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The Water Tank 

Two weeks into the pear season, Clayton Jeffries arrived. He was the only American I ever worked with. Don’t think I’ll ever 

work with one again. He was flamin’ big. Stood taller than the rest of us. Mean looking, too. His hair was the colour of sand. His 

square chin with a dimple made you think he was an all right bloke. His eyes gave it away. Dark, they were. Black, I said, but the 

others reckon they were dark brown. I know they were black because I looked when he couldn’t see me. 

  

Before he arrived there were thirty of us fruit pickers bunked in the two sleep-houses. Best bunks were next to the door. Plenty of 

fresh air at night. We drew straws for the best bunks. Couldn’t believe it when Bruce and Hammerhead got them. But they did. 

You gotta understand about Bruce. He wasn’t the full quid - sandwich short of a picnic. Had funny eyes and a sense of humour, 

but his kind are like that aren’t they? We called him Bruce the Goose, but we didn’t mean nothing by it. Everyone’s got a 

nickname on the orchard farms. 

  

Clayton rolled up one night after dark. Most of us were lying on our bunks. Some were reading, some were just smoking. 

Hammerhead was strumming his guitar softly. Lewis was writing home again, the fourth time that week. I was just lying there 

counting the moths on the naked light bulb. 

A canvas rucksack crashed on the floor of the bunkhouse. Hammerhead stopped strumming and Bruce looked up from his comic. 

The bunkhouse was quiet. Ever wondered how you can size someone up from your first impression? Well, I did. Fact is, I reckon 

we all did that night. Maybe he sized us up too. Suppose we won’t ever know. He stood near the door, thumbs hooked into his belt 

loops. 

 ‘I’m Clayton Jeffries. Where’s the spare?’ 

Lewis crawled out from his bunk and pointed. ‘There’s one next to me.’ 

In one movement the big man swiped up his rucksack and strode towards the far end of the bunkhouse. He made his bed and 

loaded the makeshift cupboard beside his bed with the contents of his bag. Hammerhead started strumming again and we all 

watched the stranger without looking at him. 

  

It started at breakfast. We were queuing for scrambled eggs, baked beans, sausages, tomatoes, toast and fresh tea. Clayton stood 

behind Bruce. Bruce was moving towards the tables with his breakfast. The next thing you know, his plate went flying through the 

air. His breakfast landed on Hammerhead. Someone yelped when the hot tea made contact. 

 ‘Ah, F*** Goose!’ 

 ‘Strewth, mate!’ 

 ‘Watch it, would ya!’ 

 ‘Hey, Bruce, enjoy your trip?’ 

Clayton Jeffries laughed harder than anyone else. Bruce picked himself up and shook his head at the mess he’d made. His face 

crumpled and tears began. From behind the servery, Patch yelled and threw him a towel. 

  ‘Here, kid! Use this!’ 

When Patch served Clayton Jeffries, his tone was low. ‘Do that again and I’ll beat the shit outta you!’ 

  ‘Yeah? You the babysitter?’ 

In reply, Patch slopped the beans and tomatoes on the plate so hard the juice spattered onto Clayton Jeffries. 

 

Two days later, Clayton Jeffries was lying on Bruce’s bunk. Bruce stopped at the door and stared, open-mouthed. 

 ‘You’re on my bunk.’ 

 ‘Wrong, kid.’ 

 ‘No, I’m not. That’s ...’ 

 ‘My bunk now.’ 

 ‘But, we drew straws, and Hammerhead and me, we won. That’s why we get to sleep on these bunks.’ 

 ‘Not anymore.’ 

 ‘But...’ 

 ‘Piss off!’ 

Bruce noticed something else and his voice went higher again. 

 ‘You’re smoking my tobacco!’ 

Clayton Jeffries swung down off his bunk. He stood a full head and shoulders above Bruce, who took a step backwards as Clayton 

Jeffries advanced. 

 ‘You wanna make something of it, Bruce the Goose?’ 

He poked Bruce in the chest. All of us watching didn’t say nothing. It was Bruce’s fight. We just didn’t expect him to get back at 

Clayton Jeffries so quick. Coulda knocked us all over with a feather. Next day at breakfast, Clayton Jeffries lost his plate when 

Bruce returned the original favour. That time, there was no jeering or laughing. We was all watching. I reckon we all held our 

breath when Clayton Jeffries got up off the floor. Even Patch stopped serving when Bruce smiled and said, ‘Enjoy the trip?’ 

I’m not sure we heard a gunpowder explosion but I reckon that something went bang inside Clayton Jeffries. His face went red 

and I swear he looked fit to kill. Bruce noticed it too, and he started running. He ran out through the screen door and Clayton 

followed him. For a split second nobody moved in the dining room. Then Patch threw down his ladle and bolted from the kitchen. 

Everyone followed. 

We got to the water tank behind the dining room and they were going for it, blow for blow. I didn’t know Bruce could fight. 

Reckon none of us did. He once told me he worked in a boxing joint. I thought he was the towel boy! Bruce landed one that put 

Clayton Jeffries on his knees. We cheered. The fight was over. 

But Clayton Jeffries got up again. We watched Bruce and Clayton Jeffries circle each other, close to the water tank. Bruce 

knocked him flying again. On his way down, his head passed awfully close to the wooden platform that supported the tank. 



Maybe Bruce noticed. Maybe he didn’t. But his next swing sent Clayton Jeffries down for good. We all heard it. Kind of a dull 

thud, like ripe fruit falling on hard, dry grass. We was all silent and Clayton Jeffries watched us without looking at us. 

 ‘You didn’t have to kill him, Bruce!’ 

 ‘What did you do that for?’ 

The rest of us watching didn’t say nothing. It was Bruce’s fight. 

Everyone went back to breakfast except me and Patch and Bruce. I checked Clay’s pulse ... there was none. His eyes stared at the 

water tank. They were black. 

  



That Cochrane Affair  

42 Highbury Lane 

Battersea 

London SW11 SW8  

December 13, 1953 

 

Dear Amy, 

In response to your query about Samuel Cochrane, I can only tell you what I knew of the situation at the time. I returned to 

England not long after his crimes were brought to light, so I was exceedingly surprised to receive your letter querying my 

involvement in what you so boldly refer to as ‘That Cochrane Affair’. Your grandfather was once a violent man with an 

unmatched reputation. Although my connections with his crime were tenuous, I deemed my presence necessary for the prevention 

of a heinous crime. 

Enough of my personal opinion. I shall indulge no further in painful reminiscences. Instead, I will endeavour to state the facts 

as I remember them, as clearly as humanly possible (given that my memory of this time may have been corrupted by the many 

years I have wept for dear Samuel).  

 

I first met Samuel Cochrane in March 1906. He had a violent temper, but he was never anything more than restrained in my 

presence. Alcohol served only to inflame his irritability. He and his wife arrived in Colchester during one of the district’s worst 

torrential storms and decided, largely due to the town’s hospitality, to stay and settle. However, she left Colchester after their first 

baby was born. Such a shame, really, because Samuel loved children. Nobody knew why she left, and Samuel was not 

forthcoming about his wife’s departure, but if they had known, the people of Colchester would have surely drawn and quartered 

the poor man. 

His knuckles were scarred and almost certainly bruised nearly every day of the week from his temper outbursts. In hindsight, 

public opinion provided other reasons for these bruises. He was a very tall man, with striking good looks and his dark hair and 

equally dark temperament made him more of a stranger than he otherwise was. Perhaps, more than anything else, it was the deep 

scar, running like a silver line across the width of this forehead that separated him from the other men in the town. No one knew 

how he came by his scar, and no one dared ask. Of an evening, if he was discovered lying on the road, having consumed 

inappropriate quantities of alcohol for someone whose tolerance to its effects was exceptionally low, no one would move him 

from harm’s way. They professed not to be superstitious but their behaviour did appear to be caused directly by their fear of 

touching someone with such a hideous scar. 

 

The townsfolk of Colchester, who considered themselves to be upright citizens, were aghast when it was discovered that Samuel 

Cochrane had kidnapped four children.  

The children were discovered quite inadvertently as is the case with most ‘discoveries’. I have long held the suspicion that the 

Widow Jeffries had been watching the Cochrane residence for some time. She informed me later, during one of her rare lapses 

from secrecy, in a most conspiratorial tone, that she had ‘known’ from her first meeting with Samuel Cochrane that something 

was amiss with him. Of course, his adamant refusal to consider her desirable marriageable material was reflected in no way by her 

acidic distaste of the man and his behaviour. She hadn’t always been so disparaging of his habits. But that’s another story. 

 

Not long after I arrived in the town to visit and nurse my cousin, it became common knowledge that Samuel Cochrane would visit 

the General Store and there part with most of his week’s wage to purchase foodstuffs which would normally be considered 

unusual. I say unusual because Mr Cochrane was a single man and the weekly fare required by a single man was far exceeded by 

the purchases he made every week.  

 

One night, Samuel Cochrane had been consuming inordinate quantities of alcohol. He started a fight with the Devlin twins and 

despite his extreme inebriation, Samuel Cochrane managed to flatten one of them and break the nose and jaw of the other. The 

Devlin clan are very close, and as is customary with country folk, they look after their own in ways they deem appropriate. 

As a consequence, the very next day, on their way home from the mine, the Devlin clan threw a cartload of stones through the 

bedroom window of Samuel Cochrane’s house. Or I should say, they were going to throw the cartload. After the first stone 

shattered a window, a sound which everyone in Colchester heard and, incidentally, did nothing about, a face appeared at the 

window. The Devlins say that all four faces appeared together, at once, but the fact of four children was not known by anyone, 

except of course Samuel Cochrane, until six o’clock. The shock of seeing a face at the window sent the Devlin clan running for 

the church and the constabulary. Shortly thereafter, although Widow Jeffries insists it was more like an eternity, the townsfolk that 

weren’t too far down the mines to come up, and everyone else, gathered before Samuel Cochrane’s residence. Officer Pimm 

knocked loudly at the front door and, of course, no one answered because Samuel Cochrane was down the mine. 

Officer Pimm opened the front door and was duly followed by the entire town, except as I said for those unable to attend, as 

he moved through Samuel Cochrane’s residence to the bedroom. Imagine the horror and shock when Officer Pimm opened, I say 

opened, not unlocked, the bedroom door and found four children playing in that room. He took those four children from the 



bedroom and hushed them from Samuel Cochrane’s house and marched them down the road to his station. I allowed myself to be 

swept along with the women who followed him, whispering and nudging each other and swapping knowing looks between 

themselves. Pimm duly dispatched his only assistant to find and return with Samuel Cochrane.  

An hour later, handcuffed and subsequently cussing loudly, Samuel Cochrane was brought before Officer Pimm. In the 

meantime, the four children, three girls and a boy, huddled against the far wall of the cell where Pimm had deposited them for 

safekeeping. When dear Samuel saw those four children, his previously spirited resistance evaporated. I wept silently when his 

shoulders sagged and he hung his head. His obvious guilt was the only signal required by the fair-minded Officer Pimm to consign 

him to the cell next to the children. Samuel went down on his knees and pressed his hands between the adjoining cell bars. It 

required the greatest of effort to restrain myself from crying out to him. The children edged along the cell walls to make their way 

toward him. Samuel nodded and stroked the hair of the youngest girl. She smiled and clung to him through the bars. 

Of course, Widow Jeffries witnessed this behaviour between Samuel Cochrane and the four children and reported these 

observations to anyone who would listen. Naturally, the town’s opinion was that Samuel Cochrane had kidnapped the children. 

Officer Pimm notified the relevant authorities but Children’s Welfare could not provide someone to attend to this unfortunate 

matter for almost a week.  

Widow Jeffries brought fresh soup and bread for the children. They looked longingly at the food but would not eat until 

Samuel Cochrane nodded, at which they set upon the food with such voracious appetites that their obvious starvation was added 

testimony to Samuel Cochrane's inhumane treatment of them. During all of this time, Officer Pimm had been ineffective in 

removing the crowd of curious onlookers, who interpreted every movement made by the children as overwhelming evidence of 

Samuel Cochrane’s heinous crimes: kidnapping, starvation and, of course, what else would a grown man do with three pretty little 

girls? Eventually, Officer Pimm removed the townsfolk from the police station and restored order. He requested everyone to leave 

and to please to close the door on their way out. 

Samuel Cochrane insisted that he had not kidnapped the children. He loved children and he was painfully aware of the 

consequences of how improper he appeared to the townsfolk, and he had no wish to die on the gallows. He insisted that his 

brother had left the children with him when passing through town two months ago. Of course, I alone believed him. News 

travelled slowly back then, and it appeared that several days after I arrived in Colchester, there had been a furore in Wallham (two 

hours away by horseback), when the four Davies children had been reported missing. It was rumoured that Mr and Mrs Davies 

were not known to be conscientious about their parental responsibilities and, on the day of the annual town picnic, they returned 

after dark claiming their children had been kidnapped. A search was launched but the children were never found. 

Samuel’s distinct inability to corroborate his story left him in a most difficult position. How could he justify the presence of 

four children in his home when he was well known in the district as a single man? Too, no one had ever seen a relative of Samuel 

Cochrane’s, so his version of the events leading up to the children’s discovery was, to say the least, tenuous. Officer Pimm would 

not have been doing his job if he hadn’t requested the local justice to pass judgement on his prisoner. He also decided that the 

following day he would ride to Wallham to make inquiries regarding the Davies children. Nevertheless, it was decided by the 

upright citizens of Colchester that Samuel Cochrane should swing from the nearest tree, and to this end, a lynching party gathered 

outside Officer Pimm's police residence and demanded that he hand over the ‘scoundrel’ for due punishment. 

It was at this stage that I stepped in and saved a innocent man from the regrettable and repulsive fate of swinging from the 

highest tree in Colchester. The people of Colchester, whose subscription to the righteousness of beauty and the sin of ugliness 

must have caused many an injustice, were more than willing to accommodate my wishes, owing solely to the fact of my pleasing 

countenance. I had earlier found that their vanities were easily appealed to with a gracious smile and a light touch. I persuaded 

them to follow Officer Pimm’s direction and wait for the local magistrate, so that the people of Colchester would not, in posterity, 

be viewed as a barbaric kind who ignored the processes of justice in order to satisfy their pressing need for immediate retribution.  

Needless to say, Officer Pimm was grateful for my intervention and, owing to the relative calm that appeared to be restored 

after my suggestion was unanimously agreed upon, he permitted me a short time alone with Samuel Cochrane. The children still 

hung back in the cell next to Samuel Cochrane’s, but the man himself was on his knees, praying, when Officer Pimm admitted me 

to their presence. 

I must say that his pathetic air inspired a pity so deep that I almost wept for his miserable predicament. Impulse has long been 

my weak suit and the thought of hanging a man who so obviously cared for his charges, and not in that shameful way suggested 

by Widow Jeffries, drove me to commit a crime almost as bad as the accusations against Samuel Cochrane. When Officer Pimm 

took his leave, I located a spare key in his desk drawer and duly unlocked one cell door. I would have been surely caught in the act 

if Samuel Cochrane had not suddenly, and loudly, whistled. I stopped, threw him the key, and went to the door to meet Officer 

Pimm and forestall his entry to the cell room. I batted my eyelashes and praised his courage in defending someone who even he 

thought was guilty. And such flattery being rare for Officer Pimm, he took my arm and escorted me from his offices with a most 

convivial expression. 

The travelling justice would arrive in twenty-four hours. The people of Colchester returned to their homes and the fate of 

Samuel Cochrane, already a certainty in most minds of influence in Colchester, was left to the judgement of the magistrate when 

he finally appeared.  

Now, as to the mechanics of the actual escape, I must confess my ignorance at the time, although I have since discovered the 

means whereby Samuel affected his disappearance. I was made aware of his escape on the morning following my private interlude 

with him. The inhabitants of Colchester were not overly given to logical thought, and as you have discovered, Amy, common 



belief still holds that Samuel overpowered Officer Pimm and, freeing the children, escaped to parts unknown. Nobody in 

Colchester is aware of what happened to him or the children since that dreadful day, and Samuel and I are more than delighted 

that this fortuitous situation has lasted for forty-seven years. Not long after his escape, innuendo circulated that I had somehow 

engineered the poor man’s get-away. I challenged any would-be gossip to stand and deliver his or her evidence. Of course, no one 

dared to whisper in public what they shouted in private. 

My bedridden cousin died not long after the whole torrid affair, so I returned to London and the waiting arms of Samuel 

Cochrane. Of course, people must have often wondered what became of those children. I think it is best to let sleeping dogs lie. 

And your mother remembers so little of her earlier days in that unfortunate place.  

Yours faithfully, 

Mrs. Elizabeth Cochrane. 

 

  



Palmer Avenue 

'G'day you ol' fart,' I call my father once a year. 

'G'day you young shit. You married yet? Got any kids?' His voice booms across the Nullarbor plain. There's never been any 

respect. I reckon he's an ol' fart. He reckons I've just grown into a bigger s***. Twelve years since I've seen him. One hundred and 

twelve would be too soon, but some things have to be said and done in person.  

*** 

 My father still lives in Palmer Avenue, Merrigum. A tiny town with insignificant orchard yields and even less 

significance on the road maps. Thirty miles west of Shepparton, it's thirty million miles from me.  

 We pull in at Byrneside, the last petrol stop before Merrigum. Billy selects an ice-cream bar and forgets to collect the 

wafers. Too late - ice-cream all over his face and the new sheepskin seat covers. Bought specially for this trip.  

 For God's sake, Billy! Can't you use your head, just for once? Can I back-hand him one to make my point? Salt water 

slides into the white patterns on his face. I keep driving. He'll learn eventually. 

'What if we get lost?'  

Not much chance of that, I assure him. Just past the petrol station, the road branches to the right. After that, it's a straight run 

from Byrneside; another thirty million miles. There’ll be nothing much this side of the railway crossing except the pub on the 

corner and a few houses. My father lives at 11 Palmer Avenue. There'll be a Vauxhall in the driveway and Tom Dooley 

serenading the high brown grass on the other side of the road. Out the back there's a black mongrel, a horse named Bonnie, several 

chooks and vegetable beds surrounded by chicken wire. 

 The orchards seem to have burgeoned past the pub, and down both sides of the road, escaping all the way back to 

Byrneside. Sprawling chocolate brick houses squat at the end of sweeping flowered drives. The houses can't be more than five 

years old. The orchards look ancient. 

 Summer. Palmer Avenue. Non-stop crickets irritate the air; plum trees on every nature strip. No houses on the right - 

only tall brown grass. We pull up in the scrawny shade of a twiggy plum tree. We're here, Billy. Strains of Tom Dooley mingle 

with the crickets. 

'Who's Tom Dooley?' Billy wonders. 

 Coloured plastic quoits flower across the front lawn. Obviously the other grandchildren have visited. Does he know 

already? Two small dogs yap incessantly out back. The gates across the driveway are still closed and a brown Gemini, not the 

Vauxhall, rusts under a makeshift carport of timber off-cuts and green shade cloth. Two figures emerge from the house.  

'G'day, you ol' fart,' I say into his chest.  

'G'day you young shit.' 

'Hi Noeline,' I nod to his wife. 

'Hullo love.' She chases me for a hug. I sidestep and pull Billy forward so he lands in her rotting contours. She never showers 

and years of stifling summers have baked country dirt and perspiration into the knots and crevices of her generous trunk and 

limbs.  

'Billy, say hello to your Pop.' 

Billy's gaze starts at Dad’s feet and works its way up to a sunny, smiling face. His smile was always welcoming. I'll give him 

that. And Billy warms to him immediately, throwing himself into the open arms, and enjoying a boisterous hug until the ol' fart 

has a coughing fit. My stomach turns while I listen to trails of congestion slithering around his chest cavity. He finishes by 

hawking a gob at the fence. His shiny creation clings for a moment then stretches itself into a new shape and drops. When it 

reaches the grass it's the only green in a sea of yellow. 

 The narrow concrete footpath, grey with age, bears no new chips or cracks or scars, nothing to suggest activity since I'd 

gone. Maybe only ghosts walk its length. Up four wooden steps and it's time to hold my breath again.  

'You're hurting me,' Billy whispers, trying to loosen my grip.  

 The smell of age, urine and stale air comes swimming out, wretched for escape. Billy wrinkles his nose and I flash him a 

warning look. Noeline walks in first. She stops only two steps from the door's arc and waits until we are all inside. The ol' fart 

closes the door behind us and I stop breathing. Noeline waves expansively at the lounge room. 

'It's changed a bit since you were here.' 

Overladen teddy chains grow like coloured grass on the ceiling and the lounge chairs glisten under sweat-ripened garbage 

bags: green and black plastic taped in place to prevent the spoilage of Noeline’s “accidents”. I can hear Billy beginning to gag. 

'Yeah sure, Noeline. I'll just take Billy to the loo.' 

I make it through the kitchen to the screen door at the back before taking in any more air. 

'We've got an inside one now!' shrieks Noeline behind me. 'It's off to your left. Through the laundry.' 

 Damn! The laundry floor sprouted mountains of unwashed linen and greasy overalls that blossomed high on either side 

of a treacherous pass littered with ripe socks and underwear. Billy shoots me a look as he closes the toilet door. 

'I'm right here, Billy,' I say a little too loudly.  

*** 

 There is no back yard, no mongrel, no Bonnie. Just dry, hard, orange dirt. Two Chihuahuas strain at their chains; they 

jump, spin, bark and run as far as their chains allow. After the inevitable whiplash, they return to their kennels and start again. 



'Do you ever let 'em off the chain, Pop?' 

The ol' fart glances at me. 'No Billy. They run away if I do that. Took me ages to catch Fighter last time. Bloody near killed 

me running after him. So, I starved him out 'til he came crawling back on his belly.' 

'He came back?' Billy is incredulous. 'But isn't that cruel, Pop?' 

Another glance. Always the do-gooder, my son. 'Shut-up and mind your own business, Billy.' I tap his backside and watch his 

back arch from the force of my hand. I wonder if my back ever looked like that. 

 The outside loo has been converted to a storage shed. Rusting spades and rakes stand like dead boughs against the shed 

walls. The 'dunny man' used to change the pan weekly. There is no pan now, just a hole with a heavy wooden toilet seat over it. 

Billy lifts the lid. Fingers of phenyl charge from their ancient prison and curl toward daylight. Billy holds his nose and points.  

'Look!'  

I move closer. Silk threads shiver in the draft. Something scuttles inside the hole. I shiver and close the lid before shooing 

Billy out. The tour is over. 

*** 

 Back in the kitchen with green marble linoleum and red cushioned chairs, my father brews tea while Noeline sits 

smoking. 

'Pop?' 

'Yup, Billy?' 

'Can I have a drink of something?' He sees my look. 'Please.' 

Noeline rummages through a cupboard and brings out a bottle of yellow cordial. The lid is stuck to the bottleneck and sugar 

tracks down the label have long since hardened. Noeline wrenches the lid off the bottle, then finds a Vegemite jar and pours a 

glass of thick cordial. She sets it down beside Billy. Too close to his arm. He turns toward her and knocks the glass. A river of 

yellow vomits across the table and lemon tendrils join the other household smells. 

'Ah, you stupid - ,' Noeline raises a hand but the ol' fart wheels around and catches her arm. Billy grips mine. He is wide-eyed 

and his colour had changed. 

'Was an accident, Noeline. Wasn't it Billy?' The old man coughs again. Billy nods dumbly at this unexpected alliance and 

Noeline sits down.  

'Your mother used to be the same. If there was a piece of fluff, she'd trip over it. What's brought you three thousand miles to 

see me?' 

'Mum died last week.' 

He slaps his thigh and roars until he coughs. 'All this way for that?'  

I hate challenges. 'No, course not.' The silence lengthens. 'She left a will.' 

'Pay dirt at last! That mine must be worth something now.' 

I rummage in my bag for papers. I’m shaking slightly. 'These are for you.' 

His arthritic hands scrabble furiously through them until understanding dawns. 'Bitch! You got it all. What about the mine?' 

He glares and shakes the papers until he coughs again. 

He needs nothing from me. Silence is the best retreat. When he finishes coughing, he pulls Billy toward him.  

'Can you do this, Billy?' He moves his ears and scalp so that his hair looks like a sliding carpet on his skull while his ears 

wiggle. Billy tries it, but for all his concentration he can't move a muscle. He gives up and settles himself on the ol' fart's lap. 

'Where's your bucket, Pop?' 

'Bucket?' 

'The one you're going to kick soon?' 

I choke on my mouthful. My father's tea cup only makes it half way to his mouth. He places the cup on the table, deliberately, 

quietly, gently. I know the signs. Time to leave. But he fixes me with his eyes. I know how rabbits feel when caught in the glare of 

a headlight. I've behaved like a rabbit most of my life. If I stare him out, will it make any difference? I feel around for keys in my 

bag. 

'Billy, it's time to go.' 

'I think Billy wants to stay here. Don't you, Billy?' 

'Can I, really?' 

'Billy, it's time to go. We have to- we have to go now.' 

'Ohh! Can't I stay?' 

'Now, Billy!' 

'But the boy really wants to stay. Why don't we make up the spare room for him? You can pick him up tomorrow.' 

My father never believed in tomorrow. His white knuckles on Billy's arms remind me of all the tomorrows that never came. 

What was one more? 

  



Kiss the Dirt 

Cherie wiped her face with the back of her hand and looked up at Trevor. He’d been watching her, she knew, but now he 

focused his attention on the efforts of the grave-diggers as they shovelled dirt over the tiny white box. Despite the intolerable heat, 

she moved closer to him, aching for the warmth of his arm around her shoulders, for the comfort his touch would bring. But he 

stood like a soldier ignoring her silent plea for comfort. She wondered why he had even bothered to come. As the minister left, she 

wondered how so much could have changed in three days. Damn Davo to hell! 

Trevor had been driving when Davo ran them off the road. She shooed a fly and the movement made her ache, reminded her 

of the bruises. It could have been worse. Trevor escaped unharmed. She decided that perhaps it would have been better if she had 

died. At least, before the accident Trevor had shared with her, but now it didn’t matter how she explained herself, Trevor’s silence 

was like a wall.  

He had looked forward to the birth, even picked out the names. For seven months she had wanted to explain to him. For seven 

months she had prayed her child would carry her colouring and not Joe’s. The accident had changed everything. She wondered 

how she had ever thought she could keep the truth from him anyway. He would have known as soon as the child was born. With 

Trevor’s strawberry blonde hair and green eyes and her own Australian fairness, the dark hair and eyes of her still-born child were 

signs of another’s parentage. 

Davo and his two mates whooped and spun doughnuts in the gravel outside the cemetery. The hammer and thump of heavy 

metal music split the hot tranquillity. Tyres squealed and bit the gravel. Splinters of stone flew from under the car like fleas off a 

wet dog. He circled again and swung his white utility in beside Trevor’s green Valiant.  

Trevor looked up from the grave and tracked the vehicle with cold eyes, his fists clenching and unclenching.  

‘F--- off!’ he yelled. 

Davo responded with several empty beer cans rocketing full pelt from his car. The tins jumped along the ground, landed fish, 

and rolled to a stop near Trevor and Cherie.  

‘Trev?’ Cherie tugged his arm. 

He wrenched himself from her tentative grasp and stormed toward the gate. He stalked to his car, scooped his keys from his 

pocket, and slid in behind the wheel. Cherie watched him, dreading the return home; his silence more accusing than any verbal 

barrage. She preferred words to the silence. Words had never been easy for Trevor, but if he used them he invariably released the 

powerful emotions constantly raging under his calm surface. He had never been violent with her, yet Cherie knew the events of 

the last three days had lit his explosive fuse and his rage could detonate a whole town. 

If she had told him the truth from the beginning, perhaps he would still be talking to her. If. And perhaps. She knew Trevor 

would not have coped with her revelations any better then, than he was now. 

Cherie watched the grave-diggers pack up and leave. The small white box was completely covered now. She listened for 

Trevor. Did he want to leave now? Or would he wait while she said her final goodbye in private? He sat motionless in the stifling 

heat of the car. The insistent buzzing of blowflies rang loudly on the still, hot afternoon air. The heat seemed to press in on her and 

bake her until she felt she would suffocate if she took one more breath. Relentlessly, the thick hot air coated her skin and her 

mind. It trapped ideas, kept mouths closed and voices silent, inertia a relief from the parched existence.  

She knelt, bruised both inside and out; beside the small bouquet she had placed there earlier. I wish it could have been 

different, she thought. If you can hear me, I want you to know that I would have loved you anyway. And Trevor would have loved 

you too, eventually. At this last thought, her tears trickled again. She stood up and blew her nose before walking to the car. 

‘Better get into ‘er, mate!’ yelled Davo over the heavy metal cacophony. ‘Before someone else does! Ha! Ha!’ 

Trevor pivoted his head slowly, very slowly, until his unseeing eyes focused on Davo’s face. Cherie heard Davo and watched 

with dread. She wondered what Trevor would do. Would he take it out on Davo or would he aim his rage at the right target? She 

wasn’t sure if the right target was Joe or herself.  

From the very first day when she dropped into Trevor’s work with his lunch, Joe raked her with his dark eyes and mentally 

undressed her. His threats had not been subtle. After the first time, he threatened to tell Trevor what had transpired. She 

remembered his hot garlic breath on her face and his callused hands on her breasts. The final degradation had been pregnancy.  

If she had refused Joe in the beginning, Trevor would not have stayed employed. Jobs were jewels in small country towns and 

Merrigum was no different. She had watched helplessly as Trevor’s optimism dimmed over twenty-two months of unemployment. 

His boiler-maker apprenticeship at the Carnation Milk Factory evaporated when the factory closed down seven months after he 

started. He and Davo tried fruit picking but a fight between them saw Trevor unemployed again. Trevor never told her the cause 

of the argument, but Cherie guessed it had something to do with her. Trevor and Davo had been mates since boyhood, but he was 

never the same toward Davo after their fight in the orchard.  

Trevor stared at Davo and said nothing. Davo continued up-ending cans of amber until he tired of the silent treatment from 

his former friend. He revved his engine then charged out of the car park in a cloud of burning rubber and loud whoops.  

Trevor started the engine and Cherie knew it was time to move. He nursed the car into gear before reversing; he still hadn’t 

repaired the engine damage from the accident with Davo. They swung out onto the dirt road and headed toward town. 

‘Thanks for coming,’ she said. She wasn’t expecting a reply and she jumped when Trevor responded. 

‘Don’t bother.’ 

‘No, seriously. I appreciate what you did.’ 



‘I didn’t do it for you. I wouldn’t do anything for you again.’ 

His words stung but she felt more relieved that at last he was talking to her again. 

“I’m sorry, Trevor. I wanted to tell you. But -.’ 

His next words almost tore her heart out. 

‘You enjoyed it, didn’t you?’ 

What could she say? She knew he could not understand. And in that moment she knew he never would. They fell silent, each 

occupied with thoughts they would never share. 

The sputtering engine woke her from her thoughts and it took a moment for her to realise what happened. Trevor coasted to 

the side of the road, hoping to bring the car to a stop under some shade. It didn’t work; he got out and ducked his head under the 

bonnet, then swore loudly. He kicked one of the front tyres. Cherie looked questioningly at him.  

‘Juice,’ he said.  

The hot afternoon silence of a deserted country road closed in on them. Ahead, the road shimmered and danced in the 

scorching heat. Half an hour passed in silence before they heard a car approaching. Cherie watched Trevor’s features harden when 

he recognised the car.  

Davo was back. He did a u-turn and pulled in behind Trevor and Cherie. His mates unfolded themselves from the car and all 

three swaggered toward the valiant while heaving empty cans into the dry grass as they went.  

‘Run outta juice?’ Davo asked. He turned to his companions. ‘Silly bastard’s run out of juice.’ They cackled. “Got some juice 

in the boot if you want it. Believe it was yours once.’ He elbowed his nearest mate and laughed again. Trevor stiffened with 

understanding. 

‘It’ll cost ya, but.’ 

‘Yeah? How much?’ Trevor reached for his wallet. 

‘Not money, you dumb ox.’ He motioned toward Cherie. ‘What’s she worth now?’ 

Trevor was silent. Davo advanced on Cherie. 

‘No!’ Cherie fled into the flat scrub as fast as her bruised body could move. Davo and his two mates followed and matched 

her pace. She stumbled and fell as her feet found uneven ground, but Davo’s nearness jolted her bruised body into a run. She 

wiped perspiration from her face. Her blonde hair swung limply and plastered itself across her face like sticky streamers. She 

brushed it away hurriedly and kept running. She heard Davo’s heavy panting as he closed in on her. She screamed as Davo 

grabbed her waist and they both landed heavily on the hard ground. His mates yipped when he caught her and they sauntered over 

to watch. She scrambled to free herself but Davo held tight. She tried to scream again but his hot beery mouth descended, trapping 

her mouth and bruising her lips with his savagery. 

‘Don’t!’ she screamed frantically as her hands found purchase on his chest and she shoved him, fighting for distance. 

‘Oh God, please, don’t!’ 

Her desperate scream sailed on the still air, settling over the afternoon stillness and leaving a thick emptiness in its wake. She 

screamed again as Davo sat astride her and crushed her with ugly intent. 

Trevor moved to his car boot. The unmistakable click-clack of a shotgun being pumped brought Davo’s head up sharply. Two 

shots rang out in the still air and seconds later his companions folded to the ground like limp rag dolls. 

Davo stood up and sneered. Trevor walked toward Davo and Cherie, the shotgun nestled in the crook of his arm. When he 

reached them, he pumped the shotgun and aimed it at Davo’s knees. 

‘Go on, ya gutless prick! She wasn’t worth having anyway!’ 

Trevor stood silent, unmoving. He pulled the trigger. Davo screamed as the shot found its target and he fell backward. Trevor 

moved over to Cherie. She was re-adjusting her clothing and refused to look at him. 

‘Kiss the dirt.’ 

Cherie wasn’t sure she heard him correctly so she ignored him. 

‘Kiss the dirt.’ His tone was cold. 

What was the point anymore, she wondered vaguely. Staring at the barrel aimed at her face, she thought it strange to feel so 

relieved. She rolled over. She didn’t want to see anything. She had faced other horrors, but somehow death was one she couldn’t 

watch. As her body went limp, her head rocked sideways and her bruised lips parted to kiss the dirt. She never heard the last blast. 

 

  



The Australian 

‘Strewth!’ 

It was one word; loud and familiar. Real too, I was sure I hadn’t dreamed it. The word punctuated the bubble of 

market sounds and toppled memories from long ago that I’d held safe by living overseas. I left my desk and stood at the 

open window of my one-bedroom retreat in Bali.  

Before me, the smell of ripe fruit laid out on endless tables baked in the early morning humidity. I made myself 

breathe deeply, wanting the pong of ripe durian and rumbutan to override the cascade of fear set off by the sound of that 

one familiar word.  

For a few moments I watched one man dressed in long grren pants, a mauve shirt, and a straw hat. He moved 

with purpose. Was it him that had used the Australian slang? He moved past several fruit stores before stopping at a kiosk 

with familiar black and yellow advertising indicating that it sold Kodak film. He haggled in a loud Australian voice with 

large gestures over his potential purchase. Eventually the vendor threw his hands up and relented. When the tourist left the 

kiosk, moving along the aisles of stalls laden with colourful fruit and tourist paraphernalia, the vendor threw a curse at the 

man’s retreating back.  

But the memory persisted. As I watched the Australian, my father faded into view. He was standing at the door of 

his car with a scowl on his face. He’d been eyeing the mess on the back seat left by overnight thieves and his whole body 

shook.  

“Strewth!” he had ground out between clamped teeth. Mum had stroked his arm then cried quietly. Instantly his body 

relaxed and he wound his arm around her shoulder, drew her closer to him. He flicked a look in my direction, his blue eyes 

intense as he raised one eyebrow. No words were spoken but I understood the silent query. There was a time, long ago, 

when I would have been offended or incensed that he believed one of my friends had rummaged through this car. Nico 

and Corey were dealers now, so they didn’t need to do this kind of petty theft.   

I shook my head, mouthing a noiseless denial. Did I know who had emptied papers from the small tidy bag on the 

floor? Yes. Did I know who mashed mandarin peel into the newly shampooed seats? Yes. Did I know who upended the 

empty soft drink can and poured the last drips across the leather steering wheel cover? Yes. But worse still, I knew who 

had spat large globules of coloured venom in meticulous patterns on every seat. I would not tell him who had chewed the 

beetroot coloured gum and dropped the resulting saliva everywhere. He already knew.  

 His features hardened. He had grunted then sought the mobile phone in his pocket. He called someone, all the 

time daring me with his eyes to tell the truth. I think he must have been a human lie detector in his previous life. He always 

seemed to think the worst of me because he never believed me when I denied knowledge of some matter that upset his 

internal sense of world domination. Of course, it was my fault that Australia was in the grip of the “recession we had to 

have”. Why didn’t I know that I was to blame for the kidnappings that happened in Belanglo, New South Wales? Of 

course, the road toll was always my fault, too. 

“Martin?” 

Uh-oh, I knew who he was calling. My father let go of Mum and dropped down on his haunches to eye the keyhole in 

the drivers’ door. 

“Yep!” he declared. 

 I could hear garbled sounds from the phone but couldn’t quite make out what Martin was saying. My father suddenly 

wheeled around, looking for something. When he found it, he smiled a mirthless smile and turned to study me. He listened 

again. “Yep. Aha! Oh, I see.” The last words echoed despair. Uh-oh. 

He disconnected the call, turned back to mum and gently herded her away. What was he looking for? I turned 

slowly in a circle to see what my father had found, and my heart skipped a beat. It wouldn’t be long before my father knew 



everything, well almost everything about what happened to his beloved car. Reaching from the corner of the car park, on a 

tall, white pole was a small box, panning back and forth. When was that installed? I had better come clean about what I 

knew, and fast.  

As his only child, his only son, I knew I was a constant embarrassment to him, especially when I refused to fight 

back when he pummeled me for some perceived misdemeanor towards him or mum. His car was his pride and joy. Not 

me. And what I did to his perfect car was me fighting back in the only way I knew how. But my father’s retaliation would 

be swift and vicious, and I knew I had gone too far this time.  

“This is flamin’ daylight robbery!” the stranger squawked. Clearly, he did not like the market prices. “Whaddya think 

this is?” he insisted. “Bush week?” I mouthed his answer before he said it. It was familiar and strange at the same time. 

Australians were common tourists here, but this one was different.  

Through the bars of my room on the second floor I could see a tanned face below a dusty bushman’s hat. He 

turned sideways, and his once short black hair had been replaced with tufts of white peeking form under his hat. His faded 

green trousers were familiar too. My father had worn green Yakka pants all his working life. Mum would wash the week’s 

shirts and trousers every Saturday morning. They would be pegged in a neat row across a long wire clothesline; five green 

pairs of trousers, five green shirts; then jocks, then the socks in pairs, always in the same order, every Saturday. Every 

Saturday afternoon she would gather them all, iron each shirt and pair of trousers and store them for the coming week. 

I bet he had blue eyes. He walked like my father, stiff backed, forward leaning with long strides that landed 

heavily. It almost looked like a march. Fine from here but up close I had wet myself on more than one occasion when he 

had advanced on me with rage in his eyes and violence in his fists. He always cornered me in a room where I couldn’t get 

away. He’d chant as he hammered my body and my head. Every blow was a condemnation of the world and everything 

that made it wrong. No amount of ducking or burying my head under my hands kept me safe from the fury in his fists. 

Mum said nothing about my bruises. She dabbed my face silently, using her band aids and iodine. When I was old enough 

to refuse her ministrations, she would purse her mouth and retreat to the kitchen and make a cup of tea.  

When Martin confirmed it was me that rifled through his car, my father choked on his rage. That time he used a 

knuckle duster. Each metal strike he landed on my head and my body made me glad that I had already taken my own 

revenge on him. It went on for so long I was surprised when I woke up. I was discharged from hospital, two weeks later, 

sporting three broken ribs, seventeen stitches, a broken nose and a constant ringing in my ears. Backpack in hand, I sought 

mum out in the kitchen.  

‘Bye mum,’ I tried to lean down and peck her cheek, but pain tore around my chest.  She dodged me, went to the 

pantry and drew out a small tea caddy. When she came back, she pressed a roll of fifty-dollar bills into my hand then went 

to make a cup of tea. As the kettle boiled, she turned to stare out at something in our back yard. I never returned to the 

house I was raised in.  

 The man striding through the market in Denpesar, in the place I have lived for the last 22 years, could not be my 

father. My father was afraid to travel outside of his beloved town of Kyabram. And he would never be away from my 

mother. Never. But this man travelled alone. I couldn’t be sure of what I was seeing yet my heart beat a panicked rhythm.  

How could he have found me? I had changed my name, my appearance. I had even adopted a fake British accent to ensure 

camouflage. As I thought incoherently of how I would escape this city if he had tracked me down, the man I studied, 

looked briefly in my direction. I jerked back, out of sight, but had he already seen me? Did he know I was furtively 

watching him through the bars that lined my balcony? I edged forwards, determined he would not see me. But he was 

gone, his retreating back moving at a brisk pace away from me where I stood almost paralytic with fear. I let out a breath, 

hoping I was feverish from being cooped up in my room for so long. That would explain my sweaty forehead more than 

my agitation. After the paralysis eased, my body felt the full adrenaline rush and the need to run, escape. I mentally 



scanned my room and knew I could pack and be gone within 15 minutes if necessary. I had purposefully travelled light and 

lived a spartan lifestyle for years in case such a scenario presented itself.  

I needed to get the hell out of Dodge and I wasn’t sure where I could go now that my father had tracked me to 

the most forsaken place I had chosen for just that reason. My bubble of fear burst and voices haggling in the market below 

seemed normal again. The oppressive humidity made it hard to breathe for just a moment before I caught my breath and 

nodded to myself, knowing I could find the solution but not if I was in panic mode. 

Should I follow him and make sure it wasn’t my father? If it was him, what then? Leave the country? Find another 

place of refuge that demanded little in the way of identification? If he was here without mum, did that mean she wasn’t 

around? Had she left or died? I hoped she had died because I suspect my father would have tracked HER to the ends of 

the earth and probably murdered her rather than live with the shame of people knowing his wife deserted him. I made a 

mental note to research the obituaries for the last few years in Kyabram, Australia just to make sure he hadn’t done away 

with her. But that could wait. Right now, I needed to follow that man and check out where he was staying or where he was 

travelling to. Hopefully, he planned no more than a short stop in this town. Best I pack and take my bag with me in case it 

was him. I didn’t want to risk him following me back here. I sighed, it had taken years for me to relax enough to join this 

community and not be ever watchful in case my father came looking for me. The longer time went on, the more assured I 

was that he had given up trying to find me.  

The last episode was about 4 years ago when I realized there was a private detective following me. Dressed in 

something akin to a safari suit, and sporting a wide brimmed straw hat, he did not match my picture of a PI but when he 

confronted me in the local bar in Sanur, I knew my days in that area were numbered. I offered the guy all of my savings if 

he promised he would not report my whereabouts to my father. He refused so I shipped out that night and never went 

back. I slept rough for two weeks just so he couldn’t track me through the accommodation options available on this 

beautiful island.  

Now, all my nightmares about my father finding me seemed to have coalesced into one humid afternoon of terror 

renewed by the sound of that ‘ocker’ curse here in my paradise of anonymity. The world under my feet was rumbling and I 

wanted to run, again. But at forty years of age, I should be able to stand up to this man. After decades alone and living in a 

vastly different environment to the one I grew up in, surely I could find it in myself to say hello. Just to satisfy my curiosity 

about how he found me before I disappeared again. If it took him this long to find me then I knew I could disappear 

again, and it would take him longer to find me next time. That thought gave me confidence.  

If I followed him, I could see where he was staying, maybe observe him for a while before deciding if I wanted to 

speak to him. I nodded to myself, a side effect of living alone for so many years.  

‘Jay!’ Leona’s voice arrowed through my thoughts and found their target right near my heart centre. My body 

rippled with the intensity of what I felt for her. She stood at the bottom of the stairs that lead to the room where I had 

been living for the last decade. Sunlight caught the highlights in her thick bundle of blonde hair pulled loosely into her 

version of an up-do. She was colourful in her tie-dyed top and skirt, bought locally from women who made their living 

from these bold and colourful fashion items. 

She was smiling until I turned to look at her. Something in my face made her take the steps two at a time and run 

to stand in front of me. ‘Jay?’ she reached her hands to my face, turned my head to make sure I was engaged with her eyes.  

I shook my head, stepped back, unsure how to deal with this sudden clash of my past with what I thought of as 

my future. Her face registered hurt and pangs of regret pinged along my nerve endings, reminding me that she was 

unaware of so much in my past. Despite that fact, she accepted me wholeheartedly even as she discovered that I am a 

damaged man; unable to commit and afraid of almost everything.  



But now, how to explain this? I started packing, taking only essential items so I was done in less than 7 minutes. 

Leona watched me in silence, standing in the doorway with her hands spread in front of her in a silent question. 

‘Two days, love, gimme two days. If I am not back by then, you know what to do.’ 

I hadn’t shared much about my past, but she had been perceptive when we met and, without realising it, we had 

discussed a plan for how to disappear quickly if it was necessary.  

  She stepped aside as I left then put her hand on my forearm. 

‘Two days, Jay. See you then.’  

I opened my mouth to speak but no words escaped. She shook her head at me, ‘I know, you would say sorry if you 

could.’ Her smile was taut but she spoke with her eyes; those deep green eyes that reminded me of the Balinese waters. 

Then she stood on the balcony and watched me as I weaved my way through the market and off in the direction that loud 

Australian had taken. I pulled my baseball cap low over my eyes to shade my face from the sun but also to disguise me in 

case the Australian wasn’t as far ahead as I thought.  

 Out past the market, the street pulsed with traffic and pedestrians. Here in Bali people cared nought for order 

when it came to crossing streets. Tourists and locals alike swerved between vehicles as they rushed from one side of the 

road to another. The heat exacerbated the stench from the sewers. Their contents spewed acrid vapours through the grates 

and along the small rivulets that tracked beside the pedestrian pathways. Where was he? I scanned left and right, looking 

for his straw hat among the many heads moving away from me along the footpath.  

Bobbing as he strode, I caught sight of a straw hat that looked like it might be him. I followed at a safe distance, 

keeping my head down as I moved with the human tide of foot traffic. A car backfired within metres making me lose 

focus on my prey. When I looked again, the bobbing straw hat had disappeared. Dammit! 

I stepped across to the side of the footpath nearest the small shops. Ahead was the Denpesar Convention centre 

with its luxury hotel attached. I walked past the doors and peeked without looking like I was staring. But the shine on the 

glass doors made it impossible to see anything but my own reflection. Should I go in? I scanned the street again and could 

not see the hat anywhere. 

I braced myself and went in. As I opened the door, a distinctive voice rose above the whispering quiet of this 

hotel foyer. ‘Strewth, love, how do I get to the restaurant?’ 

I watched as the tall Australian turned side-on to the counter and pointed a fat finger at the brochure he held. The 

tiny Indonesian receptionist shook her head, smiled, and spoke softly while pointing to the left of reception. He 

harrumphed loudly and moved off in that direction.  

I decided to wait a beat before following him. Once he disappeared, I took the same path and walked through a 

narrow corridor that led directly to a well-appointed eating area. Several waiters in smart turquoise jackets and black pants 

hovered near patrons or served meals from a moving trolley covered with shiny cloches.  

My quarry was seated with a menu in his hands when I went to the maître d’ stand asking for a table for one. He 

smiled and I followed him to a table not far from the Australian, careful to avoid showing my face as I passed within a few 

feet of him.. 

I was part way through my meal when the Australian tried to catch my attention. 

‘Where you from?’ he asked loudly. I stopped with my fork mid-air, aware that he was speaking to me as though I 

was a stranger. I was both relieved and inexplicably angry.  

‘I’m a local,’ I said with my fake British accent.  

‘Ha!’ he slapped his thigh loudly. ‘Son, you are as Indonesian as my Aunt Fanny!’ he laughed. Again, my hand 

froze, mid-air. Son? Was he playing with me? I remembered my accent and replied using my fake accent, ‘I’m from Bristol. 

I moved here when my father died.’ 



The twinkling blue eyes darkened. ‘You left your mother to come and live here?’ His tone accused me of 

abandoning my mother and unwittingly picked at my guilt for leaving her to deal with his brutality, alone. I shook my 

head, took a breath before I replied. Remembering her vacant look sometimes, I replied with the first thought that popped 

into my head. ‘She died a long time ago.’  

‘Oh!’ he grunted between mouthfuls. 

I stopped eating, stared at my plate, hoping he would take the hint. When I looked up, he was staring at me, or 

more specifically, he was staring at the anchor tattoo on my wrist. Shite! I panicked and my heart beat a tom-tom rhythm, 

fearing his recognition yet daring him to acknowledge me as his son.  

He studied my face, took in my long hair in dreadlocks and my nose piercing. He shook his head slowly not taking 

his eyes off me. Guilt and terror fought side by side as he sat and stared and stayed silent. I couldn’t eat any more and I 

waved off the waiter when he came to take my half empty plate.  

I was almost convinced he wasn’t my father until he flicked part of this fringe away from his eyes. In that 

moment, my fear broke through to the surface and he registered it. His eyes widened then narrowed as his lips puckered 

into a thin line.  

For a moment I held my breath wondering what he would say or do next. Should I leave now? Just take my 

rucksack and get the hell out of Dodge while I still had a decent set of teeth and my sanity and my lifeblood pumping? 

With enough people around my father would not dare attack me. I had to leave. Now. Get as far away as possible. Never 

look back and pray that he could not move fast enough to keep up with me. I knew plenty of places around Denpasar 

where I could disappear for two days until it was time to meet Leona. She knew where our meeting place was.  

We stared at each other for a long time. Then he bared his teeth and his temper came to the surface, just as I rose 

to swipe my backpack and leave. I was barely out the door before the commotion started. A loud crash sent tables flying, 

followed by women shrieking and the sound of cutlery falling onto the ceramic floor. I was almost out the door, but I 

turned to see if he was still following. He wasn’t. Instead, he lay on the floor between the tables where we had just eaten, 

clutching his chest with his breath labouring in a ghastly way.  

I stopped, torn between staying or going. On the floor, people gathered around him. One of the waiters 

approached me and waited for me to notice him.  

‘You know this man?’ he peered at me, motioning towards the chaos behind him. A simple question really that 

provoked more questions than answers. I didn’t want to tell the waiter we were related. I knew who he was, but he did not 

know me. Not really. Our blood bond was old, cold, blighted and nothing I would willingly lay claim to. The waiter was 

searching my face, waiting for me to assist.  

Against my will, I walked back to where my father lay gasping for breath, his eyes wild as he fought to take one 

more breath. The man next to me used his mobile to dial 112. An ambulance would be here shortly but by the look on my 

father’s face, it may be too late.  

I wanted to grab his hand and hold it. When I did, it was clammy and thicker than I remembered it. In that 

moment I also remembered how this hand, smaller and leaner back then, had taken mine as I shook with fright when a 

bull had escaped and run wild in our town. Even now I could hear its heavy snorting and the feeling of being rooted to the 

spot. When I skidded too fast down the slide in our backyard and plunged headlong into the brown dirt at the end, he had 

hauled me up gently and wiped my tears and dusted my knees. And these hands had dampened a cloth and wiped my 

feverish face when I contracted measles and mum was out of town visiting her sister. These same hands had driven me 

from home and away from my country.  

I let go and started CPR on his chest, unsure why I was so desperate to make him keep breathing. I don’t know 

how long I worked on him before the crowd suddenly opened a pathway for two men in white shirts. They sank to the 



floor and checked my father’s vitals before peeling open his shirt and charging a defibrillator. One placed two patches on 

my father’s chest before yelling, ‘Bersih!  

After three more attempts, with my father arching from the voltage running though his body, he started breathing 

again. But he didn’t open his eyes. Maybe I would never hear him say “Strewth” or “Bush week” again. What I wanted to 

hear from him was, I knew, way more than he could ever say. He never said sorry when I was a kid, why did I suddenly 

need to hear it now? Sadness washed through me knowing I would never hear the words I needed to move on with my 

life, to be a man who is self-respecting, unafraid of vulnerability. Leona had taught me that to be fully present with her I 

needed to let go of my past. And here it was, laying on a cool floor in a Balinese restaurant among a crowd of strangers. 

 Without knowing, I sighed deeply, suddenly realizing with certainty that what he did was unforgivable. No 

amount of sorry could ever repair the damage I endured, physically or emotionally, at the hands of his well-intentioned 

fathering. At my sigh, he opened his eyes. When he found me among the crowd his once twinkling blue eyes hardened 

then narrowed as his top lip pulled back in a sneer. With an effort, he drew one long rasping breath and spat his last 

venomous words, ‘You are dead to me!’ 

He never opened his eyes again. Never saw me again. Not that he really saw me anyway. I am in shock that death 

appeared without warning. There is a disturbing coldness about its sudden arrival and its permanent company. At the same 

time, I am deeply surprised by my need to feel connected just one more time, even though our kinship had long since 

withered and rotted on the vines of disconnection. Had there ever been room in my life for a man who beat me almost 

lifeless? If I had been man enough, strong enough, tough enough, could I have eventually come to terms with his brand of 

fathering? Could I have forgiven him enough to stay in touch? I doubt it. Especially after his last words.  

With his death, I hope to be free of my past. I am on my way to meet Leona. Her green eyes and her laugh 

promise a future of acceptance and connection and I am a better man for understanding that a little part of me died and 

was reborn today. For now, I know what my first words to Leona will be. ‘I’m sorry.’ 

  

 


