet Old Goodey got in a few good whacks. He took them — grabbed them — and the ripped-cloth sound was already less strong in his breath. His eyes still glared.
         
‘I’ll get the cops,’ I said. ‘I’ll call a doctor.’
‘No!’ His voice snapped, crackling with a hot burning anger. ‘Do nothing! Go away!’
         
I just stood there and he lurched and with the other hand, clapped his black hat lopsided on his head. That stick was rock-steady in his hands and his lips stretched in a long croaking sigh over those yellow crooked teeth. ‘Boy, you know nothing! You must learn about power! I fought through —’
He gasped, spittle flecking his lips, uttering long croaking words, sounding like ‘curse’. Then he shut his mouth with a funny audible snap and a strange look flickered on his face. He shook his head as though coming back to reality. I wanted to ask what he meant. But he pushed on past, stalking out onto the jetty, his stick knocking hollowly as he stomped off.
I watched him go. He staggered again because he had taken a bad beating, but always straightened; that cane knocked more firmly as he limped off the jetty. He had to go through town and — following him some of the way — I heard a derisive shout from the pub. Old Goodey kept on going, his head so low that I thought his hat might fall off again. It didn’t and he kept on going, his stick scraping a little as he leaned on it.
I watched him, feeling a sort of vague disappointment. I had expected a show of fire and he was lurching off like a cripple. He was already past the shops and near the cross-path when I remembered something. I ran after him and yelled like a puppy yapping at his heels.
         
‘Mr Goodey — Mr Goodey!’
He turned and I caught up. I took something from my pocket, the crisp fifty-dollar note that Courtney Swaggert gave me and held it out. ‘Here — from Mrs Swaggert, you can have it for the doctor.’
         
Old Goodey looked at me and his lips moved over those yellowed teeth. He did not show emotion as he held the crisp dark red note up between forefinger and thumb.
‘Thank you,’ he said.
There was a sneering iron note in his answer, and a moment later I understood why, because he held the note high then let it flutter like a dark butterfly from his fingers and out over the bay. Then he gave a bleak smile and walked off.
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I didn’t get a chance to ask Courtney Swaggert about it because she and Mel left two days later. I did get back at Albie and Jay-Dee though. I drew a picture that showed Awful Ericson on Fin Walker, throwing Albie and Jay-Dee out of the launch on a double-hooked line, and shouting, ‘At least you’re good for something.’ Yes, and a monster great white coming up out of the water for lunch.
         
I hung it up on the town notice board outside the library and most people got to see it before Albie tore it down. Even Awful Ericson had a chuckle and said over dinner, ‘I’d better make sure they don’t bait you to a line.’
I replied, ‘Then don’t take me out again, I don’t care,’ and dinner was finished in the usual silence. For the record, he only took me out once again and, like the Swaggert episode, that would also lead to change — and consequence.
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That evening something else happened. My mum loves sort of sad/romantic films, particularly musicals, Kismet, Oklahoma, Showboat, etc. I only like them because when she plays one, Awful Ericson leaves the room. Anyway, one of her favourites is Cabaret. It’s the only one I like because it’s set in pre-war Nazi Germany and has one great song. A yellow-haired boy, in shorts and swastika armband, sings one in an outdoor café. Something about the branch on the linden, and the stag in the forest runs free.
         
It has one great final line that has the whole café joining in. Tomorrow belongs to me.
         
I loved that line and felt part of its dreams — even though they did turn into nightmares. But my dreams were my own and I was buoyed with the fantasies of my greatness. So whenever I was down, I would hum that line, and sometimes in my Fortress, sing it aloud with only the pounding waves as music.
Tomorrow belongs to me.
         
[image: ]

I didn’t see Old Goodey for a week or two after that. I was still dealing with the betrayal of Ms Hatchard, our Head of English. Jennifer Hatchard was leaving at the end of term, going to some top private school. She was slim and tall with one of those down-turned mouths and black hair, swept back into a long ponytail. She could smile though and knew her job really well. She encouraged my essay writing and made me think she was interested.
         
So when she went, I sulked. I did hardly any work in the last two weeks and walked out on the little send-off they gave her. I was nearly fifteen then and she was my first dream of puberty. Very unlike Mum, but maybe that’s why I liked her.
On her last day, I skipped school in the last period and went to the headland. It was low tide and there was a rotting stink of seaweed; this time the decomposing smell was the straggling yellowfin tuna that must have slipped the hook to die anyway. I would rather have seen Albie or Jay-Dee there. Anyway, I went on past and down to the rocks that were the entrance to my Fortress of Dreams. As usual, I looked around before entering. Nobody must know of my private place.
Inside I calmed down. I realised she was right to do what she wanted but it was too late to go back and say that now. So I fought down that sense of betrayal, just as I had when my father died. In a perverted way, I even welcomed betrayal because it showed you could not trust anyone. I liked the hurt and bitterness and here in my own place, I could cherish it.
For just a few hours a day, the cave was magic. The sea washed it clean with each tide and that white sand floor smoothed to a virgin carpet while I was sitting up on my ledge and sketching by candlelight. I often left my sketchbook here and loved to dream, hearing the waves wash outside, even knowing that if I died, nobody would ever find me. With any luck, Awful Ericson, Albie and Jay-Dee would be blamed for my murder and spend all their good years in prison.
         
It seems incredibly childish now, when I write this. But it was real enough then — ask any fifteen-year-old who is out of place. At least I had my Fortress where my dreams went beyond the stone walls. But in the awkward knowledge that it was no longer as real as it was, like a storm running out in the pale dawn, my fantasies no longer gave me that absolute comforting shroud of power. Puberty, you see, can be the assassin of dreams.
So I stayed there for some three hours, while the wave beat outside grew louder and the stone walls became darker as afternoon wore on. And when the first intrusive trickles of water appeared, smudging my virgin carpet, it was time to go. The moon — overhead but invisible in the sky at this time — decided that nobody could fight its power. That is why early people made her a Goddess. Not a God, more powerful.
The waves were beating strongly when I came out. Even on the calmest days there is always a swell from the ocean and an aerial troop of gulls, alert for what was swept in from the hunting waters outside the headland. When they find something, you know it by the discordant screaming. I put my socks in my shoes, laced them around my neck, and waded out, exulting in the strong salty wash around my knees, a ritual cleansing against the next entrance. I scrambled out on the rocks and put on my shoes and socks.
         
It was then, over the cleansing incoming waters, I heard the song. It was as rhythmic as the pounding waves and so close that at first I could not separate the two wave beats of sound. Possessing me with a queer tingling unreality because I would never think to hear that song on this headland. It belonged to my fantasies and to the legend of the Third Reich, a song that few people in all this country would know about.
I scrambled around the sides of Stone Boy, listening to that thin strong voice, booming with such incongruous violent rhythm in this clear salt-smelling air with the discordant screaming gulls overhead — because it belonged to that other world, seventy years gone.
The ‘Horst Wessel’ marching song.
Horst Wessel was one of the early Nazi ‘martyrs’ and, shot by an assailant rumoured to be Jewish — Nazi propaganda — he gets a state funeral, Hitler and all the top Nazis there. And something else happens.
The SA, as the German elite SS stormtroopers were called then, get a new marching song. It is about Horst Wessel and suits the stamp of their jackboots and the deep-throated roar of arrogant male voices.
The flag high and ranks closed,
                  
We march with silent, solid steps
                  



This song, long gone from any hit parades, sounded with a throaty power as I got up onto the higher rocks and saw who was singing it.
         
Old Goodey.
He was on the top of Stone Boy, shrouded in that black overcoat and hat. He was singing strongly and rocking back and forth with the rhythm.
I stood there. Had he seen me enter the Fortress? Surely he was not on Stone Boy when I scrambled over the headland rocks. He wasn’t there — surely — when I looked around at the entrance. So he could not have seen me go on — or come out?
‘Hello, Mr Goodey,’ I said.
He did not answer or even turn around. He sang the last words over the growing crash of waves, like leather boots stamping in unison. Then he stopped and turned around, his eyes gleaming in his old rock-wrinkled face. That pale splash sunken into one cheek.
‘Hello, Robin.’
‘That was the Horst Wessel song that you were singing.’
‘Was I?’
He was standing up and gathering the folds of that long black overcoat around him. He looked out at the darkening sea and settled his broad-brimmed hat more firmly on his head. Then he looked around.
‘Where have you been, Robin?’
I nearly answered but didn’t. Sitting high on Stone Boy — did he see me coming out of the Fortress? Surely not, otherwise he would have said something. Or — was he reminding me that we both had secrets. Now, he skipped nimbly off the rocks, his cane clattering, nearly overbalancing at the bottom, the steep tip screeching as he recovered himself and looked up. His eyes gleamed under the black flat-brimmed hat.
         
‘I liked your picture about the shark-bait. But I can fight my own battles and hurt my enemy when I choose. Goodbye.’
I felt somehow isolated atop Stone Boy as he set off. Showing a remarkable agility through the rocks — as though he had come here many times before. I shouted over the shrieking wheeling birds.
‘That was a Nazi German marching song!’
He raised his cane without looking back, in salutation — or mockery — and kept on, up the path to his home. His black-garbed presence flapped into the gathering dark shadow. I watched until he disappeared, then had to move quickly myself because the onward-washing waters were black and cold; just before twilight, the sea becomes very hungry. It was just past six when I headed for home.
I was late for dinner; there would have been a phone call from school and Recrimination Mode awaiting me. Awful Ericson would go into Responsible Stepfather Mode. Mum would go into Gushy-Suffocation Mode and me — into Closed-Unreachable Mode. But even knowing then that pubescent fantasies would lose their power and like the German tanks, I must grow a thicker armour skin — I must become a King Tiger. I must become the most powerful of all destroyers. I must have power!
That night — after Recrimination Mode — I went up to my room. The tank models around the shelves and the winged aircraft models were something I could relate to. Not in the kitchen over dinner, with Awful Ericson glaring at me from his closed pig-features and saying I was grounded. Mum putting on her carefully concerned, yet sweetly pitying look — I knew all her looks. Anyway — grounded from whom? And meaning what — that I had more time to myself? There was nobody in this town worthy of my time.
         
No, there was one — Old Goodey, because he had secrets.
So that night, I felt okay and peaceful. I felt I was still in control and the Fortress of Dreams was still my own secret. I thought about Old Goodey as I snuggled down in bed. And before letting myself slip into sleeping fantasies of power, I even told myself that — despite his King Tiger remarks — he did not know what he was saying.
I would learn soon enough that he did.
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‘Soon enough’ was a month or so further on. I had sort of eased back into school and town life and not seen much of Old Goodey. But I heard the doctor had been to see him — that he had some kind of heart problem. Once or twice when I saw him, he seemed to be moving slower and had a hand clutched under his left armpit.
I did run into Albie and Jay-Dee and they made sure these encounters were as uncomfortable as they could devise. I got my ankles kicked, I got shouldered into the gutter — even got my school bag chucked over Mr De Witt’s fence, where his pit bull terrier made short work of it.
         
I had not thought I could hate two guys so much — the more so, because they stopped me dreaming in my Fortress. Because you cannot have fantasy dreams of power when reality penetrates the tank like an armour-piercing shell. So I hated how they kept me from it with their mindless and superficial arrogance.
A month or so, I said. Then it ended.
It ended the day before a big fishing trip. This Arab Prince from one of the oil states on the Red Sea had come to Forlong. He had heard we caught the best and strongest marlin in the world. He wanted to get one just like Mel Swaggert did. Although Awful Ericson pulled me aside and whispered — guys like Awful Ericson think a whisper equates confidence — that I should not mention Mel or Courtney Swaggert.
I blinked back at him. I had no intention of mentioning them because you do not give away secrets of power. Awful Ericson slapped me on the arm and got up. He actually thought he’d got away with it. And perhaps he would have, but for the black-garbed intrusion of Old Goodey. And a song that was hate, pride and stamping arrogance, as chanted over the headland — above the power of the oncoming tide.
About a month. Yeah, right.
Albie and his mates used to hoon around town after the pubs were shut. They had this place above the headland, a sort of scooped-out drive-by where they would turn their radios up to extra-loud and never mind who they kept awake. Old Goodey’s house was the closest but when a petition went around — started by Mrs Campbell, a ‘local identity’ — he just shut the door on her.
         
So he didn’t care? So, the next weekend.
Albie, Jay-Dee & Co park at the drive-by and slither/scrape their way down onto the beach. They light fires, sizzle sausages and down tinnies. They light up wacky-baccy — some will have hard drugs — and hang out — loudly — until dawn, exorcising the awful tedium of their lives for another week.
         
Except Albie and Nicola.
Nicola was a sort of female Albie — need I say more? Checkout girl at the local supermarket and her idea of a joke was offering to buy me a condom — usually at the top of her voice. So they got into his car together — nobody else allowed. They were screaming, smooching, getting themselves wired up for whatever horrid joys would turn them on.
So Albie and Nicola, fully tanked on lager, drive off down the hill. They’ve done this lots of times and Albie’s really hot on corners. He comes to the first.
Albie, you have a problem. You are travelling fast and need to corner. But the brake-pedal is not working so you cannot corner and have just a moment to realise that you must die, because it is five metres down to the rocks. 
         
Nicola is screaming and I bet you are. Riding that fall means you have that single eternal moment of impending death to realise what a complete bastard you are, Albie — enjoy!
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So the town buried Albie. What was left of him and his melted studs. The whole town turned out because our Mayor wanted to score some caring good-guy points for the next election. I went to the funeral, just because Awful Ericson didn’t think I would — but also for my own reasons. Albie the boozing ratbag became a metaphor for lost youth. Nicola, who could not put together a sentence without eff-words, became a ‘wayward child’.
And later, when the church emptied and we all assembled to watch the coffins loaded on their trip to the crematorium, I turned away. Not from the overload of grief, but hypocrisy. Some of the people there, including so-called mates, wouldn’t cross the road to spit on Albie when he was alive. In death, he could be sanctified into something that he never was. And when the ‘tragic accident’ was mentioned, I had to smile.
Nobody would ever know that Albie and Nicola were murdered. But I knew.
I learned something about death, that day. And I learned more behind the church where it fronted the headland. It was a perfect blue day and on the headland was a solitary black-outlined figure. The wind took a chancy gust and bought distant sounds to me.
         
The black-outlined figure was Old Goodey.
The sounds were his discordant singing of ‘Horst Wessel’.
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So, the Arab Prince. He’s a big-game fisherman from a gulf state that is nothing but sand and oil-wells — Ericson joked the Prince should be hooking camels — not to his face, I noticed. When the commission’s worth big bucks and bonus, my tough-guy step-dad can grease with the best of them. I was thinking of buying him a can of brown nugget for Christmas but he wouldn’t understand the subtle nose-related joke.
         
He is short a crewman after Albie’s tragic demise. And short of Jay-Dee because the cops paid him a visit one early morning over marijuana plants he was growing under heating in his house. An anonymous tip-off; Jay-Dee shot through while awaiting trial and I did not begrudge the eighty cents off my phone-card making it.
Downside. Awful Ericson asked me to go on the launch. ‘Gushy-Mum’ said her two ‘best boys’ should help each other. As I said, Awful Ericson and I do not share many moments of disgust but we shared that one.
So, this guy and his entourage turn up in a string of stretch limos, wives, PR people and bodyguards. I wondered what Old Goodey would say about this but he wasn’t on the jetty that day. I’d thought about Old Goodey — him knowing about King Tigers and the ‘Horst Wessel’ marching song, but a lot of people know about that stuff. I still wasn’t making the connection — maybe because it was just too incredible.
         
So we went out, past the headland and Stone Boy. I baited the Prince’s line with a sardine inside a baby squid and — yes, these things do happen — about a minute later, the Prince hooks just about the biggest broadbill ever seen in these waters and the next eight hours are pure battle. The Prince strained, the line was taut in the foaming water and he showed that real skill — tiring himself as much as the broadbill — as he struggled to bring it in.
The first time the marlin leaped even Awful Ericson howled, because it was an incredible fish, almost too big for our launch. When we back-tracked, the water came over the transom, around our feet; it hung on a thread, us pulling the broadbill out or the fish pulling us in. But cord and steel held and we began reeling the broadbill in. Here’s where the Prince showed his skill, getting the fish alongside. We hoisted it out, just ahead of a mako shark. And to my utter surprise, the Prince grinned at me under his black moustache.
‘Boy! This is good fish, you help me get!’
I didn’t quite understand what he meant — hopefully a good tip. It was, but it was also a life-changing moment. Of course, I was the guy who baited his hook but he did get in that great battling fish with not a mark on it. The Prince was absolutely delighted and called repeatedly over the blue waters in his own liquid tongue as we headed back to shore.
         
On the jetty, he posed for his photo — show me the fisherman who doesn’t — then called me over and pushed an object into my hands. ‘For the boy who gave me luck,’ he said and watched while I unwrapped it.
A dagger. A real ceremonial one. It was curved, set in a curved sheath of white calfskin, lined with blue and red gemstones. The end-knob blazed in the sun like red gold, the hilt was the same, with a chunky stone set in the end-grip — the pommel. The blade shone like pure silver fire and the Prince laughed at the awestruck look on my face.
‘A good dagger is the soul of a warrior!’ he shouted.
Then there were tips all around — I got twenty bucks — and even Awful Ericson scored a huge bonus. The Prince ordered the broadbill to be swung on the roof of one limo — some of his staff had to catch the bus — and off he went, shouting happily. Next stop should have been the taxidermist, but that was not to be. The drivers had spent their waiting time in the pub and one took the corner too closely as the fish slipped in its ropes. Squish — and in Awful Ericson’s memorable words, the broadbill wasn’t worth sushi.
         
The Prince’s wrath was terrible to behold — they say — but at least I had my dagger.
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I was overpowered with emotion! I would not let anyone touch my dagger, such was the honour of possession! I still had a pushbike then and pedalled madly away because this was such a private moment. The tide was going out but my Fortress would still be awash under Stone Boy. I jumped off my bike and scrambled out on to the higher rocks.
         
One quick glance around and I pulled the dagger out, seeing the sunlight flash on the silver blade. It lit a fire in my soul. That Prince was rolling in bucks and for him, giving away this precious and beautiful dagger was nothing. But in my fevered teenage imagination, it was a spark of warrior-fire itself. Cutting it through the air made a flashing slice of power cut deep within me.
Then behind me, somebody coughed.
I turned around and there he was. Seated between two rocks in that old black overcoat, hat jammed on his head and that sardonic grin creasing his face. I felt a bit embarrassed and silly, and scowled. ‘How come you’re always up here?’
That sardonic grin became wider. ‘Perhaps for the same reason you are. I have seen you more times than you see me.’
I stared at him uncertainly. Was that a sly hint that he did know about the Fortress? I was a little closer now and noted the old plastic supermarket bag at his feet. I went a bit closer and showed him the dagger. Out came a long hand for it — the other still clutched under his armpit. And while he was turning it over in that gloved hand, I looked down at his bag. Inside was a broken plastic comb, a pair of cracked shades, a torn plastic wallet and a toothbrush. And a knotted horrible mass — somebody’s old hairpiece? Campers leave all sorts of junk behind.
         
‘This is a cheap toy. Throw it away.’
I gaped at him and snatched it back. ‘How do you know?’
‘The metal is cheap and those stones are glass, they will fall out. The blade will soon rust in the sheath.’
He grinned again at the look on my face and got up. He lurched a moment on his bad hip, digging his stick into the shingle. The metal tip scraped and he steadied himself.
‘Throw it away. It has no spirit.’
He turned and lurched off up the incline on the path to town. I stood there, raging, because he had destroyed my dreams. Now, looking at it, I could see the handle binding was plastic fibre, the leather sheath a cheap imitation material. Even the gemstones did not shine so brightly. He was already at the rise when I shouted.
‘Well you take it then! You like collecting rubbish!’
He turned as I threw it at him. It landed near his feet but he made no attempt to pick it up. He looked back at me, the sun behind him and his face in shadow. It was impossible to see any expression. But his voice held a strange note when he spoke — mockery?
‘It is not rubbish to me. Your dreams are not mine.’ He paused, his face in shadow, his voice rasping like a file on unspoilt metal. ‘Even with dreams, there should come honour.’
Then he walked off into the shadows and I wanted to follow but when my feet scraped on the shingle, I couldn’t. He limped off into the darkness and I let the dagger lie in that patch of weeds. This was nearly the end of my story.
         
Except for that song, it nearly was.
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Then I had this crazy idea. Well, it didn’t sound crazy then, just bizarre — but so was Old Goodey. It was still early and I biked back into town and maxed out my EFTPOS card. It was good having a bundle of cash in my pocket. First I went to the hairdresser, ‘Miss Popsie’ though she’s older than Mum. I asked for any old hairpieces she had, for a school play. She had a few and asked about the play. ‘Les Miserables,’ I said and kept going.
         
Then to the dentist where I struck it lucky. He had a whole stack of old dentures that he’d been meaning to chuck out. Then the supermarket and that was where I needed cash for the cheap plastic combs, wallets and toothbrushes — lots of toothbrushes. The optician, who had a bottom drawer full of old spectacle frames, got rid of the lot for twenty-five bucks — I even scored some cheap shades at the chemist.
So, with quite a few bags clanking and clinking on my handlebars, I biked back up the hill to Old Goodey’s house. I paused, unhooking the plastic bags and waited a moment, hoping he’d come to the door. It was the first time I, or just about anybody, had really been close because he never had visitors.
         
Old Goodey’s house was about as creepy as him.
The steeply angled roof was rusted corrugated iron, and a verandah lapped around the whole house like a rotting tongue. The weatherboards were stained grey by the salt winds and the windows in their once ornate frames were tightly curtained; they had a discoloured and blind look to them. A big gable bulged out on one corner, like a dead, peeling eyeball. I glimpsed the curtains twitch there as I went up the path and threw the bags onto the verandah.
‘Mr Goodey!’ I shouted. No answer came and I shouted again, not caring if the whole headland heard me. ‘Mr Goodey, I know you’re in there, I know you’re German, not Dutch —’
I stopped because the door opened. It opened just far enough to show Old Goodey, in his long black trousers and an old dark green shirt; it was food stained and had buttons missing.
He had battered leather slippers on his feet and looked down at the litter of entangled wigs, dentures, spectacles and toothbrushes. A smell of decay and disuse came out with him.
‘These are gifts for me?’
I was yelling still, as though frantic, bewildered. ‘You know about King Tigers and the SS. I want to know — I want to know about those things!’
He moved suddenly, with a speed that belied his creaking old frame. He kicked aside the clutter, slammed the door and slammed me up against a verandah post. I skidded on a pair of shades and sat down suddenly — hard. Old Goodey towered over me and his face was hard as a rock. He knelt, then sat down beside me and his croaking voice rasped a harsh iron note.
         
‘You want to know? Then swear by this to be true!’
Suddenly there was a dagger in his hand. Not a glass-decorated trinket but a real dagger with a worn leather grip, the broad steel blade curving to a point, the grip finishing at a trigger-shaped hilt. Centred in the handle was a sharp steel lozenge with a black swastika. It looked old and grim like the seamed face of its owner. An SS dagger and the cold steel of the blade was in his grey eyes.
         
‘Look at this, Robin.’ Cold sunshine reflected off the blade and into dark shadows. On the blade was etched lettering and his croaky iron voice on each word. ‘Blut und Ehre …’
His un-gloved hand traced the words, the fingers blighted with that same sunken pale splash on his cheek. His fingers caressed those words and his voice sank. ‘Blood and Honour.’
His iron-grey eyes met mine over the cold shining blade. ‘Swear by Blood and Honour.’
The cold light of that dagger touched my soul and emotions. ‘I swear by blood and honour.’
He took the dagger away and settled down, a curious look in his eyes and a grim tiny upturn to his wide mouth, a cold note of triumph in his voice. He settled against the other verandah post and a faraway look came to his eyes. ‘Ask, Robin,’ then uttered those same words, he had gasped in the alley. ‘Curse …’
         
And suddenly, as the winter-gleam of that dagger flashed in my soul, I realised the meaning of those words.
Curse …? Kursk!
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July 1943, high summer on the Russian front and German tank armies want to pincer out the Kursk salient on their lines, like squeezing out a boil. So in went their tank army, spearheaded by the new Panzer Mark Threes and the King Tigers in their elite SS divisions. 
         
But the Russians were ready and they had new tanks too. At Kursk, the two armies clashed in the biggest and bloodiest tank battle of all time. It was fabled and part of my fantasies; but in my fantasies, the German Tigers carried all before them.
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Old Goodey leaned back against the other verandah post and his grey eyes looked over the cold sunshine and the headland, and saw nothing. He was looking into a past world and the high-water mark of conquest.
‘Boy. What can I tell you about Kursk. You read the books and know the outside. You know what the facts are but do not know the inside. What the soldier sees — and feels.
         
‘Kursk. We all knew about the offensive and so did the Russians. I remember those fields of wheat, rye and sunflowers in the blazing hot days. They looked wonderful and concealed a fearful menace because the Russians interlaced them with trip wires, mines and traps, like a lovely woman whose kiss is death.
‘I was trained for the King Tiger and what a great machine that was. Such a beautiful engine of destruction, and inside, enclosed in a hundred millimetres of armour plate, at the breech of that wonderful 88 mm cannon, it made you a king. So we waited because our King Tigers would bring us victory. My two good mates were Gunther, the driver, and Fritz, the hull gunner — one a big bulky Bavarian, the other a skinnier, smart-mouthed Berliner. They sat together in front, the gearbox between them, nicknamed the “twins”.
‘Our tank-commander, Lieutenant Rudel, was a pink-cheeked flaxen-haired boy, straight from training school and had swallowed the rule book. He still proudly carried his Hitler Jugend dagger and we told him to chuck it away — an automatic death sentence if the Russians caught him. He glared at us in contempt because the Führer gave him it.
         
‘The first week of July and our attack went in. Our engineers cleared the minefields and our Tigers clanked forward. Slow moving but that did not matter because the big 88 mm gun outranged all others. So we charged ahead but my view of Kursk was through the square steel visor ahead.
         
‘It is always hot in a tank. But fighting in summer, the heat cooks your tank like an oven. And the dirty stink of combat comes inside. You fire and the blasting roar of the cannon resounds inside. It mixes with the thunderous roar of the engine so all commands are shouted. And as you fight, other sounds and smells of destruction and death intrude.
         
‘The Russians counter-attack and their new tank, the T-35, is good and fast. We outrange and smash them but they charge up close with incredible courage and blast back. Now other smells and sounds come through; of crewmen screaming, trapped in their burning tanks and black smoke coming inside. We are soaked wet with sweat, dry with thirst and lurching unevenly forward. We feel the hammer-strokes of the Russian anti-tank guns and there is no time to think of dead and dying comrades.
‘This is what you are here for! This is what you do! You lurch on the hard metal seat and you fire the cannon; kick away the tumbling clatter of brass shell-cases at your feet.
‘You are stinking now because the battle goes on days, sweating in your dirt-thick uniform, a filthy stubble on your cheeks and the awful dry clutch of gunpowder on your face and in your throat.’
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Old Goodey came awake here — awake in the sense of somehow blinking back to normal; as though he had talked too much — was afraid of talking too much. But only for a  wrenching moment because memory enclosed him in the steaming darkness of the King Tiger. I don’t think he felt the cold sea-breeze on his face. Then he kept talking and his words were somehow choked with the black acrid battle-smoke of that terrible fight.
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‘You are learning about your new tank. Good but slow, a well-made monster and we are smashing the T-35s before they can hit us. It is stinking, your throat dry and the crashing clanging sound of battle goes on and on. Russian shells hit your tank like a giant’s hammer and you are deafened by your own gun-blasts, by Rudel bawling orders and the engine grinding as shell-blasts shake the King Tiger like a child’s toy.
‘Flamethrowers ahead! I fire the main cannon, our machine-guns chattering, a brief squirt of flame, blistering the paint, scorching the inside, then they are gone. Drive on, drive on, with the hell-blast of battle around us, bullets skidding off the armour like devil’s sleet.
         
‘Infantry with those big anti-tank grenades; they run forward with suicidal courage and the co-axial gun shoots them down. Some escape and run into a cottage, our tank goes right over it, burying them in the ruins. One man escapes, running ahead of the tank. The machine-gun jams and suddenly, savagely, I fire the main cannon and blow him to atoms. Such an angry shout from Lieutenant Rudel for wasting a big shell on one little man and I feel a brief shame. But Rudel will not stay angry because I’m the best gunner there is and knock out two of those quick T-60s one after the other.
         
‘Anti-tank guns, 45 mm, up close, at this range they can hurt. So charge right at them, all guns blazing. The gunners know they will die but stay at their guns. A shell hits us, another, they skid off the good Krupp turret, then we are over them and hear the gunners’ high screams as they are squashed under our tracks.
‘Then a break from battle. You still think this is glorious, boy! Our proud new tank, straight from the assembly line, looks like it has been through hell backwards. Battered, pock-marked with shells, the scoring lines of that near-miss on the turret. The underside and tracks are a filthy mess of undergrowth, mud, blood and bits of bodies. A blackened crust that stinks in the sun and draws the flies in their thousands.
         
‘Your body aches with exhaustion, your hands tremble as you chew hard bread and sasuage and drink the bitter “black-sweat” acorn coffee. Our boy Lieutenant is filthy, smoke-grimed, with the tired red-rimmed eyes of an old man. We snatch an hour’s sleep while the battle crashes around us and blink awake even more tired.
‘Onward into battle. Now Russian tanks are ahead, the new T-35. Untermenschen we call the Russians, under-folk, inferior to us. But they are not inferior in courage and they build damn good tanks. Hell unchains again as we open fire, the bitter cordite smoke drifting back into the tank. One T-35 explodes; two others come towards us, the locomotive screech of a near miss. Our shell hits the second tank under the gun, the turret is thrown off and two rag doll figures spin through the air. The third fires, misses, I am reloading with desperate speed and so is their gunner. Whoever is at that moment faster will live! These are new tanks and new crews so I am faster, my shell hits the chassis and the Russian tank explodes.
         
‘But still they come as we slog over the Donets Plain and mixed with the stink of sweating bodies and gun smoke, comes the thick scent of crushed sunflowers or wheat and the stench of freshly crushed human bodies. We fight over places and positions becoming meaningless until I first hear the name of that village shouted over the hot sweating stink of engine-noise by Lieutenant Rudel — Prokhorovka!
‘Prokhorovka! Ever see the tide reach high-water mark in your cave? Well, that forgotten Russian village was the high-water mark of World War Two because there our tank armies came together in the bloody battle of extinction.
         
‘A little place, already shattered by gunfire and the peasants long fled. Our armies clashed there, two thousand or more tanks, jammed up in a few square miles. We crashed into each other, like armoured medieval knights, and battered each other to pieces. At point-blank range in the blinding dust and smoke, we bashed and hammered it out and the Russian tanks won because — this close — we could not outrange them.
‘Our King Tiger smashed between two Russians. We blow one tank to pieces and the explosion shakes us. Another shell hits us and we crank the turret around. It interlocks with the barrel of the second Russian tank. A double crash and we are on fire, the inside full of flames. Lieutenant Rudel is screaming, his clothes on fire. Mine too, my face and hands and I push him out the hatch ahead of me — he is swept off by machine-gun fire. I tumble out, missing the bullets by a miracle and crash to the ground. Our tanks are locked by their guns and in flames now so nobody else gets out. I can hear the screams of Fritz and Gunther as they burn alive.
         
‘I have to roll over, away from the baking heat, somehow pulling Rudel after me by his belt. The skin hanging off my face and fingers but I have to pull out my pistol and bang away at the shadows coming out of the smoke. One is right over me, I pull out my knife and gut open his belly. He howls as his intestines tumble over my arm and face and I throw him off like an eel from the hook.
‘I have the Russian’s ‘burp’ gun and blaze away, shouting and screaming, in pain from head to foot. Rudel moaning on the ground, his lower body a bloody mess and the close thick clamour of the battle around us. I am screaming, shooting, taken from the safe thick armour of my King Tiger — must get help for Rudel, but stagger blindly in the smoke, triggering off the burp-gun. I am blinded, giddy and near fainting, but somehow find some Panzer Grenadiers and lead them back.
‘Too late for Rudel. He is dead; they hammered a bullet into the base of his skull, cut his throat with the prized Hitler Jugend dagger. And inside the burning tank, the screaming has stopped. My comrades are roasting there and their fat sizzles and drips through the shattered metal onto the ground.’
         
Old Goodey pauses here. His own eyes blank and his voice whispering harshly. Not for years, perhaps, has he talked like this, his eyes blank and his voice whispering harshly. Two seagulls screamed loudly overhead but he did not hear them. He was still deafened by the blood and battle-noise of Prokhorovka and his dead comrades. Then he goes on and in the same harsh undertone whispers their epitaph.
         
‘The battle is lost. The Russian tanks are too close, too fast and there are too many. We are blundering mammoths, dinosaurs among these yapping wolves and at the long day’s end, we withdraw. Those of our tanks that haven’t yet left lay shattered and burning among the broken ruins of that village where the Russian tanks met our best and smashed them back. And back and back, until two years later, they fought their way into Berlin and the war was over.’
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There was a longer pause and he drew breath in deep wheezy sighs. One hand was still clutched under his armpit and his face tightened once — with pain? When he spoke, it was no longer the harsh croak of memory and he rolled one sardonic eye at me.
‘Not like your fantasies, boy, eh? Like the movies, bang bang and all the enemy dead.’
         
I just sat there, because his real world had smashed my own, just as the tanks smashed each other. His voice ratcheted on. Born Ernest Hausser, his father a captain, who drank himself to death after World War One. He grew up in poverty and the Führer promised redemption and pride. Joined the Waffen SS — ‘Even a single filling in your teeth would reject you’ — and the Gross-Deutschland Panzers. After Kursk, he was wounded and put on back duties. And here, he spat yellow phlegm over the rail and fixed his bleak gaze on me again.
‘For me, back duties meant the camp guards, boy. You know, Belsen and Buchenwald where we starved and burned our enemies. I saw all those things done to the Jews and Gypsies, all the Führer’s enemies.’ I had always sanitised those things out of my fantasies and his bleak gaze saw this. ‘I saw them and I did not care. I thought those things were right and I still do.’
         
‘They were horrible,’ I whispered. ‘And they meant you had to hide for the rest of your life …’
He grabbed my arm and pulled me close. ‘Hide! I came on false papers, of course I keep to myself — but not hide! I live in memories that are better and stronger than anything in this soft country!’
         
He stopped, his mouth open in a lopsided jeer. Spittle flecked my face as he glared, his voice croaking again. ‘You understand nothing! You know things, Robin, but you do not feel them! Feel them!’ Back went that hand under his armpit and he coughed explosively. ‘It only matters what you feel — what you feel is what you do! No matter what is at the end of the road!’ He twisted around and out shot one skinny arm. ‘In there, is the end —’
         
He doubled over, coughing, spittle and phlegm on his lips, then, with an effort, leaned back against the verandah post. He was struggling to get his dignity and be the soldier who raged and fought in that village, in the black smoke of his burning King Tiger. He hunched up and held out the dagger. He spoke clearly, without croaking.
‘Robin. I have a bad heart that will soon stop.’ Out went one foot to nudge the red-painted can of petrol. ‘Come back tonight and burn this house. Perhaps I will be dead. If not, it does not matter. Burn me too.’ He shook convulsively and mumbled something about ‘monsters’. ‘Do that and you can have this.’
He held out the dagger and more cold sunshine played up the blade. ‘Rudel’s dagger, he had honour. It will give you honour, not stupid dreams in that little cave where I left my mark. It will make you strong — make you feel!’
‘You want me to burn you – alive?’
He whispered again, the dagger in his hands, and shook his head wearily. ‘I have not been alive for many years.’ His little smile was twisted with pain. ‘Let me die with my secrets.’
His dagger clattered on the verandah. I got up and went down the path. His voice stopped me at the gate. ‘Tonight. I will leave the dagger where you can find it.’
I did not turn around but fumbled at the gate, got on my bike and pedalled away. I looked back at the corner and he was huddled on the porch, his head bowed and not moving. Seeing him like that seized me with a sudden panic as though a loathsome insect had crawled into my head. I biked on down the path but did not take the fork into town. I went on to the shore.
         
The tide was coming in but there was something I had to do first; something that possessed me with a frantic desperation. That old man had blackened my dreams with reality. Stupid dreams in that little cave? The tide was coming in but that did not matter. I threw the bike down in a pile of seaweed and clambered out over the rocks. The waves splashed over me and I scrambled over the rocks, scraping ankles and knees. Already the pounding waters were crashing against me like ice-cold devouring predators.
         
At Stone Boy, I slid down and squeezed between the rocks. Already the waters were waist-deep and I was soaked through, but that did not matter. Inside my cave, I scrambled onto the ledge. I was shivering, teeth chattering, but raging inside — maybe like he raged at that little village — and lit a candle. The hot wax dropped onto my wrist as I pressed it close to the stone face, looking for something — I left my mark — and saw it. The faint scratched runic lettering, as though done with a dagger-point.
         
SS.
         
So this was his place before mine. That outraged me too because it broke my already shaky dreams. I yelled and threw the candle away, plunging the cave into twilight. Already the water was higher and I was here for the night. But I didn’t want to be, tonight. Old Goodey wanted me to burn him and I would have his dagger as a talisman to greater purpose — power.
         
So I threw myself off the ledge into the water and fought my way to the entrance. Already the waves hit me chest-high and smacked their stinging cold hands into my face. I squeezed through the slit and bigger waves hit, forcing me down. They tumbled me underwater in a terrifying moment of drowning. I grabbed the rocks around Stone Boy but the weed was already slimy and my fingers slipped. I had to force my way around to rocks already underwater and scramble on them. Knocked off once, I somehow scrambled back on and up around the bulk of Stone Boy, my knees scraping like fire. I fell again and banged my hip. But other rocks were ahead and I somehow made my way across them.
         
Onshore, my bike was already covered by the waves. So I limped home, grateful that the gathering twilight hid my bruises and blood. I went in the back door and was halfway up the stairs when Mum came out and screeched like a demented gull. Awful Ericson came out too and I turned around on the stairs, soaking wet and blood crusting my arms and legs. I think I was staring wildly too.
‘Jeeze,’ he said.
Mum was still screaming, both hands pressed to her cheeks and I yelled, ‘Shut up! I’m going out again tonight and it’s my business — understand!’
I think Mum was about to scream the roof off, but Awful Ericson shook her arm then looked at me. ‘Okay, son, get yourself patched up first. We’ll talk about it tomorrow — if you want to.’
         
I didn’t like him calling me ‘son’. I went upstairs and slammed my bedroom door loudly enough for them to hear. I went out a few minutes later, to the bathroom, dried myself off and put adhesive over my cuts. I was shivering still but not from cold. I was not hungry either but aware how dark it was outside. I could hear voices downstairs; Mum’s raised enough for me to hear. It was a funny moment because then I liked how Ericson left me alone. But all that had to wait.
Old Goodey had told me his secrets. And he had asked me to do something horrible for him. Rites of passage, power, the end of dreams. I do not know how much he knew, but was offered his dagger. I will leave it for you to find. But first, I had to burn him and his house to the ground. So I went out that night.
         
I had promises to keep.
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It was after ten when I went back to the house. The moon was riding overhead through threadbare rags of cloud and a sea mist coming in on the dark waters. It was a cold night and a lot of cold wind blew around me, somehow even making the shadows flap. Old Goodey often kept late hours and sure enough, the top bedroom light was on. So I went up to the door and knocked. As I did, an extra blast of wind came and the old house creaked like elderly bones.
         
Old Goodey did not answer but the door moved. It rattled as the wind shook it and creaked further open as though the rusty hinges croaked at me — to enter at my own risk. Now there was a black bar of hallway, lit very faintly from above. But it was Old Goodey’s private place and still I hesitated.
Dare you enter? croaked the door.
         
Then it swung back and did not quite close. Something on the threshold was stopping it shut and I looked down.
A toothbrush.
The moon came out from those dark threadbare clouds and the dim light showed another beyond it, then a little scatter of them and a pair of spectacles, glinting back at me; a set of false teeth too, as though the old carpet had grown a horrible grinning mouth.
It was all stuff from those bags I threw down and the parcel I had delivered. The door swung back again and I nudged the toothbrush free. I waited for the door to shut but the next gust of wind opened it further and more pale moonlight spilled in from above.
‘Mr Goodey?’ I yelled.
I yelled his name again but nothing came out of the blackness – black shadows now, outlined by the moonlight. Then those shadows closing as more dark rags of cloud shrouded the aloof moon goddess riding high. So let the moon goddess and the wind decide, I thought, and waited. But the door just creaked further back, opening into the hallway and the rusty hinges squealed their unknown language at me. Now the moonlight outlined stairs out of the shadows.
         
Battle-rites. In my fantasies I led a conquering army of steel monsters, but still hesitated at crossing the threshold into Old Goodey’s darkness. So I yelled his name again and from those stair-shadows came more silence. I was giving myself a reason to enter — an excuse, if the black presence of Goodey came down those dark stairs. But I put one foot over the threshold, then the other. I scrabbled one hand for the switch and my fingers closed around a cord. I pulled it and light suddenly flickered in the hall.
It was only a small dim bulb and those cord switches were fifty years out of date. Taking — without thinking — that first step into the hall was like going into a forbidden place in my own mind. Like entering my own brain, my own fantasy-land.
‘Mr Goodey!’
I really yelled this time. Behind me, the door swung fully open with a crash and the moon slipped her rags of cloud because as I pulled the cord, the streaming moonlight made the dim bulb stronger. To one side of the hallway, by a closed door, was the box itself, opened and a horrible clutter of teeth, spectacles and toothbrushes entangled in a heap. Among them was the hairy clutch of entangled wigs.
So Old Goodey hauled his stuff inside, maybe upstairs, and something happened? I yelled again and again, shouting his name. Once I thought I heard a creaking sound but waited and nothing else came. And standing here in his hallway, under that dim bulb and the wind gusting outside with a scream, I felt afraid — I felt like a stranger.
         
Halfway up the stairs lay Old Goodey’s stick.
For the moment, I could not go up those stairs because I sensed a silent inchoate horror in that blackness, a black creeping silence, full of the unknown. So I looked from one side to the other. There was a door — closed — on either side from the hall. Perhaps I should look for him there, first. That was okay. I was inside, unchallenged, and moved to the right-hand door. The big brass knob was cold under my fingers, like a rounded and slimy block of ice. I pushed the door open.
There was another cord dangling and I jerked it. Another small pale bulb flickered, scarcely having strength to challenge the moonlight. I looked around once — this was a room he never entered; the old dusty smell said that. In it was a long table and chairs, an overturned vase on a side table, spilling out spindly, long-dead flowers. This was a dining room with a cold, dead presence. The thick drapes that framed each window smelled rotten, needing only a tug to fall into mouldering fragments.
The far end of the table was cluttered with objects and I went towards them: toothbrushes, an arm from a pair of spectacles, lenses, and a leather wallet, torn open at the seams. Beside them lay a tray of glue jars, little saws, files, pliers and long-cutting razors. There were more opened boxes and plastic bags in an open spilling drift around the table; more toothbrushes, combs, a wadded mass of hairpieces and grinning clutter of false teeth. Other things, spectacle frames and lenses, one box full of rings, another of shaving brushes and long razors. There were dozens of them, stacking back upward into untidy toppling piles against the far wall.
         
All the stuff he’d scavenged or bought — maybe for years. Why?
         
So I went back into the hall and stood there, shivering in the cold. Behind me, the door creaked but did not close and uneasy ragged strips of moonlight filtered across the floor. My foot touched those grinning false teeth and I flinched as though they would snap up at me. Ahead of me was the other closed door.
         
Behind the door was something I had not noticed before. A red-painted can of petrol — the little jutting spout and smooth solid lines outlined in the darkness. A silly place to leave petrol, I thought, but maybe Old Goodey didn’t have the strength to take it further. Anyway, it was still capped and looked safe, so my eyes went to the drawing-room door again.
They say there are times you can sense danger and, for me, this was one of them. My stomach tightened and a horrible uneasy chill came that wasn’t just the wind. But I was here in the house and wanted to know what lay beyond that door. I told myself that maybe Old Goodey was in there, collapsed from some kind of attack. I know it was an excuse but I needed one to open the door.
Well, Old Goodey might’ve been in there but surely he would’ve heard me. And just thinking of that, I shouted his name once more before going over — another big brass doorknob, just as cold to the touch. My fingers slipped on the cold metal as I opened it.
         
This door did not creak as it opened on well-oiled hinges. I put a hand out to the expected light-cord and gasped before tugging it hard. Another dim, low-wattage bulb flickered on overhead and this one was red-hued. Even focusing on that, I suddenly flinched, both at the red hue and at the horrible things it exposed.
The things of Old Goodey.
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I don’t know how long I stood there while my eyes became accustomed to the red-hued dark. It wasn’t just my eyes getting used to the dark; it was trying to understand the horrible things in this room because, creature-like, they stood or sprawled and — formed and formless — stared back at me.
They were hideous.
They were hulking and flopping and some were clutching things. There was something tall, pointy-headed and skeletal, seeming brittle-boned but glaring at me with an awful blank intensity. Its long arms went below the knees, the fingers hooked and sharp. Another of octopus bulk sprawled over the couch, its thick long-haired body flickering with a curious breathing life.
One squatted in the corner, its faceted bulk glimmering with red; another flashed small opaque circles like dead staring eyeballs. A third slouched saggy-bellied with a horrid bristly head that bobbed a faceless mop of thick small tendrils. Yet another, stalk-legged, somehow turned a drooping conical head and large red-glowing eyeballs.
         
They were creatures from a nightmare and, looking around, listening to my own loud breathing, I realised that despite the horrible realism, there was no life in these things — they were all distorted and horrible beings from the imagination of Old Goodey.
The tall hook-fingered thing was made of toothbrushes, glued and cleverly linked together. The octopus thing was a bulk of wigs and braided hair, flickering in the slight breeze through the open door. The squatting thing was an artifice of spectacles, and the one whose face sprouted thick small tendrils — shaving brushes. Something that was skinny, sharp and horrible, in the far corner and reflecting awful thin light, I think were those old cut-throat razors.
I did not take a step closer to any of them. I do not remember how long I stood there.
Old Goodey had made up these monsters and there were more than a dozen of them, some so indistinct in the red-shadowed gloom that I could only guess. One four-legged thing was of interlocked tiny metal circles — rings? One of leather it seemed, purses or wallets and suspended from the ceiling like a brown-winged pterodactyl.
         
Slowly, buying or scavenging the pieces, he had created all these and was still creating because one three-metre-high creature was unfinished. It had a round head of spectacles, blinking red and many-eyed, a long bulk of hair, and one unfinished arm of toothbrushes.
         
It was utterly still and dark in that room and behind me, the door hinges croaked again as the wind moaned outside. Even knowing what these things were did not matter, because he had somehow infused them with a creeping horrible life. The shapeless human-hair thing on the sofa looked as though it might suddenly leap up and suffocate me in its horrible closeness.
I have said they were built from nightmare. That was wrong. Looking around, as the door creaked again, I realised that they were built for nightmare. They were his own distorted creations of art and, in daytime, I might have seen them as cruder works. But they were not made for light, they were made for darkness. The wind had fallen outside and I backed out.
         
I was still staring at the things in the room when the open back door croaked again, and I was still so full of horror that I took moments to realise that with no wind, the door should not be croaking on its hinges. And, realising that, another croak came that was not the door and I looked around, to see something as bad as the nightmares I was turning my back on.
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Old Goodey was on the stairs, wraithlike, thin and tottering, like any of his toothbrush monsters, his eyes glaring. He was not glaring at me — it was the awful intensity of keeping upright, thin hands clutching the rail. He croaked again — he was trying to speak — and lurched the last steps down, still hanging onto the rail. His head nodded, one arm swung useless — maybe another stroke? Then with an awful rigid effort and his clothes flapping, he lurched again; one foot seeming as useless as the arm, propping himself against the stair-head and flinging out his good arm, pointing.
         
He spoke, I do not know how. His words came between croaks and a dribble of saliva, one corner of his mouth down-turned. ‘Ach … there … burn — burn!’
         
Burn? Then I understood, he really did want the house burned — and to burn with it. He wanted to die with all his nightmare monsters and not linger in some hospital bed. His eyes glared as though he was seeing the burning villages of Prokhorovka again and hearing his comrades scream as they burned alive in that massive and useless tank.
Somehow he lurched a step, dragging that useless foot and his good hand shot out, vice-like, to grab my arm. His wrinkled face contorted, his lips writhed as though his cheek was hooked on a taut line. He croaked, spraying me with saliva.
‘Robin …’ — he pronounced it ‘Schobben’ spitting in my face again, his fingers clutching like the jaws of a trap — ‘Leave your dagger — Blut und Ehre — burn —’
         
His eyes somehow glazed, he jerked, twitched and arched grotesquely, then fell suddenly over. He twitched again, feet together and both arms close to his body as though already fitted for his coffin. His heels hammered a tattoo on the floorboards, saliva bubbled on his lips and choked in his throat. I could almost hear his pounding heart. And he stared upward, glazed, it was only reflex that turned his head and only moonlight that gave his eyes intelligent light. And the last croak in his throat was lost in the bubbling saliva. He voided a stinking mess in his trousers.
         
It was a nightmare for me. There was no blood and honour here in this old house with the wind starting up again and Old Goodey jerking and twitching on the floor. The door hinge creaking again and — in my imagination — an awful shuffling and creeping from the other room as though Goodey’s monsters were crackling into life; they would come stalking, slobbering and slithering through and suck out my life force.
I hate having to say this part, because I panicked in that horrible dead-smelling darkness — Old Goodey convulsing and spitting at my feet — and I ran out, into the clean salt-smelling wind coming off the dark headland. I ran and ran, turning around once to see the old gabled villa outlined in silver moonlight, enclosing such awful dark secrets. I was sixteen then and — I thought — totally in control of my life. Control should equate to power, but I ran like his swishing, clicking, dead-living monsters were at my heels.
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I ran home. That sounds weak but I had to run somewhere. I wanted to get into my room and be enclosed, deal with things, assert my own sense of power. Then — I told myself — I might go back and torch both Goodey and his house. He would go in fire, like his friends. I even huddled on my bed and drew the pillow over my head like when Awful Ericson brought his mates back for a late party. I had come in through the back and could hear him below with Mum. One of those dumb ‘survival’ reality television shows on — he liked those. I could even hear his whooping laughter, fuelled of course by a constant stream of tinnies. He knew nothing of my world up here and the strong outlines of tanks and their long-barrelled guns on their shelves.
         
I would have gone back. I know that I would have. And if Goodey was dead — he had to be dead by now, surely — then I would set fire to his house and destroy all those creatures. They were built of slight matter and would burn quickly. Then next day, all the town would see were the black remains and Old Goodey would go into folklore.
         
I sat up on my bed. That was it. I would go back and he would be dead. I would un-cap the petrol can and kick it over. A match — I had matches for the candles behind the skull. I stuffed them in my pocket. Mum did not check on me these days; I could go now. Then I heard the wailing, long and mournful in the air.
Like most towns, we don’t have a regular fire brigade, just a volunteer service. So that mournful siren gets turned on and the volunteers tumble out. Awful Ericson — of course — was one of them — so the TV was clicked off and I could hear him cursing as he scrambled to get his jacket and helmet.
It was great! I could go back to Old Goodey and if he was dead, then I could set fire to the house while the fire brigade were elsewhere. So I slipped out my bedroom window again and ran back to the headland, the salt wind scudding against my jacket and that big pale moon overhead. But I was not running away from the siren and the noise of engines — no, I was running towards it!
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Old Goodey’s house was on fire. It was old and two-storied, with plenty of wood for the fire to feed off. By the time I got there, the windows had exploded, spouting out orange and black flames and the verandah itself, licking ablaze; the fire people making little effort, because there was nowhere for the fire to go. But I was frantic, my breath bursting in my lungs — they did not know about inside the house and I had promises to keep.
I have heard it said that even Awful Ericson was impressed at the way I threw myself forward. I even got to the verandah and pushed the front door open, all the burning fire of hell beyond it. Inside, unseen in the inferno was Old Goodey, who must have made a ghastly dying effort to tip over the petrol can and with his good hand, fumble out the matches. In his dying moment, he would smell the sweet rich stench of petrol that his King Tiger had lost from her empty tanks. He suffered an instant and hideous death to hide his awful secrets; they burned into black coagulated ash, indivisible from his own calcined remains.
         
Ericson dragged me back and held me tight while the villa burned. With it, secrets were burning we could never know about. His memories of Russia, Italy and France were lost — and those last secrets of Belsen Concentration Camp — they were gone too. All that he gloried in — or that haunted him — was gone. But for the clutch of his dying fingers.
I feel that clutch now, inputting this story. I lock it down to my own special password, and still see the awful intense stare of his transmitting power. I always will because — in his glaring eyes — I failed him, I was a weak vessel.
When you are sixteen, the world is still too divided into black and white separate compartments. My world was thus and this story is not over.
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Me and Awful Ericson. He’d seen me run into Goodey’s flaming house so there was some respect. There’s even some tolerance but we will never like each other.
I went to Old Goodey’s house the next day. It had burned to the ground and there was nothing left of him or his monsters. But just standing outside, looking at the black dead ash, I felt his clutch prickle tightly on my wrist.
Sorry, Mr Goodey, I said, sorry I betrayed you. 
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Nobody thought the fire was suspicious — nobody cared enough, otherwise they would have found that petrol can in the blackened remains. It wasn’t there in the afternoon because I had chucked it from the headland into the sea. It was the very last I could do for Old Goodey.
I did not remember his last words for a couple of days. I had to drive that gasping creaking spittle from my lips. I could still feel the saliva hitting my face as he spoke. And also feel my own betrayal and wonder how that hit Old Goodey as he somehow twitched and rolled that last metre or so to the petrol can — let alone making his stroke-ridden fingers obey him as he scrambled for the matches.
So those two days later, I went up to the headland and my Fortress of Dreams. That was part of the separating process — me and this town — because it sounded juvenile, compared with Goodey immolating himself. I scrambled among the rocks and thought about my future. Dad had left enough insurance money for that. So I went to the top of old Stone Boy himself and that was when I saw it.
Old Goodey’s last words … dagger … and … Blut … and … burn …
         
Near Stone Boy, at the entrance to my ‘Fortress’ was his SS dagger, jammed hilt upwards into a crevice between the rocks.
I will never really know about Old Goodey — scrambling up on his bad hip — or why he left that dagger for me to find. Maybe it was a taunt but I think he sensed that the anger in me was like his own. Or perhaps he was passing on his torch — or his phantoms. I will never know why he made those things — whether to exorcise his demons, or glory in them. Even to construct a defence against his beliefs.
         
I had played the film, Cabaret, at least three times since then, the bit where that golden-haired boy sings about tomorrow. I remembered it now, sitting there with the clean salt wind playing around me and a fishing launch out at sea, leaving a distant white thread of wake behind.
         
I did not know what to think about his dagger. I did know a little more about myself though.
I knew that Old Goodey’s honour had led him to becoming a forgotten and demented recluse on an outermost corner of the world. It led to nightmares and I did not want that. So I pulled the dagger out, a bright scratch-mark scoring across the runic words.
Blood and honour.
I had my own blood and honour. I had learned from Old Goodey. I could find my own power and it would not be dreaming in some dark fantasy land, or building monsters in my old age out of concentration camp detritus — all the little things of life that a myriad of dead leave behind. Wherever my path lay, it was not through the dark ruins of his dreams.
So I stood up, raised the dagger in my hand and threw it out into the sea. It fell with an inaudible splash and a seagull swooped low, then upward with a high screaming cry. I remember standing there and vowing that I would not end up like Old Goodey.
         
Tomorrow belongs to me.
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Epilogue
DEAD BLOKES

AT DAWN:
            


Kempey, Twilight on a Crook Knee

and the Nuns of Trieste
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[image: alt]ell, it’s cold on these mornings, always seems to be these days anyway, thought Rob. Or maybe he was just getting too bloody old. But it was cold in the North African desert with that one miserable blanket they gave you. Sixty-odd years on, blood was thinner and memories cut sharper. It was cold before Ruweisat Ridge where Shorty Toft got it and cold on Monte Cassino where Len Wright copped it from a sniper.
         
We got that sniper, me and Ian Kemp, he thought, took us six hours but we pinpointed his hide, in that ruined water tower — and we got him. Kempey — what a mate.
His bedroom was dark and freezing because they’d only just paid the last power bill and that was steep enough. He hastily put on his clothes, glancing over at the huddled shape and faint snoring from the other bed. Glenys always came to the Dawn Parade but she hadn’t been too well lately. Maybe it was her ticker again and that meant another trip to the doctor. He didn’t begrudge it but those blokes knew how to charge too. He’d let her sleep even though he’d cop it when she woke up.
He tiptoed out and closed the door. It was still black through the windows, black as the dawn of Alamein before eight hundred guns blew it apart and Sergeant Pearce yelled for all lazy buggers to, ‘get off your arses and move!’ Ten minutes later, that Bouncing Betty chops out the Sergeant’s guts. Dave Patrick on the second day, direct hit from a shell, jeeze, we never even found the soles of his shoes.
         
He had a quick breakfast of Weet-Bix with only a splash of milk; otherwise Glenys wouldn’t have any for her morning cuppa. Black tea in the desert, brewed in a cut-down jerry can, filled with sand and petrol — condensed milk sometimes, which turned it muddy yellow. Bruce Campbell puncturing a can of the stuff with his bayonet, the night of Mingar Qaim, reckoning he should get outside it in case the bloody Jerries got him. They did get you, Brucey —
         
Rob’s spoon clattered and he put the bowl down, half-finished. Every bloody Anzac morning it was the same, blokes he hadn’t thought about for ages just popped into his head. Dead blokes.
         
Rob looked at his watch and slowly put on his coat and scarf. He jammed a cloth cap over his head. It was bitter outside and he should take the car. But that would wake Glenys for sure and petrol was bloody outrageous. Some six blocks to the town park but the walk’d do him good. Cripes, the time he and Benny Hislop swiped those five-gallons of petrol to fund their forty-eight hour pass to Alexandria. Benny dropping dead in the mud at Mersah Matruh —
         
Rob tiptoed out the door, locking it because you never knew who was around these days. He shivered, pulled his scarf together more closely and stuck his hands deep in his pockets. Cripes, he could do with that old army greatcoat these days; you didn’t get that sort of quality today.
         
Shivering, his breath out in a frosty cloud, Rob set off down the street. He was two blocks down and still shivering when a four-wheel drive passed. A little round white face looked at him. A kid, maybe on her way to the Dawn Parade, it was good to see the young ones taking an interest. Cripes, that vehicle, fifty thousand bucks if it cost a dollar — and that made him think of how the hell they’d pay that last rates bill. Glenys was worried sick about it.
It had been raining last night and there were puddles. Rob skipped around them because the crap shoes they sold these days lasted no time and he saw no sense in letting the water in. Not like his old army boots and those great thick army socks — and bloody hell, it was starting to drizzle. It was raining before Mersah Matruh and Nev Cowley was grousing about the cold then. Nev, always grousing but never saw the one that got him —
         
Rob dug his hands deeper into his pockets and trudged on.
The SUV had long since disappeared into the distance.
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The Essay: This was a morning of great excitement for me! Mum said she’d never seen me so happy to do schoolwork. But I have wanted to go to the Dawn Parade for two years. Mum said I was too young at nine, and last year I got the flu. They think it’s a good thing to go but from the way Dad grumbled they don’t like getting out of their warm beds.
            
I did not have to haul my brother Jason out of bed because he was already hooked into a new PlayStation game. He’s doing that more and more now, even sitting up at night. He coughed when he saw me and said he couldn’t go because he wasn’t feeling well. Then he said that he doesn’t take orders from his older sister! Mum appeared and said okay, no PlayStation for a week. You should have seen how quickly he got dressed!
We had scrambled eggs and hash browns for breakfast. Mum said we would need something in our stomachs because it was cold out there. Dad said it was cold in here and swore the central heating was packing up. Anyway we all looked like we were going to the North Pole when we left.
It was really exciting to think about it. At school we had covered Anzac Day but our teacher, Ms McAndrew, said all those men and women were dead. ‘Veterans’ she called them. These ‘veterans’ were from the Second World War and were in their late seventies or eighties. I can’t imagine what I’m going to be like in about seventy years’ time. I asked Mum because she and Dad were much closer, and she just said wait and see. She sounded a bit offended and asked Dad why he was laughing.
In the car, Dad gave us a little talk on good manners because Dawn Parade honoured the war dead. I asked Dad to define ‘honouring the war dead’ because Ms McAndrew is always telling us to and there was silence, then he just said, oh I would find out. Mum laughed this time.
            
It was cold and dark outside with almost nobody on the street. As we got near the park, we passed an old man walking along with his hands in his coat pockets. I looked out the window at him and then we went on and left him behind.
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Rob took his place with the other veterans, just as the service began. His knee was playing up again, cripes, that business outside Trieste, when Jerry packed it in. The docs were so proud of saving his leg but he wished they’d sawed it off now. A couple of shrapnel fragments they missed in the knee and he’d been on the hospital waiting list a year already.
The Mayor was speaking about how it was his privilege to officiate at this honouring of the nation’s dead and Rob’s medals clinked as he shifted uneasily, wishing he could sit. Eric Costello beside him was on crutches — if Eric could stand, then he could. He couldn’t stomach how the Mayor rabbitted on about a debt that could never be paid. You want to pay it, windbag, go easy on the rates, and who needs that giant fibreglass strawberry outside town just because we grow them! Yes, and how they died for us — why was that truck-load of nurses blown apart by a Jerry bomb? So you could go on jaunts to ‘sister-cities’ in China and Japan?
         
Now the minister was speaking and, two men down, old Chas Bushell coughed and coughed. Some heads turned, annoyed — bet they never spent eight days in an open dinghy when their Beaufighter crashed off Malta. Those nuns outside Trieste, if I’d moved a bit faster — he and Kempey had been through the war together. Don’t think about Kempey. Think about the kids here, that little girl in the light blue woolly coat and cap, good that she’s here. Even the boy fidgeting beside her, getting a nudge from his dad. She turned around to look at him and Rob let a little grim smile come to his lips as he looked back ahead. She was probably wondering who the old scarecrow was.
         
Why am I upset, he thought — because Glenys is at home, maybe ill; my dead mates and the fear in me, fear that grows each time I come; that all this is going down the gurgler, that so much will die with me? The memories of all those good blokes, the times they had, even the smells and the dirt — all would go. He could talk to most of the people here for a million years but they’d never truly understand how you felt when a mate got the chop. Kempey!
         
Now they were blowing taps. Vern Murray used to reckon a sadist compiled that, because it tore so deep inside you and brought out the tears. Vern, first year he’d missed since ’45 because he couldn’t move too fast and that truck hit him on the zebra crossing. So Rob closed his eyes as the sad grieving peals of the bugle rang out in the morning air. Not a sadist but someone who’d lost loved ones in some war compiled that.
He blinked away the tears and dabbed his eyes with a tissue. Lucky nobody had seen him.
         
Cripes, it was cold.
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I thought there’d be a lot more soldiers than there were. There were all kinds of people, including some of the kids from school. And one special row of old men, who looked really old, and some very old women on the end of the row. Most of them had shiny medals pinned to their jackets or overcoats, one was in a wheelchair, and another had a long metal crutch.
‘They’re the soldiers of World War Two,’ she said.
I’d seen pictures of the soldiers in black and white. They looked so young and in a lot of the pictures they were smiling, and in nearly all they were smoking. These old men looked so different, they were quiet and looked cold. Only one was smoking and one had a pipe.
As it started, another old man joined them on the end. He was limping and looked like he was tired. He had on a cloth cap.
The Mayor spoke first, while Dad muttered something that Mum nudged him for. The Mayor talked about heroism and courage and about those who gave up their lives. I had seen a photo of a war cemetery with rows and rows of little white headstones and tried to imagine each one as a man or woman who was as alive as me, and then died. But I couldn’t think what it was like to die and maybe they could not either. But they did.
            
And those old people behind us, they might have died and they knew it.
Jason was fidgeting and Dad prodded him. I looked around and I think the old man on the end saw me. He was holding his cap now and gave a funny little smile, then stared ahead again. Then they played music on the bugle and it was sweet but somehow lonely and I was a little scared. I looked around again and the old man was dabbing his eyes with a tissue. He was bald and put on his cloth cap again.
Then all the wreaths were laid and it was over. Our memorial is the statue of a soldier and he’s looking over us all, as though he can see things we can’t. I never really looked at the statue but this morning, I felt really sad, as though something was missing from my life. It was like the time Penny Meekings-Wood didn’t invite me to her party, but a lot more so.
So it finished and Jason headed straight for the car. Mum followed and Dad chatted a moment to a client. The old people were talking together and that man in the cloth cap was getting ready to go. He looked at me again so I gave a big smile because it was so sad and I wanted him to know I liked him. I am shy about smiling too much and somehow the tears came to my eyes. He smiled back, nodded and touched the brim of his cap. Then he limped off, his stick knocking beside him. 
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So that was it for another year. Rob said goodbye to his mates, shaking his head to a cup of tea because he wanted to get home to Glenys. And he never liked waiting around these days because he’d look at their faces and wonder who’d not be here next year. Maybe they were wondering that about him too. Anyway, he turned and made his way through the thinning crowds. There was a pale gold in the sky now and long streaks of red, hinting of rain — so Rob quickened his pace. Six blocks was a long way on a crook knee and it was still bloody cold.
Blast my bloody knee’s hurting, he thought, makes it impossible to stop thinking about Kempey. Through the war together — from Greece to Crete, North Africa, Italy. He thought about Kempey more times than he thought about his kids. Ian, the plumbing contractor, was rolling in loot but he’d never ask Ian for a cent. Only lived eighty kilometres away, but might as well be on the moon. Young Dennis — if you could call a man pushing fifty, young — sent Christmas cards from Australia. Kushla, from England, was divorcing that Pom stockbroker, so she might bring the grandchildren back for a visit. Glenys would be over the moon. It was more than Ian ever did.
Kempey!
         
The roadblock outside Trieste. The Communist Yugoslav partisans wanted the city and the Kiwis were in their way. And all sorts trying to leave Trieste — fascists, anti-fascists, chekhists, so they had a roadblock. He’d traded some Yank for one of their new Winchester carbines and Captain Morris, who was a good bloke, turned a blind eye.
         
Then this car came up, three nuns in it and a priest. They slow down, the nuns smile, the priest traces a cross. And Kempey grins, he’d better handle these, never seen Rob on Church Parade. So he’d walked up, flapping a hand to stop and one of the ‘nuns’ and the ‘priest’ whip out Jerry Schmeissers from under their robes and spray them both with bullets.
So my leg flicks away, full of lead and I go down, somehow managing to roll over — pumping the Winchester magazine into the car, exploding the petrol tank. ‘Bloody Church Parade, eh?’ I yell, — then see Kempey on the ground and the bullet-holes are in his face and he’s dead. Then I wake up a few hours later in hospital and the doc tells me they saved the leg. And did I know that Hitler’s shot himself and Jerry’s packed it in? 
         
A couple of hours too late for Kempey.
         
The wind was blowing again and Rob shivered. He’d never found another mate like Kempey. Back in New Zealand, he’d gone to see Kempey’s family and his youngest sister, Glenys, had opened the door. Even through the cold, he could smile at that memory. It was light now, clouds chasing each other overhead and making the rain-wet shadows flicker. His stick tapped, his feet clomped, there was no echo, but for a moment it seemed that unseen footsteps marched with his own.
A vehicle passed but he did not look at it.
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So, that was my first Anzac Day and I went back to the car. Dad stayed a few minutes, talking to clients, Mum says he never stops. So he comes back to the car and asks if we (Jason and me) enjoyed ourselves. I said I was glad I came. Jason wasn’t so glad and said if killing was bad then why hold a ceremony about it. Dad ignored him and Mum said he didn’t understand the spirit of the whole thing.
I wonder if they did understand — or even if I did. We were there to honour bravery and sacrifice and the men and women who gave their lives. But what did that mean to that row of old people who somehow looked so sad? And the old man on the end who seemed lost in memory. I was glad I smiled at him because I am a bit shy.
Dad was really flying because he’d met this client, a deal was coming up and he was already texting. Mum was driving and she sighed, he’d be stuck in his den all morning. So back down that road, I saw the old man limping along with his stick and said to Dad, ‘Can we offer him a lift?’ Dad stopped in mid-text, then said, ‘Let’s not embarrass the old boy, probably lives close otherwise he wouldn’t be out walking in this weather.’ Mum said, ‘He probably wants to be alone with his memories.’
So we went on and I was sorry. I would have liked to talk to him and even ask about his memories. I know a little about Anzac Day, but from now on I’ll go every time and maybe I will learn more. Maybe I will see him there.
            
I hope he is there, next Dawn Parade and I will smile and say hello.
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He’d met Kempey during basic training. They’d learned together, looked after each other in Greece and Crete and North Africa, shared their last tin of bully beef and mug of tea. And that Christmas in Italy was the only time the big quiet-spoken bloke lost his temper, when Rob nearly dropped the crate of Christmas beer. ‘Cripes Hewitt, you flaming clumsy no-hoper —’ and that memory always brought a little smile to his lips. He pulled his key-ring out and it was ice-cold in his hand as he let himself inside.
         
Inside it was just as cold but that heating bill got away too quickly. Rob sat on the hall chest, huddled in his overcoat. There was no sound from the bedroom and that was good. Rob felt light-headed. He always did after these things. A hot cup of tea — milkless — then all the ‘dead-bloke’ memories would fade — until the next time.
         
He was still cold and made his way to the living area. He made his tea and put on the heater, just one bar for ten minutes. He and Glenys had always made their own way and not for quids would they ask the state for a handout. He put out his hands to the heat. Cuppa char Rob, get that down you! Shopping today would be for one of those big trays of mince or sausages, no more prime meat, and a bag of spuds — which thieving no-hoper flogged that leg of pork from the officer’s mess — cripes, their section filled themselves that night. He’d got sentry-go but Kempey saved him some — always late, Hewitt!
         
It was very quiet in the house but clear daylight outside. Rob turned off the heater and sat back. His leg did not hurt too much, he’d nod off till Glenys woke. And he recalled the telly people at the last Dawn Parade and some stick-figure of a glossy kid — female, he thought — stuck the mike under his nose and asked if he’d do it all again.
         
A bloody stupid question and he’d muttered something. Sitting before the dark heater, Rob leaned back and thought about it — would he? The world had changed so much. Would he fight against evil, knowing that in the long thereafter, he’d limp down a cold street on a bad knee, worried sick about those merciless bills that kept coming that meant cheap food and old clothes — yes, and a wife who he’d die for.
         
Rob blinked awake. It seemed the room was crowded and all those dead blokes were smiling at him. Always late, Hewitt! He smiled back because that was his answer. He’d do it for them — he’d do it for Kempey and Shorty, for Len and Bruce, yes, even Sarge Pearce. Rob settled back, pulled his coat more closely around him and let his eyes close again. Going to war, or a Dawn Parade, it came to the same thing.
         
He’d do it for his mates.
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