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The first notes of the song that is this story rang out on a hot day in February, the day of my grandmother’s funeral.
That was the day when Clive Barclay, grandmother Meta’s younger brother and my great-uncle, first emerged from the mists of the past, albeit briefly. It was more than six decades since he had enlisted to serve his country in World War II from which, like thousands of others, he’d never returned. On that late summer day we were innocent of any prescience to warn us that the name of Clive Barclay was about to resonate through the family, and well beyond, into the coming months and years.
While we had congregated to farewell Meta, we could not know then, on the day of her funeral, that she was soon to dominate our lives, our conversations and our thoughts. Nor did we foresee how we would become entangled in the web of secrets, deception and even violence, which would gradually be woven between her past and our present.
The sun beat down on the tin roof of the small timber church, and dust motes danced around in the red and gold shafts of sunlight filtering through the little stained glass windows. Outside, the eucalypts barely stirred in the dusty churchyard.
I swallowed the lump in my throat and focussed again on the clergyman. We weren’t a churchgoing family so Gran’s funeral ceremony was a bit on the ad hoc side. Anticipating her daughters” life-long propensity to disagree about absolutely everything, my grandmother had pre-empted another family squabble by leaving instructions for her funeral. While she had specified which church and who should be there, she had, however, been for the most part silent on what should actually happen.
I forced myself to tune in to the droning eulogy, which sounded a bit like an inscription on a tombstone: “… farewell Meta Morgan, nee Meta Barclay, loving and beloved wife of Joseph, now deceased, loving mother of Pamela and Josephine, grandmother to their families, and in recent years, great-grandmother to a new generation.”
My mother Pamela snuffled and I saw Dad take her arm. She glanced sideways at me, despatching the familiar pang of guilt that I’d managed to travel into my thirties without making any contribution to the next generation of our family. This was a very sore point with my mother. Beside me I sensed my younger sister Kaye preen herself, her normal aura of self-satisfaction elevated by the many divine rights apparently conferred by her achieving motherhood.
The clergyman paused and consulted his notes. “This occasion should not go by without mention of Meta’s brother Clive.” This was greeted by a rustle of surprise amongst the congregation. “As the family knows, their mother died when Meta was twenty and Clive was only thirteen. With their father often away working, it fell to the young Meta to care for Clive in his formative years. He was a very important person in her life. As well as being brother and sister, Meta and Clive were close friends. His death as a young soldier in the Asian theatre of war was a bitter blow to her. She was, of course, among many Australian families who sacrificed loved ones during the two World Wars.”
Where did they learn this sort of cliché-ridden delivery, I wondered irritably. Still, Gran’s wounds must have run deep. Never had she forgotten, nor, I suspected, had she forgiven. I remembered how Clive’s photograph had kept watch from her bedside table throughout her long life.
He cleared his throat and pushed his glasses back on his nose. Beads of sweat stood out on his forehead, despite the fans whirling overhead. Those robes were hot. He waded on.
“Meta Morgan lived to the impressive age of eighty-eight. Sadly, in recent times she was confined to bed after suffering a stroke. Prior to this affliction she requested her daughters to ensure that Clive be mentioned along with the other members of her family when she herself passed on.”
In retrospect there should have been claps of thunder overhead during those last stilted utterances, or at the very least a drum roll, but the service continued seamlessly. My usually shy father had unexpectedly offered to speak about Gran – they had been good friends and sparring partners — and he managed to inject some warmth into the occasion with a few recollections and anecdotes. Then he folded his notes and looked over the small assembly.
“We should all celebrate Meta’s life, you know. She did. She revelled in the world she lived in, and she never lost her sense of wonder. I was surprised today when her long-dead brother was mentioned. Her bond with Clive must have been a powerful one, because clinging to the past wasn’t her style, not the Meta I knew. She didn’t have much truck with the ‘good old days’. She used to say that no-one had lived through a more interesting period in history than her generation, despite all the traumas brought by wars. She lived her life to the full, and she was a thoroughly modern woman. I for one have missed her greatly since she left us.”
I leaned over and squeezed Dad’s hand when he returned to the pew. My father was a dark horse, I reflected. I’d never heard him talk about Gran like that before. But he was quite right, that was Gran in a nutshell.
Finally, after what seemed aeons, the service drew to a close. A canned hymn struck up, attendants appeared and the garlanded coffin was wheeled out to the waiting hearse to be borne to the crematorium. Gran’s instructions had been quite clear about what the congregation should do then: nothing. Here endeth the proceedings.
As we filed out of the church I reflected that, apart from Dad’s contribution, none of this seemed to have much to do with Gran, that vibrant, opinionated matriarch who had faded out of our lives two years ago. After the stroke she existed in body only, a frail, silent, paralysed figure. Her death had been a long time coming – too long, for her and for us. All the tears had been shed long before the funeral. Now the general sentiment was one of relief; a sense that an important chapter in all our lives was finally closing.
Back at my parents’ home I busied myself making tea and putting out sandwiches. We all gravitated to the shade of the back patio and the men peeled off their coats and ties, rolled up their sleeves and clustered around Dad as he presided over the beer fridge.
After making sure that everyone was suitably victualled and Mum thoroughly occupied, I looked around for my aunt Josephine, also my good friend. Round, enthusiastic and energetic, with unruly dark hair and a faint if unjustified air of leftover hippiedom, she was as unlike my tall, elegant mother Pamela as it was possible to be. Then again, my sister and I have more than a few differences: while I’m quick and impulsive, slight and fair with hazel eyes and generally inconspicuous, she’s tall, reserved and seriously glamorous. We’re poles apart in affluence, too − I’d recently put my legacy from Dad’s father towards my first tiny house in the forgotten inner city suburb of Dutton Park, while Kaye was thinking investment property.
Josephine had retired to the family’s holiday home on the Sunshine Coast, gladly discarding skirts and shoes in favour of jeans and sandals, to my mother’s disgust. She and I had always been close; after producing three sons she’d given up and settled for me as the daughter she never had.
I found her sitting chatting with a beautiful Chinese girl who I hadn’t seen in the church − and she’d be impossible to miss, I thought. With her black hair swinging around her shoulders, her dark eyes smiling under her fringe, her posture that of a ballet dancer, she was a knockout.
“Annie dear, come and join us.” Jo moved along and patted the other end of the cane lounge. I sat down gratefully, easing my shoes off.
“Susie, this is my niece Annie,” she said. “Susie is Tony’s girlfriend. She wouldn’t come to the funeral today, but I talked her into joining us here afterwards.”
Lucky Tony, I thought. Tony was Jo’s youngest son, and my favourite cousin.
“Hi Susie, it’s good to have you here. You must be a post grad with Tony?”
“I am — and I’m still finding my way around after six months,” Susie said, smiling. “What do you do, Annie?”
“Annie’s right into the most interesting career, Susie,” Jo intervened, turning to me. “I heard that you’ve got a partner now.”
Susie looked at me enquiringly, lifting her hair to cool the nape of her neck.
I glared at Jo. “A business partner, Susie, that’s all, as Jo very well knows.”
Jo did a poor job of gazing innocently into the distance.
“I’m a freelance journalist,” I went on, “but I’ve got a few bread-and-butter sidelines like doing a batch of regular newsletters. History is my first love, but there’s not much money in that — not enough to keep my bank manager happy, anyway.”
“And where does the partner come in?” asked Susie.
“Steve’s a photographer — a fabulous photographer actually. He takes the photos, I write the stories. He’s got a lot of drive and ambition — which can send me nuts — so he tends to hunt out the projects and drag me along behind him. He does the selling. He’s right into networking, he’s got zillions of contacts. He’s much better at that sort of stuff than I am.”
“Seems like the perfect marriage. Of talents, of course.” Jo loved to needle me.
“No way,” I said with feeling. “He’s a high octane sort of bloke, right into extreme activities and he’s a sports tragic into the bargain. In fact as we speak I believe he’s hanging out of a helicopter shooting a speedboat race. Now me, I’m a world-class wimp. So he finds my pet projects deadly dull and I find his terrifying, but we sort of rub along. We’ve both got to earn a living, and I guess we both like the variety.”
“It sounds like a lot of fun,” said Susie.
“It is. But it’s a gamble — a never-ending race between the bills and the fees. Steve comes in handy there,” I added thoughtfully. “He tries to keep my nose to the grindstone. Anyway, all in all I love working for myself, even though things can go wrong. For instance, we just seem to have lost someone we’re supposed to be writing about.”
“Really?” Jo was interested. “Who?”
“Patrice Lonsdale. She’s a high flyer who’s been in the news lately. But now she seems to have disappeared, just when we need her.”
“Bad luck,” said Jo. “Anyway, tell me, how’s the novel coming on?”
I sighed. “Very, very slowly.”
Susie looked interested. “You’re writing a novel, Annie? What’s it about?”
“Well, I’m trying to. It’s set in early Queensland …”
My mother sailed in and interrupted our little party, looking very stylish and not a bit hot in her beige linen suit.
“Jo, I’d like a word with you before you go.” My mother could make an invitation sound like an imperial command. I could feel Jo trying not to bristle beside me.
“Why not right now, Pammie?” She mustered up a sweet smile. “I’ll have to leave soon, it’ll take me a couple of hours to get home.”
“Why you chose to go and live in that godforsaken place …”
Their voices trailed off in their all too familiar bickering as they went inside the house.
My cousin Tony appeared and sank down beside Susie. Even though I was about ten years his senior, we’d always been mates. I inspected him closely. He’d suddenly turned from a skinny adolescent into a very attractive young man: tall, tanned, with a faraway look in his blue eyes.
“So you’ve met my cousin extraordinaire,” he said to Susie. “That’s good.” He turned to me. “You know, this is the first funeral I’ve ever been to. Can’t say I’m impressed, but at least I get to catch up with some elusive rellies − like you. So what are you up to, Annie?”
I shook my head. “Susie’s heard more than enough about me,” I replied. “What about you, Tony? Have you got something lined up?”
He grinned. “I’m sweating on a post-graduate scholarship — literally.” He wiped his damp forehead with a handkerchief. “I should know by the end of next week.”
“To do what, exactly?”
“I want to do a PhD,” he said, “and before you ask, I want to work on whales. Humpback whales. Specifically,” he went on hastily as he saw my mouth start to open, “I want to research their behaviour.”
“Behaviour?” I said thoughtfully. “Like …?”
“Populations, patterns of migration, breeding, that sort of thing. Once I get a supervisor I’ll narrow it down.”
I smiled at him affectionately, remembering his lifelong passion for the ocean. “Well good luck, mate. It sounds like you could have a great few years ahead of you.”
Jo came bustling back, looking a bit pinker than usual. She plumped herself down on the lounge, absently patting Tony’s knee.
“Annie, I’ve been thinking,” she said, looking out at the sky, “why don’t you come up for a weekend? There are some new neighbours I’d like you to meet.”
“Mum’s been getting at you, hasn’t she?” I asked suspiciously. My mother was desperate to get me married and breeding, preferably but not necessarily in that order. Susie tried to hide a smile.
“Of course not.” She went even pinker.
“She has. She’s getting you to rattle up some crusty old widower, or some emotionally crippled divorcee …”
“Malcolm isn’t like that at all, he’s …” She bit her lip.
“I knew it!”
Tony hooted. “Mum, if Annie wants another bloke she’ll go out and get one. Why don’t you and Auntie Pam just leave her alone?”
My sentiments exactly, I thought. But it was no good getting mad at Jo.
“Oh come on, Annie, a weekend at the beach would do you good. He’s a charming man and he lives alone, and he seems to be very well off.”
I sighed. “You’ve been brushing up on Jane Austen, haven’t you? Or Mum has, probably. How does that great first line of Pride and Prejudice go? Isn’t it something about a single man in possession of a fortune being in great need of a wife?”
“That’s not fair. You make us sound like gold-diggers.”
“Anyway, personally, I don’t think it follows at all.” I looked at her fondly. “But you’re right, I haven’t had my toes in the ocean for a couple of months. Okay, I’ll come — provided you don’t push whoever he is too hard in my direction.”
“I promise.” She beamed. “How about next weekend?”
“Sorry, I’m tied up for a few weeks. Can we leave it for a bit?”
“Okay, we’ll talk.” She looked around. “I suppose I’d better circulate before I leave. See you soon dear.”
Tony and Susie made their farewells and the guests began to trickle off. After a cursory swipe around the kitchen I, too, decided to make a move.
Little did I realise, as I walked down the path to my car on that warm summer afternoon, that I was taking the first steps into a saga that would dominate my life for years to come.
“So how’s it going?” asked Steve warily. I could picture him scowling into the distance tugging impatiently at his ginger beard, his brown eyes narrowing in a frown under his untidy thatch of brown hair. This was not Steve at his best.
“It’s stuck! That’s how it’s going!” I snarled into the phone.
Sitting at my computer, I blinked back at the cursor. Rays of soft sunshine slanted through my study window, illuminating the dust on the desk.
“It’s easy for you.” I flicked irritably at the dust and launched an attack into Steve’s deafening silence. “All you have to do is point the camera and click.”
That was unfair. I’d just been looking at Steve’s photos of Patrice Lonsdale while I panicked about the due date attached to them. They were great shots. Once again he’d managed to go beyond the physical to the essentials of the person − in her case, her elegance, compassion, intelligence.
“Annie, you know the deadline. I’ve done my stuff,” Steve pointed out smugly. “We’ve got to get that article in by Friday.”
We’d interviewed Patrice Lonsdale for a leading women’s mag. Just as she’d been poised for a top public service job, the corporate sector had started bidding for her. She’d been charmingly non-committal about all this. Steve had taken the photos and I’d drafted an article. Then, as agreed, we waited for her decision. And waited. Two weeks had passed. Our deadline loomed. Nothing. Patrice had dropped quietly out of sight. The great success story was on the way to becoming a fizzer.
Had Patrice Lonsdale turned down all these plum offers and if so, why? Or had the offers been withdrawn − again, why? Where was she? Questions rolled my way while my fingers lay idle on the keyboard and the screen stayed blank.
“No-one’s saying anything, Steve. I just got a solid block of “no comments” or “don’t knows”. We can’t go with the draft.”
“Well, Lonsdale will be editorial dead meat by next month. The mag wants an article — now.”
“There’s no way we can get any hard information. All we’ve got is a beginning and no ending.”
“So maybe that’s what we go with: a mystery. The leaks, the interview, the track record, the offers, the photos … and the silence. And who knows, we could pick up another gig to find out what did happen.”
No doubt about Steve, he spotted opportunities left, right and centre. It might be a solution, if the mag would buy it. I agreed to try.
“Fine,” he said. “I’ll get back to you this arvo, no later.”
I hit the keyboard and the mystery wrote itself. The mag not only bought it but made some encouraging noises about a follow-up if Patrice’s fate turned out to be newsworthy. That was why I worked with Steve, I reminded myself, even if he could irritate all hell out of me. He kept the dollars coming in while he kept our names alive out there in media-land.
While we waited for our article to stir the waters we reviewed the Patrice file: brains, looks and personality, a law degree, a fast climb up through the ranks, marriage to a barrister, two clever kids; she’d been about to cap her career in a big way. In her spare time she chaired the governing body of a large hospital. Patrice Lonsdale was every centimetre a high achiever of the new millennium.
It took a few days for the waters to start bubbling. The top public service job would be advertised; they weren’t expecting Patrice. The business press profiled some replacement hot tips. The hospital’s vice-president had taken over.
After a police statement that she wasn’t listed as missing her enraged husband suddenly erupted onto my phone to abuse me for creating a mystery where none existed. Patrice was simply out of town visiting relatives. “Gutter journalists,” I heard him mutter as he banged the receiver down on my questions.
Steve was pleased. “Things are beginning to move. Looks like she’s gone for good. Get anything from her kids?”
“Mmm, not much. They’re not worried, did tell me about a sister in Bundaberg, name of Janice Bird. They don’t see eye to eye, doubt if Patrice is with her. I tried phoning. No answer though.”
“Still, she might give us some leads. Let’s go.”
“Hell, Steve, Bundaberg’s five or six hours away! She’s probably not even there! Anyway, I’m off to the Sunshine Coast this weekend. Remember I told you? About Malcolm?”
Steve’s temper matched his ginger beard. A big man with a generous nature, he was normally genial, quick to laugh, quick to forgive, but he was quick to fly off the handle too, especially at me. He exploded.
“For Christ’s sake, Annie, you’re pathetic! You only want to play at reporting, do nice little articles with no guts and no deadlines for page fifteen if you’re lucky. As soon as it’s a bit inconvenient work gets shelved. Not to mention another minor matter, like money.”
“I −”
He raged on. “Bloody hell woman, this story − if there is one − is cooling down so fast it’s getting fucking frostbite! Okay, I’ll go. Bugger the fact that I’m supposed to do the visuals!”
He slammed the receiver down before I could catch my breath.
I gazed out the window, my heart thudding. So I’ve got a life, I thought bitterly. Is that a crime? With Steve work came first, second, third, and he always got really touchy if he spotted a potentially time-consuming man hoving into my sights.
Chin on hands, I weighed it up. After all, I was only visiting Jo to inspect Malcolm and pacify my mother, who was desperate to get me Settled Down. I had actually Settled Down ten years earlier: straight out of university, I’d moved in with my long-term boyfriend. Two years later, utterly suffocated by Settling Down and in danger of losing track of who I was, I’d moved right out again. Since then my relationships had always been on my independent terms. Now in my thirties I seemed to have developed a taste for the single life and roused myself less and less to check out the dating scene. This did not suit my mother’s agenda at all, and she kept me uncomfortably aware that my biological clock was ticking away. I had to admit that the idea of Malcolm had sort of become attractive: in fact I’d been daydreaming about churning out bestsellers in domestic bliss on an idyllic beachfront deck with a couple of perfectly behaved small children playing quietly at my feet.
As usual Steve had brought me back to earth with a thud. He was right about the dollars. On the other hand, did I want him to run my life? I sighed. Malcolm would probably still be around in a couple of weeks, I thought, and Jo certainly would. I rang Steve back. Too late. Even his answerphone sounded angry. His mobile was turned off; I didn’t leave a message.
So I loaded up the car and headed for Peregian. I loved the little beachside village where Jo and her family had first pitched their tent in the dunes, then camped on their own block, and finally built a cottage that was soon supplemented by a van in the backyard for the overflow of sons, mates, girlfriends then families.
I always looked forward to putting my foot onto the long stretch of white sand, watching the great reaches of the Pacific Ocean pounding in and, in the right seasons, dolphins and whales splashing around. The unit blocks were low-rise and discreet, and the housing shrouded in native vegetation. The village square offered eateries around a leafy square by the beach and fostered a lively little community.
Jo’s little weatherboard house was within earshot of the ocean. As we sipped tea on her deck listening to the waves rolling in, she relayed her plans. We were off to an emergency meeting at the RSL about some appalling property development the Council was rumoured to have approved. Everyone would be there, Malcolm included. Peregian’s passions ran high when it came to development. It was one of the last little pockets of relatively unspoiled coastline. Nine storeys! Thirty units! For a moment there she even lost interest in Malcolm. Pink with indignation, she fished out a local newspaper and leafed through it furiously to find the article that had got everyone steamed up.
Even in the architect’s drawings the block looked like an urban ghetto. The community was busily mobilising itself, having meetings in parks and wittering on about sewerage overload and skyscapes and parking. It all sounded like a lot of fun. Jo proudly pointed to her photo in a cluster of angry residents waving placards.
Suddenly I peered more closely. Did I have Patrice Lonsdale on the brain, or could that really be her at one side, wearing cut-offs and sunglasses? I decided I was having delusions.
The meeting was very lively and astonishingly well-informed for such short notice. The attack was led by a dignified older woman and the support she rallied from the floor forced the local councillor onto the back foot. Not a sign of Patrice − delusions or not, I checked carefully.
Jo wasted no time in introducing me to Malcolm: short and stocky, tanned with sun-bleached hair, thirty-something, he flashed me a wide white smile as he shook my hand.
“Annie, how nice to meet you. Jo told me you were coming up. I believe you’re a journalist. We should get you on board. You might be able to get us some publicity. How long are you here for?”
“Sadly, only the weekend.”
“Ah, we’ll have to work on that.”
He agreed to call in for Sunday coffee. Hey, could I get seriously interested here?
The beach was blissful in the early morning — white sand, black rocks, glittering blue sea with silvery foam. The long stretch of open beach was topped with the bulge of Noosa National Park to the north and tailed by the hills of Coolum to the south, with the high-rises of Maroochydore looming as ghostly shapes in the far distance. Fishermen were dotted along the beach standing peacefully in the shallows gazing out to sea, their rods motionless. Kites wheeled and swooped over the beachfront environmental park. There weren’t many beaches, I reflected, with so few footprints in the sand.
After a walk, a surf and a tropical breakfast I got hauled off to another meeting at Coolum, this time about improving community consultation. No doubt about early retirement, I mused, it unleashed a ferocious amount of energy. Norma, yesterday’s leader, was there again, standing quietly at the back with a younger woman. I glanced, stared, scrutinised. Could it be? Yes: no delusion this time. It was Patrice. Abruptly abandoning Jo and Malcolm, I made a beeline for her but she spotted me, hesitated, then hotfooted it to the car park. I tore after her but she outstripped me and shot off in a blue Honda.
With Steve’s invective still ringing in my ears, I shamelessly buttonholed Norma.
“I’m Annie Bryce, Jo Swanson’s my aunt, I think you know her, here’s my card, I’m staying with Jo, was that Patrice Lonsdale with you, I’ve got to talk to her, it’s really urgent, where can I contact her?”
Norma gazed at me. “Would you say all that again?”
I took a breath and tried to sound more professional, acutely aware of Jo’s glare piercing the back of my neck.
“Yes, that was Patrice,” Norma confirmed. “She’s my god-daughter. I’ll pass your card on, and she’ll contact you at Jo’s if she wants to. Thank you, Annie.”
All I could do was thank her and leave, burying the nasty feeling that Steve would have had a better idea. I braced myself to face the music.
“For goodness sake, Annie, what on earth is the matter with you? Is there a bomb outside or something? The minute Malcolm gets you in focus you hurtle off like a startled rabbit. Now he’s talking to young Sandra. No wonder you have trouble landing a man!”
I duly apologised and promised to turn on what charm I could muster on Sunday. “Remember, Jo, I mentioned at Gran’s funeral how the subject of a story had gone missing? Well, that’s her. I’ve spent most of the last month hunting for her.”
Jo gave a snort of disgust and left to ferret Norma out to volunteer her services.
I filled in the gaps for her as we strolled along the beach late that afternoon, our customary warm relations restored. Now a soft blue-grey, the sea and sky merged at the horizon, edged by fluffy pink clouds which gave a rosy glow to the wet sand. Yes, this was definitely bestseller territory.
“And why would this Patrice want to talk to you?” asked Jo astutely.
“She probably won’t but you never know, it’s worth a try. I should call Steve on his mobile, I suppose ...” But I’ll let him sweat for a bit, I thought smugly, totally vindicated by my find.
Next morning the beach was grey and silver as the sun struggled through a bank of designer clouds, its yellow rays squirting across the sky. I went for a quick dip and lay on my back on the sand watching the sky change from grey, to pale blue, to deep blue, listening to the breakers rolling in and washing out, and pondering about settling down, life and the universe. When I eventually wandered back for breakfast Jo was fussing around with scones.
Malcolm arrived on the dot of ten bearing a posy of home-grown grevillea. We took our coffee and scones onto the deck and as we chatted about blocking the development and needing a local theatre, I was charm personified. For ten minutes, until the phone rang. It was for me. It was Patrice.
“When I recognised you yesterday, Annie, I fled. You’ll know I’ve been keeping out of sight. But I read your article — it was a fair approach all things considered, and honest, not like some of the rubbish in the newspapers. Now I’ve had time to think I’ve decided to give you an interview, if you want one, but on one condition.”
“I want one,” I said firmly. “What’s the condition?”
“That I get to vet what you write, and you agree to delete anything I’m not happy about.”
I hesitated. “That’s a big ask of any journalist … surely you might as well just write a letter to the editor.”
“That’s how it is, take it or leave it.”
I decided. “I’ll take it. When?”
“I’m free right now, but I’ll be leaving shortly. How are you placed?”
I glanced out at Jo and Malcolm and flinched. “Fine. Just give me the address.”
Right, I told myself, deep breath, dazzling smile. “Sorry, folks, have to slip out for a bit. Journalism’s like that, stories just don’t come on appointment.”
“Now??” Jo looked as if she was going to explode. “Can’t it wait for half an hour?”
My smile got wider. “Malcolm, it’s been lovely to meet you. I hope we can catch up soon. Bye.”
I dimly heard his farewells as I bounded down the steps and into the car. Jo would kill me. If she didn’t my mother would when she got to hear about it.
As Patrice led me out to the little courtyard I checked her over carefully. She looked great: tanned and relaxed.
She sat opposite me with a glass of iced water. “Well, Annie, do you want to ask questions, or will I just talk?”
“Talk away. I’ll interrupt if I want to.”
She sat fiddling with the stem of her glass, seemingly searching for the right words. Finally she sighed.
“Let’s take it up from where we left off. The great success story, that’s what you called it.”
“And it was. Is.” I meant to be encouraging.
“A pretty unreal sort of success.” She sounded disparaging. “It’s a game, getting up the ladder, but once you figure out the rules it’s not so hard — all unwritten, unspoken. The men all understand the game. Most women don’t bother about it, they’re too busy doing the work. Anyway, I tried to do it all. Play the game and do the work, that is.”
“And did you?”
“Up to a point. When the game got in the way of the work you had to make some hard choices.”
“I see — I think. So what happened?”
“Well, I played the game so well I got to the top. On the way I’d had to make an awful lot of compromises. But the more successful I was at the game, the harder it got to achieve anything worthwhile. It doesn’t pay to stick your neck out, you see — you play it safe, never risk offending, never fight for what you believe in ... Most of the people at the top haven’t got much in the way of real achievements.”
“That’s pretty depressing.”
“Isn’t it?” She smiled for the first time. “Well, I worked all that out years ago, but I decided to do what it took to get to the top. Then I’d have the power and the resources to do something really significant.”
“And did you?”
No hope! When I was offered the top job in the department I went to a few of the top hot-shots” meetings: what a disappointment.”
“What about the business world?” I asked.
“It was the same at those board meetings I was invited to observe. Now that was a real blow. I’d hoped that I could make a real difference, but no, all I found was more games, more rules, no room for new ideas or initiatives. I suddenly saw myself twenty years down the track with a huge payout, a pioneer woman who made it to the top. And the desperate journalist who got to write my obituary would be flat out finding anything I’d actually done.”
“Then I turn up and want to write the great success story.”
She laughed. “You and a few others. If you’re outside the system you don’t realise that success at getting jobs is just that − getting the jobs, not doing them. Anyway, I reached decision point − hang in there for the rewards that came with all those compromises, or get out and see what I could salvage. My husband thought I’d gone mad. When Norma rang me for some advice about this development I jumped in the car to get away from it all for a bit.”
“So what now?”
“I’ve burned all my bridges. I’ve resigned from the public service, declined the corporate offers. Now the children are off our hands I can call matrimony quits as well, thank God. I might try setting up on my own.”
“You did the spadework for that protest − that makes sense, that’s why it was so well-prepared. So you’re a sort of new-age hired gun?”
“Why not? If a laptop, a mobile phone and a terrific network can count as ammunition.”
I found the idea enchanting. As I scribbled away a door slammed. She looked startled.
“Sally? You’re back early,” she called. “I’m tied up, but we’ll be through shortly.”
A middle-aged woman wearing denim shorts and all the signs of a tough life joined us, obviously having decided not to wait for shortly. She smiled as she squeezed Patrice’s shoulders.
“Hi there. Annie, is it?” Sally held her hand out. “Good to meet ya. I’m Sally.”
Patrice shifted uncomfortably, watching me closely for a reaction. I tried not to have one. Was this what was called a sub-text? Murmuring something vaguely conventional, I cursed myself for agreeing she could vet the article.
“Sally and I are friends from way back,” Patrice volunteered. “Sal, maybe you could get the bags into the car? I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”
“Right.” Sally barked a laugh, ignoring the hint. “You’re the journalist, aren’t you? I’m part of the story, honey child. While Patty Prescott was on the long haul up, I was going the other way − straight down. We were kids at primary school together. Now a hundred years later we’re a team. We reckon we’re probably good for each other, eh, Patty?”
Patrice nodded, checked her watch and stood up abruptly.
“Time we were off, if we’re going to get to that meeting tonight. Annie, will you email the article to me? Here’s my address.”
I had no option but to agree. Sally obtrusively linked her arm with Patrice’s as they walked me to the car.
Well, it was definitely progress. She could vet the first story. The line about men’s games rang true, and it would be very attractive to a women’s mag. We’d need some visuals, of course. Maybe that could be the way into the next story: the one that Sally had mentioned. I’d talk it over with Steve when he got back from his wild goose chase. It felt great to be so far ahead of him.
My immediate problems loomed large as I pulled in at Jo’s, trying desperately to think of ways of saving my neck. Nothing occurred except grovelling. Jo was leafing through a magazine, looking surprisingly subdued. She cut across the apologies that came tumbling out.
“Never mind, Annie. As it happens, it doesn’t matter.”
“Doesn’t matter? After all the trouble you went to? Why not?”
“Malcolm really came to invite me to drinks next week to meet his friend, who’s moving up from Sydney to live with him. I think he wanted to word me up first.”
“Oh. So he’s not footloose after all.” To my surprise a little frisson of disappointment travelled down my spine.
“No.” She looked out the window. “He says Ronald will be a great asset to our little community. He says he’s so talented, such a creative landscape gardener. They’re going to set up in business together.”
“Ah.”
Silence fell.
“So how did you get on?” She continued to stare out the window.
“Me? Oh, it’s a good story, and we agreed I should write it. Disillusioned with the system, men’s games, all of that. It’ll read well. But then her girlfriend came home early. That threw her a bit, added a new spin ...”
“Really?” Jo swivelled back from the window, her mouth in the shape of a little o.
I started to giggle. It was too much. We both cracked up.
“I’m sorry, Annie,” she choked eventually, wiping her eyes. “I won’t interfere again. I’m right out of my depth. If your mother hadn’t bullied me ... Anyway, Tony’s right, you’re quite capable of organising your own life. It seems a damn sight more interesting than all that housework I got stuck with.”
I kicked off my shoes and collapsed on the sofa. Waving goodbye to domestic bliss and the string of best-sellers gave me a bit of a twinge, but that apart I sighed with relief.
With the air cleared, we settled comfortably on the deck at sunset with a bottle of cold chardonnay soaked up by biscuits, cheese and spicy sausage. The lorikeets sucked honey from the banksias in the dunes, their delighted screeches mingling with the soft rumbling of the ocean. Smoke from mosquito coils drifted around us.
Like many women of her generation Jo had exited the world of work when her family arrived. Never had she enthused about domesticity, however. When latecomer Tony started school, she’d taken herself off to university as a mature student and cleaned up an Arts degree in the social sciences. She’d kept up with her reading and was always sharp and insightful. I enjoyed talking with her.
I updated her on my prickly relationship with workaholic Steve. But it was his energy that paid my mortgage, as I well knew. Then I turned to the question that was still niggling at me: what did she know about great-uncle Clive, and how had he managed to achieve a presence at Gran’s funeral?
She shook her head. “What can I say? He was always a dim, tragic figure in our lives when we were kids. Neither Pam nor I ever met him, of course, he went off to war before our time. Meta just couldn’t seem to put his death behind her. When I think about it, your Dad was quite right — it was absolutely out of character for her, but that’s the way it was. So we weren’t surprised at her request, not at all.”
She ran her fingers through her still-dark hair, stretched out her tanned legs, stuck her feet on the railings and lifted her glass.
“Hey, did I tell you I’m about to become an international research station?”
“You? Here? Really?”
Jo chuckled. “It’s Tony, of course.”
“Of course — hey, how about Susie? What a find!”
“How about her indeed? Isn’t she delightful? Tony’s completely smitten. But she’s got her feet on the ground, that girl, she’ll keep him in line. Anyway, you know he got that post-graduate scholarship, so he’s doing the fieldwork for his whale research here.” She refilled our glasses. “Remember how he used to spend hours sitting on the beach in winter, watching for them? Making notes about numbers, movements, directions, all of that? Driving us all mad with his statistics?”
I nodded.
“Well, for the next three years he’ll actually be paid to pursue his lifelong passion. The university’s dug up a grant for him to organise some help and equipment. He’s in heaven.”
“Great.” I was impressed.
“I suppose so.” Jo sounded doubtful. “The thing is, it’s just a little grant, no match for Tony’s big ideas. It’ll stretch to some equipment, but there’s not enough to pay researchers, so he’s going to have to rely on volunteers. At least it will foot the bill for feeding and housing them this year, but of course he’s planning annual counts during the whale migration season — that starts in May, apparently. Anyway, no prizes for guessing what the van’s going to be used for. Apparently, I’m ideally located here, wouldn’t you know it? I’m expecting the team in a month or so. There’ll be some upsides, like the upgrade he put on my computer last weekend. I guess the downside will be joining the queue to use it.”
I leaned forward, interested. Could there be a story here? “Where’s he getting his volunteers?”
Jo waved airily at the sky. “The internet, of course. It’s the way everything happens these days. Evidently everyone knows the websites to check out. He posted a notice somewhere or other and got responses from all over — let’s see, Canada, UK, Argentina, Switzerland, as well as Oz − what a great time to be young!” she added wistfully, no doubt recalling how her own youth had slipped by almost unnoticed via an early marriage and two babies in the next three years.
“Eco-tourism,” I mused. “I’ve heard about this − smart young professionals spending a year or so going from project to project, just paying for their travel, seeing the world, building networks, having fun, getting fabulous experience. You’re right. I could have handled that.”
Jo looked at me sourly. “You didn’t do too badly, and you still have plenty of fun. I don’t know why I let your mother bully me into trying to get you settled down. Settling down is distinctly overrated in my opinion.”
“Yes, well, it didn’t agree with me, as you will remember. But Mum wants me to reproduce.”
“And how do you feel about that − having children, I mean, or not having them?”
I sighed, staring into my glass. “Ambivalent, I suppose. I like the idea of them. I suspect that ten years down the track I could regret it if I don’t have children, but I’m not sure. It’s the whole thing of giving up my autonomy again, that’s my big stumbling block.” I looked up at her. “I wouldn’t consider doing the single mother bit.”
She leaned across and put her hand on mine. “Stick to your guns, Annie, don’t let your mother influence you. You’re an attractive young woman with an interesting life. Make the most of it, see what comes along.”
I looked at her quizzically. “You’re changing your tune.”
“I’ve been thinking, that’s all. There are more choices these days, and I’m not at all sure that marriage is for you. Like Tony said, if you wanted a husband you’d go out and get one. I know you like men, but that doesn’t mean you’ve got to marry one. Not any more.”
Now I’d worked that out long since, but it wasn’t the sort of advice I’d come to expect from an aunt. I decided to change the subject.
“I didn’t know you were into computing. Can I email you?”
“Certainly you can! I’m right in there − took myself off to classes when the boys left a clapped-out machine here. Now I can surf the net with the best of them! I’m into internet banking, email, games, word processing — it’s a whole new world. Love it!”
Which just about summed up why I liked being with Jo.
“Keep me posted about this, Jo. There might be a story in whales for me. It could be good for Tony, too, to get some publicity, if he’s going to be chasing money.”
“Of course I will, dear, if it’s likely to bring you up here again.”
“No more men?”
She shook her head, spat on a finger and crossed her heart.
“Hope to die.”
I drove back to Brisbane early the next morning, bracing myself to make sense of the jigsaw of my life — the cursor on the blank screen, Steve, work in general, the novel, my mother, the dilemma about my biological clock and settling down, the household bills … which led me straight back to Steve and his talent for creating work that paid. I made a resolution: for the moment, I would push work to the head of the queue.
I spent the morning crafting the article on Patrice. Then I called Steve. I was greeted by a grunt.
“So how did you make out in Bundaberg?” I asked sweetly.
“Drew a blank. The house is all shut up. Apparently they’re away somewhere travelling. Still,” he added defensively, “it was worth a try. Stories have very short shelf lives, Annie, and freelancers have to get there fast to stay in business. You’ve got to realise that.”
“You’re absolutely right.” I did my best to sound remorseful. “I will try harder. Anyway, it’s just as well I went to Peregian for the weekend. And found Patrice. And interviewed her. Oh — I’ve just finished the article, about 800 words, so you’d better dig out some pix pronto. If we’re going to get there fast, that is.”
Silence. Then, “You’re kidding.”
“No way. I’ll email it to you.”
It was probably just as well that Steve couldn’t see my gratified smirk while I held the receiver away from my ear as his roar of rage thundered down the line.
Eventually he calmed down. “Why the bloody hell didn’t you let me know? I wasted the whole flaming weekend.”
“I had a very busy time, one way and another,” I said primly. “And here I thought you’d be pleased, but all I get is a blast of abuse. When you’ve cooled down I’ll fill you in on a possible sequel we might or mightn’t want to follow up. In the meantime, this should bring some dollars in − when you’ve done your bit of course. I’ll call you when I’ve got Patrice’s go ahead.”
“Go ahead? What go ahead?”
“That was her condition. Take it or leave it, she said. I took it.”
I hung up before he could take another verbal swing at me.
That piece of business satisfactorily concluded, I put my good resolution about work into practice: sorting through my desk, getting my newsletters up to date, setting two nights aside for another bash at the novel.
When I called Steve to give him the green light to send the article off I got a grudging acknowledgement of the fruits of my weekend − the closest he was likely to get to an apology, I realised − and we decided to shelve any sequel, at least for the moment. I told him about the whale project, and even responded positively and promptly to his suggestion that we take a trip to the law courts to look for some marketable material. He sounded quite startled when I agreed.
That expedition led us to research the background of a couple of the cases in progress, which in turn led to firm assignments, so one way and another, with the odd sporting assignment thrown in, life became busy for the next few weeks.
And that’s how it was until, unexpectedly, the start of the whales’ northern migration marked the start of a new chapter in all our lives.
To: anniebryce@bigpond.com
From: joswan111@hotmail.com
Hi Annie
Are you still speaking to me? Haven’t heard from you for ages. Maybe that’s the aftermath of your visit. In case you’re avoiding me I haven’t forgotten about the no more men deal.
Your penitent aunt
Jo
To: anniebryce@bigpond.com
From: joswan111@hotmail.com
Well, that’s a relief. Now I can resume communications with confidence. Operation Ahab is barrelling along here, the yard and street are disappearing under utes, boats, buoys, lifejackets, and bits of unrecognisable equipment, and various antennae have been lashed to the house, the van, the fence, a tree. Tony has set all his stuff up in the van, not the house − my condition, I do have a life whatever the boys might think. He’s rented two more vans at the campground for his first batch of volunteers (known as vollies in the trade) but ominously a large barbecue has just appeared on my deck. Oh, dare I mention − Malcolm sends his love. Sadly, Ronald is impossibly handsome and sweet as well. Wotta waste!
See u soon dear
Jo
To: anniebryce@bigpond.com
From: joswan111@hotmail.com
Delighted that u got Patrice published, congrats. What trails r u on now? (I’m working up my electronic lingo here as u c, it’s an awful effort). The vollies have started trickling in … a wondrous collection of energetic young backpackers communicating in multiple varieties of English. Tony’s been thrown off the deep end, poor kid, struggling to manage everything from science to people to food to money, and needless to say he doesn’t appreciate any advice from his mother so I have had to back off. This week we have acquired Miguel from Brazil, with perfect manners and the most seductive black eyelashes; Janny, a large loud lady from Las Vegas (whale research in Las Vegas? — isn’t that in the desert?), Tor, a shy whiter-than-white Swede, and Sara, a gorgeous blonde geographer from Switzerland, all sniffing each other out. Two more to come for the full set. As feared, they barbecue every night on my deck.
Envious Jo
To: anniebryce@bigpond.com
From: joswan111@hotmail.com
Annie
The strangest thing has happened. The last two vollies turned up this morning − a Tasmanian lass and, wait for it, a young Englishman called Clive Barclay. Can you hear bells clanging? My uncle — your great-uncle — was Clive Barclay, he who died in the war, and was mentioned at Meta’s funeral. The really spooky thing is, I recognised him! That is, I knew his face immediately. He’s the image of that photo of Clive your grandmother kept in her bedroom all her life.
I am
Dumbstruck.
Jo
To: joswan111@hotmail.com
From: anniebryce@bigpond.com
Hi Dumbstruck Auntie
Well that sent a chill up my spine. Mum’s dug the photo out, I have it in front of me. We all remember the mention of him at the funeral and she was saying that Clive’s death nearly broke Gran’s heart. What a shame Gran’s not here to see the reincarnation. Do you think there’s a family connection?
A.
To: anniebryce@bigpond.com
From: joswan111@hotmail.com
Maybe I should have another look at that photo but unless my imagination has gone into overdrive there has to be some family tie. But where? Tony says Clive comes from Sussex and graduated from the University of Hull (isn’t most of England between those two points?)
Surprise number 2: Clive himself is strange one, a very angry young man. He told me in no uncertain terms to mind my own business when I tried to explore a connection — however, not before I learned that he was named Clive after his grandfather. And he’s only here for three weeks. Never heard of family in the south of England. Tony says I’m hallucinating, he’s been checking out the herbs in my kitchen. And he’s forbidden (forbidden!!) me to “harass” Clive. He suggests I take up scrabble or start an affair (why do men think they’re the solutions − they always seem more like the problems to me, with 3 sons I should know). Tony’s struggling with this whole operation, I can see that, so I’ll have to leave Clive alone. Why don’t u come up this weekend?
Jo
To: joswan111@hotmail.com
From: anniebryce@bigpond.com
Hi again,
I can’t, I’ve got to go to Sydney to check out some archives. Why don’t you get Mum to visit with the photo then you can both decide whether to drop the whole thing or …? Or what? Not sure. Get some photos of Clive if you can too. Put Tony to work. He owes you.
This so-called historian ought to know heaps more than she does about her own family history. I know Gran and Clive were born in Australia and so were their parents. There were just the two of them, Meta and Clive, weren’t there?
Love
Annie
To: anniebryce@bigpond.com
From: joswan111@hotmail.com
Finally I get to use my own computer! It is as I suspected: life for the under 30s is arranged in cyberspace. You’ve probably heard it all from Pammie by now. She came − as usual prepared to believe I was wrong about everything, mind you − viewed Clive mark-2 from a discreet distance, we took ourselves off to eat, drink, shop and gaze at photo while the vollies did their work, and (clever girl) Tony arranged some group photos but used a close-up lens for a couple (the grant has produced some u-beaut camera gear). Then we reviewed the case surreptitiously at the evening barbecue. The verdict is in. Believe it or not we’ve finally found something we can agree on: there has to be a family connection. And yes, Clive was Meta’s only sibling.
J.
To: joswan111@hotmail.com
From: anniebryce@bigpond.com
Only 10 days before Clive mark-2 disappears. Where to, do you know? I could come on Friday, any good?
A.
To: anniebryce@bigpond.com
From: joswan@ozemail.com.au
Of course Friday is good. No dear, I don’t know where he’s heading. Tony’s going to try to find out — apparently he has some responsibility anyway to put them on the right track for their next project.
See u Friday
Bemused Jo
To: joswan111@hotmail.com
From: anniebryce@bigpond.com
Here’s the plan for Friday. Steve is a guru about faces and photos and he’s interested in getting some shots of the Ahab project for a possible article. So if Clive won’t talk informally, what if we come as an unrelated professional team? I’ll interview Tony and all the vollies, Steve will do the photo shoot then we’ll head off − he’s got a job out past Eumundi on Saturday, something to do with off-road bikes so I’ll tag along. Maybe you and I could do lunch at the Eumundi pub on Saturday? Whaddya think? You’ll need to twist Tony’s arm I know. Tell him we’ll need about three hours of his precious research time but it could pay off for him in the long run. And get him to ring me.
A.
To: anniebryce@bigpond.com
From: joswan111@hotmail.com
Yes, yes and yes. Tony knows he’s skating on thin ice here so I do have leverage! See u on Friday, stranger.
Your loving aunt
Josephine
Friday was a perfect winter day. With a cool westerly breeze, the sky was cloudless, the sun eyeball-searing, the colours straight off a Whiteley canvas. As we zoomed up the Bruce Highway sheltering behind our sunglasses I filled Steve in on the latest developments.
As usual, he looked sceptical. “If your aunt is anything like you, she probably suffers from a seriously overactive imagination. Barclay’s a pretty common name, you know. And the heroic dead uncle could have been elevated to mythical status over the years.”
“Maybe by Gran and her generation,” I said, “but Mum and Jo never knew him − he went off to the war before they were born. And the war is just as much history to them as it is to us, so I don’t think they’ve spent much time constructing myths about it. Then there’s the Christian name, don’t forget, that’s not common these days. And the physical resemblance.”
Steve was unconvinced. “Coincidences do happen. And the name could easily have triggered the idea of a likeness.” He took his eyes off the road and glanced sideways at me. “What exactly are you suggesting here, Annie? A practical explanation, or some sort of supernatural happening?”
“I don’t know, to be honest,” I admitted. “I guess I just can’t resist following leads into the past …” My voice trailed off guiltily.
“Tell me something I don’t know.” Steve grinned suddenly. “Anyway, what the hell, it’s a great day to be heading to the beach, fabulous light for a photo shoot, and Ahab sounds as if he might have real media potential. That means us of course. People just love whales for some unfathomable reason, they’re big sellers. That’s if I can talk my way past your cousin — what’s his name again?”
“Tony,” I said sourly. “And you won’t have any problem, you never do. God only knows why.”
It was true. While I was undeniably a good researcher and writer, it was Steve the photojournalist who had whatever it took to get people to relax, open up and spill the beans − particularly men. I could never really understand why. If it was charm, he never wasted any on me. Maybe it was his large, shaggy, bearded figure and his habit of constantly fiddling with his camera gear that gave the misleading impression that he wasn’t really listening. That was how he managed to get the sort of off-guard shots that were making him a name. I suppose that’s why he and I seemed to be making a good team. My direct, detailed and precise approach couldn’t be more different.
“I wouldn’t say that,” he said with unusual modesty. “We all drop the ball sometimes. That’s when teamwork pays off, Annie, having a partner to kick it along.”
Good heavens. What had brought that on? That was the closest Steve had ever come to a compliment. Even that wasn’t very close, I reflected.
We turned off the highway and wound down the hill to Coolum beach. As always, I caught my breath at the first sight of the ocean, and that day it was picture-postcard perfect − vivid blue and glassy, fringed by the tiny winter surf rolling little lines of white foam onto the vast stretches of white sand, all this framed by spiky pandanus leaves. I checked my watch.
“I made the appointment for one-thirty, Steve. We’re only ten minutes away, so we’ve got a bit of time to kill. Let’s get a bite of lunch.”
Over coffee and burgers on the beachfront we reviewed the battle plan. I consulted my notes and produced the old photograph of my great-uncle. Steve took it and shifted slightly to get it in direct light.
“Remember,” I counselled, “we’re both strangers. Jo and Tony are worded up.”
“How did we hear about the project?”
“From my routine checks of applications for permits of various sorts, to the Department of the Environment.”
“Will that wash?”
“I do them regularly, Steve. You never know what might come up. I’ve had a few articles published that started there.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Well done.”
“I’ve allowed half an hour for each interview − seven of them. That will take us to five o’clock. So I’ll talk to Tony first, then pass him on to you. Maybe you could start by photographing the volunteers … and keeping your ears open, too, of course.”
Steve’s withering glare ended the planning session.
Jo’s erstwhile neat cottage was now unmistakably transformed into an industrial site, surrounded by mountains of junk and busyness, antennas poking up above the trees. She welcomed us formally and introduced us to Tony, while, I noticed, giving Steve a thorough once-over. Then we got to work. And what a buzz it proved to be.
For Tony’s first professional interview − a soft landing for him, of course, with me on the other side — he acquitted himself impressively. We tipped each other the wink, then settled down to business. He described how he had planned the project, how he had adapted hydrophones to drop into the ocean about two kilometres from shore to collect census data, how the data was transmitted to base and correlated with visual records of whale sightings and behaviour. He told me about the range of skills he wanted in the volunteers, and the roles he expected them to play; and how he had suddenly found himself facing the uphill job of managing this multicultural workforce, and his mother into the bargain — not to mention the slim budget which was supposed to accommodate the whole enterprise. He told me about his daily trips out in the rubber duck to check the hydrophones, and how close he sometimes came to the whales. The words tumbled out, his hands flying as fast as his tongue, his eyes alight, his enthusiasm spilling over.
“Wow!” I finally closed my notebook, seriously impressed. “You could have a great future here, mate, as the next David Attenborough. Have you thought about that?”
He looked startled. “Hell no, I’m definitely the guy behind the camera, or the computer, or whatever.”
“Maybe.” I wasn’t convinced. It had been an Oscar nomination performance, and his very Aussie-style good looks were no disadvantage. “Let’s see what Steve thinks. Okay, Tony, and thanks − I’ll get onto the vollies now. Do you want to check out what I write before we publish?”
He looked even more amazed. “You’re actually planning to publish this stuff?”
“Keep your voice down,” I hissed. “I hope so. It’s a great environmental story, Tony, and Steve always comes up with fantastic visuals. I’d be very surprised if we couldn’t sell it.”
“I dunno,” he sounded uncertain. “I think I’d better talk to my supervisor about it, Annie, in case the uni wants to have some say in it.”
“Okay, and tell him — her? — I’m happy for them to vet it before it’s sent off.”
He nodded, obviously a bit overwhelmed, and headed for Steve’s photo shoot on the beach.
The volunteers were high-achieving young scientists with intrepid souls and futures to envy. Some had had great experiences on other projects, and some in other countries. All were entranced by Tony’s project and I had to give credit to my young cousin, he had clearly inspired them to efforts above and beyond the contract which paid them nothing but food and a bed for a few weeks. There were stories to burn here. The vollies were on the whole quite disarmed by the idea of their exploits and lifestyles appearing in print.
That was, however, apart from Clive mark-2. He was my outstanding failure. I had placed his interview innocuously in mid-afternoon. As he sat himself in the canvas chair opposite me, I made a bit of small talk and a few meaningless notes while I scrutinised him carefully. Jo had been right: the long, narrow face, the receding hairline with a widow’s peak, the deep-set grey eyes, were all straight out of the family photo album.
I ran him through my standard list of questions. Where the others had relaxed and become expansive and chatty in their responses, Clive stayed resolutely expressionless and monosyllabic.
“Is this your first visit Down Under?”
“Yeah.”
“So how do you like it here, Clive?”
“Okay.”
“What do you think of the project?”
“Yeah, okay, isn’t it? Tony’s got it all worked out.”
“Tell me about your studies.”
“Did science at Hull University.”
“Why Hull?”
“It had the program I wanted in marine biology, didn’t it?”
“And what attracted you to that, Clive?”
A shrug. “I grew up on this estuary, see, spent a lot of time mucking around there when I was a kid, that’s how I got interested in it, didn’t I?”
Clive had that irritating English working-class habit of finishing every sentence with a question, which had the effect of antagonising the listener, at least when the listener happened to be me. It always sounded so aggressive, like a challenge to disagree.
“So what sort of career are you hoping this will lead to?”
Another shrug. “I’ll just have to see, won’t I?”
“And right now, where would you like your research to head?”
Another shrug. “Don’t know. Antarctic, maybe.”
“Are you going to try to get to the Antarctic while you’re here? There are research ships going down from Tasmania and New Zealand, I think.”
“Depends.” He closed up, his thin lips clamping together, inviting no exploration of who or what this adventure might depend on.
“Let’s get back to your family. Did your father have some connection with the sea, or encourage you in this line of study?”
A spark of anger. “What’s my family got to do with this? They’re none of your frigging business.”
I took a deep breath. “It’s just a routine question, Clive. Some of the other volunteers were actively encouraged by a family member to get into this sort of field, some owe it to a teacher. Is there anyone you can pinpoint?”
He shook his head mutinously.
And that was where the interview ended. After he turned his head aside at the next few questions, then scraped his chair back, I folded my notebook, put it aside and leaned forward.
“What’s wrong, Clive? Have I somehow offended you?”
The muscles of his jaw worked. “I’m buggered if I can see why I should have to answer personal questions,” he said, his voice harsh. “I came here to work, didn’t I, not do this stuff. My business is my business, see, not yours.”
“So you’d rather be left out of the article?”
“Damn right I would.”
“Okay. But would you like to tell me why?”
“Christ, are you deaf or something? I just did!”
With that he stood and strode off to the beach. I heard an outboard sputter into life, then die.
“Come on, Clive,” Tony yelled, “we’re taking Steve out to the buoys. Get your wetsuit on, it’s your turn to dive.”
I glanced around to see Steve grinning widely through his beard, adjusting a life jacket and fixing the waterproof camera casing, slinging it round his neck. Tony nodded across at Clive.
“He’s an ace diver, Annie.”
Oh. It was my turn to shrug. I moved on to my next candidate as the rubber duck roared out through the small surf.
An hour passed, then another. I finished the interviews and wandered down on to the beach. Jo was already there, field glasses scanning the horizon.
“I don’t like this. It’s getting dark. Tony always makes sure he’s in and the gear is washed off and stowed in daylight.”
“You think something’s wrong?”
“I hope not, but yes, it’s not like Tony. He doesn’t take unnecessary risks. Oh,” I heard the relief surge through her being, “there’s something … yes … here they come. Thank God.”
We suddenly recalled that we were strangers, and I turned away to pack my gear into the car. I returned as the vollies dragged the boat on to the beach.
The crew of the rubber duck, all dripping wet, looked tense and tired.
“Problems, Tony?” I asked.
“Yes. We tipped over. Never happened before.” He took a deep breath, and mustered a smile. “Still, no one and nothing lost, nothing important anyway, no one hurt, that’s the main thing.”
Steve looked uncharacteristically grim as he dried off, gesturing toward the car.
“You done?” I nodded. “Let’s split then.”
We said hasty farewells, loaded his gear and left, heading north to Noosa through the boutique beach communities dotted along the David Low Way.
“What happened?”
“I’m not sure. We were sitting out there in the sun swapping jokes, Clive and Tony dived down, then the next thing we all went into the drink.”
“Was it rough out there? It didn’t look like it from the beach.”
“Nope, just a bit choppy. They don’t go out in big seas.” He hesitated. “There was more to it than an accident. Someone grabbed the strap of my camera and kept yanking at it, dragging me further down. It’s hard enough to swim when you’re fully clothed, but … anyway when I snapped the strap the tugging stopped, then I stuffed the camera inside my life jacket. Tony eventually got the duck righted and we all scrambled back on board.”
“Oh. I can guess, but … who, d'you think?”
“It all happened so fast ...” He paused then went on. “Tony’s right, Clive is a good diver. He went back down and collected most of the rest of the gear that had gone overboard. That’s what took so long.”
There was a silence. I looked across at him.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
“Like what? That someone wanted to sink the camera and lose the film?”
I nodded. “And if the interview was anything to go by, it had to be Clive.”
“So what about his interview?”
“A dead loss. Clammed up almost immediately, adamantly refused to co-operate, told me I was invading his privacy and to get lost, then he stormed off.”
Steve tugged his beard. “You’re probably right, Annie. There were only three of us left on board, and the others were busy playing out the two ropes. I couldn’t see any other cause, unless one of the others put him up to it. “
I shook my head. “The rest of the group all interviewed very well, said they were really enjoying themselves, and that’s certainly how it seemed to me. No-one else gave the slightest sign of wanting to hide anything.”
“Well, Clive gave nothing to you and it seems he tried to get back what little I managed to get. That’s one seriously media-shy bloke. I wonder why …”
We drove in silence for a while, before I tore my thoughts away from Clive. “By the way, Tony performed brilliantly for me. What did you think?”
“You’re right. He’s got definite media magnetism. And by the end of the afternoon he was quite fired up about the article.”
That’d be right. I bet he’d agreed to any number of photographs and articles on his project, and offered to cooperate with Steve to the ends of the earth, subject to the university’s approval. What did Steve have, I wondered yet again, that I didn’t?
We turned off west to Eumundi, speeding through a strange mixture of scrub country and tropical rainforest.
The Eumundi pub was cheerful, crowded and noisy, smelling of steak, onions and beer. Steve had dropped me off late morning en route to his bike gig. Jo turned up half an hour later, and we settled in to a corner table in the beer garden with a beer and a steak each.
I filled her in on the interview and we discussed the boating incident. Tony had been reticent about the whole thing, she said. He’d pointed out that anything to do with boats was bound to be a bit risky and unpredictable and he was just mightily relieved that no harm had been done.
I put my theory to Jo. A worried line appeared on her forehead.
“Let me get this straight. You say Steve thought someone — probably Clive — was trying to ditch his camera?”
“He did. Clive’s really the only suspect, particularly given how hostile he was to my interview. And Steve’s not given to indulging my wilder fantasies.”
She smiled slightly. “No, I could see that. So the interview drew a complete blank?”
“Absolutely zilch. He stormed off with barely a word.” I leaned forward and touched her hand. “Sorry, Jo.” I felt obscurely guilty that I’d let her down.
She sighed, drooping with disappointment. “Don’t be silly, dear, it’s not your fault. He was downright rude to me too. All I can say is, the plot thickens. And this little exercise was supposed to clear up the whole issue. We started off with one mystery — the look-alike with the same name — and we’ve ended up with another, Clive 2 himself. He’s quite different to all the other vollies, but Tony says he knows his stuff, he just likes to be left alone. I think he might be afraid.”
“Afraid?” When I thought about this, she could be right. “Afraid of what?”
She shrugged. “Who knows? But he’s certainly obsessive about his privacy. There must be some reason …” She was unconsciously echoing Steve’s words, I realised. I figured we’d have to wait for Steve’s photos to get his final take on the whole affair, and told Jo so.
Draining the last of my beer, I checked the time. “I’d better be off, Jo, Steve’s picking me up at half past three to head back to Brisbane.”
She looked at me sideways. “Nice bloke, Annie. Seems like great potential, I thought.”
“Potential? Potential for what?”
She stood her ground. “Well, you know, a good bloke to hook up with?”
“Steve?” I exploded. “Give me a break! It’d be like living with a porcupine! Anyway Jo, you promised, no more about men. I’ve even got it in writing.”
“I know, dear,” she said guiltily, “it’s just that … I thought there was a spark between the two of you. There’s certainly rapport, you have to admit that.”
“Whatever rapport we have is strictly professional,” I said through gritted teeth. “There’s nothing else, and never has been. So forget it.”
“Okay. I’m sorry Annie, I should never have raised it. My lips are sealed from here on.” She looked genuinely remorseful.
I glared at her, kissed her cheek, and left.
Steve spread his Ahab photographs out on my kitchen table, then dived into an envelope and added another half dozen − Tony’s shots, he informed me. I contributed the three photographs Mum had found of Clive mark-1, including Gran’s memento. Then we leaned over the table and examined the images. The silence lengthened. Steve frowned, tugging unconsciously at his beard.
“Jo was right. It is an uncanny likeness,” he said finally, his fingers tracing cheekbones, jaw lines and hairlines. “They’re about the same age here and of course we can’t compare colouring, but the bone structure is almost identical. I’d say common genes are a more likely explanation than coincidence.” He turned to look at me. “There’s something else.”
“What?”
“It’s not just the bone structure.”
“So?”
“Look at the expressions. I had a good look at your Gran’s photo of Clive mark-1 and I tried to catch Clive mark-2 at the same angle − just look at that.”
He selected two images, both looking into the right distance, and placed them side by side. Both were head and shoulders only, both half profile, their attention caught by something off camera … Both looked surprised, but pleasantly so, both smiling wryly. Now how had Steve managed that with Clive mark-2?
I looked carefully at the photographs. A little chill ran down my spine. Steve was right. The expressions were identical.
“How do you inherit an expression? Surely that can’t be transmitted through the genes.” It was a genuine question.
“Doubt it.” He hesitated. “I’m wary about saying this to someone with your hyped-up imagination, but …”
“But …?”
“But there is only one way, isn’t there, to reproduce an expression as accurately as that?”
“Is there? What is it?”
The chill on my spine intensified in anticipation of his answer.
“You grow up looking at it.”
It was all very unsatisfactory, as Jo kept saying and my mother kept echoing.
Clive mark-2 departed with the other vollies, in his case apparently off to Kangaroo Island to work on a seal project. He never uttered a syllable more than he had to. The name, the likeness − and the truculence − remained unexplained. Jo, Mum and I continued to be intrigued, indulging in all sorts of wild speculations which always hit a brick wall — how come he was English? Clive mark-1’s career had been cut short with the fall of Singapore. That really put paid to all our theories. We had no answers.
Tony, who probably had never heard of his great-uncle Clive before Meta’s funeral, had failed to be convinced that there was any mystery to be solved, and soon had his head into other issues. When grilled, he surfaced briefly to testify that (a) Clive had been an okay worker if left alone (b) he had a bad temper and (c) he was a loner. When the fieldwork ended, the other vollies had departed in a whirl of parties, pubs and hugs, but one morning Clive simply wasn’t there. On the other hand, Steve, usually the ultimate cynic, was not prepared to write the whole business off to coincidence. He always believed photographic evidence, particularly his own; he, too, retained a sense of unfinished business about Clive mark-2.
But life went on. Jo continued campaigning for environmentally respectable development. Tony moved back to Brisbane to work on his project at the university. My mother resumed her consuming interest in her inadequate supply of grandchildren. I suddenly became very busy, with a couple of new clients wanting some publications polished and produced in a big hurry.
After negotiating with various authorities at the university and getting their approval and Tony’s, Steve and I found we had a very marketable article in Ahab. It was snapped up by a popular scientific journal with the promise of a relatively healthy fee, and they were hungry for more. This led to Steve getting all enthusiastic about marine photography, and somewhat to my relief he disappeared off to the Whitsunday Islands for a couple of weeks to shoot some big-game fishing gig. And no doubt join the boys in their struggles with the ones that got away, and their celebrations with the tinnies afterwards.
I couldn’t shake off the feeling that I’d let Jo down. It was this, plus a prod from my own curiosity, that persuaded me to start investigating our family history.
To: joswan111@hotmail.com
From: anniebryce@bigpond.com
About our Clive Barclay — are there any members of that generation left — family, friends, neighbours − who would have known Clive mark-1? If he was around 20 when he enlisted in the early forties, surely anyone born before 1930 would remember him?
A.
To: anniebryce@bigpond.com
From: joswan111@hotmail.com
I’ve racked my brains, phoned around and talked to Pam. You know your father was spot on about Meta, she hardly ever talked about the past. We think Edward Barclay is still around out west somewhere − he’s your grandmother’s cousin, younger than Meta but probably well into his eighties by now. He married a girl who went to the same school as Meta and no doubt brother Clive. And Pam reminded me about the Drummonds in Toowoomba. Meta kept in touch with them − they went right back to childhood days and knew the whole Barclay family. Some of them are still here, they didn’t come to the funeral but they sent that beautiful sheaf of pink roses.
J.
To: joswan111@hotmail.com
From: anniebryce@bigpond.com
If you can track them down, maybe you should get in touch with these people and grill them about Clive 1. Sooner the better, by the sound of it.
A.
To: anniebryce@bigpond.com
From: joswan111@hotmail.com
Ed was last heard of in Kingaroy. Apparently he used to sell cars there. The Drummonds can be found in South Street Toowoomba, I believe Rose and Iris are still living in the old family home there. Pammie and I are going to contact both. Will be in touch.
J.
At the same time, I quietly made the time to do what, as a historian, I should have done long since. I joined a family history association and went along to a meeting to see what was on offer. All sorts of people were there — old, young, locals, immigrants, professionals, pensioners, all keen to find out more about who they were by tracking down their forebears. After a short talk about convict records, members were invited to mingle over coffee and patronise the book table.
“Is this any good, I wonder?” The speaker was a tall dark-haired man of about forty, scrutinising the details of a software package through steel-rimmed glasses. I had been wondering the same thing.
“I’m the wrong person to ask I’m afraid, I must be the newest member here.”
“Oh, I’m not far behind you, unfortunately.” He looked around. “Let’s see if we can find someone who’s used it.” He drifted off and approached a few members chatting in groups, then beckoned me over.
“This gentleman here is the vice-president of this outfit. My name’s Geoffrey, by the way, Geoffrey Edwards, and you are …?”
After I introduced myself the vice-president pointed out that, if we were just about to embark on family history, we might be putting the cart before the horse here. The software was for recording findings systematically, so first you had to ask some questions and find some answers. That said, he’d found it fairly easy to use, and it could be a good investment for the future.
“Actually, we’re running a session here in a fortnight for people who want to get started,” he said. “It’ll help you find your way around all the resources we have here —” he waved at the shelves full of CDs, journals, microfiche and books “— and give you some pointers about the questions you need to ask. Paper and pencil stuff, that comes first.”
“That sounds like a good idea, two weeks today …” Geoffrey pulled out a little black leather diary and leafed through it. “I should be able to manage that,” he said. “How about you, Annie?”
“I’m not sure. I’ll try.” My life wasn’t so predictable, unfortunately.
The vice-president was buttonholed by someone else and towed away.
Geoffrey gazed down at me. “Not committing, eh? Well, just in case you don’t make it, how about we seize the moment and find a better cup of coffee somewhere?” His brown eyes crinkled attractively when he smiled.
Now who would have thought there’d be talent lurking at a history meeting? Over the superior coffee I learned that he was an accountant, recently divorced with two sons who stayed with him every second weekend. Thus, he said ruefully, he suddenly found his life running on a fortnightly cycle. He wasn’t finding it easy, and he was looking for some sort of project they could all work on together. As the boys seemed to be permanently attached to the computer, he had hoped the software approach might be a winner. Anyway, all that aside, he felt he owed it to his ageing father to try to unearth some ancestors.
After we’d swapped vital statistics and availability status and eyed each other up and down, we exchanged phone numbers. Suddenly family history began to look quite enticing. I decided to make a big effort to get to that introductory session.
As it turned out Geoffrey and I did see each other a couple of times in the interim, once for coffee and once for dinner. Things went a lot further after the excellent Saturday seminar when we repaired to the pub afterwards for a recovery session and eventually wound up at my place. One thing led to another, and somewhat to my surprise I found myself making coffee for Geoffrey on the Sunday morning, both of us smiling idiotically.
He stuck his feet out into a patch of sunshine on the verandah, his toes connecting with mine.
“This is a lovely little cottage, Annie.” He reached across and took my hand. “You seem to have your life so well organised — a nice little home, an interesting career …” He sounded a bit envious.
I laughed. “I’m good at talking it all up. The money’s very up and down, so I do have a few sleepless nights. No accountant could handle that.”
“Even so.” He looked at his watch and sighed. “I’m going to have to go. I’m expected at an under-elevens soccer match shortly. Part-time dads don’t have weekends off when it comes to sport.” He found his shoes and shrugged into his sports coat, still managing to look very much the orderly accountant, I thought, even under these unplanned circumstances.
“That’s fine,” I said, smiling sweetly. He didn’t know that I meant it. I decided to keep this new development in my life away from the avid eyes of my family, at least for the moment. However, I thought Steve ought to know. It would be fun to needle him — he always got irritable when a man appeared in my life to preoccupy my time and attention. Yes, I decided, I’d make a point of mentioning Geoffrey next time I talked with Steve.
Later that day I settled down and started to sketch out a plan. I phoned Mum and Jo, and asked them both to write down everything they knew about everyone in Meta’s family — which didn’t amount to as much as I’d hoped, or needed. Nevertheless, in the little pockets of time I could find, I started to make myself au fait with the major websites specialising in pursuing ancestors back through the ages. As usual, I was utterly amazed at how much global information could zoom right into my little cottage by tapping on the right keys. I discovered that many websites offered subscription services, but it would be cheaper to access those through the association – anyway I’d have to make time to get in there to make the most of their amazing amount of historical material.
I had to keep my task in focus here: I was looking for some maternal family connection with the Barclays in Sussex, strong enough to account for Clive Barclay’s resemblance to my great-uncle as a young man. However, that item was not included in the little trickle of fascinating information that began to flow my way.
I started constructing two trees. The English tree looked more like a few stray twigs. I didn’t have much to go on. Fact 1: Clive mark-2 hailed from in Sussex (but was not necessarily born there). Fact 2: He was named after his grandfather. Fact 3: He’d graduated from the University of Hull. I couldn’t even swear that these Facts were actually facts, when I came to think of it.
I was a bit better informed about the Australian tree – but not all that much, I soon discovered. Over the next couple of weeks I spent what hours I could trawling away, adding bits and pieces to my tiny tree, not to mention lots of question marks.
I found records of birth for Meta and Clive mark-1, and of their parents” marriage and deaths, then back to their births, all of that in Australia. Beyond that, the scent cooled down. So many people with the same surname … Such huge families … Once a father and son went off and married two sisters, all hell broke loose and my little tree began to look quite tortured. I really needed to talk to someone who knew something about the family, but unfortunately neither Mum nor Jo had taken much notice of our ancestry.
A few weeks into this exercise, Jo phoned. “We – Pam and I — got in touch with the contacts I mentioned to you,” she said, without preamble.
“Oh, hi Jo. What contacts …?”
“Cousin Ed and the Drummonds, don’t you remember?”
“Of course. Did you tell them about Clive mark-2?”
“No,” she said slowly, “we didn’t. Pammie and I discussed that, but in the end we decided it would just complicate things. So all we did was ask them what they knew about our Uncle Clive. Pammie took on Cousin Ed, I talked to the Drummonds.”
“What did they have to say?”
“Not a lot. Yes, they remember Clive Barclay well. An only son, mother died when he was a child, very close to Meta, all just as she said. He went off to war as a young man, 1940 it was they thought, and died in Asia. He didn’t get married.”
“Did you ask about begetting and all that?”
“God no, not the Drummonds, I wasn’t game. People in their world just didn’t do that sort of thing, not then, not there.”
“Really? They really believe that?”
I heard a snort of laughter. “They sound as if they do. I didn’t want to offend them so I didn’t pursue that one. It was wartime, after all. Surely everyone was out for whatever was going? I bet there were unplanned babies popping out all over the place.”
“If he did father a child without getting married, we’d probably have Buckley’s chance of tracking that down now. I suppose we could ask if he had a particular girlfriend. Did you do that?”
“No, not in so many words.”
“Anyway, it’s all more than sixty years ago, after all,” I contributed lamely. “I suppose it’s all a bit dim by now.”
“Cousin Ed and the Drummonds have all got to the point where the 1930s seem a lot more real to them than the twenty-first century.” Jo paused. “Would you go and see them, Annie?”
“Me? Why? What more could I do?”
“You could pull your professional historian act, you’d probably be better at asking the hard questions. We felt we had to be careful not to offend them, calling out of the blue like that. Pam and I compared notes and we think they both were very cagey. It’s probably because of that business years back.”
“What business was that?”
“I never really knew what it was about, but for some reason there was a lot of bad blood between the families. Meta was in on it, but she never explained. At least I don’t think so. I wish I’d paid more attention.” Her voice took on a regretful tone. “I seem to be saying that a lot these days, don’t I?”
Visiting the distant relations seemed like a big ask. My life seemed to have hit the fast lane lately; what with Geoffrey, Steve’s projects, my other work and family research, any spare time had evaporated. My girlfriends had all been relegated to occasional phone calls, and I hadn’t set eyes on my nieces for weeks. So how was I going to fit that in? Where were these people again? Kingaroy? Toowoomba? It would take a full weekend, and there was no guarantee they would want to talk to me, in fact the opposite seemed to be more likely. I decided I could do without immersion in family dogfights and failing memories.
I prevaricated. “I’m pretty busy at the moment, Jo, not sure when I could manage to get out of town. I’ll see what I can do.”
“You do that.” Unusually, Jo sounded a bit sharp with me. I realised how important this whole business had become to her. I hung up and put my head in my hands: I had let her down again.
After I had met my most pressing deadlines, I decided to get a bit more systematic about this project.
First up I set out to find details of Clive mark-1’s Army service. That proved surprisingly easy through the government records on the internet. Clive Walter Barclay had enlisted in the 2/10 Field Regiment in Brisbane in July 1940, served as a Gunner, and was listed as “dec’d, 1942”. Then Mum hunted through Meta’s memorabilia, but succeeded in finding only his medals: the Defence Medal, the Australian Service Medal, the Pacific Star Medal. The medals spoke of another era, of empire, kings, crowns, lions. Meta must have destroyed any letters.
Over a cup of tea with my mother, I asked her about the calls to the Drummonds and the remote cousin. She looked reflectively into the distance.
“You know, I didn’t give that enough thought before we phoned. When we compared notes their whole attitude rang some bells, and I’ve been mulling it over since … There was some court case, I seem to remember, something that caused shame to the family. Meta never let it change their relationship, but plenty of others did, apparently. The two sisters were probably quite affected by the whole business. Neither Rose or Iris Drummond ever married.”
“What sort of case?”
“A big one, that got a good deal of publicity. Of course, everyone knew everyone else’s business in country towns like Toowoomba, particularly back then.”
“When? Could you give me date?”
Mum wrinkled her forehead. “I think it was after Meta married − sometime in the early forties, maybe? Sorry, dear, I can’t get closer than that.”
It wasn’t much to go on, but it was enough to send me off to the Queensland collection in the Oxley Library; I was always glad of any opportunity to visit my spiritual home. It took a bit of creative searching, but finally I found on microfilm a newspaper report dated October 1940, which gave me a jolt:
The jury brought in their verdict last night in the case of Mrs Emily Barclay, who had been charged with wilful murder of her husband Charles Barclay. During the trial it was established that Charles Barclay sustained fatal shotgun wounds when he returned home in the early hours of February 14, having been visiting his mistress, Miss Lily Drummond, with whom, it had been established, he had a longstanding relationship.
Mrs Barclay owned to firing the shot. She claimed, however, that as her husband had told her he would be away from home for several days, she panicked when she heard what she believed to be an intruder fumbling with the front door, and fired a warning shot to scare him away. She had no knowledge that her husband would return at that time, or indeed on that date, and was horrified to find that she had wounded him. She summoned help immediately but Mr Barclay died before reaching hospital. Mrs Barclay also told the court she had no knowledge of his affair with Miss Drummond.
The jury found Mrs Barclay to be not guilty of murder, or of the lesser charge of manslaughter.
No doubt, I thought, the twelve good men and true figured he’d had his fun, and he had his retribution coming. Small town tongues would have made hay with all that.
Who exactly were these people? I returned to my family tree, and got Jo to call the Drummonds again. Charles Barclay turned out to be Meta’s uncle, thus Clive’s uncle, and also Ed’s uncle; Lily was the older sister of Iris and Rose. Now that might explain everyone’s reticence to discuss the past.
Was there more to this story? Did it have any bearing on what we had come to term the “Cloning of Clive”? I couldn’t see any, but you never could tell. Still, I was delighted to know we had a skeleton in our ancestral cupboard. I put a photocopy of the article in a nice new binder alongside the copies of the Clive mark-1 memorabilia: Exhibits A and B. Then I labelled a second binder and inserted Exhibits C to F: the photos of Clive mark-2, the notes I’d taken from his interview and the scraps of information we’d gleaned about his family. I made a mental note to get Mum to unearth Meta’s old family photo albums. Suddenly they were looking a lot more interesting.
This little find galvanised me into action. I cleared a weekend in my diary, got hold of Ed’s and the Drummonds” telephone numbers, braced myself and called them both. I decided to lay my cards on the table, partly to establish my bona fides as a genuine researcher, and partly to hit them with shock tactics.
It took of a bit of doing to make it clear to Ed who I was. “Who? Annie, did you say? Whose daughter? Speak up, could you? Oh yes, Pamela, she rang … What did you say? Come and meet us? ... Well, if you want to, but why, for God’s sake?”
I broke the news about finding the court case and was greeted by a wheezy groan. “Hoped I’d heard the last of that rotten business. Don’t care any more, but, ancient history now. Still, got to give you marks for finding out about it, young lady. Hang on.”
The voices off were punctuated by a blast of coughing followed by a loud clatter as he retrieved the receiver.
“Yeah, if you want to, come up, it’s okay with the wife. Don’t expect much, though, I told your mother everything I knew. We’re in most days. Just give us a call.”
I pencilled in the meeting for the Saturday. Then I tackled the Drummonds.
The voice at the other end belonged to Iris and was elderly, cultured and reserved. She made the connection with Jo immediately. These days they had few calls and fewer visitors, she said. There was a sharp intake of breath when I mentioned the court case. She kept me on the line for what seemed like an eternity while she consulted with her sister. Finally she returned, cleared her throat, and told me I would be welcome to meet with them, but only if I could give them an assurance that I would not be writing about the event I had mentioned, at least not during their lifetimes. They were her very words. I agreed. We settled on the Sunday after my meeting with Ed.
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