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‘The Storyteller knows what the Storyteller knows; 

the Storyteller tells what the Storyteller tells.’ 

CARRILLO MEAN When Where Why How





PROLOGUE BY THE STORYTELLER

Imagine you have a talking skeleton in the wardrobe. That’s me. I 
still have my own teeth.

Once upon a time, in the years between the great wars, there 
was born a baby girl named Margaret. This happened in the 
artistic atmosphere of Eltham in the shire of Nillumbik, twenty 
kilometres to the north-east of Melbourne. Margaret’s childhood 
was happy, although during some of it the whole world was at 
war for the second time. When Margaret grew up she married 
Edmund, who was a very distant cousin, and she went to live in 
the wealthy atmosphere of Toorak in the city of Stonnington, five 
kilometres to the south-east of the Melbourne Town Hall. And 
lived happily ever after. You think so? There was happy and there 
was sad. Life’s like that. Even Cinderella died in the end. Margaret 
and Edmund had four children, and in the way of things, before he 
was quite seventy years old, Edmund died. So Margaret lived alone 
in the lovely old house built by Edmund’s father. She was known 
as a philanthropist and patron of the arts, and people from the 
news media would sometimes come round with various recording 
devices and would then tell stories about her and her good works 
and her pretty family life in Toorak. These stories didn’t get very 
far beneath the surface. How could she possibly be as good as she 
seemed? One morning she said to her faithful housekeeper, Lillian: 
‘I think I’ll write my memoirs.’

Now we’re getting somewhere.
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Let me tell you a few things about Margaret and Lillian. 
Margaret has led a life of privilege. She grew up in Eltham where 
her father was the local doctor. She trained as a nurse, but when 
she married she retired to have four children and look after her 
husband who was in the funeral business. Lillian, much the same 
age as Margaret, came from lower down the social scale. She has 
always worked as a housekeeper, also has four children, and her 
husband also is dead. For many years she has been Margaret’s 
housekeeper, and as you can see they have formed a warm 
understanding. Lillian knows her place, and Margaret knows she 
knows. But when Margaret needs a shoulder to cry on – and this is 
not often – she turns to Lillian. When she needs – well – someone 
to talk to, she turns to Lillian, housekeeper, mainstay. Margaret 
is the matriarch of an influential family, yet without Lillian she 
possibly couldn’t manage the smooth performance that is her 
public and private life. Patron of this, president of that, mother, 
grandmother, volunteer. Margaret is a good woman. And so is 
Lillian. You can easily tell the difference between them: one is 
tall and leonine with Italian spectacle frames, the other small and 
simian with glasses from her local pharmacy. One has her own 
teeth; the other doesn’t. And Lillian comes from the other side of 
the river. Thus may class divides be identified in this little patch of 
the animal kingdom. 

‘I don’t know what Mr O’Day would think of you writing 
memoirs,’ Lillian said. 

‘He would turn in his grave.’ 
‘I believe he would.’
‘Then he will just have to turn, won’t he?’
Margaret laughed again, but it was a kind of forced laugh.



The Book of Revelation

‘Death is the golden key that opens the palace of eternity.’
E. R. O’Day 

Lillian just smiled. Margaret smoothed her hand over the blue 
linen cover, ran her fingers across the surface of the first page. 

‘Yes. I’m calling it The Book of Revelation.’
Lillian smiled again. 
‘Well, why don’t you say something, Lillian? Is it a good idea? 

Or not?’ 
‘Oh, I think it’s an excellent idea.’
‘What do you think about the title, then?’
‘It sounds rather gruesome. Violent is it, the story?’
‘I don’t think so. I don’t quite know yet. I haven’t started 

actually writing. For some reason I keep thinking of my father. In 
the war. But it’s really just a journal, Lillian. Or a memoir.’

‘You might have to decide which. And I wondered: is the title 
a bit, you know, blasphemous, sacrilegious?’

‘Oh, I don’t think so really. I think that by the age of seventy-
eight nothing’s blasphemous any more.’

‘You made that up, Margaret.’
‘And by this age I can also make up anything I like.’
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‘So will it be truthful, the story you tell? The journal – or the 
memoir? Or do you plan to make it up?’

It was Margaret’s turn to smile. In fact, she laughed. 
‘Oh, you know me, I wouldn’t dream of writing fiction, 

Lillian,’ she said. 

You will have the pleasure of reading a few of the pages of 
Margaret’s Book of Revelation in the course of this narrative. One 
other thing before we really get going here: every little chapter of 
the story is preceded by a pithy saying attributed to E. R. O’Day, 
Margaret’s late husband. He was of course the patriarch, the boss of 
the family, but I am pleased to say that I am the boss of the story; 
I will guide you, will tell you where to look, and will suggest 
various ways of thinking about the things you see. Do not imagine 
that Margaret headed her section of The Book of Revelation with 
Edmund’s sayings. No, that was all the work of the skeleton in the 
wardrobe. I might say: ‘Trust me, I’m a fiction writer’ – but that 
would be a bit silly, wouldn’t it? 



Heavenly Days

‘Go to a funeral – catch your death.’
E. R. O’Day

Eddy O’Day was a philistine, but he was not a fool. He was 
even something of a philosopher, particularly when he had had 
a drink or two, which was quite often. He kept an incredibly 
comprehensive cellar. When his father died in 1968, Edmund took 
over the family funeral business and it never looked back. It had 
always been steady, but Edmund turned it, people said, into not just 
a business, but an art form. It was Edmund who bought the large 
unpromising property on the outskirts (he loved the word, and 
so do I) of the city and developed the Heavenly Days theme park 
where you could be married or buried or even baptised. Eighteen-
year-olds revelled in celebrating their birthdays at Heavenly Days 
where there were rides such as the Spooky-Kooky and the Tomb 
of the Unknown Zombie. Bucks nights were a speciality; not so 
much hens, although for a time it was fashionable to hold the 
baby shower in the Goo-Goo Conservatory. The food, I should 
point out, was excellent, likewise the drink. Edmund was no fool. 
There was a Roman Catholic bias to the overall theme, although, 
as Eddy would say, the heathen was as welcome as any other 
sinner. The genius of it all was not really the small ferris wheel 



4

at the centre, although that was perfectly splendid, but the fact 
that people were encouraged to buy large family plots, places they 
could decorate in life, and where they could enjoy family picnics. 
Somehow Eddy was able to convince people that they were going 
to need a great chunk of land in eternity. The plan was called 
‘Here-and-Now-Here-After’. 

Yes, Heavenly Days was an art form, a great installation. Above 
the doorway inside the reception area was a replica of a Chinese 
ivory skeleton from the family home. In the house the original of 
the strange little thing, the size of your pinkie, hangs inside the 
front door, beside a small statue of St Michael. People seldom notice 
the quiet presences of these figures, but they are the protectors of 
the household. The skeleton is known as George. ‘Our personal 
memento mori,’ Edmund would say, ‘as if we needed one.’

Edmund said he probably should get an arts grant for creating 
Heavenly Days. That was a joke. Eddy was something of a 
humorist in his way. Every morning he presented his staff with 
what he called the Epitaph of the Day. These were pithy sayings 
on the topic of death, quoting for example the words of Goethe or 
Christ, but always signed E. R. O’Day in fine red lettering. The 
staff called them headstones. When they opened their computers 
first thing, there it was, the Epitaph of the Day. ‘Death, where 
is thy sting? In the hip pocket.’ Or ‘A man who won’t die for 
something is not fit to live.’ And so forth. Of course they were 
not really epitaphs, but Eddy was free with language, and generally 
free with the truth. 

He used to say that the four things to consider were sex, women, 
wine and death  – you could forget the old death, judgement, 
heaven and hell nonsense. Sex is the initiator, he said. The entrance 
gates to Heavenly Days were a giant iridescent butterfly which 
Edmund liked to point out was a sexual symbol. He couldn’t see a 
black mantilla without thinking of lace knickers. Although many 
of his staff were women, they seemed to be happy enough to 
take his philosophies on board. Without sex, he said, you wouldn’t 
have death – well, you wouldn’t have anything, would you. What 
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Edmund had, first and foremost, was charm. He was handsome, 
rich and charming – what more do you want? 

Edmund had a wife and family: well, in fact, he had two 
families. There was Margaret, his wife, who was what is known as 
a virtuous woman, and there was Fiona, who was what is known 
as a mistress. 

Here is a sort of diagram of the ‘family’.
Margaret and Edmund had four children: Joseph, Paul, Rafaela 

and Isobel. 
Joseph is married to Charmaine (children: Orson, Oriane, 

Orlando, Ophelia).
Paul is gay and his partner is Gerard (no children). 
Rafaela is married to Jean-François (no children). 
Isobel is married to Hugh (children: Rupert and Gustav). 
Edmund and Fiona had two sons: Frederick and Julian. 

Margaret plans to leave the house to Isobel and Hugh, mainly 
because she can not bear the thought of what Charmaine might 
do to it. 

You can see that the family tree is branching out quite nicely 
here, one way and another. Naturally we will be looking at the 
love/sex lives and the procreations of the younger members of the 
family. You could call it an extended family, what with Fiona and 
the boys. 

Edmund and Margaret were in fact related. He came from the 
business side of the family, and she came from the more artistic 
and professional side. These things happen. He was a ‘funeral’ 
O’Day and she was a ‘medical’ O’Day – two areas of interest that 
are not necessarily so very far apart. The official funeral O’Day 
residence was in the old Toorak home, Bellevue, where Edmund 
had grown up, and the house where Fiona and the boys lived 
was just a few blocks away. Smaller, more modern, but a place of 
comfort and luxury. The quickest way to describe Bellevue to you 
is to show you the advertisement for it that would appear in 2020. 
I realise that the eye of the reader can easily slide carelessly across 
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such elements of the text. However, I suggest you take your time 
and study this little document carefully. 

FORTHCOMING 
AUCTION

Landmark Toorak Georgian  
Family Home

‘Bellevue’

Number 10 George Avenue

Style & comfort  21st Century Living  

Two Hectares Prime Residential Land

Six Bedrooms + Ensuites; Italian Marble Reception Hall
Gracious Drawing Room; Generous Dining; Perfect Kitchen; Studio;  

Studies; Sitting Rooms

Tennis Court; Butler’s Pantry; Silver Strongroom; Conservatory;  
Billiard Room; Wine Cellar

Supercinema Screenroom; Children’s Suite + Games Room;  
Monitored Security; Gymnasium; Five-car Garage

River Access + Boathouse; Pool + Cabana; Landscaped Gardens;  
Heritage-Listed Trees

Immaculate Condition from  
Attic to Cellar

Inspection Strictly by Appointment
www.realestateaustralasia.com.au/july2020.html

The O’Day family, well known as funeral directors to the Melbourne establishment,  
built Bellevue in the nineteen  twenties. The house goes up for sale for the first  

time in ninety-five years.
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Margaret was not only virtuous but, as you know, rather wise, 
or perhaps cunning, and she treated Fiona and co. as part of the 
larger family. Edmund had lots of other women off and on, but 
they didn’t really count. Yes, you’d have to say his charm was 
considerable.

All good things come to an end, and eventually, when he was 
seventy, Eddy O’Day himself died. He had always said he would. 
(‘A man who lives fully is prepared to die at any time.’ E. R. O’Day.) 
So virtuous Margaret became a widow, and so did mistress Fiona. 
And in the normal course of events, Margaret herself died. 

So let’s begin with Margaret’s funeral, this being a tale about a 
family of funeral directors, and then we can go back and see how 
things got to the point they got to. 



Two Minutes of Fame, July 2014 

‘All stories, if continued far enough, end in death.’
E. R. O’Day

The funeral of Margaret, matriarch, widow of Edmund Rice 
O’Day of O’Day Funerals, took place on a winter morning in 
Melbourne in 2014. Before the church service, as the hearse was 
leaving the family home in Toorak, a glittering flock of tropical 
turquoise butterflies, bred for such occasions, was released into the 
chilly air. A few of the creatures fluttered swiftly away to disappear 
in an ethereal zigzag flash, but many seemed bewildered, reluctant 
to move far from their boxes. Some stuck like jewels to the family’s 
clothing, others remaining huddled in their containers, refusing to 
move until the boxes were shaken and they were forced to come 
out. ‘I shook it and shook it and shook it and still it just stuck in 
the corner of the box. So I picked it up in my fingers but I think 
I squeezed it too tight and it got crushed, ick,’ said one of the 
children afterwards, flicking her finger and thumb to demonstrate 
how she had flicked the broken thing onto the gravel. Charmaine, 
who had thought of having the butterflies, was quite disappointed 
in their performance.

If the sun had been shining more brightly, the butterflies might 
have been more active. A sense of anticlimax hung in the air. The 
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whole funeral event was in due course routinely produced, in a 
somewhat outdated format, as a ‘deluxe’ DVD. O’Day Funerals 
specialised in those. The butterflies were recorded on the gardener’s 
phone and immediately tweeted, and were recorded also on an 
ancient video camera operated by the housekeeper, Lillian. They 
will live on in a family archive of poor quality videos, and will 
flutter forever on Facebook. 

Lillian, now. You will like Lillian – or at least I hope you will. 
The gardener’s phone clip turned up on YouTube where it had 
sixty-five seconds of fame that have entered the possible eternity 
of the internet. Images of butterflies had always been a motif in 
Margaret’s life, a kind of signature, rather in the way that some 
people seem to attract images of frogs or cats or pigs. There is 
no real meaning to these little fetishes, when you come down 
to it, but throughout the life the motif persists. And there it was, 
the motif, following Margaret into the hereafter. Eternity with 
Butterflies on a YouTube clip. Don’t try to make too much out 
of it all now, will you? If Freud had thought of it he might have 
commented that sometimes a butterfly is just a butterfly. A funny 
thing was that, although Edmund frequently drew attention to 
the butterfly he called the Great Fanny of Eternity at the entrance 
to Heavenly Days, Margaret never really caught on. A giantess of 
Catholic respectability, she seemed to be capable of sealing off the 
reality of the thing, the possible symbolism of the insect’s form. 
Perhaps it was her ‘coping mechanism’. Or perhaps she was so 
finely tuned to nature, so much of a butterfly on legs herself, that 
she simply lived the meaning of it all. I find it a bit enigmatic really. 
You can decide. 



The Summer Before the Funeral 

‘Black horses, black carriages, and fast-fading flowers.  
Why not the colours of a sunset?’

E. R. O’Day

Yes, it was a hot summer, long and hot. Margaret, still very much 
alive at this point, stood at the window looking out onto the scene 
in the garden. The umbrella of early summer oak leaves cast its 
shadow in dappled sunlight soft as honey over a long table. Around 
this table sat family and friends. Margaret’s chair at the far end 
was momentarily empty, a pale green shawl draped over its back. 
There were cane armchairs and elegant smaller tables around the 
periphery. It was a charming group, picture perfect, the emotional 
focus being a baby girl. The antique cradle swathed in fine net 
rested on its tall frame beside the baby’s mother. The cradle was, as 
you might have guessed, a family heirloom. The christening cake, 
iced in gleaming white, was decorated with the fresh petals of the 
palest pink roses. This baby was Margaret’s second grand-daughter, 
fourth child of son Joey and his glamorous wife Charmaine. The 
occasion was the celebration of the baby’s baptism and, truth to 
tell, Margaret had withdrawn to the house for a few moments in 
order to preserve her good temper. She had been on the point of 
making a sharp remark, the kind of remark she very seldom, if 
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ever, would make in public. She was a woman of considerable 
self-control, known for her goodness, indeed for her virtue, as I 
have already said. She generally concealed most of her own more 
unpleasant emotions behind a face and demeanour of charm, even 
of sweetness. 

Margaret wanted to comment on the baby’s name, but didn’t. 
Charmaine was already aware of her thoughts; and anyway, it 
was now pointless to say anything. Charmaine had gone ahead, 
against the wishes of many, but of Margaret in particular, and 
called the baby Ophelia Rose. A doomed name, Margaret said. 
But Shakespearian argument meant very little to Charmaine. 

‘It’s such a pretty name,’ said Charmaine. ‘I’ve always loved 
it, you know. There was a girl at school whose aunt was called 
Ophelia and she always used to come to school concerts and 
things and she was incredibly pretty and had this amazing singing 
voice and she used to sing my song to me sometimes, you know, 
“Charmaine”, my song?’ 

Paul, who was fond of Charmaine, supplied the first line in the 
style of a Welsh tenor, and everyone laughed with delight. 

Margaret considered Charmaine to be an idiot, but she fulfilled her 
function as an excellent breeder of O’Day children, and didn’t seem 
to pass on her own empty head, although she did pass on her rather 
delicious facial features. All to the good. Charmaine would sit at 
the piano and play and sing the song – of course she had no irony – 
trilling on about how the man in the Charmaine story was hoping 
for Charmaine to come back to him along with the mating bluebirds. 
Mating bluebirds! You can catch the song for yourself on YouTube. 
I like the version by the Silver Masked Tenor, from an old recording 
made by the Silvertown Cord Orchestra long, long ago. It’s worth 
noting that Margaret’s father (of whom much more later) had a 
vinyl record of this very version in his collection of seventy-eights. 
Margaret’s mother used to sing the thing to her children as a lullaby. 
Well, it is a pretty melody. In fact it irritated Margaret that her 
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daughter-in-law had taken ownership of the song. There was much 
about Charmaine that irritated Margaret – but of course she seldom 
showed it. Edmund had found Charmaine highly entertaining, and 
naturally he loved the very look of her. Legs, tits, eyes, teeth, hair – 
and arse, of course. She was the real thing. Personality. That was it, 
personality. He’s not wrong. And shrewdness and cunning. That’s 
Charmaine. There’s a certain amount of evidence to suggest that 
Eddy was the father of Charmaine’s daughter Oriane. Imagine! 
Margaret hadn’t actually caught a whisper of this, but I do wonder 
what she would have done, at the time, if she had known. What 
do you think? I don’t suppose it would make much difference to 
the family tree thing. Eddy used to make loud comments about 
what he called Charmaine’s ‘stuffed shirt howling half-wit family 
of millionaire dry-cleaners’.

‘How did they come to get you and KayKay, Charms?’ he’d say. 
It wasn’t so much the lowliness of dry-cleaning, as Charmaine’s 
lack of taste in general that strangely fascinated him, that got to 
him. Eddy was fond of – what would you call it? – the glamour of 
the arts, I suppose. Prided himself on his taste, yet could never resist 
the call of lust. Perhaps he was more complex than he appeared. He 
had after all plucked Margaret – pretty but not very sexy – from 
the arty/medical Eltham branch of the family. Charmaine’s lot 
were crass. (What a word! Crass. It’s like spitting.) And while we’re 
at it with the nasty words, Charmaine and KayKay were both 
well known as sluts. Although Charmaine didn’t really look like 
one most of the time. Eddy’s sons were quite different from him. 
Paul was a gay musician; Joseph was a rather dull businessman, 
respectable husband and father. Perhaps Eddy’s genes will pick up 
again in the grandchildren.

‘Ophelia,’ said Charmaine, ‘it really works with all the children’s 
names’.

These names were: Orson, Oriane and Orlando. Was Ophelia 
consistent? Yes, it probably was. Margaret held her tongue and 
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turned a blind eye to this somewhat comical list of names. She had 
suggested the possibility of ‘Olivia’ for the second daughter, but this 
was quickly dismissed as being too popular, and also the name of 
a pig in a picture book. Privately, Margaret hated the notion of all 
those ‘O. O’Days’, and what any routine joker could make of them. 
The art master, Clive Bushby, at Loyola College where the boys of 
the family were at school openly called them the ‘Ooops O’Daisies’. 
Margaret herself would sometimes say to Lillian: ‘The Ooopsies 
will be here for lunch on Sunday.’ Then they would both laugh. 
Lightly. For Margaret adored the children, and the word was spoken 
with affection. Spoken to Lillian, you will have noticed. I can tell 
you now that Lillian was in fact Margaret’s closest human being. I 
say ‘human being’ rather than ‘friend’ or anything else. Margaret 
did have friends, naturally she did, but I think a better word for 
them might be ‘acquaintances’ really. She would never open her 
heart to them. If she could be said to open her heart – well, perhaps 
not her heart so much as her mouth and mind – to anyone, it was 
to Lillian. Oh, all right – sometimes she opened her heart, such as 
when Edmund died, say. Lillian was perhaps more like the sister 
Margaret had never had and always longed for. ‘Consider yourself 
lucky,’ said the acquaintances (at lunches and gallery openings and 
in theatre foyers and so forth), ‘that they’re not named after towns 
in the United States, or after peculiar tropical plants or popular 
songs.’ Remember Charmaine? The local pharmacist’s children 
were, for instance, called Dusk, Acapulco, Sylph and Tytonidae. 
The acquaintances said that celebrities were to blame for this 
fashion in naming children. Maybe. The late Peaches Geldof, for 
one. She had set the benchmark high. The internet is pretty vague 
and messy about the meaning of the name ‘Charmaine’. Is it a 
feminine form of ‘Charles’, or does it just mean ‘charm’? Not to 
worry. The names of Margaret’s other grandchildren, Rupert and 
Gustav, sons of Isobel and her husband, Hugh, are perfectly good 
names, aren’t they? A relief. There is, however, their nanny to 
consider; she’s called Smith, which is short for Smithereen. Yes, her 
name is Smithereen Garvey. 
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‘The received meaning of Ophelia is “help”,’ Margaret said to 
Lillian one time during Charmaine’s pregnancy. 

‘Help?’ said Lillian, who loves to listen to Margaret when she’s 
on her high horse. ‘How do you mean, help?’

‘Oh, I’ve never been sure on that point. It could mean the child 
is meant to be useful around the house, or is – um – calling for 
assistance.’

Lillian couldn’t really see what the fuss was about, but that 
was Margaret for you, always holding an opinion, always wanting 
control, the last word, elegantly resenting it when she didn’t get 
her own way. 

As soon as the disapproval about Ophelia was gently but firmly 
put to Charmaine, early in the pregnancy, all hope of changing 
the name was lost. When Charmaine dug in her Jimmy Choos, 
they were stuck fast. It was not Charmaine’s first victory over the 
O’Days, but it was to be one of her most significant and lasting. 
Although she was not particularly intelligent, she was mischie-
vous, with a certain sly natural wit, which she usually paraded 
as innocence. 

She brought round to Bellevue, one evening, a coffee-table 
book about roses. Before dinner she produced the book, a ribbon 
marking the place where there was a gleaming photograph of a 
luscious pale pink bloom. Charmaine read: 

‘The Ophelia rose is a hybrid tea, urn-shaped, double, perfumed. 
The blooms are creamy pale pink, with sparse leaves which are 
deep green, glossy, ovate with finely toothed edges. Most of the 
pests and diseases – to which this rose is quite susceptible – can 
be controlled with good cultural practices.’ She looked up and 
repeated, ‘controlled with good cultural practices’, grinning, 
as if she found the phrase amusing. Was the idiot developing a 
crude sense of irony after all? Nobody spoke. This was really the 
first time Charmaine had ever actually put a case to the family, 
and there was something unsettling, something faintly ominous 
flickering around the moment. In the past she had simply done 
things, wilfully ignoring the unspoken rules of the Toorak 
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O’Days, without ever actively reasoning her position. This was 
a new Charmaine; reading aloud from a book was, for one thing, 
very new. 

Quietly, from her deep armchair, her back stiff and inclined 
forward, Margaret spoke. 

‘Yes, it is a very lovely rose. I have one on the lower terrace. 
Sometimes I think of moving it, since it has never really flourished 
there. Perhaps my cultural practices are not good enough. But 
the blooms are certainly urn-shaped, that’s accurate. Urn-
shaped.’ Margaret pushed her lips forward as she pronounced the 
word  – urn-shaped. Quite slowly she said it, her eyes wide, her 
gaze moving carefully across the assembled family. Charmaine 
appeared to ignore what Margaret was saying, and she continued 
to smile serenely, perhaps even smugly. The truth was that naming 
a baby Ophelia made Margaret nervous. She wasn’t entirely sure 
why this was so, but there was definitely something about it that 
troubled her. There was the madness and the drowning in Hamlet, 
of course, and there was also a painting Margaret knew from 
childhood – Ophelia disappearing beneath the water. 

So on the afternoon of Ophelia Rose’s baptism, while the family 
and their friends were gathered on the lawn, Margaret was standing 
in the tapestry room, so grandly named for the faded silken image 
of the Lady with the Unicorn that hung on the wall. This room 
was Margaret’s personal domain. It was on the opposite side of 
the house to the den, which had belonged to ‘my late husband, 
Edmund’. The two rooms perhaps complemented each other, one 
so masculine, the other feminine – or maybe they accentuated the 
sharp differences that existed between Margaret and Edmund, and 
that somehow bound them together. She was composed and proper, 
he inclined to be loud and excitable, even wild. He had played 
full-forward for Melbourne in his heyday, and was known as a 
ladies’ man. With good reason. And as I have said, he came from 
the business O’Days, while Margaret, sharing a surname which 
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they believed signified a family relationship in the distant past, 
came from the medical and artistic O’Days. In a curious way they 
made a perfect couple, particularly in public. They had negotiated 
well in the power struggle that is marriage, and everything went 
along smoothly in their healthy, wealthy world. Then Edmund 
died, and all the power went over to Margaret. All the power and 
none of the fun. She missed Edmund – well, everybody missed 
Edmund. The sons took over the business, and things went on 
as usual, although the Headstones that used to come up on the 
computers every morning disappeared. The staff were really sorry 
about that. Some of them tried to do it themselves, but it wasn’t 
the same. 

Pause here to look briefly at the two branches, to continue the 
tree metaphor, of the family. There were the Toorak O’Days, and 
the Eltham O’Days. The suburbs in which they lived and breathed 
and had their beings were statements also of the divide between 
them. Toorak is the grandest suburb of Melbourne. It’s where 
the most powerful, most wealthy, most established families tend 
to congregate. Where the houses are spread, tall and solid and 
set in large grounds, where the streets are lined with handsome 
and sheltering trees, where security cameras have operated in 
every nook and cranny since time immemorial (you can see I am 
getting carried away with the pleasure of talking about it). Video 
surveillance was invented for the people of Toorak. Where there 
are nannies and butlers and permanent gardeners and housekeepers 
and even window washers – so much glass. Where the gates are 
electronically operated, where the garages hold many, many cars, 
and are often located underground. Consider the nature of the 
vast vehicles that deliver the hundreds of tiny children to the gates 
of the walled schools in the area, children with giant backpacks 
and cello cases spilling like tragic hopeful ants from the mysterious 
depths of conveyances designed to withstand military assault on 
rocky mountain roads. Remember that thing Shakespeare said 
about the boy ‘creeping like snail unwillingly to school’? And his 
boy didn’t even have the backpack, etc. Well, yes, I am describing 
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luxury of a kind, and also a sort of moated existence. It’s lovely, 
Toorak. Or weird and a little creepy – depends on your point of 
view. These days wealthy foreigners have almost overrun the place, 
edging out people such as the O’Days. And you will see evidence 
of this in the advertisement for the sale of Bellevue. Turn back if 
you will and consider the fact that the house is being sold not by 
a local agent in an office in Toorak Village, but exclusively online, 
by realestateaustralasia.com.au. Perhaps prospective foreign buyers 
will either buy it sight unseen, or will fly in with a code for 
opening the gates and doors, and a set of instructions. 

It’s a bit different in Eltham, which is out in the hills on the 
far wooded edges of the city and given to wild life – by which 
I mean birds and kangaroos and wombats and so on. Whereas 
the streets of Toorak have been smoothly macadamised for what 
seems like forever, many of the narrow hilly streets of Eltham 
are made from clay and orange gravel. Once upon a time an arty 
fellow built a kind of gothic pseudo-monastery there, and this 
became a glorious centre for the arts – painting, sculpture, music, 
stained glass, poetry, dance. Theatre, I imagine. Secular it was, the 
monastery, a place for joy and laughter and love and sex and drugs 
and drunken behaviour – well, you know, the arts. I think they 
grew a lot of vegies. Maybe grapes. They drank plenty of wine, I 
do know that. In the winding roads around about lived artists of 
all kinds. It was vibrant! And it was here that the other O’Days, 
the medical/artistic ones, set up shop/home. Margaret’s father was 
the local and beloved doctor. (Keep an eye on that word ‘beloved’.) 

So that was the two branches of the family. Uniting them in 
Margaret and Edmund makes a bit of a glitch in the tree thing, 
really. Now back to Margaret in her tapestry room in Toorak. You 
can see that she has transported more than a little bit of Eltham to 
her new setting.

Collections of pots made by Eltham potters, and in a tall 
glass-fronted cabinet in the tapestry room, her collection of 
Famille-Verte, her beloved Chinese porcelain, the first piece of 
which was given to her by her own godmother at her baptism. In 
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a more motley cabinet of curiosities, among the bric-a-brac of 
souvenirs collected by various members of the family from visits 
abroad, were the dark and mysterious artefacts, mementoes of 
horror, that Margaret’s father and uncles brought back from New 
Guinea after the war, being the Second World War, 1939–45. 

On the table beside her, this day of the baptism of Ophelia, in 
her tapestry room, were her field glasses. These were handsome, 
decorated in brass, and had belonged to her father who had 
been a keen wildlife watcher. She loved them, loved seeing the 
magnified world with, as it were, her father’s eyes. She was quite 
deeply attached to her father, you will find. She picked the field 
glasses up and focused on the party under the oak tree. Yes, there 
is something disturbing in this image of Margaret spying on her 
own family in her own garden, but it was something she often did. 
I suppose if your family fortune is in the business of death, you can 
get into various creepy habits. And there before her was her world, 
arranged around the party table, celebrating the life of the child, 
signifying the hope of the future, telling the story of how, in spite 
of anything and everything, life will go on, and the sunlight will 
dapple down through the leaves and the laughter will drift up into 
the skies. Out beyond the little banquet, beyond the branches of 
the oak, beyond the rose garden, the tennis court, the pool, the 
river  – beyond everything was everything else, Margaret knew, 
was the big wide world that turned, that rolled on, that swivelled 
its big blind eye to matters of babies’ names. Playing a sort of 
observer god, she watched and mentally recorded the interplay of 
the guests in the garden. Talk about surveillance. These people are 
mad for it, aren’t they? 

Margaret watched young Father Justin Rhys out in the garden. 
Here’s a nice new character, then. Father Rhys was urbane 
and affable, sporting a fine new panama hat which set off his 
handsome features and clerical collar, traitor in the matter of the 
baby’s name, having blithely dribbled water on the child’s head 
while intoning in his rich melodious voice ‘Ophelia Rose’ – like 
a presenter on a TV garden or cooking show. He was supposed 
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to be Margaret’s friend, even her ally, but he was powerless in 
the face of Charmaine and the names. Margaret could recall an 
old priest from her childhood, Father Garvey – by insignificant 
coincidence the good father belongs to the family that has 
since given us the nanny Smithereen – who was a bit deaf. He 
sometimes ignored the secular names such as Sandra and Lorna 
that were whispered to him at the font, and instead graced the 
babies with the names of saints. Was there a certain playfulness 
at work when he misheard the name of the dentist’s baby Valerie 
and said ‘Apollonia’? 

When Father Rhys’s friend – his life partner, if you must know – 
art master Clive Bushby started eulogising about the beauty of the 
name Ophelia and quoting lines from Hamlet about rosemary 
for remembrance and pansies for thought, Margaret quietly left 
the party table. She wasn’t about to get into another discussion 
of the baby’s wretched name. Went mad and threw herself in 
the river, for heaven’s sake. Why don’t people think about what 
they’re saying? 

When Lillian went up into the house to fetch another tray of 
sandwiches she called into the tapestry room to check on Margaret. 

‘Margaret, do you want some tea?’
‘Oh yes, that would be so nice.’
‘What about sandwiches, do you want some sandwiches?’
‘Do you know, I think I would. Cress. I like the cress.’
You’d have to say this is a pretty rude way to go on at a party in 

your own house – a little private scoffing of cress sandwiches while 
you spy on your guests. Lillian was used to it. Margaret was just 
keeping an eye on things, and it takes a pot of Lapsang Souchong 
and a few tiny sandwiches to keep an eye. 

Faithful Lillian knew more than a great deal about Margaret. 
She knew nearly everything. She knew, of course, about The Book 
of Revelation, which Margaret started shortly after the arrival in 
Toorak from Florida of a distant O’Day relative, Doria Fogelsong. 
Doria came shortly before Ophelia Rose’s baptism, and she was a 
guest at the party in the garden. 
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She was researching the family history of the O’Days. That’s 
a reasonable and ordinary thing to do, but there was something 
about Doria that seemed somehow out-of-the-way, that was 
unsettling. If Margaret was a bit leonine, and if Lillian was simian, 
then Doria was distinctly vulpine. It was as if Doria, with all her 
emphasis on the importance of the recent and distant past, had 
startled Margaret into taking stock of her own life. So there was 
Margaret, busily writing every day, noting the passing of time. 
She was wise to note the appearance of Doria, but then Margaret 
had a certain amount of second sight. I mean that, she did. She had 
occasional second sight. She knew somehow that Doria was the 
archetypal stranger who rides into town – Doria was the harbinger 
of fate. Do I overstate the case? I don’t think so. We must watch out 
for Doria Fogelsong. She has inserted her way into the action and 
with her has come not a little evil magic. How will Margaret cope? 
How will anyone? Doria was in the party tableau that Margaret 
scrutinised from her window – the family at the happy feast, with 
the newly arrived visitor making herself very much at home. 

Doria, I should tell you right now, is going to disappear quite 
suddenly from the lives of the people at Bellevue. Well, she’s 
actually going to disappear from the face of the earth. Now there’s 
a revelation for you. Let me save time and trouble by putting it in 
the language of the journalist: 

In Melbourne, July 2014, visiting American historian Dr Doria 
Fogelsong disappeared without trace. She had failed to arrive 
at a ceremony in Hobart on July the fifteenth. Her passport 
and possessions were found in her riverside apartment, 
which appeared to be undisturbed. Her pocketbook and the 
key to the apartment were missing. Police discovered her 
phone on the pebbles underneath an aloe beside the front 
door to the apartment building. It had last been used on the 
night of July the second. She had sent a text message, a short 
shopping list, to a local supermarket, and another (CALL 
ME) to a man named Benjamin Ross, who was unable to shed 
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any light on her disappearance. Examination of prior calls, 
texts and emails, as well as incoming messages, yielded no 
apparently useful information. Water police established that 
no trace of Dr Fogelsong could be found in the Yarra River. 

So there was Margaret every night in bed, propped up on a 
pile of pillows, jotting away. The Book of Revelation was the kind 
of journal that is sometimes only jottings, but that sometimes 
resembles a story the writer expects to be read, a story full of the 
writer’s own private thoughts and frank admissions, as well as a 
considerable number of revelations. Secrets. Sometimes Margaret 
talked to her reader. Sometimes this reader seemed to be part of 
herself, sometimes not. The journal ranged freely across the present 
and the past. It was memoir as conversation. Often she wrote with 
such detailed care that surely she supposed there would one day be 
a reader, a stranger who required a certain amount of explanation 
about things. In some ways she was writing her own private 
version of her world, a version that might one day stand against the 
grand work of family history on which Doria was embarked. The 
journal was loose and informal, moving freely from past to present, 
from sharp observation of others to the exploration of Margaret’s 
own feelings. 

You don’t want to read the whole journal, you know. Margaret 
might be a matriarch, might be a pillar of the Church, might 
be a highly educated and sensitive woman, loving mother and 
grandmother and so on, but she isn’t really such a great writer. I 
don’t mind giving you bits and pieces, but I will need to interrupt 
from time to time, since what Margaret knows is not necessarily as 
much as I know. Trust me, remember?

Margaret did return to her guests under the oak tree, in due course. 
Clive had the table, in particular the children, in a roar with a 
story of a bishop and a monkey. And after that people started to 
pack up and leave. By eight o’clock that night Margaret sat up in 
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her bed, opened a lovely big journal covered in blue linen, took 
her fountain pen (yes) and began to write. Jottings to begin with. 
Then she started to get into the swing of it, and she would write 
it just about every night. I must remind you that the quotes from 
E. R. O’Day are my doing, not hers.


