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Preamble

Excerpts from The Gus Schultz Diaries

Entry – Christmas Eve, 2014:

Last year it was a can of tuna cutlets forked into my bowl beneath the kitchen window. Tomorrow – who knows? Maybe virtuous Anna will upgrade to snapper! It’s of little consequence; however, I no longer have the appetite of a moggy in his prime now that I am in my weathered years.

If you squint carefully at me through your monocle, you will perceive, as did the Bard, “That time of year thou maist in me behold,” substituting autumn for advancing age, “when yellow leaves, or none, or few do hange,” any remaining must soon fail and fall, “upon those boughs which shake against the cold,” the numbing affect is proof! “Bare ruined quiers, where late the sweet birds sang.”

And his sage conclusion? “This thou percev’st, which makes thy love more strong, pedants would exchange stronger for more strong,” but, the point is, as you will discover when you examine these extracts, “To love that well, which thou must leave ere long.”

“To love that well,” he wrote: the core matter of life; passionate love.

Yes, they treat me like an old tom now; yet still superstitiously recalling that I was born in the winter of ninety-six when the seasons began to go haywire. I often wonder whether they connect my arrival with the onset of nature’s vicissitudes…

Anyone with a head for numbers should be able to calculate my approximate age, yet I am still active, even though I spend more time sleeping. And incidentally, I don’t have a diary, simply an orderly memory into which I store significant events and recall them as necessary. I do, however, have an imaginary friend who shadows me wherever I go, and to places where I cannot, and will provide fill-ins for you in my absence. As you are aware, most solitary creatures have such an acquaintance; they are the counsellors, the listeners, the ‘Achates’, that forestall the blinkered life of senility. So much for that; I cannot reveal too much or you will understand the secret workings of cats, the highest creatures. But, because I am ageing, I decided that it was time to relate some of the more interesting events of my youth before too late. My boon, Achates, will assist with the narration when I am unavailable. Code word for today is Mary Smith.

I have opened to the summer of 1999. You will have to stay on your toes from now on!





Chapter 1

I discovered that there was a stranger here while I was making my way back to the homestead. There was little visible evidence but the scent was fresh – and male. He had apparently made his way up from the bottom dam, through the orchard, into the vineyards, and lingered under the outer row of vines where he marked the strainer post with a couple of squirts. From there, he had wandered across to the hayshed, and then along the track to the disused dairy. I hope that he is just in transit. I’ll hide behind a curtain of the weeping peppercorn tree until he emerges. Naturally, I have the advantage: I am downwind with the sun behind me and on familiar ground. In the economy of the Schultz farm, one more cat would be stretching it too far, and another competing male I don’t need! This is my territory and he’s in for a nasty surprise. Ah, here he comes, not the least cautious or wary. What a fool! But then, ginger toms are a bit thick.

Ready to advance? Begin. Adopt the slinking, caterpillar crouch. A moment frozen, ears laid back, unseen – now a quick stalking gait. Freeze again. Hindquarters tensed, snarl at the ready and – strike!

At three years old, in gladiator condition with muscles and sinews tempered by twelve square kilometres of rolling vineyards, farmlands, a blue-gum sanctuary and an unbeaten record for killing hares and rabbits; Gus Schultz, a short-haired tabby tom and undisputed top-cat hits the unsuspecting trespasser in mid-stride. Fur flies, dust is raised, pebbles fling about and then blood, urine and screams that would curdle milk. The pair tear at each other; they swipe and gouge with teeth and claws in a frenzy of attack and retaliation. And suddenly it is over.

He’s gone for the submissive stance; on his side, head turned and a token snarl. He didn’t take long to learn.

“What’s your name, stranger?”

“Cadillac.”

“Cadillac? Weird! Who is your vertical benefactor?”

“I don’t have one anymore. I used to live with a pair that had a baby so the male put me in his car and drove for hours on end and abandoned me nearby. I’m temporarily without benefactors or a patch.”

“Cadillac is an uncommon name; you’re not a Barossa Valley moggy, that’s for sure. Anyway, no room here mate, you’ll have to move way out bush and go feral. So shove off!”

“Who’s got the patch around the bulrush dam – I could pad there?”

“Tiger snakes own it.”

“What about the ruins over the hill by the worked-out quarry?”

“Taken. You really have been scouting around here, haven’t you! Every place is taken and there’s no room for another tom so go bush or I’ll rip your eyes out!”

“Okay, okay, I’ll go. But I get a gut-ache eating lizards and frogs.”

“Eat fieldmice, and grasshoppers especially, they’re good for you.” I move around him and give him a smart clip across the ears and he gets up and backs away. “Head north, Cadillac; a long way north and don’t let me find you around here again or I’ll rip your throat out.”

He starts to move.

“Okay, I’m off. But who are you?”

“I am Gustav Schultz the Third, and don’t you forget it!”

I watch him go and try to forget him but with a name like Cadillac, that’s not easy.

This season’s vintage seems hopeful thus far, and each day Pete goes out and examines his grapes. The time is at hand when all growers get a little giddy. Pete is always mouthing off about the birds – particularly the starlings – because they raid his vines. He has gas guns strategically positioned to scare them off but they don’t have much effect. And the sparrows couldn’t give a rat’s ass about gas guns; they perch on the things between firings! Now and again Pete gets mad and blasts them properly with the shotgun, and although I’m not too fond of starling or sparrow, there is the occasional parrot included for easy picking. And I like parrot. I do. Anyway, it’s milking time now; I must be off to the farm next door where the old, skirted vertical will be calling the cows.

Zimmermann’s is not a dairy farm. It used to be, but now it’s mostly under vines. There are only three old people remaining, but my dad told me that once there were lots of them. They’ve all left home and have litters of their own, and they come back to visit the old people and…hang on…bloody magpies! A whole squadron of them! I’d better get a move on.

That was close. As I was saying: Zimmermann’s is no longer a dairy farm and they got rid of the pigs. They have about forty acres of vines, a rotation of hay paddocks, they keep a couple of milch cows, fatten some lambs and are milking a small herd of goats for cheese, while every year they pick quite a few tonnes of bush-vine Shiraz. So there is some livestock, but it is chiefly vines and the lads come over to do all the work of course. Consequently, the homestead acre has been superbly neglected.

The weeds have claimed everything and the ornamental gardens are beautifully overrun with blackberries and thistles and the bunnies come right up to the sheds. And alongside the sheds where all the rusty milk cans are stacked is the farm machinery graveyard. If you want to spend a lazy hour grooming yourself in the sun, there’s nowhere better than the top of the rusty harvester or the termite-eaten seed box of the cultivator drill. From there, you can keep a casual eye on the lower creation. The old machinery has rusted and the woodwork rotted to perfection and the weeds keep the whole tangled mass united. The Zimmermann mob never adopted the culture of trade-in the old for the new; when a machine was beyond repair it was parked in the graveyard to stand there forever as the old gear, so my dad reckons. It was replaced if necessary, as farming practice dictated, but never traded on the new. The old lamps for new was avoided, for the old keep their history and memories intact. There is the odd brown snake in summer; longnecks, we call them, but apart from that, it is chaotic tranquillity – feline heaven.

The main homestead has a pet door where I can get in and sniff around for a bowl of milk or meat scraps; they stoke the fireplace in the winter and sometimes I like to spend an hour on the soft lounge and let Ma pamper me. And naturally, they have cats of their own but pushovers for me. And now there’s a new one: a freckle-faced, tortoise-shell tart called Olga Zimmermann, which is far too ostentatious for a plat du jour – dish of the day. But first, the milking shed.

“Hello, One-Eye; g’day, Fritz: wrong time of the year for creamy milk.”

They stretch their forelegs, acknowledge me, and settle back to watch the old, skirted vertical milk the jerseys.

“Good afternoon, Gus.” Fritz does all the talking because One-Eye is reclusive. She tolerates him because he was here before she was born, although Fritz has had more pregnancies than a burrow-full of underground mutton. Fritz Zimmermann is no common black cat with white whiskers, and I count it among my higher conquests that we have coupled on several stormy nights. It was Fritz, I should tell you, who sent a brain-damaged blue heeler howling in retreat when the vertical German-sausage vendor called here one day with his wares and his bad-tempered dog!

“It’s the usual sort of milk for mid-summer, Gus. Although One-Eye prefers it thin now – his stomach rejects the rich stuff.”

“Poor old mog,” I say sympathetically. But the mangy old Von doesn’t blink his eye. For a tom with a ten-tiered Prussian report card and a credit list of offspring that would jam your hard drive, Rudi-Harro Zimmerman has drifted into a rather uncelebrated retirement. But then, it’s drilled into the pedigree: take all the bad knocks, the harsh treatment, the misfortunes, and the indignities of old age, and bear them stoically. Stiffen your whiskers, raise your flea-bitten flag and walk on stilted legs and contemptuously ignore the worst the world has to offer. That’s breeding! I, Gustav Schultz the Third, cannot compete on the same level, so I suppose One-Eye can rightly ignore my platitude even though he must bow to me. I’ll never forget last year when the cows went dry and Ma Zimm made some milk out of a packet and offered it to him. Well – the look he gave her!

Ah, here it comes at last. One-Eye is first in while Fritz and I share a saucer. She still smells sweet up close.

Dark-time is the time I prefer; it is when I am most active. I must admit that I have never really understood the attitude of most of the lower creation towards the absence of daylight; and yet this is when the world is most distinctive! Dark-time dispels doubt. Dark-time eliminates the stark colours, leaving the edges and outlines of objects to assume their true proportions. Look at a red flower in the sunlight and see how its periphery is blurred with refraction; the same with the waters of a dam or the colours of a parrot – gorgeous things that they are to eat. In the dark, all objects are sentinel and acute, but try telling that to the verticals! When they venture outdoors, it is with cautious tread and lamplight, as if wanting to resurrect the blinding colours that distort the day. And not just verticals; most birds and animals sleep at night when they should be awake and eating. But if there was no lower sense, or sensibility, there would be no lower creation, and we cats, the highest in creation, would have set no standard of excellence. But as I said: it is something that I have never properly understood. And because no other creature understands cats then the matter is without resolution. But I must not digress, nor should I bore you with unfathomable concepts.

After the milking shed interlude, I make my way back to the home patch; social encounters, whilst necessary, are happier kept to a minimum. The sun is low, I’m pleasantly bolstered with fresh milk and dark-time is at hand. Notice how the sounds of the day diminish with the daylight? Notice also the subtle changes in the attitude of the lower creation, with vulgar exception of course of the verticals, whose raucous bellows during their self-imposed labours are exchanged for dark-time revelry in keeping with their superstitious abhorrence of all things colourless. But seriously, I foresee bubbles may be rising to the boil. My sixth sense is on a par with my natural five. Each day’s noontide shadows lengthen a little; it is the season doldrums when an arbitrary breeze might turn half-circle at any time, bringing scents from sea, the tropics, the desert or the bush, and with it radical change. Not so much a becalmed season as a bewitching one, when a fool’s best course is caution.

I’m sitting on a knoll surveying my headquarters patch. All this is mine, as are two other properties and the lands around them. They are mine by dominance. I shall describe my whole territory to you soon but this is such a beautiful time of day; a brief, pastel twilight is about to fade. I can sit and simply look. The final, flirting beams have tinged the Barossa Hills, and the cloud-line hovering above them has become a flat-bottomed pink raft. Afar, cattle are shuffling and reducing their vocals. The magpies, raucous black-and-white dive-bombers by day, are a decibel quieter as they chase the last grubs. Wood ducks arrow overhead and bank and curve as they descend to their waters, disappearing in the shrouding evening. A dog barks in defiance of the darkness to come while a twittering of swallows is engulfed by the gloom. The galahs are always last to roost; they zigzag from tree to tree and fight for the best perches, hanging upside-down and flapping like flags in a storm. And me? I am adjusting my vision and purpose. Stretch the forelegs and exercise the claws on a log, hold; bring the powerful frame over the axis of the forelegs and stretch the spine and hindquarters. Keep the tail stiff and upright, and bring up the left rear leg and then the right, and settle into an upright squat, sitting to attention.

I’m going to have rabbit tonight; let’s trot to limber up.

My peerless success when hunting rabbits may be attributed to an ability to ignore diversionary prey; there is no point travelling several kilometres just to return without your quarry. Young or undisciplined cats can undo good intentions by occupying themselves with unexpected encounters with lizards or ground birds or their eggs, which the longnecks are generally stalking. And who wants to blunder onto an angry longneck with its poisonous fangs! Not me. I’m hunting early because the moon will rise later, and the darker it is, the better. I can see clearer than my quarry, and I know my territory. I have a purpose which has been forged by experience, therefore I do not have to concentrate on basics or concern myself with ability. Can you imagine how difficult life would be if we pre-supposed failure or over-endowed our quarry beyond its capabilities? It would be frightful! Thankfully, I am Gus, and I know my quarry, all its habits, its reactions, escape mechanisms and its fear. Therefore I shall engage all my skills and gain the advantage.

Ah look, a mix of adults and juveniles munching and playing. Where is the lookout buck? Ah yes, and the breeze direction? Yes. Okay, choose a target; that little doe.

I won’t strike yet because the bunnies are grazing towards my cover thus reducing the distance. They will halt soon to maintain open ground and to reassess the distance to their bolt-holes. The young target doe is nervous: strange how they seem to know. What? What’s that scent? I had it earlier today. Cadillac! What’s he doing here in my territory! He’ll ruin the setup – I’m going in now.

Gus appears to be chasing a buck when suddenly he turns on the confused young doe and has it by the throat. Then Cadillac is suddenly in the midst of an exploding circle of rabbits, his choices limited, his quarry disappearing down their holes and his exasperation multiplied by his surprise at Gus’ appearance. Then the fight begins in earnest.

This time Cadillac is not taken unawares; he initiates the attack and Gus feels his strength and fierce determination. A homeless, hungry tom has little to lose with the smell of blood pervading his nostrils, igniting his testosterone with a turbine boost.

They collide in mid-air in the darkest of arenas, forelegs flaying, aft legs thrashing at undersides. Startled birds leap from their perches, beating noisily through foliage to escape the unseen mêlée while small herbivores beyond the scene panic in the night. A prowling owl, alerted by the uproar, is about to avoid it but sensing opportunity, swoops on the twitching doe and snatches it away in silence. Teeth and claws like threshing wheels, blood and fur sent flying with nightmare shrieks, yet Cadillac – under-nourished, inexperienced and recently intimidated by Gus, and previously by the Doting Parent’s Pets Clause regarding their little offspring – concedes, and scoots off as best his battered body will allow. Gus fares little better but his domain is secure.

“You’ve been in a fight.” Olga Zimmerman, a tart by nature and tactless to the point of self-extinction, states the obvious.

Gus had licked his wounds, sniffed around for his lost doe with mounting disbelief because of the total lack of any scavenger’s scent, and limped home to find the homestead locked and the occupants absent. I’ll go to Zimmermann’s, let myself in and scrounge some tucker. One-Eye was snoring; the sky might fall and he wouldn’t notice. Fritz was still away hunting, her latest kittens playing on the spare bed and Olga was perched on the sitting-room window ledge looking out into the night.

“And you stink!” she added, with a forward thrust of her whiskers.

I’m looking at her; hard; I’m thinking, ‘You’ll keep. You’ve only been here a week and already you’re sitting up proud.’

“You are supposed to be sympathetic, Olga – I’ve been protecting the neighbourhood.”

Despite my wounds and sore ears, which are badly ripped, and mystification over the disappearance of my kill, I feel urged to sniff her to settle any doubts. But instead, I go into the kitchen and raid One-Eye’s scraps and lick his milk bowl dry. Then I go outside and walk past the billygoat on a chain just to annoy him. He lowers his head and grunts and cleaves at the dirt. But I am just out of reach, and for emphasis, I squirt in his direction. In the wider scheme of things, herbivores are the lowest in creation and billygoats are on the bottom of the pile. I walk off with my tail high. I’ll take a few nights off, rest up, and then I’m going to survey my entire patch to warn off any other upstart toms!

The strangest thoughts occur in the misty daylight hours of repose while securely curled up on a bale of hay. Not thoughts as such, like reasoned or programmed thinking, or analysis of the benefits of belonging to the highest order of creation or any other philosophy, but random thoughts that occur like insects that buzz out of nowhere and suddenly, are just as quickly gone. My eyes are closed, my attack-escape mechanisms are in neutral – except for my ears and nose which will warn me and prepare me instantly for any eventuality – and my feline brain with its retentive compartment is sorting things out and humming inside my head like the purr of a Prussian pussy. I’m actually asleep but at the same time I’m awake and that is when strange thoughts or dreams occur.

I see my dead doe walking backwards in slow motion to its bolt-hole and I’m powerless to prevent it. It’s very disturbing. Then I’m out on a limb ready to pounce on a parrot and the magpies attack me. Suddenly a big orange dog appears in front of me as I’m about to mount Olga and I have to scarp up a tree. I shake my head and sit up. Cadillac will have to go. He’s a disturbing influence. It’s noon, have a nice scratch and go back to sleep.

Later on I’m awake again, pleased that there were no more bad dreams. I think about them for a while. And just to set the record straight I am not suffering the onset of a confidence crisis, I am merely being warned by my superior instinct that I really cannot afford a night off. How many other strangers are out there ready to violate my boundaries? Boundaries are important – even the verticals understand that! But maybe I am assuming too much; I had better paint a picture to assist your comprehension. This is the situation:

My patch is located on the undulating south-western edge of the Barossa Valley where every evening the sun extinguishes itself behind the wild-olive ridge. There is a winter creek that flows south through three vineyard properties and a gravel road more or less follows the creek. Now, Zimmermann’s farm is at the bottom, or southern end, the Schultz farm is central on the curve of the creek, and at the top, or northern end, is another farm that I will tell you about shortly. This is my whole patch. My headquarters is central to everything and my southern and northern limits are angled away slightly by the bends in the creek and the road. Imagine a boomerang-shaped parcel of land with a creek and a road down its length straddling three properties and you should get the idea. It’s about three kilometres north to south, and spreads about two kilometres each side of the creek, so it’s about twelve square kilometres in total. Okay? So you can understand quite clearly why I need to keep on my toes of a night. Now about this other farm, the northern one: it’s known as the McCliver property.

The McCliver mob have been here for generations and they have excellent vineyards and they produce some blue-ribbon baconers but they’re a rowdy mob and drink a lot of the top shelf stuff, which uncorks their Irish tempers, for better or worse. They don’t practice birth control as such and they have had more miniature verticals, mongrel puppies and stray moggies than you could count on your abacus. However, they have the best quail paddock in the district, a good clump of scrub – I’ve mentioned the blue-gum sanctuary before – and on top of that they keep guinea pigs for their youngest to torture, I mean, play with. Now, I’ve got to put guinea pig at the top of my menu choices, but the McClivers don’t take kindly to anyone reducing the head count.

My southern boundary includes the Zimmermann farm, which I’ve already told you something about. It has a superbly run-down homestead and outbuildings, with junk scattered everywhere in rather haphazard symmetry. It really is quite a paradise. It is occupied by two ancient people, Ma and Pa Zimmermann, and their cats, and Pa Zimmermann has a bachelor brother just a vesper or two this side of vertical paradise, who lives alone in a separate small cottage, which was the original farmhouse: Otto Zimmermann is a treasure! He should be listed, along with his disintegrating stone cottage. So we have two relics, one occupying the other, both past their use-by dates and furtively lingering on from a forgotten era. And none better to visit for munchies consisting of German cold sausage or metwurst, zesty cheese, dry bikkies, and ruby port, which Otto takes on his little front veranda every mid-afternoon. Celebrity chefs, eat your hearts out!

“Ein schluck und eine schnitte” as he would say, or, translated into Oz, a short snort and nibbles. Otto pronounces it as “shlook” and “shnitter”, but I don’t want to delve into the mysteries of Barossa-German. And get on this: Otto has a tomcat, which he calls Otto, after himself, which can get confusing if you aren’t concentrating. Whether it’s for the continuity of his name no one can be sure. But I presume it is in order that he cannot be accused of being senile. You see, Otto talks aloud to himself a lot because he rarely has any visitors. In fact, most residents in the Valley presume he has voiced his last vesper already. But no, he’s still there…so if vertical Otto addresses his cat as Otto during his monologues, no one can pronounce him crazy. He can’t be, besides, it’s polite to speak to a cat.

Ma Zimmermann, who occupies the new house, is his most regular visitor. She cooks a midday meal for three, and then carries Otto’s victuals to him once each day. She puts it on a tray, negotiates the obstacle course from her back door to his cottage and plonks it on his table. Then she walks out with yesterday’s dirty plates and always manages a good scowl and a grumble to make her day. Then, with only about six useable teeth in his head, Otto takes an hour to eat and wash it down with Shiraz, an hour to digest it with a medley of musical belches, and then dozes in his chair for another hour. At about three o’clock, he pockets his meerschaum pipe, loads himself with some biscuits, metwurst, cheese and port, and goes and sits outside on the veranda.

The only other visitors he sees are Pastor Klaus and his wife about twice a year and occasionally Old Doctor Schmidt, and sometimes a couple of Ma’s remotest descendants. On visiting days, they sneak through the undergrowth and gawk at him from a distance, rather like nervous kids at a sideshow. They dare not get close, for it is rumoured that old Otto eats little people.

I don’t believe that. What I do believe is that Otto Zimmermann has gained a reputation that goes well beyond his tangled acre. My dad told me, that years ago, a mob from the German community down in the Big Smoke visited the Barossa Valley for the annual Oom-pah Fest, and heard of Otto through the grapevine. Some of the hybrid Zimmermanns in the group, urged on by a news-hound, tried to locate him, but they were either grasped in the grip of the grape or stoned by too many steins and returned to the Big Smoke with their quest unfulfilled. Amongst them was a braggart from the Rhine who returned to impress the incredulous family-tree buffs at home with tales of an eccentric, bachelor Zimmermann living out his last days as a raving, bearded hermit in the wilds of the Antipodes. According to his version, the old man dons a kangaroo skin and goes barefoot through his little jungle, which is booby-trapped with slippery Shiraz bottles, singing Auf Wiedersehen in unintelligible, Barossa-German. “Unfortunately no, I didn’t get it on video.” So Otto is legendary and quite unaware of it.

Situated between these properties – the McClivers and the Zimmerman’s – is my headquarters, the Schultz farm. Outside boss is cunning Pete, and inside boss is virtuous Anna. They are about fifty or so years apiece, have two sons and three daughters, four of whom are married and live away. It is an impossibly neat farm, with lots of buildings and machinery, and with vineyards on both sides of the creek. Pete crushes his grapes and buys more in and makes a passable red that he is trying to excite interest in. He is involved with the local community of Weingarten, the wider area generally, and is the secretary of everything. Anna is Luther’s best advertisement. She is Weingarten’s famous small-goods cook and a feline fancier, which makes her the most wonderful benefactor possible. The cats of the house, you ask? More about them later.

So there you have it, my patch, and a prize worth keeping. Vigilance is the order of the night – or day. I’m going take it easy for a while, and later, I’ll gradually fill you in with more details regarding the two-legged, or vertical, population. In the meantime, here is some local information. Over to me now, Gus!





Chapter 2

Weingarten, once a small village, is now a hamlet, its tiny church still standing but only as a tourist anachronism, its functions long since centralised. When the bus stops the driver leaves the motor idling and a few snappy photographers disembark to capture forever, one five-hundredth of a second in the life of the old Weingarten Lutheran Church building.

Not enough of course, to do it any justice. The more discerning may look on solemnly aware of a sense of history in the little stone structure which has barely room enough to swing a cat. The building is located about ten minutes’ drive from a major Barossa town yet stands in hushed isolation as if it occupied a hemisphere of its own – as if the little wooded site was a week’s journey from anywhere. Some might be startled into thinking they heard music: the wheezing of an organ breathing life into a baptismal service, or the heraldic signature of Mendelssohn accompanied by a fleeting glimpse of shy white shoes and a lacy bridal train. Maybe someone noticed the spectre of a dark carriage in the shade of the pines or caught the tail-end of the Shepherd’s Psalm, whispered in song to comfort the living as a weary soul is welcomed into heaven. Goodness knows. There are many yet among the educated faithful who swear that the place is haunted. But that fraction of lens-captured light omits that six-day toil and seventh-day respite, a continuum through seasons and years, decades and generations that was the community hallmark: bed-rock of the triumphant celebrations of arrival, coupling, and departure.

Coarser tourists, having done their homework, look on with a wry grin. This is the very place; they reassure one another as they frame their shots, where the legend of Karl began. Evidently, one hot morning years ago in the horse and cart days, the faithful crammed into the church, and when they were settled, were subjected to an offensive, organic odour. And the story has it that ‘Karl, the cunning cat, had crept into the crypt, crapped, and crept out.’ And the bus driver pockets the tips.

A few hundred metres along the road stands Weingarten Community Hall, a younger building than the church but an inspiring challenge to modern stonemasons. It was built during 1900-01 and was almost completed in time to celebrate Federation. It can house a small army, or more people if they prefer being cosy, and has been the scene of successive vintage festivals, dances and parties, and the starting line for many young couples on the road to the church. So the cycle begins anew, while each year the district’s dirt becomes scarcer, and more tightly held.

The reasons why Weingarten is tightly held have nothing to do with Gus’ appetite for the good life. The persecuted immigrants soon realised that the land was extremely responsive to viticulture, and that the dark red berries made wine of medal-winning quality. The McClivers, who drink only moderate amounts of wine but inordinate amounts of whiskey, held on to their fertile slopes with a steely stubbornness remarkable even by Irish standards in the face of unwavering German solidarity. And today, those growers who might covet the McCliver holdings have only a few grandfathers to blame for initiating the bad relations that have managed to survive for five generations between the Schultz and the McCliver mobs. But, more of this important history later, something else is happening: down in the Capital City of Adelaide a significant event is being finalised.

With a dignified smile an officer of the people presents to a twenty-year-old woman a deed writ on quality paper, changing her name from the Hibernian, Maria Faith McCliver, to the everyday, world-village tag of Mary Smith – an act of her independence and self-expression which is sure to have repercussions back in the Valley.

I vacate my warm bed in the hay shed to trot off to Zimmermann’s, following the wallaby track along the eastern perimeter and inspecting the ground for trespassers. Just as I approach Otto’s cottage I hear the door creak on its remaining hinge, and he appears with his schluck and schnitte and settles himself on his bench seat. It’s called a miner’s couch; a bare cedar plank with an upright back, similar to those longer Lutheran pews that were designed to ensure that the congregation remained awake during a monotonous summer sermon. Otto protects his scrawny buttocks with a cushion, which is the same colour as the earth that nurtures the vines. His cat, Otto, follows him out and springs up next to him, and I say “G’day” and join them there. The miner’s couch is gouged down the arms and legs where Otto routinely exercises his claws – quite artistic. Otto is about my age, a long-haired type with the usual lazy nature, and sucks on his benefactor for everything he wants. Otto is a slack cat. He doesn’t have ambition. He wouldn’t bother to kill unless it landed on the veranda in front of him but he does keep me informed. Otto is a good lad. He is.

Unlike his benefactor and namesake, Otto takes pride in his appearance. He would have consumed any meat leftovers, cleaned his whiskers and taken a catnap while the old man snored, and then woke first and groomed his coat before schluck and schnitte time; very neat indeed for a long hair.

Alongside the couch and within comfortable reach is Old Otto’s three-legged red-gum table, which supports all his afternoon requisites. He gets himself sorted and comfortable and begins to talk.

“Nice to have a visitor again today, Otto; you and Gus get on all right, don’t-cha. Must cut down a bit at lunchtime – bloody Shiraz gives me wind. Now, who’s for some metwurst?”

We both blink at him and he saws off two lumps with his pocket-knife and drops them onto the seat for us. While we chew, he prepares his schnitte of dry biscuit, metwurst and cheese, sliced irregularly with his blunt blade. Vertical Otto doesn’t clean his whiskers as carefully as we do; he just rubs them with the back of his hand and lets the crumbs fall down his vest, which, like the cushion, has acquired the hues of red wine and port. And that’s how he likes it; otherwise he would ask the old, skirted vertical to launder it for him. He would.

“I remember years ago,” he begins, reaching back to the days of organic horsepower, “when Pastor and Mrs Scherwitzel came on a visit, Otto.” This event has returned to the forefront of his memory and must be aired again, along with some belly wind. “It’s Sunday afternoon and I’m sitting here after a good vintage Shiraz, which I’d given a bit of a nudge, along with the sausages, spuds, and onions, and Mrs Scherwitzel, bless her memory, is sitting where you are telling me about Helmut’s sermon that morning, when suddenly I get this bad pain in the guts.” With the recall, Otto grimaces for emphasis, sufficient to become temporarily unrecognisable, and then resumes: “Well, a bit of a problem for sure. I’ll ease it out slowly, softly, y’know, so that no one notices. But it escapes from me and the vibrations on the seat startles her so much that she jumps up and Helmut has to grab hold of her because she has become giddy. Poor woman – never came back again. Now Otto, are you ready for your port?”

He blinks, and Old Otto gets his willow pattern saucer off the table and puts it on the seat. It’s a quaint saucer, the glazing has a pattern of hair-lined, geometrical cracks and it is nicely chipped around the edges. It’s never been washed of course, so it has this dark brown stain on the bottom. The old man pops the cork and dribbles a few drops into the saucer and Otto immediately laps it up.

“Good stuff, eh?”

Then he fills his vegemite glass with port, lights his meerschaum pipe, and leans back to enjoy some serious sipping.

“We seen a fox the other day, Gus. Cheeky beggar came right up to the steps sniffing around for the metwurst skins what I chuck over the railing. It matters not really; fox takes the scraps and that keeps the ants away.”

Otto goes quiet for a while. He doesn’t read books or newspapers because he never went to school. He likes music but his old wireless went kaput the same year that Melbourne hosted the Olympic Games, so he tells us. He likes to just sit. And drink port. He does.

I clean the metwurst grease off my whiskers and Otto does the same, but carefully, because he has had port and it is sticky and has to be managed properly. I don’t like the stuff. I like Ma’s cow’s milk best.

Otto sniffs my face and asks me if I have been fighting.

“Last night,” I tell him. “I was out rabbiting and got into a scrap with a wandering ginger tom called Cadillac.”

“Really? I saw a ginger tom,” Otto says. “Yesterday morning a car is going past and it stops just up the hill there. A man gets out, lifts a ginger moggy from the boot and leaves it on the roadside. He follows the car a little way towards your place and then I lose sight of him.”

“That would be Cadillac,” I inform him.

“Strange name for a cat, Gus!”

“Strange vertical too!”

Old Otto belches back to life and begins to talk again. He tells us how his back is crook lately and how, “that hot water contraption what my well-intentioned nephew installed is going on the blink. Never had any problems when I used to boil the black pot for my Friday tub!”

Now, getting into hot water is something we cats avoid, and Otto and I look at each other wondering why he does it? We know it can’t be for pleasure – the muttering and swearing that precedes the ritual is sufficient proof that he despises water, and rightly so. While he’s having his tub he seems to calm down, but as the water cools, he starts off again and teaches Otto new German words. It’s puzzling: he hates to get in and then he hates to get out? And he generally forgets to bring fresh clothes into the tub room and his voice gets louder and the swearing becomes unintelligible when he has to track naked to his bedroom to find something to wear.

“Ma had a telephone call; old Doctor Schmidt is coming tomorrow to tickle my back again. Last time was about six months ago; and by the time we pull the second cork I’ve forgotten about my back and he’s forgotten what he came for. We’ll do it different tomorrow, Otto; back before bottle.”

I haven’t met old Doctor Schmidt but I’ve heard Pete and Anna talking about him. His son Hugo runs the practice because the combination of old age and Weingarten hermitage impaired his father’s memory and only a handful of people of Otto’s era ever bother to use him. So he is sort-of retired.

“Last time he came here, Otto, he was half a day late, remember? He had to go back to the surgery because he’s forgotten who he was supposed to visit. And when he gets back he’s forgotten what he went back to find out! Good job the young’un knows what’s going on and writ’ it down for him.”

The afternoon has worn away; Otto and I part with an exchange of sniffs. The old, skirted vertical will soon be calling the cows.





Chapter 3

Sunday morning, Pete and Anna and their youngest, Benjamin, are going to church. Pete gets the Mercedes out of the car shed and they slide in and leave the place to us cats. I promised to tell you about them, and I will, but before I do, I must tell you about Ben.

Benjamin Schultz is, in fact, my official benefactor. When I was a very little kitten, and my memory then was like old Doctor Schmidt’s is now, Ben was seventeen years old and chose me from amongst all my siblings and half siblings, which comprised my mother’s litter. We were seven. Then we were one. And I am he.

Pete promised Anna that he would find good homes for us all, but I discover later that he takes six of them down to the creek for a ‘drink’. Unfortunately, things get out of hand somewhat and the good homes are no longer required. The upshot is that I get as much mother’s milk I can handle which is much better than creek water. That’s why I am so big. Therefore Ben is admonished by Anna to ensure my supplies are regularly forthcoming and that I learn the few rules necessary to become a responsible member of the household. Of course, it didn’t work out like that: Ben did his best for a year or so but when he left high school and went to the agricultural college his passion for me wilted and his mother assumed the role of benefactor. And I’m happy with that. I am.

For all his benefactor shortcomings, Ben is a good-hearted lad and handsome with it. He did well at school, was most diligent at college, and now he is home and helps in the vineyards and in the grape mill. And to top it off, he has a good head for business. What’s more, he’s not out on the tiles every night and plans to stay at home and help his Dad. Pete is grateful that one of his sons will follow, so he is going to teach Ben all the drill from bucket to bottle and together they shall prosper.

Now, I’ll introduce you to the higher creation here, then it’s off to McClivers’ for a look at those tubby guinea pigs.

This is Therese Schultz, my mother. I obviously get my dark stripes from her as well as my formidable size. Therese is about eight years old, and after I was born she was whisked off to the vertical veterinary surgeon for a day or two and she hasn’t had a litter since. Hers is a life of home comfort. She has priority in the kitchen when Anna is cooking something special for the church mob or if there’s a party on the horizon. I go along with that; I am an outdoors cat, and the cats everywhere know that I am in charge. Therese Schultz can sleep just about all winter, but if she spots a mouse inside she’s onto it as if she’s been secretly in training all that time. She has wonderful reflexes and supercharged hindquarters.

Contrary to popular vertical wisdom, Sook Schultz is not a noble feline at all. He has no pedigree. He is out of ‘Haystack’ by ‘Town Fringe’ to the best of my knowledge: not the product of the fanciful lineage which was hastily writ on the back of a supermarket printout and pinned to the rag in the basket in which he was covertly delivered to our door. But Sook doesn’t mind being last in the queue. He knows he will be fed and pampered by Anna who hastens to soothe his manic behaviour and cravings for attention. Quite a good-looking, lad don’t you think? Purple-black, with amber eyes and the longest whiskers in Weingarten. Incidentally, we will be meeting Town Fringe later in the chronicle; he is referred to by the female felines in his territory as Blitzen.

Now here enters a real aristocrat, so shake your head in wonder. Meet Herr Schrattenbach Schultz. Like the panzers of old, he evokes a sense of irresistible forward motion, rather than mere walking. Observe his markings: jet-black head and body, white bow tie, white boots and flag-tip. His coat is medium length, but down the tail it becomes thicker, more luxurious, and is elongated by a furry, white tuft. Always considered amongst the best dressed in Weingarten, Herr Schrattenbach Schultz devotes many hours to grooming. His favourite part of the homestead is the study, where he sleeps in Pete’s leather chair whenever possible.

For a cat like me it is difficult to comprehend how elevated creatures such as my mother Therese, or Herr Schrattenbach, can remain indoors for extended periods. I only venture inside to eat, or pay my respects to them, but if we were all the same I imagine that the world of Weingarten would be a boring place indeed.

“I’m going hunting now, Mum.”

“You have been fighting again, Gustav!”

“Tell you about that later.”

I follow the track through the long grass between the road and the creek to reach McClivers’. The gravel road is about twenty metres to my left and the creek bank about ten to my right where it slopes to the bottom. And although it is almost dry at this time of the year, it is not safe to traverse because the longnecks hide near the pools and ambush anything that will fit down their throats. They couldn’t swallow me of course, but that’s not the point. I sometimes hunt in the creek bed too, but unless I have business there, I keep to the high ground.

It’s red-gum country here along the creek, big tree country. Occasionally, during a strong blow, or sometimes on a still, stinking hot day a limb will tear off and crash down the bank into the watercourse. After a while the debris becomes a haven for rats, mice, rabbits, birds and many other creatures and the hunting is difficult and takes patience, but it is very rewarding and results in a greater sense of achievement. Herr Schrattenbach doesn’t understand that. He couldn’t even comprehend the tingling excitement of stalking quarry in such locations. So much easier to stroll into the kitchen and inspect the latest offering in his china bowl. But like I said, I could not live as he does either.

Halfway to McClivers’, the watercourse deepens, its sides become steeper and even the willows and wild olives have a job to maintain a foothold. Look at the lean on that ancient red gum! Up the road a bit and hanging from a similar tree, is a rope swing that the McCliver kids use to cross the creek at its narrowest. And near that tree is a partly suspended netting fence strung across the creek. That’s their southern boundary according to them, but after a heavy downpour the swollen waters move the fence further downstream, and they tend to fix it where it finishes. And so the Schultz and McCliver mobs have another bun-fight over boundaries.

I’m almost to their homestead now. I often choose Sunday mornings to visit because most of them are at Mass and so it’s safer. At night the dogs are loose, and sometimes the men go spotlighting for foxes; and it wouldn’t matter if they saw a fox, a possum, or a potato with two eyes; they would have a shot at it. And at this point, I shall tell you more about them. Okay? Sharpen your pencil; here are a few names.

Outside boss is Turnip McCliver. Turnip is wire-thin – as lean as Whisper’s whippet, (Whisper is the local undertaker). Apparently no one knows Turnip’s real first name. Or they have forgotten. Or more to the point, they don’t care what it is. It is rumoured that he acquired this nickname when Pete and Anna took the reins of the Schultz farm, and visited their northern neighbours in an attempt to patch things up between them. They went with good intentions, motivated by virtuous Anna’s unshaken faith in a residual good in all mankind. Or perhaps, in Pete’s case, to put in an early, low bid for McCliver’s Shiraz, based on a forecast dry winter by the weather wizards. Whatever. It is rumour after all, and I’ll leave it for you to weigh the good will of Anna against the word of scheming Pete, who may have used her upright motives to suit his ends. The following is not verbatim of course, but it goes something like this:

They drive up the road in the Holden Kingswood, slow down alongside the honeysuckle hedge, enter the driveway, park around the back and exit slowly and with considerable noise for effect. Boss McCliver, who is about Pete’s age and in similar circumstances regarding proprietorship, meets them halfway to the house so that they won’t knock on his door and make him feel obliged to ask them in.

“Youse got yourselves lost, have ya?” And he turns about and yells at the house: “Marg – where’s our old road map!”

Anna is unoffended; she brushes aside Turnip’s rudeness and gets straight to the point.

“Mr McCliver, good morning to you. Peter and I wish to be good neighbours and begin on a friendly footing. This silly business of boundaries and bad relations ought to be put behind us.” She turns to Pete. “Isn’t that so?” He nods vigorously and she faces Turnip again. “We apologise for the generations gone by, and their unseemly, insulting ways. Please, let us be reasonable and forget the past.”

“Unseemly? Old Gunter Schultz put twelve lead pellets in my Grandpa’s arse! You call that unseemly?”

“That was a long time ago,” she responds quickly, blushing quite deeply because of the four-letter word.

Pete is restraining himself but his face is somewhat ruddy: “Of course, more than unseemly.” And then he turns redder as he bites his tongue to prevent an outburst. “We are sorry about that,” he says, half-choking on the apology. “Very sorry. We weren’t here. You weren’t here – that is, we were kids then. Nothing to do with us at all!”

McCliver gets a shrewd look in his eyes and adopts a lop-sided grin. “Okay then, we’ll forget it. I’ll put the creek fence back where it should be and we McClivers will forget five generations of warfare, insults, and Boxhead threats and we’ll all be mates.”

Pete squirms at being called a Boxhead, which is Barossa jargon, but he’s working on his cutting teeth again and swallows the insult like a mouthful of dried fish.

“Good. Very good. And to show you that there are no hard feelings I’ll give you a hand with the fence. I’ll get a surveyor to…”

“Don’t need a bloody surveyor. I know where the bloody fence should be!”

“Okay – okay, but I’ll help you anyway.”

“Good.” And Turnip turns about again and yells at the house: “Marg – Pete Schultz here says he’ll give us a hand with the fence!” He cups his hand to his left ear as if straining to hear the reply. Pete and Anna hear nothing.

“Marg reckons we don’t need any help with the fence as such – just the money to pay for it and then we’ll fix it.”

“Now hang on a minute; we share the labour and share the cost. Simple.”

“Not so simple. You pay, we fix.”

Now Anna can see that things are getting out of hand and chips in to keep it off the boil: “Mr McCliver, we cannot profess friendship if we cannot work together harmoniously. It’s a fundamental principle.”

So Boss McCliver loses his cool and yells at her. “I couldn’t give a fig about fundum – fundum – mental. Whatever!”

So Pete loses his cool and yells back: “Don’t you dare use such a term to my wife!”

And McCliver – who understands the relevance of the archaic reference of a fig to the female anatomy, yells:

*“I couldn’t give a bloody turnip then!* Which is probably more her size!”

There were fisticuffs, it was rumoured. And young, hopeful, bloodied, out-manoeuvred Pete staggered off, dragging his wife by the wrist. They got into the Holden and he spun the wheels on the gravel, and they have never returned. Somehow the story of the confrontation became a juicy public item and the whole district now calls the Irishman ‘Turnip’, a tag that has been scarified into his persona with constant use.

Turnip has a wife called Margaret, and Turnip’s youngest brother, Cork, is living with them, along with their three youngest. The previous generation has retired to town while the eldest of Turnip’s offspring have grown up and left home, and those remaining are Maria, Sean, and little Archibald the Second. So this morning, unless Corky was too hung-over to attend Mass, no one should be about.





Chapter 4

I’m not sure if ‘Cork’ is his real name either, although, it is probable. He was the darling of his paternal grandparents, and they vectored him into the priesthood. Cork was the youngest son of their favourite son, so they sugared and lollipopped him from kindergarten to college with favourable advantages. Yet, for all their admirable intentions, Corky’s carnal cravings plus a fondness for whiskey eventually defeated their hopes. He was at best, the curate’s egg. Meaning, that part of him was bad and part of him was good. The bad part triumphed over the good, and he was declared persona non grata after being nabbed one evening driving the Bishop’s red MG sports car in circles around the Seminary’s illuminated fountain. That escapade alone would have earned him ‘Wild Colonial Boy’ status, but how on earth he managed to persuade two novices to strip to the waist and squeeze into the tiny cockpit with him in his intoxicated state, remains a mystery to this day. Happily, his grandparents died prior this event and were spared the painful disappointment of shipwrecked hopes; ambition and glory by proxy or substitute is often truncated.

Of course, the only drawback to rural life is that everybody knows almost everyone else and just about everything they do. I mean, if you lived in the Big Smoke, it’s quite possible that those on either side of your pickets would not even know your name, let alone be aware that you had a spare room full of blow-up dolls and peepholes in the wall. But out here, not so, and, if you want to keep pace you’ll have to learn a swag-full of people’s names and observe their idiosyncrasies.

You wouldn’t read about it – there is a dog lying by the guinea-pig pen. And last week, when the dogs were chained, Corky is sitting on the back steps having a hair of the one that bit him the night before. It is very frustrating. Patience; I am all for patience. I am.

I could lure it away and sneak back while it’s sniffing around for me, or perhaps I could – just a minute – who’s that – what’s happening?

The back door opens and Maria steps out with her arms folded and it seems as if her lower arms are enclosed in a furry muff! What’s going on? Great Karl – she’s holding a cat! A new one; and it’s a Siamese!

“Uncle Cork, your coffee is ready!” And she returns inside the house.

I look around quickly. Where is he? Then Cork comes out of the gloomy depths of the tractor shed, wiping his hands on a rag, and goes to the house. The mongrel by the pet pen gets up and sniffs him. That’s strange, what’s Maria doing home? I thought she was staying in the Adelaide and going to university? Never mind, the coast is clear now.

Slinking, studied movements towards the pen; up the gatepost and over the top. Fangs and claws strike simultaneously. Instant death. Grasp the victim by the neck and it’s up the gatepost, over the top and away.

While Gus is enjoying his illegal repast near the creek, Scab, the McCliver top-cat, picks up his scent and joins him.

“I’ll get blamed for that, Gus!”

“Then you might as well have some, Scab, I can’t eat it all. How are things at the homestead?”

“Maria has a new cat. A Siamese, would you believe?”

“I caught a glimpse of it. A tom?”

“A queen.”

“A queen! Well! I’ll have to take a closer look.”

“Impossible. She keeps it in prison. Oh – and Maria has changed her name.”

“From what to what?”

“Her own name, I mean; the queen is named Pearl, but Maria has changed her name to Mary Smith. There’ll be some fireworks over this.”

“Hasn’t she told them yet?”

“No, she has not had an opportunity to tell Turnip the news, and is anxiously awaiting the right moment.”

Mary Smith is nervous, but determined. She thought Sunday would be an appropriate day; after roast lunch and chardonnay, during Turnip’s first tumbler of whiskey but before the second ignites his flammability. So we have Mary Smith, perfumed and pretty, caressing Pearl; her mother Marg, an apprehensive confidante; her father grasping his tumbler, and Uncle Cork in repose on a soft sofa. The younger children are discreetly somewhere else.

“How was Mass, Dad?”

“Yeah.”

She tilts her head in the direction of the sofa: “Why didn’t Uncle Cork attend?”

“The Bishop was there today. I’ve told you before: he does not like to go when the Bishop is there.”

“Oh yes, of course. I’ve changed my name, Dad.”

“That’s nice. Eh –you what! What do you mean you’ve changed your name?”

“In the City on Wednesday; I changed it to Mary Smith.”

The wedding-gift wooden mantle clock can be heard ticking. Pearl is purring. The kitchen tap is dripping, alternating with the clock. Otherwise it is quiet, but with the background noises seeming amplified. Marg has just discovered an interesting spot on the ceiling that has grasped her attention while Cork farts and Turnip spills his drink. He stands up. Red. Quivering. Saliva preceding articulation.

“Mother in Heaven! You have a perfectly good name. What’s wrong with the one we chose? Marg – what are you staring at up there? You knew all about this didn’t you!”

“Now, now, dear. Mary is an adult; she is very responsible and caring. It is no reflection on us as parents.”

“Of course it is, Woman! And it’s more than that! You can’t just go swapping your God-given name like a pair of boots! It’s a menagerie!”

Turnip is lost for words. He means to say ‘unimaginable’ and when he hears what burst out he pauses, and Corky sits up wondering what the fracas is about.

“Like that bloody seminary – that was a menagerie. What’s up Turnip?”

“Your eldest brother is being quite unreasonable.” Marg puts in quickly.

“Me? Unreasonable? Put a wet sock in it, Woman! Maria! Tell me this instant what you have done. And why!”

“It’s nothing life-threatening. And my name is Mary, if you don’t mind please, Dad.”

“Same-bloody-difference! Why? And why the Pommie-bloody-Smith! What’s wrong with McCliver?”

“Because of imputations.”

“Amputations? What bloody amputations? I’ll cut you off. That’s it – I’ll cut you off from all our family goods and benefits.”

“I can make it on my own. I want to be independent. Don’t you understand? I’m out in the big world now Dad and I want to be myself and meet it on my terms.”

Corky goes to say something but Turnip glares at him. The Siamese cat leaps from her arms and hides. Turnip picks up his bottle by the neck and puts it down again, then on second thought, picks it up and pours a long one and tosses it down his throat.

“There’s got to be an exterior motive for this! What’s going on?”

“Don’t be irrational, dear. Mary is an individual and is merely seeking to improve on her individual status and make it in a man’s profession. Everyone does it down in the city.”

“Dad, please – I have no ulterior motive. And McCliver is a good name. In fact, if I was originally Mary Smith, I would probably change to McCliver. No crook deal on the family name Dad.”

“Bulldust! Utter bulldust. Something’s going on and you two are up to your snouts in it. I’m takin’ me bottle outside. Mary-bloody-Smith! I’ll be an uncle’s monkey!”

They are picking fruit in earnest now. In the morning they were debating whether the Baumé reading was right or not, and by midday, they’re flat-strap picking. Pete has hired a crew with two, smelly, machine harvesters and they’ll be non-stop day and night crawling up and down the rows; while in the difficult areas and the nursery vineyards, hand-pickers by the score are filling buckets. The unsupported bush vines are bent to the dark, brown soil and the trellised vines have lowered their canes like tired umbrella spokes.

“It will be a record vintage!”

The atmosphere is heady with sugar and crushed leaf, and the long, hot days are sweaty, dusty, dawning with laughter, peppered with midday’s picnic wit, and conclude with aching backs and every weary hand and arm stained purple. Up and down Creek Road, the dust has barely settled when another truckload of grape bins raises it all again. Anna is busy in the kitchen day and night, the phone is on the go every ten minutes and Therese and Herr Schrattenbach feel neglected; to say nothing of Sook, who is now inconsolable. Vintage time; it heralds the change in seasons, a promise of longer nights and cooler days, of hunting beneath the cold moon. I like vintage time. I do.

Turnip and Corky McCliver are in overdrive; the confounding and perplexing ways of women shoved aside in the haste of harvest, of long tiring days and the threat of unwelcome humidity that could spoil the berries. Aside from drinking whiskey, Turnip is happiest when he has something to worry about.

“We could get a hailstorm. Or worse – rain and high humidity and the grapes will split!”

His fears do not eventuate. The nights are cool; the days are clear and hot. The vines thrive and the blessedness of a wholesome vintage is conferred on all, saint and sinner, Mick and Hans: Blessings shines on them all.

The Zimmermann mob, too, are rushing around like headless chooks: first to this vineyard, then another, a job at Ma and Pa’s, then it’s off to another brother’s, the nephew’s, back to the eldest son’s vines and then somewhere else as the demand for varieties comes curt and unexpected as the wineries flex their muscles. The more properties you tend the more headless you become and the grapes don’t ripen in the sequence you want them to. Frantic time of year! In the middle of all this, Ma Zimmermann – who always answers the telephone because Pa gets confused when he’s using the apparatus – takes a call, hangs up, shakes her head wondering, and goes to inform Old Otto. And I’m there when the news breaks.

“It’s a girl.”

“Eh?”

“I said it’s a girl on the telephone. She wants to know if she can visit you for an interview.”

“What?”

“Yes. Ridiculous I know! She left her number – a long one like they have in their cars or something – nearly wore out my pencil. Can she come here and talk to you one day when you are not busy!”

“I’m always busy.”

“Can she come tomorrow?”

“I suppose. What does she want?”

“How would I know, Otto? No one has ever wanted to talk to you before. Look at yourself; you’ll have to take a bath before she arrives.”

“Then make it Friday.”

“She said any day except Friday. Never mind. Look: you have a bath tomorrow morning and I’ll ring that long number and tell her to get here tomorrow afternoon.”

“But tomorrow is Wednesday. Tub day is Friday!”

“Your world won’t end if you have one more tub; goodness knows I sometimes wish it would.”

“What is her name?”

“Oh? Mary Smith. Yes, Miss Mary Smith; she is doing some research for the university.”

Mary Smith in conversation with Old Otto? This I’ll have to witness!

Without another word she turns and leaves, and Otto resumes his conversation with himself as if he had not been interrupted.

“Old Doctor might have a crook memory since the eighty-one vintage, but he sure can remember things what happened a long time ago. Isn’t that right, Otto? Yes, a dozen lead pellets he tells me he dug out of Archie McCliver’s buttocks; six from each cheek. Mind you, it was only birdshot or there would have been a good to-do afterwards. People don’t take too kindly to a bosfodick. A bosfodick, Otto? That’s a real old one; you never hear it these days anymore. No. A bosfodick, Otto, is a shot in the arse with an emu egg. When I was a nipper we used to collect emu eggs and chuck them at each other for war games: they were our hand-grenades. A bosfodick was when you shot someone up the arse with an emu egg. It was considered a kill, and the enemy who was shot, had to drop out.”

His pipe has expired and he scratches the black stuff out, wipes his finger on his trousers, stuffs fresh tobacco in the bowl, lights a match and sucks the meerschaum to life again.

“Old Doctor Schmidt tells me he was chuckling all the time. And he never took a lot of care to be gentle. Seems Archie McCliver killed him in a game when they were nippers, and now he’s getting his own back playing doctor.”

Because vintage is so hectic I can roam my territory with even less concern than usual. The McClivers are too busy to go spotlighting so I will do a boundary run up their way soon. But now it’s milking time. I’ll have a talk with Fritz.

“Hello Gus. One-Eye is taking his indoors tonight, he’s feeling tired.”

“Poor old Von.” And I run my whiskers down her flanks but she gives me a left paw before I can dodge it. So I sit up and start a conversation while Ma is milking the cows.

“One of the McCliver cats – the scungy one called Scab – tells me that Maria has changed her name to Mary Smith. And now I just learn that she is coming here tomorrow afternoon to talk to Old Otto at his cottage?”

“Very odd, Gus.” And Fritz opens her jaws wide and meows to underscore the oddity. Then she continues: “Otto is just one toe-grip from out of his tree – why would anyone other than Old Doctor Schmidt want to visit him? It’s unprecedented!”

“Unheard of! What’s Olga doing?”

“Kit-sitting. I’m going to the Weingarten Church-yard for dinner tonight, Gus.”

“What’s on the menu?”

“Crested pigeon.”

Frau Fritz should do well. I have caught a few there myself. But it’s time to lap it up and then I must trot off. Ah! Fresh, warm milk.

I like to think when I’m trotting. It is as if the physical stimulates the mental. And I’m beginning to know you better now, understand you more, even though our planets are worlds apart. I’m sure it’s vice versa too! You don’t say anything, although you laugh at times. And I like that. I do. Now take this in:

There is a honeysuckle hedge doubling as the roadside fence to the McCliver homestead. My dad told me that at first there were rose bushes along the wire fence. His dad told him that at first there was a post-and-rail fence. Before that? Who knows! Before Gustav Schultz the First – there was – well, nothing? The honeysuckle hedge is almost four metres high, pale green with splashes of deep green, decorated in autumn with tubular flowers and busy with bees. Which reminds me – Anna Schultz is terrified of them; she has apiophobia and keeps an aerosol can and a swat handy. Now deep inside the hedge is a thicket of thorny briar; a formidable tangle of gnarled trunks, branches and water shoots gone mad, which intends to reassert itself despite the best efforts of Archie McCliver to grub the lot out about forty years ago. He ‘replaced’ roses, with honeysuckle, romantic man, because ’a hedge gives privacy, is intimate, less tax obvious and screens the place from nosey Boxheads. It may coincidental that he established it around the time he reconstituted his grandfather’s whiskey still that eventually exploded around vintage fifty-three, taking out the stone outbuilding and his best boar with it!

The honeysuckle hedge, to me, could be a romantic maze.

It is dark-time. I’ve done the boundary trot, found nothing untoward, and as they say in the classics: ‘Around vintage time, a young tom’s fancy always turns to lust.’ Where are you Pearl?

I’m sitting under Mary’s window. Her light is on and I leap onto the sill.

Dad told me about the Siamese. He said they are vain, presumptuous, elusive – and Pecksniffian, he added with a lift of his whiskers. The last alludes to their hypocritical nature, meaning they pretend to be good when they’re not. And they’re gorgeous!

“Where are you, Pearl?”

I can’t see her. Maybe ‘elusive’ is the go at the moment.

“Pearl?”

What is Mary doing?

She puts a compact disc into the player. Georges Bizet – Carmen!

Third on the list, after guinea pig and Siamese puss, comes past tense, vertical Georges Bizet. This talented composer – whose risqué Carmen scandalised the patrons and had be-whiskered gentlemen calling for smelling salts for their nieces – was a lion whom later conductors frequently exhume. Life without Bizet is impossible. Vertical Anna – despite a chronic list towards Luther and an apparent abhorrence of fleshly indulgences – subscribes to his memory! Insomuch that since my kittenhood, sacred-to-the-memory Georges Bizet loomed within my Old Doctor Schmidt recesses to become the rhythms by which I roam. And she still plays him. She does!

And it seems that Mary Smith is rapt too. Where is all this leading?

“Pearl?”

Ah – there she is, curled up on the foot of the bed pretending to be asleep.

“Pearl? You must have heard of me by now? My name is Gus – Gus Schultz the Third!”

“Pearl? Oh Pearl? Do you fancy a romp in the honeysuckle hedge?”





Chapter 5

She didn’t blink. She did not even blink! She lifted her head allowing me a brief frontal glimpse of her milk-chocolate mask and vivid blue eyes, and slowly lowered it, tucking her tail across her face; a vision, exotic, unforgettable.

“Pearl!”

Next time, hopefully.

It was a long night and I should be sleeping today, but curiosity (ha ha), has the better of me. I’m off to visit Old Otto. And while we trot over to Zimmermann’s, I must brief you on a few things.

Weingarten tradition is rather inflexible. I don’t know what it’s like on your planet, but here, if you require a favour of someone, it is imperative to do your homework or you will be met with an open-eyed, hostile stare. How can I put it, well, for example, if you presumed that Corky McCliver – now a self-taught diesel mechanic – would drop everything to clean the injectors on your tractor and you did not have the correct calling cards, then you would get that look, and blow your chances for any future help.

Or again, if you approached Pastor Klaus with the unexpected news that your daughter’s wedding arrangements must be brought forward, and you had not done your homework, then to your grim-faced embarrassment, she may have to provide accommodation for a bump in her wedding gown. The secret is quite simple: it’s a matter of knowing who drinks what. Get that right, and Weingarten is your oyster.

Big-hearted Corky would be only too pleased to assist you. At the height of summer a mere conversation starter would be a minimum of a six-pack of beer; in winter, it would be a half-bottle of Irish whiskey. And your daughter’s face-saver and the chance to remain on speaking terms with the wife would be a minimum of a half-carton of the best cabernet sauvignon. Like Corky always says: “The wheels won’t turn without lubrication.” So calling cards are important. They are.

This fact is not lost on Mary Smith. She’s heard it often enough. And even though she has to camp in the Big Smoke in order to obtain the requirements needed to catapult her ambitions, she has not succumbed to the rat race or forgotten the Valley’s traditions.

I’m waiting for her now at Ma and Pa Zimmermann’s, taking in some sunshine by the front door and keeping my eyes on some high-hormone parrots flirting in a tangle of jasmine. I met Olga earlier, the tortoise-shell tart, and tried unsuccessfully for a bit of a tangle too. Yet all the while I could not forget exotic Pearl! Oh Pearl, Pearl, are you accompanying your benefactor?

Not to be. Mary Smith rocks up in a little buzz-box car and negotiates the driveway without it becoming scratched along the sides by the grasping jasmine; she glances briefly at a leaning birdbath in the centre of the roundabout, and she gets out alone. Ma Zimm, answers the door.

“Mrs Zimmermann? Good afternoon, I am Mary Smith.”

“Pleased to meet you,” she replies with a sniff; the way young people dress these days: “Old Otto is in the cottage behind the house. Go ’round the back and along the path.” And the door closes.

So I follow her.

“Hello, Gus, what are you doing here?”

Mary is well balanced; she is swinging a briefcase in one hand and her calling card in the other. Now and then she pauses, and looks at the complex maze that constitutes the Zimmermann homestead environs, and eventually, she’s at Otto’s front steps with her shiny chestnut hair still intact.

The door is ajar and dangling by its upper hinge, allowing a view straight through, as well as hordes of blowflies. She assesses the ancient, four-roomed settlers’ cottage: a central passageway with two rooms on either side – most likely two bedrooms to the right and sitting room and kitchen on the left – a lean-to at the rear for laundry, toilet, and bathroom. There are rainwater tanks to one side, and a white-anted horse wagon on the other. Local stone and corrugated iron roof, and, “Goodness me – electricity!”

The noises coming from within tell me that Otto is still having his tub, and apparently he is not too pleased about his routine going haywire, especially when it’s brought forward! Normally his secluded cottage is peaceful; only the sound of birdsong intrudes upon this sanctuary – unless it’s a Friday. Mary reaches down and gives Otto a pat on the head. “What’s your name?” And she grimaces as another barrage of gummy, Barossa-German, shatters the calm of Wednesday afternoon. I can see that she is mildly nervous.

Childhood misdemeanours at McClivers’ were often corrected by the threat of being ‘given to Old Otto to eat up’; such was the carnivorous mystique he was afforded. Mary has matured, but a little girl’s nightmares are colourful, if not continuous. She has dispensed with cannibalism, but not the gnawing trepidation of a first encounter. So she stands erect and braces herself against the unknown.

This gives me some insight into her determination. It lays bare her inner drive and resourcefulness. It shows her courage, doubly, inasmuch that she changed her family name and now is about to face, solo, the legendary monster responsible for sleep-loss. But old Otto is unaware of either her identity change or his own reputation, and is lifting himself from his tub at this moment, and, I imagine, looking for his clothes.

This vents a crescendo of outbursts as he slops stark naked up the passageway to his bedroom and she must try to avert her eyes, and fortunately, Otto is silhouetted. However, it is not a latent, carnal Irish nature that prevents her from looking away but the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to reduce all childhood fears to insignificance: Otto is not such a fearsome sight after all, and certainly not a pretty one!

Unaware of Mary, Otto disappears into his room to find some fresh clothes and she discreetly disappears back down the pathway to wait appropriately. This little eye-opener into the private life of octogenarian Otto has done wonders for her confidence, it’s growing by the minute, and shortly after, Mary makes a noisy re-entrance.

“Hello furry cat – what’s your name?”

She taps, and he comes to the doorway. He is wearing slippers, clean drill overalls and a chequered shirt. His white beard is combed and his few wisps of hair arranged in line across his wrinkled dome. He looks a picture. He does.

Otto studies her: a child seeing his first real fairy.

Mary is wearing a green tee shirt prominently displaying the best Celtic advantage, and chestnut-coloured slacks matching her hair. A faint perfume drifts up his nostrils and Otto has to sit down, and so makes for the miner’s couch. For a recluse unused to seeing visions in the flesh, and at such close proximity, he is doing a remarkable job of clinging to his tree. Otto is wordless. His eyes have beheld the glory and his olfactory senses are under siege. Would it be fifty years? Sixty? How long would it have been since Otto faced a vibrant young woman just an arm’s length away? And those he did face, few as they were, would not have been dressed like this: her tee shirt and slacks appeared to have been sprayed on.

Mary is unsure what to say, but as the light comes with morning, she begins to realise he is utterly confounded by such a revelation and begins to chide herself for not dressing in loose clothing. He is like a child, a little boy who has seen his first kitten, and wants to reach out and touch to make sure it’s real. Her previous anxiety is now a warm self-confidence, and the colourful condemnations against his tub are brushed aside. She has a real advantage, but I can see that she will press it gently. She seems to comprehend and pity him in a single moment of truth.

“Mr Otto Zimmermann? Hello – I have a present for you.” And she hands him the twin-pack of Weingarten Exclusive Bin 87 Shiraz.

It is the correct calling card. He understands the numbers and has learned to recognise varietal spelling. His eyes begin to tinge with damp and sparkle as he studies Mary’s gift.

“Thank you. Mary Smith, isn’t it?” And he looks up and into her green eyes for the first time. “You’ll have to speak loud to me coz I’m going deaf.” And he looks down at his slippers again.

Mary clears her throat to improve her vocals, and articulates clearly. “And I believe you prefer a certain brand of pipe tobacco?” From her briefcase comes the gold-embossed tin, which he has not seen since his last birthday.

“Thank ’ee, very much!”

Two calling cards! Mary has done all her homework!

“Would you like a puff now? Where is your pipe?”

“On the kitchen table.” Otto is pleased with his visitor. “Bring my pocket knife with it and I’ll dig the old stuff out. Pipe cleaners are there too.”

She goes inside. Gifts and kind words are one thing; action is another. No wonder she changed her name. This is not Maria Faith and certainly not McCliver-ish! Turnip, take note.

“Here you are. May I sit beside you, Mr Zimmermann?”

“Mmm.”

“I stumbled onto a good vintage port the other day. Next time I come to visit you I’ll bring a bottle or two.”

“Oh please do. I mean, you are most welcome, girl.”

“How kind of you, Mr Zimmermann. May I call you Otto? It seems odd to be so formal.”

“Mmm. Yeah.”

“I’m on leave from university. Do you know what a ‘university’ is Otto?”

“Of course.”

“Yes, of course you do. My tutor wants me to do some research about the Barossa Valley but more particularly, its inhabitants, as the histories are well documented. Histories can be dull reading without first-hand accounts from its older, respected citizens. Don’t you agree?”

“Never read any.”

“No. No need to when you are living the role. Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I am not writing a dull history, Otto, I am compiling an anecdotage,” and she pauses. “Sorry again, Otto. I am putting together little stories, and I need to talk to older citizens and listen to what they say happened during their lives. Would you like to be part of it, Otto?”

“Have you had your lunch, Mary?”

“Not yet, I’ve had coffee and cake?”

“Then you might like to get two glasses and a corkscrew. We’ll try the Shiraz eh? Shiraz helps me talk, it soothes my throat.”

“Certainly.” She smiles, and Otto is dazzled by the daylight on her teeth. “It will help me, too.”

It sure will. So far, Mary is doing everything by the book but she forgets to suggest a tasting and gives herself a gentle, mental kick: ‘Without lubrication, the wheels won’t turn.’ Corky puts it the other way round, cart first, so to speak. But there is nothing like experience to hammer the lesson home and her superior grasp of usage has reversed the familiar adage and highlighted its relevance. Dear, inoffensive, Otto. Thank you.

Suppressing a burden of confidence, Mary uncorks and pours. She had rinsed the vegemite glasses because no one likes dead flies in the tumblers, and with her first sip, leaves a clear lipstick impression so they won’t get mixed up. Not that Otto in his solitary existence would harbour anything like they catch down in the…but even so…and if he’s lived this long he must be reasonably healthy, but even so…just the thought of drinking from his glass is enough to…and his kitchen – yuk!

“Do you like it, Otto?”

“Nearly as good as the sixty-eight.”

She wasn’t even thought of then.

“I’m glad you like it. I have more of the same, incidentally.”

“Reminds me of the sixty-eight; perhaps a bit more wood on this one. They suck on oak more these days though. Mmm.”

This is high praise, which means the calling card is excellent. Old Otto knows that a few shavings never hurt a Shiraz but there has to be a line drawn somewhere, with just a hint of criticism to preclude a full ten points.

“What was the best one before that, Otto?”

“Before what?”

“Before the sixty-eight.”

“That’s a tough one. Maybe sixty-two. No, wait.” And he scratches his beard and undoes his good combing job.

Mary is ready. The unobtrusive digital recorder is running on the seat between them, and her carefully selected questions are plunging him into the past.

“Wasn’t much available in big quantities till the sixties. Was a lot of the sticky stuff; the fortified plonk and sweet sherries and so forth. Only the small blokes did dry reds properly and mostly it stayed in the district, in Weingarten, y’know. Do you know much about Weingarten? Do you know any of the people around here yet?”

“I know names, Otto. But my background to date has prevented me from socialising here or moving in the circles of vignerons in general.”

“Too bad. You’re young yet. Give it time. I’m not much help to you, Girl. Been a bit of a loner.”

“Have another one, Otto.”

“Don’t mind.”

She’s like a homing pigeon! Otto hardly knows anyone so he might talk about himself, which can be the only reason Mary is here. He’s lost the wine question, so she offers another:

“This is a nice cottage – did you build it?”

“No, no, no. Gran’pa built it. He used stone from the quarry on the other side of the hill. Gran’pa built it in 1875.”

“I saw 1875 etched above the lintel, Otto.”

“Yes. My Pa was born in 1880. I remember the year also, because rabbits were a worry across in New South Wales in 1880, so they reckon. They’ll never get here, they said. Ha-ha! Even mix-’em-up-doses doesn’t stop ’em now! I might have a refill girl – if you don’t mind. Proper Shiraz this one!”

“How did your grandfather manage to build this cottage? Did he have experience as a builder?”

“Everyone did back then. You draw it on a piece of paper; you count the numbers across and up, and go and dig stone. Pa told me they had a young fella from Nuriootpa helping out at the time. Apparently he came from New South Wales, drifted down the River Murray, got off at Nor-West Bend, caught a train from there and camped here in the Valley: bloke by the name of Ferret McCliver – old Archie McCliver’s father. Good yarn too. Have you heard of the McClivers, Mary?”

“Yes, yes from somewhere. Could, I mean, would you tell me about him please, Otto?”

“Mmm. Seems the Ferret had a drinking problem; one of those blokes who couldn’t go a forenoon without a drink or two and he was only nineteen years old! It’s a terrible thing what too much drink does to you, eh?”

Mary is sipping when the question is fired and she lowers her glass and nods with stern disapproval. And for the first time since their conversation began, she gets the vague hint that Old Otto is not quite as dotty as he might make out to be. Nor, if she is any judge of sanity, has he fallen out of his eucalypt as everyone says. Did she catch a gleam in his eyes when he nabbed her just then? Or was it a lucky coincidence – putting the question as she raised her glass? Mary is a bit nervous about coincidences; it has to do with her religious upbringing and a superstitious, Irish heritage. Watch yourself, Colleen.

“You were saying – Ferret McCliver?”

“Mmm. The Ferret was a handsome young fella they said, but as lazy as a bucketful of treacle on a frosty morning.” Otto takes a long pull, and exhales aromatic smoke. “We give treacle to the cows, y’know. We mix it into their fodder.” He looks at Mary. “Being a city girl, you most likely don’t know about such things, eh?”

Mary is prepared this time. “I have read about it in the history books. Do you know why he was called the Ferret?”

“Well, it’s a bloke’s term. It means he was always chasing cottontails, if you understand.”

“I think I do.” She answers too quickly.

“Ferret only lasted a couple of days on the job, he was too unreliable, drank too much, always late, always lazy. In later years there was a bit of a ding-dong going on between the McCliver and the Schultz mobs; still is, I understand. Schultz farm is the next one up the road and the McCliver farm the next. We didn’t get involved in the alterations, and later times even helped each other out, but before then, Ferret was impossible. Couldn’t get a forenoon’s work out of him in a week. It’s their Irish blood y’know, girl. Some are good. Some not so good.”

She nods, she understands. And she knows too, that he means ‘altercations’ not ‘alterations’ although they tried a bit of rough surgery on each other at times.

“Anyway, Gran’pa had a little keg of port what he kept under a wet bag in the shade of a tree, and after working on the house all day, the blokes would have a mug-full before they went home. At lunchtime on the second day that Ferret was on the job, Gran’pa told him to go home because he was fooling around and not pulling his weight. The Ferret disappears, and they go back to work. At knock-off time they wander over to the tree and there is Ferret – horizontal. And the keg’s nearly empty.”

“Good grief!” And she means it. After all, this is her great-great-grandfather’s reputation being exposed. “Did they make him pay for it? Reimbursement?”

“Nope. The Ferret had no money. They sit him on his horse, smack it’s rump and send him off home.”

“I see.”

Mary begins to realise that Otto has quite a good memory, and does not seem to suffer in that respect. While she is pondering this fact Old Otto adds:

“There’s a bit more to it, girl. It wasn’t his neddy. His neddy was lame so he borrowed one from a bloke who lived in Nuriootpa. Had to pay a little fee, sherry, I think they said. But unknown to Ferret, the bloke had ‘borrowed’ the horse out of Constable Stone’s back yard while he was away on escort duty for a week. Constable Stone gets home a day or so early and: ‘Struth! Where’s me chestnut gelding?’”

“Did he get it back, Otto?”

“Oh yes, no problem. The Ferret goes to sleep in the saddle, what with all the port he’s drunk and the hot sun and all, and chestnut neddy takes him straight back to the cop shop where its owner is standing scratching his head in the empty back paddock.”

“My goodness!”

“Yes. Five days in the cooler for Ferret plus hard labour on Stone’s huge mallee root heap. Wore out two axe-heads. He was sober when he walked home.”

Mary isn’t sure how to react. She just smiles at Otto.

“Did him the world of good, girl. He never wanted to chop mallee stumps on bread and water again. It changed him. He got a bit respectable, held on to a job with the blacksmith for several years, saved his money and married, bought himself a parcel of acres up the road there, planted vines and never looked back.”

“I’m glad. I like a story with a happy ending.”

“Happy enough. Them were hard days. Not everything ends happy. It must be lunchtime. Here she comes with my tucker.”

Ma Zimmermann gives Mary a frown and goes inside and dumps corned beef and cabbage on the kitchen table. Otto gets up and goes in as soon as she leaves, and Mary opens her briefcase and opens salmon sandwiches. Otto the cat and I sit each side of her because the salmon smells fantastic.

I’ve noticed that when Mary is thinking she fingers the gold chain around her neck, and she is doing it now. Suddenly she freezes, as if she has been turned into a beautiful statue like Pete and Anna bought for their garden.

“Oh no!”

And she looks down at the little Roman Cross between her fingers. Old Otto would have seen it too, because it is shiny and catches the eye. Now she is worrying about it. The Schultz and the Zimmermann mobs don’t wear those crosses on chains but the McClivers certainly do, probably as a prophylactic against evil or bad luck. Maybe her chain is like a tag that the farmers clip onto the ears of sheep and cattle to identify them – I haven’t thought of that before. It is certainly strange to have to identify yourself. Perhaps the McClivers must feel some deep-seated need to keep tabs on who they are? It’s a wonder she didn’t dispose of it when she changed her name.

Wait, she is smiling to herself, and at last, a piece of salmon each. Magic stuff!

Mary washes her lunch down with a couple of splashes of the calling card she brought, and Old Otto’s chair scrapes on the floorboards as he pushes himself back and Otto runs in for the scraps. Mary opens the second bottle and they sit down, just as they were before, and she hands him a glassful.

“Can you keep a secret, Otto?”

“Who is there to tell one to?”

“You know who I am, don’t you.”

“Yes, maybe.”

“But you have never met me before.”

“Didn’t have to. Remember the Ferret? A story was going around just after the war – the big one, the Gallipoli blunder – about Archie McCliver, who was one of Ferret’s sons. That war gave us people here in the Valley a lot of angst, what with changing the street names, and town names and whatever. Weingarten was changed to Wattle Hills and then back again! And Zimmermann Road becomes Creek Road but never got converted. Good, hard-working sons of the land and natural-born Australians and you would think we were all bloody enemies of the guv-mint. What was I talking about?”

“Archie McCliver.”

“Mmm. A photographer came by taking pictures for the family albums. He calls at every homestead and when he gets to the Irish family up the road he asks to take their pictures for a few shillings. That’s fair enough. Now, you remember I told you that the Ferret was a good-looking bloke in his younger days? Well, he had red-brown hair, green eyes – a bit on the large side like a lady’s – and a fine, straight nose. That’s what they tell me. And it seems that his son, Archie, was a chip off the old Irish block, so much so, that everyone said how much he looked like his dad. I knew Archie, of course, and the older people said that anyone who’s seen Archie has seen the Ferret. He never lost his nickname; once a ferret, always a ferret. So when it comes Archie’s turn to have his picture taken, he says: ‘No. There’s no bloody need. I got a picture of me dad in the hallway. That’ll do for me too!’”

They laugh together. Mary has a good little chuckle and Old Otto has a belly laugh which causes him to fart. And it’s recorded for posterity!

“So you see, Mary, if I had never seen you before, which I haven’t, I’d say to Otto: she’s a McCliver girl.”

“I didn’t fib, Otto. I was Christened Maria Faith McCliver. However, I recently changed my name to Mary Smith. Can you live with that? I mean, will I still be welcome?”

“Always.”

Otto’s glass is empty, his pipe has expired and now his lights fail. His head droops and he falls asleep on the bench while Mary is warming to his one-word reply. Not at the kitchen table today because he has a visitor, but habit will where worry won’t, and Mary is left to her musings. A welcome intermission; she has time for private thought, to review their conversation, check her recorder and jot down some impressions in her notebook, which she had been reluctant to produce.





Chapter 6

Mary begins to realise how transparent she must be. Perhaps Ma Zimmermann has already guessed too, which means she would have mentioned it to her husband. They’ll give me a nickname if I’m not careful. Maybe I could get the three of them to contribute something? I haven’t done any research on them yet – I don’t even know their first names. And all I really know about Otto is that he is the older brother, a bachelor, a recluse since about 1940 – that’s sixty-seven years! I know that he is illiterate but was a champion vine-dresser at the time, but now he is just the object of loose tongues with nothing better to do. Ask a few questions about someone you don’t know and everyone wants to put their opinion rather than state facts. Rumour; it feeds on difference! How little we understand about people. Otto is real, and he has a heart of gold. I must make a note to inquire when he was born.

Weingarten hermitage has cast its spell and the old man snores erratically. How long will he sleep? Shall I wait for him to wake up and will he be confused when he does? I’ll take a stroll around his cottage and record my impressions of his hidden world.

"What shall I call it? Otto’s Grotto? No. Grottoville? Inept. Grottoburg! Yes, that’s appropriate. You’re coming with me are you, Gus?

"Years of untended wilderness now comprise his botanic acre of seclusion. Hoary red gums tower over stands of white cedar and silky oak, shouldering them sideways and pressing on their canopies. Two stone-pines invade the sky and mingle topmost with the others. The debris from these monarchs has strewn the undergrowth and original gardens with berries, bark and litter, with cones and branchlets, hardened fruits and capsules and a mass of brown needles. Here stands a single-furrow, mulboard plow, abandoned forever, rusted and losing its battle for identity amongst a purple-flowering creeper, itself in a desperate struggle with invasive Paterson’s curse and thistles. There are glimpses of a stone pathway embedded in grass and weed which leads to a well, its windlass lost, its wood bucket a few shards of mossy rot with rust marks where the iron clamps once held it intact. Draught horseshoes are common, strung on wire or ingrown into the forks of trees as if being consumed by them. And what have we here, Gus – a wall of bottles!

"Incredible! It must be about ten metres long and reaches up to my shoulder! I must delete that exclamation in the transcript. No, I won’t. First impressions are valuable.

"The bottom layers are hidden by weeds, and years of dirt and dust has made the whole bottle-wall appear quite solid. Here is a tangible, social record of generations of drinking culture. Beginning at ground level and ending at the top like the growth rings of a tree is evidence of the Zimmermann’s rewards for labour invested. Who reverently laid the first empty bottle in place? And who the next? And so on. The wall has grown in length as well as up, and is four or five bottles wide in some places. Also, it is braced at intervals like the stanchions of a brick wall. This is like an archaeological site, Gus!

“Some most recent labels have survived, others have the winery’s name embossed on them. This is history layered on history – the Zimmermann culture and the producers they patronised: Penfold, Gramp, and here’s a Hoffman! What’s this one? Sal… Saltram. Here’s a Buring, a Henschke, and even Stonyfell and Tolley to show that they were not insular. And more from farther afield, from Clare and the Southern Vales. Incredible! There is port in several versions, sherry in forgotten shapes and antique bottles, various reds and a smattering of hocks and sweet whites. I wonder what lies on the bottom. Cottage wines, probably, from every homestead’s trial acres, their bottled cabernet types. If only I had the time and opportunity – and permission of course – to sort through and catalogue them. This is a gold mine, Gus, of the ghosts of the past, when media as we know it didn’t exist and lanterns and candles lit the table around which they sat to enjoy sunshine or roses locked in a bottle.”

“Otto, your little Grottoburg is a treasure: it should be listed.”

Hey, that’s my line!

Mary is so pre-occupied with her discovery that she fails to notice approaching footsteps. Great Karl – it’s my one-time benefactor, Ben; what is he doing here?

“Excuse me, Miss.”

It was just last night that I saw Pearl through the windowpane, and I have a vivid recollection of how she made my hormones rattle. Apparently Mary is having the same affect upon Ben, who, for all his practical skills and level-headed learning, is struggling for words as she turns to face him.

“Ma Zimmermann,” he stutters. “She told me that, that – and Old Otto is asleep – I, um, I wanted to ask if…my name is Ben!”

“Hi, Ben.”

How can two, single-syllable words sound so pleasant? Music in miniature pouring forth in the grotto! He’s lost, or stymied, and looking boorishly ridiculous, poor lad. The mouth moves but the words don’t make it out.

“Yes, Ben?”

It’s a question for him – not confirmation of his unspoken desire – and he begins to understand that some form of communication is required, so he flaps his hands to assist his artless articulation.

“Dad wants me to pick up an old table from Ma Zimmermann which she is giving to the new kindergarten and I’m having a battle getting it on the truck and she said that Otto had a visitor and perhaps you could help me. I’m sorry, but in my haste I’ve forgotten your name, she said it but I wasn’t listening, I suppose.”

Wow. Ben has found his tongue and he’s fired off a fusillade of words.

“My name is Mary.”

“The table is not too heavy. Well, it is somewhat. It’s more awkward than anything. I, um, just need a hand to balance it so I can manoeuvre it onto the truck; would you mind? And I’ll have to ask you if you could kindly move your car because…”

“Certainly. Ben who?”

“Schultz. And you are Mary…?”

“Smith.”

“Okay, thanks. Otto was asleep; I looked around for his visitor and found you here. I hope you don’t mind?”

“Why should I, Ben. Lead the way.”

What on earth has happened to him! Ben is normally sure of foot, even athletic, but he keeps bumping into branches and tripping over himself as he walks ahead and tries to look back and talk at the same time. It’s too early for him to have had a drink, besides, he’s careful with the stuff. I’m walking close beside Mary, hoping that the occasional brush against her slacks will find its way back to Pearl. And Mary is confident and cool, she even has a quarter-smile on her face different to what she gave Old Otto, of whom she seems fond, I’m sure.

With the table loaded and tied securely, Ben has abandoned all haste to deliver it and hurry back to feverishly picking grapes. Hard labour in a hot vineyard has suddenly lost its appeal, and he obviously has a head full of questions, or even suggestions, but a tongue unable to frame them. The wild colonial boy, enacting his first daring hold-up would be more composed than Ben is now. But then, they dressed differently in those days too, so I’m told. He is not wearing what he would prefer to be at this moment, and his scent is a little putrid after a long, hot morning’s labour. And Mary is wearing those clothes, which I described to you earlier. No wonder Ben is experiencing difficulty getting his tongue to synchronise with his brain.

“Maybe we could load another table one day?” And he’s too quick to laugh. “Well, not really, but…”

“Sure. I’ll give you my phone number for next time you’re moving house.”

That’s the type of response I’d expect from Olga. Why is it that when females generate the slightest interest, they immediately empty a bucketful on it? But wait. Ben has picked up on it. He must be sober – he’s getting a grip on himself.

“I’m sorry, Mary. I didn’t mean it like that. I was surprised… I mean, may I see you again some time? Perhaps we could have a coffee or…”

“Come back to Otto’s cottage, Ben, and I’ll write down my mobile phone number for you. I like Italian.”





Chapter 7

For the next week, Anna broods over her youngest child’s welfare. He looks pale one minute and flushed the next. She can tell him something and ten minutes later he has no idea what it was. His appetite is poor and sometimes his pulse is racing:

“Ben, I think I had better make an appointment for you with Doctor Schmidt. You are not well.”

“Yes I am, Mum. Don’t worry about me please.”

But that doesn’t wash with Anna, so eventually:

“I tell you Peter, he definitely has a malaise. When Benjamin doesn’t want to eat, it is a positive sign that he is not well. How has he been outside – is he working all right?”

“He works hard, yes. But you’re right – he says some strange things at times.”

“For example?”

“Let’s think: I asked him to pick a few table grapes for us yesterday, and he just walked off saying, ‘Table, table, table…’ I thought at the time it was rather strange.”

“Well – didn’t you question his odd behaviour?”

“No. Kids get funny sometimes; you don’t know what is going on inside their heads.”

“That’s it – he’s in love!” Virtuous Anna immediately draws on her deep, feminine intuition, and the sum of a week’s concern emerges from behind the closed door of adolescence. “Of course – why didn’t I recognise the signs! Benjamin is not our first son, but he is certainly the shyest, quite bashful, really. He’s in love – or he thinks he is! But he’s only a boy, not quite twenty-one. You’ll have to speak to him Peter!”

“Me! What would I know about – I mean, what if he’s not, I’d make a fool of myself. Besides, I was his age when I proposed to you!”

“That was entirely different. We were adults. They are still children. Speaking of which – who can she be? You must talk to him, Peter. Confide in him and find out who she is. Goodness knows? I mean, of course, Ben has always had good taste and been very responsible, but I must learn who she is! Ben is still a boy really – she might be Greek or something? Who knows?”

“Now, now, Anna, don’t tie yourself in a knot. He may not be in love or even have a girlfriend. Perhaps I have been over-burdening him. You know how it is during vintage; and this is the first time he’s been in charge of the field crews. Okay, look, I’ll have a word, and for my money, I’ll wager it’s something simple.”

“If it’s not, then call Hugo. Hugo is an understanding man as well as a competent doctor, and he has a daughter – I wonder if it is Melanie? Melanie Schmidt? Now there is an appropriate young girl, Peter.”

Pete has enough on his plate without having to digest imponderables. Yes, Melanie is a fine young woman, and the two have had plenty of contact over the years, but this is pie in the sky so far. Ben might be getting measles again? I had better call Hugo first, on the quiet, and get an opinion. Better still – I’ll stand him lunch at the Vintner’s Club!

It takes a sizable calling card to drag a doctor away from his practice, even for luncheon, and the account is delivered on a patterned silver platter, following the cheese and greens.

Doctor Hugo Schmidt, no stranger to favours or club luncheons, had to juggle four appointments, placate a well-intentioned nurse and bribe his receptionist before he could grab this midday opportunity. After listening patiently to Pete’s muddled plea over the telephone the previous evening, he decides to shut shop for two hours.

First, was cream of pumpkin soup, next an artistic dish of King George whiting with tarragon and lemon, followed – after a suitable gastronomic pause – with grilled lobster with parmesan sauce and thyme pangrattato. Lastly, they were presented with fresh avocado dripping with butterscotch liqueur alongside lime ice and cream. The calling card was a rare, outstanding Verdelho, wholly appropriate with the seafood; the next a ‘peeping’ Semillon, and the port was ‘picked with wit’ as Charles Dickens might have it – as Hugo observed with the broadest of smiles. Altogether, a large and expensive opinion, presented to the background tinkling of a baby grand.

“My dear father, bless his overworked, vinous brain, didn’t take enough time out as reward for effort: just slipped a generous red into him and kept going. Mistake. When a man is in practice he must not overdo it; he must provide for civilised time-out. There is so much to contend with, Pete: beside the pressures of persistent medical reps; the feline attitudes of receptionists; scold-less mothers with simian offspring; outbreaks of Legionnaire’s disease and the long hours at surgery; of hospital visits, cankers and piles, of time-wasting, hysterical false pregnancies and a wife who plays polo; there is still the need to keep on top of everything and up to date with the latest scientific reports and curiosities. And there are all the functions to attend as well, by George! I’m putting it all aside for two hours – what were you saying about young Ben? Good strong, healthy lad if I know him?”

“He is almost twenty-one, Hugo. He is sick, somehow. I can’t figure it out.”


La Belle Dame sans Merci

O what can ail thee, knight-at-arms,

Alone and palely loitering?

The sedge has withered from the lake

And no birds sing.



“Any obvious symptoms?”


O what can ail thee, knight-at-arms,

So haggard and so woe-begone?

The squirrel’s granary is full,

And the harvest’s done.



“Some loss of appetite; disjointed speech. Hot and feverish. Fast pulse, slow pulse. Er…he talks to himself at times and makes sudden, guttural noises without warning or reason.”

“Vomiting?”

“No.”

“Pain in the abdomen?”

“No, nothing like that, Hugo.”

“How about his eyes – clarity?”

“Anna says they’re okay.”

“Then he’s obviously stricken with amour; been blown out of the water, as they say. He’s found a wrench who can peel grapes with her eyelashes and she’s tightened his nuts to the point where it’s painful. Yes, common in some better families.”

“You think so, Hugo?”

“I know so, Pete.”


I met a lady in the meads,

Full-beautiful – a faery’s child,

Her hair was long, her foot was light,

And her eyes were wild.



“But – but I never experienced anything like that, Hugo?”

“Of course you didn’t! Nor did I. We are not the sort of people who fall in love, for Pete’s sake!”

“But I’m married, Hugo; five kids – you tell me I haven’t been or am not in love? I am extremely fond of Anna!”

“Keep your voice down…yes, of course you are. And you love her – the same as I love my wife – but we’ve never fallen in love. We are professional people; sound heads on sound bodies. We carved out our futures based on ambition and desire, and we looked around and got married. We need to have wives and families and the correct trimmings and anchors in society. But Ben is in love. When it affects you like it obviously affects him, then that’s the real thing. Dickens; no argument.”


I set her on my pacing steed,

And nothing else saw all day long

For sidelong would she bend, and sing

A faery’s song.



“I don’t quite follow you, Hugo?”

“Look, a patient of mine, no names of course, had reason to consult me because his son developed the same symptoms except they were more pronounced. The poor lad was becoming dysfunctional. It happened that the object of his affections was a tiny girl of foreign extraction with an engaging speech impediment that made his eyes water. His pet name for her was ‘Iota’, because she was so petite. But, their parents became obstructive, owing to the cultural differences. To alleviate his purgatory, he bought himself a Barbie doll and a budgerigar with a lisp! Full on! ‘The healthier the boy the harder it gets.’ Dickens.”


She took me to her elfin grot,

And there she wept, and sigh’d full sore,

And there I shut her wild wild eyes

With kisses four.



Two hundred and fifty-five bucks down the drain: “Have some more port, Hugo.”


And that is why I sojourn here

Alone and palely loitering,

Though the sedge is wither’d from the lake,

And no birds sing.







Chapter 8

Marg McCliver, buxom and slightly bow-legged, and yet with the innate charm and gypsy foreboding of her remote ancestors, erected a cordon sanitaire around her attractive, talented daughter, which Turnip and Corky find difficult to penetrate. I obtained the following from Scab, the resident, recalcitrant McCliver cat, and transcribed it into a reasonable format.

“It’s Saturday evening,” says Scab. “The weary week is o’er, the fledglings from their nests have flown and the damn mozzies are merciless. Gold sunsets, autumn nights, fluttering moths, orb weavers, and bunnies on the hop. You got the picture, Gus?”

“Got it Scab. I’ll take it from there.”

“Bloody humidity is going up again; look at that dial! Corky, have you got the tipper going properly yet?”

“No worries, Turnip. The hydraulic seals have arrived; it’ll be on the road by lunchtime Monday. However, the right-hand inside dual wheel has gone flat, so that’s another pig-of-a-job for me!”

“Like Grandpa Archie used to say, Cork: ‘You never run out of things that can go wrong.’ Marg – what is Maria doing?”

“She is in her room, collating.”

“I don’t care what sort of prayers she’s saying, tell her to cut it short and get to the table. A man can’t even sit down to eat but his kids are somewhere else. Sean and Archie – go and wash your face and hands!”

“Okay, now that we are all here, let’s get on the outside of some seriously good tucker.” Turnip stuffs his mouth with creamed spud: “What’s that funny noise? Sounds like a bum in a bucket?”

“It’s Mary’s mobile, Dear.”

“Maria’s mobile what?”

“Her mobile telephone. She has to have one because she travels a lot now and uses it to fax reports to the computer at the university.”

“Don’t be daft, Marg. You’ve got to have a thinga-me-bob to fax paper with – not a blinking, walking telephone!”

“So much you know then, Patrick McCliver! Mary’s phone has got a gadget that enables it to soak up all the information she puts into it and sends it to a computer down in the Big Smoke. You are well behind the times, my boy!”

Mary keeps her eyes on her plate.

“Well – aren’t you going to answer it, Maria?”

“Excuse me please; I’ll take the call in my room.”

“Go ahead, Mary. There’s nothing important for male ears to know about.” And turning to the men she says firmly: “It’s her work, again. She is such a diligent student; you must learn to appreciate her efforts and not to beguile them. Give her encouragement, not – not that other thing.”

“Of course, Marg, yeah. Cherry slice tonight?”

“Maybe.”

“Great. Corky, find us a bottle.”

“Hello? Oh – hi Ben.”

“Really? Ha-ha. Tell her you are having a reaction to something…grapes, yes. Ha-ha. Why have you gone quiet?”

“Now whoa – not so many questions. No, I do not have a boyfriend, but I am up to my ears in study. How about you?”

“I see. Yes, and what did your dad say?”

“Look, I don’t know Doctor Schmidt in Nuriootpa; I always go to Adelaide for check-ups…”

“Ben, you must appreciate that we both live in different arenas – opposite worlds, almost. I…”

“Okay. Sorry – where?”

“I can’t promise Ben, but I’ll let you know. I would like to go out one night. I must go now, I am with my family. Bye.”

When Mary finishes her meal, she returns to her room, pets Pearl for a while and sticks her nose in a book. Turnip and Corky are amusing each other with local anecdotes while Marg and the boys wash the dishes. Religious icons sit mute on their pedestals, and Roman prints look down upon the ribald conversation. Back in the Old Country it would not be tolerated, especially since the Ferret was transported for smuggling whiskey, prescribed an axe, and served his term in the Murray Mallee district furnishing paddle-steamers with splintery fodder. How the hands turn full circle! But as old Doctor Schmidt often remarks: “A birthmark is nothing to worry about – give it some soda and it might go away.”

He’s talking caustic soda, not the stuff Turnip is adding to his tumbler to offset the scalding bite of homemade whiskey.

“Marg – why did Maria change both her names?”

“Please try to refer to her as Mary; it will ease her anxiety. You know why – she told you!”

“No she didn’t. Just some cock-and-bull about getting her old ones amputated.”

“Don’t be silly, dear. It was ‘imputations’ she said.”

“What’s that mean?”

“It means that she can log-on to her computer easier – that’s what she told me.”

“Never heard such crap in my life. Doesn’t she like our name or what?”

“Look, Mary is grown-up now. And if I remember correctly, Patrick McCliver, you did exactly as you pleased a long time before you started to shave. She loves our name; just as she loves us, but she has to get on in the world and it’s her choice how she goes about it.”

“Fair enough then, fair enough. Bloody hell.”

He refills his tumbler and turns his chair so he’s not looking at Marg anymore and addresses Corky:

“I heard they put Shanahan up the chimney on Friday.”

“Wasn’t a proper funeral.” Corky is on familiar ground with this remark, he studied funerary protocol at the seminary. He did. “In a proper funeral, a man gets returned in the dust from whence he comes – and so pays fair homage to his original – not put up a chimney to be dispersed all over the surface of the planet! But then, he was married to a Protestant, and she was like Shakespeare’s first witness in Macbeth, my oath!”

“I didn’t take Macbeth at school – Scottish. Did they say what he died of, Cork – he was only about forty-five or fifty?”

“Distemper; it got the better of him they reckon. Couldn’t keep his cool in check and lashed out at Billy Quill in the Rabbit Creek Weinbar for putting too much froth on his beer. He lived a dog’s life with her, you know, Turnip. And the nosh she dishes up to him – you wouldn’t give it to a brown dog! She keeps these mongrel, pedigreed Pomeranians – hair-dressers’ dogs – and they keep nipping his ankles and crapping on his newspaper when he leaves it on the floor for a minute. She was a real bitch to poor Shag, y’know. If she wanted to tell him something, for example, she would address him via the dogs; uses puppy-talk to them and it’s meant as information for him. ‘We’re going shopping tomorrow, darlings, to get some yum-yums,’ and crap like that. So he goes to the tavern.”

“Pommer-what?”

"English dogs; little, longhaired, brown things called Pomeranians, after the Poms who breed them and ship them to Honkers for chow. Anyway, Billy Quill is flat out this night filling glasses of grog, and umbrella drinks for the sheilas, when Shanahan yells from the back of the push: ‘Me beer’s got too much head!’

"And Quilly, who doesn’t like them ruffled, yells: ‘Stick your donkey in it and it will go down!’

"Now, no one is sure whether he means the froth, or Shanahan’s donkey, but that’s got everyone laughing and Shanahan grows livid. He’s over the bar in no time and has poor Quilly by the throat:

‘How dare you say such a thing in front of my girlfriend!’

"Quilly is gasping: ‘Sorry, Shag, I thought she was your grandmother.’

“Whereupon, Shanahan tries to eclipse his witty retort, but holds his breath too long in the thinking process, getting angrier by the second, and suddenly croaks it right there and then of distemper. Sad. D.O.A.”

“Yes, very sad,” concludes Turnip. “Never a quick thinker on his feet, the old Shag. And being married to a Protestant – well, what can you expect?”

“The world is falling apart, Turnip, when a man can’t have a respectable, twelve square feet of lodging after he’s gone. Six by two; that’s all proper people really want, and they put you up a chimney to save space! I mean – how big is Australia! As if there was not enough ground to bury our dead! Bloody shame, in-bloody-credible. Out-bloody-rageous, actually.”

“Well, you can include me out.” Turnip puts in. “I’m not ready to go yet by a long shot and it’s not up the chimney either! Protestant bitch!”

When the heat of this conversation subsides, Corky produces his banjo, handed down from Grandfather Archie of bosfodick fame, and the eat-in McCliver kitchen reverberates with song.

The tide goes out and they open another bottle.

They sing of a land unseen, of Colleens rare; of pounding hearts with silken cords to hold their lovers close, and day-long muscles and fingers of steel to dig the murphies out. They sing of morn and eve, when dawn or twilight tints the hedgerow tops, when birds engage their wings and rise to blue, deepening to purple, or to pink and red skies plumped with promise, and feed worms to their nestlings above Milesian fields.

They sing of times when foes are callous, or friends are comfort; times of joy and bleak days of sorrow, of birth pangs everywhere; when winter lowers its scudding weight upon the hills at night, then springtime billows in the sun, fluttering anew in azure light. They sang; for as long as the music fell from Corky’s fingers. They did. And they got properly drunk, as the Saturday-Irish always do.





Chapter 9

Another guinea pig? No, not now; the dogs are on the front veranda so I’ll sneak around the back and take a peek at Pearl before I head south. Ah! She is lying on her spine with her legs in the air and having her soft belly stroked by her benefactor. What’s this? Now Mary is prising Pearl’s mouth open and looking at her teeth, her tongue and throat. What strange behaviour. She rolls her over and Pearl has a stretch and curls up like a creamy, Swiss roll. She is purring now, she must be content. Oh Pearl, Pearl, I could make you happier! There is nothing more to watch, so I drop off the window ledge and hurry away. I have business to attend to.

Scab tells me that there is a bushranger active in the hills, so I am extra watchful. He heard that the bushranger has a habit of following cats when they go hunting and allows them do all the hard work and then steals their quarry in an unguarded moment. Now this has to be discouraged! No cat has seen him properly yet, and I keep my suspicions to myself, but I think we are talking Cadillac. Whoever it is, I intend to scare him off my territory, or worse; I just cannot tolerate thieving feral cats on my patch!

So if I was Cadillac, or some other bushranger, where would I pad?

I think of several places, discard the less likely and I’m left with three possibilities, First, the debris in the creek where the branch fell; secondly, somewhere near tiger snake dam, and thirdly; Old Otto’s disused dunny. That will take several hours, three, or maybe four, and by then it will be sunrise and home to my hay shed.

Nothing here; no scent, no pad, no feathers, nothing at all; I’ll try the dam. Lookout longnecks – here I come!

You would think that Turnip would accept some things in life graciously. I mean, he has to pester Marg about Mary, because his Irish suspicions are gnawing at him. When two females go into a huddle, and the big one ignites a wall of flame around the little one, then obviously, it’s not men’s business, so please opt out, but not Turnip, oh no. Curiosity is supposed to be the devil of us cats, but it’s surprising how many verticals suffer from it.

She dropped a clanger on the phone to Ben, but in his present state it’s unlikely he will pick up on it; the music of the spinning spheres is overriding all rational thought. She said something like, ‘I always go to Adelaide for my check-ups.’ Now if the lad had his cap on, he would say to himself: ‘She must be local; must live somewhere in the Barossa’, and every Smith within a fifty-kilometre radius would be getting nuisance calls. Sure, he has her private number, but she can switch that off, and it doesn’t tell him where she lives. Most of the time, Mary is halfway along the row before he’s picked his first bunch. But she has agreed to some Italian nosh on a neutral patch, which should be enough to anchor Ben on terra firma for the next week. Incidentally, that reminds me, I must tell you what Scab repeated to me. Turnip and Corky were discussing deep religious stuff, and Corky said the reason why the Pope always kisses the tarmac each time he steps down from an aircraft has nothing to do with blessing the ground – no, he is just glad to be back on terra firma, and the more firma the less terra. That’s what two and a half years of religious studies does for you!

Nothing around here either. Ghastly place this, the smell, the mist and the eerie quiet. Let’s leave it to the longnecks, they deserve it.

Just one thing bothers me though: what exactly is her ultimate goal? Mary is pussy-footing around Otto, and has made a considerable investment in calling cards, time and so on, but her intentions are not made entirely clear. Some drift about history, but she says she is not into history herself. Then the line about ‘compiling an anecdotage’, which she had to translate into nursery-speak for him: that does not ring with the clear peal I would expect from someone of her calibre. Now don’t get me wrong and accuse me of calling the kettle black; it is not the same as women’s secret business which is so irksome to Turnip, who obviously feels insecure and threatened by his ignorance. No. Mary is a terrific girl, take it from me, and it is her birthright to be a little mysterious. But not devious. Maybe I missed something.

I fixed Olga up the other night. She began wailing about middle dark-time, but I knew it was a false start. The next night I’m around there, listening to the moans, and old One-Eye is useless now, so I get her underneath the decrepit harvester and…just-a-minute…what did Mary say? Maybe she could get Ma and Pa Zimmermann to contribute as well? Contribute what?

Let’s put this into perspective.

Mary is at university, right? She comes home on term break to do some research. Fair enough. But before she returns to the illegal distillery she changes her name. Okay, I would too! Then she fronts up at Otto’s with his favourite cards and gets him to chin-wag for hours on end about nothing in particular. But she is pushing him back in time a bit, and the emphasis is on the McCliver mob. No ginger puss this girl in terms of IQ. And she makes pleasant noises about ‘stumbling onto a nice vintage port’ early in the piece, so clearly, Otto is a big player in this whether he realises it or not, and Mary is prepared to swap her sods for cards in order to get him to talk. That’s about the score as I see it, except that Ben comes upon her by chance and that has plunged Anna into mental contortions. That part I understand. I do. One look at Pearl and I’m airborne!

No one but cats would know that this old dunnakin is even here. If I was a vertical I would write a poem about it, it’s beautiful. Nothing here either. Well, where does that leave us, Karl? The abandoned church and the graveyard – how stupid of me! All that time wasted. Never mind, let’s trot this one.

It seems to me that Mary is digging into her past and I’m not sure if it is any part of her assignment from university. I mean, she hasn’t clearly stated what she is studying. Her ‘tutor’ could be thinking one thing, Mary complying, but branching sideways into something else. Something personal, perhaps? That might make the name change necessary if she doesn’t want the whole Valley to know about it. Her secrets are safe with Old Otto, and maybe with Ma and Pa Zimm, but I think that she would not want to let things slip any further. So Ben could become a hindrance; a carousel-head tag-along she had not counted on. Yet, knowing Mary as I do, I think she could use him, and associated things, to her advantage – whatever that is! But let’s not pre-judge her.

The word ‘imputations’ keeps creeping in. When it comes to coincidences, I’m like Mary, I’m not happy when they occur too frequently. I can see now, that upon first examination, she dropped that word on her dad, knowing it would go right over his hair oil and out the back door, but at the same time assuage her guilt by offering him a clue. Clever girl, but perhaps too clever; she will have to back-pedal and toss him something less chewy if she wants to keep him blinkered. It is dark here and getting misty, reducing the visibility. One hundred metres to go. Watch yourself, Gustav! Total concentration now.

The pines are not sighing because the air is still and thus the fog. The moon is behind the clouds. Sniff – a fox has been here today – phew, how can they live with themselves! Movement; bats. Movement; owl. Looking, looking – movement – between the middle row of headstones – just a possum.

I hop onto a headstone and lift my nose and sniff the air, seeking the tell-tale odour of a tom. Nothing at all, I may as well jump off and do some circuits, increasing the radius each time. I sniff once more and gaze in all directions. Through the rusty gate is the caretaker’s stone hut, long abandoned but still intact. That’s a German trait; build everything to outlast your great grandchildren. But the door is rotted, there might be enough space for Cadillac to squeeze through. I’ll take a peek.

Ten metres away and I know that this is his pad. There is the gaping hole where the door handle has fallen off and the wood has crumbled, large enough for a skinny tom to enter. Closer…closer…empty!

He’s not here!

There are feathers and bones so he’s been camping here for some time. Where is the bushranger now?

As Gus was pondering his next move, two youthful members of Weingarten’s Zeitgeist Club arrive, carrying a torch, a camera, sleeping bag and a bottle of brandy, to undergo, or better, to perform, their initiation rites. Gus leaps silently onto a headstone to observe. Zeitgeist, or the spirit of the times, has been corrupted by club enthusiasts to describe coupling at midnight in haunted places. Of course, Gus is unaware of this and can only look on with contempt for verticals engaging horizontally.

The pair, fortified against graveyard spooks with swigs of brandy and emitting nervous giggles, crawl into their sleeping bag and draw the hood over them to ward off the cold foggy air. They switch off the torch and darkness returns to reclaim the previous atmosphere. They speak in whispers between moist, smacking kisses, and soon begin to groan and moan in earnest. Gus hears a car splutter to a halt on the roadside a stone’s throw away and is surprised to see Corky McCliver emerge a few minutes later by the caretaker’s hut. He flashes an erratic torch in several directions through the mist, and lastly square into Gus’ face as he sits perched high on the headstone. It was a weak beam but enough to reflect his green eyes. The couple are oblivious to the intruder and maintain their guttural moaning and heaving as Corky suddenly turns and hurries back to the roadside.





Chapter 10

After a restless night, old Doctor Schmidt can see the diagnosis on his ceiling. It looks remarkably like the Spectre of the Scythe; but that does not alarm him anymore. He raises himself from bed, prepares a spa-bath and eases his buttocks gingerly into hot water. Old Doctor then sets the jets going and reaches for the telephone on an adjacent table. When his bones feel re-invigorated, he has his toast and marmalade, puts on the corduroys and waistcoat by which he is recognised, and, which gives him right-of-entry into any establishment in the Valley, and brushes his brown fedora while he waits for the taxi.

“Good morning, Doc – where to?”

“I’ll need you for most of the day, Bert. Let’s begin with the florist.”

“Yes, sir!” The big man opens the car door and gently assists him in.

Willi Schmidt has seen it all: the battered, ’been there – done that’, which has almost become an expletive, could sum up his eighty-seven years existence. He wants to finish a few matters before he loses his last battle in the war that appears to be closing in on him.

“It’s a real pleasure to drive you, Doc. You brought me into the world, remember?”

“How could I forget, Bertram. Did I tell you that the church bells were ringing-in midnight on New Year’s Eve at the time?”

“You did, often, and I have already apologised, sir.”

“Your mother couldn’t afford me. I told her to forget about it.”

“The cab’s on the house today, Doc.”

“No, no, Bert. I am out paying off some of my old debts. And no gossiping about it either!”

He calls on Martha Vinke.

“I have some flowers for you, dear. How are you today?”

“Thank you very, very much. These are nice!” She holds them close to her bosom, inhales, and adds in a whisper: “I got a sore bum, Doctor.”

“I understand, Martha. Bert – bring that air cushion here, please.”

“Now Martha, lift it a bit, yes, and I’ll slip this onto your wheelchair. That better? Good. Call me anytime day or night if you feel poorly. How are the grandchildren?”

“Out pickin’ grapes, most of them. Yes, they’re healthy and wise, thanks, Doctor.”

“Wonderful.”

“But – I, I can’t. I haven’t any money for the cushion just now. And I still owe you for the chair.”

“I wanted to discuss that with you, Martha. You have recovered – and that is payment enough for me.”

“But that was early last year – the car crash and the…”

“All fixed. No more problems. I just wanted to make sure you were doing all right, Martha. And now I’ll check your blood pressure and so on, and then I have a few more calls to make.”

They exchange more common pleasantries and old Doctor takes his leave.

Bert is silent all the way to the next house. He helps old Doctor out, and they go to the door.

“Good morning, Lewis.”

“Good grief – Old Doctor! How are you? Come in.”

“Thank you, Lew.”

Lewis is mid-forty and lives with his older sister who is on duty at the library today. He has a retiring nature, for which he compensates with a genuine desire to be hospitable. He is also sight-impaired, but not blind. It is ten o’clock, and the coffee and strudel comes out. Bert is included in the conversation because he is accompanying old Doctor.

There is in fact, little conversation regarding any particular subject apart from one another’s welfare, the effect of the weather on the vintage, and the minor irritation that overseas tennis gets such little coverage on television. After coffee, another round of well-wishing and old Doctor hesitates in the doorway as if he has just remembered something. He slips Lewis a sealed envelope containing a hefty cheque, and the visitors leave.

“Nice bloke, Doc.”

Now he can get that big screen he’s always needed, and God be merciful to me.

“Yes, a real nice bloke. I have a couple more calls to make, Bert,” and he checks his notes: “Kings Avenue next, to visit the retired Matron. Afterwards I buy us lunch,” he grunts, “get some wine and then it’s off to Zimmermann’s farm. You know the way, of course.”

“Which Zimmermann’s Doc? There are lots of them.”

“The old place; Ma and Pa’s. I’m going to pay Otto a visit.”

“Old Otto! He still going is he, Doc?”

“Ninety years old, today, Bert. He’ll outlive me that’s for sure.”

An abrupt snore wakes him, dismissing the wraith that was standing opposite and jeering at him.

“Mongrel! He only comes here after I’ve pulled a bad cork. Otto, I reckon that was Joachim Wurmheller’s doppelganger again – why can’t people stay in their graves! Because they’re cowards, Otto, that’s why. Got to do in the dim what they daren’t do in the light. Didn’t have the guts alive and now the worms have etten what’s over: Gotta flit about when a man is digesting his pork and taters! Where’s me pipe and that good baccy that Girl-Wednesday brung me?”

“Yoo-hoo, Otto? Are you there?”

“It’s her! Great Scott – It’s her again Otto. Come on, get up, we have a visitor today.”

“Hi, Otto. How are you this afternoon?”

“Just woke up after lunch. You look, um, different?”

“It’s cooler today, so I thought I would wear this mohair pullover and warm slacks. Do you think it looks too bulky?”

“Yes. No! No it’s good.”

“Good is it? And do you remember which day it is today?”

“Um – Wednesday.”

“No. Nearly. No, it’s Monday. I’ve been a very naughty girl, Otto, and I did some checking up on you: Happy birthday!”

“Eh?”

I suppose his mother used to kiss him when he was little, and once, at a fancy dress shootout at the Sunday school picnic, Pastor Klemm’s wife gives him a parched peck for most original outfit, but it’s taken another eighty years or so for it to happen again. Old Otto feels a little giddy and his knees wobble, and has to sit on his couch. And she gives him a calling card as well! It is Weingarten 1985 Liqueur Port, and a handy glass to go with it, all in its own box with a blue ribbon.

“My birthday?”

“Yes, well, I hope so, it should be.”

“Thank-ee. Yes, I suppose it is.” And his eyes gleam: “I’ve done it. I’m ninety!”

He never knows what the date is, and sometimes, not even which day has dawned, but he accepts it; young people with their busy lives always seem to know, as well he can remember. He is ticking off the decades while Mary fills his pipe. Ten was cold pudding. Twenty was a bad time, a very crook time. Thirty wasn’t much better, what with the war and everything and living on rations. He was staring into the abyss at mid-forty until Willi took the knife to him. Fifty was quiet, the sister-in-law had it bad with female problems, and the milking herd had to be slaughtered. He seemed to bounce back a bit at sixty, that is, after the shock of growing old, and at seventy he began to settle into a routine and take it easier on his right hip: ‘Let the bloody garden and the bloody veggie patch do what they like for all I care!’ And so they did. Nature began to reclaim her space. But it wasn’t just physical pain that warranted the outburst – that was the catalyst – it was something deeper, was it not, Otto? Then the dreams and the visits began at eighty, when daytime reality frog-marched itself into the gloom. There have been a few good days since, not a lot, but a week or so ago things became much better: I get a visitor, Wednesday Mary, and I’m ninety today and she visits me again!

“Thanks, girl. That’s a good’n’proper stoke.”

Appropriate to the circumstances, verticals award each other two types of praise. One kind is useful for scouring your gazzunder, and the other sits prettily on your head. Mary is happy that she gets the second one, and she smiles with one side of her mouth.

But we cannot linger. She is just about to slip into a higher gear when they hear a car arrive at the front of the homestead, and shortly, there are two more visitors to help celebrate the occasion.

“Otto, old mate – happy birthday!”

“So I’m told. Thank-ee Doc. Who’s this?”

“This is my driver, Bert, an old acquaintance of mine. Bert, say hello to Otto Zimmermann.”

“My pleasure, Otto, a great privilege indeed! Happy birthday.”

“Thank-ee, and this is Girl-Wednesday, be nice to her. Meet Mary Smith.”

The fedora gets a fingertip: “Hello Mary, I am Doctor Schmidt Senior.”

And a wrestler’s paw goes out: “Pleasure to meet you, Miss.”

Mary is surprised by Otto’s initiative, and her smile tells me that she is amused, and quite pleased with her epithet; Girl-Wednesday – I can almost imagine her using it herself!

After greeting the visitors she turns to Otto: “I’ll get a couple of chairs from the kitchen.”

Inside the cottage, Girl-Wednesday scrubs four vegemite glasses, slices rounds from a long metwurst sausage, and carries the chairs out and arranges the three-legged red-gum table conveniently. Bert says he will have “just the one” and lowers the carton of wine that has been suspended under his left arm. Otto is encouraged to have a peek at it and he manages a grin and settles back on his couch. We cats are fascinated. The world could be scheduled to end at midnight but this afternoon will be glorious!

I ask: “What’s wrong with your left eye, Otto?”

“I don’t know, I can’t see out of it properly, Gus. What’s new?”

“There is a bushranger stealing from the locals.”

“Great Karl!”

“I’ll tell you about it later. Let’s watch this little mob.”

“Mmm. Well Doc, this is unexpected. A man can go months on end and never see anyone and today I get three visitors! Everything’s happening lately: two visits from you and two from Mary in quick-smart time. And today we get a Bert as well. I’m not complaining of course, just a bit dizzying.”

Old Doctor grins at him. Girl-Wednesday fills the glasses with a ruby port and they inhale and taste, and allow the calm of the afternoon to settle their thoughts before they have a good chin-wag. Willy-wagtails flit about, insects creep along the leaves; the sun’s rays are angled and lending amber to the occasion whilst highlighting flecks of dust floating in the air. We make ourselves comfortable.

“What’s your last name, Bert?”

“Schlippenbach, Otto.”

“Schlippenbach! It was an Ernst Schlippenbach had the saw mill over by Kruger’s place in the thirties, I think it was; got burned down.”

“Mud relations, Otto. They all moved up to the Mallee Country, I’m told. One of them stayed here – what was his name? Henry. Yes, a wild one that Henry. When I was a kid years ago, Henry had one of the first petrol chainsaws in the district and did the home delivery firewood jobs in his Chevy truck. He’s died of something unusual, didn’t he Doc?”

“He tried to wash a chicken bone down with cooking claret. Kaput. DOA.”

“Mmm. Poor fella.”

“That’s right,” Bert says. “I’ll tell you a yarn about Henry Schlippenbach. I’m at the local footy finals, I sneak in with some other kids without paying, and of course the ground is packed. People could drive their cars inside in those days and park around the post-and-rail fence and watch the game in comfort. Most people took picnic tables and chairs and a basket of nosh and a few cooler-boxes and spread themselves out. Then Henry and his mob roll up in the Chevy and he can’t find a parking spot at the rails. He drives around the oval again and comes up behind us. We are sitting around a little self-sown pine tree, eating hot dogs we bought with the ticket money, and Henry g”ets out of the truck and tells us to shove off. So we ask why?

“Because I’m gunna park here, so that me and the missus and kids can watch the match.”

“Not enough room here; the tree’s in the way.”

“Don’t give me any cheek – get going!”

“So we move away and watch, guessing and hoping that he is going to scrape a fender or two when he tries to squeeze between a parked car and the tree. But no problem: Henry goes to the back of his truck, hauls out the chainsaw, revs her up, and bingo! The pine tree is flat on the ground and people are brushing chips and sawdust off their schnitte. Henry saws the trunk into sections, loads them onto the back, and drives the Chevy over the stump just as the kick-off whistle goes.”

“He steals the wood as well!”

“He does, Otto. And no one says boo.”

Smiling Girl-Wednesday-Mary tops up the tumblers. She is enjoying this. Her recorder is clipped onto her belt beneath her mohair pullover. She passes the cracker biscuits and metwurst around and has a small schluck of port. Old Doctor Schmidt has been looking at us cats and now he has something to say:

“Long ago, at the end of the Great Depression, I wasn’t long out of med school and still quite wet behind the ears, and – Otto, have I told you the story about the Schultz cat?”

“I don’t think so, Doc.”

“As I said, it was a long time ago, and I’m still peeling off the last of the green bark, but obviously, quite eager to prove to the Valley that one of their sons has made it down in the big smoke and has returned eager and qualified to serve them. Despite my enthusiasm it is a really bad time: the physicians are over-worked, the funeral parlour’s doing a roaring trade and Doctor Schnauffer, bless his memory, wedges me into a corner of his practice. I get the runny noses, and learn how to treat haemorrhoids. I doubt if a week went by that I didn’t have the opportunity to probe a saddle-blighted Khyber.”

“After a year or so, Doctor Schnauffer has enough confidence to leave the practice briefly in my hands so he can go to Adelaide for an up-date on surgery. So I’m left on my own and begin to worry about it. What was I talking about?”

“The Schultz cat.”

“That’s right. Fierce Gunter brings in a cat wrapped in a wheat bag”

“But, Mr Schultz, this is not a veterinary surgery.”

“I know, Doctor.”

“You should take the creature to the Vet.”

“I know – I know! Have you been to the Vet’s lately, Willi? He’s never there; too busy with horses and cattle and farrowing pigs: he hasn’t got time to look at a bloody moggy! Now listen – my wife will get sick and die if her favourite, Karl, ’byes it. Can’t you do something for him? Have a look at him at knock-off time – when you’ve finished with this lot.”

“I try to tell him that I know nothing about cats but he won’t listen. I can’t leave Karl at the clinic, so I take him back to my rented room and whack a thermometer into him. ’Wow – that’s high!”

“It soon occurs to me that Karl is suffering something akin to human convulsions – fits. He gets up, walks into things, falls on his side, kicks around and froths at the mouth. Then he’s okay for a while. Then it’s off again. So I sedate him, very minutely, as I would a toddler. I read up on convulsions and then I go to bed. Then it’s on again about three in the morning. Hell of a racket. This tom sure can make a noise! There’s a knock on the door. Landlord?”

“Yes?”

“What’s all the flamin’ racket!”

"Sorry, Mr Krieg – the cat’s having a fit."

“Is she indeed? Well it sounds like a damn tight one to me!”

A moment of silence, then Old Otto and Bert laugh in chorus and Mary’s giggles are lost in the uproar. She is refilling their glasses, and Bert asks Otto what is the name of his cat – the fluffy black one.

“He hasn’t got a name.”

“Oh?”

“He doesn’t need one. He doesn’t wander much and no one else talks to him.”

Bert scratches his head. “He seems to respond to your name, Otto. Look, he is now.”

“Couldn’t say.”

And Girl-Wednesday interrupts to change the subject. “I think I’ll have a closer look at him. His eye appears sore. Oh, you poor thing.”

Old Doctor asks: “What’s wrong with him Mary? Got a grass seed in it?”

“No, it’s his haw – it won’t retract properly.”

“His what, Mary?”

“His haw – his nictitating membrane – not serious though.”

“What does that mean, Mary?”

“He probably has worms, Doctor. I happen to have some spare tablets in the car for my own cat. I’ll give him a dose before I leave.”

Old Doctor is impressed. “I didn’t know that cats had a haw, Mary? You learn something new every day.”

Old Otto remembers that he hasn’t given us our treat yet, and tosses us each a slice of metwurst and gives Otto his willow-pattern saucer with a few drops of port. And the visitors are amused and comment about it as Otto licks his schluck.

“Well, well,” says Bert. “I never did see a cat lick port before?”

“Quite appropriate.” Old Doctor smiles at Mary, while Bert scratches his head again with his stubby fingers.

Another pleasant hour wafts by, more port is consumed, people from the past get exhumed, re-examined, and re-inhumed, and the hearty guffaws mingle with the mischievous giggles as old Doctor and his host scour the sacred sites digging up memories for reminiscence.

He doesn’t stretch the farewell, old Doctor Schmidt. He shakes Otto’s hand warmly, hopes he’s had a good day, and Bert takes the lead through the obstacle course. He helps old Doctor into the taxi and begins the journey home, while attempting to keep the afternoon and its memories alive with idle chatter.

“Otto got quite a surprise, Doc, probably the first birthday he’s spent with other people for donkeys’ years.”

“It is the only one that I have attended.”

“Quite a pleasure to meet the old fella at last, I mean, everybody’s heard about him, and like me they have forgotten he’s there or assume he’s gone to the big vineyard in the sky. How did he seem to you, Doc? They say he’s fallen out of his tree but I’m not so sure.”

“He is a patient of mine, Bert. I can’t possibly comment.”

“Of course, sorry. What was all that talk about – what did she say – nicotine brain or something?”

“Mary? Nicotine brain? Oh, you mean nictitating membrane! Commonly called a haw. It’s a cat’s third eyelid, similar to what a fish or reptile has which they exercise to wipe their eyeballs clean. I didn’t realise that cats had them, but then, I’m not a vet.”

“No, sir, you’re no zoo doctor.”

I wonder, sometimes.





Chapter 11

The McCliver homestead, built around the turn of the twentieth century, began life as a rectangular, six-roomed, bluestone bungalow. It has wide verandas with raised, red concrete floors on three sides from which sprout a variety of tufted grasses fretting away the cracks. The veranda posts are connected by intricate wrought iron decoration that would welcome the caress of a paintbrush, giving the residence a tired, lived-in appearance that real-estate people confuse with character. Owing to the hybrid vigour of the generations of its inhabitants it now has twelve rooms, if you count the original cellar. Viewed from Creek Road, only the glaring, steep angles of the corrugated iron roof and brick chimneys are visible: the honeysuckle hedge put paid to the architect’s concept of worked veranda posts, red-brick quoins, and a double-door front entrance, set at a corner obliquely, to offset the square appearance. There are some finer dwellings in Weingarten and others not so desirable. The McCliver homestead equates to the McCliver culture, their lifestyle, their memories, and it is their rock of ages. Mary experiences such sentiments every time she comes home, for it was never anything else.

Her room is four metres square, with a multi-coloured carpet thrown over Huon pine floorboards, and a high, ornate ceiling with a central plaster rose and a dangling cord to which is attached an ineffective light bulb. She has a masculine-looking desk with a matching leather chair and on the desk sits a laptop computer and a printer. There is a coffee table and a comfortable reading chair, a bookshelf bent with tomes and reading lamps and wall lamps. In a corner is Pearl’s cut-down carton and blanket, and of course, Mary’s own soft bed. Benjamin Schultz would sacrifice his eye-teeth for a glimpse into this retreat: to open her walnut wardrobe, slide the dressing-table drawers, to secretly steal a glance, to lock it all in his memory, and thus, content, drift off to sleep with colours swirling behind his closed eyes. Mary spares him a moment’s thought but quickly sets to work to finalise her afternoon’s work. She picks up her voice recorder.

"Monday: description of Otto Zimmermann’s ninetieth birthday occasion. Present: Doctor Willi Schmidt, retired, one Bert Schlippenbach, aged about fifty-five, Otto and myself. And two cats for good measure! Ha-ha – Gus and Otto – to which he responds sometimes. You should be able to recognise the speakers by the context.

"Important note: references to Girl-Wednesday, and its diminutive Girl; is Otto Zimmermann’s hypocorism and refers to me; I am the only female present. Having just returned home I have not had sufficient time to analyse details, however my gut feeling is that his hypocorism affords meat for a sharp scalpel. Driving home, my thoughts went something like this:

"Does Otto unwittingly satirise his situation with Defoe imagery? Does he employ the concept of a castaway Robinson Crusoe, to ameliorate any guilt of a self-imposed hermitage? Or is it a coincidence, based upon a boyhood story told to him years ago, which simply emerged prompting him to invent that pet name to commemorate our first meeting, which was on a Wednesday? I shall be watching for clues for and against unwitting satire. End of important note.

"Impressions. Doctor Willi Schmidt. He has the frame of a slightly built man, marginally stooped, tired hips, wears reminder apparel to lock-in former status. Age is about mid-to-late eighties. Has delightful method for eye contact: his eyes will meet another’s from any head angle or tilt, and the contact remains while his head turns to the frontal position. It is any engaging trait that might be employed to confront, or to startle a speaker into remaining close to the truth. Minor hand movements indicate affirmative or negative, while listening. He is very observant, without it being noticed. Occasional facial twitches indicate speaker is not moving quickly enough for him.

"By-product only for Bert Schlippenbach: a large man, he would be rejected for submariner, he was Willi’s taxi driver. Not completely comfortable out of peer group, and compensates with servile, and at times, strong body language. Has a suspicious nature, I venture to add, but demonstrates strong loyalty to old Doctor Schmidt. He would be more garrulous in his peer group but is wrong generation anyway. Use as minor character for interlude? With pine tree episode perhaps as a time-post? You decide.

"Update on Otto, subject to previous, important note. His slight deafness has improved to the point where repetitions are requested simply from his habit of asking, which means that his impairment is not as severe as he would like others to imagine – provided that background noises do not interfere. Therefore, he is quite comfortable with me. This is noteworthy, indicating that his secluded existence is showing no irreversible effects. Expect to see him progressing gradually extrovert over time. New body language: use of right thumb, emphatically, over the shoulder to indicate direction, whatever the quarter, and even to go back in time. I hope all this is useful. I want to get myself into Willi’s house soon too.

“Postscript – or should it be post-speech – it’s still P.S. ha, ha! Calling cards very expensive, details herewith. Please revive my credit union account by same. Regards, Mary.”

The gateway at the end of the honeysuckle hedge meant more than just ‘home’ to Corky last Saturday night. It meant even more than refuge; it was sweet safety and relief after his horrifying encounter. He remembers that they had been drinking and he was playing the banjo and that they were singing. And they drank more. He didn’t remember Turnip going to bed, but the noise that Corky made getting back inside the house woke him.

“What the blazes is going on!”

Corky pushes straight past him, and goes inside.

“It’s four in the morning, Corky! Where have you been?”

“I didn’t have any smokes. I woke up in the armchair and the house was quiet. No fags.”

“So? Couldn’t you get by till morning?”

“Desperate, Turnip. I was so thirsty I drank a bucketful of water, and I had no fags. I go to bed but I can’t sleep. I got a headache and feel like I’ve just been uprooted. I mean unburied. You know; I need a smoke. So I slip out and drive to the all-night servo; bloody fog, mist everywhere.”

“So you’re back? Why did you have to drive in like a boar with a split scrotum and skid on the gravel and wake the whole bloody house by leaning on the horn?”

“Sorry. I got it caught in my cuff. It’s on a stick on the column.”

“I’ll give you some bloody stick on the column! I ought to kick your arse till your nose bleeds! Sunday morning! Missus and kids gotta get up for Mass in a couple of hours!”

“You wouldn’t believe what I saw, Turnip – in the foggy mist.”

“What?” Turnip’s voice drops. Foggy night, lonely roads, he shivers. “Get two tumblers and then tell me.”

"I saw Fierce Gunter; I mean, I saw old Gunter’s ghost! I did. I went the back way because I know Sherlock’s got the night shift. I go through Kruger’s ram paddock and then along the dirt road to the servo. The bloody electric fuel pump starts playing up as soon as I leave the road.

"‘Damn furrowed paddocks! Don’t stop here you mongrel.’ The battery is almost dead too, if she cuts out in the paddock there’s no pushing it. I leave the engine running at the servo while I slip in and out. Driving back, same thing; I just get in the paddock and she starts coughing again. I make it onto the road, leave Kruger’s gate open – I must shut it later because his best rams are in there – and she farts and splutters and I pull over onto the road shoulder by the old Weingarten church and she dies on me.

“‘Bugger.’ Fog and stuff, cold and wet and clammy outside. No headlights now of course, the battery’s nearly shot. I find the torch in the glove box and it works when it wants to. You push the switch on and off and on again, and it lights a bit and then it goes out. You give it a shake and it’s okay for a while. So, I pop the hood and look in; it’s got to be a loose wire…”

Corky takes a long swig.

“So it is. But it’s euchred. Get a bit of fencing wire – anything. I’m having a hunt around, and finally, I find a length of tying wire hanging on the old shed in the bone-yard.”

“Yes? So?”

“You’re not going to believe this, Turnip.”

“Try me. And fill my glass properly!”

“I hear this noise.”

“What noise?”

“It sounded like gasping, Turnip, you know, the kind of breathing that an old dying man makes, with moans and groans and splutters.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere nearby in the bone-yard – in the church yard where all the old graves are; the heavy breathing was coming from one of the graves. It was cold and dark and misty and I heard this weird groaning getting louder, so I grabbed the length of wire and I was about to run back to the road, but I said to myself: ‘Don’t be silly, it must be something natural.’ So I shine the torch around, looking everywhere. Then I see him. Fierce Gunter is standing behind a tombstone just ten metres away. ‘Bloody hell!’ And I’m out of there!”

“Fierce Gunter?”

“My oath. He must have been haunting the tombs. Never gunna stop there again!”

“How do you know it was old Gunter Schultz?”

“Turnip – I saw his eyes shining! I shone the torch on his face and I saw the light reflected in his eyes! I saw him standing there in the fog, head and shoulders, and his eyes shining! Remember how he used to look when he caught us pinching his table grapes? He comes out of nowhere, just head and shoulders above the vines and that terrible look!”

“Protestant Boxhead!”

“That’s what I thought, but I didn’t wait to tell him.”

“Have another one, Corky. Bloody hell! They won’t stay lying down will they!”





Chapter 12

“Hello Mum.”

“Hello Gus, there is some fish in Herr Schrattenbach’s bowl, he couldn’t eat it all.”

“I’ve just finished a galah; I might have a go at the fish later. Do you want to hear the latest news?”

“Yes, I have nothing else to do. Come inside, Your Ben will be here soon and I am sure that his mother is going to confront him about his ‘malaise’ as she puts it.”

We go inside. I sniff Schrattenbach’s leftovers; I’ll come back to them. We sit together, and I tell her about Old Otto and his surprise birthday party yesterday, and when I finish, she says:

“Old Doctor is very rude to tell smutty stories about cats – especially about Karl; you should bite his finger, Gus!”

“Yes, Mum.” But I won’t; I like old Doctor and Otto. “Where is Sook?”

“He is sulking. Anna growled at him for scratching the lounge suite.”

“Why doesn’t he use a tree like we have to?”

“He is immature, that’s why. He must have attention.”

“Here is Ben now, Mum; I can hear his car outside.”

“What is the McCliver girl up to, Gus?”

“Mary Smith now, remember? It’s a puzzle, Mum. If she is collecting history stories from the old verticals then she is doing fairly well. What puzzles me is that she seems such a genuine, good girl that there can be nothing untoward about the whole matter, and yet she appears to be rather snoopy. I’ll wait and see.”

“Benjamin, is that you? Come into the kitchen please.”

Anna is taking the no-nonsense approach as Ben tosses his new, brand-name ‘Weingarten Wines’ cap onto a hook and goes straight to the refrigerator.

“I could use a beer, Mum. I’ll be glad when vintage is over.”

“Please help yourself. Are you going somewhere tonight? I noticed that you had marked the calendar.”

“Ee-yep!”

“Benjamin, please, the word is ‘yes’. Are you going to young Doctor’s to visit Melanie?” Anna asks him, with a head tilt and a smile.

“No?”

“Yes, no; is that all you can say? Will you contribute to this conversation please, Benjamin?”

“Sure. I’m going to Gawler for dinner tonight, Mum; to the Italian restaurant there, whatever it’s called.”

“Oh?” But that hasn’t answered Anna’s inquiry. It has only made her more inquisitive. “With whom, may I ask?”

“No one.”

“No one? Don’t be absurd, Benjamin.”

Her son allows a steady flow of beer to trickle down his throat. He ignores her question and is about to leave the room when she queries him again, louder.

“With whom!”

“I’m not going with anyone; I’m meeting someone there.”

Ben has a few more grateful swigs of beer and wipes his mouth. His silence is causing little pink specks to appear on Anna’s face, like Turnip gets sometimes, but nowhere as bad. So far, this is just a bit of angst generated by having to fish in private waters.

“I see. Do you want your Mother to worry all night about you! I have your dinner cooking in the oven, along with your Father’s, and now you say that you are going out to dinner. I’ll ask again: who are you meeting?”

Ben inhales a voluminous amount of air and slowly releases half: “A young lady named Mary Smith.”

“Mary Smith? Ha-ha-ha-ha!”

His honest reply is met with near hysteria from his loving mother. She erupts into a quick laugh – like hiccups in fast-forward – then she controls herself by making fists of her hands and the spot fires multiply rapidly across her face.

“What would Pastor Klaus think of you for telling a fib like that! Mary Smith, indeed! What’s her real name? Do you think that I was born yesterday, Benjamin Schultz?”

If Ben had offered ‘Stella Fonnekold’ or ‘Alma Schoneboom’ or even the improbable ‘Gretel Gumprich-Tiesenhausen’ as fanciful substitutes, he may have slipped off the hook. But to utter the time-worn Mary Smith has only landed him in the dairy droppings. And now his credibility is worsening, and the more he attempts to convince her of the truth, the more resistant she becomes to it.

“Where did you meet this – this ‘Mary Smith’ female?”

“I met her next door when Dad sent me there to collect a table that Ma Zimmermann had donated to the new kindergarten building.”

“Oh – so she’s a kindergarten teacher! Well, that’s better, now we’re getting somewhere. Did the three of you have a cuppa?”

“Well, no, not really, Mum. You see, Ma Zimm hardly knows her; she was visiting Otto when I arrived.”

“Old Otto? She was visiting old Otto? Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

“Truly, Mum.”

“No one visits Otto Zimmermann: period; end of story! He’s a hermit, a freak, he has barely half a bag of marbles; he hasn’t had a visitor all his life! All right, go out then! Have your shower and leave my hard work to shrivel in the oven and go to Gawler and meet your floozy! I’ll be speaking to your father about this matter, make no mistake; and to Pastor Klaus!”

“I’m almost twenty-one, Mum. Give it a go.”

“One would hardly think so!”

“Are you enjoying your steak, Peter?”

“It’s delicious, Anna, yes, a perfect cut of Angus beef and a marvellous sauce with it and tasty spuds, too. Actually, I think I’ll pop a cork and have a cab-sav with this meal, it deserves a good red wine.” And he pushes his chair back and goes to the cabinet.

“Benjamin has gone to Gawler for dinner, Peter.”

“He did mention something about that to me earlier today, yes, he’s acting a lot better now, don’t you think?”

“Better? Better – He’s sick, Peter. He’s hallucinating! There is no lady in his life at all!”

The cork is drawn part way: “What do you mean, Anna?”

“I spoke with him earlier. I tried to get to the bottom of this problem but he was quite obstructive and unreasonable; you’ll have to take the poor child to see Hugo.”

“Now then, darling – don’t…”

“I’ve had an opportunity to think carefully about it, Peter. He is not in love at all – he just wants to be! It’s all in his mind! He even invented a name for her! Poor child; so transparent it pains me. Why didn’t I see it the first time round? Too concerned, I suppose, too close to the problem. Ring Hugo now, Peter, and make an appointment.”

The cork breaks. “Bugger! Sorry. What was the, um, the name he invented?”

“Mary Smith, would you believe!” And Anna goes to the bedroom to have a nice cry.

“Damn!”

“Hugo? Pete Schultz. G’day, I mean good evening – Anna wants me to make an appointment for something to do with Ben.”

“What’s wrong with the lad now?”

“Nothing, as far as I can see. Look, I’m calling from my study, I don’t want Anna listening to everything I say – get off cat, get off my chair – she thinks that Ben is hallucinating about a lady-friend.”

“Is that what she calls it? Ha-ha-ha! Healthy young man. Look Pete, this could be getting just a bit serious but I’m chockers tomorrow, how about tomorrow evening?”

“What time, Hugo?”

“Make it after seven.”

“Okay. I’ll bring him in to see you.”

“Him? Not Ben, you twerp – Anna! I’ll write out a script for some pills to calm her nerves. I’ll see Anna tomorrow night.”

The bitter-joy along the winding road to Gawler Town has convoluted his emotions, leaving Ben doubting whether he can successfully fulfil his mysterious beauty’s expectations of Italian food, Barossa wine and scintillating, male conversation; younger, male conversation, that is. Mary is touched by old Otto’s primal existence; his unspoken, self-denial of apparent worthiness and his semi-arid intellectual state. She enjoys talking to him and hearing him respond but tonight is different: tonight the new millennium will catch up with her.

Having parked the car, Ben flicks some specks off his trendy suit, runs his tongue across his teeth, and then takes a deep breath as he inhumes his mother, in extremis, into a dark vault in his mind and strides along the footpath towards the restaurant. Being late the first time is not a good start. It wasn’t his fault but even so, a man on a mission has no reason for excuses. So he offers the standard one:

“Battery problem. Sorry about that. Have you read the menu, Mary?”

She has. And she reads it again.

The subdued lighting and the glow from the candle pronounces her perfect. Mary is wearing a simple, low-cut, red dress and a green necklace and earrings that match her luminous eyes. She looks up from the menu and smiles, and the strings within him quiver as he becomes seated.

“A drink, Mary? Look, I know nothing about you,” he admits manfully, palms up, fingers spread and his head at an angle: “What would you prefer?”

“A half vodka and orange, thanks. With real juice.”

“At once.” And his elevated left hand converts to a gesture summoning the black-and-white ballet dancer with the tray.

“Half vodka and orange – no tap stuff. Half scotch and soda, no ice for both.”

Mary is impressed. He has plugged the nervous prattle that entered the door with him, and now that he is settling down, Ben is showing the colours of a quiet commander.

“Are you left-handed, Ben?”

“Yes.”

“How very interesting. I realised that day at Otto’s that something was different about you…now it makes sense. So if I stood on your left side and we held hands we would be using our prime hands.”

Ben is momentarily speechless and motionless. He feels his pulse increase a little and struggles for something to say:

“Vintage is almost over,” he begins, but, realizing that some background information is needed, begins to fill in the obvious blanks. His intention is to restrict personal subjects – he tried that on the phone and it only sent her into a bunker – but talking about oneself, without appearing to, is walking in the rough. However, a little here and a little there, and maybe he can coax her onto the fairway.

“Dad has almost five hundred acres – that’s about two hundred hectares – with over half the land to vines. That’s what I meant by ‘vintage is almost over.’ Vintage, in the language of grape-growers, means harvest time, more or less. It is when the grapes have matured. We work the farm together. Gosh, it’s good to have a night off. My father is doing the paperwork tonight. Do you ever have to put in extra time at night, Mary?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know, finished for the day but the tail-end still needs wrapping up, and there are things to get ready for the next day?”

Mary smiles at him again, but this time to subdue his rural impetuosity, and steers him away from the trees. “Yes, Ben, frequently. Do you like music?”

“Yes.” But he wishes she hadn’t asked. His friends freak-out when he tells them about Grieg, Schumann, Liszt, or even his current favourite, Bizet, and now he’s staring into a sand trap before he has had his first taste of cavatelli with chicken sauce.

“So do I, Ben. Do you like Gershwin?”

“Oh yes! And Rachmaninov,” he adds quickly, sensing her tastes.

“Sergei Rachmaninov…” She purrs his name as though she was licking warm honey off her fingers. “Now there is a romantic genius.”

“He was Russian you know, Mary, and a great admirer of Tchaikovsky…” But he pauses there; something warns him that he is not advancing her education. “What’s in cavatelli?”

“Apart from the pasta? Well, there is minced chicken, tomatoes, capsicum, lots of white wine, basil, a few baby carrots perhaps.”

“I’m looking forward to it. What is it that you having, Mary?”

“Spaghetti primavera, I hope they do the authentic dish. ‘Primavera’ means ‘springtime’, if I remember correctly; lots of fresh vegetables cooked in olive oil, spaghetti with a ricotta cheese and milk sauce. So then Ben, what would you suggest for the wine?”

“That’s a good question – a juicy Moscato, perhaps?”

“Excellent!” So he can talk composers and the classics. Mary leans forward slightly to make more of herself available for casual scrutiny. “What else do you enjoy, besides good music?”

This question has to be handled carefully, as Ben’s solid interest in the finer arts is now riding pillion passenger to his urges. But seeing that Mary has leaned forward so casually, yet effectively, there is a hint there that perhaps he might inject some flesh into the conversation. “I like to swim; I get a lot of pleasure from that. Not competitive of course, Mary, but simply for the exercise and relaxing after a hot day. We have a pool at home.”

“I like to swim too, Ben, but I prefer the beach.”

Her response is so sudden and emphatic that at first Ben assumes she is saying it just to please him. But it is not the case, and Mary’s enthusiasm increases and their conversation bubbles along without any need for him to avoid things underfoot. He tells her of his liking for the early English romantic poets, and the ballads, which he studied in high school. “Sometimes poetry just pops into my head.” Ben is frank and straightforward. ‘Always be yourself,’ his paternal granny used to say, astutely noting his tendency to downplay his graces, as encouraged by her well-intentioned daughter-in-law. ‘If people don’t like you the way you are then they don’t deserve your time, little Ben.’ Mary Smith is warming to him: his physical endowments might overshadow somewhat the deposits of ore secreted within the bust of David, but they can be mined, revealed and burnished. To discover a store at all inside his rugged head has heightened her interest.

“We appear to have much in common, Ben! We both like music and poetry and I adore the beach – do you like animals?”

“I’ve never had to. I mean, farming people have animals much the same as they have four-wheel drives and so forth, but useful creatures, like sheep and cattle, not French poodles. Apart from sheep, we have some cats to keep the rodent numbers down. Although some of them are too fat and lazy to catch their own tail. I have a cat called Gus, and he is my favourite. He lets me scratch his ears now and then but he is real vagabond and thoroughly independent. Gus earns his keep.”

“Okay. I didn’t mean ‘like them’ in a petting sense, more in general. But that’s a good answer.”

“What made you ask that, Mary?”

“Because you are itching to know more about me and what I do for a living. Well, nothing yet, I am a veterinary student.”

“Really? Wow!”

“Not at all, Ben, it’s really hard work. Here comes our meal.” And she leans back and holds the wine list across her cleavage to deprive the Latin waiter of a fringe benefit.

Ben now needs no immediate answers to the questions he posed himself during the anxious time that elapsed since their first meeting. He has a little, and like an excellent meal, a small portion is always sufficient. Not that Mary is any small portion, he assures himself during mouthfuls; she could be a midget and yet tower above others! But yet, a haunting query which had gnawed at him has now resolved itself as an ephemeral image, suggesting scenes of green landscapes that cause him to wonder, unintentionally, how she could be so intelligent, mysterious and alluring within the confines of the genetics to which he was generally accustomed. So he supplied his own answer: Mary must be first-generation Australian of English parentage.

“I often listen to Mozart when I am studying late,” Mary informs him, picking up on her earlier music question. “It is considered by some that his compositions produce a salutary outcome upon the psyche when used as background inspiration. Have you noticed that in movies, Ben, there is classical music playing while the surgeons operate?”

“Yes I have. In fact, I have been tempted to take my music player into the vineyards with me when I work, but I don’t, because it would appear ridiculous.”

“Do it if you want to, Ben.” Then the first ease of her guard after diligent restraint: “I’m sure no one would laugh at you – least of all your dad.”

Ben has consumed one half-scotch and one goblet of wine, his head is in the clouds but the unusual familiarity of her words does not pass unnoticed.

“My dad?”

“What is he like, Ben?” Mary quickly asks to erase the blunder. “Most fathers excuse their sons for their happiness.”

“Yes, I suppose they do. I suppose we seldom credit them with the good sense with which we applaud ourselves.”

“Well said, Ben!” And they have a long laugh.

Phew! Mary’s slip of the tongue was not an Irish regression but an unfortunate mistake rendered possible by her willingness now to accept him. Davidic marble should certainly be admired but do not underestimate this particular example. Her natural response and ‘unwitting’ remedy is to lean forward again, but lower, and the marble is clay once more. Mary has done her homework based on their conversations, and she throws in a lucky clincher: “Do you enjoy Georges Bizet’s compositions, Ben?” And a solid half hour consumes the subject. Dessert is served in sculptured crystal bowls; fresh strawberries, raspberries and blueberries in Marsala wine, with whipped cream, ricotta cheese and icing sugar, with splinters of orange rind for decoration. They each have the same, and after rummaging through all the superlatives, they pronounce it “very good”.

Every time Mary takes her eyes off him, Ben uses the occasion to study her. Mary is aware of it, she knows that he is tracing her image onto his memory, and she is flattered. And while he is studying her, Ben wonders whether he should offer more information about himself. He has a secret to share, but wonders whether the time is right. He could save it for another occasion, or he could use it later in the night as a surprise subject to plug an awkward silence perhaps, or…

“I have a secret ambition which may surprise you, Mary.”

“Oh really? Tell me about it, Ben.”

“Okay, but first I must tell you why. Ever since I was a child I have been fascinated by birds and I still enjoy watching them. In fact, I have compiled a list of all the species in the Weingarten district. What do you think of that?”

“That’s really great, Ben.” And her vocation asserts itself: “Your list is the result of a specific natural interest and observations such as yours can assist the understanding of their distribution and ecology. Bird watching is neither childish nor unmanly, nor is it confined to scientists or eccentrics; it is very educational, and of benefit in many ways.”

“I’m glad you think that way Mary. It seems incredible to me how two people – strangers – can meet quite by accident and yet have so much in common; you take music, art, swimming, and so on: two people, male and female, of similar ages and interests, and who enjoy one another’s company. You are interested in animals to the extent where you have decided to make their welfare your career. And I am interested in birds, but there, commonality finally diverges: my interest in birds goes deeper than mere observation, Mary. I want to become a pilot. I want to learn how to fly an aircraft and get up there with them.”

“You do!”

“Yep. Not as a career, just for sport; for the pleasure. Why are you looking at me like that Mary?”

“I’m sorry – I – it’s just a surprise, that’s all.”

“Piloting light aircraft is nowhere near as dangerous as many people imagine. I am saving for lessons. Does that disturb you, Mary? You look alarmed.”

“No-no-no – I’m not alarmed, Ben, I’m – I’m happy for you. I’m pleased for you! In my opinion, a person must attempt to do that which urges them otherwise they may regret it later in life when the opportunity is no longer there.”

“It did surprise you though, didn’t it Mary, I could see it in your face. I think that if two people had exactly the same interests, and agreed upon everything, then their relationship would soon become boring. But I am sure that won’t happen to us.”

Coffee and chocolate mints, and their conversation ebbs. Mary is more surprised by Ben’s use of the words ‘relationship’ and ‘us’ rather than the subject of flying. The quiet commander has taken the initiative. Blue and green eyes meet over the rims of their coffee cups. Her slow moving eyelashes encourage him. Momentarily, their surroundings vanish, and static time plays with their pulses, lighting circles of fire around their hearts. The world has receded, has fled, leaving two survivors just a metre apart. Ben forces himself to speak:

“What shall we do now? There is a disco tonight, Mary?”

“I’m not much of a dancer.”

“Nor am I – a movie?”

“No, not really, Ben. We’ve both had some garlic haven’t we? So it won’t matter. It’s a lovely evening; I rather fancy a walk in the moonlight.”

I have always favoured continuity; the world must revolve, the clouds must gather and the rain must fall. Sunshine usually follows, if only to encourage Irish moss to grow on rocks or in places where a man might slip.

It must have a name, that feeling, that sensation of apparent unreality that usurps the senses when a hard day’s work and worry culminates in a night in which dreams come true. But the name is not important. The impossible reality is.

They stroll along the grassy verge beside the Gawler River, beneath a row of giant Morton Bay figs, mingling overhead, which have arraigned themselves with buttressed footings – massive radicals – useful as seats for tired bodies. The fallen leaves and fruits crunch underfoot, their canopies conceal the sky, and the rustling foliage of nearby scented roses suggests togetherness. By day, a safe environ for children to play with their garrulous mothers seated nearby; a shady, linear park where people relax, but by night, a tree-garden riverscape where lovers can reach out beyond reality.

The years of study, of fluorescent lights and lectures, the hands-on trade apprenticed to creature care with the reward still almost a year distant, and the desire for a normal existence – normal by any young woman’s assessment – has exacted its price. The unredeemable years from kindergarten glee to emerging practitioner, have all but vanished, and how many of their days will be remembered? Oh me; my youth – let me cling to you. Abandon me not for a while!

Mary feels the burden of her tertiary privilege and advantage, and a parallel problem, incredible as it may seem, of beauty allied to brains! A combination that attracts first, one for the ornament, and the second for the status. The first, a lifesaver bold, the second, an academic with status spectacles but neither with the power or even the desire to quicken her Irish wit, to light a romantic flame, to want her for herself with all her talents included. Not just for her face and body, not for their family’s approval, but for Maria Faith the woman. Did my name change have its roots in running away from what I am?

But the rare combination requires even more: a passionate man to whom she can respond. A man bereft of platitudes, a man with native grace, a man with manly concepts and a healthy appetite for life and art: uncomplicated – but with clout! Mary takes the plunge:

“My father is a vigneron too.”

“Great Scott – is he really? Where from?”

“The Barossa Valley.”

“You are not from the great historic family of Smiths who…”

“No, Ben, no!” She interrupts him and gathers her breath.

“My father’s name is Patrick McCliver, commonly known as Turnip. My Mother’s is Margaret. I am your neighbour, but of course, circumstances have prevented us ever meeting until now.”

A breeze is moving through in the fig leaves, sounding like water rushing somewhere. Across the narrow river a peacock challenges the night, sounding like a call for help. Behind her ribs, Mary can feel the thumping of her quickening heart reacting to the fearful truth, sounding like someone’s footsteps running away.

“But you said your name is Mary Smith – are you a widow? A divorcee?”

“No, never, Big Ben. I was Maria Faith McCliver. I changed my name recently in order to make my own way in the world; to establish myself as a new person.”

“That’s incredible! I mean – it’s unbelievable. It’s absolutely… I don’t know, it’s great Mary!” And his jigsaw is complete. The assumed green landscape is understood and everything wonderful and exotic is the girl next door whose family has lived there for generations.

The unseen stars are winking conspiracy and the moon is sailing its high sea. Her fragrance assails him, so affecting, as she leans against a trunk; the irresistible against the immovable – simple reckoning in the language of young love.

Ben kisses her, gently, and curls her chestnut tresses inside his palms and kisses her again. And Mary kisses him too.

The hard labour and the emotions of the past week, his parting words with his mother and the hectic drive along the congested, two-way wallaby track that serves as a conduit for vehicles between the Barossa Valley and the Town of Gawler are all forgotten. They talk in whispers and their lips merge again. They talk and they kiss, and the pattern would continue all night if only it could. Mary begins to tire, and she asks Ben walk her to the house of her friend who has a cat, two corgis and an aviary.

“I’m staying here overnight. Lorraine is a genius with animals. Give me a ring soon and we’ll meet again. Next time, Ben, till next time.”





Chapter 13

I’m quite sure that the brain-damaged blue heeler that Frau Fritz Zimmermann sent running could have thought of something more original than ‘Weinbar’ to capture the interest of the passing tourist trade. The first owners of the wine tavern in Rabbit Creek on the western outskirts of the Valley may have been at the forefront of modern advertising when it opened in 1903, but in today’s world, when telephones and motor vehicles are no longer restricted to black, wouldn’t an arresting name and neon be appropriate? The premises regularly changed hands until 1985, when William and Shirley Quill acquired it, scrubbed the filthy whitewash from the brownstone exterior, extended the bar, and installed modern refrigeration to cater for the increasing number of patrons who wanted a cold beer or two on a hot day before becoming legless in the grip of the grapes.

They didn’t change the name of the establishment for two reasons; first, it would cost them sods, and they had none left over; secondly, the patrons wouldn’t drink there if they had, such is the fossilised attitude of the grubby stool squatters. And nothing much else has changed: the dartboard still hangs perilously close to the entrance door, the faded photograph of Heinrich Guggenberger, astride, is still charcoaling over the open fireplace and the men’s outdoor, corrugated iron lavatory remains unroofed.

When ex-public servant Billy Quill, and his wife, Shirley, ran the idea past their bean counter, he advised strongly against it:

“No. No. You’ll never make five bob out of it. Okay, you might scratch out an existence – you might even pay the Holden off – but you won’t make the scene at Surfers’ Paradise every year because there won’t be enough profit to pay for a manager. Take it from me: small pubs and plonk shops are investment dinosaurs; they will soon become extinct. Let me advise you what to do. Go shares in an old-folks nursing home with someone – you don’t need any experience – then buy your partner out as soon as you can. Then buy another one. Then add another one, and start printing the stuff!”

“That’s a great idea,” says Billy.

But Shirley likes the building’s appearance: The architecture is so quaint; it has pioneer appeal!

It also has salt damp, wood rot, rust, termites, an unsanitary odour and a gloomy interior – in fact – a shroud-like atmosphere that unnerves the back-roads tourists who fidget over their greasy glasses before leaving a spinster’s donation in the guide-dogs jar to excuse their hasty departure.

And Billy and Shirl, who have owned it now for many years, have abandoned their eager plans for chromium, marble, and sparkling glassware; having ebbed to the low-water mark of their patrons, and now grunt in their same strange language. The proprietors are now almost as much a part of the Weinbar that they own; almost long-timers in Rabbit Creek, where second generation inhabitants are considered newcomers.

Diagonally across the short stretch of bitumen is a noisy, two-storey, veranda-post pub, fleshed by the younger generation – blokes dressed in black and sheilas with rings in their nipples – and next to it is the old bakery, now a craft shop, which the retired owners neglect to sweep or dust, and there is a weatherboard building – a deli-cum-post-office where last month’s magazines flutter on the outdoor racks. Several old stone houses face the main drag, their netting fences supporting weeds, and yet, incongruously, like a lone lily in an odious marsh, is the freshly painted café; blue and yellow, outdoor umbrellas and white tables and chairs, inviting trade with aromatic coffee and fresh, crusty German pastry. But, by unspoken majority consent, Rabbit Creek is a sanctuary for xenophobes who are fearful of change also.

The old Weinbar in Rabbit Creek is a favourite haunt of Bert Schlippenbach, taxi driver, on his Friday afternoons off. And being a travelling man with access to an unending supply of rumour, he has the ears of a dozen of his fellow patrons who have nothing better to do.

“Damn weird, I drum you! Old Otto Zimmermann is still on top of his daisies, I saw him with my own eyes when I took Old Doctor out there on a visit.”

“He must be a hun’red by now, Bert!”

“Zackly ninety. I thought he was much older too. It was his ninetieth birthday drinks we went to.”

“They reckon he talks to the birds?” Someone asks, followed by a chorus of, “What’s he like?”

“He spruiks to his cat, but that’s normal for anyone. But he does have a bird.”

“What – a galah?”

“No, no, the real thing, a good-lookin’ young woman!”

The windows of the Weinbar, which have reverberated almost daily over the last century with raucous laughter in response to topical witticisms and scandalous stories, rattle once more. This is the best one they’ve heard this year and it takes quite some time, not to mention spilled drinks, to overcome the effects of such spleen-splitting hilarity.

“No, no, no – I’m dinkum!” Bert has assumed the hurt look, which almost no amount of apology can undo. “When we arrived there was a young sheila about nineteen or twenty, already there! Not a relative like a grandniece or something, but a ring-in! A real good-lookin’ bird you’d give your eye-teeth for, called Mary Smith. And probably a Pommie going by the way she speaks so well.”

“Came on her Harley did she, Bert? You know – the leathers and the whip, and rolls her own cones?”

During the guffaws Bert nudges his glass towards Shirl who has one eyebrow cocked above a lop-sided grin. “Peasants,” he mutters. A man can’t discuss anything but they make a joke of it. “Fill it up Shirl.” And he turns and faces them:

“Listen you idiots, I’m serious. Old Otto had a young eye-popper there and she even fixed up his cat for him! His tom had something wrong with one of its eyes; she said it was a crook haw.”

“Good one Bert. Even Otto’s moggy has got its own whore, too!”

The walls, and even the ceiling, vibrate under the impact of their laughter. Hiccups commence and tears are shed and when the noise subsides the Weinbar gang order another round of drinks. Shirl is happy. Bert is amusing the clients and the cash register is ringing hot.

“I must remember to tell Billy that one, Bert.”

But Bert didn’t mean to be funny. He’s trying to relate a curiosity that has been nagging his brain for resolution and now his big face is beginning to glow red.

“Not that sort of whore, you drongo! It’s a nick – a nicked, er, a nicked-tit-tit something or other. That’s it – it’s got three eyelids!”

Shirley Quill seizes the moment: “So what you’re saying, Bert, is that Otto Zimmermann has a cat with three eyes and a Pommy good-time girl who lets him play with her tits – is that right? Well, a man his age has to have some little pleasures.”

“He must still have a lot of money then!” Someone else chips in.

Bert shakes his head and gives up. “Hopeless mob.” And eventually the conversation turns to racehorses and other ring-ins.

The whole vulgar matter might have ended there except for one mucus-brain who had to repeat the story later, and by the time it had swollen with the tearful telling, several versions were available to all Rabbit Creekers, who spun them with their own colourful emendations. And Otto Zimmermann, inoffensive recluse, is once more in the Valley’s spotlight.





Chapter 14

Such a beautiful morning: a clear sky, the first tints of yellow fluttering in the vineyards, the pepper tree is motionless in awe of perfection on every side and the verticals are out and about, immersed in their labours to disguise their lack of appreciation. Such a beautiful day that I certainly can’t waste it, perfect for sleeping; my nest in the hayshed beckons.

Mary drove by just now in her buzz-box car, hurtling down Creek Road, her dust plume drifting past, and on past Zimmermann’s, ’round the corner, and onto the black-top where the haze hung for a while. She seems to be heading toward Nuriootpa, where the grape mills are grinding away, so they say. Maybe she is going to visit old Doctor who saved Karl from an early death? That’s my guess anyway. Old Doctor and young Mary seem to like each other even though they have only met once. It’s all in the body language, in the reactions, responses and especially in the way she giggles when he tells a story. Is this the onset of generational bonding? Too deep for me, yawn. I’m going to sleep now as proof of my appreciation of nature. Tonight, I’ll trot over to McCliver’s and look in on Pearl.

Oh yes, indeed! A polished roll-top desk and a wooden swivel chair with leather trim set in a huge room with wainscoting to three walls, the fourth a cliff of shelving with several hidebound treasures from years gone by. A gentleman’s hat stand, a banker’s lamp, a square of heavy red carpet on the jarrah floorboards: Willi Schmidt’s study is almost a duplicate of the surgery office that he inhabited for most of his adult life. There is more of interest, as he welcomes Mary and she settles onto a chair that has sprung a coil. She looks briefly ‘round as she adjusts her posture. Evidence on a shelf of a holiday overseas which he took when he ’retired’, including an elaborate beer stein depicting German revelry. On the wall behind his desk, a framed, armorial pedigree declaring antiquity for ‘Schmidt’, and a cuckoo clock, hand-carved, in need of dusting.

“Old age sometimes dulls inquiry, Mary, and even novelty in my day can sometimes leave me unimpressed, but you have roused a latent spark: to what, may I ask, do I owe this pleasure?”

“You most likely wondered too, what I was doing visiting Otto Zimmermann? I thought that you looked briefly surprised to see me there – anyone would be. Well, I am a tertiary student, Doctor, taking some time off and incorporating an errand for an invalid tutor.”

“University – I thought so! The veterinary sciences?”

“Yes.”

“If I was sixty years younger, Mary, I’d suggest we merge in business: I’ll treat the rich lady’s corns and you worm her cat. We couldn’t go wrong, my dear.”

“And I would take you up on that, Doctor. It would be a dovetail partnership.”

“Please, call me Willi; we are now colleagues.”

“Thank you, Willi. It is a rare privilege, I am sure.”

“You were saying, Mary, that you are on an errand for one of your tutors?”

“Yes, more of a project, if you will; I’m doing it for Professor George Riley. He was involved in a traffic accident several years ago is now confined to a wheelchair. His hobby – or one of them – is collecting anecdotal material before it is lost. Not dull histories, but sketches of unusual or interesting people and the events in their lives that have contributed to the character of the nation. And being restricted to his chair, a student suggested to him that perhaps some of us could assist by collecting material for him during the break. I asked Otto if he would like to be a part of it and he agreed, although I omitted the background – too confusing for him, I thought at the time. So I simply said that I was doing it. I hope you don’t mind?”

“Not at all, Mary. Are you doing all this alone?”

“Oh no, as I said, several students are involved in different locations. I have the Barossa Valley area.”

“Is that because you already know people here?”

“Well, yes, to some extent, and local knowledge is an advantage, I suppose.”

“Certainly, and Otto is a good first choice, Mary, for I doubt whether anyone at all has ever enquired of him regarding himself. And I’m flattered too that you have approached me. Why did you volunteer?”

“I suppose it rubs off somewhat. Professor Riley has a habit of drawing on his anecdotal material for analogy, or to humour or spice his lectures. He is writing a book on the subject also. I have an interest in some aspects of our local history and it provides a break from my routine.”

Old Doctor smiles. The impatient facial twitch has been absent, his hands are more articulate than when they first met and his intelligent perusal of her face never ceases. But Mary also detects sadness behind his pale eyes; nostalgia perhaps, and that care which older people often disguise, proclaiming that life is far too brief? So she returns his smile, if only to conceal that she comprehends a private truth, and readjusts her rigging to invite a mentor’s breeze:

“Do you think that my career choice is a wise one, Willi? I mean, the field is so competitive.”

“Indeed it is. However, these days it is most likely a wiser choice than General Practice, Mary, which is encumbered with urbane egoists who qualified because of their indecipherable handwriting. Their parents most likely planned their future before they were conceived! And too, there are a greedy few whose judgement is overridden by cash register decisions. Not that material or vocational rewards should be downsized, in the sweat of your brow, et cetera. So, Mary, I am sure you have chosen well. Sometimes it is easier to have compassion for animals than for people. But I am rambling. I am positive that you will be a huge success because I can sense you intend to be. But when it comes to partnerships, clinics and so on, choose wisely. Do not be precipitated by mere opportunity.”

“Thank you, Willi, I shall remember that.”

“I am sure you will. You are observant, which is the foundation of sound diagnosis, and analytical too, if my years of practice do not fail me now, which is fundamental to prognosis. I know you will excel in your chosen profession.”

“Thank you. You are most reassuring, Willi.”

“My pleasure, Mary, and, I would be pleased to talk to you at length if it will help, for both your immediate quest and your future. Whereabouts in the Barossa do you come from?”

“Weingarten.”

For a moment Mary wonders whether Willi has heard her correctly, or if he is having some difficulty locating it, but she suddenly realises that he is calling a muster inside his head.

“Of course! Of course – You would be Archie McCliver’s female doppelganger had I met you on a foggy night! So you have married a Smith – why no wedding ring?”

Mary smiles shyly; a schoolgirl who has disappointed her teacher. “I’m still unwed, Willi. I changed my name recently; I am – that is, I was Maria Faith McCliver.”

“Oh, I see, I see. And I was only talking to Otto the other day about Archie – your grandfather? No – your great-grandfather he would have been. Well, well, this is interesting. What shall we discuss – anecdotally, that is?”

“It doesn’t matter, Willi, anything at all. Whatever pleases you.”

“I’m thirsty, Mary. Let’s make a pot of tea first shall we?”

They enter his kitchen and Willi fumbles about in the pantry. "I can’t remember whether I bought strudel yesterday; there is crumble-top yeast cake – will that do? Plug in the kettle Mary.

“This house is too big for me really but I couldn’t bear to move out now. It has four bedrooms, two sitting rooms and my study. The fireplaces hardly get used. I have electric cooling and gas heating in the study; I hate being cold! The concept of Hell being a condition of torment with raging fire and brimstone was not conceived by someone who suffers from the cold! My concern, Mary, torments aside, is that it might be polar!”

“Ha-ha. Your kitchen is huge Willi. And such a lovely big dining table; there would have been many stories told around it.”

“And even more bottles opened on it! Strict temperance is one of the torments. Wine is a great gift to mankind, and moderate man, its greatest beneficiary. And, I find, it hastens convalescence by reducing anxiety. The tea is in the rice canister.”

“The word is, Willi, that you like the Pedro Ximenez variety. I have a bottle of sherry for you in my satchel, which I hoped you might enjoy.”

“A true daughter of the Valley! Thank you, Mary.”

“It’s true! As children we played war games and our ammo was emu eggs, if you could find any, and a certain type of kill was called a ‘bosfodick’, which I have just explained to you, Mary. I do not know where that strange name derives but it was common when I was a boy. But real guns are a different matter. These days, if someone sent a spray of birdshot into someone’s backside, they would be arrested and there would be a trial, accusations of attempted murder, or similar, with clever lawyers and the whole painted drama. The police were never involved in that little affray, they didn’t even hear about it. Some observers did wonder why Archie drove a dray into town and parked it outside the surgery: ‘Why doesn’t he ride a horse?’ and ‘Why stand up at the reins?’ I dug the pellets out, patched him up and he was okay within a fortnight. Madeira for the constitution, whiskey for the pain.”

“Incredible! The old Wild West right here in the Barossa. I suppose, Willi, the matter which perplexes me most about the ongoing enmity between the McCliver and Schultz families is that no one seems to know how it began. And if so, they don’t want to talk about it?”

"Both probably, Mary. My predecessor, Doctor Schauffer, of gracious memory, became quite outraged at the uncivil behaviour both parties exhibited. ‘Every time one or the other comes into the surgery to have a broken arm mended or a scalp incision stitched the incident it has its roots in their regression to savagery! It appals me – so unnecessary – along with their blasphemous ravings towards each other. Next time, Willi, send them away or sell them snake oil!’

"Of course, he would never send anyone away, man, woman or child, Schultz or McCliver, black, white or khaki. He was a conscientious doctor and the appended prescription for snake oil was a cover for his conscience for losing his calm in front of a subaltern. But Doctor Schauffer did indeed discover the root of the feud, and it was all to do with territory – the age-old curse and plague of mankind – boundary stones and fences.

"The male brain, Mary, can be divided into two sections, and broadly speaking, one side regulates his appetite and affections: mum, girlfriend, wife, mistress, food, and all such, while the other side guards his teddy bear, toys, bike, money, car, and property, which years of planning and hard work have provided. Tillers of the soil particularly, love every square inch of their dirt. Some men might share their wives and lovers but very few will give an inch of ground. Or, a man might kill his lover’s suitor in a sudden jealous rage, but he will lie awake at night and premeditate the stalking and the murder of someone who tries to claim his land! Not all men, of course; the constraints of society, decency and a just retribution apply. But a dose, however diluted, of Irish and German heritage contending toenail dirt, usually means trouble.

“Back in those days, Mary, things were much different. In fact, it overwhelms me somewhat to think that during my lifetime there was the Light Horse, then mechanical cavalry, and now star wars or some such thing. And the overwhelming factor, is the speed of progress, it has all happened so fast – an unprecedented gallop into science and shrinking space that leaves me bewildered. I still have the scalpel I bought at medical school, Mary, and it will still fulfil its designed purpose, but, its usefulness is dwindling, its cutting edge is old technology. What was I talking about?”

“You were swooning me with gallant lovers – and fences, I think.”

“Fences, yes. Okay, let’s start with the Schultz family. Going backwards from Peter Schultz, there was his father, Johannes; whose father was Gunter – Fierce Gunter – legend now has it, and the original landowner was Nicholas Schultz. You should find this interesting, Mary, seeing you like local history.”

“I’m intrigued, Willi. I only hope that I’m not tiring you.”

“Intrigued – is that all. I thought I was capturing your Irish heart. Thanks again for the bottle of Pedro; I shall take some for a nightcap. Now, on your side of the family – the McCliver side of the fence, if you prefer – we have…Turnip?”

“Patrick.”

“Patrick, of course, I had forgotten his name. Then Michael, your grandfather, and who was it again?”

“Archibald.”

“Of course, Archie, that’s how I got started, with the bosfodick. And before him, was Ferret. Any name for that quaint immigrant?”

“Dugan McCliver; convict, alias the Ferret.”

“We cannot all boast such a heritage, Mary. These days it is considered ‘a la mode’ – fashionable – to be able to make such a claim.”

“Don’t be patronising, Willi. Remember, I changed my name to be myself, not to hide from myself.”

“Well said! Will you marry me?”

“Of course. But I am too busy today.”

Old Doctor scratches his chin. "So his name was Dugan? He was dead and buried before I appeared, but stories and tales about the Ferret filtered down the west-side hills for years after they put him under. On the lighter side, one that I distinctly remember concerns a conversation he had with one Felix Feldt, who owned the original general store here in town. And to this day, no one knows whether the Ferret was serious, or simply pulling the fat old Lutheran’s leg. Not verbatim of course – it goes something like this:

‘The missus wants me to pick up some bed sheets while I’m in town, Felix.’

‘Doubles or singles, Ferret?’

‘A pair of doubles. Irish linen, if you have any.’

‘Unlikely. Cash or IOU?’

‘Cash. And can I have a Captain Cook at your latest hardware catalogue?’

‘Certainly.’

And the Ferret thumbs through the pages and then shakes his head. ‘Nothing here.’

‘What is it you’re after?’

‘Spurs. The missus said to order some rubber ones, that’s why I gotta buy new bed sheets.’"

Mary’s cup and saucer rattles on her lap.

“Before then, around 1878-79, Dugan McCliver bought the Section which is now the McCliver property. A few years later, Nicholas Schultz, with his wife and their baby, Gunter, took up the adjoining Section. They were neighbours, and necessarily so. Back then a person would drop everything to assist a neighbour in need, as still occurs, but with the added alacrity that mutual survival depended upon. Their adjoining lands straddled the Creek and Zimmermann road – renamed Creek Road when Hun scalps were in vogue – but on the eastern boundary their properties were actually separated by a slab of Crown land, are separated by Crown land. A forty-acre paddock lies between them, long since forgotten by public servants who had proposed to build a research orchard there, that didn’t come to fruition, as they say. The project lay entombed among the archived papers of Colonial Affairs because its finance was diverted to the fledgling Adelaide tramway, or some such thing. So the land lay forgotten, but not entirely unused.”

“I see. So Dugan McCliver and Nicholas Schultz quarrelled over it?”

“Not immediately, Mary. It lay untended, and was, in their opinion, a wasted resource. It had been partly cleared and they agreed between themselves to pasture sheep on it, alternating each year. And if the Crown came hurrying back, whoever grazed their sheep that year would remove them, saying they must have strayed. But they were never challenged and I doubt if anyone today realises that both families are reaping the rewards of Crown real estate. There is no fence between them on the eastern side of the creek dividing the Crown land; never has been and likely never will be. The dividing fence terminates somewhere past the creek where the kids still swing on the rope as Archie and I did, many years ago.”

“You have swung on that rope too, Willi; you and Archie. I too, have swung on the same old rope.”

“Yes. But it might have been replaced a few times over the years. And somewhere close by there, Archie killed me once with an emu egg, remember?”

“Of course – the bosfodick wars on which you later took vengeance with your scalpel and tweezers.”

“Indeed Mary. You are recording this session, I imagine?”

“Yes, Willi.”

“Good. Smart girl, Girl-Wednesday. You have a record of our conversation plus your mental observations. I am sure that Professor Riley will be more than pleased.”

“I am sure he will. And I will marry you tomorrow, Willi.”

“This is the happiest day of my life. Now, where was I?”

“Sheep.”

"Yes. Then one year, I’m not sure which one, the Ferret planted a few rows of vines on his side of the Crown’s paddock. So Nick did the same, and the race was on to cover as much ground as possible in the next year or so. Their previous actions were not commonage, which is approval granted to pasture on common land, but unlawful use. And planting vines there was certainly illegal. Well, they met near the middle somewhere, and the first few harsh words began as they stepped out the distance, the imperial yards, from fence to fence, north to south, but it could not be agreed who had the greater portion, the land being quite irregular in shape. They became heated, and didn’t think to count each other’s vines. So the feud was fertilised in that surrogate ovum – the feud grew: ab ovo – ad nauseam!"

*“‘From its beginning – to the point of disgust!’* I am indebted to you, Willi. I shall never forget this morning for the remainder of my life.”

“You should thank the late, altruistic Doctor Schauffer, as I have had to for so many things. And before you leave Mary, may I add how much I have enjoyed your company this morning.”





Chapter 15

I take the Creek Road north to the McCliver property. Most of the stars are hidden and there is a hint of rain in the air: Turnip will be grateful that all his grapes have been picked. The vines have done their duty and their berries are to be crushed to acquaint distant palates with the sunshine and pee-aitch of this memorable season. Horrible stuff, wine, the smell alone is enough to repel me. I wonder what whiskey tastes like. I notice that Turnip and Corky have got bags of corn stacked alongside the shed; they must be going to make some more poteen.

“G’day, Scab.”

“Yep, how is it, Gus?”

“Okay with me. But the Schultz mob seem to be losing the plot.”

“Oh? How’s that?”

Scab is giving off a really bad odour that is causing me trouble. More like a dog than a cat sometimes, the way he rolls in manure. And he hardly ever cleans himself. I sniff, and back off a bit and sit, and tell him the latest.

“Anna is having an attack of the vapours. When I went inside tonight for a feed she is in a real mess, but fortunately Pete had some pills for her and calmed her down.”

“Really,” says Scab, and he coughs up a fur ball.

“Yes. Apparently Anna is having vapours because Ben is okay at last. He is over the moon since his night out in Gawler Town and goes about whistling ‘My wild Irish Rose’ when he assumes that no one can hear him.”

Scab has a scratch and he gets a sly look in his eyes. “So it’s on then, is it? Benjamin Schultz has the hots for our Maria – Mary, I mean. No wonder Anna has the vapours!”

I have to jerk my head back because of his bad breath. “What have you been eating, Scab?”

“I just polished off a rat.”

“No wonder you stink! But Anna does not know yet that Mary is Maria – that she was Maria McCliver. Wait until she discovers that! She’ll have more than the vapours; she’ll have a turbo that will toss her right out of her tree! I heard Ben tell his Dad that he has invited Mary to his twenty-first birthday party at the community hall next week. So this gives Pete verbal constipation for a couple of days until Anna demands to be informed why the cat has his tongue, and eventually he tells her. And that is what brought on the vapours in the first place; Anna thought that Mary Smith was only a dream inside Ben’s brain.”

Scab shakes his head. “They invest too much emotion in their offspring. Not like us, who bite them or kick them out as soon as they lose their milk teeth.”

“Right Scab. And Ben is definitely no longer a baby and yet his mother still wants to suckle him. Incredible! I see there are some bags of corn by the hobby shed.”

“Yep. The grapes are off, and the corn has arrived. It’s that time of year again, Gus.”

“It is. See you later, Scab.”

Yes, it is that time of year again when Turnip and Corky must remain sober, and concentrate. They will need all their native cunning and deep reserves of intelligence with combined skills to get the measures right, to control the temperatures and pressures precisely, and prevent any mash from blocking the tubes or – goodnight! Grandpa Archie learned the hard and expensive way, and he was lucky to be outside at the time. But the boar copped it. I’m coming, Pearl!

She is curled up in her box. She looks up, sits and stretches, and stands on tippy-claws and arches her back to make supple her spine. What a back! What long legs, and neck, and tail! What a face – milk chocolate on vanilla with emerald eyes. What eyelashes and all to the rhythm that Mary is playing on her music machine. A cat with taste, a queen with breeding! Let’s romp in the honeysuckle hedge and afterwards you can devour me and my life will have been fulfilled. She’s settling down again – I don’t believe it – she’s going back to sleep! “The sun has set, for Karl’s sake. Get off your pretty tail!”

What is Mary doing? Reducing the volume on her music machine and playing back her latest interview on her spy recorder. Old Doctor, hmm…

Well, I never knew that! Or that! So that’s it: Mary has no hidden agendum, it’s for her teacher who has been in a prang; vertical wheelchair Professor George Riley. Well, well, and the Barossa Valley’s longest-running punch-up began over a few rows of vines and some well-placed emu eggs. Wonders never cease to amaze me! What is she doing now? This is old stuff, I’ve heard it all before, in fact, I was there when old Otto was talking about it. She has stopped the machine and is winding it back. Something is making her frown in that curious way that launches Ben into space. What’s this? Otto’s voice, it’s about the Ferret again.

“Did him the world of good, girl. He never wanted to chop mallee stumps on bread and water again! Changed him. He got a bit respectable, held on to a job with the blacksmith for several years, saved his money and married, bought himself a parcel of acres up the road there, planted vines and never looked back.”

“I’m glad. I like a story with a happy ending.”

“Happy enough. Them were hard days. Not everything ends happy. Must be lunchtime. Here she comes with my tucker.”

Screech… “…planted vines and never looked back.”

“I’m glad. I like a story with a happy ending.”

“Happy enough. Them were hard days. Not everything ends happy. Must be lunchtime. Here she…” screech… “with a happy ending.”

“Happy enough. Them were hard days. Not everything ends happy. Must –” click.

Now Mary is repeating Otto’s sad words over and over to herself: “Not everything ends happy.”

“Pearl, I think I will leave you alone again for a while tomorrow and drive down the road and see old Otto. Maybe he will explain what he meant by ‘not everything ends happy’.”

Turnip has a loud belch and gently thumps his chest. “We’ve got our work cut out for the next few weeks, Corky. Marg – what on earth is she up to!”

“Mary? She is in her room. She’s studying.”

“Yes, but what’s them funny noises? Sounds like she operating on her cat without an enema.”

“An anaesthetic, you mean. An enema is what the doctor gives you to clear your throat when you’ve got the flu.”

“Whatever. But what’s those funny noises?”

“It’s her recording machine, dear. She speaks some of her work into it and goes back and forward for corrections.”

“Oh? Sounds like a duck being goosed to me.”

“Ducks don’t get goosed, you turkey. Ducks get draked, and gooses get gandered. You don’t know any of the terms about life, Patrick!”

“Whatever. Corky, did you remember to get the bottled gas?”

“It’s in the shed, Turnip.”

“Good one. Be a champion, Corky; pop down the cellar, will ya? There must be some bottles from ninety-eight left.”

“Okay.”

“Here she is now. Hello Maria – Mary – finished for the night have you?”

“Yes, Dad. I wanted to show you a letter that arrived today from one of my tutors, Professor George Riley. You might like to read it.”

“To be sure. Where’s my eye crutches, Marg?”

“Dear Mary… blah, blah… blah… and if I may be so presumptuous as to address a word to your proud parents, Mary, kindly inform Mr and Mrs McCliver that their dux is earning her stripes and…”

“We haven’t got any ducks anymore and he’s a professor and he can’t spell properly!”

“It means head of the class, Dad. ‘Dux’ is Latin for ‘leader’; he is talking about me, Dad. Aren’t you pleased?”

“Leader? Well that’s something indeed, something indeed! You, you are head of the class?”

“Yes, Dad. According to the Professor.”

"Well I’ll be an uncle’s monkey. What else does he say, let’s see… her stripes and I look forward to her return to Campus in sure knowledge that she will graduate with honours at the least, plus my recommendation at some future time for post-graduate studies in micro-biology. Dear Mr and Mrs McCliver, if I may be so bold to venture upon a matter outside my jurisdiction; Mary has shown singular courage and determination, even to the extent of acquiring a new name in order to distinguish herself. She has unique ability. It is a remarkable demonstration of single-minded purpose and dedication, blah, blah, blah, G. Riley.

He must be Irish, Marg. Only an Irishman could write as good as that and have a name like Riley."

“I found a ninety-seven, Turnip.”

“Well done. Well done indeed! I’m proud of you. Not that I understand it.”

“Thanks. Me too, I thought we had drunk them all.”

“I’m not talking to you, Gossoon; I’m talking to my clever daughter. Anyway, open it, and we’ll have a drink.”

“I would like some wine, Dad, maybe some sweet white?”

“Okay. What about you, Marg?”

“I’ll share a bottle with Mary. Oh Patrick – I’m so proud of her!”

“Me too. Get the ladies some plonk, Corky. Back down the cellar, lad.”

Well, this is a turn up for Turnip. You’ve got to hand it to Mary. Here I am thinking she ought to toss him something a bit less chewy to keep him occupied, or off the scent, and she hands him a bone like that! Well, it worked. Professor Riley must have owed her one to write a letter like that. I mean, it’s all probably quite true, but a professor wouldn’t normally go to that trouble just to help out with a name change or something for one of his students. So, everything is happy here. Just look at them all now, cosy as kittens in a hay cart on a winter’s day.

Later on, when the toasts and congratulations subside to a fuzzy, mellow feeling, Mary goes to her room to read, with Pearl purring to the overture to Carmen; Marg is in the sitting room scribbling a letter to her imperious, older sister with the concert pianist daughter, and Corky measures out the last of ninety-nine’s production from the hobby shed. Now this is a concern for Turnip.

“We’ve got to put down more batches, Corky; we’re gunna run out soon. Besides, I don’t like drinking it too fresh and immature. This drop isn’t too bad, but it’s still in nappies; you can taste the crap in it.”

“Well, if you didn’t flog half of it to Billy Quill at the Weinbar we would still be drinking nineteen ninety-five, Turnip!”

“Shh, not so loud. Don’t want Marg to hear things like that. She’ll get the wrong slant on it. Favours for friends can sometimes get misinterpreted. Quilly wants ten dozen this year to put a bit of lard on his hip pocket; he’s on the bones of his arse in that place, which suits me. Terrible way to make a living that, pushing grog, but that’s his problem. One hundred and twenty dollars a dozen, plus freight, COD, is fifteen hundred bucks. That way, ours cost us almost nothing!”

“Quilly is not like us; he can’t earn a dollar in the daylight. Did you hear about the auction he held on the quiet after stumps last Saturday night, Turnip?”

“No?”

“I got it from Froggy Marsh, whom I seen when I went into town to get the gas. And he told me something else quite peculiar too: remind me to tell you later.”

“Frog isn’t reliable, Cork. He drinks too much red and gets things mixed up.”

“I know, but he was there and saw it, not like the hamburger stories he tells.”

“What hamburger stories?”

“The one’s what got no basis to them.”

“Sounds like humbug to me, Corky.”

“That’s it. That’s what Shirl often tells him. So after stumps, Quilly bolts the door, shouts everyone a drink and starts the auction.”

“What was he auctioning?”

"Two tickets, supposedly worth fifty bucks each, for a trip around the world at the ‘Pussy’s Tail’ down in the big smoke. Apparently Quilly had traded the tickets off someone from the other side of the Valley who popped in for a drink. The visitor has a glass of whiskey and discovers a hole in his wallet and can’t pay. So he offers to do a deal: one bottle of whiskey, already opened, for these tickets? And dopey Quilly takes them. Well, there’s not a lot of interest at first because most blokes avoid going to the big smoke because of the costly drive home. He shouts them all another drink, anything you want, and starts the bidding at five bucks.

"Then it jumps to ten, then in dribs and drabs until finally he hammers it for forty-nine dollars the pair. Not bad for a bottle of sly whiskey and fifteen-odd bucks for the two rounds of drinks.

"Froggy tells me that at the Sunday morning swill, he’s having a beer and reading the race results when Wombat barges in and demands his money back. He’s taking his missus to a fang-farrier in Adelaide for a wisdom tooth job and he’s going to get his rocks off while she recovers at her sister’s place overnight. So Quilly queries him:

‘So – what’s the problem, Wom?’

‘The problem, Quilly, is the tiny print on the bottom of the tickets. Invalid after last year’s Melbourne Cup. I want me money back!’

“So Quilly has put the word out for a bloke from the east hills with a red moustache and a taste for his whiskey and who probably runs his own ticket printing business.”

“So Wombat misses out. I’ll bet he’s not too pleased about that.”

“No, Turnip, but what worries me is that our poteen is getting popular. It’s much cheaper to buy and more people know about it. What if Sherlock gets wind of it? We’ll go up the river!”

“Quilly won’t dob us in, otherwise he gets to go too. Plus, I got him to sign a petition that he blends it himself from his various dregs. No waste, no cheating. It’s legal that way, no River Murrays.”

“I’m not so sure, Turnip. Great-grandpa Dugan was caught and almost executed for the same thing. But he was lucky: he got transferred to Oz, put on an axe, and sent upriver. Just imagine, if they had hanged the Ferret – we wouldn’t be here today!”

“Burp! More tea Vicar? How do you mean, Corky?”

“Well, if he was dead early, we wouldn’t have been born already.”

“Don’t be stupid, Bassoon. He died long before us and yet we were born! Wouldn’t matter whether he was hanged or not.”

“All right, okay. But it might happen again; that mob in the Weinbar at Rabbit Creek talk too much. And Sherlock’s got spies everywhere. He’s after my guts, Turnip, I know that much!”

“You’re paranoid about him, Corky.”

“So would you be if you knew that he was out to get you – we make heaps of money, Turnip, we don’t even have to make our own poteen at all: we could buy enough whiskey to choke the bloody cellar every year!”

“Yeah, but it’s my hobby. A man must have a hobby, Cork. It’s not illegal to have a hobby.”

“Of course not. But if you sell half the stuff to Quilly, you end up like this: drinking it while it’s immature with all the crap inside.”

“Good point. Good point, Corky. And nosey Sherlock would share his mistress with a whistle-blower to see us in jail. Maybe we should spend more time improving the product just for our own consumption; get some oak for it. I don’t want to give up my hobby, plus all the stainless steel and copper we paid for at the auction. Open another one, Corky, and we’ll drink to the good times. We’ll stop the Rabbit Creek outlet! What else was it Froggy said that you wanted to tell me about?”

“Oh yeah. He heard that old Otto Zimmermann has come into a fortune from a new strike in his gold mine in Ballarat, and he sends out for a young bikie sheila who has whips and a three-eyed cat. Truth, he said.”

Ha-ha-ha-ha! Aha-aha, balls, I spilled me drink!





Chapter 16

It is a re-acquaintance. It is like looking afresh at an heirloom painting you have lived with since childhood, or, re-reading an old poem whose haunting fragments have lodged in your heart. It is seeing it again; seeing it with adult vision where young eyes had taken splendour for granted; taken it as life’s everyday meeting, and loved it without really knowing why.

It is the Barossa Valley.

Mary is touring the Valley, re-acquainting herself with the sweep of its labours, and sensing rising passions – the hereditary psyche – an imponderable that dampens its tenants’ failing eyes or ignites their grandchildren to fill the air with unbridled excitement. That spirit dwells, lifelong, within the closeted memory. It steadies the hand that wields the secateurs, either to prune or to harvest, by generating confidence in its environmental cocoon. It forms a seat in each impressionable mind that urges podgy fingers to pluck a grape or pull a kitten’s tail. In its inhabitants’ busy lives it over-sees and under-pins its own unrivalled foothold of belonging. It counters the city’s blinkered mindset of artificial surrounds, and provides instead a raw vista of winter’s blustery rains and summer’s ripening oven, manifesting a short, jade spring and dyed autumn for wonder. It coils its green tendrils around the birth-wire and grips it fast, and secures its knot, until resident breath and pulsing blood is faint, the silver cord is broken, and the flesh is settled in a silent bed.

Three little rivers – barely rivers, watercourses at the most – emerge from rugged bushland hills in the southern heartlands of the Barossa Valley, and each within coo-ee at their springs. But the Marne River ignores the others’ fall to the west and aims directly at the rising sun to meet the majestic River Murray on its journey south; fortunate indeed to join in her peregrination or The Marne would expire in the mallee sands from lack of moisture, becoming a mere brook.

The other rivers work their tenuous ways like disoriented lovers; one pushing north and the other south to eventually meet on the plains at Gawler town; and at their confluence the North and South Para merge with rippling fingers, eager, hopeful and agreed to widen their banks as one and be renamed The Gawler before sliding over the flats and entering the gulf waters. But before then, countless little stones they must traverse and many entrapping mires along the way, a few falls to make a splash and a solemn glide or two beside holy places, edifices of stone and faith mortared with conviction, with foundations of mercy and steepled fingers of hope. Rivers and churches have much in common. They adorn the Barossa.

Mary’s road meanders between ageless vines and orchards, rumbles through clustered villages, some squatting on flats, some sunk in hollows and other perched high. Her eyes follow the horizon of blue hills, a terminal ridge and backdrop to generations of sweat and commerce; of viticulture and support industries linked by stands of eucalypts, while the valley floor exudes a communion of peace and a motherhood of waiting, where every endeavour yesterday and today has a reward for their sons and daughters to the next generations. The Barossa Valley: epitomised in a berry, solemnised in culture and capitalised in music, unbuttons her blouse to admirers. Its few warts are overshadowed by its fullness, which adumbrates ongoing success.

While Mary is touring she speaks into her little recorder, which she will review to elucidate facts, differentiate between wishing and needing, and subject her pillowed logic to daylight inspection.

"See how these towns and villages have grown in the few short years since I have driven by. I was seventeen, but observant, although a little concerned about matriculation. I don’t know why? I should have brought Pearl, she would have been good company. Dad’s money was well invested in my private education even though I had to leave these hills and vales. And now I am repaying him for it with dux and drakes. Ha-ha. I’ll pretend that you are with me, Pearl. What would you do in my situation? Willi has supreme confidence in my future – that is easy for an outsider or from a distance, although I must acknowledge his astuteness. Which fork in the road would you take Pearl? And there may be several. Would you prefer livestock, or perhaps the glamour of bloodstock? Willi warns of impulsiveness – is he suggesting further studies; the essentially scientific research road as cheerful George suggested he would recommend? Or what about zoological opportunities or the torrid menageries overseas? What about everything? Where does Ben fit into this Pearl?

“Where indeed. Do I love him, Pearl? Really love him? Please tell me that I don’t. Do you know that I hardly slept a wink at Lorraine’s place in Gawler? Of course not. You were not there. I was alone in bed. I ached. I wanted; I cried!”

Mary pulls over beneath a shady tree and dabs at her eyes. The mental scene before her is cluttered with people, grapes, progress, animals, Ben and decisions, including the big one, which she has not been avoiding but downsizing: cross-pollination.

“Do you know why I cried, Pearl? Because the world is cramped and bigoted, that’s why. That is why I have had no breakfast and why we have come for a drive. I know that I perform better with breakfast inside me but I couldn’t face it. I blamed the wine. I would blame anything if I could. Cramped and bigoted: that’s what the world is today or any time for that matter: cramped because of shrinkage and bigoted by millennia of constipated crusaders. Sometimes I wish that I was a cat, like you. When I return in the next life, it will be as a rich lady’s cat. I shall sit by her fireside in winter and roam the painted fields in spring. I shall eat the best and be loved for myself; for my inimitable, special being and nothing more, and prejudice shall not bother me. But until then, I must look for the fork in the road and choose which will lead to my happiness.”

Mary dabs her eyes once more and blinks. “I have taken the first step, Pearl, and wisdom decrees that the second should not be so difficult. But each step looms like a first step and the next yet more daunting. And it has to be done alone, by myself, for I cannot burden Mum with more than she can cope with, it wouldn’t be fair to her. But what do I really want, Pearl?”

While she ponders it, Mary plays back her recording and listens to it.

"I sound like a child, a whinging child! It’s disgusting. What do I want? I know what I want and it scares me!

"I want to graduate with honours. Then I want to go to Africa and hurl myself into its colours until I am dizzy with joy and can absorb no more and…and I want Benjamin with me!

"The Pope can disown me and Luther can shake his grey head: I’m coming back as a cat anyway.

“Just two more steps, Pearl, and the excitement must increase with each. Step one was Mary Smith: step two, graduate. Step three – into Africa! I didn’t count on Ben but now he is part of the scene. And for the record: Yes – yes! I do love him!” Mary enters the narrow driveway with its flanking poplars on sentry duty. She braves the fingers of the colonising jasmine, flaunting its bouquet with extravagant effusion and leaving deposits of white petals on her windscreen. She drives by the leaning birdbath, parks away from the house, and then picks her way through the tortuous footpath to Grottoburg. Impulse or self-pity? Unnecessary haste; I should not have eaten that pie; I should have waited for a salad roll instead. Concentrate, Girl-Wednesday: ‘Not everything ends happy’ was his melancholy confession.

“Yoo-hoo – Otto?”

From the shadowy hall comes the answer: “I haven’t had me tub. Today’s not tub day! I wasn’t expecting you, girl.”

Mary walks up the steps and through his battered doorway. “Never mind, Otto, I brought you some more cheese and metwurst in case you needed some. How are you today?”

"I’m still here, that’s the main thing, I suppose. Good job you didn’t bring any more plonk because we still got a cabinet full.

“You old squirrel. How’s Ma and Pa Zimmermann?”

“She’s the same as usual. Never hardly see me brother, he is always inside watching tellus-vishon an’ drinkin’ milk of magnesia. Proper bad guts he’s got and always as grumpy as a yarded bull. Haven’t seen him for about ten years. What’s that you got?”

“Some powder for your cat. Dissolve it in his milk tonight.”

“Okay.”

“I know that you don’t have a television set, Otto, but do you have a radio?”

“It’s busted. Too comp…too comm…too hard to fix.”

“When did it go kaput?”

“A few years back when that Sputnik thing took off with a dog in it.”

Gus appears and sniffs Otto’s nose: “I never knew that, Otto? How come a dog gets into space before a cat does?”

“Old Otto tells me that it’s because there are no cats in Russia, Gus, only dogs. He said that Stalin culled them and they were the main ingredient in the peasants’ consommé. That’s why they sent a dog up. But Otto says he’s been sent to ghost jail to feed spirit cats forever: it’s in the book.”

“Why did he do that?”

“Otto says it was a bad time, and he needed all the paddock meat to feed his army.”

“Are you sure he said Stalin, Otto?”

“He probably meant Rasputin.” They settle onto the miner’s couch. Otto stokes his meerschaum pipe and Mary slices the metwurst and prises open a bottle of port. A willy-wagtail atop the railing is swinging his rudder sideways waiting for the cracker-biscuit crumbs. Our noses twitch and our whiskers prop forward as we wait for the schnitte. The cramped and bigoted world drifts off like smoke.

“Gunna rain next week; I don’t need a wireless box to tell me that. What do you do in the university, Mary?”

“I’m training to become a vet, Otto.”

“By George! A vet! Well, well, fancy that, a very handy occupation. There used to be a vet fella come out and look at the cows when we had the dairy.”

“A herd tester?”

“No. He had real long arms. Bugger of a job. Is that what you want to do, Mary?”

“Not really.”

“There was another vet bloke came out once when my cattle dog got bitten by a brown snake. Damn good dog too. Ma phoned him out.”

“Oh?”

“Mmm. Dead now.”

“The vet?”

“Mmm. Dog died too. Only other time we needed a vet was when our best milker had tangled twins. Vet was gone then, and Old Doctor was here topping up the milk of magnesia and so he gave us a hand. Old Doctor used the blacksmith tongs and some baler twine to drag the calves out with. Damn fine job he did.”

“Really, that’s interesting?”

“Mmm.” Blue smoke drifts across to her. “Unfortunately, they were both bull calves.”

More strong tobacco smoke drifts by, compelling her to move her head.

“Y’know, it takes a long time between putting a bull over and dropping a calf and it’s a real nuisance when they don’t throw heifers. How else do you keep up the milk line? Bull calves and heifers you expect fifty-fifty but not twin bulls. Damn nuisance. We called them Chinese names: Twine and Tong.”

“Ha-ha-ha. Pass your glass, Otto.”

“Old Doctor wouldn’t take any money for the job because he said it was not his line of work, just doing us a favour. So when the bullocks were fattened we sold them and sent him half the proceeds.”

“That’s country folk, Otto, looking after one another.”

“You seem to be doing that for me, Girl-Wednesday. I enjoy you coming around to talk.”

“Well, thank you, Otto. I enjoy your company too.”

“I could tell you a yarn about a bull if you want?”

“I’d like that.”

“I don’t know if it’s true, maybe it’s just a made-up story, but I heard it years ago and have never forgotten it. It seems that there was a young lad, about ten or eleven who was always late for school. Each time he is late he has a good excuse, good enough to keep the headmaster’s cane in the cupboard. One day he is very late and Miss Jurgens asks him again”

“Why?”

“Why? Because the milch cow needed a bull, miss. I had to put the nose rope on the bull and lead him to a cow in the far paddock.”

“Indeed! You are supposed to arrive here before the first bell, Manfred; couldn’t your father have done that instead?”

“No, Miss. You see, you have to use a bull.”

Mary almost slops her wine. “You old humourist. That’s quite funny really.”

“Only funny story I ever remember. So why do you want to be a vet, Mary?”

“Because I like animals. I always have. Sometimes they get frightened when you need to help them but they don’t complain too much.”

“I was frightened once, Mary, long time ago.”

“We all become scared at times, Otto.”

Maybe it was the autumn afternoon that prompted him, reminding Otto that the curtain of life’s light was slowly descending. Perhaps it was the persistent wagtail, with wings imperious, incautious of the cats, which would not depart until Otto flicked some crumbs over the railing. Or it might have been precipitated by a sense of something looming, because sunrise for the aged does not always follow sunset as it should, but avoids the bed and leaves the animals that care, lonely for company. Whatever it was, Old Otto felt that the season for confession was close upon him. Mary’s plans to coax him to talk about the mystery subject were unnecessary. And Girl-Wednesday it seems, has the perfect heart to hear it all; his new friend, Mary.

“Fear and its fellow, anger, is strange, it makes a man do silly things. It gets inside him like an auger with someone else turning the handle. And so are insults and ridicule that burn like hot lime.”

Mary is staring ahead. She is shallow-breathing in order not to interrupt or cause him to have second thoughts. She senses his mood, and feels the twangs of vibrations on the taut string which ties people together, and which can be so easily severed. She is a dove with its head under-wing, motionless in the aviary. Not everything ends happy.

Otto’s reminiscences are at first disjointed, then threaded by events that left permanent impressions on his mind in an otherwise drab year in the throes of a depression. All the misery and heartbreak across the continent, while being grimly endured, is occasionally abandoned for a hearty cheer, for some hat-tossing, apron waving, told-you-so outbursts; Aussies back-slapping their heroes. Otto recalls that in May, the captivating Miss Amy Johnson landed her Gypsy Moth biplane in Darwin after a hazardous ‘chunder’ flight from London. (Not that Amy chundered – but Otto would have.) And in August the Aussies snatched the Ashes back; while in New South Wales, the Sinny Harbour bridge was joined in the middle.’ And while Otto’s premier vice is squeezed from grapes, he distinctly remembers that in November ‘the big chestnut Phar Lap won the Melbourne Cup’. The year, nineteen-thirty, is where his focus is, but then he drifts back further.

“I was oldest boy. My ma had two girls but they both died young. I went to kindergarten and started school but the big bushfire burned the schoolhouse down. I never went back. My pa has got burnt face and hands, the cattle need their morn and night rituals, there’s milk to be cooled, cream to be separated and Mum was pregnant. It was a seven-day battle. Those days, I was so tired I would fall asleep on the milk stool with my head resting against a cow. Mum made the bread as well as the butter, cooked and cleaned and tried to help with the milking. We had no paddock feed – every beast was fed hay what luckily didn’t go up in smoke or we would have had to shoot them. The Schultz folk lent a hand when they could and Doctor Schauffer was in once a week to check on Pa’s bandages. I remember him well. He was young then, clean white shirt with a stiff collar and tie every day. He was always in a hurry; used to pat me on the head, and was come and gone in no time in his two-wheeled buggy. He brought me some boiled lollies once. There were lots of sick people back in those days, so I overheard. When the country’s worn out after years of war and shortages, everyone relaxes and gets sick. And when there’s not enough money to go around, work gets left. So I didn’t get educated but I sure learned quick!”

They are both staring over the railing. We have had our schnitte and begin to groom ourselves. Mary allows her hair to fall partly across the side of her face to cover the tears she feels welling, and makes a mental note to thank an obscure saint for her own, manifold privileges. The wind is carrying leaves onto the iron roof and swirls along the veranda and deposits more waste. Autumn is quickening. Suddenly she doesn’t want to hear anymore. Suddenly, it’s all up too close.

“Why are you telling me this, Otto?”

“Because I need to, and I trust you. Not for your little stories, girl. Not for your book or whatever, but for you. You are young and you have a long way to travel, but I am old, and I want you to know why I am Otto Zimmermann and why I live like this. I gotta set it right before it’s too late. I get afraid.”

“Go on,” she croaks.

“The biggest human-nature lesson I learned is that some people can be heartless.”

Another swirl, gentler, dropping leaves like feathers.

"People that you always think are okay, suddenly turn, and become someone else. You are not like that. You are always the same, with a lovely smile and a giggle. I want to tell you because you will understand. No one else would, and no one else knows, not even my cat; I haven’t mentioned it to him. I have had to keep it locked up.

"It was coming on winter. That avia-trickster, Amy, a pretty girl going by her picture, had just made it solo to Australia and I was all fancied-up about her for doing such an exciting thing. So were a lot of men folk. She put women in the front row just as much as Florence Nightingale or a Chinese Empress. I must have fell in love with her but didn’t realise it and landed my heart on Jenny Matzen, who picked grapes in Weingarten: a blonde girl with a round face and danced like Cinderella. At vintage festival we danced a lot at the Community Hall by the old church; and for a couple of weeks after that I felt more different than I ever have before.

“Then one day her Pa comes looking for me and found me when I was digging stone at the quarry. I rest my auger when he rides up.”

“I say: ‘Good mornin’, Mister Matzen.’”

“G’day Otto. Getting ready to do some blasting?”

“Yessir – gunna build us a new hay barn; the old blue-gum barn is falling down with the white ants and the wind.”

“That’s quite a big project, Otto; it will keep you busy for some time. It’s hard yakka quarrying stone and then carting away it a few blocks at a time. Great source of material you have here – do you sell any of it?”

“Yes, Mister Matzen, we sell a few tons each year but the buyers have to dig it themselves.”

“I can understand why. Incidentally, Otto – how old are you?”

“I’m twenty, Mister Matzen. I look older I know, it’s the hard work.” And we have a laugh and he stays mounted like he’s in a hurry to move on. He twists in the saddle and has a look at the sou-west sky and talks about rain comin’ and I’m wondering what’s on his mind. Then he faces me again."

“Look, Otto, Jenny doesn’t want to see you anymore. She’s only seventeen and has been childish at times but now she has settled down more lady-like. She has a gentleman friend, Mr Joachim Wurmheller from Tanunda; a businessman there who is calling on her seriously. So that’s it, Otto. I thought that I had better tell you personally; Jenny is out of circulation. I’d better get a move on before it pours.’ And he touches the flanks with his spurs.”I remember that, because I had lowered my head and was staring at his left boot.

“I tell myself it’s not the end of the world, but for the next few days it feels like it. My brother helps me to dig stone for a few weeks and cart it to the site and I decide to go to town to buy a new – what’s it called – a bubble-stick apparatus for getting the stones straight?”

“A spirit level, Otto?”

"That’s it, a spirit level. I go to the store and I meet Jenny and her bloke coming out. We say hello. She keeps her head down and her bonnet over her eyes and Wurmheller, who looks old enough to be her father, tells me not to block the doorway so much, and keep out of Miss Matzen’s way or he’ll have me for harassing her. I tell him I’m not harassing, I didn’t come here on purpose to see her – it was an accident meeting. And he pushes me aside and Jenny walks out with her nose in the air.

“Well, next week or so, I’m down at the bottom of the quarry, working alone this time while the others are out in the paddocks ploughing after the opening rains, and this Joachim Wurmheller bloke rides up onto the quarry rim and yells down to me”

“I thought I warned you to stay away from Miss Matzen!”

“I haven’t been near her, you silly-looking peacock!”

“Peacock! I’ll teach you a lesson young Zimmermann!”

“As he dismounts, he starts yelling at me that Ross Watson has seen me talking to her again. I know Ross; he’s a liar and troublemaker who is always stirring other people’s pots. So I tell Wurmheller to get back on his neddy and piss off because he’s trespassing. And I turn me back on him and get back to digging while he continues to yell at me.”

“You stay away from her. Do you understand? You’re nothing more than a peasant, an illiterate peasant! And Jenny knows that!”

“I don’t answer his insults. I don’t turn around. I ignore him. Next thing he adds injury to insult: he hurls a stone and I feel it hit me in the back. It wasn’t a big one, but it was a lucky throw from the top of the quarry, and it hurt! I stand up straight and look up at him. He is at the edge of the quarry and he wants a fight real bad. I throw a stone back at him, casually, and tell him again to go away. He ducks the stone, what might have hit him in the chest, and cops it in the face instead. He slips, and falls, feet first down the slope, banging himself against the jagged rock-face and lands in a heap at the bottom.”

“Oh dear. Was he all right, Otto?”

“I thought he was fooling me; playing possum. But no, Joachim Wurmheller’s dead; busted his neck.”

The silly breeze scoops up a bucketful of leaves and piles them against the cottage wall. Mary can hear cows bellowing in the distance and she pours herself a port first, and then refills Otto’s vegemite glass. His pipe has died. He fingers it.

“Wasn’t much I could do, girl. It was a hell of a job getting him out of the quarry; Joachim Wurmheller has left a heavy corpse. An hour or so later I’m back at the new house what my Pa built and I bury Wurmheller in the middle of the carriage roundabout and put the birdbath on top of him for a headstone. I was frightened, Mary. It would be my word against his. No one saw anything. No one was home. The ground had been dug up for a garden plot and nobody would look for him there, right slap-bang at the front of the house. He’s still there. At least his bones are.”

“But his horse, Otto! And wasn’t the whole district looking for him after that?”

“I gave his horse a slap and I hear it turns up in the main street of Tanunda. They searched everywhere. But they didn’t search here because I suppose he came in secret. He didn’t want anyone to know how jealous he was. I never saw Jenny again either. I heard on the grapevine that she went overseas somewhere and she never came back. But I was scared, Mary, really scared. And since then I kept to myself. People thought I was heartbroken because Jenny Matzen went away. But you can keep a secret, can’t you?”

“Yes, Otto, yes. It was too long ago; too difficult now for posterity to deal with.”

“I still get the visits. Sometimes at night, and even in the daytime when I have a snooze after lunch, he comes and stands in front of me.”

“He can’t harm you, Otto. Perhaps he will lie down forever, now that you have told me about it.”

“Do you think so?”

“Actually, I’m quite sure. And if you believe me, then you will be free of him.”

“I hope so. That’s why I’ve been alone all these years. I never wanted to speak to anyone again.”

Soon afterwards, Mary says goodbye, climbs into her little buzz-box car and shivers when she drives around the tilting monument on her way out.





Chapter 17

Pete suggests that on Friday night they should have a dinner party at home. Darling Anna will do the food preparation; he will invite Hugo, and wife, Alexis, as cheery company, and their wholesome daughter, Melanie, just to test the wind; and have a pre-birthday dinner for Ben who will have his chance to let his hair down properly on Saturday night at the hall. There is a lot of excitement at the Schultz homestead and my mum, Therese, can’t wait to tell me everything that’s been going on.

“You’ll never guess what happened, Gus!”

“Don’t tell me – Mary is invited too.”

“No, no, no, don’t be silly. Guess.”

“Corky is going back to the Seminary?”

“Now you are being silly. Are they cooking up another batch of poteen?”

“They’re hard at it. Turnip has laid an alarm wire across the gateway to warn them when a vehicle drives in. He has also erected a new sign declaring that ‘Trespassers will be composted, and that owing to the surging cost of ammunition, no warning shots will be fired’.”

“Those Irish are always jittery. One last guess.”

“Cadillac has been bitten by a longneck – that would be good news!”

“No, no, no. You’ll never guess: Herr Schrattenbach caught a mouse!”

“The dizzy heights! How did he do it?”

“It was only a little one, of course, Gus. There were two. I had one in a corner and the other under my right paw. I let it go for a chase because I was bored with the one in the corner. It ran straight at Herr Schrattenbach who clamped it between his front paws and then carried it into the kitchen for Anna to see! She was so surprised and delighted that she has promised him tuna cutlet tonight.”

“Tuna cutlet! Typical isn’t it. I mean – I rid the whole countryside of feral beasts and search for bushrangers, and have to put up with survival rations, while Tux and white tie accidentally catches one wobbly mouse and is treated to tuna cutlet!”

“Please, Gus, keep your meow down.”

“He hasn’t even been outside since summer! He would not survive one cold night!”

“I’m sorry, Gus, I wouldn’t have told you if I had known you would react like this. Herr Schrattenbach is a gentleman; he doesn’t understand real cats.”

“Tell him, that I, Gustav Schultz the Third, demand half of his cutlet. I own the place so I make the rules!”

“Of course, Gus, he will understand. And looking at it from your position, Anna has overdone it a little.”

“How’s that other wimp going, Mum?”

“He has the hiccoughs frequently. Sook needs to see a vertical vet.”

“That is something I could arrange for him, Mum. I’m going to meet Scab later so let me know how the dinner party goes.”

Dark suits and bright ties, gold watches and rings; ankle length gowns and understated, expensive jewellery, the two married couples and the younger pair exchange greetings.

Pete Schultz rubs his palms vigorously and addresses the gathering. “One dry sherry and two chardonnays for the ladies? Okay, and nectar from Scotland’s bleak Isles for the men. Coming up!”

Hugo sniffs the surface of his tumbler and raises his eyebrows to Pete. The women were busy chatting and Ben moves across the room to form a standing triangle with his elders.

“You look as though you have an announcement to make, Hugo,” said Pete, with interest rising in his voice.

“Nothing too earth-shattering,” he responded. “Just an item of common interest. I won’t get a word in with those three so I’ll tell you. I discovered portions – or fragments really – of a diary in the cellar of my surgery yesterday. The damp and rot had ruined much of it but the inside cover revealed that it had belonged to Doctor Schnauffer. Quite remarkable. Doctor Schnauffer, Ben, had the medical practice in Nuriootpa before my father.”

“Oh yes, I’ve heard.”

“How is it that you have only found it now after all this time?” Pete asks.

“It was tied with a bundle of old newspaper pages and clippings. I was about to trash them to make space for archival material when I realised its significance. Most of the ink has faded but some interesting content remains legible.”

“What year was it, Uncle Hugo?”

“It was nineteen hundred and ten. It is written in English with a smattering of foreign words. Some of the clippings refer to the same year and they have survived better for being well wrapped. One for example, in May, reports the funeral parade for King Edward the Seventh. Quite a laugh today, really – apparently Queen Mary was escorted by a rigid-faced Kaiser Wilhelm, the German Emperor, who had earlier complained about having to give precedence to a dog – the late King’s beloved fox terrier, Caesar, had pride of place behind the coffin. Ha-ha.”

They laugh together and the women look across briefly.

“And another clipping that I read reports that on March 18 of that year, the magician, Harry Houdini, flew a heavier-than-air machine for almost five minutes. It was flown at Diggers Rest, in Victoria, and apparently travelled several miles, making it the first sustained flight to occur in Australia. Quite historic!”

“May I have that clipping please, or a copy of it, Uncle Hugo? I would like to preserve it among my collection!”

“You certainly may, Ben, I brought it with me. It is in a large envelope on the hall table. The article has an accompanying photograph; quite good for the era, of Houdini seated in a Voisin biplane. He is quoted as saying that he has never enjoyed any experience so much! A big statement for a man like him.”

“I can understand his excitement. That’s why I want to learn to fly – just for the sheer joy of it.”

The two old friends look at Ben and then at each other.

“So you shall, son, you have earned it.”

Hugo continues: “Doctor Schnauffer made an interesting note in his diary to the effect that a local artist had won a State prize for a landscape in watercolours. That’s odd, I thought. Why would he make an entry like that? Further on he remarks that the artist had given him an early watercolour which the good Doctor displayed at his home, and now that the artist had been recognised, his painting was possibly valuable. I made a phone call – the family still has the painting and it is signed in the corner, ‘D. S. M.’”

“Who’s that?” asks Pete.

“I had to ask too! It’s not Distinguished Service Medal. Have you ever heard of a pioneer whose first name was ‘Dugan’?”

“No?”

“Doctor Schnauffer’s watercolour and now a family heirloom was by one Dugan Sean McCliver, known also as The Ferret, the forebear of your disobliging neighbours. I did some numbers: Doctor Schnauffer was aged twenty-six in that year, not long qualified; and Dugan McCliver, born sometime in eighteen fifty-six, would have been about fifty-four. There is no record of his achievement in the local Historical Society records.”

“I’m amazed!”

“How is your dear father, Hugo?”

“Oh – excellent. Indeed, Anna, I really have not seen him looking so well in years! I would not be surprised if the old trout – thanks again, Pete, great drop – if Dad is back on his vitamins again. I am very pleased with his condition, Anna.”

“We saw him yesterday,” Alexis adds with part-closed eyes and a discerning nod or two. “A week or so ago I thought he was looking very poorly. When we popped in yesterday afternoon he seemed quite a different person. Odd, isn’t it, how the elderly vary from time to time?”

Anna is quick to agree: “I dread the thought of growing old. Stability seems to be the keynote, and the older people become, the more unstable they seem. What do you think, Hugo?”

"Commendable single malt, Pete. ‘Unstable’, Anna? Do you mean physically or mentally? I have a patient, my dear, who is about twenty years my senior who would rather visit the lady doctor but defers for tradition’s sake, whose father is in a nursing home and obtaining, by her account, the minimum attention. Now, she has no problems with her own health yet insists on consulting me occasionally to relate the condition of her elderly parent. She is very concerned for him. I know him fairly well, so eventually, I arranged for us both to visit him.

"He is, more or less, immobilised. He uses hearing aids, wears thick glasses, is battling gangrene and has curvature of the spine. But the old man is quite lucid. He listens to the radio, watches the ABC for the seven o’clock news and is into quilting with the other inmates, sorry, residents. Just as we entered the activity room, I took Mrs X by the arm and steadied her for a moment. ‘Observe your father for a while,’ I said. ‘Don’t rush in and smother him with loving concern.’

“There were three at a table, quilting. He was with two ladies. The room was airy and pleasant, the prints on the walls were woodlands and waterfalls and the piped music at the time was George Frideric Handel, being close to Easter. You remember of course ‘Let the Bright Seraphim’, from ’Samson? Yes? Magnificent. That was just concluding. Then began the muted, solemn strains of ’Largo from Xerxes’ a very short piece that preceded his next offering, the magnificent ’Messiah’. As I said, Largo is a brief composition but it arrested him and made him look up. Handel’s Largo, also known as Umbra Mai Fu, has a living soul. Largo lifted his eyes from the quilt and he stared ahead motionless all the while it played, and I shook my head slightly and whispered to Mrs X: ’Let us retreat; neither of us is required here.’ And she agreed. The frail old centenarian was at peace; he was complete and the last thing he needed was someone fussing over his physical welfare. Old age, Anna, harbours no dread for us. Nor should youth.”

“A charming illustration, Hugo, but older people do vary considerably from time to time, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I do, for that is how we perceive them. But they are generally consistent within themselves, within the parameters of their private psyche. It is when they feel obliged to satisfy the needs and expectations of relatives or carers, that they barricade their true self or appear to act out of character. It is a defence mechanism, which says: ‘Leave me be. I am happy as I am.’ And it occurs across the whole spectrum of life. Young people – no offence to Melanie or Benjamin – embarking upon relationships, for example, often demonstrate similar responses. They want some privacy.”

“I see.”

Second drinks arrive. The men confer over the vintage, new labels, Weingarten’s position in the world of multi-nationals, the Valley’s Mayoral vacancy, used car lots and outdoor eateries while the women check the oven and the stove-top pans. Melanie Schmidt senses a communication from her father’s recent speech and addresses Ben.

“Dad is correct, you know. Grandpa is very well. We thought he was giving up but something has rejuvenated him, and now he looks and probably feels about half his age! We wonder what has brought this sudden spurt on. Life is full of surprises, isn’t it Ben?”

“Surprises? You are not wrong there, Melanie. How is Deslie?”

“She is due to have her litter any day now. Dad has a minor concern because of her hips but he thinks she will be okay. Are you looking forward to tomorrow night Ben?”

“I can hardly wait. I mean – I’ll be twenty-one. Incredible, isn’t it!”

“Not really. I am just twenty now and my twenty-first seems light years away.”

“That’s how I felt, Mel. How is your boyfriend?”

“I don’t have one – who told you that?”

“No one really, I just, like, presumed.”

“Well, you presumed wrong, Big Boy. Anything special you want for your birthday?”

“I’m getting low on socks and jocks, Melanie.”

“I’m not your sister, Ben! Come on, loosen up, you can be more original than that.”





Chapter 18

A coincidence – a remarkable, chance occurrence of events – can be happy, weird, unlikely or anything else according to your point of view and the circumstances at the time. Turnip’s vintage wrap-up coincided with Ben’s twenty-first birthday bash. And everyone seems to be happy about that. It means that the uninvited to each, patronise the other. It means that those whom Anna long-listed due to ‘dubious association’ but were acquaintances of Ben, short-listed themselves to the McCliver party, and so forth. Just two people were not entirely happy: Ben and Mary. Ben had no choice; he had to attend his own function, so therefore, Mary had to wear a juggler’s hat.

I remember last year at the hall when the Weingarten community, encouraged by the Vintage President, made an effort to ensure the attendance of all the local vignerons. Yet first fiddle, Secretary Pete Schultz, managed to process the evening’s agenda without acknowledging the presence of the McCliver mob, or even mentioning their acclaimed vintage; and that was unwise as well as an affront, inspiring Corky to repay the outrage by pouring a litre of honey over the driver’s seat of the Schultz Mercedes to sweeten the relationship. He did. So Turnip has resumed hosting his own vintage celebrations now for the minority in the area who don’t own a set-square.

Now, for those who trust their futures to numerology or the relative positions of the heavenly orbs, it might seem fated that these celebrations have coincided, but it is no coincidence. Turnip, scab informs me, planned his move. He issued as many invitations as possible for his vintage celebration, which is one week earlier than the official event. Schultz family loyalists will attend Ben’s twenty-first, but two vintage festivals, a week apart, would be too much for most people. The birthday party mob might find that they are the only ones there next week. But first, Marg McCliver has received a brief reply to the letter she sent to her sister.

Tues. I was so pleased to hear from you Margaret. There goes the phone again – I’ll get back to this.

Wed. Penelope has been selected to attend M. Phillipe de Loyer’s ‘Pianoforte Demonstrations & Lecture Series’ in the City while he is on Tour in Australia. So thrilling for her! And how appropriate that she studied French, and dialogued with the natives while she was in Paris! There goes the ’phone again. It’s probably Mother, dear old thing; she wants to outfit Penelope for the Workshops.

Must answer it – glad to hear that poor Maria is beginning to make some headway at last in her small class, although I cannot imagine how an identity crisis make-over will benefit her low self-esteem.

Love,

Ada.

“What do you make of this, Patrick?”

“Looks like a letter.”

“I know it’s a letter. You read it, and tell me what you make of it.”

“I wish the red-headed plumb-bob would use English. ‘Blah, blah, blah.’ Bloody hell! Don’t get too upset now, Marg, Ada is writing between the lines. All it means is that while Mary has had her head down studying, Ada’s daughter has been playing fast and loose in Paris with some natives from North Africa. She has got herself pregnant, and your mother has to buy her some maternity dresses to wear when she goes to see that French lawyer who’s touring around.”

“That’s all right, then?”

“Sure it is. Well, come on Cork, let’s fire up the barbies and check out the pig on the spit.”

“But Patrick, what does this word ‘pianoforte’ mean?”

“Pianoforte? It’s a legal word, Marg, Latin or something. It simply means that Penelope was caught in a music hall, or a singing brothel, with forty other illegal immigrants during a demo; nothing for us to worry about. Cork, grab some lubricant to take out with.”

“I’ve never heard of a singing brothel, Patrick?”

“Damn it all, Marg, of course you haven’t! You’re a good, Christian Catholic, not a half-baked one like Ada who’s married to a protestant accountant! Look, a singing brothel is a top-shelf one, like your sister can afford to send her daughter to. They have choirs in the waiting rooms, piped music in all the ceiling vents, and the Salvos outside pumping brass. Very big card overseas. Grab a bottle, Corky.”

“I read the note too: you’re confusing her, Turnip.”

“A couple’a’days, Corky. She’s upset because her red-headed roofing-nail sister either has to go one better or shove Marg’s face in it. She’s jealous of our Mary, and can’t say or write something without putting her down. A vet can learn to play the piano, or a hundred other things, but a pianist likely can’t become a vet. But don’t worry; I have been waiting for an opportunity. I have invited Ada and her fob-pocketed what’s-his-name – bloody Merv – and when they’re off guard, nice and relaxed, we’ll stitch them up and tip a bucketful over them. No River Murrays!”

You have seen me in action, witnessed my prowess, skills and fortitude in the face of the enemy. My courage is unquestioned, my responses remain in balance and my emotions are fairly neutral – except when it comes to boundary incursions, bushrangers, tuna cutlets or Pearl McCliver. The concept of revenge is foreign to me, insomuch that it is not intrinsic to my nature. Turnip is clearly up to no good. And his baby brother, Cork, willing confidant and loser in life’s lunge for meaning, agrees to assist. Nothing, it appears to Corky, is more hilarious than embarrassment: nothing.

“A couple of buckets, Turnip. Fair dinkum!”

The pig on the spit is the centre of where the action will occur. It is bronzed, rotating slowly and rendering fat through several orifices that spatters onto the coals. It smells great. It does. The first of the guests are arriving, the balloons are squeaking as they rub together in the breeze while the coloured lights are beginning to advertise their existence. See the fairy lights in the tree; see the expansive, mown grass sward; see all those trestles weighted with wine bottles; get on those bathtubs full of icy beer; the music player with its speakers dangling from branches; the two gas barbeques, the meat and salads; the increasing carnival atmosphere and mounting anticipation. I am here. I can see it and sense it. I can; but first, I must take a trot along Creek Road and look in at the Community Hall before this lot gets under way. I shall return.





Chapter 19

It seems that last night’s dinner party was quite a success – for the parent couples at least if the quality of Anna’s cooking is any indicator. And isn’t that what dinner parties are really all about: food and drink, friends and scintillating conversation? You and I might be tempted to think so, but besides being a private twenty-first celebration, it was also an opportunity for Anna to correct a left-hand turn that Benjamin has taken in his personal life with the unknown Mary Smith, and steer him back onto the familiar landscape. Melanie Schmidt seemed aware that her presence was no coincidence and she was eager to take the tiller, even though she was not aware that Ben had veered off the main road.

“It’s not jocks and socks, I assure you. I have already chosen your gift. Here, open it and take a peek.”

Ben is mumbling words like “you really shouldn’t have” as he takes the wrapping off the neat little box. He means it too! Enough time has elapsed for him to have done some hard thinking about how hysterical matters will become when the wrapping comes off Mary Smith. So near and yet so far – next-door might as well be a continent away! Ben is suffering from an onset of angst; there will be enough for him to cope with without Melanie Schmidt taking a serious interest in him now. He knows what a wrong turn would mean to tonight’s gathering, especially a turn into the gateway of their uncouth neighbours. And now, with all eyes focussed on him like a suspect under scrutiny, he has to unwrap Melanie’s unwanted gift and pretend how grateful he is.

I’m getting close to the hall. The outside lights are burning while inside, the discotheque lights are flashing and instead of recorded music, I hear a live band tuning! Pete sure is dishing out the dollars for his youngest son and heir, who has demonstrated his filial commitment to the traditional Schultz vocation. His elder siblings have gone their own ways but Benjamin’s loyalty has secured him most favoured status.

The car park is chock-a-block; there is the clink of bottles and chatter up to the door. The young people are wearing what most young people wear in the vineyards these days except that their attire is clean. Ben is not here, he will arrive at eight o’clock dark time. The early arrivals are taking their supper plates into the kitchen and two serious young men are spearing the keg. A dog has been hounded from the hall and the birthday gift table is given a dusting down, a new cloth, and a vase of fresh flowers in the centre. A notice over the entrance warns all literate to ‘abandon hope upon entering’ and that the snout car will be visiting several times during the evening. (Sherlock never knocks back an opportunity to put a dampener on any goings-on.) In the hall lobby, Weingarten’s Photo Gallery of Greats is temporarily eclipsed by a critical and often humorous assembly of The Life of Ben from infancy to adulthood, including a disgusting record of him in his playpen, taken immediately after he had redecorated it while his mother was on the telephone.

Someone has sighted the Mercedes: “Here he comes now!” and the band strikes up a welcome as he mounts the steps accompanied by smiling, Melanie Schmidt. I do not want to go inside – too many verticals – but I can observe from my vantage point on this high windowsill. Boring. But as I was saying earlier: Ben is unwrapping his gift from Melanie:

It has a card attached which he quickly scans first and returns to its envelope so that no one else can read it: Anna will pounce on that later.

“Wow!”

Out comes a gold, neck-chain like the tennis stars wear on centre court. The clasp is inscribed with his initials, from M.S. He is speechless.

“I thought you would like it. You have no jewellery Ben. You must wear it tomorrow night.”

He finds his tongue at last: “Yes, well, thank you very much, Melanie.” And he gives her a brotherly peck on the cheek. “I really don’t know what to say?”

“That says it all.” And she turns to Alexis: “Don’t you think, Mum?”

Both mums agree. They glance briefly at each other with that half smile of understanding that matronly women trade. Hugo clears his throat, but cannot think of anything to add which would benefit anyone, and Pete is beginning feel some sympathy for his son, and kicks himself for interfering in his life by suggesting the dinner party. Perhaps Anna put the idea into his head, he wonders? Women can be so damned clever at such things when a man’s mind is busy!

For Ben to say he won’t wear it tomorrow night would be an insult. And to refuse her forthcoming request would be ungracious also:

“May I accompany you to the hall? You shouldn’t arrive alone.”

With that settled, the sweets are served, liqueurs are selected from the cabinet, Hugo recalls his own twenty-first, which, once recited, provokes a round of reminiscences, comparisons, including the bumbling ineptitude of their youth, and how the older generation of the time would be outraged by the moderate behaviour of today. The young people bear it with fixed smiles. Melanie is glowing with gold reflection while Ben can see tomorrow night turning into a nightmare. Mary has promised to join him there after eleven o’clock when the McClivers will be legless and his own party is in full swing. With the stage set like that, Ben determines that only the boldest of moves will give him any advantage.

More than boring, it’s graveyard stuff. I’m going back to join Scab. Maybe Pearl is outside? I’d better trot this one!





Chapter 20

Like most traditions, the older they become, the less likely they are to accurately reflect their origins. The vintage festival has its toes in antiquity; in a time even long before Karl the cunning cat became a legend. The ritual – besides being festive, and to promote goodwill – was intended to encourage verticals to direct their gratitude to Providence for His goodness. And the hoary vine, or vitis vinifera, the first fruit to be planted in the earth after the Ark grounded on Ararat’s slopes, has been venerated and given prominence ever since. Turnip has paid lip-service to tradition by inviting the curate, Father Finn, to offer collective thanks before the serious drinking gets under way, and the curate’s performance card, besides all the food and grog he can consume, is a pair of cobwebbed Shiraz unearthed from the McCliver cellar. Father Finn is dusting the bottles and smiling to himself when Turnip nudges him to lift his game.

After a few quiet words lost to the evening breeze, all heads rise and eager hands dive into the beer tubs or grasp the necks of bottles; the volume is increased, the devil is unchained and allowed to wander freely amongst them and the mob of sixty or so respond to tradition. I generally prefer my meat raw, but the smell of roasting pig, of sizzling chops, steaks, sausages, and skewered dainties is heady. Many are eager to help. This is a time when the men-folk hop in and do it. This is a time when the women’s contribution is finished early in the afternoon, and their only duty is to pamper Father Finn, who, you may observe, likes it like that. Guests are sampling the pre-dinner munchies and guzzling drinks and sorting themselves into their ranks and groups.

Scab and I are sitting at the edge of the light, each of us a force for the other as dogs wander past. I am convinced that all domesticated dogs are schizoid. Their base nature provokes them to attack creation’s highest creatures, us cats, and their domesticated nature would make you chunder. Look at the way that scavenging sycophant is sucking up to the kids with crisps; is that sickening or what? Pearl is inside, I’ve already checked that out. Mary should join us soon, too, ready to defend her new identity in the face of so many; some curious and some ignorant, others blinkered and unsupportive. She will also have to defend her honour against several eager, red-blooded males and some older men (becoming primed, and lusting over the tops of their tinnies at all the tender skin under lights), who wouldn’t mind a bad case of carpet rash for the privilege. If Turnip had given it any thought at all, he would have lifted his game and spread the word to ‘Call her Mary, no questions, and leave it at that’. But he is occupied with important matters. And Marg, dour thing, sitting with a group of her peers, each suffering from the effects of the earth’s gravity for fifty years or more, sighs, and decides to get drunk herself. And on top of everything, Turnip has just told Marg that her sister is coming too! And Mary? Well, we know that she is soft-hearted, and sometimes gets dewy-eyed, but tonight we might see what else she is made of. While we wait for her, take a look around.

Notice how the various types of minor flotsam gravitate around larger bodies? Father Finn is entertaining a half-circle of provocative finger-lickers with his clerical witticisms – celibacy testing its own proof of armour; demonstrative Corky is reeling off the latest one-liners to the fixed grins of a fumicide of pimply petrol-heads; Turnip, and other civic leaders, are discussing the readiness of the pig, during which conversation he informs the less knowledgeable that it was a sow, as they have less fat, when Mary, wearing a long coat against the night air, makes her entrance at last. It is an Inverness; a loose coat with a removable cape. I don’t think she needs the coat as protection against the chill; it seems she wants to encase herself within its folds. She is showing quite a lot of body language, pulling it around herself and attempting to make herself invisible. Is it a ploy or is she feeling conspicuous?

The cooked meats are laden onto the trestles and she joins the queue and chooses skewered king prawns with a mango salad, accepts an offered goblet of Chardonnay and sits down to eat. The music is not to her liking, I can see that; sixty’s and seventy’s syrup, mixed with metal and rock and strained through speakers that look like galvanised washtubs covered with chaff bags. Two, maybe three hours of tedium lie in wait for her, when a loud voice from the gravity heroines deckchair line-up summons her:

“Maria – what is this Marg tells me about you – doing extraordinarily well at uni!”

The speaker has two eyes, a nose and a mouth but there the resemblance to verticals ends. She has dyed black and blue hair, a Sumo wrestlers shoulders, a pneumatic lower half retaliating in shark-skin slacks, and a bosom that would nourish several orphaned pandas.

“Well, young lady?”

“Thank you.” Mary feels embarrassed for her and maintains a steady focus. “Dad is pleased too that my efforts are being rewarded. Can I get you another glass of wine, Mrs Brannigan.”

“Oh, is it empty already? No dear, I’ll get one in a moment or two, I’m going back for another helping of the pork and creamed potato. Have you had some yet?”

“No, not yet.”

“You must, or I daresay it will all be gone soon. Wonderful outdoors cook your father. My, how you have matured! Our Paul – see him over there with your uncle – he will want to meet you again after all this time. It must be years since you last saw each other.”

“It doesn’t seem long to me, Mrs Brannigan.”

“Of course not; time goes quickly when you are young. What’s this I hear about you having a name change, dear?”

“I have not had a mere name change – I’ve had a change of emphases.”

“Oh? Well that’s okay then. You must find time tonight to talk to Paul; he has just finished his apprenticeship at the abattoirs. Isn’t that marvellous?”

“Thrilling!”

“My giddy aunt! Look who has just arrived! It’s Ada and her hairy-necked husband, Merv. He can’t be feeding her, she looks positively anorexic! Hello Ada!” She yells across the space between them. “Come and have a decent meal – some pork and spud and apple sauce! Sorry, I forgot, you’re a vegetarian. The gherkins and grapefruit are nice, Ada!”

Mary disappears and pours another wine while they plunge daggers into one another’s polarised physiques, and suddenly she finds her space crowded with petrol-heads tearing at chops, gorging sausages and munching pork crackling while dribbling their drinks. She exchanges grunts with them and backs away a little and has a sudden desire to be alone inside a cage full of frenzied mandrills.

“What made you change your name?”

“Belief is equivocal: truth is supreme.”

The alpha petrol-head is bewildered by her reply and serene composure. He looks to his troupe for enlightenment, but finds none. “Come again?”

“I changed my name because I am going to become a nun as soon as I have completed my studies. I shall be Sister Mary. You may think as you wish, you may believe what you want, gentlemen, but belief is not important, whereas truth is: I am going to become a nun and dedicate my new skills to saving the Antarctic petrel.”

“Struth! Well, good luck, er, Mary – yes, Mary. Hey, my can’s nearly empty. C’mon, let’s raid the tub again.”

So she is left alone. And the word spreads, and the furtive glances of some of the older men reveals them mourning her decision, regardless of the futility. Mary gives them the hots even wrapped in a coat. She does.

Not all are so gullible of course, and Mary Smith finds herself swept into the company of several beaming young women delighting one another with unlikely extensions to her vocation, while exercising their faculties to plumb the depths of male credibility. It is the first good belly-laugh session she has had since visiting Old Otto, and she feels good. She does. And they all call her Mary. They do.

Turnip appears to be patronising Ada and Merv, thanking them for making the long drive from Adelaide to celebrate his little vintage festival, and declaring how good it is that family can remain simply and happily that; family. Ada does most of the responding.

“Penelope sends you her best regards and apologises for her absence; she is giving a recital tonight for political refugees from Afghanistan. We wanted to attend but it is mainly a young peoples’ concert.”

“Very commendable,” Turnip answers. “Bloke down the road has got an Afghan hound – big, brown, bitch of a thing it is; always pestering our sheep!”

Ada widens her eyes a little. “Well, not quite the same is it. Mervyn and I are discussing people, Patrick. People? Not dogs?”

Turnip is aware, I am sure, that the carrot-topped vegetarian and her cravat-tied attendant are indeed referring to verticals, however pitiable their circumstances, but he wants to toss some banana skins on the deck.

“Your mum had an Afghan rug on the lounge room floor years ago, remember, Ada?”

“It was Turkish.”

“Whatever. Did she manage to get the stains out?”

Mervyn raises his eyebrows to form a half-moon and makes his first contribution to the conversation:

“What stains?”

Turnip is about to reply but the vertical vegetarian beats him off the blocks: “White wine.”

“It was red, Ada.”

“No, it was white!”

No prizes for guessing what went on in those salad days of the sixties. Turnip, in a home-made whiskey confession to his priestly brother recently, surprised Corky by alluding to the fact that he got a shot away with Ada while he was courting Marg and suffered from carnal knees for weeks afterwards. ‘Bloody synthetic fibres. Couldn’t even play football! She was good-looking then, had some ballast. I took Marg to netball that day and watched her play for a few minutes and dashed back to the house and Ada and I had a fling on the floor. Then she thanked me, went to the bathroom to tidy herself before Merv called, and I went back to watch the girls playing. Weingarten won, I think.’

“No, no, no – it was red wine, Ada; the first bottle we opened – the one your Dad wanted you to keep for your honeymoon?”

Merv is on the outer, but homing in. “I’m not quite sure I understand? My father-in-law was teetotal.”

“So is the Pope, when it suits him.”

Turnip also told Corky that the Father-in-law was a hypocrite, a cupboard guzzler and a womanizer in his time. ‘He deceived his wife, filled the car pit in the shed with grog and would stand with his back to the mirror alongside the door to the ladies room at the Rabbit Creek Hotel. That way, whenever talent went in or out, they would glance in the mirror only to see him licking his eyebrows. He made quite a few gropes in his wobbly years.’

While these exchanges burst back and forth, Corky has done a good job from the outset by spiking their drinks with pure alcohol. The conversation has now been changed to the weather, by demand, and very shortly, Ada begins to rock on her heels like a giraffe with vertigo, while impeccable Mervyn begins squinting against the dazzling lights as a special piece of green pork begins to assert itself within him. Ada is also suffering the singular discomfort of vegetarian weightlessness brought on by fermented, green potatoes, and the nearby guests are nudging one another and speculating on a crisis unfolding.

“Yes, I’m sorry to have to tell you this Merv, but, as your dear wife is aware, she was not a virgin when you married her. Ask the footy club or her other three lovers: the navy, the army and the air force.”

It is horrible, compulsive viewing, watching them retch, then being assisted up to the veranda to sleep it off on cane arm chairs. And as a final act of retribution for Ada’s poisonous letter, Turnip and Corky sneak away and grab the wheelbarrow, which is full of the pig’s entrails, and dump the lot in the boot their BMW. But that’s family.

The incident is soon forgotten, the festive part is over and the drinking accelerates as though a drought has officially ended. Marg too, is well and truly into her cups, applauding her husband’s initiative, and musical instruments are removed from their battered cases as people gather around the warm coals for a sing-along. Turnip takes command:

“We’ll sing, My Grandfather’s Clock. Number forty-six in your hymn books!”

“Yeah! Yeah!” Goes a chorus of voices.

"My grandfather’s clock was too large for the shelf

So it stood ninety years on the floor.

It was taller by half than the old man himself,

Though it weighed not a penny-weight more…"

Mary and three young women slip away unnoticed and get into her buzz-box car and head down Creek Road to the hall. I wander away too, but not far. I leap onto her window ledge to survey Pearl because raucous singing annoys my delicate senses.

"It was bought on the morn

of the day that he was born…"

If there was once a recipe for uncomplicated happiness, I’m sure it has been lost. The search for the treasures of ancient Babylon, King Solomon’s mines, Aladdin’s cave or even Lasseter’s reef, eludes fortune hunters; the quest for simple happiness is not much easier. There are many advisors, and umpteen shrinks in a city block will each supply a different answer. But it can all be reduced to ground zero: do what you consider to be the right thing at the time – but you must suffer any consequences.

"And was always his treasure and pride;

But it stopped, short, never-to-go again,

When the old man, died."

Mary Smith is thinking along these lines as she drives, chatting to her supporters and giggling from the effects of four glasses of wine. But they were small glasses, she reminds herself, consumed over almost as many hours. Besides, she has been invited to Ben’s party and told to bring a friend or two if she wants. But it’s lolly-water from now on.

Gus listens until the sound of her car fades.

“Righto everyone – number one in your hymn books – Day-zee!”

"Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do,

I’m half-crazy all for the love of you.

It won’t be a stylish marriage,

I can’t afford a carriage…"

Gus is wondering if there might be a secret pet-door into the house that he hasn’t yet discovered; he would love to escape the noise and rub whiskers with sweet Pearl.

"But you’ll look sweet, upon the seat,

Of a bicycle built for two!"

The pair in the rear seat are talking about coincidences. Mary cannot catch everything but hears enough to set her wondering. A rumour has spread that concerns old Otto. The recluse has come into a fortune and is spending it on a toy-girl, called – so they say – Mary Smith.

Compulsory attendance at the big smoke, even for limited periods where sheer numbers govern attitude, and personality is lost in the weekly crush, can diminish outcomes. Not so in the country. Here, almost everyone knows everyone else, as well as most of their business. And they talk about it! Mary’s sojourn in the city has inoculated her senses against busybody awareness. It’s time to recover some ground:

“It’s no coincidence,” she shouts over her shoulder. “I’ve been to see Otto Zimmermann several times. But the rumour you heard is cellar door stuff. I am interviewing him on behalf of a university lecturer. Otto is church poor and he’s on a pension. Go see for yourself.”

“You have actually visited old Otto?” asks the girl beside her.

“I sure have. He’s an old dear, and he’s harmless. I wish people would leave him out of their cruel gossip.”

“Sorry, Mary,” they chorus.

And from the back seat: “We were just wondering, y’know, your new name and all.”

“Well, you saw what happened tonight. Would you parade the streets like a town crier, ringing a bell and shouting: ‘My name is McCliver!’”

“I think that Mary Smith is a cute name.”

“Here we are. Best behaviour, girls.”





Chapter 21

Another sixty or so people; a different reason to celebrate. As they enter the hall, virile male eyes follow their progress to the gift table with the vase of flowers and Mary places a small, flat box, wrapped in silver paper embossed with musical motifs. Inside it contains a card, and a compact disc recording of Johann Strauss’ Select Waltzes. He doesn’t dance much, but he will enjoy the music. Mary has just made it. It is almost time for the birthday boy to take the wraps of his gifts.

A deep, half circle gathers around the table. The guests with cameras are kneeling to the fore; the ladies come hurrying from the kitchen, wiping their hands on their aprons; half a dozen young men are popping corks and doing the rounds; the band is now diminuendo, in concert with the lessening tumult; until all is silent.

“It would take me the remainder of the night to undo these gifts and respond appropriately,” Ben says with a croaky voice. “Therefore, I shall take them home to unwrap at leisure, and allow you time now to enjoy yourselves some more. I am truly grateful to everyone for their kind words, gifts and cards, and I will respond in writing. But for now, I shall unwrap one surprise only, and I want everyone to see.” He points to someone at the edge of the crowd and curls his finger several times in a beckoning gesture.

“Mary?”

Heads turn and feet shuffle, as Mary Smith, coat-cocooned, arms-crossed and self-conscious, moves towards him.

Ben announces loudly: “I would like everyone to be witness to this. Ladies and Gentlemen, this is Mary Smith! Please, everyone, give her a warm welcome!” And he initiates the process with rapid clapping.

A sudden drum roll mixes with a deafening chorus of clapping and, “Welcome!”

The pair pose facing the party-goers. Mary discards her coat.

The noise gradually subsides until all is quiet.

For several moments the atmosphere is silent, and remains so, until the first awkward fidgeting begins.

Guests turn their heads and look to each other for input.

Benjamin Schultz suddenly pivots and grasps Mary Smith by both hands.

“Mary Smith – will you be my bride?”

“Yes!”

Suddenly the band is con spirito, and the astonished guests are assailed with Georges Bizet’s Danse Boheme, without strings, but with power: vigoroso, with each musician wearing a broad, esoteric smile. Her three companions are gaping wordless; looking to each other for verification. Suddenly a cheer rings out, begun by the keg boys, carried by the ladies in aprons, and climaxed by a few confidants spread throughout the circle of guests. Ben is all smiles, his teeth reflecting brightly and his eyes wild. Mary moves closer and they embrace. Melanie is aghast; a few older guests are looking at each other for more input and then back at the young couple, just moments engaged to marry, with their arms entwined, and the Danse becomes louder, stronger, faster, until reality retreats within its shell of shatterproof glass.

“Who is she?”

“Who is Mary Smith?” And everyone wants an answer.

“Willi? Answering your call – are you there? Pick up the phone.”

“Yes, yes, I am. Just made it. Would you like some chai tea and strudel?”

“Okay. Be there in about an hour.”

The buzz-box car enters Creek Road. It accelerates past the honeysuckle hedge, past Schultz and then Zimmerman’s farm, and turns left onto the black top.

My goodness, Willi, what do you want on a Sunday morning?

Doctor Willi Schmidt’s study has been softened by roses. The crystal vase sits on its own walnut table between his desk and the leather recliners. The blooms are red and yellow, arranged in a leafy display and freshly misted. Their fragrance is subtle. The tea is black, served in Royal Albert collectables with a bold, floral design, and with accoutrements in silver.

“Thank you for taking the trouble to visit me, Mary. I enjoyed your company so much last time that I thought if you could spare an hour we should meet again. And I forgot to ask: when are you returning to Adelaide?”

“I should go back tomorrow, Willi.”

“Then I am fortunate indeed. Should?”

“A few extra days will be of no consequence, but I should resume tomorrow.”

“I see. There are a few matters I would like to discuss with you, Mary.”

“Oh? How intriguing you are, Willi. What would you like to discuss?”

“I have several matters on my mind, but first – would you like to tell me about last night?”

“Last night? Have you been spying on me, Doctor Who?”

“No.” Old Doctor breaks into a smile, almost a conspiratorial grin, and he reaches across and takes Mary’s hand. “I have heard two or three versions based on the emotions of the witnesses at the time. It must have been a wonderful moment for you, Mary, with Benjamin asking for your hand in such a public manner; especially when he was the focus of the night’s celebrations.”

“It was a bombshell, Willi, but I responded true to my heart. I imagine that there will be fallout for months now. Apparently Ben’s parents, his siblings and your son Hugo and his wife arrived just after me, and were blasted by the impact too. And I am still walking on air. Did Hugo and Alexis visit you this morning?”

“Yes, quite early. And my granddaughter, Melanie, came with them…”

“Melanie? Oh dear, Ben told me about her – ah – interest in him.”

“Hugo informs me, Mary, that Anna and Alexis were behind the flirtation. Melanie will survive; she hadn’t become deeply involved, although it did put her at the forefront for a short while: an evening of reflected ambience, maybe, but the light was extinguished suddenly.”

“It would have been a shock for her, Willi, I understand and I feel sorry for her. But Ben chose to make a firm stand for himself before events got out of hand; before they became uncontrollable. I am so proud of him. The ball is now in the home court at present.”

“So please, tell me briefly what happened, Mary, before I proceed to discuss other matters.”

“The band was playing vigorously, Danse Boheme – do you know the piece? It’s from Carmen.”

“Yes, certainly, blood-bubbling stuff.”

"Then they switched to a waltz. Ben and I did a few awkward circles and soon the floor was filled with couples. It was exciting: people laughing and talking above the music as they waltzed, someone was exploding the balloons, Ben was stepping on my toes, I could hear popping corks alternating with the balloons and the music ended with a flourish and everyone was clapping us. Well, almost everyone; some had left already. Some were still in shock. I can still see his parents’ faces as we went to the table to share a glass of bubbly. Ben pointed them out to me. My goodness, I thought. Is this really happening? Then Ben held up his hands for quiet.

"He thanked all the guests for coming. He thanked the band, other tireless helpers, Melanie for accompanying him, his parents for their kindness and consideration for providing for the occasion, and sundry others. Then he put his arm around me:

“This is Mary Smith, he said, my fiancée of only thirty minutes. We met during vintage, we fell in love, and tonight as you witnessed, I asked her for her hand in marriage. That is a long way off yet because Mary is returning to Adelaide to complete her studies in veterinary science, and I have to help Dad at the winery in order to assist my parents who have been so supportive. I realise that this has come as a surprise to them also, and to others. I hope you will learn to accept Mary and respect her as much as I do. Thank you again, each and every one.”

“There were more cheers and then a toast to us. People began to leave in dribs and drabs until there were just the seven of us. I felt a little scared. This is just the beginning, I thought. Wait until they want to meet the prospective in-laws. Wait until the prospective in-laws hear about it! Which will be sometime soon, I imagine, after my parents surface from their vintage celebrations – if I can’t get to them first.”

“Don’t paint too bleak a picture for yourself, Mary, my dear. Your actions, yours and Ben’s, are very courageous. In wartime you would have been given medals for bravery. What you have done is fired a cannon that will blow most of them into submission. Attack is always the best form of defence, and you have attacked with inspiration. But remember, you are not alone, young lovers; there are people who admire you both and who will stand by you.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, indeed, and I am one of them. Which brings me to these other matters. More tea?”

“Thank you, Willi. All this excitement – I think I’m getting a headache.”

“I’ll get some aspirin.”

Despite the events of the previous evening dominating her thoughts and the onset of a dull headache, Mary is also aware of the care Willi has taken to make her feel welcome. The roses arranged in the crystal vase, his heirloom tea setting, his suit and tie, polished shoes and manners. The immediate, studied retreat to the medicine cabinet and now his return, with a dainty jug and glass and the foil-wrapped tablets on a platter. And something else she notices – he is wearing after-shave! Brilliant man: adorable old Doctor.

As Mary watches the tablets dissolve another thought occurs. Willi has something big on his mind that is important to him; something that may even eclipse my dilemma. Observe him; observation is his keyword, his own method of doing and learning.

“Thank you, Willi. Five minutes to heal the pain of five generations.”

"You never cease to amaze me with your maturity and able conversation. Ma Zimmermann telephoned me early yesterday, saying that Otto would like to see me if I could spare the time. ‘Is he sick?’ I asked. ‘No, as chirpy as a parrot in a plum tree,’ she said, ‘very unusual. Do men his age go through a third childhood? Pa has never acted like that. ’Maybe,’ I said, ‘maybe he has found something to live for; something that excites him into relishing his existence.’ ‘Anyway,’ Ma continued: ‘I’d like you to come and see him – just to be sure.’

“So I drove myself out there. I shouldn’t drive anymore, I know that, but I took it easy.” And Old Doctor looks at Mary to assess her response – not to a self-confessed motoring hazard but to gauge her feelings – to measure any emotion that might be suppressed. Her eyes are unreadable, which tells him that she knows what is coming. Very astute young woman, Mary.

“I arrived, of course, in time for schluck and schnitte. It was very pleasant being with Otto, just the two of us. We go back a long way, even though our lives are oceans apart and our experiences contrast immensely. We are people, and people are related to one another by their souls, which sets us apart from God’s creatures and wire us together with love. Otto and I are friends, and that is more important to me than knowing your enemies.” And old Doctor pauses, in case Mary wants to make a contribution.

“I have never known Otto to speak on a personal level during our conversations. That was my first surprise. In all the years I have known Otto Zimmermann he has never expressed any personal feelings to me. Oh – he grumbles about the weather or the damn contraption of a water heater that his nephew installed and never heats properly, and having to bathe in general – but all these years he has kept his feelings locked away in his Shiraz cabinet. Marvel them, Mary, how surprised I was when he opened up to me!”

“What are you trying to say, Willi?”

“You resurrected him. He gave me no details and none were expected, but he told me that since you began to call on him – to treat him like a man and not a curiosity – his life has changed. He just wanted to share that with me over some good port. He had to tell me!”

“That’s nice.”

“Nice! It’s more than nice, Mary, it’s a bloody miracle! Excuse me. I have been treating Otto for headaches and migraines since day dot. Yesterday he throws all his pills away. ‘The crows can have them,’ he said. ‘Don’t need ’em anymore.’”

“Your tea is going cold, Willi.”

“Of course it is. We passed a pleasant two hours, during which I told him a few things, too.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I told him how much better I myself have felt recently, how much livelier and more interested in the wide world around me. I can only reconcile this change of outlook to Mary Smith’s invigorating presence, I told him. The nights were terrible. I used to wake up frightened and then I couldn’t get back to sleep. During daylight I would rationalise it: you are on the way out, Willi, you’re dying, it happens to everyone. Then Otto confessed to nightmares too, of a different genre, which evaporated, and whose daylight phantoms have melted. Gone! When you were last here, I jokingly proposed marriage to you. In retrospect, it was genuine, in as much that I sensed a change coming over me and wanted to be with you more often. Can you forgive me?”

“I love you, Willi, dear heart. I shall always. And Otto, he is a treasure to me.”

"Thank you, my dear. We both know that, and now, something more practical in your behalf. I took the liberty of informing my earlier guests that they should evince no surprise at my improved condition but rather thank you for remedying my downward spiral. I gave them facts. I told them truths. And I told both Hugo and Alexis to inform your future parents-in-law, Pete and Anna Shultz, that you are one young lady in a million and that they should be grateful that their youngest son has asked for your hand in marriage.

“We shall see if your words are taken on board, Willi. Ben intends to lay all the facts on the table at lunch today. I will be there.”

“Mary, I also told Hugo and Alexis that I know your background. And I said to them, that if I was Benjamin, I would move the earth off its hinges to marry you.”

“Thank you, Willi. Thank you.”

“It’s the truth. And truth is mightier than belief, don’t you think?”

“Yes, Willi, and so is coincidence.”

“Coincidence? Yes, I suppose it is at times.”

“If you will allow a personal observation, Willi? It is public knowledge that you are terribly absent-minded. That is not entirely true, is it? It was your private space, your refuge. You demonstrate no effects of it to me?”

“You are singularly astute. It became an involuntary habit, a safe place, just as this study is. Old men with bruised hearts find their foxholes, Mary. My public retreat was mental absenteeism. It told the world that nature was coping with ineptitude; that my practice was over. It was a deception. It was fear of incompetence in a changing world.”

“I’m so sorry, Willi.”

“Your compassion is understood and accepted. But just as Otto has broken through his shell, I want the world to see, and know, that ‘old Doctor’ Schmidt has regained his equilibrium, thanks to you.”

“I really have done very little, Willi, I…”

“You have taken an interest. You have shown understanding and compassion. You saw through my defences and that challenged me to recruit myself as dragon-slayer to self-pity. I have counselled many people on growing old and have presided over their care: I failed to prescribe for myself. Now I have decided to write that book on the subject, which I constantly deferred because I felt it would be hypocritical. Too late, was always my excuse, but not anymore, I have a wealth of anecdotes on patients’ courage that needs airing. Young, healthy people might benefit from it too.”

As old Doctor bids Mary goodbye, he is unusually pensive, almost withdrawn, as she steps onto his porch. He puts his hand inside his coat and produces a sealed envelope with her name printed on it and begs her not to open it until she has graduated. Mary agrees, somewhat embarrassed, and kisses both his damp, cobwebbed cheeks, and he watches her climb into her little car and drive away. And she thinks that he thinks he will have another glass of her Pedro Ximinez, regardless of the hour.









Chapter 22

“Hi Dad, great party last night!”

“Ripper! Did you go to bed early, Mary?”

“I left early, yes. How are Aunt Adalyn and Uncle Mervyn?”

“Great. Yes, they must be. They took off early this morning without breakfast or even a coffee. Very religious.”

“Of course. Is Mum still in bed?”

“Mother has got the brandy vapours.”

“Oh dear. When she recovers, will you tell her that I won’t be here for lunch? I’m going next door for lunch and to see my fiancé – Benjamin Schultz.”

“Okay. Eh? What? What did you say?”

“I’m getting married, that’s all. Ben proposed to me last night at his twenty-first birthday party, and I accepted.”

“Like hell you are! Not to a protestant-bloody Schultz! What on earth has got into you, Maria?”

“Please don’t shout and speak to me like that, Dad! You always did, and still do, exactly as you wish. You seduced Ada, your wife’s sister, while you were courting Mum – would you like me to fill her in on it?”

“How do you know that?”

“You more or less confessed to it last night. And when Mum was out shopping the other day I heard you telling Uncle Cork all the grisly details. You forget sometimes that I am in the house.”

“What? You can’t prove it! It’s your word against mine.”

“I have it recorded, Dad. I’m sure Mum will recognise your voice.”

“Bugger it, Maria – Mary – that’s not fair!”

“Yes, it is a bit below the belt, isn’t it, Dad, I admit. Okay: would you prefer I phone Sherlock instead, and invite him over for milk and bikkies and a brisk tour of the distillery? I could explain to him how it operates. Maybe he would show professional interest in the Rabbit Creek Weinbar distribution side of the enterprise too! And maybe a few other things?”

“This is blackmail!”

“This is love, really. Please understand, Dad, even on such harsh terms. I love Ben Schultz. Ben loves me. Ben and I are today’s generation of moderns. We are going to be married. I’m off now. Will you tell Mum, Please?”

Turnip slams his hat onto the gravel and jumps all over it as Mary drives out:

“I don’t do distribution anymore!”

“I need a drink!”

“Corky!”

It is midday. Tomorrow the vine-dressers will be stoically pruning their seemingly endless rows, gathering the spent canes and preparing for winter. Uniform grey dullness shrouds the vault from horizon to horizon. The ducks have melted into ripples on the dams, grey and white and black, nestling on dark waters. The fallowed and seeded fields are a tan tapestry, quilting the undulations along the Valley with contoured brushstrokes. And the grey-green stands of eucalypts are pollen-less, all except for the white-flowered peppermints, hosts in winter to foraging, white-naped honeyeaters, to red wattle birds and to delinquencies of juvenile magpies practising aggression. There was a rainbow this morning in the west, but it quickly faded: autumn has plundered the vines, is gathering her hem and stealing away.

Midday inside the Schultz homestead is not much brighter: late rising, a hasty breakfast and the rush to church left no time for discussion. And during the sermon, when the minds of the three Schultz adults should have been softening with rectitude, they were each engrossed in their private affairs.

Ben’s problem was simple – formulating his speech, choosing the correct words and phrases to inform his parents of Mary Smith’s genetics. The feud might last forever, but it was neither of his making nor continuance; it belongs to the sepia generations whose muddied countenances condemn their species of misanthropy in tattered albums. Now dead and gone, they left a chronic legacy.

“…and the second commandment is like unto it…”

As head of the business, Pete is concerned with its margins and leadership aspects, concomitant with individual happiness. They must blend, be compatible like bread and honey. Ben is happy now – will he remain so? Will the infatuation and a headlong leap into early matrimony end in disaster? What type of counselling should they have? How will it affect the dynasty? His own marriage is a model of tolerance, trust, and abiding – love? What does that word really imply? Everything from patting a dog to outright lust? Almost.

“Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.”

Well, nearly almost. Respect, compassion, sacrifice – these are its ingredients. Hugo says that men in our situation have never experienced love. Is he correct? And his father, Old Doctor, apparently gave Mary a glowing report card. How did he get to know her so well that he could endorse her so completely? But Hugo is sitting on the fence with this one. I must get his honest opinion of her, especially since Melanie fell into the lees. Poor girl, it’s a wonder she didn’t demand her gold chain back!

But whoever Ben marries it must ensure peace for everyone and it must benefit our business as well as providing for his happiness. Grandchildren? Now there is a novelty; the other kids are tardy in that respect. I wonder which denomination she is. Probably Anglican, that’s okay, we can work around that. One thing is obvious – she is certainly beautiful and would grace any household in the district. And she is a vet, or nearly. An intelligent and attractive woman, and according to Hugo on the phone earlier, she enjoys the profound respect of Old Willi…

“And the second commandment is like unto it…”

An aggravating itch is persisting at the outer corners of Anna’s eyes where salty dampness has lodged. She first carefully wipes one with the tip of her handkerchief, waits a while, and wipes the other, in order not to be obvious. Restrained emotion during worship service is permissible when the gospel makes inroads to a sinner’s heart, but only at the appropriate juncture, not as now, when the sermon is about neighbours, against whom Anna is guiltless of offense, and therefore should suffer no pangs of conscience for the hour’s watchers to notice. It is all Benjamin’s fault, he would not confide in his mother. He would not trust her more mature reasoning and wider experience and has catapulted himself into the capricious embrace of an unknown. And in public! “Sniff.” She could be from the other side of Australia for all we know!

“Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.”

Or from Timbuktu! Who knows? I think we’ll have cold meat and salad for lunch and get this horrid business settled quickly. He didn’t present her with a ring – that must be planned for later – so not everything is lost. How on earth could level-headed Benjamin allow himself to get so involved? He’s still a child, really, still growing up and feeling his way in life. And youth is malleable, plastic enough to shrug off and to surmount any immature obsession. Hugo and Alexis have become non-committal since silly Old Doctor supported her. Maybe she has infatuated them too? Good Lord, where does it end? Silly old Willi is absent-minded, growing senile, so they say. Maybe he has launched himself on a retrospective journey to his own youth; poor old dear.

“…thus your neighbour is he or she wherever met. Amen.”

“I’m going out onto the veranda to wait for Mary.”

“Your lunch will become cold.”

“It’s a cold lunch, Mum. Don’t be silly.”

“He’s right, Anna. On a day like this a hot roast would be more welcoming than cold turkey and salad.”

“Not you too, Peter! I meant the soup. You’re not taking his side in this matter are you? The poor child is just growing up; he doesn’t know his own mind properly let alone the meaning of love. And turkey was all I had time for.”

“I’m not taking anyone’s side, Anna dear. I intend to wait and see; learn more about her. But you could have prepared a hot meal for Sunday lunch as you normally do. Mary might be quite acceptable. You may even like her, and if so you will embarrass yourself by serving salad. Ben’s not an idiot – he feels embarrassed already and that’s why he has gone outside.”

"I haven’t had time to cook. Miss Smith will understand. Oh, here is a car now. I must go to the bathroom. Ask them inside please and put the soup back on the hotplate.

Pete watches them through the window until they break off for air then he goes outside and welcomes Mary.

“Come in please. Anna didn’t have time to cook a proper lunch; we were up late cleaning the hall. Come in and sit at the table.”

“Oh yum, a nice salad. And turkey! Have you been talking about my tastes, Ben? Hello, Mrs Schultz, how are you?”

“I’m well, thanks. A little tired, perhaps.”

“That’s understandable, so much excitement in such a brief time. My parents are still coming to terms with our engagement too,” Mary says, as she takes her seat.

“Oh – have you telephoned them with your news?”

“I saw my father and explained to him that Ben and I were engaged to be married. When I left he was jumping with joy. He wants to tell my mother but she is feeling unwell today.”

“Nothing serious, I hope.”

“Not really, Mrs Schultz. They had guests last night and I’m afraid Mum had one or two brandies; it’s an unfamiliar but temporary condition.”

Anna puts the soup crock on the table and aligns the ladle alongside it. “What are your parents’ names, Mary?”

“Yes, Mary,” Pete echoes cheerfully, “what are their names?”

“You tell them, Ben. I’ve done all the talking so far.”

“Ahem. Patrick and Margaret.”

Pete is first to reply. “Patrick and Margaret Smith? Isn’t that a coincidence. We have neighbours whose first names are Patrick and Margaret, but we don’t manage to speak to them much.”

“Yes, Dad. I know. That’s what Pastor Klaus’ sermon was about earlier. I thought it was extremely relevant to our situation: you see, Mary Smith is her new name – she was Maria Faith McCliver. She changed her name; she is now Mary Smith. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“Wonder…full? Wonder – is this a joke?” Pete manages to speak with his mouth full.

Mary and Ben sit silent and still, waiting and bracing themselves. No reply is the answer, the one that can’t be heard and the one that Pete and Anna don’t want to hear. Pete is screwing up his face, shutting his eyes against the truth and Anna puts her hands to her head and rests her elbows on the table. The truth is hitting home. Belief in whatever little hope there was, is crushed. The coincidence is beginning to cripple Anna’s composure and she tries to speak but words are denied her. Then with an obvious effort, Pete relaxes his face and lets his caged mind walk on a leash.

“I almost told you both to get out of here. But that is no solution. You are Roman Catholic – how do you propose to reconcile that?”

“There are several options,” Mary says softly, “nothing insurmountable. We can address them later.”

“Help yourself to some soup,” Pete mutters, his voice quavering. “Turnip will crucify you – he will cut off your education funds and throw you out – or both. What about that?”

“Dad and I have already discussed this briefly. I foresee no problems there, I guarantee. He can be quite reasonable when he sees things in perspective.”

“Okay, okay. I have heard conflicting reports about your behaviour, about unsavoury visits to Otto Zimmermann on the one hand yet glowing recommendations from Old Doctor Schmidt on the other. What do you say to those?”

“First, Old Doctor may have exaggerated a little. Secondly, the rumours were spread by an unthinking taxi driver who attended Otto’s ninetieth birthday celebrations with Doctor Schmidt. I happened to be there at the time gathering anecdotal material on elderly people for a university project. That is how I came to meet them. Incidentally, what the taxi driver said is not my business but it has obviously become scandalous in the retelling. It is nothing but idle rumour. I have behaved myself, Mr Schultz. I have no secrets to hide. I came here in good faith hoping only for civility in return.”

“Get out!”

Anna lifts her head from her hands and yells a string of obscenities. “And stay out! I will not have my son tricked into marriage by a McCliver. Get out, I said!”

“Anna?”

“Get her out of my house! Get her out of my son’s life! Get her out of here!”





Chapter 23

The ceiling has an ornate plaster rose which Pete can just distinguish in the dark. Tonight, with the sky overcast, the darkness seems almost tangible, and the green glow from the clock-radio only intensifies the sensation. Must chuck the damn thing away and get one with an orange light. Or pink – anything but green. Green is weird and spooky. Green is Irish! What if Anna is right? She is asleep now; the pills have fixed her insomnia. What if it is a fantastic hoax as she imagines, engineered by cunning Turnip and clever young Maria to upset our applecart? I wouldn’t put it past him. And what if they have devised a cunning scheme to go ahead with the marriage and make a grab for some of our land via my heir? They would be laughing all the way to my bank account!

“Mongrel! He is a mongrel – may the fleas of a thousand camels infest his bed!”

But Ben wouldn’t acknowledge that of course, he is too trusting. I must give Anna some credit for insight. But bloody hell, her language! It rocked me to my boots. Right after church too!

Mary – Maria, whoever, she said Turnip has more or less agreed to the engagement. Soon after that it hit the fan. Anna saw through it. There is no way under the Southern Cross that Turnip McCliver would agree to any child of his marrying one of us. He would hang himself first. Not a bad idea. He would shoot her if she persisted and then hang himself. So where’s the catch? Why would he permit it? About thirty years ago I spun my wheels on his gravel for the first and last time, so I thought. Perhaps it is time to do it again. But this time I’ll be prepared. I’ll take a steel bar or a baseball bat with me. Irish mongrel!

But what if Mary is innocent in all this? Mary sounds better than Maria. He might have put her up to it in such a crafty manner that it excludes her complicity in it. That is more likely, after what old Doctor apparently said about her. I wonder? He thinks that Mary is an angel, and, if so, that only leaves Turnip to deal with, rotten goblin he is; use his own daughter to dirty-deal his thieving ends! I’ll have to talk to Hugo again. I’ve got to get a level on all this. The poor kids don’t realise what’s happening. Although it’s unlikely that they will proceed with marriage now, for Mary has just witnessed the worst of her prospective mother-in-law; she’ll be in no hurry to return, that’s for sure. Good Lord! Everyone in Weingarten will know about it tomorrow, even the church mob, including Pastor Klaus! The next day the whole damn Valley will have a version! I might as well get out of bed and have another scotch!

“Hugo! What a surprise, come in, come inside, dear Doctor. How thoughtful of you to take time off from your busy practice to visit us. Karolin – Karolin, darling? Will you put the kettle on please? Hugo Schmidt might like an Earl Grey.”

Hugo smiles a return greeting, and allows himself to be ushered through to Pastor Klaus’ cluttered sitting room. He gets seated and they exchange more pleasantries and comment on the welcome, opening showers. Tea and cake arrive on an ornate trolley.

“Delightful Black-forest cake, Karolin, thank you. Yes, early winter is starting to chalk up a few millimetres already, Pastor. Good refreshment for the post-natal vines, ha-ha-ha. By the way, remind me before I leave, will you? I have a little, ah, something in my car for you: cabinet sauvignon; a litter of six. They need a little more sleep; you might like to tuck them in and hibernate them over winter; provision against drought, Victor.”

“Droughts are our Lord’s reminder of our vulnerability, Hugo. We should assess them with reverence.”

“I do. Indeed I do.”

“You bring to mind the Shepherd’s Psalm, Hugo, number twenty-three, where David extols the Creator’s providence and sustainable justice, viz; Thy rod and Thy staff, they comfort me, and so on. The staff allegorically depicts the bread of life, or providential sustenance, as well as safe-keeping; and the rod as His instrument of correction. In his trials, the prophet and psalmist was cognizant of both attributes wrought upon him for his comfort whilst a pilgrim. And today, where both are kept in heavenly view, droughts are uncommon.”

“Beautiful exegesis, Pastor. I shall remember that.”

“Very civilized of you to remember our tastes, Hugo. Thank you indeed. How is Alexis, and ah, what is your daughter’s name again?”

“Melanie.”

“Of course.”

“Alexis is probably rubbing her horse down, and Melanie is working hard, I presume, at the Corporation where she is a secretary to the CEO. Both are well.”

“Indeed. Excellent. So – whose soul then, needs my prayers and attention?”

“It’s not quite that simple, Victor. In fact, I’m doing my neighbourly bit.”

“How utterly commendable, Hugo, you are motivated by my sermon, praise God. Is it mammon? Impropriety? Or a combined indiscretion which needs rectifying before it assumes proportion?”

“No, nothing like that. It is all about love, Victor; the unhappy coinciding of love.”

I get a strange feeling, looking through Mary’s window. Felines are not supposed to experience emotion but that’s a furphy. True, we don’t exhibit strong emotion in the vertical sense, but we do know about it. While we are on this subject there is something else I would like to put on record: cats are not anthropomorphic. That is, we do not exercise or display vertical qualities or tendencies within our pure self, or psyche. In the old days, witches used to confide in us because we are the world’s most significant creation. They understood that much! But yes, we do experience some emotion.

A week or so after the birthday bash and Turnip’s vintage hog-in, old One-eye died. Ma Zimmermann had him for fourteen years, she said, and wrapped him and laid him inside a pinewood fruit box and buried it beneath the loquat tree. We all turned out to say goodbye to the Von, or ‘Rudi-Harro Zimmermann’ as his stick above the site correctly remembers him: ‘The Von, One-eye, Rudi-Harro’ – strange how over a lifetime so many names attach themselves like snails to a post in wet weather. Fritz was there, Olga, and Otto made an appearance too. We shall miss him in the milk shed each day, which implies loss, or grieving on our part. So that is feline emotion. One-eye’s trials are over now; he is at rest with Karl.

But double grief is my portion: Pearl, the Siamese, has gone too. She has returned to the big smoke with her charming benefactor.

The strange feeling I mentioned is connected to her removal. I turn my head and view the honeysuckle hedge. I look once more into the room and see – absence. A film of dust has gathered on the furniture that Mary used to keep spotless. Her bed is made, the quilt is tight, two pillows plumped and neat. Her desktop is bare, the music machine has gone, and there is no evidence of occupancy. Pearl’s cut-down carton is missing. Things are there, but not their reason for being. Shadows: only shadows of memory. Life has vacated.

Ben never had an opportunity to go inside and inhale the sweet ambience. He can’t even look through the window as I’m doing now. He has been pruning by hand all week. Pete desperately wants him in the grape mill, but Ben said “No” plenty of time for that, he wants to be outside in the open air for a while and damn the cold! I go along with that. I do. Fancy being cooped up like a chook all day in that stinking joint! At least it gives him time to clear his head and think.


Edward

"Why dois your brand sae drap wi bluid,

Edward, Edward,

Why dois your brand sae drap wi bluid,

And why sae sad gang yee O?"



Just quietly, and keep it between us, Ben is undergoing feline-o-morphism, (the opposite condition to which I previously mentioned) whereby a vertical tends to take on cat-like tendencies and characteristics. You find that difficult to comprehend? Consider these examples: Ben prefers to raid the pantry and catch and eat his own food. He avoids unnecessary vertical contact. He likes to walk outside in the dark time as we do and assess the conditions for hunting. He has become more furtive, silent, and objects to being patted where his fur is thickest. And he is developing a snarl, and exercises his claws on the arms of the lounge chair. Ben is transmogrifying – he is becoming one of us!


"O I hae killed my fadir deir,

Mither, Mither,

O I hae killed my fadir deir,

Alas, and wae is mee O!"



Pete has a method for combating unusual behaviour, which he employs when family members begin to slip down their blue-gum. He ignores it. He assumes it will go away, and that interference only makes things more slippery for them. But he is getting to that age now where he wants to stretch a net at the bottom. Or be there to catch them, if necessary. Virtuous Anna has quite a different approach; she would rather poke at them with a sharp stick and make them fall, and then render first aid with all the soothing noises. The problem in both instances is that it does not address the issue of what loosens their grip in the first place; it only satisfies the needs of the parent verticals. But that is how they treated all their juniors, they tell me.


"And what wul ye leave to your ain mither deir

Edward, Edward?

And what wul ye leave to your ain mither deir?

My deir son, now tell me O."

"The curse of hell frae me sall ye beir,

Mither, Mither,

The curse of hell frae me sall ye beir,

Sic counsels ye gave to me O."



I am sure that Ben is aware of these, and other, parental manipulations – his stand for independence of choice persuaded me of that. He was also aware that he had to take the scalpel to Melanie in order to achieve it, but a finger chopped off suddenly, is better than having it slowly sawn off, if you get my drift. Ben’s urge to achieve a higher, cat-like existence reflects up-welling maturity: he is striving for total independence, not the domiciled variety such as aristocratic Herr Schrattenbach indulges, nor does he want to emulate the manic Sook, but to be more like me, Gustav Schultz the Third: a real cat, right down to the itches!

Having an itch, and scratching it, are two very different things. Ben has an intolerable itch, but he cannot get his hind claws to it. This is his problem. It really is.

The Schultz telephone has been ringing all week and a torrent of cards arrived congratulating the happy couple and Ben’s parents. Virtuous vertical Anna is having hot vapours attempting to explain over the telephone, that she, herself, has not yet achieved ecstasy over the announcement – it has all been so sudden and overwhelming. But her callers press for details, nonetheless, and oh – something’s burning on the stove – I’ll call you back! But she doesn’t. The church mob never give up; the cooking circle and the relatives, here and interstate, and her own married children, demand to know the score; and all the visitors arrive; so Anna goes to bed.

Everyone knows now who the fiancée is, and that she had a name change, and most guess why. The prospect of a Schultz and McCliver wedding is the topic of Weingarten and districts beyond. Pete becomes the first line of defence and has to invent and re-invent vapours for Anna, and try to repel all boarders:

“Just like in the ancient times, Pete, you know, how the rulers of tribes used to swap their sons and daughters to forge treaties – marriage alliances, I think they called them – to end border disputes and to promote stability in their patch. It’s not a new thing, but, it is a wise and honourable thing, putting paid to that silly feud. You and Turnip getting on all right now, are you?”

So many inquiries, so many conflicting replies and so many confused well-wishers; the younger generation see the picture while the older gets the run-around.

Retracing our steps a little, Turnip has just finished reshaping his hat and Scab scrambles out of the way in time to avoid a size ten as the feudal lord stomps onto the veranda. The mongrel lying by the kitchen door isn’t so lucky. “Get out the bloody way. Marg – are you there? Are you up yet?”

“Lunch is almost ready, dear, corned silverside; a really nice piece too.”

“I thought you might be still in bed,” he yells through the insect screen door. “Do you know what Mary just told me?”

“Yes, she’s going back to Adelaide tomorrow. She told me last night.”

“Is she? No, not that, but just as bloody well. No, she told me she is engaged to get married – to a bloody Schultz!”

“Oh?”

“Is that all you can say? ‘Oh?’ I tell you Marg, the whole world is going crazy!”

“First I’ve heard of it. Ben is a nice lad by all accounts.”

“Ben? So you damn well knew! You and Mary been sharing secrets again?”

“No – I didn’t know she was engaged. But it would have to be Ben wouldn’t it, he’s the only one not married.”

“Yeah, oh yeah, I suppose. But you’re not surprised?”

“Of course I am! But what do you expect me to do – go and kick the rest of the dogs?”

“I was upset, Marg, sorry. I am still upset.”

“Whatever makes Mary happy makes me happy. My Father didn’t interfere with us.”

“No, I suppose not, but what about all the – the differences?”

“It doesn’t seem to matter these days. Father Finn has seen a lot of it.”

“So you did know all along!”

“I was talking to him in general and the subject of mixed marriages came up.”

“But this is not quite the same, Woman. We’re Catholic and they’re Lutheran. It’s not as though one of them is a Seven-Day bike rider and the other a blinkin’ Moron.”

“Mormon.”

“That’s what I said. Anyway, the Pope’s agin it.”

“The Pope is against everything except the Institution he presides over. The whole Catholic Church is breaking away from the Dark Ages, dear. If Mary and Ben are in love, then we should let them be.”

“It’s not just that – he’s – he’s a bloody Schultz!”

“And you’re a McCliver,” she answers through the screen door. “Look at it from their position too!”

“Bugger it all – you’re no help. Corky! Bring a bottle out, will-ya!”

So it seems that Marg did at least know that Mary and Ben were in love. It doesn’t surprise me, Mary wouldn’t want her mother to learn about them second-hand, but she gets her Dad to tell her the big news just to keep matters in balance. But Turnip can smell a rat, and the best way to dismiss the odorous suggestion of females ganging up on him is to inhale the scent of his home brew and give it a bit of a nudge.

“I’m not ready for lunch yet, leave it on the stove!”

“What do you reckon, Corky?”

“Very bloody odd. When I was at the Servery, we used to discuss relationships. It’s the kids who matter after people get married. As long as the Church increases its numbers then the odd miscarriage doesn’t matter.”

“You mean mixed marriage? A miscarriage is when a burglar goes to court and gets off scot free.”

“Yeah, same thing.”

“The religious bit is not so important, Corky; the problem is that a McCliver wants to marry a Schultz. It’s sheer treachery.”

“Well – not really, Turnip. Great-grandfather Dugan married a policeman’s daughter – that’s even more worse! And besides, think of it this way: a Schultz is going to marry a Smith.”

“I could cry. Hey – you don’t think they have to get hitched, do you? Bloody hell, I haven’t got time for a wedding this year.”

“She would have told you, Turnip. No River Murrays.”

“Yeah, she would. I must have broken a mirror, Corky!”

“No, no, mirrors are nothing. It’s seven years bad luck if your parachute doesn’t open. As I see matters, Turnip, you should fortify your emotions more against problems and especially female excursions. You are too sensitive – you need a barrier or a shield.”

“How do you mean?”

“You should adopt a motto as a shield, like the knights and gentry used to have in the old days, and repeat it to yourself to ward off insults and bad news when it happens. It will prevent all pain and problems getting to you, Turnip.”

“You’re so clever then, Corky, think of one for me!”

“Easy. I did some Latin at the Servery – how about this for a motto?”

*“Nil Illegitimate Desperandum Carborundum.* Repeat it until you got it fixed in your brain.”

*“Nil Illegitimate Desperandum Carborundum.* Okay, Corky – but what does it mean?”

“Don’t let the bastards grind you down.”

“I’m sorry you feel so threatened, Mrs Schultz. I’m not very hungry anyway. Ben, would you walk me to my car?”

“I’m going back to uni tomorrow. Goodbye Ben.”

“I’ll get a mobile phone and call you every night.”

“Okay. And rent yourself a private post-office box so that I can write real letters to you. Goodbye, Ben.”

“Goodbye, Mary.”

“That wasn’t very polite, Anna? You didn’t give the girl a chance. Imagine how Ben must feel?”

“Ben? What about me? I’m the one who’s getting no sympathy! She’s a McCliver, Peter.”

“Not anymore, she isn’t. I think she’s probably an orphan by now.”





Chapter 24

Managing a vineyard, and a grape mill, and getting the right product in the bottles at the despatch end takes a lot of skill and concentration, even though it is as yet only a small business for the cellar door. But in order to compete, it must win a medal or two before the wine aficionados will elbow their way in to get to it. Pete is busy, his few staff very busy, and Ben agrees to help as soon as the pruning is finished. He does. His mother is ‘sort-of’ forgiven, and she absorbs herself in her cooking which takes out three blue ribbons at the Gawler Town Show. And because there are no more gales in her treetop at the moment she relaxes her grip, although Anna is now seeing more of Alexis Schmidt, polo-person. And Melanie, who thought she had been run over by a bulldozer, realises now that it was only a party balloon, so she mustn’t take it too seriously.

Now, out in the paddocks, the first green buds are announcing spring, and that means more work crowding upon unfinished work. It is the occupational frenzy side of people that impairs their progress and bogs their boots; the busier they are the busier they become, and that interferes with life. Ben’s nightly phone calls have become weekly and his letters sporadic. He tries to be cheerful, but the termites are getting to him, sapping his core. And he has stopped trying to be a cat. Then one day, after the buds open, he gets a letter, which begins to repel the borers.

My darling Ben,

Please forgive me for not writing regularly, these past months have been hectic. And I am also sorry I couldn’t always answer your phone messages immediately. I have kept myself locked away in order to study and make it to the top: it’s so competitive, you have no idea! But my tutors – and some other people who will eventually be responsible for getting me there – have their likes and dislikes when it comes to calling cards. Thank you for sending me the vouchers; it has encouraged them to single me out for extra-curricular tuition. I don’t see it as bribery; I see it as helping others to help me and it is surprising how they respond to Weingarten labels! Thanks again.

So therefore I hope you understand why I have not been as responsive as you might wish. I work up to twelve hours every day and my hard little bed in my drab little room doesn’t cherish my dreams for as long as it should.

Do you remember me mentioning Professor George Riley, the one in the wheelchair? He was delighted with the anecdotes I have collected for him so far and has decreed that the sun rises over my head and that is why my hair is chestnut-gold. Ha ha! It is rather embarrassing, the fuss he makes about it, because, as I told him, I thoroughly enjoyed doing what I did. It has made new friends for me and given me an insight into my own heritage – not that I would proclaim it too widely ­– and if it hadn’t been for that exercise, you and I might never have met. Prof. Riley has a wide circle of associates and friends, some of whom I have met, and some who will help me establish my career in the direction I would like it to go. But that is a matter I haven’t discussed with you yet, and will leave it to another time. I suppose what I am trying to say is: I am on track and on target.

I have come to terms with your mother’s behaviour and do not allow it to upset me. It did at the time, even though I told you on the phone that I was largely unaffected by it. Her problems are not mine, although I must take them on board in order to try and understand them. We are different people, Anna and I, but I do not accept transfer of emotion or guilt or anything like that. I am me, I am only her target and targets should be able to take the impact of missiles. I forgive her.

I will be graduating soon. I would like to see you before then. Can we meet again in Gawler? At Lorraine’s house? She is going away for a weekend and needs someone responsible to manage her household zoo. Can we rendezvous…

The remainder of the letter I leave unquoted because I do not have space for a sport column in this bulletin. Besides, I do not understand vertical sporting activities, which it seems, has motivated Ben to make the ‘rendezvous’ – which broadly translated, means ‘present yourselves;’ something he is eager to do.

Do you recall Sook’s non-pedigreed parents, Haystack and Town Fringe? Of course you do. You thought I had imagined their names after eating a white rat fed on happy grass. But no, they do exist. Town Fringe, aka Blitzen, moves around a lot, and sometimes calls for emergency rations at the back door of a well-known biblical exegete known as Pastor Victor Klaus, who is husband to warm-hearted Karolin Klaus, who was a missionary nurse for some years in highland Papua New Guinea where they met, and where, apparently, it rains a lot. But more on that later.

Pastor Klaus does not invite quadrupeds indoors. Or any type of horizontal creature for that matter, especially longnecks. But Karolin is tolerant, even sympathetic to the needs of furry things, more so those of the highest order: cats.

Blitzen, whom I grudgingly admire as one of the slickest toms around Weingarten, calls there after an unsuccessful night’s hunting. He is famished, and Karolin responds to his pleas:

“Poor pussy, all wet and cold – would you like some ham and a saucer of warm milk?”

He would, he said, and after satisfying himself, sneaks into their sitting room where he remains all night and half the next day. He is curled up behind the erudite Pastor’s chair when Hugo arrives, and stays hidden for fear of cruel eviction. Well, we met recently, and Blitzen tells me that their conversation went something like this:

“How utterly commendable, Hugo, you are motivated by my sermon, praise God. Is it mammon? Impropriety? Or a combined indiscretion which needs rectifying before it assumes proportion?”

“No, nothing like that. It is all about love, Victor. The unhappy coinciding of love.”

“Really?”

“For the moment, let’s call them ‘Bill and Betty’. I’m sure you will understand my initial need for discretion?”

“Absolutely. We are as one in such matters.”

“Being a doctor brings me into regular contact with human emotion: being a friend of some of those involved makes my role no easier.”

“To the many, Hugo, He gave diverse gifts; we cannot act entirely alone, no more than we can breed alone.”

“That is why I am here. Let’s say that Bill is a Lutheran and Betty is Roman Catholic. He is raised in the family tradition and is expected to continue its momentum; she has outgrown the cocoon her parents wove, and has emerged a brilliant butterfly. And I mean brilliant! The two have met and fallen in love. This is neither a temporary attraction nor a Shakespearean anachronism for the new millennium but the uniting of souls, whose separate existence is tormenting them. If I told you about the families’ feud, you would know who they are, and that would not be diplomatic on my part.”

“Of course, very much so, Hugo, discretion is our bonding creed. What is Betty’s real name? Seeing I agree to become involved.”

“Mary Smith.”

“Mary Smith? Oh, I thought we were discussing the interminable Weingarten wars?”

“We are, Victor. Maria Faith McCliver is now Mary Smith. She changed her names.”

“Oh dear – she went to that extreme?”

“Out of an earlier necessity. I heard from a reliable source that in order to assert her independence, her new names were legalised before she met Benjamin.”

“Well, that is quite a different matter. Let’s see, Maria outgrows her cocoon – I know the family via Father Finn who visits here for music lessons and Karolin’s sauerkraut – invests herself with a new name to celebrate her emergence, thus the obscure chrysalis evolves as Mary Smith. She meets Benjamin Schultz and they fall conclusively in love and they come up against, what – friction?”

“More like soft tissue, Victor: Anna Schultz is breasting the battlements.”

“Oh dear. Now you are making things difficult, Hugo. Are you dumping all this on me?”

“I’ll walk behind you, Pastor.”

“Thank you, Doctor. I shall have to go into solitary and give this my deepest considerations. More Black forest? Tea? No? A drop of port…”

“Dickens.”





Chapter 25

I’m in my favourite haunt, the magical environment that Princess Mary, in a moment of inspiration, dubbed ‘Grottoburg’. I’ve been here for most of the day. I enjoyed a rump of rabbit washed down with morning milk, and curled up to digest it in the leafy, northern aspect of old Otto’s disused dunny. Heaven couldn’t get much better. The shadows have been moving imperceptibly, which means that world has been turning, the grape mills grinding and people everywhere trying to do today what they couldn’t achieve yesterday. That thought helped me to sleep. But now it is mid-afternoon, and Old Otto will be stirring soon too, preparing for his schluck and schnitte.

“G’day, Otto.”

“G’day, Gus. Hop up here on the miner’s couch, he will be out shortly.”

“It won’t be long shortly; as Turnip says when his brew is coming off. They have been hard at it in their spare time, Otto. The cellar is filling with whiskey.”

“I haven’t tried whiskey, Gus. I like a taste of port though.”

“How is Otto?”

“He is bordering on athleticism. He took all his empties and laid them on the bottle heap yesterday. That made him hungry, and at midday, when Ma brought his lunch, he looked at it, ate the lot, and did an Oliver – he went and asked for more! Just as well or I would have missed out on the trout bones.”

“Incredible. That must be a first?”

“In my memory, for sure. Notice the garden? My benefactor sharpened and oiled his old secateurs and began halting the creeper’s advance towards his cottage. Beneath the creepers he found some old roses and he says ‘Crikey, I forgot these were here!’ So he gives them a good prune too – says they’ll be in bloom by the time he sees Mary again. He got tired after that. He chucks the rubbish in a heap to burn, ‘a job for tomorrow’, he says. And he looks up at the dark mass of the twining trees: ‘I’ll have to get the nephew out with his ladder and carve a bit off them.’ Then he sits down and has a couple of ports and talks to me about fixing up the whole damn garden properly! ‘It’s a real tangle, eh, Otto? I’ll get Ma to ring the nephew and I’ll get stuck into the low stuff.’ He intends to ruin our whole environment, Gus!”

“Old Otto has got Maryitis. It’s happening to everyone, mate.”

“He talks a lot more now too. He bashes my ear for hours. Here he comes now.”

“Hello Gus. How are you today?”

I blink at him, and he arranges his schluck and schnitte on the three-legged red-gum table and takes his seat. Then he blinks at me, but that is because he still has sleep in his eyes.

“Let’s see what’s on the news today.”

The news?

I look at Otto and he shakes his head slowly, indicating that Otto has finally fallen out of his acacia. But look at what’s happening!

For all I know, Old Otto has never heard of overhead valve engines, ballpoint pens or even pizza. For someone whose rabbit-hole existence prevented him from learning about the wars in Korea and Vietnam, who cannot name any achievers since Amy Johnson, and who needs barely two hands to count all his visitors over the last sixty-five years, this more than incredible – it’s impossible!

But look! From his top pocket he pulls out a little red box. It’s a radio!

“Mary sent it to me in the post, Gus. I had to get Ma to show me how it works. Let’s see, here’s the starter button.” And his eyes light up: “Doesn’t need a crank handle like a gramophone!”

And the magical realm of Grottoburg is invaded by a lady announcer, telling the magpies, the wagtails and everything else within coo-ee, what’s been happening on the surface of the planet.

So there’s been another plane crash in Mexico. This month’s prime minister of Italy is a Mr so-and-so, ending in a vowel. And what’s the difference between the price of beer and an active volcano? Then comes the current affairs program, which Otto turns down because too much is confusing.

“There will be some music in a minute – it’s the ABC,” he says, like a veteran listener. "Over at Ma’s this morning, Gus, we heard that a government bloke in Canberra resigned because he was too happy. I always knew government was serious work but I can’t understand how anyone would get embarrassed for being happy on the job, and chuck it in. Damned odd, that! They reckon that there’s a few more gunna take the jump now too, because they were happy with him during working hours, and that his wife’s not very happy about the whole thing.

"And another thing Gus; a woman was telling us about a new building in Melbourne for the sports thing they had. She said it was pretty ugly. Blowed if I know what she means? Perhaps the outside is pretty and the inside is ugly? She didn’t say. You would think they could do better than that when people from overseas gotta pay to use it. Pretty ugly, like a girl I used to know, eh Otto? So Girl-Wednesday says, pretty on the outside but ugly on the inside.

“She told me I was probably lucky; had my whole life to myself to do as I wanted. Here’s the music.”

I’ve said it before, and so has Mary: he should be listed.

Old Otto tops up his vegemite glass, prunes off a couple of pieces of metwurst for us with his blunt knife and re-stokes his meerschaum pipe. He lights it, and the familiar aroma drifts by, floating like a concubine’s veil to Strauss’ A thousand and One Nights, which is testing the quality of the tiny speaker. But, crude though it is, it is music to his ears. He is smiling, a rare thing. No, dinkum, he is! And he gives Otto a few dribbles of port.

“I told you that Mary gave it to me, didn’t I. She is going to visit me again when she gets back, Otto. Ma tells me that Mary is going to marry the young Schultz pup, Ben. Ma says that she was up the stepladder changing a light bulb when the nephew called ’round and told her when he brang the mail. He managed to steady the ladder for her but the light bulb got smashed. Now there’s a packet of mixed seed for you, Otto; Mary and Ben. I wonder how their folks are taking it. I never thought I would live to see the day when a McCliver and a Schultz announced a wedding! Mary’s a wonderful girl – I hope no one tries to interfere with her plans. And if they do, Otto, I’ll be the first person to set them right even if it takes my last breath. I’ll find a neddy, or steal one, and ride down there with me whip!”

Wow! The planets are veering off course! This is one of the rare times that I have heard old Otto stirring his blood! The red stuff is still coursing inside him. Antagonists, beware.

But it tells me something else. Where I imagined that his outbursts were confined to distasteful, inanimate objects such as his tub, I realise now that he has transcended such trivia and has a deep attachment to Mary, a real person. It tells me that vertical Otto experiences emotion too.

But – wait for this! I hope you are sitting down. If you think that Mary’s influence on the old man is confined to touching his heartstrings alone, or simply winching him from nightmare quicksands, then you are wrong. She has motivated him beyond that:

“I told Ma to arrange a taxi for me, Otto. I’m going to Nuriootpa to buy some new clothes for the wedding.”

Some seventy years he has confined himself to Grottoburg – and he’s stepping out for glad-rags? Great Karl!

“And instead of getting Ma to trim my hair, we’re going to visit a proper barber, aren’t we, Otto. Go and see Rudi Ribbenstrop, she says his name is. Have a decent beard trim too – the whole set! I wonder when the wedding will be. We’ll have to visit the barber about a day or so before.”

I am left with vacant emotions. Vacant only because everyone seems to be stirred by marvellous Mary Smith – whom I admire too, don’t get me wrong – but my own, first, personal need is unrequited: Pearl is gone. Long-legged, lithe and luxurious Pearl is absent, leaving me feeling empty. She never once acknowledged me. Not once did she utter my name: Oh, Gus, she might have said, you big strong tom, come and caress me and supply all my needs. But no, nothing. I feel vacant. I do.

But not so, Pastor Klaus.





Chapter 26

A busy shepherd, with a large and scattered flock, must keep on his toes. As well as fleecing his sheep, he must feed and water them; he must immunise them also against the diseases of the day and keep their faces free of wool, which attracts grass seeds, causing blindness. They pick up the seeds when their noses are close to the ground, grazing, when filth is just inches away. He understands that and therefore he remedies it. Some can also become tangled in barbed wire that has been left carelessly lying about and he has to remove that too, even if the process hurts. Of all the creatures, the sheep is eminently suited to profitable husbandry, provided they neither become intractable nor are allowed to wander. So after a week of meditating – a week exercising his skills because he feels that he unequal to the task – Pastor Klaus visits Anna Schultz.

“Karolin and I have been discussing a holiday; thank you dear, lovely cake. Goodness me – what a magnificent cat!”

“His name is Herr Schrattenbach, Pastor. He’s pedigreed.”

“My word, very imposing; I can’t have animals inside the house with my eczema, most irritating.”

“I’ll put him in another room, Pastor.”

“Thank you, indeed, Anna. As I was saying, Karolin and I have been discussing a holiday…”

“Excuse me, Pastor, I’ll answer the telephone.”

“Yes, of course.”

“That was Peter ringing: there is a problem with the bottling line and he wants me to run into Nuriootpa for the parts he ordered.”

“Immediately?”

“Soon, Pastor.”

“Yes, certainly. As I was saying: Karolin and I have been discussing a holiday. It is almost fifteen years since we… There is your phone again.”

“I’m sorry, Pastor. I won’t be a moment.”

“Very well.”

“It’s your wife, Pastor. Come through to the hall.”

“Very well.”

“No. No Karolin, I’m fine. Think you for inquiring. I might be a little late, would you mind? Thank you, darling.”

“She apologises for the intrusion, Anna, but Karolin heard on the news broadcast that a white Volvo had crashed into a power pole out this way. Naturally, she was concerned for my well-being. It must be tourists.”

“Oh dear, and the hospital is so busy, I understand.”

“Yes, yes. As I was saying: Karolin and I have been discussing a holiday.”

“Have you? It must be years since you two have had a break?”

“That is what I said, nearly fifteen years. We were thinking of revisiting Papua New Guinea, a nostalgic return to the island highlands that brought us together. We married late in life you know; we were both in our late forties. A holiday can be such an invigorating experience, Anna. Consider…”

“I’m sorry, Pastor, the phone, I’ll have to answer it again. Won’t be a moment.”

…Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory…

“Is something amiss: you look aghast, Anna?”

“It’s broken down; the bottling line. I’ll have to go into Nuriootpa immediately!”

“Of course, dear. Another time. May I use your telephone?”

Holidays for the Schultz family are always next year. Pastor Klaus’ intentions warrant a ten; his timing somewhere between a two and a three. And sheep are easily spooked. It only takes one to run off and the rest will follow.

“Karolin – can we bring our holiday forward a little in order to avoid the wet season? See you soon, darling; I’m on my way home now.”

Her barbeque luncheon is scheduled for Sunday. Anna decided to invite her children and a support group of friends. The luncheon and lazy afternoon will afford respite, regrouping and recovery of lost ground, and so include terminal planks for absurdity’s coffin. Pastor and Karolin are welcome but only because he will be hamstrung by the crowd – one-on-one is far too harassing! The men will be occupied with tongs, and afterwards they tend to group together and discuss wine anyway. Here, Pastor Klaus will earn his meal because his presence will sanitise the men’s conversations and save Anna constant vigilance, allowing her to concentrate on the important issues. On the agenda will be individual pep-talks to spur her married children on to reproduction: How long do they think I must wait before I see my grandchildren? It’s almost as if they were conspiring! Benjamin will attend and be exposed to the need for homogeny by sibling example: “My final wedding has to be the best.” And Melanie is composed now and the wiser for counselling.

“Peter darling, we should have a get-together after church next Sunday. You and Benjamin have been working so hard, I thought a nice barbeque would be a change for us now that the weather is improving.”

“Sounds fine, yes, a good idea, Anna.”

“Perhaps we could invite a few friends too: the children and maybe even Pastor and Karolin – we didn’t get a chance to talk the other day, he had to rush off, an accident or something.”

“Of course. No one’s birthday is it? Have I forgotten?”

“No, no panic, dear. But it would make a lovely change if I don’t have to cook lunch.”

“That’s no problem, I enjoy burning sausages.”

“Don’t be silly, you are quite a good outdoor cook. I have already phoned a few people; you have been busy and I just went ahead.”

“That’s okay. You arrange it all then.”

Ben is having difficulty concentrating during the sermon and it wouldn’t take three wise men to notice. He gets a jab from his mother’s left elbow and straightens his back. In the Mercedes, the rear seat affords privacy and a chance to defragment his nerves on the way home. The roadside vegetation drifts silently past in contrast to the monologue reflecting off the windscreen. His stomach is churning but he doesn’t feel hungry. In fact, he feels quite weird.

“And it has been such a long time, over six months in fact since all the family were together.”

“That long, Anna.”

“It was before vintage, I’m sure of that. I’m really looking forward to this afternoon. You two have earned a relaxing day also, and there will be so much news to catch up with. Did you remember to take the meat out of the freezer, Peter?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Thank goodness. I have made a lot of sweets and restocked the bar. What does Pastor Klaus drink?”

“Cab-sav. That’s if Karolin is driving. Otherwise it’s lolly water.”

“All that terrible business in Ireland is coming to a head again. Did you read the paper this morning, Peter?”

“No chance. I had to run those tests.”

“Oh, yes of course. I’m sure it must be in their genes, Peter, all that aggression. How long has it been going on for now?”

“Dunno.”

“Peter – your speech is deteriorating!”

“Sorry. I don’t know.”

“Here we are. Benjamin, will you attend to the cats and take the seating out for our guests please.”

“Yep.”

“After that, will you sweep the pavers please, Benjamin.”

“Okay.”

Pete is inserting the door key into its lock. Anna is behind him. Ben is standing a few paces back. Now is the time:

“I won’t be able to stay for the barbeque lunch.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I’m going out this afternoon.”

“Going out? Where on earth to? You can’t. I have planned this for weeks – I mean – all week. Benjamin. You can’t just go out!”

“Sorry Mum. That’s it. I’ll get the chairs out for you first though.”

“Benjamin Schultz! You are going nowhere! I’m not having my plans upset by one of your childish whims. Your brother and sisters will be here soon, and our friends also. You will act you age and exercise some courtesy.”

“Mother. I am going out this afternoon. I have already made my plans too!”

“Peter, speak to him.”

“Speak to me, Dad: tell me I am immature and that I must obey my mother.”

“Ah, look, son. Come inside and talk to me about your plans.”

“No, Peter. You’ll let him get to you. Tell him right now that he must remain here.”

“Listen – Mum and Dad. I have just worked six days straight. I have spent this morning with you. Now, I want my space. I will get another opportunity to see everyone. Apologise to them. Thank you.”

At last, the road to Gawler, almost déjà vu. The same send-off, the same bad feelings, the same rotten taste in the mouth, the same traffic obstructions, similar road conditions – Get a bloody move on, I only have half a day! Tourists!

A brass numeral on the door declares number 2, a polished, brass knocker.

“Mary…”

“Ben, darling.”

He shows her the red roses.

“They’re gorgeous!”

And the impetuosity of youth combines with a rush of fevered blood from just seeing her again, so he presents to her a little box, which was destined for late evening. It is wrapped in gold foil featuring embracing koalas.

“Gold – in return for silver? What’s this? It’s not my birthday until November.”

“It’s crammed with hamburger vouchers.”

“Exactly what I need. Come inside; close the door and kiss me.”

Her voice, which he first heard months ago in the jungle environment of Otto’s garden, and which crippled his tongue, he is hearing again. The eyes that saw his vacancy and his instant heart are looming towards his. Now, she is in his arms; all his.

Sunday afternoon and all doors are closed. The curious world is barred. Traffic and pedestrians passing by are wholly unaware of the cottage’s cosseted ecstasy; of two commodious hearts, each engulfed in the other.

The resilience of the human spirit and its propensity for revival can be observed in Anna Schultz’ transition from depressed and furious, to extrovert, from the moment the first guests arrive. The eyes and the smile say it all and gracious body language cements it, while the words of welcome only thicken the blood, and cream the milk of family and social endearment.

“Melanie is indisposed; she apologises, Anna,” says Alexis Schmidt with a nervous smile, knowing her fib is transparent.

“Oh, poor thing. It doesn’t matter, Lexi, there will be other occasions, I’m sure. Where did you park?”

“Taxi, darling. We tossed a coin and Hugo lost so he said call a cab. We’re going to enjoy our afternoon.”

“Fantastic. Benjamin had to go somewhere urgently, he apologises too – Hugo – don’t walk by without kissing me, handsome.”

“Hello Anna. My godfather, you look edible. Wait until I put this lot down somewhere.”

I was half-asleep in the hayshed, visualizing the young lovers when this mob rocked up. A barbeque? Well, I’ll hang around for that.

We’ve been down this lane before, and I know it is difficult for you to remember all the names, but besides Pastor Victor and Karolin Klaus, Doctor Hugo and Alexis Schmidt, there are only eight other visitors and they are family. With only Ben at home, Anna is constantly aware that many of the rooms in their large house are empty. If you deduct four from five, you have their imprint of silence. If it is done with annual haste, it’s like having your head inside a reverberating silo, pulling it out and retreating down the ladder one step at a time. Ben is a quiet lad at home. He is.

Five offspring in seven years! Boom, boom, boom, boom, boom. Then twenty-three years of contrasting domestic music and the wedding bells go ding, dong, ding, dong, as they peel off leaving baby Ben at home alone. Photographs everywhere throughout the house record their comings and goings; leaving Anna almost as empty as the rooms she pokes her head into every day. There have always been cats, but they seem to come and go too.

So let’s see:

John, the firstborn, was named after his paternal grandfather,

Constance – Anna’s mother,

Beryl – because of her eyes,

Annette – diminutive of Anna, and

Benjamin – the youngest.

And so, with their spouses, it just gets so confusing for all the great aunts who reside in nursing homes and correspond on scented notepaper when the birthdays come around.

John is standing beside the barbeque, tossing down a cold one with his three brothers-in-law and watching with mild amusement as vintner, doctor and pastor compete to ruin the lamb, the beef, and burn other would-be staples. They throw me a raw off-cut and my Mum, Therese, immediately comes outside, followed by nervous Sook. Schrattenbach must be asleep on the leather chair, dreaming of his next mouse. He wishes!

“Where’s little brother?”

“He’s not so little anymore, John. Incidentally, were you responsible for including that photo of him in his playpen, which your mother discovered at the hall? She wasn’t amused.”

“Are you still copping stick over it? Sorry, Dad.”

“No sweat. Get Pastor another cab-sav.”

“What do you reckon, Hugo – done?”

“Like a mattress actress, Pete. Dickens. Oh, excuse me, Victor.”

“Okay chefs; help me cart this lot over to the table.”

Everyone helps themselves. John assumes the role of Officer-in-Charge of Drinks; family and friends criss-cross their conversations between mouthfuls; we rub against their shins and Sook gets a startled kick from Pastor Klaus. I have my eyes on some raw mince; I’ll have that later. While they are eating and drinking, let’s take a look at my headquarters. I have described Otto’s dwelling to you, and the McCliver homestead, but this is different again.

There is an old stone building farther up the road that was the settlers’ cottage. That is now a storehouse and pigeon roost, which I occasionally raid for plump squabs. It was abandoned in the third generation for this house. Pete’s father, Johannes, engaged an architect to design and build it.

It comprises two levels; upstairs for sleeping and downstairs for living. All the rooms are huge, even by Barossa standards. The walls are constructed of stone quarried in the Adelaide Hills. Plastered columns support the veranda, roof and balconies. A double front door and a hotel-sized foyer greet visitors. Pete’s additions to the rear include courtyards, patios and pergolas, and a quadrangle – a walled enclosure the size of a modest bowling green with fishpond and fountain, lawn and pavement, shade trees on the outside and night lighting. Access to the back door from the quadrangle is via several options according to the weather, each with nooks and seats and private enclosures. This is my headquarters, although I seldom venture inside. It is Peter’s heritage and Anna’s somewhat bleak house.

After lunch, she coaxes her first daughter, Constance, to a secret place: one-on-one for Anna is okay if she is the one.

“How are things between you and Max?”

“No problems, Mum – why?”

“Is his job secure?”

“It certainly is.”

“Excellent. And you have everything which young couples need – it’s time you began to get serious about having a family, Connie.”

“Max wants to wait for a few more years. He wants to pay everything off, including the mortgage, and then we will think about it.”

“Do you realise his mother is very ill? No one talks about it of course, but Alexis said that Doctor Schmidt…”

“Hang on – what’s all this about? His mother is fine.”

“If only it was true. You should provide her with at least one grandchild before she, well…”

“Oh dear. Well, I could easily get pregnant without Max realizing. But I would need a pre-conditioning interval – three or four months.”

“That’s all right. I could, that is, we could be grandmothers in twelve months’ time. Thank you, darling. You should visit me more often you know when Max is away. Go back to the others now and enjoy yourself, Connie. Ask Beryl to bring me a glass of the best.”

Eventually, Annette, the youngest daughter, says to John:

“John – Mum wants to speak with you.”

“What did you say?”

“You heard me. Go and see Mother. She’s in the family room now.”

He is summoned. He goes.

“Yes, Mother?”

“How long have you been married, John?”

“Um…”

“Long enough so that by now you should have overcome your youthful desire to be captain of your football club?”

“Well, I’m vice-captain.”

“Sufficient progress, I’m sure, for a man with a wife and the attendant responsibilities.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Don’t you? What is being a man really all about? Guzzling beer with sporting androids? Getting home late after practice and falling into bed without a proper meal or a shower? Denying your wife her natural inclination to produce, nurse and raise children? You are no more than a bag of meat with chauvinist impulses, void of all the trimmings that constitutes a real man. When is the divorce?”

“Divorce? We are not getting divorced!”

“Ha! The closest to the fire and yet the last to see the smoke! I cannot and will not see a son of mine end up in the family court. I could not endure the humiliation. I could not endure the jibes of Weingarten if you two were even separated! What do you propose to do about it?”

“Do?”

“Yes, do! What action – what strategies have you devised to avoid this impending disaster?”

“But, I don’t think that…”

“Of course you don’t think. That’s the problem. Look John, your lifestyle is at odds with your marriage. There is only one course of action that will remedy it: spend less time at the football club and more time at home. Nine months from now you two could be a family, secure and content. Don’t just think about it – do it! Be a real man – have a child! Then plan for more. You will thank me for this later on.”

John returns to the male group with his mind in turmoil. Vertical Anna has poked him with a stick, caused him to fall, and when he declares the great news at some future meeting she will apply the first aid with all the soothing noises. Until then, he will receive no sympathy.

“Ha-ha-ha, that’s a good one, Pastor.” Hugo dismisses the puerile pun immediately, and when Pastor wanders away to speak to the womenfolk he turns to Pete:

“Wonderful fellow, Victor, but a man like any other when it’s all boiled down.”

“He’s got a tough job, Hugo. It looks easy from our side of the fence but it takes some serious application.”

“I know, Pete, I’m not denying that. And I’m a genuine admirer of the effort he puts in and the results he obtains, but sometimes he’s lacking when up against some really tough issue that requires him to stand his ground. That leaves the hard work to others.”

“Oh?”

“I’ll put this into perspective and you’ll get my point. You know Colonel Gregory, who opened a shop in Tanunda selling men’s clothing?”

“The Pommy bloke who organises that military cavalry set-up – the historic Light Horse, or whatever?”

“That’s him. Very proper and very switched on is our colonel. Yes, Alexis is well acquainted with him because of their common interest in expensive horses, and she has helped him out by choosing and bidding for him at the last equine sales. Lexi informs me that Colonel Gregory unwittingly barged in on Pastor Klaus some years ago in Papua New Guinea, before our Reverend Pastor was married. That meeting, Pete, apparently remains quite vivid in his memory to this day.”

“Really – how’s your drink?”

"Just a top-up, Pete – thanks. Yes, Alexis tells me that Victor and Karolin met in an isolated village in the Hindenburg Range somewhere near the border with Irian Jaya; five degrees south of the equator and some ten thousand feet plus, above sea level. Very wet, very humid and often quite cold at night; mountain jungle country, a paradise for plants, birds and animals but as remote from white culture as any Robinson Crusoe could find. He and his party were clagged-in by the weather for a week or more while they were waiting to trek to the next village east. Everyone in Port Moresby gets worried. A fortnight becomes a month and the local churchgoers burst into Nurse Karolin’s quarters late one afternoon with flowers and dainty foods to wish her a surprise happy birthday. It seems that Victor and Karolin had become very well acquainted and when the door was flung open by the enthusiastic mob our Pastor and Nurse were sprung in the throes of a wet-weather matinée. Colonel Gregory happened to be at the rear armed with a bowl of rice and pork and with the question on his lips: ‘I have come to escort Pastor Klaus and party east – can you tell me where to find him?’ and Victor’s head pops up from under the sheets.

“And so, years later in the Barossa Valley, who decides to retire here? Colonel Gregory. And who is our incumbent? Pastor Klaus. The Colonel is a man of honour but being a bachelor adhering to the Anglican moral code he felt disposed to inform Lexi that his own proscribed lifestyle exceeded that provided by Pastoral example. He probably has vivid childhood memories of the aftermath of the Second World War and modelled himself on his military heroes, who can tell? But meeting Victor again and reliving the tempestuous last moments, gave him cause to express his disgust to my wife when they were discussing stallions. Dickens.”

“Good grief! You mean…”

“Yes. My point is this: as I have recently learned, Victor caves in when confronting embarrassment and females in particular. His bad conscience prevails. I thought, maybe, if Anna was made aware of the fragility of the flesh, she might be more accommodating to Ben’s involvement with Miss Mary Smith. I use the prefix ‘Miss’ to indicate that she is entitled to wear white at her wedding. Perhaps you could help Anna understand that her vehement opposition might result in an unexpected grandchild as well as an elopement. Give it some thought, Pete. They are in love. They will get married. It might as well be a well-planned family celebration rather than a surprise announcement in the Barossa Bugle.”

“I take your point, Hugo. And I thank you also. It is not easy for a good friend to be frank. My God, how do I go about it? Anna isn’t a normal female; and normal females are difficult enough?”

“A weekend away, Pete. Plan a whole weekend off and book into somewhere classy. Ben can look after the house and when you both return all will be sweet. Dickens.”

“You mean a second honeymoon?”

“Something like that. A bridal suite – the whole bit! Give yourself a break too! Enjoy yourself. Get Anna out of the house for a few days – more if you can manage it. Have you noticed what Anna has been doing this afternoon?”

“No – I don’t follow you, Hugo?”

“Then I’ll tell you. Anna has shanghaied the kids one at a time and taken them on board her pirate ship. First, she wanders off with Constance. About twenty minutes later, Connie re-joins the group and sends Beryl with a glass of champers up the gangplank. When Beryl gets back she gives the nod to Annette who takes another glassful to the Mistress of the Ship. Annette returns looking quite angry and tells big brother John to front up on the quarterdeck. He has been keelhauled by the look of him and threw down two quick scotches to cauterise the internal bleeding. Anna has just re-joined the party: what do you think she was confronting them with?”

“You’re very observant, Hugo. Anna was probably getting their views on Ben’s choice of a bride.”

“That’s what I thought at first, until I saw the looks on their faces as each one emerged. No, Anna could do that around the table in a family-conference manner. This is something more individual, more personal – just the top half thanks, Pete – and I thought: wait a minute; the kids are obviously not pulling their weight in some department or other. Like to take a stab at that one, Pete?”

“I can’t for the life of me imagine what it could be. They are all law-abiding, married citizens – they haven’t embarrassed us.”

“Of course not. So it has to be social, or some family matter where she finds them lacking. Y’know, Pete, I reckon that if Ben and Mary were to get married in say – eighteen months – I reckon they would still beat the pants off the rest of them when it comes to starting a family. It could be worth thinking about?”

“Bloody hell! I never thought about that. Do you think that is what Anna has been grilling them about?”

“I would bet my last bottle of Picnic Port on it. Dickens.”

“Yeah, look mate, I have been putting off going over to have a quiet word in Turnip’s shell-pink about the whole damn thing. My early guess was that he put Mary up to this in order to do the dirty on me. I still want to go over there and have it out with him but I’m not sure where he stands on this. I mean – surely Turnip McCliver would manage to escape from hell to prevent his daughter marrying a Schultz?”

“Normally, Pete, yes. Turnip would find a way out of hell to do so, but we under-estimate his daughter. She’s bright! I’ll bet my second last bottle of Picnic that Mary is using long thumbscrews on her dad and he can’t get his digits loose enough to dissuade her. And even if he does struggle free, I’ll raid the cellar and wager the lot that she has a set of clamps handy that would fit his balls. And that’s probably why Turnip hasn’t invited you to poke your nose down the barrel of his shotgun.”

“You know, Hugo, you’re not just an ugly face, are you? I have a twelve-year old malt in the cabinet, I might just go and grab it and we’ll have a quiet sip. Man to man, my good friend.”





Chapter 27

At sunset on a Sunday evening, no matter how rested the body or peaceful the soul, sharp reality asserts itself in contrast with the golden shades of eclipsed delight. Tomorrow is Monday – every time. Even before the working week commences, duty beckons with its baton of necessity: Lorraine’s creatures must be fed, half a dozen other duties to attend to, and the microwave oven will heat prepared meals as Mary and Ben readjust to the demanding world and sit down at the table to eat. The wand that waved indulgent bliss is now the rod of reality in the hands of time.

“Lorraine will be home at about seven o’clock, and then I’ll have to drive to Adelaide.”

“I don’t feel very hungry, Mary.”

“You didn’t have lunch, darling. You must eat something.”

“Yes, I know I should. I just want to keep telling you how much I love you: it chokes my throat.”

Mary reaches across and takes his hands in hers. “I love you too, Ben.” Her eyes search into his soul. “I love you more than words can say.” And her voice stirs his heart again, and he looks down at his plate.

“I like steak, along with spuds in their jackets.”

“I’m glad. It was the best I could do in a hurry. I was so excited Ben, knowing you were coming here. Not all the world is against us; soon we shall spend more time together.”

Time must banish the moments but not the memories. Time can cure and time can kill but time cannot undo love. Ben hasn’t touched his food and now he has to go to the bathroom. On his way back, he calls to her.

“Which room did you sleep in? May I poke my head in and look?”

“Ha-ha – why?”

“I just want to see where you lay asleep. I won’t touch anything.”

“It’s the second door on the left down the hallway.”

“Thanks.”

While Ben flicks on the light and looks in on her overnight domain, Mary begins to think about the day ahead and she realises that they have hardly spoken during their afternoon together. Oh – to be sure, lots of necessary love echoes and reassurance – and souls exhaling solemn whispers, but as mere punctuations between long periods of tender closeness, of petting, fondling, tongue touching tongue-tip, cushioning breasts pressed into a firm chest, occasionally leaning back to look into each other’s faces with murmurs of: ‘Is this really happening at last?’ Lips seeking lips with aquatic tenderness, holding the raging fires at bay while maintaining them alight. There really was no time for talk, not for lucid discussion; no opportunity to tell each other of their doings or their plans and hopes. Their priority was togetherness, not conversation; their half-day reunion a precious time for two silent hearts, not garrulous spirits.

The overnight guest room at number two is totally feminine; lilacs, lavenders and pinks blend in a fusion of wallpaper, drapes, linen and soft cuddly toys, with a measure of whimsy provided by a stilted table displaying a china hand bowl and pitcher, patterned in pink flowers. The bed is iron-framed, deep, and pampered with quilting. Lace edged pillowslips complete the setting. The bedroom is a closet of privacy, a retreat from the ears and the eyes of the outside world. Foreign to the sanctum but tidy and waiting, are Mary’s modern overnight bag and briefcase standing by the foot of the bed. And behind the door? Just a few brass hooks from which hang heavy coats, rainwear, and…that’s a flying jacket! It’s like the one I am going to get! Olive-green with clip-down breast pockets, deep side pockets, zippered front and elastic waist ­– it has wings sewn on it! Ben is taken by surprise at his discovery. Lorraine must be a pilot, a light aircraft pilot. What a coincidence! I must wait now and meet her and discuss flying for ten minutes before I leave, and mental images of flying fill his mind and invades the serenity around him.

The single overhead light, whilst vastly inadequate, seems dimmer. The bulwark walls now appear fluid, trembling without cause, incapable of upright stance. Vertigo on solid footing!

“Ben? Have you seen enough? It’s not my bedroom; I only stayed for one night. What are you doing, darling?”

He switches off the light and returns to the kitchen.

“Did something startle you? You look – ashen.”

“I don’t know what you mean but I do feel a bit queer, Mary.”

“You’re trembling. Ben, you must eat something.”

“Yes. I will now.”

“I’ll make you a hot chocolate drink with extra sugar. If you can’t eat the meat at least have some bread and honey, it might be better for you.”

“Thanks, that sounds fine.”

Mary prepares his drink and begins to spread some bread. She looks closely at him; a little knitted frown of concern.

“Has this ever happened to you before?”

“I have never been in love before.”

“Yes. Ha-ha.” Mary gives out an involuntary half-laugh, not her usual, spirited giggle. “I mean this condition of – of light-headedness, mild trembling?”

“No? Yes, just once. The day I decided to learn to fly, to do something about it, it made me feel a little giddy. But it passed. No problem.”

“When was that, Ben?”

“It was a few days after our night out at the Italian restaurant, after I confided in you that I wanted to learn to fly. It must have been the excitement of making the decision, I suppose. Anyway, I sent off for the information and I will begin lessons as soon as the weather warms up, probably in October or November.”

“That’s really wonderful darling! You will have to undergo a rigorous medical examination, of course.”

“Yes, I know. But that doesn’t worry me. I’m perfectly healthy. How did you know that?”

“I’ll tell you in a moment. But first, do you know what happened to you just now? Surely looking into my allocated room wouldn’t do that to you after being with me all afternoon?”

“I looked behind the door, Mary. I saw Lorraine’s flying jacket with wings sewn on, and it just made me feel queer. You didn’t tell me she was a pilot?”

“No, I didn’t Ben. Here, eat this, lovely fresh bread.” Mary’s eyes are soft, brimming with compassion. “We haven’t had a chance to talk about important matters yet – our wedding and so forth. But to begin, the jacket’s mine.”

“Yours!”

“Yes. It wouldn’t fit in my overnight bag. I’ll need it tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“It has to do with my career. Look, Lorraine will be here soon. We must make time to talk. We need to discuss things.”

“Discuss things! You could have told me!”

“We haven’t had a chance to talk seriously about anything, Ben.”

“The telephone calls. The letters. You had plenty of opportunity. Remember our first night out? The Italian restaurant? No – don’t interrupt – what did we talk about Mary? We talked about music, about literature, about food – about everything! About swimming, remember? All our interests seemed to be in common; seemed to be the same. And I, foolishly, talked about my interest in birds, which led to an interest in becoming a pilot. Remember that? Remember how I said something to the effect that we are different in one respect at least – I wanted to learn how to fly? It is something that has gnawed at me for years. I never had the opportunity. My father has promised to pay for the lessons. Lots of money! But you had to go one better and beat me to it! You don’t have to copy everything I want to do, Mary. You don’t have to prove our compatibility. I, at least, want to be different in some respects – even one! Why?”

“Ben darling. Ben – I – we have many matters to discuss. Here’s Lorraine now – I must go to the door. She left me all her keys. Please, eat your bread. I won’t be a moment.”

“Let her in then. I feel sick. I’m leaving.”

“No – wait, please Ben!”

“Hello Mary!” The chubby woman hugs her and kisses both her cheeks. The corgis in the laundry begin to bark and howl at the sound of Lorraine’s voice and Mary, bravely, tries to hold back her tears.

“And you must be Ben!” Her right hand shoots out and grabs his. “Mary told me you were a hunk but she didn’t tell me you were a handsome hunk. Give us a kiss!”

“She has a habit of playing her cards close to her chest, Lorraine. Look, I was just leaving, I have to go.”

“Bulldust you will! What do you drink?”

“Nothing. I’ve got to drive to the Valley.”

“Bulldust! You’ll both stay the night. Got used to the bed yet?”

Ben is colouring. “Lorraine, I have to get back to Weingarten. Besides, I have no overnight gear.”

“I have spare toothbrushes and towels. Close the door please, Mary.”

“I have to leave too, Lorraine, I have an early start tomorrow.”

“What’s this then? A woman almost in tears, a man in a hurry to leave – a lover’s quarrel? Take her into the parlour this minute Ben and tit her up a bit. Get her nipples nice and hard. Glorious boobs aren’t they! Makes me quite green with envy. What will you have – scotch or brandy?”

“Really Lorraine, I must leave.”

“You are going nowhere, Tarzan. At first light you can head back to the jungle. Same goes for you, Jane: I’m not letting you out of this house until the roses are back in bloom. Scotch, big boy?”

“Okay.”

“Into the parlour – both of you. Shut up dogs!”

Mary and Ben go into the parlour, and from the kitchen floats a sing-song voice: “Who’s been a naughty boy then? Didn’t eat his meat and taters. You can’t live on love alone my boy; you won’t fill your balls out if you don’t have your nosh. Hello Mummy’s darlings – have you been good for Aunty Mary? Right, outside for a run now. Soda or water?”

“Spring water if you have some please.”

“Gottcha. And Mary will have a vodka and orange, no ice thanks. And I shall have a martini. Ta-dah!”

“Okay, button up your blouse – here I come.”

"One for you, one for you, and one for me. You two can sit closer, I’m sure your germs are acquainted by now. My godfather! I’m never going to fly economy again! I asked the girl at the counter for a seat as far forward as possible and when I boarded I find they have me right up the back past the loo. Talk about a horror trip! I was in the very last row; I was so far up the arse of the kite I could have been mistaken for a fart! Talk about wobbly and rock’n’roll! The low-life next to me spewed all over his runners. Projectile! Missed the bag completely. I got up and walked down the aisle and told two anorexic freaks in fancy dress that if they couldn’t find me a forward seat somewhere I would bloody well straphang till we got to Tullamarine airport.

“I had to wait two hours to see my agent in Melbourne. I wanted to slip round the corner and visit the museum but the tacky green fingernails keeps saying:”Mr Ward will see you soon. Won’t be long." I could have crocheted a coffin shroud by the time he gets around to seeing me! Afterwards, I waddle off to the museum and Snoopy’s just shutting the doors: “Sorry lady, we’re closing early today.” Mongrel Melbourne! Anyway, apart from a few other lesser hiccups everything else went okay for me. But it looks like I got back just in time. So, what’s this bulldust between you two? Out with it!"

“Ben hasn’t eaten since breakfast. He’s not feeling well.”

“Of course, he wouldn’t be; you can’t run a marathon on a slice of toast. Not even Tarzan. Did you record it Mary? I left the video camera set up on the tripod in my room.”

“Lorraine!”

“Just a joke, really. What’s the real problem? You both might as well sort it out now. Come on Ben, tell Aunty Lorraine just as though you have known me all your dear life.”

Ben’s voice is monotone. “We are too – too compatible.”

“Oh dear, that is a tough one. I would say you’ve had your nose tweaked and the pain went straight to the heart. Did Mary tell you that she was a pilot, did she?”

“Yes, but…”

"But how did I guess? Because she has been worrying herself sick for months about it. It looks like we’ve got to the core of the matter, so listen, darling heart, and I will tell you what she has been trying to tell you all this time but was afraid to.

“Mary and I have known each other for a long time. I’m her older confidante. The night out at Luigi’s bowled her over and she fell in love with you. As far as compatibility is concerned, yours is a match made in heaven – binary stars, you could say, spinning around each other in close embrace. But you do have one difference; you are male and she is female. Mary told me you had dreams of becoming a pilot, and this, on top of a multitude of common denominators, put her on the back foot, because at the time she was already in the air and just this far off becoming a licensed private pilot. She didn’t have the heart or the nerve to top your ambition that night at Luigi’s by saying:”Oh Ben, isn’t this wonderful! We have another thing in common; except that you are still stuck on terra firma and I have already done umpteen migrations!" That wouldn’t be very tactful would it? She did not want to quash all your exuberance or upset your apple cart. Her interest in flying is not quite the same as yours. You want it to be a sport or hobby or pastime; Mary undertook it to advance the prospects of her career. It was a serious challenge – not without its fears and some trepidation. You will slot into the flying groove with ease but she has had to fight fear all the way. But most important Ben, she commenced flying lessons long before she met you. So there is no ground for jealousy or pain. No future, but it must only get brighter! Bless your incredible compatibility, don’t fight it. Two pilots must be safer than one, I should imagine. And two love birds aloft is the most thrilling concept imaginable!"

“May I have another scotch?”

“You certainly may. I’ll go get it Ben, but it will take about fifteen minutes. Now while I’m out, grope her and say you are sorry! And Mary: grab him in the groin and apologize for not being forthright like I told you to be.”

At ten o’clock, Lorraine says goodnight and goes to her bedroom. Mary and Ben retire soon after. She sets the alarm clock for an early start and they strip to their underwear and crawl beneath the covers: a brief embrace, a goodnight kiss, and she turns on her side to sleep, facing away from him. By midnight, Ben is becoming accustomed to the erratic traffic noises, an occasional ambulance siren and the tip of a branch brushing against the windowpane, and he too, falls asleep, suddenly oblivious to the warm body beside him.





Chapter 28

I’m squatting on a decaying strainer post in the corner of Zimmermann’s machinery junkyard. The ryegrass and Paterson’s curse have taken off since the days became longer, and cape weed and other yellow flowers, like soursobs and gazanias, are looking for the sun. All the beautiful weeds are competing for their patch, poking up between rusted cultivators and horse-drawn implements whose beasts of burden have long gone. Mighty Karl was around in those days, when fresh horse manure and cattle dung steamed in the morning sunlight. My dad told me that Karl used to say that verticals are a weird lot. To us, they appear big and strong, but many are as soft as Ma’s home-made butter and a little saltier – “It’s their emotions,” he said, “that prevents their progress to our level.”

I had a few words with Scab last night. Apparently, there was an attempted robbery at the Rabbit Creek Weinbar and Corky comes home to tell Turnip all about it. Nothing that would make headlines out there in the busy world of grab and grasp, but Billy Quill did have a few glorious moments detailing the bungle to a couple of journalists who rang him, and it has provided Shirl with a week’s conversation material. The area police sergeant – known far and wide as ‘Sherlock’ – skidded to a halt outside the door half an hour later and he used the occasion to search the premises a much as possible within the parameters that the crime provided. After he had noted all the details he poked around and made himself obnoxious, asking questions totally unrelated to the matter and poor Quilly wasn’t at all relaxed until Sherlock drove off. Apparently, he asked questions such as:

“How often do the food and drink quality mob inspect this joint?”

“I’m sorry, Sergeant?”

“The stink, mate – is there a dead rat in the kitchen?”

“No?”

“I’d be getting a plumber in to check the drains if I was you, Mr Quill.”

“Oh – that! That’s next door’s compost heap – I’m always on to them about it.”

“And look at those glasses, Mr Quill – don’t you use soapy hot water?”

“Of course we do. We’re at the end of the pipeline here – you should see what comes out of the bloody taps, it’s brown with rust! The water is so hard you could stand a spoon in it. Anyway, a bloke from the water board is due next week to check it out.”

“Just as well.” Sherlock has an idea: “I know a big knob in the Department of Health; I might give him a call and get him to send someone out too.”

“No need, Sarg, there’s a bloke coming tomorrow,” Quilly quickly lied.

“Okay.” Sherlock’s nostrils work overtime when he steps outside and drags in fresh air. “It even stinks out the front here! If you remember anything else give me a call.” And he bangs on the back of the paddy wagon: “Hang on tight, Captain Moonlight, we’re about to take off.”

And he is answered with a grunt.

“You should’ve heard the cheer, Turnip. As soon as Sherlock drives off everyone drifts back inside and starts drinking and talking about it. Big Bert Schlippenbach was the hero of the day – it was him who sat on the robber till Sherlock arrived: fella from up the river who was bombed out on something – needed a bit of ready cash.”

“Does Bert get a reward?”

"Not sure about that. Anyway, I call in at the Weinbar to grab a packet of fags and there’s the usual mob there for a Friday afternoon: Bert, Wombat, Froggy Marsh, Duck Down, Dutchy Phillips and Whisper’s offsider – the little bloke with a girl’s face who helps with the laying out. Billy Quill and Shirl are behind the bar. I order a beer.

"Dutchy and Whisper’s Tits have got a bottle of our whiskey on the bar in front of them and the rest are drinking various wines. Just as I’m asking for fags this bloke rushes in with a pistol:

“Everyone put your hands on the bar! You,” he points the thing at Quilly, “Give us all your cash! And don’t muck around – or I’ll spray you with corrugated blood!”

“You mean contaminated! What sort of pistol did he have, Corky?”

"A water pistol. And he reckons it’s filled with HIV stuff. We were all in shock. This turkey is waving it everywhere and Shirly’s eyes are popping out like in the cartoons. Then for some unknown reason he grabs me by the shirt and pushes the pistol up under me nose while Quilly is fiddling with the till.

"Hello, I think. I can’t smell blood, only Shiraz. He’s filled the damn thing with red plonk. ‘Listen,’ I tell him, because I can see he’s as high as Mt Kozzi, ‘have a drink before you go, mate. We’ve all been robbers at one stage or another.’

"‘I’ll have a brandy,’ he says.

"‘Girl’s drink,’ I tell him. ‘Have a whiskey!’

"He grabs the glass off Whisper’s Tits and downs it. Then I pour him another, and another, and suddenly he gets smart. ‘Trying to get me drunk are ya?’ and he grabs the folding stuff on the bar and turns his gun on Whisper’s Tits and squirts him in the face.

"‘Eeyah!’

"As soon as he’s turned his back I grab his gun wrist and we wrestle to the floor and that’s when Big Bert sits on him and keeps him weighted down. While he’s like that I pour about half a bottle of whiskey down his throat while Quilly phones Sherlock.

“Shirl takes Whisper’s Tits by the arm and leads him to the bathroom to wash the blood off and I yell after her that it’s only wine. No River Murrays. And the whiskey soon does its job and the robber flakes out on the floor under the double impression of Big Bert and our poteen. I go through his pockets while he’s conked out and find five bucks and I give it to Quilly for the whiskey. Then Sherlock rocks up.”

“Hang on a minute, Corky – there’s a car coming into our yard.”

“Bloody hell – it’s Sherlock himself! Quick, let’s get inside, I don’t want him poking around the sheds!”

The Police sergeant knocks on the door. He is very business-like and gets straight to the point:

“Cork McCliver. I’ve got a bloke in the can who’s laid a complaint against you.”

“A complaint? Really? Come in, Sergeant Holmes.”

“Thanks. Yep, it seems you used unnecessary force to detain the alleged offender in the Rabbit Creek Weinbar.”

“Alleged! The bloke held up the Rabbit Creek Weinbar!”

“Not proven till after the court case. He’s got a dislocated wrist and has two front teeth missing. And he reckons that as well as being assaulted he was robbed.”

“Robbed! This is ridiculous! He’s the damned robber!”

“Not according to him. You overdid the hero bit, my lad.”

“I’m no hero; Bert Schlippenbach is the hero. He kept the robber restrained on the floor.”

“Bert says he tripped over you and the alleged offender while you were both fighting. He says he just sat on him after that to wait for me to arrive. The alleged offender says he was robbed of fifty-five dollars after you told him you were a crook, too.”

“The man’s a liar.”

“He also said you shoved a whiskey bottle in his gob and that’s how he got his front teeth lost.”

“Bulldust!”

“It wasn’t bulldust he spewed up in the back of my van, China, it was whiskey and pizza. I’ll have to ask you to make a statement.”

So they sit down at the kitchen table and Corky writes a story on a piece of paper. Sherlock reads it and shakes his head slowly:

“Okay, Cork that will do nicely. Now, let’s talk tits on bulls. We both know that you assaulted and robbed the prisoner; fact. He is in the lock-up and will face court next week for attempted armed robbery. If you prefer, you can stick to your version of events as stated here, and you can front up in court with him under severe cross-examination. And of course, you will make a botch of it and be fined, or worse. Or, China, you can visit the station for a week straight for a few hour a day and chop up my mallee root pile that’s too big to fit in the slow combustion heater. Only eight tons, a piece of cake for a strong lad like you, and nothing more will be said. What do you think?”

There are a couple of green parrots feeding on the ground almost within leaping distance. I’ll watch them to see if they come closer. Yes, and so Corky tears up his statement and when the long, untouchable arm of the law goes outside to leave, he says he can smell steam. “Funny that,” he says, “never smelled steam in a farm yard before?” The steam smell, Scab tells me, is coming from the whiskey shed and the brothers McCliver are at pains to inform him that they have an old traction engine in the shed that they’re working on. “It’s a steam traction engine – getting it tuned for the Barossa Show.” Sherlock looks at them quizzically and drives off. But he’s got them worried: he might come back with a search warrant and find the still.

Careful now. Spring! Got him. You beauty – parrot for breakfast.

“Why the hell did you have to go into the Weinbar to buy fags! Now look what’s happened – Sherlock has smelled steam. He’ll put two and two together and come up with four and he’ll be back poking his delicate nose into everything. We’re in a fix, Corky, good and proper!”

“We’ll have to figure something out, Turnip. Sherlock will bring his troopers and turn the place upside-down. Let’s have a drink and a think.”

I hate it when their fluffy little feathers get up my nose.





Chapter 29

Monday afternoon at Otto’s cottage and the schluck and schnitte comes out. It has been an eventful weekend, with Mary and Ben having Sunday afternoon together and Corky getting mixed up in the Weinbar fracas and Sherlock hot on the scent of their distillery. There was a time when you could depend on everything remaining static at Zimmermann’s too, but, even here, there are signs of change. The nephew has been lopping branches off the big trees and the old man has been cleaning up the garden again. Thank goodness for the machinery graveyard! At least that remains the same, apart from getting more dilapidated and overgrown. Ahh – metwurst.

“Hello Gus. Want a bit?”

I blink, and he slices a piece for me and he settles back on the miner’s couch with his port wine, his cheese, his biscuits, and his metwurst – Otto’s schluck and schnitte.

“Do you remember Wolfgang Sagenschnatter, Otto? Yes, of course you do. He was one of the first blokes around here to own a car. He had a Ford, a model A, if I remember, not a new one of course, but quite a fancy piece of machinery back then. I never did get a driver’s license myself; coz I can’t read, but I learned how to drive. That was easy. Wolf was very proud of his car, and it got him a reputation for being snobbish.”

Otto fills his mouth with cheese and metwurst and has a long chew and a swallow.

"He was a snob, no doubt about it. And talk! He could talk a trout out of the water! He was very keen on Norma Mohr but she couldn’t stand him, what with all his bragging and so forth, and one day there was a picnic out in the guvmint pine forest. Well, people turned up on horses, in buggies or carts and Wolfgang Sagenschnatter arrives in his Ford A with the side curtains off and blowing his horn. He pays lots of attention to Norma and after the picnic lunch she asks him for a drive.

‘Sure, I’ll take you for a ride in it, Norma.’

‘No, no,’ she says. ‘I want to drive it, not be a passenger,’ she tells him.

‘Women can’t drive cars, Norma, not with all their petticoats and skirts. It is not practical and it’s not seemly.’

‘Not seemly? I can drive a horse and buggy!’

‘That’s a different matter,’ Wolf tells her. ‘But motor cars are a man’s business. Very mechanical machines they are and far too complex for you to handle. Women can only ride in them with a hand on top of their hats.’

"Norma skulks off and won’t speak to Wolf after that. The men settle down on the grass and drink wine and the women and kids are playing with bats and balls and after a while Sagenschnatter hears his car horn go off. He looks over at his Ford A and there is Norma trying to start it with the key and she has made the horn blast.

‘Hey – please leave my motor car alone!’ And he jumps up and runs towards it.

"Now, there is a female toilet erected for the picnic, Otto. It’s just a hole, about six feet deep and surrounded by a wooden framework and hessian bagging. And just as Wolfgang is getting close Norma grabs the key out of the starter gadget and runs into the long-drop to avoid him.

‘Come out of there with my car key, Norma Mohr!’

"He is getting red in the face and losing patience with her. His earlier attentions towards her have changed and now he is treating her like a naughty girl. And everyone is watching this little drama.

‘Come out of there at once, do you hear!’

"So she comes out, head down, looking embarrassed.

‘I’m sorry, Wolf; I accidentally dropped your key down the long-drop.’

‘What!’

‘I’m sorry,’ she says again. And she goes and joins the men who are sitting down drinking and all watching with amusement. So Sagenschnatter strips off to his waist, rolls up his trouser legs and climbs in and starts fishing around for his key. They can’t see what he’s doing but they can imagine, what with all the swearing and so forth. Then Norma says to the men:

‘Look.’

"And she holds up her hand and twirls Sagenschnatter’s car key in her fingers.

“I must remember to tell Mary that story, Otto. She would appreciate it.”

He switches on his little red radio and we listen to the news: South Australian wine exports has topped the one billion dollars mark; a sty full of pigs was drowned in the east coast floods; the Royal Flying Doctor Service has a new aircraft; and an unwed woman in Finland gave birth to six children – three boys and three girls. Mother and babies are doing well! Zookeeper father was last sighted boarding a cargo ship for Argentina.

Now we listen to some music. We hear Gretchen Am Spinnrade (Gretchen at the Spinning Wheel) by Franz Schubert, who wrote the piece when he was only seventeen years old, the announcer tells us, when he could barely have had any experience of love let alone compose music to touch the hearts of young women! Otto is impressed indeed, and listens to the whole piece without interrupting.

“Mary would like to hear that, Otto. But I don’t know if she can understand German.”

Mary, it seems, is much in his thoughts lately. Old Otto barely lets a sentence slip out without mentioning her. It is evident, too, in his work around the garden that is being slowly transformed from a wilderness into something almost tidy. Otto tells me he doesn’t talk in his sleep anymore either and wake up startled, so apparently, the demon has left him completely. And he credits Mary with this, so I suppose she did have quite an influence on him. It seems the radio announcer is so impressed with Schubert that he is playing another of his songs: “The serenade Who Is Sylvia? From Shakespeare’s The Two Gentlemen of Verona, once popular in Victorian drawing-rooms.”

“Wouldn’t it be lovely if by some trick of time that Mary Smith and Franz Schubert could meet!”

Now old Otto is falling out of his tree. Besides, she has Ben now, and he is a music lover!

Ben still hasn’t grasped the whole picture yet, of course. After the Sunday night at Lorraine’s place in Gawler, they never had time much to talk and he goes about his duties wondering why Mary needs a pilot’s licence for her work. He feels a bit miffed, and understandably, because she didn’t mention it to him after he told her about his plans to learn to fly.

“I want to fly simply for the pleasure of it,” he tells the stainless steel vats in his father’s grape mill. “She wants to incorporate flying into her vocation. What does she expect to do? Fly all around South Australia and the Northern Territory fixing up cows and horses?”

“Of course, she wouldn’t,” he answers himself. “So there must be some wider plan or special need to have the licence.”

At home, in the privacy of his room, he views her photograph taken on the night when he proposed to her. Mary is dressed in a long overcoat but it doesn’t conceal her figure completely, nor does it detract from her good looks; it only makes her seem more mysterious and Ben would like to be able to remove the coat and touch her once more. He has other photos of her, taken that night, including some of them arm in arm. But it is the single photo he has chosen to display that he likes most. It shows her holding the coat tight around herself and she has a cheeky smile that seems to make the image real. He picks it up and holds it to the light and examines her closely. How could he be so fortunate as to have won her heart, he wonders? Why is it or what is it that makes her so attractive to him? The green eyes penetrate his and the smile seems to be communicating thoughts to him. He puts it down but has difficulty taking his eyes off it. Then he lies on his bed and stares at the ceiling.

Ben neither wants nor needs a complicated life. There were no problems when his brother and sisters became engaged and got married. Why should his mother object to Mary Smith? Because she is a McCliver? And because she is a Roman Catholic? But what has that to do with love? She is, in fact, no longer a McCliver, and Mary said that the problem of religion was surmountable. That is something else he will have to discuss with her. He wants to finish learning his trade and get married and live with her happily ever after. Simple enough? Mary can pursue her vocation in concert with him earning his keep – there will be no problems on that front; this is not happening in the days when women were expected to remain at home and raise a family and attend to the housekeeping. Ben should approach his mother and discuss the matter in an adult manner but he shudders at the thought: Mum cannot discuss it objectively; she goes over the top at the mention of the subject. So communication with her is not really an option. And what if they get married against his mother’s best wishes? Will that mean a lifetime of maternal estrangement? That would be unbearable and impractical. What to do?

The only option, if it may be called that, is to pressure his father, and get him to bring his mother round to a sensible solution to the matter. Surely Dad can influence her sufficiently to gain her approval in the end. Ben closes his eyes and relaxes after his hard day’s work and suddenly he is startled by his mother at the door calling him to the dinner table.

“You mustn’t lie on your bed in your work clothes, Benjamin. Now come to dinner.”

That is the basic problem, he acknowledges to himself as he washes his hands. She still treats me like a school boy!

Another firm stand is required. A very firm stand.





Chapter 30

Old Doctor Schmidt is dining alone, which is normal. Privacy is an enormous blessing in old age, it allows for relaxation and complete independence of actions, even of thoughts, which might bring on a flush of private embarrassment in company. Tonight it is cottage pie lubricated with thin, fund-raiser, tomato sauce; simple and easy. But his mind is not on his food. Some months ago, old Doctor admits, he was something of a grump and a tired old man. That was in the old days, in BMS, as he privately assigns it: Before Mary Smith. He thought he was dying – well, he probably was hastening into the abyss – but now things are different; matters have changed, he has something to live for, something to hold on to, something to exercise his mind and provide him with an ounce of expectancy and anticipation. Such an attitude, he knows, can delay the dire onset. Hopeful prospects are a wonderful thing. He has no great expectations, merely gratitude, and the hope of having the pleasure of her company on some occasions. And the prospect of delightful company and intelligent conversation several tiers above the mundane is an exciting prospect compared with mere solitary thoughts.

How providential it seems, that she should arrive in his late life and stir him from complacency and self-pity. Youth and manhood had abandoned him. His profession no longer required his expertise. His wife is dead fifteen years and his children scattered, except for Hugo. And Hugo is the typical, busy practitioner, who briefly pops in and out and never stops very long to chin-wag. I had to take him by the beard to tell him about Mary; at least he stopped and listened. And his wife and daughter!

Mary.

How she spurs me to recall my less wearied days when love was in my heart and the sky always seemed blue! How is it that an old man can feel those illusive impulses again? As ridiculous as they are! Why is it that the soul does not age with the body? What a wonder, that is!

Old Doctor is having trouble swallowing, and it has no physical bottom. He understands that it is emotion exercising his throat and it gives him cause for more wonder. That’s one of the blessings of privacy in old age: you can let it all hang out. But why am I affected like this?

He knows why, old Willi, but he still won’t admit it. Something has taken hold of his heartstrings and exercised them. He pushes his plate away, leaving a handful to toss on the lawn tomorrow for the sparrows. But even that reason is a self-deception because he realises that he is making excuses for not finishing his dinner; time for a glass of Pedro.

The sherry warms and immediately settles him. Self-diagnosis; self-treatment. Ha-ha. He can almost hear her exclaiming it to him! She has the uncanny knack of seeing into him that is most disconcerting. That is probably why he loves her. She is a real person who understands real people whom other people disregard. And she takes the time and the trouble to do so.

He pours himself another. Now is the time for honest reflection. I could dispense with the quotation marks and let the word love stand alone, by itself. Let it be a reality instead of a word. Let’s face it and see if it’s true!

Yes. It is.

But in my condition and time of life, love is an anachronism. But then again, Mary would understand. In fact, I think she does already! Cruel world, cruel, fated conditions of solitary old age and existence. I do not repel the fact, merely the voguish associations that adhere to it these days. Okay, so I love her, but not as Ben does. Nor would I want to. That would be too painful.

In Hugo’s household there is no opportunity for introspection. Alexis has the dinner on the table, Hugo is settling himself down to eat, and his daughter, Melanie, has already begun.

“How was your day, Dad?”

“Very good – and yours?”

“Terrific. Guess what guys…”

“Melanie, I do wish you would not refer to us as ‘guys’”.

“Sorry, Mum. There is a relatively new young man at the corporation whose name is Gerry Barkhorn, and he’s asked me out to dinner next Saturday night.”

“Really?”

“Yes, he’s quite handsome, and a rising star, apparently. He comes from Lyndoch.”

“Oh?”

“I know the Barkhorns of Lyndoch,” Hugo puts in. “John is a winemaker over there.”

“That’s his father,” Melanie says.

Hugo takes a sip of wine: “I ordered tickets today for the Brass Band Night. I thought we might take Grandpa with us, he always enjoys it.”

“That’s wonderful,” Alexis says brightly. “We can share a table with Peter and Anna Schultz; it is always a great night out.”

“And I’ll ask Gerry to come,” Melanie puts in quickly.

So it is arranged.

Every year, all the cool cats of the Valley attend the Brass Band Night. The concert is held in an enormous, industrial shed in Tanunda with seating for hundreds of people on bench seats at trestle tables. The Weingarten Brass Band is handsomely attired, their instruments gleaming under lights, and the MC in black suit and bow tie. He welcomes everyone, manages to reel off quite a few puns and topical quips, and by the time the brass is pumping out its first jazzy number, everyone is in high spirits. It’s a BYO function, like an evening picnic with baskets of meats and chicken and salads, and cold-boxes of beer and wine. It’s an occasion to wave to acquaintances and shout to people over the din of the music. Ben and Mary attend, and are sitting with some young people away from their relatives.

It is their first evening together for weeks. They sit close together holding hands and such is the infectious mood of the music that they wear permanent smiles, and Mary occasionally rests her head on his shoulder. It is impossible to entertain any quiet thoughts. Whatever their previous mood everyone is caught up in the spirit of the occasion. The band’s program reflects the Barossa’s heritage, with an Australian content to meld the generations of locals and identify their status. Occasionally the globe is spun and you might experience Strauss or Gershwin, or a guest violinist might entertain with Butterworth or Elgar, and the talking subsides and the patrons get misty-eyed or begin tapping their fingers on the table. Music is what the night is about, and music is the be-all and end-all of the five or so hours which people devote to its compelling mastery.

If you are seated close to the stage you get to feel the music as well as to hear it. This is not like being seated in a huge auditorium where everyone is deathly still and quiet, and the music filters to your ears. This is living the music and feeling it enter your head and bones. This is brass at its loudest and percussions to dent the eardrums. It is not at its purest always, but it is at its loudest and best. It is a night of music that is never forgotten.

Old Doctor is enjoying himself. His fingers tap to the beat and he helps himself to chicken and red wine and is constantly acknowledging acquaintances as they pass by the table at interval. He catches sight of Ben and Mary and waves to them and his smile grows bigger. He addresses a few words to Anna.

“Ben is a lucky young man, Anna. If I was his age he would have some stiff competition that’s for sure.”

Anna is not sure how to reply and flushes slightly. “Ben is still a child, he is simply infatuated. He’ll get over it.”

“I’m not so sure, Anna. Ben is in love and so is Mary. Nothing in the world is going to change that.” And he puts himself out on a limb: “If you acknowledge nothing else in life, Anna, you must acknowledge that those two young people are in love and you should respect and admire them for it. Don’t fight it my dear, it’s bigger than life!”

Anna chooses that moment to powder her nose, and leaves the table, while the men discuss the young lovers. By the time she has returned, Old Doctor has them convinced that they should help them, and Alexis and Melanie listen attentively.

“We cannot make life conform to what we expect, but we can adjust and accept it, and make it better for others,” is his final word.

The remainder of the night for Mary and Ben is starlight and togetherness. After the concert they park the car beside the honeysuckle hedge and melt into each other’s arms. A residual melody is haunting Ben’s mind, time-posting their evening together, a melody which will remind him of love beside the honeysuckle hedge. His passions are more urgent than ever and her restraint is stretched to the limit as they embrace and search out each other’s lips. An owl somewhere hoots and the hedge whispers in the night air while the warm lovers clasp and hold each other tight.

“I must go in now, Ben, it is almost two o’clock and I have to travel to Adelaide tomorrow.”

“I wish we could stay like this forever. The time goes so quickly when we are alone.”

“It won’t be long, Ben, and we will be together always. Soon I will graduate and then we can plan our future. I’m sorry, darling, but I must go now.”

Fleeting time now drags its chain for him. He finds little solace in letters and photographs – they are not flesh and blood! They talk on the telephone and it only increases his ache and makes him more despondent and wanting to hold her close. They discuss buying an engagement ring and a date and time is set to visit a jeweller. This lifts his spirit and gives him something to look forward to. The time of year is at hand again when birds begin nesting and the days noticeably lengthen and his ache increases with it. But for every low there is a corresponding high and he takes time off to commence his flying training. Ben undergoes a month of intense flight theory and then travels to Adelaide’s light aircraft airport, Parafield, four times weekly and very soon he is up near the clouds flying his first solo. After two months he is gaining in confidence and by the end of spring he is qualified. Passion on passion – flying has improved his frame of mind and lifts his spirits more with every take-off. All he can talk about is flying and more flying and sometimes he even forgets that he is engaged to be married. Anna is delighted with Ben’s mood change and encourages him by making a significant contribution towards advancing his skills. Perhaps he will forget all about her, she surmises. But his enthusiasm for flying doesn’t dampen his love for Mary, it only camouflages it, for almost every moment he is aloft he imagines that she is with him, sitting beside him, knowing what is happening and admiring his increasing expertise. It is a double-barrelled love affair.

Today, Ben is doing a cross-country navigation training exercise. His flying instructor is there to assist and advise:

“Adjust thrust and trim for eighty knots on the climb and level at four thousand feet.”

“Roger.”

Soon the patterned vineyards of the Barossa Valley are below them, reaching across to the horizon on each side, evidencing the mark of mankind on the earth’s surface. He looks quickly to locate Weingarten and his home but cockpit duties prevent him locating the two-story house where he has spent all his life.

“You’re drifting off heading, Ben.”

“Oh, okay.”

The drone of the motor, the skirl of the propellers and the rush of air are music to him. This is where he wants to be, and this is what he wants to do, and it is happening at last.

Even while he is concentrating on navigating the aircraft, Mary remains in the back of his mind. Somehow, the new, complex skills are managed while his brain allows foreign thoughts to come and go. He wonders about that for a moment and then puts all his concentration together to focus on what he is doing. He is soon over the escarpment and heading towards the township of Morgan, on the Murray, where the river bends sharply and heads south. He is over the mallee-tree country, now. Time check, twelve minutes to Morgan and then commence another leg of the navigation exercise.

There is the bend in the river. See the moored houseboats and the pleasure craft sitting like floating toys. Overhead Morgan, then a left turn, heading west-north-west to the northern vineyards and the valley township of Clare, founded in about 1840 by an Englishman who planted the first vines in the district. It is optimistically rumoured that there are only two types of South Australians: those who live at Clare and those who wish they did. It is the principle town in that northern valley; a town of handsome stone buildings, of bushland in harmony with viticulture, of hot summers that defoliate the vines prematurely and cold winters with a meagre rainfall. The Clare Valley caters to tourists all year, and in fair weather the entire district hosts flocks of tourists when the principle white, Rhine Riesling, is sought out and consumed. Ben knows these things, he read about them during a comparative study of the Barossa and Clare Valleys, as he sets course for the charming wine district of the north.

He needs to take a firm stance with his mother. Pete listened to him, but offered no practical solutions although he has noticed that the Schmidt family appear to be sympathetic to his situation.

“You are drifting again.”

“Okay.”

Maybe he should take the bull by the horns, and elope. But what would that do to his career? How would he live? Where would they live? The downside of a cushioned upbringing is lack of street-wise resources plus a debt of gratitude that compromises individuality. There is really only one solution: confrontation with his mother. And that is not something to look forward to.

From Clare he heads south to Port Wakefield and then down the coast via the light aircraft lane-of-entry to Parafield airport for a practice cross-wind landing and debriefing.

“You have to keep your mind on where you are going, Ben. Scan the instruments and the visual clues more frequently and make corrections. You are inclined to drift off course. Otherwise; fairly good. Get in as much navigation training as you can afford; it is money well spent.”

“Okay, thanks.”





Chapter 31

In November 1995, Colonel Graham Gregory retired after thirty-eight years’ meritorious service in Her Majesty’s Armed Forces of Great Britain. During his career, he spent several years in Australia; he visited the Barossa Valley and made a mental note to include it among his options for final residency. When decision time arrived, several factors influenced this choice. First, he was a bachelor. Secondly, his interests were almost wholly of a military nature, and thirdly, he was partial to the Antipodes’ sunny elixir. His unmarried estate and lifelong association with quality accommodation caused him to choose a gentleman’s residence in the township of Tanunda. This regional base gave Colonel Gregory the opportunity to stable horses, thus providing him opportunity to form the nucleus of an historic cavalry regiment to promote his interests, both equine and martial, and so provide him with continuity beyond all that is nominally egalitarian. Also, it provided him an on-going pseudo-military authority, without which, life would be intolerable. As for his discerning palate for fine wines, nothing need be added here by way of explanation. He was also a dresser; impeccable to the last snip of his greying moustache and during his career had reduced a succession of his batmen to tears of frustration and futility. It was this last, his interest in fine clothes, that helped settle his choice on the Barossa Valley, for his enquiries assured him that he could establish himself as a gentleman’s outfitter within the means at his disposal. So Colonel Gregory also purchased a bluestone, main-street premises, had it renovated and refurbished to his English tastes, and opened for business in 1997 under the discerning banner of Officers & Gentlemen. His world was now perfect.

People who came to know him, knew, that it was not snobbery, for that is affectation and he was immured to such. It was not foolhardy, for he had done his research. Nor was there so much as a hint of marketing the Thames’ standards to a Para River inadequacy, because he knew it wouldn’t wash. His enterprise was well staffed, for he was uncompromising in standards of service and acquittal, and reflected these qualities in the costing. Not that his apparel was ticketed – heaven forbid – the mere thought of having vulgar prices on display was distasteful. And in these enlightened days of a gentleman’s signature, credit cards and such, he rarely had to encounter legal tender. His business thrived. It was the newest and most awarded in the main street and attracted clients from everywhere across the Barossa Valley and some from far beyond.

In Colonel Gregory, pragmatism and high personal values meet and co-exist. His upright bearing is cemented by a lifetime’s military carriage; attitude and leadership makes his small cavalry applauded; manicured nails make a handshake wholesome; world service and duty are represented in clear-eyed integrity; the pioneer spirit his tenure assured; and a vestige of empire, sufficiently eccentric. The colonel is speaking on the telephone to Polo Club President Mrs Alexis Schmidt, when Otto Zimmermann wanders in leaving scuff marks on the carpet.

Old Otto is well dressed for his day in town. He has on his best khaki coveralls, a clean chequered shirt and his new hat, the one he has owned for twenty years and only wears (in absence) for funerals. His boots have had the dirt scraped off and he has combed the crumbs out of his stained beard. He pauses midway and stares in awe at the unfamiliar, expensive surroundings as an assistant hurries to confront him.

“I wanta buy meself a suit for a wedding.”

Colonel Gregory apologises to Alexis and hastily concludes their conversation. He dismisses the assistant and stands squarely before Old Otto.

“Perhaps, sir, you should visit the Red Cross shop just up the road. They have a good selection of second-hand suits.”

“I want a new one, mister, not a second-hand one. This is an important wedding I’m going to.”

The proprietor is unused to being addressed in a civilian manner, and prefers that people use his rank, and while this is disturbing to him it is nothing compared with having to deal with such a distressing spectacle as he has before him. The old man can barely speak English and is clearly quite out of his regular habitat.

“And I have to get the taxi back home at two o’clock in time for schluck and schnitte, so let’s get on with it.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Colonel Gregory has only grasped part of what old Otto said, but he understands that he is in a hurry. And Otto, being new to his emancipation, does not want to tarry in town any longer than absolutely necessary. The experience is so foreign to him after seventy years as a hermit, that it is only his fondness for Mary that gives him the courage to face civilisation once more.

“Schluck and schnitte at three o’clock and so I have to meet Bert outside the toilet block at two. What’s the time now?”

“Bert?”

“He’s the taxi driver. Bert Schlippenbach – he will be waiting for me.”

“I see…” But of course, the colonel doesn’t see. The old man has a communication problem as well as being irrational. Clearly, the best thing to do is to politely escort the old fellow off the premises and get on with things.

“I’m sorry, you shall have to leave.”

“How much are those grey suits on the rack over there? I think one of those would be just right.”

“My dear sir, we are far too busy at the moment.”

“What’s the time?”

Colonel Gregory glances at his watch. “It is one-fifteen. Now, I must ask you to leave please. Here, let me escort you to the door.”

“I don’t wanna go out – I just got in! I wanna buy a suit for a wedding! Can’t make it any plainer than that! Get me the manager!”

“I am the manager.”

“Well, sell me a suit!”

Both parties are now experiencing increasing exasperation and the glass doors slide open and Old Doctor Schmidt enters. He has just been talking to Bert Schlippenbach.

“Otto, old mate!” And he smiles as he approaches the unwilling proprietor and his unbending client. “Otto, goodness me, I heard you were in town. And good afternoon, Colonel, can I help you sell something to this man.”

“Old Doctor! Good afternoon. Do you know him?”

“We are very old friends. He just needs a little help, I assume. He’s not used to being in town. Otto, what is it you want?”

“Hello Doc. I want to buy a suit for Mary’s wedding.”

“Mary’s wedding? When is it? I haven’t heard about it yet.”

“I dunno, but I want to be prepared for when she gets married. I want a grey suit like one of them there.”

“I see, just a moment, Otto. Colonel, could we have a private word please?”

They stand aside and confer and the assistants look on in wonder as they whisper between themselves: ‘Is this the Otto Zimmerman, the legendary hermit of Weingarten?’

Otto pulls out his pipe and fires it vigorously, sending aromatic smoke throughout the building and Colonel Gregory agrees to outfit him with payment guaranteed by old Doctor, who knows that old Otto would have no idea at all about the cost.

“He has been out of circulation for quite some time. He probably expects to pay about five pounds in the old money for it.” And so old Doctor asks Otto:

“How much money did you bring, Otto?”

“I got fifteen dollars.”

“Yes, I see. Okay Otto. Now look, shall we begin again? Otto, this is Colonel Gregory, the proprietor; Colonel Gregory, please meet Mr Otto Zimmermann of Weingarten.”

“My pleasure indeed,” the Colonel says quietly.

“Pleased to meet you too, Colonel,” returns Otto. “I never met a colonel before.”

They shake hands briefly.

“Good. Now Otto, the Colonel will have an assistant take your measurements and fit you out with a suit and a shirt and tie. Then I’ll take you down the street for some new shoes to match, after which we’ll go home to your cottage for schluck and schnitte. Okay?”

I am atop the old strainer post watching the world go by when I hear a car arrive. It’s Bert’s taxi and he has brought Old Doctor and Otto back to the farm. It’s nearly three o’clock so I bounce up the steps onto the veranda and join Old Doctor while Otto gets the port, the biscuits and the metwurst. Oh happy days when you can depend on the regularity of their habits.

“What’s that cat’s name, Otto?”

“That’s Gus. He’s from the Shultz place next door. He was here on your last visit, remember?”

“Ah yes, of course. He’s a big fellow, isn’t he.”

“Sure is, Doc. He comes here most afternoons and I give him metwurst and later on he gets a saucer of milk when the cows are done. He’s good mates with my cat.”

And so Otto and I exchange sniffs just to emphasise the point.

The chirpy wagtail is sitting on the rail waiting for crumbs. I could pounce on him when he floats onto the deck, but he is part of the routine, and it wouldn’t seem right. Besides, I had a parrot an hour ago and there’s not much meat on this cheeky little pied chirper.

Old Doctor takes a sip of his port and asks Otto what has been happening in the garden.

“I have been trying to tidy the mess up a bit, Willi. It’s been overgrown for years and I want it to look good for Mary.”

“Really!” He lets out a long breath, and adds, “That’s a big effort, Otto. I had a phone call from her a few days ago. She says that she is doing well and hopes to be back in the Valley next week. So she may call around here and pay you a visit.”

“I hope so.”

“She also said that she is going to visit Anna Shultz and try and get her to see reason about Ben and herself.”

Wow! I’ll have to be there for that one. Virtuous Anna has just overcome the latest vapours and she thinks that the whole matter has extinguished itself. What she doesn’t know is that Ben and Mary have been telephoning each other regularly and that their determination is now stronger than ever.

Old Doctor says he’ll have another port and a biscuit with metwurst, he feels at home here. He does. He is comfortable. He is smiling warmly. Why – do you think?

You may have picked up on an irregularity just now. Did you? I certainly did and it rocked me somewhat. Old Doctor didn’t miss it either. Remember that I encouraged you at the outset to pay attention in order to comprehend everything that transpires? So did you notice what old Otto called old Doctor? Yes, indeed, spot on; he addressed him as ‘Willi.’ A first, and probably not a last; confirmation that Marvellous Mary has bonded these two old trouts quite remarkably. They were friends before – they are companions now.

“So what’s Mary been doing lately, Willi?”

“She’s had her final exams and then she’ll have to do a year’s practical application somewhere.”

“Like apprentice in a vet’s practice?”

“That’s right, Otto. Lovely port this. Mary did mention something about going overseas for a year; to Cape Town in South Africa to do it.”

Otto pulls out his pipe and stokes it nice and firm.

“What about Ben? Did she say if she’s spoken to him about it?”

“She didn’t say. But I suppose he’s a full bottle on what her plans are, Otto.”

“That’s bad news for me, Willi. I might not live another year and I won’t see her again!”

“Of course you will. You’ll live to be a hundred! I should know; I’m your bloody doctor.”

Willi Schmidt must employ an expletive to disguise his emotions.

“But what about the wedding? Will they get married before she goes or will Ben have to wait until she gets back?”

“I’m not certain. I didn’t ask her. I didn’t want to poke my nose into her affairs too much.”

So Willi and Otto go quiet. Between them they have endured and suffered – what – nearly one hundred and eighty years? And a young woman of twenty-one intrudes and has latched them as firmly as a door against whatever looms without. They sip their port and relax together as the light gradually fades. They sit and sip. They do. And eventually Bert re-joins them and tells old Doctor it’s time to go.





Chapter 32

You remember Olga, the tortoise-shell tart? Well, she’s had her kittens; five very different little moggies, and only one that looks like me. I asked her who the fathers were, but she seemed very vague. Two of the males are ginger. I’ll have to do some more boundary hikes; there could be some toms pressing in on my territory. Well, now I’m off to the McCliver homestead – it seems that Turnip and Corky are hard at it with their hobby.

It’s a comfortable trot from Zimmermann’s place to the McCliver’s. If you follow the creek line there is every possibility of finding a fat young rabbit or a few parrots. The season is moving on, you can see it in the fading grasses and just a trickle now in the creek. This is the time when the longnecks are unpredictable, so I had better watch my step. Ah, here we are, in the sanctuary of the Irish whiskey barons.

“Hello Scab, how are things going?”

“G’day, Gus. I had quail for dinner last night. It seems the paddocks are full of them; I had no trouble picking out a fat one.”

“I haven’t had quail for months. I might hang around tonight and have a feed too. What’s going on in the shed?”

“Let’s go and look, Gus.”

We sneak up to the hobby shed and peek in. Turnip and Corky are busy bottling their illegal hooch.

“How many is that now, Cork?”

“Almost twenty-four dozen; I reckon we’ll get over thirty dozen this time, Turnip.”

“I’ll have to rearrange the cellar then. We’ll put all this new stuff right at the back and store the wine high in front of it. That way, if any nosey coot happens to have a look all they will see is legit wine.”

“You can’t be too careful, Turnip. And if Sherlock goes poking around he won’t find anything.”

“Too bloody right! I haven’t heard much about Sherlock lately. Maybe he’s sick or dead or something.”

“Wishful thinking.”

Corky seals a bottle and puts it in a carton. “That’s twenty four dozen, Turnip. Let’s go outside and have a break, I need a smoke.”

So they wander outside, sink into a couple of plastic chairs and Corky rolls a cigarette. I notice that the guinea pig enclosure is very quiet and the wire gate is open – I wonder what has happened to them. And as if Turnip has read my mind he answers my question.

“Bloody feral cat got the last guinea pig, Cork. How they get past the dogs I’m blowed if I know.”

Cadillac has been here.

“It’s about time we did some more spotlighting, Turnip. The weather is just right for it now.”

“Good idea, Corky. Get rid of all the cats and a few foxes too.”

Now that is a good idea. It would save me the trouble of sniffing them out and fighting for my territory.

Corky is warming to his suggestion. “Maybe we could do it this Saturday night, Turnip. We’ve got nothing else planned and then we could come home and sample some of our whiskey.”

“Damn fine idea, Corky. That will be before Maria, I mean, Mary, comes back from Adelaide. She doesn’t like us shooting animals. Not that it would stop me.”

Like Ben, I can’t wait for Mary to come home. Oh Pearl, have you missed me?

“Come on, Corky, let’s go back and finish the bottling.”

It is a serious business bottling whiskey. Corky grabs a clean bottle and holds it steady while Turnip adjusts the flow to it via a pipe and funnel. When it is full, Corky caps it, glues a label on and writes the date on it. The recipe has been passed down from grandfather to father to Turnip, and is based on an old Irish corn whiskey recipe. It’s certainly not Scotch whisky, of the alternate spelling minus the E; and would probably be poured down the drain by those unused to it. Thirty dozen is almost one bottle a day for a year plus considerable liver damage. Not that the distillers worry about that. Some growers in the Valley put down a few dozen bottles of wine each year as a reminder of the season, and if it’s below par they give it to the local school as a fundraiser. Turnip and Corky drink all their whiskey – it’s too good to give away. If they manage to do more than one batch, then they can mature some of the product and stay a year or two ahead.

“We won’t be selling any to Billy Quill this year!” Turnip is reflecting on days gone by when there wasn’t any whiskey in the cellar and they had to drink wine.

“Too risky anyway, Turnip. Sherlock keeps tabs on Rabbit Creek coz he knows it’s full of crooks and Quilly is top of his list.”

Turnip looked at him. “Quilly a crook?”

“He sure is. Biggest crook in Rabbit Creek! I tell you, I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

“How’s that, Corky?”

Corky’s voice automatically drops to a conspiratorial level, despite the fact that there is no one else within cooee: “I called into the Weinbar yesterday on my way home from picking up those tractor parts. It was about lunchtime so I thought I would have a ham roll and a beer.”

“I wondered why you took so long.”

"Yes – well a man’s got to eat, Turnip! Well, the grog truck arrived and drove around the back to off-load Quilly’s order by the storeroom. When the delivery was made, Quilly and the driver come inside and Shirl shouts him a pie and a beer. I had finished by then and I was about to leave when Quilly excuses himself; he says he’s got to go to the office and do some paperwork.

“Well, Shirl starts flirting with the driver and I wonder why because he’s just an ordinary underpaid bloke and Shirl is getting well past it. I thought she might have been doing it just to brighten up her dull existence. Anyway, I could see that I was surplus to requirements so before I head off I go out the back for a squirt, and just as I get to the roofless dunny I notice Billy Quill walk over to the delivery truck with a length of hosepipe and a twenty-litre grape bucket.”

“What was that for?”

"That’s what I asked myself. So I peep from behind the dunny door and observe. Quilly puts the bucket down by the rear wheels. Then he climbs up onto the truck and takes the bung out of a big port barrel that’s positioned over the axle. He puts one end of the pipe in and climbs down and syphons port into the bucket.

Turnip twigs at once: “That’s why Shirl is keeping the driver busy in the bar!”

“Spot-on, Turnip. Quilly fills the bucket, puts the bung back in the barrel and carries the port into his storeroom just before the driver comes out.”

“Well, I’ll be blowed! No one would ever know he did it, Corky. Who’s going to miss twenty litres of port out of a barrel?”

“That’s right. So afterwards, he tops up his port barrel on the bar and flogs it for two bucks a throw. That delivery truck comes every fourth Wednesday so that’s two hundred and forty litres a year he’s pilfering.”

“The world’s full of crooks, Corky. People doing illegal things all the time it’s a wonder how the economy keeps going?”

“I suppose it’s because people do illegal things that it does keep going. Billy Quill would probably go broke but for stealing all that port. Still, it’s wrong, and if Sherlock found out he’d have him in the cooler quick smart.”

“You’re right, Corky. But it’s none of our business. Here, this is the last bottle, one more than the thirty dozen. Why don’t we sample it?”

So the afternoon wore on. By the time Marg called them for dinner the last drop had been drained and most of the folk of Weingarten had been scrutinised at length. When it came to Mary and Ben, Turnip felt at a loss.

“I don’t know what to think about that pair, Corky. He’s the offspring of the sworn enemy and a Protestant to boot – she’s changed her name and probably her religion and from what I hear, Anna Shultz is sticking pins into her effigy. Maybe it will all blow over and they’ll go their separate ways, or perhaps they’ll get secretly married and we’ll never see her again. I dunno, Cork, I really don’t know.”

“I’d like to see them get married proper, Turnip. Pass the bottle. I’d like to see them have a proper wedding with a proper priest and the Shultz and the McCliver mobs all make up their differences. I don’t want to go to my grave bearing hard feelings against anyone; you go to Hell for that, that’s what I’ve learned. Why don’t you and Marg go over to see them after dinner tonight and try and talk some sense into Anna Schultz? Mary would be proud of you if you did that.”

“Maybe I will. Let’s go and eat and I’ll talk to Marg about it.”

As with all good intentions, Corky’s suggestion suffered a setback. During dinner Turnip opened a bottle of red wine and then another and for an hour afterwards he and Corky drank more whiskey. Margaret had a shower and got dressed and when she came back into the kitchen both the men were asleep.

“Drunken slobs! I thought it was too good to be true. Well I’m going to watch television.”

But there was nothing of interest to watch. After a while, Marg realised that she was dressed up with nowhere to go so she had a sudden inspiration:

“I’ll go and see Anna Shultz by myself!”

Wow! I’d better trot off home. We’ll probably get there about the same time.

My mum, Therese, was sitting by the back door. We sniffed noses and I asked her if Marg McCliver was here yet.

No. What’s she coming here for?

She wants to try and talk some sense into virtuous Anna. Marg is upset because Mary and Ben are engaged and they won’t have a proper wedding. Here comes a car now.

Pete Schultz answered the knock on the door.

“Margaret! Er, fancy seeing…won’t you come in?”

“Thank you. I won’t be staying too long. I was wondering if I could have a word to you and your wife about our two kids.”

“Sure, certainly. Come in.”

“Who is it, Peter?”

“It’s Marg McCliver,” Pete answered. “She has come over for a talk.”

Well I suppose it had to happen sooner or later. But by the look on Anna’s face I would say she is not too pleased. In fact, she looks angry and embarrassed at the same time. Anna didn’t offer Marg a cup of tea or coffee – she seems to have foregone all country etiquette. Pete breaks the ice by saying maybe Marg would like a drink of wine, but no thanks.

“How about a glass of Irish Cream? Would that be more to your liking?”

“Well, yes thanks.”

Marg is in dire need of a drink – she could feel some trembles and didn’t realise how much her effort was telling on her.

Pete goes to the cabinet and fumbles around. He brings back a bottle and pours Marg a drink and then gets himself a scotch.

“How is your husband – couldn’t he come tonight too?”

“Patrick is feeling a bit poorly.” Marg has a good swallow and turns her attention to Anna. “I wanted to have a talk about our two young people. Ben and Mary are engaged to be married, but she is going to South Africa early next year. So, she would like to be married about mid-January – how does that seem to you?”

“Going to South Africa? Married in mid-January? But they’ve only been engaged for seven months! Besides, Benjamin is still too young to get married – he should be thirty at least.”

“Patrick and I were married young. We have stood the test of time.”

“But Benjamin is still too young. I thought that all this silliness had passed over. I won’t allow my youngest to get married at his age.”

“But he is twenty-one, Anna,” Marg reminds her. “He can get married whenever he likes. He doesn’t need your consent to wed. Look, I know that the situation is very irregular and that there has been a lot of bad feelings between us in the past but can’t we just think of the two young people for a change? Let’s put our differences aside for a moment and think about them. I, for one, want to be at my daughter’s wedding. If we don’t agree to be there for them they will both go to Cape Town and get married there.”

Pete clears his throat. “Ahem. Maybe we should sit down and talk about this. Marg, will you have a top up?”

“Yes please.”

“Anna, can I get you something to drink?”

“No! I want to keep a clear head.”

So they sit down.

Silence.

I can hear the big clock ticking in the hallway and Therese and I have been joined by Herr Schrattenbach and Sook. We look at each other and then at the three verticals, who seem to have an insurmountable problem. I can’t for the life of me see what the problem is. Bang on a wedding and let them get on with their lives. Anna is trying to think. She is in a corner and time is ticking by.

“What’s all this about South Africa? Why is Mary going there?”

Marg has a sip to wet her throat. “She won a scholarship to go to Cape Town for post-graduate studies. She will study at a university there and go on field trips in an aeroplane. It’s only for a year. Mary wants Ben to go with her, she said he could get part-time work there and go on the trips with her and share the flying.”

Vertical Anna jumps on her words: “What do you mean by share the flying? Has Mary got a pilot licence?”

Pete answers before Marg can collect her thoughts.

“Ben told me that Mary had learned to fly when he met her; it’s to do with her vocation.”

“So that’s why he wanted to learn!” Anna can sense a conspiracy. “How is it that you know so much about this, Peter? How come everyone except me knows what these two are up to?”

“Look, darling, Ben has told me a few things but he felt he couldn’t approach you because you are so determined against Mary. He can take a year off and they can honeymoon in South Africa and have the time of their lives before coming home and setting up house and earning their way. But shouldn’t we be talking about the wed…”

Anna has heard enough: “Wedding? There will be no wedding as far as I’m concerned! This business has gone too far already. I will not allow my youngest son to marry a McCliver. End of story!”

Marg has overcome the onset of trembles and is stifling her anger. We look at each other again and back at the combatants.

“Mrs Schultz,” says Marg quite firmly. “Mary is no longer a McCliver. She is plain Mary Smith, vet with honours. Look, I’m almost as pissed off as you are about the whole business but these two young people are in love and they want to get married. If you don’t want to be part of it then so be it! Patrick and I will make the arrangements, we shall pay for everything and that will be the end of it.”

Anna Schultz begins to cry. It’s the only way she can avoid reality. “I’m going to bed. You must leave.” Sob. “Oh Peter, help me into bed.”





Chapter 33

Mid-December, and the young magpies are squawking at their benefactors in the paddocks, demanding to be fed. Fledgling wood ducks are practising manoeuvres over the dam and Mary is back from the big smoke. I’ve been up on her bedroom window and looked in. Pearl is with her, luxuriating on a cushion. Pearl, oh Pearl, come to the window. She hears me. She comes to the window and pushes her nose against the pane. I press back. The misty face behind the pane slowly fades. Oh, oh, I must have been dreaming! So I stand up on the bale of hay and stretch. Might as well trot off to Zimmermann’s. If I hurry I’ll be in time for schluck and schnitte.

The first thing I notice when I get to the old farm is Mary’s buzz-box car parked in the round-about driveway. The birdbath is still on a lean – I had better not go near it after what I heard lies buried beneath. Around to the old cottage and there they are, sitting on the miner’s couch, port in hand and munching metwurst and cheese. Mary sees me first.

“Hello Gus, come here and let me pat you.”

Of course. Mary’s fingers feel good on my neck. I look at old Otto and tell him I want some metwurst. He looks back at me.

“Did you hear that, Mary? I do believe Gus is asking for a chunk of meat. Here you are Gus.”

“This is a proper drop of port you brung, Mary. It’s different to the other ones, more treakley.”

“It’s a special bottle I came across in Adelaide. I thought of you when I saw it and so I bought it for you, well – for us.”

“Well that’s jolly thoughtful and kind of you. Have a top up.”

I eat my piece of metwurst and sit down next to Otto and he tells me that Mary is here to talk to Old Otto about the wedding. Really? I say. This should be interesting.

“Otto, I wonder if you would like to come and see Ben and me get married?”

He pretends that he couldn’t. “I dunno, Mary. I’m getting a bit old to be travelling to weddings and such.”

“Of course you’re not. Look at all the work you’ve done in the garden – surely you could come and celebrate with us? I would really like you to be there. We have become good friends, haven’t we?”

Otto exhales slowly and allows himself to comply: “Sure we have, Girl-Wednesday. As a matter of fact I’ve got a new suit and some new shoes inside. I dunno why I bought them but now they will come in handy to see you get married. Is old Doctor invited?”

“To be sure; he will be there.”

“And what’s the date again?”

“Four weeks’ time, on Saturday, at three o’clock. We will be married in the Catholic Church in Gawler and then come back to the hall at Weingarten.”

“Have you made all the plans; the guest list and everything?”

“Just about. My mother has done most of it.”

“Maybe old Doc and I could travel together. We could get young Bert Schlippenbach to take us in his taxi.”

“That is a great idea, Otto.”

“And, after you get married, then what? Will you be living here in the Barossa?”

“No, no, Otto. A fortnight later we will be travelling to South Africa where we will work for a year. Beyond that, well, we haven’t planned that far ahead.”

“To South Africa?” Otto is appalled. He didn’t want to believe it. “But I won’t see you for a year! I might be dead when you come back.”

“Not so, dear Otto. Willi has promised me he will look after you really good. He tells me that you will probably live to be a hundred – that’s another ten years – so don’t worry. You’ll live to see our children, think about that!”

“Well, I dunno. Maybe if I keep drinking this proper sticky port every afternoon I’ll kick along for a few more years. Anyway, just in case I never get another chance to tell you, I want to say how glad I am that I met you. You have made me happy in my old age and I’ll never forget it. Have another one with me, Girl-Wednesday.”

That’s one of the most personal speeches I’ve ever heard Otto give. We cats look at each other and then shake our heads. Poor old Otto has gone soft. How about another bit of metwurst?

They go quiet for a while. Mary is pondering what he said and she seems quite moved. Isn’t it weird how the very young and the very old seem to make a hit together? He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his pipe and tobacco. Mary takes it from him and stokes it, then she hands it back to him and he lights it and puffs blue smoke into the air. The willy-wagtail lands on the railing asking for crumbs and old Otto stands and brushes off his shirt. The crumbs land on the decking and the bird flits down and picks them up. Walt Disney couldn’t have made it look better. Then I hear Ma Zimmermann go out her back door with the milk bucket and call the cows. Mary heard too.

“I didn’t realise it was getting so late. I’ll have to go now, Otto. Now don’t forget, Saturday the twelfth at three o’clock. I’m looking forward to seeing you there.”

“I suppose you’ll be very busy up to then.”

“Yes. There is one task I have to do that I’m not looking forward to. I have to go and see Ben’s mother and give her the invitation and try and get on good terms with her. After all, I will soon be her daughter-in-law.” She gives Otto a peck on the cheek and says goodbye.

Mary leaves and Otto and I trot off to the milk shed. Fritz is there with Olga, the tortoise-shell tart. We give them both a thorough sniff.

At the McCliver homestead, Turnip and Corky have finished for the day and are enjoying a whiskey together.

“I remember an incident years ago, Cork, when Grandpa Archie was cleaning the gutters…” Turnip pauses, and takes a sip of poteen: "It was Archie who got the recipe for making our whiskey. Anyway, I remember it was a fairly cold day and the gutters were chockers with leaves. So Grandpa gets his ladder and props it against the house and climbs onto the roof with a scoop to start cleaning. After a short while he comes back down and says that it’s too bloody cold up on the roof – ‘I’m going to get a bottle.’

“So he goes down the cellar and gets a bottle of whiskey and climbs back up onto the roof. Every so often he stops cleaning and takes a swig. ‘That’s better – can’t feel the cold so much now.’”

Corky butts in: “I thought he always used to get grandma to clean the gutters?”

“Yes, but Grandma was sick in bed. He had to do it.”

“Was that the time grandma broke her leg?”

“Probably. She was herding the sheep and her horse bolted, remember?”

“Not really.”

"You were too young. So old Archie works halfway round the house taking numerous swigs as he goes and then the wind comes up real strong. I ran inside to get out of the wind and then I heard a loud crash. I went out to look and the wind had blown the ladder over and it had broken it in two. Grandpa calls out to me from up on the roof: ‘Patrick, be a good lad, go down to the shed and get the other ladder.’

“So I go to the shed and hump this bloody, heavy, tubular-steel ladder back to the house and eventually manage to prop it up against the wall. But it doesn’t reach to the gutter, it’s not high enough. The wind is not any better and grandpa is having a job holding on up there.”

“Where was Mum and Dad at the time – weren’t they home?”

"No. They had gone to a sale, or something. You were only a toddler and we were the only ones home. I suppose I was about twelve or so then, and I was watching grandpa crawl along the roof holding his bottle. ‘Gotta get down and out of this bloody wind!’

"Well it was quite an effort for Grandpa Archie. He is dangling one leg over the edge, holding his half-empty bottle, and trying to place his foot on the top rung. I have the idea that if I climb partway up the ladder I might be able to grab grandpa’s foot and guide it down onto the step. So he puts his bottle of whiskey in the gutter, hangs on with both hands and lowers his leg. But it doesn’t quite reach. Now it’s raining, and old Archie is swearing, and he slips down a bit and I get down out of the way. Then he slips some more and his trouser buckle breaks and he falls more and is left dangling, hanging onto the gutter by his hands.

"Back then, he didn’t have a lot of control over the alcohol content of his poteen and I suppose it was a fairly strong drop he’d been having. He was half shot, hanging from the roof, his pants slipped down around his ankles and eventually he finds a rung.

"Still, it was quite a job climbing down in the rain with his pants around his ankles, and when he gets to the bottom rung he falls in a heap. ‘That was a close shave.’

“I remember he went inside and changed into some dry clothes and I never thought much about it until years later, when Dad and I were putting new guttering on the house, and we found Grandpa Archie’s whiskey bottle still lying in the old gutter.”

“Bit of a risk, Turnip, drinking whiskey up on the roof.”

“Yes, but that’s the sort of bloke he was. Dad told me grandpa used to have two glasses of wine with his lunch, a couple of whiskeys at afternoon tea and then he would have half a bottle after dinner at night. How long he’d being doing that no one knows, and he lived to be eighty-four or so. When he was buried, grandma tipped a bottleful over his coffin ‘to lubricate his passage’ so she said.”

“I wasn’t here in those days; I was at the seminary learning to be a priest.”

"And very proud they were of you, too, Corky. It’s a good job they didn’t live to be disappointed. I’ll have to put a Band-Aid on this scratch, it won’t stop bleeding.

Corky pulls out his tobacco and rolls a cigarette.

"Talking about Band-Aids, Turnip, there was a bloke I shared a room with, Oliver something-or-other. He was good man when he was sober but got very confused when he was under the weather. His girlfriend dumped him and married a tuna fisherman and he never got over it. He had a dag job in a factory so he applied for a position in a department store as a bra fitter, but no luck. So he decided to become a Catholic priest. He was very fond of the nuns; probably because they were kind by nature, which he mistook for a come-on. Whenever we had a music evening the nuns would attend and he would try and chat them up and invite them round to our dingy little room for a drink of brandy. Of course, they wouldn’t agree, and one Saturday night, dejected, he sneaks out of the Servery and rides his push-bike to the local pub. Whenever he got a knock-back, he would go on a binge. Anyway, I went to bed and around midnight he comes back and he’s in a real mess. Apparently, he bought two half-bottles of brandy and put them in his hip pockets and got on his bike and rode home. In the dark he hits a pothole, and falls off his bike, lands on his arse and smashes the bottles. That was bad. He has lacerations on both cheeks and on his hands after trying to get the glass out of his pockets. So he bangs on the door and I let him in and he gets a fistful of Band-Aids, drops his daks, backs up to the mirror and starts patching himself up.

“The next morning he’s still asleep when I get up and I’m thinking about throwing a bucket of water over him as I go past the mirror. And believe it or not, he’d stuck the band aids over the glass!”

“Ha-ha-ha.” Turnip has a laugh and another swig. “Here comes a car – Mary’s come home.”

“Hello Dad, hello Uncle Cork. Drinking some of your illegal whiskey are you?”

“It’s only illegal if someone finds out about it. Mum’s inside, she wants to have a word with you.”

“Okay.”

Mary goes inside and greets her mother who is having a glass of chardonnay. Marg is quite excited because most of the arrangements for the wedding have been made and it is now mainly a matter of what to wear.

“I’m going to spend up big on clothes for this wedding; I don’t care what your father says. I was considering something royal blue with matching hat and shoes, what do you think?”

“Sounds appropriate, Mum. Look, I have to go over to see Anna Schultz tomorrow morning and try and sort things out. I won’t be gone more than an hour or so and afterwards we can drive to Adelaide and browse the shops. What do you say?”

“That’s a good idea, Mary. We can look at wedding gowns and something for me.”





Chapter 34

It’s going to be a hot one, today. The distant air is already shimmering and most of the birds are already sheltering in the trees. It will become hotter still when Mary arrives to try and talk some sense into Anna – the irresistible force meets the immovable object, once more, but in different circumstances to our first instance. It will be an interesting encounter if nothing less.

It was good hunting for us last night. Scab and I teamed up, unusual I know, and we each caught a bunny. Scab normally eats rats but I convinced him that bunny is lower in cholesterol and much tastier. And here is some news that will delight you; the result of Turnip and Corky’s Saturday night spotlight shoot is as follows:

A hessian bag full of rabbits for dog meat;

Three scungy, flea-infested foxes (hung on the fence);

Two skinny, feral tomcats; one grey, one ginger. What about that!

I might sleep indoors beneath an air-conditioning vent today, too hot under the hay-shed roof. Hello, Anna is on the phone to Pete who left early today for Gawler.

“Peter – I’ve decided to visit Pastor Klaus. I’ll go there for morning tea and talk to Victor about this silly wedding business. There must be something in the rules that prevents Lutherans from marrying Roman Catholics – Victor will know – and then perhaps we can put an end to it.”

I can’t hear what Pete is saying but I guess he’s not impressed. Anna is shaking her head into the phone and trying to interrupt and finally she gets a word in quickly:

“When you get home from Gawler, I’ll tell you all about it goodbye.”

So, she’s off to see vertical Victor in the hope of finding a loophole. And she sounds very determined. Anna slips into a cotton dress, dons a broad-brimmed hat and grabs her car keys.

“Outside all you cats. Go on!”

We get ushered out into the glaring heat; that was pure spite; if she must endure it then so must we! As Anna closes the door, Mary arrives in her buzz-box car and gets out. Anna doesn’t recognise her at first because she is dressed blue jeans and tee shirt with a loose belt around her waist. She is also wearing a floppy hat and that hides part of her face. Another look at the buzz-box car and Anna realises who it is.

“What are you doing here?”

“Hello, Mrs Schultz, I have a wedding invitation for you, I really want you to be there.” She offers her an embossed envelope.

Anna ignores it. “I haven’t got time to talk. I’m going out.”

“Maybe you could spare just a few minutes. I don’t know whether you realise it or not but Ben and I are both adults. We both want you to attend and I want you to know that we would be very disappointed if you didn’t. Here, please take this, I would like us to be friends.”

“Never!”

“We can give you grandchildren.”

“What?”

“Yes, when we come back from Cape Town we plan to start a family. Don’t you want to be part of it and share in the grandchildren?”

“Benjamin would never have children without consulting me! Now stand aside miss, I’m in a hurry!”

Dejected, Mary stands still and watches Anna slide into the Mercedes, reverse out of the car shed, glide the front windows down to vent the heat, and drive towards the gateway. After a slight pause, the car turns left and accelerates, leaving in its wake a plume of dust visible above the roadside vegetation. Mary remains there momentarily battling contrasting emotions, vaguely conscious of the gradually diminishing exhaust-pipe roar. Anger rises, replacing frustration, and she takes a positive step towards her car. She remembered vividly later, that she heard the Mercedes crash as she touched the door handle.

The noise sounded like a quarry-mine detonation travelling in the still air. It began with a sudden boom and reverberated for several seconds. Mary froze and gasped, sensing immediately that the Mercedes had collided with the big tree on the bend. A vision filled her head: She saw the car’s front end folded like an accordion; she saw steam rising, the windscreen shattered and Anna hanging motionless against the seat belt. She sprang into action.

Mary jumped into her little car. A sudden heart attack? An extreme anxiety event and blackout? A painful stroke? All unlikely.

When she arrived at the site just a minute later, she realised that the image that had formed in her head was now represented before her in reality. She could smell steam, petrol and oil as she ran toward the driver’s door. There was also a humming noise like an aircraft propeller revving before take-off. It grew louder as she approached:

Bees!

The interior of the car was alive with bees! A swarm! They were darting around erratically as though nerved by aggression. The windows were down but they did not leave. They were dangerously agitated. She realised that a swarm must have entered through the window just as the car approached the bend. Anna must have driven through the swarm as it crossed the road. The door hung open. She unclasped the seatbelt. Bees were crawling all over Anna and now they began clinging to Mary’s exposed face and arms. She dragged Anna out of the seat while the bees attacked them both. A small truck stopped at the scene and a man jumped out. He helped carry the delirious woman to the back seat of Mary’s car and fend off the bees with his cap. He too, was badly stung.

“I’ll drive her straight to the hospital. Please phone ahead for me – you can see what has happened – tell them that I’ll be there in less than ten minutes. Her stings may be more critical than her injuries.”

It was the longest drive of her life, she tells Ben afterwards. Both her arms and neck were on fire from stings and a few of the insects were in her car, noisily darting about. A dozen times she looked at her speedometer because she thought she was going slow. But she was speeding – at least for her car she was. It seemed an eternity down long roads, across the rail line and eventually she parked outside the hospital doors. All the time Anna was groaning and sobbing and she thought she was dying. But she didn’t. Inside, Mary staggered to the nurses’ station. She had Anna’s left arm around her shoulder and yelled for help.

“Multiple bee stings,” she told the three nurses that responded. “Plus undiagnosed car-crash injuries. Get a wheelchair and a doctor, quick. This is an emergency!”

Mary sat in the waiting room for what seemed a long time. She felt drained after such an adrenalin rush. A pair of nurses attended to her stings and then she phoned Ben and told him about the accident and he informed his father. Next, she phoned Marg and explained what had happened, where she was, and said that they wouldn’t be able to go shopping that day. After a very long time, a doctor came out and spoke to her.

“You have most likely saved her life. Her pulse rate was very high because of the venom and she has suffered severe shock, but she is fairly comfortable now. We removed about twenty-five insect hypodermics. She suffered no broken bones luckily but has several bruises and a diagonal seatbelt lesion; you may go in and see her if you wish.”

“Thank you. I will.”

“Don’t stay too long, she is sedated and I want her to rest.”

Anna was in a private room. She looked at Mary and tears came to her eyes. “I’m going to live. The doctor said that I will be okay. I don’t know what to say to you. You saved my life, Mary.”

“I’m glad, Mrs Schultz. I won’t stay long because your husband will be here soon. You have a good rest and put it out of your mind. The important thing is that you are not seriously hurt and you will soon recover.”

“There were thousands of them; they crowded my face. I couldn’t see and the pain was excruciating!”

“I’m really sorry, I truly am. It must have been fearful for you.”

“Do you still have the wedding invitation, Mary?”

“Yes. It’s in my car.”

“Would you bring it in to me before you leave; Peter and I will attend the wedding.”

“That made me happy,” she told Ben. “Apparently your mother had an irrational fear of bees, too.”

A few days later, after Marg and Mary had been shopping, Pete phoned Turnip and they arranged a meeting on neutral ground at the Vintners’ Club.

They lunched together, and Pete told Turnip that he wanted to pay for half the wedding costs and supply all the beer and wine for the reception. That went down well with Turnip who said he would bring along some of his special whiskey and they could get pie-eyed together. You wouldn’t read about it! After lunch, they had some expensive liqueur brandy and you would think that the pair were reuniting, long-lost brothers. I heard that a pre-wedding party was being arranged and the McCliver and the Schultz mobs’ closest friends would attend. Gone was the bitterness. It simply evaporated! There was none on the surface, and none, it appears, below. The agony of the bee frenzy was soon over and Anna was on the phone to Marg to offer help with the hundred and one details. Mary opened the graduation envelope that Willi Schmidt had given her quite some time ago and found a cheque with the note: To use on your honeymoon and she phoned him and thanked him.

“It will pay for Ben’s return airfare to South Africa, Willi, and a classy hotel for a couple of nights. Everything has worked out so well. We are both orbiting the moon.”

Ben was worried about his mother but delighted with the outcome. His fears of estrangement have gone and even Pete became more talkative also, telling him that he would help to support him while he was overseas. Then one night, shortly before the wedding, Mary and Ben have dinner together at a fine restaurant in the heart of the Valley.

“I’ll have a large steak with creamed mash, tomatoes, zucchini, mushrooms and onion and garlic,” says Ben. “And my fiancée will have the same, only a smaller serving.”

Mary is pleased with his initiative. “And what about the wine, darling?”

“Have you ever tried a Verdelho? You haven’t? Then here’s your chance; a new wine to kick-start a new beginning.”

Afterwards they sat together in the car alongside the honeysuckle hedge and talked of the future. They discussed animals, flying, visiting national parks and being together; away from everyone for a year. And finally, as the hours ticked by, Mary pleaded that she must go inside because she couldn’t remain awake.





Chapter 35

Tradition means everything to verticals. They have days for this, and days for that, and celebrate them each in a distinctive manner. They even record the days when their juniors were born and celebrate it every anniversary – fancy that! So when two young adults decide to live together, they have a traditional wedding, and in the case of Mary and Ben, they had two traditional officials to bless their union: Father Finn and Pastor Klaus were both assigned to join them together forever.

“No drinking; not a drop until we get to the reception!” Marg recites the orders-of-the-day on the morning of the twelfth. “Eat your breakfast, and have your coffee, and I’ll be testing your breath every hour, Patrick McCliver! Same goes for you, too, Cork!”

On that day, which was not too hot, people from all over the Barossa Valley converged on the old town of Gawler to attend a function that many said was doomed from the outset. The church car park was full an hour before the ceremony and vehicles lined the streets in all directions. The old church building was full and there were loudspeakers mounted outside. Ben and his best man were attired in handsome grey suits with white bow ties, and they turned their heads impulsively when the organist switched to the Wedding March as Mary arrived, and paused at the entrance, her gloved hand on Turnip’s forearm.

She wore gleaming white; a slim gown to her ankles with a lacy veil to cover her head. Mendelssohn coaxed her along the aisle and she glanced to each side with a faint smile, blushing as she went. Finally, the couple stood close together facing the officials.

“Do you take this man to be your lawful spouse, eternally?”

“I do.”

So Maria Faith McCliver, Mary Smith, has had another name change; she is now Mary Schultz. I doubt if she will have another – she has finally found her ground. I’ve just come from the milking shed. There was no schluck and schnitte today because old Otto was at the wedding. He won’t go without though because Pete and Turnip have provided more than he can eat and drink at the reception in the old Weingarten hall. All yesterday afternoon a band of helpers were busy decking it out with flowers and bunting, the chairs and tables have been arranged, tablecloths floated onto trestles, place names placed and special lighting hung from the rafters. The women hunted through their old albums and an array of ancients has been assembled on a pin-board showing the Schultz and McCliver ancestors in monochrome and in sepia for everyone to wonder at.

This must be the end of the feud. To witness this cavalcade of intransigent generations side by side in the same setting is the wonder of all guests of both parties.

On the way up the road to the hall, I came across a young tom nosing around on my territory. He said his name was Batface and I told him to get lost: ‘Go up north, Batface, there’s no room here for another tom.’ But he wouldn’t listen so we had a scrap and I bit both his ears and he soon took off. One can’t be too careful, Fritz is just beginning to blossom again and I don’t want a stray tom on my patch. Here we are; the Weingarten hall. I’ll jump up on a window ledge and peek in.

Great Karl, there must be a hundred or more in there! Mary and Ben are sitting central with the bridal party at the top table. Four more rows of tables run the length of the hall and each is crammed with guests. Here comes another car. It is Lorraine from Gawler, she must have been delayed. She goes straight to the official table.

“Hello, you gorgeous couple. Where’s my seat? I’m sorry I’m late, bloody battery was flat and I had to call a taxi. I told him to hurry but I didn’t tell him to get airborne! My godfather, he must have set a record getting here – I almost wore out a set of rosary beads. Who are the two old farts sitting at the end of the first table?”

“The distinguished one is Doctor Willi Schmidt, a friend of ours and the awkward-looking one is Otto Zimmermann – do you remember me telling you about them? Both lovely old men, I’ll have fond memories of them for the rest of my life.”

Lorraine found her allotted seat and discovered that the man seated opposite was one Corky McCliver, who seemed able to name almost everyone in the hall. She was impressed.

“So you are Mary’s uncle then? How interesting. Are you alone – aren’t you married?”

“No, I never got around to it. I’ve been too busy helping Turnip out on the farm.”

“Who’s Turnip?”

“My older brother – Mary’s dad. Turnip’s his nickname; his real name is Patrick.”

“Yes. She said her father’s name was Patrick. I was introduced to him at the top table.”

“We’ve got a lot of vineyards and plenty of sheep, and after work each day we’re so knackered that we just have a couple of drinks and I never get around to meeting nice girls.”

“You’re a busy man then; same here. I sit at my desk all day researching and writing alone, and I too, have a drink at the end of it all, and after dinner, well, I just go to bed. I arrived late because my car wouldn’t start and it took me ages to get a taxi. Are there any taxis here in Weingarten? I don’t know how I’ll get home tonight.”

“Taxis in Weingarten! No Love, the nearest is in Nuriootpa but you’d be lucky to get one tonight. I tell you what, after this is all over and we’ve had a couple of dances, maybe I could run you home. No trouble.”

“Why thanks, Corky. You’re a real gentleman.”

That’s what weddings do to some people, you will notice. It gets them socially excited, and two people who are worlds apart in both mind and matter become connected by its principal etiquette, communication.

The main buzz of interest is Anna’s accident and how Mary acquired heroine status in Anna’s estimation. And everyone is at high pitch regarding the incredible reconciliation between the antagonistic families. It’s strange indeed to see the Schulz and McCliver mobs sitting together and laughing as though they were old friends; as if they had been the best of neighbours since the first pioneers planted a vine. They are certainly making up for lost friendships judging by the way they are hopping into the plonk and toasting one another. The food is being served now and it is top nosh, and the noise level reduces as they tuck in. The tables are weighted with chardonnay and cabernet sauvignon and their contents are rapidly dropping. When the speeches are made, the sparkling drop will arrive and the social excitement will increase. Lorraine and Corky are certainly having a good time.

Seated at the next table are Victor and Karolin Klaus, alongside Father Finn, and they have the answer regarding the hatchet-burying antagonists and the cementing bond of a wedding in the present generation.

“It was prayer that provided the outcome,” Victor nods vigorously as he propounds this, noting that he spent many hours in his study on his knees asking the Good Lord to reconcile the sinners.

“Quite so,” adds Father Finn gravely to a table of wide-eyed faces. “I too, sheltered in my chapel and begged the Honourable Virgin for the happy outcome.”

And so they shake hands, the elder pastor and the younger priest, smiling at each other to underpin their contribution. The Shepherds know the answers.

Not to be outdone or outshone in the blaze of the occasion is Melanie Schmidt, Hugo and Alexis’ daughter, who is seated alongside her Golden Labrador, Gerry Barkhorn; a star of increasing magnitude in the wine industry. As much as is possible, she accentuates her dialogue by waving her left hand around innocuously, but airily, to expose the diamond ring on her third finger. Hugo likes him too; he’s solid, well educated and going places. But the most prominent person at the top table (apart from the newly-weds) is virtuous vertical Anna! Attired in an outrageously expensive outfit and actively engaged in conversations on both sides, she steals a little of the limelight. Her smile is permanent and not forced, her eyes flash with pride and excitement, and she is drinking more than she is used to: “More Chardonnay, please waiter!” No one would imagine that just a fortnight or so previous she was writhing in agony from bee venom. No – no, the change is quite unbelievable, and so publicly evident, as she exudes energetic charm and enthusiastic bonhomie. Pete is playing it cool, leaning well back, rocking on the chair’s rear legs, his coat unbuttoned, necktie loose, goblet in hand and resting on his sternum, surveying the general glee and bending his ear at times to take in Turnip’s swampy anecdotes.

“Do you know Dutchy Phillips from Rabbit Creek, Pete?”

“Yeah, sure. He has been picking grapes for me for years now; and for my dad before me. He’s retired now, Turnip.”

“Dutchy retired at Christmas time, yes. And do you know Wombat – about our age and always whinging?”

“Vaguely.”

He gets pissed off because Dutchy is bragging about how good retirement is and how he gets to sleep in every morning: ‘No more five a.m. starts for this little black duck!’ So Wombat goes crook at him:

“I’m out in the vineyard in every kind of weather with my bad knees, going like a cut snake from dawn till dark; trudging up and down row upon row – and you’re doing nothing! Nothing at all – you’re wasting your days! You get up late and sit on your arse and do nothing all day long!”

“That’s right, Wom, and I’m good at it too!”

Margaret McCliver is squeezed in alongside her husband. Outfitted matronly, if not too fashionably, in royal blue with touches of white lace matching the brides veil; attractive within the bounds of the lady tailor’s expectations of her well-boned, well-cushioned Irish figure. Her attire is the more splendid for its simplicity, the best she has ever worn to a wedding for any of her offspring. Tearfully emotional at the church, she is the gushing Mother of the Bride at the feast; magnificent now where maudlin earlier – she eyes her daughter continually.

How sweet it all is.

The best man proposes a toast to the bride and the groom.

The old Weingarten Community Hall groans under stress as chairs are pushed back and the wooden floor creates its own chorus of squeaks. Standing, twisting for vantage and facing the top table, the smiling guests raise their glasses. A song plays inside Ben’s head:


Song: To Celia

"Drinke to me, only, with thine eyes,

And I will pledge with mine;

Or leave a kisse but in the cup,

And I’ll not look for wine." (Ben Jonson)

Chorus: “To the Bride and Groom!”



Nearby is a table set apart, covered in white cloth and bearing the many gifts of the well-wishing guests. Mary and Ben have not inspected it closely yet but they are going to have a good start to married life. When the celebrations are over, they are off to the south coast for a week’s cuddling on the warm sand before flying away. The weather will be fine and they will be alone at last, together and alone at last, anticipating what might lie before them in the year ahead. The present moments will not be lost to them. Photographs and cards, gifts and gracious wishes will anchor the day in their memories. But the future holds its mysteries and presses their hearts with anticipation. That’s where the greater excitement lies; in prospect; in the planning and guessing and hoping; and knowing that they will never be apart again.

Well, that’s sufficient for me. I’m going hunting now. The moon is up – a half orb providing sufficient light for the bunnies to graze. After that I might do a boundary run just to make sure everything is in order.

I shall miss them both. He was my official benefactor, and, although he left it off as he got older, I still have fond memories of Ben feeding me mince when I was a kitten.

No bunnies here – where are they tonight? Maybe if I check out the quail paddock, I might find a few.

No, none here either, I’ll trot up the fence line and have a word with Scab; perhaps he will know where the action might be.

I’d better keep my eyes open for longnecks, they like hunting on warm nights too; I don’t want to step on one unawares – there will be no one to take me to the vertical vet. Here we are. It’s quiet for a Saturday night with the occupants away. Normally there would be music and singing by now and bottles dropping on the deck. I wonder how Corky will hit it off with Lorraine. Wait – there’s a moggy over there just by the front veranda. It might be Batface, the trespasser tom. I’ll sneak up and give him the scare of his life. I can see that it’s not Scab. Just a bit closer, closer – I’ll teach these intruders to come into my territory. Hang on, it’s a female – Great Karl – it’s Pearl!

Look at that creamy coat and chocolate mask and points. Look at those long, long legs! She is absolutely beautiful. With no further need for cover I trot happily up to her.

“Hello Pearl.”

“Who are you?”

“Mary must have told you who I am surely? I am Gustav Schultz the Third, owner of all the land around here.”

“Oh? Hello, Gus.”

“Pearl – are you busy? Would you fancy a romp in the honeysuckle hedge?”

“Well – yes, Gus, I’d like that. Catch me if you can.”
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