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Then is it sin
To rush into the secret house of death

Ere death dare come to us?

William Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra





Th E r E  wA s  an early sign of  what was happening. 
You became afraid of swimming. You, who had always 
loved the water. Swimming was your meditation, your 
yoga. You swam a strong smooth stroke.

Remember how you taught me to swim? Breaststroke 
of course – it was the only style I ever liked. It made 
me feel calm and secure. I have a memory of swimming 
towards you when I was small, reassured by the calm 
beauty of your working arms, the serene angle of your 
head. I’d swim into your arms. 

‘Little ducky,’ you’d say. 
‘Big ducky,’ I’d say and cling to your neck. 
You swam into old age. Still a strong smooth stroke. 
After Dad died, I took to the water. It seemed to help 

more than anything else. I encouraged you to swim, too.
‘It’s too cold now,’ you said. ‘Maybe when summer 

comes.’ 



I found a heated pool and spa near where you lived 
and took you to see it. You told the receptionist all about 
your husband’s death. She showed us the pool, which 
was first class. You cast a cursory glance at it.  

‘I’m afraid of the water now,’ you said. ‘I don’t know 
why. What if something were to happen to me?’

You’d changed, and not just temporarily – irrevocably.
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M y  p A r E n t s  and I are sitting in their lounge 
room, I on one blue sofa, they on an identical 

one opposite. From the large windows I can see the 
harbour gleaming silver in the early evening light. The 
light catches my mother’s hair. There is only one broad 
streak of white in it. Julia looks amazingly young for a 
woman in her eighties, her skin just lightly wrinkled, her 
blue-green eyes alight and intense. She has the look of 
someone absorbed by her life. I’ve been waiting for her 
to acquire the removal and distance that I imagine old 
age brings. Once she becomes genuinely old, I think, a 
new passivity might set in, and tolerance and peace will 
reign between us at last. 

My father Gábor is sitting next to her, holding her 
hand. It amuses me that my parents still flirt – out of 
habit, but it’s a habit they still enjoy. Gábor is a few 
years older than Julia, and looks closer to his real age. 

1
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His round old man-child’s face has an air of permanent 
amiability, easily mistaken for simplicity. A silvery nape 
between his ears is all that’s left of his hair, but that’s 
been so for some time now. Sometimes he looks like an 
elderly Buddha, sometimes like a village priest from an 
Italian comedy, more often like the old Jew that he is. 

Julia and Gábor are both gazing at me expectantly. 
My eyes avoid them, straying to the familiar objects in 
the room. There are a few reminders of my grandmother’s 
mittel-European style – ruby Bavarian glass and elaborate 
porcelain of mysteri ous function – but mostly I see the 
discreetly elegant objects of Julia’s honed taste. A mix of 
intimacy and grandeur, a bit like Julia herself. People are 
either charmed by this mix or repelled by it. As her 
daughter, I understand both reactions. 

Julia and I have been arguing. Since the Tampa sailed 
into Australian waters we have been more than usually 
divided about the meaning of life in general and of these 
events in particular. I’ve been galvanised into joining the 
pro-refugee movement; she has no sympathy for the 
asylum seekers, despite her own wartime saga of flight 
and search for refuge. She’s just annoyed that I’m getting 
involved in another useless cause. 

‘Why waste your energy?’ she demands now. ‘You’ve 
never been strong, Kati. And you’re not getting younger. 
Concentrate on your work, your own life. Don’t mix in.’

I try to hold my tongue but can’t.
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‘For God’s sake, Mum, where’s your empathy? You’ve 
been there! Remember how you paid a “people smuggler” 
to save our lives? Didn’t we come here for a “better life”? 
It was pure luck that we got a legal passport in the nick 
of time.’ 

I stare hard at her. She returns my gaze, defiant. 
‘Why can’t you see the parallels?’ I demand. 
‘This is different.’
‘How? Tell me how.’
Gábor just sits and listens. He’s witnessed many rounds 

of hostilities between Julia and me. It’s not time to inter-
vene yet. He empathises with the asylum seekers, although 
reluctantly and despite himself. I know he does, because I 
saw the way he watched them on TV, being frogmarched 
off the navy boats and onto the island of Nauru. Gábor 
knows what it’s like to be on the run and in fear of your 
life, what it’s like to be separated, perhaps forever, from 
home and family. But he understands Julia, too – her 
distrust of causes and politics, her obsession with preserving 
what we’ve cobbled together out of the old life.   

So he just asks me, ‘What does Gill think?’
Gill has been my partner for twenty years. 
‘She agrees with me. If anything she feels more 

strongly about it.’
The light is fading. Julia sighs and gets up from the 

sofa to switch on a bronzed lamp that she’s saved from 
Hungary and transported, along with the crystal 
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chandelier and the heavy European silver, to the New 
World.

She moves towards the kitchen.
‘I’ll start dinner. It’s only leftovers. Roast chicken and 

spinach. And some compote I made yesterday. All right?’
‘I never get tired of your chicken. Do you want a 

hand?’
‘No. Sit with your father.’
Gábor smiles at me once we’re alone. It’s a wry smile 

with a hint of pain in it. His smallish pouched eyes have 
a perpetual friendly gleam. I’ve only seen them narrow 
in anger a dozen times in my life. 

He says, ‘I understand what you are doing, Miss 
Dénes.’ (When he’s particularly fond of me he calls me 
by my surname.)  But your mother and I were refugees 
vunce. Maybe you could pay us a little bit more 
attention?’

Touché. 
We each take a companionable sip of our Scotch. Julia 

is banging about in the kitchen, spoiling the calm of the 
evening. We raise our eyebrows at each other in mock 
despair, then settle into silence. 

Gábor is nearing his ninetieth year. He’s so hardy, so 
greedy for life, that I can’t focus on his inevitable demise. 
He still goes to his office a few hours each day; his talent 
and appetite for business have not diminished. For him 
it’s an endlessly intriguing game. Most afternoons he 
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plays cards, and he still manages the odd round of golf. 
Occasionally Julia will persuade him to go to a concert 
or play with her, but mostly she’ll go with a friend, or 
with me when I’m in town. 

He doesn’t drive the car much any more. She’s taken 
that over. She drives him to the office, or to visit their 
ageing, diminishing circle of friends. She runs their lives 
with zest and efficiency; she makes Gábor’s wellbeing 
her personal mission. In her spare time she maintains 
family ties all around the world. Even the waifs and 
strays get phone calls and invitations from Julia.

All in all it’s been a good life, these last few years. But 
she worries, intermittently. 

‘Your father’s really getting old, Kati,’ she says to me 
on the phone. ‘You only see him at his best – he perks 
up for you. I see him when he lets go. He’s a lot of work 
– he needs more and more maintenance. But I don’t 
mind, I don’t even mind picking up his dirty underpants 
any more. May God let me look after him for a few 
more years yet!’

Her voice darkens with the last sentence. I feel 
impatient, and threatened. I jump in.

‘For heaven’s sake, Mum, why worry till there’s 
something to worry about? He’s doing so well, considering. 
You’re doing a good job with him. He’s fine.’ 

And I change the subject. Death is not something I 
want to talk about. Never have.
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A week later Gábor rings and asks me to come into the 
office. It sounds more like a summons than a request, so 
I agree. Going into the office once or twice a year has 
always been a chore. It’s taken Gábor a long time to 
realise that I have no head for business. That neither my 
brother Rob nor I will be the natural heir to his busy 
accumulations. He’s given up hope for me, now he sees 
me productive in my own way. He’s been more hopeful 
of my brother, partly because he’s male, partly because 
he’s in the law, which to Gábor’s way of thinking has a 
natural affinity with business. But Rob is currently 
lawyering for an international bank in Paris and shows 
no signs of wanting to come home. 

Rob is their late Australian child, produced some 
twelve years after me. He is less ‘complicated’, as they’re 
fond of telling me, less evasive than me. He’s inherited 
Julia’s energy and practicality, Gábor’s nous and 
motivation. He’s easier with them, jokes them out of 
their reprimanding feeling-cheated moods. But Rob, too, 
has steadily evaded their expectations. He has been in 
France the last five years, acquired himself a nifty young 
French wife (not Jewish, although Julia and Gábor have 
been brave about that). He is soon to give them their 
first grandchild, just as they’d given up hope. I don’t have 
to feel guilty any more.  

From the train I watch the ugly encroachments of 
Sydney as they take over the horizon. I’ve become 
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increasingly reluctant to leave our haven in the 
mountains. I no longer like the patched decaying walls 
of terraces and factories, the smells of bitumen and car 
exhaust, the acrid city smells that excited my youth. I 
want instead to sit at my desk and watch the Nyssa 
come into leaf in the garden, and to catch a distant 
glimpse of the blue-hazed mountains if I move my 
head to the right. That’s what I want these days, plus 
the reward of taking Pooch for a walk among the tall 
bush gums in the evenings once I’ve done my thousand 
words. Then dinner and watching the news on television 
with Gill. 

I like sitting next to Gill on the sofa. Just being near 
her steadies me. Her forehead barely comes up to my 
chin, and I like to watch the line of her neat straight 
nose, the surprise of the little bump at the end of it. I’m 
still bemused that she’s the smaller and slighter, because 
in my mind’s eye she’s the imposing, strong one. Despite 
her size, she’s the one with the fortitude, physical and 
mental. I tire easily and come down with things, 
Gill rarely. 

I sometimes think we’re a comedy-act duo; she fine-
boned, straight-backed, small-breasted, quick-moving; 
I looser, larger – blousy on my worst days – with hair 
that’s a frizzy screw-curled version of Julia’s auburn. I 
used to look like a great gawking eccentric beside Julia, 
now I feel like a giant beetle to Gill’s ladybird.



10

When I was growing up, it was Julia who was the 
beauty, unreachable in her flair and élan. Coiffed gleam-
ing hair, creamy skin, draw-you-in eyes of a colour not 
quite like anyone else’s. A tendency to plumpness and 
thick ankles her only faults. I wasn’t jealous, just in awe. 

‘Can’t you see?’ Gill would say to me much later, 
forcing me to look in the mirror. ‘Can’t you see how 
interesting you look? That makes you beautiful.’

I couldn’t see of course. And now I’m well into my 
fifties I don’t like to look in mirrors. Yet when Gill and 
I dress up we can still turn heads. Fireworks and candle 
flame. 

The train pulls into Central Station. I indulge in a taxi 
to Dad’s city office.

I sense the change in him as soon as I walk in. I wish 
Rob were here to see it. No preliminaries this time, no 
enquiries about Gill or the rainfall in the mountains or 
Pooch’s arthritis. None of his usual complicated asides 
or long anecdotes. He orders a cup of tea for both of us 
(weak black, saccharine for him), then launches into a 
brisk, cogent account of the main planks of the business. 
I’m so surprised I start taking notes. 

I don’t read much into it, though. Now I wonder why 
on earth I didn’t. Dad and the office are just a diversion, 
even a welcome diversion, from the cataclysm that has 
engulfed the larger world. Like millions of others I’m 
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transfixed by September 11 and struggling to make 
any kind of sense of it. In Australia, the Tampa has 
transformed – no, transmogrified – the political land scape. 
After John Howard refused entry to the 438 asylum 
seekers rescued from the water, he is safe on course to 
win the election, so popular is that refusal. Gill and I 
watch appalled as government ministers suggest that 
asylum seekers in leaky boats may well be terrorists or 
are the sort of people to throw their children overboard 
to get attention. Legislation is passed to increase the 
powers of ASIO. Detention without charge is extended 
to forty-eight hours.

We obsessively wonder what to do. 
‘Resign from the Labor Party for a start,’ says Gill. 
Her small frame is tense. She looks at me severely 

through little red glasses perched down her nose. She’s 
just had her thick dark hair cut modishly short. I notice 
with a little tilt of my heart that there’s some grey now 
showing above the ears. 

‘I like the haircut,’ I say.
‘Do you?’ She smiles, pleased but absent. 
‘We’ve got to resign from the party,’ she repeats. 

‘They’re nothing but a pack of cowards and yes-men.’
So we do. But what next? Traipse to Sydney to join 

the pathetically small demonstrations at the Town Hall, 
the usual collection of ageing Trots and youthful mad-left 
and not-so-young-any-more Greens?
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It’s true that my attention isn’t with Julia, or Dad. 
Over lunch (we like to have a relieved quiet lunch once 
business matters are over) he says again – he knows 
when he’s onto a good line – I was vunce a refugee, my 
daughter. Could you pay me a little bit more attention?

I groan. ‘Dad, I heard you the last time.’ 
But I don’t resent his little dictum too much; he’s just 

giving me a gentle reminder of the correct balance 
between the personal and political – family first, the 
larger world after. Balance and moderation are well-
forged parts of his character. They aren’t of mine. 
Or Julia’s.

I don’t know where Rob got his happy-go-lucky streak 
from. Maybe from the Australian soil he was born to, 
the air he’s always breathed, from the playground or 
football field. Where else did that easygoing-ness come 
from? There isn’t much of it in Gábor who is even-
tempered but driven; solid and sane but with a touch of 
ruthlessness. Nor from Julia, a tempest of a woman who 
demands a lot of herself, and of her children. Nor from 
me, their war-born first child, who’s sulked and skulked 
and hidden for much of her existence. 

Between us, there was more than enough bleakness to 
pass onto Rob when he arrived as the surprising grace 
note to our lives. But it all seemed to slide off him. We 
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watched, amazed, as this happy normal little boy grew 
into a happy normal adult. I’d wonder sometimes if he 
was dumb. Didn’t he see the horrors of the world, the 
darkness within our own family?

But Rob was bright enough. It’s not that he didn’t 
know what happened to hundreds of thousands of 
people like us. Julia told him the stories – the ones she 
thought he could cope with. She told me a bit more, 
because I was born into the tail end of the maelstrom 
and carried it with me in my blood. Our parents didn’t 
hoard unnameable secrets within them, secrets that 
infected their children nonetheless, as many others in 
the same situation did. They got the balance more or less 
right. Rob and I knew quite a bit of the past, but not 
too much. 

Rob was more interested in Julia’s stories than I. I was 
hell-bent on acquiring an all-Australian identity and 
scrubbing out the tiny disturbing things I remembered 
from my former life. But Rob read the books. He 
identified with our heritage. He treated Julia and Gábor 
with care – as if he was ‘making it up to them’ by being 
a normal child who wouldn’t burden them with any 
more tragedy or trouble. Or maybe it’s just the way he 
was. Either way, we adored him. He was joy and 
refreshment, the living symbol of our new start.    

While Rob was still living here, the spotlight was off 
me. I could linger longer on the fringes, deciding what 
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to do with my life. But then Rob left for London to get 
a higher degree. He came back for a few years’ stint with 
a Sydney law firm, but then he was off again, this time 
to fall in love – first with France, then Désirée.   

I began to resent him for being free and male, and 
leaving me with ageing parents. Julia and Gábor grieved 
his absence, but they never resented it. Their golden boy 
was furthering his career and tasting the fruits of a better 
Europe. Who could begrudge him that?  

He rang them every week, at the same time. They 
could set their watches by it. 

‘Julikám, kismamám, My Julia, my little mother’ – he 
had a smattering of childlike Hungarian that he used on 
her to great effect – ‘I love you!’

‘Én is téged, drága fiam. And I you, my darling boy.’
He teased and joked till he had her laughing. Then it 

was Gábor’s turn. 
‘How’s business, Dad?’ 
And Gábor would be off about his latest coup or the 

best way around a troublesome tax law. 

The stroke felled Dad in the afternoon. The news didn’t 
reach me till seven o’clock that night. Gill and I drove 
to Sydney at speed. At the hospital I ran down the long 
linoleum corridors, trying to find the tiny emergency 
room they’d parked him in. The room was lit with a 
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malevolent yellow light. It smelt of too many people and 
disinfectant.

‘Speak to him, Kati,’ Mum said as soon as she saw 
me. ‘Say something to him. Hold his hand, touch 
him.’

I took his hand which was warm and damp. ‘I’m here, 
Dad,’ I said. ‘Itt vagyok. Szerettlek – I love you.’

‘He can hear you,’ Julia said. ‘Talk to him.’
‘I’m here, Dad. I came straightaway. I love you. I’m 

here, Dad.’
I couldn’t think of anything else to say. He looked at 

me with his one good eye – he still had the use of one 
arm and one eye. The eye looked angry, bewildered. He 
raised the arm and beat it back down on the bed in a 
gesture of frustration. The arm swung up again, then 
down, with surprising force. 

‘Édes jó kis apám  – my dear good little father,’ Mum 
said and stroked his head and calmed his arm. ‘Tell him 
to squeeze your hand to show you he knows you.’ 

‘Squeeze my hand, Dad. It’s me. I love you.’ 
He squeezed my hand, once, twice. 
‘Good, Dad! Wonderful, Dad!’ Indeed, I was 

inordinately, hysterically pleased. ‘You’re doing well. 
Squeeze my hand again.’

‘Édes jó kis apám – my dear good little father, my dear 
good little father,’ Julia keened, as she would hundreds 
of times in the next thirty-six hours. She didn’t say much 
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else to him. That one little phrase held everything: ‘Oh 
what has happened to us, how terribly I will miss you, 
how much I love you, you have been a good husband, 
yes you are dying, I cannot deny it, how I suffer for you, 
how terrible my life will be without you. ‘Édes jó kis 
apám, édes jó kis apám.’

And so it went for many hours – the beating of his 
arm becoming less, his eye beginning to film – until he 
slipped quietly into unconsciousness. We held his hand 
and stroked him throughout. I don’t think I’d touched 
him so much in my whole life.

Rob came home on the first available plane.  
Rob’s coming, Dad, we kept saying even when we were 

fairly sure he couldn’t hear us any more. Rob’s coming 
home. He’ll be here soon.

Gill and I met him at the airport. His voice was 
hoarse and he was very pale.  

‘Is he still here?’
‘Yes. Just.’
We dropped Rob at the hospital and drove to Gábor 

and Julia’s flat to shower and change, maybe sleep for an 
hour. 

The phone rang. It was Rob.   
‘Kati, he’s gone. A few minutes ago.’
We ran from the flat, raced for the car. 
‘I wasn’t there! I wasn’t there!’ I sobbed. 
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‘Don’t be silly,’ Gill said, her voice sharp. ‘He wasn’t 
conscious. What difference can it make?’ 

‘For God’s sake, leave me alone! I’m not rational.’
‘Ok, ok, darling,’ she said more gently. ‘Get in the 

car.’
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