WARM TOAST AND TEA.

Floating slowly from her morning dream Janie awoke, her hand raised to block the bright sunlight creeping through the gap in the floral curtains. She stretched cat-like beneath the warm covers; secure in the knowledge that all was well in her world today. Smiling widely she sniffed the familiar odour of warm toast floating cosily from the kitchen, beckoning her to rise and meet the new day. 

The well-known surroundings of her grandparents home held special memories for Janie. This had been her safe haven in times of family drama where she and her siblings had fled to the safety of their Nannies’ arms. 

She frowned as her thoughts turned towards the past and shaking her head defiantly the memories were pushed back in her mind, to dwell on at another time. After all she was an adult, nineteen years old and a teacher at the local primary school. But still the trauma of her families’ history continued to haunt her and she would need to make amends or forgive her parents at sometime in the future. The choice was hers! 

Her dark thoughts took her back to a painful moment in the past and she clenched her hands into tight fists. Janie groaned softly and rolled into a foetal position, away from the warm sunlight welcoming the new day. 

Janies’ memories hurried her through a terrifying journey one dark cold night. Her sobbing mother leaving her brother and sisters at Auntie Raywnnes’ house, promising to return the next day. Her mother named Tania, desperate to find a safe place for her kids, far away from their violent father. 

Nana Elsie and Poppa Frank’s house represented a safe haven to Janie and her mother, where they had fled in the past from senseless violence. But this time Tania left her eldest daughter and returned to the sullen night, seeking help from others. Her own mother had pleaded with her to stay until morning, daubing at the blood and bruises on her beaten face with an old towel. With stern face shutting in her own pain she felt powerless to stop the damage to her daughter and young ones. Elsie asked her god to protect her foolish daughter; give her the strength to help herself and her children this time.

But Tania pushed her mothers’ hand away saying, ‘don’t worry Mum! This time I’m leaving him. I need to see some people and I will ring you tomorrow.’ As she walked away into the wild night. 

Tanias’ bruised face reflected in the lights of passing cars was set cold and resolute. This time she was determined to seek help from the authorities and legal services to save herself and her babies from further harm. She walked into the police station and the desk sergeant on see her damaged face called a young woman officer to escort her through the legal minefield ahead of her. Tania didn’t return to her parents’ home for many months and her daughter felt betrayed by her seeming indifference. Janie didn’t understand that her mother needed to work through her own problems first, before she could cope with the pressures of parenting. 

Janies’ childish resentment smouldered away until her grandmother caught a comment from her one day, ‘I don’t care if mum never visits me again! She always made a fuss of the others, because they were younger!’ and stormed into her bedroom banging the door loudly. 

The grandparents exchanged glances, accepting that Janie needed their love and supported constantly, in words and discipline. Her grandmother went to Janie later that day, offering her wisdom and love that would sustain her in times of necessity.

Janie returned to her dark thoughts as she sat on the edge of the bed, swinging her legs, remembering the trauma of that night. She wrapped her legs in the quilt to keep warm, trying to understand the childlike thoughts crowding her adult mind, of her parents problems. 

For most of her young life there had been trouble and violence in her family. Her earliest memories were of noisy parties late at night, the house full of strangers and loud music. Janie and her siblings would hide beneath the blankets trying to ignore the noise downstairs. They all knew that the party noise could turn suddenly into violence and the breaking of furniture. The sound of their mother pleading as their father beat her, caused the younger ones to cling to Janie, terror on their faces. They dreaded the morning when they came downstairs and their mother tried to hide the bruises and repair the damage to their home. 

Each time she promised her children. ‘This is the last time kid’s! Your father says he is sorry for losing his temper. It will be all right, you’ll see!’

But her promise to her children vanished into thin air when the next party began and the music became too loud to sleep though.

Janie slide of the bed and stood quietly contemplating, why her thoughts should return to the painful past, today. She was free from the past now wasn’t she?

Janie roughly pulled on her socks and walked downstairs towards the sunshine, warm toast and her grandparents.

Swinging the kitchen door open she saw her grandfather seated at the table eating his breakfast, while he devoured the news of the world from his newspaper. He was never content to hear the news second-hand from Television or Radio. His morning paper was his bible and no one dared read it before he had finished digesting the tragedies of others or the latest financial crisis.

Elsie smiled at her granddaughter saying, ‘It’s about time you woke up sleepyhead! Look at this glorious day waiting for you.’ Laughing at the surprise on her face.

Janie kissed her grandparents softly on their worn cheeks saying, ‘I was OK! When I woke up! Then memories came back from the past and made me feel sad. Why do they return Nana? I thought my fears from the past had melted away, forgotten!’ as she poured a cup of tea.

Her grandmother patted her shoulder in reassurance saying, ‘Perhaps the past has come back to remind you of your family. When did you last see your brother Charlie?

‘Oh! He’s too busy to visit me! Anyway I’m all right on my own. I have you and granddad to look after now.’ As she buttered her toast and spread the jam thickly.

Elsie glanced over at her husband as Janie ate her breakfast. She exchanged a knowing glance with her husband and he shrugged his shoulders. They had often spoke about the consequences leading up to the night that Tania had left Janie with them and the events that had followed. Their daughter had left them to deal with the nightmares, the nightly wet beds of a troubled child. They had welcomed Janie into their home with love and understanding of the trauma that she had gone through, expecting support from their daughter Tania. But Tania had left her children in family care and moved on in her life with different men, dying at thirty-five from cancer. Their father had been imprisoned from the assault charges then moved away to another city, lost to his family as he moved deeper into the criminal underworld. 

‘Anyway they were probably better off with out either of them.’ thought Elsie quietly as she prepared the sandwiches for Janies’ picnic later that day. 

Janie had a nice young man calling on her and they were going to ‘Hanging Rock’ for the day.

Suddenly the phone rang stridently breaking the silent thoughts of all of them. Janies’ face suddenly wore that strained look, as if she was expecting bad news. 

She grabbed the phone before her grandparents could move saying, ‘Janie speaking!’ Her face remained solemn. 

‘OK!’ was all she said hanging up and returned to her breakfast.

‘Oh! Grandma!’ she said, ‘That was Brian! He’s not coming over today, as he has to work or something.’ As she concentrated on finishing her breakfast.

‘Sorry grandma! I will only need enough sandwiches for me today. I think I will go and see Julie and make some pots in her Ceramic class!’ and with a sweet smile for her granddad she left the room. 

Both grandparents watched her leave in silence, wondering what had happened to her relationship with Brian. They knew that over the years her teachers had expressed concern that Janie didn’t make friends easily and tended to work or play on her own. They had been happy when she had told them about Brian, he was the first young man she had mentioned or brought home to them.

Frank rustled his paper, a sure sign that he was bothered about something. ‘That girl worries me! She should be going out more and enjoying life, not sitting home with old folk like us! His paper spread before him, forgotten.

‘I will talk to her tonight when she returns from classes.’ Promised his concerned wife. ‘I agree! She must learn to let go of the past. I will ring her brother and see if he can visit her soon. Perhaps if they talk together she will let go of her hurt and guilt and move on with her life.’ Sighed Elsie worry-lines etched her face.

She began to wash the dishes briskly, banging the pots to relieve her own tension. Granddad rattled his paper, turning to the racing page, hoping for guidance in a winning combination today.

Janie showered quickly, dressing in faded jeans and a pink shirt. She was determined to enjoy her day and rang Julie, arranging to meet her at the Ceramic studio. 

She was not going to let any man treat her shabbily. Her life was not going to become the same as her mothers awash in sorrow, pain and finally lost in its prime to cancer. Janie had dreams, ambitions to fulfil and nothing was going to stand in her way, nothing! Collecting her sandwiches from the kitchen bench, she kissed her granddad on his bald head and hugged her grandmother warmly. 

‘Don’t worry Nana! I will be all right! You’ll see! I’m a good teacher to the kids; they show me respect and work hard for me. I have plans for my life! I have been thinking about taking time off next year and backpacking around Europe or Asia. What do you think of that!’ she laughed.

Elsie hugged her granddaughter, relief showing on her gentle face. ‘This girl was special! After all she was the image of her mother and while she was alive her daughter had not suffered and died in vain. Perhaps their fears for her were ungrounded and her future would evolve in its own special way.’ 

She watched Janie walk along the footpath away from them towards her friend Julies’ studio. Janie was the artistic one of the family. The pleasure she got from crafting the wonderful pots and dishes would help her express her feelings in a healthy manner. 

Elsie turned to her husband saying, ‘Perhaps we worry too much about that girl! I have a feeling that she is working her way through the past and will discover who she really is. Our love and support is here for her and she knows that! She will be OK!’

Elsie carried the heavy laundry basket outside, singing softly to herself in the bright sunshine. Life could be good for those who chose to open their eyes and appreciate the wonders around them. Frank heard his wife’s song and walked to the open doorway. He stood listening and remembered his Elsie in her youth, seeing her, as she was then, beautiful in his eyes.

The studio was bathed in soft dust radiating across the room from the students designing their pots. Julie stood with her hands on her hips deep in thought as she watched the activity around her. She moved to the bin of wet clay, grabbed a handful and slapped it onto the wheel. Seating herself behind the spinning wheel she moulded and played with the wet clay, designing a new dish. She drew the clay through her fingers, entranced with the malleable strength. The wonder of creating something intrinsically beautiful.

Janie sat opposite her and watched with pleasure as the design and texture developed into a work of art. She scooped a handful of the clay working it with her fingers softening, kneading it into a smooth texture. Julie looked up from her work and smiled at Janie, her hands busy with her craft. 

‘Great to see you Janie! We need someone like you to show the students what’s possible with a little imagination and effort!’ and she laughed with the joy of fulfilled happiness.

‘I needed to be here today! Too many thoughts in my head! Too many plans to be made for the future!’ said Janie.

She worked the clay through her fingers, enjoying the challenge of the unknown, the promise of creativity.

The two friends worked silently for an hour, until Julie stood and placed her piece on a shelf to dry, and suggested a coffee break.

They stood in companionable silence drinking their coffees watching the students as they developed their skills of carving and painting imaginatively. Janie loved this art form; it created opportunities to expression the individual person’s personality and developed new skills. 

She moved towards a tall urn placed on a shelf near the window and turned it carefully. This was a piece she had put to one side until she had decided on the right design for it. Slowly she drew the outline of a naked woman reclining on cushions, surrounded by ferns. The woman’s’ profile was reflected in a mirror creating a voyeur image. Slowly Janie began to paint in the colours she had chosen, highlighting the tonal effects of skin and leaf. Once the paint had dried, she began to carve with a special tool. The texture of the woman’s hair and fern fronds defined, the effect created by her clever hands. Janie sat back and critically studied the urn, turning it carefully as she touched up the areas she wanted to highlight. 

Julie walked over to her friend and admired the Urn, quietly offering a few suggestions to complete its perfection. On completion, Janie carefully lifted the urn and carried it to the kiln. Julie lifted it into position for firing, arranging other smaller pieces around it leaving room for expansion in the fierce heat. Careless operators rued the day they didn’t pay attention to detail and exploding pots were the result.

Janie hugged her friend saying, ‘I’m off home! Probably pick up a video and have a quiet night with the grans!’

‘Why don’t I ring Tom and Jeanna and we meet at the Thai restaurant for lunch! They have just returned from Asia and will want to share their thoughts on travelling in that region. You know that we have talked about backpacking through South East Asia. Let’s start making plans for ourselves! We’ve been saving our money for ages. We’re ready to explore the rest of the world, not just keep talking about it. Let’s put our ideas into action and have an adventure! Said Julie.

Janie studied her friend realising that she was serious and smiled her agreement. ‘Why not! I need a change of direction in my life! And my grandparents would probably enjoy the peace of some time on their own. Ok! I meet you at the Baan Thai around noon.’ And she left with a wave to her friend.

Janie began to hum to herself as she walked along the street. She felt as if life was offering her a unique challenge. A new cycle was opening to her to move forward and experience new cultures, new vistas and the choice was hers to accept. 

Janie was ready for the challenge that life was presenting to her, ‘Yes! It’s time to leave the past behind.’ And she danced a few steps, oblivious of strangers’ stares. 

She was delighted with the discovery of her new-found courage, free at last from the turbulent past and her childlike guilt. Life welcomed her on her own terms and she was ready for it, new challenges, new opportunities awaited her.

The End.
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