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c h a p t e r  1

The Vision

I had a vision when I was nine years old. It wasn’t a mystical 
revelation; it wasn’t accompanied by stigmata and didn’t bring 
me closer to ideal goodness. But this vision helped me through 
the years of taking care of Mother.

We were living in a mud-brown weatherboard in Newtown, 
a suburb of Wellington. It was a gloomy house that stood on 
the hill of Constable Street, situated in such a way that the 
sun couldn’t get in. On one side we were overshadowed by our 
neighbour’s tall fence, made taller by the steep slope of the hill. 
On the other was a blind wall. At our back were two shops, 
fused like Siamese twins, that looked onto Constable Street. At 
our front was a deep yard occupied by a swarming garrison of 
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weeds. The rooms were dark in winter, dark enough to need 
the light on, and in summer, in the afternoon, a dim glow 
reflected off our neighbour’s fence into my parents’ bedroom 
and the sitting room. 

In my mind, the walls of this house were like the walls of 
a castle. I looked through the kitchen window at the yard, and 
sometimes that oblong of overgrown grass seemed as far away 
as the wider world. I had to stay inside most of the time, when I 
wasn’t at school. Mother wanted me with her. I sat on the floor, 
reading books I had borrowed from the library at the end of 
our street, while she prepared meals, baked cakes, ironed my 
father’s shirts and thought her private, absorbing thoughts. 

I wasn’t allowed to play outside unless Mother gave me 
permission. I had to wait for this permission. I must never ask 
for it—asking meant I couldn’t have it. My brothers could go 
out whenever they felt like it, even Brian, who was two years 
younger than I was. But that life of freedom was not for me. I 
must stay with Mother. 

And yet it often seemed that Mother wasn’t there. She was 
there in the flesh—a fat woman in a short brown dress flecked 
with coloured rain, a purple star of veins on the back of one calf, 
wavy black hair, cat’s eye glasses perched on her shapeless nose. 
These glasses often slid down while she was kneading scone 
dough or doing something else that kept both hands busy. When 
this happened, she hitched them up by lifting her left cheek, 
an action that caused her to wink. Since she wasn’t looking at 
anyone when she did this, it seemed she was winking at herself. 

But while she was enormously present in her fat, rolling 
flesh, she was absent in other ways, taken possession of by a 
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dream that filled her mind for days at a time, that held her face 
immobile in a pose of passionate preoccupation. 

I felt invisible when she had that fixed look on her face. 
I didn’t exist. But if I got up to go somewhere else—to my 
bedroom to get another book, to the toilet, to sit in another 
room away from her—she said, ‘Where are you going?’ I could 
visit the toilet, I could fetch another book, but I couldn’t sit by 
myself in another room, not when she wanted me with her. 

I sat on the floor again, opened my book of fairytales and 
looked up to see what her face was like now. It had settled back 
into fixed preoccupation. Once again I felt I didn’t exist, not in 
the way my brothers and father seemed to exist. At the same 
time I was imprisoned, because I couldn’t do as I wanted to. I 
had to sit where she put me and stay there. Nor was I allowed 
to make a sound, not even when I turned the page. 

I thought about Mother a lot, and knew she thought of me 
rarely, if at all. Her thoughts belonged to that dream.

There was one time each day when I could do as I liked. This 
was when I walked home from school. It took about fifteen 
minutes. I liked to stretch it out as long as I could without 
angering Mother by coming in too late. 

The most legitimate way of stretching it out was by visit-
ing the library. It was filled with light and fragrant with floor 
polish. Right inside the door stood a sign on a chrome stalk that 
said, ‘Please be quiet.’ I wanted to obey that rule. I was afraid 
of punishment if I did not. But obeying it was impossible. How 
could I obey when the polished parquet floor squeaked every 
time I took a step? I walked as cautiously as I could, setting 
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each foot down as delicately as I was able to; I tiptoed; I slunk. 
It made no difference: the waxed floor screamed its alarm. The 
blue-smocked ladies behind the counter didn’t turn a hair at the 
fearful racket I made. 

I squeaked over to the children’s section, an island of 
movable steel shelves, made my selection and applied myself to 
the next problem. In front of the bookshelves was a long table 
with chairs. These chairs were heavy. It took all my strength 
to move them. It suited me best when one was turned away 
from the table at an angle, left that way by a previous reader. 
This was a rare opportunity, the blue-smocked ladies being in 
the habit of coming by every now and then to set the chairs 
straight and return discarded books to the shelves. Sometimes, 
no matter how I tried, I couldn’t move a chair; it seemed glued 
to the parquetry. I usually ended up on the floor with my selec-
tions, though I didn’t like it because people trod on me. 

I read the same sorts of books all the time. Realism was 
not for me—books about schoolgirls getting into trouble and 
getting out of it again through their own resourcefulness and 
good fortune. I didn’t care for stories about heroic animals 
either. I liked fairytales and Greek myths. Perseus was my 
favourite hero and lame Vulcan my favourite victim. I was 
especially attracted to a series in which each volume featured 
tales and legends and myths from a different country: Russia, 
Scotland, Norway, Ancient Greece, Japan and others. The 
stories captured my attention—I borrowed these books regular-
ly—but they also disturbed me. The line illustrations featured 
people with empty eyes, ovals of white nothingness. No pupil, 
no iris, no expression, no soul. I studied them with worried 
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puzzlement. I wanted to ignore these volumes but I couldn’t. It 
was as impossible as avoiding Mother. 

Certain stories drew me and troubled me as well. The first 
was about Rapunzel, who was locked in a tower without a door. 
The only way to get in was to ask the captive to let down her 
hair. The big-footed witch climbed that long braid, hurting 
Rapunzel horribly all the way. The other story was ‘The 
Little Mermaid’, in particular the scene where she visits the 
Sea Witch, who sits on her throne surrounded by her minnow 
courtiers, who nibble at the weeds growing on her plump flesh. 

In fairytales and myths, heroes and heroines had helpers—
Athena gave Perseus the shield that helped him kill Medusa; 
Rapunzel had the prince. Some of these helpers were good 
and scary at the same time. The Sea Witch was the scariest. 
The only good thing about her was her willingness to give 
the Mermaid legs so that she could appear human. Every step 
the Little Mermaid took was like walking on knives. The Sea 
Witch had warned her how it would be and the Mermaid had 
accepted the legs anyway. Every gift came at a price. 

I carried my choices home and spread them on my bed in 
order to decide which one to read first. 

Mother called to me, ‘Where are you?’
I made my choice and went to sit on the floor in the kitchen.
‘One of these days I’ll throw those blasted books in the 

oven.’
I hid my book behind my back and waited until she was 

absorbed in her dream. Cautiously, I drew my book out of 
its hiding place and opened it slowly, so as not to make the 
spine creak. As I read, I often glanced up to make sure she had  
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been captured by her dream again and had no designs on my 
book. 

I thought of Mother as a problem I had to solve. I felt it was 
my particular task to solve it, the way the heroine of a fairytale 
has a problem she must solve. Rapunzel must escape the tower. 
The Little Mermaid must become human so that the handsome 
prince will return her love. I must find the way to make Mother 
see me and abandon her passionate dream. 

When I was very little I was frightened of going outside to visit 
the toilet at night. Our toilet was a cave under a heavy canopy of 
convolvulus in the backyard. It was a dark place even in daytime, 
and black at night, haunted by the smell of urine that had soaked 
into the wooden seat. I was afraid of the dark. Fanged monsters 
lurked there, evil witches, restless, hungry spirits. I wanted 
Mother to take me. I begged her to take me. She pushed me 
away. ‘Go now,’ she said, her voice as hard as stone. 

And so I must go, because that voice told me what would 
happen if I didn’t obey. I stood on the back step, one hand on 
the doorjamb, looking into the kitchen lit with yellow light, 
then out into the dark. A square of light lay on the ground 
below the window. Within that square, I was safe. Beyond it, 
the night was thick with danger. I could creep, hoping to pass 
unnoticed by the monsters. Or I could run. I ran. I did what I 
had to do in the black cave and ran back to the house, yanking 
up my knickers with both hands as I went. 

Inside, Mother was sitting in a chair, her face stiff, the way 
it was when the dream possessed her. I climbed onto her lap, 
crying in fright at the terrible risk I had taken. Though I had 
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made it back in one piece, I didn’t feel victorious. The monsters 
would be there again tomorrow night. I would have to do it 
again tomorrow night. And then, they might get me. My only 
chance of survival was if Mother cuddled me and promised to 
come with me next time. 

Mother pushed me off her lap. She pushed me away, frown-
ing because I had disturbed her dream. The dream settled back 
into its fixed position, absorbed all her attention once again, and 
obliterated me. 

Our house had two bedrooms and a third room where Mother 
kept unwanted things like loose planks of wood and broken 
furniture. My eldest brother, Lynn, wanted a room of his own. 
He was going on thirteen, almost grown up, and wanted his 
own private place to reflect his new status. Mother helped him 
clear it out. They threw the unwanted furniture and wood out 
the window, to be collected later and carted away. 

I heard the clatter of planks landing in the yard, striking 
each other with a series of claps as the wood bounced. I went 
outside to look and saw Mother at the window. She saw me, 
too, and a wicked idea filled her face with glee. She flung a 
plank at me. It struck my leg. I fell from the force of the blow. 
Blood gushed down my ankle. I hardly felt the pain from the 
suddenness of the attack. 

‘You should watch where you’re going,’ she said.
Lynn ran outside, wrapped my leg in a tea towel and rode 

me to Wellington Hospital on his bike. His face was white with 
shock. 

The doctor sewed my leg wound shut with five neat stitches.
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As my brother and I waited for someone to attend to us, I 
tried to think of something to say about Mother and what she 
had done. His face had regained its normal colour, and its usual 
expression of worrying about a small, nagging problem. We 
didn’t talk about Mother, as if Mother lived in a place where 
words had no power.

Near the end of my first year of school, when I was five, my 
teacher told Mother I was short-sighted. She took me to her 
optician, Mr Wilson, a pink-faced man in a white coat, his 
silver-white hair wiped smoothly back from his forehead and 
held in place by unscented hair oil. His soft, dry hands were 
pleasantly warm. As he moved in his precise way, his coat 
rustled, one rustle per movement. 

He talked to me about how much I could see. He pointed 
to objects around his pale gold consulting room—a teddy bear, 
a golliwog—and showed me pictures in a book. ‘You’re quite a 
big girl now,’ he said. ‘You must be able to read a little bit. Can 
you read the letters on the wall?’ 

I could read the letter A. The others were soft around the 
edges and hard to see.

Onto my nose he slid a heavy, cumbersome frame and 
inserted round glass lenses as dainty as tiny saucers. He made 
me look at a teddy bear and asked how clearly I could see its 
ear. Was it sharp around the edges or fuzzy? 

Fuzzy. In went another lens. 
He took me over to a glass counter full of spectacle frames. 

The mirror on the wall behind blazed with light from the strip 
above it. Mr Wilson took me to the end of the counter to inspect 
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the frames small enough to fit a child’s face. ‘Which one do you 
like?’ he asked. 

Mother pointed to a pair of brown cat’s eye frames just like 
hers. ‘She likes that pair.’ 

Mr Wilson opened the glass lid and spread his hand over 
the rows of coloured rims. ‘You can choose any pair you like,’ he 
told me. He saw my eyes alight on a sky-blue pair, picked them 
up and slid them over my ears. He stood with his hand on my 
shoulder as I studied my reflection in the mirror. 

I couldn’t see as clearly as I wanted to, but to please him I 
smiled. I took them off and discovered that a diamond adorned 
each corner. They were very pretty.

At the end of the consultation, he gave Mother a vial of 
liquid, saying, ‘You will have to dilate her eyes every day for 
a week. Put a drop in each one and keep her inside for the 
afternoon.’

The next day, Mother put a drop of the liquid in each of  
my eyes, using the dropper that came with the vial, and sent  
me outside to play. It was a sunny spring afternoon, a cloud-
less sky, a bright sun. The light stabbed my eyes. It cut my 
eyes. It was like having steel blades inside them slicing, jabbing. 
Covering my eyes with my hands, I tried to go back inside. 
Mother shut and locked the door. ‘Stay outside,’ she said 
through the panel. 

I retreated into the alley that ran alongside our house, where 
it was shadowy all day except at noon. Moss grew on the ground 
here, bordering it with wide green stripes. 

Mother spoke through the open window. ‘Go out. Go out 
into the sun.’
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I huddled in the alley, too frightened of the pain to do as 
she told me.

Mother unlocked the door; she stomped down the wooden 
steps and grabbed my arm. She yanked me out into the light.

‘You stay out here,’ she said, and slapped me when I cried. 
She grasped my wrists and pulled my hands away from my 
eyes. ‘Now play.’

Every day after school she dilated my pupils, as Mr Wilson 
had told her to, and every day she made me play outside in the 
razor-sharp sun. 

I came home from school one wet autumn afternoon to find 
the door locked. Mother’s face appeared at the window, then 
vanished. I knocked on the door. ‘Let me in. Let me in.’ Mother 
wouldn’t let me in. The rain fell harder. I shivered inside my 
green jacket. ‘Mummy, let me in.’ I knocked and knocked; I 
tried the door just in case it had unlocked itself since the last 
time I put my hand on it. 

Finally, I sat on the damp step. Every now and then, I 
glanced up to see her face at the window. As soon as I did, 
she whipped out of sight, giggling. I waited all afternoon until 
it was dark. Then, just before my father came home, Mother 
opened the door and hurried me inside, scolding, ‘Look at you, 
you’re wet through. You’d better change your clothes before 
your father sees you.’

I had a recurring nightmare. 
I am running across a flat landscape toward a cliff. The sun 

has gone down and a thick mass of cloud hangs low overhead. I 
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look over my shoulder and see a witch chasing me. Though she 
looks like a fairytale witch—hooked nose, grey hair, a pointed 
hat on her head and black drapes flapping behind her—I know 
who she is. I have to escape. Escape is all I want. But when I get 
to the cliff I find myself trapped. What should I do? The witch 
is bearing down on me, I can’t let her catch me, but if I jump 
over the cliff I will die. 

This is the unavoidable moment of decision, the moment 
toward which my nightmare inexorably moves. Sometimes, I 
trip and fall over the precipice, or simply fall over it involun-
tarily. Sometimes, she pushes me; I can feel her hands on my 
back. Sometimes, I put off the decision by running along the 
cliff edge, the witch following me, her hot breath on the back 
of my neck, her gleeful cackles filling my ears. 

I wake sobbing in fright. I call for Mother. My father gets 
out of bed, softly growls at me for disturbing him, and takes 
me to sleep between him and Mother. This place is horribly 
hot. Their bodies are walls too high to climb over. I lie awake 
through the rest of the night, afraid to move in case I disturb 
them, recalling that terrifying dream, the witch and the cliff.

If I were in a fairytale, I would get help by being kind to the 
right people, powerful agents disguised as ordinary citizens. 
They could help me solve the problem of Mother. But my life 
was not a fairytale. All I had were my brothers, who spent as 
much time as they could away from the house, and my father, 
who was at work all day. When Mother heard his footsteps in 
the alley beside our house, she said to us, ‘Don’t make a sound. 
Not a sound,’ raising a finger in warning. ‘Your father doesn’t 
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like you to talk to him.’ We mustn’t speak to each other; we 
must play with very little sound. 

He walked into the kitchen, stoop-shouldered with weari-
ness, the change in his pocket jingling. A cigarette ending in 
a lazy hook of ash drooped from the corner of his mouth. His 
heavy lower lip hung open most of the time, revealing a row of 
pitted black teeth. The only time it closed was when he gripped 
his fag as he lit it. At the top of his long face was a thin, dry 
thatch of dark hair, and at the bottom a rounded chin as rough 
as sandpaper. In between was a nose of horsey size and unusual 
shape, broad across the bone and with a dip at the end. Under 
it grew a ginger moustache, the kind of neat, flashy moustache 
sported by English screen heroes like David Niven and Stewart 
Granger.

He hung his jacket on the back of his chair and sat. His 
chair stood in the boxy space between the table and the 
cupboards. He took off his shoes and put on the slippers he 
kept under his seat. As his foot slid into the tartan bootie, I saw 
the long yellow nail on his big toe, a yellow nail with a ferocious 
animal vitality. It had cut through the sock. It dived into the 
bootie and dwelt there, perhaps trying to cut through the tartan 
as well. That nail looked capable of any feat of strength, any 
act of aggression. My father seemed not quite part of it—he 
possessed none of the energy of that toenail. Or perhaps it was 
not really part of him, like Excalibur in the rock. 

After taking a bottle of Red Lion draught beer from the 
fridge and a glass from the shelf, he opened the newspaper and 
held it between himself and his wife like the wall of a tower. 

Mother said, ‘Will you eat your tea now?’ She had set aside 
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a portion for him earlier, while dishing up for us and herself. It 
was sitting in the oven under an aluminium lid.

‘I’ll have it later.’
That meant he would eat it for breakfast. Every morning I 

found his empty plate on the bench, all the food gone, nothing 
left but a ring of congealed gravy. It made me sick to see it; I 
thought he had eaten poison.

Mother sat at the table and told him about her day. She held 
her hands together, joined as if in prayer. She gazed fixedly at 
him, waiting for him to notice her. He answered her with irrita-
ble grunts. If she insisted, he snapped his paper wall, punched 
his paper wall, to make her be quiet. 

At the right time, he trod into the sitting room to watch the 
news and fell asleep there: he had been up since four o’clock in 
the morning. Mother shook him awake. ‘Go to bed, Ike,’ she 
scolded. Blinking drowsily, a cigarette glued to the corner of his 
mouth, he staggered to their room and collapsed with a loud 
creak and shudder of the bed.

On Saturday morning, he cooked breakfast for Brian and 
me. Our older brothers had already eaten rice bubbles and 
fled the house, lugging their sports bags. Eggs sunny side up, 
fried bread, fried tomatoes, fried bacon or sausage, mushrooms 
cooked to black sludge in a pot. My father asked, ‘What do 
you want for breakfast?’ It was a meaningless question, as he 
was already cooking it. He set a plate in front of each of us and 
scooped a fried egg onto a slice of fried bread. Though I didn’t 
like sickly fried egg, I had to eat it because my father would be 
miserable if I didn’t. He danced around the kitchen on long, 
rubbery legs, singing music hall songs. He rolled his big eyes 
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at me to make me laugh. He wasn’t funny but I had to laugh. 
If I didn’t, his face would fall into lines of unhappiness that 
made him look like a prince who couldn’t find love. Inside, I 
was afraid that he would see how fake my giggles were and be 
angry at me. 

Once, I pretended to be sick on the bus home from the dental 
hospital. I acted delirious, keeping my eyes closed, rolling my 
head from side to side and moaning in pain. Two girls took 
me to the medical room. My teacher called my father at work; 
we didn’t have a telephone at home. He drove to the school 
and drove me back to Constable Street. All this time I kept 
up the pretence, knowing it was sort of play-acting and sort 
of not. My physical symptoms were imaginary, and yet they 
expressed something real. I was desperate. I had been trying to 
solve the problem of Mother without any help at all, and now 
I was near the end of my endurance. I needed help. I needed 
someone to take my side, to see that something was wrong and 
join with me in the effort to solve the problem. Better still, I 
wanted someone to take it off my hands. 

I knew that wasn’t possible. In fairytales, the heroine never 
had the problem taken off her hands. She could have help but 
she must take the problem through to its conclusion, which 
was usually a happy ending. Only the bad sister or the wicked 
stepdaughter failed in the special task. Only the Little Mermaid 
failed. No helper had emerged so far, so I must find one. 

But though my father took me home and put me to bed, 
though he shouted at Mother, he also seemed angry at me. He 
stood at the foot of my bed, his fists planted on his hips, and 
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glared at me in a way that made me think I was the problem, 
not Mother.

After my pretend illness was over, things went back to the 
way they had been before. The problem was still mine, and I 
still had no helper. I must find the solution all by myself.

On Christmas Day the year I was nine, Mother gave us no 
presents. Or so it seemed. Brian and I woke early, as usual,  
and told each other stories while we waited for the clock to  
say it was time. We weren’t allowed to get up before nine. That 
was the rule. We kept our eyes fixed on the clock, and when at 
last the big hand stood up straight and the little hand stretched 
to the side, we scrambled out of bed and ran into the sitting 
room. 

The presents were supposed to be spread out on the couch. 
They had been the previous year and the year before that. On 
this morning, though, the couch was bare except for two boxes 
of hankies, one for Brian, the other for me. 

Frantic with fear, I ran into my parents’ bedroom. ‘Where 
are the presents?’

Mother cackled at my distress. ‘Look at her,’ she said to my 
father, who was lying with his back to the door, smoking. She 
quickly grew tired of the spectacle. ‘Stop that crying. Stop it at 
once. I didn’t get you any presents because you don’t deserve 
any.’

My older brothers came in to collect theirs, which she had 
heaped under the window. 

I sat in my room, quietly weeping. Nobody came near me, 
as if I showed signs of a life-threatening illness. 
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Finally, my father intervened. ‘Give her the bloody presents, 
for Christ’s bloody sake.’

With many grudging sighs, Mother showed us where she 
had hidden them. The couch could open out into a double 
bed. Underneath the seat of it was a space where she usually 
stored extra pillows and blankets. She had taken these out and 
replaced them with the presents she had bought for Brian and 
me. I went weak with relief. But I couldn’t forget how she had 
hidden them and pretended she hadn’t got me anything.

My father cooked the Christmas dinner, as he did every 
year. Although it was his day off from work, he wore a necktie 
with his shirt. He stuffed the turkey with sausage meat, fried 
onions and sage, and slid it into the oven. While it cooked, he 
peeled potatoes, chopped carrots, shelled peas, and left them 
under water in pots on the stove. He sat at the table, a bottle of 
beer standing next to a packet of Capstan Cork cigarettes, and 
waited, gazing vacantly into space. The rule that we were not 
allowed to talk to him held on this day, as on every other.

Christmas was one of the few days my father spent at home 
with us. It was the only day of the year when he joined his 
family for a meal. He said grace—another singular feature—
and as we ate, he asked Mother, ‘How does it taste?’ She nodded 
her approval. He made an observation about the weather, and 
mentioned his brother Jack’s Christmas plans. His voice was 
deep and serious. This was an important ritual, one not to be 
taken lightly or altered in any way. My brothers and I did not 
speak to each other. That was another rule: only our parents 
were allowed to talk during Christmas dinner.

On Boxing Day, my parents went out to a party in the 
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afternoon, leaving us behind. My older brothers climbed the 
hill to visit a family of boys who lived near the fire station. I 
had to stay home. ‘Don’t you leave the house,’ Mother ordered, 
stabbing her finger at me. ‘If you do, I’ll know.’ 

While I played on the back steps, Brian raced up and down 
Constable Street on his new bike, screaming at the top of his 
voice. Now and then he sprinted down the alley and into the 
kitchen, gulped some milk straight from the bottle, letting it 
leak in white stripes down his chin and onto his shirt, then 
dashed back to his bike.

The afternoon sun had cast a shadow over the back step, 
and though it was summer the shade was chilly. I made my way 
up and down the steps, now dancing, now jumping with my 
feet together, now skipping, now crawling. I wanted to see how 
many different ways I could get up and down them. Every so 
often, I ran inside to change my clothes. My new aqua top with 
sleeves was too warm, so I put on the peach top without sleeves. 
Then that was too cold and I ran inside to put on the aqua top. 

As I played and changed my top every few minutes, trying 
to get it right, it came into my mind that I would never be able 
to solve the problem of Mother. It was too hard. I had no helper. 
I had tried asking my father to help me, presenting my request 
in the form of an illness, and he had ignored it.

Only one course of action was left to me. I must die. It 
would be a simple thing to do. Constable Street was busy, even 
today, when people were on holiday; I could hear cars motor-
ing past our house. All I had to do was walk down the alley, 
through the gate and out onto the road. A car would knock me 
down and end it all. 
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I stopped playing, frozen by this revelation. I wouldn’t have 
to struggle on alone anymore. I wouldn’t have to feel confused 
and unhappy anymore. Death was the end of all problems. 

Something caught my eye at the end of the yard. Against 
the rear fence stood a stone couch under a pergola of grey, splin-
tering wood. It was uncomfortable to sit on, the orange stone 
hard and rough in texture. It scraped my shoulders, elbows and 
legs. It grated my skin and raised blood when I moved incau-
tiously. A tea rose grew next to it. The blooms of this tree were 
so fragile that one touch, no matter how delicate, made the 
petals fall in a scented shower. 

Mother and I sometimes came out to sniff the roses. She 
brought a pair of scissors, hoping to gather some flowers and 
put them in a vase. Each time, the blooms disintegrated under 
her fingers. She frowned in annoyance at their stubborn opposi-
tion to her will. Unable to believe that they wouldn’t do as she 
wanted, she brought a pair of scissors with her each time we 
visited the tree, and each time the fragile blooms fell to pieces 
under her hand. 

Now, as I looked from the back step, I saw a young woman 
standing in front of the stone couch. I seemed to have caught 
her in the act of walking from one side of the yard to the  
other. No, it was more that the yard lay across her path and  
she traversed it on her journey. The fences didn’t stop her. 
Nothing would stop her from moving forward and on into  
the future. But she paused for me and gazed at me very 
particularly, as if she knew me. I knew her too. She had dark 
hair, like mine. She wore glasses, like me. Although the long  
yard separated us, her voice reached me as clearly as it would  
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if she were standing next to me.
‘Just wait,’ she said. ‘Wait until you’re grown up. Then you 

can leave.’
Here was my helper at last, as unexpected as the helper in 

any fairytale. She had advised me to wait. It didn’t occur to me 
to doubt her, much less to disobey. The heroines in fairytales 
did as their helpers told them and everything turned out well 
in the end. It would surely turn out well for me. I would do as 
she said.
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