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AUSTRALIA, 2005
I heard the distinctive low growl of our silver Mercedes while
slipping as smoothly as a silent shark into our carport. It was my
husband, Tom, returning from work. Retired, he had a small job
working for an airport service transporting passengers to and from
the airport. I glanced at the kitchen clock. Six p.m. He’s late. This
meant trouble. I quickly turned the gas up to medium high under
the simmering pasta pot. Tom would be famished. Behind me, I
heard the screen door forcefully slide open and then violently
pushed back with a loud snap. I remained standing with my back
to him, watching the pasta sauce bubble softly, making small
popping sounds. I could not turn and raise my eyes to his face. His
anger was palpable and a clear threat. I heard his briefcase crash to
the wooden floor with a loud bang. Now his jacket was tossed, and
it slithered a small ways down the hall, buttons scraping the wooden
floor. His duffel bag fell with a thump. Lastly, I heard him roughly
kick his shoes off without unlacing them, leaving them for me to
pick up and put away. Only then did I lift my eyes to his face.
“Tom?”
He turned his back to me without a word then stomped down
the hall to his den. My eyes followed his lean, stooped back as he
entered the room, shutting the door firmly behind him, shutting
me out as well. He was seventy years of age. I was sixty. I wanted
peace in my life now. This behavior was not an isolated event, this
contempt for me, this sudden locking me out. We had only been
married for two short years. His attitude had changed radically
since we became married. As soon as the ink was dry on our
marriage certificate, he changed from charming to autocratic. A
nagging question that I had been choosing to ignore and pushing
away scratched to the surface of my mind once again and begged
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to be looked at: Had I made a drastic mistake in marrying Tom?
I returned to the stove and stared transfixed into the depths of
the swift, rumbling water in the pasta pot. I carefully slid in the
spaghetti strands in small bunches. The steam from the pot curled
around me. Only the soft tick of our kitchen clock disturbed the
thick silence. I breathed in the pungent spicy aroma of the warmed
spaghetti sauce. A pang of disappointment about my present
circumstances and my inability to change my situation lay shallow
in my gut and lodged there. I was sixty years old and still as
unsettled as I had been during my teenage years.
With the pasta cooked and the sauce warmed through, I drained
the spaghetti then called out, “Tom, dinner!”
No response. I walked down to the den and knocked softly,
opened the door quietly, then poked my head through the doorway.
“Didn’t you hear me, Tom?”
He quickly picked up a newspaper from his desk, ignoring me.
I observed him turn the pages over obsessively, giving the print a
quick cursory glance. His eyes darted over the pages, feigning
interest. When I didn’t leave, he began to shake and snap the pages
violently to straighten them. My heart sank. He was going to be
unreasonable once again.
My eyes quickly scanned the room. The light of the late
afternoon sun was blocked by dusty brown velvet curtains that he
never allowed to be opened. The air was dense, stale with cigarette
smoke. His ashtray was overflowing. Every surface was grimy and
thick with dust. Tom did not allow me in here without his presence.
I noticed something new; he had placed a lock on his file cabinet.
I reigned in my impatience and repeated evenly, “Tom,
dinner!”
His razor sharp words sliced right through me.
“It’s ready?”
Wariness crept into my senses. I recognized the timbre in his
voice. Without a doubt, something had upset Tom today. I was far
too aware of what that portended. I watched him for a moment,
holding my breath, and waited for him to make a move.
8

Fireweed Island

His next words were brusque and irritated.
“Hold off. I am reading something.”
The abrupt ring of the telephone startled us both. Tom appeared
very nervous. This alarmed me. What’s going on? He hastily
picked up the receiver, and then he impatiently cocked his head
toward the door, motioning me to leave.
When I hesitated, he hissed, “Go now, and shut the door behind
you!”
I silently returned to the stove to lower the heat, yet again. The
pasta would be limp, the sauce overcooked. I would be blamed
for that, too. I overheard Tom’s voice. It sounded like a heated
discussion, if I could go by Tom’s urgent, angry tone. His voice
was muffled, so I could not make out his words. My anxiety sped
up several knots. Since we got married, he had transformed from
a congenial person into a mean, spiteful bully.
It was over half an hour before Tom finally slunk out from the
den. He stomped loudly over to the dining table and plopped
down in his chair without a word. He sat stiffly erect, hands on his
lap, waiting impatiently for me to serve him. A brooding silence
enclosed around us like acid smog, asphyxiating any hope I had
of a congenial meal.
Tom’s behavior stirred in me a memory of lonely, silent meals
and frightening emptiness that dominated my life with my mother
after my father died. I inhaled deeply, then let out a huge sigh
before I brought his plate to the table and placed it in front of him.
This feeling of servitude that he instilled in me was diminishing
my spirit.
I went back to the stove, brought my own plate to the table and
then sat down across from him. I still hoped to begin a pleasant
conversation between us.
I said as lightly as I could manage, “How was your day, Tom?
Traffic heavy?”
His reply dripped with sarcasm. “Maddy, how was your day?
Did you find a job?”
I hampered down my anger. I compelled my words to be
measured and even as I sat across the table.
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“It’s not for lack of trying. I am not a permanent resident of
Australia, after all.”
He turned to face me. His expression was nasty.
“There is nothing, do you hear me, nothing I can’t employ
someone else to do here! All you do around here are menial tasks!”
Though the threat in Tom’s voice was both real and frightening,
and I knew better, I responded in anger, regardless of the
consequences.
“What do you mean, menial tasks—cooking, cleaning, laundry,
gardening—all that?”
Tom looked me up and down with icy condescension. The
tension built up around us like threatening thunder clouds looming
on the horizon.
I shot a sidewise glance at Tom across the table. I fought to
remain calm. I responded to his wrath earlier, and it was a bad
mistake in judgment. I tried to appear nonchalant. I casually
reached for a bun from the basket in front of me to distract him.
I glimpsed out of the corner of my eye at him. He ate so
methodically, so exactly, now a forkful of spaghetti, now a bite
of bread, now a slurp of water, and again a forkful of spaghetti,
repeating the sequence again and again. He held his baby finger
aloft from the rest. His affectations and pretentiousness repulsed
me now.
Recently, he ceased caring about his appearance. His hair was
greasy and in need of a wash. A fine dust of dandruff lay on the
shoulders of his navy blue uniform. The stark contrast between
his slovenly appearance and his precise mannerisms astounded
me. He also had stopped trying to please me. What changed, and
why so quickly?
I staggered under the weight of a new hypothesis about my
situation. I saw before me a conundrum of small events that would
set a stream of panic in me if I had the guts to unravel them and
face them squarely. How long could I hold the reality of my
situation at bay?
A part of me had already intuited—no, knew—that he was still
in love with Paula. Paula and Tom had known each other for over
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thirty years. Was he seeing her again? I realized, too late, that for
Tom the relationship with Paula was the hunt that never ended,
the prey he could never capture. Paula’s last refusal to marry him
was Tom’s last straw. He married me in revenge. He now realized
he married me for nothing. Paula didn’t care, and that was Tom’s
Waterloo.
Betrayal and resentment burned like acid in my stomach. Tom
said that things were over between him and Paula, that I was
paranoid. But were they finished? Tom clearly liked the chase.
The minute I married him my confidence shattered. That was
because the second we began to live together, his desire for me
disappeared. Now that he recognized that he would not receive
the desired response about our marriage from Paula, he saw me as
a heavy, unwanted burden.
I remained silent. I swallowed down the burning rage that
worked up my throat. Fear of the consequences halted me from
responding to his stupid accusations. I was terrified that I would
say something to further escalate his hostility.
Waiting for what was to come, I continued to watch with
revulsion as Tom pushed his spaghetti around on his plate with his
fork. Without warning, he pulled a thin strand of spaghetti away
from the rest. He picked it off his fork with his flaccid fingers, his
pinky up, and then he swung it to and fro in front of my nose.
This was too much to ignore. I could not overlook this stupidity.
“What are you doing?”
“Did you boil the water before you put the spaghetti in?” he
snarled, challenging a reply.
I was momentarily immobilized by my loathing and disgust
for this monster in front of me. Next, as unexpectedly as a lightning
bolt, apprehension shot through me. My mind took over. As
quickly as the inertia came over me, it retreated. I became fully
alert. I was fully back in the present moment. My senses became
vigilant, my mind cautious and watchful. I knew that any sign of
weakness would show my vulnerability. That would cost me
dearly, perhaps even my life. I picked up my own fork and pulled
up some spaghetti strands from my plate.
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It took effort to say lightly, “Of course, I did.”
Tom took the limp strand of spaghetti, leaned over close to me
and then flung it to and fro in front of my eyes.
“What’s this then, eh?”
I examined my plate for any stiff spaghetti strands and found
none.
“My spaghetti is okay.”
I was careful to avert my eyes from Tom. I couldn’t allow Tom
any further excuse to escalate his antagonism toward me. It was
too dangerous. The whole progression of events was surreal. I
was living in a vortex, and I was being sucked into its very centre.
In an odd second of occurrence, I noticed Tom pick up his
plate, watched as it flew towards me in slow motion. I stood up
quickly, but the tablecloth tangled up in front of me and got
caught in my belt. I tried frantically to unravel the cloth and move
away. After several attempts, I finally broke free, but too late.
Tom’s dinner plate of spaghetti struck me in the gut, thumping the
breath out of me. I struggled to catch my breath. Red, hot, sticky
sauce streamed down my stomach and torso like hot volcanic lava,
searing my skin. A knife-sharp pain cut right through me. I stood
still in cold shock, unable to move. When I finally managed to
catch my breath, raw emotion erupted inside me and boiled over.
I screamed, “You are a crazy bastard!”
Tom’s sharp eyes stabbed right through me. Instantly, my
blood turned to ice. With trembling hands, I quickly drew my
clothes away from my scorched body. I raced to the bathroom and
shut the door. Hastily, I peeled off my clothes. I tossed them into
the laundry tub to soak and turned the cold water tap on until it
was full. I was sticky. I was afraid to shower and be caught there. I
decided to sponge myself off. I was terrified that the violence in
Tom had not abated. My heart still leapt erratically up and down
like Mexican jumping beans.
Everything I loathed about Tom and everything I loathed about
myself gripped me with such force that I slipped down to the floor
and sat on the cold hard tiles, my head on my knees. I needed
fresh clothes from the bedroom. With only my towel wrapped
12

Fireweed Island

around me, I couldn’t chance putting myself within distance of
Tom’s long, strong arms. I reached for my gardening clothes in
the laundry basket where I had tossed them earlier that afternoon.
They were damp, reeked of perspiration and were badly wrinkled,
but I rapidly put them on anyway. Cautiously, I reentered the
kitchen where Tom was still seated at the table. The red, messy
goo remained on the carpet. I felt Tom’s eyes watch my every
move as I bent down painfully to pick up the shards of broken
plate amongst the spaghetti sauce. Dark stains were splattered on
the rug, like bloodshed after a shooting.
It looks like something out of CSI, I thought. Then, I won’t be
able to remove the stain. Immediately it occurred to me that it
didn’t matter anymore. Nothing did. My whole life was permanently
stained by this sadistic man.
While I was bent down a razor sharp sting pierced my upper
and lower back. A heavy silver fork, a dinner knife, rebounded off
my back. The shrill clatter of silverware fell to the floor, penetrating
the silence of the room. Another jolt of pain struck me as I slumped
to the floor in agony. With all the effort that I could summon, I
pulled up a weak tangled breath from the depth of my sore
abdomen, one after another until I could breathe normally. Only
then did I slowly drag myself upright.
Tom grunted something unintelligible as he headed bank into
his den, closing the door sharply behind him.
I knew from experience that he would hole himself up there
until he was ready for bed. Once his anger had been spent, he
relaxed without another thought about what he had done. I
returned to the bathroom where I found ointment in the medicine
cabinet. I soaked a pad of cotton wool and applied it as well as I
could to the stinging wounds on my back.
I returned to the kitchen to clean up. Good habits were hard to
break. When I was finished, I made myself an instant coffee in my
blue mug and took it to the living room. The small living room was
cold, dark, and musty. I longed for my spacious, serene condo I had
left in Canada.
I pushed Tom’s old newspapers aside on the coffee table
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and set my coffee down to cool. I slouched down into an old,
uncomfortable chair Tom had found along the side of a road on
trash day. It stunk of old perspiration. No matter how much I
tried, I could not dispel the sickening stench. It was upholstered in
an old green felt, shiny in numerous places, rubbed down to a thin
skein where an elbow, ass, or back had rubbed against it for years.
Any length of time spent in the chair was pure torture. Springs
had sprung apart and poked through the material. They jabbed me
in my back and butt. I shifted around in the chair to avoid them,
but it was impossible.
I began to assess my situation. Tom counted on what I just
acknowledged to myself. I couldn’t leave him without money,
without hope of a job, without assistance from the Australian
government because I was not a permanent resident of Australia. I
was now without family or friends’ support. Tom took full
advantage of the isolation he forced upon me and my lack of
income. I was stuck like a fly on a flypaper cone.
My thoughts reeled back to the mysterious phone call Tom
had received earlier this evening. Had it been Paula?
I recognized at that moment the full impact of the fact that my
marriage effectively ended not long after our marriage ceremony. I
had to face the devastating realization that he married me to seek
revenge on Paula, who, over a span of thirty years, had continually
refused to marry him. The situation was pathetic, really. I was no
more than a kept woman. Tom and I didn’t come close to being in
any kind of partnership. My hope of a loving relationship fizzled
out like a faulty firework that sizzled, then collapsed and expired
before it could take off to burst into flames.
Sitting in this chair was sheer torture, so I slipped to the floor.
I leaned my back against it and closed my eyes. I let the past
surface. I was no longer in Australia but back in my old childhood
home, sitting at the oak dining table on a summer morning,
waiting for our housekeeper, Anna, to bring me my porridge and
toast. Memories floated up of our Pekinese dog, Tina, sitting at
my bare feet, warming them, and the sound of father coming in
the side door from his early morning walk in the field, bringing the
scent of the fresh air mingled with the whiff of tobacco with him.
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All the hurts and grievances from the past sprung alive in me
as old painful memories emerged. The first memory took place one
summer day in 1955. I was twelve years old. My sister was fifteen.
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