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THERE IS A LEGEND

There is a legend about a bird which sings just once in its life, moresweetly than any other creature on the face of the earth. From themoment it leaves the nest it searches for a thorn tree, and does notrest until it has found one. Then, singing among the savage branches,it impales itself upon the longest, sharpest spine. And, dying, it risesabove its own agony to outcarol the lark and the nightingale. Onesuperlative song, existence the price. But the whole world stills tolisten, and God in His heaven smiles. For the best is only bought atthe cost of great pain…. Or so says the legend.



ONE



1915–1917 MEGGIE



1



On December 8th, 1915, Meggie Cleary had her fourth birthday.After the breakfast dishes were put away her mother silently thrusta brown paper parcel into her arms and ordered her outside. SoMeggie squatted down behind the gorse bush next to the front gateand tugged impatiently. Her fingers were clumsy, the wrappingheavy; it smelled faintly of the Wahine general store, which toldher that whatever lay inside the parcel had miraculously beenbought, not homemade or donated.she attacked the paper faster, peeling it away in long, ragged strips.Something fine and mistily gold began to poke through a corner;there in a tattered nest.“Agnes! Oh, Agnes!” she said lovingly, blinking at the doll lyingWahine; all the way back in May, because she had been a veryA miracle indeed. Only once in her life had Meggie been intogood girl. So perched in the buggy beside her mother, on her bestbehavior, she had been too excited to see or remember much. Ex-cept for Agnes, the beautiful ’doll sitting on the store counter,dressed in a crinoline of pink satin with cream lace frills all over it.Right then and there in her mind she had christened it Agnes, theonly name she knew elegant enough for such a peerless creature.Yet over the ensuing
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months her yearning after Agnes contained nothing of hope; Meggiedidn’t own a doll and had no idea little girls and dolls belongedtogether. She played happily with the whistles and slingshots andbattered soldiers her brothers discarded, got her hands dirty andher boots muddy.

the bright pink folds of the dress, grander than any she had everIt never occurred to her that Agnes was to play with. Strokinghad jointed arms and legs which could be moved anywhere; evenseen on a human woman, she picked Agnes up tenderly. The dollexquisitely dressed in a high pompadour studded with pearls, herher neck and tiny, shapely waist were jointed. Her golden hair waspale bosom peeped out of a foaming fichu of cream lace fastenedwith a pearl pin. The finely painted bone china face was beautiful,left unglazed to give the delicately tinted skin a natural matte texture. Astonishingly lifelike blue eyes shone between lashes of realhair, their irises streaked and circled with a darker blue; fascinated,closed. High on one faintly flushed cheek she had a black beautyMeggie discovered that when Agnes lay back far enough, her eyesteeth. Meggie put the doll gently on her lap, crossed her feet undermark, and her dusky mouth was parted slightly to show tiny whiteher comfortably, and sat just looking.

Hughie came rustling through the grass where it was too close toShe was still sitting behind the gorse bush when Jack andthe fence to feel a scythe. Her hair was the typical Cleary beacon,all the Cleary children save Frank being martyred by a thatch someshade of red; Jack nudged his brother and pointed gleefully. Theyseparated, grinning at each other, and pretended they were troopersafter a Maori renegade. Meggie would not have heard them anyway,so engrossed was she in Agnes, humming softly to herself.

us!”“What’s that you’ve got, Meggie?” Jack shouted, pouncing. “Show

“Yes, show us!” Hughie giggled, outflanking her.
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She clasped the doll against her chest and shook her head. “No,she’s mine! I got her for my birthday!”

“Show us, go on! We just want to have a look.”

Pride and joy won out. She held the doll so her brothers couldsee. “Look, isn’t she beautiful? Her name is Agnes.”

“Agnes? Agnes?” Jack gagged realistically. “What a soppy name!Why don’t you call her Margaret or Betty?”

“Because she’s Agnes!”

Hughie noticed the joint in the doll’s wrist, and whistled. “Hey,Jack, look! It can move its hand!”

“Where? Let’s see.”

“No!” Meggie hugged the doll close again, tears forming. “No,you’ll break her! Oh, Jack, don’t take her away—you’ll break her!”

“Pooh!” His dirty brown hands locked about her wrists, closingtightly. “Want a Chinese burn? And don’t be such a crybaby, orI’ll tell Bob.” He squeezed her skin in opposite directions until itstretched whitely, as Hughie got hold of the doll’s skirts and pulled.“Gimme, or I’ll do it really hard!”

“No! Don’t, Jack, please don’t! You’ll break her, I know youwill! Oh, please leave her alone! Don’t take her, please!” In spiteof the cruel grip on her wrists she clung to the doll, sobbing andkicking.

“Got it” Hughie whooped, as the doll slid under Meggie’s crossedforearms.

Jack and Hughie found her just as fascinating as Meggie had; offcame the dress, the petticoats and long, frilly drawers. Agnes laynaked while the boys pushed and pulled at her, forcing one footround the back of her head, making her look down her spine, everypossible contortion they could think of. They took no notice ofMeggie as she stood crying; it did not occur to her to seek help, forin the Cleary family those who could not fight their own battlesgot scant aid or sympathy, and that went for girls, too.
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The doll’s golden hair tumbled down, the pearls flew winkinginto the long grass and disappeared. A dusty boot came downthoughtlessly on the abandoned dress, smearing grease from thesmithy across its satin. Meggie dropped to her knees, scrabblingfrantically to collect the miniature clothes before more damage wasdone them, then she began picking among the grass blades whereshe thought the pearls might have fallen. Her tears were blindingher, the grief in her heart new, for until now she had never ownedanything worth grieving for.

Frank threw the shoe hissing into cold water and straightened hisback; it didn’t ache these days, so perhaps he was used to smithying.Not before time, his father would have said, after six months at it.But Frank knew very well how long it was since his introductionto the forge and anvil; he had measured the time in hatred and re-sentment. Throwing the hammer into its box, he pushed the lankblack hair off his brow with a trembling hand and dragged the oldleather apron from around his neck. His shirt lay on a heap of strawin the corner; he plodded across to it and stood for a momentstaring at the splintering barn wall as if it did not exist, his blackeyes wide and fixed.

He was very small, not above five feet three inches, and thin stillas striplings are, but the bare shoulders and arms had musclesalready knotted from working with the hammer, and the pale,flawless skin gleamed with sweat. The darkness of his hair and eyeshad a foreign tang, his full-lipped mouth and wide-bridged nosenot the usual family shape, but there was Maori blood on hismother’s side and in him it showed. He was nearly sixteen yearsold, where Bob was barely eleven, Jack ten, Hughie nine, Stuartfive and little Meggie three. Then he remembered that today Meggiewas four; it was December 8th. He put on his shirt and left thebarn.
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The house lay on top of a small hill about one hundred feethigher than the barn and stables. Like all New Zealand houses, itwas wooden, rambling over many squares and of one story only,on the theory that if an earthquake struck, some of it might be leftstanding. Around it gorse grew everywhere, at the momentsmothered in rich yellow flowers; the grass was green and luxuriant,like all New Zealand grass. Not even in the middle of winter, whenthe frost sometimes lay unmelted all day in the shade, did the grassturn brown, and the long, mild summer only tinted it an evenricher green. The rains fell gently without bruising the tendersweetness of all growing things, there was no snow, and the sunhad just enough strength to cherish, never enough to sap. NewZealand’s scourges thundered up out of the bowels of the earthrather than descended from the skies. There was always a suffocatedsense of waiting, an intangible shuddering and thumping that actu-ally transmitted itself through the feet. For beneath the ground layawesome power, power of such magnitude that thirty years beforea whole towering mountain had disappeared; steam gushed howlingout of cracks in the sides of innocent hills, volcanoes spumed smokeinto the sky and the alpine streams ran warm. Huge lakes of mudboiled oilily, the seas lapped uncertainly at cliffs which might notbe there to greet the next incoming tide, and in places the earth’scrust was only nine hundred feet thick.

Yet it was a gentle, gracious land. Beyond the house stretchedan undulating plain as green as the emerald in Fiona Cleary’s en-gagement ring, dotted with thousands of creamy bundles closeproximity revealed as sheep. Where the curving hills scalloped theedge of the light-blue sky Mount Egmont soared ten thousand feet,sloping into the clouds, its sides still white with snow, its symmetryso perfect that even those like Frank who saw it every day of theirlives never ceased to marvel.

It was quite a pull from the barn to the house, but



8 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



Frank hurried because he knew he ought not to be going; his father’sorders were explicit. Then as he rounded the corner of the househe saw the little group by the gorse bush.and he was still wondering what had prompted her to do it. SheFrank had driven his mother into Wahine to buy Meggie’s doll,money for them, and she had never given a toy to anyone before.wasn’t given to impractical birthday presents, there wasn’t thewardrobes. But apparently Meggie had seen the doll on her oneThey all got clothes; birthdays and Christmases replenished sparseand only trip into town, and Fiona had not forgotten. When Frankquestioned her, she muttered something about a girl needing a doll,and quickly changed the subject.manipulating its joints callously. All Frank could see of Meggie wasJack and Hughie had the doll between them on the front path,neat white socks had slipped in crinkled folds around her little blackher back, as she stood watching her brothers desecrate Agnes. Herbelow the hem of her brown velvet Sunday dress. Down her backboots, and the pink of her legs was visible for three or four inchesred and not gold, but somewhere in between. The white taffetacascaded a mane of carefully curled hair, sparkling in the sun; notbow which held the front curls back from her face hung draggledand limp; dust smeared her dress. She held the doll’s clothes tightlyin one hand, the other pushing vainly at Hughie.

“You bloody little bastards!”ten; when Frank swore it was politic to run.Jack and Hughie scrambled to their feet and ran, the doll forgot-brand your shitty little arses!” Frank yelled after them.“If I catch you flaming little twerps touching that doll again I’llshaking her gently.He bent down and took Meggie’s shoulders between his hands,“Here, here there’s no need to cry! Come on now,
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Give me a smile for your birthday, eh?”they’ve gone and they’ll never touch your dolly again, I promise.of grey eyes so large and full of tragedy that he felt his throatHer face was swollen, her eyes running; she stared at Frank outclumsily over her face, then pinched her nose between its folds.tighten. Pulling a dirty rag from his breeches pocket, he rubbed it“Blow!”

Fruh-Fruh-Frank, they too-too-took Agnes away from me!” SheShe did as she was told, hiccuping noisily as her tears dried. “Oh,sniffled. “Her huh-huh-hair all falled down and she loh-loh-lost allgruh-grass and I can’t the pretty widdle puh-puh-pearls in it! They all falled in the gruh-find them!”at his wet skin for a moment, then licked the drops off.The tears welled up again, splashing on Frank’s hand; he staredanything while you’re crying, you know, and what’s all this baby“Well, we’ll have to find them, won’t we? But you can’t findmonths! Here, blow your nose again and then pick up poor…Ag-talk? I haven’t heard you say ‘widdle’ instead of ‘little’ for sixnes? If you don’t put her clothes on, she’ll get sunburned.”gently, then he crawled about searching the grass until he gave aHe made her sit on the edge of the path and gave her the dolltriumphant whoop and held up a pearl.

“There! First one! We’ll find them all, you wait and see.”among the grass blades, holding up each pearl as he found it; thenMeggie watched her oldest brother adoringly while he pickedshe remembered how delicate Agnes’s skin must be, how easily itmust burn, and bent her attention on clothing the doll. There didnot seem any real injury. Her hair was tangled and loose, her armsand legs dirty where the boys had pushed and pulled at them, buteverything still worked. A tortoise-shell comb nestled above eachof Meggie’s ears; she
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tugged at one until it came free, and began to comb Agnes’s hair,glue and gauze, and bleached until it was the color of gilded straw.which was genuine human hair, skillfully knotted onto a base ofthing happened. Off came the hair, all of it, dangling in a tousledShe was yanking inexpertly at a large knot when the dreadfulclump from the teeth of the comb. Above Agnes’s smooth broadbrow there was nothing; no head, no bald skull. Just an awful,yawning hole. Shivering in terror, Meggie leaned forward to peerinside the doll’s cranium. The inverted contours of cheeks and chinshowed dimly, light glittered between the parted lips with theirteeth a black, animal silhouette, and above all this were Agnes’seyes, two horrible clicking balls speared by a wire rod that cruellypierced her head.

away and went on screaming, hands covering her face, shakingMeggie’s scream was high and thin, unchildlike; she flung Agnesher into his arms, pushing her face into the side of his neck.and shuddering. Then she felt Frank pull at her fingers and takeWrapping her arms about him, she took comfort from him untilhis nearness calmed her enough to become aware of how nice hesmelled, all horses and sweat and iron.

matter; he picked up the doll and stared into its empty head inWhen she quietened, Frank made her tell him what was theby strange terrors. But his unpleasant phantoms were of peoplewonder, trying to remember if his infant universe had been so besetshrinking, her hand trembling as it held his, the set of her shoulders.and whispers and cold glances. Of his mother’s face pinched andwould not have been nearly so upset if poor Agnes had only bledWhat had Meggie seen, to make her take on so? He fancied shefamily bled copiously at least once a week.when she lost her hair. Bleeding was a fact; someone in the Clearydoll.“Her eyes, her eyes!” Meggie whispered, refusing to look at the
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“She’s a bloody marvel, Meggie,” he murmured, his face nuzzlinginto her hair. How fine it was, how rich and full of color!

It took him half an hour of cajoling to make her look at Agnes,and half an hour more elapsed before he could persuade her topeer into the scalped hole. He showed her how the eyes worked,how very carefully they had been aligned to fit snugly yet swingeasily opened or closed.

“Come on now, it’s time you went inside,” he told her, swingingher up into his arms and tucking the doll between his chest andhers. “We’ll get Mum to fix her up, eh? We’ll wash and iron herclothes, and glue on her hair again. I’ll make you some properhairpins out of those pearls, too, so they can’t fall out and you cando her hair in all sorts of ways.”

Fiona Cleary was in the kitchen, peeling potatoes. She was a veryhandsome, very fair woman a little under medium height, but ratherhard-faced and stern; she had an excellent figure with a tiny waistwhich had not thickened, in spite of the six babies she had carriedbeneath it. Her dress was grey calico, its skirts brushing the spotlessfloor, its front protected by an enormous starched white apron thatlooped around her neck and tied in the small of her spine with acrisp, perfect bow. From waking to sleeping she lived in the kitchenand back garden, her stout black boots beating a circular path fromstove to laundry to vegetable patch to clotheslines and thence tothe stove again.

She put her knife on the table and stared at Frank and Meggie,the corners of her beautiful mouth turning down.

“Meggie, I let you put on your Sunday-best dress this morningon one condition, that you didn’t get it dirty. And look at you!What a little grub you are!”

“Mum, it wasn’t her fault,” Frank protested. “Jack and Hughietook her doll away to try and find out how
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the arms and legs worked. I promised we’d fix it up as good asnew. We can, can’t we?”

“Let me see.” Fee held out her hand for the doll.

What she thought, no one ever knew, even her husband; she leftShe was a silent woman, not given to spontaneous conversation.the disciplining of the children to him, and did whatever he commanded without comment or complaint unless the circumstanceswere most unusual. Meggie had heard the boys whispering thattrue she hid it under a veneer of impenetrable, slightly dour calm.she stood in as much awe of Daddy as they did, but if that wasShe never laughed, nor did she ever lose her temper.

stove and looked at Meggie.Finished her inspection, Fee laid Agnes on the dresser near theFrank can glue the hair on after tea tonight, I suppose, and give“I’ll wash her clothes tomorrow morning, and do her hair again.her a bath.”

nodded, smiling uncertainly; sometimes she wanted so badly toThe words were matter-of-fact rather than comforting. Meggiethey shared a special something not common to Daddy and thehear her mother laugh, but her mother never did. She sensed thatnever still feet. Mum would nod absently and flip her voluminousboys, but there was no reaching beyond that rigid back, thoseworking, working.skirts expertly from stove to table as she continued working,What none of the children save Frank could realize was that Feehardly any money to do it with, not enough time, and only onewas permanently, incurably tired. There was so much to be done,pair of hands. She longed for the day when Meggie would be oldenough to help; already the child did simple tasks, but at barelyfour years of age it couldn’t possibly lighten the load. Six children,and only one of them, the youngest at that, a girl. All her acquaint-ances were simultaneously sympathetic and envious, but that didn’tget the work done. Her sewing basket had a mountain of socks init still
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undarned, her knitting needles held yet another sock, and therewas Hughie growing out of his sweaters and Jack not ready to hand

his down.



by chance. It was too early for the shearing season, and he hadPadraic Cleary was to home the week of Meggie’s birthday, purelyof sheep, a seasonal occupation which lasted from the middle ofwork locally, plowing and planting. By profession he was a shearerhe managed to find plenty of work to tide him over spring and thesummer to the end of winter, after which came lambing. Usuallya local dairy farmer from his endless twice-a-day milking. Wherefirst month of summer; helping with lambing, plowing, or spellingfend for themselves; not as harsh an action as it seemed. Unlessthere was work he went, leaving his family in the big old house toone was lucky enough to own land, that was what one had to do.shadows played flickering games around the high ceiling. The boysWhen he came in a little after sunset the lamps were lit, andwere clustered on the back veranda playing with a frog, except forFrank; Padraic knew where he was, because he could hear thesteady clocking of an axe from the direction of the woodheap. Hepaused on the veranda only long enough to plant a kick on Jack’sbackside and clip Bob’s ear.

it had better be done before Mum has tea on the table, or there’ll“Go and help Frank with the wood, you lazy little scamps. Andbe skin and hair flying.”

her, for he regarded displays of affection between husband andHe nodded to Fiona, busy at the stove; he did not kiss or embracewife as something suitable only for the bedroom. As he used thejack to haul off his mud-caked boots, Meggie came skipping withhis slippers, and he grinned down at the little girl with the curioussense of wonder he always knew at sight of her. She was so pretty,such beautiful hair; he picked up a curl and pulled it out straight,then let it go, just to
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see it jiggle and bounce as it settled back into place. Picking thechild up, he went to sit in the only comfortable chair the kitchenpossessed, a Windsor chair with a cushion tied to its seat, drawnclose to the fire. Sighing softly, he sat down in it and pulled outhis pipe, carelessly tapping out the spent dottle of tobacco in itsbowl onto the floor. Meggie cuddled down on his lap and woundher arms about his neck, her cool little face turned up to his as sheplayed her nightly game of watching the light filter through hisshort stubble of golden beard.“How are you, Fee?” Padraic Cleary asked his wife.

“All right, Paddy. Did you get the lower paddock done today?”Lord, but I’m tired!”“Yes, all done. I can start on the upper first thing in the morning.

“I’ll bet. Did MacPherson give you the crotchety old mare again?”“Too right. You don’t think he’d take the animal himself to letme have the roan, do you? My arms feel as if they’ve been pulledout of their sockets. I swear that mare has the hardest mouth in EnZed.”

be there soon enough.”“Never mind. Old Robertson’s horses are all good, and you’lland pulled a taper from the big jar that stood near the stove. A“Can’t be soon enough.” He packed his pipe with coarse tobaccoquick flick inside the firebox door and it caught; he leaned back in“How’s it feel to be four, Meggie?” he asked his daughter.his chair and sucked so deeply the pipe made bubbling noises.

“Did Mum give you your present?”“Pretty good, Daddy.”“Oh, Daddy, how did you and Mum guess I wanted Agnes?”her with his eyebrows. “Is that her name, Agnes?”“Agnes?” He looked swiftly toward Fee, smiling and quizzing
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“Yes. She’s beautiful, Daddy. I want to look at her all day.”

“She’s lucky to have anything to look at,” Fee said grimly. “Jackand Hughie got hold of the doll before poor Meggie had a chanceto see it properly.”

“Well, boys will be boys. Is the damage bad?”

“Nothing that can’t be mended. Frank caught them before it wenttoo far.”

“Frank? What was he doing down here? He was supposed tobe at the forge all day. Hunter wants his gates.”

“He was at the forge all day. He just came down for a tool ofsome sort,” Fee answered quickly; Padraic was too hard on Frank.

“Oh, Daddy, Frank is the best brother! He saved my Agnes frombeing killed, and he’s going to glue her hair on again for me aftertea.”

“That’s good,” her father said drowsily, leaning his head back inthe chair and closing his eyes.

It was hot in front of the stove, but he didn’t seem to notice;beads of sweat gathered on his forehead, glistening. He put hisarms behind his head and fell into a doze.

It was from Padraic Cleary that his children got their variousshades of thick, waving red hair, though none had inherited quitesuch an aggressively red head as his. He was a small man, all steeland springs in build, legs bowed from a lifetime among horses,arms elongated from years shearing sheep; his chest and arms werecovered in a matted golden fuzz which would have been ugly hadhe been dark. His eyes were bright blue, crinkled up into a permanent squint like a sailor’s from gazing into the far distance, and hisface was a pleasant one, with a whimsical smiling quality about itthat made other men like him at a glance. His nose was magnificent,a true Roman nose which must have puzzled his Irish confreres,but Ireland has ever been a shipwreck coast. He still spoke withthe soft quick slur of the Galway
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Irish, pronouncing his final t’s as th’s, but almost twenty years inthe Antipodes had forced a quaint overlay upon it, so that his a’scame out as i’s and the speed of his speech had run down a little,managed to weather his hard and drudging existence better thanlike an old clock in need of a good winding. A happy man, he hadto his boot, all but one of his children adored him. If there was notmost, and though he was a rigid disciplinarian with a heavy swingbetween new clothes for him or new clothes for one of his offspring,enough bread to go around, he went without; if it was a choicethan a million easy kisses. His temper was very fiery, and he hadhe went without. In its way, that was more reliable evidence of loveand there was a ship in Dun Laoghaire harbor bound for Newkilled a man once. Luck had been with him; the man was English,Zealand on the tide.

Fiona went to the back door and shouted, “Tea!”an armload of wood, which he dumped in the big box beside theThe boys trailed in gradually, Frank bringing up the rear withstove. Padraic put Meggie down and walked to the head of the non-company dining table at the far end of the kitchen, while the boysseated themselves around its sides and Meggie scrambled up ontop of the wooden box her father put on the chair nearest to him.more quickly and efficiently than a waiter; she carried them two atFee served the food directly onto dinner plates at her worktable,a time to her family, Paddy first, then Frank, and so on down toMeggie, with herself last.and fork. “Why did you have to name me after “Erckle! Stew!” said Stuart, pulling faces as he picked up his knifestew?”“Eat it,” his father growled.

The plates were big ones, and they were literally heaped withfood: boiled potatoes, lamb stew and beans cut that day from thegarden, ladled in huge portions.
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In spite of the muted groans and sounds of disgust, everyoneincluding Stu polished his plate clean with bread, and ate severalslices more spread thickly with butter and native gooseberry jam.Fee sat down and bolted her meal, then got up at once to hurry toher worktable again, where into big soup plates she doled out greatquantities of biscuit made with plenty of sugar and laced all throughwith jam. A river of steaming hot custard sauce was poured overeach, and again she plodded to the dining table with the plates,two at a time. Finally she sat down with a sigh; this she could eatat her leisure.

“Oh, goodie! Jam roly-poly!” Meggie exclaimed, slopping herspoon up and down in the custard until the jam seeped through tomake pink streaks in the yellow.

“Well, Meggie girl, it’s your birthday, so Mum made your favoritepudding,” her father said, smiling.

There were no complaints this time; no matter what the puddingwas, it was consumed with gusto. The Clearys all had a sweet tooth.

No one carried a pound of superfluous flesh, in spite of the vastquantities of starchy food. They expended every ounce they ate inwork or play. Vegetables and fruit were eaten because they weregood for you, but it was the bread, potatoes, meat and hot flourypuddings which staved off exhaustion.

After Fee had poured everyone a cup of tea from her giant pot,they stayed talking, drinking or reading for an hour or more, Paddypuffing on his pipe with his head in a library book, Fee continuouslyrefilling cups, Bob immersed in another library book, while theyounger children made plans for the morrow. School had dispersedfor the long summer vacation; the boys were on the loose and eagerto commence their allotted chores around the house and garden.Bob had to touch up the exterior paintwork where it was necessary,Jack and Hughie dealt with the woodheap, outbuildings and
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of school. From time to time Paddy lifted his head from his bookmilking, Stuart tended the vegetables; play compared to the horrorsslumped tiredly, sipping cup after cup of tea.to add another job to the list, but Fee said nothing, and Frank sather hair in its nightly rags before packing her off to bed with StuFinally Fee beckoned Meggie to sit on a high stool, and did upand Hughie; Jack and Bob begged to be excused and went outsidebegan to glue its hair on again. Stretching, Padraic closed his bookto feed the dogs; Frank took Meggie’s doll to the worktable andhim as an ashtray.and put his pipe into the huge iridescent paua shell which served“Well, Mother, I’m off to bed.”

“Good night, Paddy.”

ized iron tub down from its hook on the wall. She put it at theFee cleared the dishes off the dining table and got a big galvan-opposite end of the worktable from Frank, and lifting the massivecast-iron kettle off the stove, filled it with hot water. Cold waterfrom an old kerosene tin served to cool the steaming bath; swishingrinse the dishes, stacking them against a cup.soap confined in a wire basket through it, she began to wash andpile of plates grew he got up silently to fetch a towel and began toFrank worked on the doll without raising his head, but as thewith the ease of long familiarity. It was a furtive, fearful game hedry them. Moving between the worktable and the dresser, he workedmain concerned the proper delegation of duties. The house wasand his mother played, for the most stringent rule in Paddy’s dowas to put his hand to a female task. But each night after Paddywoman’s work, and that was that. No male member of the familyby delaying her dishwashing until they heard the thump of Paddy’swent to bed Frank helped his mother, Fee aiding and abetting himcame back to the kitchen.slippers hitting the floor. Once Paddy’s slippers were off he never

Fee looked at Frank gently. “I don’t know what I’d do


THE THORN BIRDS / 19



morning.”without you, Frank. But you shouldn’t. You’ll be so tired in theenough to make life easier for you.”“It’s all right, Mum. Drying a few dishes won’t kill me. Little“It’s my job, Frank. I don’t mind.”

a maid.”“I just wish we’d get rich one of these days, so you could havethe dishcloth and then pressed them into her sides, sighing. Her“That is wishful thinking!” She wiped her soapy red hands oneyes as they rested on her son were vaguely worried, sensing hisbitter discontent, more than the normal railing of a workingmanagainst his lot. “Frank, don’t get grand ideas. They only lead totrouble. We’re working-class people, which means we don’t getrich or have maids. Be content with what you are and what youhave. When you say things like this you’re insulting Daddy, andhe doesn’t deserve it. You know that. He doesn’t drink, he doesn’tgoes into his own pocket. It all comes to us.”gamble, and he works awfully hard for us. Not a penny he earnscame harsh and grim. “But why should wanting more out of lifeThe muscular shoulders hunched impatiently, the dark face beyou had a maid.”than drudgery be so bad? I don’t see what’s wrong with wishingkeep you at school, and if you can’t stay at school how are you“It’s wrong because it can’t be! You know there’s no money tocent, your clothes and your hands show that you labor for a living.ever going to be anything better than a manual worker? Your acwhen a man’s hands are callused you know he’s honest.”But it’s no disgrace to have calluses on your hands. As Daddy says,Fee got out her sewing basket and sat down in Paddy’s chair byFrank shrugged and said no more. The dishes were all put away;the fire, while Frank went back to the doll.

“Why?”“Poor little Meggie!” he said suddenly.“Today, when those wretched chaps were pulling
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had fallen to bits.” He looked down at the doll, which was wearingher dolly about, she just stood there crying as if her whole worldthat?”its hair again. “Agnes! Where on earth did she get a name likeI suppose.”“She must have heard me talking about Agnes Fortescue-Smythe,nearly died of fright. Something scared her about its eyes; I don’t“When I gave her the doll back she looked into its head andknow what.”

“Meggie’s always seeing things that aren’t there.”

at school. They’re so clever.”“It’s a pity there isn’t enough money to keep the little childrenmother said wearily. She passed her hand across her eyes, trembling“Oh, Frank! If wishes were horses beggars might ride,” his“I can’t do any more. I’m too tried to see straight.”a little, and stuck her darning needle deep into a ball of grey wool.

“As soon as I’ve stoked the fire.”“Go to bed, Mum. I’ll blow out the lamps.”

doll carefully down behind a cake tin on the dresser, where it would“I’ll do that.” He got up from the table and put the dainty chinabe out of harm’s way. He was not worried that the boys might attempt further rapine; they were more frightened of his vengeancethan of their father’s, for Frank had a vicious streak. When he waswith his mother or his sister it never appeared, but the boys hadall suffered from it.

and desperate about Frank, an aura of trouble. If only he and PaddyFee watched him, her heart aching; there was something wildgot on better together! But they could never see eye to eye, andargued constantly. Maybe he was too concerned for her, maybe hewas a bit of a mother’s boy. Her fault, if it was true. Yet it spokea little easier. And again she found herself yearning for the dayof his loving heart, his goodness. He only wanted to make her lifeFrank’s shoulders.when Meggie became old enough to take the burden of it from
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She picked up a small lamp from the table, then put it downagain and walked across to where Frank was squatted before thestove, packing wood into the big firebox and fiddling with thedamper. His white arm was roped with prominent veins, his finelymade hands too stained ever to come clean. Her own hand wentout timidly, and very lightly smoothed the straight black hair outof his eyes; it was as close as she could bring herself to a caress.

“Good night, Frank, and thank you.”

The shadows wheeled and darted before the advancing light asFee moved silently through the door leading into the front part ofthe house.

Frank and Bob shared the first bedroom; she pushed its dooropen noiselessly and held the lamp high, its light flooding thedouble bed in the corner. Bob was lying on his back with his mouthsagging open, quivering and twitching like a dog; she crossed tothe bed and rolled him over onto his right side before he couldpass into a full-fledged nightmare, then stayed looking down athim for a moment. How like Paddy he was!

Jack and Hughie were almost braided together in the next room.What dreadful scamps they were! Never out of mischief, but nomalice in them. She tried vainly to separate them and restore somesort of order to their bedclothes, but the two curly red heads refusedto be parted. Softly sighing, she gave up. How they managed tobe refreshed after the kind of night they passed was beyond her,but they seemed to thrive on it.

The room where Meggie and Stuart slept was a dingy andcheerless place for two small children; painted a stuffy brown andfloored in brown linoleum, no pictures on the walls. Just like theother bedrooms.

Stuart had turned himself upside down and was quite invisibleexcept for his little nightshirted bottom sticking out of the coverswhere his head ought to have been; Fee found his head touchinghis knees, and as
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usual marveled that he had not suffocated. She slid her handgingerly across the sheet and stiffened. Wet again! Well, it wouldhave to wait until the morning, when no doubt the pillow wouldbe wet, too. He always did that, reversed himself and then wetonce more. Well, one bed-wetter among five boys wasn’t bad.and her rag-decorated hair all around her. The only girl. Fee castMeggie was curled into a little heap, with her thumb in her mouthmystery to Meggie, she was female. Fee knew what her lot wouldher no more than a passing glance before leaving; there was nobe, and did not envy her or pity her. The boys were different; theywere miracles, males alchemized out of her female body. It washard not having help around the house, but it was worth it. Amonghis peers, Paddy’s sons were the greatest character reference hepossessed. Let a man breed sons and he was a real man.

down on a bureau. Her nimble fingers flew down the dozens ofShe closed the door to her own bedroom softly, and put the lamptiny buttons between the high collar and the hips of her dress, thenalso, and holding it very carefully against her chest, she wriggledpeeled it away from her arms. She slipped the camisole off her armsshe divest herself of camisole, drawers and loosely laced stays.into a long flannel nightgown. Only then, decently covered, didpaua shell on the bureau. But even this, beautiful as it was, thickDown came the tightly knotted golden hair, all its pins put into aher elbows up over her head and her hands behind her neck, andand shining and very straight, was not permitted freedom; Fee gotbreathing unconsciously suspended; but Paddy was asleep, so shebegan to braid it swiftly. She turned then toward the bed, herwas in the mood, for he was a shy, tender, considerate lover. Butheaved a gusty sigh of relief. Not that it wasn’t nice when Paddyhave more babies.until Meggie was two or three years older it would be very hard to
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home with one of the older boys, longing for the day when she,When the Clearys went to church on Sundays, Meggie had to staychildren had no place in any house save their own, and his ruletoo, would be old enough to go. Padraic Cleary held that smalland could be trusted to sit still, she could come to church. Not be-held even for a house of worship. When Meggie commenced schoolfront gate, desolate, while the family piled into the old shandrydanfore. So every Sunday morning she stood by the gorse bush at thegreat treat escaping Mass. The only Cleary who relished separationand the brother delegated to mind her tried to pretend it was afrom the rest was Frank.

married Fee it had been with grudging Catholic approval, for FeePaddy’s religion was an intrinsic part of his life. When he hadwas a member of the Church of England; though she abandonedher faith for Paddy, she refused to adopt his in its stead. Difficultto say why, except that the Armstrongs were old pioneering stockof impeccable Church of England extraction, where Paddy was apenniless immigrant from the wrong side of the Pale. There hadbeen Armstrongs in New Zealand long before the first “official”settlers arrived, and that was a passport to colonial aristocracy.From the
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Armstrong point of view, Fee could only be said to have contracteda shocking mésalliance.

Roderick Armstrong had founded the New Zealand clan, in avery curious way.repercussions on eighteenth-century England: the American WarIt had begun with an event which was to have many unforeseenof Independence. Until 1776 over a thousand British petty felonsindentured servitude no better than slavery. British justice of thewere shipped each year to Virginia and the Carolinas, sold into anof “impersonating Egyptians” and larceny to the tune of more thantime was grim and unflinching; murder, arson, the mysterious crimeportation to the Americas for the term of the felon’s natural life.a shilling were punished on the gallows. Petty crime meant trans-herself with a rapidly increasing convict population and nowhereBut when in 1776 the Americas were closed, England foundto put it. The prisons filled to overflowing, and the surplus wasjammed into rotting hulks moored in the river estuaries. Somethinghad to be done, so something was. With a great deal of reluctancebecause it meant the expenditure of a few thousand pounds, CaptainArthur Phillip was ordered to set sail for the Great South Land.The year was 1787. His fleet of eleven ships held over one thousandconvicts, plus sailors, naval officers and a contingent of marines.No glorious odyssey in search of freedom, this. At the end ofJanuary 1788, eight months after setting sail from England, thefleet arrived in Botany Bay. His Mad Majesty George the Third hadfound a new dumping ground for his convicts, the colony of NewSouth Wales.strong was sentenced to transportation for the term of his naturalIn 1801, when he was just twenty years of age, Roderick Arm-life. Later generations of Armstrongs insisted he came of Somersetvolution, and that his crime was nonexistent, but none of them hadgentlefolk who had lost their fortune following the American Re-ever tried very hard to trace their illustrious
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improvised somewhat.ancestor’s background. They just basked in his reflected glory andick Armstrong was a tartar. All through the unspeakable eightWhatever his origins and status in English life, the young Roder-months’ voyage to New South Wales he proved a stubborn, difficultprisoner, further endearing himself to his ship’s officers by refusingto die. When he arrived in Sydney in 1803 his behavior worsened,so he was shipped to Norfolk Island and the prison for intractables.Nothing improved his conduct. They starved him; they immuredhim in a cell so small he could neither sit, stand nor lie; they floggedhim to jellied pulp; they chained him to a rock in the sea and lethim half-drown. And he laughed at them, a skinny collection ofbones in filthy canvas, not a tooth in his mouth or an inch of hisskin unscarred, lit from within by a fire of bitterness and defiancenothing seemed to quench. At the beginning of each day he willedto find himself still alive.himself not to die, and at the end of each day he laughed in triumphand set to hew a road through the iron-hard sandstone countryIn 1810 he was sent to Van Diemen’s Land, put in a chain gangbehind Hobart. At first opportunity he had used his pick to hackand ten other convicts massacred five more troopers by shavinga hole in the chest of the trooper commanding the expedition; hescreaming in agony. For they and their guards were beasts, element-the flesh from their bones an inch at a time until they diederick Armstrong could no more have gone off into his escape leavingal creatures whose emotions had atrophied to the subhuman. Rodhimself to being a convict.his tormentors intact or quickly dead than he could have reconciledthe eleven men fought their way through miles of freezing rainWith the rum and bread and jerky they took from the troopers,stole a longboat and set off across the Tasman Sea without food,forest and came out at the whaling station of Hobart, where theywater or
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sails. When the longboat washed ashore on the wild west coast ofNew Zealand’s South Island, Roderick Armstrong and two othermen were still alive. He never spoke of that incredible journey, butit was whispered that the three had survived by killing and eatingtheir weaker companions.

England. He was yet a young man, but he looked sixty. By the timeThat was just nine years after he had been transported fromthe first officially sanctioned settlers arrived in New Zealand inof the South Island, “married” a Maori woman and sired a brood1840, he had hewn lands for himself in the rich Canterbury districtArmstrongs were colonial aristocrats, sent their male offspring toof thirteen handsome half-Polynesian children. And by 1860 thecunning and acquisitiveness that they were indeed true descendantsexclusive schools back in England, and amply proved by theirof a remarkable, formidable man. Roderick’s grandson James hadfathered Fiona in 1880, the only daughter among a total of fifteenchildren.

If Fee missed the more austere Protestant rites of her childhood,attended Mass with him, saw to it that her children worshipped anshe never said so. She tolerated Paddy’s religious convictions andexclusively Catholic God. But because she had never converted,the little touches were missing, like grace before meals and prayersbefore bed, an everyday holiness.



Meggie had never been farther from home than the barn and smithyAside from that one trip into Wahine eighteen months before,so excited she vomited her breakfast, and had to be bundled backin the hollow. On the morning of her first day at school she wasnew costume of navy blue with a big white sailor collar, on wentinto her bedroom to be washed and changed. Off came the lovelyneck and always felt as if it were choking her.her horrid brown wincey which buttoned high around her little
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“And for heaven’s sake, Meggie, next time you feel sick, tell me!Don’t just sit there until it’s too late and I’ve got a mess to cleanup as well as everything else! Now you’re going to have to hurry,because if you’re late for the bell Sister Agatha is sure to cane you.Behave yourself, and mind your brothers.”

Bob, Jack, Hughie and Stu were hopping up and down by thefront gate when Fee finally pushed Meggie out the door, herluncheon jam sandwiches in an old satchel.

“Come on, Meggie, we’ll be late!” Bob shouted, moving off downthe road.

Meggie followed the dwindling forms of her brothers at a run.

It was a little after seven o’clock in the morning, and the gentlesun had been up several hours; the dew had dried off the grass except where there was deep shade. The Wahine road was a wheelrutted earthen track, two ribbons of dark red separated by a wideband of bright green grass. White calla lilies and orange nasturtiumsflowered profusely in the high grass to either side, where the neatwooden fences of bordering properties warned against trespassing.

Bob always walked to school along the top of the right-handfences, balancing his leather satchel on his head instead of wearingit haversack style. The left-hand fence belonged to Jack, whichpermitted the three younger Clearys domain of the road itself. Atthe top of the long, steep hill they had to climb from the smithyhollow to where the Robertson road joined the Wahine road, theypaused for a moment, panting, the five bright heads haloed againsta puffily clouded sky. This was the best part, going down the hill;they linked hands and galloped on the grassy verge until it vanishedin a tangle of flowers, wishing they had the time to sneak underMr. Chapman’s fence and roll all the way down like boulders.

It was five miles from the Cleary house to Wahine,
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and by the time Meggie saw telegraph poles in the distance her legswere trembling and her socks were falling down. Ears tuned forthe assembly bell, Bob glanced at her impatiently as she toiledalong, hitching at her drawers and giving an occasional gasp ofdistress. Her face under the mass of hair was pink and yet curiouslypallid. Sighing, Bob passed his satchel to Jack and ran his handsdown the sides of his knickers.

said gruffly, glaring at his brothers in case they had the mistaken“Come on, Meggie, I’ll piggyback you the rest of the way,” heidea that he was going soft.

lock her legs around his waist, and pillowed her head on his skinnyMeggie scrambled onto his back, heaved herself up enough toshoulder blissfully. Now she could view Wahine in comfort.straggled down each side of a tar-centered road. The biggestThere was not much to see. Little more than a big village, Wahinebuilding was the local hotel, of two stories, with an awning shadingthe footpath from the sun and posts supporting the awning allalong the gutter. The general store was the next-biggest building,also boasting a sheltering awning, and two long wooden benchesunder its cluttered windows for passers-by to rest upon. There wasJack fluttered faded in the stiff breeze. As yet the town possesseda flagpole in front of the Masonic hall; from its top a tattered Unionwas a blacksmith’s barn near the Masonic hall, with a stable behindno garage, horseless carriages being limited to a very few, but thereThe only edifice in the entire settlement which really caught the eyeit and a gasoline pump standing stiffly next to the horse trough.was painted a sober brown. The public school and the Church ofwas a peculiar bright-blue shop, very un-British; every other buildingand parish school.England stood side by side, just opposite the Sacred Heart Churchsounded, followed by the heavier tolling of the big bell on a postAs the Clearys hurried past the general store the Catholic bellin front of the public school. Bob
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much cleanliness and the pressure of the knifelike edges of thewimple framing the front center of her head into something toodisembodied to be called a face; little hairs sprouted in tufts all overher chin, which the wimple ruthlessly squashed double. Her lipswere quite invisible, compressed into a single line of concentrationon the hard business of being the Bride of Christ in a colonialbackwater with topsy-turvy seasons when she had taken her vowsin the sweet softness of a Killarney abbey over fifty years before.Two small crimson marks were etched into the sides of her nosefrom the remorseless grip of her round, steel-framed spectacles, andbehind them her eyes peered out suspiciously, pale-blue and bitter.in her dry, once Irish voice.“Well, Robert Cleary, why are you late?” Sister Agatha barkedstill riveted on the tip of the quivering cane as it waved back and“I’m sorry, Sister,” Bob replied woodenly, his blue-green eyesforth.

“Why are you late?” she repeated.“I’m sorry, Sister.”

and I would have thought that on this morning if not on others“This is the first morning of the new school year, Robert Cleary,you might have made an effort to be on time.”

it was my fault!” she squeaked.Meggie shivered, but plucked up her courage. “Oh, please, Sister,and through Meggie’s very soul as she stood there gazing up inThe pale-blue eyes deviated from Bob and seemed to go throughgenuine innocence, not aware she was breaking the first rule ofpils conduct in a deadly duel which went on between teachers and pu-ad infinitum: never volunteer information. Bob kicked herswiftly on the leg and Meggie looked at him sideways, bewildered.Meggie had ever heard.“Why was it your fault?” the nun demanded in the coldest tones“Well, I was sick all over the table and it went right
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dress, and I made us all late,” Meggie explained artlessly.through to my drawers, so Mum had to wash me and change mytightened like an overwound spring, and the tip of the cane loweredSister Agatha’s features remained expressionless, but her mouthitself an inch or two. “Who is 

this?

object of her inquiry were a new and particularly obnoxious species” she snapped to Bob, as if theof insect.

“Please, Sister, she’s my sister Meghann.”

tain subjects we do not ever mention, Robert, if we are true ladies“Then in future you will make her understand that there are cerany item of our underclothing, as children from a decent householdand gentlemen. On no account do we ever, ever mention by namewould automatically know. Hold out your hands, all of you.”

“But, Sister, it was my fault!” Meggie wailed as she extended herhands palms up, for she had seen her brothers do it in pantomimeat home a thousand times.

“Silence!” Sister Agatha hissed, turning on her. “It is a matter ofcomplete indifference to me which one of you was responsible.You are all late, therefore you must all be punished. Six cuts.” Shepronounced the sentence with monotonous relish.

Terrified, Meggie watched Bob’s steady hands, saw the long canewhistle down almost faster than her eyes could follow, and cracksharply against the center of his palms, where the flesh was softand tender. A purple welt flared up immediately; the next cut cameat the junction of fingers and palm, more sensitive still, and the finalone across the tips of the fingers, where the brain has loaded theskin down with more sensation than anywhere else save the lips.Sister Agatha’s aim was perfect. Three more cuts followed on Bob’sother hand before she turned her attention to Jack, next in line.Bob’s face was pale but he made no outcry or movement, nor didhis brothers as their turns came; even quiet and tender Stu.
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As they followed the upward rise of the cane above her ownhands Meggie’s eyes closed involuntarily, so she did not see thedescent. But the pain was like a vast explosion, a scorching, searinginvasion of her flesh right down to the bone; even as the ache spreadtingling up her forearm the next cut came, and by the time it hadreached her shoulder the final cut across her fingertips wasscreaming along the same path, all the way through to her heart.She fastened her teeth in her lower lip and bit down on it, tooashamed and too proud to cry, too angry and indignant at the in-justice of it to dare open her eyes and look at Sister Agatha; thelesson was sinking in, even if the crux of it was not what SisterAgatha intended to teach.

It was lunchtime before the last of the pain died out of her hands.Meggie had passed the morning in a haze of fright and bewilder-ment, not understanding anything that was said or done. Pushedinto a double desk in the back row of the youngest children’sclassroom, she did not even notice who was sharing the desk untilafter a miserable lunch hour spent huddled behind Bob and Jackin a secluded corner of the playground. Only Bob’s stern commandpersuaded her to eat Fee’s gooseberry jam sandwiches.

When the bell rang for afternoon classes and Meggie found aplace on line, her eyes finally began to clear enough to take in whatwas going on around her. The disgrace of the caning rankled assharply as ever, but she held her head high and affected not to no-tice the nudges and whispers of the little girls near her.

Sister Agatha was standing in front with her cane; Sister Declanprowled up and down behind the lines; Sister Catherine seatedherself at the piano just inside the youngest children’s classroomdoor and began to play “Onward, Christian Soldiers” with a heavyemphasis on two-four time. It was, properly speaking, a Protestanthymn, but the war had rendered it interdenominational.
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erine thought proudly.The dear children marched to it just like wee soldiers, Sister Cathminus fifteen years of life, where Sister Catherine was still remotelyOf the three nuns, Sister Declan was a replica of Sister Agathaof her ardor had not yet entirely faded; she still found joy inhuman. She was only in her thirties, Irish of course, and the bloomturned up to hers so adoringly. But she taught the oldest children,teaching, still saw Christ’s imperishable Image in the little facesa young and soft supervisor. Sister Agatha herself took the youngestwhom Sister Agatha deemed beaten enough to behave in spite ofthose in the middle grades to Sister Declan.children to form minds and hearts out of infantile clay, leavingsideways at the little girl sitting next to her. A gap-toothed grin metSafely hidden in the last row of desks, Meggie dared to glanceher frightened gaze, huge black eyes staring roundly out of a dark,slightly shiny face. She fascinated Meggie, used to fairness andfreckles, for even Frank with his dark eyes and hair had a fair whitecreature she had ever seen.skin; so Meggie ended in thinking her deskmate the most beautifulof her mouth, chewing on the end of her pencil and spitting the“What’s your name?” the dark beauty muttered out of the sidefrayed bits into her empty ink-well hole.

“Meggie Cleary,” she whispered back.

classroom.“You there!” came a dry, harsh voice from the front of thehollow clatter as twenty children all put their pencils down together,Meggie jumped, looking around in bewilderment. There was aa muted rustling as precious sheets of paper were shuffled to oneside so elbows could be surreptitiously placed on desks. With aheart that seemed to crumple down toward her boots, Meggierealized everyone was staring at her. Sister Agatha was comingdown the aisle rapidly; Meggie’s terror was so acute that had thereonly been somewhere to flee, she
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would have run for her life. But behind her was the partition shut-ting off the middle grade’s room, on either side desks crowded herin, and in front was Sister Agatha. Her eyes nearly filled her pinchedlittle face as she stared up at the nun in suffocated fear, her handsclenching and unclenching on the desktop.“You spoke, Meghann Cleary.”

“Yes, Sister.”

“And what did you say?”“My name, Sister.”

“Your name!” Sister Agatha sneered, looking around at the otherchildren as if they, too, surely must share her contempt. “Well,children, are we not honored? Another Cleary in our school, andshe cannot wait to broadcast her name!” She turned back to Meggie.“Stand up when I address you, you ignorant little savage! And holdout your hands, please.”

Meggie scrambled out of her seat, her long curls swinging acrossher face and bouncing away. Gripping her hands together, shewrung them desperately, but Sister Agatha did not move, onlywaited, waited, waited…. Then somehow Meggie managed to forceher hands out, but as the cane descended she snatched them away,gasping in terror. Sister Agatha locked her fingers in the bunchedhair on top of Meggie’s head and hauled her closer, bringing herface up to within inches of those dreadful spectacles.

“Hold out your hands, Meghann Cleary.” It was said courteously,coldly, implacably.

Meggie opened her mouth and vomited all over the front of SisterAgatha’s habit. There was a horrified intake of breath from everychild in the room as Sister Agatha stood with the disgusting sickdripping down her black pleats onto the floor, her face purple withrage and astonishment. Then down came the cane, anywhere itcould land on Meggie’s body as she flung up her arms to shieldher face and cringed, still retching, into the corner. When SisterAgatha’s arm was so tired it did not want to lift the cane, shepointed toward the door.
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“Go home, you revolting little Philistine,” she said, turned on herheel and went through into Sister Declan’s classroom.

Meggie’s frantic gaze found Stu; he nodded his head as if to tellher she must do as she was told, his soft blue-green eyes full of pityand understanding. Wiping her mouth with her handkerchief, shestumbled through the door and out into the playground. Therewere still two hours to go before school was dismissed; she ploddeddown the street without interest, knowing there was no chance theboys would catch up with her, and too frightened to find somewhereto wait for them. She had to go home on her own, confess to Mumon her own.

Fee nearly fell over her as she staggered out of the back doorwith a full basket of wet washing. Meggie was sitting on the topstep of the back veranda, her head down, the ends of her brightcurls sticky and the front of her dress stained. Putting down thecrushing weight of the basket, Fee sighed, pushed a strand ofwayward hair out of her eyes.

“Well, what happened?” she demanded tiredly.

“I was sick all over Sister Agatha.”

“Oh, Lord!” Fee said, her hands on her hips.

“I got caned, too,” Meggie whispered, the tears standing unshedin her eyes.

“A nice kettle of fish, I must say.” Fee heaved her basket up,swaying until she got it balanced. “Well, Meggie, I don’t knowwhat to do with you. We’ll have to wait and see what Daddy says.”And she walked off across the backyard toward the flapping halffull clotheslines.

Rubbing her hands wearily around her face, Meggie stared afterher mother for a moment, then got up and started down the pathto the forge.

Frank had just finished shoeing Mr. Robertson’s bay mare, andwas backing it into a stall when Meggie appeared in the doorway.He turned and saw her, and
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to him. She was so little, so baby-plump and innocent and sweet,memories of his own terrible misery at school came flooding backsion lurked there which made him want to murder Sister Agatha.but the light in the eyes had been brutally quenched and an expresDown went his tools, off came his apron; he walked to her quickly.Murder her, really murder her, take the double chins and squeeze….was level with his own. The smell of vomit rose from her like a“What’s the matter, dear?” he asked, bending over until her facemiasma, but he crushed his impulse to turn away.

tears undammed at last. She threw her arms around his neck and“Oh, Fruh-Fruh-Frank!” she wailed, her face twisting up and herclung to him passionately, weeping in the curiously silent, painfulway all the Cleary children did once they were out of infancy. Itwas horrible to watch, and not something soft words or kisses couldheal.

pile of sweet-smelling hay near Mr. Robertson’s mare; they sat thereWhen she was calm again he picked her up and carried her to atogether and let the horse lip at the edges of their straw bed, lostto the world. Meggie’s head was cradled on Frank’s smooth barechest, tendrils of her hair flying around as the horse blew gustybreaths into the hay, snorting with pleasure.

it was my fault.”“Why did she cane all of us, Frank?” Meggie asked. “I told herreached out a hand and absently stroked the mare’s nose, pushingFrank had got used to her smell and didn’t mind it any more; heit away when it got too inquisitive.

hate poor pupils. After you’ve been in Sister Ag’s moldy old school“We’re poor, Meggie, that’s the main reason. The nuns alwaysbut the Marshalls and the MacDonalds as well. We’re all poor.a few days you’ll see it’s not only the Clearys she takes it out on,
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Now, if we were rich and rode to school in a big carriage like theO’Briens, they’d be all over us like a rash. But we can’t donate or-gans to the church, or gold vestments to the sacristy, or a new horseand buggy to the nuns. So we don’t matter. They can do what theylike to us.screaming at me, ‘Cry, for the love of heaven! Make a noise, Francis“I remember one day Sister Ag was so mad at me that she keptCleary! If you’d give me the satisfaction of hearing you bellow, Iwouldn’t hit you so hard or so often!’than the Marshalls and the MacDonalds. She can’t make the Clearys“That’s another reason why she hates us; it’s where we’re bettercry. We’re supposed to lick her boots. Well, I told the boys whatI’d do to any Cleary who even whimpered when he was caned,and that goes for you, too, Meggie. No matter how hard she beatsyou, not a whimper. Did you cry today?”poking blindly across her face in search of her mouth. Frank put“No, Frank,” she yawned, her eyelids drooping and her thumbher down in the hay and went back to his work, humming andsmiling.filthy from mucking out Mr. Jarman’s dairy, his wide-brimmed hatMeggie was still asleep when Paddy walked in. His arms werepulled low over his eyes. He took in Frank shaping an axle on theanvil, sparks swirling round his head, then his eyes passed to wherehis daughter was curled up in the hay, with Mr. Robertson’s baymare hanging her head down over the sleeping face.crop and leading his old roan into the stable end of the barn.“I thought this is where she’d be,” Paddy said, dropping his ridingglance of doubt and uncertainty Paddy always found so irritating,Frank nodded briefly, looking up at his father with that darklingthen he returned to the white-hot axle, sweat making his bare sidesglisten.Unsaddling his roan, Paddy turned it into a stall,
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filled the water compartment and then mixed bran and oats witha little water for its food. The animal rumbled affectionately at himwhen he emptied the fodder into its manger, and its eyes followedhim as he walked to the big trough outside the forge, took off hisshirt. He washed arms and face and torso, drenching his ridingbreeches and his hair. Toweling himself dry on an old sack, helooked at his son quizzically.

what exactly happened?”“Mum told me Meggie was sent home in disgrace. Do you knowcoot was sick all over Sister Agatha.”Frank abandoned his axle as the heat in it died. “The poor littlefor a moment to compose himself, then turned toward Meggie. “AllWiping the grin off his face hastily, Paddy stared at the far wallexcited about going to school, eh?”

held them up long enough to be late for the bell. They all got sixers,“I don’t know. She was sick before they left this morning, and ithave been the only one punished. After lunch Sister Ag pouncedbut Meggie was terribly upset because she thought she ought toAg’s clean black habit.”on her again, and our Meggie spewed bread and jam all over Sister“What happened then?”

disgrace.”“Sister Ag caned her good and proper, and sent her home inspect for the nuns and I know it isn’t our place to question what“Well, I’d say she’s had punishment enough. I have a lot of re-they do, but I wish they were a bit less eager with the cane. I knowall, it was wee Meggie’s first day at school.”they have to beat the three R’s into our thick Irish heads, but afterhad Paddy ever communicated man-to-man with his oldest son.Frank was staring at his father, amazed. Not until this momentproud boasting, Paddy loved Meggie more than he did his sons.Shocked out of perpetual resentment, Frank realized that for all hisHe
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found himself almost liking his father, so he smiled without themistrust.

“She’s a bonzer little thing, isn’t she?” he asked.

blew its lips in and out, flapping; Meggie stirred, rolled over andPaddy nodded absently, engrossed in watching her. The horseopened her eyes. When she saw her father standing beside Frankshe sat bolt upright, fright paling her skin.

went over and lifted her out of the hay, gasping as he caught a“Well, Meggie girl, you’ve had quite a day, haven’t you?” Paddywhiff of her. Then he shrugged his shoulders and held her againsthim hard.

“I got caned, Daddy,” she confessed.

laughed, perching her on his shoulder. “We’d better see if Mum’s“Well, knowing Sister Agatha, it won’t be the last time,” hethan Jarman’s dairy.”got any hot water in the copper to give you a bath. You smell worsebobbing up the path, then turned to find the bay mare’s gentle eyesFrank went to the doorway and watched the two fiery headsfixed on him.

scooping up a halter.“Come on, you big old bitch. I’ll ride you home,” he told it,



Agatha still caned her regularly, but always from far enough awayMeggie’s vomiting turned out to be a blessing in disguise. Sisterand quite spoiled her aim.to escape the consequences, which lessened the strength of her armof the Italian man who owned and operated Wahine’s bright blueThe dark child who sat next to her was the youngest daughtercafto escape Sister Agatha’s attention without being so dull that ité. Her name was Teresa Annunzio, and she was just dull enoughturned her into Sister Agatha’s butt. When her teeth grew in shewas quite strikingly beautiful, and Meggie adored her. During lessonbreaks in the playground they walked with arms looped aroundand not availableeach other’s waists, which was the sign that you were “best friends”
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for courting by anyone else. And they talked, talked, talked.One lunchtime Teresa took her into the café to meet her motherwith her golden fire as Meggie was with their darkness, likeningand father and grown-up brothers and sisters. They were as charmedeyes upon them. From her mother she had inherited an indefinableher to an angel when she turned her wide, beautifully flecked greyzio family. As eager as Teresa to woo her, they gave her big fatair of breeding which everyone felt immediately; so did the Annunpiece of boned fish which tasted delicious, dipped as it was in flourypotato chips fried in sizzling cauldrons of lamb dripping, and abatter and fried in the smoking well of liquid fat along with thechips, only in a separate wire basket. Meggie had never eaten foodso delicious, and wished she could lunch at the café more often.mother and the nuns.But this had been a treat, requiring special permission from herknow what Teresa did?” until Paddy roared that he had heard moreHer conversation at home was all “Teresa says” and “Do youthan enough about Teresa.

Dagos,” he muttered, sharing the British community’s instinctive“I don’t know that it’s such a good idea to be too thick withMeggie girl, they don’t wash too often,” he explained lamely, wiltingmistrust of any dark or Mediterranean people. “Dagos are dirty,under the look of hurt reproach Meggie gave him.

often of her friend when she was at home. But home disapprovalFiercely jealous, Frank agreed with him. So Meggie spoke lesstance to school days and hours; Bob and the boys were only toocouldn’t interfere with the relationship, confined as it was by dismadly around the playground just as if their sister did not exist.pleased to see her utterly engrossed in Teresa. It left them to careerblackboard gradually began to makeThe unintelligible things Sister Agatha was always writing on the
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numbers up to a total, where a “-” meant you took the numbers onsense, and Meggie learned that a “+” meant you counted all theless than you had in the first place. She was a bright child, andthe bottom away from the numbers on the top and wound up withbeen able to overcome her fear of Sister Agatha. But the minutewould have been an excellent if not brilliant student had she onlycurt question at her, she stammered and stuttered and could notthose gimlet eyes turned her way and that dry old voice rapped ademonstrate her skill verbally she could not remember how manythink. Arithmetic she found easy, but when called upon tocinating she couldn’t get enough of it; but when Sister Agatha madetwo and two made. Reading was the entrance into a world so fas“cat,” let alone “miaow.” It seemed to her that she was foreverher stand to read a passage out loud, she could hardly pronouncebright red because the rest of the class was laughing at her. For itquivering under Sister Agatha’s sarcastic comments or flushinglaboriously written sheets of paper Sister Agatha used to demon-was always her slate Sister Agatha held up to sneer at, always herlucky enough to possess erasers, but Meggie’s only eraser was thestrate the ugliness of untidy work. Some of the richer children weremistakes until the writing smudged and the paper came away intip of her finger, which she licked and rubbed over her nervousshe was desperate enough to do anything to avoid Sister Agatha’sminiature sausages. It made holes and was strictly forbidden, butstrictures.

cane and venom. However, Meggie was a much better target, forUntil her advent Stuart had been the chief target of Sister Agatha’sStuart’s wistful tranquillity and almost saintlike aloofness were hardnuts to crack, even for Sister Agatha. On the other hand, Meggietrembled and went as red as a beet, for all she tried so manfully toadhere to the Cleary line of behavior as defined by Frank. Stuartpitied Meggie deeply and tried to make
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his own head. She saw through his ploys immediately, angeredit easier for her by deliberately sidetracking the nun’s anger ontogirl as it had always been among the boys. Had anyone questionedafresh to see the Cleary clannishness as much in evidence with thewould not have been able to answer. But for an old nun as em-her as to exactly why she had such a down on the Clearys, sheand touchy family like the Clearys was not easy to swallow.bittered by the course her life had taken as Sister Agatha, a proudpicked up her slate pencil to embark on her first writing lesson,Meggie’s worst sin was being left-handed. When she gingerlySister Agatha descended on her like Caesar on the Gauls.

“Meghann Cleary, put that pencil down!” she thundered.Thus began a battle royal. Meggie was incurably and hopelesslyleft-handed. When Sister Agatha forcibly bent the fingers of Meggie’sright hand correctly around the pencil and poised it above the slate,Meggie sat there with her head reeling and no idea in the worldhow to make the afflicted limb do what Sister Agatha insisted itcould. She became mentally deaf, dumb and blind; that uselessappendage her right hand was no more linked to her thought processes than her toes. She dribbled a line clean off the edge of theslate because she could not make it bend; she dropped her pencilas if paralyzed; nothing Sister Agatha could do would make Meg-gie’s right hand form an 

A.

transfer her pencil to her left hand, and with her arm curled awk- Then surreptitiously Meggie wouldwardly around three sides of the slate she would make a row ofbeautiful copper-plate A’s.

Sister Agatha won the battle. On morning line-up she tied Meggie’s left arm against her body with rope, and would not undo ituntil the dismissal bell rang at three in the afternoon. Even atlunchtime she had to eat, walk around and play games with herleft side firmly
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immobilized. It took three months, but eventually she learned towrite correctly according to the tenets of Sister Agatha, though theformation of her letters was never good. To make sure she wouldnever revert to using it, her left arm was kept tied to her body fora further two months; then Sister Agatha made the whole schoolassemble to say a rosary of thanks to Almighty Gor for His wisdomin making Meggie see the error of her ways. God’s children wereall right-handed; left-handed children were the spawn of the Devil,especially when redheaded.

became very thin, though she grew little in height. She began toIn that first year of school Meggie lost her baby plumpness andbite her nails down to the quick, and had to endure Sister Agatha’sout so all the children could see how ugly bitten nails were. Andmaking her walk around every desk in the school holding her handsnails as badly as Meggie did.this when nearly half the children between five and fifteen bit theirMeggie’s fingers with the horrible stuff. Everyone in the family wasFee got out the bottle of bitter aloes and painted the tips ofaloes off, and when the other little girls at school noticed the telltaleenlisted to make sure she got no opportunity to wash the bitterthe taste was indescribable, foul and dark like sheep-dip; in desper-brown stains she was mortified. If she put her fingers in her mouthshe got rid of the worst of it. Paddy took out his switch, a muchation she spat on her handkerchief and rubbed herself raw untilround the kitchen. He did not believe in beating his children ongentler instrument than Sister Agatha’s cane, and sent her skippinganywhere, he said, and could not be damaged. However, in spitethe hands, face or buttocks, only on the legs. Legs hurt as much aswent on biting her nails.of bitter aloes, ridicule, Sister Agatha and Paddy’s switch, Meggieonly thing that made school endurable. SheHer friendship with Teresa Annunzio was the joy of her life, the
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sat through lessons aching for playtime to come so she could sitwith her arm around Teresa’s waist and Teresa’s arm around hersunder the big fig tree, talking, talking. There were tales aboutabout her genuine willow pattern tea set.Teresa’s extraordinary alien family, about her numerous dolls, andpieces, tiny miniature cups and saucers and plates, a teapot and aWhen Meggie saw the tea set, she was overcome. It had 108spoons and forks just the right size for dolls to use. Teresa had in-sugar bowl and a milk jug and a cream jug, with wee knives andshe belonged to an Italian family, which meant she was passionatelynumerable toys; besides being much younger than her nearest sister,and openly loved, and indulged to the full extent of her father’smonetary resources. Each child viewed the other with awe andenvy, though Teresa never coveted Meggie’s Calvinistic, stoic upbringing. Instead she pitied her. Not to be allowed to run to hermother with hugs and kisses? Poor Meggie!

portly little mother with her own slender unsmiling mother, so sheAs for Meggie, she was incapable of equating Teresa’s beaming,never thought: I wish Mum hugged and kissed me. What she didthink was: I wish Teresa’s mum hugged and kissed me. Thoughimages of hugs and kisses were far less in her mind than images ofthe willow pattern tea set. So delicate, so thin and wafery, sobeautiful! Oh, if only she had a willow pattern tea set, and couldblue-and-white saucer!give Agnes afternoon tea out of a deep blue-and-white cup in a deepgrotesque Maori carvings and Maori painted ceiling, Meggie kneltDuring Friday Benediction in the old church with its lovely,to pray for a willow pattern tea set of her very own. When FatherHayes held the monstrance aloft, the Host peered dimly throughthe glass window in the middle of its gem-encrusted rays and blessedthe bowed heads of the congregation. All save Meggie, that is, forshe didn’t even see the Host; she
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Teresa’s willow pattern tea set. And when the Maoris in the organwas too busy trying to remember how many plates there were indaze of ultramarine blue far removed from Catholicism or Polynesia.gallery broke into glorious song, Meggie’s head was spinning in a



just beginning to threaten full summer, when Meggie learned howThe school year was drawing to a close, December and her birthdaya high stool near the stove while Fee did her hair as usual fordearly one could buy the desire of one’s heart. She was sitting ontendency to curl, which her mother considered to be a great pieceschool; it was an intricate business. Meggie’s hair had a naturalthey grew up and tried to produce glorious wavy masses out ofof good luck. Girls with straight hair had a hard time of it whenlocks twisted painfully around bits of old white sheet torn into longlimp, thin strands. At night Meggie slept with her almost knee-lengthFee undid the rags and brushed her curls in.strips, and each morning she had to clamber up on the stool whilescraggly curl in her left hand and expertly brushing the hair aroundFee used an old Mason Pearson hairbrush, taking one long,thick sausage; then she carefully withdrew her finger from the centerher index finger until the entire length of it was rolled into a shiningmaneuver was repeated some twelve times, the front curls wereof the roll and shook it out into a long, enviably thick curl. Thistaffeta bow, and she was ready for the day. All the other little girlsthen drawn together on Meggie’s crown with a freshly ironed whitethis one point Fee was adamant; Meggie should have curls all thewore braids to school, saving curls for special occasions, but onHad Fee realized it, her charity was misguided, for her daughter’stime, no matter how hard it was to spare the minutes each morning.hair was far and away the most beautiful in the entire school. To
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loathing.rub the fact in with daily curls earned Meggie much envy andremembering a time when it had not been done. Fee’s muscularThe process hurt, but Meggie was too used to it to notice, neverMeggie’s eyes watered and she had to hang on to the stool witharm yanked the brush ruthlessly through knots and tangles untilweek at school, and her birthday was only two days away; sheboth hands to keep from falling off. It was the Monday of the lastknowing it for a dream. There was one in the Wahine general store,clung to the stool and dreamed about the willow pattern tea set,beyond her father’s slender means.and she knew enough of prices to realize that its cost put it farher musing and made the menfolk still seated at the breakfast tableSuddenly Fee made a sound, so peculiar it jerked Meggie out ofturn their heads curiously.

“Holy Jesus Christ!” said Fee.Paddy jumped to his feet, his face stupefied; he had never heardFee take the name of the Lord in vain before. She was standingwith one of Meggie’s curls in her hand, the brush poised, her features twisted into an expression of horror and revulsion. Paddyand the boys crowded round; Meggie tried to see what was goingon and earned a backhanded slap with the bristle side of the brushwhich made her eyes water.

Paddy could see.“Look!” Fee whispered, holding the curl in a ray of sunlight soPaddy saw nothing at first. Then he became aware that a The hair was a mass of brilliant, glittering gold in the sun, andcreaturehimself, and in among the leaping lights of it he discerned morewas marching down the back of Fee’s hand. He took a curl forstuck in clumps all along the separate strands, and the creaturescreatures, going about their business busily. Little white things wereMeggie’s hair was a hive of industry.were energetically producing more clumps of little white things.
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“She’s got lice!” Paddy said.

Bob, Jack, Hughie and Stu had a look, and like their father removed themselves to a safe distance; only Frank and Fee remainedgazing at Meggie’s hair, mesmerized, while Meggie sat miserablyhunched over, wondering what she had done. Paddy sat down inhis Windsor chair heavily, staring into the fire and blinking hard.

“It’s that bloody Dago girl!” he said at last, and turned to glareat Fee. “Bloody bastards, filthy lot of flaming pigs!”

“Paddy!” Fee gasped, scandalized.“I’m sorry for swearing, Mum, but when I think of that blastedDago giving her lice to Meggie, I could go into Wahine this minuteand tear the whole filthy greasy café down!” he exploded, poundinghis fist on his knee fiercely.

“Mum, what is it?” Meggie finally managed to say.

“Look, you dirty little grub!” her mother answered, thrusting herhand down in front of Meggie’s eyes. “You have these thingseverywhere in your hair, from that Eyetie girl you’re so thick with!Now what am I going to do with you?”

Meggie gaped at the tiny thing roaming blindly round Fee’s bareskin in search of more hirsute territory, then she began to weep.

Without needing to be told, Frank got the copper going whilePaddy paced up and down the kitchen roaring, his rage increasingevery time he looked at Meggie. Finally he went to the row of hookson the wall inside the back door, jammed his hat on his head andtook the long horsewhip from its nail.

“I’m going into Wahine, Fee, and I’m going to tell that blastedDago what he can do with his slimy fish and chips! Then I’m goingto see Sister Agatha and tell her what I think of her, allowing lousychildren in her school!”

“Paddy, be careful!” Fee pleaded. “What if it isn’t
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them from someone else along with Meggie.”the Eyetie girl? Even if she has lice, it’s possible she might have gotand a few minutes later they heard his roan’s hoofs beating down“Rot!” said Paddy scornfully. He pounded down the back steps,the road. Fee sighed, looking at Frank hopelessly.

you’d better bring the boys inside. No school today.”“Well, I suppose we’ll be lucky if he doesn’t land in jail. Frank,checked Frank’s head and made him do the same for her. ThereOne by one Fee went through her sons’ hair minutely, thenwas no evidence that anyone else had acquired poor Meggie’smalady, but Fee did not intend to take chances. When the waterin the huge laundry copper was boiling, Frank got the dish tubdown from its hanging and filled it half with hot water and halfwith cold. Then he went out to the shed and fetched in an unopenedfive-gallon can of kerosene, took a bar of lye soap from the laundryand started work on Bob. Each head was briefly damped in thetub, several cups of raw kerosene poured over it, and the wholedraggled, greasy mess lathered with soap. The kerosene and lyeburned; the boys howled and rubbed their eyes raw, scratching attheir reddened, tingling scalps and threatening ghastly vengeanceon all Dagos.

came back to Meggie, who had not dared to move from the stoolFee went to her sewing basket and took out her big shears. Shethough an hour and more had elapsed, and stood with the shearsin her hand, staring at the beautiful fall of hair. Then she began tocut it—snip! snip!—untill all the long curls were huddled inglistening heaps on the floor and Meggie’s white skin was beginningto show in irregular patches all over her head. Doubt in her eyes,she turned then to Frank.

“Ought I to shave it?” she asked, tight-lipped.Frank put out his hand, revolted. “Oh, Mum, no!


THE THORN BIRDS / 49



enough. Please don’t shave it!”Surely not! If she gets a good douse of kerosene it ought to bewhile they poured cup after cup of kerosene over her head andSo Meggie was marched to the worktable and held over the tubscrubbed the corrosive soap through what was left of her hair.When they were finally satisfied, she was almost blind fromscrewing up her eyes against the bite of the caustic, and little rowsof blisters had risen all over her face and scalp. Frank swept thefallen curls into a sheet of paper and thrust it into the copper fire,then took the broom and stood it in a panful of kerosene. He andFee both washed their hair, gasping as the lye seared their skins,sheep-dip.then Frank got out a bucket and scrubbed the kitchen floor withto the bedrooms, stripped every sheet and blanket from every bed,When the kitchen was as sterile as a hospital they went throughand spent the rest of the day boiling, wringing and pegging out thefamily linen. The mattresses and pillows were draped over the backfence and sprayed with kerosene, the parlor rugs were beatenwithin an inch of their lives. All the boys were put to helping, onlyMeggie exempted because she was in absolute disgrace. She crawledaway behind the barn and cried. Her head throbbed with pain fromthe scrubbing, the burns and the blisters; and she was so bitterlyashamed that she would not even look at Frank when he came tofind her, nor could he persuade her to come inside.

kicking and fighting, and she had pushed herself into a corner whenIn the end he had to drag her into the house by brute force,Paddy came back from Wahine in the late afternoon. He took onelook at Meggie’s shorn head and burst into tears, sitting rockinghimself in the Windsor chair with his hands over his face, whilethe family stood shuffling their feet and wishing they were anywherebut where they were. Fee
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made a pot of tea and poured Paddy a cup as he began to recover.awful long time.”“What happened in Wahine?” she asked. “You were gone anthe horse trough, for one thing. Then I noticed MacLeod standing“I took the horsewhip to that blasted Dago and threw him intoMacLeod mustered some of the chaps at the pub and we threw theoutside his shop watching, so I told him what had happened.tipped a few gallons of sheep-dip into it. Then I went down to thewhole lot of those Dagos into the horse trough, women too, andthat she hadn’t noticed anything. She hauled the Dago girl out ofschool and saw Sister Agatha, and I tell you, she was fit to be tiedher desk to look in her hair, and sure enough, lice all over the place.So she sent the girl home and told her not to come back until herhead was clean. I left her and Sister Declan and Sister Catherinebe a lot of lousy ones. Those three nuns were scratching themselveslooking through every head in the school, and there turned out tothe memory, then he saw Meggie’s head again and sobered. Helike mad when they thought no one was watching.” He grinned atstared at her grimly. “As for you, young lady, no more Dagos oranyone except your brothers. If they aren’t good enough for you,too bad. Bob, I’m telling you that Meggie’s to have nothing to dowith anyone except you and the boys while she’s at school, do youhear?”

Bob nodded. “Yes, Daddy.”

expected to go to school as usual.The next morning Meggie was horrified to discover that she washead. “Mum, Mum, I can’t go to school like this, not with Sister“No, no, I can’t go!” she moaned, her hands clutching at herAgatha!”

ing looks. “It’ll teach you a lesson.”“Oh, yes, you can,” her mother replied, ignoring Frank’s implordone up in a brown bandanna. Sister AgathaSo off to school went Meggie, her feet dragging and her head


THE THORN BIRDS / 51



tore her scarf away to see what she looked like. Her face was onlyignored her entirely, but at playtime the other girls caught her andsight, oozing and angry. The moment he saw what was going onmildly disfigured, but her head when uncovered was a horriblethe cricket pitch.Bob came over, and took his sister away into a secluded corner oftying the scarf around her head awkwardly and patting her stiff“Don’t you take any notice of them, Meggie,” he said roughly,shoulders. “Spiteful little cats! I wish I’d thought to catch some ofthose things out of your head; I’m sure they’d keep. The minuteeveryone forgot, I’d sprinkle a few heads with a new lot.”

Meggie until the bell rang.The other Cleary boys gathered around, and they sat guardingshaven. She tried to attack Meggie, but the boys held her off easily.Teresa Annunzio came to school briefly at lunchtime, her headAs she backed away she flung her right arm up in the air, its fistclenched, and slapped her left hand on its biceps in a fascinating,mysterious gesture no one understood, but which the boys avidlyfiled away for future use.

district because of what your dad did to him!” She turned and ran“I hate you!” Teresa screamed. “Me dad’s got to move out of thefrom the playground, howling.

Meggie held her head up and kept her eyes dry. She was learning.It didn’t matter what anyone else thought, it didn’t, it didn’t! Theother girls avoided her, half because they were frightened of Boband Jack, half because the word had got around their parents andthey had been instructed to keep away; being thick with the Clearysusually meant trouble of some kind. So Meggie passed the last fewdays of school “in Coventry,” as they called it, which meant shewas totally ostracized. Even Sister Agatha respected the new policy,and took her rages out on Stuart instead.As were all birthdays among the little ones if they
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fell on a school day, Meggie’s birthday celebration was delayeduntil Saturday, when she received the longed-for willow pattern teaset. It was arranged on a beautifully crafted ultramarine table andchairs made in Frank’s nonexistent spare time, and Agnes wasseated on one of the two tiny chairs wearing a new blue dress madein Fee’s nonexistent spare time. Meggie stared dismally at the blueand-white designs gamboling all around each small piece; at thefantastic trees with their funny puffy blossoms, at the ornate littlepagoda, at the strangely stilled pair of birds and the minute figureseternally fleeing across the kinky bridge. It had lost every bit of itsenchantment. But dimly she understood why the family had beg-gared itself to get her the thing they thought dearest to her heart.So she dutifully made tea for Agnes in the tiny square teapot andwent through the ritual as if in ecstasy. And she continued doggedlyto use it for years, never breaking or so much as chipping a singlepiece. No one ever dreamed that she loathed the willow patterntea set, the blue table and chairs, and Agnes’s blue dress.



weekly newspaper and a new stack of books from the library.Two days before that Christmas of 1917 Paddy brought home hiseditors had conceived a novel idea based on the fancy AmericanHowever, the paper for once took precedence over the books. Itsthe entire middle section was a feature on the war. There weremagazines which very occasionally found their way to New Zealand;blurred photographs of the Anzacs storming the pitiless cliffs atGallipoli, long articles extolling the bravery of the Antipodeansoldier, features on all the Australian and New Zealand winners ofthe Victoria Cross since its inception, and a magnificent full-pageetching of an Australian light horse cavalry-man mounted on hischarger, saber at the ready and long silky feathers pluming fromunder the turned-up side of his slouch hat.
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At first opportunity Frank seized the paper and read the featurehungrily, drinking in its jingoistic prose, his eyes glowing eerily.

“Daddy, I want to go!” he said as he laid the paper down rever-ently on the table.

Fee’s head jerked around as she slopped stew all over the top ofthe stove, and Paddy stiffened in his Windsor chair, his book for-gotten.

“You’re too young, Frank,” he said.

“No, I’m not! I’m seventeen, Daddy, I’m a man! Why shouldthe Huns and Turks slaughter our men like pigs while I’m sittinghere safe and sound? It’s more than time a Cleary did his bit.”

“You’re under age, Frank, they won’t take you.”

“They will if you don’t object,” Frank countered quickly, his darkeyes fixed on Paddy’s face.

“But I do object. You’re the only one working at the momentand we need the money you bring in, you know that.”

“But I’ll be paid in the army!”

Paddy laughed. “The ‘soldier’s shilling’ eh? Being a blacksmithin Wahine pays a lot better than being a soldier in Europe.”

“But I’ll be over there, maybe I’ll get the chance to be somethingbetter than a blacksmith! It’s my only way out, Daddy.”

“Nonsense! Good God, boy, you don’t know what you’re saying.War is terrible. I come from a country that’s been at war for athousand years, so I know what I’m saying. Haven’t you heard theBoer War chaps talking? You go into Wahine often enough, sonext time listen. And anyway, it strikes me that the blasted Englishuse Anzacs as fodder for the enemy guns, putting them into placeswhere they don’t want to waste their own precious troops. Lookat the way that saber-rattling Churchill sent our men into somethingas useless as Gallipoli! Ten thousand killed out of fifty thousand!Twice as bad as decimation.
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“Why should you go fighting old Mother England’s wars for her?What has she ever done for you, except bleed her colonies white?If you went to England they’d look down their noses at you forbeing a colonial. En Zed isn’t in any danger, nor is Australia. Itmight do old Mother England the world of good to be defeated;it’s more than time someone paid her for what she’s done to Ireland. I certainly wouldn’t weep any tears if the Kaiser ended upmarching down the Strand.”

“But Daddy, I want to enlist!”

“You can want all you like, Frank, but you aren’t going, so youmay as well forget the whole idea. You’re not big enough to be asoldier.”

Frank’s face flushed, his lips came together; his lack of staturewas a very sore point with him. At school he had always been thesmallest boy in his class, and fought twice as many battles as anyoneelse because of it. Of late a terrible doubt had begun to invade hisbeing, for at seventeen he was exactly the same five feet three hehad been at fourteen; perhaps he had stopped growing. Only heknew the agonies to which he subjected his body and his spirit, thestretching, the exercises, the fruitless hoping.

Smithying had given him a strength out of all proportion to hisheight, however; had Paddy consciously chosen a profession forsomeone of Frank’s temperament, he could not have chosen better.A small structure of pure power, at seventeen he had never beendefeated in a fight and was already famous throughout theTaranaki peninsula. All his anger, frustration and inferiority cameinto a fight with him, and they were more than the biggest, strongestlocal could contend with, allied as they were to a body in superbphysical condition, an excellent brain, viciousness and indomitablewill.

The bigger and tougher they were, the more Frank wanted to seethem humbled in the dust. His peers trod a wide detour aroundhim, for his aggressiveness was
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well known. Of late he had branched out of the ranks of youths inhis search for challenges, and the local men still talked about theday he had beaten Jim Collins to a pulp, though Jim Collins wastwenty-two years old, stood six feet four in his socks and could lifthorses. With his left arm broken and his ribs cracked, Frank hadfought on until Jim Collins was a slobbering mass of bloodied fleshsenseless face in. As soon as the arm healed and the ribs came outat his feet, and he had to be forcibly restrained from kicking theof strapping, Frank went into town and lifted a horse, just to showon a man’s size.that Jim wasn’t the only one who could, and that it didn’t dependvery well and understood Frank’s battle to gain respect, though itAs the sire of this phenomenon, Paddy knew Frank’s reputationdid not prevent his becoming angry when fighting interfered withthe work in the forge. Being a small man himself, Paddy had hadhis share of fights to prove his courage, but in his part of Irelandhe was not diminutive and by the time he arrived in New Zealand,where men were taller, he was a man grown. Thus his size wasnever the obsession with him it was with Frank.

failing; this one had always been the farthest from his heart, noNow he watched the boy carefully, trying to understand him andHe knew it grieved Fee, that she worried over the unspoken antag-matter how he struggled against discriminating among his children.onism between them, but even his love for Fee could not overcomehis exasperation with Frank.

paper defensively, his eyes riveted on Paddy’s face in a curiousFrank’s short, finely made hands were spread across the openmixture of pleading and a pride that was too stiff-necked to plead.How alien the face was! No Cleary or Armstrong in it, except per-haps a little look of Fee around the eyes, if Fee’s eyes had beendark and could have snapped and flashed the way
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lack, and that was courage.Frank’s did on slightest provocation. One thing the lad did notsize; the family ate stewed rabbit in unusual silence, even HughieThe subject ended abruptly with Paddy’s remark about Frank’sand Jack treading carefully through a sticky, self-conscious conversation punctuated by much shrill giggling. Meggie refused to eat,fixing her gaze on Frank as if he were going to disappear from sightsoon as he could excused himself from the table. A minute laterany moment. Frank picked at his food for a decent interval, and asthey heard the axe clunking dully from the woodheap; Frank wasattacking the hardwood logs Paddy had brought home to store forthe slow-burning fires of winter.

of her bedroom window and sneaked down to the woodheap. ItWhen everyone thought she was in bed, Meggie squeezed outhouse; about a thousand square feet of ground padded andwas a tremendously important area in the continuing life of thelogs on one side waiting to be reduced in size, and on the otherdeadened by a thick layer of chips and bark, great high stacks offor the stove firebox. In the middle of the open space three treeside mosaic-like walls of neatly prepared wood just the right sizeferent heights of wood.stumps still rooted in the ground were used as blocks to chop diflyptus log and undercutting it to get it small enough to place onFrank was not on a block; he was working on a massive eucaearth, each end immobilized by an iron spike, and Frank wasthe lowest, widest stump. Its two-foot-diameter bulk lay on theaxe was moving so fast it whistled, and the handle made its ownstanding on top of it, cutting it in two between his spread feet. Thepalms. Up it flashed above his head, down it came in a dull silverseparate swishing sound as it slid up and down within his slipperyeasily as if it had been a pine or a deciduous tree. Sundered piecesblur, carving a wedge-shaped chunk out of the iron-hard wood as
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of wood were flying in all directions, the sweat was running instreams down Frank’s bare chest and back, and he had wound hishandkerchief about his brow to keep the sweat from blinding him.ted hack, and he would be minus a foot. He had his leather wrist-It was dangerous work, undercutting; one mistimed or badly direcbands on to soak up the sweat from his arms, but the delicate handsdirected skill.were ungloved, gripping the axe handle lightly and with exquisitelyto watch, awed. Three spare axes were lying nearby, for eucalyptusMeggie crouched down beside his discarded shirt and undervestwood blunted the sharpest axe in no time at all. She grasped onechop wood like Frank. The axe was so heavy she could hardly liftby its handle and dragged it onto her knees, wishing she couldsharpness, for double-bladed axes were too light for eucalyptus.it. Colonial axes had only one blade, honed to hair-splittinghandle passing through it, firmly anchored with small bits of extraThe back of the axe head was an inch thick and weighted, thethe air as hard and fast as a cannonball and kill someone.wood. A loose axe head could come off in midswing, snap throughMeggie dodged the chips with the ease of long practice and waitedFrank was cutting almost instinctively in the fast-fading light;patiently for him to spy her. The log was half severed, and he turnedhimself the opposite way, gasping; then he swung the axe up again,and began to cut the second side. It was a deep, narrow gap, tocenter of the log the axe head disappeared entirely inside the cut,conserve wood and hasten the process; as he worked toward theHe ignored them, chopping even faster. The log parted with stun-and the big wedges of wood flew out closer and closer to his body.the air, sensing that it was going almost before the axe took its lastning suddenness, and at the same moment he leaped lithely intosmiling; but it was not a happy smile.bite. As the wood collapsed inward, he landed off to one side,
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He turned to pick up a new axe and saw his sister sitting patientlyin her prim nightgown, all buttoned up and buttoned down. It wasstill strange to see her hair clustering in a mass of short ringlets in-stead of done up in its customary rags, but he decided the boyishstyle suited her, and wished it could remain so. Coming over toher, he squatted down with his axe held across his knees.

“How did you get out, you little twerp?”

“I climbed through the window after Stu was asleep.”

“If you don’t watch out, you’ll turn into a tomboy.”

“I don’t mind. Playing with the boys is better than playing all bymyself.”

“I suppose it is.” He sat down with his back against a log andwearily turned his head toward her. “What’s the matter, Meggie?”

“Frank, you’re not really going away, are you?” She put her handswith their mangled nails down on his thigh and stared up at himanxiously, her mouth open because her nose was stuffed full fromfighting tears and she couldn’t breathe through it very well.

“I might be, Meggie.” He said it gently.

“Oh, Frank, you can’t! Mum and I need you! Honestly, I don’tknow what we’d do without you!”

He grinned in spite of his pain, at her unconscious echoing ofFee’s way of speaking.

“Meggie, sometimes things just don’t happen the way you wantthem to. You ought to know that. We Clearys have been taught towork together for the good of all, never to think of ourselves first.But I don’t agree with that; I think we ought to be able to think ofourselves first. I want to go away because I’m seventeen and it’stime I made a life for myself. But Daddy says no, I’m needed athome for the good of the family as a whole. And because I’m nottwenty-one, I’ve got to do as Daddy says.”

Meggie nodded earnestly, trying to untangle the threads of Frank’sexplanation.
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“Well, Meggie, I’ve thought long and hard about it. I’m goingaway, and that’s that. I know you and Mum will miss me, but Bob’sgrowing up fast, and Daddy and the boys won’t miss me at all. It’sonly the money I bring in interests Daddy.”

“Don’t you like us anymore, Frank?”

He turned to snatch her into his arms, hugging and caressingher in tortured pleasure, most of it grief and pain and hunger. “Oh,Meggie! I love you and Mum more than all the others put together!God, why weren’t you older, so I could talk to you? Or maybe it’sbetter that you’re so little, maybe it’s better….”

He let her go abruptly, struggling to master himself, rolling hishead back and forth against the log, his throat and mouth working.Then he looked at her. “Meggie, when you’re older you’ll understand better.”

“Please don’t go away, Frank,” she repeated.

He laughed, almost a sob. “Oh, Meggie! Didn’t you hear any ofit? Well, it doesn’t really matter. The main thing is you’re not totell anyone you saw me tonight, hear? I don’t want them thinkingyou’re in on it.”

“I did hear, Frank, I heard all of it,” Meggie said. “I won’t say aword to anybody, though, I promise. But oh, I do wish you didn’thave to go away!”

She was too young to be able to tell him what was no more thanan unreasoning something within her heart; who else was there, ifFrank went? He was the only one who gave her overt affection,the only one who held her and hugged her. When she was smallerDaddy used to pick her up a lot, but ever since she started at schoolhe had stopped letting her sit on his knee, wouldn’t let her throwher arms around his neck, saying, “You’re a big girl now, Meggie.”And Mum was always so busy, so tired, so wrapped in the boysand the house. It was Frank who lay closest to her heart, Frankwho loomed as the star in her limited heaven. He was the only onewho seemed to enjoy sitting talking to her, and he explained thingsin a way she could understand.
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and in spite of her sore troubles nothing since had speared her quiteEver since the day Agnes had lost her hair there had been Frank,there to comfort and console.to the core. Not canes or Sister Agatha or lice, because Frank wasthen it’s all right.”But she got up and managed a smile. “If you have to go, Frank,before Mum checks. Scoot, quickly!”“Meggie, you ought to be in bed, and you’d better be back thereThe reminder drove all else from her head; she thrust her facedown and fished for the trailing back of her gown, pulled it throughbetween her legs and held it like a tail in reverse in front of her asshe ran, bare feet spurning the splinters and sharp chips.

from her bed she was grim and terse; Meggie hopped out like aIn the morning Frank was gone. When Fee came to pull Meggieall the little buttons.scalded cat and dressed herself without even asking for help withPaddy’s chair was empty. So was Frank’s. Meggie slid into herIn the kitchen the boys were sitting glumly around the table, andshooed them outside dourly, and behind the barn Bob broke theplace and sat there, teeth chattering in fear. After breakfast Feenews to Meggie.

“Frank’s run away,” he breathed.“Maybe he’s just gone into Wahine,” Meggie suggested.

enough to go with him! The lucky coot!”“No, silly! He’s gone to join the army. Oh, I wish I was big“Well, I wish he was still at home.”

girl to say.”Bob shrugged. “You’re only a girl, and that’s what I’d expect alenged; Meggie took herself inside to her mother to see what sheThe normally incendiary remark was permitted to pass unchal-could do.

ironing handkerchiefs.“Where’s Daddy?” she asked Fee after her mother had set her to“Gone in to Wahine.”

“Will he bring Frank back with him?”
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Fee snorted. “Trying to keep a secret in this family is impossible.No, he won’t catch Frank in Wahine, he knows that. He’s gone tosend a telegram to the police and the army in Wanganui. They’llbring him back.”

“Oh, Mum, I hope they find him! I don’t want Frank to go away!”

Fee slapped the contents of the butter churn onto the table andattacked the watery yellow mound with two wooden pats. “Noneof us want Frank to go away. That’s why Daddy’s going to see he’sbrought back.” Her mouth quivered for a moment; she whackedthe butter harder. “Poor Frank! Poor, poor Frank!” she sighed, notto Meggie but to herself. “I don’t know why the children must payfor our sins. My poor Frank, so out of things…” Then she noticedthat Meggie had stopped ironing, and shut her lips, and said no

more.

Three days later the police brought Frank back. He had put upa terrific struggle, the Wanganui sergeant on escort duty told Paddy.

“What a fighter you’ve got! When he saw the army lads were awakeup he was off like a shot, down the steps and into the streetwith two soldiers after him. If he hadn’t had the bad luck to runinto a constable on patrol, I reckon he’d a got away, too. He putup a real wacko fight; took five of them to get the manacles on.”

So saying, he removed Frank’s heavy chains and pushed himroughly through the front gate; he stumbled against Paddy, andshrank away as if the contact stung.

The children were skulking by the side of the house twenty feetbeyond the adults, watching and waiting. Bob, Jack and Hughiestood stiffly, hoping Frank would put up another fight; Stuart justlooked on quietly, from out of his peaceful, sympathetic little soul;Meggie held her hands to her cheeks, pushing and kneading atthem in an agony of fear that someone meant to hurt Frank.

He turned to look at his mother first, black eyes into grey in adark and bitter communion which had never been spoken, nor everwas. Paddy’s fierce blue gaze
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beat him down, contemptuous and scathing, as if this was what hehad expected, and Frank’s downcast lids acknowledged his rightto be angry. From that day forward Paddy never spoke to his sonbeyond common civility. But it was the children Frank foundhardest to face, ashamed and embarrassed, the bright bird broughthome with the sky unplumbed, wings clipped, song drowned intosilence.

she wriggled through the open window and made off across theMeggie waited until after Fee had done her nightly rounds, thenbackyard. She knew where Frank would be, up in the hay in thebarn, safe from prying eyes and his father.

she shuffled into the stilly blackness of the barn, her toes exploring“Frank, Frank, where are you?” she said in a stage whisper asthe unknown ground in front of her as sensitively as an animal.

at all, no life or passion to it.“Over here, Meggie,” came his tired voice, hardly Frank’s voiceand snuggled down beside him with her arms as far around hisShe followed the sound to where he was stretched out in the hay,she said.chest as they would reach. “Oh, Frank, I’m so glad you’re back,”and put his head on her body. Meggie clutched at his thick straightHe groaned, slid down in the straw until he was lower than she,hair, crooning. It was too dark to see her, and the invisible subbody into slow twisting rails of pain, his tears soaking her night-stance of her sympathy undid him. He began to weep, knotting hisenough and woman enough to feel the irresistible, stinging joy ofgown. Meggie did not weep. Something in her little soul was oldforth, until his grief expended itself in emptiness.being needed; she sat rocking his head back and forth, back and
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The road to Drogheda brought back no memories of his youth,thought Father Ralph de Bricassart, eyes half shut against the glareas his new Daimler bounced along in the rutted wheel tracks thatmarched through the long silver grass. No lovely misty green Ire-land, this. And Drogheda? No battlefield, no high seat of power.Or was that strictly true? Better disciplined these days but acute asever, his sense of humor conjured in his mind an image of aCromwellian Mary Carson dealing out her particular brand of im-perial malevolence. Not such a highflown comparison, either; thelady surely wielded as much power and controlled as many indi-viduals as any puissant war lord of elder days.

The last gate loomed up through a stand of box and stringybark;the car came to a throbbing halt. Clapping a disreputable greybroad-brimmed hat on his head to ward off the sun, Father Ralphgot out, plodded to the steel bolt on the wooden strut, pulled itback and flung the gate open with weary impatience. There weretwenty-seven gates between the presbytery in Gillanbone andDrogheda homestead, each one meaning he had to stop, get outof the car, open the gate, get into the car and drive it through, stop,get out, go back to
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one. Many and many a time he longed to dispense with at leastclose the gate, then get in the car again and proceed to the nexta series of astonished mouths behind him; but even the awesomehalf the ritual, scoot on down the track leaving the gates open liketarring and feathering him for it. He wished horses were as fastaura of his calling would not prevent the owners of the gates fromthe back of a horse without dismounting.and efficient as cars, because one could open and close gates fromthe dashboard of the new Daimler and starting off down the last“Nothing is given without a disadvantage in it,” he said, pattingbehind him.mile of the grassy, treeless Home Paddock, the gate firmly bolted

Even to an Irishman used to castles and mansions, this Australianhomestead was imposing. Drogheda was the oldest and the biggestproperty in the district, and had been endowed by its late dotingowner with a fitting residence. Built of butter-yellow sandstoneblocks hand-hewn in quarries five hundred miles eastward, thehouse had two stories and was constructed on austerely Georgianlines, with large, many-paned windows and a wide, iron-pillaredveranda running all the way around its bottom story. Gracing thesides of every window were black wooden shutters, not merely ornamental but useful; in the heat of summer they were pulled closedto keep the interior cool.

in spring the wistaria which had been planted the day the houseThough it was autumn now and the spindling vine was green,was finished fifty years before was a solid mass of lilac plumes, rioting all over the outer walls and the veranda roof. Several acresof meticulously scythed lawn surrounded the house, strewn withformal gardens even now full of color from roses, wallflowers,dahlias and marigolds. A stand of magnificent ghost gums withpallid white trunks and drifting thin leaves hanging seventy feetabove the ground shaded the house from the pitiless sun, theirbranches wreathed
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with them. Even those indispensable Outback monstrosities thein brilliant magenta where bougainvillaea vines grew intertwinedwistaria, and thus managed to look more decorative than functional.water tanks were thickly clothed in hardy native vines, roses andhomestead, he had been lavish in the matter of water tanks; rumorThanks to the late Michael Carson’s passion for Droghedabeds blooming though no rain fell in ten years.had it Drogheda could afford to keep its lawns green and its flowerghost gums took the eye first, but then one was aware of manyAs one approached down the Home Paddock the house and itsother yellow sandstone houses of one story behind it and to eachside, interlocking with the main structure by means of roofed rampssmothered in creepers. A wide gravel driveway succeeded the wheelthe big house, but also continuing beyond it and out of sight downruts of the track, curving to a circular parking area at one side ofshearing shed, the barns. Privately Father Ralph preferred the giantto where the real business of Drogheda lay: the stockyards, theactivities to the ghost gums of the main house. Pepper trees werepepper trees which shaded all these outbuildings and their attendantthe right lazy sort of foliage for an Outback station.dense with pale-green fronds and alive with the sound of bees, justmaid waited on the front veranda, her freckled face wreathed inAs Father Ralph parked his car and walked across the lawn, thesmiles.

“Oh, Father, happy it is to see you this fine dear mornin’,” she“Good morning, Minnie,” he said.

other outstretched to receive his battered, unclerical hat.said in her strong brogue, one hand holding the door wide and thestaircase, he paused until Minnie gave him a nod before enteringInside the dim hall, with its marble tiles and great brass-railedthe drawing room.

Mary Carson was sitting in her wing chair by an
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parently indifferent to the cold air flooding in. Her shock of redopen window which extended fifteen feet from floor to ceiling, apcoarse freckled skin had picked up additional splotches from age,hair was almost as bright as it had been in her youth; though theof tiny diamond-shaped cushions like a quilted bed-spread. Thefor a woman of sixty-five she had few wrinkles, rather a fine networkwhich ran one on either side of her Roman nose, to end pullingonly clues to her intractable nature lay in the two deep fissuresblue eyes.down the corners of her mouth, and in the stony look of the palehands; the gesture sat well on a man as tall and graceful as he was,Father Ralph crossed the Aubusson carpet silently and kissed hersomething of a courtly air. Her expressionless eyes suddenly coyespecially since he wore a plain black soutane which gave himand sparkling, Mary Carson almost simpered.

“Will you have tea, Father?” she asked.“It depends on whether you wish to hear Mass,” he said, sittingdown in the chair facing hers and crossing his legs, the soutaneriding up sufficiently to show that under it he wore breeches andknee-high boots, a concession to the locale of his parish. “I’vebrought you Communion, but if you’d like to hear Mass I can beready to say it in a very few minutes. I don’t mind continuing myfast a little longer.”

fectly well that he, along with everybody else, did homage not to“You’re too good to me, Father,” she said smugly, knowing per-her but to her money. “Please have tea,” she went on. “I’m quitehappy with Communion.”

been excellent for his self-control. If once he was offered the chanceHe kept his resentment from showing in his face; this parish hadto rise out of the obscurity his temper had landed him in, he wouldthis old woman might be the answer to his prayers.not again make the same mistake. And if he played his cards well,
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“I must confess, Father, that this past year has been very pleasant,”she said. “You’re a far more satisfactory shepherd than old FatherKelly was, God rot his soul.” Her voice on the last phrase wassuddenly harsh, vindictive.

His eyes lifted to her face, twinkling. “My dear Mrs. Carson!That’s not a very Catholic sentiment.”

“But the truth. He was a drunken old sot, and I’m quite sure Godwill rot his soul as much as the drink rotted his body.” She leanedforward. “I know you fairly well by this time; I think I’m entitledto ask you a few questions, don’t you? After all, you feel free touse Drogheda as your private playground—off learning how to bea stockman, polishing your riding, escaping from the vicissitudesof life in Gilly. All at my invitation, of course, but I do think I’mentitled to some answers, don’t you?”

He didn’t like to be reminded that he ought to feel grateful, buthe had been waiting for the day when she would think she ownedhim enough to begin demanding things of him. “Indeed you are,Mrs. Carson. I can’t thank you enough for permitting me the runof Drogheda, and for all your gifts—my horses, my car.”

“How old are you?” she asked without further preamble.

“Twenty-eight,” he replied.

“Younger than I thought. Even so, they don’t send priests likeyou to places like Gilly. What did you do, to make them sendsomeone like you out here into the back of beyond?”

“I insulted the bishop,” he said calmly, smiling.

“You must have! But I can’t think a priest of your peculiar talentscan be happy in a place like Gillanbone.”

“It is God’s will.”

“Stuff and nonsense! You’re here because of human failings—yourown and the bishop’s. Only the Pope is infallible. You’re utterlyout of your natural element in


70 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



Gilly, we all know that, not that we’re not grateful to have someonelike you for a change, instead of the ordained remittance men theysend us usually. But your natural element lies in some corridor ofecclesiastical power, not here among horses and sheep. You’d lookmagnificent in cardinal’s red.”the epicenter of the Archbishop Papal Legate’s map. And it could“No chance of that, I’m afraid. I fancy Gillanbone is not exactlybe worse. I have you, and I have Drogheda.”it was intended, enjoying his beauty, his attentiveness, his barbedShe accepted the deliberately blatant flattery in the spirit in whichand subtle mind; truly he would make a magnificent cardinal. Innor one who used his beauty in quite the same way. He all her life she could not remember seeing a better-looking man,had to beaware of how he looked: the height and the perfect proportions ofhis body, the fine aristocratic features, the way every physical ele-ment had been put together with a degree of care about the appear-ance of the finished product God lavished on few of His creations.From the loose black curls of his head and the startling blue of hiseyes to the small, slender hands and feet, he was perfect. Yes, hehad to be conscious of what he was. And yet there was an aloofnessabout him, a way he had of making her feel he had never been en-slaved by his beauty, nor ever would be. He would use it to getwhat he wanted without compunction if it would help, but not asthough he was enamored of it; rather as if he deemed people be-given much to know what in his past life had made him so.neath contempt for being influenced by it. And she would havesexual magnetism of Don Juan. Did they espouse celibacy as aCurious, how many priests were handsome as Adonis, had therefuge from the consequences?leave the priesthood rather than put up with it? You could be rich“Why do you put up with Gillanbone?” she asked. “Why notand powerful in any one of a
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of power at least doesn’t appeal to you.”number of fields with your talents, and you can’t tell me the thought

olic. You know my vows are sacred. Until my death I remain aHis left eyebrow flew up. “My dear Mrs. Carson, you’re a Cath-priest. I cannot deny it.”

that if you renounced your vows they’d come after you withShe snorted with laughter. “Oh, come now! Do you really believeeverything from bolts of lightning to bloodhounds and shotguns?”

fear of retribution is what keeps me within the priestly fold.”“Of course not. Nor do I believe you’re stupid enough to think“Oho! Waspish, Father de Bricassart! Then what 

does keep you

flies? For all you know, it might be a life sentence.”tied? What compels you to suffer the dust, the heat and the Gilly

pitying her. “You’re a great comfort, aren’t you?” His lips parted,A shadow momentarily dimmed the blue eyes, but he smiled,he looked toward the ceiling and sighed. “I was brought up from

my cradle to be a priest, but it’s far more than that. How can I ex-plain it to a woman? I am a vessel, Mrs. Carson, and at times I’m

of emptiness at all. And that filling, that oneness with God, isn’t afilled with God. If I were a better priest, there would be no periods

it occurs. But to define it is difficult, because even to priests it’s afunction of place. Whether I’m in Gillanbone or a bishop’s palace,

know. That’s it, perhaps. Abandon it? I couldn’t.”great mystery. A divine possession, which other men can never

What makes you think the mere smearing of chrism during an ex-“So it’s a power, is it? Why should it be given to priests, then?haustingly long ceremony is able to endow any man with it?”

to the point of ordination. The careful development of a state ofHe shook his head. “Look, it’s years of life, even before getting

mind which opens the vessel to God. It’s earned! Every day it’s

earned. Which is the purpose of the vows, don’t you see? That no

earthly
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a woman, nor love of money, nor unwillingness to obey the dictatesthings come between the priest and his state of mind—not love ofrich family. Chastity I accept without finding it difficult to maintain.of other men. Poverty is nothing new to me; I don’t come from abecause if I hold myself more important than my function as a re-And obedience? For me, it’s the hardest of the three. But I obey,endure Gillanbone as a life sentence.”ceptacle for God, I’m lost. I obey. And if necessary, I’m willing toimportant things than lovers, but being a receptacle for God isn’t“Then you’re a fool,” she said. “I, too, think that there are moreI thought you were perhaps a man who doubted.”one of them. Odd. I never realized you believed in God so ardently.I’m empty.” He looked beyond her, at something she couldn’t see.“I do doubt. What thinking man doesn’t? That’s why at timesme, for the chance to be a perfect priest?”“Do you know, I think I’d give up every ambition, every desire inprefer a touch of imperfection.”“Perfection in anything,” she said, “is unbearably dull. Myself, Iwas a remarkable woman.He laughed, looking at her in admiration tinged with envy. Sheson, had died in infancy. Because of her peculiar status in the Gil-Her widowhood was thirty-three years old and her only child, alanbone community she had not availed herself of any of theovertures made to her by the more ambitious males of her acquaint-ance; as Michael Carson’s widow she was indisputably a queen,but as someone’s wife she passed control of all she had to thatsomeone. Not Mary Carson’s idea of living, to play second fiddle.So she had abjured the flesh, preferring to wield power; it was in-conceivable that she should take a lover, for when it came to gossipprove herself human and weak was not a part of her obsession.Gillanbone was as receptive as a wire to an electrical current. To
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But now she was old enough to be officially beyond the drivesof the body. If the new young priest was assiduous in his duties toher and she rewarded him with little gifts like a car, it was not atall incongruous. A staunch pillar of the Church all her life, she hadsupported her parish and its spiritual leader in fitting fashion evenwhen Father Kelly had hiccuped his way through the Mass. Shewas not alone in feeling charitably inclined toward Father Kelly’ssuccessor; Father Ralph de Bricassart was deservedly popular withevery member of his flock, rich or poor. If his more remote parish-ioners could not get into Gilly to see him, he went to them, anduntil Mary Carson had given him his car he had gone on horseback.His patience and kindness had brought him liking from all andsincere love from some; Martin King of Bugela had expensivelyrefurnished the presbytery, Dominic O’Rourke of Dibban-Dibbanpaid the salary of a good housekeeper.

So from the pedestal of her age and her position Mary Carsonfelt quite safe in enjoying Father Ralph; she liked matching her witsagainst a brain as intelligent as her own, she liked outguessing himbecause she was never sure she actually did outguess him.

“Getting back to what you were saying about Gilly not being theepicenter of the Archbishop Papal Legate’s map,” she said, settlingdeeply into her chair, “what do you think would shake the reverendgentleman sufficiently to make Gilly the pivot of his world?”

The priest smiled ruefully. “Impossible to say. A coup of somesort? The sudden saving of a thousand souls, a sudden capacity toheal the lame and the blind…. But the age of miracles is past.”

“Oh, come now, I doubt that! It’s just that He’s altered Histechnique. These days He uses money.”

“What a cynic you are! Maybe that’s why I like you so much,Mrs. Carson.”

“My name is Mary. Please call me Mary.”
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Minnie came in wheeling the tea trolley as Father de Bricassartsaid, “Thank you, Mary.”

Over fresh bannocks and anchovies on toast, Mary Carson sighed.“Dear Father, I want you to pray especially hard for me thismorning.”

“Call me Ralph,” he said, then went on mischievously, “I doubtit’s possible for me to pray any harder for you than I normally do,but I’ll try.”

“Oh, you’re a charmer! Or was that remark innuendo? I don’tusually care for obviousness, but with you I’m never sure if theobviousness isn’t actually a cloak for something deeper. Like acarrot before a donkey. Just what do you really think of me, Fatherde Bricassart? I’ll never know, because you’ll never be tactlessenough to tell me, will you? Fascinating, fascinating…But you mustpray for me. I’m old, and I’ve sinned much.”

“Age creeps on us all, and I, too, have sinned.”

A dry chuckle escaped her. “I’d give a lot to know how you’vesinned! Indeed, indeed I would.” She was silent for a moment, thenchanged the subject. “At this minute I’m minus a head stockman.”

“Again?”

“Five in the past year. It’s getting hard to find a decent man.”

“Well, rumor hath it you’re not exactly a generous or a consider-ate employer.”

“Oh, impudent!” she gasped, laughing. “Who bought you a brand-new Daimler so you wouldn’t have to ride?”

“Ah, but look how hard I pray for you!”

“If Michael had only had half your wit and character, I mighthave loved him,” she said abruptly. Her face changed, becamespiteful. “Do you think I’m without a relative in the world and mustleave my money and my land to Mother Church, is that it?”

“I have no idea,” he said tranquilly, pouring himself more tea.
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“As a matter of fact, I have a brother with a large and thrivingfamily of sons.”

“How nice for you,” he said demurely.

“When I married I was quite without worldly goods. I knew I’dnever marry well in Ireland, where a woman has to have breedingand background to catch a rich husband. So I worked my fingersto the bone to save my passage money to a land where the richmen aren’t so fussy. All I had when I got here were a face and afigure and a better brain than women are supposed to have, andthey were adequate to catch Michael Carson, who was a rich fool.He doted on me until the day he died.”

“And your brother?” he prompted, thinking she was going off ata tangent.

“My brother is eleven years younger than I am, which wouldmake him fifty-four now. We’re the only two still alive. I hardlyknow him; he was a small child when I left Galway. At present helives in New Zealand, though if he emigrated to make his fortunehe hasn’t succeeded.

“But last night when the station hand brought me the news thatArthur Teviot had packed his traps and gone, I suddenly thoughtof Padraic. Here I am, not getting any younger, with no familyaround me. And it occurred to me that Paddy is an experiencedman of the land, without the means to own land. Why not, Ithought, write to him and ask him to bring himself and his sonshere? When I die he’ll inherit Drogheda and Michar Limited, ashe’s my only living relative closer than some unknown cousins backin Ireland.”

She smiled. “It seems silly to wait, doesn’t it? He might as wellcome now as later, get used to running sheep on the black soilplains, which I’m sure is quite different from sheep in New Zealand.Then when I’m gone he can step into my shoes without feeling thepinch.” Head lowered, she watched Father Ralph closely.
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“I wonder you didn’t think of it earlier,” he said.

“Oh, I did. But until recently I thought the last thing I wantedwas a lot of vultures waiting anxiously for me to breathe my last.Only lately the day of my demise seems a lot closer than is usedto, and I feel…oh, I don’t know. As if it might be nice to be surrounded by people of my own flesh and blood.”

“What’s the matter, do you think you’re ill?” he asked quickly,a real concern in his eyes.

She shrugged. “I’m perfectly all right. Yet there’s somethingominous about turning sixty-five. Suddenly old age is not a phenomenon which will occur; it has occurred.”

“I see what you mean, and you’re right. It will be very pleasantfor you, hearing young voices in the house.”

“Oh, they won’t live here,” she said. “They can live in the headstockman’s house down by the creek, well away from me. I’m notfond of children or their voices.”

“Isn’t that a rather shabby way to treat your only brother, Mary?Even if your ages are so disparate?”

“He’ll inherit—let him earn it,” she said crudely.

Fiona Cleary was delivered of another boy six days before Meggie’sninth birthday, counting herself lucky nothing but a couple ofmiscarriages had happened in the interim. At nine Meggie was oldenough to be a real help. Fee herself was forty years old, too oldto bear children without a great deal of strength-sapping pain. Thechild, named Harold, was a delicate baby; for the first time anyonecould ever remember, the doctor came regularly to the house.

And as troubles do, the Cleary troubles multiplied. The aftermathof the war was not a boom, but a rural depression. Work becameincreasingly harder to get.

Old Angus MacWhirter delivered a telegram to the house oneday just as they were finishing tea, and Paddy
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The boys gathered round, all save Frank, who took his cup of teatore it open with trembling hands; telegrams never held good news.Paddy groaned.and left the table. Fee’s eyes followed him, then turned back as“What is it?” she asked.death. “Archibald doesn’t want us.”Paddy was staring at the piece of paper as if it held news of alooking forward to going with his father as an apprentice shearer,Bob pounded his fist on the table savagely; he had been soa dirty thing like this to us, Daddy? We were due to start thereand Archibald’s was to have been his first pen. “Why should he dotomorrow.”dercut me.”“He doesn’t say why, Bob. I suppose some scab contractor un“Oh, Paddy!” Fee sighed.before Fee could move Meggie was up; Frank had come back insideBaby Hal began to cry from the big bassinet by the stove, butthe door and was standing, tea in hand, watching his father nar-rowly.at last. “It’s too late now to look for another shed to replace his,“Well, I suppose I’ll have to go and see Archibald,” Paddy saidhave to hope we can find work milking until Willoughby’s shedbut I do think he owes me a better explanation than this. We’ll juststarts in July.”by the stove warming and spread it carefully on the work table,Meggie pulled a square of white towel from the huge pile sittingthen lifted the crying child out of the wicker crib. The Cleary hairglittered sparsely on his little skull as Meggie changed his diaperswiftly, and as efficiently as her mother could have done.

“I’m not!” she answered indignantly. “I’m just helping Mum.”“Little Mother Meggie,” Frank said, to tease her.tugged at the white taffeta bow on the back of her head until it“I know,” he said gently. “You’re a good girl, wee Meggie.” Hehung lopsided.

Up came the big grey eyes to his face adoringly; over
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the nodding head of the baby she might have been his own age,or older. There was a pain in his chest, that this should have fallenupon her at an age when the only baby she ought to be caring forwas Agnes, now relegated forgotten to the bedroom. If it wasn’tfor her and their mother, he would have been gone long since. Helooked at his father sourly, the cause of the new life creating suchchaos in the house. Served him right, getting done out of his shed.on his thoughts the way Hal did; but when Fee’s waistline beganSomehow the other boys and even Meggie had never intrudedto swell this time, he was old enough himself to be married and afather. Everyone except little Meggie had been uncomfortable aboutit, his mother especially. The furtive glances of the boys made hershrink like a rabbit; she could not meet Frank’s eyes or quench theshame in her own. Nor should any woman go through that, Franksaid to himself for the thousandth time, remembering the horrifyingmoans and cries which had come from her bedroom the night Halwas born; of age now, he hadn’t been packed off elsewhere likethe others. Served Daddy right, losing his shed. A decent manwould have left her alone.

pure profile as she looked down the long table at Paddy unspeak-His mother’s head in the new electric light was spun gold, themarried an itinerant shearer from the bogs of Galway? Wastingably beautiful. How had someone as lovely and refined as sheherself and her Spode china, her damask table napery and herPersian rugs in the parlor that no one ever saw, because she didn’tfit in with the wives of Paddy’s peers. She made them too consciousof their vulgar loud voices, their bewilderment when faced withmore than one fork.

down at the spinet under the window and play, though her touchSometimes on a Sunday she would go into the lonely parlor, sitlonger manage any buthad long gone from want of time to practice and she could no
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the simplest pieces. He would sit beneath the window among thelilacs and the lilies, and close his eyes to listen. There was a sortof vision he had then, of his mother clad in a long bustled gownof palest pink shadow lace sitting at the spinet in a huge ivory room,great branches of candles all around her. It would make him longto weep, but he never wept anymore; not since that night in thebarn after the police had brought him home.

side her mother. There was another one wasted. The same proud,Meggie had put Hal back in the bassinet, and gone to stand be-sensitive profile; something of Fiona about her hands, her child’sbody. She would be very like her mother when she, too, was awoman. And who would marry her? Another oafish Irish shearer,or a clodhopping yokel from some Wahine dairy farm? She wasworth more, but she was not born to more. There was no way out,that was what everyone said, and every year longer that he livedseemed to bear it out.

together, smiling at him with the peculiar tenderness women saveSuddenly conscious of his fixed regard, Fee and Meggie turnedtable and went out to feed the dogs, wishing he could weep, orfor the most beloved men in their lives. Frank put his cup on thecommit murder. Anything which might banish the pain.



letter came. He had opened it in the Wahine post office the momentThree days after Paddy lost the Archibald shed, Mary Carson’schild.he collected his mail, and came back to the house skipping like alum pages under his family’s stunned noses.“We’re going to Australia!” he yelled, waving the expensive velso were Meggie’s, but every male pair had lit with joy. Frank’sThere was silence, all eyes riveted on him. Fee’s were shocked,blazed.

these years?” Fee asked after she had“But, Paddy, why should she think of you so suddenly after all
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I never remember her offering to help us before.”read the letter. “Her money’s not new to her, nor is her isolation.reassure himself as Fee. “You saw what she wrote: ‘I am not young,“It seems she’s frightened of dying alone,” he said, as much toand you and your boys are my heirs. I think we ought to see eachother before I die, and it’s time you learned how to run your inher-itance. I have the intention of making you my head stockman—itwill be excellent training, and those of your boys who are oldenough to work may have employment as stockmen also. Droghedaoutsiders.’”will become a family concern, run by the family without help fromAustralia?” Fee asked.“Does she say anything about sending us the money to get tothat!” he snapped. “We can get to Australia without begging fromPaddy’s back stiffened. “I wouldn’t dream of dunning her forher; I have enough put by.”and to everyone’s shocked surprise; she did not often voice an“I think she ought to pay our way,” Fee maintained stubbornly,opinion. “Why should you give up your life here and go off to workfor her on the strength of a promise given in a letter? She’s neverlifted a finger to help us before, and I don’t trust her. All I ever re-member your saying about her was that she had the tightest clutchon a pound you’d ever seen. After all, Paddy, it’s not as if you knowshe went to Australia before you were old enough to start school.”her so very well; there was such a big gap between you in age, andall the more for us to inherit. No, Fee, we’re going to Australia,“I don’t see how that alters things now, and if she is tight-fisted,and we’ll pay our own way there.”she resented being so summarily dismissed.Fee said no more. It was impossible to tell from her face whetherhis father’s shoulder. Jack, Hughie and Stu“Hooray, we’re going to Australia!” Bob shouted, grabbing at


THE THORN BIRDS / 81



jigged up and down, and Frank was smiling, his eyes seeing nothingin the room but something far beyond it. Only Fee and Meggiewondered and feared, hoping painfully it would all come to nothing,for their lives could be no easier in Australia, just the same thingsunder strange conditions.“Where’s Gillanbone?” Stuart asked.

several shelves of books behind the kitchen dining table. The boysOut came the old atlas; poor though the Clearys were, there wereUsed to small New Zealand distances, it didn’t occur to them topored over yellowing pages until they found New South Wales.naturally assumed New South Wales was the same size as the Northconsult the scale of miles in the bottom left-hand corner. They justtop left-hand corner; about the same distance from Sydney asIsland of New Zealand. And there was Gillanbone, up toward thetowns were far fewer than on the North Island map.Wanganui was from Auckland, it seemed, though the dots indicatinggrowing in leaps and bounds. I’m sure there are a lot more towns“It’s a very old atlas,” Paddy said. “Australia is like America,these days.”

days after all, not too bad. Not like the weeks and weeks betweenThey would have to go steerage on the ship, but it was only threeEngland and the Antipodes. All they could afford to take with themthose shelves of precious books; the furniture would have to bewere clothes, china, cutlery, household linens, cooking utensils andparlor, her spinet and rugs and chairs.sold to cover the cost of shipping Fee’s few bits and pieces in the

“Are you sure we can afford it?”“I won’t hear of your leaving them behind,” Paddy told Fee firmly.head stockman’s house and that it’s got everything we’re likely to“Positive. As to the other furniture, Mary says she’s readying theMary.”be needing. I’m glad we don’t have to live in the same house as
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“So am I,” said Fee.

Paddy went into Wanganui to book them an eight-berth steeragecabin on the Wahine; strange that the ship and their nearest townshould have the same name. They were due to sail at the end ofAugust, so by the beginning of that month everyone started realizingthe big adventure was actually going to happen. The dogs had tobe given away, the horses and the buggy sold, the furniture loadedonto old Angus MacWhirter’s dray and taken into Wanganui forauction, Fee’s few pieces crated along with the china and linen andbooks and kitchen goods.

Frank found his mother standing by the beautiful old spinet,stroking its faintly pink, streaky paneling and looking vaguely atthe powdering of gold dust on her fingertips.

“Did you always have it, Mum?” he asked.

“Yes. What was actually mine they couldn’t take from me whenI married. The spinet, the Persian carpets, the Louis Quinze sofaand chairs, the Regency escritoire. Not much, but they were rightfully mine.” The grey, wistful eyes stared past his shoulder at theoil painting on the wall behind him, dimmed with age a little, butstill showing clearly the golden-haired woman in her pale-pink lacegown, crinolined with a hundred and seven flounces.

“Who was she?” he asked curiously, turning his head. “I’ve alwayswanted to know.”

“A great lady.”

“Well, she’s got to be related to you; she looks like you a bit.”

“Her? A relation of mine?” The eyes left their contemplation ofthe picture and rested on her son’s face ironically. “Now, do I lookas if I could ever have had a relative like her?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve cobwebs in your brain; brush them out.”

“I wish you’d tell me, Mum.”
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She sighed and shut the spinet, dusting the gold off her fingers.“There’s nothing to tell, nothing at all. Come on, help me movethese things into the middle of the room, so Daddy can pack them.”

The voyage was a nightmare. Before the Wahine was out of Wel-lington harbor they were all seasick, and they continued to be sea-sick all the way across twelve hundred miles of gale-stirred, wintryseas. Paddy took the boys up on deck and kept them there in spiteof the bitter wind and constant spray, only going below to see hiswomen and baby when some kind soul volunteered to keep an eyeon his four miserable, retching boys. Much though he yearned forfresh air, Frank had elected to remain below to guard the women.The cabin was tiny, stifling and reeked of oil, for it was below thewater line and toward the bow, where the ship’s motion was mostviolent.

Some hours out of Wellington Frank and Meggie became con-vinced their mother was going to die; the doctor, summoned fromfirst class by a very worried steward, shook his head over herpessimistically.

“Just as well it‘s only a short voyage,” he said, instructing hisnurse to find milk for the baby.

Between bouts of retching Frank and Meggie managed to bottle-feed Hal, who didn’t take to it kindly. Fee had stopped trying tovomit and had sunk into a kind of coma, from which they couldnot rouse her. The steward helped Frank put her in the top bunk,where the air was a little less stale, and holding a towel to his mouthto stem the watery bile he still brought up, Frank perched himselfon the edge beside her, stroking the matted yellow hair back fromher brow. Hour after hour he stuck to his post in spite of his ownsickness; every time Paddy came in he was with his mother, strokingher hair, while Meggie huddled on a lower berth with Hal, a towelto her mouth.

Three hours out of Sydney the seas dropped to a
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glassy calm and fog stole in furtively from the far Antarctic, wrap-ping itself about the old ship. Meggie, reviving a little, imagined itbellowed regularly in pain now the terrible buffeting was over. Theyinched through the gluey greyness as stealthily as a hunted thinguntil that deep, monotonous bawl sounded again from somewhereon the superstructure, a lost and lonely, indescribably sad noise.Then all around them the air was filled with mournful bellows asnever forgot the sound of foghorns, her first introduction to Aus-they slipped through ghostly smoking water into the harbor. Meggietralia.

Paddy carried Fee off the Wahinewith the baby, Meggie with a case, each of the boys stumbling in his arms, Frank followinga meaningless name, on a foggy winter morning at the end of Au-wearily under some kind of burden. They had come into Pyrmont,gust, 1921. An enormous line of taxis waited outside the iron shedon the wharf; Meggie gaped round-eyed, for she had never seen somany cars in one place at one time. Somehow Paddy packed themall into a single cab, its driver volunteering to take them to thePeople’s Palace.

for the workingman run by the Sallies.”“That’s the place for youse, mate,” he told Paddy. “It’s a hoteltions; there were very few horses. They stared raptly out of the taxiThe streets were thronged with cars seeming to rush in all direc-windows at the tall brick buildings, the narrow winding streets, therapidity with which crowds of people seemed to merge and dissolvein some strange urban ritual. Wellington had awed them, butSydney made Wellington look like a small country town.Salvation Army fondly called the People’s Palace, Paddy went offWhile Fee rested in one of the myriad rooms of the warren theto Central Railway Station to see when they could get a train forfor they had been told it was not very far, and that the way wasGillanbone. Quite recovered, the boys clamored to go with him,
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all shops, including one which sold squill candy. Envying theiryouth, Paddy yielded, for he wasn’t sure how strong his own legswere after three days of seasickness. Frank and Meggie stayed withFee and the baby, longing to go, too, but more concerned that theirmother be better. Indeed, she seemed to gain strength rapidly onceoff the ship, and had drunk a bowl of soup and nibbled a slice oftoast brought to her by one of the workingman’s bonneted angels.train,” Paddy said when he returned. “Do you think you could“If we don’t go tonight, Fee, it’s a week until the next throughmanage the journey tonight?”

Fee sat up, shivering. “I can manage.”

Mum’s well enough to travel.”“I think we ought to wait,” Frank said hardily. “I don’t thinktonight’s train we have to wait a whole week, and I just don’t have“What you don’t seem to understand, Frank, is that if we missthe price of a week’s stay in Sydney in my pocket. This is a bigcountry, and where we’re going isn’t served by a daily train. Wecould get as far as Dubbo on any one of three trains tomorrow,but then we’d have to wait for a local connection, and they toldme we’d suffer a lot more traveling that way than if we make theeffort to catch tonight’s express.”

I’ll be all right.” Her eyes were on Frank, pleading for his silence.“I’ll manage, Paddy,” Fee repeated. “I’ve got Frank and Meggie;morrow night.”“Then I’ll send Mary a telegram now, telling her to expect us toever been inside, a vast glass cylinder which seemed simultaneouslyCentral Station was bigger than any building the Clearys hadto echo and absorb the din of thousands of people waiting besidebattered, strapped suitcases and fixedly watching a giant indicatorboard which men with long poles altered by hand. In the gatheringevening darkness they found themselves a part of the throng, theireyes on the steel concertina gates of platform five; though shut,they bore a large hand-
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painted sign saying GILLANBONE MAIL. On platform one andplatform two a terrific activity heralded the imminent departure ofthe Brisbane and Melbourne night expresses, passengers crowdingfive squashed themselves open and the people began eagerly tothrough the barriers. Soon it was their turn, as the gates of platform

move.

older boys by the windows and Fee, Meggie and the baby by thePaddy found them an empty second-class compartment, put thesliding doors which led into the long corridor connecting compartments. Faces would peer in hopefully in sight of a spare seat, tovanish horrified at the sight of so many young children. Sometimesbeing a large family was an advantage.

tartan traveling rugs all the suitcases bore on their outsides; thoughThe night was cold enough to warrant unstrapping of the bigthe floor radiating warmth, and no one had expected heating any-the carriage was not heated, steel boxes full of hot ashes lay alongway because nothing in Australia or New Zealand was ever heated.clanking and rocking gently across an eternity of points.“How far is it, Daddy?” Meggie asked as the train drew out,hundred and ten miles. We’ll be there late tomorrow afternoon.”“A long way further than it looked on our atlas, Meggie. Sixof lights outside; everyone clustered at the windows and watchedThe boys gasped, but forgot it at the blossoming of a fairylandThe speed increased, the lights grew scattered and finally went out,while the first miles flew by and still the houses did not diminish.wind. When Paddy took the boys outside so Fee could feed Hal,replaced by a constant flurry of sparks streaming past in a howlingnot to be included as one of the boys, not since the baby had dis-Meggie gazed after them longingly. These days it seemed she wasmotherrupted her life and chained her to the house as firmly as her
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such a dear little fellow, the chief delight of her life, and it was nicewas. Not that she really minded, she told herself loyally. He wasMum to grow babies she had no idea, but the result was lovely.to have Mum treat her as another grown-up lady. What causedsquealing, and seemed to stand hours panting for breath. She wasShe gave Hal to Fee; the train stopped not long after, creaking andgrowing very cold in spite of the hot ashes on the floor.dying to open the window and look out, but the compartment wasFee, who put Hal back on the seat, glutted and sleepy.Paddy came in from the corridor with a steaming cup of tea for“What is it?” she asked.

for the climb to Lithgow, the girl in the refreshment room said.”“A place called Valley Heights. We take on another engine here“How long have I got to drink this?”

“Fifteen minutes. Frank’s getting you some sandwiches and I’llsee the boys are fed. Our next refreshment stop is a placed calledBlayney, much later in the night.”

unbearably excited, and gobbled her sandwich when Frank broughtMeggie shared her mother’s cup of hot, sugary tea, suddenlyit. He settled her on the long seat below baby Hal, tucked a rugfirmly around her, and then did the same for Fee, stretched out fulllength on the seat opposite. Stuart and Hughie were bedded downon the floor between the seats, but Paddy told Fee that he wastaking Bob, Frank and Jack several compartments down to talk tosome shearers, and would spend the night there. It was much nicerthan the ship, clicking along to the rhythmic huff-a-huff of the twoengines, listening to the wind in the telegraph wires, the occasionalflurry of furious huffs as steel wheels slipped on sloping steel rails,frantically sought traction; Meggie went to sleep.In the morning they stared, awed and dismayed, at
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on the same planet as New Zealand. The rolling hills were therea landscape so alien they had not dreamed anything like it existedall brown and grey, even the trees! The winter wheat was alreadycertainly, but absolutely nothing else reminiscent of home. It wasrippling and bending in the wind, broken only by stands of thin,turned a fawnish silver by the glaring sun, miles upon miles of itFee’s stoical eyes surveyed the scene without changing expression,spinding, blue-leafed trees and dusty clumps of tired grey bushes.vast, without a trace of green.but poor Meggie’s were full of tears. It was horrible, fenceless andtoward its zenith and the train racketed on and on and on, stoppingFrom freezing night it turned to scorching day as the sun climbedvehicles; cars were scarce out here, it seemed. Paddy opened bothoccasionally in some tiny town full of bicycles and horse-drawnsettled on everything; it was so hot they were gasping, their heavythe windows all the way in spite of the soot which swirled in andpossible that anywhere outside of hell could be so hot in winter.New Zealand winter clothing sticking and itching. It did not seemof ramshackle wooden and corrugated iron buildings along eitherGillanbone came with the dying sun, a strange small collectionside of one dusty wide street, treeless and tired. The melting sunhad licked a golden paste over everything, and gave the town atransient gilded dignity which faded even as they stood on thethe very edge of the Back of Beyond, a last outpost in a steadilyplatform watching. It became once more a typical settlement onsand miles of the Never-Never, the desert lands where it could notdiminishing rainfall belt; not far away westward began two thourain.

striding unconcernedly toward them through the inches-deep dustA resplendent black car was standing in the station yard, andpast, as if he did not move on feet like ordinary men, but driftedcame a priest. His long soutane made him seem a figure out of thedreamlike;
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the dust rose and billowed around him, red in the last of the sunset.to Paddy. “You have to be Mary’s brother; you’re the living image“Hello, I’m Father de Bricassart,” he said, holding out his handsmiling in genuine astonishment; no one could spot a gentlewomanof her.” He turned to Fee and lifted her limp hand to his lips,it were the most natural remark in the world for a priest to make,quicker than Father Ralph. “Why, you’re beautiful!” he said, as ifhuddle. They rested for a moment with puzzled bewilderment onand then his eyes went onward to the boys, standing together in agot smaller and smaller. Behind them, all by herself, Meggie stoodFrank, who had charge of the baby, and ticked off each boy as theyGod. Without seeming to notice how his fine serge robe wallowedgaping up at him with her mouth open, as if she were looking atMeggie between his hands, and they were firm, gentle, kind. “Well!in the dust, he stepped past the boys and squatted down to holdAnd who are you?” he asked her, smiling.

“Meggie,” she said.

man, his stunning height.“Her name’s Meghann.” Frank scowled, hating this beautifulhand in his. “It will be better for you to stay at the presbytery to-“My favorite name, Meghann.” He straightened, but held Meggie’sto Drogheda in the morning; it’s too far after the train ride fromnight,” he said, leading Meggie toward the car. “I’ll drive you outSydney.”

convent and presbytery were the only brick edifices in Gillanbone,Aside from the Hotel Imperial, the Catholic church, school,frame. Now that darkness had fallen, the air had grown incrediblyeven the big public school having to content itself with timberthe smell of food came tantalizingly from somewhere beyond. Thechill; but in the presbytery lounge a huge log fire was blazing, andbustled about showing them theirhousekeeper, a wizened old Scotswoman with amazing energy,
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rooms, chattering all the while in a broad western Highlands accent.Clearys found it hard to cope with Father Ralph’s easy, cheerfulUsed to the touch-me-not reserve of the Wahine priests, thefriendliness of the priests in his native Galway, their closeness tobonhomie. Only Paddy thawed, for he could remember theupstairs as soon as they could, Paddy reluctantly following. Tolesser beings. The rest ate their supper in careful silence and escapedof his family it was something rooted in fear, a do-it-or-thou-shalt-him, his religion was a warmth and a consolation; but to the restbe-damned compulsion.

chair, staring at the fire, smoking a cigarette and smiling. In hisWhen they had gone, Father Ralph stretched out in his favoriteseen them from the station yard. The man so like Mary, but bowedmind’s eye he was passing the Clearys in review, as he had firsthis weary, beautiful wife, who looked as if she ought to have des-with hard work and very obviously not of her malicious disposition;surly Frank, with black eyes, cended from a landaulet drawn by matched white horses; dark andblack eyes; the sons, most of them likebe a handsome man when he grew up; impossible to tell what thetheir father, but the youngest one, Stuart, very like his mother, he’dlittle girl he had ever seen; hair of a color which defied description,baby would become; and Meggie. The sweetest, the most adorablehim with silver-grey eyes of such a lambent purity, like meltednot red and not gold, a perfect fusion of both. And looking up atto his feet. He was getting fanciful in his old age; melted jewels,jewels. Shrugging, he threw the cigarette stub into the fire and gotblight.indeed! More likely his own eyes were coming down with the sandyinured by now to the landscape that he derived great amusementIn the morning he drove his overnight guests to Drogheda, sofrom their comments. The
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last hill lay two hundred miles to the east; this was the land of theblack soil plains, he explained. Just sweeping, lightly timberedgrasslands as flat as a board. The day was as hot as the previousone, but the Daimler was a great deal more comfortable to travelin than the train had been. And they had started out early, fasting,Father Ralph’s vestments and the Blessed Sacrament packed carefully in a black case.

hundreds of rusty-red bundles with their questing noses down into“The sheep are dirty!” said Meggie dolefully, gazing at the manythe grass.

said. “It must be like Ireland, then, and have nice cream sheep.”“Ah, I can see I ought to have chosen New Zealand,” the priestgreen grass. But it’s wilder, a lot less tamed,” Paddy answered. He“Yes, it is like Ireland in many ways; it has the same beautifulliked Father Ralph very much.

to run, fleet as the wind, their ungainly legs a blur, their long necksJust then a group of emus lurched to their feet and commencedstretched out. The children gasped and burst out laughing, enchanted at seeing giant birds which ran instead of flying.wretched gates,” Father Ralph said as the last one was shut behind“What a pleasure it is not to have to get out and open thesethem and Bob, who had done gate duty for him, scrambled backinto the car.

After the shocks Australia had administered to them in bewildering rapidity, Drogheda homestead seemed like a touch of home,with its gracious Georgian fa

its thousands of rose-bushes.çade and its budding wistaria vines,

“Are we going to live here?” Meggie squeaked.

to live in is about a mile further on, down by the creek.”“Not exactly,” the priest said quickly. “The house you’re goingroom and did not rise to greet her brother, but forced him to comeMary Carson was waiting to receive them in the vast drawingto her as she sat in her wing chair.
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“Well, Paddy,” she said pleasantly enough, looking past himfixedly to where Father Ralph stood with Meggie in his arms, andher little arms locked tightly about his neck. Mary Carson got upponderously, without greeting Fee or the children.

“Let us hear Mass immediately,” she said. “I‘m sure Father deBricassart is anxious to be on his way.”.

“Not at all, my dear Mary.” He laughed, blue eyes gleaming. “Ishall say Mass, we’ll all have a good hot breakfast at your table,and then I’ve promised Meggie I’ll show her where she’s going tolive.”

“Meggie,” said Mary Carson.

“Yes, this is Meggie. Which rather begins the introductions atthe tail, doesn’t it? Let me begin at the head, Mary, please. This isFiona.”

Mary Carson nodded curtly, and paid scant attention as FatherRalph ran through the boys; she was too busy watching the priestand Meggie.


4



The head stockman’s house stood on piles some thirty feet abovea narrow gulch fringed with tall, straggling gum trees and manyweeping willows. After the splendor of Drogheda homestead it wasrather bare and utilitarian, but in its appurtenances it was not unlikethe house they had left behind in New Zealand. Solid Victorianfurniture filled the rooms to overflowing, smothered in fine reddust.he brought them up the plank steps to the front veranda; it was“You‘re lucky here, you have a bathroom,” Father Ralph said asquite a climb, for the piles upon which the house was poised werefifteen feet high. “In case the creek runs a banker,” Father Ralphexplained. “You‘re right on it here and I‘ve heard it can rise sixtyfeet in a night.”water heater stood in a walled-off alcove at the end of the backThey did indeed have a bathroom; an old tin bath and a chippedveranda. But, as the women found to their disgust, the lavatorywas nothing more than a hole in the ground some two hundredyards away from the house, and it stank. After New Zealand,primitive.finger through the dust on the sideboard.“Whoever lived here wasn’t very clean,” Fee said as she ran herFather Ralph laughed. “You’ll fight a losing battle
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trying to get rid of that,” he said. “This is the Outback, and thereare three things you’ll never defeat—the heat, the dust and the flies.No matter what you do, they’ll aways be with you.”Fee looked at the priest. “You’re very good to us, Father.”

Mary Carson.”“And why not? You’re the only relatives of my very good friend,terms with a priest. In New Zealand they kept themselves veryShe shrugged, unimpressed. “I’m not used to being on friendlymuch to themselves.”

“You’re not a Catholic, are you?”“No, Paddy’s the Catholic. Naturally the children have beenreared as Catholics, every last one of them, if that’s what’s worryingyou.”

“It never occurred to me. Do you resent it?”

“You didn’t convert?”“I really don’t care one way or the other.”

own church, and I had no wish to espouse a different, equally“I’m not a hypocrite, Father de Bricassart. I had lost faith in mymeaningless creed.”

peering up the track toward Drogheda big house. “She’s so pretty,“I see.” He watched Meggie as she stood on the front veranda,your daughter. I have a fondness for titian hair, you know. Herswould have sent the artist running for his brushes. I’ve never seenexactly that color before. Is she your only daughter?”

unusual.”“Yes. Boys run in both Paddy’s family and my own; girls are

“Poor little thing,” he said obscurely.



familiar look with its books, china, ornaments and the parlor filledAfter the crates arrived from Sydney and the house took on a moreboys older than Stu were away most of the time with the two stationwith Fee’s furniture, things began to settle down. Paddy and thebetween sheep in northwest New Southhands Mary Carson had retained to teach them the many differences
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the differences between running a house in New Zealand and livingWales and sheep in New Zealand. Fee, Meggie and Stu discoveredunderstanding they would never disturb Mary Carson herself, butin the head stockman’s residence on Drogheda; there was a tacitas her station hands were to help the men.her housekeeper and her maids were just as eager to help the womenfrom civilization that after a while even Gillanbone became noDrogheda was, everyone learned, a world in itself, so cut offmore than a name with remote memories. Within the bounds ofthe great Home Paddock lay stables, a smithy, garages, innumerablesheds storing everything from feed to machinery, dog kennels andruns, a labyrinthine maze of stockyards, a mammoth shearing shedwith the staggering number of twenty-six stands in it, and yet another jigsaw puzzle of yards behind it. There were fowl runs, pigsmall shacks for the rouseabouts, two other, smaller, houses likepens, cow bails and a dairy, quarters for the twenty-six shearers,and woodheaps.their own for stockmen, a jackaroos’ barracks, a slaughter yard,diameter measured three miles: the Home Paddock. Only at theAll this sat in just about the middle of a treeless circle whoseof buildings almost touch the forests beyond. However, there werepoint where the head stockman’s house lay did the conglomerationwelcome and necessary shade; mostly pepper trees, huge, hardy,many trees around the sheds, yards and animal runs, to providePaddock, horses and milch cows grazed drowsily.dense and sleepily lovely. Beyond in the long grass of the Homesluggish stream of muddy water at its bottom. No one creditedThe deep gully beside the head stockman’s house had a shallow,possible. Water from this creek was pumped up by hand to serviceFather Ralph’s tale of its rising sixty feet overnight; it didn’t seemget used to washing themselves, the dishes and thethe bathroom and kitchen, and it took the women a long time to
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clothes in greenish-brown water. Six massive corrugated-iron tanksand provided them with drinking water, but they learned they mustperched on wooden derricklike towers caught rain from the roofthere was no guarantee as to when the next rains might come touse it very sparingly, that it was never to be used for washing. Forfill the tanks up.

easily accessible water table, but true artesian water brought fromThe sheep and cattle drank artesian water, not tapped from anpoint from a pipe at what was called the borehead, and ran throughover three thousand feet below the surface. It gushed at boilingon the property. These channels were the bore drains, and thetiny channels fringed with poisonously green grass to every paddockfit for human consumption.heavily sulphurated, mineral-laden water they contained was notand fifty thousand acres. Its longest boundary stretched for eightyAt first the distances staggered them; Drogheda had two hundredfrom Gillanbone, the only settlement of any kind closer than amiles. The homestead was forty miles and twenty-seven gates awayby the Barwon River, which was what the locals called this northernhundred and six miles. The narrow eastern boundary was formedcourse of the Darling River, a great muddy thousand-mile streamthat finally joined the Murray River and surged out into the southernocean fifteen hundred miles away in South Australia. Gillan Creek,which ran in the gully beside the head stockman’s house, mergedinto the Barwon two miles beyond the Home Paddock.

in the saddle, miles away from the homestead; camping at nightPaddy and the boys loved it. Sometimes they spent days on endunder a sky so vast and filled with stars it seemed they were a partof God.

thousands streamed leaping through the trees, taking fences in theirThe grey-brown land swarmed with life. Kangaroos in flocks ofstride, utterly lovely in their grace and freedom and numbers; emusbuilt their nests
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territorial boundaries, taking fright at anything strange and runningin the middle of the grassy plain and stalked like giants about theirtermites built rusty towers like miniature skyscrapers; huge antsfleeter than horses away from their dark-green, football-sized eggs;ground.with a savage bite poured in rivers down mounded holes in theThe bird life was so rich and varied there seemed no end to newthousands: tiny green-and-yellow parakeets Fee used to call love-kinds, and they lived not in ones and twos but in thousands uponsmallish parrots called rosellas; big pale-grey parrots with brilliantbirds, but which the locals called budgerigars; scarlet-and-bluethe great pure white birds with cheeky yellow combs called sulphur-purplish-pink breasts, underwings and heads, called galahs; andcrested cockatoos. Exquisite tiny finches whirred and wheeled, sodid sparrows and starlings, and the strong brown kingfishers calledkookaburras laughed and chuckled gleefully or dived for snakes,their favorite food. They were well-nigh human, all these birds, andcompletely without fear, sitting in hundreds in the trees peeringabout with bright intelligent eyes, screaming, talking, laughing,imitating anything that produced a sound.

and leaped lithely for high tree branches, as at home off the earthFearsome lizards five or six feet long pounded over the groundsmaller but some no less frightening, adorned with horny tricer-as on it; they were goannas. And there were many other lizards,tongues. Of snakes the variety was almost endless, and the Clearysatopean ruffs about their necks, or with swollen, bright-bluethe most benign, while a stumpy little creature a foot long mightlearned that the biggest and most dangerous-looking were oftenbellied black snakes, brown snakes, lethal tiger snakes.be a death adder; carpet snakes, copper snakes, tree snakes, redand sorts, cicadas, gnats, dragonflies, giantAnd insects! Grasshoppers, locusts, crickets, bees, flies of all sizes
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hairy things with a leg span of inches, or deceptively small andmoths and so many butterflies! The spiders were dreadful, hugewheeling webs slung between trees, some rocked inside densedeadly black things lurking in the lavatory; some lived in vastlittle holes in the ground complete with lids which shut after them.gossamer cradles hooked among grass blades, others dived intoand flesh-eating, black hairy things the size of fully grown cows;Predators were there, too: wild pigs frightened of nothing, savageblended into the grass; crows in hundreds carking desolately fromdingoes, the wild native dogs which slunk close to the ground anding motionless on the air currents.the blasted white skeletons of dead trees; hawks and eagles, hoverespecially when they dropped their young. The kangaroos andFrom some of these the sheep and cattle had to be protected,and sick animals; the crows pecked out eyes. The Clearys had torabbits ate the precious grass; the pigs and dingoes ate lambs, calvessuffering beast out of its misery, sometimes to fell a boar or a dingo.learn to shoot, then carried rifles as they rode, sometimes to put aThis, thought the boys exultantly, was 

life. Not one of themyearned for New Zealand; when the flies clustered like syrup in thecorners of their eyes, up their noses, in their mouths and ears, theylearned the Australian trick and hung corks bobbing from the endsof strings all around the brims of their hats. To prevent crawliesfrom getting up inside the legs of their baggy trousers they tiedstrips of kangaroo hide called bowyangs below their knees, gigglingat the silly-sounding name, but awed by the necessity. New Zealandwas tame compared to this; this was life.

Tied to the house and its immediate environs, the women foundlife much less to their liking, for they had not the leisure or the excuse to ride, nor did they have the stimulation of varying activities.It was just harder to do what women always did: cook, clean, wash,iron,
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care for babies. They battled the heat, the dust, the flies, the manysteps, the muddy water, the nearly perennial absence of men tocarry and chop wood, pump water, kill fowls. The heat especiallywas hard to bear, and it was as yet only early spring; even so, thethermometer out on the shady veranda reached a hundred degreesevery day. Inside the kitchen with the range going, it was a hundredand twenty degrees.

New Zealand, where inside the house it was almost always cool.Their many layers of clothing were close-fitting and designed forMary Carson, exercising gently by walking down to see her sisterin-law, looked at Fee’s high-necked, floor-length calico gown super-ciliously. She herself was clad in the new fashion, a cream silk dressno waist and a low dcoming only halfway down her calves, with loose elbow sleeves,

“Really, Fiona, you’re hopelessly old-fashioned,” she said, glan-écolletage.

carpets and the spindly priceless furniture.cing round the parlor with its fresh coat of cream paint, the Persianacting as hostess.“I have no time to be anything else,” Fee said, curtly for her whenfewer meals to get. Raise your hems and stop wearing petticoats“You’ll have more time now, with the men away so much andtwenty degrees hotter than this, you know.” Her eyes dwelled onand stays, or you’ll die when summer comes. It can get fifteen tocrinoline. “Who’s that?” she asked, pointing.the portrait of the beautiful blond woman in her Empress Eugénie“My grandmother.”

“Mine, from my grandmother.”“Oh, really? And the furniture, the carpets?”

haven’t you?”“Oh, really? My dear Fiona, you’ve come down in the world,got thinner. “I don’t think so, Mary. I have a good man; you oughtFee never lost her temper, so she didn’t now, but her thin lipsto know that.”

“But penniless. What was your maiden name?”
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“Armstrong.”

“Oh, really? Not the Roderick Armstrong Armstrongs?”

“He’s my oldest brother. His namesake was my great-grandfather.”

Mary Carson rose, flapping her picture hat at the flies, whichwere not respecters of person. “Well, you’re better born than theClearys are, even if I do say so myself. Did you love Paddy enoughto give all that up?”

“My reasons for what I do,” said Fee levelly, “are my business,Mary, not yours. I do not discuss my husband, even with his sister.”

The lines on either side of Mary Carson’s nose got deeper, hereyes bulged slightly. “Hoity-toity!”

She did not come again, but Mrs. Smith, her housekeeper, cameoften, and repeated Mary Carson’s advice about their clothes.

“Look,” she said, “there’s a sewing machine in my quarters whichI never use. I’ll have a couple of the rouseabouts carry it down. IfI do need to use it, I’ll come down here.” Her eyes strayed to babyHal, rolling on the floor gleefully. “I like to hear the sound of children, Mrs. Cleary.”

Once every six weeks the mail came by horse-drawn dray fromGillanbone; this was the only contact with the outside world.Drogheda possessed a Ford truck, another specially constructedFord truck with a water tank on its tray, a model-T Ford car and aRolls-Royce limousine, but no one ever seemed to use them to gointo Gilly save Mary Carson infrequently. Forty miles was as far asthe moon.

Bluey Williams had the mail contract for the district and tooksix weeks to cover his territory. His flat-topped dray with its ten-foot wheels was drawn by a magnificent team of twelve draft horses,and was loaded with all the things the outlying stations ordered.As well
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as the Royal Mail, he carried groceries, gasoline in forty-four-gallondrums, kerosene in square five-gallon cans, hay, bags of corn, calicobags of sugar and flour, wooden chests of tea, bags of potatoes,farm machinery, mail-order toys and clothes from AnthonyHordern’s in Sydney, plus anything else that had to be brought infrom Gilly or Outside. Moving at the clipping rate of twenty milesa day, he was welcomed wherever he stopped, plied for news andweather far away, handed the scribbled scraps of paper carefullywrapped around money for goods he would purchase in Gilly,handed the laboriously written letters which went into the canvassack marked “Royal GVR Mail.”

Drogheda closer in, Bugela farther out; beyond Bugela lay the ter-West of Gilly there were only two stations on the route,ritory that got mail only once every six months. Bluey’s dray swungin a great zigzagging are through all the stations southwest, westand northwest, then returned to Gilly before setting out eastward,a smaller journey because Booroo town took over sixty miles east.Sometimes he brought people sitting beside him on his unshelteredleather seat, visitors or hopefuls looking for work; sometimes hetook people away, visitors or discontented stockmen or maids orrouseabouts, very occasionally a governess. The squatters ownedcars to transport themselves, but those who worked for the squattersdepended upon Bluey for transport as well as goods and letters.After the bolts of cloth Fee had ordered came on the mail, shesat down at the donated sewing machine and began to make loosedresses in light cotton for herself and Meggie, light trousers andoveralls for the men, smocks for Hal, curtains for the windows.There was no doubt it was cooler minus layers of underwear andtightly fitting outerwear.

boys. Jack and Hughie were off with their father learning to beLife was lonely for Meggie, only Stuart at the house among thestockmen—jackaroos, the young
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apprentices were called. Stuart wasn’t company the way Jack andHughie used to be. He lived in a world all his own, a quiet littleboy who preferred to sit for hours watching the behavior of a throngof ants than climb trees, whereas Meggie adored to climb trees andthought Australian gums were marvelous, of infinite variety anddifficulty. Not that there was much time for tree-climbing, or antwatching for that matter. Meggie and Stuart worked hard. Theychopped and carried the wood, dug holes for refuse, tended thevegetable garden and looked after the fowls and pigs. They alsolearned how to kill snakes and spiders, though they never ceasedto fear them.

was low but the tanks were about half full. The grass was still fairlyThe rainfall had been mediocrely good for several years; the creekgood, but apparently nothing to its lush times.

“It will probably get worse,” said Mary Carson grimly.

fledged drought. Halfway through January the country caught theBut they were to know flood before they encountered a full-southern edge of the northwest monsoons. Captious in the extreme,the great winds blew to suit themselves. Sometimes only the farnorthern tips of the continent felt their drenching summer rains,sometimes they traveled far down the Outback and gave the un-happy urbanites of Sydney a wet summer. That January the cloudsstormed dark across the sky; torn into sodden shreds by the wind,and it began to rain; not a gentle downpour but a steady, roaringdeluge which went on and on.

dray loaded high and twelve spare horses behind him, for he wasThey had been warned; Bluey Williams had turned up with hismoving fast to get through his rounds before the rains made furtherprovisioning of the stations impossible.

piles of extra groceries with his whip.“Monsoons are comin’,” he said, rolling a cigarette and indicating
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“The Cooper an’ the Barcoo an’ the Diamantina are runnin’ realbankers an’ the Overflow is overflowin’. The whole Queenslan’Outback’s two foot under water an’ them poor buggers is tryin’ tofind a rise in the groun’ to put the sheep on.”

worked like madmen, moving the sheep out of the low-lying pad-Suddenly there was a controlled panic; Paddy and the boysdocks and as far away from the creek and the Barwon as they could.and the best team of dogs for two uncleared paddocks alongsideFather Ralph turned up, saddled his horse and set off with Frankin other directions.the Barwon, while Paddy and the two stockmen each took a boythoroughbred chestnut mare Mary Carson had given him, clad inFather Ralph was an excellent stockman himself. He rode aspotless white shirt with its sleeves rolled up his sinewy arms andfaultlessly tailored buff jodhpurs, shiny tan knee boots, and atwill trousers tied with bowyangs and a grey flannel undershirt,its neck open to show his smooth brown chest. In baggy old greyFrank felt like a poor relation. Which was what he was, he thoughtwryly, following the straight figure on the dainty mare through astand of box and pine beyond the creek. He himself rode a hardmouthed piebald stock horse, a mean-tempered beast with a willof its own and a ferocious hatred of other horses. The dogs wereyelping and cavorting in excitement, fighting and snarling amongthemselves until parted with a flick from Father Ralph’s viciouslywielded stock whip. It seemed there was nothing the man couldn’tdo; he was familiar with the coded whistles setting the dogs towork, and plied his whip much better than Frank, still learning thisexotic Australian art.

slavish fancy to the priest and followed him without question,The big Queensland blue brute that led the dog pack took aFrank didn’t mind; he alone among Paddy’s sons had not taken tomeaning Frank was very definitely the second-string man. Half oflife on
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Drogheda. He had wanted nothing more than to quit New Zealand,but not to come to this. He hated the ceaseless patrolling of thepaddocks, the hard ground to sleep on most nights, the savagedogs which could not be treated as pets and were shot if they failedto do their work.to it; even the bending, cracking trees seemed to dance with anBut the ride into the gathering clouds had an element of adventureobsession, sooling the dogs after unsuspecting bands of sheep,outlandish joy. Father Ralph worked like a man in the grip of somesending the silly woolly things leaping and bleating in fright untilthe low shapes streaking through the grass got them packed tightand running. Only having the dogs enabled a small handful of mento operate a property the size of Drogheda; bred to work sheep orcattle, they were amazingly intelligent and needed very little direc-tion.his inadequate best behind them, had cleared all the sheep out ofBy nightfall Father Ralph and the dogs, with Frank trying to doone paddock, normally several days’ work. He unsaddled his marenear a clump of trees by the gate to the second paddock, talkingoptimistically of being able to get the stock out of it also before therain started. The dogs were sprawled flat out in the grass, tongueslolling, the big Queensland blue fawning and cringing at FatherRalph’s feet. Frank dug a repulsive collection of kangaroo meat outof his saddlebag and flung it to the dogs, which fell on it snappingand biting at each other jealously.they’re just jackals.”“Bloody awful brutes,” he said. “They don’t behave like dogs;dogs should be,” said Father Ralph mildly. “Alert, intelligent, ag-“I think these are probably a lot closer to what God intendedgressive and almost untamed. For myself, I prefer them to the house-pet species.” He smiled. “The cats, too. Haven’t you noticed themaround the sheds? As wild and vicious as panthers; won’t let a
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man master or provider.”human being near them. But they hunt magnificently, and call nobutter from his saddlebag, carved a hunk from the mutton andHe unearthed a cold piece of mutton and a packet of bread andbetween them, he sank his white teeth into the meat with evidenthanded the rest to Frank. Putting the bread and butter on a logettes rolled.enjoyment. Thirst was slaked from a canvas water bag, then cigarhis cigarette.A lone wilga tree stood nearby; Father Ralph indicated it withpicking up his saddle.“That’s the spot to sleep,” he said, unstrapping his blanket andin this part of Australia. Its leaves were dense and a pale lime green,Frank followed him to the tree, commonly held the most beautifulthe ground that sheep could reach it easily, the result being thatits shape almost perfectly rounded. The foliage grew so close torain began they would have more shelter under it than any otherevery wilga bottom was mown as straight as a topiary hedge. If thetrees of wetter lands.tree, for Australian trees were generally thinner of foliage than thedown with a sigh and rolling another smoke.“You’re not happy, Frank, are you?” Father Ralph asked, lyinghim suspiciously. “What’s happy?”From his position a couple of feet away Frank turned to look atmother, and not your sister. Don’t you like Australia?”“At the moment, your father and brothers. But not you, not yourthere to make something of myself.”“Not this bit of it. I want to go to Sydney. I might have a chance“Sydney, eh? It’s a den of iniquity.” Father Ralph was smiling.Zealand; I can’t get away from him.”“I don’t care! Out here I’m stuck the same way I was in New“Him?”

lay looking up at the leaves.But Frank had not meant to say it, and would say no more. He
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“How old are you, Frank?”

“Twenty-two.”

“Oh, yes! Have you ever been away from your people?”

“No.”

“Have you even been to a dance, had a girlfriend?”

“No.” Frank refused to give him his title.

“Then he’ll not hold you much longer.”

“He’ll hold me until I die.”

Father Ralph yawned, and composed himself for sleep. “Goodnight,” he said.

In the morning the clouds were lower, but the rain held off allday and they got the second paddock cleared. A slight ridge ranclear across Drogheda from northeast to southwest; it was in thesepaddocks the stock were concentrated, where they had higherground to seek if the water rose above the escarpments of the creekand the Barwon.

The rain began almost on nightfall, as Frank and the priest hurried at a fast trot toward the creek ford below the head stockman’shouse.

“No use worrying about blowing them now!” Father Ralphshouted. “Dig your heels in, lad, or you’ll drown in the mud!”

They were soaked within seconds, and so was the hard-bakedground. The fine, nonporous soil became a sea of mud, miring thehorses to their hocks and setting them floundering. While the grasspersisted they managed to press on, but near the creek where theearth had been trodden to bareness they had to dismount. Oncerelieved of their burdens, the horses had no trouble, but Frankfound it impossible to keep his balance. It was worse than a skatingrink. On hands and knees they crawled to the top of the creek bank,and slid down it like projectiles. The stone roadway, which wasnormally covered by a foot of lazy water, was under four feet ofracing foam; Frank heard the priest laugh. Urged on by shouts andslaps from sodden hats, the
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horses managed to scramble up the far bank without mishap, butFrank and Father Ralph could not. Every time they tried, they slidback again. The priest had just suggested they climb a willow whenPaddy, alerted by the appearance of riderless horses, came with arope and hauled them out.

of hospitality.Smiling and shaking his head, Father Ralph refused Paddy’s offer“I’m expected at the big house,” he said.

Mary Carson heard him calling before any of her staff did, forhe had chosen to walk around to the front of the house, thinkingit would be easier to reach his room.

veranda.“You’re not coming inside like that,” she said, standing on the

“Then be a dear, get me several towels and my case.”Unembarrassed, she watched him peel off his shirt, boots andbreeches, leaning against the half-open window into her drawingroom as he toweled the worst of the mud off.

sart,” she said. “Why is it so many priests are beautiful? The Irish-“You’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, Ralph de Bricas-ness? They’re rather a handsome people, the Irish. Or is it thatbeautiful men find the priesthood a refuge from the consequencesof their looks? I’ll bet the girls in Gilly just eat their hearts out overyou.”

laughed. “Any priest under fifty is a target for some of them, and“I learned long ago not to take any notice of love-sick girls.” Hea priest under thirty-five is usually a target for all of them. But it’sonly the Protestant girls who openly try to seduce me.”

she laid her palm on his chest and held it there. “You’re a sybarite,“You never answer my questions outright, do you?” Straightening,Ralph, you lie in the sun. Are you as brown all over?”

his hands unbuttoning the cotton drawers;Smiling, he leaned his head forward, then laughed into her hair,
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as they fell to the ground he kicked them away, standing like aPraxiteles statue while she toured all the way around him, takingher time and looking.

awareness that she was perhaps more vulnerable than he hadThe last two days had exhilarated him, so did the suddenimagined; but he knew her, and he felt quite safe in asking, “Doyou want me to make love to you, Mary?”

dream of putting you to so much trouble! Do you need women,She eyed his flaccid penis, snorting with laughter. “I wouldn’tRalph?”

“Men?”His head reared back scornfully. “No!”

“They’re worse than women. No, I don’t need them.”“How about yourself?”

“Least of all.”

through into the drawing room. “Ralph, Cardinal de Bricassart!”“Interesting.” Pushing the window all the way up, she steppedshe mocked. But away from those discerning eyes of his she saggedback into her wing chair and clenched her fists, the gesture whichrails against the inconsistencies of fate.

barbered lawn with his arms raised above his head, eyes closed;Naked, Father Ralph stepped off the veranda to stand on thehe let the rain pour over him in warm, probing, spearing runnels,still flaccid.an exquisite sensation on bare skin. It was very dark. But he was

The creek broke its banks and the water crept higher up the pilesof Paddy’s house, farther out across the Home Paddock towardthe homestead itself.to report, worried.“It will go down tomorrow,” said Mary Carson when Paddy wentfinally returned to its normal channels. The sun came out, theAs usual, she was right; over the next week the water ebbed andtemperature zoomed to a hundred and fifteen in the shade, and thegrass seemed to
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gilt, hurting the eyes. Washed and dusted, the trees glittered, andtake wing for the sky, thigh-high and clean, bleached brilliant asthe rain fell to flash their rainbow bodies amid the timber, morethe hordes of parrots came back from wherever they had gone whileloquacious than ever.

serene in the knowledge his knuckles would not be rapped; underFather Ralph had returned to succor his neglected parishioners,the pristine white shirt next to his heart resided a check for onethousand pounds. The bishop would be ecstatic.

Clearys were forced to learn the Outback habit of siesta. They roseThe sheep were moved back to their normal pasture and theat five, got everything done before midday, then collapsed intwitching, sweating heaps until five in the afternoon. This appliedboth to the women at the house and the men in the paddocks.Chores which could not be done early were done after five, andthe evening meal eaten after the sun had gone down at a tableoutside on the veranda. All the beds had been moved outside asmercury had not gone below a century in weeks, day or night. Beefwell for the heat persisted through the night. It seemed as if thetainting until it was all eaten. Their palates longed for a changewas a forgotten memory, only a sheep small enough to last withoutfrom the eternal round of baked mutton chops, mutton stew,shepherd’s pie made of minced mutton, curried mutton, roast legof mutton, boiled pickled mutton, mutton casserole.

and Stuart. They were sent to the convent in Gillanbone to board,But at the beginning of February life changed abruptly for Meggiecorrespondence from Blackfriars School in Sydney when he wasfor there was no school closer. Hal, said Paddy, could learn byused to teachers, Mary Carson had generously offered to pay forold enough, but in the meantime, since Meggie and Stuart werewas too busy with Hal totheir board and tuition at the Holy Cross convent. Besides, Fee
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stood from the beginning that Jack and Hughie would go no furthersupervise correspondence lessons as well. It had been tacitly underland was what they wanted.with their educations; Drogheda needed them on the land, and theCross after their life on Drogheda, but especially after the SacredMeggie and Stuart found it a strange, peaceful existence at Holythat this pair of children were his protHeart in Wahine. Father Ralph had subtly indicated to the nunségés, their aunt the richestwoman in New South Wales. So Meggie’s shyness was transformedfrom a vice into a virtue, and Stuart’s odd isolation, his habit ofstaring for hours into illimitable distances, earned him the epithet“saintly.”

people of the district wealthy enough to send their offspring toIt was very peaceful indeed, for there were very few boarders;boarding school invariably preferred Sydney. The convent smelledof polish and flowers, its dark high corridors awash with quietnessand a tangible holiness. Voices were muted, life went on behind ablack thin veil. No one caned them, no one shouted at them, andthere was always Father Ralph.

so regularly he decided to paint the bedroom Meggie used a delicateHe came to see them often, and had them to stay at the presbyteryapple green, buy new curtains for the windows and a new quilt forthe bed. Stuart continued to sleep in a room which had been creamand brown through two redecorations; it simply never occurred toFather Ralph to wonder if Stuart was happy. He was the after-thought who to avoid offense must also be invited.

nor for that matter did he spend much time wondering about it. ItJust why he was so fond of Meggie Father Ralph didn’t know,had begun with pity that day in the dusty station yard when he hadnoticed her lagging behind; set apart from the rest of her family byvirtue of her sex, he had shrewdly guessed. As to why Frank alsomoved on an outer perimeter, this did not
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something in Frank which killed tender emotions: a dark heart, aintrigue him at all, nor did he feel moved to pity Frank. There wasably, and he didn’t really know why. There was the color of herspirit lacking inner light. But Meggie? She had moved him unbearmother’s and therefore beautiful, but so much sweeter, more ex-hair, which pleased him; the color and form of her eyes, like hercharacter, passive yet enormously strong. No rebel, Meggie; on thepressive; and her character, which he saw as the perfect femaleof her female fate.contrary. All her life she would obey, move within the boundariesmore deeply into himself, he might have seen that what he felt forYet none of it added up to the full total. Perhaps, had he lookedthought of her as important, which meant there was a space in herher was the curious result of time, and place, and person. No onelife into which he could fit himself and be sure of her love; she wasa child, and therefore no danger to his way of life or his priestlyreputation; she was beautiful, and he enjoyed beauty; and, leastacknowledged of all, she filled an empty space in his life which hishe could not embarrass her family by giving her gifts, he gave herGod could not, for she had warmth and a human solidity. Becauseon redecorating her room at the presbytery; not so much to see heras much of his company as he could, and spent time and thoughtfor Meggie.pleasure as to create a fitting setting for his jewel. No pinchbeckCarson was extraordinarily aware of how everything on DroghedaAt the beginning of May the shearers arrived on Drogheda. Marysummoned Paddy to the big house some days before the shearerswas done, from deploying the sheep to cracking a stock whip; shecisely what to do down to the last little detail. Used to New Zealandcame, and without moving from her wing chair she told him pre-shearing, Paddy had been staggered by the size of the shed, itstwenty-six stands; now, after the interview with his sister, facts andfigures
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warred inside his head. Not only would Drogheda sheep be shornon Drogheda, but Bugela and Dibban-Dibban and Beel-Beel sheepas well. It meant a grueling amount of work for every soul on theplace, male and female. Communal shearing was the custom andthe stations sharing Drogheda’s shearing facilities would naturallypitch in to help, but the brunt of the incidental work inevitably fellon the shoulders of those on Drogheda.

their food from the station store, but those vast amounts of foodThe shearers would bring their own cook with them and buyhad to be found; the ramshackle barracks with kitchen and primitivebathroom attached had to be scoured, cleaned and equipped withmattresses and blankets. Not all stations were as generous asDrogheda was to its shearers, but Drogheda prided itself on itshospitality, and its reputation as a “bloody good shed.”. For thiswas the one activity in which Mary Carson participated, so shedidn’t stint her purse. Not only was it one of the biggest sheds inNew South Wales, but it required the very best men to be had, menof the Jackie Howe caliber; over three hundred thousand sheepwould be shorn there before the shearers loaded their swags intothe contractor’s old Ford truck and disappeared down the track totheir next shed.

Frank had not been home for two weeks. With old BeerbarrelPete the stockman, a team of dogs, two stock horses and a lightsulky attached to an unwilling nag to hold their modest needs, theyhad set out for the far western paddocks to bring the sheep in,working them closer and closer, culling and sorting. It was slow,tedious work, not to be compared with that wild muster before thefloods. Each paddock had its own stock-yards, in which some ofthe grading and marking would be done and the mobs held untilit was their turn to come in. The shearing shed yards accommodatedonly ten thousand sheep at a time, so life wouldn’t be easy whilethe shearers were there; it would be a constant flurry of exchangingmobs, unshorn for shorn.
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When Frank stepped into his mother’s kitchen she was standingbeside the sink at a never-ending job, peeling potatoes.

“Mum, I’m home!” he said, joy in his voice.

As she swung around her belly showed, and his two weeks awaylent his eyes added perception.

“Oh, God!” he said.

Her eyes lost their pleasure in seeing him, her face flooded withscarlet shame; she spread her hands over her ballooning apron asif they could hide what her clothes could not.

Frank was shaking. “The dirty old goat!”

“Frank, I can’t let you say things like that. You’re a man now,you ought to understand. This is no different from the way youcame into the world yourself, and it deserves the same respect. Itisn’t dirty. When you insult Daddy, you insult me.”

“He had no right! He should have left you alone!” Frank hissed,wiping a fleck of foam from the corner of his trembling mouth.

“It isn’t dirty,” she repeated wearily, and looked at him from herclear tired eyes as if she had suddenly decided to put shame behindher forever. “It’s not dirty, Frank, and nor is the act which createdit.”

This time his face reddened. He could not continue to meet hergaze, so he turned and went through into the room he shard withBob, Jack and Hughie. Its bare walls and little single beds mockedhim, mocked him, the sterile and featureless look to it, the lack ofa presence to warm it, a purpose to hallow it. And her face, herbeautiful tired face with its prim halo of golden hair, all alight be-cause of what she and that hairy old goat had done in the terribleheat of summer.

He could not get away from it, he could not get away from her,from the thoughs at the back of his mind, from the hungers naturalto his age and manhood. Mostly he managed to push it all belowconsciousness, but when she flaunted tangible evidence of her
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lust before his eyes, threw her mysterious activity with that lecherousold beast in his very teeth…. How could he think of it, how couldhe consent to it, how could he bear it? He wanted to be able toMother, a being who was above such things though all her sistersthink of her as totally holy, pure and untainted as the Blessedof her wrong was the road to madness. It had become necessarythroughout the world be guilty of it. To see her proving his conceptto his sanity to imagine that she lay with that ugly old man in perfect chastity, to have a place to sleep, but that in the night theynever turned toward each other, or touched. Oh, God!

the brass rail of the bed’s foot into an S.A scraping clang made him look down, to find he had twisted

“Frank,” said his mother from the doorway.“Why aren’t you Daddy?” he asked it.

“I’ll end up killing him,” he said.He looked up, black eyes glittering and wet like rained-upon coal.bed.“If you do that, you’ll kill me,” said Fee, coming to sit upon the

“Frank, I can never be free, and I don’t want to be free. I wish I“No, I’d free you!” he countered wildly, hopefully.

nor is it your father’s. I know you’re not happy, but must you takeknew where your blindness comes from, but I don’t. It isn’t mine,everything so hard? Why?” She looked down at her hands, lookedit out on me, and on Daddy? Why do you insist upon makingyou found yourself a girl, Frank, got married and had a family ofup at him. “I don’t want to say this, but I think I have to. It’s timeabout the other boys in that respect; they don’t seem to have youryour own. There’s room on Drogheda. I’ve never been worriedwouldn’t have time to think about me.”nature at all. But you need a wife, Frank. If you had one, youFor perhaps five minutes she sat on the bed hoping he would sayHe had turned his back upon her, and wouldn’t turn around.something, then she sighed, got up and left.


5



After the shearers had gone and the district had settled into thesemi-inertia of winter came the annual Gillanbone Show and Picnicwent on for two days. Fee didn’t feel well enough to go, so PaddyRaces. It was the most important event in the social calendar, andto support him or keep Mary’s tongue in its silent position. He haddrove Mary Carson into town in her Rolls-Royce without his wifenoticed that for some mysterious reason Fee’s very presence quelledhis sister, put her at a disadvantage.themselves, the boys rode in with Beerbarrel Pete, Jim, Tom, Mrs.Everyone else was going. Under threat of death to behavein the model-T Ford. The adults of the party were all staying overSmith and the maids in the truck, but Frank left early on his ownMary Carson declined Father Ralph’s offer of accommodation atfor the second day’s race meeting; for reasons known best to herself,Where the two stockmen and Tom, the garden rouseabout, stayedthe presbytery, but urged Paddy to accept it for himself and Frank.who put them up.no one knew, but Mrs. Smith, Minnie and Cat had friends in Gillybest room the Hotel Imperial had to offer;It was ten in the morning when Paddy deposited his sister in the
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he made his way down to the bar and found Frank standing at it,a schooner of beer in his hand.

son. “I’ve got to take Auntie Mary to the Picnic Races luncheon,“Let me buy the next one, old man,” Paddy said genially to hisand I need moral sustenance if I’m going to get through the ordealwithout Mum.”

they actually try to circumvent the conduct of years; Frank foundHabit and awe are harder to overcome than people realize untilcontents of his glass in his father’s face, not in front of a bar crowd.he could not do what he longed to do, he could not throw thesickly and said, “Sorry, Daddy, I’ve promised to meet some blokesSo he downed what was left of his beer at a gulp, smiled a littledown at the showground.”

yourself. Have a good time, and if you get drunk don’t let your“Well, off you go, then. But here, take this and spend it onmother find out.”

to tear it into shreds and fling them in Paddy’s face, but customFrank stared at the crisp blue five-pound note in his hand, longingfather. He couldn’t get out of the bar quickly enough.won again; he folded it, put it in his fob pocket and thanked hisa gold Chain and a weight made from a nugget off the LawrenceIn his best blue suit, waistcoat buttoned, gold watch secured bythe bar for a face he might recognize. He had not been into Gillygoldfields, Paddy tugged at his celluloid collar and looked downbut his position as Mary Carson’s brother and heir apparent meantvery often during the nine months since he arrived on Drogheda,town, and that his face was well remembered. Several men beamedthat he had been treated very hospitably whenever he had been inat him, voices offered to shout him a beer, and he was soon in themiddle of a comfortable little crowd; Frank was forgotten.

spite of Mary Carson’s money) to attend to its curling, and it layMeggie’s hair was braided these days, no nun being willing (inin two thick cables over her
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uniform of a Holy Cross student, she was escorted across the lawnshoulders, tied with navy-blue ribbons. Clad in the sober navy-blueFather Ralph’s housekeeper, who adored her.from the convent to the presbytery by a nun and handed over tothe priest once when he questioned her, amused; Annie wasn’t“Och, it’s the wee bairn’s bonnie Hielan’ hair,” she explained toimity to the school.given to liking little girls, and had deplored the presbytery’s proxjust because of the color of her hair” he said, to tease her.“Come now, Annie! Hair’s inanimate; you can’t like someone“Ah, weel, she’s a puir wee lassie—skeggy, ye ken.”

either, or pass any remarks about the fact that it rhymed withHe didn’t ken at all, but he didn’t ask her what “skeggy” meant,Meggie. Sometimes it was better not to know what Annie meant,or encourage her by paying much attention to what she said; shewas, in her own parlance, fey, and if she pitied the child he didn’twant to be told it was because of her future rather than her past.in the bar, and at a loose end.Frank arrived, still trembling from his encounter with his fatherhis hand.“Come on, Meggie, I’ll take you to the fair,” he said, holding outhis.“Why don’t I take you both?” Father Ralph asked, holding outon to their hands for dear life, Meggie was in seventh heaven.Sandwiched between the two men she worshipped, and hangingRiver, next door to the racecourse. Though the floods were sixThe Gillanbone showground lay on the banks of the Barwonmonths gone, the mud had not completely dried, and the eagerfeet of early comers had already pulped it to a mire. Beyond thestalls of sheep and cattle, pigs and goats, the prime and perfect livestock competing for prizes, lay tents full of handicrafts and cooking.They gazed at stock, cakes, crocheted
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dogs and canaries.shawls, knitted baby clothes, embroidered tablecloths, cats andequestrians and equestriennes cantered their bob-tailed hacks beforeOn the far side of all this was the riding ring, where youngjudges who looked, it seemed to a giggling Meggie, rather likehorses themselves. Lady riders in magnificent serge habits perchedsidesaddle on tall horses, their top hats swathed with tantalizingwisps of veiling. How anyone so precariously mounted and hattedcould stay unruffled upon a horse at anything faster than an amblewas beyond Meggie’s imagination, until she saw one splendidcreature take her prancing animal over a series of difficult jumpsand finish as impeccable as before she started. Then the lady prickedher mount with an impatient spur and cantered across the soggyground, reining to a halt in front of Meggie, Frank and FatherRalph to bar their progress. The leg in its polished black bootthe side of her saddle, her gloved hands extended imperiously.hooked round the saddle was unhooked, and the lady sat truly on“Father! Be so kind as to help me dismount!”

He reached up to put his hands around her waist, her hands onhis shoulders, and swung her lightly down; the moment her heelstouched the ground he released her, took her mount’s reins in hishand and walked on, the lady beside him, matching his stride effortlessly.

of utter indifference.“Will you win the Hunting, Miss Carmichael?” he asked in tonesimpersonal quality of his piqued her. “I hope to win, but I can’t beShe pouted; she was young and very beautiful, and that curiousever, I shall win the Dressage, so if I don’t win the Hunting I shan’tsure. Miss Hopeton and Mrs. Anthony King both compete. How-repine.”

stilted phraseology of a young lady so carefully reared and educatedShe spoke with beautifully rounded vowels, and with the oddlythere was not a trace of
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Ralph’s own speech became more pear-shaped, and quite lost itswarmth or idiom left to color her voice. As he spoke to her Fatherwhen he, too, had been like this. Meggie frowned, puzzled and af-beguiling hint of Irishness; as if she brought back to him a timechange in Father Ralph was, only knowing there was a change,fected by their light but guarded words, not knowing what thehad become difficult for them to continue walking abreast.and not one to her liking. She let go Frank’s hand, and indeed itthem. Father Ralph’s eyes danced as he surveyed the water, almostBy the time they came to a wide puddle Frank had fallen behindhis firmly, and bent down to her with a special tenderness the ladya shallow pond; he turned to the child whose hand he had kept inchanges with her.could not mistake, for it had been entirely lacking in his civil exRaleigh. I’m sure you’ll excuse me, my dear Miss Carmichael”—the“I wear no cloak, darling Meggie, so I can’t be your Sir Walterto muddy her shoes, now can I?”reins were passed to the lady—“but I can’t permit my favorite girlleaving Miss Carmichael to collect her heavy trailing skirts in oneHe picked Meggie up and tucked her easily against his hip,The sound of Frank’s hoot of laugher just behind them didn’t im-hand, the reins in her other, and splash her way across unaided.ruptly.prove her temper; on the far side of the puddle she left them abRalph put Meggie down. He was fascinated by this encounter and“I do believe she’d kill you if she could,” Frank said as Fatherbeautiful and so haughty that no man could gainsay her, even aby Father Ralph’s deliberate cruelty. She had seemed to Frank soin herself, in that heady femininity she wielded like a weapon. Aspriest, yet Father Ralph had wantonly set out to shatter her faithworld of women, anif the priest hated her and what she stood for, Frank thought, the
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Smarting from his mother’s words, he had wanted Miss Carmichaelexquisite mystery he had never had the opportunity to plumb.not so much as deigned to admit he existed. All her attention hadto notice him, the oldest son of Mary Carson’s heir, but she hadif he was tall, dark and handsome.been focused on the priest, a being sexless and emasculated. EvenRalph cynically. “She’s rich, so next Sunday she’ll very ostenta-“Don’t worry, she’ll be back for more of the same,” said Fatherexpression. “I’m not so much older than you, my son, but in spitetiously put a ten-pound note in the plate.” He laughed at Frank’sjust put it down to experience.”of my calling I’m a very worldly fellow. Don’t hold it against me;part of the grounds. To Meggie and Frank alike it was enchantment.They had left the riding ring behind and entered the amusementhis five pounds; to own the price of admission to all those enticingFather Ralph had given Meggie five whole shillings, and Frank hadeverywhere, gazing wide-eyed at the luridly and somewhat inex-booths was wonderful. Crowds thronged the area, children runningthe World; Princess Houri the Snake Dancer (See Her Fan thepertly painted legends fronting tattered tents: The Fattest Lady inWorld’s Strongest Man; Thetis the Mermaid. At each they paidFlames of a Cobra’s Rage!); The India Rubber Man; Goliath thenished scales or the toothless smile on the cobra.their pennies and watched raptly, not noticing Thetis’s sadly tar-giant marquee with a high boardwalk along its front, a curtainlikeAt the far end, so big it required a whole side for itself, was afrieze of painted figures stretching behind the entire length of theboard bridge, menacing the crowd. A man with a megaphone inhis hand was shouting to the gathering people.of the world’s greatest prize fighters, and a purse to be won by any“Here it is, gents, Jimmy Sharman’s famous boxing troupe! Eightchap game to have a go!”
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Women and girls were trickling out of the audience as fast asmen and boys came from every direction to swell it, clusteringthickly beneath the boardwalk. As solemnly as gladiators paradingat the Circus Maximus, eight men filed onto the bridge and stood,bandaged hands on hips, legs apart, swaggering at the admiringoohs of the crowd. Meggie thought they were wearing underclothes,for they were clad in long black tights and vests with closely fittinggrey trunks from waists to midthighs. On their chests, big whiteRoman capitals said JIMMY SHARMAN’S TROUPE. No two werethe same size, some big, some small, some in between, but theywere all of particularly fine physique. Chatting and laughing toeach other in an offhand manner that suggested this was an every-day occurrence, they flexed their muscles and tried to pretend theyweren’t enjoying strutting.

“Come on, chaps, who’ll take a glove?” the spruiker was braying.“Who wants to have a go? Take a glove, win a fiver!” he kept yellingbetween the booms of a bass drum.

“I will!” Frank shouted. “I will, I will!”

He shook off Father Ralph’s restraining hand as those aroundthem in the throng who could see Frank’s diminutive size beganto laugh and good-naturedly push him to the front.

But the spruiker was very serious as one of the troupe extendeda friendly hand and pulled Frank up the ladder to stand at one sideof the eight already on the bridge. “Don’t laugh, gents. He’s notvery big but he is the first to volunteer! It isn’t the size of the dogin the fight, you know, it’s the size of the fight in the dog! Comeon now, here’s this little bloke game to try—what about some ofyou big blokes, eh? Put on a glove and win a fiver, go the distancewith one of Jimmy Sharman’s troupe!”

Gradually the ranks of the volunteers increased, the young menself-consciously clutching their hats and eyeing
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the professionals who stood, a band of elite beings, alongside them.Dying to stay and see what happened, Father Ralph reluctantlydecided it was more than time he removed Meggie from the vicinity,so he picked her up and turned on his heel to leave. Meggie beganto scream, and the farther away he got, the louder she screamed;people were beginning to look at them, and he was so well knownit was very embarrassing, not to mention undignified.

flay me alive, and rightly!”“Now look, Meggie, I can’t take you in there! Your father wouldat the top of her voice, kicking and trying to bite.“I want to stay with Frank, I want to stay with Frank!” she howled“Oh, 

shit!

Yielding to the inevitable, he dug into his pocket for the required” said Father Ralph.coins and approached the open flap of the marquee, one eye cockedfor any of the Cleary boys; but they were nowhere to be seen, sohe presumed they were safely trying their luck with the horseshoesor gorging themselves on meat pies and ice cream.“You can’t take her in there, Father!” the foreman said, shocked.how we can get her away from here without the entire Gilly policeFather Ralph lifted his eyes heavenward. “If you’ll only tell mebrother volunteered and she’s not about to leave her brother withoutforce arresting us for molesting a child, I’ll gladly gol But hera fight that will make your chaps look like amateurs!”

can I? In you go, but keep her out of the way, for—ah—pity’s sake.The foreman shrugged. “Well, Father, I can’t argue with you,No, no, Father, put your money back in your pocket; Jimmywouldn’t like it.”

ring; Father Ralph found a place at the back of the crowd againstThe tent seemed full of men and boys, milling around a centralthe canvas wall, hanging on to Meggie for dear life. The air wasfoggy from tobacco smoke and redolent with sawdust they had
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hands, was the first challenger of the day.thrown down to absorb the mud. Frank, gloves already on histhe crowd to last the distance against one of the professional boxers.Though it was unusual, it was not unknown for a man out ofsome of the best in Australia. Put up against a flyweight becauseAdmittedly they weren’t the best in the world, but they did includeand offered to fight someone else. By the time he was on his thirdof his size, Frank knocked him out with the third punch he threw,they could not fit another eager spectator inside.professional the word had got around, and the tent was so jammedtaken only provoking his ever-smoldering rage. He was wild-eyed,He had hardly been touched by a glove, the few blows he hadface, the yells and cheers of the crowd throbbing in his head like aalmost spitting in passion, each of his opponents wearing Paddy’svast single voice chanting 

Go! Go! Go! Oh, how he had ached forthe chance to fight, denied him since coming to Drogheda! For topain, and as he landed the felling punch he thought the great dullfight was the only way he knew of ridding himself of anger andvoice in his ears changed its song, to Kill! Kill! Kill!

Then they put him with one of the real champions, a lightweightunder orders to keep Frank at a distance and find out if he couldbox as well as he could punch. Jimmy Sharman’s eyes were shining.He was always on the lookout for champions, and these littlecountry shows had yielded several. The lightweight did as he wastold, hard-pressed in spite of his superior reach, while Frank, sopossessed by his hunger to kill that dancing, elusive figure he sawnothing else, went after him. He learned with every clinch andflurry of blows, one of those strange people who even in the midstof titanic rage still can think. And he lasted the distance, in spiteof the punishment those expert fists had meted out; his eye wasswelling, his brow and lip cut. But he
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had won twenty pounds, and the respect of every man present.from the tent before he could catch hold of her. When he foundMeggie wriggled from Father Ralph’s slackened clasp and boltedshoes with a tiny handkerchief. Silently he gave her his own,her outside she had been sick, and was trying to clean her splatteredstroking her bright, sobbing head. The atmosphere inside had notagreed with his gorge either, and he wished the dignity of his callingpermitted him the relief of releasing it in public.

now?”“Do you want to wait for Frank, or would you rather we wentgrateful for his calmness and sympathy.“I’ll wait for Frank,” she whispered, leaning against his side, sodeeming her too sick and miserable to listen but needing to voice“I wonder why you tug so at my nonexistent heart?” he mused,“You don’t remind me of my mother and I never had a sister, andhis thoughts aloud, as do so many people who lead a solitary life.Have you had a hard life, my little Meggie?”I wish I knew what it was about you and your wretched family….eye, dabbing at his torn lip. For the first time since Father RalphFrank came out of the tent, a piece of sticking plaster over hisone knew was a good night in bed with a woman, thought thehad met him, he looked happy; the way most men did after whatpriest.

the exaltation of the ring.“What’s Meggie doing here?” he snarled, not quite down fromher, there was no way I could keep her out,” said Father Ralph“Short of binding her hand and foot, not to mention gaggingtartly, not pleased at having to justify himself, but not sure Frankwouldn’t have a go at him, too. He wasn’t in the least afraid ofFrank, but he was afraid of creating a scene in public. “She wasfrightened for you, Frank; she wanted to be near enough to you tosee for herself that you were all right. Don’t be angry with her;she’s upset enough already.”
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“Don’t you dare let Daddy know you were within a mile of thisplace,” Frank said to Meggie.

“Do you mind if we cut the rest of our tour short?” the priestasked. “I think we could all do with a rest and a cup of tea at thepresbytery.” He pinched the tip of Meggie’s nose. “And you, younglady, could do with a good wash.”

Paddy had had a tormenting day with his sister, at her beck andcall in a way Fee never demanded, helping her pick her fastidious,cross-patch way through the Gilly mud in imported guipure laceshoes, smiling and chatting with the people she greeted royally,standing by her side as she presented the emerald bracelet to thewinner of the principal race, the Gillanbone Trophy. Why they hadto spend all the prize money on a woman’s trinket instead ofhanding over a gold-plated cup and a nice bundle of cash wasbeyond him, for he did not understand the keenly amateur natureof the race meeting, the inference that the people who enteredhorses didn’t need vulgar money, instead could carelessly toss thewinnings to the little woman. Horry Hopeton, whose bay geldingKing Edward had won the emerald bracelet, already possessed aruby, a diamond and a sapphire bracelet from other years; he hada wife and five daughters and said he couldn’t stop until he hadwon six bracelets.

Paddy’s starched shirt and celluloid collar chafed, the blue suitwas too hot, and the exotic Sydney sea-food they had served withchampagne at luncheon had not agreed with his mutton-inureddigestion. And he had felt a fool, thought he looked a fool. Bestthough it was, his suit smacked of cheap tailoring and bucolic un-fashionableness. They were not his kind of people, the bluff tweedygraziers, the lofty matrons, the toothy, horsy young women, thecream of what the Bulletin called “the squattocracy.” For they weredoing their best to forget the days in the last century when they
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had it tacitly acknowledged as their own with federation and thehad squatted on the land and taken vast tracts of it for their own,people on the continent, ran their own political part, sent theirarrival of home rule. They had become the most envied group ofPrince of Wales. He, plain Paddy Cleary, was a workingman. Hechildren to exclusive Sydney schools, hobnobbed with the visitingwho reminded him of his wife’s family too much for comfort.had absolutely nothing in common with these colonial aristocrats,Meggie and Father Ralph relaxed around the fire and looking as ifSo when he came into the presbytery lounge to find Frank,missed Fee’s genteel support unbearably and he still disliked histhey had spent a wonderful, carefree day, it irritated him. He hadsister as much as he had back in his early childhood in Ireland.Then he noticed the sticking plaster over Frank’s eye, the swollenface; it was a heaven-sent excuse.

like that?” he yelled. “Not a day out of my sight and you’re back“And how do you think you’re going to face your mother lookingat it again, picking fights with anyone who looks at you sideways!”half-uttered; but Frank was quicker.Startled, Father Ralph jumped to his feet with a soothing noiseto the plaster. “Twenty pounds for a few minutes’ work, better“I earned myself money with this!” he said very softly, pointingI knocked out three good boxers and lasted the distance with awages than Auntie Mary pays you and me combined in a month!I earned myself twenty pounds. It may not fit in with your ideas oflightweight champion in Jimmy Sharman’s tent this afternoon. Andman present!”what I ought to do, but this afternoon I earned the respect of everyyou’re full of it? Grow up, Frank! I know you can’t grow any more“A few tired, punch-drunk old has-beens at a country show, andgrow in mind!”in body, but you might make an effort for your mother’s sake toThe whiteness of Frank’s face! Like bleached bones.
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It was the most terrible insult a man could offer him, and this wasfrom the bottom of his chest with the effort of keeping his handshis father; he couldn’t strike back. His breathing started comingis as well as I do. And Jimmy Sharman himself said I had a terrificby his sides. “No has-beens, Daddy. You know who Jimmy Sharmanfuture as a boxer; he wants to take me into his troupe and trainme. And he wants to pay me! I may not grow any bigger, but I’myou stinking old he-goat!”big enough to lick any man ever born—and that goes for you, too,as white as his son. “Don’t you dare call me that!”The inference behind the epithet was not lost on Paddy; he wentin rut! Couldn’t you leave her alone, couldn’t you keep your hands“What else are you? You’re disgusting, you’re worse than a ramoff her?”her shoulders like claws and held her painfully against him. The“No, no, no!” Meggie screamed. Father Ralph’s hands bit intoand vainly. “No, Daddy, no! Oh, Frank, please! Please, please!”tears poured down her face, she twisted to free herself franticallyshe shrilled.

Paddy faced each other, the dislike and the fear, each for the other,But the only one who heard her was Father Ralph. Frank andadmitted at last. The dam of mutual love for Fee was breached andthe bitter rivalry for Fee acknowledged.children,” said Paddy more calmly, fighting for control.“I am her husband. It is by God’s grace we are blessed with ourstick your thing into!”“You’re no better than a shitty old dog after any bitch you canwhoever he was! Thank God I never had a hand in it!” shouted“And you’re no better than the shitty old dog who fathered you,howling wind, he sagged and shriveled and his hands plucked atPaddy, and stopped. “Oh, dear Jesus!” His rage quit him like ahis
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mouth as if to tear out the tongue which had uttered the unutterable.“I didn’t mean it, I didn’t mean it! 

I didn’t mean it!”

and grabbed Frank. He had Frank’s right, arm twisted behind him,The moment the words were out Father Ralph let go of Meggiehis own left arm around Frank’s neck, throttling him. And he wasstrong, the grip paralyzing; Frank fought to be free of him, thensuddenly his resistance flagged and he shook his head in submiseyes going from her brother to her father in helpless, beseechingsion. Meggie had fallen to the floor and knelt there, weeping, herit meant she couldn’t keep them both.agony. She didn’t understand what had happened, but she knewmust always have known it.” He tried to turn his head to Father“You meant it,” Frank croaked. “I must always have known it! IRalph. “Let me go, Father. I won’t touch him, so help me God Iwon’t.”

ruined the child I’ll kill you!” the priest roared, the only one angry“So help you God? God rot your souls, both of you! If you’venow. “Do you realize I had to keep her here to listen to this, forought to have let you do it, you miserable, self-centered cretins!”fear if I took her away you’d kill each other while I was gone? I“I’m going to join Jimmy Sharman’s troupe, and I won’t be back.”“It’s all right, I’m going,” Frank said in a strange, empty voice.your mother? You mean more to her than the rest of us put togeth-“You’ve got to come back!” Paddy whispered. “What can I teller. She’ll never forgive me!”

someone. It’s the truth.”“Tell her I went to join Jimmy Sharman because I want to be

“What I said—it wasn’t true, Frank.”

had wondered at the first time he saw them; what were grey-eyedFrank’s alien black eyes flashed scornfully, the eyes the priestRalph knew his MendelianFee and blue-eyed Paddy doing with a black-eyed son? Father
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laws, and didn’t think even Fee’s greyness made it possible.Frank picked up his hat and coat. “Oh, it was true! I must always

have known it. The memories of Mum playing her spinet in a room

there, that you came after me. That she was mine first.” He laughedyou could never have owned! The feeling you hadn’t always beensoundlessly. “And to think all these years I’ve blamed 

you for

dragging her down, when it was me. It was me!”

“It was no one, Frank, no one!” the priest cried, trying to pull

him back. “It’s a part of God’s great unfathomable plan; think of

it like that!”

Frank shook off the detaining hand and walked to the door with

his light, deadly, tiptoed gait. He was born to be a boxer, thought

Father Ralph in some detached corner of his brain, that cardinal’s

brain.

“God’s great unfathomable plan!” mocked the young man’s voice

from the door. “You’re no better than a parrot when you act the

only one of us here who has no idea what he really is!”priest, Father de Bricassart! I say God help you, because you’re the

as she huddled on her knees by the fire, weeping and rocking herselfPaddy was sitting in a chair, ashen, his shocked eyes on Meggieback and forth. He got up to go to her, but Father Ralph pushed

him roughly away.

sideboard; take some. I’m going to put the child to bed, but I’ll be“Leave her alone. You’ve done enough! There’s whiskey in theback to talk to you, so don’t go. Do you hear me, man?”

“I’ll be here, Father. Put her to bed.”

Upstairs in the charming apple-green bedroom the priest unbuttonedthe little girl’s dress and chemise, made her sit on the edge of thebed so he could pull off her shoes and stockings. Her nightdresslay on the pillow where Annie had left it; he tugged it over her headand decently down before he removed her
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stories of buttons refusing to come undone, and shoes stubbornlydrawers. And all the while he talked to her about nothing, sillyto tell if she heard him; with their unspoken tales of infant tragedies,staying tied, and ribbons that would not come off. It was impossiblepast his shoulder.of troubles and pains beyond her years, the eyes stared drearilyback in a little while to see you, so don’t worry, do you hear? We’ll“Now lie down, my darling girl, and try to go to sleep. I’ll betalk about it then.”

“Is she all right?” asked Paddy as he came back into the lounge.sideboard, and poured a tumbler half full.Father Ralph reached for the whiskey bottle standing on thewhich is an Irishman’s greater curse, the drink or the temper. What“I don’t honestly know. God in heaven, Paddy, I wish I knewtemper. It’s true, of course. I knew he wasn’t yours the moment Ipossessed you to say that? No, don’t even bother answering! Thefirst saw him.”

“There’s not much misses you, is there?”

ordinary powers of observation to see when the various members“I suppose not. However, it doesn’t take much more than veryduty to do what I can to help.”of my parish are troubled, or in pain. And having seen, it is my

“For which no doubt I may thank my face and my figure,” said“You’re very well liked in Gilly, Father.”

ded.the priest bitterly, unable to make it sound as light as he had inten“Is that what you think? I can’t agree, Father. We like you becauseyou’re a good pastor.”

“Well, I seem to be thoroughly embroiled in your troubles, atany rate,” said Father Ralph uncomfortably. “You’d best get it offyour chest, man.”

Paddy stared into the fire, which he had built up to the proportions of a furnace while the priest was putting Meggie to bed, inan excess of remorse and frantic
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series of rapid jerks; Father Ralph got up for the whiskey bottleto be doing something. The empty glass in his hand shook in aforgotten tears from his face.and replenished it. After a long draft Paddy sighed, wiping theFee. Her people are practically New Zealand’s first family socially,“I don’t know who Frank’s father is. It happened before I metton in the South Island. Money was no object, and Fee was hisand her father had a big wheat-and-sheep property outside Ashburtrip to the old country, a debut at court, the right husband. Sheonly daughter. As I understand it, he’d planned her life for her—aand butlers and horses and big carriages; they lived like lords.had never lifted a hand in the house, of course. They had maidsdistance, walking with a little boy about eighteen months old. The“I was the dairy hand, and sometimes I used to see Fee in thesaid, had disgraced the family; she wasn’t married and she had anext thing, old James Armstrong came to see me. His daughter, heher away her grandmother made such a fuss they had no choicechild. It had been hushed up, of course, but when they tried to getgrandmother was dying, there was nothing to stop them gettingbut to keep her on the place, in spite of the awkwardness. Now therid of Fee and her child. I was a single man, James said; if I’d marryher and guarantee to take her out of the South Island, they’d payour traveling expenses and an additional five hundred pounds.life. But I was always so shy I was never any good with the girls.“Well, Father, it was a fortune to me, and I was tired of the singleIt seemed like a good idea to me, and I honestly didn’t mind thechild. The grandmother got wind of it and sent for me, even thoughshe was very ill. She was a tartar in her day, I’ll bet, but a real lady.She told me a bit about Fee, but she didn’t say who the father was,and I didn’t like to ask. Anyway, she made me promise to be goodto Fee
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—she knew they’d have Fee off the place the minute she was dead,so she had suggested to James that they find Fee a husband. I felt

sorry for the poor old thing; she was terribly fond of Fee.

enough to Fee to say hello to her was the day I married her?”“Would you believe, Father, that the first time I was ever close

at the liquid in his glass, then drained it and reached for the bottle,“Oh, I’d believe it,” the priest said under his breath. He lookedfilling both glasses. “So you married a lady far above you, Paddy.”

in those days, Father, and so…out of it, if you know what I mean.“Yes. I was frightened to death of her at first. She was so beautiful

else.”As if she wasn’t even there, as if it was all happening to someone

in Meggie what she must have been like before she began to age.”“She’s still beautiful, Paddy,” said Father Ralph gently. “I can see

else I could have done. At least with me she was safe, and not ab-“It hasn’t been an easy life for her, Father, but I don’t know what

husband to her. I had to teach her to cook, to sweep a floor, washused. It took me two years to get up the courage to be—well, a realand iron clothes. She didn’t know how.

she ever complained, or laughed, or cried. It’s only in the most“And never once in all the years we’ve been married, Father, has

and even then she never speaks. I hope she will, yet I don’t wantprivate part of our life together that she ever displays any feeling,her to, because I always have the idea if she did, it would be 

has

name she’d say. Oh, I don’t mean she doesn’t like me, or ourchildren. But I love her so much, and it just seems to me she hasn’t

got that sort of feeling left in her. Except for Frank. I’ve alwaysknown she loved Frank more than the rest of us put together. She

must have loved his father. But I don’t know a thing about theman, who he was, why she couldn’t marry him.”

Father Ralph looked down at his hands, blinking.
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courage to try more than the fringe of it.”“Oh, Paddy, what hell it is to be alive! Thank God I haven’t thehaven’t I? I’ve sent Frank away, and Fee will never forgive me.”Paddy got up, rather unsteadily. “Well, I’ve done it now, Father,tell her Frank ran away with the boxers and leave it at that. She“You can’t tell her, Paddy. No, you mustn’t tell her, ever. Justknows how restless Frank’s been; she’ll believe you.”

“I couldn’t do that, Father!” Paddy was aghast.

misery? Don’t heap more on her head.” And to himself he thought:“You’ve got to, Paddy. Hasn’t she known enough pain andto you at last, to you and the little thing upstairs.Who knows? Maybe she’ll learn to give the love she has for Frank

“I do. What happened tonight must go no further.”“You really think that, Father?”

“Don’t worry about Meggie, I’ll take care of her. I don’t think“But what about Meggie? She heard it all.”

quarreled. I’ll make her see that with Frank gone, to tell her mothershe understood more of what went on than that you and Frankfeeling Meggie doesn’t tell her mother much to begin with.” He gotof the quarrel would only be an additional grief. Besides, I have atendance on Mary tomorrow, remember?”up. “Go to bed, Paddy. You’ve got to seem normal and dance atlight of the little lamp beside her bed. The priest sat down besideMeggie was not asleep; she was lying with eyes wide in the dimnavy ribbons and pulled gently until the hair lay in a rippling,her and noticed her hair still in its braids. Carefully he untied themolten sheet across the pillow.

“Frank has gone away, Meggie,” he said.“I know, Father.”

“Do you know why, darling?”

“What are you going to do?”“He had a fight with Daddy.”
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“I’m going to go with Frank. He needs me.”

“You can’t, my Meggie.”

“Yes, I can. I was going to find him tonight, but my legs wouldn’thold me up, and I don’t like the dark. But in the morning I’ll lookfor him.”

“No, Meggie, you mustn’t. You see, Frank’s got his own life tolead, and it’s time he went away. I know you don’t want him togo away, but he’s been wanting to go for a long time. You mustn’tbe selfish; you’ve got to let him live his own life.” The monotonyof repetition, he thought, keep on drumming it in. “When we growup it’s natural and right for us to want a life away from the homewe grew up in, and Frank is a grown man. He ought to have hisown home now, his own wife and family. Do you see that, Meggie?The fight between your daddy and Frank was only a sign of Frank’swanting to go. It didn’t happen because they don’t like each other.It happened because that’s the way a lot of young men leave home,it’s a sort of excuse. The fight was just an excuse for Frank to dowhat he’s been wanting to do for a long time, an excuse for Frankto leave. Do you understand that, my Meggie?”

Her eyes shifted to his face and rested there. They were so exhausted, so full of pain, so old. “I know,” she said. “I know. Frankwanted to go away when I was a little girl, and he didn’t go. Daddybrought him back and made him stay with us.”

“But this time Daddy isn’t going to bring him back, becauseDaddy can’t make him stay now. Frank has gone for good, Meggie.He isn’t coming back.”

“Won’t I ever see him again?”

“I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “I’d like to say of courseyou will, but no one can predict the future, Meggie, even priests.”He drew a breath. “You mustn’t tell Mum there was a fight, Meggie,do you hear me? It would upset her very much, and she isn’t well.”

“Because there’s going to be another baby?”

“What do you know about that?”
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“Mum likes growing babies; she’s done it a lot. And she growssuch nice babies, Father, even when she isn’t well. I’m going togrow one like Hal myself, then I won’t miss Frank so much, willI?”

“Parthenogenesis,” he said. “Good luck, Meggie. Only what ifyou don’t manage to grow one?”

“I’ve still got Hal,” she said sleepily, nestling down. Then shesaid, “Father, will you go away, too? Will you?”

“One day, Meggie. But not soon, I think, so don’t worry. I havea feeling I’m going to be stuck in Gilly for a long, long time,”answered the priest, his eyes bitter.


6



manage without her, and the moment he was left alone at theThere was no help for it, Meggie had to come home. Fee could notback to Drogheda.convent in Gilly, Stuart went on a hunger strike, so he too camein Australia; but this was a colder winter than last. The rain wasIt was August, and bitterly cold. Just a year since they had arrivedthe Great Divide three hundred miles to the east, snow lay thickerabsent and the air was so crisp it hurt the lungs. Up on the tops ofsince the monsoonal drenching of the previous summer. People inthan in many years, but no rain had fallen west of Burren Junctioncome, perhaps this would be it.Gilly were speaking of another drought: it was overdue, it mustsettled upon her being; maybe a leaving-behind of childhood, aWhen Meggie saw her mother, she felt as if an awful weightno change, aside from the big belly; but inwardly Fee had slowedpresentiment of what it was to be a woman. Outwardly there wasdown like a tired old clock, running time down and down until itwas forever stilled. The briskness Meggie had never known absentfrom her mother had gone. She picked her feet up and put themdown again as if she was no longer sure of the right way to do it,a sort of spiritual fumbling
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not even the rigidly controlled content she had shown over Hal.got into her gait; and there was no joy in her for the coming baby,constantly into everything, but Fee made no attempt to disciplineThat little red-haired fellow was toddling all over the house,him, or even supervise his activities. She plodded in her self-perpetuating circle of stove, worktable and sink as if nothing else existed.So Meggie had no choice; she simply filled the vacuum in the child’slife and became his mother. It wasn’t any sacrifice, for she lovedhim dearly and found him a helpless, willing target for all the loveshe was beginning to want to lavish on some human creature. Hecried for her, he spoke her name before all others, he lifted his armsto her to be picked up; it was so satisfying it filled her with joy. Inspite of the drudgery, the knitting and mending and sewing, theMeggie found her life very pleasant.washing, the ironing, the hens, all the other jobs she had to do,lift her head when she heard the mail call, and for a while be anim-No one ever mentioned Frank, but every six weeks Fee wouldated. Then Mrs. Smith would bring in their share of whatever hadcome, and when it contained no letter from Frank the small burstof painful interest would die.There were two new lives in the house. Fee was delivered ofPatrick. The dearest little fellows, with their father’s sunny disposi-twins, two more tiny red-haired Cleary boys, christened James andimmediately they were born, for beyond giving them milk Fee tooktion and his sweetness of nature, they became common propertyno interest in them. Soon their names were shortened to Jims andhouse, the two spinster maids and the widowed childless house-Patsy; they were prime favorites with the women up at the bigmade magically easy for Fee to forget them—they had three verykeeper, who were starved for the deliciousness of babies. It waseager mothers—and as time went on it became the accepted
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big house. Meggie just didn’t have time to take them under herthing that they should spend most of their waking hours up at thefor him the awkward, unpracticed blandishments of Mrs. Smith,wing as well as managing Hal, who was extremely possessive. Notwanted no one but Meggie, he would have no one but Meggie.Minnie and Cat. Meggie was the loving nucleus of Hal’s world; he



dray for a truck and the mail came every four weeks instead of everyBluey Williams traded in his lovely draft horses and his massivememory slipped a little, as memories do, even those with so muchsix, but there was never a word from Frank. And gradually hiswithin the mind which mends up in spite of our desperate determ-love attached to them; as if there is an unconscious healing processFrank had looked, a blurring of the beloved lineaments to someination never to forget. To Meggie, an aching fading of the waypicture Christ to what must have been the Man. And to Fee, fromfuzzy, saintlike image no more related to the real Frank than a holyher soul, a substitution.out of those silent depths in which she had stilled the evolution ofherself folded up with quietness, and a total undemonstrativeness;It came about so unobtrusively that no one noticed. For Fee keptthe new object of her love, who made no outward sign. It was athe substitution was an inner thing no one had time to see, exceptloneliness.hidden, unspoken thing between them, something to buffer theironly one like her. At fourteen he was as big a mystery to his fatherPerhaps it was inevitable, for of all her children Stuart was theno hostility, no irritation. He did as he was told without complaint,and brothers as Frank had been, but unlike Frank he engenderedworked as hard as anyone and created absolutely no ripples in thepool of Cleary life. Though his hair was red he was the darkest ofall the boys, more mahogany
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reached all the way back in time to the very beginning, and sawand his eyes were as clear as pale water in the shade, as if theysons who promised adult handsomeness, though privately Meggieeverything as it really was. He was also the only one of Paddy’sup. No one ever knew what Stuart was thinking; like Fee, he spokethought her Hal would outshine him when it came his turn to growbeing utterly still, as still within himself as he was in body, and tolittle and never aired an opinion. And he had a curious knack ofno one else could ever follow. Father Ralph expressed it anotherMeggie, closest to him in age, it seemed he could go somewhereway.

hunger-striking Stuart back at Drogheda after he was left at the“That lad isn’t human!” he had exclaimed the day he dumped aconvent minus Meggie. “Did he say he wanted to go home? Didhe say he missed Meggie? No! He just stopped eating and patientlywaited for the reason why to sink into our thick skulls. Not oncedid he open his mouth to complain, and when I marched up tohim and yelled did he want to go home, he simply smiled at meand nodded!”

go out into the paddocks to work with Paddy and the other boys,But as time went on it was tacitly assumed that Stuart would notthe house, chop the wood, take care of the vegetable garden, doeven though in age he might have. Stu would remain on guard atthe milking—the huge number of duties the women had no timefor with three babies in the house. It was prudent to have a manabout the place, albeit a half-grown one; it gave proof of other menclose by. For there were visitors—the clump of strange boots upthe plank steps to the back veranda, a strange voice saying:

“Hullo, Missus, got a bit of tucker for a man?”

blueys from station to station, down from Queensland and up fromThe Outback had swarms of them, swagmen humping theirVictoria, men who had lost their luck or were chary of holding aregular job, preferring
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to tramp on foot thousands of miles in search of only they knewwhat. Mostly they were decent fellows, who appeared, ate a hugemeal, packed a bit of donated tea and sugar and flour in the foldsof their blueys, then disappeared down the track headed for Barcoola or Narrengang, battered old billycans bouncing, skinny dogsbelly down behind them. Australian itinerants rarely rode; theywalked.

whose men were away; with a view to robbery, not rape. Thus FeeOccasionally a bad man would come, on the lookout for womenkept a shotgun standing loaded in a corner of the kitchen wherethe babies couldn’t get to it, and made sure she was closer to itthan her visitor until her expert eye assessed his character. Afterthe shotgun to him gladly.Stuart was officially allotted the house as his domain, Fee passedjority; there was the Watkins man in his old model-T, for instance.Not all the visitors were swaggies, though they were in the mathe rock-hard stuff Fee made in the laundry copper from fat andHe carried everything from horse liniment to fragrant soap unlikecreams for sun-dried faces. There were certain things one nevercaustic; he had lavender water and eau de cologne, powders andointment, better by far than any drugstore or prescription salve,dreamed of buying from anyone but the Watkins man; like histo an ulcer on a human shin. The women would crowd around incapable of healing anything from a rent in the side of a work dogbig suitcase of wares.every kitchen he visited, waiting eagerly for him to pop open hisblocks than the Watkins man but equally welcome, hawkingAnd there were other salesmen, less regular patrollers of the backbolts of material, sometimes even luridly seductive underwear andeverything from tailor-made cigarettes and fancy pipes to wholethe Outback, limited to maybe one or two trips alavishly beribboned stays. They were so starved, these women of
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year into the nearest town, far from the brilliant shops of Sydney,far from fashions and feminine furbelows.

in a long time, even a sprinkle to settle the dust and drown theLife seemed mostly flies and dust. There had not been any rainflies; for the less rain, the more flies, the more dust.

sticky flypaper, black with bodies within a day of being tacked up.Every ceiling was festooned with long, lazily spinning helixes ofNothing could be left uncovered for a moment without becomingdirt dewed the furniture, the walls, the Gillanbone General Storeeither an orgy or a graveyard for the flies, and tiny speckles of flycalendar.

grained brown powder which seeped into even tightly lidded con-And oh, the dust! There was no getting away from it, that fine-tainers, dulled freshly washed hair, made the skin gritty, lay in thefolds of clothes and curtains, smeared a film across polished tableswhich resettled the moment it was whisked away. The floors weredrifting it through the open doors and windows; Fee was forcedthick with it, from carelessly wiped boots and the hot dry winddown linoleum she bought sight unseen from the store in Gilly.to roll up her Persian carpets in the parlor and have Stuart nailThe kitchen, which took most of the traffic from outside, wasfloored in teak planks bleached to the color of old bones by endlessscrubbing with a wire brush and lye soap. Fee and Meggie wouldstrew it with sawdust Stuart carefully collected from the woodheap,sprinkle the sawdust with precious particles of water and sweepthe damp, pungent-fragrant mess away out of doors, down off theveranda onto the vegetable garden, there to decompose itself tohumus.

creek dried up to a string of waterholes, so that there was no waterBut nothing kept the dust at bay for long, and after a while thetank truck out to the borehead and brought it back full, emptied itto be pumped up from it to kitchen or bathroom. Stuart took theinto
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one of the spare rain tanks, and the women had to get used to adifferent kind of horrible water on dishes and clothes and bodies,stuff had to be wiped off dishes scrupulously, and made the hairworse than muddy creek water. The rank, sulphur-smelling minerallydull and coarse, like straw. What little rain water they had wasused strictly for drinking and cooking.



curly red head, Jims standing obediently but a little rockily waitingFather Ralph watched Meggie tenderly. She was brushing Patsy’singly. Just like a tiny mother, she was. It had to be a thing born infor his turn, both pairs of bright blue eyes turned up to her adorelse at her age she would have regarded it as a duty rather thanthem, he mused, that peculiar obsession women had for infants,as she could. Instead she was deliberately prolonging the process,pure pleasure, and been off to do something more alluring as fastunruliness. For a while the priest was charmed with her activity,crimping Patsy’s hair between her fingers to shape waves out of itsmoodily off the veranda toward the big house, hidden by its ghostthen he whacked the side of his dusty boot with his crop and staredwhich lay between its isolation and this hub of station life, the headgums and vines, the profusion of station buildings and pepper treesup there at the center of her vast web?stockman’s residence. What plot was she weaving, that old spider“Father, you’re not watching!” Meggie accused him.

finished with Jims; the three of them stood watching him expectantly“I’m sorry, Meggie. I was thinking.” He turned back to her as sheuntil he bent and scooped the twins up, one on either hip. “Let’sgo and see your Auntie Mary, shall we?”

the chestnut mare; he toted the infants with easy familiarity andMeggie followed him up the track carrying his crop and leadingseemed not to mind, though it was almost a mile from the creekto the big house. At the
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cookhouse he relinquished the twins to an ecstatic Mrs. Smith andpassed on up the walkway to the main house with Meggie by hisside.

from it these days; there was not the necessity any more with PaddyMary Carson was sitting in her wing chair. She hardly ever movedMeggie’s hand, her malevolent gaze beat the child’s down; Fatherso capable of overseeing things. As Father Ralph came in holdingRalph felt the increase in Meggie’s pulse rate and squeezed herwrist sympathetically. The little girl dropped her aunt a clumsycurtsy, murmuring an inaudible greeting.

Mary Carson curtly.“Go to the kitchen, girl, have your tea with Mrs. Smith,” saidthe chair he had come to think of as his own.“Why don’t you like her?” Father Ralph asked as he sank into

“Oh, come now!” For once she made him feel at a loss. “She’s“Because you do,” she answered.

just a waif, Mary.”“That’s not what you see in her, and you know it.”

ease. “Do you think I tamper with children? I am, after all, a priest!”The fine blue eyes rested on her sardonically; he was more atyou feel safe, that’s all.”“You’re a man first, Ralph de Bricassart! Being a priest makesit was as if she had found the chink in his armor, crept inside withStartled, he laughed. Somehow he couldn’t fence with her today;becoming reconciled to obscurity in Gillanbone. The fires wereher spider’s poison. And he was changing, growing older perhaps,dying; or was it that he burned now for other things?

the dust and the flies…. But I am not a man, Mary. I’m a priest.”“I am not a man,” he said. “I am a priest…. It’s the heat, maybe,Cardinal de Bricassart I hear?”“Oh, Ralph, how you’ve changed!” she mocked. “Can this bedon’t think I want it anymore.”“It isn’t possible,” he said, a passing unhappiness in his eyes. “IShe began to laugh, rocking back and forth in her
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chair, watching him. “Don’t you, Ralph? Don’t you? Well, I’ll letyou stew a little while longer, but your day of reckoning is coming,never doubt it. Not yet, not for two or three years, perhaps, but itwill come. I’ll be like the Devil, and offer you—Enough said! Butnever doubt I’ll make you writhe. You’re the most fascinating manI’ve ever met. You throw your beauty in our teeth, contemptuousof our foolishness. But I’ll pin you to the wall on your own weak-ness, I’ll make you sell yourself like any painted whore. Do youdoubt it?”

think you know me as well as you think you do.”He leaned back, smiling. “I don’t doubt you’ll try. But I don’tnothing but time left to me.”“Do I not? Time will tell, Ralph, and only time. I’m old; I havebut time. Time, and dust, and flies.”“And what do you think I have?” he asked. “Time, Mary, nothing

The clouds heaped themselves in the sky, and Paddy began to hopefor rain.

We won’t get any rain for a long time.”“Dry storms,” said Mary Carson. “We won’t get rain out of this.could offer in the way of climatic harshness, it was because theyIf the Clearys thought they had seen the worst that Australiahadn’t yet experienced the dry storms of drought-dogged plains.Bereft of soothing dampness, the dryness of the earth and the airrubbed each other raw and crackling, an irritating friction whichbuilt up and up and up until it could end only in a gargantuandissipation of accumulated energy. The sky dropped and darkenedso much Fee had to light the lamps indoors; out in the stockyardsthe horses shivered and jumped at the slightest noise; the hensthe dogs fought and snarled; the tame pigs which rooted amongsought their perches and sank their heads into apprehensive breasts;and peered out of it with bright, skittish eyes. Brooding forces pentthe rubbish of the station dump burrowed their snouts into the dust
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in the heavens struck fear into the bones of all living things, as thevast deep clouds swallowed the sun whole and prepared to spewsolar fire over the earth.

tiny flickers on the horizon cast soaring billows into sharp relief,Thunder came marching from far away with increasing tread,crests of startling whiteness foamed and curled over midnight-bluedepths. Then, with a roaring wind that sucked up the dust andflung it stinging in eyes and ears and mouths, came the cataclysm.No longer did they try to imagine the biblical wrath of God; theylived through it. No man could have kept himself from jumpingwhen the thunder cracked—it exploded with the noise and fury ofa disintegrating world—but after a while the assembled householdgrew so inured to it they crept out onto the veranda and staredacross the creek at the far paddocks. Great forks of lightning stoodribbed in veins of fire all around the sky, dozens of bolts each andevery moment; naphtha flashes in chains streaked across the clouds,in and out the billows in a fantastic hide-and-seek. Blasted treesalone in the grass reeked and smoked, and they understood at lastwhy these lonely paddock sentinels were dead.

longer invisible but on fire from within, fluorescing pink and lilacAn eerie, unearthly glow seeped into the air, air which was noperfume quite beyond recognition. The trees shimmered, the redand sulphur yellow, and smelling of some hauntingly sweet, elusivestood out stiffly. And all afternoon it went on, only slowly fadingCleary hair was haloed in tongues of fire, the hairs of their armsthey were excited, on edge, unappeased. Not a drop of rain hadinto the east to release them from its awesome spell at sunset, andsurvived the atmospheric tantrum unscathed; it was all they couldfallen. But it was like dying and coming back to life again, to havetalk about for a week.

They did get a lot more. The second dry winter came“We’ll get a lot more,” said Mary Carson, bored.
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in colder than they had thought it could get without snow; frostsettled inches thick on the ground at night, and the dogs huddledshivering in their kennels, keeping warm by gorging on kangaroomeat and mounds of fat from the homestead’s slaughtered cattle.At least the weather meant beef and pork to eat instead of theeternal mutton. In the house they built great roaring fires, and themen were forced to come home when they could, for at night inthe paddocks they froze. But the shearers when they arrived werein a mood for rejoicing; they could get through faster and sweatless. At each man’s stand in the great shed was a circle of flooringmuch lighter in color than the rest, the spot where fifty years ofshearers had stood dripping their bleaching sweat into the woodof the board.

ominously. Day after day the skies were overcast and the light dull,There was still grass from the flood long ago, but it was thinningbut it never rained. The wind howled sadly across the paddocks,spinning drifting brown sheets of dust before it like rain, tormentingthe mind with images of water. So much like rain it looked, thatraggedly blowing dust.

smile with cracked lips, had to peel their socks away from bleedingThe children developed chilblains on their fingers, tried not toheels and shins. It was quite impossible to keep warm in the faceof that bitter high wind, especially when the houses had been de-signed to catch every stray puff of air, not keep it out. Going tobed in icy bedrooms, getting up in icy bedrooms, waiting patientlyfor Mum to spare a little hot water from the great kettle on the hobso that washing was not a teeth-chattering, painful ordeal.

grew worse. Fee mixed up a gluey hot poultice of charcoal andOne day small Hal started to cough and wheeze, and rapidlyspread it on his laboring little chest, but it seemed to give him norelief. At first she was not unduly worried, but as the day drew onhe began to deteriorate so quickly she no longer had any idea what
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wordless stream of Our Fathers and Hail Marys. When Paddy cameto do, and Meggie sat by his side wringing her hands, praying ahis lips were blue.in at six the child’s breathing was audible from the veranda, andthe doctor was forty miles away and out on another case. They ig-Paddy set off at once for the big house and the telephone, butnited a pan of sulphur and held him over it in an attempt to makehim cough up the membrane in his throat slowly choking him, buthe could not manage to contract his rib cage enough to dislodgevulsive. Meggie sat holding him and praying, her heart squeezedit. His color was growing a deeper blue, his respiration was conbreath. Of all the children, Hal was the dearest to her; she was histo a wedge of pain because the poor little fellow fought so for everymother. Never before had she wished so desperately to be a grown-up mother, thinking that were she a woman like Fee, she wouldsomehow have the power to heal him. Fee couldn’t heal him be-cause Fee wasn’t his mother. Confused and terrified, she held theheaving little body close, trying to help Hal breathe.

Paddy sank to their knees by the bed and prayed, not knowingIt never occurred to her that he might die, even when Fee andwhat else to do. At midnight Paddy pried Meggie’s arms fromaround the still child, and laid him down tenderly against the stackof pillows.

cause Hal had stopped struggling. “Oh, Daddy, he’s better!” sheMeggie’s eyes flew open; she had half fallen to sleep, lulled be-said.

picking up frosty bits in his hair, frosty bits in his week-long beard.Paddy shook his head; he seemed shriveled and old, the lamppeace. He’s gone to God, he’s out of his pain.”“No, Meggie, Hal’s not better in the way you mean, but he’s at

“Oh, Daddy, no! He can’t be “Daddy means he’s dead,” said Fee tonelessly.dead!”But the small creature in the pillowed nest was dead.
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death before. He looked like a doll, not a child. She got up andMeggie knew it the moment she looked, though she had never seenkitchen fire, with Mrs. Smith on a hard chair nearby keeping anwent out to the boys, sitting hunched in an uneasy vigil around thefor warmth.eye on the tiny twins, whose cot had been moved into the kitchen

Stuart looked up from a distant reverie. “It’s better so,” he said.“Hal just died,” said Meggie.

hallway, and went to her without touching her. “Mum, you must“Think of the peace.” He got to his feet as Fee came out of theCome on now, lie down.”be tired. Come and lie down; I’ll light a fire for you in your room.went out onto the veranda. The rest of the boys sat shuffling for aFee turned and followed him without a word. Bob got up anda word Mrs. Smith took the perambulator from its corner of thewhile and then joined him. Paddy hadn’t appeared at all. Withoutlooked across at Meggie, tears running down her face.veranda and carefully put the sleeping Jims and Patsy into it. Sheand Patsy with me. I’ll be back in the morning, but it’s best if the“Meggie, I’m going back to the big house, and I’m taking Jimsmother.”babies stay with Minnie and Cat and me for a while. Tell yourlap. Oh, he was hers and he was dead! Little Hal, whom she hadMeggie sat down on a vacant chair and folded her hands in heroccupied was not yet empty; she could still feel the warm weightcared for and loved and mothered. The space in her mind he hadnever rest there again, where she had felt it for four long years. No,of him against her chest. It was terrible to know the weight wouldfragile sheath of self-esteem, and the childhood she had left behindnot a thing to cry over; tears were for Agnes, for wounds in theof her days, and continue in spite of it.forever. This was a burden she would have to carry until the end
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In Meggie it was as refined and tensile as a steel hawser.The will to survive is very strong in some, not so strong in others.doctor. She pointed silently to the hallway but made no effort toJust so did Father Ralph find her when he came in with thefollow them. And it was a long time before the priest could finallydo what he had wanted to do since Mary Carson phoned thepresbytery; go to Meggie, be with her, give the poor little femaleanyone else fully appreciated what Hal meant to her.outsider something from himself for her very own. He doubted thatistered, in case the soul had not yet left the body; and Fee to see,But it was a long time. There were the last rites to be admin-Paddy to see, practical advice to give. The doctor had gone, dejectedbut long used to the tragedies his far-flung practice made inevitable.From what they said, little he could have done anyway, so far fromhis hospital and his trained nursing staff. These people took theirchances, they faced their demons and hung on. His death certificatewould say “Croup.” It was a handy malady.

Paddy had gone to Fee, Bob and the boys to the carpentry shed toEventually there was nothing left for Father Ralph to see to.make the little coffin. Stuart was on the floor in Fee’s bedroom, hispure profile so like her own silhouetted against the night sky outsidethe window; from where she lay on her pillow with Paddy’s handin hers, Fee never left her contemplation of the dark shape huddledon the cold floor. It was five o’clock in the morning and the roosterswere stirring drowsily, but it would be dark for a long time yet.wearing it, Father Ralph bent to the kitchen fire and built it upPurple stole around his neck because he had forgotten he washind, and sat on a wooden bench opposite Meggie to watch her.from embers into a blaze, turned down the lamp on the table be-She had grown, put on seven-league boots which threatened
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to leave him behind, outstripped; he felt his inadequacy then morekeenly, watching her, than ever he had in a life filled with a gnawing, obsessive doubt of his courage. Only what was he afraid of?What did he think he couldn’t face if it came? He could be strongfor other people, he didn’t fear other people; but within himself,expecting that nameless something to come sliding into consciousness when he least expected it, he knew fear. While Meggie, borneighteen years after him, was growing beyond him.

Only that she never complained, that she had the gift—or was itNot that she was a saint, or indeed anything more than most.come, she confronted it and accepted it, stored it away to fuel thethe curse?—of acceptance. No matter what had gone or what mightOr was his idea of her a figment of his own fantasies? Did it reallyfurnace of her being. What had taught her that? Could it be taught?he thought she was?matter? Which was more important: what she truly was, or what“Oh, Meggie,” he said helplessly.

of absolute, overflowing love, nothing in it held back, the taboosShe turned her gaze to him and out of her pain gave him a smileand inhibitions of womanhood not yet a part of her world. To beso loved shook him, consumed him, made him wish to the GodWhose existence he sometimes doubted that he was anyone in theuniverse but Ralph de Bricassart. Was this it, the unknown thing?Oh, God, why did he love her so? But as usual no one answeredhim; and Meggie sat still smiling at him.

Mrs. Smith came back with Minnie and Cat, and the four womenAt dawn Fee got up to make breakfast, Stuart helping her, thenstood together by the stove talking in hushed monotones, boundin some league of grief neither Meggie nor the priest understood.After the meal Meggie went to line the little wooden box the boyshad made, planed smooth and varnished. Silently
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Fee had given her a white satin evening gown long since gone tothe hue of ivory with age, and she fitted strips of it to the hardcontours of the box interior. While Father Ralph put a towelingpadding in it she ran the pieces of satin into shape on the sewingmachine, then together they fixed the lining in place with thumb-tacks. And after that Fee dressed her baby in his best velvet suit,combed his hair and laid him in the soft nest which smelled of her,but not of Meggie, who had been his mother. Paddy closed downthe lid, weeping; this was the first child he had lost.chapel; an altar had been built at one end, and was draped inFor years the reception room at Drogheda had been in use as agolden raiment Mary Carson had paid the nuns of St. Mary d’Ursoa thousand pounds to embroider. Mrs. Smith had decked the roomand the altar with winter flowers from Drogheda’s gardens, wall-flowers and early stocks and late roses, masses of them like pinkand rusty paintings magically finding the dimension of scent. In aFather Ralph said the Requiem Mass.laceless white alb and a black chasuble free of any ornamentation,dead on its own land. The cemetery lay beyond the gardens by theAs with most of the great Outback stations, Drogheda buried itswillow-littered banks of the creek, bounded by a white-paintedwrought-iron railing and green even in this dry time, for it waswatered from the homestead tanks. Michael Carson and his babyson were entombed there in an imposing marble vault, a life-sizeangel on top of its pediment with sword drawn to guard their rest.But perhaps a dozen less pretentious plots ringed the mausoleum,marked only by plain white wooden crosses and white croquethoops to define their neat boundaries, some of them bare even ofa name: a shearer with no known relatives who had died in a bar-racks brawl; two or three swaggies whose last earthly calling placefound in one of the paddocks;had been Drogheda; some sexless and totally anonymous bones


152 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



scarlet umbrella, whose sad small bells seemed perpetually to chimeMichael Carson’s Chinese cook, over whose remains stood a quaintsaid only out the name Hee Sing, Hee Sing, Hee Sing; a drover whose crossTANKSTAND CHARLIE HE WAS A GOOD BLOKE;and more besides, some of them women. But such simplicity wason a shelf inside the vault and closed elaborate bronze doors uponnot for Hal, the owner’s nephew; they stowed his homemade boxit.



Meggie’s sorrow she kept exclusively to herself; her pain had theAfter a while everyone ceased to speak of Hal except in passing.ious, yet her very youth buried it beneath everyday events, and di-unreasoning desolation peculiar to children, magnified and myster-who had been old enough to be fond of his tiny brother. Paddyminished its importance. The boys were little affected save Bob,she grew further and further away from husband and children, fromgrieved deeply, but no one knew whether Fee grieved. It seemedhe minded his mother, the grave tenderness with which he treatedall feeling. Because of this, Paddy was so grateful to Stu for the wayfrom Gilly without Frank. There had not been a flicker of emotionher. Only Paddy knew how Fee had looked the day he came backrow. As if she had simply been waiting for the blow to fall like ain those soft grey eyes, not hardening nor accusation, hate or sor-powerless to avoid it.condemned dog for the killing bullet, knowing her fate and“I knew he wouldn’t come back,” she said.

“Maybe he will, Fee, if you write to him quickly,” Paddy said.She shook her head, but being Fee went into no explanations.Better that Frank made a new life for himself far from Droghedaand her. She knew her son well enough to be convinced that oneword from her would bring him back, so she must not utter thatword, ever. If the days were long and bitter with a sense of failure,
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she must bear it in silence. Paddy hadn’t been the man of herthose people whose feelings are so intense they become unbearable,choice, but a better man than Paddy never lived. She was one offive years she had been crushing emotion out of existence, and sheunlivable, and her lesson had been a harsh one. For almost twenty-was convinced that in the end persistence would succeed.



Life went on in the rhythmic, endless cycle of the land; the followingsummer the rains came, not monsoonal but a by-product of them,filling the creek and the tanks, succoring the thirsting grass roots,sponging away the stealthy dust. Almost weeping in joy, the menwent about the business of the patterned seasons, secure in theknowledge they would not have to hand-feed the sheep. The grasshad lasted just long enough, eked out by scrub-cutting from themore juicy trees; but it was not so on all the Gilly stations. Howmany stock a station carried depended entirely on the grazier run-ning it. For its great size Drogheda was under-stocked, which meantthe grass lasted just that much longer.all in the sheep calendar. Every lamb born had to be caught; its tailLambing and the hectic weeks that followed it were busiest ofwas ringed, its ear marked, and if it was a male not required forbreeding it was also castrated. Filthy, abominable work whichsoaked them to the skin with blood, for there was only one way towade through thousands upon thousands of male lambs in theshort time available. The testicles were popped out between thefingers and bitten off, spat on the ground. Circled by tin bands in-capable of expanding, the tails of male and female lambs alikedropped off.gradually lost their vital bloody supply, swelled, withered andunheard of in any other country, and withThese were the finest wool sheep in the world, raised on a scale
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a paucity of manpower. Everything was geared to the perfect pro-duction of perfect wool. There was crutching; around the sheep’srear end the wool grew foul with excrement, fly-blown, black andlumped together in what were called dags. This area had to be keptshaven close, or crutched. It was a minor shearing job but one farless pleasing, stinking and fly-ridden, and it paid better rates. Thenthere was dipping: thousands upon thousands of bleating, leapingcreatures were hounded and yanked through a maze of runs, inand out of the phenyl dips which rid them of ticks, pests and ver-min. And drenching: the administration of medicine through hugesyringes rammed down the throat, to rid the sheep of intestinalparasites.

it became time for another. They were mustered and graded, movedFor work with the sheep never, never ended; as one job finisheddipped and drenched, slaughtered and shipped off to be sold.from one paddock to another, bred and unbred, shorn and crutched,well as its sheep, but sheep were far more profitable, so in goodDrogheda carried about a thousand head of prime beef cattle asland, or about 125,000 altogether. Being merinos, they were nevertimes Drogheda carried about one sheep for every two acres of itssold for meat; at the end of a merino’s wool-producing years it wasshipped off to become skins, lanolin, tallow and glue, useful onlyto the tanneries and the knackeries.

meaning. Reading had become more important than ever to theThus it was that gradually the classics of Bush literature took onClearys, isolated from the world on Drogheda; their only contactwith it was through the magic written word. But there was nolending library close, as there had been in Wahine, no weekly tripinto town for mail and newspapers and a fresh stack of librarybooks, as there had been in Wahine. Father Ralph filled the breachshelves, and found to his astonishment that before heby plundering the Gillanbone library, his own and the convent’s
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was done he had organized a whole Bush circulating library viaBluey Williams and the mail truck. It was perpetually loaded withbooks—worn, thumbed volumes which traveled down the tracksbetween Drogheda and Bugela, Dibban-Dibban and Braich y Pwll,Cunnamutta and Each-Uisge, seized upon gratefully by mindsstarved for sustenance and escape. Treasured stories were alwaysreturned with great reluctance, but Father Ralph and the nuns kepta careful record of what books stayed longest where, then FatherRalph would order copies through the Gilly news agency andblandly charge them to Mary Carson as donations to the HolyCross Bush Bibliophilic Society.

kiss, when the senses were never titillated by erotic passages, soThose were the days when a book was lucky to contain a chastethat the demarcation line between books meant for adults and thosemeant for older children was less strictly drawn, and there was noalso adored: disgrace for a man of Paddy’s age to love best the books his childrenDot and the Kangaroo, the Billabong series about Jimand Norah and Wally, Mrs. Aeneas Gunn’s immortal Never-Never.We of thethe poems of Banjo Paterson and C. J. Dennis out loud, thrilling In the kitchen at night they would take turns to readto the ride of “The Man from Snowy River,” or laughing with “TheSentimental Bloke” and his Doreen, or wiping away surreptitioustears shed for John O’Hara’s “Laughing Mary.”

I had written him a letter which I had, for want ofbetter

Knowledge, sent to where I met him down the

Lachlan years ago;

He was shearing when I knew him, so I sent theletter to him,

Just on spec, addressed as follows, “Clancy, ofthe Overflow.”
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And an answer came directed in a writingunexpected

(And I think the same was written with athumb-nail dipped in tar);

’Twas his shearing mate who wrote it, andverbatim I will quote it:

“Clancy’s gone to Queensland droving, and wedon’t know where he are.”

In my wild erratic fancy visions come to me of

Clancy

Gone a-droving “down the Cooper” where the

Western drovers go;

As the stock are slowly stringing Clancy ridesbehind them singing,

For the drover’s life has pleasures that thetownsfolk never know.

And the bush has friends to meet him, and theirkindly voices greet him

In the murmur of the breezes and the river onits bars,

And he sees the vision splendid of the sunlit plainsextended,

And at night the wondrous glory of theeverlasting stars.

their favorite poet. Hoppity-go-kick doggerel, perhaps, but the“Clancy of the Overflow” was everyone’s favorite, “the Banjo”poems had never been intended for the eyes of sophisticated savants;they were for the people, of the people, and more Australians ofthat day could recite them off by heart than knew the standardschoolroom pieces by Tennyson and Wordsworth, for their brandof hoppity-go-kick doggerel was written with England as inspiration.Clearys, living in a climate where neither could exist.Crowds of daffodils and fields of asphodel meant nothing to theThe Clearys understood the bush poets better than
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most, for the Overflow was their backyard, the traveling sheep areality on the TSRs. There was an official Traveling Stock Routeor TSR winding its way near the Barwon River, free crown landfor the transference of living merchandise from one end of theeastern half of the continent to the other. In the old days droversand their hungry, grass-ruining mobs of stock had not been welcome, and the bullockies a hated breed as they inched their mam-moth teams of from twenty to eighty oxen through the middle ofthe squatters’ best grazing. Now, with official stock routes for thedrovers and the bullockies vanished into legend, things were moreamicable between vagabonds and stay-puts.

and a talk, a home-cooked meal. Sometimes they brought womenThe occasional drovers were welcomed as they rode in for a beerwith them, driving battered old sulkies with galled ex-stock horsesbetween the shafts, pots and billies and bottles banging andclanking in a fringe all around. These were the most cheerful or themost morose women in the Outback, drifting from Kynuna to theParoo, from Goondiwindi to Gundagai, from the Katherine to theCurry. Strange women; they never knew a roof over their heads orthe feel of a kapok mattress beneath their iron-hard spines. No manwhich flowed under their restless feet. Wild as the birds in the sun-had bested them; they were as tough and enduring as the countrydrenched trees, their children skulked shyly behind the sulky wheelsor scuttled for the protection of the woodheap while their parentsyarned over cups of tea, swapped tall stories and books, promisedto pass on vague messages to Hoopiron Collins or Brumby Waters,and told the fantastic tale of the Pommy jackaroo on Gnarlunga.a grave, buried a child or a wife, a husband or a mate, under someAnd somehow you could be sure these rootless wanderers had duglooked the same to those who didn’t know how hearts could marknever-to-be-forgotten coolibah on a stretch of the TSR which only

out
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as singular and special one tree in a wilderness of trees.



as “the facts of life,” for circumstances had conspired to block everyMeggie was ignorant even of the meaning of a phrase as hackneyedline between the males of the family and the females; subjects likeavenue whereby she might have learned. Her father drew a rigidnor did the men ever appear in front of the women unless fullybreeding or mating were never discussed in front of the women,appeared on Drogheda, and she had no friends of her own age toclothed. The kind of books that might have given her a clue neverthe needs of the house, and around the house there were no sexualcontribute to her education. Her life was absolutely harnessed tosterile. Mary Carson didn’t breed horses, she bought them fromactivities at all. The Home Paddock creatures were almost literallywere a nuisance, so Drogheda didn’t have any stallions. It did haveMartin King of Bugela, who did; unless one bred horses stallionsbounds, and Meggie was so frightened of it she never went any-a bull, a wild and savage beast whose pen was strictly out ofmating a scientific, supervised exercise conducted under Paddy’swhere near it. The dogs were kept kenneled and chained, theirtime to watch the pigs, which Meggie hated and resented havingor Bob’s eagle eye, therefore also out of bounds. Nor was therebeyond her two tiny brothers. And ignorance breeds ignorance; anto feed. In truth, there wasn’t time for Meggie to watch anyonecatalogues automatically.unawakened body and mind sleep through events which awarenessbuilding up toward its stupefying peak, she noticed brown, streakyJust before Meggie’s fifteenth birthday, as the summer heat wasstains on her drawers. After a day or two they went away, but sixweeks later they came back, and her shame turned to terror. Thefirst time she had thought them signs of a dirty bottom, thus
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her mortification, but in their second appearance they became un-mistakably blood. She had no idea where the blood was comingfrom, but assumed it was her bottom. The slow hemorrhage wasgone three days later, and did not recur for over two months; herfurtive washing of the drawers had gone unnoticed, for she didmost of the laundry anyway. The next attack brought pain, the firstnon-bilious rigors of her life. And the bleeding was worse, far worse.She stole some of the twins’ discarded diapers and tried to bindherself under her drawers, terrified the blood would come through.thing ghostly; but this strung-out cessation of her own being wasDeath taking Hal had been like a tempestuous visit from some-terrifying. How could she possibly go to Fee or Paddy to break thenews that she was dying from some disreputable, forbidden diseaseof the bottom? Only to Frank might she have poured out her torment, but Frank was so far away she didn’t know where to findhim. She had listened to the women talk over their cups of tea oftumors and cancers, gruesome lingering deaths their friends ormothers or sisters had endured, and it seemed to Meggie sure tobe some kind of growth eating her insides away, chewing silentlyup toward her frightened heart. Oh, she didn’t want to die!

even clear on what her status would be in that incomprehensibleHer ideas about the condition of death were vague; she wasn’tspiritual experience, it couldn’t help her at all. Words and phrasesother world. Religion to Meggie was a set of laws rather than aparents, their friends, the nuns, priests in sermons, bad men injostled piecemeal in her panicked consciousness, uttered by herto terms with death; she lay night after night in a confused terror,books threatening vengeance. There was no way she could comeshe had to jump over to reach the golden fields on the fartrying to imagine if death was perpetual night, or an abyss of flames
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choirs and light attenuated through limitless stained-glass windows.side, or a sphere like the inside of a gigantic balloon full of soaringpeaceful, dreamy isolation; hers was the petrified freezing of anShe grew very quiet, but in a manner quite different from Stuart’sanimal caught in the serpent’s basilisk stare. If she was spoken tosuddenly she jumped, if the little ones cried for her she fussed overthem in an agony of expiation for her neglect. And whenever sheand Hal, who was the only dead person she knew.had a rare moment to herself she ran away, down to the cemeterygrowing up without once asking themselves what growing up forEveryone noticed the change in her, but accepted it as MeggieMeggie entailed; she hid her distress too well. The old lessons hadbeen well learned; her self-control was phenomenal and her prideformidable. No one must ever know what went on inside her, thefaçade must continue flawless to the end; from Fee to Frank towas a part of her nature and her heritage.Stuart the examples were there, and she was of the same blood, itchange in Meggie deepened from a pretty feminine metamorphosisBut as Father Ralph paid his frequent visits to Drogheda and theinto worry, and then into fear. A physical and spiritual wastingto a quenching of all her vitality, his concern for her mushroomedfrom them, and he couldn’t bear to see her become another Fee.away was taking place beneath his very eyes; she was slipping awayspect, the milky opaque skin which never tanned or freckled wasThe small pointed face was all eyes staring at some dreadful prowould one day disappear into her own eyes like a snake swallowinggrowing more translucent. If the process went on, he thought, sheits tail, until she drifted through the universe as an almost invisibleshaft of glassy grey light, seen only from the corner of the visionwhere shadows lurk and black things crawl down a white wall.
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Well, he would find out if he had to wring it from her forcibly.Mary Carson was at her most demanding these days, jealous ofevery moment he spent down at the head stockman’s house; onlythe infinite patience of a subtle, devious man kept his rebellionagainst her possessiveness hidden from her. Even his alien pre-oc-cupation with Meggie couldn’t always overcome his politic wisdom,the purring content he derived from watching his charm work onsuch a cantankerous, refractory subject as Mary Carson. While thatlong-dormant care for the welfare of a single other person champedand stamped up and down his mind, he acknowledged the existenceof another entity dwelling side by side with it: the cat-cold crueltyof getting the better of, making a fool of a conceited, masterfulwoman. Oh, he’d always liked to do that! The old spider wouldnever get the better of him.

Eventually he managed to shake free of Mary Carson and runMeggie to earth in the little graveyard under the shadow of thepallid, unwarlike avenging angel. She was staring up into itsmawkishly placid face with shrinking fear written on her own, anexquisite contrast between the feeling and the unfeeling, he thought.But what was he doing here, chasing after her like a clucky old henwhen it was really none of his business, when it ought to be hermother or her father to find out what was the matter? Only thatthey hadn’t seen anything wrong, that she didn’t matter to themthe way she mattered to him. And that he was a priest, he mustgive comfort to the lonely or the despairing in spirit. He couldn’tbear to see her unhappy, yet he shrank from the way he was tyinghimself to her by an accumulation of events. He was making awhole arsenal of happenings and memories out of her, and he wasafraid. His love for her and his priestly instinct to offer himself inany required spiritual capacity warred with an obsessive horror ofbecoming utterly necessary to someone
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human, and of having someone human become utterly necessaryto himself.

him, folding her hands in her lap and looking down at her feet. HeAs she heard him walk across the grass she turned to confrontsat near her, arms locked around his knees, the soutane in folds nomore graceful than the easy length of the body inhabiting it. Noevade him.sense beating around the bush, he decided; if she could, she would

“Nothing, Father.”“What’s the matter, Meggie?”

“Please, Father, please! I “I don’t believe you.”can’t tell you!”

under the sun. That’s what I’m here for, that’s why I’m a priest. I“Oh, Meggie! Ye of little faith! You can tell me anything, anythingbehalf, I even forgive on His behalf. And, wee Meggie, there isam Our Lord’s chosen representative here on earth, I listen on Hisforgive. You must tell me what the matter is, my love, because ifnothing in God’s universe He and I cannot find it in our hearts toanyone can help you, I can. As long as I live I’ll try to help you,watch over you. If you like, a sort of guardian angel, better by farthan that chunk of marble above your head.” He took a breath andleaned forward. “Meggie, if you love me, tell me!”

cancer!”Her hands gripped one another. “Father, I’m dying! I’ve gotanticlimax; then he looked at the thin blue skin, the wasting of herFirst came a wild desire to laugh, a great surge of uproariouslittle arms, and there came an awful longing to weep and cry,scream of its unfairness to the roof of heaven. No, Meggie wouldn’timagine this out of nothing; there had to be a valid reason.

“How do you know, dear heart?”It took her a long time to say it, and when she did he had tobend his head right down to her lips in an unconscious parody ofthe confessional pose, hand
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the sullying.shielding his face from her eyes, finely modeled ear presented forpains in my tummy, but not like a bilious attack, and—oh, Fath-“It’s six months, Father, since it started. I get the most awfuler!—a lot of blood runs out of my bottom!”

side the confessional; he stared down at her shamed bent head withHis head reared back, something which had never happened inso many emotions assaulting him that he could not marshal hiswits. An absurd, delicious relief; an anger at Fee so great he wantedto kill her; awed admiration for such a little thing as her, to bearso much so well; and a ghastly, all-pervasive embarrassment.

girls in every town he had known from Dublin to Gillanbone wouldHe was as much a prisoner of the times as she was. The cheapdeliberately come into the confessional to whisper their fantasiesto him as actual happenings, concerned with the only facet of himwhich interested them, his manhood, and not willing to admit itlay beyond their power to arouse it. They muttered of men violatingevery orifice, of illicit games with other girls, of lust and adultery,one or two of superior imagination even going so far as to detailsexual relations with a priest. And he would listen totally unmovedsave for a sick contempt, for he had been through the rigors of theseminary and that particular lesson was an easy one for a man ofhis type. But the girls, never, never mentioned that secret activitywhich set them apart, demeaned them.

diffusing up under his skin; Father Ralph de Bricassart sat with hisTry as he would, he could not prevent the scorching tide fromation of his first blush.face turned away behind his hand and writhed through the humilihad subsided he got to his feet, pickedBut this wasn’t helping his Meggie. When he was sure the color
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her up and sat her on a flat-topped marble pedestal, where her faceand his were level.

“Meggie, look at me. No, look at me!”

urable contentment filled her soul at once. He would not smile soShe raised hunted eyes and saw that he was smiling; an immeasif she were dying; she knew very well how much she meant to him,for he had never concealed it.

my place to tell you what’s the matter, but I think I had better.“Meggie, you’re not dying and you haven’t got cancer. It isn’tYour mother should have told you years ago, prepared you, andwhy she didn’t is beyond me.”

gave a peculiar, half-strangled laugh. “Dear Jesus! The things ThouHe looked up at the inscrutable marble angel above him andgivest me to do!” Then, to the waiting Meggie: “In years to come,as you grow older and learn more about the ways of the world,you might be tempted to remember today with embarrassment,even shame. But don’t remember today like that, Meggie. There’sabsolutely nothing shameful or embarrassing about it. In this, asin everything I do, I am simply the instrument of Our Lord. It ismy only function on this earth; I must admit no other. You werevery frightened, you needed help, and Our Lord has sent you thathelp in my person. Remember that alone, Meggie. I am Our Lord’spriest, and I speak in His Name.

for several days you’ll pass blood. It starts usually around twelve“You’re only doing what all women do, Meggie. Once a monthor thirteen years of age—how old are you, as much as that?”

“I’m fifteen, Father.”

“Fifteen? You?” He shook his head, only half believing her. “Well,if you say you are, I’ll have to take your word for it. In which caseyou’re later than most girls. But it continues every month untilyou’re about fifty, and in some women it’s as regular as the phasesof the moon, in others it’s not so predictable. Some
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knows why it’s so different from one woman to another. But towomen have no pain with it, others suffer a lot of pain. No onewhat ‘mature’ means?”pass blood every month is a sign that you’re mature. Do you know

“All right, that will do. While ever the bleeding persists, you’re“Of course, Father! I read! It means grown up.”

procreation. In the days before the Fall, it is said Eve didn’t men-capable of having children. The bleeding is a part of the cycle ofwhen Adam and Eve fell, God punished the woman more than Hestruate. The proper name for it is menstruation, to menstruate. Butthe man. Do you remember the words in your Bible history? ‘Indid the man, because it was really her fault they fell. She temptedfor a woman everything having to do with children involves pain.sorrow thou shalt bring forth children.’ What God meant was thataccept it.”Great joy, but also great pain. It is your lot, Meggie, and you mustand help to any of his parishioners, if with a less intense personalShe didn’t know it, but just so would he have offered comforttrouble. And, perhaps not so oddly, thereby the comfort and helpinvolvement; so very kindly, but never identifying himself with thethings, so they were bound to pass. It was not a conscious thinghe offered was all the greater. As if he had gone beyond such smallin him, either; no one who came to him for succor ever felt that helooked down on them, or blamed them for their weaknesses. Manynever did. For he made them think that he, too, had his sorrowspriests left their people feeling guilty, worthless or bestial, but heperhaps, yet no less real. He neither knew nor could have beenand his struggles; alien sorrows and incomprehensible struggles,tion lay not in his person, but in this aloof, almost godlike, verybrought to understand that the larger part of his appeal and attrac-human something from his soul.

had talked to her: as if she were his equal.As far as Meggie was concerned, he talked to her the way Frank
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But he was older, wiser and far better educated than Frank, a moresatisfactory confidant. And how beautiful his voice was, with itsfaint Irishness and pear-shaped Britishness. It took all the fear andanguish away. Yet she was young, full of curiosity, eager now toknow all there was to know, and not troubled by the perplexingphilosophies of those who constantly question not the who ofthemselves but the why. He was her friend, the cherished idol ofher heart, the new sun in her firmament.

“Why shouldn’t you tell me, Father? Why did you say it oughtto be Mum?”

“It’s a subject women keep very much to themselves. To mentionmenstruation or one’s period in front of men or boys just isn’tdone, Meggie. It’s something strictly between women.”

“Why?”

He shook his head, and laughed. “To be honest, I really don’tknow why. I even wish it weren’t so. But you must take my wordfor it that it is so. Never mention it to a soul except your mother,and don’t tell her you discussed it with me.”“All right, Father, I won’t.”considerations to remember! “Meggie, you must go home and tellIt was damnably difficult, this being a mother; so many practicalyour mother you’ve been passing blood, and ask her to show youhow to fix yourself up.”

“Mum does it, too?”stop until after the baby is born. That’s how women tell they’re“All healthy women do. But when they’re expecting a baby theyexpecting babies.”

“Why do they stop when they’re expecting babies?”

“Why does the blood come out of my bottom, Father?”“I don’t know, I really don’t. Sorry, Meggie.”not troubled by women’s troubles. ThingsHe glared up at the angel, which looked back at him serenely,
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were getting too sticky for Father Ralph. Amazing that she persistedwhen she was usually so reticent! Yet realizing he had become thesource of her knowledge about everything she couldn’t find inbooks, he knew her too well to give her any hint of his embarrassment or discomfort. She would withdraw into herself and neverask him anything again.

Meggie. There is a hidden passageway in front of your bottom,So he answered patiently, “It doesn’t come out of your bottom,which has to do with children.”

wondered how they got out.”“Oh! Where they get out, you mean,” she said. “I alwaysknow. Do you know what makes babies, Meggie?”He grinned, and lifted her down from her pedestal. “Now you“You grow them, Father.”“Oh, yes,” she said importantly, glad she knew at least something.“What causes them to start growing?”

“You wish them.”

“Who told you that?”“No one. I worked it out for myself,” she said.

possibly be called a coward for leaving matters where they stood.Father Ralph closed his eyes and told himself that he couldn’tHe could pity her, but he couldn’t help her any further. Enoughwas enough.


7



planning the biggest party to be held on Drogheda in fifty years.Mary Carson was going to be seventy-two years old, and she wasbearable—at least for Gilly natives.Her birthday fell at the start of November, when it was hot but tillNovember the t’urrd herself was born!”“Mark that, Mrs. Smith!” Minnie whispered. “Do ye mark that!Minnie’s Celtic mysteriousness got on her own good steady English“What are you on about now, Min?” the housekeeper asked.

nerves.

it not? A Scorpio woman, now!”“Why, and to be sure it means herself is a Scorpio woman, does“I haven’t got the slightest idea what you’re talking about, Min!”

“The wurrst sign a woman can find herself born into, Mrs. Smithdarlin’. Och, they’re children of the Devil, so they are!” said Cat,round-eyed, blessing herself.

Smith, not a whit impressed.“Honestly, Minnie, you and Cat are the dizzy limit,” said Mrs.old spider in her wing chair at the exact center of her web issuedBut excitement was running high, and would run higher. Thea never-ending stream of orders; this was to be done, that was tobe done, such and such was to be taken out of storage, or put into
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storage. The two Irish maids ran polishing silver and washing thebest Haviland china, turning the chapel back into a reception room

and readying its adjacent dining rooms.

a team of rouseabouts mowed and scythed the lawn, weeded theHindered rather than helped by the little Cleary boys, Stuart and

from between the Spanish tiles, and dry chalk on the receptionflower beds, sprinkled damp sawdust on the verandas to clear dust

coming all the way from Sydney, along with oysters and prawns,room floor to make it fit for dancing. Clarence O’Toole’s band wascrabs and lobsters; several women from Gilly were being hired as

temporary helpers. The whole district from Rudna Hunish toInishmurray to Bugela to Narrengang was in a ferment.

jects being moved and people shouting, Mary Carson shifted herselfAs the marble hallways echoed to unaccustomed sounds of obdipped her pen in the standish, and began to write. There was nofrom her wing chair to her desk, drew a sheet of parchment forward,

a comma. For the last five years she had worked out every intricatehesitation, not so much as a pause to consider the positioning of

take her long to finish; there were two sheets of paper, the secondphrase in her mind, until it was absolutely word perfect. It did not

sentence complete, she sat on in her chair. The roll-top desk stoodone with a good quarter of it blank. But for a moment, the last

head she could look out across the lawns. A laugh from outsidealongside one of the big windows, so that by simply turning hermade her do so, idly at first, then in stiffening rage. God 

damn him

and his obsession!

family, she had never sat astride a horse until the priest remediedFather Ralph had taught Meggie to ride; daughter of a country

families did not often ride. Riding was a pastime for the rich youngthe deficiency. For oddly enough, the daughters of poor countrywomen of country and city alike. Oh, girls of Meggie’s
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background could drive buggies and teams of heavy horses, eventractors and sometimes cars, but rarely did they ride. It cost toomuch to mount a daughter.

jodhpurs from Gilly and plumped them down on the Cleary kitchenFather Ralph had brought elastic-sided ankle boots and twilltable noisily. Paddy had looked up from his after-dinner book,mildly surprised.“Well, what have you got there, Father?” he asked.

“Riding clothes for Meggie.”“What?” bellowed Paddy’s voice.

“What?” squeaked Meggie’s.

idiot! Heir to the biggest, richest station in New South Wales, and“Riding clothes for Meggie. Honestly, Paddy, you’re a first-classyou’ve never let your only daughter sit a horse! How do you thinkshe’s going to take her place alongside Miss Carmichael, Miss Ho-peton and Mrs. Anthony King, equestriennes all? Meggie’s got tolearn to ride, sidesaddle as well as astride, do you hear? I realizeyou’re busy, so I’m going to teach Meggie myself, and you can likeit or lump it. If it happens to interfere with her duties in the house,too bad. For a few hours each week Fee is just going to have tomanage minus Meggie, and that’s that.”

learned to ride forthwith. For years she had longed for the chance,One thing Paddy couldn’t do was argue with a priest; Meggiehad once timidly ventured to ask her father might she, but he hadforgotten the next moment and she never asked again, thinkingthat was Daddy’s way of saying no. To learn under the aegis ofFather Ralph cast her into a joy which she didn’t show, for by thistime her adoration of Father Ralph had turned into an ardent, verygirlish crush. Knowing it was quite impossible, she permitted herselfthe luxury of dreaming about him, of wondering what it would belike to be held in his arms, receive his kiss. Further than that herthat anything came next. And if she knew it was wrong to dreamdreams couldn’t go, as she had no idea what came next, or evenso of a priest, there
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didn’t seem to be any way she could discipline herself into notdoing it. The best she could manage was to make absolutely sure

he had no idea of the unruly turn her thoughts had taken.



Father Ralph and Meggie walked down from the stables, whichAs Mary Carson watched through the drawing room window,residence. The station men rode rawboned stock horses which hadwere on the far side of the big house from the head stockman’sthe yards when penned for duty, or frisked through the grass of thenever seen the inside of a stable in all their lives, just shuffled aroundDrogheda, though only Father Ralph used them now. Mary CarsonHome Paddock when being spelled. But there were stables onuse; no rawboned stock horses for him. When he had asked her ifkept two thoroughbred hacks there for Father Ralph’s exclusiveThe girl was her niece, and he was right. She ought to be able toMeggie might use his mounts also, she could not very well object.ride decently.had wished she had been able to refuse, or else ride with them. ButWith every bitter bone in her swollen old body Mary Carsonshe could neither refuse nor hoist herself on a horse anymore. Andit galled her to see them now, strolling across the lawn together,the man in his breeches and knee boots and white shirt as gracefulas a dancer, the girl in her jodhpurs slim and boyishly beautiful.They radiated an easy friendship; for the millionth time Mary Car-son wondered why no one save she deplored their close, almostintimate relationship. Paddy thought it wonderful, Fee—log thatshe was!—said nothing, as usual, while the boys treated them asbrother and sister. Was it because she loved Ralph de Bricassartherself that she saw what no one else saw? Or did she imagine it,was there really nothing save the friendship of a man in his middleman in his middle thirties, even Ralph de Bricassart, couldthirties for a girl not yet all the way into womanhood? Piffle! No
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pecially Ralph de Bricassart! Nothing ever missed that man.fail to see the unfolding rose. Even Ralph de Bricassart? Hah! Esacross the bottom of the paper. The gnarled finger plucked anotherHer hands were trembling; the pen sprinkled dark-blue dropssheet from a pigeonhole, dipped the pen in the standish again, andto her feet and moved her bulk to the door.rewrote the words as surely as the first time. Then she heaved herself

“Minnie! Minnie!” she called.

tion room opposite. Her ageless freckled face came round the door.“Lord help us, it’s herself!” the maid said clearly from the recep-“And what might I be gettin’ for ye, Mrs. Carson darlin’?” sheMrs. Smith, as was her wont.asked, wondering why the old woman had not rung the bell for

“Go and find the fencer and Tom. Send them here to me at once.”

“Ought I not be reportin’ to Mrs. Smith furrst?”“No! Just do as you’re told, girl!”

had been on the track with his bluey and his billy, and taken workTom, the garden rouseabout, was an old, wizened fellow whofor a while seventeen years ago; he had fallen in love with theDrogheda gardens and couldn’t bear to leave them. The fencer, adrifter like all his breed, had been pulled from the endless task ofstringing taut wire between posts in the paddocks to repair thehomestead’s white pickets for the party. Awed at the summons,they came within a few minutes and stood in work trousers, bracesand flannel undershirts, hats screwed nervously in their hands.

They nodded, swallowed.“Can both of you write?” asked Mrs. Carson.

your own names and addresses just below my signature. Do you“Good. I want you to watch me sign this piece of paper, then fixunderstand?”

“Make sure you sign the way you always do, andThey nodded.
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print your permanent addresses clearly. I don’t care if it’s a postoffice general delivery or what, so long as you can be reachedthrough it.”

time her writing was not compressed. Tom came forward, sputteredThe two men watched her inscribe her name; it was the onlyHawkins” in large round letters, and a Sydney address. Mary Carsonthe pen across the paper painfully, then the fencer wrote “Chas.watched them closely; when they were done she gave each of thema dull red ten-pound note, and dismissed them with a harsh injunc-tion to keep their mouths shut.

sat down at her desk heavily, drew another sheet of paper towardMeggie and the priest had long since disappeared. Mary Carsonachieved with the ease and fluency of the last. Time and time againher, and began once more to write. This communication was notgrin, she would continue. It seemed she had a lot to say, for hershe stopped to think, then with lips drawn back in a humorlessrequired a second sheet. At the end she read what she had putwords were cramped, her lines very close together, and still sheinto an envelope, the back of which she sealed with red wax.down, placed all the sheets together, folded them and slid them

Only Paddy, Fee, Bob, Jack and Meggie were going to the party;Hughie and Stuart were deputed to mind the little ones, much totheir secret relief. For once in her life Mary Carson had opened herwallet wide enough for the moths to fly out, for everyone had newclothes, the best Gilly could provide.fronts, high collars and white bow ties, black tails, black trousers,Paddy, Bob and Jack were immobilized behind starched shirtwhite waistcoats. It was going to be a very formal affair, white tieand tails for the men, sweeping gowns for the women.and suited her, falling to the floor in softFee’s dress was of crepe in a peculiarly rich shade of blue-grey,
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folds, low of neckline but tightly sleeved to the wrists, lavishlybeaded, much in the style of Queen Mary. Like that imperious lady,she had her hair done high in back-sweeping puffs, and the Gillystore had produced an imitation pearl choker and earrings whichwould fool all but a close inspection. A magnificent ostrich-featherfan dyed the same color as her gown completed the ensemble, notso ostentatious as it appeared at first glance; the weather was un-usually hot, and at seven in the evening it was still well over ahundred degrees.

In all their lives they had never seen their parents so regally hand-When Fee and Paddy emerged from their room; the boys gaped.some, so foreign. Paddy looked his sixty-one years, but in such adistinguished way he might have been a statesman; whereas Feeseemed suddenly ten years younger than her forty-eight, beautiful,vital, magically smiling. Jims and Patsy burst into shrieking tears,refusing to look at Mum and Daddy until they reverted to normal,and in the flurry of consternation dignity was forgotten; Mum andDaddy behaved as they always did, and soon the twins werebeaming in admiration.

bering her own girlhood, and angered that all the other youngBut it was at Meggie everyone stared the longest. Perhaps remem-ladies invited had ordered their gowns from Sydney, the Gillydressmaker had put her heart into Meggie’s dress. It was sleevelessand had a low, draped neckline; Fee had been dubious, but Meggiehad implored and the dressmaker assured her all the girls wouldbe wearing the same sort of thing—did she want her daughterlaughed at for being countrified and dowdy? So Fee had given ingracefully. Of crepe geor-gette, a heavy chiffon, the dress was onlyslightly fitted at the waist, but sashed around the hips with the samematerial. It was a dusky, pale pinkish grey, the color that in thosedays was called ashes of roses; between them the dressmaker andMeggie had embroidered the entire gown in tiny pink rosebuds.And Meggie had cut
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her hair in the closest way she could to the shingle creeping eventhrough the ranks of Gilly girls. It curled far too much for fashion,of course, but it suited her better short than long.

girl Meggie, but shut it again with the words unuttered; he hadPaddy opened his mouth to roar because she was not his littlelearned from that scene in the presbytery with Frank long ago. No,he couldn’t keep her a little girl forever; she was a young womanand shy of the amazing transformation her mirror had shown her.Why make it harder for the poor little beggar?

you’re so lovely! Come on, I’m going to escort you myself, andHe extended his hand to her, smiling tenderly. “Oh, Meggie,Bob and Jack shall take your mother.”

in his life Paddy felt really old. But she was the treasure of his heart;She was just a month short of seventeen, and for the first timenothing should spoil her first grown-up party.

guests; they were to dine with Mary Carson and be on hand to re-They walked to the homestead slowly, far too early for the firstceive with her. No one wanted dirty shoes, but a mile throughDrogheda dust meant a pause in the cookhouse to polish shoes,brush dust from trouser bottoms and trailing hems.

ion could have suited him half so well as that severely cut robe withFather Ralph was in his soutane as usual; no male evening fashup its front from hem to collar, the purple-edged monsignor’s sash.its slightly flaring lines, the innumerable little black cloth buttonswhite ostrich feathers. Fee stared at her stupidly, shocked out ofMary Carson has chosen to wear white satin, white lace andunsuitable—why on earth had she tricked herself out like a raddledher habitual indifference. It was so incongruously bridal, so grosslylate, which didn’t improve matters.old spinster playacting at being married? She had got very fat ofBut Paddy seemed to see nothing amiss; he strode
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forward to take his sister’s hands, beaming. What a dear fellow heamused, half detached.was, thought Father Ralph as he watched the little scene, half

“Well, Mary! How fine you look! Like a young girl!”In truth she looked almost exactly like that famous photographof Queen Victoria taken not long before she died. The two heavylines were there on either side of the masterful nose, the mulishfixed without blinking on Meggie. Father Ralph’s own beautifulmouth was set indomitably, the slightly protruding and glacial eyeseyes passed from niece to aunt, and back to niece again.

“You may take me in to dinner, Padraic. Father de Bricassart willMary Carson smiled at Paddy, and put her hand on his arm.them.” Over her shoulder she looked back at Meggie. “Do youescort Fiona, and the boys must make do with Meghann betweendance tonight, Meghann?”

quickly, remembering another parental shortcoming; none of his“She’s too young, Mary, she’s not yet seventeen,” said Paddychildren had been taught to dance.

“What a pity,” said Mary Carson.

they were the adjectives most bandied about. Royal O’Mara wasIt was a splendid, sumptuous, brilliant, glorious party; at least,there from Inishmurray, two hundred miles away; he came thefarthest with his wife, sons and lone daughter, though not by much.Gilly people thought little of traveling two hundred miles to acricket match, let alone a party. Duncan Gordon, from Each-Uisge;no one had ever persuaded him to explain why he had called hisstation so far from the ocean the Scots Gaelic for a sea horse.Martin King, his wife, his son Anthony and Mrs. Anthony; he wasGilly’s senior squatter, since Mary Carson could not be so called,being a woman. Evan Pugh, from Braich y Pwll, which the districtpronounced Brakeypull.
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Dominic O’Rourke from Dibban-Dibban, Horry Hopeton fromBeel-Beel; and dozens more.sported Anglo-Saxon names; there was about an equal distributionThey were almost to the last family present Catholic, and fewrule in the old country, nor, if Catholic in Scotland or Wales, forof Irish, Scottish and Welsh. No, they could not hope for homethousands of square miles around Gillanbone they were lords tomuch sympathy from the Protestant indigenes. But here in theDrogheda, the biggest property, was greater in area than severalthumb their noses at British lords, masters of all they surveyed;dukes, beware! Mary Carson was greater. So they whirled in waltzesEuropean principalities. Monegasque princelings, Liechtensteinianchildren dance the Charleston, ate the lobster patties and the chilledto the sleek Sydney band and stood back indulgently to watch theirtwelve-year-old single-malt Scotch. If the truth were known, theyraw oysters, drank the fifteen-year-old French champagne and thepreferred to drink cheap, very potent Bundaberg rum or Graftonwould rather have eaten roast leg of lamb or corned beef, and muchbitter from the barrel. But it was nice to know the better things oflife were theirs for the asking.carefully hoarded in the good years to guard against the depreda-Yes, there were lean years, many of them. The wool checks weregood period, had been for some time, and there was little to spendtions of the bad, for no one could predict the rain. But it was athe Great Northwest there was no place on earth like it. They madethe money on in Gilly. Oh, once born to the black soil plains ofnothing for them save discriminate against them for their religiousno nostalgic pilgrimages back to the old country; it had doneinate. And the Great Northwest was convictions, where Australia was too Catholic a country to discrim-home.well afford it. Rumor said she was able toBesides, Mary Carson was footing the bill tonight. She could
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buy and sell the King of England. She had money in steel, moneyin silver-lead-zinc, money in copper and gold, money in a hundreddifferent things, mostly the sort of things that literally and meta-phorically made money. Drogheda had long since ceased to be themain source of her income; it was no more than a profitable hobby.did he afterward; throughout the evening he studiously ignoredFather Ralph didn’t speak directly to Meggie during dinner, norroom. Aware of it, he ached to stop by her chair and explain toher. Hurt, her eyes sought him wherever he was in the receptionher that it would not do her reputation (or his) any good if he paidher more attention than he did, say, Miss Carmichael, Miss Gordonor Miss O’Mara. Like Meggie he didn’t dance, and like Meggie therewere many eyes on him; they were easily the two most beautifulpeople in the room.

lovely dress, the dainty ashes-of-roses silk slippers with their two-Half of him hated her appearance tonight, the short hair, theAnd half of him was busy being terrifically proud of the fact thatinch heels; she was growing taller, developing a very feminine figure.the patrician features, but lacked the special glory of that red-goldshe shone all the other young ladies down. Miss Carmichael hadbody; Miss Mackail was stunning of body, but in the face very likehair; Miss King had exquisite blond tresses, but lacked the lissomereaction was one of disappointment, and an anguished wish to turna horse eating an apple through a wire-netting fence. Yet his overallthe little girl he could treat as his treasured babe. On Paddy’s faceback the calendar. He didn’t want Meggie to grow up, he wantedsmiled faintly. What bliss it would be if just once in his life he couldhe glimpsed an expression which mirrored his own thoughts, andgrained.show his feelings! But habit, training and discretion were too in-As the evening wore on the dancing grew more and
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to rum and beer, and proceedings settled down to something moremore uninhibited, the liquor changed from champagne and whiskeyof station hands and working girls could distinguish it from thelike a woolshed ball. By two in the morning only a total absencedemocratic.usual entertainments of the Gilly district, which were strictlyBob and Jack left with Meggie. Neither Fee nor Paddy noticed; theyPaddy and Fee were still in attendance, but promptly at midnightwere enjoying themselves. If their children couldn’t dance, theycould, and did; with each other mostly, seeming to the watchingFather Ralph suddenly much more attuned to each other, perhapsbecause the times they had an opportunity to relax and enjoy eachother were rare. He never remembered seeing them without at leastone child somewhere around, and thought it must be hard on theparents of large families, never able to snatch moments alone saveconversation on their minds. Paddy was always cheerful and jolly,in the bedroom, where they might excusably have other things thanbeg a duty dance of some squatter’s wife, she didn’t lack eagerbut Fee tonight almost literally shone, and when Paddy went toaround the room who were not so sought after.partners; there were many much younger women wilting on chairswere limited. Feeling ten years younger once he saw Meggie leaveHowever, Father Ralph’s moments to observe the Cleary parentsthe Misses Hopeton, Mackail, Gordon and O’Mara by dan-the room, he became a great deal more animated and flabbergastedBut after that he gave every unattached girl in the room her turn,cing—and extremely well—the Black Bottom with Miss Carmichael.thoroughly relaxed and oozing goodwill, no one condemned theeven poor homely Miss Pugh, and since by this time everyone waspriest one bit. In fact, his zeal and kindness were much admiredand commented upon. No one could say their daughter had nothad an opportunity to dance with Father de Bricassart.
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Of course, had it not been a private party he could not have madea move toward the dance floor, but it was so nice to see such a fineman really enjoy himself for once.don’t stop the festivities! If I’m tired—which I am—I can go to bed,At three o’clock Mary Carson rose to her feet and yawned. “No,which is what I’m going to do. But there’s plenty of food and drink,the band has been engaged to play as long as someone wants todance, and a little noise will only speed me into my dreams. Father,would you help me up the stairs, please?”staircase, but guided the priest to her drawing room, leaningOnce outside the reception room she did not turn to the majesticheavily on his arm. Its door had been locked; she waited while heused the key she handed him, then preceded him inside.“It was a good party, Mary,” he said.

“My last.”“Don’t say that, my dear.”

“Why not? I’m tired of living, Ralph, and I’m going to stop.”Her hard eyes mocked. “Do you doubt me? For over seventy yearsI’ve done precisely what I wanted to do when I wanted to do it,so if Death thinks he’s the one to choose the time of my going, he’svery much mistaken. I’ll die when I choose the time, and no suicide,either. It’s our will to live keeps us kicking, Ralph; it isn’t hard tostop if we really want to. I’m tired, and I want to stop. Very simple.”the climate, the lack of friends with common interests, himself. TheHe was tired, too; not of living, exactly, but of the endless façade,room was only faintly lit by a tall kerosene lamp of priceless rubyglass, and it cast transparent crimson shadows on Mary Carson’sface, conjuring out of her intractable bones something morediabolical. His feet and back ached; it was a long time since he haddanced so much, though he prided himself on keeping up withwhatever was the latest fad. Thirty-five years of age, a countrymonsignor, and
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dreams of youth! And the carelessness of youth’s tongue, the hot-as a power in the Church? Finished before he had begun. Oh, thethe test. But he would never make that mistake again. Never, nev-ness of youth’s temper. He had not been strong enough to meet

er…

not come again. Time he faced that fact squarely, time he stoppedHe moved restlessly, sighed; what was the use? The chance wouldhoping and dreaming.

hoist you with your own petard?”“Do you remember my saying, Ralph, that I’d beat you, that I’dhad induced. He looked across at Mary Carson and smiled.The dry old voice snapped him out of the reverie his wearinessdone without you these past seven years I don’t know. Your wit,“Dear Mary, I never forget anything you say. What I would haveyour malice, your perception…”

You’ll never know how I’ve longed to throw thirty years of my life“If I’d been younger I’d have got you in a different way, Ralph.out the window. If the Devil had come to me and offered to buymy soul for the chance to be young again, I’d have sold it in asecond, and not stupidly regretted the bargain like that old idiotFaust. But no Devil. I really can’t bring myself to believe in Godor the Devil, you know. I’ve never seen a scrap of evidence to theeffect they exist. Have you?”

on faith, and faith is the touchstone of the Church. Without faith,“No. But belief doesn’t rest on proof of existence, Mary. It reststhere is nothing.”“A very ephemeral tenet.”

a constant struggle, I admit that, but I’ll never give up.”“Perhaps. Faith’s born in a man or a woman, I think. For me it’s“I would like to destroy you.”

I know His blue eyes laughed, greyed in the light. “Oh, my dear Mary!that.”

“But do you know why?”A terrifying tenderness crept against him, almost
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and believe me, I’m sorry.”inside him, except that he fought it fiercely. “I know why, Mary,

“Did my mother love me, I wonder? She ended in hating me,“Besides your mother, how many women have loved you?”tos.”anyway. Most women do. My name ought to have been Hippoly“Oh! That tells me a lot!”

It’s probably not an exaggeration to say hundreds of women have“As to other women, I think only Meggie…But she’s a little girl.wanted me, but loved me? I doubt it very much.”

“No, you haven’t. I’m the goad of your old age, that’s all. When“I have loved you,” she said pathetically.

age.”you look at me I remind you of what you cannot do, because ofmy years automatically preclude it? Well, Father de Bricassart, let“You’re wrong. I have loved you. God, how much! Do you thinkstill feel, I still want, I still dream, I still kick up my heels and chafeme tell you something. Inside this stupid body I’m still young—Ivengeful God inflicts upon us. Why doesn’t He age our minds asat restrictions like my body. Old age is the bitterest vengeance ourshowing sourly. “I shall go to Hell, of course. But before I do, Iwell?” She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes, her teethapology of a God He is!”hope I get the chance to tell God what a mean, spiteful, pitifulMary. You could have remarried. If you chose not to remarry and“You were a widow too long. God gave you freedom of choice,not God’s.”in consequence you’ve been intolerably lonely, it’s your own doing,arms hard; then she began to relax, and opened her eyes. TheyFor a moment she said nothing, her hands gripping the chairharder, more brilliant. He caught his breath, felt fear. She lookedglittered in the lamplight redly, but not with tears; with somethinglike a spider.
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“Ralph, on my desk is an envelope. Would you bring it to me,please?”

Aching and afraid, he got up and went to her desk, lifted theletter, eyed it curiously. The face of it was blank, but the back hadbeen properly sealed with red wax and her ram’s head seal withthe big D. He brought it to her and held it out, but she waved himto his seat without taking it.

“It’s yours,” she said, and giggled. “The instrument of your fate,Ralph, that’s what it is. My last and most telling thrust in our longbattle. What a pity I won’t be here to see what happens. But I knowwhat will happen, because I know you, I know you much betterthan you think I do. Insufferable conceit! Inside that envelope liesthe fate of your life and your soul. I must lose you to Meggie, butI’ve made sure she doesn’t get you, either.”“Why do you hate Meggie so?”

“I told you once before. Because you love her.”

“Not in that way! She’s the child I can never have, the rose of mylife. Meggie is an idea, Mary, an idea!”

precious Meggie! I shall never see you again, so I don’t want toBut the old woman sneered. “I don’t want to talk about yourto swear on your vows as a priest that you don’t open it until you’vewaste my time with you talking about her. The letter. I want youately, before you bury me. Swear!”seen my dead body for yourself, but then that you open it immedi“Swear to me or I’ll take it back!”“There’s no need to swear, Mary. I’ll do as you ask.”

Not to open the letter until I’ve seen you dead, and then to openHe shrugged. “All right, then. On my vows as a priest I swear it.it before you’re buried.”

“Good, good!”

the morning you’ll laugh at it.”“Mary, please don’t worry. This is a fancy of yours, no more. Inenough to wait on the pleasure of seeing“I won’t see the morning. I’m going to die tonight; I’m not weak


184 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



take me to the top of the stairs?”you again. What an anticlimax! I’m going to bed now. Will youargue, and she was not in the mood to be jollied out of it. OnlyHe didn’t believe her, but he could see it served no purpose toGod decided when one would die, unless, of the free will He hadgiven, one took one’s own life. And she had said she wouldn’t dohands in his, bent to kiss them.that. So he helped her pant up the stairs and at the top took herKiss my mouth as if we were lovers!”She pulled them away. “No, not tonight. On my mouth, Ralph!hundred wax candles, she saw the disgust in his face, the instinctiveBy the brilliant light of the chandelier, lit for the party with fourrecoil; she wanted to die then, wanted to die so badly she couldnot wait.

“Mary, I’m a priest! I can’t!”

Sham man, sham priest! And to think once you actually had theShe laughed shrilly, eerily. “Oh, Ralph, what a sham you are!temerity to offer to make love to me! Were you so positive I’d refuse? How I wish I hadn’t! I’d give my soul to see you wriggle outof it if we could have that night back again! Sham, sham, sham!That’s all you are, Ralph! An impotent, useless sham! Impotentman and impotent priest! I don’t think you could get it up and keepit up for the Blessed Virgin herself! Have you ever managed to getit up, Father de Bricassart? Sham!”



Outside it was not yet dawn, or the lightening before it. Darknesslay soft, thick and very hot over Drogheda. The revels were becom-ing extremely noisy; if the homestead had possessed next-doorneighbors the police would have been called long since. Someonewas vomiting copiously and revoltingly on the veranda, and undera wispy bottle brush two indistinct forms were locked together.Father Ralph avoided the vomiter and the lovers, treading silentlyacross the springy new-mown lawn with such torment in his mindhe did not know
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her, the awful old spider who was convinced she was spinning heror care where he was going. Only that he wanted to be away fromheat was not exhausting; there was a faint, heavy stirring in the air,death cocoon on this exquisite night. At such an early hour theheavenly stillness only tropical and subtropical latitudes can everand a stealing of languorous perfumes from boronia and roses, thenight, and living, and be free!know. Oh, God, to be alive, to be really alive! To embrace thethe sky, an instinctive aerial searching for God. Yes, up thereHe stopped on the far side of the lawn and stood looking up atearthly; what was it about the night sky? That the blue lid of daysomewhere, between the winking points of light so pure and un-was lifted, a man permitted glimpses of eternity? Nothing savewitnessing the strewn vista of the stars could convince a man thattimelessness and God existed.

Only someone who wishes he knew how to be either. No! She’s right, of course. A sham, a total sham. No priest, no man.Noteither! Priest and man cannot coexist—to be a man is to be nopriest. Why did I ever tangle my feet in her web? Her poison islike Mary to bait me! How much does she know, how much doesstrong, perhaps stronger than I guess. What’s in the letter? Howand loneliness. Doubt, pain. Always pain. Yet you’re wrong, Mary.she simply guess? What is there to know, or guess? Only futility,I can get it up. It’s just that I don’t choose to, that I’ve spent yearsproving to myself it can be controlled, dominated, subjugated. Forgetting it up is the activity of a man, and I am a priest.

Someone was weeping in the cemetery. Meggie, of course. Noone else would think of it. He picked up the skirts of his soutaneand stepped over the wrought-iron railing, feeling it was inevitablethat he had not yet done with Meggie on this night. If he confrontedone of the women in his life, he must also deal with
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the other. His amused detachment was coming back; she could notdisperse that for long, the old spider. The wicked old spider. Godrot her, God rot her!

beside her. “Here, I’ll bet you don’t have a decent handkerchief.“Darling Meggie, don’t cry,” he said, sitting on the dew-wet grassWomen never do. Take mine and dry your eyes like a good girl.’

She took it and did as she was told.

sitting here since midnight?”“You haven’t even changed out of your finery. Have you been

“Yes.”

“I told them I was going to bed.”“Do Bob and Jack know where you are?”

“You didn’t speak to me tonight!”“What’s the matter, Meggie?”“Ah! I thought that might be it. Come, Meggie, look at me!”and the Drogheda roosters were shrieking an early welcome to theAway in the east was a pearly luster, a fleeing of total darkness,loveliness of her eyes.dawn. So he could see that not even protracted tears could dim thewell known that I come to Drogheda more often than I need. I am“Meggie, you were by far the prettiest girl at the party, and it’sa priest and therefore I ought to be above suspicion—a bit likepriests go I’m young, and not bad-looking.” He paused to thinkCaesar’s wife—but I’m afraid people don’t think so purely. Asand laughed soundlessly. “If I had paid you a skerrick of attentionhow Mary Carson would have greeted that bit of understatement,in the district would have been buzzing with it. Do you know whatit would have been all over Gilly in record time. Every party lineI mean?”

the advancing light.She shook her head; the cropped curls were growing brighter inworld, but you’ve got to learn, and it always“Well, you’re young to come to knowledge of the ways of the


THE THORN BIRDS / 187



seems to be my province to teach you, doesn’t it? I mean peoplewould be saying I was interested in you as a man, not as a priest.”

“Father!”

say, I assure you. You see, Meggie, you’re not a little girl anymore,“Dreadful, isn’t it?” He smiled. “But that’s what people wouldtion for me, so had I stopped to speak to you with all those peopleyou’re a young lady. But you haven’t learned yet to hide your affec-looking on, you’d have stared at me in a way which might havebeen misconstrued.”

her gaze, then abruptly she turned her head and presented himShe was looking at him oddly, a sudden inscrutability shutteringwith her profile. “Yes, I see. I was silly not to have seen it.”everyone will sleep in, but if someone’s awake at the usual time“Now don’t you think it’s time you went home? No doubtMeggie, even to your own family.”you’ll be in the soup. And you can’t say you’ve been with me,But I wish they knew you better, then they’d never think such thingsShe got up and stood staring down at him. “I’m going, Father.of you. It isn’t in you, is it?”

Carson’s cruel taunts had not. “No, Meggie, you’re right. It isn’tFor some reason that hurt, hurt right down to his soul as Maryin me.” He sprang up, smiling wryly. “Would you think it strangeif I said I wished it was?” He put a hand to his head. “No, I don’twish it was at all! Go home, Meggie, go home!”

Her face was sad. “Good night, Father.”

dearest Meggie.”He took her hands in his, bent and kissed them. “Good night,the rosebud dress her retreating form was graceful, womanly andHe watched her walk across the graves, step over the railing; ina little unreal. Ashes of roses. “How appropriate,” he said to theangel.Cars were roaring away from Droghedas as he strolled
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was packing away its instruments, reeling with rum and exhaustion,back across the lawn; the party was finally over. Inside, the bandFather Ralph shook his head at Mrs. Smith.and the tired maids and temporary helpers were trying to clear up.sort of thing when you’re fresh. I’ll make sure Mrs. Carson isn’t“Send everyone to bed, my dear. It’s a lot easier to deal with thisangry.”

“Would you like something to eat, Father?”“Good Lord, no! I’m going to bed.”



In the late afternoon a hand touched his shoulder. He reached forit blindly without the energy to open his eyes, and tried to hold itagainst his cheek.

“Meggie,” he mumbled.“Father, Father! Oh, please will you wake up?”awake. “What is it, Mrs. Smith?”At the tone of Mrs. Smith’s voice his eyes came suddenly very

“It’s Mrs. Carson, Father. She’s dead.”reeling from the heavy torpor the day’s terrible heat had inducedHis watch told him it was after six in the evening; dazed andthrew a narrow purple stole around his neck and took the oil ofin him, he struggled out of his pajamas and into his priest’s clothes,rosary beads. It never occurred to him for a moment to wonder ifextreme unction, the holy water, his big silver cross, his ebonysomething after all? Pray God if she had, it was neither obviouslyMrs. Smith was right; he knew the spider was dead. Had she takenwas to administer extreme unction he didn’t know. But it had topresent in the room nor obvious to a doctor. What possible use itof complications. Yet it had nothing to do with his sudden suspicionbe done. Let him refuse and there would be post-mortems, all sortsbody was obscene.of suicide; simply that to him laying sacred things on Mary Carson’sgood fifteen hours earlier. The windowsShe was very dead, must have died within minutes of retiring, a
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water she insisted be put in every inconspicuous corner to keep herwere closed fast, and the room humid from the great flat pans ofmoment of wondering he realized what he heard were flies, hordesskin youthful. There was a peculiar noise in the air; after a stupidon her, laid their eggs on her.of flies buzzing, insanely clamoring as they feasted on her, matedmoving to the bedside, face pallid.“For God’s sake, Mrs. Smith, open the windows!” he gasped,ingly so. The staring eyes were mottling, her thin lips black; andShe had passed out of rigor mortis and was again limp, disgust-everywhere on her were the flies. He had to have Mrs. Smith keepLatin exhortations. What a farce, and she accursed. The smell ofshooing them away as he worked over her, muttering the ancienther! Oh, God! Worse than any dead horse in the freshness of apaddock. He shrank from touching her in death as he had in life,especially those flyblown lips. She would be a mass of maggotswithin hours.

Mrs. Smith, and for God’s sake tell him to get the boys workingAt last it was done. He straightened. “Go to Mr. Cleary at once,on a coffin right away. No time to have one sent out from Gilly;she’s rotting away before our very eyes. Dear lord! I feel sick. I’mgoing to have a bath and I’ll leave my clothes outside my door.Burn them. I’ll never get the smell of her out of them.”

packed two soutanes—he remembered the letter, and his promise.Back in his room in riding breeches and shirt—for he had notSeven o’clock had struck; he could hear a restrained chaos as maidsthe reception room back into a chapel, ready the house for tomor-and temporary helpers flew to clear the party mess away, transformto pick up another soutane and vestments for the Requiem Mass.row’s funeral. No help for it, he would have to go into Gilly tonightfor an outlyingCertain things he was never without when he left the presbytery
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station, carefully strapped in compartments in the little black case,his sacraments for birth, death, benediction, worship, and thevestments suitable for Mass at whatever time of the year it was. Buthe was an Irishman, and to carry the black mourning accoutermentsof a Requiem was to tempt fate. Paddy’s voice echoed in the dis-tance, but he could not face Paddy at the moment; he knew Mrs.Smith would do what had to be done.

the dying sun, the ghost gums golden, the mass of red and pinkSitting at his window looking out over the vista of Drogheda inand white roses in the garden all empurpled, he took Mary Carson’sletter from his case and held it between his hands. But she had insisted he read it before he buried her, and somewhere in his minda little voice was whispering that he must read it now, not later tonight after he had seen Paddy and Meggie, but now before he hadseen anyone save Mary Carson.

It contained four sheets of paper; he riffled them apart and sawimmediately that the lower two were her will. The top two wereaddressed to him, in the form of a letter.

My dearest Ralph,

You will have seen that the second document in thisenvelope is my will. I already have a perfectly good willsigned and sealed in Harry Gough’s office in Gilly; thewill enclosed herein is a much later one, and naturallynullifies the one Harry has.had it witnessed by Tom and the fencer, since I under-As a matter of fact I made it only the other day, andstand it is not permissible to have any beneficiary witnessone’s will. It is quite legal, in spite of the fact Harryits validity, I assure you.didn’t draw it up for me. No court in the land will denyBut why didn’t I have Harry draw this testament
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up if I wanted to alter the disposition of my effects? Veryknow of this will’s existence apart from you, and me.simple, my dear Ralph. I wanted absolutely no one toThis is the only copy, and you hold it. Not a soul knowsthat you do. A very important part of my plan.

Satan took Our Lord Jesus Christ up onto a mountain-Do you remember that piece of the Gospel wheretop, and tempted Him with the whole world? Howpleasant it is to know I have a little of Satan’s power,loved Christ? I do not) with the whole world. The con-and am able to tempt the one I love (do you doubt Satantemplation of your dilemma has considerably enlivenedmy thoughts during the past few years, and the closer Iget to dying, the more delightful my visions become.mean. While I burn in Hell beyond the borders of thisAfter you’ve read the will, you’ll understand what Iin a hell with fiercer flames than any God could possiblylife I know now, you’ll still be in that life, but burningIf I never knew how to do anything else, I’ve alwaysmanufacture. Oh, my Ralph, I’ve gauged you to a nicety!far better game than my dear departed Michael ever was.known how to make the ones I love suffer. And you’remy money, didn’t you, Ralph? You saw it as a way toWhen I first knew you, you wanted Drogheda andbuy back your natural métier. But then came Meggie,and you put your original purpose in cultivating me outDrogheda so you could be with Meggie. I wonder couldof your mind, didn’t you? I became an excuse to visityou have switched allegiances so easily had you knownhow much I’m actually worth? DoI don’t think you have an inkling. I suppose it isn’t you know, Ralph?will, so I had better tell you here just to make sureladylike to mention the exact sum of one’s assets in one’s
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you have all the necessary information at your fingertipswhen it comes to your making a decision. Give or takea few hundred thousands, my fortune amounts to somethirteen million pounds.

and I can’t be bothered turning this into a thesis. ReadI’m getting down toward the foot of the second page,you’re going to do with it. Will you tender it to Harrymy will, Ralph, and after you’ve read it, decide whatGough for probate, or will you burn it and never tell aI ought to add that the will in Harry’s office is the onesoul it existed. That’s the decision you’ve got to make.I made the year after Paddy came, and leaves everythingI have to him. Just so you know what hangs in the bal-

ance.

for not wanting me, except that this is a far better formRalph, I love you, so much I would have killed youof reprisal. I’m not the noble kind; I love you but I wantyou to scream in agony. Because, you see, I know whatyour decision will be. I know it as surely as if I could bethere, watching. You’ll scream, Ralph, you’ll know whatagony is. So read on, my beautiful, ambitious priest!Read my will, and decide your fate.

It was not signed or initialed. He felt the sweat on his forehead,felt it running down the back of his neck from his hair. And hewanted to get up that very moment to burn both documents, neverread what the second one contained. But she had gauged her quarrywell, the gross old spider. Of course he would read on; he was toocurious to resist. God! What had he ever done, to make her wantto do this to him? Why did women make him suffer so? Whycouldn’t he have been born small, twisted, ugly? If he were so, hemight have been happy.

The last two sheets were covered by the same precise, almostminute writing. As mean and grudging as her soul.
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I, Mary Elizabeth Carson, being of sound mind and soundbody, do hereby declare that this is my last will and testament,thereby rendering null and void any such testaments previ-ously made by me.

Save only for the special bequests made below, all myworldly goods and moneys and properties I bequeath to theHoly Catholic Church of Rome, under the hereby statedconditions of bequest:

First, that the said Holy Catholic Church of Rome, to becalled the Church hereafter, knows in what esteem and withwhat affection I hold her priest, Father Ralph de Bricassart.It is solely because of his kindness, spiritual guidance andunfailing support that I so dispose of my assets.

Secondly, that the bequest shall continue in the favor ofthe Church only so long as she appreciates the worth andability of the said Father Ralph de Bricassart.

Thirdly, that the said Father Ralph de Bricassart be respons-ible for the administration and channeling of these my worldlygoods, moneys and properties, as the chief authority in chargeof my estate.

Fourthly, that upon the demise of the said Father Ralph deBricassart, his own last will and testament shall be legallybinding in the matter of the further administration of my es-tate. That is, the Church shall continue in full ownership, butFather Ralph de Bricassart shall be solely responsible for thenaming of his successor in administration; he shall not beobliged to select a successor who is either an ecclesiastical ora lay member of the Church.

Fifthly, that the station Drogheda be never sold nor sub-divided.

Sixthly, that my brother, Padraic Cleary, be retained asmanager of the station Drogheda with the right to dwell inmy house, and that he be paid
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a salary at the discretion of Father Ralph de Bricassart andno other.

said Padraic Cleary, his widow and children be permitted toSeventhly, that in the event of the death of my brother, theremain on the station Drogheda and that the position ofJohn, Hugh, Stuart, James and Patrick, but excluding Francis.manager shall pass consecutively to each of his sons, Robert,excluding Francis is the last son remaining, the same rightsEighthly, that upon the demise of Patrick or whichever sonbe permitted the said Padraic Cleary’s grandchildren.

Special bequests:

Drogheda.To Padraic Cleary, the contents of my houses on the stationsalary so long as she desires, and in addition that she be paidTo Eunice Smith, my housekeeper, that she remain at a fairthe sum of five thousand pounds forthwith, and that uponher retirement she be awarded an equitable pension.

main at fair salaries so long as they desire, and in additionTo Minerva O’Brien and Catherine Donnelly, that they re-that they be paid the sum of one thousand pounds eachequitable pensions.forthwith, and that upon their retirements they be awardedpounds to be paid annually so long as he shall live, for hisTo Father Ralph de Bricassart the sum of ten thousandown private and unquestioned use.

It was duly signed, dated and witnessed.which came with every summer filled the silent air, and the sunHis room looked west. The sun was setting. The pall of dustthe whole world had turned to gold and purple. Streaky cloudsthrust its fingers through the fine-strung particles so that it seemedrimmed in
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which hung just above the trees of the far paddocks.brilliant fire poked silver streamers across the great bloody ballstroke. I was the fool, not you.”“Bravo!” he said. “I admit, Mary, you’ve beaten me. A mastermoved them before they could be blotched. Thirteen millionHe could not see the pages in his hand through the tears, andpounds. 

Thirteen million pounds! It was indeed what he had beenangling for in the days before Meggie. And with her coming he hadabandoned it, because he couldn’t carry on such a campaign incold blood to cheat her of her inheritance. But what if he had knownit was a tenth so much. Thirteen million pounds!how much the old spider was worth? What then? He had no ideastockman’s house and worked themselves ragged for Mary Carson.For seven years Paddy and his family had lived in the headFor what? The niggardly wages she paid? Never to Father Ralph’sknowledge had Paddy complained of being shabbily treated,thinking no doubt that when his sister died he would be amply repaid for managing the property on ordinary stockman’s pay, whilehis sons did stockman’s work for rouseabout’s wages. He had madedo, and grown to Jove Drogheda as if it were his own, rightly as-suming it would be.

his boyhood dropping from his face onto the backs of his hands,“Bravo, Mary!” said Father Ralph again, these first tears sincebut not onto the paper.

cassart yet. Against Paddy Cleary, his wife, his sons—and Meggie.Thirteen million pounds, and the chance to be Cardinal de Bri-How diabolically well she had read him! Had she stripped Paddythe will down to the kitchen stove and thrust it inside the fireboxof everything, his way would have been clear: he could have takenthat after her death he would be more comfortable on Droghedawithout a qualm. But she had made sure Paddy wouldn’t want,than during her life, and that
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yes, but not the land itself. No, he wouldn’t be the owner of thatDrogheda could not quite be taken from him. Its profits and title,comfortably provided for. Meggie wouldn’t go hungry, or be thrownfabulous thirteen million pounds, but he would be well respected,able to stand on an equal footing with Miss Carmichael and thatshoeless upon the world. Nor would she be Miss Cleary, either,Never top drawer.ilk. Quite respectable, socially admissible, but not top drawer.and perpetual obscurity, the chance to take his place within theThirteen million pounds. The chance to get out of Gillanbonepeers and superiors. And all while he was still young enough tohierarchy of Church administration, the assured goodwill of histhe epicenter of the Archbishop Papal Legate’s map with a ven-make up the ground he had lost. Mary Carson had made Gillanbonethe Church was, thirteen million pounds was thirteen milliongeance; the tremors would reach as far as the Vatican. Rich thoughthe sole hand which brought it into the fold, his hand acknowledgedpounds. Not to be sneezed at, even by the Church. And his wasnever contest the will; so had Mary Carson, God rot her. Oh, cer-in blue ink in Mary Carson’s own writing. He knew Paddy wouldor speak to him again, but his chagrin wouldn’t extend to litigation.tainly Paddy would be furious, would never want to see him againthe moment he read her will what he was going to do? The tearsWas there a decision? Didn’t he already know, hadn’t he knownsure his shirt was tucked in all the way round, and went to thehad dried. With his usual grace Father Ralph got to his feet, madefirst he wanted to see Mary Carson again.door. He must get to Gilly, pick up a soutane and vestments. Butfug; no hint of a breeze stirred the limp curtains. With steady treadIn spite of the open windows the stench had become a reekingbeginning to hatch maggots in all the wet parts of her face, balloon-he crossed to the bed and stood looking down. The fly eggs wereing
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was breaking down. Oh, God. You disgusting old spider. You’vegases puffed up her fat arms and hands to greenish blobs, her skinture of humanity over another. You can’t defeat my Meggie, norwon, but what a victory. The triumph of one disintegrating caricaalongside you, but I know the Hell they’ve got planned for you: tocan you take from her what was never yours. I might burn in Hellall eternity….see my indifference to you persist as we rot away together throughand bewildered.Paddy was waiting for him in the hall downstairs, looking sicka shock! I never expected her to go out like this; she was so well“Oh, Father!” he said, coming forward. “Isn’t this awful? Whatlast night! Dear God, what am I going to do?”

“Heaven help me, yes!”“Have you seen her?”

decompose so fast. If you don’t get her decently into some sort of“Then you know what has to be done. I’ve never seen a corpsepetrol drum. She’ll have to be buried first thing in the morning.container within the next few hours you’ll have to pour her into aDon’t waste time beautifying her coffin; cover it with roses fromthe garden or something. But get a move on, man! I’m going intoGilly for vestments.”

“Get back as soon as you can, Father!” Paddy pleaded.presbytery demanded. Before he turned his car in that direction heBut Father Ralph was rather longer than a simple visit to thedrove down one of Gillanbone’s more prosperous side streets, toa fairly pretentious dwelling surrounded by a well-laid-out garden.the parlor when the maid told him who had called.Harry Gough was just sitting down to his dinner, but came intoboiled potatoes and parsley sauce, and for once the beef’s not too“Father, will you eat with us? Corned beef and cabbage withsalty.”
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“No, Harry, I can’t stay. I just came to tell you Mary Carson diedthis morning.”

“Holy Jesus! I was there last night! She seemed so well, Father!”

“I know. She was perfectly well when I took her up the stairsabout three, but she must have died almost the moment she retired.Mrs. Smith found her at six this evening. By then she’d been deadso long she was hideous; the room was shut up like an incubatorall through the heat of the day. Dear Lord, I pray to forget the sightof her! Unspeakable, Harry, awful.”

“She’ll be buried tomorrow?”

“She’ll have to be.”

“What time is it? Ten? We must eat dinner as late as the Spaniards in this heat, but no need to worry, it’s too late to start phoningpeople. Would you like me to do that for you, Father?”

“Thank you, it would be a great kindness. I only came into Gillyfor vestments. I never expected to be saying a Requiem when Istarted out. I must get back to Drogheda as quickly as I can; theyneed me. The Mass will be at nine in the morning.”

“Tell Paddy I’ll bring her will with me, so I can deal with itstraight after the funeral. You’re a beneficiary, too, Father, so I’dappreciate your staying for the reading.”

“I’m afraid we have a slight problem, Harry. Mary made anotherwill, you see. Last night after she left the party she gave me a sealedenvelope, and made me promise I’d open it the moment I saw herdead body for myself. When I did so I found it contained a freshwill.”

“Mary made a new will? Without me?”

“It would appear so. I think it was something she had beenmulling for a long time, but as to why she chose to be so secretiveabout it, I don’t know.”

“Do you have it with you now, Father?”
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“Yes.” The priest reached inside his shirt and handed over thesheets of paper, folded small.

The lawyer had no compunction about reading them on the spot.When he finished he looked up, and there was a great deal in hiseyes Father Ralph would rather not have seen. Admiration, anger,a certain contempt.

“Well, Father, congratulations! You got the lot after all.” Hecould say it, not being a Catholic.

“Believe me, Harry, it came as a bigger surprise to me than itdoes to you.”

“This is the only copy?”

“As far as I know, yes.”

“And she gave it to you as late as last night?”

“Yes.”

“Then why didn’t you destroy it, make sure poor old Paddy gotwhat’s rightfully his? The Church has no right to Mary Carson’spossessions at all.”

The priest’s fine eyes were bland. “Ah, but that wouldn’t havebeen fitting, Harry, would it now? It was Mary’s property, to dispose of in any manner she wished.”

“I shall advise Paddy to contest.”

“I think you should.”

And on that note they parted. By the time everyone arrived inthe morning to see Mary Carson buried, the whole of Gillanboneand all points of the compass around it would know where themoney was going. The die was cast, there could be no turning back.

It was four in the morning when Father Ralph got through the lastgate and into the Home Paddock, for he hadn’t hurried on the re-turn drive. All through it he had willed his mind to blankness; hewouldn’t let himself think. Not of Paddy or of Fee, or Meggie orthat stinking gross thing they had (he devoutly hoped) poured intoher coffin. Instead he opened his eyes and his mind to the night,to the ghostly silver of dead trees standing lonely in the gleaminggrass, to the heart-of-
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darkness shadows cast by stands of timber, to the full moon ridingthe heavens like an airy bubble. Once he stopped the car and gotout, walked to a wire fence and leaned on its tautness while heThe land was so beautiful, so pure, so indifferent to the fates of thebreathed in the gums and the bewitching aroma of wildflowers.creatures who presumed to rule it. They might put their hands toit, but in the long run it ruled them. Until they could direct theweather and summon up the rain, it had the upper hand.

slowly toward it. Every window was full of light; faintly from theHe parked his car some distance behind the house and walkedleading the two Irish maids in a rosary. A shadow moved underhousekeeper’s quarters he could hear the sound of Mrs. Smithrising. She had got to him in more ways than one, the old spider.the blackness of the wistaria vine; he stopped short, his hacklesShe was in jodhpurs and boots, very much alive.But it was only Meggie, patiently waiting for him to come back.

“I’m sorry, Father, I didn’t mean to. But I didn’t want to be inside“You gave me a fright,” he said abruptly.

with the babies. I suppose I ought to be praying with Mrs. Smiththere with Daddy and the boys, and Mum is still down at our housesin, isn’t it?”and Minnie and Cat, but I don’t feel like praying for her. That’s a“I don’t think it’s a sin, Meggie, whereas hypocrisy is. I don’t feelHe was in no mood to pander to the memory of Mary Carson.smile flashed. “So if you’ve sinned in saying it, so have I, and morelike praying for her, either. She wasn’t…a very good person.” Hisisn’t laid upon you.”seriously at that. I’m supposed to love everyone, a burden which“Are you all right, Father?”

don’t want to be in there, that’s all. I don’t want to be where she“Yes, I’m all right.” He looked up at the house, and sighed. “Iis until it’s light and the demons
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of the darkness are driven away. If I saddle the horses, will youride with me until dawn?”

either.”Her hand touched his black sleeve, fell. “I don’t want to go inside,

“Wait a minute while I put my soutane in the car.”“I’ll go on to the stables.”

ground; he could sense the difference in her as surely as he couldFor the first time she was trying to meet him on his ground, adultsmell the roses in Mary Carson’s beautiful gardens. Roses. Ashesof roses. Roses, roses, everywhere. Petals in the grass. Roses ofsummer, red and white and yellow. Perfume of roses, heavy andsweet in the night. Pink roses, bleached by the moon to ashes.Ashes of roses, ashes of roses. My Meggie, I have forsaken you.you beneath the heel of my ambition; you have no more substanceBut can’t you see, you’ve become a threat? Therefore have I crushedof Mary Carson. Roses and ashes, ashes of roses.to me than a bruised rose in the grass. The smell of roses. The smellsmell of roses as the moon. Tomorrow the house will be full of“Ashes of roses,” he said, mounting. “Let’s get as far from thethem.”

the track to the creek, longing to weep; for until he smelled the fu-He kicked the chestnut mare and cantered ahead of Meggie downture adornments of Mary Carson’s coffin it had not actually imgoing away very soon. Too many thoughts, too many emotions,pinged on his thinking brain as an imminent fact. He would beafter learning the terms of that incredible will; they would recallall of them ungovernable. They wouldn’t leave him in Gilly a daynever having known such pain, but it kept pace with him effortlessly.him to Sydney immediately. Immediately! He fled from his pain,It wasn’t something in a vague sometime; it was going to happenthe turningimmediately. And he could almost see Paddy’s face, the revulsion,
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would never see Meggie again.away. After this he wouldn’t be welcome on Drogheda, and hetion of flying. It was better so, better so, better so. Galloping onThe disciplining began then, hammered by hoofs and in a sensa-and on. Yes, it would surely hurt less then, tucked safely in someache faded from consciousness. It had to be better so. Better thancell in a bishop’s palace, hurt less and less, until finally even thethen have to marry her one day to some unknown man. Out ofstaying in Gilly to watch her change into a creature he didn’t want,sight, out of mind.

of box and coolibah on the far side of the creek? He couldn’t seemThen what was he doing with her now, riding through the standwasn’t room for that. Only for the pain of leaving her.to think why, he only felt the pain. Not the pain of betrayal; thereplease!”“Father, Father! I can’t keep up with you! Slow down, Father,he wrenched the mare around, sat it until it had danced out its ex-It was the call to duty, and reality. Like a man in slow motiontrouble. Meggie was catching him up.citement. And waited for Meggie to catch him up. That was thepool smelling of sulphur, with a pipe like a ship’s ventilator jettingClose by them was the roar of the borehead, a great steamingboiling water into its depths. All around the perimeter of the littleelevated lake like spokes from a wheel’s hub, the bore drainsdribbled off across the plain whiskered in incongruously emeraldgrass. The banks of the pool were slimy grey mud, and the freshwa-ter crayfish called yabbies lived in the mud.

it? Sulphur and brimstone, right here on her own property, in herFather Ralph started to laugh. “It smells like Hell, Meggie, doesn’town backyard. She ought to recognize the smell when she getsthere decked in roses, oughtn’t she? Oh, Meggie…”

no fences nearby, and no trees closer thanThe horses were trained to stand on a dangling rein; there were
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half a mile away. But there was a log on the side of the pool farthestfrom the borehead itself, where the water was cooler. It was theseat provided for winter bathers as they dried their feet and legs.turned side on to watch him.Father Ralph sat down and Meggie sat some way from him,

“What’s the matter, Father?”

He smiled. “I’ve sold you, my Meggie, sold you for thirteen millionIt sounded peculiar, his oft-asked question from her lips, to him.pieces of silver.”

“Sold me?”

There may not be the chance for us to talk together again.”“A figure of speech. It doesn’t matter. Come, sit closer to me.up the log and sat next to him. “What difference will being in“While we’re in mourning for Auntie, you mean?” She wriggledmourning make?”

“I don’t mean that, Meggie.”

about us?”“You mean because I’m growing up, and people might gossip

There it was: the meeting of trouble head on, the acceptance of“Not exactly. I mean I’m going away.”

tiny shrinking, as if the burden sat askew, would not distribute itselfanother load. No outcry, no weeping, no storm of protest. Just aa sigh.so she could bear it properly. And a caught breath, not quite like“When?”

“A matter of days.”“Oh, Father! It will be harder than Frank.”

tion. You at least have your family.”“And for me harder than anything in my life. I have no consola-“You have your God.”

“Well said, Meggie! You are growing up!”

But, tenacious female, her mind had returned to the question shehad ridden three miles without a chance to ask. He was leaving, itwould be so hard to do without him, but the question had its ownimportance.
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“Father, in the stables you said ‘ashes of roses.’ Did you meanthe color of my dress?”

“In a way, perhaps. But I think really I meant something else.”

“What?”

“Nothing you’d understand, my Meggie. The dying of an ideawhich had no right to be born, let alone nurtured.”

“There is nothing which has no right to be born, even an idea.”

He turned his head to watch her. “You know what I’m talkingabout, don’t you?”

“I think so.”

“Not everything born is good, Meggie.”

“No. But if it was born at all, it was meant to be.”

“You argue like a Jesuit. How old are you?”

“I’ll be seventeen in a month, Father.”

“And you’ve toiled all seventeen years of it. Well, hard work agesus ahead of our years. What do you think about, Meggie, whenyou’ve the time to think?”

“Oh, about Jims and Patsy and the rest of the boys, about Daddyand Mum, about Hal and Auntie Mary. Sometimes about growingbabies. I’d like that very much. And riding, the sheep. All the thingsthe men talk about. The weather, the rain, the vegetable garden,the hens, what I’m going to do tomorrow.”

“Do you dream of having a husband?”

“No, except I suppose I’ll have to have one if I want to growbabies. It isn’t nice for a baby to have no father.”

In spite of his pain he smiled; she was such a quaint mixture ofignorance and morality. Then he swung sideways, took her chinin his hand and stared down at her. How to do it, what had to bedone?

“Meggie, I realized something not long ago which I ought to haveseen sooner. You weren’t being quite truthful when you told mewhat you thought about, were you?”
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“I…”, she said, and fell silent.

“You didn’t say you thought about me, did you? If there was noguilt in it, you would have mentioned my name alongside yourfather’s. I think perhaps it’s a good thing I’m going away, don’tyou? You’re a little old to be having schoolgirl crushes, but you’renot a very old almost-seventeen, are you? I like your lack of worldlywisdom, but I know how painful schoolgirl crushes can be; I’vesuffered enough of them.”

She seemed about to speak, but in the end her lids fell over tearbright eyes, she shook her head free.

“Look, Meggie, it’s simply a phase, a marker on the road to beinga woman. When you’ve become that woman, you’ll meet the mandestined to be your husband and you’ll be far too busy getting onwith your life to think of me, except as an old friend who helpedyou through some of the terrible spasms of growing up. What youmustn’t do is get into the habit of dreaming about me in any sortof romantic fashion. I can never regard you the way a husbandwill. I don’t think of you in that light at all, Meggie, do you understand me? When I say I love you, I don’t mean I love you as aman. I am a priest, not a man. So don’t fill your head with dreamsof me. I’m going away, and I doubt very much that I’ll have timeto come back, even on a visit.”

Her shoulders were bent as if the load was very heavy, but shelifted her head to look directly into his face.

“I won’t fill my head with dreams of you, don’t worry. I knowyou’re a priest.”

“I’m not convinced I chose my vocation wrongly. It fills a needin me no human being ever could, even you.”

“I know. I can see it when you say Mass. You have a power. Isuppose you must feel like Our Lord.”

“I can feel every suspended breath in the church, Meggie! As eachday goes on I die, and in each morning saying Mass I am reborn.But is it because I’m
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the power I have over every soul present?”God’s chosen priest, or because I hear those awed breaths, know“Does it matter? It just is.”

doubt, I doubt.”“It would probably never matter to you, but it does to me. Ihow I shall get on without you, Father. First Frank, now you.She switched the subject to what mattered to her. “I don’t knowSomehow with Hal it’s different; I know he’s dead and can neverhow you are, what you’re doing, if you’re all right, if there’s any-come back. But you and Frank are alive! I’ll aways be wonderingalive, won’t I?”thing I could do to help you. I’ll even have to wonder if you’re stilltoo.”“I’ll be feeling the same, Meggie, and I’m sure that Frank does,

“No. Frank’s forgotten us…. You will, too.”

my punishment I’m going to live a long, long time.” He got up and“I could never forget you, Meggie, not as long as I live. And forpulled her to her feet, put his arms about her loosely and affectionately. “I think this is goodbye, Meggie. We can’t be alone again.”me?”“If you hadn’t been a priest, Father, would you have marriedRalph.” Which didn’t answer her question.The title jarred. “Don’t call me that all the time! My name isThe face raised to his was nearly invisible, for the moon had setThough he held her, he did not have any intention of kissing her.down on his chest; a curious sensation, disturbing. Even more soand it was very dark. He could feel her small, pointed breasts lowwas the fact that as naturally as if she came into a man’s arms everyday of her life, her arms had gone up around his neck, and linkedtightly.

nor, he thought, did Meggie. A warm salute on the cheek, a quickHe had never kissed anyone as a lover, did not want to now;was sensitive and proud;hug, as she would demand of her father were he to go away. She
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he must have hurt her deeply when he held up her precious dreamsto dispassionate inspection. Undoubtedly she was as eager to bedone with the farewell as he was. Would it comfort her to knowhis pain was far worse than hers? As he bent his head to come ather cheek she raised herself on tiptoe, and more by luck than goodmanagement touched his lips with her own. He jerked back as ifhe tasted the spider’s poison, then he tipped his head forward beforehe could lose her, tried to say something against the sweet shutmouth, and in trying to answer she parted it. Her body seemed tolose all its bones, become fluid, a warm melting darkness; one ofhis arms was clamped round her waist, the other across her backwith its hand on her skull, in her hair, holding her face up to hisas if frightened she would go from him in that very moment, beforehe could grasp and catalogue this unbelievable presence who wasMeggie. Meggie, and not Meggie, too alien to be familiar, for hisMeggie wasn’t a woman, didn’t feel like a woman, could never bea woman to him. Just as he couldn’t be a man to her.

arms from about his neck, thrust her away and tried to see her faceThe thought overcame his drowning senses; he wrenched herin the darkness. But her head was down, she wouldn’t look at him.

Without a word she turned to her horse, mounted and waited“It’s time we were going, Meggie,” he said.

for him; usually it was he who waited for her.

Father Ralph had been right. At this time of year Drogheda wasawash with roses, so the house was smothered in them. By eightthat morning hardly one bloom was left in the garden. The first ofthe mourners began to arrive not long after the final rose wasplundered from its bush; a light breakfast of coffee and freshlybaked, buttered rolls was laid out in the small dining room. AfterMary Carson was deposited in the
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room, to fortify the departing mourners on their long ways home.vault a more substantial repast would be served in the big diningGilly grapevine, which was the party line. While lips shaped con-The word had got around; no need to doubt the efficiency of thededuced, smiled slyly.ventional phrases, eyes and the minds behind them speculated,nastily.“I hear we’re going to lose you, Father,” said Miss Carmichaelhe did that morning in his laceless alb and dull black chasuble withHe had never looked so remote, so devoid of human feeling assilver cross. It was as if he attended only in body, while his spiritseemed to recollect himself, and smiled with genuine mirth.moved far away. But he looked down at Miss Carmichael absently,went to speak to someone else.“God moves in strange ways, Miss Carmichael,” he said, andcoming confrontation with Paddy over the will, and his dread ofWhat was on his mind no one could have guessed; it was theseeing Paddy’s rage, his 

need of Paddy’s rage and contempt.

Before he began the Requiem Mass he turned to face his congreg-ation; the room was jammed, and reeked so of roses that openwindows could not dissipate their heavy perfume.

most Oxford diction with its faint Irish underlay. “Mary Carson“I do not intend to make a long eulogy,” he said in his clear, al-was known to you all. A pillar of the community, a pillar of theChurch she loved more than any living being.”

others who maintained just as stoutly that they were dulled with aAt that point there were those who swore his eyes mocked, butreal and abiding grief.

he repeated more clearly still; he was not one to turn away, either.“A pillar of the Church she loved more than any living being,”hour of our“In her last hour she was alone, yet she was not alone. For in the
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death Our Lord Jesus Christ is with us, within us, bearing the bur-den of our agony. Not the greatest nor the humblest living beingdies alone, and death is sweet. We are gathered here to pray forher immortal soul, that she whom we loved in life shall enjoy herjust and eternal reward. Let us pray.”The makeshift coffin was so covered in roses it could not be seen,from various pieces of farm equipment. Even so, with the windowsand it rested upon a small wheeled cart the boys had cannibalizedher. The doctor had been talking, too.gaping open and the overpowering scent of roses, they could smellhold my stomach,” he said on the party line to Martin King. “I’ve“When I reached Drogheda she was so rotten that I just couldn’tCleary, not only because he’s been done out of Drogheda but be-never felt so sorry for anyone in all my life as I did then for Paddycause he had to shove that awful seething heap in a coffin.”

said, so faintly because of all the receivers down that the doctor“Then I’m not volunteering for the office of pallbearer,” Martinhad to make him repeat the statement three times before he understood it.

Mary Carson across the lawn to the vault. And no one was sorryHence the cart; no one was willing to shoulder the remains ofwhen the vault doors were closed on her and breathing could become normal at last.

trying to look as if they were eating, Harry Gough conducted Paddy,While the mourners clustered in the big dining room eating, orhis family, Father Ralph, Mrs. Smith and the two maids to thedrawing room. None of the mourners had any intention of goinghome yet, hence the pretense at eating; they wanted to be on handto see what Paddy looked like when he came out after the readingof the will. To do him and his family justice, they hadn’t comportedAs good-hearted as ever, Paddy had wept for his sister, and Feethemselves during the funeral as if conscious of their elevated status.
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happened to her.looked exactly as she always did, as if she didn’t care whatread the amazing document through in a hard, indignant voice.“Paddy, I want you to contest,” Harry Gough said after he hadpriest, she was fonder by far of the Clearys. They had brought ba-“The wicked old bitch!” said Mrs. Smith; though she liked thebies and children into her life.

property was hers, wasn’t it? She was quite entitled to do what sheBut Paddy shook his head. “No, Harry! I couldn’t do that. Theliked with it. If she wanted the Church to have it, she wanted theI’m just an ordinary sort of chap, so perhaps it’s for the best. IChurch to have it. I don’t deny it’s a bit of a disappointment, butof Drogheda.”don’t think I’d like the responsibility of owning a property the sizevoice, as if he were explaining to a child. “It isn’t just Drogheda“You don’t understand, Paddy!” the lawyer said in a slow, distincthad to leave, believe me. She’s a major shareholder in a hundredI’m talking about. Drogheda was the least part of what your sisterMichar Limited, with a ten-story office building all to herself ingilt-edged companies, she owns steel factories and gold mines, she’sFunny, she made me contact the Sydney directors of Michar LimitedSydney. She was worth more than anyone in the whole of Australia!she died she was worth something over thirteen million pounds.”not four weeks ago, to find out the exact extent of her assets. Whenfrom the earth to the sun, something totally incomprehensible.“Thirteen million pounds!” Paddy said it as one says the distanceof money.”“That settles it, Harry. I don’t want the responsibility of that kindlike that looks after itself! You’d have nothing to do with cultivating“It’s no responsibility, Paddy! Don’t you understand yet? Moneytake careor harvesting it; there are hundreds of people employed simply to
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of it for you. Contest the will, Paddy, KCs in the country and I’ll fight it for you all the way to the Privyplease! I’ll get you the bestCouncil if necessary.”

Paddy turned to Bob and Jack, sitting together bewildered on aSuddenly realizing that his family were as concerned as himself,Florentine marble bench. “Boys, what do you say? Do you wanttest, not otherwise.”to go after Auntie Mary’s thirteen million quid? If you do I’ll consays?” Bob asked.“But we can live on Drogheda anyway, isn’t that what the willeven one of your father’s grandchildren lives.”Harry answered. “No one can turn you off Drogheda so long asthe girls to look after us, and earn a decent wage,” said Paddy as“We’re going to live here in the big house, have Mrs. Smith andif he could hardly believe his good fortune rather than his bad.

“Then what more do we want, Jack?” Bob asked his brother.“Don’t you agree?”“It suits me,” said Jack.

Father Ralph moved restlessly. He had not stopped to shed hisRequiem vestments, nor had he taken a chair; like a dark andbeautiful sorcerer he stood half in the shadows at the back of theroom, isolated, his hands hidden beneath the black chasuble, hisface still, and at the back of the distant blue eyes a horrified, stunnedresentment. There was not even going to be the longed-for chastisement of rage or contempt; Paddy was going to hand it all to himon a golden plate of goodwill, and thank him for relieving theClearys of a burden.

“What about Fee and Meggie?” the priest asked Paddy harshly.“Do you not think enough of your women to consult them, too?”

“Fee?” asked Paddy anxiously.

“Whatever you decide, Paddy. I don’t care.”

“Meggie?”


212 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



“I don’t want her thirteen million pieces of silver,” Meggie said,her eyes fixed on Father Ralph.

Paddy turned to the lawyer. “Then that’s it, Harry. We don’twant to contest the will. Let the Church have Mary’s money, andwelcome.”

Harry struck his hands together. “God damn it, I hate to see youcheated!”

“I thank my stars for Mary,” said Paddy gently. “If it wasn’t forher I’d still be trying to scrape a living in New Zealand.”

As they came out of the drawing room Paddy stopped FatherRalph and held out his hand, in full view of the fascinated mournersclustering in the dining room doorway.

“Father, please don’t think there are any hard feelings on ourside. Mary was never swayed by another human being in all herlife, priest or brother or husband. You take it from me, she didwhat she wanted to do. You were mighty good to her, and you’vebeen mighty good to us. We’ll never forget it.”

The guilt. The burden. Almost Father Ralph did not move to takethat gnarled stained hand, but the cardinal’s brain won; he grippedit feverishly and smiled, agonized.

“Thank you, Paddy. You may rest assured I’ll see you never wantfor a thing.”

Within the week he was gone, not having appeared on Droghedaagain. He spent the few days packing his scant belongings, andtouring every station in the district where there were Catholicfamilies; save Drogheda.

Father Watkin Thomas, late of Wales, arrived to assume theduties of parish priest to the Gillanbone district, while Father Ralphde Bricassart became private secretary to Archbishop Cluny Dark.But his work load was light; he had two undersecretaries. For themost part he was occupied in discovering just what and how muchMary Carson had owned, and in gathering the reins of governmenttogether on behalf of the Church.
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The new year came in with Angus MacQueen’s annual Hogmanayparty on Rudna Hunish, and still the move to the big house hadnot been accomplished. It wasn’t something done overnight,between packing over seven years’ accumulation of everyday arti-facts, and Fee’s declaration that the big house drawing room atleast be finished first. No one was in the slightest hurry, thougheveryone was looking forward to it. In some respects the big housewould prove no different: it lacked electricity and the flies populatedit just as thickly. But in summer it was about twenty degrees coolerthan outside, from the thickness of its stone walls and the ghostgums shading its roof. Also, the bathhouse was a true luxury,having hot water all winter from pipes which ran up the back ofthe vast fuel stove in the cookhouse next door, and every drop inits pipes was rain water. Though baths and showers had to be takenin this large structure with its ten separate cubicles, the big houseand all the smaller houses were liberally endowed with indoorwater-closet toilets, an unheard-of degree of opulence envious Gillyresidents had been caught calling sybaritism. Aside from the HotelImperial, two pubs, the Catholic presbytery and the convent, theGillanbone district survived on out-houses.
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Except Drogheda homestead, thanks to its enormous number oftanks and roofs to catch rain water. The rules were strict: no undueflushing, and plenty of sheep-dip disinfectant. But after holes in theground, it was heaven.at the beginning of the preceding December, to be going on with,Father Ralph had sent Paddy a check for five thousand poundshis letter said; Paddy handed it to Fee with a dazed exclamation.he said.“I doubt I’ve managed to earn this much in all my working days,”up t him, eyes blazing. “Money, Paddy! Money at last, do you“What shall I do with it?” Fee asked, staring at it and then lookingrealize it? Oh, I don’t care about Auntie Mary’s thirteen millionpounds—there’s nothing real about so much. But this is real! Whatshall I do with it?”and yourself? And maybe there are things you’d like to buy for the“Spend it,” said Paddy simply. “A few new clothes for the childrenbig house? I can’t think of anything else we need.”beckoning Meggie imperiously. “Come on, girl, we’re walking up“Nor can I, isn’t it silly?” Up got Fee from the breakfast table,to the big house to look at it.”week following Mary Carson’s death, none of the Clearys had beenThough at that time three weeks had elapsed, since the franticprevious reluctance. From one room to another she marched withnear the big house. But now Fee’s visit more than made up for theirthan a bewildered Meggie had ever known her. She muttered toMeggie, Mrs. Smith, Minnie and Cat in attendance, more animatedwas Mary color-blind, did she have no taste at all?herself continually; this was dreadful, that was an absolute horror,the reception room exceeded it in size, for it was forty feet longIn the drawing room Fee paused longest, eyeing it expertly. Onlymixture of the bestand thirty wide, and had a fifteen-foot ceiling. It was a curious


THE THORN BIRDS / 217



and the worst in its decoration, painted a uniform cream whichhad yellowed and did nothing to emphasize the magnificentmoldings on the ceiling or the carved paneling on the walls. Theenormous floor-to-ceiling windows that marched uninterruptedlyfor forty feet along the veranda side were heavily curtained in brownvelvet, casting a deep gloom over the dingy brown chairs, twostunning malachite benches and two equally beautiful benches inFlorentine marble, and a massive fireplace of cream marble veinedin deep pink. On the polished teak floor three Aubusson carpetshad been squared with geometrical precision, and a Waterfordchandelier six feet long touched the ceiling, its chain bunched roundit.

positively awful, but spotlessly clean. I shall give you something“You are to be commended, Mrs. Smith,” Fee pronounced. “It’sworth caring for. Those priceless benches without anything to setthem off—it’s a shame! Since the day I saw this room, I’ve longedto make it into something every person who walks into it will adinto it want to remain.”mire, and yet comfortable enough to make every person who walksit and the phone which stood upon it, flicking its gloomy woodMary Carson’ desk was a Victorian hideousness; Fee walked tocontemptuously. “My escritoire will do beautifully here,” she said.“I’m going to start with this room, and when it’s finished I’ll moveup from the creek, not before. Then at least we’ll have one placeand plucked the receiver off its hook.where we can congregate without being depressed.” She sat downhuddle, she proceeded to set Harry Gough in motion. Mark FoysWhile her daughter and her servants stood in a small bewilderedwould send fabric samples on the night mail; Nock & Kirbys wouldthese and other Sydney stores would send catalogues speciallysend paint samples; Grace Brothers would send wallpaper samples;his voice, Harry guaranteed tocompiled for her, describing their lines of furnishings. Laughter in
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produce a competent upholsterer and a team of painters capableof doing the meticulous work Fee demanded. Good for Mrs. Cleary!She was going to sweep Mary Carson right out of the house.brown velvet curtains at once. Out they went onto the rubbish heapThe phoning finished, everyone was directed to rip down thein an orgy of wastefulness Fee supervised personally, even puttingthe torch to them herself.

them on the Gillanbone poor.”“We don’t need them,” she said, “and I’m not going to inflict“Yes, Mum,” said Meggie, paralyzed.

turbed over a flagrant breach of the decorating customs of the time.“We’re not going to have any curtains,” said Fee, not at all disdo we need curtains? I want this room to be “The veranda’s far too deep to let the sun come in directly, so whyseen.”

Meggie and Cat were sent up ladders to wash and polish the topThe materials arrived, so did the painters and the upholsterer;windows while Mrs. Smith and Minnie coped with the bottom onesand Fee strode around watching everything with an eagle eye.course the news leaked out on the party lines. Mrs. Cleary hadBy the second week in January it was all done, and somehow ofbe only the civil thing for Mrs. Hopeton to accompany Mrs. Kingmade the Drogheda drawing room into a palace, and wouldn’t itand Mrs. O’Rourke on a welcome-to-the-big-house visit?

The cream Aubusson carpets with their faded bunches of pink andNo one argued that the result of Fee’s efforts was absolute beauty.around the mirror-finished floor. Fresh cream paint covered thered roses and green leaves had been strewn rather haphazardlypicked out in gilt, but the huge oval-shaped flat spaces in the pan-walls and the ceiling, every molding and carving pains-takinglybunches of roses as the three carpets, like stilted Japanese paintingseling had been papered with faded black silk bearing the samein cream
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and gilt surrounds. The Waterford chandelier had been lowereduntil its bottom pendant chimed a bare six and a half feet from thefloor, every prism of its thousands polished to a flashing rainbow,and its great brass chain tethered to the wall instead of beingbunched up. On spindly cream-and-gilt tables Waterford lampsstood next to Waterford ashtrays and Waterford vases stuffed withcream and pink roses; all the big comfortable chairs had been re-covered in cream watered silk and placed in small cozy groupingswith large ottomans drawn up to each one invitingly; in one sunnycorner stood the exquisite old spinet with an enormous vase ofcream and pink roses on it. Above the fireplace hung the portraitof Fee’s grandmother in her pale pink crinoline, and facing her atthe other end of the room was an even larger portrait of a youngish,red-haired Mary Carson, face like the youngish Queen Victoria, ina stiff black gown fashionably bustled.

do the other rooms at my leisure. Oh, isn’t it lovely to have money“All right,” said Fee, “now we can move up from the creek. I’lland a decent home to spend it on?”

sun had not yet risen, the roosters in the fowl yard were cock-a-About three days before they moved, so early in the morning thedoodling joyously.

her china. “I don’t know what they think they’ve done to crow“Miserable wretches,” said Fee, wrapping old newspapers aroundabout. Not an egg in the place for breakfast, and all the men athome until we finish moving. Meggie, you’ll have to go down tothe chook yard for me; I’m busy.” She scanned a yellowed sheet ofthe 

wasp-waisted stays. “I don’t know why Paddy insists we get all theSydney Morning Herald, snorting over an advertisement fortoo fast to burn in the stove. Look at this! It’s older than our ten-newspapers; no one ever has time to read them. They just pile upancy of the house. Well, at least they’re handy for packing.”
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It was nice to see her mother so cheerful, Meggie thought as shesped down the back steps and across the dusty yard. Thougheveryone was naturally looking forward to living in the big house,Mum seemed to hunger for it as if she could remember what livingin a big house was like. How clever she was, what perfect taste shehad! Things no one had ever realized before, because there hadbeen neither time nor money to bring them out. Meggie huggedherself with excitement; Daddy had sent in to the Gilly jeweler andused some of the five thousand pounds to buy Mum a real pearlchoker and real pearl earrings, only these had little diamonds inthem as well. He was going to give them to her at their first dinnerin the big house. Now that she had seen her mother’s face freed ofits habitual dourness, she could hardly wait for the expression itwould wear when she received her pearls. From Bob to the twins,the children were agog for that moment, because Daddy had shownthem the big flat leather case, opened it to reveal the milky opales-cent beads on their black velvet bed. Their mother’s blossominghappiness had affected them deeply; it was like seeing the start ofa good drenching rain. Until now they had never quite understoodhow unhappy she must have been all the years they had knownher.

The chook yard was huge, and held four roosters and upwardof forty hens. At night they inhabited a tumble-down shed, its rig-orously swept floor lined around the edges with straw-filled orangecrates for laying, and its rear crossed by perches of various heights.But during the day the chooks strutted clucking around a large,wire-netted run. When Meggie opened the run gate and squeezedinside, the birds clustered about her greedily, thinking they wouldbe fed, but since Meggie fed them in the evenings she laughed attheir silly antics and stepped through them into the shed.

“Honestly, what a hopeless lot of chookies you are!”
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and only fifteen eggs! Not enough for breakfast, let alone a cake.she lectured them severely as she poked in the nests. “Forty of you,about it soon, the chopping block for the lot of you, and that appliesWell, I’m warning you here and now—if you don’t do somethingand ruffle up your necks as if I’m not including you, gentlemen!”to the lords of the coop as well as wives, so don’t spread your tailsthe kitchen, singing.With the eggs held carefully in her apron, Meggie ran back toFee was sitting in Paddy’s chair staring at a sheet of 

Smith’sWeekly, her face white, her lips moving. Inside Meggie could hearthe men moving about, and the sounds of six-year-old Jims andPatsy laughing in their cot; they were never allowed up until afterthe men had gone.

“What’s the matter, Mum?” Meggie asked.

Fee didn’t answer, only sat staring in front of her with beads ofsweat along her upper lip, eyes stilled to a desperately rational pain,as if within herself she was marshaling every resource she possessednot to scream.

“Daddy, Daddy!” Meggie called sharply, frightened.

The tone of her voice brought him out still fastening his flannelundershirt, with Bob, Jack, Hughie and Stu behind him. Meggiepointed wordlessly at her mother.

Paddy’s heart seemed to block his throat. He bent over Fee, hishand picking up one limp wrist. “What is it, dear?” he asked intones more tender than any of his children had ever heard him use;yet somehow they knew they were the tones he used with her whenthey were not around to hear.

She seemed to recognize that special voice enough to emergefrom her shocked trance, and the big grey eyes looked up into hisface, so kind and worn, no longer young.

“Here,” she said, pointing at a small item of news toward thebottom of the page.
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Stuart had gone to stand behind his mother, his hand lightly onher shoulder; before he started to read the article Paddy glancedup at his son, into the eyes so like Fee’s, and he nodded. What hadroused him to jealousy in Frank could never do so in Stuart; as iftheir love for Fee bound them tightly together instead of separatingthem.

Paddy read out loud, slowly, his tone growing sadder and sadder.The little headline said: BOXER RECEIVES LIFE SENTENCE.



Francis Armstrong Cleary, aged 26, professional boxer,was convicted today in Goulburn District Court of the murderof Ronald Albert Cumming, aged 32, laborer, last July. Thejury reached its verdict after only ten minutes’ deliberation,recommending the most severe punishment the court couldmete out. It was, said Mr. Justice FitzHugh-Cunneally, asimple open-and-closed case. Cumming and Cleary hadquarreled violently in the public bar of the Harbor Hotel onJuly 23rd. Later the same night Sergeant Tom Beardsmore ofthe Goulburn police, accompanied by two constables, wascalled to the Harbor Hotel by its proprietor, Mr. JamesOgilvie. In the lane behind the hotel the police discoveredCleary kicking at the head of the insensible Cumming. Hisfists were bloodstained and bore tufts of Cumming’s hair.When arrested Cleary was drunk but lucid. He was chargedwith assault with intent to commit grievous bodily harm, butthe charge was amended to murder after Cumming died ofbrain injuries in the Goulburn District Hospital next day.

Mr. Arthur Whyte, K.C., entered a plea of not guilty byreason of insanity, but four medical witnesses for the Crownstated unequivocally that under the provisions of theM’Naghten rules Cleary could not be called insane. In address-ing the jury,


THE THORN BIRDS / 223



Mr. Justice FitzHugh-Cunneally told them there was noquestion of guilt or innocence, the verdict was clearly guilty,but he requested them to take time considering their recom-mendation for either clemency or severity, as he would beguided by their opinion. When sentencing Cleary, Mr. JusticeFitzHugh-Cunneally called his act “subhuman savagery,” andregretted that the drunken unpremeditated nature of the crimeprecluded hanging, as he regarded Cleary’s hands as a weaponquite as deadly as a gun or knife. Cleary was sentenced to lifeimprisonment at hard labor, the sentence to be served inGoulburn Gaol, this institution being one designed for viol-ently disposed prisoners. Asked if he had anything so say,Cleary answered, “Just don’t tell my mother.”

6, 1925. “It happened over three years ago,” he said helplessly.Paddy looked at the top of the page to see the date: DecemberNo one answered him or moved, for no one knew what to do;from the front of the house came the gleeful laughter of the twins,their high voices raised in chatter.

did! Oh, God! My poor, poor Frank!”“‘Just—don’t—tell my mother,’” said Fee numbly. “And no onehand, then squatted down in front of her, patting her lap gently.Paddy wiped the tears from his face with the back of his free“Fee dear, pack your things. We’ll go to him.”

face starred and glistening as if dead, pupils huge and gold-filmed.She half-rose before sinking back, her eyes in her small whiteone feel that the agony was there. “It would kill him to see me. Oh,“I can’t go,” she said without a hint of agony, yet making everytion, his determination to be someone important. Let him bearPaddy, it would kill him! I know him so well—his pride, his ambi-
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the shame alone, it’s what he wants. You read it. ‘Just don’t tellmy mother.’ We’ve got to help him keep his secret. What goodwill it do him or us to see him?”

had gone from Fee’s face, for the dying in her eyes. A Jonah, that’sPaddy was still weeping, but not for Frank; for the life whichwhat the lad had always been; the bitter bringer of blight, foreverstanding between Fee and himself, the cause of her withdrawalfrom his heart and the hearts of 

his

as if there might be happiness in store for Fee, Frank took it away. children. Every time it lookedBut Paddy’s love for her was as deep and impossible to eradicateas hers was for Frank; he could never use the lad as his whippingboy again, not after that night in the presbytery.

get in touch with him, we won’t. Yet I’d like to know he was allSo he said, “Well, Fee, if you think it’s better not to attempt toif I write to Father de Bricassart and ask him to look out for Frank?”right, that whatever can be done for him is being done. How aboutPaddy, do that. Only make sure he knows not to tell Frank weThe eyes didn’t liven, but a faint pink stole into her cheeks. “Yes,don’t know.”found out. Perhaps it would ease Frank to think for certain that weterest in redecorating the big house kept her occupied. But herWithin a few days Fee regained most of her energy, and her in-quietness became dour again, only less grim, encapsulated by anexpressionless calm. It seemed she cared more for how the bighouse would eventually look than she did for her family’s welfare.and that Mrs. Smith and the maids were there to look after themPerhaps she assumed they could look after themselves spiritually,physically.

everyone. The older boys grieved deeply for their mother, spentYet the discovery of Frank’s plight had profoundly affectedsleepless nights remembering her face at that awful moment. Theyloved her, and her cheerfulness during the previous few weeks hadgiven them a glimpse of her which was never to leave them,
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again. If their father had been the pivot upon which their livesand was to inspire them with a passionate desire to bring it backalongside him. They began to treat her with a tender, absorbedturned until then, from that moment on their mother was putPaddy to Stu the Cleary males conspired to make Fee’s life whatevercare no amount of indifference on her part could banish. Fromeveryone. No one must ever harm her or hurt her again. And whenshe wanted, and they demanded adherence to this end fromexpressionless word of thanks, no pleasure or interest in her perusal;Paddy presented her with the pearls she took them with a brief,been were it not for Frank.but everyone was thinking how different her reaction would havehave suffered a great deal more than she did, for without admittingHad the move to the big house not occurred, poor Meggie wouldher into full, exclusively male membership of the protect-Mum society (perhaps sensing that her participation was more grudgingthan theirs), her father and older brothers expected that Meggieturned out, Mrs. Smith and the maids shared the burden withshould shoulder all the tasks Fee obviously found repugnant. As itsons, but Mrs. Smith assumed full charge of Jims and Patsy withMeggie. Chiefly repugnant to Fee was the care of her two youngestfelt glad that these two could at last belong entirely to the house-such ardor Meggie couldn’t feel sorry for her, instead in a way shewholeheartedly as the men, for her loyalties were sorely tried; thekeeper. Meggie grieved for her mother, too, but by no means asmounting indifference to Jims and Patsy. When I have my children,big vein of motherliness in her was deeply offended by Fee’sshe would think to herself, I’m 

never

more than the rest. going to love one of themstrange to have a bedroom to oneself, and for the women, not toLiving in the big house was certainly very different. At first it washave to worry about any sort of household duty, inside or outside.Minnie, Cat and
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Mrs. Smith among them coped with everything from washing andironing to cooking and cleaning, and were horrified by offers ofhelp. In return for plenty of food and a small wage, an endlessprocession of swaggies were temporarily entered on the stationbooks as rouseabouts, to chop the wood for the homestead fires,the lovely gardens, do all the heavy cleaning.feed the fowls and pigs, do the milking, help old Tom take care ofPaddy had been communicating with Father Ralph.pounds a year, thanks to the fact that Michar Limited is a privately“The income from Mary’s estate comes to roughly four millionmining,” wrote Father Ralph. “So what I’ve assigned to you is aowned company with most of its assets sunk in steel, ships andtenth of Drogheda station profits in a year. Don’t worry about badmere drop in the Carson bucket, and doesn’t even amount to one-black I can pay you out of its interest forever, if necessary. So whatyears, either. The Drogheda station account is so heavily in thedent Michar Limited. It’s station money you’re getting, not companymoney comes to you is no more than you deserve, and doesn’tup to date and honestly entered for the auditors.”money. I require no more of you than to keep the station booksence in the beautiful drawing room on a night when everyone wasIt was after he had this particular letter that Paddy held a confer-at home. He sat with his steel-rimmed reading half-glasses perchedposed on a matching ottoman, his pipe in a Waterford ashtray.on his Roman nose, in a big cream chair, his feet comfortably dis-think we ought to give Mum a vote of thanks for it, don’t you,“How nice this is.” He smiled, looking around with pleasure. “Iboys?”head from where she sat in what had been Mary Carson’s wingThere were murmurs of assent from the “boys”; Fee inclined heraround thechair, re-covered now in cream watered silk. Meggie curled her feet
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gedly on the sock she was mending.ottoman she had chosen instead of a chair, and kept her eyes dogbeen very generous,” Paddy continued. “He’s put seven thousand“Well, Father de Bricassart has sorted everything out and haspounds in the bank in my name, and opened a savings account foreveryone with two thousand pounds in each. I am to be paid fourthousand pounds a year as the station manager, and Bob will bepaid three thousand a year as the assistant manager. All the workingboys—Jack, Hughie and Stu—will be paid two thousand a year,old enough to decide what they want to do.and the little boys are to get one thousand a year each until they’reeach of them a yearly income equal to a full working member of“When the little boys are grown up, the estate will guaranteeDrogheda, even if they don’t want to work on Drogheda. WhenSydney to board and be educated at the expense of the estate.Jims and Patsy turn twelve, they’ll be sent to Riverview College inis Meggie. The household account will be kept at five thousand“Mum is to have two thousand pounds a year for herself, and soI don’t know. He says in case we want to make major alterations.pounds, though why Father thinks we need so much to run a house,I have his instructions as to how much Mrs. Smith, Minnie, Catand Tom are to be paid, and I must say he’s generous. Other wagesI decide on myself. But my first decision as manager is to put onat least six more stockmen, so Drogheda can be run as it shouldbe. It’s too much for a handful.” That was the most he ever saidabout his sister’s management.

trying to assimilate their good fortune.No one had ever heard of having so much money; they sat silent,left us anything to spend it on.”“We’ll never spend the half of it, Paddy,” said Fee. “He hasn’tthink we’ll never have to worry about money again?” He clearedPaddy looked at her gently. “I know, Mum. But isn’t it nice tohis throat. “Now it seems
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of a loose end,” he went on. “I was never much good at figures,to me that Mum and Meggie in particular are going to be at a bit

arithmetic teacher. So Mum is going to be the Drogheda bookkeep-but Mum can add and subtract and divide and multiply like an

has employed one chap just to deal with Drogheda’s accounts, ander, instead of Harry Gough’s office. I never realized it, but Harry

to us at all. In fact, he was the one who suggested Mum might makeat the moment he’s a man short, so he doesn’t mind passing it back

teach you properly, Mum. It’s quite complicated, apparently. You’vea good bookkeeper. He’s going to send someone out from Gilly to

everything in the log book, and so on. Enough to keep you prettygot to balance the ledgers, the cash books, the journals, record

washing did, will it?”busy, only it won’t take the starch out of you the way cooking andIt was on the tip of Meggi’s tongue to shout: What about 

me? I

did just as much washing and cooking as Mum!

Frank. “I’ll enjoy the job, Paddy, really I will. It will make me feelFee was actually smiling, for the first time since the news aboutlike a part of Drogheda.”

you’re going to have to be the one to go into Gilly to the bank and“Bob is going to teach you how to drive the new Rolls, becausesee Harry.” Besides, it will do you good to know you can drive

anywhere you want without depending on one of us being around.We’re too isolated out here. I’ve always meant to teach you girls

how to drive, but there’s never been the time before. All right, Fee?”“All right, Paddy,” she said happily.

“Now, Meggie, we’ve got to deal with you.”

in a mixture of inquiry and resentment, sure she knew what he wasMeggie laid her sock and needle down, looked up at her fathergoing to say: her mother would be busy with the books, so it would

be her job to supervise the house and its environs.
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“I’d hate to see you turn into an idle, snobby miss like some ofthe graziers’ daughters we know,” Paddy said with a smile whichrobbed his words of any contempt. “So I’m going to put you towork at a full-time job, too, wee Meggie. You’re going to look afterthe inside paddocks for us—Borehead, Creek, Carson, Winnemurraand North Tank. You’re also going to look after the Home Paddock.You’ll be responsible for the stock horses, which ones are workingand which ones are being spelled. During musters and lambingwe’ll all pitch in together, of course, but otherwise you’ll manageon your own, I reckon. Jack can teach you to work the dogs anduse a stock whip. You’re a terrible tomboy still, so I thought youmight like to work in the paddocks more than lie around the house,”he finished, smiling more broadly than ever.

Resentment and discontent had flown out the window while hetalked; he was once more Daddy, who loved her and thought ofher. What had been the matter with her, to doubt him so? She wasso ashamed of herself she felt like jabbing the big darning needleinto her leg, but she was too happy to contemplate self-inflictionof pain for very long, and anyway, it was just an extravagant wayof expressing her remorse.

Her face shone. “Oh, Daddy, I’ll love it!”

“What about me, Daddy?” asked Stuart.

“The girls don’t need you around the house anymore, so you’llbe out in the paddocks again, Stu.”

“All right, Daddy.” He looked at Fee longingly, but said nothing.

Fee and Meggie learned to drive the new Rolls-Royce Mary Carsonhad taken delivery of a week before she died, and Meggie learnedto work the dogs while Fee learned to keep the books.

If it hadn’t been for Father Ralph’s continued absence, Meggiefor one would have been absolutely happy. This was what she hadalways longed to do: be
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Yet the ache for Father Ralph was always there, too, the memoryout there in the paddocks astride a horse, doing stockman’s work.thousand times. However, memory wasn’t a patch on reality; tryof his kiss something to be dreamed about, treasured, felt again ashadow of it, like a thin sad cloud.as she would, the actual sensation couldn’t be conjured up, only ause this as a pretext to visit them were abruptly shatttered. His de-When he wrote to tell them about Frank, her hopes that he wouldscription of the trip to see, Frank in Goulburn Gaol was carefullyworded, stripped of the pain it had engendered, giving no hint ofFrank’s steadily worsening psychosis. He had tried vainly to haveFrank committed to Morisset asylum for the criminally insane, butno one had listened. So he simply passed on an idealistic image ofheavily underlined told Paddy Frank had no idea they knew whata Frank resigned to paying for his sins to society, and in a passageSydney newspapers, and he would make sure the family neverhad happened. It had come to his ears, he assured Frank, throughit at that.knew. After being told this, Frank settled better, he said, and leftused the rangy black gelding she had ridden for pleasure as a stockPaddy talked of selling Father Ralph’s chestnut mare. Meggiehorse, for it was lighter-mouthed and nicer in nature than the moodymares or mean geldings in the yards. Stock horses were intelligent,and rarely placid. Even a total absence of stallions didn’t makethem very amiable animals.pleaded. “Think how awful it would be if after all his kindnesses“Oh, please, Daddy, I can ride the chestnut, too!” Meggieto us, Father should come back to visit and discover we had soldhis horse!”will come back.”Paddy stared at her thoughtfully. “Meggie, I don’t think Father

“But he might! You never know!”himself to hurt her more than she wasThe eyes so like Fee’s were too much for him; he couldn’t bring
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already hurt, poor little thing. “All right then, Meggie, we’ll keepthe mare, but make sure you use both the mare and the geldingregularly, for I won’t have a fat horse on Drogheda, do you hear?”but after that she alternated to give both the animals in the stablesUntil then she hadn’t liked to use Father Ralph’s own mount,a chance to work off their oats.

twins, for with Meggie out in the paddocks and Fee sitting for hoursIt was just as well Mrs. Smith, Minnie and Cat doted on thewonderful time. They were into everything, but with such glee andat her escritoire in the drawing room, the two little fellows had avery long. At night in her little house Mrs. Smith, long convertedconstant good humor that no one could be angry with them forin her heart she could scarcely contain it. Children of her own hadto Catholicism, knelt to her prayers with such deep thankfulnessthe big house had been childless, its occupants forbidden to mixnever come to gladden her when Rob had been alive, and for yearsBut when the Clearys came they were Mary Carson’s kin, and therewith the inhabitants of the stockmen’s houses down by the creek.residents of the big house.were children at last. Especially now, with Jims and Patsy permanent

It had been a dry winter, and the summer rains didn’t come. Knee-high and lush, the tawny grass dried out in the stark sun until eventhe inner core of each blade was crisp. To look across the paddocksrequired slitted eyes and a hat brim drawn far down on the fore-head; the grass was mirror-silver, and little spiral whirlwinds spedbusily among shimmering blue mirages, transferring dead leavesand fractured grass blades from one restless heap to another.them in stiff, crunchy ribbons. No danger yet of the sheepOh, but it was dry! Even the trees were dry, the bark falling fromstarving—the grass would last
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another year at least, maybe more—but no one liked to seeeverything so dry. There was always a good chance the rain wouldnot come next year, or the year after. In a good year they got tento fifteen inches, in a bad year less than five, perhaps close to noneat all.

paddocks, walking the chestnut mare behind a bleating mob ofIn spite of the heat and the flies, Meggie loved life out in thesheep while the dogs lay flat on the ground, tongues lolling, deceptively inattentive. Let one sheep bolt out of the tightly packed clusterand the nearest dog would be away, a streak of vengeance, sharpteeth hungering to nip into a hapless heel.

their dust for several miles, and opened the paddock gate. SheMeggie rode ahead of her mob, a welcome relief after breathingwaited patiently while the dogs, reveling in this chance to showher what they could do, bit and goaded the sheep through. It washarder mustering and droving cattle, for they kicked or charged,had to be ready to do his bit, use his whip, but the dogs loved theoften killing an unwary dog; that was when the human herdsmanrequired of her; Paddy attended to that himself.spice of danger working cattle. However, to drove cattle was notphenomenal. Most of the Drogheda dogs were kelpies, coated inBut the dogs never ceased to fascinate her; their intelligence wasthere were Queensland blues too, larger, with blue-grey coatsrich brownish tan with creamy paws, chests and eyebrows, butblue. The bitches came in heat, were scientifically mated, increaseddappled in black, and all varieties of crossbreds between kelpie andin the paddocks, and if good were kept or sold, if no good shot.and whelped; after weaning and growing, their pups were tried outturned the chestnut mare toward home. Nearby was a big stand ofWhistling her dogs to heel, Meggie shut the gate on the mob andon its outskirts. She rode into its shade thankfully, and havingtrees, stringybark and iron-bark and black box, an occasional wilga
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now the leisure to look around, let her eyes roam in delight. Thegums were full of budgies, skawking and whistling their parodiesof songbirds; finches wheeled from branch to branch; two sulphur-crested cockatoos sat with their heads to one side watching herprogress with twinkling eyes; willy-wagtails fossicked in the dirt forants, their absurd rumps bobbing; crows carked eternally andmournfully. Theirs was the most obnoxious noise in the wholebush song repertoire, so devoid of joy, desolate and somehow soulchilling, speaking of rotting flesh, of carrion and blowflies. To thinkof a crow singing like a bellbird was impossible; cry and functionfitted perfectly.

her hat, but her bare arms were constantly plagued, and the chestnutOf course there were flies everywhere; Meggie wore a veil overmare’s tail never stopped swishing, its flesh never stopped shiveringand creeping for a second. It amazed Meggie that even through thethickness of hide and hair, a horse could feel something as delicateand airy as a fly. They drank sweat, which was why they tormentedhorses and humans so, but humans never let them do what sheepdid, so they used the sheep for a more intimate purpose, layingtheir eggs around the rump wool, or wherever the wool was dampand dirty.

dragonflies seeking out the bore drains, alive with exquisitelyThe air was full of the noise of bees, and alive with brilliant quickof rotting log with a hoof; Meggie stared at its underside, her skincolored butterflies and day moths. Her horse turned over a piecewood lice and slugs, huge centipedes and spiders. From burrowscrawling. There were witchetty grubs, fat and white and loathsome,puffs up in the air, then turned to peer out, noses twitching. Fartherrabbits hopped and skittled, flashed back inside with white powderon an echidna broke off its quest after ants, panicked at her approach. Burrowing so fast that its strong clawed feet were hiddenin seconds, it began to disappear under a huge
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log. Its antics as it dug were amusing, the cruel spines lying flat allover its body to streamline its entry into the ground, earth flyingin heaps.She came out of the timber on the main track to the homestead.or grubs, but as they heard her coming they took to the air enA sheet of dappled grey occupied its dust, galahs picking for insectsand underwings soared above her head, the grey turned magicallymasse. It was like being inundated by a magenta-pink wave; breastsnever again to come back, in my dreams I’d live Drogheda in ato rich pink. If I had to leave Drogheda tomorrow, she thought,out; the kangas are coming in, more and more of them….wash of pink galah undersides…. It must be getting very dry fartherstartled out of its placid grazing by the galahs and took off into theA great mob of kangaroos, maybe two thousand strong, wasdistance in long, graceful leaps which swallowed the leagues fasterthan any other animal save the emu. Horses couldn’t keep up withthem.

of Ralph, as always. Privately Meggie had never catalogued whatIn between these delightful bouts of nature-studying she thoughtshe felt for him as a schoolgirl crush, simply called it love, as theythose of an Ethel M. Dell heroine. Nor did it seem fair that a barrierdid in books. Her symptoms and feelings were no different fromshe wanted of him, which was to have him as her husband. To liveas artificial as his priesthood could stand between her and whatwith him as Daddy did with Mum, in such harmony he would adoreher the way Daddy did Mum. It had never seemed to Meggie thather mother did very much to earn her father’s adoration, yet worfar better than living on his own; for it had not dawned upon hership her he did. So Ralph would soon see that to live with her wasany circumstances. Yes, she knew it was forbidden to have a priestthat Ralph’s priesthood was something he could not abandon underit by strippingas husband or lover, but she had got into the habit of getting around
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had never advanced to discussions of the nature of priestly vows,Ralph of his religious office. Her formal education in Catholicismvoluntarily. Obtaining no satisfaction from praying, Meggie obeyedand she was not herself in need of religion, so didn’t pursue itin Hell throughout eternity.the laws of the Church simply because not to do so meant burningwith him and sleeping with him, as Daddy did with Mum. ThenIn her present daydream she rambled through the bliss of livingthe thought of his nearness excited her, made her shift in the saddlerestlessly; she translated it into a deluge of kisses, having no othercriterion. Riding the paddocks hadn’t advanced her sexual educationto mate out of any animal’s mind, and as on all stations, indiscrim-at all, for the mere sniff of a dog in the far distance drove all desirethe ewes of a particular paddock, Meggie was dispatched elsewhere,inate mating was not allowed. When the rams were sent amongto flick the pair with her whip, stop their “playing.”and the sight of one dog humping another was simply the signalinchoate longing with its attendant restlessness and irritability, orPerhaps no human being is equipped to judge which is worse;specific desire with its willful drive to achieve the desire. PoorMeggie longed, quite what for she didn’t know, but the basic pullwas there, and it dragged her inexorably in the direction of Ralphde Bricassart. So she dreamed of him, yearned for him, wantedhim; and mourned, that in spite of his declared love for her shemeant so little to him that he never came to see her.

homestead on the same course as she was; smiling, she reined inInto the middle of her thoughts rode Paddy, heading for thethe chestnut mare and waited for him to catch up.

his daughter’s middle-aged mare.“What a nice surprise,” said Paddy, walking his old roan beside“Yes, it is,” she said. “Is it dry farther out?”
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“A bit worse than this, I think. Lord, I’ve never seen so manykangas! It must be bone dry out Milparinka way. Martin King wastalking of a big shoot, but I don’t see how an army of machineguns could reduce the number of kangas by enough to see the difference.”

He was so nice, so thoughtful and forgiving and loving; and itwas rarely that she ever had the chance to be with him without atleast one of the boys in attendance. Before she could change hermind, Meggie asked the doubting question, the one which gnawedand preyed in spite of all her internal reassurances.

“Daddy, why doesn’t Father de Bricassart ever come to see us?”

“He’s busy, Meggie,” Paddy answered, but his voice had becomewary.

“But even priests have holidays, don’t they? He used to loveDrogheda so, I’m sure he’d want to spend his holidays here.”

“In one way priests have holidays, Meggie, but in another waythey’re never off duty. For instance, every day of their lives theyhave to say Mass, even if quite alone. I think Father de Bricassartis a very wise man, and knows that it’s never possible to go backto a way of life that’s gone. For him, wee Meggie, Drogheda’s abit of the past. If he came back, it wouldn’t give him the same sortof pleasure it used to.”

“You mean he’s forgotten us,” she said dully.

“No, not really. If he had, he wouldn’t write so often, or demandnews about each of us.” He turned in his saddle, his blue eyespitying. “I think it’s best that he doesn’t ever come back, so I don’tencourage him to think of it by inviting him.”

“Daddy!”

Paddy plunged into muddy waters doggedly. “Look, Meggie, it’swrong for you to dream about a priest, and it’s time you understoodthat. You’ve kept your secret pretty well, I don’t think anyone elseknows how you
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many, but enough. Now take it from me, you’ve got to stop, hearfeel about him, but it’s to me your questions come, isn’t it? Notno intention of breaking, and you’ve mistaken his fondness for you.it? Father de Bricassart took holy vows I know he has absolutelyWell, that’s how he thinks of you, Meggie, to this very day.”He was a grown man when he met you, and you were a little girl.she’s Fee’s daughter, all right.She didn’t answer, nor did her face change. Yes, he thought,It’s just that I haven’t had a chance to talk to him about it.”After a while she said tautly, “But he could stop being a priest.Meggie found it more convincing than his words, vehement thoughThe shock on Paddy’s face was too genuine not to believe it, sothey were.

You ought to be in school, my girl, and if Auntie Mary had died“Meggie! Oh, good God, that’s the worst of this bush existence!sooner I would have packed you off to Sydney in time to get atleast a couple of years under your belt. But you’re too old, aren’tyou? I wouldn’t have them laugh at you at your age, poor weeMeggie.” He continued more gently, spacing his words to give thema sharp, lucid cruelty, though it was not his intention to be cruel,only to dispel illusions once and for all. “Father de Bricassart is apriest,that. The vows he took are sacred, too solemn to break. Once a Meggie. He can never, never stop being a priest, understandman is a priest there can be no turning away, and his supervisorsswearing before he does. A man who takes those vows knowsin the seminary make absolutely sure that he knows what he’sFather de Bricassart took them, and he’ll never break them.” Hebeyond any doubt that once taken they can’t be broken, ever.sighed. “Now you know, Meggie, don’t you? From this momentyou have no excuse to daydream about Father de Bricassart.”

They had come in from the front of the homestead,
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Meggie turned the chestnut mare toward the stables, and left herso the stables were closer than the stockyards; without a word,look after her, but when she had disappeared inside the fencefather to continue alone. For a while he kept turning around toat a canter, hating himself and the necessity of saying what he had.around the stables he dug his roan in the ribs and finished his ridevariance with all others.Damn the man-woman thing! It seemed to have a set of rules at

Father Ralph de Bricassart’s voice was very cold, yet it was warmerthan his eyes, which never veered from the young priest’s pallidface as he spoke his stiff, measured words.mands His priests conduct themselves. I think you know it better“You have not conducted yourself as Our Lord Jesus Christ de-than we who censure you could ever know it, but I must still censureyou on behalf of your Archbishop, who stands to you not only asa fellow priest but as your superior. You owe him perfect obedience,and it is not your place to argue with his sentiments or his decisions.self, on your parish, and especially on the Church you purport to“Do you really understand the disgrace you’ve brought on your-love more than any human being? Your vow of chastity was assolemn and binding as your other vows, and to break it is to singrievously. You will never see the woman again, of course, but itbehooves us to assist you in your struggles to overcome temptation.Therefore we have arranged that you leave immediately for dutyin the parish of Darwin, in the Northern Territory. You will proceedto Brisbane tonight on the express train, and from there you willproceed, again by train, to Longreach. In Longreach you will boarda Qantasthis moment and will be on the express before it departs, so there plane for Darwin. Your belongings are being packed atis no need for you to return to your present parish.
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“Now go to the chapel with Father John and pray. You will remain in the chapel until it is time to join the train. For your comfortand consolation, Father John will travel with you to Darwin. Youare dismissed.”

They were wise and aware, the priests in administration; theywould permit the sinner no opportunity to have further contactwith the young girl he had taken as his mistress. It had become thescandal of his present parish, and very embarrassing. As for thegirl—let her wait, and watch, and wonder. From now until he arrived in Darwin he would be watched by the excellent Father John,who had his orders, then after that every letter he sent from Darwinwould be opened, and he would not be allowed to make any longdistance phone calls. She would never know where he had gone,and he would never be able to tell her. Nor would he be given anychance to take up with another girl. Darwin was a frontier town;women were almost nonexistent. His vows were absolute, he couldnever be released from them; if he was too weak to police himself,the Church must do it for him.

After he had watched the young priest and his appointedwatchdog go from the room, Father Ralph got up from his deskand walked through to an inner chamber. Archbishop Cluny Darkwas sitting in his customary chair, and at right angles to him anotherman in purple sash and skullcap sat quietly. The Archbishop wasa big man, with a shock of beautiful white hair and intensely blueeyes; he was a vital sort of fellow, with a keen sense of humor anda great love of the table. His visitor was quite the antithesis; smalland thin, a few sparse strands of black hair around his skullcap andbeneath them an angular, ascetic face, a sallow skin with a heavybeard shadow, and large dark eyes. In age he might have beenanywhere between thirty and fifty, but in actual fact he was thirtynine, three years older than Father Ralph de Bricassart.

“Sit down, Father, have a cup of tea,” said the Archbishop
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pot. Did you dismiss the young man with a suitable admonitionheartily. “I was beginning to think we’d have to send for a freshto mend his conduct?”

in the third chair around the tea table, loaded with wafer-thin cu-“Yes, Your Grace,” said Father Ralph briefly, and seated himselfcumber sandwiches, pink and white iced fairy cakes, hot butteredscones with crystal dishes of jam and whipped cream, a silver teaservice and Aynsley china cups washed with a delicate coating ofgold leaf.

we who are ordained the priests of Our Dear Lord are weak, all-“Such incidents are regrettable, my dear Archbishop, but eventoo-human creatures. I find it in my heart to pity him deeply, andI shall pray tonight that he finds more strength in the future,” thevisitor said.

sibilance in its s’s. By nationality he was Italian, by title he was HisHis accent was distinctly foreign, his voice soft, with a hint ofGrace the Archbishop Papal Legate to the Australian CatholicVerchese. His was the delicate role of providing a link between theChurch, and by name he was Vittorio Scarbanza di Continiwas the most important priest in this section of the world.Australian hierarchy and the Vatican nerve center; which meant hethe United States of America, but on thinking about it he decidedBefore being given this appointment he had of course hoped forAustralia would do very nicely. If in population though not in areait was a much smaller country, it was also far more Catholic. Unlikethe rest of the English-speaking world, it was no social comedownin Australia to be Catholic, no handicap to an aspiring politicianor businessman or judge. And it was a rich country, it supportedthe Church well. No need to fear he would be forgotten by Romewhile he was in Australia.

his eyes over the gold rim of his teacup were fixed not on Archbish-The Archbishop Papal Legate was also a very subtle man, andop Cluny Dark but on Father


THE THORN BIRDS / 241



Ralph de Bricassart, soon to become his own secretary. ThatArchbishop Dark liked the priest enormously was a well-knownfact, but the Archbishop Papal Legate was wondering how well hewas going to like such a man. They were all so big, these IrishAustralian priests, they towered far above him; he was so weary offorever having to tilt his head up to see their faces. Father de Bri-cassart’s manner to his present master was perfect: light, easy, re-spectful but man-to-man, full of humor. How would he adjust toworking for a far different master? It was customary to appoint theLegatal secretary from the ranks of the Italian Church, but FatherRalph de Bricassart held great interest for the Vatican. Not onlydid he have the curious distinction of being personally rich (contraryto popular opinion, his superiors were not empowered to take hismoney from him, and he had not volunteered to hand it over), butSo the Vatican had decided that the Archbishop Papal Legate washe had single-handedly brought a great fortune into the Church.man and find out exactly what he was like.to take Father de Bricassart as his secretary, to study the youngChurch with a cardinal’s biretta, but it would not be yet. ThereforeOne day the Holy Father would have to reward the Australianit was up to him to study priests in Father de Bricassart’s age group,So be it. Let Father de Bricassart try his mettle against an Italianand of these Father de Bricassart was clearly the leading candidate.been just a little smaller?for a while. It might be interesting. But why couldn’t the man haveThe Archbishop Papal Legate noticed that he ate a small sandwichAs he sipped his tea gratefully Father Ralph was unusually quiet.tea thirstily, adding neither sugar nor milk. Well, that was whattriangle and eschewed the other delicacies, but drank four cups ofably abstemious, his only weakness being a good (and very fast)his report said; in his personal living habits the priest was remark-

car.
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“Your name is French, Father,” said the Archbishop Papal Legatesoftly, “but I understand you are an Irishman. How comes thisphenomenon? Was your family French, then?”

Father Ralph shook his head, smiling. “It’s a Norman name,Your Grace, very old and honorable. I am a direct descendant ofone Ranulf de Bricassart, who was a baron in the court of Williamthe Conqueror. In 1066 he came to invade England with William,and one of his sons took English land. The family prospered underthe Norman kings of England, and later on some of them crossedthe Irish Sea during the time of Henry the Fourth, and settledwithin the Pale. When Henry the Eighth removed the EnglishChurch from Rome’s authority we kept the faith of William, whichmeant we felt we owed our first allegiance to Rome, not to London.But when Cromwell set up the Commonwealth we lost our landsand titles, and they were never restored to us. Charles had Englishfavorites to reward with Irish land. It is not causeless, you know,the Irish hatred of the English.

“However, we descended to relative obscurity, still loyal to theChurch, and to Rome. My older brother has a successful stud farmin County Meath, and hopes to breed a Derby or a Grand Nationalwinner. I am the second son, and it has always been a family tradition that the second son embrace the Church if he feels the wishfor it. I’m very proud of my name and my lineage, you know. Forfifteen hundred years there have been de Bricassarts.”

Ah, that was good! An old, aristocratic name and a perfect recordof keeping the faith through emigrations and persecutions.

“And the Ralph?”

“A constriction of Ranulf, Your Grace.”

“I see.”

“I’m going to miss you greatly, Father,’ said Archbishop
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popping it whole into his mouth.Cluny Dark, piling jam and whipped cream on half a scone andGrace! Here I am seated between my old master and my new, andFather Ralph laughed at him. “You place me in a dilemma, Yourif I answer to please one, I must displease the other. But may I sayGrace?”I shall miss Your Grace, while looking forward to serving YourVerchese began to think he might do well with such a secretary.It was well said, a diplomat’s answer. Archbishop di Contini-But too good-looking by far, with those fine features, the strikingcoloring, the magnificent body.

without seeing it. He was seeing the young priest he had just dis-Father Ralph lapsed back into silence, staring at the tea tableciplined, the look in those already tormented eyes as he realizedthey were not even going to let him say goodbye to his girl. DearGod, what if it had been him, and the girl Meggie? One could getwomen to the yearly vacation away from the parish. But let a seriousaway with it for a while if one was discreet; forever if one limitedfind out.devotion to one woman enter the picture and they would inevitablypalace chapel until he was stiff with physical pain prevented himThere were times when only kneeling on the marble floor of thetold himself that he was simply the victim of loneliness, that hefrom catching the next train back to Gilly and Drogheda. He hadhimself nothing had changed when he yielded to a passing weaknessmissed the human affection he had known on Drogheda. He toldrealms of fancy and delight, that it had not passed into a differentand kissed Meggie back; that his love for her was still located inearlier dreams had not. For he couldn’t admit anything hadworld which had a distracting, disturbing wholeness to it theout any visions which might contradict this.changed, and he kept Meggie in his mind as a little girl, shutting
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He had been wrong. The pain didn’t fade. It seemed to growworse, and in a colder, uglier way. Before, his loneliness had beenan impersonal thing, he had never been able to say to himself thatthe presence in his life of any one being could remedy it. But nowloneliness had a name: Meggie. Meggie, Meggie, Meggie…

He came out of his reverie to find Archbishop di Contini-Verchesestaring at him unwinkingly, and those large dark eyes were far moredangerously omniscient than the round vivid orbs of his presentmaster. Far too intelligent to pretend there was nothing causing hisbrown study, Father Ralph gave his master-to-be as penetrating alook as he was receiving, then smiled faintly and shrugged hisshoulders, as if to say: Every man has sadness in him, and it is nosin to remember a grief.

“Tell me, Father, has the sudden slump in economic affairs af-fected your charge?” the Italian prelate asked smoothly.

“So far we have nothing to worry about, Your Grace. MicharLimited isn’t easily affected by fluctuations in the market. I shouldimagine those whose fortunes are less carefully invested than Mrs.Carson’s are the ones who stand to lose the most. Of course thestation Drogheda won’t do as well; the price of wool is falling.However, Mrs. Carson was too clever to sink her money into ruralpursuits; she preferred the solidity of metal. Though to my mindthis is an excellent time to buy land, not only stations in the countrybut houses and buildings in the major cities. Prices are ridiculouslylow, but they can’t remain low forever. I don’t see how we can loseon real estate in years to come if we buy now. The Depression willbe over one day.”

“Quite,” said the Archbishop Papal Legate. So not only wasFather de Bricassart something of a diplomat, he was also somethingof a businessman as well! Truly Rome had better keep her eye uponhim.


9



Men were out of work all over Australia. Those who could stoppedBut it was 1930, and Drogheda knew all about the Depression.for work when there was none. Left to fend alone, wives and chil-paying rent and tying themselves down to the futility of lookingfathers and husbands had gone tramping. A man stowed his fewdren lived in humpies on municipal land and queued for the dole;his back before setting out on the track, hoping at least for handoutsessentials inside his blanket, tied it with thongs and slung it acrossa bluey through the Outback beat sleeping in the Sydney Domain.of food from the stations he crossed, if not employment. Humpingpantries and storehouses to overflowing. A man could always beThe price of food was low, and Paddy stocked the DroghedaThe strange thing was that the parade of drifters constantly changed;sure of having his tuckerbag filled when he arrived on Drogheda.track, they made no attempt to remain, but wandered on in searchonce full of a good hot meal and loaded with provisions for thegenerous as Drogheda by any means, which only added to theof only they knew what. Not every place was as hospitable orthe weariness and the purposelessness of having no home, nopuzzle of why men on the track seemed not to want to stay. Perhaps
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place to go, made them continue to drift. Most managed to live,some died and if found were buried before the crows and pigspicked their bones clean. The Outback was a huge place, and lonely.was never far from the cookhouse door. Good stockmen were easyBut Stuart was permanently in residence again, and the shotgunto come by, and Paddy had nine single men on his books in theold jackaroo barracks, so Stuart could be spared from the paddocks.Fee stopped keeping cash lying about, and had Stuart make acamouflaged cupboard for the safe behind the chapel altar. Few ofthe swaggies were bad men. Bad men preferred to stay in the citiesand the big country towns, for life on the track was too pure, toolonely and scant of pickings for bad men. Yet no one blamed Paddyfor not wanting to take chances with his women; Drogheda was avery famous name, and might conceivably attract what few undesirables there were on the track.

following spring and summer brought rain so heavy that DroghedaThat winter brought bad storms, some dry, some wet, and thegrass grew lusher and longer than ever.

sons at Mrs. Smith’s kitchen table, and chattered now of what itJims and Patsy were plowing through their correspondence lesschool. But Mrs. Smith would grow so sharp and sour at such talkwould be like when it was time to go to Riverview, their boardingwithin hearing distance.that they learned not to speak of leaving Drogheda when she waspletely and baked to a silver crisp in a rainless summer. Inured byThe dry weather came back; the thigh-high grass dried out comdown we go oscillations of drought and flood, the men shruggedten years of the black-soil plains to the hey-ho, up we go, hey-ho,matter. This was true; the main business was essentially to surviveand went about each day as if it were the only one that could everone could predict thebetween one good year and the next, whenever it might be. No
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rain. There was a man in Brisbane called Inigo Jones who wasn’tsun spot activity, but out on the black-soil plains no one put muchbad at long-range weather predictions, using a novel concept ofpetition him for forecasts; the black-soil plainsmen would stick withcredence in what he had to say. Let Sydney and Melbourne bridesthat old sensation in their bones.

cold, but the lush grass kept dust to a minimum and the flies weren’tIn the winter of 1932 the dry storms came back, along with bitterwhich shivered miserably. Mrs. Dominic O’Rourke, who lived inas numerous as usual. No consolation to the freshly shorn sheep,visitors from Sydney; one of the highlights of her tour program wasa wooden house of no particular distinction, adored to entertaineven out on the black-soil plains some people lived graciously. Andpaying a call at Drogheda homestead, to show her visitors thatsheep, left to face the winter minus the five- and six-inch-long fleecesthe subject would always turn to those skinny, drowned-rat-lookingPaddy said gravely to one such visitor, it made for better wool. Thethey would have grown by the time summer heat arrived. But, asstatement a letter appeared in the wool was the thing, not the sheep. Not long after he made thatSydney Morning Herald, demandcruelty.” Poor Mrs. O’Rourke was horrified, but Paddy laugheding prompt parliamentary legislation to end what it called “grazieruntil his sides ached.

belly and sew it with a baling needle,” he comforted the embarrassed“Just as well the silly bloke never saw a shearer rip up a sheep’sMrs. O’Rourke. “It’s not worth getting upset about, Mrs. Dominic.Down in the city they don’t know how the other half lives, andthey can afford the luxury of doting on their animals as if they werechildren. Out here it’s different. You’ll never see man, woman orpeople who dote on their pets will completely ignore a cry of helpchild in need of help go ignored out here, yet in the city those samefrom a human being.”
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Fee looked up. “He’s right, Mrs. Dominic,” she said. “We all havecontempt for whatever there’s too many of. Out here it’s sheep,but in the city it’s people.”

Only Paddy was far afield that day in August when the big stormbroke. He got down from his horse, tied the animal securely to atree and sat beneath a wilga to wait it out. Shivering in fear, hisfive dogs huddled together near him, while the sheep he had beenintending to transfer to another paddock scattered into jumpy littlegroups trotting aimlessly in all directions. And it was a terriblestorm, reserving the worst of its fury until the center of the mael-strom was directly overhead. Paddy stuffed his fingers in his ears,shut his eyes and prayed.

Not far from where he sat with the down-dropping wilga leavesclashing restlessly in the rising wind was a small collection of deadstumps and logs surrounded by tall grass. In the middle of thewhite, skeletal heap was one massive dead gum, its bare bodysoaring forty feet toward the night-black clouds, spindling at its topinto a sharp, jagged point.

A blossoming blue fire so bright it seared his eyes through theirclosed lids made Paddy jump to his feet, only to be thrown downlike a toy in the heave of a huge explosion. He lifted his face fromthe earth to see the final glory of the lightning bolt playing shim-mering halos of glaring blue and purple all up and down the deadspear of gum tree; then, so quickly he hardly had time to understandwhat was happening, everything caught fire. The last drop ofmoisture had long since evaporated from the tissues of that decayedcluster, and the grass everywhere was long and dry as paper. Likesome defiant answer of the earth to the sky, the giant tree shot apillar of flame far beyond its tip, the logs and stumps around itwent up at the same moment, and in a circle from around the centergreat sheets of fire swept in the swirling wind, round and roundand round. Paddy had not even time to reach his horse.



THE THORN BIRDS / 249



The parched wilga caught and the gum resin at its tender heartexploded outward. There were solid walls of fire in every directionPaddy looked; the trees were burning fiercely and the grass beneathhis feet was roaring into flames. He could hear his horse screamingand his heart went out to it; he could not leave the poor beast todie tied up and helpless. A dog howled, its howl changing to ashriek of agony almost human. For a moment it flared and danced,a living torch, then subsided into the blazing grass. More howls asthe other dogs, fleeing, were enveloped by the racing fire, faster inthe gale than anything on foot or wing. A streaming meteorscorched his hair as he stood for a millisecond debating which waywas the best to get to his horse; he looked down to see a greatcockatoo roasting at his feet.

Suddenly Paddy knew this was the end. There was no way outof the inferno for himself or his horse. Even as he thought it, a de-siccated stringybark behind him shot flames in every direction, thegum in it exploding. The skin on Paddy’s arm shriveled andblackened, the hair of his head dimmed at last by somethingbrighter. To die so is indescribable; for fire works its way fromoutside to in. The last things that go, finally cooked to the pointof nonfunction, are brain and heart. His clothes on fire, Paddycapered screaming and screaming through the holocaust. And everyawful cry was his wife’s name.

All the other men made it back to Drogheda homestead ahead ofthe storm, turned their mounts into the stockyard and headed foreither the big house or the jackaroo barracks. In Fee’s brightly litdrawing room with a log fire roaring in the cream-and-pink marblefireplace the Cleary boys sat listening to the storm, not temptedthese days to go outside and watch it. The beautiful pungent smellof burning eucalyptus wood in the grate and the heaped cakes andsandwiches on the afternoon tea trolley were too alluring. No oneexpected Paddy to make it in.
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About four o’clock the clouds rolled away to the east, andeveryone unconsciously breathed easier; somehow it was impossibleto relax during a dry storm, even though every building onDrogheda was equipped with a lightning conductor. Jack and Bobgot up and went outside to get a little fresh air, they said, but inreality to release pent breath.

“Look!” said Bob, pointing westward.

Above the trees that ringed the Home Paddock round, a greatbronze pall of smoke was growing, its margins torn to tatteredstreamers in the high wind.

“God Jesus!” Jack cried, running inside to the telephone.

“Fire, fire!” he shouted into the receiver, while those still insidethe room turned to gape at him, then ran outside to see. “Fire onDrogheda, and a big one!” Then he hung up; it was all he neededto say to the Gilly switch and to those along the line who habituallypicked up when the first tinkle came. Though there had not beena big fire in the Gilly district since the Clearys had come toDrogheda, everyone knew the routine.

The boys scattered to get horses, and the stockmen were pilingout of the jackaroo barracks, while Mrs. Smith unlocked one of thestorehouses and doled out hessian bags by the dozen. The smokewas in the west and the wind was blowing from that direction,which meant the fire would be heading for the homestead. Fee tookoff her long skirt and put on a pair of Paddy’s pants, then ran withMeggie for the stables; every pair of hands capable of holding abag would be needed.

In the cookhouse Mrs. Smith stoked up the range firebox andthe maids began bringing down huge pots from their ceiling hooks.

“Just as well we killed a steer yesterday,” said the housekeeper.“Minnie, here’s the key to the liquor storehouse. You and Cat fetchall the beer and rum we’ve got, then start making damper breadwhile I carry on with the stew. And hurry, hurry!”
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The horses, unsettled by the storm, had smelled smoke and werehard to saddle; Fee and Meggie backed the two trampling, restivethoroughbreds outside the stable into the yard to tackle them better.As Meggie wrestled with the chestnut mare two swaggies camepounding down the track from the Gilly road.

“Fire, Missus, fire! Got a couple of spare horses? Give us a fewbags.”

“Down that way to the stockyards. Dear God, I hope none ofyou are caught out there!” said Meggie, who didn’t know whereher father was.

The two men grabbed hessian bags and water bags from Mrs.Smith; Bob and the men had been gone five minutes. The twoswaggies followed, and last to leave, Fee and Meggie rode at agallop down to the creek, across it and away toward the smoke.

Behind them Tom, the garden rouseabout, finished filling thebig water truck from the bore-drain pump, then started the engine.Not that any amount of water short of a downpour from the skywould help put out a fire this big, but he would be needed to keepthe bags damp, and the people wielding them. As he shoved thetruck down into bottom gear to grind up the far creek bank helooked back for a moment at the empty head stockman’s house,the two vacant houses beyond it; there was the homestead’s softunderbelly, the only place where flammable things came closeenough to the trees on the far side of the creek to catch. Old Tomlooked westward, shook his head in sudden decision, and managedto get the truck back across the creek and up the near bank in re-verse. They’d never stop that fire out in the paddocks; they’d return.On top of the gully and just beside the head stockman’s house, inwhich he had been camping, he attached the hose to the tank andbegan saturating the building, then passed beyond it to the twosmaller dwellings, hosed them down. This was where he could helpthe most; keep those three homes so wet they’d never catch.

As Meggie rode beside Fee the ominous cloud in
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smell of burning. It was growing dark; creatures fleeing from thethe west grew, and stronger and stronger on the wind came thewild pigs, frightened sheep and cattle, emus and goannas, rabbitswest came thicker and thicker across the paddock, kangaroos andshe rode from Borehead into Billa-Billa; every paddock on Droghedaby the thousands. Bob was leaving the gates open, she noticed asfence and stop three feet from an open gate, never see it.had a name. But sheep were so stupid they would blunder into aspreading laterally as well, along a front expanding with everyThe fire had gone ten miles when they reached it, and it wasfrom timber stand to timber stand they sat their frightened, jobbingsecond. As the long dry grass and the high wind took it leapingit here; an army couldn’t stop it here. They would have to go backhorses and looked into the west helplessly. No use trying to stopwas five miles wide; if they didn’t push their weary mounts theyto the homestead and defend that if they could. Already the frontBut it couldn’t be helped.too would be caught, and passed. Too bad for the sheep, too bad.clattered through the thin blanket of water on the ford.Old Tom was still hosing the houses by the creek when theyhot to stay, then get out in plenty of time, hear me? No rash hero-“Good bloke, Tom!” Bob shouted. “Keep it up until it gets tooism; you’re more important than some bits of wood and glass.”were bouncing and glaring down the road from Gilly; a large groupThe homestead grounds were full of cars, and more headlightsof men stood waiting for them as Bob turned into the horse yards.

“How big is it, Bob?” Martin King asked.

about five miles wide and in this wind it’s traveling almost as fast“Too big to fight, I think,” said Bob despairingly. “I reckon it’sas a horse can gallop. I don’t know if we can save the homestead,but I think Horry ought to get ready to defend his place. He’s goingto
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get it next, because I don’t see how we can ever stop it.”

I’ll organize a party to go to Beel-Beel, but there are plenty of us“Well, we’re overdue for a big fire. The last big one was in 1919.fight a fire. Some of us will stay here to help. Thank God I’m westand more coming. Gilly can put out close to five hundred men toof Drogheda is all I can say.”

Bob grinned. “You’re a bloody comfort, Martin.”Martin looked around. “Where’s your father, Bob?”

some ewes for the lambing, and Wilga’s at least five miles west of“West of the fire, like Bugela. He was out in Wilga musteringwhere the fire started, I reckon.”

“Not today, thank heavens.”“No other men you’re worried about?”

the house: a controlled speed, a concern for food and drink, theIn a way it was like being in a war, Meggie thought as she enteredkeeping up of one’s strength and courage. And the threat of imminent disaster. As more men arrived they went to join those alreadyin the Home Paddock, cutting down the few trees that had sprungup close to the creek bank, and clearing away any overlong grasson the perimeter. Meggie remembered thinking when she first arrived on Drogheda how much prettier the Home Paddock mighthave been, for compared to the wealth of timber all around it, itwas nothing less than a gigantic circular firebreak.was bare and bleak. Now she understood why. The Home Paddockyears of existence. Curiously enough, fires were never a major threatEveryone talked of the fires Gilly had seen in its seventy-oddduring prolonged drought, because there wasn’t sufficient grassafter heavy rain had made the grass grow so long and tinder-lush,then to keep a fire going far. It was times like this, a year or twoof control for hundreds of miles.that Gilly saw its big fires, the ones which sometimes burned outing to defend Drogheda. He was the seniorMartin King had taken charge of the three hundred men remain-
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grazier of the district, and had fought fires for fifty years.“I’ve got 150,000 acres on Bugela,” he said, “and in 1905 I lostevery sheep and every tree on the place. It took me fifteen years tofetching much in those days, nor was beef.”recover, and I thought for a while I wouldn’t, because wool wasn’tNight had fallen, but the western sky was lit to unholy brillianceThe wind was still howling, the smell of burning was everywhere.afterward they saw the first flames, vast tongues leaping andand lowering smoke was beginning to make them cough. Not longears like a huge crowd overexcited at a football game. The trees onwrithing a hundred feet into the smoke, and a roaring came to theirthe western side of the timber ringing the Home Paddock caughtand went up in a solid sheet of fire; as Meggie watched petrifiedfrom the homestead veranda she could see little pygmy silhouettesof men outlined against them, jumping and cavorting like anguishedsouls in Hell.

board, girl! We’re not at a picnic, you know!” came her mother’s“Meggie, will you get in here and stack those plates on the side-voice. She turned away reluctantly.

snatch food and drink, gather up their waning strength to go backTwo hours later the first relay of exhausted men staggered in toand fight on. For this had the station women toiled, to make surethere was stew and damper bread, tea and rum and beer aplenty,even for three hundred men. In a fire, everyone did what he or shewas best equipped to do, and that meant the women cooked tokeep up the superior physical strength of the men. Case after caseof liquor emptied and was replaced by new cases; black from sootand reeling with fatigue, the men stood to drink copiously and stuffhuge chunks of damper into their mouths, gobble down a platefulof stew when it had cooled, gulp a last tumbler of rum, then outagain to the fire.
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In between trips to the cookhouse Meggie watches the fire, awedand terrified. In its way it had a beauty beyond the beauty of any-thing earthly, for it was thing of the skies, of suns so far away theirlight camp coldly, of God and the Devil. The front had gallopedon eastward, they were completely surrounded now and Meggiecould pick out details the undefined holocaust of the front did notpermit. Now there were black and orange and red and white andyellow; a tall tree in black silhouette rimmed with an orange crustthat simmered and glowered; red embers floating and pirouettinglike frolicsome phantoms in the air above, yellow pulsations fromthe exhausted hearts of burned-out trees; a shower of spinningcrimson sparks as a gum exploded; sudden licks of orange-and-white flames from something that had resisted until now, and finallyyielded its being to the fire. Oh, yes, it was beautiful in the night;she would carry the memory of it all her life.

A sudden increase in the wind velocity sent all the women upthe wistaria boughs onto the silver iron roof muffled in bags, forall the men were out in the Home Paddock. Armed with wet bags,their hands and knees scorched even through the bags they wore,they beat out embers on the frying roof, terrified the iron mightgive way under the coals, drop flaming pieces down into thewooden struts below. But the worst of the fire was ten miles east-ward on Beel-Beel.

Drogheda homestead was only three miles from the easternboundary of the property, it being closest to Gilly. Beel-Beel ad-joined it, and beyond that farther east lay Narrengang. When thewind picked up from forty to sixty miles an hour the whole districtknew nothing but rain could prevent the fire burning on for weeks,and laying waste to hundreds of square miles of prime land.

Through the worst of the blaze the houses by the creek had en-dured, with Tom like a man possessed
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filling his tank truck, hosing, filling again, hosing again. But themoment the wind increased the houses went up, and Tom retreatedin the truck, weeping.

didn’t pick up while the front was to the west of us,” said Martin“You’d better get down on your knees and thank God the windKing. “If it had, not only would the homestead have gone, but usas well. God Jesus, I hope they’re all right on Beel-Beel!”

man, but he had fought as long as it was needed, and directed op-Fee handed him a big glass of neat rum; he was not a youngerations with a master’s touch.

go I kept thinking of the most peculiar things. I didn’t think of dy-“It’s silly,” she said to him, “but when it looked as if it all mightthink of were my sewing basket, my half-done knitting, the box ofing, or of the children, or of this beautiful house in ruins. All I couldFrank made me years ago. How could I survive without them? Allodd buttons I’d been saving for years, my heart-shaped cake pansbought in a shop.”the little things, you know, the things which can’t be replaced, orit, how the mind reacts? I remember in 1905 my wife running back“That’s how most women think, as a matter of fact. Funny, isn’tinto the house while I yelled after her like a madman, just to get atambour with a bit of fancywork on it.” He grinned. “But we gotout in time, though we lost the house. When I built the new place,the first thing she did was finish the fancywork. It was one of thoseold-fashioned samplers, you know the sort I mean. And it said‘Home Sweet Home.’” He put down the empty glass, shaking hishead over the strangenes of women. “I must go. Gareth Davies isgoing to need us on Narrengang, and unless I miss my guess sowill Angus on Rudna Hunish.”

Fee whitened. “Oh, Martin! So far away?”“The word’s out, Fee. Booroo and Bourke are rallying.”



For three days more the fire rampaged eastward on
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fall of rain that lasted for nearly four days, and quenched every lasta front that kept widening and widening, then came a sudden heavyblackened path twenty miles wide from midway out acrosscoal. But it had gone over a hundred miles and laid a charred,district eastward, Rudna Hunish.Drogheda to the boundary of the last property in the Gillanbonethey thought him safely on the far side of the burned zone, cut offUntil it began to rain no one expected to hear from Paddy, forfrom them by heat in the ground and the still-flaring trees. Had thefire not brought the telephone line down, Bob thought they wouldhave got a call from Martin King, for it was logical that Paddythe rain had been falling for six hours and there was still no signwould strike westward for shelter at Bugela homestead. But whenassuring themselves continually that there was no reason to beof him, they began to worry. For almost four days they had beenuntil he could head for his own home rather than go to Bugela.anxious, that of course he was just cut off, and had decided to waitdrawing room while the others watched; the irony of it was that“He ought to be in by now,” said Bob, pacing up and down thethe rain had brought a dank chill into the air, and once more abright fire burned in the marble hearth.“What do you think, Bob?” Jack asked.

or he might be on foot and facing a long walk home. His horse“I think it’s high time we went looking for him. He might be hurt,unable to walk. He had food for overnight, but nothing like enoughmight have panicked and thrown him, he might be lying somewhereyet. Best not to create a fuss just now, so I won’t recall the menfor four days, though he won’t have passed out from starvationDominic’s and we’ll get the whole district out tomorrow. Lord, Ifrom Narrengang. But if we don’t find him by nightfall I’ll ride tolines!”wish those PMG blokes would get a move on with those phone

Fee was trembling, her eyes feverish, almost savage.
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waiting.”“I’ll put on a pair of trousers,” she said. “I can’t bear to sit here“Mum, stay home!” Bob pleaded.

sort of condition. You sent the stockmen to Narrengang, and that“If he’s hurt it might be anywhere, Bob, and he might be in anyleaves us mighty short for a search party. If I go paired with Meggiethe two of us will be strong enough together to cope with whateverwe find, but if Meggie goes on her own she’ll have to search withone of you, and that’s wasting her, not to mentione me.”

you rode it to the fire. Everyone take a rifle, and plenty of shells.”Bob gave in. “All right, then. You can have Meggie’s gelding;landscape. Not a green or a brown thing was left anywhere, just aThey rode off across the creek and into the heart of that blastedvast expanse of soggy black coals, incredibly still steaming afterhours of rain. Every leaf of every tree was frizzled to a curling limpstring, and where the grass had been they could see little blackbundles here and there, sheep caught in the fire, or an occasionalbigger mound which had been a steer or a pig. Their tears mingledwith the rain on their faces.

in the middle, Fee and Stuart bringing up the rear. For Fee andBob and Meggie headed the little procession, Jack and HughieStuart it was a peaceful progress; they drew comfort from beingclose together, not talking, each content in the company of theother. Sometimes the horses drew close or shied apart at the sightof some new horror, but it seemed not to affect the last pair ofriders. The mud made the going slow and hard, but the charred,matted grass lay like a coir-rope rug on the soil to give the horsesa foothold. And every few yards they expected to see Paddy appearover the far flat horizon, but time went on and he never did.

than first imagined, in Wilga paddock. The storm clouds must haveWith sinking hearts they realized the fire had begun farther outdisguised the smoke until the fire had gone quite a long way. Theborderland was
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astonishing. One side of a clearly drawn line was just black,glistening tar, while the other side was the land as they had alwaysknown it, fawn and blue and drear in the rain, but alive. Bobstopped and drew back to talk to everyone.

the most likely direction and I’m the strongest. Has everyone got“Well, here’s where we start. I’m going due west from here; it’sthe air, and those who hear must answer with one shot each. Thenplenty of ammunition? Good. If you find anything, three shots inwait. Whoever fired the three shots will fire three more five minuteslater, and keep on firing three shots every five minutes. Those whohear, one shot in answer.

I’m going west. Mum and Meggie, you go northwest. Stu, follow“Jack, you go south along the fire line. Hughie, you go southwest.the fire line due north. And go slowly, everyone, please. The raindoesn’t make it any easier to see far, and there’s a lot of timber outhere in places. Call often; he might not see you where he wouldhear you. But remember, no shots unless you find something, be-cause he didn’t have a gun with him and if he should hear a shotand be out of voice range to answer, it would be dreadful for him.“Good luck, and God bless.”

steady grey rain, getting farther and farther away from each other,Like pilgrims at the final crossroads they straggled apart in thepath.smaller and smaller, until each disappeared along the appointedof burned timber drew very close to the fire’s demarcation line.Stuart had gone a bare half mile when he noticed that a standmop, and the remains of a great stump standing close to the charredThere was a little wilga as black and crinkled as a pickaninny’sinto the trunk of a big gum, and two of Paddy’s dogs, little blackboundary. What he saw was Paddy’s horse, sprawled and fusedfrom his horse, boots sinking ankle deep in mud, and took his riflestiff things with all four limbs poking up like sticks. He got downslipperyfrom its saddle scabbard. His lips moved, praying, as he picked his
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dogs he might have hoped for a swaggie or some down-and-outway across the sticky coals. Had it not been for the horse and thewith him; no one on the track rode a horse or had more than onewayfarer caught, trapped. But Paddy was horsed and had five dogsstockmen from Bugela to the west. Farther away were three moredog. This was too far inside Drogheda land to think of drovers, orfind a sixth, nor did he.incinerated dogs; five altogether, five dogs. He knew he would notwas what had been a man. There could be no mistake. GlisteningAnd not far from the horse, hidden as he approached by a log,was arched like a great bow so that it bent upward in the middleand shiny in the rain, the black thing lay on its back, and its backThe arms were flung apart and curved at the elbows as if beseechingand did not touch the ground except at the buttocks and shoulders.charred bones were clawing and grasping at nothing. The legs wereheaven, the fingers with the flesh dropping off them to reveallooked up sightless, eyeless at the sky.splayed apart also but flexed at the knees, and the blob of a headand saw not the ruined shell but the man, as he had been in life.For a moment Stuart’s clear, all-seeing gaze rested on his father,shot, reloaded, let off the third. Faintly in the distance he heardHe pointed his rifle at the sky, fired a shot, reloaded, fired a secondanswer. It was then he remembered the closer shot would haveone answering report, then, farther off and very faintly, a secondcome from his mother and sister. They were northwest, he wasnorth. Without waiting the stipulated five minutes, he put anothershell in the rifle breech, pointed the gun due south, and fired. Aweapon back on the ground and stood looking south, his headpause to reload, the second shot, reload, the third shot. He put theBob’s shot, the second from Jack or Hughie, and the third from hiscocked, listening. This time the first answer was from the west,him first.mother. He sighed in relief; he didn’t want the women reaching
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Thus he didn’t see the great wild pig emerge from the trees tothe north; he smelled it. As big as a cow, its massive bulk rolledand quivered on short, powerful legs as it drove its head down,raking at the burned wet ground. The shots had disturbed it, andit was in pain. The sparse black hair on one side of its body wassinged off and the skin was redly raw; what Stuart smelled as hestared into the south was the delectable odor of bubbled pork skin,just as it is on a roasted joint fresh from the oven and crisp all overthe slashed outer husk. Surprised out of the curiously peacefulsorrow he always seemed to have known, his head turned, even ashe thought to himself that he must have been here before, that thissodden black place had been etched into some part of his brain onthe day of his birth:

Stooping, he groped for the rifle, remembering it wasn’t loaded.The boar stood perfectly still, its little reddened eyes mad with pain,the great yellow tusks sharp and curving upward in a half circle.Stuart’s horse neighed, smelling the beast; the pig’s massive headswung to watch it, then lowered for the charge. While its attentionwas on the horse Stuart saw his only chance, bent quickly for therifle and snapped the breech open, his other hand in his jacketpocket for a shell. All around the rain was dropping down, mufflingother sounds in its own unchanging patter. But the pig heard thebolt slide back, and at the last moment changed the direction of itscharge from the horse to Stuart. It was almost upon him when hegot one shot off straight into the beast’s chest, without slowing itdown. The tusks slewed up and sideways, and caught him in thegroin. He fell, blood appearing like a faucet turned all the way onand saturating his clothes, spurting over the ground.

Turning awkwardly as it began to feel the bullet, the pig cameback to gore him again, faltered, swayed, and tottered. The wholeof that fifteen-hundred-pound bulk came down across him, andcrushed his face into the tarry mud. For a moment his hands clawedat the
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was what he had always known, why he had never hoped orground on either side in a frantic, futile struggle to be free; this thendeeply there had not been time to grieve for his waiting fate. Hedreamed or planned, only sat and drunk of the living world soheart burst within him.thought: Mum, Mum! I can’t stay with you, Mum!, even as his

“I wonder why Stu hasn’t fired again?” Meggie asked her motheras they trotted toward the sound of those two first triple volleys,not able to go any faster in the mud, and desperately anxious.

her mind she was remembering Stuart’s face as they parted in dif-“I suppose he decided we’d heard,” Fee said. But in the back offerent directions on the search, the way his hand had gone out toclasp hers, the way he had smiled at her. “We can’t be far awaynow,” she said, and pushed her mount into a clumsy, sliding canter.women off as they came across the last of the living land towardBut Jack had got there first, so had Bob, and they headed thethe place where the bushfire had begun.

Jack had gone to Meggie, and held her arms.“Don’t go in, Mum,” said Bob as she dismounted.

or dread as in knowledge, as if they did not need to be told any-The two pairs of grey eyes turned, not so much in bewildermentthing.

“Yes. And Stu.”“Paddy?” asked Fee in a voice not like her own.

Neither of her sons could look at her.

“Stu? Stu! What do you mean, Stu? Oh, God, what is it, what’shappened? Not both of them—no!”

a boar, and it charged him. He shot it, but it fell on him as it was“Daddy got caught in the fire; he’s dead. Stu must have disturbeddying and smothered him. He’s dead too, Mum.”

hands, but Fee stood between Bob’s grimy,Meggie screamed and struggled, trying to break free of Jack’s
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bloody ones as if turned to stone, her eyes as glassy as a gazing-ball.

rain running down her face and her hair in straggling wisps around“It is too much,” she said at last, and looked up at Bob with theher neck like golden runnels. “Let me go to them, Bob. I am thehave no right to keep me away. Let me go to them.”wife of one and the mother of one. You can’t keep me away—youhead on his shoulder. As Fee began to walk across the ruins withMeggie had quietened, and stood within Jack’s arms with hermade no move to follow. Hughie appeared out of the dimmingBob’s arm around her waist, Meggie looked after them, but sherain; Jack nodded toward his mother and Bob.

back to Drogheda, to bring the dray.” He let Meggie go, and helped“Go after them, Hughie, stay with them. Meggie and I are goingher onto the chestnut mare. “Come on, Meggie; it’s nearly dark.We can’t leave them out all night in this, and they won’t go untilwe get back.”



It was impossible to put the dray or anything else wheeled uponthe mud; in the end Jack and old Tom chained a sheet of corrugatediron behind two draft horses, Tom leading the team on a stockhorse while Jack rode ahead with the biggest lamp Drogheda pos-sessed.room fire while Mrs. Smith tried to persuade her to eat, tears run-Meggie stayed at the homestead and sat in front of the drawingning down her face to see the girl’s still, silent shock, the way shedid not weep. At the sound of the front door knocker she turnedand went to answer it, wondering who on earth had managed toget through the mud, and as always astonished at the speed withwhich news traveled the lonely miles between the far-flunghomesteads.riding clothes and oilskins.Father Ralph was standing on the veranda, wet and muddy, in
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“May I come in, Mrs. Smith?”

“Oh, Father, Father!” she cried, and threw herself into hisastounded arms. “How did you know?”

“Mrs. Cleary telegrammed me, a manager-to-owner courtesy Iappreciated very much. I got leave to come from Archbishop diContini-Verchese. What a mouthful! Would you believe I have tosay it a hundred times a day? I flew up. The plane bogged as itlanded and pitched on its nose, so I knew what the ground waslike before I so much as stepped on it. Dear, beautiful Gilly! I leftmy suitcase with Father Watty at the presbytery and cadged a horsefrom the Imperial publican, who thought I was crazy and bet mea bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label I’d never get through themud. Oh, Mrs. Smith, don’t cry so! My dear, the world hasn’t cometo an end because of a fire, no matter how big and nasty it was!”he said, smiling and patting her heaving shoulders. “Here am Idoing my best to make light of it, and you’re just not doing yourbest to respond. Don’t cry so, please.”

“Then you don’t know,” she sobbed.

“What? Know what? What is it—what’s happened?”

“Mr. Cleary and Stuart are dead.”

His face drained of color; his hands pushed the housekeeperaway. “Where’s Meggie?” he barked.

“In the drawing room. Mrs. Cleary’s still out in the paddock withthe bodies. Jack and Tom have gone to bring them in. Oh, Father,sometimes in spite of my faith I can’t help thinking God is toocruell Why did He have to take both of them?”

But all Father Ralph had stayed to hear was where Meggie was;he had gone into the drawing room shedding his oilskins as hewent, trailing muddy water behind him.

“Meggie!” he said, coming to her and kneeling at one side of herchair, taking her cold hands in his wet ones firmly.

She slipped from the chair and crawled into his arms, pillowedher head on his dripping shirt and closed her
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eyes, so happy in spite of her pain and grief that she never wantedthe moment to end. He had come, it was a vindication of her powerover him, she hadn’t failed.

cheek on her hair.“I’m wet, darling Meggie; you’ll get soaked,” he whispered, his

“It doesn’t matter. You’ve come.”

I was needed, I had to see for myself. Oh, Meggie, your father and“Yes, I’ve come. I wanted to be sure you were safe, I had a feelingStu! How did it happen?”

by a boar; it fell on him after he shot it. Jack and Tom have gone“Daddy was caught in the fire, and Stu found him. He was killedout to bring them in.”

He said no more, but held her and rocked her as if she were ababy until the heat of the fire partially dried his shirt and hair andhe felt some of the stiffness drain from her. Then he put his handbeneath her chin, tilted her head until she looked up at him, andwithout thinking kissed her. It was a confused impulse not rootedin desire, just something he instinctively offered when he saw whatlay in the grey eyes. Something apart, a different kind of sacrament.Her arms slid up under his to meet across his back; he could notstop himself flinching, suppress the exclamation of pain.

She drew back a little. “What’s the matter?”

to the fuselage in good old Gilly mud, so it was a pretty rough“I must have bruised my ribs when the plane came in. We boggedme.”landing. I wound up balanced on the back of the seat in front of

“Here, let me see.”

his arms, pulled it free of his breeches. Under the surface of theFingers steady, she unbuttoned the damp shirt and peeled it offsmooth brown skin a purpling ugly patch extended from one sideclear across to the other below the rib cage; her breath caught.must have hurt! Do you feel all right? No faintness? You might“Oh, Ralph! You rode all the way from Gilly with this? How ithave ruptured something inside!”

get here, make sure you were all right, that“No, I’m fine, and I didn’t feel it, honestly. I was so anxious to
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I suppose I simply eliminated it from my mind. If I was bleedinginternally I’d have known about it long before now, I expect. God,Meggie, don’t!”to the bruise, her palms sliding up his chest to his shoulders withHer head had gone down, she was delicately touching her lipsa deliberate sensuousness that staggered him. Fascinated, terrified,meaning to free himself at any cost, he pulled her head away; butsomehow all he succeeded in doing was having her back in hisarms, a snake coiled tightly about his will, strangling it. Pain wasforgotten, Church was forgotten, God was forgotten. He found hermouth, forced it open hungrily, wanting more and more of her,not able to hold her close enough to assuage the ghastly drivegrowing in him. She gave him her neck, bared her shoulders wherethe skin was cool, smoother and glossier than satin; it was likedrowning, sinking deeper and deeper, gasping and helpless. Mor-tality pressed down on him, a great weight crushing his soul, liber-ating the bitter dark wine of his senses in a sudden flood. He wantedto weep; the last of his desire trickled away under the burden ofbody, sat back on his heels with his head sunken forward, seeminghis mortality, and he wrenched her arms from about his wretchedto become utterly absorbed in watching his hands tremble on hisknees. Meggie, what have you done to me, what might you do tome if I let you?

“Meggie, I love you, I always will. But I’m a priest, I can’t…. Ijust can’t!”down at him and smiling a twisted smile which only threw theShe got to her feet quickly, straightened her blouse, stood lookingfailed pain in her eyes into greater emphasis.something to eat, then I’ll bring you the horse liniment. It’s mar-“It’s all right, Ralph. I’ll go and see if Mrs. Smith can get youthan kisses ever could, I daresay.”velous for bringing out a bruise; stops the soreness much better“Is the phone working?” he managed to say.
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“Yes. They strung a temporary line on the trees and reconnectedus a couple of hours ago.”

But it was some minutes after she left him before he could compose himself sufficiently to seat himself at Fee’s escritoire.

“Give me trunks, please, switch. This is Father de Bricassart atDrogheda—Oh, hello, Doreen; still on the switch, I see. Nice tohear your voice, too. One never knows who switch is in Sydney;she’s just a bored voice. I want to put an urgent call through toHis Grace the Archbishop Papal Legate in Sydney. His number isXX-2324. And while I’m waiting for Sydney, put me through toBugela, Doreen.”

There was barely time to tell Martin King what had happenedbefore Sydney was on the line, but one word to Bugela was enough.Gilly would know from him and the eavesdroppers on the partyline, and those who wished to brave a ride through Gilly mudwould be at the funerals.

“Your Grace? This is Father de Bricassart…. Yes, thank you, Iarrived safely, but the plane’s bogged to its fuselage in mud andI’ll have to come back by train…. Mud, Your Grace, m-u-d mud!No, Your Grace, everything up here becomes impassable when itrains. I had to ride from Gillanbone to Drogheda on horseback;that’s the only way one can even try in rain…. That’s why I’mphoning, Your Grace. It was as well I came. I suppose I must havehad some sort of premonition…. Yes, things are bad, very bad.Padraic Cleary and his son Stuart are dead, one burned to deathin the fire, one smothered by a boar…. A b-o-a-r boar, Your Grace,a wild pig…. Yes, you’re right, one does speak a slightly bizarreEnglish up here.”

and grinned in spite of himself. One couldn’t yell into the phoneAll down the faint line he could hear gasps from the listeners,of a mass nature Gilly had to offer its contact-hungry citizens—butthat everybody must get off the line—it was the sole entertainmentif they would only get off the line His Grace might stand
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a better chance of hearing. “With your permission, Your Grace, I’llremain to conduct the funerals and make sure the widow and her

surviving children are all right…. Yes, your Grace, thank you. I’llreturn to Sydney as soon as I can.”

immediately. “Doreen, put me back to Bugela, please.” He talkedSwitch was listening, too; he clicked the lever and spoke again

and winter-cold to delay the funerals until the day after this comingto Martin King for a few minutes, and decided since it was August

be prepared to ride to get there, but it was slow and arduous work.day. Many people would want to attend in spite of the mud and

rub it on, just handed him the bottle silently. She informed himMeggie came back with the horse liniment, but made no offer toabruptly that Mrs. Smith was laying him a hot supper in the small

dining room in an hour, so he would have time to bathe. He wasuncomfortably aware that in some way Meggie thought he had

failed her, but he didn’t know why she should think so, or on whatbasis she had judged him. She 

knew what he was; why was she

angry?

In grey dawnlight the little cavalcade escorting the bodies reachedthe creek, and stopped. Though the water was still containedwithin its banks, the Gillan had become a river in full spate, runningfast and thirty feet deep. Father Ralph swam his chestnut mareacross to meet them, stole around his neck and the instruments ofhis calling in a saddlebag. While Fee, Bob, Jack, Hughie and Tomstood around, he stripped the canvas off the bodies and preparedto anoint them. After Mary Carson nothing could sicken him; yethe found nothing repugnant about Paddy and Stu. They were bothblack after their fashion, Paddy from the fire and Stu from suffoca-tion, but the priest kissed them with love and respect.

For fifteen miles the rough sheet of iron had jarred
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scarring the mud with deep gouges which would still be visibleand bounced over the ground behind the team of draft horses,could go no farther; the swirling creek would keep them on its faryears later, even in the grass of other seasons. But it seemed theytops of the ghost gums, clearly visible even in the rain.side, with Drogheda only a mile away. They stood staring at theyou’re the only one on a fresh horse; it will have to be you. Ours“I have an idea,” said Bob, turning to Father Ralph. “Father,the mud and the cold. Go back and find some empty forty-four-will only swim the creek once—they’ve got no more in them afterslip off. Solder them if necessary. We’ll need twelve of them, tengallon drums, and seal their lids shut so they can’t possibly leak oracross the creek. We’ll lash them under the iron and float it acrossif you can’t find more. Tie them together and bring them backlike a barge.”

idea than any he had to offer. Dominic O’Rourke of Dibban-DibbanFather Ralph did as he was told without question; it was a betterhad ridden in with two of his sons; he was a neighbor and not faraway as distances went. When Father Ralph explained what hadto be done they set about it quickly, scouring the sheds for emptydrums, tipping chaff and oats out of drums empty of petrol but inuse for storage, searching for lids, soldering the lids to the drumsif they were rust-free and looked likely to withstand the batteringthey would get in the water. The rain was still falling, falling. Itwouldn’t stop for another two days.

in they’re going to be half dead. We’ll have to hold the funerals“Dominic, I hate to ask it of you, but when these people cometomorrow, and even if the Gilly undertaker could make the coffinsin time, we’d never get them out through the mud. Can any of youhave a go at making a couple of coffins? I only need one man toswim the creek with me.”

fire had done to Paddy or the boar to Stuart.The O’Rourke sons nodded; they didn’t want to see what the
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“We’ll do it, Dad,” said Liam.

Dragging the drums behind their horses, Father Ralph andDominic O’Rourke rode down to the creek and swam it.

“There’s one thing, Father!” shouted Dominic. “We don’t haveto dig graves in this bloody mud! I used to think old Mary wasputting on the dog a bit too much when she put a marble vault inher backyard for Michael, but right at this minute if she was here,I’d kiss her!”

“Too right!” yelled Father Ralph.

They lashed the drums under the sheet of iron, six on either side,tied the canvas shroud down firmly, and swam the exhausted drafthorses across on the rope which would finally tow the raft.Dominic and Tom sat astride the great beasts, and at the top ofthe Drogheda-side bank paused, looking back, while those stillmarooned hooked up the makeshift barge, pushed it to the bankand shoved it in. The draft horses began walking, Tom andDominic cooeeing shrilly as the raft began to float. It bobbed andwallowed badly, but it stayed afloat long enough to be hauled outsafely; rather than waste time dismantling the pontoons, the twoimpromptu postilions urged their mounts up the track toward thebig house, the sheet of iron sliding along on its drums better thanit had without them.

There was a ramp up to great doors at the baling end of theshearing shed, so they put the raft and its burden in the huge emptybuilding amid the reeks of tar, sweat, lanolin and dung. Muffled inoilskins, Minnie and Cat had come down from the big house totake first vigil, and knelt one on either side of the iron bier, rosarybeads clicking, voices rising and falling in cadences too well knownto need the effort of memory.

The house was filling up. Duncan Gordon had arrived from EachUisge, Gareth Davies from Narrengang, Horry Hopeton from BeelBeel, Eden Carmichael from Barcoola. Old Angus MacQueen hadflagged down
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driver to Gilly, where he borrowed a horse from Harry Gough andone of the ambling local goods trains and ridden with the enginerode out with him. He had covered over two hundred miles ofmud, one way or another.

seven of them sat in the small dining room eating steak-and-kidney“I’m wiped out, Father,” Horry said to the priest later as thehardly a sheep alive or a tree green. Lucky the last few years havepie. “The fire went through me from one end to the other and leftkeeps up the grass will come back real quick. But heaven help usbeen good is all I can say. I can afford to restock, and if this rainwon’t have anything put aside to meet it.”from another disaster during the next ten years, Father, because Iting into Mrs. Smith’s meltingly light flaky pastry with evident en-“Well, you’re smaller than me, Horry,” Gareth Davies said, cutplainsman’s appetite for long; he needed his food to meet them. “Ijoyment. Nothing in the line of disasters could depress a black-soilmy sheep, worse luck. Father, we need your prayers.”reckon I lost about half of my acreage, and maybe two-thirds ofGarry, Father, but bad enough for a’ that. I lost sixty thoosand of“Aye,” said old Angus. “I wasna sae hard hit as wee Horry andme wish I hadna left Skye as a young laddie.”ma acres, and half ma wee sheep. ’Tis times like this, Father, makeYou left Skye for the same reason I left Clunamara. It was too smallFather Ralph smiled. “It’s a passing wish, Angus, you know that.for you.”

the gums, eh, Father?”“Aye, nae doot. The heather doesna make sic a bonnie blaze asaround; the only women would be Drogheda women, for all theIt would be a strange funeral, thought Father Ralph as he lookedvisiting mourners were men. He had taken a huge dose of laudanumto Fee after Mrs. Smith had stripped her, dried her and put her intothe
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it, weeping hysterically, he had held her nose and tipped it ruthlesslybig bed she had shared with Paddy, and when she refused to drinkIt had worked quickly, for she hadn’t eaten in twenty-four hours.down her throat. Funny, he hadn’t thought of Fee breaking down.tabs on; she was out in the cookhouse at the moment helping Mrs.Knowing she was sound asleep, he rested easier. Meggie he keptcould hardly manage to peel off their wet things before collapsing.Smith prepare food. The boys were all in bed, so exhausted theydemanded because the bodies lay in a deserted, unblessed place,When Minnie and Cat concluded their stint of the vigil customlotted hour-long spans among themselves as they talked and ate.Gareth Davies and his son Enoch were taking over; the others alroom. They were all in the cookhouse ostensibly helping Mrs.None of the young men had joined their elders in the diningSmith, but in reality so they could look at Meggie. When he realizedthis fact Father Ralph was both annoyed and relieved. Well, it wasout of their ranks she must choose her husband, as she inevitablymeant he was black-haired and very dark-eyed, a handsome man;would. Enoch Davies was twenty-nine, a “black Welshman,” whichhis twenty-five-year-old brother Rory; Connor Carmichael was theLiam O’Rourke was twenty-six, sandy-haired and blue-eyed, likeif a little arrogant; the pick of the bunch in Father Ralph’s estimationspit of his sister, older at thirty-two, and very good-looking indeed,twenty-four and a sweet young man, with his grandfather’s beautifulwas old Angus’s grandson Alastair, the closest to Meggie in age atlove with one of them, marry him, have the children she wantedblue Scots eyes and hair already gray, a family trait. Let her fall inbear the pain of loving her, gladly….so badly. Oh, God, my God, if You will do that for me, I’ll gladly

No flowers smothered these coffins, and the vases all
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around the chapel were empty. What blossoms had survived theterrible heat of the fiery air two nights ago had succumbed to therain, and laid themselves down against the mud like ruined butter-flies. Not even a stalk of bottle brush, or an early rose. And everyonewas tired, so tired. Those who had ridden the long miles in themud to show their liking for Paddy were tired, those who hadbrought the bodies in were tired, those who had slaved to cookand clean were tired, Father Ralph was so tired he felt as if hemoved in a dream, eyes sliding away from Fee’s pinched, hopelessface, Meggie’s expression of mingled sorrow and anger, the collective grief of that collective cluster Bob, Jack and Hughie….

behalf of those assembled, and the priest went on into the RequiemHe gave no eulogy; Martin King spoke briefly and movingly onimmediately. He had as a matter of course brought his chalice, hissacraments and a stole, for no priest stirred without them when hewent offering comfort or aid, but he had no vestments with him,and the house possessed none. But old Angus had called in at thepresbytery in Gilly on his way, and carried the black mourninggarb of a Requiem Mass wrapped in an oilskin across his saddle.So he stood properly attired with the rain hissing against the windows, drumming on the iron roof two stories up.

and scorched by heat, to the little white-railinged cemetery. ThisThen out into it, the grieving rain, across the lawn all brownedboxes, slipping and sliding in the mud, trying to see where theytime there were pallbearers willing to shoulder the plain rectangularbells on the Chinese cook’s grave tinkled drably: Hee Sing, Heewere going through the rain beating in their eyes. And the littleSing, Hee Sing.

horses, backs hunched inside their oilskins, some of them staringIt got itself over and done with. The mourners departed on theirescaped deathmiserably at the prospect of ruin, others thanking God they had
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he must go before he couldn’t go.and the fire. And Father Ralph got his few things together, knowingdown at her hands.He went to see Fee, where she sat at the escritoire staring mutelyher.“Fee, will you be all right?” he asked, sitting where he could seethat he was afraid, and closed his eyes.She turned toward him, so still and quenched within her soulsons left—six if you count Frank, only I don’t suppose we can count“Yes, Father, I’ll be all right. I have the books to keep, and fiveFrank, can we? Thank you for that, more than I can ever say. It’shim, making his life a little easier. Oh, if I could see him, just once!”such a comfort to me knowing your people are watching out forher mind came round to that pitch of emotion which was too greatShe was like a lighthouse, he thought; flashes of grief every timeto be contained. A huge flare, and then a long period of nothing.

“Yes, what?” she was dark again.“Fee, I want you to think about something.”

denly more frightened than before.“Are you listening to me?” he asked sharply, worried and sudherself even the harshness of his voice hadn’t penetrated, but upFor a long moment he thought she had retreated so far intopoor Stuart! My poor Frank!” she mourned, then got herself underblazed the beacon again, and her lips parted. “My poor Paddy! Myher periods of darkness until the light shone no more in her lifetime.that iron control once more, as if she was determined to elongateFather, I’m listening,” she said.Her eyes roamed the room without seeming to recognize it. “Yes,you have a daughter?”“Fee, what about your daughter? Do you ever remember that“Does any woman? What’s a daughter? Just a reminder of the pain,The grey eyes lifted to his face, dwelled on it almost pityingly.a younger version of oneself
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who will do all the things one has done, cry the same tears. No,Father. I try to forget I have a daughter—if I do think of her, it isas one of my sons. It’s her sons a mother remembers.”“Do you cry tears, Fee? I’ve only seen them once.”

“You’ll never see them again, for I’ve finished with tears forever.”Her whole body quivered. “Do you know something, Father? Twodays ago I discovered how much I love Paddy, but it was like allof my life—too late. Too late for him, too late for me. If you knewhow I wanted the chance to take him in my arms, tell him I lovedhim! Oh, God, I hope no other human being ever has to feel mypain!”

to don its calm, and himself time to cope with understanding theHe turned away from that suddenly ravaged face, to give it timeenigma who was Fee.

He said, “No one else can ever feel 

One corner of her mouth lifted in a stern smile. “Yes. That’s ayour pain.”

comfort, isn’t it? It may not be enviable, but my pain is mine.”

“Will you promise me something, Fee?”

“If you like.”

“Look after Meggie, don’t forget her. Make her go to the localdances, let her meet a few young men, encourage her to think ofmarriage and a home of her own. I saw all the young men eyeingher today. Give her the opportunity to meet them again underhappier circumstances than these.”

“Whatever you say, Father.”

Sighing, he left her to the contemplation of her thin white hands.

Meggie walked with him to the stables, where the Imperial publican’s bay gelding had been stuffing itself on hay and bran anddwelling in some sort of equine heaven for two days. He flung thepublican’s battered saddle on its back and bent to strap the surcingleand girth while Meggie leaned against a bale of straw and watchedhim.
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“Father, look what I found,” she said as he finished andstraightened. She held out her hand, in it one pale, pinkish-grayrose. “It’s the only one. I found it on a bush under the tank stands,at the back. I suppose it didn’t get the same heat in the fire, and itwas sheltered from the rain. So I picked it for you. It’s somethingto remember me by.”

He took the half-open bloom from her, his hand not quite steady,and stood looking down at it. “Meggie, I need no reminder of you,not now, not ever. I carry you within me, you know that. There’sno way I could hide it from you, is there?”

“But sometimes there’s a reality about a keepsake,” she insisted.“You can take it out and look at it, and remember when you see itall the things you might forget otherwise. Please take it, Father.”

“My name is Ralph,” he said. He opened his little sacrament caseand took out the big missal which was his own property, boundin costly mother-of-pearl. His dead father had given it to him at hisordination, thirteen long years ago. The pages fell open at a greatthick white ribbon; he turned over several more, laid the rose down,and shut the book upon it. “Do you want a keepsake from me,Meggie, is that it?”

“Yes.”

“I won’t give you one. I want you to forget me, I want you tolook around your world and find some good kind man, marry him,have the babies you want so much. You’re a born mother. Youmustn’t cling to me, it isn’t right. I can never leave the Church, andI’m going to be completely honest with you, for your own sake. Idon’t want to leave the Church, because I don’t love you the waya husband will, do you understand? Forget me, Meggie!”

“Won’t you kiss me goodbye?”

For answer he pulled himself up on the publican’s bay and walkedit to the door before putting on the publican’s old felt hat. His blueeyes flashed a moment,


THE THORN BIRDS / 277



then the horse moved out into the rain and slithered reluctantly upthe track toward Gilly. She did not attempt to follow him, butstayed in the gloom of the damp stable, breathing in the smells ofhorse dung and hay; it reminded her of the barn in New Zealand,and of Frank.

Thirty hours later Father Ralph walked into the Archbishop PapalLegate’s chamber, crossed the room to kiss his master’s ring, andflung himself wearily into a chair. It was only as he felt those lovely,omniscient eyes on him that he realized how peculiar he must look,why so many people had stared at him since he got off the train atCentral. Without remembering the suitcase Father Watty Thomaswas keeping for him at the presbytery, he had boarded the nightmail with two minutes to spare and come six hundred miles in acold train clad in shirt, breeches and boots, soaking wet, nevernoticing the chill. So he looked down at himself with a rueful smile,then across at the Archbishop.how odd I must look.”“I’m sorry, Your Grace. So much has happened I didn’t thinkto call his secretary by his Christian name. “I think you look very“Don’t apologize, Ralph.” Unlike his predecessor, he preferredromantic and dashing. Only a trifle too secular, don’t you agree?”and dashing, Your Grace, it’s just that you’re not used to seeing“Very definitely on the secular bit, anyway. As to the romanticwhat is customary garb in Gillanbone.”and ashes, you’d manage to make yourself seem romantic and“My dear Ralph, if you took it into your head to don sackclothdashing! The riding habit suits you, though, it really does. Almostaren’t very well aware it becomes you more than a priest’s blackas well as a soutane, and don’t waste your breath telling me youyou have kept your fine figure; I thinksuit. You have a peculiar and a most attractive way of moving, and
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Rome I shall take you with me. It will afford me great amusementperhaps you always will. I also think that when I am recalled tosleek cat among the plump startled pigeons.”to watch your effect on our short, fat Italian prelates. The beautiful

“Was it very bad, my Ralph?” the Archbishop went on,Rome! Father Ralph sat up in his chair.back of his purring Abyssinian cat.smoothing his beringed milky hand rhythmically across the silky“Terrible, Your Grace.”

“These people, you have a great fondness for them.”“Yes.”them more than others?”“And do you love all of them equally, or do you love some ofbeen with him now long enough to know how his mind worked.But Father Ralph was at least as wily as his master, and he hadSo he parried the smooth question with deceptive honesty, a trickhe had discovered lulled His Grace’s suspicions at once. It neveroccurred to that subtle, devious mind that an outward display offrankness might be more mendacious than any evasion.

It’s the girl Meggie I love the most. I’ve always felt her my special“I do love all of them, but as you say, some more than others.responsibility, because the family is so son-oriented they forget sheexists.”

“How old is this Meggie?”“I’m not sure exactly. Oh, somewhere around twenty, I imagine.But I made her mother promise to lift her head out of her ledgerslong enough to make sure the girl got to a few dances, met a fewyoung men. She’s going to waste her life away stuck on Drogheda,which is a shame.”sensitive nose sniffed it out at once. Though he was only three yearsHe spoke nothing but the truth; the Archbishop’s ineffablyhis secretary’s senior, his career within the Church hadn’t sufferedolder thanthe checks Ralph’s had, and in many ways he felt immeasurably
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Ralph would ever be; the Vatican sapped one of some vital essenceif one was exposed to it very early, and Ralph possessed that vitalessence in abundance.secretary and resumed his interesting game of working out preciselyRelaxing his vigilance somewhat, he continued to watch hiswhat made Father Ralph de Bricassart tick. At first he had beensure there would be a fleshly weakness, if not in one direction, inanother. Those stunning good looks and the accompanying bodymust have made him the target of many desires, too much so topreserve innocence or unawareness. And as time went on he hadfound himself half right; the awareness was undoubtedly there, butwith it he began to be convinced was a genuine innocence. Sowhatever Father Ralph burned for, it was not the flesh. He hadthrown the priest together with skilled and quite irresistible homo-sexuals if one was a homosexual; no result. He had watched himwith the most beautiful women in the land; no result. Not a flickerhe was under observation. For the Archbishop did not always doof interest or desire, even when he was not in the slightest awarethrough secretarial channels.his own watching, and when he employed minions it was notbeing a priest, and ambition; both were facets of personality heHe had begun to think Father Ralph’s weaknesses were pride infor ambitious men, as did all great and self-perpetuating institutions.understood, for he possessed them himself. The Church had placesported to love so much out of their rightful inheritance. If indeedRumor had it that Father Ralph had cheated these Clearys he pur-blue eyes had blazed when he mentioned Rome! Perhaps it washe had, he was well worth hanging on to. And how those wonderfulpawn lazily, but his eyes under hooded lids were very keen.time he tried another gambit. He poked forward a conversational“I had news from the Vatican while you were away,
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you make my legs numb.”Ralph,” he said, shifting the cat slightly. “My Sheba, you are selfish;were having a hard time staying open.“Oh?” Father Ralph was sinking down in his chair, and his eyesnews. A little while ago I sent a personal and private communication“Yes, you may go to bed, but not before you have heard myCardinal Monteverdi—I wonder if he is a descendant of theto the Holy Father, and an answer came back today from my friendRenaissance musician? Why do I never remember to ask him whenwhen you are happy?”I see him? Oh, Sheba, must you insist upon digging in your clawsFather Ralph, smiling. “No wonder you like cats so much. You’re“I’m listening, Your Grace, I haven’t fallen asleep yet,” saidone yourself, playing with your prey for your own amusement.”He is unkind.”He snapped his fingers. “Here, Sheba, leave him and come to me!the carpet and leaped delicately onto the priest’s knees, stoodThe cat jumped down off the purple lap immediately, crossedentranced. Father Ralph’s blue eyes smiled into the Archbishop’swaving its tail and sniffing the strange smells of horses and mud,brown ones, both half closed, both absolutely alert.

never go to anyone, but Sheba goes to you as if you gave her caviar“How do you do that?” demanded the Archbishop. “A cat willand valerian. Ingrate animal.”

“And you punish me for it, taking my cat from me. All right, you“I’m waiting, Your Grace.”

are to be congratulated, my dear Ralph. In future you will wearhave won, I yield. Do you ever lose? An interesting question. YouBricassart.”the miter and the cope, and be addressed as My Lord, Bishop deFather Ralph didn’t attempt to dissimulate, or conceal his trueThat brought the eyes wide open! he noted with glee. For oncefeelings. He just beamed.
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It was amazing how quickly the land mended; within a week littlegreen shoots of grass were poking out of the gluey morass, andwithin two months the roasted trees were coming into leaf. If thepeople were tough and resilient, it was because the land gave themno opportunity to be otherwise; those who were faint in heart orlacking a fanatical streak of endurance did not stay long in the GreatNorthwest. But it would be years before the scars faded. Manycoats of bark would have to grow and fall to eucalyptoid tattersbefore the tree trunks became white or red or grey again, and acertain percentage of the timber would not regenerate at all, butremain dead and dark. And for years disintegrating skeletons woulddew the plains, subsiding into the matting of time, gradually coveredby dust and marching little hoofs. And straggling out acrossDrogheda to the west the sharp deep channels cut by the cornersof a makeshift bier in the mud remained, were pointed out bywanderers who knew the story to more wanderers who did not,until the tale became a part of black-soil plains lore.

Drogheda lost perhaps a fifth of its acreage in the fire, and25,000 sheep, a mere bagatelle to a station whose sheep tally inthe recent good years lay in the neighborhood of 125,000. Therewas absolutely no point in railing at the malignity of fate, or thewrath of
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disaster. The only thing to do was cut the losses and begin again.God, however those concerned might choose to regard a naturalit would be the last.In no case was it the first time, and in no case did anyone assumespring hurt badly. Against drought they could survive thanks toBut to see Drogheda’s homestead gardens bare and brown inthe wistaria failed to bloom; when the flames came its tenderMichael Carson’s water tanks, but in a fire nothing survived. Evencrisped, pansies were dead, stocks turned to sepia straw, fuchsiasclusters of buds were just forming, and shriveled. Roses weresweet pea vines were sere and scentless. What had been bled fromin shady spots withered past rejuvenation, babies’-breath smothered,followed hard on it, so everyone on Drogheda sacrificed a nebulousthe water tanks during the fire was replaced by the heavy rain thatspare time to helping old Tom bring the gardens back.

run Drogheda, and put on three more stockmen; Mary Carson’sBob decided to keep on with Paddy’s policy of more hands topolicy had been to keep no permanent non-Cleary men on herbooks, preferring to hire extra hands at mustering, lambing andshearing time, but Paddy felt the men worked better knowing theyhad permanent jobs, and it didn’t make much difference in the longrun. Most stockmen were chronically afflicted with itchy feet, andnever stayed very long anywhere.

by married men; old Tom had a neat new three-room cottage underThe new houses sitting farther back from the creek were inhabiteda pepper tree behind the horse yards, and cackled with proprietaryof the inner paddocks, and her mother the books.glee every time he entered it. Meggie continued to look after someRalph, and being Fee failed to pass on any information save thoseFee had taken over Paddy’s task of communicating with Bishopsnatch his letters,items concerned with the running of the station. Meggie longed to
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read them greedily, but Fee gave her no chance to do so, lockingthem in a steel box the moment she had digested their contents.With Paddy and Stu gone there was just no reaching Fee. As forMeggie, the minute Bishop Ralph had gone Fee forgot all abouther promise. Meggie answered dance and party invitations withpolite negatives; aware of it, Fee never remonstrated with her ortold her she ought to go. Liam O’Rourke seized any opportunityto drive over; Enoch Davies phoned constantly, so did ConnorCarmichael and Alastair MacQueen. But with each of them Meggiewas pre-occupied, curt, to the point where they despaired of interesting her.

to cause flooding, only keeping the ground perpetually muddy andThe summer was very wet, but not in spates protracted enoughthe thousand-mile Barwon-Darling flowing deep, wide and strong.When winter came sporadic rain continued; the flying brown sheetswere made up of water, not dust. Thus the Depression march ofthrough the black-soil plains in a wet season, and with cold addedfoot-loose men along the track tapered off, for it was hell trampingwarm shelter.to damp, pneumonia raged among those not able to sleep underif it kept up; merinos couldn’t take much moisture in the groundBob was worried, and began to talk of foot rot among the sheepimpossible, for shearers would not touch soaked wool, and unlesswithout developing diseased hoofs. The shearing had been almostsodden earth and the cold.the mud dried before lambing many offspring would die in the



answered and turned.The phone jangled its two longs, one short for Drogheda; Fee

“Hullo, Jimmy, Bob here…. Yeah, righto…. Oh, good! References“Bob, the AML&F for you.”

that good you can tellall in order?…Righto, send him out to see me…. Righto, if he’s
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him he’s probably got the job, but I still want to see him for myself;don’t like pigs in pokes and don’t trust references…. Righto, thanks.Hooroo.”

cording to Jimmy. Been working out on the West Queensland plainsBob sat down again. “New stockman coming, a good bloke acences and all aboveboard. Can sit anything with four legs and aaround Longreach and Charleville. Was a drover, too. Good refertoo, Jimmy says, over two fifty a day. That’s what makes me a bittail, used to break horses. Was a shearer before that, gun shearersuspicious. Why would a gun shearer want to work for stockman’swages? Not too often a gun shearer will give up the boggi for asaddle. Be handy paddock-crutching, though, eh?”

and Australian but his sentences shorter in compensation. He wasWith the passing of the years Bob’s accent grew more drawlingshowed no sign of being smitten with any of the eligible girls hecreeping up toward thirty, and much to Meggie’s disappointmentthing he was painfully shy, and for another he seemed utterlymet at the few festivities decency forced them to attend. For onetraction. Jack and Hughie grew more and more like him; indeed,wrapped in the land, apparently preferring to love it without disthe hard marble benches, the closest to comfortable houseboundthey could have passed for triplets as they sat together on one ofout in the paddocks, and when sleeping at home stretched out onrelaxation they could get. They seemed actually to prefer campingthem. The sun, the wind and the dryness had weathered their fair,the floors of their bedrooms, frightened that beds might softeneyes shone pale and tranquil, with the deep creases beside themfreckled skins to a sort of mottled mahogany, in which their bluealmost impossible to tell what age they were, or which was thespeaking of gazing into far distances and silver-beige grass. It waskind homely face, but better bodies than Paddy’s, which hadoldest and which the youngest. Each had Paddy’s Roman nose and
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been stooped and arm-elongated from so many years shearing.They had developed the spare, easy beauty of horsemen instead.Yet for women and comfort and pleasure they did not pine.

ruler and a red-inked pen.“Is the new man married?” asked Fee, drawing neat lines with a“Dunno, didn’t ask. Know tomorrow when he comes.”

“How is he getting here?”

Tankstand.”“Jimmy’s driving him out; got to see about those old wethers inagain in a few weeks, I suppose. Wretched people, stockmen,” said“Well, let’s hope he stays awhile. If he’s not married he’ll be offFee.

stay at school a minute longer than the fourteen years of age whichJims and Patsy were boarding at Riverview, vowing they wouldn’twas legal. They burned for the day when they would be out in thepaddocks with Bob, Jack and Hughie, when Drogheda could runon family again and the outsiders would be welcome to come andreading didn’t endear Riverview to them at all; a book could bego as frequently as they pleased. Sharing the family passion forpleasure in the noonday shade of a wilga than in a Jesuit classroom.carried in a saddlebag or a jacket pocket and read with far morewindowed classrooms, the spacious green playing fields, the wealthIt had been a hard transition for them, boarding school. The bigwith its museums, concert halls and art galleries. They chummedof gardens and facilities meant nothing to them, nor did Sydneylonging for home, or boasting about the size and splendor ofup with the sons of other graziers and spent their leisure hoursJunction had heard of mighty Drogheda.Drogheda to awed but believing ears; anyone west of Burrenname had been duly entered in the books, Luke O’Neill, and heSeveral weeks passed before Meggie saw the new stockman. Hiswas already talked about in the big house far more than stockmenusually were. For one thing, he had refused to bunk in the jackaroos’
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barracks but had taken up residence in the last empty house uponthe creek. For another, he had introduced himself to Mrs. Smith,and was in that lady’s good books, though she didn’t usually caremet him.for stockmen. Meggie was quite curious about him long before shestables rather than the stockyards and was mostly obliged to startSince she kept the chestnut mare and the black gelding in theperiods of time without running into any of the hired people. Butout later of a morning than the men, she would often go longshe finally met Luke O’Neill late one afternoon as the summer sunwas flaring redly over the trees and the long shadows crept towardthe gentle oblivion of night. She was coming back from Boreheadto the ford across the creek, he was coming in from southeast andfarther out, also on a course for the ford.

he was riding a big mean bay with a black mane and tail and blackThe sun was in his eyes, so she saw him before he saw her, andpoints; she knew the animal well because it was her job to rotatethe work horses, and she had wondered why this particular beastwas not so much in evidence these days. None of the men caredfor it, never rode it if they could help. Apparently the new stockmandidn’t mind it at all, which certainly indicated he could ride, for itwas a notorious early-morning bucker and had a habit of snappingat its rider’s head the moment he dismounted.

for Australian stockmen used small English saddles minus the highIt was hard to tell a man’s height when he was on horseback,cantle and horn of the American saddle, and rode with their kneesheight was all in the trunk, the legs disproportionately short, sobent, sitting very upright. The new man seemed tall, but sometimespreferred a white shirt and white moleskins to grey flannel and greyMeggie reserved judgment. However, unlike most stockmen hehim, if he didn’t mind the bother of so much washing and ironing.twill; somewhat of a dandy, she decided, amused. Good luck to
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“G’day, Missus!” he called as they converged, doffing his batteredold grey felt hat and replacing it rakishly on the back of his head.

Laughing blue eyes looked at Meggie in undisguised admirationas she drew alongside.

“Well, you’re certainly not the Missus, so you’ve got to be thedaughter,” he said. “I’m Luke O’Neill.”

Meggie muttered something but wouldn’t look at him again, soconfused and angry she couldn’t think of any appropriately lightconversation. Oh, it wasn’t fair! How dare someone else have eyesand face like Father Ralph! Not the way he looked at her: the mirthwas something of his own and he had no love burning for her there;from the first moment of seeing Father Ralph kneeling in the dustof the Gilly station yard Meggie had seen love in his eyes. To lookinto his eyes and not see him! It was a cruel joke, a punishment.

Unaware of the thoughts his companion harbored, Luke O’Neillkept his wicked bay beside Meggie’s demure mare as they splashedthrough the creek, still running strong from so much rain. She wasa beauty, all right! That hair! What was simply carrots on the maleClearys was something else again on this little sprig. If only shewould look up, give him a better chance to see that face! Just thenshe did, with such a look on it that his brows came together,puzzled; not as if she hated him, exactly, but as if she was tryingto see something and couldn’t, or had seen something and wishedshe hadn’t. Or whatever. It seemed to upset her, anyway. Luke wasnot used to being weighed in a feminine balance and found wanting.Caught naturally in a delicious trap of sunset-gold hair and softeyes, his interest only fed on her displeasure and disappointment.Still she was watching him, pink mouth fallen slightly open, a silkydew of sweat on her upper lip and forehead because it was so hot,her reddish-gold brows arched in seeking wonderment.

He grinned to reveal Father Ralph’s big white teeth;
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broke into a trot, and they entered the gravel yard as some fiftychildren were lining up in front of a diminutive nun wielding awillowy stick taller than she was. Without having to be told, Bobsteered his kin to one side away from the lines of children, andstood with his eyes fixed on the cane.The Sacred Heart convent was two-storied, but because it stoodparent. The three nuns of the Order of the Sisters of Mercy whowell back from the road behind a fence, the fact was not easily apand was never seen; downstairs were the three big rooms in whichstaffed it lived upstairs with a fourth nun, who acted as housekeeperthe rectangular building, where on rainy days the children wereschool was taught. A wide, shady veranda ran all the way aroundwhere on sunny days no child was permitted to set foot. Severalallowed to sit decorously during their play and lunch breaks, andthe school the land sloped away a little to a grassy circle euphemist-large fig trees shaded a part of the spacious grounds, and behindon in that area.ically christened “the cricket pitch,” from the chief activity that wenthis brothers stood perfectly still while the pupils marched inside toIgnoring muffled sniggers from the lined-up children, Bob andthe tinny school piano. Only when the last child had disappearedthe sound of Sister Catherine plunking “Faith of Our Fathers” onthe gravel aside imperiously, she strode to where the Clearys waited.did Sister Agatha break her rigid pose; heavy serge skirts swishingwas truly extraordinary; three dabs of person, which were SisterMeggie gaped at her, never having seen a nun before. The sightAgatha’s face and hands, the rest white starched wimple and bibwooden rosary beads dangling from an iron ring that joined theglaring against layers of blackest black, with a massive rope ofSister Agatha’s skin was permanently red, from tooends of a wide leather belt around Sister Agatha’s stout middle.
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like a baby, all oh! and ah!?”yet it was not Father Ralph’s smile. “Do you know you look exactlyminded me of someone, that’s all.”She looked away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stare. You repretty though that might be. Who do I remind you of?”“Stare all you like. It’s better than looking at the top of your head,yet terribly unfamiliar.”“No one important. It’s just strange, seeing someone familiar and

“Meggie.”“What’s your name, little Miss Cleary?”

I’d rather you were called something like Belinda or Madeline, but“Meggie…It hasn’t got enough dignity, it doesn’t suit you a bit.Meggie stand for—Margaret?”if Meggie’s the best you’ve got to offer, I’ll go for it. What’s the

“Ah, now that’s more like! I’ll call you Meghann.”“No, Meghann.”

But he only laughed. “You’ve had too much of your own way,“No, you won’t!” she snapped. “I detest it!”

gusta, I will, you know.”little Miss Meghann. If I want to call you Eustacia Sophronia Aua punch at its snapping head which rocked it into submission, andThey had reached the stockyards; he slipped off his bay, aimingstood, obviously waiting for her to offer him her hands so he couldand walked on up the track.help her down. But she touched the chestnut mare with her heelshe called after her.“Don’t you put the dainty lady with the common old stockmen?”

“Certainly not!” she answered without turning.Oh, it wasn’t fair! Even on his own two feet he was like FatherRalph; as tall, as broad in the shoulders and narrow in the hips,Father Ralph moved like a dancer, Luke O’Neill like an athlete.and with something of the same grace, though differently employed.nose as fine and straight, his mouth as well cut.His hair was as thick and black and curling, his eyes as blue, his
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And yet he was no more like Father Ralph than—than—than aghost gum, so tall and pale and splendid, was like a blue gum, alsotall and pale and splendid.and gossip about Luke O’Neill. Bob and the boys were pleasedAfter that chance meeting Meggie kept her ears open for opinionswith his work and seemed to get along well with him; apparentlyhe hadn’t a lazy bone in his body, according to Bob. Even Feebrought his name up in conversation one evening by remarkingthat he was a very handsome man.stomach on the carpet reading a book.“Does he remind you of anyone?” Meggie asked idly, flat on hera bit like Father de Bricassart. The same build, the same coloring.Fee considered the question for a moment. “Well, I suppose he’sBut it isn’t a striking likeness; they’re too different as men.cause you’re in jodhpurs you don’t have to forget modesty entirely.”“Meggie, I wish you’d sit in a chair like a lady to read! Just beAnd so it went. There was a likeness, but the men behind the“Pooh!” said Meggie. “As if anyone notices!”in love with one of them and resented finding the other attractive.faces were so unalike only Meggie was plagued by it, for she wascovered how he could afford the luxury of wearing white shirts andIn the kitchen she found he was a prime favorite, and also dis-them for him, succumbing to his ready, beguiling charm.white breeches into the paddocks; Mrs. Smith washed and ironedically.“Och, what a fine Irishman he is and all!” Minnie sighed ecstat“Born here, maybe, Miss Meggie darlin’, but wit’ a name like“He’s an Australian,” said Meggie provocatively.respect to yer sainted father, Miss Meggie, may he rest in peace andO’Neill now, he’s as Irish as Paddy’s pigs, not meanin’ any dis-hair, thim bluesing wit’ the angels. Mr. Luke not Irish, and him wit’ that black
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eyes? In the old days the O’Neills was the kings of Ireland.”“I thought the O’Connors were,” said Meggie slyly.

’twas a big country and all.”Minnie’s round little eyes twinkled. “Ah, well now, Miss Meggie,is an Orange name; you can’t fool me.”“Go on! It’s about the size of Drogheda! And anyway, O’Neillwere Orangemen ever thought of. It is a name from Ulster parts,“It is that. But it’s a great Irish name and it existed before thereso it’s logical there’d have to be a few of thim Orange, isn’t it now?But there was the O’Neill of Clandeboy and the O’Neill Mor backwhen, Miss Meggie darlin’.”

Fenian tendencies she might once have possessed, and could pro-Meggie gave up the battle; Minnie had long since lost any militantnounce the word “Orange” without having a stroke.

creek. She suspected he had lain in wait for her, but she didn’tAbout a week later she ran into Luke O’Neill again, down by theknow what to do about it if he had.

“Good afternoon, Meghann.”

mare’s ears.“Good afternoon,” said she, looking straight between the chestnutWill you come with me?”“There’s a woolshed ball at Braich y Pwll next Saturday night.any point.”“Thank you for asking me, but I can’t dance. There wouldn’t beso that’s no obstacle. Since I’ll taking the squatter’s sister, do you“I’ll teach you how to dance in two flicks of a dead lamb’s tail,think Bob might let me borrow the old Rolls, if not the new one?”

“I said I wouldn’t go!” she said, teeth clenched.

“You said you couldn’t dance, I

said you wouldn’t go with me if you could dance, so I assumed it said I’d teach you. You neverwas the dancing you objected to, not me. Are you going to backout?”

her.Exasperated, she glared at him fiercely, but he only laughed at
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“You’re spoiled rotten, young Meghann; it’s time you didn’t getall your own way.”

“I’m not spoiled!”

“Go on, tell me another! The only girl, all those brothers to runround after you, all this land and money, a posh house, servants?I know the Catholic Church owns it, but the Clearys aren’t shortof a penny either.”

That was the big difference between them! she thought triumphantly; it had been eluding her since she met him. Father Ralphwould never have fallen for outward trappings, but this man lackedhis sensitivity; he had no inbuilt antennae to tell him what lay beneath the surface. He rode through life without an idea in his headabout its complexity or its pain.

Flabbergasted, Bob handed over the keys to the new Rolls withouta murmur; he had stared at Luke for a moment without speaking,then grinned.

“I never thought of Meggie going to a dance, but take her, Luke,and welcome! I daresay she’d like it, the poor little beggar. Shenever gets out much. We ought to think of taking her, but somehowwe never do.”

“Why don’t you and Jack and Hughie come, too?” Luke asked,apparently not averse to company.

Bob shook his head, horrified. “No, thanks. We’re not too keenon dances.”

Meggie wore her ashes-of-roses dress, not having anything elseto wear; it hadn’t occurred to her to use some of the stockpilingpounds Father Ralph put in the bank in her name to have dressesmade for parties and balls. Until now she had managed to refuseinvitations, for men like Enoch Davies and Alastair MacQueen wereeasy to discourage with a firm no. They didn’t have Luke O’Neill’sgall.

But as she stared at herself in the mirror she thought she justmight go into Gilly next week when Mum made her usual trip,visit old Gert and have her make up a few new frocks.
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For she hated wearing this dress; if she had owned one othereven remotely suitable, it would have been off in a second. Othertimes, a different black-haired man; it was so tied up with love anddreams, tears and loneliness, that to wear it for such a one as LukeO’Neill seemed a desecration. She had grown used to hiding whatshe felt, to appearing always calm and outwardly happy. Self-controlwas growing around her thicker than bark on a tree, and sometimesin the night she would think of her mother, and shiver.

Would she end up like Mum, cut off from all feeling? Was thishow it began for Mum back in the days when there was Frank’sfather? And what on earth would Mum do, what would she say ifshe knew Meggie had learned the truth about Frank? Oh, that scenein the presbytery! It seemed like yesterday, Daddy and Frank facingeach other, and Ralph holding her so hard he hurt. Shouting thoseawful things. Everything had fallen into place. Meggie thought shemust always have known, once she did. She had grown up enoughto realize there was more to getting babies than she used to think;some sort of physical contact absolutely forbidden between anybut a married couple. What disgrace and humiliation poor Mummust have gone through over Frank. No wonder she was the wayshe was. If it happened to her, Meggie thought, she would want todie. In books only the lowest, cheapest girls had babies outside ofmarriage; yet Mum wasn’t cheap, could never have been cheap.With all her heart Meggie wished Mum could talk to her about it,or that she herself had the courage to bring up the subject. Perhapsin some small way she might have been able to help. But Mumwasn’t the sort of person one could approach, nor would Mum dothe approaching. Meggie sighed at herself in the mirror, and hopednothing like that ever happened to her.

Yet she was young; at times like this, staring at herself in theashes-of-roses dress, she wanted to feel,
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wanted emotion to blow over her like a strong hot wind. She didn’twant to plod like a little automaton for the rest of her life, shewanted change and vitality and love. Love, and a husband, andbabies. What was the use of hungering after a man she could neverhave? He didn’t want her, he never would want her. He said heloved her, but not as a husband would love her. Because he wasmarried to the Church. Did all men do that, love some inanimatething more than they could love a woman? No, surely not all men.The difficult ones, perhaps, the complex ones with their seas ofdoubts and objections, rationalities. But there had to be simplerLuke O’Neill, for instance.men, men who could surely love a woman before all else. Men likeas he started the Rolls.“I think you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen,” said Lukestartled sidelong glance and said nothing.Compliments were quite out of Meggie’s ken; she gave him aenthusiasm. “Just turn a key and press a button on the dashboard“Isn’t this nice?” Luke asked, apparently not upset at her lack ofdonk catches before a man’s exhausted. This is the life, Meghann,and the car starts. No cranking a handle, no hoping the darnedno doubt about it.”

“You won’t leave me alone, will you?” she asked.“Good Lord, no! You’ve come with me, haven’t you? That meansyou’re mine all night long, and I don’t intend giving anyone elsea chance.”

“How old are you, Luke?”“Thirty. How old are you?”

“Almost twenty-three.”

“I’m not a baby.”“As much as that, eh? You look like a baby.”

“Once.”“Oho! Have you ever been in love, then?”

love a dozen times by your age.”“Is that all? At twenty-three? Good Lord! I’d been in and out of“I daresay I might have been, too, but I meet very
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stockman I remember who said more than a shy hello.”few people to fall in love with on Drogheda. You’re the firston the outside looking in right there, aren’t you? Never mind, we’ll“Well, if you won’t go to dances because you can’t dance, you’refix that up in no time. By the end of the evening you’ll be dancing,and in a few weeks we’ll have you a champion.” He glanced at herquickly. “But you can’t tell me some of the squatters off other stations haven’t tried to get you to come to the odd dance with them.Stockmen I can understand, you’re a cut above the usual stockman’sthe glad eye.”inclinations, but some of the sheep cockies must have given you“If I’m a cut above stockmen, why did you ask me?” she parried.

“Oh, I’ve got all the cheek in the world.” He grinned. “Come onnow, don’t change the subject. There must be a few blokes aroundGilly who’ve asked.”

pushed me into it.”“A few,” she admitted. “But I’ve really never wanted to go. Youknow a good thing when I see it.”“Then the rest of them are sillier than pet snakes,” he said. “Itrouble with Luke was that he was a hard man to put down.She wasn’t too sure that she cared for the way he talked, but thedaughters to stockmen and their wives if any, maidservants, gov-Everyone came to a woolshed dance, from squatters’ sons andernesses, town dwellers of all ages and sexes. For instance, thesewere occasions when female schoolteachers got the opportunity tofraternize with the stock-and-station-agent apprentices, the bankjohnnies and the real bushies off the stations.

evidence at all. Old Mickey O’Brien came out from Gilly to playThe grand manners reserved for more formal affairs were not inthe fiddle, and there was always someone on hand to man the pianoaccordion or the button accordion, taking turns to spell each other

as
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wool bale for hours playing without a rest, his pendulous lowerMickey’s accompanists while the old violinist sat on a barrel or aterfered with his tempo.lip drooling because he had no patience with swallowing; it inCarson’s birthday party. This was energetic round-dancing: barnBut it was not the sort of dancing Meggie had seen at Maryerleys, with no more than a passing touching of the partner’s hands,dances, jigs, polkas, quadrilles, reels, mazurkas, Sir Roger de Covno dreaminess. Everyone seemed to view the proceedings as aor a wild swirling in rough arms. There was no sense of intimacy,better outside, well away from the noise and bustle.simple dissipation of frustrations; romantic intrigues were furtheredescort. He was the target of almost as many seductive or languishingMeggie soon discovered she was much envied her big handsomelooks as Father Ralph used to be, and more blatantly so. As FatherRalph used to be. Used to be. How terrible to have to think of himin the very remotest of all past tenses.

to visit the Men’s. Enoch Davies and Liam O’Rourke were there,True to his word, Luke left her alone only so long as it took himand eager to fill his place alongside her. He gave them no oppor-tunity whatsoever, and Meggie herself seemed too dazed to understand that she was quite within her rights to accept invitations todance from men other than her escort. Though she didn’t hear thecomments, Luke did, secretly laughing. What a damned cheek thefellow had, an ordinary stockman, stealing her from under theirnoses! Disapproval meant nothing to Luke. They had had theirchances; if they hadn’t made the most of them, hard luck.

his arm about her waist, drew her against him. He was an excellentThe last dance was a waltz. Luke took Meggie’s hand and putdancer. To her surprise she found she didn’t need to do anythingmore than follow where he propelled her. And it was a most ex-traordinary sensation
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thighs, to absorb his body warmth. Her brief contacts with Fatherto be held so against a man, to feel the muscles of his chest andthings, and she had honestly thought that what she felt in his armsRalph had been so intense she had not had time to perceive discretedifferent, it was exciting; her pulse rate had gone up, and she knewshe would never feel in anyone else’s. Yet though this was quiteclosely, put his cheek on her hair.he sensed it by the way he turned her suddenly, gripped her moresometimes no track at all, they didn’t speak very much. Braich yAs the Rolls purred home, making light of the bumpy track andPwll was seventy miles from Drogheda, across paddocks withno intrusion of humanity. The ridge which cut across Droghedanever a house to be seen all the way, no lights of someone’s home,but out on the black-soil plains to reach the crest of it was like beingwas not more than a hundred feet higher than the rest of the land,came round to open Meggie’s door. She stepped down beside him,on top of an Alp to a Swiss. Luke stopped the car, got out andher? It was so quiet, so far from anyone!trembling a little; was he going to spoil everything by trying to kissside, and holding her elbow lightly to make sure she didn’t stumbleThere was a decaying dogleg wooden fence wandering off to onein her frivolous shoes, Luke helped Meggie across the unevenground, the rabbit holes. Gripping the fence tightly and lookingout over the plains, she was speechless; first from terror, then, herpanic dying as he made no move to touch her, from wonder.picked out vast sweeping stretches of distance, the grass shimmeringAlmost as clearly as the sun could, the moon’s still pale lightand rippling like a restless sigh, silver and white and grey. Leaveson trees sparkled suddenly like points of fire when the wind turnedtheir glossy tops upward, and great yawning gulfs of shadowsspread under timber stands as mysteriously as
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mouths of the underworld. Lifting her head, she tried to count thestars and could not; as delicate as drops of dew on a wheelingspider’s web the pinpoints flared, went out, flared, went out, in arhythm as timeless as God. They seemed to hang over her like anet, so beautiful, so very silent, so watchful and searching of thesoul, like jewel eyes of insects turned brilliant in a spotlight, blindas to expression and infinite as to seeing power. The only soundswere the wind hot in the grass, hissing trees, an occasional clankfrom the cooling Rolls, and a sleepy bird somewhere close com-plaining because they had broken its rest; the sole smell the fragrant,indefinable scent of the bush.

and booklet of rice papers, and began to roll himself a cigarette.Luke turned his back on the night, pulled out his tobacco pouchstrands of leaf back and forth in his palm, lazily.“Were you born out here, Meghann?” he asked, rubbing theyears ago.”“No, I was born in New Zealand. We came to Drogheda thirteenit expertly between thumb and forefinger, then licked it shut, pokedHe slipped the shaped tendrils into their paper sheath, twiddleda few wisps back inside the tube with a match end, struck the matchand lit up.“You enjoyed yourself tonight, didn’t you?”

“Oh, yes!”“I’d like to take you to all the dances.”

“Thank you.”

roof of the Rolls at the stand of timber where the irate bird stillHe fell silent again, smoking quietly and looking back across thetwittered querulously. When only a small remnant of the tubesputtered between his stained fingers he dropped it on the groundand screwed his boot heel viciously down upon it until he was sureit was out. No one kills a cigarette as dead as an Australian bush-

man.
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Sighing, Meggie turned from the moon vista, and he helped herto the car. He was far too wise to kiss her at this early stage, becausehe intended to marry her if he could; let her want to be kissed, first.

But there were other dances, as the summer wore on and woreitself down in bloody, dusty splendor; gradually the homestead gotused to the fact that Meggie had found herself a very good-lookingboyfriend. Her brothers forbore to tease, for they loved her andliked him well enough. Luke O’Neill was the hardest worker theyhad ever employed; no better recommendation than that existed.At heart more working class than squatter class, it never occurredto the Cleary men to judge him by his lack of possessions. Fee,who might have weighed him in a more selective balance, didn’tcare sufficiently to do so. Anyway, Luke’s calm assumption that hewas different from your average stockman bore fruit; because of it,he was treated more like one of themselves.

It became his custom to call up the track at the big house whenhe was in at night and not out in the paddocks; after a while Bobdeclared it was silly for him to eat alone when there was plenty onthe Cleary table, so he ate with them. After that it seemed rathersenseless to send him a mile down the track to sleep when he wasnice enough to want to stay talking to Meggie until late, so he wasbidden to move into one of the small guesthouses out behind thebig house.

By this time Meggie thought about him a great deal, and not asdisparagingly as she had at first, always comparing him to FatherRalph. The old sore was healing. After a while she forgot thatFather Ralph had smiled so with the same mouth, while Luke smiledthus,to them while Luke’s glittered with restless passion. She was young that Father Ralph’s vivid blue eyes had had a distant stillnessand she had never quite got to savor love, if for a moment or twoshe had tasted it. She wanted to roll it round on her tongue, getthe bouquet
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Bishop Ralph; he would never, never come back to her. He hadof it into her lungs, spin it dizzying to her brain. Father Ralph washadn’t used the phrase that night by the borehead she would notsold her for thirteen million pieces of silver, and it rankled. If hesince when she had lain puzzling as to what he could possibly havehave wondered, but he had used it, and countless were the nightsmeant.

And her hands itched with the feel of Luke’s back when he heldvitality. Oh, she never felt that dark liquid fire in her bones for him,her close in a dance; she was stirred by him, his touch, his crispand dry up, she never twitched and trembled because he looked atshe never thought that if she didn’t see him again she would witherO’Rourke, Alastair MacQueen better as Luke squired her to moreher. But she had grown to know men like Enoch Davies, Liamand more of the district affairs, and none of them moved her theup, they would turn out not to have Luke’s eyes, or if they had theway Luke O’Neill did. If they were tall enough to oblige her to lookways lacking which wasn’t lacking in Luke, though just what it wassame sort of eyes, they wouldn’t have his hair. Something was al-minded her of Father Ralph, that is, and she refused to admit herLuke possessed she didn’t know. Aside from the fact that he re-attraction had no better basis than that.land, the sheep, or what he wanted out of life, or perhaps aboutThey talked a lot, but always about general things; shearing, theoccasional book but he wasn’t an inveterate reader like Meggie,the places he had seen, or some political happening. He read anthis or that book simply because she had found it interesting. Norand try as she would, she couldn’t seem to persuade him to reading and irritating of all, he never evinced any interest in her life, ordid he lead the conversation into intellectual depths; most interest-about matters far closer to her heart than sheep or rain, butasked her what she wanted from it. Sometimes she longed to talk
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more impersonal channels.if she made a leading statement he was expert at deflecting her into

Luke O’Neill was clever, conceited, extremely hardworking andhungry to enrich himself. He had been born in a wattle-and-daubshanty exactly on the Tropic of Capricorn, outside the town ofLongreach in Western Queensland. His father was the black sheepof a prosperous but unforgiving Irish family, his mother was thedaughter of the German butcher in Winton; when she insisted onmarrying Luke senior, she also was disowned. There were tenchildren in that humpy, none of whom possessed a pair ofshoes—not that shoes mattered much in torrid Longreach. Lukesenior, who shore for a living when he felt like it (but mostly all hefelt like doing was drinking OP rum), died in a fire at the Blackallpub when young Luke was twelve years old. So as soon as he couldLuke took himself off on the shearing circuit as a tar boy, slappingmolten tar on jagged wounds if a shearer slipped and cut flesh aswell as wool.thrived on it the way some men thrived on its opposite, whetherOne thing Luke was never afraid of, and that was hard work; hebecause his father had been a barfly and a town joke or becausehe had inherited his German mother’s love of industry no one hadever bothered to find out.ning down the board catching the great heavy fleeces as they flewAs he grew older he graduated from tar boy to shed hand, run-off the boggis in one piece billowing up like kites, and carryingto skirt, picking the dirt-encrusted edges off the fleeces and transfer-them to the wool-rolling table to be skirted. From that he learnedshed aristocrat: the man who like a wine-taster or a perfume-testerring them to bins ready for the attention of the classer, who wasdidn’t have a classer’s instinct; either he turned to pressing or tocannot be trained unless he also has instinct for the job. And Luke
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shearing if he wanted to earn more money, which he certainly did.He had the strength to man the press, tamp down the graded fleecesinto massive bales, but a gun shearer could make more money.worker, so he had no trouble getting himself a learner’s pen. WithBy now he was well known in Western Queensland as a goodluckily present in Luke, a man could become a gun shearer. Soongrace, coordination, strength and endurance, all necessary andquid a hundred; and this with the narrow handpiece resembling aLuke was shearing his two hundred-plus a day six days a week, aboggi lizard, hence its name. The big New Zealand handpieceswith their wide, coarse combs and cutters were illegal in Australia,though they doubled a shearer’s tally.

clamped between his knees, sweeping his boggi in blows the lengthIt was grueling work; bending from his height with a sheepof the sheep’s body to free the wool in one piece and leave as fewsecond cuts as possible, close enough to the loose kinky skin toplease the shed boss, who would be down in a second on anythe heat and the sweat and the thirst which forced him to drinkshearer not conforming to his rigorous standards. He didn’t mindtormenting hordes of flies, for he was born in fly country. Nor didupward of three gallons of water a day, he didn’t even mind thehe mind the sheep, which were mostly a shearer’s nightmare; cobblers, wets, overgrowns, snobs, dags, fly-strikes, they came in allvarieties, and they were all merinos, which meant wool all the waydown to their hoofs and noses, and a cobbled fragile skin whichmoved like slippery paper.

No, it wasn’t the work itself Luke minded, for the harder heworked the better he felt; what irked him were the noise, the beingshut inside, the stench. No place on earth was quite the hell ashearing shed was. Se he decided he wanted to be the boss cocky,the man who strolled up and down the lines of stooping shearers
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flawless motion.to watch the fleeces he owned being stripped away by that smooth,

At the end of the floor in his cane-bottomed chair Sits theboss of the board with his eyes everywhere.

Luke O’Neill decided to be. The boss cocky, the head peanut, theThat was what the old shearing song said, and that was whoarms of a lifelong shearer; he wanted the pleasure of working outgrazier, the squatter. Not for him the perpetual stoop, the elongatedspect of becoming a dreadnought shearer might have kept Lukein the open air while he watched the money roll in. Only the pro-shear over three hundred merino sheep a day, all to standard, andinside a shed, one of the rare handful of men who managed toBut unfortunately he was just a little too tall, those extra secondsusing narrow boggis. They made fortunes on the side by betting.and dreadnought.bending and ducking mounted up to the difference between gunHis mind turned within its limitations to another method of ac-quiring what he hungered for; at about this stage in his life he dis-covered how attractive he was to women. His first try had been inthe guise of a stockman on Gnarlunga, as that station had an heirwho was female, fairly young and fairly pretty. It had been sheerbad luck that in the end she preferred the Pommy jackaroo whosemore bizarre exploits were becoming bush legend. From Gnarlungahe went to Bingelly and got a job breaking horses, his eye on thehomestead where the aging and unattractive heiress lived with herwidowed father. Poor Dot, he had so nearly won her; but in thesexagenarian who owned the neighboring property.end she had fallen in with her father’s wishes and married the sprydecided twenty months per heiress was far too long and boring. ItThese two essays cost him over three years of his life, and hewould suit him better for a while to
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journey far and wide, continually on the move, until within thismuch larger sweep he found another likely prospect. Enjoyinghimself enormously, he began to drove the Western Queenslandstock routes, down the Cooper and the Diamantina, the Barcooand the Bulloo Overflow dwindling through the top corner ofwestern New South Wales. He was thirty, and it was more thantime he found the goose who would lay at least part of his goldenegg.

when he discovered there was an only daughter. No hope she’dEveryone had heard of Drogheda, but Luke’s ears pricked upinherit, but perhaps they’d want to dower her with a modest100,000 acres out around Kynuna or Winton. This was nicecountry around Gilly, but too cramped and forested for him. Lukegrass stretched into infinity and trees were mostly something a manyearned for the enormity of far western Queensland, where theand on with no beginning and no end, where a man was lucky toremembered as being vaguely eastward. Just the grass, on and onthere was no grass, just a flat desert of cracked, panting black soil.graze one sheep for every ten acres he owned. Because sometimesof heaven, and this was Luke O’Neill’s.The grass, the sun, the heat and the flies; to each man his own kindStrong, the AML&F stock-and-station agent who drove him outHe had prised the rest of the Drogheda story out of Jimmythat first day, and it had been a bitter blow to discover the CatholicChurch owned Drogheda. However, he had learned how few andfar between female heirs to properties were; when Jimmy Strongwent on to say that the only daughter had a nice little cash sum ofher own and many doting brothers, he decided to carry on asplanned.

100,000 acres out around Kynuna or Winton, and worked towardBut though Luke had long decided his life’s objective lay init with single-minded zeal, the truth was that at heart he loved hardcash far more than what it
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might eventually buy him; not the possession of land, nor its inher-ent power, but the prospect of stockpiling rows of neat figures inhis bankbook, in his name.

had wanted so desperately, but their value in hard cash. A man It had’t been Gnarlunga or Bingelly hesettled for landless Meggie Cleary. Nor would he have loved thewho genuinely wanted to be the boss cocky would never havephysical act of working hard as did Luke O’Neill.



Luke had taken Meggie to in as many weeks. How he discoveredThe dance at the Holy Cross hall in Gilly was the thirteenth danceMeggie was too naive to guess, but regularly on a Saturday hewhere they were and how he wangled some of the invitationswithin 150 miles.would ask Bob for the keys to the Rolls, and take her somewheremoonless landscape, and under her feet she could feel the crunchTonight it was cold as she stood by a fence looking across aher in to his side.of frost. Winter was coming. Luke’s arm came around her and drew

“You’re cold,” he said. “I’d better get you home.”lessly.“No, it’s all right now, I’m getting warm,” she answered breath-impersonally across her back. But it was nice to lean against him,She felt a change in him, a change in the arm held loosely andto feel the warmth radiating from his body, the different construc-tion of his frame. Even through her cardigan she was conscious ofhis hand, moving now in small, caressing circles, a tentative andquestioning massage. If at this stage she announced she was coldhe would stop; if she said nothing, he would take it as tacit permis-properly. This was the only man outside of Ralph who interestedsion to proceed. She was young, she wanted so badly to savor lovedifferent! Let them not be like Ralph’s kisses!her, so why not see what his kisses were like? Only let them be
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Taking her silence as acquiescence, Luke put his other hand onher shoulder, turned her to face him, and bent his head. Was thathow a mouth really felt? Why, it was no more than a sort of pres-sure! What was she supposed to do to indicate liking? She movedher lips under his and at once wished she had not. The pushingdown increased; he opened his mouth wide, forced her lips apartwith his teeth and tongue, and ran the tongue around the inside ofher mouth. Revolting. Why had it seemed so different when Ralphkissed her? She hadn’t been aware then of how wet and faintlynauseating it was; she hadn’t seemed to think at all, only open tohim like a casket when the well-known hand touches a secret spring.What on earth was he doing? Why did her body jump so, cling tohim when her mind wanted badly to pull away?

Luke had found the sensitive spot on her side, and kept his fingerson it to make her writhe; so far she wasn’t exactly enthusiastic.Breaking the kiss, he put his mouth hard against the side of herneck. She seemed to like that better, her hands came up aroundhim and she gasped, but when he slid his lips down her throat atthe same time as his hand attempted to push her dress off hershoulder, she gave him a sharp shove and stepped quickly away.

“That’s enough, Luke!”

The episode had disappointed her, half-repelled her. Luke wasvery aware of it as he helped her into the car and rolled a much-needed cigarette. He rather fancied himself as a lover, none of thegirls so far had ever complained—but then they hadn’t been ladieslike Meggie. Even Dot MacPherson, the Bingelly heiress, richer byfar than Meggie, was as rough as bags, no posh Sydney boardingschool and all that crap. In spite of his looks Luke was about on apar with the average rural workingman when it came to sexual ex-perience; he knew little of the mechanics beyond what he likedhimself, and he knew nothing of the theory. The numerous
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liked it, but that meant he had to rely on a certain amount of per-girls he had made love to were nothing loath to assure him theyaffair hoping for marriage when the man was as attractive andsonal information, not always honest, either. A girl went into anyoff to please him. And nothing pleased a man more than being toldhardworking as Luke, so a girl was as likely as not to lie her headfrom himself had been fooled with that one.he was the best ever. Luke never dreamed how many men asidefather wanted after he locked her in the shearers’ barracks for aStill thinking about old Dot, who had given in and done as herweek with a fly-blown carcass, Luke mentally shrugged hisshoulders. Meggie was going to be a tough nut to crack and hecouldn’t afford to frighten or disgust her. Fun and games wouldhave to wait, that was all. He’d woo her the way she obviouslywanted, flowers and attention and not too much slap-and-tickle.and slumped back in her seat.For a while an uncomfortable silence reigned, then Meggie sighed“I’m sorry, Luke.”

“I’m sorry, too. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

to it…. I was frightened, not offended.”“Oh, no, you didn’t offend me, truly! I suppose I’m not very usedher clasped ones. “Look, don’t worry about it. You’re a bit of a girl“Oh, Meghann!” He took one hand off the wheel and put it overand I went too fast. Let’s forget it.”

“Yes, let’s she said.

“Didn’t he

“Who?’ kiss you?” Luke asked curiously.

voice? “You said you’d been in love once, so I thought you knewWas there fear in her voice? But why should there be fear in herthe ropes. I’m sorry, Meghann. I should have realized that stuckyou had a schoolgirl crush on some bloke who never noticed you.”all the way out here in a family like yours, what you meant was
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Yes, yes, yes! Let him think that! “You’re quite right, Luke; itwas just a schoolgirl crush.”

Outside the house he drew her to him again and gave her agentle, lingering kiss without any open-mouth tongue business. Shedidn’t respond exactly, but clearly she liked it; he went off to hisguesthouse more satisfied that he hadn’t ruined his chances.

Meggie dragged herself to bed and lay looking up at the softround halo the lamp cast on the ceiling. Well, one thing had beenestablished: there was nothing in Luke’s kisses to remind her ofRalph’s. And once or twice toward the end she had felt a flicker ofdismayed excitement, when he had dug his fingers into her sideand when he had kissed her neck. No use equating Luke with Ralph,and she wasn’t sure anymore that she wanted to try. Better forgetRalph; he couldn’t be her husband. Luke could.

The second time Luke kissed her Meggie behaved quite differently.They had been to a wonderful party on Rudna Hunish, the limitof the territorial boundary Bob had drawn around their jaunts, andthe evening had gone well from its beginning. Luke was in his bestform, joking so much on the way out he kept her helpless withlaughter, then warmly loving and attentive toward her all throughthe party. And Miss Carmichael had been so determined to takehim away from her! Stepping in where Alastair MacQueen andEnoch Davies feared to go, she attached herself to them and flirtedwith Luke blatantly, forced him for the sake of good manners toask her to dance. It was a formal affair, the dancing ballroom style,and the dance Luke gave Miss Carmichael was a slow waltz. Buthe had come back to Meggie immediately it was over and saidnothing, only cast his eyes toward the ceiling in a way which lefther in no doubt that to him Miss Carmichael was a bore. And sheloved him for it; ever since the day the lady had interfered with herpleasure at the Gilly Show, Meggie had disliked her. She had never
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forgotten the way Father Ralph had ignored the lady to lift a smallgirl over a puddle; now tonight Luke showed himself in those samecolors. Oh, bravo! Luke, you’re splendid!

packet of sandwiches and a bottle of champagne out of old AngusIt was a very long way home, and very cold. Luke had cajoled ahe stopped the car. Heaters in cars were extremely rare in AustraliaMacQueen, and when they were nearly two-thirds of the way homethen as now, but the Rolls was equipped with a heater; that nightit was very welcome, for the frost lay two inches thick on theground.

Meggie smiled, taking the little silver collapsible cup of champagne“Oh, isn’t it nice to sit without a coat on a night like this?”Luke gave her, and biting into a ham sandwich.

“Yes, it is. You look so pretty tonight, Meghann.”What was it about the color of her eyes? Grey wasn’t normallya color he cared for, too anemic, but looking at her grey eyes hecould have sworn they held every color in the blue end of thespectrum, violet and indigo and the sky on a rich clear day, deepmossy green, a hint of tawny yellow. And they glowed like soft,half-opaque jewels, framed by those long curling lashes whichglittered as if they had been dipped in gold. He reached out anddelicately brushed his finger along the lashes of one eye, then sol-emnly looked down at its tip.

“Why, Luke! What’s the matter?”“I couldn’t resist seeing for myself that you don’t have a pot ofgold powder on your dressing table. Do you know you’re the onlygirl I’ve ever met with real gold on her eyelashes?”

“So I have! It doesn’t come off at all.” The champagne was tickling“Oh!” She touched them herself, looked at her finger, laughed.her nose and fizzing in her stomach; she felt wonderful.

roof, and the most beautiful real gold hair“And real gold eyebrows that have the same shape as a church
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a baby’s…. And skin you must use gold powder on, it shines…I always expect it to be hard like metal, yet it’s soft and fine likeso…And the most beautiful mouth, just made for kissing…”.

the way it had been on their first meeting; he reached out and tookShe sat staring at him with that tender pink mouth slightly open,the empty cup from her.

“I must admit this is nice, to stop and give ourselves a little break“I think you need a little more champagne,” he said, filling it.for the sandwiches and wine.”from the track. And thank you for thinking of asking Mr. MacQueenpouring almost soundlessly through the vents; two separate kindsThe big Rolls engine ticked gently in the silence, warm airhis shirt collar. Their jackets were on the back seat, too warm forof lulling noise. Luke unknotted his tie and pulled it off, openedthe car.

insisted a man was only properly dressed when he wore one, but“Oh, that feels good! I don’t know who invented ties and thenif ever I meet him, I’ll strangle him with his own invention.”

the rounded curve of her lips exactly into his, like two pieces of aHe turned abruptly, lowered his face to hers, and seemed to catchshe felt locked to him and let her head follow as he leaned back,jigsaw puzzle; though he didn’t hold her or touch her elsewhereher head, the better to work at that dizzying, amazingly responsivedrawing her forward onto his chest. His hands came up to claspelse, at home at last with those silky baby’s lips finally fitting hismouth, drain it. Sighing, he abandoned himself to feeling nothinghair, the palm of her other hand coming to rest on the smoothown. Her arm slid around his neck, quivering fingers sank into histhough he had risen and hardened before giving her the secondbrown skin at the base of his throat. This time he didn’t hurry,he kissedcup of champagne, just from looking at her. Not releasing her head,
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her brows, came back to her cheeks because they were so satiny,her cheeks, her closed eyes, the curving bones of the orbits beneathhad driven him mad since the day he first saw her.came back to her mouth because its infantile shape drove him mad,And there was her throat, the little hollow at its base, the skinof her shoulder so delicate and cool and dry…. Powerless to call ahalt, almost beside himself with fear lest she should call a halt, heremoved one hand from her head and plucked at the long row ofbuttons down the back of her dress, slid it off her obedient arms,and shoulder, he passed the tips of his fingers down her bare back,then the straps of her loose satin slip. Face buried between her neckbreasts. He pushed his face lower in a blind, compulsive touch-feeling her startled little shivers, the sudden hard points to hersearch of one cold, cushioned surface, lips parted, pressing down,until they closed over taut ruched flesh. His tongue lingered for adazed minute, then his hands clutched in agonized pleasure on herback and he sucked, nipped, kissed, sucked…. The old eternal im-pulse, his particular preference, and it never failed. It was so good,good, good, wrenching, drenching moment, and swallowed in the depths of hisgoooooood! He did not cry out, only shuddered for athroat.

formed a kiss of boundless love and gratitude against the side ofLike a satiated nursling, he let the nipple pop out of his mouth,her breast, and lay utterly still except for the heaves of his breathing.He could feel her mouth in his hair, her hand down inside his shirt,and suddenly he seemed to recollect himself, opened his eyes.Briskly he sat up, pulled her slip straps up her arms, then her dress,and fastened all the buttons deftly.

laughing. “I don’t think your brothers would approve one little bit“You’d better marry me, Meghann,” he said, eyes soft andof what we just did.”

flush in her cheeks.“Yes, I think I’d better too,” she agreed, lids lowered, a delicate
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“Let’s tell them tomorrow morning.”

“Why not? The sooner the better.”

“Next Saturday I’ll drive you into Gilly. We’ll see FatherThomas—I suppose you’d like a church wedding—arrange for thebanns, and buy an engagement ring.”

“Thank you, Luke.”

Well, that was that. She had committed herself, there could beno turning back. In a few weeks or however long it took to callbanns, she would marry Luke O’Neill. She would be…. Mrs. LukeO’Neill! How strange! Why did she say yes? Because he told meI must, he said I was to do it. But why? To remove him fromdanger? To protect himself, or me? Ralph de Bricassart, sometimesI think I hate you….

bit like that first time. So many beautiful, terrifying sensations. Oh,The incident in the car had been startling and disturbing. Not asending vast widening rings clear through her! And he did it rightthe touch of his hands! That electrifying tugging at her breastat the moment her conscience had reared its head, told the mindlessthat she must scream, slap him, run away. No longer lulled andthing she seemed to have become that he was taking off her clothes,that it was delicious to be kissed when it was done right, his firsthalf senseless from champagne, from warmth, from the discoverycommon sense, conscience and all thought of flight. Her shouldersgreat gulping taking-in of her breast had transfixed her, stilledthighs and that unnamed region at their top rammed by hiscame up off his chest, her hips seemed to subside against him, hershe had just wanted to stay like that for the rest of her days, shakensqueezing hands against a ridge of his body hard as a rock, anddidn’t know. In the moment at which he had put her away fromto her soul and yawning empty, wanting…. Wanting what? Shesavage. But it had set the seal on her hardening resolve to marryhim she hadn’t wanted to go, could even have flown at him like a
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Luke O’Neill. Not to mention that she was convinced he had doneto her the thing which made babies start.

No one was very surprised at the news, and no one dreamed ofobjecting. The only thing which did startle them was Meggie’sadamant refusal to write and tell Bishop Ralph, her almost hyster-ical rejection of Bob’s idea that they invite Bishop Ralph toDrogheda and have a big house wedding. No, no, no! She hadscreamed it at them; Meggie who never raised her voice. Apparentlyshe was miffed that he had never come back to see them, maintain-the common decency to come to Drogheda for no reason, she wasing that her marriage was her own business, that if he didn’t havenot going to furnish him with an obligation he could not refuse.to care one way or the other, nor did she seem interested in Meg-So Fee promised not to say a word in her letters; she seemed notas Drogheda was a full-time job. Fee’s records would have servedgie’s choice of a husband. Keeping the books of a station as largethey didn’t simply consist of figures and ledgers. Every movementa historian with a perfect description of life on a sheep station, forof every mob of sheep was rigidly described, the changes of theseasons, the weather each day, even what Mrs. Smith served fordinner. The entry in the log book for Sunday, July 22, 1934, said:Sky clear, no cloud, temperature at dawn 34 degrees. No Mass today.Dam with 1 stockman, Beerbarrel droving 3-year wethers fromBob in, Jack out at Murrimbah with 2 stockmen, Hughie out at WestBarometer steady, 30.6 inches. Wind due west. Dinner menu cornedBudgin to Winnemurra. Temperature high at 3 o’clock, 85 degrees.Cleary is to marry Mr. Luke O’Neill, stockman, on Saturday Augustbeef, boiled potatoes, carrots and cabbage, then plum duff. Meghann25 at the Holy Cross Church, Gillanbone. Entered 9 o’clock evening,temperature 45 degrees, moon last quarter.
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pretty, its twin quarter-carat stones set in a pair of platinum hearts.Luke bought Meggie a diamond engagement ring, modest but quiteHoly Cross Church. This would be followed by a family dinner atThe banns were called for noon on Saturday, August 25th, in thenaturally invited, though Jims and Patsy had been left in Sydneythe Hotel Imperial, to which Mrs. Smith, Minnie and Cat werethem six hundred miles to witness a ceremony they didn’t reallyafter Meggie said firmly that she couldn’t see the point in bringinglong, rambling and childlike, Patsy’s consisting of three words,understand. She had received their letters of congratulations; Jims’sDrogheda paddocks with him during their vacations.“Lots of luck.” They knew Luke, of course, having ridden thefair as possible; she had hoped to see the only girl married onMrs. Smith was grieved at Meggie’s insistence on as small an aftion. But Meggie was so against a fuss she even refused to wearDrogheda with flags flying and cymbals clashing, days of celebrahat, which could double afterwards as her traveling outfit.bridal regalia; she would be married in a day dress and an ordinaryLuke said, slipping into a chair opposite hers the Sunday after they“Darling, I’ve decided where to take you for our honeymoon,”had made their wedding plans.
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“Where?”

“North Queensland. While you were at the dressmaker I gottalking to some chaps in the Imperial bar, and they were telling methere’s money to be made up in cane country, if a man’s strongand not afraid of hard work.”

“But Luke, you already have a good job here!”

“A man doesn’t feel right, battening on his in-laws. I want to getus the money to buy a place out in Western Queensland, and Iwant it before I’m too old to work it. A man with no educationfinds it hard to get high-paying work in this Depression, but there’sa shortage of men in North Queensland, and the money’s at leastten times what I earn as a stockman on Drogheda.”

“Doing what?”

“Cutting sugar cane.”

“Cutting sugar cane? That’s coolie labor”

“No, you’re wrong. Coolies aren’t big enough to do it as well asthe white cutters, and besides, you know as well as I do that Australian law forbids the importation of black or yellow men to doslave labor or work for wages lower than a white man’s, take thebread out of a white Australian’s mouth. There’s, a shortage ofcutters and the money’s terrific. Not too many blokes are big enoughor strong enough to cut cane. But I am. It won’t beat me!”

“Does this mean you’re thinking of making our home in NorthQueensland, Luke?”

“Yes.”

She stared past his shoulder through the great bank of windowsat Drogheda: the ghost gums, the Home Paddock, the stretch oftrees beyond. Not to live on Drogheda! To be somewhere BishopRalph could never find her, to live without ever seeing him again,to cleave to this stranger sitting facing her so irrevocably there couldbe no going back…. The grey eyes rested on Luke’s vivid, impatientface and grew more beautiful,
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her lids didn’t droop, or the corners of her mouth. But he wasn’tbut unmistakably sadder. He sensed it only; she had no tears there,intention of letting her become so important to him she caused himconcerned with whatever sorrows Meggie owned, for he had noa man who had tried to marry Dot MacPherson of Bingelly, butworry on her behalf. Admittedly she was something of a bonus toguard over his own heart. No woman, even one as sweet andher physical desirability and tractable nature only increased Luke’sover him to tell him what to do.beautiful as Meggie Cleary, was ever going to gain sufficient powerthing on his mind. There were times when guile was necessary, butSo, remaining true to himself, he plunged straight into the mainin this matter it wouldn’t serve him as well as bluntness.

“Meghann, I’m an old-fashioned man,” he said.

ing: Does it matter?She stared at him, puzzled. “Are you?” she asked, her tone implythe woman’s property should become the man’s. The way a dowry“Yes,” he said. “I believe that when a man and woman marry, alltelling you now that when we marry you’re to sign it over to me.did in the old days. I know you’ve got a bit of money, and I’mand able to decide whether you want to do it.”It’s only fair you know what’s in my mind while you’re still single,she had simply assumed when she married it would become Luke’s,It had never occurred to Meggie that she would retain her money;women were reared to think themselves more or less the chattelsnot hers. All save the most educated and sophisticated Australianalways ruled Fee and his children, and since his death Fee had de-of their men, and this was especially true of Meggie. Daddy hadhouse, his wife and his children. Meggie had never questioned hisferred to Bob as his successor. The man owned the money, theright to do so.

“Oh!” she exclaimed. “I didn’t know signing anything
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became yours when we married.”was necessary, Luke. I thought that what was mine automaticallystopped it when they gave women the vote. I want everything to“It used to be like that, but those stupid drongos in Canberrahow things are going to be.”be fair and square between us, Meghann, so I’m telling you nowShe laughed, “It’s all right, Luke, I don’t mind.”

given in so readily. “How much have you got?” he asked.She took it like a good old-fashioned wife; Dot wouldn’t havethousand more.”“At the moment, fourteen thousand pounds. Every year I get twomoney, Meghann. Better to have me look after it for you. We canHe whistled. “Fourteen thousand pounds! Phew! That’s a lot ofeverything coming in in the future gets put in my name, too. I’msee the bank manager next week, and remind me to make surestation later on. For the next few years we’re both going to worknot going to touch a penny of it, you know that. It’s to buy ourhard, and save every penny we earn. All right?”

She nodded. “Yes, Luke.”

A simple oversight on Luke’s part nearly scotched the wedding inmidplan. He was not a Catholic. When Father Watty found outhe threw up his hands in horror.goodness, it will take all of our energies to have you converted and“Dear Lord, Luke, why didn’t you tell me earlier? Indeed and tobaptized before the wedding!”about converting, Father? I’m quite happy as I am being nothing,Luke stared at Father Watty, astonished. “Who said anythingbut if it worries you, write me down as a Calathumpian or a HolyRoller or whatever you like. But write me down a Catholic you willnot.”

In vain they pleaded; Luke refused to entertain the
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cism or Eire, and I think the Catholics in Ulster are hard done by.idea of conversion for a moment. “I’ve got nothing against Catholiyou wanted me to convert to Methodism, I’d react the same. It’sBut I’m Orange, and I’m not a turncoat. If I was a Catholic andto do without me in the flock, Father, and that’s that.”being a turncoat I object to, not being a Catholic. So you’ll have

“Why on earth not? If you don’t want to marry us, I can’t see“Then you can’t get married!”

Gough the J.P.”why the Reverend up at the Church of England will object, or Harrya priest; she had won that encounter.Fee smiled sourly, remembering her contretemps with Paddy and“But, Luke, I 

have

fearfully. “If I’m not, I’ll be living in sin!” to be married in church!” Meggie protestedturning my coat inside out,” said Luke, who was sometimes a“Well, as far as I’m concerned, living in sin is a lot better thanstreak of stubbornness in him wouldn’t let him back down.curious contradiction; much as he wanted Meggie’s money, a blind“Do what Paddy and I did and have an end to argument! Father“Oh, stop all this silliness!” said Fee, not to Luke but to the priest.his church!”Thomas can marry you in the presbytery if he doesn’t want to soilgave in and agreed to marry them in the presbytery, though he re-Everyone stared at her, amazed, but it did the trick; Father Watkinfused to bless the ring.

not badly enough to go to Hell, and ancient Annie the presbyteryPartial Church sanction left Meggie feeling she was sinning, buthousekeeper did her best to make Father Watty’s study as churchlikeas possible, with great vases of flowers and many brass candlesticks.But it was an uncomfortable ceremony, the very displeased priestmaking everyone feel he only went through with it to save himselfthe embarrassment of a secular wedding elsewhere. No NuptialMass, no blessings.However, it was done. Meggie was Mrs. Luke
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O’Neill, on her way to North Queensland and a honeymoonsomewhat delayed by the time it would take getting there. Lukerefused to spend that Saturday night at the Imperial, for the branch-line train to Goondiwindi left only once a week, on Saturday night,to connect with the Goondiwindi—Brisbane mail train on Sunday.This would bring them to Bris on Monday in time to catch theCairns express.sat up all night because it carried no sleeping cars. Hour after hourThe Goondiwindi train was crowded. They had no privacy andit trundled its erratic, grumpy way northeast, stopping interminablyevery time the engine driver felt like brewing a billy of tea for him-self, or to let a mob of sheep wander along the rails, or to have ayarn with a drover.“I wonder why they pronounce 

Goondiwindi Gundiwindi if theydon’t want to spell it that way?” Meggie asked idly as they waitedin the only place open in Goondiwindi on a Sunday, the awful in-benches. Poor Meggie, she was nervous and ill at ease.stitutional-green station waiting room with its hard black woodenwas starving into the bargain. Since it was Sunday they couldn’t“How do I know?” sighed Luke, who didn’t feel like talking andon the Brisbane mail did they get an opportunity to fill their emptyeven get a cup of tea; not until the Monday-morning breakfast stopstomachs and slake their thirst. Then Brisbane, into South Brisstation, the trek across the city to Roma Street Station and theCairns train. Here Meggie discovered Luke had booked them twosecond-class upright seats.

“If you forgot to go to the bank, I’ve got a hundred pounds Bob“Luke, we’re not short of money!” she said, tired and exasperated.sleeping compartment?”gave me here in my purse. Why didn’t you get us a first-classand three days to Dungloe! Why spend money on a sleeper whenHe stared down at her, astounded. “But it’s only three nightswe’re both young,
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healthy and strong? Sitting up on a train for a while won’t kill you,Meghann! It’s about time you realized you’ve married a plain oldworkingman, not a bloody squatter!”

rested her trembling chin on her hand to look out the window soSo Meggie slumped in the window seat Luke seized for her andto an irresponsible child, and she was beginning to wonder if indeedLuke wouldn’t notice her tears. He had spoken to her as one speaksthis was how he regarded her. Rebellion began to stir, but it wasvery small and her fierce pride forbade the indignity of quarreling.Instead she told herself she was this man’s wife, but it was such anew thing he wasn’t used to it. Give him time. They would livetogether, she would cook his meals, mend his clothes, look afterhim, have his babies, be a good wife to him. Look how muchDaddy had appreciated Mum, how much he had adored her. GiveLuke time.

of Cairns, which was the far northern terminus of the line whichThey were going to a town called Dungloe, only fifty miles shortran all the way along the Queensland coast. Over a thousand milesof narrow three-foot-six-gauge rail, rocking and pitching back andforth, every seat in the compartment occupied, no chance to lietryside than Gilly, and far more colorful, she couldn’t summon updown or stretch out. Though it was far more densely settled couninterest in it.

much, much worse than anything Gilly had ever cooked up. TheHer head ached, she could keep no food down and the heat waslovely pink silk wedding dress was filthy from soot blowing in thewindows, her skin was clammy with a sweat which wouldn’tevaporate, and what was more galling than any of her physicaldiscomforts, she was close to hating Luke. Apparently not in theleast tired or out of sorts because of the journey, he sat at his easeyarning with two men going to Cardwell. The only times he glancedin her direction he also got up, leaned across her so carelessly sheshrank, and
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flung a rolled-up newspaper out the window to some event-hungrygang of tattered men beside the line with steel hammers in theirhands, calling:“Paip! Paip!”

again the first time it happened.“Fettlers looking after the rails,” he explained as he sat downable as he was, that the coastal plain flying by was fascinating her.And he seemed to assume she was quite as happy and comforthad so much as set foot on it.While she sat staring at it and not seeing it, hating it before shechip shop across the road from the station to bring back a newspa-At Cardwell the two men got off, and Luke went to the fish-and-per-wrapped bundle.

love. The best fish in the world. Here, try some. It’s your first bit“They say Cardwell fish has to be tasted to be believed, Meghannof genuine Bananaland food. I tell you, there’s no place likeQueensland.”

handkerchief to her mouth and bolted for the toilet. He was waitingMeggie glanced at the greasy pieces of batter-dipped fish, put herin the corridor when she came out some time later, white andshaking.“What’s the matter? Aren’t you feeling well?”

“I haven’t felt well since we left Goondiwindi.”

“Why didn’t you notice?”“Good Lord! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“How far is it now?” she asked, giving up.“You looked all right to me.”

up here too much. There’s plenty of room now those blokes are“Three to six hours, give or take a bit. They don’t run to timetablegone; lie down and put your tootsies in my lap.”

been a lot better if they’d got off two days ago in Bundaberg!”“Oh, don’t baby-talk me!” she snapped tartly. “It would haveTully and Innisfail, then Dungloe.”“Come on now, Meghann, be a good sport! Nearly there. OnlyIt was late afternoon when they stepped off the train,
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wasn’t able to walk properly. He asked the stationmaster for theMeggie clinging desperately to Luke’s arm, too proud to admit sheout onto the street, Meggie behind him weaving drunkenly.name of a workingmen’s hotel, picked up their cases and walkedcomforted. “The white two-storied joint.”“Only to the end of the block on the other side of the street,” hepieces of Victorian furniture, it looked like heaven to Meggie, col-Though their room was small and filled to overflowing with greatlapsing on the edge of the double bed.

my landmarks,” he said, sauntering from the room looking as fresh“Lie down for a while before dinner, love. I’m going out to findand rested as he had on their wedding morning. That had beenSaturday, and this was late Thursday afternoon; five days sittingup in crowded trains, choked by cigarette smoke and soot.

of steel wheels passing over rail joins, but Meggie turned her headThe bed was rocking monotonously in time to the clickety-clickinto the pillow gratefully, and slept, and slept.



Someone had taken off her shoes and stockings, and covered herwith a sheet; Meggie stirred, opened her eyes and looked around.Luke was sitting on the window ledge with one knee drawn up,smoking. Her movement made him turn to look at her, and hesmiled.moon and my wife conks out for nearly two days! I was a bit“A nice bride you are! Here I am looking forward to my honey-worried when I couldn’t wake you up, but the publican says it hitsjust let you sleep it off. How do you feel now?”women like that, the trip up in the train and the humidity. He saidbetter, thank you. Oh, Luke! I know I’m young and strong, butShe sat up stiffly, stretched her arms and yawned, “I feel muchI’m a woman! I can’t take the sort of physical punishment you can.”

He came to sit on the edge of the bed, rubbing her
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arm in a rather charming gesture of contrition. “I’m sorry, Meghann,I really am. I didn’t think of your being a woman. Not used tohaving a wife with me, that’s all. Are you hungry, darling?”“Starved. Do you realize it’s almost a week since I’ve eaten?”outside to look at Dungloe?”“Then why don’t you have a bath, put on a clean dress and comeThere was a Chinese café next door to the hotel, where Luke ledMeggie for her first-ever taste of Oriental food. She was so hungryshe care if it was made of rats’ tails and sharks’ fins and fowls’anything would have tasted good, but this was superb. Nor didbowels, as rumor had it in Gillanbone, which only possessed a caférun by Greeks who served steak and chips. Luke had brown-baggedtwo quart bottles of beer from the hotel and insisted she drink aglass in spite of her dislike for beer.

the trots.”“Go easy on the water at first,” he advised. “Beer won’t give youas if he owned it. But then, Luke was born a Queenslander. WhatThen he took her arm and walked her around Dungloe proudly,from western towns. In size it was probably the same as Gilly, buta place Dungloe was! It had a look and a character far removedbuilt in ordered square blocks, and all its shops and houses wereinstead of rambling forever down one main street. Dungloe wastransoms, presumably to catch the breeze, and wherever possiblepainted white, not brown. Windows were vertical woodena screen, transomed walls and rows of ship’s canvas desk chairs,roofs had been dispensed with, like the movie theater, which hadbut no roof at all.

Vines and creepers sprawled everywhere—up posts, across roofs,All around the edge of the town encroached a genuine jungle.had houses built around them, or perhaps had grown up throughalong walls. Trees sprouted casually in the middle of the road, orthe
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houses. It was impossible to tell which had come first, trees or hu-man habitations, for the overwhelming impression was one of uncontrolled, hectic growth of vegetation. Coconut palms taller andstraighter than the Drogheda ghost gums waved fronds against adeep, swimming blue sky; everywhere Meggie looked was a blazeof color. No brown-and-grey land, this. Every kind of tree seemedto be in flower—purple, orange, scarlet, pink, blue, white.

white shoes with white socks, white Mandarin-collared shirts, pig-There were many Chinese in black silk trousers, tiny black-and-tails down their backs. Males and females looked so alike Meggiefound it difficult to tell which were which. Almost the entire commerce of the town seemed to be in the hands of Chinese; a largebore a Chinese name: department store, far more opulent than anything Gilly possessed,AH WONG’S, said the sign.

head stockman’s residence on Drogheda. This was to achieveAll the houses were built on top of very high piles, like the oldfrom causing them to fall down a year after they were built. At themaximum air circulation, Luke explained, and keep the termitescouldn’t bend their bodies in the middle and thus couldn’t crawltop of each pile was a tin plate with turned-down edges; termitesthey feasted on the piles, but when a pile rotted it was removedover the tin parapet into the wood of the house itself. Of courseputting up a new house. Most of the gardens seemed to be jungle,and replaced by a new one. Much easier and less expensive thankeep floral order.bamboo and palms, as if the inhabitants had given up trying towith Luke she had dressed as custom demanded in heeled shoes,The men and women shocked her. To go for dinner and a walksilk stockings, satin slip, floating silk frock with belt and elbowsleeves. On her head was a big straw hat, on her hands were gloves.And what irritated her the most was an uncomfortable feeling
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from the way people stared that she was the one improperly dressed!wearing nothing but drab khaki shorts; the few who covered theirThe men were bare-footed, bare-legged and mostly bare-chested,chests did so with athletic singlets, not shirts. The women wereworse. A few wore skimpy cotton dresses clearly minus anythingin the way of underwear, no stockings, sloppy sandals. But themajority wore short shorts, went bare-footed and shielded theirbreasts with indecent little sleeveless vests. Dungloe was a civilizedtown, not a beach. But here were its native white inhabitantsstrolling around in brazen undress; the Chinese were better clad.no horses at all. Yes, very different from Gilly. And it was hot, hot,There were bicycles everywhere, hundreds of them; a few cars,hot. They passed a thermometer which incredibly said a mere ninetydegrees; in Gilly at 115 degrees it seemed cooler than this. Meggiefelt as if she moved through solid air which her body had to cutwith water.like wet, steamy butter, as if when she breathed her lungs filledless than a mile.“Luke, I can’t bear it! Please, can we go back?” she gasped afterninety percent, winter or summer, and the temperature rarely gets“If you want. You’re feeling the humidity. It rarely gets belowbelow eighty-five or above ninety-five. There’s not much of a seasonal variation, but in summer the monsoons send the humidityup to a hundred percent all the flaming time.”

“Summer rain, not winter?”

not blowing, the southeast trades are. They carry a lot of rain, too.“All year round. The monsoons always come, and when they’reDungloe has an annual rainfall of between one and three hundredinches.”

Three hundred inches of rain a year! Poor Gilly ecstatic if it gota princely fifteen, while here as much as three hundred fell, twothousand miles from Gilly.

“Doesn’t it cool off at night?” Meggie asked as they
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reached the hotel; hot nights in Gilly were bearable compared tothis steam bath.

their room and stood back for her to enter. “I’m going down to the“Not very much. You’ll get used to it.” He opened the door tobar for a beer, but I’ll be back in half an hour. That ought to giveyou enough time.”

Dungloe was seventeen degrees south of the equator, so nightHer eyes flew to his face, startled. “Yes, Luke.”

setting, and the next minute pitch-black darkness spread itself thickfell like a thunderclap; one minute it seemed the sun was scarcelyoff the light and was lying in the bed with the sheet pulled up toand warm like treacle. When Luke came back Meggie had switchedon the floor.her chin. Laughing, he reached out and tugged it off her, threw it

She could hear him walking about, see his faint shadow shedding“It’s hot enough, love! We won’t need a sheet.”

whispered.its clothes. “I put your pajamas on the dressing table,” shestroke at the thought of a man not wearing pajamas, but this is“Pajamas? In weather like this? I know in Gilly they’d have aDungloe! Are you really wearing a nightie?”

“Yes.”

way.”“Then take it off. The bloody thing will only be a nuisance anyMrs. Smith had embroidered so lovingly for her wedding night,Fumbling, Meggie managed to wriggle out of the lawn nightgownwas much cooler lying bare and letting the breeze from thethankful that it was too dark for him to see her. He was right; ithot body in the bed with her was depressing.wideopen transoms play over her thinly. But the thought of anotherjumped. He turned on his side, pulled her into his arms and kissedThe springs creaked; Meggie felt damp skin touch her arm andher. At first she lay passively, trying not to think of that wide-openmouth and its probing, indecent tongue, but then she began tostruggle
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kissed, not wanting Luke. It wasn’t a bit like that night in the Rollsto be free, not wanting to be close in the heat, not wanting to bething in him which thought of her, and some part of him wascoming back from Rudna Hunish. She couldn’t seem to feel anysharp, dug into her buttocks. Her fear blossomed into terror, shepushing insistently at her thighs while one hand, its nails squarelydetermination, his lack of awareness of her. Suddenly he let herwas overwhelmed in more than a physical way by his strength andat something.go, sat up and seemed to fumble with himself, snapping and pullinglike that! Open your legs, for God’s sake! Don’t you know any-“Better be safe,” he gasped. “Lie on your back, it’s time. No, notthing?”

scene; whatever it is you’re doing to me can’t possibly be permittedNo, no, Luke, I don’t! she wanted to cry. This is horrible, ob-by the laws of Church or men! He actually lay down on top of her,lifted his hips and poked at her with one hand, the other so firmlyin her hair she didn’t dare move. Twitching and jumping at thealien thing between her legs, she tried to do as he wanted, spreadher legs wider, but he was much broader than she was, and herthe unaccustomed posture. Even through the darkening mists ofgroin muscles went into crampy spasm from the weight of him andpower; as he entered her a long high scream left her lips.fright and exhaustion she could sense the gathering of some mighty“Shut 

up!it defensively over her mouth. “What do you want to do, make” he groaned, took his hand out of her hair and clampedeveryone in this bloody pub think I’m murdering you? Lie still andit won’t hurt any more than it has to! Lie still, lie still!”

She fought like one possessed to be rid of that ghastly, painfulthing, but his weight pinned her down and his hand deadened hercries, the agony went on and on. Utterly dry because he hadn’troused her, the even
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drier condom scraped and rasped her tissues as he worked himselfin and out, faster and faster, the breath beginning to hiss betweenhis teeth; then some change stilled him, made him shudder, swallowhard. The pain dulled to raw soreness and he mercifully rolled offher to lie on his back, gasping.

first time always hurts the woman.”“It’ll be better for you the next time,” he managed to say. “Thehand? she wanted to snarl, but she hadn’t the energy to utter theThen why didn’t you have the decency to tell me that beforepain, but also from the discovery that she had possessed no identitywords, she was too busy wanting to die. Not only because of thefor him, only been an instrument.

expecting her discomfort (for so he deemed it) to disappear magic-The second time hurt just as much, and the third; exasperated,ally after the first time and thus not understanding why she continued to fight and cry out, Luke grew angry, turned his back on herand went to sleep. The tears slipped sideways from Meggie’s eyesold life on Drogheda.into her hair; she lay on her back wishing for death, or else for hertold her of the hidden passageway to do with having children? AWas that what Father Ralph had meant years ago, when he hadnice way to find out what he meant. No wonder he had preferredactivity well enough to do it three times in quick succession. Obvi-not to explain it more clearly himself. Yet Luke had liked thehating it.ously it didn’t hurt him. And for that she found herself hating him,over onto her side with her back to Luke, and wept into the pillow.Exhausted, so sore moving was agony, Meggie inched herselfmovements never caused so much as a change in the pattern of hisSleep eluded her, though Luke slept so soundly her small timidsnored nor flopped about, and she thought while waiting for thebreathing. He was an economical sleeper and a quiet one, he neitherlate dawn that if it had just been a matter
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And the dawn came as quickly and joylessly as darkness had; itof lying down together, she might have found him nice to be with.a rousing Drogheda with its sheep and horses and pigs and dogs.seemed strange not to hear roosters crowing, the other sounds ofLuke woke, and rolled over, she felt him kiss her on the shoulderand was so tired, so homesick that she forgot modesty, didn’t careabout covering herself.his hand on her hip. “Turn over, like a good little girl.”“Come on, Meghann, let’s have a look at you,” he commanded,and lay looking up at him dully. “I don’t like Meghann,” she said,Nothing mattered this morning; Meggie turned over, wincing,the only form of protest she could manage. “I do wish you’d callme Meggie.”

I’ll call you Meg.” His gaze roved her body dreamily. “What a nice“I don’t like Meggie. But if you really dislike Meghann so much,shape you’ve got.” He touched one breast, pink nipple flat andunaroused. “Especially these.” Bunching the pillows into a heap,he lay back on them and smiled “Come on, Meg, kiss me. It’s yourturn to make love to me, and maybe you’ll like that better, eh?”looking at the long, heavily muscled body, the mat of dark hair onI never want to kiss you again as long as I live, she thought,a bush, out of which grew the deceptively small and innocent shootthe chest diving down the belly in a thin line and then flaring intohad grown up with men who never removed a layer of their clotheswhich could cause so much pain. How hairy his legs were! Meggiechests in hot weather. They were all fair men, and not offensive toin the presence of women, but open-necked shirts showed hairyjust as dark, but well she remembered that smooth, hairless brownher; this dark man was alien, repulsive. Ralph had a head of hairchest.

Leaning over, she kissed him; he cupped her breasts“Do as you’re told, Meg! Kiss me.”
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and pushed it down to his groin. Startled, she took her unwillingin his palms and made her go on kissing him, took one of her handsand growing.mouth away from his to look at what lay under her hand, changingPlease, please!”“Oh, please, Luke, not again!” she cried. “Please, not again!right, we’ll do something different, but for God’s sake try to beThe blue eyes scanned her speculatively. “Hurts that much? Allenthusiastic!”

shoulders and attached himself to her breast, as he had done in thePulling her on top of him, he pushed her legs, apart, lifted hercar the night she committed herself to marrying him. There onlyin body, Meggie endured it; at least he didn’t put himself insideher, so it didn’t hurt any more than simply moving did. Whatpleasurable thing in the world. It was disgusting, a mockery of love.strange creatures men were, to go at this as if it was the mostMeggie would have refused flatly to have anything more to do withHad it not been for her hope that it would culminate in a baby,it.

“I’ve got you a job,” Luke said over breakfast in the hotel dining

room.

“What? Before I’ve had a chance to make our home nice, Luke?Before we’ve even got a home?”

cane; it’s all arranged. The best gang of cutters in Queensland is a“There’s no point in our renting a house, Meg. I’m going to cutand while you were sleeping off the journey I went to see him. He’sgang of Swedes, Poles and Irish led by a bloke called Arne Swenson,living in barracks with them. We cut six days a week, sunrise toa man short and he’s willing to give me a trial. That means I’ll besunset. Not only that, but we move around up and down the coast,wherever the next job takes us. How much I earn depends on howmuch sugar I cut, and if I’m good enough to cut with Arne’s gangI’ll be pulling in more than twenty quid a week. Twenty quid aweek! Can you imagine that?”
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“Are you trying to tell me we won’t be living togther, Luke?”

“We can’t, Meg! The men won’t have a woman in the barracks,and what’s the use of your living alone in a house? You may aswell work, too; it’s all money toward our station.”

“But where will I live? What sort of work can I do? There’s nostock to drove up here.”

“No, more’s the pity. That’s why I’ve got you a live-in job, Meg.You’ll get free board, I won’t have the expense of keeping you.You’re going to work as a housemaid on Himmelhoch, LudwigMueller’s place. He’s the biggest cane cocky in the district and hiswife’s an invalid, can’t manage the house on her own. I’ll take youthere tomorrow morning.”

“But when will I see you, Luke?”

“On Sundays. Luddie understands you’re married; he doesn’tmind if you disappear on Sundays.”

“Well! You’ve certainly arranged things to your satisfaction,haven’t you?”

“I reckon. Oh, Meg, we’re going to be rich! We’ll work hard andsave every penny, and it won’t be long before we can buy ourselvesthe best station in Western Queensland. There’s the fourteenthousand I’ve got in the Gilly bank, the two thousand a year morecoming in there, and the thirteen hundred or more a year we canearn between us. It won’t be long, love, I promise. Grin and bearit for me, eh? Why be content with a rented house when the harderwe work now means the sooner you’ll be looking around your ownkitchen?”

“If it’s what you want.” She looked down at her purse. “Luke,did you take my hundred pounds?”

“I put it in the bank. You can’t carry money like that around,Meg.”

“But you took every bit of it! I don’t have a penny! What aboutspending money?”

“Why on earth do you want spending money? You’ll be out atHimmelhoch in the morning, and you can’t


THE THORN BIRDS / 333



spend anything there. I’ll take care of the hotel bill. It’s time yourealized you’ve married a workingman, Meg, that you’re not thepampered squatter’s daughter with money to burn. Mueller willpay your wages straight into my bank account, where they’ll stayalong with mine. I’m not spending the money on myself, Meg, youknow that. Neither of us is going to touch it, because it’s for ourfuture, our station.”

should have a baby?”“Yes, I understand. You’re very sensible, Luke. But what if Iwould be no baby until the station was a reality, but something inFor a moment he was tempted to tell her the truth, that thereher face made him decide not to.

we didn’t have one until we’ve got our station, so let’s just hope“Well, let’s cross that bridge when we come to it, eh? I’d ratherwe don’t.”

Meggie started to laugh. Luke joined her, his teacup lifted in a toast.No home, no money, no babies. No husband, for that matter.“Here’s to French letters,” he said.

an old Ford with no glass in its windows and room for twelveIn the morning they went out to Himmelhoch on the local bus,she offered him a breast, and seemed to like it quite as well as thatpeople. Meggie was feeling better, for Luke had left her alone whenhad failed her. The first Sunday that she wasn’t sore at all, she toldother awful thing. Much and all as she wanted babies, her couragealready on the way, and she needn’t bother with it ever again unlessherself, she would be willing to try again. Perhaps there was a babyas the bus chugged out along the red dirt road.she wanted more. Eyes brighter, she looked around her with interestadmit there was a grandeur and beauty here Gilly quite lacked.It was breath-taking country, so different from Gilly; she had tocolor of freshly spilled blood, brilliant scarlet, and the cane in theEasy to see there was never a shortage of water. The soil was thefields not
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waving fifteen or twenty feet above claret-colored stalks as thick asfallow was a perfect contrast to the soil: long bright-green bladestall or as rich in sugar; its yield was the highest known. That bright-Luke’s arm. Nowhere in the world, raved Luke, did cane grow asthe right nutrients the cane couldn’t help but be perfect, especiallyred soil was over a hundred feet deep, and so stuffed with exactlyby white men, at the white man’s driving, money-hungry pace.considering the rainfall. And nowhere else in the world was it cut

He glanced sideways at her, suspiciously, but refrained from“You look good on a soapbox, Luke,” said Meggie ironically.

let them off.comment because the bus had stopped on the side of the road toby coconut palms, banana palms and beautiful smaller palms whoseHimmelhoch was a large white house on top of a hill, surroundedleaves splayed outward in great fans like the tails of peacocks. Agrove of bamboo forty feet high cut the house off from the worstof the northwest monsoonal winds; even with its hill elevation itwas still mounted on top of fifteen-foot piles.

gasping, still in correct shoes and stockings, her hat wilting aroundLuke carried her case; Meggie toiled up the red road beside him,her face. The cane baron himself wasn’t in, but his wife came ontothe veranda as they mounted the steps, balancing herself betweentwo sticks. She was smiling; looking at her dear kind face, Meggiefelt better at once.

Expecting a German voice, Meggie was immeasurably cheered.“Come in, come in!” she said in a strong Australian accent.

one off its stick, then pounded away down the steps in a hurry toLuke put her case down, shook hands when the lady took her rightup outside the pub at ten o’clock.catch the bus on its return journey. Arne Swenson was picking him“What’s your first name, Mrs. O’Neill?”
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“Meggie.”

“Oh, that’s nice. Mine is Anne, and I’d rather you called meAnne. It’s been so lonely up here since my girl left me a monthago, but it’s not easy to get good house help, so I’ve been battlingon my own. There’s only Luddie and me to look after; we have nochildren. I hope you’re going to like living with us, Meggie.”

“I’m sure I will, Mrs. Mueller—Anne.”

“Let me show you to your room. Can you manage the case? I’mnot much good at carrying things, I’m afraid.”

The room was austerely furnished, like the rest of the house, butit looked out on the only side of the house where the view wasunimpeded by some sort of wind-break, and shared the same stretchof veranda as the living room, which seemed very bare to Meggiewith its cane furniture and lack of fabric.

“It’s just too hot up here for velvet or chintz,” Anne explained.“We live with wicker, and as little on ourselves as decency allows.I’ll have to educate you, or you’ll die. You’re hopelessly overclothed.”

She herself was in a sleeveless, low-necked vest and a pair ofshort shorts, out of which her poor twisted legs poked doddering.In no time at all Meggie found herself similarly clad, loaned fromAnne until Luke could be persuaded to buy her new clothes. It washumiliating to have to explain that she was allowed no money, butat least having to endure this attenuated her embarrassment overwearing so little.

“Well, you certainly decorate my shorts better than I do,” saidAnne. She went on with her breezy lecture. “Luddie will bring youfirewood; you’re not to cut your own or drag it up the steps. I wishwe had electricity like the places closer in to Dunny, but the government is slower than a wet week. Maybe next year the line willreach as far as Himmelhoch, but until then it’s the awful old fuelstove, I’m afraid. But you wait, Meggie!
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lights and a refrigerator.”The minute they give us power we’ll have an electric stove, electric“I’m used to doing without them.”

worse. I’m just frightened that your health will suffer. It often does“Yes, but where you come from the heat is dry. This is far, farin women who weren’t born and brought up here; something todo with the blood. We’re on the same latitude south as Bombayand Rangoon are north, you know; not fit country for man or beastunless born to it.” She smiled. “Oh, it’s nice having you already!You and I are going to have a wonderful time! Do you like reading?Luddie and I have a passion for it.”Meggie’s face lit up. “Oh, yes!”

husband of yours.”“Splendid! You’ll be too content to miss that big handsomethought that if she never saw him again she would be perfectlyMeggie didn’t answer. Miss Luke? Was he handsome? Shehappy. Except that he 

was her husband, that the law said she hadto make her life with him. She had gone into it with her eyes open;came in and the station in Western Queensland became a reality,she had no one to blame save herself. And perhaps as the moneyknow each other, get along.there would be time for Luke and her to live together, settle down,alone so long he didn’t know how to share himself with someoneHe wasn’t a bad man, or unlikable; it was just that he had beenmented. What he desired was a concrete thing, even if a dream; itelse. And he was a simple man, ruthlessly single of purpose, untorunremitting work, grinding sacrifice. For that one had to respectwas a positive reward which would surely come as the result ofhim. Not for a moment did she think he would use the money togive himself luxuries; he had meant what he said. It would stay inthe bank.

The trouble was he didn’t have the time or the inclination tounderstand a woman, he didn’t seem to know a woman was different, needed things he didn’t need,
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have put her to work for someone far colder and less considerateas he needed things she didn’t. Well, it could be worse. He mightharm. But oh, it was so far from Drogheda!than Anne Mueller. On top of this hill she wouldn’t come to anyhouse, and stood together on the living room veranda looking outThat last thought came again after they finished touring thethem paddocks, since they were small enough to encompass withacross Himmelhoch. The great fields of cane (one couldn’t callpolished-by-rain green, falling away in a long slope to the jungle-the eyes) plumed lushly in the wind, a restlessly sparkling andthe river the cane lands rose again, squares of poisonous green in-clad banks of a great river, wider by far than the Barwon. Beyondmountain the cultivation stopped, and the jungle took over. Behindterspersed with bloody fallow fields, until at the foot of a vastpurple into the distance. The sky was a richer, denser blue thanthe cone of mountain, farther away, other peaks reared and diedof the whole was vivid, intense.Gilly skies, puffed with white billows of thick cloud, and the colorpeak. “Six thousand feet straight up out of a sea-level plain. They“That’s Mount Bartle Frere,” said Anne, pointing to the isolatedsay it’s solid tin, but there’s no hope of mining it for the jungle.”hadn’t stopped trying to get out of her nostrils since stepping offOn the heavy, idle wind came a strong, sickening stench Meggiethe train. Like decay, only not like decay; unbearably sweet, allpervasive, a tangible presence which never seemed to diminish nomatter how hard the breeze blew.

Meggie’s flaring nose; she lit a tailor-made Ardath cigarette.“What you can smell is molasses,” said Anne as she noticed“It’s disgusting.”

to it, though unlike most smells it never“I know. That’s why I smoke. But to a certain extent you get used
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quite disappears. Day in and day out, the molasses is always there.”“What are the buildings on the river with the black chimney?”over, the dry remnants of the cane minus its sugar content, is called“That’s the mill. It processes the cane into raw sugar. What’s leftfurther refining. Out of raw sugar they get molasses, treacle, goldenbagasse. Both raw sugar and bagasse are sent south to Sydney foris made into fibrous building board like Masonite. Nothing issyrup, brown sugar, white sugar and liquid glucose. The bagassegrowing cane is still a very profitable business.”wasted, absolutely nothing. That’s why even in this Depression



and just as handsome. His bare body was coated a dark goldenArne Swenson was six feet two inches tall, exactly Luke’s height,hair curled all over his head; the fine Swedish features were so likebrown by perpetual exposure to the sun, his thatch of bright yellowpercolated into the veins of the Scots and Irish.Luke’s in type that it was easy to see how much Norse blood hadLuke had abandoned his moleskins and white shirt in favor ofshorts. With Arne he climbed into an ancient, wheezing model-Tutility truck and headed for where the gang was cutting out byGoondi. The second-hand bicycle he had bought lay in the utility’stray along with his case, and he was dying to begin work.

heads when Arne appeared from the direction of the barracks, LukeThe other men had been cutting since dawn and didn’t lift theirwoolen socks, and canvas hats. Eyes narrowing, Luke stared at thein tow. The cutting uniform consisted of shorts, boots with thickthem from head to foot, with sweat making bright pink streakstoiling men, who were a peculiar sight. Coal-black dirt covereddown chests, arms, backs.

burn it before we can cut it.”“Soot and muck from the cane,” Arne explained. “We have to
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He bent down to pick up two instruments, gave one to Luke andkept one. “This is a cane knife,” he said, hefting his. “With this youcut the cane. Very easy if you know how.” He grinned, proceedingto demonstrate and making it look far easier than it probably was.

Luke looked at the deadly thing he gripped, which was not at alllike a West Indian machete. It widened into a large triangle insteadof tapering to a point, and had a wicked hook like a rooster’s spurat one of the two blade ends.

“A machete is too small for North Queensland cane,” Arne said,finished his demonstration. “This is the right toy, you’ll find. Keepit sharp, and good luck.”

Off he went to his own section, leaving Luke standing undecidedfor a moment. Then, shrugging, he started work. Within minuteshe understood why they left it to slaves and to races not sophistic-ated enough to know there were easier ways to make a living; likeshearing, he thought with wry humor. Bend, hack, straighten, clutchthe unwieldy topheavy bunch securely, slide its length through thehands, whack off the leaves, drop it in a tidy heap, go to the nextcluster of stems, bend, hack, straighten, hack, add it to the heap….

The cane was alive with vermin: rats, bandicoots, cockroaches,toads, spiders, snakes, wasps, flies and bees. Everything that couldbite viciously or sting unbearably was well represented. For thatreason the cutters burned the cane first, preferring the filth ofworking charred crops to the depredations of green, living cane.Even so they were stung, bitten and cut. If it hadn’t been for theboots Luke’s feet would have been worse off than his hands, butno cutter ever wore gloves. They slowed a man down, and timewas money in this game. Besides, gloves were sissy.

At sundown Arne called a halt, and came to see how Luke hadfared.
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“Hey, mate not bad!” he shouted, thumping Luke on the back.“Five tons; not bad for a first day!”

It was not a long walk back to the barracks, but tropical nightfell so suddenly it was dark as they arrived. Before going insidethey collected naked in a communal shower, then, towels aroundtheir waists, they trooped into the barracks, where whichever cutteron cook duty that week had mountains of whatever was his specialtyready on the table. Today it was steak and potatoes, damper breadand jam roly-poly; the men fell on it and wolfed every last particledown, ravenous.

Two rows of iron pallets faced each other down either side of along room made of corrugated iron; sighing and cursing the canewith an originality a bullocky might have envied, the men floppednaked on top of unbleached sheets, drew their mosquito nets downfrom the rings and within moments were asleep, vague shapes undergauzy tents.

Arne detained Luke. “Let me see your hands.” He inspected thebleeding cuts, the blisters, the stings. “Bluebag them first, then usethis ointment. And if you take my advice you’ll rub coconut oil intothem every night of your life. You’ve got big hands, so if your backcan take it you’ll make a good cutter. In a week you’ll harden, youwon’t be so sore.”

Every muscle in Luke’s splendid body had its own separate ache;he was conscious of nothing but a vast, crucifying pain. Handswrapped and anointed, he stretched himself on his allotted bed,pulled down his mosquito net and closed his eyes on a world oflittle suffocating holes. Had he dreamed what he was in for hewould never have wasted his essence on Meggie; she had becomea withered, unwanted and unwelcome idea in the back of his mind,shelved. He knew he would never have anything for her while hecut the cane.

It took him the predicted week to harden, and attain the eightton-a-day minimum Arne demanded of his
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gang members. Then he settled down to becoming better than Arne.He wanted the biggest share of the money, maybe a partnership.But most of all he wanted to see that same look that came intogod, for he was the best cutter in Queensland, and that probablyevery face for Arne directed at himself; Arne was something of ameant he was the best cutter in the world. When they went into atown on Saturday night the local men couldn’t buy Arne enoughrums and beers, and the local women whirred about him likeLuke. They were both vain and enjoyed evoking intense femalehummingbirds. There were many similarities between Arne andto give to women; they gave it all to the cane.admiration, but admiration was as far as it went. They had nothingbeen waiting all his life to feel. To bend and straighten and bendFor Luke the work had a beauty and a pain he seemed to havethe scope of ordinary men. For, as watching Arne taught him, toin that ritual rhythm was to participate in some mystery beyondworkingmen in the world; he could bear himself with pride nodo this superbly was to be a top member of the most elite band ofnever last a day in a cane field. The King of England was no bettermatter where he was, knowing that almost every man he met wouldhim. He could look with pity and contempt on doctors, lawyers,than he, and the King of England would admire him if he knewway—that was the greatest achievement.pen-pushers, cockies. To cut sugar the money-hungry white man’smuscles of his arm swell, look at the horny, scarred palms of hisHe would sit on the edge of his cot feeling the ribbed, cordedsmile. A man who could do this and not only survive but like ithands, the tanned length of his beautifully structured legs, andwas a man. He wondered if the King of England could say as much.



powdered her sticky nose, put on a prettyIt was four weeks before Meggie saw Luke. Each Sunday she
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ings—and waited for her husband, who never came. Anne andsilk dress—though she gave up the purgatory of slips and stockeach Sunday darkened dramatically, like a curtain falling on aLuddie Mueller said nothing, just watched her animation fade asit was just that he was hers, or she was his, or however best it mightbrilliantly lit, empty stage. It wasn’t that she wanted him, precisely;passed her days and weeks waiting with him in her thoughts allbe described. To imagine that he didn’t even think of her while shebitterness, humiliation, sorrow. Much as she had loathed those twothe time, to imagine that was to be filled with rage, frustration,now she found herself actually wishing she had bitten off her tonguenights at the Dunny pub, at least then she had come first with him;had made him tire of her, ruined his own pleasure. From anger atsooner than cried out in pain. That was it, of course. Her sufferingended in blaming it all on herself.him, at his indifference to her pain, she passed to remorse, andaround the kitchen bare-footed in shorts and vest, getting a hotThe fourth Sunday she didn’t bother dressing up, just paddedbreakfast for Luddie and Anne, who enjoyed this incongruity oncea week. At the sound of footsteps on the back stairs she turnedfrom bacon sizzling in the pan; for a moment she simply stared atthe big, hairy fellow in the doorway. Luke? Was this Luke? Heseemed made of rock, inhuman. But the effigy crossed the kitchen,into the pan and put on more bacon.gave her a smacking kiss and sat down at the table. She broke eggsWretched man, what was he about, to leave his new wife neglectedAnne Mueller came in, smiled civilly and inwardly fumed at him.for so long?

“Come out onto the veranda, sit with Luddie and me and we’ll all“I’m glad to see you’ve remembered you have a wife,” she said.manage the toast rack in my teeth.”have breakfast. Luke, help Meggie carry the bacon and eggs. I can
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Ludwig Mueller was Australian-born, but his German heritagewas clearly on him: the beefy red complexion not able to cope withbeer and sun combined, the square grey head, the pale-blue Balticeyes. He and his wife liked Meggie very much, and counted them-selves fortunate to have acquired her services. Especially was Luddiegrateful, seeing how much happier Anne was since that goldy headhad been glowing around the house.

“How’s the cutting, Luke?” he asked, shoveling eggs and bacononto his plate.

“If I said I liked it, would you believe me?” Luke laughed, heapinghis own plate.

Luddie’s shrewd eyes rested on the handsome face, and he nod-ded. “Oh, yes. You’ve got the right sort of temperament and theright sort of body, I think. It makes you feel better than other men,superior to them.” Caught in his heritage of cane fields, far fromacademia and with no chance of exchanging one for the other,Luddie was an ardent student of human nature; he read great fattomes bound in Morocco leather with names on their spines likeFreud and Jung, Huxley and Russell.

“I was beginning to think you were never going to come and seeMeggie,” Anne said, spreading ghee on her toast with a brush; itwas the only way they could have butter up here, but it was betterthan none.

“Well, Arne and I decided to work on Sundays for a while. To-morrow we’re off to Ingham.”

“Which means poor Meggie won’t see you too often.”

“Meg understands. It won’t be for more than a couple of years,and we do have the summer layoff. Arne says he can get me workat the CSR in Sydney then, and I might take Meg with me.”

“Why do you have to work so hard, Luke?” asked Anne.

“Got to get the money together for my property out west, aroundKynuna. Didn’t Meg mention it?”
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“I’m afraid our Meggie’s not much good at personal talk. Youtell us, Luke.”

The three listeners sat watching the play of expression on thetanned, strong face, the glitter of those very blue eyes; since he hadcome before breakfast Meggie hadn’t uttered a word to anyone.On and on he talked about the marvelous country Back of Beyond;the grass, the big grey brolga birds mincing delicately in the dustof Kynuna’s only road, the thousands upon thousands of flyingkangaroos, the hot dry sun.

“And one day soon a big chunk of all that is going to be mine.Meg’s put a bit of money toward it, and at the pace we’re workingit won’t take more than four or five years. Sooner, if I was contentto have a poorer place, but knowing what I can earn cutting sugar,I’m tempted to cut a bit longer and get a really decent bit of land.”He leaned forward, big scarred hands around his teacup. “Do youknow I nearly passed Arne’s tally the other day? Eleven tons I cutin one day!”Luddie’s whistle was genuinely admiring, and they embarkedupon a discussion of tallies. Meggie sipped her strong dark milklesstea. Oh, Luke! First it had been a couple of years, now it was fouror five, and who knew how long it would be the next time hementioned a period of years? Luke loved it, no one could mistakethat. So would he give it up when the time came? Would he? Forthat matter, did she want to wait around to find out? The Muellerswere very kind and she was far from overworked, but if she had tolive without a husband, Drogheda was the best place. In the monthof her stay at Himmelhoch she hadn’t felt really well for one singleday; she didn’t want to eat, she suffered bouts of painful diarrhea,she seemed dogged by lethargy and couldn’t shake it off. Not usedto feeling anything but tiptop well, the vague malaise frightenedher.

After breakfast Luke helped her wash the dishes, then took herfor a walk down to the nearest cane field, talking all the time aboutthe sugar and what it was like
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to cut it, what a beaut life it was out in the open air, what a beautlot of blokes they were in Arne’s gang, how different it was fromshearing, and how much better.

exquisitely cool cavern under the house, between the piles. AnneThey turned and walked up the hill again; Luke led her into thehad made a conservatory out of it, stood pieces of terra-cotta pipeof differing lengths and girths upright, then filled them with soiland planted trailing, dangling things in them; orchids of every kindand color, ferns, exotic creepers and bushes. The ground was softand redolent of wood chips; great wire baskets hung from the joistsoverhead, full of ferns or orchids or tuberoses; staghorns in barknests grew on the piles; magnificent begonias in dozens of brilliantcolors had been planted around the bases of the pipes. It wasMeggie’s favorite retreat, the one thing of Himmelhoch’s she preferred to anything of Drogheda’s. For Drogheda could never hopeto grow so much on one small spot; there just wasn’t enoughmoisture in the air.

years up here we might be able to rent a house for me to live in?“Isn’t this lovely, Luke? Do you think perhaps after a couple ofI’m dying to try something like this for myself.”

isn’t Gilly, Meg; it’s the sort of place where a woman on her own“What on earth do you want to live alone in a house for? Thishere?”isn’t safe. You’re much better off here, believe me. Aren’t you happy

“I’m as happy as one can be in someone else’s home.”

now until we move out west. We can’t spend money renting houses“Look, Meg, you’ve just got to be content with what you haveand having you live a life of leisure and still save. Do you hearme?”

“Yes, Luke.”

he led her under the house, namely kiss her. Instead he gave her aHe was so upset he didn’t do what he had intended to do whencasual smack on the bottom
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which hurt a little too much to be casual, and set off down the roadto the spot where he had left his bike propped against a tree. Hehad pedaled twenty miles to see her rather than spend money ona rail motor and a bus, which meant he had to pedal twenty milesback.

“The poor little soul!” said Anne to Luddie. “I could kill him!”



cutters, but there was no sign of Luke. He had murmured aboutJanuary came and went, the slackest month of the year for caneand without her. Arne was a bachelor and had an aunt with a housetaking Meggie to Sydney, but instead he went to Sydney with Arnethe CSR, the Colonial Sugar Refineries. Within those gargantuanin Rozelle, within walking distance (no tram fares; save money) ofconcrete walls like a fortress on a hill, a cutter with connectionscould get work. Luke and Arne kept in trim stacking sugar bags,and swimming or surfing in their spare time.

through The Wet, as the monsoon season was called. The DryLeft in Dungloe with the Muellers, Meggie sweated her waylasted from March to November and in this part of the continentwasn’t exactly dry, but compared to The Wet it was heavenly.During The Wet the skies just opened and vomited water, not allday but in fits and starts; in between deluges the land steamed,great clouds of white vapor rising from the cane, the soil, the jungle,the mountains.

North Queensland, she knew now, could never become home toAnd as time went on Meggie longed for home more and more.her. For one thing, the climate didn’t suit her, perhaps because shehad spent most of her life in dryness. And she hated the loneliness,the unfriendliness, the feeling of remorseless lethargy. She hatedthe prolific insect and reptile life which made each night an ordealof giant toads, tarantulas, cockroaches, rats; nothing seemed tokeep them out of the house, and she was terrified of them. They

were so
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which was not only the local patois for toilet but the diminutivehuge, so aggressive, so hungry. Most of all she hated the dunny,on it perpetually. But a Dunny dunny left one’s stomach churningfor Dungloe, much to the delight of the local populace, who punnedof the question because of typhoid and other enteric fevers. Insteadin revolt, for in this seething climate holes in the ground were outwhich stank, and as it filled came alive with noisome maggots andof being a hole in the ground, a Dunny dunny was a tarred tin canempty one, but once a week wasn’t soon enough.worms. Once a week the can was removed and replaced with anof such things as normal; a lifetime in North Queensland couldn’tMeggie’s whole spirit rebelled against the casual local acceptancewould be a whole lifetime, or at least until Luke was too old to cutreconcile her to them. Yet dismally she reflected that it probablywas far too proud to admit to her family that her husband neglectedthe sugar. Much as she longed for and dreamed of Drogheda, sheher; sooner than admit that, she’d take the lifetime sentence, shetold herself fiercely.



year’s end. Only the constant kindness of the Muellers kept MeggieMonths went by, then a year, and time crept toward the secondshe written to ask Bob for the fare home he would have sent it byin residence at Himmelhoch, trying to resolve her dilemma. Hadthat Luke kept her without a penny in her purse. The day she didreturn telegram, but poor Meggie couldn’t face telling her familyhim, and she hadn’t made up her mind yet to take such a step.tell them was the day she would leave Luke, never to go back toLuke: the sacredness of her marriage vows, the hope she mightEverything in her up-bringing conspired to prevent her leavingmaster of her destiny. Then there were the things which spranghave a baby one day, the position Luke occupied as husband andniggling convictionfrom her own nature: that stubborn, stiff-necked pride, and the
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that the situation was as much her fault as Luke’s. If there wasn’tsomething wrong with her, Luke might have behaved far differently.and often thought, quite unaware such a thing as homosexualityShe had seen him six times in the eighteen months of her exile,certainly lived with Arne and much preferred his company. Theyexisted, that by rights Luke should have married Arne, because hesand-mile coast following the sugar harvest, living, it seemed, onlyhad gone into full partnership and drifted up and down the thoukind of intimacy, just sat around for an hour or two yarning toto work. When Luke did come to see her he didn’t attempt anyand was off again.Luddie and Anne, took his wife for a walk, gave her a friendly kiss,time reading. Himmelhoch had a library far larger than Drogheda’sThe three of them, Luddie, Anne and Meggie, spent all their sparelearned a great deal while she read.few shelves, more erudite and more salacious by far, and Meggievery pleased with themselves. They had come, they said, to giveOne Sunday in June of 1936 Luke and Arne turned up together,Meggie a real treat, for they were taking her to a ceilidh.

scatter and become purely Australian, the various nationalities inUnlike the general tendency of ethnic groups in Australia tothe North Queensland peninsula tended to preserve their traditionsfiercely: the Chinese, the Italians, the Germans and the Scots-Irish,these four groups making up the bulk of the population. And whenthe Scots threw a ceilidh every Scot for miles attended.

looking, she thought when she got her breath back, absolutelyTo Meggie’s astonishment, Luke and Arne were wearing kilts,a kilt, for it swings with a long clean stride in a flurry of pleats be-magnificent. Nothing is more masculine on a masculine man thanhind and stays perfectly still in front, the sporran like a loin
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guard, and below the mid-knee hem strong fine legs in diamondcheckered hose, buckled shoes. It was far too hot to wear the plaidand the jacket; they had contented themselves with white shirtsopen halfway down their chests, sleeves rolled up above their elbows.

“What’s a ceilidh anyway?” she asked as they set off.“It’s Gaelic for a gathering, a shindig.”

“Why on earth are you wearing kilts?”“We won’t be let in unless we are, and we’re well known at allthe ceilidhs between Bris and Cairns.”

otherwise I can’t see Luke outlaying money for a kilt. Isn’t that so,“Are you now? I imagine you must indeed go to quite a few,Arne?”

ively.“A man’s got to have some relaxation,” said Luke, a little defensruin down in the midst of the mangrove swamps festering aboutThe ceilidh was being held in a barnlike shack falling to rack andthe mouth of the Dungloe River. Oh, what a country this was forsmells! Meggie thought in despair, her nose twitching to yet anotherindescribably disgusting aroma. Molasses, mildew, dunnies, andnow mangroves. All the rotting effluvia of the seashore rolled intoone smell.

went in and she looked around, Meggie understood how drab aSure enough, every man arriving at the shed wore a kilt; as theymate. The women were overshadowed into near nonexistence, anpeahen must feel when dazzled by the vivid gorgeousness of herimpression which the later stages of the evening only sharpened.were standing on a rickety dais at one end of the hall, piping aTwo pipers in the complex, light-blue-based Anderson tartancheerful reel in perfect synchrony, sandy hair on end, sweat runningdown ruddy faces.

to be centered around a group of men who were passing out glassesA few couples were dancing, but most of the noisy activity seemedinto a corner with several other women, and was content to stayof what was surely Scotch whiskey. Meggie found herself thrustthere
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no Scotswoman wears the kilt, only the plaid, and it was too hotwatching, fascinated. Not one woman wore a clan tartan, for indeedthe women wore their dowdy North Queensland cotton dresses;to drape a great heavy piece of material around the shoulders. Sothe blazing red and white of Clan Menzies, the cheery black andwhich stuttered into limp silence beside the men’s kilts. There waschecks of Clan Skene, the vivid complexity of Clan Ogilvy, theyellow of Clan MacLeod of Lewis, the windowpane blue and redMacNeil, Arne in the Sassenach’s Jacobean tartan. Beautiful!lovely red, grey and black of Clan MacPherson. Luke in Clanoften did they come without her, then? And what had possessedLuke and Arne were obviously well known and well liked. Howother women were eyeing her curiously, especially the rings on herthem to bring her tonight? She sighed, leaned against the wall. Theadmiration, herself the object of much feminine envy. I wonderwedding finger; Luke and Arne were the objects of much femininehas seen me precisely twice in the last eight months, and never seeswhat they’d say if I told them the big dark one, who is my husband,the conceited Highland fops! And neither of them Scottish at all,me with the idea of getting into a bed? Look at the pair of them,they like to be the center of attention. You magnificent pair ofjust playacting because they know they look sensational in kilts andlove from anyone else.frauds! You’re too much in love with yourselves to want or needwalls; the pipers skirled into “Caber Feidh” and the serious dancingAt midnight the women were relegated to standing around thebegan. For the rest of her life, whenever she heard the sound of ado it; there was that dreamlike merging of sound and sight, of lifepiper Meggie was back in that shed. Even the swirl of a kilt couldbinding, that it will never be lost.and brilliant vitality, which means a memory so piercing, so spell-Down went the crossed swords on the floor; two men
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in Clan MacDonald of Sleat kilts raised their arms above theirif at the end the swords would be plunged into their breasts, beganheads, hands flicked over like ballet dancers, and very gravely, asto pick their delicate way through, between, among the blades.the tune became “All the Blue Bonnets over the Border,” the sabersA high shrill scream ripped above the airy wavering of the pipes,were scooped up, and every man in the room swung into the dance,they danced them all, feet on the board floor sending echoes amongarms linking and dissolving, kilts flaring. Reels, strathspeys, flings;changed someone would throw back his head, emit that shrill,the rafters, buckles on shoes flashing, and every time the patternWhile the women watched, forgotten.ululating whoop, set off trains of cries from other exuberant throats.outside was not the astringent crispness of Blair Atholl or Skye butIt was close to four in the morning when the ceilidh broke up;the torpor of a tropical night, a great heavy moon dragging itselfalong the spangled wastes of the heavens, and over it all the stinkingmiasma of mangroves. Yet as Arne drove them off in the wheezingold Ford, the last thing Meggie heard was the drifting dwindlinglament “Flowers o’ the Forest,” bidding the revelers home. Home.Where was home?

“I would have enjoyed it more had I danced more,” she answered.“Well, did you enjoy that?” asked Luke.

supposed to dance, so we’re actually pretty good to you women,“What, at a ceilidh? Break it down, Meg! Only the men areletting you dance at all.”

they’re good things, enjoyable things.”“It seems to me only men do a lot of things, and especially ifmight like a bit of a change, which was why I brought you. I didn’t“Well, excuse me!” said Luke stiffly. “Here was I thinking youagain.”have to, you know! And if you’re not grateful I won’t bring you“You probably don’t have any intention of doing so,
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learned a lot these past few hours, but I don’t think it’s what youanyway,” said Meggie. “It isn’t good to admit me into your life. II’m fed up with you, with the life I’m leading, with everything!”intended to teach me. It’s getting harder to fool me, Luke. In fact,“Ssssh!” he hissed, scandalized. “We’re not alone!”

“Then come alone!” she snapped. “When do I ever get the chanceto see you alone for more than a few minutes?”

at Luke sympathetically. “Go on, mate,” he said. “Walk her up; I’llArne pulled up at the bottom of the Himmelhoch hill, grinningwait here for you. No hurry.”

hearing. “The worm’s turning, do you hear me? I know I promised“I mean it, Luke!” Meggie said as soon as they were out of Arne’sboth liars! I want to go home to Drogheda!”to obey you, but you promised to love and cherish me, so we’reto be put in his name.He thought of her two thousand pounds a year and of its ceasingforever, I promise! And this summer I’m going to take you to“Oh, Meg!” he said helplessly. “Look, sweetheart, it won’t bevacant in her house, and we can live there for three months, haveSydney with me, word of an O’Neill! Arne’s aunt has a flat comingthen we’ll buy our property and settle down, eh?”a wonderful time! Bear with me another year or so in the cane,contrite. And very like Ralph de Bricassart.The moon lit up his face; he looked sincere, upset, anxious,she said. “Another year. But I’m holding you to that promise ofMeggie relented, because she still wanted his babies. “All right,”Sydney, Luke, so remember!”



12



Once a month Meggie wrote a dutiful letter to Fee, Bob and theboys, full of descriptions of North Queensland, carefully humorous,never hinting of any differences between her and Luke. That prideagain. As far as Drogheda knew, the Muellers were friends of Luke’swith whom she boarded because Luke traveled so much. Hergenuine affection for the couple came through in every word shewrote about them, so no one on Drogheda worried. Except that itgrieved them she never came home. Yet how could she tell themthat she didn’t have the money to visit without also telling themhow miserable her marriage to Luke O’Neill had become?about Bishop Ralph, and even less often Bob would remember toOccasionally she would nerve herself to insert a casual questiona letter full of him.pass on the little he learned from Fee about the Bishop. Then came“looking a bit upset and down in the mouth. I must say he was“He arrived out of the blue one day, Meggie,” Bob’s letter said,hadn’t told him about you and Luke, but when Mum said you’dfloored not to find you here. He was spitting mad because wehe shutgot a bee in your bonnet about it and didn’t want us to tell him,
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than he would any of the rest of us, and I suppose that’s quiteup and never said another word. But I thought he missed you moreand I think he always thought of you as his little sister. Henatural because you spent more time with him than the rest of us,all of a sudden, poor chap. We didn’t have any pictures to showwandered around as if he couldn’t believe you wouldn’t pop upwas funny you never had any wedding pictures taken. He asked ifhim either, and I never thought until he asked to see them that itMeggie? How long is it now since you were married? Getting onyou had any kids, and I said I didn’t think so. You don’t, do you,you have some kids soon, because I think the Bishop would befor two years? Must be, because this is July. Time flies, eh? I hopeno. Said it wouldn’t be any use because he’s going to Athens,pleased to hear of it. I offered to give him your address, but he saidname four yards long, I never can remember it. Can you imagine,Greece, for a while with the archbishop he works for. Some Dagoweren’t on Drogheda to go round with him he didn’t stay long,Meggie, they’re flying? ’Struth! Anyway, once he found out youdays after he got here.”just took a ride or two, said Mass for us every day, and went sixWhat had he thought, how much had it grieved him? And whyMeggie laid the letter down. He knew, he knew! At last he knew.had he pushed her to do this? It hadn’t made things any better.She didn’t love Luke, she never would love Luke. He was nothingmore than a substitute, a man who would give her children similarin type to those she might have had with Ralph de Bricassart. Oh,God, what a mess!



Archbishop di Contini-Verchese preferred to stay in a secular hotelthan avail himself of the offered quarters in an Athens Orthodoxpalace. His mission was a very delicate one, of some moment; therewere matters long overdue for discussion with the chief prelates ofthe
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and Russian Orthodoxy that it couldn’t have for Protestantism.Greek Orthodox Church, the Vatican having a fondness for Greeklike Rome’s, extended back to Saint Peter in an unbroken line.After all, the Orthodoxies were schisms, not heresies; their bishops,diplomatic testing, a stepping stone to greater things in Rome.The Archbishop knew his appointment for this mission was aGreek which had tipped the balance in his favor. They had sent forAgain his gift for languages had been a boon, for it was his fluenthim all the way to Australia, flown him out.

for he had grown to rely upon that amazing man more and moreAnd it was unthinkable that he go without Bishop de Bricassart,with the passing of the years. A Mazarin, truly a Mazarin; His Graceadmired Cardinal Mazarin far more than he did Cardinal Richelieu,so the comparison was high praise. Ralph was everything theChurch liked in her high officials. His theology was conservative,so were his ethics; his brain was quick and subtle, his face gaveaway nothing of what went on behind it; and he had an exquisiteknack of knowing just how to please those he was with, whetherhe liked them or loathed them, agreed with them or differed fromthem. A sycophant he was not, a diplomat he was. If he was re-peatedly brought to the attention of those in the Vatican hierarchy,his rise to prominence would be certain. And that would pleaseHis Grace di Contini-Verchese, for he didn’t want to lose contactwith His Lordship de Bricassart.

air after Sydney’s humidity. Walking rapidly, as usual in boots,It was very hot, but Bishop Ralph didn’t mind the dry Athensthrough the frowning Propylon, past the Erechtheum, on up thebreeches and soutane, he strode up the rocky ramp to the Acropolis,to the wall beyond.incline with its slippery rough stones to the Parthenon, and downthe ears now, he stood and looked acrossThere, with the wind ruffling his dark curls, a little grey about
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the white city to the bright hills and the clear, astonishing aquamar-ine of the Aegean Sea. Right below him was the Plaka with itstheater lapped up the rock. In the distance were Roman columns,rooftop cafés, its colonies of Bohemians, and to one side a greatWhat amazing people, these Greeks. To hate the race who hadCrusader forts and Venetian castles, but never a sign of the Turks.hadn’t left a mosque or a minaret standing. And so ancient, so fullruled them for seven hundred years so much that once freed theyof rich heritage. His Normans had been fur-clad barbarians whenPericles clothed the top of the rock in marble, and Rome had beena rude village.

Meggie without wanting to weep. Even so, the distant hills blurredOnly now, eleven thousand miles away, was he able to think ofcould he possibly blame her, when he had told her to do it? Hefor a moment before he brought his emotions under control. Howunderstood at once why she had been determined not to tell him;she didn’t want him to meet her new husband, or be a part of hernew life. Of course in his mind he had assumed she would bringwhomever she married to Gillanbone if not to Drogheda itself, thatshe would continue to live where he knew her to be safe, free fromwas the last thing she would want. No, she had been bound to gocare and danger. But once he thought about it, he could see thiswouldn’t come back. Bob said they were saving to buy a propertyaway, and so long as she and this Luke O’Neill were together, shein Western Queensland, and that news had been the death knell.intended to be dead.Meggie meant never to come back. As far as he was concerned, shehim, this Luke O’Neill? What kind of man is he, that you turnedBut are you happy, Meggie? Is he good to you? Do you lovethat you liked better than Enoch Davies or Liam O’Rourke orfrom me to him? What was it about him, an ordinary stockman,Alastair Mac-Queen? Was it that 

I didn’t know him, that I could
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me back? But why are there no children? What’s the matter withmake no comparisons? Did you do it to torture me, Meggie, to payputs you to live with friends? No wonder you have no child; he’sthe man, that he roams up and down the state like a vagabond andLuke O’Neill?not with you long enough. Meggie, why? Why did you marry thisthe busy streets of Athens. In the open-air markets around EvripidouTurning, he made his way down from the Acropolis, and walkedkalamari and fish reeking in the sun, the vegetables and tinsel slip-Street he lingered, fascinated by the people, the huge baskets ofand open cooing over him, a legacy of a culture basically very dif-pers hung side by side; the women amused him, their unashamedbeen lustful (he could not think of a better word) it would haveferent from his puritanical own. Had their unabashed admirationas an accolade for extraordinary physical beauty.embarrassed him acutely, but he accepted it in the spirit intended,Archbishop di Contini-Verchese was sitting in a chair by his balconyThe hotel was on Omonia Square, very luxurious and expensive.head, smiling.windows, quietly thinking; as Bishop Ralph came in he turned his“In good time, Ralph. I would like to pray.”

tions, Your Grace?”“I thought everything was settled? Are there sudden complicaexpressing the wishes of the Holy Father.”“Not of that kind. I had a letter from Cardinal Monteverdi today,the skin around his ears. “Tell me.”Bishop Ralph felt his shoulders tighten, a curious prickling ofceed to Rome. There I am to be blessed with the biretta of a cardin-“As soon as the talks are over—and they are over—I am to proal, and continue my work in Rome under the direct supervision ofHis Holiness.”

“Whereas I?”

Australia to fill my shoes as Papal Legate.”“You will become Archbishop de Bricassart, and go back to
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The prickling skin around his ears flushed red hot; his headwhirled, rocked. He, a non-Italian, to be honored with the PapalLegation! It was unheard of! Oh, depend on it, he would be Car-dinal de Bricassart yet!

“Of course you will receive training and instruction in Rome first.That will take about six months, during which I will be with youto introduce you to those who are my friends. I want them to knowyou, because the time will come when I shall send for you, Ralph,to help me with my work in the Vatican.”

“Your Grace, I can’t thank you enough! It’s due to you, this greatchance.”

“God grant I am sufficiently intelligent to see when a man is tooable to leave in obscurity, Ralph! Now let us kneel and pray. Godis very good.”

His rosary beads and missal were sitting on a table nearby; handtrembling, Bishop Ralph reached for the beads and knocked themissal to the floor. It fell open at the middle. The Archbishop, whowas closer to it, picked it up and looked curiously at the brown,tissue-thin shape which had once been a rose.

“How extraordinary! Why do you keep this? Is it a memory ofyour home, or perhaps of your mother?” The eyes which sawthrough guile and dissimulation were looking straight at him, andthere was no time to disguise his emotion, or his apprehension.

“No.” He grimaced. “I want no memories of my mother.”

“But it must have great meaning for you, that you store it solovingly within the pages of the book most dear to you. Of whatdoes it speak?”

“Of a love as pure as that I bear my God, Vittorio. It does thebook nothing but honor.”

“That I deduced, because I know you. But the love, does it en-danger your love for the Church?”

“No. It was for the Church I forsook her, that I always will forsakeher. I’ve gone so far beyond her, and I can never go back again.”
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“So at last I understand the sadness! Dear Ralph, it is not as badas you think, truly it is not. You will live to do great good for manypeople, you will be loved by many people. And she, having thelove which is contained in such an old, fragrant memory as this,will never want. Because you kept the love alongside the rose.”

“I don’t think she understands at all.”

“Oh, yes. If you have loved her thus, then she is woman enoughto understand. Otherwise you would have forgotten her, andabandoned this relic long since.”

“There have been times when only hours on my knees havestopped me from leaving my post, going to her.”

The Archbishop eased himself out of his chair and came to kneelbeside his friend, this beautiful man whom he loved as he had lovedfew things other than his God and his Church, which to him wereindivisible.

“You will not leave, Ralph, and you know it well. You belongto the Church, you always have and you always will. The vocationfor you is a true one. We shall pray now, and I shall add the Roseto my prayers for the rest of my life. Our Dear Lord sends us manygriefs and much pain during our progress to eternal life. We mustlearn to bear it, I as much as you.”

At the end of August Meggie got a letter from Luke to say he wasin Townsville Hospital with Weil’s disease, but that he was in nodanger and would be out soon.

“So it looks like we don’t have to wait until the end of the yearfor our holiday, Meg. I can’t go back to the cane until I’m onehundred percent fit, and the best way to make sure I am is to havea decent holiday. So I’ll be along in a week or so to pick you up.We’re going to Lake Eacham on the Atherton Tableland for a coupleof weeks, until I’m well enough to go back to work.”

Meggie could hardly believe it, and didn’t know if
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she wanted to be with him or not, now that the opportunitypresented itself. Though the pain of her mind had taken a lot longerto heal than the pain of her body, the memory of her honeymoonordeal in the Dunny pub had been pushed from thought so longit had lost the power to terrify her, and from her reading she under-stood better now that much of it had been due to ignorance, herown and Luke’s. Oh, dear Lord, pray this holiday would mean achild! If she could only have a baby to love it would be so mucheasier. Anne wouldn’t mind a baby around, she’d love it. So wouldLuddie. They had told her so a hundred times, hoping Luke wouldcome once for long enough to rectify his wife’s barren loveless existence.

privately skeptical.When she told them what the letter said they were delighted, butwithout her,” said Anne to Luddie.“Sure as eggs is eggs that wretch will find some excuse to be offup early in the morning. He looked thin, wrinkled and yellow, asLuke had borrowed a car from somewhere, and picked Meggieclimbed in beside him.if he had been pickled. Shocked, Meggie gave him her case anddanger, but it looks to me as if you’ve been very sick indeed.”“What is Weil’s disease, Luke? You said you weren’t in anylater. The cane rats carry it, we pick it up through a cut or sore.“Oh, it’s just some sort of jaundice most cutters get sooner orget it. The quacks say I’ll be fit as a fiddle in no time.”I’m in good health, so I wasn’t too sick compared to some wholed inland, a river in full spate roaring and tumbling below, and atClimbing up through a great gorge filled with jungle, the roadup above, right athwart the road. They drove between the cliff andone spot a magnificent waterfall spilling to join it from somewhereshadow. And as they climbed the air grewthe angling water in a wet, glittering archway of fantastic light and
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cool, exquisitely fresh; Meggie had forgotten how good cool airmade her feel. The jungle leaned across them, so impenetrable noone ever dared to enter it. The bulk of it was quite invisible underthe weight of leafy vines lying sagging from treetop to treetop,continuous and endless, like a vast sheet of green velvet flung acrossthe forest. Under the eaves Meggie caught glimpses of wonderfulflowers and butterflies, cartwheeling webs with great elegantspeckled spiders motionless at their hubs, fabulous fungi chewingat mossy trunks, birds with long trailing red or blond tails.setting. Before night fell they strolled out onto the veranda of theirLake Eacham lay on top of the tableland, idyllic in its unspoiledboardinghouse to look across the still water. Meggie wanted towatch the enormous fruit bats called flying foxes wheel like precurs-ors of doom in thousands down toward the places where theyfound their food. They were monstrous and repulsive, but singularlytimid, entirely benign. To see them come across a molten sky infor them from the Himmelhoch veranda.dark, pulsating sheets was awesome; Meggie never missed watching

And it was heaven to sink into a soft cool bed, not have to liestill until one spot was sweat-saturated and then move carefully toa new spot, knowing the old one wouldn’t dry out anyway. Luketook a flat brown packet out of his case, picked a handful of smallround objects out of it and laid them in a row on the bedside table.she asked curiously.Meggie reached out to take one, inspect it. “What on earth is it?”not to tell her he practiced contraception. “I put it on myself before“A French letter.” He had forgotten his decision of two years ago,I go inside you. Otherwise I might start a baby, and we can’t affordto do that until we get our place.” He was sitting naked on the sideof the bed, and he was thin, ribs and hips protruding. But his blueeyes shone, he reached out to clasp her hand as it held the Frenchletter. “Nearly there,
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us the best property to be had west of Charters Towers.”Meg, nearly there! I reckon another five thousand pounds will buyto Bishop de Bricassart and ask him for a loan of the money. He“Then you’ve got it,” she said, her voice quite calm. “I can writewon’t charge us interest.”

your pride? We’ll work for what we have, not borrow! I’ve never“You most certainly won’t!” he snapped. “Damn it, Meg, where’sowed anyone a penny in all my life, and I’m not going to startnow.”

red. In all her life she had never been so angry! Cheat, liar, egotist!She scarcely heard him, glaring at him through a haze of brilliantHow dared he do it to her, trick her out of a baby, try to make herbelieve he ever had any intention of becoming a grazier! He’d foundhis niche, with Arne Swenson and the sugar.

tion back to the little rubber wheel in her hand. “Tell me aboutConcealing her rage so well it surprised her, she turned her attenthese French letter things. How do they stop me having a baby?”He came to stand behind her, and contact of their bodies madeher shiver; from excitement he thought, from disgust she knew.“Don’t you know anything, Meg?”

she could not remember ever seeing a mention of them.“No,” she lied. Which was true about French letters, at any rate;I make this—I don’t know—stuff, and if I’m up inside you withHis hands played with her breasts, tickling. “Look, when I comeenough, it makes a baby.”nothing on, it stays there. When it stays there long enough or oftenSo that was it! He 

wore the thing, like a skin on a sausage! Cheat!wasn’t long before he was groping for his antibaby device; sheTurning off the light, he drew her down onto the bed, and itheard him making the same sounds he had made in the Dunnypub bedroom, knowing now
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to get around it?they meant he was pulling on the French letter. The cheat! But howhim. Why did it have to hurt so, if this was a natural thing?Trying not to let him see how much he hurt her, she enduredawfully small for it to keep on hurting so much after the first time.“It’s no good, is it, Meg?” he asked afterward. “You must bedo you?”Well, I won’t do it again. You don’t mind if I do it on your breast,not going to hurt me, all right!”“Oh, what does it matter?” she asked wearily. “If you mean you’re“You might be a bit more enthusiastic, Meg!”

“What for?”

or energy for this. Oh, it was nice to be with a woman, excitingBut he was rising again; it was two years since he had had timedifferent from getting a bit in the paddock behind the Kynuna pub,and forbidden. He didn’t feel at all married to Meg; it wasn’t anyshed wall. Meggie had nice breasts, firm from all that riding, justor having high-and-mighty Miss Carmichael against the shearingthe way he liked them, and he honestly preferred to get his pleasureat her breast, liking the sensation of unsheathed penis sandwichedbetween their bellies. French letters cut a man’s sensitivity a lot,but not to don one when he put himself inside her was asking fortrouble.

him, then seized one nipple between his teeth, feeling the hiddenGroping, he pulled at her buttocks and made her lie on top ofpoint swell and harden on his tongue. A great contempt for himhad taken possession of Meggie; what ridiculous creatures menwere, grunting and sucking and straining for what they got out ofit. He was becoming more excited, kneading her back and bottom,gulping away for all the world like a great overgrown kitten sneakedback to its mother. His hips began to move in a rhythmic, jerkyfashion, and sprawled across him awkwardly because she washating
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penis slide between her legs.it too much to try helping him, she felt the tip of his unprotectedown. And it was then the idea came. As slowly and unobtrusivelySince she was not a participant in the act, her thoughts were heras she could, she maneuvered him until he was right at the mostpainful part of her; with a great indrawn breath to keep her courageup, she forced the penis in, teeth clenched. But though it did hurt,was more slippery, easier to introduce and far easier to tolerate.it didn’t hurt nearly as much. Minus its rubber sheath, his memberwas unbelievable without the French letter; he had never been insideLuke’s eyes opened. He tried to push her away, but oh, God! Ita woman bare, had never realized what a difference it made. Hewas so close, so excited he couldn’t bring himself to push her awayhard enough, and in the end he put his arms round her, unable tokeep up his breast activity. Though it wasn’t manly to cry out, hesoftly.couldn’t prevent the noise leaving him, and afterward kissed her“Luke?”

“What?”

put on a French letter.”“Why can’t we do that every time? Then you wouldn’t have towas right in you when I came.”“We shouldn’t have done it that time, Meg, let alone again. Isitting up! It doesn’t stay there at all, it runs right out again! Oh,She leaned over him, stroking his chest. “But don’t you see? I’mLuke, please! It’s so much nicer, it doesn’t hurt nearly as much.I’m sure it’s all right, because I can feel it running out. Please!”perfect pleasure when offered so plausibly? Adam-like, Luke nodded,What human being ever lived who could resist the repetition offor at this stage he was far less informed than Meggie.

me when you’re not fighting it. All right, Meg, we’ll do it that way“I suppose there’s truth in what you say, and it’s much nicer forfrom now on.”
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And in the darkness she smiled, content. For it had not all runout. The moment she felt him shrink out of her she had drawn upall the internal muscles into a knot, slid off him onto her back, stuckher crossed knees in the air casually and hung on to what she hadwith every ounce of determination in her. Oho, my fine gentleman,I’ll fix you yet! You wait and see, Luke O’Neill! I’ll get my baby ifit kills me!

Away from the heat and humidity of the coastal plain Lukemended rapidly. Eating well, he began to put the weight he neededback again, and his skin faded from the sickly yellow to its usualbrown. With the lure of an eager, responsive Meggie in his bed itwasn’t too difficult to persuade him to prolong the original twoweeks into three, and then into four. But at the end of a month herebelled.

“There’s no excuse, Meg. I’m as well as I’ve ever been. We’resitting up here on top of the world like a king and queen, spendingmoney. Arne needs me.”

“Won’t you reconsider, Luke? If you really wanted to, you couldbuy your station now.”

“Let’s hang on a bit longer the way we are, Meg.”

He wouldn’t admit it, of course, but the lure of the sugar was inhis bones, the strange fascination some men have for utterly de-manding labor. As long as his young man’s strength held up, Lukewould remain faithful to the sugar. The only thing Meggie couldhope for was to force him into changing his mind by giving him achild, an heir to the property out around Kynuna.

So she went back to Himmelhoch to wait and hope. Please, please,let there be a baby! A baby would solve everything, so please letthere be a baby. And there was. When she told Anne and Luddie,they were overjoyed. Luddie especially turned out to be a treasure.He did the most exquisite smocking and embroidery, two craftsMeggie had never had time to master, so while he pushed a tinyneedle through delicate fabric
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together.with his horny, magical hands, Meggie helped Anne get the nurserycause of the heat or her unhappiness Meggie didn’t know. TheThe only trouble was the baby wasn’t sitting well, whether be-morning sickness was all day, and persisted long after it shouldhave stopped; in spite of her very slight weight gain she began tosuffer badly from too much fluid in the tissues of her body, andher blood pressure went up to a point at which Doc Smith becameapprehensive. At first he talked of hospital in Cairns for the reless, friendless situation he decided she would be better off withmainder of her pregnancy, but after a long think about her husbandLuddie and Anne, who did care for her. For the last three weeks ofher term, however, she must definitely go to Cairns.

Luddie.“And try to get her husband to come and see her!” he roared tofull of the usual feminine conviction that once the not-wanted wasMeggie had written right away to tell Luke she was pregnant,answering letter scotched any such delusions. He was furious. Asan irrefutable fact, Luke would become wildly enthusiastic. Hishave two nonworking mouths to feed, instead of none. It was afar as he was concerned, becoming a father simply meant he wouldbitter pill for Meggie to swallow, but swallow it she did; she hadno choice. Now the coming child bound her to him as tightly asher pride.

love her, didn’t want to be conceived or born. She could feel it in-But she felt ill, helpless, utterly unloved; even the baby didn’tinto being. Had she been able to tolerate the two-thousand-mileside her, the weakly tiny creature’s feeble protests against growingrail journey home, she would have gone, but Doc Smith shook hishead firmly. Get on a train for a week or more, even in brokenstages, and that would be the end of the baby. Disappointed andunhappy though she was, Meggie wouldn’t consciously do anythingto harm the baby. Yet as time went on her enthusiasm and her
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incubus child hung heavier, more resentful.longing to have someone of her own to love withered in her; theDoc Smith talked of an earlier transfer to Cairns; he wasn’t sureinfirmary. Her blood pressure was recalcitrant, the fluid keptMeggie could survive a birth in Dungloe, which had only a cottagemounting; he talked of toxemia and eclampsia, other long medicalwords which frightened Anne and Luddie into agreeing, much asthey longed to see the baby born at Himmelhoch.

weeks until Meggie could rid herself of this intolerable burden, thisBy the end of May there were only four weeks left to go, fourwanted so much before discovering what trouble it would cause.ungrateful child. She was learning to hate it, the very being she hadWhyits existence was a reality? Nothing in his attitude or conduct since had she assumed Luke would look forward to the baby oncetheir marriage indicated he would.

and tried to salvage what she could from the ruins. They had mar-Time she admitted it was a disaster, abandoned her silly pridefrom Ralph de Bricassart while trying to retain Ralph de Bricassart.ried for all the wrong reasons: he for her money, she as an escapehave helped her and Luke to overcome the enormous difficultiesThere had never been any pretense at love, and only love mighttheir differing aims and desires created.

found herself hating Ralph de Bricassart more and more frequently.Oddly enough, she never seemed able to hate Luke, where sheYet when all was said and done, Ralph had been far kinder andfairer to her than Luke. Not once had he encouraged her to dreamof him in any roles save priest and friend, for even on the two occasions when he had kissed her, she had begun the move herself.Blame her own fears and inadequacies, the huge, outraged resent-Why be so angry with him, then? Why hate Ralph and not Luke?ment she felt because he had consistently rejected her when sheloved and wanted
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marry Luke O’Neill. A betrayal of her own self and Ralph. Nohim so much. And blame that stupid impulse which had led her tohis child. No matter if he didn’t want her, and he matter if she could never have married him, slept with him, haddidn’t want her.never to have settled for less.The fact remained that he was who she wanted, and she oughtO’Neill she had married, Luke O’Neill’s child she was carrying.But knowing the wrongs couldn’t alter them. It was still Lukewhen even he didn’t want it? Poor little thing. At least when it wasHow could she be happy at the thought of Luke O’Neill’s child,born it would be its own piece of humanity, and could be loved asthat. Only…What wouldn’t shé give, for Ralph de Bricassart’swhich insisted on having all of him, even that part of him she hadchild? The impossible, the never-to-be. He served an institutionas a sacrifice to her power as an institution, and thus wasted him,no use for, his manhood. That Mother Church required from himhe would be stopped forever. Only one day she would have to paystamped his being out of being, made sure that when he stoppedfor her greed. One day there wouldn’t be any more Ralph de Bricassarts, because they’d value their manhood enough to see thather demanding it of them was a useless sacrifice, having no meaningwhatsoever….

where Anne was sitting reading an underground copy of NormanSuddenly she stood up and waddled through to the living room,Lindsay’s banned novel, Red-heap, very obviously enjoying everyforbidden word.

“Anne, I think you’re going to get your wish.”

Anne looked up absently. “What, dear?”

“Phone Doc Smith. I’m going to have this wretched baby hereand now.”

“Oh, my God! Get into the bedroom and lie down—not yourbedroom, ours!”

Cursing the whims of fate and the determination of babies, DocSmith hurried out from Dungloe in his battered
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car with the local midwife in the back an as much equipment as hecould carry from his little cottage hospital. No use taking her there;he could do as much for her at Himmelhoch. But Cairns was whereshe ought to be.

the front steps, his midwife behind him.“Have you let the husband know?” he asked as he pounded upmore space.”“I sent a telegram. She’s in my room; I thought it would give youwas lying on the bed, wide-eyed and giving no indication of painHobbling in their wake, Anne went into her bedroom. Meggieexcept for an occasional spasm of her hands, a drawing-in of herthe eyes were very frightened.body. She turned her head to smile at Anne, and Anne saw thatto hospital to have hers, and Daddy said once she had a terrible“I’m glad I never got to Cairns” she said. “My mother never wenttime with Hal. But she survived, and so will I. We’re hard to kill,we Cleary women.”It was hours later when the doctor joined Anne on the veranda.

“It’s a long, hard business for the little woman. First babies arerarely easy, but this one’s not lying well and she just drags onwithout getting anywhere. If she was in Cairns she could have aCaesarean, but that’s out of the question here. She’ll just have topush it out all by herself.”“Is she conscious?”

best ones usually have the worst time of it in my opinion. Keeps“Oh, yes. Gallant little soul, doesn’t scream or complain. Thethe Johnstone in flood. I thought her husband’s name was Luke?”asking me if Ralph’s here yet, and I have to tell her some lie about“It is.”

whoever he is. Luke’s no comfort, is he?”“Hmmm! Well, maybe that’s why she’s asking for this Ralph,

“Luke’s a bastard.”
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Anne leaned forward, hands on the veranda railing. A taxi wascoming from the Dunny road, and had turned off up the incline toHimmelhoch. Her excellent eyesight just discerned a black-hairedman in the back, and she crowed with relief and joy.

“I don’t believe what I see, but I think Luke’s finally rememberedhe’s got a wife!”

“I’d best go back to her and leave you to cope with him, Anne.I won’t mention it to her, in case it isn’t him. If it is him, give hima cup of tea and save the hard stuff for later. He’s going to needit.”

The taxi drew up; to Anne’s surprise the driver got out and wentto the back door to open it for his passenger. Joe Castiglione, whoran Dunny’s sole taxi, wasn’t usually given to such courtesies.

“Himmelhoch, Your Grace,” he said, bowing deeply.

A man in a long, flowing black soutane got out, a purple gros-grain sash about his waist. As he turned, Anne thought for a dazedmoment that Luke O’Neill was playing some elaborate trick on her.Then she saw that this was a far different man, a good ten yearsolder than Luke. My God! she thought as the graceful figuremounted her steps two at a time. He’s the handsomest chap I’veever seen! An archbishop, no less! What does a Catholic archbishopwant with a pair of old Lutherans like Luddie and me?

“Mrs. Mueller?” he asked, smiling down at her with kind, aloofblue eyes. As if he had seen much he would give anything not tohave seen, and had managed to stop feeling long ago.

“Yes, I’m Anne Mueller.”

“I’m Archbishop Ralph de Bricassart, His Holiness’s Legate inAustralia. I understand you have a Mrs. Luke O’Neill staying withyou?”

“Yes, sir.” Ralph? Ralph? Was this Ralph?

“I’m a very old friend of hers. I wonder if I might see her, please?”

“Well, I’m sure she’d be delighted, Archbishop”—
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no, that wasn’t right, one didn’t say Archbishop, one said YourGrace, like Joe Castiglione—“under more normal circumstances,but at the moment Meggie’s in labor, and having a very hard time.”only disciplined it to a doglike abjection at the back of his thinkingThen she saw that he hadn’t succeeded in stopping feeling at all,mind. His eyes were so blue she felt she drowned in them, andwhat she saw in them now made her wonder what Meggie was tohim, and what he was to Meggie.

“I knew something was wrong! I’ve felt that something was wrongto come and see for myself. Please, let me see her! If you wish forfor a long time, but of late my worry’s become an obsession. I hada reason, I am a priest.”

through here, please.” And as she shuffled slowly between her twoAnne had never intended to deny him. “Come along, Your Grace,sticks she kept thinking: Is the house clean and tidy? Have I dusted?it all through the place? What a time for a man as important asDid we remember to throw out that smelly old leg of lamb, or isoff that tractor and come in? The boy should have found you hoursthis one to come calling! Luddie, will you never get your fat arseago!

to drop on his knees beside the bed, his hand reaching for hers.He went past Doc Smith and the midwife as if they didn’t exist

“Meggie!”

sunk, past caring, and saw the beloved face close to hers, the strongShe dragged herself out of the ghastly dream into which she hadblack hair with two white wings in its darkness now, the fine aristocratic features a little more lined, more patient if possible, andthe blue eyes looking into hers with love and longing. How hadshe ever confused Luke with him? There was no one like him, therenever would be for her, and she had betrayed what she felt for him.Luke was the dark side of
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how beautiful to see him!the mirror; Ralph was as splendid as the sun, and as remote. Oh,

“Ralph, help me,” she said.

ways, my Meggie, you know that.”He kissed her hand passionately, then held it to his cheek. “AlYou’re much closer to God than we are. No one wants us, no one“Pray for me, and the baby. If anyone can save us, you can.has ever wanted us, even you.”“Where’s Luke?”

her head upon the plllow, but the fingers in his gripped strongly,“I don’t know, and I don’t care.” She closed her eyes and rolledwouldn’t let him go.

Then Doc Smith touched him on the shoulder. “Your Grace, Ithink you ought to step outside now.”

“In a second.”“If her life is in danger, you’ll call me?”

was no one to be seen and he didn’t dare enter the bedroom.Luddie had finally come in from the cane, frantic because thereArchbishop.“Anne, is she all right?” he asked as his wife came out with theLuddie, we have a visitor. This is Archbishop Ralph de Bricassart,“So far. Doc won’t commit himself, but I think he’s got hope.an old friend of Meggie’s.”

kissed the ring on the hand held out to him. “Sit down, Your Grace,Better versed than his wife, Luddie dropped on one knee andtalk to Anne. I’ll go and put a kettle on for some tea.”

bamboo table while the priest sat opposite her with the folds of his“So you’re Ralph,” Anne said, propping her sticks against avisible, for he had crossed his knees. It was an effeminate thing forsoutane falling about him, his glossy black riding boots clearlysomething intensely masculine about him, crossed legs or no. Hea man to do, but he was a priest so it didn’t matter; yet there wasforties, perhaps. What a waste of a magnificent man!was probably not as old as she had first thought; in his very early
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“Yes, I’m Ralph.”

“Ever since Meggie’s labor started she’s been asking for someonecalled Ralph. I must admit I was puzzled. I don’t ever rememberher mentioning a Ralph before.”

“She wouldn’t.”

“How do you know Meggie, Your Grace? For how long?”

The priest smiled wryly and clasped his thin, very beautiful handstogether so they made a pointed church roof. “I’ve known Meggiesince she was ten years old, only days off the boat from New Zealand. You might in all truth say that I’ve known Meggie throughflood and fire and emotional famine, and through death, and life.All that we have to bear. Meggie is the mirror in which I’m forcedto view my mortality.”

“You love her!” Anne’s tone was surprised.

“Always.”

“It’s a tragedy for both of you.”

“I had hoped only for me. Tell me about her, what’s happenedto her since she married. It’s many years since I’ve seen her, but Ihaven’t been happy about her.”

“I’ll tell you, but only after you’ve told me about Meggie. Oh, Idon’t mean personal things, only about what sort of life she ledbefore she came to Dunny. We know absolutely nothing of her,Luddie and I, except that she used to live somewhere near Gillanbone. We’d like to know more, because we’re very fond of her. Butshe would never tell us a thing—pride, I think.”

Luddie carried in a tray loaded with tea and food, and sat downwhile the priest gave them an outline of Meggie’s life before shemarried Luke.

“I would never have guessed it in a million years! To think LukeO’Neill had the temerity to take her from all that and put her towork as a housemaid! And had the hide to stipulate that her wagesbe put in his bank-book! Do you know the poor little thing hasnever had a penny in her purse to spend on herself since she’s beenhere? I had Luddie give her a cash bonus last
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in a day, and she’d never take more from us.”Christmas, but by then she needed so many things it was all spentharshly. “I don’t think she feels sorry for herself, certainly not over“Don’t feel sorry for Meggie,” said Archbishop Ralph a littleknows where to go if she can’t do without it. I’d say Luke’s apparentlack of money. It’s brought little joy to her after all, has it? SheMeggie!”indifference has hurt her far more than the lack of money. My poorlife, while Archbishop de Brioassart sat, his hands still steepled,Between them Anne and Luddie filled in the outline of Meggie’sNot once did a muscle in his face move, or a change come intohis gaze on the lovely sweeping fan of a traveler’s palm outside.in the service of Vittorio Scarbanza, Cardinal di Contini-Verchese.those detachedly beautiful eyes. He had learned much since beinganxious faces. “Well, it seems we must help her, since Luke willWhen the tale was done he sighed, and shifted his gaze to theirnot. If Luke truly doesn’t want her, she’d be better off back onDrogheda. I know you don’t want to lose her, but for her sake tryto persuade her to go home. I shall send you a check from Sydneyfor her, so she won’t have the embarrassment of asking her brotherfor money. Then when she gets home she can tell them what shelikes.” He glanced toward the bedroom door and moved restlessly.“Dear God, let the child be born!”

and Meggie almost dead from exhaustion and pain. Doc Smith hadBut the child wasn’t born until nearly twenty-four hours later,given her copious doses of laudanum, that still being the best thing,in his old-fashioned opinion; she seemed to drift whirling throughspiraling nightmares in which things from without and withinripped and tore, clawed and spat, howled and whined and roared.Sometimes Ralph’s face would come into focus for a small moment,then go again on
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he kept watch she knew neither she nor the baby would die.a heaving tide of pain; but the memory of him persisted, and whilestiff tot of rum and check that none of his other patients were in-Pausing, while the midwife coped alone, to snatch food and amuch of the story as Anne and Luddie thought wise to tell him.considerate enough to think of dying, Doc Smith listened to asthe reasons for her trouble now. When the sidesaddle went out it“You’re right, Anne,” he said. “All that riding is probably one ofthe wrong muscles.”was a bad thing for women who must ride a lot. Astride developsmildly.“I’d heard that was an old wives’ tale,” said the Archbishoppriests, deemed them a sanctimonious lot of driveling fools.Doc Smith looked at him maliciously. He wasn’t fond of Catholiccame down to a choice between Meggie’s life and the baby’s, what“Think what you like,” he said. “But tell me, Your Grace, if itwould your conscience advise?”

ever be made. The child cannot be done to death to save the“The Church is adamant on that point, Doctor. No choice mustmother, nor the mother done to death to save the child.” He smiledback at Doc Smith just as maliciously. “But if it should come tohell with the baby.”that, Doctor, I won’t hesitiate to tell you to save Meggie, and thefor you! Rest easy, I won’t broadcast what you said. But so far theDoc Smith gasped, laughed, and clapped him on the back. “Goodchild’s alive, and I can’t see what good killing it is going to do.”would have been if the child was yours, Archbishop?But Anne was thinking to herself: I wonder what your answerdown the sky toward Mount Bartle Frere’s misty bulk, Doc SmithAbout three hours later, as the afternoon sun was sliding sadlycame out of the bedroom.
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“Well, it’s over,” he said with some satisfaction. “Meggie’s got along road ahead of her, but she’ll be all right, God willing. Andthe baby is a skinny, cranky, five-pound girl with a whopping greathead and a temper to match the most poisonous red hair I’ve everseen on a newborn baby. You could’t kill that little mite with anaxe, and I know, because I nearly tried.”

Jubilant, Luddie broke out the bottle of champagne he had beensaving, and the five of them stood with their glasses brimming;priest, doctor, midwife, farmer and cripple toasted the health andwell-being of the mother and her screaming, crotchety baby. It wasthe first of June, the first day of the Australian winter.

A nurse had arrived to take over from the midwife, and wouldstay until Meggie was pronounced out of all danger. The doctorand the midwife left, while Anne, Luddie and the Archbishop wentto see Meggie.

She looked so tiny and wasted in the double bed that ArchbishopRalph was obliged to store away another, separate pain in the backof his mind, to be taken out later, inspected and endured. Meggie,my torn and beaten Meggie…I shall love you always, but I cannotgive you what Luke O’Neill did, however grudgingly.

The grizzling scrap of humanity responsible for all this lay in awicker bassinet by the far wall, not a bit appreciative of their attention as they stood around her and peered down. She yelled her resentment, and kept on yelling. In the end the nurse lifted her,bassinet and all, and put her in the room designated as her nursery.

“There’s certainly nothing wrong with her lungs.” ArchbishopRalph smiled, sitting on the edge of the bed and taking Meggie’spale hand.

“I don’t think she likes life much,” Meggie said with an answeringsmile. How much older he looked! As fit and supple as ever, butimmeasurably older. She turned her head to Anne and Luddie, andheld out her other
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you? Have we heard from Luke?”hand. “My dear good friends! Whatever would I have done withoutyou good luck.”“I got a telegram saying he was too busy to come, but wishing“Big of him,” said Meggie.

the Archbishop, dear. I’m sure you’ve got a lot of catching up toAnne bent quickly to kiss her check. “We’ll leave you to talk withdo.” Leaning on Luddie, she crooked her finger at the nurse, whowas gaping at the priest as if she couldn’t believe her eyes. “Comeon, Nettie, have a cup of tea with us. His Grace will let you knowif Meggie needs you.”

the door closed and they were alone.“What are you going to call your noisy daughter?” he asked as“Justine.”

“I read it somewhere, and I liked it.”“It’s a very good name, but why did you choose it?”

“Don’t you want her, Meggie?”

filled with a misty light, no hate but no love either. “I suppose IHer face had shrunk, and seemed all eyes; they were soft andwant her. Yes, I do want her. I schemed enough to get her. Butwhile I was carrying her I couldn’t feel anything for her, except thatshe

Luke’s, or anyone’s. I think she’s always going to belong to herself.” didn’t want me. I don’t think Justine will ever be mine, or

Now the eyes grew harder, brighter: her mouth twisted into an“I must go, Meggie,” he said gently.

unpleasant shape. “I expected that! Funny how the men in my lifeall scuttle off into the woodwork, isn’t it?”

He winced. “Don’t be bitter, Meggie. I can’t bear to leave thinkingof you like this. No matter what’s happened to you in the past,you’ve always retained your sweetness and it’s the thing about youI find most endearing. Don’t change, don’t become hard becauseof this. I know it must be terrible to think that Luke didn’t
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Meggie anymore.”care enough to come, but don’t change. You wouldn’t be myBut still she looked at him half as if she hated him. “Oh, comeme, you sent me to him, to Luke. What do you think I am, someoff it, Ralph! I’m not your Meggie, I never was! You didn’t wanting, and you’ve spoiled my life! All the years I’ve loved you, andsort of saint, or a nun? Well, I’m not! I’m an ordinary human be-wanted to forget you, but then I married a man I thought lookeda little bit like you, and he doesn’t want me or need me either. Isit so much to ask of a man, to be needed and wanted by him?”her face that he had never seen before, and he knew they weren’tShe began to sob, mastered it; there were fine lines of pain onthe kind that rest and returning health would smooth away.

“Luke’s not a bad man, or even an unlikable one,” she went on.yourselves to pieces after a silly flame behind a glass so clear your“Just a man. You’re all the same, great big hairy moths bashingthe glass to fly into the flame, you fall down burned and dead.eyes don’t see it. And if you do manage to blunder your way insideand baby moths to get. But do you see it, do you want it? No! It’sWhile all the time out there in the cool night there’s food, and love,burn yourselves dead!”back after the flame again, beating yourselves senseless until youhad never seen. Had it always been there, or had she grown it outHe didn’t know what to say to her, for this was a side of her helike this? He hardly heard what she said, he was so upset that sheof her terrible trouble and abandonment? Meggie, saying thingsloneliness, and her guilt.should say it, and so didn’t understand that it came from herDrogheda?” he asked tenderly.“Do you remember the rose you gave me the night I leftlight out of her eyes. They stared at“Yes, I remember.” The life had gone out of her voice, the hard


THE THORN BIRDS / 379



him now like a soul without hope, as expressionless and glassy asher mother’s.

color, I think of you. Meggie, I love you. You’re my rose, the most“I have it still, in my missal. And every time I see a rose thatbeautiful human image and thought in my life.”

glittering fierceness with the tang of hate in it. “An image, a thought!Down went the corners of her mouth again, up shone that tense,A human

you! You’re nothing but a romantic, dreaming fool, Ralph de Bri- image and thought! Yes, that’s right, that’s all I am tocassart! You have no more idea of what life is all about than themoth I called you! No wonder you became a priest! You couldn’tlive with the ordinariness of life if you were an ordinary man anymore than ordinary man Luke does!

just mouthing words you’ve memorized because you think they“You say you love me, but you have no idea what love is; you’resound good! What floors me is why you men haven’t managed todispense with us women altogether, which is what you’d like todo, isn’t it? You should work out a way of marrying each other;you’d be divinely happy!”“Meggie, don’t! Please don’t!”

“Oh, go away! I don’t want to look at you! And you’ve forgottenone thing about your precious roses, Ralph—they’ve got nasty,hooky thorns!”He left the room without looking back.



the proud father of a five-pound girl named Justine. Slowly MeggieLuke never bothered to answer the telegram informing him he washave managed to feed her she might have developed more rapportgot better, and the baby began to thrive. Perhaps if Meggie couldno milk in the plenteous breasts Luke had so loved to suck. That’swith the scrawny, bad-tempered little thing, but she had absolutelythe red-faced, redheadedan ironic justice, she thought. She dutifully changed and bottle-fed
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morsel just as custom dictated she should, waiting for the commence-ment of some wonderful, surging emotion. But it never came; shefelt no desire to smother the tiny face with kisses, or bite the weefingers, or do any of the thousand silly things mothers loved to dowith babies. It didn’t feel like her baby, and it didn’t want or needher any more than she did it. It, it! Her, her! She couldn’t evenremember to call it her.

that she felt less for Justine than she had for any of her mother’sLuddie and Anne never dreamed Meggie did not adore Justine,younger babies. Whenever Justine cried Meggie was right there topick her up, croon to her, rock her, and never was a baby drier ormore comfortable. The strange thing was that Justine didn’t seemif she was left alone.to want to be picked up or crooned over; she quieted much fasterredness, acquired that thin blue-veined transparency which goesAs time went on she improved in looks. Her infant skin lost itspleasing plumpness. The hair began to curl and thicken and to as-so often with red hair, and her little arms and legs filled out toowned. Everyone waited anxiously to see what color her eyes wouldsume forever the same violent shade her grandfather Paddy hadmother’s grey, Meggie without an opinion. But Justine’s eyes wereturn out to be, Luddie betting on her father’s blue, Anne on herthey began to change, and by the ninth week had gained their finalvery definitely her own, and unnerving to say the least. At six weeksthe outer rim of the iris was a very dark grey ring, but the iris itselfcolor and form. No one had even seen anything like them. Arounddescription of the color was a sort of dark white. They were riveting,was so pale it couldn’t be called either blue or grey; the closestwent on it was obvious Justine saw through them very well.uncomfortable, inhuman eyes, rather blind-looking; but as timethe size of her head when she was born, andThough he didn’t mention it, Doc Smith had been worried by


THE THORN BIRDS / 381



kept a close watch on it for the first six months of her life; he hadwondered, especially after seeing those strange eyes, if she didn’tperhaps have what he still called water on the brain, though thetextbooks these days were calling it hydrocephalus. But it appearedJustine wasn’t suffering from any kind of cerebral dysfunction ormalformation; she just had a very big head, and as she grew therest of her more or less caught up to it.

neither answered nor came to see his child. In a way she was glad;Luke stayed away. Meggie had written to him repeatedly, but heshe wouldn’t have known what to say to him, and she didn’t thinkhe would be at all entranced with the odd little creature who washis daughter. Had Justine been a strapping big son he might haverelented, but Meggie was fiercely glad she wasn’t. She was livingproof the great Luke O’Neill wasn’t perfect, for if he was he wouldsurely have sired nothing but sons.

the birth ordeal. By the time she was four months old she ceasedThe baby thrived better than Meggie did, recovered faster fromto cry so much and began to amuse herself as she lay in herbassinet, fiddling and pinching at the rows of brightly colored beadsstrung within her reach. But she never smiled at anyone, even inthe guise of gas pains.

humidity climbed to 100 percent and stayed there; every day forThe Wet came early, in October, and it was a very wet Wet. Thehours the rain roared and whipped about Himmelhoch, meltingthe scarlet soil, drenching the cane, filling the wide, deep DungloeRiver but not overflowing it, for its course was so short the watergot away into the sea quickly enough. While Justine lay in herbassinet contemplating her world through those strange eyes,Meggie sat dully watching Bartle Frere disappear behind a wall ofdense rain, then reappear.

ground, the wet cane shimmer andThe sun would come out, writhing veils of steam issue from the
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sparkle diamond prisms, and the river seem like a great gold snake.Then hanging right across the vault of the sky a double rainbowwould materialize, perfect throughout its length on both bows, sorich in its coloring against the sullen dark-blue clouds that all savea North Queensland landscape would have been paled and dimin-ished. Being North Queensland, nothing was washed out by itsethereal glow, and Meggie thought she knew why the Gillanbonecountryside was so brown and grey; North Queensland had usurpedits share of the palette as well.

veranda and sat down beside her, watching her. Oh, she was soOne day at the beginning of December. Anne came out onto thethin, so lifeless! Even the lovely goldy hair had dulled.

I’ve done it anyway, and I want you at least to listen to me before“Meggie, I don’t know whether I’ve done the wrong thing, butyou say no.”

emn, Anne! What is it I must listen to?”Meggie turned from the rainbows, smiling. “You sound so solproperly since Justine was born, and now The Wet’s here you’re“Luddie and I are worried about you. You haven’t picked uplooking even worse. You’re not eating and you’re losing weight.I’ve never thought the climate here agreed with you, but as longas nothing happened to drag you down you managed to cope withgoing to get really ill.”it. Now we think you’re sick, and unless something’s done you’reof mine in the tourist bureau, and booked you a holiday. And don’tShe drew a breath. “So a couple of weeks ago I wrote to a friendor ours. The Archbishop sent us a very big check for you, and yourstart protesting about the expense; it won’t dent Luke’s resourceshinting go home for a while—from everyone on Drogheda. Andbrother sent us another one for you and the baby—I think he wasdo was spend some of it on a holiday for you. I don’t think goingafter we talked it over, Luddie and I decided the best thing we could
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Luddie and I feel you need most is a thinking time. No Justine, nohome to Drogheda is the right sort of holiday, though. WhatMeggie? It’s time you were. So we’ve booked you a cottage onus, no Luke, no Drogheda. Have you ever been on your own,the beginning of March. Luddie and I will look after Justine. YouMatlock Island for two months, from the beginning of January toworried about her, you have our word we’ll notify you right away,know she won’t come to any harm, but if we’re the slightest bitback.”and the island’s on the phone so it wouldn’t take long to fetch you

The rainbows had gone, so had the sun; it was getting ready torain again.

I would have gone mad. You know that. Sometimes in the night I“Anne, if it hadn’t been for you and Luddie these past three years,wake up wondering what would have happened to me had Lukeput me with people less kind. You’ve cared for me more than Lukehas.”would have gone back to Drogheda, and who knows? Maybe that“Twaddle! If Luke had put you with unsympathetic people youmight have been the best course.”better for me to stay and work it out.”“No. It hasn’t been pleasant, this thing with Luke, but it was farblotting out everything behind its edge, like a grey cleaver.The rain was beginning to inch its way across the dimming canesince Justine was conceived. I’ve tried to pull myself up, but I sup-“You’re right, I’m not well,” Meggie said. “I haven’t been wellpose one reaches a point where there isn’t the energy to do it. Oh,Anne, I’m so tired and discouraged! I’m not even a good motherto Justine, and I owe her that. I’m the one caused her to be; shedidn’t ask for it. But mostly I’m discouraged because Luke won’tor let me make a home for him; he doesn’t want our children. Ieven give me a chance to make him happy. He won’t live with melovedon’t love him—I never did love him the way a woman ought to
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the man she marries, and maybe he sensed it from the word go.Maybe if I had loved him, he would have acted differently. So howcan I blame him? I’ve only myself to blame, I think.”“It’s the Archbishop you love, isn’t it?”

came. Poor Ralph! I had no right to say what I did to him, because“Oh, ever since I was a little girl! I was hard on him when hestand that I was in pain, worn out, and terribly unhappy. All Ihe never encouraged me, you know. I hope he’s had time to underbe, never could be. It isn’t fair! Protestant clergy can marry, whycould think was it ought by rights to be his child and it never wouldtheir flocks the way priests do, because I won’t believe you. I’vecan’t Catholic? And don’t try to tell me ministers don’t care forcelibacy of priests I’ve had to go away from Ralph, make my homemet heartless priests and wonderful ministers. But because of theyou know something, Anne? That’s as disgusting a sin as Ralphand my life with someone else, have someone else’s baby. And dothat my loving Ralph or his loving me is wrong!”breaking his vows, or more so. I resent the Church’s implicationfretting. Then maybe when you come back you can somehow per-“Go away for a while, Meggie. Rest and eat and sleep and stopsuade Luke to buy that station instead of talking about it. I knowyou don’t love him, but I think if he gave you half a chance youmight be happy with him.”

all around the house; their voices had risen to shouting pitch to beThe grey eyes were the same color as the rain falling in sheetsaudible above the incredible din on the iron roof.

I realized at last that he’ll never leave the sugar while he’s got the“But that’s just it, Anne! When Luke and I went up to Athertonstrength to cut it. He loves the life, he really does. He loves beingroaming from one place to the other. He’s always been a wanderer,with men as strong and independent as he is himself; he loves
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now I come to think of it. As for needing a woman for pleasure ifnothing else, he’s too exhausted by the cane. And how can I putit? Luke is the kind of man who quite genuinely doesn’t care if heeats his food off a packing crate and sleeps on the floor. Don’t yousee? One can’t appeal to him as to one who likes nice things, be-cause he doesn’t. Sometimes I think he despises nice things, prettythings. They’re soft, they might make him soft. I have absolutelyno enticements powerful enough to sway him from his present wayof life.”

shouting. “I don’t know if I’m strong enough to take the lonelinessShe glanced up impatiently at the veranda roof, as if tired ofof having no home for the next ten or fifteen years, Anne, or however long it’s going to take Luke to wear himself out. It’s lovelyhere with you; I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful. But I wanta home! I want Justine to have brothers and sisters, I want to dustcook on my own stove for my own man. Oh, Anne! I’m just anmy own furniture, I want to make curtains for my own windows,educated, you know that. All I want is a husband, children, myordinary sort of a woman; I’m not ambitious or intelligent or wellown home. And a bit of love from someone!”

Anne got out her handkerchief, wiped her eyes and tried to laugh.“What a soppy pair we are! But I do understand, Meggie, really Ido. I’ve been married to Luddie for ten years, the only truly happyones of my life. I had infantile paralysis when I was five years old,and it left me like this. I was convinced no one would ever look atme. Nor did they, God knows. When I met Luddie I was thirtyyears old, teaching for a living. He was ten years younger than me,so I couldn’t take him seriously when he said he loved me andwanted to marry me. How terrible, Meggie, to ruin a very youngman’s life! For five years I treated him to the worst display ofdownright nastiness you could imagine, but he always came backfor more. So I married him, and I’ve
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been happy. Luddie says he is, but I’m not sure. He’s had to giveup a lot, including children, and he looks older than I do thesedays, poor chap.”“It’s the life, Anne, and the climate.”

the rainbows waxed to full glory in the steamy sky, Mount BartleThe rain stopped as suddenly as it had begun; the sun came out,Frere loomed lilac out of the scudding clouds.

of it; it’s probably what I need. But are you sure Justine won’t beMeggie spoke again. “I’ll go. I’m very grateful to you for thinkingtoo much trouble?”

to work for me before you came, has a younger sister, Annunziata,“Lord, no! Luddie’s got it all worked out. Anna Maria, who useduntil March, and she finishes school in a few days. So while you’rewho wants to go nursing in Townsville. But she won’t be sixteenThere are hordes of babies in the Tesoriero clan.’away she’s going to come here. She’s an expert foster mother, too.

“Matlock Island. Where is it?”

very quiet and private, mostly a honeymoon resort, I suppose. You“Just near Whitsunday Passage on the Great Barrier Reef. It’sknow the sort of thing—cottages instead of a central hotel. Youwon’t have to go to dinner in a crowded dining room, or be civilto a whole heap of people you’d rather not talk to at all. And atthis time of year it’s just about deserted, because of the danger ofsummer cyclones. The Wet isn’t a problem, but no one ever seemsto want to go to the Reef in summer. Probably because most ofthe people who go to the Reef come from Sydney or Melbourne,and summer down there is lovely without going away. In June andJuly and August the southerners have it booked out for three yearsahead.”


13



Though her holiday had scarcely begun, she already felt muchOn the last day of 1937 Meggie caught the train to Townsville.biggest settlement in North Queensland, Townsville was a thrivingbetter, for she had left the molasses reek of Dunny behind her. Thestilts. A tight connection between train and boat left her with notown of several thousands living in white wooden houses atopto the wharf without a chance to think; after that ghastly voyagetime to explore, but in a way Meggie wasn’t sorry she had to rushto thirty-six hours in a ship much smaller than the across the Tasman sixteen years ago she wasn’t looking forwardWahine.and she was twenty-six, not ten. The air was between cyclones, theBut it was quite different, a whispering slide in glassy waters,sea was exhausted; though it was only midday Meggie put her headnext morning with a cup of tea and a plate of plain sweet biscuits.down and slept dreamlessly until the steward woke her at six thesky, delicately colorless, a pink and pearly glow suffused slowlyUp on deck was a new Australia, different again. In a high clearthe horizon and the light lost its neonatal redness, became day.upward from the eastern rim of the ocean until the sun stood aboveThe ship was slithering soundlessly through water which had no



387


388 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



taint, so translucent over the side that one could look fathoms downdistant vistas the sea was a greenish-hued aquamarine, splotchedto grottoes of purple and see the forms of vivid fish flashing by. Inwith wine-dark stains where weed or coral covered the floor, andsand just grew out of it spontaneously like crystals in silica—jungle-on all sides it seemed islands with palmy shores of brilliant whitehigher than the water.clad and mountainous islands or flat, bushy islands not much“If they’re ring-shaped and enclose a lagoon they’re called atolls,“The flat ones are the true coral islands,” explained a crewman.but if they’re just a lump of reef risen above the sea they’re calledsurrounded by coral reefs, and they have lagoons.”cays. The hilly islands are the tops of mountains, but they’re still“Where’s Matlock Island?” Meggie asked.

a honeymoon island like Matlock was a contradiction in terms.He looked at her curiously; a lone woman going on holiday toto the Pacific edge of the reef. Matlock’s ocean side is pounded by“We’re sailing down Whitsunday Passage now, then we head outlike express trains, roaring so you can’t hear yourself think. Canthe big breakers that come in for a hundred miles off the deep Pacificwistfully. “We’ll be at Matlock before sundown, madam.”you imagine riding the same wave for a hundred miles?” He sighedthrough the backwash of the surf whose spume rose like a toweringAnd an hour before sundown the little ship heaved its waymisty wall into the eastern sky. A jetty on spindling piles dodderedliterally half a mile out across the reef exposed by low tide, behindit a high, craggy coastline which didn’t fit in with Meggie’s expecther from ship to jetty, and took her cases from a crewman.ations of tropical splendor. An elderly man stood waiting, helpedHope your husband gets the chance to come after all. Not too much“How d’you do, Mrs. O’Neill,” he greeted her. “I’m Rob Walter.company on Matlock this time of year; it’s really a winter resort.”
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They walked together down the uneasy planking, the exposedcoral molten in the dying sun and the fearsome sea a reflected, tu-multuous glory of crimson foam.

“Tide’s out, or you’d have had a rougher trip. See the mist in theeast? That’s the edge of the Great Barrier Reef itself. Here onMatlock we hang onto it by the skin of our teeth; you’ll feel the is-land shaking all the time from the pounding out there.” He helpedher into a car. “This is the windward side of Matlock—a bit wildand unwelcome looking, eh? But you wait until you see the leewardside, ah! Something like, it is.”

They hurtled with the careless speed natural to the only car onMatlock down a narrow road of crunchy coral bones, throughpalms and thick undergrowth with a tall hill rearing to one side,perhaps four miles across the island’s spine.

“Oh, how beautiful!” said Meggie.

They had emerged on another road which ran all around thelooping sandy shores of the lagoon side, crescent-shaped and hol-low. Far out was more white spray where the ocean broke indazzling lace on the edges of the lagoon reef, but within the coral’sembrace the water was still and calm, a polished silver mirror tingedwith bronze.

“Island’s four miles wide and eight long,” her guide explained.They drove past a straggling white building with a deep verandaand shoplike windows. “The general store,” he said with a propri-etary flourish. “I live there with the Missus, and she’s not too happyabout a lone woman coming here, I can tell you. Thinks I’ll be se-duced was how she put it. Just as well the bureau said you wantedcomplete peace and quiet, because it soothed the Missus a bit whenI put you in the farthest-out place we have. There’s not a soul inyour direction; the only other couple here are on the other side.You can lark around without a stitch on—no one will see you. TheMissus isn’t going to let me out of her sight while you’re here.When you need something, just pick up your phone and I’ll bringit out. No sense walking


390 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



sunset, just to make sure you’re all right. Best that you’re in theall the way in. And Missus or no, I’ll call in on you once a day atalong for the ride.”house then—and wear a proper dress, in case the Missus comesprivate curve of white beach between two prongs of the hill divingA one-story structure with three rooms, the cottage had its owncomfortable. The island generated its own power, so there was ainto the sea, and here the road ended. Inside it was very plain, butwireless set. The toilet flushed, the bath had fresh water; morelittle refrigerator, electric light, the promised phone, and even athought in amusement. Easy to see most of the patrons were frommodern amenities than either Drogheda or Himmelhoch, Meggiedo without it.Sydney or Melbourne, and so inured to civilization they couldn’tunpacked and surveyed her domain. The big double bed was aLeft alone while Rob sped back to his suspicious Missus, MeggieBut then, this was a genuine honeymoon paradise and the onegreat deal more comfortable than her own nuptial couch had been.Dunny pub were usually too drunk to object to herniating springs.thing its clients would demand was a decent bed; the clients of thewith food, and on the counter stood a great basket of bananas,Both the refrigerator and the overhead cupboards were well stockedsleep well, and eat well.passionfruit, pineapples and mangoes. No reason why she shouldn’t

For the first week Meggie seemed to do nothing but eat and sleep;she hadn’t realized how tired she was, nor that Dungloe’s climatewas what had killed her appetite. In the beautiful bed she slept themoment she lay down, ten and twelve hours at a stretch, and foodhad an appeal it hadn’t possessed since Drogheda. She seemed toeat every minute she was awake, even carrying mangoes into thewater with her. Truth to tell, that was the most logical place to eatmangoes other than a bathtub; they just ran juice. Since her tinybeach lay
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within the lagoon, the sea was mirror calm and quite free of cur-rents, very shallow. All of which she loved, because she couldn’tswim a stroke. But in water so salty it seemed almost to hold herup, she began to experiment; when she could float for ten secondsat a time she was delighted. The sensation of being freed from thepull of the earth made her long to be able to move as easily as afish.

would have liked to have someone to teach her to swim. OtherSo if she mourned her lack of company, it was only because shethan that, being on her own was wonderful. How right Anne hadbeen! All her life there had been people in the house. To have noone was such a relief, so utterly peaceful. She wasn’t lonely at all;she didn’t miss Anne or Luddie or Justine or Luke, and for the firsttime in three years she didn’t yearn for Drogheda. Old Rob neversunset to make sure her friendly wave from the veranda wasn’t adisturbed her solitude, just chugged far enough down the road eachingly pretty Missus grimly riding shotgun. Once he phoned her tosignal of distress, turned the car and puttered off again, his surprisbottomed boat, and would she like to come along?say he was taking the other couple in residence out in his glasspeering through the glass down into that teeming, exquisitely fragileIt was like having a ticket of admission to a whole new planet,world, where delicate forms were buoyed and bolstered by theloving intimacy of water. Live coral, she discovered, wasn’t garishlyhued from dyes the way it was in the souvenir counter of the store.It was soft pink or beige or blue-grey, and around every knob andbranch wavered a marvelous rainbow of color, like a visible aura.Great anemones twelve inches wide fluttered fringes of blue or redor orange or purple tentacles; white fluted clams as big as rocksbeckoned unwary explorers to take a look inside with tantalizingfans swayed in water winds;glimpses of colorful, restless things through feathery lips; red lace
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bright-green ribbons of weed danced loose and drifting. Not oneof the four in the boat would have been in the least surprised tosee a mermaid: a gleam of polished breast, a twisting glitter of tail,lazily spinning clouds of hair, an alluring smile taunting the siren’sspell to sailors. But the fish! Like living jewels they darted in thou-sands upon thousands, round like Chinese lanterns, slender likebullets, raimented in colors which glowed with life and the light-splitting quality water imparts, some on fire with scales of gold andscarlet, some cool and silvery blue, some swimming rag bagsgaudier than parrots. There were needle-nosed garfish pug-nosedtoadfish, fanged barracuda, a cavernous-mawed grouper lurkinghalf seen in a grotto, and once a sleek grey nurse shark whichseemed to take forever to pass silently beneath them.

wasps, so if anything on the Reef is going to kill you, it’s most“But don’t worry,” said Rob. “We’re too far south here for sealikely to be a stonefish. Never go walking on the coral without yourshoes.”

or make friends with the couple Rob brought along. She immersedYes, Meggie was glad she went. But she didn’t yearn to go again,herself in the sea, and walked, and lay in the sun. Curiously enough,to be something interesting to watch.she didn’t even miss having books to read, for there always seemedshe had tended to behave like a rabbit catching whiffs of dingo onShe had taken Rob’s advice and stopped wearing clothes. At firsta cannonball from a palm. But after several days of patent solitudethe breeze, bolting for cover if a twig cracked or a coconut fell likeit was as Rob said, a completely private domain. Shyness wasshe really began to feel no one would come near her, that indeedwarm salty water, she began to feel like an animal born and broughtwasted. And walking the tracks, lying in the sand, paddling in thatwelcoming world.up in a cage, suddenly let loose in a gentle, sunny, spacious and
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Away from Fee, her brothers, Luke, the unsparing, unthinkingdomination of her whole life, Meggie discovered pure leisure; awhole kaleidoscope of thought patterns wove and unwove noveldesigns in her mind. For the first time in her life she wasn’t keepingher conscious self absorbed in work thoughts of one descriptionor another. Surprised, she realized that keeping physically busy isthe most effective blockade against totally mental activity humanbeings can erect.

Years ago Father Ralph had asked her what she thought about,and she had answered: Daddy and Mum, Bob, Jack, Hughie, Stu,the little boys, Frank, Drogheda, the house, work, the rainfall. Shehadn’t said him, but he was at the top of the list, always. Now addto those Justine, Luke, Luddie and Anne, the cane, homesickness,the rainfall. And always, of course, the lifesaving release she foundin books. But it had all come and gone in such tangled, unrelatedclumps and chains; no opportunity, no training to enable her tosit down quietly and think out who exactly was Meggie Cleary,Meggie O’Neill? What did she want? What did she think she wasput on this earth for? She mourned the lack of training, for thatwas an omission no amount of time on her own could ever rectify.However, here was the time, the peace, the laziness of idle physicalwell-being; she could lie on the sand and try.

Well, there was Ralph. A wry, despairing laugh. Not a goodplace to start, but in a sense Ralph was like God; everything beganand ended with him. Since the day he had knelt in the sunset dustof the Gilly station yard to take her between his hands, there hadbeen Ralph, and though she never saw him again as long as shelived, it seemed likely that her last thought this side of the gravewould be of him. How frightening, that one person could mean somuch, so many things.

What had she said to Anne? That her wants and needs werequite ordinary—a husband, children, a home of her own. Someoneto love. It didn’t seem much
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to ask; after all, most women had the lot. But how many of thewomen who had them were truly content? Meggie thought shewould be, because for her they were so hard to come by.Accept it, Meggie Cleary. Meggie 

O’Neill.

is Ralph de Bricassart, and you just can’t have him. Yet as a man The someone you wanthe seems to have ruined you for anyone else. All right, then. Assumethat a man and the someone to love can’t occur. It will have to bechildren to love, and the love you receive will have to come fromthose children. Which in turn means Luke, and Luke’s children.

Oh, dear God, dear God! No, not dear God! What’s God everdone for me, except deprive me of Ralph? We’re not too fond ofeach other, God and I. And do You know something, God? Youdon’t frighten me the way You used to. How much I feared You,Your punishment! All my life I’ve trodden the straight and narrow,from fear of You. And what’s it got me? Not one scrap more thanif I’d broken every rule in Your book. You’re a fraud, God, a demonof fear. You treat us like children, dangling punishment. But Youdon’t frighten me anymore. Because it isn’t Ralph I ought to behating, it’s You. It’s all Your fault, not poor Ralph’s. He’s just livingin fear of You, the way I always have. That he could love You issomething I can’t understand. I don’t see what there is about Youto love.

Yet how can I stop loving a man who loves God? No matterhow hard I try, I can’t seem to do it. He’s the moon, and I’m cryingfor it. Well, you’ve just got to stop crying for it, Meggie O’Neill,that’s all there is to it. You’re going to have to content yourselfwith Luke, and Luke’s children. By hook or by crook you’re goingto wean Luke from the wretched sugar, and live with him out wherethere aren’t even any trees. You’re going to tell the Gilly bankmanager that your future income stays in your own name, andyou’re going to use it to have the comforts and conveniences inyour treeless
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home that Luke won’t think to provide for you. You’re going touse it to educate Luke’s children properly, and make sure theynever want.

Meggie O’Neill, not Meggie de Bricassart. It even sounds silly,And that’s all there is to be said about it, Meggie O’Neill. I’mI’ve always hated Meghann. Oh, will I ever stop regretting thatMeggie de Bricassart. I’d have to be Meghann de Bricassart, andthey’re not Ralph’s children? That’s the question, isn’t it? Say itto yourself, over and over again: Your life is your own, MeggieO’Neill, and you’re 

not going to waste it dreaming of a man andchildren you can never have.There! That’s telling yourself! No use thinking of what’s past,what must be buried. The future’s the thing, and the future belongsto Luke, to Luke’s children. It doesn’t belong to Ralph de Bricassart.He is the past.

Meggie rolled over in the sand and wept as she hadn’t wept sinceshe was three years old: noisy wails, with only the crabs and thebirds to hear her desolation.

Anne Mueller had chosen Matlock Island deliberately, planning tosend Luke there as soon as she could. The moment Meggie was onher way she sent Luke a telegram saying Meggie needed him des-perately, please to come. By nature she wasn’t given to interferingin other people’s lives, but she loved and pitied Meggie, and adoredthe difficult, capricious scrap Meggie had borne and Luke fathered.Justine must have a home, and both her parents. It would hurt tosee her go away, but better that than the present situation.

Luke arrived two days later. He was on his way to the CSR inSydney, so it didn’t cost him much time to go out of his way. Timehe saw the baby; if it had been a boy he would have come whenit was born, but news of a girl had disappointed him badly. IfMeggie insisted on having children, let them at least be capable ofcarrying on the Kynuna station one day. Girls were no flaming useat all; they just ate a man out of house and
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home and when they were grown up they went and worked forsomeone else instead of staying put like boys to help their oldfather in his last years.

“Not sick, I hope?”“How’s Meg?” he asked as he came up onto the front veranda.come and see your beautiful daughter.”“You hope. No, she’s not sick. I’ll tell you in a minute. But firstemotionally moved, Anne thought.He stared down at the baby, amused and interested but notwhose they are?”“She’s got the queerest eyes I’ve ever seen,” he said, “I wonder“Meggie says as far as she knows no one in her family.”

look too happy, does she?”“Nor mine. She’s a throwback, the funny little thing, Doesn’ttemper grimly. “She’s never seen her father, she has no real home“How could she look happy?” Anne snapped, hanging on to heron the way you are!”and not much likelihood of one before she’s grown up if you go“I’m saving, Anne!” he protested.

in Charters Towers send me the local paper from time to time, so“Rubbish! I know how much money you’ve got. Friends of mineI’ve seen the ads for western properties a lot closer in than Kynuna,and a lot more fertile. There’s a Depression on, Luke! You couldpick up a beauty of a place for a lot less by far than the amountyou have in the bank, and you know it.”

ranges a bloody terrible drought from Junee to the Isa. It’s in its“Now that’s just it! There’s a Depression on, and west of thebet Drogheda’s hurting, so what do you think it’s like out aroundsecond year and there’s no rain at all, not a drop. Right now I’llWinton and Blackall? No, I reckon I ought to wait.”

off it, Luke! Now’s the time to buy! With Meggie’s assured two“Wait until the price of land goes up in a good wet season? Comestock the place. Livethousand a year, you can wait out a ten-year drought! Just don’t
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your stock on.”on Meggie’s two thousand a year until the rains come, then putstaring at his daughter’s strange light eyes.“I’m not ready to leave the sugar yet,” he said, stubbornly, stillLuke? You don’t want to be married, you’d rather live the way you“And that’s the truth at last, isn’t it? Why don’t you admit it,are at the moment, hard, among men, working your innards out,just like one out of every two Australian men I’ve ever known!What is it about this frigging country, that its men prefer beingwith other men to having a home life with their wives and children?If the bachelor’s life is what they truly want, why on earth do theytry marriage at all? Do you know how many deserted wives thereare in Dunny alone, scraping an existence and trying to rear theirchildren without fathers? Oh, he’s just off in the sugar, he’ll beback, you know, it’s only for a little while. Hah! And every mailhoping the bastard’s sent them a little money. And mostly he hasn’t,they’re there hanging over the front gate waiting for the postie,ing!”sometimes he has—not enough, but something to keep things go“You know, I read in the She was trembling with rage, her gentle brown eyes sparking.Brisbane Mail that Australia has the highestthing we beat every other country at—isn’t that a record to be proudpercentage of deserted wives in the civilized world? It’s the onlyof!”

starving. What’s the matter with you?”“Go easy, Anne! I haven’t deserted Meg; she’s safe and she’s notof God, Luke, grow up, shoulder your responsibilities for a while!“I’m sick of the way you treat your wife, that’s what! For the lovethem—be a husband and a father, not a bloody stranger!”You’ve got a wife and baby! You should be making a home fora couple more years just to make sure. I don’t want to say I’m living“I will, I will! But I can’t yet; I’ve got to carry on in the sugar foroff Meg, which is what I’d be doing until things got better.”

her for her money, didn’t you?”Anne lifted her lip contemptuously. “Oh, bullshit! You married
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A dark-red flush stained his brown face. He wouldn’t look at her.“I admit the money helped, but I married her because I liked herbetter than anyone else.”

“You liked her! What about loving her?”

“Love! What’s love? Nothing but a figment of women’s imagin-ation, that’s all.” He turned away from the crib and those unsettlingeyes, not sure someone with eyes like that couldn’t understandwhat was being said. “And if you’ve quite finished telling me off,where’s Meg?”

“She wasn’t well. I sent her away for a while. Oh, don’t panic!Not on your money. I was hoping I could persuade you to joinher, but I see that’s impossible.”

“Out of the question. Arne and I are on our way to Sydney to-night.”

“What shall I tell Meggie when she comes back?”

He shrugged, dying to get away. “I don’t care. Oh, tell her tohang on a while longer. Now that she’s gone ahead with the familybusiness, I wouldn’t mind a son.”

Leaning against the wall for support, Anne bent over the wickerbasket and lifted the baby up, then managed to shuffle to the bedand sit down. Luke made no move to help her, or take the baby;he looked rather frightened of his daughter.

“Go away, Luke! You don’t deserve what you’ve got. I’m sick ofthe sight of you. Go back to bloody Arne, and the flaming sugar,and the backbreak!”

At the door he paused. “What did she call it? I’ve forgotten itsname.”

“Justine, Justine, 

“Bloody stupid name,” he said, and went out.Justine!”men but Luddie, God damn them! Was it the soft, sentimental,Anne put Justine on the bed and burst into tears. God damn allWas Luke right? Was it just a figment of women’s imaginations?almost womanish streak in Luddie made him capable of loving?little woman in them? No woman could ever hold Luke,Or was it something only women were able to feel, or men with a
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no woman ever had. What he wanted no woman could ever givehim.

had tried for nothing. A postcard from Meggie had come thatBut by the next day she had calmed down, no longer feeling shemorning, waxing enthusiastic about Matlock Island and how wellbetter. She would come back as the monsoons diminished and beshe was. Something good had come out of it. Meggie was feelingable to face her life. But Anne resolved not to tell her about Luke.front veranda, while Anne hobbled out with the baby’s wants in aSo Nancy, short for Annunziata, carried Justine out onto thelittle basket between her teeth; clean diaper, tin of powder and toys.to feed her from the bottle of Lactogen Nancy had warmed. It wasShe settled in a cane chair, took the baby from Nancy and beganLuke see sense, and if she had failed, at least it meant Meggie andvery pleasant, life was very pleasant; she had done her best to makedoubt that eventually Meggie would realize there was no hope ofJustine would remain at Himmelhoch a while longer. She had noDrogheda. But Anne dreaded the day.salvaging her relationship with Luke, and would then return tolong, hilly drive; it was new and expensive, its bonnet strappedA red English sports car roared off the Dunny road and up theing. For a while she didn’t recognize the man who vaulted over thedown with leather, its silver exhausts and scarlet paintwork glittershorts and nothing else. My word, what a beautiful bloke! shelow door, for he wore the North Queensland uniform of a pair ofas he took the steps two at a time. I wish Luddie wouldn’t eat sothought, watching him appreciatively and with a twinge of memoryno chicken—look at those marvelous silver temples—but I’ve nevermuch; he could do with a bit of this chap’s condition. Now, he’sseen a cane cutter in better nick.

he was.When the calm, aloof eyes looked into hers, she realized who
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“My God!” she said, and dropped the baby’s bottle.

He retrieved it, handed it to her and leaned against the verandarailing, facing her: “It’s all right. The teat didn’t strike the ground;you can feed her with it.”

The baby was just beginning a deprived quiver. Anne stuck therubber in her mouth and got enough breath back to speak. “Well,Your Grace, this is a surprise!” Her eyes slid over him, amused. “Imust say you don’t exactly look like an archbishop. Not that youever did, even in the proper togs. I always imagine archbishops ofany religious denomination to be fat and self-satisfied.”

“At the moment I’m not an archbishop, only a priest on a wellearned holiday, so you can call me Ralph. Is this the little thingcaused Meggie so much trouble when I was here last? May I haveher? I think I can manage to hold the bottle at the appropriateangle.”

He settled into a chair alongside Anne, took baby and bottle andcontinued to feed her, his legs crossed casually.

“Did Meggie name her Justine?”

“Yes.”

“I like it. Good Lord, look at the color of her hair! Her grandfather all over.”

“That’s what Meggie says. I hope the poor little mite doesn’tcome out in a million freckles later on, but I think she will.”

“Well, Meggie’s sort of a redhead and she isn’t a bit freckled.Though Meggie’s skin is a different color and texture, more opaque.”He put the empty bottle down, sat the baby bolt upright on hisknee, facing him, bent her forward in a salaam and began rhythmically rubbing her back hard. “Among my other duties I have to visitCatholic orphanages, so I’m quite deedy with babies. MotherGonzaga at my favorite infants’ home always says this is the onlyway to burp a baby. Holding it over one’s shoulder doesn’t flexthe body forward enough, the wind can’t escape so easily, andwhen it does come up there’s usually lots of milk as well. This waythe baby’s bent in the middle, which corks the milk
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in while it lets the gas escape.” As if to prove his point, Justine gaveseveral huge eructations but held her gorge. He laughed, rubbedagain, and when nothing further happened settled her in the crookof his arm comfortably. “What fabulously exotic eyes! Magnificent,aren’t they? Trust Meggie to have an unusual baby.”

Father.”“Not to change the subject, but what a father you’d have made,me to enjoy them, since I don’t have any of the unpleasant duties“I like babies and children, I always have. It’s much easier forfathers do.”

in you.”“No, it’s because you’re like Luddie. You’ve got a bit of womanshe had gone to sleep. Ralph settled her more snugly and pulled aApparently Justine, normally so isolationist, returned his liking;packet of Capstans from his shorts pocket.

“Here, give them to me. I’ll light one for you.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry, please take one for yourself.”“Where’s Meggie?” he asked, taking a lit cigarette from her.when Justine was born, and The Wet seemed to be the last straw.“She’s not here. She never really got over the bad time she hadaround the first of March; another seven weeks to go.”So Luddie and I sent her away for two months. She’ll be backas if the whole of his purpose had suddenly evaporated, and theThe moment Anne spoke she was aware of the change in him;promise of some very special pleasure.

goodbye and not found her…. Athens, and now again. I was awayHe drew a long breath. “This is the second time I’ve come to sayfor a year then and it might have been a lot longer; I didn’t knowat the time. I had never visited Drogheda since Paddy and Stu died,yet when it came I found I couldn’t leave Australia without seeingMeggie. And she’d married, gone away. I wanted to come afterher, but I knew it wouldn’t have
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been fair to her or to Luke. This time I came because I knew Icouldn’t harm what isn’t there.”

“To Rome, to the Vatican. Cardinal di Contini-Verchese has taken“Where are you going?”

And he’s asked for me, as I knew he would. It’s a great compliment,over the duties of Cardinal Monteverdi, who died not long ago.but more than that. I cannot refuse to go.”

“How long will you be away?”“Oh, a very long time, I think. There are war rumbles in Europe,though it seems so far away up here. The Church in Rome needsevery diplomat she has, and thanks to Cardinal di Contini-VercheseI’m classified as a diplomat. Mussolini is closely allied to Hitler,birds of a feather, and somehow the Vatican has to reconcile twoopposing ideologies, Catholicism and Fascism. It won’t be easy. Ispeak German very well, learned Greek when I was in Athens andItalian when I was in Rome. I also speak French and Spanish flu-ently.” He sighed. “I’ve always had a talent for languages, and Icultivated it deliberately. It was inevitable that I would be trans-ferred.”

see Meggie.”“Well, Your Grace, unless you’re sailing tomorrow you can stillshouldn’t Meggie see him once before he went away, especially if,The words popped out before Anne let herself stop to think; whyas he seemed to think, he was going to be away a very long time?were very intelligent and very hard to fool. Oh, yes, he was a bornHis head turned toward her. Those beautiful, distant blue eyesat the back of her mind. Anne found herself hanging breathlesslydiplomat! He knew exactly what she was saying, and every reasonout over the emerald cane toward the brimming river, with theon his answer, but for a long time he said nothing, just sat staringhis profile—the curve of eyelid, the straight nose, the secretivebaby forgotten in the crook of his arm. Fascinated, she stared athemouth, the determined chin. What forces was he marshaling while
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contemplated the view? What complicated balances of love, desire,duty, expediency, will power, longing, did he weigh in his mind,and which against which? His hand lifted the cigarette to his lips;Anne saw the fingers tremble and soundlessly let go her breath.He was not indifferent, then.

Capstan, handed it to him in place of the burned-out stub. It, too,For perhaps ten minutes he said nothing; Anne lit him anotherhe smoked down steadiliy, not once lifting his gaze from the farmountains and the monsoon clouds lowering the sky.

throwing the second stub over the veranda railing after the first.“Where is she?” he asked then in a perfectly normal voice,turn to think. Was one right to push other human beings on aAnd on what she answered depended his decision; it was hercourse which led one knew not where, or to what? Her loyalty wasall to Meggie; she didn’t honestly care an iota what happened tothis man. In his way he was no better than Luke. Off after somemale thing with never the time or the inclination to put a womanahead of it, running and clutching at some dream which probablyonly existed in has addled head. No more substance than the smokefrom the mill dissipating itself in the heavy, molasses-laden air. Butchasing it.it was what he wanted, and he would spend himself and his life inhim. Not even for her—and Anne was beginning to believe he lovedHe hadn’t lost his good sense, no matter what Meggie meant tojeopardize the chance of grasping what he wanted in his hands oneMeggie more than anything except that strange ideal—would hesome crowded resort hotel where he might be recognized, heday. No, not even for her. So if she answered that Meggie was inwho could become anonymous in a crowd. She licked her lips,wouldn’t go. No one knew better than he that he wasn’t the sortfound her voice.

“Meggie’s in a cottage on Matlock Island.”“On where?”
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“Matlock Island. It’s a resort just off Whitsunday Passage, andit’s specially designed for privacy. Besides, at this time of the yearthere’s hardly a soul on it.” She couldn’t resist adding, “Don’t worry,no one will see you!”

“How reassuring.” Very gently he eased the sleeping baby out ofhis arms, handed her to Anne. “Thank you,” he said, going to thesteps. Then he turned back, in his eyes a rather pathetic appeal.“You’re quite wrong,” he said. “I just want to see her, no more thanthat. I shall never involve Meggie in anything which might endangerher immortal soul.”

“Or your own, eh? Then you’d better go as Luke O’Neill; he’sexpected. That way you’ll be sure to create no scandal, for Meggieor for yourself.”

“And what if Luke turns up?’

“There’s no chance of that. He’s gone to Sydney and he won’tbe back until March. The only way he could have known Meggiewas on Matlock is through me, and I didn’t tell him, Your Grace.”

“Does Meggie expect Luke?”

Anne smiled wryly. “Oh, dear me, no.”

“I shan’t harm her,” he insisted. “I just want to see her for a littlewhile, that’s all.”

“I’m well aware of it, Your Grace. But the fact remains that you’dharm her a great deal less if you wanted more,” said Anne.

When old Rob’s car came sputtering along the road Meggie wasat her station on the cottage veranda, hand raised in the signal thateverything was fine and she needed nothing. He stopped in theusual spot to reverse, but before he did so a man in shorts, shirtand sandals sprang out of the car, suitcase in hand.

“Hooroo, Mr. O’Neill!” Rob yelled as he went.

But never again would Meggie mistake them, Luke O’Neill andRalph de Bricassart. That wasn’t Luke; even at the distance and inthe fast-fading light she wasn’t deceived. She stood dumbly andwaited while he
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walked down the road toward her, Ralph de Bricassart. He haddecided he wanted her after all. There could be no other reasonfor his joining her in a place like this, calling himself Luke O’Neill.heart. This was Ralph come to claim her, why couldn’t she feel?Nothing in her seemed to be functioning, not legs or mind orto see him nothing else mattered? This was Ralph, and he was allWhy wasn’t she running down the road to his arms, so utterly gladshe had ever wanted out of living; hadn’t she just spent more thana week trying to get that fact out of her mind? God damn him,God damn him! Why the 

hell did he have to come when she washeart? Oh, it was all going to start again! Stunned, sweating, angry,finally beginning to get him out of her thoughts, if not out of herlarger.she stood woodenly waiting, watching that graceful form growhim.“Hello, Ralph,” she said through clenched teeth, not looking at

“Bring your case inside. Would you like a hot cup of tea?” As“Hello, Meggie.”

him.she spoke she led the way into the living room, still not looking at

“That would be nice,” he said, as stilted as she.

in an electric jug, filled the teapot from a little hot-water geyser overHe followed her into the kitchen and watched while she pluggedthe sink, and busied herself getting cups and saucers down from acupboard. When she handed him the big five-pound tin of Arnottsbiscuits he took a couple of handfuls of cookies out of it and putthem on a plate. The jug boiled, she emptied the hot water out ofthe teapot, spooned loose tea into it and filled it with bubblinglowed with the cups and saucers, back into the living room.water. While she carried the cookie plate and the teapot, he folroom opening off one side of the living room and the kitchen offThe three rooms had been built alongside each other, the bedtwo verandas, onethe other, with the bathroom beyond it. This meant the house had
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each had somewhere excusable to look without having to look atfacing the road and the other the beach. Which in turn meant theythe air through the wide-open sliding doors was filled with theeach other. Full darkness had fallen with tropical suddenness, butof the warm soft wind.lapping of water, the distant surf on the reef, the coming and goingand the silence stretched on after the tea was finished, he shiftingThey drank the tea in silence, though neither could eat a biscuit,of a baby palm outside the road-veranda doors.his gaze to her and she keeping hers steadfastly on the breezy anticsher heart knocked frantically, and seemed to die from the pain of“What’s the matter, Meggie?” he asked, so gently and tenderlyto Matlock to see the woman at all. He had come to see the child.it, the old query of the grown man to the little girl. He hadn’t comeIt was the child he loved, not the woman. The woman he had hatedfrom the moment she came into being.

even now, even now! Time suspended, she stared at him so, andRound and up came her eyes to his, amazed, outraged, furious;in those glass-clear eyes. Meggie’s eyes. Oh, God, Meggie’s eyes!he was forced to see, breath caught astounded, the grown womansee her, nothing more. Though he loved her, he hadn’t come to beHe had meant what he said to Anne Mueller; he just wanted toher lover. Only to see her, talk to her, be her friend, sleep on theliving room couch while he tried once more to unearth the taprootof that eternal fascination she possessed for him, thinking that ifonly he could see it fully exposed, he might gain the spiritual meansto eradicate it.

but he had done it because when he looked into her eyes, there likeIt had been hard to adjust to a Meggie with breasts, a waist, hips;the pool of light in a sanctuary lamp shone his Meggie. A mindand a spirit whose pulls he had never been free from since firstmeeting her, still unchanged inside that distressingly changed body;but while he could see proof of their continued


THE THORN BIRDS / 407



existence in her eyes, he could accept the altered body, disciplinehis attraction to it.

doubted she wanted to do the same until she had turned on himAnd, visiting his own wishes and dreams upon her, he had neverlike a goaded cat, at Justine’s birth. Even then, after the anger andhad gone through, spiritual more than physical. Now, seeing herhurt died in him, he had attributed her behavior to the pain sheshe had shed the lenses of childhood, donned the lenses of a wo-at last as she was, he could pinpoint to a second the moment whenman: that interlude in the Drogheda cemetery after Mary Carson’sbirthday party. When he had explained to her why he couldn’tshow her any special attention, because people might deem himinterested in her as a man. She had looked at him with somethingin her eyes he had not understood, then looked away, and whenshe turned back the expression was gone. From that time, he sawnow, she had thought of him in a different light; she hadn’t kissedhim in a passing weakness when she had kissed him, then goneback to thinking of him in the old way, as he had her. He hadperpetuated his illusions, nurtured them, tucked them into his unchanging way of life as best he could, worn them like a hair shirt.While all the time she had furnished her love for him with woman’sobjects.

first kiss, but the want had never plagued him the way his love forAdmit it, he had physically wanted her from the time of theirthing. She, poor misunderstood creature, had never succumbed toher had; seeing them as separate and distinct, not facets of the samethis particular folly.

Matlock Island, he would have fled from her like Orestes from theAt that moment, had there been any way he could have got offEumenides. But he couldn’t quit the island, and he did have thenight. What can I do, how can I possibly make reparation? I courage to remain in her presence rather than senselessly walk thedolove her! And if I love her, it has to be because of the way she isnow, not because of a juvenile way station
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along her road. It’s womanly things I’ve always loved in her; thebearing of the burden. So, Ralph de Bricassart, take off yourblinkers, see her as she really is, not as she was long ago. Sixteenyears ago, sixteen long incredible years…I am forty-four and sheis twenty-six; neither of us is a child, but I am by far the more immature.

isn’t that so, Meggie? You assumed I had given in at last. And be-You took it for granted the minute I stepped out of Rob’s car,how wrong you were. I ripped the fabric of your delusion apart asfore you even had time to get your breath back I had to show youyou? How could I have been so blind, so utterly self-centered? I’veif it had been a dirty old rag. Oh, Meggie! What have I done tointo little pieces. All these years we’ve been loving at cross-purposes.accomplished nothing in coming to see you, unless it is to cut youhumiliation, but as the expressions flew across his face to the finalStill she was looking into his eyes, her own filling with shame,mistake, the horror of it. And more than that: the fact that he knewone of despairing pity she seemed to realize the magnitude of herher mistake.

Go, run!

he’s left you! The instant she thought it she acted on it, she was Run, Meggie, get out of here with the scrap of prideup out of her chair and fleeing.

of her flight spinning her round against him so hard he staggered.Before she could reach the veranda he caught her, the impetusintegrity, the long pressing down of will upon desire; in momentsIt didn’t matter, any of it, the grueling battle to retain his soul’she had gone lifetimes. All that power held dormant, sleeping, onlyneeding the detonation of a touch to trigger a chaos in which mindwas subservient to passion, mind’s will extinguished in body’s will.he bent his head, groped with his mouth for hers, found it. HerUp slid her arms around his neck, his across her back, spasmed;arms about him as ifmouth, no longer an unwanted, unwelcome memory but real; her
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she couldn’t bear to let him go; the way she seemed to lose eventhe feel of her bones; how dark she was like the night, tangledmemory and desire, unwanted memory and unwelcome desire. Theyears he must have longed for this, longed for her and denied herpower, kept himself even from the thought of her as a woman!must have carried her, but he could not be sure; only that she wasDid he carry her to the bed, or did they walk? He thought hethere upon it, he was there upon it, her skin under his hands, histhey rear me from infancy to think you profanation?skin under hers. Oh, God! My Meggie, my Meggie! How couldhad no meaning, only a depth of dimension more real than realTime ceased to tick and began to flow, washed over him until ittime. He could feel her yet he did not feel her, not as a separategraft which was himself, not a symbiosis which acknowledged herentity; wanting to make her finally and forever a part of himself, aand belly and buttocks; the folds and crevices in between. Trulyas distinct. Never again would he not know the up-thrusts of breastshad shaped and molded her without knowing that he did, let aloneshe was made for him, for he had made her; for sixteen years heanother man had shown her the end of what he had begun forwhy he did. And he forgot that he had ever given her away, thathis rose; his creation. It was a dream from which he would neverhimself, had always intended for himself, for she was his downfall,again awaken, not as long as he was a man, with a man’s body.Oh, dear God! I know, I know! I know why I kept her as an ideabut why does it have to be learned like this?and a child within me for so long after she had grown beyond both,Because at last he understood that what he had aimed to be was

not a man. Not a man, never a man; something far greater, something beyond the fate of a mere man. Yet after all his fate was hereunder his hands, struck quivering and alight with him, her man. Aman, forever a man. Dear Lord, couldst Thou not
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have kept this from me? I am a man, I can never be God; it was adelusion, that life in search of godhead. Are we all the same, wepriests, yearning to be God? We abjure the one act which irrefutablyproves us men.

of tears at the still, faintly lit face, watched its rosebud mouth dropHe wrapped his arms about her and looked down with eyes fullopen, gasp, become a helpless O of astonished pleasure. Her armsand legs were round him, living ropes which bound him to her,silkily, sleekly tormented him; he put his chin into her shouldermaddening, exasperating drive of a man grappling with fate. Hisand his cheek against the softness of hers, gave himself over to thefor one moment he was within the sun, then the brilliance faded,mind reeled, slipped, became utterly dark and blindingly bright;grew grey, and went out. This was being a man. He could be nomore. But that was not the source of the pain. The pain was in thefinal moment, the finite moment, the empty, desolate realization:ecstasy is fleeting. He couldn’t bear to let her go, not now that hehad her; he had made her for himself. So he clung to her like adrowning man to a spar in a lonely sea, and soon, buoyant, risingagain on a tide grown quickly familiar, he succumbed to the inscrut-able fate which is a man’s.



an echo of death, a demanding nuisance? Whatever it was, he hadWhat was sleep? Meggie wondered. A blessing, a respite from life,beside her shoulder, possessive even in it. She was tired, too, butyielded himself to it, and lay with his arm over her and his headgrasp on consciousness he might not be there when she picked itshe would not let herself sleep. Somehow she felt if she relaxed herive, beautiful mouth uttered its first words. What would he say toup again. Later she could sleep, after he was awake and the secretwhat he had abandoned? So many years he had fought it, madeher? Would he regret it? Had she been a pleasure to him worthlain down his arms at last,her fight it with him; she could hardly make herself believe he had
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of his pain which blotted out his long denial of her.but there had been things he had said in the night and in the midstever being. From the moment he had pulled her back from the doorShe was supremely happy, happier than she could rememberutter pleasure. I was made for him, and only for him…. That’s whyit had been a body poem, a thing of arms and hands and skin andon her body’s tide, all she could think was that to give himI felt so little with Luke! Borne out beyond the limits of endurancemust never regret it, never. Oh, his pain! There had been momentseverything she could was more necessary to her than life itself. Heonly contributed to her happiness; there was some justice in hiswhen she seemed actually to feel it as if it had been her own. Whichpain.

love in their blueness which had warmed her, given her purposeHe was awake. She looked down into his eyes and saw the samesince childhood; and with it a great, shadowed fatigue. Not aweariness of the body, but a weariness of the soul.

same bed as another person; it was in a way more intimate thanHe was thinking that in all his life he had never woken in thethe sexual act preceding it, a deliberate indication of emotional ties,marine tang and sun-soaked vegetation, he drifted for a while ona cleaving to her. Light and empty as the air so alluringly full ofhis mandate to fight her, the peace of losing a long, incrediblythe wings of a different kind of freedom: the relief of relinquishingAh, but I gave you a good fight, my Meggie! Yet in the end it isn’tbloody war and finding the surrender far sweeter than the battles.of myself.your fragments I must glue together, but the dismembered chunksous is the pride of a priest of my kind; like Lucifer I aspired to thatYou were put in my life to show me how false, how presumptuobedience, even the poverty before Mary Carson. But until thiswhich is God’s alone, and like Lucifer, I fell. I had the chastity, themorning
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I have never known humility. Dear Lord, if she meant nothing tome it would be easier to bear, but sometimes I think I love her farmore than I do Thee, and that, too, is a part of Thy punishment.Her I do not doubt; Thou? A trick, a phantom, a jest. 

How can Ilove a jest? And yet, I do.make breakfast,” he said, desperate for something to say, and felt“If I could get the energy together, I’d go for a swim and thenher smile against his chest.need to put anything on here. No one comes.”“Go for the swim part, I’ll make the breakfast. And there’s nostretched. “It’s a beautiful morning. I wonder if that’s an omen.”“Truly paradise!” He swung his legs off the bed, sat up andlay watching him as he walked to the sliding doors giving onto theAlready the pain of parting; just because he had left the bed; shebeach, stepped outside and paused. He turned, held out his hand.

“Come with me? We can get breakfast together.”summer wind cool; coarse grass sent feelers down onto the crum-The tide was in, the reef covered, the early sun hot but the restlesspickings.bling, unsandlike sand, where crabs and insects scuttled after“I feel as if I’ve never seen the world before,” he said, staring.aftermath more incomprehensible than the night’s dreamy reality.Meggie clutched at his hand; she felt visited, and found this sunnyHer eyes rested on him, aching. It was time out of mind, a differentworld.for as long as it lasts.”So she said, “Not this world. How could you? This is our world,“What’s Luke like?” he asked, over breakfast.you physically as I used to think, because in those days I missedShe put her head on one side, considering. “Not as much likeried him because he reminded me of you. At any rate, I had madeyou more, I hadn’t got used to doing without you. I believe I mar-above the rest. I don’t mean in worthiness,up my mind to marry someone, and he stood head and shoulders
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or niceness, or any of the things women are supposed to find desir-able in a husband. Just in some way I can’t put a finger on. Exceptperhaps that he isHis face twisted. “Is that how you see me, Meggie?” like you. He doesn’t need women, either.”There’s something in Luke and in you which believes that needing“Truthfully? I think so. I’ll never understand why, but I think so.really need.”a woman is a weakness. I don’t mean to sleep with; I mean to need,“And accepting that, you can still want us?”

say it isn’t important, and it’s certainly caused me a lot of unhappi-She shrugged, smiled with a trace of pity. “Oh, Ralph! I don’tness, but it is the way things are. I’d be a fool to waste myself tryingto eradicate it, when it can’t be eradicated. The best I can do isexploit the weakness, not ignore its existence. Because I want andneed, too. And apparently I want and need people like you andLuke, or I wouldn’t have spent myself over the pair of you the wayI have. I’d have married a good, kind, simple man like my father,someone who did want and need me. But there’s a streak of Samsonmore pronounced.”in every man, I think. It’s just that in men like you and Luke, it’s

“That’s not wisdom, Ralph. Just common sense. I’m not a veryHe didn’t seem at all insulted; he was smiling. “My wise Meggie!”the older ones at any rate will ever get married, or have girlfriendswise person at all, you know that. But look at my brothers. I doubtmight have over them, and they’re quite wrapped up in Mum.”even. They’re terribly shy, they’re frightened of the power a woman

Day followed day, and night followed night. Even the heavy sum-mer rains were beautiful, to be walked in naked and listened to onthe iron roof, as warm and full of caresses as the sun. And whenwas teaching her to swim.the sun was out they walked too, lazed on the beach, swam; for he
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Sometimes when he didn’t know he was being watched Meggiewould look at him and try desperately to imprint his face upon herbrain’s core, remembering how in spite of the love she had borneFrank, with the passing of the years his image had dimmed, thelook of him. There were the eyes, the nose, the mouth, the stunningsilver wings in that black hair, the long hard body which had keptthe slenderness and tautness of youth, yet had set a little, lostelasticity. And he would turn to find her watching him, a look inhis eyes of haunted grief, a doomed look. She understood the im-plicit message, or thought she did; he must go, back to the Churchand his duties. Never again with the same spirit, perhaps, but moreable to serve. For only those who have slipped and fallen know thevicissitudes of the way.

One day, when the sun had gone down far enough to bloodythe sea and stain the coral sand a hazy yellow, he turned to her asthey lay on the beach.

“Meggie, I’ve never been so happy, or so unhappy.”

“I know, Ralph.”

“I believe you do. Is it why I love you? You’re not much out ofthe ordinary way, Meggie, and yet you aren’t ordinary at all. DidI sense it, all those years ago? I must have, I suppose. My passionfor titian hair! Little did I know where it would lead me. I love you,Meggie.”

“Are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow. I must. My ship sails for Genoa in less than a week.”

“Genoa?”

“Rome, actually. For a long time, perhaps the rest of my life. Idon’t know.”

“Don’t worry, Ralph, I’ll let you go without any fuss. My timeis almost up, too. I’m leaving Luke, I’m going home to Drogheda.”

“Oh, my dear! Not because of this, because of me?”

“No, of course not,” she lied. “I’d made up my mind before youarrived. Luke doesn’t want me or need me, he won’t miss me inthe slightest. But I need a home,
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going to be that place. It isn’t right that poor Justine should growsomewhere of my own, and I think now that Drogheda is alwaysLuddie don’t think of me like a servant. But it’s how I think ofup in a house where I’m the servant, though I know Anne andto understand she hasn’t a normal sort of home. In a way shemyself, and how Justine will think of me when she’s old enoughI’m going back to Drogheda.”never will enjoy that, but I must do as much for her as I can. So

“No, don’t. Do you think I need letters, after this? I don’t want“I’ll write to you, Meggie.”

of unscrupulous people. So no letters. If you’re ever in Australia itanything between us which might endanger you, fall into the handswarning you, Ralph, to think before you do. There are only twowould be natural and normal of you to visit Drogheda, though I’mon Matlock, and on Drogheda.”places in the world where you belong to me ahead of God—herehair. “Meggie, I wish with all my heart I could marry you, neverHe pulled her into his arms and held her, stroking her brightI’ll never be free of you again. I wish I hadn’t come to Matlock.be apart from you again. I don’t want to leave you…. And in a wayknow things about myself I would never have known or faced if IBut we can’t change what we are, and perhaps it’s just as well. Ihadn’t come. It’s better to contend with the known than the unknown. I love you. I always have, and I always will. Rememberit.”

dropped Ralph, and waited patiently while they said their farewells.The next day Rob appeared for the first time since he hadObviously not a couple of newly-weds, for he’d come later thanshe and was leaving first. Not illicit lovers, either. They were mar-ried; it was written all over them. But they were fond of each other,very fond indeed. Like him and his Missus; a big difference in age,and that made for a good marriage.

“Goodbye, Meggie.”

“I will. And you.”“Goodbye, Ralph. Take care of yourself.”
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He bent to kiss her; in spite of her resolution she clung to him,but when he plucked her hands from around his neck she put themstiffly behind her and kept them there.

He got into the car and sat while Rob reversed, then stared aheadthrough the windscreen without once looking back at her. It wasa rare man who could do that, Rob reflected, without ever havingheard of Orpheus. They drove in silence through the rain forestand came at last to the sea side of Matlock, and the long jetty. Asthey shook hands Rob looked into his face, wondering. He hadnever seen eyes so human, or so sad. The aloofness has passedfrom Archbishop Ralph’s gaze forever.

When Meggie came back to Himmelhoch Anne knew at once shewould lose her. Yes, it was the same Meggie—but so much more,somehow. Whatever Archbishop Ralph might have told himselfbefore he went to Matlock, on Matlock things had gone Meggie’sway at last, not his. About time, too.

She took Justine into her arms as if she only now understoodwhat having Justine meant, and stood rocking the little thing whileshe looked around the room, smiling. Her eyes met Anne’s, soalive, so shining with emotion that Anne felt her own eyes fill withreciprocal tears of that same joy.

“I can’t thank you enough, Anne.”

“Pish, for what?”

“For sending Ralph. You must have known it would mean I’dleave Luke, so I thank you just that much more, dear. Oh, you haveno idea what it did for me! I had made up my mind I was goingto stay with Luke, you know. Now I’m going back to Drogheda,and I’m never going to leave it again.”

“I hate to see you go and especially I hate to see Justine go, butI’m glad for both of you, Meggie. Luke will never give you anythingbut unhappiness.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“Back from the CSR. He’s cutting near Ingham.”
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“I’ll have to go and see him, tell him. And, much as I loathe theidea, sleep with him.”

“What?”

The eyes shone. “I’m two weeks overdue, and I’m never a dayoverdue. The only other time I was, Justine was starting. I’mpregnant, Anne, I know I am!”

before; and perhaps she had not. She licked her lips and stammered,“My God!” Anne gasped at Meggie as if she had never seen her“It could be a false alarm.”

There are some things one just knows.”But Meggie shook her head positively. “Oh, no. I’m pregnant.“A nice pickle if you are,” Anne muttered.

“Oh, Anne, don’t be blind! Don’t you see what this means? Ican never have Ralph, I’ve always known I could never have Ralph.But I have, I have!” She laughed, gripping Justine so hard Annewas frightened the baby would scream, but strangely she did not.“I’ve got the part of Ralph the Church can never have, the part ofhim which carries on from generation to generation. Through mehe’ll continue to live, because I know it’s going to be a son! Andthat son will have sons, and they’ll have sons—I’ll beat God yet.I’ve loved Ralph since I was ten years old, and I suppose I’ll stillbe loving him if I live to be a hundred. But he isn’t mine, wherehis child will be. Mine, Anne, mine!”

“Oh, Meggie!” Anne said helplessly.

iar Meggie, quiet and sweet but with the faint thread of iron, theThe passion died, the exhilaration; she became once more familjust what she had done in sending Ralph de Bricassart to Matlockcapacity to bear much. Only now Anne trod carefully, wonderingdidn’t think so. It must have been there all the time, so well hiddenIsland. Was it possible for anyone to change this much? Annethread of iron in Meggie; she was solid steel.its presence was rarely suspected. There was far more than a faint“Meggie, if you love me at all, please remember something forme?”
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The grey eyes crinkled at the corners. “I’ll try!”

“I’ve picked up most of Luddie’s tomes over the years, when I’verun out of my own books. Especially the ones with the ancientGreek stories, because they fascinate me. They say the Greeks havea word for everything, and that there’s no human situation theGreeks didn’t describe.”

“I know. I’ve read some of Luddie’s books, too.”

“Then don’t you remember? The Greeks say it’s a sin against thegods to love something beyond all reason. And do you rememberthat they say when someone is loved so, the Gods become jealous,and strike the object down in the very fullness of its flower? There’sa lesson in it, Meggie. It’s profane to love too much.”

“Profane, Anne, that’s the key word! I shan’t love Ralph’s babyprofanely, but with the purity of the Blessed Mother herself.”

Anne’s brown eyes were very sad. “Ah, but did she love purely?The object of her love was struck down in the very fullness of Hisflower, wasn’t He?”

Meggie put Justine in her cot. “What must be, must be. Ralph Ican’t have, his baby I can. I feel…oh, as if there’s a purpose to mylife after all! That’s been the worst thing about these three and ahalf years, Anne. I was beginning to think there was no purposeto my life.” She smiled briskly, decisively. “I’m going to protect thischild in every way I can, no matter what the cost to myself. Andthe first thing is that no one, including Luke, shall ever imply it hasno right to the only name I’m at liberty to give it. The very thoughtof sleeping with Luke makes me ill, but I’ll do it. I’d sleep with theDevil himself if it could help this baby’s future. Then I’m goinghome to Drogheda, and I hope I never see Luke again.” She turnedfrom the cot. “Will you and Luddie come to see us? Drogheda al-ways has room for friends.”

“Once a year, for as many years as you’ll have us. Luddie and Iwant to see Justine grow up.”
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up as the little rail motor rocked and jolted the long miles to Ing-Only the thought of Ralph’s baby kept Meggie’s sagging courageher, getting into a bed with Luke ever again would have been theham. Had it not been for the new life she was sure was growing inhave entered into a contract with the Devil.ultimate sin against herself; but for Ralph’s baby she would indeedknew that. But she had laid her plans with what foresight she could,From a practical viewpoint it wasn’t going to be easy either, sheconceal much from him; he was too shrewd, and too deeply inand with Luddie’s aid, oddly enough. It hadn’t been possible tohead, and then proceeded to give her some excellent advice. TheAnne’s confidence. He had looked at Meggie sadly, shaken hisactual aim of her mission hadn’t been mentioned, of course, butLuddie was as adept at adding two and two as most people whoread massive tomes.

he’s worn out after the cane,” said Luddie delicately. “Much better“You won’t want to have to tell Luke you’re leaving him whenif you catch him in a good mood, isn’t it? Best thing is, see him ona Saturday night or a Sunday after it’s been his week cooking. Thegrapevine says Luke’s the best cook on the cutting circuit—learnedto cook when he was low man on the shearing totem pole, andshearers are much fussier eaters than cutters. Means cooking doesn’tupset him, you know. Probably finds it as easy as falling off a log.That’s the speed, then, Meggie. You slap the news on him whenhe’s feeling real good after a week in the barracks kitchen.”blushing days; she looked at Luddie steadily without going the leastIt seemed to Meggie lately that she had gone a long way frombit pink.

any way I could find out, if you can’t?”“Could you find out which week Luke cooks, Luddie? Or is therethe old grapevine. I’ll find out.”“Oh, she’s apples,” he said cheerfully. “I’ve got my branches on
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It was mid Saturday afternoon when Meggie checked into theIngham pub that looked the most respectable. All North Queenslandtowns were famous for one thing: they had pubs on all four cornersof every block. She put her small case in her room, then made herway back to the unlovely foyer to find a telephone. There was aRugby League football team in town for a pre-season trainingmatch, and the corridors were full of half-naked, wholly drunkplayers who greeted her appearance with cheers and affectionatepats on the back and behind. By the time she got the use of thephone she was shaking with fright; everything about this ventureseemed to be an ordeal. But through the din and the loomingdrunken faces she managed to call Braun’s, the farm where Luke’sgang was cutting, and ask that a message be relayed to him thathis wife was in Ingham, wanting to see him. Seeing her fear, thepublican walked back to her room with her, and waited until heheard her turn the key.

Meggie leaned against the door, limp with relief; if it meant shedidn’t eat again until she was back in Dunny, she wasn’t venturingto the dining room. Luckily the publican had put her right next tothe women’s bathroom, so she ought to be able to make thatjourney when necessary. The moment she thought her legs wouldhold her up she wobbled to the bed and sat on it, her head bowed,looking at her quivering hands.

All the way down she had thought about the best way of goingabout it, and everything in her cried, Quickly, quickly! Until comingto live at Himmelhoch she had never read a description of a seduc-tion, and even now, armed with several such recountings, she wasn’tconfident of her ability to go about one herself. But that was whatshe had to do, for she knew once she started to talk to Luke it wouldbe all over. Her tongue itched to tell him what she really thoughtof him. But more than that, the desire to be back on Droghedawith Ralph’s baby made safe consumed her.

Shivering in the sultry sugary air she took off her
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to think beyond the expediency of making Ralph’s baby safe.clothes and lay down on the bed, eyes closed, willing herself notalone at nine o’clock; by then most of them were insensible, andThe footballers didn’t worry Luke at all when he entered the pubaway than their beer glasses.the few still on their feet were too far gone to notice anything farthercook Luke was rested, eager for a change and oozing goodwill.Luddie had been exactly right; at the end of his week’s stint asWhen Braun’s young son had brought Meggie’s message down tothe barracks he was just washing the last of the supper dishes andplanning to cycle into Ingham, join Arne and the blokes on theircustomary Saturday-night binge. The prospect of Meggie was a veryagreeable alternative; ever since that holiday on the Atherton hehad found himself wanting her occasionally in spite of his physicalexhaustion. Only his horror of starting her off on the let’s-settledown-in-our-own-home cry had kept him away from Himmelhochwhenever he was near Dunny. But now she had come to him, andhe was not at all averse to a night in bed. So he finished the dishesin a hurry, and was lucky enough to be picked up by a truck afterhe had pedaled a scant half mile. But as he walked his bike thethree blocks from where his ride had dropped him to the pub wherechemist shops were closed, and he didn’t have any French letters.Meggie was staying, some of his anticipation flattened. All thechocolates and dead blowflies, then shrugged. Well, he’d just haveHe stopped, stared in a window full of moth-eaten, heat-stippledbaby, with any luck it would be a boy this time.to take his chances. It would only be tonight, and if there was abed and padded over to the door.Meggie jumped nervously when she heard his knock, got off the“Who is it?” she called.

“Luke,” came his voice.

behind it as Luke pushed it wider. The momentShe turned the key, opened the door a tiny way, and stepped
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looked at her; at the breasts which were bigger, rounder, more en-he was inside she slammed it shut, and stood looking at him. Hefrom the baby. If he had been in need of stimuli they were moreticing than ever, the nipples no longer pale pink but a rich dark redthe bed.than adequate; he reached out to pick her up, and carried her towelcomed him to a pitch of fevered want he had never before ex-By daylight she still hadn’t spoken a word, though her touch hadvorced from him.perienced. Now she lay moved away from him, and curiously dibrings you down to Ingham, Meg?” he asked.He stretched luxuriously, yawned, cleared his throat. “WhatHer head turned; she regarded him with wide, contemptuouseyes.“Well, what brings you here?” he repeated, nettled.

be bothered answering. Which was ridiculous, after the night.No reply, only the same steady, stinging gaze, as if she couldn’tto Drogheda,” she said.Her lips opened; she smiled. “I came to tell you I’m going homeFor a moment he didn’t believe her, then he looked at her facemore closely and saw she meant it, all right. “Why?” he asked.she said.“I told you what would happen if you didn’t take me to Sydney,”flaming eighteen months ago! And I His astonishment was absolutely genuine. “But, Meg! That’sbloody expensive weeks on the Atherton! I couldn’t afford to takegave you a holiday! Fouryou to Sydney on top of that!”

me,” she said stubbornly. “I can understand the first time, since I“You’ve been to Sydney twice since then, both times withoutwas expecting Justine, but heaven knows I could have done witha holiday away from The Wet this last January.”“Oh, Christ!”

thousand pounds you’ve had from me, money that’s rightfully“What a skinflint you are, Luke,” she went on gently. “Twentymine, and yet you begrudge the few
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and your money! You make me sick.”measly pounds it would have cost you to take me to Sydney. Youit, and more besides.”“I haven’t touched it,” he said feebly. “It’s there, every penny ofhaven’t any intention of spending it, have you? You want to adore“Yes, that’s right. Sitting in the bank, where it always will. Youit, like a golden calf. Admit it, Luke, you’re a miser. And what andaughter the way you wouldn’t dream of treating a pair of dogs,unforgivable idiot you are into the bargain! To treat your wife andconceited, self-centered to ignore their existences, let alone their needs! You complacent,bastard!”

on him, especially after the night, was like being bitten to death byWhite-faced, trembling, he searched for speech; to have Meg turndidn’t seem to be any way he could make her understand the puritya butterfly. The injustice of her accusations appalled him, but therecouldn’t appreciate the grand design at back of it all.of his motives. Womanlike, she saw only the obvious; she justnation. “I’ve never ill-treated you,” he added. “No, I definitelySo he said, “Oh, Meg!” in tones of bewilderment, despair, resigYou’ve had enough to eat, a roof over your head, you’ve beenhaven’t! There’s no one could say I was cruel to you. No one!warm—”

never been warmer in my life.” She shook her head, laughed.“Oh, yes,” she interrupted. “That’s one thing I’ll grant you. I’ve“What’s the use? It’s like talking to a brick wall.”

“By all means do,” said Meggie icily, getting off the bed and“I might say the same!”

“I don’t want to marry again. If you want a divorce, you knowslipping on her panties. “I’m not going to divorce you,” she said.I? I’m deserting you—or at least that’s the way the courts in thiswhere to find me. Technically speaking, I’m the one at fault, aren’tshoulders about the perfidies and ingratitude of women.”country will see it. You and the judge can cry on each other’s
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“I never deserted you,” he maintained.

“You can keep my twenty thousand pounds, Luke. But not another penny do you ever get from me. My future income I’m going touse to support Justine, and perhaps another child if I’m lucky.”

“So that’s it!” he said. “All you were after was another bloodybaby, wasn’t it? That’s why you came down here—a swan song,a little present from me for you to take back to Drogheda with you!Another bloody baby, not me! It never was me, was it? To you I’mjust a breeder! Christ, what a have!”

“That’s all most men are to most women,” she said maliciously.“You bring out the worst in me, Luke, in more ways than you’llever understand. Be of good cheer! I’ve earned you more moneyin the last three and a half years than the sugar has. If there is another child, it’s none of your concern. As of this minute I neverwant to see you again, not as long as I live.”

She was into her clothes. As she picked up her handbag and thelittle case by the door she turned back, her hand on the knob.

“Let me give you a little word of advice, Luke. In case you everget yourself another woman, when you’re too old and too tired togive yourself to the cane any more. You can’t kiss for toffee. Youopen your mouth too wide, you swallow a woman whole like apython. Saliva’s fine, but not a deluge of it.” She wiped her handviciously across her mouth. “You make me want to be sick! LukeO’Neill, the great I-am! You’re a nothing!”

After she had gone he sat on the edge of the bed staring at theclosed door for a long while. Then he shrugged and started to dress.Not a long procedure, in North Queensland. Just a pair of shorts.If he hurried he could get a ride back to the barracks with Arne andthe blokes. Good old Arne. Dear old mate. A man was a fool. Sexwas one thing, but a man’s mates were quite another.
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Not wanting anyone to know of her return, Meggie rode out toDrogheda on the mail truck with old Bluey Williams, Justine in abasket on the seat beside her. Bluey was delighted to see her andeager to know what she had been doing for the last four years, butas they neared the homestead he fell silent, divining her wish tocome home in peace.

Back to brown and silver, back to dust, back to that wonderfulpurity and spareness North Queensland so lacked. No profligategrowth here, no hastening of decay to make room for more; onlya slow, wheeling inevitability like the constellations. Kangaroos,more than ever. Lovely little symmetrical wilgas, round and mat-ronly, almost coy. Galahs, soaring in pink waves of undersidesabove the truck. Emus at full run. Rabbits, hopping out of the roadwith white powder puffs flashing cheekily. Bleached skeletons ofdead trees in the grass. Mirages of timber stands on the far curvinghorizon as they came across the Dibban-Dibban plain, only theunsteady blue lines across their bases to indicate that the treesweren’t real. The sound she had so missed but never thought tomiss, crows carking desolately. Misty brown veils of dust whippedalong by the dry autumn wind like dirty rain. And the grass, thesilver-
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beige grass of the Great Northwest, stretching to the sky like a be-nediction.

a-hum with bees. Stockyards and buttery yellow sandstone build-Drogheda, Drogheda! Ghost gums and sleepy giant pepper treesgarden, wallflowers and zinnias, asters and dahlias, marigolds andings, alien green lawn around the big house, autumn flowers in theyard, Mrs. Smith standing gaping, then laughing, crying, Minniecalendulas, chrysanthemums, roses, roses. The gravel of the back-and Cat running, old stringy arms like chains around her heart.For Drogheda was home, and here was her heart, for always.Fee came out to see what all the fuss was about.

“Hello Mum. I’ve come home.”

Meggie understood. Mum The grey eyes didn’t change, but in the new growth of her soulwas glad; she just didn’t know how toshow it.

Smith and the maids were as entitled to know as she was herself.“Have you left Luke?” Fee asked, taking it for granted that Mrs.his children, or me.”“Yes. I shall never go back to him. He didn’t want a home, or

“Children?”

“Yes. I’m going to have another baby.”

in that measured voice, gladness underneath.Oohs and aahs from the servants, and Fee speaking her judgmentcan look after you here.”“If he doesn’t want you, then you were right to come home. Wedens. And a room next door for Justine, the new baby when itHer old room, looking out across the Home Paddock, the gar-came. Oh, it was so good to be home!

becoming a little bent and sinewy as the sun baked his skin andBob was glad to see her, too. More and more like Paddy, he washis bones to dryness. He had the same gentle strength of character,but perhaps because he had never been the progenitor of a largefamily, he lacked Paddy’s fatherly mien. And he was like Fee,
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He had to be into his middle thirties, Meggie thought in suddenalso. Quiet, self-contained, not one to air his feelings or opinions.in, two duplicate Bobs without his authority, their shy smiles wel-surprise, and still he wasn’t married. Then Jack and Hughie cameit is the land, for the land doesn’t need articulateness or socialcoming her home. That must be it, she reflected; they are so shy,wholehearted fealty.graces. It needs only what they bring to it, voiceless love andcorn Jims and Patsy had picked up from the AML&F. in Gilly.The Cleary men were all home that night, to unload a truck ofyears, not a drop. And the bunnies are a bigger curse than the“I’ve never seen it so dry, Meggie,” Bob said. “No rain in twoWe’re going to try to hand-feed, but you know what sheep are.”kangas; they’re eating more grass than sheep and kangas combined.able of understanding even the rudiments of survival. What littleOnly too well did Meggie know what sheep were. Idiots, incap-brain the original animal had ever possessed was entirely bred outor scrub cut from their natural environment. But there just weren’tof these woolly aristocrats. Sheep wouldn’t eat anything but grass,sheep.enough hands to cut scrub to satisfy over a hundred thousand“I take it you can use me?” she asked.if you’ll ride the inside paddocks the way you used to.”“Can we! You’ll free up a man’s hands for scrubcutting, Meggie,they quit Riverview forever, couldn’t head back to the black-oilTrue as their word, the twins were home for good. At fourteenand Hughies, in what was gradually replacing the old-fashionedplains quickly enough. Already they looked like juvenile Bobs, Jackswhite moleskin breeches, white shirt, a flat-crowned grey felt hatgrey twill and flannel as the uniform of the Great Northwest grazier:with a broad brim, and ankle-high elastic-sided riding boots withflat heels. Only the handful of half-caste aborigines who lived inGilly’s
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heeled fancy boots and ten-gallon Stetsons. To a black-soil plains-shanty section aped the cowboys of the American West, in highA man couldn’t walk through the scrub in high-heeled boots, andman such gear was a useless affectation, a part of a different culture.was far too hot and heavy.a man often had to walk through the scrub. And a ten-gallon Stetsonstables were empty. Meggie insisted she was happy with a stockThe chestnut mare and the black gelding were both dead; thepart-thoroughbred hacks—a creamy mare with a black mane andhorse, but Bob went over to Martin King’s to buy her two of hisold chestnut mare hit Meggie harder than her actual parting fromtail, and a leggy chestnut gelding. For some reason the loss of themore clearly stated. But it was so good to be out in the paddocksRalph, a delayed reaction; as if in this the fact of his going waswatch the birds, the sky, the land.again, to ride with the dogs, eat the dust of a bleating mob of sheep,outlast the droughts Meggie remembered, but this was different.It was terribly dry. Drogheda’s grass had always managed toThe grass was patchy now; in between its tussocks the dark groundshowed, cracked into a fine network of fissures gaping like parchedmouths. For which mostly thank the rabbits. In the four years ofher absence they had suddenly multiplied out of all reason, thoughshe supposed they had been bad for many years before that. It wassaturation point. They were everywhere, and they, too, ate thejust that almost overnight their numbers had reached far beyondprecious grass.

little things mangled in steel teeth, but too much of a land personShe learned to set rabbit traps, hating in a way to see the sweetname of survival wasn’t cruelty.herself to flinch from doing what had to be done. To kill in thefrom England,” said Bob bitterly.“God rot the homesick Pommy who shipped the first rabbits outation had completely upset the ecologicalThey were not native to Australia, and their sentimental import-
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balance of the continent where sheep and cattle had not, these beingscientifically grazed from the moment of their introduction. Therewas no natural Australian predator to control the rabbit numbers,and imported foxes didn’t thrive. Man must be an unnatural predator, but there were too few men, too many rabbits.



homestead with Mrs. Smith, Minnie and Cat, sewing or knittingAfter Meggie grew too big to sit a horse, she spent her days in theit as he) was a part of her as Justine never had been; she sufferedfor the little thing squirming inside her. He (she always thought ofhim. Perhaps Justine was inadvertently responsible for some of this;no sickness or depression, and looked forward eagerly to bearingbaby to an extremely intelligent girl child, Meggie found herselfnow that the little pale-eyed thing was changing from a mindlessshe had been indifferent to Justine, and she yearned to lavish lovefascinated with the process and the child. It was a long time sincerebuffed was a shock, but that was what Justine did at every affec-upon her daughter, hug her, kiss her, laugh with her. To be politelytionate overture.

get them back under her wing again, then came the disappointmentWhen Jims and Patsy left Riverview, Mrs. Smith had thought toof discovering they were away in the paddocks most of the time.So Mrs. Smith turned to little Justine, and found herself as firmlyshut out as Meggie was. It seemed that Justine didn’t want to behugged, kissed or made to laugh.

and in command of a very articulate tongue, she proceeded to goShe walked and talked early, at nine months. Once upon her feether own way and do precisely whatever she wanted. Not that shemetal indeed. Meggie knew nothing about genes, but if she hadwas either noisy or defiant; simply that she was made of very hardCleary, Armstrong and O’Neill. It couldn’t fail to be powerful hu-she might have pondered upon the result of an intermingling ofman soup.But the most dismaying thing was Justine’s dogged
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refusal to smile or laugh. Every soul on Drogheda turned insideout performing antics to make her germinate a grin, without success.When it came to innate solemnity she outdid her grandmother.old, Meggie’s son was born on Drogheda. He was almost fourOn the first of October, when Justine was exactly sixteen monthsweeks early and not expected; there were two or three sharp contractions, the water broke, and he was delivered by Mrs. Smith andFee a few minutes after they rang for the doctor. Meggie had scarcelyhad time to dilate. The pain was minimal, the ordeal so quicklyover it might hardly have been; in spite of the stitches she had tohave because his entry into the world had been so precipitate,Meggie felt wonderful. Totally dry for Justine, her breasts were fullto overflowing. No need for bottles or tins of Lactogen this time.hair atop his perfect little skull, and vivid blue eyes which gave noAnd he was so beautiful! Long and slender, with a quiff of flaxenhint of changing later to some other color. How could they change?They were Ralph’s eyes, as he had Ralph’s hands, Ralph’s noseand mouth, even Ralph’s feet. Meggie was unprincipled enough tobe very thankful Luke had been much the same build and coloringas Ralph, much the same in features. But the hands, the way thebrows grew in, the downy widow’s peak, the shape of the fingersand toes; they were so much Ralph, so little Luke. Better hope noone remembered which man owned what.

cinate her.“Have you decided on his name?” asked Fee; he seemed to fasMum was going to love again; oh, maybe not the way she hadMeggie watched her as she stood holding him, and was grateful.loved Frank, but at least she would feel something.

“I’m going to call him Dane.”

thought you were finished with the O’Neills?”“What a queer name! Why? Is it an O’Neill family name? I“It’s got nothing to do with Luke. This is 

his name, no one else’s.I hate family names; it’s like wishing a
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piece of someone different onto a new person. I called Justine Justinesimply because I liked the name, and I’m calling Dane Dane forthe same reason.

“Well, it does have a nice ring to it,” Fee admitted.

Mum. Oh, I hope he’s hungry! And I hope old Blue remembers toMeggie winced; her breasts were too full. “Better give him to me,into Gilly for it.”bring that breast pump. Otherwise you’re going to have to drivehurt. Looking down on him, the closed eyes with their dark, gold-He was hungry; he tugged at her so hard his gummy little mouthtipped lashes, the feathery brows, the tiny working cheeks, Meggiecould.loved him so much the love hurt her more than his sucking everby God, Ralph de Bricassart, by that God you love more than me,He is enough; he has to be enough, I’ll not get any more. Butyou’ll never know what I stole from you—and from Him. I’mpillows to settle him more comfortably into the crook of her arm,never going to tell you about Dane. Oh, my baby! Shifting on theand I’m never going to give you up to anyone else. Least of all toto see more easily that perfect little face. My baby! You’re mine,wonderful?your father, who is a priest and can’t acknowledge you. Isn’t that



Ralph landed in an Italy bursting into full, Mediterranean spring,The boat docked in Genoa at the beginning of April. Archbishopbeen met, chauffeured in a Vatican car to Rome, but he dreadedand caught a train to Rome. Had he requested it he could havemoment off as long as he could. The Eternal City. It was truly that,to feel the Church close around him again; he wanted to put thedomes, and pigeon-strewn plazas, the ambitious fountains, thehe thought, staring out of the taxi windows at the campaniles andto him they were all superfluities. What mattered to him was theRoman columns with their bases buried deep in the centuries. Well,anything but sumptuous private rooms.part of Rome called the Vatican, its sumptuous public rooms, its
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A black-and-cream-robed Dominican monk led him through highmarble corridors, amid bronze and stone figures worthy of a mu-seum, past great paintings in the styles of Giotto, Raphael, Botticelli,Fra Angelico. He was in the public rooms of a great cardinal, andno doubt the wealthy Contini-Verchese family had given much toenhance their august scion’s surroundings.

In a room of ivory and gold, rich with color from tapestries andpictures, French carpeted and furnished, everywhere touches ofcrimson, sat Vittorio Scarbanza, Cardinal di Contini-Verchese. Thesmall smooth hand, its ruby ring glowing, was extended to him inwelcome; glad to fix his eyes downward, Archbishop Ralph crossedthe room, knelt, took the hand to kiss the ring. And laid his cheekagainst the hand, knowing he couldn’t lie, though he had meantto right up until the moment his lips touched that symbol of spir-itual power, temporal authority.

Cardinal Vittorio put his other hand on the bent shoulder, nod-ding a dismissal to the monk, then as the door closed softly hishand went from shoulder to hair, rested in its dark thickness,smoothed it back tenderly from the half-averted forehead. It hadchanged; soon it would be no longer black, but the color of iron.The bent spine stiffened, the shoulders went back, and ArchbishopRalph looked directly up into his master’s face.

Ah, there had been a change! The mouth had drawn in, knewpain and was more vulnerable; the eyes, so beautiful in color andshape and setting, were yet completely different from the eyes hestill remembered as if bodily they had never left him. CardinalVittorio had always had a fancy that the eyes of Jesus were blue,and like Ralph’s: calm, removed from what He saw and thereforeable to encompass all, understand all. But perhaps it had been amistaken fancy. How could one feel for humanity and suffer oneselfwithout its showing in the eyes?

“Come, Ralph, sit down.”
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“Your Eminence, I wish to confess.”

“Later, later! First we will talk, and in English. There are earseverywhere these days, but, thank our dear Jesus, not Englishspeaking ears. Sit down, Ralph, please. Oh, it is so good to seeyou! I have missed your wise counsel, your rationality, your perfectbrand of companionship. They have not given me anyone I likehalf so well as you.”

He could feel his brain clicking into the formality already, feelthe very thoughts in his mind take on more stilted phrasing; morethan most people, Ralph de Bricassart knew how everything aboutone changed with one’s company, even one’s speech. Not for theseears the easy fluency of colloquial English. So he sat down not faraway, and directly opposite the slight figure in its scarlet moiré,the color changing yet not changing, of a quality which made itsedges fuse with the surroundings rather than stand out from them.

The desperate weariness he had known for weeks seemed to beeasing a little from his shoulders; he wondered why he had dreadedthis meeting so, when he had surely known in his heart he wouldbe understood, forgiven. But that wasn’t it, not it at all. It was hisown guilt at having failed, at being less than he had aspired to be,at disappointing a man who had been interested, tremendouslykind, a true friend. His guilt at walking into this pure presence nolonger pure himself.

“Ralph, we are priests, but we are something else before that;something we were before we became priests, and which we cannotescape in spite of our exclusiveness. We are men, with the weaknesses and failings of men. There is nothing you can tell me whichcould alter the impressions I formed of you during our years together, nothing you could tell me which will make me think less of you,or like you less. For many years I have known that you had escapedthis realization of our intrinsic weakness, of our humanity, but Iknew you must come to it, for we all do. Even the Holy Father,who is the most humble and human of us all.”
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“I broke my vows, Your Eminence. That isn’t easily forgiven. It’ssacrilege.”

“Poverty you broke years ago, when you accepted the bequestof Mrs. Mary Carson. Which leaves chastity and obedience, doesit not?”

“Then all three were broken, Your Eminence.”

“I wish you would call me Vittorio, as you used to! I am notshocked, Ralph, nor disappointed. It is as Our Lord Jesus Christwills, and I think perhaps you had a great lesson to learn whichcould not be learned in any way less destructive. God is mysterious,His reasons beyond our poor comprehension. But I think what youdid was not done lightly, your vows thrown away as having novalue. I know you very well. I know you to be proud, very muchin love with the idea of being a priest, very conscious of your exclusiveness. It is possible that you needed this particular lesson toreduce that pride, make you understand that you are first a man,and therefore not as exclusive as you think. Is it not so?”

“Yes. I lacked humility, and I believe in a way I aspired to beGod Himself. I’ve sinned most grievously and inexcusably. I can’tforgive myself, so how can I hope for divine forgiveness?”

“The pride, Ralph, the pride! It is not your place to forgive, doyou not understand that yet? Only God can forgive. Only God!And He will forgive if the sincere repentance is there. He has forgiven greater sins from far greater saints, you know, as well as fromfar greater villains. Do you think Prince Lucifer is not forgiven? Hewas forgiven in the very moment of his rebellion. His fate as rulerof Hell is his own, not God’s doing. Did he not say it? ‘Better torule in Hell than serve in Heaven!’ For he could not overcome hispride, he could not bear to subjugate his will to the Will of Someoneelse, even though that Someone was God Himself. I do not wantto see you make the same mistake, my dearest friend. Humility wasthe one quality you lacked,
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and it is the very quality which makes a great saint—or a great man.Until you can leave the matter of forgiveness to God, you will nothave acquired true humility.”The strong face twisted. “Yes, I know you’re right. I 

must

what I am without question, only strive to be better without having acceptpride in what I am. I repent, therefore I shall confess and awaitforgiveness. I do repent, bitterly.” He sighed; his eyes betrayed theconflict his measured words couldn’t, not in this room.

“And yet, Vittorio, in a way there was nothing else I could do.Either I ruined her, or I took the ruin upon myself. At the time theredidn’t seem to be a choice, because I do love her. It wasn’t her faultthat I’ve never wanted the love to extend to a physical plane. Herfate became more important than my own, you see. Until thatmoment I had always considered myself first, as more importantthan she, because I was a priest, and she was a lesser being. But Isaw that I was responsible for what she is…. I should have let hergo when she was a child, but I didn’t. I kept her in my heart andshe knew it. If I had truly plucked her out she would have knownthat, too, and she would have become someone I couldn’t influence.” He smiled. “You see that I have much to repent. I tried alittle creating of my own.”

“It was the Rose?”

The head went back; Archbishop Ralph looked at the elaborateceiling with its gilded moldings and baroque Murano chandelier.“Could it have been anyone else? She’s my only attempt at creation.”

“And will she be all right, the Rose? Did you do her more harmby this than in denying her?”

“I don’t know, Vittorio. I wish I did! At the time it just seemedthe only thing to do. I’m not gifted with Promethean foresight, andemotional involvement makes one a poor judge. Besides, itsimply…happened! But I think perhaps she needed most what Igave her, the recognition of her identity as a woman. I don’t meanthat she didn’t know she was a woman. I
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mean I didn’t know. If I had first met her as a woman it might havebeen different, but I knew her as a child for many years.”

ness. It hurts, does it not? That you could have been human enough“You sound rather priggish, Ralph, and not yet ready for forgivenoble self-sacrifice?”to yield to human weakness. Was it really done in such a spirit ofin them as two tiny manikins of insignificant proportion. “No,” heStartled, he looked into the liquid dark eyes, saw himself reflecteddream existed. I didn’t know a woman felt like that, or could besaid. “I’m a man, and as a man I found a pleasure in her I didn’tthe source of such profound joy. I wanted never to leave her, notonly because of her body, but because I just loved to be withher—talk to her, not talk to her, eat the meals she cooked, smile ather, share her thoughts. I shall miss her as long as I live.”countably reminded him of Meggie’s face in that moment of parting;There was something in the sallow ascetic visage which unaca character well able to go forward in spite of its loads, its griefs,the sight of a spiritual burden being taken up, the resoluteness ofhuman addiction seemed to be his languid Abyssinian cat?its pain. What had he known, the red silk cardinal whose onlyon when His Eminence didn’t speak. “I repent the breaking of vows“I can’t repent of what I had with her in that way,” Ralph wentas solemn and binding as my life. I can never again approach mypriestly duties in the same light, with the same zeal. I repent thatbitterly. But Meggie?” The look on his face when he uttered herthoughts.name made Cardinal Vittorio turn away to do battle with his ownhand tiredly across his eyes. “I don’t know if that’s very clear, or“To repent of Meggie would be to murder her.” He passed hiseven if it gets close to saying what I mean. I can’t for the life of meever seem to express what I feel for Meggie adequately.” He leaned
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forward in his chair as the Cardinal turned back, and watched histwin images grow a little larger. Vittorio’s eyes were like mirrors;they threw back what they saw and didn’t permit one a glimpse ofwhat went on behind them. Meggie’s eyes were exactly the opposite;they went down and down and down, all the way to her soul.“Meggie is a benediction,” he said. “She’s a holy thing to me, adifferent kind of sacrament.”

In Our Lord’s eyes I think it will mitigate the great sin. For your“Yes, I understand,” sighed the Cardinal. “It is well you feel so.own sake you had better confess to Father Giorgio, not to FatherGuillermo. Father Giorgio will not misinterpret your feelings andyour reasoning. He will see the truth. Father Guillermo is less perceptive, and might deem your true repentance debatable.” A faintsmile crossed his thin mouth like a wispy shadow. “They, too, aremen, my Ralph, those who hear the confessions of the great. Neverforget it as long as you live. Only in their priesthood do they actas vessels containing God. In all else they are men. And the forgive-ness they mete out comes from God, but the ears which listen andjudge belong to men.”There was a discreet knock on the door; Cardinal Vittorio satsilently and watched the tea tray being carried to a buhl table.dicted to the afternoon tea habit. They make it quite well in my“You see, Ralph? Since my days in Australia I have become ad-kitchen, though they used not to at first.” He held up his hand asArchbishop Ralph started to move toward the teapot. “Ah, no! Ishall pour it myself. It amuses me to be ‘mother.’”

Rome,” said Archbishop Ralph, watching Cardinal Vittorio pour.“I saw a great many black shirts in the streets of Genoa andahead of us, my Ralph. The Holy Father is adamant that there be“The special cohorts of Il Duce. We have a very difficult timeItaly, and he is right in this as in all things. No matter what hap-no fracture between the Church and the secular government ofpens, we
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must remain free to minister to all our children, even should a warmean our children will be divided, fighting each other in the nameof a Catholic God. Wherever our hearts and our emotions mightlie, we must endeavor always to keep the Church removed frompolitical ideologies and international squabbles. I wanted you tocome to me because I can trust your face not to give away whatyour brain is thinking no matter what your eyes might be seeing,and because you have the best diplomatic turn of mind I have everencountered.”

spite of me, won’t you! I wonder what would have happened toArchbishop Ralph smiled ruefully. “You’ll further my career inme if I hadn’t met you?”

and an important one,” said His Eminence with a golden smile.“Oh, you would have become Archbishop of Sydney, a nice post“But the ways of our lives lie not in our hands. We met because itwas meant to be, just as it is meant that we work together now forthe Holy Father.”

Ralph. “I think the result will be what the result of impartiality al-“I can’t see success at the end of the road,” said Archbishopways is. No one will like us, and everyone will condemn us.”

And there is nothing to prevent our praying in private for the speedy“I know that, so does His Holiness. But we can do nothing else.downfall of Il Duce and Der Führer, is there?”

“Do you really think there will be war?”“I cannot see any possibility of avoiding it.”

been sleeping, and jumped upon the scarlet shimmering lap a littleHis Eminence’s cat stalked out of the sunny corner where it hadawkwardly, for it was old.

to prefer to me.”“Ah, Sheba! Say hello to your old friend Ralph, whom you usedand closed. Both men laughed.The satanic yellow eyes regarded Archbishop Ralph haughtily,


15



Drogheda had a wireless set. Progress had finally come to Gillan-bone in the shape of an Australian Broadcasting Commission radiostation, and at long last there was something to rival the party linefor mass entertainment. The wireless itself was a rather ugly objectin a walnut case which sat on a small exquisite cabinet in thedrawing room, its car-battery power source hidden in the cupboardunderneath.to the Gillanbone district news and weather, and every evening FeeEvery morning Mrs. Smith, Fee and Meggie turned it on to listenand Meggie turned it on to listen to the ABC national news. Howstrange it was to be instantaneously connected with Outside; tohear of floods, fires, rainfall in every part of the nation, an uneasyhis aged newspapers.Europe, Australian politics, without benefit of Bluey Williams andthat Hitler had invaded Poland, only Fee and Meggie were homeWhen the national news on Friday, September 1st, announcedto hear it, and neither of them paid any attention. There had beenNothing to do with Drogheda, which was the center of the universe.speculation for months; besides, Europe was half a world away.docks to hear Father WattyBut on Sunday, September 3rd all the men were in from the pad-
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Thomas say Mass, and the men were interested in Europe. NeitherFee nor Meggie thought to tell them of Friday’s news, and FatherWatty, who might have, left in a hurry for Narrengang.national news. But instead of the crisp, absolutely Oxford tones ofAs usual, the wireless set was switched on that evening for thethe announcer, there came the genteel, unmistakably Australianvoice of the Prime Minister, Robert Gordon Menzies.cially that in consequence of the persistence by Germany in her“Fellow Australians. It is my melancholy duty to inform you offi-invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her, andthat, as a result, Australia is also at war….

German people under one rule, but to bring under that rule as“It may be taken that Hitler’s ambition is not to unite all themany countries as can be subdued by force. If this is to go on, therecan be no doubt that where Great Britain stands, there stand thecan be no security in Europe and no peace in the world…. Therepeople of the entire British world….assisted by keeping our production going, continuing our avocations“Our staying power, and that of the Mother Country, will be bestand business, maintaining employment, and with it, our strength.ready to see it through.I know that in spite of the emotions we are feeling, Australia ismay soon be delivered from this agony.”“May God, in His mercy and compassion, grant that the worldmegaphonal tones of a short-wave Neville Chamberlain speakingThere was a long silence in the drawing room, broken by theto the British people; Fee and Meggie looked at their men.

“If we count Frank, there are six of us,” said Bob into the silence.want to let us serve. Of our present stockmen, I reckon six will“All of us except Frank are on the land, which means they won’twant to go and two will want to stay.”
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“I want to go!” said Jack, eyes shining.

“And me,” said Hughie eagerly.

“And us,” said Jims on behalf of himself and the inarticulate Patsy.

But they all looked at Bob, who was the boss.

“We’ve got to be sensible,’ he said. “Wool is a staple of war, andnot only for clothes. It’s used as packing in ammunition and explosives, for all sorts of funny things we don’t hear of, I’m sure. Pluswe have beef cattle for food, and the old wethers and ewes go forhides, glue, tallow, lanolin—all war staples.

“So we can’t go off and leave Drogheda to run itself, no matterwhat we might want to do. With a war on it’s going to be mightyhard to replace the stockmen we’re bound to lose. The drought’sin its third year, we’re scrub-cutting, and the bunnies are drivingus silly. For the moment our job’s here on Drogheda; not very exciting compared to getting into action, but just as necessary. We’llbe doing our best bit here.”

The male faces had fallen, the female ones lightened.

“What if it goes on longer than old Pig Iron Bob thinks it will?”asked Hughie, giving the Prime Minister his national nickname.

Bob thought hard, his weatherbeaten visage full of frowninglines. “If things get worse and it goes on for a long time, then Ireckon as long as we’ve got two stockmen we can spare two Clearys,but only if Meggie’s willing to get back into proper harness andwork the inside paddocks. It would be awfully hard and in goodtimes we wouldn’t stand a chance, but in this drought I reckon fivemen and Meggie working seven days a week could run Drogheda.Yet that’s asking a lot of Meggie, with two little babies.”

“If it has to be done, Bob, it has to be done,” said Meggie. “Mrs.Smith won’t mind doing her bit by taking charge of Justine andDane. When you give the word that I’m needed to keep Droghedaup to full production, I’ll start riding the inside paddocks.”
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“Then that’s us, the two who can be spared,” said Jims, smiling.

“No, it’s Hughie and I,” said Jack quickly.

“By rights it ought to be Jims and Patsy,” Bob said slowly. “You’rethe youngest and least experienced as stockmen, where as soldierswe’d all be equally inexperienced. But you’re only sixteen now,chaps.”

“By the time things get worse we’ll be seventeen,” offered Jims.“We’ll look older than we are, so we won’t have any trouble enlisting if we’ve got a letter from you witnessed by Harry Gough.”

“Well, right at the moment no one is going. Let’s see if we can’tbring Drogheda up to higher production, even with the droughtand the bunnies.”

Meggie left the room quietly, went upstairs to the nursery. Daneand Justine were asleep, each in a white-painted cot. She passedher daughter by, and stood over her son, looking down at him fora long time.

“Thank God you’re only a baby,” she said.

It was almost a year before the war intruded upon the littleDrogheda universe, a year during which one by one the stockmenleft, the rabbits continued to multiply, and Bob battled valiantly tokeep the station books looking worthy of a wartime effort. But atthe beginning of June 1940 came the news that the British Expedi-tionary Force had been evacuated from the European mainland atDunkirk; volunteers for the second Australian Imperial Force pouredin thousands into the recruiting centers, Jims and Patsy amongthem.

Four years of riding the paddocks in all weathers had passed thetwins’ faces and bodies beyond youth, to that ageless calm of creasesat the outer corners of the eyes, lines down the nose to the mouth.They presented their letters and were accepted without comment.Bushmen were popular. They could usually shoot well, knew thevalue of obeying an order, and they were tough.

Jims and Patsy had enlisted in Dubbo, but camp was
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to be Ingleburn, outside Sydney, so everyone saw them off on thenight mail. Cormac Carmichael, Eden’s youngest son, was on thesame train for the same reason, going to the same camp as it turnedout. So the two families packed their boys comfortably into a firstclass compartment and stood around awkwardly, aching to weepand kiss and have something warming to remember, but stifled bytheir peculiar British mistrust of demonstrativeness. The big C-36steam locomotive howled mournfully, the stationmaster beganblowing his whistle.

consciously, then did the same to Cormac, who looked just like hisMeggie leaned over to peck her brothers on their cheeks self-oldest brother, Connor; Bob, Jack and Hughie wrung three differentyoung hands; Mrs. Smith, weeping, was the only one who did thekissing and cuddling everyone was dying to do. Eden Carmichael,his wife and aging but still handsome daughter with him, wentthrough the same formalities. Then everyone was outside on theforward.Gilly platform, the train was jerking against its buffers and creepinghandkerchiefs until the train was a smoky streak in the shimmering“Goodbye, goodbye!” everyone called, and waved big whitesunset distance.

the raw, half-trained Ninth Australian Division and shipped toTogether as they had requested, Jims and Patsy were gazetted tothe rout at Benghazi. The newly arrived General Erwin RommelEgypt at the beginning of 1941, just in time to become a part ofbegun the first reversal of direction in the great cycling rushes backhad put his formidable weight on the Axis end of the seesaw andand forth across North Africa. And, while the rest of the Britishto Egypt, the Ninth Australian Division was detailed to occupy andforces retreated ignominiously ahead of the new Afrika Korps backwhich made the plan feasible was that it washold Tobruk, an outpost in Axis-held territory. The only thing
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still accessible by sea and could be supplied as long as British shipscould move in the Mediterranean. The Rats of Tobruk holed upfor eight months, and saw action after action as Rommel threweverything he had at them from time to time, without managing todislodge them.

licking the paper on his cigarette and rolling it shut lazily.“Do youse know why youse is here?” asked Private Col Stuart,to see his questioner from under its brim. “Shit, no,” he said, grin-Sergeant Bob Malloy shifted his Digger hat far enough upwardning; it was an oft-asked query.

said Private Jims Cleary, pulling his twin brother’s shorts down a“Well, it’s better than whiting gaiters in the bloody glasshouse,”little so he could rest his head comfortably on soft warm belly.objected Col, flicking his dead match at a sunbathing lizard.“Yair, but in the glasshouse youse don’t keep getting shot at,”his eyes. “I’d rather get shot at than die of fuckin’ boredom.”“I know this much, mate,” said Bob, rearranging his hat to shadeopposite the mines and barbed wire which cut off the southwestThey were comfortably disposed in a dry, gravelly dugout justcorner of the perimeter; on the other side Rommel hung doggedlyon to his single piece of the Tobruk territory. A big .50-caliberBrowning machine gun shared the hole with them, cases of ammunition neatly beside it, but no one seemed very energetic or interestedin the possibility of attack. Their rifles were propped against onewall, bayonets glittering in the brilliant Tobruk sun. Flies buzzedeverywhere, but all four were Australian bushmen, so Tobruk andNorth Africa held no surprises in the way of heat, dust or flies.the lizard, which didn’t seem disposed to“Just as well youse is twins, Jims,” said Col, throwing pebbles at
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move. “Youse look like a pair of poofters, all tied up together.”

the best pillow in Tobruk.”“You’re just jealous.” Jims grinned, stroking Patsy’s belly. “Patsy’sHarpo, say something!” Bob teased.“Yair, all right for you, but what about poor Patsy? Go on,silent. Everyone had tried to get him to talk, but no one had everPatsy’s white teeth appeared in a smile, but as usual he remainedsucceeded beyond an essential yes or no; in consequence nearlyeveryone called him Harpo, after the voiceless Marx brother.“Hear the news?” asked Col suddenly.

“What?”

Halfaya. Only gun in the desert big enough to wipe out a Matilda.“The Seventh’s Matildas got plastered by the eighty-eights atWent through them big buggers of tanks like a dose of salts.”

and I never heard a whisper, you’re a private and you know all“Oh, yeah, tell me another!” said Bob skeptically. “I’m a sergeantwiping out a brigade of Matildas.”about it. Well, mate, there’s just nothing Jerry’s got capable ofheard it come through on the wireless, and it is true,” Col main-“I was in Morshead’s tent on a message from the CO when Itained.

of a beleaguered outpost like Tobruk that he believe implicitly hisFor a while no one spoke; it was necessary to every inhabitantown side had sufficient military thrust to get him out. Col’s newswasn’t very welcome, more so because not one soldier in Tobrukheld Rommel lightly. They had resisted his efforts to blow themout because they genuinely believed the Australian fighting manhad no peer save a Gurkha, and if faith is nine-tenths of power,they had certainly proved themselves formidable.

Aussies.”“Bloody Poms,” said Jims. “What we need in North Africa is more

The chorus of agreement was interrupted by an explosion
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sent the four soldiers diving for the machine gun and their rifles.on the rim of the dugout which blew the lizard into nothing andwith a sigh of relief. “If that was a Hitler special we’d be playing“Fuckin’ Dago grenade, all splinters and no punch,” Bob saidour harps for sure, and wouldn’t you like that, eh, Patsy?”Division was evacuated by sea to Cairo, after a weary, bloody siegeAt the beginning of Operation Crusader the Ninth Australianwhich seemed to have accomplished nothing. However, while theNinth had been holed up inside Tobruk, the steadily swelling ranksof British troops in North Africa had become the British EighthArmy, its new commander General Bernard Law Montgomery.

Fee wore a little silver brooch formed into the rising sun emblemof the AIF; suspended on two chains below it was a silver bar, onwhich she had two gold stars, one for each son under arms. It as-sured everyone she met that she, too, was Doing Her Bit for theCountry. Because her husband was not a soldier, nor her son,Meggie wasn’t entitled to wear a brooch. A letter had come fromLuke informing her that he would keep on cutting the sugar; hethought she would like to know in case she had been worried hemight join up. There was no indication that he remembered a wordof what she had said that morning in the Ingham pub. Laughingwearily and shaking her head, she had dropped the letter in Fee’swastepaper basket, wondering as she did so if Fee worried abouther sons under arms. What did she really think of the war? ButFee never said a word, though she wore her brooch every singleday, all day.when it was spread open because the censor’s scissors had filled itSometimes a letter would come from Egypt, falling into tatterswith neat rectangular holes, once the names of places or regiments.Reading these letters was largely a matter of piecing together much
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all others into the shade: while ever they came, the boys were stillout of virtually nothing, but they served one purpose which castalive.

There had been no rain. It was as if even the divine elementsdrought. Meggie, Bob, Jack, Hughie and Fee were desperate. Theconspired to blight hope, for 1941 was the fifth year of a disastroussary to keep the sheep alive, but most of the sheep wouldn’t eat.Drogheda bank account was rich enough to buy all the feed neces-Each mob had a natural leader, the Judas; only if they could persuade the Judas to eat did they stand a hope with the rest, butrest of the mob into emulating it.sometimes even the sight of a chewing Judas couldn’t impress theit. The grass was all gone, the ground a dark cracked wasteSo Drogheda, too, was seeing its share of bloodletting, and hatingthemselves with knives as well as rifles; when they saw an animallightened only by grey and dun-brown timber stands. They armedeyeless from the crows. Bob put on more cattle and hand-fed themdown someone would cut its throat to spare it a lingering death,in it with the price of feed, for the agrarian regions closer in wereto keep up Drogheda’s war effort. There was no profit to be hadjust as hard hit by lack of rain as the pastoral regions farther out.Crop returns were abysmally low. However, word had come fromRome that they were to do what they could regardless of the cost.working the paddocks. Drogheda had managed to retain only oneWhat Meggie hated most of all was the time she had to put ingreatest shortage had always been manpower. So unless Bob noticedof its stockmen, and so far there were no replacements; Australia’sher irritability and fatigue, and gave her Sunday off, Meggie workedthe paddocks seven days a week. However, if Bob gave her timeoff it meant he himself worked harder, so she tried not to let herdistress show. It never occurred to her that she could simply refuseto
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ride as a stockman, plead her babies as an excuse. They were wellcared for, and Bob needed her so much more than they did. Shedidn’t have the insight to understand her babies needed her, too;thinking of her longing to be with them as selfishness when theywere so well cared for by loving and familiar hands. It was selfish,she told herself. Nor did she have the kind of confidence that mighthave told her that in her children’s eyes she was just as special asthey were to her. So she rode the paddocks, and for weeks on endgot to see her children only after they were in bed for the night.

a beautiful child; even strangers on the streets of Gilly remarkedWhenever Meggie looked at Dane her heart turned over. He wassmiling one, his nature a curious combination of quietness andon it when Fee took him into town. His habitual expression was adeep, sure happiness; he seemed to have grown into his identityand acquired his self-knowledge with none of the pain childrenusually experience, for he rarely made mistakes about people orthings, and nothing ever exasperated or bewildered him. To hismother his likeness to Ralph was sometimes very frightening, butapparently no one else ever noticed. Ralph had been gone fromGilly for a long time, and though Dane had the same features, thesame build, he had one great difference, which tended to cloud theissue. His hair wasn’t black like Ralph’s, it was a pale gold; notthe color of wheat or sunset but the color of Drogheda grass, goldwith silver and beige in it.

brother. Nothing was too good for Dane, nothing too much troubleFrom the moment she set eyes on him, Justine adored her babyleft his side, for which Meggie was very grateful, worrying that Mrs.to fetch or present in his honor. Once he began to walk she neversharp eye on a small boy. On one of her rare Sundays off MeggieSmith and the maids were getting too old to keep a satisfactorilylooking after Dane.took her daughter onto her lap and spoke to her seriously about
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“I can’t be here at the homestead to look after him myself,” shesaid, “so it all depends on you, Justine. He’s your baby brother andyou must always watch out for him, make sure he doesn’t get intodanger or trouble.”

The light eyes were very intelligent, with none of the ratherwandering attention span typical of a four-year-old. Justine noddedconfidently. “Don’t worry, Mum,” she said briskly. “I’ll always lookafter him for you.”

“I wish I could myself,” Meggie sighed.

“I don’t,” said her daughter smugly. “I like having Dane all tomyself. So don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to him.”

Meggie didn’t find the reassurance a comfort, though it was reassuring. This precocious little scrap was going to steal her son fromher, and there was no way she could avert it. Back to the paddocks,while Justine staunchly guarded Dane. Ousted by her own daughter,who was a monster. Who on earth did she take after? Not Luke,not herself, not Fee.

At least these days she was smiling and laughing. She was fouryears old before she saw anything funny in anything, and that sheever did was probably due to Dane, who had laughed from babyhood. Because he laughed, so did she. Meggie’s children learnedfrom each other all the time. But it was galling, knowing they couldget on without their mother very well. By the time this wretchedconflict is over, Meggie thought, he’ll be too old to feel what heshould for me. He’s always going to be closer to Justine. Why isit that every time I think I’ve got my life under control, somethinghappens? I didn’t ask for this war or this drought, but I’ve gotthem.

Perhaps it was as well Drogheda was having such a hard time ofit. If things had been easier, Jack and Hughie would have been offto enlist in a second. As it was, they had no choice but to buckledown and salvage
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the Great Drought. Over a million square miles of crop- and stock-what they could out of the drought which would come to be calledMitchell grasslands of the Northern Territory.bearing land was affected, from southern Victoria to the waist-highNorth Africa, the homestead people followed that campaign withBut the war rivaled the drought for attention. With the twins inLibya. Their heritage was working class, so they were ardent Laborpainful eagerness as it pushed and pulled back and forth acrossbut conservative by nature. When in August of 1941 Robert Gor-supporters and loathed the present government, Liberal by namewere jubilant, and when on October 3rd the Labor leader Johndon Menzies stepped down, admitting he couldn’t govern, theyDrogheda had heard in years.Curtin was asked to form a government, it was the best newsgrowing, especially after Roosevelt and Churchill cut off her petro-All through 1940 and 1941 unease about Japan had beento march his armies twelve thousand miles in order to invadeleum supplies. Europe was a long way away and Hitler would haveAustralia, but Japan was Asia, part of the Yellow Peril poised likea descending pendulum above Australia’s rich, empty, underpopulated pit. So no one in Australia was at all surprised when the Jato come, somewhere. Suddenly the war was very close, and mightpanese attacked Pearl Harbor; they had simply been waiting for itseparating Australia from Japan, only big islands and little seas.even become their own backyard. There were no great oceansnever succeed in taking Singapore, everyone said, relieved. ThenOn Christmas Day 1941, Hong Kong fell; but the Japs wouldnews came of Japanese landings in Malay and in the Philippines;the great naval base at the toe of the Malayan peninsula kept itshuge, flat-trajectoried guns trained on the sea, its fleet at the ready.But on February 8th, 1942, the Japanese crossed the narrow
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Strait of Johore, landed on the north side of Singapore Island andcame across to the city behind its impotent guns. Singapore fellwithout even a struggle.were to come home. Prime Minister Curtin rode the swells ofAnd then great news! All the Australian troops in North AfricaChurchillian wrath undismayed, insisting that Australia had firstcall on Australian men. The Sixth and Seventh Australian Divisionsembarked in Alexandria quickly; the Ninth, still recovering in Cairofrom its battering at Tobruk, was to follow as soon as more shipscould be provided. Fee smiled, Meggie was delirious with joy. Jimsand Patsy were coming home.seesaw tipped again; the Eighth Army was in full retreat back fromOnly they didn’t. While the North waited for its troopships theBenghazi. Prime Minister Churchill struck a bargain with PrimeMinister Curtin. The Ninth Australian Division would remain inNorth Africa, in exchange for the shipment of an American divisionto defend Australia. Poor soldiers, shuttled around by decisionsmade in offices not even belonging to their own countries. Give alittle here, take a little there.

Country was booting all her Far Eastern chicks out of the nest, evenBut it was a hard jolt for Australia, to discover that the Mothera poult as fat and promising as Australia.



On the night of October 23rd, 1942, it was very quiet in the desert.Patsy shifted slightly, found his brother in the darkness, and leanedlike a small child right into the curve of his shoulder. Jims’s armwent around him and they sat together in companionable silence.Sergeant Bob Malloy nudged Private Col Stuart, grinned.“Pair of poofs,” he said.

“Fuck you, too,” said Jims.him an angelic smile only half seen in the“Come on, Harpo, say something,” Col murmured. Patsy gave
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darkness, opened his mouth and hooted an excellent imitation ofHarpo Marx’s horn. Everyone for several yards hissed at Patsy toshut up; there was an all-quiet alert on.“Christ, this waiting’s killing me,” Bob sighed.

Patsy spoken in a shout: “It’s the silence that’s killing me!”hoarsely, reaching for his bayonet.“You fuckin’ side-show fraud, I’ll do the killing!” Col croakedthe bloody idiot yelling?”“For Crissake pipe down!” came the captain’s whisper. “Who’s“Patsy,” chorused half a dozen voices.

died down in a stream of low-toned profanity from the captain.The roar of laughter floated reassuringly across the minefields,sweeping up to 9:40 pip-emma.Sergeant Malloy glanced at his watch; the second hand was justtogether. The heavens reeled, the ground lifted, expanded, couldEight hundred and eighty-two British guns and howitzers spokeminution in the mind-shattering volume of noise. It was no usenot settle, for the barrage went on and on without a second’s dithe earth and traveled inward to the brain via the bones. What theplugging fingers in ears; the gargantuan booming came up througheffect must have been on Rommel’s front the troops of the Ninthin their trenches could only imagine. Usually it was possible to pickout this type and size of artillery from that, but tonight their ironthroats chorused in perfect harmony, and thundered on as theminutes passed.

sun itself; a vast billowing cloud of dust rose like coiling smokeThe desert lit not with the light of day but with the fire of thethousands of feet, glowing with the flashes of exploding shells andmines, the leaping flames of massive concentrations of detonatingcasings, igniting payloads. Everything Montgomery had was aimedat the minefields—guns, howitzers, mortars. And everythingMontgomery had was thrown as fast as the sweating
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artillery crews could throw it, slaves feeding the maws of theirweapons like small frantic birds a huge cuckoo; gun casings grewhot, the time between recoil and reload shorter and shorter as theartillerymen got carried away on their own impetus. Madmen,maddened, they danced a stereotyped pattern of attendance ontheir fieldpieces.

life, which he lived and relived in his dreams, waking and sleeping,It was beautiful, wonderful—the high point of an artilleryman’sagain, those fifteen minutes with Montgomery’s guns.for the rest of his anti-climactic days. And yearned to have backeardrums; unbearable silence. Five minutes before ten, exactly. TheSilence. Stilled, absolute silence, breaking like waves on distendedland, fixing bayonets, feeling for ammunition clips, releasing safetyNinth got up and moved forward out of its trenches into no man’swhether bootlaces were well tied, the location of those carrying thecatches, checking water bottles, iron rations, watches, tin hats,red-hot sand melted into glass; but the dust pall hung between themachine guns. It was easy to see, in the unholy glow of fires andedge of the minefields they halted, waited.Enemy and them, they were safe. For the moment. On the veryhis lips and blew a shrill blast up and down the company lines; theTen pip-emma, on the dot. Sergeant Malloy put his whistle toNinth stepped off into the minefields and the guns began againcaptain shouted his forward command. On a two-mile front theif it had been day, the howitzers trained on shortest range burstingbehind them, bellowing. They could see where they were going aslifted another hundred yards; advance those hundred yards prayingshells not yards in front of them. Every three minutes the rangemines, had been shelled out of existence by Montgomery’s guns.it was only through antitank mines, or that the S-mines, the manchine guns, 50-mm small artillery,There were still Germans and Italians in the field, outposts of ma-
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mortars. Sometimes a man would step on an unexploded S-mine,have time to see it leap upward out of the sand before it blew himin half.

to the guns, a hundred yards forward every three minutes, praying.No time to think, no time to do anything save crab-scuttle in timeNoise, light, dust, smoke, gut-watering terror. Minefields whichhad no end, two or three miles of them to the other side, and nogoing back. Sometimes in the tiny pauses between barrages camethe distant, eerie skirl of a bagpipe on the roasting gritty air; on theleft of the Ninth Australian, the Fifty-first Highlanders were trekkingthrough the minefields with a piper to lead every company commander. To a Scot the sound of his piper drawing him into battlewas the sweetest lure in the world, and to an Australian veryfriendly, comforting. But to a German or an Italian it was hackleraising.

long battle. The Ninth was lucky at first; its casualties were relativelyThe battle went on for twelve days, and twelve days is a verylight through the minefields and through those first days of continued advance into Rommel’s territory.

said Col Stuart, leaning on his shovel.“You know, I’d rather be me and get shot at than be a sapper,”sergeant. “Waiting behind the fuckin’ lines until we’ve done all the“I dunno, mate; I think they’ve got the best of it,” growled hiswork, then out they toddle with their bloody minesweepers to clearnice little paths for the fuckin’ tanks.”

Jims said, patting the earth down around the top of his section of“It isn’t the tanks at fault, Bob; it’s the brass who deploy them,”they’d decide to keep us in one place for a while! I’ve dug moretheir new trench with the flat of his spade. “Christ, though, I wishdirt in the last five days than a bloody anteater.”

“Keep digging, mate,” said Bob unsympathetically.“Hey, look!” cried Col, pointing skyward.

Eighteen RAF light bombers came down the valley
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among the Germans and Italians with deadly accuracy.in perfect flying-school formation, dropping their sticks of bombshis head at the sky.“Bloody beautiful,” said Sergeant Bob Malloy, his long neck tiltinghis arm and half his side in a fresh advance, but no one had timeThree days later he was dead; a huge piece of shrapnel took offMen were going down now like flies, too tired to maintain the initialto stop except to pluck his whistle from what was left of his mouth.they took they held on to, in the face of a bitter defense by thepitch of vigilance and swiftness; but what miserable barren groundthan a dumb, stubborn refusal to be defeated.cream of a magnificent army. It had become to them all no morethe tanks broke out to the south, and finally Rommel was beaten.The Ninth held off Graf von Sponeck and Lungerhausen whileand Montgomery was left in command of the entire field. A veryBy November 8 he was trying to rally beyond the Egyptian border,forced to leave behind many of his tanks, guns and equipment.important tactical victory, Second Alamein; Rommel had beenand Algeria with more security. There was still plenty of fight inOperation Torch could commence its push eastward from MoroccoEl Alamein. The biggest and most decisive battle of the Norththe Desert Fox, but a large part of his brush was on the ground atMontgomery of Alamein was its victor.African theater had been fought, and Field Marshal Viscountvision in North Africa. They were finally going home to contendSecond Alamein was the swan song of the Ninth Australian Diof 1941 they had been more or less permanently in the front line,with the Japanese, on the mainland of New Guinea. Since Marchreputation exceeded only by the Fourth Indianarriving poorly trained and equipped, but going home now with a
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Division. And with the Ninth went Jims and Patsy, safe and whole.



drove into Gilly to collect them from the Goondiwindi train, forOf course they were granted leave to go home to Drogheda. Bobtraining for New Guinea. When the Rolls swept round the drivethe Ninth was based in Brisbane and would depart after junglehanging back a little but just as eager to see their young brothers.all the women were out on the lawn waiting, Jack and Hughiebut this was a holiday.Every sheep left alive on Drogheda could drop dead if it so desired,looked so different. Two years in the desert had ruined their originalEven after the car stopped and they got out, no one moved. Theylooked like strangers. For one thing, they seemed to have grownuniforms; they were dressed in a new issue of jungle green, andment had occurred far from Drogheda, and had pushed them wayinches, which indeed they had; the last two years of their developnot men in the Bob-Jack-Hughie mold; hardship, battle euphoriaabove their older brothers. Not boys any more but men, thoughnever could. The North African sun had dried and darkened themand violent death had made something out of them Droghedawas possible to believe these two men in their simple uniforms,to rosy mahogany, peeled away every layer of childhood. Yes, itslouch hats pinned above their left ears with the badge of the AIFrising sun, had killed fellow men. It was in their eyes, blue asPaddy’s but sadder, without his gentleness.

streaming down her face. No, it didn’t matter what they had done,“My boys, my boys!” cried Mrs. Smith, running to them, tearshad changed; they were still her little babies she had washed, di-how much they had changed; they were still her little babies sheapered, fed, whose tears she had dried, whose wounds she hadkissed better. Only the wounds they harbored now were beyondher power to heal.

Then everyone was around them, British reserve
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their backs, trying to smile. After Mrs. Smith there was Meggie tobroken down, laughing, crying, even poor Fee patting them onHughie to wring by the hand speechlessly. The Drogheda peoplekiss, Minnie to kiss, Cat to kiss, Mum to hug bashfully, Jack andknow how much this moment had been longed for, feared for.would never know what it was like to be home, they could neversaid, laughing. Pink and white fairy cakes, chocolate-soaked lam-And how the twins ate! Army tucker was never like this, theydripping passionfruit and cream from Drogheda cows. Remember-ingtons rolled in coconut, steamed spotted dog pudding, pavlovathey’d be ill for a week, but as long as there was unlimited tea toing their stomachs from earlier days, Mrs. Smith was convincedwash it down, they didn’t seem to have any trouble with their digestions.

“Yair.”“A bit different from Wog bread, eh, Patsy?”

“A Wog’s an Arab, but a Wop’s an Italian, right, Patsy?”“What’s Wog mean?” asked Mrs. Smith.“Yair.”

hours about North Africa: the towns, the people, the food, theIt was peculiar. They would talk, or at least Jims would talk, foramount of questioning could elicit anything but vague, change-the-museum in Cairo, life on board a troopship, in rest camp. But noGazala, Benghazi, Tobruk, El Alamein had been like. Later on aftersubject answers as to what the actual fighting had been like, whatwho had actually been in the thick of battle never opened theirthe war was over the women were to find this constantly; the menwanted nothing to do with institutions perpetuating the memorymouths about it, refused to join the ex-soldiers’ clubs and leagues,of war.

Ninth as well and was home, so of courseDrogheda held a party for them. Alastair MacQueen was in the
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sons were in the Sixth in New Guinea, so even though they couldn’tRudna Hunish held a party. Dominic O’Rourke’s two youngestdistrict with a son in uniform wanted to celebrate the safe returnbe present, Dibban-Dibban held a party. Every property in thebut the Cleary returned heroes tried to escape at every opportunity,of the three Ninth boys. Women and girls flocked around them,more scared than they had been on any field of war.

do with women; it was to Bob, Jack and Hughie they clung. LateIn fact, Jims and Patsy didn’t seem to want to have anything tointo the night after the women had gone to bed they sat talking tothe brothers who had been forced to remain behind, opening theirsore, scarred hearts. And they rode the paddocks of parchedDrogheda, in its seventh year of the drought, glad to be in civvies.effably lovely, the sheep comforting, the late roses in the garden aEven so racked and tortured, to Jims and Patsy the land was in-perfume of some heaven. And somehow they had to drink of it allso deeply they’d never again forget, for that first going away hadbeen a careless one; they had had no idea what it would be like.When they left this time it would be with every moment hoardedto remember and treasure, and with Drogheda roses pressed intoFee they were kind and pitying, but to Meggie, Mrs. Smith, Minnietheir wallets along with a few blades of scarce Drogheda grass. Tomothers.and Cat they were loving, very tender. They had been the realplayed with him for hours, took him with them for rides, laughedWhat delighted Meggie most was the way they loved Dane,with him, rolled him over and over on the lawn. Justine seemed tofrighten them; but then, they were awkward with anyone femalewhom they didn’t know as well as they knew the older women.Besides which, poor Justine was furiously jealous of the
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one to play with.way they monopolized Dane’s company, for it meant she had noshe came out onto the veranda one day; he was sitting in a cane“He’s a bonzer little bloke, Meggie,” said Jims to Meggie whenchair watching Patsy and Dane playing on the lawn.

could see her youngest brother. Her eyes were soft with pity; they“Yes, he is a little beauty, isn’t he?” She smiled, sitting where shehad been her babies, too. “What’s the matter, Jims? Can’t you tellme?”

shook his head as if not even tempted. “No, Meggie. It isn’t anythingHis eyes lifted to hers, wretched with some deep pain, but heI could ever tell a woman.”

want to tell your wife?”“What about when all this is over and you marry? Won’t youwere itching to go, but we’re wiser now. If we married we’d have“Us marry? I don’t think so. War takes all that out of a man. Wewe’ve done, see what we’ve seen?”sons, and for what? See them grow up, get pushed off to do what

“Don’t, Jims, don’t!”

was holding him upside down.His gaze followed hers, to Dane chuckling in glee because Patsycan’t come to any harm,” said Jims.“Don’t ever let him leave Drogheda, Meggie. On Drogheda he

Archbishop de Bricassart ran down the beautiful high corridor,heedless of the surprised faces turning to watch him; he burst intothe Cardinal’s room and stopped short. His Eminence was enter-taining Monsieur Papée, the Polish government-in-exile’s ambassad-or to the Holy See.

“It’s happened, Vittorio. Mussolini has been overthrown.”“Why, Ralph! What is it?”

“I telephoned Castel Gandolfo myself, though the“Dear Jesus! The Holy Father, does he know?”
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phoned me.”radio should have it any minute. A friend at German headquartersPap“I do hope the Holy Father has his bags packed,” said Monsieur“If we disguised him as a Franciscan mendicant he might get out,ée with a faint, a very faint relish.

city sealed tighter than a drum.”not otherwise,” Archbishop Ralph snapped. “Kesselring has the“He wouldn’t go anyway,” said Cardinal Vittorio.

the representative of a government which is Germany’s enemy. IfMonsieur Papée got up. “I must leave you, Your Eminence. I amHis Holiness is not safe, nor am I. There are papers in my roomsI must attend to.”

alone.Prim and precise, diplomat to his fingertips, he left the two priests

“He was here to intercede for his persecuted people?”“Yes. Poor man, he cares so much for them.”

“And don’t we?”

he knows.”“Of course we do, Ralph! But the situation is more difficult than

“The truth of the matter is he’s not believed.”

“Ralph!”

in Munich, he fell in love with the Germans and he still loves them,“Well, isn’t it the truth? The Holy Father spent his early yearsbodies was laid out in front of his eyes, he’d say it must be thein spite of everything. If proof in the form of those poor wastedand civilized as they are!”Russians did it. Not his so-dear Germans, never a people as culturedare here only because you have taken a personal oath of allegiance“Ralph, you are not a member of the Society of Jesus, but youNorman forebears, but I beg of you, be sensible! Since lastto the Holy Father. You have the hot blood of your Irish andIl Duce would remain to shelter us from German reprisal.September we have been only waiting for the axe to fall, praying
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Adolf Hitler has a curious streak of contradiction in his personality,at all possible to preserve: the British Empire and the Holy Catholicfor there are two things he knows to be his enemies yet wishes ifto crush the British Empire. Do you think he would not crush us,Church of Rome. But when pushed to it, he has done his level bestwhat is happening in Poland and he will certainly crush us. Andtoo, if we push him to it? One word of denunciation from us as tomy friend? We have no armies, no soldiers. Reprisal would bewhat earthly good do you think our denouncing that would achieve,what he fears. Do you not remember the puppet pope in Avignonimmediate, and the Holy Father would be sent to Berlin, which isall those centuries ago? Do you want our Pope a puppet in Berlin?”

“I’m sorry, Vittorio, I can’t see it that way. I say we must de-nounce Hitler, shout his barbarity from the rooftops! If he has usshot we’ll die martyrs, and that would be more effective still.”

“You are not usually obtuse, Ralph! He would not have us shotat all. He understands the impact of martyrdom just as well as wedo. The Holy Father would be shipped to Berlin, and we wouldbe shipped quietly to Poland. Poland, Ralph, Poland! Do you wantto die in Poland of less use than you are now?”knees, stared rebelliously out the window at the doves soaring,Archbishop Ralph sat down, clenched his hands between hisgolden in the setting sun, toward their cote. At forty-nine he wasthings.thinner than of yore, and was aging as splendidly as he did mostsideration. First we are priests.”“Ralph, we are what we are. Men, but only as a secondary con-from Australia, Vittorio.”“That wasn’t how you listed our priorities when I came backdifficult. I mean now that we cannot think as men. We must think“I meant a different thing then, and you know it. You are beingas priests, because that is the most important aspect of our lives.Whatever we
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may think or want to do as men, our allegiance is to the Church,and to 

no

Father! You vowed obedience, Ralph. Do you wish to break it temporal power! Our loyalty lies only with the Holywelfare of God’s Church.”again? The Holy Father is infallible in all matters affecting theected toward fighting Communism. He sees Germany as its greatest“He’s wrong! His judgment’s biased. All of his energies are dir-enemy, the only real factor preventing the westward spread ofCommunism. He wants Hitler to remain firmly in the Germansaddle, just as he was content to see Mussolini rule Italy.”

“Believe me, Ralph, there are things you do not know. He is thePope, he is infallible! If you deny that, you deny your very faith.”

The door opened discreetly, but hastily.

“Your Eminence, Herr General Kesselring.”

Both prelates rose, their late differences smoothed from theirfaces, smiling.

“This is a great pleasure, Your Excellency. Won’t you sit down?Would you like tea?”

The conversation was conducted in German, since many of thesenior members of the Vatican spoke it. The Holy Father was fondof speaking and listening to German.

“Thank you, Your Eminence, I would. Nowhere else in Romedoes one get such superbly English tea.”

I was the Papal Legate in Australia, and which, for all my innateCardinal Vittorio smiled guilelessly. “It is a habit I acquired whileItalianness, I have not been able to break.”

“And you, Your Grace?”

on tea.”“I’m an Irishman, Herr General. The Irish, too, are brought upBricassart as one man to another; after these slight, oily ItalianGeneral Albert Kesselring always responded to Archbishop deprelates he was so refreshing, a man without subtlety or cunning,straightforward.


THE THORN BIRDS / 465



“As always, Your Grace, I am amazed at the purity of your German accent,” he complimented.

“I have an ear for languages, Herr General, which means it’s likeall talents—not worth praising.”

“What may we do for Your Excellency?” asked the Cardinalsweetly.

“I presume you will have heard of the fate of II Duce by now?”

“Yes, Your Excellency, we have.”

“Then you will know in part why I came. To assure you that allis well, and to ask you if perhaps you would convey the messageto those summering at Castel Gandolfo? I’m so busy at the momentit’s impossible for me to visit Castel Gandolfo myself.”

“The message will be conveyed. You are so busy?”

“Naturally. You must surely realize this is now an enemy countryfor us Germans?”

“This, Herr General? This is not Italian soil, and no man is anenemy here except those who are evil.”

“I beg your pardon, Your Eminence. Naturally I was referring toItaly, not to the Vatican. But in the matter of Italy I must act as myFührer commands. Italy will be occupied, and my troops, presentuntil now as allies, will become policemen.”

Archbishop Ralph, sitting comfortably and looking as if he hadnever had an ideological struggle in his life, watched the visitorclosely. Did he know what his Führer was doing in Poland? Howcould he not know?

General, not Rome herself, surely? Ah, no! Rome, with her history,Cardinal Vittorio arranged his face into an anxious look. “Dearher priceless artifacts? If you bring troops within her seven hillsthere will be strife, destruction. I beg of you, not that!”

to that, Your Eminence. But I took an oath also, I too am underGeneral Kesselring looked uncomfortable. “I hope it won’t comeorders. I must do as my Führer wishes.”“You’ll try for us, Herr General? Please, you must!
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I was in Athens some years ago,” said Archbishop Ralph quickly,leaning forward, his eyes charmingly wide, a lock of white-sprinkledhair falling across his brow; he was well aware of his effect on thegeneral, and used it without compunction. “Have you been inAthens, sir?”

“Yes, I have,” said the general dryly.“Then I’m sure you know the story. How it took men of relativelymodern times to destroy the buildings atop the Acropolis? HerrGeneral, Rome stands as she always was, a monument to twothousand years of care, attention, love. Please, I beg of you! Don’tendanger Rome.”became him very well, but no better than the soutane with its touchThe general stared at him in startled admiration; his uniformof imperial purple became Archbishop Ralph. He, too, had thelook of a soldier, a soldier’s sparely beautiful body, and the face ofan angel. So must the Archangel Michael look; not a smooth youngfought him, banished Adam and Eve, slain the serpent, stood atRenaissance boy but an aging perfect man, who had loved Lucifer,man to remember.God’s right hand. Did he know how he looked? He was indeed atent the decision is mine, I admit it. I am, as you know, a civilized“I shall do my best, Your Grace, I promise you. To a certain ex-man. But you’re asking a lot. If I declare Rome an open city, itmeans I cannot blow up her bridges or convert her buildings intofortresses, and that might well be to Germany’s eventual disadvant-age. What assurances do I have that Rome won’t repay me withtreachery if I’m kind to her?”cat, an elegant Siamese nowadays; he smiled gently, and looked atCardinal Vittorio pursed his lips and made kissing noises at histhe Archbishop. “Rome would never repay kindness with treachery,Herr General. I am sure when you do find the time to visit thosesummering at Castel Gandolfo that you will receive the
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lovely girl you are!” His hands pressed it down on his scarlet lap,same assurances. Here, Kheng-see, my sweetheart! Ah, what acaressed it.

“An unusual animal, Your Eminence.”

bear old and venerable names, but beside her lineage, ours are as“An aristocrat, Herr General. Both the Archbishop and myselfnothing. Do you like her name? It is Chinese for silken flower. Apt,is it not?”

the lay sister left the room.The tea had arrived, was being arranged; they were all quiet untilExcellency,” said Archbishop Ralph to the new master of Italy with“You won’t regret a decision to declare Rome an open city, Youra dropped cloak, not needed with this beloved man. “Your Emin-a melting smile. He turned to the Cardinal, charm falling away likeence, do you intend to be ‘mother,’ or shall I do the honors?”

“ ‘Mother’?” asked General Kesselring blankly.Cardinal di Contini-Verchese laughed. “It is our little joke, wecelibate men. Whoever pours the tea is called ‘mother.’ An Englishsaying, Herr General.”

seemed to be doing nothing to help end this war, only dicker aboutThat night Archbishop Ralph was tired, restless, on edge. Heinertia passionately. Though he was conservative by nature,the preservation of antiquities, and he had grown to loathe VaticanChurch positions irked him intolerably. Aside from the humblesometimes the snaillike caution of those occupying the highestspoken to an ordinary man, someone without a political, spiritualnuns and priests who acted as servants, it was weeks since he hadhim these days, and God seemed light-years away, as if He hador military axe to grind. Even prayer seemed to come less easily toworld He had made for them. What he needed, he thought, waswithdrawn to allow His human creatures full rein in destroying thewasn’t interested in the fate of the Vatican or of Rome.a stiff dose of Meggie and Fee, or a stiff dose of someone who
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His Grace walked down the private stairs into the great basilicaof Saint Peter’s, whence his aimless progress had led him. Its doorswere locked these days the moment darkness fell, a sign of the un-easy peace which lay over Rome more telling than the companiesof grey-clad Germans moving through Roman streets. A faint,ghostly glow illuminated the yawning empty apse; his footstepsechoed hollowly on the stone floor as he walked, stopped andmerged with the silence as he genuflected in front of the High Altar,began again. Then, between one foot’s noise of impact and thenext, he heard a gasp. The flashlight in his hand sprang into life;he leveled his beam in the direction of the sound, not frightenedso much as curious. This was his world; he could defend it securefrom fear.

The beam played upon what had become in his eyes the mostbeautiful piece of sculpture in all creation: the Pietà of Michelangelo.Below the stilled stunned figures was another face, made not ofmarble but of flesh, all shadowed hollows and deathlike.

“Ciao,” said His Grace, smiling.

There was no answer, but he saw that the clothes were those ofa German infantryman of lowest rank; his ordinary man! That hewas a German didn’t matter.

“Wie geht’s?” he asked, still smiling.A movement caused sweat on a wide, intellectual brow to flashsuddenly out of the dimness.

“Du bist krank?” he asked then, wondering if the lad, for he wasno more, was ill.

Came the voice, at last: “Nein.”

Archbishop Ralph laid his flashlight down on the floor and wentforward, put his hand under the soldier’s chin and lifted it to lookinto the dark eyes, darker in the darkness.

“What’s the matter?” he asked in German, and laughed. “There!”he continued, still in German. “You don’t know it, but that’s beenmy main function in life—to ask people what’s the matter. And,let me tell you,
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it’s a question which has got me into a lot of trouble in my time.”a heavy Bavarian accent.“I came to pray,” said the lad in a voice too deep for his age, with“What happened, did you get locked in?”

“Yes, but that isn’t what the matter is.”

night, and I haven’t got a key to the doors. Come with me.” HeHis grace picked up the flashlight. “Well, you can’t stay here allbegan walking back toward the private stairs leading up to thepapal palace, talking in a slow, soft voice. “I came to pray myself,as a matter of fact. Thanks to your High Command, it’s been arather nasty day. That’s it, up here…. We’ll have to hope that theHoly Father’s staff don’t assume I’ve been arrested, but can see I’mdoing the escorting, not you.”

corridors, out into open courts and gardens, inside hallways, upAfter that they walked for ten more minutes in silence, throughsteps; the young German did not seem anxious to leave his protector’s side, for he kept close. At last His Grace opened a door andled his waif into a small sitting room, sparsely and humbly furnished, switched on a lamp and closed the door.

saw a very tall man with a fine face and blue, discerning eyes;They stood staring at each other, able to see. The German soldierArchbishop Ralph saw a child tricked out in the garb which all ofEurope found fearsome and awe-inspiring. A child; no more thansixteen years old, certainly. Of average height and youthfully thin,he had a frame promising later bulk and strength, and very longarms. His face had rather an Italianate cast, dark and patrician,extremely attractive; wide, dark brown eyes with long black lashes,a magnificent head of wavy black hair. There was nothing usualor ordinary about him after all, even if his role was an ordinaryone; in spite of the fact that he had longed to talk to an average,ordinary man, His Grace was interested.“Sit down,” he said to the boy, crossing to a chest
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and unearthing a bottle of Marsala wine. He poured some into twoglasses, gave the boy one and took his own to a chair from whichhe could watch the fascinating countenance comfortably. “Are theyreduced to drafting children to do their fighting?” he asked, crossinghis legs.

be taken early anyway.”“I don’t know,” said the boy. “I was in a children’s home, so I’d“What’s your name, lad?”

great pride.“Rainer Moerling Hartheim,” said the boy, rolling it out with

“It is, isn’t it? I chose it myself. They called me Rainer Schmidt“A magnificent name,” said the priest gravely.

name I’ve always wanted.”at the home, but when I went into the army I changed it to the

“The Sisters called me a love child.”“You were an orphan?”

and self-possession, now he had lost his fear. Only what hadArchbishop Ralph tried not to smile; the boy had such dignityfrightened him? Not being found, or being locked in the basilica.

“Why were you so frightened, Rainer?”

pression. “Good, it’s sweet.” He made himself more comfortable.The boy sipped his wine gingerly, looked up with a pleased extalk about it and show us pictures. So when they posted us to Rome“I wanted to see Saint Peter’s because the Sisters always used toHe frowned. “But it wasn’t as I had expected. I thought I’d feelI was glad. We got here this morning. The minute I could, I came.”enormous and cold. I couldn’t feel Him.”closer to Our Lord, being in His own Church. Instead it was onlyPeter’s isn’t really a church, you know. Not in the sense mostArchbishop Ralph smiled. “I know what you mean. But Saintchurches are. Saint Peter’s is 

the

get used to it, I remember.” Church. It took me a long time to“I wanted to pray for two things,” the boy said, nodding


THE THORN BIRDS / 471



his head to indicate he had heard but that it wasn’t what he wishedto hear.

“For the things which frighten you?”

“What are the things which frighten you, Rainer?”“Yes. I thought being in Saint Peter’s might help.”

to Russia after all.”“That they’ll decide I’m a Jew, and that my regiment will be sentthey’ll decide you’re a Jew?”“I see. No wonder you’re frightened. Is there indeed a possibilitydown my particulars they said they’d have to check. I don’t know“Well, look at me!” said the boy simply. “When they were writingif they can or not, but I suppose the Sisters might know more thanthey ever told me.”

“They’ll know why they’re being asked.”“If they do, they’ll not pass it on,” said His Grace comfortingly.“Do you really think so? Oh, I hope so!”

“Does the thought of having Jewish blood disturb you?”German, that’s the only important thing.”“What my blood is doesn’t matter,” said Rainer. “I was born a“Only they don’t look at it like that, do they?”

“No.”

You’re in Rome, the opposite direction.”“And Russia? There’s no need to worry about Russia now, surely.to Russia after all. It isn’t going well there.”“This morning I heard our commander saying we might be sentto be in school.”“You’re a child,” said Archbishop Ralph abruptly. “You oughtI’d be working.” He sighed. “I would have liked to keep going to“I wouldn’t be now anyway.” The boy smiled. “I’m sixteen, soschool. Learning is important.”

glasses. “Don’t take any notice of me, Rainer. I’m not making anyArchbishop Ralph started to laugh, then got up and refilled thethoughts. I’m not a very good host, am I?”sense. Just thoughts, one after the other. It’s my hour for them,“You’re all right,” said the boy.
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“So,” said His Grace, sitting down again. “Define yourself,Rainer Moerling Hartheim.”

A curious pride settled on the young face. “I’m a German, anda Catholic. I want to make Germany a place where race and religionwon’t mean persecution, and I’m going to devote my life to thatend, if I live.”

“I shall pray for you—that you live, and succeed.”

“Would you?” asked the boy shyly. “Would you really pray forme personally, by name?”

“Of course. In fact, you’ve taught me something. That in mybusiness there is only one weapon at my disposal—prayer. I haveno other function.”

“Who are you?” asked Rainer, the wine beginning to make himblink drowsily.

“I’m Archbishop Ralph de Bricassart.”

“Oh! I thought you were an ordinary priest!”

“I am an ordinary priest. Nothing more.”

“I’ll strike a bargain with you!” said the boy, his eyes sparkling.“You pray for me. Father, and if I live long enough to get what Iwant, I’ll come back to Rome to let you see what your prayers havedone.”

The blue eyes smiled tenderly. “All right, it’s a bargain. And whenyou come, I’ll tell you what I think happened to my prayers.” Hegot up. “Stay there, little politician. I’ll find you something to eat.”and the wings of pigeons whirred outside the window. Then theThey talked until dawn glowed round the domes and campaniles,palace, watching his awe with delight, and let him out into theArchbishop conducted his guest through the public rooms of thename was indeed to go to Russia, carrying with him a memorycool, fresh air. Though he didn’t know it, the boy with the splendidChurch, a man was praying for him every day, by name.oddly sweet and reassuring: that in Rome, in Our Lord’s own



was all over bar the mopping up. Disgruntled,By the time the Ninth was ready to be shipped to New Guinea, it
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hope there might be further glory to amass somewhere else, chasingthe most elite division in Australian military history could onlyall Japanese hopes in the drive for Australia. And yet, like the Ger-the Japanese back up through Indonesia. Guadalcanal had defeatedwere pitifully stretched, their armies foundering from lack of suppliesmans, they yielded bitterly, grudgingly. Though their resourcespay for every inch they gained back. In retreat, the Japanese aban-and reinforcements, they made the Americans and the Australiansto Lae and Finschafen.doned Buna, Gona, Salamaua, and slipped back up the north coast,from the sea just east of Lae. It was hot, the humidity was 100On the fifth of September 1943 the Ninth Division was landedfor another two full months. The threat of malaria meant everyonepercent, and it rained every afternoon though The Wet wasn’t duefeel as sick as if they had the actual malaria. Already the constantwas taking Atabrine, and the little yellow tablets made everyonemoisture meant permanently damp boots and socks; feet were becoming spongy, the flesh between the toes raw and bloody. Mockaand mosquito bites turned angry, ulcerated.

Guinea natives, and if they couldn’t stand the climate without de-In Port Moresby they had seen the wretched state of the Newveloping yaws, beriberi, malaria, pneumonia, chronic skin diseases,enlarged livers and spleens, there wasn’t much hope for the whiteman. There were survivors of Kokoda in Port Moresby as well,victims not so much of the Japanese but of New Guinea, emaciated,masses of sores, delirious with fever. Ten times as many had diedfrom pneumonia nine thousand feet up in freezing cold wearingthin tropical kit as died from the Japanese. Greasy dank mud, unearthly forests which glowed with cold pale spectral light after darkfrom phosphorescent fungi, precipitous climbs over a gnarled tangleof exposed roots which meant a man couldn’t look up for a second
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North Africa as any place could get, and the Ninth wasn’t a bitand was a sitting duck for a sniper. It was about as different fromTrail.sorry it had stayed to fight the two Alameins instead of Kokodathe eleven-thousand-foot elevations of the deep interior, and farLae was a coastal town amid heavily forested grasslands, far fromEuropean houses, a petrol pump, and a collection of native huts.more salubrious as a battle-ground than Kokoda. Just a fewished, as worn out from New Guinea as the Australians they hadThe Japanese were as ever game, but few in number and impover-extreme mechanization of North Africa it was strange never to seebeen fighting, as disease ridden. After the massive ordnance andin place all the time. Jims and Patsy liked hand-to-hand fighting,a mortar or a fieldpiece; just Owen guns and rifles, with bayonetscomedown after the Afrika Korps, though, there was no doubtthey liked to go in close together, guard each other. It was a terriblehave buck teeth. They had absolutely no martial panache.about it. Pint-size yellow men who all seemed to wear glasses andTwo weeks after the Ninth landed at Lae, there were no moreJapanese. It was, for spring in New Guinea, a very beautiful day.The humidity had dropped twenty points, the sun shone out of asky suddenly blue instead of steamily white, the watershed rearedgreen, purple and lilac beyond the town. Discipline had relaxed,everyone seemed to be taking the day off to play cricket, walkaround, tease the natives to make them laugh and display theirblood-red, toothless gums, the result of chewing betel nut. Jimsand Patsy were strolling through the tall grass beyond the town,for it reminded them of Drogheda; it was the same bleached, tawnycolor, and long the way Drogheda grass was after a season of heavyrain.got the Nips on the run, and Jerry, too. Home, Patsy, home to“Won’t be long now until we’re back, Patsy,” said Jims. “We’veDrogheda! I can hardly wait.”
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“Yair,” said Patsy.

They walked shoulder to shoulder, much closer than was permissible between ordinary men; they would touch each other sometimes,not consciously but as a man touches his own body, to relieve amild itch or absently assure himself it is still all there. How nice itwas to feel genuinely sunny sun on their faces instead of a moltenball in a Turkish bath! Every so often they would lift their muzzlesto the sky, flare their nostrils to take in the scent of hot light onDrogheda-like grass, dream a little that they were back there,walking toward a wilga in the daze of noon to lie down throughthe worst of it, read a book, drowse. Roll over, feel the friendly,beautiful earth through their skins, sense a mighty heart beatingaway down under somewhere, like a mother’s heart to a sleepybaby.

“Jims! Look! A dinkum Drogheda budgie!” said Patsy, shockedinto speaking.

Perhaps budgerigars were natives of the Lae country, too, butthe mood of the day and this quite unexpected reminder of homesuddenly triggered a wild elation in Patsy. Laughing, feeling thegrass tickling his bare legs, he took off after it, snatching his batteredslouch hat from his head and holding it out as if he truly believedhe could snare the vanishing bird. Smiling, Jims stood watchinghim.

He was perhaps twenty yards away when the machine gun rippedthe grass to flying shreds around him; Jims saw his arms go up, hisbody spin round so that the arms seemed stretched out in supplication. From waist to knees he was brilliant blood, life’s blood.

“Patsy, Patsy!” Jims screamed; in every cell of his own body hefelt the bullets, felt himself ebbing, dying.

His legs opened in a huge stride, he gained momentum to run,then his military caution asserted itself and he dived headlong intothe grass just as the machine gun opened up again.
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“Patsy, Patsy, are you all right?” he cried stupidly, having seenthat blood.

Yet incredibly, “Yair,” came a faint answer.

Inch by inch Jims dragged himself forward through the fragrantgrass, listening to the wind, the rustlings of his own progress.

When he reached his brother he put his head against the nakedshoulder, and wept.

“Break it down,” said Patsy. “I’m not dead yet.”

“How bad is it?” Jims asked, pulling down the bloodsoaked shortsto see blood-soaked flesh, shivering.

“Doesn’t feel as if I’m going to die, anyway.”

Men had appeared all around them, the cricketers still wearingtheir leg pads and gloves; someone went back for a stretcher whilethe rest proceeded to silence the gun at the far side of the clearing.The deed was done with more than usual ruthlessness, for everyonewas fond of Harpo. If anything happened to him, Jims wouldnever be the same.

A beautiful day; the budgerigar had long gone, but other birdstrilled and twittered fearlessly, silenced only during the actual battle.

“Patsy’s bloody lucky,” said the medic to Jims some time later.“There must be a dozen bullets in him, but most of them hit thethighs. The two or three higher up seem to have embedded themselves in pelvic bone or muscle. As far as I can judge, his gut’s inone piece, so is his bladder. The only thing is…”

“Well, what?” Jims prompted impatiently; he was still shaking,and blue around the mouth.

“Difficult to say anything for certain at this stage, of course, andI’m not a genius surgeon like some of the blokes in Moresby. They’llbe able to tell you a lot more. But the urethra has been damaged,so have many of the tiny little nerves in the perineum. I’m prettysure he can be patched up as good as new, except maybe for thenerves. Nerves don’t patch up too well, unfortunately.” He clearedhis throat. “What I’m trying to
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say is that he might never have much sensation in the genital re-gion.”

wall of tears. “At least he’s alive,” he said.Jims dropped his head, looked at the ground through a crystaland to stay until Patsy was pronounced out of danger. The injuriesHe was granted leave to fly to Port Moresby with his brother,were little short of miraculous. Bullets had scattered all around thebeen right; lower pelvic sensation was badly impaired. How muchlower abdomen without penetrating it. But the Ninth medic hadhe might regain later on no one was prepared to say.

he was to be flown to Sydney. “I was never too keen on marrying,“It doesn’t much matter,” said Patsy from the stretcher on whichleaving you.”anyway. Now, you look after yourself, Jims, do you hear? I hateonto his brother’s hand. “Fancy having to spend the rest of the war“I’ll look after myself, Patsy. Christ!” Jims grinned, holding hardwithout my best mate. I’ll write and tell you what it’s like. Say helloHalf your luck, going home to Drogheda.”to Mrs. Smith and Meggie and Mum and the brothers for me, eh?plane which brought Patsy from Townsville; Fee remained only aFee and Mrs. Smith flew down to Sydney to meet the Americanfew days, but Mrs. Smith stayed on in a Randwick hotel close tothe Prince of Wales military hospital. Patsy remained there for threemonths. His part in the war was over. Many tears had Mrs. Smithshed; but there was much to be thankful for, too. In one way hewould never be able to lead a full life, but he could do everythingelse: ride, walk, run. Mating didn’t seem to be in the Cleary line,anyway. When he was discharged from hospital Meggie drovedown from Gilly in the Rolls, and the two women tucked him upon the back seat amid blankets and magazines, praying for onemore boon: that Jims would come home, too.
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surrender did Gillanbone believe the war was finally over. TheNot until the Emperor Hirohito’s delegate signed Japan’s officialyears after the start. Six agonizing years. So many places empty,news came on Sunday, September 2, 1945, which was exactly sixHopeton’s son John, Eden Carmichael’s son Cormac. Ross Mac-never to be filled again: Dominic O’Rourke’s son Rory, HorryKing’s son David would walk but never see where he was going,Queen’s youngest son, Angus, would never walk again, Anthonywere those whose wounds weren’t visible, but whose scars wentPaddy Cleary’s son Patsy would never have children. And therehome quietly, said little, and laughed only rarely. Who could havejust as deep; who had gone off gaily, eager and laughing, but camea toll?dreamed when it began that it would go on so long, or take sucheven the most cynical resident shivered that Sunday, SeptemberGillanbone was not a particularly superstitious community, but2nd. For on the same day that the war ended, so did the longestrain had fallen, but that day the clouds filled the sky thousands ofdrought in the history of Australia. For nearly ten years no usefulinches of rain on the thirsty earth. Anfeet deep, blackly, cracked themselves open and poured twelve
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inch of rain may not mean the breaking of a drought, it might notbe followed by anything more, but twelve inches of rain meansgrass.

watching it through the darkness, sniffing the unbearably sweetMeggie, Fee, Bob, Jack, Hughie and Patsy stood on the verandacattle and pigs spraddled their legs against the shifting of the meltingperfume of rain on parched and crumbling soil. Horses, sheep,them had been born since rain like this had last passed across theirground and let the water pour over their twitching bodies; most ofeverything, washed the dust off the outstretched wings of the blandworld. In the cemetery the rain washed the dust away, whitenedmingling with the drumming of the soaking rain. Rain, rain! Rain.Botticelli angel. The creek produced a tidal wave, its roaring floodLike a benediction from some vast inscrutable hand, long withheld,finally given. The blessed, wonderful rain. For rain meant grass,and grass was life.

ramified, burgeoned, grew a darker green as it lengthened, thenA pale-green fuzz appeared, poked its little blades skyward,Drogheda. The Home Paddock looked like a field of wheat, ripplingfaded and waxed fat, became the silver-beige, knee-high grass ofexploded into color, great buds unfurling, the ghost gums suddenlywith every mischievous puff of wind, and the homestead gardensthough Michael Carson’s insane proliferation of water tanks stillwhite and lime-green again after nine years of griming dust. Forsettled on every leaf and petal, dimmed and drabbed. And an oldheld enough to keep the homestead gardens alive, dust had longwater to survive ten years of drought, but only for the homestead.legend had been proven fact: Drogheda did indeed have sufficientseeing how best to restock; Fee opened a brand-new bottle of blackBob, Jack, Hughie and Patsy went back to the paddocks, beganMeggie saw an end coming to her life in the saddle, for it wouldink and savagely screwed the lid down on her bottle of red ink;not be


480 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



long before Jims was home and men turned up looking for jobs.prize breeders which were always penned and hand-fed in any time,After nine years there were very few sheep or cattle left, only thethe top of the Western slopes to buy ewes of good blood line fromthe nucleus of champion stock, rams and bulls. Bob went east tostockmen were added to the Drogheda payroll. Meggie hung upproperties not so hard hit by the drought. Jims came home. Eighther saddle.

second since she had left him.It was not long after this that Meggie got a letter from Luke, thesugar should see me through. The old back’s a bit sore these days,“Not long now, I reckon,” he said. “A few more years in theArne and I have twelve other gangs cutting for us, all good blokes.but I can still cut with the best of them, eight or nine tons a day.produce it. I’m making over five thousand quid a year, saving al-Money’s getting very loose, Europe wants sugar as fast as we canKynuna. Maybe when I get things together you might want to comemost all of it. Won’t be long now, Meg, before I’m out aroundget their hearts set on kids. I reckon that’s what really broke us up,back to me. Did I give you the kid you wanted? Funny, how womenweathered the drought. Yours, Luke.”eh? Let me know how you’re getting on, and how Droghedain her hand, staring absently out across the brilliant green of theFee came out onto the veranda, where Meggie sat with the letterhomestead lawns.

“How’s Luke?”

little while longer in the damned sugar, the place he’s going to have“The same as ever, Mum. Not a bit changed. Still on about aone day out around Kynuna.”

“Do you think he’ll ever actually do it?”“I suppose so, one day.”

“Would you go to join him, Meggie?”“Not in a million years.”
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Fee sat down in a cane chair beside her daughter, pulling it roundso she could see Meggie properly. In the distance men wereshouting, hammers pounded; at long last the verandas and theupper-story windows of the homestead were being enclosed by finewire mesh to screen out the flies. For years Fee had held out, ob-durate. No matter how many flies there were, the lines of the housewould never be spoiled by ugly netting. But the longer the droughtdragged on the worse the flies became, until two weeks before itended Fee had given in and hired a contractor to enclose everybuilding on the station, not only the homestead itself but all thestaff houses and barracks as well.

But electrify she would not, though since 1915 there had beena “donk,” as the shearers called it, to supply power to the shearingshed. Drogheda without the gentle diffusion of lamps? It wasn’tto be thought of. However, there was one of the new gas stoveswhich burned off cylindered gas on order, and a dozen of the newkerosene refrigerators; Australian industry wasn’t yet on a peacetimefooting, but eventually the new appliances would come.

“Meggie, why don’t you divorce Luke, marry again?” Fee askedsuddenly. “Enoch Davies would have you in a second; he’s neverlooked at anyone else.”

Meggie’s lovely eyes surveyed her mother in wonder. “GoodLord, Mum, I do believe you’re actually talking to me as one womanto another!”

Fee didn’t smile; Fee still rarely smiled. “Well, if you aren’t awoman by now, you’ll never be one. I’d say you qualified. I mustbe getting old; I feel garrulous.”

Meggie laughed, delighted at her mother’s overture, and anxiousnot to destroy this new mood. “It’s the rain, Mum. It must be. Oh,isn’t it wonderful to see grass on Drogheda again, and green lawnsaround the homestead?”

“Yes, it is. But you’re side-stepping my question. Why not divorceLuke, marry again?”
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“It’s against the laws of the Church.”

“Piffle!” exclaimed Fee, but gently. “Half of you is me, and I’mnot a Catholic. Don’t give me that, Meggie. If you really wantedto marry, you’d divorce Luke.”

“Yes, I suppose I would. But I don’t want to marry again. I’mquite happy with my children and Drogheda.”

A chuckle very like her own echoed from the interior of the bottlebrush shrubbery nearby, its drooping scarlet cylinders hiding theauthor of the chuckle.

“Listen! There he is, that’s Dane! Do you know at his age he cansit a horse as well as I can?” She leaned forward. “Dane! What areyou up to? Come out of there this instant!”

He crawled out from under the closest bottle brush, his handsfull of black earth, suspicious black smears all around his mouth.

“Mum! Did you know soil tastes good? It really does, Mum,honestly!”

He came to stand in front of her; at seven he was tall, slender,gracefully strong, and had a face of delicate porcelain beauty.

Justine appeared, came to stand beside him. She too was tall,but skinny rather than slender, and atrociously freckled. It was hardto see what her features were like beneath the brown spots, butthose unnerving eyes were as pale as they had been in infancy, andthe sandy brows and lashes were too fair to emerge from thefreckles. Paddy’s fiercely red tresses rioted in a mass of curls aroundher rather pixyish face. No one could have called her a pretty child,but no one ever forgot her, not merely on account of the eyes butalso because she had remarkable strength of character. Astringent,forth-right and uncompromisingly intelligent, Justine at eight caredas little what anyone thought of her as she had when a baby. Onlyone person was very close to her: Dane. She still adored him, andstill regarded him as her own property.

Which had led to many a tussle of wills between her
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and her mother. It had been a rude shock to Justine when Meggiehung up her saddle and got back to being a mother. For one thing,Justine didn’t seem to need a mother, since she was convinced shewas right about everything. Nor was she the sort of little girl whorequired a confidante, or warm approval. As far as she was concerned, Meggie was mostly someone who interfered with herpleasure in Dane. She got on a lot better with her grandmother,who was just the sort of person Justine heartily approved of; shekept her distance and assumed one had a little sense.

“I told him not to eat dirt,” Justine said.

Meggie turned to her son. “Dane, why?”“Well, it won’t kill him, Justine, but it isn’t good for him, either.”it was bad for me, wouldn’t it taste bad, too? It tastes good.”He considered the question gravely. “It was there, so I ate it. IfDane, I really do. Some of the best-tasting things are the most“Not necessarily,” Justine interrupted loftily. “I give up on you,poisonous.”

“Treacle!” she said triumphantly.“Name one!” he challenged.

pantry and eating the lot. He admitted the thrust, but countered.Dane had been very ill after finding a tin of treacle in Mrs. Smith’s“I’m still here, so it can’t be all that poisonous.”

be dead.”“That’s only because you vomited. If you hadn’t vomited, you’dso he tucked his arm companionably through hers and theyThis was inarguable. He and his sister were much of a height,their uncles had erected as instructed amid the down-droopingsauntered away across the lawn toward their cubbyhouse, whichbranches of a pepper tree. Danger from bees had led to much adultopposition to this site, but the children were proven right. The beesdwelled with them amicably. For, said the children, pepper treeswere the nicest of all trees, very private. They had such a dry, fra-grant smell, and the
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crisp, pungent pink flakes when crushed in the hand.grapelike clusters of tiny pink globules they bore crumbled intoget along so well together,” said Meggie. “It never ceases to amaze“They’re so different from each other, Dane and Justine, yet theyme. I don’t think I’ve ever seen them quarrel, though how DaneJustine, I don’t understand.”avoids quarreling with some one as determined and stubborn asimage of his father,” she said, watching Dane duck under the lowestBut Fee had something else on her mind. “Lord, he’s the livingfronds of the pepper tree and disappear from sight.

hearing people say this had not scotched. It was just her own guilt,Meggie felt herself go cold, a reflex response which years ofsimilarities between Luke O’Neill and Ralph de Bricassart. But tryof course. People always meant Luke. Why not? There were basicto his father was commented upon.as she would, she could never be quite natural when Dane’s likenessshe asked, nonchalantly swinging her foot. “I can never see it myself.She drew a carefully casual breath. “Do you think so, Mum?”Dane is nothing like Luke in nature or attitude to life.”

Grown pallid with age and encroaching cataracts, her eyes restedFee laughed. It came out as a snort, but it was a genuine laugh.fool, Meggie? I don’t mean Luke O’Neill. I mean Dane is the livingon Meggie’s startled face, grim and ironic. “Do you take me for aimage of Ralph de Bricassart.”

her leaden body sagged, the lead heart within her breast struggledLead. Her foot was made of lead. It dropped to the Spanish tiles,to go on beating for my son!against its vast weight to beat. Beat, damn you, beat! You’ve gotextraordinary thing to say! “Why, Mum!” Her voice was leaden, too. “Why, Mum, what anFather Ralph de Bricassart?”
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“How many people of that name do you know? Luke O’Neilnever bred that boy; he’s Ralph de Bricassart’s son. I knew it theminute I took him out of you at his birth.”

“Then—why haven’t you said something? Why wait until he’sseven years old to make such an insane and unfounded accusation?”

Fee stretched her legs out, crossed them daintily at the ankles.“I’m getting old at last, Meggie. And things don’t hurt as muchanymore. What a blessing old age can be! It’s so good to seeDrogheda coming back, I feel better within myself because of it.For the first time in years I feel like talking.”

“Well, I must say when you decide to talk you really know howto pick your subject! Mum, you have absolutely no right to saysuch a thing. It isn’t true!” said Meggie desperately, not sure if hermother was bent on torture or commiseration.

Suddenly Fee’s hand came out, rested on Meggie’s knee, and shewas smiling—not bitterly or contemptuously, but with a curioussympathy. “Don’t lie to me, Meggie. Lie to anyone else under thesun, but don’t lie to me.

fathered that boy. I’m not a fool, I have eyes. There’s no Luke in Nothing will ever convince me Luke O’Neillhim, there never was because there couldn’t be. He’s the image ofthe priest. Look at his hands, the way his hair grows in a widow’speak, the shape of his face, the eyebrows, the mouth. Even how hemoves. Ralph de Bricassart, Meggie, Ralph de Bricassart.”

she sat, loosely now, relaxed. “The distance in his eyes. That’s whatMeggie gave in, the enormity of her relief showing in the wayI notice myself most of all. Is it so obvious? Does everyone know,Mum?”

than the color of the eyes, the shape of the nose, the general build.“Of course not,” said Fee positively. “People don’t look any furtherLike enough to Luke’s. I knew because I’d been watching you andRalph de Bricassart for years. All he had to do was crook his
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against the laws of the Church’ when it comes to divorce. You werelittle finger and you’d have gone running, so a fig for your ‘it’sabout divorce. Shameless, Meggie, that’s what you were. Shame-panting to break a far more serious law of the Church than the oneman. His heart was set on being a perfect priest; you came a veryless!” A hint of hardness crept into her voice. “But he was a stubbornonly a matter of time before something happened.”bad second. Oh, idiocy! It didn’t do him any good, did it? It wasand let fly with a string of curses; Fee winced, shuddered. “DearAround the corner of the veranda someone dropped a hammer,heaven, I’ll be glad when they’re done with the screening!” She gotwouldn’t have Ralph de Bricassart to marry you to Luke? back to the subject. “Did you think you fooled me when youI knew.You wanted him as the bridegroom, not as the officiating cleric.Then when he came to Drogheda before he left for Athens and youweren’t here, I knew sooner or later he’d have to go and find you.He wandered around the place as lost as a little boy at the SydneyRoyal Easter Show. Marrying Luke was the smartest move youmade, Meggie. As long as he knew you were pining for him Ralphdidn’t want you, but the minute you became somebody else’s heexhibited all the classical signs of the dog in the manger. Of coursehe’d convinced himself that his attachment to you was as pure asthe driven snow, but the fact remained that he needed you. Youwere necessary to him in a way no other woman ever had been, orI suspect ever will be. Strange,” said Fee with real puzzlement. “Ialways wondered what on earth he saw in you, but I supposemothers are always a little blind about their daughters until they’retoo old to be jealous of youth. You are about Justine, the same asI was about you.”

but she watched Meggie like a scientist his specimen.She leaned back in her chair, rocking slightly, her eyes half closed,
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“Whatever it was he saw in you,” she went on, “he saw it the firsttime he met you, and it never left off enchanting him. The hardestthing he had to face was your growing up, but he faced it that timehe came to find you gone, married. Poor Ralph! He had no choicebut to look for you. And he did find you, didn’t he? I knew it whenyou came home, before Dane was born. Once you had Ralph deBricassart it wasn’t necessary to stay any longer with Luke.”

“Yes,” sighed Meggie, “Ralph found me. But it didn’t solve anything for us, did it? I knew he would never be willing to give uphis God. It was for that reason I was determined to have the onlypart of him I ever could. His child. Dane.”

“It’s like listening to an echo,” Fee said, laughing her rusty laugh.“You might be me, saying that.”

“Frank?”

The chair scraped; Fee got up, paced the tiles, came back andstared hard at her daughter. “Well, well! Tit for tat, eh, Meggie?How long have you known?”

“Since I was a little girl. Since the time Frank ran away.”

“His father was married already. He was a lot older than me, animportant politician. If I told you his name, you’d recognize it.There are streets named for him all over New Zealand, a town ortwo probably. But for the purpose, I’ll call him Pakeha. It’s Maorifor ‘white man,’ but it’ll do. He’s dead now, of course. I have atrace of Maori blood in me, but Frank’s father was half Maori. Itshowed in Frank because he got it from both of us. Oh, but I lovedthat man! Perhaps it was the call of our blood, I don’t know. Hewas handsome. A big man with a mop of black hair and the mostbrilliant, laughing black eyes. He was everything Paddywasn’t—cultured, sophisticated, very charming. I loved him to thepoint of madness. And I thought I’d never love anyone else; Iwallowed in that delusion so long I left it too late, too late!” Hervoice broke. She turned to look
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at the garden. “I have a lot to answer for, Meggie, believe me.”said.“So that’s why you loved Frank more than the rest of us,” Meggielonged to Paddy,” She sat down, made a queer, mournful noise.“I thought I did, because he was Pakeha’s son and the rest be-“So history does repeat itself. I had a quiet laugh when I saw Dane,I tell you.”“Mum, you’re an extraordinary woman!”

you a little secret, Meggie. Extraordinary or merely ordinary, I’m“Am I?” The chair creaked; she leaned forward. “Let me whisperhappy since the day I met Pakeha. Mostly my own fault. I loveda very unhappy woman. For one reason or another I’ve been unthere was Frank…. I kept hanging on to Frank, and ignoring thehim, but what he did to me shouldn’t happen to any woman. Andto me. Only I didn’t see it. I was too busy comparing him withrest of you. Ignoring Paddy, who was the best thing ever happeneda fine man he was….” She shrugged. “Well, all that’s past. What IPakeha. Oh, I was grateful to him, and I couldn’t help but see whatyou?”wanted to say was that it’s wrong, Meggie. You know that, don’tto take that from her priests as well.”“No, I don’t. The way I see it, the Church is wrong, expectinga woman’s man, Meggie, just as I did.”“Funny, how we always infer the Church is feminine. You stoleme. The Church isn’t a woman, Mum. It’s a thing, an institution.”“Ralph had absolutely no allegiance to any woman, except toswers. I thought as you do myself, at the time. Divorce was out of“Don’t bother trying to justify yourself to me. I know all the anattain political greatness; he had to choose between me and histhe question for him. He was one of the first people of his race toas your Ralph chose the Church, didn’t he? So I thought,people. What man could resist a chance like that to be noble? Just
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I don’t care. I’ll take what I can get of him, I’ll have his child tolove at least.”to pity her, too busy resenting the inference that she herself hadBut suddenly Meggie was too busy hating her mother to be ablemade just as big a mess of things. So she said, “Except that I faroutdid you in subtlety, Mum. My son has a name no one can takefrom him, even including Luke.”ive, Meggie! Butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth, would it? Well,Fee’s breath hissed between her teeth. “Nasty! Oh, you’re decept-my father bought my husband to give Frank a name and get rid ofme: I’ll bet you never knew that! How did you know?”

“That’s my business.”

“You’re going to pay, Meggie. Believe me, you’re going to pay.You won’t get away with it any more than I did. I lost Frank in theworst way a mother could; I can’t even see him and I long to….You wait! You’ll lose Dane, too.”

“Not if I can help it. You lost Frank because he couldn’t pull intandem with Daddy. I made sure Dane had no daddy to harnesshim. I’ll harness him instead, to Drogheda. Why do you think I’mmaking a stockman out of him already? He’ll be safe on Drogheda.”Dane here if he wants to go. Daddy didn’t harness Frank. That“Was Daddy? Was Stuart? Nowhere is safe. And you won’t keepcan harness Ralph de Bricassart’s son, you’ve got another thinkwas it. Frank couldn’t be harnessed. And if you think you, a woman,the father, how can we hope to hold the son?”coming. It stands to reason, doesn’t it? If neither of us could holdAnd I’m warning you, I’d kill you first.”“The only way I can lose Dane is if you open your mouth, Mum.with me; I’m just an interested onlooker. Yes indeed, that’s all I“Don’t bother, I’m not worth swinging for. Your secret’s safeam. An onlooker.”like this, so unwilling to give?”“Oh, Mum! What could possibly have made you like this? Why
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Fee sighed. “Events which took place years before you were evenborn,” she said pathetically.

But Meggie shook her fist vehemently. “Oh, no, you don’t! Afterwhat you’ve just told me? You’re not going to get away with flog-ging that dead horse to me ever again! Rubbish, rubbish, rubbish!Do you hear me, Mum? You’ve wallowed in it for most of yourlife, like a fly in syrup!”

Fee smiled broadly, genuinely pleased. “I used to think having adaughter wasn’t nearly as important as having sons, but I waswrong. I enjoy you, Meggie, in a way I can never enjoy my sons.A daughter’s an equal. Sons aren’t, you know. They’re just defense-less dolls we set up to knock down at our leisure.”

Meggie stared. “You’re remorseless. Tell me, then, where do wego wrong?”

“In being born,” said Fee.

Men were returning home in thousands upon thousands, sheddingtheir khaki uniforms and slouch hats for civvies. And the Laborgovernment, still in office, took a long, hard look at the greatproperties of the western plains, some of the bigger stations closerin. It wasn’t right that so much land should belong to one family,when men who had done their bit for Australia needed room fortheir belongings and the country needed more intensive workingof its land. Six million people to fill an area as big as the UnitedStates of America, but a mere handful of those six million holdingvast tracts in a handful of names. The biggest properties wouldhave to be subdivided, yield up some of their acreages to the warveterans.

Bugela went from 150,000 acres to 70,000; two returned soldiersgot 40,000 acres each off Martin King. Rudna Hunish had 120,000acres, therefore Ross MacQueen lost 60,000 acres and two morereturned soldiers were endowed. So it went. Of course the govern-ment compensated the graziers, though at lower figures than
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the open market would have given. And it hurt. Oh, it hurt. Noamount of argument prevailed with Canberra; properties as largeas Bugela and Rudna Hunish would be partitioned. It was self-evident no man needed so much, since the Gilly district had manythriving stations of less than 50,000 acres.

the returned soldiers would persevere. After the First World WarWhat hurt the most was the knowledge that this time it seemedmost of the big stations had gone through the same partial resumption, but it had been poorly done, the fledgling graziers withouttraining or experience; gradually the squatters bought their filchedacres back at rock-bottom prices from discouraged veterans. Thistime the government was prepared to train and educate the newsettlers at its own expense.

and on principle loathed a Labor government, identifying it withAlmost all the squatters were avid members of the Country Party,blue-collar workers in industrial cities, trade unions and fecklessMarxist intellectuals. The unkindest cut of all was to find that theClearys, who were known Labor voters, were not to see a singleacre pared from the formidable bulk of Drogheda. Since the Catholic Church owned it, naturally it was subdivision-exempt. Thehowl was heard in Canberra, but ignored. It came very hard to thesquatters, who always thought of themselves as the most powerfullobby group in the nation, to find that he who wields the Canberrawhip does pretty much as he likes. Australia was heavily federal,its state governments virtually powerless.

all quarter of a million acres of it.Thus, like a giant in a Lilliputian world, Drogheda carried on,



sometimes too little, but not, thank God, ever another drought likeThe rain came and went, sometimes adequate, sometimes too much,quality of the wool improved over pre-drought times, no mean feat.the great one. Gradually the number of sheep built up and the
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Breeding was the “in” thing. People talked of Haddon Rig nearWarren, started actively competing with its owner, Max Falkiner,for the top ram and ewe prizes at the Royal Easter Show in Sydney.And the price of wool began to creep up, then skyrocketed. Europe,the United States and Japan were hungry for every bit of fine woolAustralia could produce. Other countries yielded coarser wools forheavy fabrics, carpets, felts; but only the long, silky fibers fromAustralian merinos could make a woolen textile so fine it slippedthrough the fingers like softest lawn. And that sort of wool reachedits peak out on the black-soil plains of northwest New South Walesand southwest Queensland.arrived. Drogheda’s profits soared out of all imagination. MillionsIt was as if after all the years of tribulation, a just reward hadof pounds every year. Fee sat at her desk radiating contentment,Bob put another two stockmen on the books. If it hadn’t been forthe rabbits, pastoral conditions would have been ideal, but therabbits were as much of a blight as ever.screening had excluded flies from all Drogheda interiors; now thatOn the homestead life was suddenly very pleasant. The wireit was up and everyone had grown used to its appearance, theywondered how they had ever survived without it. For there weremultiple compensations for the look of it, like being able to eat alleaves of the wistaria vine.fresco on the veranda when it was very hot, under the tappingwith a delicate overlay of glossy gold. On suckered feet they creptThe frogs loved the screening, too. Little fellows they were, greensolemn and dignified. Suddenly one would leap, grab at a mothup the outside of the mesh to stare motionless at the diners, veryof the moth flapping madly out of its overladen mouth. It amusedalmost bigger than itself, and settle back into inertia with two-thirdsmoth completely, staring gravely through the wire and every tenDane and Justine to time how long it took a frog to swallow a bigminutes getting


THE THORN BIRDS / 493



often still be kicking when the final piece of wingtip was engulfed.a little more moth down. The insect lasted a long time, and wouldbeing alive while the other half of you is busy being digested.”“Erckle! What a fate!” chuckled Dane. “Fancy half of you stillchildren excellent vocabularies at an early age. They were intelligent,Avid reading—that Drogheda passion—had given the two O’Neillthem. They had their thoroughbred ponies, increasing in size asalert and interested in everything. Life was particularly pleasant forgreen kitchen table; they played in the pepper tree cubbyhouse;they did; they endured their correspondence lessons at Mrs. Smith’sbeautifully on a leash and answered to its name. Their favorite petthey had pet cats, pet dogs, even a pet goanna, which walkedPiggle.was a miniature pink pig, as intelligent as any dog, called Igglenever had colds or influenza. Meggie was terrified of infantileSo far from urban congestion, they caught few diseases andto carry them off, so whatever vaccines became available they re-paralysis, diphtheria, anything which might swoop out of nowherestimulation.ceived. It was an ideal existence, full of physical activity and mentalboarding school in Sydney, Dane to Riverview as tradition deman-When Dane was ten and Justine eleven they were sent toded, and Justine to Kincoppal. When she put them on the planelittle faces stared out of a window, handkerchiefs waving; they hadthe first time, Meggie watched as their white, valiantly composedwith them, see them settled in for herself, but opinion was sonever been away from home before. She had wanted badly to goeveryone felt they would do a great deal better on their own.strongly against her she yielded. From Fee down to Jims and Patsy,“Don’t mollycoddle them,” said Fee sternly.

But indeed she felt like two different people as the
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DC-3 took off in a cloud of dust and staggered into the shimmeringair. Her heart was breaking at losing Dane, and light at the thoughtof losing Justine. There was no ambivalence in her feelings aboutDane; his gay, even-tempered nature gave and accepted love asnaturally as breathing. But Justine was a lovable, horrible monster.One had to love her, because there was much to love: her strength,her integrity, her self-reliance—lots of things. The trouble was thatshe didn’t permit love the way Dane did, nor did she ever giveMeggie the wonderful feeling of being needed. She wasn’t mateyor full of pranks, and she had a disastrous habit of putting peopledown, chiefly, it seemed, her mother. Meggie found much in herthat had been exasperating in Luke, but at least Justine wasn’t amiser. For that much be thankful.the shortest ones, could be spent on Drogheda. However, after anA thriving airline meant that all the children’s vacations, eveninitial period of adjustment both children enjoyed their schooling.Dane was always homesick after a visit to Drogheda, but Justinetook to Sydney as if she had always lived there, and spent herDrogheda time longing to be back in the city. The Riverview Jesuitswere delighted; Dane was a marvelous student, in the classroomand on the playing field. The Kincoppal nuns, on the other hand,were definitely not delighted; no one with eyes and a tongue assharp as Justine’s could hope to be popular. A class ahead of Dane,she was perhaps the better student of the two, but only in theclassroom.

The esting. Its big front page rarely bore more than one photograph,Sydney Morning Herald of August 4th, 1952, was very inter-day the picture was a handsome portrait of Ralph de Bricassart.usually middle and high up, the interest story of the day. And that

His Grace Archbishop Ralph de Bricassart, at
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the present time aide to the Secretary of State of the Holy Seeof Rome, was today created Cardinal de Bricassart by HisHoliness Pope Pius XII.

illustrious association with the Roman Catholic Church inRalph Raoul, Cardinal de Bricassart has had a long andAustralia, extending from his arrival as a newly ordained1938.priest in July 1919 to his departure for the Vatican in MarchCardinal de Bricassart was the second son of a family whichBorn on September 23, 1893, in the Republic of Ireland,can trace its descent from Baron Ranulf de Bricassart, whocame to England in the train of William the Conqueror. Bytradition, Cardinal de Bricassart espoused the Church. Heentered the seminary at the age of seventeen, and upon hisordination was sent to Australia. His first months were spentin the service of the late Bishop Michael Clabby, in the Dio-cese of Winnemurra.

lanbone, in northwestern New South Wales. He was madeIn June 1920 he was transferred to serve as pastor of GilMonsignor, and continued at Gillanbone until December1928. From there he became private secretary to His GraceArchbishop Cluny Dark, and finally private secretary to thethen Archbishop Papal Legate, His Eminence Cardinal diContini-Verchese. During this time he was created Bishop.When Cardinal di Contini-Verchese was transferred to Rometo commence his remarkable career at the Vatican, Bishop deBricassart was created Archbishop, and returned to Australiafrom Athens as the Papal Legate himself. He held this import-ant Vatican appointment until his transfer to Rome in 1938;since that time his rise within the central hierarchy of theRoman Catholic Church has been spectacular. Now 58 yearsof age, he is rumored to be one of the few men actively con-cerned in the determination of papal policy.
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A Sydney Morning Herald representative talked to some ofCardinal de Bricassart’s ex-parishioners in the Gillanbonearea yesterday. He is well remembered, and with much affec-tion. This rich sheep district is predominantly Roman Catholicin its religious adherence.

“Father de Bricassart founded the Holy Cross Bush Biblio-philic Society,” said Mr. Harry Gough, Mayor of Gillanbone.“It was—for the time especially—a remarkable service, splen-didly endowed first by the late Mrs. Mary Carson, and afterher death by the Cardinal himself, who has never forgottenus or our needs.”

“Father de Bricassart was the finest-looking man I’ve everseen,” said Mrs. Fiona Cleary, present doyenne of Drogheda,one of the largest and most prosperous stations in New SouthWales. “During his time in Gilly he was a great spiritualsupport to his parishioners, and particularly to those of us onDrogheda, which as you know now belongs to the CatholicChurch. During floods he helped us move our stock, duringfires he came to our aid, even if it was only to bury our dead.He was, in fact, an extraordinary man in every way, and hehad more charm than any man I’ve ever met. One could seehe was meant for great things. Indeed we remember him,though it’s over twenty years since he left us. Yes, I think it’squite truthful to say that there are some around Gilly whostill miss him very much.”

During the war the then Archbishop de Bricassart servedHis Holiness loyally and unswervingly, and is credited withhaving influenced Field Marshal Albert Kesselring in decidingto maintain Rome as an open city after Italy became a Germanenemy. Florence, which had asked in vain for the same priv-ilege, lost many of its treasures, only restored later becauseGermany lost the war. In the


THE THORN BIRDS / 497



immediate postwar period, Cardinal de Bricassart helpedthousands of displaced persons seek asylum in new countries,and was especially vigorous in aiding the Australian immigration program.

will not exert his influence as Cardinal de Bricassart in Aus-Though by birth he is an Irishman, and though it seems heclaim this remarkable man as her own.tralia, we still feel that to a large extent Australia may rightly



ruefully.Meggie handed the paper back to Fee, and smiled at her mother“One must congratulate him, as I said to the 

Herald

They didn’t print that, did they? Though they printed your little reporter.

At least I know where Justine gets it from. I wonder how manyeulogy almost verbatim, I see. What a barbed tongue you’ve got!

said?”people will be smart enough to read between the lines of what you

“I wonder does he remember us?” Meggie sighed.“He will, anyway, if he ever sees it.”

himself. Of course he remembers us, Meggie. How could he forget?”“Undoubtedly. After all, he still finds time to administer Drogheda

the earnings, aren’t we? He must be very pleased. With our wool“True, I had forgotten Drogheda. We’re right up there on top of

this year must have made even the gold mines look sick. Talk aboutat a pound per pound in the auctions, the Drogheda wool check

baa-lambs.”Golden Fleece. Over four million pounds, just from shaving our

manner toward Meggie these days, though often mildly withering,“Don’t be cynical, Meggie, it doesn’t suit you,” said Fee; her

haven’t we? Don’t forget we get our money every year, good orwas tempered with respect and affection. “We’ve done well enough,

of us fifty thousand each? If he threw us off Droghedabad. Didn’t he pay Bob a hundred thousand as a bonus, the rest
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tomorrow we could afford to buy Bugela, even at today’s inflatedland prices. And how much has he given your children? Thousandsupon thousands. Be fair to him.”

out. Dane and Justine will grow up to think they must make their“But my children don’t know it, and they’re not going to findown ways in the world, without benefit of dear Ralph Raoul, Cardinal de Bricassart. Fancy his second name being Raoul! VeryNorman, isn’t it?”

the Fee got up, walked over to the fire and threw the front page ofHerald

shuddered, winked at her, and then shriveled up. onto the flames. Ralph Raoul, Cardinal de Bricassart“What will you do if he comes back, Meggie?”

Meggie sniffed. “Fat chance!”“He might,” said Fee enigmatically.

He did, in December. Very quietly, without anyone knowing,driving an Aston Martin sports car all the way from Sydney himself.Not a word about his presence in Australia had reached the press,so no one on Drogheda had the remotest suspicion he was coming.When the car pulled in to the gravelly area at one side of the housethere was no one about, and apparently no one had heard him arrive, for no one came out onto the veranda.

the odors of the bush, the sheep, the dry grass sparkling restlesslyHe had felt the miles from Gilly in every cell of his body, inhaledinsects buzzing and flipping, ants marching across the road inin the sun. Kangaroos and emus, galahs and goannas, millions oftreacly columns, fat pudgy sheep everywhere. He loved it so, forin one curious aspect it conformed to what he loved in all things;the passing years scarcely seemed to brush it.

ment that Fee hadn’t permitted the big house veranda facing theOnly the fly screening was different, but he noted with amuseonto it. She was right,Gilly road to be enclosed like the rest, only the windows opening


THE THORN BIRDS / 499



of course; a great expanse of mesh would have ruined the lines ofthat lovely Georgian facade. How long did ghost gums live? Thesemust have been transplanted from the Dead Heart interior eightyyears ago. The bougainvillaea in their high branches was one slidingmass of copper and purple.

Drogheda roses were at their height. There were roses everywhere,It was already summer, two weeks left before Christmas, and thea cardinal’s soutane. In among the wistaria, green now, ramblingpink and white and yellow, crimson like heart’s blood, scarlet likewire mesh, clung lovingly to the black shutters of the second story,roses drowsed pink and white, fell off the veranda roof, down thestretched tendrils past them to the sky. The tank stands were quitesmothered from sight now, so were the tanks themselves. And onecolor was everywhere among the roses, a pale pinkish-grey. Ashesof roses? Yes, that was the name of the color. Meggie must haveplanted them, it had to be Meggie.

then made his feet go in the direction of the sound, gone down toHe heard Meggie’s laugh, and stood motionless, quite terrified,was a little girl. There it was! Over there, behind a great clump ofdelicious giggling trills. Just the way she used to laugh when sheblossoms aside with his hand, his mind reeling from their perfume,pinkishgrey roses near a pepper tree. He pushed the clusters ofand that laugh.

teasing a little pink pig which ran in idiotic rushes up to him, gal-But Meggie wasn’t there, only a boy squatting in the lush lawn,loped off, sidled back. Unconscious of his audience, the boy threwhis gleaming head back and laughed. Meggie’s laugh, from thatunfamiliar throat. Without meaning to, Cardinal Ralph let the rosesfall into place and stepped through them, heedless of the thorns.The boy, about twelve or fourteen years of age, just prepubescent,ran off.looked up, startled; the pig squealed, curled up its tail tightly and

Clad in an old pair of khaki shorts and nothing else,
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bare-footed, he was golden brown and silky-skinned, his slender,boyish body already hinting at later power in the breadth of theyoung square shoulders, the well-developed calf and thigh muscles,the flat belly and narrow hips. His hair was a little long and looselycurly, just the bleached color of Drogheda grass, his eyes throughabsurdly thick black lashes intensely blue. He looked like a veryyouthful escaped angel.“Hello,” said the boy, smiling.

charm of that smile. “Who are you?”“Hello,” said Cardinal Ralph, finding it impossible to resist the

“My name is Ralph de Bricassart.”“I’m Dane O’Neill,” answered the boy. “Who are you?”

O’Neill after all, she had gone back to him, borne this beautifulDane O’Neill. He was Meggie’s boy, then. She had not left LukeHow old had he been when he married the Church? Not muchlad who might have been his, had he not married the Church first.boy might well have been his. What nonsense, Cardinal de Bricas-older than this, not very much more mature. Had he waited, thein Ireland to breed horses and never known your fate at all, neversart! If you hadn’t married the Church you would have remainedknown Drogheda or Meggie Cleary.

a supple grace Cardinal Ralph recognized, and thought of as“May I help you?” asked the boy politely, getting to his feet withMeggie’s.

“Is your father here, Dane?”

here. He’s never been here.”“My father?” The dark, finely etched brows knitted. “No, he’s not

“Oh, I see. Is your mother here, then?”“She’s in Gilly, but she’ll be back soon. My Nanna is in the house,though. Would you like to see her? I can take you.” Eyes as blueas cornflowers stared at him, widened, narrowed. “Ralph de Bricassart. I’ve heard of you. Oh! Cardinal de Bricassart! Your Eminence,I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to be rude.”
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Though he had abandoned his clerical regalia in favor of boots,breeches and a white shirt, the ruby ring was still on his finger,must never be withdrawn as long as he lived. Dane O’Neill knelt,took Cardinal Ralph’s slender hand in his own slender ones, andkissed the ring reverently.

“It’s all right, Dane. I’m not here as Cardinal de Bricassart. I’mhere as a friend of your mother’s and your grandmother’s.”

“I’m sorry, Your Eminence, I ought to have recognized your namethe minute I heard it. We say it often enough round here. Onlyyou pronounce it a bit differently, and your Christian name threwme off. My mother will be very glad to see you, I know.”

“Dane, Dane, where are you?” called an impatient voice, verydeep and entrancingly husky.

The hanging fronds of the pepper tree parted and a girl of aboutfifteen ducked out, straightened. He knew who she was immediately,from those astonishing eyes. Meggie’s daughter. Covered in freckles,sharp-faced, small-featured, disappointingly unlike Meggie.

“Oh, hello. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize we had a visitor. I’m JustineO’Neill.”

“Jussy, this is Cardinal de Bricassart!” Dane said in a loud whis-per. “Kiss his ring, quickly!”

The blind-looking eyes flashed scorn. “You’re a real prawn aboutreligion, Dane,” she said without bothering to lower her voice.“Kissing a ring is unhygienic; I won’t do it. Besides, how do weknow this is Cardinal de Bricassart? He looks like an old-fashionedgrazier to me. You know, like Mr. Gordon.”

“He is, he is!” insisted Dane. “Please, Jussy, be good! Be goodfor me!”

“I’ll be good, but only for you. But I won’t kiss his ring, even foryou. Disgusting. How do I know who kissed it last? They mighthave had a cold.”

“You don’t have to kiss my ring, Justine. I’m here on a holiday;I’m not being a cardinal at the moment.”
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“That’s good, because I’ll tell you frankly, I’m an atheist,” saidMeggie Cleary’s daughter calmly. “After four years at Kincoppal Ithink it’s all a load of utter codswallop.”

“That’s your privilege,” said Cardinal Ralph, trying desperatelyto look as dignified and serious as she did. “May I find yourgrandmother?”

“Of course. Do you need us?” Justine asked.

“No, thank you. I know my way.”

“Good.” She turned to her brother, still gaping up at the visitor.“Come on, Dane, help me. Come on!”

But though Justine tugged painfully at his arm, Dane stayed towatch Cardinal Ralph’s tall, straight figure disappear behind the

roses.

“You really are a prawn, Dane. What’s so special about him?”

“He’s a cardinal!” said Dane. “Imagine that! A real live cardinalon Drogheda!”

“Cardinals,” said Justine, “are Princes of the Church. I supposeyou’re right, it is rather extraordinary. But I don’t like him.”

Where else would Fee be, except at her desk? He stepped throughthe windows into the drawing room, but these days that necessitatedopening a screen. She must have heard him, but kept on working,back bent, the lovely golden hair gone to silver. With difficulty heremembered she must be all of seventy-two years old.

“Hello, Fee,” he said.

When she raised her head he saw a change in her, of what precisenature he couldn’t be sure; the indifference was there, but so wereseveral other things. As if she had mellowed and hardened simultaneously, become more human, yet human in a Mary Carsonmold. God, these Drogheda matriarchs! Would it happen toMeggie, too, when her turn came?

“Hello, Ralph,” she said, as if he stepped through the windowsevery day. “How nice to see you.”

“Nice to see you, too.”
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“I didn’t know you were in Australia.”

“No one does. I have a few weeks’ holiday.”

“You’re staying with us, I hope?”

“Where else?” His eyes roamed round the magnificent walls,rested on Mary Carson’s portrait. “You know, Fee, your taste isimpeccable, unerring. This room rivals anything in the Vatican.Those black egg shapes with the roses are a stroke of genius.”

“Why, thank you! We try our humble best. Personally I preferthe dining room; I’ve done it again since you were here last. Pinkand white and green. Sounds awful, but wait until you see it.Though why I try, I don’t know. It’s your house, isn’t it?”

“Not while there’s a Cleary alive, Fee,” he said quietly.

“How comforting. Well, you’ve certainly come up in the worldsince your Gilly days, haven’t you? Did you see the Herald articleabout your promotion?”

He winced. “I did. Your tongue’s sharpened, Fee.”

“Yes, and what’s more, I’m enjoying it. All those years I shut upand never said a thing! I didn’t know what I was missing.” Shesmiled. “Meggie’s in Gilly, but she’ll be back soon.”

Dane and Justine came through the windows.

“Nanna, may we ride down to the borehead?”

“You know the rules. No riding unless your mother gives herpermission personally. I’m sorry, but they’re your mother’s orders.Where are your manners? Come and be introduced to our visitor.”

“I’ve already met them.”

“Oh.”

“I’d have thought you’d be away at boarding school,” he said toDane, smiling.

“Not in December, Your Eminence. We’re off for twomonths—the summer holidays.”

Too many years away; he had forgotten that southern hemispherechildren would enjoy their long vacation during December andJanuary.
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“Are you going to be staying here long, Your Eminence?” Danequeried, still fascinated.

“His Eminence will be with us for as long as he can manage,Dane,” said his grandmother, “but I think he’s going to find it alittle wearing to be addressed as Your Eminence all the time. Whatshall it be? Uncle Ralph?”

“Uncle!” exclaimed Justine. “You know ‘uncle’ is against thefamily rules, Nanna! Our uncles are just Bob, Jack, Hughie, Jimsand Patsy. So that means he’s Ralph.”

“Don’t be so rude, Justine! What on earth’s the matter with yourmanners?” demanded Fee.

“No, Fee, it’s all right. I’d prefer that everyone call me plainRalph, really,” the Cardinal said quickly. Why did she dislike himso, the odd mite?

“I couldn’t!” gasped Dane. “I couldn’t call you just Ralph!”between his hands and smiled down, his blue eyes very kind, andCardinal Ralph crossed the room, took the bare shouldersvivid in the room’s shadows. “Of course you can, Dane. It isn’t asin.”

ordered.“Come on, Dane, let’s get back to the cubbyhouse,” Justinetogether.Cardinal Ralph and his son turned toward Fee, looked at herwill you?” She clapped her hands. “Buzz!”“Heaven help us!” said Fee. “Go on, Dane, go outside and play,dinal Ralph took pity on her and announced that he would go toThe boy ran for his life, and Fee edged toward her books. Car-the cookhouse. How little the place had changed! Still lamplit,obviously. Still redolent of beeswax and great vases of roses.

They had grown much older in the years since he had left, butHe stayed talking to Mrs. Smith and the maids for a long time.somehow age suited them more than it did Fee. Happy. That’swhat they were. Genuinely almost perfectly happy. Poor Fee, whowasn’t
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happy. It made him hungry to see Meggie, see if she was happy.time he strolled through the grounds toward the creek. HowBut when he left the cookhouse Meggie wasn’t back, so to fill inmausoleum wall, just as there had been last time. He must see thatpeaceful the cemetery was; there were six bronze plaques on thehe himself was buried here; he must remember to instruct them,when he returned to Rome. Near the mausoleum he noticed twonew graves, old Tom, the garden rouseabout, and the wife of oneof the stockmen, who had been on the payroll since 1946. Mustbe some sort of record. Mrs. Smith thought he was still with thembecause his wife lay here. The Chinese cook’s ancestral umbrellawas quite faded from all the years of fierce sun, had dwindled fromits original imperial red through the various shades he rememberedto its present whitish-pink, almost ashes of roses. Meggie, Meggie.You went back to him after me, you bore him a son.

along the creek, made the bells on the Chinese cook’s umbrellaIt was very hot; a little wind came, stirred the weeping willowschime their mournful tinny tune: Hee Sing, Hee Sing, Hee Sing.Tankstand Charlie he was a good bloke. That had faded, too, wasto sink back into the bosom of Mother Earth, lose their humanpractically indecipherable. Well, it was fitting. Graveyards oughtremembered, sighing. He didn’t want to be buried in a Vaticancargo under a wash of time, until it all was gone and only the airlived.crypt, among men like himself. Here, among people who had reallyHe raised his hand, saluted it, looked across the grass toward theTurning, his eyes caught the glaucous glance of the marble angel.breeches and a white man’s shirt exactly like his own, a man’s greybig house. And she was coming, Meggie. Slim, golden, in a pair oflike her son, who should have been his son.felt hat on the back of her head, tan boots on her feet. Like a boy,
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left living to mark the fact.He was a man, but when he too lay here there would be nothingcould see were her eyes, those grey, light-filled eyes which hadn’tShe came on, stepped over the white fence, came so close all helost their beauty or their hold over his heart. Her arms were aroundhis neck, his fate again within his touch, it was as if he had neverbeen away from her, that mouth alive under his, not a dream; soearth, having nothing to do with the sky.long wanted, so long. A different kind of sacrament, dark like thegrass, his arms around her.“Meggie, Meggie,” he said, his face in her hair, her hat on thesaid, eyes closed.“It doesn’t seem to matter, does it? Nothing ever changes,” she“No, nothing changes,” he said, believing it.

mine, not God’s.”“This is Drogheda, Ralph. I warned you, on Drogheda you’re

“I know. I admit it. But I came.” He drew her down onto thegrass. “Why, Meggie?”

now, still thick, still beautiful.“Why what?” Her hand was stroking his hair, whiter than Fee’sously.“Why did you go back to Luke? Have his son?” he asked jealveiled its thoughts from him. “He forced me to,” she said blandly.Her soul looked out from behind its lucent grey windows andworth everything I went through to get him.”“It was only once. But I had Dane, so I’m not sorry. Dane wasplace, didn’t I?”“I’m sorry, I had no right to ask. I gave you to Luke in the first“That’s true, you did.”

“He’s a wonderful boy. Does he look like Luke?”

shirt, against his chest. “Not really. Neither of my children looksShe smiled secretly, plucked at the grass, laid her hand inside hisvery much like Luke, or me.”

“I love them because they’re yours.”“You’re as sentimental as ever. Age suits you, Ralph.
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I’ve known you! It seems like thirty days.”I knew it would, I hoped I’d have the chance to see it. Thirty years“Thirty years? As many as that?”was officially sent to summon you inside. Mrs. Smith is laying on“I’m forty-one, my dear, so it must be.” She got to her feet. “Ia splendid tea in your honor, and later on when it’s a bit coolerthere’s to be roast leg of pork, with lots of crackling.”you, Meggie. His laugh was the first human noise I heard onHe began to walk with her, slowly. “Your son laughs just likeDrogheda. I thought he was you; I went to find you and I dis-covered him instead.”

“So he was the first person you saw on Drogheda.”“Why, yes, I suppose he was.”

“What did you think of him, Ralph?” she asked eagerly.“I liked him. How could I not, when he’s your son? But I wasattracted to him very strongly, far more so than to your daughter.She doesn’t like me, either.”to swear in my old age, mostly thanks to Justine. And you, a little.“Justine might be my child, but she’s a prize bitch. I’ve learnedAnd Luke, a little. And the war, a little. Funny how they all mountup.”“You’ve changed a lot, Meggie.”

“Have I?” The soft, full mouth curved into a smile. “I don’t thinkso, really. It’s just the Great Northwest, wearing me down, strippingoff the layers like Salome’s seven veils. Or like an onion, which ishow Justine would rather put it. No poetry, that child. I’m the sameold Meggie, Ralph, only more naked.”

“Perhaps so.”“Ah, but you’ve“In what way, my Meggie?” changed, Ralph.”view from up there is a disappointment.”“As if the pedestal rocks with every passing breeze, and as if thetemerity to say you weren’t anything out of the“It is.” He laughed soundlessly. “And to think I once had the
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ordinary! I take it back. You’re the one woman, Meggie. The one!”“What happened?”

“I don’t know. Did I discover even Church idols have feet ofnothing?” His brows drew togther, as if in pain. “And that’s it,clay? Did I sell myself for a mess of pottage? Am I grasping atperhaps, in a nutshell. I’m a mass of clichés. It’s an old, sour, petrified world, the Vatican world.”

“I was more real, but you could never see it.”

have gone, but I couldn’t. With you I might have been a better“There was nothing else I could do, truly! I knew where I shouldman, if less august. But I just couldn’t, Meggie. Oh, I wish I couldmake you see that!”

see it. I know, I know…. Each of us has something within us whichHer hand stole along his bare arm, tenderly. “Dear Ralph, I dowon’t be denied, even if it makes us scream aloud to die. We arethe thorn in its breast, singing its heart out and dying. Because itwhat we are, that’s all. Like the old Celtic legend of the bird withwe do it, but self-knowledge can’t affect or change the outcome,has to, it’s driven to. We can know what we do wrong even beforewonderful song the world has ever heard. Don’t you see? We createcan it? Everyone singing his own little song, convinced it’s the mostis suffer the pain, and tell ourselves it was well worth it.”our own thorns, and never stop to count the cost. All we can doat her hand, so gently on his arm, hurting him so unbearably. “Why“That’s what I don’t understand. The pain.” He glanced downthe pain, Meggie?”

He? He made us what we are, He made the whole world. Therefore“Ask God, Ralph,” said Meggie. “He’s the authority on pain, isn’tHe made the pain, too.”



Saturday night. Tomorrow FatherBob, Jack, Hughie, Jims and Patsy were in for dinner, since it was
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one would be there. A white lie, to preserve Cardinal Ralph’s an-Watty was due out to say Mass, but Bob called him and said noolder, slower in speech, as steadfast and enduring as the land. Andonymity. The five Cleary boys were more like Paddy than ever,followed him from the room when he went to bed. It wasn’t hardhow they loved Dane! Their eyes never seemed to leave him, eventhem in running Drogheda.to see they lived for the day when he would be old enough to joinenmity. Dane had taken a fancy to him, hung on his words, lingeredCardinal Ralph had also discovered the reason for Justine’snear him; she was plain jealous.

were left: the brothers, Meggie, Fee.After the children had gone upstairs, he looked at those whowith us. I want to talk to all of you.”“Fee, leave your desk for a moment,” he said. “Come and sit hereslackened in the breasts, thickened very slightly in the waist; moreShe still carried herself well and hadn’t lost her figure, onlya shaping due to old age than to an actual weight gain. Silently sheseated herself in one of the big cream chairs opposite the Cardinal,with Meggie to one side, and the brothers on stone benches closeby.“It’s about Frank,” he said.

The name hung between them, resounding distantly.“What about Frank?” asked Fee composedly.

Cardinal Ralph. “Tell us, Ralph,” she said quickly, unable to bearMeggie laid her knitting down, looked at her mother, then ather mother’s composure a moment longer.

asked the Cardinal. “I know my people kept you informed as we“Frank has served almost thirty years in jail, do you realize that?”arranged, but I had asked them not to distress you unduly. I honestly couldn’t see what good it could do Frank or yourselves tohear the harrowing details of his loneliness and despair, becausehave been released some years ago had hethere was nothing any of us might have done. I think Frank would
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not gained a reputation for violence and instability during his earlyyears in Goulburn Gaol. Even as late as the war, when some otherprisoners were released into armed service, poor Frank was refused.”Fee glanced up from her hands. “It’s his temper,” she said withoutemotion.

right words; while he sought for them, the family watched him inThe Cardinal seemed to be having some difficulty in finding themingled dread and hope, though it wasn’t Frank’s welfare theycared about.

after all these years,” Cardinal Ralph said finally, not looking at“It must be puzzling you greatly why I came back to Australiait. From the day I met you, I’ve thought of myself first, put myselfMeggie. “I haven’t always been mindful of your lives, and I knowfirst. And when the Holy Father rewarded my labors on behalf ofthe Church with a cardinal’s mantle, I asked myself if there wasany service I could do the Cleary family which in some way wouldtell them how deeply I care.” He drew a breath, focused his gazeon Fee, not on Meggie. “I came back to Australia to see what Icould do about Frank. Do you remember, Fee, that time I spoketo you after Paddy and Stu died? Twenty years ago, and I’ve neverbeen able to forget the look in your eyes. So much energy and vi-tality, crushed.”

that’s it.”“Yes,” said Bob abruptly, his eyes riveted on his mother. “Yes,I could do to show you that I “Frank is being paroled,” said the Cardinal. “It was the only thingdo care.”

Fee’s long darkness, he would have been very disappointed; at firstIf he had expected a sudden, dazzling blaze of light from out ofwould never really permit it to shine at full brightness. But in theit was no more than a small flicker, and perhaps the toll of ageeyes of Fee’s sons he saw its true magnitude, and knew a sense ofhis own purpose he hadn’t felt since that time during the war whenhe had talked to the young German soldier with the imposing name.
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“Thank you,” said Fee.

“Will you welcome him back to Drogheda?” he asked the Cleary

men.

“This is his home, it’s where he ought to be,” Bob answered elliptically.

Everyone nodded agreement save Fee, who seemed intent onsome private vision.

“He isn’t the same Frank,” Cardinal Ralph went on gently. “Ivisited him in Goulburn Gaol to tell him the news before I camehere, and I had to let him know everyone on Drogheda had alwaysbeen aware what had happened to him. If I tell you that he didn’ttake it hard, it might give you some idea of the change in him. Hewas simply…grateful. And so looking forward to seeing his familyagain, especially you, Fee.”

“When’s he being released?” Bob asked, clearing his throat,pleasure for his mother clearly warring with fear of what wouldhappen when Frank returned.

“In a week or two. He’ll come up on the night mail. I wantedhim to fly, but he said he preferred the train.”

“Patsy and I will meet him,” Jims offered eagerly, then his facefell. “Oh! We don’t know what he looks like!”

“No,” said Fee. “I’ll meet him myself. On my own. I’m not in mydotage yet; I can still drive to Gilly.”

“Mum’s right,” said Meggie firmly, forestalling a chorus of protestsfrom her brothers. “Let Mum meet him on her own. She’s the oneought to see him first.”

“Well, I have work to do,” said Fee gruffly, getting up and movingtoward her desk.

The five brothers rose as one man. “And I reckon it’s our bedtime,” said Bob, yawning elaborately. He smiled shyly at CardinalRalph. “It will be like old times, to have you saying Mass for us inthe morning.”

Meggie folded her knitting, put it away, got up. “I’ll say goodnight, too, Ralph.”

“Good night, Meggie.” His eyes followed her as she
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went out of the room, then turned to Fee’s hunched back. “Goodnight, Fee.”“I beg your pardon? Did you say something?”

“Oh! Good night, Ralph.”“I said good night.”

for a walk before I turn in, I think. Do you know something, Fee?”He didn’t want to go upstairs so soon after Meggie. “I’m going“No.” Her voice was absent.

“You don’t fool me for a minute.”

about that.”She snorted with laughter, an eerie sound. “Don’t I? I wonderheavens. He had lost his hold upon them forever, though they wereLate, and the stars. The southern stars, wheeling across thestill there, too distant to warm, too remote to comfort. Closer tolooking up, listening to the wind in the trees, smiling.God, Who was a wisp between them. For a long time he stoodend of the house; the lamp over her desk still burned and he couldReluctant to be near Fee, he used the flight of stairs at the farmust dread going to bed, though perhaps when Frank came homesee her bent silhouette there, working. Poor Fee. How much sheit would be easier. Perhaps.

a narrow hall table shed a dim pool of light for the comfort ofAt the top of the stairs silence met him thickly; a crystal lamp onnocturnal wanderers, flickering as the night breeze billowed thecurtains inward around the window next to it. He passed it by, hisfeet on the heavy carpeting making no sound.

blocking the rays for a moment, he shut her door behind him andMeggie’s door was wide open, more light welling through it;locked it. She had donned a loose wrapper and was sitting in adock, but her head turned to watch him walk to the bed, sit on itschair by the window looking out across the invisible Home Padedge. Slowly she got up and came to him.
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“Here, I’ll help you get your boots off. That’s the reason I neverwear knee ones myself. I can’t get them off without a jack, and ajack ruins good boots.”

“Did you wear that color deliberately, Meggie?”

“Ashes of roses?” She smiled. “It’s always been my favorite color.It doesn’t clash with my hair.”

He put one foot on her backside while she pulled a boot off, thenchanged it for the bare foot.

“Were you so sure I’d come to you, Meggie?”

“I told you. On Drogheda you’re mine. Had you not come tome, I’d have gone to you, make no mistake.” She drew his shirtover his head, and for a moment her hand rested with luxurioussensitivity on his bare back, then she went across to the lamp andturned it out, while he draped his clothes over a chair back. Hecould hear her moving about, shedding her wrapper. And tomorrowmorning I’ll say Mass. But that’s tomorrow morning, and the magichas long gone. There is still the night, and Meggie. I have wantedher. She, too, is a sacrament.

Dane was disappointed. “I thought you’d wear a red soutane!” hesaid.

“Sometimes I do, Dane, but only within the walls of the palace.Outside it, I wear a black soutane with a red sash, like this.”

“Do you really have a palace?”

“Yes.”

“Is it full of chandeliers?”

“Yes, but so is Drogheda.”

“Oh, Drogheda!” said Dane in disgust. “I’ll bet ours are littleones compared to yours. I’d love to see your palace, and you in ared soutane.”

Cardinal Ralph smiled. “Who knows, Dane? Perhaps one dayyou will.”

The boy had a curious expression always at the back of his eyes;a distant look. When he turned during the Mass, Cardinal Ralphsaw it reinforced, but he didn’t
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as he really is, nor any woman.recognize it, only felt its familiarity. No man sees himself in a mirror



were every year. The big house was full of light-hearted people,Luddie and Anne Mueller were due in for Christmas, as indeed theysang tunelessly as they worked, Mrs. Smith’s plump face waslooking forward to the best Christmas in years; Minnie and Catwithout comment, and Fee seemed much happier, less glued to herwreathed in smiles, Meggie relinquished Dane to Cardinal Ralphnight, for after a late dinner the drawing room buzzed with conver-desk. The men seized upon any excuse to make it back in eachsnack of melted cheese on toast, hot buttered crumpets and raisinsation, and Mrs. Smith had taken to preparing a bedtime suppermake him fat, but after three days of Drogheda air, Droghedascones. Cardinal Ralph protested that so much good food wouldgaunt, haggard look he had worn when he arrived.people and Drogheda food, he seemed to be shedding the ratherDane to bring in a mob of sheep, Justine sulked alone in the pepperThe fourth day came in very hot. Cardinal Ralph had gone withanda. Her bones felt limp, glutted, and she was very happy. Atree, and Meggie lounged on a cushioned cane settee on the verwas nice, when it was the one man. When she was with Ralphwoman can live without it quite well for years at a stretch, but itDane; the trouble was, when she was with Dane every part of herevery part of her came alive except that part which belonged toof them were present in her world simultaneously, as now, did shecame alive except that which belonged to Ralph. Only when bothbut Ralph was her man.feel utterly complete. Well, it stood to reason. Dane was her son,mouth remained closed upon her secret. If he couldn’t see it forYet one thing marred her happiness; Ralph hadn’t seen. So herthe telling? That hehimself, why should she tell him? What had he ever done, to earn
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could think for a moment she had gone back to Luke willingly wasthe last straw. He didn’t deserve to be told, if he could think thatof her. Sometimes she felt Fee’s pale, ironic eyes upon her, and shewould stare back, unperturbed. Fee understood, she really did.Understood the half-hate, the resentment, the desire to pay backthe lonely years. Off chasing rainbows, that was Ralph de Bricassart;and why should she gift him with the most exquisite rainbow ofhe suffered.all, his son? Let him be deprived. Let him suffer, never knowingrealizing her mother must be elsewhere, she got up reluctantly andThe phone rang its Drogheda code; Meggie listened idly, thenwent to answer it.

When Meggie called her name, Fee returned to take the receiver.“Mrs. Fiona Cleary, please,” said a man’s voice.

color faded gradually from her face, making it look as it had looked“Fiona Cleary speaking,” she said, and as she stood listening theyou,” she said, and hung up.in the days after Paddy and Stu died; tiny and vulnerable. “Thank“What is it, Mum?”

afternoon.” She looked at her watch. “I must leave soon; it’s after“Frank’s been released. He’s coming up on the night mail thistwo.”

happiness she couldn’t bear to see her mother disappointed; she“Let me come with you,” Meggie offered, so filled with her ownsensed that this meeting couldn’t be pure joy for Fee.

hold dinner until I get back.”“No, Meggie, I’ll be all right. You take care of things here, andChristmas!”“Isn’t it wonderful, Mum? Frank’s coming home in time for

“Yes,” said Fee, “it is wonderful.”

No one traveled on the night mail these days if they could fly, soby the time it had huffed the six hundred miles from Sydney,dropping its mostly second-class
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disgorged in Gilly.passengers at this small town or that, few people were left to bebut would never have dreamed of engaging her in conversation,The stationmaster had a nodding acquaintance with Mrs. Clearyfootbridge, and left her alone to stand stiffly on the high platform.so he just watched her descend the wooden steps from the overheadhigh-heeled shoes, too. Good figure, not many lines on her faceShe was a stylish old girl, he thought; up-to-date dress and hat,zier could do for a woman.really for an old girl; just went to show what the easy life of a grathan she did him, though her heart knew him at once. He was fifty-So that on the surface Frank recognized his mother more quicklycarried him from youth to middle age. The man who stood in thetwo years old, and the years of his absence were those which hadcropped halfway up his head, he wore shapeless clothes whichGilly sunset was too thin, gaunt almost, very pale; his hair waswell-shaped hands were clamped on the brim of a grey felt hat. Hehung on a frame still hinting at power for all its small size, and hishat between his hands and seemed not to expect anyone to meetwasn’t stooped or ill-looking, but he stood helplessly twisting thathim, nor to know what next he ought to do.

Fee, controlled, walked briskly down the platform.“Hello, Frank,” she said.

the face of an aging man. Not Frank’s eyes at all. Exhausted, patient,He lifted the eyes which used to flash and sparkle so, set now inintensely weary. But as they absorbed the sight of Fee an extraordinwith the appeal of a dying man.ary expression came into them, wounded, utterly defenseless, filledhead on her shoulder. “It’s all right, it’s all right,” she crooned, and“Oh, Frank!” she said, and took him in her arms, rocking hissofter still, “It’s all right!”



He sat slumped and silent in the car at first, but as
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an interest in his surroundings, and glanced out of the window.the Rolls picked up speed and headed out of town he began to take

“I imagine it does. Time moves slowly out here.”“It looks exactly the same,” he whispered.

muddy river lined with weeping willows, most of its bed exposedThey crossed the rumbling wooden-planked bridge over the thin,gum trees growing everywhere in the stony wastes.in a tangle of roots and gravel, pools lying in still brown patches,

Behind them rose an enormous cloud of dust, in front of them“The Barwon,” he said. “I never thought I’d see it again.”

plain devoid of trees.the road sped straight as a perspective exercise across a great grassytion, make the situation appear normal.“The road’s new, Mum?” He seemed desperate to find conversawar ended.”“Yes, they put it through from Gilly to Milparinka just after thethe same old dirt.”“They might have sealed it with a bit of tar instead of leaving itexpense of making a bed strong enough to resist the mud. The new“What for? We’re used to eating dust out here, and think of theour twenty-seven gates. Only fourteen left between Gilly and theroad is straight, they keep it well graded and it cut out thirteen ofFrank. No more opening and closing gates.”homestead, and just you wait and see what we’ve done to them,the moment the car passed under it and got a few yards down theThe Rolls ran up a ramp toward a steel gate which lifted lazily;track, the gate lowered itself closed.

“Wonders never cease!” said Frank.

“We were the first station around here to install the automaticramp gates—only between the Milparinka road and the homestead,by hand.”of course. The paddock gates still have to be opened and closed“Well, I reckon the bloke that invented these gates
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it was the first sign of amusement he had shown.must have opened and closed a lot in his time, eh?” Frank grinned;unwilling to push him too quickly. When they passed under theBut then he fell silent, so his mother concentrated on her driving,last gate and entered the Home Paddock, he gasped.

“I’d forgotten how lovely it is,” he said.“It’s home,” said Fee. “We’ve looked after it.”

him back to the big house, only this time he carried his case himself.She drove the Rolls down to the garages and then walked withguesthouse all to yourself?” his mother asked.“Would you rather have a room in the big house, Frank, or aface. “It will be nice to be able to get away from people,” he ex-“I’ll take a guesthouse, thanks.” The exhausted eyes rested on herplained. That was the only reference he ever made to conditionsin jail.

her drawing room. “The big house is pretty full at the moment,“I think it will be better for you,” she said, leading the way intowhat with the Cardinal here, Dane and Justine home, and Luddieand Anne Mueller arriving the day after tomorrow for Christmas.”She pulled the bell cord for tea and went quickly round the roomlighting the kerosene lamps.“Luddie and Anne Mueller?” he asked.

been a long time, Frank. The Muellers are friends of Meggie’s.” TheShe stopped in the act of turning up a wick, looked at him. “It’s“We’ll have dinner in an hour, but first we’ll have a cup of tea. Ilamp trimmed to her satisfaction, she sat down in her wing chair.have to wash the dust of the road out of my mouth.”

silk ottomans, gazing at the room in awe. “It looks so different fromFrank seated himself awkwardly on the edge of one of the creamthe days of Auntie Mary.”

Fee smiled. “Well, I think so,” she said.

Then Meggie came in, and it was harder to assimilate
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mother old. As his sister hugged and kissed him he turned his facethe fact of Meggie grown into a mature woman than to see hismother, who sat looking at him as if to say: It doesn’t matter, itaway, shrank inside his baggy coat and searched beyond her to hishe was still searching for something to say to this stranger, Meggie’swill all seem normal soon, just give it time. A minute later, whileher big hands pleating folds in her dress, her light eyes fixed firstdaughter came in; a tall, skinny young girl who sat down stiffly,dinal and went to sit on the floor beside his sister, a beautiful,on one face, then on another. Meggie’s son entered with the Carcalmly aloof boy.

the hand, then turning to Fee with his left brow raised. “A cup of“Frank, this is marvelous,” said Cardinal Ralph, shaking him bytea? Very good idea.”

hard, for they hadn’t forgiven him at all. Frank knew why; it wasThe Cleary men came into the room together, and that was verythe way he had hurt their mother. But he didn’t know of anythingtell them of the pain, the loneliness, or beg forgiveness. The onlyto say which would make them understand any of it, nor could hethere was anything to forgive.one who really mattered was his mother, and she had never thoughtled the conversation round the dinner table and then afterwardIt was the Cardinal who tried to hold the evening together, whoback in the drawing room, chatting with diplomatic ease andmaking a special point of including Frank in the gathering.rabbits?” the Cardinal asked. “I’ve seen millions of burrows, but“Bob, I’ve meant to ask you ever since I arrived—where are thenary a rabbit.”“The rabbits are all dead,” Bob answered.

“Dead?”

rabbits and the drought years, Australia was just about finished as“That’s right, from something called myxomatosis. Between theperate,” said Bob,a primary producing nation by nineteen forty-seven. We were des-
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warming to his theme and grateful to have something to discusswhich would exclude Frank.

by saying, “I knew it was bad, but not as bad as all that.” He satAt which point Frank unwittingly antagonized his next brotherback, hoping he had pleased the Cardinal by contributing his miteto the discussion.

would Frank know?“Well, I’m not exaggerating, believe me!” said Bob tartly; how

“The year before last the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial“What happened?” the Cardinal asked quickly.

infecting rabbits with this virus thing they’d bred. I’m not sure whatResearch Organization started an experimental program in Victoria,theirs the myxomatosis virus. At first it didn’t seem to spread tooa virus is, except I think it’s a sort of germ. Anyway, they calledthe experimental infection it began to spread like wildfire, theywell, though what bunnies caught it all died. But about a year afterwell. And the bunnies have died in millions and millions ever since,think mosquito-borne, but something to do with saffron thistle aswith huge lumps all over their faces, very ugly-looking things. Butit’s just wiped them out. You’ll sometimes see a few sickies aroundit’s a marvelous piece of work, Ralph, it really is. Nothing else cancatch myxomatosis, even close relatives. So thanks to the blokes atthe CSIRO, the rabbit plague is no more.”

Do you?”Cardinal Ralph stared at Frank. “Do you realize what it is, Frank?Poor Frank shook his head, wishing everyone would let him retreat into anonymity.

world know that right here in Australia between 1949 and 1952“Mass-scale biological warfare. I wonder does the rest of thea virus war was waged against a population of trillions upon trillions, and succeeded in obliterating it? Well! It’s feasible, isn’t it?Not simply yellow journalism at all, but scientific fact. They mayto be done, it was absolutely necessary,as well bury their atom bombs and hydrogen bombs. I know it had


THE THORN BIRDS / 521



achievement. But it’s terrifying, too.”and it’s probably the world’s most unsung major scientificwarfare? I’ve never heard of it. What is it exactly, Ralph?”Dane had been following the conversation closely. “Biologicalpity of it is that I must keep abreast of words like ‘biological war-“The words are new, Dane, but I’m a papal diplomat and thecapable of specifically killing and maiming only one kind of livingfare.’ In a nutshell, the term means myxomatosis. Breeding a germbeing.”

leaned back against Ralph de Bricassart’s knees. “We had betterQuite unself-consciously Dane made the Sign of the Cross, andpray, hadn’t we?”

The Cardinal looked down on his fair head, smiling.



thanks to Fee, who in the face of stiff male Cleary opposition con-That eventually Frank managed to fit into Drogheda life at all wasand had never brought disgrace on his family or bitterly hurt histinued to act as if her oldest son had been gone but a short while,he seemed to want to occupy, removed from her other sons; normother. Quietly and inconspicuously she slipped him into the nicheFor it had all gone; she had known it the moment he looked at herdid she encourage him to regain some of the vitality of other days.nature of which he refused to discuss with her. The most she couldon the Gilly station platform. Swallowed up by an existence theway to do that was to accept the now Frank as the always Frank.do for him was to make him as happy as possible, and surely thebrothers didn’t want him, nor did he want a kind of life he had al-There was no question of his working the paddocks, for hisways hated. The sight of growing things pleased him, so Fee putgradually the Cleary men grew used to having Frank back in thehim to potter in the homestead gardens, left him in peace. Andrepresent to their own welfare was quite empty,family bosom, began to understand that the threat Frank used to
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Nothing would ever change what their mother felt for him, it didn’tmatter whether he was in jail or on Drogheda, she would still feelit. The important thing was that to have him on Drogheda madeher happy. He didn’t intrude upon their lives, he was no more orno less than always.it be? Seeing him every day was simply a different kind of sorrowYet for Fee it wasn’t a joy to have Frank home again; how couldfrom not being able to see him at all. The terrible grief of havingto witness a ruined life, a ruined man. Who was her most belovedson, and must have endured agonies beyond her imagination.came into the drawing room to find her mother sitting lookingOne day after Frank had been home about six months, Meggiebank of roses alongside the drive. She turned away, and somethingthrough the big windows to where Frank was clipping the greatin her calmly arranged face sent Meggie’s hands up to her heart.

“Oh, Mum!” she said helplessly.Fee looked at her, shook her head and smiled. “It doesn’t matter,Meggie,” she said.“If only there was something I could do!”

You’ve become an ally.”“There is. Just carry on the way you have been. I’m very grateful.
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“Well,” said Justine to her mother, “I’ve decided what I’m going todo.”

“I thought it was already decided. Arts at Sydney University, isn’tthat right?”

“Oh, that was just a red herring to lull you into a false sense ofsecurity while I made my plans. But now it’s all set, so I can tellyou.”

Meggie’s head came up from her task, cutting fir-tree shapes incookie dough; Mrs. Smith was ill and they were helping out in thecookhouse. She regarded her daughter wearily, impatiently, helplessly. What could one do with someone like Justine? If she announced she was going off to train as a whore in a Sydney bordello,Meggie very much doubted whether she could be turned aside.Dear, horrible Justine, queen among juggernauts.

“Go on, I’m all agog,” she said, and went back to producingcookies.

“I’m going to be an actress.”

“A what?”

“An actress.”

“Good Lord!” The fir trees were abandoned again. “Look, Justine,I hate to be a spoilsport and truly I don’t mean to hurt your feelings,but do you think



525


526 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



you’re—well, quite physically equipped to be an actress?”

I don’t want to wiggle my hips and stick out my breasts and pout“Oh, Mum!” said Justine, disgusted. “Not a film star; an actress!beef into the corning barrel. “I have enough money to supportmy wet lips! I want to act.” She was pushing chunks of defattedmyself during whatever sort of training I choose, isn’t that right?”

“Yes, thanks to Cardinal de Bricassart.”

at the Culloden Theater, and I’ve written to the Royal Academy of“Then it’s all settled. I’m going to study acting with Albert JonesDramatic Art in London, asking that I be put on their waiting list.”

“Are you quite sure, Jussy?”

beef was tucked down under the surface of the corning solution;“Quite sure. I’ve known for a long time.” The last piece of bloodyJustine put the lid on the barrel with a thump. “There! I hope Inever see another bit of corned beef as long as I live.”

oven, would you? Four hundred degrees. I must say this comes asMeggie handed her a completed tray of cookies. “Put these in thesomething of a surprise. I thought little girls who wanted to beactresses role-played constantly, but the only person I’ve ever seenyou play has been yourself.”

resses. Honestly, you’re hopeless.”“Oh, Mum! There you go again, confusing film stars with act-“Well, aren’t film stars actresses?”

that is. I mean, even Laurence Olivier does an occasional film.”“Of a very inferior sort. Unless they’ve been on the stage first,dressing table; Meggie had simply deemed it juvenile crush stuff,There was an autographed picture of Laurence Olivier on Justine’sthough at the time she remembered thinking at least Justine hadtaste. The friends she sometimes brought home with her to stay
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a few days usually treasured pictures of Tab Hunter and RoryCalhoun.

actress!”“I still don’t understand,” said Meggie, shaking her head. “Anhowl but on a stage? I’m not allowed to do any of those here, orJustine shrugged. “Well, where else can I scream and yell andat school, or 

dammit!”anywhere! I like screaming and yelling and howling,persevered.“But you’re so good at art, Jussy! Why not be an artist?” Meggiea cylinder gauge. “I must tell the kitchen rouseabout to changeJustine turned from the huge gas stove, flicked her finger againstveyed Meggie with pity. “You’re so impractical, Mum, really. Ibottles; we’re low. It’ll do for today, though.” The light eyes surconsider a career’s practical aspects. Let me tell you, I don’t wantthought it was supposed to be the children who didn’t stop toto enjoy a bit of fame while I’m still alive, and be very comfortableto starve to death in a garret and be famous after I’m dead. I wantthat?”financially. So I’ll paint as a hobby and act for a living. How’sperately, breaking her vow to remain silent no matter what. “It“You’ve got an income from Drogheda, Jussy,” Meggie said desall right. You can.”would never come to starving in a garret. If you’d rather paint, it’sJustine looked alert, interested. “How much have I got, Mum?”

“Enough that if you preferred, you need never work at anything.”bridge; at least that’s what the mothers of most of my school friends“What a bore! I’d end up talking on the telephone and playingdo. Because I’d be living in Sydney, not on Drogheda. I like Sydneymuch better than Drogheda.” A gleam of hope entered her eye. “DoI have enough to pay to have my freckles removed with this newelectrical treatment?”

“I should think so. But why?”
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“Because then someone might see my face, that’s why.”

“I thought looks didn’t matter to an actress?”

“Enough’s enough, Mum. My freckles are a pain.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather be an artist?”

“Quite sure, thank you.” She did a little dance. “I’m going to treadthe boards, Mrs. Worthington!”

“How did you get yourself into the Culloden?”

“I auditioned.”

“And they took you?”

“Your faith in your daughter is touching, Mum. Of course theytook me! I’m superb, you know. One day I shall be very famous.”

Meggie beat green food coloring into a bowl of runny icing andbegan to drizzle it over already baked fir trees. “Is it important toyou, Justine? Fame?”

“I should say so.” She tipped sugar in on top of butter so soft ithad molded itself to the inner contours of the bowl; in spite of thegas stove instead of the wood stove, the cookhouse was very hot.“I’m absolutely iron-bound determined to be famous.”

“Don’t you want to get married?”

snotty noses and cacky bums? Salaaming to some man not half myJustine looked scornful. “Not bloody likely! Spend my life wipingequal even though he thinks he’s better? Ho ho ho, not me!”language?”“Honestly, you’re the dizzy limit! Where do you pick up yourone hand. “At my exclusive ladies’ college, of course.” She drubbedJustine began cracking eggs rapidly and deftly into a basin, usingbunch of girls, actually. Very cultured. It isn’t every gaggle of sillythe eggs unmercifully with a French whisk. “We were quite a decentadolescent females can appreciate the delicacy of a Latin limerick:

There was a Roman from Vinidium

Whose shirt was made of iridium;
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When asked why the vest,

He replied, “Id est

Bonum sanguinem praesidium.”

what did the Roman say?”Meggie’s lips twitched. “I’m going to hate myself for asking, but

“Is that all? I thought it was going to be a lot worse. You surprise“ ‘It’s a bloody good protection.’ ”

your neat effort to change the subject, what’s wrong with marriage?”me. But getting back to what we were saying, dear girl, in spite of“Mum! Really! You’re a fine one to ask that, I must say.”Justine imitated her grandmother’s rare snort of ironic laughter.at the tray of bright-green trees. “Don’t be impertinent, even if youMeggie felt the blood well up under her skin, and looked downare a ripe old seventeen.”

ventures onto strictly parental territory, one becomes impertinent.“Isn’t it odd?” Justine asked the mixing bowl. “The minute oneI just said: You’re a fine one to ask. Perfectly true, dammit! I’m notnecessarily implying you’re a failure, or a sinner, or worse. ActuallyI think you’ve shown remarkable good sense, dispensing with yourmale influence for your children with the Unks around, you’ve gothusband. What have you needed one for? There’s been tons ofbirds.”enough money to live on. I agree with you! Marriage is for the

“Another evasion. Whenever I displease you, I become just like“You’re just like your father!”

never laid eyes on the gentleman.”my father. Well, I’ll have to take your word for that, since I’ve“When are you leaving?” Meggie asked desperately.

Mum, I don’t blame you in the least. But I can’t help it, I just loveJustine grinned. “Can’t wait to get rid of me, eh? It’s all right,shocking people, especially you. How about taking me into the‘drome tomorrow?”

“Make it the day after. Tomorrow I’ll take you to
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the bank. You’d better know how much you’ve got. And, Justine…”at the change in her mother’s voice. “Yes?”Justine was adding flour and folding expertly, but she looked uproom for you on Drogheda, I want you to remember that. Nothing“If ever you’re in trouble, come home, please. We’ve always gotyou could ever do would be so bad you couldn’t come home.”stick underneath, are you?”Justine’s gaze softened. “Thanks, Mum. You’re not a bad old

“Old?” gasped Meggie. “I am not old! I’m only forty-three!”

“Good Lord, as much as that?”

wretch!” she laughed. “What a monster you are! Now I feel like aMeggie hurled a cookie and hit Justine on the nose. “Oh, youhundred.”

Her daughter grinned.

house were going; Meggie hailed her arrival with relief.At which moment Fee walked in to see how things in the cookFee’s eyes were no longer up to anything beyond the uttermost“Mum, do you know what Justine just told me?”

pupils was as acute as ever.effort of keeping the books, but the mind at back of those smudgedinquired mildly, regarding the green cookies with a slight shudder.“How could I possibly know what Justine just told you?” shesecrets from me, and now, the moment my daughter finishes telling“Because sometimes it strikes me that you and Jussy have littleme her news, in you walk when you never do.”

Fee, nibbling. “I assure you, Meggie, I don’t encourage your“Mmmmmm, at least they taste better than they look,” commenteddaughter to conspire with me behind your back. What have youdone to upset the applecart now, Justine?” she asked, turning to
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where Justine was pouring her sponge mixture into greased andfloured tins.

“That’s all, eh? Is it true, or only one of your dubious jokes?”“I told Mum I was going to be an actress, Nanna, that’s all.”“Oh, it’s true. I’m starting at the Culloden.”

ing her own daughter ironically. “Isn’t it amazing how chidren have“Well, well, well!” said Fee, leaning against the table and survey-minds of their own, Meggie?”

“Do you disapprove, Nanna?” Justine growled, ready to do battle.Meggie didn’t answer.

life, Justine. Besides, I think you’ll make a good actress.”“I? Disapprove? It’s none of my business what you do with your

“You do?” gasped Meggie.

unwisely, are you, my girl?”“Of course she will,” said Fee. “Justine’s not the sort to choosewatched her regarding her grandmother with an affection she never“No.” Justine grinned, pushing a damp curl out of her eye. Meggieseemed to extend to her mother.

cookie she had started so unenthusiastically. “Not bad at all, but I“You’re a good girl, Justine,” Fee pronounced, and finished thewish you’d iced them in white.”

“You can’t ice trees in white,” Meggie contradicted.

mother said.“Of course you can when they’re firs; it might be snow,” her

“Too late now, they’re vomit green,” laughed Justine.

“Justine!”

“Ooops! Sorry, Mum, didn’t mean to offend you. I always forgetyou’ve got a weak stomach.”

“I haven’t got a weak stomach,” said Meggie, exasperated.

“I came to see if there was any chance of a cuppa,”
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kettle, Justine, like a good girl.”Fee broke in, pulling out a chair and sitting down. “Put on thefor Justine, Mum?” she asked anxiously.Meggie sat down, too. “Do you really think this will work outattending to the tea ritual.“Why shouldn’t it?” Fee answered, watching her granddaughter

“Is it a passing phase, Justine?” Fee asked.“It might be a passing phase.”

green kitchen table.“No,” Justine said tersely, putting cups and saucers on the oldbarrel,” said Meggie automatically, “and for pity’s sake don’t dump“Use a plate for the biscuits, Justine, don’t put them out in theirtea jug.”the whole milk can on the table, put some in a proper afternoonally. “Can’t see the point of frills in the kitchen. All I’ve got to do“Yes, Mum, sorry, Mum,” Justine responded, equally mechanica couple of extra dishes.”is put whatever isn’t eaten back where it came from, and wash up

“Getting back to the subject,” Fee pursued, “I don’t think there’s“Just do as you’re told; it’s so much nicer.”

to try, and will probably do very well.”anything to discuss. It’s my opinion that Justine ought to be allowed“I wish I could be so sure,” said Meggie glumly.

mother demanded.“Have you been on about fame and glory, Justine?” her grandchen teapot on the table defiantly and sitting down in a hurry.“They enter the picture,” said Justine, putting the old brown kit-“Now don’t complain, Mum; I’m not making tea in a silver pot forthe kitchen and that’s final.”

“The teapot is perfectly appropriate.” Meggie smiled.

Fee, sipping. “Justine, why do you persist in putting things to your“Oh, that’s good! There’s nothing like a nice cup of tea,” sighedIt’s a question of self, isn’t it?”mother so badly? You know it isn’t a question of fame and fortune.
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“Self, Nanna?”

“Of course. Self. Acting is what you feel you were meant to do,isn’t that right?”

“Yes.”

“Then why couldn’t you have explained it so to your mother?Why upset her with a lot of flippant nonsense?”

Justine shrugged, drank her tea down and pushed the empty cuptoward her mother for more. “Dunno,” she said.

“I-dont-know,” Fee corrected. “You’ll articulate properly on thestage, I trust. But self is why you want to be an actress, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so,” answered Justine reluctantly.

“Oh, that stubborn, pigheaded Cleary pride! It will be yourdownfall, too, Justine, unless you learn to rule it. That stupid fearof being laughed at, or held up to some sort of ridicule. Thoughwhy you think your mother would be so cruel I don’t know.” Shetapped Justine on the back of her hand. “Give a little, Justine; cooperate.”

But Justine shook her head and said, “I can’t.”

Fee sighed. “Well, for what earthly good it will do you, child,you have my blessing on your enterprise.”

“Ta, Nanna, I appreciate it.”

“Then kindly show your appreciation in a concrete fashion byfinding your uncle Frank and telling him there’s tea in the kitchen,please.”

Justine went off, and Meggie stared at Fee.

“Mum, you’re amazing, you really are.”

Fee smiled. “Well, you have to admit I never tried to tell any ofmy children what to do.”

“No, you never did,” said Meggie tenderly. “We did appreciateit, too.”

The first thing Justine did when she arrived back in Sydney wasbegin to have her freckles removed. Not a quick process, unfortu-nately; she had so many it
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would take about twelve months, and then she would have to stayout of the sun for the rest of her life, or they would come back. The

second thing she did was to find herself an apartment, no meanfeat in Sydney at that time, when people built, private homes and

regarded living en masse in buildings as anathema. But eventuallyshe found a two-room flat in Neutral Bay, in one of the huge old

waterside Victorian mansions which had fallen on hard times and

been made over into dingy semi-apartments. The rent was fivepounds ten shillings a week, outrageous considering that the bathroom and kitchen were communal, shared by all the tenants.

trained domestically, she had few homemaker instincts.However, Justine was quite satisfied. Though she had been well

apprenticeship at the Culloden, where life seemed to consist inLiving in Bothwell Gardens was more fascinating than her actingskulking behind scenery and watching other people rehearse, getting

an occasional walk-on, memorizing masses of Shakespeare, Shawand Sheridan.

Devine the landlady. Mrs. Devine was a sixty-five-year-old LondonerIncluding Justine’s, Bothwell Gardens had six flats, plus Mrs.with a doleful sniff, protruding eyes and a great contempt for Australia and Australians, though she wasn’t above robbing them. Herchief concern in life seemed to be how much gas and electricty cost,

Englishman who exploited his nationality cheerfully.and her chief weakness was Justine’s next-door neighbor, a young

reminisce,” he told Justine. “Keeps her off my back, you know. You“I don’t mind giving the old duck an occasional tickle while wegirls aren’t allowed to run electric radiators even in winter, but 

I

was given one and I’m allowed to run it all summer as well if I feel

like it.”

“Pig,” said Justine dispassionately.

His name was Peter Wilkins, and he was a traveling
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called after her, rather taken with those pale, intriguing eyes.salesman. “Come in and I’ll make you a nice cuppa sometime,” heJustine did, careful not to choose a time when Mrs. Devine waslurking jealously about, and got quite used to fighting Peter off.The years of riding and working on Drogheda had endowed herwith considerable strength, and she was untroubled by shibbolethslike hitting below the belt.

from his eyes. “Give in, girl! You’ve got to lose it sometime, you“God damn you, Justine!” gasped Peter, wiping the tears of painknow! This isn’t Victorian England, you aren’t expected to save itfor marriage.”

adjusting her dress. “I’m just not sure who’s going to get the honor,“I have no intention of saving it for marriage,” she answered,that’s all.”

had really hurt.“You’re nothing to write home about!” he snapped nastily; she“No, that I’m not. Sticks and stones, Pete. You can’t hurt mewith words. And there are plenty of men who will shag anythingif it’s a virgin.”

“Plenty of women, too! Watch the front flat.”“Oh, I do, I do,” said Justine.

Justine’s advent gleefully until they realized she not only wasn’tThe two girls in the front flat were lesbians, and had hailedinterested, she wasn’t even intrigued. At first she wasn’t quite sureshrugged her shoulders, unimpressed. Thus after a period of adjust-what they were hinting at, but after they spelled it out baldly shetheir port in all storms; she bailed Billie out of jail, took Bobbie toment she became their sounding board, their neutral confidante,ularly bad quarrel with Billie, refused to take sides with either ofthe Mater hospital to have her stomach pumped out after a particzon. It did seem a very insecure kind of emotional life, she thought.them when Pat, Al, Georgie and Ronnie hove in turns on the horidifference.Men were bad enough, but at least they had the spice of intrinsic
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So between the Culloden and Bothwell Gardens and girls shehad known from Kincoppal days, Justine had quite a lot of friends,and was a good friend herself. She never told them all her troublesas they did her; she had Dane for that, though what few troublesshe admitted to having didn’t appear to prey upon her. The thingwhich fascinated her friends the most about her was her extraordin-ary self-discipline; as if she had trained herself from infancy not tolet circumstances affect her well-being.

Of chief interest to everyone called a friend was how, when andwith whom Justine would finally decide to become a fulfilled wo-man, but she took her time.

Arthur Lestrange was Albert Jones’s most durable juvenile lead,though he had wistfully waved goodbye to his fortieth birthday theyear before Justine arrived at the Culloden. He had a good body,was a steady, reliable actor and his clean-cut, manly face with itssurround of yellow curls was always sure to evoke audience ap-plause. For the first year he didn’t notice Justine, who was veryquiet and did exactly as she was told. But at the end of the yearher freckle treatments were finished, and she began to stand outagainst the scenery instead of blending into it.

Minus the freckles and plus makeup to darken her brows andlashes, she was a good-looking girl in an elfin, understated way.She had none of Luke O’Neill’s arresting beauty, or her mother’sexquisiteness. Her figure was passable though not spectacular, atrifle on the thin side. Only the vivid red hair ever stood out. Buton a stage she was quite different; she could make people think shewas as beautiful as Helen of Troy or as ugly as a witch.

Arthur first noticed her during a teaching period, when she wasrequired to recite a passage from Conrad’s Lord Jim using variousaccents. She was extraordinary, really; he could feel the excitementin Albert Jones, and finally understood why Al devoted so muchtime
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to her. A born mimic, but far more than that; she gave characterto every word she said. And there was the voice, a wonderful natural endowment for any actress, deep, husky, penetrating.

a book open on her knees, he came to sit beside her.So when he saw her with a cup of tea in her hand, sitting with“What are you reading?”

“Don’t you find him a little dull?”She looked up, smiled. “Proust.”

That’s what he is, you know. A terrible old gossip.”“Proust dull? Not unless one doesn’t care for gossip, surely.patronizing him, but he forgave her. No more than extreme youth.He had an uncomfortable conviction that she was intellectually

“Thank you.”“I heard you doing the Conrad. Splendid.”

your plans”“Perhaps we could have coffee together sometime and discuss“If you like,” she said, returning to Proust.

kept him on short commons, and dinner demanded a degree ofHe was glad he had stipulated coffee, rather than dinner; his wifegratitude he couldn’t be sure Justine was ready to manifest. However, he followed his casual invitation up, and bore her off to adark little place in lower Elizabeth Street, where he was reasonablysure his wife wouldn’t think of looking for him.

pearing goody-goody in refusing offered cigarettes. After they wereIn self-defense Justine had learned to smoke, tired of always ap-seated she took her own cigarettes out of her bag, a new pack, andpeeled the top cellophane from the flip-top box carefully, makingsure the larger piece of cellophane still sheathed the bulk of thepacket. Arthur watched her deliberateness, amused and interested.
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“Why on earth go to so much trouble? Just rip it all off, Justine.”

“How untidy!”

He picked up the box and stroked its intact shroud reflectively.“Now, if I was a disciple of the eminent Sigmund Freud…”

“If you were Freud, what?” She glanced up, saw the waitressstanding beside her. “Cappuccino, please.”

It annoyed him that she gave her own order, but he let it pass,more intent on pursuing the thought in his mind. “Vienna, please.Now, getting back to what I was saying about Freud. I wonderwhat he’d think of this? He might say…”

She took the packet off him, opened it, removed a cigarette andlit it herself without giving him time to find his matches. “Well?”

“He’d think you liked to keep membranous substances intact,wouldn’t he?”

Her laughter gurgled through the smoky air, caused several maleheads to turn curiously. “Would he now? Is that a roundabout wayof asking me if I’m still a virgin, Arthur?”

He clicked his tonque, exasperated. “Justine! I can see that amongother things I’ll have to teach you the fine art of prevarication.”

“Among what other things, Arthur?” She leaned her elbows onthe table, eyes gleaming in the dimness.

“Well, what do you need to learn?”

“I’m pretty well educated, actually.”

“In everything?”

“Heavens, you do know how to emphasize words, don’t you?Very good, I must remember how you said that.”

“There are things which can only be learned from firsthand experience,” he said softly, reaching out a hand to tuck a curl behindher ear.

“Really? I’ve always found observation adequate.”

“Ah, but what about when it comes to love?” He
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without knowing what love is?”put a delicate deepness into the word. “How can you play Juliet“A good point. I agree with you.”

“No.”“Have you ever been in love?”

force on “anything,” rather than “love.”“Do you know anything about love?” This time he put the vocal“Nothing at all.”

“Ah! Then Freud would have been right, eh?”

smiling. “In some things, perhaps.”She picked up her cigarettes and looked at their sheathed box,and held it in his hand, dramatically crushed it and dropped it inQuickly he grasped the bottom of the cellophane, pulled it offthe ashtray, where it squeaked and writhed, expanded. “I’d like toteach you what being a woman is, if I may.”

phane in the ashtray, then she struck a match and carefully set fireFor a moment she said nothing, intent on the antics of the cello-to it. “Why not?” she asked the brief flare. “Yes, why not?”wooing, or shall it be short and sharp, like an arrow?” he declaimed,“Shall it be a divine thing of moonlight and roses, passionatehand on heart.

But no moonlight and roses, please. My stomach’s not built forShe laughed. “Really, Arthur! I hope it’s long and sharp, myself.passionate wooing.”

Everyone’s stomach is built for passionate wooing—even yours,He stared at her a little sadly, shook his head. “Oh, Justine!long for it.”you cold-blooded young vestal. One day, you wait and see. You’lland done with before I change my mind.”“Pooh!” She got up. “Come on, Arthur, let’s get the deed over

“Now? Tonight?”

“Why on earth not? I’ve got plenty of money for a hotel room,if you’re short.”

The Hotel Metropole wasn’t far away; they walked through thedrowsing streets with her arm tucked cozily in his, laughing. It wastoo late for diners and too early
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for the theaters to be out, so there were few people around, justyoung girls window-shopping with an eye to sailors. No one tookknots of American sailors off a visiting task force, and groups ofchemist shop while Justine waited outside, emerged beaming hap-any notice of them, which suited Arthur fine. He popped into apily.

“What did you buy? French letters?”“Now we’re all set, my love.”

wrapped in a page of the He grimaced. “I should hope not. A French letter is like comingReader’s Digest—condensed tackiness.No, I got you some jelly. How do you know about French letters,anyway?”“After seven years in a Catholic boarding school? What do youthink we did? Prayed?” She grinned. “I admit we didn’t do much,but we talked about everything.”

Mr. and Mrs. Smith surveyed their kingdom, which wasn’t badfor a Sydney hotel room of that era. The days of the Hilton werestill to come. It was very large, and had superb views of the SydneyHarbor Bridge. There was no bathroom, of course, but there wasa basin and ewer on a marble-topped stand, a fitting accompanimentto the enormous Victorian relics of furniture.

“Well, what do I do now?” she asked, pulling the curtains back.“It’s a beautiful view, isn’t it?”

“Yes. As to what you do now, you take your pants off, of course.”“Anything else?” she asked mischievously.

skin it isn’t nearly so good.”He sighed. “Take it all off, Justine! If you don’t feel skin withclambered up on the bed and spread her legs apart. “Is this right,Neatly and briskly she got out of her clothes, not a scrap coyly,Arthur?”

ways looked to see if they were crushed.“Good Lord!” he said, folding his trousers carefully; his wife al-“What? What’s the matter?”
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“You really are a redhead, aren’t you?”

“What did you expect, purple feathers?”

“Facetiousness doesn’t set the right mood, darling, so stop it thisinstant.” He sucked in his belly, turned, strutted to the bed andclimbed onto it, began dropping expert little kisses down the sideof her face, her neck, over her left breast. “Mmmmmm, you’re nice.”His arms went around her. “There! Isn’t this nice?”

“I suppose so. Yes, it is quite nice.”

Silence fell, broken only by the sound of kisses, occasional murmurs. There was a huge old dressing table at the far end of the bed,its mirror still tilted to reflect love’s arena by some erotically mindedprevious tenant.

“Put out the light, Arthur.”

“Darling, no! Lesson number one. There’s no aspect of lovewhich won’t bear the light.”

Having done the preparatory work with his fingers and depositedthe jelly where it was supposed to be, Arthur managed to get himselfbetween Justine’s legs. A bit sore but quite comfortable, if not liftedinto ecstasy at least feeling rather motherly, Justine looked overArthur’s shoulder and straight down the bed into the mirror.

Foreshortened, their legs looked weird with his darkly mattedones sandwiched between her smooth defreckled ones; however,the bulk of the image in the mirror consisted of Arthur’s buttocks,and as he maneuvered they spread and contracted, hopped up anddown, with two quiffs of yellow hair like Dagwood’s just pokingabove the twin globes and waving at her cheerfully.

Justine looked; looked again. She stuffed her fist against hermouth wildly, gurgling and moaning.

“There, there, my darling, it’s all right! I’ve broken you already,so it can’t hurt too much,” he whispered.

Her chest began to heave; he wrapped his arms closer about herand murmured inarticulate endearments.
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Suddenly her head went back, her mouth opened in a long, ag-onized wail, and became peal after peal of uproarious laughter.And the more limply furious he got, the harder she laughed,pointing her finger helplessly toward the foot of the bed, tearsstreaming down her face. Her whole body was convulsed, but notquite in the manner poor Arthur had envisioned.

In many ways Justine was a lot closer to Dane than their motherwas, and what they felt for Mum belonged to Mum. It didn’t im-pinge upon or clash with what they felt for each other. That hadbeen forged very early, and had grown rather than diminished. Bythe time Mum was freed from her Drogheda bondage they wereold enough to be at Mrs. Smith’s kitchen table, doing their corres-pondence lessons; the habit of finding solace in each other hadbeen established for all time.

Though they were very dissimilar in character, they also sharedmany tastes and appetites, and those they didn’t share they toleratedin each other with instinctive respect, as a necessary spice of differ-ence. They knew each other very well indeed. Her natural tendencywas to deplore human failings in others and ignore them in herself;his natural tendency was to understand and forgive human failingsin others, and be merciless upon them in himself. She felt herselfinvincibly strong; he knew himself perilously weak.

And somehow it all came together as a nearly perfect friendship,in the name of which nothing was impossible. However, sinceJustine was by far the more talkative, Dane always got to hear alot more about her and what she was feeling than the other wayaround. In some respects she was a little bit of a moral imbecile,in that nothing was sacred, and he understood that his functionwas to provide her with the scruples she lacked within herself. Thushe accepted his role of passive listener with a tenderness and com-passion which would have irked Justine enormously had she sus-pected them.
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anything and everything since he was old enough to pay attention.Not that she ever did; she had been bending his ear about absolutelybig straw hat so her face and neck were well shaded.“Guess what I did last night?” she asked, carefully adjusting her“Acted in your first starring role,” Dane said.

me. Guess again.”“Prawn! As if I wouldn’t tell you so you could be there to see

“Cold as a stepmother’s breast.”“Finally copped a punch Bobbie meant for Billie.”He shrugged his shoulders, bored. “Haven’t a clue.”

Gothic bulk of Saint Mary’s Cathedral. Dane had phoned to letThey were sitting in the Domain on the grass, just below thecathedral, and could she meet him for a while first in the Dom?Justine know he was coming in for a special ceremony in theOf course she could; she was dying to tell him the latest episode.the school, captain of the cricket team, the Rugby, handball andAlmost finished his last year at Riverview, Dane was captain oftennis teams. And dux of his class into the bargain. At seventeenhe was two inches over six feet, his voice had settled into its finalbaritone, and he had miraculously escaped such afflictions asso fair he wasn’t really shaving yet, but in every other way he lookedpimples, clumsiness and a bobbing Adam’s apple. Because he wasform categorized him.more like a young man than a schoolboy. Only the Riverview unihat and stretched out on the grass, Justine sitting hunched besideIt was a warm, sunny day. Dane removed his straw boater schoolshaded. He opened one lazy blue eye in her direction.him, her arms about her knees to make sure all exposed skin was

“I lost my virginity. At least I “What did you do last night, Jus?”think I did.”

“Pooh! High time, I say. How can I hope to be aBoth his eyes opened. “You’re a prawn.”
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good actress if I don’t have a clue what goes on between men andwomen?”

“You ought to save yourself for the man you marry.”

you’re so archaic I’m embarrassed! Suppose I don’t meet the manHer face twisted in exasperation. “Honestly, Dane, sometimesI marry until I’m forty? What do you expect me to do? Sit on itall those years? Is that what you’re going to do, save it for mar-riage?”

“Well, nor am I. In which case, why tie a blue ribbon around it“I don’t think I’m going to get married.”

wondering.”and stick it in my nonexistent hope chest? I don’t want to diehe propped his chin on his hand and looked at her steadily, hisHe grinned. “You can’t, now.” Rolling over onto his stomach,you hate it?”face soft, concerned. “Was it all right? I mean, was it awful? Didwasn’t awful, either. On the other hand, I’m afraid I don’t see whatHer lips twitched, remembering. “I didn’t hate it, at any rate. Iteveryone raves about. Pleasant is as far as I’m prepared to go. Andit isn’t as if I chose just anyone; I selected someone very attractiveand old enough to know what he was doing.”He sighed. “You 

are a prawn, Justine. I’d have been a lot happierto hear you say, ‘He’s not much to look at, but we met and Icouldn’t help myself.’ I can accept that you don’t want to wait untilof the person. Never because of the act, Jus. I’m not surprised youyou’re married, but it’s still something you’ve got to want becauseweren’t ecstatic.”

you’ve made me feel awful! If I didn’t know you better, I’d say youAll the gleeful triumph faded from her face. “Oh, damn you, nowwere trying to put me down—or my motives, at any rate.”

but sometimes your motives are plain thoughtlessly silly.” He adop-“But you do know me better, don’t you? I’d never put you down,Justine O’Neill.”ted a tolling, monotonous voice. “I am the voice of your conscience,
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“You are, too, you prawn.” Shade forgotten, she flopped backon the grass beside him so he couldn’t see her face. “Look, youknow why. Don’t you?”

“Oh, Jussy,” he said sadly, but whatever he was going to addwas lost, for she spoke again, a little savagely.

“I’m never, never, never going to love anyone! If you love people,they kill you. If you need people, they kill you. They do, I tell you!”

It always hurt him, that she felt left out of love, and hurt morethat he knew himself the cause. If there was one overriding reasonwhy she was so important to him, it was because she loved himenough to bear no grudges, had never made him feel a moment’slessening of her love through jealousy or resentment. To him, itwas a cruel fact that she moved on an outer circle while he was thevery hub. He had prayed and prayed things would change, butthey never did. Which hadn’t lessened his faith, only pointed outto him with fresh emphasis that somewhere, sometime, he wouldhave to pay for the emotion squandered on him at her expense.She put a good face on it, had managed to convince even herselfthat she did very well on that outer orbit, but he felt her pain. Heknew.

in himself. Without a hope of understanding differently, he assumed There was so much worth loving in her, so little worth lovingtractable nature, his ability to communicate with his mother andhe had the lion’s share of love because of his beauty, his moreescaped him beyond what he simply couldn’t know, and he hadthe other Drogheda people. And because he was male. Very littleever had. Mum mattered to Justine far more than she would admit.had Justine’s confidence and companionship in ways no one elsegot to pay it back, make it up to her.But I will atone, he thought. I’ve had everything. Somehow I’vehuge though he admitted his debt to his sister was, to SomeoneSuddenly he chanced to see his watch, came to his feet bonelessly;else he owed even more.
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“I’ve got to go, Jus.”

“You and your bloody Church! When are you going to grow outof it?”

“Never, I hope.”

“When will I see you?”

“Well, since today’s Friday, tomorrow of course, eleven o’clock,here.”

“Okay. Be a good boy.”

He was already several yards away, Riverview boater back onhis head, but he turned to smile at her. “Am I ever anything else?”

She grinned. “Bless you, no. You’re too good to be true; I’m theone always in trouble. See you tomorrow.”

There were huge padded red leather doors inside the vestibuleof Saint Mary’s; Dane poked one open and slipped inside. He hadleft Justine a little earlier than was strictly necessary, but he alwaysliked to get into a church before it filled, became a shifting focusof sighs, coughs, rustles, whispers. When he was alone it was somuch better. There was a sacristan kindling branches of candleson the high altar; a deacon, he judged unerringly. Head bowed,he genuflected and made the Sign of the Cross as he passed in frontof the tabernacle, then quietly slid into a pew.

On his knees, he put his head on his folded hands and let hismind float freely. He didn’t consciously pray, but rather becamean intrinsic part of the atmosphere, which he felt as dense yet ethereal, unspeakably holy, brooding. It was as if he had turned intoa flame in one of the little red glass sanctuary lamps, always justfluttering on the brink of extinction, sustained by a small puddleof some vital essence, radiating a minute but enduring glow outinto the far darknesses. Stillness, formlessness, forgetfulness of hishuman identity; these were what Dane got from being in a church.Nowhere else did he feel so right, so much at peace with himself,so removed from pain. His lashes lowered, his eyes closed.
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From the organ gallery came the shuffling of feet, a preparatorywheeze, a breathy expulsion of air from pipes. The Saint Mary’sCathedral Boys’ School choir was coming in early to sandwich alittle practice between now and the coming ritual. It was only aFriday midday Benediction, but one of Dane’s friends and teachersfrom Riverview was celebrating it, and he had wanted to come.

The organ gave off a few chords, quietened into a rippling accom-paniment, and into the dim stone-lace arches one unearthly boy’svoice soared, thin and high and sweet, so filled with innocent puritythe few people in the great empty church closed their eyes, mournedfor that which could never come to them again.

Panis angelicus

Fit panis hominum,Dat panis coelicusFiguris terminum,

O res mirabilis,Manducat Dominus,Pauper, pauper,Servus et humilis….

Bread of angels, heavenly bread, O thing of wonder. Out of thedepths have I cried unto Thee, O Lord; Lord, hear my voice! LetThine ear be attuned to the sounds of my supplication. Turn notaway, O Lord, turn not away. For Thou art my Sovereign, myMaster, my God, and I am Thy humble servant. In Thine eyes onlyone thing counts, goodness. Thou carest not if Thy servants bebeautiful or ugly. To Thee only the heart matters; in Thee all ishealed, in Thee I know peace.

Lord, it is lonely. I pray it be over soon, the pain of life. Theydo not understand that I, so gifted, find so much pain in living.But Thou dost, and Thy comfort is all which sustains me. Nomatter what Thou requirest of me, O Lord, shall be give, for I love
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Thee all else shall be forever forgotten….Thee. And if I might presume to ask anything of Thee, it is that in



Drogheda?”“You’re very quiet, Mum,” said Dane. “Thinking of what? OfI found half a dozen grey hairs this morning, and my bones ache.”“No,” said Meggie drowsily. “I’m thinking that I’m getting old.“You’ll never be old, Mum,” he said comfortably.ning to need the borehead, which is a sure sign of old age.”“I wish that were true, love, but unfortunately it isn’t. I’m begin-the Drogheda grass, by the borehead. At the far end of the greatThey were lying in the warm winter sun on towels spread overpool boiling water thundered and splashed, the reek of sulphurdrifted and floated into nothing. It was one of the great winterpleasures, to swim in the borehead. All the aches and pains of en-croaching age were soothed away, Meggie thought, and turned tolie on her back, her head in the shade of the log on which she andFather Ralph had sat so long ago. A very long time ago; she wasunable to conjure up even a faint echo of what she must have feltwhen Ralph had kissed her.been her baby, her lovely little boy; though she had watched himThen she heard Dane get up, and opened her eyes. He had alwayschange and grow with proprietary pride, she had done so with animage of the laughing baby superimposed on his maturing face. Ithad not yet occurred to her that actually he was no longer in anyway a child.stant, watching him stand outlined against the crisp sky in his briefHowever, the moment of realization came to Meggie at that in-cotton swimsuit.

My God, it’s all over! The babyhood, the boyhood. He’s a man.ness of some impending tragedy, anger, adoration, sadness; allPride, resentment, a female melting at the quick, a terrific conscious-these and more Meggie
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felt, looking up at her son. It is a terrible thing to create a man,and more terrible to create a man like this. So amazingly male, soamazingly beautiful.

be moved at seeing in its extreme youth the body of the man whoRalph de Bricassart, plus a little of herself. How could she nothad joined in love with her? She closed her eyes, embarrassed,hating having to think of her son as a man. Did he look at her andsee a woman these days, or was she still that wonderful cipher,Mum? God damn him, God damn him! How dared he grow up?denly, opening her eyes again.“Do you know anything about women, Dane?” she asked sud-He smiled. “The birds and the bees, you mean?”

what lay between the covers of physiology textbooks she blurted“That you know, with Justine for a sister. When she discoveredclinical treatises into practice?”it all out to everyone. No, I mean have you ever put any of Justine’sthe grass beside her and looked into her face. “Funny you shouldHis head moved in a quick negative shake, he slid down ontotime, but I didn’t know how to start.”ask that, Mum. I’ve been wanting to talk to you about it for a longputting theory into practice?” Only eighteen. Only. He was a man,“You’re only eighteen, love. Isn’t it a bit soon to be thinking ofwasn’t he?

practice at all.”“That’s it, what I wanted to talk to you about. Not putting it intoPeculiar, she hadn’t noticed until now. Where was her robe? “NotHow cold the wind was, blowing down from the Great Divide.putting it into practice at all,” she said dully, and it was not aquestion.

about it, or wanted a wife and children. I have. But I can’t. Because“That’s right. I don’t want to, ever. Not that I haven’t thoughtthere isn’t enough room to love them and God as well, not the wayI want to love God. I’ve known that for a long time. I don’t seemto
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my love for God grows. It’s a great mystery, loving God.”remember a time when I didn’t, and the older I become the greatereyes, as they used to be. But ablaze with something quite alien toMeggie lay looking into those calm, distant blue eyes. Ralph’ssomething one could only experience at eighteen? By the time sheRalph’s. Had he had it, at eighteen? Had he? Was it perhapsa mystic, she had always known it. And she didn’t think that atentered Ralph’s life, he was ten years beyond that. Yet her son waslowed, wrapped the robe closer about her lonely bones.any stage of his life Ralph had been mystically inclined. She swalHim how much I loved Him. I fought the answer for a long time,“So I asked myself,” Dane went on, “what I could do to showI didn’t want to see it. Because I wanted a life as a man, too, verymuch. Yet I knew what the offering had to be, I knew…. There’sonly one thing I can offer Him, to show Him nothing else will everexist in my heart before Him. I must offer up His only rival; that’sthe sacrifice He demands of me. I am His servant, and He will haveno rivals. I have had to choose. All things He’ll let me have andenjoy, save that.” He sighed, plucked at a blade of Drogheda grass.“I must show Him that I understand why He gave me so much atas a man is.”my birth. I must show Him that I realize how unimportant my lifefor his arm, clutching it. How smooth it felt, the hint of great power“You can’t do it, I won’t let you!” Meggie cried, her hand reachingunder the skin, just like Ralph’s. 

Just like Ralph’s! Not to have someglossy girl put her hand there, as a right?

service completely, offer everything I have and am to Him, as His“I’m going to be a priest,” said Dane. “I’m going to enter Hisall from His chosen servants. It won’t be easy, but I’m going to dopriest. Poverty, chastity and obedience. He demands no less thanit.”
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The look in her eyes! As if he had killed her, ground her into thedust beneath his foot. That he should have to suffer this he hadn’tknown, dreaming only of her pride in him, her pleasure at givingher son to God. They said she’d be thrilled, uplifted, completelyin accord. Instead she was staring at him as if the prospect of hispriesthood was her death sentence.

“It’s all I’ve ever wanted to be,” he said in despair, meeting thosedying eyes. “Oh, Mum, can’t you understand? I’ve never, neverwanted to be anything but a priest! I can’t be anything but a priest!”marks of her fingers, the little arcs in his skin where her nails hadHer hand fell from his arm; he glanced down and saw the whitebitten deeply. Her head went up, she laughed on and on and on,huge hysterical peals of bitter, derisive laughter.again, wiping the tears from the corners of her eyes with a trembling“Oh, it’s too good to be true!” she gasped when she could speakhand. “The incredible irony! Ashes of roses, he said that night ridingto the borehead. And I didn’t understand what he meant. Ashesthou wert, unto ashes return. To the Church thou belongest, to theChurch thou shalt be given. Oh, it’s beautiful, beautiful! God rotGod, I say! God the sod! The utmost Enemy of women, that’s whatGod is! Everything we seek to do, He seeks to undo!”pain, not understanding her pain or the words she was saying. His“Oh, don’t! Oh, don’t Mum, don’t!” He wept for her, for hertears fell, twisted in his heart; already the sacrifice had begun, andin a way he hadn’t dreamed. But though he wept for her, not evenfor her could he put it aside, the sacrifice. The offering must bemade, and the harder it was to make, the more valuable it must bein His eyes.she made him weep. Her own rage and grief were put away resol-She had made him weep, and never in all his life until now hadgenes had madeutely. No, it wasn’t fair to visit herself upon him. What he was his
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him. Or his God. Or Ralph’s God. He was the light of her life, herson. He should not be made to suffer because of her, ever.

his arm. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. You gave me a shock, that’s“Dane, don’t cry,” she whispered, stroking the angry marks onall. Of course I’m glad for you, truly I am! How could I not be? Ishakily. “You did rather drop it on me like a rock.”was shocked; I just didn’t expect it, that’s all.” She chuckled, a littlehe killed her? Those were Mum’s eyes as he had always knownHis eyes cleared, regarded her doubtfully. Why had he imaginedthem; full of love, very much alive. The strong young arms gatheredher close, hugged her. “You’re sure you don’t mind?”Impossible!” She jumped to her feet. “Brr! How cold it’s got! Let’s“Mind? A good Catholic mother mind her son becoming a priest?be getting back.”

climbed behind the wheel, his mother sat beside him.They hadn’t taken the horses, but a jeeplike Land-Rover; Danea sobbing breath, pushing the tumbled hair out of her eyes.“Do you know where you’re going?” asked Meggie, drawing inPerhaps then I’ll espouse an order. I’d rather like to be a Jesuit, but“Saint Patrick’s College, I suppose. At least until I find my feet.I’m not quite sure enough of that to go straight into the Society ofJesus.”

the insect-spattered windscreen. “I have a much better idea, Dane.”Meggie stared at the tawny grass bouncing up and down throughbit and there were always new logs across it.“Oh?” He had to concentrate on driving; the track dwindled aber him, don’t you?”“I shall send you to Rome, to Cardinal de Bricassart. You rememcould forget him in a million years. He’s“Do I remember him? What a question, Mum! I don’t think I
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be very happy.”my example of the perfect priest. If I could be the priest he is, I’dgive you into his charge, because I know he’ll look after you for“Perfection is as perfection does!” said Meggie tartly. “But I shallmy sake. You can enter a seminary in Rome.”

out of his face. “Is there enough money? It would be much cheaper“Do you really mean it, Mum? Really?” Anxiety pushed the joyif I stayed in Australia.”

never lack money.”“Thanks to the selfsame Cardinal de Bricassart, my dear, you’llgirls and Mrs. Smith,” she said. “They’ll be absolutely thrilled.”At the cookhouse door she pushed him inside. “Go and tell thethe ramp to the big house, to the drawing room where Fee sat,One after the other she put her feet down, made them plod upmiraculously not working but talking to Anne Mueller instead, overan afternoon tea tray. As Meggie came in they looked up, saw fromher face that something serious had happened.

pecting that was how it always would be. But Luddie Mueller hadFor eighteen years the Muellers had been visiting Drogheda, ex-died suddenly the preceding autumn, and Meggie had written imon Drogheda. There was plenty of room, a guest cottage for privacy;mediately to Anne to ask her if she would like to live permanentlyknew there was enough money to keep a thousand permanentshe could pay board if she was too proud not to, though heavenlonely Queensland years, and Anne saw it as salvation. Himmelhochhouseguests. Meggie saw it as a chance to reciprocate for thosemanager, not sold the place; when she died it would go to Justine.without Luddie was horribly lonely. Though she had put on a“What is it, Meggie?” Anne asked.

of lightning.”Meggie sat down. “I think I’ve been struck by a retributory bolt
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“What?”

“You were right, both of you. You said I’d lose him. I didn’t believe you, I actually thought I could beat God. But there was nevera woman born who could beat God. He’s a Man.”

Fee poured Meggie a cup of tea. “Here, drink this,” she said, asif tea had the restorative powers of brandy. “How have you losthim?”

“He’s going to become a priest.” She began to laugh, weeping atthe same time.

Anne picked up her sticks, hobbled to Meggie’s chair and satawkwardly on its arm, stroking the lovely red-gold hair. “Oh, mydear! But it isn’t as bad as all that.”

“Do you know about Dane?” Fee asked Anne.

“I’ve always known,” said Anne.

Meggie sobered. “It isn’t as bad as all that? It’s the beginning ofthe end, don’t you see? Retribution. I stole Ralph from God, andI’m paying with my son. You told me it was stealing, Mum, don’tyou remember? I didn’t want to believe you, but you were right,as always.”

“Is he going to Saint Pat’s?” Fee asked practically.

Meggie laughed more normally. “That’s no sort of reparation,Mum. I’m going to send him to Ralph, of course. Half of him isRalph; let Ralph finally enjoy him.” She shrugged. “He’s more important than Ralph, and I knew he’d want to go to Rome.”

“Did you ever tell Ralph about Dane?” asked Anne; it wasn’t asubject ever discussed.

“No, and I never will. Never!”

“They’re so alike he might guess.”

“Who, Ralph? He’ll never guess! That much I’m going to keep.I’m sending him my son, but no more than that. I’m not sendinghim his son.”

“They might not have done with you yet.”“Beware of the jealousy of the gods, Meggie,” said Anne softly.“What more can they do to me?” mourned Meggie.

When Justine heard the news she was furious, though
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for the last three or four years she had had a sneaking suspicion itwas coming. On Meggie it burst like a clap of thunder, but onJustine it descended like an expected shower of icy water.

him, and as his confidante had listened to him talk of the thingsFirst of all, because Justine had been at school in Sydney withhe didn’t mention to his mother. Justine knew how vitally importanthis religion was to Dane; not only God, but the mystical significanceof Catholic rituals. Had he been born and brought up a Protestant,she thought, he was the type to have eventually turned to Catholi-cism to satisfy something in his soul. Not for Dane an austere,calvinistic God. His God was limned in stained glass, wreathed inincense, wrapped in lace and gold embroidery, hymned in musicalcomplexity, and worshipped in lovely Latin cadences.

fully endowed with beauty should deem it a crippling handicap,Too, it was a kind of ironic perversity that someone so wonder-and deplore its existence. For Dane did. He shrank from any reference to his looks; Justine fancied he would far rather have beenborn ugly, totally unprepossessing. She understood in part why hefelt so, and perhaps because her own career lay in a notoriouslynarcissistic profession, she rather approved of his attitude towardhe positively loathed his looks, instead of simply ignoring them.his appearance. What she couldn’t begin to understand was whywhether he had taught himself to sublimate his passions almostNor was he highly sexed, for what reason she wasn’t sure:perfectly, or whether in spite of his bodily endowments some necessary cerebral essence was in short supply. Probably the former,since he played some sort of vigorous sport every day of his life toinclinations were “normal,” that is, heterosexual, and she knewmake sure he went to bed exhausted. She knew very well that hiswhat type of girl appealed to him—tall, dark and voluptuous. Buthe just wasn’t sensually
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the odors in the air around him, or understand the special satisfac-aware; he didn’t notice the feel of things when he held them, orprovocative object’s impact had to be irresistible, and only at suchtion of shape and color. Before he experienced a sexual pull themost men trod, of choice, for as long as they possibly could.rare moments did he seem to realize there was an earthly planehad been settled with Rome that day; he was dying to tell her andHe told her backstage at the Culloden, after a performance. Itwere something he had never discussed with her as much as heyet he knew she wasn’t going to like it. His religious ambitionsnight it was too difficult to contain his joy any longer.wanted to, for she became angry. But when he came backstage that

“It’s what I want.”“You’re a prawn,” she said in disgust.

“Idiot.”

“Calling me names won’t change a thing, Jus.”

needed emotional release, that’s all.”“Do you think I don’t know that? It affords me a little muchYou’re really good, Jus.”“I should think you’d get enough on the stage, playing Electra.to Saint Pat’s?”“After this news I’ll be better,” she said grimly. “Are you goingranged it.”“No. I’m going to Rome, to Cardinal de Bricassart. Mum ar“Well, why don’t you come, too, at least to England? With your“Dane, no! It’s so far away!”

where without too much trouble.”background and ability you ought to be able to get a place someElectra’s robes; ringed with heavy black arabesques, her strangeShe was sitting at a mirror wiping off Electra’s paint, still incouldn’t I?” she asked thoughtfully. “It’s more than time I did….eyes seemed even stranger. She nodded slowly. “Yes, I could,land it is!”Australia’s getting a bit too small…. Right, mate! You’re on! Eng-
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“Super! Just think! I get holidays, you know, one always does inthe seminary, as if it was a university. We can plan to take themtogether, trip around Europe a bit, come home to Drogheda. Oh,Jus, I’ve thought it all out! Having you not far away makes it perfect.”

She beamed. “It does, doesn’t it? Life wouldn’t be the same if Icouldn’t talk to you.”

“That’s what I was afraid you were going to say.” He grinned.“But seriously, Jus, you worry me. I’d rather have you where I cansee you from time to time. Otherwise who’s going to be the voiceof your conscience?”

He slid down between a hoplite’s helmet and an awesome maskof the Pythoness to a position on the floor where he could see her,coiling himself into an economical ball, out of the way of all thefeet. There were only two stars’ dressing rooms at the Cullodenand Justine didn’t rate either of them yet. She was in the generaldressing room, among the ceaseless traffic.

“Bloody old Cardinal de Bricassart!” she spat. “I hated him themoment I laid eyes on him!”

Dane chuckled. “You didn’t, you know.”

“I did! I did!”

“No, you didn’t. Aunt Anne told me one Christmas hol, and I’llbet you don’t know.”

“What don’t I know?” she asked warily.

“That when you were a baby he fed you a bottle and burped you,rocked you to sleep. Aunt Anne said you were a horrible crankybaby and hated being held, but when he held you, you really likedit.”

“It’s a flaming lie!”

“No, it’s not.” He grinned. “Anyway, why do you hate him somuch now?”

“I just do. He’s like a skinny old vulture, and he gives me the dryheaves.”

“I like him. I always did. The perfect priest, that’s what FatherWatty calls him. I think he is, too.”

“Well, fuck him, I say!”
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“Justine!”

“Shocked you that time, didn’t I? I’ll bet you never even thoughtI knew that word.”

His eyes danced. “Dogo on, I dare you!” you know what it means? Tell me, Jussy,to twinkle. “You might be going to be a Father Rhubarb, you prawn,She could never resist him when he teased; her own eyes beganvestigate.”but if you don’t already know what it means, you’d better not inA very shapely pair of female legs stopped beside Dane, pivoted.He grew serious. “Don’t worry, I won’t.”

Martha,” in a casual voice.He looked up, went red, looked away, and said, “Oh, hello,

“Hello yourself.”

but so decorative she was an asset to any production; she alsoShe was an extremely beautiful girl, a little short on acting abilityhappened to be exactly Dane’s cup of tea, and Justine had listenedto his admiring comments about her more than once. Tall, whatthe movie magazines always called sexsational, very dark of hairand eye, fair of skin, with magnificent breasts.

leg provocatively under Dane’s nose and watched him with anPerching herself on the corner of Justine’s table, she swung oneundisguised appreciation he clearly found disconcerting. Lord, hewas really something! How had plain old cart-horse Jus collectedherself a brother who looked like this? He might be only eighteenand it might be cradle-snatching, but who cared?

she asked, looking down at Dane. “The two of you?” she added“How about coming over to my place for coffee and whatever?”reluctantly.

thought. “No, thanks, I can’t. You’ll have to be content with Dane.”Justine shook her head positively, her eyes lighting up at a suddenhe was truly tempted. “Thanks anyway, Martha, but I can’t.” HeHe shook his head just as positively, but rather regretfully, as ifglanced at his watch as
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much longer are you going to be, Jus?”at a savior. “Lord, I’ve only got a minute left on my meter! How“About ten minutes.”

“I’ll wait for you outside, all right?”“Chicken!” she mocked.

Why won’t he look at me?”Martha’s dusky eyes followed him. “He is absolutely gorgeous.were coming back. Maybe London would help; no sun. “Oh, don’tJustine grinned sourly, scrubbed her face clean at last. The frecklesworry, he looks. He’d like, too. But will he? Not Dane.”

Shit, why is it every gorgeous man I meet is a poof? I never thought“Why? What’s the matter with him? Never tell me he’s a poof!Dane was, though; he doesn’t strike me that way at all.”

a poof. In fact, the day he looks at Sweet William, our screaming“Watch your language, you dumb wart! He most certainly isn’tjuvenile, I’ll cut his throat and Sweet William’s, too.”

Doesn’t he get my message? Does he think I’m too old for him?”“Well, if he isn’t a pansy and he likes, why doesn’t he take?don’t worry about it. No, Dane’s sworn off sex for life, the fool.“Sweetie, at a hundred you won’t be too old for the average man,He’s going to be a priest.”

of inky hair. “Go on!”Martha’s lush mouth dropped open, she swung back her mane“True, true.”

“You mean to say all that’s going to be wasted?”“Afraid so. He’s offering it to God.”

“Then God’s a bigger poofter than Sweet Willie.”

of women, anyway. Second-class, that’s us, way back in the Upper“You might be right,” said Justine. “He certainly isn’t too fondCircle. Front Stalls and the Mezzanine, strictly male.”

“Oh.”

over her head, remembered it was chillyJustine wriggled out of Electra’s robe, flung a thin cotton dress


560 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



“Don’t worry about it, sweetie. God was very good to you; heoutside, added a cardigan, and patted Martha kindly on the head.that way. You’ll never offer the Lords of Creation any competition.”didn’t give you any brains. Believe me, it’s far more comfortablebrother.”“I don’t know, I wouldn’t mind competing with God for yourdone. You’d seduce Sweet Willie far quicker, take my word for it.”“Forget it. You’re fighting the Establishment, and it just can’t be

A Vatican car met Dane at the airport, whisked him through sunnyfaded streets full of handsome, smiling people; he glued his noseto the window and drank it all in, unbearably excited at seeing forhimself the things he had seen only in pictures—the Romancolumns, the rococo palaces, the Renaissance glory of Saint Peter’s.was Ralph Raoul, Cardinal de Bricassart. The hand was out-And waiting for him, clad this time in scarlet from head to foot,stretched, its ring glowing; Dane sank on both knees to kiss it.

He stood, smiling at the tall man who was almost exactly his“Stand up, Dane, let me look at you.”

Cardinal had an immense aura of spiritual power which made himown height; they could look each other in the eye. To Dane thewere not the eyes of a pope. How much he must have suffered tothink of a pope rather than a saint, yet those intensely sad eyesto become this most perfect of priests.appear so, but how nobly he must have risen above his sufferingson, loving him, he thought, because he was dear Meggie’s boy.And Cardinal Ralph gazed at the son he did not know was hisas strikingly good-looking, as graceful. In all his life he had neverJust so would he have wanted to see a son of his own body; as tall,seen a man move so well. But far more satisfying than any
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strength of the angels, and something of their unearthliness. Hadphysical beauty was the simple beauty of his soul. He had thecrowded events of threefifths of a lifetime; no, he had never beenhe been so himself, at eighteen? He tried to remember, span thehimself had not, though he so. Was it because this one came truly of his own choice? For hehad had the vocation, of that much hestill was sure.

“Sit down, Dane. Did you do as I asked, start to learn Italian?”very well. Probably the fact that it’s my fourth language makes it“At this stage I speak it fluently but without idiom, and I read ithere and I ought to pick up the vernacular.”easier. I seem to have a talent for languages. A couple of weeks

“Well, they’re handy,” said Dane lamely. The awesome scarlet“Yes, you will. I, too, have a talent for languages.”

man on the chestnut gelding at Drogheda.figure was a little daunting; it was suddenly hard to remember theCardinal Ralph leaned forward, watching him.

had said. “I charge you with his well-being, his happiness. What I“I pass the responsibility for him to you, Ralph,” Meggie’s letterstole, I give back. It is demanded of me. Only promise me twothings, and I’ll rest in the knowledge you’ve acted in his best in-terests. First, promise me you’ll make sure before you accept himthat this is what he truly, absolutely wants. Secondly, that if this iswhat he wants, you’ll keep your eye on him, make sure it remainswhat he wants. If he should lose heart for it, I want him back. Forhe belonged to me first. It is I who gives him to you.”

“Absolutely.”“Dane, are you sure?” asked the Cardinal.“Why?”

iar in a way which was of the past.His eyes were curiously aloof, uncomfortably familiar, but famil-
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“Because of the love I bear Our Lord. I want to serve Him as Hispriest all of my days.”

“Do you understand what His service entails, Dane?”

“Yes.”

“That no other love must ever come between you and Him? Thatyou are His exclusively, forsaking all others?”

“Yes”.

“That His Will be done in all things, that in His service you mustbury your personality, your individuality, your concept of yourselfas uniquely important?”

“Yes.”

“That if necessary you must face death, imprisonment, starvationin His Name? That you must own nothing, value nothing whichmight tend to lessen your love for Him?”

“Yes.”

“Are you strong, Dane?”

“I am a man, Your Eminence. I am first a man. It will be hard,I know. But I pray that with His help I shall find the strength.”

“Must it be this, Dane? Will nothing less than this content you?”

“Nothing.”

“And if later on you should change your mind, what would youdo?”

“Why, I should ask to leave,” said Dane, surprised. “If I changedmy mind it would be because I had genuinely mistaken my vocation,for no other reason. Therefore I should ask to leave. I wouldn’t beloving Him any less, but I’d know this isn’t the way He means meto serve Him.”

“But once your final vows are taken and you are ordained, yourealize there can be no going back, no dispensation, absolutely norelease?”

“I understand that,” said Dane patiently. “But if
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there is a decision to be made, I will have come to it before then.”been that sure? Had he ever been that strong? “Why to me, Dane?Cardinal Ralph leaned back in his chair, sighed. Had he everWhy did you want to come to Rome? Why not have remained inAustralia?”

for a long time. I never thought there was enough money.”“Mum suggested Rome, but it had been in my mind as a dream“Your mother is very wise. Didn’t she tell you?”

“Tell me what, Your Eminence?”

many thousands of pounds already in the bank in your own name?”“That you have an income of five thousand pounds a year andDane stiffened. “No. She never told me.”

you want Rome?”“Very wise. But it’s there, and Rome is yours if you want. Do“Yes.”

“Why do you want me, Dane?”“Because you’re my conception of the perfect priest, Your Eminence.”

me as that. I’m far from a perfect priest. I have broken all my vows,Cardinal Ralph’s face twisted. “No, Dane, you can’t look up toin the most painful way a priest can, through the breaking of mydo you understand? I had to learn what you already seem to knowafter that a priest.”vows. For I refused to admit that I was first a mortal man, and onlysay doesn’t make you any less my conception of the perfect priest.“Your Eminence, it doesn’t matter,” said Dane softly. “What youan inhuman automaton, above the weaknesses of the flesh. I meanI think you don’t understand what I mean, that’s all. I don’t meanthat you’ve suffered, and grown. Do I sound presumptuous? I don’tintend to, truly. If I’ve offended you, I beg your pardon. It’s justthat it’s so hard to express my thoughts! What I mean is that becoming a perfect
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you an ideal, and Our Lord.”priest must take years, terrible pain, and all the time keeping beforeunsteady hand, spoke in Italian.The telephone rang; Cardinal Ralph picked it up in a slightlyfor afternoon tea, and we’re to have it with an old, old friend of“Yes, thank you, we’ll come at once.” He got to his feet. “It’s timemine. Next to the Holy Father he’s probably the most importantpriest in the Church. I told him you were coming, and he expresseda wish to meet you.”“Thank you, Your Eminence.”

quite unlike Drogheda’s, with tall cypresses and poplars, neatThey walked through corridors, then through pleasant gardensstones; past Gothic arches, under Renaissance bridges. Dane drankrectangles of grass surrounded by pillared walkways, mossy flagpetual.it in, loving it. Such a different world from Australia, so old, perthey entered, and passed up a great marble staircase hung withIt took them fifteen minutes at a brisk pace to reach the palace;priceless tapestries.

now, his body partially crippled by a rheumatic complaint, but hisVittorio Scarbanza, Cardinal di Contini-Verchese was sixty-sixmind as intelligent and alert as it had always been. His present cat,he couldn’t rise to greet his visitors he contented himself with aa Russian blue named Natasha, was curled purring in his lap. Sinceloved face to Dane O’Neill and widened, narrowed, fixed on himwide smile, and beckoned them. His eyes passed from Ralph’s bestilly. Within his chest he felt his heart falter, put the welcomingstupidly up at the younger edition of Ralph de Bricassart.hand to it in an instinctive gesture of protection, and sat staringtaking the frail wrist between his fingers, feeling for a pulse.“Vittorio, are you all right?” Cardinal Ralph asked anxiously,“Of course. A little passing pain, no more. Sit down, sit down!”
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“First, I’d like you to meet Dane O’Neill, who is as I told youthe son of a very dear friend of mine. Dane, this is His EminenceCardinal di Contini-Verchese.”

Dane knelt, pressed his lips to the ring; over his bent tawny headCardinal Vittorio’s gaze sought Ralph’s face, scanned it more closelythan in many years. Very slightly he relaxed; she had never toldhim, then. And he wouldn’t suspect, of course, what everyone whosaw them together would instantly surmise. Not father-son, ofcourse, but a close relationship of the blood. Poor Ralph! He hadnever seen himself walk, never watched the expressions on his ownface, never caught the upward flight of his own left eyebrow. TrulyGod was good, to make men so blind.

“Sit down. The tea is coming. So, young man! You wish to be apriest, and have sought the assistance of Cardinal de Bricassart?”

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

“You have chosen wisely. Under his care you will come to noharm. But you look a little nervous, my son. Is it the strangeness?”

Dane smiled Ralph’s smile, perhaps minus conscious charm, butso much Ralph’s smile it caught at an old, tired heart like a passingflick from barbed wire. “I’m overwhelmed, Your Eminence. I hadn’trealized quite how important cardinals are. I never dreamed I’d bemet at the airport, or be having tea with 

“Yes, it is unusual…. Perhaps a source of trouble, I see that. Ah,you.”

here is our tea!” Pleased, he watched it laid out, lifted an admonishing finger. “Ah, no! I shall be ‘mother.’ How do you take yourtea, Dane?”

“The same as Ralph,” he answered, blushed deeply. “I’m sorry,Your Eminence, I didn’t mean to say that!”

“It’s all right, Dane, Cardinal di Contini-Verchese understands.We met first as Dane and Ralph, and we knew each other far betterthat way, didn’t we? Formality is new to our relationship. I’d preferit remain Dane
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and Ralph in private. His Eminence won’t mind, will you, Vittorio?”saying about having friends in high places, my son. It could be a“No. I am fond of Christian names. But returning to what I wasis decided upon, this long friendship with our Ralph. To have totrifle uncomfortable for you when you enter whichever seminarybetween you is remarked upon would be very tedious. Sometimeskeep going into involved explanations every time the connectionteeth flashing—“and for everyone’s comfort I would prefer that weOur Lord permits of a little white lie”—he smiled, the gold in histhe tenuous connections of friendship, but very easy to explain theresort to one such tiny fib. For it is difficult to explain satisfactorilydinal de Bricassart is your uncle, my Dane, and leave it at that,”crimson cord of blood. So we will say to all and sundry that Car-ended Cardinal Vittorio suavely.

Dane looked shocked, Cardinal Ralph resigned.

Vittorio gently. “They, too, have feet of clay, and resort to comfort“Do not be disappointed in the great, my son,” said Cardinalvia little white lies. It is a very useful lesson you have just learned,but looking at you, I doubt you will take advantage of it. However,you must understand that we scarlet gentlemen are diplomats toour fingertips. Truly I think only of you, my son. Jealousy and re-sentment are not strangers to seminaries any more than they areto secular institutions. You will suffer a little because they thinkRalph is your uncle, your mother’s brother, but you would sufferfar more if they thought no blood bond linked you together. Weare first men, and it is with men you will deal in this world as inothers.”

Dane bowed his head, then leaned forward to stroke the cat,ence.”pausing with his hand extended. “May I? I love cats, Your Eminfound. “You may. I confess she growsNo quicker pathway to that old but constant heart could he have
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Dane; he is the new generation.”too heavy for me. She is a glutton, are you not, Natasha? Go to

There was no possibility of Justine transferring herself and her be-longings from the southern to the northern hemisphere as quicklyas Dane had; by the time she worked out the season at the Cullodenand bade a not unregretful farewell to Bothwell Gardens, herbrother had been in Rome two months.asked, surrounded by clothes, papers, boxes.“How on earth did I manage to accumulate so much junk?” shewool soap pads in her hand.Meggie looked up from where she was crouched, a box of steel“What were these doing under your bed?”face. “Oh, thank God! Is that where they were? I thought Mrs. D’sA look of profound relief swept across her daughter’s flushedwasn’t game to mention my missing soap pads. But I precious poodle ate them; he’s been off color for a week and Iknew thefirst. Not,” continued Justine thoughtfully, “that I wouldn’t be gladwretched animal ate them; he’ll eat anything that doesn’t eat himto see the last of him.”how funny you are?” She threw the box onto the bed among aMeggie sat back on her heels, laughing. “Oh, Jus! Do you knoware you? After all the care we took pushing neatness and tidinessmountain of things already there. “You’re no credit to Drogheda,into your head, too.”the soap pads back to Drogheda? I know I’m sailing and my lug-“I could have told you it was a lost cause. Do you want to takeLondon.”gage is unlimited, but I daresay there are tons of soap pads in

Meggie transferred the box into a large carton marked MRS. D.“I think we’d better donate them to Mrs. Devine; she has to renderthis flat habitable for the next tenant.” An unsteady tower of un-whiskers of mold. “Do you ever wash your dishes?”washed dishes stood on the end of the table, sprouting gruesome
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Justine chuckled unrepentantly. “Dane says I don’t wash themat all, I shave them instead.”

“You’d have to give this lot a haircut first. Why don’t you washthem as you use them?”

“Because it would mean trekking down to the kitchen again, andsince I usually eat after midnight, no one appreciates the patter ofmy little feet.”

“Give me one of the empty boxes. I’ll take them down and dis-pose of them now,” said her mother, resigned; she had known be-fore volunteering to come what was bound to be in store for her,and had been rather looking forward to it. It wasn’t very oftenanyone had the chance to help Justine do anything; wheneverMeggie had tried to help her she had ended feeling an utter fool.But in domestic matters the situation was reversed for once; shecould help to her heart’s content without feeling a fool.

Somehow it got done, and Justine and Meggie set out in thestation wagon Meggie had driven down from Gilly, bound for theHotel Australia, where Meggie had a suite.

“I wish you Drogheda people would buy a house at Palm Beachor Avalon,” Justine said, depositing her case in the suite’s secondbedroom. “This is terrible, right above Martin Place. Just imaginebeing a hop, skip and jump from the surf! Wouldn’t that induceyou to hustle yourselves on a plane from Gilly more often?”

“Why should I come to Sydney? I’ve been down twice in the lastseven years—to see Dane off, and now to see you off. If we had ahouse it would never be used.”

“Codswallop.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because there’s more to the world than bloody Drogheda,dammit! That place, it drives me batty!”

Meggie sighed. “Believe me, Justine, there’ll come a time whenyou’ll yearn to come home to Drogheda.”
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“Does that go for Dane, too?”

Silence. Without looking at her daughter, Meggie took her bagfrom the table. “We’ll be late. Madame Rocher said two o’clock.If you want your dresses before you sail, we’d better hurry.”

“I am put in my place,” Justine said, and grinned.

“Why is it, Justine, that you didn’t introduce me to any of yourfriends? I didn’t see a sign of anyone at Bothwell Gardens exceptMrs. Devine,” Meggie said as they sat in Germaine Rocher’s salonwatching the languid mannequins preen and simper.

“Oh, they’re a bit shy…. I like that orange thing, don’t you?”

“Not with your hair. Settle for the grey.”

“Pooh! I think orange goes perfectly with my hair. In grey I looklike something the cat dragged in, sort of muddy and half rotten.Move with the times, Mum. Redheads don’t have to be seen inwhite, grey, black, emerald green or that horrible color you’re soaddicted to—what is it, ashes of roses? Victorian!”

“You have the name of the color right,” Meggie said. She turnedto look at her daughter. “You’re a monster,” she said wryly, butwith affection.

Justine didn’t pay any attention; it was not the first time she hadheard it. “I’ll take the orange, the scarlet, the purple print, the mossgreen, the burgundy suit….”

Meggie sat torn between laughter and rage. What could one dowith a daughter like Justine?

The Himalaya sailed from Darling Harbor three days later. Shewas a lovely old ship, flat-hulled and very seaworthy, built in thedays when no one was in a tearing hurry and everyone acceptedthe fact England was four weeks away via Suez or five weeks awayvia the Cape of Good Hope. Nowadays even the ocean liners werestreamlined, hulls shaped like destroyers to get there faster. Butwhat they did to a sensitive stomach made seasoned sailors quail.

“What fun!” Justine laughed. “We’ve got a whole
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Some of them are gorgeous.”lovely footie team in first class, so it won’t be as dull as I thought.“Now aren’t you glad I insisted on first class?”

“I suppose so.”snapped, losing her temper at what she took for ingratitude. Just“Justine, you bring out the worst in me, you always have,” Meggiethis once couldn’t the little wretch at least pretend she was sorryme.”to be going? “Stubborn, pig-headed, self-willed! You exasperateas if she was more interested in the fact that the all-ashore gongFor a moment Justine didn’t answer, but turned her head awaywas ringing than in what her mother was saying. She bit the tremorfrom her lips, put a bright smile on them. “I know I exasperateyou,” she said cheerfully as she faced her mother. “Never mind, weare what we are. As you always say, I take after my dad.”into the crowds converging on gangways and was lost to sight.They embraced self-consciously before Meggie slipped thankfullyJustine made her way up to the sun deck and stood by the rail withrolls of colored streamers in her hands. Far below on the wharf sheted spot, stand shading her eyes. Funny, at this distance one couldsaw the figure in the pinkish-grey dress and hat walk to the appoin-see Mum was getting up toward fifty. Some way to go yet, but itwas there in her stance. They waved in the same moment, thenJustine threw the first of her streamers and Meggie caught its enddeftly. A red, a blue, a yellow, a pink, a green, an orange; spiralinground and round, tugging in the breeze.stood with pennons flying, plaids billowing, skirling a quaint versionA pipe band had come to bid the football team farewell andhanging over, holding desperately to their ends of the thin paperof “Now Is the Hour.” The ship’s rails were thick with peopleward, lingering hungrily on the faces going so farstreamers; on the wharf hundreds of people craned their necks up-
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on the other side of the world was really like. They would live there,away, young faces mostly, off to see what the hub of civilizationback at all. And everyone knew it, wondered.work there, perhaps come back in two years, perhaps not comewas a tearing Sydney wind. Sun warmed the upturned heads andThe blue sky was plumped with silver-white clouds and therethe shoulder blades of those leaning down; a great multicoloredswath of vibrating ribbons joined ship and shore. Then suddenlya gap appeared between the old boat’s side and the wooden strutstheir thousands the streamers broke, fluttered wildly, sagged limplyof the wharf; the air filled with cries and sobs; and one by one inthe orange peels and the jellyfish to float away.and crisscrossed the surface of the water like a mangled loom, joineda few hard lines and little pink pinheads in the distance; the Justine kept doggedly to her place at the rail until the wharf wasHimalaya’s tugs turned her, towed her helplessly under the boomingdecks of the Sydney Harbor Bridge, out into the mainstream of thatexquisite stretch of sunny water.

It wasn’t like going to Manly on the ferry at all, though they followed the same path past Neutral Bay and Rose Bay and Cremorneand Vaucluse; no. For this time it was out through the Heads,beyond the cruel cliffs and the high lace fans of foam, into theocean. Twelve thousand miles of it, to the other side of the world.And whether they came home again or not, they would belongneither here nor there, for they would have lived on two continentsand sampled two different ways of life.

Money, Justine discovered, made London a most alluring place.Not for her a penniless existence clinging to the fringes of Earl’sCourt— “Kangaroo Valley” they called it because so many Australians made it their headquarters. Not for her the typical fate of Australians in England, youth-hosteling on a shoestring,
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working for a pittance in some office or school or hospital, shiveringthin-blooded over a tiny radiator in a cold, damp room. Instead,for Justine a mews flat in Kensington close to Knightsbridge, cent-rally heated; and a place in the company of Clyde DaltinhamRoberts, The Elizabethan Group.

she would smile, remembering how little she saw of that longWhen the summer came she caught a train to Rome. In afteryearsjourney across France, down Italy; her whole mind was occupiedmustn’t forget. There were so many she was bound to leave somewith the things she had to tell Dane, memorizing those she simplyout.

Dane? He didn’t look any different, and yet he was a stranger. NotWas that Dane? The tall, fair man on the platform, was thatof her world anymore. The cry she was going to give to attract hisattention died unuttered; she drew back a little in her seat to watchhim, for the train had halted only a few feet beyond where he stood,blue eyes scanning the windows without anxiety. It was going tobe a pretty one-sided conversation when she told him about lifesince he had gone away, for she knew now there was no thirst inhim to share what he experienced with her. Damn him! He wasn’ther baby brother anymore; the life he was living had as little to dowith her as it did with Drogheda. Oh, Dane! What’s it like to livesomething twenty-four hours of every day?

chase, didn’t you?” she said, creeping up behind him unseen.“Hah! Thought I’d dragged you down here on a wild-goose“Prawn,” he said lovingly, taking her bigger suitcase and tuckingHe turned, squeezed her hands and stared down at her, smiling.her free arm in his. “It’s good to see you,” he added as he handedher into the red Lagonda he drove everywhere; Dane had alwaysbeen a sports car fanatic, and had owned one since he was oldenough to hold a license.
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“Good to see you, too. I hope you found me a nice pub, becauseI meant what I wrote. I refuse to be stuck in a Vatican cell amonga heap of celibates.” She laughed.

“They wouldn’t have you, not with the Devil’s hair. I’ve bookedyou into a little pension not far from me, but they speak Englishso you needn’t worry if I’m not with you. And in Rome it’s noproblem getting around on English; there’s usually someone whocan speak it.”

“Times like this I wish I had your gift for foreign languages. ButI’ll manage; I’m very good at mimes and charades.”

“I have two months, Jussy, isn’t it super? So we can take a lookat France and Spain and still have a month on Drogheda. I missthe old place.”

“Do you?” She turned to look at him, at the beautiful handsguiding the car expertly through the crazy Roman traffic. “I don’tmiss it at all; London’s too interesting.”

“You don’t fool me,” he said. “I know what Drogheda and Mummean to you.”

Justine clenched her hands in her lap but didn’t answer him.

“Do you mind having tea with some friends of mine this afternoon?” he asked when they had arrived. “I rather anticipated thingsby accepting for you already. They’re so anxious to meet you, andas I’m not a free man until tomorrow, I didn’t like to say no.”

“Prawn! Why should I mind? If this was London I’d be inundating you with my friends, so why shouldn’t you? I’m glad you’regiving me a look-see at the blokes in the seminary, though it’s a bitunfair to me, isn’t it? Hands off the lot of them.”

She walked to the window, looked down at a shabby little squarewith two tired plane trees in its paved quadrangle, three tablesstrewn beneath them, and to one side a church of no particulararchitectural grace or beauty, covered in peeling stucco.
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“Dane….”

“Yes?”

“I do understand, really I do.”

“Yes, I know.” His face lost its smile. “I wish Mum did, Jus.”

“Mum’s different. She feels you deserted her; she doesn’t realizeyou haven’t. Never mind about her. She’ll come round in time.”

“I hope so.” He laughed. “By the way, it isn’t the blokes from theseminary you’re going to meet today. I wouldn’t subject them oryou to such temptation. It’s Cardinal de Bricassart. I know youdon’t like him, but promise you’ll be good.”

Her eyes lit with peculiar witchery. “I promise! I’ll even kiss everyring that’s offered to me.”

“Oh, you remember! I was so mad at you that day, shaming mein front of him.”

“Well, since then I’ve kissed a lot of things less hygienic than aring. There’s one horrible pimply youth in acting class with halitosisand decayed tonsils and a rotten stomach I had to kiss a total oftwenty-nine times, and I can assure you, mate, that after himnothing’s impossible.” She patted her hair, turned from the mirror.“Have I got time to change?”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. You look fine.”

“Who else is going to be there?”

The sun was too low to warm the ancient square, and the leprouspatches on the plane tree trunks looked worn, sick. Justine shivered.

“Cardinal di Contini-Verchese will be there.”

She had heard that name, and opened her eyes wider. “Phew!You move in pretty exalted circles, don’t you?”

“Yes. I try to deserve it.”

“Does it mean some people make it hard on you in other areasof your life here, Dane?” she asked, shrewdly.

“No, not really. Who one knows isn’t important. I never thinkof it, so nor does anyone else.”
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The room, the red men! Never in all her life had Justine been soconscious of the redundancy of women in the lives of some menas at that moment, walking into a world where women simply hadno place except as humble nun servants. She was still in the olive-green linen suit she had put on outside Turin, rather crumpled fromthe train, and she advanced across the soft crimson carpet cursingDane’s eagerness to be there, wishing she had insisted on donningsomething less travel-marked.

Cardinal de Bricassart was on his feet, smiling; what a handsomeold man he was.

“My dear Justine,” he said, extending his ring with a wicked lookwhich indicated he well remembered the last time, and searchingher face for something she didn’t understand. “You don’t look atall like your mother.”

Down on one knee, kiss the ring, smile humbly, get up, smileless humbly. “No, I don’t, do I? I could have done with her beautyin my chosen profession, but on a stage I manage. Because it hasnothing to do with what the face actually is, you know. It’s whatyou and your art can convince people the face is.”

A dry chuckle came from a chair; once more she trod to salutea ring on an aging wormy hand, but this time she looked up intodark eyes, and strangely in them saw love. Love for her, forsomeone he had never seen, could scarcely have heard mentioned.But it was there. She didn’t like Cardinal de Bricassart any morenow than she had at fifteen, but she warmed to this old man.

“Sit down, my dear,” said Cardinal Vittorio, his hand indicatingthe chair next to him.

“Hello, pusskins,” said Justine, tickling the blue-grey cat in hisscarlet lap. “She’s nice, isn’t she?”

“Indeed she is.”

“What’s her name?”
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“Natasha.”

The door opened, but not to admit the tea trolley. A man, mercifully clad as a layman; one more red soutane, thought Justine,and I’ll bellow like a bull.

But he was no ordinary man, even if he was a layman. Theyprobably had a little house rule in the Vatican, continued Justine’sunruly mind, which specifically barred ordinary men. Not exactlyshort, he was so powerfully built he seemed more stocky than hewas, with massive shoulders and a huge chest, a big leonine head,long arms like a shearer. Ape-mannish, except that he exuded intelligence and moved with the gait of someone who would graspwhatever he wanted too quickly for the mind to follow. Grasp itand maybe crush it, but never aimlessly, thoughtlessly; with exquisite deliberation. He was dark, but his thick mane of hair was exactlythe color of steel wool and of much the same consistency, couldsteel wool have been crimped into tiny, regular waves.

“Rainer, you come in good time,” said Cardinal Vittorio, indicating the chair on his other side, still speaking in English. “My dear,”he said, turning to Justine as the man finished kissing his ring androse, “I would like you to meet a very good friend. Herr RainerMoerling Hartheim. Rainer, this is Dane’s sister, Justine.”

He bowed, clicking his heels punctiliously, gave her a brief smilewithout warmth and sat down, just too far off to one side to see.Justine breathed a sigh of relief, especially when she saw that Danehad draped himself with the ease of habit on the floor beside Cardinal Ralph’s chair, right in her central vision. While she could seesomeone she knew and loved well, she would be all right. But theroom and the red men and now this dark man were beginning toirritate her more than Dane’s presence calmed; she resented theway they shut her out. So she leaned to one side and
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amused by her reactions.tickled the cat again, aware that Cardinal Vittorio sensed and was

“Of course.”“Is she spayed?” asked Justine.

Just being a permanent inhabitant of this place would be enough“Of course! Though why you needed to bother I don’t know.to neuter anyone’s ovaries.”

hugely. “It is we men who have psychologically neutered ourselves.”“On the contrary, my dear,” said Cardinal Vittorio, enjoying her“I beg to differ, Your Eminence.”

“So our little world antagonizes you?”

nice place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live here.”“Well, let’s just say I feel a bit superfluous, Your Eminence. Awill get used to us, for you must visit us often, please.”“I cannot blame you. I also doubt that you like to visit. But you“It brings out the absolute worst in me—I can feel Dane’s horrorsJustine grinned. “I hate being on my best behavior,” she confided.from here without even looking at him.”

at all put out. “Scratch Justine’s surface and you find a rebel. That’s“I was wondering how long it was going to last,” said Dane, notdo admire them.”why she’s such a nice sister for me to have. I’m not a rebel, but Iher in his line of vision even when she straightened, stopped playingHerr Hartheim shifted his chair so that he could continue to keepwith the cat. At that moment the beautiful animal grew tired of thehand with an alien female scent, and without getting to its feetcrawled delicately from red lap to grey, curling itself under Herreveryone laughed.Hartheim’s strong square stroking hands, purring so loudly thateven when she was its victim.“Excuse me for living,” said Justine, not proof against a good jokement working fascinating changes in his face.“Her motor is as good as ever,” said Herr Hartheim, the amuse-
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His English was so good he hardly had an accent, but it had anAmerican inflection; he rolled his r’s.enough it was Herr Hartheim who poured, handing Justine herThe tea came before everyone settled down again, and oddlycup with a much friendlier look than he had given her at introduc-tion.most important refreshment of the day. Things happen over teacups,“In a British community,” he said to her, “afternoon tea is thedon’t they? I suppose because by its very nature it can be demandedand taken at almost any time between two and five-thirty, andtalking is thirsty work.”took no part in the congress. Talk veered from the Holy Father’sThe next half hour seemed to prove his point, though Justineprecarious health to the cold war and then the economic recession,all four men speaking and listening with an alertness Justine foundabsorbing, beginning to grope for the qualities they shared, evenactively, and it wasn’t lost upon her that the three older men listenedDane, who was so strange, so much an unknown. He contributedcomments were neither uninformed nor nato him with a curious humility, almost as if he awed them. Hisent, original, ïve, but they were differ-attention to him? That he possessed it, and they didn’t? Was itholy. Was it for his holiness they paid such serioustruly a virtue they admired, yearned for themselves? Was it so rare?Three men so vastly different one from the other, yet far closerbound together than any of them were to Dane. How difficult itwas to take Dane as seriously as they did! Not that in many wayshe hadn’t acted as an older brother rather than a younger; not thatshe wasn’t aware of his wisdom, his intellect or his holiness. Butuntil now he had been a part of her world. She had to get used tothe fact that he wasn’t anymore.sister back to her hotel,” commanded Herr“If you wish to go straight to your devotions, Dane, I’ll see your
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the subject.Rainer Moerling Hartheim without consulting anyone’s wishes onstairs in the company of that squat, powerful man. Outside in theAnd so she found herself walking tongue-tied down the marbleinto a black Mercedes limousine, its chauffeur standing to attention.yellow sheen of a Roman sunset he took her elbow and guided heralone, and Dane is otherwise occupied,” he said, following her into“Come, you don’t want to spend your first evening in Romepany.”the car. “You’re tired and bewildered, so it’s better you have com“I would rather you called me Rainer.”“You don’t seem to be leaving me any choice, Herr Hartheim.”chauffeur.”“You must be important, having a posh car and your ownmany.”“I’ll be more important still when I’m chancellor of West Ger-Justine snorted. “I’m surprised you’re not already.”

“Impudent! I’m too young.”

discovering that his dark skin was unlined, youthful, that the deeply“Are you?” She turned sideways to look at him more closely,set eyes weren’t embedded in the fleshy surrounds of age.

and heavy since I’ve had enough to eat. At the present moment“I’m heavy and I’m grey, but I’ve been grey since I was sixteenI’m a mere thirty-one.”

still old to me—I’m sweet “I’ll take your word for it,” she said, kicking her shoes off. “That’stwenty-one.”

“I suppose I must be. My mother says the same thing. Only I’m“You’re a monster,” he said, smiling.

your version, please.”not sure what either of you means by monster, so you can give me

“I’d embarrass the hell out of her if I asked.”“Have you already got your mother’s version?”

“Don’t you think you embarrass me?”
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“I strongly suspect, Herr Hartheim, that you’re a monster, too,so I doubt if anything embarrasses you.”

“A monster,” he said again under his breath. “All right then, MissO’Neill, I’ll try to define the term for you. Someone who terrifiesothers; rolls over the top of people; feels so strong only God candefeat; has no scruples and few morals.”

She chuckled. “It sounds like you, to me. And I have so too gotmorals and scruples. I’m Dane’s sister.”

“You don’t look a bit like him.”

“More’s the pity.”

“His face wouldn’t suit your personality.”

“You’re undoubtedly right, but with his face I might have developed a different personality.”

“Depending on which comes first, eh, the chicken or the egg?Put your shoes on; we’re going to walk.”

It was warm, and growing dark; but the lights were brilliant,there were crowds it seemed no matter where they walked, and theroads were jammed with shrieking motor scooters, tiny aggressiveFiats, Goggomobils looking like hordes of panicked frogs. Finallyhe halted in a small square, its cobbles worn to smoothness by thefeet of many centuries, and guided Justine into a restaurant.

“Unless you’d prefer al fresco?” he asked.

“Provided you feed me, I don’t much care whether it’s inside,outside, or halfway between.”

“May I order for you?”

The pale eyes blinked a little wearily perhaps, but there was stillfight in Justine. “I don’t know that I go for all that high-handedmasterful-male business,” she said. “After all, how do you knowwhat I fancy?”

“Sister Anna carries her banner,” he murmured. “Tell me whatsort of food you like, then, and I’ll guarantee to please you. Fish?Veal?”

“A compromise? All right, I’ll meet you halfway, why not? I’llhave pâté, some scampi and a huge plate of
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coffee. Fiddle around with that if you can.”saltimbocca, and after that I’ll have a cassata and a cappuccinoHe gave her order to the waiter exactly as she had stipulated it, but“I ought to slap you,” he said, his good humor quite unruffled.in rapid Italian.

way at all?” she asked a little pathetically over coffee, too hungry“You said I don’t look a bit like Dane. Aren’t I like him in anyto have wasted time talking while there was food on the table.

to watch her quietly, thinking back to his first meeting with the boyHe lit her cigarette, then his own, and leaned into the shadowshad seen it immediately, and then had learned they were uncle andmonths ago. Cardinal de Bricassart minus forty years of life; hecassart’s sister.nephew, that the mother of the boy and the girl was Ralph de BriExpressions far more than features. Around the eyes and the mouth,“There is a likeness, yes,” he said. “Sometimes even of the face.enough, not likenesses you share with your uncle the Cardinal.”in the way you hold your eyes open and your mouths closed. Oddly“Uncle the Cardinal?” she repeated blankly.

told he was.”“Cardinal de Bricassart. Isn’t he your uncle? Now, I’m sure I was

“That old vulture? He’s no relation of ours, thank heavens. Heborn.”used to be our parish priest years ago, a long time before I wasgirl—for that was what she was, a little girl. The ten years betweenShe was very intelligent; but she was also very tired. Poor littlethem yawned like a hundred. To suspect would bring her world torefuse to see it, even if she were told outright. How to make it seemruins, and she was so valiant in defense of it. Probably she wouldimmediately, either.unimportant? Not labor the point, definitely not, but not drop it“That accounts for it, then,” he said lightly.

“Accounts for what?”
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“The fact that Dane’s likeness to the Cardinal is in generalthings—height, coloring, build.”

“Oh! My grandmother told me our father was rather like theCardinal to look at,” said Justine comfortably.

“Haven’t you ever seen your father?”

“Not even a picture of him. He and Mum separated for goodbefore Dane was born.” She beckoned the waiter. “I’d like anothercappuccino, please.”

“Justine, you’re a savage! Let me order for you!”

“No, dammit, I won’t I’m perfectly capable of thinking for myself,and I don’t need some bloody man always to tell me what I wantand when I want it, do you hear?”

“Scratch the surface and one finds a rebel; that was what Danesaid.”

“He’s right. Oh, if you knew how I hate being petted and cossetedand fussed over! I like to act for myself, and I won’t be told whatto do! I don’t ask for quarter, but I don’t give any, either.”

“I can see that,” he said dryly. “What made you so, Herzchen?Does it run in the family?”

to tell, I suppose. Only one per generation. Nanna, and Mum, and“Does it? I honestly don’t know. There aren’t enough womenme. Heaps of men, though.”

Dane.”“Except in your generation there are not heaps of men. Onlyto get interested in anyone else. Pity, I think. Mum’s a real home-“Due to the fact Mum left my father, I expect. She never seemedbody; she would have liked a husband to fuss over.”

“Is she like you?”“I don’t think so.”

“More importantly, do you like each other?”“Mum and I?” She smiled without rancor, much as her motherwould have done had someone asked her whether she liked herdaughter. “I’m not sure if we like each other, but there is somethingthere. Maybe it’s a simple biological bond; I don’t know.” Her eyes
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Dane, and wanted to get along with her the way Dane does. Butkindled. “I’ve always wanted her to talk to me the way she does toMe, I’d reckon. She’s a much finer person than I am.”either there’s something lacking in her, or something lacking in me.ment. If it’s of any conceivable comfort to you, “I haven’t met her, so I can’t agree or disagree with your judg-Herzchen, I like youeven your ridiculous pugnacity.”exactly the way you are. No, I wouldn’t change a thing about you,really like Dane, am I?”“Isn’t that nice of you? And after I insulted you, too. I’m not

“You mean because he’s so not of this world?”“Dane isn’t like anyone else in the world.”weak light of the little candle in its Chianti bottle. “I am a Catholic,“I suppose so.” He leaned forward, out of the shadows into theand my religion has been the one thing in my life which has neverDane, because my heart tells me some things are better left undis-failed me, though I have failed it many times. I dislike speaking ofGod. Let’s leave it, all right?”cussed. Certainly you aren’t like him in your attitude to life, ormake a pact with you—no matter what we discuss, it won’t be theShe looked at him curiously. “All right, Rainer, if you want. I’llnature of Dane, or religion.”



meeting with Ralph de Bricassart in July 1943. A week afterwardMuch had happened to Rainer Moerling Hartheim since thatspent the remainder of the war. Torn and rudderless, too young tohis regiment had been dispatched to the Eastern Front, where hedays, he had faced the consequences of Hitler in feet of snow,have been indoctrinated into the Hitler Youth in its leisurely prewarone soldier for every hundred yards of it. And out of the war hewithout ammunition, the front line stretched so thin there was onlyface of Ralph de Bricassart. Horror and beauty,carried two memories: that bitter campaign in bitter cold, and the
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the Devil and God. Half crazed, half frozen, waiting defenselessfor Khrushchev’s guerrillas to drop from low-flying planes parachuteless into the snowdrifts, he beat his breast and mutteredprayers. But he didn’t know what he prayed for: bullets for his gun,escape from the Russians, his immortal soul, the man in the basilica,Germany, a lessening of grief.

the Russians, like his fellow soldiers with only one objective—toIn the spring of 1945 he had retreated back across Poland beforemake it into British- dor American-occupied Germany. For if theRussians caught him, he would be shot. He tore his papers intoshreds and burned them, buried his two Iron Crosses, stole someclothes and presented himself to the British authorities on theDanish border. They shipped him to a camp for displaced personsin Belgium. There for a year he lived on the bread and gruel whichwas all the exhausted British could afford to feed the thousandsupon thousands of people in their charge, waiting until the Britishrealized their only course was release.

with an ultimatum. There was a boat waiting in Ostend harborTwice officials of the camp had summoned him to present himloading immigrants for Australia. He would be given new papersand shipped to his new land free of charge, in return for which hewould work for the Australian government for two years in whatevercapacity they chose, after which his life would become entirely hisown. Not slave labor; he would be paid the standard wage, ofcourse. But on both occasions he managed to talk himself out ofsummary emigration. He had hated Hitler, not Germany, and hewas not ashamed of being a German. Home meant Germany; ithad occupied his dreams for over three years. The very thought ofyet again being stranded in a country where no one spoke his lan-guage nor he theirs was anathema. So at the beginning of 1947 hefound himself penniless on the streets of Aachen, ready to
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pick up the pieces of an existence he knew he wanted very badly.obscurity. For Rainer was more than a very ambitious man; he wasHe and his soul had survived, but not to go back to poverty andstudied the field which had fascinated him since he first got acquain-also something of a genius. He went to work for Grundig, andted with radar: electronics. Ideas teemed in his brain, but he refusedhe gauged the market carefully, then married the widow of a manto sell them to Grundig for a millionth part of their value. Insteadwent into business for himself. That he was barely into his twentieswho had managed to keep a couple of small radio factories, anddidn’t matter. His mind was characteristic of a far older man, andthe chaos of postwar Germany created opportunities for young

men.

him to divorce his wife; in 1951 he paid Annelise Hartheim exactlySince his wedding had been a civil one, the Church permittedtwice the current value of her first husband’s two factories, and didjust that, divorced her. However, he didn’t remarry.

not produce a soulless caricature of a man; rather it arrested theWhat had happened to the boy in the frozen terror of Russia didgrowth of softness and sweetness in him, and threw into high reliefother qualities he possessed—intelligence, ruthlessness, determina-tion. A man who has nothing to lose has everything to gain, anda man without feelings cannot be hurt. Or so he told himself. Inactual fact, he was curiously similar to the man he had met in Romein 1943; like Ralph de Bricassart he understood he did wrong evenas he did it. Not that his awareness of the evil in him stopped himfor a second; only that he paid for his material advancement inpain and self-torment. To many people it might not have seemedworth the price he paid, but to him it was worth twice the suffering.One day he was going to run Germany and make it what he haddreamed, he was going to scotch the


586 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



promise to cease sinning he had been refused absolution in theAryan Lutheran ethic, shape a broader one. Because he couldn’tmuddled through in one piece, until accumulated money and powerconfessional several times, but somehow he and his religionrepentant, and be shriven.removed him so many layers beyond guilt he could present himselfWest Germany and a fresh face in its Bonn parliament, he wentIn 1955, one of the richest and most powerful men in the newback to Rome. To seek out Cardinal de Bricassart, and show himthe end result of his prayers. What he had imagined that meetingend of it he was conscious of only one thing: that Ralph de Bricas-might be he could not afterward remember, for from beginning toto ask. But he hadn’t expected the Cardinal’s parting remark:sart was disappointed in him. He had known why, he hadn’t neededNo end is worth any means. But I suppose the seeds of our ruin“I had prayed you would do better than I, for you were so young.are sown before our births.”

and thought: What’s past is done with; for the future I will be asBack in his hotel room he had wept, but calmed after a whilehe tried. His friendship with the men in the Vatican became thehe hoped. And sometimes he succeeded, sometimes he failed. Butto which he fled when only their comfort seemed to stand betweenmost precious earthly thing in his life, and Rome became the placehimself and despair. Comfort. Theirs was a strange kind. Not thelaying on of hands, or soft words. Rather a balm from the soul, asif they understood his pain.

positing Justine in her pension, that he would never cease to beAnd he thought, as he walked the warm Roman night after dethat afternoon interview, he had felt a stirring of tenderness. Bloodygrateful to her. For as he had watched her cope with the ordeal ofof the way; did they realize it? He felt, hebut unbowed, the little monster. She could match them every inch
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decided, what he might have felt on behalf of a daughter he wasproud of, only he had no daughter. So he had stolen her fromDane, carried her off to watch her aftermath reaction to that overpowering ecclesiasticism, and to the Dane she had never seen be-fore; the Dane who was not and could not ever be a full-heartedpart of her life.

He could forgive anything; He could forgive Justine her innateThe nicest thing about his personal God, he went on, was thatgodlessness and himself the shutting down of his emotionalfor a while he had panicked, thinking he had lost the key forever.powerhouse until such time as it was convenient to reopen it. Onlykeys had strange shapes. Perhaps it needed every kink in every curlHe smiled, threw away her cigarette. The key…. Well, sometimeshis God had handed him a scarlet key.of that red head to trip the tumblers; perhaps in a room of scarletsaw it was still early, and knew the man who had so much powerA fleeting day, over in a second. But on looking at his watch henow that His Holiness lay near death would still be wakeful, sharingthe nocturnal habits of his cat. Those dreadful hiccups filling thesmall room at Castel Gandolfo, twisting the thin, pale, ascetic facewhich had watched beneath the white crown for so many years;he was dying, and he was a great Pope. No matter what they said,he was a great Pope. If he had loved his Germans, if he still likedto hear German spoken around him, did it alter anything? Not forRainer to judge that.But for what Rainer needed to know at the moment, Casteland-crimson room, to talk to Vittorio Scarbanza, Cardinal di Con-Gandolfo was not the source. Up the marble stairs to the scarletmost three years now he had watched those wise, loving dark eyestini-Verchese. Who might be the next Pope, or might not. For alfrom him than from Cardinal de Bricassart.rest where they most liked to rest; yes, better to seek the answers
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leaving for Drogheda,” said Justine, refusing to throw a coin in the“I never thought I’d hear myself say it, but thank God we’reTrevi Fountain. “We were supposed to take a look at France andBrothers!”Spain; instead we’re still in Rome and I’m as unnecessary as a navel.same opinion, I remember,” said Rainer.“Hmmm, so you deem navels unnecessary? Socrates was of themost of Plato, too.” She twisted to stare at him, thinking the casual“Socrates was? I don’t recollect that! Funny, I thought I’d readclothes of a holiday-maker in Rome suited him far better than thesober attire he wore for Vatican audiences.

matter of fact. So much so that to prove his point he unscrewed“He was absolutely convinced navels were unnecessary, as ahis own navel and threw it away.”

Her lips twitched. “And what happened?”“His toga fell off.”

Athens then. But I have a horrible feeling there’s a moral in your“Hook! Hook!” She giggled. “Anyway, they didn’t wear togas instory.” Her face sobered. “Why do you bother with me, Rain?”

“Stubborn! I’ve told you before, my name is pronounced Ryner,not Rayner.”

at the twinkling streams of water, the dirty pool loaded with dirty“Ah, but you don’t understand,” she said, looking thoughtfullycoins. “Have you ever been to Australia?”

His shoulders shook, but he made no sound. “Twice I almostwent, Herzchen, but I managed to avoid it.”

“Well, if you had gone you’d understand. You have a magicalname to an Australian, when it’s pronounced my way. Rainer.Rain. Life in the desert.”

Startled, he dropped his cigarette. “Justine, you aren’t falling inlove with me, are you?”

“What egotists men are! I hate to disappoint you, but no.” Then,as if to soften any unkindness in her
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words, she slipped her hand into his, squeezed. “It’s somethingmuch nicer.”

“What could be nicer than falling in love?”

ever.”“Almost anything, I think. I don’t want to need anyone like that,on too early. So what is much nicer?”“Perhaps you’re right. It’s certainly a crippling handicap, takenaren’t you?”“Finding a friend.” Her hand rubbed his. “You are my friend,have given it a thousand D-marks over the years, just for reassurance“Yes.” Smiling, he threw a coin in the fountain. “There! I mustthat I would continue to feel the warmth of the south. Sometimesin my nightmares I’m cold again.”

hundred and fifteen in the shade, if you can find any.”“You ought to feel the warmth of the real south,” said Justine. “Alaugh, as always; a hangover from the old days, when to laugh“No wonder you don’t feel the heat.” He laughed the soundlessaloud might have tempted fate. “And the heat would account forthe fact that you’re hard-boiled.”

you’d have learned English in some posh British university.”“Your English is colloquial, but American. I would have thoughttommies in a Belgian camp, and didn’t understand a word of it“No. I began to learn it from Cockney or Scottish or Midlandsexcept when I spoke to the man who had taught it to me. One said‘abaht,’ one said ‘aboot,’ one said ‘about,’ but they all meant‘about.’ So when I got back to Germany I saw every motion pictureI could, and bought the only records available in English, recordsmade by American comedians. But I played them over and overagain at home, until I spoke enough English to learn more.”Her shoes were off, as usual; awed, he had watched her walkplaces.barefooted on pavements hot enough to fry an egg, and over stony
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“Urchin! Put your shoes on.”

“I’m an Aussie; our feet are too broad to be comfortable in shoes.Comes of no really cold weather; we go barefoot whenever we can.I can walk across a paddock of bindy-eye burns and pick them outof my feet without feeling them,” she said proudly. “I could probablywalk on hot coals.” Then abruptly she changed the subject. “Didyou love your wife, Rain?”

“No.”

“Did she love you?”

“Yes. She had no other reason to marry me.”

“Poor thing! You used her, and you dropped her.”

“Does it disappoint you?”

“No, I don’t think so. I rather admire you for it, actually. But Ido feel very sorry for her, and it makes me more determined thanever not to land in the same soup she did.”

“Admire me?” His tone was blank, astonished.

“Why not? I’m not looking for the things in you she undoubtedlydid, now am I? I like you, you’re my friend. She loved you, youwere her husband.”

“I think, Herzchen,” he said a little sadly, “that ambitious menare not very kind to their women.”

“That’s because they usually fall for utter doormats of women,the ‘Yes, dear, no, dear, three bags full, dear, and where wouldyou like it put?’ sort. Hard cheese all round, I say. If I’d been yourwife, I’d have told you to go pee up a rope, but I’ll bet she neverdid, did she?”

His lips quivered. “No, poor Annelise. She was the martyr kind,so her weapons were not nearly so direct or so deliciously expressed. I wish they made Australian films, so I knew your vernacular. The “Yes, dear’ bit I got, but I have no idea what hard cheeseis.”

“Tough luck, sort of, but it’s more unsympathetic.” Her broadtoes clung like strong fingers to the inside of the fountain wall, sheteetered precariously backward and righted herself easily. “Well,you were kind to her
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in the end. You got rid of her. She’s far better off without you,though she probably doesn’t think so. Whereas I can keep you,because I’ll never let you get under my skin.”

these things about me?”“Hard-boiled. You really are, Justine. And how did you find outfacts, but I deduced the rest.”“I asked Dane. Naturally, being Dane he just gave me the barea fraud you are! They say you’re a very good actress, but I find that“From your enormous store of past experience, no doubt. Whatnever have experienced? As a person you’re more emotionallyincredible. How do you manage to counterfeit emotions you canbackward than most fifteen-year-olds.”

on, wriggling her toes ruefully. “My feet are swollen, dammit.”She jumped down, sat on the wall and leaned to put her shoesThere was no indication by a reaction of rage or indignation thatshe had even heard the last part of what he said. As if when asper-sions or criticisms were leveled at her she simply switched off anwas that she didn’t hate Dane.internal hearing aid. How many there must have been. The miracledo it or I wouldn’t be so good, isn’t that right? But it’s like…a“That’s a hard question to answer,” she said. “I must be able towaiting. My life off the stage, I mean. I conserve myself, I can’tspend it offstage. We only have so much to give, don’t we? Andup there I’m not myself, or perhaps more correctly I’m a successionof selves. We must all be a profound mixture of selves, don’t youthink? To me, acting is first and foremost intellect, and only afterthat, emotion. The one liberates the other, and polishes it. There’sso much more to it than simply crying or screaming or producinga convincing laugh. It’s wonderful, you know. Thinking myself intoanother self, someone I might have been, had the circumstancesbeen there. That’s the secret. Not becoming someone else, but in-corporating the role into me as if she was myself. And so she becomes me.” As
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to her feet. “Imagine, Rain! In twenty years’ time I’ll be able to saythough her excitement was too great to bear in stillness, she jumpedI’ve saved men or ruined them. to myself, I’ve committed murders, I’ve suicided, I’ve gone mad,Oh! The possibilities are endless!”

“And they will all be you.” He rose, took her hand again. “Yes,you’re quite right, Justine. You can’t spend it offstage. In anyoneelse, I’d say you would in spite of that, but being you, I’m not sosure.”



18



that Rome and London were no farther away than Sydney, andIf they applied themselves to it, the Drogheda people could imagineboarding school. Admittedly they couldn’t come home for all thethat the grown-up Dane and Justine were still children going toa month at least. Usually in August or September, and lookingshorter vacations of other days, but once a year they turned up forand sixteen or twenty-two and twenty-three? And if the Droghedamuch as always. Very young. Did it matter whether they were fifteennever went round saying things like, Well, only a few weeks to go!people lived for that month in early spring, they most definitelyeveryone’s step became brisker, and permanent smiles settled onor, Dear heaven, it’s not a month since they left! But around Julyroom, treats and gifts were planned.every face. From the cookhouse to the paddocks to the drawingpersonalities of their authors, but sometimes they contradicted.In the meantime there were letters. Mostly these reflected theticulously regular correspondent and Justine a scrappy one. ThatOne would have thought, for instance, that Dane would be a mea year. That Meggie would enrich the postalFee would never write at all. That the Cleary men would write twice
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service with letters every day, at least to Dane. That Mrs. Smith,Minnie and Cat would send birthday and Christmas cards. ThatAnne Mueller would write often to Justine, never to Dane.

The only trouble was he forgot to post his efforts, with the resultDane’s intentions were good, and he did indeed write regularly.Drogheda would receive dozens on the same mail run. The loqua-that two or three months would go by without a word, and thenconsciousness, rude enough to evoke blushes and clucks of alarm,cious Justine wrote lengthy missives which were pure stream-ofto both her children. Though Justine never received letters fromand entirely fascinating. Meggie wrote once every two weeks only,from all his uncles, about the land and the sheep and the health ofher grandmother, Dane did quite often. He also got word regularlyto assure him all was truly well at home. However, they didn’t ex-the Drogheda women, for they seemed to think it was their dutytend this to Justine, who would have been flabbergasted by it anyway. For the rest, Mrs. Smith, Minnie, Cat and Anne Mueller, cor-respondence went as might be expected.

for all save Justine, who experienced twinges of exasperation be-It was lovely reading letters, and a burden writing them. That is,frank. It was from Justine the Drogheda people got most of theircause no one ever sent her the kind she desired—fat, wordy andright into the middle of a scene. Whereas Justine’s did.information about Dane, for his letters never plunged his readers



telling me he saw Dane in Rome last week. Well, he sees aRain flew into London today [she wrote once], and he wastravel agenda and London is rock bottom. So I must confesslot more of Dane than of me, since Rome is at the top of hisevery year before we come home. DaneRain is one of the prime reasons why I meet Dane in Rome
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Rome. Selfish. But you’ve no idea how I enjoy Rain. He’slikes coming to London, only I won’t let him if Rain is inmoney, and I wish we met more often.one of the few people I know who gives me a run for myDane’s fellow students where I don’t. I think Dane thinks I’mIn one respect Rain’s luckier than I am. He gets to meetrape me. Hah. Only happen if they saw me in my Charmiangoing to rape them on the spot. Or maybe he thinks they’llTheda Bara. Two little round bronze shields for the old tits,costume. It’s a stunner, people, it really is. Sort of up-to-datebelt—you’d need a pair of tin-cutters to get inside it, anyway.lots and lots of chains and what I reckon is a chastitymetal I look a smasher.In a long black wig, tan body paint and my few scraps ofing Dane and his pals. They all went out on the tiles. Rain…Where was I??? Oh, yes, Rain in Rome last week meet-night. No women, natch, but everything else. Can you imagineinsists on paying, saves Dane embarrassment. It was someDane

“Fair daffodils, we haste to see thee weep so soon away” to a down on his knees in some seedy Roman bar sayingof the quotation in their right order and couldn’t, then hevase of daffodils? He tried for ten minutes to get the wordsgave up, put one of the daffodils between his teeth insteadand did a dance. Can you ever imagine Dane doing that?Rain says it’s harmless and necessary, all work and no play,etc. Women being out, the next best thing is a skinful of grog.Or so Rain insists. Don’t get the idea it happens often, itdoesn’t, and I gather when it does Rain is the ringleader, sohe’s along to watch out for them, the naive lot of raw prawns.But I did laugh to think of Dane’s halo slipping during thecourse of a flamenco dance with a daffodil.
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It took Dane eight years in Rome to attain his priesthood, andat their beginning no one thought they could ever end. Yet thoseeight years used themselves up faster than any of the Droghedapeople had imagined. Just what they thought he was going to doafter he was ordained they didn’t know, except that they did assumehe would return to Australia. Only Meggie and Justine suspectedhe would want to remain in Italy, and Meggie at any rate could lullher doubts with memories of his content when he came back eachyear to his home. He was an Australian, he would want to comehome. With Justine it was different. No one dreamed she wouldcome home for good. She was an actress; her career would founderin Australia. Where Dane’s career could be pursued with equal zealanywhere at all.

Thus in the eighth year there were no plans as to what the chil-dren would do when they came for their annual holiday; insteadthe Drogheda people were planning their trip to Rome, to see Daneordained a priest.

“We fizzled out,” said Meggie.

“I beg your pardon, dear?” asked Anne.

They were sitting in a warm corner of the veranda reading, butMeggie’s book had fallen neglected into her lap, and she was absently watching the antics of two willy-wagtails on the lawn. It hadbeen a wet year; there were worms everywhere and the fattest,happiest birds anyone ever remembered. Bird songs filled the airfrom dawn to the last of dusk.

“I said we fizzled out,” repeated Meggie, crowlike. “A damp squib.All that promise! Whoever would have guessed it in 1921, whenwe arrived on Drogheda?”

“How do you mean?”

“A total of six sons, plus me. And a year later, two more sons.What would you think? Dozens of children, half a hundredgrandchildren? So look at us now. Hal and Stu are dead, none ofthe ones left alive seem to
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have any intention of ever getting married, and I, the only one notentitled to pass on the name, have been the only one to giveDrogheda its heirs. And even then the gods weren’t happy, werethey? A son and a daughter. Several grandchildren at least, youmight think. But what happens? My son embraces the priesthoodand my daughter’s an old maid career woman. Another dead endfor Drogheda.”

what could you expect from the men? Stuck out here as shy as“I don’t see what’s so strange about it,” said Anne. “After all,Jims and Patsy, the war to boot. Could you see Jims marrying whenkangas, never meeting the girls they might have married. And withAnd besides, the land’s demanding in a neutered way. It takes justhe knows Patsy can’t? They’re far too fond of each other for that.about all they’ve got to give, because I don’t think they have a greatdeal. In a physical sense, I mean. Hasn’t it ever struck you, Meggie?Yours isn’t a very highly sexed family, to put it bluntly. And thatgoes for Dane and Justine, too. I mean, there are some people whocompulsively hunt it like tomcats, but not your lot. Though perhapsJustine will marry. There’s this German chap Rainer; she seemsterribly fond of him.”

be comforted. “She seems terribly “You’ve hit the nail on the head,” said Meggie, in no mood toshe’s known him for seven years. If she wanted to marry him, itfond of him. Just that. After all,would have happened ages ago.”

for she did; better than anyone else on Drogheda, including Meggie“Would it? I know Justine pretty well,” answered Anne truthfully,of love marriage would entail, and I must say I admire Rainer. Heand Fee. “I think she’s terrified of committing herself to the kindher for sure, but if he is, at least he’s got the sense to wait untilseems to understand her very well. Oh, I don’t say he’s in love withforgotten to theshe’s ready to take the plunge.” She leaned forward, her book falling
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tiles. “Oh, will you listen to that bird? I’m sure even a nightingalecouldn’t match it.” Then she said what she had been wanting tosay for weeks. “Meggie, why won’t you go to Rome to see Daneordained? Isn’t that peculiar? Dane—or

dain.”

“I’m not going to Rome!” said Meggie between clenched teeth.“I shall never leave Drogheda again.”

“Meggie, don’t! You can’t disappoint him so! Go, please! If youdon’t, Drogheda won’t have a single woman there, because you’rethe only woman young enough to take the flight. But I tell you, ifI thought for one minute my body would survive I’d be right onthat plane.”

“Go to Rome and see Ralph de Bricassart smirking? I’d ratherbe dead!”

“Oh, Meggie, Meggie! Why must you take out your frustrationson him, and on your son? You said it once yourself—it’s your ownfault. So beggar your pride, and go to Rome. Please!”

“It isn’t a question of pride.” She shivered. “Oh, Anne, I’mfrightened to go! Because I don’t believe it, I just don’t! My fleshcreeps when I think about it.”

“And what about the fact he mightn’t come home after he’s apriest? Did that ever occur to you? He won’t be given huge chunksof leave the way he was in the seminary, so if he decides to remainin Rome you may well have to take yourself there if you ever wantto see him at all. Go to Rome, Meggie!”

“I can’t. If you knew how frightened I am! It’s not pride, orRalph scoring one over on me, or any of the things I say it is tostop people asking me questions. Lord knows, I miss both my menso much I’d crawl on my knees to see them if I thought for a minutethey wanted me. Oh, Dane would be glad to see me, but Ralph?He’s forgotten I ever existed. I’m frightened, I tell you. I know inmy bones that if I go to Rome something will happen. So I’m notgoing.”

“What could happen, for pity’s sake?”
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“I don’t know…. If I did, I’d have something to battle. A feeling,how can I battle a feeling? Because that’s all it is. A premonition.As if the gods are gathering.”

Anne laughed. “You’re becoming a real old woman, Meggie.Stop!”

“I can’t, I can’t! And I am an old woman.”

“Nonsense, you’re just in brisk middle age. Well and truly youngenough to hop on that plane.”

“Oh, leave me alone!” said Meggie savagely, and picked up herbook.

Occasionally a crowd with a purpose converges upon Rome.Not tourism, the voyeuristic sampling of past glories in presentrelics; not the filling in of a little slice of time between A and B,with Rome a point on the line between those two places. This is acrowd with a single uniting emotion; it bursts with pride, for it iscoming to see its son, nephew, cousin, friend ordained a priest inthe great basilica which is the most venerated church in the world.Its members put up in humble pensiones, luxury hotels, the homesof friends or relatives. But they are totally united, at peace witheach other and with the world. They do the rounds dutifully; theVatican Museum with the Sistine Chapel at its end like a prize forendurance; the Forum, the Colosseum, the Appian Way, theSpanish Steps, the greedy Trevi Fountain, the son et lumière.privilege of a private audience with the Holy Father, and for themWaiting for the day, filling in time. They will be accorded the specialRome will find nothing too good.

as it had been every other time; he was in retreat. Instead, RainerThis time it wasn’t Dane waiting on the platform to meet Justine,He didn’t greet her with a kiss, he never did; he just put an armMoerling Hartheim prowled the dirty paving like some great animal.about her shoulders and squeezed.

“Rather like a bear,” said Justine.
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“A bear?”

“I used to think when I first met you that you were some sort ofmissing link, but I’ve finally decided you’re more of a bear than agorilla. It was an unkind comparison, the gorilla.”

“And bears are kind?”

“Well, perhaps they do one to death just as quickly, but they’remore cuddly.” She linked her arm through his and matched hisstride, for she was almost as tall as he. “How’s Dane? Did you seehim before he went into retreat? I could kill Clyde, not letting mego sooner.”

“Dane is as always.”

“You haven’t been leading him astray?”

“Me? Certainly not. You look very nice, Herzchen.”

“I’m on my very best behavior, and I bought out every couturierin London. Do you like my new short skirt? They call it the mini.”

“Walk ahead of me, and I’ll tell you.”

The hem of the full silk skirt was about midthigh; it swirled asshe turned and came back to him. “What do you think, Rain? Is itscandalous? I noticed no one in Paris is wearing this length yet.”

“It proves a point, Herzchen—that with legs as good as yours,Romans will agree with me.”to wear a skirt one millimeter longer is scandalous. I’m sure theof a day. Damn them! Though do you know something, Rain?”“Which means my arse will be black and blue in an hour instead“What?”

flipping in and out of the Vatican with nary a pinch to my credit.“I’ve never been pinched by a priest. All these years I’ve beenSo I thought maybe if I wore a miniskirt, I might be the undoingof some poor prelate yet.”“You might be my undoing.” He smiled.

I’ve got orange hair.”“No, really? In orange? I thought you hated me in orange, when
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“It inflames the senses, such a busy color.”

“You’re teasing me,” she said, disgusted, climbing into his Mercedes limousine, which had a German pennant fluttering from itsbonnet talisman. “When did you get the little flag?”

“When I got my new post in the government.”

“No wonder I rated a mention in the News of the World! Did yousee it?”

“You know I never read rags, Justine.”

“Well, nor do I; someone showed it to me,” she said, then pitchedher voice higher and endowed it with a shabby-genteel, fraightfullynaice accent. “What up-and-coming carrot-topped Australian actressis cementing very cordial relations with what member of the WestGerman cabinet?”

“They can’t be aware how long we’ve known each other,” he saidtranquilly, stretching out his legs and making himself comfortable.

Justine ran her eyes over his clothes with approval; very casual,very Italian. He was rather in the European fashion swim himself,daring to wear one of the fishing-net shirts which enabled Italianmales to demonstrate the hairiness of their chests.

“You should never wear a suit and collar and tie,” she said suddenly.

“No? Why not?”

“Machismo is definitely your style—you know, what you’ve goton now, the gold medallion and chain on the hairy chest. A suitmakes you look as if your waistline is bulging, when it really isn’tat all.”

For a moment he gazed at her in surprise, then the expressionin his eyes became alert, in what she called his “concentratedthinking look.” “A first,” he said.

“What’s a first?”

“In the seven years I’ve known you, you’ve never before commented upon my appearance except perhaps to disparage it.”

“Oh, dear, haven’t I?” she asked, looking a little
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ashamed. “Heavens, I’ve thought of it often enough, and neverdisparagingly.” For some reason she added hastily, “I mean, aboutthings like the way you look in a suit.”

thought.He didn’t answer, but he was smiling, as at a very pleasantfor days. Shortly after they returned from visiting Cardinal de Bri-That ride with Rainer seemed to be the last quiet thing to happencassart and Cardinal di Contini-Verchese, the limousine Rainer hadcorner of her eye Justine watched Rain’s reaction to her family,hired deposited the Drogheda contingent at their hotel. Out of theentirely uncles. Right until the moment her eyes didn’t find hermother’s face, Justine had been convinced she would change hermind, come to Rome. That she hadn’t was a cruel blow; Justinedidn’t know whether she ached more on Dane’s behalf or on herown. But in the meantime here were the Unks, and she was undoubtedly their hostess.

they got, the more alike they looked. And in Rome they stuck outOh, they were so shy! Which one of them was which? The olderlike—well, like Australian graziers on holiday in Rome. Each onewas clad in the city-going uniform of affluent squatters: tan elastic-sided riding boots, neutral trousers, tan sports jackets of very heavy,fuzzy wool with side vents and plenty of leather patches, whiteshirts, knitted wool ties, flat-crowned grey hats with broad brims.but in a late Roman summer, extraordinary.No novelty on the streets of Sydney during Royal Easter Show time,good he is with them. I wouldn’t have believed anyone couldAnd I can say with double sincerity, thank God for Rain! Howstimulate Patsy into speech, but he’s doing it, bless him. They’retalking away like old hens, and wherefor them? He likes them, and he’s interested, I suppose. Everything did he get Australian beercan he stick to his faith, being whatis grist to the mill of a German industrialist-politician, isn’t it? How
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he is? An enigma, that’s what you are, Rainer Moerling Hartheim.Friend of popes and cardinals, friend of Justine O’Neill. Oh, if youweren’t so ugly I’d kiss you, I’m so terribly grateful. Lord, fancybeing stuck in Rome with the Unks and no Rain! You are wellnamed.

about shearing, and having nothing better to do because he hadHe was sitting back in his chair, listening while Bob told himso completely taken charge, Justine watched him curiously. Mostlyshe noticed everything physical about people immediately, but justoccasionally that vigilance slipped and people stole up on her,carved a niche in her life without her having made that vital initialassessment. For if it wasn’t made, sometimes years would go bybefore they intruded into her thoughts again as strangers. Like now,watching Rain. That first meeting had been responsible, of course;surrounded by churchmen, awed, frightened, brazening it out. Shehad noticed only the obvious things: his powerful build, his hair,how dark he was. Then when he had taken her off to dinner thechance to rectify things had been lost, for he had forced an aware-ness of himself on her far beyond his physical attributes; she hadbeen too interested in what the mouth was saying to look at themouth.

he was, perhaps, a mixture of the best and the worst. Like a RomanHe wasn’t really ugly at all, she decided now. He looked whatemperor. No wonder he loved the city. It was his spiritual home.A broad face with high, wide cheekbones and a small yet aquilinenose. Thick black brows, straight instead of following the curve ofthe orbits. Very long, feminine black lashes and quite lovely darkeyes, mostly hooded to hide his thoughts. By far his most beautifulpossession was his mouth, neither full nor thin-lipped, neither smallnor large, but very well shaped, with a distinct cut to the boundariesof its lips and a peculiar firmness in the way he held it; as if perhapswere he to relax his hold upon it, it might give away secrets aboutwhat he was
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well known, yet not known at all.really like. Interesting, to take a face apart which was already sowhich was like being stripped naked in front of a crowd armedShe came out of her reverie to find him watching her watch him,with stones. For a moment his eyes held hers, wide open and alert,not exactly startled, rather arrested. Then he transferred his gazecalmly to Bob, and asked a pertinent question about boggis. Justinegave herself a mental shake, told herself not to go imagining things.But it was fascinating, suddenly to see a man who had been a friendpulsive.for years as a possible lover. And not finding the thought at all reshe hadn’t wanted to laugh. Oh, I’ve come a long way since thatThere had been a number of successors to Arthur Lestrange, andmemorable night. But I wonder have I actually progressed at all?about it being the It’s very nice to have a man, and the hell with what Dane saidone man. I’m not going to make it one man, soI’m not going to sleep with Rain; oh, no. It would change too manythings, and I’d lose my friend. I need my friend, I can’t afford toman being without any physical significance for me.be without my friend. I shall keep him as I keep Dane, a male hu-

The church could hold twenty thousand people, so it wasn’tcrowded. Nowhere in the world had so much time and thoughtand genius been put into the creation of a temple of God; it paledthe pagan works of antiquity to insignificance. It did. So much love,so much sweat. Bramante’s basilica, Michelangelo’s dome, Bernini’scolonnade. A monument not only to God, but to Man. Deep underthe confessio in a little stone room Saint Peter himself was buried;here the Emperor Charlemagne had been crowned. The echoes ofold voices seemed to whisper among the pouring slivers of light,dead fingers polished the bronze rays behind the high altar andcaressed the twisted bronze columns of the baldacchino.
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He was lying on the steps, face down, as though dead. Whatwas he thinking? Was there a pain in him that had no right to bethere, because his mother had not come? Cardinal Ralph lookedthrough his tears, and knew there was no pain. Beforehand, yes;afterward, certainly. But now, no pain. Everything in him wasprojected into the moment, the miracle. No room in him for any-thing which was not God. It was his day of days, and nothingmattered save the task at hand, the vowing of his life and soul toGod. He could probably do it, but how many others actually had?Not Cardinal Ralph, though he still remembered his own ordinationas filled with holy wonder. With every part of him he had tried,yet something he had withheld.

Not so august as this, my ordination, but I live it again throughhim. And wonder what he truly is, that in spite of our fears for himhe could have passed among us so many years and not made anunfriend, let alone a real enemy. He is loved by all, and he lovesall. It never crosses his mind for an instant that this state of affairsis extraordinary. And yet, when he came to us first he was not sosure of himself; we have given him that, for which perhaps our ex-istences are vindicated. There have been many priests made here,thousands upon thousands, yet for him there is something special.Oh, Meggie! Why wouldn’t you come to see the gift you’ve givenOur Lord—the gift I could not, having given Him myself? And Isuppose that’s it, how he can be here today free of pain. Becausefor today I’ve been empowered to take his pain to myself, free himfrom it. I weep his tears, I mourn in his place. And that is how itshould be.

Later he turned his head, looked at the row of Drogheda peoplein alien dark suits. Bob, Jack, Hughie, Jims, Patsy. A vacant chairfor Meggie, then Frank. Justine’s fiery hair dimmed under a blacklace veil, the only female Cleary present. Rainer next to her. Andthen a lot of people he didn’t know, but who shared in today as
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it was special for him. Today he felt almost as if he, too, had hadfully as the Drogheda people did. Only today it was different, todaystowing Dane’s priesthood upon him?a son to give. He smiled, and sighed. How must Vittorio feel, be-

Perhaps because he missed his mother’s presence so acutely, Justinewas the first person Dane managed to take aside at the receptionCardinal Vittorio and Cardinal Ralph gave for him. In his blacksoutane with the high white collar he looked magnificent, shethought; only not like a priest at all. Like an actor playing a priest,until one looked into the eyes. And there it was, the inner light,that something which transformed him from a very good-lookingman into one unique.“Father O’Neill,” she said.

“I haven’t assimilated it yet, Jus.”“That isn’t hard to understand. I’ve never felt quite the way I didin Saint Peter’s, so what it must have been like for you I can’timagine.”you wouldn’t be such a fine actress. But with you, Jus, it comes“Oh, I think you can, somewhere inside. If you truly couldn’t,from the unconscious; it doesn’t erupt into thought until you needto use it.”and no one came to disturb them.They were sitting on a small couch in a far corner of the room,where Frank was talking with Rainer, more animation in his faceAfter a while he said, “I’m so pleased Frank came,” looking tothan his niece and nephew had ever seen. “There’s an old Rumanian‘Oh, the poor one!’ with such compassion in his voice…. I don’trefugee priest I know,” Dane went on, “who has a way of saying,Frank. And yet, Jus, why?”know, somehow that’s what I always find myself saying about ourkill Mum!” she said through her teeth. “She had no right to do thisBut Justine ignored the gambit, went straight to the crux. “I couldto you!”

“Oh, Jus! I understand. You’ve got to try, too. If it
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you know her as well as I do, you know it’s neither of those. I’mhad been done in malice or to get back at me I might be hurt, butthe matter.”going down to Drogheda soon. I’ll talk to her then, find out what’ssons are.” She drew down the corners of her mouth ruefully,“I suppose daughters are never as patient with their mothers asinflict myself on anyone in the mother role.”shrugged. “Maybe it’s just as well I’m too much of a loner ever torising, thinking Dane pitied her.The blue eyes were very kind, tender; Justine felt her hackles“Why don’t you marry Rainer?” he asked suddenly.

feebly.Her jaw dropped, she gasped. “He’s never asked me,” she said“Only because he thinks you’d say no. But it might be arranged.”

Without thinking, she grabbed him by the ear, as she used to dowhen they were children. “Don’t you dare, you dog-collared prawn!Not one word, do you hear? I don’t love Rain! He’s just a friend,it, I swear I’ll sit down, cross my eyes and put a curse on you, andand I want to keep it that way. If you so much as light a candle foryou remember how that used to scare the living daylights out ofyou, don’t you?”

My magic is stronger than yours these days. But there’s no need toHe threw back his head and laughed. “It wouldn’t work, Justine!get so worked up about it, you twit. I was wrong, that’s all. I assumed there was a case between you and Rain.”

“No, there isn’t. After seven years? Break it down, pigs mightfly.” Pausing, she seemed to seek for words, then looked at himalmost shyly. “Dane, I’m so happy for you. I think if Mum washere she’d feel the same. That’s all it needs, for her to see you now,like this. You wait, she’ll come around.”

Very gently he took her pointed face between his hands, smilingdown at her with so much love that her own hands came up toclutch at his wrists, soak it in
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through every pore. As if all those childhood years were re-membered, treasured.

shadowy doubt, only perhaps doubt was too strong a word; moreYet behind what she saw in his eyes on her behalf she sensed alike anxiety. Mostly he was sure Mum would understand eventually,but he was human, though all save he tended to forget the fact.

“Jus, will you do something for me?” he asked as he let her go.“Anything,” she said, meaning it.

“I’ve got a sort of respite, to think about what I’m going to do.Two months. And I’m going to do the heavy thinking on aDrogheda horse after I’ve talked to Mum—somehow I feel I can’tsort anything out until after I’ve talked to her. But first, well…I’vegot to get up my courage to go home. So if you could manage it,come down to the Peloponnese with me for a couple of weeks, tickme off good and proper about being a coward until I get so sickof your voice I put myself on a plane to get away from it.” He smiledat her. “Besides, Jussy, I don’t want you to think I’m going to ex-clude you from my life absolutely, any more than I will Mum. Youneed your old conscience around occasionally.”“Oh, Dane, of course I’ll go!”

“Good,” he said, then grinned, eyed her mischievously. “I reallydo need you, Jus. Having you bitching in my ear will be just likeold times.”

“Uh-uh-uh! No obscenities, Father O’Neill!”

His arms went behind his head, he leaned back on the couchcontentedly. “I am! Isn’t it marvelous? And maybe after I’ve seenMum, I can concentrate on Our Lord. I think that’s where my inclinations lie, you know. Simply thinking about Our Lord.”

“You ought to have espoused an order, Dane.”

“I still can, and I probably will. I have a whole lifetime; there’sno hurry.”
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Justine left the party with Rainer, and after she talked of goingto Greece with Dane, he talked of going to his office in Bonn.

“About bloody time,” she said. “For a cabinet minister you don’tseem to do much work, do you? All the papers call you a playboy,fooling around with carrot-topped Australian actresses, you olddog, you.”

He shook his big fist at her. “I pay for my few pleasures in moreways than you’ll ever know.”

“Do you mind if we walk, Rain?”

“Not if you keep your shoes on.”

“I have to these days. Miniskirts have their disadvantages; thedays of stockings one could peel off easily are over. They’ve inven-ted a sheer version of theatrical tights, and one can’t shed those inpublic without causing the biggest furor since Lady Godiva. Sounless I want to ruin a five-guinea pair of tights, I’m imprisoned inmy shoes.”

“At least you improve my education in feminine garb, under aswell as over,” he said mildly.

“Go on! I’ll bet you’ve got a dozen mistresses, and undress themall.”

“Only one, and like all good mistresses she waits for me in hernegligee.”

“Do you know, I believe we’ve never discussed your sex life be-fore? Fascinating! What’s she like?”

“Fair, fat, forty and flatulent.”

She stopped dead. “Oh, you’re kidding me,” she said slowly. “Ican’t see you with a woman like that.”

“Why not?”

“You’ve got too much taste.”

“Chacun self—why should you assume I could charm a young and beautifulà son goût, my dear. I’m nothing much to look at, my-woman into being my mistress?”could!”“Because you could!” she said indignantly. “Oh, of course you

“My money, you mean?”

“Not, not your money! You’re teasing me, you always
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ive you are, otherwise you wouldn’t wear gold medallions anddo! Rainer Moerling Hartheim, you’re very well aware how attractwondering.”netting shirts. Looks aren’t everything—if they were, I’d still be“Your concern for me is touching, 

Herzchen.”

to catch up with you, and I never do?” Her spurt of temper died;“Why is it that when I’m with you I feel as if I’m forever runningshe stood looking at him uncertainly. “You’re not serious, are you?”

“No! You’re not conceited, but you do know how very attractive“Do you think I am?”

you are.”

you think I’m attractive.”“Whether I do or not isn’t important. The important thing is thaton as a lover not long ago, but then I decided it wouldn’t work,She was going to say: Of course I do; I was mentally trying youI’d rather keep on having you for my friend. Had he let her say it,he might have concluded his time hadn’t come, and acted differ-ently. As it was, before she could shape the words he had her inhis arms, and was kissing her. For at least sixty seconds she stood,dying, split open, smashed, the power in her screaming in wildelation to find a matching power. His mouth—it was 

And his hair, incredibly thick, vital, something to seize in her fingersbeautiful!fiercely. Then he took her face between his hands and looked ather, smiling.

“I love you,” he said.

Her hands had gone up to his wrists, but not to enclose themgently, as with Dane; the nails bit in, scored down to meat savagely.She stepped back two paces and stood rubbing her arm across hermouth, eyes huge with fright, breasts heaving.

“It couldn’t work,” she panted. “It could never work, Rain!”

Off came the shoes; she bent to pick them up, then turned andran, and within three seconds the soft quick pad of her feet hadvanished.
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Not that he had any intention of following her, though apparentlyshe had thought he might. Both his wrists were bleeding, and theyhurt. He pressed his handkerchief first to one and then to the other,shrugged, put the stained cloth away, and stood concentrating onthe pain. After a while he unearthed his cigarette case, took out acigarette, lit it, and began to walk slowly. No one passing by couldhave told from his face what he felt. Everything he wanted withinhis grasp, reached for, lost. Idiot girl. When would she grow up?To feel it, respond to it, and deny it.

But he was a gambler, of the win-a-few, lose-a-few kind. He hadwaited seven long years before trying his luck, feeling the changein her at this ordination time. Yet apparently he had moved toosoon. Ah, well. There was always tomorrow—or knowing Justine,next year, the year after that. Certainly he wasn’t about to give up.If he watched her carefully, one day he’d get lucky.

The soundless laugh quivered in him; fair, fat, forty and flatulent.What had brought it to his lips he didn’t know, except that a longtime ago his ex-wife had said it to him. The four F’s, describing thetypical victim of gallstones. She had been a martyr to them, poorAnnelise, even though she was dark, skinny, fifty and as well corkedas a genie in a bottle. What am I thinking of Annelise for, now?My patient campaign of years turned into a rout, and I can do nobetter than poor Annelise. So, Fräulein Justine O’Neill! We shall

see.

few minutes, talk to Cardinal Ralph, who was looking old. NotThere were lights in the palace windows; he would go up for awell. Perhaps he ought to be persuaded into a medical examination.Rainer ached, but not for Justine; she was young, there was time.For Cardinal Ralph, who had seen his own son ordained, and notknown it.



crossed quickly to the stairs and ranIt was still early, so the hotel foyer was crowded. Shoes on, Justine
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couldn’t find the room key in her bag and she thought she wouldup them, head bent. Then for some time her trembling handsthere; she must have passed her fingers over it a dozen times.have to go down again, brave the throng about the desk. But it wasedge and let coherent thought gradually return. Telling herself sheInside at last, she groped her way to the bed, sat down on itswas revolted, horrified, disillusioned; all the while staring drearilythe window, wanting to curse, wanting to weep. It could never beat the wide rectangle of pale light which was the night sky throughfriend. Betrayal.the same again, and that was a tragedy. The loss of the dearestfrightened her so, made her flee from Rain as if he had attemptedEmpty words, untrue; suddenly she knew very well what hadmurder, not a kiss. The 

rightness of it! The feeling of coming home,when she didn’t want to come home any more than she wantedthe liability of love. Home was frustration, so was love. Not onlythat, even if the admission was humiliating; she wasn’t sure shecould love. If she was capable of it, surely once or twice her guardwould have slipped; surely once or twice she would have experienced a pang of something more than tolerant affection for her in-frequent lovers. It didn’t occur to her that she deliberately choselovers who would never threaten her self-imposed detachment, somuch a part of herself by now that she regarded it as completelynatural. For the first time in her life she had no reference point toassist her. There was no time in the past she could take comfortfrom, no once-deep involvement, either for herself or for thosehad always withheld herself from them, too.shadowy lovers. Nor could the Drogheda people help, because shehim, and then have to watch him recoil when he found out theShe had had to run from Rain. To say yes, commit herself toextent of her inadequacy? Unbearable! He would learn what shebearable to say yes,was really like, and the knowledge would kill his love for her. Un-
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and end in being rebuffed for all time. Far better to do any rebuffingherself. That way at least pride would be satisfied, and Justineowned all her mother’s pride. Rain must never discover what shewas like beneath all that brick flippancy.

him any opportunity to suspect the sea of doubts beneath. ThoseHe had fallen in love with the Justine he saw; she had not allowedonly Dane suspected—no, knew.

table, tears running down her face. That was why she loved DaneShe bent forward to put her forehead against the cool bedsideso, of course. Knowing what the real Justine was like, and stillproblems, pains, joys. Whereas Rain was a stranger, not committedloving her. Blood helped, so did a lifetime of shared memories,Nothing obliged him to love her.to her the way Dane was, or even the other members of her family.shoulders and began the difficult business of pushing her troubleShe sniffled, wiped her palm around her face, shrugged herunremembered. She knew she could do it; she had spent all her lifeback into some corner of her mind where it could lie peacefully,absorption in things outside herself. She reached over and switchedperfecting the technique. Only it meant ceaseless activity, continuouson the bedside lamp.

One of the Unks must have delivered the letter to her room, forElizabeth in its upper corner.it was lying on the bedside table, a pale-blue air letter with Queen

“Darling Justine,” wrote Clyde Daltinham-Roberts, “Come backto the fold, you’re needed! At once! There’s a part going beggingin the new season’s repertoire, and a tiny little dicky-bird told meyou just might want it. Desdemona, darling? With Marc Simpsonas your Othello? Rehearsals for the principals start next week, ifyou’re interested.”

If she was interested! Desdemona! Desdemona in London! Andwith Marc Simpson as Othello! The opportunity of a lifetime. Hermood skyrocketed to a point where the scene with Rain lost significance, or
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rather assumed a different significance. Perhaps if she was very,very careful she might be able to keep Rain’s love; a highly acclaimed, successful actress was too busy to share much of her lifewith her lovers. It was worth a try. If he looked as if he were gettingtoo close to the truth, she could always back off again. To keepRain in her life, but especially this new Rain, she would be preparedto do anything save strip off the mask.In the meantime, news like this deserved some sort of celebration.on hand to share her triumph. So she put on her shoes, walkedShe didn’t feel up to facing Rain yet, but there were other peoplePatsy let her in she stood with arms spread wide, beaming.down the corridor to the Unks’ communal sitting room, and when“Break out the beer, I’m going to be Desdemona!” she announcedin ringing tones.

nice, Justine.”For a moment no one answered, then Bob said warmly, “That’slable elation. Laughing, she flopped into a chair and stared at herHer pleasure didn’t evaporate; instead it built up to an uncontrolnothing to them! They didn’t have a clue who Desdemona was. Ifuncles. What truly lovely men they were! Of course her news meantwould have been much the same.she had come to tell them she was getting married, Bob’s answerand sadly she had dismissed them as contemptuously as she didSince the beginning of memory they had been a part of her life,to do with Justine O’Neill. Simply members of a conglomerate whoeverything about Drogheda. The Unks, a plurality having nothingher if it meant conversation. Not that they didn’t like her, shedrifted in and out of the homestead, smiled at her shyly, avoidedmade them uncomfortable. But in this Roman world which wasrealized now; only that they sensed how foreign she was, and itthem better.alien to them and familiar to her, she was beginning to understand

Feeling a glow of something for them which might
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have been called love, Justine stared from one creased, smiling faceto the next. Bob, who was the life force of the unit, the Boss ofDrogheda, but in such an unobtrusive way; Jack, who merelyseemed to follow Bob around, or maybe it was just that they gotalong so well together; Hughie, who had a streak of mischief theother two did not, and yet so very like them; Jims and Patsy, thepositive and negative sides of a self-sufficient whole; and poorquenched Frank, the only one who seemed plagued by fear andinsecurity. All of them save Jims and Patsy were grizzled now, invery different from the way she remembered them as a little girl.deed Bob and Frank were white-haired, but they didn’t really lookdoubtfully, standing with a cold bottle of Swan in his hand.“I don’t know whether I ought to give you a beer,” Bob saidago, but at the moment she was too happy to take offense.The remark would have annoyed her intensely even half a daythrough the course of our sessions with Rain, but honestly I’m a“Look, love, I know it’s never occurred to you to offer me onebig girl now, and I can handle a beer. I promise it isn’t a sin.” Shesmiled.

handing it to her.“Where’s Rainer?” Jims asked, taking a full glass from Bob and“I had a fight with him.”

“With Rainer?”

tell him I’m sorry.”“Well, yes. But it was all my fault. I’m going to see him later andbeer before, on earlier occasions she had sat smoking defiantlyNone of the Unks smoked. Though she had never asked for awhile they talked with Rain; now it took more courage than shecould command to produce her cigarettes, so she contented herselfwith the minor victory of the beer, dying to gulp it down thirstilyyou are dryer than a secondhand sermon.but mindful of their dubious regard. Ladylike sips, Justine, even if
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“Rain’s a bonzer bloke,” said Hughie, eyes twinkling.

Startled, Justine suddenly realized why she had grown so muchin importance in their thoughts: she had caught herself a man they’dlike to have in the family. “Yes, he is rather,” she said shortly, andchanged the subject. “It was a lovely day, wasn’t it?”

All the heads bobbed in unison, even Frank’s, but they didn’tseem to want to discuss it She could see how tired they were, yetshe didn’t regret her impulse to visit them. It took a little while fornear-atrophied senses and feelings to learn what their proper functions were, and the Unks were a good practice target. That was thetrouble with being an island; one forgot there was anything goingon beyond its shores.

“What’s Desdemona?” Frank asked from the shadows where hehid.

Justine launched into a vivid description, charmed by their horrorwhen they learned she would be strangled once a night, and onlyremembered how tired they must be half an hour later when Patsyyawned.

“I must go,” she said, putting down her empty glass. She had notbeen offered a second beer; one was apparently the limit for ladies.“Thanks for listening to me blather.”

Much to Bob’s surprise and confusion, she kissed him good night;Jack edged away but was easily caught, while Hughie accepted thefarewell with alacrity. Jims turned bright red, endured it dumbly.For Patsy, a hug as well as a kiss, because he was a little bit of anisland himself. And for Frank no kiss at all, he averted his head;yet when she put her arms around him she could sense a faint echoof some intensity quite missing in the others. Poor Frank. Why washe like that?

Outside their door, she leaned for a moment against the wall.Rain loved her. But when she tried to phone his room the operatorinformed her he had checked out, returned to Bonn.

No matter. It might be better to wait until London to
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see him, anyway. A contrite apology via the mail, and an invitationto dinner next time he was in England. There were many thingsshe didn’t know about Rain, but of one characteristic she had nodoubt at all; he would come, because he hadn’t a grudging bonein his body. Since foreign affairs had become his forte, Englandwas one of his most regular ports of call.

seeing his face instead of her own. “I’m going to make England“You wait and see, my lad,” she said, staring into her mirror andO’Neill.”your most important foreign affair, or my name isn’t Justinecerned, her name was indeed the crux of the matter. Her patternsIt had not occurred to her that perhaps as far as Rain was conmight want to make her over into Justine Hartheim never evenof behavior were set, and marriage was no part of them. That Rainhis kiss, and dreaming of more.crossed her mind. She was too busy remembering the quality ofGreece with him, but about this she was untroubled. Dane wouldThere remained only the task of telling Dane she couldn’t go totell him all the reasons why she wasn’t able to go. Much as sheunderstand, he always did. Only somehow she didn’t think she’done of his sternest homilies ever. He wanted her to marry Rain, soloved her brother, she didn’t feel like listening to what would beGreece with him if it meant forcible abduction. What Dane’s earsif she told him what her plans for Rain were, he’d cart her off todidn’t hear, his heart couldn’t grieve about.

“Dear Rain,” the note said. “Sorry I ran like a hairy goat the othernight, can’t think what got into me. The hectic day and everything,I suppose. Please forgive me for behaving like an utter prawn. I’mashamed of myself for making so much fuss about a trifle. And Idare-say the day had got to you, too, words of love and all, I mean.So I tell you what—you forgive me, and I’ll forgive you. Let’s befriends, please. I can’t bear to be at
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place and we’ll formally draft out a peace treaty.”outs with you. Next time you’re in London, come to dinner at myshe never used them. Frowning, he studied the artlessly casualAs usual it was signed plain “Justine.” No words even of affection;phrases as if he could see through them to what was really in hermind as she wrote. It was certainly an overture of friendship, butwhat else? Sighing, he was forced to admit probably very little. Hehad frightened her badly; that she wanted to retain his friendshipspoke of how much he meant to her, but he very much doubtedwhether she understood exactly what she felt for him. After all,now she knew he loved her; if she had sorted herself out sufficientlyto realize she loved him too, she would have come straight outwith it in her letter. Yet why had she returned to London insteadof going to Greece with Dane? He knew he shouldn’t hope it wasbecause of him, but despite his misgivings, hope began to color hisGreenwich Mean Time, the best hour to find her at home.thoughts so cheerfully he buzzed his secretary. It was 10 A.M.

“Get me Miss O’Neill’s London flat,” he instructed, and waitedof his brows.the intervening seconds with a frown pulling at the inner cornerster?”“Rain!” Justine said, apparently delighted. “Did you get my let“This minute.”

soon?”After a delicate pause she said. “And will you come to dinnerthe notice too short?”“I’m going to be in England this coming Friday and Saturday. Isfor Desdemona, so Friday’s out.”“Not if Saturday evening is all right with you. I’m in rehearsal“Desdemona?”

offered me the part. Marc Simpson as“That’s right, you don’t know! Clyde wrote to me in Rome and
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to London on the first plane.”Othello, Clyde directing personally. Isn’t it wonderful? I came backsafely in her outer office, not sitting where she could see his face.He shielded his eyes with his hand, thankful his secretary was“Justine, Herzchen,thusiastically. “I was wondering what brought you back to London.” that’s marvelous news!” he managed to say enhe was quite glad to be alone. He had concocted a story about“Oh, Dane understood,” she said lightly, “and in a way I thinkfor his second reason, that he doesn’t want me to feel excludedneeding me to bitch at him to go home, but I think it was all morefrom his life now he’s a priest.”“Probably,” he agreed politely.

“Saturday evening, then,” she said. “Around six, then we canhave a leisurely peace treaty session with the aid of a bottle or two,and I’ll feed you after we’ve reached a satisfactory compromise. Allright?”

“Yes, of course. Goodbye, Herzchen.”

Contact was cut off abruptly by the sound of her receiver goingdown; he sat for a moment with his still in his hand, then shruggedand replaced it on its cradle. Damn Justine! She was beginning tocome between him and his work.

She continued to come between him and his work during thesucceeding days, though it was doubtful if anyone suspected. Andon Saturday evening a little after six he presented himself at herapartment, empty-handed as usual because she was a difficult personto bring gifts. She was indifferent to flowers, never ate candy andwould have thrown a more expensive offering carelessly in somecorner, then forgotten it. The only gifts Justine seemed to prizewere those Dane had given her.

“Champagne before dinner?” he asked, looking at her in surprise.

“Well, I think the occasion calls for it, don’t you? It was our firstever breaking of relations, and this is our
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comfortable chair for him and settling herself on the tawnyfirst-ever reconciliation,” she answered plausibly, indicating ato anything he might say next.kangaroo-fur rug, lips parted as if she had already rehearsed repliesable to assess her mood, so he watched her in silence. Until he hadBut conversation was beyond him, at least until he was betterkissed her it had been easy to keep himself partially aloof, but now,seeing her again for the first time since, he admitted that it wasgoing to be a great deal harder in the future.

retain something not quite fully mature about face and bearing; asProbably even when she was a very old woman she would stillthough essential womanliness would always pass her by. That cool,self-centered, logical brain seemed to dominate her completely, yetfor him she owned a fascination so potent he doubted if he wouldever be able to replace her with any other woman. Never once hadhe questioned whether she was worth the long struggle. Possiblywas a goal, an aspiration.from a philosophical standpoint she wasn’t. Did it matter? She“You’re looking very nice tonight, 

Herzchen,” he said at last,tipping his champagne glass to her in a gesture half toast, half ac-knowledgment of an adversary.

Justine didn’t seem to mind the heat, huddled close to it with herA coal fire simmered unshielded in the small Victorian grate, buteyes fixed on him. Then she put her glass on the hearth with abare feet hidden by folds of densely black gown.ringing snap and sat forward, her arms linked about her knees,“I can’t stand beating around the bush,” she said. “Did you meanit, Rain?”

“What you said in Rome…That you loved me.”Suddenly relaxing deeply, he lay back in his chair. “Mean what?”

“Is that what this is all about, Herzchen?”
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She looked away, shrugged, looked back at him and nodded.“Well, of course.”

“But why bring it up again? You told me what you thought, andI had gathered tonight’s invitation wasn’t extended to bring up thepast, only plan a future.”

“Oh, Rain! You’re acting as if I’m making a fuss! Even if I was,surely you can see why.”

“No, I can’t.” He put his glass down and bent forward to watchher more closely. “You gave me to understand most emphaticallythat you wanted no part of my love, and I had hoped you’d at leasthave the decency to refrain from discussing it.”

It had not occurred to her that this meeting, no matter what itsoutcome, would be so uncomfortable; after all, he had put himselfin the position of a suppliant, and ought to be waiting humbly forher to reverse her decision. Instead he seemed to have turned thetables neatly. Here she was feeling like a naughty schoolgirl calledupon to answer for some idiotic prank.

“Look, sport, you’re the one who changed the status quo, notme! I didn’t ask you to come tonight so I could beg forgiveness forhaving wounded the great Hartheim ego!”

“On the defensive, Justine?”

She wriggled impatiently. “Yes, dammit! How do you manageto do that to me, Rain? Oh, I wish just once you’d let me enjoyhaving the upper hand!”

“If I did, you’d throw me out like a smelly old rag,” he said,smiling.

“I can do that yet, mate!”

“Nonsense! If you haven’t done it by now you never will. You’llgo on seeing me because I keep you on the hop—you never knowwhat to expect from me.”

“Is that why you said you loved me?” she asked painfully. “Wasit only a ploy to keep me on the hop?”

“What do you think?”

“I think you’re a prize bastard!” she said through her teeth, andmarched across the rug on her knees until she


622 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



was close enough to give him the full benefit of her anger. “Say youlove me again, you big Kraut prawn, and watch me spit in youreye!”

why you asked me to come, is it? My feelings don’t concern youHe was angry, too. “No, I’m not going to say it again! That isn’tone bit, Justine. You asked me to come so you could experimentwith your own feelings, and it didn’t enter your mind to considerwhether that was being fair to me.”

near the shoulders and clamped her body between his legs, holdingBefore she could move away he leaned forward, gripped her armshis thighs and lifted her face. But he didn’t kiss her. He let go ofher firmly. Her rage vanished at once; she flattened her palms onlaxed his hold on her and laid his head back against the chair, soher arms and twisted to switch off the lamp behind him, then recoals as the first move in his love-making, or simply to conceal histhat she wasn’t sure if he had dimmed the room down to glowingbe told what to do. She should have realized earlier that one didn’texpression. Uncertain, afraid of outright rejection, she waited toWhy couldn’t she put her head on his lap and say: Rain, love me,tamper with people like Rain. They were as invincible as death.I need you so much and I’m so sorry? Oh, surely if she could gethim to make love to her some emotional key would turn and itwould all come tumbling out, released….

by the time she began to unbutton his shirt she knew it wasn’t goingStill withdrawn, remote, he let her take off his jacket and tie, butto work. The kind of instinctive erotic skills which could make themost mundane operation exciting were not in her repertoire. Thisfingers faltered, her mouth puckered. She burst into tears.was so important, and she was making an absolute mess of it. Her“Oh, no! 

Herzchen, liebchen, don’t cry!” He pulled her onto hislap and turned her head into his shoulder,
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you cry.”his arms around her. “I’m sorry, Herzchen, I didn’t mean to makeI told you it wouldn’t work! Rain, I wanted so badly to keep you,“Now you know,” she said between sobs. “I’m a miserable failure;but I knew it wouldn’t work if I let you see how awful I am!”

“No, of course it wouldn’t work. How could it? I wasn’t helpingyou, Herzchen.” He tugged at her hair to bring her face up to his,my fault, Herzchen, not yours. I was paying you back; I wanted tokissed her eyelids, her wet cheeks, the corners of her mouth. “It’ssee how far you could go without encouragement. But I think Ihave mistaken your motives, nicht wahr?” His voice had grownthicker, more German. “And I say, if this is what you want youshall have it, but it shall be together.”

“Please, Rain, let’s call it off! I haven’t got what it takes. I’ll onlydisappoint you!”

“Oh, you’ve got it, Herzchen, I’ve seen it on the stage. How canyou doubt yourself when you’re with me?”

Which was so right her tears dried.

wasn’t like the kiss in Rome at all. That had been something raw,“Kiss me the way you did in Rome,” she whispered. Only ittunity to taste and smell and feel, settle by layers into voluptuousstartled, explosive; this was very languorous and deep, an opporher dress, then he covered her hand with his and thrust it insideease. Her fingers returned to the buttons, his went to the zipper ofhis shirt, across skin matted with fine soft hair. The suddensponse so acute she felt faint, thought she was falling and foundhardening of his mouth against her throat brought a helpless reshirt had come off, perhaps more, she couldn’t see, only the fireshe had, flat on the silky rug with Rain looming above her. Hisglancing off his shoulders spread over her, and the beautiful sternmouth. Determined to destroy its discipline for all time, she lockedher fingers in his hair and made him kiss her again, harder, harder!
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And the feel of him! Like coming home, recognizing every partof him with her lips and hands and body, yet fabulous and strange.While the world sank down to the minute width of the firelightlapping against darkness, she opened herself to what he wanted,and learned something he had kept entirely concealed for as longas she had known him; that he must have made love to her inimagination a thousand times. Her own experience and newbornintuition told her so. She was completely disarmed. With any otherman the intimacy and astonishing sensuality would have appalledher, but he forced her to see that these were things only she hadthe right to command. And command them she did. Until finallyshe cried for him to finish it, her arms about him so strongly shecould feel the contours of his very bones.

The minutes wore away, wrapped in a sated peace. They hadfallen into an identical rhythm of breathing, slow and easy, hishead against her shoulder, her leg thrown across him. Graduallyher rigid clasp on his back relaxed, became a dreamy, circularcaress. He sighed, turned over and reversed the way they were lying,quite unconsciously inviting her to slide still deeper into the pleasureof being with him. She put her palm on his flank to feel the textureof his skin, slid her hand across warm muscle and cupped it aroundthe soft, heavy mass in his groin. To feel the curiously alive, inde-pendent movements within it was a sensation quite new to her; herpast lovers had never interested her sufficiently to want to prolongher sexual curiosity to this languid and undemanding aftermath.Yet suddenly it wasn’t languid and undemanding at all, but soenormously exciting she wanted him all over again.

Still she was taken unaware, knew a suffocated surprise when heslipped his arms across her back, took her head in his hands andheld her close enough to see there was nothing controlled abouthis mouth, shaped now solely because of her, and for her. Tender-ness and
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humility were literally born in her in that moment. It must haveshown in her face, for he was gazing at her with eyes grown sobright she couldn’t bear them, and bent over to take his upper lipbetween her own. Thoughts and senses merged at last, but her crywas smothered soundless, an unuttered wail of gladness whichshook her so deeply she lost awareness of everything beyond impulse, the mindless guidance of each urgent minute. The worldachieved its ultimate contraction, turned in upon itself, and totallydisappeared.

Rainer must have kept the fire going, for when gentle Londondaylight soaked through the folds of the curtains the room was stillwarm. This time when he moved Justine became conscious of it,and clutched his arm fearfully.“Don’t go!”

“I’m not, Herzchen.” He twitched another pillow from the sofa,sighing softly. “All right?”pushed it behind his head and shifted her closer in to his side,

“Yes.”

“Are you cold?”“No, but if you are we could go to bed.”comedown! Even if your sheets are black silk.”“After making love to you for hours on a fur rug? What ais all right, isn’t it?”“They’re ordinary old white ones, cotton. This bit of Drogheda“Bit of Drogheda?”

“The rug! It’s made of Drogheda kangaroos,” she explained.from India.”“Not nearly exotic or erotic enough. I’ll order you a tiger skin

“Reminds me of a poem I heard once:

With Elinor GlynWould you like to sin

Or would you preferOn a tiger skin?
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To err with her

On some other fur?

“Well, Herzchen, I must say it’s high time you bounced back!Between the demands of Eros and Morpheus, you haven’t beenflippant in half a day.” He smiled.

“I don’t feel the need at the moment,” she said with an answeringsmile, settling his hand comfortably between her legs. “The tigerskin doggerel just popped out because it was too good to resist,but I haven’t got a single skeleton left to hide from you, so there’snot much point in flippancy, is there?” She sniffed, suddenly awareof a faint odor of stale fish drifting on the air. “Heavens, you didn’tget any dinner and now it’s time for breakfast! I can’t expect youto live on love!”

“Not if you expect such strenuous demonstrations of it, anyway.”

“Go on, you enjoyed every moment of it.”

“Indeed I did.” He sighed, stretched, yawned. “I wonder if youhave any idea how happy I am.”

“Oh, I think so,” she said quietly.

He raised himself on one elbow to look at her. “Tell me, wasDesdemona the only reason you came back to London?”

Grabbing his ear, she tweaked it painfully. “Now it’s my turn topay you back for all those headmasterish questions! What do think?”you

He prized her fingers away easily, grinning. “If you don’t answerme, Herzchen, I’ll strangle you far more permanently than Marcdoes.”

I haven’t been able to call my life my own since you kissed me in“I came back to London to do Desdemona, but because of you.Rome, and well you know it. You’re a very intelligent man, RainerMoerling Hartheim.”

most the first moment I saw you,” he said.“Intelligent enough to have known I wanted you for my wife al-
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She sat up quickly. “Wife?”

“Wife. If I’d wanted you for my mistress I’d have taken you yearsago, and I could have. I know how your mind works; it would havebeen relatively easy. The only reason I didn’t was because I wantedyou for my wife and I knew you weren’t ready to accept the ideaof a husband.”

“I don’t know that I am now,” she said, digesting it.

He got to his feet, pulling her up to stand against him. “Well,you can put in a little practice by getting me some breakfast. If thiswas my house I’d do the honors, but in your kitchen you’re thecook.”

“I don’t mind getting your breakfast this morning, but theoretic-ally to commit myself until the day I die?” She shook her head. “Idon’t think that’s my cup of tea, Rain.”

It was the same Roman emperor’s face, and imperially unper-turbed by threats of insurrection. “Justine, this is not something toplay with, nor am I someone to play with. There’s plenty of time.You have every reason to know I can be patient. But get it out ofyour head entirely that this can be settled in any way but marriage.I have no wish to be known as anyone less important to you thana husband.”

“I’m not giving up acting!” she said aggressively.

“Verfluchte Kiste, did I ask you to? Grow up, Justine! Anyoneand stove! We’re not exactly on the breadline, you know. You canwould think I was condemning you to a life sentence over a sinkwhatever else is necessary.”have as many servants as you want, nannies for the children,“Erk!” said Justine, who hadn’t thought of children.

He threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, Herzchen, this iswhat’s known as the morning after with a vengeance! I’m a foolto bring up realities so soon, I know, but all you have to do at thisstage is think about them. Though I give you fair warning—whileyou’re making
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want you at all.”your decision, remember that if I can’t have you for my wife, I don’tdon’t make it so hard!” she cried.She threw her arms around him, clinging fiercely. “Oh, Rain,



Firenze, Bologna, Ferrara, Padova, better by-pass Venezia, spendAlone, Dane drove his Lagonda up the Italian boot, past Perugia,on the Adriatic coast a further two days before heading up thethe night in Trieste. It was one of his favorite cities, so he stayedgreat Sava River valley amid fields blue with chicory flowers tomountain road to Ljubljana, another night in Zagreb. Down thein crumbling ruins from the earthquake two years before; and Tito-Beograd, thence to Nis, another night. Macedonia and Skopje, stillminarets. All the way down Yugoslavia he had eaten frugally, tooVeles the vacation city, quaintly Turkish with its mosques andpeople of the country contented themselves with bread.ashamed to sit with a great plate of meat in front of him when thepapers had been full of the revolution brewing in Greece; standingThe Greek border at Evzone, beyond it Thessalonika. The Italianin his hotel bedroom window watching the bobbing thousands offlaming torches moving restlessly in the darkness of a Thessalonikanight, he was glad Justine had not come.chanting, milling among the torches until after midnight.“Pap-an-dre-ou! Pap-an-dre-ou! Pap-an-dre-ou!” the crowds roared,tions of people and poverty; the scarred countryside of ThessalyBut revolution was a phenomenon of cities, of dense concentra-must still look as it had looked to Caesar’s legions, marching acrossthe stubble-burned fields to Pompey at Pharsala. Shepherds sleptin the shade of skin tents, storks stood one-legged in nests atoplittle old white buildings, and everywhere was a terrifying aridity.It reminded him, with its high clear sky, its brown treeless wastes,of Australia. And he
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breathed of it deeply, began to smile at the thought of going home.Mum would understand, when he talked to her.

Homer’s wine-dark sea, a delicate clear aquamarine near theAbove Larisa he came onto the sea, stopped the car and got out.horizon. On a greensward far below him stood a tiny round pillaredbeaches, purple-stained like grapes as it stretched to the curvinghim a frowning Crusader fortress endured. Greece, you are verytemple, very white in the sun, and on the rise of the hill behindbeautiful, more beautiful than Italy, for all that I love Italy. Buthere is the cradle, forever.

car up the switchbacks of the Domokos Pass and descended itsPanting to be in Athens, he pushed on, gunned the red sportsother side into Boeotia, a stunning panorama of olive groves, rustyhillsides, mountains. Yet in spite of his haste he stopped to look atthe oddly Hollywoodish monument to Leonidas and his Spartansat Thermopylae. The stone said: “Stranger, go tell the Spartans thathere we lie, in obedience to their command.” It struck a chord inhim, almost seemed to be words he might have heard in a differentcontext; he shivered and went on quickly.

in the clear water looking across the narrow strait to Euboea; thereIn melted sun he paused for a while above Kamena Voura, swammust the thousand ships have sailed from Aulis, on their way toTroy. It was a strong current, swirling seaward; they must not havehad to ply their oars very hard. The ecstatic cooings and strokingsof the ancient black-garbed crone in the bathhouse embarrassedhim; he couldn’t get away from her fast enough. People never referred to his beauty to his face anymore, so most of the time hewas able to forget it. Delaying only to buy a couple of huge, custardfilled cakes in the shop, he went on down the Attic coast and finallycame to Athens as the sun was setting, gilding the great rock andits precious crown of pillars.
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But Athens was tense and vicious, and the open admiration ofthe women mortified him; Roman women were more sophisticated,subtle. There was a feeling in the crowds, pockets of rioting, grimdetermination on the part of the people to have Papandreou. No,Athens wasn’t herself; better to be elsewhere. He put the Lagondain a garage and took the ferry to Crete.

And there at last, amid the olive groves, the wild thyme and themountains, he found his peace. After a long bus ride with trussedchickens screeching and the all-pervasive reek of garlic in his nostrils,he found a tiny white-painted inn with an arched colonnade andthree umbrellaed tables outside on the flagstones, gay Greek bagshanging festooned like lanterns. Pepper trees and Australian gumtrees, planted from the new South Land in soil too arid for Europeantrees. The gut roar of cicadas. Dust, swirling in red clouds.

At night he slept in a tiny cell-like room with shutters wide open,in the hush of dawn he celebrated a solitary Mass, during the dayhe walked. No one bothered him, he bothered no one. But as hepassed the dark eyes of the peasants would follow him in slowamazement, and every face would crease deeper in a smile. It washot, and so quiet, and very sleepy. Perfect peace. Day followedday, like beads slipping through a leathery Cretan hand.

Voicelessly he prayed, a feeling, an extension of what lay allthrough him, thoughts like beads, days like beads. Lord, I am trulyThine. For Thy many blessings I thank Thee. For the great Cardinal,his help, his deep friendship, his unfailing love. For Rome and thechance to be at Thy heart, to have lain prostrate before Thee inThine own basilica, to have felt the rock of Thy Church within me.Thou hast blessed me above my worth; what can I do for Thee, toshow my appreciation? I have not suffered enough. My life hasbeen one long, absolute joy since I began in Thy service. I mustsuffer, and Thou Who suffered will know that. It is only through
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that is what this life is: the passage toward understanding Thysuffering that I may rise above myself, understand Thee better. ForI am never able to withdraw it! Make me suffer…. For Thee I forsakemystery. Plunge Thy spear into my breast, bury it there so deeplyalone art my pain, my joy. Abase me and I shall sing Thy belovedall others, even my mother and my sister and the Cardinal. ThouName. Destroy me, and I shall rejoice. I love Thee. Only Thee…crescent between beetling cliffs, and stood for a moment lookingHe had come to the little beach where he liked to swim, a yellowhorizon. Then he leaped lightly down the steps to the sand, kickedacross the Mediterranean to what must be Libya, far below the darkoff his sneakers, picked them up, and trod through the softlyyielding contours to the spot where he usually dropped shoes, shirt,outer shorts. Two young Englishmen talking in drawling Oxfordaccents lay like broiling lobsters not far away, and beyond themtwo women drowsily speaking in German. Dane glanced at thewomen and self-consciously hitched his swimsuit, aware they hadstopped conversing and had sat up to pat their hair, smile at him.called them what all Australians call the English, Pommies. They“How goes it?” he asked the Englishmen, though in his mind heseemed to be fixtures, since they were on the beach every day.Storm out there somewhere.”“Splendidly, old boy. Watch the current—it’s too strong for us.wavelets and dived cleanly into shallow water like the expert surfer“Thanks.” Dane grinned, ran down to the innocently curlinghe was.

vicious, he could feel it tugging at his legs to draw him under, butAmazing, how deceptive calm water could be. The current washe was too strong a swimmer to be worried by it. Head down, hedom. When he paused and scanned the beach he saw theslid smoothly through the water, reveling in the coolness, the free-
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two German women pulling on their caps, running down laughingto the waves.

man to stay in shallow water because of the current. Laughing, theyCupping his hands around his mouth, he called to them in Gerand thought he heard a cry. But he swam a little farther, thenwaved acknowledgment. He put his head down then, swam again,stopped to tread water in a spot where the undertow wasn’t sobad. There were

their twisted faces screaming, one with her hands up, sinking. On cries; as he turned he saw the women struggling,the beach the two Englishmen had risen to their feet and were reluctantly approaching the water.

closer and closer. Panicked arms reached for him, clung to him,He flipped over onto his belly and flashed through the water,dragged him under; he managed to grip one woman around thewaist long enough to stun her with a swift clip on the chin, thengrabbed the other by the strap of her swimsuit, shoved his kneehard into her spine and winded her. Coughing, for he had swal-lowed water when he went under, he turned on his back and begantowing his helpless burdens in.

to venture any farther, for which Dane didn’t blame them in theThe two Pommies were standing shoulder-deep, too frightenedleast. His toes just touched the sand; he sighed in relief. Exhausted,he exerted a last superhuman effort and thrust the women to safety.Fast regaining their senses, they began screaming again, thrashingabout wildly. Gasping, Dane managed a grin. He had done his bit;the Poms could take over now. While he rested, chest heaving, thecurrent had sucked him out again, his feet no longer brushed thebottom even when he stretched them downward. It had been adrowned; the Poms hadn’t the strength or skill to save them. But,close call. If he hadn’t been present they would certainly havesaid a voice, they only wanted to swim so they could be near you;until they saw you they
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danger, your fault.hadn’t any intention of going in. It was your fault they were insurely as a spear would feel, one long and red-hot shaft of screamingAnd as he floated easily a terrible pain blossomed in his chest,agony. He cried out, threw his arms up above his head, stiffening,muscles convulsed; but the pain grew worse, forced his arms downagain, thrust his fists into his armpits, brought up his knees. Myheart! I’m having a heart attack, I’m dying! My heart! I don’t wantto die! Not yet, not before I’ve begun my work, not before I’ve hadI don’t want to die!a chance to prove myself! Dear Lord, help me! I don’t want to die,let his arms float wide and limp in spite of the pain. Wet-lashed,The spasmed body stilled, relaxed; Dane turned onto his back,he stared up at the soaring vault of the sky. This is it; this is Thychance to suffer, I said, make me suffer. Now when it comes I resist,spear, that I in my pride begged for not an hour ago. Give me theit, I must not fight it, I must not fight Thy will. Thy hand is mightynot capable of perfect love. Dearest Lord, Thy pain! I must acceptand this is Thy pain, as Thou must have felt it on the Cross. MyGod, my God, I am Thine! If this is Thy will, so be it. Like a childI put myself into Thy infinite hand. Thou art too good to me. Whathave I done to deserve so much from Thee, and from the peoplewho love me better than they love anyone else? Why hast Thougiven me so much, when I am not worthy? Thou art so good to me. Let it not be long, I asked, and it has notThe pain, the pain!see Thy face, but now, still in this life, I thank Thee. The pain! Mybeen long. My suffering will be short, quickly over. Soon I shalldearest Lord, Thou art too good to me. I love Thee!

A huge tremor passed through the still, waiting body. His lipsmoved, murmured a Name, tried to smile. Then the pupils dilated,drove all the blue from his eyes forever. Safe on the beach at last,the two Englishmen
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dumped their weeping charges on the sand and stood looking forhim. But the placid deep blue sea was empty, vast; the waveletsran up rushing and retreated. Dane was gone.

and ran for help. Not thirty minutes after Dane had disappeared aSomeone thought of the United States Air Force station nearby,helicopter took off, beat the air frantically and swooped in ever-increasing circles outward from the beach, searching. No one expectedto see anything. Drowned men sank to the bottom and didn’t comeup for days. An hour passed; then fifteen miles out to sea theysighted Dane floating peacefully on the bosom of the deep, armsoutstretched, face turned up to the sky. For a moment they thoughthe was alive and cheered, but as the craft came low enough tothrow the water into hissing foam, it was plain he was dead. Thecoordinates were given over the helicopter’s radio, a launch spedout, and three hours later returned.

to exchange a few shy words. Loved him, though they didn’t knowWord had spread. The Cretans had loved to see him pass, lovedhim. They flocked down to the sea, women all in black like dowdybirds, men in old-fashioned baggy trousers, white shirts open atthe collar and sleeves rolled up. And stood in silent groups, waiting.onto the sand, turned back to receive a blanket-draped form intoWhen the launch came in a burly master sergeant sprang outhis arms. He marched a few feet up the beach beyond the waterblanket fell apart; there was a high, rustling whisper from theline, and with the help of another man laid his burden down. Theweather-beaten lips, the women softly keening, a wordless ohhhh-Cretans. They came crowding around, pressing crucifixes tobound, female.hhhh! that had almost a melody in it, mournful, patient, earthwestward behind the frowning cliff, but wasIt was about five in the afternoon; the barred sun was sliding
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still high enough to light up the little dark cluster on the beach, thelong, still form on the sand with its golden skin, its closed eyeswhose lashes were spiky from drying salt, the faint smile on theblued lips. A stretcher was brought forward, then all togetherCretans and American servicemen bore Dane away.

the USAF colonel got through to his superiors on a special fre-Athens was in turmoil, rioting crowds overturning all order, butas such documents do, nothing about him. His profession wasquency band, Dane’s blue Australian passport in his hand. It said,name was listed, with her London address. Unconcerned by thesimply marked “Student,” and in the back under next of kin Justine’slegal meaning of the term, he had put her name because Londonwas far closer to Rome than Drogheda. In his little room at theinn, the square black case which housed his priestly implementshad not been opened; it waited with his suitcase for directions asto where it should be sent.



When the phone rang at nine in the morning Justine rolled over,opened a bleary eye and lay cursing it, vowing she would have thebloody thing disconnected. Because the rest of the world thoughtit only right and proper to commence whatever they did at nine inthe morning, why did they assume the same of her?tipped the balance toward consciousness, and Justine got up,But it rang, and rang, and rang. Maybe it was Rain; that thoughtslopped reeling out to the living room. The German parliamentwas in urgent session; she hadn’t seen Rain in a week and hadn’tbeen optimistic about her chances of seeing him for at least anotherweek. But perhaps the crisis had resolved, and he was calling totell her he was on his way over.

“Hello?”

“Miss Justine O’Neill?”

“This is Australia House, in the Aldwych, you“Yes, speaking.”
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know?” The voice had an English inflection, gave a name she wastoo tired to hear because she was still assimilating the fact that thevoice was not Rain’s.

scratched its top with the sole of the other.“Okay, Australia House.” Yawning, she stood on one foot and“Do you have a brother, a Mr. Dane O’Neill?”

Justine’s eyes opened. “Yes, I do.”“Is he at present in Greece, Miss O’Neill?”

Both feet settled into the rug, stood braced. “Yes, that’s right,”It did not occur to her to correct the voice, explain it was Father,not Mister.

duty to give you some bad news.”“Miss O’Neill, I very much regret to say that it is my unfortunate“Bad news? Bad news? What is it? What’s the matter? What’shappened?”

O’Neill, was drowned yesterday in Crete, I understand in heroic“I regret to have to inform you that your brother, Mr. Danecircumstances, performing a sea rescue. However, you realize thereis a revolution in Greece, and what information we have is sketchyand possibly not accurate.”

against the solid support the wall offered. Her knees buckled, sheThe phone stood on a table near the wall and Justine leanedon the floor. Not laughing and not crying, she made noises some-began to slide very slowly downward, wound up in a curled heapGasp. Crete, Dane, drowned. Gasp. Dead, dead.where in between, audible gasps. Dane drowned. Gasp. Dane dead.insistently.“Miss O’Neill? Are you there, Miss O’Neill?” asked the voice

“Miss O’Neill, answer me!”Dead. Drowned. My brother!

“Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes! Oh, God, I’m here!”

your instructions as to what to do with the body. Miss O’Neill, are“I understand you are his next of kin, therefore we must haveyou there?”

“Yes, yes!”
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“What do you want done with the body, Miss O’Neill?”

Body! He was a body, and they couldn’t even say his body, theyhad to say the body. Dane, my Dane. He is a body. “Next of kin?”“I’m not Dane’s next of kin. My mother is, I suppose.”she heard her voice asking, thin and faint, torn by those great gasps.not the next of kin, we’ve wasted valuable time.” The polite sym-There was a pause. “This is very difficult, Miss O’Neill. If you’rethere’s a revolution going on in Greece and the accident happenedpathy gave way to impatience. “You don’t seem to understandnication with Athens is virtually impossible and we have been in-in Crete, even more remote and hard to contact. Really! Commu-structed to forward the next of kin’s personal wishes and instructions regarding the body immediately. Is your mother there? MayI speak to her, please?”

“My mother’s not here. She’s in Australia.”“Australia? Lord, this gets worse and worse! Now we’ll have tosend a cable to Australia; more delays. If you are not the next ofkin, Miss O’Neill, why did your brother’s passport say you were?”

“I don’t know,” she said, and found she had laughed.“Give me your mother’s address in Australia; we’ll cable her atonce. We have

cables get back and forth, this will mean a twelve-hour delay, I to know what to do with the body! By the timehope you realize that. It’s going to be difficult enough without thismix-up.”“Phone her, then. Don’t waste time with cables.”

O’Neill,” said that stiff voice. “Now, will you please give me your“Our budget does not extend to international phone calls, Missmother’s name and address?”

New South Wales, Australia.” She spelled out the unfamiliar names“Mrs. Meggie O’Neill,” Justine recited, “Drogheda, Gillanbone,for him.

The receiver clicked, began the interminable burr of“Once again, Miss O’Neill, my deepest regrets.”
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the dial tone. Justine sat on the floor and let it slip into her lap.There was a mistake, it would all sort itself out. Dane drowned,

when he swam like a champion? No, it wasn’t true. But it is, Justine,you know it is, you didn’t go with him to protect him and he

drowned. You were his protector from the time he was a baby andyou should have been there. If you couldn’t save him, you should

have been there to drown with him. And the only reason you didn’t

get Rain to make love to you.go with him was because you wanted to be in London so you could

to work, not even her legs. She couldn’t get up, she would neverThinking was so hard. Everything was so hard. Nothing seemedget up again. There was no room in her mind for anyone but Dane,

and her thoughts went in ever-diminishing circles around Dane.Until she thought of her mother, the Drogheda people. Oh, God.

The news would come there, come to her, come to them. Mum

send the cable to the Gilly police, I suppose, and old Sergeant Erndidn’t even have the lovely last sight of his face in Rome. They’ll

tell my mother that her only son is dead. Not the right man for thewill climb into his car and drive out all the miles to Drogheda, to

heartfelt regrets, your son is dead. Perfunctory, courteous, emptyjob, and an almost-stranger. Mrs. O’Neill, my deepest, mostwords…. No! I can’t let them do that to her, not to her, 

she is my

mother, too! Not that way, not the way I had to hear it.

She pulled the other part of the phone off the table onto her lap,

put the receiver to her ear and dialed the operator.

“Switch? Trunks, please, international. Hello? I want to place

an urgent call to Australia, Gillanbone one-two-one-two. And please,

please hurry.”

Meggie answered the phone herself. It was late, Fee had gone tobed. These days she never felt like seeking
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frogs, doze over a book, remember.her own bed early, she preferred to sit listening to the crickets and“Hello?”

“London calling, Mrs. O’Neill,” said Hazel in Gilly.

quently, to see how everything was.“Hello, Justine,” Meggie said, not perturbed. Jussy called, infre“Yes, it’s Mum here,” said Meggie gently, sensing Justine’s dis-“Mum? Is that you, Mum?”

tress.

a sob. “Mum, Dane’s dead. Dane’s dead!”“Oh, Mum! Oh, Mum!” There was what sounded like a gasp, orand had no bottom. Meggie slid into it, felt its lips close over herA pit opened at her feet. Down and down and down it went,head, and understood that she would never come out again as longwhen she asked it. How could she have asked it, how could sheas she lived. What more could the gods do? She hadn’t knownto see him in this most beautiful moment of his life, share it withnot have known? Don’t tempt the gods, they love it. In not goingfree of it, and free of her. In not seeing the face which was dearerhim, she had finally thought to make the payment. Dane would befocating. Meggie stood there, and realized it was too late.to her than all other faces, she would repay. The pit closed in, sufin her voice. “Calm yourself and tell me. Are you sure?”“Justine, my dearest, be calm,” said Meggie strongly, not a falterSome dreadful man who only wanted to know what I wanted done“Australia House called me—they thought I was his next of kin.entitled to it anymore, as if it was anyone’s.” Meggie heard her sob.with the body. ‘The body,’ he kept calling Dane. As if he wasn’tDane’s dead!”“God! I suppose the poor man hated what he was doing. Oh, Mum,

“How, Justine? Where? In Rome? Why hasn’t Ralph called me?”
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“No, not in Rome. The Cardinal probably doesn’t know anythingabout it. In Crete. The man said he was drowned, a sea rescue. Hewas on holiday, Mum, he asked me to go with him and I didn’t, Iwanted to play Desdemona, I wanted to be with Rain. If I’d onlybeen with him! If I had, it mightn’t have happened. Oh, God, whatcan I do?”

“Stop it, Justine,” said Meggie sternly. “No thinking like that, doyou hear me? Dane would hate it, you know he would. Thingshappen, why we don’t know. The important thing now is thatyou’re all right, I haven’t lost both of you. You’re all I’ve got leftnow. Oh, Jussy, Jussy, it’s so far away! The world’s big, too big.Come home to Drogheda! I hate to think of you all alone.”

“No, I’ve got to work. Work is the only answer for me. If I don’twork, I’ll go mad. I don’t want people, I don’t want comfort. Oh,Mum!” She began to sob bitterly. “How are we going to live withouthim?”

How indeed? Was that living? God’s thou wert, unto God return.Dust to dust. Living’s for those of us who failed. Greedy God,gathering in the good ones, leaving the world to the rest of us, torot.

“It isn’t for any of us to say how long we’ll live,” said Meggie.“Jussy, thank you so much for telling me yourself, for phoning.”

“I couldn’t bear to think of a stranger breaking the news, Mum.Not like that, from a stranger. What will you do? What can youdo?”

With all her will Meggie tried to pour warmth and comfort acrossthe miles to her devastated girl in London. Her son was dead, herdaughter still lived. She must be made whole. If it was possible. Inall her life Justine seemed only to have loved Dane. No one else,even herself.

“Dear Justine, don’t cry. Try not to grieve. He wouldn’t havewanted that, now would he? Come home, and forget. We’ll bringDane home to Drogheda, too.
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At law he’s mine again, he doesn’t belong to the Church and theycan’t stop me. I’ll phone Australia House right away, and the em-bassy in Athens if I can get through. He must come home! I’d hateto think of him lying somewhere far from Drogheda. Here is wherehe belongs, he’ll have to come home. Come with him, Justine.”see. Come home? She could never come home again. If she hadBut Justine sat in a heap, shaking her head as if her mother couldlook at her mother’s face every day for the rest of her life? No, itgone with Dane he wouldn’t be dead. Come home, and have todidn’t bear thinking of.molten metal. Who on earth ever said people most moved don’t“No, Mum,” she said, the tears rolling down her skin, hot likeweep? They don’t know anything about it. “I shall stay here andwork. I’ll come home with Dane, but then I’m going back. I can’tlive on Drogheda.”

London, Meggie and the family on Drogheda, stretching the officialFor three days they waited in a purposeless vacuum, Justine insilence into tenuous hope. Oh, surely after so long it would turnout to be a mistake, surely if it was true they would have heard bynow! Dane would come in Justine’s front door smiling, and say ittakes must have been made. Dane would come in the door andwas all a silly mistake. Greece was in revolt, all sorts of silly mis-laugh the idea of his death to scorn, he’d stand there tall and strongand alive, and he’d laugh. Hope began to grow, and grew withevery minute they waited. Treacherous, horrible hope. He wasn’tdead, no! Not drowned, not Dane who was a good enough swim-mer to brave any kind of sea and live. So they waited, not acknow-ledging what had happened in the hope it would prove to be amistake. Time later to notify people, let Rome know.

On the fourth morning Justine got the message. Like
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an old woman she picked up the receiver once more, and asked forAustralia.

“Mum?”

“Justine?”

What are we going to do? All they can say is that Crete is a big“Oh, Mum, they’ve buried him already; we can’t bring him home!place, the name of the village isn’t known, by the time the cableof. He’s lying in an unmarked grave somewhere! I can’t get a visaarrived he’d already been spirited away somewhere and disposedto do, Mum?”for Greece, no one wants to help, it’s chaos. What are we going

“Meet me in Rome, Justine,” said Meggie.Everyone save Anne Mueller was there around the phone, stillin shock. The men seemed to have aged twenty years in three days,and Fee, shrunken birdlike, white and crabbed, drifted about thehouse saying over and over, “Why couldn’t it have been me? Whydid they have to take him? I’m so old, so old! I wouldn’t haveminded going, why did it have to be him? Why couldn’t it havebeen me? I’m so old!” Anne had collapsed, and Mrs. Smith, Minnieand Cat walked, slept tears.

was Drogheda, all that was left. A little cluster of old men and oldMeggie stared at them silently as she put the phone down. Thiswomen, sterile and broken.

“Dane’s lost,” she said. “No one can find him; he’s been buriedsomewhere on Crete. It’s so far away! How could he rest so farfrom Drogheda? I’m going to Rome, to Ralph de Bricassart. Ifanyone can help us, he can.”

Cardinal de Bricassart’s secretary entered his room.“Your Eminence, I’m sorry to disturb you, but a lady wishes tosee you. I explained that there is a congress, that you are very busyuntil you have time for her.”and cannot see anyone, but she says she will sit in the vestibule“Is she in trouble, Father?”
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“Great trouble, Your Eminence, that much is easy to see. Shesaid I was to tell you her name is Meggie O’Neill.” He gave it alilting foreign pronunciation, so that it came out sounding likeMeghee Onill.

Cardinal Ralph came to his feet, the color draining from his faceto leave it as white as his hair.

“Your Eminence! Are you ill?”

“No, Father, I’m perfectly all right, thank you. Cancel my appointments until I notify you otherwise, and bring Mrs. O’Neill to meat once. We are not to be disturbed unless it is the Holy Father.”

The priest bowed, departed. O’Neill. Of coursel It was youngDane’s name, he should have remembered. Save that in the Cardinal’s palace everyone just said Dane. Ah, he had made a grave mistake, keeping her waiting. If Dane was His Eminence’s dearly lovednephew then Mrs. O’Neill was his dearly loved sister.

When Meggie came into the room Cardinal Ralph hardly knewher. It was thirteen years since he had last seen her; she was fiftythree and he was seventy-one. Both of them aged now, instead ofonly him. Her face hadn’t changed so much as settled, and into amold unlike the one he had given her in his imagination. Substitutea trenchant incisiveness for sweetness, a touch of iron for softness;she resembled a vigorous, aging, willful martyr rather than theresigned, contemplative saint of his dreams. Her beauty was asstriking as ever, her eyes still that clear silvery grey, but both hadhardened, and the once vivid hair had faded to a drab beige, likeDane’s without the life. Most disconcerting of all, she wouldn’tlook at him for long enough to satisfy his eager and loving curiosity.

Unable to greet this Meggie naturally, he stiffly indicated a chair.“Please sit down.”

“Thank you,” she said, equally stilted.

It was only when she was seated and he could gaze down uponher whole person that he noticed how visibly swollen her feet andankles were.
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“Meggie! Have you flown all the way through from Australiawithout breaking your journey? What’s the matter?”

“Yes, I did fly straight through,” she said. “For the past twentynine hours I’ve been sitting in planes between Gilly and Rome,with nothing to do except stare out the window at the clouds, andthink.” Her voice was harsh, cold.

“What’s the matter?” he repeated impatiently, anxious and fearful.

She lifted her gaze from her feet and looked at him steadily.

There was something awful in her eyes; something so dark andchilling that the skin on the back of his neck crawled and automatically he put his hand up to stroke it.

“Dane is dead,” said Meggie.

His hand slipped, flopped like a rag doll’s into his scarlet lap ashe sank into a chair. “Dead?” he asked slowly. “Dane dead?”women from the sea.”“Yes. He was drowned six days ago in Crete, rescuing someheard him say indistinctly. He leaned forward, put his hands over his face. “Dead?” she“Danebe dead! Dane—he was the perfect priest—all that I couldn’t be. dead? My beautiful boy! He can’tWhat I lacked he had.” His voice broke. “He always had it—thatwas what we all recognized—all of us who aren’t perfect priests.Dead? Oh, dear Lord!”

“Don’t bother about your dear Lord, Ralph,” said the strangersitting opposite him. “You have more important things to do. Icame to ask for your help—not to witness your grief. I’ve had allthose hours in the air to go over the way I’d tell you this, all thosehours just staring out the window at the clouds knowing Dane isdead. After that, your grief has no power to move me.”
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Yet when he lifted his face from his hands her dead cold heartbounded, twisted, leaped. It was Dane’s face, with a sufferingwritten upon it that Dane would never live to feel. Oh, thank God!Thank God he’s dead, can never now go through what this manhas, what I have. Better he’s dead than to suffer something likethis.

“How can I help, Meggie?” he asked quietly, suppressing his ownemotions to don the soul-deep guise of her spiritual counselor.

“Greece is in chaos. They’ve buried Dane somewhere on Crete,and I can’t find out where, when, why. Except I suppose that myinstructions directing that he be flown home were endlessly delayedby the civil war, and Crete is hot like Australia. When no oneclaimed him, I suppose they thought he had no one, and buriedhim.” She leaned forward in her chair tensely. “I want my boy back,Ralph, I want him found and brought home to sleep where he be-longs, on Drogheda. I promised Jims I’d keep him on Droghedaand I will, if I have to crawl on my hands and knees through everygraveyard on Crete. No fancy Roman priest’s tomb for him, Ralph,not as long as I’m alive to put up a legal battle. He’s to comehome.”

“No one is going to deny you that, Meggie,” he said gently. “It’sconsecrated Catholic ground, which is all the Church asks. I toohave requested that I be buried on Drogheda.”

“I can’t get through all the red tape,” she went on, as if he hadn’tspoken. “I can’t speak Greek, and I have no power or influence. SoI came to you, to use yours. Get me back my son, Ralph!”

“Don’t worry, Meggie, we’ll get him back, though it may not bevery quickly. The Left are in charge now, and they’re very antiCatholic. However, I’m not without friends in Greece, so it will bedone. Let me start the wheels in motion immediately, and don’tworry. He is a priest of the Holy Catholic Church, we’ll get himback.”
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His hand had gone to the bell cord, but Meggie’s coldly fiercegaze stilled it.

“You don’t understand, Ralph. I don’t want wheels set in motion.I want my son back—not next week or next month, but now! Youspeak Greek, you can get visas for yourself and me, you’ll get res-ults. I want you to come to Greece with me now, and help me getmy son back.”

There was much in his eyes: tenderness, compassion, shock,grief. But they had become the priest’s eyes too, sane, logical,reasonable. “Meggie, I love your son as if he were my own, but Ican’t leave Rome at the moment. I’m not a free agent—you aboveall others should know that. No matter how much I may feel foryou, how much I may feel on my own account, I can’t leave Romein the midst of a vital congress. I am the Holy Father’s aide.”

She reared back, stunned and outraged, then shook her head,half-smiling as if at the antics of some inanimate object beyond herpower to influence; then she trembled, licked her lips, seemed tocome to a decision and sat up straight and stiff. “Do you really lovemy son as if he were your own, Ralph?” she asked. “What wouldyou do for a son of yours? Could you sit back then and say to hismother, No, I’m very sorry, I can’t possibly take the time off? 

Couldyou say that to the mother of your son?”full of pain, helpless.Dane’s eyes, yet not Dane’s eyes. Looking at her; bewildered,learned from yours was that no matter how hard it is, my first and“I have no son,” he said, “but among the many, many things Ionly allegiance is to Almighty God.”

“Dane was your son too,” said Meggie.He stared at her blankly. “What?”pregnant. Dane was yours, not Luke O’Neill’s.”“I said, Dane was your son too. When I left Matlock Island I was
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“It—isn’t—true!”

“I never intended you to know, even now,” she said. “Would Ilie to you?”

“To get Dane back? Yes,” he said faintly.

She got up, came to stand over him in the red brocade chair,took his thin, parchmentlike hand in hers, bent and kissed the ring,the breath of her voice misting its ruby to milky dullness. “By allthat you hold holy, Ralph, I swear that Dane was your son. Hewas not and could not have been Luke’s By his death I swear it.”

There was a wail, the sound of a soul passing between the portalsof Hell. Ralph de Bricassart fell forward out of the chair and wept,huddled on the crimson carpet in a scarlet pool like new blood, hisface hidden in his folded arms, his hands clutching at his hair.

“Yes, cry!” said Meggie. “Cry, now that you know! It’s right thatone of his parents be able to shed tears for him. Cry, Ralph! Fortwenty-six years I had your son and you didn’t even know it, youcouldn’t even see it. Couldn’t see that he was you all over again!When my mother took him from me at birth she knew, but younever did. Your hands, your feet, your face, your eyes, your body.Only the color of his hair was his own; all the rest was you. Doyou understand now? When I sent him here to you, I said it in myletter. ‘What I stole, I give back.’ Remember? Only we both stole,Ralph. We stole what you had vowed to God, and we’ve both hadto pay.”

She sat in her chair, implacable and unpitying, and watched thescarlet form in its agony on the floor. “I loved you, Ralph, but youwere never mine. What I had of you, I was driven to steal. Danewas my part, all I could get from you. I vowed you’d never know,I vowed you’d never have the chance to take him away from me.And then he gave himself to you, of his own free will. The imageof the perfect priest, he called you. What a laugh I had over thatone! But not for anything
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cept for this. would I have given you a weapon like knowing he was yours. Ex-you. Though I don’t suppose it matters now. He doesn’t belongExcept for this! For nothing less would I have told

to either of us anymore. He belongs to God.”



Meggie and Justine brought Dane home to Drogheda, the livingCardinal de Bricassart chartered a private plane in Athens; he,of this earth any-more.sitting silently, the dead lying silently on a bier, requiring nothingbone, my son. Yes, Meggie, I believe you. Once I had my breathI have to say this Mass, this Requiem for my son. Bone of myback I would even have believed you without that terrible oath youheart I, too, must have known. Your laugh behind the roses fromswore. Vittorio knew the minute he set eyes on the boy, and in myinnocence. Fee knew. Anne Mueller knew. But not we men. Wethe boy—but my eyes looking up at me, as they used to be in myweren’t fit to be told. For so you women think, and hug yourmysteries, getting your backs on us for the slight God did you innot creating you in His Image. Vittorio knew, but it was the womanin him stilled his tongue. A masterly revenge.in the blessing, begin to chant the Latin for the soul of the departed.Say it, Ralph de Bricassart, open your mouth, move your handsWho was your son. Whom you loved more than you loved hismother. Yes, more! For he was yourself all over again, in a moreperfect mold.

“In Nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti… ”

The chapel was packed; they were all there who could be there.The Kings, the O’Rourkes, the Davieses, the Pughs, the MacQueens,the Gordons, the Carmichaels, the Hopetons. And the Clearys, theDrogheda people. Hope blighted, light gone. At the front in a greatlead-lined casket, Father Dane O’Neill, covered
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Drogheda? It was October, high spring. Or course they were out.in roses. Why were the roses always out when he came back toThe time was right.

“Sanctus…sanctus…sanctus…”beautiful son. It is better so. I wouldn’t have wanted you to comeBe warned that the Holy of Holies is upon you. My Dane, myto this, what I already am. Why I say this for you, I don’t know.by instinct. It isn’t you who is unhappy, it’s those of us here, leftYou don’t need it, you never needed it. What I grope for, you knewbehind. Pity us, and when our times come, help us.

“Ite, Missa est…Requiescat in pace….”

Out across the lawn, down past the ghost gums, the roses, thepepper trees, to the cemetery. Sleep on, Dane, because only thegood die young. Why do we mourn? You’re lucky, to have escapedthis weary life so soon. Perhaps that’s what Hell is, a long term inearth-bound bondage. Perhaps we suffer our hells in living….

The day passed, the mourners departed, the Drogheda peoplecrept about the house and avoided each other; Cardinal Ralphlooked early at Meggie, and could not bear to look again. Justineleft with Jean and Boy King to catch the afternoon plane for Sydney,the night plane for London. He never remembered hearing herhusky bewitching voice, or seeing those odd pale eyes. From thetime when she had met him and Meggie in Athens to the time whenshe went with Jean and Boy King she had been like a ghost, hercamouflage pulled closely around her. Why hadn’t she calledRainer Hartheim, asked him to be with her? Surely she knew howmuch he loved her, how much he would want to be with her now?But the thought never stayed long enough in Cardinal Ralph’s tiredmind to call Rainer himself, though he had wondered about it offand on since before leaving Rome. They were strange, the Droghedapeople. They didn’t like company in grief; they preferred to bealone with their pain.
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Only Fee and Meggie sat with Cardinal Ralph in the drawingroom after a dinner left uneaten. No one said a word; the ormoluclock on the marble mantel ticked thunderously, and Mary Carson’spainted eyes stared a mute challenge across the room to Fee’sgrandmother. Fee and Meggie sat together on a cream sofa,shoulders lightly touching; Cardinal Ralph never remembered theirbeing so close in the old days. But they said nothing, did not lookat each other or at him.

He tried to see what it was he had done wrong. Too much wrong,that was the trouble. Pride, ambition, a certain unscrupulousness.And love for Meggie flowering among them. But the crowning gloryof that love he had never known. What difference would it havemade to know his son was his son? Was it possible to love the boymore than he had? Would he have pursued a different path if hehad known about his son? Yes! cried his heart. No, sneered hisbrain.

He turned on himself bitterly. Fool! You ought to have knownMeggie was incapable of going back to Luke. You ought to haveknown at once whose child Dane was. She was so proud of him!All she could get from you, that was what she said to you in Rome.Well, Meggie…. In him you got the best of it. Dear God, Ralph,how could you not have known he was yours? You ought to haverealized it when he came to you a man grown, if not before. Shewas waiting for you to see it, dying for you to see it; if only youhad, she would have gone on her knees to you. But you were blind.You didn’t want to see. Ralph Raoul, Cardinal de Bricassart, thatwas what you wanted; more than her, more than your son. Morethan your son!the clock was ticking in time with his heart. And then it wasn’t inThe room had become filled with tiny cries, rustles, whispers;swimming to their feet, drifting with frightened faces in a waterytime anymore. He had got out of step with it. Meggie and Fee wereinsubstancial
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mist, saying things to him he couldn’t seem to hear.“Aaaaaaah!” he cried, understanding.

He was hardly conscious of the pain, intent only on Meggie’sarms around him, the way his head sank against her. But he managed to turn until he could see her eyes, and looked at her. He triedto say, Forgive me, and saw she had forgiven him long ago. Sheknew she had got the best of it. Then he wanted to say somethingso perfect she would be eternally consoled, and realized that wasn’tnecessary, either. Whatever she was, she could bear anything.Anything! So he closed his eyes and let himself feel, that last time,forgetfulness in Meggie.




SEVEN



1965–1969 JUSTINE
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19



Sitting at his Bonn desk with an early-morning cup of coffee,Rainer learned of Cardinal de Bricassart’s death from his newspaper.The political storm of the past few weeks was diminishing at last,so he had settled to enjoy his reading with the prospect of soonseeing Justine to color his mood, and unperturbed by her recentsilence. That he deemed typical; she was far from ready yet to admitthe extent of her commitment to him.

But the news of the Cardinal’s death drove all thought of Justineaway. Ten minutes later he was behind the wheel of a Mercedes280 SL, heading for the autobahn. The poor old man Vittoriowould be so alone, and his burden was heavy at the best of times.Quicker to drive; by the time he fiddled around waiting for a flight,got to and from airports, he could be at the Vatican. And it wassomething positive to do, something he could control himself, al-ways an important consideration to a man like him.

From Cardinal Vittorio he learned the whole story, too shockedat first to wonder why Justine hadn’t thought to contact him.

“He came to me and asked me, did I know Dane was his son?”the gentle voice said, while the gentle hands smoothed the blue-grey back of Natasha.
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“And you said?”

“I said I had guessed. I could not tell him more. But oh, his face!His face! I wept.”

“It killed him, of course. The last time I saw him I thought hewasn’t well, but he laughed at my suggestion that he see a doctor.”

“It is as God wills. I think Ralph de Bricassart was one of themost tormented men I have ever known. In death he will find thepeace he could not find here in this life.”

“The boy, Vittorio! A tragedy.”

“Do you think so? I like rather to think of it as beautiful. I cannotbelieve Dane found death anything but welcome, and it is notsurprising that Our Dear Lord could not wait a moment longer togather Dane unto Himself. I mourn, yes, not for the boy. For hismother, who must suffer so much! And for his sister, his uncles,his grandmother. No, I do not mourn for him. Father O’Neill livedin almost total purity of mind and spirit. What could death be forhim but the entrance into everlasting life? For the rest of us, thepassage is not so easy.”

From his hotel Rainer dispatched a cable to London which hecouldn’t allow to convey his anger, hurt or disappointment. Itmerely said: MUST RETURN BONN BUT WILL BE IN LONDONWEEKEND STOP WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL ME QUERY ALLMY LOVE RAIN

On his desk in the office at Bonn were an express delivery letterfrom Justine, and a registered packet which his secretary informedhim had come from Cardinal de Bricassart’s lawyers in Rome. Heopened this first, to learn that under the terms of Ralph de Bricassart’s will he was to add another company to his already formidablelist of directorships. Michar Limited. And Drogheda. Exasperatedyet curiously touched, he understood that this was the Cardinal’sway of telling him that in the final weighing he had not been foundwanting, that those prayers during the war years had
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borne fruit. Into Rainer’s hands he had delivered the future welfare

the wording of the Cardinal’s will was quite impersonal. It couldof Meggie O’Neill and her people. Or so Rainer interpreted it, fornot dare be otherwise.

pondence, immediate reply, and opened the letter from Justine. ItHe threw the packet into the basket for general non-secret corres-began badly, without any kind of salutation.



that we haven’t been in touch these last couple of weeks, be-Thank you for the cable. You’ve no idea how glad I amI could think when I thought of you was, thank God youcause I would have hated to have you around. At the time alldon’t want you anywhere near me. There is nothing prettydidn’t know. You may find this hard to understand, but Ialleviate it. Indeed, you might say this has proved to me howabout grief, Rain, nor any way your witnessing mine couldively, wouldn’t I? But I find myself turning away.little I love you. If I did truly love you I’d turn to you instinctand all, Rain. I have nothing to give you, and I want nothingTherefore I would much rather that we call it quits for goodthey’re around for twenty-six years. I couldn’t bear ever to gofrom you. This has taught me how much people mean ifMarriage or nothing. Well, I elect nothing.through this again, and you said it yourself, remember?I left Drogheda. Funny. Mum was quite cut up about his dy-My mother tells me the old Cardinal died a few hours afterwhy she and Dane and you liked him so much. I never could,ing. Not that she said anything, but I know her. Beats meprepared to change just because he’s dead.I thought he was too smarmy for words. An opinion I’m not
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And that’s it. All there is. I do mean what I say, Rain.

Nothing is what I elect to have from you. Look after yourself.

She had signed it with the usual bold, black “Justine,” and it waswritten with the new felt-tipped pen she had hailed so gleefullywhen he gave it to her, as an instrument thick and dark and positiveenough to satisfy her.

He didn’t fold the note and put it in his wallet, or burn it; he didwhat he did with all mail not requiring an answer—ran it throughthe electric shredder fixed to his wastebasket the minute he hadfinished reading it. Thinking to himself that Dane’s death had ef-fectively put an end to Justine’s emotional awakening, and bitterlyunhappy. It wasn’t fair. He had waited so long.

At the weekend he flew to London anyway but not to see her,though he did see her. On the stage, as the Moor’s beloved wife,Desdemona. Formidable. There was nothing he could do for herthe stage couldn’t, not for a while. That’s my good girl! Pour it allout on the stage.

Only she couldn’t pour it all out on the stage, for she was too youngto play Hecuba. The stage was simply the one place offering peaceand forgetfulness. She could only tell herself: Time heals allwounds—while not believing it. Asking herself why it should goon hurting so. When Dane was alive she hadn’t really thought verymuch about him except when she was with him, and after theywere grown up their time together had been limited, their vocationsalmost opposed. But his going had created a gap so huge she des-paired of ever filling it.

The shock of having to pull herself up in the midst of a spontan-eous reaction—I must remember to tell Dane about this, he’ll getsuch a kick out of it—that was what hurt the most. And because itkept on occurring
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so often, it prolonged the grief. Had the circumstances surroundinghis death been less horrifying she might have recovered morequickly, but the nightmare events of those few days remained vivid.She missed him unbearably; her mind would return again and againto the incredible fact of Dane dead, Dane who would never comeback.

Everyone save her seemed to think he was perfect, didn’t experienceThen there was the conviction that she hadn’t helped him enough.by doubts, had tormented himself with his own unworthiness, hadthe troubles other men did, but Justine knew he had been plaguedbody. Poor Dane, who never seemed to understand that peoplewondered what people could see in him beyond the face and thehim now.loved his goodness. Terrible to remember it was too late to helpwhat must it have done to Mum? The thought made her want toShe also grieved for her mother. If his dying could do this to her,of the Unks in Rome for his ordination, puffing out their proudrun screaming and crying from memory, consciousness. The picturethe empty desolation of her mother and the other Drogheda people.chests like pouter pigeons. That was the worst of all, visualizingsomething far more disturbing? She couldn’t push the thought ofBe honest, Justine. Was this honestly the worst? Wasn’t thereRain away, or what she felt as her betrayal of Dane. To gratify herwith him might have meant life for him. There was no other wayown desires she had sent Dane to Greece alone, when to have goneToo late now to bring her brother back, but if in never seeing Rainto see it. Dane had died because of her selfish absorption in Rain.would be well worth it.again she could somehow atone, the hunger and the lonelinessDesdemona, Ophelia, Portia, Cleopatra. From the very beginningSo the weeks went by, and then the months. A year, two years.she flattered herself she behaved


660 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



exquisite care in speaking, laughing, relating to people quite nor-outwardly as if nothing had happened to ruin her world; she tookyore, for people’s griefs tended to affect her as if they were her own.mally. If there was a change, it was in that she was kinder than ofbrash, detached, acerbic.But, all told, she was the same outward Justine—flippant, exuberant,time even going so far as to pay for her plane ticket. Each time anTwice she tried to go home to Drogheda on a visit, the secondenormously important last-minute reason why she couldn’t gocropped up, but she knew the real reason to be a combination ofguilt and cowardice. She just wasn’t able to nerve herself to confrontprobably in the midst of a noisy storm of grief she had so farher mother; to do so meant the whole sorry tale would come out,must continue to go about secure in their conviction that Justinemanaged to avoid. The Drogheda people, especially her mother,scathed. So, better to stay away from Drogheda. Much better.at any rate was all right, that Justine had survived it relatively un-



ache so much she might have saddled a horse and ridden, but todayMeggie caught herself on a sigh, suppressed it. If her bones didn’tarthritis didn’t make its presence felt so cruelly.the mere thought of it was painful. Some other time, when herdoor, heard voices murmuring, her mother’s tones, footsteps. NotShe heard a car, the thump of the brass ram’s head on the frontJustine, so what did it matter?

Could you come inside, please?”“Meggie,” said Fee from the veranda entrance, “we have a visitor.age, though he might have been younger than he appeared. VeryThe visitor was a distinguished-looking fellow in early middledifferent from any man she had ever seen, except that he possessedthe same sort of power and self-confidence Ralph used to have.Used to have. That most final of tenses, now truly final.
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“Meggie, this is Mr. Rainer Hartheim,” said Fee, standing besideher chair.

“Oh!” exclaimed Meggie involuntarily, very surprised at the lookof the Rain who had figured so largely in Justine’s letters from theold days. Then, remembering her manners, “Do sit down, Mr.Hartheim.”

He too was staring, startled. “You’re not a bit like Justine!” hesaid rather blankly.

“No, I’m not.” She sat down facing him.

“I’ll leave you alone with Mr. Hartheim, Meggie, as he says hewants to see you privately. When you’re ready for tea you mightring,” Fee commanded, and departed.

“You’re Justine’s German friend, of course,” said Meggie, at aloss.

He pulled out his cigarette case. “May I?”

“Please do.”

“Would you care for one, Mrs. O’Neill?”

“Thank you, no. I don’t smoke.” She smoothed her dress. “You’rea long way from home, Mr. Hartheim. Have you business in Australia?”

He smiled, wondering what she would say if she knew that hewas, in effect, the master of Drogheda. But he had no intention oftelling her, for he preferred all the Drogheda people to think theirwelfare lay in the completely impersonal hands of the gentlemanhe employed to act as his go-between.

“Please, Mrs. O’Neill, my name is Rainer,” he said, giving it thesame pronunciation Justine did, while thinking wryly that this woman wouldn’t use it spontaneously for some time to come; she wasnot one to relax with strangers. “No, I don’t have any officialbusiness in Australia, but I do have a good reason for coming. Iwanted to see you.”

“To see me?” she asked in surprise. As if to cover sudden confusion, she went immediately to a safer subject: “My brothers speakof you often. You were very kind to them while they were in Romefor Dane’s
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ordination.” She said Dane’s name without distress, as if she usedit frequently. “I hope you can stay a few days, and see them.”“I can, Mrs. O’Neill,” he answered easily.

he was a stranger, he had announced that he had come twelveFor Meggie the interview was proving unexpectedly awkward;thousand miles simply to see her, and apparently he was in nohurry to enlighten her as to why. She thought she would end inliking him, but she found him slightly intimidating. Perhaps hiskind of man had never come within her ken before, and this waswhy he threw her off-balance. A very novel conception of Justineentered her mind at that moment: her daughter could actually relateeasily to men like Rainer Moerling Hartheim! She thought of Justineas a fellow woman at last.

was thinking while she sat gazing at him politely; he was still sur-Though aging and white-haired she was still very beautiful, heprised that she looked not at all like Justine, as Dane had so stronglyresembled the Cardinal. How terribly lonely she must be! Yet hecouldn’t feel sorry for her in the way he did for Justine; clearly, shehad come to terms with herself.

“How is Justine?” she asked.

before Dane died.”He shrugged. “I’m afraid I don’t know. I haven’t seen her sinceDane’s funeral,” she said, and sighed. “I’d hoped she would comeShe didn’t display astonishment. “I haven’t seen her myself sincehome, but it begins to look as if she never will.”

she went on speaking, but in a different voice, more to herself thanHe made a soothing noise which she didn’t seem to hear, forto him.

need young blood, and Justine’s is the only young blood left.”“Drogheda is like a home for the aged these days,” she said. “We“You speak of her as if she is a chattel ofPity deserted him; he leaned forward quickly, eyes glittering.
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Drogheda,” he said, his voice now harsh. “I serve you notice, Mrs.O’Neill, she is not!”angrily. “After all, you said yourself that you haven’t seen her since“What right have you to judge what Justine is or isn’t?” she askedbefore Dane died, and that’s two years ago!”gently, realizing afresh what her life must be like. “You bear it very“Yes, you’re right. It’s all of two years ago.” He spoke morewell, Mrs. O’Neill.”his.“Do I?” she asked, tightly trying to smile, her eyes never leavingseen in her to have loved her so much. It wasn’t in Justine, but thenSuddenly he began to understand what the Cardinal must havehe himself was no Cardinal Ralph; he looked for different things.

“Yes, you bear it very well,” he repeated.know about Dane and Ralph?” she asked unsteadily.She caught the undertone at once, and flinched. “How do youbecause I knew the Cardinal long before I met Dane. In Rome“I guessed. Don’t worry, Mrs. O’Neill, nobody else did. I guessedJustine disillusioned me about that the first time I ever met her.”everyone thought the Cardinal was your brother, Dane’s uncle, but

He reached out to take her hand, beating frantically against her“Justine? Not Justine!” Meggie cried.knee. “No, no, no, Mrs. O’Neill! Justine has absolutely no idea ofit, and I pray she never will! Her slip was quite unintentional, be-lieve me.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, I swear it.”

“Then in God’s Name why doesn’t she come home? Why won’tshe come to see me? Why can’t she bring herself to look at myface?”

Not only her words but the agony in her voice told him whathad tormented Justine’s mother about her absence these last twoyears. His own mission’s importance
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dwindled; now he had a new one, to allay Meggie’s fears.“For that 

I am to blame,” he said firmly.

“You?” asked Meggie, bewildered.

vinced that had she, he’d still be alive.”“Justine had planned to go to Greece with Dane, and she’s con“Nonsense!” said Meggie.“Quite. But though we know it’s nonsense, Justine doesn’t. It’sup to you to make her see it.”

“Up to me? You don’t understand, Mr. Hartheim. Justine hasnever listened to me in all her life, and at this stage any influenceI might once have had is completely gone. She doesn’t even wantto see my face.”

Her tone was defeated but not abject. “I fell into the same trapmy mother did,” she went on matter-of-factly. “Drogheda is mylife…the house, the books…. Here I’m needed, there’s still somepurpose in living. Here are people who rely on me. My childrennever did, you know. Never did.”

“That’s not true, Mrs. O’Neill. If it was, Justine could come hometo you without a qualm. You underestimate the quality of the loveshe bears you. When I say I am to blame for what Justine is goingthrough, I mean that she remained in London because of me, tobe with me. But it is for you she suffers, not for me.”

Meggie stiffened. “She has no right to suffer for me! Let her sufferfor herself if she must, but not for me. Never for me!”

the Cardinal?”“Then you believe me when I say she has no idea of Dane andthings at stake, and she was losing sight of them. “Yes,” she said,Her manner changed, as if he had reminded her there were other“I believe you.”

ask for it,” he announced. “You must convince her she needs to“I came to see you because Justine needs your help and cannottake up the threads of her life again—not a Drogheda life, but herown life, which has nothing to do with Drogheda.”
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He leaned back in his chair, crossed his legs and lit another cigar-ette. “Justine has donned some kind of hair shirt, but for all thewrong reasons. If anyone can make her see it, you can. Yet I warnyou that if you choose to do so she will never come home, whereasif she goes on the way she is, she may well end up returning herepermanently.

“The stage isn’t enough for someone like Justine,” he went on,“and the day is coming when she’s going to realize that. Then she’sgoing to opt for people—either her family and Drogheda, or me.”He smiled at her with deep understanding. “But people are notenough for Justine either, Mrs. O’Neill. If Justine chooses me, shecan have the stage as well, and that bonus Drogheda cannot offerher.” Now he was gazing at her sternly, as if at an adversary. “Icame to ask you to make sure she chooses me. It may seem cruelto say this, but I need her more than you possibly could.”

The starch was back in Meggie. “Drogheda isn’t such a badchoice,” she countered. “You speak as if it would be the end of herlife, but it doesn’t mean that at all, you know. She could have thestage. This is a true community. Even if she married Boy King, ashis grandfather and I have hoped for years, her children would beas well cared for in her absences as they would be were she marriedto you. This is her home! She knows and understands this kind oflife. If she chose it, she’d certainly be very well aware what wasinvolved. Can you say the same for the sort of life you’d offer her?”

“No,” he said stolidly. “But Justine thrives on surprises. OnDrogheda she’d stagnate.”

“What you mean is, she’d be unhappy here.”

“No, not exactly. I have no doubt that if she elected to returnhere, married this Boy King—who is“The heir to a neighboring property, Bugela, and an old child- this Boy King, by the way?”father wants the marriage for dynastichood friend who would like to be more than a friend. His grand-
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reasons; I want it because I think it’s what Justine needs.”

learn to be happy. But happiness is a relative state. I don’t think“I see. Well, if she returned here and married Boy King, she’dshe would ever know the kind of satisfaction she would find withme. Because, Mrs. O’Neill, Justine loves me, not Boy King.”pulling the bell rope for tea. “Besides, Mr. Hartheim, as I said“Then she’s got a very strange way of showing it,” said Meggie,earlier, I think you overestimate my influence with her. Justine hasnever taken a scrap of notice of anything I say, let alone want.”

if you want to. I can ask no more than that you think about what“You’re nobody’s fool,” he answered. “You know you can do itI’ve said. Take your time, there’s no hurry. I’m a patient man.”

Meggie smiled. “Then you’re a rarity,” she said.

of his stay he behaved like any other guest, though Meggie had aHe didn’t broach the subject again, nor did she. During the weekfeeling he was trying to show her what kind of man he was. Howmuch her brothers liked him was clear; from the moment wordreached the paddocks of his arrival, they all came in and stayed inuntil he left for Germany.

she could no longer keep the books, but she was far from senile.Fee liked him, too; her eyes had deteriorated to the point whereMrs. Smith had died in her sleep the previous winter, not beforeher due time, and rather than inflict a new housekeeper on Minnieand Cat, both old but still hale, Fee had passed the books completely to Meggie and more or less filled Mrs. Smith’s place herself.It was Fee who first realized Rainer was a direct link with that partof Dane’s life no one on Drogheda had ever had opportunity toshare, so she asked him to speak of it. He obliged gladly, havingquickly noticed that none of the Drogheda people were at all reluct-ant to talk of Dane, and derived great pleasure from listening tonew tales about him.


THE THORN BIRDS / 667



Behind her mask of politeness Meggie couldn’t get away fromwhat Rain had told her, couldn’t stop dwelling on the choice hehad offered her. She had long since given up hope of Justine’s re-turn, only to have him almost guarantee it, admit too that Justinewould be happy if she did return. Also, for one other thing she hadto be intensely grateful to him: he had laid the ghost of her fearthat somehow Justine had discovered the link between Dane andRalph.

As for marriage to Rain, Meggie didn’t see what she could do topush Justine where apparently she had no desire to go. Or was itthat she didn’t want to see? She had ended in liking Rain verymuch, but his happiness couldn’t possibly matter as much to heras the welfare of her daughter, of the Drogheda people, and ofDrogheda itself. The crucial question was, how vital to Justine’sfuture happiness was Rain? In spite of his contention that Justineloved him, Meggie couldn’t remember her daughter ever sayinganything which might indicate that Rain held the same sort of im-portance for her as Ralph had done for Meggie.

“I presume you will see Justine sooner or later,” Meggie said toRain when she drove him to the airport. “When you do, I’d ratheryou didn’t mention this visit to Drogheda.”

“If you prefer,” he said. “I would only ask you to think aboutwhat I’ve said, and take your time.” But even as he made his request,he couldn’t help feeling that Meggie had reaped far more benefitfrom his visit than he had.

When the mid-April came that was two and a half years after Dane’sdeath, Justine experienced an overwhelming desire to see somethingthat wasn’t rows of houses, too many sullen people. Suddenly onthis beautiful day of soft spring air and chilly sun, urban Londonwas intolerable. So she took a District Line train to Kew Gardens,pleased that it was a Tuesday and she
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would have the place almost to herself. Nor was she working thatnight, so it didn’t matter if she exhausted herself tramping the byways.

Drogheda person, with its masses of formal flower beds, but KewShe knew the park well, of course. London was a joy to anywas in a class all its own. In the old days she used to haunt it fromApril to the end of October, for every month had a different floraldisplay to offer.

leas and flowering trees. There was one spot she thought could layMid-April was her favorite time, the period of daffodils and azaintimate scale, so she sat down on the damp ground, an audiencesome claim to being one of the world’s loveliest sights on a small,of daffodils; in mid-distance the nodding yellow horde of bellsof one, to drink it in. As far as the eye could see stretched a sheetwith white blooms they dipped downward in arching falls as perfectflowed around a great flowering almond, its branches so heavyand still as a Japanese painting. Peace. It was so hard to come by.the laden almond amid its rippling golden sea, something far lessAnd then, her head far back to memorize the absolute beauty ofbeautiful intruded. Rainer Moerling Hartheim, of all people,threading his careful way through clumps of daffodils, his bulkshielded from the chilly breeze by the inevitable German leathercoat, the sun glittering in his silvery hair.

and spreading it lining side up on the ground so they could sit on“You’ll get a cold in your kidneys,” he said, taking off his coatit.

“How did you find me here?” she asked, wriggling onto a brownsatin corner.

just walked until I found you.”“Mrs. Kelly told me you had gone to Kew. The rest was easy. Itra-la?”“I suppose you think I ought to be falling all over you in gladness,

“Same old Rain, answering a question with a question.“Are you?”
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crawl up a hollow log permanently.”No, I’m not glad to see you. I thought I’d managed to make youare you?”“It’s hard to keep a good man up a hollow log permanently. How

“Have you licked your wounds enough?”“I’m all right.”“No.”

that once you had dismissed me you’d never again humble your“Well, that’s to be expected, I suppose. But I began to realizepride to make the first move toward reconciliation. Whereas I,Herzchen, am wise enough to know that pride makes a very lonelybedfellow.”

for yourself, Rain, because I’m warning you, I am not taking you“Don’t go getting any ideas about kicking it out to make roomon in that capacity.”

“I don’t want you in that capacity anymore.”

relieved air and said, “Honestly?”The promptness of his answer irritated her, but she adopted aso long? You were a passing fancy in that way, but I still think of“If I did, do you think I could have borne to keep away from youyou as a dear friend, and miss you as a dear friend.”

“Oh, Rain, so do I!”

“That’s good. Am I admitted as a friend, then?”

“Of course.”

at her lazily. “How old are you, thirty? In those disgraceful clothesHe lay back on the coat and put his arms behind his head, smilingyour life for any other reason, Justine, you certainly do as youryou look more like a scrubby schoolgirl. If you don’t need me inpersonal arbiter of elegance.”

the woodwork I did take more interest in my appearance. If I’mShe laughed. “I admit when I thought you might pop up out ofthirty, though, you’re no spring chook yourself. You must be fortyat least. Doesn’t seem like such a huge difference anymore, doesit? You’ve lost weight. Are you all right, Rain?”
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“I was never fat, only big, so sitting at a desk all the time hasshrunk me, not made me expand.”

Sliding down and turning onto her stomach, she put her faceclose to his, smiling. “Oh, Rain, it’s so good to see you! No oneelse gives me a run for my money.”

“Poor Justine! And you have so much of it these days, don’tyou?”

“Money?” She nodded. “Odd, that the Cardinal should have leftall of his to me. Well, half to me and half to Dane, but of courseI was Dane’s sole legatee.” Her face twisted in spite of herself. Sheducked her head away and pretended to look at one daffodil in asea of them until she could control her voice enough to say, “Youknow, Rain, I’d give my eyeteeth to learn just what the Cardinalwas to my family. A friend, only that? More than that, in somemysterious way. But just what, I don’t know. I wish I did.”

“No, you don’t.” He got to his feet and extended his hand.“Come, Herzchen, I’ll buy you dinner anywhere you think therewill be eyes to see that the breach between the carrot-topped Australian actress and the certain member of the German cabinet ishealed. My reputation as a playboy has deteriorated since you threwme out.”

“You’ll have to watch it, my friend. They don’t call me a carrottopped Australiangorgeous, titian-haired  actress any more—these days I’m that lush,

British actress, thanks to my immortal interpretation of Cleopatra. Don’t tell me you didn’t know the criticsare calling me the most exotic Cleo in years?” She cocked her armsand hands into the pose of an Egyptian hieroglyph.His eyes twinkled. “Exotic?” he asked doubtfully.

“Yes, exotic,” she said firmly.

Cardinal Vittorio was dead, so Rain didn’t go to Rome very muchanymore. He came to London instead. At first Justine was so de-lighted she didn’t look
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and he failed by word or look to mention their previous relation-any further than the friendship he offered, but as the months passedthat she wanted a resumption of that other relationship, she toldship, her mild indignation became something more disturbing. Notthing, didn’t need or desire it anymore. Nor did she permit herherself constantly; she had finished completely with that sort ofmembered it only in traitorous dreams.mind to dwell on an image of Rain so successfully buried she re-Those first few months after Dane died had been dreadful, resisting the longing to go to Rain, feel him with her in body and spirit,knowing full well he would be if she let him. But she could not allow this with his face overshadowed by Dane’s. It was right todismiss him, right to battle to obliterate every last flicker of desirefor him. And as time went on and it seemed he was going to stayand her mind disciplined itself to forget.out of her life permanently, her body settled into unaroused torpor,to ask him whether he remembered that other relationship—howBut now Rain was back it was growing much harder. She itchedcould

ished with such things, but it would have been gratifying to learn he have forgotten it? Certainly for herself she had quite fin-he hadn’t; that is, provided of course such things for him spelledJustine, and only Justine.

wasting away of unrequited love, mental or physical, and he neverPipe dreams. Rain didn’t have the mien of a man who wasdisplayed the slightest wish to reopen that phase of their lives. Hewanted her for a friend, enjoyed her as a friend. Excellent! It waswhat she wanted, too. Only…could he have forgotten? No, it wasn’tpossible—but God damn him if he had!

The night Justine’s thought processes reached so far, her season’srole of Lady Macbeth had an interesting savagery quite alien to herusual interpretation. She didn’t sleep very well afterward, and thefollowing
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morning brought a letter from her mother which filled her withvague unease.

tion which affected them both, and what letters there were wereMum didn’t write often anymore, a symptom of the long separastilted, anemic. This was different, it contained a distant mutter ofold age, an underlying weariness which poked up a word or twoabove the surface inanities like an iceberg. Justine didn’t like it.Old. Mum, old!

some serious trouble? Was Nanna ill? One of the Unks? God for-What was happening on Drogheda? Was Mum trying to concealthem, and a lot could happen in three years, even if it wasn’t hap-bid, Mum herself? It was three years since she had seen any ofdull, she ought not to assume everyone else’s was, too.pening to Justine O’Neill. Because her own life was stagnant andThat night was Justine’s “off” night, with only one more performance of Macbeth to go. The daylight hours had dragged unbearably,and even the thought of dinner with Rain didn’t carry its usualanticipatory pleasure. Their friendship was useless, futile, static,she told herself as she scrambled into a dress exactly the orange hehated most. Conservative old fuddy-duddy! If Rain didn’t like herthe way she was, he could lump her. Then, fluffing up the lowbodice’s frills around her meager chest, she caught her own eyesin the mirror and laughed ruefully. Oh, what a tempest in a teacup!She was acting exactly like the kind of female she most despised.It was probably very simple. She was stale, she needed a rest. ThankGod for the end of Lady M! But what was the matter with Mum?Justine marveled at the ease with which he commuted betweenLately Rain was spending more and more time in London, andBonn and England. No doubt having a private plane helped, butit had to be exhausting.

“Why doblue. “Every gossip columnist in Europe you come to see me so often?” she asked out of the
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simply use me as an excuse to visit London.”thinks it’s great, but I confess I sometimes wonder if you don’tcalmly. “As a matter of fact, you’ve been dust in certain eyes quite“It’s true that I use you as a blind from time to time,” he admitteda lot. But it’s no hardship being with you, because I like being withquiet tonight, you.” His dark eyes dwelled on her face thoughtfully. “You’re veryHerzchen. Is anything worrying you?”

uneaten. “At least, only a silly little thing. Mum and I don’t write“No, not really.” She toyed with her dessert and pushed it asidethere’s nothing much to say—but today I had such a strange letterevery week anymore—it’s so long since we’ve seen each otherfrom her. Not typical at all.”

it, but instinct told him this was the commencement of her move,His heart sank; Meggie had indeed taken her time thinking abouther daughter back for Drogheda, perpetuate the dynasty.and that it was not in his favor. She was beginning her play to getlooking, he thought, more beautiful with maturity, in spite of thatHe reached across the table to take Justine’s hand; she wasdignity, which it badly needed, and character, which the personghastly dress. Tiny lines were beginning to give her ragamuffin facebehind had always owned in huge quantities. But how deep didher surface maturity go? That was the whole trouble with Justine;she didn’t even want to look.

“Herzchen, your mother is lonely,” he said, burning his boats. Ifthis was what Meggie wanted, how could he continue to thinkhimself right and her wrong? Justine was her daughter; she mustknow her far better than he.

“Yes, perhaps,” said Justine with a frown, “but I can’t help feelingthere’s something more at base of it. I mean, she must have beenlonely for years, so why this sudden whatever it is? I can’t put myfinger on it, Rain, and maybe that’s what worries me the most.”
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“She’s growing older, which I think you tend to forget. It’s verypossible things are beginning to prey upon her which she foundeasier to contend with in the past.” His eyes looked suddenly remote, as if the brain behind was concentrating very hard onsomething at variance with what he was saying. “Justine, three yearsago she lost her only son. Do you think that pain grows less astime passes? I think it must grow worse. He is gone, and she mustsurely feel by now that you are gone, too. After all, you haven’teven been home to visit her.”

She shut her eyes. “I will, Rain, I will! I promise I will, and soon!You’re right, of course, but then you always are. I never thoughtI’d come to miss Drogheda, but lately I seem to be developing quitean affection for it. As if I am a part of it after all.”

He looked suddenly at his watch, smiled ruefully. “I’m very muchafraid tonight is one of those occasions when I’ve used you,Herzchen. I hate to ask you to find your own way home, but in lessthan an hour I have to meet some very important gentlemen in atop-secret place, to which I must go in my own car, driven by thetriple-A-security-clearanced Fritz.”

“Cloak and dagger!” she said gaily, concealing her hurt. “Now Iknow why those sudden taxis! I am to be entrusted to a cabby, butnot the future of the Common Market, eh? Well, just to show youhow little I need a taxi or your security-clearanced Fritz, I’m goingto catch the tube home. It’s quite early.” His fingers lay rather limplyaround hers; she lifted his hand and held it against her cheek, thenkissed it. “Oh, Rain, I don’t know what I’d do without you!”pulled out her chair with his other hand. “I’m your friend,” he said.He put the hand in his pocket, got to his feet, came round and“That’s what friends are for, not to be done without.”

thoughtful mood, which turned rapidly into a depressed one. To-But once she parted from him, Justine went home in a verynight was the closest he had come to
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felt her mother was terribly lonely, growing old, and that she oughtany kind of personal discussion, and the gist of it had been that hehe had actually meant stay. Which rather indicated that whateverto go home. Visit, he had said; but she couldn’t help wondering ifno wish to resurrect it.he felt for her in the past was well and truly of the past, and he hadher as a nuisance, a part of his past he would like to see buried inIt had never occurred to her before to wonder if he might regarddecent obscurity on some place like Drogheda; but maybe he did.In which case, why had he re-entered her life nine months ago?Because he felt sorry for her? Because he felt he owed her someher mother, for Dane’s sake? He had been very fond of Dane, andkind of debt? Because he felt she needed some sort of push towardRome when she hadn’t been present? Maybe Dane had asked himwho knew what they had talked about during those long visits tointerval to make sure she wouldn’t show him the door, thento keep an eye on her, and he was doing just that. Waited a decentmarched back into her life to fulfill some promise made to Dane.Yes, that was very likely the answer. Certainly he was no longer inlove with her. Whatever attraction she had once possessed for himably. She had only herself to blame.must have died long since; after all, she had treated him abominin getting enough hold upon herself to tell herself not to be so stu-Upon the heels of which thought she wept miserably, succeededsleep, then lay defeated trying to read a script. After a few pagespid, twisted about and thumped her pillow in a fruitless quest aftershe would to use her old trick of bulldozing despair into some backthe words began traitorously to blur and swim together, and try asslovenly light of a late London dawn seeped through the windowscorner of her mind, it ended in overwhelming her. Finally as theshe sat down at her desk, feeling the cold, hearing the distant
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growl of traffic, smelling the damp, tasting the sourness. Suddenlythe idea of Drogheda seemed wonderful. Sweet pure air, a naturally

broken silence. Peace.

to her mother, her tears drying as she wrote.She picked up one of her black felt-tipped pens and began a letter

Dane died [she said], but no matter what you think aboutI just hope you understand why I haven’t been home sincemy omission permanently.that, I know you’ll be pleased to hear that I’m going to rectifywere right—the time has come when I long for Drogheda.Yes, that’s right. I’m coming home for good, Mum. Youthing to me at all. What’s in it for me, trailing around a stageI’ve had my flutter, and I’ve discovered it doesn’t mean any-aside from the stage? I want something safe, permanent, en-for the rest of my life? And what else is there here for methings. No more empty dreams. Who knows? Maybe I’llduring, so I’m coming home to Drogheda, which is all thoseworthwhile with my life, like having a tribe of little Northwestmarry Boy King if he still wants me, finally do somethingsaying, and I wish I had the power to write what I’m feeling.plainsmen. I’m tired, Mum, so tired I don’t know what I’mover and I hadn’t decided what to do with the coming seasonWell, I’ll struggle with it another time. Lady Macbeth isof acting. London is teeming with actresses. Clyde can replaceyet, so I won’t inconvenience anyone by deciding to bow outsorry it’s taken me thirty-one years to realize that.me adequately in two seconds, but you can’t, can you? I’mbut he’s a most perceptive bloke. He’s never met you, yet heHad Rain not helped me it might have taken even longer,seems to understand you
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best. That’s certainly true of him. I’m fed up with him, alwaysbetter than I do. Still, they say the onlooker sees the gamethink he owes Dane some sort of debt or promise, and he’ssupervising my life from his Olympian heights. He seems toonly I’ve finally realized that forever making a nuisance of himself popping over to see me;I’mon Drogheda the debt or promise or whatever it was is can- the nuisance. If I’m safelyceled, isn’t it? He ought to be grateful for the plane trips I’llsave him, anyway.

you when to expect me. In the meantime, remember that inAs soon as I’ve got myself organized I’ll write again, tellmy strange way I do love you.



“Justine” which used to appear on the bottom of dutiful lettersShe signed her name without its usual flourish, more like thenun. Then she folded the sheets, put them in an airmail envelopewritten from boarding school under the eagle eye of a censoringand addressed it. On the way to the theater for the final performanceof Macbeth she posted it.

She went straight ahead with her plans to quit England. Clydewas upset to the extent of a screaming temper tantrum which lefther shaking, then overnight he turned completely about and gavein with huffy good grace. There was no difficulty at all in disposingof the lease to the mews flat for it was in a high-demand category;in fact, once the word leaked out people rang every five minutesuntil she took the phone off the hook. Mrs. Kelly, who had “done”for her since those far-off days when she had first come to London,plodded dolefully around amid a jungle of wood shavings andcrates, bemoaning her fate and surreptitiously putting the phoneback on its cradle in the hope someone would ring with the powerto persuade Justine to change her mind.
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In the midst of the turmoil, someone with that power did ring,only not to persuade her to change her mind; Rain didn’t evenknow she was going. He merely asked her to act as his hostess fora dinner party he was giving at his house on Park Lane.

“What do you mean, house on Park Lane?” Justine squeaked,astonished.

“Well, with growing British participation in the European Eco-nomic Community, I’m spending so much time in England that it’sbecome more practical for me to have some sort of local pied-à-terre, so I’ve leased a house on Park Lane,” he explained.you had it?”“Ye gods, Rain, you flaming secretive bastard! How long have“About a month.”and said nothing? God damn you!” She was so angry she couldn’t“And you let me go through that idiotic charade the other nightspeak properly.

I was flying over all the time that I couldn’t resist pretending a bit“I was going to tell you, but I got such a kick out of your thinkinglonger,” he said with a laugh in his voice.

“I could kill you!” she ground from between her teeth, blinkingaway tears.

“No, Herzchen, please! Don’t be angry! Come and be my hostess,then you can inspect the premises to your heart’s content.”What’s the matter, Rain, don’t you trust yourself alone with me?“Suitably chaperoned by five million other guests, of course!Or is it me you don’t trust?”tirade. “You’ll be my hostess, which is quite different. Will you do“You won’t be a guest,” he said, answering the first part of herit?”gruffly, “Yes.”She wiped the tears away with the back of her hand and saidRain’s house was truly beautiful and he himself in such a goodIt turned out to be more enjoyable than she had dared hope, formood Justine couldn’t help
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but become infected by it. She arrived properly though a little tooflamboyantly gowned for his taste, but after an involuntary grimaceat first sight of her shocking-pink slipper satin, he tucked her armthrough his and conducted her around the premises before theguests arrived. Then during the evening he behaved perfectly,treating her in front of the others with an offhand intimacy whichmade her feel both useful and wanted. His guests were so politicallyimportant her brain didn’t want to think about the sort of decisionsthey must have to make. Such ordinary people, too. That made it

worse.

“I wouldn’t have minded so much if even one of them had dishad gone, glad of the chance to be alone with him and wonderingplayed symptoms of the Chosen Few,” she said to him after theypoleon or Churchill. There’s a lot to be said for being convincedhow quickly he was going to send her home. “You know, like Nayourself as a man of destiny?”one is a man of destiny, if one is a statesman. Do you regardquizzing a German, Justine. No, I don’t, and it isn’t good forHe winced. “You might choose your questions better when you’repoliticians to deem themselves men of destiny. It might work forthemselves and their countries endless trouble.”a very few, though I doubt it, but the vast bulk of such men causein getting a certain line of conversation started; she could changeShe had no desire to argue the point. It had served its purposethe subject without looking too obvious. “The wives were a prettywere far less presentable than I was, even if you don’t approve ofmixed bunch, weren’t they?” she asked artlessly. “Most of themdisappeared into the matching wallpaper, but Mrs. Gumfoozlerhot pink. Mrs. Whatsit wasn’t too bad, and Mrs. Hoojar simplyher? Oh, men are such fools about choosing their wives!”was abominable. How does her husband manage to put up with

“Justine! When will you learn to remember names? It’s as wellyou turned me down, a fine politician’s wife
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remember who they were. Many men with abominable wives haveyou would have made. I heard you er-umming when you couldn’thaven’t succeeded at all. In the long run it doesn’t matter, becausesucceeded very well, and just as many with quite perfect wivesmen who marry for reasons purely politic.”it’s the caliber of the man which is put to the test. There are fewhim a mock salaam to hide her face, then sat down on the rug.That old ability to put her in her place could still shock; she made

Instead she defiantly curled her feet under her and leaned against“Oh, do get up, Justine!”

discovered on her arrival that after Cardinal Vittorio’s death Rainthe wall to one side of the fireplace, stroking Natasha. She hadrather crotchety.had taken his cat; he seemed very fond of it, though it was old andasked suddenly.“Did I tell you I was going home to Drogheda for good?” shefalter or tremble, but proceeded smoothly with their task. “YouHe was taking a cigarette out of his case; the big hands didn’tknow very well you didn’t tell me,” he said.

“Then I’m telling you now.”“When did you come to this decision?”

can’t come soon enough.”“Five days ago. I’m leaving at the end of this week, I hope. It“I see.”

“What else is there to say, except that I wish you happiness in“Is that all you’ve got to say about it?”

winced.whatever you do?” He spoke with such complete composure sheyour hair much longer?”“Why, thank you!” she said airily. “Aren’t you glad I won’t be in

She abandoned Natasha, picked up the poker and began rather“You’re not in my hair, Justine,” he answered.

hollow shells; they collapsedsavagely nudging the crumbling logs, which had burned away to
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inward in a brief flurry of sparks, and the heat of the fire abruptlydecreased. “It must be the demon of destructiveness in us, the impulse to poke the guts out of a fire. It only hastens the end. Butwhat a beautiful end, isn’t it, Rain?”

they were poked, for he merely asked, “By the end of the week, eh?Apparently he wasn’t interested in what happened to fires whenYou’re not wasting much time.”

“What’s the point in delaying?”“And your career?”

left to do?”“I’m sick of my career. Anyway, after Lady Macbeth what is therewith such sophomoric rot! Why not simply say you’re not sure the“Oh, grow up, Justine! I could shake you when you come outtheater has any challenge for you anymore, and that you’re homesick?”

want! I was being my usual flippant self. Sorry I offended!” She“All right, all right, all right! Have it any way you bloody welljumped to her feet. “Dammit, where are my shoes? What’shappened to my coat?”

Rain excused himself from accompanying her, saying he had thingsFritz appeared with both articles of clothing, and drove her home.to do, but as she left he was sitting by the freshly built up fire,Natasha on his lap, looking anything but busy.

“Well,” said Meggie to her mother, “I hope we’ve done the rightthing.”

with Justine is that she isn’t capable of making a decision like this,Fee peered at her, nodded. “Oh, yes, I’m sure of it. The troubleso we don’t have any choice. We must make it for her.”

“I’m not sure I like playing God. I think I know what she reallywants to do, but even if I could tax her with it face to face, she’dprevaricate.”

“The Cleary pride,” said Fee, smiling faintly. “It does crop up inthe most unexpected people.”
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“Go on, it’s not all Cleary pride! I’ve always fancied there wasa little dash of Armstrong in it as well.”

But Fee shook her head. “No. Whyever I did what I did, pridehardly entered into it. That’s the purpose of old age, Meggie. Togive us a breathing space before we die, in which to see why wedid what we did.”

“Provided senility doesn’t render us incapable first,” said Meggiedryly. “Not that there’s any danger of that in you. Nor in me, Isuppose.”

“Maybe senility’s a mercy shown to those who couldn’t face retrospection. Anyway, you’re not old enough yet to say you’veavoided senility. Give it another twenty years.”

“Another twenty years!” Meggie echoed, dismayed. “Oh, it soundsso long!”

“Well, you could have made those twenty years less lonely,couldn’t you?” Fee asked, knitting industriously.

“Yes, I could. But it wouldn’t have been worth it, Mum. Wouldit?” She tapped Justine’s letter with the knob of one ancient knittingneedle, the slightest trace of doubt in her tone. “I’ve dithered longenough. Sitting here ever since Rainer came, hoping I wouldn’tneed to do anything at all, hoping the decision wouldn’t rest withme. Yet he was right. In the end, it’s been for me to do.”

“Well, you might concede I did a bit too,” Fee protested, injured.“That is, once you surrendered enough of your pride to tell me allabout it.”

“Yes, you helped,” said Meggie gently.

The old clock ticked; both pairs of hands continued to flash aboutthe tortoise-shell stems of their needles.

“Tell me something, Mum,” said Meggie suddenly. “Why did youbreak over Dane when you didn’t over Daddy or Frank or Stu?”

“Break?” Fee’s hands paused, laid down the needles: she couldstill knit as well as in the days when she could see perfectly. “Howdo you mean, break?”

“As though it killed you.”
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“They all killed me, Meggie. But I was younger for the first three,so I had the energy to conceal it better. More reason, too. Just likeyou now. But Ralph knew how I felt when Daddy and Stu died.You were too young to have seen it.” She smiled. “I adored Ralph,you know. He was…someone special. Awfully like Dane.”

“Yes, he was. I never realized you’d seen that, Mum—I meantheir natures. Funny. You’re a Darkest Africa to me. There are somany things about you I don’t know.”

“I should hope so!” said Fee with a snort of laughter. Her handsremained quiet. “Getting back to the original subject—if you cando this now for Justine, Meggie, I’d say you’ve gained more fromyour troubles than I did from mine. I wasn’t willing to do as Ralphasked and look out for you. I wanted my memories…nothing butmy memories. Whereas you’ve no choice. Memories are all you’vegot.”

“Well, they’re a comfort, once the pain dies down. Don’t youthink so? I had twenty-six whole years of Dane, and I’ve learnedto tell myself that what happened must be for the best, that he musthave been spared some awful ordeal he might not have been strongenough to endure. Like Frank, perhaps, only not the same. Thereare worse things than dying, we both know that.”

“Aren’t you bitter at all?” asked Fee.

“Oh, at first I was, but for their sakes I’ve taught myself not tobe.”

Fee resumed her knitting. “So when we go, there will be no one,”she said softly. “Drogheda will be no more. Oh, they’ll give it aline in the history books, and some earnest young man will cometo Gilly to interview anyone he can find who remembers, for thebook he’s going to write about Drogheda. Last of the mighty NewSouth Wales stations. But none of his readers will
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have to have been a part of it.”ever know what it was really like, because they couldn’t. They’dto have been a part of it.”“Yes,” said Meggie, who hadn’t stopped knitting. “They’d have

Saying goodbye to Rain in a letter, devastated by grief and shock,had been easy; in fact enjoyable in a cruel way, for she had lashedback then—I’m in agony, so ought you to be. But this time Rainhadn’t put himself in a position where a Dear John letter was pos-sible. It had to be dinner at their favorite restaurant. He hadn’tsuggested his Park Lane house, which disappointed but didn’tsurprise her. No doubt he intended saying even his final goodbyesunder the benign gaze of Fritz. Certainly he wasn’t taking anychances.please him; the imp which usually prodded her into orange frillsFor once in her life she took care that her appearance shouldseemed to have retired cursing. Since Rain liked unadorned styles,she put on a floor-length silk jersey dress of dull burgundy red, highto the neck, long tight sleeves. She added a big flat collar of tortuousgold studded with garnets and pearls, and matching bracelets oneach wrist. What horrible, horrible hair. It was never disciplinedenough to suit him. More makeup than normal, to conceal theevidence of her depression. There. She would do if he didn’t looktoo closely.or possible illness, even made no reference to the exigencies ofHe didn’t seem to; at least he didn’t comment upon wearinessto experience a sensation that the world must be ending, so differentpacking. Which wasn’t a bit like him. And after a while she beganwas he from his usual self.they could refer to in letters with reminiscent pleasure and amuse-He wouldn’t help her make the dinner a success, the sort of affairment. If she could only have persuaded herself that he was simplyupset at her going, it might have been all right. But she couldn’t.His mood
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were sitting with a paper effigy, one-dimensional and anxious tojust wasn’t that sort. Rather, he was so distant she felt as if shegoodbye to her already, and this meeting was a superfluity.be off floating in the breeze, far from her ken. As if he had said“Have you had a letter from your mother yet?” he asked politely.words.”“No, but I don’t honestly expect one. She’s probably bereft of

“Would you like Fritz to take you to the airport tomorrow?”wouldn’t want you to be deprived of his services.”“Thanks, I can catch a cab,” she answered ungraciously. “Ime in the slightest.”“I have meetings all day, so I assure you it won’t inconvenience

“I said I’d take a cab!”

Whatever you want is all right with me.”He raised his eyebrows. “There’s no need to shout, Justine.

He wasn’t calling her Herzchen any more; of late she had noticedits frequency declining, and tonight he had not used the old endearment once. Oh, what a dismal, depressing dinner this was! Let itbe over soon! She found she was looking at his hands and tryingto remember what they felt like, but she couldn’t. Why wasn’t lifeneat and well organized, why did things like Dane have to happen?Perhaps because she thought of Dane, her mood suddenlyplummeted to a point where she couldn’t bear to sit still a momentlonger, and put her hands on the arms of her chair.

“Do you mind if we go?” she asked. “I’m developing a splittingheadache.”

At the junction of the High Road and Justine’s little mews Rainhelped her from the car, told Fritz to drive around the block, andput his hand beneath her elbow courteously to guide her, his touchquite impersonal. In the freezing damp of a London drizzle theywalked


686 / COLLEEN MCCULLOUGH



around them. Mournful, lonely footsteps.slowly across the cobbles, dripping echoes of their footsteps all

“Well, for the time being, at any rate,” she answered brightly,“So, Justine, we say goodbye,” he said.

and I hope you’ll find the time to come down to Drogheda.”“but it’s not forever, you know. I’ll be across from time to time,we have any further use for each other.”He shook his head. “No. This is goodbye, Justine. I don’t thinkmanaged a fairly creditable laugh. “It’s all right, Rain! Don’t spare“You mean you haven’t any further use for me,” she said, andme, I can take it!”

eyes and walked away.He took her hand, bent to kiss it, straightened, smiled into herto pick it up, dropped her bag and wrap where it had lain, herThere was a letter from her mother on the mat. Justine stoopedshoes nearby, and went into the living room. She sat down heavilyon a packing crate, chewing at her lip, her eyes resting for a momentin wondering, bewildered pity on a magnificent head-and-shouldersstudy of Dane taken to commemorate his ordination. Then shecaught her bare toes in the act of caressing the rolled-up kangaroofur rug, grimaced in distaste and got up quickly.A short walk to the kitchen, that was what she needed. So shereached for the cream jug, opened the freezer door and withdrewtook a short walk to the kitchen, where she opened the refrigerator,water for her coffee, she looked around wide-eyed, as it she hada can of filter coffee. With one hand on the cold-water tap to runat the smug philodendron in its basket hung from the ceiling, atnever seen the room before. Looked at the flaws in the wallpaper,spectacle of time being so frivolously frittered away. the black pussy-cat clock wagging its tail and rolling its eyes at thePACK HAIR-BRUSH, said the blackboard in large capitals. On the table lay aof cigarettes. She took onepencil sketch of Rain she had done some weeks ago. And a packet
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and lit it, put the kettle on the stove and remembered her mother’sletter, which was still screwed up in one hand. May as well read itwhile the water heated. She sat down at the kitchen table, flippedthe drawing of Rain onto the floor and planted her feet on top ofit. Up yours, too, Rainer Moerling Hartheim! See if I care, yougreat dogmatic leather-coated Kraut twit. Got no further use forme, eh? Well, nor have I for you!

My dear Justine [said Meggie]so I hope this reaches you in time. If anything I’ve said latelyNo doubt you’re proceeding with your usual impulsive speed,forgive me. I didn’t mean to provoke such a drastic reaction.in my letters has caused this sudden decision of yours, pleasealways forget that under that tough skin of yours, you’re prettyI suppose I was simply looking for a bit of sympathy, but Isoft.home could possibly rectify. If you stop to think for a moment,Yes, I’m lonely, terribly so. Yet it isn’t anything your comingby coming home? It isn’t within your power to restore to meyou’ll see how true that is. What do you hope to accomplishwhat I’ve lost, and you can’t make reparation either. Nor isit purely rest. You seem to have an idea, and it’s quite a mistaken idea,my loss. It’s your loss too, and Nanna’s, and all thethat in some way you were responsible. This present impulselooks to me suspiciously like an act of contrition. That’s prideand presumption, Justine. Dane was a grown man, not ahelpless baby. I let him go, didn’t I? If I had let myself feelthe way you do, I’d be sitting here blaming myself into amental asylum because I had permitted him to live his ownlife. But I’m not sitting here blaming myself. We’re none ofus God, though I think I’ve had more chance to learn thatthan you.

In coming home, you’re handing me your life like
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a sacrifice. I don’t want it. I never have wanted it. And I refusestill haven’t worked out where you do belong, I suggest youit now. You don’t belong on Drogheda, you never did. If yousit down right this minute and start some serious thinking.Sometimes you really are awfully dense. Rainer is a very niceman, but I’ve never yet met a man who could possibly be asaltruistic as you seem to think he is. For Dane’s sake indeed!Do grow up, Justine!

My dearest one, a light has gone out. For all of us, a lighthas gone out. And there’s absolutely nothing you can doabout it, don’t you understand? I’m not insulting you bytrying to pretend I’m perfectly happy. Such isn’t the humancondition. But if you think we here on Drogheda spend ourdays weeping and wailing, you’re quite wrong. We enjoy ourdays, and one of the main reasons why is that our lights foryou still burn. Dane’s light is gone forever. Please, dearJustine, try to accept that.

Come home to Drogheda by all means, we’d love to seeyou. But not for good. You’d never be happy settled herepermanently. It is not only a needless sacrifice for you tomake, but a useless one. In your sort of career, even a yearspent away from it would cost you dearly. So stay where youbelong, be a good citizen of your world.

The pain. It was like those first few days after Dane died. Thesame sort of futile, wasted, unavoidable pain. The same anguishedimpotence. No, of course there was nothing she could do. No wayof making up, no way.

Scream! The kettle was whistling already. Hush, kettle, hush!Hush for Mummy! How does it feel to be Mummy’s only child,kettle? Ask Justine, shethe only child. But knows. Yes, Justine knows all about being
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I’m not the child she wants, that poor fading old woman back onthe ranch. Oh, Mum! Oh, Mum…Do you think if I humanly could,I wouldn’t? New lamps for old, my life for his! It isn’t fair, thatDane was the one to die…. She’s right. My going back to Droghedacan’t alter the fact that hehe never can. A light has gone out, and I can’t rekindle it. But I see never can. Though he lies there forever,what she means. My light still burns in her. Only not on Drogheda.



Fritz answered the door, not clad in his smart navy chauffeur’suniform, clad in his smart butler’s morning suit instead. But as hesmiled, bowed stiffly and clicked his heels in good old-fashionedGerman manner, a thought occurred to Justine; did he do doubleduty in Bonn, too?you really his watchdog?” she asked, handing him her coat.“Are you simply Herr Hartheim’s humble servant, Fritz, or areO’Neill.”Fritz remained impassive. “Herr Hartheim is in his study, Misscurled sleeping on the hearth. When the door opened he lookedHe was sitting looking at the fire, leaning a little forward, Natashaup, but didn’t speak, didn’t seem glad to see her.lap. “Rain, I’m so sorry for all the years, and I can’t atone,” sheSo Justine crossed the room, knelt, and laid her forehead on hiswhispered.her on the floor.He didn’t rise to his feet, draw her up with him; he knelt beside

“A miracle,” he said.

She smiled at him. “You never did stop loving me, did you?”

“No, Herzchen, never.”

“I must have hurt you very much.”

“Not in the way you think. I knew you loved me, and I couldwait. I’ve always believed a patient man must win in the end.”
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“So you decided to let me work it out for myself. You weren’t abit worried when I announced I was going home to Drogheda,were you?”

“Oh, yes. Had it been another man I would not have been perturbed, but Drogheda? A formidable opponent. Yes, I worried.”

“You knew I was going before I told you, didn’t you?”

“Clyde let the cat out of the bag. He rang Bonn to ask me if therewas any way I could stop you, so I told him to play along with youfor a week or two at any rate, and I’d see what I could do. Not forhis sake, Herzchen. For my own. I’m no altruist.”

“That’s what Mum said. But this house! Did you have it a monthago?”

“No, nor is it mine. However, since we will need a London houseif you’re to continue with your career, I’d better see what I can doto acquire it. That is, provided you like it. I’ll even let you have theredecorating of it, if you promise faithfully not to deck it out inpink and orange.”

“I’ve never realized quite how devious you are. Why didn’t youjust say you still loved me? I wanted you to!”

“No. The evidence was there for you to see it for yourself, andyou had to see if for yourself.”

“I’m afraid I’m chronically blind. I didn’t really see for myself, Ihad to have some help. My mother finally forced me to open myeyes. I had a letter from her tonight, telling me not to come home.”

“She’s a marvelous person, your mother.”

“I know you’ve met her, Rain—when?”

“I went to see her about a year ago. Drogheda is magnificent,but it isn’t you, Herzchen. At the time I went to try to make yourdon’t think anything I said was very enlightening.”mother see that. You’ve no idea how glad I am she has, though IRain. I always have. Maybe I always will.”She put her fingers up to touch his mouth. “I doubted myself,
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“Oh, Herzchen, I hope not! For me there can never be anyoneelse. Only you. The whole world has known it for years. But wordsof love mean nothing. I could have screamed them at you a thousand times a day without affecting your doubts in the slightest. SoI haven’t spoken my love, Justine, I’ve lived it. How could youdoubt the feelings of your most faithful gallant?” He sighed. “Well,at least it hasn’t come from me. Perhaps you’ll continue to findyour mother’s word good enough.”

“Please don’t say it like that! Poor Rain, I think I’ve worn evenyour patience to a thread. Don’t be hurt that it came from Mum.It doesn’t matter! I’ve knelt in abasement at your feet!”

more cheerfully. “You’ll bounce back tomorrow.”“Thank God the abasement will only last for tonight,” he saidI like—no, The tension began to leave her; the worst of it was over. “Whatlove

good run for my money I never do quite catch up.”—about you the most is that you give me such a

His shoulders shook. “Then look at the future this way, Herzchen.Living in the same house with me might afford you the opportunityto see how it can be done.” He kissed her brows, her cheeks, hereyelids. “I would have you no other way than the way you are,Justine. Not a freckle of your face or a cell of your brain.”

She slid her arms around his neck, sank her fingers into thatsatisfying hair. “Oh, if you knew how I’ve longed to do this!” shesaid. “I’ve never been able to forget.”

The cable said: HAVE JUST BECOME MRS RAINER MOERLINGHARTHEIM STOP PRIVATE CEREMONY THE VATICAN STOPPAPAL BLESSINGS ALL OVER THE PLACE STOP THAT ISDEFINITELY BEING MARRIED EXCLAMATION WE WILL BEDOWN ON A DELAYED HONEYMOON AS SOON AS POSSIBLE BUT EUROPE IS GOING TO BE HOME STOP LOVE TOALL AND FROM RAIN TOO STOP JUSTINE
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through the window at the wealth of autumn roses in the garden.Meggie put the form down on the table and stared wide-eyedPerfume of roses, bees of roses. And the hibiscus, the bottlebrush,the ghost gums, the bougainvillaea up above the world so high,the pepper trees. How beautiful the garden was, how alive. To seeits small things grow big, change, and wither; and new little thingscome again in the same endless, unceasing cycle.

renew itself with unknown people. I did it all to myself, I have noTime for Drogheda to stop. Yes, more than time. Let the cycleone else to blame. And I cannot regret one single moment of it.

The bird with the thorn in its breast, it follow an immunatablesinging. At the very instant the thron enters there is no awarenesslaw; it is driven by it knows not what to impale itself, and dienot the life left to utter another note. But we, when we put thein it of the dying to come; it simply sings and sings until there isthorns in our breasts, we know. We understand. And still we doit. Still we do it.


E-BOOK EXTRA:

COLLEEN

MCCULLOUGH ON…

Becoming a writeris to say,] in my head. Once I knew how to write with a pencil,I was too young to know how to write when I started writing—[thatnothing could have stopped me. I don’t think I ever thought of itas a talent to write books; I just loved to write.

Writing professionally

First, you have to enjoy writing and, after that, at least in the caseof writing novels, I think most people write to supplement theirincomes. I certainly started writing professionally to earn someextra money. [In terms of advice on how to become a professionalwriter,] try to plan your writing career so that what you produceis something a publisher thinks people will want to read. [One wayto test that is to actually write the book:] I am one of those writerswho writes the book before negotiating with a publisher.

What she’s like when she’s writing

I’m about the same as I always am: obsessive, nitpicking, and obli-vious to the outside world.

Seeing one’s book become a film

It feels dreadful.

Where ideas come fromand I go with it, but I don’t usually get the same [sort of] idea again.That is not a question I can really answer. I get an idea for a bookNever show what you write to the people who are closest to you.A rule on works in progress

I do most of the editing—that is, the framing of how the book isEditinggoing to be and how to express it in prose. Once I have the bookin late draft an editor at the publishing house takes over and editsit again. [But the editor can’t change much:] The writer of a bookhas to approve every change an editor suggests. Sometimes an ed-itor has good suggestions to make; at other times the writer may
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not agree with the editor’s comments. In the case of the latter, thenthe writer wins.

The book she enjoyed writing the most and why

A Creed for the Third Millennium. I’m very concerned about thein the U.S. because I lived there for fifteen years and I view it veryworld population explosion. (I set A Creed for the Third Millenniumwell. It also suited the theme of the book to situate it in the U.S.)An Indecent Obsession

I wrote An Indecent Obsession because I was interested in exploringa situation wherein one woman was in control of a group of men.Not being overwhelmed by the success of The Thorn Birds

I didn’t have to “get back to writing": I never stopped writing. Theonly thing that I did vow was that I would never write Son of ThornBirds—and I never have.

Research

that I am writing fiction, there is still plenty of room for a writerI love doing the research and I like my facts to be correct. Providedto use her imagination.

War

I am an old war buff. There is very little that I don’t know aboutthe mechanics of war, whether it is war in the time of Julius Caesaror war in the twentieth century.

Identifying with characters

When writing fiction I think the writer always feels close to themain characters. For myself I always love my villains as well.Who her favorite character is in The Thorn Birds

Why she lives where she livesFather Ralph.

ago from the United States because the very few remaining membersI moved to Norfolk Island [off Australia’s east coast] twenty yearsI also was living on my own and wanted to continue living on myof my family were growing old and I wanted to be closer to them.live and that’s how I wound up on Norfolk Island.own, so I was looking for somewhere safe for a famous woman toAdapted from “A Current Affair: Live Chat with Colleen McCullough,”lough’s biography of Roden Cutler, V.C., and posted, at the time ofNovember 5, 1998, on the occasion of the publication of Ms. McCul-this e-book publication (June 2003), at http://aca.ninemsn.com.au/stories/114.asp.
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