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Vigil (Hold Me In) 

It was late afternoon before they heard his name on the late afternoon news. Neither 

of them thought they had heard right. A monotone voice said the name while a family photo 

flashed on screen- a man and woman standing behind two freckled, pre-adolescent children, 

the father’s hand on his daughter’s shoulder. 

In the aftershock, John said “he used to work with me, remember? He met us in the 

street once when we were on holiday in Warrnambool. Stayed in the caravan park. Shooter. 

Remember?” 

News of a murder had crackled out of the radio all day, but the victim was not named. 

That added something to the guilt John felt that evening, once relatives had been informed 

and the name was announced. He had gone about his business that day, not giving the murder 

a second thought. But now: that was someone I knew. 

John left the living room, heading for the study. Online, he found a news article and 

the Police statement: Caucasian male, approximately 60 years old, had died of stab wounds 

around breakfast time and it did not appear that robbery had been the motive. There were no 

immediate suspects. 

What was I doing then? thought John. Eating breakfast— two slices of buttered toast, 

a boiled egg. A cup of weak, black tea. Checking the share prices. 

Didn’t anyone hear anything? 

Rose appeared with a cup of tea and two coconut biscuits. 

John thought, we never eat biscuits, except when there are visitors. 

“Thanks love,” he said. 

He never called Rose love. 

Rose placed her hand on John’s shoulder, then removed it quickly as if it had been a 

mistake. John stared blankly at the screen; advertisements for new cars blinking at him 

alongside the article. 

“There’s nothing. The same endlessly repeated facts on every news site,” John said. 

He felt anxious, a man had been killed. No one could say why. 

Dusk had settled, heralding a cool night. John moved to the back deck where he often 

sat at this time, looking out at his fruit trees and the fading orange sky. The early evening 

gloom had darkened the tree trunks already and there appeared to be no wind, but leaf 

shadows played on the lawn. John leapt up and picked up a pair of secateurs from a hook on 

the fence. He limped stiffly, crossing the lawn to the nectarine tree. He started to snip 

determinedly at the branches. 
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Rose was looking from the kitchen window. John had already pruned those trees, she 

knew. 

The murdered man’s name was Kevin Malcolm Aldred. 

“Did Kevin have a family?” Rose asked when John came back inside the house. 

She had racked her memory, but apart from one anecdote John had told her years ago, 

(Kevin’s idea of a joke was to greet his colleagues each day with “good moaning”), she could 

not remember anything about him. The photo on the TV news had been of a tall, stocky man, 

with jet black hair. Large white teeth, pearlised in the old photo. Kevin would not have 

looked like that when she met him that one time in the street. Had he gone grey, or was he 

balding? 

Momentarily, she worried about her memory and then Alzheimers’, then her mother, 

now in a home, fretting because her (long dead) husband had failed to visit. Where is he? 

Where is Walter? her mother would say as Rose tried to soothe her, holding her wrinkled 

hands, bony like desiccated baby birds fallen from their nests, and then she thought of her 

father and the chicken he had killed and hung in the dark under the house where he forgot it 

and it stank and stank, and she had sneaked in there with her older sister, and they had 

screamed and ran to their playhouse. Long gone, her father. 

John said, “the wife divorced Kevin years ago. I think they went to live in 

Queensland.” 

Oh, so the children had no father, she thought. 

“So it probably wasn’t the wife, then,” Rose said. As soon as she said it, she asked 

herself why she had. 

“Naah. I wouldn’t say so,” John replied. 

John finished his tea. “Anyway, it’s never the wife. It’s the other way around, 

usually.” He grimaced at her. Rose folded both her arms across her breasts. 

John eased himself out of bed early the next morning, trying not to disturb his wife. 

Rose pulled the doona up to her nose. She waited to hear the computer turned on in the study. 

Beep, be-eep. Click. But there was no further news about the murder. 

In the afternoon, John drove them to the shopping centre. It was Wednesday. They did 

their separate errands, then met up silently at the coffee shop outside the supermarket. Their 

retirement habits must have been forged by a blacksmith, Rose would tell her friends. The 

edges had been knocked off the shape of their days, she would say, but the routine is as 

inflexible as iron. 

She did not say — but it is not my preference. She sometimes felt that living with 

John was like having a ghost in the house, as if he left no real imprint. It was Rose who 
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moved things about, organised the cupboards and books and bric a brac, suggested various 

home improvements. 

Apart from six months off after the birth of their daughter, Rose had always worked. 

She lived by the maxim, if you want something done, ask a busy person. Don’t ask John. Not 

now: he managed to stretch the same tasks he would have accomplished on a rare full 

weekend off from work, into a full week of wordless procrastinating, dabbling and revising in 

the damned shed. He had tried his hand at cakes, but really only out of boredom with 

everything else. Rose believed she had been very encouraging, but he had given up quite 

soon after. 

They heard the four o’clock news on the radio in the car, heading home from 

shopping. The Police had ‘seized computer drives’ from Kevin’s house. 

Single man, living alone. No. Surely not that. John would be thinking the same, Rose 

knew. 

For the evening meal, she stewed the lamb chops they had bought at the butcher’s and 

the vegetables from the organic grocer and they sat down to eat at the small dining table in 

the living room, listening to the TV in the corner of the room, sound down low. Scenes of the 

Police removing the computers, blue and white tape stretched across a wooden verandah. A 

few worried neighbours standing in the street. No leads, is what they say: a quiet man, well 

liked by his colleagues at the IT company where he was an office manager. 

“That’s the job he went to after he left us,” remarked John. 

“Did he stay in touch?” 

“He came to Frank’s retirement dinner. That would have been four years ago. Last 

time I saw him, I guess.” 

“Will you go to the funeral?” Rose asked. 

John looked at her, surprised. “I haven’t even thought about it.” 

Kevin’s death became part of the headlines: still no leads. Police baffled. Journalists 

door-stopping the detectives- — computer drives tell you anything? How can we be sure he’s 

not a paedophile? 

Something you would want to know before you go to someone’s funeral, thought 

John. 

“Maybe call Frank? See if anyone’s going?” 

In the afternoon, Rose asked, “didn’t he once work at a hospital? Only I remember 

him saying something like that. When we met him in the street.” 

It reassured her that she remembered that detail. It had come back to her. Not 

Alzheimer’s then. She remembered a balding man wearing a thick red and black chequered 
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jacket, standing outside a greengrocer’s in Warrnambool, with a plastic shopping bag in each 

hand. 

“Yeah. He did. Are you thinking it might be, like a patient he met? Like a mental 

patient? Maybe he had a stalker?” 

“Don’t know. Idle speculation, really.” 

“I don’t think it was a mental hospital he worked at.” 

“Did he ever seriously annoy anyone at work?” 

“Naah. Not the type. At all. Like the Police said. Well liked. I think he was even a 

member of Rotary.” 

“He seems to have moved around workplaces a lot,” Rose offered. 

They were silent for a while, then Rose said, “Oh, something I forgot to tell you. Isaac 

is here tomorrow. School holidays. I never remember when they are now. Ginnie rang to 

say.” 

“Isaac, eh?”  

John’s voice sounded as if he had trouble recalling who his wife meant. John had 

never told Rose how much he dreaded his grandson’s visits. He would often think to himself, 

fancy being scared of my own grandson. The boy‘s way of viewing the world was 

incomprehensible. His eyes were too large for his twelve-year old head, John thought. And 

they were glassy, as if he was looking at you but not really seeing anything except the inside 

of his own head. John often found he had nothing to say to Isaac. He had tried taking him to 

the woodwork shed, but Isaac became bored and wanted to go back to the device he always 

carried with him, which seemed to provide him with as much enjoyment as woodwork did for 

John, addicted as he was to the smell of fresh shavings. Isaac would never be found outside. 

Even as they had crossed the lawn to the shed, Isaac had shielded his eyes from the sun in an 

exaggerated gesture, as if it blinded him. 

John had found Isaac slumped in a chair when he came back inside once, with the 

inevitable device perched on his thighs. John had said, “Don’t you have any other hobbies, 

Isaac?” 

Isaac had looked at him with those large eyes beneath his adolescently-darkening 

brows and said, “this isn’t a hobby, John. It’s deadly serious.” 

See? 

John didn’t like Isaac calling him by his first name. He had drawn himself up and said 

“Seems such a waste, Isaac. Boy of your age.” He had not expected a response, but Isaac had 

lifted his eyes from the screen and said, “there’s no point in doing anything else, John. We’re 
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all going to be data mines anyway one day. Some machine will suck out all the information 

out of our brains, and I’ll get paid for doing nothing except existing.” 

“I’m thinking of going to the country tomorrow,” John said finally to Rose. 

“What do you mean? Isaac will be here.” 

“Yeah. Sorry, I’m going to see Colin.” 

“Colin who?” 

“Colin. You know, he was at the Woodwork Club a few years back. Lives in 

Traralgon now.” 

“Traralgon!” Rose exclaimed and walked into the kitchen. John had retreated for a 

few days at a time before. Camping trips, visiting old mates from work. People Rose didn’t 

really know. She didn’t mind. It gave her time to move things around again without John 

underfoot. 

Two days later when he returned, Rose asked him if he had heard the news. 

“No. I’ve been listening to CDs in the car. News about Kevin?” 

“Yes,” said Rose a little triumphantly, “there is.” 

And Rose had something else to tell John. She had found a letter. John went pale. 

Who is it from?” 

Have a look yourself,” she said as she thrust it into his hand. 

She had decided to sort out the bundles of photographs and cards and letters that had 

lain largely undisturbed in a padded box underneath the stairs. Surprisingly to Rose, Isaac had 

been interested in what she was doing and sat with her, his knees crossed. 

The letter from Kevin was at the bottom of a pile of papers more than ten years old. 

Had it been that long ago, that holiday to Warrnambool? 

Isaac didn’t think he had ever seen an actual letter, and marveled at the old photo 

albums and sheathes of unsorted photos and negatives. Nor did he know what a negative was. 

There were photos of his mother as a child which he had never seen, great-grandparents he 

had never even heard about. There was a postcard from Egypt, sent to her great-grandmother 

in the First World War by someone who signed himself “Your friend, Les.” 

“This letter,” said Rose, a shiver crossing her shoulders as she recognised the name on 

the back of the envelope, “is from the man who was murdered a few days ago,” Rose said.  

“Wow!” said Isaac. 
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The letter was quite short, its purpose to acknowledge the meeting in the street, to 

relate a few details of his trip and how many fish he had caught. He had also suggested that 

they catch up sometime soon. 

“Woh!” said Isaac. “Did you see him again?” 

“No,” Rose replied. She could not remember why not, and now, of course she felt 

guilty about it. 

John looked at the calligraphic script on the envelope and took out the letter. 

“Oh. Forgotten all about that.” 

“Me too,” Rose replied. “Isaac was impressed that we had a letter from someone who 

had been murdered though.” 

John tut-tutted. “I told you that child was ghoulish.” 

“You didn’t miss us then?” 

John put his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Of course I did,” he said. 

He knew her smell, and could tell she had not showered while he had been away, and 

he wondered about how she had spent her time— had she, for example, got drunk and 

watched terrible movies? Eaten masses of chocolate? Stayed in late? Tried playing the piano 

and singing along, as badly as ever? But the smell was only a glimpse, and it told him none of 

those things. He wanted to ask her, but he didn’t. 

The letter was written with a blue ballpoint pen. Dear John and Rose, it started. 

“We kept the envelope,” Rose said at last. “So we must have thought that we would 

call him.” 

“Yes. But we never did.” 

John handed the letter back to his wife. “Never mind,” he said. 

“He says in the letter that he picked up a hitchhiker on the way back from his holiday 

and that the man ended up staying with him for a few days. Do you think we should tell the 

police?” 

“There is nothing we can tell them, really. We don’t know if that was the only person 

he ever gave a lift to, or if was a habit. There’s no sense raking over old coals.” 

“And anyway, the Police have someone helping them with their enquiries, they say. 

That’s all the news there is.” 

Why haven’t they charged anyone? 
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“Must be excruciating for the family,” he said. “They haven’t mentioned them, have 

they?” 

Rose shook her head. 

Rose left the letter on the hall table and each time she passed it during the day she felt 

a kind of wrench, as if there was something in it just beyond her ability to comprehend. She 

wanted John to go to the funeral but she knew he had not called Frank or the funeral home. 

She would have gone, she knew, if only to match the Omega with the Alpha, to see off the 

corpse with a kind of schadenfreude. There but for the grace… 

Rose didn’t believe in God, though sometimes she quaked. But John— John doesn’t 

quake. 

The next morning, when he walked into the kitchen for morning tea, John could smell 

the faint acridity of smoke from the backyard. He walked to the back deck and could see 

Rose poking a long stick into the swirling white smoke pouring from the incinerator, her hair 

was free of its usual bun and wild in the wind and the smoke. She had a solemn look on her 

face and when she came up to him, she surprised him by kissing him on the cheek. 

“I burnt it.” 

Then two things happened. 

The first was a party. Rose quite liked parties, but John was dead against them. 

“Waste of time and effort,” he would say. “You can’t hear anyone, people palm their worst 

booze off onto you and you frighten everyone with your taste in music.” 

But they did not throw a party themselves. Unfortunately for John, the people who 

lived next door had a holiday home on the Bellarine Peninsula and now their children were 

older, they would often go there on weekends and leave the teenagers at home. 

This was just such a weekend, and John could feel his headache building from the 

first few bars of jangled, distorted lead guitar, followed by someone shouting into a 

microphone. Not singing— shouting. Worse still, one of the sons had an electric guitar and an 

amplifier. He knew that it would thump, thump, thump, thump all night. He had once gone 

next door during one of these sessions and asked them to keep it down. They had turned the 

music up. He once rang the Police but they said they wouldn’t do anything unless it was still 

going past one in the morning. 

John and Rose tried watching television, but had to have it so loud it spoiled any 

enjoyment. Plus, mostly there were murder mysteries on offer and they had both lost the taste 

for them. John went online. Still nothing, beyond a man helping with enquiries. 

“It doesn’t seem right,” Rose said. “It just doesn’t seem right.” 

Then she got up of the couch and walked over to the coat stand and put on a jacket. 
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“I’m going next door,” Rose said. “Do you want to come?” 

John looked at her in alarm, his brow quizzical. “Go if you want.” 

It was midnight when John went to bed. Rose was not home. He wondered what she 

was doing, talking to young people. Would they want to talk to her? Or was she just standing 

in a corner getting drunk? 

He found himself thinking of Kevin’s children. Before sleep found its way through his 

muscles and quietened his thoughts, John lapsed into a deep anxiety: what if they never find 

who did it? What if there were no clues left at the scene? Nothing on those hard drives? 

Perhaps the thought of what their father suffered, or things they had not said to him and 

wished they had, perhaps these would send his children into a cycle of depression and they 

would be unable to nurture their own children and the suffering would never end. What if the 

murder was never solved? No ending at all? 

John woke in the dawn light and found Rose was not there next to him. He had been 

having a nightmare, where he had been screaming, hold me in. Hold me in! 

He found his wife asleep on the couch. 

Then this: John was looking up at the sky. There were fluffy, mercury-grey clouds 

quickly traversing its length, and it felt like rain might be following. Rose followed the angle 

of her husband’s head. She walked up behind him and put her hand on his arm. 

“What are you looking at?” 

John stood, looking up. Seconds ticked past. 

“I need to know what you are looking at.” Rose squeezed his arm for a second time. 

“I have something I need to tell you,” John said. 
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