


Coming out of high school Doug McEachern was 
enthusiastic to develop as a writer but was led astray by the 
political urgency of the campaigns against the Vietnam War 
and conscription. After a lengthy and successful academic 
career, McEachern finally left university and headed to the 
south coast of South Australia to become a writer. In Stardust 
and Golden, his first novel, he returns to the 1960s…
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chapter 1

nursing home blues

January 2009

Several days of persistent heat forced forward memories 
of life before all-pervasive air conditioning. Back then an 
ineffective rattling fan ensured no remnant of cool air could 
resist the onrush of rising heat. The best defence was to 
huddle in darkened rooms to wait for the relative coolness of 
dusk and the false sense of relief in the too brief evening blast 
of a gully breeze. It was almost tempting to believe there was 
some kind of honesty in enduring such enervating heat. But 
not tempting enough.

At this moment I was sitting outside a Glenelg seaside 
café, early in the morning of an increasingly stifling January 
day, looking out across a stagnant sea towards the horizon 
obscured by haze. The smell of wet sand, seaweed and salt 
water added an edge to my mood, and my mood wasn’t good 
anyway. The spirit of my absent mother, recently diagnosed 
with Alzheimer’s and now in respite care, dominated the 
festive season. So far I’d done nothing to help find her 
a place in a suitable nursing home. I’d only flown in on 
Christmas Eve and now it was my turn. As Tony, my older 
brother, explained, the family’s efforts had been futile; there 
were few vacancies and those that existed were either too 
expensive or too depressing. The exhaustion of my sisters, 
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Trudy and Jenny, was a testament to the effort it took to look  
after my mother and emphasised the urgency of the task. 
Even though I’d volunteered it didn’t mean I was looking 
forward to the search. Some quiet time at Glenelg, a favourite 
family summer haunt, was meant to help but it didn’t. No 
point in just sitting around. So I left the coast behind and 
headed towards the leafy eastern suburbs to see a place 
recommended by my local doctor. The others hadn’t bothered 
to inspect it. It would be too expensive, they assumed. So 
what? If it was the right place I was more than happy to pay 
the extra, and I was sure I could do a deal so my family would 
never find out.

As soon as I parked the car I was impressed. The grounds 
were vast, with tall trees, extensive lawns and an inviting 
atmosphere of green calm. An old two-storey mansion had 
been modernised and converted into a nursing home, with 
additions discreetly placed among the trees. I arrived just 
as the ‘residents’ were being fed, and the director, a young 
woman by my standards, invited me to join them for lunch. I 
declined. What could be worse? But with her gentle, insistent 
manner, underlined by her unusually grey eyes, she collected 
a couple of plates of sandwiches and led me to a small table 
in the garden where we could do business well away from 
the bustle of the meal service. We talked easily about the 
nursing home and pleasantly about other things. The longer 
we talked, the more I liked the feel of the place – just right 
for my mother. I was happy to sign the papers on the spot 
but the matron, far wiser, insisted the family should have an 
inspection before any final decisions were made. Reluctantly, 
I gave her Trudy’s phone number, but I wanted it all settled 
quickly as I was soon off overseas on another consultancy.

When we finished our sandwiches, the director took me 
to inspect the facilities and then proposed a walk around the 
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gardens. There were little tables set up in various corners of 
the grounds and small groups were having their lunch in the 
shade of the large trees. I could picture my mother there. I 
thought nothing of the actual people sitting and quietly 
eating their meals, ignoring them as best I could. Imagine 
my surprise when I was addressed by a solitary diner, a small, 
frail old lady, impeccably dressed and finely turned out.

‘Mark David!’ She held out her hands in anguish. ‘Mark 
David, it is you, isn’t it!’

At first I didn’t recognise her and must have looked 
confused. The director watched me with curiosity while I 
considered the old lady more closely. She leant towards me, 
‘Help me.’ She sounded so desperate.

Then I knew who she was! The director skilfully moved me 
towards her and, with old-fashioned politeness, introduced 
us. Elizabeth Ryder. I hadn’t seen her for many, many years. 
With a surge of embarrassment I recalled our last meetings. 
There had been great tension between us as I brought her 
news she didn’t want to hear.

The director tactfully withdrew as if she’d been called 
by a resident at a nearby table. I didn’t know what to say. 
Elizabeth Ryder was the mother of Stephen, my best friend at 
university back in the sixties. She’d never approved of me; we 
never got beyond mutual hostility. My first selfish thought 
was to cancel any plans to move my mother to this home. 
My mother would never be comfortable in the kind of place 
where Mrs Ryder lived. Besides, it would be awkward to visit 
if I might meet her here. Memories and the sharp tang of 
grief distracted me. Stryder was dead. He died long ago, and 
ever since something vast had been missing from my life. 
If I allowed his memory in I would be overwhelmed. How 
was I to talk with her? She blamed me then and I’m sure she 
blamed me still. I stumbled for neutral words of greeting.
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As if reading my mind, Mrs Ryder said, ‘It really doesn’t 
matter,’ and added insistently, ‘Forget all the old stuff.’ Once 
more she reached out her thin hands. ‘You know what 
happened.’

I failed to conceal my discomfort.
She leant over and gripped my arm. ‘Why did Stephen go 

away?’ Her eyes gleamed. ‘Why did he have to die?’
This didn’t help. Elizabeth Ryder had never listened to me 

before. The last time we met she had been angry, but now there 
was no bitterness in her voice. She held my hand, imploring 
me to respond. I was paralysed by her closeness. She stopped 
talking, but her eyes focused on my face with such intensity I 
could hear her silent pleading. How could I possibly help her? 
Luckily, the director came to my rescue. With considerable skill 
she managed the tension, politely separating us and moving 
me away. There was determination in those very distinctive, 
very attractive grey eyes. She continued to guide me along the 
path as if showing me the grounds of the nursing home.

‘Mark,’ she spoke gently, ‘allow me to give you some 
background.’ We walked on. In an unemotional voice she 
said, ‘As far as I know, Elizabeth Ryder has no family and few 
friends. No one comes to visit her.’

I nodded but felt no compassion for Mrs Ryder.
‘Her physical health is good but, understandably, she is 

depressed, seriously depressed.’
I wanted the conversation to stop, but the director was 

relentless.
‘Elizabeth’s worried. No, she’s obsessed with her son’s 

death and the way her husband abandoned her.’
‘She knows everything about both,’ I said. ‘I tried to talk to 

her about Stephen’s death before. She accused me of ruining 
her life.’ I turned to the director. ‘I don’t think I can do a 
friendly visit.’
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‘Despite her desperation?’ The director turned down the 
heat. ‘I understand some things,’ she said. ‘I’ve heard about 
your final meeting many times.’

‘Did you know who I was when I arrived?’
‘Not really.’ She stopped and faced me. ‘She’s only ever 

talked about someone called Mark. There are a lot of you 
about, you know.’

I felt trapped. ‘And what did she say about our last 
confrontation?’

‘She hasn’t forgiven you.’ She put her hand on my arm and 
gently urged me to continue walking. ‘I can imagine why she 
might be obsessed. Can’t you?’ She half turned towards me. 
‘Aren’t you the best person to talk to her about it?’

I had no interest in revisiting my past.
‘If you could visit just once and talk to her about the sixties 

and whatever it was you and her son got up to then, it might 
help.’

‘I doubt it,’ I said, but my resolve was weakening.
The director gestured with her hand, inviting me to tell her 

my decision. I have no idea why I agreed to come back but I 
did. Her grey eyes were more persuasive than any argument. 
Since I wasn’t going to be in Adelaide again for three or four 
months, I gave her my business card and asked her to email 
me if Mrs Ryder forgot our meeting and her request.

The director handed me her card in return. ‘You should 
make some notes,’ she suggested.

Scepticism was the best response I could manage.
‘Well, you know what they say about the sixties,’ she said.
‘Certainly.’ I was not amused. ‘But, I can remember.’ Then 

I laughed. I could remember but I preferred not to. She was 
right. Making notes would help.

When I went to shake her hand, she said, ‘You’ve seen it. 
Our high-dependency care facility is excellent. You know, 
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they might never meet.’ Turning her head slightly aside she 
added, ‘And would it be so bad if they did?’

I spent my evening meal with my ex-wife Helen and our two 
children. This was a mirror image of our annual Christmas 
dinner, but this time it was the meal on the eve of our 
children flying back home, Tony (named after Helen’s father, 
not my older brother) to New York and the New School, and 
Sandra to Sydney and the large TV company where she was 
a production manager. Both our children are in relationships 
but show no desire to marry or have children, much to 
Helen’s regret. They don’t think I’m a good advertisement for 
marriage. From the moment they were born I was an absent 
father. In their teenage years, after the divorce, it was hard 
for them to treat me with anything other than cynicism or 
hostility. As usual, there was vigorous discussion during the 
meal and into the evening, and I was the focus of a running 
commentary.

‘Jeez, Dad, you look completely wrecked,’ said Tony, now 
smiling at me.

Sandra joined in. ‘You need to spend less time flying and 
more time on the ground.’

‘You could retire,’ was Helen’s helpful contribution.
Sandra was on the prowl. ‘Just how much money do you 

need, Dad?’
To quieten them down I finally let them know I’d bought a 

house at Port Elliot (a madly lucrative deal with some sheiks 
just before the global financial crisis gave me the cash for the 
purchase). It was on a fair-sized farm, but I only wanted the old 
house and home block; the rest would continue to be farmed 
by the previous owner. If I did decide to ‘retire’ or ‘settle down’, 
I’d move there, but I wasn’t going to tell them that. They were 
too excited already so I insisted there was no way I was giving 
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up my consultant lifestyle any time soon.
It wasn’t late when I headed back to North Adelaide, to 

my house in Dunn Street, which I’d bought as my Australian 
base after the divorce. For tax purposes and on official 
forms I used my North Adelaide address but, in truth, I was 
rarely in Australia more than two or three months a year. 
Most of the time I lived on long-haul flights, in hotels and 
in accommodation provided by companies, as I travelled the 
world working as a consultant to the global oil industry. I 
didn’t mind the lifestyle; it kept me moving on. But when 
I was back in Adelaide for Christmas and the New Year, I 
stopped. In such moments my past could catch up with me, 
but I never expected it to find me in a nursing home. My 
meeting with Elizabeth Ryder had allowed a whole set of 
unwanted memories to return.

It was a warm night. I wound my window down and 
slowed the car to a moderate pace. There was little traffic. I 
cruised down Dunn Street and turned left onto Melbourne 
Street. It was run-down, with empty shops and few signs of 
the once vibrant restaurant culture. It needed a bit of renewal 
to make it an exciting place again. As I drove through the 
streets I recalled North Adelaide as it had been in the sixties. 
Back then, many of the large homes built over the previous 
hundred years were standing empty in abandoned and 
overgrown gardens. Several of my university friends had been 
attracted by the neglected workers’ cottages nearby. They were 
cheap places to rent. I turned right off Melbourne Street and 
headed towards Kingston Terrace and the parklands, turning 
left and stopping the car outside one of the grander houses, 
with a rendered finish and with some hint of the English Arts 
and Crafts movement in its decorative flourishes. Massive 
entrance doors intimidated both guests and intruders. The 
place looked empty but it was considerably restored from 
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the time I’d known it in the sixties. I drove on, turning left 
and left again into Stanley Street, parking the car near the 
high wall and the rear door we’d mostly used. The street was 
poorly lit and completely deserted. I walked up and down, 
listening to faint sounds of life behind the walls and enjoying 
the scents of jasmine and night-flowering tobacco from the 
gardens within. I examined the garden door closely. It was 
now painted a bright Provençal blue, but the door handle 
and the lock were unchanged. For the first time in an age I 
felt I might want to see the inside of the house again, but at 
that thought I hurried to the car and headed home.

Nothing was right. Restless, uninterested in sleep, I poured 
myself a brandy and sat moodily in my large lounge chair, 
looking at the wall as I tried to insulate myself from unsettling 
memories. The Dunn Street place was a two-storey cottage 
with bare floorboards, modestly furnished, comfortable 
enough but no more. No better than a basic three-star motel. 
The only real exception was the sound system. It was of good 
quality and I bought it for the turntable, so I could listen to 
my old vinyl records. It made no difference; I never played 
them. I used the expensive hi-fi as little more than a radio.

On this night, though, I went to my junk room, rummaged 
around and dragged out a large box of sixties vinyl. I took it 
to the front room, sat on the floor and started to pull out 
records: the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s and the White Album, 
Jefferson Airplane’s After Bathing at Baxter’s and Crown of 
Creation, Country Joe and the Fish’s Electric Music for the 
Mind and Body, Cream’s Disraeli Gears, Jimi Hendrix’s 
Electric Lady Land, MC5’s Kick Out the Jams and Muddy 
Waters’ Fathers and Sons. Nothing quite captured the mood. 
Then I found the album I’d been looking for. Cheap Thrills, 
by Janis Joplin with Big Brother and the Holding Company. 
As soon as I lifted it from the box, looked at the cover and 
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started to take the record out of its inner sleeve, I knew I was 
doing the wrong thing.

This album evoked a specific memory of Angela Falconer, 
who ran the student commune in the old house filling the 
block between Stanley Street and Kingston Terrace. It was 
late 1968. Angela was getting ready to go to Paris and the 
house was deserted. I was to look after the place while the 
housemates went overseas for the summer. After a lengthy 
meal we went to her room. Angela, a fine pianist, guitar 
player and a great singer, was studying music as part of her 
degree. Later, under the name Bobby Black, she became 
famous as a rock and blues musician; still on the road, she 
does a couple of months most years on the blues circuit in 
America and festivals in Australia. We listened to the record 
and then spent some time, Angela on piano, me playing 
basic electric guitar, doing our versions of the Janice Joplin 
classics: ‘Summertime’, ‘Piece of My Heart’ (I never could get 
the guitar intro right) and ‘Ball and Chain’. It’s one of the few 
truly nostalgic memories I have of the commune. As I sat on 
the hard floor with the record in my hand, the smell of old 
vinyl in my nostrils and my memories of Angela, I felt the 
unfinished business from my past seep into my empty house. 
There was no way I could play that record.


