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Penpals 
 

They were driving along the Great Ocean Road. Outside, it was cool, overcast, 

silvery-grey. Inside, the sound of ambient jazz pumping around the car kept them warm 

and golden. It was the first day since Jill had arrived that Geraldine felt relaxed. 

“Who’s playing, love?” Jill asked. “Oooh, it’s lovely, anyway.” 

 

Why Jill had left the balmy English summer behind was a mystery to Geraldine, 

who had been on the point of asking more than a few times over the past two weeks. And 

it seemed odd not to want to see anything of Australia apart from a few outings to the 

near countryside. 

It was exactly half way through the year when Jill arrived. And what a year! 

There had been an addition to the family — Claire’s daughter, Zoe — gorgeous, 

cherubic, healthy, pink. 

Geraldine had been looking forward to a break, but Jill’s arrival from England put 

a stop to that. 

On the day of Zoe’s birth, Geraldine had looked after Emma, Claire’s five-year 

old. But as usual, she took on too much. She walked Emma and Claire’s two dogs to the 

park and back. Emma took her new scooter, but quickly tired of riding, so that Geraldine 

was saddled with it, the helmet and two eager, dragging dogs. 

Walking was a retirement pursuit for Geraldine. She was evangelical, wanting to 

instill in her grandchildren its benefits, and so often took them walking with her. And so, 

the walk on the day of her granddaughter’s birth. Every opportunity seized! 

But the experience at the park had left a bad taste in her mouth and that evening 

she picked up her new grandchild for the first time and smelled her sickly-sweet, cloying 

perfume, and almost cried thinking about the careless, insensitive world the baby would 

inherit. 

At the park, Emma had run to the swings whilst Geraldine secured the dogs. 

There was a sign “No Dogs Allowed” outside the play area, with large red lettering. 

Running and scratching in the pine bark was a large doberman. Emma tentatively walked 

past to reach the swing and Geraldine grabbed the dog by the collar and hauled it away. 

“Who owns this dog?” she asked loudly. 

A young man in running shorts standing at the edge of the play area was talking to 

another man. He whipped around. 

“I think you will find,” Geraldine said in her nicest voice, “dogs are not allowed 

in the play area.” She smiled and turned on her heels. He yelled after her, mind her own 

bloody business! and her heart thumped as she settled herself behind Emma’s swing. 

There are people, she said to herself as she pushed, who don’t understand that in 

order to live together, certain rules apply. That reminded her, as she pushed the swing, of 

the other thing that had happened, that had also demonstrated the parlous state of 

civilisation— the incident with the man in the street. 

As the Police never pursued him, Geraldine was unable to find out if he really was 

drunk as she suspected. She was walking at two o’clock in the afternoon. Sometimes she 

walked for three hours at a time, wherever and for as long as she wanted, as early as five 

in the morning, as late as nine at night. She was, she would tell people, a fearless walker. 
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She had been doing one of her bursts in a quiet side street a few blocks from her 

house. Her doctor had told her that bursts of fast walking would improve her health more 

than anything. She even had her suits made so that they could be easily modified should 

she ever lose weight. She still remained hopeful. 

Geraldine looked up and ahead. A man was walking towards her directly in her 

path. She put her head down and judging he was only a few feet away, looked up again to 

make sure they did not collide. Naturally, she assumed he would move aside and pass on 

her right. Close-up, she could see his bloodshot eyes and droopy facial skin, like a 

bloodhound’s. He was still blocking her way. Inches apart, he finally conceded and raised 

his hand and struck her forcefully on the body as he passed. She slumped against the wall 

and held her arm. The man did not look back but was shouting in a language she did not 

understand. 

“Hey! Hey you!” she yelled. He kept walking, hugging the wall side of the path. 

After a few breaths, Geraldine called the Police on her mobile phone. She felt 

affronted, and even though she had been assaulted, the Police were of no help. The young 

constable had pushed back her cap and squinted in the sunlight as they stood on the 

footpath.  

“Well, he’s gone now,” she said as if she thought that would be reassuring, “and 

he was probably a nutter. Best steer clear if you see him again.” 

The bruise did not go way for weeks, and her faith in the Police was shaken. And 

so, when it came to the man with the doberman, she had looked around but everyone in 

the park had ignored her plight, and this reinforced her newly-embraced feelings that 

sometimes, matters should be taken into your own hands. 

Geraldine had taken Jill on her daily walk a few times, but Jill did not like 

walking more than few blocks. She was a round woman; Geraldine thought her very 

round. Her ears were translucent red discs that stood straight out from her head. Round 

eyes, round cheeks. Even her hair was a bowl-cut bob which framed her inflated, red 

beachball face. 

Jill was much shorter than Geraldine had imagined from the photos she had 

received over the years: teenage Jill waving, standing next to her mother in the kitchen, 

the obligatory wedding photo, where Jill was cuddled up next to Geoff. They must all be 

short over there, Geraldine concluded when she first saw Jill. 

Geraldine was six foot tall. What a sight they must look, walking along! Jill could 

not keep up. Did not want to keep up, Geraldine thought. Geraldine took to walking in 

the early morning, before Jill had risen. “This is my preferred time,” she lied. 

When they met at the airport, Geraldine had been worried Jill would not recognise 

her. 

“I will be wearing a puce and khaki tartan jacket over black slacks.” 

Jill had paused. “What’s puce, love?” she had asked, and Geraldine told her not to 

mind, that she would wear a gold-coloured jacket instead, with gold buttons. Like a car 

hire woman, she sighed to herself. 

They had laughed about how old they were on the phone. Who would have 

thought they would be meeting for the first time, at over sixty? 

When Geraldine, Christopher and the children were visiting his relatives in 

London, they had planned to visit Jill. Jill lived in Hull. 
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How Geraldine got the idea to write to someone who lived in Hull, she did not 

remember. Why not Chigwell? Or Surbiton? —both of which had penfriends on offer in 

the magazine. Her mother would have advised her on the class differences in England if 

she had asked, but Geraldine had chosen to go it alone, a sign of independence at the age 

of nine. 

Geraldine chose Miss J Holgrove of Hull, HU7. A cut-price crowd, was what she 

later read in the poem. And Jill had written, Hull rhymes with dull. 

The introductory letter was posted on Geraldine’s eighth birthday: My mother and 

father gave me a red-riding-hood cape and The Child’s History of England. 

England was still on rations, Jill had written back. Geraldine sent a doll and doll’s 

clothes she bought with her own pocket money. 

Sometimes, there was a large gap between Geraldine’s letters and Jill’s. Perhaps 

paper is in short supply, Geraldine had thought. Jill wrote that she lived in a council flat 

with her mother, older brother and her father who had served in the war. Geraldine felt 

proud that she was writing to a soldier’s child, that she was helping with the post war 

effort. Her mother suggested prolonged silence might signal a good time to break off the 

correspondence. Then Jill would write again, and once when that happened, the address 

had changed. We had to move, Jill wrote, to get away from Dad. But Geraldine was loyal. 

Her mother worried it would become a fault and tried to discourage it with snide 

comments, but she had no effect on her daughter who held onto her penpal as if she were 

a prize she had won all by herself. 

When Geraldine was in England with her husband, she rang Jill’s mother only to 

hear that Jill had just moved to Germany. Geoff was in the British Army and had been 

posted at short notice. 

Geraldine was rather glad not to have to meet Jill by this stage. It had been as a 

young adult that Geraldine started to wonder why she had not listened to her mother. It 

was 1975: Geraldine was engaged to be married to Christopher. She was living in a flat 

with her best friend, Paula, and had started her first job as a medical scientist in a 

research lab. Jill’s voice had crackled down the phone line, “Geri? It’s Jill!” 

Jill had called from her honeymoon suite. They had never heard each other’s 

voices, and Geraldine had trouble understanding Jill because of the poor connection, Jill’s 

strong accent and her drunken slurring. 

“I can’t believe ‘ow posh the room is!” Jill had shouted down the line. “Mum’s 

got little Freddie. It’s me first ‘oliday wi’out ‘im!” 

Jill had a seven year old child. Little Freddie seemed to qualify for fatherhood 

himself in a heartbeat, and Jill wrote of the joy of becoming a grandmother at 43, to our 

Gary. 

Gary, it turned out, was the motive for Jill’s trip to Australia. 

 

“It’s our Gary, Love. ‘E’s in Melbourne.” 

As they drove towards, Lorne, Geraldine’s gaze was focused on the road as it 

wound its wet, luminous way down the coastal hills. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Geraldine said, uncharacteristically being dishonest, 

because she knew she would not have looked him up. 

“Love, it’s hard to talk about it. On remand, he is.” 

The car swerved slightly. 
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“’He’s got another hearing tomorrow. I’ve been to visit.” 

“The shopping trips?” 

Jill nodded. “‘E’s a good kid. But ‘e’s messed up ‘is life.” 

They stopped for fish and chips in Lorne and ate on the beach, pulling their coats 

around to keep out the wind blowing foam tops across the grey-green waves. 

“It’s beautiful, Geri.” 

Geraldine forced a smile. Only Jill called her that, a woman she hardly knew. 

“I’ve got a great-grandson too. Name’s Callum. I’ve never seen ‘im. Lives with 

the mother.” 

Suddenly, Jill burst into tears and a piece of chip fell out of her mouth and 

plopped onto the sand. She sobbed for quite a while. Her round, veiny cheeks and her 

ears coloured to a dark, muddy red. 

Geraldine took out her compact and held it to Jill’s face. 

“There. That’s puce,” she said and a smile managed to curl the corners of Jill’s 

mouth. This was a mouth that wasn’t used to much smiling, thought Geraldine as they 

walked back to the car. 

 

Unlike his grandmother, Gary was a good walker. He was purposeful and up for 

the bursts, his wiry frame hiding a kind of energy that his grandmother lacked, Geraldine 

thought. 

He had come to stay with Geraldine four weeks into Jill’s visit, having served 

enough time in remand to qualify for release on a partially suspended sentence. Jill had 

an open-ended ticket and did not want to leave until she saw our Gary settled. 

Geraldine had reluctantly agreed that Gary could stay for a few weeks. It dawned 

on her that Jill would stay indefinitely if she didn’t— she had offered to get a little flat 

for a while, but Geraldine knew that Jill didn’t have much money. 

During the two weeks that Jill and Gary lived with her, they argued so much that 

Geraldine worried someone would call the Police. Her neighbour, Maria, perhaps. She 

would try to let Maria know that everything was OK, and then maybe Maria would 

spread the word. Still, Geraldine felt embarrassed when she waved at Maria in the street. 

She had to ask Jill to refrain from standing on the patio and screeching into her 

mobile phone at Freddie that he only had himself to blame: if only you’d been a better 

father/son/husband none of this would have happened our Gary wouldn’t have left at 

seventeen and never even tried heroin if you’d found him an apprenticeship/a decent 

bloody job. 

Geraldine took Jill aside. “They fook you up, the drugs,” said Jill, blubbering. 

Geraldine nodded, but said she thought Gary was very settled, and that it was time 

she thought about herself, and her family back home. Ridding myself of them, one family 

member at a time, Geraldine reasoned. 

Jill left the following week. Unexpectedly, Geraldine found a tiny lump in her 

breast and had to have surgery. She told Gary not to worry Jill with the news, she would 

only feel guilty for leaving. And that was the last thing Geraldine wanted. 

Claire visited her mother and asked if she wanted to stay with her to convalesce. 

Gary, who was also at the bedside, said “I’ll look after her”. 
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And so he did, bringing her tea in bed each morning, and even trying his hand at 

cooking, if only managing tinned soup and defrosted lasagna bought from the 

supermarket. 

Once Geraldine was up and about again, she and Gary were walking the arterial 

route a fair distance from Geraldine’s house, noisy and graffiti-ed, clumps of dead weeds 

sticking out from crumbling bricks. It felt like a world away from Geraldine’s more 

ordered part of the suburb. The area had worsened since once-proud shops had closed— 

the fruit shops, the butchers, the Italian and Eastern European delicatessens — under 

pressure from the supermarkets. Geraldine noticed some had opened again (but still 

looked neglected), and housed a new tide of interests she could only think were of 

relevance to people other than herself. 

Gary seemed to know something about these interests, heralded in plastered bill 

notices on telegraph poles and abandoned buildings, and on the noticeboards of some of 

the shops. They involved Shamanic healing, a class for those with ‘no life manual’, an ad 

for organic wheatgrass. Gary took a leaflet about yoga classes from a plastic holder stuck 

onto a Yin and Yang decalled shop window. 

“We did Yoga. In jail,” he said. 

They walked towards the clutch of small-boned, wiry Italian men who had been 

congregating at a particular coffee shop, probably since they migrated. Geraldine had 

walked past them many times, their metal-poled vinyl kitchen chairs untidily spread 

across the footpath where they left their cigarettes stubs to be swept up by other people. 

Gary stopped when he reached them. Geraldine slipped past and pretended to 

examine with interest the cracked blue wording on the café windows: Bar Cacciatore. 

Gary was botting a cigarette, and they were gesturing at her. 

“They know you,” he said later. “They thought I was your son. They worry about 

your safety, see you out walking alone.” 

She had been looking at Gary as he stood talking to the men, his lean, angular 

face, his eyes squinted against the wind, his browned skin taut. He could have been a 

fisherman, Geraldine thought. He was handsome, and didn’t look a thing like Jill. 

 

Gary had been at Geraldine’s for two months. She worried intermittently that he 

would take to heroin or thieving again. She taught him how to make tea in a pot, one 

spoon for each person and one for the pot. She ensured his empty methadone bottles were 

securely stowed in the garbage. The neighbours would soon be rapping on her door if 

they found the containers on the nature strip— 

INJECTION MAY CAUSE DEATH.  

USE BY AN UNAUTHORISED PERSON 

MAY CAUSE DEATH OR INJURY. 

Rat-a-tat-tat. 

The Police had visited twice. Gary had missed one of his visits to report at the 

Police station, and was questioned about a hold up. Geraldine was able to provide him 

with an alibi. 

“He was here, with me,” she said, and she realised that Gary had rarely left her 

side. They talked about things. Gary spent a lot of time online and filled Geraldine in on 

what she was missing out on — YouTube, tweets from anyone to everyone, blogs about 

how to live, books to read. 
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“Penpals are a bit old hat,” he joked with her about her friendship with his 

grandmother. 

And so it went on, Darby and Joanish, until one morning Gary appeared agitated 

when he appeared in the kitchen, still drowsy from sleep. His eyes were only half open. 

He had been out late; Geraldine had heard the door click around two am. 

“There’s someone after me, Geri,” he said. 

A former ‘friend’ had found out that Gary was out and where he lived. He thinks I 

owe him money. I don’t. I’ve explained what happened again and again but he’s got his 

delusion and there’s no escaping it. 

Over the next few days, the stress was palpable. Gary was jumpy and stopped 

taking an interest in Geraldine’s homemade food. Then he overdosed. Geraldine was 

terrified when the hospital called her the next morning. He almost died. 

Gary stayed inside the house for the next week. He knows where I live, he said. 

Geraldine left the house to visit her son, Michael, and his children, Ben and Samuel. 

Before Gary arrived, Michael would bring them to her to sample her muffins and choc-

chip cookies. But now, she visited them. 

When she returned, the house was in darkness. Geraldine assumed Gary had left. 

Her stomach dropped when she thought of how she might now be alone again. 

As she turned on the light in the hall, she saw Gary on the Chesterfield in the 

living room, his arms pulled tight across his chest. 

“I’m scared, Geri. For once in my life. Just want to get on with things now.” 

Geraldine turned on the kitchen lights and busied herself making soup, calming, 

nourishing pumpkin soup. They ate silently, sitting at the kitchen bench. 

“Thanks,” said Gary, mopping the last remnants from his bowl with a slice of 

wholemeal bread. 

They both heard the side gate creak. Gary pushed back his stool and leapt up. 

Geraldine waited, hearing him argue with a man at her back step. 

Gary was saying in a low voice, mate, I used the money to pay off Leo. I told you. 

So he wouldn’t punch the living daylights out of both of us, man. I’ve never robbed you, 

never ever…”  

The man would hear none of it. Geraldine could stand it no longer, and appeared 

in time to see the man pull a carving knife from his jacket. 

“Mate…mate!” Gary was saying, holding up his arm in defence. 

Geraldine reached for the garden spade, a sharp, gleaming, stainless steel short 

handled Christmas present from Michael. It was propped next to the kitchen door in 

readiness for separating daffodils in the front yard. She thrust it into Gary’s hand and he 

shot her a look. 

The man swerved violently towards Gary, who ducked, and he headed for 

Geraldine with the knife raised. Gary hit his neck from behind with the spade’s edge. The 

man swayed for a moment and fell to the newly mown grass. Apart from the gurgling 

noise coming from his mouth nothing else stirred, and soon, he too was as silent as the 

night. 

After Gary moved away, Jill wrote to Geraldine in her usual irregular fashion. In 

every letter, she thanked Geraldine in some way for making sure Gary was really, truly 

settled. You’ve never let me down, Geri. 
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Gary had moved to a large country town on the outskirts of Melbourne. Callum 

was visiting, he wrote. Geraldine wondered if she should visit Gary one day and felt that 

might be a nice outing. She would buy something for the child, something a young boy 

might want for himself. 

A few months after Gary moved away, she read about a body found burnt in a 

barrel in an abandoned warehouse in the Thomastown industrial area; date of death 

unknown, cause of death indeterminate. Gary had mumbled something about 

Thomastown in the days after the man’s visit. 

Geraldine had never been to Thomastown, and she might never have gone there if 

it had not been for her remembering her mother’s snide comments about the wrong side 

of town, and if not for Jill and Gary. 

She decided to drive over there. She had written down the name of the street 

where the body was found, and she followed the maps, joining the procession of utes and 

trucks that seemed to be heading to that same place. It was a mixed-up suburb, she saw, 

with industrial sites next to houses and not enough trees and rubbish in the streets. 

On the back seat of her car, she had placed a bunch of newly- sprung daffodils 

from her front garden. 

She parked and walked down the street, past some small factories and an auto 

mechanic’s workshop. Even the air smelled greasy, she thought. She found the 

abandoned warehouse and propped the bright bulb-flowers against its dark red brick wall. 
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‘A cut-price crowd’, is taken from the poem, Here, by Philip Larkin. 


