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Beyond the Dark Horizon, the Jewelled See 
 

Natalie watched her mother’s forehead moving like an earth tremor. 

She’s just like her father. 

Natalie knew that’s what her mother would be thinking. She wrinkled her nose 

and sat up straight in the dining chair. 

♦ 

That very day she had admitted to herself that she didn’t know how to bring up a 

boy. She considered telling Graham, or her mother, but thought better of it almost as soon 

as the idea formed. 

♦ 

In the garden, she had been gazing at the rosemary bush just starting to bloom 

with fairy-size, 

 lavender flowers. Remembering, Natalie said out loud, “you know when I was a 

little girl, Harry, not much older than you, your auntie Caro and I made a potion out of 

these leaves…” but by this time, the toddler had run back into the house. She stopped, as 

she would only be talking to herself. 

She was going to tell him about how they mashed up rosemary leaves in a bowl 

with water and plastered it all over their father’s head. He had sat patiently as they 

worked it in and explained it would stop him going bald, if only he let them apply it 

weekly. Natalie had read about it in a book at the library, in the gardening section. Herbal 

Remedies for Everyday Problems. 

By the time she caught up with Harrison in the bathroom, he was squirting 

shampoo onto the floor. She took the plastic container from him and wiped his hands. 
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As she bent to clean up the mess, her head swooned a little. A wave of tiredness 

hit her and she realised she had only slept for a few hours as Harrison had fought with 

sleep and with her the night before. Could she be pregnant again? No. 

She loaded a CD, crooner cover versions with piano that she had picked up at the 

supermarket along with the vegetables and groceries. Coaxing Harrison into sitting, she 

took up one of his storybooks. It mesmerised him, and he fell asleep. She almost slept 

herself but once roused, she moved her son’s flaccid body to the sofa, tucking a blanket 

around his chubby limbs. She looked at his arms and legs, nut brown from the sun and 

thick and sturdy like brown beer bottles. 

He looks like Graham. His short but elegant nose. Not like me. Natalie thought of 

her father— but he is more like Graham, surely. 

She sat again, listening to the soft music. Her eyes rested on the rhythm of her 

son’s torso as he breathed. 

Harrison woke after an hour or so— he had slept in fits and starts since he was a 

baby— and he resurrected his rowdy self, chasing his just-arrived grandmother around 

the house. 

In that act, Harrison was copying Graham. Natalie would stand by watching the 

cacophony; Graham, when he was home, running after Harrison, exhausting both of them 

until the boy fell in a heap, quivering between laughter and terror. Sometimes her heart 

was in her mouth, but Natalie didn’t begrudge it: Graham had so little time with his son. 

Irrationally, perhaps, she worried that Harrison would prefer time with his father to her, 

that Graham, the semi-absent father, would appear as a hero to his son whose only 

experience was of him flying into their lives every six days, staying for four and then 
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flying away again like some exotic wizard. The money was good. The money meant they 

could afford to rent a decent house and that Natalie could stay at home with Harrison; 

that Natalie could do whatever she wanted, when she decided what that was. 

Harrison’s grandmother, Irene, didn’t like being chased but went along with it, 

before distracting him with a soft toy she produced from her handbag. 

Irene, a petite, wiry woman with a quick manner had arrived, naturally, without 

Charlie. Charlie always had something else to do. Natalie couldn’t remember exactly 

when it was that Charlie moved in, but he seemed to have been a feature of their lives 

since she was in early adolescence. Natalie rarely saw him, and if he answered the phone 

at her mother’s house, immediately after Natalie said “hello, how are you?” he would 

reply “I’ll just hand you over to your mother.” When she had seen him last Christmas, 

she blurted out how surprised she was to see he’d lost weight, and Charlie told her he’d 

been on Weight Watchers for twelve months. 

Natalie always asked after him, and her mother, in her quick way, often replied 

dismissively before she had even finished the sentence “don’t you worry about Charlie 

Fulger. He can look after himself.” 

Natalie always invited Charlie to the house, though. She thought it was good for 

her son to have male role models, especially with Graham so often absent. 

After dinner, when Graham and her mother had cleared away and stacked the 

dishwasher, Graham corked a bottle of port. 

“I’ve been teaching Harrison to play the piano,” Natalie announced. 

“We have lessons, every day now. No mucking around. Serious lessons.” 
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Graham poured the port and handed a glass each to Natalie and Irene. Natalie 

gulped hers down. 

“Oh, Natalie,” said her mother. “He’s only two and a half, dear.” 

Graham stepped in. “Every mother thinks they’re bringing up Mozart.”  

It was then that Irene furrowed her brow. 

Wine, tiredness, port, it all conspired to make Natalie groggy. Natalie steadied her 

fingers on the table as if she were about to play the piano. 

“Mum’s criticising the way I was taught. It’s true I wasn’t that keen to start with, 

and Dad insisted,” Natalie said, hearing a slur in her own voice and it occurred to her that 

Graham had probably never heard her talk about her father in front of her mother. 

“Not keen! You balled your eyes out for the first year. You begged me not to send 

you.” 

“You exaggerate, Mum. Anyway, Harrison loves it.” 

And when Natalie offered more port, her mother answered, “no thanks. I need to 

drive home, and we’ve probably all had too much already.” 

♦ 

“Why don’t you think about playing again?” 

The silence, waiting for the conductor’s baton. On the verge of a beginning. 

“Well, there was only the one proper concert, remember? People will have 

forgotten me. It would be hard to get back in to it,” Natalie replied. 

“We could afford some childcare, if you wanted to go and get lessons, sharpen 

up,” Graham added. “Get back into it.” 

“Yes. I could do that,” was all Natalie said. 
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♦ 

“That’s the granddaddy C, and this is the grandmother C,” she had said to 

Harrison as he ran his fingers over the keys, trying to keep him focused. 

She had thought she could teach. She had tried performing, now not possible. She 

wondered if she weren’t a natural teacher. She had patience, and didn’t mind repetitive 

tasks. 

Harrison pressed a key with one finger. 

“What’s a gran-daddy,?” he asked.  

The week after the rosemary hair application, her father had gone back to sea and 

sent a letter to her mother instead of the postcards he usually sent, and after that, Natalie 

never saw him. She wondered, among other things, if he ever went bald. 

♦ 

It happened when Graham was away for his rostered days supervising the mine. 

Natalie was tired, but still she felt the need to do a task, anything that made her feel like 

she had accomplished something during the long days with her son. 

Natalie was cooking from a complicated recipe and heard a noise from the back 

garden. Her heart thumped as she looked around and saw Harrison was safe, watching 

TV cartoons. She wondered if an animal had found its way in to the garden and went 

outside. 

The glare of the sun scrunched her eyes and she looked down to shield them, then 

looked up, and there he was. 

At the end of the house there was a paved patio area, and on it stood a man, bent 

over near the cat’s bowl. 
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At least she thought it was a man. As she gazed up, seeing his feet first then the 

calf area, clad in— what exactly?— she saw nothing more but was left with the 

impression of a man disappearing, possibly around the corner of the house. 

She stood on the spot, unable to move. Dazed, Natalie walked back inside. 

Harrison was fixated on the TV screen. She finished cooking, anxious and 

wondering if she should call the ambulance, or St Vincent’s De Paul? But what would 

she say? Was she certain there had been a man? But why had she not seen his face? 

She called her mother, who replied that Natalie had woken her from a nap. But 

never mind. Why did you call? 

To see how you were going. No reason really. 

♦ 

Graham was home for four days, then gone again on Tuesday. On Wednesday, 

Natalie remembered that she had forgotten to take Harrison to Playgroup. On Thursday, 

he tugged at her sleeve. 

“Mummy— go park?” 

She shook the stroller free from the clutter of the hall closet, unfolded it and 

pushed her son down the side path and through the front gate. 

Their house was probably the only rented house in the street. She and Graham had 

worked hard on the garden. No one had come to welcome them to the street, although a 

jogger smiled and said hello once when she was digging weeds from the nature strip. 

They had a two-year lease. During that time, they had agreed to save for a house 

deposit. Still, they would never be able to afford to live where they were. Not unless 

Natalie started work again. 
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The stroller creaked from lack of use as Natalie navigated down the street and to 

the park. They passed a young woman, her thick, black hair tied back, a ruby red teardrop 

stamped between her eyebrows, who was pushing a pram past full of letterbox leaflets. 

The woman’s small son walked patiently alongside, holding the pram with one hand. 

Natalie started to open her mouth. She did not want to appear odd, a strange woman 

stopping another in the street. 

So she asked, “Can I have a leaflet?” 

The woman shrugged her shoulders. The woman’s son hid behind her legs and 

looked up at Natalie. His mother handed Natalie a leaflet, which advertised a gardening 

service. 

At the park, her arms propelled Harrison on the swing until she was tired. It 

seemed like hours since they had left home. On the way back, Harrison fell asleep in the 

stroller and was stone-heavy as she pushed him down the side path. She even lacked the 

strength to close the gate behind them. 

It was after dusk, and the light had faded when she remembered clothes on the 

line and the chance of rain. 

And there he was again on the patio. He looked up, frozen there, this time a whole 

figure. 

Natalie could hear her neighbour’s dog barking in the distance. She was standing 

a few metres away. Who are you? 

 “I can get you some f-food...” she stammered. 

She could barely see the face in the dim shadows of the narrow, two-storeyed 

house, could barely make out the eyes, dark pools of water beyond an arc of light. 
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“I could leave food out for you,” she said hoarsely. 

The figure seemed to step towards her she thought, but of the little she was certain 

of afterwards, she was sure of the shape of his nose and the silhouette of his face. 

She heard her son cry from his bed and stood peering into the shadows a moment 

longer. 

“Wait here,” she said and turned back to the house. She found leftover chicken in 

the fridge, and rushed back outside. The garden was still, dark and quiet. She could hear 

the water trickling in the fountain. 

She ran into the house again, past her son’s room to the guest room, where 

hoarded, yellowed, dog-eared photographs waited in a cupboard, wedged under a pile of 

music scores. The last pieces she had played were on top and her childhood primers at the 

bottom, as if her life could be excavated in layers. The photographs were underneath 

everything, along with other things casually rescued from her life — birthday cards, 

postcards—some addressed to her by her father before he left — letters, torn childhood 

paintings. More than once, she had thought of throwing it all away. 

She knew approximately where to find the photograph and carefully smoothed its 

tatty edges. A family— she, her mother, father and Caro. Blinking into the sun, the girls 

with blunt-cut hair dressed in pleated skirts and hand-knitted cardigans, their mother next 

to them, her dark coat buttoned up, and her father, with his aberrant, ill-fitting suit, 

standing a man-size space away from them, as if he were expecting someone else to 

arrive and fill up the picture. There he was, with that sad expression stranded forever on 

his face. 
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Her mother, usually full of stories about her own life, was reticent when it came to 

stories about their father. Natalie put the photograph on the bedside table and replaced the 

other papers back in the cupboard. 

One story she remembered her father telling was about how he met Irene; he a 

welding apprentice in the navy who needed fingers stitched, and Irene, a trainee nurse. He 

would recount in his low-tuned voice how he had yelled from behind the cubicle curtain, 

“can someone get me a nurse?” and in walked Irene. He would joke that they had met by 

accident. 

♦ 

“Hello?” Irene heard a strangled cry. “Natalie? Is that you? Are you OK?” 

“No,” Natalie replied, “No. I…Mum…Dad…I couldn’t…”  

Tears broke her off. 

“Who darling? Who?” 

“The man… I…”  

Taking all her will, Natalie stilled. “There was someone. Someone I saw. He… 

looked like him. Like Dad.” 

“Your father? Oh, darling, I…” 

“It’s OK,” said Natalie. “It’s OK.” 

“I could come over…” 

“No. Please. I’ll be OK.” 

♦ 

She had pulled out some of her old piano primers when she retrieved the 

photograph and now she placed one on the piano in front of her son. 
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“Listen to Mummy play, Harrison, then you can have a go.” 

This had been the piece her father always asked for when he was at home. It was 

at his insistence, and at great expense her mother often said, that Natalie had been taken 

to weekly piano lessons from the age of five. His sister had learnt, he said. His sister 

could have been a concert pianist, if she had been allowed to go on but their parents had 

been too poor. 

And yet, he had left them. Natalie’s mother had to scrimp to keep up the lessons. 

Her father’s grand idea, was what it was called. Natalie fought with her mother to keep 

going. 

Harrison fidgeted next to her. She put his hands tentatively on the keys, and he 

looked up at her as if to say is this the way its done?  

But his concentration was momentary. “Aaahhh. Hungry,” he insisted. 

♦ 

Her mother was very fond of saying that there were only two choices, sink or 

swim. But Natalie was floating, bobbing up and down. She has tried putting Harrison to 

bed early, but it was a losing game of timid little appearances at the kitchen door while 

she finished making dinner, a hug and putting him back to bed, only to be followed by the 

same ritual later on. She felt defeated, often, in this game between mother and child. 

Graham was on a late flight and Natalie was waiting to have dinner with him, a 

spicy carrot soup she was still making. She had wanted to surprise him and hoped he 

hadn’t eaten on the plane. 
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Natalie cossetted Harrison on the lounge and turned the TV on low. He was asleep 

in half an hour. She ferried her son back to his bed and as she held him close she could 

smell stewed apples on his breath. 

She watched the soup for a long time, stirring it, watching the quickening 

eruptions on its surface as it thickened. Then it caught on the bottom as her mind drifted. 

She tested to see if the burnt taste had permeated, carefully transferred it to another pot, 

put the lid on, and waited for Graham. 

She could see how tired he was when he came into the kitchen. He kissed her and 

went straight to the fridge for a beer, crumpling down in a lounge chair, nursing it in his 

ample lap. 

“Big day?” she asked him. 

“Yeah. You know. Late finish. Rush for the plane.” 

He sucked down generous gulps of beer. 

Natalie made herself brisk around the kitchen, cleaning up, hiding the burnt pot, 

finding the most elaborate of their wine glasses, cut crystal from the back of a cupboard. 

Graham finished his beer quickly and returned to the fridge for another. Natalie 

put the pot of soup back on the stovetop to reheat it, and Graham walked over and stirred 

it. 

“Feels like it’s been ages since we did this, ate together. Without Harrison,” he 

smiled at her. 

She was standing opposite him with the bread knife in her hand. She was not 

cutting the bread, but stood as if poised, as if someone were taking her photograph. 

He tried to catch her attention by waving his hand. 
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“Sorry- what did you say?” she asked. 

“Never mind.” 

Graham took his beer and sat on the kitchen stool across from her. 

“How’s my boy genius?” he asked her. 

Natalie started to cut slices of bread to eat with the soup. 

“Oh. He’s… well… he’s good. He’s very good. Oh! Here’s something! I had the 

Dvorak Symphony on today, the New World, and he started to hum the tune! You know 

da-da-dah, da-da-dah, da-da-da-dah-dah… I really think we have another… well maybe 

not a Mozart, in the making. I want to get him taught. Yes, there was something I wanted 

to talk to you about…” 

Natalie had sliced the whole loaf of bread, and Graham gently took the knife from 

her to stop her brandishing it about as she spoke. 

“I think we should get him a teacher, a proper one. I think the Con will be able to 

recommend someone who can work with him. We need to be prepared for a couple of 

lessons a week, I think… at least to start with…” 

Graham interrupted her. “Natie, I think you’re overreacting. He’s not even three.” 

Natalie continued talking. She spoke quickly of all of the reasons why, of the 

advantages for Harrison, and again, Graham interrupted her. 

“Couldn’t you just let him listen to the Wiggles for a while?” 

Natalie kept talking, and Graham concluded she hadn’t heard what he had said. 

He leaned across the bench and took her arm firmly and her eyes snap-locked 

onto his as he said “Natie, your mother and I are worried about you.” 
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“Oh forgodssake, you and she, you think I’m nuts because I think I have a 

talented son…” 

“No. That’s not…you’ve not been quite yourself. You need to start thinking about 

what to do, whether you want to go back to music… ” 

Graham spooned out the soup into two bowls and poured wine into the crystal 

glasses. 

They started to eat. 

Then Natalie blurted, “I’ll tell you something. I need to tell you why I want to get 

Harry a teacher.” 

Graham continued eating, trying to keep things calm. 

“I’m thinking of giving up… I don’t really want to teach, I’m even thinking of 

selling the grand… getting a smaller one, something Harry can play… then if he doesn’t 

progress, we can sell that too.” 

Graham put down his spoon. 

“Are you serious?” 

“Sometimes I think music is the only thing I have in my life, and sometimes I 

want to start on something else entirely. I’m all at sea…” she said as the tears streamed. 

Don’t judge me, was what she wanted to say to her husband. Instead, she asked 

him, “maybe I should work in child care, or something entirely different.” 

Graham looked at his wife, at the dark circles under her eyes and her wayward 

strawberry blonde curls. She looked dishevelled, he realised. Her hair didn’t look as if it 

had been combed since he was last home. He swallowed what he was going to say next. 



 

 14 

“Let’s have some of the chocolates I bought home,” he said, suddenly rising from 

his kitchen stool. 

♦ 

The next day, Natalie led her small son back to the keyboard. She smoothed 

Harrison’s hair as he sat beside her. She remembered her first lesson and squirming in the 

seat. Her teacher, an old woman but the only piano teacher for miles, had hairs in her 

nostrils and a grey bun, and a ruler for naughty fingers. 

She started her routine. “Listen to Mummy play first, Harry, then you can have a 

go.” 

Natalie’s hands glided over the keys and she had to stop herself as the glittering 

notes slipped from her fingers. She was playing for her father now, but she knew she 

needed to play for her son, to chomp the music up with deliberation so that he would 

follow and copy her. 

Harrison slammed the piano lid down on his mother’s hands. 

♦ 

Natalie asked her mother, “do you think you could have Harrison for a day?” 

Her mother said she had Tuesday free. 

Natalie said nothing for a moment. She had wanted to ask her mother, Mum, when 

was it exactly that you met Charlie? But she didn’t do it. 

♦ 

It was late afternoon. Natalie was showing Harrison the tilled earth of her 

vegetable patch, talking to him about what they would grow there. She had woken up 

earlier, lying on the couch and saw that Harrison had taken some plastic containers form 
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a cupboard and was playing with them on the kitchen floor. She shocked herself. She had 

fallen asleep and left him on his own. She had busied herself, tidied up a little, then taken 

Harrison outside to give them both some air. 

Natalie was sifting the warm soil in her hands and looking for worms to show her 

son. This was the sort of thing parents did with children, she was thinking, when faster 

than a jack in the box, she observed her son running to the open french door, pulling it 

shut behind him as he grinned confidently. She watched him stretch up to turn the key, to 

lock her out. 

“Harry! Noooooo!” 

Now he was a demented bee, zzz-zzz-ing, running, she could see him through the 

windows, flailing his arms as he shouted, “bam, bam. Bam, bam.” 

She began to shout her child’s name, her voice rising to one long scream. She felt 

her knees begin to shake, and all the time she could hear her son, running, running. She 

pounded on the door and the windows. Her son ignored her, she could see him if she 

craned to look, running between the hallway, the study and the bedrooms. She sobbed as 

she found the low stone wall and sat there to quell her panic. She sat, hugging her arms. 

Perhaps someone nearby would hear her. She did not want to leave him, her 

demented bee. She yelled, but her voice was so hoarse almost no sound came. 

She looked around. The oranges hung on the tree behind her and the orange oil 

filled her nostrils and lungs with each deep breath — 

She rose and pulling on the locked door and it gave a squeak but didn’t open… 

— she could hear the door of her childhood home creak: her father, his big black 

overcoat (so impossibly big), the shore-leave nights he overstayed at the pub and 
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sheepishly crept home. Sshhh, don’t wake the girls— she could hear her mother 

whispering through the orange tree… 

— she saw herself rushing from her bed to hug her father’s legs and pick lollies 

from the floor as he let them fall from his pockets in mock surprise. She saw him scoop 

her up and put her back to bed, the smell of sweated beer on his neck as he leant down to 

kiss her goodnight. She would suck the orange drops until she fell asleep, listening to 

their arguments in the kitchen, sharp like knives — 

The high fences, the tall birches surrounded her; the high, smooth brick walls of 

her double-storeyed house. An open window, too high to reach. 

She picked an orange from the tree, it came away easily in her hands. 

“Harrison! Harrison! Look what Mummy’s got!” she shouted through the door. 

She could hear him clattering in the kitchen now. Her jerking heart crescendoed 

against her chest wall as she heard him turn key in the lock to open the door. 

♦ 

She held her son next to her on the low stone wall. He was uncharacteristically 

quiet, perhaps tired from all the rushing. The sun had begun to sink behind the trellised 

vines and the birches and the tree where the oranges were dark now, like full stops. 

She thought she heard a noise. The front gate tinkled like a phrase from a sonata, 

and she scooped up her son and began to walk quickly. 

From the water, you can see the shore — 

There, on the horizon, at the gate — there — a man. He had a suitcase, Harrison 

careened down the side path towards it — 
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Catching her son, she stood in one spot on the footpath, holding him, searching up and 

down the street. 

Graham was just pulling up in a taxi from the airport. He looked at her through the glare 

of the headlights. 
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