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About the Book



For eight years now Oskar the Pole has been a widower. As a homeless vagrant, pushing a supermarket trolley through the streets of life, he cuts a lonely figure.


But Oskar has a talent. He can play chess, and he can play it well.


Every afternoon, at the giant chessboard in the park, Oskar becomes a star, a master, the undefeated champion …


The second of Judy Nunn’s captivating short stories featuring the homeless men and women who gather around the plastic bins near the docks, ‘Oskar the Pole’ is a heart-warming tale of friendship and community.

 

This ebook also includes an extract from Judy Nunn's new novel, Sanctuary.
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The Otto Bin Empire

Oskar the Pole



Oskar had been homeless for eight years. After the death of his wife he’d put their modest house on the market, taken the very first offer, which had been well below market price, and simply walked away never to return. During the first years of his homelessness, he’d been a loner – a brooding, heavy-browed, dark-bearded fellow of indeterminate age (although fifty at the time), wandering the streets with a shopping trolley piled high, plastic bags tied to each side, muttering all the while to himself in a foreign language. Here, thought passers-by, was clearly a madman to be avoided. But Oskar wasn’t a madman, and he wasn’t talking to himself – he was talking to Lila, who was with him always.

It was Lila who had told him to seek company. It was a healthy thing to do, she’d advised him. ‘No man is an island, Oskar,’ she said, or at least that’s what he’d heard her say, and it hadn’t surprised him in the least, for his wife had always loved John Donne. So upon Lila’s advice five years previously, Oskar had become a member of the ‘Otto Bin Empire’. These were the homeless who congregated about the clusters of wheelie bins that bore the manufacturer’s ‘Otto’ bin brand name. The bins provided convenient table tops and formed popular meeting places throughout the city.

At first, Oskar had gravitated each morning from cluster to cluster, not socialising but soaking up the nearby presence of others while steadily reading through the dozens of newspapers and magazines and whatever other printed material he’d managed to garner from park benches and recycle bins at the end of the preceding day.

Over the past several years, however, his routine had changed. He’d taken to frequenting a regular spot down near the docks that was known by the local homeless as ‘The Corner’, although it wasn’t really a corner at all, just a dozen or so Otto Bins, which were the collective property of the old suburb’s impoverished terrace houses that sat under the flyover. He didn’t quite know why he’d adopted The Corner. Perhaps it was the influence of Madge, the tough, beefy matriarch who seemed to hold sway there, although he had little to do with the woman as he propped quietly at the end wheelie bin assiduously studying his newspapers. But the presence of Madge seemed to keep a semblance of peace about the place that Oskar found relaxing. There were of course the customary alcoholics and junkies who frequented The Corner, but rarely was there any serious trouble. And if an unfortunate creature was to have a psychotic attack, as addicts sometimes did, invariably those on ice, Madge could be relied upon to call the paramedics.

At first Oskar had viewed Madge with suspicion. She had the look of a vagrant, certainly, scruffy old clothes that had seen better days, ill-kempt grey hair scraped back with no concern for appearance, but was she perhaps in disguise? The woman seemed altogether too caring and too capable to be one of the homeless.

Why does she care? he’d wondered, she’s not one of us. Those who choose to live on the streets don’t become involved. And we shun responsibility at all times. She might be a do-gooder salted among the homeless by a church group or philanthropic society …

But Oskar had soon found he was wrong. Madge was not technically homeless, living as she did in one of the tiny bedsits in one of the tiny, rundown terraces nearby that were let out to those on the poverty line, but she was indeed ‘one of them’.

Interesting, he’d thought. I wonder what brought her to this, Lila? Perhaps she, too, had a great love who died.

‘Perhaps,’ Lila had replied, but Oskar had sensed a lack of curiosity on his wife’s part, so he’d put the question from his mind. He had no wish to become involved anyway.

Around the same time as he’d adopted The Corner, Oskar adopted another practice that slowly become routine. He would visit the giant chessboard that the city council had created in the central park, its knee-high pieces tantalisingly attractive to passing children who were warned that this was a game not for them but for grown-ups. Children were instructed to sit quietly, to watch and learn, which sometimes they did, even becoming chess players themselves, although more often than not they would drift off to the playground on the other side of the park where there were swings and monkey bars and a slide.

Oskar never visited the chessboard during busy weekends, nor did he visit after office hours when city workers often met for a game. He chose instead Monday mornings when the chessboard was deserted, and he never sought a rival, always playing against himself, or so it appeared to passers-by and those who occasionally gathered to watch chess opponents at play. But Oskar was not playing against himself at all. He was playing against Lila. Chess had always been one of their favourite pastimes and, equally talented, they’d always been evenly matched. One day he would win, the following day the triumph would be hers.

These days, however, they no longer appeared evenly matched.

‘I am sorely out of practice, Lila,’ he said – this was the fifth week in a row she had bested him. ‘Am I losing my skills or are you gaining in yours?’

‘Neither, my love,’ she replied. ‘You are not concentrating, that’s all.’

‘But I am,’ he insisted, ‘of course I am.’

She laughed, that gorgeous, teasing laugh of hers, so sensual he could feel the very breath of her in his ear.

‘No you’re not,’ she said. ‘You’re bored.’

He was about to protest but she continued blithely.


‘We know each other’s game too well, Oskar, we always did. You must play with other opponents. Please, my love,’ she begged before he could interrupt. ‘To tell you the truth I am bored with winning. I would rather watch you test your mettle against others. Please, please, my darling, do this just for me.’

He could never resist her, so he did as she asked. He took to visiting the park on a Saturday afternoon when the chessboard was at its busiest.

Approaching others was painfully difficult at first.

‘Would you be interested in joining me for a game?’ His invitation was stilted, formal, his English correct but his accent heavy and his voice hoarse through lack of use.

There was a considerable pause, the man staring back at him, Oskar awaiting the answer, presuming as the seconds ticked by that it was to be a humiliating ‘no’. He expected it might be, despite the care he’d taken in his choice of opponent. The man, in his mid-forties, was an accomplished chess player whom Oskar had observed and whom he’d seen observing him from time to time. Scruffily dressed, as were quite a number of the players who gathered in the park, the man was a regular at the chessboard and might even have been another of the homeless, Oskar had thought, who could tell? But as his invitation continued to hang unanswered in the air, it appeared his choice had not been the correct one.

Then, just as he was about to turn away …

‘You’re on, mate.’

Nat dived a hand into his shorts pocket for a coin to toss. Why not, he wondered. He’d noticed the bloke sure enough. Who hadn’t? It wasn’t so much his appearance – although with that bloody shopping trolley he was obviously a vagrant – it was his behaviour that was off-putting. Nobody minded playing against oddballs, there were enough of them gathered in the park all right, and some of them were damn good chess players. But who wanted to pit himself against a loony? This bloke, whom many had watched, admiring his tactics even as they’d wondered why he played solo, was distinctly weird. He’d wander from one end of the chessboard to the other, contesting some invisible opponent and jabbering all the while in strange tongues. You couldn’t even pick what language he was muttering, half the time it seemed gobbledygook. Who wanted to play with a bloke like that?


But there was something in the man’s eyes, a plea that Nat was unable to resist.

Italian–Australian by birth and a builder’s labourer by trade, Nat, or Natale as he’d been christened, considered himself tough, yet at heart he was a softie. And besides, he was intrigued. He couldn’t help viewing the prospect as something of a challenge. If he could distance himself from the distraction of the bloke’s jabbering, it might prove a bloody good game, he thought. Being a self-taught chess player who had learned purely through observation, Nat was justifiably proud of his skills and liked to put them to the test.

‘Your call,’ he said, tossing the coin. It was the park players’ customary way of deciding who would draw white and therefore open the game.

‘Heads.’

The toss proved in Oskar’s favour and, retrieving the coin from the dusty sidelines, Nat slipped it back into his pocket and held out his hand.

‘I’m Nat,’ he said. Park players rarely used surnames.


Oskar accepted the hand and they shook, but he offered no information of his own, simply turning and striding to the white end of the board.

Nat watched him for a second or so. The man didn’t appear intentionally rude, but rather distracted.

And Oskar was. He was very distracted. Lila was whispering in his ear.

‘I will not talk to you as you play, Oskar,’ she was saying, ‘and you are not to talk to me – it is not fair to your opponent.’ She was speaking in her Russian mother tongue and, despite her voice being a whisper, she was sounding very much the teacher, as if he were one of her students. ‘Silence must be maintained, the game is the priority. You must not disrupt the man’s concentration.’

‘But we could speak very quietly,’ he replied, also in a whisper and also in Russian, ‘like we are now. He wouldn’t be able to hear us.’ They’d always alternated between their mother tongues, both being fluent in Polish and Russian, although these days they communicated in other languages too, Lila insisting they should.

‘Speak to me in German today, Oskar,’ she might say, or, ‘Let’s speak French today, my darling. Living in Australia you must not become complacent and lose your linguistic abilities. It is important you practise.’

He always did as she bade although he was nowhere near as fluent in German and French as she. But then Lila spoke seven languages herself, and all fluently, which was only to be expected – she’d been a tutor of languages at Moscow University when they’d first met.

‘There will be no communication between us whatsoever,’ she now whispered sternly. ‘It would mean we would be playing two against one, and that would be cheating. I shall watch from the sidelines.’ Then her tone lost its edge, ‘And I shall do so with great interest, I might add.’ He could hear the smile in her voice, and once again he could feel her breath fanning his ear. ‘Oh my darling, I am so glad you have found another opponent. That took courage, I know. I am so very, very proud of you.’

Her approval, as always, pleased him immensely, and he gazed across the board to where the Australian in the faded khaki shorts, boots and grubby white T-shirt was patiently waiting. Oskar found himself rather looking forward to the game now. He’d show off. Just for Lila.


He bent down, picked up his pawn of choice and made his first move.

As a rule, the players in the park shuffled their pieces about the dusty surface of the board with their feet, each move reliant upon the thrust of a leg, the nudge of a knee and a foot, hands rarely coming into play. But this was not Oskar’s way. Oskar always picked up his chess piece in both hands and set it down respectfully in its rightful place with daunting deliberation. And while most players spent time in contemplation, slowly wandering the perimeters of the board or standing thoughtfully, chin in hand, Oscar didn’t. Those who had watched him at play against himself (or rather Lila) – blocking his own moves, providing his own escapes – had always been astonished by the speed and certainty of each and every action.

Today was no exception and the game did not last long. To Oscar’s own surprise, and also to his disappointment, it was over in less than forty minutes. He’d thought the Australian would be more original, less predictable than this. What a pity, he thought. I’d have liked to show off to Lila a little longer.


Then he heard the whisper in his ear, ‘You see what happens when you concentrate?’

Nat, too, was taken aback, although not surprised by the outcome. He’d given it his best shot, remaining totally focused, but from the outset the bloke had been just too bloody good. Nutcase he might be, but he was certainly way out of Nat’s league.

‘Thanks, mate,’ he said, once again offering his hand, and as they shook he asked, ‘where you from by the way?’

‘Poland,’ Oskar replied. ‘I am from Poland.’

‘Right.’ Nat gave a friendly grin. ‘Well you’re a bloody good chess player …’ His voice held a query to which most would have responded with a name, but the ploy didn’t work.

Oskar returned something approximating a smile by way of courtesy, although through the foliage of his beard it appeared more of a grimace. Then he walked off to gather his shopping trolley, which sat beside the trunk of the large Moreton Bay fig whose branches overhung the chessboard, providing much-appreciated shade during the hot summer months.

Word quickly got around, courtesy of Nat, and from that day on Oskar became known as ‘the Pole’. To his great relief the necessity of approaching others soon diminished to the point where no communication at all was necessary. Others approached him. ‘Fancy a game?’ they’d ask, and all he had to do was nod.

Over the ensuing months, the Pole proved a welcome fixture in the park. There was always a group of spectators who enjoyed a good match on a Saturday afternoon, and a close circle of mates were even known to place surreptitious bets among themselves as to who could beat the Pole. But it seemed no-one could, not as yet anyway, although there were contestants enough only too eager to try.

Oskar continued to observe Lila’s rule at all times. He never spoke to her as he played, just as she never spoke to him, but she was nonetheless with him throughout every minute of every game. How could she fail to be? This was what had preserved their sanity during those long years in the Gulag. Although separated from each other they had managed to smuggle messages past the guards, nothing that could have incriminated them in illegal activity had they been discovered, just the regular exchange of chess moves. This, they long agreed, had been their survival mechanism.


It was chess that kept us alive, Oskar thought as he positioned each piece with care. No, it wasn’t, he corrected himself. Of course it wasn’t. It was our love that kept us alive. But how fortunate we were to have such an escape, eh, Lila?

No reply was forthcoming of course. There was never a word from Lila until the game was over. Then, ‘Well played, my darling,’ he would hear her whisper. Or, ‘Excellent, Oskar – I couldn’t have done better myself.’ And then later, when he was alone, they would talk through the game, analysing each move.

‘Ah, chess is indeed the language of love,’ Oskar would remark, and he would hear Lila’s fond snort of derision. She always found his romanticism amusing.
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The rigours of the Gulag had been his wife’s undoing, of this Oskar was firmly convinced. Perm-36 and the four years they’d spent there had taken its toll on Lila’s physical health, which had never been particularly strong anyway, hardly a match for her fierce intelligence and vigorous spirit.


She’d battled on with incredible fortitude for close to twenty years but had died prematurely at the age of fifty-four, ten years after their arrival in Australia. Even the lifestyle on offer in this lucky country had been unable to repair the damage inflicted by the camp where’d she’d been tortured, starved, worked close to death, and all for the stance she’d taken on human rights.

Lila had been an active and highly vocal member of the Helsinki Group, a human rights organisation that was targeted by the Russian government for its ‘anti-Soviet activities’. Oskar, also an activist and the editor of a well-circulated underground human rights bulletin, had been equally targeted. They’d worked together as a young married couple, and in 1983 they’d been charged and imprisoned together in the infamous Perm-36, a Soviet forced-labour camp one hundred kilometres northeast of the Russian city of Perm. He was twenty-five at the time and Lila was four years older, not even yet thirty.

Oskar and Lila had been intellectuals, she a professor of languages at Moscow University, he a successful writer, recognised in literary circles even at his tender age. Their voices had been too loud and too persuasive for the communist regime. They both needed to disappear, and so they did. The area known as the Gulag abounded with camps and had been home to hundreds of political prisoners for decades, many of whom were never seen again.

Fortunately for Oskar and Lila, the days of Perm-36, the most notorious camp of all, were coming to an end and, despite their ten-year sentence, they had been freed when the camp was closed in 1987. But by then the damage had been done. To Lila anyway. Although she never complained, the Gulag had deprived her of many years that might well have proved the happiest of her life. At least this was Oskar’s firm opinion.
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Since Lila’s death and that life-saving day when he’d walked out of their little house where he’d been haunted at every turn by her absence, Oskar had developed a special existence where he and Lila could inhabit a life of their own. He’d lived for a long time on the proceeds of the sale of his house, eking the money out sparingly, calling upon no government assistance, camping in the city’s parks during the finer weather, paying the smallest possible pittance for a room somewhere during the depths of winter. He and Lila had been happy that way, just the two of them, sharing the hardship.

When the money had finally run out he’d been forced to apply for a government disability pension. One of his fellow homeless, a man with whom he occasionally played chess, had advised Oskar how to go about this, for he had no idea himself. It wouldn’t even have occurred to him that he might be eligible.

‘You’ll be a walk-up start, I tell you,’ the man had said. A strange fellow, tall, sparsely bearded and thin, like a stick insect, he had pronounced tics and a tendency to talk to himself, or perhaps to the strange voices that he professed to hear in his head, none of which prevented him from playing a decent enough game of chess.

‘You’ll probably cop the same sort of diagnosis as me,’ he’d said, eyes twitching, head jerking.

Oskar had found the comment most odd. He didn’t have tics and he didn’t hear strange voices.

But as it turned out, after applying and going through a series of tests, he’d been perceived to have a mental problem that rendered him unemployable, thereby qualifying him for a disability pension. He was grateful but felt a little guilty accepting assistance.

‘I don’t really deserve this, do I?’ he’d asked Lila. If she’d have said ‘no’, he would most certainly have refused the offer. But she didn’t.

‘I think it’s all right, Oskar,’ she’d replied thoughtfully, ‘so long as you don’t abuse the privilege.’

From then on, Oskar had observed a set of strict regulations. He refused to avail himself of the free food on offer at the various soup kitchens throughout the city. He refused also the free blankets and second-hand clothing available from the various outlets run by philanthropic groups. Given the modest stipend he received from the government, he could purchase his own necessities. And regardless of the weather, he never took advantage of the free lodgings available for those desperately in need. He and Lila agreed it was not right to rob these people of a roof over their head; many were runaway teenagers, others young women with children, all more often than not escaping domestic violence. Instead, over time, Oscar had sought out selective spots for all seasons. He was comfortable enough, and even when he wasn’t Lila was always there to help him through the tough times.

The only thing he was lacking, or so Lila told him, was human companionship. She was glad that he’d now adopted The Corner, and even more importantly that he’d come to accept, and be accepted by, the regulars who gathered there.

‘You’re allowed to talk to them you know, Oskar,’ she’d say now and then, playfully but encouragingly. ‘I can assure you, my love, they won’t bite.’

But although Oskar had relaxed in the company of the regulars, he never initiated conversation. His contact was principally limited to a nod of recognition here and there upon arrival, and a modest wave here and there upon departure. The others all knew when Oskar was arriving or departing. The squeak of his shopping trolley gave him away.

If he was spoken to he would reply, pleasantly enough but in minimal fashion. Some while ago, he’d actually admitted to his name, which had been a step in the right direction, or so Lila had assured him. It had been when Clive introduced himself.


‘Hello there, I’m Clive,’ the pleasant man in the beanie had said, hand outstretched.

‘Hello. I am Oskar,’ he’d replied as they shook, taking himself a little by surprise he had to admit.

‘Good to meet you, Oskar.’

Oskar had noted the look Clive had exchanged with Madge, and he’d noted also the congratulatory nod she’d offered in return.

Madge, the undisputed matriarch of The Corner, had indeed been pleased. This bloke – now named Oskar – had been fronting up for quite a while, and she considered it high time he got to know the other regulars, just a hello now and then, nothing intrusive. In Madge’s opinion, support among the homeless, or at least a connection with one another, was of paramount importance. You can live without a home, she thought, but living without human contact is a painful existence. She’d made no move herself, however, sensing that not only was this bloke excruciatingly shy but that he found her a bit intimidating, as some people did.

‘Where are you from?’ Clive had asked, ‘I mean your accent, you know, what country?’

‘I am from Poland.’


‘Ah, how interesting.’

After that, Clive would occasionally initiate a brief conversation with Oskar, usually something relating to the latest news topic as Oskar’s head was always buried in one of the many newspapers he gathered daily.

‘Shocking what’s going on in Syria, eh?’ he might say.

‘Yes,’ Oskar would agree, ‘very bad for the people who live there, the civilians, so many children die.’

Clive might continue the conversation for a minute or so, but it would inevitably fade and Oskar would return to his newspaper.

Clive nevertheless considered the contact something of a triumph, as did Madge.

‘Good man,’ she said as he joined her at her wheelie bin to share a beer or a pie or both. ‘He’s one broken soul, our Oskar.’

Madge wasn’t the only one pleased at the breakthrough.

‘See, my darling,’ Lila whispered with pride, ‘you can do it. I told you that you could.’

Clive had been good for Oskar. But Clive had recently disappeared; they hadn’t seen him at The Corner for several months now, and these days the others left Oskar to his newspapers, which he seemed to prefer anyway.

His name having been revealed, however, there was often a personal greeting from the locals, a cheery ‘morning Oskar’ from Madge, or a ‘g’day Oskar’ from Benny, who sold The Big Issue outside Woolies, or a flirty ‘hello Oskar’ and a wink from Sal, the young hooker. But even among the regulars, Oskar was still generally referred to as ‘the Pole’, because that’s how he was known at the chess game.

The chess game had become a regular form of entertainment for those who congregated at The Corner. They’d often pay a visit to the park in order to watch the Pole work his magic, particularly on a busy Saturday afternoon.

‘You going to watch the Pole today?’

‘Bloody oath I am. Even got a good stash I’m going to whack on him if there’s a punter around. Takings were great yesterday.’

That was the sort of bravado comment typical of Ted, who’d only recently joined the ranks at The Corner. Having commandeered one of the busiest intersections in the city, making it his own undisputed territory, Ted always liked to boast of the amount he’d earned begging from passers-by. He was disappointed if he didn’t take at least a couple hundred bucks a day, or so he’d say. Fridays he usually made three hundred.

Madge had taken an instant dislike to Ted. She considered him in the worst possible taste. It was bad enough if the bloke was a loudmouth and just showing off to those who had nothing, but if he really did make that sort of money, why didn’t he share it around now and then? The others did. Whenever they had a windfall they’d shout a round of beers or turn up with a box of pies or whatever. Mateship among the homeless was essential for the survival of the spirit. ‘Tight-arse Ted’ didn’t seem to get that.

It wasn’t only Ted who had the occasional bet on Oskar the Pole, however. Some of the others were known to have a bit of a flutter if they found themselves with a few spare dollars to hand. It was a safe bet backing the Pole. And on a busy Saturday afternoon there was always the likelihood of a newcomer who wasn’t aware that the Pole was virtually unbeatable.

Being illegal, the betting was always conducted surreptitiously, but it wouldn’t have taken an eagle eye to notice money changing hands. Oddly enough Oskar himself never did. And no-one ever told him. Oskar the Pole remained blissfully unaware of any money dealings. His focus concentrated solely upon his game, he appeared barely even to notice that he was being watched.
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Then came the day of Madge’s scratchy win.

A shriek went up that took them all by surprise: ‘I’ve won! Holy hell, I’ve bloody well won!’

The half-dozen or so present at The Corner all turned to stare.

It was early afternoon. Madge had returned from the nearby milk bar with a ham and salad roll – she was on a health kick, steering clear of the normally favoured pie or hamburger – and after finishing her lunch she’d lit up a roll-your-own, leaned over her wheelie bin and worked away with a ten cent coin at her scratchy ticket. She always bought a scratchy on a Friday.

Another shriek. None of them had ever seen Madge so excited.


‘Look at this, will you, just look at this!’

She dumped her half-smoked roll-your-own grinding it out with the heel of her well-worn shoe, which in itself was unusual, for Madge never wasted a drag of a fag. Then she went from one person to the next, thrusting the ticket in front of their faces.

‘Take a look at that!’ she demanded. ‘Do my eyes deceive me or what? That’s five hundred bloody dollars, am I right?’

‘Yep, you’re spot on, Madge.’ It was Criminal Johnny who answered. ‘That’s five hundred bloody dollars all right.’

Criminal Johnny was a regular at The Corner whenever he wasn’t in jail the time spent on the inside and on the outside being roughly equal. He was in his mid-twenties, unbelievably good looking and quite, quite harmless. A serial offender, petty crimes only, he was never violent and never carried a weapon, but he was always getting caught. It seemed he wasn’t particularly successful at the jobs he undertook. Madge couldn’t help being fond of Criminal Johnny.

‘Five hundred dollars!’ Madge said. ‘Five hundred dollars!’ She kept staring at the scratchy; she couldn’t believe her eyes.


The others gathered about her, also staring at the scratchy. Along with Criminal Johnny there was Ted, Sal and Benny. Oskar wasn’t there – it was the afternoon and he was in the park. He played chess most afternoons these days. Madge handed the ticket around and they all had a good look. She didn’t bother with Syd, who was passed out on one of the two worn wooden benches that sat in the nearby patch of mostly dead grass that served as a communal park for the tenants of the terrace houses. Poor old Syd was a ‘dero’. He wasn’t out of it all of the time. He’d come good every now and then, but this was not one of those days.

‘What are you going to do with all that cash, Madge?’ Ted asked.

‘No idea.’ Nothing that involves you, Tight-arse, she thought.

‘We could have a wonderful party,’ eighteen-year-old Sal said brightly. ‘Champagne, the works.’ Pretty, blonde Sal was a real party gal. It was a pity she had to sell her body to support her drug habit. Madge worried hugely about Sal.

‘Yay, yay, party, party pies, party pies.’ Benny gave a gap-toothed grin and jumped up and down enthusiastically like the mental ten year old he was. Years of substance abuse had addled his forty-four-year-old brain.

‘Well, we could always do that, yes,’ Madge agreed. She’d certainly spend her winnings on the group she considered her family – she didn’t need the extra cash, she got by on her pension. Normally she’d have considered something practical, but everyone seemed to be doing all right, so why the hell not? She’d get them together – all of them except Tight-arse – and yes, they’d have a party.

‘I tell you how you could make that money work for you, Madge,’ Criminal Johnny said. He’d just had a wonderful idea. ‘I know a way you could turn that five hundred into five grand.’

‘Oh yeah?’ she asked Much as she liked Criminal Johnny, she was wary. If he’d managed so successfully and continuously to bungle his petty thieving career, any idea he had might prove risky.

‘Yeah.’ Criminal Johnny nodded eagerly, raking back with his fingers the lock of brown hair that flopped so appealingly over his brow, hazel eyes gleaming with excitement beneath heavy lashes. He really was a gorgeous young man.


‘They’re gonna have a charity chess tournament in the park next month,’ he went on, ‘a fundraiser for some sort of cancer, I think, dunno which one. There’s posters up all over the place – it’s got huge sponsorship. Anyway, they’re charging two hundred bucks to enter, and the winner pockets five grand. The corporates’ll probably foot the bill for most entrants, tax write-offs, free advertising and all that, but anyone’s allowed to enter. And you can bet your bottom dollar no-one’d come anywhere near Oskar. Hell, it’d be a walk in the park for him.’ Criminal Johnny threw back his pretty head and guffawed at the wit of his remark. ‘You and him could split the winnings. What do you reckon?’

‘That’s a bloody good idea,’ Ted said, wondering why he hadn’t come up with it himself. ‘I’ve seen the posters too. Oskar’d romp home with the prize money and we could place some heavy bets on the side.’

And you could put up the entry fee with just a day’s takings, couldn’t you, Tight-arse? Madge thought. But that sort of thing wouldn’t occur to you, would it?

‘Yeah, that does sound like a good idea, Johnny,’ she said, ignoring Ted altogether. ‘I’ll look into it. And I’ll have to check it out very carefully with Oskar of course. I won’t nag him into anything, you know how shy he is.’

Madge visited the park that very afternoon to see the posters for herself and gather more detail.

Oskar was still there at the giant chessboard, focused upon a game with a very serious young man who took a long time between moves. Madge didn’t make her presence known.

Just as Criminal Johnny had said, there were posters all over the place advertising the upcoming tournament. And more. A booth had now been set up beside the giant chessboard where people could register on the spot, although it was really more for the distribution of pamphlets and promotional purposes, she was told. Most entries were made online.

Madge chatted with the two young women working in the booth and they gave her a pamphlet with all the details. Criminal Johnny had got the ‘cancer’ part wrong, she discovered. The White Ribbon Chess Championship, brainchild of a well-known event organiser with her own promotion company, was to be a weekend-long function intended both as a public awareness platform and a fundraiser, all proceeds going to the Violence against Women Campaign.

‘It’s a cause very close to Paula’s heart,’ Del said.

‘And so it should be,’ Madge firmly agreed, ‘a cause very close to all of our hearts, I imagine. I’ve lost count of the number of poor souls I’ve seen over the years who were victims of domestic violence …’ She shook her head sadly, no need to say more.

Del exchanged a look with Melissa that said, I’ll just bet she has, and Melissa returned a nod. Neither knew quite what to make of this dishevelled woman who looked for all the world like a vagrant yet who was clearly intelligent and spoke so caringly.

‘Two weeks away,’ Madge said, studying the date on the pamphlet, ‘and how’s it going to be run?’

‘There’ll be tables set up all around the big chessboard,’ Del explained, ‘and games will go from around ten in the morning until six in the evening, give or take – with daylight saving the light’s still good until then. And of course there’ll always be a game in play on the big chessboard. It’s a showy centrepiece that attracts the crowds.’

‘I see.’


Madge tried to picture Oskar seated at a table playing chess in an intimate one-on-one. He’s not accustomed to that, she thought. Might be safer to start him off with a bit of distance between him and his opponent, the way he’s used to playing. He likes the big chessboard.

‘I might want to enter someone,’ she said. ‘I just need to check it out with him first.’

‘Sure,’ Del said pleasantly, knowing that Melissa, too, was wondering where this woman in the truly awful threadbare cardigan with the matching mothy grey hair would find two hundred dollars.

‘Got a favour to ask though,’ Madge went on, ‘if I can talk him into it. Is there any way he could have his first game on the big board?’

‘Oh. Well … um …’ Del was a little nonplussed. ‘I don’t know. Who is it you want to enter?’ she asked, simply for wont of something to say.

‘Him.’ Madge raised a beefy arm and pointed at Oskar, who, having patiently waited an interminable time for the young man to make a move, had now picked up his chess piece in both hands and was placing it, without hesitation, in the square where it belonged.

‘Checkmate,’ he said quietly, so quietly in fact that those looking on from the sidelines could barely hear him.

Melissa’s eyes followed the woman’s pointed finger, her gaze coming to rest on the strange-looking man who had just won the game. Even as she watched, the man’s young opponent pushed his king over with his foot in the classic gesture of surrender. ‘Him! But he’s great,’ she exclaimed. ‘I’ve been following him for the past two afternoons ever since we set up the booth – his moves are fantastic. He hasn’t lost a game.’

Melissa had tried to explain some of the finer points of play to Del, who didn’t know a thing about chess and wasn’t interested in learning, but even Del had marvelled at how the scruffy-bearded, foreign-looking bloke with the shopping trolley, the bloke who was so obviously homeless, could turn out to be such a skilled chess player.

‘Oh, I think we might let him have his opening game on the big board, what do you think, Del?’ Melissa now suggested. ‘He’d be a good drawcard – lots of people have been watching him.’


‘Whatever.’ Del shrugged.

‘Good.’ Madge returned a nod. ‘I’ll let you know,’ she said and walked off.

She waited to see if Oskar was going to have another game, intending to bide her time until he’d finished. But she didn’t need to. The afternoon was wearing on and Oskar had had enough. He headed for his shopping trolley, festooned with its plastic bags and piled high with his worldly possessions, where it was parked beside the Moreton Bay fig.

He was about to set off on his newspaper hunt, but that was when Madge made her approach.

‘Oskar,’ she said, ‘got a moment? Can I have a word?’

Oskar nodded and, together with his squeaking trolley, accompanied her to one of the park benches where they sat side by side and she told him about her scratchy win.

‘Look,’ she said, dragging it from one of the deep pockets of her old grey cardigan, ‘five hundred dollars, would you believe that! I’m going to the newsagents first thing tomorrow to cash it in.’

‘Congratulations,’ he said, pleased for her but wondering what all this had to do with him.


Then Madge went on to tell him about Criminal Johnny’s brainwave.

Oskar didn’t interrupt once, let her continue without saying a word, and Madge found herself getting quite carried away.

‘Everyone’s so sure you’ll win, Oskar,’ she said enthusiastically. ‘I’ll put up the entry money, and I’ll buy you a new outfit too if you like. Hey, that’s not a bad idea, is it,’ she said, warming even further to her theme. ‘We’ll scrub you up and make you a star. I might even buy a new outfit for myself,’ she added with a laugh.

He appeared to be listening but still hadn’t said anything. Which was surely a good sign, Madge thought. She’d expected he might back away right from the start.

‘So come on, Oskar, what do you say,’ she urged. ‘You’ll be able to make a heap of money for yourself, and I’ll shout a party for everyone. I’ve promised Sal champagne and Benny party pies.’

But inside Oskar was shrinking from the prospect. And Lila wasn’t helping.

‘Say yes, Oskar,’ Lila was urging. ‘You know you can win. You’re playing better than ever, my love. Say yes …’


For once he rather wished she’d keep quiet.

‘I don’t know, Madge,’ he said. ‘I am really not sure about this.’

Madge could see the uncertainty in his eyes and felt a little guilty; perhaps she’d come on too strong.

‘Sure, Oskar, sure. It’s just an idea, that’s all. Don’t you let me bully you into doing anything you don’t want to do, that wasn’t fair of me, I shouldn’t have been so pushy.’

‘I can think about this, yes?’

‘Course you can.’

‘Very well. I will think, and I will tell you tomorrow.’

That night, tucked in his little niche at the back of the park’s war memorial, Oskar discussed the situation with Lila.

‘But why do you think I should do this, Lila?’ he asked. ‘I play chess for myself, and for you, not for others.’

‘Then it’s high time you did,’ came the curt reply. Lila was being her customary practical self, but this time perhaps a little harsh in her condemnation.

‘You’ve come to like Madge,’ she said, ‘you told me so yourself. “Madge is a good woman” – that’s what you said. Well, Madge is prepared to put her faith in you, Oskar, to spend her newfound fortune on you and give the others who have become your friends a wonderful party to celebrate your victory. How could you possibly say no?’

In just a matter of seconds she had succeeded in making him feel wretched for having even considered refusing.

‘You are right, Lila,’ he said, ‘I will accept Madge’s generous offer and I will play in the tournament.’

‘Of course you will, my love,’ she purred softly in his ear the way he so loved, ‘and you will win, just as they are all expecting you to. Because Oskar, my darling, you are the best!’

The following day when he approached Madge, Oskar was still brimming with the confidence Lila had instilled in him.

‘I will play in the tournament,’ he said.

‘Well done, Oskar,’ Lila breathed lovingly, and he shivered with pleasure.

‘Good on you, Oskar,’ Madge said. ‘I’ll tell the others later in the day.’ She wouldn’t make the announcement in front of him; she’d tell them one by one as they turned up. She knew Oscar didn’t like being the centre of attention.


Strangely enough, Madge didn’t worry at all about Oskar being the centre of attention at the tournament. The thought didn’t even occur. She and the others knew that when Oskar was focused on his chess game, no-one else was there.

[image: image]

To the great relief of the organisers, the first day of the tournament dawned bright and clear, and the weather reports promised that Sunday would be the same.

The great worry had been a summer downpour, although there’d been a contingency plan in place should that happen – a series of marquees that would hardly have been the same. There was a marquee, however, set up some distance from the chess tables, a very large rectangular marquee open at both ends where people could file through and purchase all sorts of gourmet food and refreshments, courtesy of well-known restaurants, wineries, cafes and the like, each vying for promotion and each having made a considerable financial contribution for the privilege of being part of such a festive occasion.


The White Ribbon Chess Tournament was intended also to be a wine and food festival, the organisers having wisely realised that chess appealed to only a certain percentage of the population and that they would raise far more for the cause if they provided something for everyone. They may have overlooked the fact that in catering to the masses they were perhaps creating a noisy atmosphere that might prove distracting to the players, but when it came to the importance of good causes and fundraisers this was surely a minor consideration.
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The group from The Corner arrived at the park on the dot of ten, minus Madge and Oskar, who were already there.

They’d turned up en masse to support Oskar, Criminal Johnny leading the brigade, Ted by his side, both intent on a little side-betting, with them Sal and Benny, and even old Syd, who was looking quite sober.

Young Adam was there too, surprisingly enough with his adopted parents in tow. Seventeen-year-old Adam had been a regular at The Corner for the past two years, well and truly under Madge’s protective wing. But since he’d moved in with the middle-aged couple who squatted in a derelict building long awaiting demolition he hadn’t been turning up quite as often. Which didn’t bother Madge one bit – she was only too happy the kid had a roof over his head.

‘This is Mum and Dad,’ young Adam said to his mates as they met up in the park. He introduced the pair with pride, a nervy-looking woman who twitched and a thickset, thuggish man with tattoos. The others were intrigued; they’d never met ‘Mum and Dad’ before.

As instructed, Madge and Oskar had arrived a half an hour earlier in order for Oskar to be allotted his number and place in the running schedule. He was to be among the first cabs off the rank, he was told, and just as Del and Melissa had promised, he’d been assigned his opening game on the big chess set.

‘That is good,’ he said to Madge, gazing about at the surrounding small tables with chairs tucked in either side. Very close, he thought. ‘I like the big chess set.’

‘Yes, I was sure you would.’

The park was looking resplendently festive, balloons and fluttering flags abounded, and people were already milling around. Madge was somewhat taken aback by the giant marquee and the signs advertising restaurants and wineries, all of which gave her a sense of misgiving. There’ll be a massive crowd fronting up for this, she thought, I wonder how Oskar will cope.

But Oskar appeared blissfully unconcerned. He was here to play chess and he stood complacently, eyes fixed on the giant board, as if envisaging moves as he waited for the game to commence. He didn’t even feel uncomfortable in his new suit; clothes were just clothes after all. It did seem a bit strange being without his trolley, but he knew it’d be safe at Madge’s place.

Madge had bought them both new clothes: a suit and open-neck shirt for him – they’d decided to go without a tie – and a frock for her. The clothes hadn’t really been new at all, but they hadn’t been free either. She’d purchased them from a St Vinnies sales outlet.

‘The money goes to the poor, Oskar,’ she’d said with a hoot of laughter.

She hadn’t bothered to purchase shoes. Oskar still wore his shabby old boots and she her frayed slip-ons.


‘We need to be comfy,’ she said. And the same went for her cardigan, which she wore over her frock, its deep pockets so convenient – she never carried a handbag – its familiarity of such comfort.

She’d gone to the further trouble of trimming Oskar’s beard and hair.

‘You don’t mind if I tidy you up a bit, do you?’ she’d asked.

He hadn’t, surprisingly enough, which was proof of the trust he now placed in Madge. Instead, he’d sat patiently while she’d clipped away with a pair of blunt scissors. She’d tidied her own hair too, scrunching it into a sort of bun rather than just scraping it back.

The ‘tidying up’ process hadn’t been particularly effective; hairdressing was not a skill Madge possessed, and to many they remained an odd-looking pair. But not to their friends from The Corner, some of whom appeared to many a great deal odder.

‘Well cop you.’ Old Syd looked Madge up and down through rheumy eyes. ‘That’s a new frock,’ he said, proud that he’d registered the fact.

‘You’re right, Syd, it is,’ she replied.


‘And what about Oskar,’ young Adam said. ‘You look great, mate, a real winner.’

Oskar accepted the compliment with a nod but appeared self-conscious, which was not unusual. They all knew he was unaccustomed to this sort of attention.

‘This is Mum and Dad,’ Adam said proudly. ‘I brought them along to watch you play.’

Oskar shook hands with the couple, more tongue-tied than ever – he knew that even Madge hadn’t met Mum and Dad.

Madge shook their hands too. ‘I’m Madge,’ she said.

‘Yeah, we’ve heard all about you,’ the thug said. ‘I’m Nick. You’ve been good to our Adam, and we thank you for that, don’t we, Evie?’

The nervy woman gave a nervy nod.

‘We’re rootin’ for you, Oskar,’ Criminal Johnny said with a thumbs-up.

‘And that’s a fact,’ Ted chimed in, giving Oskar a hearty slap on the back. ‘I’ll have a packet riding on you, buddy. You’re a sure-fire bet.’


Madge winced. Everything Tight-arse Ted did was cringe-worthy. You don’t slap Oskar on the back, she thought, he hates physical contact. You don’t boast about the packet you’ve got riding either, and you don’t tell him you’re betting on him – no-one does that!

She looked at Oskar. He was saying nothing, which of course was not new, but was he rattled? It was difficult to tell. He’d been so assured only minutes ago. If you’ve rattled him, Tight-arse, I’ll bloody kill you, she thought.

All about them players were seated at chess tables waiting for the tournament to commence, and suddenly an official was by their side calling Oskar away. It was time to meet his opponent, toss the coin and the game to begin.

‘Good luck, Oskar,’ Sal called.

Benny joined in bouncing up and down and clapping his hands. ‘Good luck, Oskar.’

Barely five minutes later there was an announcement over the loudspeaker inviting the players to make their opening move. The White Ribbon Chess Tournament was officially underway.


Oskar’s opponent had won the toss, drawing white. He was a young man in his early thirties, casually dressed but smartly so – open-neck shirt, sports jacket and jeans, and above all a supreme air of confidence. Nothing that would put Oskar off his game, he’d played many like this before. In truth, he rarely noticed his opponents.

The young man made his opening move, pushing his white pawn forward with a well-polished loafer. Then he stepped back, awaiting Oskar’s opening move.

But at the black end, Oskar was frozen. He could barely see the chessboard at all, let alone the pieces lined up in front of him. His peripheral vision had taken over. Although he remained staring at the ground, all he could see were his friends from The Corner, lined up at the side, watching, waiting, their hopes pinned on him.

As a rule, Oskar saw nothing but the board and the pieces; opponents, observers, all else disappeared. Today it was just the opposite, the board and the pieces were shimmering, he was finding it impossible to focus. What was happening? He appealed to the only person who could help him.

‘What is happening, Lila? Why can I not make my move?’


But Lila did not answer.

‘You must help me,’ he begged. ‘Please, please, my darling, you must help me.’

Further silence.

‘I have a responsibility to these people, Lila,’ he implored. ‘Can you not see that? Please, please, you must help me!’

But still Lila was silent.

The seconds ticked by, and Oskar knew he was alone.

Those gathered around the board were murmuring to one another. Why was this odd-looking contestant talking to himself, and in a strange language what’s more? Why wasn’t he making a move?

Oh God no, Madge thought, wanting to cry. This was the Oskar of old, the Oskar who’d always talked to himself in strange tongues. I’m sorry, Oskar, she thought. We shouldn’t have done this to you, you’re not ready. I’m so very sorry.

Then, as if in slow motion, Oskar took his king in both hands and very gently laid the piece on its side. He gave a slight bow of apology to his opponent and walked away from the board.


Madge quickly joined him, matching his pace as he set off across the park.

‘I’m sorry, Oskar,’ she said. ‘Truly I am. I shouldn’t have entered you in the contest.’

‘The fault is mine.’ He didn’t look at her but continued steadily walking. ‘It is I who must apologise.’

‘No, no …’ She was about to protest further but it was obvious Oskar couldn’t handle any further discussion.

‘I will see you at your place, Madge,’ he said. ‘I must collect my trolley.’

‘Yes, of course.’

She dropped back, leaving him to walk on ahead.

The others, who’d also left the chess game, joined her.

‘What happened, Madge?’ Adam asked. ‘Why didn’t he make a move?’ Adam was without his mum and dad, nervy Evie and Nick the thug having headed back to their squat.

‘I don’t know, love,’ Madge answered. ‘I suppose he panicked, I really don’t know.’

‘All my fault,’ Criminal Johnny said gloomily, ‘bloody stupid idea. I should never have come up with it. Poor old Oskar.’


‘No, it’s not your fault, Johnny,’ she assured him. ‘We were up for it – all of us. It’s no-one’s fault.’ Yes it is, she thought, it’s mine. I was the one who came on so strongly that Oskar felt obliged.

Sal, Benny and Syd were trailing along beside them, but Madge noted Ted wasn’t there.

‘Where’s Ted?’ she asked.

‘Oh, he stayed back at the game,’ Criminal Johnny said, ‘wanted to have a look around for a bit.’

Yeah, well, that’d be right, wouldn’t it, Madge thought, doesn’t give a shit about Oskar. Tight-arse Ted just wants to lay on a few bets.

They kept their distance behind Oskar as they all trooped back to The Corner, but they could hear him nonetheless, all of them, muttering away to himself in his strange tongue.

‘Why did you do that to me, Lila, why?’ Oskar had been berating her for some time. Lila was talking to him now. ‘I begged you for help and you deserted me. Why would you do such a thing? Why?’

But Lila appeared to feel no guilt whatsoever.


‘I never talk to you when you play, Oskar, you know that. It is our rule.’

‘But this was different.’

‘No it wasn’t. It wasn’t different at all.’

‘I had a responsibility!’ he insisted.

‘You have a responsibility to yourself, Oskar. You were there to play chess, and that’s what you should have done. You must learn to be strong, my darling,’ she said briskly.

He knew there was no point in talking any further. Lila could be so unfeeling at times.

He headed directly for the old terrace house where Madge had her bedsit and waited outside.

Madge joined him only a minute or so later and they retrieved his trolley.

Oskar stood, shamefaced, clutching its handle and staring down at his boots, not wanting to meet her gaze, wishing he could just disappear.

‘I am sorry I let you down,’ he said. ‘I am sorry you lost your winnings.’


‘Who cares?’ Madge gave a careless shrug. ‘I don’t. Now come on, Oskar, we’ll go to The Corner and I’ll shout you a beer.’ He looked so miserable she knew he intended to go off on his own. She cursed herself. What a backward step today’s been for the poor bastard, she thought. ‘I’ve still got some of my winnings left. I’ll shout the whole gang a beer. We’ll have a commiseration party, what do you say?’

‘No, no.’ He backed away at the thought, his trolley squeaking as if joining him in protest.

‘Please, Oskar,’ she implored, ‘please.’

She was quite sure she was fighting an uphill battle and that Oskar would slink off, possibly never to return. But unbeknown to Madge, someone else had joined in the argument.

‘You will go with her, Oskar,’ Lila ordered. ‘You will go with her and you will say you are sorry to those who put their trust in you. You owe them an apology also. You know you must do this, don’t you?’

‘Yes, yes, I know I must do this.’


Madge had no idea what it was he’d muttered, but he nodded, so she took it as a ‘yes’ and together they walked to The Corner, where the others were gathered.

No-one knew what to say when Oskar arrived. He appeared so forlorn, so lost. But there was no need for comment as Oskar himself made the opening move.

‘I apologise,’ he said, standing his ground and meeting everyone’s eyes, expecting accusatory looks, which he would have considered justifiable. ‘You put your trust in me and I let you down. For this I am extremely sorry, and I beg you to forgive me.’

The general reaction was immediate and overwhelming.

‘Don’t give it a second thought,’ brightly from Sal, echoing Madge’s words and sentiment. ‘Who cares? We don’t.’

‘Too right we don’t,’ instant agreement from young Adam. ‘There’s nothing to forgive. You don’t need to apologise, Oskar.’

‘You win some, you lose some, mate,’ from Criminal Johnny, accompanied by a devastating grin.

‘You behaved with great dignity, Oskar,’ a surprising remark from old Syd. ‘That’s what I thought, anyway.’


‘Me too, me too,’ from Benny, who was simply happy that everyone else was happy.

But the most important comment of all came from Lila.

‘Well said, Oskar,’ she whispered fondly, ‘and you see? No-one is judging you for your inadequacy. They like you, my love, they are your friends.’

So Oskar didn’t slink off on his own; he didn’t feel the need.

Madge delved in the depths of her cardigan pocket and came up with some money, which she gave to Benny, sending him off to buy a couple of six-packs from the takeaway bottle shop just up the hill.

Benny did as he was told and bought the two six-packs, but he bumped into someone else at the bottle shop, someone who was way ahead of them all.

Ted hadn’t stayed in the park. He’d already been to the bakery and, with a cardboard box full of party pies and sausage rolls under his arm, was currently purchasing a number of bottles of champagne.

‘No reason we shouldn’t still have a party, is there, Benny?’ he said.


The two walked down the hill together, or rather Benny skipped, and Ted even thought to buy a bottle of tomato sauce at the convenience store on the way.

A party continued throughout that morning. Who cared if the sun wasn’t over the yardarm? This was The Corner.

And as Madge surveyed the gathering of lost souls over which she presided, she roundly chastised herself. How dare she judge Ted as she had? You stupid old cow, you should know better, she thought, books and covers and all that. Ted probably boasts about his prowess as a beggar and the money he makes to mask feelings of inadequacy … or who knows what, and who cares anyway? Every member of the Otto Bin Empire has a story of their own that’s no-one else’s business.

There was a further surprise in store a week later when Madge bought Oskar a chess set with the remainder of her scratchy win. It wasn’t a new set, rather a second-hand one from St Vinnies, but it wasn’t a plastic piece of rubbish either. It had a solid, well-loved feel. And the surprise? As it turned out, Ted could play chess.

He was hardly up to Oskar’s standard, of course, but Madge would often watch them seated on one of the shabby park benches hunched over the chessboard, Oskar not even appearing to notice that their heads were almost touching.

Lila, too, was happy that Oskar now connected with others and, as always, she had some very practical advice for him.

‘You see? You don’t need to talk to me all the time, Oskar. I shall always be with you, my love, because I am the other half of who you are, but I enjoy listening to you talk to others. To tell you truth, I find the conversation quite stimulating.’
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In Judy Nunn’s latest compelling novel, compassion meets bigotry, hatred meets love, and ultimately despair meets hope on the windswept shores of Australia.

On a barren island off the coast of Western Australia, a rickety wooden dinghy runs aground. Aboard are nine people who have no idea where they are. Strangers before the violent storm that tore their vessel apart, the instinct to survive has seen them bond during their days adrift on a vast and merciless ocean.

Fate has cast them ashore with only one thing in common … fear. Rassen the doctor, Massoud the student, the child Hamid and the others all fear for their lives. But in their midst is Jalila, who appears to fear nothing. The beautiful young Yazidi woman is a mystery to them all.

While they remain undiscovered on the deserted island, they dare to dream of a new life …

But forty kilometres away on the mainland lies the tiny fishing port of Shoalhaven. Here everyone knows everyone, and everyone has their place. In Shoalhaven things never change.

Until now …








CHAPTER ONE



The island appeared out of nowhere. One minute they were relentlessly adrift in a rickety wooden dinghy with nothing in sight but the horrifying blue of the Indian Ocean, then the next they had run aground. On what? Land? A submerged reef? Both it seemed. A rocky barren island with low-lying shrubs, little more than a scrub-covered reef. Why hadn’t they seen it earlier? But then they’d seen virtually nothing for days as sky and sea had merged into one all-consuming blur. Even before the storm, which had wrecked their vessel and taken the lives of so many, they’d stopped looking for land. Their minds had been wandering in and out of consciousness for some time now, all nine of them, including the child, who was somehow still miraculously alive.

They couldn’t tell how long they’d been adrift in the dinghy. Was it a day? A day and a night? Yes, there’d definitely been a night, a night of unbearable cold that had cut through their drenched clothes and their bones to the very marrow of their being. Was it two days? Perhaps three? They didn’t know, and in their state of exhaustion were beyond caring. Even Rassen, the doctor who had taken on the role of leader and in whom the survivors had placed their trust, even Rassen had resigned himself to the inevitability of his death. He, too, had stopped looking out for land. Like the others, he’d stopped trying to even guess in which direction it might lie. And now there it was right before his very eyes.


The dinghy lurched drunkenly to one side and settled itself in the rocky shallows, as if like its occupants in a state of exhaustion and nearing the end of its life, which indeed it was.

No one made a move. Several of the survivors remained in a semi-conscious condition and were unaware of the extraordinary event that had taken place, while others stared dumbly, uncomprehendingly, their minds unable to absorb what they saw.

Rassen squinted through the morning’s wintry glare, hardly daring to believe he could be right, for the light of the sun reflecting off the water’s surface played tricks with a person’s mind. Is this a mirage? he wondered. Surely my eyes deceive me. There are huts on this island. There are huts and there are jetties projecting into the sea. Where there are huts and jetties there are people. We are saved.

‘We are saved,’ he heard himself croak in a voice that wasn’t his, a voice parched and by now so unused as to seem quite foreign. He addressed the words to his wife, Hala, who sat beside him, also unable to believe the vision before her.

‘We are saved,’ he repeated, but this time to the survivors in general and this time in a voice that, although weakened, held an edge of authority. Someone must lead them. His tone proved effective, bringing the others to their senses, rousing them from the lethargy of their surrender. ‘Massoud,’ he said to the young Iranian who throughout the ordeal had become his second-in-command, ‘help me get everyone ashore. We must find water.’

Both men struggled to their feet, unsteady on limbs unaccustomed to action.

In stepping out of the dinghy, Massoud misjudged the water’s depth, which was well above knee-height, and fell clumsily face-first into the sea. His immersion had an instantaneous effect. Suddenly he was revitalised, alert with a giddy form of madness, although he had the distinct feeling his elation was due not so much to a dunking, but rather the knowledge he was not going to die after all. Not yet anyway. As he stood, he let out a strange bark, which in actual fact was a laugh.

‘All ashore everyone,’ he said, beckoning emphatically for the benefit of those amongst them who did not speak English. He didn’t know why he chose to address them in English at all, perhaps simply because the doctor had.

Rassen lowered himself carefully into the water, then assisted Hala, taking her full weight as he lifted her over the side of the dinghy.

‘I can manage,’ she said firmly when she was standing beside him, although she felt she might fall at any moment. ‘Help the others.’

‘Give me the child,’ Rassen said in Arabic, and held his arms out to the young father.

The father passed the unconscious infant to him before alighting from the dinghy himself and tending to his wife. She, too, was barely conscious and moaned as she was lifted by her husband and cradled in his arms.

The other couple, Egyptians, a man and woman in their early forties, managed to climb out unassisted, albeit shakily. Then the man turned back to offer his hand to the girl. But she appeared not to notice the gesture, making no acknowledgement as she wordlessly slid her body over the dinghy’s side, an action that even in her weakened condition was graceful.

The girl, whom they presumed to be around nineteen years of age, was a mystery to them all. She never spoke, but they knew she was not a mute for they had witnessed the occasional whispered response to her companion in the early days of their journey, before the storm and the capsizing of the vessel, when hopes were still high. Perhaps it had been her companion’s gruesome death that had rendered her ongoing silence. At least that’s what Rassen had first thought, but he’d come to doubt it, recalling how, even as she’d watched the man’s blood swirl in the water, even as she’d heard his screams and witnessed the ferocity of the shark’s attack, her reaction had been minimal: little more than resignation. The girl remained the same mystery to them all that she had been from the very outset. Her innate grace matched a beauty that was flawless, even now, sun-damaged and exhausted as she was. Eyes constantly downcast, she seemed unaware not only of herself, but of everything around her, as if she had removed herself to another place altogether. The others, who had bonded in the interest of survival, did not even know her name.

When everyone had alighted, they made their way slowly and gingerly across the twenty or so metres of rocky shallows to the shore, the young father carrying his wife, Rassen the child, and Massoud pulling behind him the dinghy, which minus its human cargo was now afloat.

Beneath bare feet, the feel of rough coral sand brought overwhelming relief, and those with footwear pulled off their sandals and shoes, relishing the sensation. Some offered prayers in the form of wordless thoughts giving thanks to their God, while some muttered through parched lips.

Massoud secured the dinghy’s anchor in the rocks of the shoreline while Rassen led the way to the nearest hut, which, like its neighbours, was crudely constructed of corrugated iron attached to a timber frame. The hut was incongruously painted bright yellow and its tin roof, supported by roughly hewn wooden pillars, extended over a verandah floored with paving stones, a timber bench beside the front door completing an effect that, although ramshackle, was homely.

The young father, whose name was Karim, settled his wife gently on the bench. She had fully regained consciousness, but once again moaned, putting a hand to her ribs, the movement obviously causing her pain.


‘We are safe, Azra,’ Karim whispered in Hazaragi, the Persian dialect of his people. He knelt beside her. ‘We are safe,’ he repeated. Karim did not know if they were safe at all, but for the moment they were free of the relentless ocean and of the sharks and of all the other terrors he knew beset her. Given her intense fear of the sea, Azra had been terrified from the moment they had stepped aboard the vessel. He had deeply admired the strength she had displayed in undertaking such a journey.

Rassen passed the infant to Hala.

‘Tend to the child,’ he said, although they both knew there was little to be done. The child, a boy of barely three, was now conscious, his eyelids flickering open, his small chest rising with each shallow hard-won breath, but he was close to death. It was really only a matter of time.

Rassen knocked on the front door of the hut. There was no answer. Another knock, with a little more force this time: still no answer. Then he tried the handle and the door swung open to reveal an empty room.

‘Hello?’ he called. He peered into a roughly furnished living room with shelves and pots and pans to one side, but, through another open door that led to the rear of the hut, he could make out no activity. The place was clearly deserted. He stepped back, closing the door behind him.

‘Do what you can for the others,’ he instructed Hala, aware that if anyone could help ease their fear and uncertainty it was his wife. Hala was an experienced and highly competent nurse and, like many of her kind, had a way of instilling confidence during times of crisis. ‘Massoud and I will make ourselves known to the island’s inhabitants,’ he said, although gazing about Rassen had the strangest feeling that something was wrong. Where were the inhabitants? Why had they not shown themselves?

Surely our arrival cannot have gone unnoticed, he thought. It is mid-morning – surely someone must have seen us. Do they fear our presence? Will they prove friend or foe? Perhaps they are in hiding, or perhaps at this very moment they are preparing to attack.

Then, scanning the line of huts for any sign of life, his eyes hit upon the most welcome of sights. A water tank. In fact more than one water tank. At least they had to be water tanks, his confused and exhausted mind told him, they simply had to be.

Beside several of the huts stood large round tanks with a height at rooftop and guttering level, presumably for drainage. They could be nothing other than a water supply, Rassen thought. He could even make out a tap on the side of the nearest one.

Rassen was not alone in noticing the tanks. Massoud, too, had seen them. And so had Hany, the Egyptian. Glances were exchanged between the three men and they set off with purpose, the renewed will to survive having lent them fresh strength, each praying desperately the tanks were not dry.

Behind them, Hala, obeying her husband’s instruction, did the best she could to comfort the others, although without Rassen’s medical kit and supplies, which had been lost along with everything else during the storm, there was little practical assistance she could offer.

‘Hold little Hamid for me, will you please?’ She could have passed the infant to his father, or to Hany’s wife, the Egyptian woman, Sanaa, who appeared to have strength enough left to assist, but she deliberately chose the girl. Time to break through the barriers, she thought. ‘I need to examine Azra,’ she said when the girl hesitated. ‘Azra is in pain and needs attention. Please take the child.’ Hala spoke Arabic, the language in which they could all communicate, albeit in varying dialects, and in the case of Azra and Karim only to a limited degree. Her general manner and her tone were pleasant enough, but her request was really more a command.

The girl obeyed, taking the little boy in her arms, and Hala sat on the bench beside Azra. She opened the young woman’s rough woollen coat and, pulling back her own shoulder-length hair, now stiff and matted with salt, leant down to press her ear against Azra’s chest. Without a stethoscope her ear would have to do, although she was confident she knew what the problem was. Azra had suffered rib damage during the storm and ensuing capsize. To what extent Hala could not be certain, but she was quite sure a broken rib had not punctured the lungs. If it had, by now the woman would no doubt be dead.

‘Breathe in,’ she said, and Azra obeyed, wincing as she did. ‘Yes, I know,’ Hala said sympathetically, ‘it is painful to breathe deeply, yes?’

Azra nodded.

‘And painful to cough also, am I right?’ she asked, raising her head. During the past days she’d noticed the young woman holding her ribs and stemming a desire to cough.

Again Azra nodded.

‘But if you feel the need to cough, do not stop yourself,’ Hala said firmly. ‘If you were to do so, it might invite a chest infection. And we would not want that, would we?’ She spoke slowly, aware Azra’s knowledge of Arabic was limited, but she’d apparently made her meaning quite clear.

‘No,’ Azra shook her head obediently, ‘no, we would not.’

Azra would do whatever was asked of her for Nurse Hala had been sent by the angels, the messengers of God. Before the terrible storm, when the sickness had spread about the boat, they had all benefitted from the ministrations of Nurse Hala. She had saved little Hamid’s life. At that time Azra had even thought that perhaps Nurse Hala herself was an angel, sent by Allah to cure their illnesses, as angels were bounden to do. And Nurse Hala’s appearance, so different from them all with her fair hair and fair skin and her motherly English-looking face, might well have been that of an angel. Everyone knew that angels came in many guises. Azra recognised now that Nurse Hala was merely a woman, but one of such strength and goodness that it was surely true she had been sent by the angels.

‘Do not be alarmed now, Azra, I am going to examine you.’

Hala lifted the young woman’s blouse, enough to expose the ribcage, but not the breasts, aware that modesty was of paramount importance to a woman of Azra’s devout faith. She examined the midsection with care – some bruising, but all appeared to be in order – then cupping the lower ribs of each side in her hands she gave a slight squeeze.

Azra cried out involuntarily.

‘I’m sorry,’ Hala said, ‘I know I hurt you, but it was necessary.’ Good, she thought. Things were just as she’d expected – there was elasticity in the ribs and the damage was fractures only, which would heal in time. ‘There is no need for concern, Karim,’ she added, having noted the husband’s consternation at his wife’s cry of pain. ‘Azra has a fractured rib, perhaps two, I can’t be sure, and they are painful, certainly …’ she looked back at Azra and smiled ‘… but they will mend. Azra may be small,’ she added encouragingly, ‘but she is strong.’

Hala spoke as a mother might to a child. The young woman, in her early twenties, petite, pretty, hijab framing a doll-like face, was so disarmingly ingenuous it was difficult not to view her as a child.

They were child-like the pair of them, she thought as she stood and gestured for the bearded young man with the earnest eyes to sit beside his wife. They were a devoutly religious and simple young peasant couple, obviously very much in love, and she wondered what had driven them to take the drastic course of action they had. She wondered also how they would react to the death of their infant son. It was evident they did not realise the seriousness of little Hamid’s condition.


While Karim sat on the bench, his arm comfortingly around his wife, Hala turned her attention to the girl, so unfathomable to them all. The Egyptian woman, Sanaa, was seated on the paving stones leaning against one of the wooden pillars, eyes trained on the men in the distance, which gave Hala ample opportunity to study the girl unobserved.

It appeared, for the very first time, that she might be showing something approaching a glimmer of interest as she looked down at the child in her arms. She was displaying no emotion certainly, but Hala noted she had drawn the end of the light shawl, which was draped over her head as it always was, about the child. Such a gesture was surely evidence of compassion.

Hala indicated they should move away from the bench and the child’s parents, and the girl allowed herself to be led from the verandah around to the shaded side of the hut, where they stood in silence for a moment or so, the girl’s eyes still focused upon the child.

‘He is suffering from malnutrition,’ Hala said, ‘and most importantly dehydration.’ Well of course, we all are, she thought, feeling stupid for stating the obvious.

The girl gave the slightest of nods.

‘The degree of deprivation we have suffered affects a child far more severely,’ Hala explained. ‘To be quite honest, I’m surprised he’s still alive.’ She wondered why she was being so brutally truthful, presumably to shock the girl into some form of reaction.

Once again, the girl gave a slight nod, but her eyes remained on the child.

Hala waited for a moment, then … ‘What is your name?’ she asked.

There was no reply, no reaction whatsoever.

‘We must have a name,’ Hala insisted. ‘In order to survive we must form a bond and work together. This is where our strength lies. What is your name?’


Still no reply, and still the girl did not meet Hala’s eyes.

‘Give me the child,’ Hala said. No point in pushing any further, she told herself, although she felt a flash of annoyance, which she knew was quite irrational. The girl’s condition was obviously a result of some trauma that was no fault of her own. But we’ve all suffered trauma, haven’t we? Hala thought. Why else are we here? She was suddenly so very, very weary that she felt she might collapse. But she didn’t, straightening her back instead and holding her arms out for the child.

The girl, with her customary grace, drew the end of her shawl aside as if parting a curtain in order to reveal something precious, and in doing so she exposed the little face looking up and the eyes that had been fixed upon her all the while. Then without a word, and with no obvious show of reluctance, she transferred the child into Hala’s waiting arms.

Hala steeled herself, determined to remain unmoved; the girl’s problems were her own. She took the child and turned away, her intention being to return the boy to his parents – she did not relish their queries about his condition – but she was barely a pace from the girl when …

‘Jalila.’

She turned back. Silence. Then …

‘My name is Jalila.’ Little more than a whisper.

Their eyes locked and Hala was so startled it was all she could do to suppress an involuntary gasp. The girl’s eyes, not unsurprisingly, were beautiful, heavy-lashed, hazel-green and arresting in the olive-skinned perfection of her face. But it was not the beauty of the eyes that so startled Hala – it was the lack of life she saw there. The girl held her gaze unwaveringly, yet appeared to see nothing. The girl was staring through eyes that were dead. Or else she’s looking into somewhere else, Hala thought, some other place, some other time, I doubt she’s seeing me at all. Hala was mesmerised; the girl’s eyes engulfed her.


But whether she sees me or not, the offer of her name means something, Hala told herself, contact has been made. I must engage her. I must further the connection.

‘Jalila,’ she said gently, to which the girl gave another barely perceptible nod. ‘What a pretty name.’

Any hope of more conversation, however, was quickly dashed as the girl broke eye contact and again focused upon the child.

‘He needs water,’ Hala said, looking down at the infant, once more stating the obvious, but determined to maintain the girl’s interest. If the child was the only way to do so, then she would talk about the child. ‘He needs water above all else. It is dehydration that is killing little Hamid. If we can get water into him, Jalila, then there is just a chance …’ She turned her gaze upon the girl and left the sentence hanging.

The girl’s nod this time was more positive and, as she raised her eyes, Hala was sure she saw a flicker of something there. A flicker of what, she wondered. Hope?

Then as if on cue the men arrived, Massoud and Hany carrying a bucket of water each, Rassen with a miscellany of tin mugs and cups.

‘The tanks are full,’ Rassen announced triumphantly, ‘and we took these from one of the houses – no one was there. Come, come,’ he urged, ‘we must drink together.’

As he led the way around to the front of the hut, the others following, Hala glanced at the girl, receiving no reaction, which did not surprise her. Eyes downcast, the girl had once more retreated into her other world. But the girl now had a name. Jalila. And that was a start.

Hala returned the boy to his father, and the group gathered in a circle on the paving stones of the verandah, the buckets in the centre, Rassen handing out the mugs and cups.

‘We washed them in sea water, the buckets as well,’ he said in an aside to Hala, ‘it’s the best we could do.’


Hala smiled at the irony of the comment. They had survived typhoid aboard the vessel before the storm broke, they had survived death by drowning following the capsizing of the vessel and they had just now come very close to dying of thirst, so the sanitary requirements of the medical profession seemed somewhat superfluous.

Rassen returned the smile, aware of her thoughts. ‘Drink my dear, drink,’ he urged, handing her a cup of water. He took the child from Karim. ‘I’ll look after the boy, Karim,’ he said, ‘you must drink.’

Rassen, Massoud and Hany had slaked their thirst at the water tank and already looked stronger. The others now followed suit, feeling the dizziness lift, feeling their bodies re-energise.

‘Be careful,’ Rassen warned, ‘do not drink too quickly.’

Then he started, very, very slowly, to feed the child, cup to tiny lips, parched and cracked, pausing carefully between each sip. Aware the boy would likely be unable to swallow, Rassen expected any minute that the water would be coughed back up. But the boy did not cough back the water. The boy was able to swallow. And he did so slowly and steadily, matching Rassen’s timing with every single sip. Little Hamid, it seemed, was as intent upon survival as the rest of them.

Rassen and Hala shared a look of understanding: this was a very good sign. Hala’s eyes darted to Jalila, hoping to share a look with her also, but none was forthcoming. No matter, she thought, as she watched the girl watching the child. The child is a strong enough link for the moment – given time Jalila will bond with the rest of us. Hala certainly hoped so anyway.

A half an hour later, it was decided to explore the island, or at least the huts, in an effort to find the inhabitants and hopefully food.

Rassen said nothing of his earlier misgivings and, preparing to set off once again with Massoud and Hany, he suggested Karim stay in the shade of the verandah and look after Azra and little Hamid.

‘The women too,’ he added, ‘look after the women for me, Karim.’ He did not wish the young man to feel emasculated.

But Hala had something to say about that.

‘The women may wish to accompany you, Rassen.’ She looked to Sanaa, who returned a vigorous nod. ‘And we will no doubt be of great value in negotiating with the locals. We are, as you well know, my dear, far more skilled than you men in matters of diplomacy.’

Rassen acquiesced with a wry smile, considering it an extremely healthy sign that even under their current circumstances his feisty wife, a social activist and confirmed feminist, should behave so true to form.

‘Jalila may wish to stay, however,’ Hala added, noting the girl’s continued lack of interest in anything but the child.

‘Ah. Yes, of course.’

Rassen was not the only one taken aback by the comment. So the girl finally has a name, they all thought. But Hala’s blatantly casual manner in announcing the fact signalled no response should be forthcoming, so no one uttered a word.

‘Well let’s be off then, shall we?’ Rassen said as heartily as possible, although he continued to have a strange sense of foreboding. ‘All those who are coming, join me.’

The others followed as he led the way along the path, Hala by his side.

‘I gather you’ve had a bit of a breakthrough,’ he muttered in English.

‘Just a bit,’ Hala replied. ‘Not much, but it’s a start.’

 

There were eight huts in all, each crudely constructed of wood and corrugated iron, but in good condition, brightly painted, homely and each, it was discovered, with a water tank of its own, some at the back and some at the side, dependent on the shape of the hut’s roof. The overall effect was that of an attractively colourful miniature village. Freestanding cottages, some with verandahs, some without, yellow and blue, green and red, one even a bizarre shade of magenta, all in a line facing out to sea, a well-worn path of crushed coral running along the front linking them in neighbourly fashion.

Four sturdy wooden jetties projected forty metres or so from the rocky shore, each in excellent condition, ready to receive the vessels they had been built for. But where were the vessels? Apart from the survivors’ own shabby dinghy anchored in the shallows there was not a boat in sight.

Equally strange, several hundred metres from the huts were a number of roughly hewn benches; was this a popular gathering place for the inhabitants? Certainly at dawn or dusk there would be no impediment to the view of a fine sunrise or sunset across the ocean. But where were the people who enjoyed this spectacle? A door knock had revealed each hut unlocked, but not one occupant. Apart from themselves, it would appear there was not a soul on the island.

‘Well we have water and shelter,’ Massoud said optimistically, although like the others he was fully aware that, in this desolate place and without assistance, they now faced the threat of starvation.

‘You are right, my friend, it is an excellent start.’ Rassen was grateful for his young ally’s assistance in buoying their spirits. They had survived so much together; they must not give way to despair. ‘We will scour the huts for food and provisions, we’re bound to find something.’

Once again they progressed methodically from hut to hut, this time exploring each one in detail and, as they did, marvelling at every new discovery.

Many of the unruly, overgrown gardens at the rear of the houses bore produce. A healthy potato patch here, runner beans gone wild there, carrots, turnips, herbs.


Inside the houses, each kitchen was provided with a basic supply of cooking utensils, crockery and cutlery; and the bedrooms, although devoid of linen, revealed comfortable bedsteads with mattresses and pillows, together with cupboards housing an ample supply of blankets. Each hut even had its own outhouse with septic tank. Here indeed was luxury.

Further exploration of storage sheds revealed tools also, and, most important of all, fishing tackle: rods, hand lines, casting nets, scoop nets, apparently home-made three-pronged spears with broom-like wooden handles … The list went on.

A self-sufficient village all of our own, Rassen thought, barely able to believe their good fortune. A tiny ghost town with everything set up for instant tenancy as if we are being invited to move in. He didn’t even pause to wonder about who had lived here, or where they were now or why they had left. Here on this seemingly barren island was everything they could possibly need in order to survive.

The group returned to the others to impart their findings and share their elation.

‘We are most certainly saved,’ Rassen declared.

Some once again gave thanks to God, and in their own way, through unspoken prayer or muttered words, but as they looked at each other one common thought was mirrored in their eyes. We have cheated death.

It was only Jalila who appeared not to care.
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