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Dance memory

A few days after they moved into the weatherboard cottage, 
he backed carefully through the flywire door, something 
held in the bowl of his small hands. 

Look, he said, wide-eyed. The witch give me duck eggs.
There’s no such thing as witches, Nicky, she told him. You 

know how we’ve talked about things from books, like rabbits that talk 
and the big bad wolf? Witches are like that.

He shook his head. Would not have it. But her’s a nice witch, 
he said. Her got ducks.

It occurred to Jo that this was progress. It had been a long 
time since Nicky had talked to anyone. Bless you, witch, she 
thought. She’d waved to the woman from the back garden 
a couple of times. A woman in a wheelchair with a purple 
granny-rug over her knees.

She took the eggs from Nicky and held one up to the light. 
Weren’t duck eggs supposed to be blue? These were pale, 
like French Vanilla ice-cream, with the faintest speckling of 
Cappuccino Dream. 
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She made omelettes for the two of them that night, using 
chives and cherry tomatoes picked from the garden that the 
tenant before them must have planted. For once she didn’t 
have to coax Nicky to eat. 

Can I have a duck? he asked when she tucked him into bed.
She frowned and kissed his forehead. I don’t know, Nicky. 

I don’t know how long we’ll be here.
He disappeared next door a few times during the week, 

and Jo chided herself. It wasn’t right to just let him wander 
off; she should go over there and introduce herself to the 
witch, make sure everything was all right, make sure he 
wasn’t bothering her. But days went by with boxes to unpack 
and change-of-address letters to write and jobs to apply for 
and still she hadn’t made time to meet the woman. Bad 
mother, she thought, occasionally, but forgave herself all the 
same because you have to, don’t you, when times are gravel 
and you’re only just holding on.

But then he came home and told her about the secret.
I know somefing you don’t know, he sang.
And she went through a distracted game of guessing, 

guessing, until she caught on that there really was something 
he wasn’t going to tell her and it was because the witch had 
told him it was a secret. Jo stopped washing the lunch dishes. 
That wasn’t right. She didn’t like the sound of that at all. 

When Nicky was absorbed in the Teletubbies, Jo went next 
door on the pretext of thanking her neighbour, belatedly, for 
the eggs. It surprised her to see up close the woman who 
opened the door. She wasn’t young, but nor was she elderly. 
There was nothing witchy about her, except perhaps the long 
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black hair, ribboned with white and tied to one side with a 
loose band. She looked like she might be tall, though it was 
hard to tell, and there was something almost regal about the 
way she greeted Jo and invited her in with a sweep of her 
hand: Welcome, mother of Nicky.

Jo felt intimidated, standing there with a bunch of straggly 
marigolds in her hand. But the woman had a duck on her lap. 
That seemed to make her more human.

She glanced around as she walked through the cottage. It 
was the same as hers, but with modificationslower benches, 
wider doorways. And, unlike the one she was renting, it had 
the look of a home that had always been loved.

She followed the wheelchair out through the patio doors, 
into the spring morning, a sky of clouds like Apricot Heaven.

When the woman swung the chair around to face her, 
Jo extended her hand. Ridiculous, but she almost felt like 
curtseying. I’m Jo, she said. 

The woman took Jo’s hand in hers. They were very white 
hands, beautifully shaped, Celtic rings in pale silver on her 
long fingers. Mignette, she said. It is a pleasure to meet the mother 
of such a singular young person. She tilted her head. He is a quiet 
one, your little one. An old soul, yes?

Errr, I don’t know about that. Perhaps? He’s …
Mignette raised one brow.
Nicky. She didn’t know this woman well enough to tell 

her all that Nicky was.
The duck shifted restlessly in Mignette’s lap and she 

scooped it up, kissed it and set it down on the paving stones 
with a fond tap on the tail. Away you go, my beauty.

There was the faintest accent, some slight clip at the 
extremities of her words. Mignette. French? The woman 
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looked elegant enough to be French but her voiceno, it 
sounded like something else. Jo pursed her lips wryly. As if 
she knew anything about what was or wasn’t French.

As she sat down on the wooden bench underneath the 
grapevines, another duck appeared, making soft little trilling 
noises. It bumped against her knees with its bill. Like a 
cat wanting attention, she thought. She gave it a tentative 
pat on the wing. How do you stroke a duck? Mignette 
leaned down, grasped the bird and dropped it on Jo’s lap. 
Jo flinched, expecting a great flapping protest, but the duck 
settled immediately. Mignette’s ducks were apparently used 
to being cats.

Aurora, Mignette said with a flourish of her hand.
Pardon?
This one. The beautiful Aurora.
Jo ran her hand along the side of the downy neck and the 

duck’s dark eye watched her closely but with no alarm. It 
made a throaty sound.

A little flotilla of ducks approached noisily and Mignette 
counted them off.

Clara, Giselle, Medora, Nikiya. Have you ever seen a more 
graceful company?

Jo had never really thought about ducks before. She had 
to agree that they were rather beautiful, their soft feathers 
the colour of Chocolate Swirl, but how could you tell one 
from another?

Mind, it has to be said: they behave disgracefully if they get into 
the vegetables.

Jo shifted her feet. Messy, too.
There is one more, Odile. She is down there. Mignette waved 

towards some fruit trees bordered by a silver hedge. She has 
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made a nest in the lavender, of all places. Seven eggs, and they will 
be hatching in a few weeks. Your little one will like that, yes?

So you have a male duck, too, then? 
Pfff. Mignette looked over the top of her silver-rimmed 

glasses. Sir is brought in when required and then returned to Mason 
Ridge.

Jo looked in the direction of Mignette’s disdainful shrug.
That is Blainey’s place, over past the forest. I do not care for 

drakes.
Jo nodded as though she understood. I should be getting back, 

she said. Nicky, you know.
She grabbed the duck on her lap firmly like Mignette had 

done and put it on the ground. Aurora complained loudly, 
setting off the others in a quacking chorus. 

That night, when Nicky was in bed, Jo sipped hot chocolate 
and looked at the moon through the kitchen window. Damn, 
she thought suddenly. Why couldn’t she focus any more? 
She’d met her neighbour, and liked her, she’d learned a few 
things about ducks, but she hadn’t remembered to ask about 
the secret.

The two cottages, hers and Mignette’s, were side by side. It 
made no sense to Jo. They were on the outskirts of town, 
the blocks subdivided and fenced now, but once they would 
have been large enough for running a few sheep, a few cattle, 
growing a crop of something for feedblocks that would 
have kept a family going. All that land, and here they were, 
right on top of each other. So close that if Mignette sneezed 
outside in the yard, Nicky would say God bless, don’t die in a 
quiet voice that children shouldn’t have.
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At night, Jo lay in bed, thinking. Perhaps the people who 
settled here had been afraid and wanted to live huddled 
together for safety. Afraid of what? Of cries in the bush, 
of wild animals that didn’t exist in this land, of being too 
far to call for help if help was ever needed? She shivered. 
There was always something to be afraid of. If she didn’t 
get a job soon, she’d be eating away at the savings in her 
account. Which you couldn’t really call savings, could you. 
She hadn’t saved that money. She’d sold things she could 
do without when Callum died, and things of his that she 
could bear to part with. The ute, his welding kit, a few of 
the power tools but not all, because Nicky might want them 
some day. Had she sold too much? It worried her incessantly 
that Nicky might be angry at her some day for not keeping 
all of his father’s possessions, every small thing that was a 
tangible connection to him. It was why she had a suitcase 
full of clothes under the bed, as well as the large metal 
toolbox in the shed and a packing case of flotsambroken 
racquets, footballs, oxidised school swimming trophiesin 
the corner of the bedroom.

But those other thingswell, she’d needed the money. 
She sighed and hunched the doona into her. It shouldn’t 
come down to money, should it.

Jo was mystified one Saturday. Mignette had seemed a bit 
of a loner. No mention of family, no friends stopping by for 
a cup of tea, just a fellow she’d seen in the garden who’d 
called out to introduce himself as Billy Blainey, Tuesdays, Miss 
Min’s heavy work. But now, this. There’d been three, one after 
another. And Jo could hear music coming from the cottage.
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In the late afternoon, Jo looked through the kitchen 
window, across the two vegetable gardens separated half-
heartedly by a low picket fence. Another car pulled up 
under the lilac and a thin young womana girl, reallygot 
out and picked her way in high heels across the gravel to 
Mignette’s verandah. She sat there, waiting, a small bag at 
her feet, glancing at her watch from time to time and sipping 
from a water bottle. And then Nicky stumbled up from the 
yard, struggling with an armful of placid brown duck.

Hullo? His little voice piping an enquiry, one question 
implying the many: What’s your name? Watcha here for? Wanna 
come see the ducks?

Jo dropped her knife by the bowl of stringless beans and 
headed next door but by the time she reached the verandah, 
the girl had gone and Nicky was sitting where she’d been, 
interrogating the duck and answering himself in a duck-like 
voice. He shaded his eyes as he looked her way.

Hey, who’s your friend, mate?
Her’s called Giselle.
Ooh, Gisellefancy-schmancy name for a duck! She raised 

her brow and pulled her mouth into a lopsided grin and he 
giggled into the feathered back. But I didn’t mean the duck, 
Nicky. Who was that lady you were talking to?

Her’s called … something. I forget. 
Music started from inside the house again. Classical. A 

melody Jo recognised but could not have named.
Nicky looked up.
The lady come to dance.
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It was Sunday and Jo had a lot to do, but she made sultana and 
orange-peel scones instead. While Nicky vaulted clumsily 
over the pickets and ran down to the lavender hedge, she 
walked up to Mignette’s door and knocked.

Mignette looked at the plate wrapped in a linen cloth, the 
jar of fig jam, and beckoned her inside, reversing the chair in 
an arc to make way. And Jo flushed and thought: she knows 
why I’m here.

We will have our tea outside, I think, Mignette said, as the 
kettle boiled and she chose cups, saucers, plates from a low 
cupboard beside the fireplace. She inspected each cup before 
setting it on its matching saucer.

But first, there is something I want to show you. She rolled 
the chair back towards the front of the house. Come, come, 
this way.

Jo followed her into a large room. Her first thought was 
that she’d been wrong about the cottages being identical. 
This room, on the side furthest from Jo’s, was of gracious 
proportions, with an open fireplace and handsome mantel. 
But then the particularities dawned on her. The room’s only 
furniture was a pair of upright chairs, upholstered in rose 
velvet, by the fireplace. A TV remote control lay on the seat 
of one of them. The wooden floors were bare. A large plasma 
TV was mounted on the wall opposite the fireplace, with a 
rack of electronics and a stack of DVDs beneath.

And the photographs. Framed, covering all four walls.
Jo glanced over at Mignette.
That distinctive twirl of the fingers, a granting of 

permission.
Jo went from photograph to photograph. Most were black 

and white, but some had been tinted in that old-fashioned 
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pastel way. Mignette in pink tulle, in lavender lace, in a sheath 
of blue. Feathered like a swan. An Indian maiden encircled 
by turbaned men. A slave girl dancing in an eastern bazaar. 
Mignette bowing on stage, receiving flowers, at parties with 
familiar-looking people.

Mignette!
It was all so long ago. A careless wave. That life. I am not sorry 

to have left it all behind. 
Jo looked at her, and then at the long-stemmed roses, 

dried almost to dust, artfully arranged along the mantelpiece. 
Above them, rows of worn ballet shoes in glass boxes, each 
pair tied with satin ribbon. These were Mignette’s memories, 
the treasured things of that life. Jo felt privileged, and curious, 
and hollow with sadness for the lost.

Outside they sat underneath the grapevines, two ducks 
fussing around their feet and Nicky pattering after the others, 
bestowing his love on each one in turn. Jo ran a finger around 
the edge of the bone china plate. The pattern of bluebells and 
lilies was faded, and when you looked closely you could see 
fine lines crisscrossing the glaze.

Mignette pressed her fingertips together. Well.
It wasn’t a question. Jo waited.
You are wondering about the girls. They are my students. They 

come up from the city once a month.
But … Jo’s eyes were on the wheelchair before she could 

stop herself.
Mignette laughed. Oh, your face! I do not instruct by example. 

Obviously! They have excellent teachers for that. I am like … the 
coach. They come to ask their questions, learn what I know. 

What … Jo was embarrassed and lowered her voice. What 
do you teach them?
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Mmm, how to explain. Mignette turned her face to the 
sky. I teach them … story. Yes. What it is like to dance a story. 
Have you ever seen how a dancer learns choreography? No? Well, 
usually, it is broken down. First into sequenceslike paragraphs 
you read in a book, each one carrying a mood, an idea. And then, 
to perfect each paragraph, the instructor will break them down into 
sentencesthe dance steps that make up the sequences. And from 
there into wordsthe movements of each stepthe relevé at the same 
time as the port de bras from first to third …

Mignette’s arm swept up in an arc.
… at the same time as the turn of the head. 
An elongation of her graceful neck.
You see? So, the dance is broken down once, twice, again, for 

the dancer to see the parts, to put them together. So much to … 
internalise. 

She raised the teacup to her lips and sipped, then looked 
at Jo over the rims of her glasses.

Well. That is not what I do.
Jo was baffled. Mignette put the cup on the saucer and 

smiled. 
Do you know, I can remember every dance I have ever performed. 

Every one. I remember them not just here. A tap to one temple. 
No, not just in my head. But in every muscle. Even the ones that 
are useless. Yes, even these have memory.

A gesture at the knitted rug that always kept her legs 
hidden from sight. And then she closed a fist against her chest.

And this one. The heart is a muscle, too. I teach my girls this. 
Not technique, not the neatening of the feet, the lengthening of their 
lines. All of these things I observe, but they are for others to correct. 
What I teach them isshe leaned forwarduncontainment. We 
talk about what it is like to build a story in your body from the 
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words to the sentences, to the paragraphs, to the whole, and then to 
fly beyond the whole. To hear it, imprint it in the space behind your 
eyes, write it into your bloodand let it go. If you know this, you 
will not be dancing steps, technique; you will be dancing story. And 
it will come from the place inside that birthed in you the desire, the 
passion, to dance.

She relaxed her hand, tilted her head.
Do you understand?
Jo hesitated.
Ah, I talk so much. And Mignette’s fingers circled the air. 

I … ramble!
If anyone had asked her to explain what Mignette had 

just told her, Jo wouldn’t have known where to begin. And 
she wanted to know how. How did Mignette teach this 
extraordinary thing? This thing that didn’t really make sense? 
But somehow, sitting there, feeling Mignette’s energy like 
heat, like light, she felt that maybe it did make sense, that she 
did understand. A little.

I still dance, Jo. I dance all the time.
Jo looked at the granny-rug, the colour of Cinnamon 

Plum. She wanted to ask Mignette what had happened, but 
couldn’t find the words.

Seven eggs, six ducklings. Mignette shrugged. That is the way 
it is with eggs, she told Nicky. Some are not meant to be ducks. 

He held the last egg to his ear and shook it. Come out now. 
A wheedling little voice. Where is you, duck?

But Odile had abandoned it. Odile knew.
Jo fidgeted. She didn’t want to have a conversation 

about death.
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Want a duck, Mum. Can we have a baby duck? If Odile says?
A half-smile. Relief. What a funny little thing he was. 

What do you mean: if Odile says?
He looked shamefaced at Mignette, then down at the dirt. 
Mignette caught the look. Oh, Nicky, no! It is all right, she 

said, her hand resting on his hair. You can tell your mother, you 
can tell her anything. She turned to Jo. I shared with Nicky this 
secret: that a duck cannot just be given away. You have to ask the 
duck’s permission. And it will need to know why you want a duck. 
And whether you know how to look after one. And what your mother 
thinks about ducks. And then, and only then, it might consent to be 
given to you. 

Nicky’s secret.
Jo looked away. She didn’t know what to tell him. 

Committing to a pet, even a duckling, seemed so … final. 
Like a statement. A full stop at the end. A declaration that 
they lived here now, in this place with cheap rent and a bit 
of space, away from all things lost. That it was just the two 
of them, they weren’t going back, they could never have that 
life back again. Oh, for God’s sake, she was so irritated with 
herself. They’d lost the house even before Callum died. And 
then she’d lost her job. Not that it was much, but it was 
another lost thing. People come into an ice-cream store to 
buy happiness in fourteen flavours, take your pick; there was 
no place for a manager who couldn’t stop crying.

Of course they weren’t going back, she knew that. But she 
wasn’t ready to let go of it. Not entirely. Not yet.

She noticed Mignette watching her closely, and dropped 
her eyes. And then Mignette took charge.

Nicky, Odile is very busy being a mother duck. You will have to 
help her, I think. Can you do this?
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He looked at her sideways, doubtful. What help do I hafta do?
Oh, you know. A wave of the hand. Keep an eye on the babies 

for her, so they do not get themselves lost or into my asparagus. Look 
how naughty they are. Poor Odile is run off her webby feet. Can 
you give them a cuddle so she can have a rest?

The sight of Nicky with six squirming ducklings on his 
lap, a mass of fluff in perpetual motion. Jo didn’t have a 
camera. She didn’t need one.

On the following Saturday, she watched through the 
kitchen window as Nicky showed off Odile’s ducklings 
to the students who waited on Mignette’s verandah. They 
exclaimed and cooed and petted. You can have a hold, she 
heard him say generously.

Now every one of my girls wants a duckling, Mignette told 
him at the end of the day, shaking her head. Pfff. Dancers have 
no time for ducks!

By late spring, Jo was working three shifts a week, Mignette 
was perfecting a recipe for choc-chip brownies, and Odile’s 
brood had joined the company. The sleek young ducks grew 
taller and more independent by the day.

It was unusual for all six ducklings to have survived, 
Mignette said. They were often taken by foxes or feral cats, 
even by crows. I think it is because of you, Nicky.

His eyes widened.
Yes, I do, because you have helped Odile so much. She has been 

able to look after them especially well, and keep them safe.
He looked up at Jo. So proud. So important.
Jo asked whether any were drakes, but Mignette didn’t 

know yet, couldn’t tell until their adult feathers came in.
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What will you do if some are males?
Mignette frowned. Billy Blainey wants them but I do not 

think they will consent to go; they are suspicious of his motives. She 
looked at Nicky. We will just have to see.

Each new morning, the dawn sky still smudged with 
night, Jo would watch Mignette through the window, a 
shadow gaining in substance as she watered the vegetables, 
scattered scraps for the ducks. Her long fingers plucked the 
air rhythmically, and Jo thought: She’s hearing music. She’s 
dancing.

It was going to be a hot day, the sky hazy, the air fraught 
with a nervy wind.

When Jo took Nicky next door, the ducks seemed frac-
tious, snapping at each other and at Nicky’s shoes, even at the 
wheels of Mignette’s chair.

What’s wrong with them? Jo asked. Is there a fox hanging round?
Mignette rolled the chair forward and looked towards the 

forest. Not a fox. But something. She lifted her face. What can 
you smell?

Nothing.
Not burning?
Jo breathed in deeply. No, I don’t think so.
No? That is good. I do not think so, either. But I remember 

something like this once, when I was a girl. The chickens on my 
father’s farm … She shook the words away and shrugged. It 
was a long time ago.

Mignette spoke to the ducks, soothing them, and they 
quietened a little. Nicky copied her tone. Listen to the two 
of them, Jo thought, a pair of duck whisperers.
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Mignette clapped her hands softly. Now, then, ladies, your 
attention, please. Nicky has important things to discuss with us this 
morning.

When Jo left for her shift at the servo, Mignette and 
Nicky were still in serious conversation about duck names, 
Mignette demurring over Dipsy, over Tinky Winky. 

Warnings started to come through an hour into her shift. 
Possible threat to lives and homes … Residents who are not prepared 
to defend their homes should leave now …

Jo was a city girlof all the things she’d been afraid of, 
the threat of bushfire had never crossed her mind. 

Doug Blainey told her to get off home and get the hell out.
Can ya get Miss Min’s chair in that thing? His chin jerked in 

the direction of Jo’s little car.
Jo nodded, too scared to speak. She’d taken Mignette to 

the doctor once and knew the chair folded down, would fit 
in the boot.

Then go. And don’t stop to pack, anything like that. Just grab 
necessitiesyer papers, yer wallet, photos if ya must but only if ya 
can lay yer hands on ’em quickly. That’s all. Got it?

He caught Jo by the elbow. D’ya understand what I’m saying, 
girl? 

When Jo tore into Mignette’s drive, tyres tossing up the 
gravel, the sky had become hazy. You could smell it now, no 
mistake.

Mignette and Nicky were in the kitchen, eating muffins, 
playing Snap. Mignette’s face was serene, she kept the urgency 
from her voice, but her fingers were nervously plaiting the 
long witchy hair. A fire, yes?



Inherited

18

Jo tried to control her voice, too, for Nicky’s sake. Yes. 
You two OK? I’m going home for a few things, and then we’ll get 
yours, Min, and then we’re out of here, OK?

Mignette folded her hands, tilted her head.
OK?
Yes, Jo, of course. We will be waiting.
Mignette … Jo raked her hair. Just say it, she told herself. 

Oh, God, just say it. Min, I can get the chair in the boot, and 
there’ll be some room on the back seat, but … you can’t … I’m sorry, 
there’s no time to pack up all the things from the dancing room … 
just a few. Please, can you decide which ones mean the most? Please? 
I’m sorry, I’m so sorry …

Jo, Jo, stop! It will be all right. I know what to do. I will be ready. 
Nicky will help me. Yes, Nicky?

The boot was up, all the car doors open. Jo stood there with a 
suitcase and a toolbox and a cardboard packing box. Anyone 
could see it wasn’t going to work.

She couldn’t think. Which things mean the most?
The haze was getting thicker, the air hotter.
Mignette! Nicky! 
She heard the chair rolling down the verandah.
We have to go now. Right now!
She heard Nicky giggling. She heard a muffled flurry of 

ducks. She swung around.
Nicky had the young ones in a box with a tea towel over the 

top. He was cheerfully staggering under the weight. Mignette 
had the otherstwo bulging pillow cases in her arms.

Oh, God. Oh, no. Jo started to cry. You can’t … not the 
ducks, we can’t take the ducks …
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Min catched them. She picked them up by their legs, Nicky told 
her, incredulous, in awe.

Mignette, your things! Where’s your stuff?
Mignette held up the two wriggling pillow cases.

The car speeds along the highway, through the smoke, through 
the town. Two women, a child, twelve ducks, a wheelchair.

Jo is not someone who prays, but she is praying now, 
praying over the din of ducks and distant sirens, the radio 
news, the hot air rushing past the windows, over that 
annoying Teletubbies song that Nicky is singing full voice. 
She’s praying, praying, Mignette can teach her to dance.



After what seems like a good forty days and forty nights of 
rain, the house begins to float. There are screams from Heather, 
Lisbeth and Troy as stumps untether from the earth and No. 19 
Farnleigh Avenue begins to rock gently on the combined 
waters of farm dams, aquariums, lakes, rivers, stormwater 
channels, swimming pools, rainwater tanks, the town’s potable 
water reservoir and the chill eddies of the Southern Ocean.

Sarah sits calmly on the edge of the verandah, paddling 
her feet, as the shipwreck of the town bobs by. She takes 
pity on a bedraggled chicken struggling to stay afloat on 
something that looks like a little girl’s pin-up board, pulpy 
with disintegrating magazine posters of Pink and Beyoncé.

Heather shouts, Mother! What’s happening?
Ssshh, says Sarah. You’re frightening the chicken.
By nightfall, the verandah fretwork is a subdued chorus 

line of pigeons, doves and mudlarks. There’s a raven roosting 
on each corner post and the chicken is nesting in Sarah’s 
gardening hat.

Sarah’s ark
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Heather, Lisbeth and Troy cower together in the centre 
of the house, blue with fear of imminent drowning and the 
revelation that Mother is mad.

The first cork
Sarah was seventeen when the first cork came into her 
possession.

She was from a beer-drinking family. Dad and 
her two brothers thought that wine was for nancy-
boys. Her mother had long ago resigned herself to 
the godless inevitability of drunken men, but she had 
never indulged in so much as a shandy, and to Sarah 
she held out sobriety and purity as two sides of the 
same shining coin.

A bitter disappointment to her mother, Sarah 
turned out to be, on both counts.

The first cork sailed over Sarah’s head, in the direc-
tion of a bin overflowing with bottles, cans and greasy 
paper plates. She caught it in one hand and examined 
it under the blue light sizzling with moths and 
mosquitoes. She liked the feel of it between her fingers, 
and the curlicued script stamped three times around 
the circumference, and marvelled at the irreversible 
transformation that had been wrought by its extraction 
from the neck of a slim green bottle. No-one wanted 
it, so she slipped it into the pocket of her cheesecloth 
skirt. By the time Tony was ready to drive her home 
from the party, she had been sick twice behind the 
plumbago and there were half a dozen corks in her 
pocket. It was to be a circuitous route home.
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The next morning, when her mother went alone 
(again) to church, Sarah did a little discreet hand-
washing in the laundry trough and stashed the corks 
in a shoebox at the back of her wardrobe. 

Sarah left the beer-drinking home a year later, 
and the corksnow in six shoeboxeswent with her. 
By the time she’d graduated from teachers’ training 
college, they occupied a small valise.

Sarah’s thoughts skitter across the tiles of the roof, which 
needs replacing, steal around the monolithic bulk of three 
offspring who require tuition fees by Friday, and splatter 
screaming into a vat of chocolate from which there can be 
no dignified extrication. When you are low on cash and high 
on cholesterol, life is a series of small relinquishments.

A soothing cluck brings her back to the still night and the 
soft lapping of waves against weatherboard. It is pleasing to 
contemplate the distinct possibility that the tuition fees may 
no longer be a problem, although the roof is still a worry, 
especially now, and the situation regarding chocolate is likely 
to become quite desperate before the night is through.

Sarah strokes the contented chicken. It blinks at her. There 
is no such thing as cholesterol, she croons.

To the bride and groom
On their wedding night, Douglas saved the cork from 
the toast ‘To the bride and groom’ and presented it 
to Sarah, ornately inscribed with the date. Douglas 
was not to know that Sarah did not care much for 
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champagne corks, encumbered as they were with 
ritual and symbolism. She tucked it away in her 
make-up bag, where over time it became soiled with 
an accumulated build-up of glitter-blue and kohl and 
gathered dustmites of Avon and Cyclax. She discarded 
it, and Douglas, eight years later, by which time there 
were three children and seven trunks full of wine corks.

The children huddle fitfully as dawn breaks. Lisbeth kneels 
up and cranes her head towards the large bay window in the 
next room, looking for signs of the house next door.

Can you see anything? Is there anyone else out there? whispers 
Heather.

Lisbeth slumps down again and says nothing.
Adrenaline surges as the house gives a gentle shudder, 

as though passing over the town’s generator or grazing the 
church steeple, and the thoughts of all three turn to what 
must surely be the inevitability of sinking.

The world is obsessed
Sarah was surprised the first time Douglas quizzed 
her about her collection of corks. Collection? She didn’t 
think of herself as a collector. She had no patience 
with people who collect old bottles or preserve stamps 
in albums or build special display cabinets to show 
off their miniature figurines of the more flamboyant 
Russian ice-skaters. She was not one of those collecting, 
displaying people. Was she?

Well, what would you call it, then? Hoarding?
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Sarah considered for a moment and then rejected this, 
too. Hoarding brought to mind the asceticism of her 
grandparents’ generation, nurtured by the Depression 
and finding expression in virtuous accumulations of 
string and brown paper. She was not putting by for a 
rainy day.

Well, what are you going to do with them?
Sarah was perplexed. She didn’t understand the 

question. To have asked it, surely, was to have missed 
the point.

They’re corks, Douglas. Stoppers that complete their useful 
purpose once the bottle is empty. I’m not going to do anything 
with them. (The world is obsessed with usefulness and 
purpose, she thought.)

Then why keep them?
She looked at him, delighted, and with a glimmer 

of hope. That’s exactly the right word. I’m keeping them. 
I’m a keeper.

But why?
She sighed.

Sarah squints into sunshine, a sky pleated with early-morning 
clouds. It’s going to be a warm day. She picks at a loose 
thread on the sleeve of her jumper and it begins to unravel. 
Carefully she winds it on to the handle of her trowel.

The cork lady’s husband
Douglas had become particularly incensed when 
Sarah began to keep other people’s corks, too. She 
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would gather them up after dinner parties and at 
client functions at the office, even when people were 
looking. No-one minded, except Douglas. Friends 
and colleagues seemed to regard Sarah as an interesting 
fetishist, or at worst an obsessive-compulsive with a 
relatively harmless psychosis. They responded by saving 
their own corks for her. Douglas often came home 
from work with a loaded briefcase, his files perfumed 
with the aromatic mustiness of a Swan Valley cellar. 
Sarah could see that he felt foolish accepting these 
offerings on her behalf but didn’t dare refuse them or 
throw them away.

Things were never the same after the day he 
overheard himself being referred to as the cork lady’s 
husband.

The house remains robustly afloat throughout the day. 
Heather crawls to the front door, peers around the corner, 
and then scuttles back. There’s an empty wine bottle. And birds 
all over the railing.

What’s she doing? asks Troy.
I think she’s fishing.

Things to do with corks
When Troy was small, he had offered to make Sarah a 
mat. See, he said, you just cut up the corks into slices and 
glue them onto a popstick base. And then you varnish it. You 
can put your teapot on it. Or the kettle.

Sarah demurred, though she was gracious about it.
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As the children grew up, they occasionally tackled 
her. God, Mother, said Heather, it would be one thing if 
you recycled them. You’d at least be an ecologically sound 
eccentric.

But I’m not ecologically unsound, surely, said Sarah. I’m 
not creating waste. I’m not disposing of it, or asking taxpayers 
to. I’m just keeping it.

Heather frowned. It was small comfort. We must be 
the only people in the world who live with their own landfill, 
she complained.

Last year, Lisbeth had actually found a website 
called ‘Things to do with corks’. Look, she said to 
Sarah, just look at this lot.

Corkboards, wreaths, trivets (whatever they were), 
piggy banks, toys for cats, dart boards, tabletops, 
Christmas angels, fishing floats, picture frames, candle 
holders, garden mulch, razor blade holders, knife 
cleaners. The craft items were particularly twee, 
Sarah thought. She just couldn’t understand these 
peoplethese contributors of ideas on what to do with 
corks. What drove their need to make useful things? 
And what paltry quantities they must be dealing with if 
their supplies could be exhausted with the production 
of a few kitchen knick-knacks.

Troy has found the binoculars and scans the horizon. The 
waters are serene. There are no vessels, no lifeboats, no 
castaway rafts, no inflatable dinghies, no survivors. The 
debris of humanity is long gone and they are alone,  
the chosen.
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The cavity beneath the jarrah boards
Lisbeth put her foot down on her sixteenth birthday. 
She needed her own space.

Well, said Sarah. You’ve got it. You wanted a room of 
your own. You didn’t want to share with Heather any more.

And now look what I have to share with! Everywhere I 
turn I fall over junk, and more junk. I haven’t got room to 
breathe.

But Lisbeth, when you said you wanted the spare room, 
I told you it would be a squeeze. I told you you’d have to fit 
in around the …

Lisbeth crackled and fizzed. I can put up with this. 
She kicked the old ironing-board folded behind 
the door. And this! She sent Heather’s exercise bike 
crashing. Even this! And Sarah’s mother’s lawn bowls 
rattled against Grandma Valerie’s Very Best fish knives 
and the silver napkin rings. But these! She turned to the 
chests neatly stacked from floor to ceiling against the 
wall. They’re fucking full of fucking corks!

As Lisbeth continued to smoulder and burn, Sarah 
closed her eyes and tuned out. She had salads to make 
and a Sweet Sixteen cake to ice in raspberry and 
vanilla butter-cream. 

The next morning, Sarah lifted the unsealed 
floorboards in the pantry and she and Troy began 
carting tea-chests down into what could, if one had 
the imagination of a real estate agent, be called the 
cellar.

How many more? Sarah called, surveying the rapidly 
filling cavity beneath the jarrah boards.

Only three, yelled Troy.
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It occurred to Sarah that twenty-seven tea-chests 
must add up to a lot of corks.

Out on the verandah, Sarah is trying to coax the chicken to 
eat a little flesh of fish. Two pigeons squabble over an empty 
chocolate wrapper.

The things people collect
For someone with an avowed lack of affinity for the 
vulnerable art of collecting, Sarah’s choice of lover 
was surprising. Bob of Odds-and-Bobs in Federation 
Street was a collector of Olympian skill and passion.

Bob unpacked a copy of The History of the Weld Club 
(1871–1950) andoh joy!a leatherbound volume of its 
forerunner, The First Fifty Years. They’ll be snapped 
up before the week is out, he told Sarah. He didn’t 
understand the attraction to bibliophiles of this modest 
little account of the colony’s elite gentlemen but it 
was a best-seller, in antiquarian terms, at Odds-and-
Bobs. Other items that had arrived from the Estate 
of Fraser Mason included assorted Limoges trinket 
dishes, a bone-handled Sheffield pickle fork, a fine set 
of Macaulay’s History of England, two Gladstone bags 
containing, between them, eighty-five Victorian egg 
spoons, and at least a tonne of martingale horse brasses.

Honestly, Sarah thought, the things people collect.
Bob sorted through the Estate of Fraser Masonthe 

things that were too valuable to toss away but too ugly 
or too useless or too incomprehensible to be adopted 



Sarah’s ark

29

by the heirs as their own. As an antiques dealer, he 
appreciated them on a professional level but they didn’t 
touch himwell, he told Sarah, not in the same way 
that last week’s discovery of a carefully preserved 
collection of ticket stubs from 1970s concerts at the 
Entertainment Centre did.

Sarah thought about the late Fraser Mason. From 
the look of it, he was too old to have rubbed shoulders 
with the fans of Deep Purple and Skyhooks and Alice 
Cooper, but had he been of a mind to store memories 
of an earlier equivalentsmoke socials at the Pagoda 
or the Embassy Ballroom, perhaps?his heirs no doubt 
would have discarded these in a second, and with a 
patronising sniff. Silly old codger. What we have here, 
Sarah told Bob, is testament to the world’s preoccupation 
with value.

Bob agreed. The heirs of Fraser Mason were 
interested only in what could be catalogued as an 
asset to be bartered among themselves or sold to 
their advantage. And it grieved him to think that the 
physical detritus of an old man’s memories (if indeed 
they existed; it grieved him more to think they didn’t) 
was a gift to no-one.

Bob, Sarah said, you’re too soft for this business.

My God, says Lisbeth. She was right!
The other two look up.
Why do you think we’ve been spared?
The corks? ventures Heather.
Well, duh, says Troy. Have you only just figured that out?
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Yes, the corksof course, the corksbut don’t you realise what 
this means?

Dead people’s treasures
Sarah recounted the story of the Estate of Fraser 
Mason and What Bob Said (a regular topic of dinner 
conversation).

Soft is right, said Troy. Trouble with Bob is, he can’t 
come to terms with the existential reality of his own mortality.

Heather and Lisbeth rolled their eyes.
That’s why he gets maudlin over dead people’s treasures, 

he continued. He can’t bear the thought that nobody is 
going to give a stuff about his when he carks it.

But this is what I mean about value, said Sarah. Define 
‘treasures’.

Don’t worry, Mother, said Heather. When you’re gone, 
I won’t let anyone throw away Grandma’s stuff, or your books 
or …

The corks, however, are another matter, declared Lisbeth.
Heather made a gagging noise. Troy spluttered 

pasta sauce on the tablecloth.
What do you mean, Lisbeth? said Sarah, putting down 

her fork.
Sorry, Mum, said Troy. You’d better face it. They’ll be 

down the tip before the body’s cold.
Sarah stood up.
Mum! You can’t possibly think we’re going to …
But Sarah had disappeared.
The three looked at each other in wonder. Oh, my 

God, said Heather. She does!
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There was a spatter of rain on the roof. By the next 
morning, the windows of heaven had opened.

Sarah glances up as they emerge from the house.
Lisbeth takes her hand. Mother, she says, I don’t understand 

any of this. But you were right. About the corks, I mean. About not 
doing anything with them. About not throwing them away. You 
were the only one who could see it. There was a purpose.

Sarah looks at their shining faces. Purpose. They are 
holding it out to her, a gleaming Christmas pudding on a 
silver tray.

The waters gulp and Sarah thinks of the suction of stoppers, 
of swirling bathwater. She turns away.

Oh no! she cries. Where’s the chicken?
It flew off, says Troy.
Flew off? Chickens can’t fly!

Sarah sits on the edge of the verandah, paddling her feet, and 
waits.

The waters begin to recede.
The next morning, a loud squawking heralds the approach 

of the chicken. Lisbeth, Troy and Heather rush out to the 
verandah, in time to watch it circling, soaring on a thermal, 
coming in to land. Sarah marvels at this wondrous sight: 
who could have imagined the majestic wingspan of poultry? 
She breathes a deep, replenishing sigh. It is a most surprising 
chicken.

Lisbeth points. Look, look, is that …?
Yes, says Troy. There’s something in its mouth, I’m sure.
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The three of them soar with the bird, oblivious to Sarah, 
to each other, to all but the eclipsing possibility that there 
might be something else out there.

Sarah turns away to look for some soft fabric to line her 
gardening hat, to soothe a tired chicken. She is glad of its 
return.
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