
Not Now
From her window she saw the dust cloud before she heard the roar of the roadster. Her heart skipped. The moment she dreaded, the moment that starved her of sleep as she tossed and turned in her narrow bed. Chickens scattered as the car pulled up. She sat glued to her bed, enthralled and aghast as the events of the past weeks unfolded in slow motion within the matrix of her mind. Her throat felt dry as she watched him push open the gate and walk purposefully towards the front door.
Long before she met him, she heard tales of his exploits. A racing man, a ladies man, they told her. ‘They’ being the girls at the badminton club, the liberated ones who attended dances and read the social notes and gossiped together on the tram on their way to work. They knew everything, those girls. At least that was the impression they gave.
She felt ashamed of her ignorance, quietly railing at her father for the restrictions imposed during her teenage years. No films, no dances. Her home, a bastion of strict Methodism. No alcohol, no cards, not even a newspaper. Only a radio, a radio controlled by the head of the house. No popular music, no comedy shows. Nothing to liven up their living room unless you counted the ABC news. They all listened to the news, her family. The war dominated the airwaves. Sombre reports accentuated her heart-heaviness, strapped to the old sofa by her inertia, paralysed by the expectations of her parents and the moral strictures of their God.
Away from the home, she breathed clean air. Her work and her sport granted a release; a reprieve from the suffocation at Bullsend Road. Thank God for this job, she said to herself, as she set out each morning for Hemingways. Thank God for this game, she echoed, slapping the shuttlecock over the net at the sports centre on Saturday afternoons. They keep me sane. They keep me sane.
Always, always, the reprieve was temporary. En route to her house, equanimity gave way to lassitude. She shook her head, attempting to regain control and resurrect the vitality that deserted her when she needed it most. Be strong, she said to herself, as the tears formed. Be strong.
Her tram rumbled down the wide street. Across the flat, in the gathering gloom, the slag heaps rose like squashed shoe boxes. Staring numbly through the smeared window, she searched inside for the clarity of her future. Clarity seemed a distant, unattainable star, forever obscured by cascading thoughts and feelings and an unbearable yearning in her body. What do I want?  What do I really want? As she stepped off the tram, she suddenly knew. I want to escape. I must escape. Somewhere. Somehow.
It was mid-winter. Freezing nights evolved into days of pale sunshine. The best season. Her favourite time of the year. You have to come with us to the ball, her badminton friends pleaded. You’re nearly twenty, after all. She looked at them, her smile wan. And what about my father? You know what he’ll say.
They did. He turned up, unexpected and unbidden at badminton. Checking me out, she confided. Noting which boys are there. Filing it away in his memory for future reference. They observed his cold eyes and the grim mouth. A man not to be trifled with, they acknowledged.
But persist they did. It’s the grandest ball of the year. Everyone will be there. They were right, as usual. Held at the Town Hall, the Anzac Ball drew the crowds. For months beforehand, the town seemed a’ flush with little else. Not even the war, stuck in its first year and phoney for some, could subdue the enthusiasm. An escape from reality, growled her father, as he stood with his ear to the wireless. For once, the captive silence that normally greeted his pronouncements was broken. From an unlikely source came a gentle rebuttal. Let her go, Roy, entreated her mother. She’s a good girl, our Cora. These are unhappy times and she’s entitled to a bit of fun.
Entitled? To a bit of fun? As she leant back on the sofa and gazed at her mother, she struggled to absorb these words of support. How would her father respond? She dared not look at him. Would this first hint of spousal rebellion; this taking of sides to advance the daughter’s cause, provoke the heavy hand of paternal rule? She expected it would. But she was wrong.

He said I could go, she enthused, skipping amongst her friends as they gathered by the court. And my Mum’s making me a dress. They hugged her and were thrilled for her. On the home-bound tram she glowed with a strange happiness as if woven into a magic web, delicately hostage to a fragile spell. She could hardly wait for Monday when she would choose the material and entrust it to her mother and the Singer sewing machine in the small room off the kitchen.
As the days passed and her dress took shape, her nerves played havoc with her sleep. What will I look like? Will I do something silly? Do I remember those dance steps? Will anyone ask me? When she did sleep, the thoughts made way for a kaleidoscope of feelings and images that pervaded her dreams. She saw herself surrounded by all manner of gaily dressed people, looking at her and laughing. With horror, she observed her body enshrined in a white petticoat and black stockings, and she awoke in a cold sweat, still searching for her dress and her shoes.
On the day of the ball, her anxieties eased. You look wonderful, said her mother, as she left the house. Her father did not speak as they drove into town. When he set her down in front of the building, she sensed his disturbance. I’ll be fine, Dad, just fine, she said, opening the door of the ancient Vauxhall. Be outside sharp at midnight, he decreed, I’ll be parked right here.
Midnight. An evening lay ahead. She breathed deeply and felt the heat on her face. Four hours of freedom. Four whole hours. She spotted Mavis and Betty and ran up the steps to join them.

That’s him.

They were spread around a table in the far corner of the ballroom. Nervous and giggling. In the Mayor’s parlour, the older folk assembled for bridge. The word passed around that the Bishop had donated first prize. How can they concentrate, with the music blaring out and all the excited chatter, she wondered? The Master of Ceremonies reduced them to fits as he cracked risqué jokes and introduced the orchestra. She recognised some of the lads. They wore digger’s hats and played on a stage arranged to resemble a dugout in France. Suddenly, she thought about the fighting. Boys may be dying, right now. She did not want to think these thoughts.

Ken Moss, that’s him.

Her gaze followed Betty’s finger. Directly opposite, with his back against the wall, a tall, lean chap stood smoking. He was clean shaven and wore an expensive-looking jacket and a silk cravat. A red flower – a carnation, perhaps? – stuck out from his buttonhole.

Reflexively, she grasped her friend’s arm. Don’t point. He’ll see us. She was too late. He dragged on his cigarette and blew smoke. Then grinned broadly.
He’s coming our way. The giggling intensified.

May I have the pleasure?

He stood above her, relaxed. She trembled.

On stage, the band struck up the Pride of Erin. Propelled by an invisible force she rose to her feet and took the proffered hand.
You look gorgeous.
They were out on the terrace. Above and around her, bright stars and street lights broke up the black night. A light breeze teased her hot cheeks and ruffled the folds of her dress. His words bored into her and her heart pounded.
I mean it. You look simply gorgeous.

She could not meet his eyes. Shadows from the gum trees in the courtyard danced on the adjacent wall. She watched the shapes form and re-form, like scattering rain clouds in a stormy sky. Words would not come. She felt small and foolish.
From inside the building came the strains of a waltz. She accepted his invitation and they returned to the dance floor, her arm linked with his. He did not seem perturbed by her silence.

How was it, dear? Did you enjoy yourself?

Her mother was waiting up when they arrived home. She wore a blue gown over her flannel nightdress and an eager expression. The kitchen clock said twelve fifteen.
Lovely, Mum. It was lovely.

In bed, she lay on her back, staring at the unseen ceiling. A ladies man, they reckoned. She stroked the hairs on her arm, her right arm that interlocked with his as they re-entered the ballroom. When they danced, she could feel the cells in her body come alive. His hand on her waist seared her skin. Their palms touched together like two feathers embracing. All the while, her heart thumping as loud as the music.
Monday at work. Look at this, called out Betty, as she approached her desk, holding the morning newspaper. 
‘Like a comet flashing across the horizons on the arm of racing driver and man-about-town, Ken Moss, was Cora Burton, her figure enveloped in a most bewitching flame georgette.’
Bewitching, repeated Betty, raising her eyebrows. Did you bewitch him, Cora?

She blushed and returned her attention to the typewriter. I doubt it, Betty. He’s a man-about-town, after all.

Again, she was wrong. On Thursday evening she heard a car pull up in the driveway. Her father went to the door. It was him, the racing driver. Could Cora come out to the lake on Saturday? There would be a competition and he wanted to show off his new Lagonda.
She pictured the two of them, encountering each other on the verandah. Her father in boots and braces, his collar buttoned up. Courteous, ever courteous, to strangers. Yet without warmth, stern and unyielding. And Ken? Confident, and firm with his handshake. Smartly dressed, ready to look a man in the eye, she was in no doubt of that. But he was meeting her father and she quailed at the outcome.
She heard the car start up and leave. Her father came into the room. He returned to the wireless. The news was nearly over. She saw him grimace.

Snatches of their conversation had filtered through. Nothing was promised. Her father would speak with her. Ken would be told, one way or the other.

Saturday arrived. She was at liberty to go, collected from the front of their house on the dot of nine. Have her back before dark, said her father, gazing disapprovingly at the car.
On the way to the lake she found her voice. He drove fast, turning his head to look at her. You have brown eyes, he said. And yours are blue, she replied, emboldened by the breeze on her face and the freedom of the scrub country, stretching for miles on either side of the dirt road.

At the lake, she watched, riveted and fearful. He pushed the Lagonda hard over the long, flat course, beaten into second place by his mate, Jack. It did not worry him. My new gearbox works a treat, he enthused.
Well beyond the mulgas, an orange ball slipped towards the horizon. They pulled off the road at the eight-mile peg. A heat haze hung low over the land. She saw the shimmer on the saltbushes, aware of the incessant buzz of insects. Her dress clung damp to the brown leather. His arm glided around her and drew her in. The kissing commenced, gentle and exploratory then increasing in intensity, as they baptised their passions.
Will you marry me, Cora?

They had pulled apart, instinctively, as if synchronised to a mutual reticence. He leaned back against the car door, his hand resting lightly on hers. She looked at him, stunned.

Marry you? Her voice caught in her throat and she felt her chest rising and falling, rising and falling.

I mean it, he said, running his fingers around her wrist and up her arm. She looked at his lips and shivered.

He’s asked me to marry him, she told her mother that evening. On the verandah, she could hear her father preparing his mosquito net. He slept on an iron bed, away from the others.

What do you want, dear?

She could see her mother was shaking.

The engagement took place a week later. There was no party. Neither could she wed until she turned twenty-one. Her father made that clear. She saw the disappointment in Ken’s eyes but he brushed it aside. From a leather satchel he produced a small box. Open it, he said, smiling in a shy way she had not seen before.

The ring was overpowering. A silver band encasing a huge diamond.
My goodness, was all she could say. My goodness.

There was money behind him, she knew that. Accidentally wealthy, actually. His mother married his step-father, an entrepreneur of sorts. They lived in England now.

What happened to your father, she enquired, on the way to the lake. He died in the last war. She noticed his face harden and she took it as a sign.

Do you like it? He was looking at her, a small boy revealing a treasured possession.
It’s beautiful. She did not know what else to say or how to express the confusion of feelings erupting inside.

It’s beautiful, she repeated. 

That night, long after the others were asleep, she pulled on some warm socks and crept into the kitchen where she fumbled in the drawer containing the candles and matches. Returning to her bed, she lit the candle and took the ring from its box. Under the covers, she kept her socks on as she ran her cold fingers inside and around the metallic circumference. In the blue-gold light of the candle, the diamond radiated brilliance. A miniature meteor, energised and awe-inspiring. She could not take her eyes off it. Would her life contain such brilliance? A deep sigh pressed against her chest and escaped inaudibly into the night. Impossible, she thought, pushing the ring back into its groove and closing the box. I don’t deserve this. Not yet.
Now, as she listened to him rapping on the door, she wrestled with her decision. Come in, young man, she heard her father say.

Her parents left them sitting together on the sofa. The wireless was off. She broke the news.

He was devastated. She was too – but she had to do it.

Why, he asked, over and over again? Why are you doing this?

She tried to explain. Everything moved too fast. They needed time to get to know each other. She was needed at home. There was a war on. It was unwise to make commitments. Who knew what lay ahead?
Unwise? His voice trailed away as he struggled with her excuses. No longer the confident man-about-town. But I love you, Cora.

His pain distressed her. She wanted to cry out her anguish. Throw her arms around his neck. Comfort him. But she knew it would be self-sabotage to surrender to these impulses.

I can’t do it, Ken. I just can’t do it. Not now.

He did not get angry although she almost wished he had. Afterwards, in her room, she cried secret tears. Her parents kept their distance. In the depths of her sadness, she felt the flickerings of relief. A tentative recognition. An honouring of her intuition. She heard her father switch on the wireless and felt her stomach contract. Trapped already, she thought. I don’t want to land in another one, not even for love. Not even for love. She could not believe she said that, if only to herself. Not even for love. She tested the words aloud, tasting salt on her tongue. 
She heard he was on his way to England to join the air force. A few days later, she rode her bicycle along the road to the lake. At the eight-mile peg, she left the bike against a grey stump and walked across the red earth until she found a patch of shade. Insects buzzed. An orange butterfly settled on a flowering bush. Suspended in the warm air, she closed her eyes.
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