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PREFACE
This is the first publication of Jennifer Maiden’s Play With
Knives: Two: Complicity. She wrote it in 1990-1991, after Play
With Knives’ original editor, Kathleen Fallon, requested a
sequel. Initially, Maiden planned it as a ‘dramatised essay’ perhaps in the sense Tolstoy had regarded War and Peace as
one (he saw Anna Karenina as his first novel). Like War and
Peace, PWK: Two: Complicity is, in the first instance, a love
story.
Its explicit love scenes are unusual because they are entirely
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relational and not fetishistic, in contrast to contemporary
conservative erotic novels, such as Fifty Shades. In all senses,
not just sexual, PWK: Two: Complicity may be the most
anti-fetishistic novel ever written.
Radical humanisation through subjectification is central to the
plot. For example, the female hero, Clare, is especially
objectified after killing her step siblings as a child, and their
deaths have objectified them for her. Processes throughout the
novel work to solve this.
As in Maiden’s later poems, Play With Knives: Two:
Complicity also uses thriller and adventure plot elements to
analyse politics and illustrate physical and metaphysical growth
of character. The first American Gulf War is literally happening
in the background (Maiden wrote her long Gulf War Sequence
of poems, now available from Bloodaxe, in the same years).
Some of the political aspects seem prophetic in a
contemporary context. At one stage, for example, a mercenary
states that the war ‘will turn the world into tribes again’,
George is hit by a ricocheted police bullet in Sydney, there is a
‘False Flag’ gunman on the loose, and powerful pharmaceutical
companies have sinister connections.
The Quemar Press edition is revised and corrected by Jennifer
Maiden, while retaining the original plot and political
references. Quemar also agrees with the author’s decision to
retain most of what she refers to as ‘self-modifying
grammatical clusters’, in which several linguistic features usually adjectives or nouns - support, contradict and qualify
each other. As with Play With Knives, Quemar Press requested
that she draw the illustration for the cover.
Maiden’s manuscript has a controversial history. Whilst it
was praised by many of Australia’s finest critics, it was rejected
by all approached publishers and attacked by some other
literary figures.
Overton believed there is a window of political acceptability,
which shifts to the right or left depending on social forces.
Maiden’s prize-winning Giramondo poetry has not been a
retreat to replace her novels. On the contrary, Quemar Press
believes the success of her poetry has moved the Overton
Window to the left and given Play With Knives: Two:
Complicity the possibility of a new contemporary audience.
Katharine Margot Toohey
QUEMAR PRESS
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1
AND THE WORLD STOPS

The room was hot, the fans droned with a sad, soothing,
fearful monotony, and the accused boy's face had grown stiller
and more frightened day by day.
The trial had been off and on for weeks, but I had received
Clare's letter only yesterday. I had brought my foolscap pad,
not the spiral one, so that I could hide Clare's letter in it and jot
down some replies to her.
The Thai courtroom was an ornate and cavernous place, where
the trial was being enacted in British fancy dress. It was a
heroin case. The accused was a young Australian man and there
was a very theoretical possibility of the death sentence and a
very practical possibility of a flogging. Both of these
possibilities were enough reason for me to be sitting where I
was, in the back of the court with my notebook, since any form
of capital or corporal punishment was repugnant to my
organisation - and to me.
He wouldn't be sentenced to hang, but it would still help
him to have a bulky, well-dressed man (since leaving my work
at Probation, I'd learned all about dark grey suits, red
accessories and strategic Power Dressing) frowning at the back
of the court, with paper and pen.
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Clare wrote long letters - this one was thirty pages - in a big,
childlike, very legible, very impetuous hand on shoddy, small
sheets from Woolworth's writing pads. Perhaps because of her
guilt, she had a genius for empathy, and this was somehow
trussed-up and offered-up to me in her careful, incisive little
phrases. I seldom read her letters in sequence. There seemed to
be no need to do so.
I was annoyed because this one began ‘Hi’, with no
endearment. Her first letter to me, which I'd been astonished to
find in my tin letterbox labelled Junk Mail ten years ago (she'd
known I was less punctual at reading the ordinary letters), had
begun ‘My dear George’ and the grave, cautious tenderness of
that mode of address still haunted me. I jotted ‘My name isn't
“Hi”’ down sternly at the beginning of my reply, with no other
affectionate address of her, either.
I read from my lap: ‘Once you quoted to me George Orwell's
line that prose should be like a pane of glass and I thought: but
why not just open the window? And now here I am again
behind bars as I write to you, even if they are for the insurance.
The house is beautiful, though. I have to steel myself not to be
surprised all the time when something is beautiful. To live, I
have to forget about what I've done: to go about my business
sanely and think rationally that: no, I never really killed my
sisters and brother. But it did happen and every now and then I
remember that and the world stops. And I need the thought of
you because I despise anyone who would discount what I've
done, or who would gratuitously forgive me.’
I wasn't likely to do that, of course: I was descended from the
Hanging Judge, and he was still in my blood.
I wondered how her living with Godfrey Reilly fitted in with
what she'd written.
He was the sort of emotive young journalist who might have
some obnoxious idea of reforming her or forgiving her. But she
didn't mention him in that part of the letter. I knew that she still
hadn't confided in Godfrey that it had been she who had killed
Clem that night, even if Clem had willed her to do it, and
handed her the knife. Or that I had been watching, handled the
knife and then told the Police Sergeant, Harry Terrence, who
was an old friend of mine, a story about self-defence with
which Harry had no problems.
In this courtroom now, the Australian youth was in the dock
and telling some inadvisable, but perhaps accurate, yarn about
the heroin having been planted in his toilet bag by a mysterious
Chinese seductress. I still tried to look strategically judicious
and not sceptical, as I shuffled through Clare's letter discreetly,
to find the bit about Godfrey. She had written: ‘Reilly says my
guilt is a form of power - not that I usually discuss my guilt
with him - and that I use it and that my emotions are less of a
problem for me, much more integrated, than I pretend they are
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(what do you think?). I'd like to think he knew me - I mean that
he knew my nature - because I love him.’
For some reason, I remembered that, whenever she was with
Godfrey, her deep infant-blue eyes always looked smaller, and
I wondered if this was a sign of relaxation or diminution.
‘Because I love him’ was an odd thing for a woman to write to
a man who had also been her lover, but I knew that the George
Jeffreys in whom Clare was confiding in her letters was in most
ways not the George Jeffreys whose bed she had shared. At
moments, however, some phrase in one of her letters would
make me realise that perhaps I still was that lover, and it
worried me that she was with someone who, in fact, might
never know her - or want to know her - as much as I had done.
I placed her reference to Godfrey firmly at the bottom of my
pile of letter and continued to read: ‘You'll be pleased to know
I haven't bitten my mouth for a few weeks.’
Clare had never scabbed herself much in prison, although
young female prisoners do tend to jab small wounds on
themselves compulsively. The nature of Clare’s childhood
crimes always seemed to make any attack she might perform on
herself appear histrionic or provocative. She gnawed herself
secretly, of course.
Her mouth had hard little white scar ridges inside the cheeks,
as mine did. We'd catch each other at it sometimes - the telltale
fingers pressing the face - and tell each other to stop.
I responded on my notebook paper: ‘Write to me, write to me,
but don't write to me as if I were your superego.’ But I
remembered my tongue-tip tracing the scars in her mouth, and I
was bothered by a quick shiver of sexual appetite as instinctive
as if I had suddenly started with fear.
I sorted back to the start of her letter, where she said: ‘I
thought you should know that I babysit your grandson
sometimes. I think “Idris” is a good name for him, although
Sheridan said you said it was pretentious. He looks like you
sometimes. His face is a bit plump and his mouth is wide and
he lies back with his head a bit on one side, and either looks at
one accusingly with a really knowing expression or just relaxes
somehow in his eyes and they accept everything, but very
clearly and sharply, the way water reflects back clouds and
trees.’
She made a point later on in the letter of telling me again that
she was babysitting Idris, so I suppose she wanted to confirm to
me that she was trustworthy. She had been babysitting her little
half and step siblings, after all, the night she killed them.
I jotted in reply: ‘You don't have to prove to me that you’re
trustworthy. I'd trust you with my life.’ I added, to relax the
intensity: ‘And, come to think of it: I have, haven’t I? You’re
the only one I let read the unedited version of my memoirs.’
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In the courtroom, the trial was at last speeding up. Both
summations were shorter and more intense than I expected, as
if the barristers’ minds were somehow concentrated by that
noon sun blazing down from the high windows. As I'd expected,
the Prosecution wasn't asking for the Death Penalty, but was
demanding truculently that the boy be flogged as well as gaoled.
I had a cold physical revulsion against the idea of the official
rattan cane. It was a massive, flesh-tearing thing and I'd met
quiet men who were still impotent years after it. The prison
overseers had a tendency to draw out the routine, ostensibly for
medical reasons, so that the blows were administered over a
series of weeks or months. I looked dispassionately at the
wispy, embarrassed boy in the dock and knew that after that
process there wouldn't be much left of him.
I aimed my glance to catch the Judge's, but his eyes were just
as hard as mine.
I realised how much I missed having direct power like his.
Under the Judge's direction, the boy was found Guilty quickly,
and we all adjourned until the sentencing next day.
I was quite grateful for the excuse to wait around in Bangkok,
as I had been eager to see another Thai boxing match before I
left for Costa Rica. I was surprised by my own enjoyment of
Thai boxing. Although I rarely admitted it, I had boxed at
school and been quite good at it. My reflexes are fast and I tend
to bounce on my feet, anyway, because they have tight tendons
(like Marilyn Monroe's feet, as I've always delighted in
explaining - hence her walk) - but I'd never found any joy
whatever in the sport (or any sport) until now.
Thai boxing, however, was wonderful. It began with prayers,
and continued with passionate chanting. The feet, elbows and
knees were used as often as the gloved fists. The finish of the
match was a chaotic plethora of rhythmic noise and desperate
activity that was, nevertheless, all magnificently stylised and
graceful. No doubt people did get hurt sometimes, but I hadn’t
seen it, and the survivors smiled. It was never as brutal,
somehow, as those big monotonous gloves tapping and teasing
away at the face, spitefully, as they do in Western boxing.
There was a good match going near the Patpong Road today,
and I could have watched it for hours.

That was in mid-1990, and that night I was leaning on the
bar in a Bangkok brothel, discussing my wife's autopsy with a
drunken Belgian mercenary. I was sober.
In this particular brothel, the bar girls still called themselves
‘partners’ and would explain reassuringly that they were quite
happy, thank you, didn't need to be punished or rescued, and
were making much more money than their younger sisters did
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in the paddy fields. I tended to pick the girls who looked
well-fed and sleepy: I didn't want one with a personality that
would engage me too much.
The night I met Alain, however, I had been unable to resist an
emphatic-looking, squarely-built girl, who was chatting to her
friends animatedly with her little finger in her mouth, her feet
spread wide and her glossy knees pressed together.
She was wearing about thirty layers of expensive moist
makeup, all carefully applied, and didn't seem surprised that I
had brought my own condoms. Indeed, she removed one from
the packet and put it on me herself, with her mouth.
She nestled into my side for a moment after sex, and
explained cheerfully that she saw herself as a social worker.
She'd just left me when I heard her and Alain downstairs at
the bar. She obviously knew him well, because she hadn't
returned to the glassed vestibule but detoured in to meet him.
Maybe he had beckoned. I was curious to hear her having a
casual conversation with a European, so I left the couch and
strolled down to the bar area, listening.
The minute I saw Alain, I knew he was a problem. He was tall
and lean with short grey hair, jutting cheekbones and the
complexion of a hectic young man, although he was obviously
in his fifties. He was displaying an urge to talk that was almost
manic, and yet he was pacing his voice and shaping his diction
well.
He saw me and asked, ‘Isn’t she pretty?’, caressing the young
woman’s brittle, styled hair clumsily, as if she were a dog.
He was drinking a line of double vodkas. In fact, he was
probably the most advanced alcoholic I had ever observed still
on his hind legs, and I saw why my young social worker had
glittered over to rescue him. She was calling him ‘Alain’
repeatedly and comfortingly. He was being extravagantly, but
not satirically, courteous to her and he seemed, in a stoical way,
to be both immensely miserable and immensely likable.
He offered me one of the vodkas, but I only tasted enough to
show him that I wasn't an alcoholic, too. I explained, ‘I'm not
alkie, but I'm not drinking. I'm tired of drinking - I've been
doing it for thirty years. I'm doing this’ - I indicated a group of
the partners - ‘instead.’
He looked at me, and was made astute by his desperation not
to be at a disadvantage from the grog. ‘That takes more money
than this’, he said, downing the liquor in his third glass.
‘I'm spending some of my severance pay’, I explained. He
accepted that clarification with a respectful light in his eye, as
he turned back to the woman and the bar. He said, ‘I'm a
professional soldier. I'm Belgian. I'm freelance. Are you having
a divorce?’
I said, ‘No. My wife's dead.’
Maybe it was the sip of Smirnoff, or I was a little unhinged by
the unexpected and useless affection I'd just felt for the Thai
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woman, but Heather's autopsy was suddenly vivid at the
periphery of my vision. I couldn't look at the corner of the room,
in case I saw her opened body there.
He asked ‘How?’, with monosyllabic power.
I said, ‘Murder. A serial killer. Not me.’
He understood the last sentence. He asked, ‘Were you
accused?’
‘No. I loved her.’ I continued at random: ‘I was a probation
officer, and I knew the police and the doctor. That's why they
let me watch the autopsy.’
That was too much for the chunky little Thai, who decided
that Alain didn't want anything else from her, that I could prop
him up if he slid sideways again, and that she was missing her
mates behind the one-way glass screen.
I said to Alain, ‘I wonder why Colette said that prostitutes
can't have friends.’
It must have been a surprising thing for me to say. Maybe it
was suggested to me because his accent sounded more French
than Belgian. I'd assumed he'd think Colette was a pop singer
or one of the Thai women, but he asked, ‘Are you a writer?’,
and I said: ‘No, I'm an observer. For Prisoners of Conscience. I
don't mean I'm observing this brothel. I'm here to watch a trial
during the day.’
Like most intelligent old mercenaries, he was on the lookout
for someone to write his biography, and I didn't want to know. I
didn't mind listening to some of his life story, though, and he
was certainly ready to tell it. He had that perpetual craving for
ersatz intimacy which goes with being a mercenary.
By and large, mercenaries his age tend to both console and
excite each other, and to live in a state of anticipatory grief,
constantly creating alternate confidantes before there is any real
need for them. Within careful limits, I didn't mind being his
confidante that night. Nor - within even more careful limits did I mind him being mine.
He asked, ‘When did your wife die?’
I said, ‘Over ten years ago. The family doctor did it.’
He said, ‘Oh, yes, I think I read about that. It was somewhere
in Sydney, wasn't it? The suburbs?’
‘Mt Druitt. He killed several women, including my wife,
Heather, and one man. The male victim was a professional crim.
No one missed him’ - although, I suddenly reflected, someone
probably had. I had decided not to confide about Clare yet, but
I mentioned my daughter, Sheridan, and my new grandson.
I said, ‘Tell me about some of your tragedies.’ The whisper of
irony in my voice was sharper than I had intended, which was
probably why he stared at me defiantly - the whites of his eyes
were surprisingly clean - and did tell me about them. It was the
usual things: an impoverished childhood with a dying and
abandoned (in all senses) mother and then Vietnam (he claimed
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to have been a boy at Dien Bien Phu), then South America,
then Africa, then war on war on war.
After an hour (which was a long time, even though I'd grown
used to Perrier), he had finished another row of liquor and was
becoming indignant about the microcosm as well as the
macrocosm. He said, ‘This is an obnoxious place.’
I said quietly, ‘The girls give it dignity’, but he wanted
undignified girls. He wanted to drag me away to somewhere
like the bar at the Faith, but I could see that the next woman he
bought he would literally sleep with, and I didn't want to waste
the dawn dragging him back to the Patpong Road, especially
when the more legitimate businesses would be starting up there
again, and tomorrow I had to be back in Court with my
notebook, looking hard-eyed, judicious and very, very
respectable.
I dismissed him:‘You only want me there so that someone can
carry you home.’ I was looking again at the Thai girls with
their short, plump, muscular, practical legs in high heels, and I
wouldn't have minded staying where I was for a while.
But Alain said, ‘Come back to my room for a snifter, then.’
I hadn't heard a drink described that way since my father died.
I felt disproportionately amused and reassured, and I agreed.
In the street, he asked, ‘Does it worry you that I'm a
mercenary?’
And I said, ‘No, I've always respected the military. Probably
because I've got an exaggerated fear of death.’ I wished I were
drunk. When I'm drunk, I'm more cautious about what I say.
He said, ‘I envy your job.’
I said, ‘I don’t have a job now. I'm paid out of organisational
expenses to be the Ideal Observer. Like God.’ In fact, P. of C.
were also paying me an adequate salary, but I didn't feel like
anyone's employee tonight.
His hotel room was tidier and more expensive than I'd
expected. Once there, he said, ‘I'd like to be a drug counsellor.’
And I almost laughed. My old friend Elinor - once the token
feminist in the Probation Department - and I had a running joke
about all the child molesters and serial killers who'd emerge
every fifteen years or so from Boob and declare: ‘I want to
work with children.’ Although, of course, some of them did. I
said, ‘Okay. Do a training program and a welfare certificate in
Australia, and if I'm ever back in Corrective Services, I'll hire
you.’
He looked at me with interest for a second, as if I might be
serious. I suddenly was, a little. I asked, ‘Why drug counselling?
Why not kids with “homicidal tendencies”?’
But he didn't have those tendencies, of course - regardless of
how many times he'd killed. The books piled on his dressing
table were Mills & Boon-style romances, most of them in
French, and a few, more intelligent novels, like those of
Marguerite Duras. But those were also romantic love stories.
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He saw that I had recognised them. He paused a little, then
said in his softly-accented English:‘I am a drug-addict, George’
- judging the effect on me.
I did laugh then, and said: ‘Good on you. Which drugs?’
‘Booze. Cocaine. But they're okay. The worst is minor
tranquillisers. I didn't take much more than the normal dose.
But I found out that I could become exhilarated if I stopped
them a day before we were working. I became very skillful,
you know?’
I nodded: ‘Tunnel vision. You wouldn't have been able to see
anything but the target. And your grip would have been like a
rock. And for the first couple of days the withdrawal feels good,
doesn’t it, before the nightmares and the trembles and the
voices and the insomnia set in?’
He said, still quietly, ‘You've done it’, but I said, ‘No. I've just
seen lots of it.’
He gave me a drag of a fairly mild marijuana cigarette, and
reassured me: ‘I haven't got Aids.’ But there was no possibility
that he was trying to seduce me - at any rate, not for a sexual
purpose.
I asked, ‘Do I still have "Dumb but Useful Minion of the
Bourgeois Power Structure" written all over me?’, but he didn’t
react. I said, ‘I'm not returning to Australia just yet. After the
trial finishes tomorrow, I'm going back to Costa Rica for a
while, to help some Salvadorean friends emigrate to Sydney.’
And I thought: friends? In fact, the woman - Teresa - had been
my lover, and the man - Mateu - suspected it. He’d been in a
torture cell in San Salvador at the time. Later, I'd wanted her to
tell him about me - but she'd refused, and she knew him better
than I did. At the time, we hadn't thought - she hadn't hoped that he might be released. Now, he was a small, strong, dark,
unpredictable free man with a reason to hate me. From the
point of view of his pride, it didn’t help that I was trying to
rescue him and Teresa from the Case Officer from a
Salvadorean death squad, who was watching them - even in
Costa Rica, where they were hiding.
I didn't tell Alain any of this. He was talking about the
manufacture of minor tranks being an international conspiracy,
like arms sales. I didn't disagree with him, but I recognised his
verbosity as being more a withdrawal symptom of the dope
than a rational campaign against it. I said, ‘You might as well
be talking about exposing the C.I.A., K.G.B., or Mossad.’
He said, ‘I had a girlfriend in Afghanistan who was taking
minor tranks. You know, they lower the Serotonin level in the
brain, so she was more depressed than usual…’
I completed his sentence: ‘And they lower the inhibitions and
knock out the critical faculty, so not only was she fucking
anyone who asked her, but she found it much easier than she
would normally have done to kill herself. What with?’
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He was no longer projecting for my benefit. He said, ‘I
couldn't believe it. An AK 47.’ He was sitting on the bed with
his hands clasped between his knees. I was reminded of Teresa:
She'd told me that a sawn-off AK 47 was used on the priests
recently massacred in San Salvador. I remembered that AK 47s
had been the old Russian made Vietcong rifle. The Americans
had preferred them to their own M16s, which jammed with
rapid firing.
I said, with sardonic joviality: ‘It's a wonderful rifle, the AK
47. You were right. You should go down to the Bar at the Faith,
or something. Do you want to borrow some condoms?’
He said, ‘Yes’, quite shyly, as if no longer drunk. When I took
out my wallet and threw him the packet, he took some condoms
out of it and looked up again inquisitively at the photographs he
could glimpse in my hand. They'd half fallen out of my wallet,
as had the long, half-read letter from Clare. I pushed the letter
back inside firmly, but showed him the snaps. There were four,
and I’d taken two myself: Heather only a month before she was
killed, smiling at me, saying ‘I love you’ (which gives a more
natural expression than does ‘cheese’), my daughter Sheridan
as a chuckling baby, my daughter Sheridan (photographed by
her husband Damien) with a chuckling baby (her son, Idris),
and Clare.
Alain handed the first three back politely, but continued to
hold the last one. In it, Clare - now in her early thirties - was
holding a coffee cup to her lower lip pensively, and staring out
of a barred window. Not of a prison, but of her home at
Ashfield in Sydney, where the insurance risks were so high that
you had to have barred windows or you couldn't be insured.
Alain asked me, ‘Who is she and why is her hair white?’
‘That's my little murderess’, I said, echoing Clem, the family
doctor who had tried to make her one of his victims. ‘Her hair
is white because when she was a small child, aged nine, she
murdered her little stepbrother, stepsister and half-sister, and
was put in a prison and subjected to all sorts of conditioning,
including electric shocks and sensory deprivation. Then she
was released because I was one of her probation officers and I
recommended she should be. She's in my wallet because I love
her. But she isn't my girlfriend anymore. And, of course, the
fact is that she never should have been.’ I was trying hard to
convince myself of that.
Did he think I was making it up? Surely he must? He studied
the photo again, and asked, ‘Was that after your wife died?’
I said ‘Yes.’ I didn't add that it hadn't been me who killed
Clem in self-defence, as had been reported, but that it had been
Clare, and that Clem had asked her to do so. She had still acted
in self-defence, but there was no doubt that she had killed Clem
with remarkable efficiency, using his own ample knife. And
there was no doubt, either, that I had put my fingerprints on the

12

weapon and taken responsibility for his death, with an equal
efficiency and decisiveness.
Alain may have intuited some of this, however, because he
remembered he was drunk and shrugged vivaciously:‘My
friend, what we do for these women!’ I knew he was being
deliberately over-simple, but at that moment I could cope with
the thought of Clare better if she was a generalisation about
women.
And maybe Alain really was that simple. You do have to be
somewhat simple, after all, to shoot people for a living. I
looked at Clare's photograph involuntarily before I replaced it
in my wallet. One of my reasons for leaving Australia had been
to give Clare a clear run.
When I was near her geographically, I found it impossible to
leave her alone. But when we were together, our relationship
hadn't seemed to progress, as if there was always ten per cent
we couldn't give to each other.
In return for the condoms, Alain insisted I borrow one of his
Duras books, and I chose The Sailor from Gibraltar in
preference to Hiroshima Mon Amour. I asked him to write in it
for me and he did:‘To my new friend, George Jeffreys, from
your old friend, Alain Gossens.’
As I left, he told me, charmingly and seriously:‘You can
return it to me when we meet again in Australia.’ Just as
solemnly, I agreed.
Back in my own hotel room, I made myself some tea and toast,
and put the Duras novel away in the family tin trunk, which I
had claimed from my mother's house about seven years ago,
when I had started to travel. At that stage in Bangkok, it still
contained a shrunken head which I was trying to return to
South America, and some books, boots, letters and other
paraphernalia. The trunk had George Jeffreys embossed on it in
large letters, but not because of me.
Although I doubted that it was really so old, it was supposed
to have belonged to my notorious ancestor, the Hanging Judge
at the Monmouth Assizes.
I switched on the TV, and saw King Hussein of Jordan
negotiating desperately to avoid another war in the Persian Gulf.
I wished the poor bastard luck and switched it off again. I was
too tired that night to even finish reading Clare's letter, and I
kept it for the courtroom the next day. Despite our inability to
dwell at ease together, I could often relax in conversation with
Clare, and when reading her letters. Because at some
subterranean level, she was irrevocably, inconveniently
innocent - and so was I. We were also both naturally evasive,
and so there was in us a greed for honesty, which we indulged
most with each other. There are all sorts of cultivated and
inherited hypocrisies in me, which I feel habitually compelled
to detect and combat - as if one of them could finally turn
cancerous and colonise me completely.
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Next day, I dawdled back into the sentencing court. The
proceedings had slowed down to match the tempo of the
afternoon. Somewhere in the city, I thought, some family of
English children were still having a shushabye sleep with their
nanny before Tiffin. I looked at the boy, who was standing to
hear his sentence. He, too, came from some safe nuclear family
somewhere. His accent had suggested Perth - maybe Mosman
Park. I looked through my notes - I should have already known
those details.
The sentence was a longish term in prison. The Judge added
that he had considered adding a beating to it, but had refrained
because the prisoner had a weak heart from rheumatic fever. I’d
never heard of such a condition deterring a judge before, but I
looked up at once and made my eyes communicate gratitude to
him for the unexpected little mercy.
The Judge's gaze held mine levelly for a second, as if our
previous silent exchange had been significant after all. And I
was too weary of the whole silly business not to indulge myself
by being almost satisfied with that. The Court emptied slowly,
but I sat there with Clare's letter. On a new page, she had
confirmed all my own suspicions: ‘Sometimes, of course, I still
think that you don't just witness all those trials and
interrogations because of their inhumanity but because you feel
you could make a better job of it yourself.’

I was depressed on the plane from Los Angeles to Costa Rica.
In Los Angeles, Prisoners of Conscience had unloaded on me
an undigested tonneweight slab of reports on human rights
abuses in China. This sat on my lap as I tried to sleep. In the
time it would take to streamline and clarify it enough to fit it
into a newsletter, it could well be out of date and some of its
subjects shot.
I tried to see the night clouds beyond my
blue-and-white-jowled reflection in the window. All I could see
was that my eyes were baggy and empty, and that my hair was
a bit thinner, less glossy and less brown, and the forelock
smoothed aside with sweat. My lips were still pursed, but less
with disapproval than simply with the effort not to sleep. I
stared into my eyes until I had to close them.
Then the lingering ghost of my face behind my eyelids
became Clare's white body, and my head nodded forward to the
cloudlike shelter of that vulnerable, drifting body and, cold as
the moon, her venerable hair.
There was sometimes a flirty (sometimes as if a flirty-sinister)
quality in her letters, as there had been in our Probation
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interviews before I recommended her release. Part of her last
letter had said ‘I don't dream about you sexually - I haven't
since I was twenty-five (except in my sleep once or twice: but
I'm not responsible for that...am I?)’, and then she had changed
the subject back to some furniture shopping she had done with
Sheridan. They had always been great friends, Clare and my
daughter. I had taken them on outings, including to Hamlet and
The Magic Flute, when Clare was just released and my wife
was alive.
My eyes had only been shut for what seemed a few moments
when I became annoyed from trying to remember again the
source of an old poetry quotation. It was ‘After the final no,
there comes a yes/ and on that yes the future world depends’
and I at last remembered that it had come from Wallace
Stevens.
I found a stubby blue pencil and waded into the report on
China, then I must have slept again. The light behind my
eyelids was still white with the texture of Clare's skin.

There is always something dry, untidy and sane about San
José. Like the rest of Costa Rica, it isn't really a place for
nightmares or fevers, despite the quiet closeness of the scrub
and then the jungle.
My first night back there, I had a meal with Teresa and Mateu
in one of the city's numerous, crowded Spanish Restaurants. I
had been watchful in the taxi going there - wondering if I
would be shot by Mateu, or just by someone who was trying to
shoot Mateu - but once I was in the restaurant itself, the world
seemed calm, and safe, and so did Mateu. Teresa smiled at me,
compassionately.
Simply, I think Teresa was still the loveliest Central American
woman I had ever seen. Both she and Mateu had been born in
El Salvador of Mestizo descent and had mixed SpanishAmerican Indian blood. Teresa was even tinier than her
husband, with skin a lithe glistening terracotta colour, wide
eyes with opal reefs in them and a mouth like one of the young
scarlet Kardinal roses from my wife's now-rented garden.
On the whole, it was surprisingly easy for me to behave as if
we had never been lovers. Once a woman is dressed and
groomed and socialising, it has always been difficult, anyway,
for me to imagine her as she was once, in my arms and in
candour. I had decided to focus on Mateu, to let him be the
strong one, the survivor, the adviser. He had run a bar once
where radical journalists met. I agreed when he suggested the
first wine. It was Sangre de Toro - bull's blood - and decorated
with a tiny black bull charm.
Teresa snipped the charm off with her slender scarlet
thumbnail and gave it to me. I slipped it into my handkerchief
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pocket for the tin trunk 1ater, and wanted to kiss her fingers.
Only once, I thought: the world is full of my ex-lovers. Initially,
the idea made me feel ruthless and cheerful, but then dolour
flowed through me and I began to search my briefcase, so that
they wouldn't see my eyes.
I heaped some notes, photostats, photographs and documents
on the tablecloth, and said briskly: ‘These are your new
relatives.’
Teresa picked them up at once, curiously, but Mateu watched
my face: despite his shame and my democracy, he was shrewd
and awaiting instruction. I explained what I had organised for
them.
I said, ‘I used to work at Mt Druitt near Sydney. I was a
probation officer, and I have some currency there’ - they knew
I didn't mean money - ‘because I've helped a lot of people to
keep their freedom.’ And some not.
He said, ‘There's no better currency than that.’
I continued: ‘It's a hard, useful currency because it accrues
interest. This family’ - I indicated one of the photographs ‘feel indebted enough to me to confirm that you are their Uncle
Mateu, and that they need you and Teresa so that they can
survive the recession and keep the kids in line.’
The Mt Druitt woman in the photograph was a Salvadorean
woman with five kids, the oldest of whom - a compulsive
trainseat-slasher - I had helped release from Cobham Detention
Centre. Fortunately, they did have an Uncle Mateu (or near
enough the spelling) tucked away somewhere in the villages
near San Salvador. I only hoped to God that he never wanted to
emigrate to Australia.
Acting independently of Prisoners of Conscience, I had
decided early that Family Reconciliation was a better bet for
Teresa and Mateu than Refugee Status would have been. Even
at that time, Australia was denying refugee status to over eighty
per cent of even ‘temporary resident’ applicants. I suspected
that Mateu's pursuit by the Death Squad would only cause the
Authorities to label him a confirmed troublemaker.
We began to drink the warm, remarkably untorrid wine, even
before it breathed. The waiter brought a cast iron casserole dish
of baked spiced eggs and onions. Teresa didn’t like eating meat,
so I had stopped, too.
Still on the white linen tablecloth were the forged credentials
for a Commercial Mining Surveyor. I prompted Mateu
innocently, ‘You did that in New Guinea for a while.’
He nodded with comparable innocence and put the certificates
in his pocket.
I had never seen him smile before.
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The restaurant wasn't sinister, but the airport was. Relief is an
emotion which is peculiarly vulnerable to the sinister, and there
had been a strong feeling of relief in me at first. Relief at the
vivid, early dawn (that it could happen at all) and then at the
dusty, bare, concrete airport.
There would be no problems. I was seeing Teresa and Mateu
off on a jet to Los Angeles - on my own, so as to draw no
unnecessary attention to them. I was dressed drably and
casually, and carrying a green vinyl day pack. I'd socialised
with - and surveyed - probation cases in the field for over
twenty years, and I did know how to blend.
I collected Teresa and Mateu in a taxi - deliberately not an
organisation car - from the latest Safe House where they had
spent the night. They sat in the back - she clung to him - and I
sat in the front. Mateu watched the driver.
But I’d used the driver for P. of C. work before, and I judged
him to be reliable.
I might be cautious or apprehensive at times, but since my
wife's death there had been a strange absence of genuine
physical fear in me. Emotionally, of course, I was still a very
inhibited man, but physically there was nothing anyone could
do to me that hadn't already been done to Heather. Now, at the
San José airport, I remembered that once, when we were still at
university together, Heather and I had argued metaphysics, and
I'd said that death was ‘the ultimate reality’. She had disagreed,
saying that it was ‘the ultimate unreality’. At the time, I'd
conceded the argument, but now I felt as if Death - not my
dying, but Death: some omnipotent, hungry shadow flitting just
beyond the edge of my sight - was close, close by, and that
the material world had no comparable substance.
Why?
The airport wasn't crowded so early in the morning, and I had
scanned the people surreptitiously when we entered the
shopping area. They all seemed to have a purpose - were
queuing, or looking at watches, or reading - not just pretending
to read - books, newspapers, magazines. I had seen a
photograph of Mateu's Case Officer, but only a vague one when
he was in his official Army uniform. It was the custom for the
Case Officer to accompany the Death Squad at the kill, and it
was true that there had been reports that this Case Officer had
come to Costa Rica.
Would they kill Mateu in Costa Rica? Perhaps - if it was a
spectacle they wanted: a warning, a display. Particularly at the
last minute, at the quiet airport, with his wife. They wouldn't do
anything complicated in Costa Rica, though: nothing fancy
with wire in the back of a soundproof van. They'd do it in the
same way that it tends to be done in the United States.
Someone would just come up to him, smiling, and shoot him,
after saying ‘Hi’ and brushing his arm casually, as if they
wanted to shake his hand.
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I knew how frustrated they must be that he'd escaped after his
release. Their van had been waiting, but he'd just gone to earth
too quickly. We had created a Safe House that wasn't yet
known to them, and he had met Teresa that night at the
Honduran border. The Army had a point to prove about Mateu,
and here at the airport was the best place for them to advertise
it.
I felt an almost debilitating protectiveness towards Mateu and
Teresa, such as I'd only ever felt on occasion before towards
Clare. Clare had accused me once of gaining sexually exciting
power from the idea of my own moral responsibility, and she
was right.
They were ready to board the plane. I had let them walk on a
few paces in front of me, with their arms around each other not fearfully, so much as with an almost dragging weight, like
two survivors helping each other from the scene of an accident.
I was jotting down their contacts in Sydney again for them,
when I saw him. It was the Case Officer - I still don't doubt that.
He was standing near a toilet door.
He didn't pretend to be anything but what he was, and he
wasn't carrying anything. His clothes had pockets, though. He
seemed to have no communication with anyone in the room. I
felt that he was alone. Mateu saw him and tensed, but I nodded
towards the plane.
It's curious how alarming big planes are that close up. My
civilised visual occiput reassured me that the plane was a vessel
of rescue, but my primitive cells whispered to me as deep as
my spinal pia mater that it was a grey pterandon with talons and
an appetite for blood. Teresa's face watched it with the same
dull horror for a second, before the abundant sunrise overcame
the sweat-chill ingrained in her hands, and she could lead her
husband across the tarmac.
The Case Officer's fingers were brushing down his coat to his
heavy wallet pocket.
I didn't know what to do, but then I walked towards him as
obviously as I could. I must have seemed quite large and
powerful, and he paused and let his arms lie at his sides. After
all, I had pockets, too. I let my gaze stay level and mildly
interested.
Perhaps he'd only been going to buy something at the nearby
kiosks. Within twenty seconds, I was standing close to him,
blocking his view, as they boarded the plane. He looked back at
me, without stepping aside. Perhaps he still wasn't sure who I
was, or what I could do. He had no orders to attack me.
We watched each other politely for a couple of minutes,
almost miming an acquaintanceship for any onlooker. Then I
knew that they must be aboard, and I relaxed. Without lifting
my arms, either, I began to walk away.
I didn't think he'd follow me, but he did. With equal purpose
to that I had shown, he touched my arm. I didn't turn. He
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laughed, gripped my shoulder and suddenly punched me
shallowly with the tips of his knuckles above the back of my
other elbow. It had the force of a stiletto and my lower arm
jumped once and numbed down to the fingertips. It happened
too fast for me to gasp, and probably looked friendly enough.
Our gazes met again, and I nodded in acknowledgment, as if I
understood.
Actually, I didn't quite: maybe it was a warning, maybe a
salute, maybe an act of revenge...or maybe he just wanted to let
me know that he was real.
I think he went back to the men's room. I walked out of the
airport and caught a taxi to the Museum, without allowing
myself to look over my shoulder. The sunrise had lost its
crispness. Unselfconscious children wrestled strenuously on the
roadside embankments, as if at any moment they might fall into
our path.
All I had in my day pack was a salad sandwich, Clare's letter
and the shrunken head, wrapped in newspaper.
An old charge of mine had smuggled the shrunken head into
Australia after buying it as a memento in South America. He’d
become convinced that it was bringing him bad luck something certainly was - and, knowing that I was going back
to Costa Rica, had given it to me to return to nearer its home.
My original intention had been to tell him that I'd returned it to
South America, and then merely to take it out and bury it in the
bush. But it had an expression of dignified dismay that made
me reluctant to abandon it to scavengers, if there was some
alternative. I also vaguely remembered reading that certain
Amazon tribes had a taboo against burial.
The head must have made me more nervous than I admitted to
myself, because I nicknamed it ‘Atahualpa’ after the kidnapped
King of the Incas, and would sometimes pat the top of the tin
trunk reassuringly after I'd shut it, or as I walked past. I had
stored the head in a large round Players cigarette tin in
newspaper in the trunk, not a suitcase, so that it would stay dry
and not sweat.
The head must have belonged to a pygmy. It didn't smell,
except of leather, and was pear-sized and almost weightless.
It wasn't that they specialised in shrunken heads at the
National Museum of Costa Rica, but one of the younger
curators luckily had a special interest in the Amazon, and was
willing to take Atahualpa off my hands and return him to South
America on her next field trip.
My arm had regained enough sensation to ache in sporadic
contractions, and I had difficulty extracting Atahualpa, Clare's
letter and my sandwich from the bag between my shoulder
blades. That done, however, I found the sympathetic curator
and she gave me a bemused glance, a hug, some paracetamol
and a glass of water (I said I had slipped on the airport floor),
then carefully packed Atahualpa away for his last journey.
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I hummed Going Home for Atahualpa - and possibly myself as I strolled through the Museum. It was my favorite museum.
Teresa and I would meet there. It had airy halls and solid,
shining specimens of Pre-Columban art. I've always had a
fascination for Pre-Columban sculpture. It does justice to the
strength of the human body and face, whether in anger, rapture
or childbirth's squat pain. In honour of Holy Week, the
Pre-Columban was juxtaposed with a temporary exhibition of
macabre, realistic Sixteenth Century crucifixions.
I remembered the old quote from Nye Bevan: ‘You can't have
the crown of thorns and the thirty pieces of silver.’ I decided
that the first half of my life had been dedicated to earning both
of them without too much discrimination, and that now,
perhaps, I really wanted neither.
I studied the crucifixions for a while with a half smile,
furrowed brow and tightening groin, and understood again that
Clare had been right, and that I almost missed conducting my
own trials and interviews. Sometimes, when I was tired and
read or wrote reports about torture and interrogation, I was
exasperated because they weren’t as efficient as I had been at
Probation. They seemed to be putting so much unnecessary
energy into it. Mind you, I have some simmering energy myself,
and a quantity of appropriate rage.
The exaggerated Passions reminded me of the irritation I had
sometimes felt towards Philip Antonelli, who had been my
Supervisor at Probation. Recently, he had at last left the
Department so that he could indulge his Late Call to the
Priesthood. But, before that, I had often accused him of miring
his professional ethics in an abstract trough of sin and salvation.
Not that this worried him too much: he respected my protestant
soul. Indeed, he seemed to think that I’d been successfully
Saved by my work for Prisoners of Conscience.
He had telephoned me that he was leaving his job, and
suggested that I apply for it. This had apparently been seconded
by my former colleague Elinor, who had left that area of
Corrective Services for the Administrative Personnel Section in
Sydney. I had actually put in a job application and done a
couple of conference call interviews. I wasn’t quite serious
about the process, but I did think the extra money from the job
might contribute to reducing Sheridan’s life-defining mortgage
at Lane Cove.
Looking lengthily at the howling mouth of one of the
crucifixions, I wondered if Clare herself was genuinely sadistic.
She had smothered her sisters simply and without ritual, but she
had literally, decoratively carved her dead step-brother for five
minutes with stars and flowers, like a stick of wood. This had
never, however, horrified me as much as the actual finality of
the murder as such. Her embroidery of him seemed to me to
have a quality of naivety, as if a much younger child's need to
decorate things for approval - or some furious parody of it - had
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reasserted itself, despairingly. Knowing Clare, I couldn't see it
as sadistic. She was probably capable of sadism, but not in such
a theatrical style.
At that stage, anyway, the boy was already quite dead, and
beyond suffering - like my wife when she was mutilated - and
in both cases I found grim comfort in that thought.
I sat down on a bench and re-read some of Clare's letter. Part
of the furniture she and Sheridan had bought was a sideboard
for the Ashfield house. Clare said: ‘It's big and black and
Spanish - as if it had been burned - and I almost didn't get it
because I remembered that you'd told me that even though you
recognised how necessary luxuries and possessions were to
people’s ability to speak to each other and to themselves, you
couldn't help thinking often lately of that quote about all those
Jewish women in Europe before World War Two who stayed
too long and died for their sideboards...but then I thought that
really I don't have much choice. People feel safer if I am
practical and understandable and settled in one place and
anchored by desirable bourgeois objects, and running my own
small business’ - she managed a Mt Druitt agency that placed
temporary secretaries in the Western Suburbs - ‘and generally
very quiet - although not too happy, always a little discontented,
uneasy and unenviable - but, anyhow, unarguably tamed. . .’
I started to write back that I could never imagine her being
unarguably tamed by a sideboard, but suddenly I wanted to say
that, astringently, to her face. I left the seductive crucifixions,
returned to the honest, consummately emotional Indian artifacts,
and heard myself hum Going Home again.

When I returned to Australia, the Gulf War had just started,
and somebody was poisoning the Tranquapax. Tranquapax
were the most popular benzodiazepine tranquillisers in
Australia, and were manufactured in a factory in Sydney’s
Western Suburbs, between Mt Druitt and Parramatta. There had
been two deaths so far. The poison was a highly compressed
compound of oleander an hydrangea. The victims had been a
male paraplegic Vietnam war veteran and a baby from
Emerton.
The para had taken Tranquapax for involuntary muscle
spasms when he slept. The baby had been given half a tablet by
her exhausted single mother. I had known the mother - Silkie
Roberts - when I'd worked before in Mt Druitt, so I felt
involved in the matter from the start. It wasn't until Silkie's
baby died that the Police took the lid off for the press. Until
then, the multinational that made the dope had been able to
pressure the Authorities into discretion.
Clare's boyfriend Godfrey Reilly had made a fuss about the
poisonings on The Night Watch, a current affairs TV program,
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and they had been on the second pages of the Sydney papers,
after the Gulf War headlines. The two suspect batches of the
trank had been withdrawn, but there was no guarantee about
any of the others and, anyway, most tablets from those batches
were still circulating undercover - especially in Sydney's West,
where minor tranquillisers were a major form of currency
As I had itemised to Alain in Bangkok, the effects of even a
small continuous dose of minor tranks over a long period are:
loss of critical faculty, perpetual vague sense of persecution and
no normal inhibiting of feelings of insecurity, desire or anger.
Short term (even if phased-out) withdrawal symptoms include
panic, rigid muscles, tunnel vision, insomnia, inflamed
peripheral nerves and sometimes hallucinations - particularly of
insinuating voices. I'd also observed that the long-term
withdrawals often seemed to continue well beyond the six
month period described in the textbooks, and could disappear
and then recur in a wave-like pattern, and that this recurrence
had sometimes coincided with recidivism in my charges.
Most people I knew about who took Tranquapax, and had
heard the news about the poisonings, tried a couple of weeks of
withdrawal from the tablets and then just went back on them,
preferring to risk their lives.
Enough people were withdrawing, however, for this to have
become a real social problem in itself - especially for units like
Probation and Corrective Services, where the client population
is unstable at the best of times. Rumours about the poison had
been horrific in the Western Suburbs (with the number of
fatalities much exaggerated) and the already over-strained
department where I had once worked was now struggling to
cope with numerous erratic drug withdrawals, including among
the staff. As my old colleague, Elinor, had just told me on the
telephone: ‘They‘re fucking off like firecrackers, George.’
Elinor had rung to wish me luck at my last employment
interview tomorrow. I had decided that I would actually try
for Antonelli's old job supervising Probation in the Western
Area. Elinor was to be on the interviewing panel, and it was
probably unethical for her to ring me, but ethics had never
worried Elinor. I listened to her swift, polished voice as it
danced from the receiver, and I could almost hear her green
eyes sparkle.
She was teasing me about an interview I'd given to the Ethnic
TV Channel at the airport yesterday. I hadn’t expected anyone
at Mascot to ask me anything, but there was a young Lebanese
cadet reporter there who'd seen me observing a trial in Kuwait a
couple of years ago (not that Kuwait had bothered with trials
much), and she had asked me what I thought about the Gulf
War.
At that stage of surprise and jet-lag, it was like being asked
the Meaning of Life, but I'd been thinking about poor Silkie
and the poisoned tranks (I'd just seen a Sydney newspaper), so I
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made the obvious connection: ‘The Vietnam War was meant to
divide Russia and China, and ran on heroin, marijuana and
opium. The later African wars were meant to be good for
markets, and ran on minor tranquillisers. And this new Gulf
imbecility will run on them, too. It’s a sellers’ playground for
drugs, guns, steel and security. And in Saudi Arabia, they must
be whizzing benzodiazepines off the conveyor belts with the
bombs and TV dinners.’
Elinor assured me that I was now a marked man in Mt Druitt:
if the pro-war Arabs didn't get me, the Multinational
Pharmaceuticals would.
I thanked her and asked, ‘Did you know that the trank
manufacturer and the Kuwaiti government have the same New
York PR firm?’ I added: ‘Look, old mate, I really don't want
that job tomorrow, anymore.’
She said, ‘That's why you'll get it, George. Sleep well’, and
hung up affectionately before I could insult her.
I didn't sleep well, of course. I had the nightmare I do have
from time to time, about watching Heather's autopsy again.
First, there was that peculiar, bright, bloodless quality in the
light, and then the slowness from the shock, and my willing
myself to stay conscious as that heartbeat slithering at the top
of my windpipe smothered me...and then I dreamed I was
literally signing a contract for the death of Jonathan Manger.
Manger had been one of the most promising professional
thugs in Sydney at the time, and it wouldn't have been only one
man who wanted him dead. I hadn't taken out a contract on him
but sometimes - as now - I would wake shivering and wonder if
at some time I hadn't done a deal with someone like the Master
of the Crossroads (as he was addressed in the nightmare), had
Manger killed and then been compelled to forget it.
I opened the Lane Cove window on a four a.m. small moon,
and explained patiently to myself that I was still suffering from
jet-lag and a sickly surfeit of dream-sleep after being deprived
of it. But the demon-aura of the nightmare was still so strong
that I also had to reassure myself by remembering every
argument I'd ever thrown at Antonelli when he was supervising
Probation and having an attack of the spiritual DTs: usually
because of some charge whose innate malevolence he hadn't
detected in time.
According to Elinor, Antonelli had paused in his priestly
studies last week to write me an ‘astoundingly positive’
reference, and she was bringing it to the interview.
As I fell asleep, I thought all the brouhaha about the
Tranquapax withdrawals and the Poison Panic in the West
would probably do me no harm, either. In time of trouble,
people do look to troublesome people.
The employment interview was in the Main Offices in the
City, not in Mt Druitt. Wallace Stevens' line ‘In that enormous
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sense, merely enjoy’ animated my steps as I began to walk past
the self-important city shops.
Despite my rebellious elation, however, the big TV screens in
those shops were full of excited faces and voices describing
Baghdad being bombed, and I recalled a different Stevens
poem:
‘...to strip off the complacent trifles
To expel the ever-present seductions,
To reject the script for its lack-tragic...
That was to look on what war magnified.
It was increased, enlarged, made simple,
made single, made one. This was not denial.
Each man himself became a giant...
For soldiers, the new moon stretches twenty feet.’
I could see from the faces and gestures of the people I walked
past that the war on the screens was streamlining them and that
their movements felt more understated and more important to
them. The screens were important to them, too, because some
even walked past the screens with keen ears and eyes averted
furtively ahead.
I entered the Public Service Building. I felt too old to have to
sit through another job interview. In half a decade, I'd be fifty.
The panel consisted of Elinor, who was now Assistant
Director of Personnel, and wearing Elinor-eye-green, and two
dark-suited, red-tied men: the Head of Department and the
Secretary to the Minister. Today, I was radiant in light brown
coat and pale blue tie.
Almost from the beginning, they seemed to be offering me the
job, and I was trying to dissuade them.
I had been right about the effect of the Tranquapax Panic. The
Ministerial Secretary told me that the Strategic Resource Squad
were watching the Western Suburbs area. There was obviously
a profound Public Service terror here of rioting, looting, and
stabbing with Aids-infected needles. The Department Head
mentioned the Army as a last resort. I kept what my mother
would have called ‘a straight face’.
And , of course, there is a moral danger in humour: there is a
punning, surprising humour that is a deadly control device. I
didn't need to control anyone here.
Then they began to discuss the logistics of moving the Army
around in Mt Druitt and I laughed without premeditation. I
realised that I had begun to develop an old man's laugh at times:
half-scoffing through my nose. But I sensed that there was a
better sort of power - a benign dismissive tolerance, in that.
Antonelli's reference had been pinned to my old resume, but
Elinor fished another copy of it out of her glossy, green
handbag. As if to explain my laugh, she said: ‘Philip Antonelli
says here that you're eccentric, but brilliant.’
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The ‘eccentric’ surprised me somewhat, and I said so. I added:
‘I think if you look at my record at Mt Druitt, you'll find that I
was efficient, but really rather dull.’
They seemed to like that. They uncrossed their legs (almost in
unison), shook my hand, and said that I could go.
Elinor caught up with me in the foyer, puffing: ‘You’ve got
the job, George. They were impressed by the paperwork. You
shouldn't have laughed at them, though.’
I said, ‘I didn't mean to. Is this definite?’
‘Oh, yes. You were the last interview. They‘ll send you a
letter today. I'll be writing it for them.’
She walked down the street past the Gulf War with me.
I offered: ‘I've developed more social fingertips since I last
worked with you.’
I felt that now at last I should say at least one thing that would
recommend me for the job.
Elinor asked me, ‘In your published memoirs, why do I talk
about almost nothing but Clare?’ She never asked to see the
unpublished ones, which still only Clare and I had read.
I said, ‘Because you did talk about almost nothing but Clare.
Perhaps because I wanted you to. It was a communicable
obsession.’
In a coffee shop, to the noise of recorded Cruise Missiles, she
suggested thoughtfully: ‘Perhaps you didn't communicate it.
Perhaps Clare was my obsession, too.’

I had stayed one night with my daughter, Sheridan, and
son-in-law, Damien, at Lane Cove, but I wanted to tunnel my
own burrow. Whilst in Costa Rica, I had finished arranging to
sell the old Mt Druitt house and purchase a home unit at
Westmead. I wanted to move into it tonight, so I spent the
afternoon at Lane Cove, re-packing and talking with the
remnants of my family. My mother had suffered a stroke a few
years after Heather died, and I visited her quite often in the
nursing home. On a lucid day, she might know me for a few
minutes, and think I was her father. She had been terrified of
her father. Earlier, before I’d left, and much later, therefore, I
would bring Clare in, if Sheridan was busy. My mother would
welcome Clare, but seemed to think the nursing home was
Buckingham Palace, and so chatted radiantly and royally,
largely ignoring me, but at least not pressed back against the
wall. She recognised Sheridan often.
My memories of Heather were still so hermetically sealed
away from the rest of my life that I had to force myself to look
at Sheridan again when I'd been away for a while. During her
childhood, Sheridan had resembled me at least occasionally,
but now Heather was always so alive in Sheridan’s face that it
sometimes seemed more than a likeness, and as if Heather's
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spirit really flickered there: assessing, loving, and on guard for
her.
Fortunately, Clare was right that my grandson did look like
me. I focused on him until I could relax again with his mother.
Idris was Welsh for ‘Fiery Lord’, according to Sheridan.
Despite my initial sarcasm, it seemed to me an apt name for a
newborn. This one certainly wasn't any more docile than any
other enraged, inflamed, implacable infant bullroarer I'd walked
through the night.
I'd walked him last night after Elinor's phone call until we'd
both fallen asleep watching the U.S. begin to obliterate half of
Iraq on CNN. When I woke up, I tucked him in with his
snoring parents, and fumbled to the guestroom. Then I'd had
the autopsy nightmare, which still lingered if I blinked my eyes
too long.
Now, however, Idris had woken from his afternoon nap and
Sheridan was watching me as I strode around the room and
threw him about in my arms like a small sack of potatoes - it
was the only thing that seemed to soothe him sometimes. She
asked me, ‘Was I like that?’
I couldn't sincerely say that she'd been quieter. I allowed:
‘You looked much better.’ And Idris glared down at me (I was
holding him up, as he dribbled at arm's length next to a hanging
basket of ferns), as if he knew what I'd just said.
After a considered pause, Sheridan told me, ‘Clare is
babysitting him on Saturday’, and studied my face - so that I
found that I could study hers again at last, with no ghost
between us.
I sat facing her in an armchair, while Idris gurgled and swam
cheerfully upside down on my knees. I asked her quite openly:
‘Is Clare still with Godfrey Reilly?’
‘Yes. They separated for a while. He went back to his old
girlfriend. But now he's living with Clare at Ashfield again.
You know that they bought that house together?’
‘Are they happy?’
‘I don't know. They don't seem to be deliriously happy when
you meet them separately, but that doesn't mean that they're not
happy together, does it?’
Clare had met Godfrey seven years ago when he was doing a
‘Where Are They Now?’ feature on interesting criminals, such
as herself and Darcy Dougan. Godfrey had then just graduated
from researching the more ghastly nineteenth century fires,
homicides and flash-floods for the Daily Terror Historical
Feature. There was usually a Gentlemen's Agreement between
us at Probation and the press about Clare. Unless something
specific drew public attention to her, the fact that her crimes
were committed in childhood was respected. Most journalists
maintained her anonymity and gave her a fair go.
I had scented danger, however, from the moment that Godfrey
drove his tax-deducted Volvo into Mt Druitt. Even though - or
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because - he was quickly too much in love with Clare to be able
to write a line about her. Or that's what seemed to have
happened. When he first extended his confident hand to me,
and said, ‘I'm called Godfrey’, I had remarked: ‘Nobody is
called Godfrey.’ And it was as if, after that, life had tried to
disprove me by making him as considerable a rival as possible.
At all times, the man was somebody, or at least fiercely needed
to be somebody: in an almost American sense, as if he couldn’t
believe he existed at all, unless he could see his own physical
persona outside himself - to become a part of other people's
privacy, of which he need not necessarily even be aware.
My own published memoirs didn't involve Clare (or Elinor)
often, but when they did, they were always a response to some
brief aggressive publicity about her, and were designed to show
her as a triumph of rehabilitation. My published memoirs were
also an excuse for me to share the few rhymes I'd a taste for
inventing. I would make their inclusion a condition in my
arrangement with editors. Perhaps that was one of the reasons
for Antonelli's epithet ‘eccentric’. His inexactitude about that
was still annoying me.
Now Sheridan observed, perhaps to please me: ‘I don't like
Godfrey Reilly all that much myself. I don't like his
ambulance-chasing.’
I said, ‘He doesn't chase ambulances. He runs backwards five
paces in front of them. I quite admire the energy of that, except
that he takes himself so seriously. He's so self-righteous about
it. I wouldn't like him to be self-righteous about Clare like that
again. Don't you think he still must be?’
She answered ‘I don't know’, then added: ‘She always talks
very respectfully about him and his work. As if he were a bit
retarded, or something. Sometimes she talks like that about
some of the younger temps she finds jobs for: the ones she has
to mother. Is that a good sign?’
I asked, ‘For who?’ But I didn't wait for her reply. I said, ‘Of
course, it doesn't hurt Godfrey professionally - living with
Clare. Journalism is one of the few professions - apart from
mine - where a man could safely marry her. It would add to his
image, as if he'd tamed a monster.’ The thought made me
uneasy. Years of close-watching and stringent conditioning
hadn't totally tamed Clare - even given that her wildness (like
most true wildness) had always had an intrinsic element of
stillness - but I was worried that marriage to Godfrey might.
It was true that I'd never met a more self-righteous young man.
His ire and fervour about wrongdoing were fluid and persistent,
and had no relationship to my own seasoned and controlled, if
sometimes spontaneous, rage at the causing of real pain including that which I myself had inflicted.
As I understood it, Clare's first separation from Godfrey had
happened because she had shown some spontaneous anger
herself. Although she had done so once or twice with me - for
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example, when she was my probation charge and I had tested
her, or goaded her, too far - this indignation was something she
rarely expressed. Because of the constant necessity for her not
to attract attention to herself, and because of that early
stimulus-response conditioning to be passive and demure.
Maybe it was actually that cool civility, rather than her terrible
history, that had appealed so much to Godfrey. Maybe it was
both.
When I had first interviewed Clare-at-sixteen in prison, she
was still being subjected to electric shock stimulus-response
conditioning (which has no connection, of course, to
electro-convulsive therapy). I had never assisted in, or
condoned, the method, but in retrospect I wished that I had
opposed it more vociferously. At that time, my main concern
had been to protect society from any possibility of further
violence from her, and, therefore, to assess how great was that
possibility. The idea of the S-R had revolted but excited me,
and in ruthless truth I had probably been grateful that it
reinforced my authority and made her freedom (and my less
violent techniques) more attractive to her.
Once, later, I'd told her all of the above and she'd asked: ‘Do
you disapprove of it because it wasn't moral, or just because it
didn't work?’
I'd said, ‘It did work. It always does, like any sort of pain,
even if there are always areas that it doesn’t touch, and areas
that survive to avenge themselves. I disapprove because it was
a bad thing to do, that's all.’
In her mid-twenties, Clare had regained the ability to lose her
temper. The trouble was that when she lost it she had the
quickest boiling point I'd ever seen, changing from her typical
subdued geisha demeanor to both-barrels-Ma-Barker in about
two seconds flat. Privately, I had thought this was hilarious,
and she had known I did, but I also admonished her not to lose
the use of the unprovocative survival strategy with which I had
helped equip her for the world.
Godfrey, however, had been genuinely disconcerted by her
unexpectedness, and even seemed to feel that it precluded their
living together. When she'd discuss it with me, I'd said: ‘I do
find his attitude hard to understand - particularly since half his
livelihood depends on women making scenes, just as mine
does.’
She'd asked, ‘What does the other half depend on?’
I'd answered, ‘Men making scenes’, and offered again to live
with her myself.
I always had been perfectly willing to live with her
permanently, but we also always both knew that the ten per
cent of absoluteness would still be missing, and that we needed
each other too totally to tolerate its loss.
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The trigger for their first separation had been Godfrey's
staring down at a mosaic of newly-thrown plate and declaring,
‘If you behave like that, you aren't ready to have children.’
Some of my happiest childhood memories, however , involved
my father holding still so that my mother could fling a
saucepan at him, so I was able to reassure Clare about that. And
I quite liked the idea of her having children. I thought it entirely
irrelevant to her occasional bursts of temper, let alone her
ability to kill.
At any rate, now they were reconciled and I only hoped that
this was because he had developed some sane generosity and
not because she had chosen to ration her spontaneity again.
I asked Sheridan, ‘Is he babysitting with her on Saturday?’
Sheridan's downy Burmese cat, Eartha Kit, leapt onto her lap
and stared thoughtfully at Idris. Idris stared thoughtfully back.
Sheridan stroked the cat and answered: ‘No. He's away for the
week, in Kalgoorlie, doing “The Reasons and Remedies for
Aborigines Drinking".’
And, once more, she studied my face.

Sheridan and Damien had brought my car from the garage at
the old Mt Druitt house, so all I had to do that afternoon was
pack it with my old-fashioned globite suitcase and the tin trunk,
and leave. I didn't wait for Damien to come home from tutoring
at the university. I didn't dislike him, but I never felt much urge
to see him.
Despite her Maternity Leave from school teaching (about
which I was always a bit disappointed that she wasn't the
Summerhill radical she had once threatened to be), Sheridan
looked very tired. I was afraid her old asthma might return.
Before I left, I peeled the vegetables near the stove and sliced
some onions and mushrooms into the soup-pot for her. She
thanked me in a grudging drawl: ‘You‘re not as sexist as you
used to be.’
I retorted: ‘Despite my protestations of not being the New
Man, I do try conscientiously not to be sexist in professional,
family or social matters. I think the only thing I'm still sexist
about is sex.’
She may have worn it, because she looked down at the
Hanging Judge's trunk pensively and asked: ‘Is that thing still
in there?’
‘Atahualpa? No. The National Museum of Costa Rica is going
to unite him with his descendants in an Amazon rainforest.’ I
realised I missed him.
As I left, she questioned me again suddenly: ‘I know it’s not
my business, but did you have an HIV test in Los Angeles?’
I didn't say it wasn't her business. I said, ‘Yes, dear. I'm quite
okay.’
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‘Will you be alright, without furniture?’
‘Fine. I'm making a statement about possessions.’
But she knew I'd already ordered a fridge, a kitchen table and
a double bed. It was a small, warm unit with a built-in
wardrobe. It wouldn't need much else. It had cost me much less
than the sum for which the old Mt.Druitt house had just been
sold. I had admitted to myself that I couldn't face my conjugal
home again.

On Saturday night, I called in at Sheridan's. Sheridan and
Damien had gone out to see Angel at My Table at the movies.
Clare was there at the house, with Idris.
Despite our letters, we hadn't actually seen each other since
Sheridan's wedding, and for the first half hour Clare treated me
with an irritated, aloof resentment: supposedly because I didn't
trust her with Idris, but more perhaps just because I had been
away. She said angrily - with real Clare-anger, not her brief,
new temper which had so alarmed Godfrey and entertained me,
but a lip-bitten, white-faced, too softly-spoken passivity:
‘I've minded Idris before. I'm not going to kill him. I'm not
even going to drop him. I don't need your supervision.’
I said, ‘I know that. I'm just calling in.’
Both because of her wariness, and because of my reluctance to
make the young-man's-mistake of usurping her competence
with the baby, I was careful not to advise her about looking
after him, or to take over any of her functions in tending him. I
just sat watching them both respectfully, as if I'd never handled
a baby before. I could feel that my eyes were softer and more
unguarded than they usually are, as I watched her. They were
analysing more objects, with less effort. I almost felt safe.
She sponged and changed him, interacting with him
affectionately. When her hair had whitened in her prison
childhood, her palms and footsoles had become deeply lined.
But the overall effect of her hands was slight, graceful and
elegant - so much so, that now they seemed as if they'd been
positioned in some Khmer dance ritual. She was using thick,
silver nail polish again, as she had when she was first released.
It still matched the birch-frond frost of her hair.
I looked down at my own hands.They were firm and practical,
but the finger joints were more pronounced than they had once
been. The nails were harder than before. They were slowly
turning into an old man's hands.
I admitted: ‘No. I wasn't just calling in. I wanted to see you
again. I wasn't worried about Idris, though. That boy can take
care of himself.’
She was still angry at me, and asked, ‘Even with me?’
I only said, ‘Even with you’, quietly, refusing to bite.
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Her face had filled out a bit, giving it an almost mischievous
quality, as well as the old elfin-autistic wanness. Her rich hair
was still piled up in braids, her body was fuller, but still fragile
and wiry, and her eyes were even darker blue than I had
remembered.
At present, her features and movements had a drained air,
because she'd been walking and cradling the baby for an hour,
and Idris - as babies will do - had demanded enormous physical
reassurance, and was much too young to reciprocate that in
kind and replace what he had drawn out of her.
Sheridan had warned me that the cat was jealous of Idris.
Once Clare had placed him sleeping in his bassinet, Eartha
came out of her hiding place behind the piano. With the
perversity of cats, she had realised that I thought I didn't like
handling cats. She snuggled smugly on my lap, as I
mechanically fondled her ears. Clare sat on the piano stool,
with her elbow on the piano lid, and watched me. Neither of us
smiled. I accepted and met her gaze, still stroking the cat.
Then she came over and sat on the chair arm. ‘I need a bit of
that’, she said, resting one of her hands on the tingling hand
with which I had caressed fur. There had been no sexual
reference between us that night, so it was a brave thing for her
to say.
I turfed the resentful Eartha out of my lap, and threw her a cat
biscuit. She could be heard crunching it and washing herself
extravagantly behind the piano again. I pulled Clare down to
replace her. Perhaps to overcome the initial awkwardness, but
certainly with huge relief and affection, we kissed immediately
and deeply. My tongue lingered over the new and ancient
cicatrices she had bitten inside her cheeks. She stroked the back
of my head and neck firmly with both hands.
For a while, I tasted her mouth and traced her back, shoulders,
face and eyelids with my fingertips, and toyed with her tight
plaits and translucent azure hairslides. Then I undid the plaits
completely and the white hair fell around her, past her waist,
and I lifted a sheaf of it in my hand, stroked her hip bones with
it and gathered it up under her uncovered breasts. I put my lips
down to her breasts and pointed her nipples with my tongue.
She was trying not to react too much, and breathed sharply and
tightly from the bridge of her nose, like a tenor searching for
head-notes. Her wide, night-blue doll-eyes met mine fixedly,
whenever I looked up at her. She held my head again, as if to
slow me from doing anything more with my mouth: not
communicating that I should stop, but that she should have
control.
She asked, ‘Could you just come in?’ But I felt that this would
be evasive - that she was prepared to meet me again, but only
briefly and functionally.
I said, ‘I want more than that.’ I was also irritated by the
inherited assumption - which seemed still there in her
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somewhere - that men are grateful if they can just enter a
woman, and not mess around with any fiddly foreplay.
She explained, whispering levelly: ‘Sometimes if you do
come in, at once, like that, it's more of a shock.’ She used the
second person, but as if ‘you’ did mean me, and not just my
gender as such.
I closed my arms around her back and angled her mouth down
for another kiss. Only after that, did we smile.
‘Well, if you want to be shocked’, I said. I wanted to go on
holding her on top of me, didn't want to lose her eyes. But it
was apparent that she wanted to wriggle underneath me, to be
pressed down and held. It wasn't just an appetite for
helplessness, I think. It was a compulsion towards safety.
I used my arm underneath her to guide her onto the carpet at
the foot of the chair, and then lay down on the full length of her
body, resting my hands on her wrists and not taking any of my
own weight. I hadn't lost her eyes. I asked, ‘Okay?’ and she
said ‘Yes.’ Her breathing had left her sinuses and was down in
her ribs again. It was softer, but still as quick as her heartbeat.
There was a paranoiac - her dead stepfather - who wrote in a
note that he had heard that heart beating independently of her
body - that, years after she had killed her brother and sisters - it
had followed him from room to room and driven him to suicide.
I had felt that Clem was following her heartbeat that night he
had pursued her and she had killed him. But her heartbeat was
incarnate in her now.
She was still very tense and I wasn't sure if she’d be moist
enough to take me. I eased some of my weight to one side and
slipped her open dress down over her side and legs. She bent
her knees so that I could untangle the crumpled denim, and I
freed her from it completely. She lifted her free hand and
fingered my heavy lips, which had been pursed so often. She
brushed her fingertips as lightly as she could over their fullness,
barely touching. I let my mouth open somewhat, so that her
fingers also explored the wet vulnerability between my mouth
and teeth. I pushed my own free hand between her thighs and
felt her crisp hair and fluid vaginal warmth. I needed to touch
her clitoris for a moment, even though she writhed her stomach
away.
I only undressed as much as was necessary. I had the habitual
condoms in my wallet - although, of course, so had she.
Incredibly, Idris slept on.
I entered Clare as smoothly as I could, thrust at once to the
back of her vagina and felt the hard circle of her cervix through
the latex. There was a thrill as sharp as pain. I had to
concentrate on the rhythm for a while, so that the sensation
didn't overwhelm me. I knew she didn't want me to pause, and
didn't. She allowed her voice and her breath to respond to the
strokes, squeezing her eyes shut and moving her head to and fro
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in an endurance-rhythm of her own. After five minutes, I lifted
myself on my arms and asked, ‘Will I come or rest?’
She answered ‘Come’, so I began again, but for longer than I
expected.
When I did start to come, she recognised the pulsing and
contracted on me tightly, so that I almost felt fear. Then the
bloodswell transcended everything, and I thrust and came and
so did she: with me, no longer clutching with her muscles but
encompassing my drumming in an exquisite, long-held stillness.
Her head and shoulders jutted back deep into the carpet. Then
she relaxed and groaned so profoundly that we were both
surprised. I released my own breath and rested with my face
against her breasts.
When I'd nearly recovered, she caressed my face, sucked my
sweat from her fingers and asked, almost innocently: ‘Can we
have the foreplay now?’
Idris started to cry, thank God, and I put on my pants, jiggled
him under one arm and brewed a pot of Twinings. Clare was
still lying on the floor, her cloud-hair fanned out, her face and
breasts mottled a childlike cyclamen from my body and lips.
I said, trying not to laugh, ‘Get back into the armchair. Don't
put your clothes on.’ I handed her a cup of tea. Idris's newborn
eyes had focused on her breasts, and he was making circling
motions with his little hands, like a spruiker outside a strip club.
I gave him to her. She fed him his bottle of Sheridan's
expressed milk and cuddled him - like most roarers, he was also
a cuddler - until he fell asleep on her reassuring skin.
I was going to make some terrible, inappropriate joke about
my always having it off with my grandson's babysitters, but
Clare made it for me. I put Idris back in his bassinet and
squeezed into the big chair beside her. We just hugged each
other implacably for a while, then she rocked herself peaceful
against my shoulder. It was one of those physical, reflective
interstices that you pray will recur often in an afterlife.
After a while, we did indeed have foreplay - slowly, in the
chair, and she straddled my lap as we came again, and her eyes
never left my eyes.
I sipped some cold tea from the cup with her, and told her: ‘I
keep thinking of that line from Dylan Thomas: “So few and
such morning songs”.’
She said, ‘Except that ours tend to happen in the middle of the
night.’
When Sheridan and Damien came home, Clare - who had said
she usually had trouble sleeping now - was asleep fully clothed
in the armchair, and I was striding the floor with Idris - less
because he required it, than because I was still elated and
needed to lift something living in my arms.
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At her request, I drove Clare home that night to the house she
shared with Godfrey - at least when he was home. She seemed
determined to incorporate our recent lovemaking into our
conversation. Note that word ‘incorporate’: it seemed to me
that she was trying to retain the corporeal, comforting sensation
of our being together as long as she could, and also that she was
trying to put it into as casual a physical context as possible.
She, therefore, asked, ‘Was it like that in Bangkok?’
I said, ‘No. Bangkok was brothel sex: not a real
communication. It's usually just one's own routine, and
someone else's, and that makes it a bit boring -’ but I revised
that at once, annoyed with myself, and added:‘No - sex is never
boring.’
I knew that she would have been too meticulous to accept my
denial otherwise.
The car windows were closed, but the car was full of cold,
iridescent shadows and the restless smell of night rain. I held
her waist hard with one hand and asked her: ‘Do you want to
stay with Godfrey?’
She said, ‘Yes.’
‘Alright. Do you want to see me again and make love?’
‘Yes.’
‘Alright. Are you going to tell him?’
She said, ‘I don't know.’
I said, ‘Well, that's your business, but surely the man will
know?’
‘We have a policy,’ she said, in a voice almost inaudible in its
sardonic rationality, ‘of not discussing the past.’
Except, I qualified to myself, if he decides to do a Feature on
it. Aloud, I said, quoting Blake: ‘No wonder you didn't have the
“lineaments of satisfied desire” until I walked in tonight.’ She
couldn’t quite suppress that indulgent grin women have when
men are bragging, so I went on: ‘Enjoying sex is the highroad
to understanding abstract concepts and understanding the past
is the highroad to enjoying sex. If he won't discuss the past, he
can't know you.’ I was too pleased at inventing all those three
a.m. aphorisms not to add: ‘And, anyway, I'm not the past now,
am I?’
But she had tensed as the car slowed down. She said, without
apparent emotion: ‘No, you're not the past.’
I walked with her to the carved front facade of the dark,
barred house. We didn’t kiss. She bent her head, breathed in,
and shut the door. Despite my loquacity, I was in such a state of
self-punishing resentment that I was nearly remorseless at
leaving her in there.
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I was surprised that working in the Mt Druitt area again
comforted me so much.
I realised that I loved the dryness of the place. There was
always a smell of brick and shrubs, and of stubborn, ant-brittle
bushland. The earth was always scabbed and split, like
sensitive lips, and even the mud would cling in clods to your
boots and refuse to liquefy. And, God, it was pretty. Pretty as
Clare. Pretty as a whisper in the dark. Pretty as brick veneers
like little flowered haciendas full of family light. Pretty as
starlight on billowing black acacia and on gleaming discarded
plastic bags, that once might have contained Clem's victims,
indeed even Clare, but now were innocently ripped open by
foxes, rats and possums. Mt Druitt reminded me of walking an
old private battlefield, looking for weathered scars and craters
and drag-marks and being both elated and chilled at some new,
over-verdant growth of flowers. I knew the winds in the dark
crannies. I knew what they fingered when I heard them. And I
was close to Heather again.
I went back to work at Mt Druitt on the Monday after my
Saturday night with Clare. My several reputations had lingered,
and at first the staff hadn't known whether to prepare for
someone who was didactic and tyrannical, or laissez-faire and
uninvolved, or unkempt and alcoholic. Or all six. I suppose I
hadn't really known how I was going to play it. I wore the dark
suit and crimson tie.
As I walked up the stairs to the new suite of offices on
Monday morning, I could hear a woman crying. It was the sort
of enraged, despairing, self-oblivious contralto keening you
hear after bombing raids and national disasters. I forgot all
about any first impression I might make, and pushed the door
wide open in sheer irritation that the staff had let anyone's
anguish progress that far.
Silkie Roberts was sitting crying in the middle of the floor in
the waiting room. A receptionist was trying to pull her upright
by the ribs with one hand, and offering her a cup of coffee with
the other. I knelt down on the floor, and Silkie recognised me
and buried her soaking face in my collar bone. It was the end of
all Power Dressing.
Even apart from grief and guilt over her baby's death from the
Tranquapax, Silkie was rigid, tremulous and incoherent from
benzodiazepine withdrawal. I respected her immensely for that.
I rubbed her back and said clearly: ‘That's right, sweetheart.
Don't let those bastards get you.’
It seemed to be the right thing to say. If I'd called Elinor
‘sweetheart’, she'd have arraigned me before a Sexual
Harassment Tribunal, but Silkie wasn't going to respond to
‘mate’ as a term of affection.
Stretching out one arm behind Silkie, I told the receptionist,
‘I'm George Jeffreys.’ She crouched down and shook my hand.
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She said, ‘I'm Mary’, and apologised: ‘She thought the
appointment with her Case Officer was at 8.30, but it's not until
l0.l5. Then she got upset. Everyone else is with charges.’
I said, ‘That's okay. She's a bit disoriented. Where's my
office?’
After a while I managed to stand Silkie up and guide her into
the office. She was still supporting herself with her hands on
my shoulders, but the feeling from that was functional, not
erotic. It reminded me of how Heather had grasped my
shoulders when she was in early labour.
Silkie had never been a client of mine, but she had been one of
Heather‘s favourite high school students. She was nicknamed
‘Silkie’ because of her family's habit of breeding Sydney Silkie
pups (in which she delighted) for pocket money, and because of
her fine, fair hair. Later on, however, the unspeakable Jonathan
Manger had set her and her boyfriend up as accessories after
the fact in a double-rip-off drug murder he'd arranged. She had
spent a couple of years in Silverwater. The last time I'd seen her
after that, she was sitting in the local RSL club, with a closed
face and a wedding ring.
When her baby had died, she had been on her own again and
on probation for a receiving offence connected with her last
boyfriend. Now I asked her where her file was, and she
indicated the outer office. I told Mary (who seemed relieved to
be given orders) to fetch it, and asked Silkie, ‘Who is your Case
Officer?’
She said, ‘Louise Sheppard’, with a sudden energy and
warmth in her voice - as if the name would mean something
good to me, too. In fact, Elinor had mentioned that her friend
Louise was an excellent Case Officer, who not only had a
Masters in Social Work, but another Masters in Drug
Counselling. She hadn't been working here at Probation very
long, although she had worked in Personnel years ago. She had
recently transferred back from the Health Department.
If I had any reservations about her counselling so far, it was
that Silkie seemed over-dependent on her, but that was
probably just a symptom of Silkie's mourning and drug
withdrawal, rather than of Louise's casework methods.
I asked unnecessarily, ‘Do you like her?’ and Silkie nodded.
She was sitting in the client's chair and mangling my wet, red
handkerchief. Despite my first-day nerves, I wasn't insensitive
or insecure enough to put the desk between us, so I sat in a
smaller chair beside her and we looked at her file together.
We continued to do so, as various staff members (perhaps
reassured by the silence or by Mary) drifted in to meet me.
Silkie was clutching my arm again, without realising it, so I
shook hands with them without standing up. I used my
eye-expressions much more than I would have done otherwise.
I tried to communicate a certain shrewdness, cool sense and
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sane complicity. In retrospect, I probably couldn't have
introduced myself much more effectively if I'd planned it.
When Louise arrived from a case conference in Blacktown, I
had met the rest of my staff, and Silkie was calm - except for an
infrequent, recuperating hiccough - and back in the waiting
room, gazing blurredly at Family Circle.
I did like Louise. She seemed to have gentled into her early
fifties with a square, comfortable build, a chestnut rinse and
direct, benign brown eyes. She glanced at the waiting room
discerningly and drew Silkie into her office at once, whilst
greeting me with an acknowledging smile.
At morning tea, she brought two cups of Decaf into my office
(where I was throwing out dated files and ripping up most of
the card system), and we relaxed and discussed how to deal
with the unprecedented mayhem of mass Tranquapax
withdrawal.

On Monday afternoon, Alain Gossens rang me from the
Villawood Migrant Hostel. He was obviously courting his new
career carefully. Maybe, even in Bangkok, he had recognised
me as a sensible gamble. He asked me for the Western Suburbs
Temporary Drug Counsellor's job, which the Department had
advertised last week. He said, ‘I saw you on TV. You have
great courage.’
I said, ‘I had great jet lag’, but he continued: ‘ You're right.
This is a sick, dope-crazy war. It will turn the world into tribes
again, my friend: and just when we all had so much hope.’
I asked, ‘So you don't want to work for the tribes anymore?’
While Public Servants in Mt Druitt were reading Wilbur Smith
and day-dreaming of fighting in Africa, this man had crawled
ball-deep through Ethiopian dust, reading love stories, firing
rifles, and dreaming of counselling the dispossessed safely in
Sydney.
I looked at the job file. There were surprisingly few applicants
- the rumours about the poisonings and the Strategic Resource
Squad may have influenced this - and none of them were as old
as Alain, or as ethnic, or had any more qualifications than he
did. He was studying Drug Intervention Strategies at the
University of Western Sydney, as a mature-age student.
He said, ‘I promise you, George - I'm sober.’
I resolved to put him through a diabolical third degree at the
job interview on Friday, but I knew that - unless someone from
a Medellin Cartel made a late application - Alain was probably
the most experienced drug expert I could hire.
I told him to priority pay me his resume, but added, ‘And I
don't promise you anything at all.’
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After work on Monday, I strolled across the shopping centre
to Clare's Temporary Secretarial Employment Agency. She and
her friend Sandy rented a couple of offices on the Woodstock
Avenue side of Great Western plaza. On the way, I passed the
only major addition to Mt Druitt since I'd left: a huge,
musk-pink slab of a discotheque called Seductions. Its neon
was twinkling rosily already.
Clare had gone home to Ashfield for the night, but Sandy was
still there, tidying up. And so was Sam, who was Sandy's
brother - and destined always to be thought of as such. Sam
wasn't one of Nature's victims, so much as one of Nature's
suspects. But he nevertheless had a Silkie-like vulnerability to
other people's criminal conspiracies. Jonathan Manger had left
him to take the fall once, too, and had been his lover. Sam’s
bedroom and cell walls had always been plastered with a
luxurious confusion of Girlie pictures - I was aroused again
involuntarily by the memory - but his only real spell of
contentment had been with a male midwife from Blacktown
Hospital. Now, I thought: Sam must be back on our books at
Probation again. He started when he saw me.
So did Sandy, which perhaps indicated something more
serious. Sandy was a more conventional product of their strict
Maltese parents, and had never done anything illegal in her life.
Her loyalty to Sam - and to Clare - was almost poignant. She
had shared a flat with Clare about thirteen years ago, when
Clare was released from prison. Sandy did much of the
mundane business of the Agency, including some of the typing.
Clare did the interviewing, the counselling, the assessing, the
arranging. It was a highly efficient small business, and it liased
closely with the Employment Service and Probation.
Clare tended to speak of the girls - and occasionally boys - she
placed in jobs in a tender, possessive, slightly exasperated tone.
She had once been a big sister, after all. Sandy was more Mt
Druitt about it: sometimes, when they succeeded in making a
difficult placement, there was a cheeky incredulity in her voice,
as if they had sold someone a dog with heartworm, or a cat with
contagious mange .
I've sometimes observed women using friendship to neutralise
a rival (men seem more able to attack their friends directly than
are women), and I thought Clare might be doing this to some
extent with Sandy. Although their amity was sincere, it was
certainly Clare who ran the business.

Both Sam and Sandy were watching me so warily that I
offered expansively to drive them home. Sam was staying at
Sandy's flat nearby. They agreed, and I drove then there and
walked up with them for coffee.
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I followed Sam into his room, while Sandy filled the jug and
opened chocolate chip biscuits. As I'd hoped, Sam's walls were
still plastered with women, but I didn't enjoy viewing them as
much as I'd expected. I hadn't really looked at pin-up
magazines for ages - largely because I'd become put-off by the
expressions on the women's faces. Take away the sweet, soft,
big bodies, and many of the faces had the sullenness and
lethargy of some charity's African malnutrition poster. Maybe
that was the attraction of both those forms of pin-up: the low
ebb of energy which doesn't threaten or challenge, and really
offers no possible relief. By contrast, the women I’d frequented
in Bangkok were cheerful and practical, and even their lethargy
had no desperate somnolence.
I remembered Clare telling me that Clem, our doctor/murderer,
had loved Sam. She hadn't said whether the passion was
physical, but she was usually correct about such things. I had
heard no other account of it, though. And Clare had often come
around to my way of thinking about it: that Clem had actually
committed all his own murders, as he had claimed.
Sam looked at me resignedly, as if I had prepared some
accusation. I just shook my head leniently and he smiled with
dry lips. Sandy brought the coffee and biscuits and sat on the
bed next to him. I was still on my feet. I said to Sandy, not Sam:
‘If there's any trouble, you know you can call me - or ask Clare
to.’
She smiled herself then, more naturally: maybe at the thought
that I did still see Clare. As I left them, they remained sitting
glumly on Sam’s James Dean quilt, and had begun to work
their way through twelve chocolate biscuits.

I rang Inspector Harry Terrence first thing on Tuesday
morning and asked, without preliminaries, ‘What the fuck is
wrong with Sam?’
He answered, as directly: ‘Stephen Appleton is, George.’
‘Jesus, no.’
He said, ‘Appleton's been seeing Sam for a while now. And
then a Vietnamese chemist in Fairfield got killed last week - he
was trying to compete with Appleton's amphetamine people,
wasn't he? - but the motive was robbery, wasn't it? - because we
found his Leica and cassette player and tapes at Sam's, didn't
we? And a bit of blood on the girlie pix.’
I said, ‘He'd replaced those by last night. Isn't all this framing
of Sam far too obvious, even for your bosses, though?’ He said,
‘Well, I haven't got any proof, of course. I'm waiting a day or
two. But nothing is too obvious, really, you know: the obvious
works, George - the obvious is true.’
Appleton had been snared for a minor offence, and was
reporting daily to one of our younger Case Officers, Sean
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Lindsay. I said, ‘Give it a day or two more, Harry. I'll get you a
bit of proof against Appleton.’
Harry sounded happier after that. He asked, ‘Where've you
been, you bastard?’
I said, ‘Fucking myself troppo in every whorehouse between
here and Buenos Aires. And doing some work on the side for
Prisoners of Conscience. What about you?’
‘Living, George - real life, you know? Oh, the wife and I split
up for a while, but we got back together when our eldest girl
got married.’
I said, ‘Sheridan's married now, too. What's this Tranquapax
thing?’
‘You know about the latest one? This morning?’
I said, ‘This morning's too early for them to tell if it is a
Tranquapax poisoning.’
‘Oh, they're doing an autopsy - but it looks right. Lady florist
in Tregear with menopause problems. Took a couple of
Tranquapax about three a.m., to help her drive to the markets.
No wonder they sideswipe each other at the markets so much.
There's another thing - its from a different batch to the others.
And the two batches we've recalled have been tampered with
more often than the firm is admitting. Maybe as many as one in
eighty.’
‘That's what I'd heard,’ I said, ‘but is it true about the Strategic
Resource Squad?’
There was silence at his end of the phone for a moment, then
he said cautiously, ‘Could be. I hope not. How bad is this
Tranquapax withdrawal thing?’
I considered, also cautious: ‘Well, in some ways not taking
them is more inhibiting physically than taking them is. We all
know that going off than can make people slower and more
uncertain in their responses, as well as more volatile. And
taking them always makes violence easier. Would the S.R.S. be
here to protect the public, or the tranquilliser factory?’
But he cut that off. He said, ‘It’s hypothetical, George. As far
as I’m concerned, they're not coming.’ Then he asked me,
half-perfunctory, half-stirring, ‘Would you like to box with me
at the Police Boys Club, mate? Philip Antonelli did.’
My old distaste for sport had been well-known. Now, I said:
‘Yes’, with some tamped-down humour.
He couldn't believe it. He repeated the question. I agreed
again. I explained, ‘I boxed at school for a while. And I liked
watching the boxing in Thailand - very free form. I was really
converted.’
He sounded aghast: ‘You're not going to box like that, are
you?’
I said, "Wait and see, old cobber - wait and see.’ Still
sounding truly unnerved, he agreed to meet me at the Police
Boys Club gym on Saturday.
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I'd meant it about Appleton. He was due for an interview with
Sean that afternoon. I rubbed my hands, said, ‘Give him to me’,
and Sean did so, gladly.
Although I had always known I would be a good inquisitor, I
had never liked doing interrogations when I worked at
Probation before. The synthetic intimacy involved in them had
always sickened me. And I could usually obtain results in terser,
less coercive ways. You can't perform an interrogation without
using some degree of mental or physical violence. But maybe
that was why I wanted to interrogate Appleton: I wanted to
know how much real violence I could watch myself use. I don't
mean that I was going to hit him (that wouldn't work quickly in
his case, anyhow) - but what I had in mind was as much like
psychological rape as it was like psychological seduction.
When he saw me, he brightened up and asked, ‘Are you going
to special me?’, using a verb I’d last heard used by a Doonside
policeman who was going to ‘special’ a locked car window
open.
I said, ‘Yes, I'm going to special you, Stephen.’ I knew that
he'd expect me to be burnt-out (but I've never believed there is
really such a thing as burn-out) or garrulous, and all over the
place. So I had to focus on him like a lens, and constrain my
words and gestures. Sean had offered to come in with a cup of
tea, every now and then, and play Second Policeman, but I
preferred to assume both roles myself: to be the one who
sympathises in a soft, puzzled, reassuring voice and the one
who dominates the suspect. Appleton, of course, was adept
himself in all these trite routines. I had to find a way to turn his
aptitudes against him.
He said now, ‘You're George Jeffreys. I've heard a lot of good
things about you.’ I loathed that - because I felt flattered.
I asked: ‘What?’, without smiling.
‘That you're fair - you're efficient - not hysterical…’
‘That I took out a contract on Jonathan Manger?’
‘I've heard that, yes.’ Perhaps, indeed, the rumour was doing
my reputation no harm. I nodded: ‘If one is going to be
followed by a phantom crime, it might as well be a just one.’
He asked, ‘What have you heard about me?’
‘That you're a killer. That you live on the borderline between
the manipulative and the disturbed.’
He wasn't phased: ‘And what do you think?’
I answered: ‘For the moment, whatever you wish me to.’
He asked, ‘Is this confidential?’
I said, ‘Of course not. Hell, I'm taping it.’ I placed a very
conspicuous recording device on the desk between us. I showed
him that it was already working.
He seemed increasingly pleased. I looked at him. He had soft
little hands - almost as frail as Clare's - and a strong, bony,
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vicious chest and arms. He had a sense of humour. He’d spent a
little time in the British Navy. If he hadn't decided to freelance
in London and then come to Australia, he might have been one
of the sailors standing on the deck and singing ‘You've Got to
Look on the Bright Side’, as his ship went down in the
Falklands. He was the most gifted and subtle hit man in the
western suburbs since Manger, but when the kill was supposed
to be spectacular, he could leave a body spreadeagled in glass
and blood as suddenly and publicly as anyone else who had
once worked for the Krays.
As if to show me what a comedian he was, what a mimic, he
suddenly lent towards the recording device and recited about
five minutes of an early Goon Show, doing all the different
voices perfectly. He must have been brought up on it in some
Glasgow slum, but the voices had a strange, too-reassuring
echo of Prince Charles and niceness and the Navy and
not-too-many brains. There was something especially nostalgic
about them for me: my mother and father had liked to listen to
the Goon Show on the wireless when I was a child at
Parramatta. I hadn't shared their enthusiasm, but it was difficult
not to grin or look surprised at him. Then I thought how much
he must have dazzled Sam.
I felt a spontaneous, freezing yearning - a cold lack which was
very close to terror - under my ribs for Clare. I had intended to
ring her tomorrow about finding some sort of secretarial job for
Teresa, but now I needed the prospect of being with her.
I walked out of the room without looking at Appleton, and
phoned Clare from my office. She hesitated, but agreed to have
lunch with me at the Roundabout Pub tomorrow. I said, ‘It's
just about work.’ And she made a long, soft noise - a cross
between a moan and almost a warning growl and said, ‘Yes.
You'd say that, wouldn't you?’
I went back to the interviewing room with a jug of water, two
mugs and some instant coffee. My departure had unnerved
Appleton. The tape had gone on recording - probably nothing.
I told him, ‘Make us some coffee.’
He said, ‘I'm not a prisoner here.’
‘Of course not. You can go home now, if you like. But I want
to see you again tomorrow morning.’
He made the coffee - very neatly and courteously, making
sure to ask me how many spoons of coffee, then of sugar, and
then how much milk. He gave me my coffee and we watched
each other. He had fine grey eyes, capable of meeting mine for
a long time and fluxing just enough to avoid a direct challenge.
I said, ‘It's sad that you don't have many friends, except for
Sam. But there's something about you - even a smell, I think that must warn people off in social situations.’
‘A smell of what?’, he asked.
‘Oh, something sweet,’ I said, ‘like putrefaction.’
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He looked amused. He was easy to entertain, Appleton. So I
decided that I would be, too. I let him tell me a long bad joke
about a whore and her client from Glasgow. The joke was even
more against Glasgow than it was against the whore. I smiled,
obligingly.
It wasn't his aggressive banter that I feared: it was the moment
when I would start to succeed, when I would really shake him.
Then the subtleties and the jokes and the prison-game-foreplays
would be over, and he would threaten me openly with a power
much more cunning and lethal, much more enduring and
effective, than my own.

I had just warned the staff that any interview that lasted longer
than an hour was almost certainly counter-productive, unless it
took place in the field.
But on Wednesday morning, I gave Appleton three hours. The
recording device ran with a soothing swish. At times, I would
replace it, or he or I would make the coffee . He told me jokes,
which became increasingly less sexual and verbal, and more
childlike and cruel. He told me about his mother. He asked,
‘You know why I don't mind being in at the kill now - I mean,
when I'm hunting? Because those mongrels didn't let me. She
was dying at the hospital, and they didn't let kids my age into
the Intensive Care ward. She was in there, screaming for me,
and I was outside, bashing on the waiting room door. They
never even let me see her die. I saw her body, though. You
know about that.’ He had heard about me viewing Heather’s
autopsy.
I said, truthfully, but also to continue the histrionic discourse:
‘Yes. After that, there's nothing they can do to you. And after
that, there's nothing you can't do.’

I started to play the recording device back for him at intervals.
He began not to notice me so much. He was becoming his own
audience: his ideal self: a self-sufficient man. He smiled at his
own jokes and impersonations. He leant back, he relaxed. He
sang bits of pop songs in a mellifluous high tenor: ‘And
sometimes when we touch, the honesty's too much…’ At last, it
was as if I wasn't there anymore. I murmured a question about
photography. Yes, of course, he liked to take pictures: ‘But not
people, never people - only pure things, like trees.’
I said, ‘You can bring me in some of your photographs
tomorrow, if you like.’
He sat up rigid. I was terminating the interview, and he didn't
want to go.
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I said, ‘Ten a.m. tomorrow. Tomorrow, it won’t take so long’,
and left the room.
When I looked in five minutes later, he had gone.
Silkie was outside, hand-in-hand with a freckled young man
she'd met at Seductions last night.
I asked, ‘You danced hard rock-’n-roll in the middle of a
Tranquapax withdrawal?’
She blushed, genuinely: ‘We were both withdrawing from it.
We walked into the same wall, and caught each other.’
Michael worked at the Riverstone Meatworks. He had to work
there, or he’d lose his dole, and probably his retarded son. He
was watching over Silkie with a perceptive kindness that
suggested to me some experience of impediments and grief.
Before I left for lunch, I gripped them both at once, lightly but
affirmatively - almost as if I was a Madame pressing them
together.

Waiting for Clare in the Roundabout, I felt even lonelier than I
had yesterday. The Roundabout hadn't changed. The ceiling in
the table section was still supported by mammoth bronze
female nudes, with turbans on their heads and muscular
buttocks. The tables still gleamed clean and decorous.
Clare touched my hair from behind before I saw her. I'd
already ordered two glasses of lemon, and I gave her one. I
offered, ‘I can order you some wine’, but she said, ‘This is fine.
How are you?’
‘You mean after Saturday, or after the world?’
‘After me’, she said, sipping.
I said, ‘Oh, I was wonderful after you. But I wasn't so terrific
after taking you back to Ashfield.’ I wouldn't refer to it as
‘home’.
She said, ‘We made an agreement then. But you said this was
about work.’
‘And you inferred that it wasn't. But, actually, it is.’ I told her
about Teresa and Mateu. They were currently living in one half
of a Mt Druitt Housing Commission duplex, next to the
Salvadorean family who had sponsored them. Uncle Mateu was
scowling habitually and talking about the western suburbs
being the ‘elephants' graveyard’ of Latin American
revolutionaries, although he was also keeping a firm eye on
those five hellbent Mt Druitt kids, who had quietened down
considerably.
But either he or Teresa needed a job, and Teresa could type.
Clare said, ‘It shouldn't be hard to place her’, then asked,
‘Have you fucked her?’
I responded semantically, ‘You mean in some way
“ruined”...?’
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She remained sedate, ‘No: I mean: “slept with, made love
to”…?’
I said, ‘Only while her husband was in gaol. You're staying
for lunch, aren’t you? I never know what nationality the cuisine
here will be.’ It varied with the chef. They were peripatetic.
She said, ‘It‘s Vietnamese at the moment. Not too bad. Is she
beautiful?’
‘Very,’ I said, and then observed with deliberate irrelevance:
‘Since I worked here before, there seems to be less trouble with
Calabrians and more with the Vietnamese.’
Clare called me a racist, and then ordered Pho Chay vegetarian noodle - soup for us: ‘Because it's quick.’
It was palatably spicy - not over-spiced like some vegetarian
food - with carrots, charred onion and mushrooms. I said, ‘I had
this in Thailand quite often. I'm not sleeping with Teresa
anymore. She loves her husband.’
‘I love Reilly.’
‘But you're not married to him.’
‘I think I'm as married as I'll ever be. What are you going to do
for sex? I won't be available very often.’
I shrugged: ‘Brothels again.’
‘That's a waste. I don't mean just the money. You're really good
at foreplay.’ But she didn’t suggest I start a new relationship.
I said, ‘Most Australian prostitutes tend to make sure they
enjoy themselves as much as the client does. I'd only go to the
Bank Card brothels in Sydney, where they employ nurses and
schoolteachers and medical students.’ The conversation felt
very drab, and I was experiencing authentic anticipatory grief at
the prospect of her going.
She had a low pain-threshold and had to drink the scalding
soup slowly, but, even so, she was looking at her watch. I
prolonged the conversation by telling her about Silkie's new
boyfriend: ‘As well as the serial-killers-in-training, I’ve
actually known slaughtermen who were remarkably gentle at
home.’
She thought about it: ‘I couldn't live with someone who
worked in an abattoir, though. Although you and I used to
discuss how Proust would pay money to visit the abattoirs in
Paris.’ She smiled politely as a waitress carried plates of pallid
diced meat and squashed rice past her.
I accused her, ‘You're a hypocrite’, and stopped: I hadn't
meant to refer to her murders, only to the fact that she was a
vegetarian, but had never acknowledged it, since she believed:
‘It might make people think I’m some sort of Nazi.’ But she
understood. She said, ‘Yes, I am a hypocrite, although I did eat
meat, as a child, in my mother’s house, of course. But even
then I knew I wouldn't if I had to kill it.’
I considered that myself and said, ‘Neither would I have.
Although I shot rabbits once with some other boys, very
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inefficiently. I don’t think children actually like the taste of
meat much. I don’t eat it now: Teresa was a vegetarian.’
I told her about Stephen Appleton. She had already learned
most of the situation from Sam and Sandy.
As one of my old victims, she asked, ‘What interviewing
techniques are you using on him?’
‘Just bullying and a bit of Advanced Accurate Empathy.’
She parodied that: ‘I know: you say, consolingly: “Doesn't it
feel awful when you've just shot a grass and you bump into his
widow - who doesn't know anything about it yet - while you're
buying a new pair of disposable gloves at K Mart”?’
She went on: ‘Appleton is a strange name for a hit man.’
I asked, ‘Why? They're usually only called “Mad Dog” in
your boyfriends news stories.’
‘Don't call him that. His name's Godfrey.’
I was feeling bitter and trivial. ‘Do you always call him
“Reilly”, or sometimes do you call him “God” for short?’
She said, ‘No. I always call him “Reilly”. Thus explaining to
me that their relationship was solid and domestic: stereotyped.
She only ever called me 'George.'
I declared with a defiant irritability: ‘You still don’t
understand about the problem of evil, do you?’ - daring her to
confess herself an expert - ‘The problem of evil isn’t why some
god created it, it’s that there isn’t any on-the-spot recognisable
devil…’
She nodded her head in mock respect, her eyes luminous with
incredulity - whereas, before, they had held the deep savage
blue of normal indifference: of a Tasmanian tarn, perhaps.
Someone clinked their cutlery awkwardly, nearby.
I continued: ‘…there is only the evil of being hypnotised by
inherited assumptions, so that one doesn’t recognise the
suffering in front of one, or the evil of being hypnotised by
immediacy - by the suffering in front of one - so that one loses
the power of choice. Evil doesn’t come trailing clouds of sulfur
like a Vincent Price movie, you know that. And anyone who
professes goodness - who is supposed to embody it - has to be
considered evil a priori, I think.’
‘What about Mother Theresa?’ Of course, sister Clare would
have a yen for Mother Theresa. I considered revealing my
rollicking love affair with Mother Theresa, but decided that the
other diners were too close and that my credibility with Clare
was too precarious.
It would still be some time before professional antagonists
like Christopher Hitchens normalised criticism of Mother
Theresa, so Clare still looked shocked when I said, ‘I glimpsed
Mother Theresa salivating over a couple of deathbeds in
Calcutta once. I thought the wretched woman must be the
world’s most famous Munchausen-by-Proxy. Arguing against
birth control all over the world, so that more unwanted babies
can die sick and hungry, and she can nurse them.’
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Then Clare smiled: ‘But you don’t think my reputation for evil
gives me any claim to goodness, do you? I just run an
employment service. You never romanticised me like that
before.’
‘I’ve never felt this distant from you before. I need intimacy to
cure me of romance.’
She chose to evade the brunt of my argument: ‘I don’t need to
cure anyone of anything’ - she paused, perhaps trying to say
‘darling’ conversationally, and deciding against it: ‘I’m not a
Munchausen-by-Proxy. I’ve taken responsibility for all my
murders.’ She might have forgotten Clem’s murder - or maybe
that taking responsibility for it in front of me was enough, and
the world didn’t matter. Or, her killing of him had involved
more self-absolving vigilante panic than I’d observed at the
time. Whatever she was, she went on nostalgically, ‘This is
how we used to talk when I was in prison. Sometimes I think
you’ve ruined me for normal, ritualistic conversation.’
‘I gathered you and Godfrey had a lot of spaces in your
togetherness. As you admit, even in prison, I made you feel that
you had a distinct, unexpected personality. That’s what a good
lover does. Anyway, you shouldn’t develop an appetite for
rituals, darling’ - I managed to say that word casually - ‘They’d
make you feel safe, and any illusion of absolution is the last
thing you need.’
She was wearing a faux raw silk jacket, slinky but as
reassuring as its oatmeal colour, and I remembered that the
inner curve of her hips and the wide areola of her breasts had
felt like the skin of sleepy silkworms under my hand.
She referred to the Hanging Judge: ‘Have you noticed that
your ancestor always asserts himself after meals? Perhaps it’s
because the blood leaves your head.’ The sentence was ruder
than she meant it to sound.
I said, ‘I’m a human being, not a wild animal. I don’t kill
when I’m hungry. I kill when I’m comfortable.’
She must have realised that I was trying aphorism-as-foreplay,
and she stroked her neck dismissively, ‘But you don’t kill, do
you?’
I was more dismissive than she, and with more anger: ‘Clare,
this is not an area where experience solves any problems.’ Then
I remembered a rule I have that when you stop eliding auxiliary
verbs, you should abort the conversation.
But her fingertips still rested on her throat-pulse, and her neck
had curved somewhat, as if waiting for a knife.
I fought my jealousy with practicality and suggested: ‘I’m
taking Sheridan to an opera matinee on Saturday week while
Damien minds the baby. Would you like to come with us?’
She said ‘Yes’, then stood up and left me, without looking
back or asking which opera it was.
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On Thursday afternoon, Appleton brought in some
photographs of trees. Actually, they were impressive, with a
quiet, glowing light, and clean green and sepia shadows. I told
him I needed a new camera and he recommended various
brands, but I didn't let him do that for too long, yet. He seemed
more restless, and I knew that this third day was the time I
would have to see the bare teeth and hear the threats.
Abruptly, I asked him a few direct questions:
‘Did you set Sam up?’
‘Did you kill the chemist?’
‘Was he cutting in on the amphetamines?’
He refused to even acknowledge them.
So, in the traditional protocol, it was time for the other
Policeman.
I made sure that my anger was not connected with indignation
about Sam being victimised. Indignation makes you feel too
vulnerable. What I did let myself vent on Appleton was hard,
stylised, male rage that animated my body like a battery charge.
I felt as if I were physically springing down on the emotion,
and he saw that, and was instinctively alarmed. I pushed my
chair away, stood next to him - over him - and shouted:
‘Answer!’
He smiled up at me, wanting to threaten me, but silenced by
the presence of the recording device.
I turned it off.
He said, ‘I've got a longer arm than you have, George,
whatever happened to Manger and your doctor. I can learn all
about you, George - all about your family and friends, and your
little murderess.’ Except for me, no one had called her that
since Clem - and Clem had almost murdered her.
I confirmed quietly, ‘And you're patient, too - aren't you? I
admire that. You're not an impetuous man.’
‘I'm very good at my job’, he said,with a compulsive, lonely
look at the recording device. I turned it on again and made
more coffee.
I was drinking it with him and I thought: at this rate, Clare
won't be the only one with insomnia.
Appleton was into his monologue again: jokes,
song-fragments, advice. He asked me, ‘Do you masturbate?’
‘Sometimes. Why?’ I didn't want to know whether he did.
He said, ‘You're living vicariously through me.’
I joked mildly, ‘You've never lived unless you've lived
vicariously’, and he took my response as a compliment to him.

Four days. On Friday morning, I had a one hour interview
with Appleton. We talked about cameras again. I said, ‘But I
can‘t afford anything as good as that camera Sam stole.’

48

Perhaps there is a moment of consent in every interrogation,
as there is in every death, and no one ever really yields without
reaching it. Perhaps there is never a brilliant trick involved.
Appleton looked almost sulky - maybe he just knew I’d never
stop - and declared: ‘With the money I earn, I can buy a
hundred Leicas.’
My body, which had been leaning against the table, poised
suddenly, tilted back as if I'd caught a cricket ball, and then
leant towards him. I said, ‘Yes’, and our gazes met in
tranquillity.
After a pause, I said gently, ‘You can go home.’ We said no
more to each other, and he left the interviewing room.
I telephoned Harry Terrence: ‘It's on the tape. He knows it
was a Leica. Go for it.’
So he did.

On Friday afternoon, Alain arrived for the final Temporary
Ethnic Drug Counsellor interview, and for an hour I used up all
the intimidating, inquisitorial zeal I had left over from Appleton.
By the end of the interview, the other two on the panel - Louise
and Sean - were almost defending him against me.
He remained diplomatic, apprehensive, and informative.
I rang him that night at his hostel and confirmed that he had
the job.

On Saturday afternoon at the Police Boys Club, I boxed
Marquis of Queensbury rules - no wonder Oscar Wilde called
him ‘the screaming, scarlet Marquis’ - with Harry Terrence,
and we tied, on points. It wasn't as grim as I'd expected. The
boys and girls loved it.
While we were dodging and weaving, I asked: ‘Was the Leica
enough?’
‘Oh, sure. How else did Appleton know it was a Leica? We've
been watching them. He hasn't seen or rung Sam since the
murder. Someone of Appleton's planted the evidence. We're not
interested in Sam now.’
He clipped me in passing on the edge of my jaw, and I made
myself concentrate. Neither of us were putting any back muscle
into it - probably not even any shoulder. I was relieved at how
quick I still was: about three to one in the flurry of gloves.
I said, ‘Appleton's organisation will outmanoeuvre you, of
course.’
I blocked him from connecting again. He said, ‘Oh, yes. There
won't be enough proof for a conviction. Did he threaten you?’
‘Yes. Will he follow through?’ I caught him harder than I
meant to, on the cheekbone, and his head snapped back slightly.
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I decided to finish the match and let him break through my
guard. He did, but didn't hit me as heavily as I had hit him.
He scratched his chin, thinking, as the kids carefully added up
the score. I missed Sheridan at that age. He said, ‘No. I don't
think he'll follow through, unless someone pays him. If they
didn’t, he'd have an awful lot of his own freelance reprisals to
get through before he got around to you.’
I grinned at him, and lied: ‘Yes. Appleton told me that you'd
be way ahead of me in that queue.’
He seemed a bit uneasy for a while.

I was uneasy, too, but with a dusk, long-road loneliness.
I drove home to Westmead, and then read Robert Lowell,
searching for a line that had been teasing me in the daylight:
‘But you can’t love everyone, your heart won’t let you…’

The Saturday after, I took Clare and Sheridan to the opera. It
was Turandot.
Sheridan didn't usually regard Clare as particularly vulnerable.
But she had voiced some doubts to me about taking Clare to
this opera - with its theme of the tyrannical Princess who
murders her suitors.
So the night before, I rang Clare and asked her as directly as
ever: ‘Will Turandot worry you? Sheridan thought it might.’
There was a slight, resentful pause on the other end of the
phone, and then a cold, ironic little voice asked, ‘Why should it
worry me?’
I said, ‘Well, I didn't think the idea of her murdering people
would shake you, but the excuse for it is that she's frigid, and
the solution to all the massacres is supposed to be Love.’
‘What kind of Love?’
‘They don't say - but the hero doesn't seen too worried about
how shady her past is - how bloody it is, I mean.’
She said, ‘I know the plot of Turandot,’ and hung up.
I assumed I was still meant to collect her in the morning, as
we'd planned. And she was outside the front door of the
Ashfield house, waiting.
I opened the car door for her - it was probably a sexist gesture,
but I wanted to be close to her for a second, beyond the
confines of the car. She let me do up her seat belt, but drew her
ribs back and up a little, so that her stomach wouldn't flinch
against my hands.
The day had a bright, clear-toned, unopened quality, like a
tulip. I quoted that line from John Berryman: ‘The weather
fleured.’ I told Clare: ‘I asked Elinor what Antonelli meant by
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“eccentric”, but she said it was just that I was larger than life
sometimes.’
Clare asked, ‘What size is life?’, and I said, ‘I don't know. I
still don't know much about it, do you?’ She shook her head. I
added: ‘Really, I spent a lot of my time overseas in hotel rooms
reading poetry. I was just thinking now of what you said about
our morning songs always happening at night…’
She said, ‘Yes. I've never quite known what to do with
beautiful daylight.’
I agreed: ‘I know. It seems to be demanding something: to be
saying “use me”, and I always look at it, mystified, through
some brilliant gap in the blinds and ask “How?”.’ I was
chatting to relax her, and the weather was a more irresistible
inspiration than I'd expected. Notwithstanding the close traffic
on Parramatta Road, I was able to watch her luxuriously in the
morning's late, sharp light.
Despite her blanched hair and lined palms, her face was still
as youthful as that of a nun or a psychiatric patient who has
been long removed from the travails of sexual choice and
emotional interaction - not necessarily, of course, from labour
or power, as such. The car was flooded with a floral but fairly
expensive perfume. I asked, ‘Why are you swimming in
Bouquet du Matin?’ She tensed, but then explained factually: ‘I
put it on because I was sweating. You scare me.’
I didn't say ‘That's silly.’ I said: ‘That's good’, and she relaxed
again. I added: ‘I was thinking how young your face is.’
She seemed still relaxed, but murmured without warning: ‘I'm
scared of getting old and losing my short-term memory, like
your mother. I'm scared that all I'll be able to remember is my
childhood and killing the others. You know: that I'll think it's
still happening.’
I said, ‘I don't think geriatric long-term memories are as
urgent as that. I think that they're more about things that people
wanted and couldn't get when they were children. Although I
grant you that they're sometimes full of guilt.’
I held her hand at once - thereby precluding any slow,
withholding seduction strategy I could have been considering.
She asked, ‘Did Sheridan think I might feel too guilty to go to
Turandot?’
I said, crossly: ‘No. She knows you. She likes you. She
doesn't think you're neurotic.’ I realized again how humiliating
her past and people's knowledge of it was for Clare: how
searing any humiliation can be for a woman - how it forms a
still, raw point of shame in her memory, around which her later
conduct builds up pearly, translucent, deflective layers with an
unconscious habitual desperation. And then I felt a weary rage
again, because that shame I was detecting in her seemed, at
times, due more to people knowing about what she'd done than
due to her having done it.
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Clare asked, ‘Do you think I'm neurotic?’ She had drawn my
hand and hers onto her lap and covered them with her free left
hand.
I said, ‘I don't think you're neurotic enough. It's as if you're
always compensating for a stigma: a little too pleasant, a little
too perceptive, a little too much in control.’ I extricated my
hand onto the steering wheel and avoided a parked bus.
‘I like to be in control’, she said, and then with wry, light
self-dismissal: ‘I'm always a control-freak.’ And then nothing
for a while.
I stopped at the parking station near the Opera House, where
Sheridan was waiting. Before we left the car, Clare told me,
‘Reilly was quite impressed by your TV appearance at the
airport. He said you were effective but naive.’
Whilst she shouldered her handbag, I laughed and helped her
adjust her checkered coat on her arm. ‘I haven't been called
“naive” for twenty years’, I said, ‘I must be back on track.’

Turandot opened with a Chinese crowd-scene full of sinister
chiaroscuro and confused people - as if it were a nightmare
about Tiananmen Square. The setting made much use of a huge,
brutal moon. This became a disk around the heroine's face,
which was completely impassive. Her voice was like a pointed
sword.
Clare sat leaning towards Sheridan, rather than to me, and we
didn't hold hands.

As I drove her home, Clare's manner with me was more than
ever a mixture of the coolly - sometimes amusedly unconfiding, pertinent generalisations and a reckless, transient,
desperate directness.
After discussing Sheridan, Damien and the baby, we talked
about Turandot’s ‘None Shall Sleep’ aria, and I told her about
the old line that you can seduce any woman in the world if
you'll only listen to her until four in the morning.
She smiled. ‘What: you work out the best cricket team ever,
while she drones on about being molested by Uncle Clarry
when she was twelve?’
I said, ‘Something like that, although I don't like cricket.’
Needless to say, I could discourse fairly limitlessly on cricket,
though - it seemed to reassure so many of my charges. I went
on: ‘I do think I have some advantage over Godfrey - if he's an
eleven p.m. to seven a.m. sleeper, as you say, I'd wake up
anytime that you wanted me to. Will he have tea ready for
you?’
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‘He's not home. He went back to Kalgoorlie on Thursday,
following up on preventative detention for drunks.’
I asked, ‘Is that why you're upset?’ Because, by now, her
distress was obvious. Her face was hollow and her eyes blinked
too often under their silver eyeshadow. She had pressed her lips
into each other until a straight line indented both her cheeks.
She said, trying to calm her breathing: ‘No.’
I tried again: ‘Was it Turandot?’
‘No. Something happened. It's not important.’
I said, ‘I think you'd better come home with me. I don't mean
“fuck”.’
She shrugged irritab1y, ‘I don't mind if we fuck.’
I tried mock-despair: ‘Don't say that's not important, either. I
don't have much ego left.’
She said, ‘Someone had a go at me last night. I mean: tried to
attack me. From next door's bushes, about eleven. When I was
putting some papers in the garbage. I've got a little cut on my
leg. I suppose it didn't have anything to do with me personally,
but then I think: well, perhaps it might have, because he had a
knife and held onto me from the back for a while.’
‘How long?’
‘I think about five minutes, but everything seems much slower
when something like that happens. Please don't take me to the
police - just to your place.’
I asked, uneasy and insulted: ‘Why didn't you tell me earlier?’
Her eyes widened into cobalt and she tapped her silver
fingertips on her knee angrily: ‘I wasn't going to tell you at all.’

After we'd arrived at Westmead, and I'd locked the car in, she
followed me automatically up the back stairs from the garage. I
let her into my unit. I tried to see it for the first time through her
eyes:
It was new, so the flat burgundy carpets were still clean. There
were still some fluffs of loose pile at the edges. The lounge
room faced west and had filled with sunset. The other rooms
were shadowy amber, except for the kitchen, which - like most
kitchens - seemed to have retained its early impartial glare. The
rooms were small.
There was a rented TV on a dense, well-populated old
bookcase in the lounge room, and several enormous floor
cushions in vibrant Latin American covers. I said, ‘There's a
bed in the bedroom and a fridge in the kitchen.’ I was trying not
to seem apologetic, but probably sounded curt.
She sat on one of the cushions at once, with her legs side-on,
mermaid-fashion.
I thought: if you wanted an actress to play a mermaid, you'd
choose a face like Clare's. I sat beside her on another cushion,
with my arms around my knees. Since I'd given up most of my
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boozing and poker-machine playing, substituting women, my
joints had been much more supple. I asked, ‘Did you call the
police?’
She shook her head and clasped her hands and stared at the
floor, obviously withdrawing into some deeply reinforced
psychological shelter in the face of my anticipated
bombardment.
I said, ‘After four days of Appleton last week, I've lost the
taste for interrogation, even - or especially - if it can to some
extent be interpreted as foreplay, Clare.’
She put her fingers up to one of her hairclips and started to tug
at it, then bent her head to me so that I could help. She
suggested, ‘Make love first then, and interrogate me
afterwards.’
My fingers felt undirected and lifeless, fumbling in her hair. I
said, ‘Making love has always given you another way to evade
me.’
She span free of my hands - pulling her hair in the process finished undoing her plaits, and glared at me with real anger:
‘Alright. Ask me what you like. Go on. If you think I can only
be honest if you force me to.’
Her behaviour and her vocabulary had a slight savour of
bondage about them, which was unnerving me. As indeed did
that whole aspect of her story about last night's attack. A few
years ago, she'd mentioned that she and Godfrey occasionally
watched bondage movies. But it wasn't an area of the erotic - as
opposed to the penal - in which I was particularly adept.
I asked, as unemotionally as I could, ‘Are you acting
something? If you are, its okay. You can tell me.’
She asked, ‘Did I make up the attack?’ I nodded and tried to
give her as tolerant eye-contact as I could. I didn't know what I
wanted: that she had invented it, or the danger to be real. She
shook her head again.
I asked with a gentleness which surprised me - more gently
even than I had dismissed Appleton: ‘Why didn't you call the
police?’
Her eyes had filled, but - perhaps because of her reluctance to
draw attention to her provocative ability to feel emotion - she
didn't touch them, just left the tears there until they ceased to be
droplets and gleamed as lopsided squares. They were still there
when I put my arm around her tightly and she began to smile.
The combination of the two - the undisturbed tears and the
ungrudging smile - gave her a vulnerable, childlike dignity. She
again displayed a strange combination of emotions: fear,
solemnity, embarrassment and amusement. She cupped her
cheekbone in her hand, put her arm around me, too, and said,
‘Because I thought it might have been you.’
Amazed, I asked: ‘Me? Me - who leapt out of the shrubbery
at Ashfield, and attacked you?’
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She instinctively touched under her ribs with her free hand
and said, ‘You pretended to stab me, once before.’
That was true, of course - a decade ago, when she had been
carelessly out on her own one night, and Clem was still
anonymous: living, and hunting. I had searched for her and
found her pressed against a doorway. Briefly, I had pretended
to her that I was the killer - to the extent of trying to shock her
with a kitchen knife. We weren't lovers then, and it wasn't any
kind of conscious foreplay. As I recalled, she had met the threat
quite appropriately, but with a subdued scepticism. She had
soon lifted the knife from my fingers. We returned the knife to
my briefcase, and I walked back to her flat with her.
She had acknowledged my anxiety, but later mentioned the
incident in her first letter to me: ‘You are a cruel person and
don't know what to do about it. That has always frightened me.
That you think I did what you could have done (in killing the
children), or that you like what I did.’
I felt unexpectedly hollowed out by that memory, and by
another of her as a young girl in prison, accusing me: ‘I've
looked in your eyes and seen myself hanging.’
I said, matter-of-factly, ‘No. It wasn't me at Ashfield. Why do
you think it might have been?’
She answered, with equal evenness: ‘Because he didn't hurt
me.’
My emotions started to move again. I was angered that she
could think that I might have attacked her, and then I was
touched that she would wish to hide it for that reason. I infused
a small scoff of reassurance into my next question: ‘But if I had
done it, I would have hurt you, wouldn't I?’ Then I said, ‘You'd
better show me.’
She turned slightly on the cushion and lifted her pleated white
skirt to reveal a couple of bandaids. They were on a blue patch
above the back of her knee, under the fawn supermarket
pantyhose - the colour of which was still too dark in contrast to
her almost-transparent skin.
Anyone who thinks that stockings and garters are sexier than
pantyhose is inexperienced. The only way I could look at the
knife wound was for her to strip from the waist down. I cleared
my throat a little, and said: ‘Alright. Show me properly. It's
probably festering or something.’
It seemed less salacious for me to support her waist and help
her roll down the pantyhose than it would have been for me to
sit back and watch her. Then she removed both bandaids
together suddenly - which is really the only way you can
remove them.
The five centimetre cut was upcurved, surprisingly deep and
close to the artery. There was crusty blood on the bandaids and
through to the pantyhose and some pus in the wound. I said,
‘Shit’, with martial admiration. She seemed pleased by that and
reinforced it: ‘It’s quite serious.’
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I said, ‘It is.’ But I was becoming belatedly afraid for her. She
could have inflicted the cut herself. She was skilled enough she had killed Clem properly - but my guess was that she hadn't
done this. I'd continue trying to confirm that, but most of my
mind now was just spinning out strategies to protect her.
In the meantime, the priority was dressing the wound, and I
realised that I hadn't bought any bandaids for the unit. She said,
‘In my handbag’, pressing the cut between her fingers so that it
wouldn't weep onto the carpet.
My earlier suspicions about her masochism were reduced to
proportion when she dressed the wound with antiseptic. She
gripped my arm like a scared monkey, gave a short, sharp
scream, and gave up trying, until her hand steered mine with
the antiseptic, and she gnawed on my shoulder. She rested
against me and asked, ‘It really wasn't you, was it?’
I said, ‘No,’ and added, ‘And it wasn't you?’
She said, ‘No’, then chuckled - one of the laughs of her
maturity: a husky, spontaneous cough on the roof of her mouth
- and said, ‘This reassurance thing about the attack is going to
become a ritual.’
I said, I thought quite sensibly, ‘Well, it doesn't matter if it
does for a while.’
She relaxed with her head tilted back on the crook of my arm,
her eyes shut and the expression of someone sunbathing. But
her eyelids flickered every now and again in their silver skin,
and I knew she wasn't sleeping. I lifted her head after a while
and whispered, ‘Come along. I don’t want you on the floor.’
There was no bedside lamp, and we left the ceiling light off
and made love in the long late dusklight from the doorway. I
tasted all her body's caves again slowly, with their faint
distinctive flavours of indispensable minerals and evolutionary
acids, and then she wriggled me inside her and came again on
top of me at her leisure, even after I did. Her hair covered my
face like water and I let myself groan into her throat.
She was right about the ritual. Instead of rolling off me almost
at once, as had been her custom, she continued to rest her body
on my stomach and began to talk against my shoulder. I clasped
my fingers over her hips’ cool satin. If I had any immediate
goal, it was to get her to tell the police about the attack last
night, but she wasn't ready to discuss that yet. She asked, ‘Why
would I invent the attack?’
‘To get Godfrey's attention. To get my attention. To get
Godfrey to see me off. To get me to take you away from
Godfrey - but I will if you want me to, anyway, you know that.
I’ll do what you like without any manipulation: live with you,
visit you, marry you…’ She didn't respond, so I went on: ‘Or
you might not have invented it deliberately. All those ghosts in
your head might have come back without you bidding them:
your brother and sisters and Clem. Especially Clem, because he
wanted to hurt you so much. And because you weren't a child
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then. You made a rational choice to kill him. Even if I think it
was much more in self-defence than you do. And I was there,
too.’
She had always felt an insecurity, an unreality about Clem's
death that she didn't feel about the death of her siblings. Part of
the trouble for her was that I wasn't as shocked as I should have
been that she had retained the ability to kill. I continued: ‘I still
think it was particularly sadistic of Clem to force you - to
fictionalise you - into a situation where you were so pressured.
Perhaps you were in his head all along and his other murders
were part of that plan: that he would manoeuvre you into a
predicament in that empty building where you would choose to
be a recidivist, where you would kill again, and where I would
be watching. I was in his head as well.’
She asked, hopefully: ‘You think he was suicidal?’
‘I don't know if he was clinically suicidal. He certainly
preferred you stabbing him to a trial and going to prison. But it
was a situation in which he’d win, no matter what happened. If
you killed him, he'd escape any other consequences and prove
some black point about humanity, and us. If you didn't kill him,
he'd probably have killed you in front of me, or tried to, and
proved that I was impotent or that all your prison conditioning
not to kill had been wrong.’
She bent her leg and put her hand down to rub the new
bandaids: ‘I'll accept that a ghost might have held on to me last
night, but not that it made me do this with a knife. Do you
really think that I could have done it in some sort of fugue and
not know?’ Her question was more anxious than rhetorical.
I said, ‘No’ - lowering my voice and lengthening the vowel
to be intimate and convincing. I lifted one of my arms around
her shoulders and rocked them for a moment. Then she rolled
off me, so I knew she felt better.
I said, ‘I'd like you to tell Harry Terrence’ - I was careful not
to say ‘the police’ - ‘about last night.’
The dusk had gone, but there was a sumptuous summer moon
- richer than at Lane Cove - in the window, and Clare was lying
on her back with her arms folded neatly under her breasts. She
said emphatically: ‘I'm not going to the police, and if you do,
I'll say that nothing happened.’ She would have, too.
I said, ‘Alright. We won't go to the police.’
She said, ‘You don't mean that. You're just settling down for a
long haul. I know when you're really defeated and not going to
do anything: your voice gets husky.’
I had always been treated by various people - police, press,
academics, colleagues - as an expert on Clare. It was now
becoming increasingly evident that Clare was an expert on me.
I said, ‘Okay. So it wasn't you and it wasn't me. Who was it?’
She made a verbal list: ‘Someone with a grudge against Reilly.
Someone with a grudge against you. Someone with a grudge
against me. One of the neighbours with a thing about me…’
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‘...A complete stranger with a thing about you,’ I continued,
‘Anyone just lurking about waiting for any young woman
stupid enough to put something out in the garbage at eleven
p.m. at Ashfield…’ Then I added - before she pointed out that
reclaiming the night also meant reclaiming the garbage ‘Could it have been Godfrey?’
I thought she'd dismiss the idea, but she considered: ‘You
mean, am I sure he's in Kalgoorlie?...Well, he is doing a feature
on it, but I'm not entirely sure of the time-frame. He did leave
Ashfield on Thursday night and he won't be home until
Monday night. But there's a woman he sees in Sydney
sometimes. He knew her before me. She works in TV. She's
married to someone else, but Reilly says her son is his.’
I said, ‘Well, put her on the list, too, then. Would Godfrey
attack you like that? You did tell me once about him watching
bondage movies. Were they about knives?’
She said, ‘No’, and then, in a mock-lascivious undertone: ‘Do
you want me to describe them?’
I said, ‘Yes’, with an equal quantity of spite and equanimity.
Then I remembered a porn movie I'd seen with Elinor at Kings
Cross years ago, and qualified: ‘If they didn't involve dogs, cats,
policemen or jealous-husbands.’
She seemed surprised: ‘I've never seen anything like that.
These were shop videos.’ She obviously found them less easy
to describe than she thought she would. She did so in short,
uninflected sentences, with her hand twisting mine and her face
averted to the brilliant silver window. The videos - like most
bourgeois porn - had been primarily fetishistic and involved
ropes, chains, pillows, hairbrushes, belts, whips, and rulers,
occasionally with cocks forced into mouths, and a small
amount of vaginal and anal rape, mostly ambivalent. They were
usually humorless, but one actually dramatised something like
Appleton's joke about Glasgow.
I asked, ‘But no murder?’
‘No. No murder.’ And she added: ‘He doesn't watch them
anymore. We knew a lot of people who watched them more
than we did. If you did watch them, I don't think you'd really
find them abnormal.’
The night still wasn't cold, but I found her a blue flannelette
shirt of mine and she buttoned herself into it. I cuddled the quilt
around her shoulders, and switched on the ceiling light. I asked,
‘Did you sleep last night?’
Again, the head shake. I said, ‘I want you to stay until
Monday. You should try to sleep now.’ I needed to prove to her
that she could sleep here easily. The ceiling light showed
veined dark skin beneath her eyes.
She said, ‘It's hard to sleep at home. I can never get the light
quite right there. This one's okay.’
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So I left the ceiling light on. When I came back from making
sensible cheese on toast, her sleeping face was pressed into my
pillow.
I read for a while beside her, and jotted down bits of a poem
that I'd been making up on and off during Turandot. It was
about it:
Such powerful, princessy trouble:
the black skin looks stormy
in a dress as high as a white
electrical cloud, intercut
by rapiers-of-light. This
heroine who puts to death
suitors, as obedient with grief
as TV P.O.W.s, and sweet
sopranos, whose tongues shake
in a ravishing, fed-up warble,
has always puzzled me.
I understand how she
could kill and then rebel
in desire for the hero, but
why do the audience and he and Puccini - like that so much?
Does frigidity absolve both
sexes from their deeds, or is
it only women who can bathe
in the tuneful blood of innocents,
survive
to choose a less autocratic union?
It may not be Freudian, so much
as Hitchcockian, I think, but
even so, the way we know her heart
and find our own unburdened by
his passion does seem still
remarkable: a lesson in a weapon.
I couldn’t decide on the best title for it, and wanted to ask
Clare. I looked at her face for any sign of waking.
She appeared to be having a nightmare: her features fluttered
and then she raised her fist to her face as if warding off
something. Her mouth scowled with fright. Her eyes were half
open. I passed my hand across them, but they didn't follow it or
focus. Then she seemed to be having a rapid conversation with
someone, but this degenerated into a repetitive incoherence,
like someone in extreme pain or labour. She was tossing her
head so violently that I dragged her down the bed a fraction by
her shoulders, so that she wouldn't hit her head against the wall.
She wasn't aware of my moving her. I leaned on my elbow and
went on watching, uncertain whether I should wake her - or if
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the dream were part of some necessary processing of events,
and I should let her work it through.
If one did rouse Clare from a nightmare - not that I'd seen her
have one as bad as this before - she'd clutch at you with one
hand and push you away with the other, especially if you tried
to comfort her. She'd command, ‘Don't hold me down’, as if
she were being stifled, and break away in terror.
Then I thought of people who had died of heart attacks while
having nightmares, and I shook her by the arms.
She snapped bolt upright with her pupils dilated and her face a
few millimetres from mine. She focused slowly, breathing out
in gusts like a marathon runner, and then let her head roll
against my chest, whimpering with absolute exhaustion. We
had had one or two wild confrontations over the years, but I
had never seen her in such severe and sudden psychological
distress before.
I resisted an almost instinctive urge to normalise the situation
with ‘It's okay, it's just me, it was just a nightmare…’ and to
reassure her back into an area where the fear, whatever it was,
wouldn't really be accessible anymore.
I asked instead, ‘Was it about me?’
And she said, ‘Yes.’
‘Were there dead people?’
‘Yes. Some of them were burned up, but some of than were
dancing together, or lying down and making love. And you
were standing in front of them.’
‘Was I alive?’
‘I don't know. You may not have been. We were talking and
you wanted me to walk into you.’
‘For you to melt into me and vanish?’
‘I don't know, but there was real horror, you know - the light
was full of it. The light was thick and it rose up from the
ground. It started to stick down the back of my throat, like
mucus.’
‘Had I killed them?’
‘I don't know - but they were yours.’
‘Did you kill them?’
‘I think I must have. No, it was as if they were always dead.’
‘Were you dead?’
‘No. I wasn't that solid, I think. I wanted to stay with you but I
knew you couldn't leave them. I remember I thought that if you
did they'd catch you and tear you apart somehow. So we just
stood there and talked and then there was some kind of pain:
very long - I don't remember feeling dreamt pain before. Have
you?’
‘I don't think so.’ I really didn't remember if I'd felt dreamt
pain or not. I said, ‘I have a memory of tasting dreamt food, I
think.’
She began to shiver in spasms, as if she'd been badly burned.
She ordered: ‘Change the subject’, so I pushed a wedge of cold
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cheese on toast from the top of the tin trunk into her hand. The
tin trunk was now serving as a bedside table.
She bit some Edam from the toast and chewed lengthily, but
obviously found it impossible to summon enough saliva to
swallow. She found some tissues and spat the cheese back into
her hand.
I read her my Turandot poem and she suggested ‘None Shall
Sleep’ for the title. I wrote it down.
Then I ventured, ‘About that dream. An amateur psychologist
would suggest that you've always transferred your guilt about
the murders onto me, and that's why you're so afraid of me.’
She groan-laughed, pinched under her nose with her thumb
and forefinger scornfully and said, ‘Oh, Jesus, that really is
more Hitchcock than Freud, isn't it?’
I smiled. ‘Okay, I give in. I studied three years of university
psychology once, in the mists of pre-history, but I never learned
anything that might account for you.’I put on my square-framed
glasses. Paradoxically, my vision had stabilised as I grew older,
and now I only needed them sometimes for reading. She rested
on my arm.
I read her Wallace Stevens' Notes Towards a Supreme Fiction
in a monotone , until she was brave enough to sleep.

I woke up early Sunday morning, and realised that the reason
my arm was aching was that Clare was still asleep on it. I
withdrew it as briskly as possible from underneath her, thinking
she wouldn't wake. She did.
I asked how she was feeling - usually one of those
unanswerable social work-type questions - but she answered:
‘Clingy. I don't want to go out anywhere.’
She held both my hands and rubbed her lips on them with an
insecurity that actually had more potential for dismissal of me
than it had for dependence on me.
So I said, ‘Alright, but I want to go out for an hour and get
some vegetables at the markets. I'll give you the key to the tin
trunk and you can rummage through that while I'm gone.’

The markets were the usual luxurious chaos of steeped-up ripe
produce, mewling babies of all species, anything in the world
off the back of a truck, and the sort of people I was fond of
most: still tough, still curious, still eager, still laconic, still poor
and still alive.
Needless to say, I was waylaid by a few probation charges.
The first wasn't even one of mine. I recognised him as Dominic
Keeley, who had frequent appointments with Louise. He was
an old glass-factory foreman from Waterford, who had come to
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Australia, developed a reliance on benzos and speed, lost his
job and compensated by setting up a small business in
warehouse and supermarket keys. He gave me an epic,
elaborate account of his decade of heroic drug withdrawal,
while I wondered exactly what was left in the tin trunk that
might undercut my credibility with Clare. Now that Atahualpa
was gone, I thought: probably nothing but the little black bull,
three South American fertility statues, the manuscript of my
memoirs, a photo of Teresa and a couple of Teresa's letters.
They were quite passionate, though...And there were Clare's
own letters, of course...
When a group of Dominic's pretty nieces dragged him away to
the imitation Barbie dolls, I turned and met two ex-charges of
my own. One was a Darug woman called Ruth , who ten years
ago had compulsively shop-lifted useless lacy baby-clothes and
now ran an impeccable refuge in B1acktown. I thought about
the nature of clinging. Like most adult female shop-lifters, Ruth
had been over-dependent on her husband. But when he had
slipped a disk and gone on compensation, she was at once able
to take over the practicalities of her household, then of her
neighbourhood, and then of her world.
Now she put a sisterly arm around me and asked, ‘How are
you - and how is Clare?’ When Ruth was at her most frail, I
had sometimes got her together with Clare. Who seemed to
reassure her - to ‘earth’ her somehow. I was never quite sure
why, as many people then had found Clare indrawn and
disquieting. I was both relieved and annoyed that Ruth could
still assume I would know how Clare was. They had worked
together recently finding jobs for women from the refuge, so
Ruth should have assumed that she herself had much more
knowledge of Clare than I did.
I could either brush away the question or respect its accuracy.
The Sunday sun in the markets was gentle, and warm as blood.
I was comfortable enough to look at Ruth openly and say:
‘Clare's good, and so am I.’
Standing quietly behind Ruth while were talking was Sandy’s
brother Sam, who was carrying a vast styrofoam box of spinach
for the refuge. He was looking less vulnerable than usual, more
like a beloved but still insecure pet that has found some
security in use, like a watchdog or careful sheepdog. I had
heard that his beloved male midwife had been transferred to
Westmead, and had asked him out again, but that Sam had
rejected him indignantly. That was a distressing puzzle: maybe
Sam had been traumatised too much by Manger and Appleton.
I thought about his Girlie pin-up walls, and the self-defence as
well as pleasure involved in them for him. I thought about his
walls, but I asked about his sister.
He said, ‘Sandy’s good. She’s going to Kingswood with Clare
tomorrow.’ Unlike Ruth, he didn’t seem to presuppose my
personal knowledge of Clare’s schedule.
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Back at my unit, I found Clare cross-legged on the bed,
reading Teresa's letters. She said, ‘If I'd known she was this
intense, I'd have got her a job at Seductions, not Grace Brothers.
Did she give you the Sailor from Gibraltor?’ It was the only
book I hadn't unpacked.
‘No, that was Alain - the new ethnic drug-counsellor. You'd
like him.You're both soldiers.’ But I was surprisingly alarmed
at the thought of Clare meeting Alain.
We spent the afternoon in bed. I mentioned to her how the
Thai sex-worker had put a condom on me with her mouth.
Clare wanted to try doing that, but I wasn't as excited at the
prospect as I should have been. I said: ‘I'm dead scared you'd
swallow the condom and choke - and, anyway, I'm suspicious
that you'd just be using me to practise it for Godfrey.’
She said, ‘I wouldn't do that with Reilly.’ I didn't ask why not,
but I felt better. She asked, ‘Do you fantasise about me?’
I said, ‘Yes - but at my age, fantasy isn't necessarily a way of
possessing. It can be a way of not-possessing, a way of letting
go.’
She asked, ‘Do you want to let me go?’
I said, ‘No. Sometimes when I’m with you I feel as if I'd lost
about ten pounds of weight and about fifteen years of misery.’
She was still pensive: ‘Do you think I'm mad enough to have
cut myself and not remember it? I read once that I was
“borderline”.’
‘Not in any of my reports, you didn't. Except for killing Clem,
you know that I regard you as totally responsible for everything
you've done, and almost abnormally stable. Did you know that,
just after her mother died and she decided to live with her
grandparents on the North Shore, Sheridan went to see Through
a Glass Darkly at the movies, and I had to spend two days at
their place convincing her that she wasn't schizophrenic?’
Then I added, with concern, ‘I'm sorry. Was that superficial?’
She said, ‘Yes, but it was reassuring. You are trying to
understand me more: not just sum me up all the time.’
I said, ‘Allow me to have grown.’
She asked quickly, with vulnerable eagerness, ‘Do you think
that I’ve grown?’
Her tone insisted: is it possible? She knew I wouldn't just
answer ‘Yes’ out of decency. It was still hard for me to think of
Clare as growing. From the beginning, when I had been
assigned to interrogate her in prison, she had just been there,
transfixed at the age of her crimes: a final mystery, to judge or
release or solve.
I said slowly, ‘I think you're more capable now of growing of having an adolescence. I think all your furnishing and
decorating in the Ashfield house is a way of resisting having an
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adolescence, and that disturbs me. I don't think there should be
anything subsistence or short-changed about you. I think now
that it isn't in your nature - whatever your nature is - to spring
fully-armed into maturity, like a peasant or a goddess.’
She said, ‘Or a murderess.’
I said, ‘Some people have said that you were my little
murderess, and that didn't unnerve me very much, even when it
was meant to be sinister and prophesying.’
She said, ‘If you're not unnerved, make love.’
And I did, while she lay still for a long time on the sheet. She
was deliberately passive, but I didn't feel that she was being
doll-like, corpse-like, or with-holding. It was more as if she just
wanted to rest and attend completely to what I was doing, and
to exactly how it felt. When I was at last inside her, she
tightened and came on me in an unexpectedly powerful closing,
like a clenching fist.
Soon, dusk was deepening the window again and she sat up:
‘Tell me to get dressed and lead a useful life.’
Like most ex-prisoners, Clare tended to tidy and fold her
clothes obsessively, unless she was feeling very guilty or
distraught. Yesterday, she had scattered them by the bedside. I
gathered them now, but she looked amused rather than irritated:
‘Do you want to dress me, as well?’ So I did, for some reason
remembering that D.H. Lawrence used to enjoy washing
Frieda’s bloodstained underwear. I said something defensive
and inaccurate about ‘men and women’s clothing’, but she was
benignly interested in my daring. She stiffened her joints
enough to make it easy for me to slip the clothing over them,
and for her to shrug herself in.
I followed her into the kitchen.
We'd had lunch with Sheridan at the Opera House cafeteria
yesterday, and had eaten apples and bananas from the markets
in bed this afternoon, but I was beginning to worry about how
long she'd been without much food. I told her: ‘You in your
thirties with anorexia is a disaster I don't need.’
She said indignantly, ‘I'm not anorectic’. We concocted some
baked fresh vegetables in rice and coconut milk sauce for each
other, messily. It tasted much better than we probably deserved.
She spoiled it by asking halfway through: ‘Do you mind if we
watch Reilly on TV later? He's got a segment on The Night
Watch, and I promised I'd tell him what I thought.’
I gritted my teeth as well as you can with a slight distal bite,
and asked, ‘What's The Night Watch segment about?’
She swallowed a mouthful of pumpkin meditatively and said,
‘Security.’
I put my head in my hand.
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On the TV, Godfrey had just touched an electrified industrial
fence, been thrown fifteen feet and come up smiling - to
illustrate for the viewers how well it would keep out thieves. I
asked, ‘And you love this man?’
The sight of the electric shock did seen to trouble her - she
had been conditioned with them so often as a child - but she
shrugged and said, ‘I do.’
He was certainly attractive: a well-groomed, pink-lipped
blond, with brown eyes and a baritone. But Clare had known
attractive men before. Even her first boyfriend - Greg - had
been glossy and loyal in a Labrador fashion. Remembering him,
I resolved, only half humorously, to put him on the list of
suspects for the attack on her, and find out where he was.
I had resolved to take the high ground (since there was no
other ground left) and refrain from criticising Godfrey to Clare,
but this was difficult when he was projecting in primary colours
in my lounge room and declaiming: ‘We are at war on two
fronts - with the Hitler Hussein, and the hidden Hitler: Crime.’
Clare had to wince at that one, and I said, ‘If I'd heard myself
saying that sort of thing at his age, I'd have taken a service
revolver quietly out onto the terrace.’
She defended him: ‘He only had time to tape it once,’ but then
she couldn't resist: ‘or he might have got short-term memory
loss from the shocks.’
So I said, ‘Your young man's verbs are beginning to annoy me,
too.’ I showed her his little Daily Terror article on Appleton,
which had quoted me as ‘growling’: ‘You'll find out about it all
from the police press release, mate.’
Apart from the fact that I only use the word ‘mate’ seriously
with women, not men (who tend, as Bill Hayden remarked, to
look for the knife in their back when they hear the word ‘mate’
in N.S.W.), I'm physically incapable of ‘growling’ much more
than two words at a time, let alone two sentences. I did,
however, manage to sigh: ‘You can't marry a man named
Godfrey, and you can't marry a man who can't write.’
She said, ‘You sound really fin de siecle sometimes’, and then
- in a voice soft with compressed humour: ‘Reilly warned me
against you, you know. He told me that you're a hunter.’
‘What does he think I'm after from you now, then? He knows
we've fucked before, so what's the point of my wanting a long
silver scalp on my belt again?’
‘He said it's about men - it's about you wanting to take me
from him.’
‘Well, it's not about him.’ I put my arm around her: ‘It's about
you, Clare, and if he's issuing warnings, let me give you a real
one. You see in that man’ - I gestured at the TV - ‘a living
fortress. We are dealing here with the Alamo. Not only will
George Bush draw a line in the sand, but so will Godfrey Reilly,
and at some point Godfrey is going to assemble the rifles in a
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circle around the parapets and shoot to defend the white
women.’
She said, ‘But I'm one of the white women.’ I held her face in
my hand to meet her gaze and said with no comforting facade:
‘Darling girl, I wouldn't bet on it. You're bound to become the
enemy to him sometime.’

*
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2
FALSE FLAG

We woke up early Monday morning, so that Clare could
change into some fresh clothes at Ashfield. The air before dawn
had the same ominous tension, the same hope, that I
remembered from San José airport. But now there was no lethal
Case Officer watching - unless, of course, it was me.
Clare got ready calmly, with her eyes averted from me, as she
did when on the edge of panic. Perhaps it was just the
separation again.
I waited outside the Ashfield house in the car for her. Despite
its window-bars, the old house looked amicable in the dawn,
with its dimpled white stucco, its bushes rustling with birds,
and its handsome oak door. But I knew quite certainly as I sat
there that Clare would be attacked again - and I didn't know
what to do.
Driving her west, I asked ‘You are going to tell Godfrey about
the attack, aren't you?’
She said, ‘Yes’, morosely.
I asked,’Will he have been trying to ring you?’
She said, ‘Maybe. But he won't worry if I'm not there.’
I didn't say, ‘I would worry’, because I could see from her
mood that we were at a point where courting would be
misconstrued as nagging. Anyway, my goal that day was to get
her to talk to Harry Terrence about the attack. I had just worked
out how.
I stopped at the shopping centre at Mt Druitt first, so that she
could buy coffee and biscuits for her work. Near the trolleys, a
kid of about nine was converting a tin of Bouqet du Matin
hairspray into a blowtorch by holding a Bic lighter to it. Clare
muttered to me enviously, ‘I never did things like that.’
I said, ‘He's just showing off for us’, with a sternness loud
enough for him to hear. I was out of his sight, before I smiled.
After she'd shopped, we walked over to her work, and I asked,
‘Do you mind if I come in with you?’
She said,’No. But you're going to tell Sandy about me being
attacked and get her to work on me about going to the police,
aren't you?’
I lifted my hands and said, ‘Sprung!’
She said, ‘Alright, don't bother. I’ll go. Will you arrange it and
let me know the time? I'll only talk to Harry Terrence, though. I
suppose Sandy and I do owe you one for saving Sam from
Stephen Appleton.’
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I said, ‘They’re not your brother and sister.’
She said, with a hint of loneliness, ‘Sometimes I feel as if they
were.’

Harry saw her earlier than I'd expected, in the middle of the
morning. I had to conduct a case conference at that time, so
Clare walked down to the Police Station and back by herself.
Afterwards, Harry range me: ‘Is she making it up?’
‘Clare? Why would she?’ He gave me the same list of reasons
I'd already suggested to her.
I asked, ‘Did you accuse her of that?’
‘Of course not. I just wrote what she said down. So you think
it's true?’
I said, ‘Yes, it's true. What are you going to do about it?’
He said, ‘I'll ring them at Ashfield. They won't have enough
men for a twenty-four-hour surveillance, though. They can
probably drive past the place every hour or so on their rounds,
and include it in someone's beat. She should be okay, if she
stays indoors at night for a while.’ He paused and added
sadistically: ‘Why don't you get her to stay with you, mate?’
I wasn't going to admit that I was trying to, so I said, ‘We're
discussing it. Any more news about the Tranquapax thing?’
This morning's case conference had been about managing
withdrawals. The papers and TV had featured the dead florist
extravagantly, and the withdrawals among our charges were
getting out of hand. There were increasing threats of retaliation
against the Tranquapax factory and staff. And the threats were
being uttered by people made so unhinged and obsessive by
withdrawal that violence was almost inevitable.
Harry said, ‘They‘re putting one of your girlfriend's
boyfriend's electrified fences around the Tranquapax factory.
We haven't had any more poisonings yet, but there will be. We
still can’t work out how they’re re-sealing the blister packets
after they put the poison in - or when and where they're doing it.
It's not happening in the factory, as far as I could tell. And most
people still aren't giving them up, either. Most people are still
taking them.We're suggesting that they powder them and check
them first. That's what my wife does with hers. But most people
still don't bother.’
I said, ‘Well, if you were on Tranquapax, you wouldn't bother,
would you?’ I was still nettled by his references to Clare, and I
added: ‘You should help your wife to get off tranquillisers,
sport.’
He said, ‘Ah, come off it, George. I've just had a
reconciliation with her. If she didn't take the pills, she says she
couldn't live with me again.’
It sounded as if he was having a bad day, anyway, so I didn't
ask him where the Strategic Resource Squad was.
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A couple of days later, Clare rang me at work and said, ‘I
think we should still see each other sometimes, but not make
love anymore.’ I thought: I expected that: I’m braced. She
asked, ‘Are you there?’
My voice was pitched a bit higher than I'd expected, but it
didn't thin or break. I said, ‘I’m always here, aren't I?’
There was another pause. She asked, ‘Is there anything you
want to say?’
Almost as if there might be something I could say. I asked,
‘There's nothing that I can say, is there?’
She said, ‘No’, quietly. It all seemed like a routine written for
a different set of facts, but maybe parting always is.
There was a third pause, then I hung up before she did.

It wasn't the sort of loss where you can punch walls, go
autistic, or comfort yourself that people are also dying in Africa,
and did in the plays of Sophocles.
And, as usual in a crisis, grog lost its effect on me. So I just
carried Clare's absence around in my belly and tried to see as
many other people as I could.
The next Saturday, I visited Antonelli in the rosewood parlour
of the factory which produced Mature Age Priests at
Kensington. When I described work, he said, ‘Rather you than
me, George.’
The shadowy sandstone building was close enough to
Randwick Racecourse for there to be a distant staccato of
race-calling through the window, reminding me of my father’s
wireless in my Saturday afternoon childhood. There was also a
soughing wind-croon from the dark Cypress Pines.
I said, ‘No, Philip. In spite of everything, I'd rather be there
than here.’
His eyes came alive, knowing I was prepared to spar a few
metaphysical rounds with him. He said, ‘I've missed you,
George,’ and I grinned.
He waved at a particularly contorted crucifixion on the wall,
and asked, ‘You think all this is bad sex, don't you?’
I said, ‘I don't think religion is a bad form of sex. I think it's a
bad form of art - of artistic expression. I mean, in the sense that
you're studying it. I do have some scope for private
communication with a loving intelligence - however infused or
transcendent it is.’ I added: ‘I think Clare has some scope for
that, too.’
Was I so desperate to talk about her? Or did I sense that he
was? We had discussed Clare often before. She crystallised the
whole concept of redemption for him.
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He said, ‘Elinor mentioned to me once how Clare had told her
that you always described yourself as a cynic. I can see your
cynicism as a type of religion.’
As often lately, I laughed before I meant to, but not
dismissively. I could feel my tongue on my lower lip for a
moment, just wanting Clare physically. I said, ‘Well, yes, but I
was quoting Ambrose Bierce to Clare at the time: that the
Scythians had a custom of plucking out cynics' eyes to improve
their vision.’
He leaned back: ‘Of course, calling you a cynic is like saying
Bradman played County Cricket.’
I said, ‘No one pays me compliments the way you do. How
are you enjoying Borges?’
He had been reading The Book of Imaginary Beasts when I
came in. He said, ‘I'm up to the Lamed Wufnik: I think he's a
sort of early Judaic precursor to Christ. He carries the misery of
the world around on his shoulders, but he doesn't know it.
When he realises it, he dies and someone else gets his job.’
I said, ‘Maybe he just bolts into the Priesthood. I've been
reading Simon Callow's biography of Charles Laughton. He
quotes Harold Hobson on Laughton's Lear: “It is as if an
ordinary man were called to Crucifixion”.’ I didn't complicate
the issue by observing that, by and large, it was ordinary men
who had been crucified.
He said, ‘I've sometimes felt that about Clare. She always
seemed too normal, poor little thing, to have been born to
commit such terrible crimes and to suffer such a terrible
punishment.’
I was stubbornly literal, but my throat was tight: ‘You mean
the prison and the conditioning?’
He looked at me for a second with the helpless pity he was
feeling for Clare, and said, ‘No. I meant what you explained to
me about her long ago: that any attempt to redeem her would
destroy her. That she may have to suffer a half-life forever.’
I retorted as if the dialogue were still playful, but it took an
effort: ‘Clare doesn't lead a half-life now. Her love-life may be
a bit unambitious, but she understands her work with
appropriate sympathy, appropriate practicality and appropriate
attention. And,’ I spread my hands and quoted his favourite
philosopher, Simone Weil: ‘As you know: “moments of
attention and insights of genius are not different in kind”.’

The Monday after my visit to Antonelli, Elinor was in Mt
Druitt on some Personnel business from Head Office, and some
of us had lunch at the Roundabout: Elinor, Sean, Louise, Mary,
Harry Terrence and I.
Louise sat next to me and I was impressed again by her kind
eyes. Elinor had told me that Louise lived alone at Kings
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Langley. There is always something powerful and enviable
about women who live alone. We men never really manage our
independence as well as they do.
Now, she was saying: ‘The real indignation about Tranquapax
isn't caused, of course, by the side-effects, or by the firm's
security, but by the severity of the withdrawal symptoms…’
‘They really are worse than heroin…’, Alain confirmed
autobiographically, as she went on:
‘...and the firm's sheer dishonesty in claiming the wretched
things weren't addictive if you were only taking a normal dose.’
I thought Elinor probably still took one or two of some
benzodiazepine occasionally - even if not Tranquapax. She was
certainly preoccupied during the meal. Alain had been
conducting a Tranquapax support group with Louise, and he
continued to give a detailed account of the physical withdrawal
symptoms. Elinor looked paler and I gave her most of my beer.
After lunch, I cornered Alain in the breezy parking lot of the
Roundabout. A fire-break had been burned in the nearby bush
last night and the air was full of pungent eucalyptus cinders.
Alain had been so vituperative about the tablets that I asked
plainly: ‘Is it you poisoning the stuff?’
He answered me just as plainly, with no surprise: ‘No. I hate
the evil bastards who make it, but I wouldn't poison it. I've tried
to live by one rule all my life, George: that there be no
collateral damage.’

The next day, I left work late because I'd waited back to meet
Alain's new girlfriend. He was living with her on a herb farm at
Dural. She was a wonderful redhead who looked like the young
Maureen O'Hara (or for that matter, the old Maureen O'Hara). I
remembered her as a young marijuana charge who had left
Australia for the Himalayas to study herbal medicine. She had
conducted her own business while away. I said, ‘That's the
wages of sin for you. She corners half the dope market in Nepal
and then ends up waiting for a bastard like you in the bush at
Dural. You'll both end up with chamomile withdrawals.’
He was so happy that he pretended to punch me, and I
threatened him: ‘Later’, managing at last to chuckle and sneer
at the same time.
After I drove them to the taxi rank near the railway station, I
drove back eastward towards Woodstock Avenue. As I did so,
I looked up sideways into the night-empty shopping centre. It
was now a vast area of myriad blackness. The offices, shops,
and agencies checkered it in sterile fluorescent cubes.
And I thought I saw her. A glimmer of white hair, a quick
slight form with its hands in its pockets and a bag on its
shoulder. It disappeared into an arcade, and it was only on the
edge of my retina for a second, like the ghost under one's
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eyelids when one closes them tightly. I told myself aloud: ‘But
it was Clare.’
As soon as was reasonably safe, I did an illegal U-turn and
drove back to the other side of the shops. She was so quick that
by then I only glimpsed her hair and her handbag as she
boarded the lighted train.
Later that night, I rang her: ‘Are you going home from work
alone?’
She said, ‘No’ at once, then qualified: ‘Only at Mt Druitt.
Reilly picked me up at Ashfield Station. That attack was at
Ashfield, remember?’
I didn't speak, but I was breathing audibly through my nose,
and she qualified again: ‘I'll ring a taxi at Mt Druitt next time
I'm working late. Alright?’
I asked: ‘You're not trying to test anything, are you? Me or
Godfrey or God or the attacker or your luck or your soul or
something? Because, if you are, this isn't the way to do it.’
She cut me off with an impatience that I had always
associated with deviousness in her: ‘No, George I'm not testing
anything at all.’

The next day I was prevented from concentrating on Clare by
the riot at the Tranquapax factory.
As Joseph Conrad has remarked of disasters in general, this
one started off with something that seemed small.
Silkie Roberts rang me just before lunchtime. She was
distressed and transposing her words to the point of being
unintelligible - still obviously disoriented by the drug
withdrawal - but I finally sorted out that she was in a phone
booth opposite the Tranquapax factory, and that her boyfriend
Michael was somewhere in a crowd of protesters. She said that
a group of police - ‘like soldiers’ - whom I judged to be the
Strategic Resource Squad - had only just arrived there.
I was feeling a bit stir-crazy at the office and decided I'd drive
over to the factory, rescue Silkie and Michael, and maybe stay
to witness an entertaining brawl. I remembered the so-called
‘Bidwill Riots’ in the area years ago, which had only involved a
few theatrical local schoolkids around the Channel 10
helicopter.
I arrived at Tranquapax expecting a small circus and at once
recognised a potential horror of Historical Feature proportions.
The situation involved: About two dozen men and women from
the Strategic Resource Squad, armed as if by General
Schwarzkopf and easing their way out from behind a couple of
unmarked police Commodores. A growing crowd of about
three hundred people, some picketing. At least forty Darug
people, who obviously recognised among the S.R.S. the
assassins of some family member, and who were screaming
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abuse at them. Many children and many curious bystanders (it
was, after all, a sparkling afternoon). Some people on the
long-term dole with enough pent-up aggression to fuel a
massacre. Many people with the fixed eyes, hostility and lack
of co-ordination of Tranquapax withdrawal.
Add: A marked car full of Harry Terrence's local police just
arriving, thus causing the S.R.S. to need to prove how fast and
forcefully they could tidy the scene themselves. Add: the local
press also arriving and the City press - including a TV
helicopter - on the horizon.
Add also: a new, long electrified fence, of the sort they build
around grog shops and police stations in New Guinea, and the
crowd now sandwiched in between the fence and the police.
Plus: a narrow cul-de-sac full of protesters at the factory gate,
that was also electrified.
It then occurred to me that an electrical fence was only
supposed to work in the way it had when Godfrey had touched
one on TV: that the victim was meant to be thrown clear too
quickly to be seriously harmed. But if - when - anyone was
pressed against this fence, there was no space into which they
could be thrown clear. What next occurred to me was a detailed
mental picture of at least fifty people crushed and electrocuted.
Simultaneously, I considered ringing the besieged factory or
the Security firm, and asking them to turn off the electricity but I knew that they'd refuse. So would the three, six-foot
Security Guards inside the fence, who were watching the crowd
wistfully and tapping their batons on their thighs. There was no
prospect of negotiating with the S.R.S. or the police - who were
jealous about losing their territory, and anxious to re-assert
themselves.
One Darug woman was already scuffling with a female
commando from the S.R.S., in a predictable confusion of flying
elbows and knees. Some Darug and S.R.S. men were circling
them, obviously much more inclined to the insane option of
intervention, rather than the sane one of placing bets.
Other fights had begun and the crowd was being forced back
towards the fence.
Silkie's boyfriend Michael was in the middle of the crowd,
waving a borrowed liquor-store placard which read ‘BENZO
BASTARDS’ on one side and ‘OPEN FOR GROG’ on the
other. Silkie herself hovered with a transfixed passivity near
one of the S.R.S. cars.
I grabbed Silkie by the arm, pushed her over to the phone
booth across the street, gave her Harry Terrence's phone
number and said, ‘Ring him and say there's going to be mass
manslaughter’ - ‘manslaughter’ always sounds messier than
‘murder’ - ‘here if he can't get the current in that fence turned
off!’
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I didn't think they'd listen to him, either, and there was no way
that anybody was going to be let into that factory in person, but
Harry was a stop-gap to try while I thought of something else.
You could see through the fence, but it was a multifaceted
grid and there was no possibility of short-circuiting it in one
place alone. I ran down the length of it, hoping to find some
connecting point with the main power or a generator. On the
other side, a Security Guard saw me and ambled along after me,
gripping his shoulder-holster.
The problem with a crush against a fence is that people die a
long time before anyone knows about it. I looked back and saw
that a plaintive babushka was already pushing against the
crowd in her search for a toddler. Taking my life in my hands
by reaching into my pocket, I found my Probation Pass and
laminated Security Badge and held than up for the Guard to see.
He was too far away to recognise their insignificance, and he
stopped - wondering how to react. I considered shouting out
that I was an Electricity Commission foreman, and to turn off
the generator, because there was going to be a power surge, but
I looked at his huge, clenched Irish jaw and knew that he
wouldn't believe me.
Harry Terrence had told me that an idealistic Dr. Piercing,
who had resigned from the Tranquapax firm in a supernova of
negative publicity, was on the list of suspects about the
poisoning. Harry had also mentioned that the Assistant Director
of Tranquapax here was called Sven Lundquist. He maintained
a low profile, but had recently returned from Europe. I put my
hands on my hips and yelled: ‘Dr. Piercing has attached a
Semtex plastic explosive to the electric clock in Mr.
Lundquist's office. Turn off the bloody generator!’
My use of specific Proper Nouns half-convinced him. He
approached the fence and so did I. He said, ‘I don't know how
to turn it off. Are you S.R.S.?’
I exclaimed scornfully: ‘Christ, no! C.I.B. Head Office. We
couldn't get through at the gate. How long have you been
working here?’
He said, ‘Eight months. But I'm not an electrician.’
I said, ‘Neither am I, mate. But I can turn off a bloody
generator. Just pull the bloody lever down.’
I was careful not to say ‘fucking’ when I swore. The word still
had radical connotations for his generation of corrupt
ex-policemen.
I ran my fingers through my hair histrionically and flung my
arm out at him, fractionally missing the fence. He stepped back
again.
I said, ‘Do it.’
There were peculiar, groaning screams and hoarse, hysterical
sobs from the crowd down near the gate, but I concentrated on
Clancy - I thought of him as ‘Clancy’ - nothing else. I
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quietened down, made significant-eye-contact with him and
repeated almost silently: ‘Just do it, mate, please.’
He was distracted by angry noises from the police, and the
macabre noises of agony and panic further down the fence.
To everyone's almost unimaginable good fortune, there was at
that moment an unexpected, soaring scream of shock from
someone inside one of the Tranquapax offices.
Maybe Clancy assumed that it meant that a bomb had been
discovered. I guessed the reality: that one of the young
secretaries who jostled at the windows had realized that people
were dying at the gate. Without looking at me again, Clancy
turned and - not even checking the office building or the
factory - went straight down the steps to the basement where
the generator must have been. I walked back down to the chaos.
Perhaps the generator really was operated by a simple lever,
because the current stopped in a moment or two.
Harry Terrence arrived in his own car and said: ‘I'm not sure
if I convinced them, George. Have they turned it off yet?’
I said, ‘Just now. But I don't know for how long. They did it
because I lied to a Security Officer.’
I wasn't sick yet, and I just didn't care what was at the bottom
of the crowd picking themselves up at the gate. I wanted to go
home, that was all.
Harry looked at me and said, ‘Sit in your car for a moment’,
so I did.
He began organising his own men and the S.R.S. to sort out
the dead and the injured, until the fence was clear. There were
ambulances by then, too. After a short time, I started to load
some of the less badly injured into my car, to ferry them to
Westmead Casualty.

One of the supervising doctors there was Dick Allison, whom
I'd known affectionately since he was the Western Suburbs’
most necrophiliac medical student.
He was wearing one of those badges saying ‘Trust me - I'm a
doctor’, and reassured me that all of this carnage was
invaluable practice for the inevitable major local bomb or
earthquake.
The results of the Tranquapax Riot were: three dead (one man
with a cardiac pacemaker syncopated by the electricity, and two
children from electric shock and suffocation), eleven in
intensive care with crush injuries, and about twenty-five less
badly hurt, in shock but still ambulatory.
If it wasn't for some bewildered young woman who simply
screamed out loud in the Tranquapax offices, I still think that
there might have been a hundred.
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The next afternoon after work, I visited Teresa at her new Mt
Druitt home.
I was still trying to calm down from the riot, and I decided
that while I didn't need a woman for sex - although I’d resolved
to drive in to a respectable Surrey Hills brothel at the weekend I probably did still crave for a woman to praise me.
She poured me some Sangre de Toro and I told her all about
my bravery the day before, and how I’d persuaded Clancy to
switch the fence off.
After reacting to my narrative with a perceptiveness that was
carefully not depressingly maternal, Teresa added reassuringly,
‘And I do quite like working at Grace Brothers.’
Mateu was there, too, but at first refused to join in the
conversation. I didn’t mind: he wasn't communicating any
sense of persecution. Perhaps just a little natural jealousy and an urge to assure me that he remained on guard against any
sinister watchers who might still emerge in this untrustworthy
anti-climax, to threaten him or Teresa.
He showed me his small pocket knife, honed to a sharpness in
which the edge was indistinguishable from light. Teresa's fine,
terracotta face looked at him tenderly, but - in contrast to her
demeanor to me - as if he were a young boy showing her a toy
he had built. She was only twenty-seven, about four years
younger than Clare, but she could seem infinitely more
knowledgeable and formed than Clare ever would. Then,
however, I thought: Clare would have too much integrity to
ever look at anyone with Teresa’s current innocent expression
of patronising power.
After about an hour, Mateu poured himself a glass of the red,
too, and we all rested our elbows on the table and discussed
Salvador, and whether the C.I.A., or just the Army, had
murdered the Jesuits.
After I'd left Teresa's, however, I remembered Mateu's knife
again - and remembered Appleton - and remembered my
airport interview - and remembered any number of furtive
ex-charges. And I thought exhaustedly about Clare, and
wondered what shadowy forms revenge against me might take,
and how far revenge might go. And I remembered all those
people who still wanted revenge against Clare just because she
still existed after what she had done.
So I parked my car near her office - where her window still
shone - and I waited in the night.
She came out on her own after about twenty minutes. I was
angry with myself for not ringing Sandy about her. Clare had
crossed the dark street and entered the Great Western shopping
area before I'd left my car ten feet behind me. At the same time,
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I saw another figure - perhaps not tall, but appearing strong cross at a diagonal from the side of Seductions to the back of
the Motor Registry. Did it mean to intercept her?
I couldn't see anybody. I walked carefully into the dimness in
the general direction of the railway station - which was a
kilometre away, beyond empty, bright shops, windowless
supermarkets, black arcades, concrete tiers and the sides of
buildings like the old polyclinic. I thought: she did this to me
before, a decade ago, when I followed her through the dark and
found her in an alcove alive.
I had thought Clem's arrangements for his own death
repugnant because they had made Clare fictional: had
mercilessly converted her to a stereotype for his purpose of
dying. Now I was irrationally enraged at Clare for fictionalising
me. It was as if I had been set up by her: not only was she
risking her life, but it was as if she had known I would follow. I
had to shake my head and remind myself sharply that the
second figure had not been fictional, and that my priority was
to ensure that there wasn't any danger.
I decided that calling her aloud might precipitate an attack on
her, so I just looked into doorways and corners as thoroughly as
I could. I had pocketed a torch from the glove box, but it wasn't
necessary yet in this sallow, peripheral light.
I had a vague fantasy of accusing her of a macabre foreplay
with me or her attacker, or both. But then I understood that this
wasn't the case and that perhaps whatever was happening was
clearer, more practical - she was just walking from her work to
the railway station, as everyone has a right to do - and more
poignant. I hadn't really expected to hear any noise, or to find
her.
I had thought that I would stride and stumble and search
across the whole desolate kilometre, and reach the railway
station to see her vanishing silverly in a train. Or not even that:
that I wouldn't locate her at all, and would have to walk back
around the block to my car, and telephone her furiously from
my unit at Westmead again.
But there was a cry.
Not a scream, but a cry in a voice that was Clare's, and had
some of her speaking tone, plus a quality of recoil, even nausea,
in it. And then she gave a more functional, louder scream, as if
declaring: I am in pain, I have been attacked, someone help
me...
I called out ‘Clare’ then.
Maybe I did hear the sound of an attacker escaping - not
footsteps so much as of someone brushing against concrete
walls and pillars, coming to rest heavily against them and then
using his or her hands to restore energy by propelling
themselves away.
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I didn't find Clare at first, as I expected her to be sheltering in
some alcove again. I searched in shadows and corners for five
minutes. Then I looked up eastward.
She had walked out into the open on a concrete tier and was
supporting the small of her back with one hand, and reaching
up into the air with the other, then bringing it down again, as if
swimming up long-arm through water. There was blood on her
skirt, down her legs, in her shoes (she reached down once to
pull one back on, because it had slipped off) and in her
footprints. The blood seemed to change from a purple-green
colour to black as I approached her.
I said, ‘Clare’ again - not shouting, but directing my voice
towards her.
I seized her from the back, although I knew that this was what
the attacker had probably done.
She turned a little towards me but still held herself poised. I
was supporting her under the armpit and breast. She said,
without much expression: ‘No, that's not what he did. He had
the crook of his arm under my chin and pulled my head back.
Then he knifed me here.’ She dragged my hand down to feel
the small of her back. Her blouse was sodden and thickly
wrinkled with blood. The stench of it was solid in my throat
and stung my nostrils.
I asked, ‘Did you see him?’, as I tried to knot my shirt around
the wound.
I couldn't create enough pressure to staunch the bleeding when
I let go, so I told her: ‘Press your hand onto it tight, and I'll get
you back to the car.’
I lifted her with my arms about her knees, so that she could
still use her hands and keep her head up. It was a bit like a
Roman carrying off a Sabine in some Old Master, and certainly
wouldn't have worked with a larger woman.
She said, ‘No, I didn't see him. Was it you?’
I said, ‘No’, trying to sound factual and not resentful. Then I
added: ‘Could we save the reassurance-rituals until later unless it was you?’
She said, ‘No, it wasn't me.’ And then gave a short,
unexpected shriek. I had carried her as quickly as I could over
half a kilometre of uneven surfaces, and the pain from the
stabbing had radiated into her sciatic nerve. She muttered,
‘Jesus.’ Then it must have worsened, because she just breathed
‘God’ and my name in a semi-conscious alternation.
When we reached the car, I didn't even put her on the ground.
I just wrenched the back door open, knelt down with her and
twisted her onto the back seat. She curled up, still pressing the
wound with one hand. And rested her face on her other arm,
shivering.
I drove her at once to Mt Druitt Casualty. They stitched and
dressed the wound, but didn't have any beds left. They were
crowded out because of the Tranquapax withdrawals.
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Some people who had been on higher doses were suffering fits
and seizures. The hospital arranged to transfer her to Westmead,
where there would be a bed available soon.
I rang Harry Terrence at home, explained what had happened,
and that I'd leave my car-keys there for him. Then I waited with
Clare for the Intensive Care ambulance.
The nurse on duty was an arch old nun from the Inner City.
I said, ‘I'm going with Clare to Westmead. We're the same
blood type.’ Actually, we were.
The nun looked at the card I'd filled in for Clare, and said, ‘O
Positive isn't all that rare.’
I said, ‘She trusts me. She wants my blood.’
The nun looked at my newly-red singlet. I had crammed my
blood-drenched shirt in my belt, but now I buttoned it back on.
My tie was in the car.
The nun asked, ‘Are you her husband?’
Clare moved her arm (they'd attached her to a plasma drip to
give her fluid) and murmured quite distinctly: ‘One of them.’
The nun just looked at me again, and I said: ‘Well, I'm not her
father, am I?’ - regretting my words immediately.
The nun's small smile grew even more derisive.
In the ambulance, I said to Clare: ‘You're lucky I still look
like a husband.’
She seemed stronger, but was clutching my hand so anxiously
that I clasped my fingers deeply between hers to reassure her.
She asked, trying to sound amused, ‘Are you really going to
give me your blood?’ Her lips were still shivering.
I said, ‘I don't see why not. I'm HIV negative, and I haven't
given blood for a while.’ I chatted on: ‘Apparently, Malcolm
Muggeridge gave a blood transfusion for his wife once, and
found it a mystic experience. You'd probably feel safer with my
blood, wouldn't you? We've exchanged so many bodily fluids
by now…’
There was still blood on her hands and encrusted around her
silver nails. Her face was as white as the inside of the
ambulance. I was reminded of a dream about Clare I'd had
when Heather was alive. Clare had been lying in snow that was
like white icing, and when I'd pulled her up from it, a pool of
blood had formed underneath her in the hole left behind.
At Westmead, they took two sachets of blood from me for her
at once. I sat with her and watched it flow slowly down the tube
into her arm. My fingers felt nerveless and I relaxed with my
eyes closed and my head back.
She asked, ‘Are you going to faint?’
I said, ‘Only if you find it entertaining.’
I made sure that they examined the wound and re-dressed it
before she fell asleep. I didn’t let them give her any sedatives,
just pain-killers. She had told me in the ambulance that
Godfrey was exposing marijuana plantations near Canberra.
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Now, I said, ‘I'll ring your mother and ask her to visit you
tomorrow.’
We hadn't even mentioned her mother since my return to
Australia, but she smiled and whispered drowsily: ‘You're a
really good man.’
I was startled, but then I thought: well, I wanted some woman
to praise me...I just hadn't thought it would be Clare. Perhaps
she thinks she's dying...
No one caused themselves unnecessary stress by asking me to
leave, so I just sat beside her and slept somewhat myself. I
woke up at four a.m. with a wry neck, and my head and hand
on the pillow beside her.
About six a.m. that day, Dr. Dick Allison appeared in the
doorway and clasped his hands delightedly - as if me, worn out,
unshaven and anxious, and Clare, stoical now on her side, still
anemic, and with a great, stitched gash in her back near her
kidneys, was just the sight he had always wanted to see.
I said, ‘Come on - look at her. How bad is it?’
He felt the wound with the flat of his hands expertly, then
went over the whole area, prodding with his fingers. She shut
her eyes but didn’t say anything, unless to answer his questions.
I continued to stroke her hair back from her face, but didn't
hold her. It would have seemed too much like holding her
down.
He said, ‘Not bad. A lot of swelling and tissue damage. No
harm to the kidneys or spine, I think. Are you peeing?’
She said, ‘Yes’, although she hadn't so far. But I wasn't going
to be so proprietorial as to answer any questions for her.
Dick ordered breakfast for me as well as Clare, found me a
clean shirt (which smelled of embalming fluid) and left waving
happily to us, his favourite guests.
Clare asked with mock-sentimentality: ‘Remember when he
was just a kid at Medical School and he used to collect pickled
human feet in formaldehyde?’
He had, too, I remembered: he would scare Sheridan with
them. Harry Terrence had thought he was committing Clem's
murders for a while.
Harry arrived at Westmead Hospital about nine a.m. with a
female constable, and my car. I described the obscure attacker.
The constable took notes and Harry asked me, in front of Clare:
‘You didn't do it, did you, sport?’
I said, ‘No. I was watching from my car because I was
worried about her. I'd seen her haring across Great Western
after work two days before.’
Clare's mother arrived with her de facto and a case of clothes
for Clare, about eleven a.m.. She was an obliging, vague
woman, and - since everything at the hospital was in
Tranquapax chaos - I organised that she give a blood
transfusion for Clare before she settled down by the bed. I
knew Clare would need some time to adjust to her.

80

I also knew that Clare had been eager to see her mother,
although this was concealed in a listless deference now. In my
experience, whenever Clare saw her mother there was usually a
fair amount of necessary role-reversal. Clare would be
protective and practical, and there was always a feeling that she
was ‘making up’ for what she’d done to her mother in
murdering the other children.
There was no evidence that Coral had physically neglected
Clare or the other children. Since the children had died - maybe
before - Coral had occasionally started small kerosene fires
around the neighbourhood, although no harm was ever done by
them. She had no criminal record. She had started a fire in
some rags the night Clare had killed Clem, and it had spread.
Perhaps because of this, Clare had a horror of fire when she
was under any severe emotional tension (hence her nightmare
at my unit?). But she had assured me this morning that Coral
hadn't been interested in fires for years.
As I finished eating most of Clare’s breakfast for her, she
added: ‘Mum’s not your business, though. None of this is.’
Coral had gripped the de facto Banks' hand all through the
visit, while I tried to decoy him out into the air to talk about
boxing or cars or booze or cricket or computers or women or
politics or…but Coral held onto him. Clare never had her
mother to herself for a second. They only kissed when Coral
was leaving.
When they'd gone, I tried to compensate to Clare by hugging
her firmly, and she accepted that: relaxed and let herself use me.
But there was still a listlessness in her response and it was due
to more than anemia. My embrace wasn't what she needed then:
I didn't smell female and I didn't have breasts or small, stroking,
absolving lips.
I don't want to make the connection seem too simplistic and
consequential, but after her mother's visit, Clare began to
express her fear of fire again. The U.S. bombing of a crowded
Baghdad air-raid shelter had also been on TV in Mt Druitt
Casualty last night, but I don't know how aware of that Clare
was. I was certainly forcing those images of lined-up, charred
foetus-shapes out of my own mind. The memory of the
Tranquapax bodies was somehow too close to be real yet.
The upper windows at Westmead were locked, and the
stairwells were always netted to prevent suicides. Clare asked
me what would happen if there was a fire. I explained the
sprinkler system and the evacuation procedure. She didn't seem
convinced. She said, ‘I'm going to discharge myself from here
and stay with Sandy.’
I asked, ‘Why Sandy? Why not Ashfield?’
She said, ‘I'm really twitchy at the moment. I'm scared of the
bars on the windows at Ashfield, if there's a fire. Reilly won't
be back for a couple of days. I told him everything was okay that I'd be in hospital. He has to stay out in the bush to see who
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comes to water the plantations.’ She was determined not to
reveal any irreverence when she spoke of him, so her eyes
avoided mine. She had telephoned him at his motel in
Queanbeyan that morning.
I said, ‘If it’s the same people who used to water the
plantations there, we may have to bail him out after they arrest
him. But I suppose he's too lucky for that.’
I discussed the situation with Dick. In ideal circumstances, the
Hospital should have kept her in for a week or so. But the
demand for beds was urgent, and if she was mad enough to
discharge herself, they were prepared to accept it.
I didn't tell her that, though. I wasn't sanguine about her safety
if she stayed with Sandy. Not that Sandy wouldn’t have looked
after her, but I didn’t think she'd have enough protection there.
I lied to Clare: ‘Dick says he'll discharge you, but he thinks
it’s a good idea if you stay with me.’
She just shrugged: ‘Alright, I don't care.’
In my car, with Clare curled up on the back seat again, I said
over my shoulder:
‘I think we should go by what you told me you'd decided
when you were less stressed: that we don't make love until
you're really able to choose that we do. You should just stay at
my place and rest until Godfrey comes back.’
She said, still lethargically: ‘I told you, I don't care. It doesn't
seem fair to you to have to have me around and not get
anything out of it.’
Sometimes there was some such a glimpse of a morbid lack of
self-value in her, but I didn’t want to confront it then, and I said,
‘Even if we don't fuck, I'll still get plenty out of it. Dick Allison
didn't really say you should come with me. I made that up. I
feel as if I've coerced you enough already.’ I added: ‘And so do
you, don't you?’
She sighed, ‘Sometimes’, perfunctorily, as she fell asleep in
the car, in the sane weekend sunshine.

We decided that the Rape-of-the-Sabines lifting position
wouldn't be all that unobtrusive in the garage on Saturday
morning, so she put her arm around my shoulder, and was now
just able to walk to the elevator in the foyer with her weight
against my side.
Inside my unit, she looked around and asked, ‘Don't you ever
tidy up this place? You do need some sort of clean-up
campaign.’ She was still very frightened. Scolding me must
have felt domestic and comforting.
I said, ‘It's past the campaign stage - like my life. It can only
be subdued by short guerrilla raids every now and then.’
I didn't think it was that bad really. On the floor, there were
just books and cups and plates and glasses and cushions and a
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spread-out court report I was writing. I helped her wind her
way through them into the bedroom. She sat on the end of the
bed, with her body pressed forward against her thighs. I sat
beside her.
My sense of responding professionally, symptom by symptom,
to an emergency was waning, and I watched myself cautiously,
fearful that my behaviour would exploit some flaw in Clare or
myself. The need to nurse - to tend the sick, I mean, not just to
nurture - was, I suspected, much stronger in most men than was
generally recognised, and I knew that it was not always benign.
Several of my female charges had told me that the only times
they felt their usually-brutal husbands were emotionally
intimate with them was when the women were sick in bed,
and the men had tended them. Certainly, I felt intimate with
Clare - not most intimate, but perhaps most confident about
how to act with her - when she was lying awake febrile or
anxious in my arms. When Sheridan had been a young girl, we
were closer when I sat beside her during her asthma attacks
than we were at any other time. I didn't need Dick Allison's
self-deprecating grotesquery to remind me how easily the
healer becomes the vampire.
Clem's murders, perhaps, had sprung from a different source
than his medicine. He had always been articulate about the
Victorian sexuality of sickbeds and deathbeds. He killed for
power and intimacy, certainly, but more, I think, to extend the
limits of the possible, and to nourish his outrage at his own
existence. I felt a dispassionate contempt at that, but probably
no similar outrage.
Nor did I yet feel any outrage against Clare's new attacker perhaps because she didn't seem to feel any. And like her, I had
no zealous detecting impulse to know who it was. For both of
us, that impulse seemed more a matter of a generalised, almost
absent-minded concern.We had to remember to be careful and
to recall things and to analyse what had happened, and to keep
on questioning ourselves.
She said suddenly: ‘Sit me up.’ She was trying to raise herself
back into a sitting position, but the muscles in her back were
too contused to respond. I put one hand on her knee and the
other on her shoulder, and eased her head up as smoothly as I
could.
She rested her face limply on my shoulder.
Then she amazed me by asking: ‘Did you really mean that you
weren't going to fuck?’ Her intrigued tone suggested that the
issue wasn't about my non-exploitative integrity at all, but
rather as if I'd inexplicably declared that I wasn't going to eat
carrots or clean my teeth.
I said, ‘You did say we shouldn't.’
She said, ‘On the phone before. But we're here, and I'm hurt’
- she meant physically - ‘and I haven't got the energy left to
work out your artificial system of values. You're not logical.’
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She spoke the syllables with effortful conciseness, her voice
threatening to trail away at the back of her throat.
I said, ‘Clare, you wouldn't be able to. It just took me five
minutes to even sit you up.’
She smiled. ‘Oh, well, if it's just because I can't. I was afraid
that it was because you wouldn't.’
I said, ‘I will whenever you want to. Although what right have
you to demand of me that I be logical? Granted that one of the
advantages of sickness is that it can make logic a higher
priority than usual. But have I ever claimed to you that I was
logical?’
I couldn't actually remember if I had: I was hoping she
couldn't, either.
She said, ‘One doesn't need to claim to be logical. It's an a
priori moral obligation, like the Geneva Convention.’ She
scrambled sideways on the bed and I helped her settle under the
quilt, with her face on the pillow. Her face was flushed rose and
her eyes were half shut and brilliant. It occurred to me that the
last blood transfusion, before Dick had discharged her from the
hospital, might now be making her high.
I asked, ‘You're not going to be able to sleep again, are you?’
She said, ‘No. I did get ten minutes in the car. It looks as if
you'll have to listen to me until four in the morning, with no
ulterior motive.’ Then she had an inspiration: ‘You know what
I'd like?’
‘What?’ I had a feeling that I wouldn't like it.
‘You tell me about your childhood trauma.’
I quoted her earlier parody, by way of escape: ‘Well, I wasn't
molested by my Uncle Clarry when I was twelve.’
She smiled spitefully and used her eyes to indicate a Costa
Rican cushion at the head of the bed. I pulled it down beside
her and rested my head on it. It was suddenly as soft as sleep. I
said, ‘Okay...I've always had the goods on you. You should
have the goods on me...but I don't know what they are. I mean,
if its something from childhood, I've already told you that I
tormented a dog once and it forgave me.’ But I thought I did
know.
I held her hand - twisted it as she did mine when describing
the bondage videos - and couldn't look at her. I said, ‘It’s not all
that traumatic, but my father used to beat me with a belt. There
was nothing exceptional about it in that neighbourhood,
although he drew blood sometimes. I've mentioned it in my
memoirs. But the secret thing was the fear. I mean it was the
inevitability of it happening again that was unbearable - like a
secret knowledge of death. I'd be playing or reading somewhere
in the daylight, and then the shadow of that knowledge would
fall: the knowledge that - as real as I was - sometime again I'd
be just as real as this, and just as present, and in that
inescapable pain.’ I added: ‘I think that's why I'm so afraid of
death now.’
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She asked, ‘And why you're so afraid of me?’
I said, ‘I'm not afraid of you physically.’
She asked, ‘Am I like the fact of death?’
I said, ‘You're Clare. You're here. You're what you are. I
suppose if I accepted you one hundred-per-cent-forever I'd
have to accept that there's no sanity or normality without
accepting violence as well. That death is death here and now
and there isn't any escape. I don't think I can accept that, but I
still want desperately to live with you for the rest of my life.’ I
continued: ‘So I'm not afraid of you. You're afraid of me. I'm
willing to live with you. You won't live with me.’
She said, ‘I still love Reilly.’
I asked, ‘Is that going to stop?’
‘Probably not. But I love you as much.’
‘I don't have his material advantages, though: the meteoric
future in the media - although how long can the man go on
being “promising”? - and his knack with real estate.’ I'd rather
have a fight with her than recall that belt again,
She knew that and asked, ‘How long did the beltings go on?’
‘How long?’
‘What age were you?’
I couldn't remember clearly. I said, ‘As early as I can recall
until I was big enough to fight or run.’ I added: ‘Another thing
was: when I was very young - about two or three, I suppose I'd cry afterwards - hysterically, you know: hiccoughs - and
he'd tell me to stop or he'd do it again. So I learned not to react
after a while, as little boys do...I'm sorry, this sounds like a
universal cliche, like someone describing a birth or a war. I
know much worse things have happened to you.’
She said, ‘But I've done much worse.’
I snapped: ‘It's not a competition.’
She ignored that. ‘It's not just what happened that's important,
it's how much it still matters to you. It does, doesn't it?’
I said, ‘Yes. It still matters to me.’ My eyes were damp and I
pinched my nostrils once so that I could swallow. I concluded:
‘That's all the goods you'll get on me right now.’
She said, ‘That was fine. You should sleep. Can I read Robert
Lowell?’
She did, propping the Notebooks volume awkwardly on the
pillow while I drifted. Then the phrase ‘I love you as much’
started sharpening in my mind. Even apart from its
ambivalence - the hope and the insult in it - there was
something else important about it, which I couldn't yet fathom.
It hovered in my dreaming, like a key I couldn't hold for long
enough.
When I woke after midnight, I watched Clare's sleeping face
and felt joy skip in my belly inadvertently. I remembered
having the same feeling sometimes when watching Sheridan
sleep as a baby: a primitive exultation that her impassive
features would wake up and become alive and change and grow
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again. The knowledge of inevitability isn't necessarily
depressing. Sometimes it just involves staring at a black
window and knowing about the sun.
She woke before the sun, however. She had lied to me and to
the hospital, of course, about her kidneys being alright before
she left. So I found myself kneeling on the bathroom floor and
steadying her for half an hour. After about fifteen minutes, I
didn't care so much what she strained in she process, and I said:
‘Hurry up. My knees hurt.’
And then I felt remorseful, because the flow of urine was
spasmodic and obviously agonising for her. For the first time, I
felt a lightning flash of real anger against the attacker.
She didn't want to move for a while. She said, ‘Talk about
something else.’ I thought the something else would have to be
pretty sensational, so I said: ‘I was reading Silence of the
Lambs in Kmart.’ Kmart always lets you browse longer than
the bookshops do. She asked, ‘Do you think Clem was like
that?’
‘An evil genius? No, not Clem. The Corrupt Dr. Lecter is just
another version of Moriarty. Conan Doyle has Sherlock
Holmes pointing out that there's nothing quite so evil as a
doctor who’s just crossed to the opposition. Then the whole
thing becomes superhuman, I think: there's a disproportionate
ability to rescue or destroy. The sort of power Antonelli thinks
he has sometimes. But that's only convincing in fiction. Clem
was just a lot more trivial in his fantasies than I would ever
have suspected. It shows we should enrich our fantasies more:
make sure that they're as complex as our life.’ My knees felt
dead by then.
She asked, focusing heroically: ‘Isn't it strange that people
always seem to live vicariously through people who are
unhappier than they are?’
‘I don t think they really have a choice,’ I said.
She seemed sad, even apart from the pain: ‘Do you think that
you and I will end up like you and Elinor - some sort of
pleasant, vicarious thing?’
I said, ‘Well, it's true that Elinor and I have been in love for
years and it doesn't seem to worry either of us. But
in-answer-to-your-question-ma'am: no I don't know if either
you or I will live long enough for our relationship to become
either pleasant or vicarious.’
I helped her to douche the urine sting away with cold water,
but her kidneys still seemed to be intact.
I could still feel a sluggish, interested urge for revenge against
the attacker waking in me. It was a powerful impulse that
would become indiscriminate and dangerous, unless I focused
it quickly, used it and kept it cool. I asked her, ‘Do you think
the attacker was a man?’
‘I don't know.’
‘What did he feel like, smell like?’
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‘A man, I suppose.’ But I’d fed her the pronoun.‘If you knew
who it was, would you protect them? You were prepared to
protect me?’
She said, ‘I don't know. I don't know who it was.’
She ran her hands quickly and anxiously over my body and
they came to rest on my penis, which was almost erect - more I
think from the comfort of moving from the cold bathroom to
the warm bed than for any ambiguous psychological reason.
She manoeuvred her own body up against me. I responded with
a blend of concern and impatient concession: ‘I gather you
don't want to continue the conversation.’
She giggled: ‘You sound like an absolute fool.’
But I was uneasy again about the motivation. Before she was
injured, she'd decided quite rationally not to make love. Sore as
she was, she couldn't possibly be doing it for pleasure. Her
clearest motives were that she wanted to do it for protection or
distraction. There seems to be an instinctive, fallacious and
unnerving assumption in women - often in men, too - that
fucking someone means they will defend you.
Then I decided that it would only be hypocritical if I refused.
Her injury was too sensitive for foreplay, so I slid a condom on
and tried to guide my penis up inside her.
Her vaginal muscles weren’t as foolhardy as she was, however,
and they closed completely as I tried to enter her. She was as
startled by that as I was. I'd never tried to penetrate a woman
who wasn't moist and open before. It was an uncomfortable,
throttling sensation, like struggling up laboriously through a
small python's coils. I said, ‘Clare, for God's sake, it doesn't
matter. We can do it later.’
But she insisted, ‘It will be alright if you keep pushing’, so I
did. It didn't get much easier. Eventually, she loosened enough
for me to empty rather numbly inside her, and then she
breathed out with relief, hardly moving her face against my
collar bone, or her body from its crouching position on my
knees.
I stroked her back lightly and absently, including the stitches.
I was shaking. I said, ‘That's as close to my raping someone as
I ever want to go. I only hope to God I don't have to explain it
to your doctor.’
She said, ‘You can blame it on me, if you like.’ She started to
invent some long, improbable yarn for me about how I'd woken
up from a drugged sleep and found her on top of me in boots,
but she was soon overcome by an irresistible seriousness.
She asked, embarrassed, ‘Why did I do that?’
I said, ‘We did it. We must have needed to. I'll get some
paracetamol.’ I swallowed one with her. She was also taking a
more concentrated anti-inflammatory compound. In the
hospital, I'd continued to defend her reluctance to take
pethidine, codeine or diazepam.
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I said now, ‘If the pain gets too bad, I've decided just to get
you blind drunk.’
There was some of Alain's redhead's marijuana in a kitchen
drawer, but smoking joints tended to make her irritable, as they
did me.
Clare changed mode, edgily: ‘I could just buy a couple of
packets of Tranquapax and play Russian Roulette with them.’

She rested at my unit for a couple of days and let me look
after her. Having established not just the possibility but the
actuality of sex, she was content to chat and sleep. Although,
every so often, we kissed.
I was filled with an unspoken incredulity that she'd be able to
return to Ashfield and Godfrey, but she did so.

The next morning, I took Clare home to Ashfield. I spoke to
Godfrey on the phone first. I hadn't spoken to him since my
return to Australia.
I asked, ‘How are you going to protect Clare?’, and he said the
Security Firm which installed the fences he'd featured in his
story had agreed to help him.
I refrained from complimenting him on the endless uses of
payola, and said, ‘She'll need a bodyguard.’
He was answering my questions quite factually, but with an
undercurrent of hostility. He said, ‘She'll have a bodyguard a private detective or me.’
Then he joined the legion of people who hang up on me curtly
so that they can continue to win an ongoing argument with me
in their heads.
I was careful not to tell Clare, ‘You can stay here’ - which is a
kind, impartial offer. I asked her, ‘Will you stay here?’ - which
is an acute, vulnerable question.
Maybe I should start phrasing my proposals that way, too…
But the headshake: ‘No.’
‘But you love me as much.’ I didn't make that a question.
‘Yes.’ No emotion, but brief quickening in her breathing. And
her lips were pinched together.
I helped her into the car and then to the carved front door at
Ashfield. I didn't wait for Godfrey to open it. As I started the
car, I saw that he was shepherding her inside.

That week, I drove Louise Shepherd, Alain Gossens and Sean
Ivors into Head Office in Sydney. There had been another
Tranquapax poisoning. This one - a North Ryde university
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student - had realised that the tablets had tasted too tart, and
admitted himself at once to North Shore Casualty. So,
apparently, he'd live.
We were all going to have a brief conference on drug
withdrawal strategies with the Authorities, and then Elinor
wanted to see me at Personnel to sort out some employment
interviewing panels. And I had to have a new ID badge made.
I'd lost mine after I took it out at the Tranquapax Riot.
I had suggested to Louise that some of her charges might be
growing a little too dependent on her. She was discussing that
with Alain in the car. She offered him Dominic and Silkie, but I
intervened and said, ‘You've already got enough problems with
the redhead, Gossens - you don't need woman trouble with your
clients as well.’
Silkie was having a tiff with her boyfriend, Michael, because
she thought he'd been reckless in the Tranquapax
demonstration. Silkie, indeed, seemed to be having tiffs with
everyone at present, and I thought this equally symptomatic of
her insomniac Tranquapax withdrawal and her restless grief for
her baby. I wanted her to solve her emotions in the real world
with Michael, not to transfer them in therapy to Alain.
So I agreed to supervise Silkie once a week, and Alain agreed
to take on Dominic. They'd probably relate well, I thought.
They were of the same age and toughness and had both lived
for years on their adrenalin and their autobiographical fables.
In return, Louise said she'd take over a couple of Sean's
Tranquapax-addicted School Arsonists. She said, ‘They‘re only
slightly younger than he is.’
I nodded. ‘I know. He's got far too heavy a caseload for a new
graduate, but there's nothing much I can do to reduce it yet.’
Sean listened to that quite complacently - he seemed to have
the novice's acceptance of being discussed in the third person.
Or maybe he was becoming depersonalised already.
After the conference, Louise came along with me to the
meeting with Elinor. They swapped Fay Weldon novels (which
Heather had also carried around with her, to prop up on tables
like little guidebooks between herself and social observation)
and generally ignored me while they discussed aerobics and
astrology. Then Louise wandered away to see other people in
Personnel (where she seemed to have worked longer than I'd
thought) and Elinor told me all that I was doing wrong when I
organised job interviews. We compromised and I agreed with
everything she said. Then she said, ‘You're not interested in
this, are you, George?’
I said, ‘Look, mate, I'm really interested in it, and you know
I'm grateful for the opportunity to improve my Peer Review
and Quality Control Techniques.’
She said, ‘I'm still trying to work out who your Peer Group
could possibly be?’
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I said, less satirically, ‘Feel free to join them, my love’, and
made her a cup of coffee.
She said, ‘Actually, Antonelli is wrong. You're not eccentric,
but you do have a strange combination of passive cynicism and
then a sort of sudden, lateral efficiency.’
I said, ‘That's alright. Those things always tend to be confused
with solidity and commonsense in the institutional mind.’
I strolled down to another part of Personnel and got my new
ID Badge. They took a polaroid of my face, and then fed it
through a small machine, and gave it to me sealed and
laminated. In the polaroid, I looked like my ancestor
condemning some terrified rebel to death at the Assizes.

When Sean, Alain and Louise returned, we went to the Kings
Head for drinks. Alain was soon confiding in Elinor with a
tender loquacity, but I marched him to Town Hall station and
put him in a taxi to the redhead. I drove Louise home to Kings
Langley, and Elinor carried Sean off to show him one of her
collections of something - I wasn't sure if it was the exotic pot
plants or the antique dildos.

I saw Clare again a week later. I called around at Sheridan's
on Saturday night after tea, and Clare was with them smoking
reefers and watching rock videos. It was all very
Sixties-nostalgic for me. There was an emphatic, energetic
video of the Rolling Stones singing a Gulf War protest about
the desert. I had a close look to see if it was the same Rolling
Stones I remembered and, incredibly, it was.
Clare passed me the joint - which was at the stub stage - and I
drew on it and sat beside her. I said, ‘If you smoke too much of
this, you'll lose your temper.’
She murmured, ‘Remember when I smoked this while I was
still on Probation, and you gave me the rounds of the kitchen?’
I said, ‘As I recall, you were sniffing cocaine, and I was
scared they'd put you back in gaol. I’m still amazed they
haven't.’ She grinned. She liked it when I suggested that she'd
been a larrikin or a tearaway. It was better than the old, cold
truth. I asked, ‘Where's your boyfriend?’
And where, for that matter, was the private detective? Clare
seemed to be there unguarded. Harry Terrence had assured me
that Godfrey was employing a Security Firm.
She explained, ‘Godfrey's still in Sydney, but his old
girlfriend had some problem with his son badging cars, and he's
gone over to visit them. I don't mind. Sheridan brought me over
here for the night. My back was playing up.’
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Apart from being unusually sensitive to pain, Clare had
always had a fairly delicate immunological system, and any
injuries took a long time to heal. I knew that the cut in her back
would still be a deep, puckered-over, wet mess. I've heard stab
wounds described as ‘clean’ sometimes, but I've never seen one
that was - unless the victim died of it.
Whilst I knew little about pop music, I much preferred
Sheridan's grown-up musical taste to her childhood one, which
had centred on Abba and Kiss. Now that she was in her
mid-twenties (I usually forgot exactly where) I also suspected
that her own favourites were not as contemporary as they had
once been. She was now watching a 1987 U2 Concert staged in
Arizona. The diction seemed to have achieved complete
meltdown (although what I could make out of it was
reassuringly reasonable) but the sound and the use of light black and white and starry and red, with a spotlight being
manhandled around the stage - were impressive. I wanted to
watch it again, so I hoped Sheridan wasn't still young enough
to grow out of things often. I could see from her eyes that Clare
was responding keenly to the fluxing light. She had always
been photosensitive. I remembered what she'd said about the
light being wrong for sleep at Ashfield. An actress at a
Prisoners of Conscience benefit told me once that, when you're
performing, light is not only a love-equivalent, but that certain
forms of heavy or harsh light can represent hatred. Which, I‘d
suggested at the time, may be why harsh light is so effective in
an interrogation. And, probably because of the marijuana, I
would have been content to sit back and let those concepts spin
nimbly through my head.
But, instead, I made myself explain them to Clare. I was glad I
had, because she looked at me with the same vividness she'd
been wasting on Mick Jagger.
She said, ‘I was thinking about that thing we say we can't get,
you and I, the other ten percent - that self-forgetful thing: the
absoluteness. I wondered if it might be impossible to mine it
from inside us - if it might not just come from some quality of
being, like the lighting in a room sometime. I mean that: in that
room we'd both be able to remember what I'd done, and not
tolerate it, but be able to include it all somehow…’
We both still had a horror of gaining any conceivable
emotional benefit - even if it took the form of guilt - or
liberation from her crimes, just as we had a horror of her crimes
being the means to some facile redemption. The
survival-ecstasy we had experienced together after Clem's
death had felt necessary, but we had known to resist it, too.
I said, labouring with her for the stubborn concept: ‘Yes, I can
see that the missing element might be physical. After all, your
brother and sisters were physical and so was what you did to
them, and so is the loneliness you feel for them.’ We hadn’t
talked about that loneliness much.
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Sheridan and Damien were on the floor cuddling, too close to
the video to hear what Clare and I were discussing on the couch.
Idris frog-slept obliviously on a lambswool rug beside them.
The Rolling Stones’ Gulf War song finished and Sheridan
rolled another thick joint, lit it and put U2 on again. I lectured
her: ‘Not too many of those, in case you have an asthma attack’,
because Heather would have wanted me to warn her.
Sheridan threw the lit reefer at me in a swift, perfect arc which necessitated that I catch it neatly between two fingers, or
burn. I caught it, accurately but involuntarily. She looked
slightly guilty and confused about what she'd done. I gazed into
her eyes with acidic calm for a few seconds as I smoked it, and
then I handed it to Clare. Watching us, Clare took a couple of
puffs and appeared only awed and amused by the grace of the
throw and the catch. But I was myself familiar enough with the
entertained-observer stance to be able to recognise it as a form
of withdrawal.
I concentrated on Clare again. I had been able to decipher that
the title of one of the Rolling Stones songs was Highwire , and
I suggested: ‘You're going back onto your highwire again,
aren't you?’
Sheridan and Damien had re-encircled each other, and Clare
became analytical once more. She said, ‘The trouble with that,
as you've always observed, is that I'm always on the highwire
and there isn’t any net. Other people can fall back on their past,
or their privacy, or their childhood, to find another version of
themselves to escape to. But either I'm just Clare Forster, who
killed the children’ - Forster had been her step-father's name,
and she had actually only used her real name of Collins since
she left prison - ‘or I'm exactly what I am now: I am what I do
and nothing else at all.’
At that point, Idris woke up. I carried him into the clearer air
in the kitchen.
The marijuana had made me hungry, and I held him on my
shoulder and made a plate of sandwiches and a pot of coffee
with my free hand. Sheridan walked into the kitchen and rested
her head against my back. I gave her an alfalfa sandwich and
said, ‘Don't worry about throwing the cigarette, sausage, it was
just an impulse.’
She said, ‘I didn't like you giving me orders.’
I chortled. ‘I gathered. That's alright. That's how the fathers of
daughters with any intelligence should be treated’, and I
mimicked an earlier generation of protesters: ‘Up against the
wall!’ I didn't add its conventional accompaniment of
‘Motherfucker’, but she knew what I meant, and smiled.
She opened the kitchen window and thrust her head into the
rush of fresh, dark air. I thought of Patrick White's phrase about
‘the rhinestones of Sydney’. Below Sheridan, the sixty-point
diamonds of Lane Cove glittered in tiers down to the river.
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She had a snobbery against the Western Suburbs that only
someone born and bred there could have affected with such
verve, and I didn't usually encourage it. This time, however, I
told her a story I hadn't meant to tell her about a couple of my
charges who had just called their twins ‘Craigeen’ and
‘Chifleigh-Anne’. Animated, she told me some stories about
her schoolkids. Then I asked, ‘By the way, was there a
detective at Ashfield, watching Clare?’
She said, ‘There was a man in a car outside.We spoke to him.
I suppose he followed us here. It's not really practical to watch
her much more than that, is it?’ She added: ‘Have you seen her
poor back? It's awful.’
The open-windowed night was filling me with a dangerous
compassion for Clare. Sexual need, too, of course - but that had
been there since I walked in and saw her. I could cope with it
more easily than the compassion.
I gave Idris to his mother, strode back in and sat beside Clare
again. Sheridan followed me with Idris and the sandwiches.
Damien had turned off the video and was playing a Madonna
CD. Sheridan gave Clare a sandwich. She ate it by breaking off
tiny portions in her fingers, as if she didn't want to taste it.
I'd been waiting for her to show some resentment, and thought
my abandoning our conversation when Idris awoke might have
provoked it. Did I want to make her angry?
I suppose I wanted a lever to move us from Point A to Point B:
that she come back to my unit or that she tell me energetically
that she had decided against it.
Then I looked at Clare's still face in Sheridan's smoky, warm
lamplight and realised that Clare was really in too much
physical pain to be angry about anything.
I arranged some cushions and stretched out full length on the
couch with her, so that she was cradled against my body. My
mouth tasted silver. She asked, ‘Do you mind if we don‘t go to
your place, or do anything?’
And I said, ‘That’s okay. It would have been difficult to sort it
out with your detective, anyway. Godfrey's probably suggested
that he shoot me.’
She laughed. ‘Oh, you would have sorted it out’, she said.
I had woken up on Sunday morning with Clare curled up fast
asleep on me, and Idris tucked into the space between us and
the back of the couch, dribbling. Sheridan had thrown a blanket
over us all and gone to bed with Damien, so I suppose everyone
hadn't been celibate that night.
When Clare woke, she murmured, ‘What's wet?’, and I
answered, ‘Idris is teething early.’
She said, ‘I'd like to rest here on you like this for a while,
because my back isn't hurting now.’
So I clasped my hands behind her neck. No one else was
awake, and rain softened the sunrise. As if ominously, she
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quoted Wallace Stevens: ‘The house was quiet and the world
was calm.’
I overcame what I consider my deepest vice - impatience - and
rocked her for hours on my heart.

On Monday, I drove Louise and Sean to Penrith Courthouse.
Penrith Courthouse is a solid, depressing place - sinister in its
utilitarian structure. The holding cells underneath it have a
capacity for up to three hundred people. It had been built just
over a decade before, on prophecies of anarchy and riot. Penrith
had always been to some extent a police town, but once the
new Courthouse was built, the High Street routinely swaggered
with highly belligerent and highly strung young guardia, their
gazes as shiny and unpredictable as their weapons. Harry
Terrence - who had, before the Druitt, a constablehood of
hospitable country towns and one-cell, unlocked lockups - tried
to avoid Penrith Courthouse, and much of the time, I shared his
reserve.
Today, however, one of Sean's adolescent arsonists was in the
holding cells and I wasn't sure that Louise - who was the boy's
new counsellor - or Sean himself had enough experience of
local court procedure to extricate the prisoner intact without my
supervision. I remembered the prisoner as an undersized,
garrulous, hoarse budgerigar of a youth, with a compulsion to
stutter out as many outhouse jokes as he could, as fast as
possible, and to set fire to bus shelters and school science
laboratories. Monday was a dull day in the holding cells and he
would have had the shit belted out of him by now.
On the way to Penrith, Louise - who was sitting in the back of
the car - leafed through a Prisoners of Conscience report I'd
done on Thai prisons and refugee camps. I'd concluded that the
latter were slightly worse than the former.
She found the section on Thai prison floggings, of course, and
expressed the expected repugnance at the scarring involved in
the process. I resented the extent to which her humanitarian
horror re-awoke the icy horror in me about those prisons. I
turned my shudder into a shrug, and said, ‘It's no worse than
what we did here a century ago. At the old Penrith Courthouse,
they used to give the convicts fifty lashes each with a
cat-o'-nine-tails, if they were a few minutes late for work. Even
the first stroke made them bleed.’
Sean gave up trying to eat a doughnut and asked if I approved
of the way they'd set up the model of the crashing plane at
Minchinbury again. Years ago, the man-sized replica had
decorated the vineyards by the roadside, but it had been
removed when the new housing estate was developed there.
Now, the small plane was nose-diving again eternally on a strut

94

at the entrance to that vast, pretty, conservative enclave of
project homes.
I said, ‘I love it. It's the sort of thing I'd have suggested myself.
They should have miniatures of it like gnomes in their front
gardens, with “Abandon All Hope”, “Remember Thou Art
Mortal”, or “Give Me Your Tired, Your Poor, Your Huddled
Masses” written on them.’
Sean looked puzzled at my wordy edginess. His changing the
subject from torture might have seemed healthy to him, but it
had wrenched me into an area of kitschy cultural symbolism
that was no use to me at all. I tried to explain: ‘I’ve got the
Penrith Police to deal with, boy - not Edna Everidge.’
He tried to compensate for his levity by expressing concern at
the number of prostitutes he'd seen lately walking their beat
along the Highway at night next to the long, lawny, shadowy
Minchinbury Crematorium. I'd seen them, too, and been a bit
uneasy - although most of them seemed to be
comfortable-looking, sensible women, who worked in pairs.
Louise said, ‘I saw a girl there last night on her own. She was
in a big, real fur coat and stiletto heels. She was about fifteen
and a man in a Honda picked her up. He looked like a
psych-unit outpatient. I wanted to say something to protect
her.’
‘She was probably on Tranquapax’, said Sean. He asked me,
‘Have they found out any more about the poisonings?’
I said, ‘Louise might know. She saw Harry Terrence about
getting Silkie's baby's clothes back from the Coroner's
yesterday.’
Louise said, ‘They've had a couple of extortion letters at
Tranquapax, but apparently the Police followed them through
and they weren't genuine.’
The thought of young women taking risks had reminded me of
Clare again. I remembered how she had always enjoyed
discussing underground fortifications with me: the lovely
intricacy of the Ho Chi Minh Trail tunnels or the smoothness of
the Cooper-Peedy mining dug-outs, which her step-father had
once lived in. Now I felt that all the surveillance - mine,
Godfrey's, the detective’s, the Police's, the attacker's - had sent
her underground more certainly than ever. And I didn't know
where she would emerge. Her joke about playing Russian
Roulette with the Tranquapax recurred to me eerily. In all my
years of observing her, I had always reassured myself with the
knowledge that her nature precluded suicide…
Louise had returned to my report and was reading about Lao
refugees being forced to ‘swim’ naked on concrete floors in
their Thai sanctuaries. She said, ‘You report all this so dryly,
George.’
I said, ‘I leave it to the audience to wet themselves.
Sometimes I think it all only has a pornographic function.’ It
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was true that sometimes I was more optimistic, but I wasn't
going to go into that much detail today.
We sprang the budgie quicker than I'd let myself hope. His
mother was on the steps of the building, sobbing about ‘a
kangaroo court in there’ - so I assumed his bruises were
showing, and I marched in with the profound moral hauteur of
a man who once again has no other viable option.
It got us past the desk and as far as the Court Prosecutor in the
corridor. At that point, Louise and I exchanged roles. She
berated the Prosecutor about violence in the cells, like a
scandalised bourgeois dowager, while I sat down on a bench
with my arms folded and gave him a matey, helpless,
conspiratorial smile.
After a while, he asked me what sort of surveillance we could
offer if he put in a word for the boy in court. So I stood up and
Louise sat down. I outlined a perhaps unrealistic supervision
program in a sturdy, male monotone. An hour later, Louise
walked out of the courtroom, her hand on the budgie’s scrawny
arm with a more than maternal, more like matrimonial
possessiveness. After a comprehensive lecture, she gave him
back to his mother.
I had lunch with Louise and Sean at a coffee shop near the
Courthouse. I remembered the shop as being fairly humble, but
while I was away there had been a ‘Bikie Massacre’ over
amphetamines, and the ensuing clientele of relatives and
reporters had allowed the decor to expand.
Sean was impressed by how stylish - and how stylised - the
extrication of the budgie had been. He said, ‘What I liked was
how you did it without getting too involved emotionally. I think
you're right about burn-out not being necessary.’
Louise - who probably felt she had earned her right to burn
out - didn't respond, but I said, ‘You don't get calloused or
burnt-out, boy, but you do get more vulnerable. After a while,
the skin wears off your soul.’ That wasn't a lie, however
cinematic, but it was meant to placate Louise.
She said, ‘Yes. It's an observer-inclusive science. But it's not
what one feels that worries me. It's the feelings you lose
without realising it.’
I agreed, now easing into factuality: ‘I have a horror now of
unwitting self-interment. One moment of inattention and you
realise twenty years later that that was the moment when you
buried yourself alive.’
It wasn't work that this made me think about, though. Maybe despite all Heather's strength and fineness - that was what had
happened to me with her. I remembered sitting outside the Mt
Druitt house in the dewblack nasturtiums, quietly drinking too
much too-good Cabernet, as the Cross and Pointers drifted
towards the dawn, and knowing numbly that Heather was in the
lounge room - marking school essays. It was only now that I
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realised how enraged I was at her for leaving me alone then for not coming out and impinging on my independence.
When Clem had menaced Clare, I had heard him tell her that
he had made love to Heather, but it wasn't the idea of that
which disturbed me. It deepened the mystery and objectified
my grief, but I could still bury it decently in my logic, before it
buried me. Nor was it that Heather and I hadn't profoundly
enjoyed loving or conversing together. It was just those essays
which grated so rawly on my memory - when there I had been,
outside.
I left Louise and Sean and drove to Kmart to buy a carton of
red and white, junior-size boxing gloves on special. I'd
promised Harry Terrence to drop them around at the Police
Boys Club when we had our return match Saturday week.

I fell asleep early that Friday night - which was just as well,
because Clare rang me at two o'clock in the morning.
The night was hot, wet and moonless, and there was a
heart-haunting wind, keening at eagle pitch between the
bui1dings. I lay listening to it for a minute, before I realised
that the phone had been shrilling, too. I picked up the receiver
reluctantly. There had been three crank calls recently from
someone who blamed me for the Iraqi Scud missiles landing in
Saudi Arabia.
Apart from things like that, I do make it a practice to know
who callers are when they telephone me. I've quite a good
memory for voices (which are much more distinctive than they
seem) and most people are pleased that I know them without
asking. Not Clare, however.
I said, ‘Hello.’
She said, ‘Hello, George.’
I said, ‘Hello, darling.’
She asked, in a clipped, annoyed, indeed almost royal voice,
reminiscent of my mother’s in the nursing home: ‘You do know
who I am?’
The wind wailed and marbles of rain hit the window.
I said, ‘At two a.m. in this weather, Clare, probably even God
wouldn't recognise you, but I do.’
She said, now in a tiny voice framed in self-conscious irony:‘I
was worried about you.’
The old, debilitating compassion seized me so physically that
I could feel it like a wad under my tongue.
I said, ‘I'm alright.’ And then anxiously: ‘You're not on your
own, are you?’
Her tone didn't change, but was even quieter: ‘No. Reilly's
here.’
I asked, ‘Where is the detective?’
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She said, ‘Gone’, and reverted surprisingly to Reilly’s
Christian name: ‘The detective doesn't stay when Godfrey's
here.’
‘Are you having a quarrel with Godfrey?’ I tried not to sound
tetchy, but I didn't want to be used as a third party in their
foreplay.
Same tone: ‘No, he's asleep. He's working tomorrow.’ There
was a twenty-five second pause (I had a decade-old habit of
counting to myself in Clare's silences), then she explained ‘I
just woke up, that's all, and I was worried about you.’
I tried to communicate sympathy and security: ‘I‘m alright,
dear. You can go back to sleep now.’
There was a big, blue lightning burst outside and it produced
an evil snicker of static in the phone. Clare's voice grew firmer
and more forlorn: ‘Oh, God, you'll be electrocuted and it'll be
my fault.’
I said, ‘It‘s okay.’
I got Quiet Little Miss Irony again. She asked, ‘Could you just
stay there on the phone for a while?’
I said, ‘Yes’ - hoping that the amused acceptance in my voice
would relax her.
She started to cry.
There is always a universal, tragic alert in the noise of crying.
The last person I'd heard and at first not seen crying was Silkie,
as I walked up the stairs for my debut as Supervisor. Clare's
crying wasn't as monumental and visceral as Silkie's, but it was
just as rending for me, because it was coming out in
cough-sized, aching spurts, and she kept on trying to stop it. It
was as if her old inhibition against any expression resembling
remorse - in case it seem provocative and hypocritical - was
catching like an iron bit in her throat.
Even though the whole business was still pitched very softly, I
kept expecting Godfrey to wake up and comfort her. He didn't,
and she cried like that for another ten minutes.
Then she asked, ‘Are you still there?’
I said, ‘Yes’ - and then ‘Clare’, gently, over and over. Any
soothing phrases or clucking noises seemed inappropriate.
Her crying smoothed out a little, and I asked: ‘Would you like
to wake up Reilly to help you?’
She answered, ‘No.’
I said, ‘I don't think I can just listen to this. Would you like
me to come and get you? I could bring you here or take you out
somewhere?’
She subdued a space in her crying and said with a fierce,
hushed clarity: ‘I haven't got that much self-control.’
I said, ‘Neither have I, but we could just go somewhere safe
and silly like Pancakes at Parramatta. It's open all night tonight,
and it's certainly not intimate or threatening.’
There were rolling echoes of thunder somewhere outside. She
cried again for five minutes - more easily, more in keeping with
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the rain. Then she asked, ‘If I don't come out, will you hang
up?’
I said, ‘No. But I think you should try to go to sleep. I could
always read you Lowell, or Wallace Stevens.’
She said, ‘If you like’, and her voice blurred at the top. I had a
mental picture of her crouched in a lounge chair with the phone
under her face, and I wanted to tuck a rug around her.
I said again, ‘Come out with me.’ There was a thirty second
pause, then she said, ‘Yes’, in a faint, self-awed, mischievous
tone.
I said, ‘Get dressed. I’ll come and get you. But won't Godfrey
wake up?’
She said, ‘No. Really. He'll sleep through. He took a Mogadon
and set the clock radio. I'll just leave a note for him.’
I said, ‘Write that you’re with me so that he knows you're
safe.’
I thought that if I was going to start a genuine list of my
potential assassins, Godfrey might as well join Appleton,
Mateu, the Powers that Be, Saudi Arabia and a Latin American
Death Squad on it.

Pancakes at Parramatta had been an inspiration. It was wide
and soothingly well-lit with black woodwork, hanging fern
baskets, clean, round wooden tables and a giant chessboard on
the floor in the middle of the room. The chess pieces were as
big as babies. The room wasn't empty, but the scattering of
patrons and young waiters weren't there to watch each other,
and Clare didn't seem embarrassed that her face was still
tear-raddled in its pale make-up.
We sat in an isolated booth. She asked me, ‘Do I look as if
I've been crying?’
I asked, ‘Am I supposed to say “no”?’
She'd slipped out of the front door at Ashfield and run down
the dark path to meet me as soon as I'd left my car. We'd driven
to Pancakes with furtive elation. It felt so much like eloping
that I had to remind myself mercilessly that she'd return as
always to their real estate investment tomorrow.
She asked, ‘Aren't you going to ask me why I was crying?’
Her shoulders were pressed securely against the back of the
wallbooth, but she was stretched forward from the waist, so that
the knife wound wasn't touching anything. Her hands were in
her pockets and the posture looked rakish somehow.
I said, ‘No. It never occurred to me that there had to be a
reason.’
She liked that. She said, ‘Well, yes, I suppose the Steady State
Theory is as likely as the Big Bang Theory when it comes to
weeping.’
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She had sounded so young and isolated on the phone that I
was surprised now by the power of her presence. I ordered two
glasses of the house red wine and some apple pancakes and she
sat waiting with her face half averted from me. Her silver hair
was loose and curving on both sides of her head and neck. In
her tangerine jacket, her shoulders seemed broader than they
actually were, and the collar of her blouse was pointed and
tailored like a man's. Her upper lip was compressed and her
concise lower lip was bitten fuller than usual, like a citrus
segment. Her lipstick was much the same colour as her jacket
and slightly blurred.
As she sat there, she lost her sparring bravado and slowly
assumed an expression of being so preoccupied by sadness that
at any moment she might slip sideways into it bodily, and rest
her cheek on the red leather arm-rest. But her expression also
had an enormous maturity about it, as if she had gauged the
depth of a black well accurately and was capable of bearing its
fathoms in repose.
For a moment, I almost felt shy watching her. There was
nothing I wanted to say. She realised that I was studying her
and looked back at me gently, turning her face to me so that I
could see the quilting from the tears. Big night-indigo eyes.
She'd thrown some mascara on her grey lashes so that her face
suddenly seemed all eyes, the indigo etched under eyes, and
tear-chafes and a ghostly sheen of light make-up. She took her
hands out of her pockets and spread them nervously on the
table. With their lines and their liveliness, they were at once
much older and much younger than mine. I didn't touch her
fingers.
A waitress brought the two glasses of wine and Clare held the
first sip in her mouth for a long time, on her tongue-tip, and let
herself breathe out silently.
She was holding my gaze quite sedately and then surprisingly to both of us - her eyes filled with tears again. She
told me, ‘Change the subject’, as if we had been conversing out
loud.
My conversation was innately eclectic, of course - sometimes
Sheridan would link her hands behind her head and almost bask
in ‘another one of Daddy's fruity theories’ - and with Clare I
had streamlined into the most lightning-fast changer of subjects
in the business.
I said, ‘The wine isn't too bad really. There's no sweetness or
sediment in it - and where you were holding it on the tip of
your tongue might make it seem sour, because that's where all
the sweet taste-buds are - but it's clean and I thought it wouldn't
depress me’ - I meant ‘depress you’ - ‘as much as Champagne.’
She said - in her old pale, pretty voice, with the greedy
solemnity of a wicked elf: ‘They have really sweet cocoa here.
I'm going to have a lot of that later.’ Her eyes narrowed and
looked into mine teasingly. The tears were gone.
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She said unexpectedly, ‘I've always hoped that it was you
attacking me, because there wouldn't be anything to be afraid
of.’
I said, ‘That's not quite a compliment. Anyway, I think that
gash in your back is fearsome enough.’ I lowered my voice and
asked, ‘How frightened have you really been?’
She said, ‘It's funny. The first time it happened, I was really
terrified: the first night. But since then it hasn’t seemed so real.
That second time in Great Western was so quick and confused,
and then you were there.’
I said, ‘I don't believe you.’
She became at once fidgety and irritable, and quaffed half her
wine: ‘Oh, well, since you always know my feelings so much
better than I do.’ She finished the rest of the glass.
I said, without animosity: ‘You can keep on drinking and cry
your heart out on your arms on the table, if you want to. I don't
mind: I'll just sit here and watch you.’
I pushed my glass of wine across to her. She considered
drinking it and then pushed it back to me. I said,’I'll order you
some sticky cocoa.’ I did. I held her hand.
She asked me, again unexpectedly, ‘You do know I'm frigid,
don't you?’
It wasn't a word that I'd have spontaneously chosen for her,
but I had to admit that it had a surreal accuracy about it.
I joked, ‘Are you frigid with Godfrey? That would be too
much to hope for.’ And then I said: ‘Yes, I think I know what
you mean. There's a sort of frigidity that denies that something
exists - like dirt, disease, or an attacker.’
She said, ‘I can face it, you know - my own crime. Literally
face it. I can shut my eyes and look the children in the face.’
I quoted her: ‘And then the world stops.’
She said, ‘You told me that when someone starts quoting you,
it's time to leave. But, yes, the world does stop.’
‘And then you try to wake up Godfrey, and he doesn't wake
up. So you ring George - who does wake up.’
She said, ‘No. You were right the first time. I wasn't crying
for anything specific tonight.’
Her cocoa had arrived and I leant across the table to remove a
milk moustache from her upper lip with my fingers. She
clasped my face and pulled my mouth down to her mouth.
After a while, the table cut into my thighs, and I lifted her
forward more, but still kissed her. I was determined that it
would be she who stopped first. Neither of us had opened our
lips.
The waitress brought our food obliviously - she seemed about
sixteen years old and still young enough not to be shocked by
the physical - and Clare twisted sideways and sat back in the
chair. She cut up her crepe precisely and asked me: ‘Have you
ever done anything like that in public before?’
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I realised that I hadn't - not since I was at university, anyway.
I said, ‘I probably did with Heather, before we got married.’ I
suggested: ‘I think we'll be less conspicuous in here, after that,
if we pretend we’re lovers.’
I sat beside her and asked with grim politeness, ‘You are
coming back to my place, aren't you?’
She said, with an equal clenched formality: ‘Since you do
have the inestimable advantage of being awake while Godfrey's
asleep, I think perhaps I'd better.’
As she had intended, her words didn't just sound disciplined
and humorous, they were also wan and powerless. There were
extraordinary shifts tonight in the intensity of her power.
I said, ‘If I were a social worker, I’d say something gauche
about wanting to empower you.’
She asked the old, obvious question: ‘Empower me to do what?
You might not like what I'd do again if I was powerful.’ The
almost inaudible sarcasm had returned.
I said, ‘I’ve no reason to believe that I wouldn't like it. But I
wasn't necessarily seeing power in terms of doing things.
Perhaps the reverse. Adlai Stevenson said that powerlessness
corrupts and absolute powerlessness corrupts absolutely. Did
that happen to you?’
She reached over and took a sip of my wine: ‘When I was
little?’
I nodded, focusing my eyes on her, nearly using my voice
itself to encourage her.
She thought about it, eyes sidelong, looking at the big chess
pieces, reluctant to expiate herself. Then she gazed at me with a
melancholy, suddenly concessional expression and said: ‘Yes, I
think that was part of the problem.’
It was the first time she had appeared to forgive herself any
part of her murders, although she had always been
matter-of-fact about the circumstantial reasons for them.
Perhaps it was the first time that I had forgiven her any part of
them, too, because I was able to return her gaze and tell her:
‘Yes, you know, I think perhaps it was.’

She recanted any mercy for herself once she was in the car on
the way to my unit, of course. She said, ‘There‘s nothing
special about the need for violence. It's just another appetite
like sex or thirst, and by the time I was nine I should have been
able to control it.’ She continued: ‘There's no need for anything
psychological. You don’t have to try to dig me up again now.’
I said, ‘I don't think I'd need to do much digging. You're
already very close to the surface tonight.’
In Pancakes, I'd forgotten about the storm. An icy pre-dawn
wind buffeted the car at random from several directions.
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She relented slightly, ‘Well, if that's the case, you can scratch
off some of the topsoil and give me a hand out then.’
I said, ‘You'll scramble out by yourself.’
As if the metaphor could be extended into a practical
instruction, she asked, ‘How? I don't know what direction.’
Then she added: ‘If you were doing a report on me, would you
describe me as ‘emotionally labile?’ The miniature irony again.
I could feel that irony in my hand, palpable, like a tiny piece
of carved ivory.
I said, ‘No. You're probably just starting that adolescence we
were talking about. If you are, I‘d like to watch it.’
She asked, ‘What about your own adolescence? When did that
start?’
I said, ‘It's just finished. Now I'm having a late Mid-Life
Crisis.’
She said, ‘You've been having a Mid-Life Crisis since you
were born, I think’, then asked: ‘What if I'm so ‘empowered’
that I kill you or Idris or myself?’
I was inexplicably thrilled that she wasn't including Godfrey
on her potential hit list, but I said quite angrily: ‘You've only
suggested killing Idris because I showed up when you were
babysitting him and you want me to feel guilty about it. I've
told you: I wasn't protecting Idris - I just wanted to see you. As
for me, you're welcome to kill me anytime you like…’
She interpolated, ‘Well, if we were really working on our
foreplay…’ with one fractionally raised eyebrow and in such a
helpful little mumble that a gust of rain and my gust of laughter
made me stop the car beside the Highway. She watched me
clutch the steering wheel and regain self-control.
Two cuddly-looking girls in angora jumpers strolled past with
umbrellas and looked at us curiously. Clare said, ‘I think they
were pros, don't you?’
I said, ‘Yes - they were walking too slowly to be hitch-hikers.’
I started the car in case a pimp moved me on, but I suspected
the girls had no such protection.
After my laughter, I felt a quick unease that I hadn't discussed
and ruled out Clare's third potential victim: although it was the
first time in my life that I'd abandoned my basic utilitarianism
enough to admit that someone can choose to be their own
victim, and I would have still argued strenuously that providing she hurt no one else - hers was an undivided reality
that only she had the right to control.

The sun still hadn't risen when we arrived at my unit. When I
had let her in and closed the door behind us, she stood at the
edge of the lounge room silently, with her arms folded on her
stomach. She swayed slightly, in a posture which was
vulnerable and defensive, but also in some way maternal or
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possessive. It reminded me of a woman standing sentinel
outside her own village, watching and assessing a stranger. I
stood still behind her.
I had left the box of children's boxing gloves open on the
lounge room floor.
After a few minutes she went over to them. She rubbed her
fingers over her face and murmured with no discernible trace of
levity: ‘You must know a lot of really angry dwarves.’
That time, I didn't let her render me dysfunctional. I just
explained about Harry Terrence and the boxing.
She remained polite: ‘You're boxing?’ She knew that I was
aware how precarious her understated comic timing was - how
at any moment it might ripple out into panic or anguish now.
I said, ‘I got interested in it in Thailand.’ I described the
sacred kinetic extravagances of Thai boxing matches, as I made
coffee. She moistened her lips with her tongue and absently
picked up and donned a bright pair of baby boxing gloves. I
laced them up for her, after I spooned out the sugar. I ran my
hands lightly down her spine. The area around the wound was
rigid and I said, ‘Good idea. I'll teach you how to box. If you
loosen up your shoulders and throw your fists out a bit, it
should help your back relax.’
I had shown her years ago how to put her fingertips on her
shoulders and rotate her elbows to ease stress in her spine, and
now I acted that out for her again. She mimicked me obediently,
and agreed: ‘It does hurt the cut on my back, but it probably
won't do any harm to get some blood circulating there.’
I said, ‘Okay - this is boxing, though - it's not therapy or
foreplay. If you want foreplay, we'll make love and if you want
therapy, you can throw the plates at me.’
She looked around the kitchen: ‘There don't seem to be many
plates for me to throw.’
The old gloves that I used with Harry Terrence were in the car
boot, so I sparred at her quickly and softly with my knuckles,
not touching her, but aiming up towards her chin, above the
area where she was resting her gloves. She hadn't expected the
speed of the flurry and she crouched stilly against the sink with
her gloves over her breasts and her chin tucked down. She
looked uncertain, but entertained.
I slowed down, but kept my fists moving: ‘You're doing the
right thing, actually - making yourself as small a target as
possible. Now let your weight come forward onto your front
foot. Don't tilt back, or I can use your weight and and gravity
against you. And start dancing a bit - you're good at dancing.’
The dancing analogy helped and she sparred her gloves out
and wove a space for herself in the open. I'd been serious
enough not to step back and create a space for her.
We hadn't danced together for a long time. I remembered
dancing with her at a discotheque once. She'd been there with
her first boyfriend (who, as I'd recently ascertained, was now
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safely in Tasmania, running an electrical repair firm and
fathering twins) and I was supposed to be in the background,
observing. I'd never held her when we'd danced: I'd just let her
find her feet and writhe away to herself subtly. Maybe that was
why she'd said she liked dancing with me best.
We continued to box. In general, she watched me carefully
and her sparring mirrored mine, but every now and then she'd
jab abruptly towards my diaphragm with her left glove and
force me back towards the fridge a 1ittle. Her blows connected
slightly and mine didn't, but mine were still much faster.
After a while, she lost some concentration and looked more
introverted, so I talked the match up again: ‘Come on - I'm still
here - you've used up too much energy - you haven't got any
reserves left, have you - you're going to start saying you're
bored - say that: that one always works - violence is boring sex is boring - boxing is boring…’
She tuned in to me again and regained her rhythm. She puffed:
‘This isn't violence’, and then suddenly thrust her right glove
firmly under my ribs, so that I flinched, bent a little and backed
half a metre towards the fridge. I said, ‘That was a push, not a
punch.’ She hadn't withdrawn her glove quickly enough to
protect her head and I pretended to box her ears with my right
hand. I covered my chest with my left. She sparred back at me
neatly for another ten minutes.
By then the humid sunrise was glinting in lakes on every
surface in the kitchen, and Clare and I were sweating like
exhausted invalids and utterly out of breath. The phone rang in
the lounge room. She mouthed: ‘It's Reilly.’ She couldn't get
the wind back to vocalise.
It was Godfrey Reilly. She still had her boxing gloves on, so I
held the phone. With remarkable self-control, she confirmed
kindly, if breathlessly, that: yes, she was with me and was safe,
and would see him tomorrow. She told him: ‘I love you’, with
unquestionable courteous sincerity.
I hung up for her, feeling sobered and chilly. Then my mind
registered the whole situation, and I sank back on the cushions,
laughing again.
She asked, puzzled: ‘What's the matter?’
I gave an exaggerated parody of her panting, with my hand on
my chest, and gasped, ‘The poor bastard.’
She smiled, but then pushed back the damp silver strands of
her hair and looked at my face as carefully as she had looked at
my hands when we were boxing:
‘You don't still think this is foreplay between me and Reilly,
do you?’
I said, ‘It might be. You told me that you don't want me to
think I know about your emotions…’
‘...Not to think that you know more about them than I do…’
‘...so I won't hazard a guess as to whether there’s situational
foreplay going on, or about what's in your mind. It might not
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just be foreplay for Godfrey. In your head, it might be foreplay
for your attacker, mightn’t it?’
She said, ‘I've told you. I don't know who that is. And being
stabbed in the back isn't sexy.’
Despite her stubborn claims that she had no commonsense,
she could always construct a workmanlike smokescreen of
commonsense, Clare. I persisted: ‘But it was sexy for your
attacker. And you always empathise with your attackers, don't
you?’
‘I don't empathise with you’, she lied.
She held out her hands and I undid the boxing gloves. Then
she put one of her hands behind her back, lifted her blouse and
ripped off the wet bandage. The wound was still swollen
against her livid skin. She asked, ‘Is that sexy?’
I nodded, ‘Yes’ - fighting her with her own matter-of-factness.
She shrugged, ‘Okay’, and rested her head forward on my
knee for a time, letting the wound dry. The sweat must have
made it itch intolerably, once we'd stopped boxing. I put my
hand on her head. My intimations about all this were too
important for me to let it rest yet, however.
I asked, ‘Will Godfrey give you a hiding?’
‘Metaphorically?’
‘Either.’
‘No. He sees other people. His old girlfriend, stuff like that. He
wouldn't ever hurt me.’
‘Do you want him to?’
‘No.’
The next question made me surprisingly squeamish, but I
asked, ‘Do you want me to?’
She didn't look knowing and dismissive. She seemed pensive,
then almost challenging: ‘ls that a practical question?’
I said, ‘You said that the boxing wasn't violent. Did you mean
that it wasn't violent enough?’
She let her hand trail down her side until it reached the edge
of the wound. Her voice was subdued and reasonable: ‘Of
course. I want you to be stronger than this is. I want you to be
stronger than whoever did it.’
I said, ‘I think that's just rationalisation. I fantasised about
slapping you once in that argument in Mt Druitt years ago, but
I’ve just realised that in forty four years I’ve never actually hit
anyone with the intention of causing them any pain.’ I was still
deeply uneasy. I remembered shaking after the last time we'd
made love, when she'd insisted I enter her dry. There wasn’t
anything unusual about a woman wanting SM foreplay, but in
Clare’s case there seemed to be a strange element of flirting
with something mordantly pre-determined, and using me as a
catalyst perhaps.
I said, ‘But you really are testing my limits, aren't you? By the
way, do you intend that we make love at some stage, as well?’
‘Yes.’
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I rolled her into a more accessible position, bent over her and
steadied my weight with my hand on her upper back. Then I
lifted her skirt and slapped her several times between the hips
and upper thighs. The blows were sharp and loud and left
flushed red networks of capillaries in the shape of my hand on
the skin. She moved slightly and gasped, but didn't resist.When
I stopped, she covered the stinging with her hands.
I rested back on the cushions with her head sideways on my
lap again. She hadn't turned over to look at me. Her eyes were
closed. I traced the profile of her face with my fingers and
asked, ‘Was that it?’
She said, ‘I don’t know.’ Predictably, I seemed to be more
unnerved than she was. I joked reductively (she had accused
me of ‘reductive empathy’ once): ‘We could try out the Hellfire
Club, if you like.’
She said, ‘You know that these things are more complicated.
But they are there, in the way.’
I felt excited, drained, and sick in the stomach.
I asked her: ‘In the way of what? Do you feel safer? I don’t
mean more secure. I mean less likely to hurt yourself,
inadvertently - less likely to open yourself to danger?’
She didn't respond. I touched her eyelids with my fingertips
and discovered that she'd fallen tranquilly asleep.

I must have fallen asleep then, too, because I woke up on the
cushions in the early afternoon, feeling as if I'd been run over
by a small, silver steamroller.
Clare was in the kitchen, wearing one of my shirts and
breaking eggs into a mixing bowl. She said, ‘I had a shower. I
hope I didn't wake you.’
I found her the frying pan and then had a shower myself. I'd
bought a compact disc player, and while I was drying myself, I
played her Bjorling singing Swedish folk songs. She liked Til
Havs. I said, ‘Yes, it always sounds very militaristic and
passionate and helps me shave in the morning. It means
‘Towards the Sea’, but that does puzzle me, because as far as I
can remember the only person who ever invaded the Swedes
was Napoleon, and basically they seemed to have enjoyed it.
They asked Bernadotte to stay around and rule them afterwards.
Did you sleep well?’
‘Yes, thank you.’ She was sliding the omelette mixture
expertly around the sides of the pan, to cook it evenly. Her
movements looked economical, skillful. A few days after the
knife attack at Mt Druitt, she had gone back to her work and
stayed there, 8.30 to 5.30 every weekday, sorting out the
problems and placements as coolly as she always did. She
asked, ‘Did you sleep well?’
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‘Yes.’ I lit the grill so that she could brown the omelette, and
added: ‘You wouldn't really need to play Russian Roulette with
Tranquapax. You seem to be using me for a tranquilliser.’
She looked concerned, ‘Didn't you want me to fall asleep?’
I said, ‘I suppose I was relieved that you did fall asleep, but I
was a bit irritated, too: my hand still hurt.’
She jiggled the omelette under the flame until it rose a couple
of luscious, gold inches, and said: ‘Look at it this way:
whatever the nature of the safety, you did make me feel safe’,
adding, in case that wasn’t adequate: ‘Well, maybe I was a bit
frightened. Sometimes I feel sort of sleepy when I'm scared,
don't you?’
She handed me the frying pan and I sliced the omelette in half
and slid it onto two plates. I didn’t say anything until we’d
finished, because I knew that when we spoke again, the
conversation would be too immediate for us to be able to eat.
After the food, she studied me perceptively and said, ‘Are you
feeling depressed? Sometimes I get depressed for no reason
when I'm eating.’
I confessed, ‘No - this is a real feeling of foreboding - about
you.’
She was obviously startled that I had reverted suddenly to any
realistic mode, but she forced herself to concentrate and said: ‘I
was thinking before you woke up: maybe using that sort of
punishment for foreplay is partly just reliving a bad experience,
as a way of fighting it: exposing it for what it is and making it
safe.’
I asked, ‘You don't mean ritualising it? Because what we did
wasn't a ritual: you weren't playing naughty games and asking
me to punish you.’
She still watched me fixedly: ‘No, I think that might be a
masculine fantasy. I wanted you to be you, not playing a role.
And I wanted you to know something about me. I don't always
use sex for evasion, you know.’
I asked, softly and ruthlessly: ‘Well, how far would you go in
reliving something sexually - not in therapy - so that you could
fight it? I mean - just for example - would you relive your
murders?’
The shock seemed to empty her face of blood completely and
I could see her breath rocking her thin shoulders in the cotton
shirt. Our gazes searched each other with penetrative insistence.
She asked, ‘Would you want me to?’
I asked, ‘If we did, who would you be?’
Her eyes were as wide and inanimate with fear as on the night
when I'd pretended to threaten her with a knife in that doorway
years ago. She whispered the little brother's name: ‘Anthony.’
I asked, ‘Who would I be?’
‘Me.’
I asked, ‘What about the others?’
‘They're watching.’
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I said, ‘But I smothered them.’
‘They watched first.’
I asked, ‘Did they help me kill you?’
‘No.’
I said, ‘They took longer to die than you did.’
‘Yes.’
I asked, ‘Didn’t you know that I just wanted to go to the
pictures, and Mum said I had to mind you instead?’
‘That wasn't my fault.’
I said, ‘But I blamed you. That's why I enjoyed killing you,
wasn't it? - why I made such a good job of it - why I was so
proud of it - like a work of art?’
‘Yes, but I don't care if you were proud of it. I thought you
were only playing - as if you were winning a game. I didn't
mind you winning. But I don't know why you couldn't stop. I
asked you to stop.’
I paraphrased her when a young girl (‘They never thought I
wasn't playing with them’): ‘You never thought I wasn’t
playing with you.’
‘No. That’s right. I still thought you were playing.’
I said, ‘But you died the quickest.’
‘Yes.’
I asked, ‘Did it hurt?’
‘Yes. Knives hurt.’
I said, ‘But I only stabbed you. I didn't do anything else to you
- didn't do any carvings - until you were dead.’
Her face was still white and her eyes watched me with a
cautious, intimate horror - as if I were a spider on her arm that
might bite her if she moved. Her lips shaped: ‘I didn’t know
about that. I was dead then.’
The corner of her mouth smiled at me - in a pitiful reflex to
break the tension. I smiled back slightly in an involuntary
complicity and our gazes searched each other intelligently
again.
She said, ‘I'm frightened’, and then obviously realised that the
words could be either herself or Anthony speaking. We both
remembered that we'd just finished eating, and she looked
down at the knife in the frying pan near my plate.
I considered picking it up, but couldn't. I looked back into her
eyes and gave my head an infinitesimal shake. She lowered her
eyes and her shoulders relaxed. She was well beyond any
possibility of hysteria - more at that point of extremity where
the being is merely functional. But she looked up at me again,
reclaiming her own first person, and said ‘But I did pick the
knife up, didn't I?’
We were re-gathering our reality. I said, ‘You were nine.’
She said, ‘I wasn't nine when I killed Clem.’
I said, ‘I saw what happened and I've explained it to you. It's
time you believed me.’
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Her eyes stared into mine again in a night-blue truce that said:
‘I don't believe you, but we'll agree on your Authorised
Version.’ She pinpointed my fear aloud: ‘All I ever have to do
is play Russian Roulette with the Tranquapax, - or even just
stand still in the dark - to prove you wrong.’
I said, ‘Well, to invent a word: if we're “sexualising” our
traumas, we could act out that one, too: me finding you dead
afterwards - because, in reality, I would find you, wouldn't I?
You'd organise that somehow?’ It must have been that my
voice had a tiny crack of hysteria in it, because she averted her
eyes for a second.
She said, ‘You know I couldn't do that.’
I asked, ‘The suicide or the foreplay?’
‘Both.’ I understood again - as I had from the beginning that not only was I not improving our sex life, but that in fact I
had possibly forfeited any chance I ever had of continuing it.
I picked up the saucepan, knife, plates and forks and carried
them to the sink. I turned the hot water on them. She took the
Bjorling disc from the player and put on Gigli's version of the
Flower Song from Carmen. She said, ‘I like that version better
than the modern ones. At the end, on “Carmen, Je t'aime”, they
say they love her passionately - like Domingo does - but Gigli
just pauses and sounds really resigned: as if he's giving in or
something.’ Like Gigli’s, her voice compressed a conflict
between futility and thrilled endurance.
I asked, ‘Will you come back to bed with me?’ I didn't say
‘fuck’ because I didn't specifically mean that. I was just
yearning to lie down in warm, private peace with her. What we
did in it didn't matter. She said, ‘I said I would, George.’
In bed, she offered with an abashed solemnity: ‘I could hit you,
too, if you like.’
I said, ‘No’, and then a spark of mischief stirred in me
somewhere, as if it would be the last thing to die. I said, ‘What
I would like to do is lie here the way you did once and just let
you do what you like to me.’
‘Whatever I like?’
‘Yes.’
‘But I might want to hit you.’
‘Then do.’
She wanted to respond, but she didn't know how. She studied
my body and her fingers, perplexed. Then she began to use her
silver index finger to scratch patterns on my chest: stars and
flowers, as she had on the boy. I thought: its not only me who
thinks they’re making our separation irrevocable. I relaxed my
face and body. Her nail was rounded. She pressed sharply, but
didn't break the skin. I said, ‘But that's not really what you want
to do. That's just to shock me.’
She said, ‘But I want to shock you.’
I said, ‘That's Godfrey's appeal, isn’t it? He remains so
arrogantly shockable? I’m not shocked by this. But I've always
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been seared by what you did. You know that I've seen
photographs of the bodies.’
She said, ‘The girls looked alright. It was only Anthony who
looked awful.’ She had stopped scratching the designs on me.
I said, ‘Go on. Do something.’
She brought down the palm of her hand half-heartedly a few
times on the side of my hip. There was a tightening sensation,
like mild sunburn.
She put both hands up, feeling around my throat with her
fingers. I said, ‘Try the pillow.’ Meaning: as you did with your
half-sisters.
She pushed the Costa Rican cushion over my face. I did feel a
small pulse-skip of terror then, although I knew I could throw
her off easily. She rested her head on the cushion, with my face
still underneath it. I turned my head sideways: I found I could
still breathe a little through the fabric.
She asked, ‘Is it like the breast?’
I said, ‘I suppose so’, wondering whose. I added through wet
cotton: ‘Why aren't you frightened? You were frightened
before, when you were being Anthony.’
She said, ‘I am still frightened, but I'm not shocked now,
either. Necrophilia can‘t really be applicable to your own dead,
can it? I mean, because they're real people?’
I said, ‘That’s what I’ve found.’ I shook off her weight and the
cushion.
She said, ‘Let me finish.’ So I lay still again.
I felt tired and apprehensive.
But what she liked by then apparently just consisted of kissing
me thoroughly all over, in that strange intoxicated way people
have with miraculous children or someone newly saved from
an abyss.

When we woke in the twilight, she moved my hand on her
clitoris until she came, and I did what I think I was supposed to
do, and steadied her on top of me. When she came again, with
me, she was sitting up straight and looking down at me.
There was a certain expression about her mouth, particularly
an involuntary tightening of the upper lip - like a girl who has
been eating something light and delectably bitter-sweet, like
cherries - which suggested to me an emotional more than
physical delight: as if she had fallen at least temporarily
in-love.

When I left her at Ashfield on Sunday, I said, ‘I'm sick of you
breaking my heart and then cropping up unexpectedly all the
time. We‘re going to make appointments, like civilised people.’
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She suggested, ‘One o'clock next Sunday afternoon?’
And I said, ‘Yes.’

But I didn't keep the appointment with her next Sunday
afternoon, because next Sunday morning I was shot by the
Strategic Resource Squad.
Saturday afternoon was normal enough. I put Clare's pair of
boxing gloves away in the tin trunk for her and took the rest of
them to Harry Terrence at the Police Boys Club.
When I arrived there, I saw that it was going to be
disappointingly difficult for me to lose the return match to
Harry. His wife had just stopped taking Tranquapax, and he'd
been up all night listening to her previously repressed
childhood in war-torn Malaya and trying to convince her that
the Walkman didn't belong in the fridge.
He insisted that he was fine, however, and organised the arena
and the mob of kids to be referees. The kids were looking at
him a bit skeptically, too, though. He was wheezing before we
started. He put up his gloves rigidly. I was annoyed, as his lack
of mobility meant that when he did hit, he'd hit harder.
I slowed down my sparring to keep the match at glove-patting
level and decided not to swap any of my woman-trouble stories
for his. That sort of grumbling about women is a cheap, easy
currency and it stuffs you when you start to believe it.
I said, ‘Talking of Tranquapax, have you heard any more
news about the poisonings?’ His aim was out and he was either
flailing too wide or sparring too close to my face. I'd had to lift
my guard already and I wanted to distract him - he looked
defensive and said, ‘It's okay, sport, I'm not aiming at your
eyes’ - then he said, ‘The S.R.S. are homing in on some poor
bastard. I don't know who it is. They're staking him out
somewhere tomorrow - I only hope they've got the right bloke.
They told me yesterday they'd had a couple of extortion notes,
so it might have something to do with that.’ He slipped his right
glove down and brought it up into my diaphragm - rather as
Clare had done, but angrier. I doubled over for a second and it
was a real effort for me to straighten up, propel my momentum
forward and not fall.
The kids were looking embarrassed and anxious, as they will
when any violence has more substance than style. Harry had
apparently decided that another tie was not an option, and I
realised that I wasn't going to be able to lose without getting
hurt. So I dodged and sparred at him suddenly, quicker and
broader, until his eyes lost some focus trying to follow. He
stood his ground but his guard was slowing. He lifted his left
glove for a punch and I broke through his guard and caught his
jawbone in a blow that was certainly pulled, but not pulled
enough to be insulting. He cheered up and grinned. He seemed
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to be enjoying himself again - maybe because the kids were. I
thought it was a pity they'd never seen Thai boxing.
He said, ‘You're better at this than you ought to be.’
I scoffed, ‘What did you expect?’, and tried another sparring
flurry, which shifted him back this time. After a while, we both
ran out of wind - I was conserving it much less than I had with
Clare - and the kids worked out that I'd beaten him on points. I
comforted him: ‘Of course, when the kids are counting, you've
always got a disadvantage, sport - in that I'm not a policeman.’
As I left, he called out, ‘I'll sort you out next time’, amiably,
as if he'd just remembered that I existed. And I thought that:
yes, indeed, next time he probably would.

That night I let myself wonder about Clare again: I was lonely
for her, waiting for tomorrow. So lonely that I was telling
myself childish things, such as the sooner I slept, the sooner it
would be tomorrow. That meant, of course, that I couldn't
sleep.
Eventually, I sat in the lounge room, checking Louise’s report
on our springing the Budgie from the holding cells, drinking
insipid decaf, and watching the U.S. bomb the Basra Road
on CNN. On the TV, there were bits of backs - backs of heads,
backs of legs, pain-black backs of frail boys’ hands - a mile
wide, and miles long. I already knew that when you're really
into a victory celebration, it doesn't matter much how fast the
roasts were running away, but I was still angrier than I'd
expected to be.
Now I understood how much American rationalism Jefferson, Darrow and Stevenson - had impregnated my reason,
and how much that all seemed irretrievable now. It was by my
own judgment that I felt betrayed.
I made myself a cup of real coffee with cognac in it, and
wished that Clare would ring me up and cry. Then I picked up
Louise's report again, and remembered Harry Terrence saying,
‘They told me yesterday they'd had a couple of extortion
notes…’
And Louise weeks ago: ‘They've had a couple of extortion
letters at Tranquapax, but apparently the Police followed them
through…’, as if Harry Terrence had told her all about it.
And Harry saying: ‘We still can't work out how they're
re-sealing the blister-packets after they put the poison in…’
I had left my work shirt draped over the tin trunk by the bed,
and I went into the bedroom and withdrew my wallet from the
pocket. I took out my new ID card and studied it. The little
machine at Personnel had sealed the sides of it perfectly around
my polaroid frown. I remembered how well Louise had known
her way around Personnel.
After an hour, I telephoned Louise.

113

It was 4.45 AM, but the receiver was lifted at once. It wasn't
Louise. It was Dominic Keeley. I asked, ‘Can I speak to
Louise?’
He recognised my voice as quickly as I had his. He said, ‘You
can't, Mr. Jeffreys. She'd dead.’ He had a soft, solid, civilised,
Irish way of speaking.
I asked, ‘Are you sure? Can you do anything to help her?’
He said, ‘No. She's been dead for hours, sir.’
I put on my work suit from the dry-cleaning heap and drove to
Kings Langley.
Louise's clean, white little house was shadowy in the early
dawn. There were no lights.
I walked to the front door, brushing against cool, crowded
roses. Dominic turned on the lights, and let me in with a large
and gentle courtesy. I almost expected him to say, ‘The woman
of the house isn't home at the moment.’ He showed me to the
main bedroom.
Louise was curled on the bed with a pink thermal blanket
around her. He had removed the plastic bag, but her face was
still blue and her eyelids still drooped open. One of her hands
had relaxed beside her face on the pillow. Perhaps because of
the warm night, there was no trace of rigor yet. Or maybe
Dominic’s sense of time had now quite gone. There were
Tranquapax beside the bed.
All in all, her corpse had a stoical tranquillity that I associated
with intelligent murder victims, rather than suicides, but under
the circumstances, I wasn’t going to interrogate Dominic too
closely.
I said, ‘She had the kindest eyes I've ever seen.’
I followed him back into the lounge room, and watched him
pour us lacy black Guinness from a bottle. There was a dusty
old Thompson sub-machine gun on the carpet near the coffee
table. I thought it useless not to mention it, so I said, ‘Aren't
Thompsons a bit unreliable? The only time I ever saw someone
use one, it wanked all over the ceiling.’ They had a sacred place
in I.R.A. mythology, of course. I asked, ‘Were you ever with
the Provos?’
He downed a Guinness and explained: ‘No, it was the only
bloody sub-machine gun I could pick up on short notice
yesterday. The S.R.S. are after me.’
I didn't ask him who had thought to poison Tranquapax,
because I knew it must have been Louise. I could imagine her
having the profound, radical, practical indignation of a
bourgeois woman who has been accustomed to submitting
trustingly to authority all her early life, and who then discovers
how much that authority has deceived her. Perhaps her doctor
had simply prescribed Tranquapax for her once - or perhaps she
had just seen too many charges suffer.
Dominic would have been an ideal accomplice. He knew dope,
he knew the area, he knew how to copy keys, and where to gain
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access. And he was a long-term, idealistic recovered addict
with a head full of epics about rescue and persecution. No
doubt, too, he was in love with Louise - who must have been
for her charges the sanest of all super-egos and the mother of
all sweet mothers.
I asked, ‘How did you get the poisoned packets back into the
factory - or was it the warehouse?’
He shook his head informatively: ‘No - it was further down
the line. We broke into the warehouse once, but after that I just
went into the houses of addicts and street-dealers and
substituted the packets. You'd be surprised how much you can
get done that way…’
I said, ‘Yes. God’s supposed to work one by one’, and then trying to find another button: ‘Michael Collins did most of his
work by staying up all night writing letters.’
He grinned: ‘Sometimes you cover with a robbery, as well.
We'd buy the Tranquapax normally at the chemists on false
prescriptions, or on the blackmarket, and then Louise would put
the powdered leaves in a few tablets from each packet. She had
a machine to compress the powder - you know the sort of thing:
an electronic pestle? She'd done some alternative medicine
courses along the way. She had a correspondence degree in it
from America. She was a born healer, too. She fixed my
shingles.’
I thought incongruously of Alain's wild witch of a redhaired
apothecary and agreed: ‘Yes, when alternative medicine works,
its the best remedy there is. Did you actually reseal the packets
in Personnel in Sydney, or did Louise borrow one of their
machines?’
He poured us a second Guinness and said, ‘Oh, she borrowed
it. It wouldn't have worked otherwise. I had to work on it and
re-cut the pressing edges to make them fit the drugs. It was
better than just sticking the packets back together. It was
quicker, and you really couldn't tell where they were joined.’
He seemed stronger than I was, and was closer to the
Thompson. And he might well have had another gun. Still, I
looked at him and at the Thompson politely, and my eyes
suggested to him: Can I pick it up?
He smiled: No - with equally silent good manners, so I put my
half-finished stout down on the coffee table and stood up. He
watched me intently. I walked to the wide lounge room
windows and looked out through the rosy drapes.
The street was too calm and clear for any Western Suburbs
cul-de-sac - even at Kings Langley - in the dawn after Saturday
night. There were no lost dogs, no passionate cats, no
inconvenient children laughing, or bruised women crying. I
remembered Harry Terrence's ‘They're homing in on some poor
bastard’, and asked, ‘Is it here that they're staking you out?’
He said, ‘Yes. They know I come here on the weekend. But I
don't think they’re targeting Louise.’
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I said, ‘No, they would always have treated her differently.’
I was briefly amused. Kings Langley itself should have been
too bourgeois an arena for them, but they probably hadn't
known enough about Western Suburbs geopolitics.
He said, ‘They're out there now’, calmly.
He was right. There was the distant burr of a helicopter and
the tips of human shadows were slanting sideways from behind
lattices, marked cars and man-size bushes.
He had picked up the Thompson, and taken off the safety
catch. I realised that I still had the middle-class welfare
official's illusion of invulnerability in a crisis. I wasn’t afraid
yet so much as irritated by my own irrelevance. I thought: well,
if I'm here, I should at least do something useful. I said, ‘So
you're going to do a Cathal Brugha’ - naming a particularly
suicidal Irish patriot - ‘rush out waving a Thompson and fall
heroically in a hail of bullets - probably from the
motherfucking Thompson. Why?’
I could tell he wasn't too happy about the Thompson, either.
He was holding it in both hands awkwardly with the barrel
pointing down. I continued: ‘Give yourself up. You'll still be a
hero to some people. But you won't if you let those bastards
shoot you. They‘ll make up all the lies in the world about you
when you're dead. They'll say you did it to get money out of the
factory, that's all. And that so did Louise, if they mention her.’
He looked as if he wanted to believe me. Then he asked with
no warning: ‘Do you believe in an afterlife?’
My mind switched up a couple of gears painfully, and I almost
laughed: ‘Yes.’
‘Christian?’
‘Not more than anything else.’
‘Do you believe in Hell?’
I thought of Silkie's baby unexpectedly. I said, ‘Only on
earth.’
‘Then what about Justice?’
‘Justice is a rigorous social concept,’ said George Jeffreys,
like a Hanging Judge: ‘It applies here, no where else.’
He asked, ‘Not even as a separation from God?’ Perhaps he'd
had Antonelli as a counsellor at some stage.
I said again, ‘No’, then asked him: ‘Why would God want to
be separated from anyone?’ I added: ‘Come on, lets get rid of
the Thompson and stick a white flag out there’ - I indicated
Louise's dining room tablecloth, which gleamed at us palely
through an alcove.
He did put the Thompson down. But he fired it first. Straight
through the closed doorway in an erratic, upward stream.
Instinctively, I grabbed him by both arms sideways, and held
on. We were both still on our feet and it astonished me that,
despite his struggling, he wasn't getting away.
The Strategic Resource Squad took longer to reach us than I'd
anticipated, unless my own time sense was also awry.
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Instead of shooting him, they dragged him away into the back
of what appeared to be an armoured milk-van. From which he
supposedly escaped within half an hour, on Parramatta Road. A
single madman at large and desperate. No one had yet really
become familiar with the phrase ‘False Flag’.
I wasn't as lucky at that moment as Dominic. Not to lose
momentum after him, the S.R.S. scattered through the house
like buffalo. A couple of constables in balaclavas suddenly
began firing in the general direction of the Thompson: as if to
explode it, perhaps in play.
Their officer in charge had been watching from the corner of
the lounge room. We had recognised each other from the
Tranquapax Riot. I supposed then that the fact that he had seen
me working with Harry Terrence, and that I'd clearly been
wrestling with Dominic, had saved me from the back of the
van.
Now, however, he had disappeared into Louise's room. Her
papers were about to vanish. And one of the constables’ bullets
ricocheted off the Thompson and caught me just above the
knee.
Despite being accustomed professionally to most theories
about pain, I hadn't actually experienced unbearable pain for a
long time. For a moment , I just looked at the wound - and was
apparently still able to stand on that leg - and wondered what
my reactions to it would be. In fact, I felt nothing for longer
than I expected, because I underwent a legitimate obsession as
to whether the S.R.S. would be able to slow down.
One of their targets was now apparently subdued and arrested,
and the other - if she had been a target - was safe in a pink
blanket, made impervious at last by her own kindness. I
wondered if the S.R.S. could cease before taking out someone particularly someone male, fairly substantial, injured and aware.
I didn't stand there working it out. My leg finally collapsed as I
slid beneath Louise's dining room table.
Then it did hurt. No one came near me for about ten minutes which was fine by me, under the circumstances - but the
problem with drifting off, with becoming disembodied to avoid
pain, is that the flesh will have already formed a barrier
between pain and the mind. Once one is no longer aware of the
flesh, the pain becomes entirely intimate and inescapable. So I
tried to remain conscious of the pain as well as of the situation.
I knew it would be best not to make any sound at first, not
even hissing or moaning, and to store up any utterance so that I
had more than one method of self-reassurance in reserve. The
thing that chilled me most of all about this pain was that it
seemed so intrusive: as if it had originated inside me, and the
bullet was swelling from inside the wound. I later learned that
this sensation was partly correct: that the bullet was one that
expanded on second contact. The police at ballistics would
deny that it had been any sort of dum-dum bullet, and maintain
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that an incorrect bullet had been somehow inserted into a
standard issue self-loading rifle.
At any rate, after what seemed a few minutes, I forced myself
to groan as rhythmically as Clare had done when wounded.
I pressed my hand down harder on the bullet-hole, as I bound
my whole thigh with the clumsy tablecloth. Strangely, there
was still no dramatic spurting, but my fingers by then were hot
and black with what looked like arterial blood.

*
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3
I’M HERE TO DIE

I woke up in Westmead Hospital attached to an overwhelming
array of drips and feeding tubes.
Sheridan was sitting in a tweedy recliner rocker in the corner
of my room, a quarter into War and Peace, which she'd alwaysmeant-to-read. I twisted and bobbed my head until I'd freed
myself from a cruel tube in my nose and mumbled: ‘I've known
people who took War and Peace with them into battle zones
and said that the book was more real for them than the fighting.
I've never found that with War and Peace myself, though: I've
always thought reality was more real.’
She looked up at me with an expression of stunned, slow joy
and said, ‘I didn't understand a word of that.’ Then she
exclaimed ‘Daddy!' in relieved capitulation.
She ran to press her face into my chest and squeeze her arms
around my neck. I kissed her hair - which exhaled the same
rich-brown, limewood fragrance as her mother's had done - and
then asked, ‘Why have they tied up my hands? Was I wanking
in front of the Matron?’
She relaxed under my throat and answered: ‘No. Oh, you
probably were, but its really because you kept ripping all the
tubes out all the time. You said that they were trying to feed
you morphine.’
Apart from the torture of the tubes, I was lying there in an
intensity of levitational ease. I thought that if they weren't
feeding me morphine, someone had invented an unsurpassable
synthetic, but I wasn't going to argue about that again yet.
I asked, ‘Is my leg still on?’ I made myself move it, and the
curved pain flashed up like a scythe through my hipbone, but of
course that didn't mean the leg was still there. I'd visited too
many people my age with amputations at Westmead - seen
them waking in solitary rooms under barrier nursing with the
ubiquitous Golden Staph infection in their bloodstream. I
moved my leg again. The pain felt clean.
Sheridan said, ‘Yes, your leg’s still on. They were talking
about taking it off, but Clare flew at them like a lynx’ - she sat
up and mimicked a ferocious, clawing pounce with her fingers ‘so they said they'd try to patch up your femoral artery when
they'd got the bullet out. I was glad I'd phoned her. The
operation took about five hours. Clare and I gave about five
sachets of blood between us.’ She smoothed her hair back
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behind her ears and looked sternly at me with the face of a
woman who has every intention of calling in the dues sometime:
‘And I hope you're grateful.’
I said, ‘I'm grateful, I'm grateful’, and added: ‘Now help me
untie these things’, wriggling my wrists in the knotted white
rags. They must have run out of handcuffs.
She said, ‘But you might pull your tubes out again.’
I said, ‘Of course I will. Now get a move on.’
She snipped and hacked through the worn linen with her nail
scissors. Then I pulled out the tube which looked most like
morphine, and confessed: ‘I've been having the most
extraordinary bad dreams, Shez’ - I only called her ‘Shez’ in
extremity - ‘almost hallucinations.’ I didn't tell her that since
she‘d left the recliner rocker, the Case Officer from the
Salvadorean Death Squad had been sitting in it with his feet up,
smiling at me in civil recognition, and holding Atahaulpa.
I asked, ‘So what happened to Clare?’ Sheridan looked
troubled and I prompted cheerfully: ‘Has she gone back to
Godfrey?’
‘Yes. We had an argument. As I was supposed to be acting as
Delegate of this Family, I suggested that she should at least stay
around until you woke up, but she accused me of being
manipulative, slapped me in the face quite hard and tore off
down the stairs quicker than a blazing bat out of hell.’
Since Sheridan had once been a school front-row forward, I
admired the hubris that Clare must have needed. I explained,
‘She's having an adolescence.’
Sheridan said, ‘She‘s about thirty-two, isn't she? Even when I
was twenty-two and got married, you told me that at my age
Alexander the Great had conquered most of the Known World.’
I said, ‘I was wrong. You should have had an adolescence, too.
Not enough women seem to. I should have rescued you from
your mother's parents and taken you away with me. We could
have had an adolescence together.’
But: ‘I didn't need to be rescued’, she said, and it sounded
true.
I persuaded her to get me a cup of coffee from the machine in
the corridor.
Then I detached myself from the remaining tentacles including a rubber catheter - drank half the indescribable coffee,
turned my face sideways into a mirroring bedpan and
obliterated my impervious image by being truly, cathartically
ill.
My nightmares changed. The autopsy and the pact at the
Crossroads were gone, but almost every night in hospital, I had
a repetitive, dreadful dream. Finally, I tried to exorcise it by
writing it out, line-stopped, before I went home:
More than half a lifetime
cheating nightmares and this
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one has me. Always before, the night
could be forced beneath one's chest
subdued and still, and one's raised hands
could press its wrists to the sheet.
But this one has me. This one
is a story. This
is about an execution.
The night before, I see the
condemned, who chats with me
as if I were an expert on sedition.
Of course,
in the dream I seem to be one. Perhaps
the context is Ireland, or Africa, or
some febrile South America. Anyway,
I tell him that the rifles never work,
as if
on purpose, but that after that a quick
dispatch by pistol finishes you well.
The next day
I'm back there where I shouldn't be,
to look. And the squad indeed do
shoot him and he falls, is left
alive, his arms and legs
working like a cockroach on its back,
no noise
because there is a bullet in his throat.
And this goes on.
Maybe
I don't dream enough blood. I beg
the squad that they dispatch him.They
refuse. At last,
one man throws me the pistol,
so I run
to the condemned and kneel.
Half his head
explodes so I am stung by
grits of bone. My shoulder blade
aches as if the pistol had recoiled
with a bruise like a rifle. But,
yes, I do wake up, and - no
the victim was not me, or one
I need. Such nightmares never should
recur again like conversations with
employers and dead relatives, although
this one has my blood.
Instead,
it is my daylight hands that spread
reflexively, and pin it to my bed.
That particular nightmare stopped when I left Westmead
Hospital. Or, at least, I hope it did.
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Saturday afternoon after my return home, I was well enough
to drive from my unit to visit Alain and the redhead at Dural. I
was using a thin, polished, wooden walking stick - like an Irish
blackthorn - for balance, but had been sleeping without
Pethidine ever since I left the hospital. I was keeping an eye on
work via the telephone and also vetting reports from the office
regularly.
I had rung Clare at her work that week, as soon as I returned
to the unit.
I'd asked her affectionately, without introducing myself, ‘Why
did you hit my daughter?’
The old, sardonic, embarrassed softness: ‘Because she was
there, like Mount Everest.’
I asked, ‘Are you ever going to visit me?’
She said, ‘When you're better.’
I said, ‘Thanks for the leg and the blood.’
And she'd asked, ‘Are you better?’, suddenly and without
inflection.
I said, ‘Yes.’
She said, ‘I don't know why I couldn't visit you.’
I suggested, keeping my voice level, ‘Maybe you wouldn't
have been able to leave.’
She considered, then: ‘No - perhaps not.’
I said, ‘You sound sad.’
She said, ‘I'm not sad that you're better.’
I said, ‘Can I pick you up at one p.m., Sunday, and take you to
Parramatta Park? We can feed the ducks, or you can ride a
bicycle or something. I'm practising my limp to make you feel
sorry for me.’
She said, ‘A bicycle?’ and then: ‘But I've never felt sorry for
you.’ Her voice was more wan.
I'd asked again, ‘One p.m., Sunday?’
And she'd said, ‘No…’, then ‘yes.’

The redhead's farm at Dural looked like the label on a box of
lavender.
Maybe I've always been entranced by beautiful hypocrites. Or
maybe neither she nor Clare were hypocrites. Clare's
dissembling went deeper than that, and the redhead's larceny
was as spontaneous and businesslike as a bird's.
And there was certainly no hypocrisy about the way the
redhead told me off when I arrived. I'd negotiated their
sandstone-strewn front path awkwardly on my stick - and
practised my limp for Clare - then come to rest on their front
door step, scowling: ‘If I were a horse, they'd shoot me’,
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whereupon I was informed with indignant eloquence that there
was never any need to shoot horses, that they were valuable
animals, and that shooting them was as bad economics as it was
bad taste. Then she brewed some opium-based concoction on
the stove to help heal my leg.
Alain and I sat outside and discussed Probation in the yard, in
generous autumn sunlight which smelt of potpourri oil, dope
steam and crushed roses.
He'd taken on a heavier caseload since Louise's death.
Personnel were enjoying luxurious communal guilt about
Louise and their little ID machine, so Elinor had returned to Mt
Druitt temporarily to supervise several charges and do my
routine filing. But Alain had taken on much more than I had
ever expected of him, and he was displaying remarkably
rational reserves of tact and discernment.
Now he said, ‘Dominic rang me on Thursday.’
I asked, ‘Where from?’ - hoping a Belgian would find such a
futile question amusing. He did, and I added, ‘Somewhere just
outside Sanity, I suppose?’
He said, ‘Yes. He wanted to work out a defence, if they arrest
him.’
I said, ‘If they arrest him, he won’t have time for that. He’s
served his purpose now.’
‘I couldn’t tell him that. He said he wants to present Louise’s
case against the drug companies.’
I grimaced: ‘Even if he made it to court - God knows how
convoluted their plans are - that wouldn’t improve his chances.
He’d be better off going for Godfrey’s news angle:
addle-brained old Irish eejit who couldn’t handle his
medication and killed his counsellor.’
He looked at me thoughtfully: ‘Do you really think I should
tell him that?’
He knew I didn't. It was all too multidimensional, and the
Irishman was mad. But I did say: ‘If they do try him, we have
here a choice between fanatical integrity and twenty years in
boob with truth-in-sentencing. Will he ring you again?’
‘Perhaps.’
We talked about Silkie:
On my recommendation, Silkie was checking in with Elinor,
but was basically under her own recognisance. I'd rung her at
Michael's this week and she'd told me:
‘I know it sounds funny, but I miss Louise terribly.’
I said, ‘No. I miss her, too.’
She said, ‘I'm sure she didn't mean me to get the poisoned
Tranquapax. I think I bought that packet at the pub.’
There was a pause and then she came to the essence of the
betrayal: ‘I can't understand, though, how she could go on
seeing me afterwards.’ Then she asked, with desolate curiosity:
‘How do you think she could do that, George?’
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I said, ‘I don't know. I can tell you that she shouldn't have
done it: and that's part of what you want to hear. Let's think
about it, though: perhaps when you were in her office and she
was comforting you, it just felt to her as if she hadn't done it.
Or maybe what you were suffering in the benzodiazepine
withdrawal confirmed to her that somehow, in some terrifying,
ideal world order, what she was doing was really the right
thing.’
Some anger, some clutching at guilt as the quickest, if
narrowest, way out: ‘So I should have gone on taking them?’
‘No.’
‘And I shouldn't have given one to my bloody baby, either.’
I said, ‘No. But they don't hang people for stupidity any
more.’ - which I well knew to be literally breathtakingly
incorrect, but the lie did serve a purpose in this case.
She'd asked, ‘Are you coming back?, and it was the first time
I'd considered that I might not.
I'd said, ‘Not for a little while, but don't worry - I'll be keeping
an eye on you.’
She'd sighed, ‘You will, too, you old bugger’, with almost as
much affection as resignation. Then she asked: ‘Do you want to
hear a Social Worker joke?’
I said, ‘No, and I'm not a Social Worker. What is it?’
‘What's the difference between a Social Worker and a pit bull
terrier?’
But I knew that one. I said simultaneously with her: ‘It's easier
to get your kid back from the pit bull.’ It was strange to hear
her laugh again.
Alain confirmed now that Silkie seemed stronger. He told me
he thought Sam was progressing, too. No doubt he felt some
affinity with Sam's walls (who didn't?), and Sam had always
had an earnest but helpless quality which made one hope for
him. I had assigned Sam to Alain because Sam was still hooked
on Tranquapax, and I felt that after a lifetime as a mercenary,
Alain would be adept in giving persuasive orders to young
conflicted homosexuals. But there were even more advantages
in their counselling contract. At Alain's suggestion, Sam had
begun to help Ruth expand her refuge into catering for
homeless men, and the plans so far looked sensible.
I'd deputed Harry Terrence to negotiate with the Strategic
Resource Squad and the Minister for me, and he'd arrived at the
hospital with a lump sum out-of-court settlement cheque for
$60,000, a photostat of the Ministerial order that the squad be
re-organised (it was always being re-organised, and always
enlarged), and his get-well present (of a padded flak jacket) for
me. He had also reassured me that everything at Probation
appeared to be going much better without me.
So it was with a certain benign ease at first that I followed
Alain into the cottage and allowed the redhead to minister to
my leg. Initially, I wasn't sure if the bubbling potion (which
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continued to bubble after twenty minutes off the stove) was
meant to be sipped, inhaled or applied. Certainly, the second
alternative was unavoidable. And then she brought out a ladle,
skimmed a thick scum from the top of the brew and crammed
the cream into a small, screw-top jar. She allowed what was left
of it to cool, and told me to roll up my trouser leg.
Alain had his chin on his fists under a broad schoolboy smile.
I realised that he viewed this as some sort of ordeal of manhood.
I rolled my pants up, but glared at him wrathfully. From time to
time, some brave man had undoubtedly insulted the redhead,
but it was never going to be me.
Then she put some of the ointment on a cloth and I almost
flinched. I was beginning to understand how close to the
surface my fear of pain was now. Apart from my pantomime of
fury at Alain, I didn't joke about my apprehension or
exaggerate it, just watched her attentively with the relaxation
my body produces for itself before some fearful thing. She
looked back at me for a second, but didn't show that she was
disconcerted, just reassured me in a meticulous tone: ‘You
don't have to worry about this making anything septic. It's
completely sterile and it won‘t hurt you.’ The word ‘hurt’ was
deliberately ambiguous and could have meant ‘do harm’ rather
than ‘cause physical pain’. She was protecting my pride.
I made myself look at the books in the room. Alain’s
romances were there, some alternative cookbooks, and, oddly, a
few African Battle Action thrillers. I must have gazed at those
nonplussed, because the redhead said, ‘They're mine.’
I offered to return The Sailor from Gibraltar, but Alain shook
his head, studying me: ‘It was really meant as a gift.’
He was still smiling as she applied her ointment to the wound
and re-bound it in fresh dressing. I'd felt my skin contract
tightly, but no lasting pain. I probably only blinked once or
twice.
She kissed me on the top of the head, and I felt a
disproportionate sense of relief.
Before I left, however, Alain gripped me by the arm and
questioned me in confidence: ‘How well have you recovered
from the shooting, George?’
I skated on the surface: ‘As you saw, the wound is closing up
quite well.’
His eyelids flickered downwards, indicating: I accept that it is
not my business - so civilly, that I added, with as little irony as
possible: ‘I find that the problem of pain is that it makes me
empathise - it's not just that I’m suffering, but that I know that
when my pain stops, someone else is still feeling something
like it - and perhaps dying while they do feel it. That empathy
always takes a while to get over, doesn't it? I mean, apart from
the nightmares and so on? Before one recovers some
ego-boundaries, and gets one's courage back?’
He just listened and nodded, apparently satisfied.
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And, thinking of Clare, I added: ‘Then the world starts up
again.’

It didn’t take long for the world to start - or perhaps to stop again. I'd just stored the redhead's ointment away in my kitchen
that night, when the telephone rang.
Clare said, ‘George’, in her subdued, vaguely embarrassed,
wry mode. For a second, I really felt dry ice skinning my lungs.
I thought: she‘s going to make some small, invincible excuse,
and get out of tomorrow. For a second, I hated her.
The dry ice may have hissed in my voice when I asked, ‘What
is it?', because she was silent for a minute and then she said
twice vaguely, ‘It's alright.’
Then I wondered if she wasn't at that point of distress where
you absent-mindedly begin to give others the reassurance you
crave for yourself. So I asked her, ‘What's going on?’
It was about eleven o'clock at night. She said, ‘I'm in a phone
booth.’
I asked, ‘Which phone booth? Where?’
She said, ‘Ashfield. Ormond Street. Next to the Park.’
I asked, ‘Are you in danger?’
She said, ‘Yes, I think so. But if you want to protect me,
please don’t call the Police.’
I said, ‘I'll be there in ten minutes. Go into a house. Knock on
someone’s door. Wait for me.’
But she whispered, ‘I don't think I can.’
I whispered back with angry clarity: ‘Then hide. Try to stay in
the area. I'll be there. Just hold on.’
I checked my street directory while I was driving. The phone
booth was quite a long way from her house: on the other side of
the railway line. But it was right next to Parramatta Road,
which I was on. Since it was Saturday night, I expected to be
stopped for speeding, and I had my Probation IDs out on the
dashboard ready, but I actually did make it from Westmead to
Ashfield in a ten minute straight line, sober. The theatre and
pub traffic was driving the other way, out of the city.
Clare wasn't in the phone booth. I parked beside it and went
over. The receiver cord had been cut through cleanly, and the
receiver wasn't in the phone booth anymore.
There were lights in some of the house windows, but no one
looked out and there was no sign of any alarm in them. The
park seemed vast, indigo and empty. Who was it? Was there
anyone? Where had she run? Where had she hidden? Or had
she just let herself be seized, hauled into a car and driven away
to a paddock for slaughter?
In prison, she'd had more than seven years conditioning to be
passive: the electric shocks, the solitary, the psychiatry, the
works. And then me studying her like a circling falcon, seeing
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her stillness, hearing her voice: ‘I've looked in your eyes and
seen myself hanging…’, sometimes releasing her, sometimes
watching her, sometimes warning her, but never really letting
her escape.
Perhaps the singular thing about her killing Clem had been
that she took so long that night to defend herself. I remembered
standing there, too far away, and willing her to do so. I
remembered how long I'd waited there, terrified by her
passivity, before she had chosen to live. And she might still be
arguing with him, to prove somehow that she couldn’t defend
herself: that he was wrong about her, that she had become
innocent. And I thought of that Sabine lifting position, with my
arms linked behind her knees - how easy that would also be for
someone else to do. There was still so much that was fragile
and otherworldly about her. Then I thought: fragile,
otherworldly, sinister, perilous, unlived. Treacherous in the
way that you call quicksand or a man-made structure
‘treacherous’: an abandoned house or a derelict bridge something that just can't support your weight.
I was standing by the phone booth. I made myself as obvious
as possible, in case she wanted to fly to me from the shadows
somewhere. I held the booth door open slightly and leaned on
my black stick. I searched every cranny of the visible world
with my eyes.
I only began to feel vulnerable then. And for the first time, the
soft shiver contracting through me was a physical fear of Clare.
My rational mind was telling me that she had stayed with me,
slept with me, protected me at the hospital. But in that
protection there could have been a possessiveness like the one
that had allowed her to kill her step-brother and sisters. They
had been hers, after all, and in her first note to me she had
described her attitude to them at nine years old as like that of
‘old-fashioned royalty’. She had protected them, too. Then my
reason said: Well, what are you afraid of ? That she'll suddenly
plunge out of the bushes screaming and stabbing the scissors at
you like the obsessed villainess in a movie against one-night
stands?
Then I reminded myself that she had been able to kill Clem,
and that her slowness to react had only proved her deliberation.
And I asked myself if Clem had ever fucked her. After all, it
had always seemed possible that he had relationships with most
of his other victims, including Heather. The night was so
spectral with conspiracy that I rested my tight forehead against
the sleek glass of the booth, which rattled slightly. My
bloodbeat throbbed in it like a train.
All that, of course, only took a few minutes while I recognised
my fear. Then I decided: no, the fear is not of her coming at me,
but of me going to her. That she will lure me out into the
darkness like a succubus luring a hunter - so far into the forest
that when she finally deserts him, his torch will sputter out and
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he will be alone with the ghosts and the silent tigers. Telling it
to myself as ‘him’ not ‘me’ helped. I steadied myself on the
booth and my stick, and walked slowly and heavily down the
street away from the Highway. I projected my voice firmly:
‘Clare!’
I took the car torch out of my pocket and shone it thoroughly
backwards and forwards over the park while I was walking past.
She wasn’t there. I thought: if I was Clare, and an attacker was
that close, I'd stay in the open street. I wouldn't trap myself by
scrambling into the yards of houses. And I'd run as hard as I
could for home. So I forced myself to dismiss any distracting
images of backyards filled with trellises, tables, aviaries,
bicycle sheds jumbled with wisteria - myriad hiding places and walked solidly on down the stick-echoing footpath. I was
still calling ‘Clare!’
My voice was loud, but sounded normal and methodical, as if
she were a lost dog or cat. Apart from finding her alive, my
other imperative now was not to disturb any status quo she
might have achieved with her attacker. She had often been a
clever negotiator.
I walked from the simplicity of the single streets into the wide,
built-up crossroad where Liverpool Road climbs the Ashfield
railway line. Disturbingly, Clare's voice came into my head,
whispering that Voodoo phrase ‘The Master of the Crossroads’,
although I'd never really heard her say it. In my head, I
reiterated reassuringly: I've never done a deal with the devil,
Clare, and neither have you.
I crossed over the Liverpool Road railway bridge holding my
walking stick almost sideways - looking as if I were warding
off unexpected cars as you would accosters or animals.
In the midnight, it took me five minutes to see her.
Clare had walked east down Carlton Crescent beside the
railway line, and was turned away from me, looking back
across the track. My eyes scanned the wall automatically to see
if there was easy access to the line. It didn't seem possible for
her to just walk onto it. But someone with her agility and stored
energy could lever herself up and over. She was certainly
waiting for a train to go by - whether just to cut through some
bleak cat's cradle of thought, or with some more utilitarian
purpose.
She continued staring without focus into where she'd just been.
But , as it were, to the horizon of it. So she wasn't aware that I'd
walked there at all.
Her first awareness of me seemed to be when she heard my
voice beside her.
I asked, ‘Did you see him this time?’
She said, ‘I made him up. He doesn't exist.’
I nodded - confirming mildly, without a trace of disagreement:
‘And you made up that hole in your back before.’
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She said, ‘No. I did it. I can do anything with a knife, George.’
Then, soft as petals: ‘You know what it's like - me and knives.’
The syntax was dreamlike, and she still wasn't looking at me. I
asked, ‘Have you taken any Tranquapax?’
She answered dutifully: ‘I took six in the car about two hours
ago, but nothing happened. I think it would have happened by
now, don't you?’
I felt her pulse and forehead. I said, ‘Yes, it would have
happened by now. Whose car are we referring to?’
She said, ‘The car at home.’ I asked, ‘So you were still at
home two hours ago?’
She said, ‘I must have been, mustn't I?’ She made an
abstracted, unintentionally irritating effort to be sociable and
said, ‘Your leg seems to be much better.’
I said, ‘A redhead put an opium poultice on it.’
She offered politely, ‘You know such unusual people Most of
my friends are a bit conventional, apart from Reilly.’
I said, ‘Godfrey is conventional.’ Whatever she was still
drifting away on, it didn't seem to be Tranquapax - especially
since benzodiazepines had always tended to make her crosser
and more speedy than even marijuana did. I put my arm
around her and clasped her shoulder, to try to guide her back to
the car with me.
At that time, I was totally in professional role. She had such
an air of displacement that I was already braced for some
extreme reaction when I tried to direct her. I was thinking in
terms of tears, accusations or - at the worst - an abrupt physical
attack - probably with her hands toward my face - or for her to
break away , over the railway wall.
What happened, however, was illustrative of Clare at her most
streamlined. She reached down, wrenched the walking stick out
of my grasp, and caught me around the chest with her arms. I
lost balance long enough to have to lean on her completely, and
she let herself glide back against the wall.
I freed one hand to brace the fall, and the impact of the wall
on my palm almost dislocated my elbow. We finished up in a
sideways sprawl on the road. And then a train went past.
It was an old, slow inner suburban train with a couple of
empty, matchbox carriages, the yellow light of which suggested
something pungent and feverish, like saffron or sulfur. It threw
its slatted rays over us for a moment, and we pressed together
in involuntary apprehension, as you do when empty trains
clatter by.
I continued to crouch against the wall with her. Then she drew
away slightly, felt around on the road in the sudden blackness,
and returned my walking stick to me. Her action seemed quite
functional, although I said, ‘Thank you, but I don't think a stick
like that would be really suitable for SM. I'd probably just
crush a few bones and muscles without doing anything playful
on the surface at all.’ I continued discursively: ‘I have this
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inadvertent mental picture of Spencer Tracy wearing a top hat
in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and beating some poor extra to
death with his walking stick.’
She suggested, ‘Your own father changing back into the
ultimate fiend.’ Her voice remained quiet, but had lost its
traumatic paleness, and the syntax sounded like hers again. I
asked, ‘You did see the attacker this time, didn't you?’
She said, ‘Yes.’
‘You know who it is?’ My own voice sounded sad - sincerely
enough, but also fusing expertly with the sadness of whatever
the secret was.
She said, ‘Yes. I'll tell you later, but I want you to take me
back to the house first.’
I asked, ‘Is it Godfrey?’
She said, ‘No.’
‘You still don't think it's me?’
She said, ‘No’, again. This time, sheer humanity required that
she kiss me, so she did. I could smell, feel and taste
five-minutes-old tears on her face, but they hadn't seeped once
into her voice.

In the car, she put her face in her hands and said, ‘Oh, Jesus - I
took away your walking stick and pushed you over.’
I said, ‘That‘s alright. I shouldn’t have tried to control you
directly when you were in shock like that. Anyway, I liked
watching the train with you. And my leg didn't hurt.’
It was either gangrenous or the redhead had invented the most
powerful local anesthetic known to man. I pressed the car
accelerator gently and the nerves in my thigh rebelled but felt
normal, so I assumed that the latter was the case.
Clare sat up out of her embarrassed parody of embarrassment
and asked, doubtingly ‘Do you think I was in shock?’
‘One hundred per cent’, I said, and asked ‘Why?’ - although I
knew she wouldn't tell me.
I had been studying her as she walked beside me. The hand
that wasn't on my arm had stayed in a loose fist by her side,
without moving absently towards any new injuries, and her
steps were quite smooth. I judged that she was more or less
unharmed physically this time, but that the revelation of the
attacker's identity had left her distraught and jeopardised her in
some way that had been unimaginable to her before.
Whatever she had promised about telling me the attacker‘s
identity when I took her home, I didn't believe that she would
be able to do so. I had resolved to put the temporal world
decisively on hold and sit with her in the car near her house
until she at last confided in me. So I was completely
unprepared when she stated quietly:
‘I want you to take me right into the house this time.’
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I couldn't help sounding startled: ‘Why?’
‘I don't know.’
‘You want to distract yourself - and me - from the identity of
the attacker, so you've decided to throw Godfrey and me into
the ring together.’
‘I suppose so.’ Her quality of gently agreeing like that, of
refusing to be provoked, was to me her most obnoxious,
unmanageable trait. Godfrey, no doubt, thought it a promise of
civilisation.
I said, ‘But if I do go in with you, you'll have to choose.’
She said, ‘Yes.’ She must have known the instinctive horror
one man feels of physically impinging on another man’s
territory, particularly if a woman is involved.
I thought again of Freud's aphorism about how close the wish
and the fear are.
I believed that I had adjusted to being used by Clare - after all,
I told myself, I'd had more than a decade of it - but,
nevertheless, the sudden threatening finality of finding out that
it had just been use shook my heart.
I retreated into ashen frivolity: ‘You do know what a risk
you‘re taking? This isn't Ravel's Bolero - it's not a knife play.
Every time I've seen two men confront each other over a
woman in real life, they've ended up having a drink together
while the woman sobs on her own upstairs.’
She circled her head back against the car seat to relieve the
tension in her neck, and in the dimness looked at me without
deflecting what I'd said. She was accepting it, assessing. A
passing car's headlight showed her eyes for longer than it
should have. They were royal blue, as in her youth again, and
seemed to have an imperious innocence.
Her house was near Trinity Grammar School and I parked
outside the school grounds under a streetlamp, to watch her in a
steadier light. She narrowed her eyes then: watching me, too,
but not with hostility. Her lips were slightly apart and her
expression was one of judicious acknowledgment and an
almost wincing empathy.
She said, ‘I know that either way I lose, George - but I'm
already losing now. Whatever happens, I will tell you about the
attacker later. I know that sounds like a promise, but also whatever happens - I'll still want to phone you, talk to you.’
I said, ‘I felt more secure when you were twenty-five and used
to say things like “this might be an irrevocable parting”.’
She smiled. ‘We've had a few of those. You used to throw
words like “irrevocable” around a bit yourself.’ She had her
hands clasped receptively on her knee, but the knuckles were
bloodless, tinged with blue, and I thought: she's still in shock what am I doing?
I found some battered barley sugar in the glove box and said,
‘Eat that. And don't try to bury our relationship in nostalgia.
You haven't got rid of me yet.’
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Sucking barley sugar, she held out her hand while I locked the
car. We walked hand in hand down the road to her house, with
a complicity which was now less that of lovers than of tardy
children, who have resigned themselves to pain.
When we stood outside the door's carved dark oak - the
carvings were of lions and tendrils - her hand was thrilling so
miserably that she had to hand me the keys. I inserted them in
the lock for her. I was going to suggest we knock - since
Godfrey was inside - but I did understand enough to know that
wasn't what she wanted.
She had been right about the light in the Ashfield house, at
least to my perceptions. There was something vast and cold
about it, as if the pupils of one’s eyes were dilated by insomnia
and not able to filter out light as well as usual.
Perhaps it was the white walls and high ceilings. It would
have been hard to sleep there in this electric light, let alone
daylight.
Clare looked at me and nodded me forward, indicating that
she didn't wish to precede me and explain.
By then it was about 1.30 a.m.. Godfrey was working at a
word processor in the lounge room. I gazed at the windows.
They did all have bars. CNN was on a shelf TV in the corner:
the U.S. were admitting they'd blown up several English boy
soldiers (the youngest was seventeen) in Iraq recently, but were
blaming it on the light.
Godfrey looked up, saw Clare and me simultaneously, and
went on typing into his computer .
Then there was an ad for a nightclub on the TV. It involved
neon pigs in cartoon costumes frisking their bottoms up and
down. Clare said in a subdued tone: ‘I've always thought
Petunia Pig was sexy.’
She seemed to be addressing the room, rather than Godfrey or
me. She went over to one of the windows - where she must
have left a half-finished cup of black coffee yesterday morning
- and pressed the rim of the cup into her lower lip. She stared
outwards through the bars.
I said, ‘You look like Sheridan's photo of you in my wallet’,
in a voice also subdued but narrowed and directed towards her,
like a beam. I still stood leaning on my walking stick at the
entrance to their lounge room.
Godfrey looked at me and almost smiled inadvertently,
confirming the risk that Clare was taking: not just that she'd
lose one of us (which was now inevitable) but that we'd join
forces in a satire against her - even if she was disguised in it as
‘women’ - and that she would, therefore, much more subtly and
corruptly, lose us both. Godfrey watched my face again for a
smile. I didn't. I just looked back at him - not for very long, but
I kept my eyes still.
He said, ‘Well, you may as well sit down’, with a brusk
approximation of warmth.
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I did so, in the middle of the couch. He got up.
Throughout the conversation, he either stood beside the bar,
sat on the bar, or walked around the room. I have no idea
whether he or I were in the dominant position physically. It was
probably easier for her to see my reflection than his in the
window, but she wouldn't have seen much expression on my
face. I couldn't summon up much expression.
I found it difficult to even catalogue the objects in the room,
as I would have done normally. And yet I felt that one reason
Clare had asked me into this house was to view those objects:
the ornaments, the furniture, the brightly-cluttered sideboard and to begin to know her in a wider, less intimate way.
I crossed my legs. My throat ached and I swallowed aridly, in
preparation. Thereby losing points, I knew, I knew - but I
wasn't playing for points, anyhow.
Godfrey looked younger than I'd expected - less arrogant,
more supple. And somehow, more dangerous, even physically:
he stared at me for a second as if he really might try to throw
me out, and I involuntarily calculated: he has twelve years less
than me, but I've got twenty extra pounds. He may have seen
that in my expression, because he turned back to the bar with a
histrionic gesture of impatience.
It was Clare who asked me softly, ‘Would you like a drink?’,
not averting her face from the imprisoned night.
I wondered what was most like Power Drinking - scotch, I
supposed, but I didn't fancy a blunting scotch there in that
comfortable, impartially-lit, barred room, with Godfrey both as
jittery as a young warrior and as poised as a beauty-contest
winner, and Clare enduring anything, as usual, to distract her
from her horror.
I said, ‘Red wine, if that's possible.’ I was relieved that I didn't
husk the words - that my voice came down on them crisply. I
thought I‘d at least have a go at Power Sitting, so I glanced at
my injured leg as a pretext, and eased it back over the other,
until I sat with my knees slightly apart and my fingers dangling
between my thighs.
Red wine proved more difficult than I would have thought.
Godfrey didn't collect prestigious claret for display purposes
the way some ambitious young men do - as if it were bottled
testosterone (indeed, as I did once - in a lazy suburban way).
His power was more condensed into his attitudes than dispersed
into his acquisitions, except for the house. I wondered if Clare
was an attitude or an acquisition for him.
I decided: perhaps both. I think he probably did have some
genuine, appalling, self-righteous project to reform her - or at
least, to display her reformation. Maybe not on TV or in the
press, but certainly to his real audience, whatever that was:
maybe just to his own ego, or to his milieu, or to Clare. Now,
he rummaged around exasperatedly in the bar cupboards for red
wine. Clare said, ‘There's some down at the bottom, behind the
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decanters.’ She didn't turn her head or move the coffee mug,
except to lift it and sip from it.
The red wine was Hungarian - in fact the standard claret that
used to be distributed in the old Soviet Union: Egri Bikaver - a
‘bulls blood’ different to that of Spain. In my experience, this
distillation of bull's blood tended to lisp in the mouth like a
baby and scorch down the throat like over-proof vodka. Clare,
still immobile, said, ‘I‘m sorry. It's all I've got. The father of
one of my Hungarian clients gave it to me, for finding her a job
at the Motor Registry.’
Godfrey said, ‘There must be something awfully interesting
outside that window.’
He was trying to uncork the claret bottle with a butterfly
opener, and the cork was slowly disintegrating, as it sank
toward the wine.
Clare said, ‘There's a southerly coming up.’ She was right. It
was beating the trees, and elsewhere in the house a door was
slammed once explosively by the fore-gusts.
Godfrey's edginess suggested that he felt there was a
conspiracy between Clare and me - which wasn't true, but I
didn't mind if he thought it. I had been debating with myself
whether or not it was strategic for me to reach out and offer to
extricate the wine cork. Or whether making him look helpless
would only endear him to her.
He asked me, in a dry, inquiring tone that had a commendable
lack of self-pity:
‘Is she doing this to punish me?’
I was determined not to enter into any conversation here in
which Clare was referred to in the third person. This was partly
erotic tactics, but partly professional. After what had happened
earlier that evening, I didn't want her to feel at all peripheral.
Indeed, one of my problems that night was that my mind had to
conduct its own perpetual little allegro/andante fugue between
professionalism and passion. Ethics, of course, were unrelated.
I asked her, ‘Are you doing this to punish him?’
She said, ‘No.’ Another sip of cold coffee.
I didn't look at him, just at her: ‘To punish me?’
She grinned briefly and murmured: ‘You've got tickets on
yourself. Open the wine.’
I took the bottle from Godfrey, held it between my knees, and
contrived to pump out most of the cork with the butterfly
opener. I said, ‘There's no need to let it breathe.’ I'd noticed that
the cork was dank and I wondered if the wine hadn’t already
started to oxidise - particularly since it had been tilted on the
shelf.
He was engaged in the same speculation, because he twirled
the cork and declared, ‘From the look of this, its already
hyperventilating. You should have checked it, Clare.’
Again, his voice was almost petulant with exasperation, but
there was a boyishness and a mastery in that. I wasn't
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discounting exasperation as an effective sexual device. I'd used
it, myself, at times.
Perhaps he was determined to make me converse with him
specifically.
He said, ‘I don't mind you being here, actually, because I've
been wanting to discuss something with you.’
I expected the something to be either Appleton, or Dominic
and Louise, but he continued: ‘Do you remember when you had
to kill Clem Dixon?’
There was no doubt that he knew it to be a loaded question. I
was absolutely careful not to look at Clare at all after I'd heard
it, not to dart her a glance which asked her: have you told him?
I let myself appear cautious and self-contained. I nodded and
watched him calmly. He perched on the top of the bar, folded
his arms and went on: ‘You're an astonishing man, you know.
There you are, holding onto your own shambling but original
niche quite effectively in Probation, supervising Clare and a
little gaggle of lost teenagers like her, plus some reassuringly
hardened old professional crims, when your wife gets murdered
by a serial killer. And then so does Jonathan Manger, a
particularly nasty young professional crim, who's rumoured to
have actually killed your wife. Then not only are you around
when the serial killer attacks Clare, but you're able to race to
her defence and dispatch him with a single powerful blow to
the heart. Using his own knife, too. And Clare was watching…’
She said, ‘ I wasn’t watching.’
‘No, sorry. Clare wasn’t watching you. She was locked up in a
burning room in the building. I'd forgotten that bit. Anyway,
you let her out - you do keep letting her out, don't you? - and
then you both told your story to the eternally convenient Harry
Terrence, who believed it. No wonder you and Clare still have
such a bond between you.’
I corrected him unexcitedly: ‘I wasn't defending Clare at that
stage, I was defending myself. But, yes, the rest of it sounds
just about accurate. Truth is stranger than your news features,
you know.’ Only then did I look even casually at Clare: ‘I think
that's what I remember, don't you?’
She didn't reply. She didn't reply for a few minutes. Her
expression - reflected back in the leaf-glittering window hadn't changed, but there was a new line - a single,
deeply-etched frown - across her forehead above her brows.
I understood that Godfrey's synopsis amounted to some
strange ultimatum. And I didn't underestimate her yearning to
tell him the truth. What must it have been like all this time:
living with him, loving him, even buying a house with him, and
never telling him that she had killed again as an adult?
Especially when there were so many mitigating circumstances
- especially when he might forgive her? After all, wasn't his
expressed philosophy based on self-defence and physical
retribution? And didn't he love her? It must have taken all her
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unique mixture of self-control, courage and continuous
subterranean panic to have allowed her to maintain her silence
so long. And, of course, she had been protecting me as well as
herself.
Even so, if he had been less dismissive about analysing the
past…
So: what if she told him now? There, in front of me, with my
permission? She must have been craving for that. I’m entirely
sure that she hadn't arranged the evening for that purpose. But,
since this had happened, she must have wanted to seize the
opportunity and escape into the simplicity of trusting him, and
knowing that he knew her.
I added, ‘Perhaps you can remember it differently now?’
I waited. After another few minutes of intense consideration,
she said, ‘No, George. That's still all I remember.’
The chance was gone. I looked back to Godfrey and saw that
he had decided - perhaps with grace and perhaps with graceful
cunning - to let the matter rest again. The southerly was hitting
the house in dull, solid thumps. I remembered my wine and
drank some. Godfey had poured himself a scotch. Perhaps he
realised that he had been on the verge of an intimacy in which
his customary moral imperatives - whether to revelation or to
confidentiality - might have been inconvenient.
The whisky cheered him up. He swung his legs down off the
bar and told me:
‘You know, Clare is really very simple to understand.’
I sipped and said, as quiet as she: ‘I must have missed
something.’
I had relaxed, but - perhaps as an aftermath of the tension - I
felt an urgent temptation to crash my walking stick down on the
coffee table.
The palms of both Clare's hands were fogging the blustery
window glass, as if she wanted to grip the bars. But she smiled
and said, without irony: ‘No - it’s true. I'm simple.’ Without
irony, but with a demureness and archness that bothered me.
It wasn't that I didn't appreciate the demureness and archness.
They often had an inoffensive prettiness about them, and I felt
that it was unfair of me to resent her taking refuge in triviality.
But when she did so, I could see her mind working even more
than it did at other times, and there was a private sadness in her
premeditation. It affronted me when others didn't perceive this.
Although I was gratified now that Godfrey didn't seem to have
done so.
One of her hands was now playing with the loose, white wisps
of her hair. They were blurring and blending with the silver of
the southerly in the leaves.
I became aware that CNN was still on, with the sound almost
inaudible. It was before his thyroid condition was diagnosed,
and George Bush Senior was blinking out of the screen with a
puzzled, persecuted expression. I thought: the man seems to be
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perpetually querulous and shocked about something: maybe I
was wrong about indignation making you vulnerable - at least,
if it's ersatz indignation. Maybe that's what people want, and
maybe that's his power.
CNN followed the President with the latest thing: Yuppie
Boxing. Young lawyers of either gender seemed to be
exchanging blows and stylised sexist abuse with a descendant
of Gene Tunney. I had to bite my lower lip so that I wouldn't
smile toward Clare's marmoreal reflection in the window.
Perhaps we did have a tenuous conspiracy, after all. She didn't
quite twitch her lips, either, but she blinked twice, frivolously,
and that new line over her brows disappeared.
Then there was a brief segment about Studs Terkel, who was
still insistently and courageously criticising the Gulf War. I said,
‘You know, Godfrey, there seems to be a point late in every
journalist's life when he either becomes a drunk or a statesman.
I don't know if you're going to make statesman.’ I infused some
teasing and sane conciliatory concern into my voice, but it was
still a hostile declaration.
Godfrey seemed to welcome it. I wondered why I had done it,
and decided that it was because I was ready to admit defeat.
Despite the light, the house was placid and safe and seemed
suitable, and Godfrey was a sane, energetic, suitable youth. He
loved her and he was putting up a respectable fight for her.
He asked me abruptly: ‘Why does Clare need you?’
I said, ‘She doesn't.’
He asked, ‘Why do you need her?’
I said, ‘I just need her to call my game.’ Then I asked her
softly, ‘Can I go?’
But she said, ‘No’, still staring at the window.
So I said to Godfrey, placably: ‘I'm sorry, mate - I didn't mean
that you've necessarily got an alcoholic future.’
Unfortunately, he stood over me in front of the couch, and
said: ‘That's alright. All's fair in love and war.’
The awfulness of his cliche unbalanced me for a moment, and
I said, ‘Bullshit. It's not. We're human beings and we have
always had clearly delineated standards in both enterprises.’
Then I relaxed my jaw somewhat and added: ‘All isn't even fair
in journalism. There's a deliberation in your lower spin that
reminds me of body-line bowling.’
I watched Clare again, and remarked: ‘If you wanted a
diverting row, we're certainly on the verge of one.’
She shrugged: ‘I don't need diverting from it.’
Godfrey was at once alert to the reference: ‘Diverting from
what?’
So I became professional, and put my wine glass on the table
and rubbed the front of my hair with my hand. If she wanted to
tell Godfrey about the identity of the attacker, I needed her to
do it with me present. Of course, if she chose to reveal it
privately to him, or even to him and the police or the detective,
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there was no way that I could stop her. But I needed her to tell
me, and she had promised that she would.
She said, ‘From nothing. Nothing happened. I made
everything up.’
He obviously didn't understand what she was talking about.
She left the window at last and walked over to the sideboard.
She’d bought an ebony African elephant ornament from an
overseas aid charity, and she picked it up and studied it as
forlornly as she had the window. She began denting her finger
caressingly but painfully on its sharp little bony tusks. She said,
‘I made up the attacks, Reilly. I just wanted to get your
attention.’ She looked up at me and said, as if I were their
counsellor: ‘You wanted to make appointments to see me, but
this man’ - she indicated Godfrey - ‘suggested we make
appointments to talk to each other, he and I.’
I couldn't help laughing for a second. He'd probably picked up
the concept in quite a well-meaning way from some
relationship-counselling manual. She mirrored my smile but
continued, with her quick, dulcet irony: ‘Anyway, what I did
was stab myself. On the leg and then on the back. That's all.’
She illustrated how she had done it, reaching nimbly behind her
and proving that she would have had the space and the
momentum to pierce herself. She added, ‘I don't think the
Police or the detective ever really believed me. I think the only
people who did believe me were you and George - and I'm sure
you really didn't all the time, did you, Reilly?’ She looked at
him in a new, almost winsome conspiracy.
The whole situation had suddenly entered into such an
unusual area of dreamlike clinical hysteria that I thought I'd
better just let her get on with it.
Godfrey said, ‘I suspected that. But it's alright - I can cope
with it’, quite generously.
I said, ‘What a nice young man.’
Then I stood up and walked over to the sideboard next to her.
I took trouble not to limp. I closed my hand around her hand on
the little ebony elephant and said, ‘You can take that with you.
Get your coat and handbag.’
It was his turn to talk to her directly, ignoring The Other Man.
He confirmed, ‘I've told you. I can cope.’
She said, ‘But it wouldn't be fair to ask you. I've put you
through so much trouble already.’
Perhaps he agreed that she had, because he didn't stop her
from fetching the handbag, and her tangerine coat. More likely,
he'd decided that this was just Round One.
But when I followed her out, he was back at his word
processor. So maybe he was a lot more impractical, hurt, loving,
inexperienced and confused than I'd ever credited him with
being, and he just didn't know what to do.
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In the car, I said, ‘Well, that fixed him. He won't call you
simple anymore.’
I found I was holding the small black elephant, so I put it in
her lap and left my hand resting on it there.
She said, ‘You don't have to take me back to your place if you
don't want. You could take me to Mum's, or to Ruth's place.’
I asked innocently, ‘To the shelter?’
‘Well, I meant to Ruth's house, but you can take me to the
shelter, if you like.’
I said, ‘I'm taking you home’, but didn't make the noun sound
too heavy.
She asked, ‘Do you feel alright?’
‘Not too bad. What do I look like?’
She said, ‘Saggy but pleased. A bit like a St. Bernard that's
just drunk the brandy.’
I said, ‘That would make you the brandy.’
After a couple of minutes, she offered: ‘I need you to call my
game, too.’
I said, ‘I will, don't worry. And I'm still going to find out who
attacked you.’
She said, ‘You don't understand.’
I said, ‘Yes, I do. You're depressed because you got what you
wanted at Godfrey's, and now you feel like jumping out of the
car.’
I stopped to buy a jar of coffee at an all-night garage. I joked,
‘This was all they had - or I would have scored some speed.’
She said, ‘We won't even need the coffee. There's nothing
much to process. I‘ll tell you who it was when we get to the
unit, and then we can just get some sleep.’ Her face had
wearied into a frowning pout that should have been petulant
and childlike, but wasn't: it looked preoccupied and had a
melancholy purity. She began to stroke up and down the veins
on the front of my hand with her middle finger, soft as a breath.
Under the circumstances, it was an informative gesture,
designed to arouse and placate at the same time.
I responded to it: ‘Why aren't you going to tell me in the car?
What might I do if I was angry, and to whom?’
She said, ‘We have to sort out what to do.’
I asked, ‘So it's a practical problem?’
She said,’ ‘Yes’, then: ‘It's not relevant to this, but if you'd
just met me and I'd never killed anyone, would you still love
me?’
I sucked my breath in through my bottom teeth like a sigh and
thought aloud: ‘What a good question. First off, I was going to
answer ‘no’ - because your murders are part of you - your
murders have always been Clare. But then I thought about
those lines from Yeats: “But one man loved the pilgrim soul in
you, and loved the sorrows of your changing face…”’
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I drew my top lip in speculatively and then released it, to turn
my face to her a little: ‘Yes, I think that even under those
circumstances, I would still love you. I certainly don't love you
because of what you did. We both know that.’
She said, ‘But sometimes I’d watch you and see you think of
my murders and find it hard to touch me.’
I was concerned ‘When? Not for years. I’m sure never since
we actually made love. I admit I was a bit gingerly about you
when you first came out of prison. And I assumed a pose of not
trusting you. But it was always recognisably just a pose, I think.
You usually recognised it.’
She slipped suddenly into irony again, but a different kind to
her fine-hewn norm - this had a despairing flourish about it:
‘But then you got used to me and you saw what a good woman
I really was and that I was capable of good works and
something at least under the same generic heading as a normal
reasoning process, and then you were a lonely widower, and I
wrote you a love letter, so you decided that really most people
aren't all that inhibited about fucking a killer, so you did.’ She
was crying. She added: ‘Ruth told me that her father bayoneted
half a dozen Japanese on the Kokoda Trail and that her mother
still had ten children.’
I said, ‘Thank you, Ruth.’ But I was curtailing my own irony
stringently. I pushed Clare's face against my shoulder with one
hand behind her head, and held it there while I drove.
She muttered into the claustrophobic safety of my woollen
pullover, ‘What I don't understand is why I really want to live
so much. It seems inappropriate. Especially when so many
people don't mind if they die.’ I could feel her open, warm
mouth on my shoulder through the layers of wool and cotton.
I said, ‘Clare: if you've made a considered decision that this
attacker can't hurt himself or herself or anyone else for the time
being, even if you don't reveal who they are, then I don't see
why we should talk about it at all tonight. Does that help?’
She unburrowed her face slowly and said with some surprised
admiration for my fairness: ‘Yes.’ She squeezed her tired
eyelids against the palm of my hand.

In my unit, she put the ebony elephant straight into the tin
trunk, and then sat on the edge of the tin trunk and looked at me.
She asked with respectful incredulity:
‘Are you going to read the Bible?’
I'd picked up a copy of the King James Version from the
bookcase on our way through the lounge room. I said, ‘I’ve
been trying to remember something from the Song of Solomon.
She said, ‘I used to read it in prison when I was a little girl.
Sometimes the Bible was the only book I had, apart from
school books. The Song of Solomon really helps you
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masturbate: “My beloved put in his hand by the hole of the
door and my bowels were moved for him.” I like the bits about
leaping on mountains and feeding among the lilies, too.’
I said, ‘And: “Every man has his sword upon his thigh
because of fear in the night.” Are you “comely as Jerusalem,
terrible as an army with banners”?’
She watched me steadily in defiant seriousness and said with
her softest resignation: ‘I must be, mustn’t I?’
I met her gaze and nodded, then looked back to the page:
‘This is the bit I wanted, though - the bit they use at weddings:
“Set me as a seal upon thine arm: for love is as strong as death;
jealousy as cruel as the grave: the coals thereof are coals of fire,
which hath a vehement flame. Many waters cannot quench love,
neither can floods drown it: if a man would give all the
substance of his house for love, it would utterly be contemned.”
Did you masturbate to that?’
She said, ‘No.’ She sounded intrigued: ‘It always sounds as if
it means he'd be condemned if he gave up his house for love.’
I said, ‘No - it means that love is strong enough to consume a
whole house as if it were worthless. You’d agree with that,
surely, having just abandoned your sideboard?’
She asked, ‘Do you want me to say I love you?’
I said, ‘I know love is a ruthless emotion, but: yes.’
She said, ‘I love you. But the problem is the first half of that
sentence: the I that may not be a valid concept anymore.’ It
wasn’t clear if she was changing the subject. She continued: ‘I
could see that you thought I was being hysterical with
Godfrey.’ I knew that she had called him that out of deference
to me - she still thought of him as ‘Reilly’.
I said, ‘I know it sounds sexist, but I've never really been
concerned about female hysteria - male hysteria worries me,
but women - including young girls - always seem to have
hysteria so stylised, so under control - like kittens fighting.
They can squeal and dance and sob and go catatonic or
whatever at a concert and then just dry their eyes and ring up
for a reconciliation. I don't mean that it's not all sincere. I just
thought that your confession to Godfrey was in a class by itself,
that's all.’ I added: ‘So why aren't you a valid concept,
anymore?’ I knew what she’d said about the first part was
important, but I was lingering over her sentence ‘I love you’, as
such.
Again, I wasn’t sure if she were changing the subject. She
asked, ‘Who do you think my father was?’
I said, ‘Just someone your Mum played the poker machines
with and brought home one night. His name probably really
was “Collins’’ - why else would she have put it on your birth
certificate? He might even have stayed around until she met
your stepfather. I don't think your father was anyone sinister, if
that's what you mean. Do you want to trace him? That would be
quite acceptable in social work terms.’ In terms of her being
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almost certainly rejected by him, of course, it would be quite
unacceptable, but I didn't think there was any need for me to
say that.
She said, ‘If he had any brains, he probably moved interstate
twenty years ago when he got wind of me in the newspapers.’
‘So you're not thinking it might have been him attacking
you?’
She was startled: ‘No. I hadn't meant to suggest anything like
that. And we weren't going to talk about the attacker, were we?
I'm going to bed.’
She gave me the tangerine coat to hang up in the wardrobe.
This wasn’t yet her house. While I was doing so, she asked:
‘Do you think that if my real father had been living with us
when I killed the children, he would have killed me, too?’
‘Probably not, if they still weren't his children.’ I sensed
strongly how depersonalised she was. I became abstract or
cynical when I was depersonalised. Clare depersonalised
tended to ask grim, chatty questions. I tried to unnerve her back
into engagement:
‘Are you still afraid of being punished?’
She sat on the bed and continued to shrug and fumble out of
her dress. Her face was sealed and bloodless: ‘I have been
punished, in prison, with the shocks.’ There was no doubt that
she always did regard the shocks they'd given her as physical
punishment and not as the conditioning they were supposed to
be. She continued: ‘You know, before I killed them, I was
afraid of being punished: I mean punished for other things, for
being disobedient - but as I told you before, killing the children
wasn't something I'd been told not to do.’ There was no humour,
no irony - she was too immersed in the memory now.
I said, ‘So that was beyond the realms of punishment - granted
that everything is with you - and we're talking about jealousy
and love.’
She recited an accustomed denial vehemently: ‘I did not do it
to get my mother's attention. I did not do it to get my mother's
love.’ She wound the quilt around her body, as if her body was
threatened, and thumped her head back on the pillow.
I let my body fall beside her with equally unchecked
momentum - the mattress was cheap foam - and lay on my side
with one arm over her, holding her in the quilt. I felt her
wriggle her arms inside, to make sure that she could free them.
Then she rested her face against my neck.
I said, ‘I don't believe that. Your mother is the type of stupid,
pleasant, man-centred woman who would make any child particularly a reserved, illusive, pretty, young-for-her-age one,
such as you were - compete for her affection all the time.’ She
batted her thick white eyelashes like stiff little feathers and
arched a lip and a nostril: ‘But don't you think what I did was a
fairly extreme manifestation of sibling rivalry?’
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I said, ‘No. I wouldn't forgive it for a moment, but I also think
it was a fairly predictable manifestation of passion and
biological necessity. Like a starving cat eating half her litter
then licking their dead bodies presentable while she suckles the
rest.’
‘I'm not like that. I'm not biological and I'm not passionate.’
‘Aren't you? I am. I've been meaning to tell you that. And if I
could have, I'd also like to have told the child you were then:
told her that she's my favourite: that I love her more than I love
anyone else.’
She freed her arms and pushed an irrelevance of tears from
her eyes with the front of her hand, whispering: ‘You truly are
manipulative, destructive. You don't love me more than
Sheridan and Idris - more than you did you wife.’
I thought about it. I had a nearly superstitious dread that
something might happen to Sheridan or Idris - or still somehow
to Heather - if I told the truth. But I grimaced a bit and fronted
up: ‘Yes, God help me, I do.’
She hadn't expected me to say that. As soon as I'd said it, part
of me - the warm, kind, protective part - denied it inwardly. I
thought: well, perhaps I wouldn't have said it, if Sheridan were
still a child in my arms, but that made things worse. Was my
love lessened just because my daughter was now a woman in
some other man's house? Then the paternalism of that phrase
became evident to me, and I dismissed it with the
self-reassurance that I would still have died for Sheridan, that
was that.
Clare's face was a calm blend of shock, gratitude and
self-defence. She said, ‘I'm sorry, George, but I think the
Statute of Limitations does apply. I think it's really irrational
for you to try to balance some twenty-three-year-old emotional
injustice done to me - if there was one - especially when I
myself have already avenged it out of all proportion.’
I said, ‘Alright. I accept your judgment. But surely there was
some point in my letting you know about it, if there's any
chance that it might remedy any self-reflexive violence that still
might be paralysing you emotionally? You were the one who
said you were frigid somehow.’
She unravelled the quilt and spread it over me as well as
herself, then tucked the edges fastidiously underneath us: ‘Are
you going to remember every line I use to seduce you at
Pancakes?’
I said, ‘I've just spent half an hour explaining in multifoliate
ways that this has nothing to do with seduction.’
Under the quilt, she sprawled her legs over my thighs and
rested on my body. I linked my fingers securely under her hips.
Ten minutes after I thought she was asleep, she murmured, as if
puzzled: ‘You love me better than Idris?’
I said, ‘Yes.’
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I fully expected her to have bolted into the night, but when I
woke on Sunday morning she was still beside me - awake, with
one arm under her head. The down in her armpit shone like a
small tuft of silver foxfur. I kissed its fresh, wet, noon saltiness
and felt a nerve in it flutter under my mouth.
She asked, ‘Do you want to know all this stuff about the
attacker now?’ Her dark newborn-blue eyes were staring
resignedly up at the ceiling, as if her words followed a process
of private clarification (or in this case, I thought, unclarification:
a procedure of being translated from that harrowingly objective
Clare-mind into the vagueness of the subjective world).
I said, ‘Coffee.’
She indicated: ‘There.’ She'd made coffee and there were two
mugs on the tin trunk, next to the name of my ancestor.
She began, ‘You won't like this...’
‘I know.’
‘...but it was Sam.’
‘Sam?’ I groaned: ‘Oh, fuck, no.’ I didn't want it to be Sam,
either.
She continued: ‘That's why Godfrey wasn't worried when I
was out on Saturday. I was working at the office at Mt Druitt
all day with Sandy, and Sam was there. When we'd finished, it
was night and he said he'd drive me back to Ashfield because
he had a date in the City. Sandy thought it was a good idea. So
I rang Godfrey and explained about it - that I wasn't getting
another taxi back. Last night, he must have just thought Sam
had taken me to your place rather than straight home. When we
were in the car on the Highway, Sam took a couple of
Tranquapax - out of his pocket, you know? - and he chewed
them. They were pink but his mouth made them go orange. I
asked him if he'd checked them. He said he hadn't, that it didn't
matter. He asked, “You know it's me, don't you?” He didn't
sound upset. I didn't know what he meant, so he said, “I've been
attacking you. I stabbed you.” He just went on driving the car. I
didn't think about getting out. I asked him why. He said he
thought I was sexy. He said he wanted to have a secret with me.
He said he thought a lot about the way I'd killed the children:
that I shouldn't have survived it so well - that I'd used it to my
own advantage. That I was so successful now, and that no one
blamed me enough. That I was too bossy with Sandy and that
she didn't like it. He said that he felt uneasy about what had
happened to Clem. He said that Clem had been kind to him and
he wasn't sure if Clem had committed all those murders. He
said he felt that I could be more to blame for what happened to
Clem than you or I let on…’
‘You didn't tell him?’
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‘No, but I wondered if I would. He said that sometimes he
didn't like me, that I had dead hair like a witch and he wanted
to stab me or fuck me or hit me. But that sometimes I was like a
big sister, like Sandy, and he loved me. That bothered me. I
thought that killers are most dangerous when they attitudinise
- that’s why I try to avoid doing it myself - and that Clem had
attitudinised about “love”. I asked Sam if he had ever attacked
anyone else and he said “no”. Then we were at Ashfield and he
drove onto a side street next to the park. He asked me if I'd like
to take some Tranquapax and I said, “yes”. I didn't feel bad, I
felt - but you always know what I felt.’
I echoed her earlier phrase, tonelessly:‘You felt like an invalid
concept.’
‘Yes. So I chewed down the tablets - why do pink things
always taste bitter? I kept thinking of those fluffy pink and
mauve oleander and hydrangea bushes Louise and Dominic
made the poison out of. Then we fucked. In the dark in the
front seat of the car.’
I asked, ‘Could we clarify this a little? He said he was the
attacker who'd stabbed you twice - the second time so badly
that you had to go to hospital - and you said, ‘Lets make love?’
She said, ‘No. He suggested it.’
‘At knifepoint?’
“He did have a knife. But I could have said no.’
‘Had you guessed before that he was the attacker?’
She said, ‘No. I'm not a gameplayer.You must know that.’
I said, ‘Yes, I know it. Neither am I. I'm not good enough at it.
Did you sit on his lap, to fuck?’
‘Yes.’
‘You did use a condom?’
‘Yes. He didn't have any, actually. We used one of the ones in
my coin purse. I had it in my pocket. I hadn't taken my handbag
to Mt Druitt in the taxi.’
‘Did you kiss him?’
‘Afterwards. On the cheek. It was okay at first. We talked for
about twenty minutes and he agreed to tell Sandy, and that he'd
go to a psychiatrist with her. Then I asked if he wanted to tell
his probation officer…’
‘Alain, yes.’
‘…And he said, “no”, really loudly: that he cared too much
what Alain thought about him. Then he said he didn't want me
to go. I said I wouldn't go, but then I opened the car door and
ran across the park. Some of the ground was really dark. I kept
tripping on all these flower beds with the flowers set out in
shapes. Roses look hideous in the dark: you keep trying to see
what colour they really are and they just look fleshy and secret,
and too white or too black, like tiny internal organs - not that
I've ever actually seen those - anyway, I kept falling over and
standing up and Sam was standing next to the car with the knife
in his hand. So I ran out of the park and into the phone booth
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and called you. It was good hearing your voice. But by the time
I'd finished talking, Sam was almost outside the booth. That
was why I couldn't go into anybody's house. I didn't know what
he was going to do. I didn't know what I should do. He cut
through the phone receiver cord with his knife, and he was
carrying the receiver for a while. I thought he might hit me with
it, but he must have dropped it while he was running. I ran up
towards the railway line. He followed me through the dark and
then over the bridge, and caught up with me in Carlton
Crescent. He still had his knife. But it was a different situation
to the ones before. I don't think he could have used it with me
watching him and knowing who he was. I kept telling him how
much I liked him. I do, you know.’
‘Yes, so do I.’ It was obviously going to take more time
before any of this new information superimposed itself on my
mental picture of helpful, helpless Sam.
‘Anyway, we talked for a little while and he agreed to go
home to Sandy. I said I was sorry I'd suggested he talk to Alain,
and I promised him I wouldn't tell on him. He hadn't been gone
long when you arrived. If you hadn’t, he might have come
back.’
I asked, ‘You really did let him go, didn't you? He's not lying
dismembered under some railway bridge in Ashfield?’
‘No. He went home to Sandy. That‘s it. That's all.’
Throughout the narrative, her voice had trauma’s disjointed
simplicity. I didn't feel like saying anything. In that moment,
my centre of being was in a pulse under my ribs, and I was
breathing regularly and sensitively from it. It wasn't in my brain.
But for her sake, I said, ‘Thank you for telling me so clearly.’
She reminded me: ‘You're useless to me if you forgive me.’
I said, ‘I wouldn't forgive you anything, you know that. I
wouldn't presume to have that sort of power. And if I forgave
you, I wouldn't know anything about you anymore, would I?’
She said, ‘No,’ then licked the corners of her crisp little mouth
absently, as if saying to herself: lets-get-it-over-with. She asked,
‘Do you still love me?’
I said, ‘One hundred per cent’, automatically, without at first
realising the significance of that in our context. When I did
realise it, I repeated, ‘One hundred percent’ again, with more
deliberation.
Then I warned her: ‘I don’t know what I'll do with Sam yet.’
She said, ‘We won't do anything, you and I, until we’ve
worked out together what to do with him without destroying
what’s left of him, and his sister. You won’t go straight to the
police.’
I asked: ‘How do you know I won't ? Oh, yes, of course - my
voice is husky. But it would be, wouldn’t it?’
She said, ‘We can talk to him on the phone, if you like.’
So I watched her steel-silver fingernails dial the telephone,
and wondered what I'd sanely say to Sam.
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It was Sandy who answered. Sam certainly hadn't done a
Louise and curled up on the counterpane in plastic. He was in
their lounge room, watching football on TV. We could hear it
through the receiver.
I hissed at Clare, ‘Let Sandy know what's going on.’
She put her hand over the mouthpiece and hissed back: ‘Don't
be such a bloody old woman.’ But she gave me the phone.
I said forcefully: ‘Sandra, it's Mr. Jeffreys.’ I told her what
Sam had been doing. She promised psychiatrists, curfews and
twenty-four-seven surveillance. While Clare nodded, I said that
he would have to be admitted somewhere first, that the
institution must have all the facts, and that I would supervise.
I asked to speak to him. As he slowly approached, I said to
Clare: ‘Was that what we wanted, you and I? He could have
killed you and he won’t even be charged.’
She said, ‘I’ll talk to him first.’ I thought that was a reasonable
suggestion - but only for her sake, to ensure she didn’t still feel
powerless: so she could re-assert her normal genius for
arrangement.
She said, ‘Hello’, as if in her office. But as she started the first
sentence, she was suddenly overtaken by something that made
her tremble, bloodless: simply, it looked like paralysing grief,
and I had to support her upright, as if she were a mourner. Then
she said, ‘Hello’ again, forgetting she’d said it already, but this
time in a tone distilled into pale, burning transparent reproach.
I could hear Sam’s tone, too, but not the words. His tone was
rapid, with a rising apologetic inflection. If he intended any
evasion, her tone of voice had demolished it. He couldn’t stop
talking. I saw that she was beyond understanding anything he
said, but I waited until she handed me the phone.
When she did, and he spoke, there was the ancient problem:
the bizarreness of the crimes was a nonplussing contrast to the
apparent normality of the perpetrator.
Sam said ‘Hello’ to me.
There was some courageous firmness - like a verbal
handshake - and a great deal of frightened misery in his voice.
He continued apologising. I thought: he's stupid. I asked, trying
to communicate absolute disappointment as well as absolute
outrage: ‘What have you been doing, Sam?’
Now, his voice was hoarse with embarrassment, but still not
furtive: ‘Clare will tell you. I'm sorry.’
I said sharply, to dissolve any feeling he might have of
conspiracy with her:
‘Clare has told me. And you're going to do what Sandy is
arranging?’
‘Yes.’ He didn't add ‘sir’, and I thought that was probably a
good omen.
‘You're not going to do anything like this again?’ I’d
considered pitching my voice into an acidic, insinuating threat,
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but had chosen instead a contemptuous military resonance: he'd
been impressed, after all, by Alain.
He said, ‘No, I won't’ - whereupon, Sandy took the phone and
guaranteed that indeed you bet he wouldn't.
When I'd hung up, I said to Clare: ‘I'm not entirely content
with that, but I think it may be the best we can do there. Will
you talk to Alain?’
She had reeled back to the bed and curled up in a
gone-to-earth position. I said, ‘I’m sorry. I know I keep lashing
you to the mast.’
She sat up stoically and purposefully, so I rang Alain at Dural.
The redhead answered, and asked how the poultice was
working. I remembered that I'd been apprehensive about her
applying it - yesterday, but it did seem a long time ago.
Because the ointment had been so effective, I didn't attempt
diplomatic enthusiasm - I suppose I was afraid that if I did so,
the poultice might not work anymore - but just answered
factually: ‘Miraculous - I've had hardly any pain.’
She said, ‘You don't sound excited enough to have
experienced a miracle, George.’
I said, ‘Sometimes you feel a bit flat after a miracle. Is Alain
there?’
He was, and I told him about Sam. Months after Alain had
withdrawn from whatever he'd been drinking and taking, a fine
tremor was still rattling the handset audibly in his fingers. I
gave Clare the phone, after suggesting that he listen to her. He
did. He agreed not to report Sam to the Police, but to make
sure he was treated and to watch him diligently. When Clare
had given me back the receiver, he observed, slyly but
affectionately: ‘She‘s nice, your little murderess’, and then, as
if psychic, ‘but you do tend to lash them to the mast, don’t you,
George?’
We had told both Sandy and Alain most of the story - except
about the sex in Sam's car. It was as if we had a tacit agreement
that the world wasn't ready for that one. Alain would have
guessed that something else had happened, but - despite their
garrulousness - old mercenaries always acquire a reflex of
discretion.

My leg ached and I applied some of the redhead's ointment
and rested on the bed until the future seemed more plural and
less a matter of choosing between caution and pain. Prisoners
of Conscience had been asking me to do some court observing
for them, if I could. The Kuwaitis had just sentenced some poor
woman to ten years in prison for making the coffee on an Iraqi
newspaper, the Kurds were in their usual panoramic state of
besieged insurrection against four countries, and the Bedouin
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- whom I'd done a short report on once already - were being
harassed almost as much as the Palestinians.
I knew I could wangle at least six months Special Leave from
Probation out of Elinor, because of my leg, and I decided that
on all counts it might be a good idea for me to take Clare with
me over the water for a while. I thought with unanticipated
relish: the Kuwaiti Oil Well fires are going to play hell with my
childhood asthma.

Clare curled back up on the quilt. I asked, ‘What are you
thinking about?’, and she said ‘Mum’, which - under the
circumstances - was initiating a voluntary catechism.
I obliged: ‘When you let Sam attack you - I’m saying attack
on purpose - was it her you wanted to kill, the way they say
suicide is, in the textbooks? She let your stepfather hit you. She
wouldn't let you go the Pictures. You know, we should go to
that movie. What was on?’
Every sentence but the last had been simplistic, but I could
see that they were holding her in place for herself. I caressed
her precise cheekbones absent-mindedly: the word ‘dresden’
flitted vaguely through my mind, but then reminded me of
fire-bombing.
She said, ‘No one's ever asked me that before. Born Free was
on at the pictures. I suppose you could take me to it sometime.’
I said, ‘Never.’ But I remembered: ‘You know, when I was in
Europe, I visited Anne Frank's hiding place for some Prisoners
of Conscience project. The thing that most people don't
mention is that she had a pin-up of Robert Stack up on the wall.
Bloody Robert Stack, who ended up in The Untouchables.'
She said, ‘It really is so important to any sort of survival, that
one’s fantasy be so open.’ She sat up, modifying the
gone-to-earth position, with her arms around her knees, her
eyes alert, and her chin tucked down: ‘You know, I haven't
really let myself have many fantasies about you since you came
back, but when I did, you really did enjoy yourself in them.’
I said, ‘My fantasies about you are actually pretty normal. If
you end up a quivering wreck, its from pleasure. When I was
searching the night for you at Ashfield I had a strange one,
though. It was as if you were going to rise up like a spectre and
haul me out into the dark. But, Jesus, I wanted you to.’
Our confessing our innermost vulnerabilities seemed to have
relaxed her.
So I thought I’d try to process a new vulnerability, as well. I
said, ‘I’ve seen too many trials where the female witness was
reduced to pulp because she wasn’t absolutely sure that she
didn’t enjoy five seconds of being raped for an hour - or the
Defence convinced her that she might have, or might have
fantasised about Rough Sex. I know you’d have been worried
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about that if you had to testify against Sam, particularly with
your earlier notoriety, but are you also having some sort of
self-prosecution about it, anyway?’
She said, ‘I was protecting Sam, not myself.’
‘Therefore?’
Her voice sank into smallness again: ‘You understand what I
mean by me not being a valid concept?’
‘You meant that you weren't a valid concept for yourself,
anymore. That all these years you've been hanging onto the
idea of yourself as someone effective, practical, moderately
intelligent, moderately kind. Someone your friends liked, even
though some of them knew what you'd done.’ Did she still
think my empathy reductive? I didn’t know. I went on: ‘That
was okay, though - they knew about what you'd done, but they
were insightful, they were normal, they were sane about it and
that allowed you to be sane about it. And Sam and Sandy were
your brother and sister: they liked you, they kept you buoyant.
You weren't what you'd done anymore - you were still up on
the highwire. And now that wire isn't there. You don't exist. It's
like waking up in the dark, not knowing your own name, and
not recognising the body you inhabit as belonging to you.
You're burning. You're falling through the air. But you already
knew all that - you've really known it for years.’
She was unyielding, however: ‘No, I only thought I knew it.
Now I have to live it and I can't.’ She sat hunched forward
against her knees and started to cry into her open hands.
I encircled her with my arm, but allowed myself to sound
cooler and curious:
‘Why else did you let him?’
‘What you just said. And I wanted to make it human. I was
frightened. Oh, yes: I suppose all the other things. I wanted him
to kill me, I wanted him to frighten me, I wanted to enjoy it, I
wanted the Tranquapax to kill me. I was surprised when it
didn't. I thought God had finally decided to get rid of me on
some irrational level, you know? I don't mean I wanted Sam to
kill me in the same sort of rational, practical way I'd thought
you might once that night in Mt Druitt…’
I said, ‘It's okay. I don't want a monopoly on it.’
‘....but the truest thing is that I liked him. I don't mean I loved
him, or anything. But I liked him and he didn't like me.’ She
might have been any age when she said that last sentence. It
wasn't really to do with sex as such. It was the quintessence of
a tragedy deeper than almost any other cruelty or loss.
I soothed her rhythmically, as I might have Sheridan sobbing
after a school party, or some confused, belligerent pensioner, or
a starving, lonely, polite transgressor in a screaming Third
World prison: ‘It's alright, it's alright.You've still got friends…’

150

Clare curled up on the bed again, but held out her arms to me.
I sat next to her: ‘Would you be happier if I had killed?
Happier if I were someone more simple and self-justifying, like
Ruth's father at the R.S.L., or an old mercenary like Alain? If it
were all more ordinary to me?’
She said, ‘It is ordinary to you. That's how you can love me.
The tragic and the sublime and the spiteful and the idiotic and
the pitifully, irrevocably wasted - their poor, closed eyes - are
all ordinary to you. You live there, George. It's where you clean
your teeth and put out the garbage.’
I pillowed my head hard between her breasts. I said, ‘I thought
Sandy responded very well.’
She pushed her fingers through my hair until I could hear
them making a dry sea-noise on my scalp. She trailed my
forelock over one of her nipples. Her wide nipples weren't erect:
they were smooth and cyclamen-tender, pointing outwards
slightly, as they always did. Her breasts shone as pallid and
delicate as small gardenias against my breath. She whispered,
‘Oh, didn't you understand that? That's one of my problems.
Sandy already knew.’

In the wide world, nothing was over.
Monday morning, the doorbell rang, and I signed for a
registered parcel.
It was supposed to be from Prisoners of Conscience and felt
about the same weight as a sheaf of unedited reports.
Clare said, ‘They’d never spend money on registering a
parcel’, took it from me before I could open it, and threw it out
the lounge room window.
Below the window, it burst against a tree branch, and its
photo-sensitive micro-chip detonator was triggered. Every leaf
of the tree - a huge old Moreton Bay Fig - and all the thousand
shed leaves underneath it seemed to burst simultaneously into
flame.
Then Harry Terrence rang me and said that Stephen Appleton
had been found hanging in the holding cells at Penrith.
l heard Harry speak with someone, and he added: ‘Busy day,
sport: Dominic Keeley has been sighted looking weird in north
west Sydney.’

Monday afternoon, I took Clare to her Mt Druitt office. She
confirmed the routines and rearranged the appointments so that
she could have as long a break as she needed. Sam wasn't there.
Sandy attended to Clare's instructions and explanations
carefully and supportively, without quite looking directly at
either of us.
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Then I drove Clare to Dural to meet the redhead and Alain.
She relaxed with the redhead at once. But - perhaps because she
was sensitive to my apprehensions - she didn't pay much
attention to Alain.
We hadn't finished our first cup of Linden tea (the lime smell
again reminded me sharply of Heather's hair) when a car
stopped outside the open front door. Dominic had evidently
decided to visit his counsellor.
He walked into the lounge room. His rifle this time was at
least better than the Thompson. It was some conveyor-belt
Chinese version of an AK47.
I was afraid that Clare would react instinctively against the
gun, as she had against the parcel bomb - and this time
precipitate bloodshed. But she just slid from beside me on the
couch, to kneel on the floor, hugged her arms tightly about my
knees and rested her head on my lap, gazing at Dominic.
Physically, this seemed a wise gesture. Could an Irishman
shoot without hesitation some instantaneous glimpse of a child
at the knee of her father, who leans to embrace her? Clare had
created such a tableau.
Dominic said, ‘I’m here to die. If I don’t kill myself, they’ll
only kill me, like they killed Louise. They did, you know,
George.’ Emancipated by despair, he was determinedly equal
with me now, and I responded by making my eyes more
humane and attentive. He continued: ‘They killed Louise. They
killed Louise. That Lunquist bastard from Tranquapax had an
appointment with her the night before she died, and there were
some other men, and she was like that when I found her.’
I didn’t interrupt him. I wanted to hear him.
Then I said, ‘They want everyone to think it was you on your
own, not her. That’s why they let you go, and gave you the
guns.’ But the facts seemed to enrage him, indiscriminately.
It was the redhead who intervened. She ran straight at the
Chinese rifle. Alain lunged forward to stop her. Dominic
lowered the barrel, loosened his grip and stepped sideways, to
watch them struggle. And Clare scrambled a couple of metres
across the floor. She sprang up, wrenching the rifle from him.
In those few seconds, there were no human sounds. No one
screamed.
This time, of course, Dominic had bought a second gun. It was
a small Israeli handgun. He looked around the room, wondering
who to shoot before himself. Clare - cradling the rifle - was an
obvious choice, but she wasn’t aiming it, and I frantically
caught his gaze: if you didn't really want to hold on to that rifle,
you don’t need to shoot her now.
So he didn't. He shot Alain. Five times, accurately.
Clare - who knew nothing about guns - was trying to work the
Chinese rifle. I took it from her, and would have shot at
Dominic. But, as he’d promised, he used the last bullet on
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himself, blowing off the base of his skull from the back of his
mouth.
He slumped quietly dead, in a sitting position, with a
spread-out fan of grey and red beads behind him on the wall.

Clare was looking at me sadly, as I were all that mattered, as
if she couldn’t cope with anything else beyond that single focus.
She murmured with a strange, flirtatious horror: ‘If you were in
a thriller, they’d say you almost lost your virginity then,
wouldn’t they?’
Alain was dying slowly. I thought of the redhead and her
African thrillers. I thought - we read thrillers to learn how to
die: to learn what to do as we die, and when others die. The
redhead was helping Alain die very well - talking, reassuring,
guiding: this is what you do with that pain, and how you float
through this one, and l love you, I'll still be with you…He
panicked only once, at the stage when his open eyes stopped
seeing. He'd been shot too high in the spine to feel the agony
he must always have expected.

Normally, I have no acceptance-mechanism when people are
actually dying. I analyse the situation, then reach in and see
what can be done to stop it. Clare and I once agreed that one of
the worst sins was not to do something because you should
have done it sooner. But we had also just decided recently that
goodness was impeded by one's being shocked - to the point
perhaps where self-righteous shock could be seen as some
instinctive cause of evil.
And there was no point in doing anything here now. Clare
phoned an ambulance. I told her: ‘She has a sister somewhere,
in Penrith…’ Clare extracted the sister's surname gently from
the redhead, then telephoned her, as well.
Then I grasped Clare’s hand and said, ‘I think that was true,
about Louise. She didn’t kill herself.’
‘Did you ever believe she did?’
‘Not really. But sometimes the Authorised Version is the only
one that seems to function.’
Clare’s scoffing sigh drew me back to where I was.
So I retain an impression of blood fountaining so fast that you
could see it still blue at source, before it met oxygen and
crimsoned, and of how lean and efficient Alain's body still
looked, and of the freckled, soothing hands, and of black blood
clotting long, soft, fire-clean red hair.
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Clare was calm until we returned to my unit. Then she saw the
charred bones of the Moreton Bay Fig, still standing outside the
window. She flung herself at me, screaming: no tears or words.
It went on for about ten minutes. I supported my back against
the kitchen doorway. There was a purity in her outburst literally an outburst, like the blood at Dural.
When she stood silent, I held her white, wild hair tightly in
both my hands and guided her down to the f1oor. We knelt and
rocked together - until we were able to allow ourselves to cry.

Tuesday morning, I found Clare sitting at the kitchen table,
staring down at her glacial reflection in its whiteness - maybe it
reminded her of the light at Ashfield. I asked, ‘What are you
thinking about?’ l heard my voice sound confrontative.
She said, ‘Real Estate.’ I sat down beside her, with an
inquisitorial expression - I knew that this was more perilous
than if she'd said ‘Reilly’.
I asked, ‘You're missing the house?’
She said, ‘I'll have to get a solicitor.’ I relaxed.
I said, ‘I'll find you a decent solicitor through Legal Aid. They
won't do it themselves - they only do court work. We should be
able to sort it all out with Godfrey without going to court.’ The
sunlight had grown out of its harsh eastern aspect and was
beginning to flow back to us through the lounge room in
rivulets, now prisming her newly-washed hair. I added, ‘I
thought we could pick up some of your things this morning. Or
I could do it for you. Unless you want to see him again?'
She looked into my eyes audaciously, with stylised shock and
a genuine, loving, angry intimacy: ‘I'm not going back for the
sideboard, no.’
Godfrey wasn’t home at Ashfield, anyway. I let myself in with
Clare’s key and packed some of her things. I turned on the TV
because Mateu and Teresa were giving an interview about El
Salvador on the ethnic channel. Clare was watching at
Westmead, too. She’d said, ‘At least, I’ll never have to see The
Night Watch again.’
Teresa was lucid and photogenic, accompanying her speech
with precise little flutterings of her beautiful, terracotta fingers.
Uncle Mateu looked haggard in a majestic, promising way. I
thought: if he can handle five Mt Druitt delinquents, he won't
have much trouble organising a Central American Freedom
Movement. I felt quite pleased with myself.
There was a real, erotic joy in packing Clare's clothes, too. I
smoothed and stretched the wools, cottons and bright, Bouquet
du Matin-haunted synthetics, as if they made some triumph
tangible.
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I had been intrigued by a silver furniture key on Clare's key
ring, and I wondered if it fitted the Spanish oak desk squatting
swarthily under the alcove window. I tried it out. And was then
able to swing the heavy desktop open. Inside - as if safeguarded
from Godfrey - were some old business journals and
appointment diaries from Clare's work, and a white
-ribbon-trussed sheaf of my letters. I lifted them and undid
them. Considering the circumstances under which most of them
had been jotted, my handwriting looked surprisingly decisive
and black in the barred, relentless light.
When I opened my letters, I saw that she had stored an old
photograph in the middle. It was a blurred snap, taken with a
child's camera - probably a 1950s Box Brownie. She may have
taken it, because she wasn't in it. It showed her stepsisters and
stepbrother grinning self-conscious1y, as they shielded their
eyes from the sun. On the back of it, Clare had doodled a
scattering of stars and flowers - not lightly or absently, but in a
style as emphatic and episodic as our handwriting, and circled
them: in containment, control, reminder or protection.
I re-tied my letters and put them and her work books with her
dresses, but I slipped the dangerous photograph into my breast
pocket, to keep it close.
On the TV, there was now an edited ‘Post-Gulf War Analysis’,
focusing briefly on the Bedouin tribesmen. I still felt an affinity
with them - their adaptive, conservative pride and their own
vagrant intimacy with their land. They, too, were refugees now,
with none of the publicity of the Palestinians or Kurds. They
were fleeing from Kuwait into Iraq for any sort of post-war
safety.
I thought: Clare will like the Bedouin, as I zipped the last of
her clothes into one of those soft modern suitcases that pinch
your fingers and skid the wrong way on their tiny, crippled
wheels.
The TV was showing the actual situation in current, 1991
Baghdad. Now it was the crowds shooting off rifles with
ecstatic prematurity, when Saddam and Gorbachev were trying
to negotiate a ceasefire, and the U.S. remained
‘uncompromising’. On the live feed, you could see a few faces
of the more experienced citizens, and I recognised their
expressions. The worst part of any war isn't the beginning or
the middle or the end. It is near the end, when the bombardment
hasn't finished but one's endurance seems to be gone - and there
comes from somewhere, anywhere, one new, terrible rumour of
mercy.

_________________________________
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